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Slim Sherman leant against the corner of a mostly ruined adobe 

cabin near  Tumavaca  Mexico, one leg bent back against the wall, 

hands resting easily on his gun belt . His expression was grim  as he 

surveyed the aftermath of the ride all five people present had 

made  from Wyoming to Tumavaca. Slim the outsider of the group  

watched the  other  four people around him intently, the t wo men 

from the Diamond D ranch , Arnold DeWalt  and his foreman 

George Tanna, De Waltõs beautiful wife Laurel and Slimõs friend  

Jess Harper . They had all ridden  a long way to finally understand , 

as they  face d  each other , that no -one would be returning  with 

their dreams and plans fulfilled.   

 

Jess Harper stood beside him, also leaning agains t the adobe wall, 

but he was no where as easy as Slim. Just judging from Jessõs 

tension , Slim knew he had reason to be concerned about how 

Jess would respond to the  afterma th of his long ride . Because 

instead of finding a life  with a beautiful woman whom he had had 

good reason to believe loved him, the ride down for Jess had led 

to a killing and a ride back knowing he had been taken for a fool 

by her.  

 

If Jess was planning on riding back to Wyoming at all, which Slim 

purely doubted.   

 

Arnold  DeWal t and his foreman George Hanna were sitting on 

their horses, Hanna clutching the carpet bag that contained the 

$60,000 that Laurel De Wal t had stolen from her husband, and had 

cost the lives of the bounty hunters sent to r etrieve her. The last 

killed by Jess not moments ago. Laurel DeWal t sat on her horse a 

little way apart from the others as defiantly she watched her 

husband and lover, both of them now ex, cautiously eye each 

other off.   
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DeWalt õs foreman George Hanna , appeared  calm enough . He 

even seemed to accept Slimõs hasty intervention that he and Jess 

were just drifters caught up in the fight, but Slim wondered by 

Georgeõs odd glance toward Laurel whether he really knew who 

Jess was and what had happened between Jess and Laurel.   

 

If DeWalt himself  realised what Jess and Slim were doing there,  he 

certainly did not show it. To Slim, watching  Laurelõs husband, it 

seemed  that the man was beyond caring  or perhaps  no longer 

ha d the strength to make any connections between Jessõs 

presence and his wife .  

 

Slim glanced toward Jess again , but Jess was watching DeWalt  

intently, and  the expression on Jessõs face was not one to make 

Slim any less concerned  about what Jess was feeling . Jessõs 

expression was  disquiet , pity, guilt and perhaps  some fear. Jess 

had told Slim that DeWalt  was a hard man , a man  Jess believed  

would kill  his wife  Laurel , if he caught her  leaving him. Jessõs hand 

was twitchy, waiting for Dewal t to react, fearful Dewal t would 

react , Slim guessed.   

 

DeWal t seemed to slump smaller in his saddle. Perhaps  when Jess 

had  worked at Diamond D  the cattleman had been a hard man 

but  Slim could not see any resemblance between the man Jess 

described and the one sitting on the horse in front of him . The man 

in front of him , despite his blunt dismissal of his wife  

seemed é.broken , as if he had lost all ability to f ight . Slim with 

another quick glance at Jess, wondered if the fear on Jessõs face 

was because he realised if Laurel could break a man like DeWalt  

she could have broken him too.   
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And with just as little concern.   

 

A frightening thought for a man like Jess, Slim realised.   

 

The stillness was disturbed by George staring hard at Jess, then 

swinging his horse away . For a second De Walt  looked at Jess, with 

what in his eyes, Slim was not sureésympathy, pity . Jess certainly 

saw something he did not like because he audibly sucked his 

breath , and his face went very dark  as DeWalt  turned to follow his 

foreman.  Nearly beaten by the effort it had cost him to  break free  

of Laurel , DeWalt seemed to shrink even further into  the saddle, as 

he rode away .   

 

Jessõs eyes followed DeWalt , seeing a man who would never 

again be the towering figure he had once been.  A man c ut down 

by an amoral woman who damaged and destroyed all things , all 

people , she touched. Jess still leaning against the adobe wall  

beside Slim went rigid  as DeWalt slumped in the saddle . Jessõs 

expression changed to  even  de ep er, dark anger. He slapped his 

thigh hard, then  without saying anything  almost ran toward his 

horse, which was still tied behind the house.   

 

Jess mounted , hop p ing up to the stirrup and swinging the horse 

hard around before he had even touched the saddle.  He started 

to move off then  hauled the horse back hard, stopping for an 

instant to watch Laurel as she s at on her horse, staring past the 

space where he r husband had been. Blond , indomitable , 

bewitching , her pouting beautiful face showing almost no  

emot ion and yet at the same time , showing e verything , anger , 

fear,  courage, hate , passion and complete  soullessness. For a 

second , Jess stared  straight at Laurel but she looked past him,  as if 
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she was not even aware he was still there. Jess caught his breath, 

then his eyes narrowed , in anger , in pain, in self -disgust  and his jaw 

tightened and he hit the bay horse with spurs, harder than was 

usual for him, bounding off in a thundering gallop  back the way 

Slim and he had come .  

 

Slim still standing by the shack where the bounty hunters body lay , 

shook his head , knowing for him the drama was far from over . He 

watched Jess gallop off  then he  straightened up, took his hat off , 

and put it back on so it sat higher on his head . He slowly wa lked 

over to where his own horse grazed , caught it, vaulted easily into 

the saddle then turned the direction Jess had galloped off.   

 

For a second , or maybe an eternity, Slim did not know,  Laurel still 

alone , still sitting on her horse, turned toward  him. Her eyes 

narrowed sensuously, and she tossed her head , the y ellow h air 

glinting in the sunlight.   

 

As Slim moved past her she lifted her chin and deliberately licked 

her lips. Asking the question . A woman who would never be alone. 

Tempting him for w hatever she needed in the aftermath of the 

long ride.   

 

For Slim time stopped. He  pulled his horse up,  swallowed hard, and 

for another second  or maybe forever , he met  her  knowing carnal 

eyes and  he  found him self breathing hard and shallow . Without 

being aware he was doing so, he moved his horse toward Laurel , 

mesmerised  by  the  sheer beauty of her as she faced the world 

defiant . However , a sudden  vision of Jessõs angry self-disgusted  

eyes and DeWaltõs broken figure stopped Slim in his tracks. He 

caught his breath , swallowed very hard and turned his horse back 
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in the direction Jess had gone . He then  tipped his hat to Laurel  

and rode past  her , following the  route that Jess took  at a leisurely 

jog .  

 

Laurel  watched him go and then as he glanced back, she spun 

her horse , and to Slimõs relief, sent it off at a gallop in the opposite 

direction to  the way  Jess went . And as she galloped away, Slim 

almost convinced himself he would easily forget seeing her face , 

as she watched Jess ride, her hair blowing in  the wind defiant an d 

beautiful; almost convinced himself that he would easily forget the 

invitation in her soulless eyes , almost convinced himself that he 

had not felt what he knew he felt.   

 

Slim jogged  his horse up the hill and then t urned along the foothills 

back toward the Mexican village wher e Jess and he had first  seen 

the  bounty hunter  galloping away with the money Laurel had 

stolen from her husband .   

 

Jess was nowhere  in sight  which did not  surprise Slim. As Jessõs 

tempers went, this was one of his better ones. Slim bet himself as 

he rode toward the village, that the job he had set himself, to get 

Jess back home , was only just starting.   

 

On the rough ride to Tumavaca from where Slim had met Jess on 

the trail , Jess had taken the time to ask how Slim knew he was in 

trouble. Slim had , and in hindsight realised foolishly , told Jess the 

truth of the two bounty hunters coming to the ranch.   

 

òI had to tell them where you wereó Slim explained to Jess. òI 

couldnõt risk them harming Andy  to protect  youé.or her , you 
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understand.  So I figured the next best thing was to come after 

you.ó  

 

òNoó Jess had agreed his voice rasping dry and his expression  

tight and painfully vulnerable, òYou couldnaõ put Andy at risk, just 

on account oõ protectinõ me.ó   

 

At which point Slim knew he had made a huge mistake, one that 

was going to make the job he had set himself, that of bringing Jess 

home , so much harder.   

 

If Slim knew Jess and these days  he thought he did , when Jess 

calmed down he was going to feel like a complete fool for having 

been taken in by Laurel. Jess was going to be embarrassed, 

uncomfortable , totally unwilling to face Jonsey and Andy after 

having made such a fool of himself.  If Slim knew Jess and he did.   

 

All of which would mean Jess would have decided he was not 

going back to Wyoming. Because if Slim knew Jess and he did, 

Jess was going to come up with any number of reasons why  it was 

in everyoneõs best interests he did not return to Wyoming . Slim 

conceded that some of the reasons may be good ones. He 

already knew  what many of them would be. He  had heard  quite 

a number of them from Jess on the Lo Lo trail the last time Jess 

had tried to help someone who did not deserve his misguided 

loyalty , when he and Slim went to Canada with Jessõs gone and 

not lamented brother in law  Gil Brady . And Slim did not have a 

doubt in the world that there were considerably better reasons 

that Je ss had not felt safe enough to divulge at that point.  Slim 

had never pressed Jess to talk about his years in the drift. What he 

did know was some of the things Jess had slowly trusted him 
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enough to tell, and from reading between the lines of what Jess 

did not tell.   

 

So now here they were again at the other end of the country 

because  Jess had again misplac ed  his responsibilities and loyalties. 

And if Slim was remembering that ride to Canada he could bet 

that Jess was too.  And if Slim knew Jess and he thought he did, 

Jess was already regretting letting himself get talked into returning 

to the  Sherman  ranch after the ride to Canada . Slim was certain 

that Jess would have convinced himself that all it  had done was 

cause more trouble  for people Jess cared about , which Slim 

conceded was quite possibly true . He for one was riding up and 

down the country when he should have been running his ranch.   

 

Added to all those reasons  Jess could find for not returning to the 

Sherman ranch,  was the fact Jessõs goodbye to Andy before he 

and Laurel left had been painful for both of them . Andy had been 

hurting badly that Jess would walk away without a thought for 

those left behind, especially as Jess had all but said he was not 

returning to work at the ranch. Jess shrank from causing pain, 

especia lly to people he cared about. And if Slim knew Jess and 

he thought he did , Jess would be concluding that the best thing 

he could do for Andy was not put him through the pain again , not 

realising that the boy cared enough  to worry himself sick at Jessõs 

absence, dreading with every stage arriving that they would hear 

bad news, frightened every time he saw a newspaper that it 

would confirm that Jess had finally got himself into trouble he 

could not handle.   

 

Slim could probably have named half a dozen people around 

Laramie, including the odd relative  such as his Aunt Ella , who 

would have said good riddance to the departure of Jess and his 
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troubles.  In fact Ella had visited the ranch j ust the day before  Slim 

has set out and caused considerable anguish for Andy who 

normally adored her, when she had all but danced a jig that the 

no account drifter, probable killer and all around dangerous Texas 

trash had removed his presence from the Sherman ranch 

voluntarily. Ella and Jess did not get along.   

 

But none of that mattered because Jess had promised Andy he 

would come back , and Andy had taken it to mean that Jess 

would return home . And Slim had every intention of making sure 

Jess kept the promise sooner rather than later,  regardless of any 

reason that Jess came up with for not returning to work at the 

Wyoming ranch. As much for Jessõs sake as Andyõs.  

 

That Jess did not seem to understand how much his presence 

meant to the two Sherman brothers and Jonsey  certainly made 

him  a fool  Slim conceded . But then if Jess had not been a fool he 

would not have made the run to Tum avaca on the whim of a  

beautiful amoral woman who was incapable of any feeling for 

another human being.   

 

So when two bounty hunters had come to  the  Sherman ranch 

seeking Laurel and the Sherman Brothers had found out just what 

sort of trouble Jess had got himself into this time , as Slim saw it the 

solution was obvious. B ecause Slim had a young brother who m he 

did not want to see in pain and a friend w ho could not avoid 

trouble and had no idea how important his presence had 

become to the people on the Sherman ranch, Slim decided that 

the best solution for all of them was to bring Jess home , regardless 

of what Jess said about it .  
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ééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé. 

As soon as Jonsey had arrived home the morning following the 

bounty hunters visit, whilst Andy had poured out t he whole sorry 

story to Jonsey,  Slim had saddled up to go after Jess. Jonsey had 

not been as concerned as Andy tha t this time Jess really would 

not come back .  He was m ore concerned about  how difficult Jess 

was going to make it for Slim to get him back.   

 

óBad penny always turns upó Jonsey said. He packed some food 

for Slim òYou figure that boy really needs rescuing from one little 

gal  even if she is a bad ôun.ó  

 

 òNopeó said Slim òI figure he needs rescuinõ from his own best 

instinct s.ó  

 

Jonsey laughed òWaló he drawled òFigure on that one youõre right. 

You didnõt try and talk him out of goinõ?ó he asked.  

 

òA chance she could have been what he needed. He sure 

wanted itó Slim expla ined.  òGuess a man has a right to find out if 

what he wants is what he  needs. ó He smiled òFigured the more I 

tried to talk him out of goin õ the more likely I was to talk him out of 

cominõ back.ó  

 

òYouõre learninõ Slimó Jonsey said and Slim had grinned . òYou 

know t hat boy  Jess is goinõ to give you a hard time gettinõ him 

backó Jonsey warned .  
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Slim had nodded in no doubt about how hard his task would be.   

 

òYou know that boy Jess has figured he wants a home here, ó 

Jonsey added òbut he ainõt quite figured heõs got a home here 

yet , so heõs gonna be busy mourninõ what he  thinks heõs lost. Anõ 

heõs goinõ to feel awful foolish throwinõ his chances  away on a 

bad unõ like that woman.  Anõ heõs goinõ to be figurinõ that heõs 

more trouble than heõs worth to anyone keepinõ him around. 

Again. ó  

 

òI know how hard it will be ó said Slim with feeling  òAndy reckons 

every time Jess has been dragged  off somethinõ always brings  him 

back. This time heõs gone off on such a foolõs errand , I reckonõ the 

somethinõ that drags him back is goinõ to be me.ó   

 

òNothinõ like makinõ a fool of himself to bring out the stubborn in a 

fella, especially a young fellaó Jonsey said.  

 

òReckon if nothinõ else I can out-stubborn Jessó Slim said with a 

grin.   

 

òReckonó Jonsey agreed.  

 

òIf itõs humanely possible to get Jess back Iõll get Jess backó Slim 

promised Andy before he left. òNo promises about keepinõ him 

here when I get him back.ó He added.  
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òJessõll figure he wants to stay home when he gets backó Andy 

said confidently. òHe ainõt that bigger a fool.ó  

 

Jonsey snorted . òGood luck to you up  till Jess figures that ó he said  

as Slim rode off, bound  for south road Jess had taken.   

 

Slim had actually had some hope when he did meet up with Jess, 

and saved him from the third bounty hunter , because  Jess was 

clearly pleased and grateful to see him , that perhaps he was 

mistaken. Jess would return home without an argument. The hope 

lasted for a s long as it took Jess to get to his feet and go charging 

off to Mexico to fix the unfixable.   

 

éééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé  

 

In Tumavaca , Slim reached the village  still going along at an easy 

pace , scanning the road to see if the two men DeWalt  and 

Hanna were ther e but they were not in sight .  

 

Unfortunatel y neither was Jess.  

 

Slim frowned . Jess must have been riding as hard as only Jess 

could when he was in a temper,  and that temper was fuelled this 

time by  embarrassment  and self -disgust as the full foolishness of 

what he had done with Laure l hit him .   

 

Which meant Jess was really moving.   
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Slim, feeling a little guiltily , wondered if he should make an effort to 

report the dead bounty hunter to authorities. Then decided 

against it.  The chances were that Mexican authorities even if they 

were around this remote area would not be interested in 

Americans killing each other. But if they were  interested,  Slim 

winced at the idea of explaining to them why Jess would kill a 

murderer then go ridin g off with lightning under his tail. He 

wondered what the  likelihood was the authorities would  

understand that a man was just plain embarrassed when he 

realised he had been used as a fool by an amoral woman.  Not 

good he concluded.   

 

Slim smiled to himself.  At least he was not going to die wondering 

how Jess kept getting himself into trouble. What he did wonder 

was  how Jess had survived this long getting himself into the trouble 

he did. Luck and time Slim thought. Both of which could run out at 

any moment.   Of one thing Slim was certain. Jess had a better 

chance of hanging onto both luck and time at the ranch in 

Wyoming than he ever would on the drift and finding trouble on 

his own. At least at the ranch, mostly Jess got to wait until it arrived.   

 

Slim turned onto the main road  still moving at a  gentle  jog  

because he felt that the villagers had had their patience pushed 

enough by Americans  galloping and shooting their way through 

the village  that day .  He glanced around him as he rode. Mostly 

the villag e consisted of small houses but there was a store 

attached to the bar which he had hardly noticed on the way in. 

There were quite a number of people about, and they all stopped 

to watch him, some with curiosity ; some with suspicion.   

 

Slim glanced at the depleted state of the c anvas bag he carried 

over his saddle. He had coffee but not a whole lot else.  Food 
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could be a good idea he thought. Andy got a lot of his wild 

animals home following food, and Jess had been living off trail 

rations since he left the ranch.    

 

Slim pulled up, dismounted and tied his horse to the veranda post 

in the front of the store. He felt in his pockets as he did. He was not 

exactly flush with money. He never kept that much cash at the 

ranch and he had to leave mos t of what was there in case Andy 

and Jonsey had some emergency, so all he had was $20  and $5  

note s hidden in the safest pocket he had , some silver dollars in his 

pants pocket, and some loose change in his vest. Still he thought 

that probably made him a wea lthy man in Mexico.   

 

There was an elderly man sitting on the  veranda working away at 

some wood carving .  

 

 òBuenas tardes , senoró Slim said to t he  man òInglés?ó he asked 

hopefully  and unsuccessfully  as the man shook his head, without 

any regret at all.   

 

Slim frowned and nodded òHombre ?ó he asked car efully. 

òCaballo? ó He pointed at the road.   

 

òSi Senoró said the man more interested  in his work.  

 

òHow long? ó  Slim asked.   

 

The man shrugged  and went back to his work .  
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òHorasó Slim asked and held up a finge r.  

 

The man shrugged  again , uninterested .òSi se¶oró he said then he 

he ld up a fi nger and bent it in half .  

 

 òSió said Slim hoping that meant a half hour .  

 

 òDirección ó Slim asked pointing at the road.   

 

The man thought about it then slo wly pointed to t he  road go ing 

south . Slimõs heart sank. If Jess had gone south it was going to be 

a long hard ride in t he  wrong direction before Slim even had a 

chance of convincing  Jess to turn around to come home.  At least 

if Jess had turned north , Slim would have had a chance to work 

on him while they were riding in t he  right direction .  

 

Slim went into the store . There was not much there , but they must 

have had some passing trade because he  was able to buy fresh 

tacos and brown sugar cakes, as well as some apples. It cost him 

one of his silver dollars which was robbery  and he started to argue,  

but then he remembered he had shot up the village that 

afternoon , so that robbery may have been justified  and with a wry 

smile he paid the dollar .  

 

He packed the  food in the canvas bag and mounted, turning 

south. The man on the veranda had been joined by several others , 

who all watched him with something like amusement . Slim 

frowned suspiciously. He rode a few yards and stopped an d  just 
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hope against hope asked òUn hombre ?ó  and he pointed to the 

south  road.   

 

The man exchanged  glances with the other men and sai d  òUn 

hombre no  señoró  

 

òWhat do you mean? ó Slim asked getting confused.   

 

The man  grinne d, and his companions laughed . They were 

obviously enjoying Slimõs confusion.   

 

 òUn hombre no se¶oró said the man , òDos hombres.   

 

òNo dos hombresó Slim said òUn hombre.ó  

 

The men looked at each other  and the old man smiled.  

The old man said òUn hombre rápido ó and to Slimõs immense relief 

he pointed to the north road.  òHoras.ó The man added, enjoying 

having Slim at his mercy.   

 

However Slim was so relieved, he ignore d  the smile around t he  

manõs lips. He could not really blame the villagers for having their 

fun after the crazy rider  shooting up through their villag e.   

 

He t ipped his hat  to the man  òGracias señor ó he said. Then more 

happily than he could have believed , turned onto the north road.   
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Slim jogged along . It was no use chasing Jess hard. He knew Jess 

and there were a  few thing s he could rely on  Jess doing , no 

matter how  bad h is temper . Jess would look after his horse  so that 

sooner or later he would stop for the horse if not for himself.   

 

And Jess would feel obligated to wait for Slim to give the thank 

you speech.  Jess would not go drifting off without doing it. 

However much Jess had convinced himself he was the outsider 

again, wandering  on his own, putting himself out of bounds, Jess 

would feel he ow ed Slim and himself the thank you and would not 

leave until he had don e it.   

 

Over the last few months Slim had gained a pretty good idea how 

the speech went.   

 

Thanks for the fire and thanks for the roof, thanks for riding beside 

me and t hanks for trusting me , thanks for coming after me , and 

fare thee well.   

 

Slim also understood how much Jess would mean it  and how 

much Jess would be hurting when he said  it. And  that Jess would 

lite  out  as soon as he said it.   

 

òWhich Jess, you ainõt gonna get a chance to doó Slim said out 

loud.   
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There was still no sign of Jess up ahead. So Slim mused to himself , 

in between admiring the spectacular openness and space 

around the road, how he would get Jess home. The one thing he 

was sure would have no effect was trying to argue Jess out of 

leaving. Jess had heard every argument Slim knew to convince 

him  to stay on alreadyé. several times. Probably on his angry ride 

Jess was going over each argument  and losing the case to stay 

without any help from Slim.   

 

So Slim decided his best chance was to avoid arguing at any cost. 

All he ha d to do was keep Jess pointed north and dodge letting 

him make the thank you speech  long enough to get close to 

Laramie . The closer they were to Laramie  if or when Jess realised 

he had been conned, the better the chances Slim could  drag him 

back to the ranch , regardless of his objections .  

 

As he rode on Slim found his mind drifting back to those last 

minutes just before L aurel had left . He could see her face, the 

expression, the invitation and  he could almost imagine what it 

would fell like to have her . And just a small, small part of him 

regret ted the loss of just knowing  what it would have been like . 

And another part of him had not the slightest trouble 

understanding why Jess had thrown away ever ything he had built 

for himself , all hopes of finding a home and of belonging.  When 

he saw Laurel DeWalt in Wyoming, Slim had just been angry with 

what she w as doing and it had  taken all his restraint not to tell Jess 

what a fool he was being. When Laurel had looked at him so in 

Tumavaca , it had taken all his restraint not to throw everything to 

the winds and follow her. For a n instant Slim was struck by an 

overwhelming sense of regret that he had not accept the 

invitation she had offered, even knowing why it was offered. Then 

Slim thought  about the broken figure of De Walt and the reason he 

was jogging northward along a Mexican road after Jess.   
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òNo good at  all,ó he thought òJust about as fool thing as I could 

doó he admonished himself. òThen Iõd be needinõ Jess to rescue 

me.ó  

 

Would Jess rescue him? Slim was pretty sure that when Jess slowed 

down and realise d  Slim was missing in action he would .  In an 

instant . Then take great pleasure in pointing out that Slim was a 

fool to look at the woman. A bigger fool than Jess had been  

because Slim knew what she was . In fact it would make Jess very 

happy to do it, and say it.   

 

Slim considered the possibilities. If he played it right he could 

maybe keep Jess yelling at him until they hit Wyoming, maybe 

even the ranch road. Perhaps  it was worth a try  he thought, 

stopping and half turning around.  Perhaps it would be even worth 

finding out what that knowing carnal look had meant.  He 

touched his spurs to his horse and it leaped forward. Then as it 

plunged t he vision of De Waltõs slumped figure flashed in front of 

Slim and he pulled up hard. He  shook his head and determinedly 

turned north. He realised that t here were some things far too 

dangerous for a man to do, even for friendship. All in all, t he 

further Jess and he got from Laurel  and the closer to Wyoming  the 

better.   

 

Slim jogged northward. A few miles on h e passed some sheep 

herders who confirmed they had  seen a rider on a bay horse  

heading northé.rapido.   

 

Slim thanked them then and jogged on. He passed some more 

time wonderin g if he ought to warn Andy not to laugh  at Jess for  

making a fool of himself. òNahó he said out loud.  òGood for Andy 
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to know Jess could make as big a fool of himself as anyone  else. 

Biggeró he added taking considerable pleasure in the thought .  

 

Slim passed some more time considering even if he could keep 

Jess going north, how many places there were for him to veer east 

or more likely west , if he knew Jess and he did, if given the 

opportunity.  The border for a start he thought.  Maybe the Santa 

Fe trai l. Maybe a few of the westward trails in the New Mexico 

territory. Better he decided if he could keep Jess on the east side 

of the mountains  all the way to Wyoming . The road would be 

rougher, the Indians more  dangerous and  country more 

treacherous than the  easier path Jess had followed down. On the 

other ha nd there would be the advantage of a mountain range 

between Jess and any westward plans he might have, all the way 

through New Mexico and Colorado. Slim knew that he  would 

have to be careful, Jess knew th e country well. Even if he foiled 

one opportunity to head west, Jess would be planning on the next.  

It was going to take some fancy work to keep Jess heading north 

because if he realised he was being taken north, the chances 

were he would get very stubborn .   

 

òItõs going  to be a long r ide home from Tumavacaó Slim told his 

horse as he jo gging on .  

 

A little way up the road, Slim cam e to a small hut where some 

children were playing and a woman was in the front yard milking 

goats . She watched Slim as he rode up . He tipped his hat and 

asked if he could water his horse , she smiled a t him and nodded 

and indicated a small well . While Slim drew some water he asked 

if she had seen a man on a bay horse. She could or would speak 

English and she told him  a man with a  bay horse had  stopped to 

water his horse. But it was a while ago.   
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Jess would never water a hot horse so Slim figured he must have 

calmed down enough a few miles back to walk the horse  and 

cool it down.  Perhaps a good sign that Jess was going to be 

reasonable by the time Slim caught up with him. Perhaps in 

cooling his horse down Jess had cooled himself down but Slimõs 

hopes were dashed when the woman ask ed if Jess was a  bad 

man.   

 

òNoó Slim told her shaking his hands to push his p oint òa good 

man. ó He said crossing himself to demonstrate   

 

The woman  shook her head in disbelief . She narrow ed her eyes 

and then put her fingers on either side of her mouth pulling her lips 

down  to g ive a good imitation of Jessõs face when he was in a 

mood.   

 

òBad manó she said. òBetter stay away.ó She told Slim òThat one is 

trouble.ó  

 

Slim tipped his hat  as he mounted his horse  òThat senora is the 

pure gospel truth.ó he told the woman.  

 

Slim sighed.  òItõs goinõ to be a long ride home  from Tumevaca ó he 

thought.   

 

Slim rode on, trying to concentrate  on just how he was going to 

get Jess home, and doing everything he could not to keep seeing 
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the vision of Laurel DeWaltõs carnal gaze flash at him. Not entirely 

successfully.   

 

He rode for some time and i t was g etting quite late . Slim was really 

wondering just how far Jess would move  on, when into the 

distance away he heard one rifle shot. Slim touched his gun, then 

when the shot was not followed, he decided the one shot could 

be someone hunting and the most optimistic view was Jess 

stopping long enough to think of eating , or providing a meal to 

say goodbye over.   

 

 òWhich isnõt goinõ to happenó Slim told his horse.   
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Slim rode on until it was nearly dusk . He was very close to the 

border and starting to strain his eyes to see . He kept wondering 

just how far Jess had ridden  and was trying hard to push down 

any concerns that Laurelõs evil would have worked on Jess to such 

an extent that he would just leave and forgo the farewell speech. 

Because if Jess was willing to leave without doing it, Slim had no 

way of getting him back to Wyoming . Laurel had already 

destroyed any chances he had of making a home .  

 

Finally, as the dark was closing around him and Slim  was starting to 

wonder if Laurel had indeed won,  his horse let out a whinny which 

was answered by the  familiar on e of friend . And to his 

overwhelming relief  a short distance away, Slim could just make 

out Jessõs horse picketed a little way from the road. Then in a  

sheltered spot near some bushes and trees Slim could finally see 

Jess. He was leaning ove r quite a good fire cooking a bird . Slim 

had to restr ain himself from letting out a defiant yahoo that Laurel  

had not won. He took a hard deep breath , pulled his hat down 

low , and as casually as he could rode over to where Jess was 

turning a makeshift spit absentmindedly.   

 

òHowdyó he said casually, looking down  on Jess from quite a 

height.    

 

òHow dyó Jess replied apprehension making his  voice  rasp. In the 

firelight Slim could see Jessõs right hand was twitching quite 

violently.   

 

òDuck?ó Slim asked  completely friendly, ignoring Jessõs tension 

which far from reassuring Jess seemed to add to his apprehension.   
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Jess took a deep breath and nodded , failing miserably at an 

attempt to be casual . òWater  hole yo nder , plenty of birds on it. ó 

he gushed  pointing . òFigured we could take the time to eat. Talkó 

he added with just a flicker of a smile, his eyes narrowing  and 

muscle tremo uring near his jaw .   

 

òFineó Slim said  so dry that Jess swallowed hard , then swallowed 

again .   

 

òSlimó Jess started to say  but faltered when by the fire light he saw , 

that despite the friendly tone,  just how dark Slimõs expression was.   

 

òIõll fix the horseó Slim said.  

 

òFine ò said Jess turning the spit to fast.  

 

òSteady with that birdó Slim warned.  

 

Slim deliberately moved the horse away , turning his back  on Jess 

and then he allowed himself a small smile . He dismounted , 

unsaddl ed  his horse and took  his time rubbing it  down  before  

leading  it to water hole for a drink, fully aware that Jess kneeling 

by the fire was watching him intently.  As his horse drank , Slim 

glanced behind him .  He could  feel the tension coming from  Jess.  

 

Slim lead the horse back and still moving slowly picketed it fairly 

close to Jessõs. As he turned back Jess stood up, getting ready to 
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say something.  Slim turned his back on Jess again, and went over 

to Jessõs horse, running his hand down its back and legs.  

 

òYou run him hard todayó he said conversationally to Jess.   

 

 òHeõs used to itó Jess replied  a touch defensively  òSliméó  

 

Slim turned his back and went over to where he had left his saddle . 

He carried it to near the fire  then  still with his back to a  very tense 

Jess, dug around  in the provision bag while Jess watched him . He 

pulled the coffee  pot and makings out, then put the provision bag 

back on the saddle on the opposite side to the fire,  as a clear 

donõt touch message which Jess noted. He swallowe d but did not 

say anything .  

 

Slim started to make coffee, making himself so busy Jess gave up 

trying to talk and concentrated on cooking.     

 

Later that night, they both lay back against their saddles on 

opposite sides of the fire. Slim realised after day s looking after the 

ranch in his own, a  long ride with almost no break trying to catch 

Jess, and then all the dramas of the day he was exhausted and all 

he wanted to do was sleep. Jess on the other hand  even  if he was 

tired , was far too caught up in his own thoughts to sleep. He kept 

moving about, getting up kicking the fire, or restlessly shifting 

position.  He and Slim had barely spoken whilst they ate, and it 

was not a comfortable silence, at least on Jessõs part. Slim was 

fairly happy with the way the conversation was not going.   
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Finally as Slim was congratulating himself on getting through the 

first night and was just dosing off Jess asked òYou awake?ó  

 

òNoó Slim muttered considerably  annoyed.   

 

òPretty close to the borderó Jess said , and then far to o casually he 

added . òBeen thinkinõ how it wasnõt more than a few months ago 

we was on the other border.ó  

 

Slim froze  òIõll just bet you haveó he thought, wondering how he 

could stop Jess talking. òSince you been around I sure been 

seeing more of the big open than I have for some timeó Slim said 

carefully.   

 

 òI knowó Jess answered. òWeõre near the borderó he said again .  

 

òI knowó said Slim uncommunicatively .   

 

òSee any Indian signs on the way downó Jess asked  building u p  to 

something else.   

 

òNopeó said Slim.   

 

òYeahó Said Jess. òLooks like it will be quiet when you é.goinõ 

backó  
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òCould beó Slim agreed more sure than ever that Jess was going 

to say farewell at the border.   

 

òI been thinkinõé.ó  Jess said.   

 

Slim decided saying the about time that was on his lips was 

probably a bad move.   

 

òI been thinkinõ ò Jess said ò You didnõt stop in them Colorado pass 

through towns on the way down.ó  

 

 òNopeó said Slim. òCame the way you did.ó  

 

òNot so good an idea to do it on the way backó Jess said.  òMaybe 

go back the long way and miss ôem.ó  

 

òKnow how rough those towns are. Been shiftinõ cattle down to 

mining towns there since I got home  from the war ó Slim said the 

word deliberately but got no response . òKnow how to be carefuló 

he added wondering how this was going to lead to why Jess was 

not going back to Wyoming.   

 

òDriftinõ through is differentó Jess said seriously. òBetter not to hit 

them aloneó he added. òGo straight backó he said. òSliméó he 

stopped cle arly wondering whether Slim had taken note of the  

word alone .  
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Slim decided he was better off pretending he had not heard the 

word. He to ok a deep annoyed breath, which he did not have to 

feign, because as Jess stuttered around for words to say farewell, 

annoyed was the mildest description for what Slim was feeling.    

 

òJess Iõm tired. I been riding for days, barely slept catchinõ up with 

you. Nothinõ you can say that canõt wait.ó Slim snapped and 

turned away . Jess was so planning on riding off at the border .  

 

 òI appreciate you cominõ.ó Jess said  trying again .  

 

òAppreciate it tomorrow.  Or appreciate it now by shuttinõ up and 

lettinõ me sleep ó Slim told him from the depth of his blanket and 

he was tired enough  to mean it.   

 

òYeahó Jess agreed. He was s ilent for a while. Then asked òSlim?ó  

 

òShut upó snarled Slim really meaning it.   

 

òWhat happened to Laurel ?ó Jess asked , his voice hard .  

 

Slim turned over to face Jess òRode off southwardó he  said.   

 

 òShe didnõt ask for helpó Jess asked carefully  òor anythinõ?ó  
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Slim hesitated òNopeó he said eventually. òFigure sheõd findé 

shelter befor e night falló Slim said.   

 

òFigureó said Jess his voice cracking slightly. òSlimé..ó  

 

òPut your hat down and s hut up and let me sleepó snapped Slim 

and turned over .   

 

òAinõt got my ható Jess snarled.   

 

éééééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé  

 

The next morning they arrived at the border fairly early. Since they 

had  woken at dawn Jess had been trying to start a conversation. 

But as Slim was fairly certain that any conversation he had with 

Jess that morning was going to end up with thank you and fare 

thee well  he had flatly refused to say anything more than one 

word answers if he was forced into saying anything .  

 

  

While Slim made coffee, Jess offered to take both horses to the 

wat er hole , and Slim just grunted instead of saying his usual thanks. 

Because that was a word he was n ot going to use near Jess any 

time on the long ride home. No sense giving him chances  to start 

saying what Slim did not want to hear .   
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Jess to his credit was trying hard  òLook Slimééó he said after 

untying the horses .   

 

Slim grunted e ven louder and turned his back kicking at the fire. 

He knelt down to get the coffee goi ng and Jess took a hard deep 

breath , giving up trying to start a conversation  and led the horses 

down to the water hole .  

 

After a tota lly silent breakfast of coffee and the last of Jessõs 

cornballs, Jess tried again as they saddled their horses  òSlimó he 

started to say òThereõs somethinõéé..ó  

 

But he got no further because Slim found it necessary to thump his 

horse hard to make him let go his breath in order to tighten  the 

cinch. The horse objected and slammed sidewa ys into Jess who 

was nearly kno cked over. Jess forg ot he was anxiously trying to 

say thank you and good bye  for long enough to yell at Slim for 

being a fool and Slim managed to take offence for long enough 

not to say anything to Jess until they were almost at the border. 

But he could no t avoid being aware that all the way to the border 

Jess was restless, and glancing uncomfortably sideways at Slim 

who ignored  him.   

 

Slim was still pondering the best way he could get Jess past the 

cross roads on the other side of the border, when just bef ore they 

crossed Jess spurred his horse slightly ahead and grabbed the 

bridle of Slimõs horse pulling both animals up.   

 

òHeyó Slim roared .  
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Jess swung  his horse to face Slim but still held Slimõs rein òSlim, we 

gotta talk ó he said. He gave the small half smile that Slim 

recognised as Jess really worried .   

 

òWhy?ó Slim asked with a deep and totally uncommunicative sigh.   

 

òBefore we get to the border. I gotta say somethinõ.ó Jess said.   

 

òWhy?ó Slim asked again even more uncommunicative.   

 

But Jess was not going to be put off. He kept a firm hold of Slimõs 

rein and launched into what was clearly a planned speech. òI 

know youõre mad at me  about yesterd ay . I know you thought I 

could a  got both  of us killed . But I had to éó he started to say .  

 

òIõm not mad at youó Slim interrupted, snarling through his teeth . 

òAnd I only figured youõd get  one of us shot. Just didnõt know 

which one.  Let go my horseó he ordered harshly. Not needing to 

play act because as they approached the border and he knew 

Jess was about to try to go, he had worked himself up to being 

furious with him.   

 

òSlimó Jess said  not be dissuaded . He rushed into the speech.  òI 

gotta tell youé I appreciate what  you did cominõ after me, and I 

appreciate you not sayinõ anythinõ about Laurel. A man can feel 

foolish enough withoutéó He took  a deep breath.  
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òRight now I ainõt interested in anything you gotta tell meó Slim 

snapped and he was telling the truth. òLet go my horseó he 

ordered .  

 

Jess tried to make eye contac t. Slim ignored it and in the face  of 

Slimõs clear anger, Jess apparently decided Slim would not 

understand how much he meant the  farewell speech. He let go 

the bridle on Slimõs horse, spun his own around and  rode harder 

than he needed to up the road.  Slim watched Jess go for second 

or two, pushed h is hat further back on his head and then he  

spurred h is own horse beside Jess and they both moved fast until 

they crossed the border . Slim did not know wh ether  to be  amused 

because he was right that Jess was planning the farewell speech 

or angry because he was right that Jess was planning the farewell 

speech.   

 

Jess was by this time so angry at being thwarted in his good 

intentions that he appeared to almost forget the reason he had 

them, at least until he slowed down as they crossed the border  

and asked Slim if he was regretting coming down to Mexico.   

 

òNopeó Slim said honestly, then d ecided guilt was as good a 

weapon as he could use. òI got nothinõ better to do than chase 

border to border after you .ó   

 

The guilt worked until a mile or so on the other side of the border 

where the road became a clear cross road going north  south  east 

and west . Jess pull ed his horse up hard .   
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Slim stopped beside him and from under his hat watched to see 

what Jess was going to do. Jess glanced to -ward t he east road 

but then spun his horse left , to face  the west direction almost 

crashing it into Slim.  

 

òWell at least I know heõs planning on going westó Slim thought 

òDonõt have to worry about east roads. ó  

 

Jessõs horse sidled  hard into Slimõs which half reared and began 

spinning on the road. He met Slimõs eyes and started to  say 

something. Slim decided he was not  waiting to  hear it. He 

touched spurs to his plunging horse and moved hard down the 

road, leaving Jess at the cross roads, nearly unseated from the  

suddenness of the crashing hor ses as Slim rode away.    

 

Jess yelled out òSlimó but Slim paid him no attention .  

 

Slim dare d  not look back.  He kept ridi ng on the north road 

waiting , ho ping to hear hoo f beats behind him . He heard nothing 

but at a slight bend in the road he got  eno ugh o f a glimpse  to se e 

Jess still at the cross roads , his horse swinging and plunging . At 

least he had  not turned west.   

 

Slim held his breath as Jess let the horse swing west  then  ran his 

hand through his hair  and spun the horse  north, with a sharp angry 

pull  on the reins . Slim let his breath out with a long whe w, 

understanding  how much Jess cared that he would not just give 

up and go without saying what he felt he had to say .  
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òItõs a shameful thingó Slim told his horse òTo take advantage of a 

manõs decency.ó Then he remembered that he would not have to 

take advantage of Jessõs decency if Jess was not also acting  such 

a fool. And there was no shame in taking advantage of a man 

who was ac ting  a fool.   

 

 Slim slowed down around the bend enough to let Jess keep him  

in sight  but figured he needed to be some  distance from the  

border before easing up.  Jess neither attempted to call him back 

nor speak. Already working out where the next road west was Slim 

guessed, if he knew Jess and he did.   

 

Jess caught up and rode slightly behind but not saying anything 

until Slim stopped n ear a rise and started to walk  and Jess moved 

beside him . Jess eyed Slim sideways and waited for Slim to say 

some thing, by this time as mad at Slim as Slim was at him.   

 

òSooooooooooooooó Slim said finally .  

 

òYeah ó muttered Jess.   

 

òShort way back or long way?ó Slim asked testing the waters.   

 

Jess hesitated far to o long in answering  òLong way ó he answered 

finally  his voice very tight .  

 

òShort way is fasteró Slim said thinking on the short way there was a 

mountain range between Jess and the route west.   
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Jess shrugged òYou want to risk Indians ?ó  

 

òWhy not?ó said Slim. òNot like you got a woman toé. protect 

goinõ back.ó  

 

Jess shrugged and then seemed to make a choice and  rode on 

ahead. His body was tense as Slim watched him and  considered 

how much pushing Jess would take before he would force the 

issue. The leaving without the thank you  was not likely  but at least 

he was over the first hurdle. Jess had not gone west at the border.   

 

It was going to be a long way home from Tum avaca .
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They rode on together with neither saying anything. Slim deciding 

not to push and Jess lost in his thoughts.  Slim indulged a small 

hope that Jess would take being foiled about going west at the 

border as sign that he should just ride back to Wyoming, but 

knowing Jess and he did, it was more likely that Jess was just plain 

miserable he and Slim were going to be parting on bad terms.   

 

Which Jess confirmed when some time later he ask ed again.  òYou 

mad about riding down after me ?ó   

 

òNopeó said Slim.  

 

òWhat are you mad about?ó Jess asked seriously.   

 

òYouõre a fooló Slim answered honestly.   

 

Jess gaped at him, shook his head and rode on p robably so 

unsure at what was wrong with Slim that Slim guessed he was 

thinking more of what was wrong with Slim than what had 

happened with Laurel .  Not a bad thing.   

 

However b oth Jess and Slim were reminded why t hey were 

making the long ride back when they came to the place where 

Laurel had tried to shoot Jess and he had  been shot by the 

bounty hunter before she could do it .  

 

They both stopped looking around and Jessõs expression became 

grimmer and grimmer as he remembered the day before , whilst 
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Slim watching him felt an anger toward Laurel De Wal t that was 

not usual for him.    

 

She had used and all but destroyed her husband, broken him. 

And she had  tried to do the sa me to Jess, on a whim. She had 

done her best to destroy the hopes h e had of  finding a place 

where he belonged . If Jess went drifting off , she would have 

succeeded and whatever chances Jess had had of not being 

killed or turned into something less than he was now  were 

destroyed with those hopes. They would be lost  when time and 

luck ran out or Jessõs own best instincts led him down a path from 

which he could not turn back, or had nowhere to turn back to. If 

Jess did not go back  to Wyoming , Laurel would have succeeded 

in destroying him and  one  day a  stagecoach  would bring the  

news Andy did not want to know, or one of the newspapers  would 

report  on things no -one at the rel ay station wanted to r ead about .   

 

As Slim sat silently cursing Laurel, Jess let his breath out . His face 

was expressionless but  Slim c ould not miss that his left hand  was 

tapping erratically on his thigh.   

 

òShe was..ó Jess finally said to Slim.  

 

òYeahó said Slim. òShe was..ó  

 

òYesterday  when she was done, yesterday she spoke like . .. she 

cut a man down to maybe a foot talló Jess said , his voice slightly 

cracking with the pain of admission . òAnd the night before she 

made a man feeléó  
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òDid you ?ó Slim asked  as casually as he could.   

 

òYepó Jess said shortly .  

 

òWas it..?ó Slim asked and had to fight back a small pang of 

roaring jealousy as well as an almost obsessive curiosity . He 

swallowed hard, if a look and a question in her eyes could keep 

sending his thoughts back to Laurel DeWalt, it was no small 

wonder that she could nearly destroy someone as fragile and 

vulnerable as Jess.   

 

òYepó Jess answered just as short. He was sile nt for a while . òYou 

thinkó he asked òthatõs what she did to DeWal t? Cu t him down so 

often he c ouldnõt stand tall, ôcept when she élet him feel tall.ó  

 

òYepó said Slim.  

 

òDestroyed himó Jess said .  

 

òCut him down someó Slim agreed . òHe seemed to have  a  good 

friend in that foreman fella. Maybe get a hand to stand up again. ó  

 

òPitiful thing to see a man you knew to walk tall and know he õll 

never walk that tall againó Jess said.  òDeWal t was som eoneó Jess 

said òwhen I worked for him .ó  
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òMaybe De Walt  wasnõt as tough as you thoughtó Slim said slowly . 

òMaybe his friend knew it anywayó he added. òGot the feelinõ 

theyõd seen each other through some tough timesó he said.  

 

Jess gave Slim a small half smile. òMan would be lucky to have a 

friend who knew him  so welló he murmured.    

 

Slim watched Jess carefully and quietly saying nothing . There was 

nothing he could say that Jess did not know. Finally after sitting 

staring at the spot wher e Slim had found him, Jess nodded and 

nudged his horse forward .  

 

Slim took another look around the clearing and was about to 

follow Jess when he noticed something dark lodged in  a small 

crevice in the rocks . He dismounted and walked over to it  as Jess 

stopped to look ba ck and see what he was doing. Slim reached 

into the crevice  and pulled out a soggy and bent out of shape 

black hat. He held it up to Jess who just for a second grinned.   

 

Slim va ulted into his horse and moved up beside Jess, handing the 

hat over with a  wry smile.   

 

Jess accepted it with a ghost of a smi le òThanksó he said 

awkwardly  then took a deep breath . òSlimé.ó he started to say.  

 

Slim realising he was getting on dangerous ground  with just one 

word  interrupted  òYou see any vultures over wher e those bounty 

hunters died ?ó he asked .   
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òNope ó Jess said  sharply , put  out because he was cut off  òBeen 

looking. Someone maybe ...ó  

 

òYeah ò said Slim ò I wouldnõt normallyéó:  

 

òMe neitheró Jess answered  looking a t the  sky òButéó  

 

òYeahó Said Slim òMaybe better not stick around to have to 

explainó he added.  

 

òThat sounds more like me t han  youó Jess said  wit h a small smile.  

 

òBeen keepinõ bad company latelyó Slim answered as Jess, after 

jamming the soggy hat on his head moved off.   

 

As they rode off, Slim looked back at the clearing, shaking his 

head that an amoral woman could have made a place seem so 

evil.     

 

A short while later t hey came to where the road moved to the 

long trail. Jess hesitated, looking at back at Slim to see what he 

wanted .  

 

òYou know you was worried takinõ Laurel the short  way  because of 

the Chiricahuasó 
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Slim told Jess òShould brought her . Might  not had any Indian 

trouble for some time to come after they got her .ó  

 

òOr maybe m ight a  had more trouble than we could manage 

after  they got heró Jess said  with a ghost of a smile . He turned 

west ward òMight still be easier to go the other wayó Jess said 

eying the west t rail òWerenõt bothered that way , cominõ down.ó  

 

òDeWal t and that foreman fella must have come the other ó Slim 

interrupted quickly  òand they seemed okay .ó  

 

òDonõt hurt to be carefuló Jess said.  òDonõt mean there wonõt be 

trouble now .ó  

 

òDonõt mean there wonõt be trouble on the other one ó Slim said 

thinking anything that worried Jess, about leaving him  alone , like 

Indians , could be useful.   

 

òWhatever you wantó said Jess giving in a touch to easily.   

 

òEast trailó said Slim determined .  

 

They changed direction  slightly to  where a trail moved east ward 

around the San Andre Mountains which as far as Slim was 

concerned was a safe direction  because it put  a very large 

mountain range and some very rough country between Jess and 

heading west.  The trail went around the edge of the mountains . 

Far to the  west they could see a h igh hill rise but northwards as far  
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as the ho rizon wa s open land. Mostly Jess rode along locked in his 

own thoughts and wary of Slimõs mood. Jess did not even seem 

angry any more, more lost than anything, and more determined 

than ever not to go back if Slim knew Jess and he did .   

 

òBig land .  Openó Slim finally said to Jess. òGoes on forever .ó  

 

òNot quiteó Jess replied flat voiced very carefully suspicious of 

Slimõs mood change.  

 

òKnow it well ?ó Slim asked conversationally .   

 

òWell enoughó Jess answered still  wary .   

 

òNothinõ muc h a round her eó Slim pushed and wait ed. òNo roads , 

people .ó  

 

òNot this trailó Jess agreed finally feeling he had  to say something 

òLong one goe s near Los Cruces and gets more  traffic  goinõ to the  

border.ó  

 

òThis one doesnõt?ó Slim asked normal easily and watching Jess 

carefully  out of the corner of his eye .  

 

òNopeó Jess answered .  
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Slim nodded .  

 

òGoes north for qu ite awayó Jess finally told him.  Then pushed 

hard b ecaus e the silence  between them was eating at him  he  

added òWe shou ld meet up with the Soco rro road  tomorrow . 

Later if we donõt want to ride hard.ó  

 

òWe should?ó Slim asked carefully.   

 

òYeah said Jess òTrail more than a roadó he added then gave 

what his plans away . òGoes all the way west to Arizona. ó Then he 

shut up suddenly pushing ahead so Slim could not see his face.   

 

òNo point riding hard, horses could do with a quiet  rideó Slim 

answered smiling wryly which fortunately as Jess was staring 

straig ht ahead he did not see. Inwardly Slim was smiling a great  

deal more.  With the border a way behind t hem, and a mountain 

range to the west he figured Jess would put off his riding west , and 

his farewell speech  plans until he reached the  Soc orro trail 

tomorrow.  Jess would know that if he made th e speech to far 

away from the turnoff, he was in for a long drawn out argument 

with Slim he did not want to have.   

 

As long as Slim did nothing that  would push Jess into getting into a 

temper and taking o ff cross country it would likel y be late 

tomorrow before Jess started trying any thank yous and fare thee 

wells, so at least f or a day Slim could afford to be friendly.   

 

 òTexas over east ó Slim said friendly , casual .  



Long Ride Home from Tumavaca  
 

43 | P a g e         Chapter 3  

òYeahó Jess agreed  clearly suspicious of the change in tone .  

 

òGettinõ near er to  the Panhandle ó Slim commented .  

 

òYeahó said Jess warily .  

 

òEver think of going b ack ?ó Slim asked easily. òRidinõ through 

because weõre close.ó  

 

Jess narrowed his eyes and frowned at Slim but then  must have 

decided talking about going east would be a  safe conversation  

because he answered . òThought about going back  fairly recentó 

which was a statement that Slim bet himself was the h onest truth .   

 

òDecided noó Jess added  which Slim also bet himself was the 

honest truth. òNothinõ there for me nowõ Jess said almost talking to 

himself.   

 

Slim wondered if Jess w as saying out loud the reasons he had 

decided to head west.   

 

òNothinõ to hold onto. Just memo ries. Not so good onesó Jess 

explained . òMakes no sense stirring thin gs up , goinõ back. You 

knowó he added. òFound  out aft er the war you canõt go back.ó 

he said.  òNeed to keep movinõ on.ó  
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òOne place you can go back is homeó Slim told him  òJust means it 

wasnõt home. If you canõt go back.ó  

 

Jess turned to look at him .   

 

òBut eve n goinõ back home ainõt so easyó Slim told Jess  òev en 

when there are good memories . Things change. Even when its 

home. Wasnõt so easy goinõ home after the war ó he said òEven 

when it was home .ó  

 

òWouldnõt knowó Jess replied shortly.   

 

òPa was dead and things werenõt the sameó Slim explained  òHad 

to ranch but felté sorta locked in. Needed somethingó he swung 

his arm.  òOpen maybe like this. Started trailinõ cattle rather than 

just ranchinõ. Got me outó he added. òProbably still would be if Ma 

hadnõt died and Andy was needin õ me home.ó  

 

 Jess shrugged òNever figured you wouldnõt do what was rightó he 

said .   

 

Slim shook his head. òI was real tempted to just say it wasnõt home 

no more after Ma diedó he  admitted òBut I had a home. Ma and 

Pa made sure of that for me. Owed it to Andy to make sure he has 

one.ó  

 

 òYou was lucky , havinõ a ma and pa who did right by youó Jess 

said. òMade a home. Didnõt happen so much for me.ó  
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òFigured that some time agoó Slim said.   

 

Jess started to drift into his own thoughts again which Slim 

decided was not a good place for him to be éalone. òJust how 

long you been driftin õ?ó he  asked  wondering how dangerous the 

question was because Jess had never given anyone a straight 

answer to it.  òYou keep sayinõ you can never remember a time 

when you wasnõt. But if you were with your folks on the Panhandle , 

wasnõt always .ó  

 

Jess looked up and ar ound him, taking in the long dark mountains 

and endless view of dirt and shrub stretching all the way to the 

horizon.   

 

òWorth driftinõ to see places like thisó Jess said. He rode on for 

while not saying anything  whi le Slim silently cursed both himself for 

asking and Jess for not trusting him enough to answer. He started 

to wonder what could prod Jess into talking about things that 

would not lead to thank you and farewell.   

 

While Slim was still thinking  Jess suddenly said  òYounger th an Andy.ó  

 

òWhat ?ó said Slim.  

 

òDriftinõ.ó Jess explained . òOld man was workinõ on over the 

Panhandle , workinõ shares on Chavez place. Only one out there 

lookinõ after 2000 head , and the deal was one beef a month for 

keep. Not enough meat on them longhorns to feed one a month 

let alone five kids and Ma. And Chavez was mean.  Would have 
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hung the old man  if he thought one of them cursed longhorns was 

missinõ.  So Ma and the old man  and  5 of us livinõ in an adobe hut. 

Livinõ off what Ma could grow and the old man  could shoot. I was 

younger than Andy when the old man t old me one day he didnõt 

have enough to feed all of us. Said Iõd best be on my way.ó Jess 

glanced defiantly at Slim to see  how he reacted.   

 

òRoughó Slim said  very care fully not reacting at all . òCouldnõt see 

Andy makinõ it on his own.ó  

 

òHe would.ó Jess said shortly òThink you canõt. Learn you can.ó  

 

òWouldnõt want him tooó Slim said.   

 

òMe neither ó said Jess.  

 

Wondering how dangerous a place Jess was heading  but 

deciding if Jess was talking he w as listening, Slim asked  casually  

òEver go back ?ó  

 

òSo oftenó Jess said as if he didnõt matter. òFigured early it wasnõt 

home though.ó  

 

òNo one la id out the fatted calfó Slim asked trying not to sound like 

it was important .   
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òAll that ever happened was the old man complain inõ about 

feedin õ me when I went backó Jess said . òWent back  one time 

when I was 15  once , had some money for ma . Old man wasnõt 

pleased to see me  but sure took the money.  Shoulda  left straight 

off. Hung round and w e was arguinõ about me still beinõ around 

when some fellas come up, pretending they  was lookinõ for water. 

Pa was so busy arguinõ with me  he was outa reach for his gun.ó  

 

òThey werenõt after water?ó Slim asked .  

 

 òYeah  and cattle ò Jess said òOutlaw Frank Bannister, you heard 

of him .ó   

 

òHelped send his brother to prisonó said Slim with a dryness that 

made Jess blink  òMe and Mort Corey and a few others went after 

him some time ago.ó  

 

òMort Corey the fella who keeps talkinõ about runninõ for sherrif?ó 

Jess asked.   

 

òThatõs himó said Slim. òBannister I knew was a piece of work. ó  

 

òSoõs his brotheró said Jess òForty of  ôem, waitinõ over the rise. Must 

have figured one fella out there , get rid of him and it was easy 

pickin s on Chavez cattle . Burnt the place with us in it.  Ever see 

adobe in a fire ó  

 

Slim shook his head . 
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òExplodesó Jess said flat voiced. òThree of us got  out, watched the 

oth ers die through the window ó Jess said òMa, the old man and 

the others.ó He lapsed into silence.   

 

òBadó Slim said.   

 

òWondered sometimes if I hadnõt been arguinõ with the old man . 

He might have stood a chance against Bannisteró Jess said. òHe 

was a good shot.  ò  

 

òRuns in the familyó Slim commented and Jess made a tight smile 

acknowledging it. òDoubt it, would have made much difference 

from what I heard of Bannister .  With f orty gunsó Slim added . òJust 

would have killed you anyway. ó  

 

òGuess. Didnõt get a chance to find out ó Jess agreed, but Slim 

made some mental notes about dealing with Jessõs belief he was 

better off leaving when he cared about someone. òIõd have killed 

Bannister if I could have , tried to get him ó Jess acknowledged 

òbut he got caught up in Wyomin õ, just after the war . Talked his 

way out of a hanginõ. Outa reach. Still would  kill him if I got a 

chanceó he added watching for Slimõs reaction.   

 

òNot so Iõd blame youó Slim said.  òFelt that way myself. Wanted to 

get some one bad when my folks died. Nev er did find  out who 

killed Pa and ma just got sick.  Ainõt a whole lot you can do about 

some cursed disease.ó  

 

òNoó Jess agreed.   
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òWhat  did you do afterward?ó Slim asked .  

 

òTried to find Bannister . Drifted some , met up with a gamblinõ fella 

taught me some tricks ó Jess said. òThen the war. J oined before 

they made me. 17 ó Jess took a deep hard breath.  òSo now you 

know why thereõs nothinõ back in the  Panhandle  for me . Not like 

you. You got roots, family .ó  

 

òYeahó Slim agreed deciding the last thing Jess needed at that 

point was a homily on family. òMy pa was a good man, but I 

always figured that was fathers did. Didnõt think it was so special 

then. Know better nowó he said òWhy I want to make it okay for 

Andy. He didnõt get so much time with pa. Like me.ó  

 

òHeõs doinõ okayó Jess said ò Betterõn okayó he added. You got a 

right t o be proud.ó He looked around, taking a deep hard breath  

òSure is some country out here.ó  

 

òDoinõ my best ò said Slim ò Sure is some country out here. ò he 

said. òOpen.ó  

 

 òOpen gets in your bloodó Jess agreed òWorth driftinõ to say you 

seen something like thisó he said stopping his horse to look all the 

way around him at the vast open space around and mountains 

beyond.   

 

òWorth just ridinó Slim acknowledged.   

éééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé.. 
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They pushed al ong easily making good time wit hout overly 

exerting the horses  with a more companionable silence than t hey 

had earlier in t he  morning . They took  a break at about noon near 

a small  spring where they could  water the horses and let them 

graze for an hour.   

 

Slim decided if Jess was being not difficult he could re wa rd him. 

He reached into the canvas bag and p ulled out a couple of 

apples one to Jess wh o caught it. In surprise.  It was also a mistake .  

 

òYou holdinõ out on me. What else you got in that bagó Jess 

demanded . He pulled the bag away  before  Slim could stop him  

and dug in out the tacos and cakes . òYou cheatin õéó Jess 

exclaimed òYou got real food in there, and you werenõt gonna tell 

me. Donõt you trust me?ó he demanded.  

 

Slim reached Jess and after a short tug of war managed to get 

the bag back, with only apples  and a few cakes  left in it .  

 

òFigured if I tol d you I h ad it I wouldnõt have it tomorrowó he 

grinned as Jess looked disgu sted.  He glared at the empty bag  

òFigurinõ Iõm right.ó  

 

òDonõt you trust me?ó Jess demanded again, stuffing down tacos .  

 

òNot so much when it comes to beinõ sensible ó Slim answered 

totally truthfully. òNot when you get a chance to act on what you 

feel instead of use your head . Like being hungry .ó  
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Jess snorted , then  started to smile  òIt ainõt soó he said then 

suddenly flushed red.   

 

òGot a few dollars on meó Slim said as he double the knotted  the 

sack òCan pick up somethinõ up through Colorado ó he suggested 

mildly but watching Jessõs reaction.  

 

Jess sucked his lip, guilt  all over his face  which made Slim more 

certain than ever about his westward plans. òYou take some 

advice from someone who has been called no account drifter 

more o ften than you had dinnersó Jess said seriously. òKeep outta 

them Colorado  pass through towns. Most of ôem make a good 

livinõ griftinõ off fella s passinõ through. If you get out only beinõ triple 

charged for feedinõ your horse and buyinõ a plate of beans, count 

yourself lucky. Mostly it õs worse. Place up there I heard. Cordossa. 

Whole town run a game to see who can cadge the most.  Force a 

fella into gettinõ mad, then by the time the law has fined ôem 

everythinõ they own, theyõre lucky if they still have boots to walk 

out in .ó  

 

òYou told me.ó Slim said carefully watching Jessõs reaction. òTwo 

of us should be able to watch out . Cord ossaó he mused.  

 

Jess flushed  even more guiltily . òSlimó Jess started to say  ò òIõve 

been thinkinõ.õõ  

 

òLiable to die of old age be fore we get ther e if we donõt get 

movinõ.ó Slim interrupted .  
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òSlimé.ó Jess started again.   

 

Slim turned his back shoving coffee and shoved the remaining 

food back  in the canvas bag then stood up and walked off to 

retrieve the horses .   

 

Jess let his hands go and fall down òWe need to talk about some 

stuffó Jess yelled at him.   

 

òThought  that was what we had done  all morninõ.ó Slim muttered.  

He caught both horses  òWhat do you want to talk about ?ó he 

asked  genially  leading them back toward Jess .  

 

Jess flushed, even more guilty , but  faced Slim. òIõve been thinkinõ 

since yesterday , maybe since I come down  hereó he said seriously 

working himself up to it . He took a deep breath.   

 

Slim decided that a sacrifice of the innocent was necessary, if he 

was going to avoid the conversation he did not want to have. 

While Jess was working himself up  to the farewell speech h e 

slipped the rope from Jessõs horseõs neck.   

 

òSince yesterday I been thinkinõ.ó Jess started to say  again . òYou 

been real good to meéó  

 

òOoooooooooooo uchó Slim yelled  as Jess looked  at him in 

surprise. òYou son of é cursed bruteó he yelled.  
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As Jess stared at him confused, Slim stood back and thumped 

Jessõs bay horse as hard as he could on the rump . With no rope to 

restrain it, the horse jumped si deways and took off, galloping a 

hundred and fifty yards or more , before stopping and turn ing , 

eyeing  the two men  with a mighty offended expression .  

 

òWhat you do that for?ó Jess spat out surprised.   

 

Slim grabbed his right arm .  

 

òBrute bit meó Slim said.   

 

òNever bit anyone in his lifeó Jess snarled as Slim made a big fuss 

of rubbing his arms. òDidnõt even tear you r shirtó Jess said 

suspiciously .  

 

òCan feel it bruisinõ.ó Slim insisted. He rubbed his arm . òHurts like sinó 

he growled .  

 

òLet me seeó Jess demanded stepping forward to check Slimõs 

arm   

 

òDonõt touch itó Slim snapped .   

 

Jess gave Slim a dirty look, and picked up his bridle.   
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òIõll get himó Slim offered.   

 

òKeep you r hand s off ôimó Jess hissed.   

 

He stalked off the hundred and fifty to catch his still indignant 

horse, which suspiciously skittered away for a few minutes, before 

consenting to stand still. Jess brought the horse back and spent 

some time going over him  carefully,  while muttering  comments 

how the horse was safe with a baby and how Slim couldnõt tell a 

horse from a horse  fly. òYour shirt ainõt even tornó he said as he 

finally finished saddling  then mounted, and rode straight past Slim.  

 

Slim made one last effort to clutch his arm as Jess rode by then 

smiled to himself and followed on.   

 

For the next few  hours Jess was so busy defending his precious 

horseõs good name, that all thoughts of what he wanted to talk 

about disappeared , to Slimõs relief.  They rode on in a less than 

friendly fashion with Jess still angry for a few hours, when they 

stopped to water the  horses again. Jess without asking removed 

the canvas bag from Slimõs saddle and took the remaining cakes 

from it, his expression daring Slim to argue. Slim raised his eyebrows 

but said nothing, pulling an apple f rom the bag and easing his 

conscience by sneaking Jessõs horse half of it when Jess was not 

looking.   

 

òWatch you donõt get bitó Jess snarled sarcastically when he 

turned around to see Slim near his horse.    
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They mounted up again, pushing northwards, the companionship 

of the early part of the  day diminished as Jess, Slim presumed , 

contemplated his lost chances to say goodbye . However after 

some hours of silence, Jess must  eventually have decided  his best 

way in to the conversation he wanted to have  was a ny 

conversation beca use he started to talk .   

 

òYou nev er did te ll me how you settled in Wyominõ?ó Jess asked. 

The question was awkward forced and totally uncomfortable. òI 

mean y ou got kin around  stilló he added .  

Slim was tempted to challenge Jess about why he asked but 

thought keeping him talking was safe for a day. Besides having 

the chance to stir Jess about Slimõs only remaining kin around 

Laramie. Jess must have been desperate to bring the subject up.  

 

éééééééééééééééééééééééééé.. 

Andy and Slim were very proud of Aunt Ella who was a tough 

ornary woman who took nothing from no one . She also smoked a 

pipe . Both Sherman br others had long since discovered that if 

they avoided taking offence at anything she said, Aunt Ella could 

be as kind as she was ornary.  She was eccentric, opinionated and 

very clannish about being a Sherman even though she was only a 

Sherman by marriage. Andy and Slim like to speculate why she 

never mentioned her own family. Slim was inclined to believe  she 

eloped with Uncle Jack and was disinherited by her own relatives  

but Andy pointed out Uncle Jack and Aunt Ella  never  spoke to 

each other and it was mor e likely she had a much darker past 

than she let or on or as he asked Slim òDo you think Aunt Ella 

wasnõt always a lady?ó  

 

òFrom the mouths of babesó said Jonsey.  
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Ella liked to make a fuss of family. Andy occasionally stayed with 

her when neither Slim no r Jonsey had been able to be home . 

Staying with Aunt Ella, Andy got to be the man of the house, given 

his due by being seated at the head of the table and then was  

completely manipulated , like every other ma le who came near 

Ella.   

 

Both Andy and Slim adored her , not the least  because she could 

out -cook any -one else in the territory and an invitation to dinner 

was something to keep them talking for a month . Even Jonsey 

adored her, whitening his collar and polishing his boots when the 

invitation to dinn er came. She lived  in a large house some miles up 

in the hi ll country on the other side of Laramie. The house thanks to 

what Slim suspected  wer e less than honest dealings f rom his 

deceased Uncle Jack, was furnished wit h every comfort she could 

get into it .  

 

Aunt Ella and Jess did not get on.  Ella was frankly suspicious of him. 

He was not kin, and yet there he was a hired hand, living in òtheó 

house, like a bunkhou se was not good enough for a no -account 

drifter. Their first introduction had not been good  and relations had 

fallen steadily downhill from there.    

 

Ella had driven over to the relay station to  issue a dinner invitation 

to her family , and check out the new hired hand . Unfortunately  in 

the middle of a best manners cup of coffee  with Andy , Jonsey 

and Slim fussing Ella, Jess had burst into the house, covered in dust , 

filthy dirty from riding drag  when  moving cattle . He had  seriously 

ripped shirt and pants, revealing underwear up past his knees , also 

ripped . Jess was roaring mad  and cursing Slim as the cattle had 

gotten out fo llowing an old long horn cow that Jess wanted to 

shoot because she was dangerous and useless. However Slim had 
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a sentimental attachment t o the cow . She represented the last of 

the Texas cattle his father had brought in before th e war , and had 

somehow avoided any attempts to include her in roundups and 

trail herds. Now she was ancient  and as orn ery as Aunt Ella but 

Slim always found a reason not to shoot her . The cow  had an 

uncanny knack of causing Jess difficulties , getting bogged  when 

he was on his own , breaking down fences and straying off with a 

group of yearlings , then turning and charging, horns lowered 

wickedly when he had to move her.  Every time he avoided 

another skewering on her horns, Jess laid into Slim about getti ng 

rid of her.   

 

The sight and sound of a ragged dirty hire d hand laying into a 

Sherman was nearly too much for Ella. She subjected Jess to her 

best look down the nose expression , and made some cutting 

remarks on how it would break Matthewõs heart if he knew just 

what hard times his boys had fallen on so they had to take in any 

murdering range riff raff. Jess, not unsurprisingly , had taken 

offence, retreating to his surly best  because he could not punch 

her out , which led , from Ellaõs point of view, to a very unsatisfying 

stand -off , while Andy and Slim exchanged glances  and Jonsey 

shook his head .  

 

Ella had however deigned to include Jess in the  Sunday dinner 

invitation and despite all warnings f rom Andy and Slim not to let 

Ella get under his skin, t hings between Ella and Jess had gone 

badly. Even Ellaõs cooking had not eased the situation. Jess had 

not reacted kindly  to a sit down Sunday di nner where everyone 

was suppose d  to be on their  best behaviour except the hostess . 

Ella, determined to put Jess in his place as the hired hand, thought 

nothing of quizzing him on everyth ing including his intentions, his 

honesty and his reliability , asking questions  right down to how 

often he washed his underwear , and how many men he had 
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gunned down that year . All o f which got a very terse and surly 

response .   

 

As dinner progressed, Jess had show n his displeasure m ore and 

more, and Andy and Slim exchanged glances , amused on Slimõs 

part, concerned on Andyõs. Jess finally jumped to his feet  when 

Ella asked Jess point blank how much jail time  he had served . 

Leaving  an almost uneaten  piece of strawberry  pie  on his plate  he 

had  thrown  down the napkin that Ella had fussed about being 

used in a manõs lap, not stuffed into his shirt. Slim who would have 

liked to have got a straight answer to that question himself , but 

knew that the answer would only come when Jess felt he 

belonged enough to share it, managed to stare Jess down before 

he let fly with the expletives that were on his tongue.  Slim also 

managed to get a hard hand on Andyõs shoulder as he showed 

every intention of jumping up to defend Jess. Jess finally mumbled 

something about  how he thoug ht he heard a horse  making a 

noise, and stalked outside . Jonsey made some comment that  Jess 

still learning about polite society to excuse him and Ella gawfed 

that unless there was a polite way to kill someone, Jess would 

never be ready. W hich he heard.   

 

Jess had  spent the rest of the visit prowling round outside, while 

the other three enjoyed more pie and cake , Andy listening to 

Slimõs whispered advice that Jess and Aunt Ella would work things 

out much faster if no -one else got involved. How ever t hereafter 

when ever Ella saw Slim or A ndy in town and Jess was with t hem 

she would offer an invitation  for dinner, suggesting they also 

b roug ht the hired man to ho ld the horses.   

éééééééééééééééééééééé. 

òBy how kin got to Wyominõ you mean you wonderinõ how Aunt 

Ella cam e into Wyomin õ?ó Slim asked Jess as they rode along .  
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òI know how she got to Wyominõ.ó Jess said  with feeling .  

 

òYou do?ó Slim asked  trying not to laugh .  

 

òFlew on her broomstickó Jess answered .  

 

òThatõs my favourite Aunt youõre talking aboutó Slim said mildly. 

òShe came with Uncle Jack in the early days. Couple of paõs 

brothers first come. They were tradinõ over in Nebraska with some 

of the m ountain guys working over here and thought they would 

do better on the other end. Granpa kept the store and Jonathon 

and Jack moved into Wyoming.  Pa was trail herdin õ but visited 

and saw the land . Decided it was what he  was lookinõ for, so 

Jonsey and Ma and me all moved  here. Jonsey used to be his trail 

cook.ó   

 

òHow come Ella is the only one left?ó Jess asked .   

 

òIndiansóõ Slim said òand fever. Had a few cousins but they never 

made it , so faró he said not offering a reason why and Jess 

frowned curiously but did not push .  òPa has another brother livinõ 

down Texas, and Ellaõs got two daughters in Denver. Got so me kin 

in Nebraska. Aunt Ella writes. She likes to tell me how well they are 

doinõ from Grandpaõs store. How much land they are buyinõ up. 

Ella figures land means youõre somebody.ó Slim grinned.   

 

òYour Pa picked good landó Jess said  carefully avoiding mak ing a 

comment about Ella .  
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òIts é. rootsó Slim explained  trying t o finds words for his connection 

to the land his father left him. òNothinõ left in Nebraska. Got family 

buried there but no real roots. Wyominõ is é.mine. Mine and 

Andyõs. Its feelinõ you bel ong. Even if Ella i s the only kin left. That 

land has got Paõs sweat and blood on it, and itõs got mineó Slim 

shook his head . òFigure that is how you get roots, workinõ it, 

watchinõ it reward you if you work it right. Fightinõ for it, even when 

we ainõt had no real proper rain for betterinõ a year.ó    

 

Jess nodded understanding. òI got family buried in the Panhandle 

and I donõt belong there. No roots ó he mumbled . He took a deep 

breath.  òTalked about belonginõ to Laurel a couple of days agoó 

he said after  a few minutes . òShe didnõt think to highly of it.ó  

 

òFigureõó Slim said.  òFigure she wouldnõt know a cursed thing 

about leavinõ somethinõ betterõn when you came.ó   

 

Jess half nodded became silent and rode on for a while, while Slim 

pushed away that his last vision of Laurel , beautiful and defiant,  as 

it once again flashed in front of him.   

 

When Jess made no attempt to keep talking Slim suggested òOne 

Sunday after we get home , at dinner over Aunt Ellaõs if we can 

get her on the plumb brandy , she can tell you some stories about 

the old days . Raise your hair .ó He watched Jessõs reaction.   

 

òI didnõt reckon itõs likely Iõd be doinõ tható Jess finally answered  

cle arly finding an  advantage to not going back. òWhat did Jack 

die of ? Rapid d og bite ?ó  
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òThatõs my favourite  aunt youõre talking about. Ellaõs a pistoló Slim 

said proudly .  

 

òEllaõs a pistol all rightó Jess said . òA loaded one. When she start  on 

with the pipe ?ó  

 

òShe doesnõt think its lady like to smoke c igarsó Slim explained. 

òMa always reckoned she took up the  pipe c ause Uncle Jack 

couldnõt stand the smell and she could nõt stand the smell of him 

and furs and such so they built a  larg e house  and sort of  stood 

each other  off.   

 

òIõd of built an other  house if Iõd been married to heró Jess said with 

feelin g  òopposite end of t he territory , maybe the country.  Donõt 

know how you can stand her. ó  

 

òBelonginõ with folks means you have to get used to folks beinõ 

who they are ó Slim said.   

 

Jess snorted and thought about  òElla had a point though  about 

trouble following meó he said to Slim.   

 

òI knowó Slim said mildly , thinking almost any conversation with 

Jess was heading for dangerous territory that could end in the 

words thanks and goodbye.  òSure is some country around here.ó  

 

òYeahó said Jess.  
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Slim decided that trouble and Jess was far too da ngerous a topic 

of conversation  and started talking of plans to get by in the 

drought, while Jess disappeared into his own thoughts, grunting 

every now and again when it got through to him  that Slim needed 

a response.   

 

They rode on for the rest of the day stopping to rest and picket the 

horses after Slim picked off a jack rabbit    

 

Jess had another night when sleep did not come easily, which 

meant Slim did not sleep that easily either wo rrying that Jess might  

just spit out the words and leave while he was half asleep .  

 

So when Jess asked him if he was awake he , more or less , was.  

They were lying either  side of the fire. Slim turned over to see Jess 

sitting up, holding a cup of coffee. Without asking Jess poured Slim 

a cup, stood up and took it to him .  

 

òBeen thinkinõ,ó Jess said  as Slim sat up .  

 

òWható Slim asked taking the cup . òLaurel?ó he guessed  as Jess 

went back to sit opposite him.   

 

òKindaó Jess admitted òBeen thinkinõ about Troy Hatch sheriff up  

Rock Springs. Told you about him when I come back  from 

deputyin õ.ó  

 

òTold me someó Slim agreed.   
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Jess nodded òGood man  and he threw it all away over a no good 

woman.  He é just couldnõt help himself . Threw it all away over  a 

woman who wasnõt worth even a dollar of his time.ó Jess took a 

deep breath . òI lied about what he done , inquest anõ all.ó He 

confessed . òFigured all that was left was his name, and what folks 

thought of him. She wasnõt gettinõ that.ó  

 

òYou did what you thought was rightó Slim said  carefully .  

 

òNo I didnõtó Jess bit out . òDid  what was wrong and I kn owed it but 

he didnõt deserve that a woman like t hat should éó  

 

òDestroy him ó Slim interrupted .  

 

òTheyõll do it to youó Jess said. òDonõt reckon youõd a perjured 

yourself for such a reason would you?ó   

 

òCanõt think I would, but I guess you never know until you face it 

yourself.ó Slim answe red  carefully. òJess he had a choiceó Slim 

said seriously. òA woman like that  is what sh e is, he could have not 

done it , he could have just quit dreaminõ. He knew what he was 

doinõ was wrong.ó  

 

Jess stared into the fire for some minutes twisting his cup in his 

hands. He finally looked up a small twisted smile on his lips showing 

in the firel ight. òKinda understand why he did itó Jess said  òKinda 

understand w hen just dreaminõ about a woman can make nothinõ 

else matter. Make it so you would do anythinõ just to have her.ó  
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òUntil you figure what you we re dreaminõ about was only that. A 

dream , and wantinõ wonõt make a woman into what youõre 

dreaminõ.ó Slim replied then deliberately added òNo matter how 

much you wonõt see whatõs goinõ on under your nose. Like 

DeWal t.ó  

 

Jess was quiet for a while before  he final ly asked òHave you ever 

wa nted a woman so bad you c ainõt breath ? And nothing fixes it 

not even havin õ her. Havinõ her makes ité worse. Maybe because 

you know havinõ her is wrong , and even that donõt matter. Even 

when you walk away, and you tell yourself you forget, sometimes 

just when you  ainõt ready for it, just fallinõ asleep and you see her 

face, or smell somethinõ maybe flower or soap in a store and you 

turn around expectinõ her there. Anõ just for second you think there 

is nothingõ you wouldnõt do, just to have her.ó   

 

òIõve had my share of girlfriend só Slim said  carefully  òBut if youõre 

askinõ have I ever ... wanted someon e so bad right or wrong , I 

wouldnõt care how wrong it was. If itõs wrong , itõs wrong. That 

sheriff Hatch shouldnõt have done  it.ó  

 

òThat isnõt what I was askinó Jess said  òMaybe if youõd been the 

one to see what wantinõ so hard can do to a good man, a real 

fine man  youõd figure it different.ó   

 

òIt was wrongó Slim said certain.  òAnd I guess Hatch  knew, and I 

guess she destroyed himé because he let her do it.ó  

 

òEver figure maybe right and wrong sometimes ainõt everythinõ 

Slim?ó Jess asked.   
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òI figure doinõ what was wrong, is because  itõs the easy way outó 

Slim explained  òAnd easy way out is blaminõ her because it was 

to o hard to do whatõs right.ó  

 

òWell you wonõt mind so much if I ainõt to kindly when it does 

happen to you ?ó Jess asked after a while.   

 

òFigure if I start actinõ so foolish, youõll have the rightó Slim agreed  

and Jess snorted .  

 

Sometime later Jess asked òYou know what Laurel would have 

done if I hadnõt gone with her. To Tumavaca? ó   

 

òFound someone else to do itó Slim answered brutally.   

 

Jess was quiet.  òI reckon I remember DeWal t beinõ talleró he said 

finally .  

 

òYou walked away from her once before Jessó Slim bit out not 

pretending he did not know what Jess was talking about . òShe 

can only cut you down if you let her.ó   

 

Jess grunted and Slim wondering whether he had said to o much , 

turned over  and shut his eyes  and just for a second had to push 

away a vision of Laurel De Wal tõs beautiful soulless face.  

ééééééééééééééééééééééééééééé 
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The next morning they saddled up at first light, riding along in 

reasonably companionable silence, which worried Slim more than 

any arguments. Some time that day they would get to the S oc orro 

trail and somehow or other he had to get Jess past it, and then 

past the numerous oth er trails heading west toward Santa Fe 

before  they  got to Colorado. Slim was starting to feel if  he could 

get Jess into Colorado his chances of getting Jess home were very 

good.  Jessõs carping about the trouble you could get into in some 

of those pass through towns w as not unfounded. Slim had done 

enough wild riding after the war to have experienced  some of the 

problems himself, and if he knew Jess and he did, Jess would not 

leave him stranded so if he could play Jess along things might go 

his way.   

 

But they were still some way from Colorado.   

 

It was unlikely that Jess would fall for a flat refusal  to talk this time. If 

Slim knew Jess and he did, Jess would be figuring that given Slimõs 

current moodiness, he was not going to get a chance for a 

friendly farewell , so somewhere very close to Soc orro trail Jess 

would simply yell it out the farewell and move on, deeply 

regretting that the two of them would part on bad terms.    

 

Slim could follow Jess west but sooner or later, more sooner than 

later if Jess really believed he was doing the right thing  by leaving, 

which Slim figured he did or he would not b e trying , Jess would 

find a way of leaving Slim behind. So keeping Jess moving north 

was the best choice  as long , as Jess did not work out he was 

being taken.   
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Slim contemplated the problem for some part of the morning. The 

food plan might have worked, if  he had managed to have a 

chuck wagon along. Perhaps it was worth another try to veer 

eastwards. Slim tried a suggestion about veering eastward toward 

Texas.  

 

òThought you wanted to get home ?ó Jess asked  tersely .  

 

òYou ainõt not goinõ back to Texas ôcause you wanted or anythin õ 

are you ?ó Slim asked  opting for keeping Jess talking .  

 

òI told you why I ainõt goinõ backó Jess snapped.   

 

òOkayó Slim answered  a touch defensively . òYou tell me you were 

never in trouble in Texas and Iõll believe you.ó  

 

Jess rode on in guilty silence w hile Slim followed.  Finally Jess 

laughed . òHad some troubleó he admitted finally. òSherriff down in 

Laredo got anythinõ about me pulled, some years ago.ó  

 

òNice to have a friendó Slim commented drily.   

 

òWasnõt a friend ó Jess answe red  carefully . When Slim did not 

respond , he sighed òSherriff felt guilty for tryinõ to hang me for 

somethinõ I didnõt do, second time someone near hung meó he 

said òso he thought gettingõ anythinõ else pulled made up.ó  
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òDid it?ó Slim asked  casually .õ  

 

Jess shruggedó Iõm aliveó he said.  

 

òWhy they try t o hang you ?ó Slim asked still keeping it as casual as 

he could.   

 

Jess thought hard before he answered.  òFigured I was guilty of 

robbinõ and murder. Shootinõ the place up after an express office 

robbery. Knew a girló he finally told Slim and watched carefully for 

any reaction from Slim who carefully avoide d  showing any. òShe 

had some mighty  rough kinfolk and well she was éó  

 

òReally something ?ó asked  Slim with a grin òso doggo ne attractive, 

you just g ot dragged along .ó  

 

òWasnõt that  attractiveó Jess replied òBut yeah she wa s really 

somethin õ.ó  

 

Slim pulled a face that was not quite sympathetic òHow close they 

get to hanginõ you?ó he asked  casually .  

 

òGallowsó Jess answer ed , not quite casually  òRope around my 

neck .ó  

 

òLucky  you got a reprieveó Slim answered.   
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òDidnõtó Jess muttered  as Slim looked at  him òNot then any way. 

Had to shoot my way out.ó  

 

Slim shook his head. òHow do y ou shoot your way out o f your own 

hanginõ party?ó he asked curiously .  

 

òUndertaker  was a paló Jess said as if that explained òCost me 

though ó he added.  

 

òYeahó said Slim.   

 

òYeahó said Jess òhad to get him a new undertakerõs hat. You got 

any idea how m uch those things costó he said òTook every cent I 

had  and more.ó  

 

òNev er figured they were that expensi veó Slim said   

 

òThey areó Jess said with feeling.   

 

òHow did you near get hung the first time?ó Slim asked  figuring if 

Jess was talkin g , he was listening .  

 

òWrong place wrong timeó Jess answered òfellas got mean about 

a girl gettin õ hurt, out to lynch someone. J ust happened to be  in 

the way. ó  

 



Long Ride Home from Tumavaca  
 

70 | P a g e         Chapter 4  

òShoot your way out of that oneó Slim asked   

 

òNopeó said Jess. òFella helped me out. Never did get to say 

thanksó he said.   

 

Slim caught his breath  at the word thanks.   

 

òSlimó Jess started to say.   

 

òSo it was a girl both time s you near got hung ó Slim inter rupted  as 

Jess started to bristle and forgot what he was about to say  thanks 

and farewell. òYou ever figured Jess that you g ot an invite  to 

trouble stamped on your forehead.ó   

 

Jess became indignant òIt ainõt soó he declared òI nev er do invite 

it.ó He thought about it and smiled slightly. òComes along without 

no invitationó he said. òEllaõs right. It ainõt healthy sometime 

around meó he watched Slim carefully . òSo Slimó he started to say.  

 

òI noticedó Slim interrupted. òGetting qu ite a passing 

acquaintance  with trouble since  you come home.ó He added 

deliberately testing Jessõs reaction to the  word. òHow many 

posters that sheriff have to pull ?ó he asked.  

 

òQuite a fewó Jess admitted. òBut it wasnõt all the posters. Some 

trouble you canõt pull with a poster.ó  
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When Slim frowned, Jess said òRoney.ó  

 

òFella was stark ravinõ crazyó Slim said  emphatically.   

 

òI knowó said Jess with feeling . òRoney ainõt the only crazy fool I 

ever knew neither.ó He watched Slim carefully for a reaction.   

 

òCourse Roney wasnõt the only crazy fool to come by the door 

since started with the relay stationó Slim said  before Jess came up 

with an explanation he was leaving so crazy fools did not come 

visiting the relay station .  

 

òMmmó said Jess lapsing into his own thoughts , clearly listing in his 

head the trouble that had not yet arrived at the Sherman Ranch .   

 

òReckon Mose can tell you  about the Bishopõs wifeó Slim said 

watching Jess out of the corner of his eye.  He would have liked to 

have known what was in that list but knew that was something 

Jess would only talk about when he was ready.  òI reckon it must 

have only been second or third time  stage came t hrough  thoug h.ó  

 

òmmmó said Jess.  

 

òSoó Said Slim and started talking, watching Jess carefully for any 

signs of the thank  you speech. This time Jess did not pretend to 

listen enough to get the mmõs in the right place. Slim talked on 

and Jess became more and more distracted.   
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òSoó said Slim finally òWhen Mose comes down the hill, the stage is 

runninõ so fast, and the women screaminõ fit to bust. The Bishopõs 

wife is yellinõ louder than the dance hall girl. Course that was all 

we thought she was. Didnõt know she was one of them Younger 

boyõs girlfriend at the time. Mose may have been a might more 

careful.  And if he had known the other one was the Bishopõs wife, 

and the same woman they knew from the old fort  the n I reckon 

he would have been downright careful .ó  

 

òWhat Bishopõs wife?ó said Jess coming out of his reverie.   

 

òThe one I just told you aboutó said Slim innocently òWere you 

listeninõ to me?ó  

 

òSureó said Jess looking confused .  

 

òSo I figured with the way those women were carryinõ on, it was 

just the start of it and just had to be dog gone careful about folks 

gettin õ off the stage. Stage is just a natural means of trouble  and 

crazy folk . But I wonõt forget that Bishopõs wife in a hurry.ó  

 

òFiguresó said Jess clearly bewildered and was fortunately far 

enough ahead of Slim not to see him smiling to himself.   

 

òHow far to the Socorro turn off ?ó Slim asked.   

 

Jess shifted in his saddle nervously. òQuite a waysó he said and 

lapsed into  silence  again .  
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Slim wondered how long before the trail Jess would start the 

speech.  Jess would have learned from his thwarted attempt  at 

the border  not to try to early. Right on the t urn off  was Slimõs best 

guess. As in thank you and  fare thee well and turn  away no extra 

words said .   
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Slim rode along keeping just behind Jess watching for any signs 

that the farewell speech was coming , at the same time scanning 

the route ahead for a sighting of the west trail. Up ahead 

everyt hing seemed similar open path followed by long open 

ground to the right and a mountain range to their left .   

 

Mid way into the afternoon Slimõs watch was rewarded by Jess 

showing distinct signs of agitation. For about half an hour Jess 

fidgeted looked around and kept glancing at Slim then scanning 

the distance mo stly to the left.   

 

Jess finally became quiet after sca nning the horizon  and Slim 

straining to see what Jess was seeing , recognised what could 

have been a trail going off to the left  some distance up ahead . 

There was nothing b etween the trail and the r oad they were on 

exc ept open plain and Slim decided his best bet was to start  as 

soon as Jess gave him an opening .  

 

A little further on Jess pulled up and Slim moved past him.  Jess had  

taken on the rigid stance of someone who had  made up their 

mind  to so something very hard .  

 

òSlimó Jess said  his voice tight .  

 

òYeah I knowó Slim said  his voice taking on careful note of worry .  

 

òYou do? ó said Jess.  
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òBeen feelinó something ainõt right for an hour or soó Slim said.   

 

òYou have ó said Jess clearly concerned .  

 

òYeahó said Slim who  to Jessõs confusion dismount ed to run his 

hand down his horseõs left shoulder òDoggone it, this is a good 

horse.ó  

 

òWható said Jess now thoroughly confused .  

 

òHorse seem lame to you?ó Slim asked  trying to sound as worried 

as possible .  

 

òNoó Jess answered shortly.   

 

òFigure itõs in his right  shoulder õ Slim said reaching his hand down 

his horses shoulder.  òThat what you figure.ó  

 

òSlim that is not éó Jess pushed in.   

 

òWhere you figure it?ó Slim asked all concern for his horse. òWeõre 

a long way from anywhereó he said worried.   

 

òWhat ó said Jess.  
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òWeõre a long way from anywhere ó Slim said  frowning hard . òSure 

hate to be stuck out hereó. He moved the horse forward, and as 

Jess looked away toward the Socorro trail, giving it a good hard 

thump  with his shoulder, so it skittered away.   

 

òThat does not look goodó he said as Jess eyed him extremely 

suspiciously. òMaybe just move on see if it loosen s up.ó   

 

Jess narrowed his eyes and glanced at the west trail.   

 

Slim remounted . Jess moved cautiously along behind him  then  

Slim stopped again  in five  minutes. òSomethinõs wrongó Slim said  

frow ning even more deep ly.  

 

òWhat ó said Jess getting tense.  òCainõt see anything wrong with 

your horse.ó  

 

òJust watchó Slim said òHeõs droppinõ that right shoulder .ó  

 

òTrot him onó Jess finally ordered suspiciously.   

 

Slim trotted the horse quite a few yards by this time on the other 

side of where the trail went west. Jess stopping almost at the 

crossroads watched carefully .  

 

òDonõt see nothinõ.ó Jess said  tersely .   
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òI still feel itó Slim carefully  watched Jess still sitting on his horse at 

the trail turn and frowning .  

 

òSlimó Jess said  staring hard at the west trail .  

 

òYou check him, see if you can feel anythingó Slim said.   

 

Jess hesitated for several moments which seemed like hours to 

Slim, bef ore irritation written all over him, he rode up to  wher e Slim 

was waiting, putting the trail turn off behind him .  

 

Jess in total annoy ance  dismounted and went up to Slimõs horse. 

He took his gloves off and started to run his hand down the horseõs 

right shoulder. A s he did so Slim touched it with his left spur and the 

horse went sid eways almost slamming into Jess who had  to jump 

back hard out of the way.   

 

òSure donõt like being touchedó Slim said.   

 

òGet offó Jess ordered,  eyes narrowed.   

 

Slim got off and held the horseõs head. As Jess touched the horse 

again, Slim put his hand around and stuck his thumb into the 

horseõs shoulder. The horse shot sideways nearly jumping  on top of 

Jess again . Jess looked up suspiciously to see Slim patting the 

ho rse on its nose and looking concerned.   
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òI donõt feel anythinõ wrongó Jess said through his teeth.   

 

òMaybe j ust move on and see if it settlesó Slim said , all concern 

òHow far away are we from a town?ó he deliberately looked 

eastwards .  

 

òQuite a ways in any directionó Jess muttered nastily.   

 

òBad place to be stuck with a lame horseó Slim commented 

innocently òSeen any Indian signs ?ó  

 

òNoó said Jess shortly.  

 

òJust going to trot a ways againó Slim said òSee if anything gets 

better.ó  

 

Jess narrowed  his eyes and frowned but said nothing. He glanced 

back toward the trail and Slim held his breath for what seemed 

forever before Jess nodded curtly òSureó he said.  

 

Slim moved on at a steady trot for quite some distance, glancing 

over his shoulder to see the Soc orro trail turn off retreating into the 

distance.   

 

Finally Jess moved up besi de him and said quite tersely òThere 

ainõt nothinõ wrong with that horse.ó   
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Slim caught his breath as Jess started to pull up  and look 

backwards , so making sure that Jess could not see him do it, Slim 

tickled his horse up with a spur then held back, the horse tossed his 

head  and dropped slightly on his right  front leg . Slim managed to 

keep it up for about five  strides.  

 

Jess frowned but finally said òMaybe nodding his  head. Right  side.ó  

 

òNodding head u sually means shoulde ró Slim said.   

 

òCould be footó Jess said.  òCoulda stood on a stone. Shoes are all 

on .ó  

 

òI reckon itõs in his shoulderó Slim said quickly , figuring he could 

kee p a fake shoulder injury going far longer than a fake foot one  

òseems okay when we move , stiffens when we donõt.ó  

 

òMovinõ okay now , ainõt noddinõ his head at alló Jess said through 

his teeth.  He started to pull up again and fell behind Slim.  

 

òI reckon  he got  a kick yesterday when you stomped  into him 

down near the borderó Slim said  just stopping short of accusing .   

 

òI-didnõt-touch -your -cursed -horseó Jess mutter ed  pushing up 

beside Slim.  
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òSure you didó said Slim figuring guilt had  worked before òFelt him 

buckle down  when you cras hed  him, hear d  the thud .ó  

 

òIt ainõt soó Jess said through his teeth  as Slim gave him a very well 

feigned look of total disbelief.     

 

Slim managed to keep the trotting and stoppin g  game up until 

the Socorro trail was out of sight while Jess followed along behind , 

his expression becoming more and more sour. Slim kept watching  

carefully for  any signs that Jess was working out that he was being 

literally taken for a ride. Jess was showing signs of considerable 

annoyance and even suspicion and may even have connected  

that Slim had foiled him going west but as he did not stop in his 

tracks and point blank refuse to move on it did not appear he had 

worked out it was intentional .  

 

And while determinedly pushing north , Slim became quite 

irrationally annoyed by  the fact  that Jess still had not worked out 

he was being taken back to Wyoming  because he was wanted 

there.  Jessõs arrival may have only been months in terms of time, 

but in terms of impact on the people at the re lay station it was a 

lifetime . Jess should have  realised that his presence at the 

Sherman ranch was important to the people who had lived there  

and that he was not going to be let ride off without an argument .   

 

Andy clearly loved Jess, was even willing to take on Aunt Ella for 

Jess. Jonsey kept calling him that boy , a sure sign of affection , and 

Jess knew full well Slim had gone rushing up to Canada after him, 

for friendshipõs sake, even when he knew what  Slim thought about 

his motives f or going.   Then Slim had risked his own life, and made 

some hard choices  to keep Jess alive f rom Sam Prado.  
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In the months since he had come to work at the Sherman ranch, 

Jess had also apprehensively returned  twice , once in the early 

days  when he left after the visit from his crazy friend Roney and 

from when he went to Rock Springs . Both times he had been 

welcomed back, ecstatically by Andy, with warm and slightly 

sarcastic affection from Jonsey and without even a question from 

Slim and he  still did not seem to understand  that he had become 

important to them .  

 

That Jess cared himself so much in a short time should have made 

it clear to him that it went both ways  but Jess was not  good at 

understanding  such things . He said himself that since  the war he 

had nev er stayed in one spot for even  two months. Never stayed 

long enough to understand what roots really meant.   

 

Slim glanced at Jess grim faced jogging along beside him  and 

regretfully decided thumping would not help. Sooner or later Jess 

was going to have to figure it out himself.  So he contented himself 

to say nothing and push as hard as he could to put sufficient 

distance between them and the Socorro trail.  Jess ap parent ly 

learnt by the experience of trying to get  a word in when Slim wa s 

mad or distracted  because he kept quiet this ti me .  

 

Quite some distance along Slim finally asked again òHow far we 

from a town ?ó   

 

òQuite  a waysó said Jess again  òSocorro turn off is back further . 

Can still go back. Las Vegas Santa Fe trail up ahead . Some 

ranches maybe eastwards if you want to try trading  horses.ó  
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òGood horseó Slim said hastily òSure hate to trade him off.ó  

 

Jess narrowed his eyes but as they ro de  Slim caught him keeping 

a fairly close look at the horseõs pace as they moved on. He 

jogged the horse ahead  jiggling the animal around when he 

could get a chance with out Jess noticing so it skipped  a pace.   

 

òStill think itõs in his shoulder.ó Slim said , sounding as worried as he 

could . òSure glad I ainõt alone out here.ó He said òA lon g ways 

from nowhere to be with a lame horse.   

 

òStop nigglinõ at himó Jess ordered . òLet him move on.ó  

 

Slim glanced sideways and pushed the horse forward for a while, 

then pulled up. òStill seems sore in the shoulderó he said.  

 

Jess gave Slim a really dirty look. òThink soó he said.  

 

òReckonó said Slim as Jessõs eyes narrowed suspiciously. Slim 

decided he needed to push his point. He pulled up, dismounted 

then stripped the sad d le, making a  big point of running his hand 

all over the animalõs back and  both shoulders and front legs.  

òHope you didnõt do anything worse than ripe  up  a muscleó he 

told Jess ò when you collected him yesterday.ó  

 

òI-d idnõt-hit-him . I-didnõt-get -him -kicke dó Jess answere d through 

his teeth. He sat on his horse for a while Slim fussed and then 
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conced ing  that Slim was not going to move  dismount ed  and 

loosen ed  the cinch on his own horse.   

 

òThat shoulder is sure  stiffó Slim told Jess and spent a continuous 

hal f hour or more caref ully rubbing and massaging his horses 

shoulder wh ile Jess found a rock to lean against, sitting back with 

his hat over his eyes .  

 

Slim figur ed Jess was already planning wher e t he next road west 

was. òYou know any water arou nd her e?ó he called   

 

Jess did not appear to hear him.   

 

Slim called òJessó he yelled , òwater .ó  

 

òWható Jess said .  

 

òWateró said Slim.  

 

òNone around hereó Jess answered  from under the hat  òSome up 

ahead  some miles , at a waterhole, used t o be . Should be  right.ó  

 

òWhat about Indian s?ó Slim asked  trying to make sure he sounded 

worried.   
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òWhat about ôemó. Jess took a deep breath. òSlimó he started to  

say.   

 

Slim decided that Jess was again working up to a dangerous 

conversation. òIf youõve lamed this horse could be  a  long way 

homeó he interrupted before Jess could start any speeches.  òSure 

glad he didnõt get sore cominõ down. Would hate to be stuck out 

in this open with a lame horse .ó  

 

Jess sat up and pushed his hat back. He gave him a dirty look. òI-

didnõt-lame -your -horseó he said. òBut...ó  

 

òWe need to mo ve . Keep this shoulder looseó Slim said  quickly, 

turning his back to resaddl e the horse.    

 

Jess took a deep breath. òSureó he said.   

 

They found the water hole  and decided, at least Slim decided, 

Jess went along with it, that they should rest there that night. He 

sent Jess off hunting, making a fuss that he was going to look 

around for  Indian signs .  

 

òAinõt anyó said Jess shortly.  

 

òItõs Arapaho country from here up to the Colorado border ainõt itó 

Slim asked. òSee somethinõ around a water hole if they were in the 

area.ó he said.  
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òAinõt anyó said Jess even shorter  as he went off to hunt supper.   

 

òJess I tell you, Iõve sure ridden with some easier tempered fellas in 

my timeó Slim commented.   

 

Jess stopped cold, stood for about a second, then kept on 

walking. Slim smiled to himself .  

 

Jess ate without talking much and then seemed reasonable easy . 

For the most part he lay back with his hat over his eyes, 

uninterested in talking. Apart from becoming  very terse with Slim 

when he suggested that maybe they should keep the fire low in 

case Indians were around.   

 

òWhat are you runninõ scared about?ó he asked and then pulled 

the hat down even further.   

 

Slim would have liked to believe that it was because a few days 

past Laurel õs departure, Jess had calmed down enough to just 

decide to go home. But if he knew Jess and he did, it was more 

likely that Jessõs temper had been replaced by a steely 

determination no t to be the cause of any more trouble or put at 

risk people he cared about.   

 

This was more or less confirmed by Jess getting very restless after 

Slim settled down. He kept Slim awake by getting up every few 

minutes, che cking the fire  and the picketed hors es. Once when 

he thought Slim was asleep he went over to Slimõs horse and 
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carefully ran his hand down its shoulders and legs and muttered to 

himself.   

 

He came back  to sit at the fire and smiled sheepishly when he 

realised that Slim was awake and watching.   

 

òJust checkinõ to see if he could make it up to Coloradoó Jess said.   

 

Slim pushed hi mself up to sitting position òNeed him to make it up 

to Wyominõ he said. ò How far to Col orado ?ó  

 

òQuite a  waysó  Jess said . He took a deep breath.  òYou need to 

be careful around them Colorado  towns . Once you get north of 

Cordossa, it ainõt so bad.ó He said òCordossaõs the worst of ôem. 

Knew a fella who got himself shot up , near killed in Cordossa for 

askinõ the time oõday. Only thi ng that saved him was the sheriff up 

there hadnõt figured on killinõ anyone early in the day, and he ainõt 

that good a shot with a colt. Been that much later and the sherrif 

was car ryinõ a rifle, fella wouldna made it.ó  

 

òYou donõt sayó Slim said  drily. òWhatõs all the preachinõ for. I ainõt 

no greenhorn kid.. You know I made it down to Mexico  without 

any help. You know I was a  lieutenant  in the war.  Kinda got used 

to ma kinõ out for myself.ó  

 

òThatõs what I mean ó said Jess with a very forced patience. 

òYouõre used to beinõ someone. I bet even when you was drivinõ 

cattle a few years ago, even into Colorado  everybody knew who 

you w as. And  if they didnõt you only had to say you was Sherman 
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from Laramie way anõ they sure knew you . Down in them southern 

towns, wonõt know you. Makes a difference how things happen 

when they donõt know you.ó  

 

òNatural f olkõs know me, family be en around a whileó Slim said, his 

patience far less forced than Jess. òPa used to be quite a hand. 

Happens when family and you been in one place a while.ó  

 

òThatõs what I mean. Know you for beinõ somebody when you got 

roots.ó Jess said. òFirst time I went up to Cheyenne  with the stage 

said I was working for  the  Sherman pl ace. Knew you . Asked how I 

got on with you.  Got told you had a point of view about things.  

Same up on the Casper end. Or if they didnõt know you, knew 

your Pa or your family.ó  

 

òSoó said Slim with a small smile  òHow do you get on with me? ó  

 

Jess allowed himself a  wry  smile in return. òDifferent when youõre 

driftinõ particular down south parts of the ter ritory . Like in Cordossa ó 

Jess said. òGet known for tõother reasons when you donõt stay in 

one place fo r a while. Donõt take  kindly  to drifters havinõ a point of 

view. ó  

 

òSo ò said Slim ò whatõs that got to do with you worrinõ about me in 

Colorado  town s, like Cordossa. ó  

 

Jess was silent for a while.   
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òSoó said Slim.  

 

òDonõt take this wrongó said Jess warily .  

 

òSureó said Slim drily. 

 

òLike talkinõ last nightó Jess said  warily  òYou got a powerful sense 

of right and wrong  Slim anõ I seen you act up somethinõ bad when 

maybe you think somethinõ ainõt right. Kinda admire itó he 

admitted. òKinda like following you in when you figure  someth inõ 

ainõt right , saves me the troubl e of workin õ out why.ó  

 

òSoó said Slim tersely  not letting the conversation get side -tracked 

into anything that could end up with the words thank you.   

 

Jess grimaced  at being cut short. He took a deep breath as if to 

try again. òWhat you ainõt so good at knowinõ,ó Jess said òIs 

sometimes beinõ right donõt matter a hoot. Like when youõre driftinõ 

or when youõre movinõ around and folks donõt know youõre 

someone.ó  

 

òSoó said Slim.  

 

Jessõs eyes narrowed but he opted for preaching over farewells to 

Slimõs relief. òLike not so long ago I was just ridinõ down the street in 

a town, no -one knew me. Mindinõ my own business and sheriff 

starts shootin õ at me. Near enough took my head off. ó  
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Slim smiled . òIt was a bad timeó Slim said òCarlin.ó  

 

òI know why nowó Jess said òPoint is no -one ask ed  me  if I was 

anythi nõ to do with him. Just started shootinõ. Easiest thing was to 

turn and get.  Easy for meó he said òReckon youõd oõwanted to 

talk. Figured shootinõ at a man for ridinõ down the street wasnõt 

right. Maybe knowinõ you was Slim Sherman theyõd oõtalked but 

not knowinõ, right or wrong theyõd shoot and knowin õ you , youõd 

shoot backó  

 

òHow often is t hat  go inõ to happen?ó Slim asked derisively.   

 

òPretty regularó Jess answered  easily . òYou know just that same 

day I was  lyinõ in the  sun watchin õ a bird fly over and some fella 

stuck a gun at my head .ó  

 

òYou were trespassinõ.ó Slim told him amused at the memory .   

 

òYou were right ó Jess agreed òWould õna done you much good if 

Iõd figured to shoot back, beinõ right though . Course if Iõd knowed  

then you was Mr Sherman of Sherman Ranch well maybe Iõd have 

been more respectful.ó  

 

òI donõt think soó said Slim  

 

òYouõre rightó said Jess grinning.   

ééééééééééééééééééééééééé 
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They rode on from first light next morning. Jess seemed to spend a 

large part of the night moving around, waking Slim quite a bit 

when he did it. Neither was  in a particularly good mood the next 

morning. Jess complained of no food b ut a few apples and what 

was le ft from the night  beforeõs hunting. Slim suggested they could 

stock up in Colorado trail towns and got a very testy response.   

 

Jess was even more tes ty as he asked about Slimõs horse and Slim 

decided pushing it was not a good idea so he said that the horse 

seemed fine.   

 

òMust have been all that rubbinõ fixed himó Slim said.   

 

òMust a beenó Jess agreed  dryly .  

 

They rode on northwards, with Slim realising that the Santa Fe trail 

was coming up and wond ering what he could do to stop Jess 

going west  again . After that it was a fairly clear run to Colorado 

where there was another large mountain range between Jess and 

westward but he was pretty sure that Jess calmer than he had 

been was not going to fall for any temper, or risks to his horse.   

 

So Slim was going to have to fall back on the one thing he knew 

for certain. That he knew Jess and Jess wou ld not desert i n the 

face of danger. All he had to do was find a danger that would 

convince Jess he needed to keep going north.   

 

Jess was not to o convinced about Indians but it was Slimõs best 

bet  for the moment .  
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Well into the morning they stopped at one of the few water holes. 

Slim was not unhappy to see that the water hole was surrounded 

by hoof marks from unshod horses.   

 

òRecent.ó he said bending over to examine the tracks . òBest we 

donõt hang  around.  Never kno w.ó  

 

òIf it is Indians we donõt bother  them, no reason to bot her usó Jess 

said  even more testily  than before .  

 

òLess someone else has been bot herinõ ôem and theyõre madó 

Slim argued . òBest get movinõ.ó  

 

òYouõre gettingõ awful nervousó Jess commented doubtfully  and 

although Slim made efforts t o move fast, Jess co ntented himself to 

remain at steady jog.   

 

Slim tried three times to suggest there  could be a problem and 

three times Jess narrowed his eyes and asked Slim why  he was 

getting edgy.   

 

Finally they saw a cloud of dust at some distance and Slim was just 

congratulating  himself that something was going right , and it was 

Indians when Jess pulled up and pointed. Through the dus t there 

were about seven horses , coming from the general direction  of 

the water hole, loose.   

 

òMustangsó said Jess amused .  
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òMustangsó agreed Slim far from it.
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They rode carefully all day. Jess seemed to have got over his 

introversion. He talked fairly easily, sharing parts of his p ast that 

Slim was surprised he was so open about, because they were 

things that were frankly disturbing, some stories of the worst places 

he had been and some of the worst trouble he had been in. 

Certainly he was sharing things that when he had come close to 

being asked in the last few months, he had shied away from .  

 

Most were told with a dry disregard for offering any justification to 

why Jess had done what he had d one and been what he had 

been. At first Slim was confused at why Jess had started to talk, 

especially as many of the stories were introduced as being 

something that would really shock Aunt Ella, r uin Andyõs high 

opinion of him or intentionally insisting that at some point Jess had 

kept company with  or crossed every wanted man in several 

territories .   

 

Slim finally realised that Jess, after spending some days riding north 

when he intended to ride west , had calmed down from the sheer 

embarrassment he was fee ling at having been made such a fool 

by Laurel but was truly locked into separating himself  from the 

Sherman connection. And therefore he was doing his best to ease 

the break. Taking the view that the worse Slim knew about him the 

less likely he was to ar gue when Jess did get around to saying 

goodbye.   

 

The trouble for Jess, if only he knew it,  was that the more he talked 

about his life on the bad side, the more Slim was hearing a story of 

a man who in the face of all odds had maintained a sense of 

decenc y and honesty and often misplac ed loyalty. But even  

when Jess  was misplacing that loyalty  Slim found it as something 

to respect. Slim could easily recognise that Jessõs sense of loyalty 
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to almost any one who had remotely offered him friendliness or 

assistance was easily the source of most of the concerns and 

troubles he brought on himself but it was also the reason Jess had  

not been dragged down to the level of the bad men and outlaws 

he was clearly trying to convince Slim had happened .  

 

 Slim recalled the old Judge Cade  accusing Jess of having a nasty 

streak of honesty in him and he had to agree the old reprobate 

knew what he was talking about. Jess did have a  streak of 

honesty in him, o ne that had remained in the face of almost every 

attempt f rom others and himself to get rid of it. Slim found himself 

wishing Jess was aware he was being taken home because he 

would like to have pointed out to him that his stor ies, far from 

convincing Slim to let him  go  off declaring  good riddance , were  

doing the opposite.   

 

Slim had lived through a war. A war wher e men had  been sent to 

undertake fighting and face things for which most were 

unprepared. As a  friend to some and then as an officer he was a 

first-hand  witness to t he destruction that  facing the worst in 

themselves had led  some men, to o many men.  Slim had never 

had any doubts about his ro le in the war but as many a soldier 

who returned home he had things buried inside himself that he did 

not want  to acknowledge, let  alone share. What Jessõs story was 

doing was offering him a sense of relief that someone could come 

through the carnage with a good soul battered , bruised and 

rough but still intact. What he was hearing from Jess was 

something that justified some of the worst things he himself had  

faced.   

 

Not that Jess would be very thrilled to hear that at the moment.   



Long Ride Home from Tumavaca  
 

95 | P a g e         Chapter 6  

Nor did knowing just where Jess had come from, make Slim any 

less concern ed  that Jess needed to return home. A ll men had a 

breaking point. There was a good chance that throwing a way his 

chance to belong on the whim of an amoral women could be 

Jessõs.  

 

At which point a  vision of Laurel de Wall as he had last seen her 

flashed in front of Slimõs eyes. He caught his brea th, and cursed 

her for what she had done to Jess and for getting into his thoughts 

with simply a look and a promise, and then he cursed himself 

because he knew what she was, and still she was there haunting 

him. Slim deliberately pushed the vision of her away, tried to bury it 

with his worst memories of war and made every effort  

concentrate on the  problem  of Jess.  

 

Slim did wonder ifé when he got Jess home, how Jess would deal 

with having spilled most o f what his life had been like. Resentment 

perhaps , or maybe finally understanding that he could trust 

someone.   

 

None of which mattered if  Slim could not get  Jess home .   

 

And far from getting easier , as they headed toward the Santa Fe 

trail , it was getting harder. As they rode along, with Jess once 

again lapsing into silence, presumably to give Slim time to digest 

the full extent of his tales, Slim considered his  options . They 

appeared to be convincing Jess that he was needed ; convincing 

Jess Slim would not get back without him ; following Jess when h e 

turned west until he gave up , or finally admitting that he had 

every intention of dragging Jess home and taking  a  chance Jess 

would see sense.   
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The last one being the least likely to suc c eed .  

 

They stopped for the night near another water hole that had 

some grazing around for the horses. Slim was more than please d 

when th ey found the remains of a recent camp fire, almost at the 

spot they camped . He wander ed  around searching for signs of 

Indians moving and started pushing the possibilities of danger from 

the Indian risk , making a fuss about  how close  the Indians could 

be, while Jess standing watching him made exasperated grunts in 

reply .  

 

Jess finally went over to the old campfire and started kicking 

around. As Slim became more enthusiastic about the risks Jess 

bent  down  and sifted through  the r emains of the ashes . He finally 

stood up holding  a burnt empty can òBean eating Indians ?ó he 

said  drily. òHard case what is with you runninõ scared ?ó he asked  

suspiciously.   

 

Slim decided any explanations were dangerous and just shrugged . 

òHow far to the  Santé Fe trail?ó he asked  abruptly .  

 

òQuite a waysó said Jess his voice very dry .  

 

òWhen? ó Slim asked annoyed.   

 

òTomorrowó Jess said  even drier .  
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Slim got some sleep that night  but Jess managed to disturb him on 

several occasions . Jess had talked himself out and his restlessness 

only showed itself by wandering, and then some twisting and 

turning.   

 

So much for a man who claimed he could sleep anywhere Slim 

thought when he was awakened for the third time. Slim wondered 

what was bothering Jess more, having Laurel crash his dreams or 

feeling he was walking out on the only ch ance he had to find a 

home. He shut his eyes and was about to curse Jessõs stupidity on 

both scores when a vision of Laurel DeWaltõs knowing soulless eyes 

flashed before him and he caught his breath.   

 

They finally mad e the Santa Fe trail toward the middle of the next 

morning. Slim waited for Jess to start the thank you speech and 

when it did not happen was all for riding straight north. Jess just 

shrugged and said he was riding into L as Vegas , a Ne w Mexican 

town that was something of a journey break for many travellers 

using the Santa Fe trail to move west.  Slim supposed that Jess had 

considered the possibilities of Slim refusing to say goodbye  on the 

trail  especially as other attempts to do that had somehow been 

foiled. He had t herefore decided that  telling Slim he was staying in 

a town was likely to be more successful  than saying he  was drifting 

off  and riding away .    

 

Jess headed toward the town  before Slim could argue and all Slim 

could do was follow.   

 

Slim mused over  ideas about perhaps convincing the local law 

that he was a bounty hunter, no é. special marshal , no rewards 

involved , and needed help to arrest a prisoner. He thought there 
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was a chance that he could pull it off , depending on the size of 

the law enforcemen t in Las Vegas . Jess would howl and fight but 

not lethally , and these days Slim had a pretty good idea of how 

Jess fought . The problem was not getting Jess contained , he 

decided , it would  be keeping him that way all t he way to 

Wyoming.  Only something to use as a last resort.  He just had to be 

ready to take advantage of whatever opportunities arose.   

 

As Slim pondered  all the ways he could physicall y drag Jess back 

home, they rod e into Las Vegas, a town established as one of the 

stops al ong the Sant a  Fe trail. It was a reasonable size town with 

porched adobe Spanish style building s lining a couple of streets. It 

was not a sleepy town however,  As Slim looked around, he 

rea lised there were w agons and every other conceivable form of 

transport were packed around the town and loose hobbled 

horses and bullocks were grazing in any free spaces around the 

town. There were some people camped near some of the 

wagons, and more lounging around the streets and under the 

Spanish archways of many of the buildings.  Most gave the 

impression that they had been hanging around for some time.   

 

Jess also noticed and looked at Slim with surprise then narrowed 

his eyes. òBusyó he muttered.   

 

òSomething goinõ onó Slim answered hoping for any excuse to 

keep  Jess moving that just might happen .  

 

They went to leave the horse s at the  livery  stable but a very 

flustered  and grumpy attendant said there was no  room and then 

bustled off  after telling them a ll they could do was hitch the horses 

to a space at  the corr al fence and he would provide  some grain.   
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Jess looked at Slim òMighty hospitableó he said sarcastically. Slim 

shrugged not really unhappy about it.   

 

They unsaddled the horses, water ed them , found a small space to 

hitch near a fence where the y could be grained without some 

other animal stealing it  and then drifted up the street .   

 

òBeer and a steakó Jess said .  

 

Slim nodded but it turned out  to be  harder to find a meal than 

they thought. There were quite a number of cafes and saloons in 

the to wn and all were packed.   

 

òSomethinõs upó Jess said , and Slim noted the hint of frustration in 

his voice . òTownõs burstinõ.ó  

 

They finally found a saloon at the end of the town that had 

enough space to get in side and a sign saying meals were being 

served .  

 

After considerable pushing just to get near the bar a  grumpy , busy 

and far from friendly bar man took an order for meals and 

snapped out the cost .  

 

Jess scrapped  his pockets  for money, finally pulling out a handful 

of change and some very crumbled dollar notes.   
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òThat all you got?ó Slim asked  taking note .   

 

Jess shrugged and ordered  two beers , scowling as the busy 

barman slosh ed beer over the counter . He picked up his beer and 

walked off, pushing his way through the crowded room  to try and 

find space at a table in a far corner. A nice space to have a 

private conversation Slim noted, where Jess could say his farewell 

speech as best he could but the place was crowded enough fo r 

Slim not to make a public scene.   

 

òScore points for you Jessó Slim thought annoyed. He wondered 

how much Jess was suspecting Slim was trying to foil the farewell 

speech.   

 

Slim racked  his brains to  think of ways to  stop the conversation 

that was inevit ably  going  to happen if he  sat down  at the table 

with Jess. He had to break into his $5 note to pay for the meal, 

taking his time, slowly counted the change as Jess found a table 

in a rather smoky  corner of the room .   

 

As Jess sat at the table he had found  tapp ing  his fingers 

impatiently , Slim stayed well away. He  sipped his beer and after 

three tries at speaking to someone in the crowd was able to get 

into a conversation with a bearded rather dirty young man, whose 

boots looked worse for wear and who was slowly sipping on his 

beer as if it was his last. To Slimõs amusement he spoke with a 

decided English accent.   

 

Slim glanced toward where Jess was sitting at the table, showing  

every indication of a man who had worked himself up to a difficult 
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conversa tion  and was getting very frustrated when it did not 

happen. Slim turned his back  ignoring Jess and focused his 

attention  on the young Englishman, which as far as he was 

concerned was one of the best  conversations he had in so me 

time .   

 

The young man was happy to talk. He said he was trying to make 

his way toward Arizona and some of the silver strikes he had  heard  

the re, which as he said was the route that most of the people in 

the town  were doing, but nobody in the town was going 

anywher e.  

 

The trail west , the young man  morosely told Slim was not passable , 

and it did nõt look like being passable for some time. A rock slide at 

Glorietta  had left the road co mpletely blocked and as far as the 

young man was concerned people in L as Vegas were  doing 

everything they could not to fi x it until either the travellers money 

ran out or the food in the town did.   

 

Slim just looked at him, a g rin all over his face. òTrail west is 

blocked ?ó he asked  not keepin g  the pleasure out of his voice .   

 

òBeen blocked for ten day só said the young man. òStuck here. 

Sleeping rough , no rooms here even if I did have money. N o more 

money nothing left. No j obs here.õ And the saloons stopped free 

food ab out a w eek ago. Stuck in this g od forsaken countryó he 

concluded  bitterly.   

 

òI donõt think its godforsakenó Slim told him  happily.   



Long Ride Home from Tumavaca  
 

102 | P a g e         Chapter 6  

òWhat evidence do you have , God even knows wher e this 

country is?ó said the young man  bitterly .  

 

òThere was a  rock slide  on the western trail ó Slim answered. òJust 

when I was thinking I needed a miracle. Proves God is on my side.ó  

 

òThe rock slide  was caused by a ground tr emoró the young man 

pointed out.   

 

òYou take your miracles your way. Iõll take mine my way .ó Slim 

replied  nodding in Jessõs direction.  

 

òWhy do you need a miracle ?ó asked  the young man  curiously .  

 

òTo move a  mountainó Slim said. òA goldurn stubborn  one.ó  

 

òYou donõt loo k like a man in need of a miracle .ó the young man 

commented looking Slim up and down.   

 

òYou donõt look like a guardian angel.ó Slim replied .  

 

The young manõs eyes narrowed suspiciously  but when Slim 

offered to buy him another beer and lunch, he accepted 

thanking Slim profusely  and positively beaming at Slim .  
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Which  was not Jessõs reaction when Slim brought the young man 

ove r to the table, and Slim sat him down to tell Jess the good 

news that the west road was blocked.   

 

All things considered Jess took it well. His hand cracked on the 

table and his eyes narrowed and there  was a small tremor  at his 

lip. He started to say about three  things before  he finally  shook his 

head and asked  òIs that what you was talkin õ about at t he bar ?ó   

 

òMostly we were talking about Godó said the young man.  

 

Jess looked surprised òWhen did you get religion?ó he asked Slim   

 

òBeen thinking about it recently .ó Slim said drily òWhere you come 

from?ó he asked the young man, who immediately launched into 

an intense and homesick description of his home town of Bristol, 

and the horrors of a steerage class boat trip to America. Jess 

raised his eyes and swallowed hard and Sl im leaned forward 

intensely interested in the young manõs story. Slim kept the young 

Englishman talking through the long wait for a meal and while 

they ate. Jess alternatively sipped at his beer and stared into it  

then frowned deeply .   

 

Slim watched Jess carefully all t hrough the meal. Mostly Jess just 

ate fast, raising his eyes because there was no way he could get a 

word in through the young Englishmanõs descriptions of the food 

on ships from Bristol in steerage. Not that Jess was ever off his food 

so that was no indication of his state of mind  Slim thought. Finally 

Jess could clearly not stand it any longer. He stood up  offering to 

get more beer, maybe needing to get more beer, and pushed his 



Long Ride Home from Tumavaca  
 

104 | P a g e         Chapter 6  

way through to the bar.  From  the long conversation Jess had  at 

the bar  with a group of men who looked like miners, and the sour 

expression on his face, the conversation clearly confirmed the 

road was closed.   

 

And  to Slimõs relief it was Jess who started them moving. He 

finished  his beer then came over  and said he would get  the horses . 

As soon  as Jess left, Slim thanked  the rat her  confused young man, 

telling him he may have helped save a life, and then pressed his 

last three  loose dollars into his hand.   

 

The young man was clearly embarrassed òI was not looking for 

charityó he said.  

 

òGratitudeó Slim said as he left.   

 

Slim decide d  he would leave Jess get the horses and  pay for the m, 

keeping Jess broke might just add to his cause . He went over to 

the general store wher e he bought some supplies  which  he was 

still purchasing when he  saw Jess come up to the store with the 

horses. So he c alled to him to pay  for the supplies which he did 

narrowin g his eyes and scrapping a few more of his last crumbled 

dollars.   

 

òHow much you got left ?ó Jess asked .  

 

ò20 dollar note and few quarters ó  Slim said  which was the honest 

truth .  òYou?ó  
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òSome dollars in change,ó Jess replied . òYou want to get out of 

hereó he said glancing around at the crowded street of people 

hanging around doing nothing.   

 

òSure thingó Slim said enthusiastically. He mounted and rode out 

of town , heading north before Jess could start arguing . òThat sure 

was an interestinõ story from the young fella at lunchó he said.  

 

Jess gave him a dirty look and Slim smiled to himself.   

éééééééééééééééééééééééééé 

 

They rode on northwards. Slim thinking to keep a few fires hot 

started to talk about Indians.   

 

Jess pulled up sharp. òShut up about the cursed injunsó he said.  

 

Slim pulled a face. òSureó said Slim.  

 

They moved north up the Sant a  Fe trail, passing few riders and 

wagons who were less than  thrilled to hear about rock slides and 

finally moved off the trail as it turned east.   

 

òYou sure you donõt want to go back through Texas ?ó Slim asked 

Jess.  

 

òNoó Jess replied shortly.   
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òKansas?ó Slim asked   

 

òBeen thereó Jess answered shortly  òthought you was in a hurry to 

get home .ó  

 

òJust askinõ said Slim. ò See any inéó  

 

òShut upó said Jess.  

 

Jess was  still planning on west  and feeling completely frustrated at 

not being able to go in that direction,  Slim thought to himself . Jess 

had been heading west when he had first come to the Sherman 

ranch and never offered an explanation why.   

 

òWhat is it about west ?ó Slim wondered. Then nodded as he knew 

the answer  because he knew Jess. Jess was going west  because  it 

wasnõt east or south . Jess had been east  and south  and all he had 

found  was trouble  and there was no going back from it so he was 

heading west to try and avoid it , futile though the hope might be . 

Slim wondered why Jess had not figured all he was goi ng to find 

westward was more trouble, unless he could stop being who he 

was  and then he was lost.   

 

They rode on northwards , with Jess fairly qui et  but not making any 

attempt or showing any interest in leaving. Throughout the rest of 

the ride he made no effort to explain himself or start making 

speeches. Mostly he rode on with a quiet wariness  that gave 

away nothing of what he was thinking which worr ied Slim. He 

knew Jess well enough to recognise it was one of Jessõs dangerous 
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moods but there was nothing he could do or say that broke 

through his quietness, though he tried on several occasions but 

the only response he got was very short murmured agreem ent. A s 

they came near the border between Colorado and New Mexico, 

Slim thought  he recognised again in Jess the signs of tension that 

he was planning farewell speeches. Once into Colorado with a 

mountain range to the west, Slim thought his chances of keepi ng 

Jess northward bound were good  but they still had some distance 

to go.    

 

He racked his brain for anything else he could do until they were 

safely away from westward trails. He was contemplating the 

problem for quite a distance when Jess cut into his th oughts and 

told him sharply to pull up .   

 

òWhat ? Slim asked doing as he was told .   

 

òYou see that  dust cloud ó Jess said  pointing westward .  

 

òMaybe someone just movingó Slim answered  straining  his eyes 

òMustangsó he suggested.   

 

òSureó Jess answered  sarcastically .   

 

òOkayó said Slim keeping his cool.   

 

òMove eastwaysó Jess said  sharply   
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òSureò said Slim heading north  east  before  Jess had any o ther 

suggestions.   As he moved on he turned back to Jess òBeen tellinõ 

you to keep a watch out for Arapaho.ó he said.   

 

òDonõt know they is Arapaho, donõt know if they is Arapaho they is 

lookinõ for troubleó Jess pointed out .  

 

òItõs Indians, like Iõve been tellinõ you.ó Slim started to say.   

 

òSure Mr Sherman, you is right theyõre aroundó Jess agreed 

sarcastically òMust make a fella feel real good about himself beinõ 

right so oftenó he said.  

 

ò Iõm beinõ carefuló said Slim defensively.   

 

òYouõre lookinõ for trouble afore it happensó Jess said òTrust me 

trouble will find ya soon enough without lookinõ for it where itõs not.ó  

 

òDonõt hurt to be wary in this countryó Slim muttered.   

 

òShut upó said Jess  

 

They rode northwards ve ering east for quite some time. Slim kept 

an eye out for signs to the west, where he could see  dust clouds, 

the occasion  flying of birds high in the sky and just a hint of 

movement high in the ranges. All of which Slim kept pointing out 

to Jess who glowered every time he said something.   
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Slim insisted to Jessõs annoyance that they moved as fast as they 

could, that they kept  fires low and took turns keeping watch, 

making sure the horses were close.   

 

Jess became steadily more irritated. When they were  still not quite 

at the Colorado border as the mountains and rocks started to rise 

above them, Jess finally lost it enough  to stop and demand what 

was wrong with Slim, what he was trying to pull and why he was 

seeing Indians at every rock. Jess mockingly asking what he wa s 

so scared about.   

 

It was with some satisfaction that Slim pointed to a tall rocky  outlet 

where two  Ind ians were sitting watching do wn the trail they rode .  

 

Jess cursed under his breath. Slim was uncertain whether it was at 

the Indians or at him for being right.   

 

òWe need to moveó Jess ordered.  òJust p lay it qui et. Keep going 

and donõt do anything stupid.ó  

 

Slim nodded then he look ed up at the highlighted against the 

skyline Ind ians.   

 

òThank you Lord ó he said  under his breath .   

 

They rode on, harder than t hey had . Stopping long enough to 

graze and rest horses and stay out of sight .  They sighted  a few 

more Indians but managed to stay clear.  Slim was more than 
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happy to see them as long as he and Jess were not turned away 

from riding north.   

 

òShould be okay when we reach Colorado ó Jess said. òJust keep 

on going .ó  

 

Slim smiled to himself. One more territory between them and 

ho me. He looked over to his left  wher e the Rocky mountains 

towered high abo ve them cover ed in cloud at the top. Almost an 

impenetrable  wall between them and the way west .   

 

Slim smiled God and nature were on his side.   

 

Jess for his part spent rest of the day giving Slim instructions on ho w 

to get through the territory which did nothing to ease Slimõs 

concerns he had an escape west route planned.   

 

òYou do know I made it down to  the border without needinõ 

instructions on what was hidden behind every roc k?ó Slim was 

finally driven to askin g .  

 

òYou followed me é.ó Jess swallowed hard and his jaw sort of 

tremoured as if thinking about the trip down was still to o painful 

òanõ Laurel ò he said. òTook the easy route for her. She struggled 

with the ride ó he said, his voice raspin g .  

 

òOr said she didó Slim pointed out.   
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òPoint is that route took us around trouble, on the other side of the 

mountainó Jess said òThis route must be h ow  DeWalt and his friend 

go t down ahead I guess. This way is faster but you got to know 

what youõre doinõ.ó  

 

òDeWalt  seemed to make it no troubleó Slim commented.   

 

òYou stop to ask him?ó Jess answered .  

 

òI guess notó Slim conceded. òStill donõt figure why you are so 

worried about stoppinõ in those townsó  

 

òWell just remember when youõre driftinõ through you ainõt 

somebodyó Jess said. òAnd donõt think you go into some place 

like Cordossa and get yourself into  trouble Iõll come runninõ to get 

you out bec ause Iõm tellinõ you I ainõt. You been warnedó he 

threatened.   

 

òI reckon you wouldó Slim told Jess.    

 

Jess snorted òDonõt you even think about tryinõ to prove itó he 

snarled.   

 

They rode on in not companionable silence.   
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òAndy sure thought you were someone when you came , even if 

you were driftinõ.ó Slim said after a little while . òBy the time knew 

you a few hours I figured that too. ò  

 

òYou threatened to shoot me once and beat me up before you 

did, cause you figured Andy werenõt safe with meó Jess answered 

tersely. òFigured you was right thenó he said pointedly.  

 

òReckon the odds were I wasó Slim muttered.   

 

òAnõ I reckon if you had been right, woulda been the second time 

that day, you was in big trouble for beinõ right.  Jess agreed.   

 

òReckon you could take me?ó Slim asked wondering if for once he  

was going to get  a  straight answer from Jess to such a question.   

 

Jess hesitated òReckonó Jess muttered finally as if forced to admit 

something he did not want too.   

 

òReckonõ Iõd make a good fight of itó Slim answered a touch 

aggressively.   

 

òReckon, which is why I ainõt tryinõ.ó Jess agreed. òWhich is why 

beinõ right ainõt everythinõ.ó He shook his head. òLike you was tellinõ 

me about vigilanting down Kansas, with that fella Mort Corey after  

the war.ó  
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òYeahó Slim asked òWhatõs that got to do with Colorado trail 

towns ?ó  

 

òYou figured it was the right thing. But risky businessó Jess said  

òEven when you is right.   

 

òMort is a good friendó Slim said òNothinõ happened account of it.ó  

 

òMore luck than anythinõ elseó Jess said. òChasinõ them Bannister 

brothers is risky work. I know.ó   

 

òYou figure I shouldnõt have goneó Slim said òYou wouldnõt have.ó  

 

òFigure if you figured it was right, Iõd have followed with youó Jess 

admitted òwhich is why Iõm sayinõ keep out of them towns.ó  

 

Slim smiled. òThere are a lot of towns that donõt know meó Slim 

said.óWhy you so worried about south Colorado ones.ó  

 

òSpent some time around them towns in south Coloradoó Jess said  

òbefore I come to Wyominõ. I know how they work. ó  

 

òIn Cordossa?ó Slim asked.   

 

òNopeó Jess shook his head òOthers.ó  
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òDoinõ what?ó Slim asked.   

 

òTried homesteadinõ for about two weeks before we got run out 

by the fella who figured the range was hisó Jess said .    

 

Slim started to interrupt but Jess cut him short.   

 

òYeah if it had been you, youõd have fought it out because he 

wasnõt right doinõ it. Tried that too. In a court of law. Know what it 

got me?ó he said  

 

òIõm guessinõ not a homesteadó Slim asked smiling slightly.   

 

òGuessinõ rightó Jess agreed grimly. òSpent some time gambling; 

around Colorado towns after that. Figured someone in Colorado 

owed me somethinõ.One thing I seen was how bad them towns 

are hit in this droug htó Jess said. òHang around ôem and you 

see õem doinõ it bad. Hit pretty bad when I was around afore . Folks 

make do as best they can. Stranger come to take, they take first. 

Start figurinõ as it gets worse they take a stranger afore they know 

if he is gonna try takenõ ôem.ó  

 

òThey didnõt take you.ó Slim pointed out.   

 

òDonõt care so much about beinõ right or wrong.ó  Jess said eyeing 

Slim sideways to watch his reaction. òHad a pal, didnõt care so 

much . Supposed to watch his back. He watch es mine.ó  
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òWhat happened to your pal ?ó Slim asked curiously.   

 

òPete Morganó said Jess shortly.  

 

òYou sure can pick your companyó Slim said  grinning .  

 

òYour Aunt Ellaõs right.ó Jess said òFella like me doesnõt get invited 

to polite company so much. More like to find the other kind. Oneõs 

that get a fella into trouble.ó  

 

òAfter that Bishopõs wife I ainõt sure the polite ones arenõt the worst 

troubleó Slim said with some feeling.   

 

Jess gave him a dirty look.   

 

òHad to bust him out of jail once when he got into an argument 

with a sheriff about disturbinõ the peace, when all heõd been doinõ 

was singinõ in a bar and the sheriff wanted to fine him 200 dollars , 

most of what we had won between us.ó  

 

òWasnõt that riskyó Slim asked ò Bustinõ a fella out of jail.ó  

 

òEasiest thing in the worldó Jess admitted  òNone of them lawman 

got the guts to lock up any one re al dangerous anõ they donõt 

waste money on locks.ó  
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òmmmó said Slim òWouldnõt pay on principaló he commented . 

òEven if I had itó  

 

òYou wouldnõt pay I wouldó said Jess. òPete hung in to argue it 

with the judge. Judge wanted a cut and doubled the fine.ó  

 

òThat is not rightó Slim said.   

 

òYeah it werenõt right and it werenõt no use arguinõ.ó Jess said.ó 

Pete thanked me real fine for it, next town on was éó  

 

òWhen he busted you over the head and stole what you wonó 

Slim said.  òWhatõs it all got to do with me and keepinõ out of south 

Colorado trail towns?ó Slim asked again.   

 

òDonõt go rushinõ into ôem and gettingõ all het up about whatõs 

right and whatõs wrongó Jess said. òLast time I was with a fella who 

did that all I got out of it was a broken skull.ó  
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They rode into Colorado, watching the high mountains to the west 

and the wide grasslands to the east.   

 

òSure is some country hereó said Slim òEven smells different to 

down south. Air is something. ó  

 

òAlways thought soó Jess answered slowly and Slim thought 

hesitantly.   

 

òôHow come you know this country so wel l?ó  Slim asked and was 

sure there was problem when Jess took a deep long hard breath.  

òNot rustlinõ cattle or horse thievinõ or suchó Slim asked good 

humouredly determined to show Jess that none of the stories he 

had heard in the last few days had any eff ect.   

 

Jess gave Slim an uncomfortable and pained glance, and it 

occurred to Slim this one must be bad. Finally Jess answered 

calmly òYou know I rode dispatch , end of the war, General Carter.  

Was workin down here, afore he went north and é well you know 

what f inished him . Massacre ó Jess said òGot to see Major Prescott  

in action down her e. Thought high ly of himó he said.  

 

Slim nodded wondering what was coming. òYou never did tell me ó 

Slim asked casually  òHow a Texas boy was riding dispatch for the 

army ? When? M ust have been almost before the war ended . ò  

 

òNoó Jess agreed. òI didnõt.ó  
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In fact he had been completely closemouthed about it. Even the 

story of his helter skelter ride to get help when Major Prescott and 

Slim were defen d ing the relay station  from attack from the Indian 

Yellow Knife, in those first weeks Jess had spent at the ranch  had 

not inspired him to add details about his d ispatch rider days . In the 

days after the attack Andy had asked Jess point blank and Jess 

had done a masterly job of avoiding explanations, covering his 

responses by explaining how highly he had thought of Major  

Prescott.   

 

What ever it was Slim recognised was bad.   

 

Jess looked at Slim intently. His eyes narrowed and the jaw 

tremoured again, and then his free hand kneaded on his thigh. All 

of which Slim noted. Jess was so tight his horse feeling the tension 

skittered across the road. He took his time getting it settled. Slim 

said nothing. He knew the signs and he had heard enough bad 

stories from Jessõs life in the last few days to be prepared for 

whatever was coming, if Jess decided he wanted to answer.   

 

Jess finally decided he would answer. He sought of half cleared 

his throat and coughed.   

 

òOh boy Jessó Slim thought to himself òYou sure thinkinõ this one will 

get you on the road west, with me pleased as all get put to see 

you go.ó  

 

òStarted ridinõ dispatch n ear enough to before  war  ended ó Jess 

told him flat voiced . òWasnõt like they expected dispatch  riders 

would survive  long , so offered it to any war prisoners who didnõt 
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want to s tay on in camps. Nothinõ was  worse than that, so figured 

why not.ó  

 

òLooks like you survivedó Slim said. He frowned slightly òYou 

couldna ridden that long ?ó He took a deep breath  òWasnõt that 

usually a sign on for years ?ó he asked and for the life of him could 

not keep the accusation out of his voice.   

 

òYessir lieutenant Sheridanó Jess said nastily  recognising the 

accusation .  òI quitó he said defiantly .  

 

òThey just let you ?ó Slim asked and he wished he could have 

softened the question and couldnõt.  

 

òNever asked themó Jess sneered . òHow you feel about deserters 

now?ó he asked.  

 

Slim took a hard deep breath . òI figure if a man gives his word 

then heõs bound to keep it. Even when it gets rough.ó He 

answered knowing even trying to lie about how he felt would give 

Jess every excuse to leave.   

 

òFigured you would say tható said Jess darkly.   

 

òLikely to be any trouble over it?õ Slim asked seriously .  

 

òNever knowó said Jess.  
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Jess watched , waiti ng for a reaction, expecting a reaction  from 

Slim, a bad one. The sort of reaction that would give him an 

opening to say thanks and goodbye.   

 

In truth , it took Slim every bit of self -control not to react.  If he knew 

Jess, Jess knew him. Slim was keenly aware of Jess watching to see 

that reaction.  He pulled his hat down hard on his head not 

looking at Jess. Jess making an audible snap of his teeth, rode 

forward and p ushed past .    

 

So Slim rode behind , his hat down hard over his eyes . Jess said 

nothing more  but the hunch of his should ers suggested to Slim who 

knew him well just how much he was hurting . They rode on hardly 

together, in fact Jess riding so far ahead , he could have easily 

turned west  and Slim could have do ne nothing to stop him.   

 

Still wouldnõt go without saying thank you Slim figured.  Even when 

Jess had done everything he could to make sure Slim would be 

glad to see the back of him.   

 

Jess was so far ahead in fact he had to yell to get Slimõs attention 

when he stopped and dismounted at a water hole, some hours 

later .  As Slim rode up  saying nothing because he was not sure 

what he could say that that would not provoke Jess into doing 

somethi ng he did not want to happen , Jess point ed  to  sure signs 

of unshod ponies, around a water hole and still warm fire.    

 

òArapaho ?ó Slim asked which was the first word that had past 

between them for quite some time.   
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Jess bent over and stirred the ground slightly then picked up a 

broke n arrow shaft with some marks òLooks like itó he said shortly.   

 

Slim got off his horse, ground hitching and started to look around .  

 

Jess shrugged and took both horses to the water hole examining 

the di sturbed ground around it while the horses drank. òLot of 

tracksó he called to Slim.  

 

The signs were that there were a large number of Indians who 

seemed to be moving north eastward.   

 

òCould get dangerous if we run into them, reckon to man y to be 

a huntinõ bunch.ó Jess said  as he brought the horses back  òLike we 

better get movinõ north west.  Ride carefully ó Jess ordered .  

 

Slim agreed hastily.  He mounted up and as Jess led away Slim 

saluted slightly in the direction of the Arapaho tracks. At least they 

would still be heading north, and Jess was not likely to try and 

leave before he was sure the Indian signs were quiet. And the 

further north the y got the bigger that wall of mountains between 

them and westward paths.   

 

 òGod was still on his side, ó Slim thought òAnd maybe the Indian 

nations as well.ó  

 

They rode on silently until nearly nightfall, nothing said between 

them and Jess as tense and t ight as a rope stretched to breaking 
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point. Jess stopped as the darkness started to fall around them, 

indicating by a sweep of h is hand they should camp.   

 

òMaybe better campinõ up higheró Slim said  quite seriously . òSee 

any movement eastwards.ó  

 

Jess loo ked at him  darkly  òYou still want to camp with a deserter?ó 

he said pushing hard.   

 

Slim recognised the expression on Jessõs face, that hurt almost 

fragile expression, that was Jess at his most vulnerable ; and 

toughest.   

 

For a few minutes while Slim contemplated Jess admitting to one 

of the things that broke every code Slim believed in, Slim was just 

tempted to ride up and straight confront Jess with desertion, of 

everything and anyone who ever tried to help him. To demand  if 

that was all, he ever knew how to do.   

 

Except that is what Jess would do if Slim pushed. Mutter out thank 

you and farewell and leave.   

 

Which was when Slim remembered that Jess was doing his best to 

make what he believed was the upcoming breakup easier. And if 

he knew Jess which he did, Jess knew him and could hit on 

probably the one sin , desertion, that just might make Slim be glad 

to see him go.   

And yet Jess would still be bi tterly hurt if it worked.   
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Jess not getting a reaction from Slim silently turned his horse up the 

trail toward a clearing he could just make out higher up the side 

of the rising Colorado mountains.   

 

Slim following him considered that he should not be surp rised that 

Jess admitted to desertion to push Slim away because if there was 

a man who knew just how bad a deed  desertion was it would 

have to be Jess. If there was one thing Slim had worked out from 

Jessõs talking the last few days it was that Jess did ha ve a long 

history of desertion; being deserted.   

 

Jess was trouble. There was no denying it, it came with him, it 

followed him and anyone near him was going to be caught up in 

it. As a result in one way or another he had been deserted by 

almost everybody he cared about. Or they had not cared 

enough about him to make any effort to get  him stay when he 

decided that they were safer without him.   

 

Which was what Jess was doing now. The difference being that 

this time Slim had no intention of letting him go.   

 

Slim smiled  to himself wryly,  deciding this was perhaps the one 

time that not hiding what he  was feeling was a good thing . Jess 

finally stopped at the clearing, dismounting from his horse and 

with barely restrained te nsion yanked the cinch undone. The horse 

usually an even tempered animal caught his tension and pulled 

away slightly backing into Slimõs horse.  

 

òBe carefuló Slim snapped. òYou want to get this fella kicked 

again.ó  
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Jess making another audible hissing noise  but  pulled the saddle of 

his horse more gently, and patted it as he slipped a rope over its 

neck to tether it for the night.   

 

Slim smiled to himself. òFigure weõre far into in Colorado ?ó Slim 

asked.   

 

òFigureó said Jess òWeõre well past the borderó Jess mumbled ó 

Sliméó he started to say.  

 

òWell you know the countryó Slim interrupted deliberately.   

 

òYeahó said Jess turning his back, almost rigid.   

 

òYouõre a fool Jessó muttered Slim angrily under  his breath .  

 

Slim slammed his saddle on the ground and move away to picket 

his horse. When he  came back Jess was bending over the ground 

putting a f ire together.  He did not look up. Slim stood over him.  

òOkay, so you like using the word deserter. You want to push me , 

you know how to ó he snapped not feigning anger òWhat do you 

want Jess? You want  me to ask, you want to just tell me or leave it 

hang so you got some way out, next time you want to go 

wanderin õ.ó   

 

Jess looked at him, relieved or annoyed  or uncertain.  All three.   
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òYou donõt want to leave any more than we want you  to leave ó 

Slim thought.   

 

But just as he was about to answer Jess seemed to  remember the 

reason he w as talking was to make Slim mad  enough not to argue 

about him going . So he shrugged and looked away an d  Slim just 

thumped his knee and also turned away to get the coffee pot 

and muttered unde r his breath about stubborn fools who didnõt 

have the sense to know when they were well off.   

 

After  they set up the camp that night, Jess was still keeping himself 

to himself and Slim was mad enough at hi m to let him do it.   

 

The only talk between then was Slim making decisions about not 

hunting anything because if the noise of the shot  and keeping  a 

small fire for coffee and heating beans, from which the only 

response he got from Jess was a muttered òYes sir loooteneant 

Sherman sir.ó   

 

Which was once too much when as they were settling down to 

sleep, Slim said they better make sure the fire stayed low and Jess 

muttered again ò Yes sir loooteneant Sherman siró  

 

 òWhatõs with this lieutenant thing ?ó Slim demanded .  

 

òYou was one of them officers, all dressed up with stripes on your 

pants w asnõt you?ó Jess asked  clearly doing his best to burn all 

bridges . òGivinõ orders like there was no tomorrow , ridinõ when rest 
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of us was claw inõ through mud knee deep. Eatinõ when was nothinõ 

for tõothers.ó  

 

òCut it out Jessó Slim snapped. òI earned that commission and you 

know it.ó  

 

Jess snorted.   

 

òSome of us just knew we had to be responsibleó Slim snorted 

again . òCommissioned in the field. Earned  the  stripes, walked  as 

much as any man. ó  

 

Jess snorted  again .  

 

òFound out pretty early in it, mud ainõt any less deep under a 

lieutenantõs boots, wind ainõt any less cold, rain ainõt any less wet 

because youõre wearing stripes.ó Slim persisted .   

 

òYou had  boots did you ?ó said Jess drily.  

 

Slim lay awake for quite some time. He could tell by the sound of 

Jessõs breathing that he was not sleeping any easier than he had 

on the other nights of the long ride.   

 

After a while Slim called òHey Jess.ó  

 



Long Ride Home from Tumavaca  
 

127 | P a g e         Chapter 7  

Jess did not answer and Slim said òHey Jessó again .  

 

òWható said Jess finally .  

 

òCan I ask you somethinõ without you gettingõ real mad?ó Slim 

asked.   

 

Jess grunted .  

 

òWelló said Slim.  

 

òGuessó Jess finally conceded.   

 

òSomethinõ you said the other day .ó Slim asked . òYou joined up for 

the war before you had to . Why?ó  

 

òDoes it matter?ó Jess asked his voice gruff.   

 

òNope.  Wondered ó said Slim. òYou know seeinõ what the war was 

about.  It ainõt like your family hadé anõ I never knew a man, north 

or south who cared less about what a man looked like than you. ó  

 

Jess was silent for a  while òWhy did you fight?ó Jess asked  perhaps 

stalling . òNot like you was from east, had to écould have stayed 

out west and not hardly knowed it was happen inõ.ó  
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Slim turned toward the small fire where he could see Jess leaning 

back against his saddle not remotely asleep. òThought it was the 

right thing ó Slim explained  òThought highly of Mr Lincoln. Figure 

when you think somethinõ was right, what ainõt right is to let other 

fellas do the shootinõ and dyinõ for you.ó  

 

òOkayó Jess said  shortly and Slim won dered if he was avoiding 

answer ing the question .  

 

òFigured the sameó said Jess finally . òFigured sayinõ I was from 

Texas meant beinõ from Texas and you donõt stand back and 

watch while others é It was pretty wild down there when the thing 

started.  I was ridinõ with a friend é.gambler called Dixie Howard.ó  

 

òHeard of himó Slim said darkly .  

 

òFigures you wouldó Jess answered  grimly. òHe figured I was crazy 

goinõ back but sometimes when somethinõ makes you what you 

are you éowe. ó  

 

òFiguresó said Slim thinking even if Jess could not be sure how to 

spell loyalty he could write the book on it.   

 

Jess grunted and deliberately turned away.   

 

Slim lay awake for a while thinking . òHey Jessó he called.   
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òWhat ó muttered Jess clearly not asleep.   

 

òYou ever thing maybe we were firing  at each other ?ó he asked.  

 

òMaybe ó Jess finally replied òI was firinõ at a lot of peopleó.  

 

òMe tooó said Slim.  

 

òFiguredó said Jess.  

 

Slim grunted, lay awake for a while òHey Jessó he called some 

time later .  

 

òWható muttered Jess.  

 

òSometimesó Slim said. òYou know when Andy asks about the war I 

tell him about some of the wild times but there are things é. I ainõt 

sure I ever want to tell  himé. Things I maybe only think about 

before I sleep.ó  

 

Jess grunted.   

 

òYou got things you remember before you sleep ?ó Slim asked.   
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After a small silence Jess said òYeahó. He hesitated then said 

gruffly. òFigure only way you donõt have to think aboutéthings 

before you sleep was to have run. Then you think of other things.ó  

 

Slim was silent .  

 

òBut you wouldnõt have thought of runninõ would you?ó Jess asked  

nastily .  

 

Slim could hear Jess breathing deeply in the silence of the 

Colorado night. òI thought about itó Slim admitted finally. òGuess 

there ainõt one of us who was there who didnõt think about 

it...some time. ó   

 

Jess grunted.   

 

òHey Jessó Slim said after a while.   

 

òWható muttered Jess.  

 

òYou figu re when weõre old, long past weõll still remember them 

thingsé.before goinõ to sleep.ó  

 

òyeahó said Jess.  òFigurinõ if you get old.ó  

 

Slim grunted.   
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Sometime later  just as Slim was falling asleep Jess called òHey Slim.ó  

 

òWható said Slim.  

 

òGuess it was more they deserted me.ó Jess said.  

 

òWható said Slim  

 

òDispatch ridinõ.ó Jess said. òGuess it was more they deserted me.ó  

 

Slim took a deep breath  òHow?ó he asked quietly.  

 

òNone of us ridinõ were supposed to make it.ó Jess explained 

òOffered it to us because didnõt want to lose fellas from their side. 

Only Prescott he wasnõt so much like the others. Guess thatõs why I 

kinda admired him. Thought of all folks under his command.  Like 

he did at Cold Creek.ó  Maybe some  of them others  even figured 

it was a way of d ispatchinõ a few extra Texas boys.   

 

Slim could just about see Jessõs grim smile in the firelight.  

 

òWay some of them fellas felt end of  the war. Worked. ó Jess said. 

òAt the end after  Cold Creek . They had th at court martial for 

Major  Prescott.  Only me and olõ Tom Springer left and he got 

killed ridinõ just after.  I took the last ride, got shot like the others. 

Luck I guess, crawl ed in a hole. T oo cold to bleed to death. Didnõt 

send any one out lookinõ. Had t o walk back to the camp écrawl 
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back anõ they was all gone. They wasnõt worrinõ about no Texas 

boy , not to go lookinõ for ôim.ó he said. òStole an Indian pony, 

made my way back to Texas ó he said. òTold you what it was like 

down there. ó  

 

òMaybe the officer t hought it was the odds . One man against all 

those under himó Slim suggested grimly .   

 

Jess snorted. òSome others wearinõ blue suits were still shootinó at 

Texas boys further east. ó Jess said. óGuess you still wereó he added.  

 

òGuessó Slim agreed .  

 

òSure Looo tenant,ó Jess said  nastily which Slim recognised as 

covering a bitter memory . òNever sent no -one after the others, 

didnõt expect it for me. Those fellas wearin õ stripes and blue suits  

werenõt interested in savinõ no Texas boys.ó He hesitated . Waiting 

for Slimõs reaction.  

 

òFigures some would have thought tható Slim said  carefully . 

òFeelinõs was rough then.ó  

 

òWould you ?ó Jess asked.  òThought no need to go lookinõ for 

some Texas boy ?ó   

 

òNopeó said Slim without hesitation.  òI figure if I was in charge, 

responsible Iõd of gone lookinõ.ó  
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òFiguredó said Jess before turning his back.   
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They rode all the next day, getting well into Colorado, where to 

Slimõs satisfaction the wall of mountains on the west side was 

towering higher and higher, like an impenetrable wall blocking all 

trail west.   

 

Slim smiled to himself as Jess rode on, sometim es talking but 

certainly seeming more at ease  than he had been . Slim mentally  

listed off to himself all the places he thought he would have to 

watch for danger signals but it did not seem there was anything 

closer than a good day õs ride so he could relax f or a little while.   

 

Even the fact that they failed to see any more signs that they were 

in danger of accidently meeting wandering Arap ahos, did not 

dually alarm him.  The further they rode  into Colorado the happier 

Slim got.   

 

He looked up at the towering mountains and smiled.   

 

òSure is some countryó Slim said to Jess.  

 

Jess glanced to the high mountain range .  

 

òRough country to crossó he said.  

 

òSure isó said Slim making  sure Jess could not see how happy that 

made him .  
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God and nature was on his side.   

 

Jess seemed to be riding easily, certainly he was over the temper 

and anger of the last few days. Slim hoped that maybe he had 

just decided to come home but he  doubted it.  He reminded 

himself to be careful.   

 

Jess was a little quiet when they camped but nothing that was of 

too much concern.   

 

They camped near a small stream that trickled down from the 

mountains. òYou know where we are?ó Slim asked as he 

unsaddled.   

 

òTwenty miles or so north oõ Cordossa I reckonó Jess said . òQuite 

aways.ó  

 

They picketed the horses then Jess picked up his rifle and walked 

off . A few minutes and a shot later, he appeared with a rabbit 

which he sat down and gutted and skinned.    

 

While Slim cooked over the fire, they both drank coffee. Jess was 

reasonably attentive as Slim talked about the time they were 

making and plans for catching up with chores when they got  

home.  The only sign of restlessness he showed was as Slim banked 

the fire he wan dered over to the horses and checked them then 

stood for a while staring at the moving stream .   
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So Slim was not prepared when Jess finally turned around grim 

faced as Slim stood up.   

 

òThere is somethinõ I been tryinõ to tell you since we left Mexico, 

beforeó Jess said slowly.   

 

Slim froze, then deliberately turned his back .  

 

òSlim youõre gonna have to listen to meó Jess said quietly.   

 

Slim frantically searched his br ain  for anything h e could think of to 

stop this conversation and came up short.   

 

Slim watched Jess for a second òJust supposinõ I donõt want to?ó 

he asked as casually as he could .  

 

òYouõre gonna have toó Jess told him  grimly .  

 

Slim shrugged turn ed  away  and made a point of going to the 

horses.   

 

Jess called òSlim just whoa back ó Slim ignored him and Jess strode 

after him catching his arm to spin him aroundó I said whoa backó 

he ordered.   
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Slim looked down at Jess, glaring at the hand still holding him . 

òWhat " he snarled.   

 

Jess took a deep hard breath òI gotta tell you I ainõt goinõ backó 

he said and his voice caug ht slightly .  

 

Which Slim noted .   

 

òI ainõt goinõ back to Wyominõ Jess said in a rush òto the ranc h. 

Decided back in Mexico. Figured , youõre right. Figured Ellaõs right. 

Figured trouble comes after me. Figured it õs safer for you, for Andy 

if it goes lookinõ somewhere else for me. Than the ranch. ó  

 

Jess watched Slim warily judging his reaction .  

 

Slim said nothing. H e just looked at Jess who finally was pushed 

into asking òWell?ó  

 

Slim shrugged . òFigured as muchó he said eventually.  

 

òI seeó said Jess and Slim noticed  his eyes narrow  and  his ha nd 

tighten a sure sign that Jess was not far off an explosion . òSo when 

was you gonna tell  me youõd figured I wasnõt going back?ó Jess 

asked quietly.   

 

Slim decided there was no help but the truth. òDidnõt figure that.ó 

Slim said òNo wayó he added determined.   
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òWhat do you mean ?ó Jess demanded c learly uncertain  wher e 

this was going. òYou just saidé.ó  

 

Slim eyed him watching ruefully  òSaid I figured you was goinõ to tell 

me you wasnõt goinõ back. Havenõt figured you ainõt goinõ back 

yetó he added.  òWasnõt fig urinõ on that happeninõ at all.ó  

 

Jess opened his mouth to say something , clearly unable to find the 

words . He  turned around with his back to Slim, stood thinking  for 

some time, and then spun back as he realised what was behind 

Slimõs moods and actions for the last few days . He lifted his hand s 

in the air  in disgust.  

 

Slim watched Jess carefully  looking for any signs that Jess was 

going to react badly . He backe d off a  few strides as Jess stepped 

toward him , trying to work out a safe distan c e from Jess. Too far to 

hit, to close to shoot.   

 

Jess took another step toward him and Slim backed off anot her 

two òHardcase why you son of a é..ó he exploded   

 

òWatch it ó interrupted Slim.  

 

òYeah  I knowó mutter ed Jess òYa ma was a right lady , but she 

raised a éó Jess hit his hands to his side  in frustrated anger .   

 

Slim watched carefully for any hard signs that Jess was thinking of 

hitting or shooting .   
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òI oughta éó Jess roared . ò I oughtaéó He sighed and to Slimõs 

relief a smile twi tched. òThe lame horse?ó He asked òThe English 

fella in Las Vegas ? Worryinõ about them Indians? Gettinõ bit by my 

horse?ó  

 

Slim reluctantly nodded.   

 

òHardcase you son of aé.ó Jess bit out   

 

òWatch itó said Slim.  

 

òIf you ainõt the mother and father of all two faced, double 

crossinõé..ó Jess bit out.   

 

òI ainõt the double crossinõé Seems to me, Iõm just makinõ sure you 

ainõtó Slim interrupted. òYou promised Andy you would come 

home. I promised him you would keep your promise.ó  

 

òThatõs not what I promised himó Jess said tersely.   

 

òItõs what he thinks you promised h imó Slim snapped.   

 

òMaybe more important I keep what I promised himó Jess said 

making it clear he had thought it out. òYou really figured you 

could keep it goin õ, to Laramie ?ó Jess asked more amused than 

anything as he thought over all the games of the last few days.   
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òFigured c lose eno ughó Slim admitted. òFigured when you got 

close enough to home  youõd maybe start thinkinõ a bit straighter 

or maybe figure stayinõ ainõt so bad, that walkinõ out, runninõ away 

from home ôcause you made a fool over yourself over a woman, 

who  ainõt worth it, is plain  adding foolishness to foolishness. ó  

 

Slim took a relieved breath as he realised far from being mad, Jess 

was actually fighting not to smile .  

 

òHard case youõre a pistoló Jess told him. òYou ever figured you 

maybe ainõt right about everythinõ. That just sometimes you donõt 

know a horse from a  goat.ó  

 

òNopeó Slim said smiling òwant to explain it to me on the way 

home .ó  

 

Jess shook his head regret all over his face.  òI ainõt goinõ 

backé.home. To your home.ó He said slowly.  

 

The smile fell f rom Slimõs face òJess itõs your home tooó he said. 

òJust figured you needed to do some thinkinõ, to work it  out .ó  

 

òNopeó Jess answered  in a sharp hard voice. He smiled just a 

flicker on the  side of the mouth and Slim noticed his hand moving 

tensely  again . òYep. I did some thinkin õ. I worked it out. I worked it 

ou t its better for  everyone I donõt go back.ó  
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òYou want to walk out because  you mad e a  fool of yourself ove r 

a woman. Not the first time, from what you told me about that 

wom an in Laredo ó Slim snapp ed. Jessõs mou th flicker ed hal f a 

smile again , òWonõt be the last. Donõt be a cursed fool over 

somethinõ that just donõt matter.ó He added .  

 

òNopeó said Jess. òWell mostly not that anywayó he said. òYou 

know I told Laurel  about settlinõ downó he said. òAnd I told  her 

what it meant  and she saidé.. well she was right about me.ó Jess 

explained òWhat you been offerin õ me Slim means é Iõm beholden 

to you. So beholden to you I ainõt sure that I could ever repay you 

but she was right. ó  

 

òI knew I should have shot that wom ané.. while I had  the chance ó 

Slim said angrily .  

 

òWould have saved a whole lotta fe llas a heap a painó Jess 

agreed.  òIõm trouble  and  when  I asked you  said you  arenõt you 

tired of pulling me out of scrapes   but the truth is the time wil l 

come when maybe you canõt pull me outó Jess said. òSlim I am 

what I am ó he looked at Slim òI told you what I am the other day.ó  

 

òI knowó said Slim òYou ever figure beinõ who you are is why Andy 

wants you to stay  aroundó Slim demanded òwhy Jonsey does,  

why I do .ó  

 

òMaybe thatõs the  best case you make for me go inõ.ó Jess said. 

òIõm beholden Slim I truly am and if I could repay  you I would, and 

maybe the best way of repayinõ you is to keep you from the 

trouble I cause from walkinõ out after me. Or getti ngõ killed or 
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getting Andy killed  by someone like them bounty hunters, or 

worse .ó   

 

òMaybe I like the idea  that just sometimes I got  a reason to walk  

out for a while ó Slim said .  

 

Jess smiled reluctantly. òYou got  a heap  of respons-ibility  Slimó Jess 

said  òBut I ainõt asked any-one  tõbe responsible  fo r me since my 

old man got drunk and tried shootinõ it out with old man Tyler anõ I 

had to carry him home when I was ten year old.  Figuredõ I out 

grew any one beinõ responsible for me that day.ó  

 

òYouõre a fooló said Slim. He turned away then turned back òSoó 

he said.   

 

òSoó said Jess taking a deep breath òSoó he said working up to it. 

òIõd have gone earlier but I wanted tõsay, what you done for 

meé.ó  

 

òYou say thank you so help me Iõll hit you so hard you wonõt know 

what side of next month youõre on.ó Slim yelled at him .  

 

òReckon you could ?ó Jess asked  stopped in his tracks.   

 

òReckon I could . Right now Iõm so mad at you I donõt care if I 

kno ck your hea d offó Slim said òand Iõm figurinõ you do, care if you 

kno ck mine off .ó  
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òYou sure donõt take it good when things go agin youó Jess said  

wryly  òNever knew tható he started to say, then ducked hard as 

Slimõs fist came past his head. òCut it outó he yelled  moving 

backward as Slim took another swing.  òGet it through your headó 

he yelled at Slim backing away as Slim came at him. òSince I 

come, there ainõt been nothinõ but  trouble. Those bounty hunters 

coulda killed And y ôcause of me.ó  

 

òSure could, ôcause yo u werenõt thereó Slim spat out taking 

another swing , as Jess backed away  further. òWouldnõt have even 

threatened him if youõd been there.ó  

 

Jess had finally backed off, until he was almost at the w aterõs 

edge. òWould you cut it out ó he yelled at Slim.  

 

òYou goinõ to come home?ó Slim demanded swinging again as 

Jess stepped back into the water and was stopped from moving 

further away by a log.   

 

As Jess could no longer back off, Slim swung at Jess as hard as he 

could. Jess with not many choices ducked unde r the punch and 

hit him in the belly so hard Slim went down with a very loud oooof, 

lying back on the cold wet grass of the stream bank, gasping for 

breath.   

 

òYou dirty, double fistedé.ó Slim finally breathed out.   
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òYouõre lucky I didnõt bend a pistol over your headó Jess told him 

standing over him. òIffen it wasnõt that no-one ever made such a  

show for keepinõ me around afore I woulda.ó  

 

Slim started to snarl again and struggle to his feet, fists still ready. 

Jess put a spurred boot near his face forcing him back down. 

òYou stay there until Iõm sure youõre cominõ up with your fists 

beside youó Jess growled.   

 

òYouõre a fooló Slim yelled at him from the ground.   

 

òAinõt arguinõ.ó said Jess òBut I ainõt gonna hang around to kill you 

and Andy ov er trouble that comes after me.  I been with ya 

maybe  a few months, he said òand since the n Roney you 

remember, and Gill Brady  and Hatch . It ainõt gonna end and 

Laurel made me know that .ó  

 

òShould have shot her while I had the chanceó Slim hissed still on 

the g round.   

 

Jess half smiled òWoulda saved some fellas a heap of troubleó he 

agreed .  

 

òThe trouble ainõt all yoursó Slim snarled Jessõs boot almost at  his 

throat òYou kill Yellow Knifeõsõs kid, Ed Caulder  come after you.ó 

He demanded.  òYou  hadnõt been around maybe would have 

gone different. You figure that ó Slim yelled. òYou know what I 

figure òSlim yelled  trying to push Jessõs boot away and not 
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succeeding . òI figure that blond was the first person who ever 

came after you, and it went wrong so youõre blaminõ me.ó  

 

òNope ó said Jess ò Iõm figurinõ she showed cominõ after me can 

get someone killed.ó  

 

òShould a killed that blond when I had the chanceó Slim growled .  

 

òWould a  saved a few fellas a heap of trouble if you ha dó Jess 

agreed.   

 

òLet me upó  Slim ordered.   

 

Jess frowned at him. òYou gonna show some sense ?ó he asked 

suspiciously .  

 

òSureó said Slim glaring up at him from the ground .  

 

Jess pull ed his foot away and Slim put up his hand so Jess could 

help him to his feet. Jess went to take it but must have caught 

something in the way Slim moved that made him realise Slim had 

every intention of swinging him straight into t he water.   

 

Jess pulled his hand back and ste pped out of hitting distance. 

òYouõre a pistoló he said as Slim pull ed himself to his feet,  without 

help.  Then Jess had to move further back as Slim stepped toward  

him .  
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òDonõt you never give up ?ó Jess demanded.   

 

òNot when Iõm right òSlim yelled .  

 

òGet it through your thick head Slimó Jess roared òYou a inõt right 

this time.ó  

 

Slim started to lift his fists.   

 

òAnd cut it out.ó Jess snarled . òI can take ya. Donõt make me 

prove it. ó Jess half lifted his fists and Slim decided Jess winning a 

fight of words or fists wasn õt going to help his cause,  so with a wry 

grin,  he lowered his fists.   

 

òYouõre a pistoló Jess said exasperated. òBout time you listen to 

sense. Slim there ainõt nothinõ you can say that is gonna take 

away  from me beinõ trouble and any-one near me is gonna carry 

that trouble.ó  

 

òYou donõt recognise sense when it hits  you in the headó Slim said 

nastily.  òSo how about  sayinõ I donõt careó Slim said òAndy wants 

you to come home. Jonsey wants you to come home. I want you 

to come home.ó  

 

òIõm headinõ west ò in the  morninõ.ó said  Jess òYou got enough to 

get  é home .ó  
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òYouõre a fool Jessó Slim told him òYouõre throwinõ away maybe 

the only chan c e you got. You want to end like t hem  Ed Caulder , 

like Carlin or maybe Sam Prado.ó 

 

òMaybe better than the otheró Jess said , turning his back on Slim 

and walking away. For a second Slim thought he was leaving then 

and there, and w ondered if he could spook the h orses before Jess 

saddled. Except Jessõs horse was easy to catch and wouldnõt 

spook that far.   

 

Jess turned around , read what Slim was thinking . òDonõt think 

about nothinõ.ó he ordered more amused than angry. òIõm leavinõ 

in the morning. Anõ Iõm beholden a fella  would try so hard to keep 

me and troub le aroundó he added.  

 

òI ainõt finished tryinõ.ó Slim muttered.   

 

Jess smiled then turned to gath er wood f or the fire  while Slim 

glowered at him .  òYou know you could a saved yourself all the 

worryinõ about Indians and suchó Jess told Slim.  

 

òWhy?ó Slim demanded belligerently.   

 

òBecause after we left Las Vegas, kinda figured youõd pull 

somethinõ, argue about me leavin õ.ó Jess said òMaybe even do 

what I tell you not to. Wasnõt gonna say farewell until after we 

passed Cordossa .ó Jess told him.   
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òYou two timing, double crossingéó Slim exploded.   

 

Jess just looked at him.   

 

They barely talked for some  time, all though neither man made an 

effort to go to sleep.   

 

Slim sat staring  at t he fi re while Jess restlessly fidget ed , stood up , 

wandered to check one of the horses , checked  his supplies  and 

came back and sat by the fire. He poured  himself a cup of coffee 

and o ne for Slim who took it without  looking up .  

 

òUp around the ranchó Slim said final ly òitõs quiet.ó  

 

òFigure it is at this time  of the yearó Jess said   

 

òYouõre a fooló Slim snapped  irritated.   

 

òWhat ó said Jess confused.   

 

òWhen youõre not there i ts quietó Slim said  into his coffee .  

 

Jess looked at him, in the firelight  and frowned.   

 

òYouõll figure Iõm right soon enoughó he said.  



Long Ride Home from Tumavaca  
 

149 | P a g e         Chapter 8 

òSoon as we see the first wanted posteró Slim sneered . He looked 

up òFolks noticeó Slim explained  òFirst thing Mose said after you left. 

ôLooks kinda quiet around here. Wh ereõs Jess?õ. Aunt Ella noticed. 

First thing she said was the place  was all quiet  ag a in now that no -

account drifter has gone .ó   

 

òGlad to keep Ella happy. Should  make it kinda peace ful when I 

ainõt thereó Jess answered  trying hard òYou always complaininõ I 

make to o much n oise, especially in the  mornin õ.ó  

 

òYou grunt around like a bear wi th a sore head in t he morn ingó 

Slim said brutally .   

 

Jess frowned .  

 

òAinõt complainin õ.ó Slim said .  

 

Jess looked at him .   

 

òCommentin õ.ó Slim said. òNot complaininõ.ó He looked up òThe 

peace was drivinõ me to feelinõ I could maybe not stick it before 

you came. That it was all responsibility and nothinõ else.ó  

 

Jess shrugged òStayinõ around to make some noise is a fool  reason 

to stayó he said.   
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òBest one I knowó Slim muttered angrily  refusing to look at Jess 

who shrugged  again .   

 

Slim did  not sleep. He was so mad at Jess that it was all he could 

not to get up and kick him. He was made even madder by the 

fact that Jess having got it out that he was leaving and let Slim 

get his arguments out seemed to be sleeping  for the first time on 

the whole long ride.  And Slim was mad at himself because he had 

done everything from every trick he knew to  outright h onesty and 

he still could not get Jess home.   

 

But then apparently Jess was not quite at ease about the thing as 

he said because as Slim finally did fall into a so rt of sleep he heard 

Jess moving round making coffee. He turned over grunti ng.   

 

Jess seeing him move  asked  òYou awake ?ó  

 

òNoó Slim muttered .  

 

òOkayó Jess said. He made coffe e and the n took a cup to Slim, 

who accepted it ungraciously .  

 

Jess was more or less quiet for a while un til he finally said òSlim 

thereõs somethinõ. I always been meaninõ to ask you .ó  

 

Slim mad e an angry noise.   

 




