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IN THE BEGINNING: 

 

Bonanza fans the world over know that Ben Cartwright’s story started long before he 

reached the Ponderosa, so I’ve chosen to begin his story a little previous to where it began on our 

black and white TVs in glorious color in 1959, because this particular anthology features his 

eldest son’s evolution, from the time he came home from college to the time he left home—for 

good.  But those who favor the other Cartwrights have nothing to fear here, because my favorite 

stories always feature the four of them, as a family. 

Adam Cartwright was an enigmatic, often mysterious figure.  As we saw him in “A Rose 

for Lotta,” he appeared to be the lead character; he could love, shoot, reason, threaten, ride – 

Adam Cartwright was the quintessential cowboy.
1
  He was the only one who narrated a complete 

episode a few weeks later—The Saga of Annie O’Toole.  And the man who played him could be 

just as mysterious.  Pernell Roberts was very socially conscious at the time, as now, and he 

wanted to see Bonanza reflect the injustices in the world, both in that time period and in the 

current world of filming the series.  One reason for his need to move on from the series could 

stem from Kennedy's assassination—because of Pernell's intelligence, ego and talent, Bonanza 

became a confining world to him, in a world where life suddenly seemed so vulnerable. 

 Regardless of the reason he left the series, he did leave and the series became about just 

three Cartwrights, spoiling, some say, the chemistry.  Here I pay tribute to that chemistry as I try 

to expand the world of Bonanza into a universe that even Pernell might find acceptable.  But 

whether you favor Adam or Hoss or Joe or Ben, you should enjoy this exploration of the 

chemistry of the Cartwrights as seen from the time Adam returns from college ‘a different man’ 

than the one Ben had seen leave from home three years previous.  And this saga will end in a 

                                                 
1
 http://www.greenmanreview.com/film/film_western.html, accessed 10/24/05. 
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rightful place—with a final farewell to that cowboy, Adam Cartwright, the farewell he never had 

on the series.   

 A few words about some very personal short stories in this collection.  The last story in 

this anthology is actually the first Cartwright story I ever wrote, back in 1992 when I started 

trying my hand at Bonanza fiction.  Story seven, Silver Curse, I wrote entirely while visiting 

Lake Tahoe and the Ponderosa Ranch Park for a week in 1993.  And the 5
th

 story—let’s just say 

I wrote this when I was a kid, and it became so vivid in my mind I felt sure it was an actual 

episode.  I learned when the Adam years finally came into syndication in my area in 1991 that it 

was not, and so I had to write it down—it is, I now realize, the story I wrote as a kid after seeing 

and being devastated by “The Crucible.”  I could not keep that one in my child’s head as it was, 

and so I re-wrote it, until over the years it became so very different, and so very real to me. 

 You might also note that I skipped the year 1862.  My second novel, Mystic Fire, covers 

the second half of this year, and I believe the Crucible would be set in late spring of this year, so 

I felt comfortable avoiding that year altogether so as not to conflict with those events. 

 In this saga we will see Adam grow and change, as he did in the series, but through 

stories never seen on TV.  I explore here, as I did in Felling of the Sons, the psychological 

makeup of the family, as well as keeping true to David Dortort’s tradition of environmental 

protection, cultural justice, pacifism and the devotion of family to principles of honor and 

integrity.  While these stories remain true to the series, I have taken the liberty, as we all do in 

fiction, and have added elements that I feel explain some of the aspects of each of these four 

characters that we didn’t see explored on TV. 

 Enough said!  Enjoy the four Cartwrights in The Cartwright Saga. 

My heartfelt thanks to Gwynne Logan for time spent editing 

In an effort to improve this reading experience.
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Part One: 

THE LONG ROAD TO TOMORROW 

 

 Adam, gone so long, was daily in Ben Cartwright’s thoughts and prayers.  Joe and Hoss, 

ages 9 and 15, were a handful without his eldest’s ability to keep them occupied and in line.  

Hoss and Adam had become natural buddies as Hoss grew and then when Joe came along, his 

playfulness won his brothers over easily—well, that and the fact that they all shared a common 

sorrow; each of them lost their mother at a very early age.   

 As Ben readied the boys for their weekly journey to Mormon Station, he continued his 

prayer that today he’d get a letter.  Letters arrived so sporadically from back east.  He knew only 

what Adam said months ago—that he needed to decide whether to stay in Boston or come back 

home.  Not coming home, Ben knew, would be an agonizing choice for his son who loved these 

mountains every bit as much as the rest of them—and who missed his family every bit as much 

as they missed him. 

 Hoss didn’t really need to be readied by his pa, except that he had to get enough food in 

him so he wouldn’t complain on the long journey to the southern edge of Lake Tahoe.  Joe was 

another matter. Ben challenged himself to come up with ways to amuse the boy so that he’d keep 

his horse at the slow pace behind the wagon and not run off on any of the varied Indian trails 

they saw along the way.  They planned to spend the night at Brimsoe’s lodge—for a fee, of 

course.  The Mormons were good people who knew the worth of their small trading 

establishment. 

 Ben agonized over the time it took to get the lumber loaded for the trail, as usual 

impatience to get on with things, but they needed enough to make the trip worthwhile.  Lumber 

was their equivalent of gold pieces, all he had to offer in exchange for goods.  Ben longed for the 
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day he’d get an extra hand to help in the house with the boys.  Ever since Adam left, there was 

never enough time in the day to get everything done, and often the food they ate seemed less 

than adequate.  They should all be used to his cooking by now, and true, they were growing fine, 

but it seemed every day he got more impatient.   

As his own personal ambitions grew, his land acquisitions became nearly more than he 

could manage.  He needed Adam home again.  "Please, God, don't let him decide to stay in 

Boston.  Don’t ever let him want to become an Easterner." 

*** 

 Adam ran trembling fingers through his already mussed hair.  He’d lost weight, he felt, 

since the last time he saw his family.  Gained education, but lost even more.  Would they take 

him back, or think him a stranger now? 

 Maybe not a stranger, but he’d changed, that much he knew.   For better, for worse.  

Family meant a lot to him, more now than ever.  He leaned back against a bale of hay that 

cushioned the wagon ride he'd found after the boat docked.  How much longer?  He couldn’t 

stand the wait.   

*** 
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Mormon Station, Nevada
2
 

Ben Cartwright stepped out of the Mormon Station supply post after placing his order.  

His lumber brought less than he’d hoped—few new arrivals to pay his prices but more would 

come, they reassured him.  He felt grateful to have this second trading post, since Eagle Station
3
 

trading sometimes failed to meet their needs.  A stout man in his 40s, hair partially gray, he cut a 

respectable figure even to those just passing through the area, but that didn’t mean these Mormon 

traders gave him any more than they felt his goods were worth.      

In late summer of 1851, most everyone with a dollar in his jeans and a dream in his heart 

passed through Utah Territory to the booming new state of California.  Ben’s roots had grown 

solid and deep in the nearly ten years since moving to Nevada, and soon his family would be 

complete again, as soon as Adam came home.  At least, as complete as any four-man family 

could be.  But Ben was well aware of how quickly the seasons passed and soon the snows would 

close all the passes.  If Adam didn’t make it home soon, he’d have to wait for another season. 

                                                 
2
 Genoa became a trading post in 1851.  Photo and information available at http://www.nevadaweb.com/cnt/r-

t/genoa.html, accessed 10/14/05. 
3
 Eagle Station, which became Carson City, was also established in 1851. 
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Eight years earlier his third wife Marie died.  Missing her had only begun to fade when 

Adam suddenly agreed to go to school back east.  Ben had to force himself to get through each 

day missing his eldest son along with three wives.   Each woman had brought him not only a son, 

but unique charm and beauty to his life.  He doubted he’d ever marry again—this life he’d 

chosen was too hard on a woman.   

He refused to further consider the idea that Adam might not come home.  It plagued his 

nightmares, true, but when he thought about his son’s love of the land, the nightmare 

disintegrated in the bright mountain sun.    

  Ben checked off the two bags of flour, three dozen eggs, a gallon of goat’s milk (only 

one, some of the lumber had too many knots) and the sugar (no coffee this time) and sent the 

boys to packing the wagon, using the ice and sawdust as they were instructed.  He stood, as he 

always did, outside the post studying the trails that spread out in three directions, the fourth 

direction a wall of mountain going straight up to heaven.  Ben thought the sight of those 

unmoving heights should make him feel content.  But instead he felt a restless sort of ‘now 

what,’ like life lingered in the wings, waiting to happen.  He knew life was what he made it, but 

an itching said something bounded behind him to catch him off guard, something he couldn’t 

control.  Like the day Marie came riding up to the house in breathless excitement and in the next 

instant was dead.  To this day he wondered what she had been so excited about.  He refused to 

believe what remained an empty hole in his gut—that she hurried to tell him she was pregnant.  

Kept pouring sand into that hole because the loss felt so much greater.  If that was even possible. 

He hadn’t had a letter from Adam in so long.  He didn’t know when to expect him, or 

even if he was coming at all.  Or which direction—from the east by stage and then wagon, or 

west following a long clipper ship voyage?  In the last letter Ben received Adam said he would 
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finish up in early spring and then make his decision to come home or not.  That letter was six 

months back!   

Since sending his boy off to college, Ben had so little contact he worried at times that 

Adam no longer existed, that he only imagined the life he and Elizabeth had begun together. 

     But education for Adam was the right thing, as he had a fierce appetite for learning.  The 

restlessness he showed when he turned 18 dissipated when Ben first mentioned sending him east 

to study, even though his natural stubbornness wouldn’t let him agree to go at first.   

“No, Pa, you’d never manage trying to tame this land and those two big-mouth brothers 

of mine without me.”   

While Ben agreed Adam was indispensable help, he managed even with half a heart to 

convince him of how much more they could accomplish on the ranch with his architecture 

degree—if he managed to schooling and experience along those lines.  They’d build a new 

house, maybe even a sawmill.  And Ben had promised to get some help with the cooking—a 

promise he hadn’t been able to keep.   

Ben wondered with a rush in his veins he recognized as passionate fear if he would 

recognize Adam straight off.  Surely his dark hair and eyes and his steady, sobering countenance 

would not have changed much in only three years.   But what if his son seemed a stranger to 

him?  Experience, education, the trauma of life alone, all can change a man, or so he’d heard. 

     Hoss and little Joe ran out of the post again, this time, chores done, each with a small bag 

of candy.  Neither bore resemblance to their older brother or to each other, though they were 

half-brothers.  Hoss, a very large 16, took after his Swedish mother Inger, and at ten Joseph 

looked like his delicate Southern mother almost exactly.   

     "Will we know him, Pa?"  Little Joe’s question added some drool to his chin as he sucked 

on homespun taffy, but he wiped it away with the back of his hand, producing another infectious 
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grin. 

     "Of course we will, ya little muffin," Hoss gave Joe a shove.  "He ain't been gone that 

long." 

     "It's been a long time, ain't it, Pa?"  Little Joe shoved Hoss right back.  "A long long time.  

I don’t remember what he looks like, Pa!” 

     “I know, Joe.  But I think you’ll know him right off.”   

        A lone rider stopped in front of them, his horse biting its bit between its teeth as its 

nostrils flared, anxious to continue on the trail it had a hard start on already.  "Well, Ben, as I live 

and breathe.  What brings you to this sorry excuse for a settlement?" 

     "Roy!  Roy Coffee!  Good to see you!"  Ben strode to the rider and shook his hand 

vigorously.  “But I think it’s you who’s the stranger here, not me.” 

     "Well, it’s true I do hang out in Eagle Station a mite more.  You taking your time getting 

supplies today?  Didn’t think you liked staying off that Ponderosa of yours for long.”  Roy, a 

stout, sturdy looking man a little older than Ben, had a gregarious smile under a graying 

mustache.  Nothing much passed his shrewd eyes, but then Ben made himself a bit of a spectacle, 

staring off down the road as though he had no future, nor past. 

     "I guess I have been a bit of a fixture around here lately.  But tell me, is it true you put in 

a bid for constable, now that there's a sign of life springing up in this godforsaken territory?" 

     "That's right, Ben.  You know the Mormons here are real sticklers for law and order.  

Don't know if they'll accept me, being gentile, but I've been on posses, and covering for that no-

good Tanner who rides around thinking he's the territory's God given gift to law and order and 

helping out every which a way and running my own homestead at the same time.  And Mary 

says it’s fine with her, too." 

     "Well, I'll tell you, they couldn't do better, having you help out," Ben slapped Roy's 
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saddle and leaned amiably.  "And I'll rest easier with you in the title, Roy.  But do you think this 

is a growing part of the country?  I mean, with everyone headed out to San Francisco like they 

are?  They could use you out there." 

     "You know, Ben, that's the last thing I want.  A big city like that.  I almost hope Utah 

Territory stays this way, doesn't grow any bigger a’tall.
4
   And you know as well as me that 

trouble can travel anywhere, even here." 

     "Roy, you'll make a great lawman.  Adam used to say that---." 

     "Say, that's it, innit?  You're expecting your boy to be coming home anytime.  Been three 

years already, has it?" 

     "A very long three years.  I can't tell you how hard it is wondering every day if he’s 

even...." Ben let the thought that shook his sleepless nights trail off, unsaid. 

     "Oh, don't you worry none about Adam.  He’s got a sound head on his shoulders." 

      "I'll tell you what worries me.  It's not every day a son comes back to this kind of life 

after being out east getting an education."  He paused.  "I hope he won't be disappointed living 

this kind of life now." 

     "Oh, I wouldn't worry about that, Ben.  Say, I'm gonna be moseying now, I gotta go over 

to Salt Lake City
5
 to see about filing some papers.  Don't be such a stranger, now, you hear?" 

     "I hear, Roy.  Nice to see you."   

Roy waved to the boys and rode off. 

     Joe tugged on Ben's coat.  "Pa, when's Adam gonna be here?" 

     Ben squatted down to look Joe in the eyes.  "I wish I could answer that, Little Joe.  Hard 

                                                 
4
 Became Nevada Territory in 1861 and a state in 1864.  http://www2.thingstodo.com/states/NV/history.htm , 

accessed 10/24/05.  The land still belonged to Mexico when the Cartwrights moved to the area, I think back in 1839.  

Others may have different timelines.  After the Mexican War ended in 1848, this became Utah Territory. 
5
 Salt Lake City was founded on July 24, 1847, by a group of Mormon pioneers.  

http://www.utah.com/cities/slc_history.htm, accessed 10/24/05. 
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as the thought might be to accept, we may never see Adam again.  He may have hooked a ride 

with some settlers coming out this way and…decided to stay with them or…” he couldn’t get the 

words out that whoever he might catch a ride with could have suffered an Indian attack.  “Or that 

ship he took may have…gotten lost."  At the saddened expression on the usually lively Little 

Joe's face, Ben pulled the boy close and hugged him hard.  He would be sure to hold on to these 

two boys extra hard.  “I’m sorry to talk harshly, boy, but we have to prepare ourselves.  Adam 

may have decided not to come back.” 

     "Naw, he wouldn’ta done that."  Hoss sat dejectedly on the ground.  He pulled a weed out 

of its stalk and stuck it in his mouth, making him look like a little boy again instead of an overly 

large 16. 

Ben smiled slightly at Hoss’s lazier way of talking and acting than his two brothers.  Ben 

gave up correcting him about it when he realized that what made his boys different was what he 

most loved about each of them.  “I think you’re right, Hoss.” 

     "Pa, can we keep hoping he'll come back?" Joe said, his small face wrinkled in a frown 

against his Pa's jacket. 

     "Yes, son, we sure can."  He ruffled Joe's hair and stood.  "But even hope doesn't last 

forever."  Each day they waited for Adam to return brought them another day closer to never.  

Hope only lives so long in a broken heart. 

     Joe ran to sit next to Hoss.  He pulled out a weed stalk and stuck it in his mouth, imitating 

his big brother.  Ben smiled sadly.  Two sons.  How strange a feeling to have only two sons.  He 

squinted with renewed hope at another wagon coming down the trail from the south, the main 

route to this area from the Santa Fe Trail.  Hoss got up and stood beside Ben as they watched 

intently.  Joe spotted a rabbit and dashed off after the hopping animal, unnoticed. 

     Ben walked a little bit down the trail.  He could see the driver but no one sat next to him, 
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although with the dust from the trail swirling around the wagon, he couldn’t see all that clearly.  

Unwarranted, bitter disappointment choked in his throat. Ben realized with a sinking desperation 

that even strong hope could fall into that growing crack in his heart.   

     Hoss slipped a hand on his Pa’s shoulder.  “Maybe there’s a letter, Pa.” 

     “I know, Hoss, and I would be satisfied, but…”  

     The wagon driver shouted sharply to the horse and jerked the reins.  Someone jumped out 

of the back of the wagon and ran off up into the wooded hill.  The figure darted and disappeared 

so quickly that Ben couldn’t say he’d seen anything at all. 

     "Pa!"  Hoss pulled on Ben's arm.  "Where's Little Joe?" 

     Ben wheeled around, but his youngest had disappeared as well.  "Go check the fort!"  He 

reminded these boys over and over again not to wander off on their own where mountain lions, 

bears and wolves came down from the hills.  "Joe!"   

Ben had no idea which way Joe went, but that fellow who jumped off the wagon may 

have seen something.  He ran into the woods and up the hill in the direction the stranger headed, 

cursing his stupidity.  How foolish to be lax with these boys where life was unpredictable.  He’d 

endured enough pain losing his wives—he could not lose his sons, too!  He could only hope, day 

by day, to get these two boys to their beds again until they were old enough and smart enough to 

handle the wild on their own.  And now, worry about one son might have led to the loss of 

another.  Adam could live anywhere he chooses, as long as he lives well, Ben decided.  “Joe!”   

He quickened his step up the loose rocky hillside, unconcerned about his own safety.  "Joe!  

Little Joe!"  Not surprisingly, his hair had begun to whiten shortly after the boy began to walk. 

     "He's all right, Pa!"  

     Ben stopped.  That voice…he swallowed hard at the sudden dryness in his throat.  

“Hello?  Who’s…?” 
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     Adam, sporting a large grin under a shaggy beard and wearing clothes Ben didn't 

recognize, came slowly down through the pines with a giggly Little Joe on his shoulders. 

     "Pa!"  Joe shouted.  "I found him!  We were just looking in the wrong place!" 

     Ben laughed heartily, holding back his urge to run for a long needed embrace.  He let his 

sons have their hellos first.  Hoss ran like an overgrown buffalo calf to his brothers, and Adam 

gave him a long overdue hello, after dropping Joe back to the ground carefully but awkwardly, 

not used to his brother's growth.  Ben couldn't help but laugh, partly in relief, partly knowing that 

was likely the last time Joe would ever sit on Adam's shoulders. 

     "Well, son," Ben said as the tall lad—no, man, his son had grown and so well, too—came 

up to him.  "That was an unusual entrance." 

     "You know me, Pa, why do anything the easy way."  After a pause he put a hand out to 

his Pa.  Both blinked back tears as Ben grabbed his arm and pulled him into a warm embrace.  

"Good to be home, Pa." 

     "I had nightmares not knowing how you were for three years, if you were still alive---." 

     "You got my letters, Pa, you didn’t need to worry about me."  Adam looked up wistfully 

at the tall trees climbing the foothills and back at the roughly hewn fort that served as a lodging 

as well as supply post.  "It’s really different out here than back east.  Land of a thousand chances, 

they call this far side of the Mississippi back in Boston.  Wide, open, free....wild.  Life was easy 

and settled in Boston, but people from the east kept leaving, coming out here and seeing all this 

for the first time....a couple times I nearly told them to be smart and stay where life was 

civilized.”  He forced his wistful expression into a huge smile.  “But now that I’m here, I’m glad 

I didn’t give in to the temptation to say the same thing to myself.” 

     Ben sensed a pain in his son’s voice that didn’t exist before, but a new wave of 

excitement and relief overwhelmed him.  "I'm so glad you're home!"  Ben grabbed Adam again 
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and hugged him.  "I'd about convinced myself we'd never see you again!"  He wiped his eyes, 

laughing.  "Come on, we'll take you home and you can tell us all about this education of yours.  

You can tell us all about your entire three years, a day at a time---.” 

     "Hold on, Pa.  Let me get my gear first." 

***  

   The ride home the next morning was slow and lazy, conversation dictated mostly by 

Little Joe who rode his horse alongside the wagon on Adam's side and couldn't be made to quiet 

down.  Though Adam seemed to enjoy the attention, Ben noticed him drift off every now and 

again into a private corner of his mind. 

     Three years had made his son older in every respect.  Though still slender in frame, his 

dark eyes held an unfamiliar pain and his squared shoulders portrayed the way he felt about 

himself—immeasurably wiser.  Something happened to him in Boston not related to book 

learning, something that almost made him decide not to come home.  He dressed more 

meticulously and every dark hair on his head sat neatly in place.  Ben found himself anxious to 

have Hoss and Joe in bed for the night so he and Adam could talk.  Right now the only stories he 

shared were funny ones to make his brothers laugh. 

Finally Adam turned to Ben.  “I'll bet you're glad you didn't decide to settle at that ranch 

out by Mr. Sutter in California, right, Pa?  Have you been out that way since this gold craze got 

people stirred up?" 

     Ben studied his eyes a moment but whatever pain Adam masked didn't come from the 

memory of why they left the Sacramento Valley.  "No, Adam, and I feel bad for John, I do, but 

we're lucky to be here and not there, that is a fact.  I’m grateful that we…that John had been able 

to stop it from happening even earlier.  Say, I picked up another 100 acres while you were gone, 

son—some up north and some down near Mormon Station.  We've been traveling the Ponderosa 
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now for the last two hours." 

     "Another hundred, Pa!"  Adam smiled briefly.  "What about the Paiutes?" 

"Washoe this time, and our negotiations were friendly.  They were getting ready to head 

south for the winter.  I promised them, like we did the Paiutes, we'd never force them off if they 

wanted to come back for the summer.  And you know our section of Lake Bigler is never off 

limits to them.....I mean, Lake Tahoe." 

     “Adam, you should have seen ‘em!  They was madder than a peeled rattler, I thought Pa 

was going to get scalped!"  Joe made a slicing motion with his hand and his lips smacked wetly.  

"But I grabbed Pa's rifle and Hoss had his gun and---." 

"Hush, boy."  Ben scolded his youngest but Adam seemed not to hear.  

     Hoss and Joe peppered their ride home by talk of learning to cowpoke, and the 

misadventures of Hoss teaching Joe to read.  Adam kept up with the conversation but Ben sensed 

a part of him still missing, the part that absorbed the scenery and smiled in anticipation of the 

adventure ahead.  Ben feared that a large part of him remained in Boston, and before too long 

one part must win out over the other. 

 

  That night Ben waited in front of the small log fire in his makeshift fireplace as Adam 

tucked Hoss and Joe into bed in the next room.  He thought about his dream to have a ranch 

house large enough for his growing sons.  Now would be a good time to move ahead on it.  

Could be just the project to get Adam interested in living here again.  This one-room shack 
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couldn’t hold the four of them, not anymore. 

     "So Pa's taught you both to shoot, has he?" Adam asked as the boys settled each on his 

own side of the bed. 

    "Not Joe, boy, when Pa catches him with a gun he gets a licking but good!" 

     Adam nodded and tucked the blanket up around Joe's shoulders.  "That doesn't stop you, 

does it, Joe?" 

     "Uh-uh, I'm grown up too!" 

     "How old were you, Hoss, 14, when you learned to shoot?” 

     Hoss sat up, too old to be tucked.  "Naw, 13.  Pa taught me right after you left.  He said I 

was big enough to handle a gun." 

     Adam laughed.  "You were too, if I remember right.  You're bigger than I am now." 

    "And fat too!"  Little Joe giggled. 

     "Ah, cut it out."   

     "Nothing wrong with a good appetite, brother, and you always had one.  But Joe, point is, 

you got to be a certain age up here," Adam pointed to his head, "to be able to handle a gun.  

Otherwise you'll like as not shoot your own foot off.  Or," he leaned back as Joe untucked, a 

baby brother too old to be considered a baby.  Adam felt the Sierra cold sink into his skin but 

that didn't mean his brothers felt it.  "…Shoot someone else.  And that's never good, not if there's 

another way.  So you listen to Pa, ok?" 

     Joe's eyes widened at the fatherly advice coming from a strange older brother.  "Ok." 

     "You keep being a kid as long as you can get away with it."  Adam looked away but the 

sigh escaped.  "Now I gotta go talk to Pa.  Doesn’t appear to be room for me here anymore.  I 

think we’ll have to do something about that."  He started for the sitting room. 

     "Hey, Adam?"  Hoss's voice was pensive. 
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     "Yeah, Hoss?"  Adam tensed. 

     "You ain’t thinkin’ a leaving again, are ya?” 

     Adam kept his voice light.  "Nah. I’m home now, Hoss."  He paused in the doorway, his 

mind miles away.  "Yeah, I’m home.”  He saw Ben studying him. “Place seems a lot smaller.  

Sure there’s still room for me?” 

     “Nope.”  Ben laughed when Adam cocked an eyebrow at him.  “Sit down.  Let’s talk 

about building us a bigger place.” 

     Adam looked up at the ceiling and Ben’s eyes followed, both seeing the dent in the 

wooden ceiling Marie made with the iron skillet during one of their tempestuous arguments.  Ben 

missed those arguments—but suddenly realized Adam in bed at night heard the arguments and 

maybe even their equally tempestuous lovemaking.   

Finally Adam sighed.  “Might be a good idea, all right.  Hard to picture living somewhere 

else, though.  How about we just add on?  This could become the kitchen and cook’s room.” 

      "There aren't many looking for that kind of work out this way yet—but hopefully 

someday we'll be eating edible food again.”  Ben shared a chuckle with his son, who has 

common memories of failed attempts at culinary feasts.  "You sound like you might have found 

some building education back east.  Did you get to study architecture like you wanted?”  Ben 

opened the cabinet that stood behind the table.  He pulled out the brandy he saved for special 

occasions, and two small glasses. 

     "Well, not officially, Harvard didn't offer it.  But I studied anything close I could get my 

hands on and then I apprenticed for a year.  It's a better way to learn, anyway."  Adam opened the 

smaller case he'd taken out of the bigger one and pulled out a sketchbook. 

     "Don't sketch yet, son.  Sit down."  Ben held a small glass of golden liquid out to him.  

"Homecoming celebration.  Go ahead, you're old enough."   



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/18 

     Adam took the glass.  He sniffed as the liquid swirled in the glass, made a slight face and 

took a swallow.  As Ben watched he realized his boy grew up without him and not for the first 

time Ben felt his chest ache.  Adam had had liquor before, and not just once.  After a minute 

Adam sat in the chair across from him.  As he closed his eyes a brief wince of pain aged his face.  

     "Tell me about it." 

     Adam looked at his father, eyes narrowed.  "What's to tell?  Three years of intense study, 

in a world so different from here…”  He shook his head as if some thought exploded into a 

million pieces inside him, like so much unfettered gunpowder.  “But I suspect I don’t have to tell 

you about progress." 

     "Who was she?" 

     "How do you know there was a she?"  Adam stood and finished his brandy.  "You haven't 

changed.  What makes you so all fired sure you're right all the time!"  He turned away. 

     "Adam, maybe I haven't changed but you have and it's not the schooling.  You've been 

taken and twisted around.  If not a woman, then what?"  Ben could see that even his breathing 

caused him distress but Ben knew better than to go to him.  Adam preferred working things out 

himself.  In that one respect he wouldn't have changed. 

      "She...she wouldn't come back with me, Pa."  Adam sat down, clutching the empty glass.  

"God help me, I love her more now than I thought possible."  He gripped the glass so tightly Ben 

could imagine the glass exploding like his thoughts and ripping his hand apart with his heart.  "I 

felt good with her...damn it, Pa, why did it have to be all wrong?  She's far away and I love her 

more than ever." 

     "Go back for her.  Convince her to come.  Or," Ben leaned back, physically forcing the 

words out, "stay with her, if that's where your heart is." 

     “I belong here." 
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     Ben wasn't about to argue.  "Why won't she come?" 

     "She didn't...." He looked at his hands.  "She doesn't love me." 

     Ben got up and went to Adam.  He put his hands on the boy's shoulders and let him weep 

quietly.  Out here, and even in Sacramento Valley years earlier, they were so isolated that Adam 

never had a relationship with a girl before going to college.  Education was more than just books, 

as Adam discovered the hard way. 

     "Young girls don't always know their own minds."   

Adam stiffened under his grip.    

"What is it, son?  What more can you tell me?" 

     Adam walked to the front door.  "I need some air.”  He paused and glanced back over his 

shoulder.  “Don’t wait up." 

     Ben thought this new worry would lead to another sleepless night, but at least his son was 

home.  Whatever Adam needed help handling, he was back where his family could help him. 

***   

Adam stopped at the hitching rail and leaned against the wobbly wood.  He stared down 

at the rocky granite soil, gasping for breath.  He felt lower than dirt, his mouth gritty with deceit.  

He should not be ashamed of the love he had with Colleen.  But the relationship that he thought 

was open and honest was anything but.  He had been fooled, and came to fully understand the 

term “pride goeth before a fall.” 

     Colleen was not young.  She was 10 years older.  She knew her mind, all right, and she 

had loved him—she convinced him of that.  But she had a choice to make and made the right one 

for her.  "Wouldn’t be right…for us."  The words echoed in his mind. She took his very soul and 

gave nothing in return, certainly not the part of him he remembered before he met her, and 

seeing all that he used to be buried inside her deceit made trying to get her back too painful.  He 
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felt torn apart when he got on that boat heading for the Gulf of Mexico but staying meant dying 

both inside and out. 

     Because she went back to the arms of a husband he never knew him she had.  And 

because… 

No, he could never tell Pa.   

Because she was carrying a child.  She ripped his heart out by telling him this child was 

not his, that this child belonged to her husband.  Her husband!  Adam still couldn’t bring himself 

to utter the words aloud.  He was only the prize fool, nothing more, the breeding stock to give 

her what he couldn’t.   

No, she didn’t tell him that part.  But he knew it, just the same. 

     He couldn’t see clear and in his pain he said some things, things he didn’t mean but felt, 

things that only made both of them feel worse.  And then he ran because there was nothing left.  

She used him.  She never loved him at all.  At least he didn't know the truth until his schooling 

was done, at which time he told her he planned to stay with her.   She didn’t expect that, and 

didn’t want to hear it. 

     Now he had to make himself understand that as easy as she was to love, he was going to 

have to find a way to hate her.  He thought he did.  But even after all that pain and all that anger, 

halfway back home he missed her like a man going insane. 

*** 

As much as he had anticipated the joy of seeing Adam at the breakfast table, Ben felt 

overwhelmed the next morning at the sight of all three of his sons at the table again.  For a 

moment he saw the love of three wives surround him and the feeling made him stagger briefly 

before taking the seat they had ready for him at the table.  Adam, his beard carefully removed but 

skin still red, made finishing touches on his sketch at the table while Joe and Hoss, still clad in 
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their sleeping garb, watched wholly fascinated. 

     Joe ran to Ben.  "Pa!  Come see my new bedroom!  Mine, all by myself!  I helped him 

make it!" 

     "Adam, you're done with the design already?  Didn't you sleep, boy?" 

     "Oh sure, Pa, I got a little.  See what you think." 

     Ben stood next to him, amazed that his eldest was really here, and grown.  Ben knew he 

might always regret losing those three years of his son’s life, but when he looked at the design he 

knew that sending Adam to school had been the right decision. "Adam, it's a..." he fingered the 

paper.  "It's a real monstrosity, isn't it." 

     Adam frowned.  "It's too big?" 

     "I'm not sure.  I just didn't expect...six bedrooms on the top floor?" 

     "But this is what you've talked about for years.  A real home. Two stories with a stone 

fireplace and dining room large enough to serve an elegant meal for 10 friends.  A bunkhouse 

over here, a spare room here on the ground floor, and here on this wall, a rack for that rifle 

collection you’ve started.” 

     "Where’s the kitchen?”  Hoss poked his nose down to the paper as though finding the 

kitchen meant finding food. 

     "You’re standing in it.” 

     Hoss jumped aside and looked down.  “Ah.  Ha-ha.  Very funny.” 

"No, seriously, this house is just the right size, don’t you think?” 

     "Sure, if we got servants.” 

     Adam grinned. 

     “Pa!” Hoss turned, shocked.  “You gonna get servants to cook?” 

     “We already got servants, we got Barney.” Joe stuck his finger in the sugar jar and 
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sucked on it. 

     "We don’t need servants, I kin cook.” 

     Adam laughed.  "I'm sure you can, Hoss.  Who's Barney?" 

"Joseph, I've told you a dozen times, keep your finger out of that sugar dish!" 

Joe grinned sheepishly at his Pa's admonishment and Hoss laughed.  Joe's bad habits were 

hard ones for him to break. 

     "He's the cowhands' cook, older brother.  Geez, did you forget ever’thin’?" 

     Adam tossed his pencil to the table and turned to the front door.  Ben thought Adam 

might bolt again, like last night. When Adam looked back, the light in his eyes was gone. 

     "Guess I did, Hoss.  You just keep reminding me, all right?" 

     "Sure will!" 

     "I see you haven't built a second story over the kitchen," Ben said, more to distract his 

own thoughts than his son's.  “Little Joe, out of the sugar.”  Ben grabbed the dish and held it. 

     "Better ventilation.  That's one room that'll get a lot of use, with four Cartwright men to 

feed." 

     "Yeah, men!"  Joe yelled. 

    "If you can get some help together to start cutting the timber that we'll need, I'll take off 

for San Francisco to round up supplies like mortar and nails, some precut wood for the stair---." 

     "San Francisco?" 

     "Maybe not so far, maybe I won't have to go any farther than Sacramento." 

     "Wait, Adam---." 

     "Don't you want to get started on it?" 

     "Yes, but there's---." 

     "No time like right now.  I'll be ready to leave by the end of the week." 
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     "But you only just got here." 

     "What do we get to do, Adam?" Joe asked, pulling on Adam’s sleeve. 

     "Well, now, I've got just the perfect job for you and Hoss."  Adam leaned over him.  "The 

two of you keep track of how many trees Pa cuts and then each of you plant another two in its 

place." 

     "Two for ever’one, Adam?"  Hoss asked. 

     "That's right."  Adam straightened up.  "Every time I saw logging wagons coming into 

town back east, I'd think about another bare acre of land out here." 

     "Even with the timber we’ve been selling to new settlers we've managed to keep the trees 

growing."  Ben stared at the sketch, not sure he had all this in mind, and wondered if Adam went 

overboard on the new house for a different reason. "I'll turn down any new sales for awhile, since 

we'll need the lumber ourselves." 

     "Do you get many sales out here?" 

"Not really." And they both laughed, but only briefly. 

Adam rubbed his hands together with a slap that made Ben jump.  "All right, boys, what 

do you say we go see if my special eastern grits and honeyjam stew is finished cooking for Pa's 

breakfast!" 

     Ben watched Adam herd the boys to the stove.  Adam had more on his mind but might 

never share it.  One thing Ben was sure of.  If Adam couldn't share what was eating on him, 

worse pain would catch up to him somewhere down the road. 

*** 

Adam got whatever supplies he could find in Sacramento for the mere signing of an IOU 

when his cash ran low.  Sutter's influence still held stock in the Cartwright name.  Adam thought 

to ask his Pa about Sutter sometime, maybe when his mind wasn't occupied elsewhere.  Supplies 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/24 

were scarce enough and costly.  He wished he had brought a wagonload from the east but at the 

time wanted only fast and easy passage, any way he could get it.  The scarcity of specially 

crafted building items like stairwells meant they had to hand craft these special pieces, but there 

was no sense fretting over that now, except to figure out how to go about it.  Signing an IOU 

meant he wouldn’t need to make a trip back again for at least a month.  Adam had only been 

eight or so when they moved to California and not quite 12 when they left again, too busy with 

the task of growing up to notice Pa's friends or even how Pa came to make enough money to 

stake out his land among the Ponderosa pine.  

     He felt the gun by his side.  That he even needed to pick up a gun again once the ship 

docked at the Mexican harbor demonstrated the difference between East and West.  Adam nearly 

fought the urge to get one, but outside El Paso a couple of drunken Mexicans tried to take the 

trader's wagon.  Fortunately the trader had an extra gun and Adam remembered how to use it.   

"Providence, my boy," Jake said to him after they ran the banditos off.  "That's what 

delivered you to me, Providence.  Where'd you learn to shoot like that?" 

Adam knew enough about the disturbing history between these American states and the 

Mexican government to understand Mexican anger toward “gringos,” and deliberately shot to 

only lightly injure and not kill.  Still, the trader moved the wagon at a much quicker pace to the 

border, before leaning back and expressing his admiration.  Adam only shrugged and returned 

some of his own to this American trader still willing to enter Mexico.  Adam waited for the 

Mexican war to end before heading east, but rightly figured in his developing political savvy, 

that the war’s end had something to do with the discovery of Sutter’s gold.  He thought to look 

for Sutter while in Sacramento, but figured there’d be a better time down the road. 
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Still, when he had that gun in hand, for a split second he felt sure he would gun both 

those men down.  He wanted it.  Something good still existed in him, at least, for drawing to the 

side at the last second.  

"Protection, son," Pa told him when he gave Adam his first gun. "Not to be strong or 

brave or smart."  Pa taught him how to shoot when he was 12—by his 14
th

 year Adam was an 

adept shot by any standards.   

He had no use for a gun back east, though there were others who did.  Now even after 

weeks of wear, Jake's weapon still felt wrong on him, but he would have been more uneasy 

without it on the lonely ride back with this wagonload of valuable supplies.  Protection, that's all.  

Just protection. 

     For no expected reason he thought of Colleen.  "Oh no, Adam, don't worry.  I love you 

and that's what matters."  That night making love to her had felt so good, so right.  The years 

caught up to him that night, and he was no longer a child.  But the euphoria he felt being with her 

didn't last long enough.  Not near long enough. 

     She had seemed so innocent, so carefree, so young even at her age.  But after she told 

him the truth, he could see how blind to her lies he had been.  There were certain times of the 

day they could not or did not meet.  There were certain parts of town where she would not let 

him take her.  And the way she dressed—he saw now more as in disguise than youthful 

eccentricity.  How could he have been so blinded?  

     He allowed himself the reason that he had been young and she had been persistent.  He 

had been blinded by attentiveness in a city of strangers.  He didn’t want to use the word love in 

connection with her anymore, but if he needed to remember what love felt like, he would think 

of her.  He hated himself for knowing he might never be able to let her go.   

     Every time his mind wandered the horses slowed the pace, so he clicked at them again to 
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get them moving, although he knew in these hills they could only go so fast.  He longed for 

home more than he thought possible on this short trip.  He belonged on the Ponderosa. 

     Adam pulled out the gun and hefted it in his hand.  Cool, not too heavy, fitting his hand 

nicely.  Dawn and dusk would be good times for a little shooting practice.  Get the rust out of the 

fingers.  He hadn’t liked those few insecure moments against those Mexicans when he thought 

they might win, either in killing him or getting killed.  They were drunk!   

Briefly he wished for another live target to challenge him.  There was a real power here, 

holding a gun.  For protection. 

     But he replaced the gun with Colleen in his head.  He wondered if her husband was 

happy with their new baby.  Could he believe her when she said the baby was her husband's?  

Should he?   

She got what she wanted.  All he got was a bitter and gritty taste in his mind. 

*** 

Adam pulled the wagon up under a tree alongside the Truckee River.  For his route home 

he took the less traveled trail, which slowed his pace even more.  In the days since he left 

Sacramento he'd seen nary a soul, except for a few wagons heading west looking worn from 

adventure.  Those folks had given him barely a nod without a falter in their horse's step.   

But there were a couple of folks ahead of him that seemed a little less anxious to be 

moving on. They moved slow, pointed at scenery—seemed about to settle and axe a tree.  He 

hyahed his wagon on in their direction, in no secretive manner, and when they heard him they 

pulled up short.  A Chinaman poked his head up from in back of the wagon and then ducked 

down again, so quickly Adam wondered if he’d seen anyone at all. 

     Adam pulled his horse up behind their wagon and got down, discreetly feeling for his 

gun. The few chances he'd had to practice paid off—he was still faster than most.  Some things 
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earned are never lost.   

     "Thank goodness, Sam, maybe he can help."  The pale and petite woman sighed, turning 

back to Adam.  "We seem to be hopelessly lost." 

     "Not really, Margaret, just a little off target."  The man said, smiling, a little too robustly 

fat for the time and place. 

     "Where you headed?"  Adam jumped down and walked to their wagon, his hand 

discretely slipping to his gun. 

     "Well, we were headed for San Francisco but we got to liking the scenery around here, 

and thought we could find us some land but we don't know where to go to ask on it." 

     “You folks would be well advised to stick to your original plan.  San Francisco."  He 

leaned against their wagon, breaking open the snap that held the gun in the holster.. 

     The young couple, startled, drew close to each other and the man straightened his 

shoulders.  "Now see here---." 

     "Anyone with a grain of sense can see this land is taken.  So get moving." 

     The man seemed about to explode with anger but bit his lip when his wife put a hand on 

his arm.  "Look, mister, we don't want a fight, but if you don’t mind my saying, there’s no 

fencing anywhere around.”  He put his hands up quickly when Adam’s hand tensed on his gun 

butt.  “But I don’t want a fight.  So if you'll just point us to a plot of land that isn't yours---." 

     "I don't think you understand me."  Adam pulled out his gun, liking the feel.  "You're not 

welcome here." 

"Now wait, there's no need of that!" 

     "Oh, Sam!" 

     Adam cocked the hammer, his finger steady on the trigger.  "Have I made myself clear, 

Sam?" 
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     The man pulled away from his wife and picked up the reins.  "Hyah!"  They didn't glance 

back as they turned their wagon westward and rode away.  The Chinaman, this time, picked up 

his head and watched Adam curiously as the wagon rode off. 

    Adam fired his gun in the air, sending their mangy mule into a trot.  He climbed back into 

his wagon and gave the retreating couple a final look.  He closed his eyes briefly and grimaced, 

rubbed his aching head, and slapped the reins of his horse to head on home. 

*** 

Ben stopped chopping notches in the lumber Adam measured and wiped sweat mixed 

with sawdust off his face.  “This isn’t working, Adam, we need more help.  We’ll never get the 

house framed up before the first snow.  Even as hard as you’ve been pushing us since you got 

home.” 

     Adam leaned back from the saw and ran an already dirty sleeve across his forehead.  “I 

know.  We need more than the two men you found to help out and we’ve only got two cowboys 

watching the herd.  If we don’t get a saw mill built, there’s just no thinking ahead at all.  But Pa, 

there’s no real rush.  We have a roof over our heads, and the new house will get done in good 

time.  Hoss has lost some of his clumsiness, which is a big help.”  Adam grinned and bent back 

over the saw. 

     “You know you never should have taken that boundary ride through the Ponderosa.  

Once you sketched it out for me, you made me realize how much bigger we have to start 

thinking.  Picking up an acre here, an acre there, really builds up.” 

     “Yeah.”  Adam stopped sawing and put a foot on the wood to lean forward and lower his 

voice, as though someone close by could overhear.  “Pa, maybe you could give some land back, 

huh?” 

     “Give some back?  What in thunder---.” 
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     Adam held up a hand.  “Just listen to me.  You’ve got more land than we can ever make 

proper use of.  Now that tribe of Utes up north that are feeling pretty put out right now---.” 

     Ben grunted.  "Those Indians you ran into on the way back.  Adam, you know as well as I 

that all this beautiful land is going to be up for grabs with more whites coming west all the time.  

Better it ends up in our hands than to someone who doesn’t appreciate what the land offers.  We 

will never turn off any Indian tribe who needs to use the land.  But there are settlers who want to 

fence in every parcel, and every animal that the Indians want to hunt." 

"They don't understand, that is the truth.. When an Indian gives up the land, he retains the 

right to its resources." 

"That's right, son.  Indians don’t understand the concept of land ownership."  Ben bent 

back over his log, anxious to get a wall up. 

“But Pa, a thousand acres?  For what?” 

 Ben looked up at the sky, a vivid blue, before turning back.  “For my sons.  For their 

future.”  Ben grinned.  "And that of my grandchildren."  Ben missed the sudden grimace on his 

son's face as he heard horses off in the distance.  He leaned back, waiting. 

Two men, looking about ready to drop off their horses and out of their ragged clothes 

rode slowly toward the foundation and timber pile Adam and Ben struggled on.  Hoss and Joe 

had ridden back to the house for some food and more water, but Ben briefly hoped they were all 

right.  Strangers made him nervous, so far in the middle of nowhere.  He felt Adam tense 

alongside him and decided to play this one easy.  Adam seemed to get upset easily since he got 

back and he didn't need to see Jake's gun out any more than necessary.   

     “Afternoon, gentlemen,” Ben called up to them.  “Care to step down and rest awhile?" 

“We'd appreciate it." 
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Ben put a hand on Adam's arm to still him and they watched as the two men, aching from 

a long trail, slowly dismounted.  One, tall and lanky, had a nervous twitch to him.  He looked 

behind him every few seconds as though thinking they had been followed.  The other, a little 

heftier, had a wide open grin as he approached that made Ben take a liking to him, even though 

he generally did not judge anyone from a first meeting. 

    The friendly looking fellow also talked the most.  “We were sent here by a fellow over to 

Mormon Station who said you might be in need of our services.” 

     "And what services might those be?"  Ben asked. 

     He held out his hand.  "I'm Burt Conroy, and this here's Marv Robertson.  Back east, our 

folks not being able to afford us no better schooling, we---" 

     Marv leaned over and whispered to Burt.  Doubtful suspicion filled this lean one’s face, 

like he was whipped one too many times for one too many years. 

     "Marv is worried that telling you we're headed for California would make us look like 

scoundrels of some sort.  But I believe in being straight and forward with people.  You don't 

mind, do you, Mr.?" 

     "Ben Cartwright, this is my son, Adam.  There's nothing to be ashamed of in heading that 

way.  A man's gotta make a living.  As long as it's legal." 

"Oh, we know all about being legal, sir."  Marv gave Burt a scared and anxious grin that 

made him look too like a scarecrow that attracted crows. 

     "Anyhow," Burt continued.  "You was asking what we can do.  Well, sir, we've done just 

about everything growing up.  My father was a blacksmith and carpenter, and Marv here, well, 

he's done a lot of trapping and fishing, and though he don't look it he's mighty strong.  He can lift 

twice his weight without even breaking a sweat." 

     Ben looked at Adam but Adam refused to give any kind of silent response.  Ben pursed 
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his lips in thought and looked up.  "Then consider yourselves hired.”  He looked over his 

shoulder at Adam.  “We're going to get that sawmill built, Adam." 

“Pa, wait a minute.”  Adam walked to them.  Burt held out a hand but Adam ignored the 

gesture.  “You can’t just hire strangers like that.” 

     "Why not?  You already showed me how much work we have ahead of us.” 

     “And I told you we don’t have to rush.  How do you know you can trust them?!” 

     Ben pulled Adam aside, out of voice range of the strangers.  “Adam, what’s gotten in to 

you?  Has being out east made you suspicious of everyone you meet?” 

     Adam jerked away from Ben's grip.  “Just…be a little more particular.  Ask them for 

references.” 

Burt and Marv had moved in close to listen.  “Mr., I can assure you---." 

     Marv, holding the reins of two horses, interrupted Burt.  “We got credentials, but we 

didn’t bring ‘em!” 

     Burt held up a hand to quiet his friend.  “We were told that out here, things being so open 

and all, that any strong back and arms were welcome.  It’s okay, mister.  There’s bound to be 

another homestead in need somewhere down the road.” 

     “I already said you were hired.” 

     “We don’t want to cause no trouble.” 

     Ben folded his arms across his chest.  “My son....needs more time to get used to things, 

that's all.”  He heard the saw slam against the log behind him and smiled solemnly.  “You will 

report to me each morning for the day’s assignment, starting here, starting tomorrow.  Good day, 

gentlemen.” 

     Marv mounted but Burt didn’t budge.  “Excuse me, but....where should we stay?” 

     “San Francisco,” Adam said with a grunt. 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/32 

    “Adam.”  Ben turned back.  “If you’ve brought bedrolls, we've got the roof down on this 

sawmill.  I’m sorry but my land holdings are a lot more extensive than the buildings to go with 

it.  Which is why we need this sawmill finished.  Now, if you have no where else to go, pitch in 

here and help build a place where you can bed tonight.”  

Adam cleared his throat.  “I’m going to check on Hoss and Joe.”  He grabbed his jacket 

from off the log stack, mounted and rode off without another word. 

     “You sure this is ok?” Burt’s face dropped lower than a mid-winter freeze.  “He’s going 

to give us trouble.” 

     “Only if you deserve it,” Ben said with a slight grin.  “I promise.” 

***  

Adam found Hoss and Joe taking care of their horses about a mile from the house, and, 

after giving Adam the food and water, he sent them to help the two cowhands move the cows.  

Once Adam made sure they’d be all right, he left again.  And stayed away for two days.   

     Maybe Pa wouldn’t understand, but Pa would do what he pleased anyway.  The anger 

inside him didn’t ease.  Even Joe had noticed something wrong that Adam had to deny.  He spent 

two nights out in the open under the stars on the shore of Lake Tahoe and thought back to that 

first night home, tucking his brothers into bed.  

      “Are you really glad to be home, Adam?” 

     He hadn’t told Hoss the truth.  As beautiful as this place was, he wanted to be back in 

Colleen’s arms.   After two long, sleepless nights he decided to ride back and tell Pa he was 

moving back east.  He'd win her back somehow—and find out if that baby was his. 

      Adam rode up to the squat little log house shortly before noon.  Home never looked so 

quiet, so lonely.  An unbidden image of his anger making him tear the place apart froze him in 
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the saddle.  Perhaps he had already stayed too long.  He hadn't meant to take anger along as a 

part of him.  Was it too late to find the person he used to be?  Perhaps this wasn’t home, after all. 

"Pa?  Anyone home?"  Adam jumped down off the horse he didn't much like.  He fully 

expected, and hoped, that no one would answer. 

*** 

     Inside the house Burt and Marv froze, the strongbox locked between them.  

     "Who's that?"  Marv whispered. 

     "Must be that son who run off, that one who didn’t like us." 

    "Holy cow, we gotta get out of here!" 

     "We gotta put this back!"  Burt pulled the strongbox away from Marv and whirled 

around, half knocking the chair over. 

*** 

     Adam paused outside the door when he heard the noise and pulled out his gun.  He 

gripped the door handle and steeled himself before throwing the door open. 

     Burt and Marv were at the dining table, frozen in the act of sharing a biscuit, staring at 

the gun leveled at them. 

     "Hello."  Burt said, trying to grin. 

     "What are you doing in here?  Pa?!” 

"Mr. Cartwright sent us here for supplies. We saw these biscuits on the table---." 

     "He let you come in here alone?” 

     "That's...that's right," Marv couldn’t take his eyes from the gun.  "We're helping build a 

sawmill, and he---." 

     "I know what he hired you to do.  That doesn’t mean you two belong in here, alone.  

What supplies he send you to get?” 
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     "Don't...you believe us, mister?"  Marv's biscuit dropped from his hand. 

     "No, I don’t."  Adam cocked the hammer.  He took a quick look outside and shut the 

door.  "Why don’t you tell the truth this time?"  He stepped toward them, the gun menacing. 

     "All right, all right!"  Burt paused.  "Mr. Cartwright's been so good to us, we thought 

we'd come back here and put together a dinner for him and his boys.  Why, back east---." 

     Adam squeezed the trigger and the bullet zinged through the arm of Burt's shirt, grazing 

his skin.   

     "Hey, are you crazy?" 

     "I don't miss by mistake.  The next time I catch either of you in here without a Cartwright 

you'll feel it." 

     "Come on, Burt."  Marv grabbed Burt's arm and pulled him to the door.  

     Adam backed further into the room, using the gun to guide them to the door.  They were 

startled as the door opened in front of them and Ben walked in, followed by Hoss and Joe. 

     "Marv, Burt, what are you....Adam, I'm glad you're home!"  Ben stopped short when he 

saw the gun. 

     "Pa!" Joe yelled.  "Adam's gonna shoot somebody!" 

     "Hoss!"  Ben barked over his shoulder.  "Take Joe and get some firewood." 

     "Sure, Pa." 

     "What's going on, Adam?"  Ben placed a gentle hand on his son’s shoulder. 

     Adam replaced the gun and crossed his arms over his chest.  "Caught these two rifling 

around in the house.  Gave me a story about needing supplies." 

     Ben looked over at them.  "I thought I told you two to knock off for lunch." 

     "We did, Mr. Cartwright, but...but then we---" 

     "We stopped over here to see if we could do anything for you.  I told you my ma taught 
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me to make a pretty good stew." 

     "That's right, you did.  Adam, relax.  These boys have proven to be good workers in the 

past couple days.  But we sure are glad you’re back to help out.   I’ve got some problems to talk 

over with you.  Let’s have these fellows prove they can make stew while we talk." 

Adam shrugged off Ben's hand.  "I have to tend my horse."  He walked out and slammed 

the door behind him. 

     Ben paused before turning to Burt and Marv.  "I'm sorry, it’s taking him a little longer 

than I thought.  I’ll...talk to him.  For today, we better keep our meals separate.  We’ll try the 

stew some other time.” 

     With respectful nods Burt and Marv left the house. 

*** 

In the weeks that followed Adam kept everyone too busy to get into any further trouble.  

He postponed his unvoiced decision to leave for Boston until the house was built and their two 

helpers were long gone. As the scope of the project took shape he reluctantly admitted Marv and 

Burt were handy to have around, but that didn’t make him trust them more.  Adam pushed them 

hard, too, overseeing everything from the quality of the wood to the placement of every stake 

hole and every nail, and as he lost track of the time, his suspicions against them dissipated.  

Adam even began to call Burt and Marv by their names, only occasionally frowning at some 

distant thought.  Ben tried asking him once where he had been for the two days but Adam 

answered vaguely, leaving the impression the time would come later for talk.  And then the 

snows began to fall, and all of them became too impassionately busy to give anything else much 

further thought. 

     Adam pushed harder on the house than the sawmill but both were going up, without even 

a day taken off for rest.  Adam finally acknowledged that Marv and Burt could do more than 
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even he expected of them, and he left them alone for days on end working on the sawmill. 

     Ben protected his knowledge for as long a time, since checking on the strongbox.  With 

the framing of the house almost completed, he decided to share the truth with Adam.   

*** 

"Hoss fell out of the treee-ee!"  Joe shouted, giggling. 

     Ben smiled from his chair beside the fireplace.  Adam had developed quite a habit, since 

he didn't see his brothers much during the day, to be the one who tucked them in at night.  But 

even Little Joe refused to call it “tucking.”  More like just catching up on the day, brother to 

brother to brother. 

     "Huh!" Hoss snorted to Little Joe's giggles.  "I was just gettin’ down fast." 

     "You shoulda seen, Adam, we were trying to get a big pinecone down, you know, for 

planting, and I threw my stick at it, the one I whittled, only my stick got caught too, and then 

Hoss, he said he could get it only he couldn't.  And then I stood on him only I still couldn't---." 

     "Yeah, you wanna see a wiggly worm, Adam, try standing him on your shoulders.  

Sheez." 

"So I starts to climb up the tree, Adam, only Hoss jerks me down and then he goes up, 

ok?  I didn't ask him to, honest, he thought of it himself, and then he got my stick and then he 

fell!" 

     "Jumped!" 

     Adam patted Hoss's shoulder.  "Did you get hurt?" 

     "Naw, shucks, I just---." 

     "He just rolled and rolled."  Joe laughed.  "You shoulda seen him." 

     "I sorta cut my hands a little." 

     Adam took Hoss's big hands in his.  They were cut and scratched but nothing deep. 
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     "You wash 'em?" 

     "Sure!" 

     Ben looked up as Adam came out of the room he'd been sharing with them.  "Hoss get 

into trouble again?" 

    "You think he'd know better than to listen to Joe." 

     "Joe's got a charm about him.  Like his ma had."  Ben smiled and went on writing. 

     "Who's that to?"  Adam nodded at the paper. 

     "Lawyer friend in Sacramento.  Just some odds and ends."  He put the paper down.  "You 

weren't wrong about Marv and Burt."  

     Adam poured himself a brandy and offered Ben one but Ben shook his head.  "How did 

you find out?" 

     "The strongbox.  I could tell it had been moved." 

     "You checked that same day, huh?  Why take so long to tell me?" 

     "To give you a chance to simmer down.  And to keep an eye on the fellows myself.  They 

seem genuinely sorry, Adam.  And scared of you.  I don't think they'll try anything again.  

They're basically good but young and away from home for the first time.  They'll learn." 

     "Learn what?"  He swallowed the liquor hard and fast. 

     "That even without the law there are still rules to follow." 

     Adam nodded. "Rules made by the people who own the land." 

     "Right." 

     Adam put his glass down and sat on the floor, getting close to the fire to let it singe his 

thoughts. 

     "What's bothering you, son?"  Ben waited but Adam didn't answer.  "The girl?" 

     "Pa, I think about her..."  His voice trembled.  "Once the framing is done I’m going 
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back.” 

     "Back?"  Ben went to the cabinet for his pipe, anything to keep his mind off what he 

feared most.  "For a visit?  That’s only natural, and there are supplies you could get---.” 

     "Not for a visit, Pa.  To fight for her."  Adam held a hand to the flame and picked up the 

poker. 

     “I see.”   

     “If I stay, I’ll go crazy.” He poked the fire, getting a new flame to catch hold. 

     “Well,” Ben stared at his unlit pipe.  "I can't say I'm glad for your decision.  I know it 

wasn't easy for you to make, and I can’t stop you.  Just remember, Adam," he paused until Adam 

looked at him and was startled by the sadness in his face.  "This will always be your home.  And 

when you’re ready for it, one third of the Ponderosa will belong to you.  That will never change.  

You might decide....to bring her back here....” he looked down at his pipe, unable to believe his 

own words. 

     “Pa, I wish I could tell you....” but Adam stood and quickly walked outside.   

     He couldn’t ever tell Pa about the baby.  And though he didn’t feel right about leaving 

again, the thought of staying with this torn-up anguish that plagued him wasn’t right either. 

*** 

A few days later, as every Friday, Ben went to Mormon Station for supplies.  When 

midday came, hot and heavy for early winter in the valley, Adam looked up to where Joe and 

Hoss worked on the flooring of the second level of the house.  Time to take a break, he figured, 

and yet he didn't stop his pounding.  Since he told Pa his decision, his brothers seemed distant, 

too quiet, even with each other.  Adam glanced up the stairs, wondering if he should check on 

them.  He didn't think Pa would have said anything, but somehow, his brothers knew something 

was wrong. 
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Outside the pounding came to a halt.  When the hammering didn't resume Adam put 

down his pencil.  Marv might need more nails. 

     Marv poked his head in the door.  "Mr. Cartwright?  Sir?  Could I see you outside for a 

minute?" 

     Adam glanced at the stairs.  "All right." 

     Still holding his hammer, Marv led Adam away from the house before he turned and 

pointed at the area he worked on.  "See, I don't think I'm getting the window frame straight, but it 

could be my eyes, they act up sometimes." 

     Adam studied the window.  "Everything looks straight.  I'll get a leveler---."   

     Marv grabbed his arm.  "You know, me and Burt really appreciate how you give us 

another chance.  After catching us in the house." 

     Adam rubbed the back of his neck.  "You can thank Pa, not me."  He looked down at 

Marv's hand on his arm.  "I got work to do." 

     "I just...want you to understand that we're not accustomed to walking in people's houses 

like we done.  We thought he’d like to have a meal cooked for him, is all.  I know you been 

trying to cut us a break, but I can tell you don’t trust us, that’s why I’m telling you this." 

     "Look, I told Pa I'd give you another chance but I'm not playing any games.  We both 

know you were after our strongbox that day." 

     Marv took a step backward.  "Oh, yeah?"  

     “Now excuse me, I have to get back....”  

     Adam turned.  Behind him Marv brought the hammer up. Adam felt his knees collapse 

and he fell forward in the dirt.  His world blackened in waves but he forced consciousness to 

remain as he lay still, playing dead.   

     Burt came around the corner to see Marv standing over Adam. 
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     “Hey Marv, what---.” 

     “Go get the strongbox and let’s get out of here.” 

     Burt ran back inside the house.  Marv stared at Adam on the ground before backing away 

and dropping the hammer. 

     "Hurry up!"  Marv yelled. 

     Burt came running out with the strongbox.  "Did you get him good?" 

     "He's out.  Maybe I killed him."     

“So what if you did.  Come on, let’s---." 

"What did you do to my brother?" 

     Adam had to force himself to remain still, another minute yet, just another...if they hurt 

Joe... 

     Joe ran headlong into the two men, kicking and punching.  "You hurt my brother, you 

hurt my brother!" 

     Burt grabbed Joe and pinned his small arms against his body.  Marv took the strong box 

and went for the horses.  Burt shook Joe with no more care than a dirty rag.  “You want to be 

next, huh?!” 

     "Burt, ignore him, he's just a kid.  Come on!" 

     Burt slapped Little Joe across the face, sending him backward into the dirt.  As soon as he 

turned Adam grabbed Burt's leg, tripping him.  Adam lunged and landed on Burt's chest.  He 

leaned both hands on Burt's shoulders to pin him to the ground. 

     "I ought to beat you senseless.  Tell Marv to put the strongbox back and get the hell away 

from here, or you’re not going to live very long." 

     Marv shoved one of Pa's guns into Adam's face. 

     "Get off him.  Easy.  Now." 
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     Adam blinked hard.  “Been planning this awhile, huh?”  His head hurt so bad he could 

barely think straight.  He sat back slow with the gun in his face.   

     Burt stood and dusted off.   

     Joe sprang up off the ground and ran back into the house. 

     “Hey, kid!” Burt turned to follow him. 

     "Don't worry about the kid, mount up and let's get out of here!"  Marv yelled. 

     Adam dragged himself to his feet.  “What now?”   

     Burt took the gun from Marv and cocked the gun’s hammer, relishing his aim at Adam’s 

head. 

     "You're gonna let us ride out of here, no more trouble.  Or your blood's gonna be oozing 

all over this precious land of yours." 

     "That gun will blow up in your hand.   It doesn’t work proper, it’s a collector’s---." 

     "Hah!  Like hell.  BACK OFF!” 

     Burt held the gun steady on Adam as he mounted up.  The front door of the new house 

slammed open. 

     "Hold it right there!" 

     Hoss stood aiming a rifle at the two men now mounted. 

     "Hoss, no!" Adam shouted.  As Burt took aim at Hoss, Adam leaped.  He grabbed hold of 

Burt’s shirt just as Burt fired, sending the bullet wide off mark. 

     Burt drew back his leg as Adam struggled to pull him off the horse and kicked out, 

catching Adam in the shoulder. 

     "Adam, get back!"  Hoss thundered, more man than boy.  Adam staggered backward 

from the kick as Hoss fired the rifle.  The bullet went clean into Burt's gut. 

     Burt uttered a simple 'ugh' and fell backward off the horse. 
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     Adam grabbed Marv and pulled him to the ground, where Marv didn’t seem to feel like 

moving.  Joe ran up to Adam and threw his arms around him, and Hoss, trembling with shock, 

stood next to them, the rifle at half mast. 

     Marv scrambled on the ground to Burt.  "Burt, buddy, come on, let's get out of here." 

     "Don't bother with him."  Adam said.  "He's dead." 

     "Dead!  Dead?  You killed him?" 

     "He had it coming.  Now you can run out of here, but the law will have your name, so the 

second time you won’t be so lucky.” 

     “Sure you want to let him go, Adam?”  Hoss tightened his grip on the rifle. 

    “He could’ve killed me with the hammer.  He didn’t.” 

     Marv looked up at the three brothers standing in front of him—the oldest, who couldn't 

be fooled, the oversized boy with the deadly rifle, the young one with the very old and mean 

face—ran for his horse and rode off into oblivion. 

     "You okay, Adam?" Hoss said as Adam leaned against him. 

     Adam tried to fight the dizziness by pushing on the lump on the back of his head.  "Just a 

headache.  We gotta bury him." 

     "You go on in the house.  Joe and me can handle it." 

     Adam looked at his brothers.  "Yes, I'm sure you can.  You two did good today.  Real 

good.  That's a lot of growing up in just three years." 

Hoss nudged Joe.  "We was gonna say the same about you, older brother." 

     Joe  stared at the dead man.   

Hoss and Adam exchanged glances. 

     "Joe, help me inside, will ya?  I'm not sure I can make it without your help." 
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     Hoss followed Joe and Adam, but hesitant, like he wasn’t wanted.  Adam looked over his 

shoulder.   

“Hoss, you coming?  You gotta help me explain to Joe why sometimes doing the right 

thing could feel awful bad.” 

Hoss nodded.  “Yeah, I reckon…I could listen to a little of that myself.” 

     Joe fetched Adam a cold wet cloth for his head. 

     "See, little brother, we didn’t just fight for the money in that strongbox.  Money's 

replaceable.  But the more things people get away with, the more things they'll try to get away 

with. They have to be stopped in the beginning or you may not be able to stop them at all.  And if 

they had gotten that strongbox, they would have had themselves all the deeds to the Ponderosa.  

They find one judge who could be bought and Pa could have lost it all." 

     "Not all, Adam.”  Hoss pulled Joe close in a bear hug. “You know what Pa says.  He has 

all he needs, because of us." 

     Adam smiled.  "As long as we stick together, he won't have to worry about that." 

     "Right!"  Joe shouted. 

     “Adam,” Hoss put a hand on his shoulder.  “Are you gonna be....I mean, your head hurts 

but are you....from when you came home, will you be all right?  Shoot, I know what I’m tryin’ to 

say but---.” 

     Adam put a cold hand on Hoss’s big sweaty one.  “I know what you’re saying, brother.  

When I came back, I didn’t bring all of me along.  I’ll work on it, Hoss.  I know that as a family, 

if one of us doesn’t do our share, we all lose out.”  He put his arms around both his brothers, 

surprised to discover Hoss trembling.  “I promise you I’ll work on it.  That is if you think you 

can stand having me back here to stay?” 
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     “You know it, brother.”  Hoss grinned as Joe laughed.  “It’s all we’ve been wantin’, to be 

a whole family again.”   

*** 

  The next day, after Burt's burial, the weather turned seriously winter, giving them six 

inches of snow in an hour.  Ben knew the boys were too fidgety to work because their minds 

needed some clearing out after the shooting.  Ben had been gone for days because of all the 

stocking up they needed before the passes were closed in the mountains for the winter, and they 

all figured that’s why Burt and Marv made their move.  When he heard the whole story he told 

the boys that they'd have to tell Roy everything and he might want to see that body.  But Ben was 

proud of them for protecting each other so well. 

Since the house was almost framed in, Ben told them they had no need for any further 

hands besides the eight of theirs, but first, they deserved a break.  They rode through the pines in 

back of the house on the trail that led to the top of a cliff overlooking Lake Tahoe, their last 

chance before a foot of snow stopped all travel. 

     There the four of them watched the sun cast rays of yellow and gold across the sparkling 

blue water of the vibrantly glimmering Lake Tahoe towered by the pillars of great green 

Ponderosa pine.   

     "This is what life is all about, isn't it, Pa?"  Hoss asked. 

     "This is what our life is all about." 

     "And even the lake is ours, Pa?"  Joe talked as though his breath had been caught up in 

the wind. 

     "No, son, not the lake.  The lake can never be owned by anyone." 

     Adam remembered what two people said not too long ago.  “We were headed for San 

Francisco but we liked the scenery here so much...”  He had allowed his anger at Colleen to vent 
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against innocent people.  He pulled himself up straight as the other three looked at him. 

     "Pa, what you said before.  People that see the beauty in this land should be allowed to 

hold on to it.  Can you...do you think you and the boys can work for a little while without me?" 

     "I expect so, son.  Why?" 

     "There's something I have to do over in San Francisco.  When I get back I'll explain 

everything."   

     Adam rode back down the trail to the house.  He didn't know if he'd ever find Sam and 

Margaret.  But he wanted to try.  Because in the trying he would learn to forget Colleen.  

Preserving the Ponderosa mattered most now.  He was a Cartwright, and he was finally home, 

where he belonged. 

*** 

Adam stayed on the main trail to San Francisco but wondered halfway to Sacramento if 

this wasn't a fool's errand after all.  Another storm system built up over him and he might not get 

home at all.  That, he realized, would be the worst of all worlds..  At the edge of another small 

pond he pulled up and let his horse drink, and dipped his hand for some cool refreshment.  Time 

to go home to stay.   

His horse whinnied and he looked up.   Someone watched him, but not threatening.  Still, 

Adam's hand went to his gun.  He stood. 

 There was a Chinaman, leaning against a rock.  He'd been beaten by the looks of it, 

tossed aside by someone with no more brains than God gave a turkey. 

 Adam took off his bandana and wet it in the cool water.  He reached out to the Chinaman, 

talking low and easy.  The Chinaman turned away at first but allowed Adam to wipe the blood 

off his face. 
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 "Can you speak English?"  Adam asked softly, hesitant.  He didn't want the man to think 

he meant any kind of threat.  He knew how poorly they were treated, not only in California, but 

anywhere.  They were devoted to their homeland, but that didn't make them any less human.  If 

anything, this devotion made them more human. 

 "You…angry man." 

 Adam laughed.  "You've seen me before?" 

 "Chase others off land?" 

 "I guess that would be me.  Do you know where they went?  I…need to apologize." 

 "Where they go I not care.   I die here, be happy.  Fail in new country, no more good to 

be." 

 Adam felt the tears welling not only for this man but for himself.  He chased them back 

down.  "That's nonsense.  Come on.  I'll take you home with me." 

 As he helped the Chinaman to his feet, he thought, one last time, about Colleen.  About 

how she and her husband were happy with their child, the baby they'd wanted for so long. 

 "I'm Adam Cartwright," he said as he helped the Chinaman onto the back of his horse. 

 "I have velly long name in China, but you just call me Hop Sing." 

 Adam mounted the horse, careful not to knock the frail man out of the saddle.  "I like it.  

If you don't mind, I'd like to offer you the hospitality of our ranch.  The Ponderosa.  For as long 

as you want it.” 

 "I don't know home.  But if you show me, maybe I believe that even here, I find some 

peace." 

 "Peace?  Hop Sing, you're about to meet the Cartwrights.  Hyah."    

*** 
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 Adam learned, in the weeks to come, why he could forget Colleen and believe that her 

child was her husband’s child, after all.  Because there was still so much to do out here, in the 

West, and he wanted to be part of it. 

 And his family counted on him to keep his sanity intact in the process. 

### 

 Ben and the boys worked on the additions to the small cabin all winter, and found the 

winter months passing quickly as the room they made for themselves grew in size. Hop Sing 

experimented with some indoor gardening, while the house, at least on the inside, became a 

finished work of art.  On better days Ben would let Adam take one of the boys hunting. 

Every once in a while Ben caught Adam looking wistfully out the window toward the 

east.  But unless he said something more, Ben didn’t look for trouble.  Adam always had an 

introspective way of living, ever since learning how his mother died.  Ben knew that somewhere 

down that long road to tomorrow one of the boys, or all of them, would itch to leave.  He could 

only hope to put that day off, a day at a time, and hope that each of them could make a 

permanent and satisfied home right here on the Ponderosa.   

 

 

In the next three years the Cartwrights found that people moved through in greater 

numbers, it seemed every day, that some attempted to settle on their land, and that the Indians 
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were getting upset by the whites taking all the game and often wasting much of it.  On several 

occasions Ben had to run out and round up the boys from a job he’d sent them on to bring them 

home because of the anger he’d witnessed on the trail.  He’d lost a wife to Indians but never 

blamed them.  Still, he would take no chances on setting his boys in the middle of a cultural war. 

That kind of protection in the West could only last so long. 
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Part Two: 

RIVER OF BLOOD 

 

Hop Sing gave the second helping of scrambled eggs an extra pinch of pepper and 

scraped them onto the platter. These would please Mr. Hoss just fine. He carefully juggled the 

eggs and coffee into the dining room where the boys fed their early morning hunger, his neat 

Asian braid bouncing in time to his step. 

"What time did Pa leave?" Adam pushed egg into a pile on his plate to scoop up on his 

fork. 

"He gone two hours aleady." Hop Sing poured strong-smelling coffee into Adam's cup. 

"You boys sleep late again." 

"Oh, Hop Sing, don't get yer britches in a bind, you sound like somebody's mama." Hoss 

grabbed the plate of eggs before his brothers could move.  Hoss, at 19, was big and kept 

growing. 

"Someone got to mother three not responsible boys. Your Pa, he want new bunkhouse 

finish before he come home." 

"When's that?" Adam sat back and picked up his coffee cup. A somber expression on the 

eldest’s dark features, often so expressive, masked how he felt about work.  This morning, 

however, the snap in his eyes indicated that he found the prospect of being out in the pleasant 

spring air less than unpleasant.  The first bunkhouse they’d built a few years back had seemed so 

sturdy until a brisk wind knocked in a wall, nearly killing their timber foreman—who then quit. 

"Probably right before you finish!" Joe said, laughing. A bright and attractive 13-year-

old, Joe appeared especially child-like when teasing his brothers, which was every chance he got. 
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"You hush up, young 'un, or we’ll give you all the heavy liftin’ to do," Hoss said, 

chewing his biscuit with his words. 

"Your Pa, he be home before you know!" Hop Sing warned. "You chew mouf shut!"  He 

poked Hoss on the shoulder before disappearing into the kitchen. 

Hoss looked chastised until he noticed his brother’s plate. "Hey Adam, you gonna finish 

that biscuit?"  

"No, Hoss, you go ahead." Adam watched Joe push his egg around. He hadn't developed 

a taste for the soft way Hop Sing cooked them. The cook they had before the Chinaman, a 

cattleman actually, believed in making sure everything was not only dead but already gone to 

heaven before he served it. "So Joe, think you can help out today instead of being a pest?" Adam 

felt more like a second Pa to Joe than a brother, which tended to make their relationship a bit 

strained. At times he thought Joe should act more grown up at 13.  He and Hoss had both 

matured into ranch work quite young.  But he supposed the three had Joe spoiled. 

"I can do just about anything you can, Adam.  You wanna bet?" 

"I know you think so, Joe, but we got some heavy beams to lay today.”  Adam thought of 

the one place Pa wouldn’t mind Joe going.  If they could keep him occupied for the day they 

could make some real progress, for once.  “If you'd rather visit the Hendersons---." 

"Heck, I can do that anytime. I'd rather help you fellas. You know how Hoss needs help 

from someone quick on his feet." 

"You know, Adam," Hoss, still chewing, got to his feet. "I think Little Brother is trying to 

tell me somethin’. Yup, I think he wants to show me how quick on his feet he is." 

Hoss lunged for Joe but Joe sprang out of his chair, knocking it to the floor. Hoss fell 

over the chair and landed on the floor. 

Adam laughed. "Guess he showed you, Hoss." 
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Hop Sing came out of the kitchen in a fret over the noise, saw Joe dancing around the 

fallen Hoss, shook his head, added a few choice Chinese expressions to mingle with Joe’s 

laughter and went back into the kitchen. 

"All right, little brother, since you've plum riled me, I'm gonna really try now." Hoss 

leaped to his feet but Joe ran into the study and flew across the desk. As Hoss came around the 

desk Joe threw Hoss's mother's picture at him and jumped over the desk again. 

Hoss juggled the picture and put it back down. "Confound it, Little Joe! Now you done 

it!" He ran around the desk but Joe grabbed the sword from the fireplace and held it out, laughing 

as Hoss backed up. 

"Come on, Hoss, come on. What you scared of?"  

Adam got to his feet and cleared his throat. "All right, Joe, none of that in the house. You 

know what Pa says." 

"Yeah, but Pa's not here." 

Adam wrestled the sword away from the boy and put it back. "Now, if we're all done 

eating, I suggest we put our high spirits to good use on that bunkhouse." 

Little Joe grinned at Hoss.  Hoss couldn't help but grin back. 

*** 

Adam reached down for another beam from his precarious perch on top of the partially 

finished roof of the bunkhouse. "Come on, Hoss, lift it a little higher." 

"Here, I'll help!" Joe leaped up and gave the beam in Hoss's hands a shove and the beam 

knocked Adam over backward as he tried to get a hold on it. "Oh, sorry, Adam." 

Adam hung on to the beam and scooted sideways to get back on his knees. "Yeah, just be 

more careful next time." With a grunt he pulled the beam into place. "All right, Hoss, put Joe on 

your shoulders with that bucket of nails." 
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"Right. Got the bucket? Up you go, young 'un." With the ease of an ox pulling an empty 

cart, Hoss hefted Joe and the bucket of nails up on his shoulders. "Try not to squirm so much." 

"But Hoss--!" 

"Hush up, Joe and pay attention to Adam. When he asks for a nail---." 

"Hoss, there's a---." 

"Joe, confound it, for the last time... Yeoooowwwww!" Hoss jerked his arm down. Joe 

wobbled for a moment on Hoss’s shoulders and then he and the bucket of nails went flying.  

Joe landed hard in the dirt with nails flying around him, and rolled before laying still. 

"Hoss, what’d you drop Joe for? See if he's all right!" 

"Joe, Joe!" Hoss bent down and shook Joe's shoulder. "Dadburnit, if you're hurt I'll never 

forgive myself, not ever, ever..." Gently he rolled Joe over on his back. 

Joe's eyes were shut but his face held back a busting laugh. 

"Confound it, Joe!" 

"Is he all right?" Adam yelled down and sat back with a relieved frown as Little Joe's 

laugh finally busted out loud.  

"Yeah, but he's lucky I don't tarnish his behind for worrying me like that." 

"Well, what'd you drop him for?" 

"Oh, I got stung by somethin’, a bee, maybe." 

"A bee?" Adam looked around as though expecting to see the culprit. "There's no bees 

around here this time of year." 

Still laughing so hard he might split his insides, Joe held up a nail. Hoss looked at him 

puzzled, then when he realized what Joe had done, his face screwed up in a frown as tight as 

hands into fists. "Doggone your ornery hide!  Now you are going to git just what I wanted to 
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give you all your dadgum life." Hoss lunged at Joe but Joe took off into the bunkhouse, hiding 

behind a half-finished wall. 

Adam slid to the edge of the roof and jumped down. "All right, that's enough, or we'll 

never get done. Hoss, you got to realize Joe's just a kid, he hasn't learned any better, but you, 

boy, you are full grown..." he slapped Hoss's big chest, "at least I hope so, and you got to 

maintain your dignity even when dealing with children." Joe crept up behind them. "Now Joe, 

he's got a lot of growing up to do. Why, you and me, when we were 13 we were practically 

running this ranch by ourselves, but not everyone is born to it like we were, and Joe here---." 

"Wait a minute, Adam," Joe protested, his voice squeaking. "It was just a joke." 

"Joe, there's a time for joking and a time for being serious. Until you learn the difference 

between the two, you’ll just be a kid." Adam grabbed hold of the roof to pull himself up again. 

"I can do it, I promise!"  Joe scrambled to the ground and started gathering nails.  

Adam winked at Hoss and climbed back up on the roof. "Joe, throw me a couple of those 

nails, would you?" 

"Sure, Adam!" With a dead-eye aim Joe tossed a couple up, making an easy catch for his 

brother balancing on the roof. 

"Hey," Hoss said, looking off over his shoulder. "Someone's comin’. Reckon it's Pa?" 

"I hope not." Adam squatted on the beams but didn't move to come back down. He 

recognized the small, lean fellow riding toward the yard as Jim Baker from the supply post over 

at Genoa.  A feeling of alarm rose in his throat. "Jim! What brings you this far north?"    

"Adam!" Jim looked around before he traced the voice to the roof. "I have a letter here 

for your Pa! Where is he?" 

"He's out with the new drovers readying the herd in the east section to move to new 

pasture. I can take the letter." 
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"No, sir! I'm sorry, Adam, but this here letter is from Attorney Appleby in Sacramento, 

and it says confidential and urgent, addressed to Ben alone. Now I seen you open Ben’s letters 

before but none that says confidential and urgent." 

Adam sighed. Jim was a good man but could be as cantankerous as an old mule.  He’s 

been digging for that imaginary El Dorado of his for too long.  "All right then, we’ll tell Pa he 

has a letter waiting, just take it back with you." 

"Well, I’ll do that then, but I wouldn’t waste no time if I was you. This letter’s already a 

month old." 

Adam watched Jim ride off.  Over a month old.  By 1854 the West should be more caught 

up to the East. He wondered what it would take to get real progress out this way.   Probably an 

end to slavery, for one thing.  The way the North and South fought over the West, Adam 

wouldn’t be surprised to hear war breaking out somewhere—for real.  

Hoss came up to stand by the roof where Adam squatted, lost in thought over something 

on the horizon.  "What do you make of it, Adam?" 

"Oh, you know Jim, any little thing can set him off. I've never heard of Appleby, though. 

Don't think he's Pa's regular lawyer." 

"Reckon Pa's in trouble?" 

"Possible." Adam frowned, and jumped from the roof to the ground. "Well, you want to 

ride to Pa, or should I?" 

"Let me!" Joe said, leaping up off the ground into the air. 

"Now, Joe...."  

"Ah, let the young 'un go," Hoss said. "We'll get more done anyhow." He rubbed his arm 

and leaned over to pick up another beam. "Or we could just tell Pa about it when he gets back. 

It’s kept a month already, would another week hurt much?" 
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"Come on, Adam, let me go!"  Joe pulled himself up to a taller stance and squared his 

shoulders.  “What do you want me to do to prove myself to you?  I can do this.  I know where he 

is and I know how to get there.” 

"Joe, you're too---." 

"No, I'm not! Adam, you said yourself I can outride anybody. And Hoss says I just get in 

the way around here."   

Adam put a hand on Joe's shoulder.  He knew how much the boy wanted to be as old as 

his older brothers but he just wasn't. Not only that, but Joe tended to find more trouble to get into 

than he and Hoss together.  A natural talent, like Pa says. "I just can't let you go out there alone, 

you see? Doesn't matter how fast you can ride.   You can ride fast but Indians…” he looked over 

his shoulder, “ride faster.” 

"Oh now, Adam, Joe will just be on the Ponderosa, an hour's ride." 

"Yeah, Adam, just an hour. And Adam, you said yourself, haven't been no Indians on the 

Ponderosa in quite a while." 

"Haven't been any.  I could be wrong." Adam squinted at Hoss. "You in favor of this?" 

Hoss looked up at the sky as though judging the weather. No sign of rain. "Yeah. After 

all, he'll be with Pa on the way back. Two hours, Adam, and we'll have this thing darn near 

finished." 

"Is this bunkhouse all you can think about?" 

"I just don't want Hop Sing to get mad.  He burns food when he’s mad."  

Adam looked around for Joe but the boy was gone. "Joe? Joe!" Adam turned to the barn 

when Joe came tearing out on his horse. 

"See you when I get back, Adam!" Joe yelled as he rode out of the yard. 
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"Joe, get back here! Joe!" Adam ran to the edge of the yard but there was no catching the 

boy. "Joe! Be careful!" He watched for several minutes until he could no longer see or hear his 

brother. The nagging inside him told him to drop everything and run off after him.  He looked 

back at the unfinished bunkhouse and convinced himself that Joe was more grownup than he 

seemed.  With Hoss’s encouragements he threw himself back into the work, listening for sounds 

of trouble he knew he’d never be able to hear. 

*** 

"Hey, Adam," Hoss squinted up at the early afternoon sun from his precarious perch on 

the roof where he worked with Adam on the last of the board shingles.  “After I get this ‘un 

nailed in place, what say we holler to Hop Sing to cook us a couple thick roast pork sandwiches 

with a huge helpin’ of fried taters." 

"Doggone if it ain't past your lunchtime, boy.  How are you managing?" 

"Oh, I ain't dead yet. But I'm close. And we're pret near done with this anyhow.  Guess 

Hop Sing didn’t want to bother us with no lunch, but there’s only so long I kin last.” 

"We made good progress with Joe gone." Adam squinted into the sun to see if he saw the 

same time as Hoss. "Do you suppose they'll be coming along soon?"  

"Well," Hoss sat back, calculating. "The herd should be up in the northeast corner of our 

land by now, north of Washoe Lake. The way Joe rides it didn't take him the full hour. All 

depends on if’n Pa knows this Appleby and whether he thinks it’s important enough or if’n the 

herd needs more time yet." 

"So if he did leave and come back with Joe right off..." 
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"Then they'd be here. Unless they went right to Genoa.
6
  And you know Pa can never get 

out of there without a debate with that Reese feller.  We might not see ‘em for days, Adam.” 

Adam and Hoss sat in quiet contemplation of their work on the roof. 

"You don't reckon nothing could have happened to him, Adam?" Hoss asked. 

"Nah." 

Hoss took a deep breath. "You think Indians coulda come back?”  Hoss looked at his 

hands clenched together on his lap, hunger forgotten. 

"Well," Adam cleared his throat. "Except for the Paiutes and Washoe who we've always 

been on good terms with, the only ones who would cause us trouble would be the Bannocks, and 

I don't see why they'd come down from the mountains, do you?"  Adam put a hand on his 

suddenly quiet brother’s shoulder.  “We always think they’re more dangerous than what they are, 

you know that.” 

Hoss didn't answer.  Adam knew that all the attempts to soothe Hoss's ill feelings over his 

mother's tragic death by Cheyenne arrow he and Pa had made ended up sounding pretty feeble. 

They had waited until Hoss was nine years old to tell him about how she died, the whole story, 

but timing on something like that never felt right.  Pa said Hoss would get over it eventually. But 

to Adam Hoss seemed even more morose than the last time they talked about it.  Adam had been 

careful not to bring her up again—maybe too careful. 

"Let's not borrow trouble and get this roof done so we can eat!" Adam jumped down to 

the ground to pass more roofing up to Hoss.  Hoss rubbed his eyes with his big sweaty hand 

before taking up his hammering again. 

*** 

"Mr. Hoss! Mr. Adam! Take look outside!" 

                                                 
6
 No date could be found for the name change from Mormon Station to Genoa, but in 1854 Genoa became the seat 

of Carson County, Utah Territory.  Carson City became the county seat after the Comstock Lode discovery. 
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Hoss and Adam sprang up from the dining table, Joe’s whereabouts never far from their 

mind.  Adam beat his oversized brother to the door. Outside he stopped short.  Joe's horse stood 

by the barn, without saddle or bridle.  Adam could barely feel his feet as he walked to the brown 

and white Appaloosa mare. He stroked her nose as Hoss came up behind him. 

"Where's Joe?"  Hoss went to the barn when Adam didn't answer. "Joe? Hey, Joe!" He 

came back out and stood with his hands on his hips. "Joe! No funnin’ now, boy! Come on! Joe?" 

"He's not here, Hoss." Adam said, barely a whisper. "He always takes perfect care of this 

horse.  He wouldn't leave her standing out here like this." 

"Something's wrong then." 

"And we better get out there and find out what." Adam strode to the barn. Over his 

shoulder he yelled, "Tell Hop Sing what's going on, but don't stop for gear. Hurry!" 

Hoss had to gallop to catch up.  Adam hadn’t waited for Hoss to saddle up. "Are we 

going to get Pa first?" 

"No." 

"What?" 

"I said no." 

"But, Adam---." 

"Look, I know what Pa would say! I know how he'd feel!" Adam choked back further 

emotion from his voice. "We'll try to find Joe ourselves first, save Pa from grief, if possible." 

"If possible.”  Hoss shuddered.  “Yeah." They rode on through the heavy pines, picking 

their way carefully over the rocky ground, following as close as they could the direction Joe 

must have taken. "Bet it was Indians."  
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"Oh, come on, Hoss!" When Adam turned Hoss cringed at his "I feel ready to smack you, 

brother" expression. "Not every danger comes from Indians. It could have been...a cougar."  

Adam covered his face with a trembling hand. 

“Cougars wouldn’t unsaddle a horse.”  Hoss wiped a heavy arm across his eyes, pulled 

his horse up short and got down.  "Hey, Adam, let's make sure we're goin’ the right way." 

Adam eyed Hoss with a clenched jaw. "Hoss, this is the only trail that goes out to Pa.  We 

just keep going, we'll run into signs showing he got of the trail for whatever reason.”  Adam tried 

to laugh.  “Following some mule deer trail, probably." 

"Oh, right." Hoss got back on his horse, glad at having changed the tone of conversation.  

"Anything you say." 

They rode on for a time, concentrating on nothing more than to keeping dust out of their 

lungs as they watched the trail to pick up any signs. At times the trail took them on shortcuts 

through the hills where the horses would complain with snorts and grunts during the climb. The 

Cartwrights all knew that their land was a wondrous haven that could turn into hell in an instant 

on a shortcut of rocks around unexpected cliffs and fallen trees.  

"You know, Adam, you was right before when you said not to borrow trouble." 

"I know." 

"You know Joe. He gets distracted, a rabbit runs by and he gits down to chase it, or he 

decides the horse is tired and he wants a bath in the river. So he takes off his clothes and the 

horse's saddle and bridle and tries to get the horse to take a bath with him only the horse has a 

better idea and runs---." 

"Hoss?" 

"What?" 

"Tell me what you remember about Joe's ma." 
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"Joe's ma?"  Hoss reached up to keep his hat from being whacked off by a low pine 

branch. 

"Yeah. I've been trying to remember her and for some reason I can't get her clear in my 

head. What do you remember?" 

"Well, Adam, you were older than me---." 

"Still am."  They exchanged sick grins. 

Hoss waited but Adam didn't say anything further. He thought to himself for a minute. "I 

reckon I was near seven when Joe was born and Pa said it was only a year after that when the 

horse threw her. We already lived in that small house Pa built for her.  But we weren’t old 

enough to help Pa as much as he needed." Adam nodded and motioned for Hoss to continue. "I 

remember one time thinkin’ Pa looked happier than I'd ever seen him. Mostly what I remember 

is the way she smelled—like as if I was standin’ in a field full of flowers and I couldn't figure out 

which flower had the best smell but they were all good. And she liked to laugh.  Do you 

remember that, Adam? She had a great laugh and found everything funny. Whenever I heard her 

laugh, I would think to myself, yeah, that's why Pa married her. I'da married her myself." 

"Every time Joe laughs I catch myself remembering her." They pulled the horses up short 

at the edge of a shallow stream and let them drink a minute. "Do you remember the day she 

died?" 

Hoss could tell Adam hurt trying to remember Joe’s mom but he needed talking or he 

wouldn’t be doing it. "You go ahead, Adam, that part’s a little fuzzy to me."  

Adam took a deep breath. "You and Joe were off fishing. Pa sent me to get you. He 

wouldn’t move her…from there until…but before I could go, before I even saw her on the 

ground, I saw Pa’s face.  And I knew that it happened again. Just as I knew…” 

"Knew what, Adam?" 
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Adam shook his head. "Pa laid her down, crying, I could see it, but I could only stand 

there staring. He told me to get you but I couldn't move. He took off her bonnet and held her 

close again and I didn't feel anything. That cousin of hers from back in New Orleans, that 

Lucinda something, came out holding little Joe, who bawled, and I didn't...feel...anything." 

"But Adam, you were probably in shock or something---." 

"No, Hoss, that wasn't it." 

They rounded a corner and Hoss pulled his horse up short. "Adam, look!" 

Pinned to a tree by an arrow was Joe's hat. 

"Indians," Hoss muttered. 

Adam jumped down from his horse and ran to the tree. He grabbed hold of the arrow and 

pulled hard, jerking the wooden shaft loose from the stone tip still stuck in the tree. Adam threw 

the shaft down and jerked the hat from the tree, the brim ripping where it had been pierced. 

Adam turned the hat back and forth in his hands. He looked up in the direction of the mountains. 

Hoss nodded at the hat. "Any blood on it?" 

"No." 

"So we don't have to..." Hoss swallowed hard, "look for signs of a…burial?" 

Adam looked at his brother sharply. "They didn't kill him. They meant us to find this," he 

held the hat up. "We keep riding. I think I know where they are." He glanced back over his 

shoulder. "That stream back there widens a ways west. We’ll head that way now." 

*** 

Ben rode into the yard as the day got on near dusk. Even in the fading light he could see 

the great job the boys did on the bunkhouse. He leaned against a new wall and walked inside. 

Still needed some finishing on the inside but it kept rain out.  He looked up, at first wondering if 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/62 

the vague light left in the night sky played tricks with his eyes. It appeared there were two roof 

slats not covered. 

He put his hands on his hips as he stared. It would only take them maybe another fifteen 

minutes, no more, to finish this. Why on earth had they stopped? It's not like the boys, especially 

Adam, to be this irresponsible. “Well, we’ll just get them right back out here, right now.”  

Ben wondered, as he led his horse into the barn, if Hop Sing might have taken ill.  He 

tended to keep his eyes on the boys quite closely, a regular mother hen the Chinaman had 

become.  He seemed meant to be part of their family.   

Adam generally didn’t need close watching.  Maybe Adam had to ride to Genoa for 

medicine or… 

Inside the barn he saw Joe's horse in the stall, but Adam's and Hoss's were gone. 

"Joseph!" he yelled when he threw open the front door of the house. "Hop Sing!"  If those two 

boys took a holiday before finishing---. 

Hop Sing ran out of the kitchen, but he looked like he wanted to be anywhere else at the 

moment. "Hop Sing, where's Joe, in his room? Joseph!  Why haven't those other two sons of 

mine finished that roof before taking off on a ride? Did you even check their work before you let 

them run scallywagging out of here?!" 

"Mr. Cartlight," Hop Sing said so softly he got Ben's attention immediately. "Mr. Joe 

missing. Mr. Hoss and Mr. Adam, they go find him. Not even pack supper." 

"Missing?" Puzzled, Ben looked around, then slapped his hat against his thigh. "Con-

found it, Hop Sing, make sense.  How can he be missing?  His horse is in the barn." 

"Him sent to you with message, but horse come back alone, no saddle." 

"Oh no."  Ben sat with shaky knees at the dining table.  Just yesterday, some of the hands 

had mentioned how settlers hunting for food were attacked by the Bannocks not too far off 
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Ponderosa land.  He knew when he had gotten the Bannocks to leave back while Adam was still 

at college that he hadn’t heard the last of them.  From the sounds of it, they were hungry now, 

and that made them dangerous.  “Why in tarnation did Adam…” No time for that now.  “Hop 

Sing, you ride along and give me a hand rounding up some men for a search party.” 

As they ran to the barn, a single thought played over and over in his head. All three of his 

sons were in danger now. Adam, with his New England common sense, must have expected he 

could handle it. But what if he were wrong? 

*** 

"Adam, how can we be sure we're going the right way?" 

"We can't. They ordinarily don't leave any signs to follow. Except for that arrow in the 

tree, there's no sign that there's been a hunting party around. We have to play our hunches." 

"You said they meant for us to find Joe's hat?" Hoss glanced over his shoulder, fearing 

they were being followed.  

"A warning, I suspect." 

"A warning? That means Joe is still alive?” 

"I think so.  Yes.”  

Hoss waited but getting words out of Adam these last few hours was like pulling tics off 

a wild dog.  

"We still have to get him out of there."  Hoss saw Adam’s jaw clenched.  That meant 

he’d do it or die trying. 

"But Adam, you're good with Indians, ain't ya? They'll listen to you because you know 

how to talk with ‘em." 

Adam pulled his horse up short, listening, smelling the air, feeling his surroundings with 

every muscle and nerve.  Hoss imitated him, breathing in air past the pine and sage and sweat of 
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the horses to pick up a scent that they hoped Joe had left behind.  Hoss had seen Adam like this 

maybe only once before, a sense like an animal coming over him when he felt such a deep sense 

of loss and guilt and knew he had to do something about it.  Hoss supposed that’s why Adam 

respected the Indians, the way they lived themselves.  

He couldn’t feel the same, because they had killed his mother.  “Adam, did you ever hate 

Indians?” 

At first Adam didn’t answer.  At first Hoss thought he’d stopped breathing.  Finally 

Adam looked at Hoss.  “Not that I remember.  Why?” 

“You was there when my Ma was killed.  I just thought maybe---.” 

"Shhh," Adam alighted. Hoss did the same and crept over to him. Adam led them off the 

path, through a rocky grown-over pass that was no longer used because the rocks had loosened.  

They kept their heads low to avoid the sticky pine and watched their feet on loose rock, while the 

horses behind them tugged at their reins, anxious to get back on the road where travel was easier. 

"Adam, before, when you asked about Joe's ma, how come you don't remember much?" 

"I wouldn't let myself get close to her because I knew she was going to die." 

"Aawww, how could you know---." 

Adam shushed him but too late. They were stopped sudden by a dozen Bannock 

warriors.  They seemed to appear from under the ground, six of them with bows pulled back, 

arrows quivering, lances ready to throw. They were dressed simply, only the most painted 

wearing breastplates with their leggings, the others bare-chested in well treated animal skins.   

*** 

Adam glanced at Hoss, who had squeezed himself into a tight mass of pounding flesh.  

He put a hand on Hoss’s arm to keep him from doing something foolish.   
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Adam looked back at this one who seemed to be a chief or headman.  They waited for his 

first reaction, so he held up a hand and took a step forward. The one closest to Adam sprang 

forward and pulled out first Adam's gun and then his brother's.  He tossed them sideways at 

another who picked them up and tucked them in his leather bag. 

"We mean no harm," Adam said. 

The chief stepped forward and held up both hands. "If no harm, why bring weapons?" he 

asked in his own tongue.  “We know what those are, though have none of our own.” 

Adam glanced at Hoss.  He didn’t know much Shoshone but he didn’t want Hoss to know 

that.  He only hoped Hoss would keep following his lead.  He’d want to get Joe out safe as much 

as Adam did.  They couldn’t take any foolish chances. 

"We mean only to keep ourselves from harm, not to harm others. We look for our 

brother." He spoke Paiute, which he hoped they could understand, at least more than he could 

understand them. 

Without responding, the headman grabbed their horses' reins and shoved them both 

forward. This the brothers understood.  They walked side by side, not touching, not talking. The 

Bannocks pushed their two prisoners swiftly through thick underbrush and low hanging pinion 

pine.  While they lost sight of most of their captors, three of the fiercest, quivers filled heavy 

with arrows, stuck close behind them.  Not that either Cartwright had any inkling of causing 

trouble, not with so much at stake. When they came to the edge of a cliff, they both nearly fell 

but the Bannocks held on to them.  The headman held them back while the other Bannocks went 

down ahead of them.  Finally the headman pushed Adam forward, and he, and then, Hoss did 

their best to follow their footsteps, clinging at times precariously before moving down again.  

They’d both done enough climbing in these cliffs but these Indians moved liked mountain goats.  
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Once safely on the bottom, Adam glanced at Hoss. His big brother, not yet 20, fought to 

keep from crying.  Pa should have made him see the truth about his mother's death, should have 

tried harder.  Adam realized at that moment and with startling clarity that his pa, with as much 

wisdom as he possessed, could still be wrong at time.  He vowed silently to try hard to be the son 

his father needed, someone who helped him think about things from different angles.  

Adam recognized where they were headed, albeit in a shorter route.  They were on the 

northwestern edge of the Ponderosa along the running stream. There wasn't a lot of clear land 

here, pretty rough country yet, but the Bannocks made the best use of it. On a few spots of level 

land, lean-tos were thrown up by bending smaller trees and covering them with stretches of hide.  

Adam had named this rocky stream himself, the Elizabeth River, back when he first got home 

from college. He thought it appropriate because his ma had given him life but had such a small 

part in the rest of it—the way he felt about this stream bordering off this 'handle' of the 

Ponderosa from the rest of Pa's land.  

After he acquired this last piece of northern land, Pa explained to the Bannocks that they 

could stay as long as they liked.  They might have misunderstood because right away they 

disappeared up into the mountains.  The way Joe told it, some weeks after he got back from 

college, Pa stood his ground against real anger but refrained from drawing his gun.  Ben admitted 

later it may have saved his life.  Joe must be terrified.  Adam wanted to call out, to see if Joe 

would answer—but feared any wrong move would be disastrous. 

Their shelters were meant to be temporary yet the camp looked comfortable, as though 

they had settled in for a stay. Adam and Hoss looked around the camp but could see no sign of 

Joe, except that his saddle had been tossed into a pile of brush, as though worthless. 
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The headman pushed them toward the largest lean-to, with branches and leaves stretched 

between trees and large leather hides thrown across for roofing.  Adam wondered quite suddenly 

if Pa had been home to see they hadn't quite finished the bunkhouse.  

Both Hoss and Adam were grabbed around the neck before they reached the lean-to and 

turned to face the chief.  Adam didn’t care about his own fate. Without Joe he wouldn't want to 

go back.  He figured Hoss felt the same way. 

"Where's my brother?" he asked in Paiute. 

The chief looked sternly from one to the other. Hoss drew himself up and looked the 

fierce one in the eyes and Adam felt a pride welling up for his brother's courage. When the chief 

gestured behind Adam, the brothers turned. 

From beneath the lean-to they dragged Little Joe.  He had his hands bounded behind him 

and his eyes closed by a leather strap.  But his mouth quivered between a smile and a cry. 

“Adam?  Are you there?” 

Adam fought the urge to run and pull his brother to him and from what he could tell, 

Hoss fought the same urge.  A Bannock removed the leather from Joe's face. 

"Adam! Hoss! Oh boy, I'm---." but his guide clamped both hands around Joe's face and 

pushed him forward to sit beside the fire.  

Adam felt Hoss at his side stifle a chuckle. Joe had probably chatted their ears off.  “It’s 

not over yet, Hoss.  We still have to get out of here.   

“What do they want in exchange for him?” 

“We’re going to find out.”  They took their seats at the fire as well. 

Two Bannocks got behind Adam and Hoss and tied their hands behind them as well.  

Joe’s smile faded when he saw they were now all in the same mess. The time to talk, to bargain 

for their lives, had begun. 
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*** 

All Ben could find at the lateness of the hour, besides Roy Coffee who was always happy 

to ride along, were Fred Henderson, whose little spread had finally started to produce some 

crops, Alvie, his top cattle man, and Bill Haskins, retired Cavalry officer who wanted to start a 

horse ranch with a couple of puny wild Mustangs. The other settlers were too scared and he 

couldn't force them.   Travel at night was hazardous at best, with the potential of running into 

Indians, or wild animals…but Ben couldn’t wait until morning.  He’d go alone if he had to. 

Hop Sing explained what he could and Ben figured out the rest.  Joe took off to bring him 

a message and disappeared before getting there.  Joe knew where to find him, they all did, so at 

least Ben knew which direction to head.    

The men got on their trail and moved as quickly as they dared in the dark of a half moon 

over the hills. At times the slopes got so rocky that Bill insisted they get off and walk, making 

Ben impatient.  But since the horses weren’t fond of night travel, walking became necessary at a 

number of darker points along the trail. 

"You don't worry now, Ben, we'll find your sons and they'll be just fine," Roy said as 

they worked up the edge of another slope. The silence heightened by tall dark pines made Roy a 

touch uncomfortable. He preferred light chatter over silence anytime. 

"Yeah, they’ll be fine," Ben muttered. "Except that we don't know what kind of mood the 

Indians are in." 

"We haven't lost anyone yet to Indians in these parts. Sure, that one bunch was attacked, 

but a couple fellas were wounded, that's all." 

"Roy, I've lost three wives and one was killed with an arrow during an Indian raid." 

"Don't you worry, Ben," Bill said, his shoulders erect.  "If your sons are still alive, we'll 

get them from those savages. And if not, those savages won't know what hit them." 
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"That's enough of that kind of talk, Bill," Roy said. 

"But---." 

"Ben doesn't take to calling anyone savage.  Indians are people, same as you and me.  

They just happen to think different, that's all." Roy spoke more to remind Ben than to scold Bill. 

"He wouldn’t like us thinking we ain’t gonna find ‘em alive, neither." 

Ben got down off his horse, ignoring the argument behind him. He caught the slight 

gleam of a shiny, sap-coated stick that was smooth and appeared to be laid on the trail 

deliberately. An arrow shaft, and the tip had been pulled off. He looked around at the trees, but 

darkness obliterated most signs of anything.  He indicated the shaft to the others and they all 

joined him in checking the tree trunks.  Finally Ben saw the tip still stuck in the tree. He tried to 

pull it out but it wouldn't budge. He took his hat off and pressed his cheek against the rough bark, 

there seemed to be a small piece of material stuck under the tip. He couldn't place the color, and 

wasn’t sure what the boys were wearing. If he could count on his hunches, Adam and Hoss 

found the arrow in the tree and pulled out whatever was stuck in it. 

He joined the other riders and they followed whatever direction he chose.  At this point 

his sons had taken a new direction, and left him a trail to follow.  He could only hope to get there 

on time. 

*** 

In front of a great fire they all sat, as the canopy of night opened above them, with dark 

rolling clouds that occasionally obscured the bright twinkling lights and half moon hung in the 

heavens. The men, warriors and hunters, Adam knew, surrounded the Cartwright brothers for 

council.  Most cultures, Adam had heard, felt bonfire council meant bad news.  Perhaps that 

depended on who started the fire. The chief spoke in Shoshone, although the few times Adam 

used English over Paiute he felt the Indian could understand him. From what he could 
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understand they were unhappy.  They wanted to go back to the free ways of their people before 

the whites came, instead of being told where to go, what to hunt, how to survive. The Bannock 

chief said he did not wish to kill, and his words sounded like an apology in advance for having to 

kill them to get their land back. He explained the ways of his people having—and Adam got lost 

in his words.  It sounded very philosophical though and Adam wished he knew more of their 

language to converse on this level—having to do with being connected to the land, the land was 

everything to them and worth dying for.  Adam knew they didn’t feel they owned the land but 

instead the land owned them and controlled their ability to survive on it. 

Everyone was given a small piece of dried meat to eat and a sip of water and Adam’s turn 

came to speak. With his limited Paiute and signing he explained how they must all share the land 

without killing. Adam could not agree with the Bannocks without also agreeing that the 

Cartwrights did not belong on the Ponderosa.  Even if Pa was wrong, Adam could not be 

disloyal.  So he tried to explain what Pa told him awhile back, about how they would strive to 

preserve the beauty of the land against the destruction of the whites, many more whites who 

were coming but they, the Cartwrights, were the Bannocks’ best chance to keep the land and not 

see it overrun by white settlers.  They could not stop the whites, but could protect the land that 

they owned, and the Indians were welcome there as long as Cartwrights owned the land.  

Then Adam ran out of words. He couldn’t speak their tongue well enough to say all that 

he would have liked. He signified finished by taking another sip of the water they offered. They 

had communicated well with only a few flaws, he hoped, and now the Bannocks would decide 

either to kill them or let them go. The chief turned to the one on his right, the one who had taken 

their guns.  Agnea, if Adam heard his name right, made a few quick hand gestures, and Gun-

taker nodded, turning emotionless eyes on Adam. Adam tried to stare him down but finally 
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looked away.  The reality of what they wanted hit him with the relentless pain of a bullet wound.  

They were being held in exchange for the land.  

Adam didn't want Pa involved.  He didn’t want Pa to sign away the land he worked so 

hard for. This was his mess—he let Joe ride out and he wanted to come up with a way out of this 

himself.  

They were taken to the largest lean-to to sleep, and their feet were also bound.  Adam 

explained to Joe and Hoss how unhappy the Bannocks were because the Cartwrights now 

believed all this land belonged to them. 

"Are they going to kill us, Adam?" Joe asked. Throughout the evening Adam watched as 

Joe’s youthful sparkle began to die. He seemed, even in this little light, to have matured greatly 

beyond his years. 

Adam wished more than ever that he could hold his brother close, but they were all 

trussed up for the night. "I don't think they want to, or they would have without even discussing 

it.  I don’t know what’s next, I’m sorry.  I guess we just wait." 

"Yeah, liked dressed chickens ready for the kill," Hoss muttered. 

"Well, I think they'll let us go. They weren't really mean to me, Hoss. Although I didn't 

like having my eyes covered before they took me to you. Is that another superstition of theirs, 

Adam?" 

"Could be." Adam glanced at Hoss, lost in his own world. "Let's try and sleep, and be 

glad at least they've given us shelter." 

The three of them, each with their own thoughts, looked up as thunder rolled through the 

skies above them. 

*** 
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Lightning set the night afire over the desperate search party as they took a break to eat. 

Roy glanced up every now and then, his eyes wishing away the impending storm.  It had the feel 

of a gully washer and he wasn't as young as he liked to think. He looked at the other three.  

Come to think of it, none of them were. 

"If everyone's done eating, let's get moving." Ben stood. 

"Easy, Ben," Roy said. "Why don't we come up with some ideas rather than search willy-

nilly and going in circles, since we lost the trail aways back." 

"All right, Roy, go ahead. You tell us what to do." Ben turned away, fists clenching. 

Roy wished he knew words that would console Ben. But there weren't any, because his 

old friend stood to lose so much. Roy turned to the other two. "Bill, you used to track Indians in 

the Cavalry. What do you think we should do here?" 

"Well, uh," Bill looked down, rubbing his chin. "I'm retired now, you know, I was just in 

on the beginning of the Indian trouble back east, I didn't see a whole lot of action---." 

"Roy---." Ben started. 

"But! I do seem to remember something a tracker told me not too long ago. Indians never 

stray farther from their encampment than the closest food source." 

"So..." Alvie scratched his head. "Are you suggesting we follow a deer?" 

Bill rolled his eyes. "Noooo, what I'm suggesting is they aren't far from where they live." 

"The mountains?" 

"Yes, and that's where they've taken the boys." Bill folded his arms over his chest. 

"I guess it's worth a try," Roy said. "Ben, what do you think?" 

Ben jumped on his horse, and the horse pranced against Ben’s efforts to hold it back. 

"That's fine. But for awhile we're going to keep in this direction, so I can check a route I have in 

mind." Even if it wasn't the way the Indians went, he might be able to catch up to Hoss and 
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Adam, if they managed to avoid capture. The other three got on their horses as thunder shook the 

sky above them. "I think the Bannocks are still on my land and they want something from me. 

And they can get it, because they have my son. Maybe all of them.” Rain started falling in large 

intermittent drops. “I’ll understand if any of you wants to quit. This could get pretty miserable.” 

No one moved. “All right, let’s go. This rain could be the curtain that saves our lives.” 

*** 

Hoss wasn't sure if he fell asleep but a good earth-shaking crack of thunder jarred him 

back alert. He looked over at Adam who lay still. "Adam? You asleep?" No answer. He crooked 

his elbow and nudge Adam's arm. "You awake?" 

“Doesn’t seem possible to sleep." Adam picked his head up. He could just about make 

out Hoss's head hovering over him. 

"Me neither. Why don't we try getting’ out of here?" 

"Because we wouldn't get very far trussed up like this and they know it." 

"But Adam, we got to try somethin’." 

"Oh, pipe down, you'll wake Joe up." A sudden fear washed through him. He rolled on 

his other side. "Joe? Joe!" He rolled again, until he felt himself at the other edge of the lean-to, 

the rain pounding on his feet and lower legs as it poured down. "Joe!" he yelled into the night. 

"Adam?" Hoss's voice quivered. 

"He's gone." Adam looked up and saw an outline of a person standing over them. He 

could tell it wasn't Joe, even in the dark. 

The Bannock spoke a few quick harsh words and left again. Adam rolled back toward 

Hoss.  Hoss could feel him shaking. 

"Adam! What is it, what'd he say?" 
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Adam didn't answer right away. Hoss listened as Adam fought to get his breathing 

calmed. "Adam? They tell you where Joe is?" 

"He said...he said they killed him." 

"What?" Hoss struggled to get to his feet but fell over again. "Adam, you mean they 

plucked him right up from under us just like---." 

"Said if we don't give up the land you'll be next." 

"But, but Adam, that's...that's..." 

Adam stayed close to his brother as Hoss filled to overflowing with great racking sobs.  

“They couldn’ta kilt Little Joe.  He’s just a boy … Adam, I ain’t never been so scared. 

Adam closed his eyes, fighting to remain calm and rational. "Hoss...Hoss.  I think it's a 

trick. I don't think they did it." 

"Oh, they did, they did, Adam. They's nothin’ but animals. Well, go ahead!" Hoss 

screamed into the darkness. "Go ahead and kill me too! Kill all of us! It's no good anymore, 

anyhow." He quieted. "Ah, dadburnit." 

"What?" 

"I didn't get to tell him I love him." 

"He knows, Hoss." 

"No, he's dead! They killed him, just like they did my ma." 

"Listen Hoss, I want to tell you something, something I never shared before, even with 

Pa. I never could get close to Joe's ma, even though I tried…I…pretended.  I never could come 

to think of her as ma and you know why?"  Adam laid back and wiped his eyes on his shirt.   

"I always thought you seemed funny around her."  Hoss laid back next to him, but every 

few minutes his breathing got all staggered thinking about Joe. 
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"Because my ma died, and then your ma died, and I said to myself, no, I don't want to go 

through that again. So I wouldn't, I didn't accept her as my ma. So when she died, it didn't hurt as 

much."  Getting Hoss’s mind on something else, getting him to believe Joe was okay, was all 

that mattered now.  “I told myself…it didn’t hurt as much.” 

"But Adam, you couldn't know she was gonna---." 

"No, there's no way I could know she'd die for sure, she could've lived another 30 years 

but it wouldn't have mattered. Not once I made my mind up. Somehow I just knew Pa would lose 

her too. But when it happened,” Adam leaned on Hoss’s arm for support and reassurance. “At 

first I … it felt like I put the snake under her horse myself, or whatever got her thrown." 

“That’s just pure foolishness!" 

"I know it.  But when you’re 13 you have foolish thoughts, thoughts that stick with you." 

His voice rose loud in the night. "Pa hasn't lost Joe, and he's not going to." 

Hoss took a shaky breath. "Adam? Then you felt bad too, when my ma was killed?" 

"I felt worse than you ever could because she was the only ma I remembered. I was six 

when Pa told me how my ma died, and I felt like I had killed her myself, sure as we're sitting 

here now, I did it.   She died because of birthing me.  Pa tried to make me understand it wasn't 

my fault, but your ma was able to get through to me.  She became my ma, Hoss, no one could 

have been more loving to me." 

"But you don't hate Indians for killing her." 

Adam paused, wincing.  "No, Pa taught me it’s wrong to hate someone for trying to 

protect what they believe is theirs and that we cannot condemn an entire people for what a few 

have done.  Do you want the so-called white people to be called cannibals because those 

Donners got themselves in a fix?  What do you remember Pa telling you about the day she died? 
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“Just that … she helped the men shoot at the Indians attacking our station.  She told you 

to care for me and she picked up a rifle… and she got an arrow in her back.  They shot her in the 

back!”  Hoss pounded the ground with his trussed feet, wanting Joe back so bad because of how 

long and how bad it hurt to lose two mothers. 

“They weren’t aiming at her, Hoss.  You didn’t hear the rest of the story?”  Adam waited 

but Hoss shook his head.  “You just stopped listening to Pa, that’s all!  I’m sure he told you.”   

“Adam, don’t yell, they’ll come for us, too!” 

  Adam leaned on Hoss and lowered his voice.  "One of our men, our trail guide, actually, 

committed a brutal act of murder against one of their people.  They wanted him, they wanted 

their vengeance, but Pa felt we owed it to him to protect him." 

"But my ma---." 

"Your ma..." Adam's eyes closed briefly in pain. "She died because she was helping, 

Hoss, trying to keep us safe.  She died protecting us.  And because she died, that fellow gave 

himself over to the Indians.  They took him and went away." 

Hoss waited, shuddering, but Adam seemed spent. "So you steered clear of Joe’s ma 

because you figured she would die lovin’ us too much?" His sigh held some rasping tears.  “You 

were tryin’ to protect her…to keep her from dying.” 

Adam sighed as he laid his head on Hoss’s shoulder.  “Doesn’t feel that way.”  Adam got 

to his knees, then eased himself back to get on his feet. 

Hoss felt him rise. "You goin’ somewheres?" 

"I thought I'd try." Adam squatted back down and sat, then turned until he found Hoss' 

back with his bound feet. "See if you can find an end of this leather strapping. I got it wet in the 

rain and I think it's loosened up." 
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Hoss felt the tips of Adam's feet with the fingers of his hands bound behind him. "Come 

in a little closer." He fumbled with the strapping, feeling awkward with his hands behind him, 

and he couldn't ask Adam if he was close to finding it because of the dark. "Oh, I think I got it, 

I..." he gave an excited jerk and it pulled right out of his fingers. When he found it again he more 

carefully wriggled it and then worked his fingers to the knot, where he loosened it even more. 

"Ok, Hoss, just a minute, I think I can..." 

Hoss felt Adam shifting around behind him and then he heard a clunk. 

"I got a boot off, Hoss. If I can get the... other..." he grunted, twisting.  The other boot 

went clunk. "Now I can work the strapping off." After a quiet struggle Adam stood on unbound 

and unbooted feet behind Hoss.  "Hoss, I'm going to look for Joe. You stay put. Get some sleep." 

"Wait, you cayn't walk around in the dark woods in the rain without boots and your hands 

tied behind you. Come here, I'll try to untie your hands too." 

"No time for that." 

"At least let me try to get your boots back on---.” 

"I'll find Joe and be right back." 

"Adam, you cayn't---.” But Hoss was alone, both brothers gone somewhere out in the 

pouring rain, surrounded by Indians. He laid back down, held his breath, and prayed. 

*** 

Ben pulled the party up short. "Up ahead there's a stream. Like anyone else, the Bannocks 

will camp by water, so we're going to approach the stream as though they're there." The rain had 

long since sagged their hats and reduced even further their ability to see straight, but Ben seemed 

not to notice. "Let's separate so we're not taking the stream all in the same place. If there's 

nothing we'll meet at the bank." 

"And if there is sumpten?" Alvie asked, spitting the rain out of his mouth. 
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"Then...we meet back at this spot." 

"Ben, that's all well and good," Roy said, "but we're never going to know this spot again, 

not in this rain." 

Ben paused, then reached back and pulled out the shaft of the arrow from his saddlebag. 

He secured it in the branches of the tree right over his head with the feathered tip hanging 

slightly. "Now we will." 

After a few minutes forging through the brush up the bank on the other side of the stream, 

Ben caught sight of the encampment. It took all the strength he had not to barrel right in there 

after his sons—the others might end up captured. He waited for an eternity back at the tree while 

each of the others returned after seeing signs as well, stretched out along the stream. They tied 

their horses and made their way back down to the river, skirting as far left as they could, with 

Roy motioning out to stay hidden until they could plan their next move. 

Once they had secured themselves in a concave behind some rocks Ben indicated behind 

him. "Look around behind us, Roy, make sure they aren't hiding over here as well." 

He watched the camp but couldn't see anyone moving. He heard muffled voices coming 

from behind one of the shelters but not enough to make out the language.  

His boys were over on the other side somewhere. He could make out, just barely, the 

blaze on Adam's chestnut horse tied down stream. If only he knew they were still alive. He 

turned to Alvie. 

"Here, take my gun, I'm going over." 

"Ben! Over here!" Roy's voice sounded much too loud even in the rolling thunder and 

pouring rain, but he could do nothing about it now. He ran back to where Roy was... 

. ...and saw Joe tied to a tree. 

"Pa!" Joe squirmed as Ben took his gag off, anxious to be freed. 
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"Shush and hold still," Ben untied him and pulled his trembling cold son to him, the 

moment worth an eternity of wait. "You all right, boy? They didn't hurt you?" 

"No, Pa, but they want your land. Adam says so." 

"Where are Adam and Hoss?" 

"Probably back at our lean-to. It's really neat how they make those things, Pa, when we 

get home I want---." 

"Show me where, can you show me, Joe?" 

"Yeah, Pa, I can find them!" 

But they got back to the edge of the stream to see Indians lined up on the other side 

watching them, bows in position, arrows drawn. Ben squinted but he couldn't see Hoss or Adam 

in their midst. 

The one in the middle said something too muffled for Ben to understand. 

"I want my sons," he responded in their tongue as loud and clear as he could.  

Behind him Bill pulled his gun and Alvie did the same. “No shooting.”  Ben hoped Roy 

could keep them controlled—these next few minutes were critical. "I'll give you what you want 

if you return them to me unharmed." 

One who had no weapon stepped forward, both feet into the stream.  "You would give up 

all your land for your sons?" He said in good English. 

Without hesitating, Ben answered, "yes." 

“You know you can always have more sons.” 

“I can always find more land.” 

The Bannock chief held Ben’s eyes a moment and a brief warmth of understanding 

passed between them. 
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When Joe came out from behind his father several Bannocks saw him and began talking 

angrily. One pulled out an arrow and loaded his bow but Bill fired, knocking him off his feet. 

Another Indian got an arrow off, just missing Bill and Alvie fired, his bullet wild. 

"Stop shooting!" Ben yelled as he and Little Joe dropped to the ground. 

"Put your guns down!" Roy yelled, cussing, but Bill and Alvie were beyond listening. 

The Indian that had pouched Adam's gun pulled it and began firing wildly, hitting Bill in 

the gut.  That dropped Alvie, too, but more out of fear.  As the firing continued several of the 

Bannocks ran through the river to where Ben and Joe tried to remain safe.  One of them grabbed 

Ben and held a knife to his throat, while several others on the shore behind them shouted, but 

Ben responded simply by telling Roy and the others to stop.  

When the firing ceased only moments after it had begun, he released Ben and Joe 

scrambled into his arms.  

*** 

Hoss heard all the gunfire and scrambled to his feet. "Pa?" He hopped to the side of the 

lean-to, the gunfire agonizing in his ears. "Pa!" Hoss shouted. "Stop shootin’! Adam's out there 

somewhere! He's lookin’ for Joe!" 

*** 

Ben had just been released when he heard Hoss’s voice.  He turned to the chief.  “Those 

men were fearful and I was wrong to bring them.  But I feared for my sons’ lives.  I hope none of 

your men have been hurt.”  He saw one on the ground tending a flesh wound but saw no other 

signs of damage.  “Let us keep talking.  Tell me what you want." 

The Indians gathered back on the shore in silence. The clouds weakened, allowing the 

morning to break through with a little more strength.  Ben told Joe to stay with Roy and started 

across the river, hoping to negotiate in a position of weakness.  Ben knew the stakes were higher 
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now, just from a few foolish guns.  He knew, when he first moved west, that a day like this 

would come.  

The chief turned back from the shore to stand in the stream, facing Ben. Ben could see 

his pain etched deeply into his expression. "This fight is only one of many. What can you give us 

to stop it now?" 

"Only the desire to try. We must do all we can to extend peace to each other.  And teach 

others to do the same."  Ben saw further downstream one of the Indians scaring Alvie away and 

grabbing hold of Bill.  He closed his eyes briefly, knowing what would shortly become of Bill, 

for having fired first, and injuring a Bannock. 

Several Bannocks came to the shore with Hoss, hands still tied behind him.  “PA!” 

"I am sorry for the foolishness of my people," Ben said. "You want land, I must first see 

all my sons." Ben gestured to Joe and Hoss. "I must see three. Unharmed." 

“Pa, Adam got away.  He wanted to find Joe.  I don’t know where he is out there.” 

One of the Bannocks grabbed Hoss’s mouth and pushed him to his knees. 

Ben could feel Hoss sobbing and a brief vision of his wife flashed through his mind. 

“Please, do not hurt him.  Do not hurt either.  Show me my other son.  He is the boldest of the 

three, the one most likely to be of help to your people.  Please do not---.” 

"Pa!"  

Ben looked upstream. Adam staggered up the rocky stream, hands still bound behind 

him, face scraped and shirt torn.  Ben ran to him. "Pa, I haven't found Joe yet, but he's still alive, 

I know he's still alive, I'll find him, I promise..." he tripped and fell to his knees in the rocky 

stream before Ben could reach him.  Ben pulled him up and Joe ran into the river behind Adam 

and untied his hands. 

"It's okay, Adam, Joe's right here." 
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Adam saw at Joe and laughed. With his hands freed he touched Joe's face and then pulled 

his brother to him. "I knew you were okay. Pa, I’m sorry. I’m sorry I let him go off alone." 

"It's all right, Adam. You stay here with Joe. I'll get Hoss. I'll give them whatever they 

want to let us go---." 

"No!" Adam got to his feet, wincing. "I will finish this." He ignored Ben's protests and 

staggered over to the shore, allowing the Indians to grab him and pull him and Hoss away. 

"Pa! They were so brave, coming for me. I didn't mean to get them in trouble, Pa, 

honest." 

"I know, son." Ben felt queasy watching Adam go back to the Indians.  But he was right, 

he must finish this or never be able to face the memory again. Ben sat with Joe on the shore, Roy 

and Alvie behind them, and the sleepless night began to catch up to them—except for Ben, he 

stood in silent guard for return of his sons.  The sun finally broke the horizon and sent the clouds 

flying.  Ben felt that once his sons were safe, he would ask for the return of Bill, if there was 

anything left of him to return. 

Within the hour, with Joe asleep on his lap, Ben saw a flurry of activity he couldn't 

believe. The Indians were breaking camp. They filled their canoes and packed their horses and 

moved downstream, leaving Hoss and Adam sitting in the midst of half bent trees and scattered 

sticks over rock and nothing more. 

Ben handed the sleeping Joe over to Roy and ran across the stream. He hugged first Hoss 

and then Adam. 

"You're both all right?" 

"I had to negotiate, Pa," Adam said wearily. He crawled to the stream and washed his 

face, wincing where the cold water hit the scraps of tree bark on his cheek and neck when he had 

fallen.  He pulled off his torn socks to soak his cut up feet in the cold water. 
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"What did you give them?" 

When Adam didn't answer, Hoss indicated the stream. He held Adam's boots, waiting for 

the chance to help his brother stand. 

"You gave them the Elizabeth River?" 

“And…the land north of it…” Adam sat backward on the shore suddenly, sobbing. Ben 

went to him and pulled him close. 

"Your ma would be very proud of you right now, son." He looked over at Hoss, who 

stared down river in the direction the Bannocks went. He realized the hell Hoss must have gone 

through, knowing how he felt about Indians. "Hoss, your ma---." 

Hoss turned back. "It's okay, Pa. Adam made me listen.  I know you tried, but I just 

wasn’t never ready to listen before, like I was this time.”  He nodded as they saw the last of the 

Indians disappear. "They taught me to believe. They didn't kill Joe." 

"Hoss, your ma would be very proud of you, too." 

Joe came over and hugged his brothers. "I’m sorry, Adam. I never shoulda---." 

"Don’t...." Adam said. "It’s all right." 

"Come on, you three vagabonds, let’s go home." 

They brought Adam’s horse to him, and his brothers helped him up.  He struggled to sit 

upright. "Pa?”  He licked his lips, his voice barely above a whisper. “Did...Little Joe’s 

ma...know? How hard it was for me? That I was afraid…to lose another ma? I never should 

have---." 

"We both knew, son, that you had a hard time loving again.  No child should ever have to 

lose more than two parents.  We understood. She loved you anyway, Adam, more than you could 

ever know." 

Hoss looked at Adam and then at Joe. "I think he knows, Pa." 
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"Come on," Ben waited until his three sons were mounted, Joe in front of Hoss, before 

mounting himself. "Let's go home. This is Indian country now." 

### 

 Roy and Alvie stayed behind and retrieved Bill’s body.  The one bullet wound killed him, 

and he’d been scalped.  Ben looked at them over his shoulders as he followed his sons home.  

How many times would this sad scene need to repeat itself before men could all learn to get 

along out here? 

 Every day, he swore silently to God, every day he would appreciate having his sons by 

his side, for as long as it might last.  And every night, warm his bed with the memory of the 

women who gave them to him, but who couldn’t live to see the great men they were becoming. 

 So much did he put his faith in them as they grew that he often left them alone to run the 

ranch as he went out on the road to handle business.  But not, unfortunately, always to the best of 

consequences. 
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Part Three: 

LOST 

 

 

San Francisco, November 1858 

There were two ways to get out of a tricky situation, Ben Cartwright knew.  Casual and 

easy, to catch the pursuer off guard.  And quick and sneaky, like a chess game, where the pursuer 

doesn't have time to figure out the next move.  He walked uphill, through breezy, poorly-lit 

lanterned streets, and the only people he saw besides his pursuer was a single old Chinaman who 

appeared to suffer from a permanent kink in his neck.  The night had long lost its luster as it 

approached dawn, and Ben cursed himself for the distance he was forced to walk. 

Ben always prided himself on knowing the right move to outwit any chess opponent.  

This time, once he realized that someone followed him, Ben decided on casual and easy. Mostly 

because it had been such a delightful past two days visiting with an old lady friend, Anna Marie 

Alcott. They had talked over old times back in St. Louis, times he hadn't thought about in years. 

It made him feel young again, lifting the melancholy that he fought against in the dead of winter. 

Still, he’d stayed too long, and the buggy he thought he’d left waiting had been somehow 

magically absconded by someone else.  Thus this forced walk, in a less than pleasurable part of 

town, alone. 

He hadn't forgotten Anna Marie though, recognized her right off by her soft lovely smile 

and the curve of her hips in the satin dresses she loved wearing. He had just finished a deal to cut 
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lumber for a new fort in Nevada and headed for the stage to go back to the Ponderosa. She stood 

there in his path on the walk, as soft and subtle as an early spring dawn.  He immediately 

accepted her offer to stay a few extra days as her guest and, instead of boarding the stage, sent a 

quick letter home to the boys. He knew they could handle things. And what they couldn't, Hop 

Sing would. 

He knew the rented buggy was supposed to be returned at a certain hour—but he didn’t 

expect if it wasn’t, they’d just come and confiscate it. 

Why hadn't they married back in St. Louis, Anna Marie asked, following "how have you 

been" and "what are you doing in town?" Ben answered with a grin that it must not have been in 

the stars. She had laughed, a delightful sound he hadn’t realized he’d missed, saying she had no 

regrets.  The man who ended up taking her off her father's vegetable ranch had done very well 

for himself.  He brought her to the city and when he died left her living in a high style. She’d 

never be happy out in the middle of nowhere, which is what she called his Ponderosa after he 

told her about it.  “A land of Mormons?” she laughed.  She slipped in a quick "Are you as rich as 

they say?" and when he asked what she’d heard she changed the subject.  She got him to laugh in 

that way she always had when she told him great stories and reminded him of simple times—like 

the day she got Ben and young Adam to ride a pair of lanky mules her father owned, without 

telling them they’d never been ridden before.  How she laughed when they both ended up on the 

ground. 

They’d had a great visit until the letter tacked on her door dampened things. Ben scoffed 

at the letter, saying no man had reason to be jealous of him.  But Anna Marie told him not to 

scoff—this particular old seafaring rat did not play games. Then she smiled and apologized, 

remembering Ben had been on the sea as well.  He accepted her apology by saying he’d known 

quite a few seafaring rats himself. 
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He ripped the letter into pieces and made her reassure him that neither she nor her 

daughter were in any danger. Anna Marie and her daughter kept him until much too late in the 

early a.m. telling him stories about the horrors they’d suffered without any male companionship.  

But finally he told them he had to get back and get ready for the stage taking him home in only a 

few hours.  She began to get on his nerves, too, the way she kept grabbing for her jacket, and he 

remembered why they never worked together. 

But now someone followed behind him as he walked back to his hotel. Ben forced 

himself to stay casual and easy.  There would come the moment when he could strike, like a 

snake under deep grass coming up on prey.  First he had to be sure there was threat involved—

this could be nothing more than coincidental.  They were simply headed the same way.  He felt 

the bump of his gun against his hip, carried even under his duded-up dress jacket, and how 

quickly he could retrieve it when necessary.  The gun made him feel less duded up, more 

comfortable. 

"Hey." 

Ben stopped. That sounded like a boy, a lot like Little Joe before his voice started to 

change.  He shook his head, feeling more homesick for his boys than he realized. 

"Spare some silver? Maybe a gold piece?" 

Ben whirled around, the sound of the voice pathetic and not the least bit threatening.  He 

saw no one. "Come out of the dark if you want to ask a favor."   

He forgot chess rules until just the second before the lead pipe came down on his head. 

*** 

Joe walked out on the front porch of the ranch house, yawned and stretched, then huddled 

deeper inside his coat against the cold November air.  A grimace that spoke of longing for 

summer's return settled into his boyish features.  Those grimace lines etched even deeper when 
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he realized his brothers started chores without him again. The shovel leaned against the outside 

wall of the closed barn.  

Joe groaned, his face twisted in disgust. Why did he always have to be the last one up?  

He grabbed the shovel and walked inside where Adam and Hoss were pitching hay. 

"Well, hello, younger brother," Adam called from the upper loft. He tossed hay down to 

Hoss, who by his size could move more hay than Adam but not as quickly, which meant they had 

found a good rhythm together. "I see you've found your chore for the day." 

"Yeah, but you wait, Adam. I'm gonna get me a rooster to sleep under my bed and be up 

way before either of you." 

"Oh-ho, what an idea," Hoss laughed. "We'll have the only cock to sleep in til noon." 

Joe mocked a sick laugh at Hoss and walked to the first stall. "Wait til Pa gets home, 

Adam, he'll make sure the chores are divided up fair." 

"I know how Pa feels about late sleepers, Joe.  I’ve been living with him a lot longer than 

you." 

Hoss put his pitchfork down and stepped back with a sudden thought. "Say, ain’t today 

the 15th of November? Shouldn't Pa have been back yesterday already?" 

Adam looked up, squinting, as though trying to read the cloudy sky through the barn roof.  

"Yeah, I seem to remember him expecting to be back yesterday at the latest.  And that’s 

including the delay he sent us about a few days ago." 

"Think somethin's happened to him?" 

They watched Joe's face wrinkle as he scooped up a pile of horse droppings. 

"I doubt it, Hoss. Pa knows what would happen if he gets caught in a snowstorm on his 

way back.  He’ll be here." Adam forked down another pile of hay.  
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Hoss shrugged and went back to pitching the hay into the horses' feeders. Adam kept 

Hoss and Joe from worry because he did enough for the three of them.  As the eldest Adam 

inherited the worrying responsibility, even though Hoss with his size seemed better able to bear 

the burden.  Hoss took his time to worry about something but when he worried, he worried with 

gusto, a passion that could be frightening.  Joe, at 15, waited until his brothers told him to worry 

and then got angry to find out they’d been worried for days ahead of him. 

This time, Joe decided that he could worry just as well on his own, without someone 

telling him that something could be wrong.  He wanted Pa home yesterday already.   

*** 

Becky Alcott, face flushed from running, slammed the door. "Ma!  Hurry!" 

Anna Marie had been packing boxes of china, part of her marital legacy that brought her 

a good price for another week’s worth of food, when she heard her daughter’s impetuous tone. 

"Now what?" She kept packing and didn’t look up when Becky burst into the room. 

"Your friend, Ben Cartwright, he’s been hurt. Doctor says amnesia." 

"Amnesia."  Anna Marie slowly stood, grimacing at the ache in her knees. "Where is he 

now?" 

"The doctor’s waiting for someone to come forward and identify him so he can be sent 

home." Becky collapsed on the bed, her massive frame trembling as she gasped for breath. "You 

gonna do it?" 

"How’d he get hurt?" 

"Someone jumped him, robbed him, left him for dead.  Must have happened that night 

you kept him here so late." 
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"Hmmmph." Anna Marie studied her precious china sold to buy them another week of 

living.  If Ben’s lost his memory…. "Becky, I don’t think we’ll identify him. Not just yet. I’ve 

got a better idea." 

*** 

The following evening and still no word from Ben.  Hop Sing served Hoss and Adam 

their after-supper brandy in silence. He had nagged at them during the meal about Ben’s 

whereabouts until finally Adam told him to leave it alone.  Ben could take care of himself. Hoss 

took Joe up on a game of checkers and Adam got out his book of sonnets, but after a few minutes 

put the book back down and stared into the fire.  

A sudden angry, blustering wind whistled around the house. Hoss looked up, shivering. 

"Sure don't like the sound of that.  Anything stranded out there wouldn't have much chance 

lastin’ through the night." 

Adam got up suddenly and grabbed the iron poker.  He stood lost in thought a moment 

and jammed the poker into the burning log embers, sending sparks up the chimney and into the 

room. 

"Hey, easy Adam," Joe brushed at his shirt. "You want to burn this house down?" 

Adam put the poker down. "Pa's fine, you hear?  Now let's not talk about it." 

Hoss held up a hand. "I ain’t saying a word." In the silence that followed the clock’s 

steady tick made time quicken more than any of them liked. "What came in the mail?" 

"Nothing from Pa or I would have told you already." Adam picked up a stack of mail that 

he’d ignored. "These are addressed to him, but maybe they shouldn't wait." He opened the top 

one. 

"Sure Adam, go ahead and take over, just as if Pa was already dead and buried." 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/91 

Adam leaped across the room and pulled Joe out of his chair by the shirt. "Don't do it, 

Joe," he said with gritted teeth into Joe's mocking young face. "Don't rile me to the point of 

losing my temper, not now. You're just a boy, but I'm more than willing to forget that." 

"Any time, older brother, any time," Joe said, spreading his arms wide. 

Adam pushed Joe back down in his chair, knocking the checkers to the floor.  

Joe scrambled up at him but Hoss grabbed Joe's arm and flung him back. 

"I don't think either of you mean to grab at each other right now. We're all a little 

unsettled so let it go, you hear?" Hoss watched Adam, who stared without response at the letters 

in his hand. "Adam, I'm sorry for what I said before. About someone not survivin’ out there." 

"We can't go out and look for him tonight, Hoss. But we will first thing tomorrow." 

"Well, heck, I know that," Hoss admitted. "And we all agreed this mornin’ that he could 

be back today yet without us being worried over him. So, what's it say in them letters?" 

Adam had the first envelope open and pulled out a letter. "Got a woman's handwriting." 

He started to read, muttering to himself. Hoss read over his shoulder and had to jump back when 

Adam jerked upright, throwing his arms up. "I don’t believe this!" 

Joe grabbed the letter away.  He waited a second for Adam to grab it back but Adam was 

too stunned to move.  Joe glanced over it, looking for the fun parts. "Adam, it says here that this 

Becky Alcott is...Pa's daughter?" 

"Hey, I didn't get to that part." Hoss tried to grab the letter from Joe but Joe dashed away.  

"And Hoss, it says how she's 5 foot 10 and weighs over 300 pounds. Sounds like she's 

your twin!" He laughed and ran behind the desk, waving the letter at Hoss. 

"Dadburnit, Joe, that there is nothing to laugh at." Hoss refused to pursue his brother for 

once and held out his hand for the letter. Joe's smile gradually faded as he handed the letter to 

Hoss.  Hoss read, finding a word now and then that he sounded out aloud. "Adam, she's on her 
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way here!" Hoss read again. "It says, leaving on the 18th, stoppin’ in....Adam, we got us a 

sister!" 

"Give me the letter." Adam read it over again. "It doesn't say how she's our sister." He put 

the letter down. "I think she's a charlatan." 

"Huh?" Hoss scratched his chin. "She's in the theater?" 

"An imposter, Hoss."  

"Well, maybe she is, Adam, but what if she ain't? Look, she's comin’ here long after 

anyone should be traveling to this area because her ma told her she has a Pa she never met. If she 

was an imposter wouldn't she wait to travel in the spring?" 

"Something isn’t right. This letter is from San Francisco, where Pa went.  And we get this 

before we get anything from Pa.  And he’s missing." 

“Late,” Joe reminded him. 

Adam nodded.  “Late.” 

"That’s it, Adam!" Joe jumped between his brothers as he pointed to the letter. "Pa ran 

into this gal in San Francisco and sent her on ahead. She’ll be able to tell us where Pa is." 

Hoss nodded, grinning. "Yup, sounds right to me." 

"But why now? Could be she's in need of money."  

Hoss wasn't being swayed from Joe’s opinion.  “Adam, what else we got to find Pa on?  I 

say we find her and bring her here.” 

"All right, we'll welcome her in, as a guest. But we'll watch her closely, all of us." He 

folded the letter. "I hope Pa gets here before she does. He's the only one who can be sure of this." 

Joe looked up as another strong burst of wind whistled around the house. "It won't be 

tonight, not either of them. I say we go to bed." He got up from his squatted position on the desk, 

but Hoss stopped him. 
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"What's in that other letter, Adam?" 

This time the letter was brief and easy to read.  "That bull Pa wanted. It's shown up a 

week early in Carson Valley. If Pa doesn't see it by day after tomorrow..." 

"It'll be gone?" Joe said, reading his face.  "Doggonit Adam, he really wanted a good look 

at it, too." 

"Well, there'll be other bulls. This is his only daughter." Adam waved both letters at 

them. "If Pa's not home first thing in the morning, we'll go meet this stage Becky’s on, the three 

of us." 

*** 

In a warehouse near the pier, the smell of fish permeating the air and infesting everything 

it touched, a group of Chinamen stood around a prone figure that had been gently laid on a 

timeworn and uncleaned cot.  Ben stirred, blinking rapidly. The Chinamen around him jumped 

back a step. Ben picked his head off the hard bed and tried to focus on his surroundings before 

lying back down again. The room was simple, dark, sweet smelling...but he couldn’t tell if it was 

familiar.  An odd feeling.  "Where...where am I?" 

"Is okay, Mr. Ben." One tall thin fellow, a relative of Hop Sing's called No. 1 Cousin, 

stepped forward. "You lucky. Sent to doctor where we see you and claim.  No one know your 

name, until we come.  I see you, I know.  You keep rest, you heal soon for travel." 

"I remember…being sent from the doctor’s.  He told me that he needed me someplace 

safe until someone claimed me.  You know me?”  He rubbed his temples as he sat up, feeling 

better than he remembered feeling the day before, but still not how he got here, or why.  Or even 

who he was. 

"You know me, see me only days ago with new recipe from Hop Sing, No 1 cousin. You 

think now." 
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"Hop Sing?" Ben pressed the heel of his hands to his eyes. "No, sorry." He touched the 

back of his head gingerly. "Guess I got hit, or something.  I suspect I should just take your word 

for it."  He squinted up at No. 1 Cousin, whose name he learned was Ling Pao.  “Unless you’re 

the one who did this to me.” 

“I bring you home.  Then you know.” 

One of Ling Pao’s friends got the wet cloth from the water dish and handed it to Ben. 

"Thanks. How long have I been stuck here?"  

"Must think of way to get you home. Could take time." Ling waved his friends to follow 

him to another corner of the room where they could talk without Ben overhearing. "I count on 

Mr. Ben to help us send our grandfather back to China. Now he not even know where own home 

is. You find me paper and pencil and get doctor, we think of plan to get him home. First write 

letter to Hop Sing." After his Chinese friends dispersed he turned back to Ben. "You think hard? 

Remember something?" 

Ben studied hard on this question, until he winced with in pain caused by the stress. "No, 

no, I’ve been trying. Nothing. Maybe if I were home. Help me get there, would you?" He threw 

off the cover, a light tarp blanket like seafarers used, and tried to get to his feet.   

Ling pushed him back down. "You wait til we get doctor to say you travel. I send letter to 

Hop Sing back where you live. We make sure you get home." He almost asked Ben to return the 

favor and give them money for his grandfather’s boat trip, but realized that asking help of Ben 

now would be like lighting fireworks with water. 

"Thanks." Ben lay back down. "The thought of wandering aimlessly gives me a 

headache..." and he fell asleep. 

Ling nodded at the others. "Hop Sing get boss back, but not quite like he expect. Then 

Hop Sing can do favor for No. 1 Cousin." He laughed. "This work out well for all of us." 
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*** 

Hop Sing shook his head and went back to cooking breakfast after a discourse of heated 

words with the brothers. Adam exchanged a disquieted frown with Hoss.  They all agreed—Pa  

was missing. And in the start of winter yet, with the snows in the outreaches of the ranch going 

up to a foot, trails to and from Sacramento and other spots hard to keep passable. But they were 

going to have to look for him. 

Joe bounced down the stairs, rising an hour earlier than just the day before. "Pa back? I 

thought I heard a---." 

In an instant Adam leaped to the door and threw it open. "Pa---." 

Filip, one of the Cartwrights' loggers who'd been with them about a year, stood at the 

door. A puny and shy man when he signed up with them, he had gained in size due to better 

muscle tone and good food but remained soft-spoken. "Mr. Cartwright, if you please." He wasn't 

yet out of his 20s but lines of worry had etched his face. If anyone were to ask, he would not 

remember the last time he laughed. 

"I'm sorry, Pa's not here." Adam looked out into the yard. "Come on in." 

"Must see him, sir. Problems now, with the cutting." 

"Well, you'll have to talk to me. Awful early in the morning to be having problems." 

"Wanted to wait until sun is up. Late yesterday, that new lad, he throw down his ax, tells 

everyone they're not paid enough for this work. Says he's cold and hungry, says he does not like 

sleeping in the sawmill at nights. None of us has minded, sir, until this one, he says we all 

deserve better money for winter work. Now none will lift an ax, or a saw, or haul one more log 

until you pay more money." 

Adam threw up his arms and turned away. He stood staring at the fire, hands on hips. 
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"How come all of you are listenin’, Filip?" Hoss asked in the heavy silence. "You know 

working the winter is better than sittin’ idle." 

"I'll tell you why," Adam turned back. "Because they think they can, that's why. I told Pa 

we were pushing our luck accepting this contract. I warned him that we were cutting too rapidly 

and better off waiting another year. But you know how he gets this time of year. So he hires a 

crew after just finishing up a contract and has to hire on new people.  In winter, Hoss!  You don't 

hire on in winter. You've no loyalty built up. We always hire on the new people for the marking 

and bleeding of timber in late summer.  When we can hire them at all." 

"Why do you suppose he did it then?" 

Ignoring Hoss’s question Adam turned to the Dutchman. "Look, thanks, I'll ah..." he 

waved at the air as though shooing a pesky fly.  "I'll look into it." 

"You stop that new kid, Mr. Cartwright. He needs stopping. I only want to go back 

working." 

After Filip left, Adam turned back to Hoss. "This melancholy Pa gets this time of 

year...he needs to keep busy, is all. We're not always the best of company for him." 

They watched Hop Sing put grits and biscuits on the table. Joe sat and started filling his 

plate. 

"I seem to recollect feeling Pa getting that way sometimes myself. He's lonely and he 

broods, don't he, about why our mas died." Hoss and Adam filled their bowls and ate standing. 

Joe shoveled food in his mouth until he noticed Adam and Hoss standing. With a grin 

that dropped into embarrassment he grabbed a biscuit off the plate and stood, munching. 

"Doesn't do any good to wonder about Pa's moods now," Adam said, taking a quick swig 

of coffee. "We've got some problems to settle. And we've got to look for Pa. Although whether 

he's even left San Francisco we don't know." 
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"Right.  Let's settle what we gotta, look around these parts for him, and then set out for 

San Francisco." Hoss said, figuring out loud how his older brother would want to do things. 

"We got three problems and can take care of them in three different directions so we can 

look for Pa at the same time." 

"Then when do we get to go to San Francisco?" Joe asked. 

"We'll give ourselves two days and then meet back here to pack gear if we haven't found 

him or heard any word. Then we ride to San Francisco." Adam frowned, rubbing his temples. 

"With any luck, the big snows will hold off another week. If he’s stranded in San Francisco, at 

least he’s not freezing.  So we search hardest where he could be in the most trouble." 

"What problem do I get, Adam?" Joe asked with a mouthful of grits. 

"Joe, how many times..." Adam shook his head. "You were as interested in the bull as Pa. 

Take the route east into Carson Valley to the Jacobs' ranch. There are enough stops on the way to 

warm yourself. Check with everyone on the way about Pa, someone may have heard something." 

"Will do, Adam!" Joe grabbed a sip of coffee and ran for the door. 

"And Joe," Adam stopped his youngest brother. "You're almost grown now, I expect you 

know how to take care of yourself." 

Joe winked at them. "You bet. And I'll find Pa first." He grabbed his hat, winter coat and 

gloves and dashed outside. 

"He misses Pa fierce and is anxious to be ridin’," Hoss said as the door slammed. 

"We all are. I'm not happy about sending him off alone but it can't be helped. He just 

better stay out of trouble. Sometimes I think he has a hankering for it."  

"Ah, he'll be fine. He's older today than last week, ain't he? What you want me to do?" 
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"I was going to have you see the bull so Joe could stay here. I wanted to meet this so-

called sister myself, but now..." he reached up to slap a hand on Hoss's shoulder. "I'll have to 

trust you to be the one to meet her stage." 

"Hey, don't you worry, Adam, I'll check her out good." 

"Yeah, well, remember, we don't trust her story until we have proof. As far as we know, 

Pa only had three wives." 

"Right. But our first concern is finding Pa." Hoss went for his coat. 

"I think I can remember that. And Hoss, take only the most traveled road to Eagle 

Station. If you see signs that might lead you off, get back on it as soon as possible. We don't need 

you getting lost, too." 

"Don't you worry none about me." Hoss opened the door. "Good luck with those 

loggers."  

"With any luck, that's where Pa is right now." 

*** 

Jim rode by the Cartwright ranch later that morning with the mail from Genoa, as 

unreliable and unpredictable as ever. The Cartwrights knew he only came in good weather, and 

this day had come up bright and clear and a little warmer than the day before. He rode into the 

yard and hooted and Hop Sing came running out. 

"Hiya, shortie! Where's everybody?" 

"All gone. Only Hop Sing here. You bling mail, maybe news good?" 

"Well, if that's what you're hoping for, then that's what I'm hoping I brung ya. Even got 

one for you here." He handed them down. "Got any of those great biscuits left?" 
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"Yes, wait here!" Hop Sing ran back inside. Those boys had been so worried this 

morning that they left too much food behind.  He would be one very fat servant by the time 

anyone got back. He ran back out with an untied cloth bundle packed for Jim. 

"Hey, that's mighty fine of you, Hop Sing. Gotta run now." With a biscuit in his mouth 

and a congenial wave he rode off. 

Hop Sing dashed back into the house, feeling the chill settle in through his canvas shirt. 

He opened first the letter that he recognized as Ben’s handwriting, hoping this one would end his 

worry, and sure enough, Ben wrote to say that he was staying with a friend for a few days and 

not to worry about his return.  He also said he didn’t expect to take any chances on being stuck 

on the sunny side of the Sierras all winter.  

With a relieved smile Hop Sing opened the letter addressed to him. 'Found Mr. Ben 

Cartwright, he injured, hurt in head, does not know himself or your honorable cousin. Will send 

this letter when doctor say okay to send home so you will find him in Eagle Station by the time 

this letter come. He not be upset, doctor say, so when you find him, not upset him in any way. 

He will know himself someday, doctor say, but not be forced. So whatever he say to you, you 

must agree. Agree? Doctor riding to Eagle Station with him, so have for him one hundred in 

Ponderosa dollar.  No. 1 Cousin.' 

Hop Sing read the letter again. The relief he felt a moment before disappeared briefly. At 

least No. 1 Cousin took care of Mr. Ben, and he was still coming home. But not to know 

himself? And now the boys were out looking for him, and Hop Sing did not know how to tell 

them he’s now found.  Hop Sing decided quite logically that he could not worry about the sons. 

He had to get the house all closed up for a couple days while he went to Eagle Station to wait for 

Ben's stage to come in.  

*** 
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Hoss made his ride to Eagle Station in time for his noon feed but only because he let his 

horse run a little more than usual.  The horse was anxious for the activity though, and Hoss 

didn’t figure it would hurt him any. The town looked smaller with the covering of leftover snow 

from the mountain, cleared off the streets by being pushed into drifts climbing up the flagpole in 

the middle of the town square.  

At least he could have a noon meal.  Adam didn't give them much chance for breakfast.  

Hoss’s worry about Pa wouldn't do Pa much good if his son collapsed from lack of strength, 

which he was likely to do if he missed a meal. The Mormon Tender served one of the heartiest 

meals he ever had, as long as he ordered enough. 

"Hello, Hoss," said Isabella, the lovely little Mexican gal a long way from home. "You 

here to meet the stage today? East or west?" 

"West today, Isabel. Come in yet?" 

"One came in late yesterday, maybe another one due in today, yes?" 

"Hopefully what I want came in already.” 

“Whatcha looking for, Hoss?” 

“Ah,” Hoss scrambled for something, not wanting to share his maybe unnecessary 

concern about their missing Pa or start any crazy rumors about a Cartwright sister that might not 

be.  “Lost one of our mules, thought maybe it wandered down this way.  Say, you ain't seen Pa 

get off the stage of late, have you?” 

"No, Hoss. Say, is your Pa missing?" 

"No, no, just wondered why it’s takin’ him longer." Hoss pointed to the bill of fare.  

“Why don’t you bring me some of this here stew?”  She nodded and turned away but he grabbed 

her back with the question he couldn’t hold in.  “Did ya happen to see a lady getting off 

yesterday's stage?" 
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Isabella made a face. "A very loud one. You want me to aim you to her?" 

"No, not yet, I got a powerful amount of lookin’ to do this afternoon before I bed in for 

the night." Hoss knew that if Pa was on that stage, he'd rent himself a horse to ride home on and 

everything would be okay. Problem was if he was caught out there somewhere needing help. 

"She can wait til I can see her tonight." 

"You got it, big fella," she poked him in the ribs as she headed for the kitchen. 

"Say, Isabel," Hoss called after her. "How's Bandito?" 

"Oh, still ailing, you know him. One day he's up and the next day he's down and 

complaining all over again." 

"I'll take a look soon as it's too dark to hunt the trails, if’n you got a lantern." 

"That I do, Hoss, thanks." Isabella giggled and disappeared into the back. 

"Ornery ole mule," Hoss munched on the corn chips she put in front of him. He had, to 

his regret, a clear view of the woman who walked in and cleared her throat. She stood with her 

hands on her oversized hips, making Hoss feel he wouldn’t be quite so big standing next to her. 

"Well, where is that little domestic when you need her," she muttered under her breath. 

"Dreadful food last night and now she makes me wait." After tapping her foot, she wheeled 

around and left. 

After a moment Isabella peeked out.  Hoss chuckled.  “She's gone." 

"Oh, lucky stars. That one's business even I do not care to have. I hope she is not the one 

you wish to see, Hoss! I only wish she would go back where she came from, and pronto!" She 

disappeared again. 

Hoss looked back at the door and frowned.  Nah, couldn't be. Joe’s not gonna get credit 

for being right on this one. 

*** 
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Joe stopped along the way, checking every track as far as he could. Once the tracks led 

deeper into the woods and out of the wind, he could see that he only tracked mule deer or wolf. 

At the first shack he found he stopped to ask for coffee and a share of warming fire. He was 

hungry as well, but he didn't impose on the miner who seemed not quite well fed himself. The 

miner welcomed him heartily and had a great many stories to tell, but knew nothing "about no 

Ben Cartwright, nor any man too rich to bother with mining." When the miner seemed about out 

of stories Joe excused himself to get back on his tracking, knowing he spent more time than he 

should have and still needed to find a place to get fed. 

The more Joe rode, the more he fumed about what looked like a merry goose chase. What 

would Pa be doing out this way anyhow? He figured they should have just gone on to San 

Francisco from the start.  He decided to take a quick look at the bull, ask for some biscuits or 

whatever they can spare and tell Adam just what their next move should be. 

Adam doesn't always know what's best, even if he thinks he does. 

*** 

Adam found himself with his share of even less luck.  The loggers had huddled inside the 

saw mill and weren't budging.  He tried promising them better winter wages than what they 

could make on the drive, but then young Whittleby got to his feet and announced their demands. 

"Mr. Cartwright, you speak fine words even without your pa backing you up. But what 

we want is simply this. A new, warmer bunkhouse and our own live-in cook, along with wages 

double the usual summer pay." 

Adam fought to keep his temper. The job would be finished in less than a month if they 

kept working. A live-in cook? He thought they enjoyed cooking their own hot meals from the 

supplies that were always kept well stocked. He supposed he could pay one of them more to act 

as honorary cook but.... And this mill building was insulated for the purpose of housing workers. 
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If their pay was doubled, along with getting shelter and food, the job wouldn’t be worth 

finishing. 

He rubbed his temples. "You'll have to forgive me.  I'm a little distracted this morning. 

My father is not back from San Francisco as planned. Whittleby, why don't you and I sit and talk 

out these demands in private?" 

The men got to their feet grumbling, except for Filip who jumped up, anxious to get back 

to work.  

One of the older men pulled Adam aside. "I reckon you go and find your pa to handle 

this. He hired that scalawag and only your pa can put him right again. He claims your pa made 

him bull of the woods." 

"Well, Jed, Pa isn't here right now.  I am." Adam ran his hand over his mouth and took a 

breath to calm down. "So he's going to have to listen to me. And you know as well as I that Pa 

wouldn't give a new man that responsibility."  

After the men had gone, Adam turned back to the troublemaker. "What are you doing 

here, huh?" 

Whittleby, looking more boy than man, did not shrink under Adam's anger but stepped 

toward him. "Someone who knows his worth, is all. I come from back east where we would 

never be expected to live in quarters such as this, or work for wages like you're paying, or eat the 

slop we get. It's downright inhuman."    

"You may think so, but why don't you check a miner's camp sometime? Go see people 

who have nothing to do all winter, and have to forage under the snow for food. We give people 

work in the winter and we feed them—without it they'd have nothing until spring. This is the 

West, boy.  You crossed the line after you left St. Louis.  Out here you have to be strong enough 

to live with what you can get and work hard for more. Boston is quite a few miles back." Adam 
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rubbed his hands together, anger letting up some as Whittleby seemed to be listening. "I spent 

three years back east going to college, and then I came home because of the challenge of 

working hard to build the West. That's what other men are doing, looking for opportunities, but 

every one of them will only find it if they work for it." He sat on one of the bunks, gazing hard at 

the boy. "I don't know why they listen to you." 

"Because your pa put me in charge. He's the one I should be listening to, not you." 

"Well, you will listen to me because I am in charge when Pa is not here. The Ponderosa is 

prepared to offer these men an additional 10% wage, and an additional 20% in food supply. Now 

you can go off to your friends and you can tell them what a great negotiator you are. And you 

can get the fool notion out of your head that you're bull of the woods.  I don’t believe Pa would 

appoint anyone so new at this kind of job. I'll be riding along with you to appoint a foreman." 

Whittleby didn't move. "I don't care what you want to believe or what you're trying to 

offer instead of your Pa. The men are listening to me. And your offer is not good enough." His 

stubborn face jutted out of his fur lined coat, making him look like an arrogant cock.  

Adam stood. "You set great store by yourself, don't you, boy." 

"I know my worth." 

"Not anymore. You're fired." 

"You can't fire me." 

"I want you off Ponderosa property right now." Adam's fists clenched at his side. 

"Only Ben Cartwright who hired me can fire me." 

Adam lashed out, delivering a clean punch across Whittleby's jaw that knocked him 

direct to the floor. Whittleby writhed for a minute, howling, before finally sitting up and rubbing 

his jaw. "I said off the Ponderosa. I'm going to make sure the loggers are given a proper foreman, 

someone with something more than beans for brains. You better be gone when I get back." 
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Adam made the announcement to the loggers after drawing them all together in the snow 

under a natural breakfall of trees. He got no murmur of protest out of any of them that he had 

returned without their negotiator. Some even seemed relieved. He stuck to his intent of 10% 

wage and 20% food and then named the one who had been with them the longest, Jed, as bull of 

the woods, adding that it was a temporary situation until Pa got back to either confirm the move 

or make his own changes. But in either case, Adam assured them, Pa will approve the firing of 

Whittleby. 

Jed accompanied Adam back to the sawmill to make sure Whittleby was gone, but he was 

so talkative as they went that their progress was slowed. Jed described with enthusiasm the icy 

track down the mountain that took the logs to the river pretty as you please, the first log of the 

day busting through the night's ice and not giving the river the chance to freeze up again until 

after they quit for the day, the icy river holding the logs in place until the spring thaw.  Jed went 

on and on about how things changed after Whittleby arrived but Adam only barely listened. His 

first impression as they reached the saw mill was that Whittleby must have left.  

But as he opened the door to let Jed in he got a sudden terrible uneasy quivering in his 

gut. When Jed stopped dead Adam had to pull up short behind him and walk around. Whittleby 

lay on the floor, his blood a congealed pool beneath him. 

Adam bent over the body. "Dead all right." 

"You left himself yourself a little more than an hour ago," Jed remarked. "Enough time 

for a body to chill." 

"So it was done right after I left him. Odd I didn't hear a shot." He had been so distracted 

thinking about Pa that any noise might have sounded like natural timbering. 
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"Real odd," Jed pulled Adam's gun and held it steady on him. "Sorry, son, I hate to do 

this, you know I like your pa and all you boys. But it seems to me you were the last to see the kid 

and so you should be the one held for his murder." 

Adam looked up at the ceiling and grimaced, his arms rising away from his sides. If there 

was one thing he didn't need today.... "All right, have Sheriff Coffee brought here and let's get 

this done." When Jed paused, Adam kicked a chair over and sat down. 

"Well, get some rope and get moving, I don't have time for your sympathy." 

*** 

Hop Sing rode into Eagle Station at three minutes before 3:00, having hitched two draft 

horses to the buckboard instead of his usual one. In inimitable hurry-up fashion he checked the 

boarding house but no Mr. Cartwright had checked in yet.  He knew the stage approached about 

mid-afternoon and that’s about what it was.  Mr. Cartwright hadn’t been here yet, that much he 

knew.  Eagle Station residents knew all the Cartwrights well. 

Hop Sing sat on the buckboard and huddled down inside his coat. Perhaps someone from 

one of the saloons or the restaurant would see him shivering and ask him inside. But they never 

did.  If Mr. Cartwright wasn’t on the stage coming in, he would have to find some hay to bed 

down in for the night. He did not socialize enough in Eagle Station himself to get to know who 

might want or need some Chinese help—if he did, he could ask for a room in exchange for work.  

Still, he didn’t have much to complain about. The Cartwrights often told him he was part 

of the family—more than just their servant.  But now, with his birthday only a few days away, no 

one was around to help him mark the day with the proper somberness and ceremony. All of a 

sudden too many problems. They could go weeks without having any problems, and then all of a 

sudden they would have too many.  

Hop Sing called it poor planning. He would never make too many cakes in one day. 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/107 

Mr. Cartwright was coming home without knowing himself.  Hop Sing tried to picture a 

man always so much in control acting like a frightened lost dog, but that picture didn’t form in 

his mind.  He saw the stage coming before he heard it because the snow-covered roads kept the 

stage at a slowed, quiet pace. He heard the rattle of the chains that held the horses to the wagon 

tongue, but the sound of hoof beats on the ground was muffled. Hop Sing hoped in a short 

Chinese prayer to the heavens to find Mr. Ben today. 

A gentleman, distinguished enough but younger and dark haired, got off the stage. He 

turned and offered his assistance to a fine, red-haired woman, perhaps his wife, as she gingerly 

stepped into the snow. They both stood a moment, hands up, to help another off the stage, a 

white-haired man. He was trembling, disoriented. 

"Mr. Cartlight!" Hop Sing slapped the reins and the horses jerked the buckboard forward. 

"I no sleep in hay!" 

The man and woman looked up as Hop Sing approached. They both smiled, relieved. 

"You must be Hop Sing," the man said. He shook Hop Sing's hand warmly. "Lin Ching said 

you'd meet us. I'm Dr. Walgrove and this is my wife Marianne." 

"Lin Ching—ah, No. 1 Cousin." Hop Sing hadn't used Cousin's family name in so long. 

"I am most grateful you bring him back, take good care. No tlouble? He be all light?" He handed 

an envelope to Dr. Walgrove. 

After a peek inside the envelope the doctor tucked it in his jacket. "No, he was no trouble, 

except for some nasty headaches and being unhappy at not remembering.  After another week of 

rest he should be fine physically, although I suggest you have a local doctor take a look at him 

after he gets settled in to make sure he's adjusting all right." 

"Him still not know self?" Hop Sing watched his boss carefully. Ben glanced at Hop Sing 

and then surveyed his surroundings as though in a bold and exciting new land. 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/108 

"Nothing's come back yet and there's no telling when it will, I'm afraid. Hopefully back 

here where he lives his life will gradually start to replay itself for him." Dr. Walgrove watched 

Hop Sing accept the bags from the coach driver and load them on the buckboard. "But for a week 

or so, let him stay in the main house with you until he recovers his full strength before you put 

him back to work." 

Dr. Walgrove and Marianne shook Ben's hands and wished him well, and Hop Sing 

helped him up into the wagon seat. He nearly hopped up into the seat when sudden shock 

stopped him. "Mr. Doctor? You say…let him stay in main house…until he work?" 

"You know, keep him in the main house for a week before sticking him back in the 

bunkhouse. Put him to work gradually. He's not a young man, you know. Now, if you have any 

more questions, would you kindly direct them to us in the cafe yonder? We're famished." 

"But," Hop Sing whispered, "Mr. Cartlight is owner of ranch, not worker." 

"Oh! Well, my good man," Dr. Walgrove pulled Hop Sing aside for another quiet 

conversation. "If that's truly the case, and I have no reason to doubt it, I'd be careful how I break 

that news to him. The shock of so much responsibility could be hard on him, after being 

convinced he works for you.  Not sure why someone would give him that impression, but---." 

"How he hurt?" 

"A bad blow to the head, but no one witnessed it. In fact, there was quite a bit of 

underground work getting him here. Your cousin is a brave man. And a considerate one." 

Hop Sing got up in the wagon next to his boss. Considerate? No. 1 Cousin knew Mr. 

Cartwright was the boss of the ranch. He did this deliberately. Hop Sing almost laughed outloud. 

A birthday present! But not a very funny trick. Now here he sits with his boss and yet, not his 

boss. This was someone without strength in his eyes or courage in his carriage. Hop Sing was 
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surprised a man could lose so much forgetting himself. He slapped the horse’s reins and they 

rode out of town. "Mr. Cart...Ben feeling good?" 

At first he thought Ben wasn't going to answer.  

Ben sighed and looked at Hop Sing. "I'm sorry that I'm so much trouble. This is really 

kind of you." 

"You no tlouble, Mr. Ben. Just glad to see you all light." 

"This is fine country, isn't it? To be truthful, I'm glad to be out of San Francisco. I'm very 

grateful for your friend's help, but that city..." he looked away and rubbed his temple, a gesture 

Hop Sing recognized from whenever his boss was upset or disturbed, but now just looked like he 

had a headache. "Something bad happened there, I know that much. I wasn't thrown from my 

horse as the doctor said. And yet, what..."  He sighed. "It's a real bother, not remembering. But in 

this clean, invigorating air, surrounded by all these tall trees... what do you call them?" 

"These trees Ponderosa pine." Hop Sing watched Ben's face. 

"Ponderosa. Good, strong trees. Why, out here, if this is where I live, I should be right as 

rain in no time, once you put me back to work. What kind of work do I do for you, anyway?" 

Hop Sing stammered, not prepared for this. No. 1 Cousin hinted at it, Dr. Walgrove stated 

it and yet Hop Sing didn't know how to handle it.  Now it seemed Ben did not even know he has 

three sons.  "You cook and clean house...for me." 

"Really?" Ben frowned and Hop Sing tensed. Big trouble ahead when Ben realized the 

truth. But for now Hop Sing knew nothing else to do. "That doesn't sound hard. The doctor made 

it sound like I couldn't work for a week or more, but to tell you the truth I'm so hungry right now 

I could fix us a 12 course meal." 

Hop Sing chuckled inwardly. That he would like to see.  Not eat—just see. 
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"Oh, say…" Ben hit his head and reached into his jacket pocket. "A few things I can 

remember, I guess. A note here that the fine Chinese fellow who knows you told me to give 

you.”  He clutched his head again. “Fire and brimstone, this nagging head annoyance is really 

getting on my nerves." 

Hop Sing nodded. Mr. Ben would be all right. Even now he started to cuss like his old 

self. He handed the reins to Ben so that he could read the note from No. 1 Cousin. "Hop Sing. 

Must have your help as soon as you can. Send $1,000 in a note to San Francisco bank in my 

name. Must get Grandfather back to old country or he will be killed. Think of this as good 

exchange. If not for your honorable cousin, Ben would remain in orphanage until he die." Hop 

Sing folded the note back up. Now he saw the real reason No. 1 Cousin told Ben that he only 

worked on the ranch. He didn’t remember Hop Sing’s birthday at all. Hop Sing didn’t know 

which was worse—having to come up with that much in gold and silver, being boss of the 

Ponderosa, or having his birthday forgotten. 

But he knew one thing for sure—he would never forget this birthday. 

*** 

Hoss rode back into Eagle Station.  He had followed every possible trail for miles, even 

climbed partway up the steep mountain trail that led back to their ranch as far as his horse could 

go, and found nothing but animal tracks.  Once leaving town and the main trail, there were no 

human signs at all.  

He poked his head in the door of the Mormon Tender where Isabella cleared the table for 

a fine looking new couple in town. The stage was in. Hope climbed up into his chest from his 

gut. "Isabella!" He brushed at the snow that clung to his heavy flannel coat as she waddled over 

to him with a load of dirty plates, her newest pregnancy starting to show. "Did ya see that stage 

that came in from the west?" 
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"Sorry, no, Hoss, I was busy hiding. These folks, they were on it, and now they're waiting 

for the next stage to go back." 

"Is that right?" As he walked up to their table he put on his best respectful smile. "Excuse 

me for intrudin’ but you're done eating, ain't ya? Would ya mind if I ask a question?" He paused 

as they stared up at him dumbfounded. "My name is Hoss Cartwright, and I'm looking for my Pa. 

Was he on your stage?" 

"Ah, see that, dear? There is another one of them. That Chinaman may have been telling 

the truth after all. It'll come as a shock, but maybe it's just the thing---." 

Hoss smiled sourly as he dropped a heavy hand on the man's shoulder. "Sorry, but I had 

me a very long and cold day riding out there. I don't want to play no guessin’ games." His grip 

tightened on the man's shoulder. 

"Now see here, you could just drop this meager attempt at a threat, my good man." 

Suddenly embarrassed, Hoss loosened his grip. "As a matter of fact, we brought a man who's 

called Ben Cartwright back from San Francisco." 

Hoss grabbed a chair and sat down with a thud next to Dr. Walgrove. "You brought my 

Pa back? Is he all right? Who are you anyhow?" 

"I'm the doctor who tended your Pa. Seems he suffered a blow to the head, and now---." 

Hoss jumped to his feet. "But he’s all right, ain’t he?" 

"Sure, he's fine, but he---." 

"Excuse me, I got to take care of somethin’ and I gotta head on home to see Pa!" Hoss 

shook the doctor's hand a little too roughly. He dropped the hand with a sheepish grin and wiped 

his hand on his pants. "Thanks a heap, doctor, I really do thank you!" 

Isabella stopped Hoss from dashing out the door. "What about that lady you were waiting 

for?" 
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"I'm headin’ that way now. If it ain't her, and I hope it ain't, then the boarding house can 

put her up when she does get here. I'll send Pa back for her myself. Oh, and I'll check out 

Bandito for you quick before I leave, too." 

"Don't fret about Bandito, he'll be fine. If you need to check on your pa, then go." 

"Thanks, Isabel." 

Outside the boarding house he stopped. That big lady stood as though waiting for him. 

When she saw him she forced a smile. Hoss forced one back. She had a face that could wither a 

stone fence. But then, he was hardly one to talk. 

"Evening ma'am. Bit of a cold night to be standin’ out here all alone." 

"Are you Mr. Cartwright? The one I'm expecting?" 

Hoss gulped. This big lady....was his sister? He ain’t gonna hear no end of this from Joe. 

*** 

Joe rode into the yard, not as fast as his desire because of the snow.  He tied up his horse 

and glanced in the barn. "Adam? Hoss?" He didn’t see their horses. "Fine. You get to stay out 

later than me, you gave yourselves the best jobs, sticking me with the 'let's get the kid out of the 

way' stuff. Well, I’m heading out to San Francisco."  

Bull wasn’t even worth it, either.  

He stomped his boots off on the front porch and brushed at the snow clinging to him from 

the overhang trees on the trail. He threw the door open. "Hop Sing! Pack me some food, I'm 

going---." 

And found himself staring into the barrel of a rifle, pointed at him by his Pa.  "Pa, you're 

home! What---." 

"You can't just come barging in Hop Sing's house, young fella. Now I suggest you just 

turntail out of here and come back in proper if you have business with the mister." 
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"But Pa, it's me, it's Joe. Little Joe. Joseph."  

Ben grimaced but the rifle never wavered.  

Joe backed up against the door.  "Hop Sing!" 

"Don't think you can lie your way out of this, trying to butter me up with some silly 

affectionate nonsense. I don't know what I was to you, but I hardly think we were close enough 

for you to call me Pa. All I am is the cook. And if I had a son he'd have more manners than you." 

"But Pa...."  

Hop Sing came down the stairs, dressed up in one of Joe's good dinner jackets. "Mr. Joe, 

good you back. You know rules of house. We knock when we have business. Please to take your 

bunk in bunkhouse. I call for you." 

Joe stared at this utterly nonsensical servant. "What's going on here?" 

The Chinamen grabbed Joe's arm to shush him and guided him out the front door. Over 

his shoulder he called back to Ben. "Please to put rifle away, this young one be made to listen 

now." He took Joe outside and shut the door. 

Joe jerked away and wheeled on Hop Sing. "All right, what's going on? Why did Pa pull 

a gun on me and why are you acting so crazy!?" But Hop Sing pushed Joe further away from the 

house and Joe knew it was useless to struggle.  Hop Sing was stronger than he looked. He 

walked to the barn where Hop Sing herded him before turning back again. "Come on, Hop Sing, 

cut it out and tell me! What's going on? You gone loco and holding Pa for ransom?" 

Hop Sing looked up into the sky with a few quick and choice Chinese words, to the effect 

that here he was almost family, almost his birthday and now he's being treated like it was all his 

fault.  At least that was a close as Joe could figure. 

"In English, Hop Sing." 
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"Mr. Cartlight suffer blow to head. Not know who he is now. Was told by No. 1 Cousin 

that I owner of Ponderosa---." 

"No. 1 Cousin said that?" 

"He joke, or give me birthday plesent, or someting. But not upset with truth, he get 

memory back, everything be normal. Does not even know about sons.  I hide frames." 

"Doesn't know about us? Oh, that's silly, Hop Sing, that's...." Joe sank down on the bench 

alongside the barn. He felt about ready to cry but straightened his shoulders and cleared his 

throat. "Well, we'll just have to tell him about having sons, that's all." He got to his feet, but Hop 

Sing pushed him back down. 

"We tell nothing." 

"Oh, right, you like being Mr. Boss, don't you? Sitting real high and cozy in the saddle 

now, right? Hop Sing, you can't keep letting my Pa be your servant, you just can't!" 

Hop Sing's eyes narrowed at Joe. Muttering under his breath, he walked back to the 

house. 

Joe jumped up after him. "Hop Sing, wait! I'm sorry.  Listen, I know you're doing what's 

right for Pa. And I am happy to see he's all right." He looked back at the house. "Physically, 

anyway.  But how long do we have to keep this up? Why can't we just tell him?" 

"Doctor say shock of being boss, being father, and not remembering be too much. He 

must slowly remember or lose all. For now you pretend." 

Joe thought this over hard, but no other alternatives came to him. "We'll see what Adam 

and Hoss have to say about this." 

"They say no more than you." He opened the front door and turned back to Joe standing 

alone out in the cold. "You wish to come in, you knock. The bunk house, you be warm enough in 

there." The door closed with a soft thud behind him. 
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*** 

Adam sat in the saw mill with his hands tied behind him, the dead body on the floor over 

his left shoulder. He put his head back against the post and closed his eyes. How did things get 

this bad? Someone had it in for this fellow and waited for Adam to have it out with him. 

Brilliant. He never saw it coming. With this many men together during a desperate time of year, 

and nearly half of them strangers, bizarre things happen. 

If Pa were here, Whittleby would have just taken the firing and left. He maybe still would 

have ended up murdered, but not here, not where it looked like Adam was the only suspect.  He 

couldn't ask the loggers if anyone had been missing for that hour, being tied up this way, but 

once Roy gets here, that question will be the first he tells Roy to ask.  Hardest part was not 

knowing what happened to Pa, and now being helpless to do anything about it. 

He couldn’t end his life this way, getting strung up as a murderer. Just couldn’t. 

Adam counted on Roy knowing he’d never kill anyone, except in self-defense. Once Roy 

examined all the facts, he'll see that...Adam sighed.  He’ll see who had the most motive, the most 

opportunity and was the last known person to see Whittleby alive. Even Roy would be no good 

against a lynching jury that finds a man’s guilt in those kinds of circumstances.  

He didn’t see himself capable, but in his worry over Pa missing, could he have pulled a 

trigger and not remember? 

He heard the low din of an angry group of men. The loggers were coming back, sounding 

too much like a lynch mob ready to try, condemn and hang without any more proof than the dead 

body on the floor. His throat felt suddenly dry and hot.  

Jed had to get back in time with Roy. 

*** 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/116 

"Why didn't you think to bring more than one blanket?" Becky huddled her large body 

under Hoss's bedroll as she sat astride the horse he had rented for her. He hadn't brought the 

buckboard because he had mistakenly believed he could rent a buggy in town. None were being 

rented out now until spring. 

"Sorry, Miss Becky. You got to realize, like I says, that we been so concerned about Pa 

and with your letter takin’ us by surprise---." 

"Yes, yes," she waved impatiently at him. "Well, hadn't we ought to move a little faster? 

Looks like it could snow." 

"Believe me, I'm goin’ as fast as I can," Hoss looked skyward. Ever since meeting up 

with this so-called 'sister' yesterday he'd known nothing but grief. He had to spend the night in 

the boarding house with her because she refused to travel in the dark.  He couldn’t blame her for 

that, of course.  Although he knew the hills and trails well enough, he couldn’t chance her on a 

strange horse.  She kept him up so late that he actually fell asleep a couple times as she talked, 

which didn't improve her temperament any. 

Pa was one subject he and Becky had yet to broach. He wondered if she realized Pa was 

back home. If Hoss trusted his thinking, her seeing Ben home could be enough to get some real 

truth out of her. That’s the way Adam would think—catch her by surprise. So he wasn’t about to 

tell her that if she wasn’t his sister, Ben would let them know. 

Instead he asked her about her past, and how she was so sure that Ben Cartwright was her 

Pa. She showed him the papers she brought along for Pa, with names and dates and such, and it 

all seemed pretty straightforward.  

Hoss didn’t linger on the thought that she might be a legitimate part of the family for very 

long. Even with the threat of snow hanging over them and Becky talking nonstop about her 

amazingly bland childhood, the ride home was a pleasure to Hoss because he didn't have the 
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worry he had when he rode out yesterday morning. He looked forward to hearing Pa's stories 

about his latest trip to the big city. Something really important must have happened to keep him 

away so long. And then there he’d suffered that bang on the head. Hoss especially looked 

forward to seeing his pa to make sure with his own eyes that he was all right. 

The horses trotted into the yard and Hoss jumped off. "Pa!" he yelled. He helped Becky 

down and tied the horses up. Joe ambled out of the bunkhouse chewing on a sandwich.  

"Hi, big brother." 

"Hi, Joe.  Hey, ain't it good news? Pa's back. Is Adam back yet? Hey, how come you 

were in the bunkhouse?" 

Joe shrugged. "Change of scenery. Got tired of my room." 

"Hah! Sure you did." 

"Don't know where Adam is, haven't seen him since I got back yesterday." 

"Huh. Get Pa back, lose Adam. Pa okay?" 

"Oh, sure. Hey, you gonna introduce me?" 

Becky moved up from behind Hoss with her arms folded across her chest. "I am getting a 

little chilled." 

"Uh, Joe, this is Becky and I gotta get her inside to introduce her to Pa. You comin’?"  

Joe bowed slightly.  “Welcome to the Ponderosa, miss.”  His mocking grin remained 

centered on Hoss. 

Hoss guided Becky toward the door. She didn’t flinch when Hoss told her Pa came home, 

but she didn’t say much afterward either.  

Joe ambled behind, not able to remove the grin from his face.  "Don't think so, Hoss. 

Don't think you should, either." 
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"Oh, quit funnin’, Joe. Stay there if ya want, but you'll miss the look on Pa's face when he 

gets introduced to Becky here as his daughter." 

Joe chuckled. "Uh-huh." He sat back on the bench and watched as Hoss and Becky 

walked into the house without knocking.  

After a few minutes the door opened and Hoss flew back out, not by his own design, and 

rolled in the snow like an oversized horseshoe way short of the peg. Joe laughed out loud, 

holding his gut and whooping at Hoss as he knelt and wiped the snow off his face. Hoss brushed 

himself off and carried his enormous frown over to where Joe laughed. 

"Dadburnit!  All right, little brother, 'fess up. Why did Pa toss me out like that? Why'd he 

act like I'm some sort of stranger and toss me out of my own house?" 

"Because you are." 

"Huh?"  

"He was hit in the head. Gave him amnesia. He doesn't remember us. We can't go in our 

own house unless we knock first." 

Hoss frowned. "Guess I missed the doctor tellin’ that part of the story.  And you, younger 

brother, just like to get your giggles.  I should know you by now.” 

Joe laughed again and finished his sandwich, nodding. 

“Well, then, let’s knock. We gotta talk to Pa and get him to remember." 

Joe shrugged. "I'm with you, but I don't think Hop Sing is gonna like it." 

Hoss and Joe stood in front of the door. Hoss glanced at Joe, then forced a grin and 

knocked. "Uh, hello...can we come in?" 

The door opened and Ben stood blocking their entrance. "Oh, it's you two. I guess Hop 

Sing can spare a little time. Come on in." 
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Hoss looked at Joe. 'Hop Sing?' he mouthed and Joe nodded. "Uh, thank you," he said to 

Ben.  

Hop Sing looked up from where he sat in Pa's favorite chair reading a book. Becky sat on 

the couch smiling like a true lady of the manor.  Hoss felt something deep in his gut going hot.  

"Hop Sing! What in tarnation---." 

Joe poked his arm. "Pa thinks Hop Sing is boss. It's No. 1 Cousin's birthday present to 

Hop Sing." 

"Dadburnit, that's not..." but he noticed Ben leaning against the wall and rubbing his 

temple.  "Ah, Hop Sing, me and Joe just came in to ask what our chores are for today. You 

know, what in tarnation are our chores, we gots to get going before it snows!" 

"Hop Sing, if you don't mind," Ben said, heading toward Hop Sing's room, "I think I’ll lie 

down for awhile. This news has kinda done me in."  

After he left Hoss went to Hop Sing. "Hop Sing, why ain't you told our Pa about us? And 

what news is he talking about? And where's Adam?" 

"Mr. Hoss to please ask one each time, wait for answer." Hop Sing folded his arms and 

glared at Hoss. Hoss grinned back, jamming his fists in his pockets. "No can tell Mr. Ben, too 

much shock. He just been told he have daughter he never knew about, this enough for now!" 

"That's right, Hoss," Becky said.  "One announcement at a time." 

"Hey, I called him Pa and he threw me out! Why not you?" Joe went up to her with chin 

stuck out, as though daring her. 

"Because I told him he never knew about me before." 

"Now listen here, Becky, I done told you---." 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/120 

Becky laughed lightly, her smug face giving Hoss’s frowning one a smile.  "I am so 

sorry, brother. Well, I could hardly help myself, could I? I mean, think of poor me, all those 

years without a pa and suddenly, there he was!" 

Hoss took an angry step toward her but Joe grabbed his arm. Hoss turned to Hop Sing 

instead. "Why didn't you stop her from talkin’ like you did us?" 

"You responsibow for her. I responsibow for you." 

"Well, Hoss," Becky stood, smoothing her dress down her ample structure. "You don’t 

have a woman’s touch. Something Pa needs a lot of right now. I’m going to bring him some 

headache medicine." She walked to the stairs. "I think Hop Sing will agree my presence didn’t 

upset him near as much as two fellows claiming to be his sons." She trounced up the stairs. 

"I not happy she here. Or that she tell. But I no wrestle her to ground like I do Little Joe!"  

"He's got a point, Hoss." 

Becky stopped at the top of the stairs. "Oh, don't worry, Hop Sing, you'll get used to me. 

You're only the servant here, remember that." 

This time both Joe and Hoss took threatening steps toward her but Hop Sing grabbed 

them both as Becky disappeared down the hall. "Please to let Hop Sing take care of new sister. 

Mr. Joe and Mr. Hoss to sweep in bunkhouse tonight." 

"Dadburnit, Hop Sing, at least you could have told Pa we were your sons so we could 

stay in our own rooms."  

Hoss couldn't figure out what made them laugh like that. 

Clem riding into their yard at top speed sobered their moods instantly. "Adam's been 

arrested for murder. They're holding a trial at the saw mill with Roy in charge. Roy sent me to 

get you because he figures you'll want to be there."  



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/121 

Hoss and Joe ran for their horses, but Hoss stopped as Joe leaped on his horse. "Well, 

come on, Hoss, we gotta bust him out of there." 

"No, wait, Joe." 

"But Hoss, you heard 'em, they're gonna hang Adam for murder. We know he'd never kill 

nobody, 'cept in self defense! So come on!" 

"Joe, we gotta bring Pa." 

"Pa? What good can he do? He won't remember Adam any more than...oh, you think 

maybe he might?" 

"Maybe.  Maybe seeing him in danger. We won't tell him nothin’ more than we need all 

of us to be on Adam's side." 

*** 

Filip stood in the corner of the saw mill as the rest of his fellow jurors took their seats. At 

least half of these eight men will find Adam guilty, and that should be enough.  He took his seat 

on a bunk as Coffee cleared his throat and called for quiet. Filip glanced at Adam, who looked 

nowhere in particular and sweated, just a little. Must've shook him when the loggers had him 

outside in the snow before Coffee showed up.  

Filip tried to find a little pity in his situation but couldn't.  He had worked for the 

Cartwrights over a year and was no better off now than before. The Cartwrights had lived off 

him and his kind for too long.  He had only expected to ruin a timber contract for the rich and 

mighty Cartwrights. This kind of justice felt even better. Amazing how only he knew that 

shortcut to the breakfall and no one missed him at all in the time it took him to shoot the kid in 

the back.  
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That Whittleby had been a great dupe, too, taking Filip's advice and getting everyone all 

worked up. Filip's own attempts at riling everyone to unhappiness had gone unnoticed. Nobody 

took him serious since he took that impulsive swing at Hoss last summer.  

"Guess we can't prolong this anymore," Coffee said. "We've all had a long night, 

especially you, Adam, since I couldn't untie you. Do you object to us going ahead without your 

family?" 

Adam's head snapped up. "Roy, do you..." he closed his eyes wearily.  "No." 

"Thank you, son." Roy cleared his throat.  “Now we all know this is a rather unusual 

procedure that we’re following here.  I’ve known Adam a good portion of his life, known him to 

be honest and fair toward every man.  But no man is beyond a mistake or two, and we need to 

find out why a man died here.  Now I’m the law, and I’ll hold for no lynching, you know that.  

So let’s take this thing a step at a time.  And what I decide will be the law.  I want to advise you 

men, as jurors here, that if even a particle of doubt is planted in your minds about this man we 

here charge with murder, then he must remain in my custody until we can gather further 

evidence.  Is that clear to everyone?” 

The men, some enthused, others bored, all mumbled in varying noises of agreement. 

"Adam, you're aware of the charge these men hold agin you?" 

Adam met his eyes. "Yes." 

"You’re aware that each has been talked to and none can find another to accuse with 

motive and opportunity?" 

Adam paused. Some of these men, like Jed, were friends, and yet even Jed seemed to 

doubt his innocence. "Yes." 

"What do you say to the charge now held agin you alone?" 
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Adam looked at the jurors one by one, trying to read their eyes. When he met Filip’s 

intense stare he held it hotly. "Not guilty.  You can check my gun—it’s not been fired.” 

Jed stepped forward.  “The victim’s gun had been, though, sheriff.” 

Hoss and Joe stepped inside. 

"You can believe him, Sheriff, you know that," Hoss said. 

"Boys, I'm glad you're here, but you're going to have to sit quiet over here while I---." 

"Hoss! Joe!  Did you find Pa?" 

"We did, Adam." 

*** 

Adam looked over at the doorway when Ben walked in.  He thought Ben would walk 

right over to him but he didn’t. As he finally stepped closer Adam noticed an odd look in his 

eyes. 

"Ben," Roy strode over to him. "I'm glad you're here. I'm doing my best to see Adam gets 

a fair trial."  

Ben looked over the eight jurors before turning to Adam. He walked to the angry looking 

man tied to a pole and exhausted from lack of sleep, face darkened with whiskers, and put a hand 

on his shoulder. He turned to Joe. "This the one you said was our accountant and wouldn’t hurt a 

fly?  Looks a touch mean to me." 

Adam's jaw tensed as he exchanged looks with his brothers.  He didn’t dare ask them 

what was going on, but there was some kind of plan here. 

Ben looked down at him. "Did you kill someone, like they say?" 

Adam looked up at him, eyes glistening. His Pa didn't know him.  Or was pretending not 

to, for some reason. "No, sir." 

"There you go, then." 
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"Now hold on, Ben," Roy said. "You know we have to---." 

"Why? Seems to me you can just take his word for it." 

"Ben, there's got to be a trial." Roy exchanged puzzled looks with Adam. "You know I 

can’t let him go on your say-so." 

"Maybe. But I know enough about trials to know that this is a mockery of one. If you 

want this man tried, you'll have to take him to San Francisco---." Ben held his head suddenly and 

staggered backward. 

"Pa!" Adam shouted. 

One of the jurors got up to steady Ben but Filip knocked him down. As Ben fell to his 

knees Joe leaped and tackled Filip.  Two others tried to pull Joe off but Hoss grabbed a shoulder 

of each and slammed them into each other. One of them hurled himself into Hoss's gut until Hoss 

brought both fists down on the man's back. Roy tried to pull Joe off Filip but stepped into a 

punch Filip had aimed at Joe.  Hoss grabbed Filip and threw him across the room, storming after 

him on Adam’s encouragement. Jed pulled out Adam's gun and shot into the air just as Hoss 

readied a punch to Filip's face. The gunshot cracked behind Filip’s head in sudden fury. "I vote 

innocent, okay, he's innocent!" Filip screamed. 

Roy, rubbing his jaw, got to his feet. "Ok, Filip, suppose you tell us why?" 

"I…I…was being threatened by his brother…it doesn’t count…" 

"I think it just might, at that.”  Roy held a gun on Filip. "I'll take Filip here back with me 

to Eagle Station where we can talk in private."  

Hoss untied Adam’s hand and threw the rope to Roy to tie Filip up.  

Adam untied his legs and ran to where Joe knelt beside Ben. "That was some fighting for 

a kid, Joe," he said. "Pa, are you all right?" 
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Ben looked up at him. "Not yet. But...I think I will be. As soon as you three boys tell me 

who you really are. Or who I am." 

"We're your sons, Pa," Joe said. "We tried to tell you but---." 

"We thought maybe you needed to learn this a little at a time," Hoss finished. 

"Why, isn’t your old man..." he got to his feet with Adam's help. "Any stronger than 

that?" 

"You are, Pa," Adam said. "None of us could ever doubt that. Glad you came to help." 

"Anything to get out of cooking." 

“Cooking?”  Adam looked around as the loggers pulled themselves to their feet, 

grumbling, and Roy shoved a couple of them outside to dig a shallow hole for Whittleby who 

remained to be buried. “Well, let’s get out of here, if you don’t mind.  I’m anxious for life to get 

back to normal again.” 

*** 

Hop Sing sat at the table, exhausted. Becky ordered him around all day and he had 

enough. He did not believe for a moment that this was a Cartwright. And he felt responsible, for 

having a birthday and a cousin who wanted more than Hop Sing could ever deliver.  He sent a 

letter to No. 1 Cousin saying he couldn’t give him the money because he didn’t have it, but 

would ask Ben for it as soon as he could. 

"Hop Sing! I need more hot water!" 

As tempted as he was to bring up cold water for her tub, he did as she asked. But once 

back downstairs he crept into her room. To smoke out a rat, dig inside its hole, an old Chinese 

proverb said. 

*** 
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The Cartwright men were loud and ravenous at the dinner table that night, and for once 

no one scolded anyone for talking so much while eating.  Adam shied away from Becky and 

watched Ben closely, who seemed more and more responsive to memory. Adam didn’t believe 

Becky was Pa’s daughter either, but the records she presented looked pretty solid and Ben's first 

impression was accepting her at her word.  

Ben leaned back in his chair. "I wondered about being a cook when my meals turned out 

so bad." 

Hop Sing chuckled. "Me like birthday plesent but not for too long." He patted Ben's 

shoulder. "Nice to call you Mr. Cartlight again." 

"Thank you, Hop Sing. At least I can remember my sons' names now."  

"Good, you won't call me Little Hoss anymore," Joe said, laughing. 

"Oh Pa, it's so good to have us all as a family together finally," Becky said.  

"So true." Ben smiled with a nod. "Hop Sing, I found that note that No. 1 Cousin gave 

you, about needing to send his Grandfather back to the old country. I want you to know I’m 

going to take care of that as soon as I can. I figure," he looked around the table at the faces that 

grew more comfortable with each passing minute. "I owe him a lot." 

"I wish I had been the one to find you, Pa. To think you were hurt right after visiting 

Ma." 

Ben leaned back. "Is that right?" 

"Well, I…" Becky grabbed her wine and took a less than ladylike drink. "Ma figured 

after seeing you that she kept her secret long enough." 

"Becky, tell me again about your mother, how she and I met, that sort of thing. I just 

can’t come up with her at all." 
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"Oh, you and her,” she tried to blush but failed.  “You knew each other so long ago.  I 

mean, as old as I…back in St. Louis, you remember." She laughed. "I think she said the two of 

you were drunk and having such a good time that…well, a gal can’t always choose how she…" 

she grabbed her wine and lifted it, spilling a little. "To the Cartwright clan!" 

When Ben didn’t join in on the toast, Joe put his glass back down.  Ben cleared his throat, 

fixing a more stormy stare at her. "And your mother’s name is....." 

"Anna Marie Alcott, of course." Ben frowned and rubbed his temples as a sudden flash of 

pain shot through his head.  

“See, you do remember her, Pa.  I’ll bet your wonderful relationship with her so long ago 

comes back to you in no time.  Joe, pass me more of those wonderful mashed up potatoes." 

“How old are you, young lady?” 

“How old?”  She glanced around the table, as though trying to figure out which brother 

she fit between.  “I’d be…my mama told me, 25 next birthday.”  

Ben frowned.  He remembered the relationship with Miss Alcott, all right, but most of it 

was unsatisfactory.  They’d had some laughs, had gotten romantic, but nothing more.  He was 

sure—pretty sure of it.  Problem was, he knew he was no saint between wives. 

Hop Sing crept back out of the kitchen and stuck a note in Ben's face. As Ben read it, 

Becky tensed. She opened her mouth but just as quickly clamped it shut again. 

"Well," Ben said, folding it up. "This Anna Marie is quite the woman. I can see now why 

I fell for her." He picked up his wine glass. "To Becky, newest member of our family." 

Joe, Adam and Hoss exchanged glances but did not join in on the toast. They continued 

to watch their father. They'd seen him in action before.  

"Hoss, first thing in the morning you'll take Becky out and show her how to trim and 

clean the horses’ hooves clean."  He saw Becky spit up some of her wine in alarm but pretended 
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not to notice. "And Adam, we have four more geldings ready for green breaking, I think Becky 

here looks like a natural. Joe, I know you've been dying to get off water closet duty...." 

Becky pushed her plate forward. "Uh, Pa, sir, what are you talking about? I'm a woman, 

I'm only set to do woman chores." 

"Oh, out here on the Ponderosa a Cartwright is a Cartwright. And none of us deems 

ourselves to be treated any different than the rest. You have to be true to your blood, child.  From 

what I can see, we’ll need to work you pretty hard to get you fit to bear the name Cartwright." 

Becky got to her feet. "I....I think I'm needed in my room...." She ran from the room 

without a single glance back. 

"Pa, what was in that note?" Hoss leaned forward so he could keep his voice low. 

"Hop Sing can be a bit of a rascal when he wants to be. That note had to have been 

hidden carefully in her satchel. Complete instructions for pulling off a fake identity. But 

exposing her lack of character was a lot more fun this way." 

As Hoss and Joe laughed, Adam held up his wine glass. "Welcome back, Pa." 

Ben held his glass up in response. "Boys, it's good to be back. Damn good." 

### 

 Needless to say, Becky failed at a half-hearted attempt to prove herself a true Cartwright.   

As they put her on the stage, Ben showed her the note he’d kept, the one that listed things about 

Anna Mae’s story that Becky was supposed to remember, and included the note to never mention 

her true father’s name, even in passing.  Ben remembered one of the things he disliked about 

Anna Mae and that was her lack of good common sense.  

 Ben suffered from headaches and occasional lapses of memory for a few months before 

becoming himself again, just before the Cartwrights’ world changed forever—silver was 

discovered at Washoe Diggings and a new city was born.  Virginia City.  The Cartwrights began 
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to feel their solitary life threatened by more social encounters than they ever dreamed possible 

under their tall Ponderosa Pines.  At times they were grateful for more company but at times, 

well, things got just a little crazy—especially once Joe discovered girls. 
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Part Four: 

THREE BRIDES FOR THREE BROTHERS 

 

 

Spring of 1860, Utah Territory.   

     Ada Remington rapped on the door twice.  Town drunks and vagabonds lurked around 

the corners of this nasty boarding house so her daughters kept the door barricaded.  Ada could 

picture them counting on their fingers the minutes until they could be on their way again.  Half a 

dozen times last night while they were readying for bed, woman-sick men with too much 

whiskey in their guts pounded on the window asking to take a gander.  Even she, a stout and 

white-haired widow, had attention from all directions tagging after her.  If only she had a son she 

could claim to chase the men away, instead of three daughters! 

     "Girls!  Listen up."  She announced after MaryAnn, her raven-haired but frowning 

beauty, let her in.  Christine, her more naturally open-hearted but emotional daughter, sat on the 

bed wrapping yarn, and Jane sat like a lump on the floor, staring at nothing except her boots, 

untied and half off her big feet.  They were the largest size she could find, but they still pinched 

her unmercifully.  "I found us a new horse to pull our wagon.  We can be on our way as soon as 

we're packed." 

    "Ma," Jane crawled up off the floor and sat on the bed heavily, bouncing Christine.  He 

pulled off the wig and shook it.  "How long do we have to keep up this silly sham?" 

     "As long as it takes, Jake, dear.  I'm doing all I can.  Do you think I like seeing my only 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/131 

son dressed up like the daughters I have too many of already?  You think I wouldn’t rather have 

my old home and family back?" 

     "Yeah, Jane, we can’t go home because of you, you know.”  Christine giggled as she 

usually did whenever anyone referred to Jake as her sister and the distraction caused her yarn to 

unravel, making her pout just as quickly. 

     "I will do anything to keep you out of jail, Jake, so I ‘m not complaining.  All I ask is that 

you don’t complain either.  And remember it's what your father would want, rest his darling 

soul."  She opened her travel bag and stared into it, puzzled.  “Did someone borrow a pair of my 

stockings again?”  

     "Yeah, but he’d change his mind if he saw me in this wig."  Jake pulled it back on again 

and blew the hair out of his mouth before getting up to gather his belongings.  He tended to be 

the first packed, since he couldn’t bear to linger over these womanly things he carried. 

     "Don't feel bad, Jake."  MaryAnn said.  "You look so pleasing in a wig.  Why, I'll bet 

you'll be hitched before either of us.  And to a real handsome buck, too." 

“Well, it ain't hard being prettier than either of you."  He folded his arms across his 

padded chest and gave her a good repetition of his wise-ass grin. 

     "Oooh, listen to him, Christine," MaryAnn said. 

     "Yeah, I think the fancy toiletries have been going to his head.  Before you know it, he's 

going to want to stay a girl!"  Christine fell backward on the bed in a case of choking laughter.  

Even her stoic mother had to chuckle. 

     Jake yanked the wig off again.  He knew how convincing he looked as a gal and that 

made him all the more annoyed.  "Mama, I'd rather be in that St. Louis jail right now." 

     "Oh, come on, settle down, the three of you.  Aren't your hopes up, Jake, since I got that 
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letter from Nora?  Let's get down to that wagon and start our search for this man who can find us 

some justice—this Mr. Ben Cartwright." 

*** 

Adam and Hoss sat mounted outside Miss Abigail's house waiting for younger brother 

Joe.   Ben Cartwright paid a goodly amount to have Joe brush up on his reading and math.  He 

was one of Eagle Station’s—Carson City, they were calling it now—board members, not 

because he lived in town but because he owned a lot of the land around the town. One of the 

things Ben accomplished was pushing the vote on building a school house, but at the rate the 

vote discussions went, his sons will all be too smart to use it—that is, if Joe pays attention to his 

lessons.  Joe was 16 and, as he took on more and more of the ranch responsibilities, he didn’t 

have much time left for schooling. 

       Adam had already been to college and turned out smart and handsome enough to win any 

girl's heart in town, according to his father, but he had already looked them clean over.  Miss 

Abigail took a spark to him but he had no spark for her in return.  On occasion he would try to 

teach Joe some lessons himself to get out of these trips to keep the ‘little charmer’ out of 

mischief and get him back to the ranch.  But Joe told Pa that teasing Adam at lesson-time tended 

to get in the way of actually learning anything from him. 

     "So what do you think, big brother?"  Adam asked Hoss.  He always liked to get Hoss’s 

opinion on things because Hoss had a unique way of thinking.  And Adam knew it made Hoss’s 

big chest purely bust when Adam asked his opinion.   

     "I don't know, Adam.  I don't reckon Pa will go for it." 

     "If Pa doesn't like the idea of the social being at Lucky Bill's Hotel maybe we could hold 

it at our ranch." 

     "A social at our ranch?  Ha!  That will be something to see." 
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     "I know Pa can be unreasonable about some things, but he has had parties, dinner guests.  

How much farther is it to go to have some dancing too?"  Adam squinted up into the sun. Spring 

had been a dry one in the Sierras so far this year—but doggone if those weren’t rain clouds 

riding in on them from the mountains. 

     "Even if Pa doesn't mind the dancin’, what's he gonna do when we tell him why we're 

doin’ it?" 

     "So do we always tell him everything?"  Adam smiled, his dark eyes sparkling, as Hoss 

thought this over. "Remember that bull that got out because you and me wanted to see if we 

could tame it?  Remember what we told Pa happened?" 

     "Oh.  Oh-ho, yeah."  Hoss's face looked like a plump ripe tomato as he chuckled in good-

natured embarrassment.  "I don't think he believed us though, Adam, tellin’ him we wanted to 

check its foot coz it was limpin’." 

      Adam rubbed his chin, already itchy with the whiskers of the day. "Well, we were kinda 

young."  He straightened up in the saddle.  "But, point is, we don't have to tell him what we’re 

planning, except...Joe's 16 now, a man, and we want to celebrate." 

     Hoss sat back with a big wide expression of amusement.  "I'll be dadburned if that ain’t 

why you always beat me in checkers." 

     "Now don't go getting all worked up."  Adam lowered his voice as the front door of Miss 

Abigail's modest white square house opened.  "We're only trying to prove a point.  The boy has 

to learn some humility." 

     "Yeah.  Ha-ha.  That's right." 

     Adam shushed Hoss as Little Joe strolled out behind a young blonde girl.  She giggled 

over her shoulder at him as he kept trying to grab hold of her shawl but missed, deliberately from 

what Adam and Hoss could tell.  When he saw Hoss and Adam waiting Joe straightened his 
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shoulders and sombered, as though in imitation of them. 

     "He'll want a reason why we're waiting for him again."  Adam’s mouth puckered 

pensively. 

     "Yup, I reckon.  You want to give it this time?" 

     "No, Hoss, you go ahead." 

     But by the time Joe got on his horse and rode up to them he was smiling.  "Afternoon, 

gents.  All done with work?  You should go to school with me, you could take it easy all day and 

flirt with the girls like I do." 

     "Oh, I don't know, Joe," Hoss said.  "I think those girls there are a might young for us, 

wouldn't you say, Adam?"  Hoss hitched his horse forward and the others followed without 

encouragement.  Adam's horse trotted on ahead to lead, as was its liking. 

     "Still wet behind the ears, I'd say."  Adam agreed, winking over at Hoss. 

     "You two, you're so jealous.  You gotta go for the younger ones, you know, because all 

the ones as old as you two are gone and got hitched already, you're both too slow."  Joe tilted his 

black hat down at an arrogant angle over one eye. 

     "Ah, the impertinence of youth," Adam said with a deliberate sigh. 

     "You know what, Adam, I think I've courted more girls than you have, and you're twice 

as old as me," Joe added with a laugh. 

     "Well now, younger brother, that's easy when you're not fussy about the girl," Adam 

smiled as Hoss laughed easy and loud. 

     "Yeah, Little Joe, you---." but Hoss stopped short when the three of them reined back.   

A poor-looking homestead wagon rambled toward them at a faster pace than the 

occupants seemed at comfort with.  A well dressed older woman held the reins with expertise.  

As she pulled the wagon to a stop her three daughters sat up in back of the uncovered wagon.  
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Just as quickly one of them sat back down again.  Even with their faces in need of a scrubbing 

and their bonnets tilted askew from the dry granite soil tossed at them from the wagon wheels, 

the Cartwright boys couldn’t miss their good-looking charms. 

     "Need some help, ma'am?"  Adam asked. 

     "Thank you, dear, I do seem to be all turned around.  Isn't there a town around here with a 

sheriff's office?"  She glanced back into the wagon before wiping her sleeve across her wind 

blown face. 

     "I guess the closest thing to it would be Carson City, and the closest thing to a sheriff 

would be Roy Coffee—he does his darndest but this area may be a little rougher than you’re 

used to."  Adam caught the eyes of the brunette and smiled back.  "Or maybe not."  He turned in 

his saddle and pointed.  "Just a mile ahead of you, ma'am, you wouldn't have missed it." 

     "Oh, what a relief."  She squinted at him.  "Say, you wouldn't happen..." she closed her 

mouth tight again.  "Never mind, sorry to bother you."  She slapped the reins hard as though a 

sudden fire urged her backside.  "Thank you!"  She called back to the boys who watched the 

wagon wheels kicking up the dust in the road in the hopes of catching another glimpse of the 

three girls. 

*** 

     "You can sit up now, Jake, they can't see you anymore," Christine said, poking him. 

     Jake lay with his head against the side of the wagon, cheek resting on the top of the flour 

bag.  His eyes were shut and his wig bounced with every rut in the road. 

     "Is he asleep, Christine?" 

     "Oh, I doubt it.  Jake!"  When she ripped off his wig Jake squinted and sat up slowly, 

scratching his head. 

     "Thanks.  That's better." 
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     "Did you see how those fellas looked at you, Jake, even in that tiniest second you gave 

them?  You're just the purtiest thing."  MaryAnn tried but couldn’t stop smirking at him. 

     "Ah, that does it.  I'd rather go to jail or be hung for a horse thief."  He struggled to his 

knees as the wagon bounced.  He threw one leg over the side but didn't get far, as a rut in the 

road and MaryAnn's firm grip sent him backward again. 

     "Do you want to ruin everything for Mama?" MaryAnn hissed in his ear.   "She's sold our 

home and gave up the store, all to try and get you cleared and keep you safe at the same time.  

We've been hiding out for three months, Jake, just because you can't stay out of trouble." 

     "You think I don’t know how long it’s been?  Three months of wearing this thing.  I don't 

know how you women can stand it."  He beat the wig a few times as though to make it behave.   

     "You just better hope that friend of Mama's is right about this Ben Cartwright and that 

he'll help us," Christine said.  "I'm tired of feeling like a criminal instead of like a woman." 

     "If I had my choice," Jake said with a sigh. 

     Christine hugged herself.  "I yearn for a man's arms around me." 

     "Oh-ho, not me!" Jake shuddered. 

     "Maybe we'll be lucky."  MaryAnn grinned.  "Maybe this sheriff will be young, and 

instead of taking us to the Cartwrights he'll take a liking enough to you to help us himself!" 

     She tweaked Jake's cheek and plopped the wig on his head as he slumped back down in 

the wagon. 

*** 

  Thunder rolled across the tops of the pines and echoed off the side of the Sierra foothills.  

The Cartwright sons had several hours of riding ahead and the sun, low in the sky, cast an 

unnatural shade over the trail through rumbling clouds.  Their fate, getting wet before getting 

back, seemed inevitable. 
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     "Looks like we're going to get that end to the spring drought you predicted, Hoss," Joe 

said. 

     “You mean, my corns predicted." 

     “The only thing your corns predict is that your boots are getting tight." Adam turned in 

the saddle and looked off to the right, where the grass had been pounded clean under the hooves 

of cattle.  "Say, didn't we have Alvie and the boys take the #3 herd through here just a day or two 

ago?  Let's follow their trail to make sure they didn't lose any." 

     Joe groaned. "That's just like you, older brother.  Always finding more ways to make my 

life miserable." 

     “Yup.  Happens every time I see you enjoying yourself.  Your fun means I'm getting lax 

in raising you proper."  He and Joe exchanged a grin. 

      A bolt of lightning lit up the sky as it shot through the mountains, startling the horses.  

The clap of thunder followed close on its tail. 

     “Reckon we should move a might faster?" Hoss looked over his shoulder. 

     Joe laughed.  "No wonder you're not hitched yet, Hoss.  You're too darned cautious." 

     “Hah!  Me cautious?  Why, the way you were starin’ at those gals in the wagon I thought 

your mouth was gonna fall off for fear of having nothing to say." 

     “Ho-ho, not me.  I just waited for the right chance, that's all."  

     “Is that right?" Adam grinned.  He shifted in the saddle and held the reins tighter, his 

horse anxious to head out of the storm. 

     “Why, I'll bet you I could have any one of those gals eating out of my hand in no time.  

Better than either of you." 

"Hoss, you hear that?  Our younger brother here, barely out of the cradle, is willing to bet 

that he's a born Casanova.” 
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     "A who?" Joe asked Hoss, who shrugged. 

     "Ladies man.  See, Hoss and me, we'd like to learn from you.  You'd like that, wouldn't 

you, teaching us something for once?" 

     "Hey, you name it, Adam, always glad to help." Joe sat tall in the saddle, almost 

matching his brothers.  "I sure enough could teach you older brothers a thing or two." 

     "You show us..." Adam looked over his shoulder as though making sure no one could 

overhear, "...by winning over that shy gal—that is, if her family sticks around." 

     "That shy gal in the wagon?"  Joe’s voice squeaked as he pointed backward. 

     Hoss's face lit up.  "Yeah.  Yeah!  That would do it, Joe.  I sure could learn a lot watchin’ 

you court a shy gal." 

     "Hey, why not?  Nothing hard about that.  She was quite a beauty, too, from what little I 

saw of  her.  But that's if she sticks around.  I'm not gonna go chasing after her.  No sir, Pa 

wouldn't like that." 

"Oh, right, if they ride on, the whole bet's off." Adam agreed.  "But here's the deal.  You 

have to win her over before either me or Hoss have any success with the other two.  Which one 

you want, Hoss?" 

     "Huh?  Oh, I kinda fancy that light haired one with the..." he gestured around his head.  

"You know." 

     "You do?   All right, I'll take the sulky one with the hair all over her face.  And Joe, may 

the best man win." 

     "Yeah!" Joe practically burst.  "And who knows, the winner could be the one who ends 

up married by the end of the summer.  Let's make that part of the bet!  First one married---.” 

     Adam held up a hand.  "Now that's getting a little carried away.  Just some friendly 

courting, that's all.  We’ll just let the rest of it takes its natural course.” 
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     Joe nodded.  He wasn't going to admit it to his older brothers, but he wouldn't mind 

seeing one or both of them hitched.  But heck, he wouldn't even mind it if it was him.  

     They left the main road on a trail made by the hooves of cattle, the land still rocky but 

well traveled, steep in spots yet easy enough for experienced drovers to handle.  The cattle trail 

led them to a bluff, but Adam knew that they would veer north and use the bluff as a natural 

guide for the cattle.  It made for a more restful final leg back to the ranch for tallying.  Just after a 

small cleft in the canyon Hoss pulled his horse up short. 

     "Something wrong, Hoss?"  Adam asked. 

     "Some steer tracks goin’ off in the wrong direction." 

     Adam leaned forward to see what Hoss saw.  "I wouldn't worry about it.  Looks like they 

were found and brought back." 

     Hoss paused, listening, as another crack of thunder shook the sky.  "I don't think so.  Hear 

that?  One of em's bawlin’.” 

"You can hear that?"  Joe's eyes rolled upward.  "Hoo-boy." 

     Hoss trotted on ahead. 

     "I guess we follow him, Joe." 

     Up against a wall of rock in the bluff was an enormous collapse in the ground, forming a 

natural pit.  By this time they could all hear the steers' wailing.  The three brothers got down off 

their horses and crouched over the side of the pit.  There were steers down there all right, two 

young ones, crying and crawling over each other in a vain attempt to get out. 

     "So what do we do, Hoss?" Adam asked, in difference to his brother's animal sense. 

     "Hey, Hoss, they'll be okay until morning, won't they?  It's getting dark and I just felt 

some rain on my neck.  We'll be drenched if we don't get moving." 

     "Joe, the way they're workin’ themselves up they're going to kill each other long before 
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morning.  I couldn't let no critter die that way."  Hoss shook his head, unable to tear his eyes 

from them. 

     "But Hoss, if you climb down there and try to get them out they'll kill you!" 

     "All right, let's think about this."  Adam held up his hands.  "I know something we can 

try.  And we've got plenty of hemp." 

     Hoss was more than willing.  He got his rope and tied one end to the saddle horn on 

Adam's horse.  He laid on his belly at the edge of the pit, while Adam tied a shank knot with the 

other end of the hemp rope around his two feet, binding them together. 

     "You sure you want to do this, Hoss?"  Adam crouched next to him.  The rain, only drops 

a moment before, now came down heavy, making it hard for him to see his brother's face.  "Not 

going to be easy, hemp gets slick wet." 

     Hoss waited for the thunder to pass.  "Maybe it won't work but we gotta try, anyhow.  

Just be ready to pull me up when I tell you."  He held tight to the other rope already knotted in a 

noose and waited to be lowered. 

     Adam stood.  "Joe!  Come over here and keep an eye on Hoss.  I'll take care of getting the 

horse to move when it's supposed to."  He patted Joe's shoulder.  "Watch him close and use your 

hands to signal, up or down.  If he gets in trouble, think fast and holler.” 

     Once Hoss was low enough he reached out to the closest steer but it backed away, 

frightened.  It walked funny, too.  Then he noticed, as he fought dizziness with being hung 

upside down, that the other one was about to charge him.  He opened the loop on the rope.  This 

one looked bigger down close. 

     "Come on, bully, come on.  Show me what you can do."  It couldn't hurt much even if he 

didn't duck in time.  The steer didn’t have much room to run and only had nubs for horns.  He 

heard Joe yell something above him but the steer charged.  He moved his head just in time so the 
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steer connected with his shoulder instead.  Hoss hardly felt it, too intent on grabbing the steer's 

legs.  The steer struggled but was too tired to put up much fuss.  Hoss got the rope over his legs 

and over his head with surprisingly little effort.  Still the steer kicked and bucked, flinging mud 

in every direction as Hoss pulled the rope tight around the animal's shoulders. 

     "You know, if I wanted to eat mud," he said, spitting, "I'd go to Washoe Diggins and get 

the miner's special."  He looked up.  "Haul me up!" 

     Once up out of the hole Hoss handed Joe the rope tied to the steer and untied his feet. 

"Hey, Hoss, you should see how red your face is. Was it hard hanging there upside 

down?"  Joe spat rain and wiped his eyes clear before pulling his hat down tight again. 

     "I’ll never git my hat on again, I think my head swelled up two sizes." 

     Adam came over to them.  He wiped his face with his sleeve and pulled his hat down 

tight.  "All that blood rushing to your head maybe give you enough sense to get out of the rain?"  

He grinned as he took the rope from Joe to tie to his horse in place of the one tied to Hoss.  He 

slapped Hoss's soggy shoulder.  "You okay, boy?" 

     "Sure, fine, Adam, fine.  Let's pull that cow up." 

     Adam looked into the pit at the young steer with the rope over its head and around its 

front haunches.  "I don't think we'll try pulling him up free.  Gonna have to put you down there 

again, Hoss, give it some encouragement." 

     "Oh, let me, Adam.  I'm old enough to do everything on the ranch now, and some things 

even better than you!" 

     "Yeah, well, good at flirting with the ladies is not the same as pushing a reluctant steer up 

a sloppy pit." 

     "Wish this danged rain would quit," Hoss said, squinting up into the gray sky.  But he 

said it without conviction, knowing it was senseless to complain about the weather.  He put his 
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feet back into the rope.   Joe ran the other end of Hoss's rope to tie to Adam's horse's saddle, and 

took the cow's rope to tie to Cochise.  Then he took hold of both horse's bridles and held them 

apart with his arms out, waiting for Adam's signal. 

     Hoss slid back down into the muddy pit, coming alongside the steer.  It stared at him 

dismally and bleated.  "Tell him to start pulling us up!"  Hoss, as he felt the rope tighten, slapped 

the butt of the cow.  The steer bucked and cried but started to rise up off the ground, with the 

added support of Hoss's arms under it.  Halfway to the top Hoss allowed himself to look at the 

other cow, and he saw what had bothered him about it before.  One of its legs was broke. 

     Hoss looked up as the cow began to slip.  "Haul it faster, come on!"   His hands slipped 

on the mud and rain-greased rope.  Hoss twisted one hand around the rope and got his hands 

firmer on the cow's rear, his head and shoulder pressing against cowhide.  He grimaced, the rope 

around his feet giving—any second to drop both the steer and him into a tangled heap of bloody 

flesh at the bottom—with his luck his nose ending up the cow’s smelly ole behind. 

     He heard Adam yell above him but with the rain in one ear and the other pressed against 

a wet cow bouncing itself against the wall of the pit he couldn't pay much attention to words.  He 

tried hard but couldn't even come up with a prayer.... 

     Then Adam grabbed his feet and Hoss hung on even tighter to the cow until he felt it 

being lifted away from him.  With a final burst of strength as they yelled to the horses pulling, 

Adam and Joe together gave a yank and got Hoss up on the side of the pit as well. 

     The four of them lay in the mud for a minute and then Joe started to laugh, and his 

brothers joined him.  The steer got to its feet but Joe grabbed the rope. 

     "Oh no, not after what we went through.  We're taking you home.  You okay, Hoss?"  

Another burst of laughter escaped when he saw the mud covering where Hoss's face used to be. 
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     "Guess I'll live anyhow."  Hoss ached in places he didn’t know he had. 

     "What about the other cow?" Adam looked down into the pit. 

"Oh," Hoss tried to catch his breath.  "It's got a broke leg." 

     “Guess we can pull it up dead better than alive.  Joe, you’re gonna get your chance to go 

down.”  Adam went for his rifle.  “And Hop Sing will have his feast for a social.” 

*** 

\ Ben poured two brandies, for Ada and himself, after the three girls declined.  He wished 

that his sons were a little quicker home.  The ladies had gotten wet enough on the ride from 

Carson City, but they were in a wagon and should not have beaten three mounted sons.  "It's 

good to hear that Nora is doing well, although I’m surprised she remembered me.  I wasn't in 

Salt Lake City all that long." 

     "She remembered your integrity.  And looking at your fine house I would say she's 

probably right." 

     "Probably?"   

"Forgive me, Mr. Cartwright, if I'm reluctant to be free with people I've just met.  I think 

once you hear my story you'll understand." 

     Ben opened his mouth to reply but the crack of thunder stilled him a moment.  "Sounds 

like we're in for a good one."  Then the rain, before only intermittent drops, came down hard and 

heavy on the roof.  "Roy's in for a drenching for his ride home.  You’re all luckier you got here 

when you did." 

     "Oh dear," Ada said, frowning. 

     "Don't feel bad for Roy, rain up here after a dry spring is appreciated from inside or out.  

But I think this is a good time to offer you ladies the hospitality of my ranch for the night." 

     One gal's face grew considerably sour at the offer, as the other two exchanged glances.  
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Ben knew that few people felt comfortable staying the night with strangers when they first 

arrived in the West before realizing how fortunate they were for any offer. And in this case the 

decision was well taken out of their hands. 

     "Why don't you make yourself comfortable, Mrs. Remington, and tell me your story." 

*** 

  The downpour had eased to a drizzle and then to setting sunshine shortly after their mud 

baths so mud clung to the three Cartwrights as they rode into the yard of the ranch, with Hoss 

pulling a stubborn yet grateful animal behind him.  Hoss named the big calf “Sloppy” and turned 

it loose into the pen.  He figured they’d each need three baths to come clean again, so the beast 

got a fitting name.  Adam left the dead animal strung across his horse for Hop Sing to retrieve 

and carve up for dinner. 

     As they dismounted and hitched their horses they all gawked evenly at the wagon 

standing with horses still hitched to it. 

     "What do you think?" Adam said.  "Pa make a new purchase?" 

     "Ah, let's worry about that later.  I just wanna get these horses put away and get some 

chow in me.  Since I'm the hungriest, I'm beddin’ my horse first."  Hoss didn’t wait for an 

argument and wasn’t given one. 

     Just before they reached the house the brothers stopped and brushed off some of the rain 

and mud, more out of habit than the belief they could make themselves any more presentable. 

     Adam opened the door and they all stepped in.  Adam stopped short, Hoss and Joe 

bumping into him.  Besides Pa, there were four women staring at them. 

    "Joe?"  Hoss whispered.  "They yours?" 

     "Uh-uh, not mine." 

     "They're the ones we met today.  Outside Carson City," Adam whispered back.  He 
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stepped forward, wiping his hands on his pants.  "Ladies, it's nice to see you again."  None of 

them moved.  "Ah…Pa?"  He waited for Ben to make introductions but Ben only laughed. 

     "You three are a sight." 

     Adam looked down.  "Oh, we wrestled steer out of a pit.  Hop Sing!"  He grinned 

sheepishly as he waited for Hop Sing to come out from the kitchen.  “One of the calves didn’t 

make it alive, it’s on the back of my horse.”   

Hop Sing nodded and went outside. 

     "Yeah, you should have seen Hoss.” Joe said, turning on a lively charm through a mud 

façade.  “He hung upside down holding a steer that didn’t much take kindly to the intrusion.”  

Christine giggled and Joe grinned.  “I got to go down the pit too, only mine was already dead.”  

He looked at the shy gal but Jane stared down sullenly.  "Pa, aren't you going to introduce us?" 

     Ben shook his head.  "I always hoped for the time I could introduce my sons to three 

lovely young ladies all at the same time.  Never imagined it like this.  All right, just don't offer 

your hand right now."  Once everyone had each other's names clear Ben told Hop Sing to fetch 

water after he finished hanging the beef.  

     “Aw, Pa, can’t we eat first?” 

     Ben grinned at Hoss.  “No.” 

     The three boys hung up their wet hats carefully and with nods to the ladies, went upstairs. 

     "Ranch work is quite hard at times, I gather." 

     "It's quite hard most of the time, Ada," Ben said.  "As I was saying, I'll give your 

dilemma some thought.  You assure me you've told me everything you could?" 

     "Oh, everything."  Ada glanced at Jane, who she seemed to think might contradict any 

single word she used.  Finally she relaxed and turned back.  “Yes, everything.”  

     "Then you're right, something is not quite flush here."  Ben continued.  "Let me check on 
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a couple of my hunches.  But I have a feeling like you do that your son is unjustly imprisoned.  

Now if you don't mind my playing host I'll show you ladies to rooms for the night." 

*** 

Ben accepted the coffee from Hop Sing.  “You better get that steer cut up and on ice, Hop 

Sing, if the boys need more food they can help themselves.”  He watched his sons greedily eating 

the warmed over stew.  "You’re lucky the three the ladies weren't hungry or there'd be nothing 

left of that stew." 

     "They seem embarrassed about being here, especially that shy one," Adam said, with a 

deliberate glance at Joe.  “What’s their story?” 

     "Yeah, hey Pa, why they here?"  Hoss sopped his biscuit in the juices of his stew. 

     "Well, it's pretty amazing but while we lived in Salt Lake City I made the acquaintance of 

Nora Bernard.  After all this time she remembered me and told Ada I could help her." 

     "From back in Salt Lake City?  Pa, wasn't I only maybe 12?  Hoss wasn't even talking 

yet."  

     "Oh-ho, Adam, I was talkin’ when I was..." he mentally counted, "five." 

     "No, Hoss, you were pretty quiet until after Joe was born," Ben said. 

     "Why is that, you reckon?”  Hoss looked from Adam to Joe. 

     "Probably because Adam did all the talking," Joe said, laughing. 

     "Well then, this Ada Remington must have done some work tracking you down," Adam 

frowned, ignoring the laughs.  "What kind of favor does she want?" 

     "Seems her son got himself into a bit of trouble."  When he saw their puzzled expressions 

he added quickly, "He didn't come because he's in jail right now, awaiting hanging on charges of 

bank robbery and murder.  One week's time, Ada says, is all she has to help him." 

     "It's only natural a ma would think her son's not guilty.  But why not ask Roy to help?" 
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Adam couldn't figure how they fit in to all this. 

     "Because Jake already had his trial, has been found guilty.  There's nothing Roy can do." 

     "What can we do, Pa?  Bust him out before they hang him?" 

"Now settle down, young 'un," Hoss said to the deeply frowned face of his younger 

brother.  "Pa, you thinkin’ you got an idea how to help?" 

     "Yes, I've got something but I've got to think on it for the night.  If I need your help I'll let 

you know." 

     The room’s silence filled again with the sounds of heavy eating until Hoss looked over at 

Adam.  "Uh, Adam, don't you have something to ask Pa?" 

     "What?  Oh!”  Adam sat back, wiping his mouth with a napkin.  “Say Pa, Hoss and me 

have been thinking...." 

     "Uh-oh," Joe said, rolling his eyes. 

     "Joe here didn't get to have much of a party on his 16
th

 birthday what with the bad 

weather and all.  You always said when one of us Cartwrights reaches 16 he's a man.  And I...I 

think we ought to celebrate.  Have a social.  Right here at the ranch."  Adam leaned back and 

folded his arms over his chest.  In his clean white shirt he looked angelic. 

     "You do?"  Ben looked from Adam's somber, querulous face to the smirk on Hoss's, to 

Joe's of total innocent surprise.  "Well, that's mighty nice of you to consider your younger 

brother like this.  Why, I think a social is a fine idea.  Who do you have in mind to invite?" 

     "Well, Pa," Hoss said as Adam silently handed the rope to him.  "We were thinkin’ that 

we could invite everyone we know, you know, and we could grill half that steer in the yard and 

have Slinky Rutherford play his guitar---." 

     "And Butch Johnson plays a mean harmonica," Adam added, "so that people can even 

dance...if they've a mind to." 
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     "Dance?"  Ben paused, his heavy brows furled in thought.  "It's been awhile since I've..." 

He slapped his leg and stood.  "By golly, that's a great idea.  There's enough settlers living 

around here now.  Maybe it'll even encourage one of you boys to take a shine to one of the 

neighboring girls." 

     "You just never know about that," Adam stole a glance at Hoss.  "I think we’d have to 

invite every single one of them." 

     "I don't know, Pa.  I don't really think I need a party."  Joe’s face looked just a little 

green. 

     "Sure you do, Joe.  Why, you’ve made friends with just practically all the gals around 

here, ain’t ya?"  Hoss slipped his big arm across Joe's chair and gave Joe a squeeze.  "And Pa, we 

could even invite Mrs. Remington and her three fine daughters." 

     "Now wait a min---." 

     Hoss gave his brother another bear squeeze.  "Yes sir, Pa, this is going to be one 

humdinger of a party." 

     "It sure is, Pa," Joe grunted, giving Ben a sick grin. 

     "That settles it."  Adam rubbed his hands together and got to his feet.  "Come on, Hoss, 

we've got a big day ahead of us tomorrow.  Let's get some sleep." 

     Adam and Hoss bounded up the stairs as Ben watched Joe stare at his plate. 

     "Joe?  Do you know what those two are up to?" 

     Joe dragged himself up and walked to the stair.  He turned back.  "It's not easy being the 

youngest, Pa."  He trudged up to his room. 

     Ben shook his head as Hop Sing, apron sprinkled with fresh blood, cleared the table.  

“Hop Sing, you might just have to keep that meat fresh a little longer.” 

*** 
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"Ma!"  Jake threw his wig on the bed in the room he shared with his mother.  "How could 

you say that?  How could you say that I done committed murder!  How could you lie?"  He 

reached up inside the dress and pulled out the paddings he used to affect a more womanly 

posture. 

     "Lie?  Darling Jake, might I remind you that you've killed many a chicken in your day?" 

     "Now that's not the same and you know it."  Jake plopped down on the bed and stared at 

the ceiling with his fingers drumming impatiently across his slender flat-chested bosom. "You 

promised you'd tell Mr. Cartwright that I was with you.  Not in jail." 

     "I know I did, son, but I don't trust him yet.  I think he's the fine, moral, upstanding sort, 

but until he truly believes you're innocent, it would be wrong to tell him you're here.  He may 

feel obligated to the law."  Ada looked out the window out over the darkening wooded sky .  The 

rain had stopped but she had no interest in leaving.  "This is a fine place, isn't it?  Better than the 

room they offered us in Carson City." 

     "Ma, I don't like this.  He has sons." 

     "You could do worse, dear." 

     "Ma!" 

"Oh!" she turned to him.  "I'm sorry.  I forget which daughter I'm talking to.  Now close 

your eyes, your mama wants to get into her sleeping gown."  She untied her lacy bodice. 

     Jake groaned and pulled the wig over his face.  "I'll just never survive." 

*** 

     Adam lay in the dirt too stunned to move.  When his head stopped ringing he heard the 

horse kicking up off to the north end of the corral so he rolled on his side and got to his feet. 

     "Bravo, Adam!  Longest time yet!"  Cal called from his perch on the fence. 

     "Guess there's hope then."  He glanced back at the mare as he brushed his shirt off.  She 
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had calmed once she got the weight off her back but still snorted in terrible anger.  "Reminds me 

of a gal this morning at breakfast."  He climbed up on the fence next to Cal. 

     "Oh yeah?  How's that?” 

"Pa invited these ladies to stay the night because of the storm.  So at breakfast this 

morning I offered the youngest gal a chair.  She grabbed it away from me, said she could help 

herself just fine.  She had a strange sound to her voice, now that I think about it.  So I backed off 

and sat down next to her sister, who was a little more obliging.  In fact, now that I'm through 

here for the day I'm going back to take MaryAnn riding." 

     "That the strange sounding one?"  Cal asked, a little lost with all the explaining. 

     "Oh no, Hoss and I are letting Joe have her."  Adam chuckled.  "In fact, we're inviting 

them to a dance Saturday night.  We're going to see what kind of luck Joe has with her." 

     "Joe?  With a gal who won't even let him pull out a chair?  He'll feel like you just did a 

minute ago, in the dirt with the air knocked out."  They both laughed.  "Hey, can I get Sam and 

some of the other fellas to come to this dance?" 

     "Sure, whoever's got himself a clean shirt to wear can come." 

     "Clean shirt."  Cal and Adam jumped down off the fence.  "And dancing.  Say, maybe 

something will come of this part of the territory yet." 

     "Yeah," Adam laughed.  "If nothing more comes of the Washoe, at least we'll have a 

bonanza seeing Joe romancing ten gals at the same time—including one that’s gonna kick him in 

the shins!" 

*** 

"For the last time, Ma, I'm not going to stay behind with all those men around," Jake 

whispered as he climbed up in the wagon next to Ada.  He adjusted his wig and slumped 

dejectedly in the seat. 
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     "Straighten up dear, that posture doesn't become a lady."       

     Jake didn’t budge.  "You're as bad as my sisters.  Can't we at least tell Mr. Cartwright 

about me?  That Joe is too friendly for my liking." 

     "He'll take no for an answer soon enough.  Tell you what, once we see what Ben says to 

the sheriff, I'll decide if we can trust him." 

     "That's good, because if I have to take much more from that Joe---." 

     When Ben came out of the house Ada discreetly kicked Jake in the ankle.  Jake's eyes 

widened with pain but he forced a smile. 

     "Sorry to keep you ladies waiting.  Hop Sing and I had to go over the menu for the party.  

He can really get himself worked up sometimes."  After untying the horse Ben climbed up next 

to Ada and accepted the reins from her.  "Now I can't promise what help Roy can give, but the 

way I'll explain it, he'll sure give it a go."  He glanced over Ada at Jane.  "Are you sure you 

wouldn't prefer to stay at the ranch?  Joe's planning a long afternoon of cutting wood and 

wouldn't mind the company." 

     "Oh no," Jake giggled shyly, looking down.  "I just...I mean, I couldn't really...wood 

chips make me sneeze." 

     "Oh.  Then let's go."   

*** 

Ben didn't hold up much of his end of the conversation so the talk dwindled into silence.  

They seemed honest enough, these women, but they seemed…odd.  He couldn't put his finger on 

it.  This young girl seemed almost too shy.  But it could be she just missed her brother, a twin, 

Ada told him.  Ben hoped he could help them.  Not only because he tended to get restless at 

times out here in the pines with new faces few and far between, but because then he can learn the 

whole story.  They hadn’t told him everything yet, of that much he was sure. 
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*** 

     "You looked through all of those posters that are sent to you from Sacramento and you 

couldn't find anything with his name on it?"  Ben looked over at Ada.  "Jake Remington?" 

     "Nothing, Ben, and I looked through them two times over." 

     "So what does it mean, Roy?"  Ben led Ada and Jane to Roy's two chairs and turned back. 

     "Could mean any number of things.  Could mean since this Jake fellow is already in jail 

all posters were pulled and I didn't get one.  When did you say he got put behind bars?  That is 

what you said, innit?"  He turned his gray-whiskered frown to Ada, scratching his chin while he 

waited for her answer.  Roy liked everything plain, in the open and in black and white in front of 

him. 

     Ada fidgeted. "Oh, about a month or so past.  We headed out just soon after, to get 

someone to help." 

     Ben noticed Jane slumping rather unladylike in her chair.  

     "Then it's unusual I wouldn't have a poster somewhere in my files.  I only clean them out 

once every September or so.  You said a murder was involved, isn't that what you said?" 

     Jake looked up sharply.  "Not a---." 

     Ada grabbed his hand and squeezed.  "Forgive my darling Jane.  She takes the whole 

thing so personally.  Someone shot the...uh...bank teller and my son was unfortunately in the 

wrong place at the wrong time.  So they decided to pin it on him, even though when they caught 

up to him they could find no trace of the money.  And then they convict him on such flimsy 

evidence.  Mr. Coffee, that just isn't justice!" 

     Jake sat up quickly and his hat bobbed forward, taking his wig down a bit over his face.  

He quickly straightened it before Roy noticed.  But Ben noticed—at first thinking his eyes were 
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playing tricks.  Did her hair  just move with her hat?  As he ran his hands over his eyes, a thought 

occurred to him.   

Jane...so shy of Joe...and Jake...sure enough!   

Before he could say anything, Roy turned back.  "When did you say this bank was 

robbed?" 

     "Oh, it was still winter, maybe early spring.  Could even have been April, I...lose track of 

time out here." 

     Roy frowned.  "Could have been January late in the month?"  Ada shrugged.  "Now I got 

to get the right information here, or I just can’t do a dadblasted thing." 

     "What difference does it make when?"  Ada stood.  "Or how or even where?  I heard Ben 

Cartwright was an honorable man and he would help get to the truth of things.  Now I'd like to 

know how we're going to go about proving my son’s innocence!?  Mr. Cartwright, won't you 

come back to St. Louis with me?" 

     Ben fought to keep his face serious.  The truth of things, indeed.  "Well, I don't know.  

Roy, does that seem like a logical move to you?" 

     "Might not be needed, Ben.  Look at this."  Roy pulled Ben aside.  "Now I'm not saying 

there's anything to be suspicious of here, Ben, but those two have got me a little confused.  I 

found this poster, all right, it's on a bank robbery in St. Louis late last January and this Jake 

fellow is wanted for it, all right, but there's no mention of a murder.  And then I found this here 

letter sent about a month ago telling me to disregard this here poster because the bank robber was 

not this Jake fellow but someone else."  He pulled Ben further away as he felt the women 

straining to hear.  "Now in my mind there's something strange about someone saying they killed 

when they didn't, if you know what I mean." 

     "Yeah, yeah, I do, Roy.  So what do you suggest?" 
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     "I've a mind to go to Salt Lake City and check the authorities there.  They may have some 

information that didn't make it all the way to us here." 

     Ben whistled.  "I don't know—that's quite a trip, Roy." 

     "Oh, it's not so bad, and I've been putting off some other duties out that way anyhow.  

You know, with all the Mormons trying to reclaim their land back here from the gentiles, 

tempers been getting pretty nasty around here.  A trip that way might be what’ll help me figure 

out how to deal with those kinds of tempers." 

     “But Roy, that makes it a bad time to leave, doesn’t it?” 

     “Not if I want to save my own hide.  Ben, you know how these land claims can git, and 

I’m not in a position to settle any of them.  I leave Amos behind to send people on to Genoa if 

they have differences to settle, that’s the only way to handle that end of it.  Sometimes you need 

someone in charge who doesn’t know a thing.” 

     "Well, Roy, I think it's pretty obvious that these ladies," Ben cleared his throat, "have 

been twisting things here just a little.  I guess it would be good to find out which way they've 

been twisted.  If you don’t mind the trip." 

"Chances are even to good that they're hiding behind this story from an even more serious 

crime.  Could even be this Jake isn't in jail at all, and these folks are using us to sniff him out for 

some sort of revenge." 

     "Could even be that Jake is hiding in disguise right under our noses." Ben glanced over 

his shoulder. 

     Roy paused.  "Could be that too.  Ben, I'm going to ask you something.  I'm going to ask 

that you keep the Remingtons here until I get back.  Can you do that?" 

     Ben grinned broadly.  “That’ll be my pleasure, Roy.” 

*** 
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     "Hop Sing, that was a darn fine spread and I do thank you," Hoss pushed his chair back.  

He was the only one who made the midday meal that day and was more than happy to keep the 

extra food from going to waste.  "Say, did I tell you we birthed another calf this mornin’?" 

     "No sir, Mr. Hoss.  That good news!  You go back to herd now?"  He stacked dirty plates 

to take back with him into the kitchen—Hoss's and the five serving dishes that he’d cleaned off. 

     "No, tell you what, if you know where Miss Christine is at, I'm ready to take her on a 

little buggy ride this afternoon."  Hoss wiped his hands and face with great decorum on a napkin 

and tossed it down on the table before walking to the settee to do some waiting.  He heard from 

Pa that a man has to learn to wait for a lady. 

     "Miss Christine, she and Miss MaryAnn in loom lesting from dinner.  You want me 

fetch?" 

     "Yeah, you fetch her, Hop Sing.  Oh wait, that sister, Miss Jane, she's not around too, is 

she?" 

     "Oh-ho, you mean Missy Mule.  She go off with Mr. Cartlight and Missus Remington." 

     "Ah-ha!  Missy Mule.  That's a good one, Hop Sing.  But you better not let her hear you 

call her that.  It ain’t proper to address a filly that way." 

     "Not sure she filly.  Not sure what she is."  Hop Sing headed for the stairs. 

     A few minutes later Hop Sing came back down, followed by Christine.  She tried her best 

to look dignified and dainty but kept tripping on her dress on the steps.  Hop Sing saw her 

discomfort and got out of the way so she couldn't fall on him. 

     Just in time. 

Christine's foot got caught on her hem and she fell forward.  Hoss reached the stairs in 

time to catch her. His big sweating hands grabbed her awkwardly in a spot just a little higher 

than he intended.  He helped her straighten and stepped back, embarrassed. 
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     "Oh!  Thank you.  I’m such a klutz!”  She giggled as she stomped the floor with her shoe, 

and Hoss only half pretended to think it funny.  “Hop Sing said you wanted to see me, Hoss."  

Christine added as she straightened her hat. 

     "Yeah, I..." He tucked his hands in his pockets and looked down at the floor.  "I 

wondered if you might go ridin’ with me, Miss Christine.  Like we talked about.  Take you 

around the ranch.  You know, see the lake?" 

"The lake?  Oh, how delightful!"   She adjusted her sleeves and patted her bodice 

daintily.  

     "Yes, miss.  It's a nice day and---." 

     "Why, Hoss, I do believe you're flirting with me."  She grabbed his arm and pulled him to 

the door.  "And while we're at it, you can offer to be my escort to the party Hop Sing told me 

you're having Saturday night." 

     Hoss grinned.  He wondered if Joe had this kind of luck with Missy Mule. 

*** 

     Splinters of wood flew up into the air around him as Joe chopped with the fury of a 

madman.  Darn those brothers anyhow, getting him in a pickle he could see no way out of.  That 

Miss Jane wasn't shy –she was the most stubborn, cantankerous thing he'd ever met.  Next to 

those brothers of his. 

     He was so darn polite to Jane this morning, too.  He had jumped to his feet when she rose 

from the breakfast table—that gal sure could eat!—and pulled her chair away for her when her 

dress caught.  He didn't stop to think it was foolish, even though he had seen her reaction when 

Adam tried to help her sit.  She only muttered a quick thanks and went for the door, so Joe 

followed, well aware how everyone stared. 

     "How about some company on your walk, Miss Jane?" 
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     "Oh no," Jane giggled hoarsely.  "I'd prefer to be alone." 

     Joe could feel his brothers' hot eyes on his back.  "Oh Miss Jane, I couldn't let you do 

that.  This is wild country and there's no telling what you might run into out there."  He grabbed 

her arm and helped her out the door.  When she didn't resist him he winked back at Hoss and 

closed the door behind them. 

     The remaining Cartwrights stared at the shut door a moment.  Hoss and Adam exchanged 

raised eyebrows, then went back to their eating.  After a moment they heard a thud and Joe 

hobbled back in.  He looked sheepishly at Ben. 

     "She kicked me in the shins."  He hobbled up the stairs, grimacing as Adam and Hoss 

laughed behind him. 

     Even now, as the wood chips flew around him, his shins hurt.  He should have known 

right from the start that she was far from the sweet, dainty things he usually dated, and to steer 

clear.  But no, those doggone brothers had gone and spurred him on, and he had his pride. 

     He'd win her over yet. 

*** 

Hoss watched Miss Christine walk into the house.  He shook his head and clicked to the 

horse, pulling the buggy to the barn behind him.  He found Adam unsaddling his horses after his 

ride with MaryAnn. 

     "Hey Adam, how'd it go?" 

     "Oh, nice ride, clean, fresh air---." 

     "But not such good company for you either, eh."  Hoss leaned on a stall gate. 

     "Let's just say we agreed on the weather."  

“You mean she didn’t take to your sweet-sounding prose?” 
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“Hoss, that woman had an answer for everything.  And if I tried to get a word in 

edgewise or lengthwise she’d just raise her voice until my head split apart.  There’s no use, 

arguing, talking or even breathing with a woman like that.” 

   "Hah!  Christine couldn't disagree with anythin’ I said.  She never let me get a word in."  

Hoss unhitched the horse and led it into the stall. 

Adam wrapped the reins around his arm and hung them on a nail.  “Why should that 

bother you?  I’ve never heard you string together more than three words at a time with a lady 

anyway.” 

"It’s not that she talked a lot.  It’s that she had nothin’ to say.  Hey, Adam, how do you 

think Joe's doin’?" Hoss pushed the buggy into the back of the barn.   

Adam gave the horse blankets a shake.  "Oh, I think ours was a pretty safe bet.  Did you 

notice if Pa's back?" 

     "Yeah, I saw the wagon around back when I came in."  They stopped outside the barn and 

Hoss shut the doors.  They started toward the house but Hoss grabbed Adam's arm.  "What do 

you mean about a safe bet?" 

     "Let's just say he doesn't stand a chance with Jane." Adam smiled slyly. 

     "Did Miss MaryAnn tell you---?" 

     "That Jane is actually her brother Jake?"  Adam leaned on Hoss, trying hard not to laugh.  

     “She told me not to tell.”  Hoss busted up with laughter.  "Can you just imagine the look 

on Joe's face when he finds out?" 

     Adam straightened up, a crease of worry on his face. "Who’s gonna tell him?" 

     At the thought of letting Joe find out for himself, perhaps the hard way, Hoss sombered.  

"Ah, you're joshin’." 

     "Think of it, Hoss, what better way to teach him the humility we're after with this party?" 
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     "Yeah, but he's just a kid." 

     "Who's about to get a good lesson in being grown up." 

     They broke out laughing again and shook hands, just as Joe rode into the yard.  They 

turned to him, lowering their grins dramatically. 

     "Little Joe, you look plum worn out.  Glad the day is almost over, eh little brother?" Hoss 

took a step, hand out to help with his horse. 

     "Don't call me Little Joe," Joe said, getting down off Cochise. 

     "Oooh, it has been a hot day," Adam leaned against the hitching rail as Joe uncinched his 

saddle.                             

     "Yeah, well, you guys had nice afternoons off but one of us has to keep this ranch going." 

     "Don't worry, little brother.  She may be a stubborn little filly, but you'll get to her yet.  

We have faith in you, don't we, Adam?" 

     "That's right."  Adam slapped Little Joe on the shoulder, making him stagger, as he and 

Hoss walked back to the house.   

Joe followed, dragging his feet in dejected misery. 

     Ben, entertaining the four ladies, gave his sons a nearly mournful look as they walked in.  

Ada stood next to Ben looking unhappy and Jane stared sullenly into the fire, with Christine and 

MaryAnn relaxed and content on either side of him.  Hoss thought it appeared they were all 

having some girl talk—and Jane couldn’t keep up the conversation. 

     "Well, glad you boys made it in time for dinner.  Get cleaned up so you can join us for 

wine."   

     Hoss and Adam nodded briefly at the two ladies on the settee, but spared themselves a 

glance at Jane for fear of giving it away as they walked past them to the stairs. 

     "Joe!" Ben called as Joe reached the steps behind his brothers.  "I’m trying to convince 
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the ladies to stay for our dance Saturday night.  I told them it will be a grand gay event, first of 

its kind in these parts.  Think you can help me convince them?" 

     "Uh, well," he glanced at Jane, who heaved a heavy sigh and looked away.  "I'll certainly 

give it some thought, Pa."  He climbed with a heavy trudge up the stairs.   

*** 

Ben found himself alone with them again.  "At any rate, Ada, Christine here is excited 

about the party, so you can't let her down.  How about you, MaryAnn?" 

"Oh, I have no problem with dancing, Mr. Cartwright.  As long as the music isn't too 

slow.  But heaven forbid it be too fast either." 

     "Then....it's settled."  Ben laughed, feeling somewhat eased, and spread his large hands to 

indicate the daughters as he turned to Ada.  "Now you have to admit, you can't argue with your 

daughters."    

     "Ben, I must confess something to you.  At the sheriff's office I was a little concerned 

about trusting you, but I really cannot let this continue.  Jane isn't---." 

     "Now, Ada, I won't take no for an answer.  Besides, you have no place to go before Roy 

gets back from Salt Lake City with some news.  He might even make it back for the party." 

     She sighed.  "I guess you're right.  I just hate imposing on you for so long." 

     Jake stood next to Ada.  "Ma," he said under his breath.  "Why can't we go back to Salt 

Lake City ourselves?" 

     "Because darling, Mr. Cartwright and Roy are being so dear to handle all this for us, and 

I am able to relax for the first time in several...in a month."  She turned back to Ben.  "Ben, 

there's something I have to tell---." 

     At the noise on the stairs Jake grabbed her arm.  "Shhh, not with everyone in the house." 

     Adam came down the stairs, followed by Joe and Hoss, all wearing fresh shirts, faces 
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neatly washed.  Adam and Hoss stood on either side of MaryAnn and Christine and made 

pleasant attempts at conversation, so Joe shrugged and made himself uncomfortable a short 

distance from Jane. 

     He tried a smile.  "So, Miss Jane, did you have a pleasant day?" 

     "Not hardly, with the sun in my eyes all day," Jake answered lady-like, voice squeaking. 

     "Oh," Joe looked away.  "I'm sorry." 

“Why?”  Jake cleared his throat.  “Did you put it there?” 

Ben grabbed the wine bottle off the table.  "Anyone need a refill?  Boys?"  When no one 

answered he put it back down.  "I think dinner's almost ready."  He hastened to the kitchen.  

"HOP SING!!!” 

"Yes, Mr. Cartlight," came the muffled reply. 

     “Where in tarnation’s the food!” 

“No food for men who not polite,” came the voice from the kitchen. 

Ada laughed.  “Sounds like you got yourself a wife there, Ben.” 

Everyone laughed at this—except Jake and Joe, who couldn’t figure out the joke that they 

rest of them were in on. 

*** 

     After dinner the women excused themselves from the room to freshen up while Ben got 

out the brandy.  Joe reached for a glass but Ben stopped him.   

     "Not til Saturday, Joe and then only one glass." 

     "Ah, go easy on him, Pa.  It's been a rough day for the little fella." Hoss smirked. 

     "Now cut that out!" 

     "Come on now, Joe, admit it, you haven't been able to ask Jane to the dance.  The only 

sister without an escort.  No wonder she doesn't want to stay," Adam winked at Hoss. 
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     "Now wait, Adam, Hoss.”  Ben stood with his attention focused on thoughts far away.  

“Joe, I think there's something you should know.  Jane is---." 

     Hoss grabbed Joe's arm and pulled him away.  "Listen, Joe, Pa doesn't quite understand.  

If he knew we had a little bet goin’ he'd get plum riled at us." 

     "Yeah, Hoss, about this bet..." Joe looked back at Adam talking in earnest to Ben. 

     "Joe!  You chickenin’ out!?  One shy little thing and you can't handle her?  Well, I'll be 

dadburned.  This...this is embarrassing, Joe." 

     Joe frowned.  "All right!"  He tried to drink out of the empty brandy glass, then slammed 

it down on the table and went back to Adam.  "You just wait, Adam.  And you too, Hoss.  I'll win 

her yet.  Miss Jane doesn't stand a chance.  She'll be my greatest victory!"  He walked to the front 

door.  "She won't be able to resist me, no sir.  MMMM-mmmmm."  He walked outside and 

slammed the door behind him.     

     "Joe!"  Ben started for the door.  "Wait!  You don't---." 

     "Pa!"  Adam grabbed his arm and Hoss got hold of the other.  They guided him back 

toward the fireplace and gave him his brandy.  "Joe's got a point, Pa.  If he can't win this gal 

over, he'll never live it down.  You know his ego, Pa." 

     "But Jane isn't a girl.  She's a fellow…she’s Jake!" 

     "We know," Adam said as Hoss finally let his pent-up gut laugh escape. 

     "So why in tarnation---!” 

     "Now, Pa, relax," Hoss said.  "Joe has been ridin’ ever since feelin’ his own oats, saying 

how he can get any gal he wants.  But we challenged him to this little gal wayyyy back when we 

thought she was a little gal, just shy." 

     "And you have to admit, Pa," Adam added, "we couldn't have found a better chance to 

see him get a little comeuppance." 
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     "Now Adam, what about how embarrassed he's going to feel when he tries to…when 

he…finds out!?" 

     "We won't tell him we knew about it, that's all.  In the meantime he's learning that maybe 

he's not quite so irresistible.  It's an important thing for a kid his age to learn, Pa." 

     Hoss nodded.  "Adam's right, Pa.  And if Joe's lucky, he'll never even know Miss Jane is 

really Jake.  They'll be on their way soon enough, won't they?" 

     "That's right, too," Adam said, with a glance at Hoss that shared just a little concern over 

how Pa was taking this. 

     Ben hesitated.  "Well, but what about Jake?" 

     "Pa, he's a fella dressed as a gal."  Adam couldn't believe Pa actually relented.  "He 

doesn't want us to know.  MaryAnn and Christine won't tell him we know, either." 

     Hoss clamped on hand on his father's shoulder.  "So you see, Pa?  Nothin’ can go wrong." 

     Ben hesitated.  "Boys, I'm not saying I agree with this, mind you, but I'll stay out of it.  I 

know Joe wouldn't miss this chance to get the two of you in the same pickle."  He raised his 

brandy.  "This dance is going to be even livelier than I thought." 

*** 

     Joe stopped out on the front porch, gathering his senses.  He had no other choice.  Only 

one sure-fire way to get that Jane to liking him.   He heard someone whistling and as he watched, 

Jane came around the corner of the barn.  Jake stopped when he saw Joe walking toward him, 

and turned to go back the way he came. 

     "Wait, Jane, please!"  Joe ran.  He caught up with Jane easily, who had tripped over his 

dress and fell, sprawling to the ground.  Joe helped him to his feet, but Jane pulled away and 

brushed at himself. 

     "Dang dress anyway," Jake muttered. 
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     "What?" 

     "Oh, nothing," his voice rose considerably higher. "Guess I take after my klutzy older 

sister.  Did you want me, Little Joe?" 

     "Just gotta ask you something, Miss Jane.  Why do you find me so resistible?" 

     Jake opened his mouth, the answer burning on his tongue, but he simply shrugged.  He 

turned to walk back toward the house. 

     Joe blocked her path.  "I'm really a fine fellow, once you get to know me," Joe planted his 

hands on Jane’s shoulders and leaned close.  "Why don't you just give yourself that chance?"  He 

leaned in toward Jane, his eyes closed, his lips pursed, ready to show the gal the charms of his 

irresistible kiss.  He hadn’t met a gal yet who could resist. 

     But Jane's hand came up, and instead of a slap, Joe found himself the receiver of a punch 

cleanly delivered to his jaw.  He landed on his rear in the dirt. 

     "Hey!" he said, rubbing his jaw.  "That's a mighty mean fist for a gal." 

     "Yeah, well, that's because I..." Jake turned away.  He shook his head and jerked off the 

wig.  "Doggone it, it's because I'm not a gal." 

     Joe stared at Jake, his mouth wide, and jumped to his feet.  He looked around wildly for 

his brothers, feeling sure they had set him up somehow.  He looked back at Jake.  "You're...a 

fellow?  You're....Jake?" 

     "Sorry, Joe.  Ma said it was the only way---." 

     Joe started to laugh.  He held his gut he laughed so hard, and his high-pitched merriment 

echoed off the pines until he clamped a hand over his mouth.   

     “Now, come on, Joe, cut it out.” 

     Even though his clamped hand kept his laughs quiet, Joe couldn’t stop laughing and fell 

to the ground.  "Oh.  Oh," he pointed at Jake, "I’m sorry, I’m not laughing at you, you…you 
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don't know how relieved I am.  I thought...I thought, there’s something wrong with me, and all 

along ....there’s something wrong with you!" 

     Jake laughed with Joe, more out of relief at Joe knowing than any enjoyment in the 

situation.  "Yeah, kinda funny, all right." 

     "You know what?"  Joe rolled to his knees and looked around before jumping up and 

getting conspiratorially close to Jake. "The fun doesn't have to end." 

     "End?  When did it start?” 

     Joe plunked the wig back down on Jake’s head.  “You don’t want everyone to know, do 

you?  You could end up in jail.  And you and me, we got a date for a dance.” 

*** 

The wind pushed a thunderstorm through the day of the party, but by mid afternoon the 

clouds had moved off again.  Only a light cool wind lingered, with some muddy spots in the yard 

to show there had even been a rain.  Hop Sing scurried about all day, first getting the party all set 

up inside.  Then when the sun came out, he moved everything back outside, chairs, and tables 

and food, cursing Chinese under his breath and giving his clipped orders to whatever hands he 

found to help.  There were chairs to put out and tables to set up and the cow to roast in several 

different spots for different flavors and degrees of doneness.  There were potatoes and beans and 

sourdough biscuits to cook and a square dry area to set up for Butch and Slinky who agreed to 

play their instruments, and who even got together to practice once or twice. 

     There still weren't a whole lot of people living out in the settlements surrounding the 

Ponderosa, with most of the silver miners too busy to be bothered, but their laundrywomen and 

cooks and the settlers and cattlemen in the area all came.  At first all were too embarrassed to 

dance.  Finally a family that had come down from Canada to live in the territory started up the 

fun, not caring that the harmonica and guitar were not quite in beat, or even always playing the 
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same tune together. 

     Adam and Hoss followed MaryAnn and Christine out the door.  The two gals had their 

heads together, and giggled and shied away from them when they tried to get close.  Finally Hoss 

shrugged and followed Adam over to where Ben watched the beef cooking. 

     "So where's Joe?" Hoss said, looking around. 

     "Yeah, has the little brother gone and run away from home?" Adam smirked, leaning on 

Hoss for support. 

     "Funny, I got the feeling that your brother and Jane were getting on pretty good." 

     "Ah, come on Pa, you know that ain't too likely, considering Jake's a fella."  Hoss 

laughed, but only for a moment.  "Is it?" he asked, turning to Adam. 

     They shrugged at each other as the door of the ranch house opened and Joe came out with 

Miss Jane on his arm.  Jake giggled and leaned close, whispering in his ear. 

     Joe brought her over to Ben and his brothers.  "Good evening, gents, fine night, wouldn't 

you say?  Miss Jane, would you like to dance?" 

     "Oh, Joe, I would but I'm just so happy being here with you that I would just like to enjoy 

it for awhile.  We can always dance later." 

     "Yes, well," Joe gave them a victorious smirk and guided Jake to the punch. 

     "Adam," Hoss said. "You don't suppose..." 

     Adam crossed his arms, staring at them.  He took a deep breath at Hoss's question.  

"What?  That they're engaged?" 

     "Sure seems that way, don't it."  They watched Joe and Jake with their heads together 

over the punch.  "Pa?" 

     "Yes, Hoss?" 

     "Do you think maybe we oughta tell him now?" 
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     Ben only smiled.  He saw the guest he hoped to see.  "Roy, by golly, you made it."  Ada 

pulled herself away from the family she had been talking with to join them. 

     "Did you find anything, sheriff?  Anything to help my boy?" 

"Well, Mrs. Remington, you coulda saved yourself and me a whole peck of trouble by 

telling me the truth from the beginning.  I went through poking around Salt Lake City for an 

unsolved murder, or something that this Jake could have been responsible for.  But what I 

learned was this.  Back in St. Louis there's a family of Remingtons what up and disappeared in 

the night mysterious like, and it's because their boy was considered to be knowing something 

about a bank robbery and maybe even guilty of being a part of it. Now I want the truth of the 

matter.  Did you up and leave everything you owned just because you was afraid?  Or is there 

more to it?" 

     "Sheriff, do you mean my boy has been found innocent?" 

     "That's right.  Now I want some answers---." 

     "Oh Sheriff, it's a long story best saved for after the party.  But let me tell you this much.  

My husband was strung up for something he didn't do, and I was damned if that would happen to 

Jake!  There’s never any way of knowing who to trust, except your own family!"  She threw her 

arms around Roy, and then gave Ben an equally exuberant hug.  "Thank you both." 

     Jake came up behind her.  "What's he saying, Ma?" 

     She had saved plenty of hugs for her son.  "You're free, he's found you didn't...I mean," 

she said, looking around, "he's found that Jake didn't rob no bank.  Or kill nobody.  A week after 

we left they threw the real robber in jail." 

     "YAHOOO!"  Jake ripped off his wig and hat.  He grabbed Joe and whirled him around.  

Hoss and Adam watched Joe's face, but Joe laughed with Jake just as though they had been 

friends all their lives. 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/168 

     "Dadburnit, Joe, you knew?" Hoss said, his face reddening. 

     "Come on now, Joe, what...what's going on?"  

     "Oh, what's the matter, Adam, did someone put a bee in your bonnet?"  Joe and Jake 

laughed uproariously, clutching each other to keep from falling to the ground. 

     "Mrs. Remington," Roy sputtered, pointing at Jake.  "What's the meaning of this here?" 

     "Well, sheriff, I just couldn't let them arrest my boy when I heard they were talking that 

maybe he did it.  I was afraid they were coming to arrest him, so we took off in the night, and I 

dressed him in his sister's clothes so he could stay hidden no matter where we went." 

     "Well," Ben clapped Hoss and Adam on the back, "I'd say this has turned out to be one 

dandy party.  Ada, would you do me the honors of a dance?"   

     "I'd be happy too, Ben."  She and Ben shook Roy's hand and the music started up again. 

     Jake grabbed Joe's arm.  "Come on Joe, I still owe you that dance." 

     "Just a minute, Joe," Adam commanded.  "You owe us an explanation." 

     "What's the problem, Adam?  I told you I can win any gal over." 

     "How'd you find out, Joe?"  Hoss looked around, as though expecting some sneaky 

snitching varmint to be standing behind them, laughing.  

     "When I realized I wasn't going to get to Jane here with my natural charms, I decided to 

try a little honesty." 

     "Yeah, he tried to kiss me so I belted him."  

     Joe rubbed his jaw.  "Pretty hard, too." 

     Adam leaned on Hoss, puzzling it out.  "Hoss, I don't know how, but we've been had." 

     "Speaking of being had, brothers, where are the gals you're supposed to be escorting?  

Seems to me like they've found themselves a couple of fine ranch hands." 

     Hoss and Adam looked over to the punch bowl where the gals awaited Slinky and Butch 
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to finish up the number and join them. 

     "I'll say one thing, brothers.  At least I have a reason for not getting hitched.  Oh, and I do 

believe this means I win the bet."  Joe laughed as he and Jake strolled away, arm in arm. 

     Ben came up behind Adam and Hoss.  "Now there goes one fine looking couple."  He 

chuckled and went back to the roasting steer. 

     "Hoss?" 

     "Yeah, Adam?" 

     "Where are all the gals that Joe’s supposed to learn humility from?" 

     Hoss sighed heavily.  "I don't know, Adam."  He turned to follow his Pa to the roasting 

steer.  "And to be honest, I really, really, really, don't care....” 

### 

 

VIRGINIA CITY 

From Harper’s Magazine, photo by Neider (397) 
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 After silver was discovered at the Comstock Lode in 1859, Virginia City sprang up, 

another mountain away from the Cartwights, but still a forceful part of their lives.  Roy Coffee 

opened his office there where his presence was more sorely needed, so the Cartwrights took 

advantage of every chance to visit, get supplies, or just plain relax. 

Along with the rapid growth of Virginia City the boys quickly developed their own 

personal tastes and adventures, and with Joe’s growth into a man, all three became distinct 

personalities.  Adam continued to take on more responsibility than his younger brothers, at times 

feeling the weight of the world growing on his shoulders as he grew in years.  Even while they 

laughed and loved and worked and played, Adam became the one known for his serious sense of 

responsibility, Hoss for his gentle ways with people and animals, unless riled, and Joe for his 

spirited sense of adventure. 

 Even with their distinct personalities, there were times, it seemed to their Pa, that one son 

could mimic the other two, or that each tended to pick up both the good and bad traits of the 

other two. 

 And they certainly didn’t always get along.
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Part Five: 

ROAD TO DEVIL’S HALL 

 

Something foul lingered in the air, a kind of sullen wet breeze that caught and mildewed 

the drying sage, then halted and stagnated that mid-July wind of 1861 and caused tempers to 

ripen.  That same July found the Cartwright men with one too many days out in the herd to 

wrestle with skittish calves, too much time worrying over the unbroke horse stock, and just one 

too many hands quitting for the mines, leaving them short, heat-tempered and with too many 

worries. 

Even a good night's sleep doesn't always mend things. The smell of pork slabs spitting in 

the hot skillet can wake any man with an overnight appetite but can't always put him back on an 

even temper.   

Or so Ben thought as he stared impatiently into his steaming hot coffee.   

He grunted when he heard Hoss and Joe on the stairs. "Thought I told you we needed an 

early start to get that corral built before the heat." 

"Seems pretty dadburned early to me," Hoss grumbled as he sat at the table. "Where's 

vittles? Why ain't no food on the table?"  

Joe flopped down on the settee. "Pa, we've worked hard the past two weeks and it's going 

to be even hotter today."  He put his feet up as though bed hadn’t been comfortable enough. 

"Are you telling me we have to stop work until the weather cools, is that what you're 

telling me?  Joseph, get your feet off the settee." Joe slowly sat back up. "We've got two horses 

that can't be penned together. And we can't sell them until we break them." 

"That what you bought them for, to sell them?"  Joe force himself to his feet again. 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/172 

"I bought them for breeding, and they turned out quite well in that respect. But we don’t 

breed the same stallion two years in a row, you know that.  Too much paperwork." 

"Yeah." Joe went to the table. "And you expect us to break new stallions every year, too." 

He rubbed his rear as he sat. Hop Sing bustled out with flapjacks and salted pork. "Say, how 

come Adam isn't up yet?" 

"Your older brother has been out cleaning the barn since before the sun rose.  He's got an 

errand to run for the next five days or so." 

“He's getting out of here for a week!?" 

"Settle down, Little Joe. It's something that Roy needs done." 

"Roy can find someone else to be deputy, he doesn't need Adam." Joe reached for the 

flapjack plate but Hoss was quicker. 

Hoss took more than half the flapjacks off the stack and handed the plate to Joe, who 

frowned at the half-jacks left. "Oh, quit your bellyaching, younger brother. I've plum had 

enough." 

"Oh yeah, and you think I haven't had enough of you?   Well, you're wrong - in fact, I've 

had twice as much of you."  Joe glared at Hoss as he pushed the remaining jacks on his plate. 

"You just watch your mouth, younger brother, because I'm likely to take this here 

flapjack on my fork and phhhhnggg---." 

Ben slammed the empty platter to the table, gaining the silence he sought. "I swear, 

sometimes you boys give me an ache." Adam came in and slammed the door. "All three of you." 

He watched as Adam crossed to the table. "Go wash your hands." 

Adam glared at Ben as he sat. "I did already." 

"Outside? In the watering trough?" 

Adam reached for the empty platter. "Hop Sing!" 
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Hop Sing came back in with a second helping of food, including biscuits. Adam grabbed 

two biscuits and several slabs of pork while Hoss took a biscuit and the flapjack plate. 

"Have you heard, Joe, ole Adam here thinks he's real special, cause he can just up and 

leave whenever he feels like," Hoss said, munching on his biscuit. 

"Now I'm not in favor of it but Roy himself came out last night and while I tried to talk 

Adam out of it...." Ben smiled ruefully, "he and Roy turned out a rational argument." 

"Yeah, but Pa, a week? I think we all oughta take a week off and wait til he gets back.  

Maybe this mountain heat will break by then." 

“Yeah, ha!  There’s no escaping it neither.  We cayn’t get no higher.” 

"There will be no week off, Joe." 

Adam grinned. "Yeah, Joe, a little hard work might put some muscles on those skinny 

arms of yours." 

Joe stood. "Now I've had enough out of you, Adam." 

Adam only chuckled as he poured coffee. With the suddenness of a snake Joe knocked 

the cup out of Adam's hand to the floor.  

"Joseph!" Ben said, but Joe wasn't listening. 

"You know, older brother, you've been asking for something from me for days now." 

Adam brushed at the coffee spots on his black shirtsleeve and stood. “Any time you say, 

Joe, just make your play.” 

Hoss got between them and held Joe back. “That’s about enough. You two think you’re 

the only ones who got it rough, well, I got it rough and Pa’s got it rough and there ain’t no reason 

to act like overheated mules.” 

“Oh, what makes you think you’re so smart, anyway.” Adam pulled away from Hoss and 

sat back down. 
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“I got enough in me to know that we’re all a bunch of jackasses, and maybe you oughta 

get away right now. And Joe oughta, and I oughta and we all oughta just be somewhere else right 

now. Because I’m sick of lookin’ at all of us.” 

“Hoss!” Ben took the napkin off his lap and threw it on the table. “That’s not an answer.” 

“Then make Adam stay, Pa, so we can finish this.” Joe broke away from Hoss with 

another step toward Adam. 

Ben shook his head. “We’re not the only ones to consider. Adam, Roy’s waiting, so get 

your gear and get on your way.” 

Adam picked up the biscuit that wasn’t soaked with coffee. Without another glance at 

any of them he strode up the stairs. 

“Come on, boys, let’s get to work.” 

*** 

Adam rode at an easy canter half way to Virginia City before his anger cooled.  How 

badly he wanted to strike out at that little brother!  It was only the heat, or that was most of it. He 

and Joe didn't always get along—as half brothers they must have each picked up the other half—

but they were still brothers. Joe should know when he's being teased. But, Adam knew he should 

know how touchy Joe gets. Especially when Joe sees his oldest brother leaving in what seems to 

him in the middle of things. 

Not that Adam got away often. They each got their trips to Sacramento or San Francisco 

and shared the Carson and Virginia City trips equally. But Joe tended to develop amnesia about 

the last time he got away. Maybe because of his youthful desire to 'see the world'. 

Well, if he wants to see the world, he should just go.  Adam immediately regretted the 

thought—was it only a year ago, after the Paiute War in 1860, that they all fought so hard and 
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almost died to protect each other?  What was it about the seasons of the year moving them on 

and leaving memories behind?  Joe appeared as ready to forget as he should to forgive. 

And Hoss—Adam felt a little worn of Hoss coming between them, like some politician 

looking to win Nevada for the cause. As if he could have done anything anyway, the coffee had 

been spilt.  Adam couldn't think of a single time Hoss ever got in a mean ugly fight with either of 

them, the kind like he and Joe had. Maybe he should, just once. 

Pa was another matter. Three grown sons and he still acted like they were children. Sure, 

the heat put them in ugly tempers. Pa needed to understand that if he hadn’t whipped them into 

shape by now he never would.  Only yesterday Pa ran him ragged because he chanced taking 

down a rogue steer that already had pulled the shoulders off two men. He managed fine, but Pa 

acted like he was ten years old. And today, demanding he 'wash his hands'. Like he didn't think 

his eldest son had any sense. He knew well enough how to clean his hands the Indian way, with 

sand. 

Adam was glad to get away. Hoss was right, everyone needed distance right now. Even if 

Pa couldn't admit it. There were times Adam wondered why he put up with it all.  Maybe this trip 

would help him sort it out. 

Adam didn’t expect escorting Rusty Brennan to Sacramento to be a witness in a murder 

trial to be, as Joe might have thought, a pleasure trip.  Adam and Rusty had been friends for 

years but Adam didn’t feel like taking this on because he didn’t know half the story here.  They 

hadn’t seen each other in awhile, but memories of great friendship don’t easily fade.  He hoped 

to get more out of Rusty once they were out on the trail.  That is, if Roy couldn’t tell him more 

than he already has.  Adam didn’t much care for unanswered questions. 

*** 
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"Adam, glad you made it, boy. The stage just came in." Roy took the keys for the jail 

cells off the hook.  

Adam glanced over at the heavy oak doors that closed off the office from the jail cells. 

"What's he locked up for?" 

Roy jangled the keys in front of him as he clasped his hands together. "Well, he's a 

material witness. Without him there's no trial." He paused. "That's what I got in an official 

notice, anyhow." Roy’s aged and easy manner contrasted with the sharpness in his eyes. 

"You got reason to think different?" 

Roy turned away. "Son, I just don't know. But we gotta believe it anyhow." 

"Are you saying he doesn't want to go?" Where before Adam had been curious, now he 

felt downright skeptical. 

"He hasn't said nothing like that to me. But this here's what those Sacramento lawyers 

want. They said to serve him and lock him up until he gets his escort." 

"Uh-hmmm."  Adam stopped Roy from heading to the cell. "How many others will be 

riding that stage?" 

"Oh, it's booked pretty full, why?"  

Adam glanced over at the cell.  He’d never get anything out of Rusty on that bumpy, 

stuffy coach half-full of strangers.  Without the truth, Adam wasn’t sure he could deliver an old 

friend up to more strangers.  "Roy, how about giving me your go ahead to take Rusty by horse?" 

"Not on the stage?" 

"Sacramento is only a three-day ride. I'll pick up a few things at the---."  

"But Adam, the coach is easier, boy." 

"Rusty and I are old friends—I trust him like a brother.  And I can talk to him without 

other people around.  If he’s being set up for something he didn’t do, I want to know about it." 
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"But Adam, jimminy, if something were to go wrong---." 

"Nothing will go wrong, Roy."  

Roy opened his mouth and closed it.  After studying Adam’s stubbornly clenched jaw, he 

chuckled. "Well, son, you know I trust your hunches. Tell you what, if Rusty'll go for riding 

horseback for three days with his hands tied behind him, it's okay by me. How much trouble 

could he be like that?" 

*** 

The corral fence went up in good order because the three Cartwrights didn’t say much to 

each other under the sun-drenched, smoldering sky. Ben squinted at the sun, wishing for a good 

rain to break this stagnant hot spell.  The rest of his world would cool off as well. He wiped at 

the sweat on his forehead and bent back down over another nail. 

"Joe, watch it! You almost caught my hand!" Hoss jerked away from the post Joe 

hammered. 

"You knew I was coming. You should have backed off." 

"Quiet, the both of you. The only time I hear either of you is when you grumble." 

"Working with Joe is reason for grumblin’."   

"I bet you think I didn't hear that." Joe pounded another nail into the side of the post. 

"Why don't you start pulling your weight? Considering your weight, it's a lot more than you've 

been doing  lately." 

"Little Joe, one of these days you're just going to plum rile me up." Hoss threw down the 

plank he held and stepped toward Joe, who threw up his hands in mock fear. 

"All right, listen." Ben looked down, lines of disappointment etching his face. "I've been 

giving it some thought. There are other things to do on the Ponderosa." He rubbed his forehead. 

"Hoss, you go check the east pasture, see if it's ready for grazing." 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/178 

"Anything to get away from here." Hoss went to where his horse grazed and threw the 

saddle on.  

"Joe, you head west. There's a timberline above the Silver Lake belt, you know which 

one I mean, I've a mind to trim a bit in there, so go in and mark some mature trees." 

"Sounds downright cool in that part of the world." Joe took his horse by the reins. "Are 

you going to finish this by yourself?" 

"No, I'll get a couple of hands and come back out here tomorrow. I've a mind to head to 

Virginia City and check on a couple of supplies I ordered. You boys head on back to the ranch 

and have Hop Sing give you enough food for three days, that's how long I figure you'll both need 

to be gone." 

Hoss and Joe finished saddling, carefully avoided each other, and rode off.  Ben shook 

his head. One of these days something might be said or done that could never be made up. He 

only hoped it wasn't already too late. 

He'd never forget that look on Adam's face when Joe knocked his coffee away. 

*** 

Adam leaned against Roy's desk, waiting as Roy tied Rusty's hands behind him and led 

him out of the jail. 

"Hiya, Adam," Even after a miserable night Rusty had a smile for an old friend. "You 

know, I was sure glad to hear you were taking me, sure enough.  First Roy says he'd get a deputy 

but I asked for you right quick, because I just sure knew any deputy this old coot found would 

for sure abuse me." 

"Hey, now," Roy said, and Rusty laughed.  

Adam put his arm over Rusty's shoulder and led him outside where his horse and a 

borrowed one waited, stocked with food and gear for days.  
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"Wait a minute, Roy, aren't you untying me? I gotta ride like this?" 

"Ah," Adam rubbed at an itch on his chin. "It's the only way he'd agree to it. You want to 

change your mind? Go on the stage? There's another one tomorrow morning we could make."  

Adam studied Rusty—his tanned skin had a yellowish tinge and his eyes seemed dull, but other 

than that and being maybe a little thinner than he remembered, his friend hadn’t changed much.  

The shock of red hair was just as unruly, and his ears were still too big for his head.  Adam 

couldn’t remember what had made them friends once, aways back.  They’d had a fistfight the 

first time they’d met. 

Rusty looked out over the road the stage had taken out of the city less than an hour back. 

"I prefer this. But there are shortcuts to the main trail, can we take those, cut off some time?" 

"Ooooh, I don't know, boy, you're talking about some pretty tough tracking with your 

hands tied." 

"Pony Express can handle it at a fast pace. We'll be going slower, won't we?" 

Adam pursed his lips.  Rusty had once set riding records, hoping to be a pony rider 

himself.  "Sure, we'll be slower." He punched Rusty's arm. "Okay, you got yourself a deal, we’ll 

take whatever short cuts we can find. Let's go." 

*** 

When Roy stepped back into his office he found Ben waiting. "Oh Ben, did you come to 

see Adam? You missed him by a few minutes." 

Ben took his hat off and brushed at the dust. "I didn’t think he’d want to see me. I just 

wanted to make sure he got off all right."  

"Yeah, he did. But I'm not sure what to make of it." 

Ben's eyes narrowed as he looked up. "What's going on, Roy?" 
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"They didn't take the stage, they rode horse. Adam had this notion he could talk to Rusty 

about the whole deal and I didn’t expect I could stop him." 

"Was there a reason to?"  

"Adam figured there's more to this than it seems." 

"Wait a minute, is there?" Ben felt his temper rising. "Roy, what is it you're trying to 

say?!" 

"I guess it don't hurt you to know. Rusty needed tying up because the lawyers over there 

to Sacramento figure on springing a murder charge on Rusty kinda sudden like." 

"And you couldn't tell Adam this? Not even hint at it?" Ben slapped his dusty hat against 

his leg. "Now what kind of sense does that make!? You know Adam would---."  

"If Adam knew, there'd be a chance—just a slight one, maybe—that he'd let it slip, ya 

see." 

"But Roy, even believing he's only a witness, what's to keep Rusty from being too 

nervous to go all the way to Sacramento? They should have stayed with the stage, if there's even 

a chance that Rusty is a murderer!" 

"Look at it this way, Ben. Adam would have been more suspicious if I said no.  And if I 

woulda commandeered a stage for just the two of ‘em.  But he believes, and maybe rightly so, 

that he can trust Rusty like a brother." 

"He said that?" Ben laughed shortly. "Well, knowing Adam's mood before he left, he 

meant the opposite. That's good, at least."  

"I made Adam promise to keep Rusty's hands tied.  Not much a fellow can do that way." 

"No, no, you're right.  But Roy, if you're not concerned about this, why tell me about it?" 

"Because of the change in plans, is all.  I know what your sons mean to you, Ben.” 
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“I gave up half a day’s work to ride in here to check on him.” Ben smiled, more to 

himself than to reassure Roy. “You know, maybe it should set in my thick skull that my boys are 

grown. They can take care of themselves.” He put his hat on and left. 

*** 

The first day’s ride went smooth and easy. Adam and Rusty talked about being young 

and foolish and sleep was restful. By the second afternoon Rusty grew pensive and silent. They 

were both hot, Adam figured, because Rusty’s mood picked up some when they crossed the line 

into California. They felt the cool breezes of the Sierra through the hot rays of the sun and the 

wind picked up the odor of the sage, creosote and tangent pinesap floating down from the 

mountains. 

"Adam," Rusty broke the silence suddenly, nervously. 

Adam turned back. He had his book of Shakespeare's sonnets in one hand and the reins of 

Rusty's horse in the other, his own reins draped over the saddle horn. With his hands bound 

securely behind him Rusty had no control over the horse. Adam wasn't sure he needed to keep 

Rusty this way, but he had assured Roy that Rusty would remain bound.  

"What is it?" He asked when Rusty seemed unable to find his thoughts. 

"Maybe if we gallop for awhile...I mean, we could sure get this whole thing over with 

faster." 

"No matter how fast we get there, the trial doesn't start until Thursday." 

"I know but...you know what I mean, sure you do." 

"Maybe. Tell me anyway." As Adam waited Rusty looked away. "You got something on 

your mind?"  He wanted Rusty to start the talking.  He’d likely be more honest that way.  Was he 

a witness—or going on trial for murder?  He seemed too skittish to be purely innocent. 

"I’m just....damn...just so embarrassed over you seeing me like this.  I sure am." 
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Adam looked out over at the trail they were following, straight and flat for awhile before 

starting another rocky climb.  “Understandable.”  He tucked his book back in his saddlebag and 

pulled on the reins of Rusty's horse until they were side by side.  "Tell me about it, Rusty.  How 

come you couldn't just wire the judge your statement?  Why are you being treated like a 

prisoner?" 

Rusty only shrugged and Adam immediately regretted his impatience.  Rusty started 

talking but there was a hesitance to his voice.  "A matter of identity. They figure this Mitch 

Handel and the other fellow, Frank something, will deny knowing a lot of people they knew and 

took money from—me included—and then I'll show up to prove they lied. Like, you know, an 

ace in the hole. When the two of them catch sight of me, the jury will see their faces, sure 

enough." 

"Hmm." Adam looked back over the trail they were following. “Doesn’t sound like 

proper legal procedure.  Why do you need to----?" 

Rusty's horse neighed suddenly and reared. Adam tightened his grip as the horse bolted 

forward.  Rusty whipped backward but managed to stay in the saddle as Adam held back on both 

reins to keep them from running, the leather stinging his hands as he held firm. At least he had 

put the book away or they both would have taken a tumble.  

"Not the greatest horse they gave me, eh, Adam?" 

"Best we could do on short notice." 

"Adam, we're a long way from Virginia City and our horses are itching to run. How about 

undoing these ropes?  Maybe Roy didn’t trust me but you sure enough do, right?" 

Adam smiled at Rusty before shaking his head. "Tell you what I can do. I can tie your 

hands to the horn of the saddle, that’ll help you keep your balance. We got a stretch of dry flat 

land ahead for a bit of easy running." 
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Rusty shrugged. "If that's the best you can do." 

Adam held the reins of Rusty's horse as they rode at an easy gallop. He couldn’t think 

later what might have caused it but he felt a sudden wrenching on his arm. He was jerked off his 

horse and thrown to the ground, the reins of Rusty's horse burning his hand as they were ripped 

away. 

He lay stunned and caught his breath before looking up.  Rusty lay a short distance away, 

his legs tangled in sage. The wrist ropes loosened but were still tied. Rusty had been flung hard 

off the saddle, his ropes ripped off the saddle horn—unless he managed to loosen them 

somehow, just before...  

"You okay, Rusty?" 

"Yeah, yeah, I guess so." 

"How's your hands?" 

Rusty winced as he clenched his fists.  "A little sore, sure enough." 

"You're lucky they aren't broken." Adam heard the horses running off in the distance. He 

got to his knees with a grimace. "You catch your breath while I catch us a horse." 

"I won't run off on you.  Sure got no reason to." 

That remained to be seen, Adam thought as he untangled Rusty from the sage and 

tightened the ropes around his wrists.  They were a little red but not scraped. "If I can't find them, 

we start walking."     

*** 

On his second day Hoss's horse developed a limp during a canter. Hoss picked up the 

black gelding's right front hoof—a stone had worked in between the shoe and the hoof. He 

looked around and found the right size stick and carefully, with the touch of a man whose 
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feelings toward animals always meant more than his own, pried the stone out. He dug in his 

saddlebag and found the small hammer to pound the horseshoe back in tight again. 

"There you are, fella. You might be a bit sore though, so you and me are gonna walk for a 

spell. I could use some stretchin’ myself." Hoss's size meant he never had to worry about 

breaking any greeners on the ranch.  Joe used to laugh at the thought of him bucking a horse 

right onto its knees begging for mercy.  But he did worry about sitting too long on Chubby, even 

though the horse was bred for size.  

A number of times while he was growing up, people with little thought in their heads 

would comment how the horse he rode wouldn’t live long, that he should find a buffalo to ride 

instead. He’d laugh with them and eventually the talking stopped. He never let on how he felt. 

He was as he was and if people couldn't accept it then they couldn't accept him. Things were 

better now, especially because he could laugh about it, but in that nagging little back of his mind, 

he could still hear the abuse.  If he’d only eat proper he’d be normal like the rest of us. 

Joe helped Hoss learn to laugh at his size.  Joe was the loudest about his brother's weight, 

as if Hoss couldn't see for himself. Adam was well meaning enough by saying there was nothing 

wrong with a big appetite, but sometimes Hoss felt funny when he sat down to dinner. Hah! Not 

for very long. He couldn’t help his big appetite. But he shouldn’t be made to feel different 

because of it.  Both of his brothers may have meant no harm but he had to struggle to accept 

himself even as they teased him. 

He bent down and studied the road. Stage had been through not too long ago, heading 

west. The stage Adam was on, no doubt. 

Hoss hoped his brother enjoyed himself. He hoped they all enjoyed their time apart. But 

he had felt a nagging fear that when Adam got back, they'd discover the house was still too small 

for the four of them. 
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*** 

Ahead, beyond the small thicket of woods, the stray horses grazed. Adam cut through the 

trees, carefully, silently. He crept to the edge until he could reach out and grab his horse's 

dangling rein. 

"Easy, boy." His horse recognized him and stood still, but the other horse whinnied and 

backed up. "Whoa."  

Adam reached out but the horse pulled away from him and ran. He tried to jump up in the 

saddle but the cinch was loose. By the time he had it tightened again, he had no chance of 

catching the other horse. Not anytime soon, anyway, and he couldn’t leave Rusty alone that long.  

*** 

Ben watched the sinking sun with trepidation. He headed home for the night after 

finishing up the fence alone, knowing none of his sons would be there.   

"I know what they mean to you." Roy’s simple statement sounded ominous. 

"Nonsense, doesn't mean anything's going to happen to any of them," he scolded himself 

aloud, straightening in the saddle. "They are capable men, not boys. Just because they’re out 

there alone and they wear guns..."   

He often wondered if wearing guns made a man easier to be killed, or if more good men 

would be dead if they didn't wear guns for protection—a question he found impossible to 

answer. He only knew they had to deal with things the way they were. Someday, when the West 

grew up and more people lived out here to make laws easier to enforce, they could put their guns 

up for good. 

He remembered back to when Adam and Rusty had been practically inseparable. Rusty's 

father tried to homestead and ranch, same as Ben, but didn't have near the resources or talent for 

hard work. He only knew he liked the area, same as Ben. Eventually he gave in and agreed to 
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work for Ben whenever there was a timber contract. One blistery fall day he decided he didn't 

like the Washoe tribe so close, and with two other men and not enough ammunition tried to force 

them away. He ended up with an arrow in his chest. 

Adam and Rusty found much to argue over after that. 

Still, whatever Rusty may have done, he wouldn't stoop so low as to kill Adam to get 

away.  Ben remembered their friendship and felt reassured. 

*** 

Adam followed his tracks back to where he'd left Rusty, the sandy area they'd fallen just 

east of a massive floor of hard granite and canyon walls, where the trail ran tenuous around large 

boulders in a dried out wash, leading to another hard climb. They were lucky they fell where 

they did—or were they?  Didn't make sense that Rusty deliberately pulled them both down.  

They could've ended up horseless, almost did.  

At first Adam couldn’t find Rusty, but then, in near panic, spotted him lying in a nestle of 

rock. He didn't stir when Adam rode up and alighted. 

He squatted down and shook Rusty's arm. "Hey, you all right?" 

Slowly Rusty's head lifted, his eyes opened and focused. "Oh, yeah, I...I guess I sure 

enough took a harder knock to the head than I thought.”  He sat up, suddenly startled.  “Hey, 

where's my horse?" 

Adam looked over his shoulder. "Guess we'll have to try and make it on one horse."  He 

took the bandana out of his hat and wetted it with water from the canteen, then wrapped it around 

his bleeding right palm where the reins tore away the skin. "We may come across another 

rancher down apiece who has a horse we can use. May even find yours yet, as strays tend to 

follow any horse they see. Come on, let's get going." 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/187 

Rusty struggled, unsteady and awkward, to his feet with Adam's help. "Both on your 

horse?" 

"I'll walk awhile. We can ride together later, when it’s cooler." 

Adam helped Rusty into the saddle, and Rusty lay forward against the horse's mane.  

"Sorry about all this, Adam. I'll just lie here a minute, I'll be okay, sure enough.  We’ll 

take turns on our feet." 

Adam took the reins and started walking.  What was it about suspicion that changed a 

friend into a stranger? 

*** 

Joe felt lighter in spirit and mood than he had in days. This timber-marking job would 

take him right past Amy's house, he hadn’t seen her in awhile.  Pa could hardly complain if he 

stopped at a friend's for a bite to eat. After all, the next few days were his to do whatever he 

pleased, as long as he got the job done.   

As he rode into her yard he saw Amy bent over a large tub in front of the small 

whitewashed house, scrubbing clothes.  He watched her a moment, a lithe figure in a fetching 

blue dress, her brown hair loose over her shoulders, her tanned, wind-blown face puckered over 

her thankless task, a face that would surely light up in just a moment. 

“Amy!” 

Sure enough, when she looked up her dull expression immediately brightened. “Well, Joe 

Cartwright. What brings you out to see me?" She wiped her wet hands on her dress. 

"Why, Amy, since when do I need a reason?" Joe slid off Cochise and led him to the 

trough, his grin wide. Amy looked down, blushing and followed him. 

"It's been a long time, Little Joe." 
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"Now, haven't I told you just to call me Joe?" He tied his horse to the rail and turned back 

to Amy. She looked finer than ever, her brown hair loose and falling softly over her face, her 

large blue eyes shining. 

She slipped up to him and put one hand on his arm. "Well, that's what happens when I 

don't see you for awhile. I forget." 

"Did you forget everything?" He leaned over and kissed her. One of her hands went up 

around his neck as he folded his arms around her waist. 

Out of breath, she pulled away and fanned herself. "Oh my, Joe, I don't think we should 

be doing this." 

"Oh! I suppose out here someone will see us!" Joe reached for her again. 

"Now, Joe, you know what I mean. I don't want to be just another one of your girls."  

Amy held back, though tightly encased in his arms. 

"Is that what you think?" He pulled her close. 

"I know what happens to the girls who fall for you." 

"Oh, right." Joe let her go and leaned on the hitching rail next to his horse. "Sounds like 

my brothers have been talking about me again." 

"Your brothers? Little Joe, why would you say that?" 

"They've been riding me lately, that's all." 

"But Joe, I was just teasing you. I didn't mean nothing by it." She leaned on the railing 

next to him. "What did they do so terrible to make you think that way?" 

Joe couldn’t fight the gloom that had returned.  "You're an only child. How would you 

like having four parents instead of just two? Or like me, with three Pas instead of one?" 

"Oh, Joe, you always said that Adam and Hoss were----." 

"Well, now I know better." 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/189 

*** 

"Adam, let's stop. I'll sure enough feel better with some chow in me." 

Adam didn’t need asking twice, being tired of walking. They hadn't run into a ranch like 

he expected, maybe because instead of going forward they should have gone back aways. He 

thought they'd come across a Pony Express station, but it seemed like they'd gone backward in 

time.  He didn’t see any sign of life anywhere.  This was a shortcut, all right, a short cut to 

nowhere.  He’d always prided himself on staying out of situations like this.   At least with the 

sun clear in a cloudless sky, he knew they were headed in the right direction.  But his skin began 

to feel like fried bacon. 

“Let’s find a shaded spot for a campfire, huh?" They walked on a littler longer up a hill 

about as high as they could go—a descent closed in on their horizon. An outcropping of rock 

with some sand and plenty of old brush stood a far walk to the right, but not much of anything 

for shade. "All right, we can build a fire out there, I guess.  After a rest the horse can carry two 

for awhile." He helped Rusty down. "With just one horse we'll have to travel as long as we can 

push it.  Means only a couple hours of sleep tonight, if the horse doesn’t balk." 

"Sure, Adam.  I'm game if you are." 

"I'll gather some wood while you check the saddle bag.  Let’s stretch what’s in there, just 

in case."  

*** 

Rusty watched as Adam walked toward a bluff overlooking the canyon, with tall pines 

hanging onto the edge, until he stopped at the half dead bush and pulled at it.  Still watching 

carefully, Rusty opened one side of the saddlebag. He pulled out a plate and stared at it a 

moment. Then he reached back inside and dug, an awkward feeling with both hands together, but 

he found what he wanted. A fork. Of fine, sharp silver. He looked up, but Adam had his knife out 
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and worked awkwardly at the brush, his hand still wrapped with the bandana.  Rusty slid the fork 

between his hands and worked it down, struggling, but finally got the fork inside his shirtsleeve. 

Adam came back with an arm load of brush. "Find what we need in there?" 

Rusty dug awkwardly into the bag again and found the coffee to add to the plates and 

beans he’d taken out. "Won't be as good as last night's supper, but I think it'll do.  Sure it will."  

*** 

` Over the fire the beans warmed on plates because the cooking tin disappeared in the 

saddlebag on the other horse.  Adam sat back after checking the coffee. He missed the dried beef 

and shortcake in the other saddlebag more than the pan. He looked over at Rusty, who hadn't said 

a word since Adam turned down his most recent request to untie his hands. 

"Tell me what happened." 

"What do you mean?" 

"How did you get involved with those fellows, and what did you witness?"  

"What did you hear?" 

"That you were in danger of losing your father's ranch. That you like to gamble more than 

most. And owed these two fellows a lot of money." 

"They thought to get me to pay it off by killing a fellow for them, a fellow they said 

deserved it. Said his pa killed Handel's pa. That don't make him deserve it, Adam. Not if it was 

self-defense, sure enough.  I turned them down flat. They wouldn't let it go, though. So I rode out 

like I was sure enough gonna. He lived in a shack, Adam, poorer than me."  

Immediately Adam realized the lie.  He and Rusty had argued once badly over Rusty’s 

father’s death.  Rusty blamed the Washoes for defending themselves during the surprise attack. 

Rusty was on his way to be charged with murder.  It all made sense now. 
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Rusty sat forward and accepted, awkwardly, the tin cup of coffee Adam held out. He 

immediately reacted to the heat of the cup and put it down to cool. "I was supposed to kill him, 

sure enough, and for a minute, maybe, I thought I could. But when he came out, I saw how 

young he was, maybe not even 18 years old. So I couldn't do it. It turned out his pa and all his 

family was killed in a fire back in Missouri, so he came out here to try and make it on his own." 

"Hmmm. Can't be much worse than losing a family that way." Adam felt uneasy, having 

left home so angry.  He could imagine how it would feel to go back with things left unsaid and 

find it all ashes.  Rusty’s crime suddenly seemed less important than finishing this road and 

taking the one headed home. 

"Whatcha thinking, Adam?" 

Adam looked up sharply. "Did you say something?" 

"I asked what you'da done if you was me. But you were gone off over that way 

somewheres," he waved at the horizon. 

"Not important.  Go ahead with your story." 

"Oh. Well, I left him there, sure enough, but I didn't get far. I heard two other horses 

riding up. So I doubled back and watched. It was those two fellows, Adam, and they shot him. 

Heck, they could have followed me there. Anyway, several of the gamblers in town sure knew 

these fellas had it in for the boy, so they got turned over to the sheriff, and taken to Sacramento 

because they were already wanted for another murder in California.  You know me, Adam, I 

couldn’t kill nobody, less’n it was self defense, sure enough." 

"But Roy put you in jail and insisted you need to be tied up.  Why?" 

"Oh, because of the notion that I'd be afraid to testify. And I sure enough am, Adam. 

These two, they could sure convince the judge that they saw me do it." He sighed heavily. "I sure 

feel a lot better having you to talk this out with. Maybe everything will be okay." 
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"For who?" 

"What?" 

"Rusty, I hoped you could be honest with me." 

"You don't believe me?" 

"The truth works fine, but sometimes a lie is better.” You said that to me, once, 

remember?  I’ll tell you what, though, I’ll give you the benefit of believing you, for now. Come 

on, let's eat up this grub and get some more distance in before it gets dark." 

*** 

Joe managed to have his tree marking almost completed by the end of the second day 

only because of pent-up energy and frustration. The last thing Amy said before he rode off 

gnawed at him.  

"They're the only family you have." 

Was that consolation? Adam always got to do exactly as he pleased and never had to 

watch what he said to either him or Hoss, acting like he was the boss instead of Pa. A couple 

days ago he had counted on Hoss to stand up with him against Adam.  Together they could have 

gotten Adam to back down.  But whenever it came to siding with one of them, Hoss just 

shrugged those big shoulders of his.  

Joe stopped a moment, puzzled. He tried, but he couldn't remember what he and Adam 

had been differing on. Pa would say that meant it wasn't important enough. But it was, he was 

sure of it! Only now, out here in the trees, with the warmth of Amy still on his lips and in his 

mind, maybe it wasn't.  

If he had shrugged it off, like Hoss, maybe he would still be with Amy right now.  Maybe 

it wasn’t important.  Joe could only remember now, how back in October how they all thought 
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Adam would die and how the world had stopped for all of them.  How could they come so far 

from nearly losing each other in only nine months? 

The sun’s setting through the trees brought premature night, so he finished working up 

the area and went back to his horse. Time to find a place to bed for the night.  But this wasn’t 

going to be an easy night to sleep in. 

*** 

Rusty hooked his fingers tight inside Adam's gunbelt the few times Adam got the horse 

into a gallop. After the third easy gallop Adam let the horse come to a dead halt. He eyed the 

night sky, wishing for a full moon, but that moon had nights since passed by.  Adam couldn’t see 

much of a path ahead but the horse seemed to pick its way easily enough. He smiled briefly 

when he felt Rusty lie against his back.  When the horse came to a stop and tried to prance 

backward even with the rein’s urging, Adam realized they weren’t getting any further that night. 

"Guess we camp here." The balkiness meant the horse sensed danger.  As long as the trial 

was an easy one, the horse would keep going after dark. 

"But Adam, maybe we could both walk and get the horse to follow us for a little ways, 

anyway." 

Adam slid off the back of the horse and helped Rusty down. "You sure you’re up for it?” 

"I have too much gumption inside me to sleep. A little ground beneath my feet ought to 

help." 

"All right. Start out. Stay ahead of the horse." 

They walked on for a ways.  Adam could make out, just barely, what made the horse so 

nervous. They were walking along the ledge of a steep granite canyon wash, a rocky incline that 

didn’t seem to have a way out except forward or back, stretching out for what, in the dark, 
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appeared miles. Even with the sun gone and the wind cooling the air down for the night, he could 

feel heat radiate up from below.  

“Don’t worry, Adam, I know this area, I surely do.  We camped here awhile when I was a 

boy and Pa made his way east after losing out in California.  He called it “Devil’s Hall.  Said 

only the Devil would be comfortable down there.  We might have stayed, too, if this creepy old 

woman hadn’t drove us off at the point of her rifle.” 

Adam shook his head, trying to get his mind to focus through the need for sleep.  For a 

moment he felt that everything, this shortcut, even taking horses instead of the stage, had been 

planned, and not by him.  "With the heat from this gorge to warm us we should bed down here 

for the night." 

"Just a little further, Adam." Rusty peered ahead, still walking.  “I remember a great spot.  

You know what this place reminds me of? You know that book you were reading?" 

"The sonnets?" 

"I remember you and me when we were kids, Adam, you used to bring this mushy poetry 

along when we was fishing." 

"Fishing. You always caught the biggest fish."  

"You never were good at just sitting and relaxing, Adam, unless you had a book in your 

hand. Remember this? 'If love make me foresworn, how shall I swear to love?' How does the rest 

of that go?"  

"I don't think that's in the book I brought. Besides, it’s too dark for me to read anything." 

Adam looked up into the night sky where the stars appeared as vivid as lit campfires in the 

distance. "I think I remember it, though, it’s ah---." And he kept his face tilted to the night sky as 

he concentrated, eyes closing. "I shall swear by the power of the night to blind us---." 

*** 
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Rusty whirled around, startling the horse, but he lunged and with the force of both arms 

jabbed the fork into the horse's breast. He dived sideways as the horse reared and bucked, 

throwing itself into Adam who walked along the edge of the canyon, who because of the night 

and the weariness and the distraction and the trust, lost his balance and fell, too startled to make a 

sound amidst the tumbling of rocks and whinnying of the horse.  

Rusty listened as the rocks made the only noise until finally the tumbling stopped.  He 

looked down but couldn’t see into the pit of hell, couldn’t see past the darkness of night.  The 

hoot of a single owl punctuated the still and eerie silence.  He tossed the bloodied fork down, by 

the delayed sound realized that it too hit the canyon floor.  

He pulled the agitated horse on down the path until he felt the horse would recognize a 

safer trail again, mounted, and rode off. 

*** 

"No, thank you, Hop Sing, I've had enough." 

"Yes sir, Mr. Cartlight. Too much food. I hope boys hungry when they get home." 

Without waiting for a response—to Ben Hop Sing always seemed to be in a hurry—he went back 

into the kitchen. 

Ben leaned back, the chair creaking. He couldn’t understand how one man supposedly so 

smart could be so stupid. Sure, their tempers were hot. They had the weather to contend with and 

more work than usual. Maybe he was just a stubborn old fool after all, thinking they always 

needed to be busy. The first thing he’d do when they got back would be to send them off again, 

but this time wherever they wanted to go, on a well-earned vacation. 

He threw himself into work to put his sons in the back of his mind, never quite 

succeeding.  Just as he was getting together a plan to go out riding and see how the boys were 

doing, Roy came riding into the yard at a fast pace. 
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“Ben! Glad I found you to home. Something’s happened with Adam and Rusty. I’ve got a 

posse rounded up, thought you’d like to join us.” 

***   

Adam blinked hard and opened his eyes, seeing a wall of granite and feeling the 

reflecting heat of the morning sun. He moved slowly, mindfully, and found that everything 

worked although something wasn't quite right.  Disoriented, confused, but he tried to get up, 

although dizzied by the ache in his head. He knew who he was, but for some reason the 

immediate past, how he got here, escaped him.  The sun, by its position, indicated near midday—

but what day?  Where—and why?  

He pulled himself backward to a rock and sat up. His right foot inside the boot throbbed – 

probably sprained.  Hopefully not broken but he didn’t feel much like removing the boot to 

check.  His head felt like fire.   

He squinted up at the steep walls of the canyon. Wasn't going to be easy scaling granite 

walls with a twisted foot, or even two steady ones for that matter.  This hole in a canyon 

surrounded by walls of rock was so steep he could hardly look to the top before falling over 

backward, and so jagged in places he’d as likely pierce his hand as try to grab hold and crawl up, 

or so smooth he’d find no grabhold at all.  But he’d followed dry wash riverbeds in the past and 

knew it didn’t do to give up without trying.  No water, no breeze, and a sore leg.  A deep breath 

brought as stabbing pain.  Sore ribs, too, maybe a broke one.  But he had little choice, find a way 

out, or stay here.  

Slowly Adam got to his feet, favoring his right side.  No help for it but to walk.  He had 

no water, no hat, but he had a day before he’d worry about either.  As he walked he searched for 

the easiest climb up the canyon.  One had a decent incline, rocks and several trees with strong 

roots, so he grabbed hold of a rock and lifted himself up.  He grimaced when he had to place the 
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weight on his right foot to lift his left, and after several feet upward, while reaching for another 

root, Adam’s leg screamed and knee collapsed and he had nowhere to go but down.   

After three such attempts he didn’t try again but felt more hopeful that he could keep 

walking and let the dried river take him out.  He took off his black shirt, glad for the white 

undershirt.  Where was his horse?  He could call, or whistle and his horse would come, always 

did.  But Adam tried calling, tried whistling.  Didn’t have enough wet in his mouth—already, in 

this heat, with granite walls, the sun was more intensely drying. 

Something glimmered in his path, like silver.  He picked it up.  A fork.   Bloodied.  Bent, 

unnaturally, as though forced…forced into his horse…and he fell.  Rusty!  Adam looked up at 

the trail above him again.  “RUSTY!”  He could only cough but Rusty wouldn’t answer anyway, 

Rusty put him here because Rusty was…guilty…Rusty, his old friend, meant for him to die but 

couldn’t kill him with his hands tied, no, leaving him to a fate worse than the hanging that 

awaited him. 

Anger forced him to try climbing again.  Halfway up he realized there were no more 

handholds to grab.  Adam looked up to the top of the cliff.  “Ah…help!”  He started to climb 

back down again but couldn’t see where to put his feet and his ankle suddenly screamed.  He 

tried to slow his sudden rapid descent but on landing cracked both his elbow and skull.   

Out cold. 

Sometime before dawn Adam awoke violently, shivering.  He sat up, almost unable to, 

and looked ahead to where it seemed the dry wash shimmered endlessly.  If he waited, and dug 

for water, he’d have more chance of survival than walking into oblivion.  He picked up a stick.  

Artesian, perhaps, bursting forth like a cannon, like a geyser.  He started to dig.  Feeling 

maddened, unable to think, just wanting water from somewhere, anywhere. 

*** 
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Hoss was tired. Not because he had so much to do—he was just supposed to check the 

east pasture and he did that by walking round and round in this pasture.  He could tell in the first 

few minutes that it needed another two weeks' growth before they could bring the herd in here. 

He had half a mind to go home, but what would Pa say?  Pa had more to say than usual 

lately.  Hoss wouldn't dare say it, didn't even like thinking it, but Pa acted as though he had three 

kids instead of grown sons.  Maybe Pa should be alone a day too many to realize the time had 

come to recognize how grown his sons were. 

Hoss turned his horse to the west. He prided himself on waiting until he got the other half 

of his mind to do something. And it was telling him that he needed a few days' ride to 

Sacramento. Maybe he and Adam could take in a show together, maybe they’d even be lucky 

enough to see Lola Crabtree again.  

*** 

Adam made up his mind to find water.  Not just for him, but for any poor unfortunate 

who found himself too trusting of former friends.  If he could find the water, he’d be doing the 

world a favor, he’d be…every few feet of walking he dropped to his knees and dug again.  By 

the end of the day he chewed on stones with a trail of two-inch holes dug behind him.  He wiped 

blood from his eyes, not caring that his head wound continued to trickle blood all day.  Of more 

concern was the leg he could barely drag behind him.  And thus, Adam reasoned as well as he 

could, the digging for water every few feet was also a way to rest. 

At another corner of the canyon he spotted a few scraggly weeds growing in a patch of 

dirt. He threw himself at the plants and yanked them out of the ground. Thistles. He tossed them 

aside and started to dig. Deeper, deeper, like a mad dog or a man in the last stage of dehydration. 

Finally sensing the futility, he leaned back. Only two days, but with that sun heading up 
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overhead, felt more like five. He found a couple more suckable stones but could barely pry his 

mouth open to get them in. 

"Keep going!" His mind screamed at him. "What for?" He thought back. But he stood and 

limped ahead again. 

How long before a man died of dehydration?  He remembered a horse of Hoss’s when 

Hoss was just a boy.  The horse had run off into the desert and by the time they found it, it was 

near death.  They couldn’t revive it.  How long, two days?  Three?  He wasn’t a horse.   

As the day neared its peak he found a wall with a slight incline, best chance yet, giving 

him a kind of hope.  He leaned against the gray rock, closed his eyes and pressed his face against 

the warm flat surface. This was the fire he imagined—was it only yesterday?—the fire he 

imagined burning down the Ponderosa.  As of this regrettable moment, he would never be able to 

take back any of the angry words.  His brothers and Pa would never hear him apologize for 

letting temper get in the way.  He’d showed more loyalty to Rusty than to his own family.  And 

so it ended, without a chance to go back and do it over again.  

He got up and walked carefully but quickly, picking up his feet to clear the rock, but his 

feet felt so heavy.  He kept tripping, tripping over nothing sometimes, and finally he fell, landing 

on his gut in a pile of boulders.  He nearly passed out but fought to stay awake, to keep moving. 

So much for college learning, so much for always trying to do the right thing. 

Adam leaned against the wall and looked up.  The climb had some slants in the right 

places and a few sturdy looking trees jutting out.  But his limbs felt useless and his face was on 

fire.  He felt the back of his head.  At least the bleeding seemed to have stopped.  He reached a 

hand up to grab hold of a tree but couldn’t lift the rest of his body, which felt like so much rock.  

Just keep walking forward.  He couldn’t do any more than that.  Sometimes he couldn’t even do 

that, as a single rock would make him stumble and fall.  He grabbed a few more stones while on 
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his knees and shoved them through dry and swollen lips before pulling himself upright again.  

He reached a collapse of boulders blocking his path through the dry river.  Halfway up his good 

foot slipped.  He fell backward and landed on his back.  Gritting through the pain that made him 

want to cry out, he wondered if this could be it, one injury too far to return.   

You’re getting tired, boy, sloppy. Every time he tried to climb he had less chance of 

making it.  But if he stayed down now it would be all over.  Even on a relatively stable path he 

could barely walk without slipping, but he had to walk quickly now, his time was almost up.  

Every minute, every precious minute, he could feel himself dry out a little more.  Shade, stay in 

the shade, but this was Devil’s Hall, the sun penetrated even the little tree cover he could find. 

His eyes closed because all he wanted was sleep. 

"Adam, you're 12 now, almost a man. There's one thing a man knows. Anything he puts 

his mind to, he can do." 

All right Pa!   

Adam braced his back against the canyon wall and forced himself to stand, feeling one 

foot under him.  He reached up, finding a hold for his hands. He pulled, arms shaking, and found 

he could raise his left foot to the first ledge by holding his right foot up with the strength left in 

his arms.  

"Like climbing a ladder, that's all, just---."  

But when he tried to raise his right foot to the next ledge his ankle seemed to divide him 

in half with pain and he fell backward to the ground, landing hard on his shoulder. 

He tried raising his head again but the world spun too heavily against him. Tomorrow. I 

promise, Pa, I'll try tomorrow.  He crawled deep into the light shade of the granite over him and 

stopped fighting. 

*** 
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"Hello? Hello, down there? Do you need a hand?" 

Adam felt his mind waking, but his eyes didn't want to open against the hot morning sun. 

He rolled slowly to his side and tried to answer, but couldn’t even grunt.  His shoulder hurt, but 

pain seemed a normal condition, a part of who he was now.  He didn’t learn this in college—

College doesn’t prepare us for life.  Or death. 

"What are you doing sleeping down there? That sun in the canyon is like flames licking a 

frying pan. Here, I've got rope." 

His rescuer tied the rope to a rock and jumped deftly down the side of the canyon wall to 

the bottom. She tied the rope around his waist—at first Adam thought she was a man, but she 

had a voice like an angel—and wrapped the ends around his hands. She pulled the canteen from 

around her neck and eased a little water down his throat, then used a little water to wet his eyes 

when she saw they were burnt too red to open. She gave him another sip of water and climbed up 

the cliff with the ease of a mountain lion, like she rescued trapped souls for a living.   

After she tied her rope to the saddle of her mule, she looked back down.  "Come on, fella, 

work with me!"  

Finally when he gave her a sign that he had some life left, she kicked the mule, easing 

Adam up the canyon wall.  At the top he had barely the energy left to thank her, so she hefted 

him up on the mule like a prize elk kill and trekked back to her shack. 

*** 

Hoss recognized the black and white horse before he saw the rider. "Joe! Hey, Joe!" Joe 

pulled up on the reins until Hoss galloped up alongside him. "Where you headed, Joe? This ain't 

the way home." 

"So who says I gotta go home right now? You miss me?" 
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"Nope. I haven't been back there myself." They started down the road. "So why you goin’ 

this way?" 

"No special reason. Just wanted to stay away for awhile, that's all."  

"Yup. That's about what I was up to myself."  

"So are you saying we should go together?" When he finally looked at Hoss the twinkle 

of a grin remained. 

"Nope. I reckon you can gallop on ahead of me any time you've a mind to." They rode on 

a minute. "You know, Joe, I was thinkin’---." 

"Yeah, Hoss.  Me too. I've been thinking, too." 

They grinned at each other and rode on, feeling the comfort of the familiar in each other’s 

company. 

*** 

Her guest had passed out in blissful sleep after Mannie got him on the cot in her shack. 

She stood over him a moment. She hadn't cared for another human being since leaving her 

husband and children back in New York for the wilds of Nevada. She never looked back, not 

once in the past twenty-five years, but now this stranger stirred familiar longing in her. If she 

cared for him, would she finally give in to the desire to go back home?   If she did, what would 

she find?  Dust, only dust.  Others she rescued out of that canyon she’d barely given a meal to 

and sent them on their way to be doctored elsewhere.  This one made her remember and that 

could be a dangerous thing.   

They need their mother, Manette.  Please don’t go. 

She poured some water from a canteen, getting a bit of cloth soaked, and wetted the 

sunburned areas of his face and arms. At least he had enough smarts about him not to go bare-

chested.  As she stared at the torn white cotton shirt she thought about taking it off for him.  He 
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appeared to be mighty attractive, even with all the bruises and burns and—the boots.  First, off 

comes the boots. 

Mannie grabbed hold of the left and pulled hard.  Finally got it to pop loose.  Why she let 

that other young fellow take her in for even two seconds she’d never understand.  A conniver, 

right off, he stole her best mule while she tended his horse’s wound.  Now that she’d found this 

fellow in such tough straits, she could figure out the rest, especially since that other fellow’s 

hands had been tied and he connived her into cutting him loose.  Loneliness, she figured, made 

her off her guard long enough to cut him loose.  One mistake she’d never make again. 

She grabbed hold of Adam’s other boot and gave it a yank, nearly falling to the floor 

when her patient let out a yell.  “Don’t like that, eh?”   

He hadn’t regained consciousness, but something bothered him with that foot, just the 

same.  She oughta just kill him and be done with it.  This one will probably turn out to be just as 

evil as that other fella.  That they showed up nearly on her doorstep only days apart meant they 

knew each other, all right.  And one didn’t mean the other any good.   

What if this one here was the badder one? 

She grabbed the water pail again and wet her hand.  “Fella?”  She slapped his face and 

then dumped some water on him.  “Hey, come on, I need you to work with me here.  Want I 

should cut the boot off?  Or the foot?”   

Adam blinked hard and looked at her but didn’t seem to see her.  “Cut…it…?” 

“Your boot?  I’ll try pulling again first.  It’s gonna hurt.  But I can’t fix the hurt less’n I 

see it.  You understand?”  She grabbed a fork from off her table and put the stem part in his 

mouth.  “Just clamp down, fella.  I either pull or I cut.  I expect you’d like to keep that foot, if 

possible.” 
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She sat in a chair at the foot of the cot and grabbed his boot with both hands.  Bracing her 

feet on the floor and vowing to ignore the noises he’d make, she pulled hard, and to his credit she 

could only hear a low garbled groaning, as though he fought with every breath not to feel the 

pain.  Finally the boot popped loose and Mannie fell backward to the floor. 

He fell back and passed out again, so she felt she had his permission to do what needed to 

be done to his foot.  She touched it, all purple and red and swollen.  But probably not broke.  No 

bleeding or bone poking out anywhere, anyway.  She didn’t much cotton to making medicine, 

stuff either healed or didn’t.  But she figured she could wrap a bandage all right. 

This fellow, an attractive man once, probably, now all swollen from sun exposure, and 

probably broken bones elsewhere.  She poked around on him, found the head wound, dislocated 

shoulder, bad rib and this bad ankle.  She put her hand on his shoulder and pushed down – nope, 

that didn’t seem to pop it back.  Only the devil knew what could be wrong inside him.  But she’s 

buried things before out here, even in this hard ground.  

By midday he roused himself enough to wake up. 

"Well, lad, think you'll live?" 

"Ah..." Adam pointed to the canteen and this time she let him drink on his own. "Thanks. 

Don’t feel like living yet. Name's Adam Cartwright." He raised a shaky hand from the cot and 

held it just long enough for her to grasp.  

"You call me Mannie, all my friends do." She cackled loudly. "Who done this to you?" 

Adam laid back and closed his eyes, frowning. "My horse..." 

"Horse throwed you?" 

"Wounded." He shook his head. "Can’t remember…a fork…" 

Mannie sprang to her feet. "Bay?" 

"White blaze and three socks." 
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"Man scruffy looking, dressed in brown?" 

"I don’t…" he rubbed his head. “Yeah.  Guilty of murder, taking him to Sacramento. You 

see him?" 

"Yesterday morning. He had trouble with the horse, high spirited animal, as though he 

couldn't control it. Occurred to me he caused that fresh wound on the beast, that it wasn't even 

his horse." 

"Good horse. Loyal."  Adam winced and closed his eyes. “Thought I could trust him." 

"People says that about me, too." She paced through the room, a soft and sullen anger in 

her eyes.  

Adam watched her without her seeing him.  She appeared as old as anyone he’d seen, 

gray hair and winkled, a little hunched, but the way she got him here meant she was strong 

enough.  And she moved like a cougar.  "Whatever they say about you, I’d be dead now, if you 

had left me there.” 

"I'll go find 'em for ya, ya kin have it out with him.  Nobody worth being human leaves 

another man in that canyon to die.” She went outside before Adam could stop her, but then, he 

didn’t have the energy to try.   She left water and vittles on the table, but when she peeked back 

in, he had fallen asleep again. 

Maybe this time he’d never wake up.  She could only hope. 

*** 

At the sound of galloping hooves behind them Hoss and Joe turned. Even at that speed 

they recognized the lead rider.  

"Pa!" Joe shouted as the riders pulled to a halt in front of them. "Where you off to so 

fast?" 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/206 

"A Pony Express rider brought in the horse Rusty rode. Roy thinks there might be 

trouble." 

"I thought they were taking the stage." Joe frowned, looking off toward the hills. 

"That's my fault, son," Roy said. "I let Adam take Rusty by horseback instead of the 

stage. If anything's happened---." 

"What do you think mighta happened, Roy?" Hoss remembered some ways back, seeing 

in the dust the tracks of two riders on a Pony trail, instead of just the one needed to run the mail.  

He didn’t think much of it at the time, with settlers coming west and getting lost all the time. 

"I don't know, unless Adam untied him---." 

"Roy, Adam wouldn’t do that if you made it clear Rusty needed to stay tied," Ben 

insisted. 

"Pa!" Hoss sat up straight in the saddle. "I saw a trail a piece back. Maybe it's the way 

they went. Want Joe and me to go and follow it?” 

Ben looked from Roy to his sons. "Yes, go ahead. We'll stay on the main trail. In a day's 

time we'll meet in Placerville." 

*** 

A day later Adam felt well enough to sit up and take the food from the table, smoked and 

dried rabbit and carrots soaking in water.  Mannie hadn’t returned.  He couldn’t move well, his 

skin felt stiff and itched painfully. Taking a breath made him think he cracked a right rib, or 

maybe that was the pain from his shoulder. His head pain had diminished to a dull roar, which 

consoled him some. 

When he heard the gunshot he stood. His ankle throbbed, not willing to hold his weight. 

He limped to the door of the shack and looked outside in time to see Rusty scrambling off the 

mule after first untying his feet, trying to get away from Mannie who had Adam's rifle pointed at 
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him. The first shot caught him in the arm.  It appeared to Adam that she had dragged him back 

on her mule, after having shot him in the foot. 

Rusty saw Adam watching. "Adam! Stop her! You know I didn't mean for you to die out 

there! Don't let her do this! She's crazy!" 

"Come on, fella, try to get away again, I like a little challenge." She pulled the rifle up to 

her shoulder again. 

"Mannie, don't!" Adam yelled. He stepped out into the sun and recoiled instantly, the 

sun's rays renewing the flames on his skin. He staggered backward into the shack as rifle shot 

echoed through the air again. 

"Did you see that, fella?" Mannie shouted from outside. "I found 'em for ya!  Giving him 

what he deserves, is all.”   

Adam staggered back outside wearing one of her hats, but he couldn’t reach Mannie 

before she raised the butt of the rifle over Rusty’s head.  Rusty had fallen, bleeding from a chest 

wound, and Mannie slammed the rifle butt against the back of Rusty’s head, like he was nothing 

more than a pesky prairie dog.   

“Now he’s feeling the pain you’re feeling.  Just don’t know how to sunstroke his face.  

Hey, we could set him afire!” 

Adam wanted to feel something for Rusty, anything like pity.  But he felt empty.  Still he 

managed, without emotion, “That’s enough, Mannie.  Just tie him up.”  

“Tie him up?”  Mannie turned the rifle on Rusty’s head.  “Waste of rope.”  She pulled the 

trigger and put a bullet into his brain. 

Adam stiffened, his hand drifting down to his gun still hanging at his side.  “Do you 

know what you’ve done, Mannie?” 
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“Rid the world of a varmint, that’s all.  Now that you’re standing, you can take your 

horse and git, too.”  She walked back into the shack and grabbed a scoopful of water, letting half 

of it trail down her shirt. 

Adam slipped behind her into the blessed shade of the shack.  “You didn’t need to kill 

him.” 

"You look at me! Do I care anything about needing?  I left two daughters and a husband 

behind because being needed every day can drive any living being insane.  But I couldn't walk 

away from you." Her rifle barrel lowered to the ground as she stared at her dirt floor. "You were 

helpless. Like that squirrel I found last week. I fed it, gave it water....and then it made a tasty 

stew." 

"Mannie, listen to yourself. You left a family behind and it's aching you." 

"NO!" she aimed the rifle at him, hard and steady. "You listen. I walked away because I 

hate people needing me.  That means you, too." 

"I’ll leave at nightfall. Give me that much time, Mannie." 

"No.  My mistake, taking you out of that canyon. I’ll give you one choice of three." She 

lowered the rifle dramatically. "You can kill me." 

"Mannie, you know I can’t." 

"Or I can kill you. And I can. Or," her eyes darted around the shack, as though knowing 

he’d never go for the third choice. "You can ride out of here right now." 

Adam glanced behind him out the door. "I’ll stay until the sun sets behind those big 

rocks. If you prefer to kill me, then I guess you’ll have to do it."  

Painfully he drew himself up to full height and stood waiting her reaction.  
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Mannie slowly drew the rifle up, aiming it gut level.  She pulled the trigger, but instantly 

Adam dropped, gun out and on instinct he fired back, not seeing the woman but only a dangerous 

coiled snake with no mind beyond the strike.  

At first he didn’t think he had hit her, after landing he nearly passed out with the pain.  

The shoulder that had dislocated on the canyon floor might have just gotten knocked back into 

place.  When he finally blinked the pain back he turned to look at her. 

She lay on her belly, twisting and groaning. Adam crawled to her and rolled her to face 

him. He had hit her square in the stomach. 

"Oh Mannie." He fought hot raging tears as he pulled her close. "Why Mannie? Why 

didn’t you just go home?" 

"No home left. They're all dead." 

"How do you know that?" 

"Because...I killed them." 

Adam tried to stand with her in his arms, but couldn’t. "You hang on now, Mannie. I’ll 

get you some help." He laid her back down.  He couldn’t believe she really killed them, only that 

she thought she did.  "Don’t die, Mannie. I’ll bring help." 

"Being a mother…was a bad thing. They abused, made me do things. You…made me 

want to care. That’s…a bad thing. Caring…brings pain." With a shuddering cry, Mannie died. 

“Oh Mannie, caring…brings love.” Adam pulled her tight and wept. 

*** 

With enough light from the half moon Joe and Hoss decided to keep going for a bit, as 

long as they had a trail to follow.  

"I’m sorry, Hoss." 

"For what, Joe?" 
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"The way I acted a couple days ago. I’ve been thinking, I might want to practice up, so 

that if I see Adam again…" 

"That’s when, little brother, not if." 

"I know, Hoss, but you know, one of these days it might be too late.  So I’m just thinking 

about it this way, so that when I do see him again, I’ll be so relieved the apologies will just pour 

out. You know how hard it is to apologize to that hard-headed Yankee." 

"Hah! Ain’t that the truth.  Mr. I’m so smart and right all the time."  Hoss couldn’t laugh 

for long.  “Well, one of these days, Adam being human and all, he’s gonna think he’s right one 

too many times and get caught by a dumb mistake.” 

When the lone rider appeared on the road they thought they spotted the mythical ghost 

rider. The horse in the moonlight appeared to be riderless but when they concentrated they both 

saw what they wanted, a rider in the form and shape of their brother, and yet…nearly not there at 

all. 

*** 

Adam didn’t see them coming. He fought passing out, several times nearly tumbling to 

the ground.  

The horse had the lead, the horse knew where they were going, I have to deliver Rusty to 

justice. But how would I explain this kind of justice? What would I tell the judge in Sacramento?  

Well, I got the devil mad and he rode off and left me to die, but Mannie saved me, and killed him 

and then wanted to die so she pretended…she only pretended she was going to kill me.  It was 

justice, all round, your honor, justice, and I…I was only a pawn, no, that’s a lie, I created it all, 

my fault. 

"Adam! Hoss, it's Adam!" Joe kicked his horse forward. 
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Adam looked up sharply, gasping. He threw one leg up as though to jump off the horse 

but his leg hit something heavy behind him. He couldn’t get off the horse.  

Hoss and Joe stopped in front of him. "Adam, what happened? You okay?" Hoss reached 

out to take the reins of Adam’s horse but Adam jerked the horse back. 

"What are you two doing here? Checking up on me, huh? Think I couldn’t do it? One 

simple job and you couldn’t leave me be?" 

Joe got off his horse and went back to check on the dead weight behind the saddle before 

looking into his brother’s sweating face. "Doggonit, Adam, what happened to you?" 

"I have to get to Sacramento. Rusty has a judge to see." 

"Adam, Sacramento is the other way." 

"Yeah, Adam," Hoss got off his horse and went to his brother’s side. "Why don’t we help 

you down and we can talk about this." 

"Nothing to talk about. Now get out of my way, both of you. I’ll just…turn the horse 

around." 

"Adam, this isn’t Rusty.  It’s…it’s an old fella."  

"No, it’s not, it’s---.” But Adam lost his grip of the saddle and fell into Hoss’s arms.  

"Joe, he’s pretty bad off. We can’t put him back in that saddle again."  

"I’ll run and get Pa." 

"No!" Adam jerked away from Hoss and stood awkwardly, holding his shoulder. "I don’t 

need him, and I don’t need you."  He limped miserably, not getting far with one boot on. 

"Why don’t you tell us what happened, Adam? Where’s Rusty?" 

"Did he try to get away, Adam?" Joe peered close at the dead body. "Did he kill this old 

fella so you had to kill him?"  
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"No." Adam laughed. "Not me.  I couldn’t.  I should’ve. He stabbed my horse. Left me to 

die. Mannie saved me, killed him, so I killed her.  Gotta find her family." 

"Her, Adam?" 

"God help me." Adam fell to his knees. "I killed a woman." 

Joe grabbed the water as Hoss eased Adam to the ground. Hoss ripped off his vest to tuck 

under Adam’s head as Joe gave him some water.  

At first it seemed Adam has passed out, but then he blinked hard and looked up at them.  

“Joe.  Looking for me?” 

“Yeah.”  Joe capped the canteen again.  “Adam, I gotta tell you---.” 

“Sorry.  Sorry, Joe.” 

“No, I…you’re sorry?” 

“I forget sometimes…we go back a long way, don’t we?” 

“Yeah, Adam,” Joe’s eyes clouded with tears.  “We sure do.”  He looked up at Hoss, with 

the worst of fears plain on his face. 

“Hoss—Hoss, you came looking for me, too?” 

“We’re brothers, aren’t we?  After all,” Hoss swallowed hard, fighting tears, “you’d do it 

for me.” 

“Mannie feared caring.”  Adam licked his swollen lips.  “But she did.” 

“She saved you?” 

“No,” Hoss shook his head at Joe.  “It wasn’t...it isn’t your turn to die, Adam.  She was in 

the way of the devil, is all.” 

As Adam slept under the star-filled sky, his brothers made camp and kept vigil, hoping 

and praying that this wasn’t the last night they would spend with their brother. 

### 
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 As all families do, the Cartwrights had arguments leading to times when for awhile they 

couldn’t deal with being a family.  But the beauty of their love for each other was that they 

always realized, in time, how much they meant to each other.   

By 1863 three grown males (not counting Pa!) had hankerings for healthy activities with 

the ladies, so they were bound to be arguments over who would get to date the newest eligible 

female.  The brothers had agreed early on how to work around this problem, but even so, 

problems emerged, especially when the lady saw it to her benefit to play them against each other. 
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Part Six: 

HIGH STAKES 

 

 

 "All right now, Lou, watch this one," Adam leaned over the pool table at the International 

House.  "Every week I come to town I take another crack at this shot. I think I got the banking 

perfected." 

 The pool table came from England a few months back, and already pool had become 

known as Adam's game.  He played every time he came to Virginia City with such dedication 

and passion that most people sitting or standing around would stop what they were doing to 

watch. 

 "I set the Death Ball, #8, against the left bank with only a finger's gap, just so it's not 

touching.  The cue ball is placed right in the center, as though it landed there all on its own.  I 

lean off the right corner just a little.  Take the cue stick, give it a twist as I connect..." Adam hit 

the ball right into the left corner pocket.  "And instead of heading for the right corner and 

missing, the ball goes in the left corner pocket.  Every time.  I call the shot beating death again." 

 "By golly.  Don’t that beat all."  Lou took a swallow of beer.  "Mmm-hmm.  You just got 

a natural knack at this.  Never see you sitting at the Faro table, you shun gambling---." 

 "Except an occasional horse race," Adam said, setting up another of his favorite shots as 

he waited for someone game enough to take him on. 

 "And yet since this pool table's been here you've become a regular saloon door Charlie." 
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 "I'll tell you what it is about Faro and Five Card Stud and the like, Lou, it's luck.  You've 

got no control over what card you get next.  So you either get lucky, or you cheat.  Neither is 

good to depend on.  But billiards is something you work at to get good." 

 Lou laughed.  “Yeah, that’s you, all right.” 

 Adam laughed with him.  “Well, at least this is something outside the wind and rain!” 

 A roar of shouts and laughter outside sent Lou over to the window, squinting into the 

bright May daylight.  "Well, would you look what we got here.  An interesting character the 

stage has brought us today." 

 Adam stood beside him, still holding the cue stick.  An older gentleman had fallen off the 

walk into the street, and groped on the ground for the white cane being kicked about by a gruff 

and angry drunk.  Finally the gentleman picked up his cane and got to his feet, and Adam noticed 

his odd looking darkened spectacles. 

 "He's blind," Adam leaned the pool cue against the wall and walked outside.  He stopped 

on the walk just long enough to see the drunk break the cane in half over his knee.  The crowd no 

longer laughed, except one or two with unkind humors.   

 Adam ran up to the drunk and laid him flat with a solid punch in the jaw and watched as 

the man scrambled backward, got to his knees and ran off. 

 Adam shook the pain from his fingers as he turned to the blind man.  "Are you all right, 

sir?"   

 The man appeared younger close up, even with that shell of white hair, and he wore a 

distinguished breasted suit, like men of carriage from San Francisco.   He sighed heavily in the 

direction of the friendly sound of Adam’s voice.  "I have been warned about the lot here in 

Virginia City, but I did not imagine---." 
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 "Father!"  A lean brunette in travel dress came out of the stage station.  "I heard the noise 

out here but did not know it was over you.  Oh Father, you're being tormented?  You, a man who 

cannot see what he’s up against?" 

 "Don't concern yourself so much, darling Lynette.  I am perfectly fine.  This kind stranger 

has taken over quite nicely.  What happened to the bully who snapped my cane cleanly, by the 

sound of it?" 

 "Oh Father, it’s broken." Lynette picked up the two pieces of white cane. 

 "Ah, he's probably gone to have a few teeth remounted," Adam smiled ruefully. 

 The man laughed heartily and held out his hand.  "Tobias Williamsferd, at your disposal, 

and my daughter, Lynette." 

 Adam shook their hands, smiling warmly.  "Adam Cartwright, and I am glad to help.  Are 

you staying over in Virginia City?"  His gaze lingered on Lynette as she smiled back. 

 "We had thought to stay for a few days, if my business arrangements had worked out.  As 

it is, we must move on to St. Louis.  Did you get us tickets, dear?" 

 "The next stage is filled, Father.  We'll have to wait for three days." 

 "Ah!  A ploy sponsored, no doubt, by yon hotel to gather more business."  He gestured in 

a wide sweep with a finely manicured hand toward the International.   

 Adam looked across the slanted C Street.  "How did you know there was a hotel there?" 

 "Ah, my good man, when you're blind, other senses are heightened to the highest degree.  

You would be surprised at what smells and sounds can be associated with hotels.  Well, dear, I 

guess we stay and idle away the time here.  I would have preferred leaving today after that bit in 

the street.  No offense, young man.  Your rescue was sound and true." 

 "Oh, none taken.  Would you ah...consider staying as my guests on the Ponderosa?  

You’ll feel much safer there, I assure you." 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/217 

 "Ponderosa?  What's that?  You own a hotel?"  Tobias turned his ear in Adam's direction 

as Adam moved to guide them across the street. 

 "No, it's my family's ranch, and we've plenty of room."  He took Lynette's arm.  "If you'll 

help me by pointing out your luggage." 

 "Young man, this is nonsense.  I have never imposed on another soul in my life, and even 

though I've been blind only three months I don't intend to start imposing now.  We can well 

afford a hotel stay." 

 "It's no imposition," Adam said as he tore himself from Lynette's smile and encouraging 

nod.  "I insist.  Virginia City is a rough town, as you discovered, and you...well, if you're 

uncomfortable at the ranch after the first night, I'll drive you back to Virginia City tomorrow 

morning." 

 "Is that a promise?" 

 "Yes, sir!" Adam placed two fingers on his chest.  "And a Cartwright promise is a sacred 

bond." 

 "Father, I can't explain it, but..." Lynette put a hand on Adam's arm.  "I trust him." 

 "Well, my daughter, you are my eyes now.  If he looks honest to you, who am I to 

argue?"  He allowed Lynette and Adam to each take an arm and guide him on. 

 Adam helped first Lynette and then Tobias up into the buckboard, letting Lynette finish 

guiding her father into his squeaky seat.  "So, Mr. Williamsferd, you were hoping to find a 

business venture here?" 

 "Please, call me Tobias.  It's such a mouthful the other way." 

 "All right, Tobias.  I hope you don't mind my curiosity.  Most people who pass through 

Virginia City are miners, entertainers or dignitaries." 
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 "I'm afraid I'm no romantic dignitary.  Merely a hard working soul who by a nasty twist 

of fate has gone blind and now must find a new way of working at an old occupation." 

 "Father is going east to see if the surgeons there can do anything for his eyes, and in the 

meantime he would like to see if he can still work.  He was a professional gambler, you see." 

 Adam raised his eyebrows, looking first at Lynette before regarding Tobias.  "Cards?" 

 "He was very good too, very skilled.  Now all he wants is one simple game before the 

surgery, using me as his eyes." 

 Tobias found his daughter's hand after a few faulty tries and squeezed gently.  “We make 

quite a team, too, if I’m any judge at those practice games we’ve had.  I think if we could find a 

real game, we could do quite well.  But here, I only sought to find a mining investment on which 

to live in case the surgery fails.  Nothing within my allowance available, unfortunately, and no 

one willing to get up a card game with a blind man.  I would not take up your offer of lodging, 

Adam, if I sensed a willingness by one of your saloons to arranging the game, you see.  We 

already have one set up in St. Louis by a friend of a friend who’s waiting for my arrival." 

 "Well," Adam said with a lopsided grin. "That's one game I hope you'd allow an audience 

for." 

 Tobias chuckled.  "I'd like to see it myself."  He raised his head into the crisp spring air 

and took a deep breath.  "Ah, this does feel good after that stuffy stagecoach.  If only I could see 

my surroundings.  Not even a year ago I planned a trip to Virginia City, but one thing after 

another kept that goal from me.  Are we descending?" 

 "Amazing how you can tell things without seeing.  Yes, we leveled out at over 6,000 feet 

over at the stage station, if we can believe the surveyors.  Of course the mountain’s a lot higher 

on windy days and Virginia City is not even at its peak.” 
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 "It's beautiful, Father, you would love this." Lynette said, taking in the hills around her.  

"Oh look, a herd of wild horses grazing the side of that hill.  Oh, Father, if you could see this.” 

 For an instant Tobias seemed to look right at them.  "Must be mustangs, my dear.  At 

your ranch, Adam, do you catch and break wild horses?" 

 "Occasionally.  We're mostly into timber and cattle." 

 "Is the ride far?" Lynette asked as though hoping the answer was yes. 

 Adam pointed off to the west.  "Down through the hills, look that way, you can almost 

see the trail winding to the bottom.  We stay west and now look up more foothills and into the 

mountains where I live." 

 “Oh, the trip will take days!” 

 Adam laughed.  “Actually, not quite.  It’s shorter than it appears.” 

 The wagon bounced and Lynette grabbed onto the men on either side of her.  "I'm not 

sure when I've seen such a beautiful place." 

 "San Francisco is very lovely, if I remember right," Tobias reminded her. 

 "Oh Father, it still is.  But if only you could see this." 

 From the way Tobias lifted his face in the air, Adam supposed he almost could. 

*** 

 Ben delighted as always in the challenge of showing off Cartwright hospitality to the 

guests his sons sprang on him, only momentarily disordered over Tobias's broken white cane and 

dark glasses.  He barked at Hop Sing to kill three chickens, which Hop Sing had already left the 

kitchen to do, grumbling heartily. 

 "Ah, nothing like Hop Sing's country fried chicken," Ben said when they finally sat down 

to dig in. 

 "Except for maybe his Hong Kong Mulligan," Hoss said, already eating. 
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 "Hoss, you don't have a favorite," Adam said, laughing. 

 "Yeah, he likes everything.”  Joe addressed his comment to Lynette, too taken with her to 

further the jesting. 

 As Adam watched his young brother, his expression soured.  "Tobias, tell my father and 

brothers your plans while you spend the next three days with us." 

 "Three days?"  Joe smiled.  "Miss Lynette, I would be honored if you'd allow me to show 

you around the Ponderosa." 

 Adam cleared his throat.  "Joe, don't you have any fences to mend?" 

 Hoss looked up.  "Why no, Adam, we finished the south---." 

 Adam kicked Hoss soundly under the table. 

 Ben noticed a little more than playfulness in his sons.  He leaned forward to change the 

subject.  "You have a special reason for coming to Virginia City, Tobias?" 

 "Actually, yes."  He patted Lynette’s hand.  "My daughter and I had wanted to get up a 

chance to try my hand at my former occupation, the one that helped me raise Lynette in fine 

fashion until my eyes went on me.  Lynette, I had wired ahead for that game, but now, for some 

reason, my contact has up and fled.”  He paused, as though thinking Lynette might speak out.  “I 

expected to get stranded here for a spell, actually.  I have been around before my vision failed 

me, you know." 

 "Oh Father," Lynette shook her head, exasperated.  "Adam, did you guess this old man 

bluffed us all along?" 

 "Mmmm, I had a hunch." 

 "Oh-ho," Tobias laughed.  "I hope I don't tangle with you in a poker game." 

 "Poker?"  Ben exchanged puzzled looks with Hoss and Joe. 
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 "My learned and acquired profession, gentlemen," Tobias said with a slight bow.  "As 

you can see, I can’t see and it has hampered me somewhat.  But with my daughter here as able 

eyes, I am hoping that in Virginia City I can run a good game one last time, before the surgery.  I 

had already one failed attempt at putting a game together, but there’s nothing stopping me from 

trying again.  I’ve heard, Lynette, that stakes run rather high here. All I need is a contact or two 

who won’t be dismayed---." 

 "Father, that surgery will restore your sight!  I'm sure of it." 

 "Let's face it, child, the doctor told us the risks.  It could also kill me." 

 For a moment no one spoke or moved. 

 "Ah, I'm sure everything will be fine," Joe said, grinning.  "In fact, I'd like to help.  I'll bet 

I could find you a couple of game players, Tobias." 

 "Oh, Joe, that's so sweet of you to offer."  Lynette glanced over at Adam.  "But Adam---." 

 "My oldest brother there is not at all fond of card games.  Just ask him."  He winked at 

Adam who smiled sullenly.  "But me, now I'm a natural organizer, and I’m well acquainted with 

all the card players in town." 

 "That's for sure," Hoss said.  “He’s lost to ever’one…”  He glanced at Adam and closed 

his mouth.   

 “Yes, he’s funded most of them a time or two,” Ben added pleasantly. 

 "I know everyone who likes to gamble, I know the miners with the most money, and... 

you know what?  I'd even get in the game myself.  Hey, Hoss, I bet you'd like to play, too." 

 "Now settle down, Joseph," Ben said with hand raised. "That's probably not the kind of 

help Tobias wants." 

 "Oh, on the contrary, Ben, this is perfect.  Perfect!"  Through the sides of his dark glasses 

Tobias’ eyes shimmered wet in the corners, and he forgot about finishing the food on his plate, 
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most of which had in some form found its way into his mouth.  "Did you hear, Lynette?  All our 

practice, and now we'll have a game!" 

 "It's wonderful, Father.  Oh, Joe, I've never seen him so happy.  Do you really think you 

can do this?" 

 Joe gave everyone his cat-got-the-canary grin.  "Not hard at all.  How about it, Hoss?  

You in?" 

 "Well, if they're foolish enough to let you arrange it, I better be," Hoss said as he 

munched on a chicken leg. 

 "This is wonderful," Lynette beamed at everyone before looking at Adam.  "I only 

thought we'd do a small hand or two back in St. Louis, but this, to have a game right here in 

Virginia City, it's something Father's hoped for since he picked up that white cane.  Joe, you will 

line up the best players, won't you?" 

 "Of course.  Say, Miss Lynette, if you are finished eating, I could take you on a walk 

outside and we can work on all the details." 

 Adam got to his feet quickly as Lynette rose with Joe.  "I don't think that's a good idea 

right now, Lynette.  Your Father is through eating, and I think he'd prefer if you helped him to 

his room to unpack." 

 Tobias regarded Adam's tone of voice for a moment.  "He's right, my dear, the long day 

and this excitement has robbed my appetite.  I think turning in early would do me good." 

 Ben stood.  "I can see to Tobias’ comfort if you like." 

 "Pa, I think Lynette should do it tonight," Adam put up a hand to stop him.  "Ah, it has to 

do with a sacred bond." 

 The four Cartwrights sat back down as Lynette and Tobias left the room.  At first none of 

them spoke, although Joe glowered at Adam. 
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 "Fine brother you are," Joe grumbled. 

 "Got a problem, Joe?" 

 "I suppose you got her all staked out?" 

 "Lynette is free to come and go as she chooses.  I just plan to see who she chooses." 

 "You don't even give a guy a sporting chance.  What's the matter, you afraid of losing?" 

 "Joe," Adam said evenly, his brow set in a frown, "if you're getting up this game just to 

win over the girl, you may as well forget it.  You're playing out of your league." 

 "Oh yeah?" Joe sprang to his feet, knocking his chair backward.  "Well, we'll see about 

that." 

 "All right, brothers, pipe down.  Can't a fella finish a meal in peace?" 

 "Pick up your chair and sit down, Joseph," Ben said, feeling tired.  "You both know the 

rules.  You act friendly with the girl and let her do the deciding." 

 Before Ben could finish Adam stood and walked outside, shutting the door softly behind 

him. 

 Hoss wiped his mouth with his napkin and leaned back.  "I think he's already stuck on 

her, Pa." 

 Ben sighed.  "Yeah.  Joe..." 

 Joe met his father’s stare pointedly.  "Look, I gave him a chance to tell me to back off 

himself.  And he didn’t do it.  The way I figure, like you said, Pa, let her do the choosing.  He 

just met her today, after all.” 

 Hoss nodded, grunting, and the three of them finished their meals in silence. 

*** 

 “You know, Lynette,” Tobias got comfortable on the bed, and removed his glasses to 

reveal sparkling and very alert gray eyes.  “I do believe we’re going to pull this off.” 
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 “I suppose you’re right,” Lynette sighed, sitting next to him on the brown quilted bed 

cover.  “And I know we came looking for this, but I wish we didn’t have to involve such nice 

people.” 

 “I noticed you paying attention to those two young men.  Be careful or you’ll end up in 

the middle of a family feud.”  He tucked his glasses in his jacket and opened his travel bag. 

 “Oh, I wouldn’t want to do that.  But,” she laughed lightly. “It is nice to have the 

attention of two such fine men after having been cooped up with you for the last three months.” 

 Tobias unpacked his bag until he found his cards.  “Let’s practice while they think you’re 

helping me unpack.” 

 “All right, but practice being careful.  Several times today I caught you looking at 

something.  Adam saw it too, and I could tell he was puzzled.” 

 “That Adam is a smart one.  You’re best off romancing the young one who’s more 

eager.” 

 “But I do fancy them smart.  Isn’t that what I like about you?”  She watched as he dealt 

without looking.  “That looked fine, I did not see you glance down.  If Adam learns the truth 

about you, I could always say you fooled me as well.” 

 “Go after Adam if you like, Lynette.  But remember, the game comes first.  So keep that 

Joe fellow happy while he gets us a game and---.” 

 “I know.  Try not to start a feud between the two.  The game comes first.” 

*** 

 The near full moon had peeked the trees by the time Adam calmed from his walk.  He 

and Joe and Hoss had all favored the same girl at some time or another, but this time made him 

angry and he needed to figure out why.   By the end of his walk he supposed that he hadn't 

realized how lonely he was until he met Lynette.  There was something in her eyes, in the way 
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she looked at him.  Her concern for her father, Tobias, touched him, as did Tobias himself, the 

way he retained his dignity even while being bandied about in the street.  He had determined, 

even with his disability, to go on as normally as he could, and Lynette helped him at the sacrifice 

of her own life’s interests.  He sensed loneliness in her as well, and she seemed to return his 

interest.   

 Now Joe wanted to step in the middle. 

 Adam wanted his own life, and he wondered if he had to leave the Ponderosa to get it.  

After all, Pa found all of his life’s loves far from here. 

 He found Ben in front of the fire reading when he walked back in.  Adam walked on by 

to head upstairs, but on the third step stopped and turned back. 

 "Our guests settled in all right?" 

 "Lynette went to her own room a short time ago."  He closed the book and looked at 

Adam glancing up the stairs.  "But she’d be asleep by now, Adam.  And yes, she did ask after 

you." 

 Adam laughed shortly, scratching his neck.  "I didn’t expect to see her again tonight."  He 

leaned on the rail to go up. 

 "You were hoping."  Ben waited but Adam didn't answer.  "I'm going to stay out of this, 

Adam, and so is Hoss.  But I need to say one thing." 

 When he hesitated Adam looked back over his shoulder.  "Well?" 

 "Let her make up her own mind, and don't hold it against your brother." 

 Adam's jaw clenched but he didn't answer. 

 "If he had known how you felt right away---." 

 But he was talking to Adam's back as Adam finished his climb up the stairs. 
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 Outside Lynette's room Adam heard a gasping.  She sounded like she was crying.  He 

knocked lightly and the sound choked to silence. 

 "Who...who is it?" 

 "Lynette?  Are you all right?" 

 "Oh, Adam!"  He heard a scurrying and the door flew open.  "Please come in.  I'm so 

frightened.  You have to help me."  

 "What is it?  What's wrong?"  He let her lead him to her bed and sat next to her, holding 

her hands. 

 "Adam, it's Father.  He seems changed now that your brother is getting a game together." 

 "Is that bad?  I can tell Joe not to---." he started to get up but she pulled him back down. 

 "No, it's not bad, Adam, it's just that, oh, Adam, I'm so afraid.  I have to be his eyes.  It's 

true, we practiced quite a bit, but what if I help him, and he loses everything?" 

 Adam brushed her hair off her cheek.  "Have you told him how you feel?" 

 "Oh, I couldn't!  He would feel so badly for me that he would cancel the game!  He’s 

very sensitive, Adam.  And I couldn’t live with myself if he gave up his dream for me.” 

 “Hmm.  Well, I believe that.  But you say you practiced hard together?” 

 “We did, but it may not be---.” 

 “All right.  Let’s say I’m blind.  How do you tell me what cards I’m holding so the others 

don’t hear?”  He braced himself for her gentle whispering in his ear, and even before she touched 

him a long-dormant passion stirred in his chest.  After a moment, her fingernail gently scraped 

his back.  He cocked his head and frowned.  “Do that again.”  She did, a little slower.  “Queen of 

Hearts.”  He looked at her.  “Very good.  Very clever.” 

 “And you guessed without any practice!” 

 “I couldn’t go wrong with your skillful touch.” 
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 “Oh Adam, thank you.”  She threw her arms around him. 

 They held each other tight, neither willing to let go.  Adam cleared his throat, warmed by 

her body pressed against his.  “I…don’t think I should stay…” 

 In mutual consent their lips met in a warm lingering kiss.  Sooner than he wanted to, 

Adam broke away and stood, and after their hands clung another moment, he bade her a soft 

good night and left the room.   

 Lynette touched her lips a moment before blowing out her lantern. 

*** 

 Virginia City, on a usual day in 1863, was a sight to see.  There was never a moment's 

dullness in the streets, whether up the nearest hill where another fancy house was being built, or 

down C Street as another of the many businesses needed for the booming city was hastily thrown 

together.  Down the streets below C Street on this particular day five more miner shacks were 

going up, miners haggling over the tin and scrap wood at hand.  There never seemed to be 

enough timbered wood to go around.  Indians who lived on the edge of D Street came into town, 

hoping to be accepted by someone long enough to work and earn some food.   A miner haggled 

with his last dime for more than a dime was worth with an uncooperative store clerk, as several 

from a local saloon grappled over a misunderstanding that ended up as a brawling fistfight in the 

dusty street. 

 Around this activity walked the welcome sight of a lady tending to her errands.  On 

occasion she would smile somewhat discouragingly at the advances of the men thereabout, and 

fan the dust from her nose.  Women—the finer citizens of Virginia City—would most often be 

escorted by stately dressed men.  Miners' wives could be seen as well, dressed more like their 

men to distinguish them as just as hard working, working the laundry or cooking or cleaning in 

the hotels, and waiting patiently for their husbands to become one of the lucky ones to hit silver.  
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Women were not seen enough in these dust-swollen streets because if they had their choice they 

moved back to San Francisco. 

 Into this usual Virginia City morning Joe drove the buckboard with Lynette sitting next to 

him and Hoss following along behind on his horse.  Adam stayed behind to do what he called 

'post roundup', although what post roundup could be neither Hoss nor Joe could guess.  Joe didn't 

miss Adam's expression though, and figured post roundup had something to do with 

justification—and the avoidance of tempers. 

 Lynette was all sparkle and gaiety this morning and Joe felt sure he was in love.  Hoss 

noticed the look on his face, having seen those puppy eyes all too often.  He also noticed the 

intenseness on Adam's face this morning in his conversations with Lynette and her father.  He 

thought Adam’s intensity meant more than Joe’s lovesick look.  Although Hoss knew he couldn't 

really say that, either, because Joe felt his affections every bit as hard as Adam.  

 Only more often. 

 "Here we go, Lynette, first stop."  Joe secured the reins and jumped down. 

 "The Silver Dollar?  Do they gamble here?" 

 "Do they!?  Hoss, tell Lynette about last month's game." 

 "Oh!  Ha-ha."  Hoss tied his horse to the hitching post and joined them.  "Miss Lynette, it 

was the biggest pot anyone in Virginia City ever saw, but half the money, practically, got put in 

by mistake and couldn't be taken out again." 

 "Oh, no.  How could anyone put money in by mistake?” 

 "You got to get to know Virginia City, Miss Lynette." 

 "Hoss's right.  There are fellows who come here, stake a claim and at the first sign they 

got silver or gold, get all excited that they're gonna be rich.  They get in a card game for the first 
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time, and because they're so excited don't listen to that rule that says whiskey and cards don't 

mix." 

 "So they're drunk." Lynette nodded. 

 "And before you know it the dealer—someone who does this for a living—he has them 

conned into throwing in twice more than they wanted, and in hock to the boot." 

 "That's pretty cruel, Joe.   My Father would never do that, he runs an honest table.  This 

card player who likes to con, is he still here?" 

 "I hear he hoofed it out of here one day, right quick," Hoss said, laughing. 

 "Too bad, Father would have loved working him over."  She walked into the Silver 

Dollar. 

 Hoss and Joe, taken by surprise, jumped forward to stop her but missed her arm by 

misjudging her enthusiasm.  Lynette stood near the bar just inside the door, getting her bearings.  

When she spotted the two men at the faro table she walked over to them, Hoss and Joe close 

behind.   

 "Lynette, why don't you let Hoss and me---." Joe tried to guide her back outside. 

 "Why, Joe darling, that would spoil my fun.  Besides, Father asked me to help you 

choose."  She turned back to the table and watched the players.  "Are you two any good bucking 

tigers?" 

 "Ah, Miss Lynette," Hoss jumped between the two fellows who turned with heavy 

frowns to the woman rudely questioning their game.  "This here's Arnie and Lem, considered the 

best faro players in town." 

 "Well, I hope so, they seem to live here."  She pointed at the table.  "I think you should 

call it both ways, Lem." 
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 "Hoss," Arnie said, his teeth gritted into a smile.  "I think you know better than to bring a 

lady in here.  If there was a dealer at this table, she'd be booted out on her ear, lady or not." 

 "Now don't you bother explaining me, Hoss," Lynette leaned over their table, carefully 

avoiding their chips.  The four men watched her in alarm, even though she wasn't ruining the rote 

Lem and Arnie were playing.  "I have a proposition for you two.  How about leaving the faro for 

a night and playing something challenging, like poker?" 

 "What's the catch, lady?  You staking us?" Lem chuckled and poked Arnie, who seriously 

studied her. 

 She ignored them both and walked over to the poker table, where at the moment no one 

sat.  "Here is where the action will be tomorrow night, gentlemen." 

 Joe, who hadn't left her side, took her arm.  "Lynette, I thought we'd set up at the 

International House." 

 "A hotel?  Oh, Joe, so lacking in character.  No, this is just right.  Gentlemen," Arnie and 

Lem had followed them over, puzzled but intrigued.   "My Father, Tobias Williamsferd, is an 

experienced gambler from San Francisco and he's come to Virginia City looking to get a game 

with the most skilled players he can find.  But you must have a minimum, a minimum, 

gentlemen, of $500.00 or even your skill won't get you in." 

 "Miss Lynette," Hoss started as Arnie and Lem turned away to confer. 

 "Don't worry, Hoss, that's not too much." 

 "No, Lynette, we're thinking you should tell them your father---." 

 "Oh Hoss, Joe," she said gaily, pulling them to the bar.  "You don't think a little thing like 

Father's blindness is going to make any difference, do you?"   

 She caught sight of movement outside and watched as riders alighted across the street.  

She turned sharply, her breath catching in her throat.  She walked over to the poker table, for a 
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moment ignoring the men behind her.  Arnie and Lem walked past her over to Hoss, who had 

ordered beers for them.  

 Joe put his hands on her shoulders.  "What's wrong?"          

 Lynette stared hard at the table.  Finally she blinked back a tear and turned. 

 "I'm just jumpy, Joe.  My father's whole life is at stake here in Virginia City.  I've not 

helped him gamble before and I don't know if I can do it." 

 "Come here," Joe led her to a more private corner of the saloon.  "Maybe it'll help you if 

you talk it out.  Explain to me how you help him read cards.  That's the part I don't get." 

 "Well," she said, looking up at him coyly.  "I work on moving my lips in such a way that 

no one can read what I'm saying, and I lean in real close to his ear, like this." She got so close to 

Joe he smelled her lilac wash and felt her warm breath on his face, feeling the stirring and trying 

to swallow it down.  "And then I ever so gently give him the code we developed for what he has 

in his hand to throw down, like this..." and she whispered very softly in his ear.  “So that no one 

else can hear.” 

 Joe didn’t get what she said but figured Tobias did.  When he turned his ear away from 

her lips, his lips brushed hers. 

 "Miss Lynette, about that ride on the Ponderosa I promised you..." 

 "Yes, Joe?" 

 "If you're not doing anything this afternoon I know this nice, lonesome trail down to the 

lake..." 

 "Sounds lovely." 

 "It is. It's..." As he forced himself away from her lips he grabbed her arm.  "So let's get 

this business done with!"  He pulled her to the bar, as she continued to watch the streets outside.  

"Hoss!  You and me are going to come up with the money to sit in on the game." 
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 Hoss turned, his smile big and genuine.  "One step ahead of you, little brother.  Arnie and 

Lem here agreed to play if me and you are at the table too.  Miss Lynette, you got yourself four 

players already.  How many more you want?" 

 "Just three more oughta do, Hoss."  She went to the saloon door and looked out.  "Just 

three more."  She whirled back around.  "Can we make it tonight?" 

 "Tonight?" Arnie straightened from his lean at the bar.  "You got to give us the time to 

come up with the money." 

 "All right, tomorrow night then.  Come on Hoss, Joe, let's find those other three gents." 

 Lynette stood on the wooden walkway feeling the people move around her.  A sudden 

wind kicked a cloud of dust up around her, swirling up over her head and away.  Instead of 

hiding her mouth with a kerchief as most ladies would, she watched a single rider coming down 

the road.  The rider reined his horse back and tipped his hat to her before continuing on. 

 “Lynette?” Joe said, watching her.  “Do you know him?”   

 “No,” she shook her head.  “No, I thought I did, but I don’t.  Come on, fellas!”  On noting 

a forced gaiety, Hoss and Joe exchanged glances.  “Let’s find us those players.” 

*** 

 Adam led his horse out of the barn with one of the gentler saddlebreds.  Both were 

saddled but he tied them to the hitching post and tightened cinches.   

 Ben came out of the house and approached Adam with a couple furtive glances over his 

shoulder. 

 Adam tossed him a smile as he finished the cinching.  "He almost ready?" 

 "I guess so.  Right now he's giving Hop Sing a lesson in making muffins moister." 

 Adam laughed.  "Bet that's going over well." 

 Ben frowned, staring at the saddlebred's feet. 
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 Adam noticed his unease.  "Go on." 

 Ben looked up and smiled ruefully.  "All right, I'll speak plain.  Tobias bothers me." 

 "You too, huh." 

 "Do you think he's here just to get up an honest game?” 

 Adam leaned against the hitching rail, studying the roof of the house. "That much I do 

believe."  Adam put a hand on Ben's shoulder.  "Look, Pa, whatever else he is, he has a lovely 

daughter.  He can't be all bad."  He started for the door.  "I'll see if he's---." 

 "Do you think he's blind?" 

 This brought Adam up short.  After a minute he looked down and turned back.  "Why do 

you ask?" 

 "Just the way he looks sometimes.  He hides very conveniently behind those glasses.  But 

even so, there are times when he's talking, I get the feeling that...I know I'm sounding foolish, 

but....." 

 Adam grabbed Ben's arm and pulled him to the other side of the horses.  "Tobias is due 

out here any minute.  I don't want him hearing us."  He took a deep breath.  "I don't think he's 

blind either." 

 "You don't?  Well, what about..." Ben gestured at the house. 

 "Lynette?  Pa, I think she believes he is just because he told her so.  We have to keep up 

the pretense, at least until I talk to Tobias.  It's why I let Joe and Hoss take her to town today." 

 "You had me concerned about that, son." 

 "Not like me to give up so easily, you mean?"  Adam thought about telling Ben about last 

night in her room.  "I figure to give Joe his chance.  But only one.  I’m taking Tobias to get the 

feel of the gambling table where they'll be setting up, but he’s letting Lynette do all the 

arranging.  Which is why I think she doesn't know." 
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 "Because she's doing the arranging?"  Adam didn't answer.  "Look, son, she seems like a 

very nice girl, but that doesn't mean she wouldn't do whatever her father asked her to.  Why don't 

you keep your eyes on her as well?" 

 "You know, you worry too much."  They heard a thumping at the front porch and the 

door slammed shut as Tobias came out waving his mended white cane in front of him. 

 "Adam!  You out here?" 

 "Over here, Tobias!"   

 Ben forced a smile and moved away as Adam went over to take Tobias’ arm.   

 "Got a nice rider for me, I hope.  Are we going all the way to Virginia City as we 

planned?  The weather is cooperating, is it not?" 

 "It's a perfect day for a ride."  Adam helped Tobias up in the saddle and worked the cane 

in alongside the rifle.   

 Tobias felt what he’d done.  "A rifle?  My boy, what do I need one of these for?" 

 "Just standard equipment with our saddles, you never know when you're going to meet up 

with a rattler or a mountain lion."  Adam unhitched the horses and mounted.  "Pa, don't wait 

dinner.  We’ll be taking our time.” 

 “I’m glad to hear that,” Tobias said.  “Ben, your hospitality has been most gracious.  I 

hope we return in time for one of Hop Sing’s fine dinners, but I’m afraid I don’t well keep track 

of time.”  They nudged their horses on.  “My apologies if we don’t make it.  Be sure to tell him.  

That cook of yours does have a temper.” 

 Ben watched as they rode out of the yard.  A temper, indeed.  If Tobias wants to see 

temper, he might just try causing trouble for his boys. 

*** 

 "Adam, I must confess something to you." 
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 "What's that?" 

 "Riding out here like this, just you and me, I got to thinking.  I don't want you to take 

offense, but how do I know that you're not going to just let my horse wander off a cliff 

somewhere, me not being the wiser, as to direction, that is."  Tobias paused, glancing sideways at 

Adam's slight smile.  "I don’t know you all that well." 

 "Well," Adam said, wiping his smile away before daring to speak.  "I guess you don't.  

But seeing as how you've just been blind only three months, I think you'd know that horses tend 

to stick by each other pretty close.  And the horse you're on, she'll either follow me or bolt for 

home, but she’ll avoid cliffs no matter how you coax her." 

 "Ah!  I guess you're right. You have to forgive me, Adam, being blind tends to make me 

a slight bit more of a doubter than I used to be." 

 "Understandable.  We're going to be heading downhill for a ways now, so be prepared to 

shift back in your saddle and tighten up."  Adam watched closely.  Tobias seemed prepared even 

a bit before the incline began.  Blind, indeed.   

 Gunfire came from nowhere—Adam felt the sting before realizing the threat.  "Get down, 

fall to your left!" he yelled to Tobias.  Once on the ground Adam scrambled over to him and 

grabbed his arm.  "Come on, there's some cover this way." Bullets nicked small holes in the 

ground around them as Adam pushed him to safety. 

 When they were behind the rocks the gunfire ceased.   

 Tobias took a deep breath.   "My, that was interesting.  What do you suppose they're 

after?" 

 "I don't know, yet." 

 "Are you injured?  I seem to be in one piece." 

 "Just tore some skin from my hand, is all.  My gun hand." 
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 "Adam, does that make us defenseless?  You know I couldn't hit the broad side---." 

 "I’ll manage."  Adam pulled his gun and slowly raised his head above the top of the rock.  

Instantly gunfire sounded again, nicking the stone in front of him.  He squatted back down.  "I 

wonder what they want." 

 "You say you’re a rich property owner, Adam.  They could be trying to rob us.” 

 “Not this way.”  Adam glanced at Tobias, tempted to draw the man out here and now.  

Another gun would help with his hand hurting.  

 "I think I see one of them over here.  Why don't you stand a little to draw his fire, then I 

can get a shot." 

 "You want me to act as lure?  How would I duck in time?" 

 Adam grunted, and they ducked even lower as more gunfire beat the rock around them.  

"Do you have any better ideas?" 

 "Well, they are bound to run out of bullets eventually." 

 "Right."  Adam pulled his bandanna off his neck and wrapped it around the bleeding 

wound tight.  At least the bullet only took a chunk of flesh and didn't break any bones, hitting the 

muscle between finger and thumb.  He held the ends of the bandanna out at Tobias.  "Here, tie 

this, will you?”  Adam watched Tobias as he did an awkward but fair job of tying without 

looking.  "How did you lose your sight?" 

 "Doctor wasn't sure.  He thinks probably disease.  My eyesight actually started failing me 

several years back." 

 "And Lynette, has she always lived with you?" 

 "What is this, Adam, the Inquisition?" 

 "Just curious.  I'll admit," he paused as a small sigh of air escaped.  "I've grown fond of 

your daughter.  It interests me, this life you've chosen for her." 
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 "You mean, helping me gamble?" 

 Another round of gunfire ripped through the air.  Adam heaved a rock out.  He shot at the 

first thing over the road in the foothills that moved.  For a moment he thought he might have hit 

something.  He squatted back down again.   "We can't sit here all day.  I think I ought to take a 

chance." 

 "You have to be joshing.  You can't get out of here, not to mention leaving me alone." 

 "Look, if I move fast enough, odds are from that distance they'll miss.” Adam paused.  “I 

don't think it's me they want anyway, I think it's you." 

 "Me?" 

 A low rumbling of thunder came from down the road toward Virginia City, followed by a 

loud “hyah!”  Two horses were pulling a buckboard in anxious speed, a third horse tied behind.  

The driver ducked low as the bullets flew around them, splintering the wooden sides.  Using the 

distraction Adam stood, took careful aim at one of the men getting sloppy, and fired. 

 A direct hit. 

 The buckboard came to an abrupt halt in front of them.  Joe leaped out of the seat, while 

Lynette and Hoss poked their heads up in the back of the wagon, Hoss warily, rifle out and 

ready.  

 "Are you all right, Father?" 

 "Lynette?  What are you doing out here?" 

 "I was going to ask you the same thing.  Why are you surrounded by people shooting at 

you?"  She reached out of the wagon and grabbed his arm, jumping a little as Hoss got off a shot, 

and Adam followed with one. 

 Joe came in next to Lynette.  "Lynette, could any of these fellows be the one you thought 

you recognized in town?" 
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 "Oh no, Joe, I don't think---." 

 "Who did you think you saw?" Tobias demanded. 

 "Looks like they're leavin’, Adam!" Hoss hollered over from his position in the wagon. 

 "Yeah, one of them’s hit, they're probably taking him back to town." 

 "I hoped not to worry you, Father, but Langley Wentworth may be behind this.  If it is 

him, he’s lost a lot of weight." 

 Joe looked from Tobias’s bland face back to Lynette.  "Langley?  Wentworth?" 

 "Someone Father used to gamble with until six months ago, when Langley ran into bad 

luck.  I don't think Langley is capable of this, though, he knows you're blind."  Tobias only stared 

blankly at the road.  "Joe, can we get Father back to your ranch?  All this appears to have been 

too much for him." 

 Hoss jumped down from the wagon.  "They've gone now." 

 "Thank goodness."  Lynette climbed out of the wagon and wrapped her arms around 

Tobias, who finally hugged her back.  "I can’t be sure it was Langley.  Adam, do you have any 

ideas?” 

 Adam touched her face briefly.  "Whether or not you recognized them, they were after 

your father, all right.” 

 "I just don’t understand.  Even Langley Wentworth wouldn't do this to Father.  Why do 

you think they weren’t after you, Adam?" 

 "Call it a hunch.  Hoss?" 

 "Adam, your hand, it's all bloody." Lynette gingerly touched the blood-soaked bandanna. 

 "Don't worry about him, Miss Lynette, he's lived through worse.  Adam, you want me to 

ride out after them?" 
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 "Yes, Hoss, but stay far enough behind or they'll turn on you.  See what you can find out.  

They'll probably head to Doc Martin's." 

 "Adam," Tobias cleared his throat.  "If these men were here with ill intent, why would 

they linger in town?  Following them seems fruitless." 

 "No, Adam's right, Mr. Williamsferd,” Hoss said as he mounted. “We're not as civilized 

out here like back in San Francisco.  Those fellas kin ride into town and say they was ambushed, 

and even if we say differ’nt, there ain’t a whole lot can be done to prove it either way." 

 "Hoss, you be careful.   Tobias, I'm sorry, but I'm going to insist we go back to the ranch 

rather than to Virginia City.  We'll wait and see what Hoss has to report." 

 "Tell Pa to hold supper for me, Adam."  Hoss pulled his hat lower.  "I’m gonna be hungry 

when I get home."  Hoss rode off at an easy canter, disappearing around the hills. 

 "Father, if Adam's right, we'll have to cancel the game tomorrow night." 

 "My dear, don't you worry," Tobias pulled his kerchief from his jacket and wiped the 

sweat and dust from his face.  "That won't happen, not after all your hard work.  They won’t dare 

pull this stunt in town.  Whoever they are, they’re cowards, hiding behind rocks that way to 

shoot us down.  We’ll probably never know their names.” 

 "Joe, why don't you help Tobias and Lynette into the wagon and we'll get back to the 

ranch before our friends decide to return."  Adam turned with a frown after watching Hoss ride 

off, and tied Tobias’ horse to the back of the wagon. 

*** 

 The ride back was quiet and slow, nerves tight and jangled after the incident.  Lynette sat 

between Tobias and Joe, well aware that any gesture she made toward Joe could be 

misinterpreted by Adam.  Any conversation with Tobias could lead to her telling them who those 

men were, and how they would have to do some fancy scheming to hold that card game 
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tomorrow night.  Altogether an unhappy mess, she realized, and now she had to figure a way out.  

If she hadn’t come up with the blindness idea in San Francisco, her father would be dead right 

now.  Adam would forgive her when this was all over, if she could trust herself to be honest with 

him. 

 To make matters worse, it appeared Adam trusted his own little brother less and less 

around her.  Joe kept smiling at her in that charming and boyish way of his, and though Lynette 

smiled back, she didn’t encourage him.  But she didn’t know if Adam noted that or not.  And in 

the bumpy terrain of the hills they were climbing back to the ranch, her leg did tend to rub 

against Joe’s, though innocently enough... 

 "So, Lynette,” Adam said a little too loudly.  "Did you find all the players you wanted?" 

 "Not only all we wanted, Adam, but we also found some content to sit back and wait to 

fill an empty seat." 

 "Well, sounds like you got there with both feet.  I hope that little skirmish didn't 

discourage you too much, Tobias." 

 "No, indeed."  Uncertainty lingered in his voice. 

 "I have to hand it to you, little brother, you wore the big boots this time." 

 "Yeah, well, you know me," Joe shrugged with a grin.  “Whatever I say I can do, you 

better believe I can do.” 

 "He and Hoss are first round players as well," Lynette added. 

 Adam whistled, raising his eyebrows.  "Now this is the Joe I'm used to.  Sure you know 

what you're doing, boy?" 

 "Adam, you just worry about the cattle and the fences and leave the high stakes know-

how to me.  I haven't been in a game yet where I haven't come out ahead." 

 "I can remember a few---." 
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 "Yeah, but they were cheating." 

 “Uh-huh.” 

 "Don't you worry, Adam.  Father knows when it's time for someone to pull out.  Joe won't 

lose his shirt, or Hoss's, either." 

 "Yeah, let's leave Hoss’s shirt on.  That's a sight Lynette's not ready for," Joe said, 

laughing.  The wagon hit a rock in the trail, throwing Tobias forward and Lynette against Joe.  

Joe threw an arm around her and grabbed hold of Tobias’ shoulder, righting him.  He let his arm 

linger around Lynette, who smiled up at him. 

 Adam stopped his horse in front of the wagon team.  "All right, Joe, if you don't know 

how to guide a wagon, you better get down and let me take over." 

 "Now Adam, you know how rocky these hills are." 

 "And I know how well you can negotiate them too, when you try." 

 "Now you're saying I did it on purpose!" 

 "Didn't you?" 

 "NO!" 

 Lynette put a hand on Joe's arm to still him, but Adam didn't allow himself the chance to 

think about it.  He jumped off his horse and grabbed Joe's arm. 

 "Come on down.  Now!"   

 "Now look, Adam, this is not the time or the place.  I'll be glad to take you up on this but 

wait until we’re back at the ranch where Lynette won't have to watch me pound you bloody." 

 "Joe---." Lynette started. 

 "Joe, if you'd listen instead of ragging off, I'm telling you I have a theory about the 

ambush that I need to discuss with Tobias, and I can do it better from the wagon." 
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 "Oh."  Joe flashed a sick grin at Lynette.  "Well, brother, you sure took a long time 

spilling your gut about it." 

 Joe jumped down from the wagon.  Adam took his seat, and Joe grabbed the reins of 

Adam’s horse and threw himself into the saddle. 

 Adam winked at Lynette.  "That's because I just thought of it."   

 Lynette and Tobias laughed lightly as Joe looked down at them. 

 "What?"  Joe frowned. 

 "I told them it was a matter of opinion who would get bloodier, you or me.  But I guess 

we'll never know, eh?  Hyah!"  The wagon team jumped on ahead of the horse. 

 After a moment of dark contemplation Joe pulled into the trail behind them.  “Yeah, well, 

you won’t come any closer than this.” 

*** 

 Lynette and Tobias went to his room shortly after the meal.  Lynette was nervous, she 

said, and needed some practice.  Hoss hadn't returned, making Joe and Adam silently worried.  

They had put off telling Ben what happened for as long as they could. 

 Ben sat puffing his pipe, his face an unreadable mask, as Joe finished with how he and 

Hoss heard the gunfire and slap-dashed to their rescue. 

 "Adam and I discussed this earlier, and we agree there's something Tobias isn't telling us 

about his gambling." 

 Joe sat forward.  "Oh, come on now, Pa, you don't think that Lynette---." 

 Adam shushed Joe’s loud retort with a finger to his lips and a wave of his hand.  Joe 

frowned at him, not yet in a forgiving mood, but he realized how close Lynette and Tobias were.  

In the silence that followed they heard pounding hooves.  Joe sprang to his feet and ran to the 

front door as Lynette came out of the guest room. 
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 Adam went to her.  "Should be Hoss." 

 "Father asked me to come out.  He's feeling so weary, poor dear." 

 Hoss burst in past Joe.  "Adam!"  He saw Ben looking less even tempered than usual, 

wearing the frown that generally meant a scolding would follow.  “Hi, Pa.  Did Adam and Joe 

tell you..." 

 "Yes, they did."  Ben cleared his throat as he turned to Lynette.  "I'm sorry to hear about 

the disturbance today.  I hope your Father will be all right." 

 "Oh, he will, Mr. Cartwright.  Hoss, those men, did you..." 

 Hoss looked down at the floor and jammed his hands in his pockets.  "I looked as hard as 

I could, Miss Lynette, but couldn't find nothin’." 

 Lynette put a hand on his arm, all earnest and wide-eyed.  Adam bit his lip, wondering 

how Hoss of all people could resist her.  "You mean no man with a bullet wound was brought to 

the doctor?" 

 Hoss didn’t hesitate although he kept his eyes on the floor.  "Nope." 

 "Isn't that odd?  So now I have to tell my Father we could still be in danger." 

 "I wouldn't worry about it, Miss Lynette."  Hoss said, looking at her.  "Since I didn't find 

them in town they're likely gone.  Probably some fellas lookin’ to rob you, Adam, that's all." 

 "Oh!  Well, good.  Father needs the reassurance."  She went back to his room. 

 After a moment of silence Hoss went over to the fire, and the others followed him. 

 Ben kept his voice low but his anger bit hard at his sons.  “What kind of chance did you 

boys take out there!?  Hoss, following men who ambushed you could have got you killed!” 

 Adam patted his shoulder.  “Pa, we did what we had to do.  Hoss, did you tell Lynette the 

truth?” 
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 Hoss walked over to the dining table after glancing behind him at the stairs, keeping his 

voice low. "When I caught up to them they were real willin’ to talk.  It's bad, all right.  They 

meant to do in Mr. Williamsferd, and you too, Adam, if you were in the way."  Hoss glanced at 

Ben, whose temper wasn’t improving.  "Now I'm not sayin’ he's crooked or nothing, but these 

fellows seem to have a real gripe over some money they lost." 

 "Anyone who gambles and loses reacts to the loss unpleasantly," Adam said.  "But 

gunning a man down isn’t generally one of them.” 

 "Seems Mr.---.” 

 "Tobias." 

 "Seems Tobias promised them another game to prove he didn't cheat, and they found 

themselves the best card jack they could to watch and make sure nobody cheated, and right 

before the game Tobias turned up blind.  They let him go after he gave them each a little money 

back, but they're busted again and still mad." 

 Adam turned from Hoss to stare into the fire.  Finally he shook his head.  "So he's not 

blind, only hiding behind those glasses." 

 "Yeah, I kinda reckoned it might be that.  Miss Lynette---." 

 "You leave her out of this, Hoss!" Joe jumped in. 

 "Just because Tobias says he's blind doesn't mean she knows about it.  He could be 

fooling her too.”  But Adam stared pensively into the fire, not sure of much at the moment. 

 "I can't believe Tobias would do this!" Joe pounded on the dining table but managed to 

keep his voice low.  "Neither of you has any proof, you're only speculating, digging even deeper 

than the silver barons and coming up just as empty.”  Joe turned away, impatient with the whole 

conversation.  “Tobias is really blind.  Until we prove otherwise.” 
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 "You're right, Joe." Ben walked over to his desk to refill his pipe as they watched him, 

waiting.  "We don't have proof, and those men had no right to try and kill because they don’t 

have proof, either.  As far as we know.  And until we know differently, we'll accept what our 

guests say. Hoss, those men have a vendetta and that makes them dangerous.  They told you it’s 

against Tobias, but why?  Maybe it’s a smokescreen and they’re really after Adam.” 

 “Oh, come on, Pa.” 

 Ben held up a hand at his reticent eldest.  “Right now we’ll expect any possibility.  What 

will it take to make Tobias’ game safe tomorrow?" 

 "I'll be there," Adam said.  "And I'll get Roy and a couple deputies posted outside." 

 Hoss turned to Ben.  "I talked to Roy.  See, I got those fellas convinced that killing 

Tobias is not the way to get their money back.  I told them to wait in the saloon across the street 

until the game breaks up.  Then when Tobias comes out, they can make their move." 

 "Oh great," Joe said, rolling his eyes. 

 "Wait up, Joe.  We sneak Tobias out the back, see, once we prove he ain’t cheating.” 

 Adam joined them.  “And if we prove he is cheating, we’ll let the sheriff have him and 

pay off the ambushers.” 

 Joe shook his head.  “He won’t cheat, but I’m all for setting a trap for those men who'll 

come out looking for him, and turn them over to the sheriff." 

 Ben joined the trio.  “I’m not convinced they’re after Tobias, so all of you, keep that in 

mind, and watch your own backs.” 

 Adam put an arm around Ben’s shoulders.  “Pa, we kinda figure that’s what you’re for.” 

 Ben laughed, putting his pipe down.  “And I thought I should be done with that job by 

now.” 
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 Adam deftly changed the subject after a subdued glance at Joe.   "Did you know Hoss 

and Joe are going to be at the poker table?" 

 "Is that right?"  Ben looked at his younger sons.  "This could be quite a game.  A blind 

man calling everyone's bluff.  Well, Adam, I think that you and I both will be sure to watch that 

game."  He sighed.  "This whole game could turn out twice as serious as a one-eyed man calling 

aces." 

 "Yeah," Adam scratched the back of his neck.  "So for Tobias’ sake, he better not win too 

big tomorrow night.  If at all." 

*** 

 "Did you hear anything?" Lynette watched Tobias’ face as he stepped away from the 

door where he had been listening.   

 "Only a little at the end.   Ben's voice is like a low-firing cannon.  Lynette, you and I are 

going to need an early start tomorrow.  Like you said, we have us a deal to make.” 

*** 

 Adam and Joe were almost done with breakfast and Ben just getting started when Hoss 

came in after barn chores and asked after Lynette and Tobias. 

 Joe sat back with his coffee.  “Oh, they woke Hop Sing up to make them breakfast early. 

They were anxious to head to town.” 

 "Bet Hop Sing was hopping mad,” Ben chuckled as he poured coffee. 

 "Notice how crisp the bacon is?" Adam smirked. 

 "Why leave for town this early?  The game isn't until 6:00 tonight." Hoss looked at Joe 

and then Ben, who shrugged and helped himself to more eggs. 

 "Well, we all know how long the ride takes.  And since Adam’s trip was abandoned 

yesterday, I suspect Tobias wanted time to get the feel of things."  Ben stared at a piece of burnt 
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bacon before taking a bite. "Anyway, at least we know they'll be safe enough, until after the 

game." 

 "Yeah, and none the wiser, thinking those fellows left town."  Joe leaned toward Hoss.  

"Hey, Hoss, just think, by this time tomorrow you and me could be rich!" 

 "You just watch your cards, Joe and I'll watch mine.  I'm not against takin’ your money 

neither."  Hoss chomped on another biscuit. 

 "Pa, I’m heading out to Virginia City after the branding this morning." 

 "That'll be fine, Adam, I’ll probably join you.  And boys, you two see that the east section 

where the number two herd is grazing is secure before picking up your legal tender for the game.  

We'll see you there." 

*** 

 Adam's horse danced as he roped the last calf and pulled the noose secure.  Cleve took 

the rope from Adam and pulled the calf to where Ben crouched beside the fire.   

 "Getting late, Pa." 

 The calf bleated low as its flesh singed and ran obligingly to the pen when they let it 

loose.  Ben put the iron back down and stood.  "Cleve, you'll get the men to finish up here for the 

day and Hop Sing will have a feed for all of you at the ranch." 

 Ben jumped on his horse and followed Adam.  "I have to tell you, Adam, even though 

what you boys have schemed for tonight seems secure, there's no telling if those three men are 

going to cooperate."  

 "Like I said, Pa, you worry too much." 

 "Comes from raising three sons."  They exchanged a smile.  "Still, I'm looking forward to 

watching Tobias’ blind act." 

 "You know, he might really be blind." 
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 "That’s right.  We don’t know anything for sure.” 

 Adam alighted and checked the saddle cinch, glancing once at Ben.  "Pa, I got to see 

Lynette in her room again last night." 

 Ben, still mounted, looked down with a raised eyebrow.  "Again?" 

 "I'm planning to ask her to be my wife." 

 "Well, Adam, I'll be...it's kind of sudden, isn't it?" 

 "I haven't known her long, but long enough.  It feels right, Pa.” 

 "And besides, Joe is forcing your hand?" 

 "Once he knows she's marrying me, he'll back off.  And we'll have time before the 

wedding to be sure."  He paused.  "I'm doing the right thing, Pa." 

 "I'm happy for you, son."  He reached down from his position in the saddle and slapped 

Adam warmly on the shoulder.  "Once this game is over, we’ll have a party and celebrate.  Come 

on, let's get to town." 

 They kept their horses moving at a fast walk but felt no need to gallop, especially since 

the hill took a steep upward slope and the rocks narrowed the path just before the curve around 

the bend.  They rode companionably slow, talking about the options for the end of the game 

when they found themselves abruptly halted by the barrels of three rifles blocking the path after 

the bend.  One of the men had his arm in a sling. 

 "That's far enough, gentlemen.” A lean looking blond in a dirty brown hat leaned casually 

toward them with a rifle resting in the crook of his bent arm.  “Now get down off those horses." 

 At first they didn't move.  "Pa, I'd like you to meet our ambushers." 

 "Can't say it's a pleasure." 

 "Enough chatting.”  He whipped the rifle up with threatening speed.  “Get down!  Gus, 

grab the reins." 
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 Slowly Ben and Adam alighted and stood tense at the sides of their horses.  Gus, favoring 

his injured shoulder, grabbed the reins as the other two got behind Adam and Ben to shove them 

forward.   

 "Pa, maybe if we tell these fellas they're trespassing on our land they'll listen to reason 

before we have them thrown in jail.” 

 "Adam, I have a feeling men like this wouldn't have the slightest idea what reason is."  

From behind him one slammed Ben in the back of the head with his rifle barrel, knocking him 

unconscious to the ground. 

 "Pa!"  Adam reached down, but Harry followed suit and Adam crumpled to the ground 

next to Ben. 

*** 

  Hoss and Joe secured the herd in the east section in record time, instead of dallying until 

“the better part of a year was gone,” as Adam would put it.  As they rode into town all Joe could 

think about was Lynette.  Finally, for a little while, he could have her to himself.   

 When Hoss and Joe finally caught up to them, Lynette stood alone by the poker table, as 

though counting the chairs.  Hoss ordered them beers as Joe went to her. 

 “Lynette?  Where’s Tobias?” 

 “Oh, Joe,” she threw her arms around him.  “I don’t know and I’m so frightened.  Those 

men could be---.” 

 “No, don’t worry about them.  We’ll find your father.” 

 “Joe?  I have a confession.”  She took a deep breath, then pulled him to a far table in the 

saloon.  “Father is as frightened as I am.  He’s not sure he can do this.  He’s afraid the players 

won’t accept him.” 
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 “I guess that’s normal, Lynette.  Want me to talk with him?  Since I’ll be in the game, I 

think I can reassure him that my presence will ease the players’ minds.”   

 “Joe, Father was approached this morning by those three men who ambushed him 

yesterday.  They didn’t leave town.  They want their money back, money they said Father stole 

from them.  He played them once in a game and they lost big.  It’s just the luck of the draw, Joe, 

you know that.  They accused my father of cheating, but he didn’t.  Now tonight they said he 

better win enough to pay them back, or he’s a dead man!” 

 “If Langley is bothering you,” Joe murmured, enticed by her nearness, “you just tell me 

where he is.” 

 “Langley?  Oh, yes, Langley.” Lynette turned away.  “Joe, what will Father do if he can’t 

win?  He’s never played blind before.” 

 “Lynette, has your Father ever cheated to win?” 

 She met his eyes.  “No.”  Joe nodded and stood.  “Are you going to help?” She asked 

with a slight gasp of fear. 

 “Sounds like your Father needs to win some money.  I might be able to help.” 

 “How?” 

 “I think the Ponderosa can afford to lose a little, if it’ll get your father off the hook.  

Come on, let’s talk to Hoss.”    

*** 

 "Pa?  You all right?"  

 Ben heard Adam’s voice as he started to see light again.  He squinted and saw two men 

sitting by the door with rifles, paying them no mind.  It appeared they were scratching some kind 

of code, or game, with a chunk of limestone on the shack’s thin wall.  The shack was small and 
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dirty and the walls were tin.  They were off Ponderosa land now, Ben figured.  This abandoned 

miner's shack would keep them hidden until they got what they wanted. 

 "How long you keeping us here?" Adam demanded.  “He might need a doctor.” 

 Gus grinned, showing missing teeth.  "You’re lucky he ain’t dead." 

 "Look," Ben fought the pain in his head, unable to raise his deep voice above a crackling 

whisper, "if there's somewhere you don't want us to be, just tell us." 

 "Oh, you're funny, a real funny man.  Ain't he funny, Mel?" 

 "I'm laughing." 

 "Pa, they want Tobias.  They think Tobias is going to come here to help us.  But they're 

dead wrong." 

 "No," Mel stood.  "You are.  Tobias is the one who paid us to take you here." 

 Adam's eyes narrowed.  "You're lying." 

 "No, Adam.”  Ben pursed his lips.  “Makes sense.  Tobias may have realized that you and 

I would be watching.  I think we make him nervous." 

 Adam closed his eyes, straining his arms against the ropes.  "I have to get to Lynette." 

 Gus laughed.  "Don't worry about that little lady.  She can take care of herself." 

 "What do you mean by that?"  

 "Adam, we'll just bide our time," Ben said, feeling the tightness of the rope around his 

wrists.  "These two will get tired of watching us soon enough.  Their greed and curiosity will 

overcome them." 

 Adam strained against his ropes.  "I have to make sure she’s all right.” 

 "Patience, son.  Just a little more patience.  Take a look at those two.  They're itching to 

get to Virginia City already.” 

 "I know," Adam grunted. "That's what I'm afraid of."   
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*** 

 People crowded the Silver Dollar, with the poker table filled except for one seat. As a 

ruckus started at the door, a wave of people parted for Lynette, leading Tobias in his dark 

sunglasses. 

 Stu at the table rose quickly.  "Hey, is this Tobias?  He's blind?" 

 "My father is perfectly capable of playing cards, gentleman.  I shall be his eyes."   

 Arnie rose.  "I don't play with no blind man.  That's bad luck, the worst kind."                    

 "Why?" Lynette asked as she seated Tobias.  "Do you think a blind man can cheat?  

How?  He can't see what he has in his hand.  What good would a gaper do him?" 

 Lem stuttered.  "Ok, then, how do we know he's really blind?" 

 Lynette sighed.  "I hoped not to do this.  It embarrasses Father so.  Father," she put a 

hand on his shoulder.  "You heard his request.  We won't have a game unless you take off your 

glasses and show them." 

 Everyone surrounded the table, the curious onlookers watching over the heads of those 

waiting to play cards. Tobias felt for his daughter's hand, and with the other hand slowly 

removed his glasses.  His pupils were barely visible, having rolled up into their sockets.  The 

sight of almost all white eyeballs made even the hardened gamblers suck in a noisy breath. 

 "Put them back on, Father, they’ve seen enough." Lynette looked around at the nods of 

confirmation.  "Gentlemen?  Any further questions?" 

 "Dadgumit," Hoss leaned to Joe, "he really is blind!  I wonder where Pa and Adam are.  

They shoulda seen that!" 

 "They'll be here,” Joe whispered back.  “I didn’t doubt his blindness for a minute, you 

know." 
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 Arnie spoke up.  "All right.  Let's play cards.  But we reserve the right to stop any time 

we feel something untowards going on, and leave with the full amount we came with."               

 So the game began.  Joe watched Lynette, and though she whispered in Tobias’ ear a few 

times, she was instead intent on moving her fingers on his back.  At first Joe was so fascinated he 

couldn’t concentrate on his cards.  Having Lynette so close distracted him even more. 

 This lack of concentration helped curb Joe’s competitive edge, as he’d promised he’d 

lose for Lynette’s sake.  Before he knew it he’d lost a full half of his chips.  He shook himself 

out of the comfortable stupor because everyone else came to play cards and not just see if a blind 

man could bluff.  Joe couldn’t help it—his competitive edge wouldn’t let him lose too much. 

 Everyone indeed watched Tobias.  He dealt the cards comfortably, not needing to see 

them to know they were there, and they responded appropriately to his touch.  He dealt almost as 

though he knew where everyone exactly sat, but just a little off mark.  Joe smiled as he leaned 

back after tossing his cards in on one particularly bad round.  How could Adam and Pa ever have 

doubted Tobias?  Those eyes of his were certainly convincing.  Everyone respected Tobias now, 

especially since others were winning, seeing how poorly Lynette kept a straight face. 

 The ups in the antes and the higher bets caught Joe by surprise, as did the continued run 

of his losing streak.  He no longer tried to lose on purpose.  Lynette handed out slips of paper for 

those who ran short but wanted to stay in and she smiled at him when he accepted the paper.  

Hoss left the game when his last chip disappeared and got a beer, refusing the paper debt.  Tobias 

kept up the small talk, the easy chatter, Lynette once in a while singing softly under her breath.  

Tobias never once looked down at any of his hands when he started winning, making even the 

stubbornnest loser lean back in his chair and simply curse his own foul luck.   
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 Behind them the crowds slowly thinned as the clock chimed 11 p.m.  Joe finally got the 

hand he wanted, and this time the pot was a big one.  Tobias wiped his hand across his forehead 

as Lynette frowned over his shoulder.   

 "Lynette, another slip."  Joe wrote quickly and threw his note in the middle.  Lynette 

glanced at it and whispered to Tobias.   

 Tobias rubbed his forehead, paused, and nodded.  Lynette pushed an equal amount 

forward and two more men left the table.   

 Hoss stood over Joe.  "Joe, will you look at---." 

 "Shhh."   

 Tobias stopped the bidding.  "Show your hand, Joe.  For everyone to see." 

 Joe put them down.  "4 Nines."   

 A small murmur rose through the crowd.  Tobias laid down his cards.   

 "A royal flush.  Joe, he got a royal flush."  Hoss felt as dry-mouthed as a desert basin. 

 Tobias grinned.  "Gentlemen, I believe the game has just ended.  I want to thank you all 

for a very entertaining evening, and I do hope you all have had a good time, even if you did not 

come away winners.”   

 The players grumbled as they reconciled themselves to their losses and left the saloon, 

heading for whatever sleep they could claim that night.   

 Tobias leaned back, clearly drained.  “Lynette, my dear, how did we do?" 

 "Well, Father, you did fine.  From Joe alone, you won close to---." she watched as the 

bartender exchanged the chips for currency and laid all the available winnings on the table in 

front of Tobias, along with the notes of money owed him. 

 But Hoss grabbed the notes from her.  After studying them his mouth dropped wide.  

"Joe, you lost practically half the Ponderosa!" 
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 Joe stared hard at the table as though willing the night to reverse itself.  "I can't believe 

it."  Lynette threw her arms around him but he was too numb to notice.  "I didn’t expect to lose 

that much.  Tobias, I need the chance to win my money back." 

*** 

 Nothing left to the crowd but a few drunken stragglers as Hoss got himself and Joe a shot 

of whiskey.  Two other men had been winners and left the game while they could, and Hoss saw 

no sign that Tobias had cheated anywhere.  His hands shook so badly he spilt half his whiskey on 

his hand before he could get it to his lips—and, very unlike his usual self, drunk down quick the 

one he ordered for Joe. 

 Tobias shook his head.  "Joe, I'm sorry, but this game proved to me that I really don't 

enjoy gambling anymore.  The satisfaction disappeared when my sight left me.  No, Lynette and 

I must be getting on to Boston for my surgery---." 

 Joe grabbed Tobias by the shirt and pulled him up.  “Don’t fool with me!”  The motion 

knocked Tobias' glasses off.  Joe stared at Tobias, at eyes obviously startled and seeing him 

back. He tossed Tobias back into his chair.  "My family was right, you're not blind.  You 

cheated!  This whole thing was just a ruse!" 

 "That's right, young fella."  Three men stood in the doorway of the saloon waving rifles.  

"Now if you'll all just back away from the table, we'll be taking what's due us." 

 "Wait a minute..."  Joe took a step forward but halted as the hammer of the rifle snapped 

back, his gut the target.  At the moment dying didn’t seem as bad as facing Pa, but at least Pa 

would kill him more mercifully. 

 Tobias stepped forward, holding out a fistful of bills.  “It’s all here, fellows, just like I 

promised, everything you lost to me.  Now as you promised, you’ll let me and my daughter....”  
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 The men with rifles shoved Hoss and the drunks over to the poker table as well as the 

bartender, to keep everyone in their sighted rifle barrels.   

 “Don’t think so, Tobias.”  Mel said, advancing on him.  “See, I don’t take kindly to being 

fooled.  I expect you owe us everything you took tonight, after what you put us through.”  Mel 

put his rifle down.  “Harry, get the money.”  While Mel and Gus watched, Harry took the 

saddlebag from his shoulder and loaded everything from the table into the bag. 

 "You old cheat, Tobias,” Mel said as he walked behind the bar for a shot of whiskey.  “If 

you hadn't won we woulda killed ya for sure.  Now that you have, you proved yourself a cheat 

and a fraud. Now you owe all of them, instead of us.”  He slammed the whiskey down.  “You 

greedy old fool.” 

 Mel hefted the saddlebag stuffed with the cash.  “You collect on these notes, Tobias,” he 

said, pushing them forward on the table.  “I’ll be back to collect on them as well.” Gus and Harry 

waved at the crowd to back away as Mel turned to the door. 

 To find himself facing Roy’s rifle and four deputies behind him. 

 "Just drop it on the table there,” Roy said.  "If you don't think I mean it, you just go ahead 

and try me.” 

 Gus and Mel lowered the rifles.  Harry dropped his to the floor, but in a split instant he 

had Lynette against him and pulled his gun.   

 "Go on, Sheriff, shoot me.  You'll get the girl first.  Go on." 

 Roy didn't move.  "Let her go.  You don't want to hurt the lady.” 

 "Good call, Sheriff.  So go on, back out and let us go free.  Or she's dead." 

 Lynette whimpered but didn't struggle.  Joe started toward them but Hoss grabbed his 

arm.  Gus and Mel re-aimed their rifles and with the saddlebags followed Harry and Lynette out 
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into C Street.  Hoss and Joe followed at a distance behind, looking for their chance.  Joe glanced 

back at Tobias, but the silver-haired scoundrel sat staring at the empty poker table.  

 Up the street two horses rode fast into town, rifles gleaming under street torches. 

 Hoss recognized the horses the instant before Adam fired.  Harry's eyes went wide and 

Lynette flung herself to the ground.  Mel and Gus broke for their horses across the street. 

Another gunshot and Mel's rifle went flying.  Gus jumped on his horse and Joe leaped, pulling 

Gus out of the saddle to the ground.   Hoss laid a strong fist into Mel's jaw, landing him flat in 

the dirt—all before Harry bit the ground face first from Adam’s bullet. 

 "All right, party's over."  Roy picked Mel up off the ground.  "Everyone go on home.  

Hoss, get Harry over to the doc’s, will ya?  Maybe there’s a chance he can save the scoundrel’s 

life.”  They hauled Mel and Gus off to the sheriff's office. 

 Adam and Ben stepped into the street, Adam still holding his rifle.   

 Lynette ran to him. "Adam, I was so worried.  When I found out what Father had done, I 

was ready to disown him.  In fact, now that I know you're all right, I can tell you that..." 

 "Lynette." Tobias came out of the saloon and sat down on the stoop.  "I think it’s time we 

call the whole charade to a close.” 

 "What Tobias means, Adam, is that he's not blind," Joe said. 

 Adam kept his arm around Lynette.  "I know." 

 "You know?"  Lynette looked up with hope into Adam’s face. 

 "Well, Pa and I suspected, and when we were shanghaied figured the rest.  He didn't want 

us in the way tonight."  Adam grinned at Joe.  "How much did you lose, little brother?" 

 "Well, you know me, I just like staying in the game, and I knew Tobias wouldn't mind, so 

I wrote out some phony notes and that way---." 
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 "Joe, you played in a legitimate card game with a skilled dealer.  If you were allowed to 

stay in with notes that you signed, they weren't phony," Ben said.  "How much did you lose?" 

 Joe mumbled, looking away. 

 "What?" 

 "About half the Ponderosa," Hoss said, bracing for his Pa’s response. 

 "WHAT!!!" 

 "If Tobias and Lynette hadn't been cheating----." 

 Adam grabbed Joe's arm and jerked him close.  "Be careful who you call a cheater." 

 "I’ll bet you Lynette knew her pa wasn’t blind all along.   Go ahead and ask her.  If she 

sweet talked you, she sweet talked both of us just to keep us from guessing and----.” 

 Adam laid back and delivered a clean punch to Joe's jaw, knocking him to the ground.  

Ben got between them.  "Adam, that's enough."  He turned to stop Joe from coming back with 

his own closed fist.  "Joe, this is going no farther.  Tobias, I want to see you inside that saloon.  

Joe, Hoss, come with me." 

 "But Pa, he---." 

 "Joseph." 

 Lynette stood alone in the street with Adam.  The sky seemed darker than just a moment 

before, and she couldn't see any stars.  She could almost feel the ground trembling beneath her, 

as though a mine favored her desire, about to collapse and swallow her whole.          

 "Adam..." 

 He took her in his arms and kissed her briefly.  When they broke away, he smiled 

ruefully.  "I have the feeling it's the last time I'll want to do that." 

 "Oh, Adam, don't say that." 
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 Adam turned away.  He couldn't look into those lovely gray eyes any longer, those eyes 

filled with both passion and lies.  He didn't know her and yet he loved her.  "What is the truth, 

Lynette?  Have you told me anything true since we met?" 

 "How I feel about you is true.  That's enough." 

 "Is it?"  He turned back in anger.  "Once I was sure Tobias wasn’t blind, I still couldn’t 

see that maybe you were lying, too.  I had planned to find out why he lied to you, but that isn’t 

necessary.  Because whatever his scheme was, you were in on it." 

 "Oh, Adam, don't hurt me this way.  Tell me what I can say to have you forgive me and 

take me in your arms again.  Adam, I’ll do anything you say.  He can go on without me." 

 "No.  No, he won't, because you're not welcome here.  One thing could have made this all 

end differently.  When you wanted us to have a chance, you would have told me the truth right 

away.  Not wait until it all fell apart."  He turned back to his horse. 

 "Adam?"  She waited but he didn't turn back.  "Is it really too late?  Doesn't a gal in 

Virginia City get a second chance?"  She looked up at the sky.  "I always heard about second 

chances here, where the sky is so close you can almost touch the stars."  She cried real tears, the 

loss felt deep inside her.  “Where are they?  I don’t see the stars.” 

 Adam wiped his face on his sleeve before looking up at the sky.  “They’re not out 

tonight.”  He mounted up and walked the horse off into the darkness.  Lynette watched until she 

couldn’t see him. 

 She felt someone come up behind her.   

 “You lost a good one there,” Roy said.  “Just your rotten luck.” 

 She bit back a retort and walked inside the saloon, and Roy followed.  Tobias and Ben 

shook hands. 
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 “Lynette, darling, I have agreed to give Ben back the notes that Joe signed.  After all, he 

did extend his wonderful hospitality to us.” 

 “Ben, does this mean you’re not pressing charges?”  Roy asked.  “I hear tell Joe accused 

Tobias of cheating.” 

 “No, no charges from us.  Although I don’t know what’ll happen if the other players 

catch wind of this.  What do you think, Roy, do they need to be told?” 

 “I think they can maybe come up with the idea on their own.  After all, in any card game 

I’ve ever seen, you either win or lose.  You may have lied about your eyes, but does it mean you 

cheated at cards?”  

 “And Roy, you’ll be glad to know that Tobias here has agreed to turn over most of these 

winnings to get those two men a fair hearing back in San Francisco.  That should leave him just 

enough money to get to Boston.”  Ben put a hand on Tobias’ shoulder.  “I’ve convinced him to 

try acting back east, he’s good at it!”  

 Lynette took Joe’s hand.  “You were so kind, letting my Father win all that money.  Do 

you think it’s possible to give a girl a second chance…” she leaned up to his cheek. 

 “Lynette?” Joe said softly, his lips close to hers.  “Have a good life in Boston.” 

*** 

 Within an hour the three Cartwrights caught up to Adam and rode home under clouds that 

parted for the stars to open up the skies. 

### 

 The life Adam sought, the love he wanted more than anything else, kept evading him out 

there in Nevada.  He thought back to how his pa became a father, how he followed his dreams, 

and how he felt his dream belonged to all of them.  But for Adam to acknowledge that, he also 
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had to believe he never had dreams of his own.   As the Civil War appeared to be nearing its end, 

and Virginia City went through a small depression, Adam wondered if he had any dreams at all. 

 Chances continued to come their way, for all three sons, chances at happiness that for one 

reason or another dissipated like Tahoe rain.  Adam began to get annoyed at being called a 

Cartwright son, saying yes Pa or no Pa, and began to make decisions apart from deferring to the 

authority he known for so long. 

 Chances are only worthwhile, if made alone. 
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Part Seven: 

THE SILVER CURSE 

 

 Frank and Lloyd staggered out of the mine, coughing and gasping.  They had just blown 

what they all agreed would be their last hole.  Their claim had petered out, but to them, and 

especially Jed, giving up was akin to leaping off a hard-running horse and leaving a foot in the 

stirrup.  They waited while Jed poked through the rubble, fearing to say what they all knew was 

the truth—until they saw Jed’s face when he crawled back out.  He had no silver ore in his 

hands, no hope in his face. 

 "Well, that's it, in my mind."  Frank got the canteen off his horse and swallowed hard.  

"Now what?  We go back to California?" 

 "I got nothing to go back to," Lloyd said, still coughing.  Frank gave him the canteen and 

he swallowed fast and sloppy.  His forehead looked red and swollen where he whacked it on a 

low hanging beam.  He couldn't duck as low as Frank and Jed, who were short and narrow in 

build.  Being a tall and heavy miner was a headache Lloyd had learned to live with.  

 Frank shook his head.  "Can't believe a vein could peter like that." 

 "And to think we bought the old story about silver being abundant wherever there was 

limestone and…what was that, Frank?" 

 "Schists, Lloyd!  Schists!  How many times I gotta say it?" 

 "Yeah.  We got plenty of schists.
7
  You want to give up too, Jed?"   

 "Jed?"  Frank nudged him.  "You agree we reached the end of it with this one?" 

                                                 
7
 Henry R. Schoolcraft, Schoolcraft's Narrative Journal of Travels, edited by Mentor L. Williams (Lansing: 

Michigan University State Press, 1953, reprint 1992), 124-125. 
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 Jed squinted up at the sun, beaded sweat drying on his face.  "I shoulda took up Ben 

Cartwright's offer years back when he asked me to stay on.  When this silver boom hit, I 

reckoned to make it the faster way.  Well, fellas, here it is 1864, October—Nevada's almost a 

state!—and I'm facing the end of it.  Nope.  I want to get back in that saddle.”  He nodded toward 

the empty mine.  “Quitting ain't the way." 

 Frank leaned to Lloyd.  "Ya think the granite dust got to him back there?"        

 Jed spread his rough gnarled fingers as though to let sand run through, then slapped his 

thighs and got to his feet.  "Since I done made up my mind all those years ago to gamble, I'm not 

gonna stop now.  You fellas with me?" 

 "What fat you frying here, Jed?"  Lloyd asked, as he and Frank stood. 

 "Another cave I know of that just happens to be on the track of that vein we were 

following." 

 "Around here?" 

 "There's no such place, Jed," Frank agreed. 

 "Sure there is.  On the Ponderosa."  

*** 

 Ben sat in the office of Clyde Harrowsmith, assistant to the president of the Bank of 

Virginia City, not believing a word of it. 

 "Sorry, Ben, but that's just the way it is right now.  The silver boom is starting to play 

out.  If we don't get another strike soon in at least one of the mines, you may just have to go to 

our branch in San Francisco for that loan." 

 Ben knew money was getting tight in Virginia City, but he had never had trouble getting 

his money out before.  For the first time he regretted that most of his wealth was in property and 
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not cash, or silver like some who have taken their vast fortunes and moved on.  He quickly 

dismissed that notion.  He'd never regret putting his money in property. 

 "You have to forgive me, Clyde, I'm hot and tired, we just got off a long cattle drive and 

anxious to get home.  I just deposited a large sum in your bank from the sale of my stock!  And 

now you say you can't afford to back what I need for new breeding stock?" 

 "I understand your frustration, Ben.  I do.  But I'm looking at trying to help a bunch of 

miners who got a long cold winter ahead of them.  I know half of what you just put in will be 

taken back out next week to pay off your drovers and what not.   My suggestion to you is to pay 

off what you owe and find yourself a smaller herd, get your mind off that quality young hide in 

Utah.  You gotta make some minor adjustments, that's all.  We all do.” 

 "Minor adjustments.  That's all."  Ben grunted.  "The Ponderosa has always stood for 

quality and now you're telling me---." 

 "I'm telling you nothing you don't already know, Ben."  Clyde got to his feet.  "Now I 

have another appointment in a short while and I'd like to catch a bite to eat." 

 Ben stood.  "Clyde, we were your first depositors when this bank opened last spring and 

you've always given us a fair shake.  So I can believe you when you tell me funds are low."  He 

went to the door.  "But I don't have to like it.  And if I have to go to Sacramento or Carson City 

for my banking, you're not going to like it either." 

 Ben shut the door quietly behind him.  He stood outside on the walk staring out across the 

city toward the hills of the Ponderosa.  He worked hard, struggled all his life, and so did his sons 

to make their life what it was.  He wasn't getting any younger and now they expected him to 

keep struggling because of something as intangible as the next silver strike! 
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 Two drunks came out of the saloon down the street and walked into Ben from behind. 

"Ah, if it isn't Mr. Cartwright," one of them said sloppily into Ben’s face as he turned.  "We were 

in your way?  Scuse us, we're just a couple of poor mining slobs." 

 Ben stepped back as they passed.  "You fellows wouldn't be so bad off if you didn't spend 

your money on rotgut whiskey." 

 One stopped and whirled around, throwing a fist at Ben.  Ben stopped the fist with his 

palm and laid the man flat with half a punch.  The other drunk staggered and fell on his own next 

to his buddy. 

 Ben stepped over them.  "Hard work might keep you on your feet."  

 "You can be high and mighty, but you don't know."  The one who had stumbled on his 

own got to his knees.  "Our brother was killed today when the charge opened a hot spring."  He 

fell back and closed his eyes.  "Never want to see...that kind of dying.  Specially…not kin." 

 Ben backed away.  Most things he heard about mining were horrible—he didn't need to 

hear more.  At least his sons didn’t do anything more than dally with mining.   Adam came close 

to disaster and lost a friend in a cave-in and has invested in several.  His other two sons preferred 

the card-game kind of gambling.   

Ben turned when he heard Hoss call his name. 

 "Horses got shod and rubbed down.  Think they oughta stay to the livery another hour, 

for some feedin’ and rest, so let's go get me that beer."  Hoss steered Ben toward the 

International.  "Have a ruckus back there, Pa?" 

 Ben looked over to where the miners were slowly pulling themselves to their feet.  He 

shook his head.  "No.  Hoss, let's go to the Silver Dollar." 

 "Pa?  But you ain't never---.” 

 "This time I am." 
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 Two men tumbled out of the Silver Dollar, wrestling and punching each other, dust flying 

and a hollering team of excited men coaxing them on. 

 "Joseph!" Ben yelled when he recognized his son as one of the scrappers.  "Get up off the 

ground!" 

 "Oh, let him be, Pa," Adam said, standing just inside the saloon.  "You know how he is 

when someone starts bad mouthing the south.  He just can't get used to Nevada going Union."  

Adam looked down at the fighting.  "Come on, Jake, take him!" 

 "All right, Adam, enough of that!" Ben said as Adam chuckled.  Ben kicked sand at the 

fighting, and Jake sputtered and jumped to his feet.  Ben grabbed Joe and threw him inside as 

Adam helped Jake brush off. 

 "Isn't there enough grief in Virginia City without you stirring up more of it?" Ben said as 

they sat at a table. 

 "But Pa, Jake's got the notion that all southern sympathizers should be shut out of 

Nevada!" 

 Ben put up a hand to still his youngest as Adam and Hoss sat down.  "Now we all know 

what a big mouth Jake has.  There are more than enough Southerners living here, it's only going 

union and into statehood early because of Lincoln’s need for silver.  You shouldn't look on it as a 

personal attack." 

 "Hey, Joe, maybe you should switch sides," Adam said, grinning. 

 "Forget it, I'm not gonna be a Yankee hardhead like you," Joe mumbled. 

 Adam laughed.  "That's what I like about you, Joe.  Courage of your convictions, even 

when they're wrong." 

 Joe leaped to his feet.  "All right, now suppose I take you down the way I did Jake!" 
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 "All right, settle down, I'll stop funnin'."  Adam glanced at Ben, who paid no attention to 

their argument.  "Just for the record, Jake was only funnin' too.  You got to stop taking these 

things so serious, Joe.  War’s over, at least for Nevada.  And you know as well as I that 

sometimes the way we feel just doesn’t matter."   Adam nodded at Joe to look over at Ben and 

nudged Hoss. Ben seemed intent on the miners who sat sullen, stooped and quiet at the next 

table.    

 Ben sipped his beer in heavy silence until he noticed the boys staring at him.  He grunted, 

trying to smile.  "Been a long drive, eh?" 

 Hoss and Joe exchanged glances. 

 "We make out all right at the bank, Pa?" Adam frowned, fearing the answer. 

 "Haven't sat down to calculate yet," Ben answered. 

 "Pa," Hoss leaned forward.  "Didn't you tell us you were gonna get us enough to have 

some hands pick up that new stock over in Utah?  What happened over to the bank?" 

 "Yeah, Pa," Joe said.  "You're looking kinda pale." 

 "Boys," Ben said, leaning back.  "For the first time since Virginia City sprung up, for the 

first time since we started putting all our faith in banks and spreading our operations in different 

directions, for the first time I can remember, we don't have enough cash to work with.  And the 

bank doesn't have enough reserves to loan us." 

 "Pa, you can't be serious," Adam folded his arms across his chest.  "Because of some 

mines shutting down?  If it's temporary like they say, why are the bank people so worried?" 

 "Doesn't matter how temporary, just matters how things look now.  And our wealth is 

more in property and not enough cash in hand, unless we want to sell some of it off.  Even if we 

did, I don’t know we’d get its value.  For now, anyway, we'll forget about that stock and 

concentrate on our timber contracts." 
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 "Pa, won't that bring us up short next spring when we don't have enough of a herd to 

move?  You know we have to be careful of inbreeding."  Joe's face fell as low as his brothers 

when he voiced what the others feared to think. 

 "Not only that, Joe," Adam said, running his finger around the rim of his beer glass.  "It 

means we may have to cut down more timber than we want.  Pa, we have to be careful this 

doesn't lead to any long-term problems.  They could be refinancing to hit lower into the mines at 

any time.  I hear Bill Sharon is working on offering a new kind of loan and keeping word from 

getting out so President Lincoln doesn't get nervous.  There could be another silver strike before 

long, bringing everyone's confidence back." 

 "Right, Adam, but I wouldn't stake my hat on it."  Hoss stood. 

 "Where you going?" Joe looked up at his brother, about the size of a mountain from 

where Joe sat. 

 "Outside.  Get some fresh air, my breath's chokin’ up on me in here." 

 Joe watched him go, but Ben and Adam paid no attention.  He glanced at Ben and then 

Adam, and got to his feet.  "I'll keep him company." 

 After they were gone Adam fixed a steady eye on Ben.  "Well?  What are you thinking 

we should do next, Pa?" 

 "I don't know.  Adam, for once I just don't know." 

*** 

 On the walk outside the Silver Dollar Hoss breathed in deep, patting his chest a few 

times.  Joe came up and stood next to him.   

 A definite undertone of despair roamed the streets of Virginia City, though to a stranger 

nothing would seem amiss.  Joe and Hoss could see it, in the number of miners now walking 

about in the daytime when they should be down earning money for their families, in their faces 
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staring at the dusty streets as though looking for silver in every step, and even in the merchants 

who came out of their shops to look for customers.  The ruckus of excitement, of the opening of 

another vein, or the discovery of a better way of mining were ghostly images in the high wind.  

Two new constructions had shut down even before they had the roughing-in finished. 

 "Joe?  What you reckon's gonna happen?" 

 "To us?  Or to the town?" 

 "To the town.  Pa's bounced back before.  But the silver lode, well, you know it's gonna 

be played out sooner or later.  Nevada's gonna be a state with nothin’ left to offer.  So far only a 

couple of mines got people worried, but if it stays bad like this we could have a real mess here." 

 "Yeah," Joe stepped off the walk into the street, sending a cloud of dust up around his 

knees.   “Even an end to this drought won’t help the miners any.”  Hoss followed.  "See old man 

Crater over there?" Joe said, pointing.  "Times were you never saw him in the daytime.  He's got 

two sons and two daughters and if he doesn't go back in the mines, he's moving on." 

 "Yup," Hoss said, nodding.  "Just wondered if you was thinkin’ the same thing as me." 

 "Hey, hey Hoss, look over there."  Joe hit Hoss's arm and pointed again.  "There's Frank 

and old Jed and they're looking mighty mysterious over something." 

 Old Mr. Crater walked up behind Jed and peered over his shoulder.  Frank whirled 

around suddenly and snake punched Crater’s gut.  Crater doubled over and fell to his knees.  

Frank and Jed hurried off down the walk and into the Bucket of Blood Saloon as Hoss and Joe 

ran over to help Crater back to his feet. 

 "You okay, old fella?" 

 Crater could only gasp and cough as he shook his head at Hoss. 

 "Come on, Hoss, let's take him in the Bucket and buy him a beer." 

 At this Crater nodded vigorously. 
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 Hoss and Joe seated Crater at a table.  Once they got a beer in front of him Crater found 

his voice.  "They struck it!  Danged if them two fellers didn't strike a new lode!  They done it!" 

he said as loud as he could manage. 

 "By golly," Hoss said, slugging Joe's arm.  "Did you hear that, little brother?  Another 

silver strike!  Well, I'll be dadburned.  Didn't ole Adam just say so, though?" 

 Joe noticed Jed glancing over at them.  He leaned to Crater.  "Did you see where they 

struck it?  Where's the claim?" 

 "Wouldn't let me see that much.  Don't think they want to share, them two." 

 "As long as it's their claim, don't reckon they have to," Hoss lifted his beer.  "To a new 

bonanza for Virginia City." 

 "Yeah, don't worry, Crater.  They'll be needing help to work it before long and you can 

hire out, even buy yourself some shares." 

 "But they won't say which direction it runs, that's how I got my gut sore, just by asking.  

We could get new claims worked up if we knew that much." 

 "Reckon he's right, Joe." 

 "Yeah," Joe looked back but Jed and Frank were gone.  "Well, come on, finish your beer, 

we can tell Pa and Adam a little piece of good news, anyway.” 

*** 

 Ben and Adam had just decided to take their banking to Carson City, which could see a 

boom now that it had been named the new state capitol, and finished their second beer when they 

heard the YAHOO! from outside. 

 Down the walk in front of the Assay Office, Charlie O'Hurley, who hadn't seen the inside 

of a mine in weeks, jumped up and down.  As Ben went to Charlie, Adam caught sight of Jed 
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Parker and somebody named Frank riding west out of town at a fast pace, with Jed giving 

Charlie a quick glance over his shoulder. 

 "Simmer down, simmer down, Charlie, what is it?" 

 Charlie had to hold on to his britches, he leaped so hard.  He'd used the rope from his 

pants for his mule, and the front of his shirt flapped for lack of buttons.   

 "A new strike!  I her'd it, I her'd it inside!  Jed's found hisself a new vein of silver!" 

 "Well, Charlie, that's wonderful news, wonderful!”  Ben shook his hand vigorously.  

“Which mine was he working for, the Gould and Curry, the Yellow Jacket?" 

 "No, Ben, he had his own little mine just south of the big ones, but that one's done played 

out, weeks ago." 

 "Then he's dug deeper and found more, that's great."  

 "That ain't where he found it.  It's at an old cave, right near your Ponderosa." 

 "It's WHAT?!" 

 Adam remembered the look on Jed's face when he rode off.  The look wasn't meant for 

Charlie, but for Pa. 

 "Right on the edge of your land, Ben, some old cave nobody's bothered with, Jed done 

opened it up and worked it and he struck it!  Silver ore and lots of it!  YAHOO!"  Charlie ran off 

down the street, anxious to pass the word. 

 "Pa," Adam said quietly.  "Remember that old cave Hoss and Joe found, Joe went inside 

and Hoss tried to follow but got stuck?" 

 "Oh, you mean the..." Ben pounded his fist against his temple.  "Crimson Cave, Joe 

named it after the color of Hoss's face.  Why?" 

 "Could be the cave Jed's been working." 
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 "But that's on our land, Adam, not near it...come to think, there is no other cave that could 

be considered near.  That I ever saw, anyhow." 

 "Think we ought to check it out?" 

 "Yeah, let's do just that." 

 As Adam and Ben headed toward the livery Hoss and Joe came up behind them. 

 "Hey, Pa, Adam, what's the rush?" Hoss hollered. 

 "Got a problem come up." 

 "Wait, Pa," Joe said, grinning from ear to ear.  "We just heard something that could take 

care of all our worries.  What would you say to a new silver strike?" 

 Adam and Ben exchanged stony glances.  Joe's grin fell when that didn’t cheer them up, 

not one bit. 

 "Get your horses, boys, we’ve got a problem.  That silver strike could be just the 

beginning.” 

*** 

 Jed and Frank spelled Lloyd, who guarded the mine and spent his time clearing muck and 

debris and was more than happy to cut out for awhile for some grub and a beer. 

 "You were right, Jed," Frank said as they alighted.  "News runs like brushfire." 

 "Those Cartwrights made good time on their drive.  I didn’t expect to see them in town 

today." 

 "So what do we do now?  Just hand everything over to them, seeing as how it's on their 

property?"  Frank's face soured considerably at the prospect.  

 "We worked it.  If it weren't for us, that silver would have stayed buried and nobody 

would be getting it.  Must be some way to get discovery rights on someone else's land." 

 "But Jed, it's Cartwright land---." 
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 "Hang the Cartwrights!" Jed paused a moment.  "Only reason I thought to come here at 

all was because of the way our vein ran when it petered out.  We can't have that held against us, 

and I don't aim to let no one's invisible lines stop us neither." 

 "And now it's looking like the vein is right through Ponderosa land, instead of off it like 

you hoped."  Frank scratched his head.  "We gotta cut into more Ponderosa land instead of away 

from it.  Damnation." 

 "Ben Cartwright will never allow mining on his precious land."  A slow smile crept 

across his face.  "But maybe we can strike up a deal." 

 "A deal?" 

 "What kind of deal, Jed?"  Ben's voice boomed from behind them. 

 Jed and Frank whirled around to face the four Cartwrights staring down at them, still 

mounted.  They were an imposing lot when all together and frowning, Jed realized suddenly, 

something he hadn’t noticed when he worked for them for a number of years.  The youngest, Joe, 

every muscle ready to leap into action in any split second, and the big one, Hoss, as ornery as a 

grizzly when crossed, the eldest in black, Adam, as cool as a winter's night and eyes so shrewd 

that he missed not so much as a twitch.  But the old man, that Ben Cartwright, who had been 

around the world, they say, and bested the best of them, was the one to reckon with.  Jed knew it 

would not be easy—but then, Ben Cartwright does have his weaknesses.   

Three of them. 

 Frank cleared his throat, getting Jed to step forward. 

 "Guess I figured you'd find us here sooner or later." 

 "Yes," Ben nodded, "that is something that should have occurred to you, Jed.  Tell me 

now why in blazes you even began this foolishness?" 

 "Why, Ben?  Can you sit up there on your high horse and ask me why?" 
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 Ben exchanged an unnerving glance with Adam. 

 "Life is never so harsh that a good man will take what doesn't belong to him," Adam said, 

pulling his gun.  "We used to think of you as a good man." 

 "I want you off my land, Jed, now," Ben said.  "And you'll go to town, you and your 

friend here, and announce you've made a mistake." 

 Frank pulled Jed aside, whispering frantically.  Adam sat up straighter, holding a steady 

aim of his gun. 

 Ben put a hand on Adam’s arm.  "Jed!" Jed turned back.  "Are you going up against us?" 

 Jed took a step forward, spreading his hands wide.  "Nothing worth doing comes easy, 

Ben, we both know that.  You aim to sit on all this silver I worked out—and gold, Ben!  There's 

traces of gold as well!"  Ben's expression didn't change.   "I reckon I can't stop you.  But the 

word is out, and I can't stop that neither.  So if you've a mind to shoot me, you go ahead.  But I 

figure you won't, Ben.  You might sound mean, but you’ve mellowed over the years.  You'll see 

soon enough that I have a right to that silver." 

 Without another glance back he and Frank mounted their horses and rode off. 

 Joe looked across at Ben, who stared at the mine.  "Want me to trail them, Pa, see what 

they're up to?" 

 At first it seemed Ben didn't hear him.  Finally he nodded.  "Go with him, Hoss.  And 

both of you watch yourselves.  Word will get out now that I'm closing off a vein.  There won't be 

anyone who likes it much." 

 Hoss and Joe rode off.   

Adam pursed his lips and then with the air of someone who wants the quickest way out of 

trouble, he smiled at Ben.  "Why don't we mine it ourselves and sell the shares to the town?" 
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 Ben grimaced and shook his head.  "For years, I've been hoping against this sort of thing.  

Adam, once opened there could be no end to it.  No end." 

 "And you're worried about your ranch turning into ruins like Sutter's in Sacramento 

Valley.  But Pa, that couldn't happen to you, because you know better." 

 "Greed and hatred can happen to anyone anywhere, son.  Come on, let's go have a look 

inside." 

*** 

 "You're right, Pa, it looks bad, a ledge of silver and traces of coarse gold," Adam said 

when they crawled back out.  "I sure don't like the direction of that bridal chamber."   His eyes 

shut briefly in pain.   

 "They've even chuted it!  Small as it is!"  Ben straightened up with a grunt.  He saw the 

'Caution, staked claim' sign hammered to a tree and tore it down.  "The vein, Adam, the way it's 

running, could go right under our house." 

 “Odds are against that long a vein.” Adam turned back to fasten a hard stare on the mine 

opening.  "What can we do to stop a whole town, if they want that silver?" 

 "There's the law."  Ben took the reins of his horse and mounted.  "Adam, ride to Carson 

City and enlist the aid of the sheriff there.  Also, send a wire to that New Yorker, James Nye, I 

hear tell until Nevada gets its own governor he's the one to talk to.  See if there's anything he can 

do.  I'm going back to Virginia City to fill Roy in, and see if we can't do a little deputizing." 

 "All right, but first go along the west ridge and send McNally back.  We need to keep a 

guard here." 

 "Good idea, son.  Hyah!"  Ben spurred his horse into a quick sprint, leaving Adam behind 

in a cloud of dust and gravel. 
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 Adam held his horse until Ben left, then pulled it to a pinion pine and tied it.  He turned 

back to the cave, where it mocked him in its smug corner of the ragged and rocky foothill, off the 

traveled road a bit.  Still, Jed did work for them so he had the opportunity to find it and 

remember its location.  The opening had been much smaller then, not much more than a 

bellycrawl but now opened enough to get through on his knees and almost stand once inside.  

They had put a lot of work into it and yet couldn't have been at it long before the Cartwrights 

returned from that cattle drive. 

 He took his canteen off his horse, and drank what he needed, rinsing and spitting to clear 

out the mine taste that had settled in his mouth.  He emptied the rest in his hat and let his horse 

have its fill. 

 "Sorry I can't uncinch you, boy, but we should be leaving again shortly."  He patted the 

horse, who looked up and snorted before dipping back into the water. 

 Adam tossed what little bit remained in the hat and hung it on the saddle horn.  He 

wished he could go back to the ranch house for at least a clean change of clothes.  When he tied 

up those two ends in Carson City he'd get himself a bath, a shave and get this shirt cleaned 

anyhow.  He sat and leaned against a rock where he could see the trail fairly clear.   

 Pa thought the law would be the answer in this.  But men in desperate times did desperate 

things, and Adam had the feeling that those men outnumbered the law, in Virginia City anyway. 

 No miner cared, not one, how hard Pa worked for the Ponderosa, how many times his 

back broke building what he had, and it sure didn't matter to them that he and his brothers were 

raised to give to the land ten times over before getting anything back.  No matter how much love 

and devotion they put into the Ponderosa, if it stood in the way of greed and avariciousness, it 

would be torn down like useless tree piling. 
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 Adam told someone once that building the west was a challenge worth giving your life 

for.  Now he wondered about that wisdom, and what grief might lie ahead.  It could turn out to 

be nothing, could all blow over without a single hand lifted or gun fired.  Or it could end up 

much worse than any of them could imagine. 

 He could only hope for now, and hope could be a pretty helpless feeling. 

 He saw movement down the trail and stood. 

*** 

 "What do you think they're talkin’ about, Joe?"  Hoss shifted in his saddle as he and Joe 

stayed far enough behind Frank and Jed, skirting the ridges instead of using the road to Virginia 

City to stay out of sight.  Frank and Jed stopped when they met two more riders. 

 "I don't know," Joe sniffed and rubbed his nose.  "Could be something.  But it's probably 

nothing." 

 "Yeah.  Seems to me if they're just told to git they ain’t had time enough yet to plan 

nothin’." 

 "Unless they had it planned earlier.  You can never tell.  Quiet up and let's watch what 

happens." 

 The four fellows didn't seem anxious, not glancing around as though guilty or afraid.  It 

seemed they’d just met with someone to pass the time of day.  Then the riders moved on, each 

pair going in the same direction as before, at the same pace, the two strangers coming towards 

them.  Hoss and Joe backed up a little farther up the ridge and watched them go by. 

 "Know who they are?" Joe asked under his breath.   

 "Nope.  I think I seen that littler one before but not to get his name." 

 "Don't sit like gunfighters, neither of them, nor judging by the pieces they carry." Joe 

whispered past the time he needed to. 
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 "Whelp, let's leave them be and get back to the other two." 

*** 

 Joe and Hoss followed Jed and Frank to the Assay Office.  As they reached the City the 

two men recognized they were being followed, so the ride and riders became less secretive.  

They needed to hear what those two would have to say.  They alighted next to the others' horses 

and hitched theirs as well, and entered the Assay Office shortly after them.  Jed and Frank 

glanced at Hoss and Joe but made no claim to caring one way or another. 

 "Think they’re gonna pull something, Hoss?"  Joe watched as they walked up to the assay 

counter where the weights and scales were ready to tell a man how much richer he'd become. 

 "I ‘spect so.” 

 "If you’d get a smaller horse, they wouldn’t notice us so quick." 

 "Hah!" 

 "Gimpey," Jed said to the man behind the counter.  "I figure you kin spread the word.  

There won't be no more silver coming out of that vein we hit." 

 "What?"  Gimpey, small, stout and gray-haired, came out from behind the counter.  "You 

can't be serious.  Dead ended again?" 

 "Nope." 

 "Everybody in town's counting on that strike.  You gotta keep mining it, find the direction 

it's going." 

 "Can't." 

 "Well, I..." Gimpey saw Hoss and Joe.  He turned back to Jed.  "If you aren't the most 

arbitrary---." 

 Jed held up a timeworn, mine shaky hand.  "Not me, Gimpey.  You think I don't want the 

silver, don't want to see this town prospering?  Just found out today it's not a free claim." 
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 "Oh.  Sorry to hear that."  Gimpey uncrossed his arms from his expensive double-

breasted suit coat.  “Who’d you jump?  For the town’s sake it doesn’t matter who works it---.” 

 “The Cartwrights.” 

 Gimpey turned his suddenly narrow beady eyes on Hoss and Joe.  They gave each other a 

sick grin and walked back outside. 

*** 

  Joe and Hoss found Ben’s buckskin tied in front of Roy’s office.  He and Roy were deep 

in conversation when they walked in.  By Ben’s sullen eyes and Roy’s drooped mustache the 

talking wasn’t going so good. 

 “Hoss!  Joe!”  Ben sprang to his feet.  “Thought you were following Jed.” 

 “They went to the Assay Office, Pa,” Hoss said, his big face settled in lines.  “Gimpey’s 

gonna spread the word that we done shut down a silver strike.” 

 Ben frowned, rubbing his eyes.  “Figured as much.  Can’t be helped.” 

 Roy put a hand on Ben’s shoulder.  “It’s like I said, Ben, if the whole town gets in an 

uproar over this, there’s not gonna be a whole lot I can do.  Not and live to tell about it, 

anyhow.” 

 “Boys, I was telling Roy here that I sent Adam over to Carson City.” 

 “Talking to the marshal there and wiring Governor Nye is fine, but Ben, you got to face 

facts.  Right now, here today, the people are unhappy.  You’ve already got a mighty big spread, 

you’re a rich man.  To sit on a massive silver strike---.” 

 “A curse, you mean!”  Ben’s voice rumbled through the office.  “Roy, you know what 

happens to land when men get greedy and start digging.  Adam and I saw the vein, Roy, it could 

run right under our house!” 

 “You saw it, Pa?  When?” 
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 Ben looked at Joe as though it was a stupid question.  “Oh, you and Hoss had already left.  

Adam and I crawled all the way in and found a bit of candle to light.  Adam stayed there to wait 

for McNally.”   

 He didn’t notice Joe and Hoss exchange a puzzled look.  Something bothered them about 

that, but neither of them could quite figure out what.   

 “Roy, all I’m asking is that you back up my legal rights, that’s all I’m asking.” 

 “That much I’ll do, Ben.  But I can’t say it’ll be enough.  Not a’tall.”  Roy watched them 

leave with worry in his tired eyes. 

 Outside Ben stopped.  “Well, only thing we can do right now is go on back home.  It’s 

been weeks since we left on the cattle drive, and I’m feeling mighty ripe.” 

 “There’s reason for that, Pa,” Joe said, laughing as he backed away. 

 As Hoss laughed, Ben mocked anger at his son’s impertinence and slapped Hoss’s back 

as they went for their horses. 

*** 

Adam didn’t recognize the man, so it couldn’t be one of the hands.  At first the man 

didn’t speak, but sat on his horse and stared open faced at the mine.  Adam felt his gun at his 

side, more an automatic gesture than recognition of threat.  “Looking for someone?” 

 Lloyd shook his head, forced a bleak grin and stepped down from his saddle.  “I’m sorry, 

I’m Lloyd Beck, a miner til they ran out of work for me.  I wondered…I mean, I heard you 

Cartwrights got yourselves a mine---.” 

 “News travels fast.” 

 “...so I wondered if you’d need a little help.”  Lloyd took a few steps to the left to get a 

better look at the mine’s opening, and Adam turned with him. 

 “I wouldn’t worry, you’ll be going back down into the Comstock any time.” 
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 “Any time doesn’t feed my little ones today.” 

 Adam looked at the man’s belt, he had a gun but carried no extra bullets.  “Guess not.”  

 Adam saw Lloyd nod—not at him but somewhere behind him.  He turned to look but not 

in time to react as a gun butt connected hard with his skull.  He felt his knees weaken and fought 

the blackness but collapsed against his will. 

*** 

 Adam came to shortly before dawn with a throbbing head and a kinked neck from 

sleeping upright, but he'd had worse nights than this.  That Lloyd fellow slept within kicking 

distance, so Adam kicked his arm.  "Hey." 

 Lloyd grunted and turned over, showing Adam his dirty and worn backside. 

 "Come on, get up!"  Adam stretched and kicked harder, using the heel of his boot 

between the shoulderblades. 

 "Uh?  Huh?"  Lloyd sat up. 

 "Aren't you supposed to be watching me?  Here I'm awake and you're still sleeping." 

 "Oh, sorry."  Lloyd scratched his chest and stretched.  "Where's Tom?  Oh, he musta left 

already.  Yup, your family should be getting the news about now." 

 "What news?  You plan to trade me for the mine?"   

 "Yeah."  Lloyd yawned loudly.  

 "Hmmm.  You gonna untie me now?"  Adam fidgeted in the hardback chair. 

 "Ha, you're kidding, right?" 

 "This is no joke.  Don't you think it's a little inhumane to keep a man tied up so he can't 

go outside for some relief?" 

 "Relief?  Oh!"  Lloyd frowned.  "Never thought of that." 

 "I'll bet.  Kidnapping isn’t as easy as it sounds.  Now untie me, I'll only be a minute." 
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 "You must expect I'm too slow for ya."  Lloyd shook his head, plainly disturbed by this 

dilemma. 

 "Now I know you're not a bad fellow, you're just caught in a bad situation.  Believe me, I 

understand.  Why, if I had my way, I'd let the whole town have the silver." 

 "Oh, no, you would not, you---." 

 "All right, tell you what, untie me but you can escort me outside yourself, watch me 

every second.  Though I don't usually like company." 

 "All right!"  Lloyd jumped to his feet.  "But I'll be watching you every second, so don't 

try anything funny." 

 Holding his gun in one hand Lloyd fumbled with his other hand to get the rope untied.  

As soon as it loosened Adam's right arm shot up and knocked the gun to the floor.  In the split 

second while Lloyd was too stunned to react, Adam whirled around and delivered a solid punch 

to his jaw.  Lloyd staggered backward but came back with his own fists ready.  Adam dodged the 

first swing but caught the second just above the jaw and saw black a moment.  He fell to his 

knees but as Lloyd's hands came down to grab his neck, Adam got hold of his wrists and pushed 

against him as Lloyd struggled to get away, pulling Adam to his feet.  Adam loosened one wrist 

and drew back to deliver a gut punch but Lloyd brought his hand down on the back of Adam's 

neck, knocking him flat.  Adam rolled and got his hands on Lloyd's gun. 

 "All right," Adam said, breathing hard.  "Fun's over."  He got up and found his gun and 

belt.  "I don’t fight well before toileting.  But you're pretty good.  You seem a little soft but 

you're no pushover.  A little too humane for your own good, perhaps."  He walked to the door.  

"If you don't mind, I'll be taking your gun with me.  You can find it ahead on the trail."  He put 

his hat on and tipped it at Lloyd.  "And ah, tell your friends I'll remember this." 
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 As soon as Adam stepped out the door, Lloyd followed.  Jed was gonna be furious if he 

let this one get away. 

*** 

 At the breakfast table Ben felt out of sorts.  He stared at Adam's empty chair, wondering 

why he needed to stay overnight in Carson City.  Didn’t he know Ben would be anxious to hear 

what he found out?  He didn't realize someone had knocked on the door until Hop Sing led 

McNally into the room. 

 "McNally!  I forgot I was having you come in after your shift.  What do you have to 

report?"  McNally sat in Adam's chair and Ben tensed again.  "Any trouble?" 

 "No sir, didn't see no sign of nobody.  But what didn't set right all night was that when I 

got there last night, weren't no sign of Adam." 

 "What?  He left the mine before you got there?"  Ben had a sudden sinking feeling.   

 "Well, I guess so, because he wasn't there." 

 "Arnold's at the mine now?"   

 McNally nodded, filling his mouth with grits.   

 "Doesn't sound like Adam, Pa," Joe said.  "He wouldn't just leave." 

 "Hey Joe, remember those two fellas we saw talking to Jed? You reckon they gave Adam 

a speck of trouble?" 

 "What fellows?  What are you two saying you didn't say before?" 

 There was another knock at the door.  After a moment Hop Sing came out again, 

muttering under his breath.  Ben rose to his feet, as unused to this much company at breakfast as 

Hop Sing. 

 "You want to see Mr. Cartlight, you wait til he done bleakfast." 

 "I'm not waiting," Tom said, pushing his way past the Chinaman. 
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 "It's all right, Hop Sing."  Ben's voice boomed from the dining room.  Ben and Tom met 

halfway.  Ben didn't recognize the lanky, nervous man, but he didn't like him.  "Well?"  Ben 

asked.  "You come to my door and push your way in, so state your name and your business." 

 "Ah..." Tom looked around the house as though never before seeing someone so grand. 

Hoss, Joe and McNally stood next to Ben, making Tom step backward.   "It's about the mine.  

We want it back." 

 "Oh, you do, eh."  Ben folded his arms across his chest.  "I'm not selling the land.  You 

are welcome to move the mine." 

 "You don't understand.  You'll give us the mine.  I'm Tom and Lloyd, he's part owner too, 

and Jed and Frank, well, we have your son.  And won't give him back until you give up the mine 

and any direction the silver runs." 

 Ben's usual gut reaction climbed in his throat, to grab his guns and go after his boy, but 

he choked it down.  He knew Jed, these were simple town folk, and blazing guns was not the 

answer.  

 "Did you hear that," he said to Hoss and Joe, who stared in amazement at his calm. "I 

don't know how many times we've been through this."  Tom fidgeted, puzzled.  "Just let him go, 

Tom.  There are other ways of settling this.  We'll take it to court, challenge your claim, find a 

compromise---." 

 "No, uh-uh, no sir, give us the claim or your son is dead."  Tom backed away, grabbed 

the partly open door and flew outside.  He leaped on his horse and rode off—a second later, it 

seemed he hadn’t been there at all. 

 Ben quietly shut the door.  Everyone waited for him to say something, to act.  Finally he 

motioned to the table.  "Come on, let's finish our breakfast." 

 "But Pa, aren't we going to---." Joe stood. 
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 Hoss grabbed Joe's arm and pulled him back down.  "Pa said finish eatin’, so that's what 

we're doin’." 

 For the rest of the breakfast not a word was exchanged.  The chewing sounded louder 

than usual, the clinks of silver and sips of coffee grating on Ben's ears.  He tried to avoid 

glancing at Adam's chair where McNally sat, but couldn't help himself.  He knew if it came 

down to it he'd have to give up the mine for Adam's life, even if it meant the destruction of his 

land.  He could live with that, not with the death of his son.  But there had to be a better way.  

These were not bad men, they were just desperate and he understood that.  But Hell's fire, they 

had to understand what it could do to him to have his Ponderosa marred with digging and cutting 

and blasting and all that confounded noise of the stamping machines... 

 But perhaps the Ponderosa was too big.  Perhaps he could sell a portion to the town and 

let them come no further with the vein. 

 Mentally he shook that thought away.  He had three sons who would eventually build 

their own ranches.  They were going to need every acre.   

But not at the cost of one of their lives.  Which brought him no closer to a decision now 

than fifteen minutes ago. 

 Everyone looked up as the door flew open.   

 Ben held his breath and jumped up.  "Adam?" 

 "Yeah, it's me, Pa."  Adam strode into the dining room.  He grinned but with a new kind 

of fire in his eyes, something Ben didn’t recognize.  When Adam saw McNally in his chair he 

put a hand on his shoulder.  “Hope you saved some for me.” 

 “Are you all right, boy?”  Ben grasped Adam’s shoulders for reassurance. 

 “I’m fine.  Hungry and really really wanting a bath.” 

 “Well, sit down.  Hop Sing!” 
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 “No, I’m going to clean up first.  Have Hop Sing bring up some water.  And Pa,” Adam 

stopped him as he turned away.  “Stick around while I eat, we have to talk.”  He went to the 

stairs.  “I ah...didn’t like what I had to do to get away, Pa.  There’s an ugly mess out there and we 

have to settle it.” 

 Ben watched Adam climb the stairs.  The idea appeared in the back of his mind that 

Adam didn’t seem to be who he was just the day before. 

*** 

 "Pa," Adam spooned a heavy helping of grits into his bowl.  "This threat is only the 

beginning.  They mean to cause us big trouble." 

 Ben looked up from his papers, relieved that Adam was ready to talk but he didn't like the 

tone in his voice, the one he used to lecture his own father.  

 Hoss walked in the front door and grabbed his gun belt.  "Pa, me and Joe are headed out 

to the south range with the supplies."  Ben didn't answer.  "Pa, you all right?" 

 "Just be careful out there, Hoss," Adam called from the dining table. 

 Hoss poked his head in at his brother.  "You think they're gonna try something else, 

Adam?” 

 "Hoss, right now I wouldn’t put anything past any of them in Virginia City.” 

 "Hmm.  Right," Ben muttered in response.  "Watch yourself, boys." 

 Hoss looked at Ben, then shrugged and went out. 

 "I have to tell you this, Adam," Ben said with reluctance.  "When that fella came to give 

his demands, the mine or your life, my instinct was to call his bluff." 

 Adam stopped chewing, then swallowed and laughed.  "Good call, Pa." 

 "You're not angry?" he asked with raised eyebrows. 
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 "Our friends and neighbors are living under a fallen rock right now.  They're in pain but 

they're not killers.  Although the way Lloyd came after me, he had me fooled for a minute."  

Adam winced in brief pain.  "He followed me after I left, I didn't think he would.  He found the 

gun I had thrown aside on the trail and...I had to shoot him.  Only winged him, but bad enough." 

 "Well," Ben looked down at the papers in his hand.  They were no longer important so he 

put them down.  "Times like this tell us who our friends are.  And...how strong we are." 

 "I don't think this is a time for a show of strength against the town." 

 "You WHAT!?  What better time could there be!!? 

 "Just simmer down and listen.  I believe what the Comstock mines need is to go down a 

little deeper, stretch out a little more and there'll be more than enough silver.  What's needed is 

some financial backing and the Crimson Cave is just that." 

 "Adam, you're not suggesting we let them tear our land apart!" 

 Adam pushed away from the table. "The sacrifice of a few for the good of many." 

 Ben strode to his son and turned him so they were eye to eye.  "Don't use that holier than 

thou tone with me!" 

 "The point I'm making is---." 

 "I know the point you're making.  I'm well aware that turning the silver over to the town 

is an option.  But it's not one I'm willing to consider." 

 "You have to consider it, don't you see that?"  Adam felt his own temper rising. 

 "I'd just as soon throw gunpowder in that cave and blast it shut!" 

 "Fine, blast it shut!  At the same time destroy our relations with everyone in Virginia 

City!"  Adam ran his hands through his hair, his head pounding.  He walked away from his 

father, needing to be anywhere else at the moment.  "I'm going to keep Hoss and Joe out of 

trouble."  After strapping on his gun he looked up.  "Sometimes we have to make small 
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allowances to keep out of big trouble."  He slammed the door behind him, making the clock 

chime softly out of turn. 

 "Small allowances.  Tearing our land apart?  We'll hold off until the Comstock strikes or 

Sharon comes through.  We’ve got to."  Ben pounded the back of the chair a few times, then 

decided on a plan of his own. 

*** 

 When Adam got there, Hoss and Joe had already split up to check separate sections of the 

herd.  Hoss found the path he followed blocked by a handful of miners, some already past 

mining years and hunched over, and all of them with that look of old hunger in their eyes.  He 

stayed up on his horse. 

 "You fellers mind movin’ aside?" 

 "Yeah," Jed stepped forward.  "Yeah, we mind." 

 "Jed, you leading this bunch?  Now you know Pa, he wants to help, he'll do what he can 

for any of ya.  But dadburnit, you gotta give him time.  Jed, you know it takes him some time 

when the problem is deep." 

 "Sure, I know your pa.  And I know he loves this precious Ponderosa so much it doesn't 

matter what happens to the rest of us.  Or to you, either!" 

 Hoss remembered thinking that himself when Pa told them to sit back down to breakfast 

with Adam missing.  "Now Jed, it is his---." 

 Jed grabbed a handful of the dusty granite soil.  "It's just dirt, that's all it is!  Here for you 

and me to live off, and take anything the land is willing to give, not hide like some buried 

treasure while we all starve." 
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 The logic was flawed.  "At any price?"  They were making him mad now.  Hoss felt his 

gut and his muscles tighten.  He probably couldn't whip them all, but he could give them a good 

show.  Seven of them, he counted.  He reckoned he handled five at most in the past. 

 "At any price," Jed answered.  The men all took a step forward. 

 "Tell you what I'll do, Jed, I'll tell Pa how it is for you and---." 

 "Grab him!" 

 Hoss and his horse tried to jump forward.  They pulled him off his horse like a sack of 

flour.  Three men jumped on him but he kicked with his legs and flailed wildly with his fists until 

he had laid everyone near him flat and scrambled to his feet.  Two others jumped on his back but 

he pulled them off by the scruff of their necks and tossed them over his shoulders. 

 A punch from the side to his ribs caught him off guard and then two others grabbed his 

arms from behind but he jerked one arm away and delivered each one a punch so solid it 

knocked them through the air and out cold.  The other five regrouped and all sprang on him at 

once.  He got off a couple of punches before his arms were pinned successfully behind him.  He 

could do no more but take it and hope they knew when to quit. 

*** 

 Joe talked to a couple of drovers about a stampede that near happened a couple hours 

earlier and how they averted it only because the herd was now so much smaller, when Claude 

from the south end came riding up.  Adam had just been there and left again, gone off looking 

for Hoss, after warning Joe again to be careful.  Joe snickered in response that Adam hadn’t been 

careful first. 

 "Joe!  Got a message from your brother!"  Claude called. 

 “Hoss?” 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/290 

 “That’s right.  Says he’s gone to town, and you’re to join him there as soon as you’re 

done here.” 

 “Oh yeah?”  Joe frowned.  “We didn’t have any plans to go to town today.  Tell you this 

himself?” 

 “Nope, fellow coming from town met up with him, I haven’t even seen him today.  The 

last name is Simpson, I believe.” 

 Joe remembered the Simpson family, pretty decent folks mostly, but then, they all were 

until the silver became a curse on the Ponderosa.  Ever since Tom showed up demanding the 

cave as ransom for Adam, Joe felt his senses heighten in every direction and now he sensed 

trouble.  He thought it over, feeling if he went he’d be walking into a trap.    

“You see Adam on your way over here?” 

 “Nope.  Want me to find him?”   

 “Yeah, tell him I went to town after Hoss.  And if he finds Hoss first, for both of them to 

come to town after me.”  It could be a trap, all right, but they could be using Hoss as the bait, so 

he didn’t have much choice.  He’d have to go to town, but he’d go with guns blazing if he had to, 

to get his brother back. 

*** 

 Adam rode halfway to the herd when he saw Hoss coming up the crest of a hill, slumped 

over the saddle.  He ran his horse up to Hoss and leaned close, lifting his chin. "Hoss!  Who did 

this to you?"   

 "I'm all right, Adam," Hoss could barely swallow.  "Just...get me home..." 

 Adam helped Hoss drink out of his canteen, and wetted his bandana to wipe Hoss's face, 

happy that his horse held still for once.  "Sure you can hang on?" 
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 Hoss nodded and Adam grabbed the reins of Hoss's horse in one hand.  He rode back to 

the house as quick as he dared through the narrow rocky trails, keeping an eye on Hoss.  

 He knew who did this.  And if Pa doesn’t agree with him now, Adam was going to have 

to take matters into his own hands. 

*** 

 After helping Hoss get comfortable and making sure Hop Sing could stay with him, 

Adam went back out on the trail.  It took him the rest of the morning to find four men who knew 

mining or were willing to learn.  Adam gathered all the equipment he could, second rate mostly, 

but it would do until they got out enough silver to show the town their intentions.  Adam showed 

what he remembered from his days back when he helped out Philip Deidesheimer.  He 

remembered enough and stayed to work long enough to dig out a bucket of quality ore to take 

back to town. 

 He marveled over the size of the vein, but at the same time felt the horror Pa went 

through.  Pa will have to understand why his eldest felt this necessary.  One look at Hoss and he 

would see what Adam saw, how desperation can lead to murder. 

 He only hoped Joe could avoid trouble until Adam got as far as he needed to bring this 

whole thing to grinding halt. 

*** 

 Joe rode into town, his nerves tingling in anticipation.  He hadn't been in a good ruckus in 

some time and looked forward to one.  Pa was right in keeping townspeople from the cave.  They 

had no right to something of the Cartwright’s, no matter how much the town needed the silver. 

 His ride took him right down C Street but he found no sign of Hoss and no one staring 

him down.  Everything seemed peaceful.  He pulled Cochise up in front of the Silver Dollar and 
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alighted, searching for signs of anything he didn’t like.  He tied the holster strap to his leg as he 

walked into the saloon. 

 “Hi Charlie, nice to see you.  Give me a cold one, will you?” 

 “Will try, Joe.”  He turned and cranked out a brew. 

 “You seen my brother Hoss in town?  We got split up.” 

 “Nope, ain’t seen Hoss.  You might try the livery.” 

 “Yeah, I’ll do that next.”  He swallowed a big mouthful and then ran the back of his 

sleeve over his mouth before turning. 

 Cheri, one of the saloon gals, sat at a table alone and crooked a finger at him.  There were 

six other men in the saloon but Cheri seemed glad to see him.  He smiled willingly and strolled 

over to her. 

 “Well, Miss Cheri, I don’t know that I’ve ever seen you at work this time of day.” 

 “It’s actually my day off, Little Joe, but for some reason I just felt like being here.  Do 

you think it’s because I had the feeling I’d see you?” 

 Joe pulled out a chair and sat across from her. “Now, Miss Cheri, you’ve seen me lots of 

times.  Is there something more special about me today than yesterday?” 

 Cheri slid over to the chair right next to Joe and put a hand on his leg.  “Is that what silver 

does to you, Joe, makes you suspicious?  Can’t a girl hide a fondness for someone for only so 

long until it all bubbles to the surface and boils over?” 

 She leaned into him and kissed his cheek, her lips lingering on his skin. 

 “Miss...Cheri...” he turned, and their lips met briefly before Joe pulled away.  “I prefer to 

be alone with a girl.” He tried to get to his feet but Cheri grabbed his hand and pulled him down. 

 “Joe!  I gotta tell you something!” Charlie called from behind the bar. 
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 Joe turned to him but Cheri turned him back.  “He can wait.  You want privacy?  How 

does my room in the back sound?”  Her hand squeezed further up on his leg. 

 He grinned sheepishly.  “You know, you’re one convincing kind of woman.”  He started 

to get to his feet with her, but heard Charlie drop a glass behind him, shattering it. 

 This started a nervous flame in his gut, spreading out to his muscles. 

 “You know, Cheri, I think I better take you up on this some other time.”  He pulled her 

hand off his arm and backed up.  “I gotta find my brother, he could be...in trouble.”  He dashed 

out of the saloon, leaving Charlie to shake his head and frown at Cheri. 

 Lloyd came out from the back room where Cheri had been headed.  “You let him get 

away, gal?” 

 “Sorry, Lloyd.  He just wasn’t buying.” 

 “I told you to offer free!”   

She only shrugged and sat back down.   

“Well, never mind.  Lucky we had a backup plan.” 

 At the sound of the gunshot Charlie dropped another glass. 

*** 

 Ben rode into town from the opposite direction, not far enough to see Joe's horse at the 

saloon.  He pulled up at the Assay Office and alighted.  He took out the chunk of silver he had 

chiseled out of the mine the first and only time he entered that hellhole, and went inside. 

 He waited patiently for Gimpey to break down the specimen and analyze it.   

 "What do you think?  Should I offer stock to the town?" 

 "Ben, that's good quality ore.  The townspeople will be indebted to you.  What made you 

change your mind?  We were all placing big odds that you'd remain stubborn to the end." 

 "Guess I just got to thinking.  The sacrifice of a few for the good of many." 
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 "Think this'll make Frank and Jed happy?  They believe they have a right to that mine." 

 "Then let them prove it in court.  As a matter of fact, I thought to allow them a good 

share of the mine at half the purchase price." 

 "That oughta satisfy them.  Let me write you out a certificate and if you brought your 

deed of ownership you can go right from the bank to the printer for those shares.  And Ben..." he 

added as Ben turned away.  "Go see Jed as soon as you can." 

 "Oh, I plan to, Gimpey." 

 Ben stood on the walk, feeling bad about deceiving that fine man that way.  These shares 

of stock would be worthless.  He had no intention of working the claim but only in buying time.  

Another week perhaps and tempers would cool.  In the meantime he could take his sons on a 

well-deserved trip to San Francisco... 

 Just before reaching the bank he heard the gunshot.  Curiosity took him down the street 

more than anything else.  First thing he noticed was Joe's horse and alarm rose in his chest.  A 

crowd had gathered around the fallen man, and it took only another moment for him to know 

who had been shot down. 

 "Joe!"  Ben pushed people away and crouched down beside his son.  The bullet had 

entered below his left rib and was bleeding badly.  Carefully Ben picked his son up and walked 

as quickly as he dared to Dr. Martin's, leaving the townspeople wordless behind him. 

*** 

 Dr. Martin finished cleaning his hands and went back to Ben sitting beside his 

unconscious son.  "A 31 caliber, Ben, could have been worse.  He'll be all right." 

 "Thanks, Paul," he sighed heavily, voice shaking.  "I've been a fool.  How could I believe 

I could hold off a town?"  He took Joe's still cool hand in his. 

 "You were just protecting your land, Ben, as you've always done." 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/295 

 "As I've always done.  No, this time I called their bluff.  This time I risked my sons 

because I thought I could outsmart them.  These people were our friends, Paul.  We were on 

good terms with everyone." 

  "That's true, Ben, and in my opinion," Paul looked back down at Joe, "if they wanted to 

do your son serious damage they could have."  He put a hand on Ben's shoulder.  "They're trying 

to scare you." 

 "Well, they’ve succeeded.  Do you know why I was in town today?  I brought a piece of 

silver to town to get Ginpey to verify the mine so I could sell shares.  But they were going to be 

worthless—I planned to dig out as much as I could and show off an empty mine." 

 "And now?" 

 "I guess I have no choice anymore." 

 Joe stirred and squeezed Ben's hand back.  "Pa?" 

 "It's all right, son, I'm here.  You're gonna be fine." 

 "Pa, this doesn't change things," he whispered. 

 "What?" 

 "It's our land, Pa, and we can...do what we want..." he drifted away again. 

 Ben smiled and squeezed Joe's hand.  "You're right, Joe, we can.  Paul, you'll stay with 

him, won't you?"  When Paul nodded, Ben walked outside.  What he began had to be finished, 

properly.  He’d have to get those phony certificates back somehow. 

 He saw Jed coming out of the bank.  Gimpey had given Ben good advice that Ben now 

meant to take.  "Jed," they strode to meet each other, "I can't prove that you shot my boy, but I 

can believe it.  I should beat you senseless but that would get us nowhere.  I've got a proposition 

for you." 
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 Jed's venomous glare didn't change.  Before Ben could get any further Jed lashed out and 

punched Ben in the jaw, not hard enough to knock the big Cartwright flat but hard enough to 

sting.  "Not rich enough, are you, Ben?  You gotta have it all, gotta have the whole world.  I just 

came from the bank where I learned something interesting.  You couldn't get a loan.  Our 

discovering that silver on your land came in mighty handy, didn't it?  Planning to mine it and 

keep it all to yourself!?" 

 Jed ran from Ben and jumped on top a wagon parked down the street.  He made hollering 

noises to get people's attention, as Ben stood helpless. 

 "Guess what, folks?  Our good friend Ben Cartwright was about to do us all in.  He 

brought one small chunk of silver to the assayer and said he was gonna sell stock.  Well, guess 

what?  He had no intention of backing up that stock.  Go on, admit it, Ben, that stock was gonna 

be worthless!  He needs that money for himself, just ask Clyde over to the bank!" 

 Ben drew himself up as people looked his way, but how could he not admit that part of it, 

at least, was true?  He made a horrible liar. 

 "You got it all wrong, Jed!" 

 Ben looked down the street and saw Adam with Charlie O'Hurley.  They were both 

mounted and each held a bucket of ore.  

 "We are working the mines and every share we sell will be valuable.  And Jed, you'll get 

your shares at a discount, you and your partners."  Adam and Charlie got down out of the saddles 

and walked toward them with the buckets of ore. 

 "You're lying," Jed said evenly. 

 "No, he ain't lying, Jed," Charlie jumped in.  "He's hired me on as mine foreman and to 

witness the issuing of the stock.  Come on, we're going to the Assay Office." 

 Jed stood, mouth gaping, as the townsfolk followed Adam and Charlie. 
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 Ben stood next to Jed.  "Well, aren't you going to go see for yourself?"  He shouldn’t be 

surprised.  He and Adam did think alike, when the time made it necessary.   

 Jed looked down at his feet and laughed ruefully.  With face turning red, he offered his 

hand to Ben, without meeting his eyes.  He turned abruptly and headed to the Assay Office 

himself, and Ben thought he caught a quick apology for all the trouble. 

 Ben went back to Dr. Martin's and found Hoss sitting next to Joe. 

 "Hoss!  What happened to you?  Oh, I don't suppose you have to explain it."  He rubbed 

his big son's shoulder, feeling the glisten of a tear.  "I'm sorry, son." 

 "It's best forgotten, Pa.  Dr. Martin says I'll heal and so will the town.  Pa, what Adam did 

was not---." 

 "Oh yes, it was."  Ben turned from Hoss and took Joe's hand.  Joe was awake and more 

alert.  "How are you feeling?" 

 "I think I'll live, Pa.  If that's all right." 

 Ben laughed.  "Well, I guess so." 

 Hoss and Joe looked up at the presence in the doorway and Ben turned.  Adam stood 

alone, his face shadowed. 

 Ben looked back down at Joe, face as unreadable as his eldest son's. 

*** 

 Adam felt the tension, felt his Pa's hurt.  He strode into the room nonetheless, feeling 

every footstep, and stood behind Ben.  He put a hand on his shoulder. 

 "Pa, I had to do it.  When I saw Hoss all beat up..." 

 "I know," Ben replied.  "I learned myself seeing Joe lying in the street.  I think I must be 

getting a little too old to learn quick enough anymore." 
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 "You're not slow, Pa.  But this silver strike hit too close, reminding you of what happened 

long ago.  It was too hard for you to let go." 

 "Pa," Hoss said, "none of us can blame you for tryin’ to call their bluff.  I don't think they 

ever meant more than just to scare us a little."  Hoss talked convincing, even though he winced 

through puffy eyes and mouth. 

 Ben put his arm around Hoss's shoulders.  "I never should have let it get this far.  The 

compromise is the right solution, Adam.  I thought of it myself but, like you said..." 

 "I know, Pa."  Adam squeezed his shoulder briefly.  "Well, Joe, I see you got yourself 

into another grand mess." 

 "Yeah, Adam, but at least with me they thought to use a woman.  Guess everyone knows 

it's the only way I can be fooled." 

  "Ah-ha.  Do you think you can heal fast so you can help us work that mine?" 

 "Oh," Joe groaned, "I doubt it.  I'm feeling so poorly it'll be six, seven months before I'm 

healed up." 

 They all laughed. 

 Gimpey stuck his head in the doorway.  "Excuse me, but how is the young one?" 

 "Oh, he'll live, until he's healed and his brothers tar and feather him," Ben said, laughing.  

"What you got there?" 

 "It's a document that Jed and all the others had drawn up and signed.  It says they're 

willing to accept however far you intend to mine your claim.  No further trouble." 

 Ben looked at the paper.  "Boys, I think we just found our friends." 

 Charlie O'Hurley stood outside the door.  "The Gould and Curry just announced they're 

going down with deeper shafts!" 
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 Gimpey excused himself and ran outside, as all four Cartwrights stared at the commotion 

out the doctor's window. 

 "Well, I'll be dadburned," Hoss finally said.  "Adam, you were right all along." 

 "Hoss, how many times have I told you never lose faith in your brother's wisdom?" 

 "Oh, many times, Adam, many, many, many, many...." 

 Adam laughed and everyone joined in, but even as he enjoyed the family, Adam knew 

that things could never be the same again between him and Pa.  

 He wasn't just a Cartwright son anymore.     

### 

Adam couldn’t say he was unhappy living at home with two brothers and a father who 

tended to forget how old they were.  He couldn’t say the security bothered him, or knowing that 

he could take a piece of land and settle on it anytime he wanted.  But for some reason, the 

romance and chances to settle down kept alluding him.  He’d felt something for Laura, 

something he couldn’t always be sure was love, and she had a little girl—marrying her felt right 

to him, but before he knew it, she was gone. 

He got back into his routine once he could walk again, once the melancholy left, but 

something good had gone out of his life.  He figured it out one day—hope. 

But how to tell Pa?  How to want to stay, and yet want to leave?
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Conclusion: 

BITTERSWEET TRAIL 

  

Ben Cartwright sat alone at the breakfast table in an unusually quiet house. No clanks of 

silver on the stoneware, no clamor of hungry sons reaching for the last biscuit, no stories of 

drovers wrestling in the mud with mavericks that needed branding or of training new herd dogs 

for spunky cattle without getting them trampled. 

He had been allowed to sleep in this late August morning and felt poorly about it. Too 

often because of the rigors of running the ranch he missed out on the company of his sons. Adam 

usually had something humorous to say about his brothers' follies, which could be, Ben would 

admit, quite funny. Hoss would grin in that fetching way of his and end up saying something 

profound that would surprise even him. Joe—ah, that youngest son had the confoundest way of 

saying the most outrageous thing just to start an argument. But, regardless of their differences 

they all worked together as one unit, sharing a heartbeat that stayed in place where it belonged—

on the Ponderosa. 

Ben loved every minute of their life as a family, the arguments, the tumbles, the fights—

although sometimes he wished his boys could duck those bullets and fists a little faster. He’d 

never deny the dangers of life out here, and he had come close to losing each of them more than 

once. Whenever the house was too quiet his nerves flamed, wondering what they were up to.  

He had been left to sleep in this morning because he had only just recovered from the 

ague. 

Hop Sing bustled in with more coffee. "Feeling much better now, Mr. Cartlight?" 
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"Oh much, thank you, Hop Sing." Ben dug into his eggs. "Has the hole out back been 

properly covered?" They didn’t move the outhouse all that often, but Ben demanded it be moved 

when anyone had just recovered from illness, to help prevent the spread of the disease. 

"Oh yes, Mr. Cartlight. Boys choose short sticks and Mr. Hoss, he lose again." Hop Sing 

chuckled and shook his head as he went back into the kitchen. 

Ben chewed thoughtfully, trying to remember what the boys might be up to this morning, 

off on their own since illness struck several days ago. With the end of summer weeks away, so 

was roundup. All the fences were mended that he knew of. A ranch this size could be a curse, 

just in trying to keep track. Of course, Ben chuckled to himself, the land didn’t change, just a 

man’s memory of it.  

And they had just finished up another big timber contract and prepared for fall tree 

planting season, moving saplings from one ground where they grew too tight to more open areas 

to increase their survival rate.  

The boys. Ben’s appetite hadn’t returned a full plate’s worth so he sat back. No sense in 

worrying, they were grown men. How hard for a father to think of his sons as grown—where had 

time gone off to? He felt fortunate that they all seemed comfortable here, that they knew, once 

they married, that they could still make a home on the Ponderosa.  

Plenty of land and work for all of them. 

But marriage has eluded them all so far. Not that they hadn’t had chances, but Ben feared 

some inner concern they wouldn’t express kept stopping them. They’d all lost mothers, so that 

could be part of it, learning firsthand how hard life could be on women out here. Still and all… 

So quiet. Where could they be? 

Ah yes, Joe had an inkling to look at that stallion of Johansen's they considered 

unbreakable. Hoss must be headed to town to pick up a couple more pups—in case the ones they 
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had didn't work out, he said. But he’d take any excuse to bring a pup home. And Adam planned 

to escort the pretty young daughter of a Carson City lawyer to some northern town for some 

reason that escaped Ben at the moment. The stage didn't run as soon as she wanted, and she 

hated "stuffy bumpy stagecoaches anyway." 

She was a bit stuffy herself, Ben thought with a grin as he picked up his coffee. But 

Adam could do worse. She had a certain charm about her, and a month or two on the Ponderosa 

would rid her of the stuffiness. 

Ben rubbed his forehead where an ache lingered. Adam’s kept himself very busy since 

his lost engagement to Laura, as though fearing he might lose feeling in his legs again. Ben 

wondered if he’s come to terms with losing a near and ready family like Laura and Peggy. Adam 

will probably always wonder what he could have done differently, always look off with longing 

into the distant hills as he think of them together, and Will being father to Peggy.  Ben felt he’d 

lost someone nearly like a son to him, because chances were good they wouldn’t hear much from 

Will again. Ben felt a slight remorse over the whole thing. He saw it coming. He should have 

told Laura the truth about the house—she could have acted surprised, and then Adam would 

never have fallen.  

But how does one hold on to a love that hadn’t been there to begin with? At least, not on 

her part. Ben still didn’t know if Adam really loved her, or only thought he did.  Ben figured he 

never would know. 

Adam, as his eldest, should be settled down by now, and he came close with Laura, more 

than anyone else. There were others, of course, like that woman Ruth out on the Mountain of the 

Dead.  Ben remembered with great sorrow how immediately after they’d found him and brought 

him home, how he forced a quick healing and went looking for her—and the tragic tale he told 
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on his return. He never met Ruth himself, but Adam described her so well Ben knew he would 

have loved her. 

Adam was now 36!  And as handsome, cultured, and intelligent as a man could be. Adam 

naturally drew interest from women in town, but has found no reason to spark with any of them. 

Ben thought his eldest was too smart to allow one or two burnings of love’s ashes to spoil him 

for good.  

Aside from the tragedies they'd all experienced, too common here in the wilds of the 

west, it seemed that his boys just plum got cold feet. There weren't enough gals out here and that 

was a fact. One for every five men.  Not a lot of good the Ponderosa can do them with odds like 

that.  But perhaps, now with the War Between the States over just a few months ago and more 

people headed west, all that could change.  He’d even open his land to settlement, if he thought 

that would help. 

Ben quit rubbing his head and finished his coffee. His headache didn’t leave to allow his 

memory to return.  Adam had told him something, but he just couldn’t think what. "Hop Sing!" 

Hop Sing poked his head out, his face half covered in flour. Ben hid a laugh, hoping the 

Chinaman hadn’t sneeze in the dough. They couldn’t afford anyone else sick just now.  But he 

did look more covered than just itch scratching. 

"Where’s everyone?" 

"Gone to town, see Adam off." 

"How long…does Adam intend to be gone?" No way around it, Hop Sing would figure 

out that Ben’s memory was going. 

"He not know. Will send word, maybe a week." When Hop Sing sensed Ben had no more 

questions, he went back into the kitchen. 
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A week? He’ll be gone more than a week? Ben pushed himself at the food again. With 

his eldest gone that long, he’d better get his strength back fast.  Wherever Adam was going, Ben 

figured with his son’s ultimate goal was to forestall trouble somewhere. And the Cartwright luck 

couldn’t hold up forever. Ben lost count, purposefully, of the total number of bullet scars each of 

his sons carried.  

Their mothers could be getting weary of caring for them from beyond. 

*** 

Since the half-brothers were headed to Virginia City for their errands anyway, they 

agreed to keep each other company. Adam wondered how much Hoss and Joe knew of the real 

reason for his errand. He had tried to tell Pa about it, having made up his mind about it only days 

before. But Pa hadn’t been in the mood to listen, and probably didn’t tell Hoss or Joe that 

something unusual for a Cartwright was in the wind.  

"Say Adam, I hear tell this gal's sweet on you," Hoss said with a twinkle in his eye and a 

wink at Joe.  

"Yeah Adam, talk in town is there'll be a wedding on the Ponderosa before long." 

"Now shut up, the both of you. We've never actually kept company, so no one could be 

talking." Adam had just about decided to tell them but their customary teasing—which they 

could have foregone, just this once!—changed his mind. They can find out in due course. He 

wasn’t sure how far he was going with this project, at any rate. 

"Maybe not, older brother, but you been known to jump when LizaSue needs a favor 

done." 

Adam pulled his horse up short and narrowed his eyes at Hoss. "You know, I get the 

feeling you're jealous. Seems to me you eyed her up yourself when they first moved to town. Tell 
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you what, you want her, you escort her on this trip." His horse jumped away from the other two, 

kicking up a cloud of dust that settled unnoticed around Hoss and Joe. 

"Hey, you don't have to get so touchy!" Joe yelled after him. 

"Ah, something's been eating at him all morning.’ Reckon what it is?" 

"I don't know. Come on." Together they rode, at a fast cantor, to catch up to their brother. 

The Cartwright brothers stopped in town at the International House for a cup of coffee.  

The day was already warm for early morning in mid-summer of 1865 and except for the Bonner 

Brothers, the restaurant was empty. They looked like they hadn't slept the night before and had 

their coffee cups glued to their lips, as if holding that precious breakfast mineral water—

whiskey.  

The Cartwrights walked to a table on the other side of the room. Ever since Adam nearly 

had them thrown in jail awhile back, they’ve avoided each other like the plague. And sure 

enough, a few minutes later, they were gone. 

"Hi fellas! The usual?" Marge called from where she served coffee at another table. 

"Yeah, thanks, Marge," Joe said. 

"And bring one of them terrific blueberry muffins too!" 

"Gotcha, Hoss!" Marge said with a laugh. 

The brothers sat in companionable silence, with Hoss and Joe looking everywhere but at 

their brother’s pensive hole-in-the-wall stare. At a distracting clatter outside Joe jumped up and 

looked out the window. "Looks like LizaSue is here, Adam." 

"She'll wait." Adam sat back as his mug of coffee appeared, and picked it up. 

"Yeah, I reckon she's gonna run inside the ladies' parlor and tidy up after that long trip 

from D Street," Hoss said with a chuckle. 
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"Hey Hoss," Joe poked him, laughing. "Can you see Adam pulling over every mile so she 

can fix her bonnet?!" 

They laughed but Adam didn't join in. He studied the door to the street so hard it looked 

like he thought it would fall off its hinges. Hoss and Joe exchanged glances. They could read 

each other’s thoughts, that Adam had mostly recovered physically from his fall—though now 

and again they'd catch him stretching his back out—but emotionally he wasn't quite the same 

since he’d lost Laura and Peggy.  And Night Owl, the small Crow boy, was all he talked about.  

He visited the Crows every chance he got. He wanted to get them moved onto Ponderosa land, 

but both Pa and the Crow chiefs were stubborn on that matter. 

"Hey, Adam." Hoss waited until Adam looked at him. "We won't fun you anymore about 

LizaSue if it bothers you." 

Adam smiled. "It's not that, Hoss. You know I can take as good as I give, most times. 

But..." he shrugged off a wall of inconstant thought and leaned forward. "You remember last 

week, when we found that Paiute shot and dumped on a dead cow carcass?" 

"Yeah, we gave him a decent burial---." 

"Decent?" Adam turned to Joe. "Decent would have been bringing him back to his own 

people." 

"Oh, come on now, Adam, in the condition his body was in...." 

Adam started to argue with Joe but changed his mind and leaned back. 

"And besides, how do you know he wasn't killed by one of his own kind? Or caught 

stealing that cow?"  

"It wasn't one of his own kind. And that cow was dead longer." Adam said with a finality 

that made Joe let it go. 
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"Say, Adam, how come all of a sudden it's botherin’ you?" Hoss asked. "We've seen lots 

of it, whites and Indians not getting’ along, fightin’ each other since we was young'uns. It's not 

getting better but it's not any worse than it was." 

"Look, you remember those Indians who are living just off our north section of the 

Sierras, I stopped a posse from butchering them, and they stood their ground peaceably against 

the U.S. Army?
8
 Ever since then…" he picked a coin up off the table and twirled it. "There are 

things I should be doing besides cattle ranching. I can’t explain it any better than that." He stood 

and drained his coffee. "Listen, I don’t know when I’ll be back. After I drop off LizaSue I may 

ride to the fort and offer to sign on." 

"Sign on? As what?"  Joe, as usual, wanted the comment in black and white. 

"Ah, come on, Adam."  Hoss couldn’t look his brother in the eye but he knew Adam was 

serious.  Hoss could see it coming for weeks now, but avoided looking it in the face. 

"As Indian agent, Joe. I can help tribes find land peacefully where they can live as they 

want to live." Adam finished his coffee and stood. "Indians are being forced to treat for land they 

don’t believe anyone can own alone, and they expect to continue to share the land equally.  This 

is why they continue to hunt, why they’re caught off reservations—because they don’t 

understand the concept.  They’re forced to give up the resources of the land along with the land 

itself, something they don’t understand—and no one explains anything appropriately, causing 

more violence, more bloodshed." 

"Wait a minute, you’re giving up ranching? Leaving the Ponderosa? Just like that?" Joe 

knew better than to raise his voice to his older brother when he was in a reflective mood like this, 

but didn’t always stop and think about Adam’s mood before getting riled. 

"Pa’s only gonna let you give away so much of the Ponderosa, Adam, even to Indians---." 

                                                 
8
 See “After the Fall,” at  http://www.williamsmith.org/bonanzaauthorlist.html  

http://www.williamsmith.org/bonanzaauthorlist.html
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"I don’t mean it like that, Hoss." 

"So you’re going to just ride off and leave me and Hoss here to do all the work? While 

you go riding around being pals to the Indians? What good do you think that’ll do?"  

"Joe, listen to me a minute---." 

"I remember when you went off to college, I was a kid and I believed I’d never see you 

again. I felt miserable until I finally decided, to hell with it, people die all the time but life still 

goes on. Then you came home from college, and I thought you were this strange older version of 

Pa. I had to get used to you all over again." 

"What are you trying to say, Joe?" 

Joe pursed his lips before looking up, his eyes strangely hardened. "If you leave again, 

and the rest of us have to wait, every day, wondering whether you’ll be back---." 

"Just because I want to take a position with the U.S. government doesn’t mean---." 

"I think it does, too, Adam," Hoss said quietly. 

"I should have kept it to myself." Adam stood and walked outside. 

Joe chased after him and Hoss reluctantly followed.  "Come on, brother, let’s have this 

out. What’s your real reason for leaving?" 

"My real reason?" Adam acted as though thinking hard. "I’m sick of you." 

Like a snake Joe lashed out with his fist but Adam blocked the blow. Hoss grabbed Little 

Joe’s arm. Joe turned on Hoss and just as quickly started to laugh.  Finally he turned back to 

Adam and put an apologetic hand on his brother’s shoulder. "I’m sorry, Adam. But you’ve been 

away a lot lately. It’s got on my nerves. And with Pa feeling poorly---." 

"I think LizaSue is waitin’ for you, Adam." 

Adam turned to see her sitting in her buggy watching him.  
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"You can do this and still come back to the ranch, right?" Joe nearly bit himself but the 

boyish pleading had already escaped. 

"Sure, Joe." Adam waved to LizaSue and her returning smile made her bonnet loosen by 

the way she immediately turned to fuss with it. He sighed. Getting hitched to LizaSue, what a 

thought. He felt Joe and Hoss behind him, still worrying. "Ah, don’t worry, we’ve got a good 

couple of weeks before roundup. I’ll be back in time." He shook Hoss’s hand and slugged Joe’s 

shoulder before turning away.  

But his throat closed up tight, making it hard for him to swallow. He can control his own 

reactions to change, but not theirs.  The pain he left behind he’d have no control over.  And that 

hurt worse than anything else. 

"Adam, we need to get riding. Father’s waiting." LizaSue yelled. 

Adam forced a smile as he hitched his horse to the back of her buggy and patted it under 

its mane. He got up into the buggy and took the reins from LizaSue. "You been waiting long?" 

"Long enough and you know it, Mr. Cartwright. I know you were spending time in the 

International with your brothers." Her tone was filled with honey, only a touch of lemon, so 

Adam didn’t respond except with a smile. "How long will it take us to get there?" 

"Four Troughs? Four days maybe. We'll follow the Truckee River for a piece before 

finding a route east through the hills." Adam gave the reins a shake and the horse she called 

Dancer started off. Adam held the reins tight to keep the horse within the town's legal limits. 

There was more to LizaSue than it seemed, handling a big, excitable horse like this.  

"Are you sure your father wants you up in Four Troughs? That's desert country, and just a 

small mining town." 

"Can we ride out of town first before I tell you the whole story? My nose is just closing 

up on me here. I need some fresh air." 
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Adam smirked as he gave the reins another shake. Virginia City might not be the most 

sanitary of towns, but the wind mostly carried odors elsewhere. Perhaps she was taking him for a 

ride, as well.  She had heard his plans for this trip to the fort where the army was temporarily 

stationed and it was just his luck that her father, a colonel, lived in this small town that happened 

to be on his way. 

"Did I tell you Father wants to run for governor?" 

"Huh. A military man as governor? Well, I guess if they can be president. Personally I 

think we’re better off with lawyers. Not much better." Maybe if Lincoln had been a military man, 

he could have seen the inevitable conclusion of the War of Succession. Not that foreseeing 

would have made any difference to saving his life.  His own experiences with the slavery issue 

and with Lincoln made him know firsthand that there were more issues than what common 

ordinary folk are led to believe.  And Lincoln himself, since Adam’s experiences East in 1862, 

became much more the abolitionist than how he’d started out.   

He smiled as he listened to LizaSue chattering—all things really do happen for a reason. 

"Father is having a party Saturday night at Four Troughs, that’s why he’s there, getting 

the event prepared. He’s invited everyone for miles around—even your pa should have got an 

invite. He plans to announce his candidacy for the next election." 

"Then I guess it’s understandable why he wants you there." 

"And he specifically asked that you bring me." 

Adam feigned surprise. "Why, Miss LizaSue, are you flirting with me?" As she laughed, 

Adam realized that he didn’t mind being taken for a ride. Talking to Colonel Ledders about the 

Indian agent vacancy was only a matter of formality. He had already decided to accept the 

position.  After that, he might just feel like going back to Four Troughs and doing a little 
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dancing. "I guess the area is growing up, even though it’s years yet before we will see a 

railroad." 

"Oh Adam, I bet Virginia City will get as big as New York when that happens!" 

Adam laughed but with a bitter edge. "I hope not.  Can you see tall brick buildings 

crawling down the side of that mountain?" 

They traveled on with considerable laughter and small talk and Adam figured this won’t 

be such an uncomfortable trip after all. 

*** 

"Hoss! Whatcha got there?" Roy Coffee stood out on the walk in front of the sheriff’s 

office, dirt smudges on his brown trousers and tan vest and his shirt half undone, looking as 

though he’d just finished cleaning his office with a scrub bucket. He took off his spectacles and 

wiped at them with his kerchief as Hoss walked over to him. 

Big gentle Hoss held two squirming pups under one arm, one all black and one black and 

brown, his other arm heavy with his saddlebag. The pups wiggled and nipped at his arm, making 

his grin spread wider. "Oh hey, Roy, this here's our new range pups." 

"Ah. Tough spring roundup, was it?" 

"That's right." Hoss nodded at Roy and continued on toward his horse, trying to figure 

out how to get these pups to stay still all the way home.  

Roy watched, as Hoss stopped, seeming to wonder if he needed a box or some kind of 

sack or something, or if the pups would fit in his saddlebag.  "Ah, Hoss?" 

"Yeah?" He turned back, his mind on the pups. He didn’t want to put living critters in a 

sack. 

"Is that your brother I saw heading north?" 
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"Yeah, Roy, and I'd be careful if I was you. He doesn't take too kindly to bein’ heckled 

about doin’ favors for LizaSue." 

"Well, Jimminelle, boy, everyone in town knows he’s doing favors for LizaSue.  She 

musta told everyone in town. No, it ain’t that. I got word that the posse giving us grief over that 

Indian attack on white settlers awhile back is not letting things lie like we thought. You 

remember ‘em, Hoss, you got ‘em living out near your land there, don’t ya?" 

"Yeah, yeah, I know ‘em, Roy." 

"Word is they’re going to drive them Indians off’n your land if they have to kill every last 

one of ‘em. And they got a powerful grudge against Adam, too." 

Hoss somberly studied the back of the black pup's head. 

"Now I don’t know how serious this is, mind you. So far it’s just talk between one or two 

of ‘em. I’m gonna try my hand at calming them down. But Hoss, you and me both know how the 

government feels about them Indians." 

"Yeah, Roy, that’s a fact." 

"I hear tell that even if we were to take them Indians to court for the trial of the Johnson 

murders, no government official has to take their word on anything. They say an Indian’s word 

can’t be trusted. Don’t matter who fired the first shot, neither." 

"And that’s about as unfair as anythin’ can be." 

"You and me know it. But our opinions don’t count." 

"Tell you what, you let Pa and me know if’n they head out to cause trouble. We’ll put 

enough men together and stop ‘em." 

"Now Hoss, you know you can’t draw down on your neighbors to save Indians. You’d be 

in for a peck of trouble, more trouble than even you Cartwrights can handle." 

"If they want to threaten my brother, Roy, we can sure enough put a stop to it.” 
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Roy walked back to his office and watched as Hoss got on his horse. He felt a little easier 

now that he gave that warning. Not much, but a little. In an official capacity, he couldn’t do 

much else.  

*** 

Hoss rode up to the ranch as quick as he dared with pups tucked in his saddlebags. "Pa! 

Pa!" 

Hop Sing came running out of the kitchen door. "Something on fire, Mr. Hoss?" 

"No, Hop Sing, but I need Pa. Where is he?" 

"He gone, help brand caffs. They run into tlouble on back range and short men." 

"Short men? You mean, like you, Hop Sing?" 

"Like me?" Hop Sing caught on and chuckled. "Oh, you a funny man, Mr. Hoss. Velly 

funny." He shook his head, laughing as he went back into the house. 

Hoss took the pups out to the bunkhouse. Like Roy says, it's probably nothing. He’ll let 

them know if they have anything to worry over. Problem was, could he let them know in time? 

Hoss knew one thing for sure—Adam would really be hurting if something happened to 

that little Crow boy. 

*** 

Adam squinted up at the setting sun. Another hour and they'd have to make camp for the 

night. LizaSue had squealed when he told her there would be no rooms for rent past Truckee 

Meadows and they were already long past. She admitted she never gave their sleeping 

arrangement much thought but in such a way that Adam knew she meant just the opposite. 

They had been following the lush Truckee River, but soon they were going to have to 

veer east of the shade of trees keeping them moderately cooled to follow a rocky and difficult 

barren trail over the foothills of the Sierras. And beyond that, desert, before they reached the 
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town of Four Troughs just west of a stream that often went dry. That meant a hot two days ahead 

of them by the looks of the sky. He had to admit, though rather unwillingly, that she was made of 

much stouter stuff than he imagined. He could feel the inklings of respect for her, and something 

else he didn't feel ready to acknowledge. A feeling like desire coupled with a newborn interest to 

make this trip as pleasant and comfortable as possible. 

But the thought of seeing her wilt in the next few days couldn’t give him the jumpy 

feeling he carried well hidden. Could be knowing what can creep out from behind rocks in the 

middle of nowhere. Could be the memory of that murdered Indian slinking back into his mind, 

the killer yet unknown. He couldn’t escape the memory of hate in men’s eyes when they sought 

their unjust form of justice against the Crow. Without thinking about it, his hand slipped down to 

his holster. 

"Oh, Adam, it really is peaceful out here, isn't it? Not a soul around for miles, just you 

and I and our horses. You might almost say it's---."  

Adam shushed her. Two horses stood off to the left by a cluster of sage. He reached for 

his gun but saw a man and a boy, unarmed, waving to him. The man leaned over his mount’s 

right hoof, holding it up.  

"Adam, what do they want?" 

"Let’s find out, but from a distance."  He steered the buggy toward them, but pulled up 

short to keep a safe distance between them. 

"Hey, we are glad to see you." The older man, rough and dirty, smiled at them through 

his poverty. Adam couldn’t finger what didn’t seem right about him. The boy's face was 

smudged and hair unruly and his smile didn’t hide the sadness in his eyes.  

"What's the problem?"  
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The man held up a horseshoe in his other hand. "Horse threw a shoe. You carry any nails 

with you?" 

Adam squinted at the horseshoe—not nicked or rusted, not even a little bent up as riding 

through rough rock'll do.  As the man's face fell, Adam looked down at the horse. The hooves, 

needing a trim, were nicked and split. None of those hooves had shoes. 

"Please, mister?" The boy said. "We've been stranded without food…."  

While the boy distracted Adam, the man went for the gun hidden in his shirt. In the 

second it took him to pull it out, Adam drew and shot the gun from his hand. 

"What kind of trade is this to teach a boy?" Adam shook his head, hold the gun on them.  

“Go on, get on your way.” 

As the two mounted up and rode off, Adam put his arm around LizaSue.  They watched 

until he couldn’t see them any longer. He thought he noted something familiar about the man, 

but he couldn’t place a finger on it. "Gonna ruin those animals." LizaSue clutched him tightly, 

trembling. "Hey, are you all right?" 

"That was ... I've never ... they were..." 

"Just two desperate people." 

"They'll try it again, though, won't they? Maybe not to us, but ... there's no law out here. 

Oh, Adam, I'm so lucky you were here." 

"They just made a mistake." Shaking off the odd feeling those two stirred in him, Adam 

looked for a path leading around the side of a hill through the rocks. He steered the horse and 

buggy to a flatter clearing amid the rock and sage. Their two waylayers had made use of it, even 

made a fire while they waited for someone to jump. Or maybe they just took advantage of an 

unexpected opportunity. "We may as well camp here for the night. Not much left to the sun. Our 

friends counted on that, too." 
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"But you see like a cat in the dark, don’t you?" LizaSue leaned up against him. He could 

feel her trembling change in his arms as her hands moved up to his neck.  Adam jumped down 

out of the buggy, missing her dismayed frown.  She looked around, wrinkling her nose. "We’re 

going to sleep here?" When she looked up into the darkening sky she shrugged. "All right." 

LizaSue looked Adam straight in the eye. "Might get cozy, at that." 

Adam removed the bits from both horses.  He pulled Dancer to the brush and roped her 

securely, then loosened his horse to graze on what it could find. He couldn’t trust Dancer as well, 

but kept its rope loose enough for it to browse the grass there.  He helped LizaSue down, and she 

held on to him, threw her arms around him and kissed him.  

After a surprised moment Adam responded, kissing her back.  Instead of looking away in 

embarrassment after the kiss she stared at him boldly, waiting. Adam took off her bonnet and 

brushed her hair off her forehead. "Let's ... make some supper." 

During a light supper of fried pork and beans Adam listened to LizaSue talk. She was 

surprisingly self sufficient, had to be all her life, and proud of it by the light in her eyes and the 

lift of her chin. Her soft light brown hair shimmered in the campfire, and her smooth velvet 

hands took hold of any opportunity to touch him. As Adam poured the coffee she quieted and 

studied him. She held her skirt against her legs and squiggled close to him. At his smile she 

placed a hand on his arm, her eyes digging imploringly into his. 

"Liza, I enjoy your company, well, most of the time. We have our differences, but then, 

no two people are really alike, I mean, look at my brothers, we---." 

LizaSue put a finger on his lips. "Adam, what are you trying to say?" 

"Just that..." he leaned over and took her in his arms again. They kissed and conversed, as 

the night closed down around them and the fire embers died. 

*** 
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Startled awake shortly before dawn, Adam found LizaSue leaning over him. "I didn't 

sleep too well. How about you?" She kissed him lightly on the lips. 

He sat up. "Did you hear something?" Could the morning light cause the hills to tremble?  

He very carefully didn’t share this worry with her. 

"Only my heart beating against yours." She threw herself across his lap. "Let’s take up 

where we left off last night.  I’d sure feel better.  This rough life is really hard on the spirits." 

"Hard on the---." 

Four horses came around the hills before Adam could untangle himself from her arms. 

Snorting, hard ridden horses with Indians holding the reins came to a stop in front of them. 

Adam stood and pushed LizaSue behind him. 

"We … are friends." He used his best Paiute tongue, although these appeared to be Crow 

by their dress. "Just … passing through."  But then he saw something more in them that bothered 

him, but he wasn’t sure quite what---. 

One Indian raised his rifle and fired. 

"No!" LizaSue screamed as Adam staggered backward into her and fell to the ground at 

her feet. She dropped down next to him, reaching out but not touching the blood from the hole in 

his shoulder. "Oh Adam, no."  

The Indian lowered his rifle as they rode forward. LizaSue, tears streaming down her 

face, saw the blue eyes under the leader’s dirt smudged face—they had the clothing but little else 

that marked them as Indian. 

"Get the girl." He ordered to another in plain English. 

Another ‘Indian’ jumped off his horse and grabbed LizaSue, pulling her off Adam. 

"Let me go! I have to help him! Stop it!" 
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But he threw her up on the horse of another who pinned her hard against him. As she 

watched, helpless, they stripped the camp clean, the buggy and both horses taken away with 

them. They rode off with Liza screaming, leaving Adam bleeding and unconscious from his fall 

on the rocks behind them. 

***  

Hoss wasn’t sure why he needed to visit the Crow. He knew Adam brought them gifts 

every so often, food and things they could use, and he especially enjoyed seeing the young’un. 

Hoss figured Adam needed the little guy to fill the hole made inside him when Peggy moved 

away with her mother. But who’s to fill the hole left by the mother?  

Despite all their teasing, Hoss didn’t think LizaSue was up to the task.  

Roy’s warning left Hoss a little perturbed, but not enough to worry Pa over. He only 

wanted to warn the Crows. A mile before their camp he got a queasy feeling, like a smell in the 

air that meant trouble, or like nature crying overhead, but he couldn’t figure his feeling closer 

than that. Around another crook in the path, there, sticking out of the brush and rock, was a hand. 

Hoss got off his horse and pulled the brush aside. An Indian, all right. Dead. Stripped naked, too. 

Hoss realized he wasn’t going to like what he found at the Crow camp. 

*** 

Sparks of intense pain throbbed through his brain. Adam tried to push it away, seeking 

blissful black sleep again. Something cold and wet covered his face and the pain worsened. He 

groaned and tried to move but two soft firm hands held him down. 

Slowly the pain subsided, rocking back through his body into his right shoulder. Adam 

opened his eyes. 

The Washoe girl crouched beside him put a crudely fashioned wooden bowl to his lips 

and he sipped at the sappy tasting water until the pain sent him back down again.  
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He blinked hard and tried to talk. The girl shushed him, saying a few words in her tongue 

that his fuzzy mind couldn't comprehend. She seemed familiar but his eyes didn’t allow for 

focus.  He could only think some angel had been sent to him from the heavens.  

She signed for him: 'Lie, pain will pass, bullet out,' so he closed his eyes again. 

Adam felt better the second time he awoke, although at first he didn't recognize it 

because his thirst was enormous. A wooden bowl sat on his left, so he rolled that way and 

reached with his right, but his right arm had been roped to the ground both at the wrist and at the 

elbow. With the pain spurred in his shoulder all the memory of what happened came flooding 

back. He squeezed his eyes shut and groaned, the pain washing fresh through him, through the 

wound and into his mind.  

LizaSue. The Crow took her. But why the Crow…why did they shoot him?  Why… 

because … they were not the Crow at all. 

He opened his eyes to the welcome sight of the girl leaning over him. She gave him a 

small drink of water. He looked into her deep brown eyes, at her velvet black hair, the familiar 

lovely smile. Ayissai. He looked around the oblong grass and mud lodging, their medicine lodge. 

He didn’t visit the Washoe often, but only knew them from a few times he visited the Paiutes 

while they camped together.  The Washoe tended to discourage all white contact. 

"How many days..." he licked his lips, "moons have I been here?" He hoped she could 

understand his broken attempt at their language. He knew only a few words and phrases and his 

throbbing head made even those feeble attempts incomprehensible. 

"Moons?" When he nodded she showed him one finger, twice. 

"Two days?" He groaned. "A girl with me? LizaSue?" When she shook her head, he sat 

up with a jerk, fighting the dizziness that threatened to push him back down. He reached for the 
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rope that held his right arm down, but his fingers couldn't work the knots, they felt as lifeless as 

cooked cow meat. He relinquished himself to her gentle pressure and lay back down. 

She signed with fingers to her mouth. 

"Food?"  He nodded. "I guess so. Wait." He grabbed for her hand but missed, his fingers 

brushing her skin. "How did you find me?" 

"Adam Cartwright, speak to my father," she said brokenly, demonstrating enough 

knowledge of English to make herself understood. 

"Is … your tribe … well?" He tried to remember her father but couldn’t.  He only 

remembered her because—well, because he did.  

"We are a poor people." 

"Your English is getting better." 

"Sleep." She left the grass and mud medicine lodge, the animal hide flap slapping neatly 

back in place. 

"Ayissai." He put his head back and sighed. "I have to get out of here." 

When she brought the food to him she also brought two of her elders who seated 

themselves without ceremony at his feet. Ludtai he recognized but not the younger one. Ludtai 

had always been mistrustful of Adam’s intent and purpose with the Paiutes, and never welcomed 

him into their village. "Who did this to you?" Ludtai used his own tongue.  

"Men, Different tribe." Adam saw them look at him without surprise. "A girl ... my 

companion ... woman, dead? When you found me?" He looked at Ayissai. 

Ayissai shook her head. She placed his food bowl in his good hand. She gently touched 

his cheek with one finger and got behind him to help him sit up. His bad shoulder stung with 

pain but he fought not to let pain show on his face. 
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Still, Ayissai felt pain shuddering through him, and saw the sweat glistening his forehead. 

She knelt behind him and cradled him tenderly, just elevated enough to eat but to also keep his 

shoulder down and relaxed. 

"Do not struggle." Ludtai advised him. 

Ayissai took a small piece of raw red meat from the bowl and fed it to him, then gave him 

a small sip of water. Adam was surprised to find he had an appetite. 

"Do you know what tribe?" Ludtai continued.  Ayissai acted as interpreter for the men, 

but the words she knew were less than adequate, so Adam had to keep his words simple. 

"Crow.  Must be … renegades." Adam waved off Ayissai’s help and started taking the 

food with his good hand, while studying the faces of the elders.  He wanted to say he felt they 

were whites in Crow disguise but wasn’t sure how to express it.  Their expressions, however, 

indicated they might already know.  

As she held the bowl so he could eat, Adam and the elders continued this talk. They told 

him it could not have been Crow but would not say why. Adam didn’t like the way this denial 

made him feel, but with their language barrier he couldn’t get into the feelings, only 

acknowledged that he may have been mistaken.  

It took quite a bit more time, but finally they both came to understand from each other 

that these had been white men riding the country disguised as Indians and stealing women.  

Several of their women were also missing.  

In sudden fear Adam scrambled to get to his feet, only to find his arm still roped down.  

Dizziness more than rope forced him back down.  He let Ayissai help him back into a 

comfortable position.  "Do you … know where their camp is—where they were headed?" 

"Know that they move, every night. Take people, keep prisoners. Steal food. Butcher 

cattle." 
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"And all disguised as Indians?" Adam waved at Ayissai to put the food down and he 

struggled to sit up. "I have to find them before the trail is gone."  

Ludtai  waited as Ayissai interpreted the few words she could.  "The spirits... send you to 

us..." and at this point he and the other began talking rapidly in their own tongue.  

Adam could feel Ayissai listen intently behind him, at one point tensing over something 

they said. They talked about him and she didn't like what they were saying. 

She gave him the water that he indicated.  He couldn’t seem to get enough water to 

drench his sweating body, thinking he might turn into a river himself. When he finished drinking 

and looked up, the three stood and without sharing another thought left him alone in the lodge. 

Adam flexed the fingers of his right hand. His gun hand. If they had wanted him dead, he 

would be. No Crow, but dressed like Crow. Then who?  The fear that kept returning made him 

shudder as though naked in a Tahoe blizzard.  

He reached again for the rope again, knowing he had to leave, but eating had worn him 

out.  He laid back and within minutes fell asleep. 

Ayissai woke him sometime after the sun had set with more food. This time she undid the 

ropes on his arm so he could sit and feed himself. 

"Elders ... your father?" He waited until she nodded. ”Plan capture? Follow the trail and 

find those prisoners?" 

"You rest." 

He looked into her soft brown eyes and realized what he could not tolerate about 

LizaSue. Every move he made, she read something into, as though she believed she knew what 

he would do next instead of just taking his company at face value.  LizaSue constantly analyzed 

him. "You know I cannot stay." Adam swallowed hard, the food he chewed pushing against the 

lump in his throat. He had to help LizaSue but he did not want to leave here. At the same time he 
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feared the killing method they’d used to obtain those Crow clothes and felt the ache in his heart 

over the boy Night Owl. And for his people, supposedly safe out on the Ponderosa.  Those men 

looking for vengeance killed them, stole their clothes and then made it appear that Indians were 

warring and deserve to be killed.  "I have to leave."  

She looked down and nodded. "Yes." 

"Tell me how you've become so good at English." 

"Friend. Yours." 

"Who? What friend?" 

"Sall-ee."  Ayissai used her particular dialect pronunciation for the name, making the 

plain sound melodic. 

Adam nodded. A retired school teacher, she dedicated herself to the Indians, bringing 

them food, medicine and helping to break the language barriers. She supposedly gave them 

catechism lessons too, but had often told Adam, with a kind of glow, how well they honored 

their own gods. He remembered Sally made him wish she were younger, or he was older. 

After he finished eating, Ayissai made him hold still while she removed the dried mud 

pack she'd put over his wound. Ugly and throbbing but the wound seemed clean. She took some 

brown powder out of a small pouch and sprinkled it on the wound. Then after making Adam 

drink more water she made another mud pack in the wooden bowl and covered the wound again. 

The cool mixture soothed every part of him—everywhere she touched him awakened a part of 

him that needed touching.  

She pulled out a leather strap, tied it around his neck in a sling and helped him fit his 

hand through. He winced sharply but at the touch of her hand to his cheek relaxed the pain away.  

 "You didn't have to do this. You could have left me out there to die."  
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She sat back and looked at him. "No. Not you, Adam." She stood. "You are not ready." A 

tear trickled down her face as she leaned over and kissed him lightly on the cheek. "Take care, 

Adam Cartwright. Find your woman." She left the lodge. 

"Wait, she's not---." He stared at the door. LizaSue. He had to concentrate to get himself 

to move.  As he stood, he had to lean against the lodge walls until the ground stood still again. 

He took his time to get outside, finally leaning exhausted against a tree. A painted horse 

stood a few feet away, stamping its feet. It looked well stocked, a blanket, bulging pouches, they 

even draped his gun belt over the horse’s neck but bullets would be limited without the rest of his 

gear, which must have been taken by the renegades.  

He grabbed onto the horse's mane, and after a couple missed attempts managed to pull 

himself up. They had given him, thankfully, a small mustang.  He sure wasn’t used to being 

saddle-less.  

He urged it forward. LizaSue was his responsibility. But it was Ayissai’s loving concern 

that traveled with him.  

*** 

Even finding the naked Crow in the bushes didn’t prepare Hoss for the devastation he 

found at the Crow village or his feelings of anguish and anger. The village had been carefully 

burned, tended so that the fire wouldn’t ride the wind into other homesteads nearby. That meant 

the marauders had to stand and watch, and probably even drove the people back into the fire who 

tried to escape. Some women, half burned, had been chopped in two, men viciously slashed and 

left to die or burn, and even children—children! Where was Night Owl? But some bodies were 

charred beyond recognition and more had been stripped of clothing. Several had been scalped. 

Hoss didn’t have an outlet for his anger, except to sit on the ground and cry. 

*** 
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The Washoe acted on instinct, knowing to let Adam go near dusk, and what he needed to 

keep healing while he traveled. They had included roots and powders he could only assume were 

medicines and he also found, along with an abundance of dried meats and vegetables, two 

pouches of water and water pellets for the horse. They had carefully hidden a skinning knife in 

the horse blanket. They meant well, but he had the feeling that one bullet from his gun was all 

the further he’d get. 

They had him headed in a westerly direction, but since he’d been moved by the Indians 

after being shot, he couldn't be sure where he was.  As he rode out he watched carefully for 

landmarks that he might recognize.  He thought hard about these men who'd taken LizaSue and 

remembered seeing, just before the shot, a pale color in the long hair of one of them.  Adam 

realized who the leader of the group could be. Val.  Knowing it didn’t make him any easier about 

what he had to do.  If anything, it meant that Val, an old friend, and the others had gone insane.  

They took their angry vengeance on an innocent tribe of Indians and now ran as outlaws. 

Ayissai said he wasn’t ready and she also knew he had no choice. But the pain, after 

riding the horse only a mile in the dark, had risen to a low scream in his shoulder. Outside of the 

cool lodge, the remaining heat of the cooling desert just over the rocky ledge stirred up a slow 

fire inside his head—fever.  He would have to find a place to sleep away the hottest part of the 

day.  He pulled a couple roots out of the bag they gave him and recognized one to chew on to 

help with any potential infection. 

He couldn't go back. LizaSue depended on him. His carelessness meant he had to get her 

back or die trying.  Her father, future governor perhaps, depended on him—her father, who had 

insisted she make this journey for a party. Now they could both end up dead. 
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The root tasted bitter at first but once his mouth went numb he could feel its soothing 

affect.  They probably went to great lengths not only to find what he needed but also to purify it 

in ceremony. They wanted him to find not only LizaSue but their woman as well.   

The horse stamped impatiently as Adam got his bearings. So the Washoe, who tried to 

find these men themselves and failed, felt he could do it? That meant thinking like a white man 

because these renegades were white. Outlaws like this, in disguise, would want obscurity, 

somewhere near a water source. They had prisoners to provide for. If their intentions were to 

keep them alive, and, Adam realized with a shudder, their intentions toward women prisoners 

were most likely physical, they would also need a place to furnish them with supplies.  An 

outpost and obscurity.  

Adam looked up at the stars until he had his direction—they might use the fort that had 

been his original destination.  He drank too much of the water he’d been given but couldn’t help 

it and felt a little cooler. He’d have to find more to get him past the sunrise that was sure to 

come. 

*** 

"Pa, you didn’t see the village. Men who would do that are lettin’ hate control ‘em and 

would do anything!" 

"We have no proof it was those same men, Hoss. Or that they’d have any kind of 

vengeance plan against Adam." 

"I think we have to tell Adam about this, Pa." Joe’s quiet assertion broke into the angry 

silence. "He has to know about little Night Owl." 

"We’re not going riding after your brother." 

Hoss frowned. "He’ll know soon enough anyhow."  
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Joe nodded. "Yeah, and then he’ll act on it officially. But what about how he’ll feel 

personally?" 

Ben looked at Joe. "What does that mean?" 

"Adam will feel pretty awful if---." 

"No, about the officially acting on it." 

Hoss exchanged a worried glance with Joe. "He uh … told us he plans to get a job as an 

Indian agent." 

"He what!?"  Ben studied his boys’ faces, and suddenly remembered the conversation 

he’d had with Adam only days earlier, the conversation he’d not put much weight on and then 

had forgotten.  He hadn’t paid enough attention to it at the time.  Now he might have every 

reason to regret this neglect. “Adam…plans to take a job away from us—from the Ponderosa?” 

Joe cleared his throat, voice barely a whisper. "He wants to help other tribes the way he 

helped the Crows." 

"I see." Ben knew the Crow village meant a lot to Adam, but now it also stood for a sense 

of pride and the belief that he could make a difference in this culturally torn apart world. 

"We have to find Adam."  

Ben heard an unmistakable threat in Hoss’s voice. "What do you mean?" 

"Because some of the Indians had been stripped of their clothes." 

"That doesn’t mean----." 

"Everyone knows Adam headed out with LizaSue.  What if they want to make him hate 

Indians, too?" 

Joe stood from the settee where he had been slouched. "Pa, we better go find him." 

Ben stared at the floor. "Adam’s a grown man. He wouldn’t take kindly to us riding two 

nights and days to catch him just to give him a warning that’s probably for nothing." 
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Hoss shoved his hands in his dungarees and stared at the floor. "Mind if Joe and I go out 

riding awhile?" 

"Yeah, Pa, we would just make sure he’s okay without him knowing and come back." 

Finally Ben nodded. "Can’t stop you from taking a ride." 

Hoss and Joe ran to the door and grabbed their coats. 

"Boys!" Ben went up to them and put a hand on each of their shoulders. "I’m going with 

you. I could use the exercise." 

*** 

Ben and Joe watched as Hoss got off his horse. The ground had gotten rockier but the 

tracks appeared to be deliberately washed. They had followed the buggy tracks for nearly a day 

and only five miles out of town the hooves of riders covered the buggy tracks.  

Hoss shook his head. "They deliberately followed Adam and LizaSue's trail.  No reason 

to think otherwise, after thirty miles of the same trail. We stay on this trail and we'll come up 

with something before long." With the reins in his hand he walked his horse for a bit, then 

stopped and bent over again. "Hey, Joe, come here." 

"What is it?" Joe jumped down by him. 

"Look at this." Hoss pointed, indicating a different direction than the one they'd been 

following. "Indian ponies." 

"Yup, they're lighter than the other ones, all right. Newer trail, too, see how the other one 

is blown looser in spots. I don't think one trail has anything to do with the other, Hoss." 

"No, I reckon not. I just don't like the idea that if Adam hasn't met with one kind of 

trouble, he's met with another." 

"Don't concern yourself with Indians, Hoss, Adam can handle himself.  It's this first 

group, the way they picked up his trail and didn't get off it again." 
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Ben heard them clear enough. No denying what they didn’t want to know—Adam and 

LizaSue met up with some big trouble somewhere up ahead. 

And probably days have passed since then. 

Ben spurred Buck on ahead of them. "If God is on our side, they've kept Adam and 

LizaSue alive." 

"If they didn't, they didn't bother to bury them," Joe added. He was glad Pa didn't hear 

him. "Pa's mighty upset," he said to Hoss. "We don't need him getting sick again." 

"Yeah." Hoss started his horse trotting. "But what's even worse is what will happen to 

him if we find Adam dead." 

“Not fond of the idea myself.” Joe kicked Cochise into a gallop. 

*** 

The sun fried the sand as the day wore on. Adam had traveled a lot farther than he 

expected he could in such a short time, thanks to the horse's energy. The Outpost most just called 

a fort some miles back was a shambles, men either dead or driven off to report an Indian raid, 

and now he had no idea where to go except this felt like the right way.  Tracks appeared to 

disappear for miles at a time, as though deliberately washed.  But they wouldn’t expect him and 

that could help him gain an advantage he sorely needed.  But he couldn’t stop himself from 

knowing that even if he found LizaSue he may never get her out alive.  

“That would put a strain on our romance,” he thought in near hysteria. 

Something in this trail felt wrong, but he couldn’t figure out why. Adam got down off his 

horse for a closer look. A sudden wave of dizziness hit him and he sank to the ground. The day 

was hot, too hot. He dragged himself to his feet and took the other water pouch off the horse. He 

poured a little more water on the bandana he wore around his forehead. He swallowed too much, 

too quickly and before he could stop himself this pouch was empty. He took out another of the 
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thirst pellets for the horse. After studying the edible water balloon for a moment, he gave it to the 

horse. 

He needed to find shade and sleep but he feared it, feared not being able to get up again. 

He rubbed the back of his neck where the leather strap dug into his skin. Not enough shade for 

him and the horse to sleep in around here anyway. 

Adam bent down to examine some brush. What first looked like a blooming flower was a 

piece of cloth. With a shaky left hand he pried it loose. He concentrated with his eyes shut, trying 

to remember LizaSue’s dress. When he finally got her in his mind he looked back at the cloth. 

Either she put it here herself to mark the way or... 

His right hand jerked toward his gun but because the leather strap still held it in place, the 

stinging bolt of pain through his shoulder sent him down on one knee. 

"Enough! You're feeling sorry for yourself, turning yourself into a child. If it wants to 

hurt, let it hurt and be done with it!"  

He took his right arm out of the sling and flexed his fingers. He threw the sling away and 

clenched his teeth.  He clenched his fingers and slammed his fist into the ground. With a scream 

that broke off in his throat, he passed out on the hot dry ground. 

*** 

Ayissai tried to run forward when Adam fell but Tukwaida stopped her. 

"Brother," she whispered to his hand on her arm. "I can help him, make him better, keep 

him going." 

"Yes, you can make him better, but he will not be able to find the way." 

"I will not keep him from---." 
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"You will stop him, little one, with you to lean on, he will no longer listen to his heart 

and his mind. This Adam Cartwright has the strong need of finding his woman to force him back 

to his feet. But he must believe he is alone." 

"But he will die there!" 

"Not yet.  Wait.  If he does not get up soon we will worry.  For now, wait." 

*** 

The horse stamped its foot by Adam's head, impatient to be moving through the heat to 

the other side of the foothills. The Indians trained the horse well for traveling through the desert, 

for knowing where on the other side water could be found, and it knew well that until it got there 

this human provided its water. 

It pushed Adam's neck and whinnied in his ear. Slowly Adam came out of it. He put his 

good arm around the horse's neck and allowed the animal to pull him to his feet.  He climbed on 

the horse’s back and together they set off again. His wound had begun to bleed again, but at least 

he could no longer feel the pain. 

Just over the next ridge Adam stopped. The man and boy he had run into earlier were 

dead on the ground, killed and left to rot by people without even the decency to cover them. 

They ran into the Crow—no, whites dressed as Crow. The posse he tangled with some time 

ago—no, don’t think that.  No proof.  They are friends—were.  Can I draw against them?  If I 

know the Crow are dead, yes.  Before then?  LizaSue will help me decide.  How she’s been 

treated. 

Too many questions made his head hurt. Adam closed down thought and followed the 

trail with his eyes that led from these two bodies. The trail widened and went up a ridge, hooves 

of many horses. Only four had attacked him, but this appeared to be twenty or more. That was 
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the way then, up out of the desert into a plateau. The tracks were fresh, not more than a couple 

hours old. They must be feeling secure.  But how to use his advantage? 

At the top of the plateau Adam alighted and crouched.  He leaned against a rock and 

peered down into the canyon. They were camped in a semi circle of rock, looking settled and 

content. Some were asleep on the ground, one snoring. Others were off to one side eating, and 

still others checking weapons. Only three were dressed as Indians. A total of twelve, most he 

couldn’t identify, at least, not from this distance.  There was Val, all right.  Adam grimaced, 

hating what he’d have to do next.  He couldn't see any women, but heard a nasty strangled 

gasping from what appeared to be a cave opening. He scanned his surroundings, trying to find a 

better vantage point. They had two openings for horses to get through in the red and brown walls 

of rock surrounding them.  Adam climbed over to the northern entrance where a sleepy guard 

stood with his back leaning against the entrance. At least it was cooler here, a little. 

As he studied them, their clothes, the Indian clothes that some wore, he recognized the 

mark of the Crow shaman on one of the leather vests. That vest belonged to Night Owl’s father. 

This time when Adam reached for the gun at his right side, he felt no pain. 

Adam slid around the side of the foothill, carefully staying hidden but seeking a way to 

get closer to the one wearing the holy garb. Adam planned to put a bullet hole in his forehead. 

These people killed the Crow, came back after Adam stood them off, and promised them safety 

on Ponderosa land.  All his fault. Adam got close enough nearly to whisper a man’s name and be 

heard, and he fell backward instead in silent horror. Charlie! One of Pa’s closest friends.  Pa had 

been sure Charlie, at least, would give up the posse soon enough.  

Now they were just men who hated the Crow, who would cross all boundaries, legal or 

not, for their warped idea of justice.  They gave up everything for this vengeance—their lives, 



Cartwright Saga/Bebow-Reinhard/333 

jobs, homes and families.  What chance did any Indian tribe have in this country with men 

willing to give up so much?  Have Pa’s days of preserving the Ponderosa come to an end, too? 

Adam stumbled back down the hill and collapsed onto a patch of rocky ground. Night 

Owl. They killed the tribe, massacred them. Could Night Owl have survived? Did they have the 

decency to let the women and children go? He imagined the Crow, serenely going about their 

days chores, Night Owl laughing as he let another arrow fly at a target, just before the noise, the 

sound of angry men’s horses pounding in the village, gunfire, screams---. 

And as they died, they cursed the name of Adam Cartwright. 

Adam tried to stand again, but a terrifying weakness overwhelmed him, and he let blissful 

sleep carry him away… 

*** 

When he came to found his hands bound behind him.  He lay on a patchy grass area in 

the midst of corralled horses. He picked his head up and squinted into the sun. He had been out 

since late yesterday afternoon and now it was near mid-morning. Some rescue. He wasn’t sure if 

he could even stand.  

As he struggled to get to his knees, he heard laughter behind him. Around the crude 

corral of horses stood four men from the posse—Val, Charlie, Jacobs and Samuels.  They were 

the four he recognized and the others must be stray vagrants they picked up along the way. 

"Well, Adam, thought you could come after us, eh?" 

"Maybe he’s thinking to kill himself some red skins." 

"You get hurt by an Indian attack, Adam? Want to side with your own people for a 

change?’ 

"You know how cruel redskins are now, too." 
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Adam turned to his side and squinted, fighting dizziness. "Yeah. Yeah, I’m on your side 

now. We…we have to go after them. They…took my….a woman that I---." 

"They took his woman! Did you hear that? Nothing worse than a lousy redskin taking a 

man’s woman! Why, she’s probably dead now, too.  Feel like killing yet, Adam?" 

"Gotta find her. Kill whoever did this." 

"Whoever? We been on their trail, Adam, they was Indians!" 

"Yeah, must be the same ones who shot me." Adam could barely whisper. "Do you have 

… water?" 

"Yeah, sure." Jacobs stepped forward, taking over. "Get him some water." He crouched 

down by Adam. "You ain’t fooling me, you know. I’ve known you and your family a long time. 

You’re playing along to get me to untie you.  You think we did this to you, am I right?  Look, 

friend, you’re bleeding to death. Why don’t you just ride on out of here, go get your daddy and 

see if he’ll believe we was the ones who shot you. Go on. Get up. We’ll put you on a horse and 

you can ride right on out of here." 

Breathing hard, barely able to swallow, Adam gritted his teeth in anger.  "I could take 

you down any time you say." 

Jacobs looked behind him at the others, as though thinking they might encourage him to 

give Adam a try. 

Val brought the canteen over but Jacobs waved him away. "No. Adam wants to shoot it 

out with me. I think we oughta give him the chance. That way we can put him out of his misery 

quick. It’s the least we can do for an old friend." 

Adam got to his feet as Palmer entered the corral, carefully to keep from riling the horses. 

He untied Adam and scurried up and over the fencing again. Adam walked to where the gate was 

secured but looked up into the barrel of Samuels’ rifle. 
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"Back up, Adam. You haven’t heard the rules of this little game yet." 

Adam squinted. His vision blurred but he knew where Jacobs was, all right. "Did you kill 

them all, Jacobs?" 

"All?" 

"Even women and children?" 

"Hey, that’s right, Val, Cartwright here was quite fond of a young’un. Probably thinking 

of becoming a Crow hisself."  Jacobs laughed but completely without amusement. 

"Rule one is you fire at me from the center of the corral, with me out here." 

Adam looked around at the horses, subdued for the moment, but looking for a reason to 

run and a route to escape. "Tell me the truth. Did you kill them all?" 

"I don’t kill women or children, unless in self-defense. Rule #2. You shoot with your 

right hand—your useless one." 

Adam looked down at his injured right arm. "How can any man hate so much? And 

understand so little?" 

Jacobs grunted and jumped on Adam’s saddled pony. "Rule three is you shoot at a 

moving target." 

Adam pulled his gun with his left hand and tossed it into his right. Jacobs, surprised, 

pulled his, giving Adam the moment he wanted. He shot Jacobs out of the saddle just as the pony 

under him started to move. 

As he kept his gun out at the other three who only stared, startled, at Jacobs writhing on 

the ground he moved away from the suddenly frantic horses to the fence. "No rules for the 

unjust. That’s what I’ve heard."  He blinked hard as the ground dipped under his feet but 

managed to get out the other side. "All right, go get the girl." 

"Adam!"  
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LizaSue ran out of the small shack, pulling a figure behind her. "Adam, I’m so glad 

you’ve come!" She stopped suddenly at the sight of the dead man and the three others in 

confusion, and the Indian girl with her stopped too; she was dirty and disheveled bruised and 

battered. LizaSue was dirty and disheveled, but her dress wasn't ripped and she did not have a 

beaten look to her. Well, of course not, she was white.  

LizaSue reached out to him, hand caressing his cheek.  “You’re so warm.”  She turned to 

the men still wondering what to do with Val dead.  “Do you see this?!  It’s over!”  She grabbed 

Adam’s gun from him and started firing wildly, as the Indian girl squatted and covered her ears.  

Adam reached for he before she could hurt someone but everything blackened suddenly and he 

felt himself falling.   

His last thought was of Night Owl, holding up an arrow in victory. 

*** 

When he came to again he felt nothing but an excruciating pain. He thought he was 

hallucinating because he could see both Ayissai and Joe hovering over him. Then he heard 

LizaSue’s screeching voice, smiled and drifted off again. 

When Adam awoke again he was in a small bed in a small room that he didn’t recognize, 

a canteen of water at his side. He reached for it with his right hand before remembering, and 

cursed at the pain that flooded him. His arm was still attached to his shoulder—somehow he 

didn’t think his arm was going to make it, even if he did. 

What happened to everyone?  He threw off the moldy blanket covering his legs and 

discovered they had stripped him of clothes. "Pa!? Joe?" 

But Ayissai answered his call. Shyly, as though not sure he would welcome her. She 

changed her mind when she saw his wide smile of surprise and happiness. 
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"Come here." Adam pulled her close and, a bit shyly, he wrapped his good arm around 

her shoulder and kissed her. She didn’t resist. "Tell me what happened. Were you following 

me?" 

"Saw you shoot.  We came out and stopped others, made them afraid.  Get our prisoners, 

we shot two, crazy white woman, she shot one.  And then other white men come. Cartwrights."  

Adam laid back. "Are they still here?" 

"You bet we are, big brother." Joe’s grinning face poked in the doorway, suddenly 

shoved from behind by the big happy hide of Hoss. 

"Joe always hogs the fun.  Hey, Adam, glad to see you." 

"I’m plenty glad to be seen. What happened out there?" 

"Near as I can reckon, the Indians attacked and LizaSue and Amien, that’s this little Crow 

gal that they left alive, they ran for the trail leading west where they ran into us. We got here just 

as the Indians were searching the area for Washoe prisoners and Ayissai was fixing your arm." 

"She’s quite the doctor, Adam, you gotta be mighty grateful to her." Joe said as he patted 

Ayissai on the shoulder. 

Adam grinned at the smirks on his brothers’ faces. "I am. Ahhh, how’s LizaSue?" 

"Quite upset. She missed her father’s party," came his pa’s voice behind them. 

"Pa." Adam realized what it would have meant to Ben if he had found his eldest dead. 

Because he knew, now, how it felt to lose someone as precious as Night Owl. He wanted to 

apologize for every time he or his brothers ever put their Pa through this kind of grief. 

But as Ben stepped toward his son Adam realized that someone hid behind him, and as 

Adam’s quivering smile drifting into puzzlement Ben pulled his arm forward. 

Night Owl ran to Adam, pulled Ayissai away and threw his arms around him. 
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Adam couldn’t feel the pain in his arm, only the happiness, and he could barely laugh for 

crying.  

Joe and Hoss walked out to let Ben, Adam and Night Owl have a reunion. "Hey, hey, 

Hoss, look, there’s LizaSue." 

She sat in the dirt, drawing with a stick. She hadn’t washed since the rescue, and 

appeared only a shadow of the woman they saw riding out of Virginia City. 

Joe walked toward her, holding out his hand. "Hey, LizaSue, are you all right?"  

"Is my father coming?" She didn’t look up at him. 

"I think so. He’s been sent for." Joe crouched down at her side, with Hoss a towering 

force over them. "Adam’s feeling much better now---." 

"I hate them!" LizaSue jammed her stick into the dirt like a vicious knife. "I’m going to 

tell Father, so that he runs every one of them from the countryside." 

"Who, the posse?" Hoss asked, puzzled. 

“No, those Indians! Those filthy Indians! I hate them! I had to sleep with that girl and 

she’s awful! And that other girl, the things she was doing to Adam and she called it healing. It 

was barbarous, that’s all." 

"Come on," Joe stood and held his hand down to her. "If you want to see your father 

when he gets here, you need to get cleaned up." 

She looked up at the two Cartwrights staring down at her. "Help me up." Once on her feet 

she pushed them both away with an anger quite unbecoming a young lady. As she stormed 

toward the river they heard the gallop of horses. LizaSue ran back and hid behind Joe, and then 

Hoss, and peeked out, finally recognizing her father’s caravan of soldiers. 

"Father!" 

Joe and Hoss watched as LizaSue fell into the loving concerned arms of her father. 
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"Hey, Hoss, you think Adam will still be interested in her after this?" 

"You know, Joe, I got the feeling we got a brother who ain’t never getting married." 

"Yup.  He has that kind of luck." 

*** 

Ben once again found himself alone at the dining table. Joe and Hoss rode out early to 

check on the cattle, and Hop Sing took Night Owl outside to teach him to feed the chickens.  

Night Owl had a hard time leaving Adam’s side and no one yet knew how he managed to evade 

the massacre because he as yet didn’t know how English enough to describe it.   

He felt more contented in the quiet this time. Adam was on the mend, and seemed 

anxious to get back to work.  Ben wasn’t worried, for once. His sons have been through many a 

trauma, and have always come back at ranch work with a vengeance. Adam’s work ethic was 

powerfully strong, and once he gets his mind set---. 

At the top of the stairs came that familiar throat-clearing.  

"Adam!" Ben stood. "What are you doing out of bed?" 

"I'm fine, Pa." Adam’s voice held that familiar no-nonsense timber. He had dressed and 

his arm was back in the leather sling Ayissai made for him. 

"Well, you sound fine." Ben smiled. "Sit and I'll have Hop Sing bring you breakfast." He 

noticed Adam already had his boots on. "You're not thinking of going out." 

"I'm not thinking it. I'm doing it. Where’s Night Owl?  I need him with me." 

"Going where? Your fever only just broke yesterday. You ... eat some breakfast, here, I'll 

... Hop Sing!" This was not the son he was used to facing. This was a man who had something on 

his mind far beyond the years he’s spent at the Ponderosa.   

"No breakfast. You stuffed me so full last night I thought I would burst." 

"But you've gotten too thin, boy. Where are you going?" 
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"There's something I gotta do." 

"Now son, I hope it's not what I'm thinking." 

The door opened and Night Owl ran in, right into Adam’s welcoming arms, as though 

knowing Adam had come down. There was something between these two Ben envied. Perhaps it 

was their youth. How had he and his sons grown so old so quickly?  He wanted to have years 

ahead with his boys yet.  But they weren’t boys anymore.  They were men. 

Adam spoke in brief Crow to Night Owl, who nodded, and stood by the door. Adam then 

fished the papers he wanted out of the front drawer and grabbed his hat. "And what if it is what 

you’re thinking, Pa?" 

"What?" Ben had a hard time thinking back to a moment ago—he didn’t even know why 

he’d said what he said. "Look, son, I know how you feel about that girl, that Ayissai, that you 

need to help protect her people. But what you're feeling now, are you sure it's not just gratitude 

to her for saving your life?" 

"I thought hard about that, Pa. But since I've been home, just lying up there, all I could 

think about was being with her again. About finding Night Owl a real home." 

"Stay here and rest for a few more days. Night Owl is safe here, and LizaSue’s father 

promised safety for the Washoe. Then if you still feel the same---." 

"He promised safety? And you believe him? Did you hear LizaSue? Who do you think 

he’ll listen to, huh?" 

"But son, the Washoe’s world is … it’s so different from ours---." 

"And this is the only world that exists for you." He looked down at Ben's hand on his 

arm. "Some things are more important than ranch work, Pa." Adam pulled away and went 

outside. 
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Ben understood, only too well, that Adam needed a family of his own, and that Night 

Owl hurt fierce over the loss of his people.  He could tell Night Owl didn’t want to be here, and 

that more than anything, Ben felt sure, clouded Adam’s judgment.  Unfortunately, the way this 

country was growing, this loyalty to the Indians would end up hurting him in the worst of ways. 

Ben turned to Hop Sing. "Thank you for breakfast, Hop Sing, I better get to work 

myself." 

"Mr. Adam, he well now?" 

"I guess we have to let him determine that for himself." 

Ben tried hard not to worry when Adam didn't come home that night, but he didn't sleep 

well. Hoss and Joe didn't have to ask why Ben wasn't coming out to check the herd the next day.  

Ben took his frustration out on chopping wood for the fall’s stockpile when Adam rode in 

late that afternoon. Ben could see the difference in him, the color in his cheeks, the smile in his 

eyes. For the first time since his injury he was steady and sure. He no longer wore the sling. 

"Pa. Somehow I knew you'd be here." 

"Well, Adam. Good to see you again, son. Where’s Night Owl?" Ben wouldn’t admit the 

relief he felt that his son was alone. Maybe now life could return to normal. 

"He’s with Ayissai’s people. I think he’ll be happy there. He told me the whole story of 

the attack, well, what I could understand.  I told Roy to round up the two men who got away.” 

"I was ummm…a little worried about the way you rode off."  

"Thinking I wouldn’t be back?" 

"Did you talk to the Colonel?" Ben wanted to push this moment back ten years, never 

wanted anything more. 
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"He surprised me. He’s grateful to Ayissai’s people for saving LizaSue, even if she’s not. 

He’s recommended me as agent for the territory, Pa. It’s only the first step. I’m going to use it to 

get into the Indian Bureau. I want to help our government keep its treaty promises." 

Adam tied his horse to the rail and with a new hesitancy in his step walked to what he 

had known as his home and stepped inside. Ben, after a pause, followed. He wasn't sure if Adam 

wanted his company right now, but by golly, Ben needed it. 

They stared everywhere about the room but at each other, for once not finding words 

comfortable and easy. Adam looked around as though not sure where he was—or as though 

seeing the inside of the house for the first time. Hop Sing came out with coffee and dessert, 

making Adam chuckle. 

"Watching out the window again, eh, you Celestial Skygazer?" 

Hop Sing laughed but when he saw the look on Ben's face frowned and went back into 

the kitchen. Adam picked up one of the sconces and took his coffee to the dining table, but he 

didn’t sit, didn’t seem able to get comfortable.  

The door opened behind Ben, and Hoss and Joe came in.  

"Hey, brother." Hoss said as he unbuckled his gunbelt. "You look about ready to go back 

to work tomorrow, and it's a good thing because I've about had it for chasing spunky little cows." 

"Yeah, you should have seen him, Adam. You'd have been proud. He even stayed on his 

horse until one of them 'little cows' tugged on the rope too hard." 

"Hah. In your dreams, little brother." 

Adam smiled at their banter. He took a deep breath and held it as he looked back at Ben. 

"Sorry I raised my voice to you yesterday, Pa." 

"It's all right." 

"No, it's not. It's not what I wanted for my last day here." 
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"Your last..." A deep trembling started in Ben's gut. "What are you saying, son?" 

Adam took a deep breath and looked at each of them in turn. "I'm leaving, Pa." 

"Leaving? For a while, a year---?" 

"No. For good." 

Ben went to Adam and took his arm. "Come on, let's sit down and talk." 

"What’s there to talk about?" Adam eased his arm away. 

"Any work you can do for the government you can do from the ranch." 

"That’s not the way I want it. Ayissai and I---."  

"Ayissai? And....you...." 

"When I went to her, stayed with them last night for the first time with a clear mind, I felt 

their pain instead of my own and I knew. When I held her in my arms, finally, I was sure. Pa, I 

married her last night. In an Indian ceremony." 

"Oh." Ben found the idea not as hard to accept as he thought. "Adam, you know I'll 

accept her, I'll accept any choice of a wife you boys make. You take your parcel of land 

wherever you want it and make yourselves a home. We’ll do a proper wedding!" 

"You don’t understand. Ayissai could never live here, on the Ponderosa, unless that 

living included all her people.  You would give land away to all of them?  My portion of it?" 

"I would." Ben saw the grimace cross Adam’s face and realized there could be problems 

ahead in the attempt.  He turned away, a fist pounding the back of the settee. "You have to move 

away from us?" 

"I'll never regret growing up on this ranch with you and my brothers." Adam looked with 

deep love at Hoss and Joe, who returned theirs mixed with anger and sadness.  "But there's a 

world out there that's screaming, Pa. I can't hide from it." 

"You mean the Indian people." 
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"The little bit that I can do, any little bit, I've got to do it." 

"You could do it from here." 

“Please understand. You did a good job raising three sons. It's time to let me go." Adam 

put his good arm around his father. "I love you, Pa. That'll never change. And I will see you 

again.   If you’ll have me, I’ll visit often.”  

Ben threw his arms around his son and held him tight. How on earth could he ever let go? 

Adam returned the embrace, before stepping toward the door. "Hoss, you take care of the 

old man." 

"Yeah." 

"And Joe, you take care of Hoss." 

"You know I always do, older brother." But Joe's voice cracked. He went to Adam and 

embraced him, no longer trying to hide the tears. He rubbed his eyes and walked away as Hoss 

held his hand out to Adam. Adam shook it, then pulled Hoss close for a big bear hug. 

Adam stood in the doorway. "You know, the ranch never looked bigger than it does right 

now. I can remember the day we started building it, as though it were yesterday." He smiled in 

turn at his brothers and with a measure of sadness at his pa.  “I can want to stay, and yet leave 

because I know I can always come back.” 

Adam turned and walked out. The door closed with reluctance behind him. 

At first the three of them didn't speak.  

"Pa," Hoss said, pointing to Adam's gunbelt. "He didn't take his gun." He grabbed it and 

started outside but Ben took the gunbelt out of his hands.  

"Hoss, I think he hopes that where he's going, he’s better off without it." 

They stood in the big empty house as the sound of horse hooves faded off in the distance. 

*** 
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Two sons.  How strange a feeling to have only two sons. 

No, he had three.  That would never change.  No matter where Adam went, or what he 

did, he would always be his son.  And Adam would always be proud of the name of 

Cartwright—because that’s the legacy he taught his son—all his sons. 

And Ben could live with the hope that Adam could find what he was looking for and 

come home again, someday. 

 


