Chapter 1

Bobby Runs

The stock market crash of 1929 had little effect on Virginia City, Nevada and by May third, 1933, the recovery seemed to have passed them by, too. Their financial crisis had been underway for over thirty years. It began with the silver and gold mines that had played themselves out before the twist into the twentieth century and, while the dust bowl formed in the Texas and Oklahoma panhandles, Nevada already knew how to live with little water and, through it all, the irrigated ranch lands of the Silver Bar-X Ranch survived. The ranch had been passed down from father to son.

Stanley Clifton Sr. had begun the irrigation process using the snow runoff from the nearby Sierra Nevada Mountains because he knew that the silver was not in endless supply and that he, and his successors, would need a more steady, long term income for the future. The year round culverts that he created, with the help of many Chinese and Mexican laborers, flowed into the Great Basin and had been one of the old man’s greatest achievements; but the crops that he’d hoped to grow couldn’t root in the tough desert soil. He struggled with it for a few years, while he still had a good income from the Clifton silver mine, but couldn’t find a financially sound crop that would grow in the desert earth. His children grew into adults, and one of them had an idea that would, ultimately, save the ranch. Enter Stanley “Bull” Clifton the Second.

Everyone in the Clifton family agreed that Bull was every bit as smart and handsome as his daddy before him. He had that tall, dark, masculine look that attracted women like birds to sunflower seeds, but it was his pure, family oriented and faithful way of thinking that always got him into, and out of, trouble. The ranch was in a bit of turmoil when he took it over, since the mines had petered out, but Bull Clifton had taken advantage of the situation early on when he decided to bring in beef cattle that he’d purchased from struggling ranches in Oklahoma and Texas. Tortured by the drought in those two states, the cattle died of dehydration and malnutrition in the parched lands of the “Dust Bowl”. The long horn steers thrived on the healthy, irrigated lands of the Silver Bar-X ranch.

Bull wasted no time with mining once the old man passed on. The Silver Bar, the Clifton family’s mine, wasn’t worth his time of day. Most of the ore had been extracted by Stanley the First and the money used to create the culverts that had originally been built to water crops, but were used by Bull to water the ranch’s cattle, which was a business that took a few years to nurture into something profitable. Old man Clifton had been frugal, though, and had saved much of his earnings during the good years, so when most of the “Silver Kings” went broke, the Clifton’s were well off. Bull had plenty of money to keep his cattle ranch dreams alive until it could earn money. He continued his father’s frugal ways and planted a garden in hundreds of yards of imported topsoil, his wife, Carrie, canned jams, vegetables, and anything she could. They lived healthy, productive lives.

Cattle ranching was the only alternative to digging and scratching in the lava dust of the old mine on the side of Mt. Clifton which, one may suppose, was named after every generation of Clifton. Cattle had provided food for the family and an often generous, but sometimes unreliable source of income. The family never went without food, though, and Stan’s favorite was porterhouse steak. The fresh beef, and garden veggies, carried them through some tough times. While the “roaring twenties” had come, gone and left entire cities in virtual chaos, the cowboy and his young son, Bobby, sat through many campfires, sang many songs, and rode many a mile on their beloved four legged friends. 

Suicides occurred daily in urban areas as fortunes were lost in minutes and left as notes and scraps of paper on the floor of the New York Stock Exchange, yet the cowboy and his son continued to sit by campfires at the end of long, hard rides, so life was good. The only trouble was that the boy’s new pony, Honey Girl, had gotten loose and, from the hair they’d found on the broken fence, possibly injured her leg the previous night when the wind blew the fence down and a sudden rain created a new washout; otherwise life would have been almost too routine in the Great Basin.

The Sierra Nevada range, to the west and high up from their campsite, hid behind the mountain that served as a backdrop for Virginia City. The last rays of sunlight foretold of the day’s end as the cowboy and his son listened to the night. Long shadows ended the ride and the desert was a place of dark silence at night. No pond frogs or crickets to sing to the moon. The only sounds that they heard were the haunting calls of wolves on the prowl.

They had gathered stones earlier in the evening, built the fire ring, filled it with dry desert bush and put a match to it. It burst to life, the boy watched his father fill a cup with water and coffee grounds, to make cowboy coffee, and place it on the stones to heat up. The boy turned to the sunset and imagined the mighty Sierra Mountains hidden behind the smaller mountain before him. He imagined the myriad of life that ran between the trees, drank from the streams and lived among the lakes cuddled in the deep, hidden valleys. 

The Sierras are a system of mountains that extend two hundred and fifty miles along the Eastern edge of California, from the Mojave Desert and North to the Cascade Mountain Range. They boast peaks that reach into the sky over fourteen thousand feet. They were formed by glaciers that crept down from the frigid North, then receded, then advanced at least five times during the Pleistocene Era. Each recession left behind ice-carved, U-shaped valleys and other glacial features. Since the last ice age, fresh mountain streams have flowed down through the mountain passes and converged into mighty rivers like the American and Sacramento rivers to the West and on into the Great Basin of the upper plains of Nevada to the East. These mountains were home to the Cliftons, their cattle, Mexican Gray wolves, countless bugs and lizards, and Bobby’s first pony.

Bobby had just turned eleven and Honey Girl was his first horse, or, more precisely, his first pony. Honey Girl had an earthy tan color to her, and the temperament of an angel. She and Bobby had taken to each other immediately and it wasn’t two weeks before they’d made a lifelong connection. She seemed to always watch Bobby, the way a big sister looks out for her little brother; her big brown eyes followed him as he gathered wood or set out his bedding on the hard desert floor next to his Dad’s as they rounded up cattle across miles of open desert. She was out there somewhere, and Bobby’s mind constantly wondered where she was, how she was, and if they’d ever find her again.

Stan was a man hardened by cowboy life. He was wiry, tan, and in his mid-thirties. His dark hair had been passed on to his son, who watched him whittle away the bark of a willow branch by the firelight and poked at the fire with a stick of his own. The sparks he churned up in the cool breeze of dusk looked like fireflies dancing in the wind. When Stan had scaled away the bark, he folded his stockman knife and returned it to its home inside his pocket. He laid the smooth shaved limb next to the lava rock that jutted out of the sand beneath him.

“There, that’ll do jus’ fine, son. I ‘spect we can catch us a few nice brook trout in the mornin’ with that sapplin’.” He stood, noticed his son poke at the fire and spoke in a soft voice. “Don’t put out the fire now, Son. I’m warmin’ coffee and figur’ we best start heatin’ some grub.” Bobby shoved his stick into the fire and then added more wood as his father sat down on the large lava stone to enjoy a few swallows of his grainy coffee as the moon rose over the cottonwood grove that grew along the Silver Bar stream that Bobby’s grandfather had created.

The stream flowed all year and meandered back and forth over the ranch more miles than anyone had ever put a pencil to. It was the life line for the irrigated ranch land and provided adequate water to raise several hundred head of beef cattle which were sold, through contract, to the U.S. military at the Presidio base in San Francisco. It was an extremely lucrative contract for the Cliftons and the Silver Bar - X ranch. Without the Silver Bar stream, there would be no cattle, no contract, and no cowboy life for Stan and Bobby.

A ridge ran north and south, beyond the tree tops, and the stream followed it. The clean water sparkled at various points under the full moon. Stars peeked out of the darkened sky like someone had flipped the star switch on just for the enchantment of the two ranchers. Wispy clouds moved in front of the moon from the east, and they appeared to be in no particular hurry to find the western horizon as they trotted along a light breeze.

The same light breeze that pushed the clouds along was welcomed on the cowboy’s faces after a day of bright, hot and dusty riding. It gave new life to a waning campfire and a lift to two tired guys and their overheated horses. Twenty feet or so from the campfire there stood a huge, white Morgan Quarter Horse mix, tied off to a tall desert plant and seeming to glow in the newly released moonlight. His large, living eyes reflected the glowing fingers of fire crackling in the distance. Stan spoke again.

“Take Blizzard down to the creek, son, and I’ll heat a couple of cans up for the both of us.”

Bobby stood and walked to the large horse, but he longed for his beloved pony. “Thirsty, Boy?” He asked the great horse as he pulled the reins loose and led him down the slope to the water’s edge. Blizz seemed unsettled. He looked around cautiously before drinking, and even after being led back to the campsite seemed uneasy. “Maybe there’s a varmint in the bush.” Bobby thought. “Or maybe a snake feeling the fire’s heat and lookin’ for some warm rocks to curl up to.” Blizz pawed at the lava gravel and sand, shuffled nervously back and forth and strained his tie down.

“Think there’s a rattler out there, Dad, spookin’ Blizz?”

“No matter, son.” His cool and collected Dad replied.

The cottonwoods along the stream rustled against one another, which created a whisper in the boughs that ever so softly added to the crackle of the burning bushes in the fire ring. A small shiver went through Bobby as he thought about all the scary things that could be lurking in the dark. He looked over at his father and asked if he wanted more wood on the fire.

“Naw,” the old man sighed, “there’s enough heat for our pork and beans and then we’ll be tuckin’ down, Son. We’re gettin’ up early to catch us some fish.”

The desert tranquility enveloped Stan at night. His obvious comfort in the dark and dry desert night relaxed the boy. It was a setting that a man could search the entire Earth for and never find again. It was a special place, in a special time, where a man and his boy could absorb the peacefulness that had gentled the soul of so many riders throughout the American West. In the 

distance, maybe on some hidden ridge line, wolves howled at each other like, like a human family would and Bobby asked, “Them wolves howlin’ for mates or huntin’?”

“I ‘spect they’re matin’, Bobby. Sounds like it to me.” The old man replied, his voice softened by the night’s breeze.

“Dad?” Bobby’s mind had already abandoned the wolves and moved back to thoughts of his injured pony.

“Yeah, Son.”

“What if she’s injured her foreleg?” Bobby cringed as he asked the toughest question he’d ever asked of his father. He didn’t want to hear the answer if it meant that he would lose his new companion. In a vain attempt to cover up his nerves, Stan reached in his pocket, pulled out his stockman knife, picked up the willow branch that he’d been working on earlier and began sliding the knife’s keen edge up and down the length of the smooth, limber rod. He whittled as if the trout wouldn’t bite if the whip-pole wasn’t perfect down to every detail. 

“If she throwed a shoe and hurt herself, Dad, are ya gonna hafta shoot her?”

A grimace took over Bobby’s smooth, young face, which sent a message to Stan that said more than all of the words ever written, or spoken, throughout history. The boy’s Dad sat, silent as the desert, while Bobby worried about the answer to come. Stan sipped his hot brew out of his dented old tin cup, looking down at the fire-lit amber ground at his feet. His hat was pulled low over his brow, but that couldn’t hide the feelings of pain that ran between the two like water through the Silver Bar stream. Stan knew the worry that ran through his son. He had lost his own pony, Wildfire, when he was a sprout, and his father had told Bobby all about it one summer night long ago. Bobby didn’t know if his dad knew that he had heard the story, so he held his breath, held it inside a secret little pocket within himself, and bit his little lower lip as his father pondered an appropriate, not too painful, answer. His old man finally spoke with the same soft, serious voice that he’d used so many times before.

“Son, I sure can suffer with ya here. I can do that, boy, ‘cause I done lost my own danged pony the same way. My pony, Wildfire, ran through a fallen fence line durin’ a mean lightnin’ storm and tangled up his leg. For some reason God ain’t gave them dumb critters the sense to know that somebody, somewhere’ll take care of ‘em.”

“Did you get your pony back, Dad?” Bobby knew that he hadn’t, but he didn’t let on that he’d already heard the story.

“Sure didn’t, Son, but then every pony ain’t a Wildfire and Honey ain’t that bad off yet.”

Bobby watched as his dad laid his willow rod down by the rock again, then pushed his Stetson hat back on his head to expose his empathetic eyes and furrowed brow. He had a steady gaze and looked Bobby straight 

on, the way his father had done. He treated his son like the man that he would become, not the boy that he was. He felt his boy's fears. There was no doubt of the pain; it bled from his eyes like blood from a bullet wound to a troubled heart.

“Bobby,” he began, “there’s a good possibility that she may come up lame runnin’ on this rocky lava sand. Now, that bein’ said, son, lemme tell ya that there’s another side to this story.” His voice was so soft and gentle that Bobby had to scoot closer to hear him above the crackling fire. 

“We don’t know the truth of this here yet. We don’t know nothin’ fer sure, and we don’t never know nothin’ ‘till it happens either. The fact of the matter is, we may never come onto her again, so then we’ll never know if she’s lamed up or how bad now, will we?”

“No, Dad.” Bobby answered, but he dreaded the rest of what he knew he had to hear.

“Honey Girl might fall in with a herd of wild horses, and be running with some wild stallion for all we know.” His dad forced a quick grin towards his heartbroken son.

“Is that what you’re figurin’ happened to her, Dad?” The boy questioned his father with wide, wet eyes.  “Bobby, I’m tellin’ it straight up. If we don’t know the worst of things, why think on ‘em at all? We don’t know the whole story on your pony and what’s come of her. So why fuss up over it, son?” 

“Ya see what I’m gettin’ at?” He looked for comprehension in the young boy’s eyes.

“Kinda, Dad.” Bobby had another stick and poked nervously at the coals while listening to the possibilities surrounding his lost pony.

“You see son, that’s the problem with the world of today.” He continued. “Everybody’s complainin’ about somethin’ or jumpin’ to conclusions. We got us a decent track to follow come mornin’ thanks to that left front shoe she threw. We’ll follow along ‘til there ain’t no tracks to follow, then we’ll hunker down and keep on lookin’. Ya got my Honest to God on that, son.”

Bobby looked up from the fire and into his father’s striking eyes. He knew that his old man meant what he said. His dad wasn’t a man that would give someone his word before God and then go back on it. Bobby and the whole state of Nevada knew that.

“Thanks, Dad.” Bobby replied in earnest.

“Another way we got of lookin’ at this missin’ pony situation is this, son; supposin’ the Good Lord seen to it that Honey threw that shoe just so you and me could follow her.” He smiled.

“Dad? Don’t ya reckon that, smart as God is, he coulda done it some other way? So it didn’t hurt my Honey Girl?”

“That’s a fair question, Son, and I ‘spect that he coulda...” Bobby interrupted.

“What I’m gettin’ at, Dad, is that God didn’t hafta make it rain and he didn’t hafta let that fence give way neither.”  


“No, I can’t say that either, Son.”

“He coulda done somethin’ that wouldn’t a scared my pony. He didn’t hafta shoot lightnin’ bolts down from the sky at her, did he?”

“Nope. I don’t ‘spect that God woulda had to do all them things, Son, but then I don’t ‘spect he’d have to make a fire light up to cook on, neither, or to cozy up by, where a man and his boy could talk about God and life and chasin’ after ponies and all that sorta stuff. And he didn’t hafta give me a fine woman, or good kids, or a nice home in the prettiest place on earth. I don’t know the answers to why God does what he does, Son. I figur’ that’s his business and who am I to question God? When it comes right down to it, God’s got his reasons for doin’ and he’s got his reasons for not doin’. We don’t know the answers and I ‘spect your pony is one of the things that there just ain’t no good answer for. What I do know is that we got a good track to follow and I thank him for it and I ‘spect you should be in your bed roll soon, givin’ your own thanks.”

“Yes, sir.” Bobby’s dad had a way of bringing questions full circle and he’d done it again. But, even so, he gave Bobby hope, and with hope he would set his course in life.

Stan took a couple of swigs from his cup and threw the rest on the red and white coals. Ash sizzled to life and a burst of steam lifted from the fire ring. He took a deep breath and addressed his son again.

“So, what I’m gettin’ at, Son, is pure and simple. We don’t know what it is that tomorrow will bring our way, so let’s wait for the mornin’ star and then we’ll slip down yonder with the dawn and catch them brook trout sleepin’ and we’ll have our mornin’ meal then set out to find Honey Girl. Alright?”

“Yes, sir.” The boy’s voice trailed off into his thoughts.

“Good. In the meantime you and me, Son, we’ll just take it like a couple ‘o frogs walking on lily pads; real slow and easy.” He threw another smile at Bobby, who giggled, as he’d never heard that phrase before.

“Yes, sir. I’ll give it my best.”

“Good boy.” He said. As an after thought, he continued. “Bobby?”

“Yes, sir.”

“I’m real proud ‘o the way your handlin’ this like a man. Real proud.”

The boy smiled and pushed his stick into the coals. Sometimes Bobby would get embarrassed at the things that his dad would say; that’s how it was on this night, and Bobby leaned back on his bed roll and gazed up at the star studded night sky.

“Dad, how fast you figur’ Honey can run?”

“Hard to say, Bobby. How fast you figur’ she can run?”

“Pretty darned fast. Do you think she could keep up with a herd ‘o wild horses, Dad?”

“Truth on that is, Son, I knew of a stallion pony that run a herd of mares himself. Real small animal he was, half the size of a full grown horse, but he musta been a fighter.”

“The mares took to a little pony, Dad?” Bobby asked in amazement.

“Sure did, Son. The pony was a Welch. Smartest critter I ever seen. Ya know he kept his herd of mares away from them big ‘ol stallions.”

The incredulous boy sat up in his bed. “How?”

“Dangdest thing I ever seen Bobby. That little man of a horse would fight the biggest, meanest, and best of ‘em, a kickin’ and a bitin’ ‘em to pieces. He’d get them chasin’ him and then all of a sudden he’d turn, get in their middle and let go with both hind legs, catching them big horses in the soft belly. His hooves’d sink deep and that’d take the fight outta any horse lookin’ to steal his mares.”

“Howd’ya know about this pony, Dad?”

“It was my first pony, Wildfire. He come to me wild as the wind outta a fire burnin’ high in the Ponderosa pines by Lake Tahoe. He smelt o' smoke and his shiny black hair was all singed. I got a rope on him with my Pa and broke that pony myself. I never thought he’d run on me though. Nope, never figured that even once. Not ‘til the night it rained and took the fence down o hte lower forty. We followed after him for a time. Seen him, too, more than once. That’s how I knew he was 

runnin’ a line o' wild mares, but we never could get closer than a pair o' good binoculars would get us. Like I said, he was one of the few that escaped that fire up high in the Sierra’s and that’s how he got his name.”

“Ya never caught him again, Dad?”

“Nope, never did. Like I said, we seen him runnin’ that string ‘o mares in the distance and we seen him kick the Holy Be-Jesus outta a wild stallion, too, but we was never able to get up close enough to throw a rope ‘round his neck. He was too smart and too wild for that.”

Bobby wasn’t looking at his dad as he told the story. He was on his back again, looking into the vastness of space and thinking to himself how very immense it was.

“Dad? Ya think Honey will run with a wild bunch like Wildfire did?”

“Son, it’s like I said, ain’t ever a pony that’s been born a Wildfire.” He paused and then continued, “God keeps it real still on the desert, don’t he Son?”

Bobby’s mind still burned for his Honey Girl, and he drew up a serious question.
“So, how long’d it take fer ya to get over losin’ your pony?”

“Truth to that is, Son, I never did get over it. Don’t suppose I ever will, neither. Least not as I got sons to tell the story to.”

Bobby looked at his dad out of the corners of his sleepy eyes and watched as his old man lifted the canvas water bag and the water flowed out into his beat up tin cup.

“Mmmm! Nothin’ like a cup o' water on a parched throat.” He passed his cup to Bobby, but Bobby didn’t take it from him. He lay entrance by a shooting star overhead. Another flashed by and Bobby popped up again.

“Hey, Dad!” he yelled. “Look! A shooting star!” Bobby pointed a young finger up into the black, starry sky.

“Must be close to earth, Son.”

“How d’ya mean?” The fixated young boy asked, his attention momentarily turned from the lost pony.

“The tail, Son. Not much of a tail followin’ behind so I figur’ it must be near us.”

Bobby was just about to ask another question when his dad said, “Ain’t that the dangdest thing ya ever seen?”

“What is it, Dad?” the boy asked, now jittering with excitement.

“Look. That shootin’ star come to a stop.” He jumped up and took Bobby’s head in his hands, turning it to the hovering light near the Northern horizon. It seemed so close and bright that the other stars looked like a backdrop for it.

“Can they do that, Dad? I mean, can they stop fallin’?”

“No, Son, not as far as I know. They sure as the dickens can’t do that, but it’s gotta be a fallin’ star, Son. 

We’re lookin’ at it hangin’ up there like a candle in the sky. but I can’t figur’ why.”

“Then whadya make of it, Dad?” Bobby, a little scared now, searched his Dad’s face for some sort of comfort.

“God the Almighty only knows the answer to that question, Bobby.” Stan’s look of consternation infected the boy.

Seeking some control, some sort of understanding or explanation, Bobby turned to his dad.

“Maybe God’s sendin’ us a message, Dad.”

“Maybe he is Son. Maybe he is...” Stan’s voice blew away with the wind. He couldn’t pull his eyes from the unnatural light. Movement from his son awoke from his momentary trance.

“That’s how he works his miracles, Son.

“You mean like Jesus and the shepherds with the North Star?”

“Yeah, I suppose. They say when a man is about to throw in the towel and give in then God always shows him a sign in the sky; just to give him courage. That’s the Good Lord’s way of sayin’ to a fella ‘Don’t give up! Hunker down and never quit.’” 

They watched the star for a long time, until it moved again. It glided slowly across the horizon and then seemed to shoot towards them faster than the lightning that had scared Wildfire off into the hills. It looked like a fiery mass shooting across the sky and had, somehow, completely reversed direction without seeming to have turned.

“Hey Dad!” Yelled Bobby.

“Well if that don’t beat all.” Both jaws dropped open in unison as the two stared like a buck and fawn caught in the headlights of a Mac truck.

The light came to an abrupt stop right in front of the moon, as if it knew to hide within the moon’s bright reflection of the sun. They could hardly see it up against the earth’s shining satellite. If they hadn’t seen it fly in front of the moon, they wouldn’t have even know that it was there.

“Looks like it’s hidin’, Dad.” Bobby whispered, as if it watched and listened from its sky post. 

“Sure does, don’t it, Bobby.” His Dad whispered as the hairs of his neck stood up.

In an unconscious act of seeking comfort, father and son scooted closer together, eyes focused hard on the spectacle. To say that they were astonished by whatever hovered up in the glow of the moon would be the greatest understatement of all time. No words had yet been invented to express the fear, joy, confusion, and pure curiosity that enveloped the two ranchers. Bobby took a second to peel his awe frozen eyes off the sky and turn to see his dad’s reaction. Stan looked as confused as Bobby felt, but didn’t show the fear that ran throughout Bobby’s entire frame, through is blood, his brain, and his very soul. 

“What is it, Dad?” Bobby asked.

“I don’t know, Son. I’ve surely never seen nothin’ like this before.” He answered slowly, cautiously, as something from his past returned to send the hairs tingling back up his neck again.

“Ya know, I do recall somethin’ bein’ said.” He sort of mumbled to himself. Bobby waited for the next words, the explanation, the answer that would quell his fears.

“What?”

“Oh, jus’ tall tales I overheard growin’ up as a boy sittin’ ‘round campfires jus’ like this one here; jus’ like you are.” His boot kicked at the smoldering fire within the ring of rocks. 

“Like what, Dad?” Bobby’s voice shook just a little.

“Truth on that is, Bobby, that I recall the older folks tellin’ stories. ‘Pass me downs’, I guess, would be the way to describe ‘em.”

“Were they ‘bout shootin’ stars?”

“There was Indian tales, Bobby, ‘bout shootin’ stars. The older folk and Mexicans called ‘em estrella fugaz. They said the stars changed paths in the night sky. The Indians were sayin’ that these stars was leavin’ trails for their ancestors to follow, or somethin’ like that. I never thought no more on it ‘til tonight.

“Did they say they hid in front of the moon, too, Dad?”

“I was just a nip, Bobby. I don’t remember hearin’ that or not.”

“Wow!” exclaimed Bobby. 

“You got that right, Son. I guess this just goes to prove that another of those Indian tales is true, now don’t it? White folks could learn a thing or two from ‘em if they’d just take it to heart instead o’ takin’ their lives and land. We owe ‘em one, ya know, Bobby.”

Bobby did know. “Sure do,” he replied with one eye on his Dad’s fire lit face and the other on the risen moon. 

“Dad, look! There it goes!” Eleven years of excitement burst from Bobby and erupted across the silent desert.

The star shot away from the moon’s center and left behind it a trail of light that looked like some kind of celestial tail, then shot away, like a rubber band that had stretched and stretched and then snapped back into deep, black space. In later years, when Bobby had reached the age of reason, he realized that the object had very cleverly used the moon’s illumination as cover for a slow descent toward the earth. In the moment, however, Bobby was completely transfixed and excited.

After it shot away from the moon, the light stopped mid-flight, as if it were taking an azimuth to obtain a fix on its longitude and latitude to discern its coordinates.

“Whatcha think it’s doin’, Dad?”

“Gettin’ a fix on somethin’, I guess.”

“I think it’s lost, Dad.”

“I doubt that, Son.” The star to moved again as the words left his lips. 

They watched, mesmerized, as the bright object spiraled down toward their campsite. It looked like a giant fireball spit out of whatever might be left of the moon’s burning core. Bobby started as Stan jumped up and off his bedroll, slapping at his crotch.

“Damn it anyhow.” Bull grumbled.

“What happened, Dad?” Bobby asked, up on his feet, too, and ready to run for the horse.

“Water! I spilt that cup ‘o water right on my pants. Least it ain’t piss.” Stan searched for something to soak it up with.

“Mom says that ain’t a good word, Dad.”

“Listen to your Ma, Son. She’s a real fine woman.”

In a first step towards adult humor Bobby said, “Get your ‘thing-a-ling’ wet, Dad?”

They both burst into laughter. It was a good laugh, and the last that they would share together.

“Well, I don’t ‘spect it’ll rot offa me, Son.” The intimate moment between a father and his maturing son was, subconsciously, so important that they both lost sight, and thought, of the errant star. 

Bull kicked his tin cup, but held back on the cuss words because he was just acting angry for Bobby’s amusement. Blizz, however, whinnied something foul in horse language and he meant it. The unnerved horse brought their attention back into focus. He pawed at the ground with his front hooves as if he needed to break free from the tie down knot.

“Easy, Boy.” Bull whispered to the horse. He reached out a hand to gentle him, but his friend was too upset. Fright filled the creature’s huge brown eyes. Bobby could see the flickering, fire lit reflection of his dad in them as Bull approached the animal. Something had him really spooked. Something had them all really spooked. Bobby’s eyes moved back to the star.

“Hey, Dad! That thing’s flyin’ in circles up there right over our heads. That must be what’s spookin’ Blitz!”

“Could be.” Bull answered as calmly as he could while he slowly secured the horse’s tie.

Whatever flew overhead had now garnered everyone’s full attention. Bobby remembered his dad’s next words for the rest of his life.

“Well, by God, that’s an inch shorta reality, Bobby.” Bull’s voice lacked its usual authority and depth. Bobby could sense from the small tone of it that his Dad’s thick hide had been cut clean through and the dusty cowboy had forever become the honest man that he’d know, love, and remember throughout his life. His stomach fluttered as the thing circled rapidly above them.  With each successive pass over their heads it came closer to them. They heard a “swish” sound as it disturbed the air it cut through. At first it had looked like a ball of fire, but as it closed in on the desert floor, the spirals twisted tighter and tighter and it grew bigger and brighter.

“Think it’s gonna crash, Dad?” Bobby asked through clenched jaws.

“I sure don’t think that’s a possibility, Son. Not movin’ with the grace of a goose, anyway.”

Bull heard Bobby swallow hard and said, “It sure is gettin’ big, Dad.”

“Sure as heck is.” He answered emptily. He couldn’t pull his eyes away from it. The two deer stood in it’s headlights until they could make out certain features of the object. It was round like a saucer dish. The sides were like shiny foil made of liquid; like mirrored mercury plating. Lights flashed in series around it. They were all evenly spaced and alternated like the bulbs on a Christmas tree. 
Bobby spoke first. “It looks like a carnival ride, Dad.”

“HMMMM.” Bull couldn’t respond to his son. Fear of what it could be, what it could do, mixed with the cowboy’s instinct to protect his son, and the fear lost out. Courage took over his body and Stan forced his mind back to the present precarious moment as Bobby engaged him again. The boy was too young and excited to know the what he was really looking at.

“It does, Dad. Flyin’ ‘round in circles all lit up like that makes it look just like a carnival ride flyin’ over the desert. Maybe it’s a secret Army flyin’ ship!”

Bobby’s nearly sensible, but truly implausible, suggestion rallied Bull’s humor to join his courage and put his feet back on the ground. He looked over at his son. 

“Well, if that were the case they’d go broke in a hurry with just two payin’ riders awaitin’ down here.”

The brave, scared, dumbfounded father reached out, wrapped his arm around his son’s shoulders and pulled him in tight. Bobby’s dad was a tough man. He was a strong, quiet guy, and Bobby always felt proud to tell people that his daddy was “Bull Clifton”, the finest bull rider in Nevada. Fright was slowly bubbling through him, though, as the the thing got closer and closer by the second.

Lower and lower it made it’s way down like a marble down an invisible spiral slide. Closer and closer it came to the campsite and each time that it passed overhead they got a better look at it. It was metallic and circular, which they had noticed earlier, and the the lights were set in two evenly spaced rows. Bull thought that they looked like the portholes on the giant cruise ship that took he and his wife to France on thier honeymoon. Bobby brought him back again. 

“Looks like a flyin’ machine, Dad. Think it’s the Army’s”

Bull just shook his head and pulled Bobby close as it passed over the cottonwoods down by the Silver Bar Creek. It went on a short ways and stopped in midair just beyond the ridge on the other side of the stream. Bright 

lights came on and the whole desert lit up like the sun had come out to play with the moon. It seemed huge, but made very little noise, just a hum, as it lowered itself down behind the crest of the ridge, leaving behind long shadows and frightened desert animals hightailing it away from the area. Once it was out of sight, long beams of light shot upward into the dark, making the ridgeline look like a serpent’s spine on fire.

“How far ya think it is from us, Dad?”

“It ain’t five hundred yards beyond the creek, Son. Give or take a penny either way.”

He pulled Bobby around the back side of the lava rock that he’d been sitting on and they huddled down there together with their eyes fixed on the ridge top. Bobby felt a bit light headed, as if some invisible vibrations had risen over the ridge in all directions, affecting them in ways that neither father nor son could explain.

“You feel somethin’ wierd, Dad?”

Like a man in a hypnotic trance, Bull shook his head from side to side as the eerie feeling once again began to pilot his thoughts, his emotions, and his reactions. Bobby pulled on his dad’s shirt.

“The ridge looks like the back of a serpent, Dad.”

“Truth on that is, Son, that I ain’t never seen nothin’ like it. The silhouette on that mountain...” He stopped mid-sentence. The ridge began to glisten and sparkle like water crawling along the desert. The flashing lights had somehow changed, giving the saddle back slope the look of moonlit streams slithering over the mountain top.

“Diamonds.” A ghostly whisper slipped from between Bobby’s lips.

“What’s that, Son?”

Bobby’s eyes were glazed over and in his trance he answered his father in a slow, mechanical stutter. “L-l-looks like d-d-diamonds a-sparklin’.” His dad never answered.

Bobby snapped out of his trance and asked, “What’re ya thinkin’, Dad?” Bobby was used to his dad being quiet, but in that moment he needed to hear his voice; he needed to know that everything would be okay. He waited a minute before he asked again.

“Danged if I know what I’m thinkin’, Bobby, but it looks like Blizz thinks somethin’s up.”

The horse pawed at the sand and lava gravel, his hoofs made loud, grinding noises. He whinnied very loud, too. Any fool could see that the horse was scared to death. He lifted himself onto his rear haunches and tried, with all his might, to pull the reins loose. His great head whipped back and forth as a white froth gathered around the bit in his mouth. Cowboys know that the white froth means pain and Stan knew that Blizz had torn his mouth up.

“Blizz wants to run, Dad.” Bobby thought that the horse knew that if he could break away then he could run without the burden of two riders.

“Dad,” Bobby continued, “that thing looks like it landed over yonder.” His little finger pointed towards the Northern horizon.

“Sure did, Son.” Bull answered without taking his eyes off the distant possibility of what existed just off the horizon.

“Look at Blizz, Dad. He’s scared. That thing’s spooked him real good.”

Bull’s eyes remained focused on a distant point of darkness as he spoke to his troubled steed.

“Easy, boy. Settle down, now.”

Bobby couldn’t contain his fear. “I say we saddle up and make a run for it.”

Bull tightened his embrace around Bobby’s shoulders and gave him a decent squeeze.

“Can’t do that, Son. We’re Cliftons and Cliftons don’t run.”

“Dad, it ain’t jus’ Blizz. I’m scared, too.”  


“Cliftons ain’t whipped dogs, Son. We don’t put our tails ‘tween our legs’n run when trouble comes a-callin’.”

“That’s what I’m scared o’ Dad. We don’t know what kinda trouble we’re in here. I say we make a run for it ‘til we do know, that’s all.”

“There might not be no trouble afoot tonight, neither, Son. We’d be runnin’ from our own shadows. No, it’s best to face up to whatever’s in front o’ ya right off, Bobby.” Even in the face of unknown danger, the 

instinct to father his son controlled Stan, the Bull, Clifton.

“But I feel this one in my bones, like ya taught me, Dad. This here’s a real, real problem.” Bobby whispered in shame and true fear.

“Hush yourself, Bobby. Let’s see what happens here.”

“You hear somethin’, Dad?” Bobby whispered.

“Like what?”

“Like them wolves ain’t howlin’ no more, and I don’t think it’s ‘cause they found no bitch in heat, neither.”

“Sure did go quiet, didn’t they?” Bull agreed with his boy, but it didn’t change his mind one iota.

It was quiet, really quiet for a long time. The unearthly silence did little to stop the fear that grew in the two ranchers or their horse. The fear of what lay in wait for them out there, and where in the darkness it was, ratcheted their stomachs, their jaws, their very beings up tight; like nuts with lock washers on them, they weren’t going to loosen up any time soon.

Bobby broke the silence. “I say we mount up and hightail it outta here while we still can. Them Cliftons you’re talkin’ ‘bout ain’t never seen the likes o’ what we’re seein’ tonight.”

“Well we ain’t runnin’ like jack rabbits just ‘cause those wolves quit their whinin’ and some star moved 

around funny. We’ll sit here for a spell and see what comes o’ this. Could be somethin’ real important. Maybe even historical.”
“But I’m scared, Dad, real scared! I got this creepin’ feelin’ in my gut and it’s sayin’ somethin’s sneakin’ up on us.”

“You’re as jumpy as that there horse, Son. Rightly so, I gather, but Cliftons hold their ground.” Bull lifted his Winchester Model 54 lever action sporting rifle. The lever action .270 caliber gun took down game like nothing else in the world. It’s heavy bullets and large powder loads could drop a half-ton elk in it’s tracks. The cool wood stock and thick, metal barrel lent a feeling of protection to Bull and his son.

“Y’all can jus’ settle on down, now, Son. Nobody’s bringin’ no harm on us with this here mini-cannon in my hands.” Bull’s clammy hands held tight to the trusted lead slinger as he continued to watch the glimmer and shine of moonlight on the ridge line ahead of them.

Blizz, however, felt no comfort from the rifle and ramped up his effort for freedom. His huge neck muscles flexing with power that no no human could even imagine having. He reared back on his haunches again, letting out a screaming, fear stricken neigh that put both of their already racing hearts into overdrive.

“Easy, boy. Settle down, now.” Bull jumped up just in time to catch the stallion’s left rein as the desert plant snapped under the horse’s great strength. “Easy now. You ain’t goin’ nowhere, neither.”

The huge nostrils on the horse flared and the excited air from his lungs heaved in and out of them. He had the inhuman ability, like many animals, to “smell” trouble; therefore his behavior signaled to Bobby and Bull that trouble was around. Even under Bull’s experienced, gentle touch his old friend refused to calm down. He reared up again, nearly yanking Bull off the ground.

“What d’ya smell out there, Blizz?” He tried to keep 

his voice gentle, but the horse could “smell” Bull’s own fear and the neighs became frantic, as if he were caught in a life or death struggle with an invisible predator.

“Easy boy. Shhhh! Easy.” Bull continued to calm the horse down, all the while keeping one eye on the spot where the star, or whatever it was, had seemed to land. Blizz made it very clear that he was in no mood for this soft approach stuff and continued to throw his head back and forth and scuff up the lava dust with his powerful hoofs. The froth bubbled out of the sides of his mouth and covered the pretty sliver rings of his bit. While Blizz struggled and Bull tried to calm him down, Bobby whispered to his dad “Dad, Blizz ain’t no dummy. He’s tryin’ his best to tell us somethin’s out there. That’s how come he’s so skittish. He’s scared, Dad.”

“Settle down.” Bull commanded his horse as Bobby continued his plea for mercy. Bull could see the froth and steam coming from Blizz’s mouth. He wasn’t blind. The horse’s actions and bugged out eyes told him straight up that fear dominated him.

“Bobby, it’s the rider that says when it’s time to leave. If it was the other way ‘round then the damned horse’d be ridin’ back to the ranch on my back.”

Bobby knew that there was no way of changing Bull’s stubborn mind once it was set. He swallowed his fear and tried to buck it up, the way a cowboy does. Giving up on his dad, he went back to talking to the horse.

“Easy boy. Shhhh! What d’ya hear out there?” He kept asking but what difference would it make? The horse couldn’t answer him and, even if he could, Bull wouldn’t have changed his mind about facing off whatever was out there in the dark of night anyway. Cliftons don’t run.

“Bobby, you get my Colt Peacemaker outta my saddle bags and stay right here. Don’t move ‘lessen I tell ya to. Ya hear what I’m sayin’, Son?”

Bobby’s heart skipped. “What? You ain’t leavin’ me here are ya Dad?” Fear cracked his voice, but at the 

same time he was proud that his dad was letting him use the Peacemaker. That gun was Bull’s prize possession. The story behind it was that his mom’s dad, a local judge, had been given the gun by the Sundance Kid in trade for some “legal work”.

“I’m gonna ride down there to the stream ‘n see what’s a-spookin’ Blizz.”

“Dad!” Bobby was frantic. Every shadow seemed to be a viscious varmint now, waiting for the big one to leave so that they could eat the small one. “No! Please don’t go!” He screamed and begged. The cowboy had shot right out of him and the little boy that he really was knew that he had no choice in the matter; Bull already had a leg over Blizzard’s bare back.

“Mind my saddle and that revolver, Son.”

Bobby watched him, totally stunned, he knew that once his dad thrust his boot heels into Blizzard’s soft belly that they’d both be off and running down to the creek bed, leaving Bobby utterly alone with too big of a gun for a young boy to handle. To Bobby’s surprise, however, the horse backed up and reared in an attempt to throw Bull off, but Bull Clifton grew up on horseback. He was one of the finest horseman in the West and had the trophies on the wall at home to prove it. He hung on to that horse, kicked him in sides again and ordered him to move on.

“Get on down to that creek you son of a donkey.”

Blizz gave in. He somehow knew to trust and listen to Bull, just as Bobby did. The pair headed down the slope to the cover of cottonwoods. Bull prodded him along into a fast trot as they pulled out of Bobby’s immediate sight.

The boy turned and jumped behind the boulder again; the heavy, long barreled revolver clutched tight in both hands. He peeked over the rock to see his dad pull the lever on his Winchester rifle and Bobby knew that his dad expected to meet somebody, or something, down there; otherwise he wouldn’t have put a round in the gun’s chamber.

Just before he left Bobby’s sight, Bull turned the horse and yelled back to him, “I’ll be right back, Bobby.! We’ll jus’ let this here .270 give them folks a proper Nevada welcome.” 

He lifted his Winchester above his head and jerked Blizz around to continue the ride to the stream, but his horse had ideas of his own. He lifted up again, full length up on his hind legs and let out a fearful cry. Bull held on tight. He’d been breakin’ broncs on the ranch since he was knee high to a grasshopper and the rough and tumble cowboy wasn’t about the be thrown by Blizz.

“Setlle down, boy.” His calm voice didn’t seem to help, but at least the horse dropped back down to all fours.

“Now you getty-up to them trees ‘fore I put a leather t’yer ass.” Bull’s patience wore thin in the face of fear and the anxiety of leaving his son behind. The horse seemed to finally understand that this wasn’t about him because he took off in a spirited run down the hill. Bobby watched, just barely peeking over the boulder, as they disappeared under the trees.

Out of the corner of his eye Bobby thought that the saw something, or things, creeping across the creek and up the stream beyond the trees. They seemed to crouch down, like they intended to sneak up on the campsite. Smoke fingered up from the fire ring like signals to God that this boy needed protection. Bobby wished that he’d thrown some water on the fire before he’d ducked behind the rock. Every bone in his body shook with fear. An involuntary scream shot from the barrel of his throat.

“Dad! Dad! Come on back, Dad!” His little voice was strained by giant fear. “There’s somethin’ crossin’ the creek up north of ya! Daaaaad!” He felt his eyes swelling with tears in the desert silence. No reply came from his dad. He waited, sweaty hands still clenching tight to the gun, until he thought that he heard his father.

“Buck up, Son. You’re goin’ on twelve years old now; almost a man. Buck up. Have a strong heart!”

“Somethin’s real wrong here Dad. If’n these folks was friendly ‘n meant no harm they’d not be sneakin’ up on us, now would they?”

Bobby realized that he could barely hear the whisper of his own voice, so he knew that Bull couldn’t 

have heard him down at the water’s edge. He figured that he must’ve spoken with himself. Panic and confusion controlled him. He felt sick, small, and completely alone.

The creatures crossed the creek. Bobby could make them out fairly well in the full moon’s light. Stringy clouds moved across the moon’s face, but he could see them, and he knew that they were up to no good. The gun was too big for his young hands and the intruders were too far out to make a bead on them with his dad’s six shooter Colt. 

“But if Dad had stayed,” Bobby thought out loud, “he coulda taken them critters down with his rifle like dominoes.”

They moved closer by the second; they slid smoothly up the small hillside. Bull couldn’t see them from within the cottonwood grove and it didn’t take a grown-up to figure out that they’d be on Bobby like stink on an outhouse long before he could ride back to camp. 

“They must be hidin’ out along the bank.” Bobby told himself as he scanned the open areas but saw no signs of movement. He knew, however, that they had chosen the steepest, most difficult part to cross and could only reason that they did it to provide themselves with the best cover. 

Bobby yelled out with real force, “Dad! They’re sneakin’ up on ya from the north!”

If Bull heard Bobby, he didn’t answer. The only thing Bobby heard in response was the thunderous crack of the rifle. The single shot echoed through the night air. 

“Dad! D’ya shoot one!” No answer. “Dad?” Bobby yelled into the emptiness.

Still no answer met his frightened ears. Bobby waited, every muscle in his body coiled and ready to strike. The Colt Peacemaker, in his tight grip, lay atop the rock he hid behind, its long barrel pointed at nothing but possibilities. 

He’d seen his old man shoot the Colt a hundred times, and prepared to shoot the first thing he saw that wasn’t a man on a horse. He understood, for the first time in his short life how a firearm, something so loud, dangerous and scary, could also feel so protective. He understood why the men always carried guns in the desert. With all the might in his shaky little thumb he pulled the hammer back and prepared to shoot the first thing he saw that wasn’t a man on a horse. He finally understood the true feeling of being human, being vulnerable, and using anything at your disposal to protect your self from harm. He tried to keep his hands still as several shots rang out in succession from somewhere down in the cottonwood grove.

“Dad! D’ya get ‘em Dad!”

No reply came. The silence that followed was worse than the shock of the shots. Bobby didn’t know why but he remembered something his grand daddy, whom he called “Gramps”, had told him before they’d laid him to rest. Bobby’s family were all desert people. His grandpa’s skin was so dark that people said that it looked like the walls of an adobe hacienda on a hot day. He’d sat with Bobby on the porch of the ranch one night as they both looked out into the dark desert and said, “Bobby, the desert has a thousand secrets, but you can unravel ‘em by studyin’ the shadows and the night sounds under a searchin’ moonbeam.” 

Bobby didn’t get it at the time, but now he began to understand the ways of desert people. They walked within the world as part of it, not as separate, superior entities, and he felt like a vulnerable part of it, like prey, as he hid behind the boulder. 

Bobby whispered, “Gramps? You ain’t never heard, nor seen, the likes o’ what me and Dad’re seein’ here tonight.” He still talked to Gramps a lot, his mother’s father, because his mom had told him that Gramps would live on in his heart as long as Bobby talked to him. She’d said that ancestors communicate with the family through the hearts of children. He overpowered an urge to call out to his own father from his own heart. It was too quiet. He felt a lump in his throat and had to continuously wipe the sweat and tears from his eyes, but he bit down on his tongue and kept a keen eye on the stream to the north. His Dad knew that he was no coward. He was a Clifton, and Cliftons don’t run.

Bobby heard himself breathe. It was loud and labored, like he’d just run a race at school. He tried to quiet himself by taking long, slow breaths, worried sick that the intruders could hear his heavy wind and know where he hid. He noticed that the frogs didn’t croak and the crickets didn’t chirp. Even the breeze was gone, as if even God’s uncatchable wind felt the desperate need to hide from whatever was out there. His dad was out there sneaking around in the desert like a sheriff looking for dangerous rustlers. The dry air seemed to thicken. 

Bobby had a hard time breathing, like there wasn’t enough air because the intruders had somehow sucked all the air out of the desert and spewed it into the vacuum of space. There wasn’t enough air to breathe. His long breaths turned into quick, short, panicked breaths. He couldn’t seem to control it.

Bobby began to wonder if the falling star intruders could control the desert’s creatures and the wind. It was like they had mystical powers that could turn a spigot one way or the other without ever having touched it. The wind died. The wolves didn’t howl. Even the fingers of smoke had stopped dancing. Bobby was wrapped up in the scariest night of his life.

Just a few nights ago Bobby’s mom had told him a story about a waif in the wilderness who was scared of his own shadow because he’d been left alone, to fend for himself, in the wild by his parents, but he’d found the courage and figured out how to survive. That tale shone in Bobby’s mind for an instant as he understood the waif’s fear. Being alone at night, in the desert, while someone, or something, strange landed in a falling star and slowly crept up on your campsite, or attacked your dad, or God only knows what. His poor little mind stuttered between horrid thoughts and and he noticed that he was held onto the gun like it was the only limb keeping him from certain death in a quicksand marsh. His fear ran up and down the hill; first towards his dad, then back to himself, like a silent echo.

Bobby wanted his dad to be proud of him. He didn’t want to be a coward, but he felt like one as he hid in the grainy sand behind the boulder. “I’m a ‘fraidy cat, pure and simple.” He thought. 

He began to wonder if he was a real Clifton or not and, from somewhere inside of him, Gramps replied, “Bobby, the Cliftons are bonded together like the toughest steel.” Bobby answered, “Yeah, but I might jus’ hafta turn tail and crawl away like a darned dog that’s been whupped.” Then he remembered something else that Gramps had told him one day as they chased down a rattle snake that had been scaring the horses in the pasture.

Gramps turned to his beloved grandson, “Bobby, the Clifton courage is contagious. It comes down from father to son. Whenever you’re a-scared, just ‘member you got the courage.” Later that same day, Bobby doubted his courage again,and Gramps replied, “Bobby, the Cliftons are bonded together like the toughest steel. One day you’ll be tested by fire and, while ya might soften up a little for just a bit, it won’t kill ya and it’ll only make you stronger once ya cool back down. You’ll be just fine. Ya got it in your blood, boy. You was born to the bond.”

Gramps always knew how to help. “I wish you could see me now, Gramps. I ain’t no more’n a scared jack rabbit.” 

He didn’t talk so much that he lost sight of the creek, or his fears, or the motionless desert ahead of him. He actually felt a little anger towards himself for not having the legendary Clifton courage. He wondered where in his body it was stored so that he could reach in and pull it out like a pocket knife ready to stick a critter.

“Grit, Son. The Clifton’s got grit.” Gramps 

repeated to Bobby on many a chair rocking, knee riding night on the front porch. 

“When the time comes, you’ll act bravely.” 

“Yeah, right.” Bobby blurted out from behind the boulder. His legs were tense and ready to run up the mountain behind him at the first sign of trouble. 

“Maybe I could force myself to run down to the cottonwoods and fight next to Dad.” He didn’t want to die without his dad. He couldn’t live without his dad. That had to be how his life ended. It just had to end that way, if it had to end. It was the only way; the Clifton way. Bobby made up his mind and meant to keep his promise to be brave. He would die by his dad’s side than live as a coward and he figured that he’d soon he’d lay next to his father, dead alongside each other and the stream that his grand daddy, his dad’s father, had built.

“ ‘Course, I could run up the mountain to the mineshaft. I could hide out there ‘til mornin’.” Bobby’s evil, selfish nature stepped in like a coward in full uniform who pretended to be a soldier. He felt like the only boy in the world with two selves; one a hero in hibernation and the other a sniveling coward.

“If I run up the mountain to hide in the mine and it turns out my dad needs me, I’d never forgive myself. If he comes back and finds out I ran when I shoulda been brave, he’d think his oldest son a downright, stinkin’ coward that left him to fend for himself. No. It’s down to the darned ol' creek if need be.” Bobby the brave whispered, booting out the coward in soldier’s clothing. He whispered to himself again.

“My pony probably ain’t even really run off. My mom’s probably gonna be callin’ me down for breakfast real soon. That’s it. God’s testin’ me in my dreams. This ain’t really happenin’ at all. Jus’ hold on, Bobby. It’ll all be better soon as mornin’ comes. Or, maybe Honey Girl did get loose. Maybe I am sleepin’ next to my dad in the desert waitin’ to chase her down in the mornin’. Either way, I’m dreamin’. Gramps said the desert’s a strange place. ‘Things happen on the desert, Bobby. Strange things. It’s a different world, the desert, and things happen out there that don’t happen anyplace else on God’s green earth.’ No. I ain’t sleepin’. I wished I was dreamin’ all this, but I just ain’t.” Reality came and woke him up.

He thought of a yearling steer that had been lost the summer before. They’d found it struggling in an arroyo with a stuck hoof. The image squeezed into Bobby’s overrun mind. The calf got free and ran, like the wind, back to his mother. Was he, Bobby Clifton, a calf, a little, baby coward who need his momma? Bobby the brave took over again and reasoned with himself to stay strong and not let the fear overwhelm him. He had a way of stuffing the things that might interrupt his thinking into a little invisible pocket inside himself, where it stayed until he had time alone to examine it and come to terms with his own perceptions of reality.

“Now Bobby, think about it, boy. There’s been people workin’ this basin for better’n a hunerd years now, so how come none o’ them folks ever seen a fallin’ star like this?  The little devil stepped back in to scare him. 

“Maybe they all died who seen it, or they was just to scared to tell someone ‘bout it.” The coward had a point. It was a scary, unbelievable thing but, “No! That dang sure ain’t true,” brave Bobby broke in again. “Ain’t a soul alive could keep a secret like this pinned up inside.” He felt overwhelmed by an urge to bury himself in the lava dust and hide from not only the unknown creatures who may have killed his dad and come after him, but also from the two Bobby’s who fought to control his every move.

“That’s stupid.” He sighed. “I jus’ gotta stay calm and alert in case Dad needs me down there. 

“He told me to stay put. How the heck can I help if I’m hidin’ in the sand like a desert fox in a hole?”

His poor mind just went on and on in circles and he wished he could bury himself in the sand. 

“I can’t leave Dad’s saddle layin’ there no-how, or our bed rolls. Buryin’ myself? Where’d ya get that stupid idea Bobby Clifton?” He asked himself. He knew that Bull would fan his tail if he lost his Peacemaker or hand made saddle. 

“That’s a fact.” He whispered into the darkness.

Bobby turned and looked at Mt. Clifton behind him. It looked dark and intimidating in the pale distance. He couldn’t quite make out the black hole or the abandoned mine shaft, but that didn’t matter. He’d climbed up there so many times with his brothers and sisters that he could find that hole with a blindfold on. Not a soul alive knew that shaft as well as Bobby; not even his dad. Whatever was out there sneaking around would be hard pressed to find him in that light-less maze that his great granddad had discovered. 


In some desperate quest for stress relief, Bobby’s mind wandered to the stories he’d heard about the mine. The old timers say that it had a lot of silver in it, but that all the silver mines had been spent. He remembered hearing that his great grandpa was so frugal that he’d died with his first penny in his hand. He wondered what would be left for him when he grew up. The silver died out, would the ranching business too? Suddenly he snapped back, again, into the moment. 

The wind whistled through the cottonwoods, then crept its way up to the campsite and stirred up the fire’s ash white coals, bringing back to life their red hot centers and sending up the “fireflies” again. Little dust devils popped up on all sides and suddenly the cold bit into his skin. He pulled up the collar of his coat and hunkered down when another shot rang out. Bobby knew now that his dad was still alive. The cold left him. The fear left him and hope filled the empty mine shaft of Brave Bobby, who now knew that his old man, Bull Clifton, was still fighting. 

His little heart pumped blood like a fire hose through his tense body and, without thinking, he jumped up from behind the big rock and ran as fast as his boots would carry him. He held the Colt in front of him, ready to shoot to kill, but stumbled over every rock in the dimly lit path before him. He hadn’t gone fifty feet when his feet flew out from under him and his dad’s Peacemaker jumped out of his sweaty hands. He hit the gritty gravel on both hands and felt it bite into his flesh. His jeans gave way as his knees hit the ground and the lava gravel cut deep into his young skin. It hurt, but he somehow couldn’t quite feel it yet. He immediately thought of the gun and crawled around on all bloody fours, like a wounded grizzly bear, until he had the Colt securely in his scraped up hands.  Bobby stood up courageously, like a gunfighter, stuck the Colt out in front of him and looked in a full circle for anything that may have snuck up on him. The empty desert seemed unusually still. He wiped his nose across his arm and took off down the hill and to the creek, towards his dad. He hadn’t gone ten feet when he heard Bull call out to him. It was hard to stop. His feet left little skid marks in the sand. 

“Bobby!” Bull called out. Bobby!” 

“I’m comin’ Dad!” Bobby’s legs sprang into action, the heavy Colt still pointed out in front of him. He ran toward the cottonwoods, towards the voice he’d been waiting to hear.

“No, Son! Go back!” Another shot rang out. 


Bobby froze in his tracks as his dad called out for the last time.

“Run, Bobby, run!”




