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We have been lucky. It’s just a thing that
happened, and mostly these things are
recoverable, but not always. It’s a long way to
the doctor if there’s real trouble, and you
learn to be more careful than you need to be.
There’s no way to protect yourself from your
own ignorance. You just have to get lucky.

They don’t shoot that blue-roan heifer,
though some people might have. She runs
with the rest of the herd all summer on the
mountain. But she goes on the truck to mar-
ket that fall.

At the Wilder bunkhouse, there is a little
faded holy card tacked with a horseshoe nail
to the bookshelf, left by some Mexican
buckaroo. San Martin Caballero, the patron
saint of cowboys. He is young and dashing
for a saint, riding a big white horse. I think at
first to tear it off, cleaning as I am, but the
paper is stronger than it looks. It reminds me
for some reason of a conversation I’ve had
with Tim, about learning how to fall.

“You have to pick your spot,” he says. “If
a horse blows up with you, and you know
you’re going to go off, you focus on a spot on
the ground. You may feel like you’re com-
pletely out of control, but that spot is always
where you’ll land. Pick a spot that’s smooth,
with no rocks. You might be bruised but you
won’t get hurt,” he says, staring at something
in the past. “Then, after you learn how to fall,
you can learn how not to.”

That day came for Tim, just a day cow-
boying, when the decision became his to
make. A snake, a rock, however it happened,
the horse blew up. “That horse had me
bucked off, and I just decided, no. It’s so
much a mental battle. Choose when, choose
where, learn that you can choose whether or
not to fall.”

I leave that faded holy card right where
it is, guarding the shelf of romance novels
and the Louis L’Amours, and pick up my
cleaning supplies, anxious to get out of
there before the kids get back. Sam bucka-
roos for the ranch all that summer and a
couple more through college before he
leaves for good. He makes it through his
share of wrecks and range fires, and his
share of falls. I’m no Catholic, but one day I
may light a candle to San Martin Caballero,
for all loosely rooted cowboys, for all boys
learning to be men.  ■

Carolyn Dufurrena lives on the Quinn River
Ranch in northern Nevada. This story is
adapted from “Sharing Fencelines,”
University of Utah Press, 2002.
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John Klump’s billboard on Interstate 10 in Bowie, Arizona.
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