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 The first months of 2011 I visited downtown San Angelo 

to offices of fixers and arrangers specializing in settling 

future accounts with the exactors of the death tax. A 

clearer way to say that might be that I spent a lot of 

dough on lawyers and accountants to avoid my heirs being 

forced to sell land to pay federal estate taxes. 

 The office’s parking lot is behind the old clinic 

hospital where all eight heirs to this estate were born. 

Right across the alley, a drive slopes down to the once 

shortcut entrance to the emergency rooms. 

 Parents often used this entrance when they were in too 

big a hurry to go upstairs to register. A boy with 

spectacular injuries like an ear dangling from his head to 

be sewed back, or a freak rubber knife wound below a right 

eyelid to stitch closed prompted haste. 

 In front of the building, the same stairs remain where 

we packed eight babies down in the same white basket to go 

home to the ranch. Over to the left of the steps, nurses 

posed in the sidelight for good photos holding the new 

babies. 

 Along about the fourth or fifth edition, one of the 

smart-mouth white caps began to say, as we loaded the old 

station wagon: “Guess we will see you next year, Monte.” 



 After 60 years, folks still make inappropriate 

comments like: “Oh, but I bet you wouldn’t take a million 

bucks for one of them.” Pause right here and take this 

down. Some days in the past, it wouldn’t have taken nearly 

a million bucks to sort of forget about one living in 

Paris, or studying for the stage in New York City, or 

taking off a year to tour the United States. (Of all gawd-

amighty things, he fell in love in Rhode Island after 

visiting 50 decent-sized states.) 

 How about opening the bid at a million on a camp full 

of grown sons, planting trees in Canada (illegally) on the 

wet summer in Texas when the stomach worms threatened to 

destroy his dad’s lamb crop? More than likely you don’t 

know a smidgen about planting seedlings or doctoring sheep, 

but try, before you bet he wouldn’t take a million bucks 

for five foreign-based tree planters. 

 Doctors owned the old hospital. The gynecologist 

charged one hundred twenty five dollars a birth. We didn’t 

know it at the time, but he and the pediatrician were doing 

a lot of charity work on the side. 

 The baby doctor worked on a tribal basis. He charged 

three dollars for one kid and five bucks total if more were 

worked in on the visit. We left every time with a sack full 

of samples. His head nurse chased us down the hall to 



return lost shoes and cancel buttons pushed on the elevator 

to advertise our provincial presence. 

 I still can show you where we crossed the street to 

park. No way of counting the times one of the two year-olds 

did a “breakaway act” off the curb into the street. My old 

fingers are too stiff to grab one by the collar like I did 

in those days, but we stayed in shape. Opening safety pens 

and folding cloth diapers kept us nimble. 

 Ten or 15 pounds of damp kid were no task at all to 

juggle on your knee, or burp on your shoulder. Three hours 

sleep a night equaled a vacation. 

 Now about this estate tax; Uncle Goat Whiskers 

reminded me every time we talked that the Big Boss was 

having too much fun to save any money to pay his estate 

taxes. 

 At my young age, Whiskers’ prediction that the land 

was going to be lost sounded plenty ominous; nevertheless, 

it wouldn’t have been appropriate for a son to suggest that 

the Big Boss give up a girlfriend or retire a string of 

polo horses to pay death taxes. 

 And there wasn’t much to save in those days around my 

outfit to pay future taxes unless trading stamps from the 

grocery store counted. The largest federal tax was on 



tobacco and 40 cents a bottle on “Osa Negro Gin” brought 

across from Mexico once a year. 

 My estate rested between a jugkeeper and his committee 

at the San Angelo National Bank in those days. He stayed 

with a bunch of herders during that dry catastrophe in the 

1950s, but I don’t think taxes entered into the problem. 

 After the appointments, I walked across the alley for 

a closer look. Comes back that I once drove an old 

ambulance into the emergency entrance carrying an injured 

cowboy. Memory returns of packing one or another of the 

boys down the slope with blood soaking my shirt while he 

howled about a fish hook or a mesquite thorn stuck in his 

hide. 

 The old glass in the door will still reflect an image. 

I can’t help laughing at the absurdity of it all. 


