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Praise for


BRIMSTONE


“The story is riveting, but as usual with a Robert B. Parker Western, the great attraction is the writing itself, especially the brilliantly rendered dialogue.”


—The Associated Press


“[Brimstone] provides some excellent evidence for anyone who wants to argue that Spenser’s creator has been writing nothing but Westerns for thirty-five years.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“There’s murder and showdowns and lots of great action. As always, Parker’s dialogue is the star of his books, especially the laconic conversations between Cole and Hitch.”


—Lincoln Journal Star


RESOLUTION


“The most memorable Western heroes since Larry McMurtry’s . . . Lonesome Dove. . . . Everett Hitch and Virgil Cole, the confident, soft-spoken gun hands introduced in Appaloosa are back—and in a big way. Parker’s prose is at its very best.”


—The Associated Press


“[Parker’s] back with both barrels blazing.”


—The Greenville (MI) Daily News


“This is a tale of the untamed West, where the gun—the fastest gun—is the only law. This novel makes it clear [Parker’s] storytelling skills and great dialogue go well beyond the escapades of the private eye.”


—Minneapolis Star-Tribune


“Parker applies his customary vigor to this sequel to Appaloosa, in a sparse, bullet-riddled rumination on law and order, friendship and honor. . . . Parker’s dialogue is snappy and his not-a-word-wasted scenes suit this Spartan Western.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Parker’s writing is a pure pleasure to read—terse and strong, it carries a good story and lays its messages between the lines . . . fast and fun to read. Highly recommended.”


—Library Journal


“Parker focuses on what he does best—ritualistically clipped dialogue and manly posturing—and serves up a reminder of just how much hard-boiled fiction owes the Western.”


—Kirkus Reviews


APPALOOSA


“The Deadwood-era American West . . . Powerfully good.”


—Entertainment Weekly


“Pure, old-fashioned storytelling . . . the work of a master craftsman. Parker captures the West as neatly as he does the streets of Boston.”


—The Washington Post


“A classic Western . . . with a twist.”


—Boston Herald


“Tough-guy appeal . . . plenty of action.”


—The Wall Street Journal


“Dryly amusing . . . a conclusion that had to make Parker smile as much as his readers will.”


—Los Angeles Times


Classic . . . magnificent . . . One of Parker’s finest.”


—Publishers Weekly (starred review)


“For . . . readers with a hankering for the Wild West, including a high-noon shoot-out and all the accoutrements.”


—USA Today


“Beneath the trappings of this gunfighter novel, Parker really has something to say about the nature of men and women in the Old West. Highly recommended.”


—Library Journal


“As always, [Parker] is a master . . . his plot gallops to a perfect, almost mythical ending. Like a great gunfighter, Parker makes it look easy.”


—St. Petersburg Times


“If Spenser and Hawk had been around when the West was wild, they’d have talked like Cole and Hitch. Wonderful stuff: notch 51 for Parker.”


—Kirkus Reviews


GUNMAN’S RHAPSODY


“Robert B. Parker, the creator of the Spenser detective series, has taken the refreshing view that [Wyatt] Earp was a man long before he was a symbol and has written Gunman’s Rhapsody, a swift-moving, satisfying novel . . . that shows surprising fidelity to most of the known facts without letting them get in the way of a good story. Parker’s strengths here, as in his crime novels, are plot and dialogue. In Gunman’s Rhapsody he has a terrific ready-made story in the events that led to the gunfight at O.K. Corral and its bloody aftermath of revenge, and he creates a spare Western vernacular that gets to the truth in a hurry.”


—The New York Times Book Review


“Gunman’s Rhapsody brings author Robert B. Parker into a new genre, the Western, and that helps put a new spin on his old tricks. . . . Gunman’s Rhapsody is at its core a love story. Wyatt is in love with his guns, with his brothers and extended family, with his macho code of honor, and with Josie. . . . [Parker] open[s] perspectives on a heroic myth that is bound to time and place but also lies outside them.”


—The	Boston	Globe


“A fresh take on the Western marshal [Wyatt Earp] . . . Rhapsody’s psychological portrait is a sure shot. . . . Saddle up for Western noir.”


—People


“The book rings true. . . . Gunman’s Rhapsody is both fast and steady.”


—Entertainment Weekly


“A remarkably artful Western, as tough and as true as the slap of gunmetal against leather. . . . The rhapsody plays out in a rare Parker stand-alone novel, his best yet and his first Western. Told in prose as cool and spare as Parker has ever laid down . . . The narrative takes on the inexorability of classic tragedy.”


—Publishers Weekly


“Parker, best known for his Spenser detective novels (really modern Westerns set in Boston), settles seamlessly into this classic Western story. . . . Wyatt Earp is Spenser with spurs. . . . The theme of hard, violent men in conflict over love and their own codes of honor is standard Parker fare, but no one does it better.”


—Booklist
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IT’S A LONG RIDE SOUTH through New Mexico and Texas, and it seems even longer when you stop in every run-down, aimless little dried-up town, looking for Allie French. By the time we got to Placido, Virgil Cole and I were almost a year out of Resolution.


It was a barren little place, west of Del Rio, near the Rio Grande, which had a railroad station, and one saloon for every man, woman, and child in town. We went into the grandest of them, a place called Los Lobos, and had a beer.


Los Lobos was decorated with wolf hides on the wall and a stuffed wolf behind the bar. Several people looked at Virgil when he came in. He wasn’t special-looking. Sort of tall, wearing a black coat and a white shirt and a Colt with a white bone handle. But there was something about the way he walked and the way the gun seemed so natural. People looked at me sometimes, too, but always after they looked at Virgil.


“Think that wolf might’ve exprised of old age,” Virgil said.


“A long time ago,” I said.


“Exprised ain’t right,” Virgil said. “You went to West Point.”


“Expired,” I said.


“Means died,” Virgil said.


“Uh-huh.”


Virgil believed in self-improvement. He read a lot of books and had a bigger vocabulary than he knew how to use. He sipped his beer.


“Mexican,” he said. “Mexicans know how to make beer.”


“How much money you got?” I said.


“Got a dollar,” Virgil said.


“More than I got,” I said.


Virgil nodded.


“Guess we got to get some,” he said.


I grinned at him.


“We got sort of a limited range of know-how,” I said.


“Least we know it,” Virgil said.


“Lotta saloons, lotta whores,” I said. “Not much else.”


“Railroad station,” Cole said.


“Why?” I said.


“No idea,” Virgil said.


A tall, thin young man in an undershirt stood up from a table near us and walked over to us. He wasn’t heeled that I could see.


“Excuse me, sir,” he said to Virgil. “Boys at my table got a bet. Some say you’re Virgil Cole. Some say you’re not.”


The young man hadn’t shaved lately, but he was too young to have much of a beard. His two front teeth were missing.


“I am,” Virgil said.


The boy looked over his shoulder at the others at his table.


“See that?” he said. “See what I tole you?”


Everyone stared at Virgil.


“Seen you in Ellsworth,” the kid said. “I was ’bout half growed up. Seen you kill two men slick as a whistle.”


“Slick,” Virgil said.


The others at his table were all turned toward us.


“How many men you figure you killed, Mr. Cole?”


“No need to count,” Virgil said.


Most of the room was looking at us now, including the bartender. The boy seemed to have run out of things to say. Virgil was silent.


“Well, uh, it’s been a real pleasure, Mr. Cole, to meet you. Can I shake your hand?”


“No,” Virgil said.


The boy looked startled.


“Virgil don’t shake hands,” I said to the boy. “He don’t see any good coming from letting somebody get hold of him.”


“Oh,” the boy said. “A’course not. I shoulda known.”


Virgil didn’t say anything. The boy backed away sort of awkwardly. When he got to his table, his friends gathered in tight and whispered together.


“No need to be explaining me,” Virgil said to me.


“Hell there ain’t,” I said.


Virgil smiled. The kid at the next table got up and went out without looking at Virgil. A fat Mexican girl in a loose flowered dress came to the table.


“Good time for joo boys?” she said.


“Sit down,” Virgil said.


“Buy drink?” she said.


Virgil shook his head.


“Nope,” he said. “You know a woman named Allison French?”


The woman shook her head.


“Probably calls herself Allie?” Virgil said.


“No.”


“Plays the piano?” Virgil said. “Sings?”


“Don’t know nobody,” the Mexican woman said. “Round the world for a dollar. Joo friend, too.”


Virgil smiled.


“No,” he said. “Thanks.”


“No drink?” she said. “No fuck?”


“Nope,” Virgil said. “Anybody knows Allison French, though, they get a dollar.”


The woman stood up and went back to the other girls in the back of the saloon. She was too fat to flounce, but she was trying.


“Think she gets many dollars?” I said to Virgil.


“Nope.”


“Easy to turn down,” I said.


Virgil shrugged.


“She probably don’t like it, either,” he said. “Just doing what she gotta.”


A group of four men came into Los Lobos and stood at the bar and looked at Virgil. Each of them had a whiskey. Pretty soon two more men drifted in, and then three, until the bar was crowded with men.


“Looks like that kid been spreading the alert,” I said to Virgil.


“’Fraid so,” Virgil said.


“All of ’em look like town people,” I said. “Don’t see no cowboys.”


“Nope,” Virgil said.


“I’m feeling a little left out,” I said. “Nobody’s looking at me.”


“That’s ’cause you’re ugly,” Virgil said.


“Wait a minute,” I said. “Señorita offered me round the world for a dollar.”


“She included you second,” Virgil said.


“That’s just ’cause I ain’t famous like you,” I said.


“Also true,” Virgil said, and drank the last of his beer.
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“I GOT ENOUGH CHANGE,” I said, “I can buy two more beers. Save the dollar for a room.”


“Maybe sleep in the livery stable,” Virgil said. “I’ve slept in worse than a hayloft.”


“We been sleeping in worse for most of the last year,” I said.


Virgil nodded. He was looking at the bartender coming toward our table carrying a bottle and three glasses. With him was a short, wiry man. Not thin, exactly, but lean, sort of hard-looking, with a scraggly blond beard.


“You’re Virgil Cole,” the wiry man said as he reached the table.


Virgil nodded.


“Like to buy you a drink, if I can,” the wiry man said.


“Sure can,” I said, real quick, before Virgil could be unfriendly. You never knew with Virgil.


I gestured at an empty chair, and the wiry man sat down. The bartender put three glasses on the table and poured a useful amount of whiskey in each one.


“Name’s Cates,” the wiry man said. “Everybody calls me Cates.”


Virgil nodded and sipped his whiskey.


“Whiskey clears the throat,” Virgil said. “Considerable better than beer.”


“It does,” Cates said. “You boys been traveling?”


Virgil nodded.


“This here’s Everett Hitch,” he said.


“By God,” Cates said. “I heard a you, too.”


“See that,” I said to Virgil.


“You been with Mr. Cole for some time,” Cates said. “I have,” I said.


Virgil grinned.


“Well,” Cates said. “I’m proud to meet both you boys. Especially you, Mr. Cole.”


“’Specially,” Virgil murmured to me.


“The great Virgil Cole,” Cates said happily, “right here, in my saloon.”


Virgil looked at me without expression.


“With his friend,” Virgil said.


“Of course,” Cates said. “With his friend, Mr. Hitch.”


“Everett,” I said. “And he won’t mind you call him Virgil.”


Virgil nodded. Cates nodded. And we all drank. Cates picked up the bottle and poured us all some more. Cates looked around the room.


“Look at the crowd,” he said. “Got to say you’re a big attraction, Virgil.”


“Like a geek show,” Virgil said.


“No,” Cates said. “God, no. It’s respect. It’s like a hero has come to town.”


Virgil looked at me.


“Hero,” he said.


“That’d be you,” I said.


“Maybe you boys don’t take it serious, but I’m here to tell you that we do.”


“ ‘We’?” Virgil said.


“Everybody,” Cates said. “I got a proposal for you.”


Virgil didn’t say anything. If Cates minded that, it didn’t show.


“My shotgun lookout works ’bout twelve hours a day,” Cates said. “He needs a break.”


“Any law in town?” Virgil said.


“Never needed none,” Cates said.


Virgil nodded.


“Like to hire you to sit shotgun,” Cates said. “Couple hours a day is all, start of the evenin’.”


“Draw a crowd?” I said.


“Sure would,” Cates said. “The great Virgil Cole? Sitting shotgun in Los Lobos? Good gracious. It would put this whole damned town on the map.”


“And make you some money,” I said.


“Sure would; why I want to do it. But what’s good for me is good for the town, and the other way around as well.”


“How much,” Virgil said.


“Give you a dollar a day,” Cates said.


“Each,” Virgil said.


“You and Everett?” Cates said.


“Uh-huh.”


Cates looked at the bar, which was two deep now with people drinking and watching Virgil. He looked at me and back at Virgil. Then he nodded.


“Done,” he said.


He went into his pocket and took out two silver dollars and put them on the table.


“First day in advance,” he said.


Virgil picked up the coins and gave one to me.


“Don’t know how long I’ll be in town,” he said.


“Long as you’re here, the deal stands,” Cates said.


“I’m looking for a woman,” Virgil said.


Cates grinned and waved his hand toward the back of the saloon.


“Take your pick,” he said.


“Woman named Allison French,” Virgil said.


“Can’t say I know her,” Cates said.


“Sings,” Virgil said. “Plays the piano.”


“In saloons?” Cates said.


“Yep.”


“Lotta saloons in town,” Cates said. “I can ask around.”


“Do,” Cole said.
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WE TOOK A ROOM in the Grande Palace Hotel, which was not accurately named, and agreed to live on Virgil’s dollar a day and save mine for when we moved on. During Virgil’s shift on lookout, I sat around Los Lobos and observed. During the day we strolled around the ugly little bare-board town and asked about Allie.


“When’s the last time you did a lookout job?” I said to Virgil after the first night.


“Sorta helped you out a year ago up in Resolution,” he said.


“But when did you actually earn money at it?” I said.


“’Fore I met you,” Virgil said.


“Close to twenty years,” I said.


“Yep.”


“How’s it feel?” I said.


“People come here to look at me, Virgil Cole, the famous shooter. I feel like I’m in a circus.”


“But . . .” I said.


“Need the money,” he said.


“And we can’t steal it,” I said.


“Can’t do that,” Virgil said.


We were having breakfast in a cook tent that had no name, only a sign outside that said EAT. Virgil put down his coffee cup and looked at me.


“Ain’t gonna talk about this ’cept once,” Virgil said. “I got something I got to do. So I will do whatever I have to do to do it.”


“Lotta do’s in there, Virgil.”


“You know what I’m saying.”


I grinned at him.


“I do,” I said.


“And you’re with me.”


“I am,” I said.


“Because that’s how we are,” Virgil said.


I nodded.


“It is,” I said.


“So I’m gonna sit lookout until we know that Allie ain’t here. Then we gonna move on.”


“I know,” I said.


Virgil picked up his coffee cup and drank some.


“Coffee ain’t very good,” he said.


“Better than no coffee,” I said.


. . .


Los Lobos was regularly jammed with Virgil-watchers at the beginning of the evening. On the third night we were there, Cates came in and walked over to my table. I noticed that people made room for him quite carefully as he walked through the crowd. He seemed to be the most pleasant man in the room. But people were careful around him.


“Evenin’, Everett,” he said.


“Cates,” I said.


“Mind if I sit with you?”


“Have a seat,” I said.


Cates sat; the bartender brought him whiskey and two glasses. He poured himself a glass and offered some to me.


I shook my head.


“I’ll drink a little beer,” I said.


“Backing up Cole?” Cates said.


“Something like that.”


“That why you got the shotgun?”


“Didn’t know what else to do with it,” I said. “Leave it someplace and somebody’ll steal it.”


Cates looked at the shotgun for a moment.


“That’s some big load,” he said.


“Eight-gauge,” I said. “Brought it along with me when I left Wells Fargo.”


“Blow a big hole,” Cates said.


“Does,” I said.


“Shotgun messenger?” Cates said.


“Yep.”


“When’d you do that?”


“After I got out of the Army, I did a little of this, a little of that, ’fore I met Virgil.”


“You enlisted?”


“Nope.”


“West Point?” Cates said.


“Yep.”


“I’ll be damned,” Cates said. “You never got along too well with the Army, I’m guessing.”


“Lotta rules,” I said. “How about you. How’d you end up here?”


“Come into a little money, sort of unofficial like,” Cates said. “Bought this place when it was a rattrap. Hundreds of ’em. Got a couple big mean tomcats, fixed it up a little, and things are starting to build.”


“Nothing like a tomcat,” I said.


“Coyotes got one of ’em, but the other one’s still working here,” Cates said.


“Feed him?”


“Nope. He stays nice and fat on his own.”


“Good thing,” I said.


“Self-supporting,” Cates said.


Cates poured himself a little more whiskey and looked at it in the glass. The room was thick with smoke, and noise, and the smell of whiskey.


“You still looking for that girl?” Cates said.


“Yep.”


“Don’t know if it’s the right one, but there’s a girl named Frenchie, works out of a saloon in the river end of town. Used to sing and play the piano some, they tell me. But she was pretty bad, so she mostly now just works on her back, if I can say that to you.”


“You can,” I said. “Won’t do anybody any good to say it to Virgil, though.”


There were some cards being played along the left wall of the saloon, and the whores clustered at the back, foraying out now and then for a prospect, taking him out through a door in the back of the room. They were generally not gone for long.


“No,” Cates said. “I figured it wouldn’t. Why I’m talking to you.”


“What’s the saloon?” I said.


“Barbary Coast Café,” Cates said.


I smiled.


“Do get some names round here,” Cates said. “Don’t we.”


“As grand as it sounds?” I said.


“No,” Cates said.


We both looked at Virgil sitting motionless in the high chair, looking at nothing, seeing everything.


“Don’t use a shotgun,” Cates said.


“Mostly no,” I said.


“Guess he don’t need one,” Cates said.


“Virgil don’t need much,” I said.
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I LEFT THE EIGHT-GAUGE with the bartender and went out into the darkening street. The dust was nearly ankle-deep on top of the hard-baked dirt beneath it. I walked toward the river. If I hadn’t known where it was, I could have followed the smell of it. Around Los Lobos, among the saloons and bordellos, there were a few commercial enterprises that sold cloth and feed and nails. As I got closer to the river the shops disappeared and there were only saloons and whorehouses. The Barbary Coast Café was the last place on the street. It stood right up against the mudflat that bordered the depleted river. This time of year the Rio wasn’t very grand. In spring the mudflats would be covered with water. But now there was mostly mud, with just enough water running down the center to remind us it was a river.


The Barbary Coast was where it belonged. It was a two-story building made of whatever they had available, some warped lumber that hadn’t cured when they put it up and was now warped and split from the drying process. Some of the roof was tin, some was Mexican tile. Most of the windows had no glass and were covered with something that might have been flour sacks. The front door, which stood open and looked like it wouldn’t close, appeared to have been rendered from a wagon gate.


I went in. It was dark and smelled of coal oil and smoke, full spittoons and sweat, cigar smoke and booze. It wasn’t crowded. There were men lining the bar, which was two planks on a couple of fifty-gallon kegs. There were some cards being played by candlelight at a few unmatched tables around the room. Half the tables were empty. And along the wall past the bar was a small flock of desperate-looking whores. The pickings looked slim. But repulsive. I pulled my hat down over my eyes and went to the bar, squeezed in among the other men, for concealment, and ordered a beer.


“No beer,” the barman said.


“Gimme what you got,” I said.


The barman poured something from a jug into a dirty glass. I sniffed it and put it down.


“Frenchie around?” I said.


“Her?” the barman said.


“Her,” I said.


The barman shrugged.


“Over there with the rest of ’em,” he said. “Pink dress.”


I looked at the whores. It was hard in the dim light, and I almost missed her. The pink dress was dirty. Her hair was ratty. She was a lot thinner than she had been, and the body that had once so proudly pushed at the confines of her dress now seemed shrunken inside her clothes. I studied her over the right shoulder of the fat man next to me. A lot less than she had been, but it was Allie. I watched her for a moment as she scanned the room, looking for prospects. Then I put a dime down beside my drink and moved away from the bar, not looking at Allie. The barman picked up my dime and then carefully poured the undrunk whiskey back into the jug.


I went back into the despondent street feeling tired and tight across my shoulders. So we’d found her. I didn’t want Virgil to see her in this setting. But it wasn’t for me to decide. It was the only setting she was in, and we’d spent a year looking for her. I started back up the street toward Los Lobos. For maybe the first time since I’d known Virgil, I didn’t know what he would do.
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VIRGIL DIDN’T SAY A WORD from the time I told him we’d found Allie to the moment we stopped outside the rat hole where she worked. I had the eight-gauge with me, simply because I was more comfortable with it than without it, especially when I had no idea of what was going to happen.


Virgil studied the Barbary Coast Café.


“In there,” he said.


“Yes.”


Virgil looked at it some more. Then he nodded once and started forward, and we walked in through the front door. Virgil stopped inside to let his eyes adjust.


“Where is she?” Virgil said.


She was right where she had been. I nodded toward her. Virgil looked at her for a considerable time. Then he nodded again and walked over to her and stood in front of her. She looked up at him, forcing her customer’s smile, started to speak, and stopped. The smile remained in place on her immobilized face. Virgil waited. She stared.


Then she said, “Virgil?”


Virgil nodded.


She said, “Virgil.”


Virgil nodded.


She said, “Oh, sweet Jesus, Virgil, get me out of here.”


“Yes,” he said.


He took her arm and they started toward the door.


“Hey,” the barman said. “Stairs in the back.”


Virgil showed no sign that he’d heard.


“Whores ain’t allowed to leave the premises,” the barman said.


A fat man with a droopy mustache and long, greasy hair came from across the room and stood in the doorway.


“You planning on taking that whore somewhere?” he said.


There was a scar at one corner of his mouth, as if someone had cut him with a knife. He was wearing suspenders and no belt, and he had a Colt stuck in the right-hand pocket of his pants. With fluid economy, Virgil pulled his gun and slammed it against the fat man’s head. The fat man went down. Virgil guided Allie around him and out the front door.


The bartender said, “Hey.”


I looked at him and shook my head. Then, with the eight-gauge leveled at the room, I backed out the front door and started up the street behind Virgil and Allie, keeping an eye over my shoulder at the Barbary Coast Café. Nobody came out.


Off the lobby of the Grande Palace Hotel there was a one-chair barbershop, and in the back of it was a small room, run by two fat old Mexican women, where you could get a bath. Virgil took Allie in there.


“Scrub her,” he said to the two women. “And wash her clothes.”


Allie stood motionless and silent.


“What she wear after?” one of the women said.


“We’ll worry about that,” Virgil said, “when she’s clean.”
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ALLIE LOOKED LIKE A KID. Her hair was clean and straight. She wore no makeup, and she sat barefoot and cross-legged on the bed, wearing one of my clean shirts, like a dress, with the sleeves rolled.


“I could step out for a while,” I said. “Get me a drink. Let you folks talk.”


Virgil shook his head. So I sat on a chair in the corner of the room and was quiet.


“You run off,” Virgil said to Allie.


“I was ashamed,” she said.


“You sick at all? ”


“No, honest to God, Virgil,” she said. “I haven’t got nothing.”


“All this time you been whoring?” Virgil said.


“I know, but I been lucky. I haven’t caught nothing.”


Virgil nodded.


“You been whoring since you left.”


Allie nodded slowly.


“Mostly,” she said. “I had to live, Virgil.”


Virgil nodded.


“You did,” he said.


There was nothing in Virgil’s voice. The single oil lamp next to the bed lit Allie pretty good, but it left most of the room sorta dark. The silence that hung between them seemed heavy.


“I was ashamed,” Allie said. “And after Everett shot Bragg, I was scared.”


“Of what?” Virgil asked.


“You,” she said. “That you’d find out about me. Me, maybe, maybe I was scared of what I was.”


“What were you?” Virgil said.


“I was an awful woman, I wanted everything, and being a woman, alone, out here in this country with no rules . . .”


“I had rules,” Virgil said.


“And I was breaking them, Virgil. Only way I knew to get what I wanted, feel like I wanted to feel, be how I wanted, only way for me was to fuck somebody.”


“Fucked a considerable number of somebodies,” Virgil said.


“Yes,” Allie said.


It was a child’s voice, piping out from the fresh-scrubbed child’s face. Virgil was silent. His face was in shadow. I was nearly invisible sitting away from the light in the corner.


“I shoulda stayed with you, Virgil.”


“Yes,” Virgil said. “You should have.”


“But I was bad, just bad, all I can say. I run off and I tried but I could never find a decent man, never nobody like you, Virgil. And they passed me around and I kept going down, down, and down, and . . .” She stopped talking and took in a deep breath, and let it out very slow. She did it again.


Then she said, “I had to do some awful things, Virgil . . . awful things with awful men.”


Virgil was silent. Allie looked down at her hands folded in her lap.


“Awful,” she said.


Virgil stood suddenly and walked to the window and looked down through the darkness at the ugly street.


“And now?” he said.


“I guess I’m awful,” she said. “I look awful. I feel awful. I ain’t worth no man’s attention. I ain’t worth anything.”


“You changed any?” Virgil said.


“I don’t know,” Allie said. “I’m at the bottom, Virgil. I can’t go down no further.”


“Think you could change?”


“I’d like to. I can’t stand this no more. I’d surely try.”


“What you think we should do?” Virgil said.


He was still looking down into the street.


“I don’t know,” Allie said in a really small voice. “I might just die.”


Virgil didn’t move from the window.


Still looking down into the street, he said, “Sooner or later. Everett, you got a thought?”


“I don’t, Virgil. I don’t believe it’s mine to think about.”


“You believe her?” Virgil said.


“I believe what’s happened to her,” I said.


“Think she can change?” Virgil said.


“Believe she wants to,” I said.


“Think she can?”


“Don’t know, Virgil.”


Virgil turned slowly from the window and looked at me in the near darkness.


“Everett,” Virgil said. “You killed a man for her and me. I want to know where you stand.”


“You know where I stand, Virgil,” I said. “Been with you near twenty years. Plan to be with you as far as we go.”


“Think I should take her back?” Virgil said.


“Don’t recall that she asked you to,” I said.


“You think I should?” Virgil said. “I need to know what you think.”


“We don’t have to leave her here,” I said. “We can take her someplace where she gets a decent chance.”


“But you don’t think I should take her back.”


“She is what she is,” I said. “Been what she is for a long time.”


“And you don’t think she’ll change,” Virgil said.


“Don’t think she’s got anything to change to,” I said.


“You don’t think I should take her back,” Virgil said.


“No,” I said. “I don’t.”


Allie’s breathing was shallow in the silence. She seemed like an injured sparrow, sitting cross-legged on the bed in a shirt much too big for her, staring at her hands.


“No,” Virgil said. His voice sounded hoarse. “I don’t think so, either . . . but I got to do it.”


I stood.


“It’s yours to say,” I told Virgil. “I’m going to bunk in the livery stable tonight.”


Neither Virgil nor Allie said anything. Neither one moved as I left the room and closed the door behind me.
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WE TOOK ALLIE TO BREAKFAST in the cook tent. With her dress washed and her hair combed, she looked a little better than she had when we dragged her out of the Barbary Coast Café. But she didn’t look good.


“I got to get some new clothes, Virgil,” she said.


“Next town,” Virgil said.


“We leavin’ this one?”


“Yep,” Virgil said. “Can’t make a livin’ here.”


“Virgil,” Allie said, “I don’t even have any underwear.”


“Next town,” Virgil said.


His eyes moved slightly and stopped. Then moved again. I was used to Virgil looking at things. If it was worth mentioning, he’d mention it.


“We need money,” he said.


“Sell the horses?”


“Yes, livery stable will probably buy them. Take what you can get; I don’t want to wait around here.”


“Saddles? Bridles?”


“All of it,” Virgil said. “And don’t waste time. Want to catch today’s train.”


Virgil had seen something.


“On my way,” I said.


Man doesn’t sell his horse if he don’t have to. The liveryman knew he had me in a box and got the horses and gear for a lot less than they were worth. Still, it would cover us for a bit. With the money in my pocket, I walked back up past the cook tent. Virgil and Allie weren’t there. I went on to the hotel. When I got there they were packed, my stuff and Virgil’s. Allie didn’t have any. There wasn’t much. Just the clothes would fit in a saddlebag. Virgil didn’t run, so it must have to do with Allie. It was one of the many things I didn’t like about Allie. I was used to Virgil being Virgil. He was always Virgil. But with Allie he was different. I didn’t like different.


We went downstairs and walked to Los Lobos, where Virgil gave notice and shook hands with Cates. Then we went back out to the street and started toward the railroad station. Across the street a group of men watched us come out. And, when we started down the street they walked along with us on the other side. One of them was the fat man with the scar and the long hair that Virgil had buffaloed when we’d taken Allie out of the Barbary Coast Café.


Virgil paid them no mind as we walked.


“I count six,” Virgil said to me softly. “Anything develops, I’ll take the first man. You take the last, and we’ll work our way to the middle.”


I nodded. At this range, with the eight-gauge, I might get two at a time.


“Virgil,” Allie said. “What is it.”


“Nothing to worry about,” Virgil said.


Allie looked for the first time at the men across the street.


“Oh my God, Virgil, it’s Pig.”


“That his name?” Virgil said.


“Don’t let him take me back.”


“Nope,” Virgil said.


“Everett . . .”


“We’re fine, Allie,” I said. “We’re fine.”


Pig was carrying a big old Navy Colt in a gun belt that sagged under his belly. There was dried blood on his shirt. It appeared that he hadn’t changed it since Virgil hit him. The left side of Pig’s face was swollen and dark, with a long scab where Virgil’s front sight had dragged across the cheekbone. The five men with him were all carrying. I thumbed back both hammers on the eight-gauge.


We kept walking our parallel walk. Allie held tight to Virgil’s left arm. At the end of the street was the Barbary Coast Café, and across the street from that the railroad station, and beyond that the river. And nothing else. It was obvious where we were going.


“I need you to let go of my arm now, Allie,” Virgil said.


His voice was quiet. He could have been asking her to pass him the sugar. He was Virgil Cole again. Even with the stakes as high as they would ever get for him, he was now Virgil Cole. It was a relief. At the end of the street we stopped and the six men stopped across from us. The railroad station was on their side. We looked at one another. Pig was at the far left end of the line that now faced us.


“Hey, Whoreman,” Pig shouted. “Whatcha gonna do now?”


“Same deal,” Virgil said to me. “Pig goes first. You start at the right end.”


“Yep.”


“Allie,” Virgil said. “Any shooting, you lie flat down in the street, you unnerstand?”


“Virgil . . .”


“Unnerstand?” Virgil said again.


His voice was still calm, but it had flattened a little.


“Yes,” Allie said in a small voice.


“Okay,” Virgil said, and stepped off the boardwalk and into the street.


Allie moved behind me. She was mumbling softly to herself, and after a moment I realized she was praying. Virgil walked straight across the street toward the six men, and specifically toward Pig.


I knew what he was doing. Never let it be you and them, Virgil always said. Always make it between you and some of them.


“I want my whore back,” Pig said.


Virgil kept walking. Pig hadn’t expected it. He wasn’t quite sure what he should do.


“You think you gonna hit me again when I ain’t ready?” Pig said.


“I’m gonna kill you,” Virgil said.


Virgil didn’t speak very loudly, but all of us heard him, and his voice made Pig flinch back a half step. I brought the eight-gauge up to a kind of parade rest position. The men to Pig’s left moved a little away. Virgil was close now. If Pig was going to make his move he’d need to do it now, before Virgil was on top of him. He knew it, and tried to draw his gun. Virgil shot him before Pig got his hand on the butt. Without any pause Virgil shot the man next to him. I picked off the two at the other end of the line. The remaining two didn’t know whether to shoot at me or Virgil and ended up running away.
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