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Again, and always, for Joan











PROLOGUE


The Boston House Saloon was the best in Appaloosa. It had a long, teak bar with a big, gilt-framed mirror behind it. At night, the room was lit by coal oil lamps on a chandelier that could be lowered and raised on a chain and pulley. It was late afternoon, and the place was empty except for the bartender and three off-shift copper miners drinking beer. The bartender was Willis McDonough. McDonough was a fat



man who always wore white shirts fresh from the Chinaman. He moved easily and with great dignity up and down the bar. He was polishing glasses with a clean towel when the two men came into the saloon and ordered two glasses of whiskey.


One of the men, the shorter one, had a small face with a narrow mouth and prominent front teeth, which he tried to conceal with a big, sweeping moustache. He carried a gun cross draw in a cheap holster. He wasn’t a miner, and he wasn’t a cowboy. The other man was taller, with a thick body and long, black hair that looked oily. He too had a gun. It was stuck into his right-hand pants pocket, with its dark walnut butt showing.


Between them, they drank a bottle of whiskey. They spoke only to each other. They paid no attention to McDonough or the three miners. When the whiskey was gone, they turned to leave.


“That’ll be three dollars,” McDonough said.


Both men turned and stared silently at McDonough for a moment. McDonough looked back at them and felt uncomfortable. They both had guns. Looking at them, he realized, as if they had told him, that they would shoot him if he persisted. He didn’t wish to die for three dollars. He shrugged.




“On the house, gentlemen.”


Neither one showed any reaction. They turned and left the bar. McDonough’s heart felt shaky in his chest.


 


THEY HAD JUST come from seeing a stereopticon show about Venice, Italy. Now they walked up Second Street, lit mostly by the moon and a little by the light that spilled out of the barrooms. She put her arm through his. She could feel how strong he was. It would be so exciting if they could ever go to Venice—or anyplace, really, as long as they were together. Coming toward them on the board sidewalk were three men. From the way they walked, she could tell they were drunk. She wanted to cross the street, but he said no. He didn’t cross the street for anyone. They met by the livery stable. One of the men asked them where they were going. He was a tall man, she remembered, with narrow shoulders and a walleye. His beard was scraggly, as if he had trouble growing one.


“We’re going home,” her husband said, “if you’ll kindly step out of the way.”


“Good-looking lady you got,” the walleyed man said.




“My wife,” her husband said, and she could hear the warning in his voice.


“She fuck as good as she looks?” the walleyed man said.


Her husband hit him very hard, and he staggered backward. One of his friends, a short, thick man with no hat, drew his gun and shot her husband in the chest. She screamed. Her husband collapsed in a heap. The tall man got his balance back and dragged her away from her husband and into the livery stable. The two other men followed. They forced her onto the floor and began to take off her clothes. She struggled as hard as she could. Then she was naked and one of them was on her. She felt as if she was surrounded by a vast, empty space in which her own screams echoed like those of someone else. Then she closed her eyes and set her jaw and waited.


 


JACK BELL had worked all the tough towns. He’d been a city marshal in cattle-trail towns and worked the wild mining towns like Tombstone and Silver City. He’d scouted for the army and



rode shotgun for Wells Fargo. He’d once arrested John Wesley Hardin. When Clayton Johansson’s wife described the men who shot her husband and raped her, Bell was pretty sure who did it. With two deputies, he rode out to the Circle RB ranch to talk with Randall Bragg, who owned the ranch and for whom the suspects worked. They met in the open area of hard, trampled dirt between the ranch house and the barn. Most of his hands stood near Bragg. All of them were armed.


“Randall,” Bell said. “I’m afraid I need to bring three of your boys back into town with me.”


Bragg was a spare man, wearing a black duster and a high-crowned black hat. He held a Winchester rifle. Bell could see that the hammer was back.


“Can’t spare ’em, Jack,” he said.


His voice was deep, but it had a hard sound to it, as if it were forced out through his nose.


“It’s serious legal business, Randall. I got to take them in.”


“No.”


Bell looked at Bragg and the cowboys ranged behind him. He



looked over his shoulder at one of the deputies, and nodded at the walleyed man standing with his two friends near one end of the group.


“Cut those three out,” he said.


The deputy looked uncertain. Bell’s hand rested gently on his gun’s butt.


“Do what I tell you,” Bell said.


The deputy moved his horse forward and pitched suddenly off the horse as a shot was fired from the barn. Bell knew it was a Winchester; he’d heard enough of them. He turned his horse toward the shot and pulled his gun free, and a bullet hit him in the face and knocked him backward out of the saddle. The second deputy sat, frozen, in his saddle. He looked at the deputy and Bell sprawled in the dirt. He glanced at the barn and then at Bragg. Bragg, still holding the Winchester, smiled.


“Time to see what you’re made of,” he said to the deputy. “Ain’t it.”


The deputy pulled his horse sharply around and headed out at a gallop. No one in town knew where he went.
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It was a long time ago, now, and there were many gunfights to follow, but I remember as well, perhaps, as I remember anything, the first time I saw Virgil Cole shoot. Time slowed down for him. He fought with an odd stateliness. Always steady and never fast, but always faster than the man he was fighting.


Like my father, I’d been West Point, and I was good at soldiering. But soldiering didn’t allow too much for expansion of the soul. So after five years in the Indian Wars, I turned in my commission and rode away to see how far



I could expand it. To keep from starving to death while I was expanding it, I shot buffalo for the railroad, and rode beside the driver on Wells Fargo coaches with an eight-gauge shotgun, and scouted now and then for the Army. I sat lookout for a while in a gambling parlor in Durango. I did a short turn as a bouncer in a whorehouse in Canon City. I got in a fight in Tres Piedras, and killed the man and had to move on pretty quick. I tried to find a little gold in the mountains in Colorado and didn’t, and came down out of the San Juan Mountains, looking for something else to do. Along the way, I read a lot of books and fucked a lot of women, all of whom I liked. Now, with thirty dollars’ worth of gold in my pocket, on a dark bay gelding named Sugar that I’d won playing poker in Esmeralda, I came on into Trinidad in the midafternoon on a summer day with the sun warm on my back.


It wasn’t much of a town then. Two streets north and south. Three streets crossing east and west. Twelve blocks in all. It was one of those towns that existed mostly for people passing through. Cowboys who brought cattle to the railhead from the East Colorado grasslands. Soldiers on the way to Fort Carson. Hide hunters, teamsters, and miners occasionally, coming down to resupply. A few people trying to farm. People like me, moving from place to place because they didn’t know what else to do.


As I passed the Rattlesnake Saloon on my left, the swinging doors burst open and a big man in a buckskin shirt came through them faster, surely, than he would have wished,



stumbled across the boardwalk, trying to catch his balance, and fell forward into the street. There was blood on one side of his face. Sugar shied a little, and I pulled him up. The man in the street had gotten himself onto all fours when the saloon doors opened more gently and a tall man came out wearing a black suit. The suit’s coat was pushed back on the right side to expose a big, bone-handled Colt. I could see the badge pinned to his white shirt. Very dignified and deliberate, he stepped off the boardwalk into the street and stopped maybe six feet from the man in the buckskin shirt, and waited. Behind him, five or six other men pushed out of the saloon and stood on the boardwalk. He didn’t seem to see them, but I noticed that he had turned slightly, so that he could look at the man in the street and the men on the boardwalk.


The man in the street was on his feet now. He was a big man, fat but strong-looking, with a black beard and long hair. His buckskin shirt looked as if he’d worn it since the buck was killed. On his belt, he wore a bowie knife and a big Army Colt in a flap holster. He smelled like a man who skinned buffalo. Some of the street dust had caked onto the blood on the left side of his face. He faced the man in the black suit.


“Goddamn you, Cole,” he said. “You got no business hitting me with that gun.”


“Time for you to come on with me, Bear,” Cole said. “Until you cool down.”


His voice was surprisingly light and soft.




“I ain’t going with anybody,” Bear said. “I paid that whore three dollars for an hour, and she fucked me once and said she was through.”


“Bear,” Cole said, “I would guess that you are only good for one an hour.”


“Don’t you rag me, Cole. Next time I see that sow, I’m going to gut her.”


“No.”


Cole’s voice didn’t get less soft, but something came into it that made the “no” crackle like summer lightning. Bear almost swayed for a moment. Then he steadied himself, and his eyes shifted to the other men on the boardwalk.


Somebody said, “We’re with you, Bear.”


Somebody else said, “Don’t let him run you.”


Bear turned his gaze back to Cole.


“I ain’t coming with you,” Bear said.


Cole didn’t move. Nobody spoke. The light wind that had followed me out of the mountains drifted along the street, kicking up tiny swirls of dust and hay and dried manure. The force of his motionless silence was hard to explain. But I could see it pushing at Bear. The men on the boardwalk began to spread out a little. They were all hide skinners, probably come into town with Bear. Been sleeping on the ground with him, cutting buffalo with him. Eating bad food and drinking lousy whiskey with him. They couldn’t back away from him now. One of the men slid the hammer loop off his Colt. I took the eight-gauge



from under my right leg. Cole saw me, I knew. Already, I could tell that he saw everything. If he thought I was with the skinners, the increase in odds didn’t appear to bother him. I had no money on this one. But I didn’t think Bear should gut a woman, whore or otherwise, and I didn’t think one man should go against seven.


“Marshal,” I said. “I’m backing you in this.”


I said it softly, but it was so still that it almost echoed. Cole didn’t stop looking at Bear, but he made a barely visible nod. Bear still watched Cole. The men on the boardwalk glanced at me when I spoke, and spread a little farther. I cocked both barrels on the eight-gauge and rested the butt against my right hip. Then I moved Sugar a little closer so that I was nearly beside Cole. Again, the silence arched over us, made more intense somehow by the sound of the easy wind.


Bear said, “Fuck you, Marshal,” and went for his gun.


I brought the shotgun to my shoulder. Cole seemed in no hurry. Carefully, he drew the Colt, thumbed back the hammer, aimed at the middle of Bear’s big body, and shot him in the center of the chest. He recocked the Colt as he turned a half-turn so that the big, bone-handled Colt was steady on Bear’s supporters. Bear sagged and fell over, his gun half out of the holster.


Sugar didn’t mind gunfire. Sudden movement scared him, but noise had no effect. He held rock-still where I had set him, so that both barrels of the shotgun were steady toward the men on the boardwalk.




“You men go about your business now,” Cole said.


Nobody did anything.


“I won’t tell you again,” Cole said.


At the far right edge of the group, the right shoulder of the man who’d loosened his Colt made a kind of involuntary twitch and then froze. Everything teetered. Then the man turned and walked away, and the rest of the group followed him. Cole carefully let the hammer down on his Colt. He opened the cylinder, extracted the spent shell, put in a fresh one from his belt, closed the cylinder, and put the Colt carefully back in its holster. Then he looked up at me and nodded.


“Come see me in my office when you can,” he said.


Then he turned and walked away without a glance at the corpse. I stayed there for a time, watching as some people came out into the street and looked at Bear and stood around, and finally a man in a white coat came along with a wagon, and four of us helped him put Bear in the back, and he drove off. I tied Sugar to the rail, took the shotgun with me, and went on in and had a couple of whiskeys in the Rattlesnake, and a plate of beans and bacon. Some people stared at me, but no one said anything and, feeling warmer inside, I went on down to the jail and sat in the front room where Cole kept his office, and we talked. He asked me my name and I told him.


“Everett Hitch,” he said.


Like he was tasting it.




He asked me had I done much gun work, and said I had done some, but no law officering. And he asked me what I had done, and I told him.


“West Point,” Cole said—not impressed, just recording it, like he did, and filing it.


“You didn’t like soldier boyin’?” he said.


I told Cole that I liked some of it. I liked the men, and sometimes, on mounted patrol, I liked the space, and how far you could see, and the way it seemed like possibility was rolling out ahead of us. But most of the time, I said, it was sort of crampsome.


“Nothin’ can cramp you,” Cole said, “if you don’t let it.”


And I told him I thought that was right, which was why I quit soldiering and rode off to see what possibilities there might be. He nodded at that. I don’t know if it meant he understood, or if it meant he approved, or if he was registering again. And filing.


“You quick with a handgun?” Cole asked.


I said I could shoot, but what I was really good with was the eight-gauge. Cole smiled.


“If she could pick it up,” Cole said, “my Aunt Liza could be good with an eight-gauge.”


I agreed that it was hard to miss with an eight-gauge.


“You ever hear of me?” Cole said.


I said I had. Cole took out a bottle of pretty good whiskey and two glasses, and poured us a drink. And we drank that drink and a couple more.




“I need somebody to back me up,” Cole said. “You and the eight-gauge want the job?”


“Sure,” I said.


Which is how, fifteen years ago, I got to be a peace officer and Virgil Cole’s deputy. Which was why I was with him now, still carrying the eight-gauge, walking the horses down a long, shale-scattered slope toward Appaloosa.
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They’re living off us like coyotes live off a buffalo carcass, you know?”


“Everything eats meat likes a dead buffalo,” Cole said.


We sat at a round table in the saloon at the Boston House Hotel in Appaloosa. Cole sat back, out of the light a little, his face shadowed.


“They buy supplies in Olson’s store and don’t pay for them. They take whatever women they feel like. They use horses from the livery and don’t bring them back. They eat a meal, drink a bottle of whiskey, whatever, and leave without paying.”




The speaker was a white-haired man with bright blue eyes. His name was Abner Raines.


“You in charge?” Cole said,


“Three of us,” Raines said, “Board of Aldermen.”


He nodded at the two men with him. “I own this place. Olson runs the store and the livery stable. Earl here owns a couple of saloons.”


Phil Olson was much younger than Raines, and portly, with smooth, pink skin and blond hair. Earl May was bald and heavy-set and wore glasses.


“And we got no law officers,” Raines said. “Marshal’s dead with one of the deputies. The other ones run off.”


“These people cattlemen?” I said. “Don’t seem like good cattle country.”


“It ain’t,” Raines said. “Most of the money in Appaloosa comes from the copper mine.”


“So what do they do?” I said.


“Bragg’s got some water up around his place, but they ain’t raising many cows. Mostly they steal them. And pretty much everything else.”


“How many hands,” Cole said.


“With Bragg? Fifteen, maybe twenty.”


“Gun hands?”


“They all carry guns,” May said.


“They any good with them?” Cole said. “Anybody can carry them.”


“Good enough for us,” Raines said. “We’re all miners and shopkeepers.”




“And we’re not,” Cole said.


“That’s for certain sure,” Olson said. “I heard after you and Hitch came in and sat on Gin Springs one summer, babies could play in the streets.”


“That’s why we sent for you,” Raines said. “We’re ready to pay your price.”


Cole looked at me.


“You game?” he said.


I shrugged.


“It’s what we do,” I said.


A smile like the flash of a spark spread across Cole’s face.


“It is,” he said, “ain’t it.”


The smile went as fast as it had come, and Cole turned his somber, shadowy face to the three aldermen.


“Money’s all right,” Cole said.


“Then you’ll do it?”


“Sure.”


The dining room smelled of cooking and tobacco and the lamp oil that kept it bright. The room was nearly full of men. The sound of cutlery and men’s voices sounded civilized and normal.


“What do we have to do?” May asked.


“Tell him, Hitch.”


“Who makes the laws in this town?” I said.


“The laws?” Raines said. “I guess we do: me and Earl and, ah, Phil. There’s a town meeting twice a year. But between times, we do it.”


“Cole and me’ll do the gun work,” I said. “But we’re going



to button the town up like a nun’s corset. And we need you to make laws, so we can enforce them.”


“We got laws,” Raines said.


“You’re gonna have more. We need a lot of laws to make it all legal.”


“Well, sure, I mean, you tell us what you need,” Raines said, “and if it seems reasonable, we’ll put them right in the bylaws.”


Cole said, “No.”


“No what?” Raines said.


“No,” Cole said. “You do what we say or we move on. You solve your problem some other way.”


“Christ,” May said. “That would mean you was running the town.”


“It would,” Cole said.


“We can’t have that,” May said.


Cole didn’t say anything.


“I mean, you’re asking us, so to speak,” Raines said, “to turn the town over to you.”


Cole didn’t say anything.


“Far as I can see,” I said, “you’re gonna turn it over anyway. Us or Bragg.”


“But what if you ask for laws that we think are wrong?” May said.


Cole was entirely still.


Then he said, “We’ll give you a list.”


“A list.”




“A list of rules,” Cole said. “You agree, we have a deal. You don’t, we ride on.”


They all thought about it. The door in the hotel lobby opened, and it stirred the air in the dining room. The lamp flames moved in the stir, making the shadows shift in the room. The door closed. The flames steadied. The shadows quieted.


“Sounds fair,” Raines said after a while, as if he couldn’t think of anything else to say.


“We’ll bring you the list in the morning,” Cole said.


“I’ll be here,” Raines said.
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We’d had a list of rules printed up five towns ago, and in the morning, Cole took them down to the hotel and gave them to Raines in his office. The laws were Draconian. The paper had a lot of aforesaids and wherebys in it, but, if you prune the thing to its essence, what it said was that what Cole said was law. Raines frowned as he read it and moistened his lips. Then he read it again. He looked at Cole. Then he looked at the paper again. The door of Raines’s office opened suddenly and a round-faced little waitress came in. Her face was flushed.




“Mr. Raines,” she said.


Her voice sounded foreign. Swedish maybe. She seemed short of breath.


“Not now, Tilda,” Raines said.


“Trouble in the bar, Mr. Raines.”


“Can’t Willis handle it?”


“It’s Mr. Bragg’s men.”


“Jesus God,” Raines said.


He looked at us.


“Space for your signature down there at the bottom,” Cole said. “On the right.”


Raines looked at us and at the paper. Cole never moved.


“There’s four of them,” Tilda said. “They have guns.”


Raines’s mouth trembled very slightly, and I thought he was going to say something. But instead, he clamped his jaw, took out a pen, and signed the sheet. Cole picked it up, looked at the signature, waved it a minute to dry the ink, then folded it and put it inside his shirt. With no change of expression, he nodded toward the door and I went out. The bar was to the right of the lobby. You could enter it from the lobby, but most people went in through the street entrance on the opposite side. It was the kind of thing I’d learned to notice without even thinking about it. Always know where you are, Cole used to say.


I went straight through the lobby to the street, and turned right and walked to the corner and went in through the swinging mahogany doors of the saloon. The late-afternoon sun, slanting through the doorway, made the



smoky air look sort of blue. I let the doors swing shut behind me and moved to the left of the door while my eyes adjusted.


The center of the room had cleared, tables had been pushed aside, and most of the people in the saloon were standing against the walls. Four men, all wearing guns, were drinking whiskey at the bar. Behind the bar, the strapping, red-faced bartender stood stiffly, not looking at anything. There was a big, brass spittoon in the center of the cleared space, and two of the men at the bar were trying to piss in it from that distance. Neither was having much success. Cole came into the saloon through the lobby door, and watched for a moment.


“Button them up,” he said in his light, clear voice.


One of the men faltered in his stream and looked at Cole.


“Who the fuck are you?” he said.


“Virgil Cole.”


“Virgil Cole? No shit? Hey, Chalk,” he said to his partner in piss. “Virgil Cole wants us to stop.”


Chalk turned toward Virgil, his equipment still fully exposed, like his partner’s.


“Step a little closer, Virgil Cole,” he said. “And I’ll piss in your pocket.”


Chalk was a skinny guy with a hard little potbelly that pushed out over his gun belt. He had a meager, shabby beard, and it looked, from where I stood, like he needed to trim his fingernails. His pal was tall and thick and had long hair like Bill Hickok, except Hickok’s was clean.




“I am the new city marshal,” Cole said. “Put it away or lose it.”


“Hey, Bronc,” Chalk said. “They got a new marshal.”


The other two men, who’d been leaning on the bar, straightened a little and moved slightly apart.


“Didn’t they have another marshal, ’while ago?” Bronc said.


“They did.”


“Keep using them fuckers up, don’t they?” Bronc said.


“Got no use for them anyway,” Chalk said.


Cole didn’t seem to mind the small talk. He seemed entirely relaxed, almost friendly, as he stood just inside the doorway from the lobby.


“Put them ugly little contraptions away,” he said. “I’m going to walk you down to the jail, and I don’t want to scare the horses.”


No one stirred in the room. It was like one of those high-plains days in the summer, when it’s hot and still and a storm is coming and you feel the tension of its coming long before it gets there. Both men buttoned up their pants. It’s easier to be dangerous with your breeding equipment stowed.


“You ain’t walking us nowhere, Virgil Cole,” Bronc said.


He was squat and muscular, wearing a little short-brimmed hat. His gun was butt-forward on the left side, almost in the middle. The walnut handle looked worn. Chalk stepped a little way from Bronc and loosened his shoulders. His Colt was in a low holster, tied to his thigh. It had a silvery



finish with curlicue engravings. Chalk thought he was a fast-draw gunman.


“You pull on me, either one, and I’ll kill you both,” Cole said.


At the other end of the room, behind Cole, a thin man with no beard and limp, black hair took out a short revolver and held it on the tabletop.


Chalk and Bronc stared at Cole. Then Chalk laughed.


“Bullshit,” he said and dropped his hand.


Thoughtfully, Cole shot him before his hand ever touched the gun’s butt, and he was already beginning to fold as the man at the back table raised his gun. I shot him. Bronc had his gun just clear of the holster when Cole’s second shot hit him in the face and he fell backward against the bar and slid to the ground next to Chalk. The noise of the gunfire still rang in my ears. Cole was looking slowly around the room. No one moved. The fourth man held his hands high in the air; his face was pale, so the web of broken veins showed clear.


“I ain’t shootin’,” he said. “I ain’t shootin’.”


I walked over and took his gun out of holster and handed it to the big, red-faced bartender.


“I warned them,” Cole said, and opened the cylinder on his Colt, replaced the two expended shells, closed the cylinder, and put the gun away. It was one of Cole’s rules: Reload as soon as the shooting is over. I put a fresh bullet in my own piece and put it back in its holster. Cole walked to each of the three down men and felt for a pulse. None had one.
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Cole and I rode up north of town one morning to look at the wild horses in the hills, a little west of where Randall Bragg had his ranch. They were there for the same reason Bragg was, because of the water. We sat our animals on top of a low hill and watched the herd graze in the sun on the eastern flank of the next hill. Seven mares, two foals, and a gray leopard Appaloosa stallion that looked to be maybe sixteen hands. The stallion raised his head and stared at us. His nostrils were flared, trying to catch more scent. His tail was up. His skin twitched. He pranced a couple of steps toward us, putting himself between us and the mares. We didn’t move. The stallion arched his neck a little.


“They hate the geldings,” I said.


“Stallions don’t like much,” Cole said.


“They like mares,” I said.


The stallion went back to grazing, but always between us and the mares.


“Virgil,” I said. “I’m not minding it, but why are we up here, looking at these horses?”


“I like wild horses,” Cole said.


“Well, that’s nice, Virgil.”


Cole nodded. The horses moved across the hillside, grazing, their tails flicking occasionally to brush away a fly, the stallion now and then raising his head, sniffing the wind, looking at us. There was no breeze. Occasionally, one of the mares would snort and toss her head, and the stallion would look at her rigidly for a moment, until she went back to grazing.


“Easy life,” Cole said. “They get through here, there’s another hill.”


“Stallion looks a little tense,” I said.


“He’s watchful,” Cole said.


“Don’t you suppose he gets worn down,” I said, “all the time watchful? For wolves and coyotes and people and other stallions?”


“He’s free,” Cole said. “He’s alive. He does what he wants. He goes where he wants. He’s got what he wants. And all he got to do is fight for it.”




“Guess he’s won all the fights,” I said.


In a cluster of rocks on top of one of the hills west of us and the horses, several coyotes sat silently, watching the herd with yellow eyes.


“Foals better not stray,” I said to Cole.


“The stud knows about them,” Cole said. “See how he looks over there. Foals are all right long as they stay with the herd.”


The sun was quite high now. Maybe eleven in the morning. Our own horses stood silently, heads dropped, waiting.


“Virgil,” I said after a time, “these are very nice horses, but shouldn’t somebody be upholding the law in Appaloosa?”


Cole nodded, but he didn’t say anything. And he didn’t move. To the east of us, a thin stream of dark smoke moved along the horizon. The stallion spotted it. He straightened, staring, his ears forward, his tail arched. Small in the distance, barely significant, more than a mile away, a locomotive appeared from behind the hill, trailing five cars. The stallion stared. I could see his skin twitch. The train moved along the plain, toward Appaloosa. Then the stallion wheeled toward the herd and nipped at one of the mares and the herd was in motion, the stallion behind them, herding them, the foals going flat out, all legs and angles but keeping up.


We watched as they disappeared west over the hill, away from the train. And Cole stared a long time after them before he turned his horse east toward Appaloosa.
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We had a jail, but when there was nobody in it, Cole liked to sit in the saloon and watch what was going on. He liked to nurse a glass of whiskey while he watched, and so did I. We’d sit together most of the time. But if there might be trouble, we sat on opposite sides of the room. It was Cole who decided. It was one of his rules. Today we were on opposite sides of the room. While we were sitting and nursing, inside on a hot, bright morning, Randall Bragg came to see us. He walked into the saloon



with half a dozen men, and paused inside the door and looked around while he waited for his eyes to adjust. Then he nodded his men toward the bar, and walked over to where Cole was sitting. His spurs jangled loudly in the suddenly quiet saloon.


“My name’s Randall Bragg,” he said.


“Virgil Cole.”


“I know who you are,” Bragg said. “We need to talk.”


Cole nodded toward a chair. Along the bar, Bragg’s men had spread out, watching Cole. Bragg sat down.


“I see the big fella across the room with a shotgun,” Bragg said.


“Eight-gauge,” Cole said.


“Good idea, spreading out like that.”


“It is,” Cole said.


Bragg gestured toward the bar, and one of Bragg’s men brought him a bottle of whiskey and a glass. Bragg poured himself a shot and looked at it, like he was thinking about it. Then he drank the shot down and poured himself another one.


“You a drinking man?” he said to Cole.


“Not so much,” Cole said.


“And Mr. Eight-gauge over there?”


“Everett,” Cole said. “Everett Hitch.”


Without looking at me, Bragg said, “You a drinking man, Everett?”


“Not so much,” I said.


“Hard to like a man that don’t drink a little,” Bragg said.




His high, black hat was set square on his head. Even sitting, you could see that he was tall, and the hat made him look taller. He had on a starchy white shirt and black pants with a fine chalk stripe tucked into hand-tooled black boots. His spurs were silver. His gun belt was studded with silver conchos, and in his holster was a Colt with white pearl grips. Cole smiled.


“But not impossible,” Cole said.


“Well,” Bragg said, “we’ll see.”


He drank most of his second drink and wiped the corners of his mouth with his thumb and forefinger, pinching his lower lip in the process.


“You shot three of my hands,” Bragg said.


He wasn’t looking at Cole when he said it. He was carefully pouring more whiskey into his near-empty glass.


“Matter of fact,” Cole said, “I only shot two. Hitch shot the other one.”


I smiled and shrugged.


“Point is,” Bragg said, “I can’t keep having my hands come in here and you boys shooting them.”


“I can see how you’d feel that way,” Cole said.


“So we need to make an arrangement,” Bragg said.


“We do.”


Bragg smiled slightly and nodded. Everyone was looking at Cole and Bragg. While they were looking, I picked my shotgun up off the floor under my table and held it in my lap just below the tabletop.


“You have a suggestion, Marshal?”




“There’s a set of town bylaws posted right outside the door of this here very saloon,” Cole said. “Your boys do like the bylaws say, and everything will be muy bueno.”


Bragg’s face pinched a little.


“And if they don’t?” he said.


“Then I arrest them.”


“And if they don’t go along?”


“I shoot them.”


Cole smiled sort of happily at Bragg. He nodded toward me.


“Or Everett does.”


I had moved the shotgun onto the tabletop. As Bragg looked over at me, I cocked it.


“That’s your idea of an arrangement?” Bragg said after a moment.


“The law is all the arrangement there is,” Cole said.


“Your law,” Bragg said.


“Same thing,” Cole said.


The men along the bar were looking at Bragg and looking at the shotgun. Bragg sat silently for a moment, looking at Cole. Deep in thought, maybe.


Then he said, “This town belongs to me. I was here first.”


“Can’t file no claim on a town, Bragg.”


“I was here first.”


Cole didn’t say anything. He sat perfectly still with his hands relaxed on the top of the table.


Leaning forward toward him, Bragg said, “I got near thirty hands, Cole.”




“So far,” Cole said.


“You proposin’ to kill us all?”


“That’d be up to you boys,” Cole said.


“Maybe you ain’t good enough,” Bragg said.


I could see it in the way he sat, in the way he held his head and hands. He was trying to decide. Could he beat Cole? Should he try?


“Don’t be so sure you’re quicker than me,” Bragg said.


He was trying to talk himself into it.


“So far I been quick enough,” Cole said.


Bragg was silent for a moment. Then I could see him give up. He stood carefully with his hands apart and flat on the tabletop.


“This ain’t the time,” he said.


“Um-hm.”


“Don’t mean there won’t be a time,” Bragg said.


“I see you are heeled and your boys there are heeled. I know you haven’t had a chance to read the bylaws yet, so I’m gonna let it pass. But the bylaws say that it’s illegal to carry guns inside town limits, so next time I’ll have to disarm you and lock you up for a bit.”


Bragg’s body stiffened. His shoulders seemed to hunch. He opened his mouth and closed it and stood for another moment. Then he turned without a word and walked out of the saloon. His ranch hands straggled after him.
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The woman got off the train in the morning carrying a big carpetbag, and walked slowly up the main street and into Café Paris, where Cole and I were having breakfast. I’d never been to Paris, but I’d read about it, and I was pretty sure there were no cafés there like this one. One of the Chinamen who cooked there kept some chickens, so now and then they had some eggs on the menu. But today, like a lot of days, we were eating pinto beans and fried salt pork along with coffee and some sourdough biscuits. The biscuits were pretty tasty. The woman



sat at a table near us and looked at the menu for a long time and finally ordered coffee and a biscuit.


“No sell,” the Chinaboy said.


“But they’re on the menu,” she said.


“With breakfast.”


“But all I want is a biscuit.”


“No sell.”


Cole was wiping his plate with half a biscuit.


Without looking up, he said, “Chin, sell her a biscuit.”


The Chinaboy looked at Cole for a moment, outraged at the impropriety of it.


“Boss say . . .”


“Sell her a biscuit,” Cole said again and looked up from his plate. The Chinaboy looked quickly away from Cole and went and brought the woman coffee and two biscuits on a plate. He added a pitcher of sorghum, to show that there was no ill will. The woman gave him twenty-five cents and looked across at Cole.


“Thank you,” she said.


Cole smiled at her.


“It was my pleasure,” he said.


She was a little travel-worn, but still good-looking, with a strong young body that her dress didn’t hide. I could see her looking at the star on Cole’s chest.


“Are you the sheriff here?” she said.


“City marshal,” Cole said. “Virgil Cole. Big blond fella here is my deputy, Everett Hitch.”




“How do you do,” she said. “Could you direct me to a clean, inexpensive hotel?”


“We only got one,” Cole said.


“Is it expensive?”


“Probably more than it should be, there being no other choices.”


“I only have a dollar,” she said.


Cole nodded.


“What’s your name?” he said.


“Mrs. French,” she said. “Allison French.”


“You have a husband, Mrs. French.”


“He died.”


“Sorry to hear that,” Cole said. “You do any kind of work.”


“I play the organ,” she said. “And the piano.”


“You’re not a whore.”


“Don’t be crude,” she said. “No, I am not what you said.”


“No need fluffing your feathers about it,” Cole said. “Don’t see a lot of single women here that ain’t whores.”


“Well, I’m one.”


“Sprightly thing,” Cole said to me.


I nodded. Cole was always improving himself, reading books, making lists of words, which he usually misused slightly.


“Will the hotel let me stay for a dollar?” Mrs. French said.


Cole grinned.


“For as long as you’d like, Mrs. French.”


She frowned.




“How can that be?” she said.


“Might hire you to play the piano, too,” Cole said. “You think so, Everett?”


“I do,” I said.


“When you finish your breakfast,” Cole said, “Everett here will escort you down and help you get settled.”


“Be my pleasure,” I said.


She finished her biscuit and slipped the other one into her carpetbag. Then she smiled and stood.


“Thank you very much, Mr. Cole, for your kindness.”


“No trouble at all, Mrs. French,” he said. “Everett, you will speak with Mr. Raines.”


“I will.”


Cole stood. Like all his movements, he seemed to go from sitting to standing without effort.


“Good,” Cole said. “I hope to see you again, Mrs. French.”


“Yes, Mr. Cole, that would be nice.”


I picked up her carpetbag, and we walked down Main Street toward the hotel.


“You have freckles,” Mrs. French said. “Sandy hair and freckles.”


“Yes,” I said.


“I think that’s so cute in a man.”


“Me, too,” I said.


I was more aware than I had been of the way her body moved under her skirts.




“How can Mr. Cole be so sure that they will give me a room,” she said as we walked along the plank sidewalk.


I smiled. “Because I’m going to tell the man who owns the place that Mr. Cole wants them to.”


“Does Mr. Cole always get what he wants?” she said.


“Pretty much,” I said.
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Mrs. French played the piano very badly, but she played loud, and she was pretty and she smiled nice and wore dresses with a low neck and generated considerable heat and mostly nobody noticed. During her break she came over and sat at a table with me. I was drinking coffee.


I said, “Care for a drink, Mrs. French?”


“No, but I’ll have some coffee with you,” she said. “And, please, call me Allie.”




I nodded at Tilda and she came over with coffee for Allie, and a second cup for me.


“Have you known Mr. Cole for long, Mr. Hitch?”


“Call me Everett, and I’m pretty sure you should call Mr. Cole Virgil.”


She smiled and looked down. The gesture looked practiced. Probably was.


“Have you known Virgil long, Everett?” she said.


“Yes.”


“And have you and he always been marshals here?”


“No. We just arrived couple weeks ago,” I said.


“Where were you before?”


“We been all over out here,” I said. “Virgil gets hired to settle things down in towns that need settling, and I go with him, and after the town gets settled, then we move on and find another town that needs settling.”


“Are you what they call ‘town tamers’?” she said.


“If you read those dime novels.”


“What do you call yourselves?” she said.


“Don’t know as we ever have,” I said.


“Do you kill people?”


“Now and then,” I said.


“Many?”


Her eyes were up now and on me. It was always about the killing. I’d met a lot of women who were fascinated with the killing. They were horrified, too, but it was more than that.




“A few,” I said.


“And Virgil?”


“More than a few,” I said.


“What’s it like?”


“It’s like driving a nail,” I said.


“Like what?”


“Driving a nail, splitting firewood. It’s work. It’s quick.”


“No more than that?”


“Not after you’ve done it a couple times.”


“Do you like it?”


“Well, it’s kind of clean and complete,” I said. “You got him, he didn’t get you.”


“But, if you feel that way,” she was frowning, thinking about it, interested, “what’s to prevent you from just killing anyone you feel like?”


“The law,” I said. “Virgil always says, people obey the law, you don’t have a reason to kill them.”


“Any law?”


“Don’t get to complicating it,” I said.


“You know which law,” she said.


“We do.”


I liked how she was interested. How she hadn’t decided what she thought before we started talking.


“How about the other people, the people you shoot?”


“Virgil always posts the laws,” I said. “In any town we work.”


She drank her coffee, looking at me while she did.


“What if they kill you?”




“Hard thing to plan for,” I said.


“Do you think about it?”


“Try not to,” I said.


Neither of us said anything for a while. Tilda came over and poured us more coffee.


“I guess I disapprove,” Allie said.


I nodded.


“But I know I don’t know enough about it, really,” she said. “You seem like a nice man, and so does Mr. Cole, Virgil.”


“I’m pretty nice,” I said. “I’m not so sure ’bout Virgil.”


“Are either of you married?”


“I’m not,” I said.


“And, Mr. . . . Virgil?”


“Not that I know about.”


“But you’re his closest friend—wouldn’t you know?”


“Virgil don’t tell you much,” I said.


“Really? He seemed so talkative in the restaurant,” Allie said.


“Oh, he’s talkative. Talks a lot of the time. He just don’t tell you much.”


“Well,” she said. “I’m going to ask him.”
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Appaloosa sat in a short valley. There were hills east and west, allowing the wind to funnel in from the north and rip through the town, swirling dust as high as the rooftops. From where Cole and I sat, drinking coffee on the front porch of the jail on a nice Sunday morning, we could see the valley rim to the west. Along the rim, two riders moved in slow silhouette.


“So,” Cole said, “you been talking with Mrs. French.”


“I have, Virgil.”




The riders on the rim paused and sat motionless, facing the town. It was a little far to see exactly who they were.


“What’s she like to talk about?” Cole said.


“She was asking me a lot about you, Virgil.”


“She was. Was she asking in a liking way?”


“Wanted to know if you were married,” I said.


On the rim of the western slope, one of the horses nosed the flank of the other.


“She did, did she. By God. What’d you tell her.”


“Said I didn’t know.”


“Well, hell, Everett,” Cole said. “You see a wife around here?”


“I don’t.”


“Then why the hell you tell her you didn’t know.”


“Might have a wife in Silver City,” I said. “Or Nogales, or Bisbee.”


“Had an Apache woman, lived with me once. Kinda like a wife, I guess. But there was never any words spoke over us or anything, and one day when I come home, she was gone.”


“Where?”


“Don’t know.”


“You ever look for her?”


“I was going to,” Cole said. “But then I got a job up in Durango, and I went up there. Never did know where she went. Back to the tribe, is most probable.”


The horsemen on the hill pulled their horses around and started off again, south, at a slow walk. One of them had



rolled a cigarette, and even though they were a piece off, I could smell the tobacco.


“Well, Allie says she’s going to ask you, so you might want to have an answer ready.”


He looked at me and frowned a little.


“She’s going to ask me if I been married?”


“I think she’s more interested in if you are presently married.”


“Hell, no, I’m not presently married.”


“She’ll be pleased,” I said.


Cole nodded. He was looking at the horsemen on the rim.


“Been there since dawn,” Cole said.


“The riders?”


“Yep. Riding back and forth, looking at the town. There’s two on the hill east of us.”


“Whaddya think?” I said.


“I think Mrs. French might become exclusively interesting,” Cole said.


“Whaddya think about the men in the hills?” I said.


“I think you and me might want to ride up and see what they’re doing up there.”


“Can I finish my coffee first?”


“You surely may,” Cole said.
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Cole and I fell in on each side of one of the ridge riders. The sun was behind us and made our three shadows stretch out long on the shaley trail.


“Howdy,” Cole said to the rider.


Without looking at either of us, the rider said, “The town don’t come out this far, Marshal.”


“By God,” Cole said, “I believe you’re right. I believe it ends just down there at the foot of the hill where that little wash runs.”


“So up here,” the rider said, “you’re just another cowboy with a gun.”




“You think that’s right, Everett,” Cole said.


“I think no matter where you are, Cole, that you ain’t just another cowboy with a gun.”


“That’d be my thought,” Cole said. “So what are you doing riding round and round up here.”


“We ain’t doing nothing wrong,” the rider said. “And you ain’t got no jurdiction up here.”


“‘Jurdiction’?” Cole said and looked at me.


“I believe he means jurisdiction,” I said.


“I believe he does. And he’s, by God, right about it. “


Cole smiled at the rider.


“So what are you doing riding round and round up here?”


The rider smirked a little.


“Just keepin’ an eye on things.”


“On the town?” Cole said.


“Yeah.”


“For who?”


The rider shrugged. With an easy movement, Cole pulled the big Colt from its holster and hit the rider in the face with it. It knocked the rider out of his saddle, and by the time he hit the ground, the gun was back in its holster and Cole was leaning easily with his forearms resting on the horn of his saddle.


“You fucking broke my teeth,” the rider said, his hands to his face.


“Colt makes a heavy firearm,” Cole said. “That’s a fact. Who you riding for?”




The rider’s nose was bleeding, and there was blood on his mouth.


“Bragg,” he said.


“And why’s he want you riding round and round?”


“I don’t know. He just told me to do it. Mr. Bragg don’t tell you why.”


“Think Bragg’s attempting to frighten us, Everett?” Cole said.


“Be my guess,” I said.


“What’s your name?” Cole said to the rider.


“Dean.”


“Well, Dean, you may as well head back to Mr. Bragg and report that we ain’t too frightened.”


“Mr. Bragg ain’t gonna like it that you hit me,” Dean said.


“I don’t guess that you liked it all that much, yourself, Dean,” Cole said.


“That’s right.”


“So you and Mr. Bragg can, ah, co . . . Everett, what word am I trying for?”


“Commiserate,” I said.


“Commiserate,” Cole said. “That’s the word. You and Bragg can commiserate each other.”


Riding downhill toward town, I said to Cole, “That fella wasn’t actually doing nothing illegal.”


“He was annoying the hell out me,” Cole said.


“That’s not illegal, Virgil.”


“No,” Cole said. “It’s personal.”
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When it was possible, Cole would sit with his one glass of whiskey and nurse it and watch Mrs. French play the piano. She played with both hands, raising them high and bringing them down firmly with no difference that I could hear between the two. When she was through playing, she would come and sit with him. Cole wasn’t expecting trouble today. I sat with them, too.


“So, tell me, Mr. Cole,” she said. “How long you been killing people for a living.”




“Call me Virgil,” he said.


He always said that and, to tease him, she always started out calling him Mr. Cole.


“Of course, Virgil. How long?”


“I don’t kill people for a living,” Virgil said. “I enforce the law. Killing’s sometimes a sorta side thing of that. . . . That ain’t what I want to say. What am I aiming at, Everett?”


“By-product,” I said.


“Killing’s sometimes a by-product,” Cole said.


“And you’ve never killed anybody except as a lawman?”


“Never,” Cole said. “You gonna be killing people, you got to do it by the rules. Every man has his chance to surrender peaceable.”


“Is he telling me the truth, Everett?”


“Virgil always tells the truth,” I said.


“Nobody always tells the truth,” she said.


“Why not?” Cole said.


“Well,” Mrs. French said, “they, well, for heaven’s sake, Virgil, they just don’t.”


“Always thought the truth was simpler. Tell a man what you mean.”


“And a woman?” she said.


“A woman?”


“That’s what I said.”


“Allie, I don’t really remember telling a woman anything.”


“Virgil Cole,” she said. “Are you telling me you’ve never had a woman?”


Cole’s face got a little red.




“Well, hell, Allie, I don’t think that’s a thing I should be discussing with you.”


“But have you?” Allie said.


“Well, a’ course,” he said. “Assuredly, I have.”


“And did you never tell them anything?”


“Mostly I just did what we were there to do,” Virgil said.


His face was definitely red. She smiled at him, her head half turned away, looking at him sideways.


“And what was that?” she said.


It was like watching a cat play with prey.


There was a moment when nothing happened. Then Virgil’s face closed. It was over. He wasn’t prey anymore. She had inched across the line. It wasn’t smart to cross a line on Virgil. The problem was, it was never clear where the line was. Men had died making that mistake.


“We won’t talk about this anymore,” he said.


He spoke softly, and his expression didn’t change. But the redness left his face and something happened in his voice and in his eyes. It scared her.


“Virgil,” she said. “I was just funning you.”


“I didn’t enjoy it,” he said.


She sat frozen for a moment, then turned toward me.


“Everett,” she said. “You ever lie?”


Her voice sounded stretched.


“All the time, Allie,” I said. “All the time.”


“Well,” she said. “Then I understand you.”


Virgil was quiet. There was no color in his face. Across the room, two men at the bar were in a contest to see who



could drink a beer faster. I knew one of them, a pale man with soft hands who worked in a feed store. The other one was a teamster with a teamster’s build: big belly from sitting all day on a wagon seat, and big muscles in his arms and shoulders from sawing on the reins of a six-mule rig over bad roads. The feed-store clerk was winning.


“You scrawny little bastard,” the teamster said in a loud voice. “Where you putting it all? You ain’t even pissed yet.”


The feed clerk laughed.


“Can’t always tell somethin’,” the clerk said, “just by looking.”


“Goddamn,” the teamster said in his big voice. “Two more, Willis. No fucking feed-store clerk is gonna back me down.”


Cole turned his head to look at them.


McDonough drew two glasses of beer. The men faced each other and each put a hand on his beer glass.


“Say when, Willis.”


“Now,” McDonough said, and the two men drank.


The feed clerk finished first.


“Shit!” the teamster said. “Shit!”


Cole stood suddenly and walked to the bar.


“Shut up,” he said to the teamster.


The teamster looked startled.


“What’s that, Marshal?”


“Shut your mouth and get out of here.”


“I ain’t done nothing.” he said. “Hell, Marshal, we’re just drinking beer.”




Cole kicked him in the groin, and the teamster grunted and doubled over. The feed clerk ducked away as Cole hit the man. Cole was only middle-sized, and the teamster was big, but it was a slaughter. Cole hit him with both fists, one fist, then the other. He caught hold of the teamster’s hair and slammed his face against the bar, and pulled it up and slammed it down again.


“Virgil,” I said.


The teamster was defenseless. Cole held him propped against the bar with his left shoulder while he hit him methodically with his right fist. Allie was watching. She seemed interested. I stepped over to them. The teamster’s head lolled back. I could see that his eyes had rolled back. Blood and spittle trickled from his slack mouth. I got my arms around Cole’s waist and picked him up off the ground and walked backward with him. He was still pumping his fist.


“Virgil,” I said. “Virgil.”


He didn’t fight me. He seemed unaware of me, as if his focus on the teamster was so enveloping that nothing else was real.


“Virgil,” I said.


He stopped moving his fist and held it, still cocked but still. I held on to him, listening to his breath snarl in and out of him. It felt as if there were something popping inside him, at his center.


“Virgil.”


His breath slowed. The popping eased.


“You can let go,” he said to me.




I relaxed a little but kept my arms around his waist.


“You can let go,” Virgil said.


I let go. He stood silently, his fist still cocked. Without Cole’s shoulder to hold him, the teamster had sagged to the floor, his head twisted against the foot rail of the bar, his face covered with blood. Cole gazed at him steadily. I stood waiting. Willis McDonough had backed away down the bar and was polishing glasses at the far end. The feed clerk had disappeared. Everyone else in the room was motionless and silent. The only sound was Cole’s breathing. Then I heard something else. It wasn’t just Cole’s breathing. Behind me. It was Allison French. She was breathing hard, too. We all held that way for a time that was probably much shorter then it seemed. Cole’s breathing slowed. He still stared at the teamster.


“Loud-mouthed bastard,” he said and walked out of the bar.


The room stayed silent. I went back and sat down at the table with Allison. Her face was flushed, but her breathing, too, had slowed.


“My God,” she said.


“Virgil gets fractious when he’s annoyed,” I said.


“But he let you pull him away.”


“Part of my duties.”


“He’ll let you do that?”


“He wants me to,” I said.


“They didn’t do anything,” Allison said. “They were just drinking beer and having a good time. Why did he get so mad at the fat man?”


“He was mad at you,” I said.
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I was keeping company with a clean, dark-haired young whore named Katie Goode, who was a quarter Kiowa, a quarter Mex, and half some sort of travelin’ Yankee. She and two other girls had a small house at the north end of town where they lived and conducted business. Katie had just finished conducting it with me, and we were lying in her bed in the back room.


“I heard the marshal almost killed Tub Gillis yesterday,” Katie said.


“Hit him a lot,” I said.




“I heard he done it for no reason,” Katie said.


“He had his reasons,” I said.


“I heard Tub wasn’t doin’ nothin’ but drinking some beer with Bertie Frye.”


“Virgil was annoyed,” I said.


“At Tub?”


“Mrs. French was raggin’ him a little,” I said.


“Her,” Katie said.


“Her?”


“You heard me. You think she’s such a sweet thing,” Katie said. “All you men. Girls know better. She should move up to the north end with the rest of us.”


“You think she’s a whore?”


“She’s wiggling her sweet ass for money just like the rest of us.”


“Except you,” I said. “With me.”


“Of course, Everett.”


“How do you know about Mrs. French?”


“I go in there. She sees me, she looks like she’s looking at a bug. But I see the way she is. She’s looking to get those hooks of hers into some man. Might be Marshal Cole.”


“He’s taken with her,” I said.


“How about you, Everett? Are you taken with her?”


“I don’t think that would be a good idea,” I said.


“Not a good idea what?”


“To be taken with her,” I said.


“’Cause of Marshal Cole?”


“Nope.”




“So you don’t think she’s such a prize cow, either, do you,” Katie said.


“I don’t know about her,” I said. “But I wish Virgil weren’t quite so taken up with her. “


“She have a husband?”


“She says so. Says he died.”


“Probably fucked him to death, be my guess,” Katie said.


“Not a bad way to go,” I said.


“You like the way she plays the piano?”


“No.”


“Me neither.”


“I don’t want you sayin’ nothing to Virgil about this,” I said.


“I don’t talk to him. I’m scared of him.”


“Yes,” I said. “Virgil can be a touch intimidatin’. And I don’t think he’s had as much experience with women as I have. But he’s got the right to fall for any woman he wants.”


“You got a lot of experience with women, Everett?”


“From Fort Worth to Cheyenne,” I said. “I got more notches on my pecker than a handsaw.”


“Well, you learned one thing good,” Katie said.


“I hope so.”


“You can do it again, for free,” Katie said, “if you want to.”


“I believe I do,” I said.


“Then go right ahead, Everett.”


“I believe I will.”
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The teamster had a room at a place on Front Street, behind the livery. He was in his drawers when I went in, lying on an unmade bed against the wall. The room was hot. There was some air coming through the open window, but the air was hot, too. His face was badly swollen. One eye was shut up tight. The bruising had begun to darken all over him. When I came in, he sat up stiffly on the bed. His torso was bruised. I put a bottle of whiskey on the table in front of the window.




“Somethin’ to sip on,” I said. “Kill the pain.”


“Whatcha want?” he said.


His voice was strained through his swollen mouth. It was hard for him to speak. The one eye he could see out of looked frightened. It’s easy to be frightened when you’re hurt.


“Just want to see how you’re holdin’ up,” I said. “Bring you the bottle.”


The teamster opened the bottle and drank from the neck. He flinched when the whiskey went in. His mouth was probably cut up inside. And he shuddered when he swallowed. But as soon as he got the swallow down, he took another drink.


“How come he done that?” he said.


“Virgil was mad,” I said. “You was there.”


“I wasn’t doing nothin’.”


“Doctor seen you?” I said.


“Says my nose is broke.”


“Pack it with lint?”


“Ya. How come the marshal done that?”


“No accountin’ for things, sometimes,” I said. “Virgil says to tell you he’s very sorry ’bout it. Asked me to give you some money, pay the doctor, maybe buy some more whiskey.”


I put some money on the table next to the bottle. The teamster squinted at it.


“He shouldn’t a done that,” the teamster mumbled. “He gimme no warning.”


“Coulda been worse. Coulda shot you.”




“He shouldn’t a.”


“He knows that,” I said. “Why he sent me over.”


“Why didn’ he come?”


“Virgil don’t do things like that,” I said.


“He don’?”


“No.”


“Why not?”


“He’s Virgil Cole,” I said.


The teamster nodded, and it hurt, and he stopped and took another pull on the bottle.


“Whiskey might help,” he said. “Can you get me ’nother bottle?”


“I will,” I said. “You need any food?”


“Jesus, no,” the teamster said.


“Anything else?”


“No. Yes. Whiskey.”


He drank some more.


“Help?” I said.


“Maybe,” he said. “Maybe help.”


“I’ll go get you another bottle,” I said. “And I’ll stop now and then, see how you are.”


“Thanks.”


“You rest up. When you can eat, I’ll bring you something.”


“Thanks.”


“Marshal and me are both real sorry,” I said, “that this happened.”


“Me, too,” the teamster said.
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I was in the marshal’s office on First Street when Phil Olson came in. It was a hot day, and Olson’s pink face was damp.


“Cole around?” he said.


“Walkin’ the town,” I said.


“We need to talk.”


“Talk to me,” I said.


“Really should be him,” Olson said. “It’s about that teamster he busted up.”


“Might be better you talked with me about that,” I said. “Virgil can get grouchy sometimes when he done something he wishes he hadn’t.”


“You think he wishes he hadn’t?”


“He does,” I said.


“What happened?” Olson said.


“Virgil was kind of riled,” I said. “Teamster was a handy target.”


“He wasn’t even riled at Mr. Gillis?”


“That his name?”


“Yes. His employer came and spoke to me about it.”


“I been to visit him.” I said.


“Mr. Gillis?”


“Yes.”


“How is he?”


“Lotta swelling,” I said. “He’ll recover.”


“My God. Is he going to sue us?”


“Us?”


“The town. Mr. Cole is a town employee. Mr. Gillis’s employer said he was going to advise him to sue the town.”


“I’m not so sure he can do that,” I said. “When Judge Callison comes around, you oughta ask him.”


“Well, whether he can or not,” Olson said, “we can’t have our law officers beating people half to death for no good reason.”


I leaned back in my chair and shifted my hips a little so my gun wouldn’t dig into my side, and put my feet up on the desk and looked up at the tan-painted pressed-tin



ceiling for a time without saying anything while I collected my thoughts.


“Thing is,” I said, “you got to see Virgil from all sides, so to speak. Takes a certain kind of man to be Virgil Cole. You hire him to do your gun work for you because you ain’t that kind of man. No need feelin’ bad about it. Most people ain’t that kind of man. But Virgil is, and what makes him that kind of man can’t always just be lit up and blowed out like a candle.”


“What he did was crazy,” Olson said.


“Virgil is crazy. You think a man ain’t crazy will make his living as a gun hand? You ever been in a gunfight?”


Olson didn’t say anything.


“You ever?” I said again.


“No.”


“Gun’s right there looking at you, hammer’s back. You see the snouts of the bullets peeking out of the cylinder like reptiles in a hole. Most people can’t stand up to that. Most people start to feel their intestines loosen. Virgil don’t. Virgil been doing that for years, and he ain’t never backed down, and he ain’t never run, and he ain’t never lost,” I said. “Because he’s a little crazy. And crazy is what it takes.”


“Don’t give him the right to go around busting up innocent people,” Olson said.


“No,” I said. “It don’t. And mostly, innocent people don’t get busted up. And if they do, every once in a while, it’s because of who Virgil Cole is, and what he is, and you hired him to be Virgil Cole. You hired the craziness.”




Olson was silent for a time, thinking about what I said. I kept looking at the tin ceiling.


“You’re not crazy,” Olson said finally.


“Maybe, maybe not,” I said. “But whatever I am, I ain’t Virgil Cole.”


“But you been working with him for years. I saw you shoot that man, Bragg’s man, in the bar.”


“I ain’t Virgil,” I said. “I’m his helper.”


“And that makes a difference?” Olson said.


“All the difference,” I said.


“But,” Olson said. “Cole works for us. I feel we have the right to tell him when he’s done something wrong.”


“You got the right,” I said.


“But you think we shouldn’t.”


“I think you shouldn’t.”


“What would happen?” Olson said.


He wasn’t combative. He seemed more curious than anything.


“Make Virgil peevish,” I said.


“What would he do.”


“Hard to be sure,” I said. “But making Virgil peevish is never good.”


“But I can talk to you about it.”


“I tole you. I ain’t Virgil.”


“You’re his helper.”


“I am.”


“I’m not sure I understand,” Olson said.


“No,” I said. “I’m not sure you do, either.”
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Since Virgil had taken up with Allie French, they liked to sleep in. And I usually had breakfast alone at Café Paris, or, if I wanted something better than fried salt pork and refried pinto beans, at the Boston House. I was at the Boston House, smoking a cigar and drinking coffee after breakfast, when Allie and Virgil came down the hotel stairs and into the dining room. Allie came over and gave me a kiss on the top of my head and sat down at the table. Virgil sat beside her.


“Morning,” he said.




I said good morning. Tilda came over and poured coffee. They consulted on the menu and decided on pancakes.


“I went over and seen that teamster,” I said to Virgil.


“He all right?” Virgil said.


“He will be, soon’s the swelling goes down.”


“Good.”


That was as close as Virgil could come to admitting anything about his assault on Mr. Gillis. I knew it, and knew it was heartfelt.


“He might not be all right if Everett hadn’t pulled you off him,” Allie said.


“I know,” Virgil said.


Which was as close as he was ever going to get to admitting that he was glad I’d done it.


“I gave him some money,” I said. “Help him out while he can’t work.”


Virgil nodded. It would never occur to him that he should reimburse me, and it would never occur to me that I should ask. It was part of being Virgil’s helper. Allie was watching both of us. She took a delicate sip of her coffee and made a delicate shudder to show us that she was a lady and not made for strong brew.


“I swear,” she said. “Sometimes I sit here and watch you two grunt at each other, and have the feeling that there’s a whole conversation going on that I don’t even hear.”


I grinned at her.


“No,” I said. “We’re just grunting, Allie.”


“Well,” she said, “whatever it is, I just always feel left out.”




“For God’s sake, Allie,” Cole said. “We ain’t talking about nothing. We don’t have that much to talk about.”


A tall cowboy with a big hat came into the dining room and waited for his eyes to adjust, and looked around the room. He saw us and studied us for a minute. I saw Cole shift a little in his chair so that his gun hand was loose and free.


“You know him,” Cole said.


“No.”


“Know who?” Allie said.


“He heeled?” Cole said.


“Right-hand pants pocket,” I said.


“Are you talking about that tall man?” Allie said.


Allie was on my right. I hitched my chair a little away from her, so that my right hand was free. Virgil stood and turned so he was in front of Allie, between her and the tall cowboy. The cowboy came toward us.


“You the marshal?” he said.


“Virgil Cole.”


“Name’s Whitfield,” he said. “I need to talk.”


“That’ll be fine,” Virgil said, “but I need to take that iron you got in your pocket.”


“You want my gun?”


“Just while you’re in town,” Virgil said. “ ’Gainst the law in town.”


Whitfield reached to his right-hand pocket.


“Very slow,” I said.


“This your deputy?” Whitfield said.




“Everett Hitch,” Cole said. “Hold it by the barrel.”


Whitfield handed it butt-first to Cole. It was a pocket gun, hammerless and nickel-plated. It looked like a .32.


“What’s this for?” Cole said, “shooting women?”


“It’ll keep somebody off ya,” Whitfield said. “If they’re close.”


Cole put the gun on the table next to me. Allie sat very still, watching everything that happened. She seemed to like it.


“Have a seat,” Cole said. “Maybe some coffee?”


“Coffee be good,” Whitfield said.


Whitfield took his hat off and put it on the table. He looked at Allie.


“This the missus?” he said.


Cole’s face colored a little.


“No,” Cole said. “This is Mrs. French.”


The cowboy said, “Pleased to meet you.”


“Likewise,” Allie said. “I’m sure.”


Tilda brought some more coffee. Nobody said anything. Allie waited, interested. Whitfield was silent. Finally, Cole said, “Allie, I got to talk to this fella alone.”


“Oh? Well, certainly, Virgil. I’ve got to do my piano exercises anyway.”


She stood.


“Nice meeting you,” she said to Whitfield.


“My pleasure, ma’am,” Whitfield said.


Allie walked off toward the piano beyond the bar, and sat at it. She opened the cover and began to play some sort of



musical exercises that didn’t sound much different than when she really played.


“I used to be a deputy here,” Whitfield said.


Cole was quiet.


“Worked with Jack Bell.”


Cole nodded.


“I knew Jack,” Cole said.


“Went up to Bragg’s place with him one day to arrest coupl’a Bragg’s men.”


Cole nodded.


“Bragg wouldn’t give ’em up,” Whitfield said. “They was too many, but Jack, he . . .”


“I know what happened,” Cole said.


“Was me,” Whitfield said. “And Dave Long, and Jack.”


Cole nodded.


“They was too many,” Whitfield said.


“I know,” Cole said. “And they shot Bell and the other deputy and you skedaddled.”


Whitfield nodded.


“You know it happened,” he said.


“Know it, can’t prove it,” Cole said.


“No witnesses,” Whitfield said.


“Un-huh.”


“I run off like a yellow dog,” Whitfield said.


“No reason to die for nothing,” Cole said.


“But I come back.”


Cole nodded.


“And I’ll be your witness.”




“Good,” Cole said. “Care to go with us?”


“Go with you?”


“When we go to apprehend Mr. Bragg,” Cole said.


Whitfield shook his head.


“Can’t,” he said. “I . . . I dunno, it busted me up inside when Jack got killed and I run. I . . . can’t do gun work no more.”


“But you’ll testify,” Cole said.


“I will.”


“With Bragg looking right at you,” Cole said.


“I will.”


“I don’t want to go up there,” Cole said, “and shoot up a lotta people, and get Bragg into court, and have you dry up and blow away.”


“I won’t.”


“You won’t relinquish on your testimony.”


“I’ll say what I seen,” Whitfield said.


Cole was silent. He looked at me. I nodded. Whitfield saw the nod.


“That’s right,” he said. “I’ll stand. I can’t do gun work no more, but I can say what I seen, and I’ll stand and say it.”


“I got your word on that?” Cole said.


“You do.”


“All right,” Cole said. “Everett and me will go up and apprehend him.”
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Alone?” Raines said.


“Me and Everett,” Cole said.


“But that’s all?” Raines said. “You two alone?”


“Me and Everett,” Cole said again.


“Bragg’s got forty gun hands up there.”


“Twenty-five,” Cole said.


“You say that like it made a difference.”


“Makes a difference of, ah, how much, Everett?”


“Fifteen,” I said.


“It’s still so many,” Raines said.




“Specimens I’ve seen so far don’t enliven me much,” Cole said.


“We could get a posse up, deputize a bunch of us.”


“Coulda done that ’fore you hired us, Abner,” Cole said.


“You don’t want help?”


“No. I got help, I gotta worry about them. They get in trouble, I got to get them out. Better just me and Everett.”


I thought Raines looked relieved.


“Well, you say so, Virgil. It’s your kinda work, I guess.”


“It is,” Cole said.


Raines stood and walked out of the marshal’s office. He turned left on the boardwalk and disappeared.


“You got a plan?” I said to Cole.


“Well, we ain’t going to go riding in there bold as brass,” Cole said. “Like Jack Bell done.”


“I hear Bell was good,” I said.


“He was. He was good with a gun. Worked a lot of tough towns.”


“Overconfident?” I said.


“Be my surmise,” Cole said. “Thought he could back Bragg down. Thought they wouldn’t shoot lawmen.”


“You think you could back Bragg down?” I said.


“Just me and him?” Cole said. “Just the two of us? I could back him a ways. And then he wouldn’t back no farther.”


“You know this?”


“Sure.”


“How?”




“Been doing this a long time, Everett. Ain’t just gun work. Gotta think about men, too.”


“Which would, I guess, be one reason you’re here and Jack Bell ain’t,” I said.


“Yep,” Cole said and nodded his head. “That’d be a reason. You’d be another.”


I opened my mouth and closed it and sat. I didn’t know what to say. Cole had never been quite so straight with me about what I was worth. I sort of smiled to myself.


“What you smilin’ about,” Cole said.


“I caught myself thinking,” I said. “And what I was thinking was that you was right.”


Cole didn’t comment.


“So,” he said. “What we got to do next is drift on up there and look at Bragg’s layout.”
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Bragg’s ranch was on an upland meadow with a stream. There were some trees along the stream, and a small herd of beef cattle grazed in the grass under their shade.


“Pretty place,” Cole said.


We were sitting our horses behind the ranch, on a hill that looked over it. We could see across it to Appaloosa in the sere valley below. Someone spotted us there, and several men gathered on the porch of the big ranch house and looked up at us. I saw Bragg was taller than anyone else.




“No cover,” I said.


“Nope, nothin’ much,” Cole said. “Maybe a little among them trees.”


“For how long?” I said.


“Long as it would take them to send some people around behind us,” Cole said.


“No real way to slide in on them without them knowing it,” I said.


“Depends how hard they sleep,” Cole said.


“Don’t think they got a nighthawk?” I said.


“If they did, depend on how hard he listened.”


“There’s a way to find out,” I said.


“Un-huh.”


“ ’Cept now they seen us,” I said. “Makes it likely they’ll be more careful.”


“Don’t matter,” Cole said. “We’ll expedite us a way.”


“ ’Spose we will,” I said.


Cole was silent, looking down at the gray, weathered ranch buildings. There was a barn with a corral. Some horses stood quietly in the corral, the way horses do, heads down, doing nothing. There was a bunkhouse on the other side of the barn, with a cookshack angling off it. There were two outhouses: a big one near the bunkhouse, and another smaller one near the ranch house.
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