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            A FEW WORDS ON THE ACCOUNT THAT FOLLOWS

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn’t going to write another book. Not with these old, angry hands and a brain that’s been basically marinating in bourbon for several decades. But Sally insisted. She did it for her own selfish reasons. Mainly, she got tired of me jabbering about the events you will soon be reading about. She claims that the sound of my voice makes her want to catch a disease or go outside and freeze to death. I think she’s being dramatic, but you never know with Sally, so I’m not taking any chances. Besides, at my age, and with a bad hip and balky knees and eyes that basically retired years ago, it’s not like I’ve got much else going on but to sip on some bourbon and jabber about the old days.

      Jabbering is what old people have been doing since the beginning of the world. When you’re young, you do stuff, and when you’re old, you jabber about the stuff you think you did or actually did. We were put on this earth to jabber about stuff with friends until they put us under the ground. That’s the truth of it. You can dress it up with all sorts of lofty rhetoric, but life all around the earth basically comes down to people jabbering to each other.

      So, like it or not, here comes another yarn about the mythical Old West, with all its bandits and rustlers and shootists and miners and con artists and card sharks and bushwhackers and back-alley whompers and traveling salesmen and all sorts of other people striving to carve out a living in the middle of the desert.

      As the purpose of these chronicles is to set the record straight, you can rest assured that every word in what is to follow is the absolute truth or my name ain’t Curly Barnes.

      
        
        Curly Barnes,

        Spring, 1928

        Amarillo, Texas

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ZERO

          

        

      

    

    
      Cody Reeves was not a patient man on a good day, and today was not a good day. His old cowhands were shot full of holes, ambushed by cow-boys at a ranch outside of Amarillo, all dead as Moses and being feasted on by lions and crows and buzzards. His two new hands clearly didn’t know what they were doing. They sat on their horses and made whooping noises and swirled their ropes around, but it was obviously for show.

      Cattle rustling was a tricky and dangerous business, and most people with a quality head on their shoulders would just as soon make money some other way; therefore, Cody couldn’t afford to be too picky. If a person were to be caught rustling, they would almost surely hang or get shot to pieces—and so it wasn’t easy to convince people to sign on for the job. Rustling cattle was complicated, and it wasn’t the first time he’d made the mistake of hiring someone while he was drunk at a poker table, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.

      “What the hell are you doing, Jakob?”

      The one who said his name was Jakob didn’t respond. It was only when he turned and saw that Cody was staring at him that he said, “Oh! I didn’t know you were⁠—”

      “Rope that cow and stop playing with it. We got to get out of here before Bernie Waco and his hired hands get savvy to what we’re about.”

      “Right,” Jakob said.

      He was a bit long in the tooth to be a cattle rustler, Cody thought, now that he could get a good look at the man in a place that wasn’t a dark and smoky saloon.

      “He don’t know how,” the other newly hired rustler said.

      Jakob, who had been swirling his rope over his head, put his arm down and shrugged.

      “No use pretending now,” he said.

      “It wasn’t convincing,” the one named Moe said. “You couldn’t rope a cow if it was sleeping in the dirt and you know it.”

      “Well, it’s true. I hate to admit it, but I’ve never been much good with the rope,” Jakob said.

      “Ain’t much use for a fella can’t use a rope. Not in this business,” Cody said. He had a quick temper, and the fact that he was the one who hired these old-timers to do something they clearly weren’t cut out for made him want to almost quit drinking.

      “Want me to shoot him?” Tanner Thorp asked. Tanner was Cody’s business partner. They had met in the Oriental Saloon in Amarillo one day and got to drinking together—Tanner didn’t drink, so he had coffee—and the more they talked, the more they realized how much they had in common. For example, they both liked expensive steaks and pretty-smelling whores. They both liked dogs better than cats. And neither one of them cared much for legitimate enterprise. Hard work without immediate payoff simply didn’t appeal to them. So they decided to become cattle rustlers together. They both thought it was silly that ranchers went to all the trouble of looking after and raising up beef when it was easier to just steal the cows once they’d been raised up by some dumb rancher.

      “You pull that gun, boy, it will be the last thing you ever do,” Jakob said. “My name is Jakob Butler.”

      Tanner looked at Cody and said, “That name mean anything to you?”

      “No, not to me it don’t. All I know is the guy is full of shit and don’t know nothing when it comes to cattle.”

      “You ain’t heard of the Butler gang?” Moe asked.

      “The what?”

      “Forget it,” Jakob said. “You boys is young is all. I won’t take it personally.”

      “We’re the Butler gang, or what’s left of it. I’m Moe Butler and that there is my brother Jakob. Why, ten years ago, there were posses all over the frontier out to get us. Our faces were on Wanted posters all the way yonder to San Francisco,” he said, pointing toward Canada.

      “All I know is I’ve never heard of you and now that I’m getting a good look at the two of you, I can see you’re both old enough to be dead,” Cody said. “How fast are you with a gun?”

      Jakob dropped the rope and reached for his gun, but since he was sitting on a horse, the gun handle was at an awkward angle, so when he reached for it he missed—he quickly decided to pretend like he hadn’t reached for it at all, pretend like he just had an itch on his leg, like he’d been stung by a bug.

      “One day you might see,” Jakob said.

      “If you can’t rope,” Cody said, “maybe we can use you if we get in a scrap. You’ve got to have some skill we can use.”

      Jakob looked around at the yellow desert and sparse grass which was all a person could see in any direction and said, “I could rob you a bank, but you’d need a town for that.”

      “All right,” Cody said, sighing, and getting more irritated. He knew Tanner was taking note of the whole conversation and was going to give him grief for hiring two hands based on a drunken conversation in a saloon. He knew he would use it to try and convince Cody that drink was the devil’s work. He knew if he got more irritated he would have no choice but to shoot the two old codgers that claimed to be in a gang, and then he’d have to start the whole rustler recruitment process all over again. Which wouldn’t work, because they were already on the T Bar spread, already rounding up cattle that didn’t⁠—

      “Uh-oh,” Tanner said.

      Cody looked up and saw two men on horseback kicking up a cloud of dust and heading right for them at a gallop. “Looks like that scrap will come sooner rather than later.” He kicked his horse into a run and pulled his Sharps Carbine out of its scabbard.

      Jakob and Moe each had their pistols out, and they also kicked their horses into a run.

      “Those pistols won’t⁠—”

      Jakob fired, and one of the two men headed their way dropped from the saddle, which caused the second man to draw up on his horse and think twice about his intentions. Cody saw that it was Bernie Waco himself, the man whose cows they were stealing. The owner of the T Bar.

      “Don’t shoot him,” Cody said. “We’re rustlers, not murderers.”

      “A fella can be both,” Tanner said.

      Cody figured Tanner was always offering to shoot people because he didn’t drink, but he knew it wasn’t the right time to bring it up. “Not in this outfit,” Cody said. “They shoot at us, we can shoot them, no problem.”

      “It’s okay,” Jakob said. And he shot Bernie’s horse, which balked and bucked and tossed Bernie into the dust.

      The scrap, such as it was, was over.

      “Good work,” Cody said. “I reckon we could use the two of you after all
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      It had been a bad year for Silver Vein. For one thing, silver was next to worthless. For another thing, Silver Vein had been misnamed right from the get-go and never did have, and never would have, any silver. One guy who lived in a cave a few years earlier had claimed to have found some silver, and everyone went nuts and built a town on top of what was probably a lie.

      The thing about something like the idea of silver is—which is totally different than the knowledge of its actual existence—there was always someone willing to buy someone’s worthless claim and fruitlessly dig in the dirt for a while, and then sell that worthless hole in the earth to some other hopeful fool. Silver Vein existed largely on the stupidity of the misled. But now, because the government got off the silver standard, the entire dream of striking it rich by finding silver no longer made any sense.

      For my part, I was doing all right. People came into my saloon (Curly’s Saloon) to drink during both good times and bad. Those that drank in my saloon were a far surlier sort these days. Instead of a room full of happy, jabbering drunks, more often the miners would get angry and turn to fighting each other. Many of the miners would slowly sip on a toot of bourbon that only a year earlier they would have slugged down with gusto and asked for more. I’d had to whomp a lot more people on account of this new surliness. So much so that my whomping arm would sometimes be sore when I went to bed at night. I’m a right-handed whomper, and my right arm was noticeably bigger than my left. Some nights I’d whomp up to a dozen surly miners and march four or five to jail.

      It was a Friday night, which meant nothing because weekends hadn’t been invented yet, and I looked down at the end of the bar of my saloon at two of my least favorite people whispering in each other’s ear about something. One of them was all but deaf, so the whispering probably had no effect at all, despite all the head nodding going on. Ely Turner, who basically owned the town, had a lot to lose if the miners and everyone else figured out once and for all that Silver Vein was basically a sham. And Pap Kickins, the editor-in-chief of the Daily Silver Vein—a scurrilous rag full of innuendo, malarkey, and political ineptitude, especially when it came to anything to do with some of my exploits as sheriff—were up to something. Luckily, the newspaper only ever came out when old Pap remembered to publish something, which was hardly ever. He was on in years now, so his days of stirring up trouble, which he had in the past excelled at, were mostly over.

      Or so I thought. But seeing the two of them talking to each other got me to thinking they were up to no good. Ely Turner was not one to do anything but look down on others and rarely spoke to anyone at all unless he wanted to sell something overpriced to somebody. But there they were, the two of them, in my saloon, nodding and laughing and carrying on like the best of friends.

      I couldn’t help myself and ambled down to their end of the bar, using a rag to wipe up phantom splotches, and tried to be ignored.

      “This town needs a reason to exist,” I heard Ely say. “And this is it. It’s something new. The Meteor Hole isn’t attracting as many people as it used to, and nobody who visits here has any interest in the Ely Turner Museum.”

      “That meteor hole is just dirt!” Pap yelled out. Like I said, the man was deaf. So much so he had an ear trumpet that he was always losing.

      “Look at Hendrix,” Ely went on. “That place, on its best day, is a downright hellhole, but what happened anyway? A whole bunch of Europeans moved there because they thought those farting sulfur springs would make them healthy.”

      “I see!” Pap said, but it didn’t sound like he believed it. I saw Ely pull a piece of paper out of his waistcoat and hand it to Pap, who looked down at it with alarm.

      “You can noodle the words around, but that there is what’s going to keep this town afloat. We’ll run it in newspapers all over Europe!”

      Pap’s head went left to right and left to right like a man chewing on a corncob. Then he looked up and cackled and rubbed his hands together.

      “There are some misspelled words here and there. Health, for example, as you should know, doesn’t have an ‘a’ in it; but I think if you’ll let me fix it up, people will be compelled to come here. They won’t be able to help themselves!”

      “Hey!” someone shouted.

      I looked down and saw that I had just taken a glass from in front of one miner, and it was still full up with bourbon. I’d been so caught up wondering what was on that piece of paper that I forgot what I was up to.

      “Sorry,” I said.

      I looked over, and sure enough, old Ely was staring at me as if he knew exactly what I’d been up to. Then the two men stood up and made their way out the saloon doors and onto the Main Street boardwalk, never thinking they might need to pay for their drinks.

      I couldn’t remember Ely ever paying for a drink, the no-good skunk. I watched the two of them disappear down the street when there was a commotion coming from the billiard table. Frank Yonder was swiping at some sort of white blur that leaped from the table and disappeared into the wall as Frank hacked away at the air with the billiard cue. At one point there had been only one old white mouse. But then my dog Bart came into the house and spit out a second white mouse, where it lay as if dead for a moment, before it got its wits together and ran off under the door and down the stairs and disappeared into the saloon. Somehow the two mice hit it off, and now who knew how many of the little white critters there were—but it was a lot more than two.

      Frank came back to the billiard table from chasing after the mouse and said, “That shot should count.”

      Deedee, Frank’s wife, shook her head. “No,” she said, and nothing else. There was nowhere for Frank to go after that, but he plowed on anyway.

      “Aw Deedee, the ball went in the pocket.”

      “And it came back out again.”

      “Because there was a⁠—”

      “It’s His work.”

      This stymied old Frank because he was a preacher, and when it came to His work, he considered himself an expert.

      “Fine,” he said, and leaned over the table.

      “What do you think you’re doing? You missed. It’s my turn,” and she pushed Frank out of the way and promptly knocked a ball in.

      “You messed up is all,” Deedee said, letting out a cackle. “You should have aimed for a pocket that didn’t have a mouse in it.”

      I could only shake my head. I’d long ago given up on the possibility of ever getting rid of those mice. The more things I tried, the more of them there were.

      The saloon was light on customers but heavy on smoke, and being inside it was like walking around in some fella’s lungs. It was worse than normal, and I think it was because the miners were so desperate it was affecting how fast they huffed on their cigars and pipes.

      I could feel my eyes starting to droop, which they did quite often during the heat of the day. I walked over to Jeffers and let him know I was headed off to my other job of being the sheriff. He didn’t know it, but this was code for me going and taking a nap.

      He looked over at Micah and nodded.

      “I’ll keep an eye on him,” Jeffers said. Meaning he would keep Micah away from the whisky. The two men really liked each other; they just didn’t know it and refused to show it. Each one of them would take turns telling me terrible, obviously false stories about the other, and both were quick to jump to outrageous conclusions about what the other was thinking or doing.

      Micah had been helping me out and playing the piano in the saloon since I first opened the doors. He’d been my only helper for most of that time, which, because nobody else wanted the job, made him a terrible employee. Then, as now, when he wasn’t playing the piano, or sleeping on it, he was behind the bar slugging down my best bourbon.

      One time I caught him in the act and accused him of doing what he was actively doing. He tried to talk with the bourbon still in his mouth, and when he did, he coughed all over a miner who was just then in the act of lighting up his pipe, who briefly became a human torch. Just enough of a flame to burn off all his eyebrow hairs. That’s when I learned—and it’s an important thing to know—eyebrow hairs don’t grow at the same rate as regular hairs; eyebrow hairs grow really slow. It was almost two years before I could look at the miner and not immediately want to buy him a toot in apology for Micah setting him on fire. Finally, his eyebrow hairs grew back. But they grew back at such a thickness that his eyebrows were now one long caterpillar crawling across the top of his eyes.

      I can’t remember the name of that miner, but he never was the same after that. If you didn’t know the story, and you were just off the trail and had never been to Silver Vein, and you saw that miner for the first time, his eyebrows were arresting enough to stop you in your tracks. They were disturbing even to the people who did know what happened.

      I got lost there for a moment. I was thinking about old Micah and ended up writing about some long-gone miner’s eyebrows.

      Which is nothing new. Even when I was a young man, like when this story took place, it was something that happened frequently on summer afternoons. I would get to jabbering about something and hit some wall, and then I’d shake my head and realize I literally had no recollection of what I was going on about. I’d be in the middle of some story and just stop right in the middle of it.

      So, my point is, Micah was spoiled. And here comes this strange, talkative cook who only had half a scalp. Jeffers was just doing what he had always been doing. As a chuckwagon cook and then later, when he was forced to cook for a criminal gang, discipline had to be swift and harsh. If someone snagged an extra biscuit, sometimes Jeffers would up and hack off a finger. He couldn’t afford to let people steal his food supply. If he ran out of food, it would have been him that caught abuse. So he was actually taking it easy on old Micah when he stabbed him with a fork. Not a dinner fork but the big ones that cooks use. Jeffers told Micah that if he swiped a second bowl of goat stew, he would stab him. And then did exactly that.

      “If I catch you doing it again, I will absolutely stab you with this fork.” He told Micah this on several occasions. It was right there in the open, plain as day. But old Micah wasn’t used to dealing with the likes of Jeffers and assumed the physical threat to be nothing but bull-chips.

      So he went and swiped himself a second bowl of goat stew. It was a Wednesday, and a thunderstorm was rolling through town. I remember everything about the moment Jeffers plunged the fork into Micah’s unexpecting arm. And the scream of surprise and pain. And the look of pleasure on Jeffers’s face.

      Ever since that day, the two have been all over each other. Micah was a good piano player, and he could play music when called upon, for almost any occasion. And Jeffers brought a whole new dimension to the saloon, and his cooking brought in a new set of customers. I needed both of them—so my fate was having to listen to them squabble at one another all day. I knew as soon as I left the two of them alone, they would misbehave in some way.

      I walked out of the saloon and took in a breath of fresh, dusty air. The heat outside was not all that different from lying down in a frying pan. It was well into fall, but the weather didn’t know it, and there had been little rain, so when you drew a breath, it felt like breathing fire. The desert dust stung the eyes and set a fella to coughing.

      The weather had been hot, windy, and dusty for weeks, and I was used to it and gave it little mind. You couldn’t live in Silver Vein, an inexplicable town in the middle of a vast desert, if you cared about the weather. It was always lousy no matter what time of year it was, day and night.

      I was only a block away from the jail. And in the jail was coffee, bourbon, a pillow and blanket—and nobody to disturb me. Most of my days as sheriff I just sat around doing a whole bunch of nothing. The town was so peaceful that it could be downright sleepy. Which is how I came to think of going to the jail as a place to go for a good nap.
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      The streets were empty except for a cat I almost stepped over, lying in the sun like it was dead. I knew the cat. It liked to beg for food at Kate’s restaurant and then sleep the day away. The cat was fearless. I’d once seen it jump up and smack a mule right on the nose. I admired its scrappy independence and how simple its needs were. But at that moment, I wanted to kick the cat for sleeping with such disregard for sleepy pedestrians like myself.

      “Scat!” I said. The cat raised its head, looked at me, squinted its eyes up, smacked its tail back and forth in the dust, and then put his head down again.

      I shrugged and unlocked the door to the jail and shut it behind me. Even though I was the only person in the jail and completely alone, I nevertheless looked around, just to make double sure the coast was clear before pulling out my blanket and pillow. Pap Kickins was right next door in his office, and he was always running opinion pieces about what a terrible sheriff I was. He seemed not to realize that I was basically world-famous because of him. He’d elevated me into one of the greatest lawmen on the frontier, with glowing articles that led to dime novels written about me that people read all over the world. Then, after turning me into a legend, he’d been doing everything he could to drag me through the mud. If he saw me sleeping the afternoon away in the purposeful way I was getting ready to, the old coot would have a field day.

      Nobody was around.

      Nobody cared.

      It was as quiet as a library, and it wasn’t any great effort to fall into a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I was in the middle of some dream in which I was in my saloon jabbering to a bunch of fish. They were laughing at my jokes when they weren’t swimming around. I guess I could breathe underwater, and I know Micah could, because he had no problem playing the piano, which meant he must have had fingers. Even in my dream I could tell he was looking over to see if it was a good time to steal some bourbon.

      I was just about to get mad at him—even in a dream where everyone in the saloon had gills and fins—when there was a sudden crashing noise.

      It took me a minute to realize where I was and what was going on. I shot up from the floor and crammed the blanket and pillow into the desk drawer before opening the door. Standing in the jail doorway was Wyatt Gilmore.

      “Curly!” Wyatt yelled, wild-eyed.

      “Wyatt, what happened to you?” He had a bloody scalp and the beginning of a bruise on the left side of his head.

      “Rustlers! One of them whomped me. I reckon they took about a hundred or so head of my fattest cows.”

      “That couldn’t have been easy, as sparse as the cows would have to be to get fat on desert grass,” I said. “Must have taken them quite a bit of time to round them all up.”

      “It’s at least fifty, and they were prime cows too.” Wyatt was exaggerating. There was no such thing as a prime cow in West Texas. Not with all the sparse grass and lack of rain. It wasn’t like Wyatt to try and pull one over on me, though.

      “It wasn’t Bernie Waco?” I asked. I was just having a go at him. I didn’t really think it was old Bernie, but they’d been having fun swiping each other’s cows for a couple of years, and I’d often worried one or the other of them would take things too far.

      “No,” another voice said.

      Wyatt moved out of the doorway and there was Bernie Waco.

      “They did the same thing to me. My horse got shot out from under me and they got Henry in the ribs. He’s at Doc Watson’s getting patched up.”

      “What about the horse?”

      “Buzzard is fine, though he bucked me into the dirt. The bullet hit the saddle horn. It was a lucky shot, you ask me. Man on a horse at a full run shot me off my horse with a dang pistol.”

      “That is good shooting,” I agreed. I couldn’t help but admire the feat. The truth was, pistols were no good in a scrap. It was okay to put a hole in someone inside a saloon, which is something I’d seen on many an occasion. But not from on top of a running horse.

      In addition to failed silver prospectors, Silver Vein also had misguided homesteaders who’d come up from Galveston, mostly from Europe. Not so with ranchers. In fact, the T Bar and the Box W were the only ranches this side of Amarillo. This was the first time that I knew of that any real rustling had occurred since we put Torp Mayfair in the dirt a few years back. (Actually, it was the Comanches that put him in the dirt. They literally dug a hole and put old Torp up to his neck in it.)

      “When did this happen?” Wyatt asked.

      “Yesterday afternoon,” Bernie said.

      “They got me this morning,” Wyatt said. “I reckon they’re headed east with what cows they got from the both of us.”

      “How many of them were there?” I asked.

      “I counted four. But there must be more,” Bernie said. “You’d need more than four to handle a herd of that size.”

      “That’s the same count I got,” Wyatt said. “I didn’t get a good look at their faces, but I wish I did.”

      I stood up and got my Winchester ‘73 out of the rack on the wall, admired it for a moment—it was the very height of rifle technology—and then put on my gunbelt and plucked my hat off the rack.

      “I’ll get Baxter and Merle,” I said. “It will take a couple of days to get up a decent posse. Or any kind of posse. This town is lousy when it comes to volunteers. But we know where they’re probably headed.”

      Bernie nodded. “Rattlesnake Ridge. I got Montana Dan with me. He’s better with a rifle than he is with cows. So that’s one volunteer. Not that he has a say in it. Henry’s probably too banged up to ride a horse.”

      “Wyatt, you might want to get Doc to look at that knot on your head,” I said.

      “Aw, he’ll just make it worse. He’ll probably want to take my brain out and put it in a jar.”

      That seemed a bit extreme, even for the doctor. Spack Watson had at one point been a surgeon in the war, but now he spent his days drooling in a chair high on his own medicine. But this was Silver Vein, and he was all we had.

      “Fair point,” I said. “Maybe run a rag over it then.”

      “Curly, I don’t care about some scratch. I just want my cows back.”

      The two ranchers and friends and fellow complainers headed for the Box W, and I made my way down the Main Street boardwalk to the corral behind my saloon where I kept Horse. In my opinion, he was probably the single smartest horse in all of Texas that wasn’t in some circus, and I think he could tell just by the way I was walking that he was going to have to go to work, because he let out an excited whinny and stomped the ground with one of his hooves and put his head over the top rail for me to scratch on while I let him know what the deal was. I could tell he was listening because he nodded his head when it was appropriate.

      I didn’t tell my other horse, Molly, what my plans were. I didn’t trust her. Her whole life she’d been pretty much allowed to pig out on grass all day without having to work for it. As a result of this luxury existence, which few horses in West Texas ever got to experience, she hated me. All I had to do was make eye contact and her ears would fold back and she’d try to run me into the dirt and then crush me to death under her fat belly.

      After I’d told Horse we were going after rustlers, I walked up the back stairs to my home above the saloon, where my wife Sally and my little fluffy dog Bart lived. I knew Sally’s face would fall when I told her I had to take to the trail again. Bart wouldn’t care. He didn’t have much of a memory even for a dog. It was none other than Wild Bill Hickok that taught Bart to shake hands. But as soon as he left town for South Dakota, Bart forgot all about him and knowing how to shake hands. He had a small head, and that might have been the reason. While he couldn’t follow commands, he did one thing me and Sally both never did get enough of, which was watching him run around in senseless circles to no apparent purpose other than pure dog joy.

      Sally wasn’t home. Which meant she was probably at Kate’s house, either babysitting little Jimmy Shepland or getting drunk on moonshine. Whatever was the case, she didn’t leave a note. She liked to leave notes for me that she knew would make me blush, as I am a helpless blusher.

      I walked into the bedroom, and there was Bart, curled up on the buffalo robe my Comanche friend Two Yellow Hairs gave me. He was having some dog dream, because his little fluffy paws were moving and his whiskers were twitching. Probably dreaming about a hunk of beef jerky—that’s what I would have done if I was a dog.

      Suddenly, realizing I was home, he sat up and jumped off the bed and started dashing around the house in, sure enough, frantic circles. He wanted me to chase him. He would catch my eye on every lap as if he was sure I would want to join in. But I was the sheriff of Silver Vein, and I had work to do.

      “Let’s go,” I said, which took Bart out of his frenzied running, and the two of us walked down the back stairs and down the Main Street boardwalk, past the falling apart courthouse and Ely Turner’s overpriced mercantile, and turned onto a less-used trail off to the right that led to a bunch of houses.

      I was walking to the house where my two deputies, Baxter and Merle, lived. They had the house with the front yard that had burned about a month earlier when Baxter set a dead raccoon on fire. The twin brothers enjoyed making exotic moonshine and blowing things up or setting them on fire. Baxter was like a scientist in that he was genuinely curious about how different critters exploded. He didn’t write any of his findings down on paper, but he would lock the results away in his head. Sometimes we’d be sitting around a campfire and he would knowingly say something like, “I once blew up a dead prairie dog and the whole thing just disappeared, even the fur.” Baxter and Merle weren’t the types to invite to dinner or introduce to your sister, but they were more than capable in a scrap, and I liked having them on my side. Sally overlooked all their many failings and looked after them like a protective older sister, knowing they were probably keeping me alive.

      When I walked up, the two brothers were sitting on a couple of chairs and drinking something that would probably have put a normal person in a coma. It had a disturbing cloudy color. I didn’t want to know the details.

      “Morning, Sheriff,” Merle said, nodding.

      “Morning, Sheriff,” Baxter said, nodding.

      “I’m guessing we’re about to be put to work,” Merle said, sighing.

      “I reckon so,” Baxter said, sighing. “Only reason Curly ever makes it to this part of town.”

      This was true. I rarely ever got farther than Kate’s Restaurant. Their house was about fifty yards outside my habitat.

      “How long you reckon it will take for the grass to grow back?” I asked, pointing at their charred, blackened yard.

      Baxter shrugged. “We like it like this.”

      “It’s better like this,” Merle said.

      Bart didn’t think so and cowered behind my leg uncertainly.

      I didn’t want to know why their yard was better as a ruin, so I said, “We got to go after some rustlers.”

      “Dang. Rustlers? Here?” Merle asked.

      “Yep. They hit Bernie up at the T Bar and swiped a bunch of his cows. Then they got Wyatt Gilmore just this morning. Whomped him in the head and took another bunch of cows from him. No way to know for sure how many, because the both of them keep making up different numbers.”

      “Well, shit,” Baxter said, standing up. “Looks like I’m gonna have to actually ride my horse.”

      Baxter’s old horse, Colonel, had finally kicked the bucket, and even though it had been months, he’d yet to come around and warm up to the fact that he had a new horse. He still talked about Colonel as if he were yet still alive. In my opinion, Baxter’s new horse, a fast bay mare with plenty of wind, was a definite upgrade. At the end, Colonel could barely hold his head up and would sometimes flop over in a faint. Baxter’s new horse had all of its teeth, and both of its eyes faced the same direction. It was a definite upgrade, but good luck getting Baxter to believe it.

      “Meet me back at the saloon. Ask around and see if you can get anyone to join us to track these fellas down. I’ve got to go find Sally. She’s apt to be vexed at me for having to hit the trail again. I’m sure to catch some abuse.”

      I found Sally exactly where I expected to, sitting on the front porch of the house Kate called home. Kate and the old sheriff had been more than close, and she was raising their son, Jimmy. The house she lived in had been built by the old sheriff, who was treacherously stabbed in the back by Silas Bondcant, one of the notorious Bondcant Brothers.

      “Uh oh,” Sally said, seeing me approach.

      “He’s got that serious look on his face,” Kate said. The two women were sitting in chairs watching the day go by, sipping on something that would explain why they promptly burst out laughing.

      “Thought I’d find you here,” I said.

      Bart barked and ran up and jumped in Sally’s lap and acted like he hadn’t seen her in years, setting to licking her face like it was a dead squirrel.

      In case you were wondering, I wasn’t at all put out by seeing Sally getting slowly drunk on moonshine in the middle of the day. For one thing, I’m a saloonkeeper, and being drunk in the middle of the day comes with the job. It was, the way I did it anyway. For another, other than walking around with the dog, Sally hadn’t spent a lot of time outside our home. She rarely went to the saloon because it set all the miners to ogling. She mostly spent her time sitting on the back stoop overlooking the corral by herself or talking with Jeffers in our kitchen in the morning. She’d been mopey lately because our good Comanche friend Scout, who at one point had lived in our house as a boy before growing up to become a great warrior, had gone south with what remained of his band into the canyons of Old Mexico. Scout used to occasionally show up unannounced. We’d wake up and find him sitting at the kitchen table. He was very sneaky that way. If he didn’t want you to hear him, you wouldn’t. He always took advantage of Sally and her hugs. And Sally, for her part, missed hugging Scout.

      Those days were sadly over, though, so I was glad to see her and Kate getting on. She needed someone who was a woman to talk to, and now she had it.

      “Oh, get on with it, Curly. You’re about to tell me you’re going off after some rustlers.”

      “I—Yes.”

      “Bernie Waco stopped in the restaurant and told me what happened,” Kate explained.

      “I expect you know more than I do at the moment,” I said. “I got Baxter and Merle, and we’re going to try and wrangle up a posse and then head off to Wyatt’s and track the stolen herd from there.”

      “You’re going to need some jerky,” Sally said. “And some biscuits.”

      I nodded. “I don’t expect I’ll be heading back until we catch whoever whomped Wyatt and shot Bernie off his horse.”

      “I’ll walk back with you,” Sally said, holding out her hand so I could pull her out of her chair. “Kate, I’ll bring back your jar when I’ve relieved it of its contents.”

      Sally had beautiful and playful blue eyes, and they sparkled with mischief. She was tipsy and enjoying it. I needed to make sure she didn’t overdo it, or the mischief would be replaced by her tossing up her insides over the back porch rail.

      She leaned into me on the way home, relentless in her quest to make me turn red like a tomato. Her hands were pushing and rubbing on parts of my body that were making me excited.

      “Curly!” Sally said. She pulled me toward her and looked into my eyes. “You can’t leave without a proper goodbye. It would be impolite.” I could tell that the moonshine had made Sally frisky. The truth was, Sally and I never had any problems getting frisky with each other. And this time, I decided, would be no different.

      “Sally, you know I hate to be impolite.”
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      Sally and I took our time saying goodbye. I knew my future involved a lot of sleeping on uncomfortable and knobby dirt and listening to a lot of critters scamper about and men farting and snoring all night. Sally had domesticated me, and the last thing I wanted to do was leave her and our straw mattress and Bart’s furry presence.

      She went out to the smokehouse next to the corral to gather up some jerky, and I walked down the inside stairs that led into the saloon. Baxter and Merle had loaded themselves down with all manner of weapons and were standing at the bar making sure everything was clean and would work as it should.

      Micah was at the piano playing some sad German song that was tugging at my eyeball juice even though I couldn’t understand any of it. I could see that he was sober as a judge—some judges anyway—which was rare for old Micah, who didn’t like not having whisky stored in his belly. Jeffers was clearly keeping a close eye on him. He talked a lot of guff, but Jeffers, I knew, would fight like a cornered badger and make short work of old Micah. And Micah probably knew it.

      “Afternoon, Curly!” Micah exclaimed. Micah being sober was such a rare event, I’m not sure I’d ever seen it before. His fingers were bouncing all over the piano keys.

      I looked to my left, and there was Jeffers looking over at Micah like a lion waiting for a rabbit to come out of a hole.

      “Sheriff!” Jeffers turned to me and cried out, like I’d been gone for days instead of a couple of hours. Despite all of my pleading, he couldn’t bring himself to call me Curly. When he met me, I was the sheriff, and I reckon he couldn’t see me any other way. He was a small man, but tough. Anyone who could go through life with only half a scalp and still have a sunny disposition is tough.

      “Jeffers,” I said. “How are we doing?”

      “You’ve got about ten bottles of bourbon and six of Scotch whisky. We’re all out of rye.”

      That was about three days’ worth of booze. In the long, hot summer days, we did most of our business in the evening. Once the sun went down, it cooled off, and people got thirsty from their afternoon siestas after a morning spent fruitlessly digging in the dirt.

      I walked down the rest of the stairs. “I’m headed over to Wyatt Gilmore’s spread and he⁠—”

      “Just left,” Jeffers finished.

      “What? When?”

      “Came in for a couple of toots, and I gave him a bar rag for his bleeding head. He left right before Baxter and Merle walked in. Took the bar rag with him too.”

      “And how long ago was that?”

      “Twenty minutes, I’d say,” Jeffers said, scratching on his white chin whiskers.

      “That means we have more time than I thought,” I said. The truth was, it wouldn’t be all that hard to track down a herd of stolen cattle. There would be obvious signs like broken branches and clumps of hoof prints and plenty of cow shit. Cattle weren’t like lions. They were too dumb to be sneaky. So I didn’t need to be in all that big of a hurry. After all, Wyatt didn’t seem in a big hurry, and they were his cows.

      “I believe I’ll have a toot myself.” I walked behind the bar and carefully set my Winchester on top of it, taking a moment to shine it up with a rag, and then went straight for the good stuff, which I kept hidden away in a couple of bottles labeled: Poison!

      “It will only get cooler out,” Baxter said.

      “By the time we get there it will be dark,” Merle said.

      “Won’t be able to do anything in the dark,” Baxter said.

      “Silly to go racing up there when we could take our time,” Merle said.

      “We still need to get a posse,” Baxter said.

      “Could take some time,” Merle said.

      They were right, of course. It was my thinking as well. We’d chased after enough criminals to have learned a thing or two.

      “I reckon we should have some toots of bourbon and stuff ourselves with whatever Jeffers is cooking up,” I said.

      “It ain’t stew,” Jeffers said. “Too hot for stew. This is chili weather.”

      I couldn’t figure out how that made any sense, but I wasn’t about to argue. I would eat whatever he served up, as usual, and too much of it, which was why my pants kept shrinking.
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      For some reason, we decided to delay our departure. Being full of chili and potatoes and several too many toots of bourbon—Baxter and Merle favored moonshine—had left us foggy in our thoughts. I may have been the sheriff of Silver Vein, but I was also a saloonkeeper with zero discipline when it came to jabbering and drinking. I remember back when old One Eye Ned, at his Oriental Saloon over in Amarillo, first told me that serving drinks is mostly about jabbering. I knew as soon as he said it that I was made for the job. I was a born jabberer, right from the very beginning. Even before I learned to speak any sort of understandable language, I would sit on my mom’s lap and wear her out speaking baby gibberish. I even jabbered in my sleep and often even laughed at my own jokes.

      Baxter and Merle were playing billiards in the back of the saloon, insulting one another and frequently threatening to come to blows. Micah was asleep at the piano. He’d gone from stone sober to completely drunk with impressive speed.

      Tad Bowltree—he used to own the first bank we had, back before it got robbed and then exploded to smithereens with dynamite—sauntered in. Since that setback with the bank, old Tad had become, with his lack of work, a horrendous gambler and complete drunkard. He was wearing the same dirty clothes he always wore, with food dribbled all over the front, and a top hat that had a hole in it at the top so wide that it flapped in the wind and sounded like a woodpecker was hammering into his head.

      “Sheriff,” he said, and slapped his hand on the bar, indicating his need for a drink. “I am to understand that you are looking for volunteers to go after the rustlers?”

      “That’s true,” I said. Tad never had been and never would be someone to trust in a posse or in a scrap of any sort. For just one thing, we would never be able to sneak up on any bad guys because of his near-constant farting. He farted like a horse, ceaselessly and without shame.

      “Well, I just want you to know that I don’t know how to ride a horse.”

      This wasn’t true. I’d seen him ride an old white horse named Dollar for many years. But I didn’t say anything, because I wasn’t about to let him in our posse, even though we didn’t have one.

      “That’s too bad. I guess I’ll have to leave you out of the posse. It would take you too long to learn the ways of riding a horse.”

      “Great!” Tad said, taking his toot of bourbon and wandering off to look for a poker game. Whoever he played, it didn’t matter who it was, Tad would lose and lose big. As destitute as he looked, he always seemed to have plenty of money to basically set fire to. If it weren’t for his terrible card playing, Baxter and Merle wouldn’t have a house.

      I watched Tad walk off and then the saloon doors opened again and there was old Ely Turner. Something was definitely going on with him. To have to deal with him once in a day was trying enough. Here I was, in the middle of a classic happy drunk, letting loose the night before having to race off into the desert to sleep in the dirt for who knew how long—and here was Ely Turner, no doubt coming in to ruin my night.

      “Hello, Curly,” Ely said. He squinted in the darkness of the saloon and stumbled into a chair and then, after a curse, made his way to the bar. Ely was not my favorite person, and I’m sure he would have said the same about me. Ely pretty much owned everything in town. He owned the Ely Turner Bank and the Ely Turner Hotel and the Ely Turner Mercantile. He even owned a hole in the ground that he advertised as the Ely Turner Meteor Hole, which people still sometimes came to town from all over the country to take a gawk at. It was just a hole in the dirt, but people came from as far away as Europe to look at it. The hotel was the worst hotel I would ever step foot in. As for the mercantile, it had prices so outrageous it allowed him to open a bank.

      And now he had his eyes on my saloon.

      Ely was the kind of person that literally didn’t know how to take no for an answer. I knew for a fact that he would keep coming into the saloon, day after day after month after year, and ask me the same thing until one day I would give in and let him put his stupid name on the saloon.

      “Have you given any thought to my offer?” Ely asked.

      “Are you going to get a drink?” I asked.

      “Do I need to?”

      “You do if you want an answer to your question. And you need to pay for it this time. You’ve got a lot of drinks you haven’t yet paid for. You pay for those old drinks, I’ll answer your question.”

      “I will, of course, not give in to what is clearly extortion,” Ely yelled.

      “Jeffers,” I shouted. “What’s this smelly old fart owe?”

      “Four dollars outstanding,” Jeffers said.

      “Well, Curly, it seems I won’t be getting my answer this evening.” Ely gave a punchable smile and turned and exited back through the saloon doors.

      At first he wanted to buy the saloon. I rejected that out of hand. So, the next thing he wanted was, he wanted to pay me to rename the saloon The Ely Turner Saloon. He wanted to put his name on every dang thing in town. The answer was no, of course. I didn’t like his name when I had to use it. The last thing I wanted was seeing it on my own saloon. I took a toot of bourbon to help me forget the whole episode.

      Then Doc Watson and Bernie Waco’s hand, Henry, came in. Henry had a bandage around his ribs and leaned on the Doc as they walked up to the bar.

      “I didn’t expect to see you up and about,” I said. In truth, I’d thought the doctor might have even kilt Henry by now.

      “He can’t talk,” Doc Watson said. “His brain is asleep. I dosed him pretty good. Sometimes I forget not everyone has the tolerance for opium that I do.”

      “Can he drink?”

      “Let’s find out,” the doctor said.

      I poured some bourbon for each of them and one for myself. The doctor upended his and demanded another. Henry looked at the doctor, then down at the bar, and then I saw his hand come up and he reached for the bourbon at the speed of an elderly tortoise. One of those big ones that looks dead for half the day. It was hard to watch, all that slowness. But eventually his hand got there and he took the bourbon and the glass slowly made its way to his mouth. He looked up at the ceiling and downed the bourbon and then his eyes all but shot out of his head and he slammed the glass on the bar and said, “Hot damn! Let’s do that again! Whoo!”

      Then he looked at me and was back to himself, because he said, “Why, Sheriff, don’t know if you remember me but I helped you out of a jam once and⁠—”

      “I remember you, Henry. You used to call yourself Ned.”

      “That’s right! I changed my name when I went straight.” He leaned across the bar and said, “I need you to do me a favor.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Can you tell me what I’m doing here?”

      “You work at the T Bar,” I explained. I felt sorry for him, what with his brain being asleep, not even knowing why he was here.

      “But what am I doing here? In your saloon? In Silver Vein?”

      “Ah! You were shot off your horse. That’s what Bernie said. I believe he brought you to the doctor and the doctor put your brain to sleep.”

      Henry turned to the doctor. “What did you do to my brain?”

      “Well,” Spack said, “you had a bullet in your ribs and I had to take it out of there. But, to do that, I had to give you—and myself—something for the pain.”

      Henry nodded then slapped his bandage and said, “It worked!”

      “Please don’t do that,” the doctor said.

      And now Frank and Deedee Yonder came through the saloon doors. For a schoolteacher and a preacher, they spent an awful lot of time in the saloon. Deedee was red in the face, as usual, and I knew she was about to give me some abuse. Frank Yonder’s sermons on Sunday lasted hours with lots of foaming at the mouth and cursing and slamming his Bible on a table and telling each and every one of us we were going to hell. Most of the miners probably thought they were already there. The problem with Frank was every Sunday his sermon was the same. And after being told you were going to hell enough times, what was the point of putting up with more abuse week after week?

      While he was a rabid maniac on Sundays, the rest of the week he barely said a word. If he did, Deedee would no doubt take exception to it. She was easy to get riled up, and once riled up, tended to stay that way. It was no wonder that mouse chose his ball to push out of the pocket.

      “Curly! When are you going to go after them rustlers? Ain’t you the sheriff? Ain’t it your job?”

      “Good evening, Deedee,” I said, having another toot of bourbon. “We know where they’re going. They got two hundred head of cattle with them. They won’t be hard to find.”

      “Time’s a-wasting!” she screamed, loud enough to briefly stop all conversation.

      “Not for me, it isn’t. We aim to set out tomorrow. It’s already dark. If we head out now we’d just have a horse stumble into some hole and break a leg.”

      “Once you find them that done it, should you ever leave the saloon, you make sure and arrest them in such a way that they can’t walk anymore. We can’t have rustlers running around swiping cows! You have to send a message and put them in some work prison where they have to work until they fall into the dirt dead as Moses!”

      “I agree,” I said, trying to calm Deedee down. Agreeing with Deedee was just about all you could do. Deedee was a good woman, and she would have whomped me if she ever heard me call her such a thing. Which is why, in addition to being a schoolteacher, she was my substitute sheriff whenever I left town. You’d have to have been a loon to mess with Deedee. But if you tried to win an argument with her you might as well have been talking to some dang rock.

      Deedee smiled. Then she said, “I knew you’d see it my way. And you can rest assured that nobody in Silver Vein is about to mess with Deedee Yonder. The town is safe in my hands!” she shouted, tapping the long knife on her hip. Then she downed half her beer and turned and dragged Frank off to play more billiards.

      “Dang!” I heard Tad exclaim from one of the tables. I turned and saw him toss his cards down in disgust. And there was Kid Barlow raking in all of Tad’s money. A big pile of it anyway. I caught Barlow robbing a bank in the town of Hendrix and arrested him and put him in the Silver Vein jail. But, through a misunderstanding, Tiny, who will unfortunately do anything anyone tells him to do, one morning opened the door and let him walk right on out of jail. But instead of running off before I could chase after him, he’d done the unexpected and never bothered to leave town at all. Instead, he’d come to my saloon and set to playing cards as if he wasn’t a bank robber. I confronted him and he claimed he’d never escaped from jail because he was let out. And he thought that meant he was free. Which made sense when I thought about it. It wasn’t his fault my deputy was a simpleton. Tiny was as big as an upright cow and had the same amount of intelligence.

      So now Barlow spent his evenings taking all the money Tad was willing to give him through his terrible gambling ability.

      “Sheriff,” Kid Barlow said, tipping his hat, which was made of a shiny brown felt and looked to be brand-new, “I hear you’re looking to get a posse together?”

      “That’s right,” I said. I held my breath. If he volunteered it would be the first time in the history of the entire town that a person had done such a thing.

      “I can’t go.”

      “I thought as much,” I said, exhaling.

      “Glad you understand. Were I to leave this table, I might run out of money, and the last time I ran out of money I had no choice but to rob a bank, even though it didn’t have any money in it.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Tad’s money is the only thing keeping me from ending up in jail.”

      “I’ll get it all back,” Tad said, shuffling the cards and mumbling to himself.

      It occurred to me if we were ever going to leave Silver Vein, I needed to stop sipping on bourbon and jabbering and go upstairs to bed. So, seeing that the saloon was in good shape without me, I made my way up the stairs, tripping only twice, and home.
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