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​COPYRIGHT

First published in 2025.

THE MANY CHILDREN OF BILLY FOWLER

No part of this book may be reproduced, circulated, stored, or transmitted without the permission of the publisher. All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is coincidental.
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​Author’s Note

This was supposed to be a novel. It isn’t. It’s a novella. Or maybe a long short story. I don’t know. Know what, it doesn’t help us to get too tied down in labels.

What I do know is that I ran out of steam. I set out with intentions—were they noble? The best? Not really. The intention was simply to write a book, and... well, here we are. Here’s a book.

Yes, there are loose ends. If I had the emotional stamina or intellectual horsepower to wrestle this thing into the work of literary fiction it pretends at, I’d do it. But I don’t. (See also: steam, lack thereof.)

Could there be sequels? Spin-offs? The Fowler kids running wild, or the side characters finally getting their moment? Stranger things have happened.
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​Prologue 
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Having departed the great city of Chicago nineteen days earlier, a Pullman car on the Missouri-Pacific line delivered William Garnet Fowler to the Taylor, TX, train station in the fall of 1919. The unseasonable warmth that year left the town dusty and dry, and caused an unfortunate and conspicuous band of sweat to steadily migrate around the black ribbon of his newly purchased lavender felt bowler hat. 

William, “Garnet to his friends,” as he was fond of offering, although it is unclear if he had friends or if the greeting was simply the polished social analgesic a huckster might offer a rube, sported a garnet ring on his hand, a garnet pin in his tie, and, you’ll never guess what kind of stone at the tip of his walking stick. Upon stepping from the train, he was immediately the dandiest fellow in the cotton capital of the Lone Star State..

Not one to be blown where the wind might take them, the Garnets of the world have a nose for a game spot. They’re drawn to the grift, and they’ll find the marks and the rubes, and from a world away,  if there’s a con to be run, they’ll flock. 

It was too easy. It really was. Any boomtown was so full of marks, and Garnet was a virtuoso of the con. Short or long, grift and job, swindle or hustle, it doesn’t matter. Among the flim-flam men that travelled the country hunting an easy buck, he was a legend, a prodigy, and a maestro.

In ‘07, Garnet fleeced the Wyoming sheep ranchers cooperative out of a year and a half of dues. They had been promised a brand new school, and they were delivered a thank you note on the back of a postcard from Paris. 

In ‘15, the copper miners of the western slope could not believe their collective luck when a man offered to build several residential communities for them for a fraction of the price of his competitors. They couldn’t believe their misfortune when that same man vanished into the night with the deposit and the mine owner’s wife. 

In later years, the grift got old and the risk too high. After a particularly fruitful six months in in Bakersfield, on any given night Garnet would greet the dawn, counting a stack of drillers wages after having gotten over a group of youngsters, usually those new to town who didn’t yet know not to sit down to cards with the notorious Mr Fowler, and, after offering effusive apologies for his unmitigated luck at the table that night, would make his way to breakfast.

The coffee shop on the first floor of the Hotel Padre was, in the opinion of Garnet, the only joint in Bakersfield, possibly California, with a decent steak and eggs. It opened early. It didn’t burn the coffee. The bacon was crisp, but not too crisp, and the clientele were honest folk who assumed he was too. They assumed he had just gotten up, not that he was about to go to bed. They didn’t fuss or worry about the card sharp in their midst because they didn’t know. To the rest of the patrons, he was one more pharmacist, lawyer, dentist, or banker who had swept in with the oil rush, and although it was peculiar, one or two supposed that he wasn’t a member of the newly formed golf club; perhaps he just preferred to keep to himself.

On the morning that the heat got hot, he felt the presence of the law before he saw the sheriff. 

“Morning, Garnet,” said the sheriff with a cool indifference, conspicuously without accusatory tones “you know, I’d have pegged you for a night owl, and here ya are, steak and eggs, bright and early.”

“Morning Earl, join me, won’t you? My treat.” Garnet announced cheerfully and gestured to the booth seat across from himself. 

“Nah, wish I had the time,” said Earl with the paced ease that came from an Oklahoma plains childhood. He took a casual look around the room, nodding to his dentist and thrusting his hat cordially at his barber and flashing a friendly, conspicuously friendly smile at the wife of the good reverend.

“No time for breakfast, that’ll catch up with you, Earl.”

“Mayhaps, it will. Mayhaps” replied Earl with a sigh as he sat the seat offered to him, “mayhaps it will.” The Sheriff placed his hat on the table and ran his hand through his salt and pepper hair. 

“I never miss it. No matter where I am I make time for breakfast,” Garnet stared down the sheriff, trying to read him, but he was blank. He couldn’t tell if the sheriff was chasing down the talk of a card sharp flexing roughnecks or if he was simply making the rounds, checking in on his self appointed flock. 

“Is that right?” The sheriff asked with feigned interest. “Well, fella like you, a world traveler and all must have seen a thing or two. Maybe I need to make time after all.”

And that was that. “Traveller” wasn’t right. It came off the sheriff’s tongue with exactly the wrong amount of contempt. In that second Garnet knew Bakersfield was tapped out and it was time to move on. 

He was on the first train headed east that afternoon. 

***
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Taylor, Texas never got the chance to behold the mystical wonder of a Garnet con. Upon exiting the train the natural flow of traffic lead directly across 1st Street to the Hotel Blazimar, specifically the saloon, and not long after into the arms of barmaid, and force of nature Evza Cmelik who put him straight and narrow and he never looked back.

***

[image: ]


The neverending grassland hung like fringe from a curtain of blue sky above seemingly endless plains, and the wind danced merrily with some dust and the pecan trees. Unlike the nut trees the oaks were entirely disinterested in a breezy fandango but a small grove of Osage oranges couldn’t help but start to tap their roots. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked. I mean, probably. You know how dogs are.

William Garnet Junior had dragged a chair from the dining room into the bedroom when Patty’s contractions started some twenty hours ago and didn’t plan to leave until his child came into the world. A parade of midwives and aunts, who were generally round of figure, bun-haired, and be-aproned had taken turns in the room, offering praise when needed and, occasionally,  sticking their heads under the sheets to check for movement between Patty’s legs.

Patty’s ginger hair and pale skin were damp with perspiration, and a musky moistness had taken residence in the room. When William, somewhat overwhelmed by the musk,  cracked a window an aunt rebuked him in Czech. It could have been something about spirits. It could have been something about the cold, he’d never know. Despite his mother Evza’s best efforts, William never learned a word of Czech so he had to guess at the specifics of the warning but the instructions were clear enough.

Right around supper time on the day after she started to give birth, the operation was concluded satisfactorily with the birth of William Fowler, III. His hair was a shock of red, garnet even, and the number of toes, noses and tails was precisely as one would expect of a human child born in Texas at the cusp of the mid-century.

When Billy, as he would soon be called, despite William’s efforts, was placed to Patty’s breast he took to it like a trout to water.  The aunt who happened to be on duty was sent to the big house to let new Grandpa Garnet and Grandma Evza know the joyous news. 

Garnet burst into the carriage house where his son and daughter-in-law lived like he was being chased like a bear. Evza came not long after, tears of joy in her eyes and a cascade of old world prayers evaporating in the breeze behind her.

Garnet stood next to his son, who was still seated in the dining room chair, and placed a warm supportive hand on his shoulder. “A fine looking lad, William. Fine.” William, as pleased as his simple manner would allow was pleased. He  placed his hand on his father’s and smiled. 

Opposite them, on the other side of the bed, Evza sat next to Patty, having stolen the newest Fowler from her mother as soon as she could. “What will you call him,” she asked Patty

“William,” Said Garnet and William in unison.

“William,” said Patty, who smiled and fell into a deep and peaceful sleep.

***
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In places all over America, just like Taylor, Texas, boys of the 1950s poured over comic books, and dreamed of baseball stardom, or imagined themselves cowboys fighting the good fight against rampaging stampedes of redskins. 

For Billy’s part, he wouldn’t have been a cowboy if he had cows in surplus. If anybody would have put a cowboy hat on his head he would have pitched that chapeau in the nearest ditch as quick as you could say Marion Robert Morrison. 

He was was a thinker. It looked to the world as if he did a lot of nothing but inside it never stopped, he just didn’t see the point in sharing his thoughts with ball and bat wanna be’s and high chaparral dreamers. He was a puzzler and a ponderer since he could turn a page. Once, when staying at the big house, his grandfather left a book of puzzles on the kitchen table, Billy solved half the book before Garnet was back from the john. 
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