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Preface



About these stories. If you have followed my work for any length of time, you may have already come across “The Wand” and “The Flaming Emerald.” I have been handing out “The Wand” to newsletter subscribers as a freebie for years. “The Flaming Emerald” has appeared in a couple anthologies and one of my story collections. Recycling stories is a common practice as we writers try to get the most out of our work. I also thought it was time to give these stories a home in a collection devoted to the misadventures of Orville and Jimmy. The other two stories in this collection—“The Miracle of Ed’s Purgative” and “The Wayward Corpse”—are debuting here.

I arranged these stories according to the chronology of the Huckster Tales story universe, rather than the order in which I wrote them. I have yet to write the origin story for Orville and Jimmy although I sometimes refer to events from that yet-to-be story or novel, which I plan to title “The Cattle Ripper.” “The Wand” is the first Huckster Tale story I wrote. I did not fully understand what I was writing at the time, whether it was a fantasy setting or a weird western. So, the tone and flavor may be a bit different, but at heart it is still an Orville and Jimmy misadventure.

As for inspiration, I watched many reruns of The Lone Ranger and The Cisco Kid as a youth. Most westerns and weird westerns feature gunfighters, lawmen, and outlaws. I thought it would be amusing to go in a different direction. The supernatural elements derive from my love of weird tales. The settings are Old West everywhere and nowhere in particular. This allows me to name the towns whatever I wish, and I very much enjoy inventing names like Busted Axle, Poison Creek, and Dead Mule Junction. “The Wand” was inspired by a friend who told me how her son was allowed to hold a Harry Potter wand at Disney World but was not allowed to keep it. “The Wayward Corpse” owes a debt to William Faulkner’s As I Lay Dying, in which a dysfunctional family transports their mother’s corpse in a wagon.

That is more than enough palavering from me. I will graciously turn the stage over to Jimmy. Enjoy!

Jeff Chapman

West Coast of Michigan, April 2024



The Wand



The fever came on just before supper, like a spring storm all dark and furious and ominous. It laid Orville in bed, and judging by the way he gurgled when he fought for a breath, I wouldn’t put down more than a copper on him ever getting up again.

The Landlady bit her thin lip and shook her wrinkled head. “I’d call the apothecary but the only one I trust is Mr. Lucas, and he died last week.”

“A bad one might be worse.”

The Landlady nodded. She dipped a cloth in a basin of water, wrung it, and then draped it across Orville’s forehead. She had the wrinkliest, splotchiest hands I’d ever seen. “Jimmy,” she said, all resigned to the worst. “Your friend don’t have much hope left. His skin’s as parched as a dried up tomato.”

I reckoned the old lady thought everyone she nursed wasn’t long for this world, but I inclined to agree with her about Orville. He did look awful red and hot in the face. I’d never seen Orville sick. He’s such a tough old boar that I assumed he never got sick, but here he lay, suddenly on the verge of death.

Orville the Oracular, that was the title he was using when I first met him. Orville and I are showmen, well, hucksters is more apropos, as Orville would say.

“You want any supper, Jimmy?” asked the Landlady.

“Something cold would suit me.”

“See if you can get him to sip some tea. Can you sit with him through the night?”

“I reckon.”

I took the old lady’s seat next to the bed. Orville groaned when the door clicked shut.

“Take a drink, Orville. Your tongue and throat must be awfully parched.”

Orville shot up like a bear trap going off and grabbed my arm so fierce that all the tea sloshed out of the cup.

“The wand,” he rasped. “That girl.”

He thudded against the pillow.

“You think the wand made you sick? Or the girl?”

Nothing but ragged breathing. Had to be the girl, what she said to him.
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About a month ago, Orville bought this wand at a pawn shop. There were strange letters burned into the wood, spiraling all around it, and at the end was this red stone. Wooden fingers gripped it as tight as an owl’s talons. It was a real pretty specimen, and Orville got an idea for a new scheme.

We invested in some pine and set about whittling a heap of wands. I was always talented at whittling. We decorated them with carvings of animal faces, some of those strange letters, a bit of paint, and a snip of ribbon to add some flair.

I was proud of my work.

“What little girl wouldn’t want a pretty wand,” Orville said.

The trick was to get people interested. We traveled the circuit of fairs and markets. We’d put up our tent and Orville would talk about the red-stone wand and pick some girl out of the crowd to use it on me. I jumped and swayed and fell down in sync with the wand, like she was controlling me. I always was quick on my feet. I doubt anyone believed it. We were putting on a show, and there was always a bit of snickering from the onlookers. After a few minutes, Orville would take back the red-stone wand and offer to sell the wands that we’d made. Sounds corny, but we sold a lot of wands, and I worked up quite a sweat.

Today, something strange happened. A girl in a yellow dress and blue bonnet pushed her way to the front. Some of her hair peeked out beneath the edge of her bonnet and I swear it was the blackest I’d ever seen and shiny like polished obsidian. Her eyes unnerved me. They were green, as dark green as oak leaves, but I swear a red ring wrapped around the green. She didn’t smile either.

When Orville handed Red-Eyes the wand, it snapped like a firecracker. Orville shook his hand and that red stone glowed as bright as a blacksmith’s fire.

Red-Eyes grinned at me and it wasn’t a friendly grin. The red circles in her eyes pulsed in time with the stone. She jerked that wand back and forth and up and down faster than I could move, but follow it I did, like a puppet on a string.

The onlookers oohed and awed.

Then she made me sit and stand in rapid succession, slamming my butt to the ground then jumping to my feet, over and over.

Orville told her to stop. I fell on the grass and rubbed my aching behind.

“May I keep this?” she asked.

Orville shifted his gaze between her and the wand a couple times. “I’m sorry, miss, but that one ain’t for sale. You can pick any one you please from our selection.”

“I want this one. I’ll pay you.”

“Not for sale.”

Red-Eyes hissed some words at Orville. She threw the wand at his feet, where it stuck out of the ground like a knife. Some trick. The stone faded to a dull red.

Orville watched her walk away until the crowd swallowed her up.

I staggered toward Orville, still rubbing my behind. It’s not polite, but I couldn’t help it. My backside hadn’t hurt like that since I was a little boy and left the gate to the pig pen open. “What’d she say?”

“It wasn’t in English.”

“I think you should’ve sold it to her.”

“What? Sell it? Boy, you still don’t know anything about money. We don’t know what this thing’s worth. We’ve got some real magic here.” He held the wand, turning it to study the writing. “Did she make you do all that stuff?”

“You think I’d bruise my backside on my own?”

Orville snorted. “I’ve got a friend who might know something about this.”

We loaded the tent in the wagon and came back to our room. That’s when Orville got sick.
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I shifted in the chair, searching for a sweet spot on the cushion for my aching behind. Maybe Red-Eyes put a hex on him? She seemed mighty mean enough.

The Landlady brought me black bread and butter and a generous slice of cheese. She felt Orville’s palms, cheeks, and forehead then listened to his breathing. She wagged her head as she sighed. “I’ll light your fire. It’s warm enough without it, but he’s gonna have chills tonight.”

I didn’t argue. I was formulating my own plans for Orville’s treatment. As soon as the Landlady closed the door, I rifled through Orville’s clothes to find the wand. It didn’t look dangerous in the firelight, just a gaudy trinket, but Red-Eyes knew something, how to awaken it.

I stuffed the wand inside my coat. I could sit beside the bed and watch Orville expire, or I could do something, so I snuck out the back to look for Red-Eyes.

I had no idea where to find her as I stepped into the gathering dusk, but I had a suspicion she might be hunting for us. Sure enough, that wand heated up in my pocket and I felt compelled, pushed, like some heavy feller leaning on me, to move toward the town square.

I jostled through the people on their way to somewhere or just standing about, past theaters and taverns and shops with their doors locked. Light and laughter and loud talking spilled from open windows onto the boardwalk. The scent of whiskey and ale and perfume hovered above the lower smells. Lanterns hung from poles at corners, but in the darkness I bumped a lot of folks and got thumped a few times myself.

The hair on the back of my neck nearly leapt out of my skin when I saw Red-Eyes standing on the boardwalk, waiting for me, those red rings in her eyes glowing like embers in a hearth.

“Will you give me the wand now?”

“What’d you do to Orville?”

“Your odious companion?”

“He’s sick in bed, about to die.”

Red-Eyes smiled. “As I would expect. Now give me the wand and your friend will recover.”

Now why didn’t she strike me down with some hex and take it? I’ve heard of magic having rules, at least that’s how it worked in the fairy tales my grandma told me. Maybe someone had to freely give it to her? “How do I know you’ll take your hex off of Orville?”

“Trust me.” Her eyes flashed green and red.

I didn’t trust her. It would have been easy to give her the wand and hope for the best, but Orville deserved better, and I had a stick of leverage in my pocket. With all the bravado I could muster, I told her what we would do. “You come back with me and take that hex off Orville, and then I’ll give you the wand.”

She glared. “You have no idea with what you’re trifling.”

We wended our way through gangs of mirth-makers spilling onto the boardwalk, all becoming drunker by the minute. I asked Red-Eyes to walk beside me. I didn’t feel safe with those eyes boring into my back, not that I wanted her anywhere in my vicinity, but I could track her out the corner of my eye and that reassured me, just a little.

When we entered the room, Orville seemed to be taking his last breath with each struggle to suck and expel air. The fire gave the only light and our shadows danced on the wall to the beat of the flames.

Red-Eyes extended an open hand. “The wand, please.”

I swear I felt that thing jump in my pocket. Believe me, there was nothing I wanted to do more than get rid of that stick and if Orville hadn’t been laying there dying, I would have slapped it in her palm. “That ain’t the deal. We agreed you would heal him first.”

“I need the wand to do so.”

“You never said anything about that before.”

“You didn’t ask me how I would reverse the spell.”

I wrapped my fingers around the wand, still secure in my pocket. “What do you want this old stick for anyway?” I was stalling now, backed into a corner.

She clenched her jaws and wrinkled her brows. Those red circles burned in her eyes, the fires of hell glowing in the shadows on her face.

I’m not given to spontaneous acts of bravery. I like to think I’m a cautious feller. But, seeing the fury in her eyes, I knew I couldn’t give her that wand, whether Orville died or not.

I eased the stick out of my pocket. The stone glowed.

Red-Eyes licked her lips, her eyes locked on the wand.

With a flick of my arm, I sent the wand flying into the fire.

Red-Eyes lunged toward the hearth, screaming “No,” the long oh filling the room, but she was too late. The flames grabbed that stick, and a clap, like a tall pine splitting the length of its trunk from a lightning strike, tore across the room. Red-Eyes flew backwards onto the floor as something smashed into the plaster wall opposite the fire and burrowed a hole.

I looked from the hole in the wall to Red-Eyes, who stared at the ceiling with dull orbs, no more burning rings. A black hole marred the pale white skin of her forehead and a dark patch spread out from the back of her head, creeping across the rug. I figured whatever lodged in the wall must have shot clean through her skull.

The Landlady wasn’t going to like this.

“What happened?”

I nearly jumped out of my clothes. Orville was sitting up in bed.

“You’re not sick.”

“Of course I’m not sick. I never get sick.” Orville’s attention fell to the floor. “What’s she doing here?” He leaned closer. “Is that a hole in her head?”

“Must’ve broken the spell,” I said. “You almost died of a fever, Orville. She did it, all to get her hands on that wand!”

“What’d she do with it?”

“Nothing. The damned thing exploded when I threw it in the fire.”

Orville gaped at me. “We gotta get out of here, quick.”

Orville dressed while I packed our carpet bags. We scampered down the back stairs, taking two steps at a time. Once we had our horse Maggie hitched to the wagon, we left town at a brisk trot and didn’t stop for three days, except to rest Maggie. Between me and Orville, that town became known as Wandville. We never set foot in that settlement again, and Orville stayed out of pawn shops, for a while anyway.

Some folks go their whole lives never knowing where they stand between good and evil, whether they’re weak or strong. I wouldn’t say I’m habitually brave and I still feel a shudder rip down my spine whenever I see a flash of red in the dark, but I know there’s more in me than meets the eye.

There’s just one thing I’d like to know. What did the Landlady make of that girl with the hole in her head?



The Miracle of Ed’s Purgative



Maggie strained against her traces as she struggled to pull our wagon over the rise of another hill. Orville and I were entering the foothills of the Silver Mountains when the curious events I aim to relate commenced.

I was thinking it was mighty pretty country we were passing. White pines, clustered as thick as Maggie’s mane, soared tall and true some eighty feet or more, I reckoned, reaching for the sky like a church steeple beckoning to the almighty. Pine needles thick as quills on a porcupine’s back covered the road and crunched beneath the wagon wheels. Was like the trees had tossed rose petals at our feet.

The scent of clean air and pine sap filled my nose, and as a breeze tugged at the brim of my straw hat, the trees whispered amongst themselves. The beauty of nature, my grandma once said, belies the genius of the creator.

“What I do not understand,” said Orville, “is why nobody has cut down all these pines? Must be a fortune in timber in these hills.”

“Be a shame to cut ‘em all down.”

Orville bunched his eyebrows together, a sure sign that I possessed the wrong opinion. “And why do you say that?”

“Well, their beauty. And as my grandma always said, To destroy a piece of beauty is to slap the creator in the face.”

“Hang your grandma. Boy, when are you gonna learn. You gots to see things for what they are worth, not how pretty they are. Is lookin’ at a pretty tree gonna put grub in your belly?”

“No.” Might put grub in my soul, but I do not believe Orville cared none about fattening his soul.

Orville studied the pines on either side of the rutted track that masqueraded as a road, raising his fat, stubby fingers to shield his eyes from the sun, which had reached its zenith.

“If we had ourselves a saw and an ax, I reckon we could cut down a few of these pines ourselves. You think Maggie could drag a few of these logs down the trail?”

Now I can’t attest to what level of understanding horses possess, but I always considered Maggie on the smarter end of the stable. Just as Orville concluded his question, Maggie snorted and broke a loud gust of wind.

“Uhhh! Damnable beast,” said Orville.

“I suppose she could, but I would not want to ask her.”

“She is a workhorse, Jimmy. Ain’t no askin’ about it. It is all about you tellin’.”

I shifted my gaze to Maggie’s rump, but apparently, she had no further comment.

Orville snatched his bowler off his head and commenced fanning his red cheeks and double chin. The summer heat had rendered him edgy as did our recent spate of bad luck.

Orville had gotten into his head that we should detour ourselves up into the foothills and sell some of Honest Ed’s Magnificent Purgative to the folk working small silver claims. A profitable way to pass our time as we meandered to the next fair, Orville insisted.

Ed was mighty pleased to saddle us with a few cases of his purgative, and at a deep discount, he claimed. I packed ‘em with straw, tighter than seeds on a cattail, but those bottles sang a tinkling song as we bumped along the rough roads. And their insistent singing only reminded Orville of our failure to part with ‘em.

I raised doubts about this venture from the get-go. I have no faith in purgatives. As my grandma said, If something ain’t fit for your innards, the body the good Lord provided will expel it with no extra help. That is why drunks is so prone to vomiting, she claimed.

The miners in these parts seemed to feel the same or mayhap considering their hungry looks, they gave more thought to eatin’ than expellin’. Other than a few coyotes that came sniffin’ after our bacon, no one showed the least interest in us or our wares.

The miners even refused an offer from Orville the Oracular to tell their fortunes. From what I have seen working with Orville, the only folks that hanker after a fortune-telling are those as already got a bit of fortune to polish between their fingers and are angling for more. The greedy eat the jam out of the turnover, my grandma would say.

My reflections came to an abrupt end as we passed a break in the pines and a narrow trail of ruts through the woods. What snatched my attention was not the so-called path, but what rose beyond it—the summit of a great mountain of gray stone capped with snow of the purest white.

“Whoa, boy,” said Orville.

I tugged on the reins to halt Maggie, who snorted in protest. I reckon she didn’t appreciate me breaking her rhythm.

“Beautiful mountain, ain’t it?”

Orville rubbed his hand over his face and deliberately shook his head. An indication as clear as a cold mountain stream that I had once again said something wrong.

“Sometimes I swear you are denser than a lead musket ball. I just told you, you gotta be lookin’ for opportunity if you want to get ahead of the next fella. Where is the opportunity in that pile of rock? Ain’t none. It is an impediment to travel. Opportunity is that trail. People live at the end of that rutted dirt. People desperate for what we are sellin’. Now get that nag of a horse movin’ down that trail.”

With a bit of cajoling and a torrent of cursing from Orville, which I cannot rightly say contributed much, I got that wagon turned and we set off down that narrow trail winding back and forth through the woods.
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Dead branches from the older pines clawed at the sides of our wagon, screeching and cracking as they snapped. Maggie, one of the smartest horses I know, kept to the center, and the ruts our wheels fell into kept our course true. Orville cursed every twig that scratched at his tweed jacket.

“A coyote don’t yip when he creeps up on a jackrabbit,” I said.

“What?”

“That’s what my grandma said whenever she heard someone cursing up a storm.”

“What does a coyote have to do with cursing?”

“Well, if the coyote does not need to talk, he does not let it get in the way of what he is doin’.”

Orville pursed his lips as he considered my grandma’s wisdom. Finally, he shook off his thoughts, setting his double chin to jiggle.

“Boy, that makes no sense. I swear your grandma was as loco as a peyote.”

I saw no value in additional argument, but Orville did desist from his cursin’ for a bit.

As Maggie followed the trail without need of my guidance, my gaze wandered over that majestic mountain situated afore us. The vista lifted my spirits like the wings of an angel. Gave me a sense of awe, and it being so big and me so small, reminded me of my insignificance in the wide world. And that is a healthy dose of medicine. As my grandma often said, A bug that respects its place is one that does not get squished. I could see Orville’s point about being an impediment. That peak squatted plum in the middle of our path, but maybe it wanted to tell us that we were following the wrong path.

“About opportunity,” I said. “If veins of silver stretch through those mountains, why ain’t that an opportunity?”

“Well,” Orville drawled. “Well, it is, boy, but mining is a heap of backbreaking work. Once again you are pokin’ the issue with the wrong end of the stick.” His words flowed faster as he warmed to his topic. “There is one rule of thumb you need to commit to your pea brain about minin’. I am surprised your garrulous grandma did not offer a few words on the subject.”
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