















Praise for The Gospel According to Billy the Kid



“In this breezy, alternative history of the Lincoln County War and the outlaw we know as William H. Bonney, first-time author Dennis McCarthy has fun with the counterfactual claims of Brushy Bill Roberts in 1950. It’s a fast, entertaining read.”
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PROLOGUEAugust 1914



Cowboys are good-hearted and kind, sympathetic and not looking for trouble if it can be avoided, but nevertheless, when nothing but trouble will do, you have struck the right party when you strike the average cowboy.


—JAMES EMMIT MCCAULEY, A Stove-Up Cowboy’s Story


YOU DON’T REMEMBER ME, DO you? The San Carlos Reservation? We both had more hair back then. You were scouting for the army. I’d quit a job at Fort Grant and was headed to the White Mountains. We went hunting together along the Gila, and you shot the biggest mule deer I’ve ever seen. We were hauling it back to San Carlos when we ran into Gerónimo. He’d run off the reservation with a bunch of his boys. I was glad you spoke Apache.


I’ve thought a lot about you since. Mostly because of your brother Carlos. He saved my life. Wasn’t for him I wouldn’t be here. I’d be buried back of some Mexican whorehouse, my throat cut. Or gutshot stealing cattle. Or bushwhacked on the Spanish Trail and carried off by coyotes.


I’ve knowed scores of fine men over the years but none like Carlos. He was extraordinary. Most likely you don’t remember him much. You were pretty young when he left home.


I’m glad I finally ran into you again. Wasn’t sure I ever would. I found your brother’s diary after he died and I’ve been carrying it around ever since. It’s unusual for a diary. He talks more about what he thought than what he did. I’ve read it probably a dozen times. Believe he’d want you to have it.


Like to tell you about your brother. What I knew anyway. Don’t know where to begin except at the beginning, before I met Carlos. It’ll help you understand why he means so much to me. It started with the Lincoln County War. Might take most of the afternoon. If you’re up to it, whiskey’s on me.


Hear tell I was famous but I don’t know that ole boy. He’s a product of Pat Garrett’s imagination. Him and Ash Upson. They say I killed twenty-one men? Not if they’re talking about hombres I knew. It was five. I’ve shot at others but don’t know if I hit any. If you want to include Comanches and Spaniards during wartime, I may of killed twenty-one. I’m a fair shot and hombres fell when I pulled the trigger, but I wasn’t the only fool shooting. Ain’t no claiming credit for killing in war anyway.


I ain’t proud of killing the ones I knew. At the time I told myself they deserved it, or they didn’t give me no choice. I’ve learned to live with most of it. The first one though was my own doing. Joe Grant. I was a banty rooster and he tried to clip my spurs. We were in Bob Hargrove’s saloon in Fort Sumner. We’d been drinking. Joe more’n me. He bet me a double eagle he’d kill a man before I did. I already had a reputation. Folks’d heard stories. Like one about me killing a blacksmith in Fort Grant. Wasn’t true but I never denied it. I knew what Joe was thinking. Considered ignoring him, but Joe was a bad drunk. I should of walked away. Would of today.


I was working on the Chisum ranch on the Pecos. Me and two of Chisum’s Jinglebob hands were at the bar when Joe challenged me to the bet. Then he lifted an ivory-handle six-shooter from the holster of one of the hands and replaced it with his own Colt with wooden grips. The cowboy was savvy enough to let it slide, but I was a sucker for the challenge. I reached over and lifted the six-shooter from Joe’s holster.


“Nice pistol you got there, Joe,” I said as I twirled it on my finger. “Bit fancy though, even for you.”


I spun the cylinder and handed it back. He slapped it in his holster. I turned and walked away.


What Joe didn’t know was that the cowboy’d fired twice at a jackrabbit coming into Fort Sumner. He hadn’t reloaded. When I spun the cylinder I made sure the next shot’d land on an empty case.


“Fancy pissant ain’t ye,” Joe said to my back.


When I heard the hammer snap I spun round and ripped three shots into Joe’s chin. He fell backward, dropping the six-shooter. I picked it up and handed it to its owner.


Joe was right. I was a pissant. I baited him into drawing. Never done that before or since. It still bothers me.


Not the three shots though. You could of covered them with the double eagle I never collected.


I was an outlaw. Not a bandido, just an outlaw. No more’n most men. It was hard not to be an outlaw back in them days. You know how it was. Wasn’t much alternative. No real law. The governor, sheriff, politicians—all of them crooks. The rest of us were shoestringers, trying to take back what the bigwigs stole from us. It says somewhere we hang the small thieves and appoint the big ones to office. Sounds about right.


My boss John Tunstall wasn’t no outlaw. His lawyer Mac McSween might of been but I doubt it. The Lincoln County War started when Mac didn’t divvy up a dead man’s insurance money the way some folks thought he should. They say Mac stole the money. I don’t know. He seemed too God-fearing for a thief. Lots of God-fearing men are thieves but Mac’s religion was real. I doubt anyone but Mac knew for sure. Maybe not even him. His wife Sue might of knowed. She once said that when her and Mac left Kansas, headed out here, Mac owed some hombre three hundred dollars that he never paid.


So here’s the gospel story. Gospel as I know it anyway. Memory’s a funny thing. It’ll fool you. One of my early memories was seeing my pa coming home to Buffalo Gap with Quantrill after a raid in Kansas. I can see the two of them now coming through the high grass, as clear as I’m standing there. Pap rode with Quantrill alright, but he never brought him to Buffalo Gap. That don’t change my memory none.


Buffalo Gap’s where I come from. It’s in Taylor County now. Was just Texas back then.


The things I’m gonna tell you happened thirty, thirty-five years ago. I ain’t sure about dates. To most folks back then—especially farmers and ranchers—seasons were important. Today, tomorrow, and next week were important, but only for a few days. Folks didn’t pay much mind to dates. Lots of folks didn’t know how old they were. I ain’t sure myself.


My story begins on February 18, 1878. You’re probably wondering how I remember that date. It’s one I don’t aim to forget. It’s the day John Tunstall died.





CHAPTER 1The Río Feliz Ranch



He is, in all, quite a handsome fellow, the only imperfection being two prominent front teeth slightly protruding like squirrels’ teeth, and he has agreeable and winning ways.


—The Santa Fe Gazette, DECEMBER 1880


“HEY, BISCUIT BOY. GET YOUR butt out of bed.”


Dick Brewer kicked my bunk.


“Gauss ain’t here. You’re doing breakfast. We’ve got work to do. John wants us and Rob to run the horses and mules to my ranch, then head to Lincoln for supplies. Rob’s rounding up the stock.”


“Ain’t nobody built a fire in this barn?” I said, pulling a quilt over my head.


My cot was in a corner of the bunkhouse furthest from the fireplace. The bunkhouse was a dirt-floor jacal. The chimney was the only clue that chickens didn’t live there. The last cowhand had banked the fire before bedding down for the night. By morning only a few coals remained. The cup of coffee beside my cot was rock solid. The sun was up but hardly any light seeped through the shuttered windows. Of course the cold had no problem. It could seep through the windows and door and walls too. When it snowed, flakes rode in on the wind.


“The quicker you shed that bedroll the quicker your blood’ll flow,” Dick said. “Me and Rob’s done half a day’s work while you’ve been dreaming about your girl. How you lay in bed after first light’s a mystery to me.”


“Ain’t my girl,” I said. “Been dreaming about Aunt Cat. She was wearing a long dress, like a wedding gown, only it was black. She was holding a dead raven by its feet. You think dreams mean something?”


“I think your aunt’s telling you that if you don’t get your sorry ass out of bed, Billy Bonney, you’ll be crow meat for John.”


Billy Bonney’s the name I was using back then. Aunt Cat was born in Belfast. She raised me after my folks was killed by Comanches. She called me her bonny Billy. I flipped the name around. I was the youngest of John Tunstall’s hands. Except for John’s old cook, Dad Gauss, the hands weren’t much more than boys. Henry Brown was a year or two older than me. The rest—Fred Waite, John Middleton, Rob Widenmann, Dick Brewer—were in their twenties. John too.


Fred was my closest friend among the hands. He was part Chickasaw. He grew up in Indian Territory. He was smart and had a college education. After the Lincoln ruckus he went back to Indian Territory and became attorney general of the Chickasaw Nation. I reckon he’s still there. I ran into him once in Oklahoma City when I was in Buffalo Bill’s Wild West Show. He’d looked me up.


Money was Henry Brown’s undoing. He’d worked for Lawrence Murphy for a year before going to work for John. He quit Murphy because he never got paid. Then when John got killed, he lost his wages again. Eventually he became a marshal in Medicine Lodge, Kansas. I reckon marshaling didn’t pay much neither because he robbed the local bank. Got caught trying to get out of town. A lynch mob killed him the next day.


Don’t know for sure what happened to Middleton. He took a bullet at Blazer’s Mill and nearly died. I’ll tell you about that in a moment. He drifted away afterward. I heard he died of smallpox near Silver City a few years later, but Fred said he drowned in Kansas about the time Henry was killed.


Rob Widenmann was a strange bird. A blowhard and a liar, but folks liked him. John made him administrator of his estate. When John got killed, Rob thought being administrator meant he got the ranch. He met a peculiar end. I’ll tell you about that later too. It’s quite a story.


Dick Brewer was the best of us. He was John’s foreman. A hard worker with a good heart. He had a girl back East. After he bought a ranch on the Ruidoso he asked her to come live with him. He bought a load of pecan wood from Texas and built her a bed. A rattler bit her soon after she arrived and she died in that bed. Dick took it apart and made a coffin of it. He buried her out back where he could watch over her from the bedroom window. I’ll tell you about his undoing when I get to Blazer’s MIll.


John Tunstall, our boss, was an Englishman, born in London a few years before the War between the States. His family was rich. They owned mercantiles in London and British Columbia. John’d worked in the British Columbia store. I believe it was in Victoria. Something happened. John could of been the cause. I got the impression his pa was looking to him to restore whatever the family lost. That’s why he came to Lincoln and bought the ranch on the Río Feliz. He saw a new country brimming with promise.


When John got to Lincoln he met Mac McSween. They were both smart, well educated, quick to be compadres. They opened a store together in Lincoln. Mac was a lawyer. He kept an office in the store.


John was different from us hands. He was different from anyone I ever knew. He was blind in one eye and looked at you cockeyed. Talked like he had a spoke up his ass. He wore English riding britches that stuck out on the sides like wings. He had the prettiest Arabian bay you ever saw. When he sat that bay with his hand-tooled English saddle, hand-tooled riding boots, winged britches, cutaway coat, he was a sight. He was great to work for. Treated me like a brother. One of the best men I ever knew.


John had near four thousand acres on the head of the Río Feliz and four hundred head of cattle. He lived in a stone choza a chicken run from the bunkhouse. Wasn’t much. Three rooms strung in a line. He slept in one end of the house. The kitchen was in the other. He planned to build a ranch house but Dolan’s boys squashed that idea.


The ranch was mostly hill country with barely enough grama to starve a lazy cow. The hills were peppered with piñons and junipers. Cottonwoods lined the Feliz. It was hardly a river. You could walk across it in places without getting your boots wet. It ran a couple of miles through the draws before leaving the ranch. Mostly, the ranch needed water. Hadn’t rained since late summer and folks said the winter snow was the poorest in memory.


The hands ate in John’s house. I was cook whenever Gauss was gone. I’d learned to cook in a grub house outside Fort Grant. That was before I met you on the San Carlos. The boys groused and groaned if I was cooking, but I put out a good feed and they knew it.


That morning I dragged out of bed in my long johns and got dressed. I grabbed my coat and hat and stepped outside. My nose froze in the morning air. The sun was half an hour above the hill east of the bunkhouse. The sky was jaybird blue and cloudless. A perfect day.


When I got to John’s kitchen a fire was waiting in the stove. John’s Russian wolfhound, Benedick, was curled up beside it. He raised his head and wagged his tail when I came in. I fixed biscuits, huevos rancheros, rashers, frijoles refritos, and coffee. I tossed Benedick a rasher and a biscuit then rang the bell outside. John and the hands came in and sat at the table.


“Why’re we going to Lincoln?” one of the hands asked. Lincoln was a two-day ride trailing stock.


“It’s complicated,” John said. “You remember when Emil Fritz died a couple of years ago? He was Lawrence Murphy’s partner. He had a ten-thousand-dollar insurance policy naming his siblings as beneficiaries, but the insurance company wouldn’t pay out the policy. Fritz’s sister hired my partner Mac to collect the insurance money. Mac sued and got the money, then he paid his fees and expenses and gave what was left to the beneficiaries. Murphy now claims that Fritz owed him money. He says that Mac should have paid him with the insurance money before Mac paid himself. So he filed a claim against Mac, and he’s trying to collect by attaching my property. He wants my cattle as payment for his claim. The judge agrees with him.”


“I ain’t no abogado,” Dick Brewer said, “but I don’t see how your cattle can settle Murphy’s beef with the Fritz estate.”


John laid aside his knife and fork and leaned back in his chair.


“Mac assures me they can’t. If Murphy has a legitimate claim it’s against the Fritz estate. The insurance money wasn’t part of the estate. It belongs to the insurance beneficiaries, not Fritz’s heirs. Mac collected his fees from the insurance money, not the Fritz estate. The claim against Mac is bogus.


“But even if Murphy did have a legitimate claim against Mac he has no right to my cattle. Mac and I are partners in the mercantile business, not the cattle business. Murphy convinced the judge that Mac has a half interest in my cattle. Mac told the judge that I’m the sole owner, but the judge didn’t believe him. Instead he gave Murphy my cattle.”


“Anyone wants your cattle better act quick,” Dick said. “We don’t get rain and grass this spring you won’t have enough beef for a barbeque.”


“Why we taking the horses and mules to Dick’s?” Rob Widenmann asked.


“Sheriff Brady executed a writ for my cattle. He could show up any time. I don’t want a fight, but I don’t want to lose my horses and mules. Murphy has already overreached. The insurance was for only ten thousand dollars, but the writ’s for all the cattle and they are worth twice that much. Brady will take any livestock he can find. If he takes the horses and mules I won’t see them again. Dick can hide them at his ranch. Hopefully, when the wrangling is over Murphy’s claim will be cleared up and I’ll get my cattle back.”


“Believe I’ll have another huevo, Billy,” Fred said, holding out his plate. “A dog biscuit too. Leave off them rashers. They taste like a dead skunk. How come you favor dog biscuits ’stead of Gauss’s tortillas anyway?”


“Aunt Cat taught me how to bake them,” I said, thumping a biscuit on his plate. “Surprised you ain’t asking for fry bread. Chickasaws eat fry bread don’t they?”


“We eat fry bread. Yeah, fry bread once in a while ain’t a bad idea. It would give these dumbass cowhands a taste of Chickasaw. Maybe they wouldn’t be so ignorant.”


“I’ve eat fry bread,” Rob said. “Had some at Miz Godfroy’s a few days back. It ain’t bad.”


“There goes your argument, Fred. Rob’s eaten fry bread and he’s as ignorant as ever.”


“I’m surprised Murphy’s coming after you,” Henry said. “I hear his guts are punky as a rotten log. He’s already half a leg in the ground. Folks say he’s drinking hisself to death so’s he won’t die of gut rot.”


“You are not far from the truth,” John said. “Murphy’s cancer is killing him. Jimmy Dolan is running the business now, and he wants a war.”


“So this campaign for your livestock ain’t about insurance money?” Dick said.


“It’s just an excuse. What is really at stake is the contract to sell beef to the army. I get my cattle from John Chisum at a good price. I can under-cut Murphy. Murphy and Dolan want rid of the competition, permanently. That’s why he’s after the cattle.”


“Dolan’s the pissant to start a war,” Dick said. “He’s a flesh-eating maggot with the black heart of a banker. He’ll shoot you for pesos.”


“I know. He pulled a gun on me after the last court hearing. He baited me, calling me a coward.”


“What’d you do?”


“Ignored him.”


“Be careful, John. Dolan’ll plug you in the back if he’s of a mind.”


“Jesse Evans got plugged in the butt a few days back,” I said.


“I thought Jesse was in the calaboose for rustling,” Dick said as he stood up from the table. “Did he bust out?”


“Brady let him out. Said he escaped, but he couldn’t escape from that cellar without a pickax and shovel. No doubt the sheriff has plans for him. Hope it don’t involve you none, John.”


By then everyone had left the table. Most of the boys carried their plates and cups to the wash bucket on the sideboard, but Rob and Middleton headed straight for the door.


“Hey, you bungholes, don’t leave your dishes on the table. I’m the cook, not your ma.”


Middleton waved his middle finger, but him and Rob came back and picked up their dishes. Middleton set his plate on the floor beside Benedick. The wolfhound wiped it clean.


“Thanks, Middleton. I’ll save that plate for you.”





CHAPTER 2Tunstall



My Dear Parents, I am still alive & well . . . You have no idea of the press of business & annoyance I am staggering under.


—JOHN H. TUNSTALL, LETTER, NOVEMBER 16, 1877


SHORTLY AFTER BREAKFAST WE WERE saddled up, waiting on Rob Widenmann to take off for Lincoln. I’d packed leftover biscuits, jerky, coffee, and oranges John’d gotten from California. First oranges I’d ever seen. I put the provisions in the buckboard. We were taking the buckboard to bring back supplies and books for the ranch. John bought books from a drummer in Colorado. He ordered books from London too and had them delivered to his mercantile.


In a few minutes Rob brought around the string of horses and mules to leave at Dick Brewer’s ranch. All but one mule belonged to John. Ownership of the odd mule was up for negotiation. Jesse Evans said it was hisn. I said it was mine. Jesse knew the mule was at John’s. I figured he’d be in the posse when they came for the lot. Me and Jesse’d been friends and had rustled a few head together, but we’d disagreed about the mule. I didn’t intend to give it up without a fight.


“Sheriff Brady may be on his way,” John said. “He’ll come down the Lincoln Road. I hope we don’t run into him before we get to Lincoln. We’ll take the Ham Mills Road if we reach the cutoff before he does.”


“Okay, boss,” Dick said. “We’d best be going.”


We started down the ranch road, Dick and Rob in the lead. John followed in the buckboard with Benedick loping beside him. I brought up the rear, trailing stock. My horse Buck was a gift from John. He was an unusual buckskin color and a fine compadre.


The ranch road ran beside the Río Feliz most of the way. Cotton-woods lined the river on both sides. The few piñons and junipers scattered across the hillsides weren’t much taller than a man on horseback, but some of the cottonwoods were huge. Five men, maybe six, couldn’t wrap their arms around the trunks.


“Hey, Biscuit Boy,” Dick called. “One of them álamos would warm the bunkhouse for the winter.”


“You cut it, I’ll burn it,” I said, “but it’ll pop like a Gatling gun and stink like Rob pissed on it. While you’re snoring, sparks’ll set you ablaze.”


When we got to the Lincoln Road we turned north. It’d snowed a couple of days earlier. The road was rutted from wagon wheels and had froze solid during the night. The horses picked a path around the ruts, but John was in for a butt-busting ride in the buckboard. When the road split we took the Ham Mills fork into the mountains. It was shorter and steeper, but the rougher terrain added hours to the trip. We left the piñons and junipers and got into the ponderosas. Late in the afternoon we were riding through scrub oaks when a flock of turkeys crossed the road. Must of been a dozen. Benedick took off, silent as a spook.


“Supper,” Dick said.


He pulled his Winchester from its scabbard and headed into the woods. Rob followed. I reached for my Winchester and spurred Buck around the wagon. The flock ran a few more yards then took to the air, Benedick close behind. The birds broke out of the oaks and glided down the mountain. We spread out. I’d gone a couple of hundred paces looking for the birds to light when I heard a rifle crack behind me. Figured John’d seen another flock, but then I remembered that he’d left his rifle at the ranch. In a moment there was more gunfire.


I turned Buck and started back toward the ruckus. Hadn’t gone far before I saw John standing in the buckboard. Tom Hill from Jesse Evans’ gang and Buck Morton, foreman of Dolan’s cow camp, rode up to him with a posse close behind. I recognized a few, Jesse among them.


John was turning around when Morton fired point blank. John fell sideways out of the buckboard. Hill shot him again when he hit the ground. I reined up and dropped off of Buck. Dick and Rob were coming up behind me. I waved them down and put my finger to my lips. Benedick raced past before I could grab him.


“They got John,” I whispered. “Looks like maybe a dozen.”


“Damn,” Dick muttered. “There goes Benedick. Shit.”


“What now?” Rob said.


Dick motioned and we backed down the hill.


Morton had climbed off his horse about the time Benedick broke out of the woods.


“Look out, Buck,” Hill yelled.


Morton spun around as Benedick leapt and Hill fired. Benedick crashed into Morton. Both fell to the ground.


“¡Puta madre! Where’d that cabrón come from!”


Morton scrabbled out from under the wolfhound.


“Thanks, Hill. He’s one fierce sonofabitch.”


The string had broken and scattered at the sound of gunfire. Two of the mules cut into the woods. Morton took John’s bay out of the traces.


“Hill, you and Evans round up the rest of the stock. Let’s get outta here.”


Hill went after the horses down the road. Jesse followed the mules into the woods. I raised my Winchester in case Jesse crossed our tracks in the snow.


“Got my mule without a fight,” Jesse said when he emerged with the mules. “Too bad about you, Billy Boy.”


When all the stock was back together, Morton grabbed Benedick by the hind legs and swung him hard, whacking his head against a tree.


“That’ll fix you, you weird shit. We’re done here, boys. Let’s go.”


Morton swung onto the saddle, and the posse took off at a trot toward Lincoln, our stock in tow. We waited till they were out of earshot, then came out of the woods. John was balled up in a hump on the ground. A hole in his temple was leaking. Blood stained the back of his jacket.


“No need to kill him.” Rob said. “He didn’t have no gun.”


Dick and Rob lifted John and laid him in the back of the buckboard. I picked up Benedick and half dragged him out of the woods. Rob helped me lay him beside John.


“What now?” Rob said. “Back to the ranch, bury ’em?”


“We started for Lincoln,” Dick said. “That ain’t changed. Now we’ve got a murder to report.”


“Two,” I said. “And two sidewinders to send to hell.”


Dick didn’t say anything. He pulled at an Apache charm hanging from his neck. I backed Buck into the traces and climbed onto the buck-board. There was blood on the seat. I reached for a canteen and saw John looking past me into the woods. I closed his eyes then flooded the seat with water and wiped it off with my sleeve. I looked at Dick and Rob then giddyuped Buck toward Lincoln.


A short while later we crossed a gap in the mountains and left the snow behind. Toward evening we found a flat spot in the ponderosas to bed down for the night. The trunks were broad as a man’s outstretched arms and rose thirty or more feet before putting out branches. There were grasses and weeds and small shrubs but mostly the ground was covered with pine straw.


I unloaded the supplies and gathered pine straw and branches to build a fire. Rob fed the horses. Dick scouted up the road to make sure the posse was out of earshot. He returned with an armload of firewood. I scraped away pine straw and dug a fire pit. I always carried pine sticks soaked in coal oil for starting a fire. When I got the fire going I made coffee and set out biscuits, jerky, oranges. We sat on logs and ate in silence.
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