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PRAISE FOR ANYTHING FOR BILLY

“[Larry McMurtry] is a resonant scene-setter and a master of voice. . . . The characters are vividly and wonderfully realized. . . . Anything for Billy is a major event.”

—The New York Times Book Review

“Billy emerges as a tragicomic figure, by turns funny, touching, and altogether appalling. . . . And thanks to Mr. McMurtry’s fluent storytelling powers, Anything for Billy succeeds. . . . It becomes both a ballad of one outlaw’s misspent life, as well as a lament for a time and place that once existed in our collective imagination.”

—The New York Times

“An appealing, provocative look at Billy the Kid, or more precisely, the myth surrounding Billy the Kid . . . . It contains the same blend of wry humor, resonant sense of the land, and sadness of destiny as Lonesome Dove. . . . Billy also offers the same readable prose and short, episodic chapters, with some sort of surprise around every corner, that characterized Lonesome Dove. . . . Anything for Billy ought to rank . . . as among McMurtry’s best books.”

—San Antonio Express-News

“Mr. McMurtry is such a beguiling storyteller . . . Anything for Billy is pure pleasure.”

—The Wall Street Journal

“Flawless . . . McMurtry has brought another time, characters, and locale to exciting life in the same way that he did for Lonesome Dove. And the result is Anything for Billy, a novel that can stand equally tall in the saddle.”

—The San Diego Union

“What an imagination he has! When it comes to spinning a good yarn, few writers do it better than McMurtry.”

—The Houston Post

“A lilting new novel . . . a paean to the Old West, that breathtaking ‘immensity of sky and grass,’ at once chivalric and cutthroat, terrifying and emboldening. . . . Events careen along inexorably . . . the characters are heroic, flawed, deeply human.”

—The Philadelphia Inquirer

“Uproarious high adventure that is as witty as it is thoroughly engaging . . . a wry-prose entertainment of great wisdom and cunning.”

—The Washington Post Book World

“Anything for Billy moves quicker than a prairie jackrabbit. McMurtry magically captures the essence of Texas and New Mexico in the late nineteenth century.... A fun and energetic novel. . . shouldn’t be missed.”

—The Plain Dealer (Cleveland)

“The best novelist in America may just be Larry McMurtry. . . . There is something grand and splendid about Anything for Billy, which is by turns funny and touching, and never anything less than wildly entertaining.”

—Florida Times-Union

“Larry McMurtry is a wonderful writer—honest, plainspoken, humorous, compassionate. . . . In Anything for Billy McMurtry rides off into the sunset with a kind of truth in his saddlebags.”

—New York Newsday
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The Butler’s Sorrow






1.

The first time I saw Billy he came walking out of a cloud. He had a pistol in each hand and a scared look on his rough young face. The cloud drifted in from the plains earlier in the morning and stopped over the Hidden Mountains, in the country of the Messy Apaches—that was what buffalo hunters called the Mescalero.

It was a thick cloud, which made downhill travel a little chancy. I had found myself a seat on a rock and was waiting for the cloud to go somewhere else. Probably I looked as scared to Billy as he looked to me—my mule was winded, my gun was empty, my ears were popping, and I was nervous about the prospect of running into some Messy Apaches. One minute I wanted the cloud to leave; the next minute I was glad it was there.

Billy looked relieved when he saw me. I think his first notion was to steal my mule—it would only have been common sense.

“This mule won’t make it far,” I informed him, hoping to scotch that notion—though if he had pointed one of the pistols at me I would have handed him the reins on the spot.

Billy gave me a chip-toothed grin. I would have guessed him to be no more than seventeen at the time, and short for his age at that. In fact, he was almost a runt, and ugly as Sunday. His dirty black coat was about three sizes too big for him.

He glanced at Rosy, the mule. She didn’t like heights, or clouds either, and was in a foul mood.

“An Apache could take that mule and ride her fifty miles,” he pointed out. “It’s lucky for you I’m not an Apache.”

“If you were I’d offer you the mule and hope for the best,” I said.

He stuck one of the pistols into an old holster he wore and shoved the other one into the pocket of his black coat.

“Joe Lovelady’s around here somewhere,” he said. “It would be just like him to show up with my horse.”

“I’m Ben Sippy,” I said, thinking it was about time we got introduced. I stood up and offered a handshake.

Billy didn’t shake my hand, but he gave me another grin. He had buck teeth, and both of them were chipped.

“Howdy, Mr. Sippy, are you from Mississippi?” he said, and burst out laughing. In those days Billy was always getting tickled at his own remarks. When he laughed at one of his own jokes you couldn’t help liking him—he was just a winning kid.

Though now, when I think of Billy Bone giggling at one of his own little sallies, I soon grow blind with tears—sentimental, I guess. But there was a time when I would have done anything for Billy.

“No, I’m just from Philadelphia,” I said. He was not the first person to make the Mississippi joke.

“Well, I’m Billy Bone,” he said, with a flicker of threat in his eyes.

I guess I must have started or flinched or something, because the threat immediately went away and it seemed to be all he could do to keep from laughing again. I don’t consider myself much of a comic, but for some reason Billy always had trouble keeping a straight face in my company.

“You act like you’ve heard of me, Mr. Sippy,” he said.

Of course, he knew perfectly well I’d heard of him. Everyone in the West had heard of him, and plenty of people in other parts of the world as well. Since Wild Bill Hickok had let himself get killed in South Dakota two years before, I doubt there was a gunfighter alive with a reputation to match Billy’s. But I just looked at him and tried to take a relaxed line.

“Oh, you’ve got a reputation,” I said. “They say you’re a cool killer.”

“I am, but the cool killing don’t start till around November,” he said, giggling again. “This time of the year we mostly do hot killing, Mr. Sippy.”
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Later on, I realized it was a good thing I had paid Billy’s reputation that trite little compliment. If I hadn’t, I doubt we’d ever have become friends. In fact, if I hadn’t, he might just have shot me.

Billy expected people to take note of his reputation, though why he even had a reputation at that time was a mystery to me, once I knew the facts. From listening to gossip in barrooms I had formed the general impression that he had already killed ten or twelve white men, and scores of Indians and Mexicans as well.

But when I met him, Billy Bone had yet to shoot a man. A bully named Joe Loxton had abused him considerably when he was thirteen or fourteen and making his living cleaning tables in a saloon. Joe Loxton made the mistake of wrestling him to the ground one day when Billy had just been carving a beef and happened to have a butcher knife in his hand. When they hit the floor the butcher knife stuck in Joe Loxton’s belly, and a day or two later he was dead.

“It was mostly an accident,” Billy said, “though I would have stabbed that shit-ass if I’d had time to think.”

That’s not to say that Billy was a gentle boy. He was violent all right. In his case the reputation just arrived before the violence.

I felt a little peculiar for a moment. There we were, in a thick cloud in the Hidden Mountains, with only one mule between us and the most feared young gunman in the West making jokes about my name. Nothing unfriendly had occurred, but it’s a short step, in some situations, from the unfriendly to the fatal—and a short step that often got taken in New Mexico in those days.

We had exhausted what few conversational supplies we seemed to have, and were just standing there. Billy had stopped giggling and looked depressed.

“I get a headache when I’m up this high,” he said.

I was carrying one or two general nostrums, but before I could offer Billy one, Rosy, my mule, lifted her head and nickered.

I was horrified. Now all the Messy Apaches would have to do was ride in and make a mess of us, unless Billy Bone could shoot them all.

But Billy didn’t even draw his pistol—he just looked irritated.

A minute later Joe Lovelady trotted out of the cloud, riding one horse and leading another.

“See! I told you it would be just like him!” Billy said.

Joe rode up beside him and handed him his bridle reins, but Billy didn’t even look up. “It must get boresome being so danged competent,” he said in a tone that was anything but grateful. “Did you scalp all the Indians, too, while you were rescuing these nags?” Billy asked, in the same annoyed tone.

“Nope,” Joe Lovelady said. “I just snuck in and stole back our horses while they were taking a shit.”

“I thought those dern Apaches were supposed to know their business!” Billy said in an ugly tone. He seemed to be working himself into an angry fit just because his friend had recovered their horses.

Joe Lovelady, a calm man if I ever knew one, was unperturbed.

“It ain’t getting any earlier,” he said. “Why don’t we lope on over to Greasy Corners?”

“In this fog?” Billy asked. “I couldn’t find my hip pocket, much less Greasy Corners.”

“I reckon I can find my way down a hill, fog or no fog,” Joe Lovelady said.

Billy choked off his fit, sighed, and struggled onto his horse, a rangy black at least seventeen hands high.

“Gentlemen, could I ride along with you until we get out of these mountains?” I asked, seeing that they were about to ride off and leave me without further ado.

They both looked down at me. Joe Lovelady was a good-looking young man with a fine mustache. He could have been twenty-one or two, but no older, and he had more self-assurance than Billy Bone would ever have.

“I’m out of bullets and I’m lost and I’m not good at heights,” I said, realizing it was a lame speech.

It had a good effect though—it put Billy Bone in a better humor.

“This old man’s a total loss, but let’s take him along anyway,” he said. “Let’s show him some fun.”

Joe Lovelady seemed surprised at the suggestion.

“What’s his name?” he asked, looking me over.

“His name’s Mister Sippy but he ain’t from Mississippi,” Billy said, and laughed even harder at the joke than he had the first time.

He was still laughing when we started down the hill.
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Joe Lovelady set a smart pace, cloud or no cloud. Rosy didn’t appreciate it, but she was tired of living the lonely life with me and did her best to keep up for company’s sake. Billy’s horse was so tall it was like following a giraffe.

I don’t think Billy much cared for horseback travel. His reputation was made in the Territory, but to me he had the look of a city boy—and in fact he had been born on the Bowery in New York and brought West as a baby. Something of the Bowery had stuck to him, even so.

Before we had been traveling an hour, he got bored enough to drop back and make a little conversation.

“We could all break our necks trying to follow Joe Lovelady in a fog like this,” he remarked rather petulantly.

Finally we got down below the cloud and saw the great plain stretching away. By noon we had got pretty well out of the Sierra Oscura, but Joe Lovelady evidently had no intention of stopping for lunch. I began to realize that he behaved with a certain relentlessness when it came to getting where he was going.

I suggested to Billy that we might stop and try to scare up a bite in Tularosa, but Billy immediately vetoed that.

“There are plenty of unkind sons of bitches in Tularosa,” he informed me.

By midafternoon I had begun to feel a little desperate. Greasy Corners, our destination, I knew of only by hearsay. It was said to be a den of whores and cutthroats, but that part didn’t worry me. Most of the local settlements were dens of whores and cutthroats.

My own hope was to find one a little closer. Greasy Corners was somewhere on the Rio Pecos—at least one hundred and fifty miles from where we hit the plain. I knew Rosy well enough to know she wasn’t going to tolerate Joe Lovelady’s pace for any one hundred and fifty miles. She was a mule with a lot of balk in her. I was not looking forward to being left on that vast empty plain with a stalled mule.

Besides, I was starving. By midafternoon I had begun to scrape little curls of leather off my saddle with my fingernails, just to have something in my mouth.

Billy Bone seemed a little gaunt too.

“You wouldn’t have a biscuit, would you, Mr. Sippy?” he asked at one point.

I shook my head. “Do you think your friend will consider stopping for supper?” I asked.

“No, and if we did stop I don’t see what there’d be to eat,” he said.

“I’ve got a headache,” he added in a sad tone. “If you don’t have a biscuit you probably don’t have a pill, either.”

But I did have a pill—a bottle of them, in fact. I had bought them in Galveston a few months before and forgotten about them. They were just general pills, about the size of marbles and guaranteed to cure a wide range of diseases. I dug them out of my saddlebag and poured Billy Bone a handful.

“Let’s just eat them,” I said. “They’re just general pills. It’s better than starving.”

Billy didn’t say anything, but he gave me a kind of quizzical, grateful look. It may be that my sharing those Galveston pills sealed our friendship.

We rode out on the plain, munching the big pills. After he’d eaten about thirty, Billy got tickled.

“I may get so healthy I’ll fall off this horse,” he said, but before he could get any healthier we saw Joe Lovelady racing this way and that, whipping at something with his rope.

“Prairie chickens,” Billy said. “He’s good at catching prairie chickens. Joe just whacks them down with his rope.”

That indicated to me that Mr. Lovelady was at last thinking of his stomach, which proved to be the case. That night we feasted on four fat hens, and our troubles seemed to be over. The big pills had left Billy and me with gaseous stomachs, and we did a lot of belching, which Joe Lovelady, an unfailingly polite man, did his best to ignore. Billy tended to linger over his belching, as kids will—some of his better productions gave the horses a start.

While we were polishing prairie chicken bones, Joe Lovelady suddenly looked at me and smiled—his first smile since we met.

“I know who you are,” he said. “Sippy. You’re that Yankee who don’t know how to rob trains.”

“Hey!” Billy said. “Are you that Sippy?”

I had to admit I was. My own little reputation had caught up with me again.
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When I set out to try the new Western sport of train robbing, it was my belief that New Mexican trains were a lot more cooperative than they actually are. In the East, trains stop every few miles to let people with tickets get on and off, and somehow that had given me the notion that if you showed up beside the tracks with the proper hardware the train would stop and let itself be robbed.

In the East, where trains are civilized, that approach might have worked, but in New Mexico Territory trains were as hard to manage as anything else. When I stood up on the track below the Fort Stanton mines and tried to stop an ore train I had to dive off the embankment to keep from being squashed. I stood in the middle of the tracks and shot off my pistol, but the train just kept on coming.

The next time, I determined to try the thing on level ground—there was plenty of that available in the eastern part of the state. I picked out a train, and Rosy and I raced up beside the engine and I shot off my pistol a few more times, thinking that the engineer would soon realize a robbery was in progress and shut things down. Of course, I just shot in the air—I had no desire to injure anyone.

But the engineer just laughed and waved his cap at me and kept on engineering. Maybe it was his birthday and he thought I was giving him a send-off, or maybe his wife had a baby and he thought I was congratulating him—I’ll never know.

I don’t give up easily, though. I raced along beside that train for several miles, thinking that sooner or later the engineer would realize I was serious. I shot twenty or thirty shots up in the air—but then I dropped my pistol, trying to reload on the run. The engineer was still just as cheerful as ever—once in a while he’d wave his cap at me and toot his whistle.

It annoyed me a little, that engineer’s sunny humor. I was ready to chase the damn train all the way to Kansas City, but Rosy was of a different mind. After six or seven miles she decided the whole thing was ridiculous and pulled a spectacular balk. She stopped and didn’t move a muscle for about three hours. I could have done her portrait if I’d had a paintbrush and an easel. My threats didn’t impress her; my blandishments failed to appease her. It was slap dark before she decided she was ready to travel. I never did find my pistol, either.

The next day, riding back along the tracks toward Las Cruces—it was the one place in southern New Mexico that had a decent hotel, and I was definitely in the mood for a few days in a decent hotel—I came upon three Mexicans working on the rails. They had pumped their way far out on the plains on one of those little handcars. I feel sure I could have robbed them—I still had my Winchester and my derringers. It would have been a train robbery, of a sort; I would have had something to show for three weeks of anxiety.

But I was hungry and depressed and ended up giving them fifty cents for a few tortillas. Instead of robbing them, I guess I made their fortune, for they soon packed up their tools and headed for town to invest the fifty cents.

A low mood seized me. I couldn’t think why I had supposed I could be a train robber anyway—or any kind of owlhoot, for that matter. It wasn’t in my breeding.

I said as much to Billy Bone and Joe Lovelady after trying to explain to them, as best I could, what had gone wrong in my efforts to rob trains.

Billy thought the story of me and Rosy chasing the train was the funniest thing he had ever heard. He nearly rolled off his blanket laughing. Even Joe Lovelady, who was not comfortable with hilarity, chuckled a time or two.

“You have to race up and shoot the conductor if you want to stop a train,” Billy explained, when he had got himself under control. “You don’t need to kill him—if you just wing him he’ll usually pull the brake.

“Me and Joe don’t go in for robbery, though,” he added. “Joe’d rather punch cows.”

Joe Lovelady looked at me thoughtfully. He had done a perfect job of cooking the hens and had even provided salt and pepper, which he kept in a pouch in his saddlebag.

“You talk like you’re homesick, Mr. Sippy,” Joe Lovelady said.

“Oh, that’s why you cotton to him now,” Billy said. “You figured out he’s homesick, like you.”

I expect Billy’s words were true. For there we were, by a little flicker of campfire, on a plain so vast you couldn’t even think of the end of it, under a sky as huge as time. It was a place to make you homesick, if you’d ever had a home. Joe Lovelady and I had had one, but the notion had little meaning for the orphan boy, Billy Bone.

“You had a ma,” Joe said to Billy kindly. “You told me you remembered her.”

It was not the last time I would hear Joe Lovelady try to persuade Billy that he’d had a life like the rest of us.

“Oh, I remember her, Joe,” Billy said quietly. “She used to catch me between her knees and pick lice out of my hair. I remember that much.”

Joe Lovelady looked at me again. I think we both regretted that the subject of mothers had ever come up.

“What brought you out here, Mr. Sippy?” he asked me as a way of getting off a painful subject.

“Dime novels,” I said. It was true, true, true.

But Billy and Joe looked blank. It confused me for a moment. I would never have expected to find myself in the company of two people who had never read a dime novel. In fact, I was in the company of two people who couldn’t even read. Neither one of them could have read any of the hundreds of newspaper stories that would soon be written about them.

Well, if the West taught me anything, it’s that there’s different kinds of education.

We were all of us wakeful, in spite of the long day. Billy and Joe seemed to be in the mood to listen, so I talked to them as the sparks flew upward, and, once the fire died, under the freckling starlight, tried to explain why I had left the safe life in Philadelphia to become a laughingstock in New Mexico.
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The curious truth is that if I hadn’t chanced upon that first half-dimer at a cigar stand—it was Hurricane Nell, Queen of Saddle and Lasso—I might never have become an actor in this wild play. I would have gone on living the comfortable life in Philadelphia, suffering nothing worse than any man suffers who has nine young daughters and a disenchanted wife.

I doubt anyone has caught a worse case of dime-novel mania than I had. First I read them, then I had to try writing them. The fever they aroused in me was a kind of mental malaria. Even now, with all the characters in the story long since dead—unless Bloody Feathers is still alive, up there in his black country by the river of Souls, or Katie Garza still fomenting revolution in Patagonia or somewhere—occasionally the old fever flares up again.

It seems astonishing, thinking of it now, that a little trifling half-dimer such as Hurricane Nell could change a man’s life so. Yet it did. Without it I would never have known Billy Bone, or Will Isinglass and his tall killer, Mesty-Woolah. I would never have set foot in Greasy Corners or made the acquaintance of Des Montaignes and Tully Roebuck. I would not have picked prairie flowers with the brilliant Lady Snow, or ridden with the fearless Katerina Garza. Someone else, not I, would have been left to heap the sod over Joe Lovelady, and over Simp Dixon and Happy Jack Marco and most of the other sweethearts who died in the Whiskey Glass war.

But Hurricane Nell led to Mustang Merle’s Mandate, and Mustang Merle to The Kansas Kitten. Within a year I had written Sandycraw, Man of Grit, a character so popular that someone, somewhere, is probably still churning out his adventures. On days when I wasn’t in the mood for the Man of Grit, I wrote about Orson Oxx, Man of Iron, a somewhat more sensitive specimen, and no less popular.

I had been a Philadelphia gentleman, reasonably attentive to the duties of my station; but in a matter of months I became wholly distracted, descending each morning into the sea of my daughters with prairies in my head.

Our butler was required to present himself at the local cigar stand at 8 A.M. precisely; by eight-fifteen I expected him to race in the door with whatever new adventures were available. A day that brought no Mustang Merle or Saul Sabberday (The Idiot Spy) was a day of emptiness and gloom, followed, invariably and rapidly, by sodden, unhappy inebriation. Why wouldn’t the damn writers write faster? Had they no inkling of the painful needs they aroused?

“What’s a butler?” Billy Bone wanted to know. His folks had brought him West to Trinidad, Colorado, as a six-weeks-old baby, and his only notion of a city was some little place such as Santa Fe. Joe Lovelady had grown up in Texas and was no better informed.

I tried to explain about butlers—of course I was still miserable about what happened to ours. But Billy had a fine curiosity. He’d ask a hundred questions, as any kid will.

“Sounds like a slave that’s not a nigger,” he concluded. “If I was ever a butler I’d probably shoot the whole family the first day.”

“I don’t think you need to worry about becoming a butler,” I assured him.

“You never know, though,” Joe Lovelady put in. “You just never know.”

I later learned from Billy that it was the death of Joe’s young wife and month-old baby that had so ingrained in him a sense of the uncertainty of life.
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I tried to explain to the boys how much I grew to hate writers in the time of my mania. Many a day I cursed their laziness, their irregularity. Finally, driven almost to despair by the four-month absence (never explained) of Solemn Sam, the Sad Man from San Saba, I decided to effect his return myself, which I did. If I couldn’t buy adventures, I would simply have to write them; nothing less than my sanity hung in the balance.

Fortunately I soon discovered that I could write as rapidly as the next man—a good deal faster, in fact, than the sluggard responsible for keeping the nation informed about Mustang Merle. For a while I sailed along fairly happily in the broad wake of my own pen.

But only for a while. The more I read and wrote, the more I burned. For hours each day—having read all the available adventures and written till my hand stiffened and my arm cramped—I would sit in a kind of agitated lethargy, staring out my study window at the familiar lawns of Chestnut Street and seeing in my mind a horde of gaudy figures streaming across an endless plain. Cowboys, Indians, buffalo, stagecoaches blew through my vision like leaves.

At night I tossed and turned and dreamed of Black Nick, a bandit and lecher with rotting teeth whose adventures must have been composed by a human snail, so slowly did they reach the newsstands.

“He sounds like Des Montaignes,” Billy observed, when I described Black Nick—and when I met the old beaver man I had to admit that the resemblance was striking.

It was obvious to me, in the month or so when the fever was highest, that I was passing up the Dim Trail toward the Plain of the Crazed—insanity, in less flowery words. I was, at the time, one of the most popular dime novelists in the nation: Orson Oxx was plodding into his seventeenth adventure, with Sandycraw just ahead in his twenty-first. It didn’t matter: I was racing toward madness on an uncheckable steed, as a dime novelist might have put it.

“Men don’t go crazy just from reading books,” Billy observed skeptically. “You was probably crazy anyway, Sippy.”
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On that point, Billy never changed his opinion. Of course I had a few ragged Mustang Merles in my saddlebags, and when the action was slow in Greasy Corners, or when we weren’t chasing anybody, or being chased ourselves, I read them to Billy and Joe. They came to like dime novels fairly well, giving the stories close attention and making astute criticisms of the impulsive Merle’s many errors in judgment.

But Billy remained firm in his conviction that the yarns, as he called them, could not have been the cause of my derangement.

“I’d say you were crowded up in the house with too many females,” he concluded.

Be that as it may, what finally brought me to my senses was the sudden death of our butler, whose name, I learned, was Chittim. I had never been quite solid on the man’s name, and had had to ask Dora to please inquire of Cook. J. M. Chittim, we were informed.

Poor Chittim dropped dead one morning on his way back from the cigar stand. While we were waiting for the van to come from the mortuary I had a good look at his corpse and saw to my astonishment that he was thin as a rail. I was simply amazed! I felt sure Chittim had been fat—or at least solidly plump—when Dora and I had hired him some twenty years before.

Dora and I were newlyweds then; perhaps we were happy. One doesn’t pay a world of attention to a butler in the morning of one’s marriage, though I do remember that Dora’s dreadful mother, a violent hand with servants, advised against him because of his inexperience. Young Chittim could not have been more than a year or two out of his teens at the time, and I’m quite certain he was plump.

But he died thin as a rail. The death shocked me, and for a few days I gave more thought to J. M. Chittim than I had, I’m afraid, in the twenty and more years he had served me faithfully.

“That shows you were crazy already,” Billy said. “There’s no reason to think of dead people. They’re gone. If you let your mind drift like that, somebody that ain’t dead will sneak up behind you and steal your wallet.”

Billy liked to suppose he was the practical man, all business. He didn’t like to be reminded of how superstitious he himself really was.

“You don’t have no fresh dead, Billy,” Joe Lovelady observed with a note of sadness in his voice. He was whittling a stick; now and then he would brush the little curls of wood into the fire.

“It’s when they’re fresh gone that your mind gets stuck on them,” Joe said, the thought of his baby and his young wife, Nellie, no doubt too fresh for comfort.

Billy had no comment on that. Joe’s abilities might irritate him a little, but he was usually respectful of the older man’s opinion.

We watched the little wood curls flare in the fire.
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As to J. M. Chittim, my rueful conclusion was that he had become the first martyr to dime novels. I might have been going crazy, but Chittim stopped on the sidewalk and died—and who can say that it wasn’t because he hated to walk in, for perhaps the hundredth time, and tell me, No sir, very sorry sir, no sign of the new Mustang Merle this morning?

I can’t say it, and he was my butler. For a time I stopped feeling crazed and just felt guilty.

Now you might suppose that since my butler died as the result of my mania, my family must have suffered agonies just as acute, if not as final.

Not a bit of it! No happier bunch of females than Dora and those girls resided on Chestnut Street—or in the whole of Philadelphia, for that matter. There they were, and there they flourished, ten firm impediments to the freedom of the imagination, and to most other freedoms as well.

I include Dora in the account, for Dora and the girls differed only in degree. In kind they were as alike as ten turnips, and could have been no more indifferent to the doings—much less the feelings—of dear old Dad. The larger girls concerned themselves mainly with beaus and tea dances, while the smaller ones made do with birthday parties and ponies.

No, the Sippy girls were fine; popular all over town and happy as peaches.

And Dora? I suppose Dora was happier still, if it’s possible to be happier than a peach. Dora had Society, a source of complete happiness to a woman of her leanings.

Billy Bone seemed to feel he knew all about Society.

“I saw a picture of it in a newspaper once,” he informed us.

Joe Lovelady was interested in Dora. “Did your wife ask a lot of questions?” he inquired.

Is water wet? I might have replied. Dora was never one to suppress a question. She didn’t suppress the hard ones, or the easy ones either.

“Why are you lying on top of me, breathing in my face?” I remember her asking, early on.

“Oh,” I said, and got off. Of course I didn’t mention that one to the boys.

Over the years, Dora modified that question a bit. “Why are you still breathing, no more than you do?” she asked, a few days before I left home.

I mentioned that one to Joe and Billy—I was just trying to be humorous about the little vagaries of married life—but Billy flared up at the thought that any woman would ask a man such a question.

“Was she a brunette?” he asked, and when I confirmed that indeed Dora had a fine dark head of hair, he muttered and looked at Joe—evidently I had confirmed some theory he held about the questioning nature of brunettes.

“If he had nine children he must have been right fond of his wife,” Joe said. Billy still looked sulky at the thought that a man’s own wife would ask him why he was still breathing.

“Fond of her!” Billy said indignantly. “If a woman asked me why I was still breathing I’d show her some fondness all right. I’d fondly whack her with a big bed slat.”
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Was I fond of Dora? At this distance I hardly know. There’s the fact of the nine girls, and yet I can’t recall that Dora and I ever shared what a happier man would think of as a warm embrace.

Certainly it was early on in our married life that I had ceased to breathe in her face. Or in her bedroom, either. Or in the hall that led to her bedroom. Or on the floor of the house where her bedroom was situated. Indeed, I would almost rather have had myself strangled than risk wafting a breath in Dora’s direction—and yet, somehow, despite our rather polished avoidance of one another, little girls kept coming. The first I would suspect of their arrival was when I heard a new baby squalling in the nursery.

Of course, Dora was an accomplished and efficient Philadelphia woman, quick to exploit any opportunity, but, in the matter of the little girls, I can’t help feeling that she must have exploited some that arose in total darkness, while I was drugged or drunk. I really can’t explain it otherwise.

It wasn’t easy to get a new butler in Philadelphia, I can tell you; there was fierce competition for every competent man. While we were working our way through a number of unsatisfactory applicants I was forced to develop a measure of self-reliance, at least as regards the procurement of dime novels.

I soon formed the habit of clipping downtown in my buggy to meet the early-morning train from New York. In those days dime novels were baled more or less like hay; I took to haunting the freight platforms, and the second a bale of the precious booklets dropped, I was on it. The news vendors rather resented this at first, but I was a wealthy man, and it took no more than a few gold pieces to convince them it was in their interest to let me paw through the books at once.

“Des Montaignes is like that about whores,” Billy said. I was curious as to why someone with a fine French name would be living in Greasy Corners, New Mexico, so I asked.

“Because it’s the one place where everybody is as pure a rascal as he is,” Billy said.

“Most places they’d just shoot him down like a dog,” Joe explained.

“Philadelphia must be a curious kind of a place,” Billy said. “You wouldn’t catch me getting up early just to go buy yarns.”

“It’s hard to get you up early to do anything,” Joe said—it was a bone of contention between them.

“The sun itself don’t get up as early as you do, Joe,” Billy said.

“The early bird gets the worm,” Joe remarked.

“Yeah, but who besides a bird would want a dern worm?” Billy replied.

I guess he had heard enough about the Philadelphia life because he yawned, as a kid will, rolled his blanket around him, and fell asleep long before I had finished the story of why and how I had come to be sitting on that rock in the Hidden Mountains where the three of us met.
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Billy was right about Joe Lovelady’s penchant for an early start. The stars were still bright above me when I heard him stirring the fire—as bright as opals against a black velvet choker.

By the time the stars had melted into the coming light, Joe had his horse saddled. He made what noise he could while he went about it—it was as if he hoped we’d hear him and take the hint.

Well, I took the hint—I had not made much progress at learning to sleep on the ground, anyway. The earth might be my mother, as the red men believed, but that didn’t mean it was much of a mattress. I had spent fifty years sleeping on feathers, and atop a high bed at that. On a high bed, nothing much worse than Dora was apt to crawl over me—the same could not be said for the great bed of the plains, particularly if there was nothing between you and it but a saddle blanket.

I sat up and picked hairs out of my mouth for a while—evidently my beard was shedding. Joe Lovelady handed me a tin cup of bitter coffee. A sip of it dissolved the rest of the hairs, and what sleep was left in me as well.

“We don’t travel with no sweetening,” Joe said apologetically.

It was just coming light. The sky above us and the grass around us were the same color, a dim gray. Then the coyotes began to yip. A herd of antelope grazed to the east of us. When the sun began to edge from the ground it seemed for a moment as if the antelope were walking along the rim. It was still and nice.

I didn’t mind the plains so much in the morning stillness. It was when the wind came searing across the long emptiness, snatching at every weed and seed, that I felt a little exposed.

Billy lay flat on his back, his mouth open, snoring lightly. Asleep, he looked about twelve. And he was supposed to be the great killer of the West!

I saw that the horses were ready. Joe had even saddled Rosy—a remarkable thing. Often I had to spend an hour paying her insincere compliments before I could get her to accept the saddle.

“How’d you come to know Billy?” I asked. From the manner of their intercourse I assumed they must have been friends for years.

“Why, we just met up,” he said, as if surprised that anyone would care to inquire. “He doesn’t have no folks, and I don’t either, now—we thought we’d see if we could get on with a cow outfit.”

He sipped his coffee for a bit. “But I don’t know that Billy’s going to make a cowboy,” he said, with a sigh. “I guess it just ain’t his line.”

It was Joe Lovelady’s line, though. I soon came to see that if there were such a thing as the perfect cowboy, Joe was it. He had the skills to perfection—and more than that, he had the temperament. Joe asked for no more than horses and cattle, ropes and saddles, grass and sky. It was his misfortune—well, better say his tragedy—to fall in with the gunmen.

If I had realized that still morning how fast the old wheel of fate was spinning I would have wired for some money and bought Joe a ranch in Nebraska or Montana or somewhere as far from New Mexico as I could get him. I liked him the minute I set eyes on him, and I had the money, too. But I suppose there’s no likelihood Joe would have ridden away and let Billy fall. Call them sidekicks, compañeros, or what you like, I doubt they could have been separated, except by the one thing that did separate them, finally.

“He snores even worse when he sleeps on his stomach,” Joe remarked in a tolerant way. You could tell from the way he said it that the man was a true friend to Billy Bone.
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We rode all day at a fast Joe Lovelady clip but got nowhere—or nowhere that one could rightly call anywhere, at least. We must have traveled seventy-five miles, but seventy-five miles is no more than a breath on those plains. When we made camp that night we could still see the mountains where we had been the day before—the air was that clear.

I had been around the edges of the great plain for the past month, but I would never have dared just strike off across it—not unless I had a competent fellow such as Joe Lovelady to follow.

It was such an immensity of sky and grass! And when you’ve said sky and grass, you’ve said it all: there was nothing else within reach of human vision except the faint bulge of the mountains far to the west.

I had the feeling I could ride on across that plain all through my life and never get across it. I knew there were places across it—Philadelphia was across it, for example, and St. Louis and a number of other cities—but so endless were the plains that it seemed I would be lucky to arrive at any of those cities much before the hour of my death.

I felt the plains had caught me in some way; when I finally did make my return to the Eastern cities, it was a burden to have to resume life under such small skies.

“You might as well pull that hat down to your chin, Sippy,” Billy Bone said to me—he was amused at my habit of lowering my headgear down to about eyebrow level, the headgear being a floppy hat I had purchased in El Paso.

Billy didn’t realize that the Western light was an altogether different species from the thin, manageable light of Philadelphia. A full day of drinking it in gave me headaches as severe as if I’d spent the same amount of time guzzling a ripe wine.

“Oh, this is fine,” I said. “I don’t need to see past the ears of this mule, anyway.”

“If Old Whiskey and the tall nigger were to lope out of one of these gullies you’d need to see,” he informed me. “You’d not only need to see, you’d need to fly.”

He was referring to Will Isinglass, owner of the Whiskey Glass ranch—his cowboys referred to him as Old Whiskey because of his habit of strapping a quart jar of whiskey to his saddle before he left his headquarters each morning. He had had a well-padded pouch made to protect his quart—and if he happened to chance back by his ranch house around the lunch hour, he’d secure himself another quart for the afternoon.

Of course Isinglass and Mesty-Woolah—his African warrior—didn’t lope out of any gullies that day, but I believe in the course of that long ride Billy Bone decided to adopt me, more or less. The peculiar way I had of wearing my hat seemed to convince him that I couldn’t possibly take care of myself.

“Why’d you ever come out here anyway, Sippy?” he asked that evening, as we were watching our second campfire die. There were no prairie chickens to feast on that night, either—just a couple of stringy jackrabbits.

“You should have hit that brunette you married with a bed slat,” he told me. “Then you wouldn’t have to be out here trying to stay alive in a place you don’t know nothing about.”
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In fact, it was a slow day in the dime-novel trade that concluded matters between Dora and me.

Inevitably there came a morning when no bales of booklets were dropped. I rode home with a heavy heart, oppressed by the knowledge that not a single new dime novel was likely to enter Philadelphia that day.

Once home, I trudged miserably up to my study, thinking I might reread a few chapters of an old favorite, Boiled in Yellowstone; or, Mustang Merle Amid the Geysers. My own hero, Orson Oxx, had somehow strayed into Africa and was about to be boiled himself, though in a cannibal pot rather than a geyser. I thought it might be best to revisit a tried-and-true favorite, so that I might better bring my own adventure in progress to the boiling point itself, in a manner of speaking.

And then, calamity! My study had been stripped! The thousands of dime novels, so neatly stacked in sequence, were gone. Not one remained, not even the half-read Saul Sabberday left on my desk the night before.

Ashen, I raced down to Cook, who was up to her elbows in bread dough.

“Oh, yes,” she confirmed. “The scrap-paper man came by and Missus told him to take them all. She said your color had not been good lately and it might be because of the dust from them old books.”

My color! Dear God! I raced to the scrap-paper dealer, but too late. As dust goes to dust, pulp had gone to pulp.

Had I hurried home then, I might have murdered Dora and left our nine cheerful turnips motherless. Instead, I went to my bank, secured a substantial letter of credit from an astonished officer, and took the train to New York, burdened by not even so much as a shaving mug.
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