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To Lesley—my Revelie,my Lifts Something,my Guinevere







NOTE


The Age of the Cowboy is part history and part mythology. In this respect, it resembles the Age of Arthur, where fact and fiction ruled on twin thrones. In the Arthurian legend, historic names are mixed with mythical stories and impossible adventures. Invoking this license, I chose as my heroes a man named Goodnight and another called Loving. Of course, history knows a real Charles Goodnight and an actual Oliver Loving who really founded the Home Ranch in Palo Duro Canyon, but much of what I have written about them is made up. I tried to signal their dual real and unreal natures by giving them last names from history but first names out of my imagination. My Jimmy Goodnight is as real as Arthur and my Jack Loving is as unreal as Lancelot du Lac. Another name—an especially unlikely one—is also out of the history books: the outlaw Gudanuf. And there was a real cowboy strike.







BOOK ONE


QUEST FOR LOVE
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Late 1860s


Jimmy was seventeen years old and nervous before the dance. He was tall, skinny, and awkward. Looking out at the world through a single knothole, he saw an ugly sight in the mirror: his eye patch. He asked himself: If I was some girl, would I wanna dance with a patch like that there? His scowling reflection shook its head. But then he saw himself smile as he remembered how hard his cousin Rhoda had worked giving him dancing lessons. She had only come up to his waist. He had felt like a big old clumsy buffalo dancing with a graceful deer. After all that effort trying to learn to polka, he wondered if he would actually work up the nerve to ask a girl to polka with him. Maybe he should just ask Rhoda. But it might embarrass her, and who wants to be embarrassed? Besides, she might turn him down. He told his mind: Just shut up!


When everybody was ready, all dressed up in their Sunday-go-to-meeting clothes even though it wasn’t Sunday, the whole family climbed aboard a wagon dragged along by two plodding plow horses. Aunt Orlena was dressed in a long grey dress and grey bonnet. Uncle Isaac wore his baggy black suit, which was beginning to turn brown, and a black string tie. Cousin Jeff had on a black suit, too, newer than his father’s, but even baggier, bought with the expectation that he would grow into it someday. Little Rhoda and littler Naomi looked pretty in blue flour-sack dresses and pigtails. Jimmy, who didn’t have a suit, was ashamed of his butternut homespun pants and shirt, but he was proud of his new bandanna, which was fire red.


Jimmy wished the team would pull faster and stir up a little breeze. It was hot on this July night in the middle of Texas. Everybody said this summer was shaping up to be the hottest and driest in memory. Even at this slow pace, the horses were lathered. They had worked hard all day in the field and must be tired. Now that he thought about it, Jimmy figured they had earned the right to plod slowly.


The wagon followed the road that led to the dreaded Weatherford schoolhouse, but Jimmy didn’t mind because school was out for the summer. The closer they got, the more crowded the road grew, the more the little girls giggled, and the more nervous Jimmy became. When the wagon reached the school, the playground, which tonight would double as the dance floor, was already busy and noisy. Children were shouting and laughing, and the fiddles were tuning up. The sun was just setting, making even butternut look almost golden.


When Jimmy was getting out of the wagon, he tripped on something and almost fell on his face. He hated his own clumsiness. He hated the heavy clodhopper farmer’s boots that weighed him down and made his feet feel like heavy hooves. How was he going to be able to dance? He longed for the lightness of his moccasins with the long fringe trailing out behind like a kite’s tail. He could dance inthose. But they were long—


No, Jimmy told himself, don’t think about the past. It was too painful. Recalling his lost moccasins would just lead to remembering other losses, unbearable losses. Just think about here and now. But here and now was troubling, too. He couldn’t dance. Not really. Not these dances.


Rhoda and Naomi ran off to be with other little girls. Cousin Jeff slouched off to look for his friends. Aunt Orlena and Uncle Isaac moved off to join the other adults who were busy talking about rainfall and crops. Jimmy kept the plow horses company. He didn’t really fit with any group. He wasn’t quite a member of the family, wasn’t quite white in the eyes of many, wasn’t quite right either, was too big for grade school and too dumb for high school. So he talked to the plow horses.


“O Great Goddogs, thank you for pulling the wagon,” Jimmy said softly in the Comanche tongue. “I’m sorry you have to stand here. I know it must be boring, but at least there are two of you. You can keep each other company. There’s just one of me.”


Then Jimmy realized that several of the kids had noticed him talking to the horses. They were looking at him funny. Now they really thought he was crazy. He nervously started to put his hands in his pockets, but discovered that they were already there.


As the air darkened and cooled, Jimmy noticed individuals melting together into dark clumps. He saw girl clumps and boy clumps, bigkid clumps and little-kid clumps, farmer clumps and farmers’ wives clumps. Then a clump of musicians started playing a tune, and the other clumps started breaking apart and reforming.


Drawn by the music, Jimmy moved closer to the musicians: two fiddlers were seated in leaned-back wooden chairs with cowboy hats perched on the backs of their heads. They looked to be in their twenties. A young woman about the same age played an upright piano. Jimmy wondered how she had gotten it from her living room to the playground. An old man probably in his seventies was playing a harmonica.


Jimmy rocked back and forth to the music, trying to work up the courage to ask somebody to dance. By the light of a full moon— assisted by several lanterns hung from trees—he studied the couples on the dirt dance floor. There were teenage couples and middleage couples and old-age couples. And there were some mixed-age couples—fathers dancing with daughters, grandmas dancing with grandsons. He tried to comprehend the dance steps, but he just got more and more confused. The swaying couples weren’t dancing a polka—he could tell that much—but he didn’t know what they were dancing. They seemed to move their feet very fast, the same way they had seemed to talk back before he learned to understand them. The dancers were beginning to kick up a good bit of dust, which the orange moon turned into gold dust. It gilded the swaying bodies and made them look like dancing statues. Jimmy thought the dancers looked so pretty that he longed to join them, but longing was as far as he got. Frightened by the strange dance steps, he soon returned to the horses.


Still, Jimmy’s gaze kept reverting again and again to a brown-haired girl in a yellow calico dress which had some sort of design on it. He couldn’t quite make out the pattern in the darkness. He had seen her at school, had seen her at services at the Hard-Shell Baptist Church, had nodded to her and even said hello to her a couple of times. Like most of the girls, she was a farmer’s daughter, but he thought she was prettier than the others. He remembered that her name was Rachel.


“Should I ask her to dance?” he asked the horses in the “Human” tongue. “I mean if they ever play a polka.” There wasn’t a word for “polka” in the Human tongue so he said it in English. “What do you think?”


One of the horses flicked its tail and shifted its weight from one hind leg to the other.


“What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked.


Jimmy told himself that he was not a “running-heart.” He reminded himself that he had been on the warpath and so should not be afraid of something as harmless as a young girl at a dance.


The band moved from one tune to another. Listening closely, Jimmy thought he heard a polka. Watching closely, he thought he recognized polka steps being performed on the packed earth. He saw his cousin Jeff dancing what appeared to be a polka with a horse-faced girl. He hated the idea of Jeff being braver than he was, so he started walking.


As he made his way across the playground, Jimmy tripped again. He blamed his big boots. He blamed his unhappiness. Whatever was to blame, he was not graceful on his feet. He would have to be crazy to ask a pretty girl to dance. But then everybody already thought he was crazy, so what did he have to lose? He just hoped he wouldn’t trip on the dance floor and fall on top of her. He reminded himself that he wasn’t just awkward but also ugly. His hand went up and touched the patch over his ruined eye.


And then there was that damn birthmark that made him look even uglier. He touched it, too. The mark was just a series of small purple dots arranged much like the stars in the Big Dipper, only it had a couple of extra stars in its handle. The pointer stars of the Dipper’s cup lined up not with the North Star but with his missing left eye, with his patch. The birthmark seemed to be pointing at the patch, making sure nobody missed it, not that many ever did. With his patch, with his birthmark, he would have to be crazy to think that any girl would—


“Scuse me,” Jimmy mumbled. “Wanna dance?”


Rachel, the pretty girl in the yellow dress, didn’t say anything. He couldn’t tell whether she was shy or just hadn’t heard.


“Wanna dance?” he asked louder.


She looked uncomfortable.


“No,” she said at last. “I’m sorry.”


Jimmy raced his running-heart back across the playground. He felt clumsier than ever and uglier than ever. And he even felt less white. He didn’t belong here with these people.


Standing with the horses once again, Jimmy couldn’t help thinking about Lifts Something. She hadn’t refused to dance with him. She had been willing to love him. But she was—


No, stoppit, Jimmy scolded himself. Don’t think her name. Don’t think about the past at all. How many times did he have to remind himself? Wouldn’t he ever learn?


Although he was discouraged, Jimmy felt he owed it to himself to pick out another girl, work up his courage, and ask her to dance. He wished he could see the girls better, not just whether they were pretty or not, but whether they looked sympathetic. He found his curiosity— or whatever it was—focusing more and more on a redhead with freckles. He really couldn’t see her spots or even the color of her hair in the dim light, but he had seen her at school and church and knew what she looked like. He told himself that she was much prettier than the first girl he had asked. He should have started with her. What had he been thinking of? He didn’t really know her, but everybody said she was nice. She wouldn’t hurt his feelings. This girl’s name was Sarah.


When the band played another polka, Jimmy gathered his courage and made another clumsy charge across the dusty dance floor. He didn’t trip this time, which he took to be a good omen.


“Scuse me,” he repeated the formula. “Wanna dance?”


Sarah looked embarrassed. Jimmy couldn’t think of anything else to say and didn’t know what to do. He just stood there.


“I’m sorry,” Sarah said at last.


Jimmy shook his head. He couldn’t believe it. What had happened to all her niceness? His expression asked: Why not?


“I cain’t,” she said.


“You cain’t?” he asked. His face said: Why would you hurt me?


“My daddy told me not to,” she whispered.


Jimmy turned and fled once again. So that was it. The girls’ parents had told them not to dance with the savage. They believed he was unclean. They thought he was half-heathen. They knew he was crazy because he was always talking about the biggest canyon in the world, the prettiest place in the world, the best ranching country in the world— which they figured was about as real as the Seven Cities of Gold. They didn’t want him touching their daughters. He would show them. Maybe.


Jimmy said goodbye to the horses and started walking home.
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Fall was beautiful but hard. The leaves changed colors overhead, but on the ground the crops needed harvesting. The hay had to be mowed with hand scythes. Corn ears had to be gathered in. Worst of all, cotton, the cash crop, had to be picked, which was backbreaking work. And of course school started again. But at least the weather turned cooler in the fall and the fair came to town.


Jimmy, who had never been to a fair, wondered what it would be like. In his early years growing up in the family fort at the edge of the frontier, no fair dared to come around. Sideshow strongmen and twoheaded ladies were as scared of Indians as anybody else. Of course, there hadn’t been any country fairs in the big red canyon where the Humans lived. At fair time last year, the family hadn’t taken him because they could see that he was still more Crying Coyote than Jimmy Goodnight. They hadn’t known how he would respond to the crowds, or how the crowds would react to him. Maybe they had been a little ashamed of him. Anyway, everybody had gone to the fair but him. Back then, his aunt had stayed with him one day while his uncle took the rest of the family to the fair. The next day, his uncle guarded him while his aunt and the others went out for a good time. Crying Coyote hadn’t really understood what he was missing, but he knew he was missing something. This year, Jimmy would be going to the fair.


After church, the family changed out of their Sunday-go-to- meeting clothes and then piled into the grey wagon. Even the old plow horses seemed to be excited about going to the fair. They tossed their heads and pulled with a sense of purpose. The road got rougher and more crowded as it neared the fairground.


When Jimmy finally saw the fair from afar, he was amazed; it looked like a Human village. As he drew closer, he could see the differences: these tents were made of canvas rather than buffalo hides. Also, these canvas shelters were larger than Human tepees. But in spite of all the differences, Jimmy still felt more and more at home as he rolled nearer and nearer the tent village.


The spirit of this village on the outskirts of Weatherford didn’t seem so different from the spirit of the village in the deep canyon. This one, like that other one, was crowded with children and dogs, and rang with noisy good humor. This one, like that other one, churned up its own dust storm. Jimmy smelled the dust and the bodies of animals, the bodies of children, the bodies of adult men and women, and he smiled. Then he sneezed.


Jimmy’s Uncle Isaac passed out nickels to the children, including his adopted nephew. Each one got one. Then the kids were on their own. Rhoda and Naomi ran off hand in hand. Jeff had too much teenage dignity to run, but he shuffled away rapidly. Jimmy just stood for a while staring down at his nickel, turning it over and over, studying the shield on one side, then the big number 5 on the other. He felt rich.


Looking around for someplace to spend his new wealth, Jimmy saw that the canvas tents were arranged in a large, imperfect circle. At the center of the circle, the hub of the wheel, a crowd had gathered. From time to time, a cheer would go up from this mob.


“What’s that?” Jimmy asked, pointing.


“Come see,” said Uncle Isaac.


Jimmy followed his uncle and aunt to the edge of the crowd at the center of the circle. Standing on tiptoe, he could see a blacksmith’s anvil in the middle of the mob. He recognized a big farmer. Well, he had seen him before, but he couldn’t remember his name. He recognized him by his size. He was a real giant. His back was bent. The muscles of his arms bulged out. His face turned red and then purple.


Jimmy heard what sounded like a gunshot, and he saw the giant stumble backward, lose his balance, and sit down hard on the ground, raising a great cloud of dust. He swore loudly, causing Aunt Orlena to put her fingers in her ears. Then Goliath started picking himself up off the ground. When he was upright, he swayed a little unsteadily on his feet and then hurled himself at the anvil again. He seemed to want to strangle the dead chunk of iron. But a skinny man wearing some sort of apron managed to get between the giant and the anvil.


“Hold your hosses,” Jimmy heard the skinny man yell. “You’ll git another turn. But first you gotta gimme another nickel. And then I gotta put in a new handle.”


“I don’t understand,” Jimmy said.


“What?” asked Aunt Orlena, who still had her fingers in her ears.


“I don’t understand,” Jimmy said a little louder. “What’s goin’ on?”


“He’s trying to pull the ax outa that there anvil,” Uncle Isaac said.


“What?” asked Aunt Orlena.


“There’s an ax stuck in that there anvil,” his uncle explained.


“Really? I wanna see.”


Jimmy worked his way through the crowd to get closer. Soon he saw the blade of an ax plunged into an anvil as if the chunk of iron were a wood stump. The ax’s handle was splintered. Jimmy scratched his head and wondered. He looked around and found his aunt and uncle standing right behind him. Aunt Orlena had taken her fingers out of her ears, but she still appeared uneasy.


“How’d that happen?” Jimmy asked. “How’d that ax git in there? Is it some kinda trick?”


His uncle scratched his head. He was trying to figure out how to explain something complicated to somebody with limited English.


“A cyclone done that,” Aunt Orlena said. “A twister. You know what I mean?” She spun her finger in a circle.


“Uh-huh,” Jimmy said.


“Well, that old twister just picked up that there ax,” she said, “and stuck it in that there anvil clean as a whistle. It was some kinda miracle. The kind of miracles that often turns up in cyclones. I heard tell of a hoe handle got stuck plum through a tree trunk. And another time a piece a straw—”


“Mama,” Uncle Isaac said, “you’re wanderin’ off the subject.”


“I just thought he’d be interested in all them there miracles,” Aunt Orlena said. “Gawd works in mysterious ways.”


“Anyhow,” interrupted Uncle Isaac, “that there ax got stuck in the anvil durin’ a twister way back. I don’t recall just when. Anyhow nowadays it travels ’round the countryside, and bigguns try an’ pull it out. But the most they ever do is bust the handle.”


“Oh,” said Jimmy.


He could see the skinny man with the apron replacing the splintered handle with a new one, pushing and hammering.


“How come they wanta pull it out?” Jimmy asked. “Won’t that kinda ruin the whole thing. I mean there’s lots a axes. And there’s lots a anvils. But there’s only about mebbe one anvil with an ax stuck in it. Only about one in the whole world. So why bust ’em up? I don’t git it.”


Uncle Isaac scratched his head and took a deep breath. Answering all these questions was turning into work.


“It’s vainglory,” said Aunt Orlena. “All vainglory. They just wanna show how big and strong they think they are. They don’t care about miracles.”


“That and the thousand dollars,” said Uncle Isaac.


“What thousand dollars?” asked Jimmy.


“The thousand you git if’n you pull the ax out,” said his uncle.


Jimmy took a moment to do some figuring. He hadn’t learned much math yet in the one-room schoolhouse, but he was pretty sure this proposition was mathematically unsound.


“I still don’t git it,” he said. “That guy ain’t never gonna take in enough nickels to make a thousand dollars. Where’s he gonna git the prize money at?”


“He don’t need no prize money,” Uncle Isaac explained, “because nobody ain’t never gonna pull that damn ax outa that goddamn anvil.”


“Don’t blaspheme,” said Aunt Orlena. “Besides, them nickels add up.”


When a new handle was firmly in place, Goliath paid another nickel and stepped up to the anvil again. He spit on his huge hands and rubbed them together. Then he grasped the handle and pulled up with all his might. His back bowed as if he had hooked a whale and was having trouble landing it. His eyes bugged out. His veins were thick vines climbing up his bare arms and across his face. This time the wooden handle remained whole, but something broke inside Goliath. He let go the single-bladed ax and grabbed his stomach. He was in so much pain he couldn’t even stand up straight. Jimmy turned away from the suffering. He had seen enough hurting in his life, too much, and was anxious to move on.


“Let’s—” he began.


But then he realized Aunt Orlena and Uncle Isaac were no longer behind him. He had been so engrossed in the giant’s struggle to rob the anvil of its ax that he hadn’t noticed them go. The boy was on his own at the fair.
 

Not knowing which way to turn, Jimmy sniffed the air searching for an aroma worth pursuing. He smelled cow manure to the west, pig shit to the south, horse droppings to the east, and sugar to the north. Following the sweet scent, Jimmy approached a tent that looked like all the others but smelled like a house in a fairy tale.


Peeking into the gingerbread tent, Jimmy saw not only fragrant ginger loaves but also pies and cakes and cookies on parade. Walking down a procession of pies, Jimmy noticed a blue ribbon beside one of them (apple) and a red ribbon brightening another (lemon meringue) and a white ribbon decorating a third (mince). Moving on, he reviewed whole brigades of cookies, some wearing more red, white, and blue bunting. Unable to resist, Jimmy bent down so his nose almost touched a plate of brownies and sniffed loudly. When he saw people scowling at him, he turned away self-consciously and hurried out of the fairy-tale tent.


Hearing shouts and laughter, Jimmy glanced back in the direction of the miraculous anvil. Another giant was attempting to separate what had been joined together by the cyclone, or the god of cyclones, or the Great Mystery, or maybe even Aunt Orlena’s grumpy Jehovah. Who could say? The ax and the anvil were obviously great crowd-pleasers. Jimmy considered paying his nickel and taking a turn, but five cents was a lot of money. Besides, if fully grown giants couldn’t budge the ax, what chance had a tall but skinny boy who had just turned eighteen? He decided to be smart and save his one and only nickel and spare his back.


Continuing to explore, Jimmy entered a large tent on the west side of the circle and saw a herd of cattle. He was surprised because the Human Beings never allowed animals inside their tepees. This race of “Writers” continued to puzzle him.
 

Jimmy admired the biggest, fattest, handsomest bulls he had ever seen in his life. They were wonderful to look at but horrible to smell. The tent locked in and intensified the odor of dung. He could hardly bear to breathe, but nobody else seemed to notice anything unusual or unpleasant. Making a hurried tour of the cattle tent, he saw more blue, red, and white ribbons. Curiously examining a blue one, he discovered that it had writing on it: FIRST PLACE. A red ribbon proclaimed: SECOND PLACE. And a white one said: THIRD PLACE. So Jimmy finally worked out that he was observing some sort of contest. Writers were so competitive. Unable to stand the stink any longer—cattle dung smelled much worse than buffalo chips—Jimmy made his way back out into the open air.


When he heard yells and laughter, Jimmy knew where to look for the source. He soon found himself heading back in the direction of the anvil and the ax. He hated the thought of parting with his newly acquired nickel fortune, but he was nonetheless drawn to the blade in the block of iron. He realized he wasn’t as strong as the big farmers who had failed one after the other, but he had begun to wonder if maybe the giants weren’t relying too much on brute force. He had begun to hope there might be another way to coax the ax from the anvil.


When he reached the center of the circle, Jimmy found a crowd of big old farm boys daring each other to try their luck. He walked up to the skinny man in the apron and took out his nickel, but the seller of chances didn’t notice him. He wasn’t being rude. He just had no idea that such a beanstalk would attempt to outpull giants.


“Excuse me, mister,” Jimmy said, “I’d like to give it a try.”


The seller of chances was caught off guard and laughed before he could stop himself. His laughter proved contagious. Soon all the big men and strapping boys were laughing, too. The merriment grew and grew as the news spread outward from the center of the crowd. Jimmy overheard them telling each other that the half-wit didn’t know any better . . . that he had a weak mind and weaker back . . . that he had gone savage and thought he was better than white folks . . . that the white savage was gonna fall on his damn ass and they were all gonna enjoy it. He saw them pointing as if he were some animal on display. Now he wished he had never seen that anvil, that he had never coveted that ax, that he had never come to the fair. He wanted to run, but he didn’t want to give them the satisfaction.


“Here’s my nickel,” said Jimmy, handing over his riches with a wince. “Git outa the way.”


“Okay, Chief,” the apron man said. “Go to it.”


Hearing the laughter and the jeers, Jimmy stepped up to the anvil, dropped to his knees out of respect, and then addressed the mass of iron in the Human tongue.


“Excuse me, O Great Anvil,” he began, speaking the way the Sun Chief had taught him to speak. “I’ve got something to say to you. Uh. Something important. Uh. I have great respect for your strength. Uh. I hope you also have respect for my weakness. I couldn’t possibly take your ax away from you, so I won’t try, but I hope you will give it to me willingly. You see, I need it a lot worse than you do. I need your ax so people will stop laughing at me . . .”


Meanwhile, the crowd continued to laugh and mock. “Look, he’s prayin’ to it!” “He looks like he wants to hump it!” “He’s makin’ love to it!” On and on . . .


“I need your ax so they will respect me,” Jimmy droned on. “I could also use the thousand dollars. Let’s be honest. O Anvil, Great Anvil, Mighty Brother, please release your grip of steel. I will take good care of your ax. I will oil it and sharpen it. I will keep it with me always. So what do you say?”


Jimmy got up off his knees, rose to his feet, placed his hands on the wooden handle, and pulled gently as if helping up a girl who had fallen down. Realizing full well that he couldn’t overpower the ax or the anvil, he didn’t try. He didn’t strain. He was tender to the ax, kind to the anvil. He thought he felt a slight relaxing of the metal grip, but he wasn’t sure.


“You will never leave my side,” Jimmy said in the Human tongue. “You will be my constant companion. If you help me, I will help you. You will no longer be a spectacle. You will no longer be pawed by strangers. My home will be your home. What do you say?”


He pulled a little harder, but it didn’t feel right, so he tugged even more gently. He imagined that he had asked a young girl to dance, and she said yes for a change, and so he took her by the hand and was leading her to the dance floor.


“Come with me,” he said softly to the iron. “Come dance with me.”


Jimmy felt the anvil loosening its iron grip, felt the ax surrendering itself to him. He wanted to hurry, but he told himself to be patient. Slowly, easy now, gently. He gave the slightest tug and drew the ax from the anvil.


The crowd swallowed its mean laughter and seemed to choke on it. It couldn’t get its breath. It gasped. Jimmy smiled and raised the ax high over his head. The crowd fell utterly quiet and everybody started backing up to give him room. Somebody at the back of the crowd cheered. Then other voices took up the hurrah. The cheering was as contagious as the laughter had been. The cheers became a mighty yell.


Horses whinnied. Roosters crowed. Bulls snorted and kicked up red dirt. A donkey brayed. A red-tailed hawk screamed high overhead. Mice squeaked, grasshoppers leapt high in the air, spiders stopped their weaving and looked around. Prairie dogs came up out of their burrows to see what had disturbed the universe. A turtle hurried. A baby cried in its mother’s arms. An old diamondback rattled its tail. A single drop of rain fell out of the pale blue sky and hit Jimmy right between his good eye and his bad one.


Blinking, Jimmy stared up at the ax in his hand, at the sky, at the sun. He let out a scream that began as a war cry but ended in laughter. He shook his new weapon at the heavens, and bees buzzed loud about his head.


They started coming early the next morning. The first one, the town blacksmith, was waiting in the yard when Jimmy emerged from the house to do the milking. The smith approached the boy—who carried a pail in one hand, his new ax in the other—and said: “Mawnin’, Jimmy. If’n you’re willin’, I’d sure be proud to go see that there red canyon.”


By the time Jimmy had finished his milking, two others, big farm brothers, had joined the blacksmith. They too wanted to see the biggest canyon in the world. He hurried inside, a timid leader of men.


While he was eating breakfast in the kitchen, Jimmy watched the yard fill up with men of all sizes and ages. They talked among themselves and waited patiently. They were in a good humor, smiling and laughing. Jimmy was already beginning to think of them as his men.


Still shy, still hesitant, Jimmy finally worked up the courage to venture outside. His new volunteers crowded around him. He was puzzled, intimidated, even frightened by what he saw written on their faces. They saw him as a leader while he saw himself as a follower. But that would have to change because he couldn’t disappoint these faces. He had to pretend that he was the man—the leader—he saw reflected in their believing eyes. He desperately wanted to be the man they saw, but how did you become a leader?


He thought about the shaman. Should he take off all his clothes and paint himself yellow? That would certainly get their attention, but it might just compromise his dignity. Did you need dignity to lead? Maybe he should ask the tallest tree he could find. Or the fastest horse. Or the meanest bull. Or try to talk an eagle out of the sky. Hey, come on down here and give me some good advice. Or maybe, like Moses, he should just strike up a conversation with a lowly bush.


Should he change his walk? Could he deepen his voice? What about his posture? Certainly that could be improved. Head up, shoulders back, gaze on the horizon? He tried it but soon slumped again. Should he speak faster or slower? Louder or softer? Should he say more or say less?


How had Sam Houston done it? How had Lincoln? Or Robert E. Lee? Or Jesse James? What was their secret? And was it always the same secret? Were there as many secrets as there were leaders?


What was he going to do? Or not do? How was he going to make sure he didn’t disappoint people? Didn’t let anybody down?


At long last, he more or less persuaded himself—although he still harbored doubts—that he did have one advantage: He knew where he wanted to go and what he wanted to do when he got there. He was fortunate to have a dream.
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On a fine April morning, Jimmy Goodnight and his outfit perched on the rim of the canyon that stretched beneath them as deep and measureless as time. He felt his good eye trying to stretch itself to take in such a vast and gorgeous panorama. He had begun to worry that he had lost his ability to see beauty, but now he was blind to it no more. He had gotten his eye back.


Turning his attention from the canyon to his men—Coffee, Too Short, Simon, Black Dub, Tin Soldier, and Suckerod—the boss watched their faces as they stared down into the abyss. He hoped he had chosen his cowboys wisely. Three times as many had wanted to come, but he had limited the size of his crew to the bare minimum he felt he couldn’t do without. On the brink of the abyss, the boys’ wisecracking and ribbing had suddenly stopped. The outbursts of laughter had died away. Jimmy Goodnight thought his bunch looked almost reverent. They were behaving as if they had ridden into the biggest church in the world rather than to the edge of the biggest canyon on earth. Well, anyway the biggest one Jimmy had ever seen or heard tell of in Texas. The sight of the canyon confirmed his prophecy and him as the prophet. He had not parted the Red Sea but rather the red earth itself. Now his men were once again looking at him with that look: the look that said they trusted him. The look that made him all the more determined not to let them down. He had to live up to their look, and he had to live up to the canyon. He couldn’t disappoint any of them.


“Take a good look,” Jimmy Goodnight shouted. “Ain’t this the purdiest sight”—he reveled in the superlative—“you ever seen in your life?”


But his boys had been struck dumb by the void before them and didn’t answer. They looked so solemn, they were funny. He wondered if they were more reverent or more afraid? They stood perched on the rim of the known world. They had come to the boundary that separated the everyday from the extraordinary. They were acting as if they had reached the edge of the earth and were worried they were going to fall off.


Then the cook did go over the edge: the four mules that pulled his chuck wagon spooked, stampeded, and charged right out into the void. Poor Bob Wanger, better known as Coffee, started screaming, which didn’t help to calm down the mules any. The pots and pans in the chuck wagon were banging and clanging away, sounding like a blacksmith gone insane, which didn’t help the mules’ nerves any either. Jimmy Goodnight started laughing so hard he couldn’t breathe. Poor Coffee was speaking some primeval language that didn’t have any words in it but expressed fear eloquently.


“Let ’em run!” Jimmy Goodnight yelled when he got his breath. “You never seen a purdier place for a drive!”


Coffee tried to curse, but he was too scared for the words to come out right. Jimmy thought: He’s screaming so loud he’s liable to hurt hisself, and I’m laughing so hard I’m gonna hurt myself. He wondered who would get hurt first. It seemed like some kind of race.


Jimmy Goodnight laughed even harder when the bedrolls started bouncing out. This chuck wagon was just a regular wagon with a kitchen cabinet built on the back of it. Pots and pans and coffee and beans and flour rode in the cabinet. And all the cowboys’ bedrolls traveled in the bed of the wagon. But now the wagon was bouncing so high and so hard that everything that could get out did get out. The cowboys were so pleased to be revenged on Coffee—who somehow made red beans taste like coffee and coffee taste like red beans—that they didn’t even mind seeing their bedding scattered all over the side of the canyon. The freed bedrolls were racing each other down the steep inclines, hopping, jumping, having a good old time.


Then the chuck wagon door, the cabinet door, banged open, spilling out the coffee pot and the bean pot and pans and metal plates and tin cups. The plates raced the bedrolls to see who could get to the bottom of the canyon first.


Jimmy Goodnight didn’t think he could howl any harder, but then he did. All the cowboys were laughing except Coffee—until they saw a big bag of coffee bounce out of the back of the chuck wagon. The cloth bag burst open and scattered coffee across the canyon cliffs. Then a bag of flour followed, exploded on impact, and left a white scar on the red face of the canyon wall. Now that was carrying the joke too far.


The mules seemed to agree, for they tried to call a halt to their reckless race down the cliff. They put on the brakes so fast that the chuck wagon almost ran over them. Their hooves skidded on the loose canyon scree. But eventually the wagon did start slowing down.


Jimmy Goodnight kicked his horse—Mister Goddog by name—and hurried forward to see if his cook was alive and his wagon still in one piece. They both appeared to be in better shape than they had any right to be.


“Nice drivin’,” drawled Jimmy Goodnight.


“It ain’t funny,” Coffee said, his chest still heaving.


“You okay?”


“I bith my tongue.”


“Sorry. We better take the wagon apart and pack it down in pieces. It’s almost apart already, huh?”


The cowboys got busy rounding up the bedrolls that hadn’t rolled too far. They would pick up the others as they made their way on down into the canyon. The cowboy named Too Short Johnson roped a maverick coffee pot so he didn’t even have to get off his horse to pick it up. Too Short was small and wiry, with black hair and a drooping black mustache. It was too long just as he was too short. But on a horse he was tall enough and could outrope most men. He tossed the coffeepot to the cook, who accidentally dropped it and watched it roll on down the canyon. Too Short started the laughter and the other cowboys joined in.


“I’m gonna poison all you sons-a-bitches,” Coffee threatened. “I’m warnin’ you sons-a-bitches.”


“We ain’t the ones that run away,” Too Short pointed out. “Poison them damn mules.”


“Naw, but you laughed.”


“You wouldn’t kill a man just for laughin’ when somethin’s funny.”


“Naw? Well, I’d sure watch what chew eat if’n I was you.”


Jimmy Goodnight decided it was time to make peace. If he was going to live up to that look in their eyes, maybe he should try starting now. He decided to give an order and see what happened.


“Okay, boys,” said the boy boss, “git busy and pick up that spilled coffee ’n’ flour.” He straightened up taller in his saddle. He spoke slower. He was trying to copy how the shaman would have done it— short of taking off all his clothes and painting himself yellow.


“Pick it up?” protested Coffee. “It’ll be full a dirt!”


“Prob’ly taste better,” said Too Short.


“Don’t worry,” said Jimmy Goodnight. “We’ll strain out the biggest rocks. Now git to it. You, too, Coffee.”


Strangely enough, the cowboys—Coffee too—obeyed his order. They climbed down off their horses, balancing on the steep canyon side, and started picking up coffee and flour. Since the sacks had exploded, they collected these staples in pots and pans. Seeing his men respond to his order, Jimmy Goodnight felt he had passed another test. He didn’t bother to tell them that he was who he was, the boss he was, because of what he saw in their eyes. It was as if the mirror made the man, rather than the man making the reflection.


“Pick it up a grain at a time if’n you have to,” chimed in Simon Shapiro, who had the biggest hat. “They ain’t another store like my daddy’s for a month a Saturdays, so we gotta make this here grub last.”


“You mean a month a Sundays,” said Coffee.


“No, I don’t neither. I’m Jewish and mighty damn proud of it. Month a Saturdays. Trouble with you, Coffee, is you don’t take no pride in nothin’. You drive too fast and cook too slow. Course your cookin’ slow’s a mercy, come to think on it.”


Coffee picked up a rock and cocked his arm.


“Take it easy,” said Jimmy Goodnight. “You know Simon don’t insult you less’n he likes you. It’s kinda a compliment.”


“Hate to have the son-of-a-bitch in love with me,” Coffee said.


“Don’t worry,” said Simon. “Chances are real slim you’re gonna cook your way into my heart. You dunno matzo balls from calf balls.”


“That’s enough fun,” Jimmy Goodnight said. “Git back to work, both a ya.”


Then once again he waited to see if “his” men would obey him. He was pretty sure he could handle Coffee, but he wasn’t too sure about Simon. For Simon came from a different class. He was richer and better educated than the rest of the boys, but he didn’t talk like it because he wanted to fit in. Perhaps for the same reason, he got right down to work picking food up off the ground.


Simon’s father, a successful merchant in Weatherford, had substantially outfitted this expedition. Of course, some money had changed hands, but not much. The flour and coffee and other staples scattered all to creation had been more or less his gift. It had been the father’s way of supporting his son’s participation in a venture that he didn’t entirely approve of. The merchant had said he hoped his boy would get cowboying out of his system and come back to the store one day. But if he didn’t return—if this wild red-canyon scheme worked out— then his son would probably have a more interesting life than he himself had had. Jimmy Goodnight hoped that if he ever had a son, he would be as understanding. But, well, he wouldn’t count on it.


Simon’s participation had meant that Goodnight could save most of the $900 he had won at the county fair for future expenses. Of course, he had supposedly “won” $1,000, but he had been forced to take $100 on account, which probably meant he would never get it. The fair had claimed the $900 was all the ready money it had on hand. Jimmy’s uncle told him he was lucky to get that much.


When they finished picking up all the coffee and flour they could find, the cowboys attacked the chuck wagon with hammer and crow bar. Black Dub Martin, who had been a slave as a boy, did most of the heavy lifting because he was the biggest and the strongest. He had been one of the strongmen who broke an ax handle trying to pull the blade from the anvil that memorable day at the fair. Black Dub singlehandedly lifted the cabinet off the back of the wagon and tied it to the back of a mule. They didn’t have to jack the wagon up to take its wheels off. Black Dub just picked it up, one end at a time.


“Hey, we don’t need no mules,” said Tin Soldier Jones. “We got Black Dub. He could pack this sucker down all by hisself. And he’d think it was fun.”


Tin Soldier, the very first volunteer, who had been a blacksmith back home in Weatherford, owed his name to the steel helmet he had made for himself at his anvil. It looked sort of like an upside-down pot, but it had a spearhead on top. If worse came to worse, he could butt his enemies to death.


They pulled apart the wagon and attached the pieces to the mules as best they could. So, instead ofpulling the chuck wagon, the poor mules had to carry it down on their backs. It was going to take several trips. Served them right for running away.


“We better start workin’ the cattle down,” Jimmy Goodnight said. “Don’t rush ’em. Take it nice ’n’ easy.”


Soon his cowboys began feeding the 1,600 longhorns down single file. This herd had cost nothing except the effort it had taken to round it up. Which was considerable. During the Civil War, when the men in Texas marched off to fight the Yankees, their cattle ran off. Now the state was full of wild longhorns—owned by nobody—hiding out in the brush-and-breaks country. So Jimmy Goodnight and his bunch had just helped themselves to a herd.


The longhorns followed a narrow, four-mile Comanche trail that Jimmy Crying Coyote remembered from his life among the Human Beings. Jimmy Goodnight wondered where the Humans were now. He had expected a few curious braves to make an appearance by now. He was looking forward to a reunion with old friends and relatives. He hoped he might even see the Sun Chief again. He felt sure that the vast red canyon was big enough for both Writers and Humans, for both his cattle and their shaggy, heavy-headed, hump-backed “Human-cattle.” He planned to suggest that the boundary line be the blood-red river that ran down the middle of the canyon. He would ranch the land south of the river and leave the territory north of the river for the Humans. Or the other way around. It didn’t make any difference to him. He looked forward to proving to the world—or at least to Texas—that red men and white men could live in peace and friendship together. And who was better prepared to lead such an experiment than he was?


Goodnight supposed that his cattle represented the first domesticated cloven hooves ever to leave their tracks on this wild path, this trace. They seemed nervous but not badly frightened as they wound their way down toward the center of the earth. It was slow work. The cattle trickled down into the canyon all morning, then all afternoon and on into the evening. As the light began to fail, Jimmy Goodnight knew that he would soon have to call a halt to this single-file cattle drive. The Comanche trail was dangerous enough in broad daylight but would be impossible in the dark.


“Hold ’em up!” Jimmy Goodnight yelled. “Bring them that’s started down on down, but don’t start no more. Pass the word up.” He felt he was beginning to get the hang of this leadership thing. He sure hoped so.


So that night the herd was divided, half on the rim above, half on the canyon floor below. Jimmy Goodnight assigned Tin Soldier and Black Dub to stay on top and look after the cattle up there. The rest of the cowboys would spend their first night in their new home, the red canyon.
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The next morning while his men continued working the cattle down, Jimmy Goodnight began reexploring the canyon, reacquainting himself with its network of narrow interlocking gorges and washes. The design reminded him of the pattern of lines on the palm of his hand. He looked at his palm, which he cupped slightly, then back at the canyon, then back down at his hand. He smiled to himself. And he wondered: Was this canyon the palm of the Great Mystery’s hand? He spit in his right palm. Had he just created a flood? He rubbed his hands together and put such nonsense out of his head. But he half-expected it to rain. All day long, the cattle kept coming down.


By nightfall, the entire herd had reached the floor of the canyon, where the cattle feasted on tall clumps of buffalo grass. They drank from the river that divided the canyon. And they were fenced in by the high walls of the canyon. Goodnight’s herd was as secure as if he held it in the palm of his hand.


The next day, Jimmy Goodnight and his men began pushing the herd along the floor of the red canyon, which grew wider and wider. Crying Coyote had been happy in this place, and Jimmy Goodnight felt he would be happy here once again. He believed this red canyon had a benevolent spirit.


His reveries were interrupted by Suckerod Lawrence, who had been riding point, but who was now approaching at a gallop. Suckerod shook all the time because of an accident he had had as a boy. He had fallen off a windmill, had broken many bones, and had been expected to die. When he lived, folks started calling him Suckerod because of his connection to windmills and because he was so tall and skinny. The windmill’s sucker rod was the slender rod that went up and down, up and down, sucking water from deep in the earth. The first time Jimmy Goodnight met Suckerod, he thought he was a nervous wreck, maybe even a coward, but he soon learned that this cowboy was one of his steadiest and bravest men. He just shook.


“We got company,” Suckerod said when he got close enough. “Buffalo up ahead.”


“They in our way?” asked Jimmy Goodnight.


“’Fraid so. Mebbe we better hold up the herd. Huh?”


“Ya think so?”


“Well, last thing we need’s for somethin’ to spook them woolly heads, then for them woollies to spook our cows.”


Jimmy Goodnight knew there was plenty to be concerned about. He and his men could easily be caught in a double stampede of cattle and buffalo. The canyon walls would funnel and intensify the fury of this living flash flood of animal flesh. The walls would also cut off any route of escape. He imagined his whole outfit being swept away on a fleshy flood tide.


“I better go take a look,” Jimmy Goodnight said.


He, Suckerod, and Too Short rode up ahead of the herd to see about the buffalo. They found ten thousand shaggy animals stretched from one side of the canyon to the other like a majestic army barring their way. Somehow this formation would have to be breached if the longhorns were to reach the lower valley where the best grazing was.


“Less go, Mister Goddog,” Jimmy Goodnight said. “Giddyup, ol’ boy.”


Tightening his legs around his horse, he rode ahead of the others. He studied the great beasts carefully, not as a herd but as individuals. He was looking for a particular buffalo. No, not this one. Not that one either. Telling himself not to hurry, he rode slowly along the fringe of the herd looking, looking, looking. While he studied the animals, he could feel his men studying him. He knew he puzzled them, but he couldn’t worry about that now because he had just found what he had been searching for: the chief of the herd.


Turning Mister Goddog, Jimmy Goodnight, the chief of his outfit, rode out to meet the Chief of the Buffalo. The lesser animals scattered before him, turning and running, kicking up their heels, bucking, but the old chief just turned to face him, lowered his heavy head, and waited. Jimmy Goodnight rode at a slow walk, not wanting to alarm the herd, not wanting to show disrespect for the chief. When he was about twenty yards from the old bull, Goodnight reined in Mister Goddog and stopped.


“Excuse me, O Chief of the Buffalo,” he began in the Human tongue. “I have something to say to you. We do not need your meat because we have brought our own meat. So we will not harm you or yours. I come simply to ask a favor.”
 

Jimmy Goodnight wondered if the buffalo chief was listening to him. He couldn’t tell whether he had made any impression on the old bull or not.


“O Chief of the Buffalo, hear me,” he said. “There is enough grass for your herd and my herd. There is enough water for your herd and my herd. There is enough room for your herd and my herd. I ask only that you allow my cattle safe passage through your herd of Humancattle. We wish to reach the lower canyon. And you are in our way. So please move. How about it? What do you say?”


The Chief of the Buffalo just stood there and stared. Jimmy Goodnight stared back. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw the cloud of red dust that signaled the approach of his herd of cattle. He felt nervous, but he tried not to show his uneasiness either to the buffalo chief or to his men. Still, he wondered if he had made a mistake in not halting the cattle before they got this close. Why hadn’t he? Did he want to show off? Well, it was too late to change his mind now.


“Excuse me, O Chief,” Jimmy Goodnight said. “I hope you will stay calm. I hope your followers will stay calm. We don’t need a lot of running here. You don’t need it, and we don’t need it. All we ask is that you remain quiet and let us pass. What do you say?”


He felt Too Short and Suckerod edging up to him. He knew they had expected him to do more than have a chat with the buffalo herd. They had figured he would yell and shoot in the air and get the woollies the hell out of the way before the longhorns got too near. But he hadn’t. Now he and his men were trapped between the two herds, and it was too late to make a lot of noise because it might set off a living avalanche. Normally, a cattle herd moved at the slow, steady pace of the seasons, but this one seemed to be hurrying toward him. He could already hear them mooing and smell their bodies and their shit. The great cloud churned up by their hooves looked like a red cyclone.


“We better git outa here,” said Too Short.


“No place to git to,” said Suckerod.


“Excuse me, O Great Chief of the Buffalo,” Jimmy Goodnight tried one last time in the Human tongue. “Please move out of my way. I don’t mean to hurry you, but it’s time to go. I’m telling you this for your own good as well as my own. What do you say?”


The buffalo chief turned slowly and walked back through the great sprawling mass of his woolly subjects. And as he moved among them, the herd of buffalo parted. They moved to the left and to the right, leaving an open path in the middle.
 

Not even Jimmy Goodnight was sure—really sure—why the buffalo herd had parted. Maybe they saw the approaching cattle herd and just decided to get out of the way. Maybe they didn’t like the way cattle smelled. Maybe they were worried about all those long horns. But he didn’t think so. Jimmy silently thanked the Sun Chief for all he had taught him.


Jimmy Goodnight, Too Short, and Suckerod rode at the head of their cattle herd, which passed right through the middle of the herd of buffalo. A river of long horns flowed through an ocean of short horns and woolly shoulders.


“Just like the Red Sea,” said Suckerod. “Gawddamn!”


“This ain’t no time to cuss,” said Jimmy Goodnight. “Don’t press our luck.”


“I take it back,” said Suckerod.
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Jimmy Goodnight, former Human Being, decided to go looking for the Humans. They normally pitched their tepees on the banks of the river that had carved this canyon, so he planned to follow the red water until he found their village. He rode alone because he didn’t imagine any of his cowboys would be anxious to accompany him in search of what they would think of as trouble. Besides, he thought the Humans would be less nervous if they saw a lone rider approaching.


He wished hisTuhuya would go faster, but he didn’t want to wear him out because he didn’t know how far they had to go . . .Tuhuya . . . “Goddog” . . . Yes, he had thought “horse” in the language of the Humans. He was thinking in the Human tongue again as he made his way toward them. His iron-shod Goddog made deep, well-sculpted tracks in the soft, deep, red-clay riverbank.


The longer Jimmy Goodnight rode, the stranger it seemed that he saw no trace of the Human Beings. The red canyon felt eerily empty, like a deserted house. Where could they be? Lots of answers occurred to him. They might be out on the High Plains following the Humancattle. But the humpbacks were here. He had seen them, thousands of them. So why weren’t the Humans here, too? Of course, if they were nervous and hiding out, they could have taken refuge in one of the many arms of the labyrinthine canyon. That seemed the most logical explanation. But then how would he ever find them?


Maybe he had better just count on them finding him. He figured they would locate him faster if he made a little noise. Jimmy Crying Coyote let out a loud Human cry that echoed down the red canyon, and then he laughed at himself. He laughed again when he wondered how hearing that cry was affecting his cowboys. They were probably all reaching for their guns and trying to keep from peeing in their pants. He let out another cry to scare his boys and to alert his relatives to his homecoming.


But the red canyon was still an empty house. Jimmy Crying Coyote’s questions were turning into concerns. Now he urged Mister into a trot. He was in a hurry to get some place, but he wasn’t sure where.


He scanned the ground as he passed over it, looking for shoeless Goddog tracks, searching for any trace of the Humans. He saw lots of Human-cattle spoor. He found the place where a herd of deer had come down to the river to drink, carving beautiful tracks with their chisel hooves. He paused where raccoons had visited the stream to wash their food before they ate it. They left miniature hand prints in the clay. He even saw the tracks of a couple of bears and one mountain lion. But he did not see any Goddog tracks or any other sign of the Humans. He was beginning to get frightened.


Jimmy Crying Coyote took his cap-and-ball revolver out of his holster and raised it over his head. Its grip felt strangely like a plow handle in his hand. He thumbed back the heavy hammer and shot a hole in the bright heavens. The reverberation seemed to shake the red walls that appeared to hold up the blue ceiling. The Humansmust hear such an explosion. They were either very frightened, pulling deeper into their holes, or they weren’t in their favorite canyon at all. He stood up in his stirrups as if a few inches more would help him to find what was lost in this vast place. He fired two more shots. He stood in his saddle again. Still nothing. He emptied his gun at the sky as if the single cloud up there were his enemy. He didn’t rise in his stirrups this time because he didn’t think it would do any good. He rode on in silence, sinking lower in the saddle with every mile, but he kept going.


The sun was sinking and the heavens reddening to match the canyon when he saw the two buzzards circling, black specks in a red world. He shivered either because of the cool of the evening or because of the specters overhead. Turning Mister Goddog, he left the river and tried to follow the buzzards. He wanted to see what they saw. Or rather he didn’t want to see it, but he had to find out. He rode into an arm of the canyon that was a small canyon itself. Kicking Mister, he galloped, stirring up a red cloud.


When he saw the bones, Jimmy Crying Coyote let out another cry. It was not a war cry. It was not a hailing cry, for he no longer had any hope of the Humans hearing him. It was a cry of mourning. For he believed he had found the Human Beings at last. The bones completely filled the little canyon. The canyon was a vast open grave.


Jimmy Goodnight pulled Mister Goddog to a halt. He didn’t want to see any more, but he urged his horse forward once again and headed deeper into the canyon. He continued to stare at the ground, not because he was looking for tracks, but because he had found the place where all tracks ended. He walked his mount, then trotted, then galloped. He had to see and be sure.


Reaching the mountain of bones, Jimmy Crying Coyote jumped from his horse. He swayed on his feet as if he were drunk. Picking up a large bone, he wondered how such a giant could ever have lost a battle. Then he reminded himself that guns killed giants and dwarfs alike. But then he picked up a skull that was too big to be a Human skull, too large even to be the skull of the largest giant. It was the unmistakable skull of a Goddog. Climbing the mountain of bones, Jimmy Crying Coyote found more huge skulls, more great leg bones. He examined enormous bone chains that were the spinal columns of Goddogs. There weren’t any horseshoes, so he knew who these animals had once belonged to. Climbing the white mountain, his boots slipped and skidded on bones. He fell on bones. He rolled in bones.


The former Human Being kept looking for Human bones mixed in with the bones of their Goddogs, but thankfully he found none. All he saw were the bones of their mounts. He could not imagine what had happened, but he knew that it must have been a terrible disaster for the Humans. Their wealth had been destroyed. They must now be a poor people. They were probably also hungry since they would not be able to hunt the Human-cattle without their Goddogs.


Examining the bones more closely, he found round holes in many of the skulls. They had been shot. They had been systematically murdered by an enemy with an endless supply of bullets and cruelty. He thought it over carefully: the only people with access to that many bullets had to be the United States Army. He tried to count the skulls, but it was impossible, there were so many of them. He figured maybe a thousand, maybe fifteen hundred, maybe as many as two thousand dead Goddogs. The greatest riders in the history of the world would now have to hunt their food and face their enemies on foot.


Jimmy Crying Coyote, Human Being, sat on the mountain of bones and sang a death song for his people: “O Sun, you live forever, but we must die. O Earth, you remain forever, but we must die.”
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Goodnight felt two ways about the cowboys who smoked. He dis-approved of the use of tobacco, but he still felt sorry for his boys who were addicted to it because they had long since run out. Every morning, Goodnight watched with amusement what had become a regular ritual. One by one, the cowboys would shamble over to the large stump of an old cedar tree where they would get down on their knees. Were they praying? No, they were picking up old, dry, ugly coffee grounds. Every morning after breakfast, Coffee the cook would bang his old, dented coffee pot against the cedar stump to knock out the dregs. And every afternoon, the cowboys would drop by the stump, pick up the dry grounds, roll them inside cigarette papers, and smoke them. Too Short rolled, lit up, and then made a face. Goodnight smiled.


Tobacco wasn’t the only thing the Home Ranch was out of. They didn’t have any flour or cornmeal. They didn’t even have any beans. They ate meat three meals a day. Wild turkey for breakfast. Bear meat in the middle of the day. And buffalo at night. For variety, they would switch the meats around.


And then they ran out of coffee, too.


Goodnight was especially fond of buffalo meat, which he had come to love during his life as a Human Being, but his cowboys didn’t like it much. They thought it was too tough. Most white men would shoot a buffalo and skin it and cut out its tongue and leave the rest for the flies and buzzards. But Goodnight insisted on using the entire buffalo. The steaks were broiled. The marrow bones were roasted and then cracked open. The tongue was buried in coals overnight. Goodnight loved buffalo, but even he would not have minded having a biscuit to go along with it. The shortages led inevitably to short tempers. Flare-ups were most likely to happen at mealtimes when the boys were most reminded of what they didn’t have.


“Hey, Too Short,” Simon said one night at supper, “I heard some disappointed lady was the one give you your nickname. Any truth to that there rumor?”


“Goddamn you!” growled Too Short.


He threw his dinner—buffalo steak again—at Simon and then dove on top of him. Tin plates and tin cups went every which way. Food landed in the dirt. The two brawlers rolled into the campfire and hurriedly out again.


“Black Dub, you wanna break that up?” Goodnight asked.


Black Dub got unhurriedly to his feet, walked over to the cowboys wrestling on the ground, grabbed both of them by the hair, and lifted them off the ground. He wouldn’t put them down until they both promised to be good.


Finally, Goodnight knew something reallyhad to be done when he started dreaming about beans every night. He normally considered beans the bane of the cowboy’s existence. Now he missed them, longed for them, had visions of them. It was time to go get some supplies. High time.


Goodnight took Too Short, Suckerod, and Coffee with him. The cook drove the chuck wagon, which would be used to haul the provisions back to the Home Ranch. They headed north toward Tascosa, a brand-new town, which was a little over 150 miles away. Goodnight led them up yet another Comanche trail that climbed the steep red walls. Zigzagging slowly, they climbed out of the sheltered canyon, bound for the harsh plains. Heaven and hell had somehow gotten mixed up, turned upside down: for you descended into this cattleman’s paradise, but you climbed up to the constant winds and baking sun of Hades. Goodnight thought: How about that?


The hardest part was getting the damn chuck wagon from heaven up to hell. Goodnight had picked a trail that wasn’t quite as steep this time, and the wagon was empty, so they didn’t have to take it apart. But it kept getting stuck. Goodnight, Too Short, and Suckerod all had to get down off their horses and push. Their boots slipped and skidded on the scree. Sometimes it seemed that the wagon was going to run away backward, dragging the poor mules behind it, and running over the cowboys. They wedged rocks behind the wheels to try to prevent such a calamity. And then they pushed harder.


When all that work finally got them up on top, Goodnight wondered why anybody would go to so much trouble to reach such a depressing panorama. The land was as flat as a flapjack and about the same color. The sun was doing its best to melt the riders as if they were pats of butter. Goodnight remembered how much he liked flapjacks, how much he missed them, how much he would love to bite into a stack of them right now, even the way Coffee made them. He dreamed his dream of pancakes as he rode wearily across the pancake earth.


After they had gone fifty yards, they could no longer see any trace of the great red canyon. It disappeared as if it had never existed. Had it been just an illusion? Could it be a hole in the mind rather than a hole in the earth?


On all sides, Goodnight saw nothing but the bleak Staked Plain, what the Mexicans called the Llano Estacado. Some said the name was supposed to refer to stakes placed across the featureless face of the plain to mark a trail. Others said the markers weren’t stakes but rather piles of rocks arranged to show the way. Which made more sense because there wasn’t any wood to make stakes out of on this treeless tabletop. Who left these markers? Some said it was Old Coronado playing Hansel and Gretel, but his stakes—or piles of rocks—were long gone by now. There wasn’t anything at all to navigate by except, of course, the punishing sun.


When the lazy sun finally began to descend and shadows stretched out forever on the tableland, Goodnight called a halt. There was no obvious place to make camp because one corner of the table was no more inviting than another part. So Goodnight did what he knew a leader had to do: he made an arbitrary decision, but he did it convincingly, so it didn’t seem arbitrary. He wondered if he might actually be learning to lead men.


There was no wood to burn. They picked up dried buffalo chips to make their campfire. They all chewed on dried bear meat. Then they rolled up in their smelly saddle blankets and went to sleep.
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On the third day, Jimmy Goodnight heard Tascosa before he saw it. The sound of gunfire carried a long way in the dry air across the flatland. There were no mountains or trees to absorb it. Goodnight wondered if the town could be under attack by the Human Beings. If so, he wasn’t sure whose side he would be on. And so he hoped for some other sort of trouble.


Goodnight urged his horse to go faster and the others followed his lead. Even the chuck wagon’s wheels turned over a little more rapidly, but the animals weren’t yet running full tilt. The town was still invisible, but the shooting grew louder.


When the roofs of Tascosa finally rose up over the flat horizon like the sails of advancing ships, Jimmy Goodnight spurred his horse into a gallop. Suckerod and Too Short stayed right behind him. Coffee and the chuck wagon couldn’t keep up. Goodnight looked but couldn’t see any Humans harassing the town. He was thankful. But if not the Humans, then who? Then what? Then why? Reaching down to the rifle scabbard that was tied to his saddle, he felt not the stock of a long gun but the head of a single-bladed ax. Now he began to wonder if he had made the right choice, bringing along his lucky blade instead of firepower. Well, it was too late to change his mind now.


Goodnight pulled back slightly on the reins and slowed Mister Goddog. He had been in a hurry to find out what was wrong, but now he didn’t want to gallop blindly into trouble. Slowing to a walk, he drew his revolver from the holster buckled around his waist. Glancing to his left and right, having to turn his head farther one way than the other, he saw that both of his men had their rifles out now, carrying them across the pommels of their saddles. He noticed that Tascosa seemed to be constructed mainly of adobe, which made sense on a treeless plain where lumber was even scarcer than tobacco.


Leading the way, Goodnight advanced on Main Street at a slight angle, so he couldn’t see down it. But he didn’t really mind because whoever was shooting couldn’t see him either. He cautiously approached the mud-brick blacksmith shop, which stood at the end of Main Street. When he finally reached it, he dismounted quietly and peeked around the corner.


Goodnight saw a tree stump in the foreground and in the background somebody getting hanged. He blinked his good eye anxiously, trying to see. The hanged man began to look like a hanged woman. Goodnight blinked again and refocused. She was a woman all right. She had on a light grey dress that blew in the gusting wind. She was hanging from a pole that extended from the second floor of an adobe hotel. It was probably a fence post that somebody had carried upstairs and poked through a second-floor window. It looked like a fishing pole with the woman dangling at the end of the line like a caught bigmouthed bass. And she was flopping like a fish. She was surrounded by cowboys who were laughing and whooping and shooting in the air. Goodnight felt his face heating up as he got angrier.


Then he noticed something strange about this hanging. The poor woman, whose feet were well off the ground, had both her hands up in the air, well over her head. She looked as if some robber had pulled a gun on her and ordered, “Hands up!” Goodnight stared harder.


“What’s goin’ on?” asked Suckerod, who had come up behind.


“Looks like they’re hangin’ some ol’ gal,” Goodnight said. “She’s kickin’ but won’t die.”


“Less see,” said Too Short, who had also arrived.


He moved around Goodnight so he could take a look. Then he started shaking his head.


“What is it?” asked Goodnight, the one-eyed man.


“They’re hanging her by her thumbs,” Too Short said.


“No.” Goodnight’s face got hotter. “Who are they?”


“Dunno,” said Too Short. “Could be the boys from Robbers’ Roost. They say they’re partial to havin’ a good time.”


Goodnight had heard a lot of stories about a place called Robbers’ Roost that was located somewhere on the Canadian River, which ran parallel to the red canyon. They said it was ruled by an outlaw named Jack Gudanuf—of all things—who was rumored to have an extensive ear collection. He was supposed to be a tall, thin man with long blond hair who didn’t look like a robber. In fact, he was said to be the bestlooking man in West Texas. Of course, there wasn’t much competition because there weren’t many men, handsome or ugly, in this part of the state. Still, Goodnight felt slightly intimidated by the pretty robber. His hand reached up and touched his patch and then stroked the purple stars of the Big Dipper. He couldn’t help it. Then he scratched his ear while he wondered if that business about a collection could possibly be true. Goodnight told himself that it was time to stop wool-gathering and do something.


“Let’s mount up,” he said at last. “We’ll ride in bold as brass like we don’t know nothin’s goin’ on. When we see what’s up, we’ll make out like we think it’s great. You know, whoop it up. Shoot in the air. And then git the drop on ’em. Leastwise try to. Okay?”


The other two nodded.


“I reckon we better play like we’re drunk,” Goodnight added. “Anybody know any good drinkin’ songs?”


The other two looked puzzled, trying to think.


“All I know’s cow songs,” said Suckerod, his hands shaking.


“I think I can recollect some church songs,” said Too Short.


“Bless you,” Goodnight said with a grin, “but that ain’t just the attitude we’re tryin’ to strike. Cows it is. Less go. Put your guns up for now.”


Goodnight, Suckerod, and Too Short moved cautiously to their horses and tried not to make any noise as they mounted. In spite of their care, the saddle leathers seemed to make a terrible racket. Once they were all settled, Goodnight nodded and they all rode forward.


Rounding the corner of the blacksmith shop, Goodnight was still angry, but he also felt nervous and a little foolish. He knew he wasn’t much good at pretending. He was sure he wouldn’t be able to fool anybody. He was even afraid his own men would break up laughing at him and so give the game away. He took a deep breath between lips forming a counterfeit smile. When he saw the hell-raisers turn and look in his direction, he started swaying drunkenly in his saddle.


“Come on, Suckerod,” Goodnight whispered, “sing.”


The cowboy who knew cow songs shook more than ever.


“Come a tie-yie-yay,” Suckerod sang softly. “Git along little dogies . . .”


“Louder,” whispered Goodnight.


“You sing too,” Suckerod whispered back. Then he raised his voice and sang: “Come a tie-yie-yay, git along little dogies, for it’s your misfortune and none a my own . . .”


“Come a tie-yie-yie,” Goodnight sang drunkenly, “giddiyup li’l’ dogies, fur iss yo’ mishfor—mishfor—bad luck and none a my own . . .”


Too Short was moving his lips, but no noise seemed to come out.


“Come a tie-yie-yay,” Suckerod sang again.


“Sing the next verse,” sang Goodnight.


“Thass all I know,” sang Suckerod. “Git along little dogies. Sing, Too Short. For it’s your misfortune . . .”


Too Short moved his lips faster, but still no music came out.


“Sing!” Goodnight ordered.


“Just give me that ol’ time religion,” Too Short sang. “Iss good enough for me . . .”


“Come a tie-yie-yay,” sang Suckerod.


“Come a tie-yie-yie,” sang Goodnight and then hiccupped loudly.


While he was playacting, he watched the outlaws talking among themselves. They were obviously trying to decide what to make of the newcomers.


“Come a tie-yie . . . old time religion . . . your misfortune and none a my own . . . good enough for me . . .”


Goodnight relaxed slightly when he saw smiles breaking out on the faces of the badmen. He swayed even more wildly in the saddle and almost fell off his horse. He told himself that he was playacting a little too much. Taking his revolver out of its holster, he fired it in the air and let out a yell. He watched to see how the outlaws would take it, but they didn’t seem to mind. Maybe he was a better actor than he realized. Well, he just wished he had a bottle, just for show, a prop. He tried not to look at the suffering girl because he couldn’t afford to let his fury show.


“Wasss goin’ on?” Goodnight slurred.


His choir fell silent. He could hear his own breath, which seemed louder than usual. Not a good sign. He hiccupped again when he saw a tall, good-looking outlaw step forward.


“Just havin’ a little fun,” said Jack Gudanuf. “Who wants to know?”


Goodnight swayed again in his saddle and this time lost his balance completely and fell to the ground. He lay in a heap in the dust without moving. He had almost fallen on the leader of the outlaws and now huddled at his feet. When he had worked up the nerve, Goodnight started drunkenly climbing up Gudanuf’s leg as if it were a tree.


“No,” the outlaw protested, “stoppit.”


Reacting instinctively, Gudanuf reached down to pull the drunk cowboy to his feet, not because he wanted to help, but because he wanted to get the soused slob off him.


“Come on, git up,” Gudanuf said. “Git up.”


Stumbling to his feet, Goodnight bear-hugged the outlaw as if clinging to keep from falling down. He knew the badman wouldn’t be able to turn his gun on him as long as he hugged him tightly. Goodnight felt an urge to reach up and touch his patched eye, and the small constellation beneath it, but he had his hands full.


“Git off me,” Gudanuf said.


Goodnight tightened his grip with his left hand but stopped hugging with his right hand, which still clutched his pistol. Still moving drunkenly, staggering, almost knocking the outlaw over, he placed the muzzle of his gun under Gudanuf’s chin.


“Quit it,” the outlaw demanded. “Stop pawin’ me.”


Goodnight jammed the gun into Gudanuf’s throat so hard it hurt. The outlaw grunted.


“Drop your gun!” Goodnight ordered in a sober voice. “Drop it or I’ll shoot your head off. Right now!”


He felt the outlaw trying to decide what to do, so he pressed the steel even harder. The badman coughed.


“Ouch!” he said like a little boy.


“Drop it!” Goodnight said again. “And tell your men to drop their guns, too.”


Now Suckerod and Too Short had their revolvers out covering the other five bad men, who were caught by surprise. The outlaws had superior firepower, if they chose to use it, but the first one who tried to shoot was bound to get killed. And their leader would certainly die.


“Better do what he says,” Too Short said. “He’s the boss.”


Gudanuf opened his hand and let his pistol fall to the ground. Then one of his men dropped his gun. Then another and another. The firearms fell and lay in the dust the way the “drunk” cowboy had fallen a short while before. Goodnight stopped hugging the chief of the outlaws and stepped back.


“Suckerod, git her down,” Goodnight ordered.


The trembling cowboy rode over to the suspended woman and lifted her up onto his saddle with him. She sat sideways in front of him.


While keeping the outlaws covered, Goodnight moved to his horse, pulled his lucky ax out of the rifle holster, and handed it to Suckerod’s quaking hands. The cowboy used the sharp ax blade to cut the ropes that were tied to the young woman’s blue thumbs. Then he lowered her to the ground where she collapsed and lay in a heap.


Goodnight knelt beside her. “Are you aw right?” he asked, knowing that she wasn’t.


He wanted to touch her, to comfort her, but he was afraid touching would be too familiar. If she hadn’t been quite so beautiful, he would have behaved naturally and reached out to her. But instead, he just knelt there in the dust feeling foolish.


Now that the outlaws were no longer dangerous, the townspeople poured back onto Main Street, most of them carrying weapons. There were buffalo guns and carbines and brooms and clubs and even a couple of muskets. An old man with white hair actually carried a sword. The mob milled about, crowding around the young victim of the hanging. Now that it was all over, she started crying.


A man wearing a suit and tie approached, knelt beside her, and touched her on the back. She looked up at him and tried to smile. Goodnight was surprised to feel a twitch of jealousy. When the man started unknotting the ropes still tied around the young woman’s thumbs, Goodnight felt cheated. He had saved her and so he should have been allowed to minister to her. Citizens of the town were thanking him and congratulating him, but he hardly paid them any attention.


Goodnight studied the young woman being cared for by the other man. She appeared slightly taller than average. Her hair was either dark blond or light brown. Her figure was ample. Goodnight felt a little ashamed of himself for noticing. Was he being unfaithful to Lifts Something? Her legs were a little too thin. He was glad to find something wrong with her.
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Telling himself he had better get back to business, Goodnight turned his attention once again to the outlaws. He was afraid they might attempt to make a break for it in all the confusion. Or they might try to retrieve their discarded firearms.


“Okay, you boys,” Goodnight addressed them, “you better just line up in the middle a the street so I can keep an eye on you. Come on. Less go.”


He herded them with his single-bladed ax in one hand and his revolver in the other. They moved slowly but eventually obeyed.


“Okay, that’s purdy good,” Goodnight said. “Now you better just kneel down like you was prayin’. Wouldn’t hurt you none to really pray.”


They knelt in the dust in the middle of the road. Now that the outlaws seemed utterly defeated and on their knees, the townspeople descended upon the gang’s horses and started pulling money, jewelry, watches, and silverware out of the saddlebags.


“Where’s the jail?” Goodnight asked.


“We don’t got none,” said a fat man with an apron tied around his waist. He probably ran the big store or tended bar. “Nobody wanted to pay for no jail. Hangin’s a lot cheaper. I’ll even throw in the rope free of charge.” So he was the storekeeper.


The rest of the citizens murmured their approval: hanging was the best way, the cheapest, the fastest, the surest. The outlaws on their knees started praying in earnest.


“I dunno,” said Goodnight. “Let’s not be hasty.”


He sensed all the good citizens looking at him as he pondered what to do. He just felt instinctively that it would be wrong to rush into a multiple hanging. He wished there were some judge or lawman to turn to for an answer.


“Where’s the sheriff?” Goodnight asked. “Hadn’t we better ask him?”


“We ain’t got none,” said the storekeeper. “Too expensive.”


Goodnight told himself he should have known. No jail. No sheriff. This was sure some skinflint town. Too damn cheap to buy any law and order. Well, if law was too expensive, then there ought at least to be some rules. The Humans had rules that depended upon a just balance. A balance between man and nature. A balance between man and man. Goodnight figured the Writers of Tascosa could stand some balancing, too. How else could they ever work out what was right and what was wrong, what was just and unjust.
 

“Lemme ask you somethin’,” Goodnight said.


“Fire away,” said the storekeeper.


“Did these boys kill anybody here this afternoon?”


The outlaws kneeling in the middle of Main Street began to protest that they had not. Goodnight noticed that Gudanuf didn’t look quite so handsome now that he was all dusty and humbled. That was a kind of justice in itself.


“Are they tellin’ the truth?” asked Goodnight.


“Reckon so,” said the storekeeper. Then he shouted, “Anybody lost anybody?” Nobody raised a voice. “Guess they ain’t killt nobody. Far as we can tell. Not here anyway. Not today anyhow.” He thought for a moment. “But they shot up the town purdy good. It was just a pure dee accident nobody got hisself killt.”


“So they ain’t killt nobody,” Goodnight said. “Did they have knowledge of any a your women?”


“You mean—?” asked the merchant.


“That’s right. Did they or didn’t they?”


The men kneeling in the street once again protested their innocence. They might have pillaged, but they didn’t rape.


“Not that I heard tell of,” said the man in the apron, embarrassed. “You mind if I don’t shout that question all over town?”


“Well, I’d like to know the answer.”


“I’ll ask around.”


Goodnight watched the prudish storekeeper moving through the crowd, whispering to first one person, then another. And one after another shook his or her head.


“Reckon not,” the apron reported at last. “No complaints of, well, what you said. But the way they handled Miss Revelie, they weren’t doing her no good, you unnerstand.”


Once more, the kneeling outlaws began to protest. Goodnight walked over and stood in front of Gudanuf to hear what he had to say.


“We didn’t mean no disrespect to Miss Revelie,” the outlaw chief stammered. “We was just after money. And we knowed her daddy was holdin’ out on us. Knowed he had a whole passel a money hid somewheres. An’ we was aimin’ to find it. We thought about hangin’ him up by his thumbs, but he’s a purdy tough ol’ bird. So we figured it’d be faster to work on his daughter. But the son-of-a-bitch still wouldn’t spill. Look, he’s worse ’n we are. Makin’ her suffer an’ all.”


“Shut up!” ordered Goodnight. “You talk way too much.”


He pondered again. His mood darkened when he noticed the well-groomed man kissing Miss Revelie’s swollen, discolored thumbs. Angry at the fortunate man, he glowered at the unlucky badmen on their knees. Then he made up his mind.


“Well, here’s how I see it,” said Goodnight, and everybody listened. “Killin’s a hangin’ offense, I reckon, but they ain’t killt nobody.” He put his ax over his shoulder. “And foolin’ with women ag’inst their will, now that’s a hangin’ crime, too, but they didn’t.” He rocked the ax on his shoulder. “So as far as I can figure out, they’re guilty of robbin’ and just plain meanness. That’s bad. That’s real bad. But that ain’t enough to hang six grown men. Not in my book.”


The citizens of the town groaned and protested. The reverent robbers looked relieved.


“Now wait a minute,” the fat storekeeper raised his voice. “Who give you the right—?”


“I caught ’em,” said Goodnight, “and I reckon that gives me the right. So as I was about to say, we oughtn’t to hang ’em, and we cain’t lock ’em up, but we cain’t just let ’em go neither. So I figure we better just make the punishment fit the crime. Like it says in the Bible, an eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth.” He paused a moment thinking it over. “A thumb for a thumb.”


He could hear the townspeople and the outlaws all wondering out loud what he was talking about. He let them mull it over for a while.


“So here’s the deal I’m offerin’ these boys here,” Goodnight announced at last. “They can either pay for their crimes with their necks or with their thumbs. It’s up to them.”


And he brandished his ax. Goodnight noticed some of the citizens starting to smile and the outlaws looking very hangdog.


“That’s butchery!” cried Gudanuf, the talkative outlaw. “That’s savagery. That’s heathen. You’re still a damn savage. You shouldn’t oughta be allowed to mess with Gawd-fearin’ white folks.”


“So you’ve heard of me?” asked Goodnight.


“I heard a your damn ax.”


“I see. And you’d rather these good Gawd-fearin’ white folks stretched your necks than that a savage like me messed with your thumbs? Okay, fine by me. Boys, let’s go.”


Goodnight turned his back and started walking away.


“No, come back,” begged Gudanuf. “You cain’t let ’em hang us. It’s like you said. We didn’t kill nobody. You gotta be fair.”


“My justice or theirs?” Goodnight said. “Necks or thumbs? Make up your minds. I hope I’m a fair man, but I ain’t a patient one. So let’s have it. Which’ll it be?”


Gudanuf just knelt in the dust and looked like he was going to cry. He looked at his thumbs, first one, then the other, then looked up at the impatient Goodnight.


“Right now!” said the self-appointed judge.


Gudanuf bowed his head and put his hands over his face. Goodnight nudged him with the blade of his ax. The outlaw looked up.


“I don’t wanta die,” Gudanuf admitted at last, his voice choked. “I guess I’d rather lose my thumbs than lose my life. If that’s the only choice you’re givin’ me. But it ain’t fair.”


“Good,” said Goodnight. “Now how ’bout the rest a you? Necks or thumbs?”


He stared at them as they grumbled.


“Shut up! I’m tired of listening to you. You’re aggravatin’ me.”


One at a time, they made up their minds, then held out their thumbs, as if giving happy thumbs-up signs, but all the lines on their faces turned down.


“You first, Gudanuf,” Goodnight said.


“You’ve heard of me, too?” asked the outlaw.


“Less go. Git up. Come on.”


When the boss of the badmen got to his feet, Goodnight took him by the arm, turned him, placed the muzzle of a revolver between his shoulder blades and marched him down the middle of Main Street.


He noticed smirks on the faces of the townspeople as they accompanied him and his prisoner. He knew that they were thinking that they would have preferred a hanging, but a good thumb-chopping might be fun, too, and more novel. Well, he couldn’t help how they felt. He couldn’t prevent their having a good time. He couldn’t stop their enjoying what was going to happen to the outlaws. He tried to tell himself that a mob of Human Beings would have behaved differently, but he didn’t convince himself. He figured Human nature and human nature were probably pretty similar in this respect. Goodnight didn’t stop until he reached Henry Kimball’s blacksmith shop.


“Okay, Gudanuf, step right on up to that there tree stump,” Goodnight ordered.


“Looks sorta like a choppin’ block, don’t it?” said Too Short.


“Put your right thumb on top. Come on, don’t be shy.”


While Gudanuf hesitated, Goodnight stared at the tree stump, which had been sawed off flat. What was it doing here? This was a treeless plain. Where had it come from? It looked like an ancient mesquite. He wished he knew its story.


“You heard him,” said Too Short, nudging the outlaw in the back with his gun. “Git!”


Reluctantly, Gudanuf did as ordered. The townspeople murmured and gaped and crowded in to make sure they got a good look.


“Move back,” Goodnight said. “Give us some room.”


Stepping around in front of the outlaw, Goodnight measured the stroke with his ax. He lowered the blade so it just kissed the thumb, then raised it, shifted his feet, got ready. He noticed the outlaw had his eyes closed. He didn’t blame him. He started his swing—then at the last moment stopped. He wasn’t sure he could do it.


Taking a deep breath, Goodnight gathered himself again. He had to do it, so he might just as well get it over with. But at the last moment, he stopped again. No, he couldn’t do it. Yet surely he had to do something. He wondered if the pretty girl was watching his hesitation. Did she find it unmanly?


Goodnight shrugged and turned the ax on his shoulder. When he swung, the blunt end, not the blade, came down hard on the outlaw’s outstretched thumb. There was a crunch as if somebody had stepped on a beetle with his boot.


Gudanuf screamed. Then he opened his eyes and looked down and saw his thumb still attached to his hand and probably couldn’t believe it. Tears rolled down his face, but he smiled. His thumb was much flatter than it had been before, but it wasn’t twitching in the dust.


“Thank you,” the outlaw said.


“Well, I figured you didn’t spill no blood,” Goodnight said, “so I reckoned I wouldn’t neither. Now t’other thumb.”
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