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AUTHOR’S NOTE

Cattle Annie and Little Britches is a novel, that is an act of the imagination, which is based on a framework of historical fact. “Annie,” “Britches,” the “Doolin-Dalton Gang” and their nemesis, “Big Bill Tilghman,” were of course all real people, but they’re also legend, which is one of the things they set out to be. This legend inspires in each of us a fantasy of the Old West, which is like a dream of America, a dream that instructs us about our own rootlessness, ambitions and desire for both adventure and community. This novel is my personal interpretation of our oldest romantic legends, ones which, despite all our progress, live on in the hearts of most Americans.


CHAPTER
I

THE RACE, OKLAHOMA, 1895

THE DAMNED DUST WAS FLYING IN GREAT SWIRLS UP IN MY FACE, causing me to choke and gag, but I kept right on after Annie. I was trying powerful hard to feel all excited and tingly about meeting them, but the truth of the matter was I was getting pretty wore out. Chasing Annie (as I was prone to do, me not being the ideal horsewoman) is a tiring proposition. First off, she gets hunched real low, and second off, she knows how to make her bones just flow with the horse … something any good rider can do…. They say you can learn it, but here’s one cowgirl who never could. I still bounce around like a dude even to this day.

I’ll say one thing though; she was beautiful up there in front of you, all flowing away, her black hair streaming in the night wind, and her red scarf trailing behind her. She looked like some kind of magical fairy princess swooping out of the clouds (though in this case the clouds was horsedust). Not that I’d have ever told her that. She didn’t like fairy tales, considered them sissyfied. Her idea of a good girl’s yarn was Bat Masterson Meets Dead Eye Dick. She was always reading that stuff.

But first things first. Like I say, I was trying to catch up with her, and she finally slows down a bit, turns her sassy head, gives me that cockbrowed look, and says: “Are you coming along, girl, or do I leave you here in the dust?”

“I’m coming,” I say, my voice sounding like a frog with the whoop.

Annie smiled then, and I had to laugh myself (though jes once I woulda loved to beat her somewheres).

“It’s right over yonder,” she said, pointing across the field of blue flowers, toward the barn, which was lit up like some great big surprise.

“Jes like it always is,” I said in my cynical voice, though I didn’t feel all that hard inside.

“But tonight is different,” Annie said.

Her eyes got big as moons then, and she bit her lower lip. Sometimes when she was real excited she looked jes like the little girl of fifteen she was. It always surprised me, because I thought of her as older. How old I couldn’t say, but the way she talked and held herself made you forget she was jesta kid.

“Every night is gonna be different,” I said, sounding like a mortician (though my heart was thumping).

“No, Jennie. Tonight they’re gonna be there. Come on. I can hear the fiddles playing.”

She looked down at her big six-gun strapped to her leg. The truth is the gun came almost down to her knee, but there wasn’t no doubt she could use it. Target practice was Annie’s big passion.

“Let’s go, girl,” she said.

With that she turned and left me standing there coughing, gagging and eating her dust.

“I’ll catch you, Annie. Look out, cause I’m a-coming.”

I dug my heels into Jake’s sides, and he sprung across the blue field toward her. Even though I knew she was gonna beat me, I couldn’t help but get caught up in it all. I mean what if they were there? The Doolin-Dalton Gang! Annie had been reading me stories about that bunch for a month and a half, all those good novels by Ned Buntline. Whenever we had a break at Morgan’s Hash House, she would get out the books, and start in acting out the Gang’s latest adventures. God she was a great reader, and now here I was cutting through the night, the wind blowing my hair back, my horse snorting and heading toward the square dance (the fiddles and guitars were soaring all around). Even though I like to think I’m kind of level-headed, I have to admit it was damn intoxicatin. The Doolin-Dalton Gang, right here in our own little barn dance! And Annie sailing across the lake of flowers ahead of me … she looked so beautiful there in the saddle … why it just had to be so … we would meet them, and we would dance with them … with Bill Doolin, Bill Dalton, Bittercreek Newcomb, that big handsome half-breed I’d half fallen for just from the pictures in Ned Buntline’s books …

Oh, how I wanted it to happen. By the time we got to the barn, I guess I was as excited as Annie. My flesh was tingling and even the sweat on my forehead felt good.

Annie dismounted from her horse, Rex, in one quick swoop. Then as we tied up the nags, she tapped me on the back and pressed the cold gun barrel into my back.

“Stick ‘em up, pardner,” she said. “This here’s a robbery!”

“Annie,” I said. “Put that thing back in your saddle bag.”

She smiled and pushed her dark hair back from her face. Her teeth shone in the night, and she held herself tensed, like a cocky little rooster.

“If guns is good enough for the Doolin-Dalton Gang, they’re good enough for me.”

“There’s just one problem,” I said. “What’s that?” “You ain’t them.” “Hell, girl …”

But she saw I was right.

“Oh, all right,” she said. “I’ll put it back. I wouldn’t want to terrify the good citizens.”

“Thata girl,” I said, sounding just like her mother, though she was a year older than me.

She turned and just before sticking the gun in her bag, she got the drop on Rex.

“Gotcha,” she said, aiming the gun at Rex’s bloodshot eye. He was real unimpressed though, just snorted a bit, and nuzzled against the barrel. I guess with all the sweat dropping off of him, the cold steel felt kinda nice.

“Come on,” I said, rolling my eyes and trying to act as unexcited as Rex. “Wouldn’t want to miss the Gang! Though I don’t see no horses, or hear no commotion.”

“They’re not here yet,” Annie said, turning and taking my arm in her strong little grip.

“But they’re gonna be here, Jennie. Oh yes. Tonight is the night.”

“Sure, sure,” I said, hoping like hell I was wrong in my doubting.

We walked around the side of the barn and stared inside at the dancers, the bright party lanterns hanging from the ceiling, and the band. “Turkey in the Straw” was whirling away, and in spite of everything I felt my heart soar, and my breath got taken away.

Annie turned and smiled at me.

“Shall we dance, my dear?” she said.

“By all means, my lady,” I replied.

And so we strolled inside.


CHAPTER
II
THE DANCE

“CHECK OUT THEM GEEZERS PLAYING UP THERE,” ANNIE SAID, pointing to the bandstand.

“Have you ever seen a sadder assed looking group? That fiddler looks like he was born in a storm cellar and let out jes to scare the pigs!”

Which, Lord knows, was the truth. This dude was an old seventy, and he had an Adam’s apple that popped up and down like there was a little man with strings somewhere inside of his balding red-faced head. Still and all, when it came to hitting the notes, he had the knack, that’s for certain. He could make that old fiddle stand up and talk. They were sounding pretty darned good, in spite of their looks. Which is more than I can say for the so-called young men in the audience.

“Check them,” I said, turning to the far side of the room, where five of the sorriest-looking creatures in God’s creation were sitting all lined up, and staring at us as if we had just descended from the heavenly choir. Once they saw Annie’s black almond eyes boring into them, they began to snicker, and shoved one of their kind, a kid dressed in blue overalls and a pair of boots that were guaranteed to fracture your feet.

“Come on, Billy Joe, get out there. You ask them girls to dance, Billy Joe. Come on now!”

Poor Billy Joe didn’t look like no Romeo. He was resisting with all his puny weight, trying like hell to get back in the wallflower line.

Annie gave one short snort of disgust and led me across the room, where we spied a couple of empty chairs. Meanwhile the old geezers up on the bandstand were ripping into a reel, and the farmers and their tired, skinny wives were kicking up their heels.

“Well,” Annie said, slumping down in her chair, “it won’t be long now.”

“Right,” I said. “Right, right, right.”

Annie turned to me and gave me that big hopeful smile, the one she knew I couldn’t resist. She was right there. Even when I knew she knew I was gonna get caught up in her enthusiastic foolishness, well I still went for it. A cynic is jes waiting for an optimist to show her the way.

“But what makes you really think they are gonna come?” I said.

“I told you,” she said, fixing her shirt collar. “I got the news from C.J., and he heard it from Elwood. You know Elwood always keeps up with the outlaw gangs. Anyway, they are supposed to be here tonight. On their way back from Bartlesville. I think they hit a bank down there.”

“Great,” I said. “We get to meet ‘em with a posse on their tail.”

Annie smiled, as if I was a natural-born moron.

“You ever hear of any posse catch Bill Doolin?” she said. “The Doolin-Daltons specialize in losing posses.”

“Speaking of losing people,” I said, “we oughta specialize in losing this lizard creeping around the wall toward us.”

Annie followed my finger to the opposite side of the room. Sure enough, old Billy Joe was creeping toward us, as if he were advancing on a couple of wild stallions, or a nest of snakes.

“This ought to be good. Look at the rest of them rubes.”

I looked over at the other young men. A homelier lot you couldn’t hope to find this side of a medicine show. Joshing and punching each other, they found the pathetic advances of their pal to be the funniest thing short of a hanging.

Now the poor soul was on our side of the room, moving forward toward us, like he had a bunch of rusty joints. His arms was stuck out straight, and his hair was standing up on his head, like some ghosts were hovering in front of his bloodshot eyes.

“Hi,” he said, giving a grin with his big yellow corn teeth.

Before we could think of a suitable reply, he tripped over a bench and sprawled head first on the floor.

“I’m Billy Joe Jeever,” he said, looking up and taking the splinters out of his nose.

“Charmed, I’m sure,” Annie said, bowing from the waist.

The other lads on the opposite side of the room thought their friend’s disaster the funniest thing since sin. They began pounding one another on their backs, and screaming at him. A real chorus of woe.

“Chick Chick Chick…. Look at lovvvvver boy!”

Billy Joe scrambled to his feet, and took off across the room after them, but they all headed out into the starry night, screaming, hooting and generally acting as if they had never heard of “civility” (one of them fancy new words Mrs. Patterson taught me).

“Well this is a good time,” I said, starting to feel kind of bad for real. We had come all the way from Guthrie, a ride of some thirty miles, through some real rough country in the piney woods. Worse, we had to get back tomorrow morning to sling hash again for Old Man Morgan. I could already see his great red nose all lit up and the words shooting out of his mouth like Injuns’ arrows.

“You girls stay out late? Well, that’s too bad. It ain’t no fault of mine. You keep slinging that hash. Keep those dishes in the air. One in the air at all times. You think I’m running a resort for your benefit?”

A nicer man you couldn’t hope to find.

“Hell, Annie,” I said, staring at the riffraff. “This is no fun at all. Those Dalton boys are jes passing this place by.”

But Annie was never one to quit. She set her jaw, crossed her arms and legs and shook her head.

“They’ll be here,” she said, waving her arms and smiling. “And when they do come … it’s going to change everything. Ain’t you tired of Guthrie? God it’s like an old age home. Don’t you want some adventure?. Riding the purple plains … running down vast shipments of gold on speeding trains? … Fighting off posses and stealing out of town in the dead of night?”

“That ain’t the point,” I said, trying not to get swept away by Annie’s poetry. “That ain’t it at all. The point is that we are here and the Doolin-Daltons are more than likely on their way to Tulsa, or to their hideout up in Ingalls. And what if they’d come here. Let’s say they do. How are we gonna talk to them? Us talking to … living legends?”

“Living legends is right,” Annie said, smiling as happy as the sun. “They’re living, and they’re gonna show us how! Listen to this a minute.”

I knew what was coming. Annie’s latest outlaw book. But I didn’t discourage her none. Hell, I’d rather listen to her reading than watch these duffers kick each other in the shins.

She brought the book out of her back pocket and opened it up. It was always a pleasure to watch Annie right before she started reading. She’d lick her index finger and flip through the pages. Then her tongue would come out and wet her lips, and sometimes she’d bite her lower lip, and her eyes would get all big. A more enthusiastic reader you couldn’t find outside of a traveling theater troupe, which by the way was another of her life’s great ambitions. To be an actress … oh, this girl always thought big.

“Now listen, Jennie. Here. It’s right here,” she said, clearing her throat. “ ‘Wild Bill Doolin, the toughest and smartest of the dying breed of outlaws, has a face like a huge, friendly walrus … but don’t be fooled by this gentle fatherly countenance.’ “

“What’s a countenance?” I said, playing dumb.

“And this,” Annie said, ignoring my crack (she was real good at getting deaf when she wanted to make a point). “ ‘His partner is the handsome, dashing Bill Dalton, the sole surviving member of the murderous Dalton Gang, who were wiped out on October fifth, 1892, while attempting to stage the most daring twin bank robbery in all of recorded history at their hometown in Coffeyville, Kansas.’ “

I slumped over on Annie’s shoulder, and started making snoring noises, but she was hot now and no amount of joshing was going to keep her from getting where she wanted to go.

“They woulda made it too, in Coffeyville,” Annie said, “if it hadn’t been for a time-lock safe.”

“What’s that?” I said, getting interested in spite of myself.

“I’m not exactly sure,” Annie said, turning to me, and talking loud over the music. “I think it’s some kinda new invention. You lock the safe at twelve o’clock, and it stays locked until twelve o’clock the next day. You jes can’t open it before then. And what happened was that the Daltons robbed the bank across the street, and then stood around waiting for the lock safe to open. By the time it did, the people in the town had gone and gotten their friends and a whole hell of a lot of guns. When the Gang came out back, they just got blasted away. Bill Dalton was the only one to survive!”

“Gee,” I said, sounding jes like a kid.

Annie smiled and raised her eyebrows.

“Listen to this one, Miss Jennie Stevens,” she said. “You’ll find this passage particularly interesting: ‘And Bittercreek Newcomb, a rugged brawling saloon fighter … but quite a ladies’ man.’ “

“Yes, yes,” I said, getting very very interested now. “Where are these lads? Tell me more.”

“They’ll be here,” Annie said. “They’re gonna come soon.”

If it had been in one of Annie’s books it woulda seemed kind of corny, but the truth is that not five minutes after Annie’s reading of Ned Buntline to me, we began to hear a tremendous kind of thumping noise outside the window, which was directly behind us. There was no doubt about what it was. If you have never heard a huge mob of cowboys coming up toward you, you have missed one of the great sounds in the world, but if you have never looked out a window and seen them coming toward you, a thundering herd of them, waving their hats, and yelling, “Yaw Yaw,” with the big yellow moon behind them, the horses’ nostrils open as they get closer and closer, and the dust rising around them like steam from a sulphur bath … well, it’s enough to take away your breath and stop your heart.

“God,” I said. “God, look at ‘em!”

For once Annie had nothing at all to say. She was just sitting there, her legs straddling the chair, and her mouth falling open. Then both of us pressed our noses up against the dusty window and looked closer at the Gang.

And what a sight they were!

First off his horse came Bill Doolin. A huge man, with a black moustache, and a belly which swayed over his belt like a sack of meal, he clenched his teeth together and used his right hand to prop up his left arm which was tied in a blue-and-white kerchief.

“Doolin’s been shot,” I heard someone say, so I turned around and behind me was half the barn dance, all lined up and pressing in on us. Only the fiddler and the banjo man were still playing. When I looked out again, I saw Bill Dalton taking off his big white hat, slicking back his hair and dusting off his wide leather chaps. He was a younger man than I had thought, from hearing Annie’s description in the books. In fact, the closer I pressed my nose on the glass, the younger he seemed to get. His hair was long and brown and greased straight back, his face was lean, and he was clean-shaven. I looked over at Annie and she turned to me and rolled her eyes.

“He’s mine,” she whispered. “Oh yes.”

Behind Dalton was Bittercreek Newcomb, and I could feel my own breath being sucked out of my chest. He was a big strong man, with a face that was dark and all angles. I saw him look in the window, and our eyes seemed to meet, and I felt as though I were being pulled right through the glass towards him. It was a strange and troubling feeling, and I dropped my eyes, but it made no difference. He was still looking at me. I knew it, and I wanted him to, but I was afraid.

When I looked back up, I saw the other members of the Gang, but I wasn’t clear who they were, so I asked Annie.

“That big one … the one with the scar is Dan Clifton and the little guy there with the silver coins in his belt is Dick Whisper…. He got shot in the throat once up in Kansas City and he can only talk in a whisper … and the one next to him is Little Bill Raidler … that one, smoking the cigar.”

I felt suspended in a cloudy dream. Though I heard their names, I still didn’t have them all placed; the window made the difference. It was as though I was seeing them through some kind of fish-bowl, and I felt that even though they were right outside, only inches away, I’d still never meet ‘em. Imagine how I felt, then, when I realized that Doolin and Dalton had come around front and were already in the door.

“God, he’s beautiful,” I heard Annie say.

She had turned from the window and was staring at Bill Dalton like he was a big juicy steak. Her eyes lit up and her teeth were clenched together. We watched as some of the old-timers, a man with a pocket watch and another guy with red lumps on his head, came up to Bill Doolin and hugged him tightly (taking care not to hurt his busted-up arm).

“Bill Doolin,” the old guy said, his voice cracking with emotion, “we heard you was coming. How’s the arm?”

Doolin nodded, gave the man a big warm grin, then reached his hurt arm across his body and quickly drew his gun.

“Works jes fine,” he said.

The old guy about had a conniption fit, kept slapping his hand on his leg, like he had seen the Maker himself.

Meanwhile much the same kind of homecoming was being given to Dalton, who smiled and pumped hands with people just like he was running for sheriff.

“Let me get over to this punch bowl,” I heard him say. “We been riding all afternoon and evening and I don’t mind telling you I’ve worked up one hell of a thirst!”

While Doolin made his way across the room, I turned and saw Bittercreek coming through the door. He was powerfully built, with wide shoulders and a very narrow waist that you just wanted to squeeze. He turned and looked right at me, and I felt as though I was going to fall backwards right through the glass.

Before anything melodramatic like that happened, he was mobbed by a couple of older girls and I felt something hot spearing through me. Damn, if he wasn’t a beautiful sight, just the ladies’ man Ned Buntline had made him out to be.

Pretty soon the rest of the Gang came in and the music began to play again, while the outlaws gathered around the punch bowl, talking and laughing. Only Annie and I and a couple of the other younger kids stood in the back.

“Now what?” I said to Annie.

She smiled and put her hand on my wrist.

“I thought you didn’t care if they came or not, Jennie dear?”

“Will you shut up and do something,” I said. “You’re the leader. Now lead on.”

“My pleasure,” she said.

With that Annie began to move up toward the crowd of men and women who were surrounding the Doolin-Daltons. The crowd was three deep and I didn’t put much stock in Annie getting through, but I hadn’t counted on her ability to squirm. When you get right down to it, there ain’t no better squirmer in the Southwest than Annie McDougal.


CHAPTER
III
ANNIE GIVES ADVICE

SHE SORT OF ELBOWED HER WAY IN BETWEEN AN OLD GUY leaning on a cane (almost knocking him over in the process) and then came to what looked like an immovable object, one of them cow-wide farmers, who seemed to cover the whole side of the room. But by tapping him on the shoulder she got him to turn around and stare down at the poor old limp duffer. As soon as he was staring Annie had disappeared into the mob and I guess she was practically right on top of the goddamned living legends. Well, that was my signal. In those days I wasn’t especially brave, but I sure couldn’t miss this! (Secretly, I think a small hunk of me wanted to see Miss Annie McDougal make an ass out of herself!) So here I went, right behind the trail she had squirmed and like a pack rat I kind of followed through the opening, and somehow I found myself (heart beating like a big bass drum) standing right up there next to her. And her standing right next to the man himself, none other than the Romeo of the West, Big Bill Dalton. He was turned away from her, but when she got within two inches of him, she gave a loud cough, and he turned around fast, just like a snake with fire in his eyes. (Excuse my purple prose, but you got to remember the only books I read until we got put in with Mrs. Louella Patterson was Ned Buntline’s. And truth be told, I still am entranced by the majestic sweep of his florid pen.)

“Hey,” he said, startled, “you shouldn’t be sneaking up on people, you know?”

Annie put her hands on her hips and stared up into his eyes, with plenty of smoke in her own.

“I wasn’t sneaking up on nobody!” she said, jes like she might trip him up and pin him to the floor.

Dalton looked a little taken aback then.

“Oh,” was all he could muster up.

“I was jes happening to be getting some punch, that’s all,” Annie said, flip as you please. “You boys think you own the punch bowl?”

With that, Dalton kind of recouped and turned and looked at his pals. He had one eyebrow cocked, and he twisted his mouth around in a look that said, “What in the hell do we have here?”

Then, in a voice that sounded as polite as some kid from one of them fancy Eastern schools (like Pine Manor, but for boys), he said: “No ma’am … could I please get you some punch?”

The whole Gang showed their yellow teeth on that one, and I felt shaky, cause I thought Annie was going to be set back badly. But I should have known better.

She jes smiled her winning grin and with complete seriousness (jes like she wasn’t aware he was joshing her—oh, she could be clever) said: “Yes, thank you, Mr. Dalton, sir. I’m very much obliged.”

Well that stopped him cold again, and this time when he looked down at her it was with a little bit less playfulness. In fact, if I read him right, there was jes the beginning of a little anger in his eye.

Whatever he felt, he turned politely, picked up a glass and punch dipper, and made a great show of filling Annie’s cup to the brim. Then, with that same real smooth style, he handed it to her and gave a little bow at the waist. Which Annie immediately answered with a curtsy. Dalton turned around, gave a short little smile, and then turned as if for him this affair had come to an end. I looked at Annie and shrugged my shoulders. She had tried after all, and I wasn’t going to josh her much. But I shouldn’t have counted her out yet. When our eyes met, I could see she was making one of her connections. That’s how she has always worked. You couldn’t call her really a brain or nothing but she works on what Mrs. Patterson called “poetic inspiration.”

So a second later, she was tapping Mr. Bill Dalton, King of the Badmen, on his back, just like it was a door.

He turned around and she started smiling at him again.

“Excuse me, Mr. Dalton, sir. But my friend, Jennie, would also like some punch.”

I held my breath, thinking that the Outlaw King might just fly off the handle a little. But he rose to the occasion like a real gentleman.

“Really?” he said, sounding like some kind of English lord or something. “Would she now? I’d be delighted to get your friend punch. Without a doubt!”

With that he turned and got me some punch. It was long about then that I noticed all them badasses were staring right at me. Dynamite Dick, and that shifty eyed looking little gila-monstered face, Bill Raidler, and Dick Whisper, no stage star himself, and Old Man Doolin, whose eyes were sagging and red, half-shut, and then Bittercreek, whose eyes held a different look, bright and frightening. All this attention made me go soft in the head, mushy in the knees and tingly all over. The silence seemed to last for an hour. Then Annie spoke up, as sure and straight as a bullet.

“You see, Mr. Dalton,” she said. “I been following you boys’ careers. I been waiting to meet you. And I’m right proud too! My name’s Annie McDougal.”

Dalton smiled then, a warm and friendly smile, and offered Annie his huge calloused hand.

“Bill Dalton,” he said. “Who’s your friend?”

I felt like running out of the room, but Annie reached around and tugged my sleeve a little, pulling me forward.

“This is my best friend, Jennie Stevens,” Annie said.

Dalton’s face was as friendly as a jack-o’-lantern.

“Hello, Jennie,” he said. “These are my friends. Mr. Bittercreek Newcomb and Mr. Bill Doolin and Mr. Dick Whisper …”

When he heard his name announced, Dick Whisper moved up to the front of the group and offered his hand to me. I shook it, and he hissed something, but I couldn’t make it out.

“What’d you say?” I asked him, and then the whole Gang started roaring, slapping their backs and making a hell of a fuss.

When all the commotion stopped, Mr. Dick Whisper started with that confounded hissing again.

“Pleased to meet you girls,” he wheezed. “You certainly are pretty.”

That comment made me blush and caused the boys to nod their heads, and say, “Oh ho, Oh ho,” jes like those punks on the other side of the room might have done. I woulda thought big-time outlaws woulda had more savoir faire, and stuff of that nature, but it weren’t so at all.

When they had stopped elbowing and hitting one another like a pack of barnheads, Annie spoke up: “I’m real sorry you got shot, Mr. Doolin, sir,” she says in the sweetest little voice you could ever hope to hear.

Old Doolin sat down on his bench and nodded at her. When he talked his eyes twinkled though, and his big walrus moustache seemed to float independent of his face.

“Thank you fer your concern, honey,” he said in a gruff but kindly old voice. “But getting holes put in you is jes one of the hazards of my chosen profession.”

That brought about laughs from all of us, and I could feel something stirring in me for the old-timer. He had real class, there was no doubt about it.

After the laughter died down, everyone sort of stared at one another, as if they were waiting for somebody to pick up the thread, but the thread had plumb ran out, and so the Gang slowly turned toward one another, and me and Annie seemed to be left out in the cold again. But Dalton hadn’t forgotten us. He turned back around and said in a voice almost as tired and decent as Doolin’s: “It was a real pleasure meeting you girls, but we’re all tired…. We jes got in, you know, and it’s been a hell of a day.”

Annie nodded, and I was sure that was the end of it, but once again she was just warming up.

“Oh sure, Bill,” she said, assuming a first-name basis right off the bat (something a Pine Manor girl would never do, heaven help me!). “But there was something I wanted to ask you about.”

Dalton looked as strained as a constipated cow.

“Yes?” he said, jes a little coldly.

Annie nodded her head, squinched up her mouth, pulled up a chair, threw one leg over it like she was getting ready to swap mules with somebody, and started in talking: “Now, I couldn’t help hearing what you boys was jes saying…. I mean you held up the National Bank of Bartlesville, and you got a couple thousand dollars, right? That’s not bad … I mean you coulda done better, but all in all it’s not bad. Now what I wanted to ask you about …”

Dalton rolled his eyes a little and began to shift his weight from one foot to another, like he had jes sat on a spur.

“Yes,” Dalton said, “I was wondering about that.”

I felt my stomach drop about a foot below my bootheels.

But Annie was going right ahead with it jes like she was invited to speak her piece.

“What I wanted to know was why in the hell did you take the straight route out of town, when you coulda gone round the other way … up by Okesa … and come outta there clean, just by using the Old Choctaw Pass.”

As they say in the bad novels, you coulda heard a pin drop (also a feather—this was a quiet silence, believe you me).

Dalton turns around his head in such a jerky way, he looks like he’s been hit by a stone. His eyes pop out a bit, and he stares at Doolin, the old bear, who strokes his chin and his moustache. The other boys had the hardest looks since rocks, and I could feel my temperature rising in my forehead.

“The Old Choctaw Pass,” he says. “And what the hell is that?”

“You don’t know?” said Annie. “Me and Jennie here take it all the time. You sure you never heard of it?”

I felt like I was gonna die. What the hell was Annie talking about? I had never heard of the damned pass!

After what seemed about a year of silence, Dalton looks at Annie, raises his eyebrow, and then looks over at Bittercreek (who is still staring at me—and it made me powerful uncomfortable and excited at the one and the same time), and then, finally, he opens his mouth and starts to laugh. He looks back at Doolin, who is really starting to roar. His mouth is throwed open, so as you could see some of his old rotten teeth, and he is throwing his head back, and giving out this bear’s roar, and I’m watching Annie sinking lower and lower, jes like the floor was quicksand, and then Doolin’s clapping Dalton on the back, and I’m feeling a little bit angry. So what if she has made a mistake … it was only cause she idolized them so much, and I feel like butting the sumbitch Doolin in his fat stomach, though I know if I did, I’d be looking like a piece of meat after the fork’s been stuck in it a few times. So I jes stand there, and take Annie’s arm, which is trembling and vibrating, and then Doolin speaks: “Well I’ll be damned! Did you hear that? Did you?”

Now the whole place starts to laugh. The old woman behind me is roaring and shaking her fat stomach jes like she is some kind of fun house doll, them new kind they got that laugh and shake so you want to scream if they don’t stop. And the little old guy with her who looks like he’s been growed in a weed patch … well he’s cackling. And all at Annie’s expense. Then old Doolin, who is close to tears, starts holding his good arm up and swearing.

“Oh Christ, my arm. My arm. I can’t believe my arm. It hurts from laughing. It hurts bad, but you know what else, Dalton? You know what else?”

And Dalton is shaking his handsome head and saying: “Yeah, Bill, I know what else.”

And Annie is stepping forward and saying, “Well I wish to hell someone would tell me what else!”

And Doolin stops laughing and looks all relieved like he jes got rid of a powerful load of worry. “You’re right!” he says (and you coulda blowed me over). “You are a hundred and ten percent right. We went out the wrong way. And it took a little damned girl to tell us.”

The whole place stopped on that one and only Dalton and Doolin kept laughing. Then, slowly, like she was jes catching onto the joke, Annie laughed a little, and I did too.

“You are dead right,” says Dalton. “Hell, I plumb forgot about the … what was it?”

“The Old Choctaw Pass,” said Annie weakly.

“Yeah,” said Dalton, rolling his eyes a little. “The Old Choctaw Pass!”

Dalton then bowed from the waist jes like he was some kinda prince I’d read about in the fairy books.

“Listen,” he said, “anyone as smart as you should be able to dance a reel! May I have the honor?”

And Annie curtsied. I couldn’t believe my eyes or ears. But I didn’t have time to gawk, because away comes that half-breed Bittercreek and he was asking me to dance and there we were, the four of us circling the dance floor, while the whole crowd watched and “oohed” and “ahhed.” I could feel Bittercreek’s strong hands on my back, and I could feel his lean body pressing into mine, and even though I was only fourteen years old, there is some things a girl knows about without having to learn it from no book. (We weren’t never no angels, anyway.) I’d like to paint a picture of what happened then … me dancing with Bitter and Annie circling the floor with Dalton, but I can’t really remember how it looked (me being in the limelight, I didn’t get to enjoy watching it). All I can tell you is how I felt. I felt like the whole darn barn was one of those new things you see in carnivals … a carousel … but that this carousel was different, because each time it went around it lifted another foot off the ground, and soon the whole barn was spinning through the blue starry night and I imagined the moon looking over at us and smiling, and the stars whizzing by, like diamonds, and I never wanted it to stop. Never, never, never. I had forgotten all about my fears, about who the Doolin-Daltons were. I guess I felt jes like a character in one of Annie’s books … and though I’m not the kinda person who gets swept off her feet very often … well, I was that night, and that was the beginning of the whole damned crazy thing.


CHAPTER
IV
ONE IN THE AIR!

“ONE IN THE AIR, GIRLS!” SAID OLD MAN MORGAN WHILE wiping his runny nose with his white coat sleeve.

My head was a-pounding and my neck was drowning in sweat. The water came running off the end of my nose like it was in some kind of race with the drops that come off my underarms and run down my blouse.

I was moving my hands in and out of the sink as fast as I could, hitting the damn fried egg with the old lye soap and rubbing till my wrists was aching. But it still weren’t enough for Old Man Morgan and I cursed the day I ever took the job.

“One in the air, you two!” he said, baring his teeth and nodding his head like a buzzard about to pounce. “I got the lunch crowd in here and we got to have plates. Then when you get that done, you and Annie got to double up and waitress! So make it quick!”

On my right Annie stopped drying and stacking and wiped her steaming brow off with the dirty dish towel.

“Hey, now, Morgan,” she said. “We already done our bit this morning. We served everybody we are supposed to. If I remember correctly we was supposed to get these dishes out, then we was supposed to git the rest of the day off.”

Well that was all old Morgan needed. He put his fat hands on his hips and opened up his mouth. He looked like a mule ready to hit the apple tree.

“You two will do what I tell you!” he said. “I pay you good money, you understand? Where the hell else are two girls your age gonna get any jobs? And that means you leave here when I say you leave here. You understand, Annie?”

“Do I unnerstand?” Annie said in a bass voice which sounded exactly like Morgan’s. “Do I unnerstand?”

“That’s right,” said Morgan. Now he was really hot and I was afraid he was gonna start threatening us with the broom like he had done before. “One in the air at all times. You better because I’m dead serious about it. I wanna see one dish in the sink and one in the air, ready to hit the racks. Then you two git yourselves cleaned up and git yourselves out there and smile pretty for them customers.”

I felt like I was gonna burst for sheer exhaustion. And my head wouldn’t stop spinning from last night. I kept thinking of that big brute Bittercreek and his handsome smile. And I kept feeling the knocking at my skull from all the sour mash we drunk out back of the barn.

“You still standing there?” Morgan said. “What in the hell did I jes tell you?”

Now Annie put her hands on her hips.

“I believe you told us that we are to keep one in the air at all times. Isn’t that right, Jennie?” “That’s what the man said,” I said.

“Yeah,” said Annie, picking up about five plates. “I believe you then asked if we understood the concept of ‘one in the air at all times.’ “

“That is right,” I said, feeling my head start spinning and my heart pick up a little.

“Well, I’ll tell you what, Morgue, old pal,” said Annie. “I understand the concept of ‘one in the air’ better than you could ever know. In fact I already got one in the air down real good.”

Now Morgue squinched up his eyes a little and rubbed his hands on the side of his apron.

“Now wait a minute, Annie,” he said.

“For example,” said Annie, sliding one plate off her stack of five. “Here is your basic ‘one in the air.’ “

She held the plate out in front of her nose then she opened her fingers and let the plate smash to the floor.

“Goddamn it, Jesus,” said Morgan.

I began thinking about all the hours we worked at this damned job and how damned little Morgan had paid us. In a second I had “one in the air” too.

“You two are gonna git it,” Morgan said.

He took a step toward us, but Annie already had grabbed about thirty plates and handed them to me. In a second she was back at the shelf.

“Now from ‘one in the air,’ “ she said, “we are gonna jump directly to ‘four in the air.’ Like so!”

She threw four blue plates in the air and I did likewise.

Morgan stopped in his tracks. In horror he watched the plates sail through the air and hit the sink and smash in a million pieces.

“You brats,” he said. “You no-good brats!”

“How about twenty in the air,” I screamed, feeling the chills through my body. Oh, how I wanted to be out of there, away from that slavedriver and my grandmother and the whole damned town!

With that I tossed all my remaining plates in the air. A second later Morgan was coming toward us, but he slipped on the plate chips and fell on his back.

“You two bums,” he said. “A couple of girl hooligan bums!”

Now Annie was steaming. She backed away from Morgan and reached for the salad tray.

“Hey,” she said. “How about a salad? We already waited on everybody and cleaned the dishes. Maybe you’d like us to make the salad too. Here, lemme peel you some lettuce!”

So saying, she hit old Mr. Morgan with a head of lettuce.

“You two,” he said. “I’m gonna call the law! I am gonna have you both put in jail. Get you on the work farm and we’ll see how tough you are.”

“How bout some tomatoes?” I said, taking aim and letting fly with a big red ripe one. It hit Mr. Morgan on one of the big bumps he had on his forehead, and the juice and seeds ran down his face.

“Want an onion?” Annie screamed and let a big one rip.

“How bout a radish?” I yelled. “A handful of ‘em!”

Then we were by the door screaming and laughing and flinging the vegetables at the old sourpuss.

“You’ll be sorry,” he said. “I’m getting the law. I’m not kidding. I’m getting the law on you both!”

He tried to get back up, but Annie hit him with a chicken and he fell back, groaning. We were out the door in two minutes and it wasn’t long after that we were packed up, had gotten our horses and Fred, our mule, and were on our way out of town.


CHAPTER
V
CODE OF THE WEST

THE SUN WAS GLOWING DOWN OVER us JUST LIKE IT WAS A BIG happy balloon. But a balloon that gave off heat, and a kind of heat that seemed to light me from inside out. Oh it was hot all right, as Annie and my mule, Fred, and I trotted slowly up the dusty winding road, but I was so excited with jes the adventure and the possibility of it all … that, heck, I didn’t mind the heat at all. I felt all warm and happy inside, and when you feel that way, it don’t seem to matter much what’s going on in the real world. As far as I was concerned that day, every scrubby pine tree we come to looked like it belonged on a painting in a lawyer’s office, and every little dandelion looked like it was a great big beautiful sunflower, and the sounds of the birds … something I always enjoyed anyway … well, this day they sounded like they had created a special song jes for Annie and me.
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