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“I HOPE YOU’RE carpenter enough to build an honest coffin,” I told Jackson, my younger brother. About an hour ago, I would guess, our father, Perceval Staunton Courtright, had foolishly hung himself from a rafter in the barn.


From the rope burns on his hands, it seemed likely that Father changed his mind at the last minute and tried to claw his way back up to the rafter, where he might have rid himself of the inconvenient noose—last-minute mind changes were a lifelong practice of Father’s. In this case, though, the mind change had come too late, meaning that Jackson and I were faced with the necessity of burying Father in windy No Man’s Land, a grassy part of the American West that, for the moment, no state claimed.


My younger brother, Jackson, was just seventeen. Here we were, the two surviving Courtrights, having already, in the course of our westering progress, buried two little brothers, three little sisters, an older sister, three darkies, our mother, and now look! Father’s tongue was black as a boot.


“I’m a fair carpenter, but where will I get the lumber?” Jackson asked, surveying the vast grassy prairie. We were just south of the Cimarron River, in a part of the plains populated by no one, other than Jackson and myself—and I, for one, didn’t plan to stay.


“Use some of this worthless barn,” I told my brother. “It’s only half a barn anyway, and we won’t be needing it now.” Father had first supposed that the prairies beside the Cimarron might be a good place to start a Virginia-style plantation, but he wisely discarded that notion while the barn was just half built. Now, with Father dead, we were down to Percy, our strong-minded mule, and a flea-filled cabin with glass windows. Ma had insisted on the glass windows—it was her last request. But she was dead and so was our gentle, feckless father. We had no reason to linger on the Black Mesa Ranch—the name Father had rather grandly bestowed on our empty acres.


I was twenty-two, kissable, and of an independent disposition. My full name was Marie Antoinette Courtright, but everyone called me Nellie. Mother told me I got named after Marie Antoinette because Father happened to be reading about the French Revolution the night I was born—my own view is that he anticipated my yappiness and was secretly hoping the people would rise up and cut off my head.


Jackson began to rip boards off the barn. He handed me a pick and a spade, implements I accepted reluctantly.


“Being a lady, I try to avoid picks and spades,” I mentioned.


“I guess you’ve kissed too many fellows to be calling yourself a lady,” Jackson remarked, picking up a crowbar—or half a crowbar. At some point, mysteriously, our family crowbar got broken in two; this setback annoyed Father so much that he threw the other half in the Missouri River.


“It’s not my fault you’re off to a slow start in the kissing derby,” I told him.


“Where would I get a girl to try and kiss, living way out here?” he asked.


For once Jackson had a point. My various cowboys could always slip away from their herds long enough to provide me with a spot of romance, but very few young ladies showed up on the Cimarron’s shores.


“I expect you’ll get your chance once we get settled in Rita Blanca,” I assured him.


Jackson looked a little droopy as he laid out Father’s coffin. We Courtrights are, in the main, not a very sentimental lot. But burying brother after brother, sister after sister, and now parent after parent, as Jackson had been required to do, was the kind of work that didn’t put one in the whistling mood. I marched over and gave my brother a big hug—he didn’t sob aloud but he did tear up.


“I expect I’ll miss Pa more than you will,” he said, with a catch in his voice. “Pa, he always had a story.”


“It’s just as well he didn’t hear you call him Pa,” I reminded Jackson.


Father had no patience with abbreviation, localisms, or any deviation from pure plantation English; but Jackson was right. Father always had a story.


When we were at home, he was always reading stories to the little ones, but once we left Virginia and headed west, the little ones soon commenced dying—a common thing, of course, for westering families, but a heavy grief nonetheless. It broke our mother’s heart. All along the Western trails, in the years after the Civil War, families that got caught up in westering died like gnats or flies. Santa Fe Trail, Oregon Trail, California Trail—it didn’t matter. The going was deadly. The brochures the land agents put out made westering seem easy—sparkling water holes every few miles, abundant game, healthy prairie climate with frequent breezes—but in truth, there were no easy roads. Death traveled in every wagon, on every boat. Westering made many orphans, and picked many parents clean.


Jackson and I were young and healthy—that was our good fortune. Neither of us shied from hard work. I set aside being a lady and had the grave half dug by the time Jackson finished the coffin. We buried Father in a buffalo robe he had bought from an old Osage man. Then we rolled him in the coffin and eased the coffin into the earth. Dust was on its way to dust.


“We ought to sing a hymn at least,” Jackson suggested.


Hymn singing makes me mopey—I have a good voice but a poor memory for the words of songs. Since Jackson and I had not been churchly people we could not quite string together a whole hymn, but we did sing a verse or two of “Amazing Grace,” and then we sang “Lorena,” in memory of the thousands of fallen heroes of the South. Since our vocal chords were warmed up we finished with a rousing version of “The Battle Hymn of the Republic.” It was a Yankee hymn, of course—Father, who fought with Lee at the Wilderness and elsewhere, might not have approved, but Father was dead and his fight was over. Maybe it was time to let bygones be bygones—singing one another’s songs was a start.


Across the Cimarron, to the northwest, the July sun was shining hard on Black Mesa, the only hill anywhere around. Rita Blanca, the little town we had decided to head for, was more than thirty miles away. Percy, our strong-minded mule, hated long stretches of travel and would balk and sulk most of the way. But Percy would just have to put up with a lengthy travel, since neither Jackson nor I felt like spending another night in the flea-filled cabin.


“Let’s go partway and camp,” Jackson suggested. “It’s a full moon. It’ll stay light till almost morning.”


Having no one to keep us, or say us nay, that is exactly what we did.
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IN EARLY JULY, along the Cimarron, the summer sun takes a good long while to go down. Percy began to pretend he was worn out before it was even good dusk. Fortunately we struck a little trickle of a creek, whose water was a good deal less muddy than what could be had from the river itself.


Seven or eight buffalo were standing around a wallow, and one was even wallowing in the dust, exactly as he was supposed to. Jackson and I had with us all the Courtright weaponry: Father’s old cap-and-ball pistol, and a ten-gauge shotgun, and a rusty sword. Jackson had killed three geese and a turkey or two with the shotgun, but neither of us had ever fired the pistol.


The buffalo stared at us, and we stared back at them. Percy indicated, by a series of snorts, that he didn’t care for their company.


“Buffalo liver’s said to be mighty tasty,” Jackson observed.


Of provisions we had none.


“I suppose we could bring one down with Father’s pistol,” I said. “But I don’t know that I fancy trying to cut up a buffalo this late in the day.”


“Be bloody work, wouldn’t it?” Jackson said, in a tone that was none too polite.


I had long ago learned to ignore impolite remarks, and I ignored Jackson’s pettish tone.


“I suppose you’re afraid that if you ride into Rita Blanca all bloody, that sheriff you’re so keen on might not want to marry you, after all,” my brother said.


The sheriff he was referring to was named Bunsen, a sturdy young man about my age. Sheriff Bunsen had ridden out to propose to me half a dozen times.


Each time I politely turned him down. One of my grounds for refusing Ted was that he sported a silly-looking walrus mustache that I suppose he probably thought made him look important—ignoring the fact that it tickled when he kissed me. Of course, if Teddy Bunsen had been really important he would have been sheriff of a town better than Rita Blanca, a dusty place on the plains where people stopped when they just absolutely didn’t have the strength to travel another step toward Santa Fe or wherever they thought they wanted to get to.


Father had hoped to hire a full complement of servants in Rita Blanca—after all, what plantation lacked servants?—but nobody in that miserable community even came close to meeting Father’s standards. We were servantless our whole time on the Cimarron, which was probably a good thing, since it forced Jackson and me to acquire skills such as gardening and carpentry which we never would have been allowed to use if we had been stuck in Virginia, being minor gentry.


Be that as it may, we were, for the moment, camped on the prairie with nary a bite to eat.


“There’s bound to be prairie chickens around here close,” I told Jackson. “If you were to hurry up before it gets dark you could probably knock one over with a rock. If you do, I’ll cook it.”


“I’m a near orphan now,” Jackson said, plaintively. “If you marry that dern sheriff I’ll have no family at all.”


“Wrong, you’d have more family—a new brother-in-law,” I pointed out.


But Jackson was just in a mood to be gloomy—after all, we had buried Father that day. The buffalo had drifted off in the dusk. I walked over toward the river, armed with a couple of good rocks; within five minutes I had knocked over two slow-moving prairie hens. These I promptly dressed and spitted.


While we were finishing off the birds, that huge yellow prairie moon came up, and soon the coyotes were making their yippy, rackety music. Jackson hobbled Percy, a mule that could not be trusted. After supper, I suppose, I must have nodded off. When I woke up my little brother was curled up in the buffalo wallow, snoring like a sow, and that moon that had been so big and yellow was high up in the sky and white again.
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THE NOT-SO-DISTANT booming of a buffalo gun brought me out of my restless slumber, though it failed to wake up Jackson, who could have slept through Shiloh. We got on our way in time to observe that the buffalo we had surprised at twilight didn’t make it much past dawn.


Father’s good friend Aurel Imlah, the smelly but neighborly local hide hunter, killed every one of the buffalo while they watered from the Cimarron. Two of them, both bulls, had actually fallen in the water, which presented something of a challenge for Aurel’s two-man skinning crew. They were muttering and upbraiding one another in a language I could not understand.


“It’s Polish,” Aurel informed me, when I inquired. Aurel’s beard was so long and filthy that I wouldn’t have been surprised to see a small bird fly out of it. Aurel’s brother Addison was the postmaster in Waynesboro, Virginia, ancestral seat of the Courtrights. The actual “seat” was a big yellow manor house whose fields hadn’t been properly tilled since before the war.


I like Aurel Imlah, though I did my best to stay upwind of him when he came to play chess with Father. He had gentle eyes and a bemused expression.


“Mr. Imlah, Pa hung himself to death!” Jackson blurted out, at which news Aurel frowned.


“Damnit!” he said. “I expect you’d welcome breakfast.”


Looking at the eight skinned corpses of the buffalo dulled my appetite for a minute—the poor dead beasts looked so nude somehow, now that their skins were off.


“I suppose you’ve heard about General Custer,” Mr. Imlah added.


“Georgie Custer, what about him?” I asked.


“The young fool overmatched himself, finally,” the old hunter informed us. “He was wiped out with some two hundred and fifty men at the Little Bighorn, which is a creek in Montana, I believe.”


“Who got him?” I asked—I was not at all surprised that someone had.


“A huge passel of Indians got him,” Aurel told us, before turning his attention to his Polish skinning crew. One of them was waving a knife in a manner that his boss did not care for.


“Poke a hole in that skin and you’re fired,” he told the man.


The Pole looked defiant for a moment, but then thought the better of it and finished his task without comment.


“Georgie Custer is dead?” Jackson asked, shocked. “Why, he used to come around plenty, courting Nellie.”


I took the news about Georgie Custer in stride. Georgie had always been the soul of recklessness—why the army had let him ride off with two hundred and fifty men was a mystery to me.


All I could say about his courting was that it was crude at best. He was apt to corner me on the staircase and subject me to big sloppy kisses, which I declined to enjoy. Then I discovered that he had also been kissing my big sister Millicent, who now lies in her lonely grave near Council Grove, Kansas. I was not about to share Milly’s menfolk—Georgie Custer never caught me on the staircase again. Being dead probably served him right, though of course it didn’t serve his soldiers right.


“We could sure use breakfast,” Jackson admitted. “You wouldn’t have any buffalo liver, would you?”


“Son, I don’t,” Aurel said. “My Poles gobbled those livers down before sunrise. But we might have a few tongues left—and if you’d not acquired a taste for tongue I can chop off a tasty rib or two.”


Neither of us much cared for tongue, so Aurel did chop off some hefty ribs, which he soon had dripping over a fire.


The Poles, now laggards, had already loaded their small hide wagon and set out for Rita Blanca.


Aurel Imlah seemed a little surprised that neither of us was very upset about the fate of Georgie Custer.


“It’s a big thing,” he said. “A big thing! I expect for the Indians it’ll be the last big thing!”


He shook his head grimly, as if puzzled that such a tragedy could happen. “He shouldn’t have underestimated the Indians,” he added.


“Seems to me the army shouldn’t have overestimated Georgie,” I added. “Cuts both ways, don’t you think?”


Mr. Imlah looked at me solemnly, for a long time.


“You’re smart, Nellie,” he said. “That’s good.”


The old hide seller had always been especially fond of Jackson. Since the Cimarron was only a short walk from our place, he often took Jackson fishing, and taught him how to make fish traps, which he considered more reliable than the pole and the hook. Mr. Imlah had been raised on the Chesapeake Bay and often talked to us about what delicacies the Chesapeake terrapin were. Our old darky woman Della was said to be able to make a fine dish of terrapin but she passed away on the boat between St. Louis and Westport. Jackson caught plenty of turtles in his trap, but none of his catch resulted in wonderful meals.


“I expect you’ll be needing a job,” Aurel said to Jackson, as he was getting ready to lope off toward Rita Blanca—Percy’s pace was far too slow for Mr. Imlah.


“Come see me at the hide yard,” he suggested. “I can usually find work for a stout young fellow like you.”


Jackson, I could see, was about to burst out with thank-yous—but I had other plans for my little brother. Working with hides was smelly and I couldn’t hope to stay upwind of a brother all the time.


“That’s most kind, Mr. Imlah,” I said. “You’re a true gentleman. But the truth is, Jackson’s already secured employment—I believe Sheriff Bunsen means to make him his deputy.”


Aurel Imlah was hard to surprise, but Jackson Courtright had his mouth so wide open a bat could have flown into it.


“If this mule don’t fail us my brother hopes to start work tomorrow,” I continued.


“That is fortunate … I consider Sheriff Bunsen a fine man,” Mr. Imlah said.


Then he tipped his cap to us and rode off east.


“What are you talking about, Nellie?” Jackson asked. “I haven’t been offered a position with Sheriff Bunsen.”


“No, but you soon will be,” I assured him. “Have a little faith in your big sister.”


With that, we pointed Percy east and got started.
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PRUDES AND OTHER censorious folk might consider it a bad sign when—as was the case in Rita Blanca—the most impressive building in town happened to be the jail. The founding fathers of this little community knew what they were doing in that respect, at least. The jail was a sturdy two-story building built of thick, mud-colored adobe. A lynch mob would have had to chisel half the night to break through those muddy-looking walls.


There was a long platform extending out from the second floor, boasting a well-built gallows, from which the more serious miscreants could be efficiently hung.


Rita Blanca, at this stage of its existence, was a disorderly straggle of buildings, perhaps twenty at most. Some of these had already been abandoned and were in the process of falling down. Beauregard Wheless’s general store was a happy exception—it was a sprawling frame building, in good repair, with a small undertaker’s office off to one side. Beau Wheless, the father of Hungry Billy Wheless—Jackson’s one friend in Rita Blanca—was the busiest merchant in town. When he wasn’t selling firearms, or dry goods, or hardware, he was usually in his carpentry shop, hammering together coffins as fast as he could in order to keep ahead of the deaths, no easy task in a place where life was cheap.


“I see Hungry Billy,” Jackson said, as Percy plodded doggedly into town. “He’s wasting time, as usual.”


Hungry Billy Wheless had once got lost while on an antelope hunt. He had been forced to wander the prairies for three days, living on grass and weeds, or so he claimed. When he finally located Rita Blanca he eased his hunger pains by eating a whole goat, which, had it been a small goat, would have been no special feat. Locally there was much disagreement about the size of the goat. Those who couldn’t stand Hungry Billy claimed that it had been merely a tiny kid; but others, such as Sheriff Ted Bunsen, who liked to keep in with the Whelesses, claimed that it had been a fairly hefty specimen of the goat tribe. I suppose people in remote communities need things like that to quarrel about. Anyway, the nickname stuck.


A central feature of downtown Rita Blanca was its three dilapidated saloons; the three were crammed together right across the street from the jail, which was convenient for Sheriff Ted Bunsen when it became time to collar the drunks.


In fact, when we rode up to the front of the jail, Teddy Bunsen was just in the process of releasing his catch of drunks from the previous night. Most of them still had sleep in their eyes, although it was nearly noon, and three of the men only managed to stumble a few steps into the street before collapsing in the dust. Most of the other slowly sobering drunks—about fifteen in all—staggered to the safety of the saloons across the way. Two looked as if they might be Mexican but the rest were white.


When Sheriff Ted Bunsen stepped out the front door of the jail, he was pretty surprised to find Jackson and me standing there, with Percy, our mule, burdened with all our worldly effects.


I gave him no time to preen, but he did manage to quickly tip his hat.


I saw no reason just to stand there, letting time pass.


“Hello, Teddy,” I said. “Father suicided himself yesterday and Jackson and I have abandoned the Black Mesa Ranch.”


“Oh Lord!” Ted said, looking shocked. He was a man of few words, as well as tickly kisses.


“We’ve moved to town,” I added. That fact was obvious, but you don’t ever want to count on a male to spot the obvious.


“Jackson needs a job,” I said, pressing right on. “Do you think your budget could accommodate a deputy? He’s prepared to work cheap.”


It’s likely that my forward way of doing things startled Ted Bunsen a good deal. He was, of course, a bachelor, and cautious to a fault. Maybe he was beginning to suspect that being so rash as to allow a woman into his life meant that she’d soon start putting onions in dishes he’d rather not have onions in.


Still, the man had ridden out six times to propose to me, and now opportunity was knocking on his own front door. I didn’t look at Jackson during this negotiation. No doubt I was embarrassing him half to death, but embarrassment is only a temporary thing.


A deputy’s job, which might mean he could board in a fine adobe jail, was not something Jackson could afford to pass up.


On his various visits Ted Bunsen had barely taken notice of Jackson—he had been too busy taking notice of me. He finally looked at Jackson, who was blushing fiercely in his embarrassment.


“I suppose it is about time I got me a deputy,” Ted allowed. “What kind of things can Jackson do?”


I looked into the street, where three drunks were still snoring peaceably. Anyone hurrying through in a fast wagon might well run over them.


“He can remove public hazards,” I pointed out. “Like those three drunks in the road. Suppose someone came along in a heavy wagon and ran over one of them. Such an accident might result in the loss of a limb, which could even prompt a lawsuit.”


“A lawsuit?” Teddy asked, nervously. “Who would the one-legged fellow sue? No one around here can even figure out which state we belong to, or if we belong to any. There’s no county. The town don’t even have a mayor.


“Some think this is Texas,” he added. “Some think it’s Kansas, and a few favor the theory that it’s New Mexico.”


“Let’s start with the simple fact that it’s got a sheriff, whether it belongs to any state or not,” I advised. “Drag those three drunks out of harm’s way, Jackson—and show a little charity.”


“Charity?” Jackson asked.


“Dump them in a shady spot, if you can find one,” I explained. “We wouldn’t want them to incur sunburn. And be careful. Don’t let one of them wake up and shoot you.”


“Oh, they’re not armed,” Teddy informed me. “I generally don’t dole out the firearms until the middle of the afternoon. By that time they’re usually feeling pretty tame.”


Jackson soon had the drunks piled under a tree not far from the blacksmith’s shop. By the time he finished I believe the notion of having a deputy had begun to grow on Teddy Bunsen.


“A deputy just might come in handy,” he remarked, several times. “I guess he could bunk in one of the cells.”


He said it in a slow, foot-dragging way, though. If there’s one thing I can’t tolerate, it’s an indecisive male. I decided it was time to dig in the spur.


“If you’re doubtful, Sheriff,” I said, “we’ll just let you be. Fortunately Jackson had another offer of employment. Reliable young men don’t grow on trees around here.”


I believe Teddy knew me well enough by this time to grasp that my loyalty to my brother could well affect other things—kissing, for example, or even, at a stretch, matrimony.


“Can you shoot a pistol?” Teddy asked Jackson, more briskly.


“Never tried,” Jackson admitted.


Teddy sighed, and bit the bullet.


“I rarely shoot a pistol myself,” he admitted. “Mostly the job just consists of walking the drunks across the street and packing them in.”


The upshot of this tedious interview was that Jackson got hired, at a salary of fifteen dollars a month and board.
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ONCE TEDDY BUNSEN reconciled himself to the fact that he now had an active deputy, he began to feel so generous toward us Court-rights that he even offered to stable our mule for free—a handsome gesture under the circumstances. After all, Percy had to live somewhere.


Then Teddy’s mind seemed to go clickety-click as he thought of tasks he had been putting off and could now assign to Jackson, his useful deputy. Some of the locks could use a squirt of oil, and many of the cells needed a thorough sweeping—most of their occupants were not exactly tidy souls. And there were the long-neglected gallows, which could clearly use a coat of paint.


“I can handle all that, yes sir,” Jackson said, relieved. I believe he feared that his first job as a deputy would be to arrest the biggest killer in the vicinity. In fact, Jackson could probably have arrested some pretty bad killers—he just didn’t know it yet. My brother had abilities that he had no suspicion he possessed—though, at the moment, what he really needed to locate was a broom, a paintbrush, and a can of paint.


“I can’t find the broom—or the paint either,” Jackson admitted to Teddy, who got a kind of embarrassed look on his face.


“Golly, I forgot. Mexican Joe stole the broom—that’s why you can’t find it,” he admitted. “I fear we don’t possess a paintbrush, or a can of paint, though we might have some linseed oil somewhere.”


“This is a fine kettle of fish,” I told Teddy. “This jail seems to suffer from a dire lack of equipment.”


Teddy didn’t deny it.


“There’s a well-stocked general store right down the street,” I reminded him. “I bet they have a fine selection of paints, and probably even brooms and paintbrushes.”


Before I could say more, the very thing that I had predicted happened. A wagon with a wild-looking old man on the wagon seat came racing hell-for-leather right down the middle of the road, where, a few minutes earlier, three drunks had been reposing. But for my brother’s timely work all might have sustained a good trampling.


“I don’t know where that old fool is going in such a hurry,” I said, “but I hope you will agree that it was a good thing that Jackson cleared the street.”


I can’t say that my remark was well received. Ted Bunsen didn’t enjoy my having an idea that he should have come up with himself. Besides, there stood Deputy Courtright, unoccupied due to a shortage of equipment. It all added up to a kind of pressure Teddy Bunsen hadn’t had to experience when he was running things all by himself. He had a kind of crease down the middle of his forehead that I had not observed before.


“Sheriff, are you all right?” I asked. It’s odd how it can take but a second for things to get out of kilter in this life.


“It’s rare that I have this much opportunity for conversation,” he admitted.


The old man in the wagon was nearly out of sight to the east.


“Who was that old man?” I inquired—it seemed about time to change the subject.


“Never saw him before,” Teddy said. “Out here on the plains people just come and go.”


“Is your credit good at the general store?” I asked. “Deputy Court-right is itching to get to work. I’ll go fetch the stuff, if you’ll allow me. It won’t take a minute.”


“It’ll take a minute if you pass in earshot of Hungry Billy,” Ted said. “That boy’s got a wagging tongue.”


But then Teddy’s mood seemed to lighten—maybe he was contemplating the possibility of kissing, or more.


“It’s a pretty day,” he said, “and the jail’s empty. Let’s all go together and get the paint.”


So off we sauntered, watched by two or three of the newly released drunks, who were sitting outside the saloons, warming up for their day by drinking beer.
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HUNGRY BILLY WHELESS was a slouchy youth with buckteeth and a flagrant cowlick. He looked glad to see us and probably was—a day in Rita Blanca would make any decent person welcome the arrival of any other decent person, in my opinion.


Hearing that Jackson had become a deputy sheriff gave him a start, for sure.


“Why’d you want to be a deputy?” he asked. “Now all the killers will be after you, lickety-split.


“Especially Mexican Joe,” he added.


Jackson looked taken aback. I don’t believe it had occurred to him that being a deputy could be hazardous to the health. And all we knew about Mexican Joe was that he had stolen a broom.


I confess I hadn’t given much thought to the possibility of killers. The Black Mesa Ranch, as Father had called it, was so remote and so poor that no killer ever bothered with us.


“Oh, now Billy,” Teddy put in. “Jackson’s just going to paint the gallows and help me collar the drunks. I’ll look after him. I’d hardly let anything happen to Nellie’s little brother.”


Teddy, I suspected, still had his heart set on matrimony. He wanted me to believe that Jackson was perfectly safe, but burying six siblings, plus some darkies and our parents, had long ago convinced me that no one anywhere was perfectly safe. My own thought about Jackson was that at least he was living in the best housing in town. The jail was a fortress, and besides that, cool in summer, thanks to those thick adobe walls.


Hungry Billy was wound up on the subject of all the killers who were said to be roaming around No Man’s Land: he mentioned Alex Groat, Irish Roy, the Skivvy Kid, and several others of note. Jackson began to look a little peaked at the realization of what his big sister had got him into, but I got tired of listening to it all and wandered off to inspect the frocks. It occurred to me that the good citizens of Rita Blanca might want me to start a school, or be mayor, or something—anyway, I was in dire need of new frocks. Ted Bunsen trailed me like a puppy but I ignored him. I heard someone muttering and noticed an old woman sitting at a low table counting piles of pennies and nickels.


“Don’t rush me, I’m working as fast as I can,” she said—the poor old thing’s eyesight was going. I suppose she mistook me for her boss.


“It’s Mrs. Thomas, she’s nearly blind,” Hungry Billy whispered to me. “She’s Pa’s old nurse from Tennessee. He lets her count the small change to give her something to do.”


I thought that was commendable on the part of Beau Wheless, who came bustling in from his coffin shop with curlicues of wood shavings clinging to his pants. Jackson had found the paint and the paintbrushes by this time, and I had my eye on two or three frocks. Teddy mostly stood around looking left out.


“Why, hello,” Beau said. “Damned if we don’t nearly have a crowd in this store, which is how I like it.”


Beau was not entirely pleased, though, to hear that we had buried Father in a homemade coffin. It meant that he had missed a sale, but he was merchant enough to move right along to the next opportunity.


“The deputy will need a pistol, I’m sure,” he said. “Fortunately, we have a good sturdy revolver available for purchase.”


He put the good sturdy revolver on the top of the counter, when, to my shock, my brother flatly rejected it.


“That’s just a plain pistol,” he said sullenly. “I want that Colt with the pearl handles—it’s just like the one Bill Hickok carried.


“It’ll do me fine,” he added, pointing to the fancy gun, as if the matter was settled.


It was the old Courtright need for elegant goods surfacing just at the wrong time.


“Ignore him, Mr. Wheless,” I said at once. “The plain revolver will do.”


My brother’s face swole up like a toad, a thing that often happened when he was thwarted.


“Jackson, don’t you burst out!” I warned him. “You’re far too young to require a fancy firearm.”


Teddy Bunsen looked as if he might be about to have a stroke. Ted might not be the sharpest knife in the drawer, but he was attentive enough to notice that expenses seemed to be mounting.


“Here now, Beau—one thing at a time,” he remarked. “We came here to buy a broom, a can of paint, and a new paintbrush. Deputy Courtright has never shot a pistol—the deacons would probably fire me if they hear I’ve bought a firearm for a deputy whose main job is to sweep the cells and paint the gallows.”


Then he turned to me, the girl he hoped to marry.


“Nellie,” he said, “would you mind picking us out a broom?”


“Do I look like a janitor to you, Theodore?” I asked him. Using his formal first name was meant to signal that I was annoyed, though possibly he would have sensed that even if I hadn’t called him Theodore.


“Do I look like I spend my time sweeping the porch?” I added, to make my point even more forcefully.


But Jackson, who knows me better than Teddy, saw that I was working up a full head of steam and he climbed down off his high horse and grabbed the broom himself in hopes of saving the situation.


“It’s all right, Nellie,” he said. “This broom’s as good as any.”


Teddy Bunsen quivered a little, but wisely held his peace.


Since Teddy was, for the moment, subdued, I turned my attention to Beau Wheless.


“Do you really think somebody might shoot Jackson just because he’s taken a job as a deputy sheriff?” I asked.


Beau Wheless had more polish than Teddy, and evidently, he wasn’t afraid of girls.


“Well,” he said, “we are out here in No Man’s Land, where killers like to congregate, mainly because there’s little law to disturb them. The Yazee gang has been spotted not one hundred miles away, and of course the Yazee boys will shoot at anything that stirs.


“Any of us are apt to be shot any hour of the day or of the year,” he added. “Lawmen are just a little more unpopular with killers than us common folk.”


“You’re right. I’ll buy the plain pistol,” I said. “But I expect the town to pay for the holster, along with the broom and the paint and the paintbrushes.”


Beau didn’t waste a minute. He got busy writing the invoice, which upset Teddy Bunsen, I could see. He began to turn red.


“You’ll buy the pistol?” he said, glaring at me. “That pistol’s a revolver. It won’t be cheap. Here you are squandering money, and you don’t even have a proper roof over your head.”


“If she needs a room Mrs. Karoo has one available,” Beau said, not bothering to slow his arithmetic. “I’ve just been working on a coffin for that Yankee lawyer who boarded with her. He finally drank himself to death last night.


“That fellow had money,” he added. “He wanted his coffin velvet-lined.”


“Mrs. Karoo’s will be my next stop, then,” I said. “Heft that pistol, Jackson. See if it fits your hand.”


One of the reasons Father couldn’t claw his way back up to the beam was because he had forgotten to take off his heavy money belt—he wore that belt day and night, January to December. I doubted that he had been wholly serious about suiciding himself since he kept his money belt on: after all, he wouldn’t need money in heaven, or the other place either. He left Jackson and me in a bad situation, but he didn’t leave us destitute. That money belt was crammed with double eagles.


“You oughtn’t to be squandering money, Nellie,” Teddy repeated, more weakly, when I handed a double eagle to Beau Wheless.


But he didn’t offer to pay for the pistol himself, or even chip in half. Teddy had no reason to know it yet, but stinginess is one of the qualities I can’t tolerate in a fellow. A man who can’t be freehanded with you in a store is likely to backhand you, somewhere along the way.


Teddy Bunsen wasn’t smart enough to know it, but he lost a step or two, in the romance department, that afternoon.
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JACKSON DID AS I instructed: he hefted the pistol several times. It seemed to fit comfortably in his hand.


“Aim at something,” I told him. Unfortunately Mrs. Thomas, Beau’s old nurse from Tennessee, popped around a corner just in time to see Jackson aiming a Colt revolver at her. If it fazed her she didn’t show it, but Jackson was embarrassed.


“My Lord, what if I’d shot her?” he asked.


“Oh, you couldn’t have shot her, because your gun’s not loaded,” Beau pointed out. “However, I could offer you a few boxes of top-of-the-line ammunition. After all, you’ll need to practice, I’m sure.”


Beau had seen the money belt—visions of double eagles dancing in his head.


“Just hold your horses, Mr. Wheless,” I said, giving Teddy Bunsen one of my firm looks.


“It seems to me I’ve spared the community enough expense. Supplying a deputy with ammunition is surely a civic responsibility. Don’t you see it that way, Sheriff?”


Instead of answering Teddy Bunsen turned and walked right out the door. When he agreed to take Jackson on as his deputy he surely had no inkling that his own job was going to get so complicated so quickly. He thought, in his idleness, that he could make me his blushing bride, but Jackson and I had scarcely been in town half an hour and had already created problems that Ted was neither trained nor equipped to deal with.


Jackson quickly handed me the pistol.


“I think I better get over to the jail and get busy,” he said. “I don’t want the sheriff to fire me before I’ve even swept the cells.”


He took the broom, the paint, and the paintbrushes and soon caught up with Teddy, who was walking stiffly.


I turned my attention back to Beau Wheless and his invoice.


“Most people who buy a pistol expect the holster to be thrown in,” I told him. “I hope that’s the case today.”


Beau, as I said, had polish. He knew perfectly well that I had never bought a pistol and had no reason to expect a free holster. But he also knew we Courtrights weren’t broke. And we had just arrived in town with the intention of staying. Any day I might find myself in need of curtains, or rose water, or a thimble, or a frock. Why lose a passel of sales over one holster?


“Of course the holster’s thrown in, Miss Courtright,” he said, meanwhile slyly setting two boxes of ammunition on the counter.


“That ammunition is what my brother needs to protect the citizens of this town from murderous killers,” I proclaimed. “Why shouldn’t the town pay for it?”


“I’ll give you no argument there,” Beau said. “Of course the town should pay for it, which doesn’t mean it will.”


“Who’s the boss of this bunch of hovels?” I asked. “The sheriff mentioned some deacons. Who would they be?”


“Well, there’s Joe Schwartz at the livery stable, he’s one deacon,” he said. “Aurel Stein’s a second, and I’m a third. Old George Murray, who has a spread about twenty miles out, is more or less a deacon—but George is out of sorts right now. In fact he’s Sheriff Bunsen’s number one problem.”


“I know Mr. Murray, he was a good friend of my father’s,” I said. “Is he a killer too?”


“Not by trade, but he’s cranky,” Beau said. “Cranky old men can kill you just as quick as the professionals.”


“That’s not many deacons,” I remarked.


“I forgot Leo Oliphant. He owns the three saloons,” he said, sliding the pistol into its nice free holster.


The two boxes of ammunition were still sitting there, in plain sight. It seemed we had come to an impasse. Beau wasn’t willing to give them, and I wasn’t willing to buy them.


“Do any of the deacons have credit with you?” I inquired.


“All except Leo Oliphant—being a saloon keeper means he’s a bad credit risk,” Beau said. “Few saloon keepers live to enjoy old age.”


“What about Sheriff Bunsen—how’s his credit?” I asked.


Beau winced at the question.


“I should not be talking ill about our gallant lawman,” he said, “but getting blood from a turnip would be a whole lot easier than extracting cash money from Ted Bunsen.”


“I see. If I put those shells on the sheriff’s bill you’d be hard put to collect—is that right?”


Beau nodded.


“He’s known to be a slow payer,” he allowed.


“Here’s my compromise,” I said. “My brother, Jackson, is a hard worker, and honest as the day is long. He’s a wage earner now—no reason he shouldn’t pay for his own ammunition, is there?”


“No reason unless he gets plugged by some killer first,” Hungry Billy remarked. He had wandered in and was standing around exercising his ability to waste time.


“Son, go saw a plank,” his father said. “Now that the sheriff has taken a deputy, maybe the killers will spare us their attention for a while.”


The upshot of the matter was that two boxes of high-grade ammunition got charged to Deputy Jackson Courtright.


“What do you think about George Custer getting massacred?” I asked while Beau wrapped my purchases, which grew to include a pretty cotton frock and several hair ribbons I had succumbed to.


“Oh, I try not to think of things like that,” Beau said. “Daily life is hard enough to survive, in these parts.”


He got a sad look in his eye. I suppose the thought of all those dead boys near a creek in Montana put him in mind of his own pretty wife, Glenda, who passed away less than a year ago, from the bite of a copperhead snake. Most people can survive a copperhead bite, but Glenda Wheless had been in delicate health to begin with. The snake got her while she was picking snap peas from their garden—she sat down by a bush, and before anyone missed her she was gone for good.


“I’m sorry about your father,” Beau said. “I liked the man, but I could never understand why he chose the frontier life. He didn’t seem to be the frontier type.”


“He read too many brochures,” I explained, before I headed across the street to give my brother his gun and ammunition.
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MY BROTHER, JACKSON, had already done admirable work with his broom. When I walked into the jail he was just sweeping a substantial pile of litter out the back door, where the wind would soon scatter it over thousands of miles of prairie. The debris consisted mainly of cigar butts, though I did notice a dead rat or two in the pile.


“You’re a wage earner now,” I informed him at once. “The gun and the holster’s on me but the ammunition is charged to you. Where’s Teddy?”


“He’s upstairs napping in the big cell,” Jackson said. “I don’t think he wants to be disturbed. He might have a toothache.”


“I’m curious about something, Jackson,” I remarked, snooping around the jail and looking in drawers, as women will.


“What?”


“This fellow Mexican Joe, who is supposed to be a bad killer, I guess, came in the jail and took a broom. Why would a murderous killer take a broom?”


“I don’t know and I hope you’re not thinking of waking Sheriff Bunsen up to ask him,” Jackson said. “I expect he needs his rest.”


“His rest from me, is what you mean,” I told him. I could tell that my little brother was soon going to take against me and defend his fellow male. Jackson was plainly nervous about my snooping in drawers, but I didn’t let that stop me. Teddy Bunsen had proposed to me six times, and was probably working up to a seventh try. In my view that gave me every right to snoop—after all, he could have a locket with another woman’s picture in it. The fact that I had no intention of marrying him didn’t mean that I had no right to be curious about what other ladies he might have in his life.


“I hope you don’t think I’m too hard on Teddy,” I said, with a grin.


Jackson just sighed in a tired way, as if the whole subject of myself and Ted and Father’s death and the move to town had worn him to a frazzle, on the inside at least.


“You’d better get on up to that rooming house,” he said. “What if somebody else rents that room—then where would you sleep?”


He squatted down to prise the lid off the paint can and looked at me with one of those lonely looks that never failed to touch me. Father’s foolishness with the noose was forcing Jackson to have to grow up, and at a rapid pace. Father wasn’t coming back, and even when he was alive, he had been only occasionally helpful. Father looked to his own needs, and expected the whole family—a shrinking company—to look after him too. If anybody raised Jackson it was me—except for a dance or two back in Virginia, when I stayed out all night kicking up my heels, Jackson and I had never spent a night apart. But here we were in Rita Blanca, faced with the necessity of sleeping under different roofs for nearly the first time in our lives.


“Jackson, are you sorry we moved into town?” I asked him.


“I don’t know yet,” he said, “but I like this jail—it feels peaceful. I just wish you could stay here with me, Nellie.”


“Out of the question,” I said. “But I won’t be far.”


Jackson managed to get the top off the can of paint and was staring into the white paint as if he wished he could drown in it. Young men are just moody—there’s not a woman alive who wouldn’t testify to that.


Then another thought crossed my mind.


“Is it Virginia you’re hankering for?” I asked. “Is it that you’d rather just give up on the West?”


Jackson had found a stick and had begun to stir the paint, which was going to have to be thinned a good bit before it could be slapped onto those dry-as-a-bone gallows boards.


I suppose I was asking myself the same question I had addressed to Jack, my brother.
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