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Chapter I

“Hung John”

 


 


He was still lyin’ there on his side when I
finally drew a bead on his chest an’ commenced a slow, even squeeze
on the trigger of that buffalo gun. Jus’ like the hunter taught me.
I drew my breath an’ held it while I fixed on my target. Once
fixed, I let out slow on the breath while I squeezed in slow on the
trigger. Then the bullet goes where you point it. An’ it did. But
that all works best with a stationary target.

As I fixed on my bead, Unger an’ the snake
went into motion. Once I got to focusing on his chest (my target),
I begun the process an’ I couldn’t react to particulars of the
moment an’ still squeeze off a clean an’ acc’rate shot. I didn’t
notice Unger begun to role an’ that snake begun to lunge. In jus’
part of an instant, the whole picture shifts. The boom of my
buffalo gun shattered the still an’ the recoil upset my balance.
The smoke from the powder hindered my vision. But like the hunter
said, it’s all ‘bout the process. You done it right–an’ you don’t
flinch–you don’t worry. You can march right over an’ collect your
meat.

But Unger had rolled an’ the snake had
lunged. The bullet travels where it’s pointed: not where it’s
intended. That muscular but misguided slug caught up with the
snake’s head in mid thrust, rippin’ it to shreds.

Unger–still rollin’–twisted himself ‘round
an’ landed settin’ up on his ass, his pistol drawn an’ cocked. He
didn’t fire; it was too late to fire. It would o’ been too late to
fire, no matter what. But survival instinct is strong in men like
that. They don’t think an’ act; they jus’ react. That’s why they
stay alive.

Unger was on his feet, pistol still drawn
an’ cocked, an’ headin’ my way. My buffalo gun is a roarin’ monster
that can bring down a beast–a buffalo. But it’s a single-shot. A
massive horn with jus’ one note–an’ that note was spent. ‘Course it
ain’t such a big deal to reload the thing fairly quickly, if you
come prepared an’ make it like a process–almost a habit–that you
follow through without thinkin’ ‘bout.

But I didn’t have a follow-up plan. I didn’t
expect–or consider–this outcome. An’, hell, I was nervous: too
nervous to fumble around in my pockets seekin’ loose ca’t’idges.
After all, this was “Hung John” Unger headin’ my way–with his
pistol drawn an’ cocked.

He come up within two feet o’ me, his pistol leveled at my
gut. “That was some amazin’ shootin’!” he bellowed into my face. My eyes were fixed
on the blade sight of his pistol, still hoverin’ near my stomach. “Damn,
I don’t know I could o’ made that shot, myself!” he added, his
voice still excited.

I jus’ watched the muzzle of that pistol
makin’ small circles ‘round the pit of my belly as he twisted the
grip in his palm, while speakin’. He finally noticed my discomfort.
Shiftin’ his grip to point the muzzle up an’ uncock the pistol, he
said to me, “Don’t you worry, partner. I ain’t gonna kill the man
who jus’ saved my life—even by accident!”

His pistol went back into its holster–a comfortin’ sight. He proceeded to spank
the dust off his duds, shakin’ his head as he pondered the
situation. He looked back at me an’ spit out his deliberations, “I
owe you one, son. Hell, that rattler had me tagged, for certain.
An’ out here, in ‘nowhere’... hell... I’d’a’ been a goner...
for certain!”

I didn’t respond. I was still doin’
considerable ponderin’, myself. He jus’ stood there awhile,
scratchin’ at the stubble under his chin, an’ lookin’ me up ‘n’
down. Finally, he said, “Seems like my good fortune you happened
along, partner. But why in the hell would you be out here in the
first place... at all?” Are you runnin’ from somethin’?”

Uh-oh! My turn to talk. An’ I’d need to say
somethin’ believable, in a convincin’ way. So long as it weren’t
the truth, but had the ring of truth. “Keep it simple,” I thought,
“speak sincere an’ matter-o’-fact.”

“Uh....” Good start–real sincere!
“Uh... well, you know....” ‘Course, he didn’t know. He wouldn’t
know ‘til I told him... somethin’.

He kept starin’ at me. An’ his face got a
twist o’ curiosity to it, “Sun got to you, partner?”

“Yep... no, nope!” I was so damned
nervous I didn’t know what I was sayin’. But this was not a man you
hesitate in answerin’. I jus’ needed to spin a yarn. That ain’t so
hard to do. I’d done it a thousand times on first acquaintance with
an attractive young lady. I’d always managed to put nervousness–or
shyness–in abeyance long enough to secure my intentions. I find
it’s always best to start with a half-truth.

I set my gaze right betwixt his eyes an’ begun palaverin’.
“Truth is,” that’s always a good start, “I’m a bit down on my luck. Hell, I’m
way down on my luck. Y’see, I was cowpokin’ up north, an’ gettin’
kind o’ bored, an’ feelin’ lowdown ‘cause I wasn’t gettin’
nowheres, an’....”

I sensed his curiosity turnin’ toward
impatience an’ I cut to the chase, “Well, a couple o’ weeks ago....
You heard ‘bout the massacre at the Northfork station, right?”

“No, I been out here quite a-spell.”
The impatience told in his voice.

He didn’t even seem curious ‘bout the
massacre. But that played into my yarn, so I went right back to it,
“Yep... terr’ble thing. A whole family wiped out–kids an’ all.
Well, to make it short” (an’ I could tell by his pawin’ the dust
with his foot that I’d best do that) “the local town fathers put
out a bounty of ten dollars a head on every Indian brought in:
whole, head or scalp. I figured I’d best take my opportunity before
they retook their senses. I invested what little cash I had in two
weeks’ worth o’ provisions–a grubstake, sort o’–an’ headed out for
where I figured them Indians would be hidin’ out.”

“So you’re a bounty hunter?” he
asked.

“Yep,” I answered (an’ that was a
fact). “For Indians,” I added (an’ that was a lie).

“Hung John” looked at me in disbelief,
“An’ you was gonna get all them Indians with that-there one-shot
rifle?”

“Well... I got a Colt in my
saddlebag,” I offered, knowin’ I was stretchin’
credulity.

Fortunately, he laughed. He didn’t figure me
to be a dangerous liar–jus’ a butt-ignorant clod. “Hung John” was
downright amused. “Let me see this Indian-bustin’ Colt of your’n,”
he laughed through his words.

Dutifully, I went back to my horse (tied to
some brush, a short ways away) an’ retrieved the revolver for “Hung
John’s” inspection. He spied what it was before I’d come halfway
back, an’ commenced to laughin’. It was my pappy’s ol’ cap-‘n’-ball
.44 from the war–converted to take ca’t’idges–an’ I was damned
insulted by his attitude.

“What?” I demanded.

“Nothin’, boy! Ain’t nothin’!” he
chuckled his response. “You...” (more chucklin’) “you any good with
that thing?”

“I can shoot anythin’, Mister!” I let
him know I was annoyed.

“Yeah, but can you hit anythin’?” he started a joke, then
apologized, right quick. “Oh, yeah, I guess you sure
can!”

With a big grin on his face–kind o’
menacin’, but prob’ly ‘bout as friendly-lookin’ as “Hung John” can
get–he walked down the last couple o’ yards to meet me, put his arm
‘round my shoulder an’ said, “I don’t mean to rile you, partner.
Nope, don’t mean to rile you at all.”

Takin’ Pappy’s pistol from me an’ holdin’ it
‘cross his upturned palm to inspect it, he commented, “It’s a
right-nice piece, boy. An’ right clean, too. Them ol’ Indians don’t
know how lucky they are not to be here: up against you.”

With “Hung John” turned so “chummy,” I
started to relax an’ regain my confidence. Soon I was rethinkin’ my
process for baggin’ this quarry. While I was a-thinkin’, “Hung
John” kept a-talkin’. Honestly, I was jus’ half-listenin’ ‘til his
conversation got real interestin’.

“Well, look-a here, partner,” he
begun, “I’m right grateful for the shootin’ you demonstrated,
before, an’–like I said–I owe you. I’ve got it in mind that you ‘n’
me can help each other out; an’ I can make you a rich man in the
process.”

Now he was jus’ plain readin’ my mind: ‘bout
his makin’ me a rich man, that is.

“Yep, a rich man,” he repeated. “You
know who I am, boy?”

“I sure do, Mr. Unger!” I hadn’t expected that question, an’ quickly
regretted my over-eager response.

But he jus’ laughed at my anxiousness, an’
said, “Mr. Unger.... Hell, you can call me by my first name. D’you
know my name?”

“Why, sure. You’re ‘Hung John!’ ‘Hung
John’ Unger!” I blurted out. Mistake. Out come the pistol, cocked
an’ pointed at my vitals.

“Don’t ever call me that!” he commanded. The muzzle went up,
finally; an’ the pistol was uncocked. Another second, I swear I
would o’ shit my britches. Calmly, but deliberately, he said, “You
call me ‘John,’ you hear? ‘John.’”

“Yessir... John....” I collapsed
within my own words, tryin’ to make my speech amiable.

“Yeah... well... partner, I ain’t out
here on no holiday, myself,” he told me. “Fact is, they run me out
o’ my last hideout–an’ damned near clear out of the territory. They
killed all my boys; but they didn’t get me! Damned thankful Carl’s still down in
Mexico....” His thoughts seemed to go astray, but he brought ‘em
right back, “I’m fixin’ to return, though. That’s what they’d least
expect. An’ when I do, I’m gonna make ‘em pay for all this–make ‘em
pay in cash!”

Now he had my full attention!

“I’ll get back at them bastards!” he
continued. “An’ I know jus’ how to hurt ‘em. You gotta open up
their ‘pocketbooks’ to really hurt ‘em. An’ their ‘pocketbooks’ are
all in the town bank. An’ I’m real good at openin’ up banks!”

“Uh, Mr.... John,” I squirmed in my
boots as I reached for words that were firm but inoffensive, “I...
I ain’t never been in trouble with the law. I jus’ couldn’t... I
mean, I’m sure you know what you’re doin’, but I... I jus’ wouldn’t
be no good to you!”

No, I would jus’ stick to my own plan, thank
you. I’d follow the process I’d intended, do what I’d come to do,
an’ collect my reward. Thank you, very much.

But “Hung John” was not swayed, “Don’t
worry, partner, I ain’t gonna get you in no trouble. Hell, this
ain’t gonna be no trouble at all!”

At his beckonin’, we both set down in the
dust an’ he explained his idea to me. Sounded like he’d been
hatchin’ this plan since he took to the desert. Prob’ly, he was
jus’ waitin’ for the right time–an’ a companion. Men like him, they
always need companions to bolster their bravado: someone to witness
their darin’-do. I do believe such men would not be half so
dangerous without an appreciative audience to make ‘em famous–to
make ‘em feel famous.

An’ I was fast becomin’ an appreciative
audience. He spelled-out a good, air-tight plan. An,’ like a good
yarn, it held your interest. But from the details, you could tell
there was no yarn bein’ spun: jus’ the artful insights of a master
craftsman displayin’ his process.

I became enthused, “Damn! I could do that! I could do that!” But caution is always my bunkmate,
“I don’t know, ‘though, John. If I was spotted. I mean, I spent a
little time in that town. Not likely I made any impression on
anybody,” (‘specially the women) “but what if somebody could
identify me? I don’t think I could live on the run. I’m not like
you–brave an’ resourceful, I mean.”

But “Hung John” wouldn’t hear of no such. He
determined my concerns to be trivial. His type don’t even consider
bein’ captured, anyway.

He promised me no one would ever know it was
me ridin’ with him, “I’ll call you Carl, after my brother; you look
a lot like him. I’ll remember to call you Carl.”

Brother Carl was still down in Mexico.
Prob’ly, nobody knew that ‘ceptin’ “Hung John”–an’ now, me. I’d
always heard Carl was the brains o’ that outfit. They were always
together, the two brothers, on all their escapades. “Hung John” was
always out in front, ‘though, full of bravado. Carl was real
quiet-like, an’ jus’ hung back. That’s why folks figured he was the
thinker. But now, “Hung John” seemed to think a real good plan; an’
Carl seemed to be out of the picture; an’... hmmm....

I’d reloaded my buffalo gun an’ I knew–with
jus’ a little patience–I’d see an opportunity to unload it into
Unger at point-blank range, thus achievin’ my mission. However,
with a bit more patience, some effort an’ watchfulness–an’
persistence of purpose–I might hit the jackpot! Weren’t no better
man you could partner-up with than “Hung John” Unger. He didn’t do
no small pickin’s. An’ he was an artist at his craft. That’s why
there was such a temptin’ reward on his head. An’ that’s why I was
standing there with him on that parched an’ godforsaken desert
trail on that particular day. ‘Course, he didn’t know that!

But anyway, if I played that hand right–an
unflinchin’ bluff ‘til my opponent folded–I could claim the biggest
pot of my life! He’d do all the work–take all the risk–while I jus’
kind o’ hung ‘round an’ watched out. But I know he’d split the
takin’s with me, fifty-fifty, jus’ from gratitude. Hell, I saved
his life, didn’t I?

Then–soon as that’s settled–I could jus’ relax an’ wait for
the first opportunity to safely blow him off to kingdom-come with
my bone-shatterin’ buffalo gun. Patience–patience an’ preparedness:
that’s the process. Hell, he’s like any other man, ain’t he? He’s
gotta eat, he’s gotta sleep, he’s gotta shit. Don’t he? Patience,
preparedness, blam–process! I’ll have my half an’ his half–an’ his ass slung
over his horse trottin’ back to the county seat to collect my
reward!

I’ll tell ‘em “Carl” got away. Hell, I’ll be so rich I’ll
never have to do nothin’ (well, nothin’ like this) again in my
life! “OK, ‘partner,’” I committed, “I’m with you–in on this, all the
way!”

“Alright, partner!” “Hung John” seemed pleased by this. “Hey,
partner, what’s your name–anyway?” he asked, realizin’ we’d not
finished our introductions.

“Bartlett,” I answered, “Robert
Bartlett.”

“Huh... ‘Robert Bartlett.’” He seemed
to have trouble chewin’ on the words. “Well, whadda they call
you?”

“They call me ‘Robert,’” I told
him.

“Uh huh,” he said, scratchin’ at his
stuble again, an’ studyin’ me–like I was a new mule, “well, we’ll
have to do somethin’ ‘bout that!”

“I like ‘Robert!’” I said, real annoyed–an’ then hopin’ my words
weren’t annoyin’ to him.

“Alrighty... ‘Robert,” he exaggerated my name; but he flashed
me that quirky, no-threat grin of his. “Alrighty!”

I’d have to be a lot more mindful of my
tongue–around “Hung John.” You don’t confront a rattler an’ make
startlin’ moves. An’ you don’t confront “Hung John” Unger with an
angry voice an’ startlin’ words. You jus’ can’t know when them
types are gonna strike. ‘Course, the difference is the real danger.
Only the rattler gives you warnin’.

“Well, never mind that for now,
partner.” “Hung John” said. At least I hadn’t riled this snake–this
time. “Did I hear the mention of grub, before? Are you packin’ some
grub?”

“Yeah,” I told him, “I’ve got what’s
left of my provisions.”

“Good, good!” he seemed right pleased.
“I’m feelin’ a powerful fit of hunger. Why don’t you go get some of
that grub right now, an’ let’s eat!”

Once more, I went dutifully back to my horse
at “Hung John’s’ request. I pulled two cans of beans out of my
saddlebag an’ brought them back to him. He seemed a little
disappointed, an’ said, “Uh huh... beans. Well that’s good, but I’m
feelin’ we need more. Why don’t you jus’ trot on back there an’ get
us somethin’ more. I’ll work up a fire, back here.”

So, dutifully, I went back to my horse an’ retrieved two
more cans of beans from my saddlebag. “Hung John” was apparently
expectin’ somethin’ else. He looked at the cans that I offered, an’
then he looked up into my face–real disappointed like. “More
beans?” he questioned, loudly. “C’mon, boy, we need some
real
food: some bread
an’ meat, an’ stuff we can chaw on. You go on back down an’ get us
some of that. Y’hear?”

“Well, that’s all there is,” I told
him.

“Four cans o’ beans–that’s all there is?” His voice sounded
more disappointed than annoyed–but not much.

An’ I didn’t want him to slide over to annoyed, so I
answered right back, “Oh, no, no! Hell, no! I got lots more cans o’ beans in my bags!”

He jus’ stared at me in disbelief, “You live on
beans, do you boy?”

“Well, no,” I tried to explain. “‘Bout
the only thing I know how to fix is chili–chili con carne. An’ I
had what I thought was plenty o’ meat an’ fixin’s to carry me
through. But I’m never sure about enough beans to make a real good
batch; so I loaded up on plenty o’ beans. An’....”

“Hung John” was still kneeling by his
small fire, stoking it blindly while he looked up at me as if
wonderin’ what this dumb ass was goin’ on-‘n’-on about. I cut short
on the “recipe,” an’ made for the gist of what he wanted to know,
“It’s been ten days; that’s all that’s left.”

‘Course, I never seem able to jus’ let
a flat fact lie there–without explanin’ it; so I pressed on with my
story. “I figured a week out, a week back–worse case. I should o’
headed back, couple o’ days ago. But I kept feelin’.... I had this
feelin’ I was so damned close that... jus’ one more day. An’ then,
jus’ one more day. Hell, today had to be the day. If I didn’t find... somethin’... by
nightfall, I was headin’ out–straight-on back–in the mornin’. An’
hopin’ them damned beans could see me through! ‘Course, I wasn’t
figurin’ on sharin’ ‘em. Wouldn’t figure there’s enough to keep one
man agoin,’ that long.”

I was blatherin’ on relentlessly–an’ dangerously,
considerin’ who I was conversin’ with. I caught myself up, quick,
an’ doubled back on my own trail of babble, “‘Course, I don’t mind
sharin’ with you... John. I wanna share ‘em with you! I mean, we’re partners now,
right? So, whatever I have is yours, too, right? An’ whatever you have is.... Well, we’ll make do, an’
get by somehow, right?”

“Aw, shut up–Robert!” “Hung John” was annoyed. I don’ like to
see “Hung John” annoyed. I don’ imagine any sane an’ sober man
would. “Hung John” Unger ain’t one to stew; he acts up when he’s
annoyed. An’ he reacts real bad on the one who’s annoyed him.

He stood straight up, threw his pokin’ stick
into the fire, spit into the fire an’ then turned to attend to me.
But thank God for that gruesome grin o’ his. It’s like the “all
clear” after a storm. You know you jus’ missed gettin’ walloped by
a whirlwind; but you’re safe enough–for now.

“Hell, what kind o’ hunter are you?”
“Hung John” chortled out the words.

“An Indian hunter–sort o’,” I offered in my own
defense.

“Yeah, you’re kind o’ new at that,
ain’t you?” He pointed out the obvious. “An’ I don’t see no string
o’ scalps hangin’ out o’ your saddlebag.”

But makin’ me look foolish wasn’t his point. ‘Though that
was easy enough, when I considered my own doin’s. He come to his
point, “No, I’m talkin’ ‘bout food–‘Robert.’ Huntin’ for food, not men. Hell, even a wasteland like
this has stuff you can eat: if ’n’ you know where to look–an’ what
to look for, an’ you’re real hungry–an’ you ain’t too partic’lar.”

Steppin’ back to the very spot where I’d
first laid eyes on him, “Hung John” stooped over an’ snapped up the
carcass of that ol’ snake that’d caused our acquaintance. He come
back an’ waved it in my face. “Hell–for starters, this here
rattler’ll fix jus’ nice in with them beans o’ your’n.”

“Hung John” handed off the snake
carcass to me, an’ said, “Here, hold on to your supper, an’ I’ll go
fetch my pot.”

He returned with a small, badly weathered,
strangely dented–presumably cast-iron–cookin’ pot an’ dropped it
near the fire. I took out my bowie an’ commenced to slicin’ that
snake into the pot–like a long, scaly carrot.

“Whoa! Ain’t you gonna skin the damned thing, boy?” “Hung John”
snapped at me.

“Huh? Well... I dunno....” I obviously
wasn’t thinkin’ straight–‘bout nothin’. “I jus’ figured the skin ‘d
come off in the cookin’.” But–regardless–I always had an
answer.

“Yeah, an’ then what?” he wasn’t gonna
jus’ leave it there.

“Well... I s’pose... the skin ‘d jus’
kind o’ melt away. No?”

“Uh, no!” “Hung John” informed me. “It’d jus’ coat them
damned beans o’ your’n an’ make ‘em taste like the crusty shit they
look like!”

Grabbin’ the snake an’ the bowie away from me, he muttered,
“Jesus, boy, how do you get on in the world without your
mamma?”


Chapter II

“Chili Beans”

 


 


The next mornin’, we rose up early (myself,
from a fitful night with damn little sleep), made some coffee an’
cracked open another can o’ beans. “Hung John” said we’d find some
real food, later on. But we were both anxious to start makin’
tracks out of that desert; so beans would have to do us. That was
fine by me.

We rode for about an hour without passin’
words. I wasn’t sure jus’ where we were goin’, but I jus’ followed
“Hung John’s” lead. I know he wanted out o’ that desert. That was
fine by me. Finally, he turned in his saddle, looked back over his
horse’s ‘hind, an’ said to me, “You got any money, partner?”

“Nope.” I told him the truth. “I spent
all my money on provisions. Like I told you.”

“You mean beans, don’t you boy?” He shook his head an’
laughed at me.

“Yeah, well, beans for chili. Like I
told you.” I thought I was explainin.’

“Shit, that’s what I’m gonna call you: ‘Chili
Beans!’”

“Aw, no!” I pleaded.

“Chili Beans!” he baptized me.

He laughed himself stupid, for the longest
time: jus’ rockin’ in his saddle, laughin’ at his big joke.
‘Twasn’t so damned funny, anyway–“Chili Beans.” Only a plain
ignorant man would laugh at somethin’ like that. An’ I was gonna
tell him so–someday. Not then–but someday. While he kept laughin,’
that thought kept me goin’, “Someday, you stupid bastard!”

The hot sun an’ the continuous cackling
parched “Hung John” out, an’ he stopped to moisten his throat with
a swig from his canteen. I was still pretty steamed, myself; but
water wasn’t gonna help my condition. “Hung John” climbed down off
his mount an’ started moseyin’ around, leadin’ his horse by the
reins. “Look a-here, partner!”

I figured maybe he’d found some ants–or a
scorpion–for lunch, an’ that’d got him all excited. So, with about
as much enthusiasm as that line of thinkin’ could provide me, I
climbed down an’ sauntered over to where he was waitin’–crouched
down, with one knee restin’ on the ground.

“Look at all them tracks, boy! There
must be hoofprints from at least a dozen mounts–ridin’ close, an’
ridin’ hard. Look! They’re all patched over an’ around each
another. An’ them hooves is all unshod. They were Indian ponies,
for sure! A whole band o’ Indians went passed here–real recent. I’ll bet you
them’s your Indians, boy! Looks like you come a lot closer than you
suspected.” “Hung John” took to laughin’ again, an’ starin’ off
into the distance, as if he expected to see them riders–all them
Indians–headin’ right back our way.

“Damn my misfortune!” I offered my
sincerest bluff.

“Well, I dunno, partner,” “Hung John”
deliberated, “that’s damn near an army that galloped through here.
Maybe it was your good fortune to meet up with me,
instead!”

I wouldn’t argue; that was the fortune I had
planned on.

An’ as plans go, the only hitch in “Hung John’s” plan was
that it required us to be in two different places at the same time.
‘Course, I wasn’t stupid enough to mention this obvious flaw, to
him. I figured he was jus’ workin’ on this part of it. “Hung John”
was the kind who tol’ you jus’ what he wanted you to know.
He never felt he owed anybody any explanation; nor was he troubled by gaps in the
information. But I wouldn’t recommend doin’ the same with him. He
might get to thinkin’ you were leavin’ things out, deliberate:
tryin’ to trick him–or confuse him. Or–worse for you–that you were
bein’ contemptible to him.

It’s like the snake an’ the snake charmer.
They seem to work together jus’ fine; but each keeps a wary eye,
one on the other. The snake can’t never trust the charmer,
completely. An’ the charmer can’t never predict the snake’s
behavior, completely. I ain’t sayin’ “Hung John” was a
snake–exactly; but he sure was unpredictable.

Like when we stopped to make camp, on the
third night. I figured I’d ready some supper; so I set up a
campfire, fetched a can o’ beans an’ went to set it on the flat,
near the fire. I heard the roar of “Hung John’s” pistol an’ felt
the dirt fly up into my eyes, at the same time! I jumped four feet
into the air!

“Shit!” was all I could squeeze out.

“No beans,” “Hung John” said flatly,
as he holstered his pistol an’ turned away from me.

“You could o’ killed me, you clod-ignorant bastard!” I wanted to blast out at him: as
loud as that pistol-roar still ringin’ in my ears. But that would
be suicide. Even if “Hung John” liked you–an’ I think he was takin’
a shine to me–he’d have to kill you after words like that. I mean,
besides the maniacal anger of the man an’ the quick flash to
temper, was the cold fact that if you spoke to him like that, he
could never stand to look at you, again. An’ he couldn’t have you
around, so he had to get rid of you. In “Hung John” logic, he had
to kill you.

If you were gonna partner with “Hung John”
Unger, you had to be a mighty strong man: strong enough to
withstand the pain of bitin’ down on your own tongue! Well
fortunately (for our plannin’), there were other men who understood
“Hung John”–knew how to read him, an’ when to tread softly around
him–an’ could tolerate workin’ with him. I come to know this when
“Hung John” set our destination.

After damned near endin’ our partnership
with his careless assault on the beans, “Hung John” skulked off
into the desert–on foot, by himself. Some short time later, I heard
another gunshot–echoin’ from a distance. Agreeably, it crossed my
mind that maybe the dumb bastard shot himself to death! That’d be
jus’ fine by me. Forget all that risky foolishness; I’d jus’ go
fetch the carcass, mosey on out of this sweat-hole, saunter into
town an’ trade that stinkin’ corpse for a big ol’ pile o’ cash!

I was wipin’ down my horse, checkin’ on my gear, an’
hummin’ to myself when “Hung John” reappeared out o’ the desert
with a big ol’ jack slung over his shoulder. “Chili Beans!” he shouted out at me with a
voice damn near as loud an’ violent as the crack of his pistol.
“Why in the hell ain’t you tendin’ the fire? It’s damned near gone,
an’ it’s time for supper!”

Well, my little daydream went up in smoke–gunsmoke. “Sorry,
John,” I apologized, rather insincerely. I was well past
intimidatin’. “Where in the hell did you find a rabbit? I didn’t figure there was
nothin’ livin’ in Mother Nature’s ‘fryin’ pan’ that didn’t wear
scales!”

“If ’n’ you know where to look,” “Hung
John” reminded me, “an’ what to look for, partner.” He seemed in an
amiable mood. An’ with that big ol’ jack skinned, cleaned, prepped
an’ cooked an’ ate (with beans on the side), we were both feelin’
contented.

“You reckon the Northfork station had
the telegraph, ‘Chili Beans?’” “Hung John” pulled a question out o’
the blue-black night sky, while we were both lyin’ on our backs,
our heads propped up against our saddlebags, gazin’ up at the
stars.

“I don’t know, I was never there,” I
told him, wonderin’ what that had to do with anythin’.

“I reckon they must’ve. They had to
keep touch,” “Hung John” continued.

“Well, yeah,” I considered, “I suppose
they did. But the Indians prob’ly cut the wires. Ain’t that what
they do when they attack?”

“Maybe,” he answered, then offered his
insight. “But that weren’t no war party. That was a raid. Prob’ly
jus’ a bunch o’ hot-headed, young bucks gone wild, an’ tryin’ to
prove somethin’ that ain’t gonna matter to nobody, soon as they’re
dead. Least I hope so. If ‘n it were an uprisin’, we’d soon be up to our assholes in
federal troops; an’ that can make it mighty uncomfortable for
everybody.

“No. Sounds to me–from the way you
were talkin’–like they’re considerin’ this a local problem:
considerin’ them as renegades–like outlaws. That’s jus’ fine by me.
Less heat on us. An’ if it was jus’ a quick an’ dirty–‘we’ll show
you’–kind o’ raid, then I figure them boys jus’ killed everybody
they could find an’ stole off with all the food an’ guns an’
ammunition in sight. My guess is, the telegraph is still
workin’.”

“I s’pose,” I offered, driftin’
towards sleep.

 


~~


Come the mornin’, I awoke to find “Hung
John” already up, with his saddlebags packed. I looked toward the
campfire–dead as dirt–an’ asked, “Breakfast?”

“Hung John” grinned–in his way–an’
said, “No breakfast. Gather your gear an’ saddle-up, ‘Chili Beans.’
We’re goin’ to Northfork!”

I’d like to say we rode hard to reach our
destination, but the truth of the matter is we rode slow. It jus’
felt damned hard. An’ in the daylight, that desert really is Mother
Nature’s “fryin’ pan.” You ride your horse hard one day, an’ you’ll
be walkin’ the next day. No, we went jus’ the pace that was right;
an’ jus’ the way that was right; in jus’ the right amount of time.
“Hung John” obviously spent a lot o’ time traversin’ that sand
hole, over the years; an’ he was an expert at survivin’ in it. No
way he’d ever end up a bunch of bones bleachin’ in the sun. That’s
another reason he was a good choice to partner up with.

After some while–some while jus’ short of an
eternity, it seemed to me–we arrived at the Northfork station. As
we approached, we could see folks millin’ about the station. A bit
closer, we could tell they were all men–armed men. “Hung John”
natur’ly suggested we jus’ ride on by. We took the fork that
trailed away from the badlands an’ down towards civilization. About
a half a mile down the trail, we stopped to rest the horses.

“Hung John” slipped off his horse an’
started uncinching his saddle. “Looks like things are still a
little too hot there for me, ‘Chili Beans.’ I reckon folks ‘round
these parts are still nervous. An’ they’re gonna stay nervous ‘til
them Indian boys are all caught up!”

“Well, that’s a big problem for us,” I pointed out. “I
was hopin’ we’d find some food an’ water an’ rest at that station.
But I was countin’ on at least waterin’ the horses. These here animals can’t
go much further without waterin’, John.”

I made a bad habit of tellin’ “Hung John”
what he already knew.

“You think I’m ignorant, boy?” he
upbraided me.

“No, sir!” I thought to move back: knowin’ I’d stepped in
it, yet again.

“You think I don’t know what’s goin’
on around me, boy?” he demanded.

“No, s... yes s....” I didn’t know which way to turn,
now.

“You don’t think I got it figured
out, boy?” He was gettin’ downright nasty!

I tried a new approach. I grinned at him:
straight at him, without flinchin’. I took my time an’ said–real
casually, “Surer than shit you do, eh John?”

He laughed! It worked! He laughed an’ he
come over an’ slapped me a little too hard on the shoulder.

“You’re a hoot, ‘Chili Beans!’” he
said, barin’ his teeth in that “all’s well” grin o’ his. “Now,
while I get this saddle off’n my horse, you get your bags an’ role
off’n your horse an’ put ‘em on mine.”

“So it’ll look like a pack horse,” I
was catchin’ on.

“Right,” he said.

“I’m goin’ back alone,” I
figured.

“Right,” he confirmed. “Now listen up,
‘Chili Beans,’ I’m gonna give you the names an’ locations of the
boys we need to reach, an’ a message to send ‘em.”

“You want me to send a telegram for
you,” I stated the obvious.

“Yup. You can remember stuff you’re
tol’, can’t you?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I couldn’t figure
where he was headed.

“What do you mean you don’t know?” “Hung John” was turnin’
nasty again. “How in the hell can I trust you to send my message if
you ‘don’t know’ you can remember it?”

“Couldn’t I jus’ write it down, John?”
I asked, flatly–kind o’ smugly.

“Huh?” he thought about my
proposition. “Oh... you can write?” Apparently the notion never
occurred to him. “Well... sure... I reckon... sure.”

“I’ll get the paper an’ pencil from my
saddlebag,” I informed him.

“Sure,” he agreed, looking sheepish
for the first time since I’d met him.

I got the specifics from “Hung John.” An’
they were very specific. I reckon, when you can’t write things
down–like “Hung John” can’t–you work your memory all the harder,
out of necessity, an’ improve it beyond your other faculties.

Did you ever notice that ‘bout a blacksmith
who spends his days slammin’ an’ bangin’ that heavy hammer down
against the anvil tryin’ to shape molten material into manageable
product? He always uses his favored arm. If he’s been doin’ that a
long time–year after year–you’ll notice an appreciable difference
in muscle girth ‘twixt the hammer-drivin’ arm an’ the other. It
occurred to me that’s how it is with the muscles in “Hung John’s”
head. Askin’ his opinion about things he’s never seen or heard of
would be like askin’ him to do a difficult chore with his off hand.
But if it’s somethin’ he’s experienced or heard tell about, then he
can flex that strong muscle an’ make a point with more authority
than a prairie preacher.

So “Hung John” gave me very clear specifics ‘bout where to
send the message an’ who would get it an’ how it should be
delivered an’ what to say, an’ a twenty dollar gold
piece–an’ very specific instructions ‘bout how to use it. I headed on back
to the station, leadin’ my pack horse an’ clutchin’ two slips o’
paper: one about the telegram, the other a specific list of stuff
to bring back. That’s the advantage o’ writin’; any fool could run
this errand–so long as he could read. An’ I could read.

Most o’ the way in, I thought about “Hung
John’s” spoken instructions. Most likely, them Indians had cleaned
out the station of anythin’ useful. An’ most likely, there hadn’t
been time or reason to replenish the stores usually available. But
every man there should be well stocked with his own
provisions–food, coffee, tobaccy an’ the like–an’ plentiful
ammunition. An’ most men faced with a sizable profit over their
necessary expense would gladly part with the excess portion of
their supplies. An’ twenty dollars can buy a whole lot of
everythin’: even at excessive prices.

The main fuss would be in breakin’ down that
twenty dollar gold piece: to spread the purchasin’ around. But
“Hung John” had that figured, too. Maybe everythin’ was disorder at
that station, but two things would recover almost immediately. The
telegraph would be set to workin’ order–with someone to operate it
put in place. An’ someone would be sellin’ liquor. Now, a man
sellin’ liquor in parts like these was somethin’ like a banker. He
ended up with everybody’s small change; an’ he was most likely the
only one who could make change.

‘Course such a man is a businessman,
first. He can’t be givin’ up his change to you, doin’ a favor like
you were his long-lost pal or somethin’. He was gonna charge you
for the privilege–natur’ly. But I ain’t a man who likes gettin’
nothin’ for somethin’. So I had it figured that if I bought a few
drinks–jus’ three or four (or five)–he’d be obliged to change my
twenty dollar gold piece in the transaction. Nothin’ lost an’ no
harm done.

When I arrived back at the station, lopin’
on in with my pack horse trailin’, nobody payed me any particular
attention. Jus’ another lone white man out on the trail sniffin’
an’ snoopin’ for opportunities. Speakin’ of opportunities (an’
opportunists, specifically), there was an’ old-timer–looked to be a
professionally unsuccessful prospector–who’d staked out a post an’
was chargin’ fifty cents a day to watch your horse an’ your
gear.

Seemed like a good idea since there was no
livery stable setup an’ other options weren’t terribly good. I
mean, you could tie your horse to any of a number of sturdy
hitchin’ posts, an’ walk off an’ take care of your business:
leavin’ horse an’ pack in place. ‘Course you’d prob’ly find your
pack a lot lighter when you returned. The alternative was to load
yourself up with all your possessions an’ lug ‘em around with
you–jus’ leavin’ the horse. When you returned, you might find the
horse had left. Some citizens take an unencumbered horse to be
abandoned, an’ thereby free for the takin’.

Kind o’ funny, that, considerin’ all the
badges flashin’ ‘round in the noon-day sun: sheriff an’ deputies
an’ sworn posse an’ what not. Yeah, there were a goodly number of
lawmen around–but no law enforcement, in particular. They had other
things on their minds. Hell, even “Hung John” might o’ gone
unregarded at that time.

So anyhow, the enterprisin’ old-timer seemed
like my best bet. For sure, I tried to whittle down the price a
might; fifty cents seemed awful steep for the short time I planned
to be there. But the ol’ fossil-faced prospector was not given to
dickerin’; one price, take it or leave.

Well, I could understand how a man would
need some powerful incentive to set around out in the sun all day;
stayin’ awake, watchin’ out an’ usin’ his shotgun to shoo away
overly curious passers-by. So, all that was left was to haggle some
patience from the man. I couldn’t pay nothin’ ‘til I broke down
that twenty dollar gold piece. He finally said it didn’t matter to
him; at the end o’ the day, he’d have my fifty cents or my horses
an’ packs. You can’t argue fair trade with a shotgun–at close
range.

I took my buffalo gun off my mount. I’d
become accustomed to walkin’ about with it under my arm. It was too
big an’ obtrusive to go unnoticed, an’ too valuable to be left
behind. ‘Sides, walkin’ about with a canon under your arm made some
of the nastier types avoid your company. An’ that was a place
filled with nasty types: badges or no badges. Lookin’ into some of
the gruesome faces of men I passed in the street caused me to
ponder ‘bout Pappy’s ol’ .44. A handgun’s a small gun; an’ a small
gun’s a comfort in close quarters where you can’t but hold a
long-gun with the muzzle to the ceilin’: where it ain’t no damned
good at all.

I could see that the big, ol’ cabin that
served as a storefront–or a barroom–was crawlin’ with a crowd of
them gruesome-faced men. I went back an’ got Pappy’s pistol out of
my saddlebag an’ stuck the barrel through my belt. Once I squeezed
my way through intractable strangers, jus’ to get inside that cabin
door, I had to hustle my way up to the makeshift bar. It was a
setup of several, long, roughhewn planks laid across large, empty
barrels. It was a lot wider than you’d think necessary; no doubt,
to keep the graspin’ hands of the thirsty patrons off o’ the liquid
goodies stored behind it.

There were two men behind that bar. The one
man–a rather unfriendly-lookin’ feller with a scowl on his
face–stood there with his arms folded in front of him, seemin’ all
business-like. The other one was back against the wall, sittin’
bolt-upright in a chair, with two pistols in his belt an’ a
double-barrel ‘cross his lap. He was especially gruesome-faced. He
didn’t look like no peace officer. My guess: he was there to ensure
collectin’s.

The first feller unfolded his arms, placed
his palms against the rough wood, leaned across the bar an’ asked
that time-honored, familiar question, “What’ll it be?”

To which I provided the time-honored,
expected answer, “Whisky.”

As you might expect in them circumstances,
there followed a comment regardin’ my ability to make payment,
“First, we’ll have a look at the color of your money.”

I took out the twenty dollar gold piece an’
set it on the bar.

“Hmmph, nice color,” he commented, an’
set a glass down next to my gold piece. “Fifty cents a shot,” he
informed me.

“B’Jesus!” My disbelief spilled out of my
mouth.

“Take it or leave,” he said, cuppin’
his hand ‘round the glass an’ preparin’ to remove it.

Seemed like all the local opportunists knew
only the one line, “Take it or leave.” But I was in no better
position to haggle with him than I was with that ol’ prospector.
“I’ll take it, gladly, sir,” I said with a friendly smile, as
out-of-place as a choirboy in a minin’ camp.

Well, I reckon, when you’ve cornered a
market, you can rob a man legal-like, an’ get him to smile,
gratefully, for doin’ it to him. But now, for sure, I knew I could
only afford to allow myself a few drinks: jus’ three or four, maybe
five–damn, maybe jus’ four.

It wasn’t particu’ly well lit in that cabin,
but there’s somethin’ ‘bout gold that seems to gather-in every
available speck of light an’ then reflect it with a shimmer of
increased brightness that attracts a man’s eyes to the source of
this powerful beacon. My glimmerin’ gold piece, settin’ alone on
that gray-lookin’, rough-wood plank, caught many an eye–an’
attracted two partic’lar strangers to my side. Actu’ly, one on
either side of me–which made me a mite uncomfortable.

But when they smiled an’ said, “howdy,” they
seemed a good deal less gruesome: at least by comparison to the
rough-an’-tumble community at large (if you can call a horde of
transients a community). The bartender expected business, but they
weren’t ordering anything–right away–so he drifted on down to the
payin’ customers at the other end of the bar. My new acquaintances
an’ I shot the shit, for awhile: nothin’ in particular, jus’
general trail talk. I’d catch their eyes glancin’ at my gold piece,
an’ admirin’ it, when they thought I wasn’t lookin’.

I didn’t mind, ‘though; everybody takes a gander when they spot a shiny gold
piece. An’ I wanted people to take notice–to take a spark to my
money. I had some serious negotiatin’ to do. But in the meantime, I
had to keep an eye out, so that gold piece didn’t disappear from
under my nose. So I was mighty watchful, an’ I noticed things them
men didn’t suspect I noticed. I may not be the sharpest tack in
town, but I ain’t no fool.

Finally, one of the strangers got down to
particulars. He asked if I was headin’ out with one of the posses,
or if I had time to join them an’ some friends in a little poker
game they had to pass the time. Now I felt it was time to show my
hand an’ get down to some business. I told him I wasn’t part of no
posse. I was jus’ passin’ through on my way to my own destination.
Feelin’ I’d nothin’ to gain by tryin’ to con them (an’ feelin’ even
more that this was a dangerous place to pull a con), I told them I
realized I’d need a whole lot more supplies to reach my
destination, an’ that I suspected I’d have to pay handsomely to get
that stuff, out here.

While I was explanin’ it jus’ that way to
the feller on my right, the feller on my left–who I had my back
to–slapped me hard on the shoulder. I turned to him–a bit
dismayed–but noticed jus’ a big grin on his face.

He said, “Brother, are you in luck!”

I wondered if it was my luck or his luck he was talkin’
about. It immediately crossed my mind that he might be deliberately
distractin’ my attention away from my coin, so his partner could
remove it from it’s perch–on that plank. But out of the corner of
my eye, I could spy that steely-eyed sentinel settin’ back there,
awatchin’ everythin’. He wasn’t gonna let that coin move–’til the drinks were paid
for.

That was actu’ly a relief to my mind; an’ I
relaxed a bit. I inquired, “How so, my luck?”

“Well, my partner an’ me, we was fixed
in one of them posses,” he informed me. “We got all caught up in
the excitement: ya know, ready to ride out an’ do battle with them
renegades. Well, maybe we was more liquored up than fired up–but we
jined up! We spent our entire wages on ammo an’ supplies. Then we
come up here, with our little posse.

“Hell, it ain’t worth it! Look around
ya. There’s an army o’ gunslingers right here, right now, An’
there’s even more out on the trail. They don’t need us. It’s a big
waste for us. We’ve been wantin’ to head back; but we’ve sunk
everythin’ into this. An’ to go back with nothin’... an’ no bounty!
Ya know?”

“Uh huh,” I didn’t really know, but I
was hopin’ he was headin’ somewheres useful with all o’
this.

“Well, sir,” he continued, “if we
could jus’ recover our losses–get back to where we was before all
o’ this started. Well, we could ride on back home, much happier
men. Ya see, brother, ya can help us by purchasin’ yer supplies
from us.
An’ we can help you by sellin’ all our supplies to you. An’,
we don’t look for no profit!”

“Well, maybe a small profit would be
okay,” the other feller added, jokin’ly.

“Well, alright then!” I was truly gladdened by this news.
This would save me whole lots of time an’ money. In the spirit of the moment, I
offered, “Let me buy you boys a drink–or two!”

With the cordiality o’ business associates,
we polished off that first bottle an’ contemplated a second. My new
friends cautioned me to stop, ‘though, or we’d jus’ all be drunk
(drunker) an’ there wouldn’t be enough money left to buy out their
supplies. ‘Nough said, them boys were right on the mark.

They suggested we leave an’ transact our
business. I started out with them, an’ then remembered my mission.
I couldn’t be spendin’ all the rest of the change I’d jus’ got from
the bartender ‘til I knew what the telegram was gonna cost me.

One of the fellers reacted, “Aw, hell, what
could it cost, a couple o’ pennies? Ya can take care of that
after.”

“Have you ever bought a telegram?” I
asked.

“Well, no.” he confessed.

“The way things are around here, now,
it could cost a couple o’ bucks!” I told him.

They agreed to meet with me after I’d
finished with the telegraph. They told me all their supplies were
packed on their horses, which were hitched in a back alley, being
guarded by a friend. I got the particulars of the location an’
headed off to complete my mission.

I didn’t know that station from any other
little hole in the wall, but I could tell by that long, prominent
cable comin’ down off a pole an’ windin’ through a cabin window,
jus’ where the telegraph was located. As I approached the small,
flimsy-lookin’ buildin’, I could make out where someone had carved
“Telegraph Office” on an old piece o’ pine board, hung over the
doorway. I went in an’ found a gaunt, mustachioed, officious sort
o’ gent in a two-dollar suit (obviously, a city feller) standin’
behind a table tryin’ to explain somethin’ to a couple o’ lawmen
who jus’ weren’t gettin’ it–an’ weren’t too happy about it. When I
come in, they turned an’ stared me down.

“Don’t mind me,” I told them. “I ain’t
got no hurry. Nothin’ important. I’ll jus’ wait ‘til you gentlemen
are finished.”

They turned their attentions back to the mustachioed gent
an’ demanded somethin’ I couldn’t understand; apparently, that
unfortunate feller couldn’t, either. No matter, I’d bide my time.
For certain, I was in a hurry; I didn’t want them fellers with their
provisions to give up on me an take off. But I didn’t want to be
rattlin’ off names an’ locations of possibly notorious–prob’ly
wanted–individuals, with them badges flashin’ about. I’d best bide
my time.

I didn’t wait long. The lawmen lit out, in a fit o’
disgust, with Mr. Mustachio hollerin’ after them about payment due.
I stepped up to the table. He turned to me an’ demanded, “What
do you want?”

I was taken aback. I didn’t say anythin’; I
jus’ handed him my slip o’ paper with the instructions for the
telegram. He looked at it, an’ then he looked at me. An’ then he
waited. Okay, I’ll talk. An’ if he bites my head off, I’ll nail
him. “Can I buy a telegram, here?”

He looked at the slip o’ paper again, an’ started laughin’.
I was about ready to bust him, when he said, “Don’t mind me, sir.
I’m sorry. It’s jus’... now this is the way to order a telegram! Those buffoons!
They expected the people they wanted to contact to be standin’ at
the other end of the wire, waitin’. They acted like I could speak
to them in one end, they respond from the other end, an’ I give
them an answer–immediately!”

He handed the slip of paper back to me an’
said, “But please, forgive my anger. Jus’ place your order.”

“Huh?”

“Tell me exactly what you want to say
in your telegram, an’ exactly who an’ where it’s goin’ to,” he
clarified.

He’d read the whole damned thing. What did
he need? You know, I didn’t care. I took up my slip o’ paper an’
started readin’ it, slowly an’ deliberately. He took up a pencil
an’ wrote on another piece o’ paper, everythin’ I said–exactly what
was on the piece o’ paper I’d handed him. The only change he
made... every time I told him “period,” he said, “stop.” We wasted
a lot o’ time on that nonsense. Then he sat at a smaller table, put
on a visor, turned up the oil lamp, an’ started clackin’ on a piece
o’ hardware attached to the cable that protruded through the cabin
window. I’d paid what he’d asked an’ I jus’ waited for an answer.
He finished clackin’, rose up from his seat, gave me a look like,
“Why the hell are you still here?” an’ said, “Is there somethin’
else?”

“Nope!” I hustled out the
door.

That was a strange waste o’ time an’ effort.
It made me recall a conversation with the ol’ hunter, when we
talked about the new ca’t’idges an’ new guns an’ newfangled
machines an’ inventions an’ all the changes in the world–an’ in our
lives. I remember him tellin’ me, “There’s always some new gadget,
son. You’ll see that all your life. Only you can decide what’s
useful an’ what’s useless. Myself, I cottoned to cap-an’-ball,
right away. Same thing with ca’t’idges. I didn’t take to repeaters
‘til they made ‘em reliable. But it’s not jus’ the gadgets. The
thing I find about progress, is that it tends to make unnecessary
people commonplace.”

Annoyin’ as that was–especially with a
snootful–I’d accomplished my mission. I went to locate my new
friends. It was real easy, since I recognized one o’ them standin’
out in front o’ the alley–jus’ a crack between two buildin’s–as if
he’d been waitin’ for me. Matter-o’-fact, as soon as he spotted me,
he started wavin’ his arms to get my attention.

“I sure am glad you waited,” I said to
his smilin’, happy face.

“Aw, we wouldn’t desert ya, brother,”
he assured me. “Ya got some coin left?”

“Yeah, most o’ it,” I assured him. “‘Tweren’t near as painful
as I suspected.”

A friendly cuss, he laughed out loud at
that. Then he told me his partner was waitin’ for us with the
horses an’ all their supplies. I followed him into the alley. The
other feller hollered a greetin’ when he spotted us; an’ I walked
up an shook his hand.

He told me they wanted to get a-move on, an’
had a long way to go. They wanted to be halfway home before
nightfall. He suggested I look over their goods, we could agree to
a price for what I wanted, an’ all be on our way. The two fellers
moved ‘round to the hind o’ one o’ their horses an’ unstrapped a
roll. One o’ them signaled with his hand. I took that to mean I
should come take a look. I went over to see what the two fellers
had to offer.

I was standin’ there, talkin’ to them, when
the horse’s whinny startled me. When I turned toward the horse’s
head, I thought I noticed someone comin’ up behind me. A crashin’
blow to the back of my neck drove me to my knees, screamin’ from
the pain! A second blow on my bent shoulders put me flat on the
ground! I saw a boot come up into my face, an’ tried to scream from
pain; nothin’ come out but blood! Another blow to the head put me
out!

Sometime next mornin’, I come to–right there
in the alley where them bastards had left me for dead. My head was
throbbin’: mostly ‘round the gash I could feel in the side o’ it. I
could taste dirt an’ blood in my mouth. An’ the god-awful smell! I
couldn’t tell if I’d landed in a pile o’ horse shit, or jus’ done
it in my own britches!

I moved my arms under me, pressed my palms
down into the dirt an’ tried to push myself up. A slicin’ pain made
me fall on my face–back into the dirt. Damn, it felt like my back
was broken!

I felt lucky to be alive–sort o’; but I
didn’t think I could make it out o’ there on my own. I could see
people walkin’ past the openin’ to that alley, an’ I tried to call
out for help. No one come a-runnin’, but I kept tryin’–yellin’ out!
When I saw a feller stop, look straight at me, an’ then keep on
walkin’ by, I knew I was on my own.

It took awhile–an’ a bit o’ doin’, but I
finally dragged myself out o’ that alley. I was tempted to fall
into the first horse-trough I found, an jus’ soak myself. But I
made it to the well–no thanks to curious passersby–an’ doused
myself with a bucket o’ cool water. I was back in the world, an’
ripe for revenge. But I was helpless–an’ hopeless; the bastards had
taken everythin’: my money, my buffalo gun an’ my Colt–an’ my
boots.

With all them so-called lawmen millin’
around the place, there was nobody gonna help me. I had only one
place to go—one feller to see. I found the ol’ prospector sittin’
at his post, shotgun laid ‘cross his lap.

He was sorrowful about my condition; but–like he said–he
was first an’ foremost a businessman. I tried to deal; I tried to
make him all kinds o’ promises for future payment–an’ a whoppin’
big profit. But he wasn’t buyin’. He told me when he saw cash, he’d
make a deal; but it was gonna be a whole lot more’n fifty cents. He claimed the
horses, packs an’ such were his rightful property, now: my failin’
on our contract. An’ he figured any part o’ that outfit was worth
a whole lot more’n fifty cents.

I got hot an’ bothered an’ mean an’ nasty in
my arguin’. While I’m rantin’ an’ ravin,’ I’m also watchin’ the
barrel o’ his shotgun slowly rise up off’n his lap an’ move in my
direction. I apologized. He said it was understandable–considerin’.
But he didn’t move to replace the shotgun barrel ‘cross his lap. He
did take pity on me an’–claimin’ he was “jus’ a damned ol’ fool”–he
offered to let me borrow my horse: the one with the saddle.
Considerin’ he had no reason to expect he’d ever see me again, that
was right generous.

It was a painful process, mountin’ that
horse. But it was more painful ridin’–jostlin’–down the trail, over
terrain a lot more rugged than I remembered from before. I was
feelin’ incredibly weak, an’... dazed–like a man who’d been too
long lost in the desert. Stayin’ in the saddle took all the effort
I had to put into it. Thank God that horse jus’ natur’ly seemed to
stay right on the trail. It must’ve jus’ been the easiest way for
him to go. No animal strays from the simple, easy way without
considerable encouragement–or fright.

An’ I couldn’t direct that horse. I couldn’t
seem to set my eyes to seein’ straight. An’ what I did see made me
think my brain was plain addled, from concussion. What I saw was a
figure approaching me from a distance–on horseback. A mirage-like
figure. Seemed to be holding a lance in his hand: like a knight, or
a Spanish picador–or, maybe, an Indian warrior! It was “Hung John.”
He was bearing my buffalo gun–gleaming in the hot sun like the
metal head on a long spear.

That was the last thing I saw ‘til I come
to, some hours later, an’ found myself lyin’ on a bunk in a small,
smelly, dilapidated cabin. I was totally at a loss to my senses
‘til I heard “Hung John’s” voice declare, “The critter lives! His
eyes are movin’ an’ his tails a-waggin’. He won’t be skinned,
today. The critter lives!”

Dumb-assed humor. But–for certain–I was glad
to see that grinnin’ ape. Like an ol’ mother hen, “Hung John” was
tendin’ to my needs. He even got me propped up in the bunk an’ set
for grub. Some sort o’ jackrabbit stew, was what he brung me.
Fixin’ jack meat must be his specialty.

I had a hundred questions I wanted to ask
him; but “Hung John” insisted I first tell him what happened to me.
Since my buffalo gun leanin’ safely in the corner, an’ my Colt
settin’ handsomely on the table indicated the outcome of his story,
I agreed to go first. I explained to him–at length an’ in great
detail–everythin’ that had occurred since I’d last set eyes on
him.

“Hung John” sat on a stool by the
bunk, listening to what I said, takin’ it all in an’ injectin’ an
“uh huh, uh huh,” here an’ there. When I reached the part where I’d
spotted him a-ridin’ towards me with my buffalo gun, he assumed
we’d reached the conclusion. He slapped both hands down upon his
knees, then rose to his feet, exclaiming, “Alrighty!”

“Hung John” sauntered over to the
fire, spit into it, turned back around an’ told me, “You done good,
‘Chili.’ You got my message out. Damned good!”

I figured that was the only thing he got out
o’ my story. The only thing that mattered–to him. No matter. I was
jus’ itchin’ with curiosity to hear how my prized possessions found
their way home.

“Alrighty, alright!” “Hung John”
chuckled. “Keep your britches on an’ I’ll tell you.”

That made no sense. I didn’t have my
britches on, anyway. Lying’ in that bunk, under the covers, who
needs ‘em? But John was stallin’ for time. He’d set out to fetch
somethin’ else he wanted first.

He come back over an’ sat on the stool by
the side o’ the bunk. He was holdin’ a leather pouch I’d never seen
before. From its contents, he rolled two cigarettes, stuck one in
my mouth an’ one in his own an’ lit them up with a nearby candle.
Then he held the pouch up in front of my face an’ asked, “What’s
that there writin’ say, boy?”

“It looks to be... a monogram,” I
answered. “Let’s see... a ‘P’ an’ an ‘M.’ You know, like the
initials o’ somebody’s name.”

‘Course, I didn’t know if he’d know.
If a man can’t write, would he know about initials?

“What’s the ‘P’ mean?” he asked
me.

“A first name, I guess. You know, like
‘Paul’ or ‘Peter’ or even ‘Philip’ or somethin’.”

I’d no idea where he was headin’ with all
this. Jus’ stallin’ for time, maybe? By now, the cigarettes were
all done an’ thrown into the fire. But “Hung John” again delayed
his story while he rolled himself another one an’ offered one to
me, which I declined.

He sat back on his stool, puffin’, an’ rattled out, “Peter,
Paul or somethin’, huh? You know, boy, sometimes I meet people,
spend some time with ‘em, jaw with ‘em, an’ I don’t really get to
know ‘em. An’ the sad thing is, well, they don’t really know
who I
am. Sad for
them.”

I got it. He was talking irony–I guess.
“Hung John” finally got down to brass tacks; he gave me the whole
shootin’ shebang in the smokin’ o’ jus’ two more cigarettes. When
I’d left him, he told me he was gonna seek out shelter an’ get off
the open trail. He’d meet me right back where he’d left me, an’ if
I got there first, I was to wait–right there. What he failed to
tell me was that he knew an ol’ prospector had a cabin nearby.

“Hung John” found the cabin, readily,
but there was no prospector to home. Bein’ extra hungry, he thought
to eat; but there was no food about. All the prospector had left
behind were some pans, a pickax an’ a clean change o’ overalls.
“Hung John” said he chose to pass some time cleanin’ off an’
coolin’ off. He borrowed the prospector’s overalls an’ went out
back o’ the cabin to scrub the trail dust off’n his own clothes an’
splash around in the spring-fed pool. His holstered pistol was
secured behind a convenient bush.

Cleaned up an’ refreshed–an’ drippin’
dry–John put on the overalls an’ set his own clothes out on some
rocks, to dry. ‘Twas jus’ about then he noticed three armed men
starin’ at him an sniggerin’.

“They seemed disrespectful an’ rude:
downright contemptible,” “Hung John” said. “But I was madder at me
than at them. I’d allowed myself to be distanced from my pistol.
An’ them three were standin’ ‘twixt me an’ my redeemer: my
forty-four caliber redeemer.”

In them overalls–an’ with a month’s growth
o’ beard–the three strangers must’ve took him for the prospector
that belonged to that cabin. “Hung John” couldn’t get through them
an’ retrieve his pistol; so he had to play along an’ accompany them
back to the cabin. They told him they’d be stayin the night an’ if
he was hospitable, they wouldn’t kill him. He told them he had no
grub to offer. They said they had a-plenty, which they’d fetch when
they unloaded their horses.

“Prospector or no,” “Hung John” told
me, “they seemed a mite edgy ‘bout me. So two of ‘em guarded me in
the cabin while the third one took care o’ the horses. They
ordered
me to get a cookin’
fire started. Now, I ain’t partial to rude people; an’ I
ain’t one to
be ordered about. I tol’ ‘em, ‘Do it yourself.’

“They pushed me over to the corner,
out of the way, an’ commenced to buildin’ a fire. I’d figured I
would run out through the cabin door ‘fore they could turn an’ get
off a shot. I heard the third feller comin’ in, so I thought to
delay. I’d get him up to the fireplace an’ run out on all three o’
them. Once I got to my pistol, they’d be damned sorry if they
followed.

“But I changed my plan when that third
feller come into the cabin carryin’ their saddlebags an’ a long-gun
that looked like your’n, an’ your pappy’s pistol in his belt. They
must’ve killed you! I’d had enough! As that feller moved in to see
what the others were doing at the fire, I eased my good hand behind
my back to find that tool I’d seen leanin’ in the corner. Pissin’
mad, I swung it ‘round in front an’ used all my strength to drive
that pickax into the bastard’s skull!

“‘Fore I let him drop, I grabbed your
pappy’s pistol from his belt an’ turned on his partners. They’d
only time to turn towards me with their mouths dropped open. I shot
each one through the mouth, an’ that was that! All three were
dropped to the floor in the time it takes to strike a match. I jus’
gotta admire how smooth that ol’ Colt is.”

“Hung John” rose up, strolled over to
the table an’ picked up the pistol. Walkin’ back to me, he said, “I
was ‘spectin’ to keep this... in rememberin’ you. But... since
you’re still alive... I ‘spose....”

He placed the Colt on the bunk next to me
an’ went off to roll yet another cigarette.

“Hung John” had believed me to be well
dead. He was on his way into town to find the rest of our
belongin’s–an’ my corpse–when we met on the trail. He was as
stunned to see me as I was to see him.

Without askin’ my opinion, “Hung John”
announced, “You’ll be well enough to ride, in the mornin’. We still
got business in Northfork. We’re ridin’ in together. Get some rest,
‘Chili Beans.’”


Chapter III

Seriously Dangerous Men

 


 


“Well, now,” the old prospector
scratched at his chin–through a tangle of beard–an’ contemplated
the situation. Then he looked me in the face an’ rendered his
decision, “I reckon I own two fine horses, a quality saddle an’ a parcel of goods
with sentimental attachment–to you. I think I’d consider partin’
with this-all for–say–twenty dollars.”

Approaching from behind, “Hung John” spoke
out loud an’ clear, “I think you’d better reconsider.”

The old prospector turned toward the voice,
bringin’ his shotgun up to the ready. His jaw fell when he saw who
he was confrontin’, an’ he let the muzzle of his shotgun drop
towards the ground.

“Howdy, John,” he offered
sheepishly.

“Howdy, Amos,” “Hung John”
returned.

“This feller with you?” the old-timer
asked.

“Hung John” didn’t answer; instead he
commented, “Looks like you got a good deal goin’ here, Amos–hell of
a lot easier than grubbin’ out a livin’ prospectin’. Here, you jus’
set aroun’ waitin’ ‘til people drop silver an’ gold right into your
lap. That’s a good deal. But a good deal can turn dangerous if a
man gets greedy. Y’know, Amos?”

“I didn’t know this feller was
with you,
John,” the old-timer sputtered out.

“In these-here conditions, fifty cents
a day seems fair,” “Hung John” said, flippin’ a dollar toward the
old man (who grabbed it out o’ the air quicker than a toad could
flick a fly).

“That is your cabin up-trail, ain’t it, Amos?” “Hung John”
inquired. The old man looked confused by the question, but he
nodded “yes.” “Hung John” told him, “You’re gonna be pretty busy
here for quite some while–so long as the pickin’s are good. An’ for
some little while, I’m gonna need a place.”

“Hung John” flipped another dollar
toward the old prospector (who snapped it out o’ the sky as quickly
as before). I took possession of our horse an’ gear an’ we left the
old-timer to chaw on his new coins. I expressed my concern to “Hung
John” that the old man would tell the law jus’ where to find
us.

“I ain’t worried about Amos,” he told
me. “He knows it’s damned unlikely anybody’s gonna get me; but I’d
for sure get him. ‘Sides, he’s an honorable man. That’d be like
shootin’ a man in the back, jus’ for the reward. Amos wouldn’t do
that, partner.”

I couldn’t help thinkin’ to myself, “Amos wouldn’t do that,
partner, but I would.” “Hung John” stayed with the horses while I went
‘round to stock us up some more liquor, coffee, tobaccy, horse
fodder an’ such vitals, for a longer stay. An’ I had to see if
there was an answer to our telegram. It wasn’t easy–I still ached
in pain with damned near every movement–but we couldn’t risk
parading “Hung John” Unger all ‘round the settlement. So I had to
be the errand boy, again.

Actu’ly, cuts an’ bruises aside, I felt kind o’ cocky
movin’ around town, this time. Woe be to any fool who might take
after me: with “Hung John” watchin’ my back. But there was no
trouble an’ as soon as I’d rounded up all the extra provisions, we
packed up an’ headed out. I told “Hung John” we had an answer; his
friends were a-comin’. As we rode, he kept on talkin’ ‘bout bits
an’ parts of his plan, an’ how much he was lookin’ forward to
seein’ his old compadres (them men he’d sent for). But I didn’t talk much; an’ I
didn’t listen much.

All the way back to the cabin, I jus’ kept
thinkin’ ‘bout what I was thinkin’ ‘bout after “Hung John” said
what he said ‘bout trustin’ old Amos. The time had come for
decidin’: no more dickin’ around. Soon there’d be others
comin’–then, maybe, some more. This could be my last chance. With
others around, I may never get my chance: patience, preparedness,
blam–process! I had to decide. Do him in now, or truly join up with
him. No more dickin’ around.

Back at the cabin, I spent a restless night
tossin’ an’ turnin’ in my bunk, an’ tossin’ an’ turnin’ them same
thoughts through my head–over an’ over again. Should I do it? When
should I do it? How should I do it? Do I have the guts to do it? I
thought I did; but now, I didn’t know.

Do I want to do it? I thought I did. That’s
how this whole blamed thing got started. If only that damned snake
hadn’t spoiled everythin’. I wouldn’t be goin’ through this, now.
I’d’ve done the deed, got my reward an’ moved on.

Could I do it? Hell, yes! Ain’t I the same
guy who pulled the trigger, before? I jus’ hit the wrong snake. I
can do it again: if I don’t think so much on it. But how? An’
where? An’ when?

Jus’ before dawn, I gave it up. I’d worn
myself out, thinkin’. I was ready for sleepin’. “Hung John” was up
an’ about an’ plannin’ for breakfast. He was intent on fresh meat.
He poked me an’ asked if I’d care to join him in a hunt. But I was
desperate for sleep, so I jus’ told him to take my buffalo gun an’
go on without me. I must’ve passed out jus’ as he was closin’ the
cabin door.

It seemed like only minutes before he was back an’ openin’
the cabin door, again. A grizzly lookin’ varmint pushed through
that cabin door, followed close-on by two other, rangy-lookin’
critters. Not one of ‘em was “Hung John” Unger. Them strangers
proceeded across the cabin with a seemin’ vengeance–but without a
word. ‘Til they come over an’ plucked me right up out o’ my bunk.
Then they all spoke at once–screamin’, actu’ly:
“Where’s Unger? Where’s ‘Hung John?’ How comes yer alone?”

I didn’t know them. I didn’t know what they wanted. But I
was gettin’ a pretty good idea. Prob’ly, they were bounty hunters
like me (sort o’), an’ “Hung John” was their prey. I chose to deny
everythin’, “Who? John? What?” I screamed back at ‘em. “I live here alone,” I
insisted.

But they weren’t buyin’ any o’ that. Stern
faced, an’ pistols drawn, they were serious men on a mission. They
held me fast in place an’ looked about the cabin, suspiciously.

“Don’t shit us, boy!” One of ‘em
snarled at me, “We seen John Unger, in town; an’ we seen you ride
off with him. An’ we tracked you all the way to this cabin. So
don’t shit us, boy! Tell us where Unger is, or we’ll kill you,
right now!”

“I swear to God, I don’t know what you’re talkin’ ‘bout,”
I lied.

We went around an’ back like that for some
little time. I figured the grizzly lookin’ one who kept shoutin’ in
my face–with breath that stunk like skunk cabbage–was the leader;
‘cause he seemed to be givin’ the orders. So when he shouted, “Hang
the bastard!” I figured they would.

Now I was fightin’ mad. I felt my muscles
tense an’ my strength well up as I struggled to free myself from
their clutches. But all my twitchin’ didn’t seem to even loosen the
grip of the two men that held me. Realizin’ his friends needed no
help, there, “stink breath” went back out to his horse, for a rope.
I struggled some more. My captors jus’ grinned at me. I was gettin’
a mite scared.

When their leader got back with the rope, he
stood in front o’ me, jokin’ with his boys while he formed up a
proper noose. I didn’t hear a word they said. I was in sheer panic.
The end o’ the rope went up an’ over a rafter. The two fellers
holdin’ me hoisted me up onto a stool an’ the noose was placed
‘round my neck.

One last time, they demanded, “Where’s Unger?” An’ one last time, I told them, “I
don’t know any goddam Unger!”

Somebody kicked the stool out from under me
an’ I went sailin’ from the rafter. I was beyond panic; I couldn’t
breathe! I couldn’t see anythin’! I was dead!

Well, not entirely. I could still hear. An’ a loud voice
announced, “Here’s Unger!”

An’ then I heard shots: four, six, eight... a
lot
o’ shootin’. An’
then it was quiet. Oh, God, it was dark. Then once again I heard a
voice, “Stop! Will ya stop? God damn it, stop kickin’!”

I felt someone holdin’ my legs; an’ then the stool come
back under my feet. I was still alive! But I was still chokin’.
“Hung John” cut me down an’ carried me over to my bunk. I was
gaspin’ for breath–the noose still tight aroun’ my neck. He took it
off, gently. He knew what a rope burn ‘round the neck felt like. But I
still couldn’t breathe! It was the panic. An’ “Hung John” knew
‘bout that, too. He talked me through that, for a spell. An’ I come
‘roun jus’ fine (sort o’).

“Hung John” made sure I was
comfortable, then he tidied up the cabin: takin’ the refuse out
back for the wildlife to dispose of. When he’d finished, he come
back an’ set by my bunk an’ we jawed for a spell. He was makin’ a
real effort to calm me down. He rolled us a couple of cigarettes
an’ I damned near choked to death on mine; but we both laughed over
that.

When he could see I’d got my spirits back, he said to me,
“Well, ‘Chili Beans,’ now you know how it feels to be most hung. Another minute,
you’d a-known how it feels to be complete hung. That’s an exclusive
club, partner; an’ I don’t recommend you join it.”

“Well, I reckon we’re all evened-up
now, huh John?”

“What’re you sayin’?”

“Well, I saved your life... you saved
my life: all even-Stephen,” I explained the obvious.

“Hell, this ain’t no contract,
boy,” he explained the obvious. “We ain’t strangers, each lookin’
out for himself. We ain’t competin’ for nothin’. We’re partners.
An’ partners do for each another; an’ partners take risks for each
another. An’ partners watch out for each another. Right
partner?”

 


~~


For about a week or so more, we jus’ hol’ up
in that cabin with nothin’ much to do, ‘ceptin’ jaw an hunt an’
drink an’ smoke. ‘Course I was still mendin’ from all my recent
social encounters. (I can understand what makes a sociable man
become a hermit: too many social encounters with unsociable
people.) I was genuinely happy jus’ stayin’ around that old
cabin–stayin’ out of that town.

An’ I was havin’ no more thoughts or
daydreams ‘bout killin’ “Hung John.” Oh, I hadn’t dismissed the
whole prospect as undoable or unprofitable. I jus’ put it aside. I
figured to let it be, for now.

Hell, I figured to let everythin’ be, for
awhile. I couldn’t remember ever feelin’ more relaxed an’
comfortable than hol’ up in that cabin with “Hung John” Unger.
Who’d’ve figured on that? We were gettin’ along famously. He was
treatin’ me like a brother. As a matter of fact, a couple o’ times,
he even called me “Carl,” by mistake. I reckon he missed his
brother–their bein’ so close, an’ all. ‘Though he’d never admit to
that.

First time he caught himself callin’ me “Carl,” he got
embarrassed. Then he explained it as, “Practice... jus’ practice.
I tol’ you we’d make ‘em think you was Carl. I said I’d
call
you ‘Carl.’ That
was jus’... practice.”

But the days of two carefree partners jus’
campin’ an’ livin’ off the land soon come to an end. Provisions
were gettin’ low again an’, besides, it was time for “Hung John” to
run his errand. One mornin’, he instructed me to go out an’ kill a
jack (or somethin’), crack open a few cans o’ beans an’ whip up
some o’ my “famous” chili con carne, while he rode out to the
Northfork station.

He was gone most of the day; but I jus’ let
that chili simmer an’ simmer. I was inside the cabin, at the fire,
proddin’ hard with a wood ladle, urgin’ my concoction to rise from
the bottom of the pot, when I heard horses arrivin’, jus’ outside.
Company–at that cabin–had always turned out to be most unwelcome
guests. So I picked up an’ cocked my pappy’s Colt before I opened
the cabin door. I could see three riders, an’–thankfully–one of ‘em
was “Hung John.”

“‘Chili Beans!’” “Hung John” summoned
me over. “These here’s the Carleton brothers. They’re gonna be a
powerful help to us. Get ‘em settled in while I check my gear.”
Then he turned to the first man an’ said, “This here’s ‘Chili
Beans;’ he’ll get you squared away.”

“Hung John” walked off an’ I
approached the man with an outstretched hand an’ a “howdy.” But at
first, he ignored me.

“Jus’ leave the damn’ hoss an’ c’mon up heah! Y’heah
me, ‘Br’er Bear?’” the cowpoke seemed irritated with his
brother.

“Why d’you call him ‘Br’er Bear?’” I
wondered.

“Well, jus’ look at ‘im!” he
exclaimed. “Don’ he jus’ look like some big ol’ brown bear? Shit,
Jim, da’s what my pappy calls ‘im–since he be twelve.”

“Alright now, Floyd! ‘At’s enough fambly stuff, y’heah?”
“Br’er Bear” laid a large paw ‘cross the back of his brother’s
head, knockin’ his fine derby hat off.

“Jus’ shuddup, Bartholomew!” he snarled, as he groped in the dirt to
retrieve his rollin’ hat. Plunkin’ his derby back on his bean, he
looked at me an’ said, “I tol’ Pappy back den, ‘if he be da bear,
den I be da fox!’” Turnin’ an’ glarin’ at his brother, he snapped, “An’
it still go! Ya call me ‘Foxy!’ Y’all call me ‘Foxy!’”

“Foxy” huffed off an’ I shuffled over,
‘long side o’ “Br’er Bear,” to jaw a-piece. “Hmm,” I observed,
“Bartholomew. How ‘bout I jus’ call you ‘Bart?’”

“Naw,” the big man answered, “I don’
like ‘Bart.’ Da’s like his name, ‘Floyd’–real flat; it ain’t got no music.
Bartholomew’s a fine name. But ya call me ‘Br’er Bear’–an’ ya call him ‘Foxy.’
Da’s wha’ Floyd wants; so da’s wha’ I wants.”

“Well... alright, then,” I said, not
knowin’ what else to say. Then I fixed to business. “There’s a
natur’l spring out back o’ the cabin. Why don’t you go water your
horses while I bring your rolls an’ gear into the cabin for you.”
Then I added, “It’s kind o’ cool down there. Why don’t you jus’
settle in somewheres comfortable an’ I’ll bring the grub down to
you.”

“Hung John” was still in the cabin
when I drug their stuff in. I told him ‘bout my dinner arrangements
an’ he grabbed up some utensils an’ pans for eatin’ off’n. I hefted
the cook pot with the vittles an’ made for the cabin door. “Hung
John” hollered after me, “I’m bringin’ your bowie. Any
critter you cook can always use a little more killin’.”

“Dumb ass,” I thought. “That’s funny,
John,” I said.

I set the cook pot down on a large, flat
rock aways up from the pool–an’ the smell of horses. The Carleton
brothers joined us; an’ we all filled our pans with pipin’ hot
chili an’ warm biscuits. (Yeah, I can whip up biscuits, too–sort
o’.) At first, everybody jus’ ate like they were famished–returnin’
to the cook pot several times, apiece. Mouths that committed to
chawin’ don’t do much jawin’.

But finally–havin’ forced down his last, lumpy
biscuit–“Foxy” spoke up, “So jus’ wha’ are we heah fo’? Wha’s da big plan? Give wit’
some details, boy!”

“Hung John” cracked a smile an’
answered, “Patience. There’s plenty o’ time for details. I want you
boys to jus’ relax an’ settle in, for now. Tonight, we’ll all set
aroun’ the campfire like compadres an’ ol’ ‘Hung John’ will spin you a yarn: a tale
with a happy–an’ rewardin’–endin’.”

“Alrighty, ‘ol’ Hung John,’” “Foxy”
responded.

“Okay, ‘Hung John,’” “Br’er Bear”
added.

Now wait a minute! When I called him “Hung John,” I got a pistol barrel shoved in my
gut! But this time, no commotion. The Carleton brothers calmly got
up an’ went back down to the spring to tend to their horses. An’
“Hung John”–who’d called himself “Hung John,” right out loud–was jus’ smilin’ an’
as calm as could be.

What goes on here? I was beginnin’ to feel
like an outsider, again. Considerin’ the company, that might’ve
been a good way to feel. But–o’ course–I broached the subject with
“Hung John,” not knowin’ jus’ how he’d react.

But he was in a pretty good mood–things were
goin’ the way he expected–an’, like I mentioned, he an me seemed
to’ve gotten a mite closer, lately.

“Now, you see ol’ ‘Foxy,’ over there?”
“Hung John” said, wavin’ the point of my bowie in the direction of
the Carleton brothers.

“Yeah?” I responded.

“Well, sometimes–when he gets
real
riled up,” “Hung
John” explained, “you’ll hear him call his brother ‘nigger.’ An’
sometimes–when he’s jus’ in real high spirits–you’ll hear him call
his brother ‘nigger.’ But don’t you never call him ‘nigger!’”

“Don’t like it?” was my ignorant
question.

“He’s wanted in New Orleans for
shootin’ a yellow gal who called him ‘nigger,’ in a contemptible
way,” “Hung John” explained. “‘Course, ‘Br’er Bear’ tells me the
gal was jus’ dog-mad ‘cause ‘Foxy’ raped her.”

“I see,” I said, feelin’ myself
uncomfortably alone among seriously dangerous men.

“Hung John” stuck another piece of
meat with the knife, chawed on it a bit, an’ finished, “An’ that’s
how it is with ‘Hung John.’ I’ll call myself any damned thing I want. Carl an’ my kin
can call me that. A few close pals–most of ‘em dead now–could call
me that, jus’ foolin’ around. But anybody else: it jus’ sounds contemptibleto
me!”

With more curiosity than courage, I asked,
“Would it be contemptible of me to ask... how... John?”

His features became all excited, an’ he damned near scared
the shit out o’ me when he boomed, “What? You don’t know that story? I thought everybody knew that story! Where the hell you from,
boy?”

He was prob’ly jus’ bein’ sarcastic, like
sayin’, “did you jus’ come down from the moon?” or somethin;’ but I
took him literally. “Well, like I told you, I was up north for a
spell, before I come here. An’ originally, I’m from back east.”

“Back east?” he seemed surprised.

“Yeah, back east,” I informed him,
“back in New York State, actu’ly.

“New York State?” he was lookin’ at me
like I had come down from the moon.

“Yeah, well, anyway,” I felt even more
the uncomfortable outsider, “I ain’t never heard the
story.”


Chapter IV

“Li’l Cat”

 


 


“All for the love of a gal, it was,”
“Hung John” started his story. “Well, not so much love,” he
corrected himself, “as a powerful hankerin’ to finally know a
woman, inside an’ out. Woman? Hell, she weren’t no more’n a young
gal–same age as me.

I’d known her all my life. She was kind of a
pal–what they call a tomboy. An’ I’d seen everythin’ she had. An’
touched it several times. She instigated that. She was the curious
one, at first–startin’ when we were real young. An’ she jus’ had to
touch it an’ play with it–an’ even show it off to the other gals. I
was a little embarrassed, at first; but I got used to it. Hell,
that was jus’ kids’ play, anyhow.

Her name was Catherine Crowley. ‘Li’l Cat,’
we called her. She was, sometimes, like a sister–an’, sometimes,
not. But she was always fun. My maw used to wonder ‘bout her:
always playin’ with the boys–an’ sometimes wearin’ britches. Maw
used to say, ‘That one’s gonna grow up “funny.’”

I couldn’t figure what ‘n the hell she meant
by that, ‘til I was full-growed up, myself, an’ more worldly wise.
I often wished I could go back an’ tell Maw how far off’n the mark
she was!”

I was rememberin’ how impatient–how
downright irritable–“Hung John” became when my explanations went on
for more ‘n ten seconds. Now here he was spinnin’ a yarn that might
go on ‘til well past sundown. ‘Course, I wasn’t goin’ to complain.
This was “Hung John” Unger. He might find that contemptible.
‘Sides, he spun a pretty good yarn. I mean, startin’ with sex an’
endin’ with a hangin’ (I presumed), it ought to be a good yarn. So
when he stopped to roll himself a cigarette, all I could say was,
“Come on, John. Tell me what happened with this ‘Cat.’”

“Well, son,” he continued, “I’d like
to tell you how I seduced my first lover, an’ had my way with her.
I’d like to–but I can’t. Fact is, ‘Cat’ instigated that, too. She
knew jus’ what I wanted, an’ jus’ how bad I wanted it. ‘Cat’ could
read me like a book: a book she’d wrote herself. An’ she wanted
what I wanted every bit as bad as I wanted. But she wouldn’t jus’
come right out an’ say so. No, she had to plan her little
plan.

“So she schemed to get me over to her
house on a night when her maw was visitin’ her aunt an’ her paw,
ol’ Tom Crowley, was headin’ to town for a poker night. Her
pretense was an invite to supper with the family. But when I got
there, I found no family–an’ no supper. ‘Cat’ apologized for my
comin’ all the way over, an’ her folks havin’ to leave so sudden,
an’ all. I asked if her aunt was sick, an’ she said,
‘Nope.’

“I thought it was kind o’ odd that her
maw would go out on a last-minute, unplanned visit when she knew
company was a-comin’ for supper. Even if it were only me: a neighbour boy. An’ if I’d
thought about it, I’d o’ remembered that ol’ Tom Crowley played
poker on that same night, every week o’ his life. Somethin’ wasn’t
right; an’ I knew what it was. I was hungry an’ I wasn’t gettin’
fed.

“I turned an’ headed to walk back home
when ‘Cat’ stopped me, ‘Wait! Wait up, Johnny! I... I need you to
help me with somethin’. Please? If’n you do, I’ll give ya
somethin’ real special.’

“Well, that caught me up. I was
frustrated an’ hungry an’ I liked the sound o’ somethin’
real
special. I tol’ her
I’d help. She wouldn’t tell me ‘bout the special reward; it was
gonna be a big surprise. But the help she needed she was real
specific about. Her maw was givin’ her some ol’ pieces of furniture
from her parent’s bedroom. She needed ‘em moved into her room.
‘Course, everythin’ in her room had to be moved ‘round to
accommodate the new, old stuff. An’ it had to be moved ‘round
several times, ‘fore it satisfied her.

“I remember, it was a real warm night.
An’ ‘Cat’ weren’t no help with the liftin’ an’ the movin’. But she
was real good with the pointin’. ‘That piece should go way over in
that corner, Johnny. No. No... wait. That ain’t right. Bring it
back over ta here. No. No... wait....’

“In short order it became a swelterin’
night. I was pourin’ sweat like a one-man–one-boy–water silo. ‘Cat’
recommended I take off my shirt. I kept workin’ an’ luggin’ an’,
after awhile, she suggested, ‘Take off yer britches an’ be
comfortable, Johnny. Ain’t nobody comin’ ‘round,
anyhow.’

“I got kinda embarrassed; I tol’ her I
didn’t think to put nothin’ on under my britches. ‘Cat’ wasn’t
bothered by that. She tol’ me, ‘Heck, Johnny, I seen it all before.
‘Lest you’ve growed somethin’ new down there since I last looked!’

“We both had a good laugh at that. So,
anyhow, I stripped off my britches an’ went to tryin’ to lift the
big, mirrored dresser. I was bent over in an awkward way tryin’ to
keep my grip, an’ I yelled out, ‘Christ sake, “Cat!” Can ya give me
some help, here? Will ya do somethin’ useful?’

“I was expectin’ her to go ‘round the
other side of the dresser an’ lift. Instead, she come up behind me,
bent down over me an’ reached aroun’ in front o’ me. I could feel
the heat off’n her naked body pressin’ against my back. An’ I could
feel her hand come roun’ an’ up ‘tween my legs. She started rubbin’
me, y’know: rubbin’ me up to a lather, boy!

“Most times, most ways–in them days–I
was one slow clod-hopper. But I caught up fast, that night. I felt
the touch of her hand like a lightenin’ bolt. An’ I felt real
pleasure bein’ struck by that lightenin’ bolt. An’ I fer sure knew
I was about to get my real special surprise!

“Well, I figured this was gonna be one
of our playful times. I turned an’ wrassled her to the floor,
ticklin’ her all over. But she didn’t laugh; so I stopped. I knelt
over her jus’ admirin’ the beauty laid out before me.

“She slid out from under an’ come to
her feet. ‘Cat’ took my hand an’ said, ‘No, Johnny, ya don’t
understand.’

“She led me to her bed an’ laid me
atop o’ her. Well, partner, I understood real quick. An’ I did my
part–maybe too quick. I was bustin’ with joy when I looked into
‘Cat’s’ face. She was lookin’ back, real frustrated-like. I
understood real quick.

“I commenced a-pawin’ an’
pattin’–pettin’ real nice. That sparked the lightenin’ in me again.
I went back in an’ finished up the business for both of us. Now,
‘Cat’ was smilin’ big–an’ glowin’! It was like my lightenin’ lit
her up, too!

“We laid there, together, for a bit:
smoochin’ some, gigglin’ some. But I noticed the moon had rose past
sight o’ the bedroom window, an’ I knew it was gettin’ late. I tol’
‘Cat’ I’d best be headin’ for home. But she protested that we still
had time an’ should stay together an’ be together a little while
longer. I figured she knew best. An’ I was havin’ more fun–feelin’
more better–than I ever had in my life. So I settled in, an’ we
discovered new an’ excitin’ ways to play with each
another.

“Like I said, it was a hot night; an’
the windows were all open. I begun to get distracted by every
little noise that come from the outside–an’ nervous about the
amount o’ time that was passin’. From layin’ atop o’ ‘Cat,’ I
pushed my palms into the mattress, extended my arms an’ rose up off
her. She knew I was gonna say goodnight. She wasn’t gonna let me
say goodnight.

“With me propped up like that, she had
a clear view of my manhood; so she grabbed it an’ held me fast. ‘I
need ‘im... one more time. Okay, Johnny?’

“‘Hell, yes!’ I thought. I was
cocker-young, at the time. I could go three times–easy. Hell, maybe
four! So I went for it! Actu’ly, ‘Cat’ guided it on in, an’
directed my hands an’ my mouth to where she wanted ‘em–an what she
wanted ‘em to do. But that was fine. I didn’t need to think–jus’ to
do. Like a freight engine, cloggin’ along with a chug-a-chug
rhythm.

“That third time was
really
good, for both of
us–an’ lasted really long. But you know what they say about doin’ things in
threes, partner. Like three on a match?

“We finished-up together an’ were...
like... screamin’ to
each other, in pleasure. You know how you do? But then I heard
someone else scream, ‘Who’s there?’

“A lantern went on–sudden-like–an’ the
voice screamed, ‘What the hell is goin’ on, here?’

“I was lookin’ down at ‘Cat,’ an’
watched the blood jus’ disappear from her face. Her mouth dropped
open, an’ even her tongue looked pale. There wasn’t a sound out o’
her mouth, but she looked to be screamin’ on the inside. An’ I jus’
stared at her. I didn’t need to turn around to know it was her paw,
ol’ Tom Crowley–who’d come on in an caught me haulin’ freight up
inside his daughter.

“‘You bastard!’ Tom shouted. Then he left the room,
suddenly–takin’ the lantern with him. It was near pitch black in
that bedroom. Jus’ a bit o’ moonlight shone on through the window
an’ lit ‘Cat’s’ pretty–now panicked–face. I jumped up off’n her an’
scrambled around lookin’ for my britches. When I saw lantern light
reappear in the doorway, I gave up lookin’ for them britches. When
I saw ol’ Tom Crowley standin’ in the doorway with his pistol in
his hand, I ran for the open window.

“He fired the damned thing! He actu’ly
took a shot in the dark in his own daughter’s bedroom. Well, I
leaped out o’ that window head first! I tumbled over an’ over on
the ground, several times, before I could regain my feet. I thought
to look back. I saw ol’ Tom hangin’ out o’ that window, wavin’ his
pistol. I collapsed back to the ground, quicker than hell! Another
shot went flyin’; God knows where.

“When I come back up–I tell ya–I
was real panicked. I saw ol’ Tom’s horse tied to the fence, an’ I
jus’ went for it. I leapt on ‘im, dug my heels into ‘im an’ whooped
at ‘im like a wild Indian, to make ‘im go! An’ I’ll tell ya,
partner, gallopin’ off buck-naked–on that unsaddled horse–I felt
like a wild Indian.

“As I made tracks, I could hear three
more shots fired–from a distance. I didn’t know what the hell ol’
Tom was shootin’ at. Well, I could tell he was drunk. He was
prob’ly jus’ emptyin’ his pistol in my general
direction.

“When I was more ‘n half way home, I
figured I was safe enough, so I slowed that horse to a trot–an’
then a walk. The panic had left me, an’ all I could think about was
‘Cat’–beautiful ‘Cat’–an’ what we’d done together. In my mind, I
could see every inch of her body. Oh, sure, I’d seen it all before;
but it never looked like that! Ya know what I mean.

“I’d never noticed how round an’ soft
she was. An’ how she felt to the hand, an’ all. It was different
than before. An’ I knew her completely–inside an’ out. An’ I felt
so drawn to her... so powerfully attracted to her. I missed bein’
with her, already. I wanted to be with her always.

“I figured I must be in love. It was
prob’ly jus’ the sex. But I did love ‘Cat.’ There could
never
be a better gal to
start it out with. An’ I could picture her beautiful body an’ her
smilin’, glowin’ face as if it were right in front o’ me. An’
that’s how I remember her to this day.”

“Sounds like that was some kind o’
night, John!” I sensed a lull in the conversation when he stopped
to take a sip from a whisky bottle an’ roll himself another
cigarette. “So that’s how you became a man, huh John?”
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