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Preface

My Love Affair with the Western

IT BEGAN IN 1939 when I saw my first Western movie—Dodge City starring Errol Flynn—at the Indiana Theater in Terre Haute. I was seven years old. I crawled under the seat when the guns blazed in one particularly noisy scene (blazed is a verb I learned from the pulp magazines).

Flynn turned out to be a moral leper. The history dished up by the script writers turned out to be doctored, if not altogether phony. Still, the picture inspired me to attend all the pseudo-historical epics Flynn made thereafter. The pounding musical scores of Max Steiner and others were always part of the thrilling experience. As I’ve written elsewhere, it astounds me that musicians with classical European training could so marvelously capture the spirit of the American West.

In the ’40s I saw almost every Western picture that came along: big-studio features, serials, and the one-hour Saturday afternoon programmers. I drew the line at “modern” Westerns with singing cowboys in sequined shirts.

I bought and devoured Western pulps such as The Rio Kid Western, Frontier Stories, Texas Rangers, and Masked Rider Western, a blatant rip-off of the Lone Ranger. By the ’50s I was established as a writer, selling Western short stories and novelettes, principally to Popular Publications.

In 1952 on my first visit to my then-agent, Scott Meredith, in New York, Scott chewed one of the Life Savers he was using to curb his smoking and said, “I was going to send you over to see Mike Tilden”—the editor who bought my stories at Popular—” but he thinks you’re this middle-aged Western guy. If he sees you’re just a kid, there goes that market.” So I never met the editor responsible for publishing much of my Western output.

By the end of the 1950s the pulps were gone and the market for Westerns was vastly diminished, if not almost nonexistent. Nevertheless, in the years that followed, I would occasionally write a Western and Scott would find some obscure market for it—a resuscitated Short Stories, for instance.

I never lost my love of the locales, the history— the genre itself—and so continued to incorporate Western sequences into my historical novels. There is material about the frontier in The Kent Family Chronicles—the old Ohio Territory, the Alamo, the gold rush, the building of the trans-continental railroad. California Gold is nothing short of a Western, though hardly a conventional one, since it begins in the 1890s and ends in the twentieth century. My good friend Dale Walker said it deserved a Spur Award but unfortunately only made this suggestion after the nomination deadline passed. Western Writers of America requires that the author nominate his own work. I have never liked to hustle my writing that way. I still belong to WWA, but with a marked lack of enthusiasm.

My only definitive novel in the Western genre, Wear a Fast Gun, was published in 1956 by one of those small companies that churned out titles for rental library racks found in drugstores. It has been reprinted once or twice. Technically, I also published a Western in 1952. The Texans Ride North was a young adult title of about thirty thousand words, dealing with the post-Civil War cattle drives. It was my first book, and I remain proud of it because in addition to having a good story (albeit with no cussing and no romance), it had historical background.

I’m delighted to see this collection in print, with the addition of stories that have not appeared in it before. I don’t recall the origin of every story in the book, but some are worth highlighting.

“The Woman at Apache Wells.” This is by far the most popular Western I’ve written, if I’m to judge from the number of times it has been anthologized. I recall very little about the creation of the piece, except that the title came first. Titles were always key elements of my pulp Westerns, although my original ones were often changed by the publisher.

A writer with an impressive list of screen credits maintains that the story deserves to be a movie. Perhaps one day it will be. I’ve never been sure why it appears so frequently in collections, but I’m happy that it does.

“Hell on the High Iron.” One of my novelettes for Popular. Mike Tilden changed my original, equally purple title, “High Iron—Hot Guns.”

“A Duel of Magicians.” A Western sequence from a novel, the final volume of The North and South Trilogy. The Cheyenne magic performed by Whistling Snake is authentic, and the tricks of Magic Magee reflect my own lifelong fascination with illusions and close-up magic.

Often I base the appearance of a character on a real person. Magee with his wonderful smile was created in the image of the late Flip Wilson, who unfortunately did not get the opportunity to play the role in the 1994 Heaven and Hell miniseries. Due to time constraints, Magic’s tricks were shown only fleetingly in the picture. The duel with Whistling Snake was omitted entirely.

“To the Last Bullet.” My title for this opus was “Outcasts of the Big Snow,” which I preferred. But I also liked cashing Popular’s check, so I remained mute.

“Little Phil and the Daughter of Joy.” This is a story I wrote for my friends Martin Greenberg and Bill Pronzini, who edited an excellent but short-lived anthology series called New Frontiers (I came up with the title for them).

I wrote the story under a new pseudonym, John Lee Gray. It was 1989, and I wanted to see whether I’d learned anything about my craft since my pulp days. Also, I hoped John Lee would have a slightly different voice, and was pleased to find that he did.

“The Tinhorn Fills His Hand.” My title: “Last Deal for the Blackwater Tinhorn.” Just as purple but not necessarily better.

“Dutchman.” This story is based in part on incidents in the life of my maternal grandfather. Although he lived as a naturalized citizen in the Midwest, not California, and there was no physical violence connected with his story, at the time of World War I he experienced some of the same anti-German hostility and sad sense of rejection as the character Willi.

My grandfather, Wilhelm Karl Rätz, was born at Neuenstadt-am-Kocher, Germany, in 1849. Around 1870, he emigrated from Aalen, a small town forty kilometers east of Stuttgart. My only living relatives reside there today.

Grandfather died in Terre Haute in 1936 at age 87. He had Anglicized his name to William Carl Retz. I was never able to learn whether this was a matter of pride or protection. It makes no difference, I would have loved him as much either way. But a certain curiosity lingers.

My grandfather’s immigrant story was the inspiration for the first novel about the Crown family of Chicago, Homeland.

“Carolina Warpath.” Three South Carolina historians inspired this 1993 novelette, though none is in any way responsible for the content.

In 1989 my wife Rachel and I took a course in the history of our adopted state from the beginnings to the Civil War. It was one of the most stimulating and exciting academic experiences of my life. The professor, Dr. Lawrence Rowland of the History Department at the University of South Carolina at Beaufort, introduced me to the rousing action of the Carolina frontier in prerevolutionary times. Here we had a veritable Old West in the East of the eighteenth century. Have you ever heard of “cattle-minders”— cowboys of the Sea Islands of the South Atlantic coast? I hadn’t. I vowed that I’d write something about the period someday.

Two other University of South Carolina historians who were helpful with sources and advice were my good friend, the late Dr. George C. Rogers, Jr., author of a wonderful little book called Charleston in the Age of the Pinckneys, and Dr. Robert Weir, now retired.

Since original publication of the story, two editors, friends, and many readers have asked for more adventures of Nick and Noggins. If only there were more time …

My fascination with the state where I’ve lived for 22-plus years has never waned. Aspects of South Carolina’s colorful and dramatic past form the background of a new historical novel I’m writing at this moment.

“Snakehead.” This is the second story by the pseudonymous Mr. Gray. Following it, he seemed to return to hibernation.

“Manitow and Ironhand.” This one originated in an anthology of new Western short stories I edited with Martin Greenberg. It sprang from my first visit to my grandfather’s home town, Aalen, mentioned before.

In the Aalen bookstore where I signed copies of German editions of The North and South Trilogy, I saw for the first time the enormous amount of shelf space given to the German-language Westerns of Karl May. He gets the same treatment over there as Louis L’Amour receives in bookstores here.

I’d heard vaguely of May because his characters appeared in German-language Western movies, a couple of which showed briefly in America. One starred Lex Barker. Research into May’s books and biography produced “Manitow and Ironhand.” More information about May is found in the story’s afterword.

I was thrilled when “Manitow and Ironhand” won the 1994 Western Heritage Award as the year’s best short story. I didn’t have to nominate myself, or hustle shamelessly to win. The award came as a complete surprise.

“Mercy at Gettysburg.” Marcia Bullard, editor of Gannett s USA Weekend, commissioned this fifteen-hundred-word story for one of the magazine’s summer fiction issues. Appropriately, it ran on the weekend of July 4, 1994, and has gained in popularity ever since. For public readings, it’s the story I choose. It takes less than ten minutes to perform, and usually produces some tears in the audience. Admittedly it isn’t a Western, but to me it has something of the open-air Western feel about it. Hence I wanted to include it.

I’m grateful to New American Library, to my friend and publisher Louise Burke, and to my editor, Dan Slater, for seeing this collection through the editorial process. You can see that I love Westerns. I hope you enjoy what has resulted from that love affair of more than sixty years.

—John Jakes

Hilton Head Island

January 15, 2001



Introduction

by Dale L. Walker


	“The American West still shines with a timeless fascination. The literature of the West, both fiction and nonfiction, still fires the imaginations of millions around the world.”



—John Jakes

JOHN JAKES’S SPECTACULAR WRITING career is bracketed, literally, by Western stories. He began selling them in the early 1950s to such pulp magazines as Ranch Romances, Max Brand’s Western, .44 Western, Complete Western Book, 10-Story Western, and Big-Book Western. His editors thought so highly of these early stories that Jakes found himself featured on the cover of a Western pulp and proclaimed a “top-hand author”— high praise for so young a storyteller.

And:

Jakes’s first published book was a Western juvenile. The Texans Ride North, published in 1952.

His first adult novel, published by Ace Books in 1956, was Wear a Fast Gun, an excellent tale of a new lawman in a mythical Western town that opens with these two reader-snatching lines: “Eli Fallon, commonly called Reb, did not know a solitary soul in Longhorn when he first arrived there. But in less than sixty minutes, he had shot a man to death.”

One of his best science fiction novels, Six-Gun Planet, is as much Western as fantasy.

Five of the eight novels of his Kent Family Chronicles contain substantial frontier and western material: The Seekers includes the stories of “Mad Anthony” Wayne and the 1794 Battle of Fallen Timbers and homesteading on the Ohio frontier; The Furies has the 1836 Alamo battle and the discovery of gold in northern California in 1849; The Warriors has the construction of the Union Pacific Railroad; The Lawless has the western cattle towns; The Americans has Theodore Roosevelt’s ranching venture in the Badlands in the 1880s.

In Heaven and Hell, the third and final volume of his North and South trilogy, Jakes writes of life among the Plains Indians, of the 10th (Negro) Cavalry in Kansas, of Indian treaty problems and the betrayal of the tribes by the U.S. government, and of George Armstrong Custer and the Battle of the Washita.

His California Gold (1989), a 658-page historical Western in locale and spirit, opens thirty years after the great California gold rush and takes its protagonist, the young Pennsylvania wanderer James Macklin Chance, through all the great events of California history, including the Los Angeles real estate boom of the 1880s, the San Francisco earthquake and fire of 1906, the era of railroad monopolies, labor wars, the citrus and oil industries, the birth of the film business, and even the environmental movement.

Before publication of The Bastard in 1974, before that string of eight books, the Kent Family Chronicles, that made him a household name and one of the most recognizable, beloved, and frequently read American authors, John Jakes had published forty-three novels and hundreds of short stories in a writing career that began in his sophomore year at DePauw University in Indiana.

John William Jakes was born in Chicago in 1932, the son of an executive with the Railway Express Agency. A voracious reader during the years he was growing up in the Midwest, Jakes enrolled in the creative writing program at DePauw in 1950 and in his second year there sold his first story, a tale of a man pitted against a diabolical device—an electric toaster—to Anthony Boucher of the prestigious Magazine of Fantasy & Science Fiction. More amazing for even the most promising of undergraduate writers, he sold his first novel, a juvenile Western titled The Texans Ride North, to John C. Winston Publishers in Philadelphia in 1952.

Jakes graduated from DePauw in 1953, earned a master’s degree in American literature at Ohio State in 1954, and entered the Ph.D. program there. By now he was married (in 1951, to Rachel Ann Payne, his zoology lab instructor at DePauw), had a growing family and all the attendant responsibilities, and the academic life that a doctorate in literature would have provided seemed less alluring than more immediate gainful employment.

From 1954 to 1971, Jakes worked in advertising as a copywriter, as a product promotions manager for Abbott Laboratories in North Chicago, for ad agencies in New York and Ohio, and as a writing freelancer. By 1971, when he became a full-time fiction writer, he had risen to an agency vice presidency in Dayton.

In those advertising years he wrote fiction at home, in stints sometimes limited to two or three hours a night after a full day’s work, but any full-time writer would envy the product of those sixteen years. Under his own name and the pen names Jay Scotland and Alan Payne, Jakes produced forty books and two hundred stories.

He wrote mystery and suspense thrillers, detective novels, fantasy, science fiction, and historicals; he wrote movie novelizations, nonfiction books, juveniles, plays, and stories. He gained a substantial fan following for his Brak the Barbarian novels (which he calls “straight-faced clones of the R. E. Howard ‘Conan’ series”); his Six-Gun Planet (1970), set on the mythical planet of Missouri in which the Old West is replicated, preceded the 1973 film Westworld with Yul Brynner, which employed the same essential idea; he wrote the libretto and lyrics for a musical version of Kenneth Grahame’s Wind in the Willows; and he wrote other plays and musicals that were performed by stock companies.

The year before the debut of the Kent Family Chronicles, Jakes’s On Wheels appeared, a science fiction novel about a future time in which overpopulation forces people to live in their automobiles in a sort of perpetual motion on the interstate highway system. One critic called this novel “a minor masterpiece of social speculation.”

Then, in 1974, Pyramid Books got a two-year jump on the 200th anniversary of the American Revolution by issuing Jakes’s extraordinary 630-page novel, The Bastard, the first title in the American Bicentennial Series, also known as the Kent Family Chronicles. The series ran through 1980, covering seven generations of the Kent family in eight fat novels (The Rebels, The Seekers, The Furies, The Titans, The Warriors, The Lawless, and The Americans followed The Bastard), which sold an estimated 40 million-plus copies and which became a legend in the book industry. Not only did the series become one of the most successful paperback publishing enterprises in history, but the Kent saga also marked the virtual birth of a new and sustaining form of popular fiction—the paperback original, multivolumed, continuing-character, generation-spanning, romantic-historical family saga.

Jakes followed the dazzling success of the Kent saga with another series that took up what seemed permanent residence on the bestseller lists, the North and South Trilogy. These novels (North and South, 1982; Love and War, 1984; Heaven and Hell, 1987) covered the antebellum period, the Civil War, and the Reconstruction era in two families, one Southern, the other Northern. The first two novels were adapted for a pair of highly successful television miniseries.

The stories in this collection, covering as they do all of John Jakes’s writing career, from the 1950s to the present day, form an excellent representation not only of the author’s devotion to the timeless American West but of his unpretentious description of himself as a writer-craftsman aiming for the mass market with a singleness of purpose: to entertain.

During the early years of his career, when his primary markets were the pulps, Jakes wrote what has become known as the “traditional” Western story. His more recent Western fiction tends toward the nontraditional, offbeat, historical tale.

In “Carolina Warpath,” written especially for this collection, Jakes not only transports the reader to a wholly different “western” frontier—the British Carolina colony a half-century before the American Revolution—but introduces a hero as memorable as Natty Bumppo: Nick Bray. Bray’s up-country expedition, with his bulldog Worthless and his sidekick Huger Noggins, to rescue the woman he loves in the midst of hostile Yamassee country, is a tale reminiscent of James Fenimore Cooper.

In “Dutchman” the time is 1917, when America has gone to war against Germany, and the story is a melancholy reminder of how blind hatred can transform ordinary people into something quite unordinary. In “Shootout at White Pass” Jakes takes us to the California Sierras and introduces us to a sheriff who dreams of retiring to Florida—if he survives a confrontation with a notorious outlaw who has come to town. The title, situation, and characters of this story all seem quite traditional, lacking only a High Noon-type shootout at the end. There is in fact a shootout, but it is nontraditional and pure John Jakes.

Also nontraditional and Jakesian are “A Duel of Magicians” and “Little Phil and the Daughter of Joy.” The former, a self-contained excerpt from Heaven and Hell, tells of a search across the great southwestern plains for the abducted son of a white man and of a confrontation between a Cheyenne medicine man and a black “saloon magician.” The latter story, which appeared under Jakes’s pseudonym John Lee Gray in the first volume of an anthology of original Western stories, New Frontiers, is a wry and good-humored tale of a “soiled dove” named Jimmy, her determined plan to do away with Major General Philip Sheridan, and the heroic efforts of a cavalry scout to deter her.

Even in his traditional stories Jakes gives his readers something more than stock characters and plots. A rare locale, for instance, such as the Sierra Nevada, also the scene of “To the Last Bullet” (New Western, May 1953). Note the similarities in plot as well as locale between this story and “Shootout at White Pass”: both are about lawmen of a rather unheroic sort doing their duty in little mountain mining towns. Written forty years apart, these two stories demonstrate the maturation of Jakes as a writer and how the same basic fictional material can be turned to traditional and nontraditional ends.

Clever little surprises and imaginative situations distinguish all the other stories in this book.

In “The Woman at Apache Wells” (Max Brand’s Western Magazine, September 1952), a woman named Lola saves Tracy, an ex-Confederate soldier, from a bitter life of outlawry.

In “Hell on the High Iron” (Big-Book Western, March 1953), troubleshooter Mark Rome employs some unusual methods to overcome local opposition to the building of a railroad across frontier Kansas.

In “Death Rides Here!” (10-Story Western, October 1953), freighter Jeff Croydon fights to obtain a contract to ship barrels of Oklahoma crude oil.

“The Winning of Poker Alice” (Complete Western Book, February 1953), one of three short fillers based on fact and written by Jakes on assignment, poses a question about who is courting whom in the case of gentleman gambler W. G. Tubbs and Poker Alice Duffield.

In “The Tinhorn Fills His Hand” (10-Story Western, June 1953), gambler Graham Coldfield finds himself in a brace of deadly struggles against illness and a “disease of greed” on the steamboat River Queen.

And in “The Naked Gun” (Short Stories, January 1957), a little girl named Emma puts an end to the career of mankiller George Bodie.

“I have always had a great love of the Western experience in America,” John Jakes has written, “and I have researched and written about it all my writing life. That love for the West and the Western story has not diminished in the forty years I have been writing professionally. The West and the spirit of the West will always haunt me and I will always write about it.”

This collection provides the best introduction to that Western haunting of John Jakes.



The Western; and How We Got It


	But westward, look, the land is bright.



—ARTHUR HUGH CLOUGH

THE WORD WEST IS central to American reality and myth. But west is a chameleon. Sometimes it means a geographic region, sometimes a direction, or then again, a period of time in our national experience.

But however it’s used, it brings with it a whole trove of secondary meanings. They speak an alluring language of hope; adventure; riches; escape; beginning again.

The sense of renewal and rebirth contained in west goes far back, to Europe and beyond. Thoreau speculated that “the island of Atlantis, and the islands and gardens of the Hesperides, a sort of terrestrial paradise, appear to have been the Great West of the ancients, enveloped in mystery and poetry.” Even when the wealth of the Orient, imaginary and real, drew European explorers in that direction, the better, faster route was imagined to lie the other way, and for years, mariners tried to find this fabled western passage.

But it was a series of events on the North American continent in the nineteenth century that gave the word its final form and densely interlocked meanings:


	West—the way you go to reach the unpopulated country. The gold. Free land. Breathing room.

	West—where the buffalo roam. A vast space beyond the Mississippi.

	And West—a period of time, of roughly thirty-five to forty years’ duration—say, from the strike at Sutter’s Mill to the massacre at Wounded Knee. Often, this time frame is called the “Old West,” a common shorthand for the years encompassing the final explosive thrust of the United States population, native and foreign-born alike, into and through all the empty lands from the Old Northwest to the Pacific.



Some would argue that the “Old West” is better defined by fixing its limits at either end of the heyday of the cowboy—a span much shorter than the first one; only a decade or so. There is something to that argument since, in large parts of the world, the American West is definitely not the sodbuster or the railroader, the owner of the Blue Hotel or the young reporter on the Territorial Enterprise. The West is the cowboy, and vice versa, period.

No matter what time period you choose for your definition, one thing’s clear. America took west and put its own brand on it. Frederick Jackson Turner saw that. In Europe, he observed, the “frontier” was traditionally the boundary, clearly defined and often fortified, between countries; there could be hundreds of thousands of people living settled lives along this kind of frontier.

Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Americans, on the other hand, transformed the meaning of frontier to the edge of settlement, which was sparsely populated and slowly but steadily moving as more people approached.

And if you wanted to know where to find this moving border of civilization, you generally looked west.

The popularity of literature about the West isn’t hard to explain. From the earliest European voyages of exploration, accounts of the beauties and perils of remote, exotic lands have exerted a strong appeal on readers. Although some men and women always go out to the unexplored places, wherever those happen to be, a lot more stay safely at home, preferring to do their traveling vicariously.

There you have the reason for the success of The principall Navigations, Voiages and Discoveries of the English Nation, as chronicled in three volumes by Richard Hakluyt, the geographer. You understand why people savored the journals and diaries of the epochal Lewis and Clark expedition. Or rushed to buy all the guidebooks to the California gold fields (frequently written by men who had never seen them).

But we’re dealing here not with advice to the gold-seeker, or descriptions of the flora of what would turn into the states of the Pacific Northwest. We’re talking fiction. “The Western,” to use a familiar name. Europeans and others have written them, but as a genre, Americans invented them.

The Western was, in its first life, an Eastern. Although part of our frontier almost always lay to the west—the far reaches of Virginia; the more remote and legendary Kentucky—for a while other parts lay down in the Carolinas, or up in the forests of New York. Western authors owe an immense debt to the authors of “Easterns”—Fenimore Cooper and all his literary kin, including his now largely forgotten colleague from the South, William Gilmore Simms. During the antebellum period, Simms’s historical frontier novels were nearly as popular as Cooper’s had been. But he was a South Carolinian, and bullheaded in his defense of slavery. That and the Civil War eroded his popularity and thrust him into obscurity.

Neither Cooper nor Simms wrote the kind of fiction this book contains. They are its grandfathers, certainly. But who are the parents? And how did the offspring get to be so universally beloved?

Some of the reasons have already been suggested. The materials and background of the Western have an instantaneous appeal. They are colorful; exciting. And, as noted, nineteenth-century stay-at-homes were wildly curious about the country’s far reaches, to which increasing numbers of their fellow citizens were rushing in search of precious metal, farmland or freedom from pursuit by law officers, wives or cuckolded husbands. People who didn’t go wanted to know what it was really like out there where the sirens sang the song of manifest destiny.

So the moment was ripe for the appearance of a new kind of fiction. I would argue that three forces in nineteenth-century popular culture propelled the Western to national, then global acclaim:


	The debut of the dime novel.

	The fiction of Ned Buntline.

	And the life of Buffalo Bill Cody.



The earliest dime novels were created in the tradition of Cooper, Simms and Sir Walter Scott. Their authors wrote of the frontier, all right, but in a manner that made at least some pretense of literary quality.

The very first of them was one of those “Easterns.” Malaeska: The Indian Wife of the White Hunter was published in June, 1860, by the firm of Beadle and Company of William Street, New York. The work carried impeccable credentials. It had already appeared as a prize story in a magazine called The Ladies’ Companion.

Edmund Pearson’s entertaining study of dime novels gives us this description of the first offering from Beadle: “… a thin little book, of one hundred and twenty-eight pages … about six-inches-high and four-inches-broad … the covers were of saffron paper—the book was a ‘yellow-backed Beadle.’ ”

The term quickly became pejorative, which Mr. Beadle resented; he also insisted his covers were orange. Whatever the hue, Beadle books went to war in many a military haversack. The soldiers couldn’t get enough of them. So it wasn’t long before a picture of a ten-cent piece was printed on every cover to foil Army sutlers, notorious price-gougers.

The all but unpronounceable Malaeska is a Cooperish frontier romance set in the Hudson River Valley in the 1700s. It opens gently—a stylistic refinement which other Beadle authors would soon demolish:


	The traveller who has stopped at Catskill, on his way up the Hudson, will remember that a creek of no insignificant breadth washes one side of the village …



The reader must wait until the second chapter to encounter the woodsman-hero, Danforth, and a fight featuring feverish dangers as well as feverish prose:


	Sternly arose the white man’s shout amid the blazing of guns and the whizzing of tomahawks, as they flashed through the air on their message of blood … Oh, it was fearful, that scene of slaughter. Heart to heart, and muzzle to muzzle, the white man and the red man battled in horrid strife.



The author of this stirring stuff was no obscure hack, but an accomplished and well-regarded magazine editor {Graham’s, The Ladies’ World, etc.) and the creator of some eminently respectable novels (“…published at the conventional price of one dollar and fifty cents, and bound, decorously, in boards”). She ran a fashionable New York salon, and received “marked attentions” from the likes of Thackeray and Dickens during an 1850 world tour. Her name was Mrs. Ann Sophia Winterbotham Stephens. She was deemed, correctly, a pillar of propriety.

Yet she did create the first work presented in a new and lusty fiction format; one which would serve as the earliest popular vehicle for Western stories.

Relatively soon, the dime novel would become—to busybody clerics, narrow-minded parents and other spoilsports—what Pearson delightfully terms “a literary pestilence.” The objection was usually moralistic. Lack of quality would have been a better target. As the dime novel grew, expanding its scope to deal with all sorts of subjects and introducing series characters who solved mysteries, invented fabulous electric boats or lettered in every sport ever conceived by God or man at Yale, the writing became a lot more punchy. A typical opening instantly removed any doubt as to whether this was, or was not, a tale of derring-do:


	Bang!

	Bang!

	Bang!

	Three shots rang out on the midnight air!



I guess we can agree that it isn’t your average literary prize-winning diction. But it surely gets the blood going (!!!).

The dignity and talent which a few writers such as Mrs. Stephens brought to the form were cake-icing that rapidly disappeared. But the stage was set; a means was at hand to make exciting fiction, including tales of the West, affordable and widely available.

Enter the bizarre Edward Zane Carroll Judson, alias Ned Buntline.

No author would dare invent Ned Buntline; his manuscript would be rejected as too outrageous.

“Colonel” E. Z. C. Judson was a short, stocky, slightly lame man of quick wit and tongue. He was a propagandist without peer, in print or in front of a mob. He instigated the bloody Astor Place Riot in 1849 to protest the presence on a New York stage of a famous Shakespearean actor from Britain (it robbed America’s premier thespian, Forrest, of the chance to work, Judson claimed).

In the same generous vein, Judson helped organize the American Political Party, or “Know-Nothings,” who stood foursquare against anything and anyone not white, Protestant and native-born.

Judson served two-and-a-half years with the First New York Mounted Rifles during the Civil War. He saw no battle action, but he did see the interior of a cell in which he was placed for deserting. Over the years he had up to half a dozen wives (the records of his marriages and divorce settlements are confused), and was a bigamist at least once.

Using the Buntline pseudonym, he became an author of sensational fiction: sea stories, and adventures set in the Seminole and Mexican Wars. The firms of Beadle and Street and Smith published his material. One biographer unequivocally calls him “America’s best-paid writer” during his prime years (the annual income cited in support of this claim is twenty thousand dollars).

In the summer of 1860, Buntline/Judson heard or read of a hot skirmish between Indians and cavalry at Summit Springs, Nebraska. Sioux and Cheyenne under Chief Tall Bull had been pursued by General Eugene Carr’s 5th Cavalry, aided by the irregulars in Major Frank North’s Pawnee scout battalion. Bunt-line boarded the westbound cars to see whether there might be fresh story material in it.

He hoped to interview North, the man who had reportedly killed Tall Bull. He tracked the scout to a military post, but North apparently had no wish to become grist for the fiction mill: “If you want a man to fill that bill, he’s over there under the wagon.”

The man snoozing in the shade was a frontier-wise young fellow, born in Iowa and revealed as tall when he stood up. One source characterizes him as “handsome as Apollo.” William Frederick Cody was a veteran of the Union army, a hunter and a supplier of buffalo meat to railroad construction crews.

Although not actually present at the battle of Summit Springs—he had been on a scouting assignment for General Carr—he arrived at the Indian village soon after the engagement. He was sufficiently charmed by Mr. Buntline so that he was willing to discuss the experience.

Cody, already nicknamed Buffalo Bill by his friends, suggested they go out looking for Indians. Buntline abandoned his previously announced plan to give a temperance address (it was another way he made money; he also had a stock lecture on the subject of “Woman As Angel and Fiend,” a topic he seems to have researched in some depth). Off they rode, the scout and the fiction writer, talking a blue streak. Buntline described his heroic exploits in the Seminole, Mexican and Civil Wars. Presumably the young and likable Cody was more truthful.

At the end of the research trip, Buntline went back to New York City and to work. He had seen no Indians except maybe a few hanging around the post. But he’d heard enough stories from Cody and other scouts and soldiers to send the kettle of his imagination to full boil. In December of that year, Street and Smith proudly announced a new Buntline story: Buffalo Bill—The King of Border Men.

The archetype of the Western hero was about to burst on the world. A young plainsman with a sense of humor, a liking for spirits (he often said that when he volunteered for the war, he was so drunk he didn’t know what he was doing) and a God-given gift for showmanship, he was about to begin his journey to fame. As he went, he would carry and spread the legend of the West far beyond the shores of his own country.

The Buntline story portrayed Bill Cody not only as the greatest scout in the West, but as a staunch cold water army man, a teetotaler. Well, no law requires that the truth be told by, or about, living people, as numerous memoirs of movie stars and ex-presidents demonstrate.

Don Russell’s life of Cody disputes many claims of Buntline’s chief biographer, as well as subsequent exaggerations of Buffalo Bill’s early career. (One has the scout simultaneously shooting Tall Bull, tipping his sombrero respectfully to the chief’s white female captive, and holding the reins—”presumably with his third hand.”) Russell also questions the extent and value of Cody’s contribution to the Street and Smith story; he claims most of it was actually based on the adventures of another frontiersman, James Butler Hickok, and that all Buntline really got out of his meeting with the young Iowan was “the alliterative magic of the name Buffalo Bill.”

Whatever the truth, the magic was more potent. The serial was a hit. Buntline churned out a few more while shuttling between a wife in Manhattan and another up in Westchester. The stories featured not only Bill and his horse Powder Face, but Bill’s real-life wife Louisa, her invented sisters Lillie and Lottie and various frontier pals including “Wild Bill Hitchock” (sic). Later dime novels about the famous Westerner were authored by Prentiss Ingraham.

While Buntline was still the one writing about him, Cody continued to work as a scout and guide, although the quality of his clientele improved rapidly as his fame spread. He was chosen to take General Phil Sheridan and powerful newspaper publisher James Gordon Bennett on a hunting expedition. Then came an even bigger plum. Sheridan recommended that Cody be the guide for the Grand Duke Alexis of Russia, age 19, who was making a triumphant tour of America and hankered to go on a buffalo hunt— the 1871 equivalent of a visit to Disneyland.

Cody soon succumbed to the lure of the big cities, where his name was being heard with greater and greater frequency. He went to New York, where Gordon Bennett’s editors and writers treated him as a media star. He was sighed over, fussed over, fought over as a guest. He was asked to dine with the Belmonts. And from Ned Buntline’s personal box at the Bowery Theatre, he watched the dramatization of his own adventures, which playwright Fred Meader had created from the half-truths and plain lies of the first Buntline story.

Something in Cody must have stirred then. He must have glimpsed El Dorado—a way to earn far more than he ever could as a cavalry scout or supplier of buffalo meat. Somewhere in the two or three years that culminated in the Bowery Theatre premiere, Buffalo Bill the showman came to life.

He was off the army payroll by late 1872 and on his way to Chicago to star personally in a new Buntline venture—a stage extravaganza in which Ned filled the multiple roles of producer, director and actor. He also wrote the show, The Scouts of the Plains, which was nothing more than Meader’s play slightly refurbished.

On stage, Cody didn’t fool around with memorized dialogue. He just extemporized a narrative of some of his experiences. He was no actor, but he received an ovation anyway. (Buntline portrayed a white renegade; he managed to slip a temperance lecture into one of the character’s long monologues.) From time to time, thrilling action broke up the talk. The scouts bravely slew a lot of Indians portrayed by “supers in cambric pants.”

The reviews weren’t good. The Chicago Times called the production “a combination of incongruous drama, execrable acting, renowned performers, intolerable stench, scalping, blood and thunder.” When the show eventually arrived at Niblo’s in New York, the local critics were even more unfriendly (some things never change). Said one: “As a drama it is very poor slop.”

It made no difference. Buffalo Bill was an American original, and the public fell in love with him. The love affair would last a long time.

Cody was a genuinely brave man. He fought in at least sixteen battles with Indians during his lifetime, the most famous being that with the Cheyenne, Yellow Hair (not Yellow Hand), in 1876. Contemporary accounts indicate that he realized he was spoofing himself and the West, just a little, when he organized his first arena show in 1883.

It became known as Buffalo Bill’s Wild West and Congress of Rough Riders of the World—and eventually brought to amphitheatres all over America, and then Europe, such sights as simulated stage robberies and personalities such as Annie Oakley and Chief Sitting Bull.

And if the show was still not exactly the truth any more than the dime novels had been, it was enough of the truth so that it can honestly be said that no other entertainment, and no other man, did more to implant the myth and magic of the American west in the minds of his countrymen and millions of others besides. The working cowboy did part of the job of course. But he was anonymous. (And until recent years, we’ve seldom seen him written about or depicted as he really was—often still in his teens, or barely out of them; frequently black.) Cody remains the Westerner.

Bad management cost him the fortune he made in show business. His death in 1917 was messy and unheroic; the cause was uremic poisoning. But he was a showman to the end, making his last appearance two months before he was buried.

Personal problems linked to flaws in his character vexed most of his later life. But he has a just claim to immortality, because he bequeathed the West to the whole world. The rest—from Zane Grey and Max Brand to John Ford and Sergio Leone—is history.

I’ve always loved the Western in all of its permutations.

Well, not every one. As a kid, I went faithfully, not to say eagerly, to the Saturday matinees. I couldn’t see too many of those one-hour programmers from Republic and Columbia, Monogram and PRC—with one exception: the pictures featuring singing cowboys in embroidered shirts who hopped on their too-pretty horses to chase crooks driving vintage convertibles back and forth across strange hermaphroditic landscapes, half old, half new. There is a lot of never-was in Western fiction and film, but that sort of thing was too ridiculous even for a true believer.

Still, a believer I remained, thanks to pulp novels about Texas Ranger Jim Hatfield, richly detailed Saturday Evening Post serials by Luke Short, and Errol Flynn pictures scored in epic style by Max Steiner, a Viennese who seemed to understand the West better than most Americans.

When I broke into writing, I divided my time between science fiction and Western stories, and wrote a couple of dozen of the latter, novelettes mostly, published by the great old Popular pulps. I can still remember haunting Indiana drugstores whenever a new shipment of magazines arrived; I knew the delivery schedules by heart.

There is one thrilling moment in my memory in which, for the first time, I discovered my story, and my byline, among those featured on the cover (bright yellow, incidentally) of a magazine which proclaimed above its name:


	Frontier Fiction by Tophand Authors



I didn’t really believe I was a “tophand author”— I was twenty-one or twenty-two at the time. But it was heady to find someone else saying it, even as hyperbole; and saying it about one of my Westerns to boot.

So I’m proud to have a small place in this company of men and women who, no matter how diverse their literary approaches, share belief in the verity set down by a Victorian poet and printed as the epigraph to this piece:

Westward, the land is indeed a little brighter.



Shootout at White Pass

HE CAME SUDDENLY, WRENCHINGLY out of the dream. Oh God it’s cold.

His bare feet stuck from under the comforter, which had pulled out while he slept. Two woolen blankets on top of the comforter, and his nightshirt on top of his union suit with its whiff of mothballs, and he still woke with rattling teeth and shivering shanks. God God it’s cold. But then it was always cold in White Pass, except in high summer.

Why do I stay here?

Because he was sheriff. Because he didn’t have any other place to go.

No, wrong. There was a place. But not, somehow, the energy to reach it. He always blamed it on his age. He’d be 46, next birthday.

He put his bare feet on the old crocheted rug beside the bed. His tin-plated clock showed half past six. He shuddered going to the window, where he lifted the blind and gazed with despair on the frozen mud and dirty snow piles along the main street. Above the false fronts and shoddy cottages of the town, the Sierra ramparts looked down, heartless as gravestones, and just as cold.

Downstairs, he heard loud, excited voices. An ore wagon creaked past in the street, traces jingling in the frosty air. It had snowed night before last. A howler of a storm, a foot or more dumped on the trails and high passes. He stood scratching his paunch, which had lately grown till it was impossible to ignore, and wondered about the hurrah below. Sure didn’t sound like the normal conversation of the snatch-and-grab breakfast table …

The drab furnished room depressed him unbearably. He sat on the edge of the bed, arms crossed, hands tucked in his armpits, and hung his head. He’d been having a dream, all about home.

In the dream, the sky was cloudless and hot. The sea grape and palmetto stirred gently in the noon breeze. Little nervous sandpipers scurried up and down the sand, and hungry gray pelicans soared and dove for prey, splashing the bright smooth water of the Gulf into the air like flung sapphires. Sitting here, growing old in White Pass, he could feel the blessed heat of the Florida sun …

He thought about his boyhood and young manhood as he pulled on his worn pants and plaid shirt. He thought of picking up great clattery handfuls of shells on the beaches, and putting them in jars just because they were pretty. He thought of crabbing from an old skiff in Red Fish Pass, between two of the long narrow coastal keys. He’d had a decent enough business, clerking in the mercantile with the prospect of buying it when the owner gave it up. Why had he left? Why had he left the sunshine and slogged all the way out here to this?

With a curious look of contempt on his face, he touched the reason. A clipping from an Atlanta newspaper, years old, crackly and yellow. It was part of an article about Mr. Horace Greeley of the New York Tribune. He had underlined the famous charge of the journalist. Go west, young man, and grow up with the country.

He was over 30 when he married. He’d courted Marthe Schiller, the teacher at a one-room schoolhouse in Hillsborough County, south of Tampa. Marthe was a sturdy, square-jawed woman of German descent, with eyes as blue as the Florida heavens; they relieved the severity of her face. He first admired Marthe because of her book-learning; he was poorly educated, leaving school eagerly at age 10. When love came, it came quickly, completely, generously: he wanted to find a much better existence for them. Although Florida was home, life there was a hardscrabble existence, in a beautiful but poor place to which man had added exactly nothing except towns that seemed to consist mostly of windowless shanties, impoverished farms populated by scrawny red cows, and the sad-eyed black folks who seemed all but abandoned by the world in the hovels you found at the end of nearly every sandy track into the scrub; abandoned, that is, until there was a need for bending the back in the pitiless sun doing work even the dirtiest, most ignorant white cracker wouldn’t touch. That was the real Florida if you looked at it with clear vision.

Greeley’s charge inspired him. It was inspiring a lot of Americans, single and married. He and his wife of one year set out for California. Eleven months later, marooned in White Pass by another snowstorm, Marthe died of influenza.

That was nine years ago. He was still here. Longing for Florida and somehow incapable of going back.

Maybe it was the responsibility. The job. Which he cared for as little as he cared for the town. He picked up the yellow metal star with the word Sheriff stamped in, and pinned it on his plaid shirt with a little puff of his lips, as though he’d just tasted something bad.

He walked downstairs and turned into the dining room, where the Widow Thorne’s three other boarders of the moment were already ravaging the plates of eggs, thick tough sowbelly slabs, fresh baking powder biscuits. “Morning, Lou,” said Bill Toombs, the recent widower who ran the hardware. “Morning, sheriff,” said a man who stopped for a night every month or so; a drummer with a handlebar mustache and showy Burnside whiskers. Lou Hand greeted both of them, then the 13-year-old boy, Will Pertwee, who sat at the end of the table, watching him with a peculiar intensity.

“Sheriff, did you hear?” Will asked. He was a shock-haired kid; an orphan. Jesse gave him room and board in exchange for his work around the place.

The door to the kitchen opened. Jesse Thorne looked in, rosy-faced in the heat rolling out in blessed waves from the unseen stove.

“More coffee here? Why, good morning, Lou. Sleep well?”

“No, I nearly froze. I’m getting old, Jesse. Blood’s too thin.”

“If you got thin blood, a place at this altitude ain’t no good,” announced the drummer. Lou shot him a look as if to say, Tell me something I’ve not heard before.

Will Pertwee was practically jumping out of his chair. “Sheriff, did you hear, or didn’t you?”

“Hear what?”

“About the gent who came to town last night. Walked in ’cause he had to shoot his horse up at Five Mile Wash. It’s Bob Siringo.”

Bill Toombs was watching him, resting his fork in the gooey yellow residue of his eggs. The Widow Thorne looked stricken, noticeably pale; even women knew the name of the notorious gunman who had been through trials for murder at least four times, had done a stretch in Nevada Territorial Prison, and was said to have done away with up to a dozen enemies.

“How do you know it’s Bob Siringo?” Lou Hand said with a deadly heaviness filling his belly, where only a moment before there had been the first pleasurable and diffuse warmth produced by Jesse’s strong coffee.

“Well, I don’t,” Will said with a grin, as if he knew very well what the whole conversation implied for Lou. “But he sure looks like Bob Siringo. I mean, he’s a ringer for that drawing on the dodger hanging in your office.”

Lou swallowed. “And where is the man?”

“Staying at the Congress Hotel.” Will Pertwee leaned so far forward, his chin nearly upset his glass of buttermilk. “Guess you’ll have to look him up and see he behaves, huh?”

“Not necessarily,” Lou said. “Not if he is behaving.”

It came to him that, in his customary fashion, he’d left his .44-40 Frontier Model Colt and gunbelt hanging on the bedpost, where he always kept them. That was his morning routine, to walk downstairs for breakfast without the gun. Other times, it was of no importance. This morning the absence of the familiar pressure against his thigh seemed of keen, even dangerous significance.

Jesse Thorne gave him a long, quizzical look. She was a heavy, handsome woman, ten years younger, with red-gold hair and large slightly tilted gray eyes. She had a soft, billowy breast; Lou had always fancied the buxom kind.

Jesse was self-educated, and religious in a quiet way. She read the Bible every evening before she retired, but he hadn’t learned this until they’d been acquainted for over a year. She wasn’t prudish, though. She loved to dance, and play cards, and mix up a rum toddy on cold nights. She didn’t belong to a regular church, no doubt because they’d have scorned her, and her habits, as un-Christian.

Lou and Jesse often shared cups of hot tea of an evening, when White Pass was quiet—as it usually was—and they enjoyed playing hands of rummy once or twice a week. In the all too short season of warmth, they walked in the high meadows and occasionally had a picnic supper on a Sunday evening. Now Jesse gave him that long, level look full of anxious concern. “Lou, could I see you privately a moment?”

With a nervous, unconscious brush at the lock of oiled hair carefully curled over his forehead in the fashionable mode, Lou exchanged the table for the hot haven of the kitchen. There he was warm, actually warm, for the first time since arising. The kitchen, old but spacious, smelled of flour, and skillet grease, and all the good odors of the best part of a home.

“Do you think it’s really Bob Siringo?”

“I don’t know, Jesse.”

“If it is, will he cause trouble?”

“Don’t see why he should. Maybe he’s simply passing through.”

“Won’t you have to find out? Talk to him?”

“Not unless he causes a ruckus. The morning will tell, I imagine.”

“Well, I just wanted to say—” She cleared her throat while avoiding his eye. “You’re my dear friend, and a good sheriff. I wouldn’t want anything to happen to you.”

“Oh, I don’t think it will.” It was a hope, not a certainty. He was frightened. After Marthe died, his ambition for heading on down to California had died too, and in those first dull-headed, glaze-eyed weeks after his wife’s burial, he’d accepted the offer of old Sheriff Jeffords, who needed a deputy because his previous one, Neddy Wattle, had died. In bed. Of old age.

“Little or no crime in White Pass. Never has been,” old Jeffords assured him. Truthfully. After Jeffords died of a stroke three years ago, Lou Hand didn’t think very long about town council’s offer of a promotion.

Over and above his experience, one work-related incident of heroism made Lou Hand the logical candidate. While Lou was a deputy, a jobless man named Jocko Brust had held up the now-defunct Merchants and Miners Bank of White Pass. Chancing to walk by at the precise moment, Lou Hand heard screams inside, then saw the culprit come backing out the door wearing a bandanna up to the bridge of his nose, as if that would possibly conceal his identity from anyone who knew him.

It was a sunny spring day, full of hope and the gurgle of melting snow; the time of year when some men left their wives or hung themselves. Lou was in fine spirits, however, and he jumped Jocko without thought. Jocko shot him, a grazing shoulder wound. The bank manager ran out with a heavy cuspidor and nearly beat out Jocko’s brains, leaving him bleeding and washed with tobacco-colored water.

People hailed Deputy Hand as a hero. Pastor Humphreys lauded him from the pulpit of the Methodist chapel (he was told). Lou Hand had nightmares for months after, realizing what could have happened if the bullet had traveled a little more to the left.

Still, he didn’t deliberate long before he accepted council’s offer and put on the sheriff’s star. The incident of Jocko Brust (he went to prison) was unusual, not to say unique, for White Pass. Never once in all his years as deputy had Lou Hand fired his pistol in anger, and he’d only drawn it half a dozen times, to cow noisy but harmless Saturday-night drunks. The same proved the case during his tenure as sheriff.

But now someone purporting to be the notorious Bob Siringo was staying at the Congress …

“You’ll be careful,” Jesse said. “I wouldn’t want to lose my boarder and card-playing companion …” The words trailed off, and Jesse impulsively touched his sleeve. Lou rested his hand on hers and gazed into her eyes, realizing again how much he cared for her. That affection had grown almost unconsciously over the months and years he’d lived under her roof. He wanted to say something to her … something meaningful and important. The desire had come on him several times before, usually in the evening, by lamplight. But he was a shy man. Told himself there was always another time. Plenty of time.

The kitchen door banged open and Will Pertwee jumped through. “Say, that drummer’s hollering for more flapjack syrup, Mrs. Thorne.”

“All right, tell him to keep his britches on.” She reached for the crockery pitcher while Will danced past her, fairly jigging on the old linoleum in front of Lou Hand.

“You going after Bob Siringo, sheriff?”

“Not unless he gives me cause.”

“But outlaws, gunfighters, they always do, don’t they? That’s why they’re outlaws.”

He couldn’t refute Will’s bloodthirsty logic. It angered him. He grabbed Will’s shoulder and shoved him aside so hard, the boy exclaimed, “Ow!” Jesse gave him a startled, alarmed look as she prepared to take the full pitcher of syrup to the dining room. Lou tramped through the dining room and up the stairs, strange leaden pains deviling his belly all of a sudden. Though fully dressed, he was freezing.

On the stair landing he paused by the lace-curtained window and stared at the vista of the Sierras with the sun above their icy peaks. The sun was a pale yellow-white disk, clearly visible in blowing misty clouds. Wish I could shoot down that sun, he thought. Shoot it down here for some warmth.

Or go back to Florida. Why didn’t I have the gumption? There were so many mornings I could have turned in the star and said, “That’s it, I resign.” Any morning up till this one …

He trudged on up the stairs. He hauled his gunbelt off the bedpost and cinched it around his expanding middle. He re-settled the Frontier Colt in the holster, and as he did so his eye grazed the yellowed news clip with the admonition from Mr. Greeley. Lou Hand made a face.

“You damn fool,” he said.

He walked past the Congress Hotel, but on the opposite side of Sierra Street. He saw nothing more alarming than Regis, the colored porter, emptying last night’s slopjars in the street.

White Pass smelled of woodsmoke this morning, and horse turds in the street, and the cold-metal stink of deep winter through your half-stuffed nose. Lou Hand shivered and stuck his gloved hands deep in the pockets of his sheep-lined coat. Under the slanted brim of his flat hat, he saw the main drag of White Pass for what it was: a pitiful excuse for a town. It was a way-station on the California stage route—one through coach a day, each day, when the passes were open—but the mines in the neighborhood didn’t produce much ore any more, and the White Pass Reduction Mill filled the morning with a slow chump-chunk that had a lugubrious rhythm of failure about it.

Reaching his one-story office on the corner opposite Levering’s Apothecary (CLOSED PERMANENTLY said the crude paper sign in the window), Lou Hand drew the door key from his pocket. When he put it in the lock, the door swung in. Lou felt his heartbeat skip.

“Come on in, it’s me,” said a voice he recognized. Then Lou Hand smelled the vile stink of his caller’s green-wrapped nickel cigars. The visitor was installed behind Lou Hand’s desk, his tooled boots resting up on the blotter. “I let myself in with the council’s key.”

“Perfectly all right, Mr. Mayor,” Lou Hand said, shutting the door and shucking out of coat and hat.

Marshall Marsden ran the livery, one of the few businesses in White Pass that wasn’t failing or up for sale. He was a slight, bald man with eight children, all of whom were named Marshall Junior or Marcella or Marceline or some other M-variant of his own, apparently-revered name. The mayor loved off-color stories. This morning, however, there was no trace of humor in his small brown eyes.

“Did you hear about Bob Siringo?”

Lou Hand pulled the dodger off its tack on the bulletin board. The illustration was one of those pen-and-ink sketches of infinite vagueness: the bland features, staring eyes, and mandarin mustaches of the desperado could have belonged to any number of innocent-looking young men.

“I heard about some guest at the hotel who looks like Bob Siringo.”

Marsden jerked his boots off the desk and landed them on the floor with a bang. “Well, it’s him, he’s making no secret of it.”

“Is that right.” Lou Hand had dreaded some such confirmation. He began tossing kindling into the stove. His hand wasn’t steady as he lit the match.

“That’s right,” Marsden said, and Lou Hand noticed a glint of perspiration on his brow despite the chill of the tiny office. “And what I’ve got to say to you, sheriff, is short and sweet. Get him out of town.”

Lou Hand lit a third match and finally got the kindling started. The warmth was small, of no use against the mortal chill that had invaded his heart and soul after he woke from the frequently repeated dream.

“Why?” Lou Hand said to the mayor.

“We don’t want his ilk here. He was down at the livery first thing this morning, talking to Marcy. Trying to find a new horse. She said he made—lewd suggestions.”

Lou frowned. “Is she positive he meant—?”

“You calling my own daughter a liar? I want him out, Lou. As elected mayor of White Pass, I’m officially telling you to get him out of town.”

“I surely hate to push something like that if there’s no …”

“I’m ordering you to push it, in the name of town council. Why do you think we pay you? Hell, this is the first time you’ve ever faced something this serious.”

And the last? he thought, with a strained, almost wistful look at the dodger tossed onto the desk.

“Time you earned your wages,” Mayor Marsden exclaimed as he grabbed his derby and put it on with a snap of his wrist.

“If he hasn’t got a horse …” Lou began.

“No, and Marcy refused to sell him one. She was scared to death, but she stood up to the little slug. If a woman can do that—”

“I hear you,” Lou Hand interrupted, beet-faced and furious all of a sudden. “But you hear me for a minute. If it’s Bob Siringo, and he doesn’t have a horse, he can’t get out of here until six P.M., earliest, when the Sacramento stage comes through.” The eastbound presumably had cleared the way station at half past five, while Lou Hand was still enmeshed in his dreams of Red Fish Pass at high noon. The place he never should have left.

Mayor Marsden sneered. “It’s a convenient excuse for stalling all day. But all right, six p.m.’s your limit. See that he’s gone.”

Marsden slammed the door and Lou Hand listened to his boots tap-tap quickly away on the plank sidewalk. The sheriff felt heavy and old and doomed as he walked to the potbelly stove, yanked the door open and swore. For the kindling had gone out, and what wafted against his upraised palms from the black ashy interior was cold; just more cold; a brush of air that seemed, to his worried imagination, cold as the breath from a grave.

Lou Hand fooled around the office all morning. It was his custom to stroll back to Jesse Thorne’s for his big meal at noon, and he started in that direction but gave up the idea after walking one block. His stomach hurt, too severely for him to eat so much as a mouthful of Jesse’s usual: pot roast with horseradish on the side; boiled or mashed potatoes and a gravy boat almost big enough to float a Vanderbilt yacht.

He leaned his hip against a hitchrack and squinted over the swayed back of an old gray looking half dead from the weight of its saddle. Diagonally in the middle of the next block, opposite, Lou Hand had a fine view of the portico of the Congress Hotel. As he studied the hotel and chewed on his lower lip, a recognizable figure walked out jauntily, almost colliding with an old woman in a bonnet and faded cloth coat.

Lou dodged back, into the shadows of the entrance alcove of Weinbaum’s Hardware, boarded up and plastered with To Let notices. The man outside the hotel wore a stained tan duster and boots with very high heels. When he bumped the old woman, knocking a parcel out of the crook of her arm, he immediately snatched it from the dirty snowbank into which it fell, presented it to her, then swept off his tall loaf-crowned hat with a deep bow. In a sorry place like White Pass, that kind of bow should have brought a snicker, but somehow, the man made it look not only graceful but proper.

Mollified, the old woman patted the man’s stained sleeve and went on. The man watched her go, then started walking, cutting left into an alley beside the hotel and there disappearing.

But not before Lou Hand had a clear look at the pale cheeks and mandarin mustaches under the tall hat. No mistaking the features from the dodger. It was Bob Siringo, or his twin.

Where was he going? In search of a horse? He wouldn’t find any but plugs in White Pass, that was probably the problem Lou thought. He glanced at the icy disk of the sun, still mist-shrouded, and noticed his own faint shadow fading in and out as he walked slowly back to his office. There he shut the door and sat bundled in his coat in the chill silence, wondering—asking himself—how long he could wait before he carried out Mayor Marsden’s charge.

The sun vanished behind threatening clouds of dark gray that rolled over the mountains from the northwest about four o’clock. Hungry and bone-chilled, Lou Hand stared at the ticking wall clock and realized he couldn’t procrastinate any longer— principally because he could no longer bear the nervous pain torturing his gut. He checked his Colt once again, and set out on what he fancied might be his last walk anywhere.

Sid Thalheimer, the hotel clerk, was scratching a pen across some old bills at the counter of the Congress. Lou pushed back his hat.

“Sid, I hear you had a Mr. Bob Siringo registered. Is he still here?”

Sid caught the hopeful note and gave Lou Hand a sad, even pitying look. “He was upstairs taking a nap. Came down ten minutes ago. He’s in there.” Sid’s thumb hooked at the connecting door to the hotel’s saloon bar.

“Say anything about checking out today, did he?”

“No, he’s staying one more night.”

Lou swallowed back a large lump in his throat. “No he isn’t, you can have the room.”

Without waiting for a reaction, Lou Hand pivoted on the scuffed heel of his boot and walked across the old Oriental carpet to the batwings in the archway, and the incredible pregnant silence that seemed to be waiting in the dim room beyond. Lou’s boots sounded loud as the trampling of a mastodon; at least they sounded that way to his inner ear.

He unbuttoned his coat before he pushed the doors open. Clarence, the day barkeep, flashed him a look from behind the long mahogany, then quickly found some glassware to polish at the far end. The Congress saloon bar held but one customer, standing up in front of an almost untouched schooner of beer that had lost its head. Like everything else in White Pass, the saloon bar looked dark; grimy; cold.

“Bob Siringo?” Lou Hand said from the entrance, hoping his wild inner tension didn’t show.

“I am, sir,” said the young man, taking off his loaf-crown hat and smoothing his thinning oiled dark hair with his palm. The desperado’s smile was polite but wary.

“I’m the sheriff.”

“Yes, sir, so I figured,” Bob Siringo said, in a tone that revealed nothing.

“Lou Hand’s my name.”

“Pleased to meet you. May I invite you for a drink?”

Lou Hand’s cold nose itched. Was this some trap? He took three steps forward, between the flimsy stained tables, and paused by the upright piano whose keyboard resembled a mouth of yellow teeth with several missing. From there he had a better look at Siringo’s eyes. Pale and keen in their awareness not only of the sheriff but all the surroundings of the room—even, somehow, the barkeep behind Siringo’s back, furiously polishing glassware near the hall leading to the rear door.

“Yes, that’d be all right.”

“Over there?” Bob Siringo said, picking up his schooner and gesturing. He didn’t leave any room for Lou to answer one way or another. He’d chosen the round table in the corner at the front of the bar.

He dropped a coin, ka-plink, on the mahogany, and said to Clarence, “Give Mr. Hand anything he wants, please.” Then Siringo walked quickly to the table and slid around to the corner chair, dropping his hat in front of him. Where he sat, his back was fully protected, and he could observe not only the room but, on his immediate right, a good portion of Sierra Street beyond the streaked and dirty front window.

Lou Hand picked up his shot of whiskey with a short nod to Clarence, who was still staying out of range. He sat down opposite Bob Siringo, who had a pleasant, watchful expression on his face. The sheriff sipped from the shot of redeye, wanting the Dutch courage, every last drop of it. But he held back because he was fearful of losing whatever advantage a clear head might give him.

Noting again the alertness of Bob Siringo’s pale eyes, he realized that was exactly none.

“Mr. Siringo …” Lou Hand cleared his throat. “What are you doing hanging around this town?”

“Well, sir, I didn’t know a man had to explain himself that way in the free United States …”

“A man like you always has to explain himself.”

Siringo didn’t like that. He started to reply, then checked as a shabby man Lou Hand didn’t recognize rubbed some dirt from the outside of the window and peered in at the drinkers.

The man’s jaw dropped; he knew who was sitting there in the corner. He rushed away. The winter twilight was closing fast on the sad, nearly deserted street. A few snowflakes flurried suddenly, and Lou Hand wished he were lying buck naked and frying on a sandy beach back home …

Bob Siringo sighed. “Day before yesterday, up the trail a piece, when the snowstorm hit, my mount foundered and snapped a leg in a drift. I had to shoot Rex. Then I had to come the rest of the way on foot. That was a pisser of a storm, sheriff. For a long time I didn’t know whether I’d find a town. Whether I’d make it. I did, and here I am, resting up.” He smiled and lifted one shoulder in a shrug, then drank a good swallow of beer.

Lou Hand helped himself to another sip of courage. “Well, I’m not on the prod, Mr. Siringo, because you haven’t caused any trouble. But the town fathers want you to leave White Pass.”

“Shit,” Bob Siringo said, losing his smile and thumping his stein on the table so hard some of the golden beer slopped out. The smell was strong; sweet; melancholy, somehow.

“It’s that girl, I’ll bet. The one at the livery—?”

“You’re a quick study, Mr. Siringo. Yes, exactly right. You see—ah—unfortunately, she’s the daughter of the mayor.”

“Just my God-damn luck,” Bob Siringo said with another sigh. “I’ve had two bad, bad weaknesses, sheriff. One is for young females with a lot of stuff up here.” He patted the bosom of his duster. Now, instead of smiling, he smirked.

“Every man’s got a weakness, sheriff. What’s yours?”

Mine? I hate this place. This job. I don’t want to die here … for the sake of a godforsaken, frozen, no-account town full of people with no hope left …

“Never mind. May I ask you to move on, Mr. Siringo?”

“Well, you can ask. But I can’t find myself a decent horse. I’ve looked.”

“There’s a coach through here at six P.M. every evening. Going the way you want to go—down toward Sacramento.”

“Oh, no, I don’t take that kind of transportation,” Bob Siringo said. “Too many strangers. Too many windows for people to get at you.”

Lou Hand swallowed again.

“I’m afraid you haven’t got any say in it. I’m ordering you.”

Bob Siringo’s pale eyes showed a moment’s murderous malice. Then he covered it by leaning back; relaxing; letting the tension visibly leave his shoulders.

“Oh, come on. You do that, sheriff, you’ll probably draw to back it up—I’ll kill you—what’s accomplished? I came to this burg by accident. I’ll leave when I can.”

“No, not good enough …”

“I’m not getting on any fucking stage, do you understand?”

Lou Hand just stared at him, terrified. Bob Siringo turned in his chair. “Barkeep? What’s the time?”

“Quarter past five, sir,” Clarence sang out.

Bob Siringo put on another smile, though Lou Hand thought this one was false; intended to lull him. “Then we’ve got at least forty-five minutes to be friendly. Don’t go wild when I unbutton my duster and reach, sheriff. I’m going to put my hogleg on the table as a gesture of my good will. You can take hold of yours if you want, just in case. But don’t shoot me by mistake, all right?”

“All right,” Lou Hand whispered.

He lowered his hand down to his Colt while Bob Siringo pulled his. It was a .45-caliber Colt, U.S. Army model, with the intimidating 7.5-inch barrel. A real show-off piece. Well cared for, too. It gleamed faintly with oil, showing not a spot of rust, as Clarence illuminated the room by lighting three of the kerosene chimney lamps in the fixture hanging from the ceiling.

“There,” Bob Siringo said. “That’s my one and only weapon. So relax.” He rubbed his upper arms. “Jesus, it’s cold in here.”

“It’s always cold in White Pass.” Outside, Lou Hand saw someone dart along the far side of the street, pointing toward the window. A second dimly-glimpsed figure rushed away. Youngsters, he realized as he watched the first one tie a muffler tighter under his chin and over his ears. Will Pertwee.

“Sheriff,” Bob Siringo said with apparent sincerity. “I want to show you that I don’t have any bad intentions. Barkeep? Bring us a bottle. A good bottle. On my tab.” Clarence delivered a bottle of expensive Kentucky whiskey. Siringo uncorked it and sniffed. “Very fine. Put a good tip down for yourself, barkeep.” Clarence swallowed his answer and hurried away. Siringo shoved his stein to one side and gestured for Lou Hand to finish his shot, which he did. Then Siringo poured.

“Have a good drink, sheriff. Warm up. Think it over. Do you really want to push this issue of my leaving town?”

Lou sipped the smooth warming whiskey.

“No, but it’s my job.”

“Wouldn’t you rather be doing something else?” Siringo asked, and Lou Hand had the feeling that the young gunman was mocking him somehow, but he was not clever enough to figure out how he could be sure. Siringo leaned back and smoothed his long shiny pointed mustaches with his index fingers. “Wouldn’t you rather be sleeping, or reading a fine novel, or eating a plate of stew, instead of sitting here wondering if, and how soon, I’m going to blow you to kingdom come because I can’t take your orders?”

Just a little fuzzy from the whiskey, and knowing he was probably in even more desperate trouble because of it, Lou Hand answered. “You’re right, I’d rather be doing something else. Rather be sitting in the sunshine in a rowboat in the middle of Red Fish Pass.”

“Where’s that?”

“Back home. West coast of Florida.”

“Why’d you leave?”

“Why did everybody leave the East? To start over. To make a fortune. I listened to Mr. Greeley.”

“Who?”

“Horace Greeley. ‘Go west, young man, and grow up with the country.’ ”

“Oh, him.” It was clear Bob Siringo didn’t know who the devil Mr. Greeley might be.

“Tell me about Florida,” the younger man said affably. “I’ve never been down there. I’m from Hoopeston, Illinois, originally.”

“Well,” Lou Hand said as the darkness settled faster outside the dirty window, “first thing is, it’s warm there. Warm, and bright. The light’s almost unbearable when the noon sun hits the sand and the water on a hot day. A man could go blind, and fry his hide red as a lobster, too. But it isn’t a bad way to d …”

He cut it off, realizing what he’d almost said. All of a sudden his mouth was dry as sand above the tide line. The liquid he’d drunk was exerting a ferocious pressure in his bladder. He wanted to run. Jump up, and run. He just sat there.

“Why don’t you go back to Florida?”

“I don’t know. I’ve sure thought about it. Maybe one day I will. Meantime …” He stared. “I’m responsible for doing this job the best I can.”

Bob Siringo stared right back for what seemed forever. Then:

“Barkeep? What time is it now?”

“Twenty-five to six.”

Lou Hand coughed. “The coach is almost never late. We’ve got to get back to the main discussion.”

In a flat, mean voice, Siringo said, “Subject’s closed, sheriff.”

“No. You’re going.”

“That’s it?”

Hoping he wasn’t shaking, Lou Hand looked him in the eye and said, “That’s it.”

“Well, shit.” Flurried motion outside the window caught his eye; whipped him around in his chair. “Get away. Get away, you little fuckers,” he shouted, gesturing at the shadows lurking on the other side of the steamed-up glass. Two of the boys ran. The other, Will Pertwee, simply darted back to the edge of the walk and hovered there, captured by the spectacle of the adversaries facing each other across the table.

Slowly, carefully, Lou Hand pushed aside his coat. Freed the butt of his gun. His heart pounded like surf in his ear. Bob Siringo eyed his Army Colt gleaming there, then suddenly wriggled in his chair.

“Damn, some kind of vermin in this place. Bit me.”

Angry, he reached under the table. Alarms rang in Lou Hand’s head. “Siringo, keep your hand up where …” Then, the small popping shot. Lou Hand felt the bullet hit his foot and stiffened with a cry. He tried to draw, but there was sudden pain, and a feeling of warm blood in his boot, to distract him. Before he could act, Bob Siringo had a small two-barrel hideout pistol above the table, aimed right at Lou Hand’s brain.

“You draw on me, sheriff, you’re guaranteed dead. Hands flat on the table. Flat!”

Lou Hand obeyed. He was sweating despite the cold. Cringing behind the bar, Clarence looked embalmed; he gestured wildly toward the lobby door, where, apparently, the clerk had rushed. “Stay out, Sid, stay out!”

Bob Siringo blew a whiff of smoke off his little pistol. Then he managed a tense smile.

“One of my bad faults is a weakness for big-busted females, but the other one is lying, sheriff. I lie right, left, and Sundays. I lied about my hogleg. This is true, though. If I placed that bullet right, your left foot won’t be much good any more. A gimpy sheriff, a sheriff who isn’t agile, who can’t run, that kind of sheriff’s not much use to anybody. I’d say it’s time for you to go back home.”

He jumped up suddenly, overturning his chair, sweeping his hat onto his head, then switching the hideout pistol to his left hand and snatching up the fearsome long Army Colt with his right.

“You bastard, you really fucked things up for me,” he said, spitting it like a little boy robbed of his candy and the privacy to enjoy it. “By God I’m not too sure why I didn’t kill you, so you damn well better speak some good about Bob Siringo after this. Don’t say he never did anything but bad to folks.”

And he ran, straight back past the bar, brandishing his weapons and screaming venomously at Clarence, “What are you looking at, shit-face?”

Clarence dropped to his knees, out of sight. Bob Siringo ran through the penumbra of lamplight and down the hall and out into the wintry dark with a slam of the back door, and was never seen again.

Still seated, with his boot full of blood, Lou Hand was gripping the table’s edge while trying to keep from fainting.

He failed.

Four mornings later, Jesse Thorne called on Lou Hand in his room at 11 A.M. She brought him a mug of hot beef broth, which she’d been doing ever since the shootout at the Congress saloon bar.

“Here’s the weekly,” she said, showing him the four-page single-sheet tabloid paper. “The editorial calls you the town’s hero.”

“Oh, yes, sure,” he said, turning his face away, toward the lace curtain and the familiar sad spectacle of Sierra Street all churny with mud and dirty water from the snow-melt. And no sunshine; just winter gray.

“Well, it was very heroic …”

“Just to sit there? I don’t think so.”

“You’re wrong. Maybe it wasn’t dime-novel heroics, but it was brave. You knew he was a killer. But we won’t argue,” she said, coming closer. “Time for you to drink this nice hot …” Through the steam from the mug, she sniffed something. “Lou Hand, have you been imbibing?”

“Definitely. Bottle in the drawer over there.”

“Why?” she said, with mystification and some outrage.

“To work up courage.”

“For what?”

Almost as terrified as he had been at the Congress Hotel, he couldn’t reply for a minute. Inside the heavy bandage on his left foot, which was resting on an old footstool, he hurt, badly. Doc Floyd had confirmed that the vanished Bob Siringo was an artful shot, or at least a lucky one, because Lou might indeed be permanently crippled, since some muscle or other had been severed.

“For what, Lou?”

“For asking—Jesse—would you consent to become my wife?”

When she got over the surprise, he asked her politely whether she would bring from the bureau the little news clipping from the Atlanta paper. She knew what it was; she saw it when she cleaned the rooms of her boarders once a week. He uttered a soft thank-you and immediately tore the clipping in half, then in quarters, which he dropped on his lap robe.

“Why on earth did you do that?”

“Because, Jesse, I realized the last day or so that the same dream won’t work for everybody. And it’s nobody’s fault that it doesn’t.” He clasped her big, work-rough hand. “I’ve got my own dream, Jess. Come with me back East. We’ll make out somehow. Let me show you Florida while there’s still time. Sitting there with Siringo, I realized there isn’t as much as I always pretended. Will you go?”

She crouched down beside him, eyes tear-filled, which was something quite unusual for a woman of her independence and strength.

“Of course I will, Lou. I’ve always wondered why you couldn’t work up nerve to ask.”

She smiled and put her right arm around the shoulder of his nightshirt. He was, as usual, dreadfully, resentfully cold.

But that wouldn’t be the case much longer.
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