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Because they wanted to work into the mix the names of both grandfathers, who lived back east in St. Louis and Chicago, and one great uncle who lived a few counties away, Mr. and Mrs. Horatio Jones named their only child, a son, Quincy Maurice Capricious Jones. Sometimes they called him Quincy Maurice Etcetera, not quite making it all the way to Capricious, and sometimes they just called him Etcetera. 

But the boy had a penchant for horses. He took to riding the family’s yearling colts as soon as he figured out the corral. At the time, he was almost three years old.

As Quincy Maurice Etcetera first approached the corral, he was quick to notice something wasn’t right. Soon he figured it out. He was on the outside of the corral, and the beautiful creatures he wanted to befriend were on the inside. But he could tell from the way they crow-hopped and kicked and raced around the corral after they caught sight of him, they wanted to play as badly as he did. And from the gleeful look in their eyes, he was certain they weren’t dangerous at all, despite his mother’s screeched expressions whenever she noticed he was “too near” the corral.

That “too near” thing wasn’t something that made sense to the child. Really, there could be no “too near” could there? Really there was only outside and inside, and the latter was preferable. 

Warmth and a gentle plains aroma rose from the dark brown stuff the horses occasionally dropped on the sandy, powdery floor of the corral. And even as big as they were, they made the gentlest of tracks in the powder, and their motion was graceful. 

And they were friendly. They even whinnied now and then, conversing with him, but they never growled at him the way they growled at the coyotes that sometimes ventured too close. And they never snorted at him the way they snorted from time to time when a rider failed to brush them down when he returned one to the corral. 

The young ones, like him, often walked over to him, placidly, lowered their heads and went eye to eye with him. What could convey trust better than that? And when he reached a chubby arm through the corral to touch the coarse, stringy hair dangling down the side of their neck, they didn’t shy away. He could tell: all in all, they wanted to be his friends.

He studied the problem of how to get inside the space with the horses, and soon enough he realized he could revert to four-leg drive and slip under the lowest rail.

But once he was inside and actually standing next to a colt, he fully realized how tall the thing was. Inside the corral, they were taller than they looked even from just outside the corral. No matter how hard he reached, he couldn’t pet them much higher than the knees, and for some reason that caused them to shy away, though only a little. They were thinking of snakes, maybe, or of the silly little prairie dogs that lived all around the corral in the little hills beneath the mesquite and creosote bushes. Sometimes those guys came into the corral and seemed to be playing tag with the colts, who became very defensive. They bucked and kicked and galloped away every time. 

But he knew they wouldn’t mind having a rider on their back. He’d seen his father and plenty of others in that position on the larger horses.

So he set about figuring out how to get up there. 

Inside the corral, if only he could climb to the third rail from the bottom, polished and slick from the horses rubbing against it, that would get him high enough. And if he could cling to the top rail, which he found covered with splinters the first time he grabbed it, maybe he could entice whatever yearling was closest with a carrot he’d swiped from the kitchen.

And that’s what he finally did. He clung to the top rail with his right hand as he reached the carrot out with his left hand so the colt could get a good whiff of it. And in that instant when his new friend’s eyes bulged that little bit and it pulled its lips back to reach for the carrot, he let go of the top rail, stepped off that polished third rail, and grabbed its mane. 

For a second, he was suspended in mid-air three times his height off the ground. But then he pulled on the mane and found himself firmly seated on the colt’s back. He began learning to maintain his balance as the colt stretched his neck down and nibbled the carrot from the powdery floor of the corral.

When the colt finished the carrot, he graced Quincy Maurice Etcetera with a gentle ride around the inside perimeter of the corral. But the ride stopped where it began, the colt sensing it was in trouble as Quincy’s mother raced across the wooden porch screeching again, the rickety old screen door slapping hard against the wooden frame.

Alerted by his mother’s screeching, his father came running from the barn too, where he’d been doing father things. The man and his wife arrived at the same time at the place outside of the corral where Etcetera had slipped under the lowest rail.

And something incredible happened.

As Quincy’s mother strained to reach both arms over the top rail, the colt flinched and sidestepped a couple of paces away. But he needn’t have, because Quincy’s father gathered his wife under his long right arm. He laughed, tipped his hat back slightly, and quietly said, “Wait.” Then he looked at Quincy. “Show me what you’ve got, boy.”

And Quincy, deciphering the sounds correctly, tapped his heels at the top of the colt’s back where it began to curve into his sides. And the colt started forward. 

The horse made a second full circuit around the inside of the corral. Then, cued by Quincy tugging on the long hairs on its neck, the colt stopped again in its original position.

And Quincy’s father laughed. “Would you look at that? The boy’s a natural rider! Rider Jones.”

And mercifully, the name stuck. His parents never again called him Quincy or Maurice or even the halfway respectable Marty or Etcetera. And they never called him Capricious or even the diminutive Cappy, though he occasionally thought the latter might be all right. But he never had to test the sound of it with his ear. 

He was Rider Jones from that point on, and as he grew older, he was pretty sure his parents were as pleased as he was.

So all of that is how Quincy Maurice Capricious Etcetera became Rider Jones.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 2

[image: image]


The town nearest the Jones ranch was Elk Meadows, Nevada. It was only six miles away to the east, and from the time he started school, Rider took himself into town astride the same horse, whom he’d named Charlie, that had befriended him when they were both mere colts. Charlie was mostly white, with a tan blaze that stretched down his nose from his forehead, a natural tan saddle of fur over his back, and a tan spot maybe a foot wide on his left hip.

The school was located across the end of the wide, dusty main street from the spired Baptist church, and those were the last two buildings in town on the east. And of the buildings along Main Street, only it and the church were whitewashed. Most of the others were painted various colors, most either brown or a light green, except for the Golden Dreams Hotel, which was painted yellow, and the bank, which was constructed of red brick. Conveniently, just short of the school and on the same side of the street, was the weathered, unpainted blacksmith shop and livery stable.

Each morning as Rider reached the west end of Main Street, marked by the heavy Catholic church on the left and the brick home of William Pettimane, esquire and the only attorney in town, on the right, he slowed Charlie to a walk. His father had advised him that riding wild through town was not a good idea as doing so would raise too much dust. So he and Charlie walked past the six saloons, four on one side of the street and two on the other, the marshal’s office and the two-story Golden Dreams Hotel across the street, the two restaurants, the Elk Meadows Bank, Wiley’s General Store, and the smaller streets that stretched away on both sides to service the smattering of houses and the 6,000 some citizens who lived in them. 

And each morning as he neared the school, Rider dismounted and led Charlie into the livery stable, where the old black man—the only black man in town, Mr. John Bitters—would flash a wide, toothy smile and welcome him with a deep, soothing baritone. “Well if it isn’t Mr. Rider Jones and Charlie! I am truly blessed!” 

But Rider suspected Mr. Bitters liked Charlie even more than he liked Rider, and he was glad to keep an eye on the horse until school was over for the day for no charge.

In the early days, Mr. Bitters had even taken the saddle off Charlie and set it carefully on the top rail of an empty stall. Once Rider had turned 10 years old and could reach it well enough, he did that himself. Mr. Bitters taught him a lot over the years about the proper way to tend to Charlie. They had no agreement regarding feed, but more than once Rider found bits of oats stuck to the hairs on Charlie’s lips when he came to claim him at the end of the day.

Thirteen years after he had pulled himself up onto Charlie for the first time, Rider became a man. 

In the livery stable, as he saddled Charlie for the ride home, a muffled explosion came from down the street. Then another and another.

He jerked and looked around at Mr. Bitters, his eyes wide. “What was that?”

The old man, his benevolent smile gone, looked at the floor of the stable and shook his head. “Mr. Jones, I ‘spect that was the sound of a man meeting his Maker. Let’s hope he spent a goodly time on this earth before it happened.”

But something like electricity raced through Rider. Usually he led Charlie out of the stable before he mounted him and then walked him the length of Main Street. Usually they gentled into a lope only after they were well out of town and on the road home.

But on that day he quickly jerked the cinch tight, then climbed aboard right there in the stable and left at a full gallop, Charlie’s hooves throwing up puffs of dirt as he leaned hard into a right turn onto Main Street. And just over halfway through town Rider reined-in hard. 

As Charlie slid to a stop, Rider flung himself out of the saddle. He stumbled a few steps, then stopped and gaped, his eyes wide and his mouth hanging open.

There on his back in the street lay Griswold “Grizzly” Parker, who had been with Rider in school a scant half-hour earlier. In the school room he was seated only two desks over from Rider, frowning as he tried to decipher the lesson. But now he was lying on his back in the dust of Main Street, staring skyward and seeing nothing at all. And there were three red holes in his chest, frothy blood oozing from two and a solid stream spurting from the other.

Rider had never seen a dead person before. Already a stench he’d never smelled rose from the corpse.

Corpse. What an ugly word. 

The word and the smell overcame him and nausea rose in his throat. He quickly turned away, hands on his knees, to retch.

Charlie snorted quietly and backed up a few steps.

Rider raised one hand as he straightened. “It’s okay, Charlie. I mean it’ll be okay.” He wiped his lips with his sleeve, then reached for Charlie’s reins and whipped them over the nearest hitching rail. 

Then he turned back to look at Grizzly again. 

The eldest of seven children, Grizzly was large for his age, only he looked smaller now. Usually he walked home with his three sisters, but now and then he sent them on their way and wandered into one of the other of the saloons. As he had apparently done today. 

And really, Rider couldn’t blame him. At home was his alcoholic father, his downtrodden, diminished mother and the three siblings who were still too young to go to school. His sisters would care for his mother and the babies. And his father would be passed out in the main room of the house. Either in the green wing-back easy chair he’d ordered special from St. Louis or in his wife’s wooden rocking chair. As he had been the one time Rider had gone to Grizzly’s house.

When Grizzly did wander into a saloon, the bartenders never served him—they knew him to be just an oversized schoolboy—but Grizzly felt a need to live up to his nickname, and occasionally he picked a fight with one or more of the loudmouths who frequented such places. Especially when they called him “boy” and told him to “run along home to your mother.”

Probably that’s what had happened today.
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When Rider had retched a few more times and still nothing but yellow bile had forced its way up his throat, he brought himself under control. He patted Charlie’s neck and told him he’d be right back, then turned and looked across the street. 

The door of the marshal’s office was closed, and the few citizens who’d been on the street when he’d ridden out of the stable had disappeared. The town looked deserted. There were no faces even in windows, and the curtains were all drawn.

And that’s when it happened. Something like resolve settled over Rider. He touched the old Remington revolver he carried on his hip for snakes, then saw himself in his mind pulling open the screen door to the saloon, stomping in and asking who “the hell” had shot his friend. Well, Grizzly wasn’t exactly a friend, but still.

Then, also in his mind, he saw three more puffs of white smoke propelled by three more explosions—these not muffled at all—and himself staggering backward over the boardwalk to lie lifeless next to Grizzly, staring wide-eyed at the same slice of blue nothing.

He looked across the street again. The door to the marshal’s office was still closed. Why hadn’t the marshal come out? Had he not heard the shots? 

But that would be impossible.

Finally Rider stepped off the boardwalk and angled across the street, his right hand still resting on the butt of his revolver. He’d tied a leather strap around his leg from the bottom of the holster to keep it from flopping around while he rode. For the first time he was aware of how solid the holster felt against his leg.

Across the street, he stepped up onto the boardwalk, crossed it in three steps, and worked the doorknob on the door of the marshal’s office. When it opened, he stepped through and stopped, the doorknob still cool in his left hand, the butt of the Remington still warm in his right.

Marshal Rafe Ellison, a much older man probably in his 30s or 40s, looked up from behind his small desk in the right side of the room. His hat hung on a peg on the wall behind his desk to the right of a rack of three repeating rifles. On the other side of the rack an iron ring of five keys hung on a nail, and some distance on the other side of that a door stood open. Beyond it was a hallway with a solid wall to the left. So probably the four iron-slat cells Rider’s father had mentioned sometime or other lay out of sight to the right.

The left side of the main room was taken up with a potbellied stove, a small table and chair, and a cot along the far wall for those nights when the marshal had prisoners in the cells in back. On top of the stove rested a tarnished silvery colored coffee pot with a clear knob on top—so one of those percolators—and a wide, thick off-white ceramic cup the marshal had probably swiped from Lil’s Restaurant down the way. 

What little hair the marshal had was mussed, but one strand was swept across his forehead. Behind it on top he was mostly bald. The marshal put on a pleasant smile. “What can I do for you, Rider?” Then he glanced at Rider’s right hand and grinned. “You ain’t fixin’ to shoot me, are you?”

Rider pushed the door closed behind him. “No sir, I don’t mean to shoot anybody. Though I figure somebody needs shootin’, or at least arrestin’. But I guess that ain’t my job.”

The marshal frowned. “What’re you talkin’ about?”

“Grizzly Parker’s layin’ dead out in the street. You didn’t hear the shots?”

The marshal’s eyes grew wide. “Dead?” Then he frowned again. “Who’d you say?”

Frustration grew in Rider. “Grizzly Parker, Griswold by name. A kid. A friend of mine in school. I guess he was pokin’ fun in the wrong saloon and somebody took him serious.” He paused. “Shouldn’t you be in a hurry, Marshal?”

“If he’s dead, he’ll keep. He hadn’t ought’a be in a saloon anyway if he’s your age.”

“Well, he won’t be anymore, but I’m thinkin’ whoever laid him out ought’a be in one of your cells by now.”

The marshal frowned. “You tellin’ me my job?”

“No sir. I’m askin’ you to do your job. You really didn’t hear the shots?”

The marshal huffed and pushed himself up from his chair. Around his waist was his gun belt and holster, complete with a blued Colt with dark wooden grips. Long-barreled if the holster was telling any tales. “I heard ‘em. I figured it was somebody blowin’ off steam.” He turned to pluck his hat from the peg on the wall, put it on and tugged it down. “Where’d you say it was?”

“Barney Bligh’s place, right across the street.”

The marshal came around his desk and brushed past him. “Well, come on if you want to.”

As the marshal reached for the doorknob, Rider said, “You hirin’ me on?”

The marshal stopped, the doorknob in his hand, and turned around. “You lookin’ for a job? I guess you’re old enough. I could use somebody to clean up around here.”

“You teach me how to shoot and let me really help, sure, I’ll sign on.”

“What about school?”

“After school and weekends, then. That’s only a couple more months.” He pointed. “I’ll even move in. I can sleep right over there on that cot. I guess I can watch empty cells as well as the next guy.”

The marshal shook his head and a smile tugged at one corner of his lips. “You got spunk, I’ll give you that. Let’s go get you a taste. After that, if it’s okay with your pa and you still want it, you’re hired.”

“With a badge?”

“With a badge.” The marshal opened the door and stepped through. By the time he stepped down off the boardwalk, Rider was walking alongside him on the right. 

The marshal glanced over. Across his shoulder, he said quietly, “But you don’t have a badge yet, so stay clear. Y’got me?”

“Yes sir.”
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Marshal Ellison barely glanced at the body of Grizzly Parker as they passed within a few feet of it. Rider didn’t look at all. Then the horses tied at the hitching rail— a roan and two appaloosas—skittered to either side as the two men moved between them and stepped up onto the boardwalk with one footfall. 

As they did, the marshal reached up and put his right palm against Rider’s left shoulder. “You wait out here.” 

“Yes sir.”

The marshal’s hand went to the butt of his Colt as he pulled the screen door wide with his left hand and stepped inside. He caught the screen door on the heel of his boot, not letting it slap wood behind him.

Rider peered through the window to the right side of the door. It looked in above and behind the bar. The whole room wasn’t much wider than the door and that window. 

The bartender was there, about three-quarters of the way along behind the rough-hewn half-log that served as the bar, flat side up. He didn’t remember the man’s name, unless that was Barney himself, or whether they’d ever even met. 

In front of the bar were three men, one not quite halfway down. He was leaning forward slightly over the bar, his forearms resting on it, his dusty brown hat dangling on his back from a chin strap. The other two toward the far end were standing more or less straight and had their hats on, one tipped back slightly, one not.

The marshal, having stopped just inside the door, was in Rider’s left periphery. His voice filtered out through the screen door. “Which one of you gents is responsible for the mess out front?”

The bartender, wiping a mug with a dirty white towel, raised his head and looked at the marshal. Quietly, he said, “I didn’t see anything, Marshal.” Then he cleared his throat, took a step closer to the man with his hat dangling on his back, and added even more quietly, “One outside the window.”

The marshal looked at him and frowned. “You do know I can hear you, right?”

The bartender quickly turned away.

None of the three men at the bar indicated they’d heard the bartender’s warning or that it mattered to them.

The two men at the far end of the bar both raised their hands to show they were empty, then went back to their drinks.

The nearest man, the one with the dangling hat, was looking down at the bar. He didn’t move except to pick up his glass. He tossed his head back as he drained it, then set it with a dull thud back on the bar. Without looking at the bartender, he said, “Another.”

The bartender brought a bottle, poured the small glass full, then retreated again toward the far end of the bar.

The marshal said, “I guess that would leave you and me. You’re Slack Pearson, right?”

Without looking around, the man said, “Charlie. Charlie Pearson. And there ain’t nothin’ slack about me, Marshal.” He took a swig of his drink, draining half the glass. When he set it back on the bar, he continued to rotate it between his thumb and forefinger. “How about you, Marshal? Anything slack about you?”

“Okay, Mr. Pearson, let’s go. Free room and board for a few days until the circuit judge comes to town. Then we’ll see whether there’s anything slack about him. His rope for example. ”

“I don’t think that’ll be necessary. Or wise.”

The marshal took a half-step forward and grabbed at the man’s shirt sleeve. “Let’s go, Slack.”

The man jerked his arm free, took another quick swig, draining the glass, and set it down loudly. He growled, “No sir,” then glanced at the bartender. “One more.” 

As the bartender picked up the bottle, the marshal said, “No. No more.” 

The bartender froze in place, still gripping the bottle in his left hand, the cork between his right thumb and forefinger.

The marshal said, “Let’s go, Mr. Pearson. I don’t have all day.”

Still without looking up, Charlie Pearson said, “What’s going to happen is this, Marshal. I’m gonna have one more drink, and then you’re gonna step aside. I’ll walk through the door, get on that roan out there, and ride west out of town.” He paused. “But you’re more than welcome to watch me go.”

“I don’t think that’ll work for me.”

Still leaning over the bar, the man finally turned his head to look at the marshal. “Now I didn’t shoot that mouthy kid out there, and you got no witnesses to say different.” He paused. “But you make a show of standin’ in my way, I guarantee you’ll be layin’ alongside him.” 

Then he swayed the slightest bit.

As he did, the marshal pulled his Colt and laid it hard alongside the man’s right temple.

Slack crumpled like an empty burlap bag.

The first man at the far end of the bar grabbed for his revolver, but he was a lefty and his knuckles caught the edge of the bar. 

By the time he jerked away from the bar and tried again, the plaintive click of the marshal’s Colt echoed through the silence. The revolver was leveled at the man. “Now then,” the marshal said, “while we’re in this particular predicament, I’m gonna go ahead and ask. Did either of you see ol’ Slack here shoot that kid?”

The second man stepped to the right of the first, his adam’s apple working in his throat. “Yes sir. I seen it. That kid accidentally jostled Slack and spilled his drink. Then Slack there, he said the kid should apologize. Only the kid laughed and said, ‘When hell freezes over.’ Then Slack pulled his gun and said, ‘Why don’t you go check?’ And the kid, he was backin’ toward the door with his hands wavin’ out in front of him when Slack went ahead and sent him on his trip.”

The bartender, still holding the bottle and nervously twisting the cork in the neck, said, “Yes sir, Marshal, that’s what happened. Word for word.”

With his revolver, the marshal gestured toward the first man at the end of the bar. “And you. You agree that’s what happened?”

“Yes sir. Yes sir, I agree.”

The marshal gestured again, this time toward the far end of the bar. “You two go on and knock down your drinks.” Then he focused on the closer of the two again. “But you ever do skin that thing in my direction I’ll put you in the ground, y’got me?

“Yes sir.”

A little louder and over his right shoulder, the marshal said, “Deputy?”

Rider stepped through the door. 

“Gather up the hardware from those two gents.”

Rider walked toward the far end of the bar, not getting between the men and the marshal, and stuck out his hands, palms up. He said nothing.

Both men put their revolvers in his hands.

As Rider turned around and started back, the marshal holstered his Colt and said, “Wait outside.” Then he looked at the men again. “Now, you two come carry this sack of lice-ridden flour,” and he toed Slack’s shoulder with his boot, “across the street
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