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The Foundations Of 

An Urban Legend
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1: From Humble Beginnings
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Job Broward had built Broward’s Mercantile & Trade Company on a dusty wagon and prospector’s path in New Mexico Territory in 1879 somewhere between Albuquerque and Mesita.  It had been a place where whoever was passing through could rustle some grub, bed for the night, and buy whatever they needed for the rest of their journey. Or, if you were a prospector out in one of the canyons, you could bring in your gold, silver, or whatever you might find to trade for more provisions.

Job had been an assayer and appraiser for the mines in Panamint City, Chloride City, Belmont, St. Thomas, Nelson, Unionville, Gold Point, and many other mining towns to the north before marrying and moving to New Mexico. Upon hearing that there were lone prospectors  in the desert, he left Albuquerque and headed for the desert himself. The hope had been to draw settlers in and build a town.

Soon enough, Sal Harrison arrived and bought a plot across from the eatery. From the very beginning, she assured Job that she had no intentions of competing with him and so, he watched as the brothel slowly took shape. He preferred to think of it as a gentlemen’s club, not a brothel. Not that there was really any difference.

And not that he cared. He didn’t. As long as the neighbors drew business for him, he didn’t care. 

He was just glad that there was still no church. Or minister. That would have been breeding grounds for animosities of all sorts.

Besides. He had never really been a religious man. Sure, he had gone to church from time to time in more civilized towns, but it had never been a main interest. His soul was his own, no one else’s.

He pondered building a dancehall. Or a bank. But why draw the wrong sorts to his little oasis?

Not that a dancehall would draw the wrong sorts. But who would really come? After all, they really weren’t a town.

And dancehalls were for towns. Not for little stops in the road like his.or were they?

Sure, it would be a way to entertain those passing through. But would they be able to draw talent? Would they be able to make it profitable?

He shook his head. Perhaps, but why risk it? Why try anything more than what he already had?

His wife, Nellie, ran the cafe while the saloon was closed during the day and helped him in the saloon of an evening after the mercantile was closed. Food seemed to always be plentiful, even when the liquor flowed. And soon, they were a famous spot on the map.

To make it easier for the prospectors who were scattered in the desert, the postal service began delivering any mail for them to the mercantile. It didn’t matter that they were not a town. It didn’t matter that they were just a place where people stopped temporarily.

***
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“WHAT’LL IT BE, DAN?” Job’s deep baritone caught the prospector by surprise.

“Got any tabacky?” The prospector returned.

“Sure do,” he smiled cordially, “we also got in some of those work pants you like so well.”

“What do I owe ya so fer?” Dan scratched his chin.

“Let me look,” he suggested, “just to make sure.”

“Please do,” Dan encouraged, “do wan’ my tab to git too big. Would love to break even at least once.”

“Dan Forsythe,” he muttered, looking into his ledger, “Dan Forsythe. Ah, here you are. Don’t look to me as you owe me anything at the moment, Dan. you’re all caught up.”

“How much are four pairs of them pants?” The prospector asked, “and a few twists of tabacky.”

“Tobacco is just a penny a twist,” he assured the old man, “and four pairs of pants will come to $9.”

He had knocked off $3 from the price. The old man was a damn good customer who returned when he needed food or clothing. He was also the only prospector who brought in any gold at all.

“An’ the price for alterations?” The old man was determined.

“Free, Dan,” he chuckled, “alterations are always free.”

“Arighty,” Dan nodded, plunking down ten silver dollars, “it’s a deal. Just keep the change.”

“No beans or coffee?” He asked. “No other needs?”

“Nah,” the old man shook his head, “I still have flour, beans, and coffee. I also still have half a barrel of salt pork and salt beef. Mebe a shirt or two will be needed in the future, but not now.”

“Very well,” he looked down and jotted down that Dan had a credit of 98¢, “you’ll be in the black when you come back.” He looked back up and motioned to the pickle barrel. “Have a few pickles for free, Dan. treat yourself.”

“Don’ mind if’n I do,” the old man muttered in response, walking over to the barrel and plunging his hand in for a handful, “t’ain’t ever’day a man c’n have piggles.”
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OVER THE NEXT COUPLE hours, Job set about having Dan try the pants on, taking measurements, and adjusting the seams so that the pants fit the old man perfectly. He was thankful that his father had been a tailor who had seen that his sons knew how to do  the same. It was what brought Dan back to buy more pants. 

That and the fact that the nearest store was in either Albuquerque or Mesita—both of which were miles out of the poor old man’s way. And Broward’s Mercantile was the only store that gave away pickles. Or did the tailoring to make all clothing fit right. 

“How does that feel?” He asked, adjusting the waistband for the old man.

“Good, good,” the old man muttered, enjoying the fuss being made over him, “that pair feels perfect.”

“Hit any gold lately?” He asked casually.

“I jus’ ‘bout have a couple sacks, Job,” the prospector averred, “will be bringin’ it in as soon as I fill the second.”

“No hurry,” he assured the old man as he began adjustments on the next pair, “was just curious. You’re the only one who brings any gold in, you know.”

“Those others,” the old man began, “don’t know what they’re doin’. They don’t know what they're lookin’ fer.” 

“I have my suspicions that their claims ran dry,” he hypothesized, “and they are just in denial.”

“You may have a point there,” the old man winked,”or they are dead from starvation.”

“True,” he nodded, “after all, none have been in for a month or better. That concerns me.”

“It would me, too,” the old prospector smiled sadly. “There ain’t too many of us left in them thar hills.”

“Would you check on them?” He asked. “I mean, as a good neighbor, of course.”

“Sure!” Dan grinned. “I’ll let ya know on ‘em when I come back fer more supplies.”

“Or,” he suggested, “send the ones who are still there just to check in. Doesn’t matter.”

“Of course,” the old man nodded, “of course. I was gunna say that too.”

“There,” he stated, finishing the last alteration, “that’s the last pair. How they feel?”

“Nice an’ snug,” Dan replied, “much thanks. Not many store owners like you.”

“I should hope not,” he smiled, “not many had a father like mine.”
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2: Wild Bill Wylie
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Bill Wylie was not what one would imagine a cowhand to look like. He was not very tall, a mere 4’9” tall, and stocky. He had once had blondish hair, but only a shadow of a ring remained beneath his hat at the back of his head.

He had ridden for every ranch from Abilene to Waco. Now, he rode for the B-Bar-L up near Santa Fe. Job knew both Lionel Barret and Fred Lourdes and knew that they were rough but honest men.

“What’ll it be, Bill?” Job asked from behind the bar as Wylie entered the saloon.

“Whiskey,” the short man stated gruffly, “and keep it coming. Somethin’ to wash away the dust.”

“How are Lionel and Fred?” He enquired as he set a bottle and glass before the short man. 

“Fine, fine,” Bill nodded, “they sent their greetings.”

“Did they need something from me?” He pressed.

“Not that I know of,” the cowboy shrugged, “Farley Welles might know that when he comes. I go north to look over some cattle in Nebraska.”

“Anyone I know?” He was curious.

“Know the Carringtons of the Flying C?” Bill returned.

“Not that I can say,” he shook his head, “but I have heard that they are fair and honest.”

“Good enough,” the cowboy nodded, “if’n you say they’re honest, they're honest.”

He hated for anyone to take his word on anyone, especially if it was hearsay. It was bad form. Still, Bill didn’t trust many people. 

And to have the little man’s trust was an honor. One he hoped had been well-earned. He smiled.

“So you’re here just for a night?” He was now trying to make conversation.

“If you have a room available, I am,” the cowboy snorted, “might take a little hop over to the brothel as well. Might not see a woman, drink, or good night’s sleep for a few weeks.”

“Tell Caruthers Smith that I said to issue you a room on credit,” he responded, “you’re sure to have money left over from what you laid down for whiskey.”

“Will do,” the little man smiled, “and thanks.”

“Can I get a warm meal delivered to my room as well?” Bill inquired after a brief silence.

“Sure!” He averred. “And a bath and shave if you like. Just let Caruthers know what you desire.”

“Thanks again,” the little man stated gratefully.

“No problem,” he smiled and nodded, “no problem at all.”

Bill grew quiet and drank a while longer. Job watched the little man waddle out toward the brothel. He turned and headed into the kitchen to put in Bill’s request.

***
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SAL LOVED TO SEE BILL. There were times that she wished that he would propose. Then, she could sell the brothel to her girls and leave. 

But Bill was a cowhand for Lionel Barret and Frank Lourdes. He was not a rancher. He seemed to not want to be much more than a hired man.

Still, she didn’t care. It was just that no ranch hand ever married. No cowboy did either. They just roamed from place to place.

The B Bar L paid well, though, and Bill seemed happy there. Lionel seemed to trust him as well. More than the others.

“Good evening, Bill,” she smiled, “how are ya this evening?”

“Just capital,” he nodded, “come to visit. You mind?”

“This official?” she inquired. “Or personal?”

“Both,” he looked away, “but personal must come first.” He pulled out a twenty dollar gold eagle. “For your time.”

“Sure, Bill,” She was unsure, “but you ain’t got to pay to talk.”

“I ain’t payin’ to talk, Sal,” he assured her, “that there’s for later. After the talkin’.”

“Alright, Bill,” she nodded, “what is going on?”

“I tol’ mister Broward that I am headed north,” he began, “to check out some cattle for Lionel. That is only partly true.”

“You mean,” she swallowed nervously, “there’s more?”

“Yes,” he averred, “quite a bit. And if I tell you, you must keep quiet. Unless something should happen to me.”

“I promise, Bill,” she nodded.

“I was asked to lure a man out of hiding,” he continued, “Thurlo Grebb. Texas wants him bad. So does the US Marshal.”

“My God, Bill!” She exclaimed. “Whyever did you accept?”

“Because I am Lionel’s best,” he replied, “and always check my back. I am the hardest to sneak up on.”

***
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IT WAS STILL LIGHT when Bill left Sal’s. Too light for any sneak attacks. Too light for anyone to shoot him in the back.

Still, Bill was wary. The stubble on the back of his neck was sticking up. Someone was following him.

He had known it would be a possibility. Lionel had said so. It had been intended that someone should.

After all, they were trying to draw a man out of hiding. Thurlo Grebb. The deadliest bushwacker in the southwest.

The man was known to shoot men in the back. Even his own kind. The outlaws at the hole had banned Grebb because of his inability to face a target. 

He smiled. Grebb was friendless. Alone.

He knew Farley, a ranger, and a marshal rode behind him somewhere to the south. He hoped they were close. He knew Grebb was.

Checking behind himself occasionally, he made his way to the hotel.

“Good evening, Bill,” Caruthers smiled cordially, “what can I do for you?”

“Job said to ask fer a room on credit,” he replied, “you have one that does not lead to the overhang or stairs?”

“Sure!” Caruthers nodded. “Room eleven. Just up the stairs. It is agin the mercantile side of the building.”

“That’ll do,” he nodded, “I also need a shave and a bath.”

“I’ll call Cal right away,” Caruthers offered, “and she can hep ya with the bath. Norm’s barber shop is in back.”

“Fine,” he smiled, “fine. Been a while. A bath’ll feel right nice.”

Caruthers disappeared for a few seconds then returned with his wife Callie. She led Bill to a small room in back with a tin tub. 

“The water’s warm,” she assured him, “but not too hot.”

“Got soap?” He looked at her.

“Job sent some clothes over, free of charge,” she tossed him a bar of homemade lye soap, “they’re on the stool, there.”

“Thank ya,” he smiled.

She left the room without another word. He chuckled. She was something else. So prim. So proper. Not at all the kind of woman one would expect to find in New Mexico.
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3: Thurlo Grebb
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Thurlo Grebb was a dirty man. As dirty as they came. An outlaw, he was known for shooting men in the back.

Even his own kind hated him. Most were willing to face him if only for the reward money, but those who had dared to make the attempt were dead. Their deaths had been mysterious.

Now, the dirty outlaw was following Bill Wylie. He had heard that the little man was carrying money and lots of it. Just the mention of money made the situation irresistible. 

He didn’t care that Wylie was on his way to do business. He didn’t care that the money belonged to the B-Bar-L. All he cared about was that it seemed to be easy money.

He knew that Bill was a small man and in his mind, a small man was easy prey. He had underestimated Bill. But then, he had also overestimated how much Bill was really carrying.

He was also unaware that there was a Texas ranger on his trail and not far behind him. He had a single focus. The money he imagined Wylie was carrying.

He did not know that Bill was not carrying the money. Bill was simply drawing him out. Forcing him to become visible.

But he had never been much on double checking rumors. He merely took them at face value and believed them. Especially if they mentioned easy money.

“Damn cowhand,” he muttered, “he’s makin’ this too easy.” he chuckled. “No matter. It’ll be that much easier to take it all from him.”

He stopped within view of the four building post that was the mercantile and its companions. He scratched his head. Why’d the short cowboy stop here?

This would make his job harder. No matter. There were plenty of ways to get the man.

There was only one problem. He wouldn’t be able to go into town and stay. He couldn’t be visible. Not yet.

He sighed and turned his stolen mount. Time to find a gully. Someplace hidden to camp.

He would wait until dark to go into town. It would be easier to kill his victim. It would also be easier to slip in and get back out before any knew what had happened. 

He sighed. It was getting harder to be an outlaw. So many unwritten rules. So many lawmen to hunt you down. 

He found a wash hidden by brush. It would be perfect. Now, he could only wait.

He took down his bedroll and unrolled it. There would be no fire. Too risky.

***
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BEHIND THURLO, RANGER Todd Wilkes and Marshal Leon Mulholland kept just out of his sight. With them, Farley Welles held the money that the outlaw believed Bill had. 

“Not like Lionel to send a decoy,” Wilkes commented, “but maybe he knew what he was doing. After all, it did draw out Grebb.”

“Just as long as we are able to stop him before Billy gets killed,” Farley suggested, “that’s all I care about. Li won’t be very happy if his best rider gets killed.”

“How’s Bill with a gun?” Leon inquired.

“Lightning fast,” Farley responded, “even after a bottle of whiskey. But Grebb is not known for his fair fights.”

“I know,” the ranger nodded, “but Bill’s so sharp and wary. Do you think Grebb will be able to pull that with him?”

“Not if he got to Broward’s,” Farley shook his head, “no.”

“Let’s hope he did,” the marshal suggested, “else we’ll have a problem.”

“I believe he did,” the ranger nodded, “look.”

“Well,” Farley mused, “if’n it ain’t Broward’s!”

The three watched as their quarry picked out his little sanctuary and settled in. The brush entangled wash was an odd choice for someone who was determined to disappear after he robbed and killed a man. Very odd indeed.

“We’ll go around,” Todd suggested, “and set up at the hotel.”

“I’ll stay behind and follow him in,” Leon stated,

“Alright,” Farley agreed, “but be careful. Don’t let ‘im see ya.”

“Don’t worry,” the marshall assured him, “he won’t even notice me.”

Todd and Farley departed the marshal’s company and rode on to the saloon.

“Howdy, ranger,” Job greeted, “Farley. Bill mentioned that you were coming in, Farley. Is there something I should know?”

“We’re looking for someone,” Farley nodded, “nothing that should concern you too awful much. Just hopin’ he doesn’t show here. Hopin’ he waits.”

“Needing rooms?” Job smiled.

“Nah,” the cowboy shook his head, “we’ll jus’ stay with Bill.”

“Alrighty,” Job nodded, “it’s on the house.”

“Thank ya,” Farley grinned, “we’ll try not to make a mess of it.”

“Messes can be cleaned,” came the response, “I’m not worried about that. If you need baths and shaves, just tell Caruthers.”

“We will,” Todd smiled sadly. “But I doubt we’ll have time enough to worry about those.”

“Will you want a meal?” the barkeep inquired.”If so, I will have two more sent to the room.”

“Don’t mind if’n we do, Job,” the ranger nodded, tossing Job a couple gold dollars, “thank ya kindly.”

“It’s not a problem,” Job shrugged.

Farley and Todd exited the saloon without as much as a single drink. Job watched them go then went to inform his wife that two more plates would be needed for the room where Bill was now staying.

Todd and Farley entered the hotel. Caruthers looked up to see them enter.

“Can I help you gents?” the desk clerk asked.

“What room is Bill Wylie in?” Farley returned.

“Room eleven,” Caruthers averred, “shall I let him know he has company?”

“Nah,” the cowboy shook his head, “he’s sorta expecting us.”

“Aright, then,” the clerk slid the register to them, “all I need is for ya to sign in if you don’t mind.”

Farley signed with an ‘X’ and Todd wrote his name. The two turned and headed up the stairs, caruthers watched as they went.

The two found the room easily and knocked.

“Bill,” Farley began, “it’s me an’ Todd.”

The door opened and Bill let them in.

“Turn out the lights,” Todd instructed, “we’ll want it dark in here so Grebb can’t see who’s here. Leon remained behind to follow Grebb in.”

***
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LEON WATCHED AS THURLO’S shadowy figure rose out of the wash and headed toward the mercantile shortly after sundown. He thought it strange that the outlaw had left his horse behind and was now on foot. Still, Grebb was not known for his intellect.

He would have to take care not to be seen or heard. He got down from his horse and walked it in, staying a safe distance behind Grebb. The man was too easy. Too predictable.

He took enough time to switch from his boots and spurs to a pair of moccasins. Then, he quietly followed  Thrulo up the stairs. The outlaw was so focused on getting to Bill that he was not watching his own back. This was going to be way too easy.
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4: When To Fold ‘Em
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Thurlo watched through the crack as Nellie came out of room eleven with empty plates. He bet that was Bill’s room. But how long had the cowboy been here?

There were too many plates for a single meal. Did the little man have company? Or was he alone?

He preferred that his man be alone. Less complications. Easier to take care of.

One person in the room with Bill would be a complication, but would still be easy. Two would present a very large problem.

Only one other question bugged him at the moment. Had the plates been set right inside the door? Or had the proprietor’s wife had to go inside? He had only seen her emerge from a darkened room.

The room was on the mercantile side of the hotel. No windows. No back entrance. Hard to access from the stairs without being heard.

But then, the back rooms abutted against either the mercantile or the saloon. Only the front rooms had windows. He rubbed his eyes.

He had been outwitted. Again. The cowboy had been onto him.

Still, he might be able to work the situation to his benefit. If he shot someone in one of those rooms, few would hear save the desk clerk. But would the clerk rush up the stairs? Or would he rush out and call on Broward?

He would just have to chance it. He’d have to risk there being more than one person in Bill’s room. Maybe it was just one of the sluts from the brothel.

He’d have to risk the clerk’s hearing shots. He’d have to risk the man running out to get help. He’d also have to risk this whole thing being a setup.

He needed that money. He needed it bad. He had too many people to pay off.

Some might even be out looking for him. He snorted. Some probably wanted him dead and for good reason.

Even the law was after him. The rangers down in Texas would go anywhere to get their man. So would a US marshal.

He sighed. How did it come to this? Was it his penchant for getting into trouble? His lust for easy money?

Perhaps he should have remained a bad gambler. At least there, he could have simply shot and ran. Or just cheated his way through enough games.

But it was too late for that. He had made a choice. He had earned a reputation. And now, the law and lawless both wanted him dead.

***
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BILL, TODD, AND FARLEY listened in the dark. They had heard Grebb attempt, unsuccessfully, to creep up the outside steps. They had heard him open the door a crack.

The door had creaked. Grebb’s boots had made a clatter on the steps. For a thief, the man had all the subtlety of a rooster and all the grace of a boar hog.

They were glad that the bureau was next to the door. Nelly had simply had to walk in, turn, and grab the dishes then walk back out. Grebb probably saw her after she had turned and began to walk out. That was good.

They knew that the man was now weighing his options. They hoped that he would make the wrong choice and burst into the darkened room and had all their guns pointed toward the door. Waiting.

They listened as Grebb’s spurs jangled down the hall after Nelly had vanished down the stairs toward the other end. They were sure that she had noticed the door to the outside being opened. She was probably already alerting Job and anyone else who was around.

Bill hoped that Job and the extra guns wouldn’t be needed. The fewer who were involved, the better. It would mean fewer wounded or dead.

He and his guests listened as Grebb came down the hall knocking and trying the doors. He shook his head. The man wasn’t as smart as he thought he was.

Todd and Farley quietly moved to either side of the door. Bill remained near the bed but away from where the light would shine. All three knew that Leon would be right behind the outlaw. Somewhere.

Then a knock upon their door and Grebb’s rattle of the knob. The door swung open.

“Drop it, Grebb,” he stated from his darkened corner, “we have you.”

“It’s a setup!” Grebb exclaimed, getting off a couple shots before turning and fleeing.

Moments later, they heard him yelp as Leon tripped him on his way out of the door he had come in through. This was followed by the clamor of him tripping down the steps. Or was it falling down them?

Todd lit the lamp on the stand. The three friends looked at each other, then burst into laughter. 

“I think he shit himself,” Farley commented, “whady’all think?”

“I’d hafta agree with ya on that, Far,” Todd nodded.

***
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LEON HAD HUNG BACK and watched Thurlo. He had never seen an outlaw act quite the way Grebb was acting. The man was either stupid or had a death wish. 

But then, it didn’t take a whole lot of brains to bushwhack an unsuspecting target. One just had to wait. Or take their target by surprise.

He watched the outlaw go up to the top of the steps and open the door a crack. He seemed to be watching something intently, then went into the hallway beyond the door. He snuck to the door and watched as Grebb went from door to door knocking and checking the knobs.

The man was lucky that there were no other guests or he would have been shot in the first three doors. He wondered what the outlaw would have done if there had been an answer with one of the doors he tried. Would he have tried his luck?

He watched as Grebb opened the door where Bill and the others waited. He heard Bill’s warning. He watched the frightened outlaw shot instinctively into the darkened room then turned back toward where he was hidden and run for his dear life.

The door swung open and his foot instinctively shot out and tripped the terrified outlaw. Grebb went tumbling, hard, down the steps. Leon thought he heard one of Grebb’s arms snap.

He knew it wasn’t the outlaw’s neck since the outlaw instinctively rose off the ground and ran, a shadowy figure, off into the night. He knew, as he watched the scene, that they would never see 

Grebb again. He would disappear.

Leon turned and entered the door of the hotel’s upper level. He made his way down the hallway to Bill’s room. Todd looked at him as he stepped into the room.

“Grebb?” Todd inquired.

“Took a tumble down the outside stairs,” he shrugged, “probably broke his arm. Lucky it wasn’t his neck.”

“How?’ Todd pressed.

“For some odd reason,” he smiled devilishly, “my foot just kinda shot out and tripped the terrified man. Was an awful sight, head over heel down the steps. He’ll be laid up for a while.”

“He’ll think again about messin’ with Lionel’s spread,” Farley stated, amused at Leon’s description of what had happened beyond the room, “though I don’ think he through altogether.”

“Is there a doctor within running distance?” Bill asked.

“Mesita,” Todd averred, “maybe. Not many docs will help a man like Grebb. Too many have ended up dead.”
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5: Parched
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Thurlo had left his horse. Well, not his horse. He’d stolen it from Lionel Barret’s corral. 

His left arm hung useless at his side, broken in more than one place. Someone had tripped him on those stairs. On purpose.

The little cowboy had set him up. Or had it been Lionel? Or had it been Fred?

It didn’t matter now. He needed to find a doctor. Bad.

No doubt the little cowboy would find the stolen horse. Hell. Whoever had been in that room with Bill probably knew where he had stashed the horse and bedroll. 

Mesitas was nearby. Or it was supposed to be. But how far?

Or maybe Albuquerque. It was supposed to be close too. But how close? A mile? Two? Ten?

The desert was no place to get caught alone and without a mount. And stages were few out here.

It had been why he stole the horse in the first place.

He sighed. He should have seen this coming. Sooner or later, this had been bound to happen.

It had come sooner rather than later. And now, he was on foot and in bad need of a doctor. But would any doctor want to help him? After all, he was well known for killing all who helped him.

Maybe he could find a straight enough branch and splint his own arm. Maybe he could set it straight enough. Maybe...

Who was he fooling? He was no doctor. He wasn’t strong enough to bear the pain of setting his own breaks. He could barely bear the pain as it was!

He had deserved what he got. He knew that. But he still wished he had been able to get at the money.

But had there really been any money? Or had it been a ploy to lure him into the open? He felt that he would never know.

He sighed. He doubted he would make it far before the heat of the day. And without his bedroll, he was exposed to the elements.

He cursed his luck. At least he still had his pistols. And his knife.

A lot of good those would do. His shooting arm was broken. And knives were useless for anything but close range.

Damn his luck. Damn it to hell. He was sunk.

***
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BILL AND FARLEY LEFT the hotel early. They had doubled back and picked up the horse that Grebb had stolen, then headed on north toward Nebraska. They had business to attend to for the B-Bar-S. Lionel was counting on them.

Todd and Leon had headed back south right after the incident, back to Texas. They’d had no need to go on north. Neither duo believed they would ever run into Grebb again. 

“Never saw the color drain from a man’s face so quick,” Farley mused, “ as it did last night.”

“Lucky I didn’t git shot,” Bill snorted, :but he never was the best shot. That’s why he preferred to get his man from behind.”

“Then shots were too wild to hit much but the wall,”Farley shrugged.

“Hope Job ain’t put out with us,” he responded, “hate to lose that place as a stopping point when headed north.”

“He ain’t,” Farley assured him, “he buys most of his beef from Li. Ain’t gunna mess up a good thing by banning us. Besides. We didn’t shoot. Grebb did.”

“Well,” he sighed, “I hope you’re right.” He changed the subject. “Grebb ain’t gunna git fer without a mount.”

“Nope,” his companion shook his head, “doubt he could even git in the saddle in the shape Leon said the man was in.”

“Not if he broke an arm,” Bill agreed, “he’d need help for that an’ there ain’t no one who’d give two bits for the man out here.”

“Yep,” Farley nodded, “it perty bad when even your own kind hate you.”

“It is,” he chuckled, “but Grebb done it to himself.”

“That he did,” the taller cowboy averred, “all because he ain’t got an honest streak nowheres.”

“Even the dishonest are honest once in a while,” he admitted, “though not often. But they do have a code.”

“That they do,” Farley grinned, “an’ ya never shoot yer gang in the back.”

“Indeed,” he replied.

“Think he’ll find that we left his bedroll and canteen behind?” Farley asked.

“I doubt it,” shook his head, “he was headed the wrong direction from what Leon said.”

They rode on in silence. They would make Colorado in a day or two and the Nebraska panhandle by week’s end. 

***
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THURLO MUST HAVE BEEN going in circles since he fled from the hotel. He could have sworn that he had seen the same pinon tree three times. He could also clearly see someone’s boot prints.

To make matters worse, Broward’s never seemed to vanish. And now, the heat was getting unbearable. Without his canteen, he would be in dire straits soon. 

He frowned. He’d lost everything. Or had he? Had they left his canteen behind?

Had they left any of his things? Or had they taken everything? And where the hell did that wash go to?

God, but it was getting hot! And he was getting thirsty. Too thirsty.

He could go back to the mercantile, but would he be welcomed there? Would the owner send for the marshal or a ranger? Or would he allow him to die lying in the street?

He rubbed his eyes. He had been running wildly since the incident. Had he run in the wrong direction?

He could have sworn that the wash was here somewhere and yet, he had not stumbled onto it. Instead, all he had been met by was dust and rocks. And cacti.

His arm was now hurting worse than it had. Was it due to the heat? Or was infection setting in?

His mind was beginning to cloud as he  wandered onto the makeshift street in front of the mercantile. He could no longer think straight. Hell. He could no longer think at all.

He stumbled around erratically for a few moments, then collapsed as darkness took him. The pain had gotten too great. His thirst had overtaken him. 

He did not see Caruthers or Job as they rushed to his aid. He awoke, hours later, in a hotel bed. His left arm had been set and splinted.

“As soon as you are rested,” Job’s voice boomed, “I want you to leave. Sampson Lidell will be more than willing to give you a buckboard and horse to git as far from here as possible.”

“It’s mighty kind of you to hep me, mister Broward,” he mumbled weakly.

“I ain’t helpin’ you,” the tall man returned, “I am just gittin’ rid of some litter off’n my street.”
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6: It Is What It Is
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When his son William was born in 1882, he realized that there would never be a town—just the general store. And a brothel. After all, who—in their right mind—would want to live in the middle of this godforsaken desert? There was no water, no real access to food, and no real work unless you were crazy enough to think that you could scratch a living out of the rocks.

Still, he seemed to find a little success with his little enterprise especially after adding a saloon to the cafe. Drifters, on their way to some nameless ranch to the east, south, or north, stopped for the night and often frequented Sal’s Brothel which sat across from the mercantile.  Settlers who were on the move also dropped in by the wagon train load.

Despite his success, Job lived up to his name and remained humble. His wife, Nellie, also remained rather humble as well. And this humility was what they taught William.

Four years later, they added a tutor—and a school marm—to their tiny community and their family. Miss Lacy, the teacher, was eastern bred and a wonderful influence on little Willie. Tom Barker, the tutor, was strict but fair.

And yet, Willie never really needed Tom’s help in his school subject. Thus, Tom began teaching him music and art. Piano. Fiddle. Vocal.

William excelled at it all. Even sculpting and painting. And yet, he saw that his place was helping his father. Broward’s Mercantile became his refuge. His greatest desire.

When his brothers fled from the little stop in the road, he would remain. It was home. It was his idea of heaven.

And all was peaceful. Though there were rumors of indian uprisings everywhere, there was nothing but peace at the little junction. Broward’s and its companions seemed not to exist to the world around it. Well, at least not to those who were rebelling or killing.

And yet, all knew that that would not always be. They were, after all, in the wilderness. They could be a target.

Still, the prospectors continued to come in and trade their nuggets for clothes and supplies. And for the ‘free piggles’. Cowhands from the B-Bar-S continued to drift north from time to time to drink and carouse.

And Job continued to buy his beef from Lionel and Frank. Caruthers continued to rent out rooms to all who needed one. A shave was still 5¢. A bath was still a dollar. And a meal was still a dollar fifty.

Life was what it was. Rough, yet rewarding. Lonely, but not. And William loved every minute.

But then, he was a boy. A very adventurous boy. One who had a fertile imagination.

***
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“PAPA,” WILLIAM BEGAN, his six year old tenor voice causing his father to look up from the ledgers, “look what I found!”

Job looked up to see Willie standing before him, a bedroll and canteen in his hand.

“Where’d you find that, my boy?” He inquired.

“In a small wooded patch just to the south of the store, papa,” Willie answered with a smile.

“Let me see your treasure,” he suggested, “can I have a closer look?”

“Sure!” The boy handed the canteen over to his father, then the bedroll.

“Betcha this was what that outlaw was looking for a few years ago,” he stated, looking the canteen over, then looked up, “the wash out back, you say?”

“Yes, sir,” the boy nodded.

“Was there anything else?” He pried.

“Not that I could find,” the boy shrugged, “but I’ll bring anything I find to you, papa.”

“Yes,” he nodded, “please do.”

“Can I keep these?” The boy asked.

“Sure,” he agreed, “I don’t see why not, just keep them put up.”

“I will, papa,” the boy promised.

He handed the items back to his son and watched the boy disappear in the direction of the family’s apartment. He doubted Thurlo Grebb would ever be back for his lost items. Besides. They were probably beyond use where the outlaw was concerned. 

The canteen was dry and cracked. It wouldn’t hold water now. And though the bedroll was still decent enough to use, it was probably ong forgotten.

Even if it wasn’t, the man would never return. Not now. Not with other outlaws riding through.

He smiled as the sounds of the boy’s piano lessons began. That would keep his son busy for a while. He looked back down
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