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Revolt

There were five of us in the baggage car. Merrill lay flat on his back on the floor, his eyes closed and his face gray in the dim light from the window, his shirt soaked with blood. Art was jammed down on his heels in the corner, his back to the wall, his hands gripping the barrel of his rifle, spitting things between his teeth not worth repeating. Gene and Jim were at the two end doors, rifles in hand.

My rifle lay on the floor next to me. I was on my knees, desperately trying to stop the blood running slowly but surely from the wound in Merrill’s chest. Some more shots were fired outside—one screamed off the metal fittings of the car, while a couple others cracked and thudded on the wood. I heard the shots, and sure, they weren’t having the best effect on my nerves. But in my head I was twelve years old again, coming home with Merrill who was half my age and had a bloody nose from tumbling out of a tree, and I was getting scolded by Ma for letting him do such a fool thing as climbing it.

That was ten years ago…I thought of the scolding Ma would be giving us now if she’d been alive to know this fool thing we’d done.

It was supposed to be easy—running some unbranded horses across the state line, selling them quick in a place we’d been told about, and splitting the money with the man who’d given us the tip.

It wasn’t really stealing, Merrill had said—more than once, like he was trying to convince himself—since we didn’t know who the horses belonged to or even if they belonged to anybody; we’d just been told where to find them and where to take them. Looking up at us with hopeful eyes, like he was looking for somebody to agree with him. But I think all of us knew better than that, even Merrill. And I think we knew—at least Gene and I did—that if it wasn’t unbranded horses it’d have been something worse. We hadn’t worked in months; our prospects were as dry as the drought-beaten ground we rode over going from one parched county to the next. And Jim had started looking in a calculating way at the bank in each town we passed through. The worst thing about it was, I knew if he had planned something like that, the rest of us would have been in it too. Art was hot-headed and he was too much like Jim to ever go against him—and the hard truth was, neither Gene or me had ever had the nerve to stand up to Jim about anything. And Merrill, being the youngest, always followed wherever the rest of us went.

No. That wasn’t true. It wasn’t all of us; it was me he followed. We’d always been close to each other, closer than any of the others; I was the one he looked up to. For years I’d been used to having him watching me, seeing him glance at me, looking at what I was doing to see how to answer whatever came our way. It had taken me till now, kneeling in a dark baggage car with rifle shots ringing in my ears and my hands smeared with his blood, to realize it: that it was my fault for leading him along in whatever Jim dragged the rest of us into.

Well, it had been unbranded horses—and it hadn’t gone over easy. Someone had found out too soon, and taken out after us, and now we were in an abandoned baggage car on the tracks outside town with ten or more of them outside, and they sure weren’t going to let us fight our way out of there.

I turned around toward Jim. My voice scratched my throat with urgency. “Jim, we’ve got to give ourselves up. He’s going to bleed to death.”

“Shut up and let me think!” snapped Jim over his shoulder. “We’re not through yet. And we’re not giving ourselves up. I’ll be darned if I go to jail over a bunch of horses I never even saw the money for.”

I looked over at Gene. He stared back at me, and I knew he wasn’t going to be any help. We were too set in our ways. I knew Jim was raging over being caught and he wasn’t thinking straight. And Merrill was going to die there on the floor of the car unless one of us moved and did it fast.

Some kind of reckless panic blazed over me and I scrambled blindly to my feet and flung myself toward the door by Gene. “I don’t care what the rest of you do, I’m giving myself up and getting help!”

I must have seen it coming from the corner of my eye and just barely dodged in time—the stock of the rifle grazed the back of my head and slammed against the door, scraping splinters and paint. Before Jim could swing it back again Gene pushed in between us, shoving me against the wall and blocking his way. “Jim, don’t! Roddy, you can’t go out there; don’t try it.”

“Don’t you try it again,” said Jim, and swung back toward the front of the car.

I went down to my knees again, a little shaken by the hit from the gun, and anger, and fear; but I’d done as I was told again. I was too used to it.

A louder shot sprinkled glass from one of the doors across the floor, and a thudding sound made me turn my head in time to see Gene slide down against the wall, a stunned look on his face. I saw rivulets of dark blood crawling down his upper arm and from the awkward way it hung I guessed it was broken. I looked at him—and then I looked down at Merrill again. And then I got to my feet, drew my Colt from its holster, cocked it and leveled it at Jim.

“Put the gun down, Jim,” I said.

I knew Art was behind me with a rifle in his hands, but I wasn’t worried about that. I’d heard him get up on his feet too and could feel he was watching me, but I knew he wouldn’t shoot a brother in the back. I stood and waited.

Jim looked around—he looked at me, and at the gun in my hand, and then he laughed, harshly. “It’s no good, Roddy. You can’t bully me with that—you could never shoot me in cold blood, even if you wanted to.”

He was right, of course, as right as I was about Art not shooting me. I lowered the gun. And Jim turned away, satisfied that I’d knuckled under again. 

It was what I’d expected him to do. I lunged at him. He made a wild swing at me with the rifle, but I ducked under it, and brought my fist up against his jaw as hard as I could. He slammed back against the wall, then slid down in a heap, the rifle tumbling down over his feet. Art fired, startled into it, and I felt the bullet whisk past my stomach. I swung toward him and he stared at me, wide-eyed, with the muzzle of his rifle already sagging toward the floor. He wouldn’t shoot again.

I pulled a bandana from my hip pocket and tied it on the end of my rifle, and stuck the barrel through the broken window and worked it back and forth. “Hey, you out there!” I shouted into the stillness. “Don’t shoot—we want to give ourselves up.” There was a pause, without gunshots, and I tried again. “Listen, two of us are hurt, and one needs a doctor bad. We’re giving up.”

There was a few seconds of silence, as if they were discussing what to do, and then a voice shouted out of the trees across the tracks. “Throw all your guns out. No tricks, or you won’t make it to the judge.”

I threw my own out first, then collected all the others’ guns. Jim was still slumped down against the wall, half-stunned, and Art didn’t resist when I pulled the rifle out of his hands and motioned to him to hand over his gun belt. I tossed them all out the window one by one. Last of all I bent and unbuckled Merrill’s gun belt and pulled it out from under him, and threw it out after the others. Then I knelt down next to him to wait.

I didn’t look at the others. None of them spoke, though I could feel Gene and Art looking at me. I wondered if, one day, they’d thank me for it, or if I’d split us into fragments for good. But I didn’t care. My eyes were still fixed on Merrill’s face when the baggage-car door creaked open, scraping shards of shattered glass across the floor.


Outlaw Fever

Our place sits at the head of the valley where the trail divides, running down to Brown’s Flats on one side and to Cavila and the stage line on the other. It’s the first water for miles in either direction, so most everyone travelling this way stops here. Most we know, and some are strangers passing through never to be heard of again. And some are strangers we do hear of again. One man who had supper at our table we heard of four days later—dead of a sheriff’s bullet while trying to steal cattle from a ranch a few miles up in the foothills.

Pa gives everyone the same welcome, for you can’t rightly ask the business of every stranger who waters his horse at your trough—nor pick and choose who you invite in to share supper by what you think of their looks. We share our water and we mind our own business; that’s the way it is in this part of the country.

It was a hot afternoon in mid-August and supper was just about on the table when I heard horses outside. I heard men’s voices, and heard Pa giving the usual answer about how many miles to Cavila, and then inviting them to sit down to supper along with us. They came inside with him in a minute, three of them, and Ma pushed our plates down the table to make room and laid three more places. 

I could tell Pa knew from the start, like the rest of us did, that these were the ones you didn’t ask questions. They looked like any other cowboys, but they didn’t volunteer anything about themselves or where they were bound, and one of them kept an eye the whole time on the open kitchen door, which he could see from where he was sitting. And they’d left a fourth man outside to see to the horses, and he didn’t come in all the time they were eating.

When we were about done, one of them pushed his cleared plate away and got up—the tallest one who seemed to be the leader—and said to another of them, “Tell the kid to come in here and get something to eat before we leave.”

I was clearing the table when the fourth one pushed open the door and came in. He was younger than the others, not more than twenty or twenty-one. I looked up from the table and met his face full—and something gave a surge and a thud in my ears, and my hands holding the stack of plates felt like they didn’t belong to me. His eyes only met mine for a half-second before they dropped and he turned his head aside. He sat down at the place left for him at the table, and I turned and went out to the kitchen.

Ma wasn’t there, and I
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