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The jangling sound was starting to make Carl Melhouse nervous. 

He had been dancing a jig with one of the Jennings women when the rhythm had all fallen apart. She stood staring at him like she didn’t know him. Other folk wore patient smiles or confusion on their faces, waiting for the band to get their act together.

It wasn’t happening.

The unprepossessing ensemble of nine—a couple of fiddlers, banjos, a trumpet, two tin drummers, washboard and jug—had abandoned the skipping dance as if overtaken by a collective memory loss and what they were plinking out now made no sense at all.

His dance partner drifted back to her people. 

Sweat collected in the furrows on Carl’s brow as he glared around at the families invited to the Melhouse ranch for the day. There they stood, on his turf and under his thumb, looking suitably cowed, no doubt remembering the last birthday fête they’d been summoned to. When he’d had his second son, Vernon, the boy who made his own mother nervous, engaged on the spot to Nate Parrish’s juicy little daughter, Julie, and whipped Julie’s pretty boy Matt Knowles with his own bullwhip when he spoke up agin it.

This wasn’t music. It was a goddamn racket. 

Maybe he shouldn’t ever have gotten them to play, just a bunch of scruffy asswipes who’d turned up out of the blue with their instruments and only one horse between them. If it hadn’t been for the stout cannon that caught everyone’s notice, lashed with ropes and netting to the trap behind the horse, he might never have told his men to stop them, and they’d have trudged by the ranch and away down the dust road.

That and the fact that the band he’d arranged to play had failed to show. For his twin daughters’ fifteenth birthday. Unbefuckinglievable. Some honky-tonk bandleader was gonna get hurt badly, be blowing his horn out of another orifice come tomorrow. Carl had been doing his darndest to save his notorious temper until after the guests had finished his whisky and gone their way, and it had been going just dandy until this outfit had changed their tune, or ditched it more like. 

He swaggered up to their leader, a tall man with hair like corn stalks and the kind of ugly face he valued in his own men. He stood in front of the performer, filled his chest and bawled out:

“Hey, you. Yellow. How about some fucking moozic to dance to, huh? Party, got it? Waltzing, jiving, square dancing, got it?” 

He had said it good-naturedly.

The long-faced man, name of Bedowie, had looked back at him from under a broken straw hat and kept right on with the offending piece they’d broken into several minutes before.

This was bad. He didn’t have to look round at the men from the other families to know that they were following this. With an angry nod, he motioned Todd to step in.

Melhouse’s senior gunman drew and fired five shots over the musicians’ heads. The bullets shattered the bough of a cottonwood immediately behind the band. It broke off and fell, startling the drowsy crows in its high branches into desperate flight and ushering in a reverberating silence. The reports echoed long and clear over the entertainment, but the players had stopped playing. Todd holstered his gun. Vernon, the younger of the two Melhouse brothers, the one whose marriage to Julie Parrish had hammered the joy from her black eyes, strode up and down in front of Tony Bedowie as if the man were a plaything he could have his way with after the event concluded.  

Carl smiled inwardly. Gunfire was the language he preferred. It reinforced his standing here on his ranch, where only his own people were permitted to carry arms. When he turned back to the interrupted dance, his pleasure was marred by the look on his daughter Loretta’s face. Her eyes, besides which soft, golden ringlets hung down like tears, reproached him for shooting down the festive mood. Well to hell with it, it couldn’t be helped. It wasn’t what he’d wanted either. He’d make it up to her somehow. Meanwhile, the strangers could just get straight to the main act. And then get their sorry asses out of there.

~ ~ ~
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THE DAY HAD STARTED out brightly enough, summer hot on the prairie, buzzards galore on a dead mule and dogs chasing them off, boys racing their kites in a big sky, men bored and listless in their clean shirts, the womenfolk busy with last-minute preparations, and what would you know but here they came already, guests arriving en masse, the girls in their tresses and curls and frocks and even the boys looked presentable, their ruddy, grinning faces sticking out of buttoned collars. Loretta and Marie had hopped around on their toes, screaming and hugging each other as the families rode in, dusted themselves off and held out boxes of presents tied up all pretty in ribbons and bows.

Melhouse wanted a convivial event and to that end had decreed that there would be no surprises this time. Even he acknowledged that the engagement announcement, a year ago to the day, had come as a shock to the other families. Nate Parrish had sagged, looked more doleful than ever, on being told the news and welcomed into the family, and the girl herself had fainted right away. The Knowles boy, Matt, who had been sweet on Julie Parrish and she on him, well, he had to be restrained. 

The boy’s family he had later cajoled into reconciliation with a two-fold ploy. First, by burning down their neighbour’s property, an old couple from Arkansas, who had a field of rye; next, after an educational waiting period, by giving it to the Knowles. It was a smart move that his eldest son, Rory, had come up with. Rory studied and read books; he shot straighter than anyone in Harlow County and he made up in astuteness and social know-how for all that Carl himself lacked and knew he lacked, which was just about everything. 

He knew that the other families disliked him. Moody and rancid is what they saw and what they got. They only toed the line in coming here out of fear of what would happen to them if they failed to show. A consequence soon to be demonstrated on a certain barroom band that he would be sending Todd and bunch of others after. 

When the troupe had been escorted to Carl, shortly before the first guests arrived, their scarecrow of a front man had offered to put on what he described as a three-act play.

“Music, Magic and The Human Cannon.” 

A smile skewered the man’s lips as he pronounced the phrase. 

It had sounded good. More than good. Just the thing he needed to save the day. And save face. Hell, they might even be better than the programmed band. The twins had been anticipating the party for weeks, months. Who they would see, who they would dance with. Goddamn, it was about the only thing they did talk about. 

He’d had the serving girls take the performers glasses of iced lemonade and told them to get themselves ready for the performance of their lives.

“We’re ready,” said the lanky man who looked like he belonged in a barn in his tattered straw hat, unbuttoned shirt and dusty old shoes. “A hunnerd dollars. Now.” 

He might as well have spat on the sun-baked ground to round his demand off.

Melhouse was glad this exchange was taking place out of earshot of his guests, the first of whom were just riding in. On any other occasion, he’d have whipped the man for his surly disrespect, and they’d have played for nothing, grateful to leave the ranch in one piece. Today, he had peeled the notes off the stash in his back pocket and slapped them in the man’s hand. A hundred was a lotta bucks, but a party wasn’t a party without a band. Maybe it was worth it, what with the human cannon and all. Hell, he wanted to see that. So did his daughters.

Although it was the magic tricks that had first gotten the girls jumping and squealing. 

Skinny or brawny, drooping and just plain mangy, you wouldn’t credit that these raggedy creatures had it in them, but at a word from the unsmiling Bedowie, they had gone into such a routine of whirling and turning of cartwheels, juggling balls and firesticks, spinning plates on top of long, thin sticks, and just generally playing the fool, that even Todd had cracked a grin. 

Just as unexpectedly, the maelstrom collapsed into stillness. Mrs Eliza Melhouse’s best dinner plates toppled from their sticks
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