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BAD LUCK

 


The year was 1873. Joe Argile was down on
his luck--and damned mad at the world. He'd lost his last dollar in
a card game last night over in Pike City, and then they'd thrown
him out of the saloon when he got into a little altercation with
the bartender. Almost got into a fist-fight with him. Shoulda
knocked his block off! And then, when it seemed like his bad luck
couldn't get any worse, the sheriff had gotten involved--and told
him to get out of Pike City. Get out and stay out!

Even though he was nearly fallin' down
drunk and mighty unsteady on his feet, Argile had managed to locate
his horse at the hitching post outside the saloon and climb into
the saddle. As the sheriff watched, he got the horse headed out of
town, and started down the trail. Well, a trail. Wasn't sure
just which trail he was on or where it went, but then he guessed it
didn't make much difference. Out of town was out of town.

Angry as he was, Argile reasoned, maybe it
was a good thing the sheriff had been in that saloon. If he hadn't
been there, Argile told himself, he just might have shot that
bartender. Shot him dead. Might have shot up the saloon, too.
Wrecked the place. Might have got away with it, too, but not with
the sheriff right there in the saloon with him. Not with the bad
luck that seemed to be hounding him these days.

Well, he was out of Pike City now. Maybe
for good. He'd head on west. Down the trail.

There was lightning in the west. Lightning
and thunder. It would be raining soon. Joe Argile knew that he was
going to get soaked. If he didn't find shelter of some sort. Well,
he'd been soaked before.

A mile or so out of Pike City, Argile
happened to glance up ahead and to his left and saw a building of
some sort--a shack, really. Whatever it was, it looked like a place
where he could get out of the rain and spend the rest of the night.
Maybe get a little sleep. With that in mind, he rode over to the
shack, climbed down from his saddle, pushed open the door, and
looked inside--then cursed under his breath and jumped back from
that open doorway.

No way was he going to stay in there that
night. No way. Not with those things that were crawling around on
the floor. No way. Must have been a dozen of 'em. Slimy critters!
Joe Argile stumbled back to his horse, managed to mount up, pulled
his hat down on his head against the rain, and urged the horse away
from that shack and down the trail.

The shower passed over and it was growing a
little light in the eastern sky when Argile came to a fork in the
trail. It was there that he saw a sign indicating that Jewell City
was up ahead--down the trail to the right. Yeah! That's where he'd
go. He'd never been there. They'd never recognize him in Jewell
City.

He did need to be a little careful,
however, Argile told himself. After all, the sheriff in Pike City
wasn't the first one to tell him to get out of town. And there was
that little incident over in Yuma. Yeah. It would pay for him to be
careful.

He'd just ride into Jewell City and get
something to eat, Joe told himself. And then he remembered that he
was broke. He'd lost everything in that card game.

Well, Joe Argile knew how to remedy that
money situation. The big Colt in its holster on his hip had helped
him out before, and it would do so again. With that in mind, Argile
paused on a rise overlooking Jewell City and carefully looked over
the town. Rolled a cigarette and smoked it as he did so. Smoked one
and then another. His mind was clearer now.

Argile had drifted through a number of
small towns, cow-towns and pioneer settlements, throughout the west
and south-west. Jewell City was rather typical. There weren't very
many business buildings along main street. He'd just pick one of
them, one that looked prosperous enough to have some cash on
hand--and . . . .

It was early in the morning when Argile
rode on into Jewell City. There wouldn't be very many people out
and about yet. That suited him just fine.

Argile studied each of the businesses
carefully as he rode through the town. Most weren't open yet.

There appeared to be some "wanted" posters
on one of the store-fronts. Argile rode close enough to read them.
Recognized a couple of names. Saw that his name wasn't on any of
them.

One of the businesses, the lumber yard,
especially interested Argile. It appeared to be managed out of a
small house, while the building that housed the lumber and coal was
located behind the house. Most likely the house served as an
office. That's where the money would be.

As Argile watched, and smoked yet another
cigarette, a young man with a team and wagon load of lumber emerged
from behind that house and drove off down the road out of town. No
doubt he would be delivering the lumber to a builder--somewhere
west of Jewell City. And then Argile noticed the sign above the
door: MILFORD & SON LUMBER COMPANY.

If that was the son driving that wagon,
Argile reasoned, there would likely be only one person in that
office--likely the boy's father, now an older man. No one else
seemed to be around as he rode up to the office. Without another
thought, Joe Argile alighted from his horse, pulled the bandana up
from around his neck and over his face, and made his way to the
door. Gun in hand, he slipped inside that door.

Directly in front of Argile as he pushed
his way through the door was a huge cash register. His luck was
about to change, he told himself. No one was in the room, but he
heard movement and then heavy footsteps in the adjoining room.
Someone had heard him come in. "Coming," someone called. Moments
later an elderly man, to judge by his wispy grey hair and beard,
walked through the doorway to that adjoining room, looked Argile's
way, and called, "Can I help you, sir?"

"This is a stick-up. Get your hands in the
air, mister," Argile snarled, covering the man with his revolver.
Finger on the trigger.

"Yessir." The man replied. He raised his
hands.

"Get face down down on the floor and be
quick about it," Argile commanded, "or I'll fill you full of
lead."

The man did as he was told.

Argile had the cash
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