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DAY MADE FOR ROBBERY
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The double-crack was brittle and explosive. Bright shards of green glass cascaded out of a gray-blue sky. They caught and accentuated the light of a sun made watery by thin cloud that hinted at the coming of an early, cold winter. Nearby willows were turning gold; more distantly, maples’ flame gave foothills the redness suggestive of a banked-up hell.

But for now the crowd was forgetful of nature’s coming trials. Here was the fun of a fair, flags flapping in a stiffening breeze, tents and banners of many colors. And the thrill and excitement of a shooting match. The happy folk roared approval as the ninety-first thrown bottle smashed.

“Every one a bull’s-eye!”

“Pity the poor idiots who didn’t bet on Misfit Lil!”  

Wherever they’d put their money, the crowd’s delight had an extra edge because the final round after an elimination contest was being fought out between a male and a female shooter: Corporal Harry Hollings, best marksman of Fort Dennis, and Miss Lilian Goodnight, harum-scarum daughter of rancher Ben Goodnight, known popularly as Misfit Lil.

Lieutenant Michael Covington looked on and inwardly fretted. Lil hadn’t missed a single bottle, and seven of her ten had now been thrown. Since Hollings had missed his fourth, she had only to hit each of her last three to be declared winner.

Hollings caught Covington’s stern eye and tried to suppress his scowl. To rub salt in the wound, the contest rules had left firearm to the entrant’s choice or the dictate of his finances. Hollings was equipped with a fine new, Army-purchased rifle. It had been supplied not by the United States Armory in Springfield, Massachusetts, home of the single-shot Trap Door Springfield, but by the Winchester Repeating Arms Company, and it was said to be the latest improvement on its famous Model ’73.

Meanwhile, the brat Lilian Goodnight was relying on a pair of old Colt revolvers with much-worn wooden handles. Yet victory and the Army’s honor were still slipping from Hollings’s grasp as the empty center-fire shells were spat from the Winchester’s breech to spot the stomped ocher ground around his shiny black cavalry boots like metallic hail.

The day of the Fall Gala was a red-letter day in the Silver Vein social calendar. Leastways, Colonel Brook Lexborough, the grizzled commanding officer at Fort Dennis, had told Lieutenant Covington he saw it that way.

Covington’s private view was that the frontier ranching and mining town had nothing as grand as a social calendar. Indeed, it was a wonderment to him that the unruly town had managed to organize a gala. It had failed utterly to replace satisfactorily its former sheriff — a man implicated in murder and the sale of guns and whiskey to a bunch of renegade Apaches — and the military’s operations had since largely devolved to compensating for the inadequacies of civilian law enforcement as shakily practiced by the new, weakling incumbent of the sheriff’s office.

On this day, the lieutenant would have preferred to be leading a detail to continue the fight against Angry-he-shakes-fist, Apache sub-chief and leader of the rebels who’d broken out of the reservation. Instead, he was watching a shoot — a game.

In his wisdom Colonel Lexborough had sent Covington to fly the Army’s flag at the tinpot gala. Young and clean-cut, he cut a dashing figure in his full-dress uniform with plumed helmet and sword; though it wasn’t his intention, he had a useful propensity for making the ladies ooh and aah.

Just about everybody who was anybody in or around Silver Vein had gathered for the event on the bare sage flat across the willow-choked creek from town, leaving only the old, the infirm, the most oppressed workers and the confirmed kill-joys in their customary posts, their habitual haunts.

Misfit Lil barked again to her assistant in her best unladylike manner. “Throw ...!”

Covington winced distastefully.

*      *      *
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While the bottles soared to their destruction and the crowd’s applause, the township of Silver Vein slumbered.

Typically, old Moses Goldberg sat dozing on a stool behind the counter in his emporium, alone in the pungent silence of leather goods and coffee beans, coal oil and other mingled, heady odors. Arthritis in his legs would have made closing his store and attending the gala a source of pain rather than pleasure.

Next door, P. J. Richardson, morose, overweight proprietor of Richardson’s Hardware, was taking advantage of the lull in business to rearrange his back storeroom and was cursing a spilled keg of nails.

Across the main drag, in the Ranchers’ and Miners’ Bank, three bored employees, denied the chance to attend the festivities, showed a little more life. They’d dared to produce a deck of cards for their entertainment.

They were Seth Whitfield, teller, George Massey, bookkeeper, and Eddie Chaney, his assistant.

Further along the street, on the side of the emporium and hardware store, Martha Coutts — “Ma” Coutts — who owned and managed the Traveler’s Hotel, best hostelry Silver Vein could boast, was laying tables in her restaurant in between preparing supper food in her kitchen. She could scarcely give the afternoon off to herself as well as “her girls”.

On a balcony of the hotel, overlooking the street, a guest, Patrick Kilkieran, often called the Preacher in recognition that he’d once been ordained a priest, lazed deceptively in a rocker while he mentally reviewed the ambitious plans and options that had brought him into this country.

Around three in the afternoon, seven men rode quietly into Silver Vein in two separate bunches after waiting unseen in woods east of the town. Each man wore a long, linen duster which hid a well-stocked cartridge belt and a pair of heavy revolvers in well-oiled holsters.

The first bunch, of three, came openly and dismounted outside the bank. The clop of hoofs, creak of leather and clink of saddle bits drew the attention of Moses Goldberg who limped to the door of his emporium and watched the trio throw their horses’ reins over the hitch-rail, then enter the bank building. Old Moses frowned, at a loss to place the arrivals — they were no customers he recognized — and stayed where he was, one gnarled hand gripping the door jamb to take his weight.

The other four of the seven emerged from an alley. One swung down from his horse in the middle of the street and made a show of adjusting his saddle’s stirrup assembly. Another dismounted but left his horse unhitched and began pacing nervously up and down outside the bank. The remaining pair stayed mounted and watchful.

It wasn’t only Moses who watched the arrivals and found the situation suspicious.

Up on the hotel balcony, Kilkieran ceased his gentle rocking. His eyes widened. Agog, he waited, silent and unmoving.

If I don’t miss my guess, he thought, one of those fellers carries himself just like Yuma Nat Hawkins.

This could be mighty interesting. Yuma Nat was the hard and cruel boss of the desolate outlaw country south of Silver Vein and Kilkieran understood he was widely respected and feared. The territory was such that many of the local ranchers tolerated outlawry. Also, Yuma Nat was reckoned too big to waste time on rustling the ranchers’ piddling bunches of cattle and horses. These days, he was set up to give sanctuary at his hideout to fugitives passing through — long as they paid, of course — and he robbed trains. And banks ...

But Kilkieran knew him of old. Kilkieran had been born of Irish Catholic parents at an old mission in San Francisco. He’d rebelled in his youth, taken up with a Barbary Coast gang and wandered the West. During this spell of his life, before his ordination, Kilkieran had passingly associated with Yuma Nat and his gang of the time.

If he could glimpse the face of the suspected man he’d seen go into the bank, Kilkieran would know for sure. For an old scar puckered one cheek and twisted Yuma Nat’s mouth in a frozen grin cum grimace that made him instantly identifiable, though his moods and thoughts tricky to judge.

Down at street level, Moses Goldberg gathered what he had of public spirit, coupled it with the knowledge his emporium business had a healthy sum deposited in the bank, and decided to ask questions. Leaving the sanctuary of his store, he lurched across to the Ranchers’ and Miners’ Bank.

The nervous man stopped pacing, let his duster fall open and drew a revolver.

“Stand still, mister! You ain’t goin’ in there. Stand still!”

The shocked storekeeper acted automatically and maybe foolishly. Face white as chalk, he turned on an unsteady heel and tried to run, hollering, “Help! They’re robbing the bank. Get your guns, folks!”

Simultaneously, a shot rang out from inside the building.

This decided the jittery man who’d drawn on Goldberg that the jig was up and the gang could do without his cries spreading explanation and raising other opposition.

He raised his pistol and fired.

Goldberg had taken less than a half-dozen jerky strides. The heavy slug punched into his back, severing his spine, ripping through his body to emerge in a pulpy gout of flesh and blood from his chest. He was flung — headlong, face-first and dead — into the dust and his arthritic legs kicked their last in grotesque reflex.

P. J. Richardson came through from his back room and the spilled keg of nails, assessed the scene on the street, and reached under his counter where he had stashed a double-barreled shotgun and a supply of buckshot shells.

Ma Coutts went to her restaurant window, flung up her hands and shrieked.

Above, Patrick Kilkieran licked his dry lips. His hands rasped as he rubbed them together. He made no move to arm himself or leave his hotel balcony.

*      *      *
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Jackson Farraday watched Misfit Lil acknowledge the cheers of the crowd and go over to shake the gauntleted hand of the crestfallen Corporal Hollings.

Farraday was a weather-burnished scout and guide — a civilian who worked on occasion with the Army. He commiserated with Lieutenant Michael Covington.

Shaking his head of long, sun-bleached hair wonderingly, he said, “Your soldier-boy never had a prayer, Lieutenant. Everyone knows Miss Goodnight can hit a dime at a hundred feet. They don’t call her the Princess of Pistoleers without good reason.”

“Hmph! Princess is no word I’d use to describe her, Mr Farraday. Like always, she’s turned out today dressed worse than a saddle-tramp. It’s a calculated insult. Immodest!”

Thoughtfully, Jackson scratched his jaw, clean-shaven except for a neat chin-beard. He took stock of Misfit Lil’s dress, mentally noting it was familiar enough to both himself and Covington.

Lil favored men’s clothing. She wore a well-fitting, fringed buckskin shirt and a pair of Levi’s stout work pants, reinforced with more buckskin sewn around the crotch and inside legs. Her heavy six-guns nestled in the holsters of a wide belt slung low on her hips. She had glossy black hair, and one touch of color, though not especially feminine, was a red bandanna. She was tall for a girl, reaching a height above Jackson’s own shoulders.

“Now have a heart, Lieutenant,” he said. “It ain’t often these days that the gal gets to wear those duds, and you know how high she sets ’em above the blouses and skirts she has to wear at the Traveler’s Hotel.”

Jackson was twice Lil’s age — he reckoned she’d seen eighteen-some summers — and though his own occasional censure wasn’t as serious as that professed by Mike Covington, he, too, regarded her with good cause as a pest. Nevertheless, he felt sorry for the girl.

Lil had grown up to become a crackshot good as any of her father’s punchers, an expert rider, roper of calves, and driver of cows. But her pa, against the will of his spirited, outdoors daughter, had sent her to Boston for refinement and education as dispensed by a high-toned boarding school.

What Lil did next, involving a willing gardener’s-boy, got her expelled. Word of her indelicate exploits came back with her to the Silver Vein country. Folk stopped calling the respected Mr Goodnight’s daughter “Miss Lilian”. It became “Misfit Lilian”, then simply “Misfit Lil”. The girl was too feisty to repent of or change her ways, and her despairing father disowned her.

Jackson knew Lil would rather ride the wilderness trails, living largely off the land and emulating the scouting life of himself, whom she hero-worshiped. Yet thorough familiarity with this land she loved had told her winter in it could be severe. The season’s approach had forced her to start working as a waitress at the hotel. She apparently counted herself lucky to have secured the live-in position for the while, since it freed her from having to crawl back to her pa at the Flying G ranch and admit the error of her ways.

Thus Jackson appreciated she would have doubly enjoyed the freedom of the gala today to express her true self and show off her real skills.

All this he understood, but Covington’s disappointment with the outcome caused him to persist.

“Well, it’s a generous thing Ma Coutts has taken young Goodnight in,” he said. “I hope she’s taken her in hand, too.”

“Could be. I do hear tell the girls she takes on live under a strict regime. She sees they’re in their rooms by ten and go to prayer meetings Wednesday nights.”

Their exchange was picked up by Misfit Lil’s sharp ears.

“Not so much of the young, Mike. You ain’t so much older your own self, and you missed out on four years of real living while you were at West Point.”

Covington stiffened with anger, especially when she addressed him by the diminutive of his given name — he considered this bad manners — but Lil was turning now to Jackson.

“And no, I don’t like wearing a blouse and skirt, curfews, or prayer meetings. But it gets balanced by Ma letting us go to a Saturday night dance.”

Jackson found himself nodding affirmatively. The Traveler’s Hotel was famed near and moderately far for its fine accommodations, its food and its comely waitresses, known as “Ma’s girls”.

The dance date undoubtedly appealed to the young, single women Martha Coutts aimed to employ as her girls. Her basic requirements were natural prettiness and willingness to stay unmarried and work for six months. But the spinster hotelier was no tyrant; Jackson suspected she had past sadness in her life and her own secrets. In line with this, she turned a blind eye to consenting liaisons between her girls and patrons, as long as no girl fell pregnant and matters were kept decorous and discreet; as long as no harm was done to her business.

Lil went on, “Of course, if some worthy person would offer me a decent alternative before next year ...” Expressive gray eyes fixed Jackson’s pale blue-gray with a steady beseeching gaze.

Jackson felt uncomfortable. He found Lil physically attractive, but considered any relationship deeper than friend would be inappropriate and a taking of advantage. Being an idol was a bother to him. Not for the first time, he thought why couldn’t Lil and Michael Covington settle their differences? They were of an age to make a good, complementary match.

He forced a laugh. “Enough funning, Miss Lilian. You’ll embarrass the lieutenant here.”

Covington said, “My observation, Miss Goodnight, tells me a proper gentleman will only approach a lady after she has acquired some social graces.”

Hollings was shifting from foot to foot in discomfiture at the clash threatening between his superior and his better in marksmanship.

Lil just gasped. “My, ain’t you the stuffed shirt? No, a uniform draped on a manual of etiquette and regulations. Why, if the corporal here wants to go to the latrines, I bet you’ll insist on written orders in triplicate and the Colonel’s signature!”

The call for retaliation to her sassing got the better of Covington’s ruffled composure.

“A local tall tale has it you were bitten lately by a rattler, missy. I’m minded to believe the windy’s payoff — the snake died, you lived.”

“Oh, that’s poisonous, Mike Covington!” Lil quickly
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