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“Rider comin’.” 

Thomas Shaye looked up at the sound of younger 
brother James’s voice. Both young men were bare-
chested and sweaty, as they were working in the mid-
day Wyoming heat, sinking fence posts. Two gun belts 
hung from the most recently erected post and Thomas 
walked over to be near his as the rider drew closer. 

“Can you see who it is?” he asked James. 
“No, but I know it ain’t Pa.” 
Dan Shaye had ridden into town to purchase more 

supplies for the work that needed to be done around 
their ranch, which they had only recently purchased. 
And he’d taken the buckboard, so there’d be no reason 
for him to be riding toward them at this time of the day. 
It’d be several more hours before their father returned 
from the town of Winchester. 

“James.” 
James turned in time to see Thomas toss him his gun 

belt. He caught it at the last moment, but instead of 
strapping it on he simply slung it over one shoulder. 

Thomas started to strap his onto his hips, but then 
stopped when he recognized the rider. 

“Ain’t that Rafe Coleman?” 
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“I think you’re right.” 
Instead of strapping the gun on, Thomas simply 

folded the gun belt and held it in his left hand. There 
seemed less of a chance of needing it now that they’d 
identified the rider, but it would still be easy for him to 
draw it if the need arose. 

“Afternoon, Rafe,” Thomas said as the rider reached 
them. 

Rafe Coleman was about Thomas’s age, mid-twenties, 
and ran errands around Winchester. The man reined in 
his horse, but remained mounted. 

“You know my brother James?” 
“Yessir,” Rafe said. “Howdy.” 
James nodded. 
“What brings you out here, Rafe?” 
“Got a letter for your pa.” 
“Pa’s in town,” James said. 
“Truly?” Rafe asked, frowning. “Geez, I guess I  

coulda saved myself a ride out here, huh?” 
“You didn’t see him there?” Thomas asked. 
“No, sir,” Rafe said. He removed his hat and wiped 

his brow on his sleeve. “If’n I had I wouldn’ta rode out 
here.” 

“Guess not,” James said. 
“Sure woulda saved me some time, though,” Rafe 

complained. “Damn.” With that he turned his horse 
and rode on. 

Thomas regarded the small envelope for a moment. 
The handwriting was small and cramped, somehow 
feminine. The return address said Pearl River Junc-
tion, Texas, but there was no name. Thomas knew that 
Pearl River Junction was a town not far from Epitaph, 
where their mother had been killed while their pa, Dan 
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Shaye, had been the law. He’d deputized his three sons 
and they’d tracked down the killers. They also lost  
their brother Matthew, killed by the same man. 

Thomas shoved the letter into his shirt pocket, re-
moved his gun belt, and hung it back on the post. 

“Well, what is it?” James asked. 
“Like Rafe said, just a letter for Pa.” 
“From who?” 
“Don’t say.” 
“Ain’t you gonna read it?” 
“It’s for Pa.” 
“So?” 
“I ain’t openin’ Pa’s mail, James,” Thomas said. “Now 

come on, let’s get these posts in. We’re both gonna catch 
hell if we don’t finish today.” 

“What’s the good of fencin’ in land when we got no 
livestock?” James groused. 

“The livestock will come later,” Thomas said. “You 
know Pa’s got plans.” 

“We ain’t farmers, Thomas.” 
“No, we’re ranchers.” 
“We ain’t ranchers neither,” James said, “We’re law-

men.” 
“We were lawmen,” Thomas said. “That’s in the 

past.” 
“Thomas,” James said, grabbing his brother’s arms, 

“just ’cause Pa don’t want to be a lawman anymore 
don’t mean we can’t.” 

“James—” 
“No, listen,” James said. “We could find a town that 

would hire us: you as sheriff and me as a deputy.” 
“First of all, you don’t get hired as sheriff, you get 

elected.” 
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“Marshal, then.” 
“And second, we ain’t got the experience—or the 

years.” 
“You’re old enough to be a marshal,” James said. “I 

can be your deputy.” 
“James—” 
“Why do we have to quit just because Pa wants to?” 
“We don’t,” Thomas said. “We can go our separate 

ways and do what we want. Pa said so.” 
“Then let’s do it.” 
“Separate ways, James,” Thomas said. “If you want 

to go and be somebody’s deputy, go ahead.” 
“And what are you gonna do?” 
“Stay right here.” 
“For how long?” 
“Until I decide what I want to do with my life,”  

Thomas said, “or, little brother, at least until these 
fence posts are put it. Now can we get this done?” 

In the town of Winchester Dan Shaye was waiting in 
the general store for his order to be filled. While he 
waited he went over to look at the new shirts. When 
he’d gotten dressed that morning, he’d realized that his 
shirt had no holes on the left side, where he used to pin 
his badge. There was a time, years ago, when his wife 
Mary had been doing the laundry and had pointed out 
how all his shirts had these pin holes in them. 

“Why don’t you just slide the pin through the same 
hole every time you put on your badge?” she’d de-
manded. 

“Why don’t you make every apple pie you make taste 
the same?” he’d countered. 

“My pies do taste the same, Daniel Shaye,” she’d re-
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sponded. “They’re delicious every time. You say so 
yourself.” 

She’d defeated him with words as she usually did. He 
touched the new shirts, felt the smoothness of the cot-
ton. He didn’t really need any new shirts, but most of 
the ones he had at home still had the pin holes in them 
from his badge. If he was going to leave the law behind 
forever, maybe he should get rid of those shirts and 
buy some of these new ones. 

“Wanna add some shirts to your order, Mr. Shaye?” 
the clerk asked from behind him. 

Shaye stared at the new shirts for a few moments 
more, then removed his hand and turned to face the 
man. 

“No,” he said, “I don’t think so. I guess I can still get 
some wear out of the shirts I’ve got.” 
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When Shaye pulled the buckboard to a halt in front of 
the house, both Thomas and James came out to help 
unload. 

“You boys finish those fence posts?” he asked, drop-
ping down from the seat. 

“Yeah, Pa,” Thomas said. “They’re all in.” 
“Good,” Shaye said, “then we can start stringin’ this 

wire tomorrow morning.” 
First they took in the items that belonged in the 

house, then Shaye told James to take the buckboard 
with the wire to the barn and take care of the team. 

“While I’m doin’ that, Pa,” James said, “Thomas can 
show you your letter.” 

As James drove the team away, Shaye looked at his 
oldest son and asked, “What letter?” 

“Rafe brought this out for you today,” Thomas said, 
producing the letter from his pocket and handing it to 
his father. 

Shaye read the front and said, “Pearl River Junc-
tion.” 

“We know anybody from there, Pa?” 
Shaye thought a moment, then shrugged and said, 

“Not that I can think of.” 
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Thomas waited a few moments, then asked, “Are you 
gonna open it?” 

“Is there a pot of coffee on the stove?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“Well, let’s get some and then I’ll open it.” 
They both went inside and Thomas poured out two 

cups of coffee while Shaye sat down at the kitchen table 
and opened the envelope. Thomas sat across from him 
and set a cup in front of his father. 

“Thanks,” Shaye said. He took a sip before unfolding 
the letter to read it. It had been folded so many times to 
fit into the envelope that it took a second or two to open 
it. Thomas waited patiently while his father read. They’d 
bought this run-down ranch almost a year ago, and in 
all that time they’d never received a telegram or a letter. 
Thomas knew that some of his mother’s family were  
still out there, but there wasn’t any way they’d have 
known where to find them. 

He watched his father’s face and saw the change in it 
as he read the words on the page. 

“What is it, Pa?” 
Shaye lowered the letter and looked at his son. 
“Do you know a girl named Belinda Davis?” 
“Belinda . . .” Thomas repeated. “No, I don’t think 

so. Is that who the letter is from?” 
“Yes.” 
“Who is she?” 
“I don’t know,” Shaye said. 
“How did she find us?” 
“The letter went to Vengeance Creek first,” Shaye 

said. “Then it got forwarded here.” 
“How’d they know to do that?” 
“Once we settled here, I sent word to Vengeance 

Creek that we were here,” Shaye said. 
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“Why?” 
“Just in case.” 
“Just in case . . . what?” 
“I thought . . .” He paused and tried again. “Well, in 

case any of your mother’s people wanted to find us.” 
“But why would—” 
“It doesn’t matter now,” Shaye said, cutting Thomas 

off. He looked at the letter again, then lowered it as  
James entered. 

“James,” Shaye asked, “did you ever know a girl 
named Belinda Davis?” 

“Belinda?” he said. “Sure.” 
“You did?” Thomas asked. 
“Come on, Thomas,” James said, “she was that gal 

in Epitaph that Matthew was sweet on. Pretty little 
black-haired thing?” 

“Matthew was sweet on her?” Shaye asked. 
“Yeah, Pa,” James said, “Why?” 
“That’s who the letter is from,” Thomas said. 
“What does she want, Pa?” 
“Well,” Shaye said, “She says she’s not doing too 

good and wants our help.” 
“How?” Thomas asked. “Does she want money?” 
“Just says she wants help.” 
“So why would she ask you?” Thomas asked. 
“Well,” Shaye said, looking at both his sons, “appar-

ently she thinks that I should take some interest in my 
grandson.” 
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“Grandson?” Thomas asked, aghast. 

“Your nephew.” 
“Nephew?” James asked, gaping. 
Shaye nodded and said, “Little Matt.” 
“Pa,” Thomas said, “what are you talkin’ about?” 
“This girl,” Shaye said, “claims that she had Mat-

thew’s baby.” 
Thomas and James were both stunned. Then Thomas 

asked, “But . . . when?” 
“She says the boy is two years old.” 
They had left Epitaph for good about two years ago. 

The  girl  could  have  gotten  pregnant  before  they  left, 
but . . . 

“But Pa . . . Matthew?” Thomas asked. “I don’t think 
Matthew was ever with a girl.” 

“James?” Pa asked. 
James blushed and said, “Pa, I don’t know. He never 

told me anything about bein’ with a girl, but . . .” 
“But he did know a girl by this name?’ 
“Well, yeah . . . I knew her too, sort of, but . . . I never 

thought he . . . he did anything with her.” 
“Why didn’t I know her?” Thomas asked. “Why 

didn’t I know he was sweet on a girl?” 
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“No offense, big brother, but Matthew tended to 
talk to me a little more than he did to you.” 

Thomas didn’t argue. More than once he’d lamented 
the fact that he had not spent more time with Matthew 
while he was alive. 

“James, what kind of girl was she?” 
“I don’t know . . . a nice girl, I guess . . .” 
“A nice girl who got pregnant?” 
“I told you, Pa,” James said. “I didn’t know her that 

well.” 
“The question is,” Thomas said, “how well did Mat-

thew know her?” 
“Well,” Shaye said, refolding the letter, “I guess we’re 

not going to get the answer to that question here.” 
“You gonna write to her?” James asked. 
“This letter was sent three months ago,” Shaye said. 

“There’s no telling if she’s even still in Pearl River Junc-
tion.” 

“So are we going to go there?” Thomas asked. 
“We’re going to have to send some telegrams first,” 

Shaye said. “Check the situation out. At least find out if 
she’s still there.” 

“And then what?” James asked. 
“She can’t be tellin’ the truth, Pa,” Thomas said.  

“Not about Matthew.” 
“We’ll have to see, Thomas,” Shaye said. “If this girl’s 

boy in Matthew’s son, we’re going to have to help her.” 
“And if it’s not?” 
“We’ll see,” Shaye said. He stood up. “I’m going to 

make supper tonight. I want you boys to go to the barn 
and take that wire off the buckboard and store it in a 
corner.” 

“Off the buckboard?” Thomas asked. “I thought we 
were gonna start stringin’ it tomorrow.” 
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“Tomorrow we’re going to town to send those tele-
grams.” 

“We can start on the wire while you do that, Pa,” 
James said. 

“No,” Shaye said. “I don’t want to start on the wire 
if we’re going to end up leaving town. Let’s find out 
what we’re doing first.” 

“But Pa—” James started, only to be cut off by 
Thomas. 

“Okay, Pa,” he said, standing up, “you’re the boss. 
Come on, James.” 

James opened his mouth to say something, but 
Thomas grabbed him by the shoulder and pulled him 
toward the door. 

“I should have supper ready by the time you’re  
through,” Shaye said. 

“Fine,” Thomas said and yanked James out the door 
with him. 

“What’re you doin’?” James asked as Thomas released 
his hold on him. 

“You’re the one who doesn’t want to be a rancher,” 
Thomas said. “We could be headin’ for Pearl River 
Junction in a couple of days instead of stringin’ wire.” 

“But I thought you wanted to get started—” 
“I don’t want to do this back-breakin’ work any more 

than you do, James,” Thomas said. 
“But . . . but you act like you do.” 
“That’s for Pa’s sake.” 
“So you wanna go back to bein’ a lawman?” 
“I want to get back on the trail and see what hap-

pens,” Thomas said. “Once Pa gets back on a horse and 
away from here, maybe he’ll have a change of heart.” 

“And wanna wear a badge again?” As they headed 
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for the barn, James trotted to keep up with Thomas, 
whose legs were longer. 

“A badge . . . maybe he’ll just want to start man hunt-
ing again.” 

“You mean . . . like bounty huntin’?” 
“Why not?” 
“I don’t know if I wanna be a bounty man, Thomas.” 
“James,” Thomas said as they reached the barn and 

stopped in front of the buckboard filled with barbed 
wire, “anythin’s better than this.” 

In the house Shaye threw together a quick meal, frying 
up some salted meat and opening some cans he’d bought 
that day. None of the Shayes were good cooks. Since  
Mary’s death, meals had become totally different to 
them, just something to soothe the rumblings in their 
bellies. 

Shaye prepared the meal by rote, his mind elsewhere. 
If there was a grandson out there—Matthew’s blood, 
his own blood—it was their duty to make sure the boy 
was raised right. If it turned out not to be Matthew’s 
son, then the girl needed to stop saying it was. 

Shaye wasn’t sure which way his hopes were leaning. 
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Thomas didn’t like the town of Winchester. 

The first time the Shayes rode into town, a year or so 
ago, he didn’t like the way it felt. The people eyed them 
in a funny way, a way he knew his father could not 
miss, and yet Dan Shaye insisted that this was where 
they were going to settle. Not in town, but on a small 
ranch just outside of town that he knew was for sale 
cheap. 

Every time Thomas rode into Winchester, he had the 
same feeling—and this was no exception. Maybe this 
girl’s baby wasn’t Matthew’s son at all, but maybe the 
little tyke was going to pry them away from Winchester, 
Wyoming, once and for all. 

The three of them reined in their horses in front of 
the telegraph office and dismounted. 

“Go over to the café and get a table, boys,” Shaye 
said. “I’ll join you for breakfast after I’ve sent my tele-
grams.” 

Eating at the café—at any café—was a treat for 
Thomas and James and they were looking forward to it 
today. Eating away from home was the only time they 
really looked forward to a meal as something other 
than a necessity. 
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As they were shown to a table, Thomas felt the eyes 
of the other early diners on them. 

“I don’t know what they’re so all-fired curious about 
all the time,” James said. 

“You feel it too?” 
“Every time we come into town.” 
“I felt it the first time we rode in, but I didn’t wanna 

upset Pa,” Thomas said. “He seemed so set on settling 
here.” 

James took his hat off and set it underneath his chair, 
then ran his hand through his hair. 

“I reckon we got to talk more, brother,” he said. “I 
didn’t know you felt the same way I do.” 

“You’re right, little brother,” Thomas said. “We do 
have to talk more—to each other and probably to Pa  
too.” 

“God,” James said, “we’ve spent the better part of a 
year here, not really knowin’ what each other was 
thinkin’? That’s sad. Thomas, I woulda told anybody 
that we was a close family.” 

“Reckon we ain’t as close as we thought we were at 
all.” 

James was going to say something else, but the waiter 
came over and asked what they wanted. Thomas or-
dered three steak and egg breakfasts and a pot of cof-
fee. 

“He acts like we ain’t never even been in here be-
fore,” James complained, “and I know he’s waited on 
us more’n once.” 

“James, this letter is our chance to get out of this 
town,” Thomas said. “All three of us.” 

“Yeah, but . . . do you really think this gal’s baby 
could be Matthew’s?” 

“No, I don’t,” Thomas said, “but I think Pa is gonna 
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be the one to decide that. And I guess this is gonna de-
pend on how bad he wants to be a grandpa.” 

Dan Shaye sent a couple of telegrams to the town of 
Epitaph, Texas: one to the man who had replaced him 
as sheriff when he and the boys left and one to the 
mayor, Charles Garnett. One or both of them would be 
able to check with the authorities in Pearl River Junc-
tion to find out if a gal named Belinda Davis was still 
living there. 

He told the clerk he’d be at the café across the street 
when a reply came in and then left to join his boys for 
breakfast. Crossing the street, he found himself think-
ing about Mary and how she’d longed for a grandchild. 
She’d always wondered which of her sons would marry 
first and make her a grandmother. 

“Thomas,” she would say, “because he’s the oldest 
and the most charming.” 

Then, on another day, she’d say, “Probably James. 
He’s the most sensitive and romantic.” 

But Shaye could not ever remember her guessing that it 
would be Matthew. His middle son was neither charm-
ing, nor was he romantic. Matthew, to the day he died, 
was childlike himself and never gave any indication that 
he’d change. The probability that he’d sired a child 
seemed small, and yet Shaye felt compelled to check it 
out for himself. If there was another Shaye out there . . . af-
ter all, they’d lost two in two years, hadn’t they? 

By the time Dan Shaye reached the table in the café, 
there were three steak and eggs plates on the table. 

“Good,” he said, seating himself, “you went ahead 
and ordered.” He poured himself a cup of coffee and 
drank half of it down. 
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“You get the telegrams sent?’ Thomas asked around 
a mouthful of steak and eggs. 

“Yep,” Shaye said, “I sent two to Epitaph. Either the 
sheriff or the mayor should be able to help us find out if 
this Belinda is still in Pearl River Junction.” 

“And if she is?” James asked. “Then we’ll go there?” 
“We’ll outfit and leave tomorrow morning,” Shaye 

said. He stopped with a forkful of food halfway to his 
mouth and looked at his two sons. “That is, unless you 
boys would rather not go?” 

“No, no, Pa,” Thomas said. “We wanna go.” 
“Yeah,” James said. “We definitely wanna go.” 
Shaye put the food in his mouth and chewed thought-

fully. 
“You boys have no desire to be ranchers, I know,”  

Shaye said, “but that other life . . . the law . . . it’s cost us 
too much.” 

“We know, Pa,” Thomas said. “We know.” 
“I’ve always said you could make your own deci-

sions,” Shaye went on. “You don’t have to stay on this 
ranch with me.” 

“We know that, Pa,” James said. “We’ve stayed be-
cause we want to.” 

“And we’ll go with you to Pearl River Junction for 
the same reason,” Thomas added. 

“Well,” Shaye said, pouring more coffee, “whether 
we do that or not remains to be seen. Maybe we’ll 
know by the time we finish breakfast.” 

There didn’t seem much else to discuss, so the three  
men dug in and enjoyed their breakfasts, ignoring the fact 
that they were still the center of attention in the room. 
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Sheriff Adam Kennedy looked up as the door to his of-
fice opened and his deputy, Lyle Canton, entered. The 
look on Canton’s unlined young face gave his news 
away. 

“Where are they?” 
“How did you know?” Canton asked. 
“I can tell by looking at you when any of the Shayes 

are in town. Who is it this time? Or is it more than 
one?” 

“All three.” 
“All three?” 
Canton nodded with great satisfaction. 
“What should we do?” the deputy asked. 
“It’s been what . . . a year since they settled here? And 

nothing’s gone wrong, has it? No bodies, not even any 
shots.” 

“Yeah, but the mayor—” 
“The mayor is an old woman.” 
“Sheriff—” 
“Come on, Lyle,” Kennedy said. “He’s been mayor a 

year longer than I’ve been sheriff—and I’ve been sheriff 
for twelve years. After all that time I can say what I 
like.” 
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“Yeah, but he’s worried,” Canton said. “They’ve got 
a reputation for—” 

“I know what the Shayes have a reputation for,  
Lyle,” Kennedy said. “Just relax. I’ll have a look.” 

“I can go over to the café,” Canton said. “I saw them 
goin’ in there. First the two sons, then the father.” 

“Like I said, Lyle,” Kennedy said, “relax. You stay 
here.” The sheriff stood up, hitched up his gun belt, 
and put his hat on. “I’ll be back in a little while.” 

“Sheriff—” 
“Just watch the office, Lyle,” Kennedy said. “I’ll be 

back.” 
The sheriff left the unhappy deputy sitting behind 

the desk and walked toward the café. He remembered 
the day the Shayes rode into town. He recognized Dan 
Shaye from one dealing they’d had when both men 
wore badges. Shaye had tracked a man this far and 
together they’d arrested him. Since then Kennedy had 
heard about all Dan Shaye and his sons had been 
through, about the men they’d killed. Their presence 
in town made Mayor Ben Carter very nervous, and 
then when Shaye announced their intention to buy the 
old Tarver place, Carter went from nervous to scared. 

“They’re gonna bring trouble, Adam,” the mayor 
said. 

“That remains to be seen, Ben,” Kennedy had re-
plied. “Why don’t we just wait and see what hap-
pens?” 

What happened was that, for the most part, they 
remained on their ranch, came to town for supplies  
and—occasionally—for a meal, and the trouble Ben 
Carter had been afraid of never materialized. At least, 
not yet. Still, that didn’t stop Adam Kennedy from 
talking with any of the Shayes who came into town. 
Yesterday he’d spoken briefly to Dan. Today, all three 
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of them were in town. Maybe something was finally 
brewing. 

When Kennedy entered the café, his appearance drew 
the eyes of the other diners to him and away from Dan 
Shaye and his boys. The lawman wondered how the 
Shayes could even stand coming to town at all. Not  
only did they have to deal with his presence every time, 
but with the stares from the rest of the townsfolk, 
who—like the mayor—were waiting for lead to fly. 

“Sheriff,” Dan Shaye said, “I’ve been expecting you. 
Have some coffee with us.” 

Kennedy pulled out the fourth chair at the table and 
sat down. He accepted the cup of coffee Thomas Shaye 
handed him. 

“Two days in a row,” Kennedy said to Shaye. “That’s 
kind of unusual.” 

“I guess everyone else must feel the same way,” Shaye 
said. 

“Why don’t they just all come over and join us?” 
James said. “It’s like they’re sitting with us anyway.” 

Kennedy and Shaye exchanged a glance. They were 
roughly the same age and they both understood the way 
the people of Winchester felt. Shaye had dealt with it 
himself as a lawman. Whenever somebody with a repu-
tation came to town, trouble usually followed. How-
ever, Shaye was beginning to wonder how long he and 
the boys had to be part of this community before the 
stares and the fear went away. 

“Anything in particular bring you back?” Kennedy 
asked. 

“Telegrams,” Shaye said. “I had to send a couple. 
We’re waiting for the replies now.” 

“Waitin’ for good news or bad news?” 
“Depends on how you look at it,” Shaye said. “We 
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get the right reply for you and the townspeople and 
we’ll be leaving tomorrow.” 

“Leaving?” Kennedy asked. “For good?” 
“I don’t know,” Shaye said. “Probably not, but for a 

while. Long enough to give you all a breather.” 
Kennedy put his coffee cup down. 
“I know it’s been going on a long time, Dan,” he 

said, then looked at the boys as well. “I kinda thought 
it would wear off by now.” 

“So did I,” James said. 
“I didn’t,” Thomas said. 
They all looked at him. 
“This town hasn’t felt right from the beginning, Pa,” 

Thomas said. “I didn’t want to say anything, but—” 
“You should have said something, Thomas,” his father 

said, “right from the start. What about you, James?” 
“I . . . agree with Thomas, Pa . . . b-but I don’t feel as 

strongly as he does about it.” 
“This is a good town,” Kennedy told them. “You 

may not believe that now, but it is. We’ve just never had 
anyone like . . . well, like you living here before.” 

Shaye looked at his boys and then at the lawman. Fi-
nally, he looked around, saw that although the number 
of diners had thinned out, they were still the center of 
attention. 

Maybe he should have noticed this from the begin-
ning as well. 

Shaye had seen the old Tarver place the first time he’d 
come to Winchester, tracking Dolph Jordan. Sheriff 
Kennedy had helped him take Jordan in, but before 
heading back to Texas with his prisoner, Shaye had 
seen the run-down ranch and thought it was the kind 
of place he could take Mary and the boys to. Later, 
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once he’d returned to Epitaph, he’d forgotten about the 
place—until last year. Once he decided that he and the 
boys should stop carrying stars, he remembered the  
vacant Tarver ranch outside of Winchester, Wyoming. 
When he brought the boys here, he became so enam-
ored with the idea of fixing up the old ranch that he 
hadn’t seen or felt what they did when they first rode 
into town. 

Now, sitting in the café with the boys and the sheriff, 
waiting for the answers to his telegrams, he realized 
what a mistake he’d made. But maybe it was too late, 
because if it turned out that Belinda Davis’s baby was 
Matthew’s, they were going to have to have someplace 
to bring her and the baby, a home for the child to grow 
up in, someplace that was not so close to the painful 
memories of Epitaph. 

So much depended on what happened with Belinda 
Davis—and on whether or not it turned out he was a 
grandfather. 
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“I’m tired of waitin’,” James said. 

Sheriff Kennedy had left them and they had ordered 
another pot of coffee. They were almost to the bottom 
of that pot and Shaye was talking about ordering still 
another. 

“I can’t drink any more coffee, Pa,” Thomas said. 
“Ah . . . neither can I,” Shaye admitted. “Okay, let’s 

pay the check and get out of here.” 
Thomas and James stopped on the boardwalk out-

side the café to wait for their father. While they were 
waiting, they both saw the clerk from the telegraph of-
fice crossing the street toward them. 

“Hey,” Thomas said as the man started to go by 
them, “is that the reply for Dan Shaye?” 

“Yes, sir,” the man said, “he wanted me to bring it 
right over to him.” 

“That’s okay,” Thomas said, “we’ll take it.” 
“But he said—” 
“It’s okay,” James said. “We’re his sons.” 
“Oh . . . o-okay.” The clerk handed the telegram to 

Thomas, turned, and went back across the street. 
“You boys ready?” Shaye said, coming out behind 

them. 
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Thomas turned to Shaye, holding the telegram. 
“You got an answer, Pa.” 
Shaye took the yellow piece of paper from his son 

and unfolded it. 
“What’s it say?” James asked. 
“Just an answer from Mayor Garnett,” Shaye said. 

“He says he’ll check on the girl and get back to me later 
today.” 

“Damn,” James said. “So what do we do now?” 
“We stay in town and wait.” 
“We’re gonna make people nervous, Pa,” Thomas  

said. 
“That’s too bad,” Shaye said, refolding the telegram 

and putting it in his shirt pocket. “Boys, I’m sorry I’ve 
been so blind about this town.” 

“That’s okay, Pa,” Thomas said. “We know how you 
feel about the ranch, about wearin’ a badge again.” 

“I tell you what we’re going to do,” Shaye said. “Let’s 
get outfitted to hit the trail.” 

“We going to Pearl River Junction?” 
“I figure we’re going to have to go, one way or an-

other,” Shaye said. “If she’s not still there, it’s the last 
place we know she was. Maybe somebody there will be 
able to tell us where she went. We’ll know better when 
we hear from Garnett again. Meanwhile, let’s go over 
to the general store and get some supplies.” 

They stepped down from the boardwalk together 
into the street and started across. 

From the window of the sheriff’s office, Deputy Canton 
watched as the Shayes left the café and crossed the 
street. 

“Looks like they got an answer,” he said over his  
shoulder to Sheriff Kennedy. 
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“Lyle, get away from the window.” 
Canton turned and looked at the sheriff. 
“Don’t you think I should follow them, see where  

they’re goin’?” he asked. “What they’re gonna do?” 
“I think you should leave them alone,” Kennedy said. 

“I think we should all just leave them alone. They 
haven’t done a thing wrong since they got here.” 

Canton gave Kennedy a funny look. 
“Look, Lyle,” the sheriff said, sitting back in his  

chair, “you want to follow them? Be my guest.” 
“Really?” 
“Don’t talk to them unless they talk to you,” Ken-

nedy instructed. “Do you understand?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“And try not to be obvious, Lyle,” Kennedy said. 
“I won’t be,” Canton said, “I promise.” 
The eager young deputy was out the door before 

Kennedy could ask him if he knew what the word “ob-
vious” meant. 
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“What are you lookin’ at?” James asked Thomas. 

They were in the general store and Thomas was 
standing at the front window, looking out. 

“The deputy,” Thomas said. “He followed us here. 
He’s across the street.” 

They both turned and looked at their father, who 
was standing at the counter. 

“Think Pa saw him?” James asked. 
“If I saw him, Pa saw him,” Thomas said. “Doesn’t 

matter, I guess. He’s not gonna do anythin’.” 
“Think the sheriff sent him?” 
“No,” Thomas said. “I think Pa and the sheriff have 

an understandin’. The deputy’s on his own.” 
“You boys lookin’ at the deputy?” Shaye asked, com-

ing over to join them. 
“Yeah, Pa,” James said. “You want me to go talk to 

him?” 
“No,” Shaye said, “let him be.” 
“Are we finished here, Pa?” Thomas asked. 
“They’re holding our order for us,” Shaye said. “Let’s 

go back to the telegraph office and see if anything else 
has come in.” 
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The three of them walked down the street to the of-
fice with the deputy behind them. 

Mayor Ben Carter opened the door to the sheriff’s of-
fice and marched right in. 

“Mornin’, Ben,” Kennedy said. 
“The Shayes are in town, Adam,” Carter said brusquely. 

“Have you seen them?” 
“Saw them and spoke to them.” 
“What do they want?” 
“To be left alone, I guess.” 
“No, I mean—” 
“I know what you mean, Ben,” the lawman said. 

“Why don’t you sit down? I’ll pour you a cup of cof-
fee.” 

“I don’t want to sit down,” the mayor said and then 
promptly sat down. Kennedy went to the coffeepot, 
poured a cup, and handed it to the man. 

“Ben,” he said, “Dan Shaye and his boys have lived 
here for over a year. Don’t you think it’s time you gave 
them a break?” 

“As soon as we let our guard down,” Carter said, 
“somethin’ will happen. Mark my words.” 

“They’ve been law-abidin’ citizens since they got 
here.” 

“I know that,” the mayor said, ”but that don’t mean 
trouble won’t come huntin’ them, does it?” 

Kennedy sat himself back behind his desk. 
“Tell me somethin’,” he said. “How would you feel if 

they were wearin’ badges?” 
“Badges?” Carter asked. “What badges?” 
“Deputy’s badges.” 
“Deputy’s—you mean here? In Winchester?” 
“That’s what I mean.” 
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“Well . . .” Carter frowned, scratched his head. “If 
they were lawmen here, I guess that wouldn’t be so  
bad. I mean, if folks knew they were on the side of the 
law, I guess that’d make ’em . . . less fearful, don’t ya 
think?” 

“I suppose so,” Kennedy said. “I mean, if we endorsed 
them, that might put folks at ease . . .” 

“Why don’t you ask them?” 
“You’re the mayor,” Kennedy said, “you ask ’em.” 
“Me? I—I can’t.” 
“Have you ever talked with Dan Shaye at all since he 

and his boys arrived here?” 
“Well . . . no . . .” 
“With either of his sons?” 
“No.” 
“Why not?” 
Carter hesitated, then said, “That’s always been your 

job.” 
“Well . . . it may not matter anyway.” 
“Why not?” 
“They might be leavin’.” 
“Leavin’? When?” 
“Probably tomorrow.” 
“For good?” 
“I don’t know,” Kennedy said. “They didn’t say any-

thing about sellin’ their property. Might just be a tem-
porary thing.” 

“When will we know?” 
“Later in the day, I guess,” Kennedy replied. “Seems 

he sent out some telegrams and he’s waitin’ for some 
replies.” 

“Can we find out what those telegrams said?” 
“Not legally.” 
“But you could—” 
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“I won’t, Ben,” Kennedy said. “We’ll just have to 
wait and see what happens.” 

“Well . . . if they’re leavin’ town, even for a while . . . that 
should give us a breather . . .” 

Kennedy knew the only one who needed a breather 
was the mayor. Carter had been as tense as a guitar 
string since the Shayes first arrived in Winchester. 

“Okay . . . well, I’ll leave you to it, then,” Carter said. 
“We’ll, uh, do like you said and wait and see.” He went 
to the door, opened it, and turned back. “And let’s talk 
about that . . . that badge thing, huh?” 

“Sure.” 
“I mean, havin’ them as lawmen here might even be 

good for the town.” 
“Right.” 
“Not that I want to replace you . . .” 
“Of course not.” 
“Just . . . you could probably use the competent help, 

right?” 
“Right.” 
“All right,” Carter said, appearing calmer than when 

he’d entered, “okay. I’ll, uh, wait to hear from you.” 
“I’ll let you know what happens, Ben.” 
Carter nodded, looked as if he were going to say  

something else, then thought better of it and went out 
the door. 

It must have been even more than the year they’d lived 
in Winchester since any of the Shayes had worn a badge. 
Sheriff Kennedy wondered if any of them were itchin’ to 
put one back on. Even having one of them as a deputy 
would give him something he’d never had before—as 
Mayor Ben Carter had put it, a “competent” deputy. 
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Sheriff Harvey Dillon of Epitaph, Texas, had also sent 
Dan Shaye a telegram telling him he’d check Pearl River 
Junction to see if the girl still lived there. That meant 
that they didn’t know anything they hadn’t known be-
fore. 

“When another response comes in,” Shaye told the 
clerk, “one of us should be at the Golden Garter Sa-
loon.” 

“Yes, sir.” 
Outside Shaye told Thomas and James the news, 

which was no news. 
“So what do we do now?” James asked. 
“We stay around town until we hear somethin’,” 

Shaye said. 
“And if we don’t hear?” 
“We’ll leave in the morning,” Shaye said. “Head for 

Pearl River Junction. Whatever happens happens.” 
“When’s the Golden Garter open?” Thomas asked. 
“Today,” Shaye said, “when we get there. Come 

on . . .” 

When they reached the Golden Garter Saloon, Dan 
Shaye banged on the door with his fist. 
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“What the hell—” The doors swung open and the 
owner of the saloon, Abner Moore, a black man in his 
sixties, appeared. 

“Come on, you old geezer, open up. Me and the boys 
are thirsty.” 

“Dan Shaye, that you?” Moore asked, squinting 
against the sun. “When the hell did you start drinkin’ 
early?” 

“Today,” Shaye said, “only we aren’t gonna do much 
drinking unless you let us in.” 

Abner looked at Thomas. 
“What’s got into this man, boy?” 
“He just found out he might be a grandpa,” Thomas 

said. 
“Well, hell’s bells, man,” Abner said, staring at Shaye. 

“Why didn’t you say so?” 
He stepped back, unlocked the batwing doors, and 

let the Shayes enter. 
“Blessed events is somethin’ that’s got to be cele-

brated,” Abner said. “What’ll you boys have?” 
“Three beers, Abner,” Shaye said, “and make ’em 

cold ones.” 
If Dan Shaye had one friend in Winchester, it was 

Abner Moore. The two had hit it off from the moment 
they first met. 

“My beers is always cold, goddamn it.” 
Abner drew four beers and set them on the bar. 
“Why four?” Shaye asked. 
“I’m celebratin’ with ya,” Abner said. “Which one of 

you boys made your pa a grandaddy?” 
“Neither one of us,” James said. “It might’ve been 

Matthew, our other brother.” 
“Might’ve been?” 
“We’re not sure,” Thomas said, picking up his beer. 
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“Is there or is there ain’t a baby?” Abner asked. 
“There is,” Shaye said,” but we’re not sure if it’s fam-

ily or not.” 
“So what the hell did I let you in my saloon early 

for?” the black saloon owner demanded. 
“Gives you an excuse to have a cold beer early in the 

day, you old faker.” 
“Well,” Abner said, picking his up, “there is that.” 

By the time the Golden Garter officially opened for 
business, the Shayes were into their second beer. 

“Nurse this one, boys,” Shaye said when Abner set  
them on the bar. “We might be here for a long time.” 

“If you gonna be here for a long time, you better be 
buyin’ more’n two beers each,” Abner complained. 
“Don’t be takin’ up no space at my bar if’n you ain’t 
drinkin’.” 

“Abner,” Shaye said, “you’ll have plenty of men in 
here drinking in no time. We won’t be getting in any-
body’s way. In fact, we’ll just take these beers and go sit 
at a table.” 

With that the Shayes picked up their mugs and walked 
to a back table while one was still empty. The Golden 
Garter was the most popular saloon in town and usu-
ally started filling up the moment Abner opened the 
doors. There were so many regular customers that there 
was never any danger of Abner having a bad day. This 
was also the reason Abner always noticed a stranger— 
and today four of them came in and bellied up to the 
bar together. He reached under the bar and briefly 
touched the shotgun he kept there because he didn’t 
like the way these four hombres looked—and he was 
usually a good judge of character. 

Somebody at the bar wondered aloud what Dan 
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Shaye and his sons were doing in town and Abner no-
ticed the four men look over at the Shaye table with in-
terest. 

“I help you boys?” Abner asked, stopping in front of 
the four men. 

“Beer,” one of them said, “four of ’em.” 
“Comin’ up.” 
Abner drew four beers and set them in front of the 

men. 
“Did we hear right?” one of them asked. “Those are 

Dan Shaye and his sons?” 
“That’s them,” Abner said. 
“What are they doin’ here?” one of the other men 

asked. 
“They live around here,” Abner asked. “What’s it to 

ya?” 
“Hey, ol’-timer,” a third man said, “take it easy. 

We’re just curious, is all.” 
“You know what they say about curiosity, don’t ya?” 

Abner asked. 
“No,” the fourth man asked, “what?” 
Abner hesitated, then said, “If’n ya don’t know, I 

sure ain’t gonna tell ya.” 
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The four men were on the run, but they weren’t wanted 
in Wyoming. They’d come to Winchester to hide out for 
a while, but this opportunity was too good to pass up. 

“I never heard of them,” Paul Brocco said with a  
shrug. 

“That’s because you’re stupid, Paul,” George Griffiths 
said. 

Paul sniffed, the way he always did when one of the 
other three men called him stupid. 

“Don’t gotta be smart to hear a name,” he argued. 
“I ain’t never heard of no Dan Shayne.” 

“It’s Shaye, you moron,” Lem Sanders said. “Dan 
Shaye and his two sons. They cleaned up the Langer 
gang.” 

“All of ’em,” the fourth man, Ray Dolner, added. “I 
heard the pa, he got Aaron, and the oldest son, he got 
Ethan.” 

“Thomas,” Griffiths said, “Thomas Shaye. I hear he’s 
pretty good with that handgun.” 

“And the other one?” Paul asked. “He looks real 
young. Can’t be all that tough.” 

“I tell you what, Paul,” Griffiths said. “You can have 
the young one.” 
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“Have him?” Paul asked. “For what?” 
Dolner turned to face the others, who closed ranks so 

they couldn’t easily be overheard. 
“We’re gonna take Shaye and his boys, are we?” he 

asked. 
“Ain’t they lawmen?” Sanders asked. 
“I don’t see no badges on them,” Griffiths said. “I 

think they was lawmen, but they ain’t no more.” 
“We come here to lie low, George,” Dolner said. 
“I know that, Ray,” Griffiths said, “but we didn’t 

know they was here. We take ’em fair and square and 
we’re gonna have big reputations. A fair fight’s a fair 
fight.” 

“You wanna take ’em fair?” Dolner asked. 
“Hell, why not?” Griffiths asked. “There’s four of us 

and three of them.” 
“That don’t sound fair,” Paul said. 
“Shut up, Paul,” the other three men said. 
Brocco fell silent and pouted. 
“Where do we do it?” Dolner asked. “In here?” 
“No,” Griffiths said. “That barkeep’s got a shotgun 

behind the bar for sure. You see the way he was eyein’ 
us?” 

“Outside, then,” Sanders said. 
“Yeah,” Griffiths said. “Outside.” 
“When?” Dolner asked. 
“No time like the present,” Griffiths said. “We finish 

our beers and wait outside. They gotta come out sooner 
or later.” 

“Okay, then,” Dolner said. 
“Fine with me,” Sanders said. 
“Me too,” Paul chimed in. 
“Shut up, Paul!” they all said. 

* * *  
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Abner carried three fresh mugs of beer over to the table 
the Shayes were seated at. 

“Fresh one,” he said. 
“We ain’t done with these—” Thomas said, but Ab-

ner shushed him by slamming the mugs down on the 
table. 

“Four men came in,” he said. “They look like bad 
ones and they was interested in you.” 

With that he collected the other half-finished beers 
and took them back to the bar with him. 

“Pa?” James asked. 
“I saw them when they came in,” Shaye said. “They’re 

a wrong bunch, all right. See? This is why we stay out 
at the ranch most of the time.” 

“You think they know who we are?” James asked. 
“If they didn’t know, they heard it from somebody,” 

Thomas said. 
“Likely,” Shaye said. 
“What do we do?” James asked. “They’re gonna be 

waitin’ outside, ain’t they?” 
“Likely,” Shaye said again. 
“I could go out the back way and get the sheriff,” 

James said. 
“That might work,” Thomas said, “except for one 

thing.” 
“What’s that?” Shaye asked. 
“Ain’t no back way out of here, Pa.” 



10 

q 
“One of us could go out a window in the back,” Thomas 
said. 

“Which one of us were you thinkin’ of?” James 
asked. 

“Well . . . you.” 
“I ain’t goin’ out no window!” 
“Well, I’m not—” 
“That’s enough,” Shaye said. “Nobody’s going out a 

window.” 
“So what are we gonna do?” James asked. 
“Maybe,” Shaye said, “they’ll just get tired of wait-

ing.” 

The four men at the bar filed outside. Facing the Shayes 
on the street would take the bartender and his shotgun 
out of the play. 

Outside Paul asked, “Now what do we do?” 
“We wait,” Griffiths said. “We just wait.” 
When the four men left the saloon, Abner called over 

a man named Pete Winchell, who mopped up the sa-
loon every night and got to sleep in the back room for 
the privilege. 

“What’dya need, Abner?” Winchell asked. 
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“I need you to go to the sheriff’s office and tell him 
there may be trouble,” Abner said. “Big trouble.” 

“Sure, Ab,” Winchell said. He ran his hand over his 
dry mouth and Abner could hear his dry flesh scraping 
over his gray stubble. “Can I get a drink first?” 

“No,” Abner said, “no drink until you get back.” 
“Aw, Ab—” 
“Now move!” 

Griffiths watched the old drunk stumble through the 
batwing doors. He righted himself briefly, rubbed his 
mouth, and squinted at the sun. On a hunch, he stepped 
into the man’s way. 

“Where ya goin’, ol’-timer?” 
“Who’s askin’?” 
“A man with money for a drink is askin’.” Griffiths 

took some coins from his pocket and let them jingle in 
his hands. 

Pete’s eyes widened. “I—I got an errand to run for  
Abner.” 

“Who’s Abner?” 
“Fella runs the saloon,” Pete said. “The bartender?” 
“The nigger?” 
“That’s . . . uh, yeah, Abner.” 
“What’s the errand, old man?” Ray Dolner asked, 

stepping up next to Pete. 
“I, uh, I’m supposed to go and tell the sheriff that 

there’s trouble brewin’.” 
“What kind of trouble?” Griffiths asked. 
Still eyeing the hand that was holding his drink 

money, Pete said, “Uh, I dunno.” 
“Trouble where?” Dolner asked. 
“Here, I guess.” 
“Tell you what,” Griffiths said. “You go inside and 
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have a drink on us and we’ll deliver the message to the 
sheriff.” 

“Ya will?” 
“Sure.” 
“That’s real nice of ya.” 
“We’re friendly people,” Dolner said. 
“Here ya go, old man,” Griffiths said, putting the 

coins into the old man’s hands. “Ray, why don’t you 
help our new friend back into the saloon?” 

“Gotcha,” Dolner said. 
He walked Pete back to the batwing doors, then  

made a spectacle out of holding the doors open for 
him. 

“Enjoy your drink, ol’-timer,” Dolner said and left 
the batwings swinging in his wake as he left. 

Abner saw one of the four strangers usher Pete back 
into the saloon. 

“You deliver that message, Pete?” he asked when  
Pete got to the bar. 

“Uh, no, but some new friends of mine said they’d do 
it, Ab,” he replied. “I got money for a drink now.” 

Abner knew he should have put a back door in a long 
time ago. He also knew that Pete might break his neck 
trying to climb out a window. 

“Yeah, okay, Pete,” Abner said. “One drink.” 
He poured the old man a shot of whiskey, then 

stopped Pete’s hand as he tried to bring it to his lips. 
“Go slow,” Abner said, “I ain’t givin’ you another 

one.” 
“I can pay!” Pete said indignantly. 
“You keep that money in your pocket, Pete,” Abner 

said, “and nurse that there drink.” 
Abner released Pete’s hand and walked to the end of 
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the bar so he could look out the front window. Sure 
enough, the four men were milling around out there. 
He knew they were waiting for the Shayes to come out 
and the Shayes knew it too. Folks had been leaving the 
three men alone during their infrequent visits to town. 
Now Dan Shaye was in town for the second day in a 
row and trouble was already dogging him. 

There was going to be trouble. Even though it 
wouldn’t be their fault, Abner knew the Shayes would 
get the blame. 

That’s just the way it was. 
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“Just sit tight, boys,” Shaye said to his sons. He got up 
and walked to the bar to talk to Abner. 

“They still outside?” 
“Jest waitin’,” Abner said. “I tried to send Pete for 

the sheriff, but they sent him back in.” 
“Looks like they’ve got their minds made up.” 
“Looks like,” the black man said. “You goin’ out 

there?” 
“Got to, eventually,” Shaye said. 
“Want me and my shotgun to go wit’ ya?” 
“No, Abner,” Shaye said, “I want you and your shot-

gun to stay behind the bar, where you belong.” 
Abner looked around at his customers, then said, 

“Ain’t nobody else gonna stand wit’ ya, Dan.” 
“I’ve got my boys,” Shaye said. “Should be enough to 

handle those four.” 
“When you gonna do it?” 
Shaye shrugged. 
“I’m not in a hurry to leave. Haven’t got my telegram 

yet. Maybe they’ll get tired of waiting.” 
Abner doubted that, but remained silent. 
“Don’t worry, Abner,” Shaye said. 
“Ain’t fair.” 
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“What?” 
“I said it ain’t fair,” the barkeep said. “Folks been 

leavin’ you alone up ta now. Ain’t right some strangers 
come through town and cause trouble.” 

“Fair’s got nothing to do with it, Abner,” Shaye said. 
“Nothing at all.” 

He turned and went back to the table. 
“What are we gonna do, Pa?” James asked. 
“We’re going to wait for our telegram, James,” Shaye 

said. 
“What about those men?” 
Shaye looked toward the batwing doors. “Might as 

well let them wait too.” 

An hour later Paul Brocco started to fidget impatiently, 
then Lem Sanders joined in. 

“Can’t the two of you stand still?” Ray Dolner com-
plained. 

“How long we gonna wait?” Paul asked. 
“As long as it takes,” Griffiths said. 
Some men had left the saloon and others had entered 

during the past hour, but apparently no one had gone 
for the sheriff. There was no lawman in sight. Paul still 
wondered how Griffiths knew that the drunk had been 
heading for the sheriff’s office. 

“Somebody comin’,” Dolner said. 
They all turned to take a look. Griffiths recognized 

the white shirt and sleeve garters of some kind of clerk. 
The visor on his head meant he was probably from the 
telegraph office. 

“Interestin’,” Griffiths said. “He’s in a hurry.” 
The clerk hurried to the front of the saloon, but as he 

prepared to enter, Griffiths blocked his path. 
“In a bit of a hurry, ain’tcha?” 
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“I got a telegram to deliver,” the clerk said. 
“Who to?” 
The clerk was not going to answer the question, but  

the other three men closed rank around him. 
“Uh, it’s for Mr. Shaye.” 
“Which one?” Griffiths asked. 
“Uh, Daniel Shaye.” 
“I’ll take it.” 
Before the clerk could move or say a word, Griffiths 

had grabbed the telegram from his hand. 
“Hey . . . well, uh, you’ll give it to him?” 
“No,” Griffiths said. “You go inside and tell him I 

have it. Tell him he’ll have to come out and get it.” 
“Um . . . if I do that, he’ll be mad.” 
“I’m countin’ on it.” 
The other men moved out of his way and the con-

fused clerk entered the saloon. 
“What’s the telegram say?” Paul asked. 
“Who cares?” Griffiths said and put it in his shirt 

pocket, unread. 

“Finally,” Shaye said as the telegraph clerk entered the 
saloon. The man stopped just inside, looked around, 
spotted their table, and hesitated. “Something’s wrong. 
James, get him.” 

James reacted immediately, got to the clerk before 
the man could make a move. He grabbed his arm and 
walked him across the room to the table. The other 
patrons and Abner all watched, but Shaye didn’t care 
anymore that they were the center of attention. 

“Do you have my telegram?” Shaye asked. 
“Well . . .” 
“Come on, man, speak up!” 
“Some men outside took it from me,” the clerk said.  
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“They told me to tell you that if you want it you have to 
go and get it.” Hurriedly, he added, “It wasn’t my fault, 
Mr. Shaye—” 

“I know that,” Shaye said. He took some money out 
and handed it to the man without looking to see how 
much it was. “You can go.” 

“I—I don’t wanna go back out there . . .” 
“Go to the bar and have a drink.” 
“Yessir.” 
As the man left, James sat back down. 
“Now what?” 
“They’re not leaving us any choice,” Shaye said. “I  

want that telegram.” 
“Well,” Thomas said, “I guess we better just go out 

and get it.” 
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As they stepped outside, Shaye said to his sons, “Thomas, 
I want you to stand to my right and James, you stand to 
his right.” 

“There’s four of ’em, Pa,” James reminded him. 
“You’re right,” Shaye said. “Thomas, you’re the fast-

est. You stand center and take the two in the middle. 
Remember, son, pick out the leader and kill him first.” 

“I got you, Pa.” 
“Are we gonna try to do this first without guns, Pa?” 

James asked. 
“We are, James,” Shaye said. “I’ll do the talking, but 

keep an eye on their hands and their eyes. Remember, 
use all of your vision. We’ll know real quick if we’re 
gonna need our guns.” 

“Okay, Pa.” 
Shaye looked at his sons. Thomas looked rock steady, 

James nervous. That was only natural. James was the 
youngest, Thomas—bigger, older, more confident—he 
had gunplay in his blood. Shaye wasn’t proud of that 
fact, but he had to admit it had come in handy in the 
past—and would come in handy now. 

“Okay,” Shaye said, “Thomas goes out the door first 
and we follow right close behind. Are we ready?” 
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“Ready, Pa,” James said. 
Thomas just nodded and stepped through the batwing 

doors. 

When Giffiths saw Thomas Shaye exit the saloon, fol-
lowed by his father and brother, he pushed his partners 
and said, “Spread out. I’ll take the middle one, Thomas 
Shaye.” 

“Who do I take?” Paul hissed. 
“Shut up and spread out!” 
The other three men obeyed. Shaye, Thomas, and 

James remained on the boardwalk in front of the sa-
loon. 

“One of you has something of mine,” Shaye said. 
Griffiths reached into his pocket with his left hand 

and came out with the telegram. 
“Do you mean this?” ’ 
“That’s it,” Shaye said. “Hand it over and you and 

your friends can leave.” 
Griffiths laughed and put it back in his pocket. 
“If you want it, you’re gonna have to take it . . . if you 

can.” 
“Oh, I can,” Shaye said. “My only problem will be 

taking it without getting blood on it. Thomas?” 
“Yes, Pa?” 
“When you kill that man, make sure you don’t shoot 

him in the heart,” Shaye instructed. “That would soak 
the telegram with his blood.” 

“Yes, Pa.” 
“You’re Thomas Shaye?” Griffiths asked. 
“That’s right.” 
“You killed Seth Langer?” 
Thomas flinched. It was a sore point between him 

and his father that he had not killed Seth Langer. 
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“I brought him to justice,” Thomas said. “He’s in 
prison . . . and a cripple.” 

“My name is Griffiths, George Griffiths.” 
“Never heard of you.” 
“Some people have,” Griffiths said. “More will, after 

I kill you.” 
Thomas laughed. 
“You think killing me will give you a big rep?” 
“We’ve heard of you—and your father,” Griffiths 

said. 
“I feel insulted,” James said. 
“And your brother,” Griffiths added. 
“Gee, thanks,” James muttered. 
“Enough talking,” Shaye said. “Hand over the tele-

gram or we’ll take it.” 
“Take it, the—” 
Before Griffiths could finish his sentence, Thomas 

drew his weapon and fired. George Griffiths never 
knew what hit him. The bullet plowed into his chest 
dead center, missing the telegram. Griffiths was 
knocked off his feet and onto his back in the street. 

The other men, stunned by Thomas’s speed, turned 
out to be easy pickings for Shaye and James, who both 
drew very deliberately—not sharing the speed Thomas 
possessed—and fired accurately. Only one of the other 
men even cleared leather and his gun ended up in the 
street next to his body. 

All three of the Shaye men ejected the spent shells 
from their guns, replaced them with live loads, and hol-
stered their weapons. Even though he knew they were 
dead, Shaye stepped down into the street and walked 
among the fallen men to make sure. He nudged each 
one with his boot, then picked up their weapons and 
tossed them away from him. 
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“Hold it!” 
He turned and saw Sheriff Adam Kennedy approach-

ing him, gun in hand. 
“Take it easy, Sheriff,” Shaye said. “It’s all over.” 
“What the hell happened here?” Kennedy asked, 

looking down at the dead men. 
“We didn’t have a choice,” Thomas said, stepping 

down into the street. 
Kennedy turned, trained his gun on Thomas. Shaye 

took two quick steps and placed his hand on the law-
man’s gun. 

“Holster it,” he said. 
Kennedy hesitated, looked around, and then obeyed. 

Slowly, men began to leave the saloon to have a look. 
People came from other directions as well and stared. 

“We stayed in town too long,” Shaye said. “That’s 
what happened.” 

“And are you staying any longer?” Kennedy asked. 
“I don’t know. I guess that depends on what my tele-

gram says.” 
“What telegram?” 
Shaye leaned over the dead Griffiths, reached into his 

pocket, and removed the telegram. There was a bit of 
blood on one corner, but that was it. 

“This one.” 
“What does it say?” Kennedy asked. 
Shaye unfolded it, read it, and looked at the law-

man. 
“It says we’re leaving town tomorrow.” 
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The guard opened the door to allow Jeb Collier to leave 
Yuma Prison. 

“Thanks,” Jeb said. 
“I got three months,” the guard said. 
“What?” 
“The guards are all bettin’ on when we’ll see you in 

here again. I got three months. I mean, I figure you 
gotta get caught, then tried, and then they’ll ship you 
over here . . . yeah, three months is about right.” 

“You got it wrong, Lane,” Jeb said. “I ain’t never 
comin’ back here.” 

“Well,” Lane said, “don’t tell me you’re goin’ 
straight?” 

“Straight?” Jeb frowned, as if he didn’t know what 
that word meant. 

“Yeah,” Lane said, scratching his grizzled gray cheek, 
“like I figured. I been a prison guard for a lot of 
years . . . nigh on to thirty, I think, here and other pris-
ons, and you’re the worst I’ve seen.” 

Jeb looked back at the prison, and then at Lane. “I 
been in worse places, Lane.” 

“You got this place wired, that’s for sure,” Lane said. 
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“Everybody doin’ your work for you . . . guards workin’ 
for you . . .” 

“Not you, though, huh?” 
“No,” Lane said, “not me. Like I tol’ you. I been at 

this too long. You’ll be back, Jeb.” 
“I don’t think so, Lane.” 
Lane laughed. 
“I’ll keep your cell clean.” 
Jeb tried to think of a good response, but then de-

cided that the best response would simply be to never 
return there. 

He walked out the door. 

Ben Collier watched as his brother walked out the front 
gate of Yuma Prison, a free man after two years. 

“There he is,” Clark Wilson said. 
“I see him,” Ben said. 
Wilson and Dave Roberts exchanged a glance, but 

remained silent. They were both glad to see Jeb Collier 
leaving Yuma Prison. The past two years had been lean 
ones under Ben Collier. Jeb was always the brains of 
the two brothers. 

However, Ben was the mean one, so they kept quiet. 
Ben Collier moved forward to meet his brother with 

open arms. 
“Hey, Ben!” 
Jeb grabbed his larger, though younger, brother and 

hugged him tightly. Ben put his older brother in a bear 
hug and lifted him off his feet. 

“Jesus, you’re killin’ me!” Jeb shouted. “Put me 
down, you big ox.” 

Ben put Jeb back on his feet and backed away. 
“I’m just so damn glad to see you, Jeb.” 
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Jeb looked past his brother to where Roberts and 
Wilson were standing with four horses. 

“Boys,” he said. 
“Boss,” Wilson said. Roberts nodded. 
“You got my gun?” 
“Right here.” Ben turned. “Dave.” 
Roberts moved to one of the horse and fetched a gun 

belt from the saddlebags. He handed it to Ben, who  
turned and presented it to his brother. 

Jeb took the gun belt and strapped it on. 
“You don’t know how naked I’ve felt without this,” 

he said, adjusting it on his hip. 
“You think you should be puttin’ that on right in 

front of the prison?” Ben asked. 
“Why not?” Jeb asked. “I’m out, ain’t I? I’m a free 

man.” 
“Why don’t we get away from here before they change 

their minds?” Ben asked. 
Jeb smiled and patted Ben on the shoulder. 
“That’s not such a bad idea, brother,” he said. “I’ve 

also been itchin’ to be on a horse again.” 
Wilson walked the fourth horse over to Jeb. 
“This horse any good?” he asked. 
“I picked it out myself,” Ben said. 
“Clark?” Jeb asked, looking at Wilson. 
“It’s a good animal, boss.” 
Jeb nodded. Wilson was a much better judge of 

horseflesh than his brother Ben was. 
“Okay, then,” Jeb said. “Let’s ride.” 

They rode for half a day and then camped, still in Ari-
zona. 

“Sorry we don’t got better than beans for ya, Jeb,” 
Ben said. 
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“Hey,” Jeb said, “I’m eatin’ them under the open sky. 
This is the best meal I’ve had in two years.” 

“Well,” Clark Wilson said, reaching into his saddle-
bag, “you probably ain’t had none of this in two years.” 

He came out with a bottle of whiskey. 
Jeb’s eyes lit up. “Give that here.” 
“It ain’t the best stuff—” Wilson started, handing it 

over. 
“It’s whiskey,” Jeb said. “That’s all that matters.” 
He uncorked the bottle, lifted it to his lips, and took 

several big swallows. The rotgut burned its way down 
to his stomach, where it started a fire. 

“Goddamn!” he said, lowering the bottle, his eyes 
watering. “That was good. So was them beans.” 

He stoppered the bottle and passed it back to Wilson. 
“Now,” he said, “tell me about Belinda.” 
“Aw, Jeb,” Ben said, “why you wanna bother with 

her—” 
“You know where she is, don’t you?” Jeb asked. “Ben, 

you’re supposed to know where she is.” 
“We know where she is, Jeb,” Wilson said. 
“And the kid?” Jeb asked. “She’s got the kid?” 
“She’s got ’im,” Ben said. 
“Him? It’s a boy, right?” 
“It’s a boy.” 
“What’d she name him?” 
“We don’t know that,” Ben said. 
“That’s okay,” Jeb said. “We’ll find out.” 
“How we gonna do that, Jeb?” Ben asked. 
“Easy,” Jeb said. “We’re gonna ask her.” 

Later, when Ben and Dave Roberts were asleep, Jeb and 
Clark Wilson sat around the fire together. 

“We’re sure glad you’re out, Jeb,” Wilson said. 
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“You been givin’ Ben a hard time, Clark?” Jeb asked. 
“No,” Wilson said. “We did like you wanted, made 

him think he was in charge, but Jeb . . . he was always 
makin’ the wrong decision, ya know?” 

“I know, Clark,” Jeb said, “but I knew I could count 
on you to keep him from gettin’ killed.” 

“Believe me, there were times we all almost got 
killed.” 

“Well, things’ll change now that I’m out.” 
“Maybe we can make some money?” 
“We’re gonna make plenty of money.” 
“You been makin’ plans while you was inside?” 
“Plenty of plans.” 
“What’re we gonna hit first? A bank? A train?” 
“First,” Jeb said, “we’re gonna go and see Belinda.” 
Wilson shook his head. “Jeb.” 
“This is somethin’ I gotta do, Clark,” Jeb said. 

“Where is she?” 
“A town called Pearl River Junction,” Wilson said, 

“in Texas.” 
“So that’s where we’re headed,” Jeb said. “Pearl River 

Junction.” 
Wilson poured himself another cup of coffee and 

leaned back. 
“What?” 
“We need money, Jeb,” Wilson said. “We’re broke.” 
“Broke?” 
“All we got,” Wilson said, “is what you got in your 

pocket.” 
Which wasn’t much. They’d given him a few coins 

when he left Yuma and the clothes he’d been wearing 
when he first arrived. 

“Okay, Clark,” Jeb said. “Okay. Does Pearl River 
Junction have a bank?” 
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“It does.” 
“Then we’ll kill two birds with one stone,” Jeb said. 

“We’ll go there and see Belinda and we’ll hit the 
bank.” 

“That’s okay,” Wilson said, “but we’re gonna need 
some money to get there.” 

“Clark,” Jeb asked. “you got somethin’ in mind, 
don’t ya?” 

“Yep,” Wilson said, “I got somethin’ in mind.” 
“Okay, then,” Jeb said, “pour me some more coffee 

and tell me what you got.” 
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By the time Dan, Thomas, and James Shaye rode into 
Pearl River Junction, it had been almost four months 
since the letter had been sent from Belinda Davis. 

Pearl River Junction was a good-sized town, one that 
was still growing. As they rode down the main street, 
the Shayes could see that many of the buildings were 
newly erected. In fact, they could still smell the new 
wood that had been used to build them. In the center of 
town was a new two-story building built of brick that 
was the town’s City Hall. 

The streets were bustling with traffic at midday: 
horses and buckboards in the street and a lot of pedes-
trian traffic on the boardwalks. 

“Looks like a lively town,” James said. 
“Yeah,” Dan said, “the kind that harvests trouble.” 
Thomas remained silent, but his eyes took in every-

thing. He noticed that he, his father, and his brother 
were attracting some curious looks, most notably from 
a group of men in front of one of the saloons and from 
a deputy as they rode past the new brick sheriff’s office, 
which was right next to City Hall. 

“Pa . . .” 
“I see ’em, Thomas.” 
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“See who?” James asked, looking around. 
“Lawman, givin’ us the eye,” Thomas said. 
“So what? We ain’t doin’ anything wrong.” 
“We’re strangers,” Shaye said. “That’s enough to 

make people curious. Wait a minute.” 
Thomas and James reined in their horses while Shaye 

turned his horse and rode over to where the deputy was 
standing, watching them. 

“Hello, Deputy.” 
“Howdy,” the young badge toter said. “Just passin’ 

through?” 
“Actually, no,” Shaye said. “We’re looking for a liv-

ery that’ll take our horses for a few days.” 
“All the way to the end of the street, then go left, not 

right,” the deputy said. “You’ll see it.” 
“Thanks.” 
“When you’re done, come by the office,” the man 

added. “The sheriff’s gonna want to talk to you.” 
“We’ll do it,” Shaye said. “Thanks.” 
He turned his horse and rode back to his sons. 
“He didn’t ask many questions,” he told them. “I guess 

he’s going to leave that to his boss. Come on, we’ll take 
care of the horses and then talk to the sheriff.” 

“We’re not gonna get a hotel first?” James asked. 
“After,” Shaye said. 
“Why are we so eager to report to the local law?” 

James asked. 
“Sheriff might be able to tell us where to find Belinda 

Davis,” Shaye said. “Besides, it’s better than having 
him come looking for us.” 

They found the livery with no problem and arranged 
for their mounts to be taken care of. That done they 
grabbed their rifles and saddlebags and walked back to 
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the sheriff’s office. Walking together, the Shayes con-
tinued to attract attention from the citizens on the 
boardwalks. 

Dan Shaye knocked on the door to the sheriff’s office 
and then walked in. A wooden shingle next to the door 
said: sheriff riley cotton. 

When they walked in Shaye was immediately struck 
by the fact that the office had two stories. Glancing up, 
he saw that the cell block was on the second level. 
Downstairs was filled with furniture—several desks— 
the sheriff’s and, presumably, one each for two or more 
deputies to share. There were also chairs, filing cabi-
nets, a pot-bellied stove, and two gun racks on oppo-
site walls. In one corner was a safe worthy of a bank. 

“Very impressive,” Shaye said. 
“Glad you think so,” Sheriff Riley Cotton said. He 

stood up behind his desk. “My deputy told me we had 
three strangers in town. That’d be you three?” 

“That’s us,” Shaye said. He approached the desk. 
“Dan Shaye. These are my sons, Thomas and James.” 

“The Epitaph bank job Shayes?” the lawman asked. 
“That what they’re calling us?” Shaye asked. 
“Sorry,” Cotton said. He was a tall man in his forties, 

bearded, wearing a clean shirt, tie, and trousers. He was 
dressed more like a schoolteacher than a lawman, but 
Shaye could tell more from the way the man stood than 
the way he was dressed. There was a gun belt hanging 
on a hook on the wall right behind him. The leather and 
the pistol itself were well cared for. 

“Word gets around,” Cotton said. “I notice you’re 
not wearing badges.” 

“That’s because we’re not lawmen anymore.” 
Cotton raised his eyebrows. 
“That by choice?” 
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“Yes.” 
“Too bad. From what I heard, you were good at it.” 
“How long have you been sheriff?” James asked. 
“Been wearin’ a badge for fifteen or sixteen years. 

I’ve been sheriff here for the last five. You fellas wouldn’t 
be, uh, workin’ in some, um, related capacity, would 
you?” 

“What?” Thomas asked. 
“He wants to know if we’re bounty hunters,” Shaye  

said. “The answer is no.” 
“So then what brings you to Pearl River Junction?” 
“We’re looking for someone,” Shaye said. 
“Who?” 
“A girl named Belinda Davis.” 
The sheriff didn’t react. 
“Do you know her?” 
“Why do you want this girl?” 
“So you do know her?” 
“Answer my question first, please.” 
“She sent me a letter asking for my help.” 
“Do you have that letter on you?” 
Shaye hesitated, then shifted his saddlebags from his 

right shoulder to his left so he could dig into his shirt 
pocket and come out with the letter. He held it up, but 
did not offer it to the sheriff. 

“Can I see it?” Cotton asked. 
“Answer my question now,” Shaye said. “Do you  

know her?” 
“Yes, I know her.” 
“And you can tell us where to find her?” 
“I can,” the lawman said. “The question is: Will I?” 
Shaye hesitated, then handed the letter over. 
“I tell you what,” the sheriff said. “You fellas wait 

around your hotel or one of the saloons and I’ll get 
back to you.” 
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After they left the sheriff’s office, they went across the 
street to a hotel Cotton recommended to them. They 
got two rooms, with Thomas and James sharing one. 
After they stowed their gear in their rooms, they met in 
the lobby to go and get something to eat. Again, the res-
taurant they went to was recommended by the sheriff. 

Once they were seated and had ordered their food, 
James asked, “Why did you let him get away with that, 
Pa?” 

“Get away with what?” 
The diners surrounding them stared curiously at the 

strangers, but went back to their meals fairly quickly. 
The Shayes simply ignored the stares. 

“He knows the girl, but he ain’t tellin’ us where 
she is.” 

“He wants to check with her first,” Thomas said. “I 
don’t have a problem with that.” 

“But he has the letter,” James said. “He knows she 
wrote to Pa askin’ for help.” 

“Months ago,” Shaye said. “Maybe she’s changed her 
mind.” 



59 ROBERT J. RANDISI 

“That would mean we came all this way for nothin’.” 
“Not for nothing,” Shaye said. “Even if she doesn’t 

want our help anymore, I still want to find out if her 
child is Matthew’s.” 

“So how long do we wait?” James asked. 
“Don’t be in such a rush, James,” Shaye said. “We’re 

here and the sheriff knows we’re not going anywhere.” 
The waiter came over carrying three plates laden with 

huge steaks and generous portions of vegetables. 
“Eat your food,” Shaye told James. “When the sher-

iff knows what to tell us, we’ll hear from him.” 
James hesitated, but when his father and brother bent 

to the task of consuming their meal, he followed. 

Sheriff Riley Cotton lived in a small white house at the 
northern end of town. He could tell by the delicious 
smells filling the house that his wife was hard at work 
in the kitchen, baking and probably preparing supper. 
He found her there, wearing one of her many hand-
made aprons. 

“Smells great,” he said as he entered the kitchen, 
“but then everything you make smells great.” 

She turned her head so he could kiss her and said, 
“Peach cobbler for dessert.” 

He kissed his wife, who he loved dearly even after 
twenty years of marriage. Marion Cotton had always 
been supportive of his chosen career and had moved 
from town to town without complaint—until they’d ar-
rived in Pearl River Junction five years ago. She told 
him after only a year of living there that she never 
wanted to move again. 

“What brings you home two hours early?” she asked. 
“I wasn’t expecting you until supper.” 
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“Dan Shaye and his sons rode into town today,” he 
told her. 

She stopped what she was doing and turned to face 
him, wiping her hands on her apron. 

“Have you told Belinda?” 
“That’s what I came home to do,” he said. “Is she 

around?” 
“I think she’s out back with Little Matt.” 
“I better talk to her and see if she still wants to see 

him—and his sons,” he said. 
She grabbed his arm before he could leave the kitchen. 
“Why did they come, Riley?” 
“Well, they say they came to help her,” he answered, 

“that is, if she still needs help.” 
“Will they take her away?” she asked. “And the  

baby?” 
“I don’t know, Marion,” he said. “I guess we’ll all 

find that out at the same time.” 
“I couldn’t bear it if—” she started, but then stopped 

abruptly and released his arm. 
“I know,” he said. “Believe me, I know.” 
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By the time Dan Shaye and his sons reached Pearl River 
Junction, Jeb Collier and his men were still about a 
week away. They were making camp for the night while 
the Shayes were eating supper. 

“We got enough money now, Jeb?” Ben asked as they 
sat around the fire. 

“We got enough, Ben,” Jeb said. “We’re headin’ 
straight for Pearl River Junction, come mornin’.” 

“You still gonna go after that gal?” Ben asked. “That 
ain’t smart, Jeb—” 

“Next time I need you to tell me what’s smart, Ben,” 
Jeb said, “I’ll go back to Yuma.” 

“Aw, Jeb—” 
“Go and get some more wood for the fire.” 
“Jeb—” 
“Git!” 
Muttering, Ben got up and went out into the woods 

to look for wood. 
“We could hit another bank on the way, Jeb,” Clark 

Wilson said. “I know of one—” 
“Clark, you picked out two sweet banks for us and 

we hit ’em,” Jeb said. “We got enough money to outfit 
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ourselves and head for Texas, and that’s what we’re 
gonna do now.” 

“This bank I’m thinkin’ of is on the way.” 
“In Texas?” 
“Yeah.” 
Jeb shook his head. 
“Ain’t gonna hit no Texas banks until we’re done in 

Pearl River Junction,” he said. “Once we’re done, we’ll 
hit that bank and light out for Mexico.” They had al-
ready hit one bank in Arizona and one in New Mexico. 
Wilson had chosen the banks, but it was Jeb’s planning 
that enabled them to pull those jobs off successfully— 
without killing or injuring anyone. 

“We gonna be takin’ the woman and child with us?” 
Wilson asked. 

“I don’t know that, Clark,” Jeb said. 
Dave Roberts sat across the fire from them, but did 

not take part in the conversation. Wilson and Jeb Col-
lier had been friends—or partners—for a lot longer 
than Roberts had known either one of them. He didn’t 
feel he had anything to add to their discussion. 

“I got to find out if this kid is mine before I decide 
somethin’ like that,” Jeb added. 

“Well . . . he’s the right age,” Wilson said. 
“I’ll know,” Jeb said. “As soon as I look at the boy, 

I’ll know if he’s mine or not.” 
Wilson looked across the fire at Roberts, who just  

shrugged. 
“Okay, then,” Wilson said. “You’re the boss.” 
“Pearl River Junction,” Jeb said. “We head there to-

morrow.” 
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Shaye and his sons left the café and stopped just outside 
the door. 

“What now, Pa?” James asked. 
“Let’s split up and walk around the town,” Shaye 

said. “If we’re going to be here for a few days, I want to 
know what’s going on.” 

Shaye split the town in three parts and they each went 
their separate ways. There was a saloon a few doors 
down from the café, small and quiet at the moment. 
They agreed to meet there in two hours. After that 
they’d check back with the sheriff. 

Shaye kept the middle part of town—where most of 
the businesses were—for himself and sent James north 
and Thomas south. 

It was nearing five o’clock, the time when many of the 
merchants would be closing their stores, and Shaye was 
surprised to find that many of them were still full of  
customers. The word “bustling” wasn’t strong enough 
to describe the feeling he got walking around Pearl River 
Junction. 

Shaye had been the lawman in many towns, but none 
of them had ever had the feeling of energy this one had. 
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It made him wonder what it would be like to wear a  
badge here and have an office that looked like Sheriff 
Cotton’s. 

On the trail to Pearl River Junction from Winchester 
with his boys, the subject of wearing a badge again had 
not come up. This was actually the first time in months 
Shaye felt like he missed it. 

James walked north as far as he could go. The last 
building he came to was a schoolhouse. It was empty 
now, but it was the building itself that interested him. It 
was obviously new and it was the largest schoolhouse 
he’d ever seen. He walked up to it, around it, then  
stepped in to peer through a window. He was surprised 
to see someone inside. A pretty young woman was shuf-
fling papers at the desk, stuffing them into a leather 
case. It looked as if she was preparing to leave. James 
decided to walk around to the front of the building and 
wait for her. It was the classic curse of every young 
man: Just a brief glimpse of her blonde hair and smooth 
skin and he was smitten. 

Thomas walked south and eventually found himself at 
the fork in the road they had come to earlier when they 
first rode into town. Going right would take him to the 
livery where they’d left their horses, so he decided to go 
left. He thought it was strange that, given the name of 
the town, there was no river, and this was the only 
junction he had seen since arriving. 

He kept walking and came to a collection of small 
houses. A few of them were aged, but most of them 
seemed new. He didn’t recall having ever been in a  
town that was in this stage of growth. Even growing up 
in Epitaph, Texas, it seemed as if the town had reached 
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a certain stage of growth and stalled. No one in Epi-
taph had seemed to even care. As for Winchester, that 
town seemed very happy with the way it was. 

Pearl River Junction was a different story. He could 
feel that people liked it here and could see and smell the 
growth. He found himself wondering what it would be 
like to wear a badge in such a town. 

Unlike his father, Thomas had often thought about 
wearing a badge again. Now the urge seemed to swell 
inside of him. Whatever happened with Belinda Davis, 
whether her baby turned out to be Matthew’s or not, 
Thomas decided that he would not return to Wyoming 
with his father and brother. He was going to move on 
from here, not go back. 

As Elizabeth Newland came out the front door of the 
schoolhouse, she saw a man loitering there. 

“Can I help you?” she asked. He didn’t look old 
enough to be the father of one of the students. He 
looked barely old enough to be out of school himself, 
but then she knew the same was true of herself. He was 
probably her age—or even a year or so older. “All the 
children have gone home.” 

“Oh, I’m not a parent,” James Shaye said. “I’m, uh, a 
stranger in town. I was just . . . taking a walk and I saw 
the schoolhouse. It’s . . . the biggest I’ve ever seen.” 

“Yes,” she said, coming down the steps. She was 
clutching her leather case to her breast. It was filled to 
bursting with papers. “We’re very proud of it.” 

As she approached him, coming down the walkway, 
James moved to intercept her. 

“Are you going home?” he asked. 
“Yes, I am.” 
“May I help you?” he asked. 
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“I really don’t need—” 
“I could carry those for you,” he said. “Maybe you 

can tell me a little bit about the town?” 
She hesitated, but the young man looked harmless 

enough. And he was not unattractive. 
“Very well,” she said, surrendering her burden to 

him. “I have to walk this way.” 
He fell in next to her as she led him back toward 

town. 
“I actually live all the way on the other end of town,” 

she told him apologetically. 
“I don’t mind the walk.” 
“I’m Elizabeth,” she said. “What’s your name?” 
“I’m James,” he said, “James Shaye . . .” 

As James started walking with Elizabeth, he turned his 
head and saw the sheriff in the backyard of a small 
house. He was with a young woman and a small boy. 

“Is that the sheriff?” he asked Elizabeth. 
“Yes, it is,” she said. “He lives there with his wife.” 
“Is that his daughter?” 
“No, that’s a girl who he and his wife took in to live 

with them,” she said. “Her name is Belinda.” 
“And the child?” 
“Her son,” Elizabeth said, then lowered her voice. 

“She had him out of wedlock. It’s something of a scan-
dalous situation.” 

“Really?” he asked. “Her having the baby? Or living 
with the sheriff and his wife?” 

“Well . . . both, actually.” 
“How long has she lived in town?” 
“I’m not sure,” she said. “I’ve only been here myself 

for a year, and she was living here when I arrived. I came 
from back East to teach here.” 
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James filed away the information about the sheriff 
and Belinda Davis and turned his attention back to the 
pretty schoolteacher. 

“So where back East did you come from?” he asked 
her as they continued on. 
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Thomas was the first one to arrive at the small saloon 
they’d chosen as their meeting place. Above the door 
was a handwritten sign that said: bo hart’s saloon. 
Good, simple, straightforward name, he thought. 

He went inside, found the place quiet, in spite of the 
fact that it was pretty full. A quick look around told him 
there was no piano, no stage, no gambling equipment. 
There was one barmaid moving through the room, car-
rying a tray. Seems Bo Hart’s Saloon was simply a place 
a man could get a drink—and not much more. Well, at 
least there won’t be any trouble here, he thought. 

He walked to the bar and leaned on it. The bartender 
was a man who had the misfortune to possess both a 
barrel chest and bandy legs. Gave him an odd appear-
ance and, as he moved about behind the bar, an odd 
gait as well. Thomas waited until the man finished 
loading the barmaid’s tray with drinks before waving 
his hand at him. 

“What can I get ya?” the man asked. 
“Just a beer.” 
“Comin’ up.” 
The man filled a mug with a frosty brew and set it 

down in front of Thomas. 
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“Mind if I start a tab?” Thomas asked. “I’m waitin’ 
for two more fellas and they’ll also be drinkin’.” 

“Sure,” the man said, ”why not?” 
Thomas grabbed his beer, turned his back to the bar, 

and leaned against it. There were only about ten tables 
in the place and eight of them were full. There were two 
empties toward the back of the room. He waved at the 
bartender again. 

“Another one already?” 
“No, just a question,” Thomas said. “Them two 

empty tables in the back, they reserved for anythin’ 
special?” 

“Poker games,” the man said. “We usually have a 
couple goin’, but they won’t start for a few hours yet.” 

“Mind if I sit at one, then?” 
“Uh . . . well, we usually keep them open,” the bar-

tender said, looking confused. 
“Where’s the harm if I sit at one for a little while?” 
“Well . . . no harm, I guess—” 
“Much obliged.” 
Thomas left the bar, walked to the back of the room, 

and sat at one of the tables. He sat facing the batwing 
doors so he’d see his brother and father when they en-
tered. 

The men seated at the other tables—seated by twos 
and threes—all turned to look at him as if he’d just  
dropped a turd in the middle of the room. He simply 
raised his beer to them, nodding his head. 

It took a few moments, but finally several of the 
men—two from one table, a third from another—slowly 
stood up and walked over to him. 

“You can’t sit there,” one of them said. 
“You’re not supposed to sit there,” another said. 
The third simply stood there, staring at him. 
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“I’m just waiting for my father and brother,” he said. 
“When they get here they’ll each have a beer and we’ll 
be on our way.” 

“Can’t sit there,” the third man said. 
“We’ll be gone before your poker game is supposed 

to start,” Thomas said. “I guarantee it.” 
A fourth man got up and came over. 
“You gotta get up.” 
Now, Thomas knew that the simple thing, the easy 

thing, to do was get up—just get up and walk out. He 
could have waited for his father and brother right out 
front. But he also knew that once you let a man cow 
you, move you, tell you what to do . . . well, once you did 
that men tended to try to do that to you all the time. 

“I’m not finished with my beer,” he said, swirling  
what was left of it at the bottom of the mug. “There’s 
no harm in me sitting here long enough to finish my  
beer and then I’ll go. I’ll wait for my brother and my pa 
outside.” 

A fifth man stood up. 
“You gotta get up now.” 
“What is it with you people?” Thomas demanded. 
“Them’s the tables for poker games,” a sixth man 

said. 
“Well, maybe today they ain’t,” Thomas said stub-

bornly. “What do you think of that? Maybe today that’s 
one of the poker tables.” He pointed to the table two of 
the men had stood up from. “That one—and that one.” 
He pointed to the other empty table, which was always 
used for poker. “If the game had to be played at another 
table, what would that mean?” 

Nobody answered. 
“Would the world end?” 
No answer. 
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“Goddamn it!” Thomas said. 
“That’s one of the poker tables,” the first man said. 

“Always has been.” 
“That’s the way it is,” anther man said. Thomas had 

lost count of how many men had spoken. 
“Shit!” Thomas said. 
He wasn’t afraid. He was outnumbered, but he wasn’t 

afraid. That wasn’t why he was mad enough to cuss. 
These weren’t gunmen, they were townsmen who did 
things the same way every day. If a day came when they 
had to do things differently, they wouldn’t know how 
to react. 

But if he let them make him move . . . 
“Shit,” he said and drank the rest of his beer. 

James walked the teacher home, then handed her the 
armload of papers at the front door of her house. 

“Thank you,” she said. 
“Thank you for tellin’ me somethin’ about this 

town.” 
“It’s a town, like a lot of others,” she said. “Folks 

around here get into a routine. If something changes 
that routine—” 

“Like some strangers ridin’ into town?” 
“—they get curious. Wary. Don’t let it bother you if 

you get stared at.” 
“All right.” 
She stepped through the door of her house, then 

turned and said, “Maybe, if you stay in town a few 
days, I’ll see you again.” 

“Maybe,” he said. “I’d like that.” 
She smiled a dazzling smile that made his heart skip 

a beat and then closed the door. 

* * *  
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Dan Shaye was impressed by Pearl River Junction and 
its people. They stared at him as he went by, but he 
didn’t let that bother him. They were just curious. He 
understood that. 

One by one the businesses closed up as the last cus-
tomer left and the merchants locked their doors. People 
went home for supper. 

He found a wooden bench in front of the mercantile 
store and sat in it for a while, just watching folks walk 
by, listening to the locks being turned on doors. Finally, 
the owner of the mercantile store came out and looked 
at him. 

“Can I help you?” Shaye asked. 
“The chair,” the man said. He was an older man, 

balding, pot-bellied, wearing an apron. “I got to put it 
away.” 

Shaye stared at the man for a few moments and could 
tell it would be useless to ask him to leave the chair out 
just this once. He stood up and the man took the chair 
and carried it into the store without a word. Seconds 
later Shaye heard the door lock. 

Suddenly the streets were kind of quiet and empty. 
Occasionally someone rode by on a horse or a buck-
board went by, but the amount of foot traffic on the 
boardwalks had dropped significantly. 

It was time to meet the boys, so Shaye stepped into 
the street and headed for the saloon. 
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When Shaye reached the front of the saloon, he saw 
James coming toward him from the south end of town. 

“I thought you had the north end,” he said when his 
youngest son reached him. 

“I did,” James said. “I’ll tell you about it inside.” 
Shaye nodded and they entered through the batwing 

doors. They became immediately aware that something 
was going on. Most of the men in the place were stand-
ing and they were all facing the same way. 

“What do you want to bet your brother’s somewhere 
in the middle of that?” Shaye asked. 

“No bet,” James said. 
“ ’Scuse us,” Shaye said and he and James started to 

make their way through the crowd. 

Thomas had just about made up his mind that there 
were better things to fight over than a table when he 
saw his father and brother break through the crowd of 
men who were fronting him. 

“Are you having a problem, Thomas?” Shaye asked. 
“Not really, Pa,” Thomas said, standing up, “but I 

think we better pick someplace else to have a drink.” 
“Oh sure,” James said, pointing to his brother’s 
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empty mug, “now that you’ve already had one.” 
“Believe me, brother,” Thomas said, “you don’t want 

to have a beer in here. Take my word for it.” 
“Let’s get going, then,” Shaye said. “That is, if none 

of your new friends has any objection.” 
Amazingly, the men had already started to sit back 

down at their tables now that Thomas had stood up. 
“I don’t think anybody minds, Pa,” Thomas said and 

led the way out of the saloon. 

“What was that all about?” James asked when they 
were outside. 

“Well, supposedly, a table,” Thomas said, “but to tell 
you the truth, I ain’t really sure.” 

“I spotted another saloon down the street,” Shaye 
said. “Let’s go there and then we can compare notes.” 

“You were really gonna fight all those men over a 
table?” James asked as they started walking. 

“It was the strangest thing . . .” Thomas started. 

When they got themselves a table at the Wagon Wheel 
Saloon and nobody objected, Thomas breathed a sigh 
of relief. 

“Why didn’t you just get up and walk out?” Shaye 
asked. “Wait for us outside?” 

“I was about to when you both arrived,” Thomas said. 
“I’m still not sure what the hell was goin’ on in there.” 

“You were tryin’ to change their routine,” James 
said. “According to Elizabeth, folks hereabouts don’t 
want to change their routines.” 

“Elizabeth?” Thomas asked. 
“I met this schoolteacher . . .” James started and con-

tinued on to explain how he’d walked her home. 
“I almost got in a bar fight over a table and you’re 
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walkin’ a pretty school marm home?” Thomas said in 
disbelief. 

“Took me all the way to the south end of town too,” 
James said. 

“Which I already checked,” Thomas replied. “Nothin’ 
but houses there.” 

“I know,” James said, “she lives in one. But here’s 
somethin’ else. We passed the sheriff’s house.” 

“At the south end of town?” Shaye asked. 
“No,” James said, “the north end, near the school-

house. He and his wife have got Belinda Davis livin’ 
with them.” 

“What?” 
“They took her in, I guess,” James said. “Elizabeth 

really ain’t sure of the details.” 
“Is she related to the sheriff?” Thomas asked. 
“I don’t think so.” 
“And the child?” Shaye asked. 
“He’s there too,” James said. “I saw him.” 
“Does he look like Matthew?” Thomas asked, anx-

iously. 
“I couldn’t tell,” James said. “I only got a glimpse. 

They were in the sheriff’s backyard.” 
“Well,” Shaye said, sitting back, “maybe that ex-

plains the sheriff’s reluctance to talk to us.” 
“What do you think he’ll say when we go and see 

him?” James asked. 
“I guess that’ll depend on what this Belinda says,” 

Shaye answered. “If she don’t want to talk to us—” 
“She’s got to at least talk to us, Pa,” Thomas said.  

“May- be now that she’s livin’ with the sheriff, she won’t 
want our help anymore, but she’s got to at least talk wi-
thus.” 

“I think so too, Thomas,” Shaye said. “I just hope 
she feels that way.” 
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The Shayes finished their beer at the Wagon Wheel and 
then left to walk over to the sheriff’s office. They 
stopped just outside. 

“Some office, huh?” Thomas asked. 
“I wonder what it would be like to come to work here 

every day?” James said. 
“Let’s just get inside,” Shaye said gruffly. His sons 

gave him an odd look, then followed him into the of-
fice. 

Sheriff Cotton was seated behind his desk, waiting 
for them. 

“Come on in, gents. Did you have supper?” 
“Yes,” Shaye said, “we went to the place you sug-

gested.” 
“Good, good,” Cotton said. “Just got back from hav-

ing supper myself. Come on, have a seat. Can I get you 
some coffee?” 

“No,” Shaye said, answering for the three of them. 
“We’re fine.” 

Shaye sat in a chair opposite the lawman and Thomas 
and James remained standing. 

“We’d like to know what Belinda said about seeing 
us,” Shaye said. “We know that she’s living with you 
and your wife.” 
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“Somebody talked, huh?” 
“James saw you with her out behind your house,” 

Shaye said, deciding to play it straight. “And with the 
child.” 

“Matthew,” Cotton said. 
“What?” James asked. 
“His name is Matthew,” Cotton said. “We call him 

Little Matt.” 
Shaye exchanged glances with his sons. 
“Yes, I know,” Cotton said. “Your other son’s name 

was Matthew.” 
“Sheriff—” 
“Okay, here it is,” Cotton said. “She’ll see you, 

Mr. Shaye, and only you, and the meeting will take 
place at my house.” 

“Wait,” Thomas said, “why not us?” 
“Maybe later,” Cotton said. “All three of you at once 

would be overwhelming.” He looked directly at Shaye. 
“Surely you can see that.” 

Shaye hesitated, then said, “Yes, I can. All right, I 
agree.” 

“Pa—” 
“Don’t worry, Thomas,” Shaye said. “After all, it  

was to me she sent the letter.” He looked at Cotton. 
“What other conditions?” 

“Either I or my wife also has to be present,” Cotton 
said. “But not the boy. Not yet.” 

“I want to see the boy,” Shaye said. “I’ll be able to 
tell if he’s Matthew’s.” 

Again, Cotton said, “Maybe later. Belinda wants to 
see you first, Mr. Shaye.” 

“When?” 
“Tomorrow, around noon.” 
“Why not tonight?” James asked. 
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Cotton looked at James. “I’m doin’ this the way Be-
linda wants to do it, sir.” 

“What’s her relation to you, Sheriff?” Thomas 
asked. 

“None.” 
“Then why does she live with you and your mis-

sus?” 
“She needed help,” Cotton said. “And she had a 

child. My wife is not the sort of person who could ig-
nore that.” 

“She sounds like a fine woman,” Shaye said. 
“Thank you for sayin’ that,” Cotton replied. “She is.” 
“All right, Sheriff,” Shaye said, getting to his feet. 

“We’ll do this your way—the girl’s way.” 
“Come by here tomorrow at eleven forty-five and I’ll 

walk you over to my house,” Cotton said. 
“I’ll be here.” 
“Meanwhile,” Cotton said, also standing, “I’d ap-

preciate it if you and your boys could stay out of trouble 
while you’re in town.” 

“We always do our best to avoid trouble, Sheriff,” 
Shaye said. “It’s just not always our choice.” 

“Just your word on behalf of you and your boys that 
you’ll try is fine with me,” Cotton said. 

“You have it.” 
“Good enough. See you tomorrow, then.” 
Shaye nodded and led his sons out on to the street. 
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They spent the evening drinking in the Wagon Wheel 
and trying to stay out of trouble. Thomas got a deck of 
cards from the bartender and they played three-handed 
poker for pennies, turning away any who wanted to 
join them. 

“Family game,” Shaye told them. 
While playing, they talked over the day’s events and 

what tomorrow might bring. 
“I think we should go together to see her,” James 

said. “We’re all entitled.” 
“Maybe we are,” Shaye said, “but the sheriff has a 

point. Facing the three of us at once would be too over-
whelming for her.” 

“What if she’s not so easily overwhelmed?” Thomas 
asked. “I’ll take two cards.” 

“What?” James asked. 
“What if she’s puttin’ on an act,” Thomas said. 

“Conning us.” 
“You think she’s a con woman?” James asked. “That 

her child is not really Matthew’s?” 
Thomas shrugged. 
James said, “One card.” 
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“And is she foolin’ the sheriff too?” Shaye asked. 
“Dealer takes one.” 

“Maybe.” 
“Let me ask you this, Thomas,” Shaye said. “If she 

wanted to con someone, why not pick a family with 
more money? Why us?” 

“Our name?” 
“Our name?” Shaye asked. “Up until two years ago, 

no one outside of Epitaph knew who we were.” 
“They knew who you were,” James said. “In Mis-

souri.” 
“Knew who I was,” Shaye said. “But no one knew 

who the Shayes were.” 
“Until we tracked down the Langer gang and made a 

name for ourselves,” Thomas said. 
“Why would she want to be a part of that kind of 

name?” Shaye asked. 
Thomas and James didn’t have an answer. 
“Well,” Shaye said, ”I guess I’ll find out tomorrow.” 

He slapped his cards down. “I’ve got aces full.” 

Shaye turned in before his sons. They chose to stay at 
the Wagon Wheel until closing. 

“Remember what the sheriff said, boys,” Shaye told 
them. “Stay out of trouble.” 

“We will, Pa,” James promised. 
Shaye returned to the hotel while Thomas and James 

continued to play penny-ante poker, two-handed. 
About an hour before closing, three men came into 

the saloon and stopped just inside the door, looking 
around. Thomas noticed them, James did not. Eventu-
ally, they walked to the bar and ordered three beers. 

“Thomas?” 
“What?” 
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“How many cards?” 
“Oh,” Thomas said. “Uh, one.” 
“What’s wrong with you?” 
“We’re bein’ watched.” 
“By who?” James was smart enough not to turn 

around immediately. 
“Three men, at the bar.” 
“Are they from that other saloon?” James asked. 
Thomas hadn’t thought of that. 
“I don’t know,” he said. “I don’t remember everyone 

from this afternoon.” 
“Well, what are they doin’?” 
“Drinkin’ beer, watchin’ us,” Thomas said. 
“They wearin’ guns?” 
“Yes.” 
“What should we do?” 
“I know what I’m gonna do,” Thomas said. 
“What?” 
Thomas smiled. “I’m gonna bet three cents.” 

“Three more,” one of the men at the bar said. 
“We’re gonna be closin’ soon,” the barman said. 
“We’ll drink ’em fast,” the man said. “Three more.” 
The bartender shook his head and served them 

three more beers. Aside from these three men and the 
Shaye brothers, there were only a couple of other men 
in the place and they both had their heads down: one 
on a table, and one on the bar. 

“Them those Shaye boys?” the man asked. 
“Why do you want to know?” the bartender asked. 
“We’re just curious.” 
The bartender looked at the three men. He knew them. 

They worked for one of the larger ranches in the area, 
the Bar-K. He didn’t know their names, but he recog-
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nized their faces. They came into the saloon a few times 
a month, usually to start trouble. The spokesman was 
named Cobb and the other two were . . . Martin and . . . 
Franks, he thought. Or was it Frank something? 

“We just heard they was in town,” Joe Cobb said. 
“Wanted to take a look, didn’t we, boys?” 

“Sure did,” Harley Franks said and Kel Martin just 
nodded. 

“You boys better finish your beers and move on,” the 
bartender said. “I don’t want no trouble here.” 

“We’ll leave when we’re ready,” Cobb said. “Why 
don’t you go back to work?” 

The bartender stood there for a moment, then moved 
down the bar to wake up a sleeping drunk. 
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“They don’t look like so much,” Cobb said to his bud-
dies. 

“Wonder where the ol’ man is?” Franks said. 
“We better finish these beers,” Martin said. 
The other two men looked at him. 
“The bartender’s gotta close up.” 
“Shut up, Kel,” Cobb said. “He’ll close up after we 

drink up and leave.” 
“What are we gonna do, Joe?” Franks said. 
“I dunno,” Cobb said. 
“We just wanted to get a look at them,” Franks said. 

“We done that. Let’s get back to the ranch.” 
They’d been drinking at several of the other saloons 

in town, then heard from somebody that Dan Shaye 
and his sons were in town and in the Wagon Wheel. 
Franks was right. The only plan they’d had was to get a 
look at the Shayes. 

“But what fun would that be?” Cobb asked. 

Thomas watched the bartender wake the two sleeping 
drunks and get rid of them. That left only him and 
James—and the three men at the bar. 
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“Closin’ up, you fellas,” the barman said, coming 
over to their table. 

“Fine,” James said. “We’ll leave.” 
The bartender didn’t move. 
“What is it?” Thomas asked. 
“Them three are troublemakers,” he said. “They was 

askin’ about you.” 
“You know ’em?” Thomas asked. 
“Yeah, they work at the Bar-K.” 
“What kind of trouble are they lookin’ for?” Thomas 

asked. 
“The kind of trouble you fellas must be used to by 

now.” 
“Okay,” Thomas said. “Thanks.” 
“Can you take it outside?” the bartender asked. “I 

gotta close up.” 
“Don’t worry,” Thomas said. “We’re not lookin’ for 

trouble.” 
Somehow that didn’t ease the bartender’s mind. He 

went back behind the bar. 
“What do you wanna do, Thomas?” James asked. 
“I’d like to get out of here and back to our hotel with-

out trouble,” Thomas said, “but my guess is that’s not 
gonna be up to us.” 

James turned for the first time and looked at the 
three men. 

“They look like ranch hands, Thomas,” he said. 
“Not gun hands.” 

“But they’re wearin’ guns, James,” Thomas said. 
“They’re wearin’ guns.” 

“Let’s try ’em.” Cobb said. 
“What?” Franks asked. 
Cobb turned and looked at his two compadres. 
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“Come on, they don’t look like much. One of them’s 
hardly old enough to shave. Let’s brace ’em, see how 
tough they are.” 

“B-but . . . ain’t they lawmen?” Martin asked. 
“Not no more, they ain’t,” Cobb said. “Besides, them 

two ain’t wearin’ no badges.” 
“I don’t know—” Martin said. “I think we better get 

back to the ranch, Cobb.” 
“Nobody cares what you think, Kel,” Cobb said. He 

looked at Franks. “Whataya say, Harley? Wanna have 
some fun?” 

Harley Franks had just enough beer and whiskey in 
him from a whole night of drinking that the idea ap-
pealed to him. They worked hard punching cows all the 
time. Where was the harm in having some fun? 

“Why not?” he said. “What do we do?” 
Cobb turned as he heard chairs scraping the floor  

and saw the two Shayes standing up, getting ready to 
leave. 

“You two just follow my lead,” he said to Franks and 
Martin. “We make them back down and we’ll be the 
ones with a rep, not them.” 

“I’m a cowhand,” Martin said, confused. “I don’t 
want a rep.” 

Nobody was listening. 
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“Let’s just leave, James,” Thomas said. “There’s nothin’ 
else we can do.” 

“All right.” 
They pushed their chairs back and stood up. The 

bartender was behind the bar, watching all five men 
warily. There was a shotgun under the bar, but he 
wasn’t going to get involved. 

As they headed for the door, one of the men pushed 
away from the bar, followed by the other two, although 
Thomas could see one of them was moving reluctantly. 

“Hold on, gents,” the man said. “What’s your 
hurry?” 

“No hurry,” Thomas said. “It’s closin’ time and we’re 
leavin’.” 

“But we ain’t even met yet,” the man said. “My 
name’s Cobb. What’s yours?” 

“It’s a little late to be makin’ new friends, don’t you 
think?” Thomas asked. “Besides, I get the feelin’ you 
and your partners already know our names.” 

“Shaye, right?” Cobb asked. “Dan Shaye’s sons?” 
“That’s right,” James said. “What about it?” 
“I was just wonderin’,” Cobb said, chuckling. “Didn’t 

your daddy give you your own names?” 
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“Friend,” Thomas said, “we don’t have time for this. 
Move out of the way. We’re leavin’.” 

“With your tails between your legs?” Cobb asked. 
“What?” James asked. Thomas put a steadying hand 

on his little brother’s arm. 
“That’s the only way you’re leavin’,” Cobb said. “With 

your tails between your legs . . . ain’t that right, boys?” 
“Uh, right,” Franks said. 
“Um . . .” Martin said. 
Thomas looked at the other two men. One looked 

confused and the other simply looked drunk. 
“You fellas gonna let your friend’s mouth get you 

into all kinds of trouble?” he asked them. “Because 
that’s what he’s doin’. He’s lookin’ for trouble.” 

“And he’s gonna find it,” James added. 
“You boys got guns on,” Thomas said. “You ready to 

use ’em?” 
“Hey . . .” Harley Franks said. “Hey . . . nobody said 

anything about no gunplay.” 
“Well,” Thomas said, “your friend says we’re leavin’ 

here with our tails between our legs. The only way 
we’re gonna do that is if you fellas know how to use 
those guns of yours.” 

“Cobb—” Martin said. 
“Shut up, Kel. They’re bluffin’.” 
“Bluffin’?” Thomas said. “What would we be bluf- 

fin’ about, Cobb?” 
“You ain’t gonna use them guns.” 
“Why not?” Thomas asked. “You seem to know our 

reputation. What makes you think I won’t kill you to 
get by you and then go back to my hotel and sleep like 
a baby?” 

Cobb stared at Thomas. James looked at the other 
men, both of whom were shuffling their feet nervously. 
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“Time for you two to go,” he said. 
Martin and Franks exchanged a glance. 
“Now!” James snapped. “Last chance.” 
Both men jumped, then turned and headed for the  

door. 
“Sorry, Cobb,” Franks said on his way out. 
Both men went through the batwing doors so quickly 

that they swung back and forth violently in their wake. 
Cobb didn’t turn his head or take his eyes off Thomas. 
It was as if he were afraid to, afraid that Thomas would 
shoot him down if he did. 

“Now it’s your turn,” Thomas said. “Turn around  
and walk away.” 

“With my tail between my legs?” 
“That’s exactly—” James started, but Thomas cut 

him off. 
“No,” Thomas said. “You can leave with your . . . dig-

nity, if you like. Let’s just say this was all a mistake.” 
Cobb continued to stare at him. 
“Back out if you want,” Thomas said. “We’ll wait.” 
Joe Cobb kept his hand away from his gun and 

started taking steps backward. Eventually, he had to 
turn his head to find the door, but he did it quickly. It 
wasn’t until he had one foot out the door that he stopped 
and turned back. 

“I can’t do it,” he said. 
Thomas turned his head and looked at James. 
“Step away,” he said. 
James obeyed. 
“Bartender?” Thomas said. “You watchin’ this?” 
“Uh, y-yes, sir.” 
“Good.” He turned back to Cobb. “Last chance.” 
“I can’t,” Cobb said and went for his gun. 
Thomas’s hand flashed down, drew his gun, and  
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fired before Cobb had a chance to clear leather. The 
impact of the shot to the man’s chest tossed him through 
the batwing doors and off the boardwalk, where he 
landed on his back in the street. 

“Jesus . . .” the bartender said. 
“Yeah . . .” James said. 
Thomas ejected the spent shell, replaced it, holstered  

the gun, and then said to James, “We’ll have to wait  
here for the law.” 
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At breakfast the next morning, Thomas and James told 
their father what happened after he left the Wagon 
Wheel the night before. 

“Did the sheriff come?” Shaye asked. 
“He did,” Thomas said. “The bartender backed my 

story that Cobb gave me no choice.” 
“And you still have your gun?” Shaye asked. “He’s 

not holding you over for a hearing?” 
“No,” Thomas said. “I thought he was going to, but 

I think he let us go because of our names.” 
Shaye thought about that for a moment. 
“I guess I hadn’t realized what kind of reputation 

tracking the Langer gang down had given us,” Shaye 
said. 

“Not to mention Vengeance Creek,” Thomas said. 
Shaye rubbed his face with both hands. 
“So our rep first got you into trouble—and then out.” 
“I guess so.” 
“Maybe my plan to hole up in Winchester at the  

ranch was the right one,” he said. 
“I don’t know, Pa,” Thomas said. “Don’t that sort of 

sound like . . . hidin’ out.” 
“Yep, it sounds a lot like hidin’ out,” Shaye agreed. 
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“Well, why should we?” Thomas asked, looking from 
his father to James and back. “It ain’t like we’re out-
laws.” 

“We got nothin’ to be ashamed of, Pa,” James said. 
“No, you’re right, James,” Shaye said. “We don’t— 

but we’ll have to think about all this later. Today we got 
something else to take care of.” 

“Matthew’s kid,” James said. 
“If it is Matthew’s,” Thomas said. “Pa, what do we 

do if it is?” 
“I don’t know yet, Thomas,” Shaye said. “I’m just 

trying to go one step at a time.” 
“Well,” Thomas said, “I wanna talk to this girl. I 

wanna see this child.” 
“So do I,” James said. 
“You both will,” Shaye said, “but we’ll do it her 

way—for now.” 
“What if it ain’t her way?” James asked. “What if 

she’s doin’ this because the sheriff’s tellin’ her to?” 
“I’ll find out, James,” Shaye said. “I’ll know a lot 

more after this afternoon.” 
The waiter came with their breakfast and they 

stopped talking and ate in silence, each man alone in 
his thoughts. 

“Are you sure this is the right thing to do?” Marion 
Cotton asked her husband that morning. 

“I don’t see what else there is to do,” Cotton said. 
“Belinda wants to see Shaye.” 

“But we’ve told her she can stay here with us.” 
“If Shaye is the boy’s grandfather, he has a right to 

know and to see him, don’t you think?” 
“I suppose so,” she said. “I’ve just come to love that 

little boy so much.” 
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Cotton reached across the table and covered her hand 
with his. 

“I know, honey. I know.” 

Dan Shaye and his sons killed the morning just sitting 
on chairs out in front of their hotel. Around eleven 
thirty-five Shaye got to his feet. 

“Might as well mosey over to the sheriff’s office,” he 
said. “You boys going to wait right here?” 

“Sure, Pa,” James said. 
“And you going to stay out of trouble?” 
“Yes, Pa,” Thomas said. 
“Good. I’ll be back soon.” 
They watched him cross the street and walk toward 

the sheriff’s office. 
“Are we gonna sit right here?” James asked. 
“You bet we are,” Thomas said. “We can’t get into 

trouble doin’ that . . . can we?” 
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As Shaye approached the sheriff’s office, the door 
opened and Sheriff Cotton stepped out. 

“Right on time, Shaye,” the lawman said. 
“Actually, I’m a little early.” 
“Five minutes or so,” Cotton said. “I was just step-

ping outside to wait for you.” 
“Well, I’m here,” Shaye said. “Can we go?’ 
“Sure,” Cotton said. “This way.” 
“I know which way you live,” Shaye said and the two 

men started walking north. 
“Belinda is very nervous about meeting you, Shaye,” 

Cotton said. “I hope you’ll be . . . considerate.” 
“I’m not here to scare her, Sheriff,” Shaye said. “I’m 

just here to find out the truth.” 
“Well, Belinda’s no liar—if that’s what you’re imply-

ing.” 
“I’m not implying anything,” Shaye said. “I’m just 

saying . . . Don’t worry. I’m not going to attack her.” 
“Well, I’ll be there while you talk to her, so I know 

you won’t,” Cotton said. 
“What about your wife?” 
“She’ll stay with the boy.” 
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“I want to see him too.” 
“In time, you will. Okay, here’s my house.” 
They walked to the front door of the small one-story 

house. From the porch Shaye could see the schoolhouse 
James had told him about. 

Cotton opened the door and allowed Shaye to pre-
cede him into the house. He showed him into a mod-
estly furnished living room. From past experience Shaye 
knew that the house usually came with the job. 

“Wait here and I’ll fetch Belinda.” 
Shaye nodded and Cotton left the room. He surprised 

himself by feeling nervous about meeting the girl. Or 
maybe he was more nervous about possibly having a 
grandson. 

Moments later Cotton came back into the room lead-
ing a young woman. Shaye saw immediately that she 
was the kind of woman a young man would find hard 
to resist. Or possibly even an old man. She was ex-
tremely lively, with long black hair, pale skin, and the 
kind of body he had seen on many young women in 
saloons, only she was wearing a plain gingham dress, 
not a revealing peasant blouse or gown. 

“Dan Shaye,” Riley Cotton said, “meet Belinda Da-
vis. Belinda, this is Daniel Shaye.” 

“Belinda,” Shaye said, removing his hat. “It’s nice to 
meet you. I came in response to your letter.” 

“Mr. Shaye,” she said very formally, “it’s very nice to 
meet you.” 

She put out her hand and he shook it gently. 
“I’m sorry it took so long to get here,” Shaye said, 

“but your letter didn’t reach us until—” 
“I understand,” she said, cutting him off. “I knew 

sending you that letter was a long shot. I’m just glad it 
finally reached you.” 
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“Why don’t we all sit down?” Sheriff Cotton sug-
gested. 

“Actually, Riley,” Belinda said, “I’d love to have some 
coffee. Perhaps Mr. Shaye would as well?” 

“But . . . Marion is with Little Matt.” 
Belinda smiled at him and said, “I thought may-

be . . . well, could you get it . . . please?” 
“Well . . .” The lawman looked confused. “All right.” 
From the looks of things, Belinda had Sheriff Cot-

ton wrapped around her little finger. And from the 
look on Cotton’s face, he didn’t exactly think of her as 
a daughter. 

She watched as Cotton left the living room to go to 
the kitchen, then turned back to Shaye with her arms 
folded across her breasts. 

“You pretty much get your way here, don’t you?” 
Shaye asked. 

“They’re nice people,” Belinda said, “but they can’t 
give me what I want . . . what I need.” 

“And I can?” 
“You and your sons, yes.” 
“We don’t have much money—” 
“I’m not looking for money, Mr. Shaye,” Belinda 

said. 
“Then what is it?” 
“I’m looking for protection.” 
“Protection? From who?” 
“Do you know a man named Jeb Collier?” 
“Collier?” Shaye thought for a moment. “No, can’t 

say I do.” 
“He’s an outlaw,” Belinda said. “He also thinks he’s 

my son’s father.” 
“And you need protection from him?” Shaye asked. 

“What about the sheriff?” 
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“The sheriff and his wife have been wonderful to 
us,” she said, “but there’s no way he’d be able to handle 
Jeb and his gang.” 

“Gang? How big a gang?” 
“I don’t know,” she said. “Four, maybe more. Jeb’s 

brother Ben, Jeb’s longtime friend Clark Wilson. Maybe 
one or two others.” 

“Well, if you’re worried they’re going to come to 
town, that would be the sheriff’s job—” 

“The sheriff isn’t related to my son,” Belinda said. 
“You are. You’re his grandfather.” 

“Well . . . that remains to be seen,” Shaye said. “I have 
to tell you, I have a hard time believing my son Mat-
thew and you . . . well, especially after meeting you—” 

“You don’t think I was good enough for your son?” 
she demanded. 

“Don’t get all riled up,” Shaye said. “Good’s got 
nothing to do with it. I think my son was a little too . . . I 
don’t think he could have handled a woman like you.” 

“Matthew was a handsome young man, Mr. Shaye.” 
“That may be,” Shaye said, “but I don’t think he 

could have carried on a . . . relationship with a woman 
without me or one of his brothers knowing about it.” 

Shaye could smell coffee from the kitchen and fig-
ured the sheriff would be returning any minute. 

“What did you want to tell me that you didn’t want 
the sheriff to hear?” he asked. 

“I just don’t want the sheriff thinking he’s going to 
protect me and Little Matt,” she said. “Jeb and his gang 
would kill him. I don’t want to be the cause of Marion 
becoming a widow.” 

“The sheriff’s got deputies—” 
“Mr. Shaye,” Belinda said, “you’ve been in this town 

long enough to get the feel of it. This is Texas, yes, but 
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this is not the Wild West. This town is too damned 
civilized to withstand Jeb Collier and his men.” 

“What do you want my sons and I to do, Belinda?” 
he asked. “Stand up to them when they come here? Or 
take you away before they arrive?” 

“Jeb Collier has spent the last two years in Yuma 
Prison,” she told him. “By my reckoning, he either got 
out a few weeks ago or he’ll get out a few weeks from 
now. I’m not dead sure he’ll come here, but I believe he 
will. He believes that I’m his and that my son is his. I’m 
here to tell you that neither is true.” 

“Did you love my son, Belinda?” 
“I can’t say that I did, Mr. Shaye,” she said. “I’m try-

ing to be honest with you here. I liked Matthew and 
we . . . we have a son together.” 

“Let’s say for a moment that’s true,” Shaye said. 
“Did Matthew know you were pregnant?” 

“No, I never told him.” 
“Why not?” 
“Truthfully, I thought Jeb would kill him.” 
“Jeb knew you were pregnant?” 
“He found out just before he went to prison.” 
“Yuma is a long way from here,” Shaye said. “How 

did he end up there instead of, say, Huntsville?” 
“I’m not sure,” she said. “He was wanted in Arizona 

for something, I don’t know what, but I know he got 
two years.” 

“Belinda . . . this . . . relationship you had with my son, 
was it in Epitaph? Because I don’t remember you from 
there and I don’t remember anyone named Collier and 
his gang being there.” 

“You don’t believe me,” she said. 
He didn’t have time to answer because the sheriff came 

in carrying some cups and a pot precariously on a tray. 



98 ROBERT J. RANDISI 

“I’m not used to this, so I’m hoping I don’t drop it,” 
Cotton said. 

“I’ll take it, Riley,” she said, grabbing the tray from 
him with practiced hands. Shaye noticed the change in 
her demeanor as she once again showed more refine-
ment than she had during their conversation. Her no-
nonsense attitude disappeared. 

“Mr. Shaye, do you take sugar?” 
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Thomas and James were wondering how the meeting 
with Belinda Davis and their father was going when the 
young deputy they’d met the day before came saunter-
ing over. 

Well, they hadn’t actually met him, because they 
hadn’t exchanged names, but they were sure he knew 
who they were. 

“Heard you had some excitement last night,” the 
deputy said, stopping in front of them. They were both 
seated in straight-backed wooden chairs, just sort of 
lounging. Thomas had his chair leaning back against 
the building, the front two legs off the ground, but 
when the deputy stopped in front of them he let the 
chair come down and shifted his weight in it. 

“That so?” he asked. “Where’d you hear that?” 
“From the sheriff.” 
“Well, it wasn’t much,” James said. “Just some cow-

hands who got a little too drunk. One of them drew 
and my brother planted him.” 

Thomas looked at James and said, “ ‘Planted’?” 
James shrugged. 
“Uh-huh.” The deputy said again. 
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“We ain’t been properly introduced,” Thomas said. 
“I’m Thomas Shaye. This here’s my brother James.” 

The introduction caught the young deputy off guard. 
“Oh, uh, my name’s Thad Hagen,” the young man 

said, “Deputy Thad Hagen.” 
“Glad to meet you, Deputy,” Thomas said. 
“Yeah, well . . . uh, yeah, glad to meet you fellas too. 

Where’s your pa?” 
“Dan Shaye’s our pa,” Thomas said. “He’s with the 

sheriff right about now.” 
“Oh . . . well, okay, then,” Hagen said. “I got to get on 

with my rounds.” 
“Thanks for askin’ after us,” Thomas said. 
“Uh, sure,” the man said. “I was just . . . uh, sure. 

Okay.” 
Slightly confused, the deputy walked away. 
“Guess he didn’t realize he was askin’ after us,” 

James said. “You sure took the starch outta him by in-
troducin’ us.” 

“Just tryin’ to be neighborly, James,” Thomas said. 
“Ain’t that what Pa taught us?” 

“That’s it exactly,” James said. “Neighborly.” 
“Wonder what’s takin’ Pa so long,” Thomas said. 

“Sure do wanna get a look at this boy who’s supposed 
to be Matthew’s.” 

“Thomas,” James said, “I don’t think Matthew 
could’ve been with a girl without one of us knowin’, do 
you?” 

“No, sir, I sure don’t, James,” Thomas said. “He 
woulda been braggin’ to one of us.” 

“Pa woulda knowed too.” 
“Or Ma,” Thomas said. 
James’s eyes widened. 
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“You think it mighta happened while Ma was . . . was 
alive?” 

“Could’ve, I reckon,” Thomas said. “But she woulda 
known, James. Ma always knew when one of us was  
keepin’ a secret from her.” 

“She was spooky that way.” 
James rocked in his chair for a few moments, then 

said, “I still miss her.” 
Thomas didn’t reply, but he felt the same way. 

Belinda’s attitude was unaltered while Sheriff Cotton 
was in the room, but eventually she got him to take 
the tray of empty cups back into the kitchen. At that 
moment she turned to Shaye, her demeanor totally 
changed. 

“What are you going to do, Mr. Shaye?” she asked. 
“Are you going to help me?” 

“I assume you don’t want me to discuss this with the 
sheriff.” 

“I prefer that you don’t.” 
Shaye hesitated, then said, “I have to see the boy, 

Belinda.” 
“That’s not a problem,” she said, “but will you decide 

then?” 
“Not today,” he said. “After I see the boy, I’ll have to 

talk to my sons. I’m sure they’re going to want to meet 
both of you as well.” 

She looked exasperated. 
“Jeb Collier and his men could come riding into town 

at any moment,” she argued. 
“That may be so,” Shaye said, “but I won’t be pushed 

into a decision before I’m ready. You won’t be able to 
ride me or my boys the way you do the sheriff, Belinda.” 



102 ROBERT J. RANDISI 

She sat back in her chair and stared at him. The sher-
iff came walking back in and looked at them both. 

“What did I miss?” he asked. 
“Nothing, Riley,” Belinda said with a false smile. 
“I’m ready to meet the boy,” Shaye said. 
“Belinda?” Cotton asked. 
“Yes,” she said, “I’ll go and bring him in. Please, 

Mr. Shaye, don’t say or do anything to frighten him.” 
“I’m not a monster, Belinda,” Shaye said. “I won’t 

scare him.” 
She nodded and left the room. 
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Shaye was surprised to find that he was nervous to meet 
the boy who might be his grandson. When Belinda re-
turned to the room, she was followed by the sheriff’s 
wife, who was carrying the boy. 

The first thing Shaye noticed was that the boy was 
big for his age, much the way Matthew had been. He 
also had brown hair and brown eyes. On the other 
hand, the boy seemed fairly alert, which had not been 
the case with the young Matthew. 

“Mr. Shaye,” Belinda said, “this is Marion Cotton, 
Sheriff Cotton’s wife.” 

“Ma’am.” 
“Mr. Shaye.” 
“And this is Matthew,” Belinda said. “We call him 

Little Matt.” 
Shaye wondered briefly why it was the sheriff’s wife 

who was carrying the boy and not his mother. 
Marion Cotton brought the boy toward Shaye, who 

took a few steps closer to get a good look at him. 
“Hello, Little Matt,” he said, reaching a hand out to 

the boy, who immediately grabbed one of his fingers. 
The child’s grip on his finger was impressive. 

“He’s a strong boy,” Shaye said. 
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“Yes, he is,” the sheriff’s wife agreed. 
Shaye studied the boy, trying to see if he could find 

any trace of Matthew in there somewhere. Certainly 
this child had the size, but other than that Shaye 
couldn’t see a resemblance between Little Matt and his 
own son. Neither did he see any of himself or his wife 
in the boy’s face or eyes. 

“Well?” Sheriff Cotton asked. “What do you think?” 
“It’s too soon to tell,” Shaye said. “He’s a fine-look-

ing boy, but . . .” 
“Why won’t you accept him as your grandchild?” 

Marion asked. 
“Ma’am,” he said, “with all due respect, you didn’t 

know my son. A relationship of this type between him 
and Belinda—or him and any girl—is hard to believe.” 

“I’m sorry that your son is dead, Mr. Shaye,” Marion 
said, “but this boy needs his family.” 

“Marion!” Cotton said. 
“No, it’s okay,” Shaye said. “She’s right. The boy 

does need a family—I’m just not ready to say that my 
sons and I are that family.” He directed himself to Be-
linda. “When can my sons meet you and the boy?” 

“Any time, I suppose,” she said. “Today, tomorrow.” 
“Tomorrow, I think, then,” Shaye said. “I want some 

time to talk with my sons.” 
“Fine,” Cotton said. “Should we do it here again?” 
“Outside,” Belinda said. “Maybe out back.” 
“Noon?” Shaye asked. 
“Yes.” He could tell Belinda was not satisfied with 

the outcome so far. “That’s fine.” 
“Well . . .” Shaye said, not sure how to end this. “It 

was nice to meet you, Belinda.” 
“Yes, you too,” she said, putting out her hand. Shaye 

doubted that the Cottons could see what he saw: the dis-
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satisfied look on her face and in the set of her shoulders. 
“I’ll come out with you,” Cotton said. “I have to go 

back to work.” 
They walked to the door together and stepped out-

side. 
“Mind if I walk back to town with you?” the sheriff 

asked. 
“No, sir.” 
They walked back together, but didn’t talk very 

much, which suited Shaye. He wondered how the man 
would react if he told him how controlled he thought he 
was by Belinda Davis. He also wondered if Belinda was 
able to manipulate Mrs. Cotton in the same way? 

When they reached the center of town, the sheriff 
said, “Well, I better get back to my office. I’ll meet you 
there again tomorrow?” 

“I know where your house is,” Shaye said. “Why 
don’t we just meet you there?” 

“Fine,” Cotton said. “I’ll see you all then.” 
He broke away from Shaye, who continued on to the 

hotel, where his sons were waiting. 

Thomas spotted his father first, walking up the street 
toward them. 

“James.” 
James turned his head and saw his father. They both 

stood and waited for Shaye to reach them. 
“Pa?” Thomas said. 
“How did it go?” James asked, anxiously. “Is the boy 

Matthew’s?” 
“I can’t tell, boys,” Shaye said. “He’s a big boy, all 

right, but there’s no way to tell.” 
“Maybe we’ll be able to tell,” James suggested. 

“When can Thomas and me see him?” 
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“Tomorrow afternoon,” Shaye said. 
“Why then?” James asked. “Why not today?” 
“Let’s get some lunch, boys,” Thomas said. “We can  

talk about it while we eat.” 
“But Pa—” 
“Come on, James,” Thomas said. “Pa’s obviously got 

somethin’ to talk to us about. Let’s let him tell us.” 
“Pa?” James asked. 
“Over lunch, James,” Shaye said. “Over lunch.” 
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q 
“So she’s puttin’ on an act?” James asked. 

“For the sheriff and his wife, yes,” Shaye said. “Not 
for me.” 

“And the sheriff is buying it?” 
“He is,” Shaye said. “I don’t know about his wife. 

She might be able to see through Belinda.” 
“So she’s not the shy, helpless little thing she wants 

them to believe,” Thomas said. 
“I don’t know if they would have taken her in other-

wise,” Shaye said. 
He’d told both boys the entire story: what he saw and 

what Belinda Davis had told him. 
“So she wants us to protect her from this Collier 

gang,” Thomas said. “Do you plan to do that?” 
“I don’t plan to do anything until you boys have met 

her and her son,” Shaye said. “We’re in this together. 
You’ll make your own decisions.” 

“Collier,” James said. “I don’t know that name, Pa. 
What was he in Yuma Prison for?” 

“She doesn’t know,” Shaye said. “Maybe I can send 
some telegrams and find out.” 

“What about the sheriff?” Thomas asked. “Don’t 
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you think he should be warned that there’s a gang on its 
way?” 

“Yes,” Shaye said, “I do think he should be warned, 
even though Belinda doesn’t want to tell him.” 

“That won’t make him very happy with her,” James 
said. “And she’ll be mad at you for tellin’ him.” 

“I can’t worry about that,” Shaye said. “I’ve been 
sheriff in enough towns to know that he needs to be 
told. I just wanted to talk to you boys first.” 

“How do you think he’ll react?” Thomas asked. 
“Think he’ll put her out of his house?” 

“I think his wife will have something to say about 
that,” Shaye said. “The way she was holding that boy, 
I know she loves him.” 

“Why do you think Belinda wasn’t holdin’ him, Pa?” 
“I get the feeling Belinda’s maternal instinct doesn’t 

match the sheriff’s wife’s,” Shaye said. 
“They have any kids of their own?” James asked. 
“Apparently not,” Shaye said, “which would explain 

her attachment to . . . to Little Matt.” 
“If the boy is not Matthew’s, Pa,” Thomas asked, 

“why would she name him Little Matt?” 
“I don’t know. Maybe she was planning this that far 

back.” 
“Makes her kind of a schemer, don’t it?” Thomas 

asked. 
“Oh yeah,” Shaye said, “I think that’s a good word 

to describe her.” 
James pushed his plate away. 
“When are you gonna tell the sheriff about this?” 
“No time like the present, I thought,” Shaye said. 

“We can go and tell him now.” 
“Then let’s do it,” Thomas said. “Maybe he’ll know 

who Collier is.” 
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“I just hope he believes you,” James said. 
“If he doesn’t,” Shaye said, “he just has to ask Be-

linda.” 

When Sheriff Cotton looked up from his desk and saw 
them entering his office, he looked surprised. 

“Didn’t expect to see you so soon,” he said. “What’s 
this about?” 

“We’ve got something to tell you,” Shaye said, “and 
I don’t think it’s going to make you real happy.” 

Cotton leaned back in his chair and stared at him. 
His gun was once again on a hook above his head. 
Shaye realized he was leaning back to get within reach 
of it. 

“You won’t need your gun,” he told the lawman. “At 
least not now.” 

“What are you talking about?” 
“Do you know the name Jeb Collier?” Shaye asked. 
“Collier?” Cotton thought a moment. “Collier. I 

don’t think so. Why?” 
“Maybe you’ve got some paper on him,” Shaye said. 

“He either just got out of Yuma or he’s getting out 
soon.” 

“How long was he in?” 
“Two years.” 
“Not wanted anymore, then, is he?” 
“Maybe not,” Shaye said, “but the word I get is that 

he might be on his way here with a gang.” 
“To do what?” Cotton asked. “What was he in for?” 
“I don’t know why he was in,” Shaye said, “but 

maybe you should ask Belinda why he’s coming here.” 
“Belinda? What’s she got to do with it?” 
“Sheriff,” Shaye said, “she’s the one who told me about 

Collier.” 
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Cotton frowned. 
“What would her connection be to a man like that?” 

he asked. 
“Well,” Shaye said, “for one thing, he apparently 

thinks he’s Little Matt’s father.” 
“What? What the hell are you talking about?” Cot-

ton demanded. “When do you claim she told you 
this?” 

“After she sent you into the kitchen to make coffee.” 
“She didn’t send me—” 
“She sent you, Sheriff,” Shaye said. “That little gal 

has you wrapped around her little finger.” 
Cotton bristled at that. 
“What are you saying?” he demanded angrily. “I 

never—” 
“I’m not suggesting anything,” Shaye said. “I’m just 

saying that Belinda hasn’t shown you and your wife her 
real self. She’s got you wrapped around her finger— 
maybe like a daughter might—and I’ll bet that baby has 
won your wife’s heart, hasn’t he?” 

Cotton calmed down a bit. “He has, yeah.” 
“Let me explain . . .” 
Briefly, Shaye told the lawman everything Belinda 

had told him during the man’s absence from the room. 
“I’m finding this hard to believe,” the lawman said 

when Shaye finished. 
“Look, Sheriff,” Shaye said. “All you have to do is 

ask her. If you do that, I think she’ll tell you the 
truth.” 

“If she’s afraid of this Collier and his gang, why 
wouldn’t she just tell me?” he demanded. “Why send  
for you?” 

“I guess you’d have to ask her that,” Shaye said. He 
decided to leave the man his pride as long as he could. 
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“And why are you telling me this if she doesn’t want 
you to?” 

“Because I’m not wrapped around her finger,” Shaye 
said. “And because I’ve been a lawman and I think you 
need to know if a gang of outlaws is on its way to your 
town so you can prepare.” 

Cotton thought about it for a moment, then pushed 
his chair back. 

“I’m going to have to ask Belinda about this.” 
“I know you will,” Shaye said, “but I’m asking you to 

put it off for a day.” 
“Why’s that?” 
“Give me and my boys time to settle our business 

with her,” Shaye said. “After we meet with her tomor-
row, you can confront her, but if you do it now she 
might not let my sons meet the boy.” 

“She wouldn’t do that.” 
“Think about it, Sheriff,” Shaye said. “Do you really 

know the girl?” 
Cotton hesitated, then said, “I thought I did.” 
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q 
All four men left the sheriff’s office together, but the 
Shayes stopped just outside and watched the sheriff 
walk off toward his house. 

“Do you think he’ll confront her now?” James 
asked. 

“I hope not,” Shaye said. “I hope he’ll wait until to-
morrow.” 

“And if he doesn’t?” Thomas asked. “How can we  
leave without bein’ dead sure if that kid is Mat-
thew’s?” 

“I don’t know if we’ll ever be sure, Thomas,” Shaye 
said. 

“But Pa, if there’s even the smallest chance that he’s 
part of our family . . .” James said. 

“I know, James,” Shaye said, putting his hand on his 
youngest son’s shoulder, “I know. We’ll just have to 
wait and see.” 

Sheriff Cotton was halfway to his house before he made 
his decision. There was no harm in waiting one more 
day and giving Dan Shaye and his sons time to make up 
their minds about Little Matt. 
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When he reached the house, he found Marion still 
holding the baby and Belinda nowhere in evidence. 

“What brings you back here so soon?” Marion 
asked. 

“Just wanted to check and see if everyone was all 
right,” Cotton said. “Where’s Belinda?” 

“She went out,” Marion said, “right after you left.” 
“Did she say anything to you?” 
“No,” Marion said, rubbing the baby’s back. “She 

just said she had to go out. I assumed she had some 
thinking to do.” 

“I think we all have some thinking to do,” Cotton 
said. 

“What do you mean?” 
“I have something to tell you,” Cotton said, “but we 

can’t act on it right away.” 
“What are you talking about?” she asked. 
“Sit down,” he said, “and I’ll tell you . . .” 

When Belinda left the Cotton house, she hurried into 
town, hoping that she wouldn’t run into either the sher-
iff or Dan Shaye. She made her way all the way to the 
south end of town and when she came to that Y junction 
in the street she went to the right. Before she reached the 
livery, she came to a hardware store and entered. The 
man behind the counter was busy with a customer, so 
she moved to one side and waited for the customer to 
finish his business and leave. Hurriedly, she ran to the 
door and flipped the open side to the closed side and 
locked the door. 

“Belinda—” 
The man came from behind the counter and they fell 

into an embrace, followed by a deep kiss. 
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“You’re not supposed to come here during the day,” 
Alvin Simon scolded her. 

Simon was in his late twenties and had opened his 
hardware story only a year before. He and Belinda had 
met when he first came to town, flirted for a while, and 
then had become lovers six months ago. But they were 
determined to keep it a secret from the rest of the  
town—especially from Riley Cotton and his wife. To 
that end they rarely, if ever, met during the day, so Si-
mon was surprised to see Belinda in his shop. 

“I had to come,” she said. “I just finished talking 
with Daniel Shaye.” 

“And? Has he accepted Little Matt as his grandson?” 
“No, not yet,” she said. She moved away from him 

and clasped her hands together. “He wants his sons to 
meet me and Matt first.” 

“So when will that happen?” 
“Tomorrow.” 
“Did you tell him about Jeb Collier and his gang?” 
“Yes.” 
“And?” 
“He never heard of Jeb.” 
“I told you,” Simon said. “Nobody has. He’s not 

such a scary man.” He walked over to her and took her 
hands. “I told you I can protect you if he shows up.” 

She pushed his hands away and said, “No, you can’t. 
He’d kill you without a second thought.” 

“If I’m such a pathetic man,” he complained, “why 
do you love me?” 

“I never said you were pathetic,” she replied, but like 
most men she’d known he was nearly pathetic and cer-
tainly easy to manipulate—every man but Daniel 
Shaye. 

Alvin Simon was a young man with a bright future, 
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which meant that he had money and he had the means 
and the smarts to make more. That made him a good 
choice for Belinda. But if she could not convince Daniel 
Shaye and his sons to kill Jeb Collier for her, then Jeb 
was certainly going to kill Alvin Simon, Belinda’s golden 
goose. 

“But you’re not a gunman. That’s what it will take to 
kill Jeb,” she finished. 

“Gunmen like these Shaye men you keep talking 
about?” Simon asked. “I read about these men back 
East, Belinda. They are all killers . . . back shooters. How 
could you associate yourself with such . . . ruffians? First 
Jeb Collier and then Matthew Shaye?” He grabbed her 
arms. “You’re so much better than that, my darling.” 

She allowed him to draw her into his arms and laid 
her head on his shoulder. “You’re the only one who 
thinks so, Alvin.” 

“I don’t think so, I know so,” he said. “I’ll protect 
you, dearest. I promise.” 

“I know you mean to,” she said, but she knew that if 
she didn’t do something, Alvin Simon and his money 
would be lost to her. 

“That’s not possible,” Marion said when the sheriff 
finished his story. “Mr. Shaye must be wrong.” 

“Marion,” Cotton said, “she gets her way all the 
time.” 

“That’s because we love her,” Marion said, “not be-
cause she manipulates us.” 

“Are you sure, Marion?” he asked. “Are you sure it 
isn’t Little Matt that you love?” 

“Well, of course I love him.” She hugged the little 
boy close to her breast, kissing his forehead. 

“What if it is true?” Cotton asked. “Then what?” 
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“You mean, that some desperados are on their way 
here and one of them thinks he’s this child’s father?” 

“Yes.” 
“Well, you’re the law . . . you’ll tell them to leave 

town.” 
“Don’t be naïve, Marion,” he said. “You’ve been a 

lawman’s wife long enough to know it doesn’t work  
that way. It’s more than likely I’d have to make them 
leave.” 

“Could you?” 
“I don’t know,” he said honestly. “I really haven’t  

had to deal with anything like this since taking this job. 
Drunken cowboys, yes. Gunmen, no.” 

“But . . . you have deputies.” 
“Two young deputies,” he said. “They’re not equipped 

for this.” 
Marion began to pace, bouncing the baby as she 

did. 
“I can’t believe this,” she said. “If he’s right . . . we 

can’t let them take the baby, Riley. And if she’s been us-
ing us, we should put her out.” 

“And keep the baby?” he asked. “Her baby?” 
“Her baby?” She stopped pacing and faced him. “She 

never feeds him, I do. She never picks him up when he 
cries, I do.” Her anger was sudden and fierce. 

“Marion,” he asked, “how long have you been this  
angry?” 

“All right,” she said, “all right, so I know she’s using 
us. I see the way she wraps you around her little finger. 
But I love Little Matt.” She hugged the baby tightly. “I 
was willing to put up with her to keep him here.” 

“Why didn’t you tell me?” 
She looked away. 
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“I didn’t think you’d believe me,” she said. “She’s so 
young, so pretty . . . I see that way you look at her.” 

“Marion!” he said. “I never—” 
“I know you never have, Riley,” she said, “but some-

times I think . . . you want to.” 
“Marion,” he said, putting his hand on her arm, “I 

love you.” 
“And I love you, Riley,” she said. “What do we do?” 
“Well, we’ll let the Shayes make up their minds,” he 

said. “If they decide that this baby is part of their fam-
ily, they’ll do whatever they can to protect him.” 

“You mean, they’ll fight this Jeb Collier and his men? 
And kill them?” 

“Yes.” 
“And then what?” she asked. “Will they want to take 

Belinda and the baby with them?” 
“I don’t think so,” he said. “I think I could convince 

them to leave the baby with us. After all, they’re three 
men living without a woman.” 

“But Belinda—” 
“Belinda can’t control Dan Shaye,” Cotton said. “He 

sees right through her.” 
“But how do we get Belinda to leave him here if we 

put her out?” she asked. 
“If what you say is true about her, then she won’t 

want to take him with her. Or if she’s the kind of girl 
Shaye thinks she is, maybe she’ll sell the baby to us.” 

“Sell him? My God, would she do that? Could we 
have been that wrong about her?” 

“I don’t know,” he said. He stroked Little Matt’s 
chubby cheek with one finger. He had to admit he loved 
the child too. He also had to admit—to himself, but 
never to his wife—that he had, in the past, entertained 
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the thought of being with Belinda. If she would leave, 
then that temptation would be removed forever. 

“I think we’ll have to wait and see what happens 
when Jeb Collier and his men get here, Marion.” 

“But if Dan Shaye and his sons won’t face them, 
you’ll have to,” she said. 

“It’s my job.” 
“You could be killed.” 
“Maybe.” 
“I love this child, Riley,” she said, “but I don’t want 

to trade him for you.” 
He was thinking she wouldn’t have to. If Jeb Collier 

killed him, he and his gang would probably take the 
child—and Belinda—away with them. 

He didn’t tell her that, though. 
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That night when Dan Shaye turned in he made sure 
Thomas and James did as well. He didn’t want to take 
the chance of any more trouble with drunken ranch 
hands. 

At breakfast they talked about what they would do 
if they were to decide that Little Matt was, indeed,  
Matthew’s son. 

“We could take both of them back with us to the  
ranch,” James said. 

Shaye and Thomas didn’t comment. 
“Are we goin’ back to the ranch, Pa?” 
“Well, we have to go back,” Shaye said. “Even if we 

decide not to live there, we’d have to sell it.” 
“Without a ranch,” Thomas said, “What would we 

do with a woman and a child?” 
“It might not be up to us,” Shaye said. “What if Be-

linda doesn’t want to leave here?” 
“But now that the sheriff knows she’s not who she 

pretends to be, would they let her stay with them?” 
James asked. 

“I don’t know,” Shaye said. “That would have to be 
between them. All we have to do right now is decide if 
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the boy is Matthew’s or not. The rest will come after 
that.” 

Thomas pushed his plate away. 
“What if what she says about this gang is true?” he 

asked. “What if all she wants is for us to get rid of 
them? And the rest is a lie?” 

“I get the feeling this girl has lied a lot,” Shaye said. 
“Maybe the gang is a lie too. Today I’ll send some tele-
grams to find out.” 

James finished his coffee and set his cup down. 
“If we’re all done,” Shaye said, pushing his chair 

back, “we can go and do that right now.” 

At the telegraph office Shaye sent off three telegrams to 
lawmen he knew in the West. 

“We’ll be waiting outside for replies,” he told the 
clerk. 

“Yes, sir.” 
He joined his sons outside. 
“Think we’ll get an answer right away, Pa?” James 

asked. 
“Maybe,” Shaye said. “No harm in sitting right here 

and waiting until it’s time to go.” 
“Well,” Thomas said, sitting on one of three chairs, 

“Can’t get into much trouble just sittin’.” 
“We hope,” James said. 

That morning Cotton asked Marion, “Can you resist 
confronting her until later?” 

“I hope so,” she said. “For the sake of Little Matt, I’ll 
have to.” 

Cotton put his gun on, preparing to leave for his of-
fice. 
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“We’ll have it out with her later, Marion,” he prom-
ised. “After Dan Shaye’s sons meet her and the boy.” 

“You go to work,” she said, patting his arm. “I have 
to feed the baby and make breakfast for her. Don’t 
worry. I’ll be good.” 

Sheriff Cotton kissed his wife good-bye and left for 
his office. 

On his way to open his office, Cotton passed the tele-
graph office and saw Shaye and his sons sitting out 
front. He crossed over and greeted them good morning. 

“I sent some telegrams about Jeb Collier,” Shaye told 
him. “Thought we should know for sure what his situ-
ation was.” 

“Good idea. Will you let me know when you find 
out?” 

“Sure thing.” 
“Gonna wait here until noon?” the lawman asked. 
“Why not?” Shaye asked with a shrug. 
“Sure,” Cotton agreed, “why not?” 
“Did you tell your wife what I told you?” 
“Yes, I did. She was upset.” 
“I’m sorry.” 
“Don’t be. Turns out she’s known more about Belin-

da’s true character than I have.” 
“Is that a fact? And she was willing to put up 

with it?” 
“For the baby’s sake.” 
“He’s two, ain’t he?” James asked. 
Cotton looked at him. “Yes.” 
“Not really a baby anymore, is he?” 
“To my wife, he is.” 
“We’ll see you around noon, Sheriff.” 
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The sheriff gave a small wave and continued on to his 
office. 

The telegram they were waiting for came at eleven-
thirty. The clerk came out and handed it to Shaye. 

“What’s it say, Pa?” Thomas asked. 
“Jeb Collier was sentenced to two years for a stage 

robbery in Arizona,” he said. “He got out last month.” 
“And is he on his way here?” James asked. 
“No way to know that.” 
“Well,” Thomas said, “at least we know she told the 

truth about that.” 
“At least we know,” Shaye said, “that she can tell the 

truth—when she wants to.” Shaye folded the telegram 
and put it in his pocket. “Time to go.” 
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It was all Marion Cotton could do to hold her tongue 
all morning. When she saw the three men walking to-
ward her house, she was relieved. As they got closer, 
she recognized Daniel Shaye. When they reached her 
backyard, she saw that his two sons were quite hand-
some. One seemed barely a man and the other several 
years older—and bigger. They all wore guns. She hoped 
that the three of them would be a match for the Collier 
gang. 

“Mrs. Cotton,” Shaye said as they reached the fence 
surrounding the backyard. He removed his hat and his 
sons followed his example. 

“This is my son James . . . and my son Thomas.” 
“Ma’am,” Thomas said and James just nodded. 
“I’m happy to meet you both,” she said. 
“Where are Belinda and the boy?” Shaye asked. 
“They’re inside,” she said. “I’ll go and fetch them.” 
“And your husband?” 
“He hasn’t come home yet,” she said. “He must have 

been held up at his office. Please, come into the yard 
and wait.” 

She opened the gate and the three men entered while 
she went into the house. 
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* * *  
In the house she told Belinda, “They’re here.” 

Belinda went to the window to look out at Daniel 
Shaye’s sons. She was impressed with the older one. He 
was tall, well built, and quite handsome. He reminded 
her of Matthew, but not as large. 

“I’ll get Little Matt,” Marion said. If Belinda noticed 
the coldness in her tone, she gave no indication. “Why 
don’t you go out and . . . talk to them?” 

“All right,” the younger woman said. “I’ll see you 
outside.” 

She went out the back door while Marion went into 
the bedroom to get the child. 

When Belinda appeared in the yard, wearing another 
simple gingham dress, both Thomas and James caught 
their breath. They could both see how she would be able 
to influence a man with her beauty. If she could do it to 
a mature man like Sheriff Cotton, then their brother 
Matthew would have had no chance against her. 

Shaye could see the reaction both his sons were hav-
ing to the lovely young woman. He gave James no 
chance against her charms, but hoped that Thomas was 
old enough and smart enough to resist. 

“Boys, this is Belinda,” Shaye said. “Belinda, Thomas 
and James.” 

“It’s very nice to meet the two of you,” she said. “I 
can see the resemblance between you and your brother 
Matthew.” 

Neither Thomas nor James commented on that re-
mark. 

“Where’s the boy?” Thomas asked. 
Belinda pouted, a gesture that annoyed Shaye. 
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“Aren’t you interested in getting to know me first?” 
she asked. 

“The boy is the one we might be related to,” Thomas 
pointed out. 

“And you?” she asked, directing her gaze at James 
now. 

Shaye saw James swallow and hesitate. If they ever 
left him alone with her, he’d be lost. 

At that moment the back door of the house opened 
and Marion Cotton came out carrying Little Matt. 

“There he is,” Shaye said. 
While she walked toward them, Shaye noticed that 

Belinda had not removed her hot stare from James, 
who still seem mesmerized by her. Thomas must have 
noticed as well, because he stepped between the two of 
them, breaking the contact. 

“Let’s look at the boy, James,” he said. 
“His name is Matt,” Marion said, stopping before 

them. 
“We call him Little Matt,” Belinda said, “because his 

father was so . . . big.” 
Thomas walked toward the boy for a closer look, but 

did not touch him. James followed, but when he reached 
the woman and the boy he stuck his finger out as Shaye 
had done the day before. The boy immediately reached 
for it. 

“He’s got a strong grip, Pa,” James said. 
“I know,” Shaye said. “I felt it yesterday.” 
“It’ll take more than a strong grip and a big ass to 

make him Matthew’s son,” Thomas pointed out. 
Shaye noticed that the boy did, indeed, have a large 

behind. If nothing else, that reminded him of Matthew 
at the same age. 
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“We’re never going to be able to find store-bought 
britches to fit him,” Mary had lamented. “I’m going to 
have to hand-make them.” 

“We can’t find store-brought clothes to fit him,” 
Marion said then. “I hand-make his britches for him.” 

Shaye took a step back, as if she had slapped him, 
then shook his head to dispel the voice in his head. 

“Hey, Pa,” James said, “didn’t Ma used to say—” 
“Take a good long look, boys,” Shaye said. “This is 

important. Is he part of our family, or isn’t he?” 
Thomas leaned in to examine the boy’s face, but Lit-

tle Matt turned his head then, to look at his mother. 
Shaye noticed that Belinda was not looking at the small 
boy, but at James. It was as if she had sensed the weak 
link in them. 

Thomas moved around to get a look at the small 
face. 

“I can’t tell, Pa,” he said finally. “He’s a big one, 
that’s for sure, and his eyes . . . his eyes are right, but . . .” 

“James?” Shaye said sharply. 
His tone startled James, who turned his head to look 

at his father. 
“Pa?” 
“What do you think?” 
James looked at the boy. 
“I don’t honestly know, Pa,” he said. “Could be.” 
“Could be ain’t good enough,” Shaye said. He looked 

at Marion, not Belinda, because it seemed to be the 
older woman who was the more responsible one. “We 
won’t be able to decide today.” 

“I understand.” 
“But,” Belinda said, “we don’t have much time—” 
“For what?” Marion asked, cutting her off. “What  

don’t we have much time for, Belinda?” 
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“Nothing,” the younger woman said, backing off. 
“There’s no hurry, Mr. Shaye,” Marion said to Shaye. 

“No hurry at all. We’ll be here.” 
“Yes, ma’am,” Shaye said. “Tell the sheriff we’re 

sorry we missed him.” 
“I will,” she said. “I’m sure he was held up by some-

thing important.” 
“I’m sure he was,” Shaye said. “Let’s go, boys.” 

Sheriff Cotton stopped into the telegraph office and 
said to the clerk, “Hey, Beau.” 

“Mornin’, Sheriff.” 
“You had a man in here this morning sending a tele-

gram,” the lawman said. 
“Three,” Beau said, “he sent three.” 
“Where to?” 
“I ain’t supposed to say, Sheriff.” 
“You can tell me, Beau,” Cotton said. “I’m the law.” 
“Well . . . I guess you’re right.” 
The clerk turned and retrieved the three handwritten 

slips that Shaye had written out. 
“One to the sheriff of Epitaph, one to a lawman in 

New Mexico, and another to a lawman in Arizona, 
near Yuma. 

“Did he get any replies?” 
“One.” 
“What did that say?” 
“I can tell you that by heart,” Beau said, “ ’cause I  

remember. It was something about a feller who was in 
Yuma for two years and just got out last month. What 
was his name?” 

“Collier?” the sheriff asked. “Jeb Collier?” 
“That’s the one,” Beau said. “How’d you know that?” 
Cotton smiled. 
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“Lucky guess.” 
The young clerk laughed and said, “Must be lucky  

guesses like that’s the reason you’re the sheriff.” 
“Yep,” Cotton said, “must be. Thanks, Beau.” 
“Glad to help, Sheriff,” the clerk said, “but, uh, you 

won’t tell nobody where you got the information, 
right?” 

“Don’t worry,” Cotton said, “it’ll be our secret, 
Beau.” 
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Jeb Collier stared across the table at his brother Ben, 
who was fidgeting in his chair. 

“Ben,” he said, “go to the bar and get us four more 
beers.” 

“Anythin’s better than just sittin’ here,” Ben said. 
As Ben left, Jeb said to Clark Wilson, “If he don’t sit 

still, I’m gonna shoot him.” 
“Ben got like that when you got put away, Jeb,” Wil-

son said. “Antsy. He can’t never sit still. Maybe it’ll 
change now that you’re back.” 

“Yeah, maybe.” 
“So what’re we doin’ here?” Wilson asked. 
They were about a week out of Pearl River Junction  

in a Texas town called Waco. 
“We’re waitin’,” Jeb said. 
“For what?” 
“We takin’ the bank here too?” Dave Roberts asked. 
“No,” Jeb said, “we ain’t. You got any money left 

from the last two jobs we pulled, Dave?” 
Roberts hesitated, then said, “Some.” 
“You’re gonna have to learn not to spend it all on 

whores and booze so fast,” Jeb said. 
“And gamblin’,” Wilson said. 



130 ROBERT J. RANDISI 

“I can spend my money on what I want,” Roberts 
said grudgingly. 

“I ain’t sayin’ you can’t,” Jeb said, “just not so damn 
fast. You and my brother go through your money so 
fast . . . we ain’t gonna pull a job every week, ya know?” 

Ben came back with four beers, spilled a little out of 
each of them as he put them down. 

“What’re ya talkin’ about?” he asked. 
“Spendin’ money,” Wilson said. “And I asked your 

brother what we’re doin’ here.” 
“What are we doin’ here?” Ben asked. 
“He says waitin’.” 
“Waitin’ for what?” 
“And now you’re all caught up, Ben,” Wilson said. 
“Just shut up and listen, all of you,” Jeb said. “The 

last town we stopped in I sent a telegram.” 
“When’d you have time to do that?” Ben asked. 
“When you were spending the last of your money on 

whores and booze,” Jeb said. 
“And gamblin’,” Wilson added. He turned his atten-

tion to Jeb. “Who’d you send a telegram to?” 
“Vic Delay.” He pronounced the name Dee-lay. 
“Delay?” Wilson asked. “He’s a cold-blooded killer. 

Why’d you contact him?” 
“I just want a little insurance when we go into Pearl 

River Junction after Belinda and my kid,” Jeb said. 
“Struck me that the town—and the local law—might 
not take too kindly to us grabbin’ a little kid and a 
woman.” 

“We don’t know what kind of law they got there,” 
Wilson said. 

“All the more reason to have some insurance.” 
“Vic Delay,” Wilson said, again, shaking his head. 
“Vic’s okay,” Ben said. “I like Vic.” 
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“And some of his boys,” Jeb said. He was ignoring 
Ben’s remark and responding to Wilson’s. 

“Jesus.” 
“Hey,” Jeb said, sitting forward in his chair, “if the 

Pearl River Junction bank looks good, we’ll probably 
take it while we’re there. Vic and his men will come in 
handy.” 

“I never understood why you became friends with 
him,” Wilson said. “We’re thieves, not killers. That’s 
why you only got two years in Yuma, ’cause we never 
killed anybody during a job.” 

“I killed people,” Ben said. “I killed plenty of peo-
ple.” 

Jeb and Wilson continued to ignore Ben, as did Dave 
Roberts, only he seemed to be ignoring everybody. He 
wasn’t included in any decisions and was never asked 
any questions or opinion, so he generally just sort of 
wandered off in his head until his name was called. 

“Dave!” Jeb said. 
“Yeah? Huh?” 
“Go out in the street and watch for Delay and his 

men,” Jeb said. “Show ’em in here when they get 
here.” 

“Sure, Jeb.” 
“Ben, go with him,” Jeb said. “You’re drivin’ me 

crazy in here.” 
“What am I doin’?” Ben complained. 
“You can’t sit still, damn it!” Jeb said. “You’re makin’ 

me feel like I’m in a stagecoach.” 
“Aw, Jeb—” 
“Get up and git.” 
Both men stood up and walked out the batwing doors 

of the little saloon. Jeb picked it because there was no 
music, no gambling, and no women. 
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“They’re probably gonna end up in another saloon,” 
Wilson said, “or a whorehouse.” 

“Between ’em,” Jeb said, “they ain’t got the price of 
one whore.” 

“Jeb, you sure about Vic Delay?” 
“I’m sure, Clark,” Jeb Collier said. “A little bit of in-

surance never hurt nobody.” 
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Vic Delay didn’t like Jeb Collier, but he saw in Jeb 
something that Collier didn’t even see in himself: a 
killer. In that way he felt that he and Jeb Collier were 
kindred spirits. So when he got the telegram from Jeb 
asking him to meet him in Waco, he agreed. 

Delay knew a lot of killers, but in none of them did 
he sense what he did in Jeb Collier and he wanted to be 
there the day it came out. 

“You know what this fella Delay looks like?” Dave 
Roberts asked Ben when they were outside. 

“Yeah, I know.” 
Roberts waited for Ben to elaborate. When Ben 

didn’t, Roberts asked, “So, what does he look like?” 
“He’s scary-lookin’,” Ben said. 
“Whataya mean, scary-lookin’?” 
Ben shuddered. 
“You’ll know when you see him,” he said. “It’s some-

thin’ in his eyes.” 
“How can somebody’s eyes be scary?” 
“Don’t take my word for it,” Ben said. “Take a look 

for yourself.” Ben pushed off the pole he’d been leaning 
against. “Here he comes now.” 
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* * *  
Riding into Waco, down the main street, Delay spotted 
Ben Collier, who he disliked even more than his 
brother—but Ben had no redeeming qualities to make 
up for it. Delay thought Ben Collier was a waste of air 
and was surprised and disappointed that somebody 
hadn’t killed him by now. 

“That looks like the brother,” Lou Tanner said. 
“Yeah.” Tanner was Delay’s right hand and had been 

riding with him much longer than the other two men, 
Roy Leslie and Bill Samms. 

“I could put a bullet into him from here,” Tanner of-
fered, knowing how Delay felt about Ben Collier. 

“Forget it,” Delay said. “Some day his own brother 
will probably do it.” 

The four men reined in their horses in front of Ben 
Collier. 

“Jeb’s in this little saloon, Mr. Delay,” Ben said, ner-
vously. 

“Who’s this?” Delay asked, indicating Roberts. 
“Uh, this is Dave Roberts.” 
Delay stared at Roberts until the other man looked 

away, then dismounted, followed by his men. 
“Want us to take care of your horses, Mr. Delay?” 

Ben asked. 
“No,” Delay said, “leave ’em. We don’t know if we’re 

stayin’, do we?” 
“No, I guess not.” 
“But I tell you what,” Delay said, handing Ben his 

horse’s reins. “You can stay out here and watch ’em for 
us.” 

“Sure, Mr. Delay, sure,” Ben said. 
Delay turned and walked into the saloon, followed 

by Tanner and the other two men. 
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* * *  
Ben turned to Dave Roberts and looked at him expec-
tantly. 

“Jesus,” the other man said. 
“I told you.” 
“Them’s are the deadest eyes I ever seen,” Roberts 

said. “He’d just as soon kill ya as look at ya.” 
“Yeah,” Ben said. “That’s why I don’t mind stayin’ 

out here and watchin’ his horse.” 
“Me neither.” 

Jeb Collier saw Vic Delay as soon as he entered the sa-
loon, followed by Lou Tanner and two men he didn’t 
know. He stood up as the man approached, because 
you never knew what to expect from a killer like De-
lay. 

“Vic,” he said. 
“Jeb,” Delay said. 
“Beer?” 
“Sure.” 
“Clark?” Jeb said. “Why don’t you get Vic a beer and  

then take his men over to the bar. Hello, Tanner.” 
“Jeb,” Lou Tanner said. 
“Lou,” Delay said, “take the boys over to the bar 

with Wilson.” 
“Sure, Vic.” 
Wilson brought a beer back to the table for Delay, 

another for Jeb, and then went to join Delay’s boys at 
the bar. 

“So,” Delay asked Collier, “when did you get out?” 
“A few weeks ago.” 
“Do anything worthwhile since then?” 
Jeb Collier named the two banks he and his men had 

hit since his release from Yuma. 
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“Those were you?” Delay asked. “You didn’t waste 
any time.” 

“I needed some traveling money.” 
“To travel where?” 
“Pearl River Junction.” 
Vic Delay drank some beer and said, “Never heard of 

it. What’s there? A bank?” 
“They got a bank, sure,” Collier said, “but I’m 

headed there for another reason.” 
“Like what?” 
Jeb hesitated then asked, “You got any kids, Vic?” 
“No,” Delay said with a laugh. “What would I do 

with a kid?” 
“Well, I might have one.” 
“Might?” Delay asked. “You mean you don’t 

know?” 
“That’s what I’m goin’ to Pearl River Junction to find 

out.” 
Delay sat back in his chair. 
“That’s why you asked me to meet you here?” he 

asked. “To go there with you?” 
“Basically, yeah.” 
“You know, Jeb,” Delay said, “there ain’t a lot of 

things I do that ain’t for money.” 
“I ain’t askin’ for a favor, Vic,” Jeb said. “There’s 

money there.” 
“How much?” 
“I don’t know,” Jeb said, “but there’s a bank, for 

sure. Once I’m done with my business there, we’ll hit 
the bank and leave town.” 

“You’re gonna pick up your kid?” 
“I’m gonna talk to my gal, see if the kid she had 

while I was in Yuma is mine, and then . . .” 
“And then what?” 
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“And then I don’t know,” Jeb said. “I’ll have to make 
up my mind once I know for sure.” 

“Does this gal have a husband you’re gonna have to 
deal with?” 

“I don’t know,” Jeb said. “For all I know, we may 
have to deal with the whole town.” 

“The law?” 
“That too.” 
Delay thought about it, then said, “Okay, it sounds 

like it might be interesting . . . might be fun.” 
Jeb Collier knew what Vic Delay thought of as fun. 

To Delay “fun” and “killing” usually had the same 
meaning. 

“Yeah,” he agreed, “it might be.” 
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Shaye proposed to his sons that they go to the nearest 
saloon and discuss the events of the afternoon. They 
were all for it. They stopped into one they hadn’t been 
to before called the Junction Saloon. 

It was still early in the day, so there were not many 
other men in the place. Still, they chose to stand at the 
bar rather than take a table. 

“All right,” Shaye said once they all had a beer in 
hand, “let’s hear it.” 

“She’s very pretty,” James said. 
His father and brother stared at him. 
“Belinda, I mean,” James added. “Very pretty, don’t 

you think?” 
“That was fairly obvious, James,” Thomas said, “but 

that’s not what we’re supposed to be talkin’ about.” 
“James,” Shaye said, “what did you think of the 

boy?” 
“Well,” James said slowly, “just from lookin’ at him, 

I think he’s Matthew’s son.” 
“Thomas?” Shaye asked. 
“I disagree,” Thomas said, “and I think James has 

been influenced by Belinda Davis bein’ so pretty.” 
“I have not.” 
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“Come on, James,” Thomas said, “if your tongue 
had been out any farther, you would have stepped 
on it.” 

“And you didn’t think she was good-lookin’?” James 
demanded. 

“Of course she’s good-lookin’, James,” Thomas said, 
“but that’s not the point.” 

“Thomas is right, James,” Shaye said. “Our concern 
is the boy, not his mother.” 

“But if Matthew is the father,” James said, “wouldn’t 
he want us to help the mother as well as the boy?” 

“He probably would,” Shaye said. 
“So we’re back where we started,” Thomas said. “Is 

this Matthew’s son?” 
“I say yes,” James said. 
“I say no,” Thomas replied. “What about you, Pa?” 
“I’m not sure.” 
“Pa,” Thomas said, “if the Collier gang gets here and 

we haven’t decided, what will we do? Stand up to them 
for her? Even though she might not be the mother of 
Matthew’s son?” 

“I think,” Shaye said, “if the Collier gang arrives 
while we’re still here and the sheriff needs help, we 
should probably give it to him.” 

“It’s not our fight, Pa,” Thomas said. 
“It is if the boy is our blood,” James said. “Our 

nephew, Pa’s grandson.” 
“It’s our fight if anyone needs help, isn’t it, Thomas?” 

Shaye asked. 
“It was when we were wearing badges, Pa,” Thomas 

said. “I’m not so sure it is now.” 
“What about if she’s just a woman who needs help?” 

James asked. 
“I’m not so sure she’d need help against any man,” 
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Thomas said. “She’ll probably be able to handle Jeb 
Collier as easily as she has the sheriff or as easily as she 
would you, James.” 

“Just because I think she’s pretty doesn’t mean—” 
“That’s enough about the girl,” Shaye said, interrupt-

ing. “I need time to think, boys, to decide what to do.” 
“I think we should leave town,” Thomas said. “To-

morrow . . . or even now.” 
“I think we should stay,” James said. 
“I know where you both stand,” Shaye said. “I’ll let 

you know what I decide to do. The two of you should 
make up your own minds.” 

“I’m gonna take a walk,” Thomas said, “and do 
some thinkin’. I’ll see you both back at the hotel.” 

With that he left the saloon, the batwing doors flap-
ping in his wake. 

“What’s he got against the girl, Pa?” 
“She’s manipulative, James,” Shaye said. 
“Maybe not, Pa,” James said. “Maybe you’re wrong 

about her.” 
“I don’t think so, James,” Shaye said, “but like I said, 

you and your brother have to make up your own 
minds.” 

“I understand, Pa,” James said. “I guess I should take 
a walk and do some thinkin’ of my own.” 

“I’ll see you at the hotel,” Shaye said. “I’m going to 
have another beer.” 

James passed through the batwing doors with much 
less force than his brother had. 

Just outside the saloon James ran into Sheriff Cotton. 
“Where’s your pa?” the lawman asked. 
“Inside.” 
“And your brother?” 



141 ROBERT J. RANDISI 

“I don’t know.” 
“And where are you off to?” 
“Just takin’ a walk.” 
“Can I ask what you decided?” 
“We haven’t decided anything yet, Sheriff,” James 

said. “We’re still thinkin’ it over.” 
“I see. Well, I think I’ll go in and see your pa.” 
James nodded and walked away as the sheriff entered 

the saloon. 

Shaye saw the lawman enter and called the bartender 
over. 

“A beer for the sheriff.” 
“Comin’ up.” 
Cotton joined Shaye at the bar. 
“I saw your youngest boy outside,” he said. “Sorry I 

missed you all at my house.” 
“That’s okay.” 
The barman set a beer on the bar and Cotton picked 

it up. 
“What did your boys think of Belinda?” 
“They have different opinions. How about your 

wife?” 
“She’s afraid Belinda will leave and take Little Matt 

away with her,” Cotton said. 
“So you’ll both just let her get away with playing you 

along all this time?” Shaye asked. 
“Maybe she just did it to feel safe,” Cotton said, “but 

then, she doesn’t seem to think I can handle Jeb Col-
lier.” 

“And his gang,” Shaye reminded him. 
“Yeah,” Cotton said, taking a drink from his mug. 

“And maybe she just needed a woman to take care of 
the boy, because she couldn’t.” 
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“And now your wife loves him.” 
Cotton wiped his mouth with the back of his hand 

and said, “We both do, actually.” 
“So I guess we all have some thinking to do on the 

subject, don’t we?” Shaye asked. 
“Drink up, Mr. Shaye,” Cotton said. “The next 

round will be on me.” 
“The name’s Dan.” 
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Eventually, Shaye and Cotton moved to a table in the 
back and the saloon began to fill up. 

“I heard about Collier,” Cotton said at one point. 
“I thought you might check with the telegraph 

clerk.” 
“Why’d you think that?” the sheriff asked. 
“It’s what I would have done.” 
“How many men do you think he’s coming here 

with?” 
“I guess that would depend on how badly he wants 

Belinda and the boy,” Shaye said. “And if I was him, I’d 
plan on taking the bank too.” 

Cotton rubbed his temples. 
“All I’ve got are two young deputies.” 
“I’ve only seen one.” 
“The other one is part-time.” 
“And how much experience have you had with some- 

one like Jeb Collier?” Shaye asked. 
“Not much,” Cotton said. “In fact, Belinda may be 

right about me. I may not be able to handle him.” 
Shaye shook his head. 
“Oh, don’t worry,” Cotton said. “I’m not going to 

ask you and your boys to stay and help me. I mean, if 
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you’re convinced that Little Matt is not your grandson, 
you have no reason to stay.” 

“I haven’t made my mind up about that yet.” 
“And your sons?” 
“They have to make up their own minds.” 
Cotton thought a moment, then asked, “Do you 

think they’d hire on as deputies?” 
“Maybe,” Shaye said. “I can’t speak for them.” 
“Are they both capable?” 
“Very,” Shaye said. “Thomas is the more capable of 

the two. He’s older, a bit wiser, very good with a gun. 
He reminds me of me when I was younger.” 

“And James?” 
“James is more like his mother,” Shaye said. “She 

had hopes that he’d make something of himself—a doc-
tor, a lawyer.” 

“Not a deputy?” 
“No. Not a lawman, like his father.” 
“Do you miss it?” Cotton asked. “Wearing a 

badge?” 
“That’s something I’m not sure about as well,” Shaye 

said. “You see? I’ve got a lot of thinking to do.” 
“I can imagine.” 
“But first,” Shaye said, “there’s the matter of helping 

you against Jeb Collier and his men.” 
“You’d do that? But why?” 
Shaye shrugged. 
“Once he’s taken care of, my sons and I can take our 

time making up our minds about the boy,” Shaye said. 
“This way we’re under the gun—and I hate being under 
the gun.” 
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Off on his own, Thomas was able to think better. His 
father had said that he and James had to make up their 
own minds. That meant he was free to decide what was 
best for him. 

First, he knew his brother Matthew would never have 
stood a chance against a woman like Belinda—and she 
was more woman than girl, in his opinion, despite her 
youth. She was able to handle a man as young as James 
and a mature man like the sheriff. And, apparently, an 
outlaw like Jeb Collier. Belinda Davis was a lot wiser 
than her years. 

But going back to Matthew, there was no way he’d 
father a child with her or have sex with her, not without 
first discussing it with one of his brothers or his father. 
Not with their mother, though. He’d never have been 
able to talk about that with his mother. 

So, as far as Thomas was concerned, Belinda was ly-
ing in order to get the three Shayes to take care of Jeb 
Collier and his gang for her. But what was she getting 
out of it? If she did convince them that her son was 
Matthew’s son and they protected her against Collier, 
what then? Would she want to stay with them? Or stay 
with the sheriff and his wife? Or go off on her own? 
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And did she have a plan that none of them knew 
about? 

After walking and thinking for an hour, Thomas’s 
vote was still that Belinda’s baby was not Matthew’s 
son—and therefore not part of their family. But if 
there really was a gang coming to Pearl River Junction 
after her, he didn’t know if he could just leave Sheriff 
Cotton to handle them when it was clear he would not 
be able to. 

He wished he could just ride out and forget about it, 
but he couldn’t. 

James was convinced that the baby had Shaye blood. 
He didn’t think Belinda would lie about that. On the 
other hand was Thomas right about him? Was he influ-
enced by the fact that Belinda was beautiful and his 
stomach sprouted butterflies whenever he looked at her 
or spoke to her? And if the baby was Matthew’s, then 
he was having impure thoughts about the mother of his 
brother’s child. What did that make him? Disloyal to  
Matthew’s memory, to say the least. 

He knew how Thomas was going to vote, because he 
knew his older brother stuck to it whenever he made up 
his mind. He didn’t know how his father would vote, 
but he thought he knew one thing about both of them. 
Like him, they’d never be able to leave Pearl River Junc-
tion if the sheriff was going to have to deal with a gang 
of outlaws. James was young and his experience as a 
lawman was limited, but he knew after meeting the 
sheriff and talking to him that he’d never be able to 
stand up to them, not even with two deputies. Just rid-
ing out of town and leaving the man to be killed wasn’t 
an option. 

* * *  



147 ROBERT J. RANDISI 

As the saloon filled up with customers, the sheriff de-
cided he had to go back to his office. Shaye agreed to 
come and see the man there in the morning, to decide 
what their strategy would be to deal with a gang—if it 
showed up. 

“I hope, when you come to my office, it’s with your 
sons,” Cotton said, before leaving. 

“That’ll be up to them,” Shaye said, “but I’ll see you 
in the morning.” 

After Cotton left, Shaye did some thinking on his 
own. Whether Belinda’s boy was his grandson or not 
was going to have to be dealt with later. There was no 
way he could leave Sheriff Cotton on his own to face the 
gang, especially not after meeting the man’s wife. So 
putting himself at the sheriff’s disposal until the gang 
question got sorted out would give him more time to 
mull the question over. What he needed to find out now 
was what his boys were going to do. James, he felt, 
would stay. He was sweet on the girl. That would be 
enough to keep him there, but he also knew that James 
would feel as he did. They had to help the sheriff. 

Thomas was a different story. Shaye had been wait-
ing for the day Thomas would go off on his own. He 
was full grown, able to handle himself, and Shaye felt 
that his oldest son was a born lawman. Somewhere out 
there was a sheriff’s badge waiting for him to find it. 

He just wondered if today or tomorrow would be the 
day Thomas Shaye would finally strike out on his own? 
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James returned to the saloon to find it filled with the 
usual sounds—music, the clinking of glasses, men’s 
voices raised in argument, discussion, or celebration. 
At a table in the back he saw his father, seated alone. 
He went to the bar, got himself a beer, and joined him. 

“Where’s Thomas?” he asked. 
“I was about to ask you the same question,” Shaye 

said. “I guess he’s still walking around out there.” 
“Pa,” James said, “I can’t leave. I think these people 

need our help.” 
“These people?” 
“Belinda, the boy,” James said, “the sheriff and his 

wife. Hell, if there’s a gang really on its way here, the 
whole town. I don’t think Jeb Collier is gonna get his 
men to follow him here just so he can find his son. 
There is a bank in town, you know?” 

“Yes, James, I know,” Shaye said. “That’s good 
thinking, son.” 

“You thought of it already, didn’t you?” 
“Yes, I did,” Shaye said, “but I’m proud of you that 

you did too.” 
“Thanks, Pa.” 
“One thing.” 
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“What’s that?” 
“Don’t let the fact that you’re sweet on that Belinda 

girl cloud your judgment.” 
James lowered his head. “You could tell that, huh?” 
“Of course, James,” Shaye said. “I been sweet on a 

girl or two in my time—and not just your mother.” 
“I feel bad about it.” 
“Why?” 
“If her son really is Matthew’s, then . . . I’m bein’ dis-

loyal to his memory”—he lowered his voice—“havin’ 
thoughts about his woman.” 

“I don’t think your brother would hold it against 
you, son,” Shaye said. 

“You don’t?” 
“Hell no, she’s a fine-looking woman.” 
“Yeah, she is—” 
“But remember what I said.” 
“Yes, Pa.” 
“You could get killed or get one of us killed, letting 

your mind wander at the wrong time.” 
“I know, Pa.” 
They sipped their drinks for a few moments and then 

James asked, “What do you think Thomas is gonna 
do, Pa?” 

“I don’t know,” Shaye said. “I’ve had the feeling for a 
while that he’s ready to strike out on his own.” 

“You really think he’d leave us?” 
“Why not?” Shaye asked. “I expect you to go off on 

your own eventually too. Don’t you?” 
“I don’t know,” James said. “I . . . I ain’t thought about 

it much.” 
“Would you like to wear a badge again?” 
“I—I’ve thought about it,” James said, “but I kinda 

thought we’d all do it together.” 
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Shaye touched the front of his shirt where a badge 
would go. He was wearing one of his new shirts, with-
out the old pin holes in it from the various badges he’d 
worn. 

“I guess I thought that too.” 
“What do we do if he leaves?” James asked. 
“We’ll just have to stand with the sheriff and his 

deputy,” Shaye said, “the two of us.” 
“Deputy?” James asked. “I thought he had two.” 
“One’s part-time.” 
They fell silent again and then James said, “I don’t 

guess there’s any way we can find out how many there 
are.” 

“There’s a couple of ways,” Shaye said. “We’d just 
need the sheriff to send a few telegrams to some of his 
colleagues.” 

“Did you talk to him about it already?” 
“No,” Shaye said, “but I told him I’d see him in his 

office tomorrow.” 
“I’ll be there, too.” 
“Good.” 
“But—” 
“But what, son?” Shaye asked. “Come on, spit it 

out.” 
“We sure could use Thomas and his gun if Jeb Col-

lier and his gang do show up here.” 
“I know, James,” Shaye said. “We sure could.” 

Thomas appeared in the doorway of the saloon 
roughly a half an hour after James did. He spotted his 
brother and father at the table in the back, got himself 
a beer, and sat with them. 

“Nice to see you, Thomas,” his father said. 
“Did you think I’d leave, Pa?” 
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“No,” Shaye said and then added, “well, not tonight 
anyway.” 

“James,” Thomas asked, “what have you decided 
to do?” 

“I can’t leave the sheriff to face Collier and his gang 
by himself, Thomas,” he said. 

“Sounds like that has nothing to do with Belinda and 
her son at all,” Thomas said. 

“It don’t.” 
“Pa?” 
“The question of whether or not the boy is Matthew’s 

can be solved later, Thomas,” Shaye said. “If there’s a 
gang on the way here, everyone in this town is going to 
need help.” 

“So you’re stayin’?” 
“Your brother and I are stayin’ to stand with the 

sheriff,” Shaye said. “We hope you’ll do the same, but 
we’ll understand—” 

“I’m stayin’,” Thomas said, cutting Shaye off. 
“Oh, thank God,” James said and slapped his big 

brother on the shoulder. “I knew you would.” 
“You did, huh?” 
“I’m gonna get Pa and me another beer and then 

we’ll drink to it,” James said. He got up and went to 
the bar. 

“Pa, you know he’s sweet on the girl.” 
“Yes, but it has nothing to do with his decision,” 

Shaye said. “I’m confident of that. I believe you’ve both 
made the right decision because you’re honorable men. 
I’m proud of you both.” 

“Have you talked to the sheriff yet?” 
“Yes, he found me here,” Shaye said. “I told him we’d 

be in his office in the morning.” 
“You were that sure of us both?” 
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“Well . . .” Shaye said rather sheepishly, “I told him 
I’d be there and I hoped you boys would be with me.” 

“And are we gonna wear badges?” 
“If he offers them, I suppose so,” Shaye said. “Is that 

all right with you?” 
“Actually, Pa,” Thomas said, “that’s just fine with  

me.” 



38 

q 
The next morning all three Shaye men appeared at the 
sheriff’s office. Both Sheriff Cotton and Thad Hagen, 
his deputy, were there. 

“Sheriff,” Shaye said. “I guess you got all three of us 
here, ready to help you.” 

“Well, that’s fine,” Cotton said. “That’s just fine.”  
He stood up, then opened a desk drawer. “I got three 
deputy badges here. I know you’re used to being the 
sheriff, but I’d be honored if you’d wear them.” 

Shaye turned and looked at his sons, who both nod-
ded. 

“We’d be proud to.” 
Cotton brought the badges out, swore all three men 

in, and handed the tin stars over. Shaye made holes in 
his brand-new shirt pinning it on and knew they 
wouldn’t be the last. 

“I’m proud to serve with the three of ya,” Deputy 
Hagen said and shook hands with all three men. 

“Thank you, Deputy,” Thomas said. 
“What about your other man?” Shaye asked. “The 

part-time one?” 
“I explained to him and Thad this morning that we 
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might be facing some desperados in the next few days 
and he turned his badge in.” 

“He was scared,” Thad said. 
“And you’re not?” Shaye asked. 
“Well . . .” 
“It’s all right to be scared, son,” Shaye said. “Keeps 

you sharp.” 
“Yes, sir,” Thad said. “I guess I just wasn’t scared 

enough to quit on Sheriff Cotton.” 
“Sounds like you got yourself a good man here, Sher-

iff,” Shaye said. 
“Yep, I reckon I do,” Cotton said and Thad Hagen’s 

chest filled up until they thought it might burst. 
“Well,” Thomas said, “we were wonderin’ what it 

would be like to work in a sheriff’s office this grand.” 
“Now we know,” James said. 
“We might as well get our duties straight,” Shaye said. 
“Well,” Cotton said, “I figure if we’re waiting for a 

gang to show up and we don’t know what size it’ll be, 
that most of us should be on duty all day.” 

“Sounds right,” Shaye said. 
“Dan,” Cotton said, “if you or your boys’ve got any 

suggestions, I’d be glad to hear them.” 
“Well,” Shaye said, “if you’ve got a nice high build-

ing here in town, we can have one deputy up there all 
day. He might spot the gang from a ways off and give 
us some warning.” 

“That sounds good.” 
“We can set up shifts,” Thomas said, “so no one is 

up there for too long a time.” 
“Good,” Cotton said. “Anything else?” 
“I’d say keep at least one of us on duty all night,” 

James said, “in case they ride in after dark.” 
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“Also good,” Cotton said. “That can work by shifts 
as well.” 

“How many days we gotta do this?” Thad asked. 
“I’d say they’re getting here any day now,” Shaye 

said, “if they’re coming at all. But Sheriff, I have an-
other suggestion.” 

“Let’s hear it.” 
“If you could send some telegrams to some lawmen 

along the line, we might get some advance warning if 
the gang passes through one of their towns.” 

“Good thinking,” Cotton said. “I’ll take care of that 
today.” 

“Thomas, why don’t you and James work with Thad 
setting up shifts for the roof and the night work?” 

“Sure, Pa.” 
“I’ll walk over to the telegraph office with the sher-

iff.” 
“We can all share this other desk over here,” Thad 

said, “since we’s all deputies now.” 
Thad walked Thomas and James over to the extra 

desk while Shaye followed Cotton out of the build-
ing. 

“Seems like those three will get along,” Shaye said 
outside. “Your deputy doesn’t seem threatened.” 

“He ain’t,” Cotton said. “I explained the situation to 
him and he knows we need the help.” 

“And he’s ready to use his gun—if he has to?” 
“He says he is,” Cotton said. “I believe he thinks he 

is. We won’t know til the time comes, though.” 
They started for the telegraph office. 
“Sheriff, you mind if I ask how often you’ve had to 

use your gun?” 
“A time or two,” Cotton said, “but if you’re asking if 
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I’ve ever had to kill a man, the answer is no. That 
doesn’t mean I won’t, though.” 

“I’m just asking—” 
“No need to explain,” Cotton said. “I know your life 

depends on knowing who you’re dealing with—on both 
sides of your gun. I’ll watch your back, Dan—yours 
and your boys’.” 

“Okay,” Shaye said, “that’s good enough for me.” 

After they finished sending telegrams to sheriffs of 
other towns, Cotton asked Shaye to take a turn around 
town with him. 

“Might as well let folks see you with the badge on,” 
he said. 

“Fine with me,” Shaye said, “but what about your 
mayor? And the town council?” 

“I’ll introduce you and your boys to them later, but 
I’ve got the power to swear in deputies when I need 
to—especially in case of an emergency.” 

“Well,” Shaye said, “this just may qualify.” 
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q 
Once Thomas, James, and Thad had their shifts fig-
ured out, Thomas asked the deputy what the highest 
building in town was. 

“That’s easy,” Thad said. “Right next door. City 
Hall.” 

“James,” Thomas said, “you better get your ass up 
there, then. First shift’s yours.” 

“Why don’t we all go up?” Thad asked. “I can show 
you how to get up there.” 

“Good idea,” Thomas said. 
They followed Thad into City Hall and up two flights 

of stairs. Then he showed them how to pull a ladder  
down from the ceiling that led to a hatch. Once they  
were all on the roof, Thomas saw that they had a fine 
view of the entire town and the outskirts. 

“Sure be able to see a passle of men ridin’ up to town 
from here,” James said. “What do we use as a signal?” 

“I don’t know,” Thomas said. “A shot, I guess.” 
“Won’t we need more’n one?” Thad asked. 
“Not if we’re all listenin’ for one,” Thomas said. 

“We’ll hear it.” 
“Look there,” James said, pointing to the street. “Pa 

and the sheriff.” 
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They all looked and saw Shaye and the sheriff com-
ing out of the telegraph office. 

“Looks like they’re gonna take a walk around town,” 
Thomas said, “let folks see pa wearin’ the deputy badge. 
Reckon we ought to do the same thing, James. I can do 
it now and you can do it later, when I relieve you.” 

James looked up at the sun. 
“Reckon one of you boys can bring me a canteen?” 

James asked. “Might get hot up here.” 
“I’ll bring one right back,” Thad said. 
“And each one of us who comes to relieve the other 

can bring a fresh one,” Thomas said. “Good thinkin’, 
James.” 

“Just don’t wanna die of thirst up here and have one 
of you boys find me with my tongue all swole up.” 

Thomas slapped his brother on the back. 
“I’ll see you in a while.” 
He and Thad went back down through the hatch and 

James closed it behind them. He then took up a posi-
tion at the front of the building. Before long he saw his 
brother and Thad leave the building and cross the 
street. He wished he had told Thomas to bring a rifle 
up with him, but made a bet with himself that his 
brother would think of that on his own. 

He remained at the front of the building for a few 
moments, then decided it would be better to move  
around, make sure he could see on all sides. He started 
walking in a circle around the roof, found himself 
thinking about Belinda Davis, and shook his head to 
dispel thoughts of her. Like his pa said, that kind of 
thinking at the wrong time could get a man killed. 

“What happened at your house last night?” Shaye asked. 
“I mean, between you and your wife and Belinda.” 
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“My wife doesn’t want to confront Belinda just yet,” 
Cotton said. 

“Why not?” 
“She’s afraid she might get mad and leave and take 

Little Matt with her,” the lawman explained. 
“Doesn’t seem to me Belinda’s all that loving toward 

the boy,” Shaye said. “Every time I’ve seen him, it’s 
your missus that’s holding him.” 

“You’re right about that,” Cotton said. “Seems we 
never had any young ones of our own. My wife does 
everything for that boy, from dressing him and feed-
ing him in the morning to putting him to bed at 
night.” 

“And what does Belinda do?” 
“She goes out mostly. Does some shopping. 

Does . . . well, I don’t know what she does.” 
“Where does she get money for shopping?” 
Cotton hesitated, then said, “From my wife.” 
“Man,” Shaye said, “that girl has been taking advan-

tage of you and your wife long enough.” 
“I know it,” Cotton said. “I see it now and so does 

my wife, but—” 
“I know,” Shaye said. “You don’t have to try to ex-

plain.” 
They continued walking, nodding to men they 

passed, tipping their hats to ladies. 
“Has Belinda got a man?” 
“What?” 
“A beau?” Shaye asked. “Somebody courting her?” 
“Not that I know of.” 
“She can’t be shopping all the time,” Shaye said. 

“Where does she go when she goes out? She got friends 
in town? Other girls?” 

“I don’t think so.” 
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“Sounds . . . doesn’t sound right,” Shaye said, shaking 
his head. “What if she’s got a fella?” 

“And?” 
“She’s using you and your wife to live off of, to take 

care of the baby while she goes and sees this fella, 
maybe on the sly. Maybe he’s a married man.” 

“Well, most of the men in town are kinda stuck on 
her,” Cotton said. “I see the way they watch her when 
she walks around town.” 

“Could be she wants you to take care of her baby, my 
boys and me to protect her from Jeb Collier, and then 
maybe she’ll go off with this fella she’s seeing.” 

“If she’s seeing one.” 
“Right.” 
“I guess we’ll find that all out in due time,” Shaye 

said, “if we’re not going to confront her now.” 
“I’ll . . . talk to my missus about it.” 
“Fine,” Shaye said. “It’s your call, Sheriff.” 
They walked a bit more and then the sheriff said, “By 

the way, the town will be picking up the hotel bill for 
you and your boys while you’re here. Won’t cost you a 
cent.” 

“Well,” Shaye said, “at least that’s good news.” 
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q 
It was several days later when the newly formed Col-
lier gang rode into a Texas town called Highbinder. It 
wasn’t much of a town, really, but it had a lawman 
and a telegraph office. The lawman had received a 
message from the sheriff of Pearl River Junction to be 
on the lookout for a gang of men led by one Jeb Col-
lier. 

Sheriff Tate Coffey had no deputies and spent most 
of his days seated in front of his office, watching the 
street. Highbinder only had a few streets and there was 
rarely any trouble there. When this group of men rode 
in—eight in number—he knew it had to be the gang 
Sheriff Cotton had contacted him about. 

Highbinder also had one hotel and one saloon and 
the eight men headed for the saloon first. If they went 
to the hotel next and checked in, he’d be able to take a 
look at their names. He decided to wait on sending a 
telegram to the sheriff of Pearl River Junction until he 
knew for sure that this was the gang in question. 

Coffey was in his early thirties and had only been 
sheriff of Highbinder for a few months. It wasn’t a po-
sition he had ever particularly aspired to, but he was 
new in town when the last sheriff accidentally shot 
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himself in the head. When the job opened, he tossed 
his hat into the ring and got it. Highbinder was little 
more than a way station between towns and the town 
council—essentially, the mayor and his wife—didn’t 
think they needed a man with special experience. All 
they needed was a chest to pin a star on. 

Tate Coffey certainly qualified for that. 

In the saloon the eight men spread out, most of them 
standing at the bar. Jeb Collier and Vic Delay sat at a 
table. The saloon was small, only five tables. Two of 
them had been occupied until Collier and his men en-
tered. Their presence alone was enough to convince the 
others to leave. So at the moment only the eight members 
of the gang—and the bartender—were present. 

“I tell you that sheriff was eyeballin’ us,” Delay said. 
“So what?” Jeb asked. “That’s his job.” 
“We stayin’ here overnight?” 
“Yeah,” Jeb said. “Our next stop will be Pearl River 

Junction. I don’t want us all ridin’ in there at one time, 
but I ain’t worked out what I wanna do yet.” 

“So we should get rooms at the hotel.” 
“Yes.” 
Lou Tanner came over and set a beer down in front 

of each man. 
“Lou, send Leslie over to the hotel. We’ll need . . .” He 

looked at Jeb. 
“Four rooms,” Jeb said. He and Delay would each 

have their own room and the others would share. 
“Four,” Delay told Tanner. 
“Right, boss.” 
As Tanner sent Leslie out of the saloon, Delay asked 

Jeb, “What are you thinkin’ of doin’?” 
“We’re too big a force to ride in together,” Jeb said. 
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“I think we should ride into town in three groups, 
maybe four.” 

“You and me?” 
“Separately,” Jeb said, “in case someone recognizes 

us.” 
“I can ride in with Tanner,” Delay said. “You can 

ride in with your brother. Then my two men and your 
two men.” 

“Sounds good,” Jeb said. “And we’ll stagger our 
times. Let’s send the others in first, then you and Tan-
ner, and then me and Ben.” 

“We don’t know what kind of law they got there,” 
Delay said. “Maybe we should take the sheriff out 
first.” 

Jeb put his beer down. “No, let’s not start trouble as 
soon as we ride in. I’ll need time to see Belinda and the 
boy.” 

“We really are goin’ there so you can see if you have 
a son?” Delay asked. 

“Well, yeah,” Jeb said. “What’s wrong with that?” 
“I just thought there had to be more to it than that,” 

Delay said. “I mean, I might have some kids here and 
there, but I don’t really wanna know.” 

“Well, I do,” Jeb said. “My ol’ man left me when I 
was five. I know what it’s like not to have a father.” 

“So do I,” Delay said. “Big deal.” 
“Maybe it wasn’t a big deal to you, Vic,” Jeb said, 

“but it was to me.” 
“Fine,” Delay said. “As long as there’s a bank there.” 
“There’s a bank in every town, Vic,” Jeb said. 
“This one?” 
“Probably,” Jeb said, “though I can’t see that there’d 

be much money here.” 
Delay got a thoughtful look on his face. 



164 ROBERT J. RANDISI 

“No,” Jeb said, “I don’t wanna hit a bank this close 
to Pearl River Junction. I noticed telegraph lines as we 
came in.” 

“Why’s a town this size have a telegraph line?” Delay 
asked. 

“I don’t know,” Jeb said. “What does it matter?” 
“Yeah, you’re right,” Delay said. “What does it mat-

ter? I’m gonna freshen my beer.” 
Delay got up and left Jeb Collier to his thoughts. He 

walked to the bar, grabbed Tanner’s arm, and pulled 
him to one side. 

“Send Samms out to look around.” 
“For what?” 
“This one-horse town has a telegraph line,” Delay  

said. “I want to know why. See if it has a bank.” 
“A bank? This town? What kind of deposits would it 

have?” 
“Lou?” Delay said, lowering his voice. “Why does 

this town have a telegraph line?” 
“Okay,” Tanner said, “I see your point. There’s got 

to be something here to make it worth it.” 
“Right,” Delay said. “Send Samms out.” 
“I’ll go too.” 
“Fine,” Delay said. “Just get me some answers.” 
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Thomas climbed up through the hatch and tossed a 
fresh canteen to his brother. 

“Thanks,” James said. “I ran out a little while ago.” 
Thomas moved to the edge of the roof and looked 

around. 
“Any sign of anythin’ at all?” he asked. 
“No,” James said, putting the stopper in the canteen. 

He didn’t want to drain his brother’s supply of water. 
“Three days up here, Thomas, and nothing. You think 
Pa could be wrong?” 

“Well, yeah, he could be wrong,” Thomas said, “but 
I wouldn’t want to bet against Pa, would you?” 

“No,” James said. 
“Maybe,” Thomas added, “it’s not Pa who’s wrong.” 
“Whataya mean?” 
“Maybe it’s Belinda.” 
“Why are you always pickin’ on her?” 
“James . . .” 
“Okay, okay,” James said, “never mind. All right, 

let’s say she’s wrong. Then what?” 
“That means that there’s not a gang comin’ this 

way.” 
“So is that good news or bad news?” 
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“Both,” Thomas said. “Good news that there’s no 
gang, bad news ’cause we’re still here.” 

“And no telegrams from any of the other lawmen?” 
“No, nothing,” Thomas said. “Why don’t you head 

down, get somethin’ to eat?” 
“Okay,” James said. “Thad’ll relieve you in three.” 
“Good.” 
James handed his brother the rifle they were sharing 

while on “roof” duty and went down through the 
hatch. 

“What if you’re wrong?” Alvin Simon asked. 
Belinda made sure the closed sign was out and his 

shop door was locked. She pulled the shade down and 
turned to face him. 

“What?” 
“What if Jeb Collier is not on his way here with a 

gang?” he said. 
Belinda crossed the floor and faced him. 
“Even if Jeb comes alone, he’d kill you.” 
“I’m not helpless, you know.” 
“Against him, you would be.” 
“Belinda—” 
“He’s coming, Alvin,” she said confidently, “and he’ll 

have men with him.” 
“Well, at least you got Shaye and his sons to stay and 

help.” 
“They’re not doing that for me,” she said. “They’re 

staying to help the sheriff.” 
“How are you doing with them?” Simon asked. “I 

mean, over at the sheriff’s house.” 
“They’re treating me different,” she said. “They know 

something.” 
“About us?” Simon asked eagerly. 
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“No,” she said, “and they’re not going to find out.” 
Deflated, he asked, “About what, then?” 
“Just about . . . well, me.” 
“You have been pullin’ the wool over their eyes for a 

while now,” he said. “Maybe they sense something.” 
“No,” she said, “maybe it was Dan Shaye. He prob-

ably told them something.” 
“But you asked him not to,” Simon said. “Don’t tell 

me you couldn’t control him?” 
“Don’t worry,” she said, “I will. He’s a man, after 

all.” 
“And you can control any man?” 
Suddenly she realized she may have said too much. 

She came around the counter, then put her arms around 
his waist and her head against his chest. 

“Most men, honey,” she said, “but not you. You 
know the real me.” 

He put his arms around her and held her tightly to 
him. 

“You see right through me,” she lied. 
“Yes,” he said, “I do.” 

Riley Cotton and Dan Shaye were in the sheriff’s back-
yard, smoking cigars and watching Cotton’s wife play 
with Little Matt. They had become fairly good friends 
in the last few days. 

“She really loves that kid,” Shaye said. 
“Yeah, she does,” Cotton said. “I love watching them 

together. It would break her heart—and mine—if Be-
linda tried to take him away.” 

“I’m sure you’ll be able to work something out, Ri-
ley.” 

“Whataya mean? Like buying him from her?” 
“I get the feeling that once Belinda feels she’s safe 
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from Jeb Collier, she’ll want to be on her way. And I’m 
not all that convinced she wants to take a child with 
her.” 

“So you think she’ll just leave him here?” 
“Maybe.” 
“If she did that,” Cotton said, “we could adopt him. 

Marion would love that.” 
“Sure, you could do that.” 
“But . . . what about you?” 
“What about me?” 
“What if he is your grandson?” 
Shaye puffed on his cigar for a few moments, consid-

ering how he should reply to that. 
“Riley,” he finally said, “I don’t know if there’s any 

way we’ll actually be able to know that. And even if he 
is, I don’t see how my sons and I could ever give him the 
kind of home you and your wife could.” 

“So you mean . . . you’d just leave him with us?” 
Shaye slapped the sheriff on the back and said, “Why 

the hell not?” 
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Sheriff Coffey watched as first one, then two of the 
men who had ridden into town left the saloon. One of 
them walked over to the hotel, went inside, and then 
came out. When the street was empty, Coffey left his  
chair and walked over to the hotel. 

“Afternoon, Sheriff,” the desk clerk said. His name 
was Norbert and he was also the owner. 

“Norbert, that fella who just came in,” Coffey said. 
“What did he want?” 

“Wanted to give me a good day, that’s what he  
wanted,” the clerk said. “He took four rooms.” 

“Did he sign the book?” 
“Sure did.” 
“Let me see it.” 
Norbert turned the book around for the lawman to 

look at. The four rooms had been taken in four differ-
ent names and one of the names was Jeb Collier. 

“Okay, thanks.” 
“Gonna be trouble, Sheriff?” the man asked, wor-

ried. “Should I collect in advance?” 
“No, no,” Coffey said. “Don’t worry. You’ll get your 

money.” 
Coffey left the hotel and walked back toward his of-
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fice and past it. He was on his way to the telegraph of-
fice, but he had to pass the bank to get there. 

Lou Tanner and Bill Samms entered the bank and 
stopped just inside the door to look around. There was 
room for three teller windows, but only one was being 
used. Off to one side were three desks, but again, only 
one was in use. The others had been vacant for some 
time, as evidenced by the layer of dust covering them. 

“Can I help you gents?” the teller asked. 
Samms started forward, but Tanner put his hand on 

his arm to stop him. Instead, he walked to the win-
dow. 

“We were just wonderin’ about opening an account,” 
he said, “but the bank looks . . . deserted.” 

“Well, yeah,” the old clerk said, leaning on his el-
bows. The lone figure seated at the desk was an older 
woman who looked over at them and shook her head. 

“That old woman hates when I talk to people,” the 
old man said, “but I ain’t only a teller, I’m the bank 
manager.” 

Now that he was standing at the teller’s window, 
Tanner could see a large safe behind it—against a wall. 
Oddly, the safe was open. 

“Is that a fact?” 
“Sure is,” the old man said. 
“If you’re the manager, how come you keep the safe 

open?” 
The old man cackled and said, “That’s ’cause there 

ain’t no money in it.” 
“None at all?” Tanner asked. “What happened? You 

get robbed?” 
The old man found that funny and started laughing 

so much he lost his breath and started to choke. 
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“Take it easy, old-timer,” Tanner said. “It’s just a 
question.” 

“I’m s-sorry,” the old man said, wiping tears from his 
eyes with his palms. “It’s just the idea of somebody rob-
bin’ this bank . . . there ain’t nothin’ for them ta get.” 

“Whataya mean?” 
“There ain’t been no money in this bank in years,  

mister,” he said. “Oh, there was a time when we had 
plenty of money in the safe and the safe was always 
closed. We had a full staff here and a real bank man-
ager. Those were the days.” 

“What days?” 
“The days when most of the big ranches around here 

kept their money in this bank,” the old man said. “Their 
operatin’ expenses, their payrolls, they all came out of 
here.” 

“But not no more?” 
“Not no more for a long time.” 
“But . . . you still got a telegraph line.” 
“We got that line because of the bank,” the old man 

said, “but when the money got taken out of the bank, 
nobody came along ta take down the line. So we still 
got one, but ain’t nobody got any more use for that 
than they do for this bank.” 

The old man cackled again and Tanner started to 
think that the man only had about half a brain left. 

“Is this true?” Tanner asked, turning to the old 
woman at the desk. 

“It’s true,” she said. “That old man tells the story to 
anyone who’ll listen.” 

Tanner looked over at Samms, who just shrugged. 
“Is he really the manager?” 
“We ain’t got much need for a manager anymore, 

mister,” she said. “That there old fool is my husband 
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and, truth be told, the only reason we come in here ev-
ery day is ’cause we don’t got nowhere else ta go and we 
don’t wanna stay home together.” 

Tanner looked over at the old man, who was smiling 
broadly, a yellow gap-toothed smile. 

“Ain’t no harm in lettin’ him call hisself the manager, 
now, is there?” she asked. 

“Lou,” Samms said, “let’s get outta here.” 
Samms turned and opened the door, but Lou Tanner 

had one more question. 
“If the ranchers used to keep all their money here, 

where are they keepin’ it now?” 
“They’re keepin’ it in the bank that put us outta busi-

ness,” she said. “The bank that nearly killed this  
town.” 

“And where’s that?” 
“Why,” she said, “that’s in Pearl River Junction.” 

The sheriff took up a position across the street from the 
old bank. He knew Gladys Michaels and her crazy hus-
band Henry were in there. They went in there every  
day. That meant that they were telling these men every-
thing there was to know about the old bank. 

After a while the door opened and the two men 
stepped outside. They never once glanced across the 
street, but headed straight back to the saloon, deep in 
thought the whole way. 

He stepped from the doorway and turned to go to the 
telegraph office, but at the last minute crossed over to 
the bank. 

“Gladys,” he said, sticking his head in. “What’d you 
tell them fellers that was just in here?” 

“Henry told them his story, Sheriff,” she said, “after 
he told them he was the bank manager.” 
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“And what else did you tell them?” 
“Why, I told them where all the money went to,” she 

said. “They seemed like nice enough fellas, no sense in 
lettin’ them think they could open an account here. We 
told them to go to the Bank of Pearl River Junction, 
where the ranchers from miles around keep their 
money.” 

Sheriff Coffey closed the door and started walking 
quickly to the telegraph office. 
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q 
Sheriff Cotton was in his office when the telegraph 
clerk found him. 

“Thad, where’s Dan Shaye?” he asked after the clerk 
left. 

“I don’t know, Sheriff.” 
“What are you doing now?” 
“I gotta relieve Thomas on the roof of City Hall.” 
Cotton folded up the telegram and looked up at  

Thad. 
“Go and get Thomas off the roof and both of you 

come down. One of you find Dan and the other James. 
I need all of you here as soon as possible.” 

“But we need somebody on watch—” 
“Not today we don’t,” Cotton said. “Just do it.” 
“Sure, Sheriff.” 
As Thad left the office, Cotton unfolded the telegram 

and read it again. 

“The Collier gang is in a town called Highbinder,  
Texas.” 

“How far is that from here?” Shaye asked. 
“About two days’ ride. I got a telegram from the sher-

iff there. They arrived today and checked out the bank.” 
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“What’s Highbinder’s bank like?” Shaye asked. 
“That’s just it,” Cotton said. “They don’t have a bank 

there anymore. They used to, but all that’s left is the 
building. See, before the Bank of Pearl River Junction 
opened, all the ranchers for miles around kept their 
money there. Now it’s here.” 

“And the gang knows that now,” Thomas said. 
“Right. Sheriff Coffey says they took rooms and are 

going to stay overnight. If they leave town in the morn-
ing and head this way, he’ll send us another telegram.” 

“So we’ve got a breather for a couple of days,” James 
said. “No more roof watches.” 

“For now, no,” Cotton said, “but now that they 
know how much money our bank keeps on deposit . . .” 

“Makes sense that they’d hit it,” Shaye said, “but 
probably not until after Jeb Collier meets with Belinda 
and sees the boy.” 

“Wait,” Cotton said, “we can’t let him see them.” 
“Why not?” Shaye said. “It’s the reason he’s coming 

here. Maybe if he sees her and she tells him to go away, 
he will.” 

“He’s got seven men riding with him, according to 
this telegram,” Cotton said. “You think they’re going 
to come all this way and not try for the bank?” 

“Probably not,” Shaye said. “You got any names?” 
“Four,” Cotton said, consulting the telegram, “Les-

lie, Tanner, Jeb Collier, and Delay.” 
“Wait,” Shaye said. “Vic Delay?” 
“No first name,” Cotton said. “Why? Who’s Vic De-

lay?” 
“A fast gun for hire,” Shaye said. “A killer.” 
“Why would a killer be riding with Collier?” Cotton 

asked. “Isn’t he a bank robber?” 
“Bank robbers don’t kill?” James asked. 
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“Well, yeah, they do,” Shaye said, “but Vic Delay has 
never been known for robbing banks, just for killing.” 

“So then why’s he riding with the Collier gang?” 
Thomas asked. 

“Maybe Jeb Collier thought he’d have need for a fast 
gun when he came here.” 

“To find out if he has a son?” James asked. 
“Collier’s got something else on his mind besides 

that—obviously,” Thomas said. 
“Our bank,” Cotton said, “now that he knows  

about it.” 
“How well is your bank protected?” Shaye asked. 
“Two guards at all times,” Cotton said. “The bank 

employs their own men.” 
“Well, we’ll have to warn them,” Shaye said. 
“I’ll have a talk with the manager,” Cotton said, 

“and I guess I better talk to the mayor and the town 
council. We might be having some excitement in this  
town pretty soon.” 

“I’ll go with you,” Shaye said. 
“And what do we do?” James asked. 
“You can stop taking shifts on the roof,” Cotton  

said. “In fact, you can take some time off, get some 
rest. We’ll tell you when you should come back.” 

“We should probably keep one of them on duty, Ri-
ley,” Shaye said, “just to make normal rounds.” 

“Okay,” Cotton said, “decide among yourselves 
who’ll make rounds tonight.” 

“I’ll do it,” Thad said immediately. “I’m used to it.” 
Sheriff Cotton got up, grabbed his gun belt from the 

peg behind him, and put it on. 
“Let’s go, Dan,” he said, “we can still catch the bank 

during business hours. After that we’ll come back to 
City Hall and talk to the others.” 
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“You boys stay out of trouble during your time off,” 
Shaye warned his sons. 

“Hey, we’re deputies now,” James said. “Nobody’s 
gonna want to start trouble with us.” 

“If you believe that . . .” Thomas said, shaking his 
head. 

On the way to the bank Cotton let Shaye read the tele-
gram for himself. 

“How fast is Vic Delay?” Cotton asked. 
“Fast, accurate, deadly.” 
“Have you ever seen him?” 
“Once,” Shaye said, “years ago, in Abilene.” He 

handed the telegram back to Cotton. 
“Maybe it’s a different Delay,” the sheriff said. 
“Wishful thinking,” Shaye said. “Let’s just assume 

that Jeb Collier is on his way here with Vic Delay and 
six other men and go from there.” 

“Why would he need to bring a killer—unless he 
means to kill Belinda?” 

“He probably just figures he doesn’t know what to 
expect when he gets here,” Shaye said. 

“Eight men,” Cotton said, shaking his head. 
“Can you get any more deputies?” Shaye asked. 
“Not with any experience.” 
“When this is all over,” Shaye said, “you might con-

sider getting the town council to let you bring in some 
experienced men—especially if your bank carries as 
much money as you say.” 

“The town was trying to keep a low profile about 
that,” Cotton said. “They didn’t want to overstaff my 
office and figured the bank had its own men inside.” 

“They gave you that big two-story office,” Shaye 
said. “You might as well put it to good use.” 
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“Well, if I come out of this alive, I’ll take it up with 
the town council,” Riley Cotton said. 

“You’ll come out of it alive, Riley,” Shaye said. “We 
all will.” 

“How can you be so sure?” 
Shaye shrugged and said, “Thinking about the alter-

native really doesn’t appeal to me.” 
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q 
The bank manager’s name was Edmund Brown and 
Shaye could see right from the first moment he met 
him that the man did not have much faith in the local 
law. 

“We have enough men to handle any robbery at-
tempt, gentlemen,” he said to Shaye and Cotton. “Our 
men are especially trained.” 

“I realize that, Mr. Brown,” Cotton said. “We just 
wanted to warn you and let you know we’re on top of 
the situation.” 

“Well, we appreciate that, Sheriff,” Brown said, “but 
rest assured, we can handle the situation ourselves. I’ll 
just put two more men on duty and that should take 
care of it.” 

“How are they armed?” Shaye asked. 
Brown looked at Shaye as if he was surprised that the 

deputy had spoken, instead of the sheriff. 
“Our men have the newest Winchesters and the train-

ing to use them,” the bank manager said. 
“Have they ever killed a man?” 
“W-what?” 
“Have they ever killed a man before?” Shaye asked 

again. 
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“Sheriff,” Brown said, “do you usually let your sub-
ordinates—” 

“Mr. Shaye is no subordinate, Mr. Brown,” Cotton 
informed the man. “He has volunteered to help the 
town on this. He’s a well-known lawman in his own 
right.” 

“Well, that may be,” Brown said, “but whether or 
not our men have killed before is not germane to the 
discussion.” 

“I’m not sure what ‘germane’ means, Mr. Brown,” 
Shaye said, “but it sure is important whether or not 
your men have killed before, because they’ll probably 
have to kill now. There can’t be any hesitation on their 
part—” 

“Not to worry, uh, Deputy Shaye,” Brown said, 
“there will be no hesitation on the part of my men.” 

“I hope not, sir,” Shaye said, “for all your sakes.” 

“What an ass!” Shaye said outside. 
“That’s true,” Cotton said. 
“He’s going to end up getting a lot of people killed 

someday,” Shaye said. “Maybe even some citizens.” 
“We’ll talk to the mayor and the town council now,” 

Cotton said, “but I got to warn you that Brown sits on 
the council.” 

“He’s just one man,” Shaye said. “Let’s see if we 
can’t convince the others to take some special precau-
tions.” 

The mayor was an officious man named Walter Mann. 
He consented to see Cotton and Shaye without an ap-
pointment, but told the sheriff he had “five minutes.” 

“It’s going to take longer than that, Mayor,” Shaye 
said. 
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The mayor sported a mane of white hair that made 
him seem older than he was, which Shaye figured was 
about his own age. 

“I don’t know you,” Mann said. “You’re new.” 
“Mayor, this is Daniel Shaye. He and his two sons 

have volunteered to be deputies during this time.” 
“And what time is that, Sheriff?” 
“We believe that a gang of outlaws is on its way 

here,” Cotton said and went on to explain about the 
telegram from Sheriff Coffey on Highbinder. He did 
not, however, say anything about Belinda and her son. 

“What makes you think these men are coming here, 
Sheriff?” 

“They were told about our bank,” Cotton said. 
“Our bank is well protected.” 
“There’s another man riding with the gang,” Shaye 

said. “His name is Vic Delay.” 
Mann shook his head. “Should I know that name?” 
“He has a reputation as a killer.” 
“And why would he be coming here?” 
“We don’t know that, Mayor,” Cotton said. “We just 

want to alert you and the council to what we do 
know.” 

“Well,” Mann said, “it doesn’t sound to me like you 
know a lot, Riley, but I’ll convene a meeting of the 
council tomorrow morning, nine a.m.” 

“Fine,” Cotton said. “I’ll be there.” 
He and Shaye turned to leave, but then he turned 

back. 
“I forgot to tell you. We’ve already talked with Ed  

Brown at the bank. He’s not taking our warning too 
seriously.” 

“I’ll keep that in mind, Riley.” 
Cotton nodded and followed Shaye out the door. 
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* * *  
“Two jackasses,” Shaye said. “Why is it men like that 
hire men like us and then don’t listen?” 

“We do our jobs anyway, don’t we?” 
“This is the part of wearing the badge I always 

hated,” Shaye said, “dealing with men like that.” 
“What can we do?” Cotton asked. “It’s men like that 

who build towns and run things.” 
“Yeah,” Shaye said. 
“I could use some coffee,” Cotton said. “How about 

you?” 
“Sure.” 
“I know a place that serves a great cup.” 
“Not your house, I hope . . . no offense.” 
“None taken,” Cotton said. “No, we can have coffee 

without having to see Belinda or Little Matt.” 
“Then lead the way . . .” 



45 

q 
Jeb Collier was still seated in the saloon with Vic Delay 
when Lou Tanner returned. The other men had left 
in search of a meal or to check out their hotel rooms. 
Since they were sharing two or three to a room, they’d 
want to get first choice of a bed. 

Lou Tanner got himself a beer from the bartender 
and sat down across from Jeb and Vic Delay. 

“What’d you find out?” Jeb asked. 
“What did you send him to find out?” Delay asked. 
“Why this one-horse town has a telegraph key.” 
“What the hell—” 
“Just listen,” Jeb said. He looked at Tanner. “Go.” 
Tanner explained everything he and Samms had 

learned at the Highbinder bank—or what was left of it. 
“That bank in Pearl River Junction has got to be 

busting with money, boss,” he finished. 
“Sure sounds like it,” Jeb said. 
“So what do we do?” Tanner asked. 
“Go get yourself somethin’ to eat, Lou,” Jeb said. 

“Delay and I will be along in a while. 
“Okay, Jeb.” 
“Ben’s out there somewhere,” Jeb reminded him. 

“Make sure he doesn’t get into trouble.” 
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When Tanner left, Jeb looked across the table at De-
lay. 

“I knew there had to be a reason for this town to 
have a telegraph key.” 

“Whatever you say, Jeb,” Delay replied. “You plan 
on hittin’ that bank in Pearl River Junction now that 
you know it carries so much money?” 

“It’s too good to pass up,” Jeb said. “You and your 
boys want to be in on it?” 

“Why not?” Delay replied. “We’ll be there, won’t 
we?” 

“But we can’t do it until after I finish my other busi-
ness.” 

“When do you want to leave?” 
“Tomorrow,” Jeb said, “and we’ll still ride in the way 

I figured. We’ll leave this town in four sets of twos, so 
we don’t ride into Pearl River Junction too close to-
gether.” 

“Suits me,” Delay said. “Whataya say we get some-
thin’ to eat now? I’m starvin’.” 

As they pushed their chairs back and got up, Jeb 
asked, “Don’t you want to talk about the split?” 

“I figure you’ll see I get a fair share from the bank, 
Jeb,” Delay said, “ ’cause you know I’d kill you, other-
wise, and that brother of yours.” 

“I reckon I know that, Vic,” Jeb said. 
“All right, then,” Delay said. “Let’s go and find 

somethin’ to eat.” 

Sheriff Coffey watched the last two men leave the hotel 
and walk over to the café. Some of the other men were 
inside already. When they were joined by the last two, 
Coffey crossed the street and peered in the window of 
the café. He counted and saw that seven of the men 
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were inside, seated at two tables. They were all eating 
except for the two who had just entered, who were or-
dering from a scared-looking waitress. 

He was trying to decide what to do next when he felt 
something hard poke him in the center of the back. 

“Just stand fast, Sheriff,” a voice said. “I’m gonna 
take your gun.” 

A hand plucked his gun from his holster. 
“Okay,” the voice said, “let’s go inside.” 

Jeb Collier looked up as a man came stumbling into the 
café. The waitress gave a startled little scream. 

“It’s okay, darlin’,” he said to her. “Just go and get us 
our steaks.” 

“Y-yes, sir.” 
Jeb turned his attention to the two men who had just 

entered. One was the sheriff and the other was Lou 
Tanner. 

“Found the lawman peekin’ in the window,” Tanner 
said. “He’s been watchin’ us all day. Figured maybe 
he’d like a closer look.” 

“Good idea, Lou,” Jeb said. “What’s your name, 
lawman?” 

“Coffey.” 
“You got any deputies?” 
“No.” 
“Guess you don’t need any in a town like this, 

huh?” 
“Ain’t much of a town,” Ben Collier said. 
“What’s your interest in us, Sheriff?” Jeb asked. 
“You’re strangers,” Coffey said. “It’s my job to look 

out for strangers.” 
“Is that right?” Jeb asked. “You think maybe we’re 

after your bank?” 
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“No, sir.” 
“‘Sir’?” Jeb looked around at his men. “We got us a 

real polite lawman here, boys.” 
“Jeb, he was outside the bank when Samms and me 

were inside,” Tanner said. He still had his gun in his 
hand, trained on Sheriff Coffey’s back. 

“Is that right?” Jeb asked. “I reckon you probably 
went in there to see what Lou here wanted, didn’t you, 
lawman?” 

“I’m just doin’ my job.” 
“And does doin’ your job mean you use the telegraph 

key?” Jeb asked. 
“Use the key for what, Jeb?” Ben asked. 
“I’m thinkin’ he mighta warned Pearl River Junction 

that we’re comin’,” Jeb answered. 
That made Vic Delay sit forward. 
“How would he know we were headin’ there?” 
“I don’t know,” Jeb said. “Maybe the sheriff here can 

tell us.” 
“There’s nothin’ to tell,” Coffey said, sweating. “Tol’ 

you. I’m just doin’ my job, keepin’ an eye on you.” 
“We’ll see, Sheriff,” Jeb said. “We’ll see. Lou, you 

and a couple of others make the lawman comfortable in 
one of these chairs. I want to eat before I talk to him 
some more.” 

“Sure, Jeb,” Tanner said. “Samms, find some rope. 
We’re gonna make the lawman real comfortable.” 

Sheriff Coffey watched the entire gang finish eating 
while tied to a chair that was shoved into a corner. It 
gave him time to wonder what they would do to him if 
he didn’t tell them what they wanted to know. It also 
gave him time to regret he’d ever taken this damn job. 

* * *  
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“What are we gonna do with him?” Delay asked Jeb 
while they ate. He kept his voice down so the sheriff 
couldn’t hear him. 

“We’ll send one of the men over to the telegraph of-
fice, find out if he’s sent or gotten any telegrams re-
cently,” Jeb explained. “I’m thinkin’ maybe somebody 
in Pearl River Junction heard about me gettin’ out of 
Yuma and figured I might be comin’ to see ’em.” 

“Her, you mean,” Delay said. “You’re talkin’ about 
your gal.” 

“Maybe.” 
“If she tol’ them you’re comin’, then they’ll be ready 

for us,” Delay said. “And if this fella sent them a mes-
sage tellin’ them how many we are—” 

“You’re puttin’ the horse before the cart, Vic,” Jeb 
said. “Let’s finish eatin’, then find out what he knows 
and what he told people, before we panic.” 

“I ain’t gonna panic, Jeb,” Delay said. “That ain’t 
what I do. See, this whole thing is your plan. You’re 
gonna decide how we play it. I only know one thing.” 

“What’s that, Vic?” 
“This day’s gonna end with me killin’ a lawman.” 
Jeb forked a piece of steak into his mouth and said, 

“I got no problem with that.” 
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Later that night Shaye entered the sheriff’s office and 
found Cotton seated at his desk. 

“You haven’t gone home yet?” 
“Nope.” 
“Anybody else around?” 
“James is out doin’ rounds,” Cotton said. 
Shaye came over and sat across from Cotton. 
“Any more word from that sheriff in Highbinder?” 
“No,” Cotton said, “and I’m worried. That’s a small 

town. Fact is, it can’t hardly even be called a town any-
more. If he gets too close to those men and they notice 
him . . .” 

“I get your meaning,” Shaye said. “If we don’t hear 
from him again, we’ll have to assume the worst.” 

“Yep,” the other man said. “That he’s dead and 
that Collier and his gang know that we know they’re 
coming.” 

“That’d be the worst, all right.” 
“What do we do then?” Cotton asked. “I mean, if  

they come riding in here as bold as you please . . . if they 
come in peaceful and none of them is wanted for any-
thing, there ain’t much we can do.” 

“Not until they break the law anyway,” Shaye said. 
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“Fact is, Jeb Collier’ll probably want to finish his busi-
ness with Belinda before he tries for the bank.” 

“What if she doesn’t want to see him?” Cotton 
asked. 

“Then we’ll probably have a problem,” Shaye said, 
“but I think she’ll talk to him.” 

“What makes you say that?” 
“It’ll be the only way she can get rid of him,” Shaye 

answered. “She’ll have to convince him that he’s not the 
father.” 

“And what if she has no better luck convincing him 
he’s not the father than she did convincing you that 
you’re the grandfather?” 

Shaye stared at the lawman. 
“Riley, I’m not even sure I understand that question, 

but why don’t we just worry about it when the time 
comes?” 

“Right, right.” 
“I’ve got a question for you, though.” 
“Okay.” 
“How long a ride is it from here to Highbinder?” 
“Two days.” 
“So they’ll have to camp overnight on the trail.” 
“Right,” Cotton said. “What are you thinking?” 
“I’m wondering what would happen if we met them 

on the trail?” Shaye said. 
“And did what?” the lawman asked, carefully. 
“Somehow persuaded them not to come to Pearl 

River Junction.” 
“And how would we do that without gunplay?” 
“We probably couldn’t,” Shaye admitted. 
“Dan, I don’t think I could do that,” Cotton said. “I 

mean . . . I’m the sheriff and—” 
“That’s okay,” Shaye said, cutting him off. “I was 
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just trying it out on you. I know you can’t do anything 
that’s against the law.” 

“I’m sure there are some lawmen who stretch the 
law, Dan,” Cotton went on. “Maybe it’s a failing in me 
that I can’t—” 

“Riley,” Shaye said, “it’s okay. I understand.” 
They sat quietly for a few moments and then Cotton 

said, “You and your sons wouldn’t ride out there and 
face them, would you?” 

“No,” Shaye said, “not without knowing exactly how 
many there are. Sheriff Coffey said eight, but we don’t 
know if they’ll be riding all together or not. I mean, if I 
was Collier I wouldn’t want to ride in here with seven 
other men and attract attention.” 

“So you think they’ll come in separately?” 
“In three or four groups, probably,” Shaye said. “We’ll 

have to get a description of him from Belinda, just so 
we’ll have a chance to recognize him when he rides in.” 

“That’s a good idea.” 
“I think we’re pretty safe in assuming they won’t ar-

rive until the day after tomorrow,” Shaye said. “I just 
wish your sheriff friend would send us one more tele-
gram.” 

“Maybe he will,” Cotton said, “after they leave  
town.” 

“Yeah,” Shaye said, “if he can. Given the size of that 
town, I also assume he has no deputies?” 

“No,” Cotton said, “and he hasn’t had the job all 
that long either.” 

Shaye stared for a moment, not at anything in par-
ticular. 

“You think he’s in trouble, don’t you?” 
“Oh yes,” Shaye said, “I do. And we’re too far away 

to be of any help. All we can do is wait.” 



191 ROBERT J. RANDISI 

* * *  
The blood from the wounds in Sheriff Coffey’s face had 
run down his chest and soaked into the ropes that were 
binding him. 

“That’s enough,” Jeb told Lou Tanner. Aside from 
Delay, Jeb had respect for Lou Tanner above all the 
other men and Tanner had proven him right by bringing 
the lawman in. Because of that he had allowed Tanner 
to don his leather gloves and “question” Sheriff Coffey. 

When Jeb called him off, Tanner stepped back and 
stripped off his bloody leather gloves. 

“We’ve got what we need,” Jeb said. “One sheriff 
with one full-time and one part-time deputy in Pearl 
River Junction. That’s all we need to know.” 

“So we don’t need him anymore?” Vic Delay asked. 
“No.” 
“I mean,” Delay said, “we don’t need him alive 

any—” 
“No, Vic,” Jeb said, “we don’t need him. Do what 

you want.” 
All of the men except for Lou Tanner, who knew De-

lay well, were startled when the man simply drew his 
gun and fired a shot into the sheriff’s chest, putting the 
bloody man out of his misery. The sheriff’s chair hopped 
in the air and came down on its back with a thud. 

Delay ejected the spent cartridge and inserted a live 
one before holstering his gun. 

“Lou, take the men to the bar and get them a drink 
on me,” Jeb said. 

“Sure.” Tanner kept himself from calling Jeb “boss.” 
He didn’t think it would sit right with Delay. The last 
thing he wanted to do was get Vic Delay mad at him. 
He knew better than anyone how unpredictable Delay 
was. 



192 ROBERT J. RANDISI 

Once the six men were standing at the bar, effectively 
blocking the bartender’s view, Jeb put his arm around 
Delay and said, “Vic, I don’t think we need to leave the 
bartender or the telegraph operator behind when we 
leave either.” 

“I can take care of that right now.” 
“Do the bartender tonight and the telegraph operator 

tomorrow before we leave. For tonight we can put both 
bodies behind the bar and then close this place up when 
we go to the hotel.” 

“Okay,” Delay said, “but maybe they’ll be gone by 
mornin’.” 

“Not these people,” Jeb said. “They got no place else 
to go.” 

“We should probably disable the key as well as the 
operator.” 

“No problem,” Delay said. “And while we’re check-
ing out in the mornin’ I could also do the desk clerk.” 

“Ah, why not?” Jeb said. “Then we at least get our 
rooms for free, right?” 

Both men left and walked toward the bar, Delay 
drawing his gun again. 
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Jeb Collier came out of the hotel and found Ben waiting 
there with his horse. Behind him he heard a shot. He 
thought that must be Vic Delay taking care of the hotel 
bill. 

The night before, when they had returned to the ho-
tel, he’d heard Delay ask the clerk, “Say, how many 
people live in this town anyway?” 

“Not very many anymore,” the clerk said. “Probably 
a dozen or so of us left, is all.” 

Well, Jeb had thought, minus the sheriff and the bar-
tender. 

On the way up the stairs to their rooms, Jeb said, 
“You want to kill the whole town, Vic?” 

“I’m thinkin’ about it.” 
“Forget it,” Jeb said. “Take care of the telegraph in the 

morning and the desk clerk, then we’ll be on our way.” 
“You’re callin’ the shots,” Delay had said. 
Now it was morning and there was only the telegraph 

key and operator to take care of. Once the key was dis-
abled, it didn’t matter how many people they left be-
hind. 

Delay came out of the hotel, pulling on his black 
leather gloves. 
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“Paid the bill,” he said. 
“Okay, let’s do the rest of it and get on the trail,” Jeb 

said. He took the reins of his horse from his brother. 
“Where’s my horse?” Delay asked. 
Nervously, Ben said, “Tanner’s got it over to the sa-

loon, Mr. Delay. That’s where the rest of the boys are.” 
“Ben, I’m goin’ to the telegraph office with Vic,” Jeb 

said, mounting up. “Go get the rest of the boys ready to 
travel—and they better not be drunk.” 

“Sure, Jeb.” 
As Ben rode off toward the saloon, Delay said, “He’s 

an idiot.” 
“But he’s my brother,” Jeb said. “Don’t forget that, 

Vic.” 
The two matched stares, Jeb getting the upper hand 

because he was mounted and looking down at Delay. 
“Like I said,” Delay repeated, “you’re callin’ the 

shots,” and then he added to himself—for now. 
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The next morning Shaye had breakfast with Thomas 
and James. He took them to the café Sheriff Cotton had 
taken him to for the good cup of coffee. Turned out 
they had the best food in town as well. 

“Just don’t tell my wife I come here,” Cotton had 
said to Shaye. “This is the only place in town that 
makes better food than she does.” 

Shaye swore himself to secrecy and now did the same 
with his sons. 

“I wouldn’t want to get the sheriff in trouble,” James 
said around a forkful of steak and eggs, “but he sure is 
right about the food. I don’t know if it’s better than 
his wife’s, but it’s the best I’ve had in a while.” 

“It’s better than your cookin’, I can tell you that 
much,” Thomas said. 

“Oh yeah? Well, when we get back to the ranch, you 
can do all the cookin’ from now on.” 

They fell silent for a moment and then James added, 
“Uh, that is, if we go back to the ranch.” 

“I already told you both” Shaye said, “that we’ll be 
going back to the ranch, even if it’s just to sell it.” 

They ate in silence again for a few moments and 
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then James asked, “How do you feel wearin’ a badge 
again, Pa?” 

“Well, it’s been a while,” Shaye said. “I have to admit 
I really didn’t like having to talk with the mayor yester-
day and I’m not looking forward to talking to the town 
council half an hour from now. This is the political part 
of the job I have always hated.” 

“But . . .” James said. 
“But it does feel good to have a star on my chest  

again, even if it is a deputy’s star,” Shaye said. “Been a 
while since I wore a shirt with the pin hole in it. What 
about you boys?” 

“I like it,” Thomas said without hesitation. 
“I thought you would, Thomas,” Shaye said. 
“You didn’t think I would, Pa?” James asked. 
“I don’t know, James,” Shaye said. “You never seemed 

to take to the job the way Thomas did.” 
“You mean because he’s better with a gun?” 
“Not just that,” Shaye said. “Your ma and I just al-

ways thought you’d get an education. You have the po-
tential to be better than this—maybe a lawyer.” 

“A lawyer?” James asked. “Me? Really?” 
“You never thought about it?” Shaye asked. 
“Not really.” 
“You’re smart enough for it, James,” Shaye said. 
“I agree with Pa,” Thomas said. “I can see us both 

workin’ for the law, James: me outside the courtroom 
and you inside. You are the smart one. You just haven’t 
had a chance to use your smarts because you had to 
pick up a gun.” 

James stared at his big brother and asked, “You re-
ally feel that way?” 

“Sure, why not? You took to book learnin’ more than 
Matthew and me ever did. I don’t mind admittin’ that.” 
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“You could still do it, James,” Shaye said. “Think 
about it.” 

“I will, Pa,” James promised. 
“What are you gonna tell the town council, Pa?” 

Thomas asked, changing the subject to something more 
immediate. 

“Nothing,” Shaye said. “It’s up to the sheriff, not me, 
to make them understand what’s happening—or what 
might happen.” 

“Fellers like that,” Thomas said, “they usually under-
stand what’s happenin’ better than what might happen, 
don’t they? I mean, I don’t have that much experience, 
but that’s what I’ve seen in the places we’ve worked in.” 

“You’re right, Thomas,” Shaye said. “They just don’t 
have that much imagination.” 

It was very early and there were only a few more din-
ers in the place, so when Riley Cotton appeared at the 
door, he attracted everyone’s attention. 

“Thought I might find you boys here,” he said, tak-
ing a seat. 

The waitress came hurrying over and asked, “Break-
fast, Sheriff?” 

“Uh, sure, Connie, why not? Steak and eggs.” 
“Comin’ up.” 
“Something on your mind, Riley?” Shaye asked. 
“Yeah,” Cotton said. “I stopped by the telegraph of-

fice and asked the clerk to send a telegram to High-
binder.” 

“And? No answer yet?” 
“No answer at all.” 
“Could be there’s just nobody at the other end,” 

Thomas suggested. 
“I thought of that,” the lawman said, “but the clerk 

says that his signal is not getting through.” 
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“Oh,” Shaye said. 
“What’s that mean?” James asked. “I mean, I know 

what it means for the signal not to get through, but 
what’s it mean to us?” 

“Well . . .” Cotton said. “your pa and I think that the 
gang may have killed Sheriff Coffey before they left 
Highbinder.” 

“And maybe they disabled the telegraph key?” James 
asked. “Or maybe that’s all they did.” 

“I sure hope you’re right, James,” Cotton said. 
“Whataya think, Pa?” James asked. 
“If Jeb Collier’s got Vic Delay riding with him,” 

Shaye said, “that man just looks for reasons to kill 
people.” 

“Is he a fast gun, Pa?” James asked. 
“More than a fast gun, James,” Shaye said. “He’s a 

killer. He likes it.” 
“I bet Thomas can take him,” James said. He turned 

to Cotton and added, “Thomas is fast and he hits what 
he shoots at every time.” There was pride in James’s 
tone. 

“Thanks, James,” Thomas said, “but I ain’t so high 
on tryin’ my hand with a fella like that.” 

“Smart man,” Shaye said. “You gotta look to avoid 
gunfights, not get into them.” 

“You ever avoid a gunfight, Pa?” James asked. “I 
mean, in your younger years?” 

“Every chance I got, boy,” Shaye said. “Every chance 
I got.” 
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Shaye and Cotton left Thomas and James at the café 
and walked to City Hall. 

“You know what these people are like, don’t you?” 
Cotton asked. 

“Oh yes,” Shaye said. “They’re the same in every 
town. They think because you have a badge on your 
chest you’re used to being a target.” 

“They’re paying you to do a job and you better do it 
without complaining,” Cotton said. 

“And don’t ask for more help.” 
“Well,” Cotton said, “today we’re gonna ask. I don’t 

know what good it will do, except that after the fact we 
might be able to say, ‘I told you so.’” 

They reached the building and entered. 
“The bank manager, Brown,” Shaye said, “he’ll be 

against us already.” 
“There are four other people on the town council,” 

Cotton said. “I’ll have to talk directly to them.” 
They went up the stairs to the second floor and Cot-

ton led the way to a closed door. 
“This is where they meet,” he said. “They should all 

be inside already.” 
“Want me to come in with you?” Shaye offered. 
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“Why don’t we start with you out here?” Cotton 
asked. “This part is really my job, isn’t it?” 

Shaye nodded and said, “And you’re welcome to it.” 

“What’s this town council meetin’ supposed to be 
about?” James asked Thomas as they left the café. 

“Cotton wants to try to hire new deputies.” 
“I thought he had the power to do that?” James 

asked. “He gave us badges, didn’t he?” 
“Yeah, but we’re not gettin’ paid,” Thomas said. “He 

needs more money to pay more deputies and that has to 
be approved by the town council.” 

“And why wouldn’t they?” 
“Because they’re politicians,” Thomas said. “It’s their 

job to say no.” 
They crossed the street and started walking toward 

the sheriff’s office and City Hall. 
“The five of us can probably handle things,” James 

said. “Don’t you think, Thomas?” 
“I think there’s safety in numbers, James,” Thomas 

said. “That’s why Collier’s comin’ here with eight men 
and that’s why we could always use more.” 

“But if we don’t get them,” James argued, “we can 
handle it. I know we can.” 

“Well,” Thomas replied, “I did say you’re the smart 
one, James, so I guess I’ll take your word for it.” 

But there is smart, Thomas thought, and there is na-
ïve. He thought James had a bit of each. 

Occasionally, Shaye could hear raised voices from in-
side the meeting room, but he was never able to make 
out any words. Eventually, when the door to the meet-
ing room opened, Shaye expected Cotton to ask him to 
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come in. Instead, the sheriff stepped into the hall and 
pulled the door closed behind him. 

“You look frustrated,” Shaye said. 
“Then I feel the way I look,” Cotton said. “To a 

man—and the only woman on the council—they feel 
that the bank would be able to handle any robbery at-
tempts.” 

“So no money for more deputies?” 
“No money,” Cotton said, “but they commended me 

for being able to get three new deputies for free.” 
“So what if we took off our badges?” Shaye asked. 

“Would they give you money to hire more deputies 
then?” 

“No. They stood their ground and the mayor stood 
with them.” 

“And I’ll bet bank manager Edmund Brown had a lot 
to do with it too,” Shaye said. 

“Oh yeah,” Cotton said. “He had a lot to say. They 
also suggested that if I felt like I couldn’t handle the job 
I should step down.” 

“Maybe you should,” Shaye said. 
“What would that accomplish?” 
“They sure wouldn’t be able to hire a new sheriff in 

time,” Shaye said. “That would teach them a lesson.” 
Cotton shook his head. 
“That would leave the town defenseless,” he said. “I 

couldn’t take my frustration out on the people of this 
town.” 

“Go around and try to recruit volunteers to stand 
with you, Riley,” Shaye said, “and then decide whether 
or not you can take it out on them.” 

Cotton looked at the closed door and, for a moment, 
they could both hear laughter from behind it. 



202 ROBERT J. RANDISI 

“Let’s get out of here,” Cotton said. “I can’t think 
here.” 

“Can’t blame you for that,” Shaye said and followed 
the sheriff down the steps and out of the building. 

“I guess it’s up to us,” Cotton said some time later as 
the two men leaned on the bar at Bo Hart’s Saloon. 
“That is, if you’re still willing to help.” 

“I can’t very well leave town knowing that you and 
your deputy would have to face the gang alone.” 

“It’s our job, not yours,” Cotton said. 
“That may be,” Shaye said, “but my sons and I are 

here and we know what’s going to happen. We can’t 
just walk away.” 

“Integrity.” 
“What?” 
“You have integrity, all three of you,” Cotton said. 

“It’s rare to find that, these days.” 
“If that’s true, it’s a shame,” Shaye said, “but I don’t 

think it’s integrity . . . it’s just common sense.” 
“I can’t believe this is all going to happen because of 

Belinda.” 
“If that was the case, you could just send her out of 

town,” Shaye said. 
“You mean . . . run her out of town?” 
“That’s what I mean,” Shaye said, “then when Collier 

gets here and realizes she’s not here . . . but that’s not the 
case, Riley. They know about the bank now. If they get 
here and Belinda’s not here, they’ll just hit the bank.” 

Cotton nursed a glass of whiskey, then asked the bar-
tender for a second. Shaye was holding a half-finished 
beer. 

“You got money in that bank?” he asked suddenly. 
“What? Well, yeah, I do,” Cotton said. 
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“Is there another bank in town?” 
“Used to be, but eventually everyone just moved their 

money to this one.” 
“So anybody in this town or in the surrounding area 

who has money in a bank has it in that bank?” 
“Yup.” 
“Well,” Shaye said, “I guess there’s one thing you 

could do right away.” 
“What’s that?” 
“Get your money out of that bank and stick in under 

your mattress.” 
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Belinda Davis had heard Riley Cotton telling his wife 
how the deputies were going to split up their shifts to 
make their rounds of the town, and how the next day 
they were going to start taking turns on the roof of City 
Hall again. The only name she was really interested in 
was James Shaye’s. She had seen the way the youngest 
of Dan Shaye’s sons looked at her the day they met and 
she knew he was the weak link among the Shaye men. 
Thomas was the one she would have been interested in 
if she was simply looking for a man, but she didn’t 
think she’d be able to control him any more than she 
would his father. Both of those men seemed immune to 
her charms, which was quite a new experience for her. 

When Riley came home for supper, Belinda knew 
that James would be making rounds of the town. She 
told the Cottons she’d be having supper with a girl-
friend in town and that she might be home late. With 
that she left the house in such a hurry that she slammed 
the front door behind her. 

“What do you think she’s up to?” Marion Cotton 
asked her husband. 

“I don’t know,” Cotton said. “I don’t know what 
goes on in that girl’s head.” He looked at Little Matt, 
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who was sitting in Marion’s lap, being fed. “Sure ain’t 
you, is it, little fella?” 

“I’ve been having some horrible thoughts, Riley,” 
Marion said. 

“What kind of thoughts?” Cotton couldn’t imagine 
his wife having horrible thoughts of any kind. 

“I was thinking that if those outlaws came here and 
they killed Belinda . . . I was thinking then Little Matt 
could be ours.” 

“Oh.” Well, he thought, those were horrible thoughts, 
all right, but not any he hadn’t already thought him-
self. 

James came around the corner and ran right into some-
body—someone soft and sweet smelling. 

“Oh!” Belinda Davis said, staggering back from the 
impact. 

“Oh God,” James said. He reached out for her, 
grabbed her shoulders to steady her. “I’m real sorry, 
ma’am.” 

“ ‘Ma’am’?” Belinda asked. “Don’t you remember 
who I am, Mr. Shaye?” 

“Oh,” James said, releasing her. “Course I do, ma’am. 
You’re Belinda.” 

“And there’s no need to apologize,” she said. “I be-
lieve I ran into you.” 

“Oh no, ma’am—” 
“Please,” she said, “call me Belinda.” 
“Uh, Belinda,” he said. “I ran into you. I’m 

just . . . clumsy.” 
“Well, then,” she said, “if you insist on taking the 

blame, then you must make it up to me.” 
“Ma’am?” he said. “I mean . . . Belinda?” 
“You must let me treat you to supper.” 
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“Oh, but I couldn’t,” he said, “I’m on duty.” 
“Aren’t you to be relieved within the hour?” she 

asked. “Or have I memorized the wrong schedule?” 
“Um, you memorized my schedule?” 
“Shamelessly,” she said, “I admit that I did. I heard 

the sheriff telling his wife.” 
“Why would you do that?” 
“So that we could have supper together,” she said. 

“You see, I must talk with you, James. I simply must!” 
“Easy, ma—Belinda,” he said, moved by her agitated 

tone. “Everythin’s gonna be all right.” 
“I don’t think so, James,” she said, a single tear roll-

ing down her smooth cheek. “I’m so afraid it won’t.  
Can’t you . . . please let me buy you supper and . . . and 
talk with me?” 

“Well . . .” 
“Oh, I knew you would,” she said, “I knew I could  

count on you. Do you know the café down the street?” 
“Yes,” he said, “I was there this mornin’—” 
“Please meet me there when you’ve been relieved.” 
“Well . . . all right.” 
She grabbed his arm, her strength surprising him. 
“Please don’t tell your brother or father,” she said. 

“They don’t like me or approve of me.” 
“That ain’t so—” 
“Oh, it is,” she said, “but you’re different. I could tell 

that from the moment we met.” 
“Belinda—” 
“Please,” she said, lowering her voice, “don’t tell any-

one. Promise!” 
“All right,” he said. “I promise.” 
She released his arm, said, “Thank you,” and hurried 

off. 

* * *  
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Belinda ran to the other side of the street, stepped into 
the shadows, and then covered her mouth with both 
hands and laughed. James Shaye would prove so easy to 
manipulate, indeed. 

James watched her cross the street and lost her in the 
shadows. He knew he shouldn’t have agreed to meet  
with her, but there was just no way he could refuse her. 

Thomas was to relieve him soon. He thought about 
breaking his word to Belinda and telling his brother, 
but in the end decided not to. At least, not until he 
heard what she had to say. 
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Thomas found James checking doorways a few streets 
from the sheriff’s office. 

“Are you working your way toward or away from the 
office?” he asked his brother. 

“Away,” James said. “Sorry, but I did the other side 
of the street already.” 

“No problem,” Thomas said. “I can use the walk. It’s 
gettin’ dark, brother. You better get somethin’ to eat 
and head back to the hotel. You’re gonna need a lot of 
rest for tomorrow.” 

“I was plannin’ on eatin’ anyway,” James said. “I 
guess Thad’ll be up all night?” 

“Yep,” Thomas said. “He says he don’t mind stayin’ 
up most of the night.” 

James was fidgety. He wanted to get over to the café 
before Belinda decided he wasn’t coming and left. 

“What’s wrong with you?” Thomas asked, noticing. 
“You look antsy. You’re not gettin’ nervous, are you?” 

“I’m not gettin’ nervous,” James said, slapping his 
big brother on the back. “I been nervous for a while.” 

“Pa would say that makes you a smart man,” Thomas 
said, “but we already agreed on that, didn’t we?” 
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“I’ll see you in the mornin’,” James said. “Try not to 
wake me when you come in.” 

“I’ll walk soft,” Thomas promised. 

James entered the café. It was open late and Belinda 
was the only customer. She was talking with the wait-
ress when he approached the table. 

“This the fella?” the waitress asked. 
“This is him, Connie,” Belinda said, “and he looks 

hungry.” 
“You were in here this morning, weren’t you?” the 

middle-aged woman asked. “With two others?” 
“My father and brother.” 
“You had steak and eggs. Ready for a steak to-

night?” 
“Sure,” James said. “Thanks.” 
“Sit down, I’ll bring some coffee. Belinda?” 
“Just coffee and a piece of pie, Connie.” 
Connie nodded and went to the kitchen. James sat 

down across from Belinda, placing his hat on an adja-
cent chair. 

“Thank you for coming,” she said. 
“Somehow it didn’t seem right not to.” 
“James,” she asked, “do you believe that Little Matt 

is your brother Matthew’s son?” 
“I—I just ain’t sure, Belinda. I’m sorry.” 
“That’s all right,” she said. “I knew it would be a 

hard sell if your pa didn’t recognize the resemblance 
right off.” 

“The only resemblance any of us can see is the baby’s 
size,” James said. “He’s a big boy.” 

“That he is.” 
“What about this other man, Jeb Collier?” 
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“What about him?” she asked. “He’s no good. He’s a 
thief and a liar. They should have kept him in Yuma 
Prison.” 

“What I meant was,” James said, “was he a big 
man?” 

“Are you asking me if Jeb Collier is really my son’s 
father?” she asked. 

“I guess I’m askin’ if there’s a chance.” 
She frowned and looked away. 
“You’re not sure, are you, Belinda?” James asked. 

“You’re not sure who the father is.” 
Belinda looked across the table at James. Already this 

conversation was not going as planned. She didn’t want 
to think of Jeb Collier as her baby’s father. She wanted 
to steer the conversation in a direction that would ben-
efit her. 

Connie came out of the kitchen carrying a large plate 
and a smaller one. She set them down and then went 
back for the pot of coffee and two cups. 

“Thank you,” James said. 
“You folks take your time eatin’,” Connie said, “I’m 

just gonna close the kitchen down.” 
“Thanks, Connie.” 
She went back to the kitchen and James cut into his 

steak. Belinda thought that maybe Connie’s interrup-
tion would help her get the conversation back on the 
right track. 

“The only thing I know about Jeb Collier is that he’s 
coming here and he’s going to bring trouble. I need pro-
tection.” 

“My protection?” 
“I was hoping it would be the protection of you, your 

father, and your brother,” she said. “I was hoping you’d 
want to protect Little Matt.” 
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“Belinda,” James said, “my pa, my brother, and 
me—and the sheriff—we want to protect the whole 
town.” 

“That may be,” she said, “but the whole town doesn’t 
have as much to fear from Jeb as I do.” 

“And why’s that?” 
“Jeb loved me once,” she said. “He’s not going to let 

me go so easily.” 
“You think he’s comin’ ’cause he wants you back?” 
“He wants to know if the baby’s his,” she said. 
“How will he be able to tell any better than we  

can?” 
“He won’t,” she said, “but if he decides it’s his, he’ll 

want it just because.” 
“And if he decides it isn’t his?” 
She sat back in her chair, stared at him, and hugged 

herself as if she’d just been overtaken by a chill. 
“If he decides it’s not his, he’ll kill me for having a 

baby with another man.” 

James knew that his brother and father not only didn’t 
believe Belinda when she said her son was Matthew’s, 
they also didn’t like her. But he didn’t see how he could 
possibly leave her to her fears that Jeb Collier might 
kill her. 

He reached across the table, placed his hand over 
hers, and said, “I’m not going to let anything happen to 
you, Belinda—whether you’re the mother of my broth-
er’s child or not.” 

She turned her hand over and clasped his. “You have 
no idea how comforting that is to me, James.” 
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Thomas stood across from the café and watched as his 
brother held hands with Belinda Davis. Initially, when 
he’d walked past the window and saw them sitting to-
gether in the empty café, his impulse was to rush in and 
interrupt them, find out what the hell James was doing. 
On second thought, however, he thought he might learn 
more by just watching. After all, James’s intention was 
to eat and he might have run into the girl by accident. 

So he melted into a dark doorway, folded his arms, 
and waited. 

“I should be getting back,” Belinda said after James 
had finished his steak. “Riley and Marion will be get-
ting worried.” 

If his father and brother were right about her, she 
probably wouldn’t have cared if they worried. He won-
dered why he saw a different woman than they did 
when they all looked at her. 

“I’ll walk you back,” he said, standing up. 
“That’s not necessary—” 
“Yes, it is,” he said. “It’s getting’ dark.” 
“All right,” she said, “but I’m paying for supper, re-

member?” 
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“But I can’t—” 
“Or I won’t let you walk me home,” she said play-

fully. 
“Well . . . okay . . .” 
Connie came out of the kitchen to collect the money 

for the meal, wished them both a good night, and 
locked the door behind them as they left. 

Belinda linked her arm in James’s and asked, “Do 
you mind?” 

“No,” he said, “not at all.” 

The girl had a good hold on James. Thomas could see 
that, physically and otherwise. As they started walk-
ing, he remained on his side of the street and kept pace. 
It soon became obvious that James was simply walking 
her home. Thomas decided to stay with them anyway, 
since James had been foolish enough to allow the girl to 
hang on to his gun arm. 

“What will your father and brother think?” she asked 
as they walked. 

“About what?” 
She held his arm tightly, pressed herself against him 

so he could feel her firm young breast against him. 
“About you becoming my protector?” 
“I don’t rightly know,” he said. “I guess I’ll find out, 

though.” 
“What if your pa tells you that you can’t?” 
“He’s my pa,” James said, “but I’m a full-grown 

man. He can’t tell me what to do.” 
“I knew that would be your answer,” she said. “I’m 

so glad we had this talk, James. I feel so much better.” 
“I’m glad too . . .” 

* * *  
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Soon it became obvious to Thomas that he wasn’t the 
only one trailing James and the girl. On their side of the 
street, about half a block back, he saw a shadowy fig-
ure following them as well. There was a full moon out, 
so when the figure crossed a street and moved away 
from the shelter of the buildings, Thomas was able to 
make out that it was a man and that he appeared to be 
unarmed. For that reason he did not move to intercept 
him . . . not yet anyway. 

When they reached the house, Belinda released James’s 
arm and said, “Don’t come up to the porch. I don’t 
want to get you into trouble before you’re ready to tell 
everyone.” 

“I’ll wait here until you get inside.” 
“James,” she said warningly, “before he went to 

prison Jeb Collier was a hard man. I don’t know what 
two years in Yuma Prison have done to him.” 

“Probably made him harder,” James said. “Don’t 
worry, Belinda. He’s not gonna hurt you or your son. I 
promise.” 

“I believe you.” 
Impulsively, she kissed him quickly, right at the cor-

ner of the mouth, then turned and ran up the walk to 
the house and let herself in. James turned away, his 
hand to his face where she’d kissed him. Her sweet per-
fume was still in his nostrils and he thought he could 
taste her mouth on his. He was so enthralled that he 
was taken completely by surprise when he was grabbed 
from behind. 
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An arm snaked around James’s neck from behind and 
was tightened with such strength that James could not 
breathe. 

“You stay away from her!” a voice said urgently into 
his ear. 

James couldn’t make a sound and suddenly his feet 
were not touching the ground and it was as if he were 
hanging from a gallows. He grabbed at the arm that 
was strangling him, but it was too large and strong for 
him to dislodge. Finally, he started to reach for his gun 
when the man abruptly released him, letting him drop 
to the ground, and he became aware that someone was 
talking to him . . . 

Thomas knew he should have stepped in sooner, but  
there was still no weapon being used. However, he even-
tually closed the distance between himself and the man 
who was strangling his brother and jammed his gun 
into the man’s back. 

“Let him go or I’ll blow out your spine!” he hissed. 
The man released James, who fell to the ground. 
“Just stand still,” he told the man. “James, you 

okay?” 
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“Jesus—” James said, getting to his knees. “I couldn’t 
breathe.” 

“I saw that,” Thomas said. “Get to your feet.” 
The other man was not making a sound, just stand-

ing there. He was a big man, as tall as Thomas, but 
with more girth. Not as big as their brother Matthew 
had been, though. 

James staggered to his feet and turned to look at his 
brother and his attacker. 

“What the hell—” he said to the man. 
“You stay away from Belinda,” the man said, again. 
“Let’s take this somewhere else so we don’t attract  

attention from the house,” Thomas said. “You live in 
town?” 

“Yeah.” 
“Okay, you’re gonna take us home with you.” 
“I ain’t gonna—” the man started, but Thomas 

jabbed him in the back with his gun even harder. 
“I’ll take you to my shop.” 
“Okay,” Thomas said, “get to walkin’ then. James?” 
“Right.” James took one last look at the sheriff’s 

house and fell into step behind his brother and the 
other man. 

They had to walk all the way through town, almost to 
the livery, before they reached the man’s hardware 
store. He used a key to open the front door and they all 
went in. James found a lamp and lit it. 

“Let’s find a seat for that gent that ain’t near any 
hammers or pry bars,” Thomas said. 

James looked around and found a chair. He set it in 
the center of the floor and they made the man sit there, 
out of reach of any potential weapons. 
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“Now what’s your name?” Thomas asked, still hold-
ing his gun. 

“Alvin Simon,” the man muttered. 
Simon was in his late twenties, it looked, about 

Thomas’s age. He had dirty blond hair and was power-
ful through the chest and shoulders. He also had very 
large hands. The size of his torso made his legs look too 
short for him. 

“And you own this store?” 
“Yes.” 
“Why were you tryin’ to kill me?” James demanded. 
“Wasn’t tryin’ to kill you.” 
“It sure felt like it.” 
“I was . . . mad,” Simon said. “I lost my head.” 
“Why?” 
“You were with Belinda.” 
“So?” 
The man stuck out his jaw and said, “She’s my 

woman.” 
“Is that right?” Thomas asked. “Does she know 

that?” 
“Of course she does!” the man said. “We’re in love.” 
Thomas and James exchanged a look. 
“How long has this been goin’ on?” Thomas asked. 
“About six months.” 
So it wasn’t possible that this man was the father of 

her baby. 
“So you were followin’ her tonight?” 
“Yeah.” 
“And you saw her with my brother and got mad.” 
“Yeah.” 
“Why?” James asked. “We were only talkin’. We had 

supper and we talked.” 
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“She kissed you!” the man accused. 
“That was just . . . that was nothin’,” James said an-

grily. “Sure wasn’t enough for you to try to strangle me 
to death!” 

“Settle down,” Thomas said. 
“ ‘Settle down’?” James repeated. “He damn near 

killed me. He woulda killed me if you hadn’t . . . what 
were you doin’ there?” 

“I happened to see you two leavin’ the café and him 
followin’ behind you, so I followed too.” 

“So you were there the whole time, outside the 
house?” 

“Yes.” 
“And it took you that long to get him to let me go?” 
“He never woulda sneaked up on you if you didn’t 

have your head in the clouds, James,” Thomas said. He 
hadn’t planned on berating his brother in front of Si-
mon, but James opened the door. “And another thing. 
You let that gal hang on to your gun arm the whole 
time. You’re double lucky you ain’t dead right now!” 

James glared at his brother, then switched his glare 
to the man that deserved it and kept quiet . . . because 
Thomas was right, damn him. 
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Thomas and James decided not to bicker in front of Al-
vin Simon. They told him not to move and went to the 
other end of the room, where they could still cover 
him. 

“Okay, so he claims to be in love with Belinda,”  
Thomas said. “I can believe that.” 

“So can I.” 
“Obviously.” 
“Whataya mea—” 
“But,” Thomas said, cutting James off, “is Belinda in 

love with him?” 
“She could be.” 
“I don’t think so,” Thomas said. “I think he’s just 

another fella she’s tryin’ to use. He’s got his own busi-
ness, so maybe he’s got some money.” 

“Why do you have to think the worst of her?” James 
asked. 

“Because,” Thomas said, “she’s tryin’ to convince us 
that her son is Matthew’s. Why do you think she’s doin’ 
that?” 

“To get some help—” 
“To use us, James,” Thomas said, “just to use us.” 
“Thomas—” James started, but Thomas could see 
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the argument coming and wanted to head it off. 
“James, we could argue about this all night,” he said. 

“What do you want to do about this fella?” 
James looked over at Alvin Simon, who was staring 

at the floor glumly. 
“Leave him alone,” James said. 
“He tried to choke you to death.” 
“We’ve got enough to worry about without adding 

him,” James said. “Let’s get back to what we’re sup-
posed to be doin’.” 

They both turned and walked back to the center of 
the room, Thomas holstering his gun. 

“Mr. Simon, we’re gonna leave now,” Thomas said. 
“We’re both deputies, as you can probably see, so if you 
should attack my brother again, we’ll have to throw  
you in jail. Do you understand?” 

“I understand very little, I fear,” Simon said. He 
looked up at the two of them. “Why won’t she look to 
me for protection? Why does she have to look else-
where? The sheriff? Now you and your father?” 

Thomas looked around the shop. Plenty of hardware, 
but there were no guns in sight. 

“Mr. Simon, can you handle a gun?” 
“Not very well.” 
“Well, that’s your answer,” Thomas said. “Against  

the likes of Jeb Collier you wouldn’t stand a chance.” 
“That’s what she said.” 
“Well, then,” Thomas said, “for once I have to agree 

with her. Come on, James.” 
They started for the door, but Thomas stopped and 

turned to look back at Simon, who was still sitting  
slumped in the chair. 

“Is this a thriving business, Mr. Simon?” he asked. 
The man looked at him and said, “Why, yes. I do 



221 ROBERT J. RANDISI 

very well here.” 
“You’ve got money put away?” 
“Quite a tidy sum, I think,” Simon said. “I’ve told 

Belinda that I can care for her and Little Matt—at 
least, financially.” 

“Is that a fact?’ Thomas asked, looking at James. 
“Oh, come on,” James said, opening the front door 

and barreling through. 

Jeb Collier and his men were camped an hour outside 
of Pearl River Junction. He got them all situated around 
the fire with their beans and coffee and explained what 
was going to happen the next day. 

“Clark, you and Dave will ride in first. Get your-
selves a hotel room and then just hang around town. 
Don’t go near the bank. Do you understand?” 

“Got it, Jeb,” Clark Wilson said and Dave Roberts 
nodded. 

“Samms, you and Leslie will ride in next. Don’t check 
into a hotel. Find a rooming house and get rooms. Then 
get somethin’ to eat, walk around town, but stay away 
from the bank. Also, the four of you . . . stay out of the 
saloons. We’ll all meet in a saloon later on in the eve-
ning.” 

“Which one?” Roy Leslie asked. 
“I’ll tell you in a minute.” He looked across the fire 

at his brother. “Ben, you and Tanner will ride in next. 
Get rooms in a small hotel somewhere, have somethin’ 
to eat and stay out of trouble.” 

“Sure, Jeb.” 
Jeb looked pointedly at Lou Tanner, a look that said: 

Keep him out of trouble. Tanner nodded that he under-
stood. 

“Vic and I will ride in last,” Jeb said. “We’re all 
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gonna meet at dusk in the biggest saloon in town. That’s 
so we won’t stand out. But look . . . when you get to that 
saloon don’t talk to each other until Vic and I get there. 
Don’t sit or stand at the bar in a group. Two of you sit, 
two stand, or play some poker, whatever, but stay away 
from each other, stay out of trouble. Everybody under-
stand?” 

They all nodded except for Ben. 
“So I ride in with Tanner, but I’m not supposed to 

talk to him?” he asked, looking confused. 
Jeb took a breath, then said, “You can talk to the 

man you ride in with, but not to the others. Okay?” 
“Okay,” Ben said. 
“Okay, then finish eating and get some shut-eye,” Jeb 

instructed. “We’re gettin’ up at first light so the first 
two can ride in early.” 

Delay leaned over and asked Jeb, “We settin’ watches 
tonight?” 

“We don’t need to be on watch,” Jeb said. “Nobody’s 
after us in Texas. Get some sleep.” 

“I don’t sleep much anyway,” Delay said. ”I can keep 
an eye out.” 

“If that’s what you wanna do, be my guest,” Jeb said. 
“I’m goin’ to sleep. Been a long time since I slept under 
the stars and I been enjoyin’ it since I got out.” 

“Time enough to sleep when I die,” Delay said and 
poured himself some more coffee. 
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Shaye had arranged to have breakfast not only with his 
sons the next morning, but with the sheriff and Thad 
as well. 

Thomas and James had agreed not to tell their father 
about James’s supper with Belinda the night before. For 
this reason James was hoping Connie the waitress 
would not say anything about it while she was serving 
them. Connie gave James a knowing smile, but did not 
say a word about him and Belinda being there the night 
before. 

However, they did feel a need to tell him about Alvin 
Simon. At least, Thomas did. He went to his father’s  
room that morning before breakfast . . . 

“So this fella is in love with Belinda?” 
“Right.” 
“And he says she’s in love with him?” 
“Yes.” 
“And the sheriff and his wife don’t know anything 

about it?” 
“No, they don’t.” 
His father fixed him with a hard stare and asked, 

“And tell me again how you know about it?” 
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“I was makin’ rounds and saw this fella outside of 
the sheriff’s house,” Thomas said, lying with as straight 
a face as he could. “I braced him and he told me the  
whole story.” 

“And he’s got money?” 
“Apparently.” 
“So it makes sense that Belinda would not want Jeb 

Collier to kill her golden goose.” 
“Right.” 
“So,” Shaye said thoughtfully, “she sent for us to 

protect him from Jeb Collier, not her and the boy.” 
Thomas stared at his father. “I never thought of it 

that way.” 
Shaye stroked his jaw and said, “This probably means 

that the baby is not Matthew’s—but the question re-
mains: Why and how did Belinda pick us . . . how did 
she pick Matthew to claim as the father?” 

“Maybe we should just ask her,” Thomas said. 
“That might not be a bad idea.” 
But the matter was not discussed at breakfast; they 

would bring it up with Sheriff Cotton later. After all, 
whatever the answer was, they were now committed to 
standing with the sheriff against Jeb Collier, Vic Delay, 
and their gang. 

“You three,” Shaye said to Thomas, James, and 
Thad, “go back on roof duty today.” 

“Yes, sir,” Thad said as Thomas and James nodded. 
“We lookin’ for eight men?” 

“No, Thad,” Cotton said, “Dan and I figure they’ll 
come into town in groups of twos or threes, so be on 
the lookout for any strangers riding in.” 

“Yes, sir.” 
“And don’t brace them,” Shaye said. “Under no cir-
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cumstances are you to approach these men. Do you 
understand that?” 

“Yes, sir, I do.” 
“Good.” 
“What do we do when we’re not on the roof, Pa?” 

Thomas asked. 
“Patrol the streets,” Shaye said. “Keep an eye on the 

man on the roof because we don’t want to use shots as 
signals. So you boys take something up there with you, 
something white like a towel, so you can wave it.” 

“I’ll get one from my room,” Thomas said. 
“Now I have a question,” Cotton said. 
“What is it?” 
“What do we do when Jeb Collier himself comes rid-

ing in?” 
“I think we ought to make his acquaintance,” Shaye 

said, “and take him to see Belinda and the boy.” 
“Pa,” James said, “I thought we was supposed to be 

protecting her from him.” 
“James, I get the feeling Belinda can protect herself 

just fine from just about any man,” Shaye said. “Our 
concern is the town and the bank.” 

“Why the bank?” Thomas asked. “They don’t want 
our protection. They’re happy with their own guards, 
ain’t they?” 

“Well,” Shaye said, “the sheriff here has money in 
that bank and he refuses to take it out.” 

They all looked at the man. 
“It wouldn’t be fair,” he explained. “What if they  

rob the bank and get everybody’s money and the town 
finds out I took mine out?” 

“You tell them you went to the bank and the town 
council and warned them,” Thomas said. 
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“I can’t do that to these people,” Cotton said. “They’re 
my neighbors.” 

“Well, then, get some of your neighbors to strap on a 
gun and help out,” Thomas suggested. 

“Thomas,” Cotton said, “I just might approach some 
of them, but they’re storekeepers, not lawmen and not 
gunmen.” 

“Okay,” Shaye said, “are we clear on what we’re go-
ing to do?” 

“What are you gonna do, Pa?” James asked. 
“I’ll be on the street, James,” Shaye said, “where you 

can all see me.” 
“And I’ll be in front of my office,” Cotton said. 
Connie brought their breakfasts and they all started 

to eat, but Thad seemed to be real deep in thought and 
suddenly said, “I got fifty dollars in the bank . . . should 
I take it out?” 
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Jeb Collier had his brother Ben prepare breakfast for 
six of the eight men in camp. 

“Not for you two,” he told Wilson and Roberts. 
“Why not?” Dave Roberts asked. “I’m hungry.” 
“You can get yourselves some breakfast after you get 

to town,” Jeb said. “Have your horses taken care of, get 
a room, and then go find a place to have breakfast— 
and do it in that order.” 

“Why that order?” Roberts asked. 
“Because I want you to follow my orders the way I 

give them to you,” Jeb said. “Is that easy to under-
stand?” 

“I guess,” Roberts said. 
“Well, get mounted and study on it while you ride to  

town,” Jeb said. 
“Let’s go,” Clark said to Roberts. 
While the others ate, Clark Wilson and Dave Roberts 

saddled their horses, mounted up and left camp. 
“Clark’s your segundo?” Delay asked. 
“He was my second for a long time before I went in-

side,” Jeb said, “but since I’ve been out I’ve been 
thinkin’ about changin’ that. I need somebody more 
like Tanner.” 
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“Tanner and me have ridden together a long time,” 
Delay said. “I never had somebody watch my back as 
good as him.” 

“I’m gonna have to give it some thought when we’re 
done with all this,” Jeb said. “That’s for sure.” 

“I been noticin’ somethin’,” Dave Roberts said to Clark 
as they rode toward town. 

“What’s that?” 
“Jeb’s been leanin’ a lot on Delay and Tanner,” Rob-

erts said. “You’re supposed to be his right hand.” 
Clark frowned. 
“Yeah,” he said, “I noticed that too.” 
“So what are you gonna do about it?” 
“I’m gonna think about it,” Clark said. “Maybe I’ll 

take my cut from this bank job and go my own way.” 
“You could get your own gang together.” 
“Yeah, I could.” 
“And if you do, you’ll need a second.” 
Clark looked at Roberts. 
“You volunteerin’?” 
“You got any other takers?” 
“I ain’t even sure what I’m gonna do, Dave,” Clark 

said, “but I’ll keep this conversation in mind.” 
“That’s all I ask.” 
They rode the rest of the way in silence, each alone 

with his own thoughts. 

An hour later Jeb sent Samms and Leslie on their way 
to Pearl River Junction. James, on roof duty at City 
Hall, saw Wilson and Roberts ride down the town’s 
main street. He’d spotted them farther out and had 
waved his white towel at Thomas, who was right 
across the street. Dan Shaye and Sheriff Cotton had 
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also seen the signal from their vantage points, so as 
the first two robbers entered town, they were being 
well watched. 

Shaye joined Cotton in front of his office as the two 
men rode by. 

“Know them?” Cotton asked him. 
“No, you?” 
Cotton shook his head. “Never seen them before and 

neither one matches Belinda’s description of Jeb Col-
lier.” 

Shaye kept his eyes on the two men, who—if they 
were part of Jeb Collier’s gang—were well trained and 
kept their eyes forward. 

“I could brace them, as strangers in town,” Cotton 
said. “Ask a few questions.” 

“I suggest you wait and see who else rides in today,” 
Shaye said. “Could be they’ll ride in at one- or two-
hour intervals. Of course, it could also be they’ll ride in 
on different days.” 

“And,” Cotton said, “could also be these two men 
aren’t even connected to Collier.” 

“If we have seven or eight strangers ride into town 
today,” Shaye said, “I’m going to have a hard time be-
lieving that’s a coincidence.” 

“Lawmen,” Roberts said to Clark. 
“I see ’em,” Clark said. “Keep your eyes straight 

ahead. We ain’t doin’ nothin’ but ridin’ into town. Let’s 
just find the livery stable and get the horses taken care 
of.” 

“How about a drink first?” Roberts asked. “There’s 
a saloon right there.” 

“Let’s do this the way we were told, Dave,” Clark 
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said. “Besides, that saloon is right across the street 
from the sheriff’s office. Let’s just hope it ain’t the big-
gest one in town.” 

“I just thought a cold beer would go down good right 
now.” 

“It might,” Clark said, “but is this the way you’d 
carry out my orders if you were my segundo?” 

Roberts had no answer for that. 
“Besides which,” Clark added, “it’s too damn early 

and the saloons are still closed.” 

From his vantage point James was looking down at the 
two men and could not see their faces. He could, how-
ever, see his father and the sheriff. When he looked that 
way, Dan Shaye shook his head, indicating that neither 
of these men was Jeb Collier. 

While Clark and Roberts took care of their horses and 
secured hotel rooms, the sheriff and his deputies re-
mained where they were. The only one who had not seen 
the men ride in was Thad, as he was making rounds at 
the south end of town. Unfortunately, that meant that he 
saw Wilson and Roberts ride into the livery and recog-
nized them as strangers. Contrary to the orders he had 
received not to brace strangers, he decided to go into the 
livery and talk to them. He felt this was a way he could 
prove his worth as a deputy. 

Wilson and Roberts had turned their horses over to the 
livery owner and were turning to leave when Thad Ha-
gen entered the stable. 

“Mornin’, gents.” 
Both men stopped short at the sign of the badge, but 

then noticed the youth of its wearer. 



231 ROBERT J. RANDISI 

They were not impressed. 
“Your momma buy you that badge, boy?” Wilson 

asked. 
“I’m a duly appointed deputy.” 
“You?” 
“I got some questions for you fellas.” 
Wilson made a rude noise with his mouth and he and 

Roberts started past Thad. 
“Step aside, Deputy.” 
“Now hold on—” Thad said, grabbing Wilson’s arm. 

The man turned quickly into Thad and hit him solidly 
on the jaw. The deputy staggered back, but didn’t go 
down. 

“Dave,” Wilson said, “the deputy wants some trou-
ble.” 

“Might as well give it to him,” Roberts said and the 
two outlaws waded in, swinging their fists. 
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When Bill Samms and Roy Leslie rode in, they were 
also watched by all four men—Dan Shaye, Thomas, 
James, and Sheriff Cotton. 

“Where’s Thad?” Shaye asked Cotton as the two 
strangers rode by. 

“I don’t know,” Cotton said. “Making rounds, I 
guess.” 

“The boy would like to prove himself, wouldn’t he?” 
Shaye asked. 

“I think so,” Cotton said, “even more because you 
and your boys are here, though. Not just to me.” 

One of the riders turned his head and looked right at 
Shaye, then turned away. 

“Neither of these men are Collier either,” Shaye said. 
“I think I’m going to go and look for Thad.” 

“Why?” Cotton asked. “What are you worried 
about?” 

“I’m just worried,” Shaye said. “A young man like 
that, eager to prove himself, will not necessarily follow 
orders.” 

“All right,” Cotton said. “I’ll wait here. If you go to 
the south end of town, you might end up at the livery 
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at the same time as these two riders who just came 
in.” 

“I’ll do my best to stay out of trouble,” Shaye said. 

It was the liveryman who found Thad first. He was 
bending over him when the other two strangers reached 
the stable. 

“Hey there!” Samms shouted. 
Charlie Styles, who owned the livery, looked up at 

the two men. 
“Be with ya in a minute, gents,” he said. “Got me a 

unconscious deputy here.” 
“That a fact?” Leslie asked. “How’d that happen?” 
“Don’t rightly know,” Styles said. “You leavin’ your 

horses for the day?” 
“Likely,” Samms said. 
“This fella’s got him a few lumps, but he’s still 

breathin’,” Styles said. “Guess he won’t mind if I take 
care of business first.” 

Styles left Thad in the stall where he was lying and 
went to take care of the two horses. 

When Shaye reached the livery, the two strangers were 
just leaving. 

“Deputy,” one of them said by way of greeting. 
Shaye touched his hat and nodded. 
“Looks like one of your partners found some trou-

ble,” the other man said. 
“What are you talking about?” 
“You’ll see,” the man said and he and his partner 

kept walking, laughing together. 
Shaye entered the livery and saw Charlie Styles lean-

ing into one of the stalls. 
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“What’s going on?” her asked. 
Styles looked up and said, “Busy day in here. Got one 

of your young fellers in here.” 
Shaye walked over to the stall and saw Thad lying on 

the ground. His face was bruised and there was some 
blood coming from his nose. He’d obviously been beaten. 

“Is he alive?” 
“He’s breathin’,” Styles said. 
“Get me a bucket of water.” 
“Sure thing.” 
As Styles went for the water, Shaye leaned over Thad, 

touching him, trying to determine if there were any 
other injuries that were not immediately evident, like a 
broken bone. 

“Thad? Come on, boy.” He slapped the young depu-
ty’s face. “Wake up, lad.” 

“Here’s your water,” Styles said, appearing with a 
bucket. 

“Dump it on him,” Shaye said. “Might be the only 
way to wake him up.” 

“Should I get the doctor, then?” 
“Dump it on him and then we’ll see.” 
“Here ya go, lad,” Styles said and dumped the water 

on Thad, cackling all the while. 
“Okay, old-timer,” Shaye said to Styles as Thad came 

sputtering to life, “that’ll do it.” 
Style went away, taking his empty bucket with him, 

still laughing. 
“Jesus—” Thad said. “What the—” 
“Easy, boy,” Shaye said as Thad tried to jump to his 

feet. “Stay down a minute longer and tell me what hap-
pened.” 

Thad wiped his face and shook it to get water out of 
his eyes. 
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“Gimme a minute.” 
Shaye allowed him his minute and during that time 

noticed that Thad’s gun was still in its holster. 
“Two men,” Thad said finally. “I saw them ride in, 

so I thought I’d check them out.” 
“You were told not to brace anyone.” 
“I just thought—” 
“Tell me what happened.” 
“I wanted to question them,” Thad said, “but they  

wouldn’t answer any questions. They . . . laughed at me. 
Didn’t think I was really a deputy. They . . . beat me up, 
left me in here, I guess.” 

“Can you get up?” 
“I . . . I think so.” 
Shaye extended his hand and pulled Thad to his 

feet. The boy staggered a moment, then caught his 
balance. 

“Find your hat,” Shaye said. 
He waited while Thad hunted up his hat, reshaped it, 

and placed it on his head. 
“How do you feel?” Shaye asked. 
“Okay.” 
“No permanent injury?” 
Thad flexed his arms and hands, felt his face. 
“No,” Thad said, “just some lumps.” 
“Good. Now we can get back to work.” 
“Are we gonna arrest them?” 
“The men who beat you up? No.” 
“What? Why not?” 
“Why should we?” 
“They beat me up! I’m a deputy.” 
“Not for long if you disobey an order again. You 

were told not to engage any of these men.” 
“I just thought—” 
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“It’s the sheriff’s job to think, Thad,” Shaye said. 
“It’s your job to follow his orders.” 

“So we’re just gonna let them get away with it?” 
“If we put them in a cell, they’d be out in no time,” 

Shaye said. “That’s not how we want them. When they 
make their move, we have to be ready. And you,” Shaye 
said, pointing for emphasis, “have to do what you’re 
told from now on. Understood?” 

Thad looked down, shuffled his feet, and said, “Yeah, 
I understand, Mr. Shaye.” 

“Good,” Shaye said, “we’re going back to the office 
now.” 

As they started walking back, Thad asked, “Do you 
have to tell the sheriff about this?” 

“What would you tell him about the bruises on your 
face? That you fell down? Would you rather he thinks 
you’re clumsy?” 

“No, I guess not.” 
A few moments later Thad said, “Mr. Shaye, do you 

think the sheriff will fire me?” 
“For making a mistake?” Shaye asked. “And paying 

for it with a few lumps? Thad, if you admit to it and 
learn from it, I don’t think you’ll loose your job over 
it—unless I read Sheriff Cotton completely wrong.” 

“He’s a decent man,” Thad said. “I thought I could 
learn a lot from him, but now I think I could learn a lot 
more from you.” 

“I may be more experienced than Riley Cotton,” 
Shaye said, “but there are a lot of things about being a 
man he can teach you that I can’t.” 

“A man?” Thad asked. “Or a lawman?” 
“Take your pick, Thad,” Shaye said. “There are a lot 

of the same qualities in both.” 
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Thad was inside the sheriff’s office when Lou Tanner 
and Ben Collier rode in. 

“What about them?” Cotton asked. 
Shaye stared at the two men, who stared straight 

ahead as they rode by. 
“That looks like Lou Tanner,” Shaye said. “He rides 

with Vic Delay.” 
“And the other?” 
“Don’t know him.” 
By this time James and Thomas had changed places 

and Thomas was on the roof. 
“Where are the other four?” Shaye asked. 
“I took a walk while you were waking Thad up,” 

Cotton said. “Two of them got rooms at the hotel over 
there.” 

“And the other two?” 
“Don’t know,” Cotton said. “Not at the same hotel 

anyway. Now two of them are at Bo Hart’s Saloon—his 
first customers of the day—and the other two are eat-
ing at the café.” 

Shaye started to laugh. 
“What’s funny?” 
“They’re riding in separate and staying in separate 
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places,” Shaye said. “Sounds like a good plan—except 
for one thing.” 

“What’s that?” 
“They’re all using the same livery,” Shaye said. “Any-

body could get a count from the liveryman.” 
“Charlie Styles.” 
They watched the two men ride to the far end of the 

street and disappear. 
“Well, we know one thing, at least,” Shaye said. 
“What’s that?” 
“Where Lou Tanner is,” he answered, “Vic Delay 

won’t be far behind.” 
“So the next two will be Jeb Collier and Vic Delay.” 
“Unless they ride in separate.” 

Jeb emptied the remnants of the coffeepot onto the fire 
and then kicked the rest of it dead. 

“We ridin’ in together?” Delay asked. 
“I been studying on that,” Jeb said, tossing the cof-

feepot away instead of packing it. “I think we should 
go in separate.” 

“Why?’ 
“Because you and me are the only ones somebody 

might recognize,” Jeb said. “We’ll attract even more at-
tention ridin’ in together.” 

“Who goes first?” 
“You.” 
“Why?” 
“Okay, then,” Jeb said. “Me. I thought you might 

want to get to a hot meal and a drink, but it’s okay with 
me if you don’t.” 

“Forget it, forget it,” Delay said. “I’ll ride in.” He 
mounted up and looked down at Jeb. “How far behind 
me will you be?” 
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“Not far. I’ll finish breakin’ camp.” 
Delay nodded and rode off in the direction of town. 
Jeb looked around, decided a lot of what was in 

camp could stay. After they hit the bank, they’d have 
plenty of money to buy new stuff. As far as sending 
Delay in ahead of him, he figured once the killer was 
recognized, it might take the attention away from him. 
Just one extra reason for having a man like Vic Delay 
ride along with him. 

Jeb figured once he finished his business in Pearl 
River Junction—the girl and the bank—the only man 
he’d need would be his brother Ben. Not that he really 
needed him, but he was his brother. He couldn’t very 
well sacrifice him the way he would the other men. 

The only one he’d have to kill, though, was Delay. 
Once he realized that Jeb had no intention of sharing 
the bank money with him, he’d come looking for him 
for sure. Jeb didn’t want to be looking over his shoulder 
while he was spending the proceeds of the Pearl River 
Junction bank job. 
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When Vic Delay rode into town, it was almost three. 
The outlaws had spread their arrivals out pretty good. 
Shaye was still in front of the sheriff’s office with Cot-
ton. They weren’t going anywhere until all the men had 
ridden in. 

Thad Hagen was on the roof and James and Thomas 
were at different ends of the main street, on different 
sides. 

“That’s Delay,” Shaye said to Cotton. 
“I could’ve guessed.” 
Delay was completely clad in black and was wearing  

his leather gloves. As he rode past the sheriff’s office, he 
turned his head and looked at each man in turn. 

“Think he recognized you?” Cotton asked. 
“No reason why he should,” Shaye said. “I’ve seen 

him before, but we haven’t met.” 
Delay’s face was expressionless and then he turned 

away, but instead of going to the livery he stopped 
abruptly in front of the café, as if he’d just noticed it or 
caught a whiff of the food. 

“Stay here,” Shaye said. 
“Why?” Cotton asked. “What’re you going to do?” 
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“I just thought I’d have a talk with Delay,” Shaye 
said. 

“Do you want me to come and watch your back?” 
“No,” Shaye said, “I don’t want to spook him. I just 

want to have a talk. I’ll be back.” 
Shaye stepped into the street and headed down to the 

café. 

From the roof Thomas could not see that Delay had 
stopped at the café, but he did see his father crossing 
the street and he wondered what was going on. He 
waved at the sheriff, who looked up at him and shrugged 
helplessly. 

Vic Delay entered the café and drew all eyes to him. The 
middle-aged waitress showed him to a table where he 
could sit with one shoulder against the wall. It was the 
next best thing to sitting with his back against one. Of 
course, Jeb Collier instructed everyone to board their 
horses and find a place to stay as soon as they entered 
town, but Delay didn’t feel the instructions extended to 
him. 

Nobody told Vic Delay what to do. 

From his vantage point James thought that the lone 
man—who he assumed was Vic Delay, since he didn’t 
match the description of Jeb Collier—was going to ride 
past him, but abruptly the man reined his horse in and 
entered the café. He wanted to go over and look in the 
window at the gunman, but suddenly his father ap-
peared and actually went inside. 

What was he doing? 

* * *  
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Shaye stepped through the door of the café and became 
the center of attention. Most of the tables were taken, 
some by families. He hoped his appearance would not 
cause Vic Delay to do anything foolish. Briefly, he con-
sidered that he might be making a mistake, but once he 
entered the place he was committed. He walked over to 
Delay’s table. 

Delay’s meal had not yet been delivered to him, but 
he did have a pot of coffee on the table and a couple of 
cups. 

“Mind if I join you, Vic?” 
Delay looked up at him calmly. 
“Do I have a choice, Deputy?” 
“Sure you do,” Shaye said. “Everybody’s got choices 

in life.” 
“Have a seat,” Delay said. “Help yourself to some 

coffee.” 
“Thanks.” Shaye sat across from the killer and 

poured himself a cup of coffee. 
“What can I do for you, Deputy . . . what’s your 

name?” 
“Shaye. Dan Shaye.” 
“Shaye?” Delay frowned. “That name sounds famil-

iar.” 
“I’ve worn a badge here and there—” 
“No, further back than that,” Delay said. “There 

used to be a fella named . . . what was it . . . Daniels, 
Shaye Daniels. Had him a rep around Missouri. He 
sort of . . . disappeared.” 

“That was a time in my life I’m not proud of,” Shaye 
admitted. “That’s what I mean about making decisions. 
I made some wrong ones back then and now I’m mak-
ing right ones.” 

“Which name is the real one?” 
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“Daniel Shaye.” 
“Well, Daniel Shaye,” Delay said, “changing sides 

may be the right decision for you, but I don’t think it 
would work for me. Can’t see myself drawing a depu-
ty’s pay, wearin’ a badge . . . not for me.” 

“Well,” Shaye said, “to each his own.” 
“I guess you want to know what I’m doin’ in town.” 
“No, we already know,” Shaye said. 
“You do?” 
“Your other men are already here,” Shaye said. “Now 

we’re just waiting for Jeb Collier to arrive. My guess is 
that after he takes care of his business with the woman 
and the child, you fellas are planning to hit the bank.” 

“What if all I’m doin’ is passin’ through?” 
“That would be nice,” Shaye said, “but we both 

know that’s not the case.” 
“Wait a minute,” Delay said. “You got some boys, 

don’t you? I heard somethin’ about you and the Langer 
gang.” 

“That was a couple of years ago,” Shaye said. 
“Grown sons as deputies, right?” 
“Yes.” 
“They here with you too?” 
“They are.” 
“Any other law? Got to be a sheriff, I reckon.” 
“There is and another deputy.” 
“Five of you?” 
Shaye shrugged. “At least that.” 
“Well,” Delay said, “I guess you feel that’s enough.” 
“It’ll do.” 
“Not that I care,” Delay said, “ ’cause I’m just passin’  

through, stopped here for a meal and a bed.” 
On cue Connie appeared with a plate of food for De-

lay. 
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“Somethin’ for you, Deputy?” she asked. 
“No thanks.” 
“Bring more coffee,” Delay said. “The deputy is helpin’ 

me drink it.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
“I won’t be drinking much,” Shaye said. “I just 

wanted to stop in and say hello, introduce myself.” 
“Well,” Delay said, “if you see me around town, in-

troduce me to your sons. They know about their fa-
ther’s past?” 

“They know.” 
“Odd to find a man who changed his life and ended 

up with a reputation anyway.” 
“That’s life,” Shaye said, standing up. “We get to 

make our own decisions, and then we see how they play 
out. I’ll see you around town, Vic.” 

“Glad to meet you, Shaye,” Delay said. “Hope you 
have luck with that bank thing.” 

“Yeah,” Shaye said, “so do I.” 
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“What did that accomplish?” Cotton asked when Shaye 
returned. 

“Not much, I guess,” Shaye said. “Guess I just wanted 
to look him in the eye and let him know we knew who 
he was and why he was here.” 

“How did he react?” 
“Calmly,” Shaye replied. “Says he’s just passing 

through.” 
“You gonna brace Collier that way?” 
“I thought we both would,” Shaye said. “I figured 

we’d take him to see Belinda, get that much out of the 
way. What do you think?” 

“I think maybe I should check with her.” 
“Why?” Shaye asked. “She doesn’t check with you 

about much that she does.” 
“That’s true,” Cotton said, “but I should talk to my 

wife, if I’m gonna bring someone like that to my home.” 
“Then let’s not take him to your house,” Shaye said. 

“Let’s have them meet somewhere neutral.” 
“Like where?” 
“Like whatever hotel Collier decides to stay in. They 

can meet right in the lobby.” 
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“You think he’ll go for that?” 
“He will if we don’t give him a choice,” Shaye said. 

“You’re the sheriff. This is your town. You call the 
shots.” 

The door of the office opened and Thad stepped in. 
His face looked swollen and had purplish bruises all 
over it. When he and Shaye returned from the livery, 
Shaye had not even had to speak to Cotton on the 
young deputy’s behalf. The sheriff made up his own 
mind not to fire him. 

“Maybe he’ll learn from it,” he’d said. 
“We can hope so,” Shaye replied. 
“You feeling any better?” Cotton asked him. 
“Yes, sir,” Thad said. “Well enough to go back out 

on my rounds.” 
“You take a seat right in one of those chairs and stay 

where I can see you,” Cotton said, pointing to three 
chairs out in front of the office. “You’re lucky I’m not 
firing your ass after the stunt you pulled.” 

“Yes, sir.” 
Thad sat in one of the chairs, shoulders slumped. 
“Okay,” Cotton said then, “you’re right. We won’t 

give Collier any options. We’ll go and get Belinda and 
bring her to him . . . and we won’t give her any choice 
either.” 

“They’ve both put us in this position,” Shaye said. 
“Why should they get a choice?” 

Cotton nodded, his jaw firm. 

While they continued to watch the street, the first two 
men who rode in walked over to the Wagon Wheel Sa-
loon and entered. Shortly after that the second duo did 
the same, followed by the third. Finally, Vic Delay 
walked into that saloon as well. 
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“What’s the Wagon Wheel got that the other saloons 
don’t?” Shaye asked Cotton. 

“Well . . . it’s the biggest saloon in town.” 
“That’s probably it,” Shaye said. “They want to meet 

there and blend in.” 
“But . . . Collier’s not here yet.” 
“He’ll probably ride in any minute,” Shaye predicted. 

“They’re not all going to the Wagon Wheel for noth-
ing.” 

“So what do we do?” Cotton asked. “Keep waiting 
out here?” 

Shaye tried not to tell the sheriff what to do unless 
the man asked first. 

“I think you and James and Thad can stay out here, 
while Thomas and I go inside.” 

“You gonna talk to them again?” 
“We’re just going to be seen,” Shaye said. “That’s all. 

Just to let them know they’re being watched.” 
“Well, okay,” Cotton said, “but if I hear a shot, I’m 

gonna come running in there.” 
“I can’t ask for more than that,” Shaye said. “I’ll go 

and get Thomas.” 
“Be careful, Dan.” 
“I always am.” 

The Wagon Wheel had a back door. Shaye decided to 
send Thomas in that way, while he went in the front  
door. The saloon was in full swing, girls working the 
floor, gaming tables open and operating, and a piano 
player tickling the ivories in a corner. 

It took Shaye a few moments to locate the outlaws. 
Two were standing at the bar, two were at a table 
drinking beer and grabbing for girls, and two were 
gambling: one playing poker and the other standing at 
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the wheel of fortune. Vic Delay had managed to secure 
himself a table at the back of the room. He was sitting 
alone, nursing a beer. Shaye had no doubt they were 
waiting for Jeb Collier to arrive. 

Farther back in the room he saw Thomas, standing 
with his back to a wall. Just a few feet to his left was 
Vic Delay’s table. Shaye knew that Delay was aware of 
Thomas’s presence. 

Shaye was torn between staying in the saloon with 
Thomas or stepping outside and waiting in front of the 
place for Jeb Collier to arrive. In the end he decided to 
treat Thomas as if he was just another lawman and not 
his son. He would not have hesitated to leave another 
lawman in the room alone. That was the way Thomas 
would want to be treated. 

Shaye turned and went back out through the batwing 
doors. 
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Delay watched Dan Shaye leave, then turned his head 
to look at the other deputy, the one who had come in 
through the back door. He attracted the attention of 
one of the girls, who came over in a swirl of skirts and 
red hair. 

“You want some company?” she asked. 
“Yeah,” Delay said, “but not yours. Ask that deputy 

to come over and have a drink with me and then bring 
him what he wants.” 

“That handsome deputy?” she asked. “Maybe he’ll 
want some company.” 

“Ask him after I finish talkin’ to him.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
She turned and approached Thomas. 

When Thomas saw his father step back out of the sa-
loon, he knew what he had in mind: to wait in front for 
Collier to arrive. He was proud that his pa knew he 
could leave him in the saloon alone. 

He saw the girl coming and was prepared to turn her 
advances away—temporarily, at least. 

“Hey, handsome.” 
“Hey, yourself, pretty girl.” 
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“Man over there wants to buy you a drink.” 
“Who? The man in black?” 
“That’s right,” she said. “Unless you’d rather have 

one with me?” 
“I’d much rather have one with you,” Thomas said. 

“I like gals with red hair. But I’m afraid this is busi-
ness.” 

“All right, then,” she said. “Tell me what you’re 
drinking and I’ll bring it over.” 

“A beer will do,” he said. “What’s your name?” 
“Shannon.” 
“Thanks for the message, Shannon.” 
“My pleasure, handsome.” 
Shannon went to the bar for Thomas’s beer and 

Thomas walked over to Delay’s table. 
“Have a seat, Deputy,” Delay said. “Is the gal bringin’ 

you a drink?” 
“She is.” 
“Then let’s talk.” 
Thomas sat, but moved the chair so that he could see 

the rest of the room. He also sat with his hip cocked so 
he could get to his gun if he had to. 

“You’re a careful man,” Delay said. 
“I learned from the best.” 
“Your pa.” 
“That’s right.” 
“He was a good man with a gun in his day.” 
“You know about that?” 
“I do.” 
“Well, he still is good.” 
“How good are you?” 
“Fair.” 
“And your brother?” 
“Fair.” 
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“Somehow I doubt that, in your case,” Delay said. “I 
think you’d be . . . interestin’.” 

Shannon returned with Thomas’s beer and set it 
down with a big smile. 

“Later, handsome,” she said. 
“I’ll look forward to it.” 
“You know,” Delay said, “that’s what you should 

do.” 
“What’s that?” 
“Get yourself a nice room,” Delay said, “lay up with 

that red-haired gal for a while.” 
Thomas sipped his beer, holding it in his left hand, 

and asked, “And how long would you suggest I ‘lay 
up?’ ” 

“Couple of days ought to do it.” 
“And I suppose you’ll pay the freight?” 
Delay laughed. “The way that gal was lookin’ at you, 

I don’t think anybody will have to.” 
“Well,” Thomas said, “is that why you bought me a 

drink? To tell me that?” 
“Just some friendly advice, Deputy.” 
“It’s my guess Jeb Collier will be arrivin’ any min-

ute,” Thomas said. “I got to be at my post when he 
does, so”—Thomas drank half the beer down and stood 
up—“thanks for the drink.” 

“Think about what I said, Deputy,” Delay said. 
“You tryin’ to save my life for a reason?” 
“Maybe I’m just tryin’ to save you for myself.” 
“Like you said before, Mr. Delay,” Thomas replied,  

“that might be interestin’.” 
Thomas went back and resumed his position. 

Shaye looked in the window of the saloon and saw 
Thomas sit down with Delay. He watched for the few 
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moments they spoke and then Thomas got up and went 
back to his post, leaning against the back wall. 

He turned away from the window and looked up and 
down the street. It was quiet, as if the town knew that 
something was amiss. It was so quiet, in fact, that he 
could hear a horse coming down the street. The clip 
clop of the horse’s hooves came closer and closer and 
Shaye knew that, after waiting all day long, they were 
finally about to get a look at Jeb Collier. 
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Jeb Collier spotted the lawman in front of the sheriff’s 
office right off as soon as he straightened out and 
started down the main street. Then he saw the man on 
the roof. Last, he saw there was a lawman standing 
right in front of the Wagon Wheel Saloon. Without see-
ing the other saloons in town, he pegged the Wagon 
Wheel as being the biggest. That meant that the rest of 
his men—and Vic Delay—had already attracted the at-
tention of the law. 

He rode by all three lawmen without turning his 
head and eventually found the livery stable at the far 
end of town. 

“Sure is a busy day for strangers,” the liveryman 
said. 

“That a fact?” 
“Not that I’m complainin’, mind ya,” Charlie Styles 

said. “I can always use the business.” 
“Saw some lawmen linin’ the streets,” Jeb said. 

“They expectin’ trouble?” 
“Already had some.” 
“Bad?” 
“Naw,” Styles said, “young deputy took a beatin’ at 

the hands of two strangers. Difference of opinion, I 
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think. He thought he was a deputy and they thought he 
was too young to tote the badge. Guess they was right.” 

“That land them in jail?” 
“Beats me, mister,” Styles said. “I ain’t left here all 

day.” 
Jeb grabbed his rifle and saddlebags and readied 

himself to leave. 
“I need a small, quiet hotel,” he said to Styles. “Can 

you recommend one?” 
“Just up the street, right after the junction, but be-

fore you get to the middle of town. It’s pretty quiet. Ya 
can’t hear all the noise from the Wagon Wheel there.” 

“The Wagon Wheel,” Jeb said. “That the biggest sa-
loon in town?” 

“Sure is, biggest and noisiest.” 
“Sounds like it’ll do, then,” Jeb said. “Thanks.” 
He started out the door, then stopped and said, “Oh 

yeah, you know a gal named Belinda Davis?” 
“Sure, that’s the gal lives with the sheriff and his 

wife.” 
“Oh yeah? Where would that be?” 

When Jeb Collier didn’t reappear at the Wagon Wheel, 
Shaye figured he was boarding his horse and checking 
into a hotel first. When dusk passed and he still didn’t 
appear, he thought they’d been had and went across the 
street to talk to the sheriff . . . 

Tanner eventually made his way across the floor to 
Vic Delay’s table and sat down. 

“Past dusk, Vic,” he said. “Reckon Jeb got held up?” 
“I’m thinkin’ he never meant to meet us here at 

dusk,” Delay said. “He just wanted us to occupy the 
local law.” 

“While he goes to see his gal?” 
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“That’s what I figure.” 
“So whatta we do?” 
“We wait here,” Delay said. “He’ll be along when 

he’s done.” 
“We got us a lot of attention from the law,” Tanner 

said. “How we gonna hit that bank?” 
“That’s Jeb’s lookout,” Delay said. “He’s the big 

bank job planner.” 
“So we still dependin’ on him?” 
“Lou,” Delay said, “all I can say is he better come 

through for us or I will be pissed that he hung us out 
here to give him time to see his girlfriend.” 

“I seen the deputy come over and talk to you.” 
“I invited him,” Delay said. “I also talked with his 

pa.” 
“His pa?” Tanner frowned. 
“You ever heard the name Shay Daniels . . .” 

“My house?” Riley Cotton asked. 
“That’s what I figure,” Shaye said. “When he didn’t 

come back, I thought, That sonofabitch. He’s got us 
watching all the other men while he sneaks over to see 
Belinda and the baby.” 

“And Marion!” Cotton said. “I gotta get over there!” 
“Slow down, Sheriff,” Shaye said. “He’s not going to 

hurt Marion. Let’s just take a walk over there and see 
what’s going on.” 

“What about Thomas?” Cotton asked. “He’s inside.” 
“He’ll be fine. Just let me wave James down from the 

roof. He can go inside and back Thomas up.” 
Shaye turned, caught James’s attention, and waved 

for him to come down. Then he pointed, hoping James 
would understand that he wanted him to go inside the 
saloon. 
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“What about Thad?” 
They both turned and looked at the young deputy, 

still seated in a chair in front of the office. 
“Let’s leave him here,” Shaye said. 
Cotton walked over to Thad and said, “You don’t  

move from here unless you hear a shot, understand?” 
“Yes, sir.” 
Cotton turned to Shaye and said, “Let’s get the hell 

over to my house.” 
“Take it easy, sheriff,” Shaye said. “Remember, we 

don’t want to spook him.” 



63 

q 
When they came within sight of the sheriff’s house, 
they saw three figures in the backyard. One was Be-
linda, one was obviously the boy, Little Matt. The third 
was Jeb Collier. 

“Where’s Marion?” Cotton said. “If he’s done any-
thing—” 

Shaye grabbed Cotton before he could rush the yard. 
“Let’s go in the front,” Shaye said. “We’ll probably 

find Marion inside, safe and sound.” 
“But what about—” 
“He’s not going anywhere for a while. Come on.” 
Shaye practically dragged Cotton around to the front 

of the house, where the sheriff opened the front door 
and they went inside. 

“Marion?” 
“In the kitchen,” she replied right away. 
They went into the kitchen and found her sitting at 

the table, hands clasped in front of her. 
“They’re out back,” she said. 
“Did he force her to talk to him?” 
“Not at all,” she said. “He knocked on the door, 

I answered, he asked to speak to Belinda. He was 
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very . . .  gentlemanly. Belinda went out back with him 
willingly and carried Little Matt with her.” 

Shaye went to the back window and looked out. Jeb 
Collier was down on one knee, talking to the boy. Be-
linda was watching them and the look on her face was 
anything but frightened. She seemed calm, content, 
even. Shaye was suddenly dead sure that the boy was 
not Matthew’s, but Jeb Collier’s. 

Cotton came up next to him and looked out. 
“What are they doing?” he asked. 
“Just talking,” Shaye said. “She doesn’t look like she 

needs any protecting.” 
“They’re going to take the baby away, aren’t they?” 

Marion asked, her hands clasped so tight the knuckles 
were white. 

“We don’t know that, Marion,” Cotton said, turning 
to face her. 

“I’m going to go out and talk to them,” Shaye said. 
“Why don’t the two of you wait here?” 

“All right,” Cotton said. “Since he might be your 
grandson . . . all right.” 

Shaye didn’t bother pointing out that he had just de-
cided the boy was not his grandson. Instead, he simply 
opened the door and stepped outside . . . 

“Another deputy just came in,” Tanner said. 
“I see him,” Delay said. “Looks like another brother.” 
Tanner looked over at the other men. They had also 

noticed the two tin stars in the room. 
“The men are gonna get antsy.” 
“Go around and calm them down,” Delay said. “Tell 

them nothin’s gonna happen today. Tell them we’re still 
gonna wait right here for Jeb to get here.” 
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“Got it.” 
Tanner got up and started moving around the room. 

When James entered he took a few steps sideways to get 
out of the doorway and remained there, his hands 
clasped in front of him. He saw Thomas standing calmly 
at the back of the room and they exchanged a nod. One 
by one he located the strangers who had ridden into 
town, starting with the man dressed in black, who was 
seated not far from where Thomas was standing. 

He settled in, decided he’d take his cue from his 
brother. 

When Shaye stepped out the back door, both adults in 
the yard looked over at him. 

“Mr. Shaye,” Belinda said, “this is Jeb Collier.” 
“I figured,” Shaye said, approaching them. 
“Yeah,” Jeb said, “I saw you in front of the saloon.” 
“The rest of your men are inside the saloon,” Shaye 

told him. “I guess that’s where they’re supposed to meet 
you, huh?” 

“I got men?” Jeb asked. “That’s news to me.” 
“I’ve already had a talk with Vic Delay.” 
Jeb didn’t react. 
“Don’t know him,” he said. 
“We’ll see.” Shaye leaned down and said, “How are 

you doing, Matt?” 
The little boy looked up at him with wide eyes, then 

looked at his feet. 
“That’s not his name,” Jeb said. 
“It’s not?” Shaye asked, straightening. 
“Well, it has been till now,” Jeb said, “but it’s gonna 

change.” 
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Shaye looked at Belinda, who just shrugged. 
“What gives you the right to change his name?” 
“Didn’t she tell you?” Jeb asked. “He’s my boy.” 
“No,” Shaye said, “she’s been telling me that he’s my 

grandson.” 
“Naw,” Jeb said, “just look at him. Can’t you tell? 

He’s my son.” He looked at Belinda. 
“Ain’t that right, sweetie?” 
Again, all the young mother did was shrug. 
“Well, if you’re so sure he’s yours,” Shaye asked,  

“what are you going to do about it?” 
“I’m gonna take my woman and my boy and leave 

town,” Jeb said. “We’re gonna go somewhere and live 
together.” 

“And would that be before or after you and your men 
hit the bank?” Shaye asked. 

“The bank?” Jeb asked, looking puzzled. “Mr. 
Shaye—Deputy—if you know anythin’ about me, you 
know I just got out of Yuma Prison. I ain’t lookin’ ta go 
back.” 

“Is that so?” 
“Yeah, that’s so.” 
“I’m glad to hear it, Collier,” Shaye said. “That will 

put a lot of minds at ease.” 
“I only came here to see my woman and my boy,” Jeb 

said. “You know what it’s like to know you got a son 
and you ain’t ever seen him?” 

“No,” Shaye said, “I don’t. I raised my three sons.” 
“Then you’re a lucky man, Mr. Shaye,” Jeb said. He 

looked at Belinda. “Sweetie, I got to go and get myself 
settled in, but I’ll come back to see the both of you.” 

“Tonight?” Belinda asked. 
“The boy will be going to sleep soon,” Shaye pointed 

out. 
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“Well,” Jeb said, “I wouldn’t wanna be a bad father 
and wake him up, would I?” He directed his attention 
back to Belinda. “How about I come and take you to 
breakfast in the mornin’? Huh? How would that be?” 

“Fine,” Belinda said, “that’d be fine, Jeb.” 
“Good,” Jeb said, “good. Deputy, it was real nice to 

make your acquaintance.” 
“Same here,” Shaye said. 
Jeb left the yard and walked back toward town. Shaye 

looked at Belinda, who gave one last shrug before pick-
ing up the boy and going back inside. 



64 

q 
The sheriff and his wife came out the back door and 
approached Shaye. 

“She just walked past us without a word,” Marion  
said, “took Little Matt upstairs. What happened?” 

“Collier says the boy is his,” Shaye said. “He says 
he’s going to take them away with him.” 

“I knew it,” Marion said, pressing her face against 
her husband’s chest. 

“What did Belinda say?” Cotton asked. 
“Nothing,” Shaye said. “She just shrugged.” 
“She’s afraid of him.” 
“I don’t think so, Riley,” Shaye answered. “I didn’t 

see any sign of fear in her.” 
“So . . . when did he say they’re going to leave?” 
“He didn’t. He said he’ll be back to take her out for 

breakfast in the morning.” 
“You think he’s headed for the saloon now?” Cotton 

asked. 
“That’d be my bet.” 
“Honey,” Cotton said, “go back inside. We’ll try to 

work this out, don’t worry.” 
“We’re going to lose the baby, Riley.” 
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“Not if I can help it,” he said. “Come on, come in-
side.” 

Cotton looked at Shaye, who motioned that he would 
wait out front while the sheriff took her inside. 

When Jeb Collier entered the Wagon Wheel Saloon, he 
spotted James immediately. 

“Hello, Deputy,” he said, turning his head. 
James just nodded. 
“Nice town.” 
James nodded again. 
Jeb walked to the bar, ordered a beer, and—when 

he had it in hand—turned his back to the bar and 
studied the room. He located each of his men and saw 
Thomas standing against the back wall. He’d picked 
Delay out as soon as he entered and now walked back 
to his table, where he was seated alone. It didn’t mat-
ter to him that he had told the deputy that he didn’t 
know him. 

“You’re late.” 
“I know.” 
“Went to see the woman first, didn’t you?” 
“That’s right.” 
“The boy yours?” 
“Yeah.” 
“So what are you gonna do?” 
“When we leave, I’m takin’ them with me.” 
“And when are we leavin’?” 
“After we take the bank.” 
“You saw the deputies, right?” 
“I see ’em.” 
“You hung us out here so you could see the woman  

without any interference.” 
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“It didn’t work,” Jeb said unapologetically. “I met a 
deputy named Shaye at the sheriff’s house.” 

“They’re all named Shaye, near as I can figure,” De-
lay said. “At least, these two are.” 

“Father and sons?” 
“That’s right.” 
Jeb frowned. 
“Dan Shaye?” 
“That ain’t the half of it,” Delay said and told Jeb 

about Shay Daniels. He also told Jeb about his conver-
sation with Thomas Shaye. 

“You been busy.” 
“I’ve had my mind on business, Jeb.” 
“Don’t worry, Vic,” Jeb said. “My mind is on busi-

ness.” 
“With all this attention we’re gettin’, you still want 

to hit the bank?” 
Jeb smiled and said, “More than ever. I got a family 

to support now.” 
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When Sheriff Cotton and Dan Shaye returned to the 
office, Thad was still seated out front, eager to do what 
he was told and make up for his mistake. 

“I didn’t hear no shots, Sheriff,” he said. 
“Good, Thad,” Cotton said. “Just stay out until you  

do.” 
“Sure, Sheriff,” Thad said, “but what do I do then?” 
“You’ll figure it out, son.” He turned to Shaye. “Shall 

we go into the saloon, Dan?” 
“I guess that’s a likely next move,” Shaye said. 
“What other one could there be?” 
“To wait for them to make a move for the bank.” 
“And leave them to the bank guards?” 
“No, I don’t think so,” Shaye said. “I don’t know 

the training of the bank guards, but I do know the 
reputations of Jeb Collier and Vic Delay. They’ve done 
what they do many times before.” 

“You don’t think the guards would be able to handle 
them?” Riley Cotton asked. 

“I doubt it.” 
“So if we just keep watching them,” Cotton rea-

soned, “they won’t be able to make a move.” 
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“There are eight of them and five of us,” Shaye said. 
“If they split up, three of them can hit the bank.” 

“But if we watch Collier and Delay, they’d have to do 
it without them.” 

“No,” Shaye said, shaking his head, “they won’t be 
able to do that. They’ll need Collier at least. He’s the 
brains. And they’ll need Delay, because he’s the killer. 
So they’ll need both of them.” 

“So we’re back where we started,” Cotton said. 
“Why don’t I just order them out of town? That’ll force 
them into a move.” 

“Yeah, it would.” 
“So?” 
Shaye turned and looked at Thad, at his bruised  

face. 
“Maybe we got another way to force their hand,” he 

said, “and change the odds at the same time.” 
“How?” 
Shaye told him. 
Cotton nodded and said, “Okay. Let’s go do it.” 
“We’ll take Thad too,” Shaye said. 
“Why?” 
“He can identify them,” Shaye said, “and he owes 

them.” 
Cotton turned to Thad. 
“You wanna go in, boy?” 
“Yes, sir!” Thad said eagerly. 
“You gonna do what you’re told?” 
“Every step of the way, sir.” 
The sheriff looked at Shaye and said. “Let’s go, 

then.” 
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Cotton entered the saloon first, followed by Shaye and 
then Thad. James and Thomas both stood up straight 
at the sight of them, knowing something was about to 
happen. 

From the back of the room Delay and Jeb saw the 
three extra lawman enter and also knew something was 
in the air. 

“Jeb,” Delay said, lacing his hand on his gun. 
“Wait,” Jeb said. 
“We got a lot of cover in here,” Delay told him. “Lots 

of people. The lawmen’ll try not to hit innocent by-
standers. We don’t have that problem.” 

“Just wait, Vic,” Jeb said. “Let’s see what they’re af-
ter before we go off half-cocked.” 

Delay sat back, moved his hand away from his gun. 

“Pick ’em out, boy,” Cotton said to Thad. 
The place grew quiet as the lawmen moved among 

the patrons. At the bar Tanner looked over at Jeb, who 
shook his head. Ben Collier was standing next to him 
and also saw his brother shake his head. 

Samms and Leslie were playing poker at the same 
table and didn’t notice anything until the place grew 
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quiet. Samms looked around, noticed all the lawmen in 
the room, and got nervous. 

“Stay calm, boys,” Jeb said under his breath. 
It was Wilson and Roberts, though, who were the 

object of Thad Hagen’s attention. They were seated at a 
table with drinks in their hands and girls in their laps 
when the place grew quiet. Now they watched as the 
lawmen approached them, the young deputy in the 
lead. 

“These are them,” Thad said. 
“What is he talkin’ about?” Wilson asked the two 

older lawmen. 
“You ladies move along,” Cotton said. 
The two women got up and hurried to the bar, where 

they huddled together. 
Roberts looked over his shoulder to where Jeb and 

Delay were sitting, but neither man moved or signaled. 
“You men are under arrest,” Cotton said. 
“Arrest?” Wilson asked. “For what? We just got to 

your town today.” 
“And you couldn’t even get out of the livery stable 

without getting into trouble,” Shaye said. 
“What are you talkin’ about?” Roberts asked. 
“You assaulted my deputy,” Cotton said. “You’re 

both comin’ with me—with us.” He turned to Thad.  
“Get ’em on their feet, Deputy.” 

“You heard the sheriff,” Thad said. “Up.” 
Wilson and Roberts stared at the young deputy, then 

at Shaye and Cotton. Beyond them they could see 
James. When Roberts turned his head to look to Jeb for 
guidance, he saw Thomas standing behind them. 

Thad produced his gun and said, “Up!” 
Wilson and Roberts slid their chairs back and got to 

their feet. 
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“You young pup,” Wilson said. “You didn’t get 
enough—” 

“Deputy Shaye,” Thad said. 
“Yep?” Shaye answered. 
“Take their guns.” 
“Yes, sir,” Shaye said, but it was Thomas who moved 

in behind Wilson and Roberts and plucked their guns 
from their holsters before they could make a move. He 
then tossed one to his father and the other across the 
room to James, who surprised himself and everyone in 
the room by catching it one-handed before it could sail 
through the window. 

“Deputy Hagen,” Cotton said, “take them over to 
the jail and lock their asses up.” 

“Yes, sir,” Thad said. “You boys heard the sheriff. 
Get movin’.” 

Wilson and Roberts were still waiting for Jeb or 
Delay—or both—to make a move when Thomas put  
his hand against each of their backs and pushed. 

“You heard the man!” 
Both men staggered forward and then kept walking. 

Thad fell in behind them. When they went past James, 
he fell in behind Thad. 

“We gonna let them do that?” Delay asked. 
“You see that deputy’s face?” Jeb asked. 
“Yeah. So?” 
“I told everybody to stay out of trouble,” he said, 

“but those idiots couldn’t do it. Let them sit in a cell for 
a while.” 

“But we’re gonna need them for the bank.” 
Jeb turned his head to look at Delay and said, “No, 

we ain’t.” 

* * *  
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“Those fellas have any friends in here that object to  
them being arrested?” Cotton asked. 

He, Thomas, and Shaye looked around. Shaye’s eyes 
fell on Jeb Collier and Vic Delay, but neither man made 
a move. 

“Then I guess you folks better go back to having 
yourselves a good time,” the sheriff said. 

“Pa?” Thomas asked. 
“You leave with us, Thomas.” 
“Yes, sir.” 
Cotton went out the door and both Shaye and 

Thomas backed out, watching his back. Slowly, activity 
started up again in the room and then the piano started 
and things were in full swing again. 
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Thad came down from the second floor, hung the cell 
keys on a wall peg, and told Cotton, “They’re tucked 
away nice and safe.” 

“In the morning you’ll bring them breakfast from the 
café.” 

“Yes, sir.” 
“And you’ll stay here and guard them.” 
Thad hesitated a moment, then said, “Alone?” 
“No,” James said, “you won’t have to stay alone. I’ll 

stay with you tonight. We can take turns sleeping.” 
“That sounds good.” 
“All right,” Cotton said. He looked at Shaye. “You 

think they’ll come for these two?” 
“They didn’t look all that upset when we took them,” 

Shaye said. “Collier will probably come and talk first.” 
“You think they’ll try for the bank with six men?” 
“Maybe,” Shaye said. “We’ll have to see.” 
“I can stay tonight too,” Thomas said. “Just in case. 

James, will you make some coffee?” 
“I will, just to keep you from making it,” James said. 
“Riley,” Shaye said, “why don’t we go and talk to 

Belinda? Maybe it’s time she told the truth . . . all of it.” 
“Okay,” Cotton said. “Then let’s do it.” 
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* * *  
At the saloon Jeb and his men gave up the pretense of 
not knowing each other and congregated around one 
table. 

“What do we do now?” Samms asked. “We’re down 
to six men.” 

“You let me worry about that,” Jeb said. 
“But are we gonna leave Clark and Dave in jail?” Ben 

asked. 
“At least for tonight, Ben,” Jeb said. “The rest of you 

get some sleep and meet me back here in the morning.” 
“The place won’t be open,” Leslie said. 
“Just meet me out front.” 
As the men started to get up to leave, Delay put his 

hand on Tanner’s arm to stay him. Jeb allowed Ben to 
go back to the hotel. He’d talk to him later. 

Once the men were gone, Tanner asked, “What’s the 
deal?” 

“You, me, Vic, and Ben are gonna take the bank to-
morrow mornin’,” Jeb said. 

“The four of us?” Tanner asked. “We don’t even  
know if they got guards or how many people work  
there.” 

“I do,” Jeb said. “I know how many employees, how 
many guards, and where they’re placed, and now I’m 
gonna tell it to the three of you, so listen up.” 

Bill Samms and Roy Leslie walked back to the rooming 
house they were staying in. 

“We gonna leave Dave and Clark in jail overnight?” 
Samms asked as they approached the house. 

“That’s what we been told to do,” Leslie said.  
“What’s the difference? They ride with Collier, not 
with us.” 
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“How long you reckon Vic is gonna let Collier call 
the shots?” 

“Don’t rightly know,” Leslie said, “and I don’t care, 
just as long as I don’t have to call them.” 

“Amen to that, I guess,” Samms said. 

Cotton and Shaye entered the house and found Marion 
sitting on the sofa, holding the sleeping boy. 

“Where’s Belinda?” Shaye asked. 
“She went out.” 
“You know where?” 
“No,” Marion said, “she didn’t say, but she said she’d 

be back.” 
Cotton and Shaye exchanged a look. 
“She either went to Jeb or to Alvin Simon.” 
“Simon?” Cotton asked. “The owner of the hard-

ware store? Why would she go to see him.” 
“Well,” Shaye said, “he’s in love with her and he 

claims she’s in love with him.” 
“What?” Marion asked. 
“Where did you hear that hogwash?” Cotton asked. 
“Thomas and James heard it from Simon,” Shaye 

said. He went on to explain how. 
“Why didn’t you tell me that before?” Cotton asked. 
“What difference does that make to what we’re do-

ing?” 
“Well, it makes a difference now,” Cotton said. “We 

don’t know which man she went to see.” 
“Doesn’t really matter,” Shaye said. “We can just 

wait here for her to get back.” 
“Marion,” Cotton said, “why don’t you put the boy 

to bed and make some coffee?” 
“I’ll make the coffee,” Shaye said. 
“No,” Marion said, “that’s all right.” She stood up. 
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“I’ll put the baby down and then make coffee. It’ll give 
me something to do until Belinda gets back.” She started 
from the room, then turned back. “I assume we’re going 
to get the truth out of her tonight?” 

“We’re gonna try,” Shaye said. 
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Shaye and Cotton were sitting in the living room with 
coffee cups when the front door opened and Belinda 
came in. 

“Well,” she said, “nice of you to wait up for me. I’ll 
be going to bed now.” 

“Don’t you want to check on your son?” Shaye asked. 
“I assume Marion has put him to bed. Good night, 

gentlemen.” 
“Sit down, Belinda,” Cotton said. 
She stopped short. 
“We’ve got some talking to do, Belinda,” Shaye said. 

“Do like the sheriff said and take a seat.” 
She turned, stared at them defiantly for a few mo-

ments, then dropped her shoulders and walked to a 
chair. She sat prim and properly, with her hands in her 
lap. She was wearing a dress Shaye had seen her wear 
once before. 

“Where’ve you been?” Cotton asked. 
“Out walking.” 
“All this time?” 
“I had a lot to think about.” 
“I’m thinking,” Shaye said, “that you went to talk to  

Collier or Simon. Which was it?” 
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“Simon?” 
“Yeah, we know about Alvin,” Cotton said. “He 

says he loves you. What do you say?” 
She shrugged. “He’s well fixed. He’d make a good 

husband.” 
“But you don’t love him,” Shaye said. 
“No.” 
“How could you marry a man you don’t love?” Mar-

ion asked, entering the room. 
“It’s not like I have a lot of choices, Marion.” 
“You’re young,” Marion said. “You’ve got your 

whole life ahead of you.” 
“Who’s gonna want a girl with a child?” Belinda 

asked. 
“What about the child’s father?” Shaye asked. “It 

wasn’t Matthew, was it?” 
Belinda hesitated, looked away, then said, “No, it 

wasn’t.” 
“Did you ever know my son?” 
She smiled. 
“I met him once,” she said. “He was nice, gentle. We 

hardly spoke, but I remembered him, remembered his 
name and who is father was. So when I knew I needed 
help . . .” 

“You lied to this man and his sons and made him 
come hundreds of miles?” Marion said. “To fight for 
you?” 

Belinda lifted her chin and said, “Yes.” 
“And you’re proud of it?” 
“Well . . . I’m not sorry.” 
Marion stared at Belinda, shaking her head, and then 

said, “I don’t know you at all, do I?” 
“Nobody does, Marion,” Belinda said. “Nobody ever 
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has. I’ve been on my own since I was fifteen. I have to 
look out for myself first.” 

“And what about your baby?” the sheriff’s wife asked 
as Cotton and Shaye sat back to watch and listen. 
“Don’t you think you should think of him first?” 

“Why should I?” Belinda asked belligerently. “My 
mother never thought of me first. When is it my turn?” 

“You give up your turn when you have a child!” 
“How would you know?” 
The two women were shouting at each other now, so 

Shaye got between them. 
“Okay, that’s enough,” Shaye said. “Belinda, did you 

see Jeb Collier tonight?” 
“No.” 
“What do you intend to do about him?” he asked. 
“What do you mean?” 
“Is he your baby’s father?” 
“I—I don’t know.” 
“Apparently he thinks he is,” Cotton said. “Are you 

willing to leave here with him—with your baby?” 
“I don’t know,” she said. “I might be willing to leave 

with him, but I don’t know if I should take the baby.” 
“Don’t take him,” Marion said. “Leave him here 

with us. We’ll raise him right, Belinda.” 
“I don’t even know if I’m going!” Belinda shouted. 

“Maybe I’ll stay and marry Alvin—if Jeb doesn’t kill 
him or me.” 

“Jeb’s not going to kill anyone, Belinda,” Shaye said. 
“We’re not going to let him.” 

“That’s what you say,” Belinda said. “How do I 
know you can stop him?” 

“You don’t know,” Shaye said. “None of us do, for 
sure.” 
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“Can I go to bed now?” Belinda asked. “I’m tired.” 
“Are you having breakfast with Jeb in the morning?” 

Shaye asked. 
“I think I should, don’t you?” Belinda asked, getting 

to her feet. “I have some decisions to make.” 
“You wanted protection from Jeb Collier,” Cotton 

said. “How could you even consider leaving with 
him?” 

“I have a lot of thinking to do, Riley,” she said. “I 
have to decide what’s best for me.” 

“Go on to bed, Belinda,” Shaye said. “We’ll talk to-
morrow—after your breakfast.” 

Belinda left the room without saying good night to 
anyone. 

“I don’t understand her,” Marion said. 
“And you’re a woman,” Shaye said. “If you don’t un-

derstand her, how do you think we feel?” 
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Thomas was awake when the sun came up the next 
morning. James and Thad were both upstairs in empty 
cells, sleeping. He stood up from the desk, stretched, 
and walked to the front door. He opened it and took a 
deep breath, wondering what the day was going to 
bring. What he wanted was for this whole business to 
come to an end so he and his brother and father could 
get on with their lives. They all had decisions to make 
when they left Pearl River Junction, which couldn’t 
happen soon enough to suit him. 

Sunlight came through the cell window and a stripe of 
it struck James right in the eyes. He woke and sat up 
on the pallet, rubbing his face vigorously. In the next 
cell Thad was snoring. Across from them, in another 
cell, the two prisoners were also sawing wood. 

James pulled his boots on and stood up. It was Thad’s 
responsibility to go to the café and get breakfast for the 
prisoners, but James decided that since he was awake 
and Thad was not, he would do it. He could also bring 
back breakfast for everyone else. 

He made his way out of the cell and down the stairs 
without waking anyone. 
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* * *  
“Thad up?” Thomas asked as James came down. 

“No,” James said, “but that’s okay. I’ll take a walk to 
the café and bring back some breakfast for all of us.” 

James came up next to his brother at the open door 
and they stared out at the street together. 

“What do you think is gonna happen today?” James 
asked. 

“I can only tell you what I hope will happen.” 
“Yeah,” James said, touching his brother’s shoulder, 

“me too.” 
He stepped outside and headed for the café. 

Belinda woke early for her breakfast with Jeb Collier. 
Nobody was going to tell her that she shouldn’t think 
of herself first. She’d gone to bed with that thought and 
woke up with it also. It was time to make the final deci-
sion and everyone else could pay the consequences for 
her decision. She was tired of always paying. It was 
time for her to collect. 

As she prepared to leave the house, she could hear 
that someone else was up, probably the sheriff. It was 
going to be a big day for him too. 

A big day for everyone. 

Shaye woke in his hotel room, stood up, and walked to 
the window. From there he could see the sheriff’s office 
across the street, where his two sons had spent the 
night. He was proud of both boys, wondered what 
they’d decide when this was all over. Stay with him or 
go their own ways? There was no point in even think-
ing about it, though, until they were ready to leave 
Pearl River Junction. 

He was about to turn away from the window when 



281 ROBERT J. RANDISI 

the front door of the office opened and James stepped 
out. He crossed the street and walked out of sight. 
Shaye assumed he was on his way to the café to pick up 
breakfast. 

This time he did leave the window. He walked to the 
dresser, where there was a pitcher and basin. He poured 
water from one into the other and began to wash, hands, 
face, neck, chest, armpits. When he was done with his 
whore’s bath, he picked up a towel and walked back to 
the window. He saw Belinda walking down the street, 
past the sheriff’s office, where she crossed over. She was 
probably also on her way to the café for an early break-
fast and that meant that Jeb Collier would be there also. 

Shaye hurriedly dressed, strapped on his gun, and 
left the room. 

James was waiting for Connie to bring out the food 
when the door opened and Belinda walked in. She 
stopped short at the sight of him. 

“Oh, James,” she said. 
“Good mornin’, Belinda,” he said, trying to ignore 

the usual flutter he felt in his stomach when he saw her. 
“I’m pickin’ up breakfast for the jail.” 

“I see.” 
Connie came out of the kitchen with a tray she had 

covered with a towel. 
“Oh, Belinda,” she said. “Good morning. Take any 

table and I’ll be with you in a minute.” 
“Thank you, Connie.” The place was empty, so Be-

linda had her pick. 
“This should feed all of you,” Connie said, handing 

the tray to James. 
“Thanks.” 
He tried balancing the tray with one hand, but real-



282 ROBERT J. RANDISI 

ized it would take two to get it across the street to the 
jail. At that moment the door opened again and Jeb 
Collier stepped in. Like Belinda, he stopped short when 
he saw the deputy. 

“Well, Deputy,” he said. “We ain’t met.” 
“Jeb Collier,” James said. “I know who you are.” 
“And you’re Shaye,” Jeb said, “or one of them.” 
“He’s James,” Belinda said. 
“Thank you, honey.” 
The two men faced each other. James knew if Jeb  

Collier drew on him at that moment he’d have to drop 
the tray before he could go for his gun. He figured he’d 
be dead before the tray hit the ground. 

Connie, sensing the tension, backed into the kitchen. 
“Jeb . . .” Belinda said. 
But it wasn’t until the door opened again that the  

tension was broken. Dan Shaye stepped into the room, 
closing the door behind him. 

“That the food for the jail, James?” 
“Yeah, Pa.” 
“Better get it over there, then. I’m sure Mr. Collier 

wouldn’t want his men to starve.” 
“My men?” Jeb asked, stepping aside to let James by, 

at the same time turning to look at Shaye. “I never said 
they were my men.” 

“You didn’t have to,” Shaye said. He opened the door 
for James without taking his eyes off of Collier. “Have 
a good breakfast.” 

“Thanks.” 
Shaye backed out, pulling the door closed. 

Outside he caught up to James and walked alongside 
him. 

“Don’t ever have both hands occupied like that,  
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James.” Shaye thought the world of his youngest son, 
thought he was very smart. If he went to college, he’d 
do very well in life, but wearing a badge, living by the 
gun . . . this just wasn’t something James was as quick to 
take to as Thomas was. 

“Pa . . . the tray . . .” 
“You should have brought Thad with you.” 
“Yes, Pa.” 
“Collier wasn’t going to draw on you anyway,” Shaye 

said. “That would ruin his plan.” 
“What plan is that, Pa?” 
“I don’t know, James,” Shaye said. “If I knew that, 

then we could ruin his plan.” 

After both Shayes left the café, Jeb turned and sat down 
with Belinda. Connie came back out of the kitchen ner-
vously. 

“Nothing to worry about, waitress,” Jeb said. “My 
sweetie and I are hungry, though. We’d like to order.” 

“Yes, sir,” Connie said. “What can I get for you?” 

Alvin Simon woke, feeling excited and frightened. Be-
linda had come to see him the night before and he was 
supposed to meet her at the bank this morning when it 
opened. She’d told him that she was ready to marry 
him, but she had to be sure that he had the money he 
said he had. 

“A girl has to make sure she’s secure, Alvin,” she’d 
told him. 

“How do I do that, Belinda?” he’d asked. “How do I 
show you that I can make you secure?” 

“That’s easy,” she said, putting one hand on his chest 
and kissing his cheek. Her lips were like velvet on his 
face, her scent heady enough to make him dizzy. She 
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pressed her lips to his ear then and said, “Show me 
your money.” 

So that was what he was going to do this morning. 
Take her into the bank and prove to her that he had 
enough money to take care of her and her baby and 
keep them secure. 
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Samms and Leslie woke, but not well. Both had drank 
too much the night before. 

“Come on,” Samms said, “we got to meet in front of 
the saloon.” 

Leslie groaned. “I hope it’s open. I’m gonna need a 
little hair of what bit me to get goin’.” 

“Just think about the money we’re gonna take out of 
that bank,” Samms replied. “That should get you go-
ing.” 

Samms started pulling his pants on. 
“We got enough water to wash?” Leslie asked, point-

ing to the pitcher on the dresser. 
“Never mind,” Samms said. “There’ll be plenty of 

time to wash later. Just get dressed and let’s get going.” 

When Cotton arrived at the jail, Dan, Thomas, and 
James Shaye were all there and awake, as was Thad. 
There’d been enough food on the tray to feed the pris-
oners and the deputies, including Shaye. 

“You fellas all look well-fed,” Cotton said. 
“There might be somethin’ left on the tray for you,” 

James offered. 
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“That’s okay,” Cotton said. “I had something before 
I left home. Belinda was gone when I left.” 

“She’s in the café with Jeb Collier,” Shaye said. 
“James and I saw them a little while ago.” 

“What about the rest?” 
“No sign.” 
“Thad,” Cotton said, “Why don’t you and James 

take a turn around town, see if you spot them?” 
“Yes, sir,” Thad said. 
James put down his empty coffee cup and followed 

Thad out the door. 

Samms and Leslie sat on chairs in front of the saloon, 
waiting. 

“Where’s everybody else?” Leslie wondered. 
“Overslept,” Leslie said. “Relax, they’ll be here.” 
Leslie put his head back, closed his eyes, and fell 

asleep. 

It didn’t take long for Thad and James to spot the two 
men seated in front of the saloon. 

“I’ll watch them,” James said, “you go back and tell 
the sheriff about it.” 

“Think they’re waitin’ for the others?” 
“Looks like it,” James said. “Go ahead.” 
Thad nodded and headed back to the office. 

Jeb and Belinda enjoyed a leisurely breakfast—at least, 
Jeb did. Belinda picked at her bacon and eggs until Jeb 
started eating from her plate. Picking at her bacon with 
his fingers. 

“Nervous?” 
“Yes.” 
“But this is what we’ve waited for,” he said. “This is 
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what you wrote to me in Yuma about, taking this 
bank.” 

Belinda was a contradiction, even to herself. Yes, 
she’d written to him about the bank in Pearl River 
Junction, but she’d also written to Dan Shaye, to try to 
convince him to come to town and protect her—and 
Alvin Simon, for that matter. Once she met him, she 
thought his money was her way out and didn’t want Jeb 
to kill him. As for Jeb himself, she really wasn’t sure  
what he would do when he got there. It wasn’t until he 
came to the house to see her and her son that she knew 
he wasn’t going to kill her. That’s when she decided to 
throw in her lot with him. 

“We’re gonna take that bank,” he’d told her, “and  
then I’m takin’ you and the boy away from here.” 

“Do we have to take the child?” she’d asked. 
“He’s mine, ain’t he?” 
“Yes.” 
“Then we’re takin’ him.” 
Now she watched Jeb put the last piece of her bacon 

into his mouth and said, “Do we really have to take 
Little Matt—” 

“Don’t call him that!” he snapped, slamming his first 
down on the table, startling her into silence. “You only 
named him that to try to convince Shaye he was his 
grandson, right? Because you wanted protection against 
me?” 

“I didn’t know . . .” 
“Yes,” Jeb said, reaching out and taking her hand, 

“you didn’t know what I’d do when I got here. You 
thought I might kill you and take the boy. But you’re 
the one who knows where all the guards are in the 
bank, honey. You’re the one who can get in there with 
your new boyfriend.” 
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“Jeb,” she said, “you aren’t going to kill . . .” 
“Kill?” he asked. “Kill who? If I can help it, I’m not 

gonna kill anyone.” 
She seemed relieved by that, but of course he meant 

that he wasn’t going to do the killing, Vic Delay was. 
That’s what he was there for. 

Jeb took his watch from his pocket and checked the 
time. 

“The bank should be openin’ soon, darlin’,” he said. 
“Time for you to go.” 

“Yes,” she said. 
“I’ll pay the bill here and be along.” 
She nodded, stood, and left the café. Connie came 

out and cautiously approached Jeb with the check. 
“Thank you, sweetheart.” Jeb took the bill, looked at 

the price, and paid the waitress, tipping her well. “Now, 
is there a back door out of here?” 
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Walking back to the sheriff’s office, Thad noticed Alvin 
Simon, who owned the hardware store, standing in 
front of the bank. He also saw Belinda Davis rushing 
up the street and, eventually, joining Simon in front of 
the bank. It looked like the two of them were waiting 
for it to open. He turned his attention away from them 
and kept on to the sheriff’s office. 

“I thought you weren’t coming,” Simon said to Be-
linda. 

“Of course I was coming, Alvin,” she said. “This is 
important to me. I know you think I’m horrible to want 
to actually see your money, but—” 

“I’ll do whatever I have to do to get you to marry me, 
Belinda,” Simon said. “To prove that I love you.” 

Belinda was about to reply when they heard the lock 
on the door of the bank click. Then one of the employ-
ees opened the door. 

“Ah,” the older woman said, “good morning, Mr. 
Simon. Early for you today, isn’t it?” 

“I—that is, we—have business with Mr. Brown, 
Miss Hastings.” 
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“Well, he’s in his office. Come in, come in.” 
As Simon and Belinda entered, the younger woman 

noticed the older woman giving her a look of distaste. 
It was the way most of the women in town regarded her 
and this morning it steeled her resolve to do what she 
had to do. 

Jeb Collier had gone out the back door of the café, find-
ing himself in an alley that ran the length of the street. 
He was able to use that back alley to get down the 
street without passing in front of the sheriff’s office to 
the bank. Beyond the bank, he knew, was the Wagon 
Wheel Saloon. With any luck, Samms and Leslie were 
attracting some attention from the law. When he 
reached the bank, he used another alley to work his 
way around behind it, where he found Vic Delay and 
Lou Tanner waiting for him. Also there was Ben, hold-
ing the reins of five horses, one for each of them and 
another for Belinda. 

“About time,” Delay said. “You sure this is gonna 
work?” 

“I told you,” Jeb said. “She’s the one who planned it. 
She said she knew that if I didn’t kill her on sight, we’d 
be able to take this bank.” 

“Well, she better do her part.” 
“She’ll do it,” Jeb said. 
“I don’t like it that there’s no guards behind the 

bank,” Delay said. “I mean, if there’s so much money in 
there—” 

“Belinda says they keep most of the guards inside the 
bank, near the vault, and there’s always one on the 
roof, but he’s always watching the street.” 

“I don’t like it,” Delay said, “counting on a 
woman—” 
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“Just be ready, Vic,” Jeb said. “If we have to take the 
guards out, we’re gonna have to move fast to grab as  
much cash as we can.” 

“Don’t worry,” Delay said. He was wearing a leather 
vest today and he pulled it back to show two knives on 
each side. “I can take them out quietly.” 

“So they’re just waiting in front of the saloon?” Cotton 
asked. 

“That’s right,” Thad said. 
“How many?” Shaye asked. 
“Two.” 
“Where are the other four?” Thomas asked. 
“That’s what I’d like to know,” Shaye said. 
“James is watchin’ them?” Thomas asked. 
“Yeah, he sent me back.” 
“Pa, if they’re waitin’ for the others, I better go and 

stay with James.” 
“All right, son. Watch your back.” 
“I’ll watch James’s back,” Thomas said, “and he’ll 

watch mine, Pa.” 
Thomas left the office, leaving only Cotton, Thad, 

and Shaye. 
“Thad,” Cotton said, “you’re gonna have to stay 

with the prisoners. If we leave the office empty, they 
might come and break them out.” 

“Okay, Sheriff.” 
“Take a shotgun from the rack and stay behind that 

desk until we get back,” Cotton instructed. 
“Yes, sir,” Thad said, “but where are you goin’?” 
“I don’t know,” Cotton said, looking at Shaye. 

“Where are we going?” 
“Let’s go back to the café,” Shaye said. “That’s where 

we left Belinda and Jeb. Maybe he’s still there.” 
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From behind the desk, loading the shotgun, Thad 
said, “He might be there, but she ain’t.” 

“What do you mean?” Shaye asked. 
Thad looked at him and said, “I just saw Belinda in 

front of the bank.” 
“What was she doing there?” 
“She was with Alvin Simon,” Thad said. “They 

looked like they’re waitin’ for the bank to open.” 
“What?” 
“Alvin must have some business there,” Cotton said. 
“Riley, we better get over there. I think this may 

be it.” 
“May be what?” 
“Collier and his men need a way into the bank. This 

is it!” 
“You saying Alvin Simon is in on this?” Cotton 

asked. “That’s just crazy, Dan. I can’t see—” 
“Riley, it’s Belinda,” Shaye said. “She’s using Simon 

and Collier is using her! Thad, toss me that shotgun 
and get yourself another.” 

“Should I come—” 
“No,” Shaye said, catching the shotgun in both 

hands. “Stay here!” 
Shaye ran for the front door. Cotton stopped long 

enough to grab a rifle from the rack and then fol-
lowed. 
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“Good morning, good morning, Mr. Simon,” the bank 
manager, Edmund Brown, greeted. “What can I do for 
you this morning?” 

“I’d like to talk in your office, Mr. Brown,” Simon 
said, “if you don’t mind.” 

“Of course,” Brown said. “This way.” Since Alvin 
Simon was one of the larger depositors in the bank, the 
manager was willing to go out of his way for him. 
However, when he saw that Belinda was to accompany 
them, he stopped short. “Ah, is this charming young  
woman part of our business?” 

“Miss Davis is my fiancé,” Simon said. “She is very 
much part of my business.” 

“Very well,” Brown said. “This way.” 
In order to get to his office, they had to pass the huge 

vault, which had three guards with rifles standing 
around it. There was a fourth guard by the front door 
and a fifth on the roof. They all wore blue uniforms. 
Belinda was happy to see that the number was what she 
had reported to Jeb. 

They entered his office and as Brown crossed to the 
desk Belinda closed the door behind them. 

“Oh, you can leave the door open, Miss—” 
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“I don’t think so,” Belinda said. 
“I don’t und—” 
Belinda reached into her purse and came out with a 

nickel-plated .32 revolver. She pointed it at the bank 
manager and said, “Shut up.” 

“Belinda—” Simon said, aghast. 
“I’m sorry, Alvin,” she said. “I decided a whole bank 

is better than one man. Now move over there with 
him.” 

“But—what are you doing?” 
“Just do it!” she said. “Don’t make me shoot you.” 
“You better come over here, Alvin,” Brown said. 

“She looks serious.” 
Slowly, Simon walked across the room and joined 

Brown behind the desk. The manager started to sit, but 
Belinda stopped him. 

“Stay standing and put your hands on your head. 
Don’t go for a gun in your drawer and don’t press any 
buttons.” 

“Miss,” Edmund Brown said with confidence, “you 
can’t really think you’re going to get away with this. 
There are guards—” 

“Mr. Brown, if you don’t shut up right this minute, 
I will shoot you.” 

Brown fell silent. 
“Alvin, go to the window.” 
“What?” 
“Go to the window—that one, at the back—and 

open it.” 
“The window?” 
“Goddamn it, Alvin,” she snapped, “don’t keep re-

peating everything I say. Just do it!” 
Alvin Simon walked to the window and opened it. In 
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seconds a leg appeared and he backed away to allow 
Jeb Collier to enter. 

“Oh my God,” Brown said. 

The saloon was down the street, but on the other side of 
the bank. Shaye didn’t feel he had time to go there and 
fetch Thomas and James. And even if the men waiting 
in front of the saloon were a decoy, they were still dan-
gerous. As it stood now, there would be four bank rob-
bers—five, if you counted Belinda—against the two of 
them and five bank guards, although he was pretty sure 
Jeb Collier had plans for the guards. 

Delay and Tanner followed Collier through the win-
dow and they all brandished guns. 

“Put him in a corner,” Jeb said, pointing to Alvin. 
Tanner pushed the shocked hardware store owner 

into a corner and said, “Stay there and keep quiet.” 
“You, Bank Manager.” 
“Yes?” 
“You’re gonna open the door and call two of the 

guards from the vault in here.” 
Brown, seeing this as his chance to alert the guards, 

started for the door quickly. 
“Slow!” Jeb said. “If you try to warn them, you’ll be 

the first one to die. I’ll put a bullet in the back of your 
head. Do you understand?” 

“Y-yes, I understand.” For the first time Edmund 
Brown wished he had accepted the offer of help from 
the sheriff. 

Shaye and Cotton reached the front of the bank. 
“Now what?” Cotton asked. “Do we rush them?” 
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“We don’t know what’s going on inside the bank,” 
Shaye said. “If we rush in, they might start shooting 
and somebody will get killed.” 

As they watched, a woman approached the front 
door and entered. She was obviously a customer. 

“They’re letting people in,” Cotton said. 
“Okay,” Shaye said. “Let’s take a chance, Riley.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“One of us has to go inside, without a badge on, as if 

we’re just another customer. The badge would attract 
immediate attention. This way maybe we buy a valu-
able second or two.” 

“And the other one?” 
“Around back.” 
“Which one of us will they recognize easier?” 
“Doesn’t matter,” Shaye said. “They’ve seen us both.  

I’ll go inside, you go around back.” 
“Maybe I should—” 
“We don’t have time to draw straws, Riley,” Shaye 

said. “Let’s just do it.” 
“All right,” Cotton said. “All right. Let’s do it.” 
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“I need two of you gentlemen in here, please,” Edmund 
Brown said from the doorway of his office. 

“Sir?” one of the guards said. 
“Two of you,” Brown said, “in here.” 
The guards all exchanged glances. 
“Sir, we’re not supposed to leave the—” 
“I have an important depositor in my office and I  

need two of you in here . . . now!” Brown snapped. 
“Yes, sir.” 
The three men exchanged another glance and then 

two of them broke away from the vault and moved to-
ward the office. Brown backed away so they could come 
through the doorway. 

“What’s the prob—” one of them started, but he was 
literally cut off. Vic Delay grabbed him from behind 
and, using one of his knives, cut the man’s throat. 

The other guard got a gun barrel shoved up in his 
nose by Lou Tanner, who growled, “Don’t move.” He 
relieved the guard of his rifle. 

Belinda stifled a scream by placing both hands over 
her mouth as a torrent of blood ran down the guard’s 
chest. Delay caught the man beneath the arms and low-
ered him to the floor. 
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“That’s to let you know we mean business,” Jeb Col-
lier said, pointing down at the dead man. 

“W-what do you want?” Brown asked, finding his 
voice with difficulty. 

“Money,” Jeb said, “and lots of it.” 
“There are still two guards outside,” Tanner said. 
“I know,” Jeb said. “We’re goin’ out there in a min-

ute.” 
“How are we gonna play it?” Delay asked. 
“You take the manager,” Jeb said, “and I’ll take the 

girl.” 
“What?” Belinda asked, surprised. 
Jeb smiled and said, “Relax, sweetie. You’re gonna 

be a hostage.” 

Before entering the bank Shaye relinquished the shot-
gun to Sheriff Cotton. Next he took off his badge and 
put it in his shirt pocket. Hoping he wouldn’t garner 
too much attention, he opened the door and entered. 

Everything looked quiet inside. Three of the five 
teller cages were manned. The woman who had entered 
before him was standing at one of them. To his left was 
one security guard, who gave him a hard once-over, his 
gaze lingering on Shaye’s gun. 

But nobody else was looking at him, so he sidled over 
to the guard, removed his badge from his pocket, 
palmed it, and showed it to the guard. 

“There may be a robbery going on,” Shaye said. 
“What?” The man took a good look at Shaye’s badge. 

“What are you talkin’ ’bout, Deputy. It’s quiet in 
here.” 

Shaye looked around again. Belinda and her beau, 
Alvin Simon, were nowhere in sight. 

“You know Belinda Davis? Alvin Simon?” 
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“Yeah, they came in a little while ago. First custom-
ers.” 

“Where are they?” 
“In the manager’s office.” 
“How many other guards?” 
“Three at the vault.” 
“Do me a favor,” Shaye said. “Without attracting 

any attention, go and see if they’re all there.” 
“Where would they go?” 
“Humor me.” 
The guard, a man in his mid-thirties, said, “Okay, 

Deputy.” 
As nonchalantly as he could, the guard walked across 

the floor. He had to go behind the tellers’ cage to check 
on the vault, which was not visible from this part of the 
bank. In a few moments he came back, looking wor-
ried. 

“There’s only one man there.” 
“Okay,” Shaye said, “again, without making a ruckus, 

I want you to get the tellers out from behind their cages 
and I want all employees and customers against that 
wall.” He pointed to his left. That wall appeared to be 
the safest place for bystanders to be able to avoid flying 
lead. “Do it now.” 

“Yes, sir.” 
Shaye put his badge back on. 

Cotton rushed up the alley, but stopped short at the end 
of it. He peered around the corner and saw one man 
standing with five horses. He knew there was no back 
door to the bank. It had been built that way on pur-
pose. But there were windows. He just couldn’t remem-
ber where they led. 

Cotton didn’t think he could take this man quietly. 
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There was too much space between them. He was going 
to have to wait for something to happen before he made 
his move. It was in the hands of Dan Shaye, inside the 
bank. 

Farther down the street, in front of and across from the 
saloon, men were getting impatient. 

“This ain’t right,” Samms said. “Somethin’s wrong.” 
“I know,” Leslie said. “But what?” 
“We oughta go to the bank,” Samms said. “Maybe 

we got it wrong.” 
“I don’t know . . .” Leslie said. 

Across the street Thomas and James, secreted in a  
doorway, were feeling the same way. 

“What do we do, Thomas?” James asked. “They’re 
just sittin’ there.” 

“They’re not sittin’, they’re gettin’ antsy,” Thomas 
said. “Let’s make somethin’ happen, James.” 

“Like what?” 
“Let’s step out and let them see us.” 
“Anythin’s better than just standin’ here.” 
“Okay, then . . .” 

Shaye didn’t know if the vault and the single guard left 
there were being watched, so he couldn’t go back there. 
Instead, he joined the front guard behind the tellers’ 
positions. 

“Now what?” the guard asked. 
“Now we wait,” Shaye said. “Something’s going on, 

so we’ll have to let it play out. Can we see the bank 
manager’s office from here?” 

“Yeah,” the guard said, pointing. “That doorway 
over there.” 
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Shaye could see the doorway, but not the whole door. 
He was about to change position, though, when the 
door opened and Lou Tanner stuck his head out. 

“Get ready,” Shaye said. “I think they’re coming out. 
Don’t do any shooting unless I do, understand?” 

“I understand.” 
Shaye kept his eyes on the doorway and the first per-

son he saw come through was Belinda Davis. 
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“Roy,” Bill Samms said. 

“I see ’em,” Roy Leslie said. 
“Whatta we do?” 
“Just move slow, Roy,” Leslie said, “slow and easy.” 
“This is a crap plan.” 
“Yeah,” Leslie said, “I know, but it’s the only one we 

got.” 
“We shoulda went and grabbed the kid.” 
“Jeb wouldn’t let us do that,” Leslie said. “We got to 

play it as it lays, Bill.” 

“They’re not doin’ nothin’,” James said. 
“Give it a chance,” Thomas said. “They’ll panic.” 
“And then what?” 
“And then,” Thomas said, looking at his brother, 

“we’ll plant ’em.” 

“Put him down, Vic,” Jeb said and suddenly the other 
guard was on the floor. Delay’s knife had fresh blood on 
it, so he leaned over and wiped it on his own pant leg. 

“Okay,” Jeb said, “we’re goin’ out. Belinda, get over 
here. Tanner, you take the manager.” 

“Right.” 
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Jeb put his arm around Belinda from behind and 
said, “Don’t worry about nothin’. Just open the door.” 

There was a man’s arm across Belinda’s shoulders. As 
they came out the door, Shaye could see it was Jeb 
Collier’s. Belinda didn’t look scared, but she looked 
puzzled. Then, behind them, came the bank manager, 
Brown, with Lou Tanner right behind him. Jeb’s last 
move before leaving the office had been to club Alvin 
Simon into unconsciousness. He’d decided not to waste 
a bullet. 

“You!” Jeb hissed to the lone vault guard. “Drop 
your gun.” Shaye figured Jeb was trying not to be over-
heard by the front guard. 

The guard turned, pointed his gun, but then realized 
there were two hostages. 

“You heard me. Drop it!” 
Shaye couldn’t see the guard, but heard his rifle hit 

the floor. 
“Now call the other guard,” Jeb said, “and then we’ll 

have the tellers start filling bags with money.” 
Shaye heard a man call out, “Hey, Jack!” 
Shaye looked at the guard next to him, who nodded. 
“Answer him.” 
“Whataya want, Lew?” 
“I—we—need ya back here.” 
The guard lowered his voice, “What do we do?” 
“We’ll have to call them out,” Shaye said. “If you go 

back there and they disarm you, we’ll be at too much of 
a disadvantage.” 

“Jack!” The guard’s voice sounded strident. 
Shaye drew his gun and called out, “Jeb, can you 

hear me?” 
He was greeted by silence. 
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* * *  
“Shaye?” he called back. “Is that you?” 

“It’s me,” Shaye replied. “It’s all over, Jeb. Put your 
guns down and come on out.” 

“What do we do?” Lou Tanner hissed. 
Jeb waved a hand impatiently. This should have gone 

smoother. They should have been able to get away be-
fore the law and Shaye knew what they were doing. Or 
maybe he just hadn’t planned it as well as he should’ve. 
Had he gone soft in prison? If so, he was about to find 
out if it was fatal. 

“We’ve got hostages, Shaye,” Jeb said. “We’ll kill 
them.” 

“Who are you kidding, Jeb?” Shaye said. “We know 
Belinda’s in on this with you.” 

“We got the bank manager,” Jeb said. “I’ll put a bul-
let in him.” 

“That won’t do you any good,” Shaye replied. “You 
can’t get out.” 

“Oh, we’ll get out, all right,” Jeb said. “Just stay 
where you are. You might be right about Belinda, but 
she’s still a woman. I’ll put a bullet in her. You wouldn’t 
want that.” 

“Jeb!” Belinda said, catching her breath. She’d made 
her decision and thrown in with him. Her plan all 
along had been to get them all into place—the Shayes, 
Simon, Jeb—and then make her best play. Finally, the 
lure of the bank money had overwhelmed her. She’d 
been willing to leave town with Jeb and the money, 
leaving Little Matt to either the sheriff and his wife or 
to the Shayes, whoever wanted him. She just wanted to 
get out of town with the money. She hadn’t expected 
Jeb to use her, though. She was supposed to be the one 
using him! 
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“Shut up,” he told her. “Bank Manager, you better 
get that vault open . . . now!” 

“I—I can’t,” the man said, “it’s on a time-lock.” 
“Right,” Jeb said, “and the lock would be set for the 

time the bank opens, so you can do business. I ain’t 
stupid, manager. Open it!” 

“Get the manager over to the vault, Lou,” Delay 
said. 

“Vic?” Shaye called. “You want to die in this bank 
today? How about you, Tanner?” 

“I don’t plan on dying, Shaye,” Delay said. “I plan on 
killin’ you, though.” 

“You’ll have to, to get out,” Shaye said, “ ’cause we’re 
not letting you out.” 

Tanner turned to Jeb. 
“We can still go out the window.” 
“Not without the money,” Jeb said. 
“Vic?” Tanner asked, looking at his boss. “It’s too 

late, Vic. We gotta get out!” 
“We’ve got the back covered, Jeb,” Shaye said. “You 

can’t make it out that way.” 
“There’s only one way out of here, Tanner,” Jeb said, 

ignoring Shaye, “and that’s through the front door, 
with the money.” He released Belinda and pushed her 
into a corner, then pointed his gun at Brown. “Open 
it . . . now!” 
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Jeb looked at Delay. 

“You gotta kill him,” Jeb whispered to Delay. 
“How?” 
“Face him,” Jeb said. “Man to man.” 
“He won’t agree to that.” 
“Sure he will,” Jeb said, “and while you’re doin’ that, 

we’ll get as much money from the vault as we can. Once 
he’s dead, we’ll be able to get past the rest.” 

Brown was working on the vault, but he was sweat-
ing so much his fingers were slick. 

“Talk to him,” Jeb said. 
Delay nodded, holstering his gun. 

“Shaye!” 
The guard looked at Shaye, who waved at him to be 

quiet. 
“What is it, Delay?” 
“You and me, Shaye,” Delay said. “I want out and 

I’m comin’ through you—unless you’re scared.” 
Shaye thought about it. If he could put Delay down, it 

might make Jeb think differently about the whole thing. 
“Who is this guy?” the guard asked. “Can you take 

him?” 
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“I guess I’ll have to see.” 
“If you agree,” the man said, “he’ll step out and I can 

gun him.” 
“No,” Shaye said, “if I agree, then I’ll face him—one 

on one. If he beats me, you’ll be on your own—unless 
you want to leave now.” 

The guard considered the offer. 
“You’ll have to put your gun down,” Shaye added. 

“If I agree, this is not a good situation for you. If you 
want to leave, I’ll understand.” 

“Is it just you and me?” the guard asked. 
“The sheriff is around back,” Shaye said, “and there’s 

three more deputies outside.” 
The guard started to sweat and for a moment Shaye 

thought he’d take him up on his offer. 
“Okay,” the man said, “I—I’ll stay.” 
“Good man.” 
“Shaye! What’s your answer?” Delay shouted. 
“You step out, Vic,” Shaye said. “We’ll do it.” 
Shaye didn’t know what he’d do if Delay told him to 

come back there, instead. If he agreed, there’d be two 
other guns back there and he couldn’t depend on them 
to play fair. But he figured Jeb would send Delay out, so 
he could start on the vault. 

“Okay,” Delay said. “I’m comin’ out. I’m gonna take 
you at your word, Shaye.” 

“I give you my word.” 
Shaye holstered his gun, motioned the guard to move 

out from behind the tellers’ cages, and then followed. 
There was room for all of them back there, but he 
wanted more. 

Then, as an afterthought, Shaye turned to the people 
against the wall and said, “Everybody out—now!” 

They didn’t wait to be told twice. The employees and 
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the only customer ran for the door, shocked into move-
ment despite the fear that had them frozen in place. 

Samms and Leslie began to slowly walk up the street in 
the direction of the bank. Across from them Thomas 
and James kept pace. All four knew that the minute one 
of them stepped into the street it would be time for 
guns. 

“What are we doin’?” James asked. 
“We’ll just follow them,” Thomas said. “Just keep up 

with them and see what they’re gonna do.” 
“What if they try to go into the bank?” James 

asked. 
“That’s when we’ll stop them.” 
So they all kept moving—until they were within sight 

of the bank. Thomas and James could see the bank 
from their side of the street. Samms and Leslie could 
not. And the guard on the roof couldn’t see the out-
laws, just the lawmen, but still had no reason to think 
anything was amiss. 

And then all of them saw people running from the 
bank. 
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Shaye heard the shots from outside just as Vic Delay 
stepped out from the vault area. He was still partially 
hidden by the tellers’ cages. 

“Tell the guard to put his rifle down,” Delay said. 
“Do it,” Shaye said. 
The guard set his rifle down on a nearby desk. 
Delay came out from behind the cages, his gun in his  

holster. 
“Sounds like some excitement outside,” he said. 

“Your sons?” 
“Probably taking care of the rest of your gang.” 
“Or bein’ taken care of,” Delay said. “Wanna 

check?” 
“I’ll check,” Shaye said, “after we’re done here.” 
Delay was trying to distract Shaye from the task at 

hand, gain a little edge. 
“Come on, Vic,” Shaye said. “You’re the one with 

the big rep as a killer. Let’s see if you deserve it.” 
“I deserve it,” Delay said and drew . . . 

Outside, as soon as the people ran into the street, 
Samms and Leslie reacted by drawing their guns. 

“What the hell—” Leslie said. 
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When they drew their weapons, Thomas and James 
stepped into the street and produced theirs. They 
thought the two outlaws were going to shoot at the 
fleeing people. 

“Hold it!” Thomas shouted. 
The two men turned to face them and the four guns 

began to blaze. Having learned a valuable lesson once 
before, James moved before he fired. He stepped left, 
dropped to a knee, and fired two shots at Leslie. Both 
struck home, putting the man on his back in the street. 
On his back Leslie pulled the trigger of his gun twice, 
firing harmless into the dirt. 

Thomas drew easily, standing fast, and put a bullet 
in the chest of Bill Samms. The outlaw pulled the trig-
ger of his own gun once, but he was dead before the 
bullet struck a building across the street. 

At the sound of the shots, Jeb Collier turned and shot 
Lou Tanner in the head. One less person to share with. 

“Wha—” Belinda snapped, not believing her eyes. 
The bank manager turned from his task of filling a 

money bag and Jeb shot him as well, grabbing the bag 
of money. 

“Jeb—” Belinda said. 
He turned to her and said, “This is for not tellin’ me 

about my boy.” 
“No!” she screamed. Belinda put her hands up, but 

they were no match for the two bullets he fired. One 
went through her palm and into her chest, the other hit 
her in the abdomen. 

Jeb ran for the bank manager’s office. 

Inside the bank Shaye drew his gun very deliberately. In 
his haste to beat him to the punch, Vic Delay’s first shot 
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went wide. Shaye, slower but more accurate, shot the 
killer in the chest. 

At that moment he heard the shots from the vault 
area and the girl’s scream. 

“Come on!” he said to the guard. 

Behind the bank Ben Collier heard the shots from in-
side. He ran to the window and at that moment Riley 
Cotton stepped into the open with his shotgun. 

“Right there!” he said. 
Ben turned, saw the sheriff, and went for his gun. 

Cotton triggered both barrels and Ben was flung away 
from the window, landing in a bloody mess several feet 
away. The horses, spooked by the shooting, ran right 
over the body in their haste to get away. 

Jeb Collier entered the bank manager’s office carrying 
one bag of cash in his left hand and his gun in his right. 
He saw Ben looking in the window, but before he could 
say a word his brother disappeared in a red mist. Jeb 
figured his only chance was to get out, so he ran and 
leaped head first out the window. 

Cotton lowered his now-empty shotgun and started 
walking toward the body, but before he took two steps, 
a man came flying out the window. He rolled, came up 
on one knee, and pointed his gun at Cotton, who fig-
ured he was dead. In that split second he thought of his 
wife, then dropped the shotgun and grabbed for his 
pistol, even though he knew it was too late. 

Shaye came through the door in time to see Jeb dive out 
the window. He ran to it, saw Jeb on one knee pointing 
his gun, and fired twice. Both bullets struck the bank 
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robber. His blood sprayed the cash bag, which fell to 
the ground a second before he did. It spilled its contents 
and Jeb fell onto a blanket of cash. 

Shaye stuck his head out the window, looked both 
ways, and saw Cotton to his right. 

“You okay?” he asked. 
“Thanks to you. Inside?” 
“They’re all dead,” Shaye said. “You better come in.” 

Instead of using the window, Cotton went around to 
the front of the bank, where he ran into Thomas and 
James. 

“Where’s Pa?” Thomas asked. 
“Inside,” Cotton said. “He’s fine. You boys?” 
“We got the other two,” James said. 
They all went inside. 
“Back here,” the guard called. 
They entered the vault area and found Shaye stand-

ing over Belinda’s body. 
“What happened?” James asked. 
“I guess Jeb wasn’t so forgiving, after all,” Shaye 

said. “He was going to use her to rob the bank and then 
kill her anyway.” 

“Looks like he didn’t want to leave any witnesses,” 
Cotton said, looking at the dead bodies of Tanner and 
Brown, “and didn’t want to share the money.” 

There were two other bags of cash on the floor near 
the bank manager, as Jeb had only been able to handle 
one. 

“Speaking of witnesses,” Thomas said, “where is the 
hardware store guy?” 

They all went back into the manager’s office and 
found Alvin Simon hiding underneath the manager’s 
desk. He was alive . . . 
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Shaye looked down at the coffin that contained the 
body of Belinda Davis, then across the graveyard at the 
small group gathered around the bank manager’s rest-
ing place. 

Thomas and James were beside him and across from 
him was Sheriff Cotton and his wife, Marion holding 
the child in her arms. They had already decided to 
adopt the baby and to keep the name Matthew. 

When the first shovel of dirt struck the casket, Shaye 
turned and started walking away. He could still hear 
his own handful of dirt as it landed on the coffin of his 
wife—and later Matthew. The pain of their deaths 
never seemed to go away. 

Thomas and James followed, then came the sheriff 
and his wife. 

They walked back to town, where their horses were 
already saddled. It had been two days since the shoot-
ing in the bank. The town was grateful to the sheriff 
and his deputies for saving the deposit money. Cotton 
was hailed as a hero who led his men against the bank 
robbers. 

Their horses were waiting in front of the sheriff’s of-
fice. There they said good-bye to Marion and to Little 
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Matt. Just the night before, James had asked Shaye, 
“Do you think she ever really even knew Matthew?” 

“It really doesn’t matter, James,” Shaye replied, “does 
it?” 

Now they turned and each shook hands with the 
sheriff as Marion returned home with Little Matt. 

“I can’t tell you how much I appreciate what you all 
did,” the sheriff said. “It’s ironic how it was Belinda 
who brought you here.” 

“I don’t think she really knew what she wanted,” 
Shaye said, “and because of that she brought us all to 
this place to meet.” 

“What will you do now?” Cotton asked. “Go back 
to your ranch and try to make a go of it?” 

“Only to sell it,” Shaye said, looking at his sons. 
“We’ve decided to find someplace that needs a sheriff 
and a couple of deputies. Wearing a badge gets into 
your blood.” 

“Well, I wish you luck, wherever you end up,” Cot-
ton said. “If you ever want to come back here, I’ve got 
three badges waiting for you.” 

They all mounted up and looked down at Sheriff 
Cotton. 

“Try to make a lawman out of young Thad,” Shaye 
said. “Tell him we said good-bye.” 

“I will.” 
They turned their horses and rode out of Pearl River 

Junction. There had been no grandson, but since they 
had decided once again to uphold the law, the entire 
trip had not been such a waste. 
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