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Into The West 
By L. Allen Hurd, Jr. 
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* * * * * 
 

Chapter VII 
 

Wyoming Territory, 1881 
 
Sonny moved around in bed almost effortlessly, seemingly for the first time in weeks.  His shoulder 
felt sore still, but his leg had stopped its twitching and had returned to its normal restlessness.  His 
face no longer felt flush and his eyesight sound – not a blur to be seen.   
 
He sat up and the room surrounding him was bright, even without Corinna by his side.  Deciding he 
would test the leg’s strength, he made shift to stand.  With some effort, he moved his legs over the 
side of the bed, proud mostly that he had done so himself without need of help.  He gingerly moved 
his good leg to touch the floor first.  As the tip of his toes met the ground, he found the courage to try 
the other.  Tenderly, he made movement to reach and once the pressure of leg meeting floor was 
applied, he had his first chance to second guess.  Though the floor below was cold, and the ache in his 
body a steady reminder, he did not.   
 
Slowly, he stepped forward from the bed, holding onto the end for support.  It felt as if he might lose 
his balance, but once both legs were standing, he was surprised at how easy it was to walk.  He had 
no idea how long it had been that he had done so, but he was glad of the fact the he still could. 
 
He looked around this make shift home that he had lived in for these past weeks and realized that for 
him it had seemed an eternity.  His thoughts had been so scattered as he slept…and dreamt…and 
thought.  He could barely remember what memories had crossed his mind, for his sleep of late had 
been sound and there was very little that remained from the restless state he had found himself in 
just after the shooting. 
 
He did recall flashes though.  His father and mother, friends and family.  Three beautiful 
girls…women.  He recalled the war years slightly.  And of course…Tanney.  Yes.  That was why he 
was here.  He longed for Corinna to enter the room at that moment so he might tell her everything.  
He wanted no more secrets with her and even if she chose to leave him after finding out who he really 
was, he would feel secured knowing that he had held such loveliness for even so brief a time. 
 
But she was not there at present.  She had gone up to the church to pray, feeling guilty for leaving 
Sonny alone even for a brief moment.   Instead, Doc Foster was the one that caught Sonny straining 
himself towards the door of the room.  He nearly knocked Sonny down as he entered, and even 
though surprised that his patient was up and about, he had to stifle a smile seeing that not only had 
his work been sound, but that this patient was in no mood to leave this world. 
 
“Boy…you had best get back in that bed before Miss Corinna sees you hobbling about so.” 
 
Sonny looked up at the Doc and grinned.  “I dare say she might smile at the thought, Doc.” 
 
“Not if you had seen the worry in her heart since you been down.  Here,” he said as he moved to help 
Sonny back to bed, “let me give you some support at least.” 
 
Sonny was having none of it. 
 
“I want to go outside. Doc. I need to feel the sun on my face.  I need…I need to feel that I ain’t dead.” 
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“Well of that, I can assure you,” Doc Foster responded with a hearty laugh.  “I’d close up shop 
immediately if you had, my boy.  I do have a reputation, you know?” 
 
Sonny wobbled for a moment and caught the Docs shoulder hard to keep from falling.  Doc Foster 
tried to steer Sonny back towards the bed but he still tried to move towards the door of the room. 
 
“Well, I can see there is no way to talk you out of it.  A few minutes of fresh air and then it’s back to 
bed with you. Understood?” 
 
“I’d be much obliged, sir.” 
 
Sonny walked along with Doc Foster with some difficulty out of the room and onto the front porch.  
The scene seemed familiar to him, but he could not place it.  Instead he let the thought go and readily 
accepted the Doc’s gesture to place him in the nearest chair. 
 
“You sit here while I fetch you some cold water.  Do you good to get more fluids in you and the shade 
here will keep the sun from beating down.” 
 
Sonny nodded, slightly tired after the movement, but pleased to be moving around. 
 
“Now I am serious,” Doc Foster counseled. “You had better not be anywhere other than this chair 
when I return!” 
 
Sonny turned to the Doc and smiled.  “Doc, I owe you my life.  If you tell me to sit…then I’m a gonna 
sit.” 
 
Doc Foster nodded his head to respond ‘good’ and started back into the house before stopping 
himself.  He then thought better of it and did a double-take back to Sonny.  Seeing he was secure in 
his chair, he reluctantly moved back inside the house saying out loud this time, “Good.” 
 
Sonny sat feeling the breeze moving over the porch brush past his face and the warmth of the air 
heat up his chilled bones.  He felt better than he had felt in some time and only wished that Corinna 
were there to see him in such a state.  He knew he felt badly about what he had done to her.  And he 
vowed to himself that he would make it up.  He rested his head against the back of the chair and let 
his eyes close just slightly wanting to let the entire sense picture envelope him. Unfortunately, his 
memories had yet to catch up to where he was at that moment and they continued their march 
through time.  It would still be an effort for Sonny Gamble to move through all the life he had lived 
before.  And even if that split second thought of one’s life passing beyond the eyes had passed, the 
memories were far stronger.  This he would still have to contend with.  This he would still have to 
reconcile, even after all he had been through.  This would continue to be part of Sonny’s recovery. 
 

* * * 
 

Texas, March 1864 
 
The sun beat down hard upon the landscape.  Almost unbearable, even at this time of year, most 
creatures found a place to find shelter other than the snakes.  Snakes always choose the warmth of 
the sun.  But if one looked further in the distance, they might see two figures approaching.  Shrouded 
in the heat waves rising from the scorched earth, the two figures moved at a leisurely pace. 
 
The one on the right seemed covered in darkness as his clothes gave off such a sense.  Making it an 
even sharper image was the fact that he rode atop a white mare.  The other, a much darker figure in 
pigment, rode a pinto.  His dress was more common, brown pants and a white shirt, dirtied by 
months on horseback and in travel. 
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To any observer, especially during these times, they might seem an odd pair.  But the two rode in 
silence, comforted by one another as they approached yet another new destination.  They rode at a 
slow pace, neither seemingly in a hurry, nor reticent to reach their destination.  And they slowed up 
even more when they approached the sign of the small town before them.  Lago.  What new 
adventures were ready to meet them there? 
 
The first, the white man, made movement with his horse to take the lead as they began their slow 
cadence down the main road.  He looked to either side sizing up this not so sizable town and finally 
found what he was looking for.  The saloon.  The other followed without apprehension.  Both stopped 
their horses near the hitch and tied the reins to the post after dismounting.  The white man was 
Sonny Gamble.  And his friend was Lem, former slave and now simply a companion, searching for 
his own way in the world as much as Sonny might. 
 
They slowly moved up the one step and onto the landing that served as both porch and sidewalk for 
the tiny town.  Moving towards the saloon doors, Sonny turned back to his friend and made question 
with his face.  When Lem had little response, Sonny moved forward with purpose.  Both were thirsty 
and tired, not to mention filthy from days of travel.  All they wanted was a drink and a bed.  
Anything else was simply a benefit. 
 
Sonny swung the saloon doors in front of him wide as he moved inside, Lem catching them as he 
followed.  They both moved towards a long mahogany bar that lined the east wall.  No one resided 
behind it, but once they sat, it did not take long for the bartender to make himself known.  Mostly in 
his words, 
 
“We don’t accept that kind in here,” he said as he gestured towards Lem. 
 
Sonny stood from the stool he had taken and made his own considerable height known.  He leaned 
closer to the bar and its tender and spoke closely to his face, 
 
“That might have been true before, friend.  But today you will.” 
 
At first, the bartender was taken aback and started to show his extreme displeasure, but before he 
could say anything, Sonny pulled back the coat he was wearing and displayed a shiny object that 
could mean much hardship for the man.  The bartender continued to look at the gun as he reticently 
responded that it might be all right just this once.  Sonny nodded and took his seat once again as he 
asked for two drinks of whisky. 
 
The bartender looked back at Lem before moving to get the drinks, but get the drinks he did.  He 
had seen something in this young man and was not about to challenge him.  Not now.  Not after just 
getting his bar started again after the last shoot up.   
 
He moved to the back of the bar and produced two shot glasses and a bottle.  Sonny did not wait for 
him to pour, and instead took the bottle itself to his lips.  After a long pull and a slight wince, he set it 
down again and slid it over to Lem.  Much to the bartender’s displeasure, Lem did the same. 
 
Sonny took back the bottle and poured them both a drink and then turned as he picked up his own 
glass.  Putting it to his lips, he surveyed the place before him.  To his left, he saw a few seeming 
gentlemen fully into their drink.  No issue.  To his right, he saw a table of three playing cards, one of 
them missing his left arm. 
 
He thought little of it and turned back towards Lem. 
 
“Not such a bad place.  What do ya say?” 
 
“Good?  Bad? What I care?  Jest give me a bed and I’m fine.” 
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Sonny tried to stifle a laugh, but could not help himself.  He was tired as well and Lem spoke the 
truth.  The long travel they had faced since landing in Galveston had not been the greatest pleasure.  
Not knowing anyone, they were looked upon with suspicion.  And with Lem being black, many 
looked on further with disdain.  But Sonny would not let that bother him.  Lem had been a true 
friend since leaving Mobile, and he trusted him more than he had ever trusted anyone.  Strange that 
he could with someone he still barely knew, but Lem gave off the feeling that he could be trusted and 
that was good enough for Sonny.  There had been few before that gave him such a feeling, and Sonny 
was determined to keep this one no matter what he knew, or didn’t know. 
 
Sonny poured himself another shot and lifted his glass to toast with Lem. 
 
“Here’s to surviving, eh?” 
 
Lem smiled and nodded.  He lifted his own glass and knocked against Sonny’s.  They drank and felt 
inner warmth for the first time in months.  No one to bother them, no one to ask them questions yet, 
no one to disturb their silent celebration of freedom.  It was a joy until noises from the card game 
interfered. 
 
Sonny turned in his stool to see one of the three men at the table stand.  The man looked very angry 
and had placed his hand over a revolver that sat on his hip.  He was yelling at this point, and 
gesturing towards the one armed man. 
 
“You cheated!  I don’t know how, but you done it!  Ain’t gonna get away with it, that’s for sure!” 
 
Sonny stayed calm and watched the scene play out before him.  The one armed man rose, unsteady, 
and tried to talk some sense into the man.  He was obviously drunk and could barely put two 
sentences together, stopping occasionally in his speech to scratch his scraggily beard with the only 
hand he had.  The man with the gun was having none of it.  And the third man had left the table 
entirely, forfeiting his earnings in the hope that he was not killed as well. 
 
The two continued on for a moment, trying to argue the point when Sonny noticed the man with the 
gun had a card up his sleeve.  A literal one.  It seemed to him, that if anyone was cheating, this man 
was.  And how weak it was to pick on a one armed man.  As he rose from his seat, Lem could see 
what was about to happen.  He tried to stop Sonny, but a hand pushing Lem’s away was all that was 
needed to let Lem know that such a gesture was in vain. 
 
Sonny moved slow as he approached the table, listening to the continued arguing between the two 
men.  They were getting nowhere other than angry fast and Sonny found himself recognizing the 
weakness of the man with the gun.  If he was going to shoot and prove his point, he might have done 
so already.  But he seemed only to want to make a fuss.  Good.  Maybe blood would not be spilled.  
But Sonny decided at that point that he would not let the one armed man, and the unarmed man, 
take the heat that might come from this confrontation.  Sonny was there and he could handle it just 
fine. 
 
“What’s the problem here?”  Sonny asked with no amount of fear. 
 
Both men looked at him with some shock, and the one with the gun shot bullets with his eyes for 
interrupting in the first place.  The other, a familiar face to Sonny somehow, showed profound 
thanks through his inebriation. 
 
“Is there a problem?”  Sonny followed up with a wry smile that only angered the gunman even more. 
 
“Ain’t none of your concern, sir.  And I’d appreciate it if you’d leave us to our business,” he said 
with indignation. 
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“Seems like showing lead towards an invalid might be my business…sir,” Sonny answered with no 
small amount of glee. 
 
“Who’s an invalid here?” the man asked.  “This one here?  He been cheatin’ since we started 
playin’.” 
 
Sonny kept his smile and asked if the man could prove it.  The response was less than pleasure. 
 
“You ain’t been playin’ here with us. You don’t know what you’re talkin’ about.  Stay out of it, 
Mister!” 
 
Sonny stayed still and let no words fall from his lips.  He only looked the man in the eye, sizing him 
up. This wasn’t his fight, true.  But he found a great deal of pleasure picking a fight with a bully.  
And this man seemed that very thing.  Cheating or not, the one armed man seemed harmless.  There 
was no need to introduce weapons into this.  Roughing him up would have done the trick if needed.  
But this man seemed itching for a fight, and Sonny figured that he was able to scratch. 
 
“Don’t need to play to see you fingerin’ that pistol.  Don’t need to think that you’s thinkin’ ‘bout 
usin’ it.  Seems to me that if you were gonna, you’d a done so already.  So if’n ya ain’t, then get on 
outta here and leave this one alone.  If he been cheatin’, he’ll give it back, right,” Sonny said as he 
looked to the one armed man. 
 
With a second to think about it, the one armed man answered with a slight nod. 
 
“Then it seems settled to me.” 
 
The gunman looked Sonny up and down and then past him to Lem, sitting at the bar. 
 
“You come in here all high and mighty like…and bring that nigger in with ya too.  Ain’t no way to 
enter a town, Mister. And I ain’t backin’ down jest ‘cause you say so.  I got a reputation to think 
about.” 
 
“Do you want to keep it?” Sonny asked, now angered. 
 
“Hell yeah I do,” the gunman answered with his own. 
 
“Then you might want to move along.  A reputation don’t do much for a dead man.” 
 
The gunman pulled back with shock and Sonny could see his fingers move closer to the weapon at his 
side.  Neither said a word, but the gunman made effort to look back and forth between the one armed 
man and Sonny, almost as if he was trying to decide which to shoot first. 
 
It turned out a question that was unanswerable.  The gunman made just one movement too many. 
When his hand began to pull the gun from his side, Sonny did not care who he planned to shoot.  
Little decision entered into it. But a quick choice was made as the nickel-plated Colt at Sonny’s side 
moved faster and within seconds, the gunman was unarmed…and dead. 
 

* * * 
 
Smoke rose from the barrel of the gun as Sonny slowly moved it back to rest in the holster strapped 
across his waist.  He had become adept at pulling across his body with his right hand and preferred 
the holster to sit almost in the front rather than directly at his side as most men might.  The other 
gun, if it was ever needed, sat snuggly on his right hip.  But it had been rarely needed. 
 
“Jeee-sus Christ!” came the cry from the one armed man as he saw his potential killer lay silent on 
the floor. 
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Sonny turned to him and started to say something but was interrupted by the bartender, “That’s it!  
That’s enough!  You showed your point.  Now get on outta here.  I don’t need no more killen’ in here.  
Jest got the place rebuilt.  You move on along now and I won’t call no law.” 
 
Lem moved quickly to Sonny’s side if he needed help, but Sonny looked back to the dead man on the 
ground and made no effort to resist. 
 
“We’re goin’,” he said as he walked to the bar and picked up his half empty glass of whisky.  Taking 
it down with one pull, he slammed it back to the bar and looked up to find the one armed man.  He 
was gone. 
 
Sonny quickly left his place and walked out the front of the saloon, trying to find this man and 
caught a glimpse of him down the street.  Lem followed and started to ask Sonny a question, cut off 
with a hand as Sonny moved to follow the man he had just saved. 
 
They walked briskly down the dusty road and passed few people out on the street of the small town.  
It was then that Sonny realized that it was bordered on its east by a lagoon.  No doubt how it got its 
name.  The rest of the town had been built around it as much as possible.  They passed a goods store 
and stopped with the one armed man still in Sonny’s sight. 
 
“We best go on in and get what we need,” Lem tried to counsel. 
 
“You…” he started to say and then stopped himself.  He kept his eye on the one armed man further 
down the street as he asked Lem if he would be all right. 
 
“I can handles myself.” 
 
“You sure?”  Sonny looked back to Lem quickly. 
 
“You bet,” Lem replied with a smile. 
 
Sonny turned back just in time to catch the one armed man walking up the steps and into a fine 
house located at the end of the row of buildings, just the other side of the livery. It seemed to stand 
solitary yet still very much a part of the town.  But the architecture seemed out of place.  Lem 
slapped him on the shoulder and started into the goods store, letting Sonny know he was free to 
pursue what it was he wanted to find. 
 
He followed the path the one armed man had traveled and soon found himself walking up the front 
steps of the house.  The detail of woodwork on the outside only furthered his thought that this place 
seemed a strange bedfellow to the town.  Curtains hung in the windows.  The door itself had an 
ornate knocker, and the area underneath it looked well worn. 
 
He decided to try it. 
 
After a few moments of waiting, the door opened slowly and a large woman dressed in a fine dress 
adorned with actual pressed flowers answered, “Can I help ya, sir?” 
 
“Yes…um…I think I saw a friend come in here…and I…well, I was hopin’ I might follow.” 
 
“Well of course,” she answered with a smile and a beckoning look.  “You come right on in.” 
 
She took his arm and led him into the front room.  Music filled the air and quickly Sonny found the 
piano player providing it.  He saw several women, also dressed in their finest milling about, either by 
themselves or entertaining other men.   
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The woman sat him down on a sofa, “Now you sit right here and I’ll fetch ya a right pretty one just 
for your pleasure.”  She started to walk away and then stopped and turned back on him.  “Ya do 
have change on ya?” 
 
He thought quickly, though not sure why.  “Why, yes ma’am.” 
 
She smiled and continued out of the room.  He looked around further and found a fine clock on one 
wall that ticked the seconds down for each of these women.  He soon figured that out. And he saw a 
medium brass cart that served as a bar for the men folk that stopped by to partake in the service 
given.  He stood to walk over to it and was greeted by a young woman not much older than himself.  
Her dark hair was pulled up loosely onto her head and her dress was exquisite.  Her bosom seemed 
to overflow what tried to keep it in place and Sonny had to admit to himself that he was overcome. 
 
“A drink, sir?” she asked coyly.  “Anything you can think of…we have.”  She smiled and batted her 
eyelashes as she waited for Sonny’s reply. 
 
“A whisky.” 
 
She moved quickly to find a glass and pour him his drink.  Pulling it, and her, up close to his nose, 
she asked, “Does the scent favor ya?” 
 
He nodded slightly and took the glass from her, unable to take his eyes away from her own.  He had 
forgotten why he had come into this place, and seemed to stop caring what type of establishment he 
recognized it to be.  He asked her, “What do you call this house?” 
 
“Why…it’s the Lago Social Club, of course.” 
 
She dropped her arms and placed her left up under Sonny’s right, pushing him to move her back to 
the couch.  He did exactly as she had requested.  They sat in quiet for a moment and he could swear 
that he heard a slight sigh.  He looked back into her beautiful blue eyes, and she returned the gesture.  
At first, the look said “what ever you want” or maybe even “please” but then seemed to morph into a 
surprised realization.   
 
She pulled back from him briefly and moved away from him on the couch.  Placing both her hands 
on each of Sonny’s cheeks, she looked deeper into his eyes and then gave his whole person a full once 
over.  Her eyes had grown large and her mouth fully open in shock.  Her face had turned a slight 
shade of white and then red, and then back to white again. 
 
“Sonny Gamble?” 
 
He had to admit, he was now just as shocked as she.  Who the hell knew who he was here?  How 
could anyone know who he was anymore? 
 
“The name’s James,” he answered with reticence, not sure if he should be truthful or not, but trying 
to play it safe. 
 
“Yes!  James McElderry Gamble!  My God,” she gasped.  “It is you!” 
 
Sonny did not know what to say and neither did this lovely young woman next to him.  He pulled 
back himself but it was then that she pulled back closer. 
 
“I…I thought you were dead.  Surely dead.  How could you not be?  I mean…well, surely.” 
 
He still could not answer. 
 
“I haven’t seen you since…well, since before the war.  Since…” and then she went quiet herself. 
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“How…” Sonny started to ask but could not quite find the words.   
 
“Don’t you know me?” she asked, almost offended.  “Don’t you remember?  It’s Kitty, Sonny.  Kitty 
Bowers!” 
 
She smiled large and moved to give Sonny a hug.  He started to resist but then took it in, almost 
happy to have the warmth.  But then memories flooded back into his head and those memories 
reminded him of a brother he no longer had.  It reminded him of a life he no longer knew or cared to 
know. 
 
As she untangled her arms from around Sonny’s neck, she looked back to him hoping that he would 
recall her.  His face was ashen.  His shoulders, slumped.  Sitting back, she announced, “Now don’t 
say you don’t remember me, Sonny Gamble.  Don’t you dare!” 
 
He could not hold out anymore.  “Of course I do, Kitty.”  He let that little amount of memory sift 
back into his mind and did recall quite well his memories of her.  “A kiss stays with ya always.”  He 
smiled and she returned it. 
 
Slapping his leg, she moved closer again and started to ask of all his doings for these past years.  Her 
questions seemed far more than he could even take in; much less answer and he stopped listening 
after the third.  Finally, he pushed her away just slightly and looked her in the eye once more.  His 
seriousness was absolute and she saw it. 
 
“I saw a man.  A one armed man come in here, Kitty.  It’s wonderful to see ya again, but I have to 
find this man.” 
 
Instead of being mad, as he assumed she would be at him ruining the moment, she smiled again. 
 
“I know of this man.” 
 
She stood and took his hand, lifting him from the loveseat.  “And in fact, I can even deliver him to 
you. Oh, Sonny.  It’s so wonderful to see you again.” 
 
She laughed and led him along through the room and out into the main hallway.  They walked up the 
stairs and to the room he assumed she kept in this house.  She removed a key from her bosom and 
placed it in the lock.  As she turned it, Sonny found himself riddled with angst.  Did she want 
something and was only telling him what he wanted to hear?  He could not disappoint her.  But 
maybe she was telling the… 
 
The door swung upon and there, upon the bed inside the room, laid the one armed man.  Kitty 
pushed Sonny in and followed, closing the door behind them.  She kept the smile upon her face as she 
went to the man and started to gently shake him, trying to wake him as if he were asleep. 
 
“Kitty!  I ain’t sleepin’.  Jest restin’,” the man said as he rolled over from his face down position and 
looked up to see Sonny standing there. 
 
At first, he was shocked, and then not a little bit scared.  And he never stopped being jumpy.  But he 
did finally settle when Kitty sat on the bed next to him, brushing his hair and softly suggesting that 
he quiet. 
 
“Who are you?” the one armed man asked softly, followed quickly by, “If I have debts to ya, I can 
pay ‘em.  I promise.” 
 
His words were slurred and Sonny could tell that he was still drunk.  But even more, he started to 
understand who this was before him.  The beard and the dirty skin had been a good disguise.  And, 
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of course, age had distinguished both of them, if you could call it such.  But he knew that the man 
before him was his best friend.  This man before him was Thomas Bowers. 
 
“Thomas?”  Sonny asked, trying very hard not to recall the last time he saw him. 
 
“Who…” the man started to ask but stopped.  He followed after a few moments of tough reflection, 
“Sonny?” 
 
The two stood there in silence for quite some time.  It ended up being Kitty that made the gesture to 
move them together.  She sat Sonny on the bed next to Thomas and instinct took over.  Both men 
moved to embrace each other and it lasted far longer than both ever considered possible.  The idea 
that they could find one another after all that they had both been through was not comprehensible.  
How?  But they had. 
 
Sonny finally moved to look back into Thomas’ face and saw tears.  He took his hand and wiped a 
tear away. 
 
“Don’t ya dare do that, ya understand?  You’s way too old, hear?” 
 
Thomas kept it up briefly and tried to explain, “It’s just…I…things jest ain’t been good.  I 
started…well, when I lost the arm…oh Sonny…how did ya find me?”  He started to break down 
again.  “How are ya still alive?” 
 
“You stop, Thomas.  Stop it right now!”  He shook Thomas hard.  “Don’t ya keep that up…not after 
all we been through. We’re here, right?  We lived through it!” 
 
Thomas looked up through his drunken tears and had a look of mixed grief and shock upon his face. 
 
“We lived through it…sure…but…” 
 
“But nothin’…hear?  Ain’t no use to look back.” 
 
Kitty joined them on the bed now and wrapped her arms around her brother, resting her head 
against his back. 
 
“He’s right, Thomas.  We’re here now.  We have our lives ahead of us.  That time is over.  Please, 
Tom…please.” 
 
Sonny could tell there was more there between them that he did not know. And they could never 
know all that affected him.  But the three of them together seemed such a perfect scene at that 
moment.  Here was a link back to his former life.  And one he was willing to embrace.  But what a 
scene.  Who were these people now?  What had they gone through? 
 
Thomas ended the moment quickly. 
 
“Sonny…ya got to get out of here.  Ya understand?  That fella ya killed…he got family.  And they’ll 
be comin’.” 
 
“I ain’t scared of what’s to come.” 
 
“But Sonny…they’ll kill ya.  Ain’t like it used to be.  Ain’t no proper law here.  Only what a man’s 
gun can do.” 
 
“Well, ya saw what mine can do today,” Sonny said knowing instantly that he might have shown too 
much pride. 
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Thomas looked him in the face with a mix of bewilderment and worry.  “I saw, Sonny.  Don’t know 
where ya got that…but I saw.” 
 
For a moment, Sonny felt that Thomas might have been ashamed of him, or disappointed maybe. 
 
“I saved your life…don’t you know that?” 
 
“Yeah, Sonny.  I know,” Thomas answered with no little amount of sadness. 
 
“Well hell!  I’d think ya’d be grateful!” 
 
“He is, Sonny…he is,” Kitty interjected.  “He’s just…well, the bottle…and the cards…” 
 
“Ain’t what I mean, Kitty!”  Thomas stood and moved away from the both of them.  He looked 
Sonny in the face and it was then that Sonny could see the hardship that affected Thomas. 
 
“You got to get out of town for a while, Sonny.  That’s all.  Ya jest gotta.” 
 
Sonny stood and went to his best friend.  He put his arm on his shoulder to try and reassure him but 
Thomas slapped it away with the only hand he had left. 
 
“I ain’t foolin’ with ya, Sonny boy.  Those men’ll kill ya.” 
 
“What about you,” Sonny asked, genuinely concerned.  “Why wouldn’t they come after you?” 
 
“Kitty can keep me safe here.  Miss Johnson don’t allow those men into here and she got a right good 
stable of hands to enforce her peace.  I’ll be safe.  But this state ain’t, Sonny.  Since Texas gone it’s 
own way, the only men that mean anything anymore are the ones with something to back what they 
say.” 
 
“Well you can see I got my own,” Sonny answered, trying to calm his friend. 
 
“But one against many?  It wouldn’t be a fair fight, Sonny.  They’ll kill ya.” 
 
“OK…OK, Thomas.  I’ll take off for a while.  But I’ll be back.  Ya hear?  I’ll come back to see ya.” 
 
“Just don’t come back anytime soon.” 
 
Sonny was taken aback by the comment.  Did his old friend really not want to see him?  Did he mean 
that?  It wasn’t as if he was doing so well.  A drunk and a card player, surely up to his neck in debt.  
How could he act this way? 
 
It was Kitty who came to Thomas’ aid, “Sonny.”  She moved close into him and put her arms around 
his waist as she led him to the door of the room.  “Do as he says.  He speaks the truth.  He has his 
issues, but this time, he’s right.  He doesn’t want you to die.  I don’t want you to die. You’re the only 
thing we have left from home.  Go away for a while and then come back…as you say.  I, for one, 
would love to see you.” 
 
She looked longingly into his face and he could not help but return the feeling.  Here was a 
girl…woman…someone he had always looked to as goodness and warmth.  He was determined to 
return. 
 
“Fine,” he said as he moved towards the door.  He looked back to Thomas.  “But I told ya I’d be 
back, and I will.”   
 
He moved his gaze back to Kitty,  “I will.” 
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* * * 

 
Texas, May 1864 

 
Sonny sat looking at his rugged reflection in the rough mirror behind the bar.  The salon on this 
riverboat was large enough to allow him to be alone, but small enough to hear everything going on.  
The bar itself stretched the length of the room, decorated by small dragons etched into the panels of 
the polished wood.  No other finery adorned the place. It was serviceable, not an attraction. 
 
A little to his right sat the Captain of The Caroline, one Amos Barlow Stagg.  He had greeted Sonny 
soon after boarding the boat and had seemed friendly enough.  A portly man, his smile shaded only 
slightly by his neatly trimmed beard and mustache; he had looked Sonny in the eye and accepted that 
he was fine enough to travel aboard his vessel.  But his man would have to stay on deck. 
 
Sonny had begun to argue, but Lem had stayed his hand and agreed.  So Sonny set up tent with him.  
But the segregation aboard the boat went further as Lem was made to stay outside the salon when 
they had gone for a drink.  The bartender, a man Sonny learned was named Hitch, had been polite 
about it, or as polite as such could be.  It was simply policy.  So Sonny had tried to forfeit the chance 
to quench his thirst, but Lem refused. 
 
“You go and get some enjoyment.  Ain’t no matter to me.  Been weeks of rough travel and I could use 
some rest.” 
 
The look upon Sonny’s face showed that he regretted, in some ways, letting Lem come along with 
him.  They had left Galveston and traveled not far at all before Lem’s face brought plenty of frowns.  
Texas might have left the Confederacy, but the south had never left Texas. 
 
But Lem had taken it all in stride and seemed excited by the possibilities ahead.  What had he said?  
“Times done changed.  A man can be a man now.  And I aims to be.”  That’s right.  But what chance 
did Sonny give Lem if there was so much death and sorrow that followed him around? 
 
He thought of the look upon Thomas’ face and how pitiful it had seemed.  What had his friend been 
doing to himself?  Or Kitty.  Why had she started selling herself?  Just for money?  Surely she had to 
regret her life by now.  Just as Sonny did.  But did he? 
 
He recalled the travel towards Lago, a destination unplanned, but on their path.  He thought of the 
man, now dead, that dared say unkind words of the Confederacy and southern men.  Sonny had not 
wanted to kill him.  But when the man had made movement towards Lem, and harsh movement at 
that, Sonny’s instinct took over.  He remembered thinking after the fact – if he hated the south, why 
did he hate blacks as well?  But there was much of that going around. Two thoughts - separate, but 
intertwined.   And neither made sense to Sonny.  In fact, very little did. 
 
Why had he shot that man in Lago?  What did that matter to him?  Only Thomas, who he did not 
recognize at the time.  But lacking an arm…so much like Stonewall.  Seemingly helpless in his 
infirmity.  He needed little assistance to act…but only after the war had taken effect…only after 
killing had been done.  And Sonny knew how to do that now.  If anything, Jackson had taught him 
that. 
 
The slight shift in current on the Brazos River moved Sonny just enough to recognize it as he picked 
up the glass in front of him and knocked back another drink.  Weeks of travel from Lago had found 
them with no idea of where to go and every desire to get there.  If men were looking for him, they 
might have trouble finding him if he traveled by boat.  And thus, here he was.  He poured himself 
another as the thoughts made waves through his mind.  After another pull, his eyes focused again 
and he saw that face in the mirror once more.  He still did not recognize it.  But the mirror was 
crude.  And so was he. 
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Sounds from the left shifted him from inner thought and made him take notice.  Three men had been 
playing cards, all the while talking and getting on seemingly well.  It had been simply background 
noise as Sonny drank, as much as the Captain’s conversation with the bartender.  All of it, only noisy 
comfort.  Company without having to speak himself.  If there was anything he appreciated in this 
new world he had found, that was it.  But the game had grown louder. 
 
“Now you understand, Mr. Hobbs, the line I’m looking to grow would be most beneficial to you.” 
 
Sonny turned to see the well-dressed man from California talking.  He had over-heard that the man 
was in railroads and had listened to him press this Mr. Hobbs all night about investing in a new 
scheme to run lines from New Orleans all the way out west. 
 
“Once the network is up, there will be no reason to ship from the port anymore.  This saves you 
considerably in costs.  Not to mention the bonus of what can be had from the small towns that grow 
up on the route.  Why, you could own an entire town…several if you knew it was coming.”   
 
The man moved his gaze towards his cards, “I’ll take two.” 
 
Sonny watched the dealer move two cards in his direction as those discarded were pulled away. 
 
“I can certainly see your points, sir. I have plenty of contacts in lumber that would surely love to see 
the housing build up in this area.”  Hobbs remained looking at his cards with his white bushy 
eyebrows and thin mouth turned into a frown. 
 
The railroad man slammed his cards down with a smile.  “In this area?  Why sir…you would have 
the market from here all the way to the sea.  I’ve barely mentioned this to anyone else.  With your 
investment, everyone else would be picking up scraps.” 
 
Sonny watched Hobbs signal for only one card himself as he thought over the proposal. 
 
“But let me ask you this, Mr. Porter…how can you gain federal support moving through Texas at 
this time?  That must be the biggest concern.” 
 
A third man at the table remained quiet as Porter and Hobbs bantered on about money and 
railroads.  He watched them tightly with his thin eyes, and Sonny watched him.  He could not help 
but see the man he had killed not two months earlier.  Had he done it for spite?  Had he killed for 
joy?  No.  He reminded himself again…I saw someone in need of help.  He went for his gun first…what 
should I have done? 
 
“Full house!  Kings and deuces.” the dealer exclaimed as the third man smiled. 
 
“Damn it all!  All I have is three jacks.”  Mr. Hobbs, who had been losing all night, was not happy.  
Mr. Porter, however, tossed his cards back to the dealer more concerned with discussion with Hobbs 
than he did with losing. 
 
“Another, gentleman?” the third man asked. 
 
Mr. Porter took a silver pocket-watch from his vest pocket and looked at the time.  He smiled, seeing 
that there was plenty of night left to convince Hobbs of his venture.  Hobbs, however, kept his frown 
but made a slight nod in agreement. 
 
Sonny watched them and wondered how far Thomas was into cards and how he found so much 
trouble from it.  He wondered how much Thomas drank these days, and why.  But a thought towards 
Thomas’ missing arm gave him all the answer he needed. 
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“The game is Hold ‘Em, gentlemen,” the dealer announced.  “Everyone ante up.” 
 
All three men did and the look on Hobbs face was pained. 
 
“The bet goes to you, Mr. Porter.” 
 
The railroad man looked at his two facedown cards and smiled.  He looked at his money and thought 
hard before throwing two crisp five-dollar bills on the table. 
 
“I raise.” 
 
Looking on with fascination, Sonny saw Hobbs follow with a wince.  Two more pieces of paper 
seemed to almost empty the man’s stack, yet Hobbs seemed in as he placed his cards down after a 
second look. 
 
“The bet is to you, Mr. Cheatham.  It’s ten or fold.” 
 
The third man barely took a look at his own cards before presenting his money and adding another 
five. 
 
“Raised to the both of you,” the dealer said with no emotion. Both men paid the stack of bills. 
 
A card was placed aside and then three more placed face up on the table.  An ace of diamonds, a 
three of diamonds and a four of clubs.  Two men smiled, yet Hobbs remained upset.  Mr. Porter, 
unwisely, took this chance to bring up his discussion once more. 
 
 
“I’ve little fear that the United States would bring too much to bear upon this fledgling nation.  
They’ve barely been able to silence stronger voices in the south since the war’s end.  I dare say…they 
would welcome the commerce brought between the two. My God…they could gain plenty from Texas 
without ever having to quell the lack of peace here.” 
 
Hobbs heard none of it as he watched Porter take his chance throughout his little speech to place yet 
another fiver on the table. 
 
“Damn you, Ed Porter!  You can’t be holding another ace!”  But he placed his match among the rest, 
as did Mr. Cheatham, who did so quietly. 
 
One more card was set aside and the turn was placed on the table.  Another ace, this time of clubs. 
 
“Son of a bitch!” Hobbs exclaimed. 
 
The other two men stifled a smile as Porter checked.  Hobbs looked askance at the railroad man as 
he did likewise.  Cheatham played it cool and checked as well. 
 
“The river, gentlemen,” announced the dealer.  “A three of clubs.” 
 
Porter took little time to push his entire pot into the mix.  With no money left, Hobbs had little choice 
but to fold.  But the third man, Cheatham, matched exactly what Porter had bet. 
 
“Your cards, sirs?” the dealer looked to both Porter and Cheatham. 
 
Cheatham laid down an ace of hearts and a queen of spades.  Porter looked at the cards and smiled.  
He tossed his two cards face-up and showed a two of clubs and a nine of clubs. 
 
“The flush takes the pot!” 
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Porter smiled as Hobbs smacked the table and held his hand out to Cheatham. 
 
“A fine game, sir.  But I’ve gone bust. I’m afraid that must be all for me tonight.” 
 
He shook Cheatham’s hand and moved towards Mr. Porter as he stood.  “And you sir, I’ve no idea 
how you pulled that hand out, but if your rail is half as fortunate, then you may count me in.  A very 
good night to you, sir.” 
 
Sonny heard Captain Stagg chuckle as Mr. Hobbs nodded his goodnights and left the salon.  The two 
men left at the table looked at each other and agreed to yet another hand. 
 
“This may do it, sir,” Porter announced with glee as he took another glance at his silver pocket-
watch. 
 
The dealer pulled the cards from the previous round off the table and moved to deal again. 
 
“Same game, gentlemen.  Ante up.” 
 
Both men placed their money on the table as Sonny watched Cheatham make movement to his coat 
pocket.  He could not see what he pulled from it, but when a cigar was produced, he thought about it 
no more. 
 
Once two cards were placed in front of each man, Mr. Cheatham took his place as the first better. 
 
“I must admit, I had no idea you were such a grand card player, Mr. Porter,” he said as he placed his 
raise upon the table. 
 
Porter looked at it and his eyes grew wide.  He smiled and laughed a bit as he matched the raise.  
“You might be surprised just how good a gambler this old salesman can be.” 
 
Three more cards were placed on the table and Porter did everything in his power to contain his joy.  
“The bet is to you, sir.” 
 
Cheatham looked at his opponent and thought for a few moments.  He looked at the stack of bills in 
front of Porter and mentally tallied the sum in his head.  Sonny watched eagerly, now caught up in 
the game, as the entire salon was.  Cheatham finally checked and allowed Porter to raise himself. 
 
“I’ll go as high as ten, my friend.  And plenty where that came from.” 
 
Cheatham smiled as he matched it. 
 
Another card down and once more, Sonny saw Mr. Porter make every effort to keep his lips from 
turning up.  Coolly he waited for Cheatham to make his bet.  It took little time as Cheatham placed a 
gold coin upon the table. 
 
“Count that as another twenty, sir.  You may be assured of its value.” 
 
Porter took no time at all to match it and place twenty more on top of what had already been bet. 
 
“I raise again.” 
 
Cheatham stayed still as he surveyed the scene.  Sonny looked at him to see any signs of sweat or 
reticence.  There was none.  Cheatham slowly pushed his own in, matching the raise. 
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“The river, sirs,” the dealer announced as the last card was placed on the table and everyone seemed 
to be watching with anticipation.  An ace of spades.  Porter let out a howl and Cheatham looked at 
his opponent with steely eyes. 
 
“I’ll have to bet what is left, I am afraid.”  Porter smiled like a Cheshire cat. 
 
Cheatham was not swayed.  “Then I shall have to match you, sir.” 
 
“Your cards, gentlemen.” 
 
Mr. Porter took little time in placing two kings up on the table to match the one in the cards already 
shown.  Cheatham, however, slowly placed his one on top of the other…two aces…and a win. 
 
Porter stood quickly, “You cheated, sir!  There is no way you could have aces after that last hand!” 
 
“I’m sorry?” Cheatham asked, shocked and his body standing to match Porter. 
 
“This cannot stand! Captain…Captain…you cannot allow this!”  Mr. Porter pleaded with Captain 
Stagg with his eyes and hands.  Sonny followed the gesture and saw Stagg stand with little haste.  He 
watched as the Captain moved into the mix and began to converse with both men.  It was then that 
he saw the gun. 
 
Not again, he thought to himself with some regret.  But the shot from that gun moved him instantly 
as he saw Mr. Porter fall violently to the floor, his silver watch knocked beside the body from his 
hands where he had been nervously fumbling with it under the table. 
 
It took less than five seconds for three more shots to be fired from across the salon.  Sonny stood with 
his gun still at the ready in case those were not enough, his face a cool shade of red and his eyes cold. 
 
Captain Stagg looked back and forth between Cheatham, lying still on the floor, and this gunman 
with his weapon out. 
 
“I…I must thank you, sir.” 
 
Sonny did not respond.  But Lem did.  Defying whatever rules were his to follow, he burst into the 
cabin and quickly surveyed the scene. 
 
“Less go, Sonny.  Quick now.” 
 
“But, sir,” Stagg moved in between them.  “I cannot allow you to leave yet.” 
 
“Ain’t gonna stick this on me, Captain.”  Sonny stood, defiant. 
 
“No…I mean…you must have a reward, sir.  I do not hold you responsible for what happened here.”  
The Captain looked down at the two cold bodies on the floor. 
 
“Ain’t no reason for that.  You take the money and say nothin’.  And I’ll go.  Dock this boat, 
Captain, and you ain’t never got to see me or this gun again.” 
 
It was then that Stagg noticed Sonny’s gun slightly pointed towards him.  Threat or not, he saw what 
the young man needed.  And that was to get away. 
 
“So be it,” he replied slowly.  “I’ll dock as soon as possible.  Get your gear together.” 
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Sonny took little time in walking from the salon leaving the Captain breathless and shaken.  But 
Sonny did stop at the door just slightly to see the Captain looking back at not just the bodies on the 
ground, but the bounty upon the table and a silver watch lying on the floor. 
 
Hope it helps you more than it helps me, he thought to himself and walked out into the night. 
 

* * * 
 

Wyoming Territory, 1881 
 
Sonny sat on the front porch of the Harney house and looked out over the farmland before him.  It 
was well watered and there was more greenery than most of the farmsteads around.  And given that, 
and his thoughts inside of the woman that had brought him here, he could not help but smile. 
 
Bert and Corrina had finally convinced Doc Foster to let them take him home to their place.  He had 
argued but there was little that the Doc could say to Corrina that would change her mind. 
 
“I can care for him just as well as you can.  You’ve seen that.  He needs rest and we can get him in a 
warm bed and home environment.  You can call and check on him.  But I want him home.” 
 
Doc Foster, and Bert for that matter, made little resistance once they saw that Corrina’s mind was 
made up.  So he had been moved, and the journey had not been near as bad as anyone thought.  His 
first few nights were strained, given the new environment and Sonny’s proclivity for waking up in 
the middle of the night wondering where he was.  But once he grew accustomed to it, he felt safer 
than he had in years…many years. 
 
But his health was nowhere near restored and he found himself tired quite often.  He could be found 
napping no matter where they placed him and always in a slight sweat when he awoke.  This time 
had been no different, but Sonny was aware of that and thanked no one in particular that he had 
caught it before someone else did, especially Corinna.  Not ready, was he, to answer her sure 
questions.  And even though he had answered most of them to himself, to be sure, he was not sure yet 
how to explain it to her. 
 
He smiled as the sun moved past a cloud and allowed the light to pass over the porch and warm him.  
He shifted in his chair and brought his hand to his face…the hand connected to his good 
shoulder…and scratched.  This made him look to his other arm, the shoulder connected to that one, 
still healing. 
 
“Fool,” he announced out loud without knowing it. 
 
“What’s that?” a voice came up behind him. 
 
Sonny strained to turn and see Bert approaching.  He sat next to Sonny and looked him up and 
down. 
 
“Mighty banged up still.  But on the mend.”  Bert smiled and pulled some tobacco from his pocket, 
filling a pipe and lighting it. 
 
Sonny smiled briefly and responded.  “Takes time…that’s what the Doc says.” 
 
“I guess you got plenty of that.” 
 
Sonny did not smile when Bert said this.  He could not help but wonder if his time had been used up.  
How the hell was he still sitting there talking to this man? 
 
“Not too sure ‘bout that, Bert.  But mighty glad to have it.” 
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They both looked out over the greenery in front of them, and Bert made a point to look into the cow 
pen. 
 
“Got a good head of ‘em this year.  Probably fetch a steep price.  And there’s lot’s to be done around 
here outside of that.” 
 
Sonny looked to him to understand what he was saying.  But he knew. 
 
“I can use you here, Sonny.  When ya get healed up, you can get as much work as ya need.  And you 
know what Corrina’s wantin’.  And I got no problem with that.  Ain’t never had a brother…till 
now.” 
 
Sonny almost welled up at that moment.  He knew what Bert was trying to say to him and knew that 
Bert had no idea what it meant.  He closed his eyes to try and stifle the tears and Bert took it as a sign 
that Sonny was tired. 
 
“I’ll let ya get some rest.  But ya got to know what I’m sayin’.  I don’t care where ya come from or 
what ya did.  I only care about my sister.” 
 
Bert stood and walked towards the front of the porch, stopping just before the stairs as he kept his 
gaze out over the ground before him.  “And she loves ya.  More than I ever seen her take to anyone.  
And it don’t matter to me why.”  He looked back to Sonny, “You heal up, Sonny.  And you’ll find ya 
got a friend in old Bert…just like always.” 
 
He left it at that and walked down the steps and away.  Sonny could not tell if he sensed a slight 
threat in what Bert was saying.  He thought not, but the hint was there.  And he understood it.  Oh so 
well.  He closed his eyes again after watching Bert leave, and let his mind drift back to where it had 
been before he awoke.  And he remembered.  He remembered, oh so well. 
 

* * * 
 

Texas, August 1864 
 
The two men moved along the road slowly, their horses just as tired as they were.  And when Lem 
looked over to Sonny, the frown on his face was the same visage that he’d seen for the past few 
weeks.  In fact, little had changed in Sonny’s demeanor since they had left The Caroline. 
 
Lem had tried to catch the nature of Sonny’s latest disposition but every time had come up short.  
But once again, he shifted in his saddle as he brought his hand to his hairy face and asked, “What’s 
on your mind?” 
 
Sonny turned to take Lem’s question in and saw that his friend was genuinely curious, as he had 
been at every other moment when he had asked the same.  What was on his mind?  Damned if he 
knew.  He kept the frown but toned it down slightly as he answered, “Nothin’.” 
 
“Nothin’ t’all?  Seems like a mighty big nothin’ to keep ya so mixed with your thoughts.” 
 
Sonny let out a slight chuckle but said nothing of it.  He kept up the slow trot and looked straight 
ahead.  Lem moved quickly through the different things that might have kept Sonny’s mind a jumble 
and came up with the same thing he usually assumed it was. 
 
“You done what ya had to to do.”  Lem kept his gaze questioning towards Sonny. 
 
Silence greeted his suggestion. 
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“What?  That ain’t it?  Don’t know what else got ya into such a mood.  Know it’d get me into one.” 
 
There was still no verbal response from Sonny, but Lem could tell he was thinking of something to 
say. 
 
“Jest like ya say,” Sonny finally let out with no amount of emotion and eyes that seemed to close as 
they looked forward. 
 
“So…ya sayin’ maybe ya regret it…or…” 
 
“Don’t understand it, Lem.  And don’t want to.  Don’t care to.” 
 
“But ya done it, right?  And that don’t sit well?” 
 
Why the hell was he asking so many questions?  What did it matter?  If Sonny wanted to understand 
it, he could.  But as he said – he did not. 
 
Lem looked Sonny over and the frown still on his face made him look down at the ground and watch 
it pass by.  What more could he say?  Sonny’s company was little joy and his discussion almost non-
existent.  But he liked the boy and wanted to try and help him if he could.  He just didn’t know how. 
 
They remained that way for another mile or two before Lem let out a slight sneeze and Sonny, 
despite his desire to keep quiet, made notice of it.  Lem took the chance to try a bit more discourse. 
 
“Does killin’ a man bother you at all?” 
 
Sonny seemed shocked by the question, even after their last bit of talk.  He screwed his face up and 
tried to think of the right answer, but came back to the pat one, “It don’t register.  Not like I ain’t 
done it before.” 
 
“The war?” Lem asked hoping it didn’t silence Sonny again. 
 
“Sure.”  Sonny pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and wiped the sweat from his face.  “They 
order and you answer, right?  Done it plenty of times.  Not much choice in it, is there?” 
 
“And after?” 
 
“Whether it’s orders or not, ya do it and don’t feel no different after.” 
 
“I meant, after the war…ain’t no orders come now.” 
 
Sonny squinted again and spit on the side of the road they were following.  “An order don’t got to be 
spoken’.” 
 
“I suppose,” Lem answered with reticence as he pulled the brim of his hat down further to shield the 
sun, and looked back to Sonny.  “Don’t mean ya got to act like you been actin’.” 
 
Sonny did not show his surprise at the question if he felt any.  He simply turned to Lem with a blank 
stare in his eyes. 
 
“That’s the beauty of not thinkin’.  Ain’t got to worry about what comes next.  You jest take it and 
keep on movin’ along.” 
 
They trotted along in silence again, and Sonny could tell that Lem was unsatisfied by his response. 
 
“So what’s got you worried, Lem?” he finally asked not sure he wanted to know the answer. 
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The answer did not come right away.  Lem looked out over the landscape that offered him no view at 
all and thought about the best way to say it.  He arched his back just slightly and shifted in his 
saddle.  “You…seem different now.” 
 
Sonny did not respond immediately, looking close to try and determine what Lem’s true thoughts 
were.  “What ya mean, now?” he finally asked. 
 
“Back Mobile ways…well, I saw a boy turnin’ into a man.  We got to be pretty good friends, maybe 
not close…but friends.  But now…well, you seem changed…like there’s another man inside them 
boots.  I can’t figure it.” 
 
“Ain’t nothin’ to figure, friend,” Sonny looked to Lem with a slight smile on his face for once.  “I’m 
just livin’.  What else we got to do in these parts? What the hell are we here for if not that?” 
 
Lem didn’t answer and looked straight ahead as his horse bobbed its head slightly.  He took the reins 
and kept her moving straight.  The conversation lulled for a few more minutes before Lem suddenly 
burst out, “It’s jest that killin’…it don’t seem right.” 
 
Sonny winced just enough for Lem to see it and make himself mad that he let it show.  He remained 
silent and tried to think of an answer but every one was too difficult for him to ponder.  He finally 
tipped his hat back with his finger and turned his head back to Lem. 
 
“Little reason behind it, if that’s what you’re askin’.  Like I’s sayin’…you do what ya gotta do.” 
 
He turned his head back to the road ahead of them with a look that suggested the answer satisfied 
him. Lem was not convinced. 
 
“It jest ain’t right…killin’ a man, Sonny.” 
 
Sonny said not a word and kept his view turned forward.  He furrowed his brow as if he saw 
something in the distance and then let it go. 
 
“Ya helped me bury one back to Mobile.”  He let the thought sink in.  “What’s the difference?  He 
done wrong and so did anyone I touched.” 
 
“But…” 
 
Sonny began to get noticeably angry.  “But, nothin’, Lem.  A man gets what’s comin’, right?  And I 
seem able to help that along.  I don’t look for these things!” 
 
Lem let him keep that thought while he tried to figure how to respond. 
 
“But ya can’t like it.  Ya can’t.  I mean…you don’t even take the reward the man was offerin’ back 
on the river.  So ya don’t think you deserve it…got to be.  So if ya don’t want the 
reward…well…then why?  It’s got to wear on ya.”  He remained silent for a second or two before 
following up, “Don’t it?” 
 
Sonny looked back to Lem as if he were a small child.  He chuckled only slightly and answered, “It 
might make a difference if I thought about it, Lem.  But when things gone the way they have in my 
life, there’s little thinkin’ to be done.  I told ya.  I don’t want to.  And I won’t.” 
 
Sonny kicked his horse and nudged him along ahead of Lem, riding in silence and with no little 
amount of frustration.  Lem let him go as he saw that the look upon Sonny’s face meant the 
conversation was over. He was happy to get that much out of him, frankly.  Sonny trusted him, that 
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seemed clear, but he began to worry that he might not be able to trust Sonny.  He wanted to, but his 
acts of late made him wonder why. 
 
Both rode in silence as they approached the town ahead.  Neither looked at the sign that announced 
it, but had they looked, it would have been familiar.  And it was exactly where Sonny had announced 
they were going.  Once again, little thought had explained it to Lem, but Sonny insisted.  On a worn 
down post and faded placard, the name announced itself clearly…Lago. 
 

* * * 
 
Sonny and Lem moved slowly into the town, both looking to their flanks to see who might be 
watching.  The populace seemed larger than the last time they had been here and Sonny wondered 
what had changed to make it so.  But he thought little of it as he directed his horse towards the post 
outside of the saloon he was sure would not welcome him.  Lem followed and was just slightly 
reticent to follow Sonny inside. 
 
Sonny dumped off his mount and dusted himself off slightly as he pulled his hat from his head.  He 
took another look around before moving with purpose towards the saloon doors, not worried if Lem 
was following.  He pushed himself inside and saw the place just as active as the town. 
 
A piano was in full swing, the chords filling the air and providing the room with a heartbeat of sorts.  
There were catcalls, hoots and hollering that pervaded the place and Sonny could see that these 
people were having a good time.  His entry only quieted it slightly, most going back to their business 
as quickly as they had taken to notice him.  But the bartender knew him instantly and rushed to him 
from behind the bar. 
 
“Oh no…not you!  You ain’t allowed up in here. 
 
Sonny pushed his height to it’s extreme and towered over the man, “Who’s gonna stop me?” 
 
The bartender backed up just slightly as he pulled his hands from his pockets.  “There’s plenty that 
might if ya stick around.  Ain’t got nothin’ agin ya personally…jest don’t need such in my place.  If 
you got a quarrel, then let it be elsewhere.” 
 
“Jest lookin’ for a drink.  That’s all.  I got the money and I got the thirst.  Now are ya ready to offer 
it or not?” he stood tall still and took a short step towards the man. 
 
“I’m sorry, Mister…I…” but he was stopped before he could continue. 
 
Thomas moved to his side and pulled him away just slightly.  The two talked quietly together and 
Sonny watched with interest.  When the bartender moved away and back behind the bar, he saw a 
look of calmness over Thomas as he approached him. 
 
“I smoothed it over.  Ain’t no problem no more.  I got ya a pass, so to speak.” 
 
“A pass,” Sonny asked, as he smelled the air around his friend to figure if he was drunk or not. 
 
“Yes…there’s a fella you should meet.  He’s a friend of mine…mine and Kitty’s that is.  She’s the one 
met him, but he’s been right friendly…and helpful.” 
 
Sonny nodded slightly as he looked Thomas over.  “Where is this ‘friend’ Thomas?  Can I meet 
him?” 
 
Thomas took no time at all to move away from Sonny and hold his hand up to signal he follow.  “This 
a’way.  He’s here now.” 
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Sonny did as directed, not noticing that Lem had entered in behind him and stayed close.  Dodging a 
few patrons, Sonny found himself finally at a table with three men sitting and drinking.  One man 
stood out above the rest, his look grand and his costuming equally so.  The vest he wore was of the 
finest satin, stained purple and the coat he wore over it was dark and covered the finery just enough 
not to be showy.  His hat sat on the table next to him and his hair was slicked back, showing only 
slight traces of gray, while his mustache was full and the rest of his face as smooth as a baby’s back. 
 
The other two men were not near as impressive looking, one man with long dirty blond hair sat 
holding a coin in his hand, flipping it between his fingers as he looked with what seemed anger or 
envy at Sonny.  The other sat motionless, his brown coat seemingly too large for his slight frame and 
his head a mess of curly brown tangles.  Both were instantly recognizable to Sonny as the first man’s 
lackeys.  He would have to watch them, as they no doubt were watching him. 
 
“Mr. Barnes…sir…this is the man I was tellin’ you about. This here’s Sonny Gamble.”  Thomas 
moved to the man’s right and presented his friend. 
 
Sonny stood still and waited for the man to say something as he continued to size him up. 
 
“Well, well.  I’ve heard quite a lot about you, Mr. Gamble.  May I call you Sonny?” 
 
The man stood and gestured for the smaller man to move over a seat and allow Sonny to sit.  Sonny 
made a slow cross to take the seat offered and kept his eyes on this Barnes. 
 
“Sonny’s the name.  Call me that if ya wish.  But I ain’t sure what you done heard.  Thomas and I 
ain’t seen each other in quite some time.” 
 
“Well that’s not exactly what I heard…Sonny.”  The man sat with a graceful slowness and moved his 
eyes towards the bar to find the tender and signal for another bottle. 
 
“I heard that you were here in this very town not six months ago.” 
 
“Here?”  Sonny tried to play mysterious. 
 
“And killed a man,” Barnes answered with sure certainty and no little amount of potential threat. 
 
Lem sidled up behind Sonny and the other two men with Barnes stood quickly to signal a 
displeasure, but the man sitting next to Sonny did no such thing. 
 
“Is this a companion?  Does he wish to join us?” 
 
Sonny could not helped but be shocked as no man had ever so quickly accepted Lem’s presence as 
this Barnes seemed to at the moment. 
 
“He’s been ridin’ with me.  Yes, sir.” 
 
“Then please have a seat, Mr…uh…I didn’t catch the name.” 
 
Lem held out his hand and shook the one offered by Barnes.  “Name’s Lem…Lem, uh…well, that be 
my Christian name.  Ain’t got no other, I reckon’…cept maybe Johnson I’m guessin’.  John was my 
father.” 
 
“And a good man he was, no doubt.”  Barnes smiled and sat along with Lem.  “Would either of you 
two care for a drink?  I’m sure you’ve been out riding the land for some time.  Surely some 
refreshment would do you good.” 
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The bartender walked over to their table with the asked for bottle and Barnes took at and arranged 
the glasses in front of Sonny and Lem.  “Have some of this.  It is the finest whisky in the region.  I 
drink nothing but this when I am in town.  It is sure to quench whatever thirst you may have.” 
 
Lem quickly took the poured drink while Sonny sat motionless. 
 
“What?  Are you not thirsty, sir?  Surely you don’t think I have any motives by being forward with 
my kindness.” 
 
A moment went by while Sonny let it move through his head and deciding Barnes was no immediate 
risk, he moved to take the drink as well. 
 
“Good…good.  Let us drink and thank the good fortune both of us have found here this day.” 
 
Thomas laughed nervously as Barnes’ other two companions divided their gaze between Sonny and 
their seeming leader.  Sonny, however, was curious. 
 
“What do ya mean by ‘good fortune?’…If I may ask.” 
 
“Well, sir…you may.  And I would be glad to offer the answer.  You see, your man here…that is Mr. 
Bowers, has told me quite a bit about you, as I said.  You may find it hard to believe…or you may 
just be wary of signaling that what he might have said may be true.  Rest assured, I care not.  What I 
have heard brings me joy.  You see, I have been looking for men of your caliber for quite some time.” 
 
Sonny sat back, allowing his hands to fall into his lap and noticed that this Barnes watched them the 
entire time. 
 
“You may notice that I have men that follow me,” he said as he motioned towards the two others at 
the table with a slight grimace.  Not enough to show his displeasure with them, but enough for Sonny 
to see that there was a disconnect. 
 
“And they are very loyal.  They do me services, and I for them.” 
 
“What does this have to do with me?”  Sonny asked as he looked back at the other men at the table.  
The one with the coin kept his motion smooth and continued to move it from finger to finger, while 
the whole time his eyes stayed glued on Sonny.  The other seemed preoccupied with something off in 
the distance. 
 
“Quite a bit, actually.  You see…I have certain interests that require a particular need. And 
frankly,” he began to say as he lifted his glass of whisky and raised it in Sonny’s direction, “You are 
just the kind of man that may provide me with that very thing.” 
 
Sonny had no idea what he was talking about, but Lem had a slight idea.  He sat next to Sonny and 
nudged him slightly in the arm.  Taking no notice of it, Sonny asked, “Exactly what kind of need 
would that be…Mister?” 
 
“Please, Sonny…call me John, or Barnes…either suits me fine.  The full name is John Silas Barnes, 
but I prefer not to utilize the Silas.  The unfortunate care of my mother brought that shame upon me 
and I would just as soon forget that it ever existed.  But John Barnes finds me well met.  And I hope 
you will find me no different.” 
 
“Fine, Mr. Barnes…you still didn’t answer the question.” 
 
Barnes laughed heartily and moved to pour himself and Sonny another drink.  He waited for Sonny 
to place his glass upon the table and as he poured he answered, “As I said…I need men that are able 
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to provide a service.  And your friend here, Mr. Bowers, has assured me that you are such a man.  
Quick with a gun, are you not?” 
 
The silence that covered Sonny’s face did not faze Barnes. 
 
“And not ashamed to use it, I’m told.” 
 
Thomas laughed again as Sonny started to stand. 
 
“Please, Sonny…Mr. Gamble, if you prefer…I mean no disrespect.  Nor do I make a value judgment.  
It means nothing to me why you have done anything.  I care not.  What I do care about is the 
hundred dollars I paid to assist you.” 
 
Sonny sat back down slowly and took the drink in front of him.  He swallowed it quickly and moved 
his arm to his side. 
 
“Please…” Barnes said with supreme confidence.  “I don’t suggest you owe me anything.” 
 
But the slight nod he made towards the other men at the table allowed Sonny to see that he had some 
agenda, whatever it was. 
 
“What is it that you want?” Sonny finally said, moving his arm back to the table but still ready to 
move if need be. 
 
“Well, you’ve certainly noticed the pleasure the people of this town are having at present, yes?  How 
do you think that comes about?” 
 
“I got no idea.”  Sonny scowled and Barnes made a smile that suggested he knew why. 
 
“Yes, sir…I provide that, to a point.  I know certain people that can make things happen.  And I 
myself have been known to do the same, from time to time.  Let us just say that, in your 
circumstance, there was a debt.” 
 
“What kind of debt?” 
 
“The debt of death, sir. Is there any other kind?” 
 
Sonny did not say a word, but Thomas stood behind him and placed his one hand on Sonny’s 
shoulder.  It was left there and Sonny made little movement to brush it away, but he felt there was 
pressure being pushed at the moment.  He continued to keep his eyes squarely facing Barnes and did 
his best to read the man as he continued. 
 
“Yes…your debt, sir.  We may say with confidence that it has been paid.” 
 
“Paid?  How?” 
 
“Well, isn’t that obvious?  By my own hand, of course.  There was a certain clamor for your head 
and I had the wherewithal to placate that, so to speak.  And no small amount of thanks should be 
presented to your friend, here.”  Barnes smiled large as he gestured towards Thomas. 
 
Sonny made a slight move to push his chair just back enough to remove Thomas’ hand and give 
himself some space.  Lem acted alongside him, trying not to make it noticeable.  But it was enough 
for the other two men at the table to stand. 
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“Please, Sonny…Mr. Gamble…I mean you little harm.  I have no reason to do such.  I am merely 
here to help.  Surely you must see that.  You had a situation that I have smoothed over.  Can you not 
be appreciative?” 
 
Sonny thought about what he was saying and it did sound like a decent proposition, though he still 
did not know what this man truly wanted from him.  But he had seen fit to take care of this 
particular problem and that was no small thing.  Sonny had been prepared to come into town and 
take care of any and all that opposed him.  That this man had made that unnecessary was certainly a 
help. 
 
“I’m listenin’.” 
 
“Well…as I said…I have taken care of the issue for you.  And I would find it most helpful if you 
could do the same for me…for a price of course.  And of that, we can discuss further.  What I would 
like to know is if you would consider it at all.  Your friend here suggests that you might.  But I would 
like to hear it from you.” 
 
Sonny cocked his brow up, but pulled his chair back closer to the table.  “What is it that you’re 
askin’?” 
 
“Let us just say that it involves the very skills I have been assured you possess.  Might that be enough 
for us to have a drink over and discuss further without this, shall we say, lack of comfort?” 
 
Sonny stayed stock still, and took no notice of Lem’s seeming pleading.  Had he looked, he might 
have seen Lem trying to gain his attention and motion for the both of them to go outside for a 
moment.  But he did not see it and instead kept his gaze focused on Barnes. 
 
“Like I said…I’m listenin’.” 
 

* * * 
 
Three men sat at the bar, lined up one by one.  As still as Sonny was, neither of his companions 
would comply.  Lem, on his left, continue to crane his neck to see behind him, even though the mirror 
of the bar could see any and all reflections.  Thomas, to his right, seemed to have no end of trouble 
trying to scratch his left ear with his one good arm.  Wherever the actual itch, the good hand just 
didn’t seem to find the right spot. 
 
A few hours had passed since Barnes had thanked Sonny for his time and said to “be in touch.”  
Nothing was said of the actual deed, or deeds, the man required.  And Barnes had continued to 
suggest that if Sonny decided no, then he would respect the decision, though the look on his face each 
time became less and less pleased. 
 
After about the fifth time Thomas made movement to relieve himself of his ailment, Sonny finally 
turned to him, “Exactly what made ya think you could speak for me to this fella?” 
 
Thomas looked somewhat shocked at the question and took a quick drink, leaving his ear to twitch.  
 
“I jest assumed, Sonny.  I mean…ya done me a favor and figured you might need a favor too.” 
 
“What kind of favor d’ya call that?” 
 
“Sonny, them men was after your head.  Hell, they was after mine to jest cause I knowd ya. But 
Barnes is a right good fella and he done all kinds a things for this here town.  He been a real help to 
me…and Kitty, too.” 
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Sonny turned back to the bar and poured himself another shot.  Lem leaned over quietly and spoke 
into Sonny’s ear, “A help for what, I wonder?” 
 
Lem snickered a bit, but Sonny did not find it all the humorous.  He turned to Lem now. 
 
“What the hell’s got into you, now?” 
 
Taken aback, Lem thought for a second before answering.  “He jest seems a bit too friendly, if’n ya 
asks me.  Didn’t even tell ya rightly what he’s wantin’.  Jest asks for ya to think about joinin’ up with 
him.  Join up for what, I gotta ask?” 
 
“It ain’t nothin’ bad, Mister,” Thomas tried to explain but Sonny turned back to him. 
 
“Lem’s right.  Barnes says he needs strength, whatever that means.  And as long as I’s been livin’, 
strength usually means getting yourself a bit dirty.” 
 
“If not a whole lot dirty,” Lem chimed in. 
 
“Well,”…Thomas stammered, “He’s got interests, like he says.  Things that he does that makes him 
money and such.  And that there money helps keep this town afloat.  There’s all kinds out there, 
Sonny.  And most of ‘em soon as shoot ya than deal with ya.  Barnes ain’t like that.  Ya make a deal 
with him and he keeps it.” 
 
“So you’re sayin’ he’s the law round here?” 
 
“Ain’t no such thing…not here.  Not since Texas gone.” 
 
“So what are these things that he does that make him money?”  Sonny looked hard into Thomas’ 
face to keep him from lying. 
 
“Ain’t for me to say.  He’ll have to explain it, but he ain’t gonna do that till ya say yes to him.” 
 
“Ya ain’t leavin’ Sonny much choice the way you played it, boy,” Lem said without ever looking over 
to Thomas, and Thomas stood from his seat and acted as if he was going to say something right back.  
Sonny stopped him. 
 
“Ain’t doin’ any of us good to fight.  I’m the one he wants to talk to.  And I’m the one got to answer.” 
 
Thomas sat again and Lem finally looked over to signal a slight sorry with his eyes, but left it at that. 
 
“But Lem here’s right.  Ya didn’t leave me with much room and if’n I say no, he ain’t gonna look too 
kindly at losin’ a hundred on me.” 
 
“Well, what the hell did ya want, Sonny?”  Thomas poured another quick drink.  “You coulda been 
killed comin’ back here, but I knew ya would.  I almost trusted that ya would.  I done missed ya and 
I knew ya couldn’t keep away.  I had to do somethin’.” 
 
Thomas took the drink and tried to scratch his ear again, with just as little luck. 
 
Sonny remained pensive and looked at his reflection in the bar’s mirror.  What did this man truly 
want?  And if it was, in fact, violence, how much did that really bother him?  He seemed to have 
taken care of Thomas, for the meantime.  And the place did seem far less rowdy with Barnes around.  
Maybe he wasn’t a bad man. 
 
“Is there money in it?”  Sonny finally asked. 
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Thomas perked up, “Hell yeah there is.” 
 
“Well…”  Sonny started to say as he took another drink. 
 
“Sonny!  Don’t tell me you’s thinkin’ about joinin’ up with this fella?”  Lem pulled Sonny’s shoulder 
around and looked in his face. 
 
“Ain’t sayin’ I will and ain’t sayin’ I won’t.”  Sonny’s brow furrowed and he turned back away from 
Lem. 
 
“Sonny…” Lem tried to start in, but was stopped. 
 
“Look here, I know ya ain’t partial to the man.  I don’t know him well enough to say one way or 
t’other.  But ya been on me since the damn riverboat and I’ve had about enough.  Say your peace or 
jest shut the hell up.” 
 
Lem stood and his look of shock quickly turned to anger.  “I been ridin’ with ya for a good piece 
here, Sonny.  And I’s jest lookin’ out for ya.  If’n ya don’t want it, jest say so and I can go my own 
way!” 
 
“I don’t need no lookin’ out for!” 
 
“Fine then.  Then I’ll find somewheres else to go.” 
 
Sonny felt a small amount of guilt and asked with a calmer tone, “Who the hell asked ya to, 
anyways?” 
 
“Ain’t nobody asked, Sonny.  But I got’s some age on me that give me some wisdom maybe you ain’t 
got yet.  Thought I might share it.” 
 
Sonny turned to Lem, and seeing the genuine feeling in his face, felt his own slowly move from a 
frown into a smile. “Well how’s about sharin’ it a bit more quietly?  I got too much to think about 
then hear your damn wisdom shinin’ in my ear every five damn minutes.” 
 
Lem placed his hand on Sonny’s shoulder as he took his seat again, and Thomas laughed a bit 
watching the two go on and glad he wasn’t the one Sonny was getting on.  Lem poured his own drink 
and then tipped the bottle into Sonny’s glass. 
 
“You don’t keep actin’ the fool and I’ll share less wisdom, how’s that?”  Lem said as he lifted his 
glass. 
 
Sonny picked up his own and poured the whiskey down his throat.  He patted Lem on the shoulder as 
he first looked over to Thomas and then back to Lem.  “Actin’ the fool’s only thing kept me alive this 
long.  But if it’ll make ya feel better, I’ll try to be a bit more sly about it.” 
 
The three started to laugh and it was a surprise for Sonny to feel a sense of happiness for once in a 
long while.  He found that here, with these two friends, he was smiling and that did not happen very 
often for him these days.   And to make matters even better, a scent of perfume suddenly filled the air 
and a slight hand reached around his waist. 
 
His first instinct was to go for his gun, but the minute he looked in the mirror, he let his guard down 
and smiled even bigger.  Turning on his stool, his face made contact with a woman. 
 
“Kitty!” 
 
He stood quickly and wrapped his arms around her, lifting her slightly in the air as he hugged. 
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“Look like you boys been in the drink a touch.” 
 
“No...no…jest a nip or two,” Sonny said as he put her down.  “Let’s call it…celebratin’.” 
 
She looked askance at him with a wary eye that never lost its twinkle. “What are we celebratin’, if I 
may ask?” 
 
“Well you’re arrival, of course!” 
 
Kitty smiled and moved her body slowly past Sonny and picked up the bottle to pour herself a drink. 
 
“Then I guess I had better start drinkin’ myself if it’s a party in my honor.” 
 
Sonny quickly moved aside and gestured for her to go ahead.  He looked over at Lem and Thomas 
who saw that he was a little drunk and a lot pleased to see Kitty. 
 
“Boy, has it been a while, Kitty.  It sure has been a while!”  Sonny was acting like this was the first 
night of courtship with the girl he’d been after for years.  He need not have been so anxious. 
 
“It’s only been six months, Sonny Gamble.”  Kitty mocked a scold before flashing her gifted smile. 
 
“Well…I mean, it’s been so long since…since…” 
 
“Back home?” she asked, knowing what he wanted to say. 
 
The back of Sonny’s mind tried to tell him that something about that phrase should register, but 
somehow it did not at this moment.  He picked up his glass, in which she had poured another shot, 
and lifted it back. 
 
“That’s it exactly.  Since home.”  Had one looked closely enough, they might have seen a slight wince 
in his features as he said this, but the feeling was far less than the motion at the moment. 
 
“Well it sure is good to see ya again, Sonny Gamble.  Here I thought you’d never pass this way again.  
And after not seein’ ya for so long.  I’d of been right put out if ya hadn’t come back this way.” 
 
Sonny turned serious now.  “I told ya I’d be back.  Didn’t I?” 
 
She let him stew with that for a second or two before finally smiling.  “Why yes…yes you did.  I 
should have known better that to question ya.  Can ya forgive me?” 
 
The pout was too much for Sonny and he leaned down and kissed her smack on the lips. 
 
“Well, I declare!  Sir!  What do you think I am?” she teased. 
 
“Exactly what I want to see right now.  Exactly!” 
 
Lem gestured towards Thomas, who seemed oblivious at first but finally caught the signal. 
 
“We, ah…we’d better get goin’.”  Lem tried to verbally signal Thomas as he stood and started to 
move towards the door. 
 
“Yeah.  We got to, uh…got to…” Thomas stumbled. 
 
“Got to get the horse’s put away,” Lem finally saved him. 
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Sonny went for another drink as he tried to stop them, “Now don’t you fellas think you can jest get 
on outta here.  We got lot’s to talk about.” 
 
“No, no.  If they got somethin’ to do, Sonny, let ‘em do it,” Kitty answered for them as she looked 
Sonny squarely in the face.  “There’s time enough for talkin’ later.” 
 
Lem took the cue and pulled Thomas along after him.  “We’ll be around, Sonny.  We’ll find ya after 
we get done.” 
 
After they had left, and had left with Sonny looking slightly confused, Kitty moved in close to Sonny. 
 
“So what shall we do?” she asked, her eyes like stars. 
 
“I…I don’t…what do ya want to do?”  Sonny kept up the confusion. 
 
She smiled big and giggled slightly.  “I think I can think of a few things, Sonny Gamble.” 
 

* * * 
 
Sonny lay on the bed with his mind spinning.  Too much drink…that must be it.  But here he was, in 
Kitty’s bedroom, with thoughts of what he might like to do…that kept his mind spinning too.  She 
looked beautiful, even more so now that she was grown.  And she seemed just as happy to see him 
again as he did her. 
 
His thoughts were interrupted as the door to the room opened and a vision of loveliness entered.  
Kitty stood there with her brown hair cascading down her back and a silky robe barely covering 
those areas Sonny was most keen on seeing.  With her corset off, he could tell that she was well 
endowed and the form they made seemed to pull him in deeper than he already was. 
 
He tried to stand, but she quickly moved over to him and gently pushed him back onto the bed. 
 
“Now here I am, all prettied up and you still sit there in your dirty clothes.  What in the world shall 
we do with ya, Sonny Gamble?” 
 
“I…I’m sorry.  I didn’t want to be…presumptuous.” 
 
“Do you presume favors?” 
 
“I…I might.” 
 
“Then I doubt you’ll be disappointed.” 
 
She sat down next to him and dipped her body to kiss at his neck.  He pulled back slightly, and she 
looked at him. 
 
“You aren’t uncomfortable are ya?” 
 
“No’m.” 
 
“Well, of course you are with all these clothes on.” 
 
She proceeded to kneel down and take off his boots.  Sonny made no effort to stop her.  When she 
threw the second one aside, she slowly moved up and placed herself between his legs. 
 
“Now…how about this shirt?  Surely it must want to come off, yes?  Shall I help ya?” 
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Without waiting for a response, she began to unbutton his shirt, starting from the top down.  As she 
reached the halfway point, she spread the shirt to both sides and caressed his chest. 
 
“My, how ya have grown, Sonny.  Who would have thought that little boy could turn into such a 
gorgeous man?” 
 
“Me?”  Sonny laughed a bit and turned his face to the floor. 
 
“And what modesty.” 
 
Kitty finished her work and pulled his shirt behind him, as she stood and walked to the opposite side 
of the bed. There was a cart with bottles on it, and she found two glasses to pour them both drinks. 
 
“I hesitate to give ya more libation.  Seems you’ve had enough, already.  But I need one and it would 
be so rude of me not to offer one to you as well.” 
 
“Kitty…really…I’m fine.  I don’t need another.  Hell, I’m practically drunk on you as it is.” 
 
She turned back to Sonny, dipping slightly. 
 
“Me?  You find me…pretty?” 
 
“Of course I do!  I always have.” 
 
She turned back to the cart and smiled as she poured herself a small taste.  After taking it down, she 
moved back to Sonny on the bed with graceful quickness. 
 
She paused for a moment as she sat and looked Sonny in the face with doe eyes. 
 
“You know, Sonny.  I never did forget what a gentleman ya were all those years ago.” 
 
“What do ya mean?” Sonny asked genuinely confused. 
 
“You certainly recall the day ya saved me…don’t ya?”  She pouted slightly thinking he might not 
remember. 
 
“You mean the day we…you kissed me?” 
 
“Of course.  You said already that ya remembered that.” 
 
“I could never forget that.” 
 
“You’re brother was being such an awful boy and had it not been for you…” She stopped as she saw 
his face grow sad.  “What?  What is it, Sonny?” 
 
“Dinny…well, he’s…dead.” 
 
She pulled her hand to her mouth and made an audible gasp.  “No!  Sonny…how?” 
 
“In the war.  Shot.  I carried him off the field…but he didn’t…survive.” 
 
“Oh Sonny…” she placed her hands on his face and stroked it gently.  “I’m so sorry.  I know how 
much ya loved him.  I didn’t mean to…” 
 
“I know.  How could ya have any idea?” 
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“Still…it’s so sad.  You and he were so close.” 
 
“A man’s got to get used to death in these times, Kitty.  Shit…given what I got behind me, I got 
plenty to build on.” 
 
“Your family?” she asked quietly. 
 
He turned and looked off in the distance.  “Sure.  And other things.” 
 
Kitty moved closer to Sonny and began to stroke his bare back.  She rested her head on his shoulder 
and tried to comfort him, having a little bit of an idea that it worked to do both that and arouse him 
at the same time. 
 
“Ya know, Sonny…all we have these days are each other.  That is, I have Thomas and he has me.  
And now you have Thomas and he has you.  I…I want ya to know that you…have me too.” 
 
Sonny turned back to face Kitty and she looked up to him.  He bent down and gently kissed her on 
the cheek.  Then he moved to kiss her on the corner of her mouth.   Moving closer, he kissed her on 
her lips and the passion that was lit lasted quite a while. 
 
He softly pushed her back on the bed and climbed fully onto it himself.  Lying just slightly on top of 
her, he stopped for a moment and looked down at her beautiful face.  The cheeks were so blushed 
and her eyes, so mesmerizing.  He took a hand and brushed away a stray strand of hair.  Leaning 
down again, he began to kiss her lips once more. 
 
She went with it fully, their heads and lips moving as if they were one.  Each time he shifted position, 
she made the move that made it seem an effortless endeavor.  It was as if they had known each other 
forever and had done this many times before.  Sonny moved his hands to the shoulders of her robe 
and gently pushed them to each side.  The silk dropped from her ample chest and revealed her for 
what she was.  A woman, and beautiful at that. 
 
She pushed a finger in between his lips and hers and said quietly, “Perhaps we should see to losing 
those trousers as well?” 
 
Sonny laughed a bit and sat up, unbuttoning his pants as quickly as his fingers could work.  She sat 
up and caressed his back as he moved the pants down to the floor.  She made gesture to move her 
hand into his lap and rubbed him as he let out a slight gasp. 
 
“Good…isn’t it?”  He turned back to her and she winked. 
 
It did not take long for him to remove his last article of clothing and climb back onto the bed with 
her.  The two of them writhed around, their naked bodies forming sweat and scent.  It only served to 
arouse the both of them even more. 
 
Sonny leaned down to kiss her breast, cradling it with his hand.  He twirled his tongue around a 
nipple and she let out a sigh.  She pulled his head back to hers and kissed him deeply. 
 
“Please, Sonny…please take me.” 
 
And he did. 
 
The night was spent with the two of them making deep love with one another, and in the morning, 
they were spent.  Kitty awoke first and lay there looking at Sonny with a wide smile upon her face.  
He took longer to wake up, but when he opened his eyes, the first thing he saw was her gaze towards 
him. 
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She smiled and moved her hand beneath the sheets, finding his member and giving it a slight squeeze. 
 
“Remember me?” she asked with a giggle. 
 
“How on earth could I forget?!”  He laughed out loud as he said it. 
 
“Well you had better not. Or my reputation would be ruined.”  She smiled at first but then saw a 
look of slight anguish on his face.  “What is it, Sonny?” 
 
“Is this…what you do with all of them?” 
 
“Well, I…it’s my job, Sonny.  That’s what I do, yes.  But it’s never like this.” 
 
He sat up in bed and moved away from her.  She followed and wrapped her arms around his waist. 
 
“Please, Sonny.  Don’t think less of me.  I have to earn a living, somehow.  I have nothing left over 
from home.” 
 
He winced, and thoughts from the evening before filled his mind.  He thought about all of those times 
in the past when he knew her before.  When she knew Dinny.  And when they all lived without the 
damned war intruding. 
 
“Sonny.  Please!” 
 
“I’m sorry, Kitty.  There’s jest so many memories.” 
 
“I know, baby…I know.”  She kissed his back and he let go of some of his tension. 
 
“And there’s so much to try and figure out now.” 
 
“Like what,” she asked softly. 
 
“Like what to do…where to go…who am I, now.” 
 
“You are Sonny Gamble.  A terribly gifted lover.”  She brushed his cheek and turned his face 
towards hers.  “And a wonderful man.” 
 
“How do ya know that, Kitty?  You don’t know me.” 
 
“I should say I do!”  She backed away and sat back against the headboard, pulling a pillow towards 
her chest.  “Especially after last night.” 
 
“Aww, now don’t get upset.  I jest mean…well, ya don’t know what all I been through and what 
it…well, what I do now.” 
 
“What do you do?” she asked with a pout. 
 
“Hell…I don’t know.  And that’s jest it.” 
 
Kitty pulled the sheets up and covered herself as she lay back in the bed.  Sonny watched her and 
realized that she was growing tired of the line of talk.  If anything, she was growing tired of his mood. 
 
“I’m sorry, Kitty.” 
 
“Sorry?  Sorry for what?”  Her pout remained. 
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“Sorry for ruining the moment,” he answered with a slight grin on his face as he moved closer to her 
on the bed.  He took his hand and touched her just on the nose.  He let the finger draw down across 
her face, on to her neck and then tugging the sheet with it, further to her chest.  He leaned over and 
kissed her gently on her breast and she laughed. 
 
“Sonny…” she tried to say between giggles…”Sonny, stop it.” 
 
“What…ya don’t like that?” 
 
She pulled his head towards hers and saw the smile on his face. 
 
“This…this is all ya have to do.  The rest of it is just that…the rest of it.”  She leaned in and kissed 
him quickly.  “Just enjoy yourself, now.  You’ve suffered enough.  Haven’t ya?” 
 
Sonny thought about it briefly and looked back into her eyes.  He pulled her face towards him and 
kissed her back. 
 
“Yes.  Yes I have.” 
 
She pushed his face back just inches and looked at him with seriousness.  “So don’t do it anymore.” 
 
He smiled and kissed her again. 
 
“Finding you now…I don’t think I have to.” 
 
“Well ya better not…or I’ve really lost my touch.” 
 
They both laughed and kissed some more, their hands beginning to explore once again. Soon, they 
were making love a second time and any thought of what had gone before, what was to be done now, 
or what it even meant seemed not to matter.  All that mattered was their exploration.  And that was 
enough to make the both of them forget everything. 
 

* * * 
 
Sonny sat on the edge of the bed buttoning his shirt.  The smile on his face matched exactly the 
feeling in his body - an inner peace that had not been felt for some time.  He turned his head to look 
back at Kitty.  She sat there with the sheets covering her ample bosom and brushing her hair gently 
with a silver-handled brush, humming to herself just enough to hear it. 
 
“Happy?”  He waited to see the response in her face.  It took very little time as her expression 
already matched her good mood. 
 
“Of course, my love.”  She shifted on the bed to rub at his back and give him a slight kiss on his 
cheek. 
 
“I got to tell ya.  You did your job jest right.” 
 
“It’s not a job,” she said just slightly taken aback, but not enough to get angry.  “With you, it comes 
natural.  I want to do it.” 
 
“Yeah, but it helped me make up my mind.  Ain’t no man that can resist your persuasion.” 
 
“Well I hope not.  I’d be right poor indeed.”  She laughed and sat back, brushing her hair again.  But 
then she looked up at Sonny. 
 
“What were you trying to decide?” 
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Sonny looked back at her with a wry smirk.  “Aww, you know that.  I ain’t got to give ya that 
satisfaction, do I?” 
 
“What satisfaction?” 
 
He chuckled and moved around the room trying to find his boots. 
 
“No…really, Sonny.  I’m sure I don’t know what you are getting at.” 
 
He stopped in his tracks and looked at her with some confusion at first, but then smiled again and 
winked at her. 
 
“Alright…if that’s what ya want…I’m gonna go meet Barnes now.  And I plan to say yes.  Happy?” 
 
Her face turned to an even more bewilderment.  She stood and put her robe on quickly and moved to 
her vanity.  Sitting with a slight huff, she left Sonny standing there with his confusion returned. 
 
“Ain’t that what ya wanted?” 
 
“I have no idea what you mean, Sonny Gamble.  But I brought you here for one reason alone, and 
that was to be with you.” 
 
“And that ya got…and even more, right?”  He resumed his smile thinking he knew what she was 
thinking. 
 
She stood, holding her robe against herself so as not to expose her body. “What is it that you are 
thinking?  Do you think I had some sort of an agenda?  I brought you here to make you do 
something?  What?” 
 
“Well…ain’t that right?” 
 
“What exactly did you think I wanted you to do?  I’d be most appreciative to know so I could be 
pleased with my expert manipulation.” 
 
Sonny was now deeply confused.  He turned his head just to the side, like a dog that could not 
understand his owner. 
 
“Oh, don’t stand there like a stump, Sonny Gamble.  Explain yourself,” she said as she stomped her 
foot on the floor. 
 
“Well…I…well, ya wanted me to go work for Barnes, didn’t ya?” 
 
Kitty turned from him and walked to the window, looking out over the town just coming to life with 
the day’s work.  A slight tear fell from her eye that Sonny did not see.  She wiped it away before he 
could.  She sat once again and began to apply her makeup without a word, leaving Sonny to figure 
out exactly what was going on. 
 
“Kitty?  Did I miss somethin’?” 
 
“I should think you did, sir.”  She continued with her makeup without turning. 
 
“Ya mind tellin’ me what?” 
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Now she turned.  “That man is a horror.  How could you possibly think that I had anything to do 
with him?”  She was angry and Sonny knew it.  And there was something more in her voice that he 
could not put his finger on. 
 
“Well…Thomas told me he met him through you.” 
 
“So?” 
 
“I thought…well, it jest seemed natural that ya might be workin’ for him now.” 
 
“Work?  You know what I do, Sonny.  Don’t be an idiot!  Did I tell you to give me any money for 
what we just did…twice?” 
 
“No’m.  But…” 
 
“But what?”  She was very angry now. 
 
“But ya gonna get yer money anyways, right?  Barnes takes care of ya, don’t he?” 
 
She quickly stood and walked over to him.  She stood in front of him for a moment, looking into his 
face.  And then, seemingly out of nowhere, she slapped him…hard.  Before he had a chance to react, 
she had gone back to her vanity table and resumed her work saying not a word. 
 
Sonny was taken aback and the only thing he could think of was how wrong he must have been.  He 
now had no idea what her thinking was, after assuming he was completely correct about her nature.  
And he had decided that he was fine with it.  Being with her was wonderful and if that meant that he 
had to do Barnes’ bidding for a time, he was willing.  After all, he was good at it.  But this response 
was not what he expected. 
 
“Kitty…what jest happened?” 
 
“If you don’t know then I’m sure I cannot help you.” Not one glance graced him. 
 
“I know yer mad…but I don’t know why?” 
 
“Why?” She stood.  “Why??”  Walking over to him once more, she grabbed his face and held it close 
to hers.   
 
“Sonny Gamble…I don’t know what happened to ya in the past.  I know your family was killed and I 
know that Dinny was too.  But that does not give you the right to come in here and start judging me 
as if I had some sort of ulterior motive with you.  I have always liked you and when you walked into 
town it was if a door always closed to me was opened up.  My life has not been that great either, if 
you’d care to know.  But you don’t see me acting like you and Thomas.  I get out there and do what I 
have to do…honestly! If you can’t figure that out, then you just get on out of here.  I’ve no use for 
you!” 
 
She huffed back to her vanity once more and sat looking at herself in the mirror with little 
movement.  Sonny was stone cold silent, having no idea how to respond.  How had he misjudged her? 
 
“Well…” she began to say as she continued to search her own face.  “Get!” 
 
But he did not want to. 
 
“Kitty…I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean…” 
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“No, of course you didn’t.  No man ever does.  But you did, didn’t you?  You think I’m like all the 
others, right?  I get that all the time.”  She let out an exasperated laugh.  “My God, why are all you 
men such little boys?  You play at being men, but you have none of the strength.  None of the 
character of true men.” 
 
Sonny stopped her now.  “Kitty…I didn’t mean to offend ya.  I admit…I had an idea as to what you 
were up to.  And I didn’t care.  What ya said…that all I have to do is this…I mean, enjoy life…and 
the rest of it is jest that…the rest.  Live in the moment, right?  Ain’t that what you do?  And I want 
to do that.  You were right.” 
 
She turned back to him now, this time her turn to be confused. 
 
He continued, “I got nothin’ goin’ for me in this life, other than what I got right here.  What we did 
last night…what we had…that’s the best I had it in quite some time.  And I mean jest in life.  Not jest 
in bed.  You say I suffered enough…and you know what?  You’re God damned right I have!  I got a 
talent, and I aim to use it. I got a girl…I think…and I aim to please her.  And I got a history, and I 
damn sure aim to forget it!  I didn’t mean to judge ya like that.  But I cain’t help where my mind 
goes.  What I can do is say I’m sorry and ask ya for forgiveness.  What else do ya want?” 
 
He went back to looking for his other boot as if that was all he had to say and then he would leave.  
She gasped just slightly, clutching at her chest, and stood.  Walking slowly over to where he moved 
about looking for that boot, she stopped him.  He jerked back at first, somewhat bitter about having 
to explain himself, but he stood still as she put her hands on either side of his face.  She looked deep 
into his eyes and her own were welling up with tears. 
 
“Just…treat me nice, Sonny.  That’s all I’m asking of you.  Nothing more.” 
 
Now he felt a real fool, thinking he had just told her off and seeing that she was only hurt and in need 
of love…just plain love.  Real love.  And that is what he wanted himself. 
 
“Kitty…I ain’t got much.  And I don’t know exactly how life’s supposed to work anymore.  I been 
livin’ day by day and what ya said jest let me know that I was right to do so.  I don’t aim to hurt ya.  
And I certainly don’t want to treat ya bad.  Ya want to be treated nice?  That’s all I got to give ya.” 
 
She smiled big, the tears flowing freely.  She stood on her toes and gave him a tender kiss on his lips. 
 
“That’s all I want, Sonny Gamble.  That and nothing more.  You don’t have to take care of me.  I can 
do that myself.  You don’t have to watch out for me, I’ve been doing just fine on my own.  And you 
don’t have to judge me.  That’s my job and you’ll be wrong every time.  Don’t you know that about 
women yet?” 
 
As she laughed a bit, he sighed.  “Not really, Kitty.  Really, I don’t.  Ain’t been my strong suit jest 
yet.” 
 
“Well, you’ll learn.”  She kissed him again, but he pulled away just a bit. 
 
“Kitty…I got to go.” 
 
“Where?” 
 
“I got to meet with Barnes.” 
 
“You mean you still plan to go to him?” 
 
“What else do I have?  It’s work, and work I imagine I’m good at.  Got no idea exactly what he 
needs, but I’m pert sure I know how to do it.” 
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“Sonny, you don’t know what kind of man he is.”  She was obviously concerned but he showed no 
signs of it himself. 
 
“It don’t matter much to me, Kitty.  Give me somethin’ to do.  Ain’t had much of that in a while.  But 
don’t ya worry.  I’ll be back to see ya.” 
 
“I know you want to, Sonny.  I hope you can.” 
 
“Don’t ya worry about me, little girl.” 
 
She pulled away.  “I am not a little girl!” 
 
“Kitty…don’t ya worry about me, Kitty.” 
 
“Knowing Barnes, I can’t help myself.”  She smiled even though she was worried and kissed him 
softly.  He kissed her back and pulled her into an embrace.  Holding her, he felt a calm.  A calm that 
said no matter who Barnes was and what he was about, he would come back to this place.  Pulling 
away just slightly, he looked at her.  He did not want to leave, but he knew he had business. 
 
“I got to go, Kitty.” 
 
“I…know,” she responded with a forlorn look. 
 
“I told ya…don’t worry.  I can handle myself.” 
 
She smiled just slightly as he went back to finding his boot.  He found it and began to put it on.  As he 
laced it up, she looked on him with that very same worry he said not to feel, thinking to herself, But 
can you handle him. 
 

* * * 
 

Wyoming Territory, 1881 
 
Corinna worked with speed, pulling the covers to the top of the bed and tucking them under the 
mattress.  She hummed a merry tune as she did her work and took little notice when Sonny hobbled 
his way into the room. 
 
He tried hard to cover his limp, but it did little good.  His leg was still no better than his shoulder.  
Both were healing, but neither allowed him the freedom of movement he was used to.  But still he 
tried. 
 
He stopped midway through the room and watched Corinna move about.  God, she was beautiful 
and moved with such grace.  He heard the song she was singing and struggled to recall it.  Before he 
could, she startled and moved towards him. 
 
“Why, Sonny…what on earth are you doing?  You get yourself into a chair right this minute!” 
 
“I’m OK, K…Corinna.  I hate being so useless.  I hate you having to work so much to take care of 
me.  Let me help.” 
 
“Absolutely not, Sonny Gamble.  You sit down right here and rest.  If you want to heal up, then you 
had better leave the gallant behavior to those that can.” 
 
“I ain’t useless…” he started to say in his defense. 
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“I didn’t say you were useless,” she answered with a smile.  “I said to sit.” 
 
The force with which she said it made him take the chair she offered.  But it lasted for too little a time 
as he tried to stand once more and move towards the bed. 
 
“Let me just help ya make it up…” 
 
“Sonny Gamble!” she exclaimed.  “Either you sit down right this minute or you’ll be out with the 
hogs, health be damned!” 
 
“Corinna?” he asked, shocked at her language. 
 
“I’m not given to niceness right now if you insist on hurting yourself.  Sit or stew, sir.” 
 
Her smile betrayed her words, but Sonny took the hint. 
 
“OK...OK…I’ll sit.” 
 
“Yes you will, but not here.” 
 
She took his arm and led him into the sitting room.  Gently helping him into a chair, she went to the 
bookshelf and pulled down a book on railroads. 
 
“You just stay here and read this until I come and get you.  That should keep you busy for a while.  
Be nice and do what I say.” 
 
Her face made the reply as easy as it could be. 
 
“Yes ma’am.” 
 
Sonny sat back and took the book, not cracking the spine until he could watch her leave the room.  
And even when he did begin to read, his mind was not on the words.  It was, as normal, elsewhere. 
 

* * * 
 

Texas, August 1864 
 
Walking down the main street of the town, Sonny could feel the vibrant nature of the people - all of 
them wanting to simply make something of themselves just as he did.  They worked and this Sonny 
aimed to do as well.  The dust that kicked up behind him as he made his way to the office Barnes kept 
said this just as well as his mind. 
 
He knew he needed to find Thomas and Lem, but he had to make this decision himself, and in fact, 
already had.  He would take the offer from Barnes, depending on the actual work.  This, he had still 
not been told.  But he had the feeling that no matter what it was, he was capable of doing it.  He had 
not lacked for rewards thus far.  Why should now be any different? 
 
Stepping up to the landing that led to the office, he hesitated just slightly.  For a split second, the 
image of his father came to mind.  Kinchen was working in the field; sweat pouring from his strong 
shoulders.  But the man kept moving, getting the work done.  However, Sonny shook it from his mind 
as quickly as it had entered. 
 
As he walked into the office, he said to himself, “I’m sorry, Da.” 
 
Sonny immediately saw the man with the long hair and seeming nasty disposition.  The coin was 
nowhere in sight, but he did take notice that he was toying with a knife.  He sat with his hand flat 
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upon a table and several others surrounding him.  Most were yelling out things such as “don’t hurt 
yerself” or “don’t lose a finger.”  All were said with a smile, and probably a deep desire for their 
wishes to be ignored. 
 
He became slightly mesmerized as he watched the man stab the knife in between each finger of his 
hand spread out on a table before him.  With quickness, he seemed rather adept with the weapon and 
just missed his various fingers as he moved it between each one.  It seemed that the idea of losing one 
was foreign to him and it took Barnes, from a distance and calling to Sonny, to pull him away from 
this action. 
 
“So, Mr. Gamble.  Have ya decided to take up my offer?” 
 
Sonny turned to see Barnes standing before him with a drink in one hand and a stack of paper 
dollars in the other.  Barnes saw him look to each and grinned. 
 
“Both can be yours, son.  After you,” he said as he extended his drink, and arm, and gestured for 
Sonny to enter back room.   
 
This, Sonny did.  He moved just ahead of Barnes and found himself in a small room fitted with a 
round table covered in green felt, a few fancy lamps and a small but serviceable bar.  As Barnes sat 
at the table and spread the money in front of him, almost as a tease, he looked up to Sonny with a 
smile.  Behind him stood the other man that had been with Barnes the day he had met him, looking 
just as complacent as he had at the time. 
 
“Sit…please,” Barnes made gesture to one of the chairs surrounding the table.  As he started to sit, 
the companion stopped him and moved for Sonny’s gun.  Before Sonny could respond, Barnes 
intervened. 
 
“It’s quite all right, Ed.  Let the man keep his weapons.  I have little fear of him, as I hope he does of 
me.” 
 
The inquisitive look that Barnes gave Sonny with those words both assuaged his worry and made 
him slightly re-consider the offer.  Should he have fear?  But he did not. 
 
Sonny sat as suggested and stayed quiet, waiting for Barnes to make the first move. This, Barnes did. 
 
“So, my friend.  You have thought of what I mentioned and find it something you are willing to 
partake of?  Yes?” 
 
Sonny nodded, not opening his mouth. 
 
“Very well then.  I think you shall be kindly rewarded.  I’m sure you are well aware of that…but 
perhaps not as much as you initially had thought.” 
 
“What’s the pay…that’s all I care about,” finally Sonny uttered. 
 
“Yes, of course…the bottom line.”  Barnes emphasized the last words. 
 
“Yes,” Sonny followed with a grin. 
 
“Very nice to see you come on board with such a head for business.  Would that I had others of your 
intellect.  But it is not to be.  So few men, these days, have such a head for pure figures.”  He tapped 
his hand on the paper money laid out before him on the table. 
 
“What is it that ya want, Mr. Barnes?” 
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“Fine then.  Let us get down to business, as they say.  I have a stable of horses.  A number of them 
were absconded from me not three weeks ago.  The man that took them…or had them ordered 
taken…is well known to me and a thorn in my side constantly.” 
 
Sonny shifted slightly as he spoke, “So ya want me to get ‘em back for ya.” 
 
Barnes cleared his throat with a smile.  “I have the men to take back my property.  What I do not 
have is a safe guard for that enterprise.  My men can rough others up, but they do not have the 
skilled head of a shooter that I have been apprised that you do.” 
 
Barnes saw that Sonny shifted again and moved to ward off any fears, “I ask not that you kill, sir.  
Only that one capable of such be present were a situation to present itself.  This should be an easy 
operation.  This man I know has little in the way of protection and will not challenge my efforts, I am 
sure.  But one must always think of contingencies.  And you, Mr. Gamble, are my fall back plan were 
anything to go wrong.  Is this not sound practice?  You have been in war, sir.  Did your Generals not 
always have a second plan were the first to fail?” 
 
Sonny wanted to laugh at that, knowing it was not always true.  But he nodded his assent. 
 
“And what of the pay?” 
 
“Of course.  It always comes down to figures, does it not?  You shall be handsomely rewarded, I 
assure you.  And of course, there is surely other work to be done.” 
 
As Barnes attempted to give a calming façade, Sonny stood. 
 
“Let’s cross that bridge when we come to it…sir.” 
 
“Of course,” Barnes answered as he too stood. He picked up a portion of the money in front of him 
and tossed it to Sonny’s side of the table. 
 
“Simply pick that up and consider it a deal.  Or would you rather shake hands?” 
 
“Jest give me the particulars, Mr. Barnes.  I ain’t no gentleman.” 
 
Barnes smiled and nodded his head with satisfaction. 
 
“Mr. Hollis will let you know where you need to be and when.  If he hasn’t cut off his finger, that is.” 
 
Sonny did not laugh alongside Barnes, but rather nodded his head and started to move from the 
room. 
 
“Oh…Mr. Gamble?” 
 
Sonny stopped to see what Barnes had to say. 
 
“It is a pleasure doing business with you…sir.  I hope it is not the last time we meet under such 
circumstances.  I have many fires burning, all of which need someone to stir them.” 
 
Recognizing certain condescension, Sonny let it go and instead nodded, pointing to Barnes with his 
hand as if it were a gun, forefinger out to shoot, and pulling down his thumb to cock it. 
 
“If ya need more bread on the table…ya let me know.” 
 
He walked from the room with a smile, wondering what else this Barnes might want from him.  
Whatever it was, he hoped it was as easy as this. 
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* * * 

 
The darkness had slowly given way to a bluish hint of light as the four men slowly moved their horses 
across the desolate landscape.  Riding in front were the tall man Sonny knew as Ed, and another 
whom he had been introduced to as “one no good, ornery low life sumbitch.”  The man riding next to 
him had made the comment, and as with all things with Quintin Hollis, it was both laughed at and 
feared.  Hollis had become the right hand man of Barnes for a reason. 
 
Sonny eyed him with some suspicion, but also with a certain amount of…was respect the word?  
Something rather near it, at least.  But with Sonny, it was a respect from a distance.  There were 
things about this man that Sonny immediately despised and an attitude he knew only too well.  He 
knew that if the moment ever came that he would have to shoot this Hollis, there would be little to 
think about.  But for now, he was content to leave things as they were and do what Barnes had paid 
him for. 
 
Taking a swig from his canteen, he replaced the cap and turned to Hollis.  “So explain exactly what 
we are doin’ again?” 
 
“Ya sure do ask a lot of questions.” 
 
“It wadn’t explained too well by yer boss.” 
 
“And ya expect me to fill it in?” he asked with some irritation, but decided the path of least 
resistance would quiet Sonny quicker.  “Well, what we got here is a thief, plain and simple.  Ya see, 
Texas ain’t got no law no more.  Only what town folk can put together, ya know?  And they picked 
Barnes to be the man to look after things.” 
 
“I got that part.  What’s this fella…” 
 
“Thief,” Hollis quickly corrected. 
 
“Thief…what’s he got to do with anything?” 
 
“He stole Barnes’ horses.  Didn’t he tell ya that?” 
 
“He said that, yeah.  But I mean…do ya expect him to fight us to keep from takin’ ‘em back?” 
 
“He might,” Hollis answered with a grin. 
 
“And if’n he’s such a thief, why… 
 
“Look, Gamble.  Your part is real easy, OK?  We ride up and get things movin’.  We’ll get them 
horses out of his pen and start movin’ back towards town.  You jest keep watch.  That’s all.  
Anybody shows up and wants to be a hero, ya stop ‘em.  Got it?” 
 
“And this is legal?” 
 
“What’s legal?  Ya see any law?  I don’t.  Fact is, we make our own rules.  And one of ‘em is that we 
free graze.  Helps keep all the folk’s animals fed proper.  But this fella…he don’t want to join up.  
Wants to fence his off.” 
 
“Well, let him.” 
 
“Not when he corrals horses that belong to the boss.” 
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“Ain’t there some way…” 
 
“Damn son…I gotta wonder what in hell Barnes was thinkin’ bringin’ you along.  If ya get this noisy 
when we get there, we gonna lose the element of surprise.  That’s gonna make yer job harder.  But no 
matter.  Ya let me know if ya need some help.  But until then…” he stopped and dropped the sly 
smile he had been wearing, “…ya keep it shut.” 
 
Hollis spurred his horse onwards and met up with Ed and friend.  Sonny made no effort to stop him 
either.  He knew what he was supposed to do, and mainly that was to keep Hollis from killing anyone.  
Barnes had made the point of following up with Sonny before they left that morning.  He specifically 
told Sonny to watch Hollis. 
 
“My role becomes far more difficult if we must bury someone.  So please, try and keep it civil.” 
 
That was his final thought to Sonny as they moved out.  That, more than anything else, was what 
Barnes was paying Sonny for.  And Sonny did not argue with it.  In fact, if there were a funeral, he 
would not mind if the coffin held Hollis.  But he put this thought out of his head.  He realized that the 
homestead was close as he saw the three men in front of him quicken their pace.  He did likewise. 
 
As they approached the place, Hollis and his men made their way towards the horses, fenced off in a 
medium sized pasture to the right of the house.  The house itself was run down.  The people that lived 
and worked here were not wealthy people.  Sonny could tell that quickly.  And the house could not fit 
more than four or five people at the most, and that would be crowded, he thought. 
 
As the other men did their work, the noise certainly roused whoever was inside.  The time for Sonny 
to work was here.  He had his gun drawn and it rested on his arm as he sat in the saddle waiting for 
the need to use it.  When he saw a body move from the house out into the yard, he raised it and 
yelled, “Hold it right there, Mister!” 
 
The man did as he was told.  He was an older man, probably in his sixties.  His hair was already 
white, and what little of it there was seemed to jump from either side of a bald dome.  His clothes 
were dirty, and it was obviously breakfast or before for him as he was still only wearing his long 
underwear.  But he was not armed, that Sonny could see, and thus did not suggest a problem.  Until 
Hollis rode up, that is. 
 
“What we got here?” Hollis asked as he rode in circles around the man.  “Did we make ya miss yer 
meal?  Real sorry ‘bout that.  But maybe ya ought to leave other people’s property alone.” 
 
Proudly, the man stood tall.  “I did no such thing.  This here is my property and all I done was put a 
barrier around it.  Ain’t no law says I can’t” 
 
“Ain’t no law says ya can, either,” Hollis spat back.  “And ya ain’t in a position to start makin’ laws 
neither.  Best jest to let Mr. Barnes keep that under control.” 
 
“Ain’t no way I’m gonna trust that man.  Not now and not ever.  Ya tell him he can do what he 
pleases, but old John Bishop here plans to keep doin’ what he always done. And right here, too.” 
 
“Ain’t nobody tellin’ ya to leave.” 
 
“Damn straight.  Lived here for damn near twenty year…and I ain’t about to stop now, just cause 
some big timer moves in and starts tryin’ to run things.” 
 
Hollis was losing patience quickly and moved towards Sonny.  “Ya keep watch over this one while we 
get the rest of the horses out of here. Once we got ‘em movin’ steady, do what ya gotta do.” 
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Sonny watched Hollis make his way back towards the corral and shepherd the last horses from the 
pen. 
 
“Jest stay quiet, old timer, and this’ll be over soon,” Sonny tried to counsel but did not believe it 
himself. 
 
“Stay quiet whiles ya steal my God damn horses?  Ya got to be crazy, boy!” 
 
Sonny pointed his gun at the man as he moved in closer on his horse.  “I ain’t given to shootin’ a man 
for no reason, Mister.  But if’n ya don’t keep that trap of yours shut, I’ll shut it for ya.  Got it?” 
 
From the corner of his eye, he caught sight of movement from the front porch of the house to his left.  
He turned just in time to see a large man, nearly seven feet tall, quickly walk out onto the porch 
armed with a shot gun, and it was pointed right at Sonny.  Little time was wasted as shots rang out 
from Sonny’s gun and the tall man was lying on the ground, his shotgun thrown a few feet away as he 
fell. 
 
Sonny had not killed him.  He had not desired that.  But Hollis quickly came back and had his own 
weapon pulled. 
 
“D’ya get him?” 
 
“Naw, jest wounded.” 
 
“What in hell?”  Hollis was mystified.  “What kind of shooter are ya?” 
 
“I shoot what I means to shoot and I kills who I means to kill,” he answered Hollis with a steel gaze. 
 
Before Hollis could respond, a voice came out of the house, “Sonny?” 
 
Everyone turned towards the house to see where the sound had come from, and all of them were 
confused as to why the sound seemed to know Sonny.  And quickly, Hollis began to assume that 
Sonny had set them up. 
 
“I see what’s goin’ on here.  Ya workin’ for them, is that it?  Got us out here jest to kill us, I spect.” 
 
“Ain’t nothin’ of the sort,” Sonny answered quickly as he moved his horse slow towards the front of 
the house, hoping to catch whoever it was coming out that way. 
 
“Then how come somebody in there knows yer name?  Want to tell me that?” 
 
“I would if I could, Hollis.  Now shut it.” Sonny turned back to the house, keeping an eye on Hollis.  
“Who’s in there? Come on out and we won’t shoot, but keep them hands up.” 
 
There was no answer at first, and Sonny took notice that Ed and the other man were long gone with 
the horses.  Only Hollis remained to create a problem. 
 
“I said come on out, ya hear?” 
 
“Sonny? Is that you?” 
 
Sonny was not prepared to give himself up, depending on who was inside. He did not like the 
situation though.  He trotted his horse to the old man still standing in his long underwear and 
pointed his gun at his head. 
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“Ya don’t come on out and I’m a gonna shoot this fella.  I ain’t got no problem with it, neither, so if 
ya want to be stubborn, jest watch this man die.  But if ya want to live yerself, come on out, because 
after I kill him, I’m comin’ in to get you!” 
 
This put some of the trust back into Hollis and he yelled out in agreement.  The sounds of boots were 
heard moving on the wooden floorboards of the house as the figure seemingly moved towards the 
porch.   Sonny saw a pistol fly out into the yard, landing close to the tall man, still writhing on the 
ground.  Soon after, with his hands in the air, a figure walked out onto the porch and into the 
sunlight now filling the sky. 
 
Sonny looked at the man hard, trying to place the face.  He knew it and knew it well.  But from 
where?  Every part of his heart wished that somehow this was Will, but he knew it was not true.  He 
would never forget his cousin, if he ever saw him again.  But this man…his brown hair messy and 
everywhere.  An unruly beard helped to disguise him, and his clothes were filthy, but not out of line 
with what the other two men were wearing.   
 
“Done much fightin’ with yer saber recently?” the man asked, a smile never leaving his face. In fact, 
it got bigger. 
 
Hollis was beyond irritated by now.  “Saber?  What in hell is this man goin’ on about?  D’ya know 
him, Gamble?” 
 
“So it is you!” the man exclaimed excitedly. “Sonny…don’t ya remember me?  My God…I’s the one 
told ya to come this a way.” 
 
And then Sonny knew.  Standing before him…somehow…was Gus Fannin. 
 

* * * 
 
Either the room was beginning to spin, or Sonny was feeling the effects of the alcohol.  If he gave 
more than two seconds of thoughts towards it, he would have realized the truth.  Instead, Sonny did 
his best to hang on, mostly by gripping the bar with his right hand and the edge of his stool with his 
left. 
 
Better. 
 
He did his best to look across the saloon.  He could make out Gus pretty well, now that he focused.  
He really didn’t look that much different.  He was a little thinner, but the mass of hair about his head 
seemed to make up for it somehow.  And his attitude certainly hadn’t changed.  Gus was just as 
interested in finding that step ahead as he had ever been.  In fact, Sonny guessed he might be even 
more inclined now that he had made it out of the war. 
 
He had asked Gus about his last days… 
 
What had he said again? 
 
Sonny teetered for a moment, taking the chance to look at the floor and follow a line of spittle that 
left his mouth. 
 
Think I need another drink 
 
“Toss another up there, keeper!” 
 
That ought to get him moving 
 
But it didn’t. 
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Oh, that’s what he said… 
 
Gus had been moved off the front line as much as possible until most of the rest of the army gave way 
and he was left to fend for himself.  While the Union was busy taking the coastlines of the Deep 
South, Gus had followed a path not unlike Sonny, over land until he found a vessel to take him to 
Texas as he had instructed Sonny to do.  He had not planned on finding Sonny, not yet anyway, as he 
had not even had chance to look.  Gus had only been in Texas for a short month or so, and explained 
that he had just wandered by old man Bishop’s place.  He offered them a hand, and they offered him 
a job. 
 
But Gus never let a job distinguish from loyalty, and if he felt poorly about leaving Bishop when he 
did, and how he did, Gus did not show it. 
 
Where is the son of a bitch again? 
 
Sonny looked up and was just able to make out Gus talking at the end of the bar with Barnes. 
 
Now what the hell are they talkin' about? 
 
Irritated, Sonny tried to stand.  That lasted for about three seconds and he sat quickly, grasping for 
the strength of the bar once more. 
 
I don’t need to go talk to them.  Ain’t nothin’ I need to worry about.  I’m sure Gus can handle 
himself…I really need to piss 
 
However, that thought did not seem to register so deeply in the mind since Sonny did not attempt to 
stand again.  Instead, he looked over and thought he saw Lem.  Sonny focused his eyes with great 
care and finally saw the dark skin and wide eyes of Lem’s face come in sharper.  He was alone. 
 
Probably sulking 
 
Lem had not been happy about being left behind when Sonny went on the job for Barnes.  It wasn’t 
as if he had any interest in doing that work.  But as Lem had explained to Sonny, he was trying to 
look out for him and there was not much he could do if Sonny did not tell him where he was going. 
 
Who’s God damn business is it anyways, huh?  I told the sumbitch I don’t need no keeper! 
 
He watched Lem watch the room.  If anything, not much got by him. He had sharp eyes and a quiet 
mouth, which meant that what he saw could be trusted.  Sonny knew it would be wise to keep Lem 
around.  Or he would know that if he thought about it. 
 
I really, really have to piss.  I mean… 
 
“Sonny, my boy!” Gus hollered as he walked over and threw his arm around Sonny, nearly knocking 
both of them to the ground.  “Let’s have another drink!” 
 
All Sonny could do was nod.  But if he had tried to put two words together, they would have said “O” 
and “K.”  He braced himself against the stool and pushed back towards Gus as his hand went for the 
drink. 
 
“Whoa there, fella.  Had a bit much?”  Gus finally took the moment to realize what a mess Sonny 
was with his drink.  And reliving glory days was what army reunions were about, so Gus made sure 
to get that drink in Sonny’s hand.  “Well, you haven’t had enough, from the looks of it.” 
 
Think you’re gonna get me drunk? 
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“Thiiiin yoo goonnnnn, get meeee drunkkkkk?”  Sonny tried to follow the thought with words. 
 
“I think you got that under control.  Just lendin’ a hand where it’s needed,” Gus responded with a 
large laugh. 
 
Heh!  That’s funny! 
 
Sonny began to laugh out loud himself, and this brought Kitty over.  She had been sitting with 
Thomas, trying to keep an eye on him while he played cards, but when she heard the commotion 
between Gus and Sonny, she gracefully slid from her chair, winked at the gents at the table and 
quickly made her way to them. 
 
“What in the devil are you two boys up to?” 
 
Gus looked her up and down, and Sonny caught sight of it. 
 
That son of a bitch! 
 
“Geet yer hannns offffff…” 
 
“Sonny…Sonny, please,” Kitty chuckled as she winked at the bartender and motioned for him to cut 
Sonny off.  “I think maybe it’s time for you to lie down.” 
 
“Lie down…now that’s what I’m talkin’ about!” Gus let out a holler and Sonny took the chance to 
swing at him.  He of course missed, but the effort Gus took to block the swing knocked him into 
Sonny rather than away and they both went sprawling to the floor.  Kitty stood over them, shaking 
her head from side to side as the two of them roared with laughter, neither seeming to want to pull 
themselves up. 
 
“Well don’t you two look just perfect.”  She tried to laugh herself, and it would not have been hard, 
but she had other things on her mind.  Her purpose at the moment was not to let these two clowns 
make any more fools of themselves than they were already doing.  She moved to the bar and leaned 
over as she whispered something to the bartender.  He went in back and came out a few seconds later 
with a bucket of cold water and hoisted it onto the bar.  Kitty took and held it over the two men for a 
moment, basking in their last moment of dryness before she threw it on them. 
 
AAAAGH! 
 
The chill woke both of them up instantly.  Gus was up in a second, and Sonny too in a bit longer. 
 
What the hell…Jesus that’s cold!  That… 
 
“Well don’t you just sit there, Sonny Gamble.  Get on up and act like a man.” 
 
Sonny was not about to let her impugn his manhood and did his best to crawl to his knees.  From 
there it would be easier to rise, or so he thought.  When it proved harder, he was lucky to feel the 
hand of Lem pull him up by the collar. 
 
“There ya are,” Lem said smoothly as he dropped him onto the stool once more.  “Prop him on the 
bar.  He be OK.” 
 
“Thank ya, sir,” Kitty flirted and placed both her hands on her hips.  “Now just when did ya plan to 
sober up tonight?  Were ya plannin’ to drink all evening and leave me alone?” 
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“Hell no,” Gus tried to answer but Sonny was able to connect this time and the both went sprawling 
again as laughter once again filled the room. 
 
“Useless!” Kitty spit, as she looked away for someone or something more appealing. 
 
Shit, I better cut it out.  She looks real mad, now. 
 
Sonny did his best to slap at Gus’s shoulder and get his attention.  “Be-etter stop…shee’s getttin…” 
 
“Ain’t mad, Sonny Gamble.  I’m just mystified why two old friends cannot get together and have a 
drink without drinkin’ the town dry.  You are both sad, pathetic men, do you know that?” 
 
“Hey,” now Gus took umbrage.  “Who you callin’ sad?” 
 
“I rest my case,” she said as she walked away.  Sonny had made it to his knees once more and waived 
off Lem’s helping hand this time. 
 
“Ah, leave her.  I cain’t help it.”  Sonny looked to Gus and smiled big.  “I can’t believe you’re here!  I 
just can’t believe it!” 
 
“Well, you sound like you’s soberin’ up some.  Sit on down here.” Lem guided Sonny back to his 
stool once again as he moved to the other side of him and next to Gus.  “So how long ya been here?” 
 
Gus took another pull from his beer and slammed the mug back onto the bar.  He looked over to 
Lem and seemed to size him up for a moment.  When he had decided he was decent enough people, 
he answered.  “Couple months, I guess.  Time kinda stood still there for a bit.  But I got some work 
and it ain’t been too bad.  Hell, anything’s better than the army.” 
 
Sonny threw a hand up as a response and Lem continued, “And ya knew Sonny here in the war?” 
 
“Hell, that sumbitch and I…we went all over together.  Seen all kinds.  And I’m a might glad to be 
here with him instead of back there with him, that’s for sure.” 
 
“I sure spect that about right.”  Lem thought about another beer, but left it. 
 
“And how ‘bout you?  How you know the fella?” 
 
Lem stayed quiet for a second or two, wondering how much he wanted to say and then decided if he 
was Sonny’s friend, what the hell?  “Knowed him when he was comin’ through Alabama.  He 
stopped at the place and we cared for him till he got up and around.” 
 
“That was mighty kind of ya.  D’ya hear that, Sonny?  There is some good folks out there.” 
 
Gus slapped Sonny on the back and prompted Sonny to raise his hand again. 
 
Damn right! 
 
Lem shuffled his foot for a second, trying to think of something else to say, but was saved when Hollis 
and his boys walked in.  The room turned and saw him enter, and he seemed to relish the idea of 
that.  He almost posed as he walked through the swinging doors and dropped his coat to the side for 
Ed to pick up. 
 
Instantly noticing the drunkard at the bar, Hollis made his way there without hesitation.  He had a 
few choice words left to say and felt he had not had enough time to say them before.  Now that Sonny 
could do little, he was going to say them now. 
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“Well if it ain’t Blind Pew.  Couldn’t hit the side of a barn with a stick!”  Hollis drew up a stool and 
sat it next to Sonny as he gestured for a drink.  “And brought yer new friend with ya too.  How nice.” 
 
“Look fella, I don’t know you…” Gus started to answer but Hollis cut him off. 
 
“And I don’t plan for ya to, neither…fella.”  Hollis gave a small wink as he punched the “fella.” 
 
Why the hell can’t they just let me drink? 
 
“Hol…Hollis…let’s just let today go…good enough?  Ain’t nothin’ to be s-said of it but we done the 
job and got everybody home in one…urp…piece.  Didn’t even kill no one.” 
 
“That’s just the problem, Gamble.” 
 
“No…it’s not,” Barnes said as he came up behind them.  “Mr. Gamble did exactly as I asked him to, 
no more and no less.  In fact, I am informed that Frank Bishop will be just fine.  I suppose it is true 
that it takes more to fell a large man.” 
 
“And that he sure was, Mr. Barnes,” Gus chimed in. 
 
“Now see…” Hollis started in again, “How can ya sit here and listen to this one?  He was part of 
‘em!” 
 
Gus took umbrage now, “You don’t know a God damned thing about me, Jimbo, so just move on 
about that.  I got me some work and did it just fine.  When I saw ol’ Sonny here though, my line a 
work changed, so to speak.” 
 
“Precisely, Mr. Hollis,” Barnes echoed, angering Hollis even more. 
 
“So you just gonna trust him too, is that it?” 
 
If they could do this without being so loud…God that would be wonderful 
 
“Yes, Mr. Hollis.”  Barnes had been sitting calmly, but now stood to his full height, which was 
enough to cower Hollis.  “Is there something further you would care to say on the subject Mr. 
Hollis?” 
 
“No…no, sir.  Jest…” 
 
“Yes, Mr. Hollis?” 
 
“Nothin’.” 
 
“Very well then.  Why don’t you and Mr. Fannin have a drink together and smooth things out?” 
 
Drink?  That’s a good idea.  That’s just what I need. 
 
Sonny jumped up at that statement and gestured for a drink himself.  “Yesh…drinksss all the way 
aaarounddd!” 
 
“Well, for all but perhaps you, Mr. Gamble,” Barnes attempted to say but Sonny turned to him and 
moved his head within inches of Barnes’ face. 
 
“I wanna a drink!” 
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Barnes looked back at him with little sign of emotion.  “Very well.  Drinks all around.  You may put 
them on my charge,” he spoke to the bartender.  “After all, how often does one run into an old army 
cohort?” 
 
“That’s right!” Sonny agreed with glee.  He turned and focused his eyes enough to find Gus and then 
pulled him close.  “You know…” 
 
What in the hell was I about to say? 
 
“You’re a good pal…you know that?” 
 
Gus smiled and drunkenly nodded his head as he gathered the fresh liquid to quench their thirst.  
“Right back at ya, Sonny.  Can’t think of anyone I’d a rather had with me in the war.” 
 
“You’d a liked my brother,” Sonny said out of nowhere.  He knew it was strange and certainly not 
what he wanted to talk about, but somehow it kept on, “He was a damn good soldier.  Knewwww 
everything, too.”  Sonny looked up at Gus with sad eyes, “Heee was the best brother there evvver 
was!” 
 
Gus nodded along with him as Lem moved in and tried to whisper something to Gus. 
 
“No…no, don’t let nobody tell ya different.” Sonny tried to gently push Lem away.  “He woulda done 
anything for me…or you…” he started looking around and pointing to everyone, “or him, or her…” 
 
“All right, now,” Lem began to say. 
 
“No, dammit!”  Sonny stood…somehow by himself…and pulled Lem close, poking his chest with his 
words, “He was always there for the family whenever they needed him.  And he was always there for 
me!” 
 
By this point, Sonny was close to tears.  Alcohol had blocked any sense of pride Sonny had at the 
moment, and he kept on with his ramblings as the others gathered to hear of this great hero, Dinny 
Gamble. 
 
“He once killed a snake that was just about to get up on me.  Saved my life!” 
 
The crowd was getting more inebriated by the minute, and Barnes had slowly moved out of the 
grouping and told the bartender to keep all charges on his tab.  He walked out of the salon as he 
watched the men gather about Sonny and heard them begin to cheer Dinny’s supposed exploits. 
 
They stayed like that for another two hours before the bartender had to close down.  “You fellas 
don’t got to go home, but ya cain’t stay here.  I got to get some sleep.” 
 
Though not happy about it, the boys took Sonny and what beer they could keep their hands on and 
went down to the lake that gave it’s name to the city of Lago.  They lit a fire and kept drinking as 
they each went around and told their stories from the war years.  By the time they were finished with 
alcohol, they knew each other a might better, even if they would not remember it in the morning. 
 
Whooping and hollering, they began to shoot their guns in the air, especially when Sonny repeated 
that Dinny was now dead. 
 
“He was my brother…and now he ain’t,” he started to say, dejected. 
 
But Gus stopped him and said through the haze of alcohol, “Sonny, he died as a brave soldier, 
defending you…me…ever last fucker here!” 
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“Damn right!” Sonny answered as he threw down the last of his beer on the ground.  He stood and 
walked quickly towards the lake, looking out over it as if it held some sort of answer.  The fog of 
drink had lifted somewhat in the night air and he could see Dinny just clear enough in his head to 
know that he never should of started talking about him.  But he couldn’t help it.  “And he didn’t even 
get a proper burial!” 
 
Sonny slumped to his knees on the ground and held his hands over his face to stop the flow of tears 
that did not come.  Gus walked over quickly to help him as the others looked on in silence. 
 
“Then let’s have one for him now, Sonny.  Huh?  How ‘bout that?”  Gus looked at Sonny to see if his 
idea had moved him.  It had. 
 
“Yes!  Yeah, that’s it!  Bury him now…that’s a great idea!”  The manic had now had one last chance 
before the depressives took over for good.  “Give him the burial he deserved!” 
 
The men moved, each halfheartedly knocking dirt around with their boots, or scooping some up in 
their hands and tossing it away.  But that small gesture seemed enough for Sonny.  He saw that Hollis 
was still sitting and held a bottle of whisky in his hand.  Sonny walked over and scooped it up, 
drawing a displeased look from his potential foe, but no action.  Apparently Hollis was just as drunk 
as the rest of them.  And Sonny used it to his advantage. 
 
He took a long pull from the bottle and then held it in the air in front of him for Hollis to take once 
more.  Not sure if he was playing a game or not, Hollis waited to take the bottle, but seeing Sonny 
remain still he moved slowly and pulled the whisky back to him.  He tipped the bottle towards Sonny 
just once before taking a swig. 
 
“What d’ya say, Hollis?” Sonny asked calmly. 
 
Hollis thought on it a moment and decided tonight wasn’t the night.  “Aww hell, let’s bury your 
brother then.”  He got up and walked towards the crowd as the men started shooting their guns in 
the air once again.  Sonny followed Hollis over and stopped for a moment when he looked out over 
the lake. 
 
A perfect full moon had risen in the sky, and its reflection was clear from the water below.  Sonny 
stared at it for what seemed forever, and then looked back at the crowd gathered behind him.  They 
were burying his brother in spirit, but not in body.  Sonny could have done that, 
 
I should have done that! 
 
But it was being done. 
 
“That’s not enough for him!” Sonny yelled out.   
 
The others paid him no mind, other than Gus.  Walking over to Sonny, he put his arm around his 
friend and asked, “You gonna be OK?” 
 
Sonny looked back at him and tried to answer, but could not at first.  He looked at the men 
pretending to bury Dinny.  They actually had a hole about two feet deep by now.  And the others 
were still shooting off their guns.  Sonny saw one man stop to reload he was having such a good time.  
And he decided to join in.  He pulled his own gun and fired it into the air, and Gus smiled and did 
likewise.  Then he turned towards the water and saw the giant reflection of the silver moon listing 
slightly in the wake.  He aimed his weapon and fired…and fired again.  He unloaded his gun into the 
water and did it once more. 
 
The others saw him do it and followed along.  A stranger would have walked upon a line of twenty 
men firing their guns into the lake.  But none of them seemed to care, least of all Sonny.  As his own 
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gun began to click from firing nothing, he looked towards Gus once again.  Gus smiled at him and he 
smiled back.  And then Sonny promptly fell backwards. 
 
What is that?  Are those stars?  Beautiful… 
 
And then Sonny passed out. 
 

* * * 
 

Wyoming Territory, 1881 
 
He sat watching the sky grow darker and consume the mountains ahead of him.  Tall and majestic, 
yet with the scent of night already here, they seemed to grow somehow smaller.  As if the blackness of 
night made them somehow less grand.  That thought stuck, and he knew what it meant.  Knew what 
it meant for him.  He had looked into that darkness before and found it wanting.  And Sonny knew 
he didn’t want that for himself any more. 
 
He had listened to Corinna whistle as she prepared supper, yet he had been absent when they sat to 
eat.  His thoughts had remained elsewhere, on a certain night that seemed etched in his memory now 
but would have never been recalled at the time.  In fact, it wasn’t.  But now it was as if yesterday had 
seen the make shift grave filled with the absent remains of his brother, now dead these eighteen 
years. 
 
And after dinner, after he had been sent to the porch, where he now sat slowly sipping a hot coffee, 
he still could not shake the thought.  Memories are often like the rain.  It has the ability to flood if 
there is too much of it, but without enough, life can shrivel up and die.  Sonny knew both sides of 
that, and had for some time.  He didn’t understand completely why these thoughts were coming back 
to him now, especially after having dealt with them. Or at least he thought he had.  But the sight of 
Bill Tanney worked its magic and made it as if the past five years of effort, and at times madness, 
had not even happened.  That night he found himself back in Texas, just as he did now in his dreams. 
 
The thought of telling someone…telling Corinna…still ate at his conscience.  He knew it would help.  
But that desired assistance might be entirely self-serving.  But then again, not telling her would be 
very much the same.  How much could she handle?  How much could he?  And how much could he 
even remember to tell her?  But Sonny knew this last was only a way to keep him from making a 
decision.  His crowded sleep saw to that.   
 
Sonny looked up to the heavens, now beginning to offer her night light.  “Is this punishment?” 
 
When no answer came, he stood and turned, looking through the window and watched Corinna put 
the dishes away.  As she stood on her toes to reach the highest shelf, he saw the grace with which she 
moved.  Always evident.  He knew that her heart was just as graceful, and desperately wanted some 
sign to let him know if he should begin to give over this story of his life.  And that’s when he heard 
Bert come up the steps behind him. 
 
“Jest tell her, Sonny.” 
 
Sonny kept his gaze on Corinna for a moment as he turned the words around in his head.  He moved 
back to the chair and sat, waiting for as long as he could to look up at Bert.  When he finally did, the 
eyes told him that Bert somehow knew. 
 
“How?”  he asked. 
 
“It’s easy.  Jest be honest with her.” 
 
Sonny dipped his head and looked at Bert again.  “No.  How d’ya know what I was thinkin’?” 
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“Sonny…you been goin’ in and out of somethin’ ever since ya been shot.  I heard some of the crazy 
talk come out of ya.  And the rest I already suspected when ya come into town.  I ain’t got nothin’ to 
say ‘bout where ya come from.  What I care about is where ya plan on goin’.  And if that includes my 
sister, then she had best be informed of what she’s getting’ into.  A life like yours…well, we already 
saw what it can lead to.” 
 
Sonny knew he was right…knew exactly what Bert meant…and knew that he still wasn’t ready.  He 
shook his head slightly, almost as if to hide it from Bert. 
 
“Then tell me,” Bert offered. 
 
Sonny stood and worked his way to the railing of the porch.  “This here is a great place ya got, Bert.”  
He watched a nighthawk swoop down and then dart back into the darkness above.  “I…I don’t know 
if I’m…if I’m ready to look at it myself.” 
 
“Can it be that bad?”  Bert asked, suspecting the worst but having no idea in truth. 
 
Sonny kept looking off into the distance at the mountains that seemed no more than specks that 
broke the murky skyline.  The darkness had overcome them completely.  And then he turned back to 
Bert and answered, “Yes.” 
 

* * * 
 

Northwest Louisiana, March 1865 
 
The six riders slowly worked their way over the short and just recently rejuvenated undergrowth. 
The winter had not been terribly harsh, but this patch of land must have had it worse than others 
because the weeds and small amounts of grass barely broke the surface.  It was a might richer in soil 
than Texas, Sonny thought.  It had that at least. 
 
Gus, who rode in silence beside him, knocked him in the arm.  When Sonny looked up, Gus motioned 
ahead and Sonny followed the gesture.  They had crossed the Sabine River just the day before and 
though Sonny did not know his geography well, he did not feel comfortable.  They were too far east 
he worried.  With the size of Texas what it was, he had assumed there would be little risk of entering 
back into the States, but in talking it over with Gus and Thomas the night before, it was agreed that 
they were most likely already back on U.S. soil.  The view ahead of them did not confirm it, but did at 
least show him their destination. 
 
For the past six months, Sonny, Gus and at times, even Thomas and Lem, had joined Hollis’ group at 
Barnes’ insistence.  Hollis did not like it, especially after what he considered a failure on Sonny’s first 
outing, but Barnes was not a man you could say no to and expect to be left alone.  Hollis knew this, 
and so did Sonny.  The uneasy peace between them remained as long as the threat of Barnes did 
likewise. 
 
However, the group had had little to do save a few other occurrences of horse theft, as Barnes called 
it, and one excursion to the south near the border with Mexico, where Barnes claimed a bank had 
closed it’s doors and refused to return his money to him.  There were no courts to take such 
grievances, and the only way to ensure that the money was returned was to force the bankers to give 
it back. 
 
If Sonny had felt uncomfortable about it, the others did not seem to echo the sentiment.  Even Lem 
suggested he understood.  Texas was big and open, with no way to know who was in charge and who 
wasn’t.  Guns spoke louder than words, and were the only effective tool in avoiding being cheated. 
Though some would have said just the opposite – it’s the guns doing the cheating. 
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But here again, Sonny had joined with Hollis to go north towards what he was told was “near the 
border.”  The reasoning, as it had been in South Texas, was another banker unwilling to return 
money that was not supposed to be his.  Not knowing the truth, and enjoying the money that came his 
own way, Sonny complied with the request.  Lem had stayed behind due to a stomach illness that he 
had been having the last few weeks on and off.  But Thomas had jumped at the chance to ride with 
them again, and Gus had already been accepted by Barnes as another Sonny.  Had Sonny thought 
about it, he might have recognized the move by Barnes as yet another insurance policy.  But he did 
not, and even if he had, he would not have cared.  He trusted Gus.  Certainly more so than just about 
anyone else he knew at the moment, save perhaps Kitty. 
 
“What ya reckon’ they got in there in the ways of shooters?” Gus asked out of the blue and pulled 
Sonny from his thinking. 
 
“Dunno.  Might be two maybe…or three.  Doubt if they got more lookin’ at the size of the place.” 
 
Hollis had dropped back from the front ranks where Ed and Jonesy, the “no good, ornery low life 
sumbitch,” were keeping the pace.  He fell into step next to Sonny but kept his eyes looking forward. 
 
“So it’s jest up ahead.  When we get in the town, you three just keep a low profile outside the bank 
while we go in and get the money for Barnes.  It ain’t gonna take long.” 
 
“You sure on that?” Sonny asked still sizing up the town. 
 
“Hell ya, I’m sure.  Ain’t gonna be no trouble lesson ya make some.  Don’t make me go back and tell 
Barnes…” 
 
“O.K….O.K….jest askin’, Hollis.  Ain’t real keen on getting’ my ass blowed off today.” 
 
“And ya ain’t gonna have to be, neither.  Jest keep watch like I told ya and things’ll go smooth.  
Look, we ain’t doin’ nothin’ wrong here so there ain’t no reason for anybody to play the hero.  If 
anything, they’s the ones done wrong.” 
 
Sonny had already thought on that and recognized that it made some sense.  But he was still uneasy 
about where they were. 
 
“So what exactly do ya call this place?” 
 
Hollis looked over at him and cocked his head just to the side.  “What’s that matter?” 
 
“Seems like maybe we gone too far to the East, Hollis.  If we’ve gone that far, we’d be in the states by 
now and if’n so, then maybe what we’re doin’ is illegal.” 
 
“The advocate over here,” Hollis taunted as he looked around and announced it to the others.  
Looking back to Sonny with a frown, he continued, “Let me know when ya have yer first case.  But 
leave this one to me, K?” 
 
He took that moment to exit the conversation and moved forward again, and left Sonny unconvinced.  
“I don’t like it, fellas.” 
 
“Ain’t nothin’ to it, sport,” Gus tried to counsel. 
 
“Yeah?  How ‘bout runnin’ into a couple of blues?  That enough nothin’ for ya?”  Sonny looked 
around to Thomas.  “How ‘bout you?  You jest fine and dandy with all this?” 
 
“Well sure, Sonny.  If Barnes says it’s the plan, then that’s the plan. I gotta trust him on this.” 
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Almost disgusted, Sonny shook his head at the both of them but stayed quiet.  They remained that 
way until they moved into town.  Hollis gestured for Sonny, Gus and Thomas to spread out in front 
of the bank, while he Ed and Jonesy went in and took care of what they came for. 
 
Sonny stayed mounted on his horse, as did Thomas, while Gus stepped down and led his by the reins 
to the other side of the steps.  It was not a grand bank like Sonny had seen in Richmond or Atlanta, 
but it served the size of the town just fine.  It was not an older town.  Sonny could tell by the 
freshness of the wood on the buildings, and lack of disrepair.  The streets were clean, for the most 
part, and the few people walking back and forth did not seem to be terribly curious about these six 
riders that had come into town.  A few looks were given, but none that made Sonny feel uneasier than 
he already was. 
 
However, when Hollis, Ed and Jonesy began tying their bandanas around their necks and pulled 
them up over their noses, Sonny did get the confirmation he was looking for.  As Hollis and the other 
two entered the bank, Sonny steered his horse next to Gus and looked to him. 
 
“This don’t feel right.  You see them goin’ in?” 
 
“Sure,” Gus smiled.  “Why not play a little bank robbers while we’re at it.  Kinda feels like it, don’t 
it.”  Gus reached down and pulled the bandana from his leg and tied it around his own neck, pulling 
it up over his nose to copy them. 
 
“That ain’t funny, Gus.  We could be in trouble here.” 
 
“Since when did ya get so scared about law breakin’?” 
 
“Ain’t breakin’ the law itself I’m troubled with so much.  It’s where we are that gets me.  If we’re in 
the states, then we could find us locked up good.  That what ya want?” 
 
Gus waived an arm at Sonny to dismiss his fear.  “Let it be, Sonny.  They’ll be out in two shakes and 
we can all get back to Lago.  Jest keep it nice and easy till then.” 
 
Sonny didn’t like that and looked over to Thomas who was just looking around without much sense 
of urgency or alertness.  He returned to his side and gave him a knock in the arm.  “Keep yer eye out, 
understand?” 
 
“Sure, Sonny.  That’s what I’m doin’.”  Thomas nervously acted a bit more alert, even if it was only 
on the surface.  He ain’t made for this work, Sonny thought.  And right or wrong on that score, Sonny 
hoped he would not turn into a liability. 
 
But a shot rang out from high across the city square and Sonny quickly turned his horse until he 
thought he found where it came from.  Still looking up, he hollered out, “Ever’ body all right?” 
 
Both Gus and Thomas answered yes.  “He didn’t hit nothin’ but the wall,” Gus continued. 
 
“Well stay down,” Sonny followed as he did so himself. 
 
Jonesy was the first out of the bank, walking backwards with his gun still pointed inside.  He was just 
about three steps onto the landing when a loud blast from a shotgun surprised them all and as Sonny 
turned to look, he saw Jonesy fly about five feet across the length of the porch.  The blast had come 
from a man just now lifting himself onto that same porch and Sonny’s eyes lead right to the barrel of 
a gun pointed at his own face.  But another shot to his left ended the scare as Gus had the man in his 
sights and took him out. 
 
More gunfire rang out over the square as the man on the roof continued trying to hit his targets, and 
continued to miss badly.  Thomas was in a daze and his horse just kept turning in circles until Sonny 
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moved over his way and pulled him down off of his mount.  Thomas hit the ground with a thud and 
tried to cry out, but Sonny held a hand in his face for him to stay quiet. 
 
He lifted his gun over the horse’s saddle and began to move his eyes from rooftop to rooftop.  Finding 
his shooter just as Hollis and Ed came out of the bank, another shot rang out and nearly hit Hollis.  
Sonny fired his own gun and a body stood taller for just a moment before keeling over and falling the 
two stories to the ground. 
 
But it wasn’t over yet.  Hollis yelled out for everyone to get on their horses and move.  Sonny 
grabbed Thomas and led him back to his horse.  “Get on and go.  Fast!” 
 
Thomas looked at him, confused.  “But ya jest said to stay…” 
 
“Damnation, Thomas.  Ya wanna get kilt?  Get, I tell ya!” 
 
Thomas listened, and helped by Sonny, pulled himself back onto the horse.  Sonny slapped the 
animal’s hindquarters as he searched for his own mount. Gus, thankfully, was right there with it. 
 
“Let’s go, Sonny-boy. Gettin’ mighty hot around here!” he yelled over the gunfire that had resumed. 
Another shooter had found a position on a roof somewhere, and Sonny had just enough time to look 
back towards the door of the bank and see a man coming out with a shotgun before he raised his own 
weapon and fired once more.  The man was knocked back into the bank door by the shot, and Sonny 
took the moment to spur his horse hard in the flank and head out of the town. 
 
Hollis and Ed followed closely behind Thomas, and just behind them, Gus and Sonny brought up the 
rear.  One more man had taken a rooftop position and as they moved down the street, Sonny felt like 
he was in a shooting gallery.  They were being fired upon on both sides, and Sonny’s only option was 
to hold tight to his horse with his legs as best he could while he pulled his second gun with his left 
hand and started shooting left and right at the same time.  Gus beat down hard, but kept his own 
weapon firing hot, and soon they were just about past the guns. 
 
Sonny was just in the process of looking from his right to his left as he saw Ed take a shot in front of 
them, but it had not been fatal and all five of them kept on the move.  They did not stop until a mile 
or two down the road, and even then only for a moment to bandage Ed’s leg up and quickly water 
down their horses.  They had a long way to go and Sonny was beyond angry. 
 
But now was not the time to say anything.  Now was the time to stay safe.  There would be time 
enough to confront Hollis and Barnes when they got back to Lago.  At least they could say that.  
Jonesy’s dead body still lay on the porch in front of the bank.  And though none of them knew it at 
the time, this would lead to events that would change the lives of everyone involved. 
 

* * * 
 

Texas, March 1865 
 
The blazing sun drenched the landscape in front of the two men as they pushed their animals far 
harder than they should be pushed.  The one in the lead made occasional swipes with his hand at the 
animal’s hind flank in order to speed up, while the other pressed to keep the pace.  Before them, the 
town of Lago grew larger and soon, Sonny and Gus were moving down the main street. 
 
Sonny barely allowed his horse to stop before he had swung his leg over and dropped to the ground, 
allowing the animal time enough to stop when it wanted.  Gus pulled up behind as Sonny bounded up 
the few steps towards the office Barnes kept in town.  The man outside saw Sonny coming and began 
to say something, but Sonny pushed right past him without saying a word.  “Hey…” the man tried to 
stop him.  “You can’t go in there jest now…” 
 



 55

Sonny did not hear him. He was already inside.  But the man guarding Barnes’ door did have time 
enough to say, “Mr. Barnes ain’t taken’ visitors at the moment.  Best you come back later.” 
 
Sonny stood in front of this man and simply looked at him.  His face was red, either from riding in 
the hot sun for so long or because he was furiously angry.  The guard did not know which and tried 
not to think of it.  He had a job.  But when Sonny pulled his gun and placed the barrel directly in the 
man’s face, he began to consider which it might be. 
 
“Look, I…” he started to plead, but Sonny cut him off, looking at him with crazy eyes. 
 
“I ain’t interested in if’n he’s busy or not.  I ain’t interested in what ya got to say.  All I need is fer ya 
to step aside.  I’ll give ya a couple a seconds.  If ya wanna die, go right ahead and stay where ya are.” 
 
Those couple of seconds were not needed as the man slowly moved to the side and let Sonny enter the 
room.  Rather than reaching for the door handle with his hand, Sonny kicked it open, knocking the 
man inside to the ground.  As he entered the room, the man tried to right himself, but met the arm of 
Sonny as he did so and went sprawling once more.  Sonny did not take another chance that he would 
get up again, and knocked him out flat with the butt of his other gun. 
 
Holstering both, he turned and saw what he had come for.  There was Barnes, naked as they come, 
his tall body folded into a tub for a bath.  Unless he had a gun under the water, Sonny realized he 
was unarmed. But to be safe, he rushed Barnes quick, lifted him from the water and threw him to the 
wooden floor. 
 
Sonny turned back to the door and kicked it closed as he pulled his gun once more and stood over 
Barnes. He quickly reached down and grabbed the man’s neck, pressing his naked and dripping 
body against the wall.  He held the gun in Barnes’ face and stayed silent for a moment, catching his 
breath. 
 
If Barnes was frightened, he did not show it.  There was some amount of surprise, certainly.  It was 
not everyday that a man was able to interrupt his bath, much less pull him from the tepid water.  But 
he was not a man to shake easily, and he waited for Sonny to speak whatever peace he had come here 
to speak. 
 
Finally, Sonny let out a deep breath and pulled the hammer on the gun back, preparing to fire the 
minute he needed to.  “What the hell was that all about, Barnes?!” 
 
Genuinely unsure, Barnes asked Sonny to repeat himself. 
 
“Why the fuck did ya send us to the states, godammit? What the hell ya got up there that’s so God 
damned important?  Ya want me dead?  Is that it?  Well I ain’t about to let that happen.  I’ll kill ya 
right now ‘fore I do.  Now what the hell’s goin’ on?!” 
 
 
“I clearly do not know what you are talking about, Mr. Gamble.  If you would care to enlighten me, I 
would gladly…” 
 
“Shut yer fuckin’ mouth unless ya wanna tell me why we almost got kilt up there!” 
 
Barnes shook his head to the side in an attempt to get some water from his eye.  “If you are referring 
to the bank in Shreveport, then I believe I have already informed you of what was to transpire.” 
 
“Did that include gettin’ shot at?” 
 
Barnes looked at him squarely at this statement.  “Doesn’t it always, Mr. Gamble?  Is there another 
reason for you to join my men?” 



 56

 
“To get kilt?!?” 
 
Barnes shifted his weight enough so he could pull his hand up and wipe the wet hair from his face.  
Sonny asked him again, even stronger. 
 
“Of course not,” Barnes finally responded.  "You are there to protect my interests.  If I assumed you 
would be killed in the process, what good would you be to me?  I do not lack dead men, Mr. Gamble.  
But I prefer them alive.” 
 
“Then why…” Sonny started to ask, but then stopped and thought to himself for a moment. 
 
“Is that why you are so angry at the moment?  Did things go badly?” 
 
Sonny pushed a little harder with his gun.  “God damned right they did!” 
 
“And where is Hollis?  Have the rest returned?” 
 
“Hollis stayed outside of Houston.  Your man Ed got a shot in the leg.  The other one…well, he’s 
dead.” 
 
Barnes tried to sit up straight, but Sonny kept the gun square between his eyes and pressed his other 
hand stronger around Barnes’ neck.  If it bothered the older man, Barnes did not let it show.  But his 
breathing was getting slightly forced and he said through gasps, “Gamble…we can…talk about 
this…I can…” 
 
“Ya cain’t do nothin’ fer me!  Not now!  Ya done fucked me over, that’s what ya done!” 
 
Sonny let go of Barnes and backed away, gently releasing the hammer on the gun.  But he kept it 
ready.  He turned away, clearly confused as to what to do next, but not entirely done with what he 
knew he needed to do with Barnes.  As for the man himself, Barnes had softly felt at his neck for a 
moment or two and then began to move towards his clothes.  In the corner of his eye, Sonny saw him 
move. 
 
“That’s far enough.  Ya jest stay right there!”  Sonny picked up Barnes’ things and threw them to 
the other side of the room. 
 
“Sonny…what is it that has you so upset?  The killing?  I thought you had grown accustomed to 
such.” 
 
“Ain’t the death…” 
 
“Do not tell me you have qualms about breaking the law.  After all, you have been doing so for quite 
some time.” 
 
“The hell I have, and that ain’t it neither!” 
 
“Then what, pray tell, is it good sir?  All we need do is find what troubles you and we can begin to 
sort things through.” 
 
Sonny remained confused in his head.  He wanted to kill Barnes just for messing with him.  He 
wanted to be done with him.  But more than anything, he wanted to be done with the United States. 
 
“Why the hell did ya send us back there?!” 
 
“Back where, Sonny?” 
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Clearly irritated, Sonny turned towards the guard still lying on the floor and put a bullet in his leg, 
the shot ringing loudly in the small room.  “Ask me that again like ya don’t know…come on, do it!” 
 
This got John Barnes’ attention.  “Sonny…please…there’s no need…” 
 
“Weren’t no need to go back to the states, neither.  So why’d we go?!” 
 
Barnes began to stand, but stopped himself and looked to Sonny for permission. 
 
“Go on…but slow.” 
 
He did as he was told, and pulled a towel from the ground next to him around his body.  He ran his 
hand over his head and flattened his wet hair out, and then wiped his face clear.  After gathering 
himself, he finally answered, “As I told you, Sonny…I had money in that bank.  I have not lied on 
that score.  I would say I am shocked that you might think so, but I believe I understand your 
frustration.” 
 
“The hell ya do!” 
 
“Very well, I do not then.  But you have been perfectly informed of what your work was to be.” 
 
“Ain’t no one told me we was headin’ there!” 
 
“No…I suppose you are correct on that.  But what does that matter?” 
 
“I cain’t be goin’ back there, ya understand?  I won’t do it!” 
 
“Then I will not ask it of you again.  However, I must have some recourse to retrieve what is mine.  
Do you suspect that a foreign government would gladly hand over money that belongs to a man such 
as myself?  One that has also forsaken the country of his birth and set up in what is surely considered 
an unlawfully renegade and illegal state?” 
 
Sonny didn’t answer, but kept his gaze focused on Barnes.  The man on the floor had woken with the 
shot to his leg and screamed out, but had since passed out again.  A moan from him signaled he was 
coming to once more. 
 
“Sonny, we should probably get this man some attention now that you have seen fit to shoot him.  I 
do not imagine he will be pleased.” 
 
“I don’t give a damn if he’s pleased or not!  What I give a damn about is stayin’ out of sight as far as 
the federals go!  How do I know they ain’t seen my face?  What’s to stop ‘em from comin’ after me?” 
 
“My protection, perhaps? And the fact that, so far, they have yet to step one foot in this country.  
They may soon, but with my men, you would be perfectly safe.  I have houses all over the territory 
and beyond.  Sonny, I am the most powerful man that the United States has never heard of.  I would 
not let them touch you if I did not want them to.” 
 
This did not satisfy Sonny.  He took two steps forward and aimed his gun at Barnes once again.  “I 
ain’t lookin’ fer your protection, got it?  I don’t need no more of what yer offerin’.  All I want is to 
live quiet and out of the way.” 
 
“Then may I ask what you have been doing up until now?  It seems that you have done well in my 
employ.  You crawled into this town just about a year ago, if I recall correctly.  You certainly look 
nothing like that haggard and starving creature that was nearly killed until I smoothed things over 
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for you. So what exactly is it that you wish different, Mr. Gamble?  Would my death make things 
better for you?” 
 
Barnes slowly moved towards Sonny, closing the gap between them.  He got close enough to move his 
chest until it was touching Sonny’s gun.  “Then go ahead.  Kill me.” 
 
Sonny backed up, “Ya move over there!”  He motioned with his gun and Barnes followed the 
directive.  “I ain’t gonna kill ya Barnes.  Jest stay the hell away from me.  Ain’t got nothin’ more to 
say to ya, and nothin’ more to do fer ya.  Jest stay the hell away!” 
 
Barnes simply nodded. 
 
“That’s all ya got to say?”  Sonny asked, irritated. 
 
“Should there be more?  If that is what you wish, then very well.  I won’t force a man to make a good 
living. And I certainly don’t need disgruntled employees, bitter at what I ask them to do.” 
 
Not sure what to do next, Sonny motioned for Barnes to move next to him at the door.  Barnes did so, 
watching where Sonny’s gun was at all times. 
 
“Open it,” Sonny demanded pointing at the door.  Barnes did so and a few men tried to push their 
way in until Barnes stopped them. 
 
“Step aside, gentlemen.  Mr. Gamble was just leaving.” 
 
The two moved slowly from the room, the gun still pointed at Barnes and they made their way to the 
door of the building.  Sonny finally let Barnes go.  A few other men began to move towards Sonny, 
and he raised his weapon to shoot, but again Barnes stopped them. 
 
“It’s quite all right.  Leave him be.” 
 
Sonny nodded and walked backwards out the front of the building and back onto the street, hearing 
Barnes say behind him, “And if one of you gentlemen could retrieve Mr. Farnsworth, I believe he 
could use some medical assistance.” 
 
Sonny looked around and found Gus waiting for him and started to walk down the front steps.  He 
had done it.  Gone in and told Barnes exactly what he wanted, and it worked.  The power of the gun, 
indeed.  But how long would it last?  It didn’t matter at that moment, though.  He was still angry and 
had no idea what would come of this, but for now, he could choose his own direction.  What direction 
that was, he had no idea.  And even if he did, it would not have mattered.  As it so often happens, 
sometimes life chooses that direction for us, regardless of what our wishes are. 
 

* * * 
 

Texas, July 1865 
 
Sonny rolled over on the dirt floor of the shed and tried to shield his eyes from the streaks of sunlight 
pouring through the lose boards on the roof.  He coughed weakly and rolled back onto his stomach. 
 
Three days of this… 
 
And so it was.  Very little food had been given to him, and only the occasional bucket of dirty water 
to drink.  But at least there was that.  Why Barnes did not kill him when he had the chance…either 
time…Sonny did not know.  But he was at least content that his decision to return to Lago was the 
correct one.  Kitty and Thomas, and Lem…they would be safe.  Barnes would not hurt them.  He 
hoped. 
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Sonny pulled his hands towards his face and brushed some dirt away from his mouth.  He spit out 
the rest and did his best to sit up again.  Leaning heavily against a wall, dust and dirt drifted from 
the ceiling.  He was hot, and sweaty.  The cover of the roof gave him some respite from the burn of 
the sun’s rays, but it did nothing for the heat.  Yet, this captivity was no less or more comfortable 
than how it felt to flee. 
 
Leaving Lago had been easy, or so he thought.  Immediately after his confrontation with Barnes, he 
had gone to his friends.  Thomas and Kitty, more than anyone, were horrified at what he had done.  
“Sonny, do you know what he can do?” Kitty had asked, full of worry. 
 
Sonny did not want to listen to that.  He had turned to Lem, and even this friend thought he was out 
of his mind to challenge the biggest man in town, if not the country.  What was he to do?  It was kill 
or be killed and Sonny had wasted his chance to kill Barnes.  Nor did he want to.  He just wanted to 
be left alone.  He didn’t want to go back, not to the states, not to the war, not to his family…he 
wanted only a peaceful future.  But his skills meant that he could not be overlooked.  And his 
brashness had cost him any chance to leave with ease.  He did not know why Barnes had let him go 
that very day.  Maybe it was to toy with him.  Maybe it was to allow Sonny to see what his friends 
thought of his foolishness.  Maybe it was simply a power game and Barnes wanted Sonny to make the 
choice himself.  And that, he had done. 
 
Days of riding in the long stretches of Texas emptiness had left Sonny tired and alone…again.  His 
friends refused to join him.  Not even Lem would go.  He was most upset by that.  Lem had followed 
him all the way from Alabama and now abandoned him.  But the more Sonny thought about it, the 
more he understood why.  Lem had tried to explain himself at the time. 
 
“I got somethin’ here I ain’t never had…a chance.” 
 
He knew that was right.  And he knew how uncomfortable Lem had been with the kinds of work 
Sonny had been doing.  Knew that Lem already looked at him askew.  Best to let him go his own way, 
and probably safer for him too. 
 
And Gus.  Well, his friend must not know what to think.  He had not been around long enough to see 
Barnes for what he was.  For that matter, neither had Sonny.  And Gus had offered to go, but Sonny 
had asked him not to. 
 
“You stay.  Look after them…would ya?” 
 
And trusted that Gus would.  But the question finally came to him, “But could he?”  That, he did not 
know, and that kept him worried with every step he took away from the problem.  He had created it, 
and now he realized that he had to fix it.  He wanted to just keep running.  That’s what had kept him 
alive so far.  But then he remembered…many others did not survive Sonny’s abandonment.  Not his 
family, not his brother, and now, maybe not his friends.   
 
Kitty had probably been right to be so concerned.  He knew now that she probably feared for her 
own life as much as his.  And he understood it. But he finally decided that he couldn’t let that happen 
to them.  He had to take his punishment.  If that meant be killed, then so be it.  In some ways, maybe 
that was for the best. 
 
He started to reconsider that now as he sat on the dirt floor, roasting to death in a wooden jail.  But it 
did not take long to remember that even free and running; he was still in captivity – the jail of his 
conscience.  If he could have let that go, then maybe he would have been truly free.  But time and 
again, it kept him from doing the absolute worst, no matter what else happened.  And once again, he 
was a slave to his feelings.  No matter how hard he tried to break free from them, he could not.  
Instead, he waited for his judgment. 
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And perhaps it would come sooner than he wished.  The door to the shed was pulled open and light 
poured into the small box.  Sonny covered his face with his chained hands and turned away from the 
door.  He soon felt burly arms pull him from his cell and out into the open.  They stood him up, and 
as he slowly dropped his hands, he saw Hollis standing there.  Squinting, he could barely make him 
out.  But he could see enough.  And he saw Hollis grab hold of the chains that bound him and felt the 
tug as he was led to see Barnes. 
 
Once inside, it was easier to see, and felt a might bit better as well.  He was exhausted, and weak, but 
kept the pace without being dragged along.  Hollis led him into the main room of the building and he 
was dropped into a chair. 
 
“Ya sit there and the boss’ll be with ya directly.”  Hollis looked at him with a sneer.  He was surely 
enjoying this. 
 
And he was right.  Barnes took little time in joining the group and walked slowly over to Sonny, his 
face with a look of sadness on it, and head shaking from left to right as if to say, “Why do you make 
me do this?” 
 
Sonny dropped his head, but felt a hand on his hair as it was lifted again to look at Barnes.  “Are you 
feeling more comfortable, Mr. Gamble?” he started with pleasantries. 
 
Just get it over with… 
 
“I trust that it hasn’t been too harsh for you as I waited to decide what’s to be done.  I admit, our 
lodgings are less than what is proper, but for some there is need.  And I must admit, you have me 
perplexed.  I know not what I should do.  On the one hand, you have proved most valuable to me.  
Yet still, I must deal with such impertinence.  So much hostility and bitterness.  And for what reason, 
I have to ask myself?” 
 
Sonny did not respond, but kept his gaze on Barnes as he continued, “I wished that I knew the 
answer so we might clear this up with little issue.  But I fear you have forced my hand, Mr. Gamble. 
Did you think you could get away with it?” 
 
After a few seconds of silence, Sonny answered “No” with a whisper.   
 
Barnes leaned in closer and placed his ear next to Sonny’s mouth, “Could you repeat that?  I am 
afraid my hearing is somewhat effected after your quick temper of some months back.” 
 
Louder, Sonny answered again in the negative.  He wanted to spit into Barnes’ ear, but that would 
have made things worse.  And Barnes could feel the anger.  “Then why do you persist in giving me so 
little options?  Had you come to me with your frustrations, I might have been able to help.  But 
instead, you place me in this situation in which I only have two choices.  And do you know what those 
are?” 
 
With a slight nod of the head, Barnes smiled.  “Good, then it will save me time in having to explain 
how we got to this place.  Since you know of your fate, then might I ask if you have accepted it?” 
 
Again Sonny nodded, but this time no smile from Barnes followed.  “I do not feel confident that I 
trust this is true.  Perhaps I should make sure you are aware.” 
 
From across the room, a door opened and two men entered with Thomas, his one armed tied to his 
back with rope around his waist.  He looked almost as done-in as Sonny, and it was clear that either 
he had resisted in some way, or the men had been allowed to take out a few frustrations.  The large 
yellow and purple bruise below his left eye admitted to that. 
 
“I did not want to take such drastic steps, Sonny, but you see that I generally get what I want.” 
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“What do ya want with me?” Sonny finally responded. 
 
A slight chuckle was his answer. 
 
“I don’t know what’s so God damned funny,” Sonny spit. 
 
“There is much for you to learn, Mr. Gamble.  Much for you to learn.  Initially, I wanted very little.  
Only your cooperation and perhaps your abilities.  But then…then you had to come at me as you did.  
You shoot one of my men.  You treat me with so very little respect.  How am I to respond?  How am I 
to carry out my business if my men cannot trust that I will protect them?” 
 
Sonny shook his head is if to answer no, and Barnes moved in close with a whisper, “I cannot.  I must 
have you respond to me.  And that is why I waited for you to return.  And why you sit here now.  I 
trust that it is now understood that you cannot run.  Your friend is testament to that.  And testament 
that there is reason within you yet.  It was a smart move to come to me, Sonny.” 
 
“I had no choice…” 
 
“No, you are right on that score.  You did not.  But you showed that you are at least man enough to 
take what is coming.  And smart enough to know what I am capable of.  Truthfully, it is not so 
terribly bad.” 
 
“Jest kill me now and get it over with.  Leave Thomas and the others out…” 
 
“I do not plan to kill you, Mr. Gamble.  Not at the moment at any rate.  Not if you do what I say.  
And if it all works as I wish it to, then you and your friends will be very much alive…and safe, I can 
assure you.” 
 
“What, then?” 
 
“What else?  A job, Sonny.  You do something for me and I will do something for you.  You know 
how it works.  If you carry it out, then you and the others will live.  If you do not, then I have no 
choice but to kill you…” 
 
“Then like I said – jest do it!” 
 
“…And your friends.” 
 
Silence followed as Sonny considered those words.  Damned if he did and damned if he didn’t.  
Coming back saved them just as much as running.  They were dead anyway.  He didn’t trust Barnes 
now, and he told him so. 
 
“That’s a shame, Sonny.  You really don’t have any choice.  You must trust me.  And in the end, you 
will see it is really for your own good.” 
 
“I don’t see how,” he answered, dejected. 
 
“Well, those you love will live.” 
 
Sonny winced at that, for many reasons. 
 
“And you, yourself, will be free once more and able to come back to work for me.” 
 
“Why in hell would I…” 
 



 62

“And once you see what is coming, Mr. Gamble, you will realize that you did the right thing.” 
 
“I don’t know what ya mean.” 
 
“No, but you will.  In time.” 
 
Sonny still did not know what he was talking about, but nodded his assent and followed, “Then what 
is it I gotta do?” 
 
“Someone has to go, Mr. Gamble.  Someone important.” 
 
“Go where?” 
 
“Someone has to die, Sonny.  And I want you to kill him.” 
 
Sonny looked across the room and saw that Thomas was frightened.  He saw through him and 
thought of his other friends, also prey to Barnes.  He had tried to run, tried to stay away.  But he 
couldn’t, and Barnes saw to that.  Barnes had waited for him to come back on his own, as he must 
have known he would, and now there was no other choice. 
 
What else can I do? 
 
Sonny turned his head to look at Barnes once more, sitting just a bit taller in his chair as he finally 
relented and answered, “OK.” 
 

* * * 
 
The sun had just set, leaving orange and red tendrils of light still grasping at the edges of the sky.  It 
was enough to make out the features of Hollis riding next to him, but the face was muddy in the early 
evening haze.  Sonny turned his attention back ahead and rode on in silence, intent on taking care of 
this business and doing what he had to do.  And Barnes had made sure he would, by sending Hollis 
along.  Sonny was not armed, yet.  Hollis was told to give Sonny his gun only when they reached their 
destination.  And that was fast upon them. 
 
They both slowed to a trot when they moved past the fence marking to corner of the man’s property.  
It was a great gothic revival house built in the middle of nowhere, and displayed the wealth that was 
obvious for the man they were going to see.  A lane reached towards the house, and Sonny and Hollis 
followed it until they came upon the front door of the mansion. 
 
As Sonny dismounted, Hollis reached down from his horse and held out Sonny’s gun.  “You know 
how it works, right?” 
 
Sonny slowly reached out and curled his fingers around the pearl handle.  “Yeah.” 
 
“Now, he’s in there with a gal Barnes done arraigned to come out here.  She’s keepin’ him busy until 
you can do yer work.  He’s the one got to die, but if’n ya feel like pluggin’ her too, well, I ain’t gonna 
be sad.” 
 
Sonny looked up at Hollis, his gun still resting comfortably in his hand.  “Who is she?” 
 
“It don’t matter.  I’ll be watchin’ ya, kid.  Remember this…if he comes outta that house alive, you 
don’t.  Understand?  And frankly, I might just like to see that.  But it ain’t what the boss wants.  So 
move.” 
 
There was an eerie silence in the air, as if everything, even time had stopped to witness the event.  
Sonny took the stage and moved towards the house.  Quietly, he walked up three small steps, taking 
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each one with care.  The second made a creaking sound as he placed his weight on it, and he stopped 
for a moment to allow it to settle.  He stepped over and onto the third step and then the porch, 
looking to his left and right.  The porch itself wrapped around both sides of the house, and Sonny 
wondered if perhaps another entry might be a better choice.  Was there anyone else in the house?  He 
had not asked. 
 
Deciding to go in as planned; he slowly reached his hand to the door handle and turned.  It was 
unlocked.  He made a gentle push on the door, causing it to slowly open.  The hinges did not squeak.  
He wondered if this too was planned.  How well did Barnes think this out? And if he was able to give 
it this much detail, why did he need Sonny?  But he knew the answer.  Sonny was only an added 
bonus. 
 
Sonny took the first step across the threshold and into the hallway.  A room off to the left was dark, 
but he could make out a long table.  To his right was the parlor.  A few lit candles gave the room a 
teasing and wicked light that danced along the walls with the breeze.  But he saw no one in the room.  
Then he heard a sound upstairs.  Ahead was a staircase leading to the second floor, a carpet laid as a 
runner.  Good, he thought.  It would make his ascent quiet. 
 
He took each step with caution, again taking notice of those loose boards that might give him away.  
Reaching the top, he looked down both sides of the hallway.  Dark to his right, the light shown from a 
room, two doors down on the left.  He held out his gun and checked to make sure it was loaded.  It 
was and he nodded.  But he did not move. 
 
Why did he hesitate?  He had no choice.  He turned slowly and looked back down the steps and saw 
that Hollis had followed him into the house but stood in the frame of the front door, waiting.  Hollis 
pointed with his chin for Sonny to move, and then followed with a hand signal.  It was now or never.  
Move forward and kill, or move back and die.  Sonny moved forward. 
 
It did not take long to reach the room, and through the door, he could see a man sitting in a chair, 
half dressed.  In front of him, with her back to the door, was a woman.  The woman Barnes had sent 
to keep this man here and alone.  Her long, curly hair cascaded down her corseted back, black curls 
mixed with white lace strings.  He heard a giggle and recognized it.  He pushed the door open and 
held out his gun as greetings. 
 
Both the man and the girl turned to look at the intruder, and an audible gasp could be heard.  Kitty 
sat on the floor, unable to speak. 
 
“What…what are you doin’ here?”  Sonny asked in near horror. 
 
From behind him, he heard the answer.  “I told ya someone was sent.” 
 
Sonny did not need to turn his head to know Hollis said it.  He kept his gaze on Kitty. 
 
“What the hell are you men doing here?” the man stood to protect himself, and Kitty. 
 
“Ya sit down now!”  Sonny responded with force.  He looked back at Kitty, “And you too.  Sit over 
there in that chair.” 
 
“Son…Sonny...plea…” 
 
“Shut yer mouth,” Hollis said from behind him. 
 
“Hollis!  If’n ya want this done then stay the hell out of it!”  Again, Sonny did not turn to face him. 
 
The man had gently fallen back into the chair, and tried to give comfort to Kitty, “Don’t you worry, 
honey.  They probably just want some money.  They’ll be gone soon.” 
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“No, they won’t,” she answered.  Both the man and Sonny were shocked. 
 
“What do ya know of all this, Kitty?  Why are ya here?” Sonny asked with a fear of the answer. 
 
She would not look up, wouldn’t face Sonny.  She could not.  She meekly whispered, “I was told to.” 
 
“Told to?” Sonny asked with disbelief. 
 
“Paid to,” she corrected herself through tears.  “By Barnes.” 
 
“But ya said ya didn’t…” 
 
“She said a lot of things, Sonny.”  Hollis moved from behind Sonny and walked over to the man.  
“Now, let’s get this over with.  I got an itch for a steak.” 
 
Sonny pointed his gun at the man, though one might be correct in assuming he was also pointing it at 
Hollis.  Hollis seemed to sense this as well and moved over to Kitty.  He stopped next to here, and ran 
his hand along her bare shoulder.  “Real pretty, this one.”  Turning to her, he pulled on her hair a 
bit, “Made it easy, didn’t it?” 
 
Sonny took a step towards them, but Hollis cut him off. “It ain’t us yer here to deal with, kid.  Take 
him.” 
 
He stopped.  He couldn’t do anything.  Sure, he could kill Hollis, but Barnes would come for him.  
And now he was wondering why he cared about saving Kitty.  He was too confused and did not know 
what to think.  She had told him she did not work for Barnes, that he was an awful man.  What was 
she doing now?  Had he forced her?  She had not appeared as if she needed forcing when he first saw 
them. 
 
“Do it!” Hollis shouted as Kitty’s tears grew stronger.  Sonny came out of his mental drift and 
walked closer to the man. 
 
“What’s yer name?” 
 
“What in hell does that matter, Sonny?  Kill the bastard!” 
 
Sonny turned to Hollis quickly and shot him a squinted glare.  “I like to know who I’m killin’.”  
Turning back to the man seated in the chair, Sonny repeated his question. 
 
“Finch…S.S.Sam Finch,” came the stuttered reply. 
 
“OK then, Mr. Sam Finch.  I guess this means it’s time to…” 
 
“Look Mister…I…I don’t know what it is you want…but…but, I think maybe I have an idea.  And I 
can pay you.  You don’t have to do this.  I can pay you.” 
 
“That’s taken care of, Mister,” Sonny answered coldly. 
 
“It’s Barnes, isn’t it?  He told you to do this?  You don’t know what you’re doing.  You can’t know.  
A war is going to start soon, Mister.  And we have to get ready.” 
 
“A war?” 
 
“The states, Mister.  They are already moving their gunboats towards our ports.  They got Sherman 
headed to New Orleans.  It’s coming any day.  You have to listen…” 
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“I ain’t got to do nothin’ but take care of ya, Mister.  I don’t know nothin’ ‘bout all that other stuff.” 
 
But, in fact, he did.  No, he didn’t know about the war that was coming.  But he surely remembered 
the war he had just left. 
 
“Do you not know who I am?” the man tired fruitlessly to beg again.  “I’m the Governor dammit!  
You can’t do this to me!” 
 
“I sure as hell can,” came another cold reply. 
 
“And he better do it soon,” Hollis followed with a frown. 
 
Sonny turned to look at Kitty, her sobs coming fast and heavy.  “I still don’t get it, though.” 
 
She finally looked up at him with red eyes, “I’m sorry, Sonny.” 
 
He did not answer.  Did not want to hear the apology.  Didn’t even want her to speak anymore.  He 
took the moment to look her up and down.  How had he fallen for it again?  She was very pretty.  
And she lied with such ease.  Even made him feel bad about suspecting her.  Damn her! 
 
He turned back to Finch, and held his gun level with the man’s head. He took one more look over to 
Kitty, a slight glance to Hollis, and then pulled the trigger.  A bullet lodged into the man’s head, the 
force of the shot sending his chair tumbling backwards.  Kitty screamed as the gun went off and she 
held her face in her hands. 
 
“Well, that’s it kid.”  Hollis grinned and looked back down at Kitty.  “Ya wanna do her too?” 
 
“Get away from her,” Sonny calmly stated with a cold look devoid of emotion as he sighted his gun 
on Hollis. 
 
“That’s a dangerous thing yer doin’ there,” Hollis responded.  But he did back away from Kitty as 
directed. 
 
“We done what we came for.  Now let’s go.”  Sonny gestured with his gun for Hollis to leave the room 
before him, and this he did.  Hollis moved passed the door and into the hall, and Sonny began to 
follow.  From behind him, he heard, “Sonny…I…” 
 
But before Kitty could finish, he closed the door to the room, leaving her inside with the dead Finch.  
He heard loud sobs come from the room, but paid it no mind as he moved back to the stairs. 
 
Hollis inched ahead of him, and turned when he got to the first step, a large grin on his face.  “Ain’t 
all that bad, Sonny-boy.  Jest wait to see what the boss gonna do now.  Things gonna be jest fine.” 
 
Sonny holstered his gun and moved past Hollis on the stairs without a word.  Hollis shrugged his 
shoulders and followed him down.  They both climbed back on their horses when they got outside, 
Sonny giving one last glance towards an upstairs window.  Then they made their way back to Lago in 
silence.  Sonny had questions, but there was only one man that could answer them.  And he would 
find those answers in time.  It seemed Barnes would make sure of that. 
 

* * * 
 
Sonny directed his horse to move down the main street of Lago as he and Hollis returned from the 
previous evening’s work.  His mind was a mixture of so many emotions, that Sonny could barely 
begin to comprehend the first, much less the last.  As he so often did, he placed them all into a box 
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and stowed it tightly away in the recesses of his brain, allowing only a trickle to descend and pierce 
his now hardened heart. 
 
The morning light showed the town to be busy with men and women moving with some speed as they 
boarded up buildings and loaded wagons with whatever goods they owned.  They had obviously been 
made aware of something and Sonny had a good idea what that something was, thanks to the words 
of the former Governor.  Hollis peeled off as they approached Barnes’ office and Sonny moved the 
few more steps to the front. 
 
Barnes stood in the doorway, his tall body leaning against the frame.  He did not smile, but neither 
did he frown.  He simply watched the people go about their business until Sonny came into sight.  On 
this, he did curl one end of his lips up to indicate he was pleased at something.  Sonny dropped from 
his horse and tied the reins to a post as he approached him. 
 
“Well, my good man…it appears we lack governance.”  Barnes’ wit escaped Sonny as he looked 
around again at the people in the street.  Barnes continued, “It must be so if you return.  And I must 
applaud the effort as it finds me well this morning.” 
 
“What in hell are ya talkin’ about?”  Sonny allowed his irritations to show. 
 
“Now, now.  I cannot assuage what must be going through your mind right now, but allow it to settle 
and think me not a bad man.” 
 
“Ya seem far too happy, Barnes.” 
 
“And you too bitter.  But I suppose I understand.  Come in and have a drink.  It will help carry away 
that which ails you.” 
 
Sonny nodded at that and hoisted himself onto the landing, skipping the stairs.  He brushed past 
Barnes as he walked in doors, just slightly bumping him as he did so.  Barnes did not let the small 
gesture faze him, and followed Sonny inside.  They walked to the bar and Barnes went behind the 
counter, reaching underneath and pulled out a bottle of whisky.  He lined three shot glasses on the 
bar and poured a drink into each.  Sonny at first wondered who the third one was for, but quickly 
realized with irritation that Hollis would also have his morning libation. 
 
As the three men hoisted the drinks to their lips, Barnes slammed his down on the counter in 
celebration.  “And it has begun!” 
 
Sonny steeled his gaze at Barnes as he licked the remainder of the whisky from his lips.  “About that.  
Ya mind fillin’ me in now that it’s done?” 
 
“I suppose you must know sooner or later.  Little harm in telling you now.  Hmm, how best to put 
this?”  Barnes pondered the thought for a few seconds as he looked at the ceiling.  “When one has 
been done a wrong, they must have recourse, yes?  As I have often suggested, we men here must do 
what we must do to survive…and yes, thrive.  Well, last night was the final act in my own…shall we 
call it, recovery?  Yes, I like that.” 
 
“Recovery?” 
 
“Recovery, yes.  Of my dignity, perhaps?  Or perhaps restitution is the better word.  You see, this 
man had done me wrong, Sonny.  I helped make this country and when it came time to put controls 
on it, I was left in the cold.  You cannot imagine what that means to a man like me.” 
 
“I can see it clear enough,” Sonny added as he poured himself another shot. 
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“Yes, well…as I said, when a wrong has been done, it must be acted on.”  Barnes returned Sonny’s 
steel gaze, “I believe you are familiar with this thought, are you not?” 
 
Sonny began to seethe, thinking Barnes was teasing.  “Look fella,” Sonny began to answer, but 
Barnes stopped him. 
 
“Sonny, let us not fall into this again.  It does us no good.  Not you, nor me.  You have been victim as 
much as I.  Do you suppose I would send you out there to do such just to be rid of you?  Of course 
not.  I have reason to keep you…to see you well paid in both safety and funds.  That you must do a 
deed such as this is simply your form of signature on a contract between us.  Can you not see this?” 
 
“I ain’t got no idea what in hell ya mean.  But I don’t…” 
 
Barnes sighed.  “You have been done wrong too, Sonny.  That is what I mean.  And in time you will 
see that what has transpired here is the best thing for you, just as it is for me.  But I must have your 
loyalty.  I cannot have fear of you.” 
 
“Ain’t got none that I can see.” 
 
“Yes…well, let us keep it that way.” 
 
“Sides, seems to me like all ya done is make sure Texas falls to Billy Yank.” 
 
“Precisely.  Just as I saw to it that Texas became independent from those very same.” 
 
“Don’t make sense.” 
 
Barnes chuckled at that.  “Not much does, Sonny.  However, it seemed to me that it was far better to 
have a Texas that did not have to fight both the United States and the Reds in the west.  My business 
is financial, after all.  It soon became apparent to me that the men in Houston had little idea on how 
to run a state, protect its interests and assure its safety.  I could not allow my investments to fall 
away.  It was why I helped engineer the break from the Confederacy.  I’d much rather have swift 
resolution than a long, protracted affair.” 
 
Sonny knocked back another drink and began to feel the familiar warmth.  He sat back onto a stool 
and allowed Barnes to continue. 
 
“And so, when our man Finch could not be caged, I found it better to release him into the wild, so to 
speak.”  Barnes seemed far too pleased with his own humor.   
 
“So ya kill him so the state is rudderless against the Feds, givin’ ya that swift resolution.” 
 
“I believe you have it, my boy.” Barnes smiled wide.  “And after a goodly amount of time, I should 
think we could return here once things have settled.” 
 
“And now ya get to the point that keeps at me.  Means we got to run…that I got to run…again.” 
 
“Yes, Sonny, that is true.  But surely not for long.  And I have already told you of my holdings.  I do 
not lack for what might be termed “safe houses” at present.  Places the Federals will find it hard to 
reach, if they even venture so far west to begin with.  I doubt we’ll even have to leave the state.” 
 
“But it’s the runnin’ I’m tired of, Barnes.” 
 
“Sonny, you have been running this whole time when you did not need to.  Now you do, I am afraid.  
But you shall come with me.  We shall be protection for one another, rather than needing protection 
from one another.  I prefer it that way.” 
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Hollis grunted as he knocked back a shot, but otherwise stayed out of the conversation. Sonny looked 
back to Barnes, “All right then.  If’n we got to run, then I got just one request.” 
 
“Name it, my good man.  I shall do my best to fulfill it for you.” 
 
“Ya got property near abouts, right?” 
 
“I do,” Barnes answered with confidence. 
 
“Then I want ya to sell a piece to Lem.  He got a small bundle, and I’ll give ya the rest.” 
 
Barnes crooked an eye as he surveyed Sonny.  “I should think that regardless of how much the both 
of you have saved, it does not equal what I would need to feel confident in such a deal.” 
 
“Whatever amount we’s short, I’ll keep payin’ ya.  It ain’t like ya got to fear I’ll run from ya.  Ya 
seen to that. But Lem ain’t made for this kind a work.  He ain’t got no reason to keep movin’ around 
like we been doin’.  They ain’t gonna mess with a man on his own land who ain’t taken up no arms 
agin’ ‘em.  Let him have his life, Barnes.  He deserves it.” 
 
Barnes thought it over for a moment, allowing a quick exchange of glances with Hollis, and then 
poured himself and Sonny another drink.  Handing Sonny his, he lifted his own glass with a grin, 
“You’ll be collateral on such a debt…yes, that works fine for me.  We have a deal, Sonny.” 
 
They knocked their shot glasses together and both drank the whisky down smoothly. 
 
“And now we must prepare to move out, gentlemen.  Take only that which you truly need.  Leave all 
else behind.”  He made sure to look squarely at Sonny on that, and Sonny took the meaning well.  
And he would do just that.  Gus would surely come along.  And Lem would be free to pursue 
whatever he wished to pursue, and just as he wanted to.  And Thomas… 
 
He did not know what Thomas would do.  He was not sure he cared.  He suspected Thomas might 
have been part of what had just happened, but was not sure.  If Thomas followed Barnes, then he 
would be taken care of by Barnes.  But not by Sonny.  He was too bitter about Kitty… 
 
Sonny pulled the bottle back to him and drank directly from it before slamming it back down on the 
counter.  He pulled his arm across his face to dry his lips and nodded at Barnes and Hollis.  “If we 
got to go, then let’s go.  Ain’t no use wastin’ time here no more…” 
 
He stood and walked to the door. Without turning around, he yelled back to the two men, “…So let’s 
get a move on.” 
 

* * * 
 

Wyoming Territory, 1881 
 
Sonny sat up in bed with a start.  He was covered in sweat and the cool night air helped to sooth the 
heat that came from within.  He took a moment or two to look around the room and recall where he 
was.  It was a safe place, he remembered.  A place to finally call home. 
 
He lifted his legs gently over the side of the bed and stood slowly.  He pulled a robe from the corner 
of the bed and put it on, holding it together across his body as he shuffled to the window.  Looking 
out into the night, he tried to adjust his eyes to the darkness, thinking to himself, That's where it 
began…truly began. 
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The memories in his dreams seemed to only get worse.  He wondered why he couldn’t think back on 
more pleasant memories.  But he had a fairly good idea why.  He didn’t deserve them.  He turned his 
head to look back at the door to the room and thought of those beyond it.  Did he deserve Corinna?  
Or even a friend like Bert?  And what about Will?  How was he to finally come to grips with his 
cousin? 
 
He looked back out into the night and could make out the features of the lonesome landscape with a 
bit more clarity.  “In time,” he whispered softly to himself.  “Like all things…in time.” 
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