THE TALL STRANGER
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	Janet stood outside the little house, lonely and frightened. In front of her, high on their horses, sat two of Duke Hammond’s men, confident because they knew her husband was far away in Dodge City.

“If you know what’s good for you,” said one of the men, “you’ll take your children and get off this land.”

“It’s my land,” she said bravely. “You can’t tell me when to leave, I have the proper papers. And we have a government in Washington that says this is my land.”

“The government is a long way away, lady. And I’m telling you this is Duke Hammond’s land. If you want to stay here, then you’d better ask the government in Washington to send some soldiers to protect you.”

“Hammond has enough land” Janet shouted. “He doesn’t need this.”

“Listen, if you stay, next week, there’ll be another family here and a week later another. Soon the whole valley will be full of you farmers. Now listen, lady, for the last time. You have 48 hours. If you’re still here after that, we’ll burn your house down.”

In the bedroom her two children, Billy and Louise, sat on the floor under the window and listened to the cruel words. Billy closed his eyes and said quietly to himself, “Dad why can’t you come back? Please. Why can’t you be here? We need you.” But Mike Hughes had gone to Dodge City to buy some things they needed. Now they were alone. “Dear God,” he said, “please send Dad back now. Please.”

He opened his eyes and looked carefully out of the window towards the trees on the other side of the valley, towards the path his father always came along.

In the distance a man appeared between the trees and rode slowly towards the house. Billy jumped up, and forgetting the danger, ran through the rooms to his mother. “It’s Dad,” he shouted. “He has come back.” His mother had also seen the rider. But the man on the horse was not her husband. “I’m sorry, Billy,” she said sadly. “It’s probably another of Hammond’s men.”

“Now listen,” said one of the cowboys. “You have 48 hours. Understand?” 

Angrily Janet lifted her rifle. “I’m not going to leave. Do you understand that? And you tell that to Duke Hammond. Now get off my land before I shoot you.”

She aimed her rifle, but the second cowboy threw a rope round her shoulders and pulled it so tight that she fell to her knees. “Listen, lady. I’ve never shot a woman before, but there’s a first time for everything.”

Suddenly they heard a shot and a bullet threw over their heads. Automatically the two cowboys turned round. The stranger had stopped and was sitting on his horse. The first cowboy fired at him with his colt two or three times, but the stranger did not move. He just sat there. "Too far away to bit him," said the cowboy. And he knows it."

Then the stranger took his rifle and fired once more. One of the cowboys fell from his horse, hit in the shoulder. The other raised his arms. Slowly the stranger rode towards them, the rifle aimed at the two cowboys.

Janet got up from the round. She did not recognize the stranger. He had travelled a long way. Dust was on his clothes, his shoe his horse, and his hat was low over his face. When he got near enough, he said to the two gunmen, "I suggest you and your friend finish your business and go back where you came from

The wounded man climbed onto his horse. "We’ve finished here" he said. "But we've not finished with you, stranger. If you know what's good for you, keep away from Deadwood and the Double-Bar Ranch. And you, lady, remember what we said. You have 48 hours to get off this land." Then they rode away.

Janet spoke first. "I'm sure glad you came. Those men almost killed me" And slowly she began to relax. "My name is Janet Hughes. This is my son Billy. How can I thank you?" It isn't necessary,'' said the stranger.

"Can I at least offer you a meal and a bath?"

That would be very kind of you. I've been riding a long time." And she looked at the stranger curiously as he climbed down from his horse. He was tall with strong shoulders, his face brown from the hot sun, his eyes blue and very clean, his age she could not say. But he was obviously a travelling man, a man of the desert, of the mountains, his home a campfire in a lonely part of an empty region. And she thought that he was very similar to her husband.

Washed and in clean clothes from Mike's wardrobe, the stranger walked into the kitchen. The shock to Janet was even greater. He was very similar to Mike, Mike who should be back. She hoped that nothing had happened to him.

"This is a nice little farm" he said as she sat there quietly. "You’ve chosen a good position.” "Thank you," she said, and suddenly Janet wondered why he had come here. It was not a part of the country for men like him. There were only cattle ranches and farms here. There was no adventure, no gold, there were no Indians to fight, no new areas to explore. The frontier was further west. So what had brought him here?

"I thought you were another gunman for Duke Hammond. He seems to hire every gunman in the west.”

"He didn't hire me."

Janet looked out of the window. So he was a gunman. Or was he a marshal who had finally come to bring the law into a lawless country, into a part of the world where the man who owned the most said what the law was — and that man was Duke Hammond? She sighed and wished again that Mike was there.

Suddenly Billy ran into the kitchen, "How do you like my guns?" he asked. He had a pair of toy guns made of wood. He was carrying them low, the way a gunfighter wears them. “Where did you get those?” the stranger asked.

Dad gave them to me.

'Billy; said Janet angrily."Put them away. But Billy was not listening.

"Those men only came today because they knew Dad wasn't here"

The stranger looked down at the table, his face almost sad. Then he looked out of the window.

“Listen, boy,” he said. “Don’t ever play with guns. Guns are to kill animals, remember that.” The, sudden, angrily, he said, “Now take them off.”

“And tell your sister, dinner is ready,” Janet said.

“Those two men,” the stranger said as they ate their meal. “What did they want?”

“They work for Duke Hammond,” Janet said. “He owns all the land here. Or he says he owns it. His father came here over twenty years ago. He fought the Indians and everybody else who came near him and built up a huge cattle ranch, the Double-Bar Ranch. We bought our land properly through a government office. According to the papers they gave us, we’re the proper owners. But Duke Hammond says he needs the land and the water for his cattle. He’s also afraid more farmers will come and take what he thinks is all his own land.”

“So he’s forcing you to leave?”

“That’s right. He offered to buy the farm, but for so little money, it was a joke. Now he has hired some gunmen, well, you heard what they said.” Suddenly tears came to her eyes. “I wish Mike was here. I can’t fight these men alsone.” She breathed in deeply and said. “I’m sorry. I have no room here, but you’re welcome to sleep outside in the barn.”

“I’ll be okay.”

“And …” Suddenly a strange feeling came over her. “Can you stay for a day or two until Mike returns? He should be back soon.”

“I’ll be glad to stay and help. I have been travelling a long time.” He got up to leave the room, but she stopped him. “You haven’t told me your name.”

He smiled. “Few people ever ask. It’s Boone, Jim Boone.”

“Good night,” he said and left the small house.

During the next few days Jim did several jobs around the farm. At first Janet smiled to herself while she, Louise and Billy did the daily jobs, and the big man did a job here and then a job there. Until she realized that he was choosing his jobs that Mike had wanted to do before the winter came. And as loud wind came through the trees and over the plains, it seemed as if it wanted to tell her something. A cold feeling went through her.

Luckily, the gunmen never came back, and so a few days later Janet decided to ride into Deadwood and go to the grocery store. Billy and Louise were already waiting in the wagon when Jim came towards them.

“I’ll ride with you,” he said, and before she could say anything, he climbed onto the wagon and took the reins. Janet wanted to tell him that it might be dangerous for him. Duke Hammond’s men were sometimes in the saloon there, and a neighbor had mentioned that a new gunman had arrived only yesterday, a man called Brodey, the most dangerous of them all. But she noticed that Jim, too, was wearing his guns. So she sat next to him and never spoke as they rode towards the small town.

When they reached Deadwood they rode along the main street and stopped outside the grocery store. From the saloon window Brodey watched them as they got down from the wagon. “Who’s that?” Brodey asked.

“It’s the Hughes family; Hammond wants to get rid of them.”

“And the man?”

“No idea. He appeared a few days ago and put a bullet in Wiley’s shoulder. It’s your job, Brodey, to put a bullet in him.” Brodey looked at Jim Boone carefully and he thought, “How can you shoot a man you have already killed?”

Outside on the street a young man ran up to the wagon and said, “Hello, Mrs. Hughes.” Then he turned to the girl. “Hi, Louise. Would you like to walk with me while your mother is in town?”

Louise turned to her mother. “May I, Mother? Please.”

Janet smiled at her. “Yes, okay. But stay where I can see you. We’re not very popular here.”

The girl jumped down and went away with the young man.

Janet sighed. “It won’t be long before she marries and has her own children. It’s funny. You think you’re still young, but before you know what has happened, your life is over and you’re a grandmother. Are you planning to do anything her in Deadwood, Jim?”

“I just want to see a few people,” he said.

“Can I come with you?” asked Billy.

“No!” said Janet quickly. “You stay with me. God, I feel like a mother hen when I come up here. Come on, quickly, into the store with you.”

Sheriff Hogan was a fat and harmless man: he was the kind of sheriff Duke Hammond wanted. In fact, it was Duke Hammond, who had chosen him, and Duke Hammond who made sure he stayed sheriff, Sam Hogan was happy with his job. He had little to do as Duke Hammond and his men organized the law in Deadwood. When it was necessary, he carried the bodies away. He was a simple man who liked a simple life, and he was not prepared for the tall stranger. Jim Boone threw the door of his office open and said calmly, “Are you the sheriff here?” “Yes, sir,” said Hogan. “What’s the problem?”

“I have some business to do. I think you should do a siesta for a couple of hours.”

Sheriff Hogan looked at the clock on the wall. It was ten o’clock. “It’s a little early for a siesta.”

“I think it’s a good time for a siesta,” said Jim and left the room as suddenly as he had entered it. “Who was that?” asked the sheriff’s assistant, a slow youth of seventeen whose main job was to make coffee for Sam Hogan and clean the office.

“I don’t know, boy, and I don’t like it. But you heard what the man said. Close your eyes and have a siesta.”

Sheriff Hogan went to the window and looked out. The tall man was walking towards the saloon.

“I don’t like it,” he said.

Jim entered the saloon and went to the bar. The room was not full. Men were sitting at different tables. In one corner and old black man was playing the piano. Jim recognized the song from the Civil War, but he concentrated on three men sitting at a table where a card game was in progress. Two of the men were the men he had seen at Janet’s house. The third was Brodey, the gunmen who Hammond had hired. 

“Well, look who’s here,” said one of the cowboys from the card table. “I hear you’re leaving town today. Why don’t you have a drink before you go?”

Jim looked calmly at the three men. His eyes met Brodey’s across the table. 

“I see cowboys with very loud mouths,” he said. “You open them again and there’ll be two dead cowboys in here.”

The piano stopped at once. Nobody had spoken like that in Deadwood for a long time. The piano player left his chair and walked out of the room. Other men moved quietly from the tables out of the way. Slowly the two cowboys stood up, but Brodey said, “sit down. This is my fight.”

Brodey was not a superstitious man but throughout the day he had had a strange feeling inside which he could not explain. When he had first ridden into Deadwood to meet Hammond, he had thought this was a town he would never leave, although no man was faster with a gun than him. The feeling had got stronger during the morning. He had even written a short letter, a few lines to a relative, in which he said, “If anything happens to me, there’s some money in the bank.” But then he had thrown the letter away. Now, as he looked into Jim Boone’s eyes he knew what the feeling was. “Hello, Brodey,” said Jim.

People heard the shots all over the town. In the store Janet dropped her bags and held Jimmy to her. They ran to the window and looked out onto the street. Other people had come out of stores and houses and were looking towards the saloon. Minutes seemed like hours until Jim Boone walked out of the saloon doors.

“Jim,” shouted Janet, and ran onto the street. But he did not come to her. He walked straight towards the hotel. Inside the hotel Duke Hammond was drinking coffee with a group of business friends. He had heard the shots, too, but he was smiling and confident. Brodey, he believed, had done what he had paid him to do. But when the door flew open and Jim Boone walked in, he froze.

Jim Boone stopped in front of the table and aimed his gun at Duke Hammond’s head. The cattle rancher began to shake. Jim took a bullet and put it onto the table where Hammond could see it. “This bullet is for you, Duke Hammond, I’m going to carry it with me wherever I go. If I ever hear that you or your men are tryying to force people to leave, or you make trouble for the Hughes family, then I’m going to come and look for you, Hammond. And I’ll find you.”

Jim took the bullet and put it into the pocket of his shirt. “Remember that, Hammond, and leave the people in peace here. Your days are over as from now.”

Hammond was terrified; then he shouted, “You can’t do this. Where’s the sheriff?”

“The sheriff is coming,” said Jim. “Now, get up. You’re leaving town.”

“You can’t do this. This is my town!”

Jim fired and a bullet flew past Hammond’s ear. Hammond jumped to his feet and ran to the door. Jim fired again and again as Hammond fell out of the hotel and onto the dusty street; and in front of the eyes of the frightened people of Deadwood bullets hit the ground between Hammond’s feet as he ran down the main street and out of the town. Again and again he shouted, “Sheriff, Brodey! Where are you?” But nobody came.

That evening after the meal and when the children were in bed, Janet said, “Mike’s dead, isn’t he?” Jim nodded. “Did you know him?”

“We met on the way to Dodge City. I liked him. He told me about your problems here. He thought it was funny that we looked like each other. But I said that it is not healthy to look like me. I have too many enemies. One of them was Brodey.”

“What happened?”

“Mike was sitting in a saloon during a card game when Brodey came in. Mike never had a chance, and he never realized that Brodey thought he was me.”

“Why was Brodey your enemy?”

“I’m a U.S. Marshal. I was looking for him.”

“I can’t live here alone. Billy is too young and Louise is still a girl.”

“Billy will soon be old enough. And Louise has a nice young man. I’m sure he can help here.”

“And I finish my days as a lonely widow. I know I should thank you for what you have done, but why Mike? Why? And why didn’t you stop him? He wasn’t a gun fighter.”

Jim stood up. “I wasn’t in the saloon. When I got there, Brodey had left to come here.” He put some money out of his pocket and put it onto the table.

“There was a reward on Brodey’s head – five thousand dollars. I don’t need the money. I’d like to give it to you.”

The next morning when Janet and the children got up, Jim Boone had gone. “Will he come back, Mom?” Billy asked.

Janet looked out of the window across the quiet plains.

“Soon, Billy, soon.”


