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    Chapter 1


    Jeremiah sat outside the courtroom. It was a big day for him. As usual, he was surrounded by reporters wanting to hear more stories of his gunfighter days. Some of the same reporters were there when he’d left for Alaska and again when he was sentenced to hang. It was thirty years later, but they were all there today for a different occasion.


    Mr. Tucker, said Francis, one of the oldest reporters there, it’s been quite a spell since you were in this courtroom. You’ve led a very dangerous, but interesting life. While we have you here, why not tell us another story?


    Call me Jeremiah. I never liked being called mister. I ain’t nobody’s master. It was in this very courtroom all right. Maybe I was sitting in this same chair, but the story I got to tell didn’t start out here. It started in Sheriff Hunter’s jail. I was sitting in my jail cell waiting for the hangman to send for me.


    ***


    “There’s a man wants to see you, Jeremiah,” said the sheriff. He sat at his desk where he could hear everything that was said. His deputy sat across the room with his rifle laid across his lap.


    “My name’s Willard Foster, Mr. Tucker. I’m a writer for several different papers up North. I asked the sheriff if I could come in here for a few minutes and maybe you could tell me what happened.”


    “The sheriff shoved him a chair,” said Jeremiah, “and Mr. Foster sat back away from the bars of the cell like he was afraid I might grab him. I looked at him through the bars. He was much too old and frail to be traveling down from the North just to get a story. I doubted he was even a writer, but I didn’t say anything.


    “I never heard of you,” I said. “Why won’t you just let me die in peace? Besides, I ain’t that famous.”


    “I been following your endeavors for as long as I can remember, Mr. Tucker. Why I even remember when you kilt that cowboy who did in your father. You were only six years old.”


    “Yeah, well, I’ve told that story a million times. You could of heard it from anyone.”


    “As far as I can tell, you never kilt nobody what didn’t need killing, but you kilt a judge this time, Mr. Tucker. I don’t see no way out for you on this one. Unless a miracle occurs, they’re going to put that noose around your neck and stretch you out.”


    “Funny you’d say that on the day I’m supposed to hang. And stop calling me Mr. Tucker. My name’s Jeremiah. I keep thinking you’re talking to my pa.” I stood and looked through the bars at Foster. “You sure you’re a writer? You sure don’t talk like no writer.”


    “I’ve been asking around town and nobody that I’ve talked to wants to see you hang. Maybe if you told me your side of the story, who knows what might happen? I’ve been to hangings before where they were stopped right before the door dropped out from under their feet. I’ve been to some where you could hear their neck crack when they hit the end of the rope.”


    “Did someone send you in here to cheer me up? What the hell do you want to know?”


    “Just tell me what happened.”


    “Well, what the hell. I’m gonna hang anyway. They won’t even let me see my Lilly. If you could arrange that, I’d be much obliged.” I pushed my chair over beside the bars and put my feet up on the bunk. I pulled two cigars out of my shirt pocket and handed one through the bars to Foster. “You gotta match? They won’t let me have a match in here.”


    ***


    Willard lit his cigar, coughed, and then handed it to Jeremiah. “I never smoke a cigar on the day of a good man’s hangin’.”


    Jeremiah leaned back in his chair and took a long drag off his cigar. “The problems all started when me and Lilly came back to town.”


    “Who’s Lilly?” said Mr. Foster.


    “She’s the woman I was hopin’ to marry.”


    “Is she pretty?”


    “Oh, she’s pretty all right. She’d turn any man’s head. We met under really strange circumstances. Her and her brother were trying to rob me.” He pulled a drag on his cigar and then hung his head and was silent for a moment. “She’s from Arkansas. A really beautiful part of Arkansas. I was planning on taking her back there to live after we got married and sold the old place.”


    “Don’t give up hope,” said Foster, “you ain’t hung yet.”


    “That sounds like something Lilly would say.” Jeremiah smiled. It was the first time he’d smiled since he was locked up.


    “Anyway, when we came back to town, I found a sale sign nailed to the door of my house. I came in and talked to the judge and he said there was something wrong with me and Alma’s wedding. Alma was the woman I was married to back then. We were only married a few hours before she died. Even though there were witnesses there, Alma never signed the papers. She couldn’t, she was cut up so bad. She didn’t have a will leaving everything to me and since she legally owned the ranch and she never signed no wedding papers, the ranch was to go back to the county. At least that’s what the judge said. It sounded like a crooked deal to me. I heard from a friend that the judge had already made a bid and put up money as collateral. Everybody in town was afraid to bid against him. Afraid they’d wind up on the gallows.”


    “Is that why you kilt him?”


    “No, he called Lilly a whore and a criminal. He said if I tried to interfere, he’d have her locked up for life. That was the funny part ’cause I was the one who Lilly and her brother tried to rob and then I killed her brother in his jail cell and broke Lilly out. It was this very cell that I’m in right now. That’s funny, don’t you think? It should have been me he was after, not Lilly.”


    “What about the judge?”


    “Well, we were in his courtroom at the time, although there was nothing legal about it. Nothing was going on, he just happened to be in there when I found him. When he first saw me come through the door, I thought he was going to shit himself. He was so scared, he was shaking. I asked him what was going on with my ranch going up for sale and then he pulled a gun out from under his bench.”


    “You shoulda stayed gone,” he said. “You and your little whore, she’s nothing but a tramp and a criminal, but I guess that makes her just right for you.”


    “Everybody who knows me knows I carry my guns under my coat. It was a reaction more that anything else. I was mad with him talking about Lilly that way. I shot him dead before he got off a shot. I didn’t know at the time why he pulled that smoker. I hadn’t threatened him in any way. All I did was ask about my ranch. He had no call to talk about Lilly that way. Before I knew it, the sheriff was there and had a hold of me. He had to hold me until a circuit judge came. It didn’t make no nevermind that the judge had pulled first and said all that trash about Lilly. He was a judge and that was all that mattered. The circuit judge said “I’m going to hang your sorry ass boy, for killing that Judge.”


    “I guess being a judge gives you the right to pull a gun in your own courtroom,” said Willard.


    “I reckon so. He also owned a goodly share of the bank where I have the money from my gold deposited. I guess he thought I was just gonna walk away and let him have that, too.”


    “Sounds to me like he wanted to make sure you couldn’t walk away.” Mr. Foster stood. ”Well, I guess that about does it, Mr. Tucker.”


    The sheriff asked his deputy to step out to the gallows and see what the hold up was.


    “Are we gonna hang him today or not?”


    “Thank you for your time, Jeremiah,” said Mr. Foster. He walked over to the sheriff who was bent over his desk reading over what he was going to say when they hung Jeremiah. Mr. Foster pulled an iron bar from under his coat and clubbed the sheriff over the head. He took the keys off a hook behind the sheriff’s desk and threw them to Jeremiah. Jeremiah unlocked the cell door and watched as Mr. foster took off the gray wig and beard. It was Lilly.


    “Lilly, is that really you?”


    “Help me, Jeremiah.” They drug the sheriff into the cell and dumped him on the bed, then covered him like he was asleep. They locked the door and went out the back way where Lilly’s brother held their horses.


    “I told you we should’ve stayed in Arkansas,” said Lilly.


    “I knew you weren’t no writer,” said Jeremiah.


    Lilly laughed and leaned over and kissed him. “You really think I’m pretty?”


    “Hell, yes, I think you’re beautiful. Now, let’s get the hell out of here.”


    They were all the way out of Coffeyville and halfway to the ranch before the deputy came back. He found the sheriff locked in the cell.


    “Are you okay? What happened?” He helped him sit up on the bunk.


    “Did they get away?” asked the sheriff.


    “They’re gone.”


    “It was that reporter. He was the one who broke Jeremiah out. Round up a posse and we’ll get after ’em.” The sheriff sat in his chair holding his head like he was afraid it was going to split in half. “Where the hell were you, anyway?”


    “I got hung up talking to some lady. I didn’t know we were in no hurry to hang Jeremiah anyway.”


    He took his rifle and walked out onto the street. “Jeremiah’s been broke out of jail,” he screamed. “I need some volunteers for a posse.” Nobody moved.


    The deputy was gone for over an hour when he finally came back. “No one’ll join up. They all hated the judge and was glad Jeremiah kilt him.”


    “Well, we’ll wait until daylight and then we’ll try again.”


    It was almost midnight when the sheriff showed up at Jeremiah’s ranch. It was pitch dark. He pulled his gun and looked around for horses. There was no sign that anyone was around. He walked up on the porch and knocked on the door


    It opened slowly. “It’s me,” he said. “You gonna make me stand out here all night?” Lilly opened the door. “You know, you didn’t have to hit me so hard.” He took his hat off and showed her the knot on his head.


    “You said to make it look real. Did your deputy buy it?”


    “Hook, line and sinker.” They went to the center of the house where there was a room without windows. Jeremiah and Lilly’s brother, Dick, were sitting there with a lantern.


    “I won’t be forming a posse until tomorrow. I’ll be lucky to find anyone who’ll go. You have a lot of friends in this town, Jeremiah.”


    “You sure had me fooled. You two had this planned all along.” He pulled Lilly over and sat her on his lap.


    “You’ll have to get out of here for a while. You’ve got a lot of friends, but the law’s still the law. That circuit judge is going to be asking what happened to you. I thought about putting up a headstone in the graveyard with your name on it. Just tell him that you were hung.”


    Lilly laughed, “That’d be the day.”


    “But if he ever found out the truth,” said the sheriff, “he’d put the whole town in jail. You won’t have to stay gone forever. We’ll keep looking until we find a way for you and Lilly to come back.”


    “We’ll be leaving for Arkansas as soon as it’s daylight,” said Jeremiah. “Which way will you be taking the posse?”


    “Well, assuming I can get one together, I’ll take them off in the opposite direction. I always wanted to see Colorado this time of year.” Lilly poured him a cup of coffee and apologized for hitting him so hard.


    “I’ll get word to you somehow when it’s safe to come back. If I have to, I’ll put it in the papers. You keep an eye out for it, Jeremiah. This place has always been rightfully yours and everybody knows it. We want you to come back, but we’ll just have to find a way.”


    “Once I get him back to Arkansas, he may never want to come back,” said Lilly. The sheriff stayed for a while, then said goodbye.


    “We’ll be heading out as soon as I can gather up a posse. It may just be me and my deputy. You take good care of him, Lilly.”


    


    


    Chapter 2

    It had only been a year since Jeremiah picked Lilly up off her mother’s porch and sat her in his wagon. It was a long, but beautiful ride back to Coffeyville. Lilly used it all in her favor to help win his love. She was a little afraid that the sheriff would lock them both up due to Jeremiah killing her brother and then breaking her out of jail, but Jeremiah convinced her that the sheriff was trying to help them. “Otherwise,” he said, “he wouldn’t have deputized me the way he did.”


    “Why are we going back? We’ve got everything we need right here in Arkansas.”


    “I’ve got to get the title to the ranch for one thing and we don’t have the money. When I came back from Alaska, I deposited my gold money in the Coffeyville bank. There’s enough there for us to live off of for the rest of our lives. We can sell the old place and come back here to live. There’s nothing to hold me there anymore. Just bad memories.”


    ***


    “We’ll leave in the morning,” said Jeremiah. “We can take our time. The bank won’t be open till noon and the sheriff and his posse will be on their way to Colorado.”


    “I never robbed no bank before,” said Dick, Lilly’s brother.


    “It’s going to be a new experience for all of us,” said Jeremiah. “We’ll have to leave everything but my gold money. I’m not doing this to hurt the people of Coffeyville. I just want what’s mine. I want you to stay here, Lilly. I don’t want to take any chances with you getting shot. You can load up the wagon and be ready to leave when we get back.”


    “Everybody will know you did it anyway,” said Lilly. “They know you have your money in their bank and they know you didn’t hang. “Who else would they suspect?”


    “If we don’t touch their money, they won’t come after us.”


    Jeremiah and Dick showed up at the bank when the doors opened, all decked out with gray wigs and beards. The president of the bank opened the door for them, laughing. “Hell, Jeremiah, you didn’t have to go to all this trouble. All you had to do was ask me.” He motioned to a teller and the teller brought two satchels full of Jeremiah’s money and handed it to him. “We wish you all the luck in the world, Jeremiah. You can count it if you want, but it’s all there, interest and all.”


    Jeremiah thanked him, took his money and got out of there.


    “That was easy,” said Dick. “I may get into this bank robbing business.”


    They mounted their horses and walked them out of town, throwing the wigs and beards on the ground as Jeremiah waved goodbye to his friends.


    “I never thought the bank would be willing to give up the money so easy,” said Jeremiah.


    “Well, they all like you,” said Dick. “You heard what the sheriff said. That banker was laughing, but he was scared shitless. You just kilt a judge. He knew you wouldn’t think twice about killing a banker.”


    When they got to the ranch, Lilly was waiting with the wagon loaded and the team hitched up.


    “We never had to fire a shot,” said Dick. “They had his money all ready and waiting for him.”


    “I think the sheriff had something to do with that,” said Jeremiah. “He knew I wouldn’t leave without my money. No need in someone else getting kilt.”


    Lilly had enough food and water packed in the wagon to last until they got to Arkansas. Jeremiah tied his horse to the wagon and climbed up next to Lilly. He checked his rifle and set it close at hand. Then he took his shotgun and handed it to Lilly. “It’s a long way to Arkansas. A lot can happen between here and there.” He put the satchels of money on the floorboard behind their feet and covered them with a blanket, then slipped his hand up under Lilly’s dress and squeezed her knee.


    She jumped and laughed. “Not here in front of Dick.”


    “I heard you laugh when the sheriff was talking about me being hung. What is it about me being hung that’s so funny?”


    


    


    Chapter 3

    They had to cut through Indian territory to do it, but it only took them three days to make it to the mountains of Arkansas. Lilly was nervous the whole way. She kept looking around for Indians.


    “They’ve all been rounded up,” said Jeremiah. “They’re all on reservations now.”


    “We saw a few of them the first time we went to Coffeyville. I guess they were just stragglers. I don’t want to get scalped, but after what our government did to them, I wouldn’t blame them for anything.”


    They found a nice, shady spot next to a river and made camp for the night. Jeremiah and Dick gathered firewood and Lilly cooked them a hot meal.


    “This has got to be one of the most beautiful places on earth,” said Lilly.


    “If you like it that much, maybe I’ll buy it for you.” Jeremiah turned to Dick. “You didn’t have to take part in any of this. When we finally get where were going, I’ll see to it that you’re set up.”


    “I didn’t have to do nothin,” said Dick. “The bank just handed you the money.”


    “I know, but you didn’t know that out front and you helped Lilly break me out of jail. They could have come out shooting and killed us all. You deserve your share.”


    “Take it, you idiot,” said Lilly. “It’s probably the only chance your dumb ass will ever have to make something of yourself.”


    Dick laughed and threw his bedroll down by his saddle. “I’m gonna be a landowner. Imagine that.”


    Jeremiah and Lilly stayed up a little later and walked down the river bank carrying a blanket. Dick could hear her laughing as he tried to go to sleep. I’m going to be a landowner, he thought as he dozed off.


    ***


    Jeremiah woke up to the sound of crows calling back and forth across the river bottom. Lilly was already on the wagon. She looked afraid, like something bad was about to happen. Dick had saddled his horse and was sitting on it ready to ride. He had his rifle in his hands.


    “Why didn’t you wake me up?” said Jeremiah. “I must’ve been dog tired. He sat up and stretched. He couldn’t help but notice that his guns were missing.


    “Last night, while you and my little sister were down on the river doing it, I had a different idea. Why not take all the money? After all, you did kill all my brothers. I ain’t got nobody left ’cept my ma and Lilly.” Lilly stood on the wagon crying.


    “He didn’t kill them all,” she said. “Billy Bob got shot at the ranch by a woman friend of Alma’s and Ma shot Charlie. Besides, they deserved what they got and you know it.”


    “It don’t matter who kilt ’em or what they deserved. I’m gonna kill Jeremiah and then me and you can take the money.”


    “I don’t want the money. We don’t have to kill him. Just leave him here without a horse. He’ll never find us in these mountains. Please don’t kill him. I love him.”


    “You just do as I tell you. Get the money and put it on your horse.”


    “Please don’t kill him.”


    “He’s a gunfighter, Lilly. He won’t stop coming until I'm dead.”


    She took the satchels filled with money and dropped them on the ground. “They’re too heavy for me to carry. You’ll have to get them.” Dick took his eyes off her just long enough to raise his rifle and take aim at Jeremiah when Lilly picked up the shotgun, closed her eyes and fired. Jeremiah was watching Dick and looking at the end of the barrel of his rifle when he heard the blast. He was sitting down with his legs crossed, but somehow sprang completely off the ground, feeling his body for bullet holes, thinking he’d been shot. He saw Dick’s body fly backwards out of his saddle as a red mist drifted down. He ran to Lilly standing in the wagon with her eyes still closed. He took the shotgun and laid it in the seat. Lilly opened her eyes and he grabbed her and spun her around.


    “Don’t look, baby.”


    “Did I get him?”


    “You got him all right.” He sat her down and told her not to look, then he climbed down and covered Dick’s headless body with a blanket.


    “We’ll have to find a new place. I couldn’t live here knowing it was where I kilt my brother.”


    Jeremiah threw the satchels of money on the wagon, then drove it down the river a piece. “You stay here.” He reloaded the shotgun and handed it to her. He could hear her crying as he walked back and covered Dick’s body with rocks.


    “You had it made. You could of had it all, you stupid bastard.”


    He took Dick’s guns and his horse and rode back down to Lilly. He climbed on the wagon and sat holding her until she stopped crying.


    “I love you,” she said.


    “I love you, too, baby.” He had never heard of anyone shooting their own brother to save the life of their man. He hoped he could live up to her love. He thought of Alma and her horrible death, just because she loved him.


    There will always be somebody looking to shoot it out with a gunfighter, he thought. He wondered if he hadn’t made a mistake falling in love with Lilly and putting her in danger.


    “There are lots of beautiful places in Arkansas,” he said. “We’ll just find us another place.”


    He knew the more distance he could put between Lilly and her dead brother the better. He cracked the whip and the horses started moving along the river.


    He glanced back over his shoulder. He didn’t know who, but someone was following them.


    


    


    Chapter 4

    Two years earlier in Coffeyville


    Jeremiah met Alma Simpson on the stagecoach on his trip to Alaska. Alma’s sister and her sister’s husband were both killed by the Yankees during the war and Alma was taking her sister’s two children to Council Bluffs, Iowa, to live with their grandmother.


    On the long trip to Iowa, Alma and Jeremiah, being attracted to each other, had an affair. It was more than an affair to Jeremiah. He had never known a woman like Alma and was considering staying on in Council Bluffs and asking for her hand in marriage, but there was the ranch in Coffeyville and he needed money to get it back. He left Alma in Iowa, but while he was away, they communicated by mail and over the next year, fell in love.


    She was a school teacher in Independence, Kansas. Her husband of only a few weeks had been killed in the war and now she was going to start a new life with Jeremiah. Jeremiah was coming home. He had written her and told her he was going back to Coffeyville before he came for her. He wanted the house to be just right for her.


    Alma couldn’t wait. She took the stage to Coffeeville. Sheriff Hunter met the stage when Alma came in and was taken by her at first sight.


    “Let me help you,” he said as Alma stepped down from the stagecoach. My name’s James Hunter, ma’am. I’m the sheriff of Coffeyville.” He even hired a buggy and took her out to the ranch and then back to town where she purchased the ranch for back taxes.


    It was a regular occurrence for him to show up at the ranch and ask if he could be of any assistance. Alma was a beautiful woman and was used to being admired by men and women alike. She told him on every occasion that she was promised to Jeremiah, but that made him no difference.


    “That trash,” said the sheriff. “He’s nothing but a lowlife gunfighter.”


    One morning while she was out back hanging out her wash, the sheriff snuck up behind her, slipped his hands up under her blouse and held her breasts. He pulled her close to him and squeezed. “You’re the prettiest woman I’ve ever seen. Why can’t you forget about that gunfighter and let me take care of you?”


    Alma screamed and fell to the ground trying to get away from him, but he jumped on top of her and pulled up her dress.


    “Nobody’s going to know,” he said. “Why don’t you let me have a little? I won’t tell nobody.” He cupped his hand and grabbed her between her legs.


    She scratched his face and kicked him in the jaw with her knee. It was enough to get away from him, then she ran into the house and grabbed her shotgun.


    “Aw, come on. It wouldn’t be that bad.” Then he heard her cock the shotgun. “Oh, shit.” He ran to the front of the house where he had tied his horse. He mounted and whipped his horse, riding as fast as he could away from the house. Alma ran out the front door and managed to get off a shot. She aimed high because she didn’t want to hit the horse. He was far enough away that all he felt was a few pellets hitting him like rain falling. He was laughing, but he didn’t go back for more.


    He waited a few days, then started all over again as if nothing had happened. He was even bragging around town about how she had let him feel her tits and the softness between her legs. How she had begged him to take her to bed. “I have too much respect for Jeremiah to fuck the woman he’s going to marry,” he told his deputy.


    She continually refused his advances right up until Jeremiah came home. The sheriff was jealous of Jeremiah and mad at Alma for turning down his advances. He lived in fear that she would tell Jeremiah what he’d done. So when the Jones brothers and their sister, Lilly, came to his office and asked where Jeremiah Tucker lived, he was more than happy to oblige them. He had no idea that they would rape and kill Alma, but if he had known, it wouldn’t have made any difference. He hoped they were after Jeremiah, but as it turned out, Alma was raped and cut up so bad that she died that same evening.


    After Alma died, Jeremiah came to town and killed one of the brothers who was locked up in the jail and took Lilly with him. The sheriff had expected Jeremiah to come and pretended to be his friend and dissuade him from doing anything violent. That only led to Jeremiah clubbing the sheriff over the head. Alma had never told Jeremiah about the sheriff because she knew Jeremiah would have killed him.


    Now with all the brothers dead save one, Jeremiah, Lilly and her last surviving brother, Dick, had come back to town. The ranch was up for sale again and Jeremiah had killed the judge who was aiming on buying it. Sheriff Hunter had grown to hate Jeremiah and wanted him dead, but he couldn’t kill him in Coffeyville because Jeremiah had too many friends who wouldn’t allow it. They all knew about his admiration for Alma. If he’d hung Jeremiah, the whole town would’ve come after him, so he arranged for Jeremiah’s escape and then had him followed.


    ***


    Jeremiah looked over his shoulder again. “What is it, Jeremiah?” said Lilly. “You see something back there?”


    “I guess it’s just my instincts. I feel like someone’s been following us.”


    “Well, I don’t have no gunfighter instincts, but I’ve felt the same way ever since we left the ranch. Maybe it’s the sheriff.”


    “It couldn’t be the sheriff. He took the posse to Colorado. Probably just our imagination. If there’s someone back there, he’s sure keeping his distance. Waiting for dark, I suppose.”


    The sun was going down so he found a place with good cover from the road and pulled over for the night. He unhitched the horses while Lilly made their bed in the back of the wagon. Jeremiah climbed in and lay down with his rifle aimed at the road. “If there’s somebody coming, I’ll have a clear shot from here.” He had made several turns to get to the place where he stopped. No one would come to that exact spot unless they were following his wagon tracks.


    It was almost dark when two riders appeared.


    Jeremiah squeezed off one shot hitting one of the riders and knocking him off his horse. The other rider turned and ran, but Jeremiah got off several shots as he rode away into the darkness.


    “I think you hit him,” whispered Lilly. “I thought I heard him groan.”


    “You stay here.” He handed her the shotgun. “Don’t you shoot me now when I come back.” I shouldn’t have said that to her, he thought as he walked back to where the rider had fallen. The man was still alive, but barely.


    “You gut shot me,” he said.


    “You shouldn’t of been following me,” said Jeremiah. “Why were you following me?”


    “Could I have a drink of water?”


    “Why were you following me, goddamit? You tell me and then I’ll get you some water.”


    “The sheriff in Coffeyville sent us to kill you.”


    “The sheriff? Why?”


    “He didn’t tell me why. All’s I know is that he wanted you dead. He said he’d give the man who kilt you fifty brand new American dollars. That’s why we followed you, otherwise, we ain’t got nothin’ against you. Can I have some water now? My stomach’s burning something terrible.” Jeremiah called back to the wagon. “Lilly, can you bring this man a drink of water?”


    Lilly grabbed a jug of water and her shotgun and walked back to Jeremiah. He took the jug and knelt down beside the man. He lifted his head, but the man was already dead.


    “He said it was the sheriff, Lilly. I wonder why the sheriff would want me dead.”


    He laid awake most of the night while Lilly slept, waiting for the other rider to come back. At daylight, while Lilly kept an eye out for the rider, Jeremiah hitched up the horses and they were on their way.


    “What about that man, Jeremiah? Shouldn’t we bury him?”


    “Fuck him. Let the buzzards have him.”


    


    


    Chapter 5

    When they came to the river where Lilly’s mother lived, Lilly started to cry again. Jeremiah stopped the wagon before crossing. “What is it, Lilly?”


    “I don’t know how I’m gonna tell ma about killing Dick.”


    “Just tell her the truth. He wanted the money for himself and was going to kill me for it. You shot him to save my life. Just tell her the truth. She’ll understand.” They crossed the river and drove up to the house. Lilly’s ma was on the porch waiting for them.


    “There’s someone following you’ens. I saw him as soon as he come up over the ridge. It ain’t Dick. He don‘t sit a horse like Dick.” Lilly ran to her mother, crying, and hugged her.


    “What’s the matter, Lilly? This man not treating you right?”


    “No, Ma, that ain’t it. I had to kill Dick.”


    “You what?”


    “I had to kill Dick.” They went inside the house and Lilly told her mother all about it.


    Jeremiah unloaded the wagon onto the porch, He carried the satchels of money into the house and set them on the floor next to Lilly, then he took his rifle and sat next to the door and waited for the rider to cross the river. The rider came down out of the hills and rode along the river until he came to the place where Jeremiah had crossed. He didn’t ride like a man who was cautious or concerned that he might get shot. He was riding along looking around like he was going to church or to see a friend. He crossed the river and then disappeared into the trees. Jeremiah looked up and down the tree line until he saw the man’s horse. “He’s not on his horse anymore, he’s afoot.”


    Lilly got up from her mother and picked up the shotgun. “We’re in the best place for cover unless he just starts shooting wildly at the house.”


    “Shooting at the house?” said Lilly’s ma. “Who’s going to shoot at the house?”


    “There was two men following us, Ma. Jeremiah kilt one of them back on the trail, but the other one was the one you saw following us. He’s out there somewhere now.”


    “He’s crossed the river,” said Jeremiah, “and now he’s afoot. Is there a back door to this house or somewhere you can hide?”


    “We got a back door,” said Lilly, “and a potato cellar out back, but we wouldn’t have a chance if he caught us in there. Maybe we could hide in the barn or run for the woods.” Jeremiah took the satchels of money and shoved them under the bed. He checked his pistols and rifle to see that they were loaded.


    “Jeremiah Tucker!” the gunman called out. “I know you’re in there. Come on out and face your end like a man.”


    Lilly ran to the door and fired both barrels of her shotgun at the man, but hit the dirt in front of him. “You git on outta here before you git yourself kilt. We never done nothin’ to you.”


    “It’s Jeremiah I want, miss. I ain’t got no business with you.”


    Jeremiah kissed Lilly on the cheek. “Reload your gun,” he whispered. “If he shoots me, blow his fucking head off. You’ll have to aim higher and don’t close your eyes.”


    He stepped out onto the porch. The man’s shirt was bloodied where Jeremiah had nicked him in his left shoulder.


    “You standing there with both hands in your coat pockets ain’t going to save your life. I’m going to kill you whether you got a gun or not.”


    “Why would you want to kill me? I don’t even know you. Have you ever even heard of me before?”


    “No, not ever. It’s the sheriff who wants you dead, not me. It’s because of your wife.”


    “My wife?”


    “Yeah. The sheriff wanted her for himself. He was in love with her or something.” He laughed. “She didn’t want nothin’ to do with that dumbass. You can go to your grave knowing that. He was afraid you’d find out and come kill him.”


    “Find out what?”


    “That he was in love with her, I guess, or maybe because he was running off at the mouth, telling everybody in town what a slut she was.”


    “You’ve really never heard of me, have you?”


    “He was so mad when you come back to town that he sent them men out to your place to fuck her up. He said if he couldn’t have her, nobody could. I got nothing against you, Jeremiah, but fifty dollars is a lot of money. He’s gonna give me fifty dollars just for killing you. He didn’t say nothin’ about it being a fair fight.”


    “That’s good. Anybody who knows me knows I don’t go by no rules.”


    Jeremiah’s mind was filled with rage. He didn’t wait for the man to draw, but fired away, emptying all twelve slugs into him. The gunman tried to draw as he was flying back from the force of .44 slugs, but was only able to shoot himself in the foot. Lilly stepped out the door and fired both barrels at him and, this time, she didn’t miss. “Jeremiah!” she screamed, “you’re on fire!” Jeremiah pulled off his coat, threw it on the ground and stomped out the fire.


    “I never had that happen before, but I never emptied my guns on anyone neither.”


    “There ain’t much left of him,” she said smiling, looking down at the hired gun. “I told you to leave before you got kilt, you asshole.”


    Jeremiah took the body down to the river to a place where there were rapids and threw it in. “I’ll have to go back,” he told Lilly that night. “As long as he knows I’m alive, he’ll keep sending gunmen after me. The only way to stop him is to kill him.”


    “I’ll go with you.”


    “No, better you stay here with your mother. This is something I’ve got to do myself. I’ve got to bring an end to it once and for all.”


    “What would happen to me if you got yourself kilt?” She held him tight like she was never going to let go. Tears were streaming down her face. “I couldn’t live without you.”


    “I’ve killed a lot of men in my time, more than most. I’m not that easy to kill, I reckon. I’ll leave the money with you and your ma. If anything happens to me, at least you’ll have the money.”


    “I don’t want the money if I don’t have you.” She held him and cried most of the night, until she fell asleep in his arms.


    She told him she loved him and, as he rode off that morning, she ran along the side of the horse all the way to the river. The last words he heard her say as she dropped to her knees were “Please take me with you.”


    


    


    Chapter 6

    He had a long ride back to Coffeyville. He wasn’t even to the top of the ridge before he was already missing her. He stopped at the top and looked back down at the farm. He could see Lilly standing next to the river waving goodbye. He waved back and then rode away before he changed his mind and went back to her. He made it as far as Bear Creek before he stopped and made camp. He gathered some wood and built a fire. His mind was racing back and forth from Lilly to Alma.


    Alma wasn’t the kind of woman who would take to a man like the sheriff. On his best day, he wasn’t a desirable sort. Even the barroom whores were put off by his loud-mouthed arrogance.


    She came all the way from Iowa and bought the ranch just to please me, he thought, and got herself killed for it. He lay there with his head resting on his saddle trying to stop the thoughts that were swirling around in his mind. He listened to the coyotes yapping and what sounded like wild hogs running through the brush. He considered climbing a tree and sleeping off the ground, but didn’t. He heard a gunshot off in the distance. Probably a farmer shooting at some hogs, he thought. Hogs had been known to attack the soldiers at night during the war.


    He was just about to doze off when they came out of the brush. There were two of them. One came straight at him and the other from the side. He had already woke up once with his guns missing, so on this trip, he was sleeping with both of them in his hands.


    “Is that you, Jeremiah?” he heard a familiar voice say. “Don’t shoot. It’s me, Luke Johnson. I got my son, Zeb, with me.”


    “Luke,” Jeremiah said, sitting up. “What’re you doing out here?”


    “We’ve been lookin’ for you. We saw the light from your fire. Not many people out at night in these mountains, what with the bears and wolves and all. Maybe even a few Cherokees left.” Zeb brought a coffee pot from his saddle and made coffee. They sat around the fire drinking coffee and Luke told Jeremiah about the sheriff.


    “We never sat down and talked about Alma after she died. When you came back to town, I figured you needed to be left alone for a while, then you kilt that sorry ass judge and were gone again. We never got to talk.”


    “I guess I never thanked you for tracking down those brothers. They’re all dead now and I’m with Lilly. She killed the last one herself and saved my life. I never met a woman like her.”


    “Sheriff Hunter was after Alma from the first day she came to town, Jeremiah. I don’t know what you did to him, but Hunter has hated you since we were kids. He went around town braggin’ about how he and Alma were gonna get together. It was all lies. She was a good woman and never did none of the things he said. I told him once that if he didn’t let you alone, I’d see to it that he was never elected sheriff again. When I heard him talkin’ about Alma, I told him I was going to kick his sorry ass out of town if he didn’t shut up. I guess now, lookin’ back, I shoulda shot the stupid bastard. We were comin’ to tell you he’s sendin’ hired guns after you.”


    “I’ve already taken care of two of them,” said Jeremiah. “Well, me and Lilly.” He smiled. “Lilly turned out to be a fine woman, Luke. If I live through all this, I’m going back and marrying her. She killed her own brother to save my life.” Jeremiah looked down at the fire.


    “Hunter will probably wait a while and then he’ll send others. He’ll keep doin’ it until one of you is dead.”


    “How can he afford to keep sending them? The two men I shot told me he was giving fifty dollars to whichever one killed me.”


    “Yeah, he’ll pay fifty dollars to the one who kills you, but that’s after he kills you and brings your ears back to the sheriff. He makes the same offer to every drunk he arrests in Coffeyville.”


    “When he helped me escape, I thought he was a friend.”


    “He couldn’t let you hang or kill you hisself and still keep his job. He had to figure out a way to kill you where nobody would know it was him.”


    “You remember when we were kids and there was this little girl named Rosie O’Mally?” Luke smiled and nodded. “Well, Hunter had a thing for her.”


    “Yeah, but she had a thing for about every boy in town.”


    “Hunter thought he was the only one she was screwing and one day he caught me and her in her daddy’s hayloft. That’s why he hates me. He’s hated me ever since, I suppose.” Jeremiah laughed. “There wasn’t no way Rosie was going to settle for just one fella.”


    “How could anyone hold a grudge for so long over such a little thing?”


    “Her thing wasn’t all that little as I recall,” laughed Jeremiah. “It was like opening the barn door and sticking your dick inside.”


    “We were all just kids then, havin’ a good time. Rosie lives down in Texas now and I understand she has a big family. You never know how things are gonna turn out.”


    “Hunter never married, did he? He never had much luck with women.”


    “Maybe he’s turned the other way.”


    Jeremiah laughed. “I probably took away the only girl he ever made it with.”


    “Well, he tried to get back at you with Alma and that didn’t work, so he sent those Jones boys out to your place. Now, he’s afraid you’ll find out and kill him.”


    “He’s got that right. I’m gonna kill him as soon as I get back to Coffeyville.” Jeremiah picked up a stick and threw it on the fire. “It is funny how things work out. I took away his girl, then I lost Alma because of him and, in a way, I found Lilly because of him. I think that’s strange, don’t you?”


    Luke stood and threw what little coffee he had left into the fire. “We better get those saddles off the horses,” he said to Zeb. “We’ll be ridin’ back with you, Jeremiah, if that’s okay with you.”


    “That’d be fine with me. If you ain’t afraid of getting shot.” He laid his head back on his saddle. “We’d better get some sleep now. We still have a long way to go. You didn’t see no one else when you were riding in did you? I keep feeling like I’m being followed.”


    “Nope, we didn’t see no one at all. You were probably just feelin’ us comin’.”


    


    


    Chapter 7

    “They crossed the border into Missouri and went to the closest bar which was in a little town called Neosho. “I haven’t had anything stronger than coffee for three weeks,” said Luke. Jeremiah and Zeb took a table in the corner. Jeremiah always sat with his back against a wall which was standard for a gunfighter. Luke went to the bar and ordered a bottle of whiskey and three glasses.


    The cowboy was tall and dirty. He looked like he had just come in off a cattle drive. He reminded Jeremiah of the cowboy who killed his father. He’s young and inexperienced, Jeremiah thought. It was the way he strapped his gun down to his leg and the way he approached the table.


    “Never come head on,” Zeb heard Jeremiah whisper. “I knew I was being followed.”


    Jeremiah leaned back in his chair with both hands in his coat pockets.


    The cowboy walked up to the table. “You’re Jeremiah Tucker, ain’t you?”


    “Move away,” Jeremiah whispered to Zeb.


    “Look, young fella,” said Jeremiah. “I just came in here to have a drink. Why don’t you sit down and have a drink with me and maybe smoke a cigar? I don’t want to kill nobody today.”


    “The Coffeyville sheriff sent me to bring you back.” The cowboy turned his head slightly as Zeb moved away, but didn’t take his eyes off Jeremiah. “You all know who this is, don’t you?” he said to the men in the bar. “This is Jeremiah Tucker, a wanted gunfighter, murderer, thief and defiler of young women. I aim to take him back to Coffeyville to stand trial for all his wrong doings.”


    “You were sent here to kill me by Sheriff Hunter. Isn’t that what you mean to say? He offered you fifty dollars to kill me and bring my ears back to him.” Zeb moved farther away from the table and over to the side of the cowboy. Luke put the bottle and glasses on the bar and moved in closer, but not behind the cowboy. He dropped his hand down to his pistol. He was waiting for the cowboy to make a move so Jeremiah could shoot him and they could have that drink.


    Jeremiah could see the young cowboy was getting nervous. He was watching Zeb more than he was watching Jeremiah. Jeremiah had both of his guns cocked and ready. They were under the table and were aimed at the cowboy’s gut. Zeb was more inexperienced than the cowboy, otherwise he would’ve just moved to another table and sat and waited. He was being very cautious as he moved across the floor, like he thought the cowboy couldn’t see him. Everybody in the bar was dead still, waiting, when Zeb’s boot heel hit a crack in the floor and he stumbled. The cowboy drew and fired at Zeb thinking he was pulling on him and Jeremiah fired on the cowboy. Everybody in the bar stood dead still waiting to make sure it was over.


    “It was a fair fight, Mr. Tucker,” said the bartender after the smoke cleared. “I seen him draw and fire first.”


    Luke ran over to Zeb and pulled him up, sitting him in a chair. “Am I going to die, Pa?” Luke looked him over.


    “Not unless your heart’s in your ass,” said Luke, laughing. He was scared Zeb had been killed.


    Jeremiah walked over to the cowboy, who was still alive, and kicked his gun away. “You never come at a gunfighter head on, young fella, and never tell him what you plan on doing to him. You just do it. I made you the minute you walked in the bar. I had my guns on you as soon as you walked through the door.” The cowboy tried to speak, but couldn’t. He spit up some more blood and then died. “He got in too big a hurry,” said Jeremiah. “You gotta keep your wits about you.”


    The bartender picked up the bottle and the glasses and brought them over to their table. “This bottle’s on the house.”


    “I really don’t feel like no drink now. I meant it when I said I didn’t want to kill nobody today.”


    The bartender told them where the doctor lived and they took Zeb to the his house. Luke slipped the bottle of whisky in his coat pocket.


    “He’s not going to be able to sit in a saddle for a few days,” said the doctor. “You’re lucky the man who shot you was inexperienced. Only a couple of feet higher and he would of killed you.”


    “He was scared,” said Jeremiah. “I doubt he ever killed anyone before. I didn’t want to kill him, but when he shot Zeb, I had no choice.” Jeremiah thanked Luke and Zeb for coming to warn him about the sheriff.


    “If you’ll wait a day or two until Zeb can ride I’ll go with you,” said Luke, “or I can just leave Zeb here and come back for him with a wagon.”


    “No need in that, Luke. I need to handle this myself. You need to stay here with Zeb. He’s gonna need some looking after. I’ll stop by and tell your wife when I get to Coffeyville.


    “You may have to learn to ride standing up in the saddle,” he said to Zeb.


    


    


    Chapter 8

    It was almost sundown when Jeremiah arrived in Coffeyville. He stopped off at Luke’s place and told his wife what had happened. “They’ll be along shortly. It’ll just take a few days before Zeb can ride sitting down, but don’t you worry none. He’s gonna be just fine. He’s just gonna be a little sore for a while.”


    He decided to go out to the ranch and get some rest before he hunted down the sheriff. He hadn’t been gone that long and felt sure no one had bought the place, but when he got to the ranch, there were horses tied outside the house. He saw a light in the barn. He tied off his horse and walked toward the barn. He wasn’t trying to sneak up on anybody; he still felt like he owned the place,and wanted to see what was going on.


    “You Jeremiah Tucker?” he heard a voice say. He turned to the back of the house where a man was standing.


    “That’s right. I’m Jeremiah Tucker. Who’s asking?” The man didn’t answer, but went for his gun. Jeremiah had his hands in his pockets and both guns cocked. He fired before the man could clear his holster. He walked over to get a closer look at his assailant when a rope dropped around him and was pulled tight holding his arms to his sides. He tried to fire, but was suddenly jerked off his feet when the man on the other end of the rope whipped his horse. He drug Jeremiah around the barn over the rocks and cactus until he was covered with blood and too shaken to stand and fight. He dragged him into the barn and, after taking his guns, tied his hands together and threw the rope over a rafter. He tied the rope to his saddle and lifted Jeremiah up until his feet were off the ground. Jeremiah turned his head from side to side. He blinked his blood-soaked eyes several times trying to see who the man was.


    “You didn’t think I was gonna let you live, did you, Jeremiah?” He recognized the voice - it was Sheriff Hunter. “You killed every man I sent after you, but you can't outsmart me. You should’ve let one of them kill you. Now I’m going to beat you to death.” He walked over to his horse and took a bullwhip from his saddle.


    “Oh, I almost forgot. I bought your ranch. I got it for almost nothing. There’s been talk about gas and oil being found in Montgomery County and since this ranch covers a good part of it, I figure my chances of getting rich are pretty good.” Hunter laughed. “That’s the only reason the judge wanted it. One of the first things I did was dig up your parents and that whore you were married to. I drug what was left of them out onto the prairie and dumped them.”


    “You’re a goddamned coward and a liar.” He could hardly breathe. He was choking under his own weight.


    Sheriff Hunter laughed. “You think that little school teacher was true to you? She was fucking everyone in Coffeyville before you came home. She even wanted to marry me, but I could never marry a whore like her.” Jeremiah jerked at the ropes, but he was too weak to pull loose.


    The sheriff backed away and cracked the whip a few times. “It’s been a long time since I beat a man to death. I’m kinda looking forward to it. You can scream as loud as you want. No one will hear you out here. When I’m through with you, I’ll drag your dead ass out on the prairie and dump you off with your little whore.” He tore Jeremiah’s coat and shirt off. “I’m gonna start with your ears and work my way down.”


    Jeremiah waited for the first lash of the whip. He could hear it cracking closer to his head each time the sheriff swung it. Then it stopped.


    “What’re you doing here?” Jeremiah heard him say. Then there was a blast from a shotgun and then another.


    He couldn’t see, but he could feel the rope moving as someone cut through it with a knife, then lowered him down to the barn floor gently. He felt someone lift his head and hold it in their lap. “I’m here, Jeremiah. You’re gonna be all right now.”


    “Lilly?” he said.


    She took her dress and wiped the blood away from his eyes. “I couldn’t let you come here without me. You’re my man. We belong together.” She went to the house and got some clean cloth and water. She washed his face and wrapped his wounds the best she could. “You’re beat up a bit and bruised. You got a few cuts on you, but nothing’s broken.” She spent the night in the barn laying beside him keeping him warm and, when morning came, she hitched up her horse to the sheriff’s buggy and helped Jeremiah into the seat.


    She took the lantern into the barn and drug a bale of hay over to the sheriff’s body. “You ain’t much with a whip,” she said. “Let’s see how well you burn.” She lit the bale, then she went to the house and threw the lantern inside. “There ain’t nothin’ here worth keeping.” They rode out onto the prairie and watched as the house and barn burned to the ground.


    “How’d you get here?” asked Jeremiah.


    “I know how to ride a horse. I followed you. I stayed close enough to you so you could hear me if I got in trouble.”


    “You saved my life again. You’re like the angel my mother used to read about in the Bible, the angel of death. You follow me around and kill folks who’re trying to do me in. I’m gonna have to marry you and keep you around just to stay alive.”


    Lilly leaned over and kissed him. “You never knew I was back there, did you?”


    “I told Luke I thought someone was following me.”


    “You were so intent on getting here, you never realized I was following you. I had to scare off a bear the first night out.”


    “I heard some shots. Was that you?”


    


    


    Chapter 9

    Back in the courtroom, Lilly came in and sat down beside Jeremiah. “It’s almost time, Jeremiah.” He stood up.


    “Gentlemen,” he said, “I want you to meet my Lilly. If it hadn’t been for her, I wouldn’t be here today. She’s saved my life so many times. Remember this place, honey? It hasn’t changed much in the last thirty years.”


    “We saved each other,” she said. She stood and held Jeremiah’s arm. The reporters applauded her.


    “I want to thank you all for coming,” she said. “It’s not everyday a mother gets to see her son sworn in as district judge.”


    A man sat on his horse outside the courtroom listening.


    “Do you still cut out the bottoms of your pockets and carry those guns under your coat?” asked a reporter.


    Jeremiah raised his coat with his left hand and showed him the two .44s. He had one in his right hand. “I’m getting old,” said Jeremiah, “but I ain’t stupid.”


    “Is it true that your son’s first ruling as a judge will be to grant amnesty to his own father?”


    Lilly pulled at Jeremiah’s arm. “I think it’s about to begin.”


    Jeremiah laughed. “Ain’t that something? A gunfighter’s son growing up to be a judge and sworn in at the very same courtroom where I was sentenced to hang. I guess my gunfighting days are finally over. My son’ll be looking out for me from now on.”


    “Don’t count on it,” he heard someone say.


    “Stay here, Lilly,” he said. He put his hands in his coat pockets, stepped outside and looked around. There was no one there.


    The look on his face changed from that of a happy father to that of a vicious gunfighter.


    “You print this in your papers,” he said as he stepped back in the room. I ain’t killed no one in thirty years, but if this town lets anything happen to my son, I’m coming back. I’ll come at night so’s no one will see me and, like the angel of death my mother used to read about, I’ll kill every mother's son of you.”


    Lilly took his arm.


    “And I’ll be coming with him.”
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