
Short Stories, March 25, 1946 

A Skeleton, a Watch and a Gun—That’s All Jim Could 
Find of His “Wayward Old Pet Uncle!” 

 

 

THE SAGA OF CALICO BILL 
 

By HAPSBURG LIEBE 
Author of “Road to Red Rock,” etc. 

 
HE skeleton lay on its right side, 
and was half hidden in the 
eternally shifting desert sand. 

low in his
the bones

The tall young cowboy bent 
 saddle for a closer look. One of 
 of the left arm, he noted, had 

been broken and set a little crookedly. His 
gaze began moving here and there over the 
immediate vicinity. He saw a few faded 
tatters of clothing, and a few pieces of 
leather that the desert sun had broiled out 
of all semblance to original shapes. 

“Belt and boots,” he told himself. “I 
wonder if this could be old Calico Bill. 
Never heard anything about him havin’ a 
busted arm.”  

But years had passed since he’d seen 
Bill Otway.  

Of course, he could bury the skeleton. 
It wasn’t an easy task, digging the trench 
with his hands in the terrific heat, loose 
though the sand was. Half a foot under the 
surface he came upon a rusted old dragoon 
Colt six-shooter, with grips that were not 
alike. Then he found a big, open-faced 
silver watch, a watch that held great 
interest for him. 

After he had pushed the sand back and 
smoothed it over, he straightened with his 
head bare and spoke solemnly into the 
thick desert silence: 

“Trail’s end for you, pardner, Calico 
Bill or not. Rest here in God’s peace. . . .” 
Remembering then that his grubsack and 
canteens were very nearly empty: “Trail’s 
end for me, too, maybe, in a way.”  
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He had pocketed the old watch. The 
old dragoon Colt he put into his grubsack. 
He swung into the saddle and turned his 
cow pony eastward. 

Close to mid-day, it was then. All the 
long, hot afternoon he rode, and far into 
the night, before he came to a town in the 
edge of cattle country. Rough and wild, 
this town—with tongue in cheek, one 
could easily imagine—called itself Sleepy 
Horse. 

The tall young cowboy drew rein and 
dismounted stiffly in the lantern-lighted 
main doorway of a livery stable. The night 
man was friendly, and spoke first. 

“Hiyah, strange hombre. From Texas, I 
notice; can tell by the way yore Stetson is 
fixed on top there. Mind givin’ me a name 
to call you by?”  

Answer came promptly. “Jim Otway, 
and it’s the right one. Out here lookin’ for 
a sorta wayward old pet uncle o’ mine, 
known as Calico Bill Otway; had a blue 
eye and a brown one, is the why of the 
nickname. Fifty last time I saw him, but 
could still empty a whole gun into a spade 
ace and thrash double his weight in mad 
dogs. I learnt up in Oroville that he was 
prospectin’ the desert, went into there 
huntin’ him, and found only—”  

“I knowed Calico Bill when I seen 
him,” interrupted the stableman, “though I 
ain’t seen him for a long time. Say, look, 
Texas cowboy: old Cooter Blum used to 
be a desert-rat prospector pardner o’ 
Calico’s, and undoubtedly he can tell you 
things. Y’ort to find Coot up at the Club 
Flush saloon right now; so go ahead, and 
I’ll look after your pony here.” 

 
IM OTWAY muttered a word of thanks 
and hurried up the rocky, dimly-lighted 

main street. A few minutes later he walked 
into the Club Flush, Sleepy Horse’s 
favorite drinking and loafing spot. The 
lateness of the hour notwithstanding, there 

was still a fair-sized crowd at the bar and 
around the little tables. 

The trailworn young Texan inquired 
for Cooter Blum and was directed to a 
table in a rear corner. Blum, tall and lean 
and wearing a scraggly beard, sunburned 
to the hue of old brass, was all of sixty but 
scarcely looked it; he was tougher than 
rawhide, and his pale-blue squinted eyes 
were as keen as a hawk’s. With him sat a 
stockily-built, reddish giant of around 
forty who hadn’t shaved for days. 

“Shore I’m Cooter Blum,” he said in 
answer to Jim Otway’s question. Nodding 
toward his big companion, “Gus here’s my 
friend Gudge Hibner. Well, what’s on yore 
mind, youngster, a’ceptin’ yore John B. 
hat and a cinnamon mop?”  

Gudge Hibner grinned as though he 
thought that very clever. He, too, had pale-
blue eyes. Otway disliked the pair 
instinctively, but he put this aside. He 
pulled his gun-belt to an easier position 
along his slender hips, sat down across the 
table from the two, gave his name and 
went on: 

“Cooter, I’ve been tryin’ to locate an 
uncle of mine, Calico Bill Otway. I 
understand you knew him. That right?”  

“Sure, Coot knowed him,” the reddish 
squat giant said. 

Blum’s old-brass countenance had 
tightened a little. He spoke loudly, as 
though to make sure the noise of the 
crowd did not drown him out: 

“Why, yeah, kid, reckon I knowed 
Calico much as anybody else did, or 
mebbe better, havin’ prospected with him 
a heap. Ringtailed hellion, Calico was, fer 
his age. I ain’t seen him fer quite a string 
o’ moons, howsomever, come to think of 
it. And so yo’re his own borned nevvew. 
Well, well, well. Tall and slim, and built a 
heap like old Cal. Say, what you want to 
locate him fer, kid, anyhow?”  

Jim Otway frowned. He was dog-tired, 
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and Blum’s garrulity nettled him. He 
spoke fast now: “Here’s about all there is 
to it, Cooter: 

“Old Bill was one o’ my favorite 
kinfolks. Back in Texas when I was a 
small button he’d take me on his saddle 
and ride me places, and buy me trinkets, 
and make me wooden guns, and tell me 
Indian tales. Used to let me carry his 
watch; promised dozens o’ times that he’d 
give it to me when I was twenty-one. I’m 
that age now, but it’s not why I set out to 
look him up. And I had a sorta hankerin’ 
to see this country. 

“Well, I was told up in Oroville that 
he’d lived mostly in the desert west o’ 
here, and I went into the desert huntin’ 
him. After three days, I happened on a 
skeleton that I’m afraid is his. Would like 
to identify it for sure. You remember, 
Cooter, what kind o’ watch he carried 
these later years, and what kind o’ gun, 
and if he’d had an arm or leg broken?” 

 
LUM scratched his scraggly-bearded 
chin with a hooked forefinger. His 

pale eyes now were mere slits. Jim Otway 
got the idea that Blum had something up 
his sleeve, as it were. The stockily-built 
Gudge Hibner rumbled, “You ort to know 
that, Coot.”  

“Shore,” the desert man said, again 
speaking loudly as though to be sure the 
noise of the crowd did not drown his 
voice. “Shore I do. Cal had a dragoon Colt 
with one walnut handle and a handle he’d 
filed outa bone. Big silver watch, open-
faced, smooth on the back, no engravin’. 
He’d swapped a newer gun fer the 
dragoon. I rickollect, and got twenty 
dollars to boot. The watch was so old it 
wouldn’t keep good time. He had a blue 
eye and a brown eye—but you musta 
knowed that, kid. Jest where did you find 
the skelington?”  

“In a sandy stretch miles and miles 
wide.”  

“So you found Cal’s watch and gun 
there in the sand,” Blum said. He 
exchanged glances with Gudge Hibner, 
bent across the table and asked, pointedly, 
“Kid, is the gun and watch all you found?”  

“That’s all,” the young Texan said. 
Gloomily, he continued, “Identity of the 
skeleton is about complete, Cooter. You 
don’t know about a broken arm or leg?”  

“Oh, yeah,” Blum said. “It was his left 
arm. He’d fell offa a clift. A hoss-and-cow 
doctor set it crooked, a mite, ef my 
mem’ry serves me correct.”  

“A vet’inary, kid,” the reddish big man 
put in. “Well, that fixes up the 
‘dentification, don’t it?” 

Otway nodded. Blum asked, suddenly, 
“Any bullet-holes in the skelington?”  

“No bullet-holes, Cooter. Musta been 
that his heart played out. All the older 
Otways went like that, drove themselves 
too hard, never would stop—”  

“Yeah, Cal was thataway; orta had a 
setentary occupation, where he could set 
all the time,” the desert man said. Then he 
was scowling. “Are you plumb shore, kid, 
the gun and watch is all you found there in 
the sand?”  

“Yes. Why, Cooter?” 
 

GAIN the scraggly-bearded Blum 
and the stubby-bearded Hibner 

swapped glances. Jim Otway felt quite 
sure, now, that Blum had something up his 
sleeve. There was a fair imitation of kindly 
feeling in Blum’s voice when he inquired, 
“Son, reckon you could go back to the spot 
where you found that skelington?”  

The spot near the middle of the biggest 
patch of giant saguaro cactus Otway had 
seen out there, and almost on a dead line 
between Sleepy Horse and the desert’s 
tallest barren peak. 

B
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The Texan said, “I could find it if I 
didn’t wait until wind had smoothed off 
the sand where I buried the skeleton. The 
desert everywhere would look all alike 
then. But why should I want to go back, 
Cooter?” 

 
HERE was a burst of rowdy laughter 
around the bar. After it had subsided, 

Blum came out with this: 
“Son, Calico Bill was the plumb 

luckiest prospector ever I seen. He’d saved 
him a big buckskin poke o’ nuggets, worth 
a heap o’ money, and when he left his 
shanty any distance he allus took the poke 
with him. Shanty was deep in the west 
rock, and ef you found his bones in sand 
he was a long ways from it and musta had 
the poke with him.” 

Otway did not appear to be very 
greatly interested. Blum kept going: 

“And that fawchune in gold nuggets 
still lays buried in the sand where you 
ankivered the gun and watch; you jest 
happened to miss it. First thing tomorrow, 
you and me and Gudge here, we’ll ride out 
there and dig and find the poke, and we’ll 
split it to suit. Right?”  

“Wrong,” Jim Otway said, and went to 
his feet. “Like I told you, Cooter, I buried 
the bones. I said as much of a prayer as I 
knew over the grave, and I’m no 
graverobber; if there was a million dollars 
in that sand. I wouldn’t dig after it now. 
I’m obliged to you for the information you 
gave me, Cooter. Smack broke except for 
a couple dollars, or I’d pay you handsome. 
Nothin’ more to say, I reckon, and so—”  

“Hold on,” rapped Blum, “there is 
somethin’ to say!” He sprang erect with 
his right hand on the butt of his six-
shooter. Both he and Hibner had been 
drinking. But until this moment it had not 
been evident. Their pale-blue eyes now 
turned snake-mean and filled up with raw 
cupidity. Blum went barking on: 

“Half o’ that big poke belonged to me, 
kid! And if I cain’t git my half any other 
way I’ll take it outa yore hide—and what 
you think o’ that?”  

“I think you’re lyin’ like a dog,” 
quietly said the tall young man from 
Texas. In his soul he knew that this was 
true. 

He saw the desert man’s weapon 
slipping fast out of its leather. His own 
weapon came out a good deal faster. 
Gudge Hibner’s gun blazed just above the 
table and the hot slug scorched Jim 
Otway’s gun wrist—Hibner was trying to 
shoot the Texan’s gun from his hand, but 
Otway couldn’t be sure of that and he 
wasn’t taking chances—he ducked firing 
back at the squat red giant. 

Cooter Blum’s six-shooter flamed 
almost in that same second’s time. It 
flamed again. But in between the two 
explosions Jim Otway’s old range Colt 
had howled. 

 
HE Oroville sheriff kept a deputy in 
Sleepy Horse. The officer appeared as 

though out of nowhere, yelling to ask what 
the hell was up anyhow. The bulk of the 
Club Flush crowd began crawling from 
under tables. None of these men had much 
of anything to tell. The deputy halted 
looking at Gudge Hibner, sitting with his 
face on the table; at Cooter Blum, wilted 
on the floor; at the tall cowboy hunkered 
beside a chair, with blood trickling from 
the slash of a Blum bullet in the left side 
of his neck. 

The voice of the rear barman broke 
silence. 

“Coot had been talkin’ loud, law dog. 
So I sorta watched ‘em. Coot and Gudge 
tried playin’ hoss with the stranger, and it 
didn’t seem to work. Gudge triggered first; 
I saw that. I’ve done sent for the 
vet’inary.”  
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The horse doctor found Hibner with a 
broken shoulder, Blum with a bullet in a 
lung. Neither wound, he said, need be 
fatal. 

Thanks to the barman’s testimony and 
to the anything but savory reputations of 
the desert man and his crony, Jim Otway 
walked out of the Sleepy Horse 
magistrate’s office at noon of the next day 
a free man again. 

“We got less than a dollar left in our 
pocket and’ll hafta find us a range job 
quick, little hoss,” he told his cow pony as 
he rode northward out of town. “And our 
first payday we’ll get new works put in 
Unc’ Bill’s old watch, that’s what we’ll 
do.”  

He took the big silver timepiece from 
his pocket and tried to unscrew the back. 
He’d tried the afternoon before, with no 
luck. But now he put on more pressure, 
and the back came off. He gasped. 
Suddenly he knew. Bill Otway had 
wearied of lugging his big poke around to 
keep it out of Cooter Blum’s thieving 
hands, had converted his nuggets into cash 
and put it with the rest of his savings, In 
place of wornout works, the old case held 
seven tightly-folded thousand-dollar bills 
and a tightly-folded pair of fifties! 

“I can guess who he meant this for, I’ll 
bet,” young Otway breathed with deep 
feeling. Then he was smiling. “Here, little 
hoss, you’re headed wrong. That ain’t the 
way to Texas!” 

 


