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A GUNMAN’S MULE 
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SN’T it a shame that trouble ain’t 
like a spell of bad weather? If you 
know how you can generally tell 
when a blizzard or a drought is a-

headin’ your way, but you can’t even 
guess when Old Man Trouble will come 
rackin’ along and dab his loop onto you. 
Take me, for instance. 

This spring I’m holed up in my hideout 
in the breaks of the North Canadian after a 
good winter and I’ve lately got word that 
my top enemy down in Texas has cashed 
in his checks and I ain’t as hot in my home 
state as I used to be. He was a politician 
with money and pistol whippin’ him 
more’n ten years ago is what started me 

out. That’s when I lost my number with 
the law and ever since then I’ve been high 
card with Satan in the opinion of a lot of 
folks, but, now that he ain’t there to keep 
the law everlastingly after me, the future 
looks a heap brighter. 

Of course, whenever a bank or an 
express car or an army paymaster gets 
stuck up in Kansas, The Nations, or Texas 
by a lone bandit—as they say, the law rolls 
a suspicious eye at me, but far as I know 
this spring they ain’t fixed to pin any of 
those jobs onto me and make ‘em stick. So 
I’m feelin’ mighty good, considerin’. 
Naturally, there’s a smatterin’ of badmen 
up and down the West who are draggin’ 
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their ropes for me, but that ain’t disturbin’ 
my rest none because, so far, every time 
one of ‘em has crawled me I’ve been able 
to wear the wire edge off’n the cuss. 

As I was sayin’, though, you can’t 
never tell about Old Man Trouble. He can 
give you oodles of fun or cause you a heap 
of misery, or both. It all depends. You 
ain’t got no way of findin’ out when he’ll 
drop in for a visit and you may not 
recognize him when he does show up 
because he’s got more different disguises 
than sin itself. Like, for example, a calico 
mule. Reckon I’d better tell you about that 
there mule just to prove what I’ve said 
about Old Man Trouble.  

It happens like this.  
 

’M driftin’ here and yonder around the 
country, partly on business and partly 

just for the hell of it, and this Third of July 
I’m camped in timber on the banks of the 
Poteau River a little ways west of the 
Arkansaw-Indian Territory line. 
Tomorrow I aim to celebrate the Fourth in 
that rip-snortin’ town of Hackett, 
Arkansaw. It’s been a powerful long time 
since I celebrated a Fourth of July 
anywheres and livin’ and trailin’ alone like 
I do, a fella just naturally gets hungry for a 
little fun in the company of his fellow 
men. Hackett ain’t more’n fifteen mile 
south of Fort Smith and the Hangin’ 
Judge. You might say that it’s a dangerous 
place for a man like me, but, with two 
hundred or so Deputy U. S. Marshals 
ridin’ The Nations for Judge Parker, one 
settlement is just about as dangerous as 
another and I sometimes think that old 
Fort Smith itself might be one of the safest 
places in the country for me. Anyhow, I’m 
takin’ chances this Fourth because I’m 
bound and determined to have me some 
fun. 

Over an hour ago the sky sprung a leak 
and it’s rainin’ fit to make a steer wish he 

was web-footed. I’ve fixed a lean-to with 
my tarp and I’m a-settin’ under it in my 
slicker, hopin’ that the weather don’t spoil 
the Fourth, and my two horses are 
anchored a little ways off where they can 
take shelter if they’re a mind to. The river 
trail runs close in front of my camp, which 
tells you that I ain’t a-hidin’ out none. All 
of a sudden I hear riders comin’ from the 
west, so I unloose my slicker and dry my 
hands and otherwise make certain that 
nothin’ won’t stand in the way of me 
grabbin’ a six-shooter if I have to. 

 
HERE’S three of ‘em. Two are 
wearin’ their yellow fishes and the 

other’n has got his head poked through a 
slit in a Mexican blanket. I don’t know the 
two in slickers, but I’ve seen the cuss in 
the poncho. It was down on the Texas-
Mexico border that I ran onto him a few 
years back and they called him Rosie 
because of a birthmark on his jaw the 
color and shape of a rose. He may not 
recognize me, hunched over the way I am, 
and I’m hopin’ he don’t. I’ve heard that 
Rosie is runnin’ a wagon of his own in 
The Nations now and doin’ right well for 
himself with a gang that don’t draw the 
line at nothin’ in the way of cussedness. 

I know that Rosie didn’t used to draw 
no lines. I’m kind of wonderin’ what he’s 
doin’ away over here on the edge of 
Arkansaw, then I recollect hearin’ that the 
law was so hot on his trail in The Nations 
he might have to slope with his bunch or 
bust it up. Maybe he’s movin’ now. 

They stop on the trail fifteen feet 
away. “Howdy, there!” says Rosie. “Seen 
anything of a pinto mule?”  

I’m coiled down under my tarp and 
slicker and don’t get up. “Nope, stranger, I 
ain’t seen nothin’ but rain for better’n an 
hour.”  

They don’t believe me. I can see that 
in the faces of the three of ‘em. The two in 
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slickers don’t bother me much. Their guns 
are hidden and their hands in sight. But 
one of Rosie’s hands is underneath his 
blanket, which is about the only advantage 
a poncho has over a slicker. All three of 
‘em have taken a good look at my two fine 
horses out yonder, so I ain’t none too 
comfortable. 

“Funny you ain’t seen my mule,” says 
Rosie. “We been trailin’ him for miles and 
I can swear that he was a-headin’ this way 
until the rain blotched his tracks. Funny—
mighty funny.”  

“Yes sir, stranger, mules are funny,” I 
tell him. “So are folks—some folks.”  

One of ‘em mutters somethin’ that I 
don’t catch in the beatin’ of the rain, then 
two of ‘em start to unloose their slickers—
a greenhorn play if there ever was one. 

I tell ‘em easy, but plenty loud enough 
for them to hear, “I wouldn’t do that, boys. 
You’ll sure as hell get wet!”  

Then I uncoil, step out and stand up. 
I’m fixed for Rosie to make a break while 
I’m sorta off balance thataway, but he 
don’t. 

“Hold ‘er fellas!” he barks. “We done 
unthawed a rattler! And I’ll swear he’s 
seven foot long if he’s a inch. Don’t you 
know him?”  

“Hell, yes!’” growls one of the others. 
Now, my main reason for tradin’ on 

what little reputation I’ve got and gettin’ 
tough with these here jaspers is the fear 
that they’ll set me afoot. I think a heap of 
my horses. If they had the nerve and 
figured it was worth the risk, they could 
get the best of me and make off with Blaze 
and my chestnut packhorse. 

So I tell ‘em, “I ain’t coward enough to 
lie to the likes of you, Rosie. I ain’t seen 
your jackass, but if I do and he’s worth 
havin’ I’ll keep him. Now, I wish you 
rannies would rack along and let me 
drown in peace. Git or grab iron!” 

“You’re talkin’ with your mouth, 
mister,” growls Rosie. “I ain’t got no time 
or lead to waste on you now, but I’ll be 
seein’ you.”  

Soon as they’re out of sight at a bend 
in the trail I climb an old hickory and 
watch where the road comes into the open 
half a mile east. Rosie and his men show 
up there and they’re goin’ away, so I feel 
easier. Before climbin’ down I take a look 
around through the rain. There’s a red-
and-white critter in the brush up-river and 
it’s movin’ this way, but I can’t tell 
whether it’s cow or horse. Pretty soon I 
make it out to be a calico mule. Evidently 
Rosie’s mule quit the trail when it started 
to rain and taken to the heavier growth on 
the edge of the stream and that’s how 
come he missed it. The pinto is makin’ a 
beeline for my horses. Heard ‘em or 
caught their scent, I reckon. I would’ve 
climbed down and run the damned thing 
off if I’d known that it’s Old Man Trouble 
in disguise, but all I can see is a mighty 
pretty pinto mule. After passin’ the time of 
day with Blaze and the chestnut the shave-
tail goes to feedin’ like he aimed to stay 
awhile. In my mind I’ve already named 
him Noah because he showed up in a 
flood.  

She rains another twenty minutes, then 
stops sudden. I take a feed of grain out to 
my horses. Old Blaze gets it every day 
regardless, and many’s the time when I 
didn’t have anything to eat but I’d be 
packin’ a little grain for him. He can carry 
me far and fast when I’m hungry, but he 
can’t do it when he’s hungry and there’s 
lots of times when my health needs speed 
and distance more than food. 

Brother Noah don’t bother my stock’s 
feed, but he walks right up to me and 
looks me in the eye, as much as to say, 
“What the hell, mister!’ Ain’t you dealin’ 
me in?” 

 



SHORT STORIES 4

N ALL my born days I ain’t never seen 
a mule that could talk as plain and not 

say anything out loud. I offer him a 
handful of shelled corn. “Howdy, Noahie. 
Have one on me.”  

He takes the corn dainty without his lip 
any more’n brushin’ my palm and I’m 
durned if he don’t roll his eyes at me 
plumb tender and sentimental. Pretty eyes, 
too. They ain’t glass like so many pintos 
have. 

So I tell him, “Take care, Noahie. Last 
time a certain person looked at me 
thataway it cost me money.”  

He’s a little devil, won’t heft over 
eight hundred, but he’s shore built clean 
and solid. Only been ironed once, a 
Mexican curlicue brand that looks like a 
fishin’ worm with the cramps. Betcha 
Rosie lifted him down on the Mexican 
border. This here mule is a plumb pet and 
I’ll gamble that he was raised by Mexicans 
who made him a member of the family 
and let him do most anythin’ short of 
sleepin’ in bed with the old man and his 
woman. I’ve seen ‘em do that down there. 
Mexicans average to be pretty rough on 
their stock, but they ain’t all thataway. 
There’s one thing about this mule that 
makes me mad the minute I notice it. Not 
long ago somebody has whipped him 
terrible, cut his silky hide to ribbons with 
what might have been a double of barbed 
wire. I’d like to lay hands on the cuss that 
done it.  

Next thing I know Brother Noah is a-
pokin’ at me with his snout, a-smellin’ my 
pockets. All of a sudden he takes a-hold of 
the string and lifts my tobacco sack from 
my vest and daggoned if he don’t get it 
into his mouth and go to chawin’ sack and 
all before I can stop him. Smart? I’ll tell a 
man he’s smart! Wouldn’t surprise me if 
he was to spit. I’m likin’ this here calico 
mule better all the time. Of course, I ain’t 

found out that he’s Old Man Trouble in 
disguise. 

I go and build me a cookin’ fire out of 
dry wood I’d put under the tarp. The mule 
hangs around while I’m a-fixin’ supper, 
gettin’ into things and makin’ an infernal 
nuisance out of himself, like twice 
snaggin’ my piece of sidemeat and lookin’ 
hurt when I take it away from him. He’s 
good company, though, and keeps me 
either laughin’ or cussin’. When I’m fixin’ 
to fry me a pone of bread and pour meal 
into the skillet to mix it, that dadblamed 
mule is tormentin’ me from behind—
ticklin’ my ears and neck and nuzzlin’ my 
hat forward over my eyes, and while I’m 
a-settin’ there he sticks his snout over my 
shoulder and gets cornmeal dust in his 
nose and snorts big, then that skillet of 
meal explodes in my face. The damned 
mule goes away quick, but he don’t go far 
and he don’t stay long. I’m in a good 
humor by the time he gets back and when I 
hunker down to eat he helps me right 
sociable. It’s a caution the way he eats 
anything I give him. He gets a big chunk 
of cornbread that’s left over, which I’d 
ordinarily keep for fear that I might have 
to eat my next meal on a fast-movin’ 
saddle, and while he’s a-chawin’ it slow 
and blissful durned if he don’t smile like a 
dog eatin’ taffy. You’d never suspicion 
that Old Man Trouble could grin thataway. 

Tonight I go to sleep with my extra 
tobacco in bed with me, havin’ caught 
Brother Noah a-pawin’ and rasslin’ my 
warbag where I keep it. He’s a tobacco 
fiend, this mule, and he’s got a nose like a 
bloodhound. No foolin’—and before 
mornin’ I learn that he’s a sight better 
watchdog than a shepherd. Four times 
durin’ the night he lets out a snort that you 
could hear a mile against the wind and 
every time he does it I land straight up 
with a six-shooter in my hand. 

I 
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First time, it’s a wolf. I take a shot at 
the lobo as he’s fadin’ away and I miss 
him clean. Second time, it’s another wolf 
and I cuss the mule and go back to bed. 
Third time, it’s a wolf again and I mighty 
nigh shoot the dadblamed mule. Fourth 
time, it’s somethin’ light-movin’ in the 
brush. I cut loose and I fetch meat this 
time. Goin’ over there I run onto a nice, 
fat, white shoat! Too bad, but she’s a dead 
pig. I stick her and hang her in the brush 
and head back to bed, figurin’ I’ll have 
fresh hogmeat for breakfast anyhow. Bed, 
hell! That damned mule is smack in the 
middle of my blankets, a-shakin’ my 
warbag like a dog shakes a rat. For five 
seconds I can’t make up my mind which 
I’d rather have for breakfast, hogmeat or 
mulemeat. Then I get to laughin’ and set 
down and roll me a smoke and I roll one 
for Brother Noah, too. He eats his’n, but I 
smoke mine slow, sorta wishin’ that I 
owned this here calico mule. 

 
HEN I hit the trail in the mornin’ 
that pinto shave-tail takes the lead 

like he knows that we’re a-headin’ for 
Hackett to celebrate Fourth of July. I put 
my horses up at a wagonyard, but far’s I’m 
concerned he’s a free mule. I’m here to 
have me some fun and don’t aim to run 
chances of gettin’ into trouble by puttin’ 
my rope on a mule that belongs to 
somebody else. 

Might as well have a neckrope on the 
little cuss, though, for Brother Noah 
follows me like a dog. As I mosey down 
the main street he’s right at my spurs, 
makin’ his way along the crowded 
sidewalk as light and nimble on his feet as 
a greyhound, plumb polite to everybody, 
givin’ room to staggerin’ drunks and 
otherwise behavin’ himself perfect. Then I 
see a chance to have some fun. It’s been a 
mighty long time since I cut loose and 

made a fool of myself. A fella needs to do 
that ever so often and I aim to do it now. 

So I look straight ahead, pretendin’ 
that I don’t know the mule is on earth. We 
ain’t gone far before we’re draggin’ half 
the town behind us, everybody whoopin’ 
and a-hollerin’ and carryin’ on. I don’t 
blame the boys none. We must have been 
a sight—me and that calico mule. I’m 
mighty nigh a head taller than most folks, 
wear two gunbelts and tie my holsters 
down, have got a long hawk face that’s 
dark and generally looks heap meaner than 
it feels, and now I’m stalkin’ along like a 
sandhill crane with poison in his soul. 
Can’t noways blame the boys for figurin’ 
we’re part of the celebration, like a circus 
clown and his trick mule. 

I turn into the Arkansaw Saloon and 
stop at the bar with Brother Noah at my 
elbow. At first the place falls dead still, 
then the more or less tight congregation 
rattles the shingles on the roof. The head 
bartender is a burly 250-pounder with a 
mustache that would get in his eyes if he 
turned it up the other way. Reckon he 
figures that I’m a-pokin’ fun at him and 
his saloon. 

He doubles his hairy fists on the bar, 
and roars, “Haze that damned mule and 
yourself out of here! Git!”  

“Why, Barkeep,” I tell him gentle, 
“this is my pard, Brother Noah, and I aim 
to buy for the pair of us. Have one with us, 
won’t you?”  

“Git!” he bellers. “Git or I’ll kick you 
both out!”  

The noise stops forthwith and pronto. 
So this here bartender must be somebody. 
More’n likely the crowd calc’lates he can 
do what he says he’ll do. 

The mule saws his ears back and forth 
and rolls a solemn eye at me, as much as 
to say, “What d’you aim to do about it, 
boss?”  

W
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I don’t answer the barman at all. 
Movin’ back a step so’s to have elbow 
room, I say to the mule, “Noahie, d’you 
reckon this here hairy buffalo figures he 
can kick harder than you?”  

Snickers and chuckles ripple around 
the room. The saloonman’s hand dives 
under the bar and I see it comin’ up with a 
pistol-length ten-gauge double-bar’l—a 
man-killin’ weapon. I’m here to have fun 
and I’m I a-showin’ off deliberate, a thing 
I’d never do if the business was serious. 
So I make one of my genuine fast draws. 
Like Lot’s wife, the barkeep turns to a 
pillar of salt—so to speak. The crowd 
sorta catches its breath. There’s an open 
cigar box on the back bar and it’s got a 
picture of an old general with a mustache 
about like the bartender’s. I turn loose 
three shots just as fast as I can sling ‘em. I 
was lucky. All that’s left of the general’s 
head is a hole.  

Blowin’ the smoke from my gun, I say, 
“Mighty sorry, barkeep. I mistook that old 
boy’s head for your’n.”  

Then the bartender shows that he’s a 
good egg. He looks at the box, cusses, and 
ha holds it up for the crowd to see. 
Everybody goes to talkin’ at once. I hear a 
fella say that he knows who I am now, but 
I don’t turn around.  

“The drinks are on me personal, for 
I’m a lucky man!” roars the barkeep. 
“Mule, what you drinkin’?”  

I thought the boys would tear the place 
down.  

“He ain’t much of a hand to talk,” I 
say. “Just give Brother Noahie a see-gar.”  

The bartender holds out the box polite. 
Before I can stop him that daggoned mule 
has grabbed a mouthful of cigars. I’m 
afraid they’ll make him sick. You ought to 
a-heard the boys laugh and yell while I 
rassle old Noah until I get most of the 
smokes away from him. He chomps 
what’s left and pokes his snout across the 

bar for more. The fellas go wild at that. 
Brother Noah sure has made himself a 
whole slew of friends in Hackett, 
Arkansaw. 

When they quiet down a little, I ask, 
“Barkeep, what damages do I owe for 
shootin’ up your place?”  

The big fella shakes his head 
sorrowful, and allows, “Five dollars 
property damage, a thousand dollars 
damage to my health.”  

“Here’s the five. Just pour yourself a 
big dram for your health and I’ll pay for 
it.” 

From here on through the Fourth of 
July celebration I share the popularity of a 
calico mule, also his unpopularity with 
certain folks. Far as his popularity is 
concerned—everywhere we go I have to 
fight the boys to keep ‘em from killin’ 
Brother Noah with smokin’ and eatin’ 
tobacco, and they’re bound and 
determined to get me tight. But I don’t 
have to get tight to have fun. Besides, it 
ain’t noways smart for me to get orry-
eyed. There’s too many fellas who’d give 
a pritty to catch me when I’m slowed 
down by liquor. So I’m stickin’ to short 
beers. This good old Fort Smith brew 
shore drinks noble after the Choc* we 
guzzle over in The Nations. 
_______________________ 

*Choctaw Beer, a homebrew 
indigenous to Oklahoma and needled with 
atomic energy.—C. C.  

 
It ain’t all innocent fun, though. Before 

long I find out that this here calico mule is 
sure enough Old Man Trouble in disguise. 
For instance—a drunk fool offers him a 
lighted cigar when I ain’t lookin’. I hear a 
snap and a screetch and turn in time to see 
the mule’s teeth close on the front of his 
shirt and vest, includin’ a mouthful of the 
hair on his chest, and when Brother Noah 
gives a lightnin’ jerk that fool is naked to 
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the waist and plumb bald on one side of 
his chest. I have to take his gun away from 
him and apologize for the mule. 

Then there’s that crazy cowhand that 
has got tight and turned himself a-loose. 
He comes a-boilin’ down the street on his 
Sunday pony, soundin’ his warwhoop and 
whirlin’ his loop, and Brother Noah 
probably looks like a line-back longhorn 
to him. He makes his cast while me and 
the mule are standin’ there, waitin’ to 
cross the street. Brother Noah dodges the 
loop easy and like a flash he’s onto that 
pony and rips a patch of hide from its 
flank the size of a Stetson hat. The poor 
horse crabs it plumb frantic. With a red-
and-white devil after him he goes straight 
sidewise over a hitch-rack, under an 
awnin’ takin’ down two posts and leavin’ 
it hangin’ by a nail, and into the front wall 
of a saloon. The pony stops there, but the 
rider goes on through a window and lands 
in the middle of the floor. I’m right behind 
the mule and take him off’n the horse. The 
cowhand ain’t dead certain what all 
happened, so I’m able to convince him 
that he has just fit and won a glorious 
battle with a hydrophobia bull and saved 
the town and he’s a hero. I buy the hero 
and the house a drink and pay damages to 
the awnin’. The cowhand goes to buyin’ 
drinks for Brother Noah and when the 
mule won’t touch’ em, he drinks ‘em 
himself. We leave him there with his arm 
around an old boy in a red shirt, talkin’ to 
him like he was the mule, buyin’ him 
drinks then drinkin’ ‘em himself. 

 
FTER a while I run onto Oily 
Ollinger, the medicine man. Strikes 

me that I’ve already told you about Oily. 
Anyhow, he’s a pitchman who peddles 
Chief Wahoomonga’s Snake Oil up and 
down the West and you’ll generally find 
him where there’s a roundup of men and a 
run of money. Oily is a crook. In fact, he’s 

so crooked an honest man is a stench in his 
nostrils. The frontier underworld cuts the 
cake big for Oily. We like him because he 
comes in handy. He’s got a memory like 
an elephant. Give him a message for 
somebody and if he meets the fella a year 
later he’ll deliver it word for word. That’s 
why we call him The Office—short for 
post office. 

Oily passes me the nod over the crowd 
before him, which tells me that he’s got 
somethin’ for me. Meanwhile, he’s makin’ 
his pitch and givin’ the boys a laugh while 
he takes their money.  

“Here you are, you lucky gents! Chief 
Wahoomonga’s marvelous discovery! It 
kept him alive and in perfect health for 
three hundred years! Think of it! THREE 
HUNDRED YEARS! Then he died from 
the kick of a calico mule, the only disease 
it won’t cure! One dollar a bottle! Only a 
dollar! . . . Thank you, sir. . . . I married 
the Chief’s daughter, Princess 
WahoomonGOLLY! He left his secret to 
me! . . . Thank you, mister. You’re a smart 
man. . . . I make it myself! Hear me—
MYSELF! . . . Sorry, friend, but I can’t 
afford to swap a bottle for a ‘coon skin and 
a sack of ear corn. Squeeze the corn into a 
jug and it’s a swap. . . . Make it myself! 
It’s the triple-distilled essence of the leaf 
fat of a bull rattlesnake caught on the 
summit of Rich Mountain one minute 
before midnight on Saint Patrick’s Day, 
and strangled with my bare hands! . . . 
Thank you, lady. Use it according to 
directions and you will remain as beautiful 
as you are today for a hundred years to 
come. . . . Strangled with my bare hands! 
And then, ladies and gents, in an old log 
house near the southern toe of Rich 
Mountain I perform mystic rites over the 
corpse of the snake! Mystic rites known 
only to me!”  

And that’s the way he carries on. Men 
buy his stuff just to keep him talkin’. 

A 
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I meet Oily at the wagonyard when he 
goes there to take care of his team. He tells 
me quick and cautious, “Rosie is passing 
the word that he has lost a span of pinto 
mules. He—”  

A span of ‘em?”  
“Yes, and one is still carrying its pack 

if it hasn’t shed the thing. He’ll pay a 
hundred dollars reward for the one without 
a pack and two hundred for the other one. 
He gave me the money. You’ve got a 
hundred coming if you want to turn over 
that mule.”  

I’m a-thinkin’, thinkin’ hard. Why is 
this here mule worth so allfired much to 
Rosie? If it’s worth that money to him, 
maybe it’s worth more to me. The mule 
don’t belong to him, nowhow. 

“How come he lost his mules?”  
“While he was going into camp down 

south of here a ways,” answered Oily, “he 
got caught in a cloudburst before he had 
taken the packs off both of the mules. He 
had unloaded this one and given it a hell of 
a flogging for something, then it ran off 
into heavy timber while the storm was at 
its height and took the other mule with it, 
pack an’ all. It rained for quite a while so 
they couldn’t track the mules. When the 
rain eased off a little next day they caught 
sight of this mule and took out after it and 
Rosie says they chased it in a big circle all 
of two hundred miles through The Nations 
and back toward the Arkansaw line where 
they lost it in another rainstorm.”  

I’m still thinkin’. “Is Rosie movin’ 
from the Wichitas?”  

Oily keeps a secret in his own way. He 
says, “Maybe you’d better ask Rosie about 
that.”  

“Where will I go to find him?”  
“Maybe the Good Lord will tell you. I 

won’t.” Then he grins sorta owlish. “How 
did you like my spiel today?”  

“Fine . . . er-r . . . hold on!”  
Now I am thinkin’. Oily swears I’m 

the best friend he’s got because I saved his 
life a while back, or he figures I did. He’s 
keepin’ Rosie’s secret all right, but his 
crooked conscience lets him tip me off to 
somethin’ good if I’ve got the savvy to 
tumble. Now I’m recallin’ snatches from 
his spiel . . . the kick of a calico mule . . . 
summit of Rich Mountain . . . an old log 
house near the southern toe of Rich 
Mountain . . . I know that cabin. Been 
there. It’s a meetin’ place and hideout for 
men on the dodge. . . . Hot damn! I smell 
tainted money! 

“So long, Oily,” I drawl. “If anything 
good ever turns up I’m cuttin’ you in for 
your regular percentage.”  

This little fat crook opens his eyes 
plumb innocent. “Percentage? What’s 
that? So long, Mister Gunman.” 

 
T’S one of those nights when a man is 
glad that he spends most of his life 

outdoors. A full moon and the stars have 
got the sky to themselves and they’re a-
pourin’ their light onto Old Rich Mountain 
where he lies sprawled on the roof of the 
Ouichitas Washitas like a panther sunnin’ 
himself on a ledge. I’m camped at the 
south foot of the mountain on the edge of a 
valley. On three sides of me sixty-foot 
pines are reachin’ up, straight as a gun 
barrel, to catch all the light they can. It’s 
so still you can hear the mountain sigh 
from time to time like it was plumb tired 
of stayin’ in one place so long. A drifter 
myself, that’s what I always think about an 
old mountain like this. 

My horses are staked south of camp in 
a little meadow. I’ve anchored ‘em good 
tonight because there are plenty varmints 
in this country to spook a horse, 
everything from ‘possum to bear, more 
wild game than almost any place I know 
of. What about Brother Noah? He’s gone. 
While I was makin’ camp shortly after 
sundown he taken off through the woods 

I
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and I ain’t seen hide nor hair of him since 
then. Somehow, or other, I’m kind of 
lonesome without that hell-raisin’ calico 
mule. 

Hard tellin’ how long I’ve been asleep 
when somethin’ lifts me out of my 
blankets wide awake. It don’t take much to 
do that, though. Strainin’ my ears I don’t 
hear anything that doesn’t belong in a 
night like this and I’m fixin’ to go back to 
bed, then I do hear somethin’. It’s the bray 
of a mule! From somewhere off to the east 
and south it rolls through the dead air, 
bounces from the mountain and scatters its 
echoes until it sounds like Satan a-
roundin’ up his imps with a bugle. I listen. 
It seems like a long time before the mule 
sounds its call again, then it’s closer. 
Brother Noah is comin’ home. Blaze 
answers with an ear-splittin’ nicker that 
you could hear ten miles away. I cuss the 
tall sorrel. This ain’t no time or place to 
make a racket like that. The old log cabin 
is out yonder in the valley not too far away 
and I’ll gamble that Rosie and his bunch 
are up and around by now. I roll me a 
smoke and sit down to wait. Wonder how 
long the fool mule had been brayin’ like 
that before he woke me up? Wonder 
whether Rosie ain’t a-trailin’ him already 
and I wonder how close Rosie is? 

The valley is partly covered with 
hardwood timber and undergrowth and I 
can’t see much beyond the little meadow 
where my horses are staked, but it’s bright 
as day out there. I’ve finished my smoke 
and lit another when here comes Brother 
Noah, a-walkin’ cautious from the timber 
into the edge of the meadow. There’s a 
pinto mule at his heels! The second mule 
is carryin’ a small pack. Noahie leads the 
way slow and careful, stoppin’ now and 
then to look back and once he turned 
around and lifted his head and cocked his 
ears like he was testin’ the air for scent 
and sound. I don’t like that. I know that 

mules have got ears second to none in all 
creation—maybe the best, and I’ve seen 
mules whose sense of smell would make a 
good ‘coon-dog ashamed of his nose. I 
don’t noways like what I see out there. 

All of a sudden a breath of breeze 
comes down the mountainside, rustlin’ the 
pines, whisperin’ through grass in the 
meadow. Noahie freezes in his tracks. The 
other mule bumps into him. Brother Noah 
tests the air for five seconds, then whirls 
and goes to shoulderin’ the packmule out 
into the meadow away from the timber, 
takin’ a nip at it when it don’t move fast 
enough. Before you could count ten my 
horses are runnin’ on their ropes, blowin’ 
and cuttin’ the wildest capers. All this 
spells just one thing—BEAR! 

I move out to where I can see good, 
hopin’ I can scare the Old Man off without 
any shootin’. And then, from less’n a 
hundred yards away I watch the damndest 
fight I ever seen. The packmule is out 
maybe a hundred feet in the meadow and 
Brother Noah is standin’ close by—
between it and the timber—head up, 
nostrils flared, ears pointed at the woods. 
He shore is pretty to look at in the 
moonlight thataway. A black bear lumbers 
into the openin’. He stops and sniffs 
around. More’n likely from somewhere up 
the mountain he caught the scent of my 
camp and aimed to raid it, then the breeze 
came wrong and threw him off. Now it’s 
dead still again. After a few sniffs the bear 
heads for the mules like he smells goodies 
in the pack. He ain’t ten feet out before 
Noahie charges him like a streak of red-
and-white lightnin’—ears laid flat, a head 
and neck stretched in a straight line. To 
hell with the noise! I’ve pulled a gun and 
I’m runnin’ for the bear to save that mule 
if I can. Then I stop sudden. If I’m set on 
savin’ somethin’, it’ll have to be the bear! 

The Old Man has r’ared up. He ain’t 
no cub, either. Six to eight hundred 
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pounder, I’d say. Noahie bluffs with his 
teeth. The bear swipes at him as he goes 
by, a lightnin’ blow that would’ve crushed 
bones if it landed, but it misses by a hair. 
The mule’s right hind leg darts under the 
bear’s paw and its little hoof buries in the 
bear’s belly. The Old Man grunts, lets out 
a woof, drops to all-fours. He’s hurt and 
he’s mad and he’s a fighter from away 
back. He aims to take after Noahie. That 
daggoned mule is quick as a cat. He 
squats, spins, r’ars and strikes with a 
forefoot before the bear is any more’n 
started. The Old Man takes it on the snout, 
his weak point, and he don’t like that. He 
shakes his head and brushes his face with 
his paw and that’s where he goes wrong. 
In that split second Noahie swaps ends and 
lets him have both hind feet. The mule’s 
hard little hoofs crack when they land, for 
they hit bone low on the bear’s left 
shoulder. That’s a cripplin’ wallop. But 
there ain’t nothin’ any faster than the short 
slap of a bear’s paw and Noahie’s right leg 
takes a twelve-inch slash that lays it open 
to the bone. This is where I move in. 

 
HEN I show up Noahie backs off 
clean into the edge of the timber 

like he knows enough to get out of the way 
of flyin’ lead. The bear starts after him, 
draggin’ a leg. Now, deliver me from a 
wounded bear. He’s plumb mean and he 
can pack more lead than any critter I 
know, except maybe a buffalo. I want to 
run the Old Man off. I don’t aim to hurt 
him no more if I can help it, so I rip up the 
ground under his nose with a bullet. 
Lawdy! Never imagined that my six-
shooter made such an infernal noise. 
Betcha I woke up Old Judge Parker in Fort 
Smith eighty-odd miles away. But noise 
and bullet regardless—this bear don’t 
scare worth a damn. He changes course 
and comes at me! 

This here mess has gone from funny to 

serious mighty quick. I can’t out-run a 
bear, even when he’s only got three good 
legs, and besides I wouldn’t leave him 
loose here among my stock nohow. I’ve 
got four cartridges left in my right-hand 
gun. The Old Man takes four bullets 
smack in the face as fast as I can throw 
lead and I ain’t never throwed it any faster. 
He slows, but he don’t stop. I make the old 
border shift—left-to-right and vicy-
vercy—and damned if he don’t take a fifth 
bullet before his snout buries in the grass 
at my feet. 

I’m sorta shaky now. “Mighty sorry I 
had to do it, Old Man,” I tell him. “You 
was a fightin’ fool.”  

I reload as fast as I can before movin’ 
an inch. Hard experience has taught me to 
do that. I’m thumbin’ the last cartridge 
home when all hell busts loose. Brother 
Noah lets out a tremendous snort, dashes 
through the fringe of the timber and leaps 
with all four feet onto a clump of 
dogwood! In that fraction of a second a 
pistol explodes. A bullet tugs at my sleeve. 
A man yells—it’s more like a scream—the 
mule is strikin’ with his forefeet and 
slashin’ with his teeth. I can’t see the man, 
but I go cold all over at what I do see. I 
yell at the mule and make a run for him. 
Afterwards, I recollect catchin’ sight of a 
pair of shadows dartin’ through patches of 
moonlight in the trees, but, at that time all 
I’m thinkin’ about is that man-killin’ mule. 
A six-shooter roars, then another. The first 
bullet whips off my hat and creases my 
scalp, the second burns my ribs. I whirl 
half around and fall in hip-high grass, then 
ease my gun from its leather. Two men 
come into the open, crouchin’, their six-
shooters ready. The damned fools—they 
can’t see me in tall grass like this. I take 
my time and let’ em have it. They both go 
down. Their shots fly wild. 

Layin’ low, I yell, “Got enough?”  
One groans, the other answers weak, 

W
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“Hell—yes!”  
I snake it through the grass to a down 

log at the edge of the timber, then dodge 
from tree to tree in the dark until I’m close 
to where they fell. They’re a-settin’ up 
now. 

I ask’ em, “Can you jaspers ride?”  
One answers, “Reckon so. I got a 

busted shoulder. Tom’s got some cracked 
ribs.” 

“All right,” I say, “if you’ll tell me 
where to find your horses I’ll fetch ‘em for 
you and I’ll bury Rosie, too, when you get 
to hell away from here.”  

“Bury him?”  
“Yep, he’s dead. Mule stomped him.” 
One says to the other one, “What did I 

tell him, Tom? Didn’t I tell him that 
cussed mule would get square for the 
beatin’ he gave it?”  

“You did that, and it shore did.” 
 
HIS old log cabin is a right homey 
place, brick chimney and everything, 

so I’m campin’ here until Brother Noah’s 
leg heals some. 

Noahie and his pardner are up yonder a 
piece, a-wallerin’ in feed to their withers 
with a fine spring close by. That’s where 
he taken the packmule and hid it when 
they ran off from Rosie in the rain. Hid it, 
you ask, hid that other mule? Sir siree, the 
packmule trails exactly in Noahie’s 
footsteps and she stays wherever he puts 
her. You see, Sister Noah is as blind as a 
bat! 

Postscript: I opened the pack, but I 
ain’t finished countin’ the tainted money. 
A fella has to stop to eat and sleep, don’t 
he? 

 

T


