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The nameis Washburn: just plain Washburn to my friends, Mister Washburn to enemies and sirangers.
Saying that I've said everything, because you've seen me athousand times, on the big screen in your
neighborhood theater or on the little pay-tv screen in your living room, riding through Cholla cactusand
short grass, my famous derby pulled down over my eyes, my famous Colt .44 with the 7 1/2-inch barrel
strapped down to my right leg. But just now I'm riding in abig air-conditioned Cadillac, Sitting between
my agent-manager Gordon Simms, and my wife, Consuela. We've turned off State Highway 101 and
we're bouncing along arutted dirt road which will end presently at the Wells Fargo Station that marks
one of the entrancesto The Set. Simmsistalking rapidly and rubbing the back of my neck likel wasa
fighter about to enter thering, which ismore or lessthe Stuation. Consudlaisquiet. Her English isn't too
good yet. She'sthe prettiest little thing imaginable, my wife of less than two months, aformer Miss Chile,
aformer actressin various Gaucho dramas filmed in Buenos Aires and Montevideo. Thisentire sceneis
supposed to be off-camera. It'sthe part they never show you: the return of the famous gunfighter, al the
way from Bel Air inthejolly jittery year of 2031 to the Old West of the mid-1900's.

Smmsisjabbering away about some investment he wants me to come in on, some new seabed mining
operation, another of Simms's get-richer-quick schemes, because Smmsis aready awedthy man, as
who wouldn't be with a thirty-percent bit on my earnings throughout my ten biggest yearsasastar?
Simmsismy friend, too, but | can't think about investments now because we're coming to The Set.

Consuda, gtting on my right, shivers as the famous weatherbesten old station comesinto view. She's
never redlly understood The Never-Ending Western Movie. In South Americathey still make their
moviesin the old-fashioned way, everything staged, everything faked, and the gunsfire only blanks. She
can't understand why Americas famous Movie hasto be done for real when you could contrive al the
effects and nobody would get killed. I'vetried to explainit to her, but it sounds ridiculousin Spanish.

It's different for methistime, of course: I'm coming out of retirement to make a cameo appearance. I'm
on ano-kill contract -- famous gunman to do a comedy bit with Old Jeff Mangles and Natchez Parker.
Theres no script, of course; there never isin The Movie. Well improvise around any Stuation that
comes up -- we, the commedia dell'arte players of the Old West. Consueladoesn't understand any of
this. She's heard about contractsto kill, but ano-kill contract is something new in her experience.

And now weve arived. The car sopsin front of alow, unpainted pinewood building. Everything on
thissdeof it is 21st-century Americain dl itsrecycled and reproduced gory. On the other Sdeisthe
million-acre expanse of prairie, mountains and desert, with its thousands of concealed cameras and
microphones, that is The Set for The Never-Ending Movie.

I'm in costume already -- blue jeans, blue-and-white checked shirt, boots, derby, rawhide jacket, and
3.2 pounds of revolver. A horseiswaiting for me at the hitching post of the other side of the station, with
al my gear tied aboard in aneet blanket roll. An assstant director checks me over and finds mein order:
no wristwatch or other anachronismsfor the camerasto find. "All right, Mr. Washburn," he says, "you
can go through whenever you're ready."

Smms gives hismain-event boy afind rub on the back. He's bouncing up and down on histoes,
excited, envying me, wishing he were the oneto beriding out into the desert, atal, dow-moving man



with mild manners and sudden death dways near hisright hand. But Smmsis short and fat and nearly
bald and he would never do, certainly not for aheroic gunman'srole, o helivesit vicarioudy. | am
Simmss manhood, and he and | have ridden the danger trail many times and our trusty .44 had cleared
out dl opposition, until we reigned supreme, the absol ute best gundinger in the West, the onewho finaly
retired when al the opposition was dead or lying low. . . . Poor Smms, he dways wanted usto play that
last big scene, thefind definitive wakdown on some dusty Main Street. He wanted usto go out high,
wide and handsome, not for the money, we've got too much of that asit is, but just for the glory, retiring
from The Moviein ablaze of gunfire at thetop of our form. | wanted it that way myself, but the
opposition got cautious, and Washburn spent afina ridiculous year in The Movie, riding around looking
for something to do, six-shooter ready, but never finding anyone who wanted to shoot it out with him.
And even this cameo gppearance -- for Smmsit isamockery of al that we have stood for, and |
supposeit'sthat way for me, too. (Itisdifficult to know wherel start and where Smms ends, difficult to
separate what | want and what Smmswants, difficult to facethis, the end of our great yearsin The
Movie)

Simms shakes my hand and grips me hard on the shoulder and says nothing in that manly Western style
he's picked up through the years of associating with me, being me. Consuelahugs me, there aretearsin
her eyes, she kisses me, shetells meto come back to her soon. Ah, thoseincredible first monthswith a
new wifel The splendor of it, before the dreary old redlity setsin! Consuelais number four, I've ridden
down alot of trailsin my time, most of them the same, and now the director checks me again for lipstick
smears, nods okay, and | turn away from Consuelaand Simms, throw them the little two-finger sdlute I'm
famousfor, and stride across the creaking floor of the Wells Fargo Office and out the other side, into the
blazing sunshine and the world of The Never-Ending Western Movie.

*

From far away, the camera picks up alone rider, moving antlike between brilliantly striped canyon walls.
We see him in successive shots againgt an unfolding panoramaof desert scenery. Hereheisinthe
evening, silhouetted againgt aflaming sky, derby cocked jauntily on the back of his head, cooking over a
littlefire. How heisadeep, rolled in hisblanket, asthe embers of hisfirefadeto ash. Before dawn the
rider isup again, making coffee, preparing for the day'sride. Sunrise finds him mounted and moving,
shidding his eyes from the sun, leaning back long in the stirrups, letting his horse pick its own way over
the rocky dopes.

| am a so the audience watching me the actor, aswell asthe actor watching methe audience. Itisthe
dream of childhood come true: to play apart and aso watch oursalves play it. | know now that we
never stop acting, never stop watching ourselvesact. It ismerely anirony of fate that the heroicimages|
see coincide with what you, sitting in front of your little screen, also see.

Now therider has climbed to a high saddleback between two mountains. It iscold up here, ahigh wind
isblowing, therider's coat collar isturned up and isderby istied in place with abright wool scarf.
Looking over the man's shoulder, far below, we see a settlement, tiny and lost in the immensity of the
landscape. Wefollow astherider clucksto histired horse and beginsthe journey down to the
Settlement.

*

The derbied rider iswalking his horse through the settlement of Comanche. Thereisone street -- Main
Street -- with its sdloon, boarding house, livery stable, blacksmith's, genera store, dl as quaint and stark
asaCivil War daguerreotype. The desert wind blows unceasingly through the town, and afind dustis
settled over everything.

Therider isrecognized. Loungersin front of the general store say: "Hey, it's Washburn!”



| dismount giffly in front of thelivery stable -- atal, travel-stained man, gun belt worn low and strapped
down, the cracked horn-faced gun butt standing out easy to reach, easy to see. | turn and rub my face --
the famous, long, sorrowful face, the puckered scar a ong one cheekbone, the narrow unblinking gray
eyes. Itistheface of atough, dangerous, unpredictable man; yet a sympathetic one. It ismewatching
you watching me.

| come out of the livery stable, and there to greet meis Sheriff Ben Watson, an old friend, hard tanned
face and black handlebar mustache, tin star gleaming on hisworsted vest.

"Heard you might be coming through,” Watson says. "Heard you been to Cdifornee for aspell.”
"Cdifornee" isour own specia code word for retirement.

"That'sso," | say. "How's everything around here?!

"S0-50," Watson tellsme. "' don't suppose you heard about Old Jeff Mangles?!

| wait. The sheriff says, "Happened just yesterday. Old Jeff got thrown, out on the desert. Wefigure his
horse shied at arattler -- Christ knowsthat | told him to sell that big skittery wall-eyed brute. But you
know Old Jeff--"

"What happened to him?" | ask.

"Well, like | say, he got thrown and dragged. He was dead before immy Connersfound him."

Long slence. | push the derby to the back of my head. Findly | say, "Okay, Ben, what else do you
want to tell me?*

The sheriff isill at ease. Hefidgets, shifting from onefoot to the other. | wait. Jeff Mangles dead; that
blowsthe scene | was hired to play. What other development is coming up?

Watson says, "Y ou must be thirsty. What say we put down a beer--"

"Judt tell methe news.”

"Wadll.... You ever hear of acowpuncher from the Panhandle name of Little Joe Potter?"
| shake my head.

"He came drifting up thisway awhile ago, bringing with him quite areputation asafast gun. Didn't you
hear about the shootout down at Twin Peaks?"

Now that he mentionsit, | do remember hearing something about it. Bit I've been out to Cdifornee doing
other things, and shootoutsjust didn't interest me much until right now.

"This Little Joe Potter," Watson goes on, "he went up against four X-Bar ridersin adispute over some
woman. The say it was quiteafight. Theresult wasthat Little Joe blew them four ridersdl to hdll, and
he picked himself up quite areputation thereby."

"Sowhat?' | ask.



"Wdl, sometime after that, Little Joe wasin a poker game with some boys down GilaBend way..."
Watson stops, uncomfortable. "Washburn, maybe you better get the story from Charlie Gibbs, since he
spoke to a man who was actually present at that game. Y eah, you better hear it from Charlie. Seeyou
later, Washburn."

The sheriff moves away, following The Movie dictum of kegping the talk-scenes short and | etting other
people have a piece of the action.

| walk to the sdloon. There is someone following me, akid, no more than eighteen or nineteen, a
gangling snubnosed freckled kid in too-short overals and cracked boots. He wearsagun. What does
he want of me? What everyone else wants, | suppose.

| enter the saloon, my spurs clattering on the plank floor. Charlie Gibbsisdrinking at the bar, afat
doppy man dl grin and crinkle, not wearing a gun because Charlie Gibbsisacomic character and
therefore does not kill or get killed. Charlieisalso our loca Screen Actors Guild representative.

| buy him adrink and ask him about Little Joe Potter's famous poker game.

"I heard about it from Texas Jm Claire. Y ou remember Texas Jm, don't you Washburn? Good old boy
who worksfor the Donadson outfit asawrangler? Well, sir, Texas im wasin this poker game over by
way of the GilaBend. The action commenced to get hot. There wasthis one big jackpot at the end, and
Doc Dailey bet athousand dollars Mex on hishand. Little Joe wasright fond of the cards he was
holding, but he didn't have no more money to back hisself with. Doc said held take collaterd, if Little Joe
could think of any. Little Joe thought about it for awhile, and then he said, 'How much would you give
me for Mr. Washburn'sderby? There was a sillence then, because nobody just walks up and takes
away Mr. Washburn's derby, not without first killing the man undernesth it. But on the other hand, Little
Joe was not known as a braggart, and hed handled hissalf well during that shootout with the X-Bar
riders. So Doc, he thought about it awhile, then he said, 'Sure, Joe, I'll allow you athousand for a
ringside seat when you got to take it off him." "Y ou can have that ringside sest for nothing,’ saysLittle
Joe, if | lose this hand, which I'm not fixing to do." So the bet is accepted and they show down. Little
Joe's four eightsloseto Doc'sfour Jacks. Little Joe rises and stretches, and says, 'Well, Doc, looks like
you're going to get your ringside seet after dl.™

Charliefinishes off hisdrink and looks at me with bright, malicious eyes. | nod, finish my own drink, and
go out back to the outhouse.

*

The outhouse is adesignated off-cameraarea. We useit for talks which are necessary, but are out of
our Western context. Charlie Gibbs comes out afew minuteslater. Heturns on the hidden air
conditioning, takes apack of cigarettes from behind abeam, lights up, sits down and makes himsdlf
comfortable. AsSAG representative, Charlie spendsafar amount of time out here listening to gripes
and grievances. Thisishisoffice, and he'stried to make it pleasant for himsdlf.

Charlie says, "l suppose you want to know what's going on?"
"Damnedright | do," | tell him. "What isthis crap about Joe Potter coming to take away my derby?"
"Don't get excited,” Charlie says, "everything isin order. Potter isanew star on hisway up. After Jeff

Mangles got killed, it was natural to match up you and him. Potter went dong withiit. Y our agent was
approached yesterday and he renegotiated your contract. Y ou're getting ahell of abonusfor this



shootout appearance.”

"Simms renegotiated my contract? Without asking mefirst?'

"You weren't availablethen. Smmssaid it would be finewith you. He gave a satement to the
newspapers about how you and he had talked about this many times, and that it had always been your
desireto leave The Moviebig, at the top of your firm, in onelast shootout. He said he didn't haveto
discussit with your because you and he hand talked it over many times and you and he were closer than
brothers. He said he was glad this chance had come up, and he knew you would be glad, too."

"Chrigt! That smple-minded Smmg!"

"Was he setting you up?' Charlie asks.

"No, it'snot like hat at all. Wedid talk alot about afina showdown. | did tell him that I'd liketo end
big--"

"Butit wasjust tak?' Charlie suggests.

"Not exactly.” But it's one thing to talk about a shootout when you're retired and save in your housein
Bd Air. It'sanother to suddenly find yoursdf involved in afight without preparation. "Simmsdidn't set
me up; but he did involve mein something that I'd want to make up my own mind about.”

"Sothegtuationis” Charlie says, "that you were afool for shooting off your mouth about wanting afina
match, and your agent was afooal for taking you at your word."

"That'stheway it |looks."
"So what are you going to do about it?"

"I'll tell you," | say, "aslong as|'vetaking to my old buddy Charlie, and not to Gibbsthe SAG
representative.”

"Sure" Charliesays.

"I'm going to waltz on out of here," | say. "I'm thirty-seven yearsold and | haven't practiced gunplay for
ayear. I'vegot anew wife--"

"You don't haveto gointo al that," Gibbssays. "Lifeisswest, that saysit al. Asyour friend, | approve.
Asyour SAG representative, | cant tell you that the Guild won't back you up if you bresk avaid
contract made by your legaly appointed representative. If The Company suesyou, you'real aoneon
your lonesome.”

"Better al aone than underground with company,” | tell him. "How good isthis Little Joe?!

"He'sgood. But not as good asyou are, Washburn. You'rethe best | ever seen. Y ou thinking about
mesting him?"

"Nope. Just asking."

"Keepit that way," Charlie says. "Asyour friend, | advise you to get out and stay out. Y ou've aready



taken everything that can be gotten out of The Movie: you're ahero, you'rerich, and you've got a pretty
young wife. You'vewon everything in sight. Now don't hand around and wait for someoneto take it off
you."

"I'mnot fixing to,” I tell him. But | find that my hand has cometo rest on my gun buitt.

*

| go back into the saloon. | St done at the table, a shot glass of whiskey in front of me, athin black
Mexican cigar between my teeth. | am thinking about the Situation. Little Joeisriding up from the south.
Hell probably figure to find me herein Comanche. But | don't figureto be here. Safest way would be
for meto ride back the way | came, back to the Wells Fargo Station and out into the world again. But
I'm not going to do it that way. 1'm going out of The Set by way of Brimstone in the extreme
northeastern corner, thus making a complete tour of The Territory. Let them figurethat one ot...

Suddenly along shadow fdls across the table, afigure has moved between me and the light, and without
athought | roll out of my chair, gun aready drawn, hammer back, forefinger tightening on thetrigger. A
boy's frightened, high-pitched voice says, "Oh! Excuse me, Mr. Washburn!™ It's that snubnosed
freckle-faced kid | saw watching me earlier, now gaping at the end of my gun, scared, as he damned well
should be having just startled me out of ayear's growth.

| thumb down the hammer of my .44. | get up, holster the gun, dust mysdlf off, pick up my chair and sit
downonit. Curly the bartender brings me another drink. | say to the kid, "Kid, don't you know better
than to move up sudden on aman like that? | should have blown you to hell just on the off-chance.”

"I'm sorry, Mr. Washburn," hesays. "I'm new out here, | didn't redlize.... | just wanted to tell you how
much | admireyou."

Hewas new, dl right; helooked fresh out of The Company's School of Western Skills, which we must
al graduate from before we're even alowed on The Set. | had been just asraw as him during my first
weeksin The Movie.

"Someday," hetellsme, "I'm going to be like you. | thought maybe you could give me afew pointers. |
got thisold gun here--"

Thekid draws, and once again | react without thinking, dap the gun out of his hand, chop him down with
afis totheear.

"Goddamn you!" | shout, "haven't you got no sense at al? You just don't up and draw like that unless
you're meaning to useit."

"l just wanted to show you my gun,” he says, not getting up yet.

"If you want someoneto look at your gun,” | tell him, "takeit out of your holster dow and easy, keeping
your fingers outsde the trigger guard. And first announce what you're going to do.”

"Mr. Washburn," he says, "I don't know what to say.”

"Don't say anything,” | tell him. "Just get out of here. 'Y ou look like bad luck to me. Go show someone
else your goddamned gun.”

"Shal | show it to Joe Potter?' he asks, getting up and dusting himsdlf off.



Helooksat me. | haven't said aword. He gulps, he knows he's put hisfoot in it again.

| stand up dow. "Would you careto explain that remark?"

"l didn't mean nothing by it."

"You sure of that?'

"Redl sure, Mr. Washburn. I'm sorry!"

"Get out of here," | say, and the kid scramsfast.

| go over tothe bar. Curly has the whiskey bottle out, but | wave it away and he draws me a beer.
"Curly," | say, "'l know they can't help being young, but isn't there something they can do about being so
Supid?’

"I reckon not, Mr. Washburn," Curly says.

We are dlent for afew moments. Then Curly says, "Natchez Parker sent word he'd like to see you.”

"All right,” | tl him.

*

Dissolveto: aranch on the edge of the desert. 1n the chuckhouse, the Chinese cook is sharpening his
knives. Bud Farrell, one of the hands, is Sitting on a crate peeling potatoes. Heissinging as he works,
hislong horse face bent over the spuds. The cook, obliviousto him, looks out the window, says, "Rider
comes."

Bud Farrdl gets up, looks, scratches his hayseed head, looks again: "That's something more than just a
_rider_, you heathen Chinee. That's_Mister Washburn,_ sure as God made little green apples!”

Bud Farrell gets up, waksto the front of the main house, cdls, "Hey, Mr. Parker! Mr. Washburnis
riding up here"

*

Washburn and Parker are sitting together at a small wooden table over steaming mugs of coffeein
Natchez Parker's sitting room. Parker isahuge mustachioed man sitting in astraight-back wooden chair,
an Indian blanket over hiswithered legs. Heis pardyzed from the waist down because of an old bullet
creasein the spine.

"Wadl, Washburn," says Parker, "I heard about you and Little Joe Potter, just like everyonedseinthe
Territory. Ought to be one hell of ameeting. Wish | could seeit.”

| say, "1 wouldn't mind seeing it mysdif.”
"Whereisit going to take place?’
"Inhdl, | guess™

Parker leansforward. "What does that mean?"



"It meansthat I'm not meeting Little Joe. I'm riding for Brimstone, and then straight on, away from Little
Joe and the whole damned West."

Parker leansforward and vigoroudy rubs his shock of gray hair. Hisbig face puckerstogether like he
puckers together like he had bitten into arotten apple.

"Yourerunning?' he asks,
"That'sit," Washburn says.

The old man grimaces, hawks, spitson the floor. He says, "I never thought to hear you of al people say
athing likethat. | never thought to see you go againgt the values you've dwayslived by."

"Natchez, those were never my vaues. They came ready-made with therole. Now I'm through with the
role, and I'm turning in the vaues too."

The old man chewed that over for awhile. The hesaid, "What in hell isthe matter with you? Got too
much to livefor dl of asudden? Or just goneyelow?"

"Cdl itwhat you like," | tell him. "I cameby totdl you. | oweyou that."

"Well, wasn't that nice of you?' says Parker. ™Y ou owed me something and it was on your way anyhow,
50 you figured the least you could do was come by and tell me you was running away from ajumped-up
baby gundinger with onefight under hisbelt.”

"Get off my back."
"Tom," hesays, "ligento me."

| look up. Parker isthe only man in the Territory who ever cals me by my first name. He doesn't do it
often.

"Now look," hesays, "I am not onefor fancy speeches. But you Smply can't run away like this, Tom.
Not on account of anything but yourself. Y ou've got to live with yourself, no matter where you go.”

"I'l managethat jus fing," | tell him.

Parker shakeshishead. "Damnit al, what do you think thisthink isall about? They let usdressupin
fancy clothes and strut our stuff like we owned the whole damned world. They pay us plenty just to be
men. Not just when it'seasy, like a the beginning. We gottastay men right straight through to the end,
no matter what theend is. Wedon't just act these parts, Tom; we live them, we stake our lives on them,
we_are_theseparts. Chrigt, anybody can dress up in a cowboy outfit and swagger down Main Street.
But not everyone can wear agun and useit.”

| say, "That's abeautiful speech, Parker, and you're such a pro that you've blown this scene. Get back in
character and let'sget onwithiit."

"Goddamn you," Parker says, "l don't give adamn for the scene or The Movie or any of it. I'mtakingto
you straight now, Tom Washburn. We've been closer than kin ever since you cameinto the Territory, a
frightened tanglefoot kid who mad a place for himself on sheer guts. I'm not going to let you run away



"I'mfinishing thiscoffeg” | tdl him, "and riding on."

Natchez suddenly twistsin his chair, grabs ahandful of my shirt and pullsmy facecloseto his. Inhis
other hand | see aknife.

"Get out your knife, Tom. I'd rather kill you myself than let you ride away acoward.”

Parker'sfaceis closeto mine, glaring a me, the old man's breath sour in my face. | brace my left foot on
thefloor, plant my right foot on the edge of Parker's chair and push hard. Parker's chair topples over
and | seethelook of shock on the old man'sface ashe fdlsto thefloor. | draw my gun and takeaim
between hiseyes.

"Chrigt, Tom," he says.

| thumb back the hammer. ™Y ou stupid old bastard,” | say, "what do you think thisis, some kind of
game? Y ou've gotten sorta heavy-handed and long-winded ever since that bullet creased your spine.

Y ou think there are specid rules, and you know al about them. But there aren't any rules. Y ou don't tell
me what to do and | don't tell you. You'reacrippled old man, but if you pick afight with mel'm going
to fight my own way, not yours, and I'm going to put you down any way | can."

| take up dack onthetrigger. Old Parker's eyes bulge, his mouth starts trembling, he triesto control
himsdf but he can't. He screams; not loud, but high-pitched, like afrightened girl.

| thumb down the hammer and put my gun away. "Okay," | say, "maybe now you can wake up and
remember how it redly is."

| lift him up and didethe chair under him. "Sorry it's gotta be thisway, Natchez. 1'm going now."

| stop at the door and look back. Parker isgrinning at me. "Glad to see you're fedling better, Tom. |
should have remembered that you got nerves. All of the good ones have nerves. But you'll befine at the
showdown.”

"You old idiot, there's not going to be any showdown. | told you before, I'm riding out of here.”
"Good luck, Tom. Give'em hdl!"

"Idiot!" | get out of there.

*

A horseman crosses a high ridge and lets his horse pick its own way down the other sdeto the desert
floor. Thereisasoft hissof wind, glitter of mica, sand gathered into long wavering windows.

The noon sun beats down asthe rider passes through gigantic rock formations carved by the wind into
fantastic shapes. At evening, the rider dismounts and ingpects his horse's hooves. Hewhistlestunelessly
to himself, pours water from his canteen into his derby, waters his horse, puts the had back on, and
drinks sparingly himself. He hobbles the horse and makes camp on the desert. He sitsby alittlefireand
watches the swollen desert sun go down. Heisatal, lean man, with a battered derby on hishead and a
horn-handled .44 strapped down on hisright leg.



*

Brimstone: a desolate mining settlement on the northeastern edge of the Territory. Rising above the town
isthe natural rock formation of Devil's Highway -- abroad, gently doping rock bridge. Thefar end, out
of sght from here, isfirmly anchored just outside The Set, two hundred yards and 150 years away.

| comein onalimping horse. There aren't many people around, but | do spot one familiar face; it'sthat
damned freckle-faced kid. He must have ridden pretty hard to get here before me. | pass him by
without aword.

| 9t on my horsefor awhile and admire the Devil's Highway. Five minutes rideto the other sdeand I'll
be out of the West for good, finished with it al, the good times and the bad, the fear and the laughter, the
long dow days and the dull, dangerous nights. Inafew hours!'ll be with Consuela, I'll be reading the
newspapers and watching tv...

Now I'm going to put down one last shot of redeye and then sashay out of here.

| pull up my horse at the sdloon. A few more people are on the street now, watching me. | walk into the
sdoon.

*

Thereisone man drinking alone a the bar. He's short and stocky, wearing ablack leather vest and a
Mountain Man'sbuffalo hat. Heturns; he carries one unholstered gun highin hisbelt. | never saw him
before, but | know who heis.

"Howdy, Mr. Washburn," he says.

"Howdy, Little Joe," | reply.

He holdsthe bottle out questioningly. 1 nod. He reaches behind the bar, finds another shot glass, fillsit
up for me. Wesp quigtly.

After awhile! say, "Hope you didn't have too much trouble finding me."

"Not too much,” Little Joe says. He'solder than | had expected, nearly thirty. He'sgot atough, craggy
face, high cheekbones, ablack handlebar mustache. He spshisdrink, then saysto me, very gently, "Mr.
Washburn, | heard arumor which | don't believe. The rumor said that you was leaving this Territory in
sort of ahurry."

"That'sright,” | tdll him.

"The rumor aso said that you wasn't planning to stay around long enough to give methe time of day."
"That'sasotrue, Little Joe. | didn't figure| had no timefor you. But here you are anyhow."

"Indeed | am," Little Joe says. He rubs down the ends of his mustache and pulls hard at his nose.
"Frankly, Mr. Washburn, | smply can't believe that you're not planning to waltz around with me. | know

all about you, Mr. Washburn, and | just can't believe that.”

"Better believeit, Jog," | say to him. "I'mfinishing thisdrink, and then I'm walking out this door and
getting on my horse and riding over Devil'sHighway."



Little Joetugs a his nose again, frowns, pushes back hishat. "I never thought to hear this."
"l never thought to say it."
"Youreredly not going to face me?'

| finish my drink and set the shot glassdown on the bar. "Take care of yoursdf, Little Joe." | Sart
toward the door.

Little Joe says, "Therésjust onelast thing."

| turn. Little Joeis standing away from the bar, both handsvisible. "I can't force you into a showdown,
Mr. Washburn. But | did make alittle bet concerning that derby of yours.”

"So | heard."
"And so, athough it pains me more than you can know, I'll haveto haveit.”
| stand, facing him, not answering.

Little Joe says, "L ook, Washburn, no senseyou just standing there glaring a me. Give the hat or make
your play.”

| take off the derby. | smooth it on my deeve, then sail it to him. He picksit up, never taking hiseyes
fromme. Hesays, "Wel, I'll be."

"Take care of yoursdf, Little Joe." | walk out of the saloon.

*

A crowd has assembled opposite the sdloon. They wait and watch, talking in hushed voices. The saloon
doors swing and atal thin bareheaded man comes through. Heisbeginning to bald. He carriesa.44
strapped down on hisright leg, and he looks like he knows how to useit. But thefact is, he hasn't used
it.

Under the watchful eyes of the crowd, Washburn unties his horse, mountsit, and setsit at awalk toward
the bridge.

The saloon doors swing again. A short, stocky hard-faced man comes through, holding a battered
derby. He watches the horseman ride away.

Washburn spurs his horse, which hesitates amoment, then mounts the stone bridge. It takes constant
urging to keep the horse going, picking its way across the doping pebble-clad surface, to the center.
Here Washburn stopsthe horse, or dlowsit to stop. He Sits at the highest point of the bridge's curve,
adride the joint between two worlds, but looking at neither. Hereachesup totug at hishat'sbrimand is
mildly surprised to find himself bareheaded. He scratches hisforehead lazily, aman with dl thetimein
theworld. The heturns his horse around and starts back down the bridge to Brimstone.

*

The crowd watches as Washburn rides toward them. They aremotionless, sllent. Then, redizing what is
about to happen, they scatter for the shelter of wagons, duck down behind water troughs, crouch behind
grain sacks.



Only Little Joe Potter remainsin the dusty street. HE watches while Washburn dismounts, shoos his
horse out of theline of fire, walks dowly toward him.

Little Joe cdlsout, "Hey, Washburn! Come back for your hat?"
Washburn grins, shakeshishead. "No, Little Joe, | came back becauseit's our dance.”

They both laugh, it isal someridiculousjoke. Then, suddenly, both mend draw. The heavy bark of their
44s crashes through the town. Smoke and dust obscure the fighters.

The smoke blows away. Both men are fill standing. Little Jo€sginis pointed down. Hetwirlsit, and
watchesit fal from hishand. Then he collgpses.

Washburn holsters his gun, walks over to Little Joe, knedls, lifts hishead out of the dirt.
"Goddamn,” Little Joe says, "that was one short dance, huh, Washburn?'
"Too short,” Washburn says. "Joe, I'm sorry..."

But Little Joe doesn't hear this. His eyes have gone blank and unfocused, hisbody islimp. Blood
trickles out of two holesin his chest, blood stains the dust from the large exit woundsiin his back.

Washburn getsto hisfeet, finds his derby in the dust, wipesit off, putsit on. HE walks over to hishorse.
People are coming out now, thereis abuzz of conversation. Washburn sets one foot in the stirrup,
beginsto mount.

At that moment, awavering, high-pitched voice calls out, "Okay, Washburn, draw!"

Washburn's face contorts as he whirls, trying to get his gun hand clear, trying to spin out of theline of fire.
Evenin that cramped and impossible posture he manages to get the .44 drawn, spinsto seethe
freckled-faced kid ten yards away with gun drawn and aimed, firing.

Sunlight explodesin Washburn's head, he hears his horse scream, heisfalling through the dusty floors of
theworld, faling asthe bullets thud into him with a sound like a butcher's cleaver swung flat against aside
of beet. Theworld iscoming apart, the picture-making machineis smashed, his eyes are abroken lens
that reflects the sudden destruction of theworld. A red light flashesafina warning and the world goesto
black.

*

The viewer, audience and actor, looks for awhile at the darkened screen, tirsin hiseasy chair, rubs his
chin. Heseemsto bein somedistress. Then, at last, he belches, and reaches out and turns off the
screen.



