
High Noon For The Kid In The Red Cap 
* 

  The bar was in a basement, low and cool, like Hank Fresco-Tayg, when he took the steps 
down into it. He wiped his brow and let the ghostly damp air suckle on his forehead, refreshing 
his mind from the strenuous heat outside, which had tested him further than he was accustomed 
to. He was a mountain boy. Strung around his neck, just peeping over his vest, was a Horcula 
hoof. It looked more like a crustacean from the sea, a bushel of black bulbs, hollowed in spots 
with sharp circles that cut or grip depending on the surface.  

 The bartender had never seen a Horcula, a mischievous but deadly animal, but he knew 
the beast was common to the Frevaluego Mountains. This was not the first time he had seen 
their hooves. Men had come before wearing them as trophies of a worthy hunt. But Hank wasn’t 
like those men. They were from the city or one of the other towns in the prairie. Hank hailed  
from the very same Frevaluego Mountains, along with all the other descendants of Sanderson. 
Very rarely do descendants of Sanderson venture this far from the mountains, and if they did, it 
would be for reasons where advertising such would be to their folly, but Hank was different. The 
dirt on him was the same as everyone else, but from underneath, a different flavor of air leaked. 
It told the bartender more than just that Hank was a son of Sanderson, but that he was a brother 
of the Tayg clan, a name few in the prairie have ever heard, and this was made entirely evident 
when Hank went right up to the bar, flipping his duster onto the stool to the left of him as he 
took his seat, and declared: 

 “Howdy! I’m Hank Fresco-Tayg.” 

 “How are you Mr. Tayg?” asked the bartender. 

  “Just Hank, please. And just fine, soon as...” his finger scanned the bottom shelf, “you 
can fix me a shot of fleshkin oil.” 

 The bartender, in saying the name Tayg again, was immediately reminded of the young 
boy in the red cap, and the stories he told of mountain living. It wasn’t just the name the two 
shared though, it was something in the voice. Those mountain people have a certain way of 
bouncing up and down along their speech. The boy, his boy, had done this famously. Except 
when he cried, there was no up and down when the boy cried, just one continuous screeching 
pitch. The bartender couldn’t help but feel overwhelming sympathy for this poor soul that had 
just wandered into his rinky-dink bar. No doubt, he was doomed to befall the same fate as the 
boy in the red cap. 

 The bartender grunted, and poured Hank his shot. He was going to do what he could not 
to talk to this man. 

 “Thank you kindly.” Hank swung the glass of silver bubbly syrup up to his face, the heat 
off the booze smacking his cheeks red as it went down. “Ohh, yes! Thank you kindly most truly. 
That’ll clear the pipes of all the dust and bugs I’ve been swallowing.” Hank’s stomach lurched at 
the memory of those necessary bits of flying goodness he had had for lunch on the past too many 
nights to count...twelve, had it really been that many? “Speaking of which, know a good place to 
get some eats. 



 A good patron was hunched over a few stools down from Hank seemingly asleep, but 
suddenly he popped up, pointed his dirt-chewed finger at him, and proclaimed, “This here 
establishment has the finest ribs that all the eyes could see.” 

 The man pleasantly discovered that the cup in front of him was not completely empty, 
took a swig, and went back to his one man huddle. 

 “Well then, barkeep, another shot of fleshkin oil and an order of ribs.” 

 The patron, muffled by the fibers of his coat, grumbled, “Nothing for your new friend.” 

 Hank got up, went over, and sat at the stool next to his new friend. Hank instantly 
embraced him by throwing his arm around the man’s back, grasping a boney shoulder.  

 “Of course, of course, I was going to do just that, but I was afraid one more might be the 
gust to topple the tree for you friend. Now that you tell me you’re healthy, well, let’s drink. 
Barkeep, another round for my old friend here.” 

 “New friends are quick to be old friends, huh,” blurted the bartender as he poured the 
drinks. 

 Hank smiled. “True enough.” 

 The huddled-over patron hadn’t responded to Hank’s embrace in the slightest, not even 
a fidget, but under the constraints of such charity, he raised his head, leaned into Hank with a 
beautiful, healthy gap-tooth smile, and kissed him on the forehead. Introduced himself as 
Barfalameu.  

 The two shared a toast to good health. Then, Harry Hats stormed in. 

 “It’s time for a new story to be told. Harry Hats isn’t any sorts of pansy. West Hats has a 
date with doom, and I’m the devil incarnate,” Harry Hats angrily declared. 

 “Get the fuck out of my bar, Hats. I ain’t gonna deal with this shit today.”  

 The bartender lifted a katana from under the bar, purposefully clanged the hilt on the 
brass rail running the inside space of the counter, placed it on top of the bar, and spun it so it 
pointed at Harry Hats. 

 Harry Hats pulled out his sword too, only he removed the sheath. The bartender grabbed 
his sword with two hands, ready to draw, but Harry Hats slammed down his sword toward the 
bartender, wedging the blade’s center in the edge of bar. The bartender froze, afraid if he 
breathed too hard the tip of Harry Hat’s sword would split his nose hairs. He slowly released the 
grip on his own sword and slowly stepped back until he brushed against the shelves filled with 
bottles of different favorite poisons.  

 Barfalameu, a man who hadn’t budged from Hank’s touch, didn’t just jump a little, he 
jumped right out of his chair, and fell on the floor, spontaneously breaking into a fit of laughter. 

 Harry Hats didn’t take his eyes off the bartender.  

 “I’m serious.  Get me West, I know you’re hiding West.” 

 Hank shook his head at his empty glass, got off his stool, and helped Barfalameu to his 
feet. Then he turned back towards Harry Hats.  



 “How do you expect to greet him now, with your sword? You might do better with a 
handshake.” 

 “I’ve killed men before, bigger than you too.” 

 “Come on boy you can barely lift that thing. Me on the other hand,” Hank grasped the 
top of his sheath with his left hand, and flicked his thumb into the hilt, prying up the blade of his 
double-edged sword a bit, “that’s a whole other story. Not so new though.” 

 “I’ll cut you open with my katana. Don’t come any closer.” 

 “That bar is made of untreated fleshkin. I’ll stab you before you have the time to yank it 
free.” 

 Harry Hats made a move for his sword, and Hank did just as he said he would. During 
the commotion that followed, a short stiff woman with brown skin, almost as if she were cut of 
wood, came out from the kitchen and placed a steaming bowl on the bar next to the bartender’s 
katana. She watched Harry Hats’s spray a mist of blood from underneath his right 
shoulderblade, and she quickly ran back to the kitchen. 

 “Your ribs are done,” the bartender said. 
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 As Hank dug into all the splendor that could be purchased with two half-size silver 
pieces, he was rudely interrupted by a familiar proclamation. 

 “I’m here for West Hats.” 

 Hank didn’t want another scuffle ruining the divine meal he finally had the chance to 
indulge in. It had been too long since he ate food that agreed with him as mightily as the ribs, so 
he turned to the man, the second one today looking for West Hats, and said, “West Hats is out, 
but he’ll meet you above this bar in an hour.” 

 “Who are you?” 

 “Hank.” 

 The man scrunched his face, and looked at Hank, but Hank just went back to his ribs and 
paid him no mind. No one in the bar paid the newcomer any mind. So the man just stood there, 
glaring with clenched fists at Hank’s back. He wasn’t getting the audience he felt he deserved, 
and he knew it must be because of the stranger, who found the ribs more important than him 
and his heroic challenge. To fight West Hats was nothing to be taken lightly, at least not to him. 
Yet the rib-eating man, and really the whole bar, couldn’t give two shits. They all went on eating, 
talking, and laughing.  

 A group of musicians, who had arrived even before Hank, finally set up all of their 
instruments, and broke into a warm-up jam that gleefully wove through the vibrations of 
laughter from the regulars, amplifying that warmth, and swallowing the seriousness that the 
new challenger was trying his best to communicate. But he didn’t care about the laughter, or the 
music. If the room wasn’t going to acknowledge him, than he wasn’t going to acknowledge the 
room.  



 In his world, it was just him, and the never-before-seen rib-eating man, Hank, who had 
dared order him away. He wondered if the informative stranger knew and respected him, or was 
he just being dismissive. Then Hank started tapping his feet to the music. It harrowed the 
challenger, confronting him with the isolation he had built for himself. Everyone seemed to be 
existing within the waves the music pulsed out. His initial anger and adrenaline had rippled this, 
creating a shift in flow he could get on board with. He had used that ripple to try and cast a net 
over Hank, and reel him into his world. But Hank was a bigger catch then he had thought, and 
like a big fish diving down to the deep, Hank vanished, and then pulled on the line so hard, the 
whole boat started to move. Really moving now, the boat came out of the fog, the tapping of 
Hank’s foot on the barstool grew louder, then the lip-slapping slathering of ribs, then the 
babbling of drink poured into glasses and down gullets, then the choking sound of a thousand 
different laughters, and then finally the music. The music that everyone seemed to be a part of 
but him. Yet, the contagious beast was getting hold of him. It didn’t put him in the spirits of the 
room, instead it left him to continue feeling the anger he harbored so delicately inside. It simply 
invited him to join the party. And who was the belle of the ball, but this toe-tapping, rib-slapping 
bastard, Hank, who had dared lay orders on him.  

 How long could he eat those ribs for? To the new challenger who had come to the bar 
looking for murder, it had felt like forever. It had felt like he had been staring at the Hank’s back 
with clenched fists for forever. And it had felt like he was angry for even longer—no, shorter.  

 Yes, he had been angry since before he came in. He was going to need that anger to 
defeat West Hats. He had made himself angry because he knew it was the only way he could win. 
He had told himself that West Hats was the reason for all his failings in life, that as long as 
Harry Hats was alive, he couldn’t be a better man.  

 The rib man changed this. All of the pep-talks he gave himself this morning were out the 
window, he knew that he was lying to himself, and so a little bit of the anger he was feeling 
towards Harry Hats reflected, and turned on him. But now his hatred was sincere. Hats wasn’t 
his problem, it was this stranger, Hank. It then occurred to him, he didn’t even know who this 
stranger was. Hank could actually even be— 

 “You gonna order something?” asked the bartender. “I don’t allow loiterers in my 
establishment.” He ignored the bartender, but perhaps because he was finally being 
acknowledged, his fists unclenched, and a little anger subsided, to be replaced by a new emotion, 
curiosity. 

 Barfalameu steered his eyes from the band to the newcomer, noticing him for the first 
time. He saw a change come over the man. He saw the man’s neck unlatch from his spine, 
levitate upwards like a balloon, and twist in a half arc down and to the right, pointing his head 
towards Hank’s boots. Barfalameu knew it was Hank’s boots and not his own because he could 
see the tap, tap, tap of them dancing to the music reflected in the newcomer’s eyes. That is until 
they unlatched from the newcomerls brain, and slowly rolled up to the top of the lids. It was as if 
every part of the newcomer’s body was only there by being tied down with string to his feet. The 
further Barfalameu went up, the more things just sort of waved back and forth. By the time 
Barfalameu got to the newcomer’s face, everything from the cleft chin, to the ears, to the 
wrinkles on his forehead, seemed to be moving independent of each other. 

 “I think I may have drank too much,” Barfalameu whispered himself 



 The newcomer kept on staring at Hank, and asked, “Are you Harry Hats?” 

 “Of course not,” the bartender interjected. 

 Hank stopped eating and turned around. “You’re trying to kill a man, and you don’t even 
know what he looks like?” 

 “Maybe I’m not trying to kill him. Maybe I’m trying to give him a present. Maybe I 
missed his birthday, and want to make it up to him,” remarked the newcomer. 

 “That man isn’t Hats. Now go wait outside if it’s trouble you’re looking for. Hats will 
meet you in an hour,” said the bartender. 

 “How do you know that,” said the newcomer. 

 “Because I saw Hats earlier today. Now if you go upstairs, and stop bothering my 
customers, I’ll make sure you’ll get your fight,” said the bartender. 

 “Very well then. An hour you said?”  

 The bartender nodded a yes.  

 “High noon it is. He better show, or I’ll come back down, and do a whole lot more than 
just stand here,” said the newcomer. 

 He continued to stare down the bar, glancing back and forth from the bartender to Hank, 
as he backed away. After bumping into a table, and spilling a drink all over his fanny, he ran 
back up the stairs, and his footsteps could be heard stamping out on the wood floor, which 
served as the bar’s ceiling. The bartender brought a pint over to the table the angry challenger 
had bumped into. He offered it to the patron free of charge with an apology to boot.  

 He was wiping down the table with a shammy when Hank asked, “I just made up the 
whole ‘in an hour’ thing. How do you know this Hats guy is going to show up?” 

 “He isn’t going to, he’s dead.” 

 “Wow, that guy’s going to be disappointed.” 

 “He’ll find someone else to try and kill. Hopefully he’ll find someone else to annoy too 
because I am tired of that guy.” 

 “Does he come around here often?” 

 “Often enough.” 

 “I’m surprised he didn’t know his adversary was dead. How long ago did this guy die?” 

 “Today,” the bartender said. 

 Hank spun around on his stool to face the bartender, but the bartender didn’t face him, 
he just went right on cleaning the table.  

 “Today! Holy shit. When did you find out he was dead?” 

 “When you killed him.” 

 “When I killed him? You mean that guy earlier?” 

 “That’s right.” 



 “Well, didn’t he notice the body? Why does he still think this Hats guy is going to show? 
Didn’t he notice him dead on the floor?” 

 The bartender looked up at Hank, and smiled. “What body?” 

 “Tha...” Hank looked at the floor where the man he had killed had fallen, but there was 
nothing there, not even a drop of blood. “What in the—Where’s the body? Did you move it while 
I was eating my ribs?” 

 “It wasn’t him,” Barfalameu answered while wrapping an arm around Hank, “it was the 
woman. She’s sneaky like that.” 

 “Woman?” 

 “He means my wife. And how dare you, Barfalameu, call my wife sneaky. After all she has 
done for you and this town, she deserves a statue built of her.” 

 “Careful what you say there, she’s probably listening.” 

 “That’s it.” The bartender threw down the shammy, walked over to Barfalameu, and 
yanked him right off the stool. Barfalameu tried to collapse to the floor, but the bartender held 
him by the shoulders, and yanked him up to his feet again. “Go upstairs, and get some 
parchment. Then in a calm, calculated manner, write a letter of apology to my wife. Be sincere. 
And make it professional with an envelope, and stamps, and everything.” 

 “What the hell am I going to do that for? I’m not going to mail it.” 

 “Nope. You’re going to come back down with it. I’m making you buy a stamp because it 
shows that you care, or at least it shows you sacrificed a little for once.” 

 “All of this for calling her sneaky. I might as well mail it.” 

 “Do what you want, but until my wife gets that letter, I won’t be serving you anything.” 

 “Fine, I’ll do it.” Barfalameu turned to Hank and asked, “Do you have a scrap of spare 
metal for a stamp?” 

 Hank happily handed Barfalameu the money despite the bartender’s disapproving stare. 
Barfalameu took it quickly, and trudged up the stairs. Although he wasn’t that angry, his 
footsteps were even louder than the angry challenger’s had been. 

 The entire bar was stone and brick, but the ceiling was the wooden beams and 
floorboards that were the foundation for the post office upstairs. It seemed strange to Hank for a 
bar to be built beneath a post office, but as was later explained to Hank by the bartender, the 
set-up made it one of the most profitable establishments in the whole county. In this world, 
there is plenty of bad news to be had, and the poor souls who walk this land are destined to a 
bad letter or two in their lifetime, well let them look no further for a place to bury their troubles 
with. The opposite is also notorious, drunkards finally summing up the courage to write long-
since-seen family and friends, giving way to a plethora of outgoing letters filled with nothing but 
happy ramblings. At least that’s the advertisement the town spreads about the bar. The story 
goes that the town of Babbalhawksway, went by a different name until the bar was built. What 
that name was, no one knew, at least no one ever could tell Hank, but considering the town’s 
population was supposedly around ten at the time, it’s possible the town didn’t even have a 
name then, overlooking the aboriginal dragon name for it, which was not an uncommon thing to 



do seeing as none were around anymore. Only more rugged places, like the Frevaluego 
Mountains where Hank was from, kept some memory of dragon culture alive. The name Tayg 
was dragon, and for a mountain man like Hank, he wore it as proudly as his sword. 

 Sometime during the bartender proudly telling the story of his establishment and the 
town it had been established in—not by him or his family, but by someone he had won it off of in 
a dice game—Barfalameu walked back downstairs, and handed over the letter. 

 “It better be a good one. 

 “Words as sweet as fleshkin oil.” 

 “Fleshkin oil isn’t sweet.” 

 “It is to me.” 

 All three of them broke into laughter. Hank ordered himself and Barfalameu another 
round of fleshkin oil to keep the joke running. The bartender poured himself one to join in the 
celebration. 

 “I knew you would miss me, but I didn’t think you’d miss me this much,” Barfalameu 
said in response to the free drink. “This ole’ bag of bones that boring?” 

 “No, no, not at all. He was just explaining to me the monetary uniqueness of his bar.” 

 “Oh. Telling ole’ wive’s tales there,” Barfalameu asked? 

 The bartender scrunched his face, and held up the letter for all to see. “Watch it buddy, 
you don’t want to have to write another letter there, do you?” 

 “Relax. It was just a joke.” Barfalameu ripped back the rest of his shot. “So he’s no doubt 
told you of how the bar named this here town, but there’s another, more profitable reason for 
building a bar under a post-office.”   

 “It’s a good one too, makes me wonder why more places don’t follow suit,” the bartender 
explained as he cleaned a glass. 

 “Because it’s immoral,” interjected Barfalameu. 

 “What do you know about morals? If responsibility has anything to do with morality, 
than you’re are god-send aren’t you Barfalameu?” 

 “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 

 “Your family might disagree, if only someone could ask them.” 

 “Leave them out of this! You have no right.” 

 “All right old friend. I got carried away. I’m sorry. Just don’t insult my house,” the 
bartender turned his focus from Barfalameu to Hank, “You see, it isn’t immoral to serve drink 
beneath a post office, it’s cheap. That’s a government building up there, and as such I haven’t the 
need to pay tax. That’s right, I’m covered as a government watering hole. ‘All services must serve 
the land,’ as we all know. Public services need to give the government money as their 
contribution to the ‘great growth,’ but my establishment contributes to the government in other 
ways.” 

 “Like no ways at all,” interrupted Barfalameu. 



 “True, the post office is a small branch of the government, and its workers make up less 
than two percent of my business, I am still doing my part. Does that two percent have to pay for 
anything? 

 “Do you have to pay for anything. Half of those bottles are...” 

 “I have to pay some young guy every night to carry your drunk ass home. Every night.” 

 “I don’t have a home.” 

 “Don’t say that, Barfalameu. Your like family here. I’d never turn you away.” 

 “Wait. There’s one thing I don’t get,” said Hank. “I thought that the guy I killed was 
named Harry Hats, and he was going to kill West Hats, same with that other man. I assumed 
they were from the same clan or something. 

 “No,” the bartender said abruptly. “The Hats name is not a clan name.” 

 “They were brothers?” 

 “Getting warmer,” Barfalameu said. 

 “West Hats is Harry Hats, and Harry Hats is Mormo Woudar,” said the bartender. 

 “Who the fuck is Mormo Woudar?” 

 Barfalameu spitefully threw out there, “The man you killed. Don’tcha remember?” And 
he broke into a fit of laughter.  

 Hank was getting tired of the drunk’s stupid interruptions. He gave Barfalameu a side 
glare, but went on to giving the bartender his full attention. 

 “Names are different here than up in the mountains,” the bartender explained. “Part of 
your name is Tayg because your ancestors claimed that name from the dragons they kicked out 
of that area.” 

 “It’s our warrior’s cry.” 

 “Right. There was a lot of tough fighting up in those hills, and your people wear the name 
victoriously. But there wasn’t a lot of that out here in the fields, and people would just as soon 
forget there had ever been anything before them to begin with.” 

 “There is no honor in ignoring the past.” 

 “Tradition does not dictate this land. I imagine that you should know better to respect 
and abide by the land.” 

 “The Tayg people are a lawful people.” 

 “Don’t get too patriotic on me. I’m talking about you specifically, Hank.” 

 Hank finished off his glass, and stared blankly at the bartender. He was waiting. He 
knew this feeling, this old familiar feeling of the hunt. The waiting. The listening. The waiting for 
his cue. Soon he would know exactly what to do. 

 The bartender was thrown off a bit by Hank’s stare, but continued, “That man called 
himself Harry Hats when he walked in. I just told you his name was Mormo Woudar. That is the 
name his parents gave him. Most of us live our whole lives with the name our parents give us. 



But out here in the fields, we are not tied to tradition. We move with time. Mormo moved so far, 
he wasn’t Mormo anymore.” The bartender let out a big sigh. “Years ago, he saw his parents 
butchered. The anchors that tied him to his past were gone. He wore a new hat, a West Hats.” 

 “You mean Harry Hats?” 

 “No he was West Hats first. I don’t know what brought on the second change, but a week 
ago he started insisting people call him Harry Hats. He became a totally different person too. 
West Hats was actually a gentleman, he made a fortune in trading, but didn’t keep to himself, he 
shared it. Donated to the hospital. One time he held a picnic for the whole town, remember 
that?” The bartender turned to Barfalameu, who smiled and nodded his head, and said, “Sure 
do. Remember Hereshel got too drunk, and she fell into the river?”  

 The two broke into laughter. Barfalameu kept laughing, but the bartender stopped to 
remind him, “I believe you ended up in that river from having to many as well.” 

 “Actually I did jump in the river, but that was to get after Hereshel.” 

 The two broke into more laughter. 

 “Wait! I still don’t get it. Why did that other guy want to kill Harry?” 

 “Beats me,” the bartender shrugged. “But he’ll be after you next.” 

 “Me?” 

 “That’s right. You should’ve seen the look he was giving you earlier.” 

 “I don’t want to fight him. Why couldn’t you explain to him that I’m not his problem, that 
Hats is dead?” 

 The bartender shook his head and refilled Hank’s glass. “Because you killed Hats. Come 
high noon, you’ll be answering for that.” 

 “How much longer to go then?” 

 “Why Hank, don’t you realize? This is it, buddy. Last call.” 

 Hank drained the glass in one swig. 

!
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 A light sandstorm must have passed through Babbalhawksway while Hank was down in 
the bar, everything looked dirtier and older then when he arrived. The town in the curtails of the 
storm, it was still a bit breezy. Riding on those curtails, the paper skeleton of a newmad flapper 
that curled itself into a ball before it died, went rolling by. Those bugs look so scary when they’re 
alive with their giant black claws and strains of silver saliva oozing from their backs. The worst is 
when they approach, for at first they seem like a harmless speck in the big sky of the prairie, but 
as they get closer the way they flap in the wind to an immeasurable rhythm makes it impossible 
to predict their movement. The only way to kill one is with fast reflexes in close quarters combat. 
Dead, the tumbling balls of dust their corpses become, they become more of a joke than 
anything. Not scary in the least bit. 



 They weren’t local to where Hank grew up, and this journey he was on was the first time 
he had every seen any, but already he had seen enough. But it wasn’t the newmad flapper corpse 
Hank was looking at when he left the front entrance of the post office. And it wasn’t the dirty 
wood houses he was looking at either. He sensed all of those things because his adrenaline was 
pumping, and he was very aware of his surroundings; he had to be.  

 When Hank Fresco-Tayg walked out of the Babbalhawksway post office, there was a man 
in the center of the dirt street with a katana in hand and a mad look in his eye, waiting for him. 
It was the challenger Hank had dismissed earlier. The man who was waiting to kill a dead man. 
But Hank knew this katana-wielding nut-job was really waiting for him. 

 “Allow me to reintroduce myself. My name is Jombilah.” 

 “Listen, I am not Harry Hats, my name is...” 

 “I don’t care what your name is. Dead men don’t need names.” 

 Hank moved away from the post office into the center of the street, never breaking eye-
contact with Jombilah. Another newmad flapper corpse tumbled by, this one cutting a neat line 
between the two swordsmen. 

 “What do you want,” asked Hank? 

 “On the count of three, we draw. One of us walks on. Simple as that.” 

 “Simple as that,” Hank grumbled. 

 “One.” 

 Both men grabbed their hilts.  The metals gave off a few soft clangs.  

 “Two,” Jombilah sounded off. 

 Hank did his best to quiet his mind, and listen for the rhythm of the hunt. 

 “Three,” Jombilah yelled. 

 Hank lifted his sheath with his sword still in it, and held it out to bunt off the mad man 
running at him. He casted off an upward slice targeted at his hip. He blocked a downward strike. 
Hank’s sword was raised above his head. Jombilah’s sword had been shocked back over his 
head. Jombilah stopped screaming. The rupture of silence slowed time. The crunching sound 
from Jombilah’s foot tilling forward through the gravel hit Hank’s ears boiling. Jombilah 
regained grip, and brought his sword down again, spanking ground, and it’s a good thing it stuck 
when it hit because without that crutch, poor Jombilah probably would have toppled over. Not 
that it would have made much difference. Hank, standing beside a bowing Jombilah, 
decapitated him.  

 Some say he decapitated him with the sheath still on, but some say that’s a lot of bullshit. 
The man’s head fell off, there is only so many ways this can happen. Hank knew them all. As he 
watched the head hit the ground, he faced the sobering realization that today was much worse 
than he had been going around thinking. He had killed two men for purposes not of money or 
reason, as he could figure, but for nothing at all. Both men had been asking for it, that was true. 
But “why did they have to ask him?” was all Hank could brood upon now. 



 He didn’t want to go back to the bar. He turned around towards the caravan hitched a 
few miles down the road, just out of town, but the old lady from the bar, the bartender’s wife, 
stopped him. She was holding a red hat. 

 “Before you leave town, I need you to do something for me.” 

 “Work?” 

 “That’s right. You’ve been doing a lot of killing today, too much when you have nothing 
to show for it.” 

 “Well I blame your town. You know, you’ve got a lotta crazies bottled up in here.” 

 “I know, but believe me those boys were nothing, it’s the quieter ones around here that 
you have to pinch your lobes back for.” 

 “Like you.” 

 The old lady smiled. As far as Hank could tell, she didn’t move anything but those little 
mouth muscles. They sculpted her smile as if they had hands like the growth of tree limbs; as the 
newborn buds sharp, a sharp turn twisted into her lips to be another atrophied scar shelved next 
to the others, rising from an otherwise perfectly symmetrical face. It was that smile that made 
the old lady suddenly seem so much bigger. She stood eye level with his belt, yet she towered 
over Hank. 

 “That’s right, like me.” 

 “Why should I trust you then?” 

 “Because I’m going to pay you, silly boy.” She slaps his shoulder with the hat. 

 “Oh. To do what?” 

 “Put on this red cap. Go to my husband, the bartender, down there,” she points to the 
post office, “and shoot him.” 

 “Shoot him with what? Surely you don’t have a gun licensed.” 

 “Licensed? No, probably not. Yet, here it is.” She held out her arms, the hat in one hand, 
and a pearl white gun, a knight’s peacemaker pistol. Hank grabbed both quickly, hiding the gun 
under the hat. 

 “Is the thing this boom-stick once belonged to dead? 

 “Never you mind the backstory. No one is going to get on you for the gun, and no one is 
going to get on you for the killing.” 

 “I’m not worried about that. Seems to me that people in this town don’t give two shits 
when a body drops. Why, no one even came by to take care of the one I just did in.” 

 “What body is that?” 

 Hank looked down the street, but it was empty, and for the second time that day, a man 
he killed disappeared. He asked her, “Did you do that?” 

 “Frustrating, isn’t it? All that killing and nothing to show for it.” 

!



 **** 

  The bartender had been to the beach only once before, a long time ago with his wife and 
the boy in the red cap. On that day, he had taken the boy’s hat while he sat on his shoulders and 
held it over the sun in front of the two, making their faces as close to red as you can naturally get 
without bloodshed. Here it was again, that gleaming spectacle of red. It dropped from a gray 
brick keystone, and it was just as beautiful and powerful as any sun’s birth. All the bartender 
could focus on was the red cap, and so at first, he really did believe the boy had returned. But his 
eyes couldn’t lie, and somewhere growing inside him he knew it was someone else wearing the 
hat. Still, he had to hang on to that hope. Driving him. Making him blurt out through tears, “You 
have returned.” 

 “I suppose that’s right. Pour me a drink, barkeep,” was all Hank could say. 

 Hank had looked for Barfalameu since he walked in, but couldn’t find the dutiful patron. 
He must have been in the pisser, or passed out, or passed out in the pisser. The band wasn’t 
there either. The entire bar had been emptied. No distractions. But Hank hadn’t seen anyone 
leave, at least not through the front door. 

 “You shouldn’t drink.” The bartender pushed his thumb down hard on the edge of the 
counter, and picked at a water swell in the wood with its nail. He couldn’t look up from his 
thumb. “You shouldn’t...” 

 “Pour one for yourself too.” 

 The bartender kept picking at the splintering wood. 

 “Hey, old man. You hear me.” 

 The bartender looked up at Hank, eye to eye. “What are you doing with that hat?” 

 “Pour the drinks.” 

 “Huh? I said, what are you doing with that hat? Answer me!” 

 “Just pour the drinks.” 

 “Not until you tell me where you got that hat.” 

 “I don’t want to, now just pour...” 

 “Give me that hat,” the bartender yelled!  

 He lunged over the counter at Hank. Hank jumped back off the stool, knocking it over in 
his haste. 

 “Your wife gave it to me, you crazy old fool!” There were tears in Hank’s eyes now too. 

 The bartender had succeeded in getting over the counter, but had fallen to the floor by 
the stool when Hank got out of the way. He was now propped up on his knees, ready to hoist 
himself back onto his feet, when Hank told him this. He fell back on his knees in a prayer stance. 
He asked Hank why? 

 “To kill.” 

 The bartender went back to looking at his thumb, which was doing nothing. It was all he 
could do to sum up the courage to say, “I deserve that.” 



 Hank looked at the bartender with disgust. He went back over to the bar, reached over 
the counter and poured his own shot. After he had done that two more times, the bartender 
spoke again.  

 “Do it,” he said, “Kill me.” 

 Hank whimpered through hot breath, “I can’t.” 

 “Do it.” 

 Hank turned around towards the bartender. 

 “Why? What did you do?” 

 “I gave up.” 

 “So now you don’t want to live. I thought it was your wife who wants you dead, but if this 
is suicide...” 

 “She does want me dead. For giving up our child. I want me dead too, for giving up our 
only child.” 

 “You don’t have to die.” 

 “They came and asked for him. All I had to say was no, but she wasn’t there, I didn’t 
know what to do. I just gave him to them. He wasn’t mine, I thought, I had nothing to lose.” 

 “You can lose now. It doesn’t have to...” 

 “She wasn’t there.” 

 Hank went back over to the bartender, grabbed him, and raised him to his feet. Up close 
now, he asked, with enough fire to boil the bartender out of his reposed tumult, “Why does your 
wife want you dead?” 

 “We found a child once, a mountain boy like you. My wife loved him as if he were her 
own, but then the knights came. She blames me. She has every right to blame me. I let them take 
him. I let them take my little boy.” 

 “But you two are all you have left. Why do you want to lose that too?” 

 “You can kill, I know that you can kill. So kill me! I have the pain of guilt. I can’t go on. I 
know that I deserve worse than getting what I want, but I can’t go on.” 

 Hank let go of the bartender, and he fell to the ground again. The bartender curled up 
into a ball and continued crying. He didn’t look up at Hank; he didn’t want to see the bullet 
coming. 

 Hank shook his head at the blubbering mess on the floor. He stole another shot from the 
bar, rubbed at the tears that had already dried on his cheeks, and wiped his nose and mouth. He 
shot off a hot burb, and clasped his mouth and jerked his head back, saving himself from puking 
back up the shot. He stood at the bar for a while, swallowing spit to clear his throat of vile and 
letting his stomach settle. Then he walked back over to the bartender, who was no longer crying, 
but was still curled on the floor. 

 Without looking up, he muttered, “After you kill me, keep the hat, it’s good luck.” 

 “Thanks for the gift, old friend.” 



 “New friends are quick to become old friends. He taught me that.” 

 “Is that right?” Hank clicked his tongue. “Shit.” 

 Hank pulled the gun out and pointed. He had never used a gun before, but he knew how 
they worked. Point and squeeze was all he had to do. But he couldn’t do it. The bartender had 
been friendly and kind to him. The bartender had been a little like a father to him, but 
considering the situation at hand, that was a very weird thought to Hank, and one that he tried 
to forget. He didn’t want to kill this man, but he couldn’t think of a real reason not to. To kill 
him, would mean money, and real money, not just a little metal to spend the night drinking 
himself into a toilet like Barfalameu did, but enough to spend every night drinking himself into 
the toilet, like Barfalameu does.  

 He always needed money. So Hank did what he had to do to get paid. He kneeled down 
to the bartender, and pressed his hands on the man’s deflated barrel of a chest. He slid his hands 
all over the bartender, who didn’t protest but continued to shiver in the fetal position, until he 
found what he was looking for. He slipped that and the gun under different sides of his coat, and 
went upstairs. Hank walked back onto the dusty street, where the old woman was waiting in the 
center just as Jombilah had been less than an hour ago. Hank walked up to her, she was still 
smiling, and handed her the letter Barfalameu had been ordered to write for her. She was 
surprised.  

 She was again surprised when Hank reached into his coat again, pulled out the gun, and 
shot her three times. As Hank looted the purse off of the bleeding out old woman, he asked her 
the only thing that was running through his mind, “Who is going to clean up your body?” The 
woman was too busy dying to address his question, so Hank returned to his caravan still 
curious, but at least a little richer.


