A Perfectly Set Wire

Little Joe Cartwright burst outside the door of the Ponderosa ranch house, his eyes full of anger.  Adam and Hoss had been teasing him again, and this time it had gone too far.

Joe had told Pa that he was taking Janie Watson to the dance Saturday.  Janie was a pretty girl, with long, dark hair that curled gracefully about her shoulders when she let it down, and lovely, sea-blue eyes.  She was short, though Joe always said that she was petite, not short.  

Hoss and Adam had instantly started teasing Joe, asking him if those pretty blue eyes had him under their spell, and such.  Of course, they were teasing, and Joe wouldn’t have been so offended had he not been sore and tired from two weeks of bronc busting.  But he was, and the damage had been done.

The youngest Cartwright went to the stable and saddled Cochise, his stunning pinto.  He swung up onto his horse and urged him into a trot, heading to the pasture that Ben had indicated to mend fences.




*


*


*


“Hey, Amos, did ya know thet Little Joe Cartwright done asked Janie Watson to tha dance Saturday?  She said she’d go.  I thought you was gonna take her,” said a sandy-haired youth that was standing at the saloon counter sipping a beer.

“Aw, shut up, Sandy.  I am gonna take her, you just wait and see,” snapped Amos Billings, a dark-haired, broad-shouldered man that had worked at the Cartwright’s for about three days before getting fired for not doing his job.

“But she’s goin’ wid Joe,” Sandy said, pleased at having irritated Amos.


“I know that already!” Amos said so loudly that several heads turned in his direction.


“Well then, ya better do somethin’ soon.  If ya don’t change her mind ‘afore Saturday, you ain’t gonna be a takin’ her,” Sandy laughed.

“I said shut up!” Amos replied.  “She’s going to go with me; you just wait and see.”


Sandy shut his mouth and walked out of the Silver Dollar.




*


*


*


Mending fences helped take Little Joe’s mind of his brothers’ comments, and soon he had all but completely forgotten them.  When he did think of them, he decided to apologize for getting so worked up about their teasing when he got home.


Joe had been working for about three hours, with short breaks in between.  Noon was coming on, and he knew that he should get back to the house before too long or he’d get in trouble with Hop Sing for being late to dinner.


Joe walked over to his horse, and murmuring comforting words to the faithful animal, mounted.  Before long he was rode up to the house, mentally wording his apology to his brothers, and secretly hoping that they’d apologize first.


Suddenly, a shot rang out, and an instant later Joe felt a searing pain in his left leg.  He had been in the process of dismounting, and the sudden surprise caused him to fall to the ground.


Ben, Adam, and Hoss had rushed out the front door at the sound of the gunshot, and ran over to where Joe lay painfully on the ground.


“Joe!” Ben shouted, kneeling next to his conscious son.


“I'm all right, Pa,” he replied in a voice full of pain.  “The bullet just nicked me.”


Ben examined the wound and saw that Joe was right.  However, it was bleeding freely; blood already soaked his pants around the wound.


“Adam,” Ben started, but saw that Adam had already gone to the stable to get his horse and ride for the doctor.


Hoss helped Joe in the house and over to the settee.  




*


*


*


“You were lucky,” the doc said to Joe as he bandaged his left thigh.  “The bullet just nicked it, and never really entered your leg.”  Joe already knew this, and didn’t believe in “luck.”


The doctor left, and the Cartwrights were left to wonder who had shot Joe.

“It was probably a hunting accident or something,” Joe said carelessly.


“A hunting accident?” Adam said sarcastically.  “On the Ponderosa, in front of the house?”


“He’s right, Shortshanks,” Hoss said.  “I doubt anyone would have the nerve to hunt that close to the house.  Of course, I didn’t think anyone would have the nerve to shoot someone that close to the house, but I guess I was wrong.”


“Ya, but why would anybody want to shoot Joe?” Ben pondered.

“Ya ain’t stolen nobody’s girl, or killed anybody’s brother, or anythin’ like thet, have ya Joe?” Hoss asked, mostly teasing.


Joe took the question seriously, and was deep in though for a moment, before answering, “Not intentionally.  But Amos Billings always did have an eye for Janie, though he never did anything about it, until I asked Janie to the dance.  He was standing nearby, and when I asked her, Amos said, ‘Come on Janie, you don’t want to go out with him.  You need a real man, like me.’  She looked at him like he was crazy, and then he left.  Later he said he’d get back at me for ‘stealing his girl’ but I didn’t think he was serious. Speaking of the dance, I'm sure not going to be there,” he mourned.


Hoss was incredulous. “Ya really think he shot ya over a gal?”  


“He could have,” Joe said, a little defensively.


Grim-faced, Ben spoke quietly. “Yes, he very well could have, but we have no proof.”


“I think I’ll go have a talk with Amos,” Adam said decisively.


“All right,” Ben agreed, “But be careful.  A man that rash can’t be trusted.”  Ben was stating an already known fact.




*


*


*


“Ya mean you really just went up to the house an’ shot ‘im?” Sandy asked incredulously.


“Yep,” Amos replied.  “I jest got ‘im in the leg; not enough to really hurt ‘im, but he won’t be goin’ ta the dance.”  He chuckled, and Sandy did likewise.


The two heard a horse approaching.  Sandy went to the window, saying disgustedly as he looked out it, “It’s that nosy Adam Cartwright.  How could he have figured out you shot his little brother so quickly?”


“You can’t underestimate them Cartwrights; you’ll suffer for it.  But don’t worry, I got me a story.”


Adam knocked on the door and Sandy let him in.


“Why, hello there, Adam,” Amos greeted.  “What brings ya out this way?”


“I decided to drop by for a visit,” Adam replied, a little coldly.


“A visit?  I rarely get such pleasures from the Cartwrights,” Amos said.


“Well, this isn’t exactly a pleasure visit,” Adam replied.


“Ya got some business ya need ta discuss?” Amos asked.


“You could say that.  You see; my little brother was shot in the leg as he was riding up to the house earlier today.  He wasn’t badly wounded, lucky for whoever shot him.”


“Why’d ya come to talk to me?  I don’t know nothin’ about it.”


“My brother thought you might be mad at him.”


“Mad?  Why, course I ain’t made at ‘im!  Whatever made ‘im think thet?”


“I'm glad to hear that,” Adam told him unbelievingly.


“But I sure I am sorry Joe got shot,” Amos said, trying to convince Adam he hadn’t shot Joe.


“How did you know it was Joe that got shot?” Adam asked, pleased that he had tripped Amos with the planned wire.


Amos’s mouth fell open, but he quickly shut it.  “I just guessed!  It usually is Joe that gets in trouble, ya know.”


“Just guessed,” echoed Adam.  “You can tell that to the sheriff.”

The End

