
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
            Goldsmith

Jones

            Sam Taylor-Pye

         

         
            
               
[image: ]
               

               

            

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Part 1

            San Francisco 1863

         

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter 1

            Joe goes missing

         

         Joe and me did such fine work of hiding on board the steamboat, that when she docked up at St. Frankie’s Bay, and we walked off the deck, no one was the wiser. He gave me half the winnings, just in case one of us got robbed, and we headed up Jefferson Hill, and carried on until we got to Union Square.

         It was hot, and it was crowded. All the stores, the hotel, the gold mint, and the jailhouse had stars and stripes banners hanging from their faces. Either side of the boardwalk, there was people. Men, the few women there were in this city, and their children were waving little union flags above their heads.

         We asked a seller how much for one and he said fifty cents.

         “Fifty cents?” said Joe. “Mister, this is robbery.”

         “No, Mister,” he said, “this is San Francisco. Now you going to buy or continue wasting my time?”

         There was some sick folk resting in carts and wheelbarrows they’d been carried in. One of them wasn’t long for the grave by the sound of his coughing. Had a flag laying down dead on his chest as if preparing for the coming.

         “Mister,” I said to him, “want me to wave your flag for you?”

         He said yes.

         I took it from him and started shaking it above his head. I turned to Joe and gave him a wink, and he gave me a sly one in return.

         Down the center of the square comes a great procession. A small army of well-fed school children marched by, singing “Battle Cry of Freedom,” completely out of tune. But, their clothes were sure dandy. Not raggedy like mine.

         Joe put his hand on my shoulder and said, “See, what I tell you? Soon you’ll be nagging me you’re too fat to button up your waistband. Won’t be needing that rope on your waist for nothing but selling.”

         “If it’s fifty cents for a flag,” I said. “I reckon I got a few nickels’ worth tied up now.”

         “Well there’s a smart fella, hang on to what you got, just in case.”

         Next comes the benevolent society: the Sons of Jesus. The reformers, the do-gooders, and the unions: the bakers, the fishermen, the pipe makers and what seemed to be hundreds more, all took their time, marching down Clay Street in the sun.

         Joe tapped me on the arm.

         I turned and saw his brow was sweating. And his fingers were shaky.

         “Boy,” he said, “I reckon it’s time I started looking.”

         “But Joe,” I said, “don’t go just yet. The best show ain’t arrived. They got the navy coming by, and everything.”

         “Ah, let it be, will you?” he said, shaking me off.

         “Oh, but Joe. What about eats?”

         “Ah, all’s you think about is your belly,” he said. “And what about me? Hell, I ain’t asking you to come.”

         “Well I ain’t asking you to go.”

         I could see he was itching to run, so I pulled hard on his sleeve to make him stay. “Look, Joe,” I said, “don’t get mad, will you?”

         “I ain’t getting mad,” he said. “And I don’t need to be nagged at by a low-down whore-child. I only said for you to wait here while I go a-looking is all I was saying to you if you’d cared to listen to me for once in your born days.” 

         “I know it was,” I said.

         “I mean I brought you here didn’t I? Now stay and watch the show. I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

         So I surrendered.

         Before he turned to go, I took hold of his hand, one last time and said, “Joe, what if that Devil comes calling you again? Then what am I going to do?”

         “Now looky here,” he said, turning friendly. “What I tell you about nagging me so? The truth of it is, I got a good angel on my side today. That Devil comes a-knocking, he’ll chase him back down to Hell, don’t you worry none. Now be a good boy and keep an eye on the clock face till I get back.”

         I marked out my bearings. The clock tower was in the center of the square, next to the gold mint, the bank and a hotel, which was back of me. The jailhouse was there too, hiding in the corner like a thief.

         “I’ll be back within the hour to fetch you,” he said. “Oh, and keep your hat on tight.”

         The Society of California Pioneers caught my eye. They were coming down the road carrying a wagon full of digging devices.

         “Did you hear me?” said Joe, making me jump. “I said keep your hat on tight.”

         I put my hand on my head and made sure my cap was still on. The Pioneers come marching down the road. I did like everyone else: waved my flag in the air like a crazy-man and whistled as they come by. They were putting on one hell of a show. Had some fella with a shakier hand than Joe’s holding onto a bottle yelling, “Run for cover: it’s nitroglycerin, it’s going to explode!” Everybody was laughing. I turned to Joe to laugh along with him. But he’d already gone.

         Time had passed. I checked on the clock face. It was three on the hour. At half past, the military come. Army first. Then, the one I’d been waiting for: the navy. Marching to a drum, six in a row. A sea of dark blue: with a gold stripe going down the leg and two around the cap. They looked comely in their attire. I imagined myself being dressed up just like them, and marching on so. One navy stood out among the rest. He was like the angel Gabriel might be, when he comes down from heaven to walk with the living.

         He caught me spying on him. Kept his eyes stuck fast on mine and would not let go. My heart went running rabbits. My face was burning hot. They began marching downhill so he couldn’t look at me no more. And I was thankful for it. For, I could breathe again.

         The parade finally ended, and everyone decided to leave at the same time. Dust was getting chucked up everywhere. An omnibus, two man buggies, and horse riders elbowed for position to get down the river-wide Clay Street. There I was in the middle of it all, getting pushed and shoved and stepped on from every direction.

         I decided to wait for Joe on the porch outside the hotel. But it was fancy, and they did not appreciate my raggedy kind on their property. It was no surprise then, when I got chased.

         I climbed up onto a part of the roof, where I could get a good lookout for Joe, and waited there instead. Eventually, the square cleared.

         I kept a keen eye on the clock tower. The hour had well passed, for it was a quarter past four. I looked out for Joe but could see him nowhere. By six on the clock, I began to fret.

         I climbed back down off the roof, eagle eyed a friendly looking sort wearing a crumpled suit, and asked him where the boarding house was. His Spanish was worse than Joe’s. He told me I needed to head back down Jefferson anyhow. So I did.

         I hurried down the long hill. When I got dockside, I asked a man wearing rag-boots like mine where the cheapest board for rent was. He only had gums so could hardly speak without slobbering. But he could point all right, to a gray painted house nearby.

         I saw it.

         Outside, folks armed with sticks made war with a bunch of hungry seagulls over an upturned cart of oranges. I stole in amongst the fray of hungry drifters and grabbed two for Joe and me. I stuffed them in my pockets, walked up to a finely dressed preacher on the boarding house door, and said, “Sir, you seen a fella come by wanting board for his boy and him?”

         He said no, and asked me if I was a degenerate.

         I told him, “Nossir, I ain’t nothing like that.”

         “Well,” he said, “I don’t see no fully paid grown-up alongside you, so it means that you are one, now git.”

         I cursed to myself and spat on my own shoes. Nonetheless, Preacher chased me off of the premises and back onto the road. I stood on the dock by myself flag in hand, with my two oranges stuffed in my pants pockets, and half our life savings living in my shirt. I checked on those precious dollars every moment I remembered which seemed all the time.

         There were plenty of regular sailors about. Joe said for me never to talk to them, but needs must and I did. I spotted one who looked friendly. I went up and said, “Hey mister, can you help me? I’m looking for my Pa.”

         Before Sailor had a chance to say nothing, some older boys with pipes hanging from their mouths came from out of nowhere. They pushed me out of Sailor’s way and gathered around me like a cage. The boss of them all said, “Hey, son-of-a-bitch, this is our part of town. Get to your own side or I’ll give you trouble.” He showed me a fist full of nasty knuckles and a knife in the other and told me to get walking. So I did. And I kept on walking. Eventually, I ran. Until, I got further down the Dock Road, to Washington, where they stopped following me and headed back the way they came.

         Time goes moving on. My feet were dragging and my belly was sore. A fella was cooking mussels. It was one dollar a batch, but you needed to have your own bowl. I carried on to the next. Cheap dried fish was on offer: twenty-five cents a bag. But they smelled all wrong. I was too sleepy to eat anyhow. Soon I found a hut full of barrels smelling of low tide. I snuck inside and curled up to bed.

         I must have slept a couple of hours. Woke up, and heard seagulls dancing on the roof. Then, a great bang comes that made my living soul nearly shoot out of my body. Next, I hear folks right outside of me, yelling and firing off guns. Another God almighty bang comes, shaking off the roof.

         I listened up. It sounded like cannon fire, but not exactly.

         My body was quaking. I swallowed dry courage and took a peek outside.

         The night was falling, and smoke was rising. The smell of powder shot burned my nose.

         Another explosion comes. I covered my ears.

         I looked up from the crack in the hut door and saw red, white, and blue stars come falling from the sky along with gold dust from a heavenly pan on high. Another blast shook the planks above my head. More brightly colored stars showered down from the Lord above. I stopped being fearful and smiled up at the pretty wonder exploding before my weary eyes.

         When the war with the sky was over, I come out from the shed.

         It was nearly dark. The heavens had turned the color of a fresh skinned rabbit. I looked around for Joe, but I could see nothing, except for the fog that began creeping and twisting around my feet like a snake.

         Boats were creaking and the sea was lapping. Soon it was dark. And I was blind.

         Over by a lamplight hanging from a post, there was a shadow-man, who kept staring at me. He gestured with his head for me to come to him. At first, I thought he was Joe, but the bend of his back was all wrong, as was the shape of his hat. He kept on motioning for me to come to him, which got me thinking he was a new friend of Joe’s. And maybe Joe had asked him to keep a look out for me. Which made a whole lick of sense.

         I went up and asked him if this was the case. He said it was and that Joe had told him to give me this fifty-cent piece of silver, which he showed. And I could tell it’d just been minted, on account of it being so shiny.

         I put the eagle in my top pocket and followed on behind. 

         The fella had a lamp of his own. With the fog becoming so thick all’s I could see was his hand swinging with the glow. When we got to an alleyway that stunk of everything that smelled bad, he stopped and blew the light out.

         I said, “Mister, why’d you go and blow the lantern out for? Now we can’t see nothing.”

         “Well,” he said, “I prefer it that way.” Then, without a word, he put his hand on me and tried to kiss me: stinking of liquor.

         I pulled away and said, “No Mister, I think you got this all wrong. I’m looking for my Pa.”

         “Don’t Pa never kiss you?” he said.

         “Not on the mouth like that,” I said. “He kisses the top of my head sometimes, that’s all mister, that’s all he ever does.”

         So Mister started kissing the top of my head, and playing with my hair.

         “Mister,” I said, trying to keep his hands off, “I only come here thinking you were Joe.”

         “I’ll be Joe,” he said. “I’ll be anybody, just let me kiss you darling.”

         And he started up again.

         “No, Mister,” I said, “I don’t want you being nobody. I don’t want you being nothing.”

         Next, he tried undoing my rope and putting his hand down my waistband. I protested, so he let it be. He got hold of my hand instead and put it down the front of his waistband. Right then, I knew he were no angel. And Joe always said, “If ever a body bigger than you tries getting you to touch their nakedness, you tell that body to go on back to Hell where they belong. Then say a prayer to Jesus, and ask him to take the sin away.” Which he always would, seeing as he loved me so. But I could not say nothing, nor remove my hand. For Mister had such a grip on it, and was working it in such a manner, that my face turned hot crab and my heart went running wild rabbits. A strange weariness comes over me. And soon I was too tired to do anything, other than let him do all the doing. 

         When he finally done and spewed, I said, “Mister, please, can you take me to back to Joe now.”

         But Mister said nothing. Next, I heard footsteps running away. I put my hand out to touch him, but that Devil was gone. So was my cap. And there I was, on my own in the darkness and the blinding fog.

          

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter 2

            I am found

         

         I heard voices all around me, and bodies rustling; grunting and squealing like hungry hogs.

         I couldn’t help it. I started to cry.

         I wanted to run but I didn’t know where.

         I edged my way out the alleyway, toward the firefly glow of a lantern hanging high. Someone tapped me on the shoulder. I hit my back on the wall. The stranger held up a light to my face.

         I could see him clear. It was an older boy, smoking a pipe of horse-shit and something else. He was wearing a friendly smile.

         “Howdy,” he said. “My name’s Juan, what’s yours?”

         I caught my breath, and said it was, “Jones.”

         “Howdy Jones,” he said. “Are you all right? You look shaky.”

         “I’m fine,” I said. “I think I just got robbed is all.”

         “Anything of value?”

         I told him, “My cap. Figure it was probably worth an eagle around here.”

         He passed me his smoke and said, “Maybe. But I doubt it unless it was spanking new. Was it spanking new?”

         I said nothing, only took his smoke and played like I had a drag.

         “So you ain’t from around here?” he said. 

         “No,” I said, coughing. “Me and Pa just come off the boat and into town. He went looking for a board. But he ain’t showed yet.”

         “And he was meeting you here?” he said, looking shifty.

         “No,” I said, “up Union Square.”

         “This ain’t Union,” he said, “this is Washington.”

         “No, I know it is, but I got chased. I was up Union. Then I was on Jefferson.”

         “Jefferson?” he said. “Hell, you’re lucky to be alive if you made it past Jefferson. Sydney Ducks run that part of town. They’ll kill a kid if they don’t like him. All their folks are convicts from Demon’s land.”

         “Oh,” I said, shaking so that I could hardly stand.

         “Are you sure you all right?” he said, giving a hand to my elbow.

         “I’m fine,” I said, checking on my money, my flag, and my oranges.

         They’re a couple of scrawny dogs come chasing after a runaway rat. Juan pulled out a pistol from his waistband and took a shot at it in the foggy dark. Some other boys come out the creeping wet shadow, and I heard more shots fired. A dog began to howl and whine.

         Juan said to his friends, “Shit, don’t leave it lying there. Put the devil to rest will you?” And when no one was heard to do nothing he handed me his pipe, loaded up a shot, disappeared into the fog and I heard a bang, and no more howling comes.

         He moseyed back and stood close by my side. “So, what’s your plan now?” he said, taking back his pipe, striking up a match and puffing.

         I looked at him close. The glow of fired-up tobacco shone on his face. My heart went running rabbits.

         “I don’t know,” I said shaking. “I guess, maybe head back to Union or something, and wait it all out.”

         “Risky,” he said, leaning his arm against the wall above my head. “Especially now the Ducks have marked you out.”

         “Marked out?” I said, holding on to myself. “Why? I ain’t even done nothing.” 

         “Well, they ain’t too fond of nancies,” he said, passing me his pipe, “only girly girls.”

         “Nancy?” I said. “Mister, my name ain’t Nancy. It’s Jones. Goldsmith Jones.”

         “Well,” he said, “you sure had me fooled. Say, you can share a board with me tonight if you want. I got a fresh hunk of cheese, salami, and real whiskey.”

         The mention of free food got my belly going mad-dog. But then I comes to my senses. I remember what I been told about something for nothing. And how there’s always some Devil’s price to pay, in the world of mortal men.

         I shook my head and said, “No, I got to find my Pa. He’ll be looking for me right now. Probably going crazy. Besides, I ain’t for drinking no liquor, or being with nobody who’s liquored up anyhow.”

         “Jesus Christ,” he said laughing, “are you trying for being one of them preachers?”

         “No,” I said. “I just know it does me no good when I hang with the liquored up kind. Only bad things come from that company, I know.”

         “All right,” he said with smiling eyes, “I won’t get liquored up, I promise. But, it’s fourth of July and I’ll bet a million, your old man’s well oiled by now. Probably whored up someplace getting robbed blind as usual, am I right?”

         I shrugged and felt my lips quiver. Tears come falling.

         “See,” he said, putting his arm around my neck, and stroking my cheek. “I knew it. I knew your old man would be a drunkard. I say your safe bet’s to come with me. Get some hot eats. We can look for that old son-of-a-bitch in the morning. How’s that?”

         Heavy guns were firing off in the distance, and the sound of angry men. I checked on my money, my oranges, and my flag. I pulled myself to one piece and wiped my eyes. I looked into Juan’s eyes and said, “All right.”

         And so, that’s how I first got to being at The Shades. It was a rickety old building that creaked and moaned and threatened to fall down on top of you with every step you took in it. 

         Juan led me to a room, cloudy with smoke smelling of horse-shit and strange weeds. There was another thing that got my belly howling. Over by a fired-up Billy stove, some boys were poking at the flames with chunks of baker’s bread and greasy yellow cheese. As we got close by they all turned, and stared at me. Their dark faces glowing with sharp tongues of fire dancing in their eyes.

         He took me to a shady corner and sat me down on a bench. Cleared the tangles in my hair with his fingers while drinking from a jug. He passed it to me.

         I took a swig and it nearly burned my lips off. “Thought you said no liquor,” I said getting sore.

         He laughed and said it was all but water. And what about me? Being such a greenhorn. Ain’t used to proper whiskey at my age.

         I told him I weren’t as young as he thought. Only it gives pleasure to some to think it otherwise. And so I kept myself appearing so. For better my fortune be, when playing the child. Singing songs from before the war. When all young men were but children. Before judgment day comes along, like it has. Bringing Armageddon to the whole of the world. And I told him how Joe said it were a-coming, “For he’d seen it in a dream,” I said, “and now there ain’t no time for digging graves before them horses come a-killing and muskets come a-blowing the whole of life to smithereens.”

         “Well, ain’t you a shrewd horse to have in the barn yard,” he said. Got me clean water to drink. Cooked himself up some cheese bread but instead of eating it himself, gave me some. Made a child’s game of us taking turns blowing on it to cool it down. And I decided that I liked Juan. For he was kind, and he was friendly, and he was handsome as you’d ever want to be.

         After we had been done eating, he took me to a place out back where horses lived. It was packed tight with hay. We both climbed on top of one stack, and he told all about how his Pa was a drunkard. And beat him until he was broke. And one day he saw his relations coming out the general store and waved at his Ma. But she made like she didn’t know him. And when his little brother turned to wave goodbye, she made him stop and act like he was a stranger too. When I told Juan I’d be his brother, he smiled at me, and my heart went running rabbits. Soon he was courting me with pretty kisses and precious words. He was older than me by a few years with a body working like a man. When he stared into my face with kind eyes, it gave me such pleasure, for I was sure I was ugly as a stray dog. And when he was done doing himself, I felt melancholy and started crying. And he did not get angry. Instead, he held me in his arms. Where I cried until I slept.

         Next morning I woke up smiling to the smell of horses. I watched them chewing: as I lay, comfy-cozy in the warm yellow hay.

         All but for my back, and the cold, empty space beside. For Juan was gone. And so were my two oranges.

         I checked all my pockets. My money was still there and so was my flag.

         I slid down from the hay taking most of it with me. I brushed myself off and went a-looking. I climbed through a broken-down window, and snuck inside the Shades: past the Billy stove room, into another room, stinking of liquor and piss.

         It was stacked high to the sky with bunked up boards. And there was Juan, with another body with a belly full of child.

         I shook Juan, lying there, wrapped up in his comfy blanket, and said, “Where are my oranges?”

         He told me to pipe down and said he didn’t know nothing about no goddamn oranges. Then his belly-girl woke up and told me to get lost.

         I told her I wasn’t speaking to her, I was talking to him.

         She spat ugly words at me.

         I persevered with Juan. He turned back to sleep and kept his eyes closed.

         Tears come to mine. “You said you’d help me find Joe,” I said to him.

         He said he didn’t know nothing about no Joe, and I said he did, and that was the Pa I was talking of. 

         She kicked at me and told me to go back to whatever shit hole I come from.

         I told her to go back herself, “To the Devil,” I said, “where you belong.”

         Juan pulled the blanket off of his head and swore at the ceiling boards.

         She told him not to even think about going nowhere.

         He told her to belt up or else.

         She paid no heed.

         He pulled on his shirt, his braces, and his boots. All the while she protested, pecking at him like an angry crow.

         He grabbed a hunk of day-old from his bag of treasure and tore at it like a dog. I pleaded, and he gave me some too.

         I followed him to the Billy stove room.

         He found my two oranges under the bench we’d been sitting. I said they weren’t for eating; they were for Joe and me.

         He swore at the sky and gave them back.

         We headed down the hall to the front door. He unlocked the latch and kicked it open. Outside the Shades, down the steps, near the barn, there was a water barrel. He ducked his head inside, lifted it out shaking it and spraying me with clean water. He wiped his face with the end of a horse blanket and said to me, “Come on, if you’re coming.”

         I ran after him and followed him straight down the hill to Washington Dock.

         It was a gloomy-looking morning, and the wind was blowing a gale. Tall ships were banging into each other while seagulls circled over making loud screechy cries. I saw the steamboat me and Joe had come by had gone. In its place was an ironclad full of navies sleeping it off on deck. Except for a couple of black boys was tying ropes, and sweeping up the dirt, hiding out under their whitey-Joe feet.

         Down by the edge of the bay, some men stood like a gang of ruffled crows, pecking at the sand with sticks and dark umbrellas.

         “Wait here,” said Juan. 

         So I did. I ducked next to a horse-drawn cart and watched him go see what was happening.

         He was trying to get a look-see, but with all the crazy high hats they wore around these parts, everyone seemed to be six feet tall, so he could see nothing.

         Eventually, I saw him get swallowed up by a bunch of black coats. Soon they made a parting, and out he comes like Moses from the Deadly Sea. A man was with him: a lawman by the look of his badge.

         Juan and Sheriff stood toe-to-toe talking, looking at me, nodding, then talking again.

         Juan gestured for me to come.

         I stood up from my hiding place.

         Sheriff had his coat undone. Had his hand in his pocket showing off his gun.

         I felt my knees go shaky. I put my hand on the cart-horse to keep myself steady.

         Juan left Sheriff’s side, comes to me, takes my elbow, pulls me up, and starts leading me to him.

         My hair was blowing long and crazy in the wind, for I had no cap to keep it covered. As we got closer, all the high hats were staring at me. Just like Joe said they would.

         I turned to Juan. “Why you taking me to Sheriff for?” I said. “I ain’t done nothing.”

         “It’s OK,” he said, “you ain’t in trouble with the law.”

         “I am, I am,” I said, digging my heels in the sand, and pulling him back with me.

         “Look,” he said, “they might have found your Pa, or whatever you call him by. You got to say if it’s him or not, now just come on.”

         I looked at the plain-faced high-hats in front of me. Then at the beach and I could see nothing.

         “It ain’t him,” I said. “He ain’t there. He won’t come down the waterside. He don’t like it. We only come by boat because I wanted.” I pulled away and ran back to the horse cart, and hid back behind the wheel. 

         Juan lifted his hat to rub his head and went back to Sheriff’s side.

         I sat there shaking in the spitting wind.

         I patted my pocket.

         My money was still there.

         I checked on my oranges.

         Still in my two pockets. I tried pushing my flag down into my rag boots, and out of their strangers’ eyes.

         Juan comes back to me looking weary. He bends down to where I was crouching at the wheel.

         “Just go see what they got,” he said, “then you can tell them what you want for yourself, all right?”

         I looked at the crowd of crow-men and their poking sticks. Seagulls were trying to get a look-see, diving down from above their high heads. They tried chasing them off, but those sea vultures were determined. A fella pulled a gun and shot at one and missed. Then another tried seeing if he could do better. Then it was Sheriff’s turn, and that seagull made a fool of him, making like it was a goner. Then went flying over his head screeching in the angry sky.

         Gun smoke was blowing over and stinging my nose. My head was aching and making me see stars. I dug my heels in and shook my head. I told Juan, “I ain’t going no place.”

         Juan put his arm around me. “Jones,” he said, “they ain’t going to shoot you. Come on, I’ll go with you. I’ll make sure they don’t.”

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter 3

            Joe’s return

         

         The beach stunk of rot. Sheriff led me through the crowd of black coats and stood me next to a large gray thing, swollen up like a dead seal, except for it had limbs and a boot still on one.

         “Recognize this body?” Sheriff said.

         The limb without the boot showed a brown mark shaped like a bean. Joe had one just like it. That’s when I saw it was him.

         I pushed Sheriff out of my way. I got down on my knees and lay my body on top of Joe’s. I put his hand to my cheek. It was frozen as the lake in winter and blue as the mountain in spring.

         I looked at his face, not thin like it ought to be. His eyes half closed just as if he was sleeping. I tried waking him by shaking him and yelling at him, and calling him names not fit for righteous ears, but regular to ours.

         The first thing I done when I stopped wailing was checks his pockets. The money was spent, so I knew he’d been robbed. I looked around for a villain. There were too many faces looking down at me. Any one of them could have been that Devil.

         A doc put his hand on my shoulder.

         I pulled away saying, “Get your hands off of me.”

         A one-eyed preacher rattled words from the Bible. 

         I told him to, “Shut the Hell up.”

         I turned to Sheriff. “What you standing there for?” I said. “Do something for Jesus Christ’s sake.” But he didn’t do nothing. And that preacher just stood there, tut-tutting at my fitting choice of words.

         I clung to Joe’s clothes and hollered in his chest. My eyes were running, my nose was running, my heart was bursting inside my ribs.

         Someone pulled me off of him.

         It was Sheriff. He starts carrying me away.

         I turned my head to see Joe. And he weren’t looking at nothing. He couldn’t see anything at all. I twist my head all around, back and forth, looking for Juan, but he was plain out of sight.

         I watched as Doc laid a worthless old sack over Joe’s face.

         My knees give way. Sheriff let go of me and I fell to the ground.

         A bunch of strangers carried me off someplace I’d never been afore.

         My legs start working. I was kicking and yelling and biting at their hands. Seagulls were screeching. Hangmen were hollering. They took me inside a building.

         A bunch of clerks was in there. They all stared at me like I was a killer and went running for their lives straight out the front door.

         I heard the lock behind me get fastened tight. I looked around to see where I was. A dark prison of a place: with ink-blotched desks and papers smelling of iron death. Sheriff’s men tried pushing me into a chair that went creaking and screaming every time I touched the seat. I refused being forced into its arms with all my might.

         A union flag was falling down off the wall. Someone slapped me hard in the face just for looking at it. Another had a jug of liquor and tried pouring it down my throat. I choked as hell-fire ran down into my belly, burning my soul while I was still alive. 

         I spread my eyes around the room. It was full of stranger Joes. Not one of who looked friendly. They told me this was the customs house. Began asking me a bunch of stupid questions like, “Where you hail from? How you get here? Where’s your ticket? Where you get all your money from?”

         They run their hands up and down my body and deep inside my pockets. They took all my treasure from me. Robbed me blind and lay all my gold worth in a box. Then set it down on a desk that was plenty out of my reach.

         They kept on saying to me, “Who’s the fella? How you know him? Why you keep calling him ‘Pa’ for, he ain’t your Pa. He your boss, is that it?”

         They tried a thousand different ways of asking me the same questions and I told them nothing. I figured they gone and killed Joe, stole his money, and now had me trapped there for killing too.

         I was crying. I could not get the sight of Joe out my head. I could only think of him dying. I thought of that time she tries drowning me. Dunking my head inside a barrel of water, telling me to, “Thank the Lord,” for I was being baptized: being cleansed all of my sins. Telling me I was a wicked child, a Devil’s child, who lies day and night. “Not a word of truth comes from your lying lips,” she said. And while she buried my head down in that water they all stood around gawping, and doing nothing, not even Joe. I was bursting for breath. She tore me out by the roots of my hair baring all my face to shame. Before I got to fill my lungs afresh, she held my head down under again. And I breathed water. The pain of it burned my ribs and made my eyes bleed. And that’s how it was for Joe. That’s how he went. Like I suffered right then. Only longer than me.

         I puked up and Sheriff’s men gave me water and a piece of rag to dry myself off. Then left me alone while they stood in the corner conspiring.

         They didn’t know it, but I was sat there the whole time planning my escape. They had the door and the window covered by a couple of mean looking fellas with their sleeves turned up and their muscles on show.

         It was gloomy outside so it was dark inside. But it was hot, and I was baking. I was next to a table. They had a lantern lit, stinking of old whale oil. Beside that was the jug of liquor they tried to poison me with.

         I heard them talking. When I heard the word “jailhouse” I knew it was time to make my getaway.

         I took the jug of liquor off the table and makes like I was going to start drinking.

         They took one look at me swigging and turned the other way.

         I had my rag in my hand. I kept tight hold of it. I filled liquor in my cheeks three times, and each time I put the cloth to my burning mouth and soaked it with the contents. When the cloth was drenched, I lay it on the table next to the lantern. Their talk was coming to a close, so I knew I had to work fast.

         I moved quick, like a snake.

         First, I bent over the table. Made like I was praying. When I was sure they weren’t looking, I turns viper.

         With one hand on my whiskey rag, I opened up the lamp and stuffed the cloth deep inside.

         I watched as it caught up ablaze. A wild dragon growing in front of my eyes, living and breathing nasty hell fire.

         Soon the lantern was rattling and shaking.

         I ducked under the table. Put my fingers in my ears and waited for her to blow.

         Then she did!

         The room around me was black with smoke.

         Fire was spitting from the table legs, and crawling on the floor. Men were yelling, “Fire, fire!” I watched their cowardly boots go running out the customs house door.

         The fire was hopping mad. My raggedy clothes were burning hot. I was getting choked with deadly smoke. I covered my nose and mouth with my sleeve and made my getaway fast. 

         Ducking low under the black cloud, I held my breath, dodging fire and running out the door, and under cover.

         I hid out behind a heap of barrels down dockside, coughing out my lungs and trying to be quiet about it. I turned back to look at the customs house. Flames were leaping like jackrabbits from between the plank walls. Loud, angry bells start clanging. Horses comes a-thundering. The firefighters were a-coming!

         Men were running to the dragon fire with buckets of seawater. The whole of the dock was swarming with folks carrying buckets, or just staring and pointing like fools at the house of flames. Washington Dock was now filled with people gawking at the fire and black snake smoke.

         I stared at the direction of the beach where Joe was. I watched them haul him off the sand and put him in a wheelbarrow, then ride him over to the carthorse I’d been hiding behind. Men lifted him onto it, and laid a shovel next to Joe’s stiff body.

         There I watched them ride off, in the direction of the graveyard. 

      

   


   
      

         
            Chapter 4

            A critter befriends me

         

         I hid up a tree and watched, while men shoveled dirt on top of the box they’d put Joe in. When they’d done patting down the soil, they left without a prayer.

         I climbed down from the branches and talked to Joe a while. At first, I was mad and beat on his grave with my feet. Then my tears fell. I fixed some stones around his grave, took the flag out my rag-boots and placed it where his heart might be. Told him I’d come find him tomorrow if I could remember how to find the place. I straightened myself out. Combed my hair with my fingers, and headed back to the city. To find a board. And get my money back.

         Every body around me was looking. Sometimes they were whispering. Then pointing in my direction. I figured I ought to lie low for a few days, so I hid out. I found an old place that at one time, before the war, and before tobacco was a state offense, appeared to have sold plenty of it. Now, the place was all boarded up and closed down. At first, when I climbed through some broken planks in the wall, I thought it might be full of gold leaf treasure. Each time I opened up a dusty drawer, I reckoned I’d find a mother lode of real tobacco worth a fortune inside. But, as it turned out, the whole place had been robbed. Drawers that had once been filled with those precious leaves from Virginia were clean. All but for a few scraps tucked inside the seams of the wood. I gathered at much as my fingernails could dig out and kept for selling.

         The first night I lost Joe, I spent in there, hiding behind the counter, wrapped up in nothing but my arms. I had no food, no lantern, no nothing. Next morning, after crying over my misfortune, I polished up my brave heart with my sleeve. Snuck out, and went to see what was left of the customs house, and my money.

         I could smell Washington Dock before I saw it. All charred wood and low tide. I hid behind some barrels and took a good look at what I’d done. Most of the customs house was burned out. What was left looked like a bunch of blown out safety matches.

         The desk where they had my oranges and money was still alive. Smoke or steam was blowing from its seams.

         I was thinking of making a run for it, to see if my treasure was still there, but every time I went to try, some lowdown Joe got in my way. There was one right in front of me standing there gawping. He began talking to another who’d come up besides. I crept up behind a set of crates smelling of soap and listened in on the conversation.

         It turns out two somebodies had stolen their way into the Free State. Evidently one was “a degenerate drunkard,” who “would probably kill himself if he weren’t already dead.” And a smart one, “a long-haired, sly-eyed trickster.” Seems they’d had him cornered, but he played with his dark arts, summoned the Devil, and escaped clean out of their sight.

         “Figure he be the one behind the gold house getting blown up?” said the other fella. Which I took to mean the customs house, since they probably had a whole hoard of gold stashed in a safe box someplace hidden away from everybody who needed it.

         “I figure so,” said the man with all the know-how, “which is a felony,” he added, “attempted murder on all counts of the law. They’ll hang him when they get him. And what a show that’ll be.”

         I was busy thinking what the hell to do now I was an outlaw when I saw there was somebody sat next to me.

         It was a kid, about my age.

         “Goddam,” he said, looking at the burnt out building. “I wish I’d stayed around to see this going up. I’m Raccoon by the way.”

         I took stock of him. His face was sugar brown but overly round. He had a thing of squinting his eyes too tight for what was natural.

         “So,” he said, “you think this outlaw’s still in town? Hiding out someplace? I bet he’s a real killer too. Did I hear that fella say there were two of them? I heard they’re checking all the boats coming in now. Figure Confeds are going to come sneaking on board. Start the war up here. They got sympathizers everywhere, evidently. What do you think?”

         I reckoned it was a time I skedaddled. So I did, onto the nearest roof out of there. I climbed up onto the cedar planks and balanced my arms so that I could run, and then jump over onto the next building.

         I heard thumping feet on the rooftop behind me.

         “Hey, hold on!”

         It was that kid, Raccoon. Still following me. Next thing he was on my side.

         The wood clanked beneath our feet. I got to the end of the rooftop and saw there was nowhere to jump but down. And nothing below to break my fall, so, I turned back and started running back the way I came.

         He was tailing me behind, saying: “Hey, wait up!”

         Seeing as I couldn’t outrun him, I stopped, out of breath, and sat down behind a chimney.

         He joined me.

         Clouds were holding the sun prisoner. It blinded my eyes just looking at it. All’s I could see in front of me was black-blue spots and shiny red and white daggers. My ribs hurt from all’s the running. I was tired and growing melancholy. I pulled my knees to my chest and hung on tight.

         “You weren’t running away from me, were you?” he said.

         I buried my head in my arms so as not to look at him. My shirt was dirty and stunk of everything bad.

         “Are you hiding out?” he said, blinking hard.

         I said nothing.

         “Are you trying to hide out being a girl?”

         I turned my face to his and gave him snake eyes to look at.

         “Well,” he said, “I just thought you might be because you got hair like one. And you look girly like they do too, so I reckon you could pull it off. Only, looking girly’s going to get you lots of attention around here. You’ll probably get fellas turning sweetheart on you in no time. Which I suppose is all right. Make lots of money at being a cocksucker too. Are you one?”

         I told him to go away.

         He said he didn’t mind if I was, for most of his friends made their living just so. Except for him who figured it weren’t his line of business. Finding no pleasure in such a thing, as he kept on saying to the sky.

         I watched him out the sides of my eyes. He was squinting hard and fast while eating a ripe red apple.

         I asked him where he got it.

         He fed me a story.

         “So the truth of it is,” I said, “you stole it.”

         He shrugged. “I wouldn’t call it stealing,” he said. “All in all, it was payment for listening to a crazy-headed story for an hour of my time. Sometimes all people want is to be heard out.”

         “Well, in my book, taking coin from a toothless gutter-hog, too lame on the liquor to stand, then running off with it, is called stealing”

         “Oh, it wasn’t like that,” he said, laughing.

         “Now looky here,” I told him. “I ain’t no thief, and by the way, I ain’t called Nancy or that word you said back there. My name is Jones. Goldsmith Jones. That’s the only name I got and the only one I answer to.” 

         “All right,” he said, shrugging, blinking, and making my skin crawl.

         He tempted my forgiveness with a bite of his apple. It was red and round and clean, with no sign of worms tunneling through it or nothing. I surrendered and dug my teeth into its pure flesh. It was sweet as a melon and juicy as one too. We took turns crunching, peeling off the red skin and making patches on our faces like it was war paint. When we’d done, Raccoon tore off some bark from a cedar plank, split the sheet in half and rolled each one into a peashooter. Then we had a spitting contest, to see who could fire out apple seeds the furthest.

         I won.

         The sun beat off the clouds and I felt brighter.

         Soon I was telling Raccoon all about Joe, and the money Sheriff stole from me.

         The clouds soon got revenge and made the light fade.

         After I’d made done with shedding tears, stamping my feet and flinging curses in every direction, he said, “Jonesy, want to get your dollars back?”

         I looked at him, with sore eyes and said, “I do.”

         He dug up a misfired seed hiding between the roofs. Blinked hard a few times, and shot it back at me. I picked it off my shirt and returned fire.

         “OK,” he said, “let’s go get it.” And off we went, to reclaim my fortune.

         We travelled over some rooftops to where Raccoon showed me a building that was much like a longhouse. We crawled over to the next roof and lowered ourselves down.

         We stayed out of sight, behind some barrels. I saw some four-eyed clerks with stripy shirts and braces going inside carrying boxes of papers that looked burnt. We got up from our hiding place, and with our heads low, and our hands in our pockets we strolled up to the window. We squatted on our heels and taking cover beneath the pane, I stole a look in and hid back down.

         “I can’t see my oranges,” I said. 

         Raccoon took a peek. “Yeah, but I can see money chests.”

         “Where?” I said and lifted up my head to take a look-see. He was right. There were two iron safes in there.

         “Jones,” he said, “is that your money?”

         I looked over at where his eyes were pointing and saw a pile of green notes sitting on a desk. Those dumb-ass clerks had gone and left my genuine Union dollars unattended. But where had gone my silver eagle, and my oranges?

         Raccoon went to leave. I grabbed hold of his sleeve and said, “Where you going?”

         “To get your money.”

         “What are you out of your mind?” I said. “You’re just going in, just like that?”

         “Look, I know what I’m doing.”

         “Well, you ain’t doing it with me around. They’ll catch you. Then they’ll throw me behind bars. Then they’ll hang me.”

         “You?” he said.

         “Yeah, me,” I said. “The truth of it is, I’m wanted. It’s me them fellas back down Washington were talking about. Joe was one and me, well…”

         “You blew up the bank in San Marco?”

         I said, “What?”

         “I heard the Suarez brothers done it, to get back the money the government stole from them. They got the money hid someplace no one’s going find it. Trust me,” he said, “I’ll have your whole stash of dollars in my hand easy.”

         “What about my eagle?” I said. “I had three dollars, a solid silver four-bit coin, and two oranges.”

         “Forget about your oranges,” he said, “we can get them anyplace. I’ll see what I can do about the rest.”

         “Hold on a tick,” I said making a prisoner of his arm. “What’s the deal here? I mean, you ain’t risking your neck for nothing so what’s in it for you?”

         “I don’t know,” he said. “How about fifty-fifty?”

         “Fifty-fifty? That’s all my money sitting in there. What I earned fair and square. I ain’t robbed it or nothing. The truth of it is, I ain’t never stole a thing in my whole life.”

         “OK,” he said. “How about, fifty-fifty, and we can be honest friends.”

         “Honest friends?”

         “Sure,” he says. “ I mean, you’re new in town. I reckon you need an honest friend more than the money probably. A lot of swindlers around. Anybody else might rob you of the rest in no time. And you said it. I’m the one taking the risk. If I get caught, well, it’s the rope ain’t it?”

         I took another look at my money, lying there naked. I thought how Juan had to give me free food and board for nothing. And this ordinary boy was going to take half my treasure and force me into a bond for all my fine work. I looked at my dollars again, and figured what choice did I have? “All right,” I said, “you got a deal.”

         And off he went to work.

         I could see inside. There were two clerks busy talking. And I don’t know how he did it, but Raccoon got behind them unnoticed. Within a few ticks of the clock, he was back out again and by my side.

         “C’mon,” he said, “We got to move fast.”

         I didn’t ask why. I just started walking with him, away from the dock, and up the hill into town.

         Finally, I said, “Well, what happened? Did you get it?”

         He gestured for me to be quiet then led me behind another building. Opened up his jacket and showed me a whole stash of green cash stuffed into his shirt pocket.

         “Oh Jesus Christ!” I said, smiling, and looking all around to make sure we weren’t being spied on. “You play crazy wild cards, do you know that?”

         He smiled and beckoned me to carry on walking, away from the dock and up the hill toward town.

         “Is that all my money?” I said.

         “I counted five dollars,” he said.

         We were trying our best not to look suspicious, but fear of getting locked up in Sheriff’s prison got me itchy, so kept checking behind and looking back dockside. We passed by the grain store and admired some of the horses hitched outside. A fella with one leg hiding by the door hollered, “You there, boy.”

         Raccoon and me flung a look at each other.

         “Ain’t you the one they had held up in the custom’s house yesterday?”

         “Oh shit,” I whispered, “they’re on to me.”

         Raccoon sprang into a run, grabbing me by the arm and making me go with him.

         “I told you I was wanted,” I said, panting like a dog.

         “C’mon,” he said, pulling me down to the ground, “we’ll hide out here.” There was a stack of crates against a building wall. He pulled one aside.

         There was a hole broke through the wood. He told me to climb through first then pulled the crate back to keep us hidden.

         We were underground. I could smell dirt and rat’s piss.

         “There’re critters living here,” I said. “They ain’t going to like us breaking into their property.”

         “Don’t worry,” he said. “They’re night-time fellas. They sleep it off all day. Just stay close behind.”

         And so I did, crawling like a crab with my hands on the cold dirt beneath me. Forgetting to duck and banging my head on the floorboards of the building above. Catching my pant leg on a nail, thinking it was rat’s teeth. And nearly crawling over Raccoon to get away from it.

         Soon I saw the light. Next thing we were standing in the center of crowded Union Square. We dusted ourselves off. Found shady refuge under the roof of the junk shop where you could buy nearly everything for a penny. We stood amongst a group of lowdowns, looking in the window to see what worthless pieces of shit could be bought with an empty pocket. A spoon with the handle gone missing might still be useful. A lot of mugs with rusty holes in them.

         “Suppose you could melt the tin down and make something worthwhile,” said Raccoon. 

         I put my mouth to his ear. “Where’s my money?” I said. “Half of five dollars is two dollars fifty cents. We shook on it. So half of that’s mine.”

         “Well, actually we didn’t shake on it,” he said. “But don’t worry, I’m going to honor it anyhow. Come on!” he said, out loud. “Let’s get some eats.”

         We ran down and alley to a place called Roma Joe’s. Hanging in the window were rings of sausage and balls of golden cheese as big as your head.

         After spending half our winnings on meat, cheese, and a hunk of rye, we found an unhitched horse cart with a wooden roof. We climbed in and sat on a pile of hay and got busy eating. Acting like a couple of tomfools, we pretended we were critters: biting off the meat with our teeth and taking little nibbles out of the bread and cheese. Finally, we stuffed as much as we could into our mouths, nearly choking on it. After drinking from a barrel of water, we headed on back to that rickety old house all the kids called the Shades.

         Along the way back Raccoon picked up two oranges free from a cart selling them for five cents apiece. He tossed me one while we carried on walking. He dug his thumb down the center of it and showed me how to drink the juice out of it. Which was like how I imagined water to taste if you were living in heaven.

         “How long you known him?” he said about Joe.

         I shrugged.

         “What happened to your Pa?”

         “Hell knows, I guess. The truth of it is,” I said, “my real daddy was a Richie-Joe. And I don’t know why, but I got living with some lowdown relation by mistake. Then this Joe comes. He was her fella. Rest his spirit.”

         “Going to go looking for your Pa now?”

         I shook my head.

         “How about your Ma?”

         I said, “Gone. Truth of it is, I ain’t got nobody left in the world to look for.” 

         “Nobody?” he said.

         “Nobody at all.”

         We walked along a boardwalk and stopped outside the general store. It was full of hundreds of useful buying things like kettles, and scissors, and devices you could only guess the purpose of.

         “Contagion come and took both of mine,” he told me, giving me a torn piece of pocket to dry my eyes with. “Pa’s daddy was an Ohlone chief and Ma’s grandma was a Salish princess from way up north. Pa went first. Then Ma took up with a son-of-a-bitch Frenchie bastard. Contagion comes a knocking. Took her with it. Left me behind with that crazy-headed lowdown. I waited till he was liquored up one night then cleaned him out good and proper. Been on the run ever since. So, what are you going to do now? Get retribution?”

         “Well,” I said, spotting a fine looking musket, “that’d be the right thing to do I figure. I mean the law’s all always shooting off people just for looking the wrong way. Truth of it is, though, I’m just too tired to even think about it right now.” And I began weeping again.

         The owner of the store came out and told us to skedaddle by throwing a bucket of dirty water at us. With our clothes soaked and smelling of sour ditches, we carried on walking, with our hands in our pockets, kicking at stray stones.

         “I tell you what,” said Raccoon. “I got a plan. Started my own treasure already. Nine paper dollars stashed. You put your two dollars in with mine, and we’ll have enough to get started on an adventure someplace the hell out of here.”
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