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“To exact revenge for yourself or your friends is not only a right, it’s an absolute duty.”

 

— Stieg Larsson

 

 

“No trait is more justified than revenge in the right time and place.”

 

— Meir Kahane

 

 

“I’m not one to take revenge. If someone does something wrong to me I leave it in the hands of the universe to take care of that person.”

 

— Lana Parrilla

 

 

“Revenge changes nothing. A wrong cannot ever be made right. All that comes with revenge is pain.”

 

— Thad Collins
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W. R. Benton is a master storyteller with over 80 books, eBooks, and audiobooks to his credit. Benton is known for his action and adventure, and exciting character development makes many readers feel they are part of the story. He tells of the kind of bad guys you love to hate, with good guys you root for from the very beginning. 
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Dedication





To my brother Larry G. Benton,  Vietnam Era Veteran of the US Navy’s Seabees.  The man I taught everything he knows about fishing and hunting.

 

In ever lasting memory of my beautiful mother, Edna M. Benton.  She was one in a million and while she may be gone, she will never be forgotten.  I love you, mom.

 

To all of my Vietnam brothers also suffering from Agent Orange.  Our efforts were noble or cause worthy.


     


​From the Author

 

The period of the war between the states was a mixed up time in the history of America, with brother against brother and father against son, with no clear side being the better of the two.  The North has claimed since the end of the war that they were fighting to free the Black Race but I do not believe that for a minute.  To be honest, the North didn’t care for Slaves any more than the South, in most cases, and Lincoln added the freeing of the slaves as a cause of the war in 1863, two years after the war started.  Seeing the slaves as a sty in the eyes of all Americans, Lincoln wrote the emancipation Proclamation to heal the problem of the blacks.  This freed the slaves in the Southern states, but didn’t address slaves in the north or out west.  However when the war died, so did the issue of slavery.  While slavery contributed to the war, no Northerner would probably have given his life to free Negroes.  Most whites in those days were active racists, on both sides of the Mason-Dixie Line.

Of course, if you listen to Southerners, they were all fighting for states rights and I know some had to be fighting to keep their slaves.  Slaves were expensive, with the average man or woman costing around $500 each.  Five hundred dollars was worth $17,952.41 in today’s buying power in 1860.  In other words to buy today what $500 bought in 1860 you would need to pay that amount, $17,952.41.  I don’t even know many people today who could afford buy many things today at that price. 

Big strong men and beautiful women were sometimes one to two thousand dollars each and most people lacked that kind of money.  Beautiful and shapely women were often kept for the master of the house and their hands rarely got dirty.  In some cases, like the black man Clyde in my book, blacks fought for the South.  The only home most blacks had was the South and some joined the army of the Confederacy.  They would never return to Africa, they accepted this, and by the second generation, they were now American’s in their eyes.  

However, men like Clyde were an exception and the South didn’t form up an army of black men to face the Yankees, but they could have, maybe.  Many Southern whites at the time suggested black troops in the Confederate Army, only why would they fight to remain slaves?  They would not fight for that reason, but the promise if they fought for the South they’d be set free when the war ended.  It never really took fruit in large numbers and only black stragglers joined the army of Dixieland.  I suspect most joined because they were hungry and not necessarily loyal to the South.  If handled differently, the American slaves could have raised many divisions of black soldiers.  As it was, they did too little to late and lost the war.  They were doomed to lose from the start, lacking the industrial might of the North.

I’ve often mentioned in my books that the waters in many towns and cities was bad at the time the only option was to drink beer or hard alcohol.  So, to enter a saloon after a long hot ride for a few drinks was normal.  Many men had a double whiskey and followed that with a beer chaser.  They not drink more after that or they’d slowly sip their drinks.  Like today, some of the drink was better than others and not just in taste.  It wasn’t unusual for bottles of whiskey, sitting on tables after the customers left, to be poured together to make a full bottle.  The tax stickers could be printed down the street, at the printers, and then glued to a bottle by a greedy barkeeper.  Home brew was dangerous to use because bad booze could kill a person. Traders whiskey often had things added to make it appear to be better quality than it was.  Most home brew whiskey was clear with no color, like water, but good quality whiskey was brown.  The whiskey maker would throw in some cured tobacco twists then turn the drink brown.  Dead fish was often used to give the drink color too.  In either case, the added ingredient was not good for you.

Revenge in the day was common, but unusual to be as hard as Thad’s.  Men swore over the grave or dead body of a family member or friend and promised revenge.  Revenge was often sought to protect the family name too.  Don’t confuse revenge with a family feud.  Both were bloody but a family feud could last a lot longer than revenge.  Often, like in the Hatfield’s and McCoy’s the feud would last years and would only stop after one family ran out of males.  Revenge was usually a one person killing or the killing of all considered guilty.  Times were rough in those days and just calling a man a liar, talk about his mother, or call a man names and you had a fight on your hands.  There were, unlike today, no taking people to court over slander.  The fight was on and the man left alive was rarely punished by the law, but it could happen.

The average life span in the mid 1800’s was about 47 years.  It’s only been with the invention of medicines and shots that our lives have been extended to about 73.  At the time, diseases killed most, then accidents, Indians, bad men, and then gun fights or crime.  I guess in large cities crime moved to the top of the list.  I research once to find out how often two men walked into the street at noon to have  a gunfight.  I found not a case documented.  It didn’t happen or else it was never reported or written down.  In the movies it seems there were plenty.

My Grandfather was born in 1884 and he told me, “Son, most of them fights on the TV or in the movies are added to move the movie.  Living in the 1800’s was rough because you either worked and brought in money or starved to death.  A man who was injured was facing starvation, honestly.”  In those days there was no welfare office or public assistance.  I’m sure churches fed people, but as far as living off the money someone gave you, that didn’t happen, unless they were family or a very close friend.  Life was hard.  You either worked or died of hunger, unless you had money or a large family.

So, thank you for buying my book.  I believe you’ll enjoy the action and excitement you’ll find in The Pony Express, I loved writing it.

 

  WR Benton

  Jackson, MS

  September 2022


     


​Chapter 1

  The Pony Express days

 

Thad Collins was an orphan who lost both parents at the same time in a cabin fire in 1859.  His life had immediately turned rough, because there was no federal agency for him to go to for assistance.  Since the fire, he’d been living in the barn and working odd jobs that paid a little to buy his meals.  The place was paid for and that was all that was going for him.  Two or three dollars a week would keep a body alive, but there were no wasted cents.  Even the cost of a beer was out of his budget, unless it was Friday night, when free food was provided to paying customers.  His budget allowed beans, taters, and cornbread or biscuits and that was it.  At times his church gave him food, but it left him feeling helpless and he didn’t like charity.  The church was small and he knew any member would feed him, but he avoided them pretty much, except for church service.  He was raised a proud young man.

He bought flour and cornmeal to make his own bread and overall it was good, because his Ma taught him to make bread and how to cook.  She’d often told him, “If you end up with a lazy or sick wife, a man needs to know how to cook and bake.  Basic meals and breads will do the job, so no fancy French or German cooking or baking is needed.”  He’d learned how to cook almost any meat and could even make meatloaf, fried chicken, stews, and soups, including beans.  No, he was no master cook and missed his Ma’s touch but he cooked well enough to get by.

Both of his parents were buried behind the barn, by the big oak tree and the fence line.  Times were rough and there was talk of a Civil War, whatever that was.  The papers said brother against brother, but since he had no brother, just an older sister, so he didn’t think it mattered to him.  Money was tight and the cost of things was up, due to inflation and he was unsure what that meant too.  All he knew was he couldn’t buy as much with five dollar’s as he used to buy in the General Store.

He slept in the tack room in the barn, where his Pa had a single bed for part time farm help he usually hired every fall, but it would not happen this year.  Thad knew how to farm, but hated the work.  Which meant, he’d probably not plant a seed, but he had thousands of seeds in the barn filed in drawers in what his family called “the Seed Desk.”

He’d given thought of selling the old place and getting a place closer to town. But there was something about his family being buried on the hill by the big oak that prevented him from selling.  The soil held his Ma and Pa, so they were now part of the ground, so they became this place, if in spirit if nothing else.  He’d probably hang on to the place and try to farm, a little if nothing else.

Thad had just turned 15 and while young, living on a rock farm had added years to his actual age.  He was 15 but acted 25 or so.  He wasn’t as much of a talker as he was a listener and thinker.  He missed his parents, but was mature enough to live without them, but the memory of their deaths was hard on him.  Both had gotten out of the burning cabin safely, only to die of pneumonia days after the fire.  The sickness was causes, according to the doctor, by smoke inhalation.  He knew enough to live alone and while lonely at times, he knew loneliness would never kill him.

He wasn’t lazy, but had no urge to be a sod buster when he grew up.  At fifteen, he had no idea of what job he wanted, but he knew he didn’t want to farm or do anything with crops.  Farmers never had any money and most lived from harvest to harvest, with just enough to pay bills.  Then, come a swarm of grasshoppers, a drought, or a plant illness and he would lose everything he’d been growing.  No, he wanted a decent paying job with a bright future.  But, war was coming and everyone in town thought the South would win, just because they were mostly Southerners in his home town.  Rolla, located in the middle of the Missouri Ozark Mountains, was as Southern as cat-head biscuits.  They knew if the other states left the union, Missouri would follow quickly, or would they?

Most of those living in the big cities and the capital were mostly blue-bellies and surely not Southerners by any stretch of the imagination.  Southerners were throughout the state, but not gathered in force in any portion of the state, unless it was in Little Dixie, an area of the Ozark Mountains, which included Rolla.  Folks in Little Dixie were as Southern as pecan pie and grits.

He looked at the clock in the barn, saddled his horse and rode 8 miles to Rolla.  He walked into the saloon and asked the bartender, “Any jobs open today that you heard of, Roscoe?”

It was early and the saloon wasn’t open, it actually opened at eight in the morning, but he sold whiskey and laudanum now, even if not open.

“Naw, and I know the livery don’t need ya, but I need to get my floor swept, mopped and then fresh sawdust put down. The job pays two bits.”

“These oak floors are so nice.  They are as strong as steel, been bled on, shot, and had knives in them and they hold up nicely to all of it.  I ever own a plank house, I want oak or walnut floors in my house, but they cost a lot.  I’ll do your job and will be done before your saloon opens for business.” He then moved for the broom, mop and bucket.  He knew his way around, because he cleaned the floors every week.  Old man Barnes used to do the job, but his drinkin’ killed him early one winter morning and then Thad got the job.  Barnes used the money for drink, Jed used it for food.  Most of the folks in town hired Thad to do small jobs, just so the boy could eat.  They helped him and no one could say it was charity.  He earned every dime he made and that made him feel good.

Just as soon as he finished cleaning the saloon, he put new sawdust down on the floor.  The wood soaked up tobacco juice, snot, blood, and spilled drinks, making it much easier to keep clean.  While the saloon had spittoons, a drunk man often missed.

“Here ya go, Thad.” Roscoe the bartender tossed him two bits.

“Good, now I can check with the general store to see if he needs any work done.  I hope business is hopping for you this day, Roscoe.”

“Later, Thad and be safe.”

Soon the sawdust was done and he walked to the general store.  When his day was finished he’d made a dollar and a dime, which was worth $39.27 in spending money at the time. He walked back to the General Store and shopped for food before he went home.

The brass bell above the door tinkled when he entered and Mister Patton, the owner asked, “What can I do for you, Thad?”

“Give me a small ham, a slab of cured bacon, a twist of chewing tobacco, a quart of rye whiskey and a small bottle of laudanum.”

That ham will cost you 13 cents a pound, with the bacon being 11 cents a pound. The whiskey is fifty cents a quart, of good drink.  All of this will cost you around two dollars.”

“I have three dollars, so fill the order.  I want a five pound ham and two pounds of bacon.”

“Give me a few minutes to fill your order.”  as he worked, Clyde the store keeper added a pound to every weighed item Thad ordered.  It was his way of supporting the young man in his efforts to live alone. 

He wrapped the items, placed them on the counter and said, “That’ll be a dollar and 21 cents.”

“I still have a half dollar from last week, so this is fine today.”  He said as he handed Clyde two dollars.

“Good.  Here ya go, your change.”

Carefully putting his change in his canvas jean pocket, he then picked up his purchase and walked to his horse.  Loading his saddle bags, he mounted.

It was almost dark out and while darkness didn’t bother him much, highway men, killers, and robbers, or other no accounts were often on the well traveled roads at night.

He heard a loud boom, that hurt his ears, and the front windows of the bank blew out.  Seconds later three men ran from the smoking bank.  Each carried a heavy canvas bag filled with gold coin, silver dollars, and greenbacks.  Within just a minute they were off and running.  Smoke poured from the blown out windows and opened doors of the only bank in town.

Men filed out of the saloon and guns popped as the citizens of Rolla fired at the bank robbers.  The community was mostly rural, so the money would need to be brought back or the town could up and die because of a lack of funds.  Only Hardy, the banker knew how much money was stolen, but Thad Collins had almost four dollars in the bank and he needed his money back.

Lucas, the town Marshal showed and turning to Thad, he asked, “Thad, did you get a good look at them men and know which way they went?”

“I saw all three pretty good and they moved north out of town.”

“Join the posse because we need someone who has seen them and you’ll be another gun.”

“I have Pa’s old Hawken, a horn of powder, and a pocket full of balls.  I don’t carry a hand gun, cain’t afford one these days.”  Thad replied, “My rifle is slow to load but it’s a .58 caliber and if it hits a man they go down and stay there.”

Men from town, mostly from the saloon, mounted and soon with Lucas leading and That right behind him, they moved for the bank robbers.  Hours passed and near midnight, they’d seen no men but they’d followed some clear sign.  Lucas seemed to think they’d run into the men the next day.  They quickly got a fire burning and supper on to cook.

“Lucas, did you see the blood trail?”

“I did.  One of those men was hurt by the explosion or shot by someone from the saloon.  The blood is bright red, so it’s a serious injury.”

Most of the men were quiet, all knew the small town could not afford to lose the towns money or they soon be a ghost town.  Every dollar in the bank came from hard back breaking work and it was not easily acquired.  The men were all thinking of their futures, not the injured bank robber, when supper was done.

“Time to eat.” Lucas said and he was the cook.  He’d cooked a pot of beans and ham, with fried taters, so the men would sleep this night with full bellies.  After the meal, two men from the hardware store, cared for the horses of twelve men.

Before long, all but two guards were asleep and the Marshal and Thad sat by the flickering flames of the small fire.

“You still looking for a regular job?”  Lucas asked.

“I am.  I make more with part-time jobs but I can’t count on it being regular.  I might make two or three dollars this week and then nothing for the next two weeks. Makes living on a budget hard when you ain’t got any money to budget.”

“I need a morning man to clean the Jail.  The pay is fifty cents a day.  It’s for everyday and not just part time.  If you work it right, you can clean the jail in less than an hour and then do other odd jobs to bring in more money.  You interested?”

“Sure and I’ll take the job.”

Handing the young man a holster with a Colt .45, Lucas said, “I don’t know if you want to carry a gun or not, but they come in handy being worn at times.  This one belonged to a man who no longer needs it and didn’t cost me a penny.  It’s yours with both holsters filled, but only use them for good in life son, or God will punish you.”

“Wow, twin pistols.  Thank you, Lucas.  I look forward to working for you too.  Pa had a Cold .45 that I practiced with, but it burned up in the fire.”

“Once we catch these robbers, you can start cleaning the next day.  We need to catch them too or the town might fold on us.”

“I hear you.”

“From the sign I’ve been reading, we are just a couple of hours behind them.  I fully intend to be up at four in the morning and be on their trail in the dark.  I expect to run into them tomorrow at some point.”

“Well, by golly, we’d better be ready to fight.  How many of these men with us are fighters, do you think?

“Most will fight for their money, but I have no idea how hard a fighter any of them are, to tell you the truth.  Men usually fight hard for family and money.  That’s usually all most people have of value.”

“I can believe that, the part of not having much.  I live from day to day and it’s rough.  Maybe the cleaning job you offered me will work.”

Lucas said, “Let me show you something…”  He remove a piece of paper, about the size of a wanted poster and then said, “Take a look at this.  A company called the Pony Express is looking for riders.  The word I got they want single men with no living ties to them to ride between 50 and 75 miles a day and the pay is great, $25 a day.  You’ll change horses every 16 miles or so. You’ll face Injuns, bad men and nasty weather all alone.  Making it one of the roughest jobs out there.”

“Wow, that’d be a good job and I have no one worried about me.  Most of Pa’s family was in Saint Louis and Ma’s live in Kansas City.  I’ve met them before, but I was a little button.  Right now I have no addresses to speak of.  Might be some in the family Bible.”

He handed the flyer toward Lucas, who said, “Keep the thing.  I think you should submit for it an’ mayhap you’ll get a job.  Might be some rough country, but it beats starving to death.”

“I’ve not come close to starving, but I’ve had some meager meals.  Beans and more beans,” He laughed and said, “they can get old after a month of nothing else.”

“That’s all I had in the army, beans, fried taters, and cornbread.  And, all the hot axle grease they called coffee I could get down.

“That’s why you ain’t never seen a fat army man.  I mean not a one of them.  No one can get fat off of beans.”

Standing, Thad wiped the rear of his trousers free of dirt and then took a blanket from the pile that the man from the general store brought. 

Some of the men rode off with absolutely nothing but what they were wearing.  The store owner kept two boxes of supplies that they quickly loaded onto a mule and then they were good to go after the bad guys.  It contained all that would be needed in the boxes, except for guns, but it did carry a case of .44 and .45 bullets, the most common, ammo needed out west.  The food was beans and a smoked ham and that would keep any posse fed long enough to catch the men or to lose them.

“See you in the morning, Lucas.”  Thad said as he moved to a vacant sleeping spot near the fire.

Near nine the next day, Ham-bone, an old mountain man returned from riding point and said, “They think they’ve lost us. They were sitting by a fire dividing up the money and not ten minutes from here.  They didn’t see me, but they had something cooking on the fire and looked like they’d spend the night there.  I suggest we go to them as soon as we can and take back our money.

“Check your guns, men and then mount.  If they pull a gun, kill them.”  Lucas said.

Chad mounted and then check his pistols and all were loaded.  The group then moved toward the camp of the bank robbers.  A half a mile from the camp, the mounts were secured with picket pins pounded deep in the soft prairie loam.  They then moved for the camp.

Just outside of camp, they stopped and one man must have seen something because he turned toward the men in the brush and pulled his pistol.  In a matter of just seconds, the twelve men cut the man almost in half with bullets.  He fell, but was dead before he started to fall.

The other two men stood and raised their hands.  The townsmen rushed forward and soon had the men chained and wearing manacles.  They left their feet free, so they could mount and then have their chains padlocked under their horses.

As they made their way back to town, with the money found, they were in a jolly mood and the men were happy.  The two captives didn’t say much, knowing they’d probably hang.  The dead man was tied on top of the supplies as they moved toward home. They didn’t have much but this money was all they had for a rainy day.  All they owned was their savings.  When they rode into town, it was early the next morning and people clapped and yelled with happiness over their money being recovered. They soon made their way to the Marshals office and everyone split up and went home.  Most needed some sleep.

Thad helped Lucas jail the two bank robbers and gave a hand to the undertaker who showed for the dead man’s body.  The lawman said he’d check wanted posters for the three men and if he found them, the money would go into the towns funds.  Thad then rode home, took his ham and goods he’d left in the store, and put it up.  He felt good to be able to assist the town.  laying in his bed, he pulled out the flyer and looked over the ad for the pony express riders.  The office doing the hiring was located in St. Joseph, Missouri and he needed to visit them in next few days.

Early the next morning, he mounted, put a bag of beans and his slab of bacon in his saddlebag.  After he mounted, he thought,  St. Joseph, here I come.  Hopefully I will be selected as a rider.  Twenty five dollars a day is big money and not many men make that much.

He saw few people as he traveled and he was pleased to make good time in great weather.  The sun was out everyday and the temperatures were in the 70’s.  The town was about 300 miles, so he was surprised to ride into Saint Joseph his tenth day on the road.

He rode up to the first saloon he saw, dismounted and then tied his horse to the hitching post.  He used his cowboy hat to knock the dust from his trousers and shirt.  He then pulled the leather thongs from his pistol hammers and entered.

Walking to the bar, he ordered a beer.  He drank about half of it and then asked, “Do you know where the Pony Express is hiring here in town?”

They’re on Pine Street and there are signs all over the place.  I know they still need some young men and to me it’s a bunch of foolishness.  They’re going to send a rider 75 to 100 miles through Injun country?  All of them are young man at that.  I heard tell that the boys they got now are between 13 and 18, thin, and lightweights.  Ain’t no boy that age a good Injun fighter.  Just get ‘em killed.”

“Thank you for the information.  Times turned rough and I like to eat.  Been a full time job rustling up enough grub everyday.”

“You won’t work for them long.  I’m willing to bet we are in a Civil War within a year.  Too much hatred and anger on both sides of the fence.  If we do go to war, odds are you’ll be drafted when you’re eighteen.  Enjoy your day, I got some work to do in the back.”

He drank about half of his beer and then walked out, looking for Pine street, only to discover he was on Pine.  He moved to a building beside the Wells Fargo Stages Lines and found the Pony Express.  He entered and a portly man with his long black hair combed straight back asked, “May I help you?”

“I understand you’re hiring riders.”

“We are.  Can you ride?”

“I just traveled here alone and almost 300 miles.  I need a job and I’m not concerned how dangerous it is.  I’m an orphan and my parents died a year back in a cabin fire.”

“I’m agent John Holmes and I run this place.”

“Nice to meet you, I’m Thad Collins.”  he extended his hand.

“Well, you’re built like a rider, thin and lanky.  How old are you?”  Homes asked as they shook.

“Uh, I just turned 18 a few months back.”  Thad fudged on his age a bit, because he was only actually 5 months past 14.

“Okay, can you read?”

“Sure, I can write too.  I’m not a fast reader but I can sign my name fast enough, so yeah, I can read, write and do my sums.”

“Good.  Got a wife or girlfriend?”

“Nope and only know one girl and that’s Nancy Skaggs from Church.”

“Read this contract and sign it if you want to be a rider.  The pay is twenty five dollars a day and you’ll work five days a week.  You’ll be on the 100 mile ride and it’s through Injun country.  I hope you aren’t scared of red men.”  He handed a contract to Thad.

Five minutes later, he handed the contract to the Pony Express Agent.  Looking the contract over closely, Homes said, “You’ll ride from Scott’s Bluff, Nebraska, to Douglas, Wyoming and your route is close to a 100 miles, and maybe a little over.  There you’ll deliver the mail to another man in Douglas ready to ride west.  Hand him the mail pouch and then another man coming from the west, will deliver a mail pouch to you on his way east.  Usually they arrive the day after you do.  You’ll have 24 hours to rest.  You then bring the mail east to Scott’s Bluff.  Any questions?”

“When do I start?”

“In ten days, I need you in Scott’s Bluff.  You can ride or take a stage.  The stage will be faster and I suggest you take it to your starting town. just tie your horse to the boot and let it tag along.  If you don’t own a horse, you’ll be given one by the company.  Once in place, get a place to stay, find the Pony Express office, and make yourself ready to ride.  Can you make it in ten days?”

“I can, if the stage can.  I’ll take the fastest method of travel.  A stage is non-stop and that’s the best and fastest way to travel.”

“If it appears you will need more time, send a telegraph to the Pony Express Office in Scott’s Bluff, okay?”

“I’m a bit shy on funds right now.”

Reaching into this pocket the man took out $25 and said, “A sign-on bonus.  Every man gets one, including you.”

“Gee, thanks.  Do you know of a cheap place to stay here overnight?”

“Try Deep Dreams, a hotel a block over from here and it’s two bits a night.  Then eat in the Silver Spoon, which is across the street from the hotel.  They are a family eatin’ place at two bits or less a meal.  The stage lines is two doors down from here.  Once you leave here, I suggest you check with them and leave on the first stage heading to Scott’s Bluff.”

Extending his hand, Thad shook with the man and then taking a form letter from Holmes, to show them in Scott’s Bluff, he walked to the stage office.  He discovered it left in three hours, so he’d not need a hotel here.  

Western Union was in the same place so he send a telegraph to Marshal Lucas in Rolla, to tell him he’d been hired and to check his place once in a while.  Then he ate, moved back to the stage company and waited on a bench outside.  His ticket was three dollars.

Three hours later he was on a full stage moving west by north.  The stage held six people and there were six on board.  He noticed a beautiful young lady near twenty and an attractive older woman with her who may have been her Ma.

The young woman had blonde hair, long and piled on her head in an attractive hairdo. Her breasts caught Thad’s eyes first and then her hips. He found her cleavage to be excessive, but he loved the view.  Her red lips added some color to her face and her cheeks seemed to have natural color as well.  She was about five feet and one inch, one hundred and ten pounds.  Her nice rear added shape to her dress and over all, he fell in love.  She had a Southern accent and looked as if she came from money.

He noticed one male passenger looked like a gambler, two cowboys, and that was it, other than the two women.  On top they had the driver, a man riding shotgun, and another passenger that would have to sit on the floor if the weather turned bad.  It was a typical passenger load on a stage.

After they’d covered about fifty miles, the older woman said, “Since we will be traveling together we need to introduce ourselves.  I’m Myrtle Fox and this is my youngest daughter, April.

“I’m Tom Winston and I’m a man of chance.”  the gambler said.

“I’m Joe Tanner and I’m a top hand going to a new job in Wyoming.”

“I’m Thad Collins and I’m a Pony Express Rider.”  Thad said with a sense of pride.

“I’m Willy Thorpe and I’m a cowboy, employed by the same brand that hired Joe.”

“The man on top is Mike Sanders and he’s a whiskey peddler.”  Joe said.  “He and I got on the stage in Saint Louis.  I tried living in the big city, but I can’t do that.  The crime rate is horrible.  Most men carry a pistol to stay safe on the streets in light or darkness.”

“We,” Myrtle said, “have a home and business in the City of Kansas. (old name for Kansas City)”

“Good to meet all of you.”  Thad said as he met April’s blue eyes.

“This should be a long and dusty trip.”  Tom said and then pulled out a bottle of whiskey.  He then asked, “Anyone want a drink?”

Silence, until Myrtle said, “I’ll take one.  It will help me sleep.”

Not an hour later Thad fell asleep with two drinks of the hard amber drink behind him.  His last thought before he slept was how beautiful April was, but she was way out of his league.

He woke hearing the driver say, “Relay station in about four miles.  Everyone get out and stretch your legs a bit as we change horses.  We leave in exactly twenty minutes, so if you run to the toilet, be back in time or we will leave you.  Food, beans and bacon, is offered at a nickel a plate and while it’s not much, it will fill a man up.”
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