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Toombs Sullivan ducked down between two horses. They were tied at the rail just to the left of the front door of the Fort Worth Bank.

He had heard a gun-shot coming from the bank. As he started toward the bank, he saw a woman running out of the door. She was screaming, as she ran right toward him.

“What is it?” he asked her.

“Two men! . . . . Robbing the bank! . . . . Bad men!”

Sullivan waited as his pulse quickened, his breathing became more rapid. They were coming out soon. He knew that. But what they did not know was that he was waiting on them.

He rehearsed in his mind what might unfold. There were two ways to do this. There was the easy way, and then there was the other easy way. They could come go with him peacefully, or go to the undertaker peacefully, and be at peace from now on. He did not really care which way they chose. It would be their choice. He would just as soon kill them right there for he had long since had enough of robbers, killers, bad men, Comanche Indians, Comancheros, and any other combination of any of that you might be able to think up. 

Sullivan saw the door swing open as both men backed out of it with their backs to him. This was a good time for introductions.

“Just hold it right there! Put yore guns down slowly, and drop that bag quickly!” 

Sullivan could tell the man on the right was saying something to the man on the left.

They turned with the intent of shooting him. Bad mistake.

Two shots rang out down the street. Two bad men hit the boardwalk, and rolled into the street.

The bank president, John Jacob Judson, peeped out of the door. When he saw the bad men lying in the street, he came on out. He looked at them, and then he looked at Sullivan. His eyes were wide open, and his mouth was as well.

Sullivan called out to him, “Anybody shot in there? Anybody hurt?”

“No,” Judson managed to say. “They just shot a hole in my ceiling.”

“Good,” Sullivan said.

“No. It’s not good. I got a hole in my ceiling now.”

“Figures. Just be glad there’s not one in you.”

John Jacob Judson was speechless.

“Better pick up yore money before somebody else does, Mister Judson.”

“Yes, of course, Mister Sullivan. Thanks. Thanks a lot for your good work today.”

“It was easy.”
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Toombs Sullivan sat in the sheriff’s office in Fort Worth. One reason was he had nothing better to do. Another reason was because of the aggressive heat. Outside of town, people could see heat waves rising from the plains. Inside of town, the heat beat down on the city streets, causing old men to need to wipe the sweat from their brows at regular intervals, and old women to almost swoon.

Toombs Sullivan had decided it was time to ask Josephine Wells to marry him. They had talked about it many times, knew they would eventually, but never had done it. They had not only talked about it, they had thought about it, dreamed about it, dreamed of it, planned for it, anticipated it, but they just had never quite made that final decision. He had his work as a Texas Ranger that took him far and wide, being gone for weeks at a time. She had her work at her ranch, which could be all-consuming. But now the time had come. It was the year 1870.

It was time for Sullivan to settle down. He had spent four years traveling over a good part of Texas, from San Antonio southward during his first year as a Ranger, and then from Dallas north, east, and west. He had fought Comanches, which was the main purpose of the Rangers, protecting the people of the state from them and other Indians. He had also fought Comancheros, bank robbers, stage coach robbers, and killers. He had had enough of all that.

Though still young, these adventures all over Texas had taken their toll. It was the normal wear and tear for a Ranger. Those who lived long enough learned what chasing Indians can do to the body. 

So now the time had come. Toombs Sullivan was a sworn-in Sheriff’s Deputy in the city of Fort Worth, Texas.

Even though he knew leaving the Rangers was the thing to do, still it had been a difficult decision, and an even more difficult break to actually make. He was worried about how Captain Jack Rice would take it.

Jack Rice was in his mid-forties, maybe even a little older. Sullivan did not know. Asking Rice about his age was not the thing to do. But he had devoted his life to being a Ranger, with no thought or plan to ever take a wife. Would he understand what Sullivan was saying and why? He did not know. There was only one way to find out.

One morning, Sullivan walked into the office, and sat down in the chair right across from Captain Rice. He looked at him for a moment. Rice looked back, appearing to be ready to respond to whatever Sullivan was going to say.

Sullivan finally spoke, though the words did not come easy.

“Uh, Captain . . . . I need to talk to you about somethin’.”

“I figured you did, being here and all.”

“I have made a decision.”

“I make’em all the time.”

“I am going to marry Josephine.”

“Oh, wonderful. Congratulations, and all that.”

“Thanks, but it’s the all that that is a problem.”

“What’s the problem?”

“I can’t marry her, and be a Ranger at the same time. The two things don’t go together. That’s the why of me never doin’ it sooner.”

“What are you saying? Spit it out.”

“I’m leaving the Rangers, Captain. I got to. No two ways to slice that.”

“You sure now?”

“Yep. Been puttin’ it off for a long time. Captain, I love Texas. I love bein’ a Ranger. It’s the best thing that has ever happened to me, far as what I could do and become, like that. But I also love Josephine. She needs me, and I need her, and I can’t be a Ranger and a good husband both at the same time, ya know.”

“I understand, Sullivan. I do. I once loved a girl. I was just startin’ out as a Ranger. I wanted to marry her. But I saw what that would do to her. I could not do both, I knew it. I gave her up. She said she understood. I don’t know if she did or not. Met up with her one time years later. She married a lawyer. She had five kids, five boys, stair step like. Not marrying her was the best thing I could ever do for her, because I was not going to quit being a Ranger. Yeah, I understand. I hate to lose you now. No doubt about that. You been my right-hand man. You have served the state of Texas in the best possible way. But you go with my blessings. You do.”

“Well, I appreciate all you have done for me. And I appreciate the Rangers taking me in when I first came to Texas. I was at a really low point, ya know. My wife and son died during the war, ya remember. I found their graves, and came out here out of desperation. I had no idea why. I just knew I was running away from it. Running from one love that was lost, I found another love. Texas.”

“And now, another love. You are a lucky man indeed.”

“Yes, Sir. I am.”

“What will you do?”

“I found out the sheriff in Fort Worth needed a new Deputy. When I went over to see Josephine the other day, I stopped in, and he gave me the job. Me being a Ranger sealed the deal.”

“What does she think about that?”

“I haven’t told her yet. I’m going on over to see her right away.”

“Good. If ya need us, we’ll be around.”

“So will I. Works both ways, ya know.”
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When Sullivan arrived at Josephine’s ranch, she heard him ride up, and went out to meet him. They embraced and kissed.

“What brings you over this way?”

“I need to talk to you. In a serious way.”

“Let’s sit on the porch out of the sun.”

When they reached the porch, and were seated, Sullivan looked at Josephine. He took a moment to catch his breath.

“Josephine, it’s time we got married. I love you, ya know that. We put it off too long. Now the time has come.”

“What about your job? You have always said you did not want me married to a man the Indians might get instead of me.”

“I’m leaving the Rangers. I love you more than the work.”

“But you have always said you could never be a rancher.”

“I got a job as a Deputy Sheriff in Fort Worth. It ain’t but fifteen miles away. Some nights I’ll have to stay there. Most nights I can come home. Here.”

“If you’re asking, the answer is yes, of course.”

They both stood up at the same time, and hugged each other.

“Maybe I have a better idea,” Josephine said. “What if I sell this ranch, and we both live in town.”

“That’s a big decision for you to make.”

“No bigger than the one you made. It’s called meeting in the middle.”

“You’re sure?”

“Sure, I’m sure. I was not ever cut out to chase a bunch of cows. I have been doing this because I fell into it, and really had no other choice. It’s time to make a change for me as well. With what I’ll get from this ranch, we’ll be able to buy a house in town, and have lots of money left over. Besides, don’t forget, my husband left me a good bit of money.”

“So, you don’t mind me being a town lawman?”

“A lawman is what you are. A cowman is what I am not. Not a cowfemale, cowwoman, neither. You can do what you love without all that travel all over God’s creation.”

“Some of the places where I been, I don’t think God would even claim.”

“I’m glad all of that is over. I died each time you went out. I only came back alive when I knew you were safely back.” 

“It’s over, Josephine. It’s all over. But that don’t mean I will always be safe. There’s killin’ in towns. Bank robbers, natural born killers, drunk cowboys, they all are a danger, especially to a lawman. In town. It’s just that there’s not much travel. Except out in the county.”

“I know. I understand all that. But I’ll be with you this time. That’s the difference.”

“All right. I need to go back to Dallas, and close things out there. The sheriff is expecting me to start next week. I told him I would.”

“Now, what’s that sheriff’s name?”

“Clay Morrison.”

“Oh, yes.”

“I’ll see ya real soon. I’ll contact the preacher in town about doing the wedding.”

“Good. I’ll send one of the boys to town to get a notice in the paper about this place being for sale, and also to deliver a letter to the bank about all the arrangements.”

“I love you. Be careful,” he said, as he kissed her goodbye.

“You be careful, Deputy.”

When Sullivan arrived back in Dallas, he said goodbye to all of his Ranger friends, said goodbye to Captain Rice, turned in his Texas Ranger badge, got his final pay, paid a few bills around town, took his money out of the bank, gathered his personal items, and the next day he left Dallas, perhaps for good.

He rode west headed for a new life, or maybe it was a new chapter in his old life. Whatever it was, he knew he had made a break from one thing, and entered something else.

Josephine already had her eye on a house in Fort Worth. She had seen it a couple of times. It was a grand house on a little hill just north of the main street. It was large, two stories, painted white with four white columns out front, just like the old houses she loved back home in New Orleans. It was for sale, had been for almost a year, but no one in Fort Worth had either the money or the interest or the desire or whatever it is that makes a person want a particular house. Josephine had the money and the interest and the desire. She wanted that particular house. It had been owned by a man who was in the cotton business. He died of what must have been a stroke. His wife went back east. There were no children, no one who would inherit it. Josephine wanted it. She bought it.

That same week at another house, the parsonage where the Methodist parson, Reverend Elias Montgomery lived, Josephine Wells and Toombs Sullivan were married. It was a small wedding. The only ones attending were the parson and his wife, Ellabell. The parson performed the ceremony for free. Ellabell made a cake. 

After the ceremony, the four of them stood around talking. They ate most of the cake.
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It was on that very hot day that Toombs Sullivan was sitting there in the sheriff’s office, because he had nothing else to do, that he heard that one shot coming from down the street. He did not know where it came from. 

He rushed out, and saw that lady who was doing all the screaming. That was when he ducked down between the two horses, and then shot the bank robbers. He shot both of them dead on the spot. They laid right there in the street, and never moved a muscle, not even a twitch, not one last breath.

Sullivan asked the gathering crowd if anybody knew who they were.

“Yeah, I do,” said one of the older men who had to wipe the sweat off his brow at regular intervals. “That one rat thar is Colby Collins. Why, he growed up here abouts. Can’t figure why he’d come in here, and rob this bank. That othern is a boy out of Alabama, name of Bobby Overdorf. He got a bad reputation here real quick, always making trouble. Bet he talked that Collins boy into doing this. It’s a pity. Both so young.”

“And both so dead,” said an older lady who had been about to swoon because of the heat, but the momentary excitement had revived her.

“Well,” said Sullivan, “somebody go get the undertaker.”

“Here he comes,” said that older man. “He don’t miss a trick. He’ll take’em under all right. Where he’ll take’em, they ain’t never comin’ back.”

Sullivan went back to the office to write down the particulars of the encounter. The sheriff was very strict about keeping good records of everything that happened. When he was finished writing their names in the book, along with the date and the cause of death, he decided to go home. It was late in the day by then, and it was almost supper time.

Sullivan walked over to the street that went up to the little hill where the big white house and Josephine awaited him. There were times when he could not believe he had married such a fine woman, and they lived together in such a fine house. But he knew it was true because he went home every night, and she was always there.

Sullivan entered the house, and walked straight back to the kitchen. It was a large room with a large cooking stove, and a fire place as well. The other side of the fireplace was in the large living room. If you wanted to, you might walk from one room into the other through the double fireplace. But neither of them ever wanted to. They would have had to stoop down too low.

“What’s for supper?” he asked.

“Is that the first thing you are going to say to me?”

“Why, no. I love you very much. I missed you terribly all day. What’s for supper?”

“Your favorites. Beef steak, potatoes, beans, bread, coffee.”

“My favorites.”

“Guess what?”

“What?”

“We have a buyer for the ranch.”

“Wonderful. Who?”

“A nice couple. They have a small ranch near Marshall, but they want something bigger. They have two boys. And they are from Georgia, I understand.”

“Well, this is good. I know you are relieved. I guess you are, right?”

“I am relieved. And I am relieved of the ranch too. I have asked that they keep my hands there. Of course, they can hire whoever they want, but my men know the place so well. I want them taken care of.”

“Would be to that couple’s advantage to keep them.  They helped grow the place. Why replace them?”

“Exactly. Hope that works out.”

“Yep,” Sullivan agreed.

“Did you have a good day?”

“I did. I killed two men.”

“That was good?”

“Yeah. They robbed the bank, shot a hole in the ceilin’, and scared a lady half to death.”

“I know it’s a part of the job.”

“It’s the worst part. But like in the Rangers, I am paid to protect the citizens from violence, robbery, killin’. They could have surrendered. But they wanted to kill me. I am home tonight because I killed them. They were somebody’s boys. I know that. But so am I, and I am somebody’s husband who is glad to be home tonight.”

“I’m glad you are too.”
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The next morning, Sullivan reported to the office. He found Sheriff Clay Morrison waiting on him.

“Just the man I need to see,” Morrison said.

“Here I am.”

“I need you to go out to a small ranch just west of town. You’ll find a man there named Short Delamont.”

“Is he short?” 

“He’s tall. He is also trouble. He’s been on a binge for months now. His wife died back in the Spring. He’s also mean when he’s drunk. He came into town last night, got drunk, shot up the saloon, and killed a man standing at the bar for no reason. He can’t get over losing his wife, and he’s been taking it out on the world. Everybody has given him some slack, a lot of slack. But I was afraid all along, it would eventually come to this. It did. Last night. I want you to bring him in.”

“What if he don’t want to come in?”

“That’s between you and him. Just bring him in. He’ll have to face justice. One way or another.”

“How do I find his place?”

“Go about two mile out of town. West. You’ll come to a little road that goes south. His place is down there about a quarter mile. On the right. Big barn. White house. Two big white oak trees.”

“All right.”

“Good luck.”

Sullivan left the office, walking back home where he kept his horse in the barn and corral behind the big white house, he now called home.

Josephine saw him coming, and walked out to meet him.

“Where you off to?” she asked, when he came near.

“Got to go see a man.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“Yep.”

“About what?”

“About a horse.”

“What horse?”

“The one he’s coming back to town on.”

“Does he want to?”

“Not likely.”

“How’s he coming then?”

“Sittin’ on him or laying across him.”

“That bad?”

“That bad.”

They walked on around to the barn. Sullivan saddled his horse.

“You know I can read you like a book,” Josephine said.

“What page you on?”

“The one about danger.”

“Turn the page.”

“It’s still like it was in a way. You still go out, and I don’t know if you are coming back or not. You just don’t go as far.”

“I’m comin’ back. And I’ll be sittin’ on my horse.”

“You promise?”

“You can bet your life on it.”

“I am. Be careful.”

Sullivan mounted his horse, and said, “Always, in all ways.”

He rode down the little hill, and turned west when he reached Fort Worth’s main street.

Somehow things were different now. He had a different feeling. He felt like he had to be extra careful because of Josephine. He had never felt that way before. He had never thought much about that. He had never been careless. He had always fought to keep himself alive in the world. But in the midst of any battle, he had ever been in with anybody, any group, any enemy, he was never aware of thinking about how to save his own skin. He just functioned, did what he had to do, took the steps he had to take, carried out the mission.

What if he forgot to be that way now? What if, in trying to be careful, he became careless?

He could make a mistake, miss something, fail to concentrate. 

When he reached the west end of town, he realized he had to quit thinking about all that. Just do as you have always done, he told himself. You’ll be all right that way.

He had been along that road many times, going off to find or chase or kill Comanches or face Comancheros or any other variety of bad men. This day should be no different from any of those. He always came back, even when others did not.

Soon he came to the little road that went off to the south.

This is it, he thought.
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Sullivan rode down the little dusty road, looking far ahead in search of the little white house. Soon he saw it. He had that same feeling he often had when he knew he was facing trouble or was about to face it. A quickening of the pulse, a little jumpy stomach, breathing a little different. All of it warning him to get ready.
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