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For Mom; this one as close to “normal” as I’m likely to get. Enjoy.

Texas Hell Country

a Boone and Snarly Adventure  

by J. A. Johnson

Dear reader, 

The book you hold in your hands is the authentic account of one, Mr. Boone Crocker and the events that transpired in a town called Prickly Pear, in the Texas Hill Country. Although Boone Crocker’s subsequent, and multitudinous, exploits have become something of legend, the account herein is believed to be the first of them written down. 

While, I have provided the account a title, I have also, for the sake of structure and clarity, taken the liberty of dividing the book into chapters, including a prologue and an epilogue – and labeled said divisions accordingly – I have made no other alterations to Boone Crocker’s written account. 

Read it and make of it what you will.

Respectfully, 

Reverend Arthur Deeds
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PROLOGUE
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My name is Boone Crocker. But seeing as we don’t likely know each other, and there being more than a passing fair chance that I wouldn’t like you anyway, you can just call me Mister Crocker. Of course, most folks, once they get to know me, just call me, "Mister please, I don't wanna die."

My best pard's name is Snarly. I don't think he likes being called that but, he's a dog and he likes to snarl. Way I see it, he done named his own mangy self. If he don't like it, he can snarl about it all he wants to or stop snarling. I'm fine either way.

Speaking of Snarly, I don't rightly know where that varmint is at the moment. He's probably off making hay with the ladies. Ain't no telling how many snarling pups we might find along our back trail.

Oh, by the by, I'm sitting in jail while I write this here account. I'm supposed hang in the morning for what I did here and in that rat hole up north of town. We'll see how that works out come tomorrow.

For now though, the preacher man said I might want to unburden my soul before I die. I told him that I wasn't planning on dying but he wouldn't stop jawing about it. So, here I am, writing, pretending my soul is burdened. It ain't. But, at least he's shut up and gone home to read the Good Book or something. 

It makes a body wonder if he'll bother to read this when I finish it, 'cause it sure won't be nothing like the Good Book.

Well, enough of that. I guess I best get to the 'unburdening'. 

***
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They say the beginning is a good place to begin, so I reckon that’s where I'll begin... 

Actually, whoever said that must’ve never tried to write something down. Ain’t a body alive that would care that I was born in the Carolina back country, or that I had growed up and settled in north Georgia where I had me a pretty gal who became a wife I didn’t deserve. I ain’t even sure that anyone would care that I lost her and everything I had to a rabid pack of bushwhackers after the war. My story weren’t unique. No sir, it weren’t.  

Even if folks might be interested in any of that, I need to finish this here account of mine before morning.  So, I reckon I’ll begin the telling in the Texas hill country. That’s about as close of a beginning as I can think of without leaving out anything important.
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CHAPTER 1
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So there I was, riding ol’ Hardtack through the Texas hill country with Snarly jogging alongside of the big ol’ roan. The three of us was heading west, looking for a new beginning.  The way I figured it, we would make our way to California and, from there, take us a ship to Alaska.

According the map I had, we would come out of the hills and pass on through a town called Prickly Pear. The thought of a hot bath and a lumpy bed seemed like Heaven to me after weeks on the trail.

I said as much to Snarly, but he didn’t so much as look up at me. I could tell by the spring in his step what he was a thinking, the little fornicator. But, I admit, I was thinking of more than a bath and a good night’s sleep myself.

I laughed at the thought of the townsfolk finding themselves with passels of snarling pups some two or three months after we done cut a trail out of town. That was when the bullet grazed my leg and caught ol’ Hardtack just behind the shoulder. The horse reared and threw me from the saddle. 

I reckon the bullet must’ve lodged in his heart because the poor devil stumbled forward and fell dead in the dirt.

My Colt was in my hand even before I hit the ground. Snarly bolted into the scrub while I scrambled over to Hardtack and hunkered down behind his big ol’ carcass. I liked that horse and, by God, whoever kilt him was gonna regret it. 

A hush fell over everything, the sort of quiet reserved rainy day hangings. 

The quiet was broken by a rustling in the nearby tall grass. I kept low and aimed by gun toward the sound only to relax when Snarly came creeping out of the scruff on his stomach. I waved the ol’ fleabag over.  

“You see where that bush-whacker is hiding?” 

Snarly growled low and looked to the east. I nodded and peered over Hardtack’s lifeless form. It weren’t long before I caught the glint of sunlight on steel in a thicket, maybe ten yards away. Without waiting I took a shot. 

The bush-whacker grunted and sent two bullets in our direction. I heard the scrabble of boots as the shooter slid down the far side of the ridge we was on, and then nothing.  I thought maybe I had kilt the bastard until, a moment later, I heard the thunder of hoof beats.

“Damnation! He’s getting away.” To be honest, I weren’t so much worried that the bush-whacker might live another day as I was the fact that he had a horse and he was getting’ away – the horse I mean. 

I jumped up and hurried to the ridge line. Sure enough, the shooter was riding like the devil, his horse just a kicking up dust as they flew down an arroy. I steadied my Colt on a boulder and wished I had me a rifle. Of course, sometimes you just have to make do.

I took my shot and cursed my luck. I done hit the horse. The animal stumbled and plowed into the ground. I had no doubt it was as dead as Hardtack.

I stood a spell, watching the dust cloud fade away on the breeze. Snarly came along and sat at my feet. He whined. No doubt disappointed with my marksmanship. “Don’t say a thing,” I grumbled as we started down the slope.

***
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Some minutes later we came upon them. Just as I suspected, the horse was dead. The bush-whacker, when he saw me and Snarly, looked like he wished he was dead too. I knew I had hit the mark when I heard him grunt in the scrub. The man was gut shot, the front of his shirt soaked in his own lifeblood. I crouched down next to him and casually reloaded my gun. 

I said nothing at first, seeing as how most dying men I’ve encountered seem to feel a powerful need to talk. When it were clear the man was the tight lipped sort, I spun the cylinder of my Colt. “Do I have to ask why you tried to kill me?”

He glared up at me. “I’m dying.”

“You are. That is a fact. But you still ain’t answered my question.” Something about the fella didn’t strike me as his being the lone wolf type. He was working for someone. I was sure of it.

The man tried to sit up but coughed blood and lay back down. “Yer a dead man,” he wheezed.  

“I asked why you tried to kill me? You working for someone?” To make sure he was listen’ I jabbed him in the gut with the barrel of my gun. He grimaced in pain. Weren’t my proudest moment to be sure, kicking a man when he was down and such, but I was still right mad about the horses, mind you.

“You’re a long way... from nowhere, mister. You won’t get... far before you... before you get yours.” He flashed me a red toothed grin. Then his eyes widened. He looked to the horizon and gave up his last breath. 

Snarly, who’d been sitting quiet like, a few feet away, got up and padded back toward ol’ Hardtack.  He was pards with the ol’ horse, same as he was with me and I knew he felt heartsick about Hardtack’s death. I watched Snarly go then turned back to the dead man. 

Ordinarily I’d of let the dead be. Not this time. “You owe me a horse,” I said as I commenced to search the man’s pockets. I found a tobacco pouch and the makin’s for a smoke, but I tossed them aside. I never cared for smoking.  Then I found his money pouch. I loosened the drawstring and smiled. Inside was eight, ten dollar gold coins.

It weren’t enough to buy a decent horse with on its own, but it would go along ways in that direction. I pocketed the money and noticed the fella’s shooting iron. For a moment’ I thought to take it but, in the end, I left it. It’d give his compadres, should they come looking for him, something to scratch their heads about if they found him.

***                         
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I carried Hardtack’s rig as Snarly and I continued on our way afoot. The thing about saddles is that while they are perfectly tailored to horses, if you ever had to lug a one yourself for any length of time, you’d know that there’s no good way for a man to carry one. 

I was plum tuckered when we came to the last of the meaningful hills. Sunset was still a few hours off and the land below us spread out for miles, flat as a skillet. 

I dropped the saddle and a stretched the kinks out of my back. Snary sat down and commenced to scratching his self. “There’s a creek down yonder,” I said to him. “You might want to consider taking a bath less you plan on passing them fleas on to the ladies.”

It weren’t til my gaze drifted from the creek to the stand of post oaks and pecan trees that I noticed the homestead. There was a cabin, an outhouse, a small barn and a corral. I squatted down to lower my profile lest there was someone down there to see me before I saw them. 

The cabin sat to the shadowed side of the trees, but there weren’t no chimney smoke and no light in the windows. For a bit there, I thought maybe the place was deserted.

Then I saw the woman down by the creek. I couldn’t see much, except that her back was to me and that she wore a faded blue dress. She was kneeling down in the dirt, doing laundry I reckoned.

“Well,” I said to Snarly while still looking the situation over through my old spyglass, “I reckon if we play our cards right, we might wrangle ourselves a meal and a nice barn to sleep in tonight. What do you say to that?”  

I glanced down but the little bastard weren’t there. A bit of movement caught my eye and I looked to find Snarly tearing off down the hill toward the woman. I cursed that dog something fierce, but I ain’t gonna commit such language to writing.  Even I ain’t that uncivilized. 

Well, there weren’t nothing to do at that point but to pick up my rig and hoof it on down to the woman and introduce myself. I only hoped that when I got there, I wouldn't find myself greeted by the talking end of a scattergun, or some such welcome wagon.

By the time I got to the bottom of the hill, Snarly had reached the woman. She gave a start and stood up. She looked at the dog as he sat down a few feet away from her. She then looked around until she saw me a coming.  I waved. She did not. Nor did she run for the cabin to fetch of a gun. She just stood there a watching me. 

That’s when I noticed the hammer in her hand. I can’t say that I was overly worried about it but, I can tell you from experience that there is no good way to get hit with a hammer.  

“Howdy, ma’am,” I said as I slowly came closer. It was then that I noticed her face clearly. The whole left side was black and blue and her eye was half swollen shut. At the sound of my voice, her open eye grew wide with a wild, fearful light as though she just done saw me for the first time and that I looked like the devil hisself. I thought she would bolt for the cabin. She didn’t. She just tightened her grip on that hammer. 

She was a right handsome, fine featured woman, that much was obvious in spite of the ugly, dark purple bruising she’d received.  

I stopped about ten feet from her. I didn’t set the saddle down, I figured as long as she could see my hands occupied with it, she would be less afraid.

I weren’t sure what I expected her to say, but she surely did surprise me when she said, “Is the dog yours?” 

“When it suits him, I reckon.”  

“Are you lost? You look lost.”

“Lost my horse up in the hills. I’m on my way to Prickly Pear. I’m hoping to buy another horse there.”  

“It’s that way,” she said with a lift of her bruised chin. “Follow the river. It will take you right to it.”

And there we were. I nudged my hat up a bit and glanced to the darkening sky. “It’s getting late, ma’am. If I wouldn’t be imposing, I was half hoping that Snarly and I might put up in your barn for the night. I can pay. We’d be gone by first light. You won’t even know we was here.”

“My...” there was a subtle hitch in her voice. “My husband will be home soon. I don’t think you should be here when he gets back.”  

My gaze fell upon the ground behind her, where I had saw her kneeling before I came down from the hills. There in the dirt, a bunch of stones had been neatly arranged in the shape of a rectangle. A makeshift cross had been hammered into the ground near one end. I looked at her again, at her face. “That a fact?”

Husband and wife. Battered wife and a grave. Now, my ciphering might be a bit rusty for lack of use, but I know two minus one when I see it.

A troubled expression clouded her face and she quickly turned away from me to look toward town. It weren’t much, just a tear, but I saw it all the same.

“That your husband’s grave?” 

The hammer slipped from her hand and hit the ground with a dull thump.  

Still looking away, she gave a reluctant nod and began to cry even more.  

I looked at the hammer. “You kill him?” I know I were blunt, being direct like that, but the question needed asking.  You don’t travel much live long as Snarly and I have, by sleeping in the barns of crazy, man killing, women.

Her expression tightened. “I did not kill him.” She picked up the hammer. “This was for the cross.”

She wiped the tears from her eyes, turned to me, and put her fingers to her beaten face. “The men who did this to me – they killed him.”  

In that moment, she reminded me of myself, of losing everything, and a part of me knew that I weren’t gonna be leaving these here parts without seeing that she received the justice I never got. Of course I kept that to myself and said the only thing that seemed halfway appropriate. “I am sorry about your loss, ma’am. Truly, I am.” 

She looked east, to the purpling horizon, then to the ground at her feet, as though wrestling with her thoughts. Finally, her shoulders sagged. “It’s still a long way to town. It wouldn’t be right to turn you away at nightfall, and Carl wouldn’t have done so either.” 

With my free hand, I fished one of the ten dollar coins from my pocket. The gold coin gleamed in the yellow light of the retiring’ sun.  

“I won’t take your money.” She pointed to the barn. “Settle yourself in. Supper won’t be much, but it will be ready soon. Listen for the dinner bell.” 

“You’re very kind and I’m much obliged.” As I started toward the barn, I said to Snarly, “Let’s go, pard.”  

***
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In the barn, I draped the saddle over the gate of an empty stall and looked around. It was a good, clean, well appointed barn with plenty of fresh hay. It had pert near everything you might expect, except for a dearth of livestock. There weren’t but one horse, a fine looking buckskin, and one milking cow.  

While Snarly set about exploring the place, I found me a bucket and went back out to fetch me some water from the well near the house. Even before I got there, I could smell the bacon and biscuits cooking. I decided I best hurry, and headed back to the barn to wash up. 

By the time I had scrubbed the dirt from my hands and face, I heard the bell commence to clanging.  I was more than a trifle happy for it to, as my stomach was growling something fierce by then. I whistled for Snarly and we headed out.

***
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While Snarly was busy licking and pushing his tin plate all over creation, trying to get every last bit of food out of it, I set my own empty plate down on the step beside me. “That were a fine meal, ma’am.”

“You’re welcome, Mr. Crocker, but it was nothing special.”

I pushed my hat higher on my head and leaned back againt the porch’s upright. “Well. It’s a sure sight better that the rangy ol’ jackrabbits I been loosening my teeth on lately.” If she thought I were funny, she sure didn’t show it. Instead, she commenced to telling me about her troubles of late. There weren’t much I could do but listen.  
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