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Death is one journey we have to make alone. 

It was on a flea ridden mattress on what passed for a bed in a one room hut, dilapidated and rundown, held by earth, no, dust too dry to plant corn let alone a future, in a country that cared not for the misery and hardship of life, on a land too resistant to change that lay Mary-Anne Knott.  

She tossed and turned, reliving the memories of her childhood. It’s true that not all memories are worth being called so and she was caught in a past she couldn’t get away from. It was Tucson, Arizona, and she was ten. It was the first time her father had taken liberties.  

He was a preacher who wore the finest cloth. He was a man of words; his tongue was sharp and he possessed a brooding wit. Beneath hooded brows restless eyes roamed free. He was untamed and if it wasn’t for his calling, he would have been buried in the earth years before. His nose long, arched and crested thin, pain-racked lips. His biting intellect had always convinced others of his insatiable purity and allegiance to the Lord. In truth he was a man of many cloths, like most men. Yet he was deceptively agile and adept at finding the right words for any occasion. But there were no words he could utter that first night, nor every night after that could convince his daughter that the man hadn’t acted out of lust. The urge to satisfy a need is potent in some men and their warped sense of loyalty and conviction to their instinctual urges overshadows what decent folk call justice and dignity. Reverend Wallace Boggs was such a man and such a man had no right to walk the earth and breathe the clear crisp air of the innocent and tender youth in their charge. 

He was prone to fits of rage, but it was silent and private. The victims of his shortcomings were the frail and meek woman who lay claim to being his wife and the innocent mind of a child, his daughter. She was bright and possessed her father’s love of the Almighty, though it wasn’t as perverse or as shallow. It wasn’t so spiteful and condemning and it wasn’t limited and short-sighted.  

Behind closed doors out of the public eye, the character of a man is revealed. He lives his life in stages, playing a series of parts crafted to present himself as being someone and or something he’s not. Reverend Boggs was this type of man.  

Few men walk their own path willing to accept the taunts and jibes easily distributed by others. Those that feel a man must conform to a predetermined definition of what it means to bear the burden of such a role, neglect the past and envisage the ideal version of a man. Coincidentally, this person resembles their own character traits, real and imagined.  

Behind the pulpit he breathed fear into his flock and make no mistake about it, it was his flock. Every Sunday he would pound his fist and slap the palm of his hand on the pulpit to ward off the sinners and their evil thought. His lectures demanded obedience, he didn’t ask or suggest, he demanded and in private he expected obedience of the women folk. Women had a place in Reverend Bogg’s definition of heaven and it replicated their meek and weak infection of the land he believed they inhabited. As servants of men. Bogg’s wasn’t as worldly as his parishioners. They were worn and tired from the journey that life had burdened them with, though their complicity in their woes were testament to a faith unlike that of the fiery reverend.  

It was this complexity of life that his daughter had begun questioning her father about and it angered him. Life is as he said it was. Why the questions? The little brat didn’t know her place. She was a sinner and needed to be cleansed. His idea of such a cleansing came one evening after Sunday School, where she questioned her father in front of the other children about the nature of good and evil. This resulted in her nearly being drowned in a bucket of water which he used to purify the young girl’s thoughts.  

Tucson had changed because the people that made up the city had changed. Life wasn’t as simple as previous generations were led to believe. It was the current generation that felt the burden. Cities were bigger, relationships were more complex and one came into contact with more people, whether this was through work, trade or travel. Travel itself became easier and men and women crisscrossed the country in overland stagecoaches and followed the iron spurs in steel wagons. The rhythm and comfort of the rocking as they gazed out the windows contemplating the future brought new ideals, hopes, dreams and aspirations. It was to be a time when their children would reap the benefits of the vast changes that had redefined the nation. A nation brought to sufferance because of the Civil War. A war that hastened change and opened up the north and south to progress.  

It was a vast land inhabited by men and women whose life was born and unfolded ‘neath a sun too relentless and unforgiving to be amenable to the shifting moods of the time. But to the observer, the times had changed and old thoughts given meaning through rigid patterns of life that defined men and women, and their place in God’s garden, made way for new ideas.  

Reverend Boggs didn’t feel the change, if he did, he gave no indication. It was a complicated process as change brought new conceptions of religion and its importance in people's lives. As a result of his ignorance his flock declined in size, yet there were those old-timers who swore by the good book as intended. They were the repenters when they hadn’t sinned. They gave when they had nothing to give and they bowed their head in silent temperance of the Lord and listened faithfully to their spiritual adviser.  

“I speak the words of God,” he’d say as he held the Bible to a thinning crowd, “it is His word, not mine, which I bring unto you. Bow before His testament and relinquish your grip on the sin that bestirs the irreligious thoughts within you.”  

Mary-Anne Boggs as she was known then, sat with her head bowed and her hands in her lap. She looked the part, but from the first night her father visited her until she walked out eight years later, her mind was somewhere else. The smell of whiskey and tobacco forever in her nostrils. A persistent reminder of the letch and the night he took her innocence.  

The loyalists listened intently, yet little did they know that the man, Reverend Wallace Boggs was, behind closed doors, unlike a man of God. His perversion was a secret she thought she would hold close to her breast until her death. But one’s determination shifts over time and the frailties and eccentricities of youth give way to a strength and resolution in the hardship of life. She uttered the secret to her husband who had listened in stony silence. He didn’t comment or judge. He lowered himself to one knee and asked for her hand in marriage again. Yet before he did, the man who called himself Samuel Knott shared some of his burden. He didn’t give much away, but told her what he was content to and she seemed pleased with the outcome. It was, in part, a soft confession. For the man had a lot to atone for and if there was a creator, then he doubted he would be allowed to rest peacefully. He felt lighter for unburdening himself of the angst that had plagued him. The same angst that saw him run away, for no man walks away from the life he was living. The fact that he was married and had tried to make a go of an honest life is living testimony that a man can change. It's just that circumstances can cause him to change back just as quickly.  

Mary tossed and turned. Her mumblings unintelligible. She began sweating profusely as if she was in a fever. Her husband wiped her brow and tried to get her to drink, but she was beyond functioning in a manner that allowed her to do so.  

She dreamt of her mother. She had no respect for her. It was possible to hate and it wasn’t a sin to do so. The girl had worked this out at a young age. She hated her parents. Her father because of what he did to her and the lies he told every week and she despised her mother for her lack of courage. She was the Reverend’s maid, not a wife, but she learned not to talk back. Her mother had become accustomed to pain early on in the union and cowered under the threat of punishment. Mary-Anne didn’t know if it was right to hate her mother, but she did.  

Her mother was, much like her father, in public a God-fearing woman, but when not spied by the public eye was a meek and mild alcoholic with an ability to turn a blind eye to the actions of her husband. She turned the other cheek so her beloved could smite her with the back of his hand when in a rage. It was mostly an unpredictable upbringing, but what was predictable was her father's urges. 

Mary-Anne came to believe strongly that repentance in itself means nothing and anyone who believed that they will spend eternity basking in the glory of God simply because they have repented for their actions was a fool. A man who believes in repentance of this kind justifies his actions. His position is supported by an illogical belief. Such a man is dangerous. Words have a power, their depth and beauty have a strength that is often hard to define, yet they are imbued with a weakness that belittles the intention of the words spoken.  

She believed her father would go to hell and her mother would be there waiting for him. For it was the selfless actions of a person that defined them. It is giving and doing for others, accompanied with the apology of offense given or incurred that shapes one’s allegiance to their fellows and to their God. She had never lost her faith; however, had redefined its purpose. After all, isn’t that what we’re all supposed to do, she’d say to her husband which she loved without question.  

There are no rules on how to die with dignity and honor, though such things were considered an important quality. Some die with dignity and others choke on their last breath, remembered for the fools they were in life as in death.  

For Mary-Anne Knott it was the former. She lay still, the haunted memory of her past soon to be forgotten forever. The color of death, if there was such a thing, shadowed her face and her hands. Her cheekbones high and thin, her breathing haggard and her body emaciated and worn by the sickness that had befallen her. She was once a strong and proud woman, though it was only her pride that remained. The sickness had worn away the strength of her limbs. Though it must be said, for a woman of Mary-Anne Knott’s temperament, her strength of mind lingered.  

She was shaped by the demands of life of the people that inhabited the land, rather than the land itself. People and the land were as harsh and as beautiful as one another. Mary-Anne Knott would soon pass from the earth and her spirit would live on in the memory of her husband who could do nothing but watch her die.  

Samuel Knott wiped the sweat from his wife’s face again and dipped the cloth into a cool bucket of water, wrung it out, folded it and lay it across her forehead. It was all he knew how to do. His menial actions were undertaken with love and purpose. His prayers that the Lord, if indeed there was one, to take him instead would never be heeded. He could do nothing but pray and for a man not use to such an act, he felt foolish. Still, a man sitting before the emaciated and withered state of his beloved would never see her smile again. But the man had his own memories and her death threatened to bring them back.  

His thoughts drifted to the doctor and he became angry. Doc Hanson was no good. He looked at Mrs. Knott, said there was nothing he could do and left. He was the kind of man who was dictated by wealth rather than principles or an oath. He had little time for those who couldn’t afford to pay for his services. Not all who pledge service to the people do so with those in mind. Selfishness has a price and if you couldn’t pay for services rendered then you forfeited the right to treatment. It was Doc Hanson’s way. His looks suggested otherwise. He was aged and stooped with a failing back. “I’ve a mind to.” He’d start every sentence off the same way. Perhaps there was nothing Hanson could have done to save his wife, but as far as he could tell he should have tried. Even if it was needlessly.  

Mary had contracted the sickness a month ago. It started off with a mild influenza, which trouble people occasionally, but it rapidly developed into a sickness that affected her breathing. She fell rapidly into unconsciousness and hadn’t eaten in weeks. Her body was eating itself from the inside trying to keep itself alive. “Pneumonia.” That’s all Doc Hanson said and left. His arrogance not lost on the grieving Samuel Knott.  

Regardless of what it was, it was a sickness that forced her to linger longer on the earth than she deserved. Despite her upbringing, she was a Christian woman with a heart as pure as the crisp country air she had breathed for thirty-seven years.  

The man who sat by her side put his head in his hands and began to sob. It was the first time he had done so since his wife fell ill. He just wanted her to die. To cease the pain and suffering she had been made to endure. Unlike her husband, whose past she never really did truly understand or know too much about, she believed in the Lord Almighty and did enough praying for the both of them. She counted in her blessings the three children that had died in childbirth. It had been a dream that failed. Marriage, land, a family and a future. Those were the plans, but life has a way of ensuring that only a few managed to live the life they aspired to. He knew it was going to be hard work, but hope inspires in us all the promise of things to come.  

Despite her virtue, honor and prayers, she lay dying. Skin marked by a prolonged sickness. Her skin turning black and her breath shallow. Her face gaunt and pale, aged beyond her years, unable to sustain the will to survive. He opened his eyes in time to watch her pass. A rasping gasp and a slow exhale of her last breath ended her suffering.  

Samuel Knott sat by his wife’s side and watched her die. In doing so, many thoughts went through his mind and it was hard to focus on one in particular, but now that his wife had died, things became clearer. He clasped her still warm hand in his and shed a tear. She was a grand woman and much more than he deserved, considering where he had come from and what he had done, though he had only ever alluded to a mysterious past on occasion. Though he knew she would have accepted him even if she did know the extent of his secrets. It was a past that he was never far from returning to and now the only person who kept him from his destiny had left him forever. He cussed himself, for he didn’t even have a photo of her. He was afraid he’d forget the look in her eye and the smile on her face. The way she walked and tilted her head when she smiled at him were in danger of disappearing forever.  

He raised his head and let the tears find their own way down his cheeks as he looked through the window. It was late afternoon and the sky had darkened its form. There was a storm brewing. Between the house and the plain that stretched as far as a man could ride in a day over a flat expanse of emptiness was a fenced yard. It was small in size, yet full of death. Three nameless crosses, worn and ravaged by the elements clung lifelessly to an earth, much like the bodies it held, that was dead. It was the passing of three children, longed for, though needlessly consumed before a breath had been taken that hastened his sorrow and fermented his anger.  

The cross on his left leaned to the left as the wind picked up and blew dirt beneath the door sill. He renewed his focus on the graveyard, the dead grass blowing away with the gust that strengthened as time passed. The cross that held tenuously to the earth fell over. He renewed his tears as he felt the wind beneath the door as it explored a grieving man's silence. He shivered against the chill of the wind. Pushing his chair backward, annoyed at the sound of it scraping across the floor, he stood hastily. The wind harassed him as he opened the door, but he closed it forthwith and stood on the porch.  

He looked out across the empty landscape. Mesquite and prickly pear dominated the terrain. To the north black clouds folded in on themselves and the sky grew darker. The storm was moving to the west and he followed the sky until his eyes fell on the resting place of his three children.  

He was overcome with a surge of anger and he cussed as he stepped into the thin dust. He walked halfway towards the barn before turning to where his wife lay. The hut sat crookedly on stumps which had worked loose because of the fragile nature of the earth. The roof leaned to the left and a pail fell over and rolled down the steps. The work they had put into building a place and a family of their own had been for nothing. Behind the hut was a cottonwood that struggled in the Arizona heat. The only woman, no, person that he cared about was dead and he was the sole occupant of a farm with a debt to bind him to the land forever.  

It wasn’t to be. He would no longer muddy his fingernails in pursuit of a wealth that wouldn’t eventuate. He was past such tameless exploits. The long hours and the backbreaking work for grub and money that would barely pay off the interest on a debt. The task was fruitless and he wasn’t the type of man for the job. In fact, before he met his wife, he was a completely different man. He took what he wanted when the desire possessed him and he’d kill any man that got in his way. The only person who kept him from returning to his past was gone.  

The land on which he stood would revert to the bank upon his death. There was no point. He had made his mind up. It was time to move on. 

He walked the extra sixty yards to the barn and caught a reprieve from the wind as he entered. He grabbed a saddle off the stall door before entering and throwing it on the back of a common bay. It was well fed, as a man must look after such things, especially when he had need and for what he had in mind he was certainly glad the horse was in good shape. He threw saddle bags behind the cantle, a water canteen over the pommel and fastened a rifle scabbard next to where his right hip would rest. It reassured him that it was within close reach.  

He led the mount outside to the corral and hitched the horse before returning to the barn. He grabbed what kerosene he had stored and returned to the house, sitting the tins down on the dust before the steps. He walked across to the burial plot where his three children lay, two boys and a girl, and removed the crosses. He carried all three crosses to the house and laid them on the foot of the bed where his wife lay.  

He bent down as if to pray, but if anyone truly knew the man calling himself Samuel Knott, then they would know that the man had no time for such things. He removed a pine chest from beneath the bed and groaned as he lifted it across to the table.  

Removing the hot water from the stove, he placed some in a bowl and stood before the mirror. He paused as he looked into his eyes, but he saw nothing. At first, he cut his beard with blunt scissors and proceeded to shave the thick stubble that had obscured his face for the last twelve years. When he finished, he ran his fingers along a scar that ran down his right cheek. It was thin and had healed well. The beard had done a fine job of covering it up. He remembered how he got it and who gave it to him and his own memory came flooding back, but instead of reliving it, he punched the mirror and it crashed to the floor in pieces.  

He washed as best he could with what little warm water he had left, combed his thick black hair, intermingled with varying shades of gray and donned his best clothes. A navy-blue suit he saved for funerals and weddings. He gathered some belongings, which included a spare set of clothes, bread, tobacco, a bottle of rotgut and seventeen dollars he had in the drawer. It was all he had left.  

Moving across to the table, he lifted the lid of the chest to reveal an 1851 Navy Colt, a skinner knife in a leather sheath and a box of .36 caliber slugs. He stared at the contents for a minute, though there was no hesitation. He was recalling a time he had used the gun recklessly and without justification. He was a wild man, untamed by the niceties of civilization. The time, much like himself was harsh and unforgiving.  

He picked up the Colt and weighed it in the palm of his right hand. He pulled back the hammer on the single action revolver and pulled the trigger. Its noise like thunder. He reached for the bullets with his left hand and broke the guns holding chamber. He twisted the cylinder each time he loaded a bullet with his left hand. Replacing the pistol, he filled the bandolier that was fitted to his holster with the remaining lead. He buckled the holster so that the gun nestled his belt line and sat just left of his belt buckle.  

The twelve-inch skinner knife with a curved wooden handle sat on his right hip. He removed it and checked its edge. It would need a sharpen, but it could wait.  

Samuel Knott moved across to the mantle piece and stopped short. He stared up at the 1873 breech loading Springfield rifle that had served him well over the years. Its near perfect smooth finish was in contrast to the dry and gnarled texture of the walls of the hut. Removing the rifle and holding it firmly with his left hand, he moved across to the drawer of the bureau, which had seen better days, and removed two boxes of ammunition. He moved across to the door and opened it forcefully before walking in a determined gait to the bay tethered at the corral. He sheathed the Springfield, but not before loading a bullet into the breech. He placed a dozen rounds in the right pocket of his coat and put the rest in the saddle bags. He patted the horse on the rump and moved back to where his wife lay.  

Pausing before the steps, he rolled a smoke. His fingers kneading the tobacco, Bull Durham, into place before he licked the paper and sealed it. He stuck it between his lips, grabbed hold of the kerosene and walked inside.  

Without stopping for a last look around his home he poured kerosene on the bench and the table. Its odor strong as he paused before the deathbed that held his wife. His beloved Mary-Anne whose death had assured his return to the only life he knew. He poured kerosene over her and the crosses that soaked the liquid. He used the last of the kerosene to make a trail out the front door and down the steps. He threw the container on the porch and it clattered against the wall, rolled around and came to a stop.  
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