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(January 1861, Mathison Ranch, Fairfield, Texas) 

––––––––

[image: ]


Jeb Carter stepped out onto his front porch. The sun was just starting to come up over the bunkhouse. It was a little cold out this January morning. He took a sip of his coffee. He looked around the Ranch. Things had been going well in the almost three years since we bought this place. He had a nice herd of cattle and some excellent horses that he had trained. He and his friend Isaiah had worked hard to turn this Ranch around. Isaiah had become his dearest friend. He was technically a negro slave. His previous owner had sold his wife, Gin, and son Joseph. Isaiah had run away to find them. He had gotten caught, and they were going to hang him. Until he rode up on them and convinced them to sell him, they later found his wife and son and bought them, also. He had intended to give him his freedom. But somebody would just force him back into slavery. So they all lived here, a slave in name only.

But the best part of his life here now was his wife, Beth, and their almost two-year-old son Will. He never knew how the love of a woman and being a father could change a man. He still did some work as a Texas Ranger. From time to time, riding to surrounding areas to settle disputes and helping out Sheriff Rusty Brown around Fairfield.

Just as he took his last sip of coffee, Beth stepped out onto the porch with the coffee pot. “You're just in time.” He says as he holds his cup for her to pour him another cup. “Thank you.” He says. She hands him a piece of paper. “I made you a list of stuff we need from town. He looks it over. “I will make sure I get all this stuff. I don't want you to run out of anything while Isaiah and I make that trip to Waco to sell those horses.” He said. She smiles. “I will be fine. I can hitch my own wagon if I need to.” She says. He takes a sip of coffee. “I know your Pa taught you well.” She smiles. “Yes, he did.”

They looked to see Isaiah driving a team of horses and a wagon out of the stable and over to the front of the house, pulling them to a stop. Isaiah looks over at Jeb. “We got everything ready to go, Mr. Jeb.” He says. Jeb steps over to the edge of the porch and pours out what is left of his coffee. “I will be ready in just a few minutes,” Jeb says. Isaiah looks over at Beth. “Good morning, Miss Beth.” He says. Beth smiles. “Good Morning, Isaiah. Don't let him get into any trouble while you are in town. Keep him away from the poker tables.” She says. Isaiah laughs. “I will try my best, Miss Beth. But you know how he is.” He says. She nods. “Yes, I know.”

Jeb steps back into the house, puts on his vest over his red shirt, and then puts on his gun belt. He checks the load on his gun and puts it back into the holster. He takes his black cowboy hat off the rack and puts it on. Then looks over to see his three-year-old son, Will, walking out of the bedroom. The little boy smiles and says, “Popa,” as he walks toward him. Jeb picks him up. “Good morning, Will.” Jeb kisses him on the top of the head as he walks back out onto the porch. “Look who is up,” Jeb says, looking over at Beth. Beth smiles, walks over, and takes Will. “Say bye to Popa,” Beth says. “Bye-bye,” Will says, waving his hand. Jeb bends over and kisses Beth. “We will be home sometime this afternoon.” He says. He pats Will on the head as he turns and steps off the porch. 

He sees Isaiah's nine-year-old son walking toward him, leading his horse Bossy. He hands the reins to Jeb. “Thank you, Joseph.” He said. “Mr. Jeb, do you think the fish might be biting down at the creek?” Joseph asks. “I think they might be. You need to check it out.” Jeb says. Joseph smiles. “You need to get that stable cleaned out first,” Isaiah says. Joseph turns to him. “I will, pa.” 

Jeb steps up onto Bossy and turns to Isaiah. “Let's go.” He says as Isaiah slaps the reins and gets the team moving. They slowly make the ride to Fairfield. Jeb moves Bossy close to the wagon and looks down at Isaiah. “You're going to hear a lot of talk in town.” He says. Isaiah looks up at him. “About what, Mr. Jeb?” He asks. “There is a lot of talk going around about war with the Northern States. One of the big problems is slavery. The North wanted to end all slavery in the South. The South can't survive without it, and they will fight to keep it.” He says. Isaiah looks confused. “Mr. Jeb, why would people so far away care what we do?” He asks. “That's a very good question. I don't have an answer for you. I know that if we don't figure something out, many men on both sides will die.” Jeb says. “Would they really fight over that?” Isaiah asks. “Oh yes. Governor Houston is a good man. My Pa served with him at the Battle of San Jacinto. We can only hope he can keep us out of it.” 

They rode into Fairfield, and Isaiah pulled the wagon up in front of the dry goods store. He tied the reins off and got down. Jeb got down off of Bossy and handed his reins to Isaiah. “Take Bossy down to the stable and get her taken care of. I'm going here and giving them my list, then walking down to the saloon.” Isaiah nods. “You know what Miss Beth said. Don’t get into no trouble now.” He says. Jeb smiles. “Well, if I win some money at the poker tables, maybe I will buy her that new dress she has been wanting.” Isaiah smiles and leads Bossy away as Jeb enters the store.

James Scott looks up from behind the counter. “Morning, Jeb. How are you this morning?” He asks. Jeb walks up to the counter and shakes hands with Scott. “I'm doing well, thank you,” Jeb says. He gives Jeb a serious look. “What do you think about all this war talk?” He asks. “I just hope it can all be avoided,” Jeb says as he hands Scott his list. “This is some stuff I'm going to need.” He says. Scott looks at it. “I should have everything on here. It may take me a little time to get it together.” He says. “The wagon is out front. Take your time.” Jeb starts toward the door. “We will give them damn Yankees a good whooping!” Scott says. Jeb turns back and nods as he leaves.

He walked down the boardwalk to one of the saloons in town. As he entered, he looked around, and to his surprise, he found several tables with poker games going. He looked over at the bar. There were two men at the end talking about the coming war. He walked down to the other end, not wanting to get into all that. It was early for a beer, but he didn't get into town that much. The barkeeper named Sam came walking down to him. “Morning, Jeb. What can I get you?” He asks. “Good morning, Sam. Get me a beer.” He says. Sam turns and draws a beer from a keg, bringing it to him. “Thanks, Sam.” He says, and he takes a drink. 

He leans on the bar, turns, and watches the poker games. He didn't know any of the men playing. That was a good thing. Most of the townspeople around here knew he was a good poker player and didn't like to play with him. He wanted to watch a few hands before joining a game. This gave him an idea of how a person played.

He watched several hands, looked down the bar, and motioned for Sam. Sam walked down to him. “Are you ready for another beer?” He asks. Jeb looks over at him. “Not yet.” He says, looking over at the poker tables and then back at Sam. “You see the guy in the green shirt over there.” Sam looks over there. “Yes, I see him.”  He says. “He is cheating,” Jeb says. Sam looks again. “Are you sure?” He asks. Jeb nods as he takes a drink of his beer. “Yes, I'm sure.” He says. Sam bends down closer and, in a low voice, says. “What are you going to do about it?” Jeb gives him a surprised look. “What am I going to do about it? It's none of my business. I don't own this bar!” He says. Sam looks over at him. “Aren't you some kind of Texas Ranger or something? You took an oath.” He said. Jeb frowns. “I took an oath to catch cattle rustlers, horse thieves, land disputes, and murders. Not card cheats!” Sam frowns. “If word gets out that they are cheating at poker in my place, nobody will come in here. I need your help.” He says.

Jeb takes the last drink of his beer and stands up. “You're going to owe me another beer.” He takes the leather thong off the hammer of his gun and walks over to the table. He pulls out a chair, turns it around backward, puts his right foot on the seat, and leans down over the back. The three men playing at the table look up at him. The card cheat looks up at him. “Who the hell are you?” He asks. Jeb looks down at him. “I'm Jeb Carter, and who would you be?” He asks. The man frowns. “My name is Jack Black. If you want to play, sit your ass down. If not, get the hell out of here!” He says. 

Jeb looks down at him, reaches into his pocket, pulls out his Texas Ranger badge, and puts it on. “Well, my problem with playing is that you are cheating.” He says. Black jerks his head around and starts coming up out of his chair. Jeb comes down with a hard right fist to his cheekbone, sending him to the floor. Black then reached for his gun, but Jeb was faster with his. “I wouldn't do that!” Jeb says as Black moves his hand away from his gun. Jeb reaches down, takes Black’s gun out of his holster, and puts it on the table. He then pulls Black up and sits him down in his chair. He grabs the right sleeve of his shirt and pulls the cuff open, and cards fall out. Jeb puts his gun away and picks up one of the cards. “A deuce, who the hell puts a deuce up their sleeve? You're not even a good cheat!” Jeb says, looking over at the two men playing with him. “How much did you lose?” He asks. “About 100 dollars.” One man said. “About 50.” The other man says. Jeb gives one man 100 dollars worth of chips and the other 50 dollars out of Black’s chips. “Thank you.” Both men say as they get up and leave.

Jeb picks up Black’s gun, unloads it, and hands it back to him. “I'm going to walk over to the bar and have a beer. When I'm done, I want you out of town. Do you understand me?” Jeb asks. Black nods, puts his empty gun back in his holster, and leaves.

Jeb walks back over to the bar. Sam sets a beer down in front of him. “On the house.” He says. Jeb takes a drink and looks around. All the poker games have broken up now. Just his luck. He looks up to see Sheriff Rusty Brown come walking in and over to him. “Good morning, Rusty,” Jeb says. “Hey Jeb, I heard you had some trouble in here this morning?” He asks. “Word travels fast around here. Just a card cheat. It's been taken care of.” Brown smiles. “Thank you.” Jeb takes a drink of his beer. Sam walks up. “Can I get you anything, Sheriff?” He asks. “No, thank you, Sam.” He says. 

“I heard you're going to take some of your horses to Waco to sell?” Brown asks. Jeb takes a drink of his beer. “Yes, I can get a good price in Waco. Just in case things get really bad around here.” He says. “Do you think war is coming?” Jeb pauses for a moment. “I hope not. But I want my family to be ready if it does.” 

A man opens the swinging saloon door. “Sheriff, a wagon came into town with a dead body. It's down at the undertaker's.” He says. “Thank you,” Brown says as he turns to Jeb. “Do you want to come with me and take a look?” He asks. “Sure.” 

They leave the bar and walk down the street to William Bradly’s place. William was the local undertaker. He built coffins and took care of bodies for townspeople who could afford it. Walking up, they saw a wagon with two men taking a body out of it. “That's Robert Compton,” Brown said, looking at the body briefly. Jeb turned to the man who had brought him in. “What happened?” He asks. The man looked over at them. “He was getting on his horse to go check the stock. The horse reared up and tossed him off, and he hit his head on a rock. When I got to him, he was already dead.” He says. “And who are you?” Brown asks. “I'm Kieth Lockhart. I'm Mr. Compton’s brother-in-law.” He says as he turns and follows the body of Robert Compton inside. 

Jeb turns to Sheriff Brown. “Rusty, I need to get a better look at that body.” He asks. “Let's take a look,” Brown says as they enter the building, as the two men who carried the body in come out. Robert Compton’s body is lying on a table in the middle of the room with Keith Lockhart and William Bradly beside him. 

“We are going to need to take a look at the body,” Brown says. Bradley gives him a surprised look. “What for he is dead!” He says. “What are you looking for?” Lockhart asks. Brown turns to Lockhart. “Mr. Lockhart, would you mind waiting outside? This won't take long.” Lockhart pauses for a moment. “Ok, Sheriff. I will be right outside.” He says as he leaves. 

“Just what the hell is going on, Sheriff?” Bradley asks. “Just give us a few minutes,” Brown says. Jeb picks up a lamp off the desk and moves it over to the table near Compton’s head. He takes a small magnifying glass out of his vest. He looks at Compton’s head with the magnifying glass and runs his fingers through his hair. He straightens up and turns to Brown. “Rusty, we have a problem. He has two separate wounds on his head. He didn't fall off the horse twice, so how did that happen? Look at his clothes. Nice boots and shirt. Not something you would wear to check the stock, and no gun. He would not go out without a gun.” Brown bends down and looks at his head. “I think you're right.” He says.

“Didn't Compton just get married a very months ago?” Jeb asks. Brown nods. “Yes. His first wife died last year. Sometime after that, he met Mary and married her. I'm assuming that's her brother outside.” He says. Jeb looks at Lockhart through the window and then turns back to Brown. “We need to ride out to their ranch and look around. This falling off a horse story is not adding up.”

Jeb walks down to the stable and meets up with Isaiah. “I'm going to have to ride out to the Compton place. Robert Compton died after being thrown from a horse. I got a bad feeling about it, so I'm going to go look around.” He says. “Want me to borrow a horse and ride out there with you, Mr. Jeb?” Isaiah asks. “No, thank you. You can take the wagon back to the ranch when they finish loading it. Tell Mr. Scott I will come by and pay him when I get back.” He says. “Yes, sir. Mr. Jeb. You be careful now.”

Jeb gets Bossy, steps up on her, rides down to the Sheriff’s office, and meets Sheriff Brown and his Deputy Tim Cooper. They get up on their horses, and the three men ride down to the Undertakers, where Kieth Lockhart gets up on his wagon, and they follow him out to the Compton Ranch.

When they get to the ranch, Lockhart stops the wagon outside the stable, ties off the reins, and gets down. Jeb, Brown, and Cooper also get off their horses. “It happened right in here,” Lockhart says, stepping inside the stable. Jeb holds his hand up. Stopping the other men from coming any farther inside. “Wait right here.” He says as he strikes a match and lights a lamp to get more light. “I'm going to go check on my sister,” Lockhart says as he leaves and walks toward the house.

Jeb points to the large rock on the floor. “That must be it.” He says, bending down and picking up the rock. “There's blood on it,” Jeb says, looking around. “No other rock anyplace in here. He falls off his horse and hits his head on the only rock in the stable.” Jeb looks around at the floor of the stable. “If his horse had reared up, putting its full weight on its back legs. It would have made deep hoof prints on the dirt floor. There are none.” Jeb says as he walks over to the stall where a horse with a saddle on is. He opens the stall and takes the horse out. He looks at the saddle. “Look at the stirrups. Compton was a short man. These stirrups are let out for a tall man.” Jeb says, turning to the other men. “So you're saying that there is no way that Compton fell off his horse and hit his head,” Brown asks. “What I am saying is, he was murdered.”

The three men stand there in silence for a few moments, and then Jeb walks out the back of the stable and looks around. He sees a burning pit to the left where the ranch hands burn wood and other things. He walked over to it. It was still warm. He then saw something interesting. What looked like a white shirt stuffed in under some wood. He picked up a stick and pulled it out. He looked at it. A white shirt with an apparent blood stain on the front. He walked back to the stable where Brown and Cooper were still looking. “Look what I found in the burn pit. Shirt with blood on it.” He says. Brown and Cooper look at the shirt. “He tried to burn it, but he didn't stick around to make sure, and the wind blew it out before it burned,” Jeb says. “I think we need to talk to Lockhart and his sister Mary,” Brown says.

The three men walk to the main house, and Sheriff Brown knocks on the door. Lockhart answers the door. “Come in, Sheriff.” He says as they enter the house. Mary Compton is sitting at the table with a handkerchief drying her eyes. “Are you satisfied that my brother-in-law's death was an accident?” Lockhart asks. Jeb looks over at Lockhart and then over to Mary. “We are sorry for your loss, Mrs. Compton. But we do have some questions.” He says. Mary looks over at him. “My husband has just died. Does this have to be now?” Jeb shakes his head. “Yes, Ma'am, I'm afraid it does.”

“Were you and Mrs. Compton the only people on the ranch this morning?” Jeb asks. “Yes,” Lockhart says. “Robert gave the hands the day off. They all went into town early this morning.” Jeb nods. “Can you tell me what happened?” He asks. Lockhart gives him an angry look. “We ate breakfast this morning. Robert said he was going to check the stock. He went out to the stable. I see the horse run out of the stable. I go and check and find Robert dead on the ground. I came back in here and told Mary, and then loaded Robert in the wagon and took him to town.”

Jeb pauses for a moment. “The evidence tells me that it didn't happen that way.” He says. Mary stands up. “What do you mean? It was a terrible accident.” She says. Jeb looks over at her. “No, ma'am, I'm afraid your husband was murdered.” He says. “That's ridiculous. Who would kill Robert?” Mary asks.

“Well, I'm going to tell you what happened. The three of you did eat breakfast this morning. Mr. Compton did go to the stable this morning. But it wasn't to check the stock. He wasn't dressed for that. He had nice clothes on and no gun. Who checks stock without a gun? I think he was going to hook up the buggy to take you into town, Mrs. Compton. But as he entered the stable, somebody hit him on the head with a big rock. He fell to the ground but was not dead. He was hit again. Mr. Compton had two separate wounds on his head. The killer then gets a horse and puts a saddle on it. But he didn't change the stirrup length. They were set for a tall man, and Compton was short. It obviously was not his saddle. The killer then notices he has blood on the front of his shirt. He takes his shirt off, puts it in the burn pit, and tries to burn it. But the wind blows it out. We found it.” Jeb turns to Cooper, and he hands him the shirt. Jeb holds the shirt up. See the blood on the front. It abruptly stops right here on the front.” Jeb walks over to Lockhart. “The killer knelt down to hit Compton a 2nd time. The blood splattered up on his shirt. But he didn't realize his vest was opened, and blood got on his shirt. He changed the shirt but not the vest.” Jeb reaches over, pulls Lockhart's vest open, and finds a blood stain inside. “You killed Robert Compton.” He says, now turning to Mary Compton. “You had to be in on it too. He had to come back into the house to get another shirt.” Jeb says, turning to Sheriff Brown. “Sheriff, I believe if you look in the 2nd drawer on your desk where you keep the wanted posters. The 14th poster is a description of a woman matching Mrs. Compton, who is wanted for fraud. I think we can add murder accomplice to that.” 

Sherriff Brown takes Kieth Lockhart and Mary Compton into custody, and they ride back to town. They enter the County jail, and Brown and Deputy Cooper take Lockhart and Compton back to the two cells and lock them up. Jeb takes a seat in front of Brown’s desk, and Brown sits down behind his desk. He opens the 2nd drawer on his desk, takes out the wanted posters, and looks through them. He pulls one out and takes a closer look. He hands it to Cooper. “The 14th one,” Brown says. Cooper looks at it. “It's her.” He says.

Cooper hands the poster back to Brown and looks over at Jeb. “How do you do that?” He asks. Jeb paused for a moment. He didn't like talking about it. “I have what you call an Eidetic memory, The ability to recall things with great accuracy.” He says, hoping that they will not ask any questions. “So you can, like, remember everything?” Cooper asks. Jeb nods. “Yes, for the most part.” He said. “I have never heard of that,” Cooper says, turning to Brown. “Have you heard of that Sheriff?” He asks. “No, I haven't,” Brown says. Jeb looks at both of them. “I don't like talking about it, and can we please keep this between us? I don't want everybody in town to look at me like I'm some kind of a freak.” He says. “Of course, Jeb,” Brown says.

Jeb stands up and shakes hands with both men. “I better get back to the ranch,” Jeb says as he turns and leaves. It had been an interesting day. He always felt good when he could put his gift to good use.
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