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Comfort, Texas


November 1868


Dear Small Tot,


I hope to lay down these events in a manner helpful to you, concerning some days you will probably not fully remember when you get older. I think you will want a clear idea of what occurred. It is plain to me I should do this, as otherwise you might worry over too many hard questions you can’t ever answer.


I will arrange for this account to come to you when you are nineteen years of age or greater, not sooner, there being sundry adult matters involved in it.


Currently I am nineteen years of age myself and think it a suitable age for you to read this. That should give you time to of done a few things and known people and figured some of them out. Also to of read books. Amongst the books given or borrowed to me is a autobiography of Benjamin Franklin about his quest at the age of twenty to improve on his morals and scruples. I figure he must of had worthy ideas by the age of nineteen to of even embarked on such a notion, and from what I have seen of you, Tot, I believe you might grow to be equally wise and nineteen would do to read this.


As well, don’t read it if you don’t want to, on account of you didn’t ask for it.


Another point made by Benjamin Franklin was how the best method to live your life over again, if a person might want to, is to put down tracks to recall it even whilst it takes place. He advised noting events on paper. I can’t do that on your behalf, as you are but four years old currently and no doubt seen different things from what I did, and seen some of the same things in different lights as well. But I will do what I can to that end.


For myself, I am bound to remember these days I write about until the reaper should come fetch me.


It is not the best paper and my grammar is not perfect but I intend to be truthful and keep to the point and not go on about other things. To get to it, here is how I come to be mixed up in the matter of your life.


I first laid eyes on you earlier in this year, in the town of Comfort, where I live and now am. You will probably not remember the place. It sits just south of the center of Texas if maps is correct in their scale. Folks who live here is mostly Germans who built the town some fifteen years back. There is a few hundred citizens all told. I settled in here a year ago when I give up on some things in my life and a German widow allowed me use of a shed for my carpentry. I make chairs and coffins and tables and such items that might be called for. My specialty is chairs. I lodge in the woman’s house, pay board, and work in her shed.


I was stationed out in the yard on a morning in May, six months back from now, shaping the legs of a rocker, when I seen across the street our sheriff enter the privy alongside the livery stable. He had papers for reading and shut hisself in. It is a two seater privy intended for stage travelers, but the sheriff is in the habit of latching the door and keeping the place to hisself whenever he wants, no matter if there is travelers who need in it or not.


Whilst he was shut in the privy a coach of the Ficklin line rolled in and drew up at the livery. It was a mere mud coach, worse for wear, not the Ficklin’s best, coming south from Fredericksburg twenty miles off. The mules was jaded. A door of the coach swung open even before the mules come to a halt, whereupon a man sprang out in haste and headed direct to the privy, as a issue must of come over him. His shirt had a ratty aspect, his trousers was shabby, his hair called for a cut and his beard was untidy. He was a stout man. I had not seen him before. He attempted to open the privy door and was shouted at from within by the sheriff. I could not make out the exact words of the sheriff.


The traveler answered back, It’s urgent! I need in!


The sheriff denied him again.


The traveler shouted, It’s a two seater size! Is there two of you in there! Unlatch the door! He cursed to express he was in a hurry. He said, God damn, can you not understand the bad straights I am in.


He then commenced to pound at the door. A person or two who was passing seen the fuss but did not tarry. I wished I might offer the use of the privy back of the house where I live, but I required the right to do that.


I should tell you our sheriff is not a person to suffer nonsense nor rudeness, nor even excuses from others, no matter his own bad habit to hog the stage privy. He was brought down here from up north by the U.S. army that has took over to see folks abide by the laws and won’t go about cheating and mistreating Negroes and local folks who was true to the Union in the war, as that time is meant to be over. He gets along fine with the Germans here, as they had nothing to do with the fight between Yankees and rebel Confederate sesesh. Mostly the Germans tried to escape that, down to Mexico. They are fond of the sheriff and give him all manner of treats and strudel. He wears his Yankee uniform and is friendly with them but not with folks passing through, such as the traveler, as they are often a bad lot and cause strife and yell at the Germans to go back where they come from. The sheriff affords such travelers no second chances, and rightly not, mostly, although on this occasion I thought he might of been nicer, given the man’s trouble.


Therefore I tried to warn the traveler of who it was in the privy. I whistled to get his attention but he did not hear me nor turn.


He shouted such things as, I’ll kick this door down!


You might think the Ficklin driver would act on the issue, but he did not. The traveler appealed to him, yelling, There’s somebody hogging both shitholes! Is there another privy!


The driver paid him no mind. I suppose he had seen worse quarrels. He was old for a driver and missing a ear. He got down from the box in a weary manner, called for the stable boy, hauled a mail sack out of the boot and started across the livery yard to the store with the postal office. He appeared as spent as the mules. It was a warm day, although early.


The stable boy commenced to exchange the mules in harness with a team eager to cut loose. The fresh ones caused a fuss, and he jerked them about and hollered at them in German and put on their blindfolds to get them settled. The fracas jolted the coach and swung the door open. The traveler must of not properly closed it, being in haste to bust out.


That was the moment I seen your mother seated within, and you there alongside her. You was both mostly hid by heaps of parcels and bags of mail piled up around you, however I made out one of you was a child, the other being a woman. I wondered why neither of you had got out to visit the privy nor walk about for a respite, as most people do. Your mother then pulled the door closed. I did not see more after that, on account of the window flaps was all down.


Whilst this happened the traveler give up the shouting, looked about him and seen nobody passing at that moment, it being early, as I have stated. He then jabbed a hole with his boot in the dirt close alongside the privy and squatted and done as he needed.


It was not lucky for him the sheriff come out at that time. The sheriff give him a look of disgust.


The traveler got hisself up and arranged his clothes. I figured he might be sorry to learn how it was a sheriff he had been hollering at. This was not the case, however. He told the sheriff, You son of a bitch. Look what I had to do.


The sheriff said, That is publicly lewd behavior. You’ll have to clean that up. You’ll need to be fined. I’m charging you with crimes against public morals and decency.


The traveler spat to express he was not sorry.


The sheriff said, There is a steep fine for public indecency.


If this is public indecency, where is the public, the traveler said. There is no public about. I see no public just now. I see a coach with the shades down. I see a store with nobody at the windows. Where is the public. Nobody seen me but you.


The sheriff looked about, and spied me, and called out, Young man! Come over here!


What else could I do but go. I crossed the street to him.


He said, What is your name.


Benjamin Shreve, I told him.


You witnessed what happened here at the privy, did you not, he said.


I owned as I had.


Well then, here is your public, he said to the traveler, and told me to state the particulars of what I had seen occur.


I related the traveler had undertaken to enter the privy, had been denied, had appeared in discomfort, and then had done what he did.


The traveler become heated at hearing events of the wrong inflicted on him recounted. He cursed the sheriff a great deal, to which the sheriff replied there was now two charges, those of public indecency and public profanity. Raise your hands, sir, he said, I need your piece.


The traveler scoffed but done as ordered, and the sheriff disarmed him of a pistol. The sheriff then got fetters out of his belt pouch and said, I am taking you to my office to decide what penalty should incur and collect the charges.


On seeing the fetters, the traveler commenced to beg. He said, I got to get back in the coach. I got business. I got important matters! The coach is fixing to leave soon and I got to be on it!


The sheriff granted no hint he might yield.


I have a through ticket to San Antonio! the traveler said. Name me a fine and I’ll pay it, but I got to get back on the coach!


He drew a large money pouch out of his coat to show he could make the payment, but the sheriff ordered he put it away, as papers would have to be signed in his office for proof of the charge and imbursement.


Tot, if I had behaved in a different manner from what I did in that moment, I would now be telling a different account, or none at all. Moments have either a short bend or a long bend in the way they turn how things go, and this one had a long bend to it.


There stood the traveler and sheriff, face to face. And there stood I, called to the situation for being the only public. It was a unlikely pair of men I stood alongside. The traveler was husky and shabby, whilst the sheriff was tidy. The sheriff had made a name for hisself as a Yankee soldier, which I believe was the best side to of been on. But he was mistaken in this occasion.


I thought I might speak up for the traveler and felt a urgent need to do so, and yet my better angel did not advise me of it. And whilst I stood quiet and considered what I might do, I caught sight of you, Tot, looking direct at me from under a window flap in the coach. I seen only your eyes and a small share of your face, but you looked eye to eye with me, and I felt you evaluating my actions. I felt the weight of your expectation, and words was urged to my lips. And yet the voice that come in my ear was my worse angel’s. It whispered at me to stay quiet, as who wants to be on the wrong side of the law. I had lived in Comfort but one year, having moved from my home near Camp Verde, and my carpentry business was on the rise. I had nobody but myself to depend on, and I did not want to bring any trouble upon my standing. On that account, I said nothing. I seen your eyes witness my silence from under the flap in the Ficklin, and I felt shame, and yet my mouth remained shut.


The next I seen was the hand of your mother draw you away from the window, and the window flap fall shut. Your judgment of me, whatever it might of been, was not to be seen anymore. This left me to bear the weight of my own judgment of myself, the sort that’s hardest to shoulder.


The sheriff then called to the stable boy to bring over a shovel, and he come running with one.


The traveler had a forlorn look whilst he shoveled a hole and buried his shat. He piled the dirt neater than called for, yet the courtesy gained him no favor. When he was done, his wrists was placed in the fetters, even whilst he continued to make his case and ask, in desperate terms, if he might be turned loose. He showed distress at the risk of his rifle and bags going off on the coach without him and repeated a number of times, I need my bags! There’s one in the coach and one in the boot. I need to be on the coach. My hat is in there! I got to get to San Antonio and catch a stage out!


The sheriff give me permission to take my leave. Whilst I crossed back over the street I heard him charge the stable boy to let the driver know the traveler was apprehended. He further told the boy to check the waybill and remove the traveler’s bags and rifle and hat before the coach should depart. The boy answered in English so I supposed he knew enough of the language to work out the instructions.


I retired into the shed to get tools and my water jug, it being a warm day, although early, as I have aforesaid. Whilst in there, I heard the coach depart. When I come out, the sheriff and traveler was nowhere in sight neither, as they was off to the sheriff’s office to settle claims which was, to my thinking, trumped charges.
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For a half a hour or so after this event, I seen nothing unexpected, just folks starting about their morning routines. I returned to my work on the rocker. It was a nice piece in my opinion and better than what the cabinet maker in town turns out, and that is saying a lot. He studied back in the old country of Bohemia and learned his trade in a place called Prog. He turns out good looking furniture named Beedamiyer and does scroll-back in walnut with a cross splat carved like they do it on islands in Greece. I have not been to Greece, nor anywhere else, but that is what he told me. He has asked me to work for him, but I work best on my own. My customers is loyal on account of the fact I am cheaper and my work is just as good. Also I will make a hide seat if requested. The folks here generally do not want hide, but some lack funds for the Beedamiyer and look to the new ways here, not the old ones back there.


I don’t know if any of that is of any interest to you.


So for a short time I worked on my rocker. I was powering the lathe and getting warm, as it was hard foot work. The spindles was looking nice, and I was thinking of taking a rest when a rider come charging down the street from the same direction the coach come before, dodging folks and carts and aggravating people. He reined in hard at the livery. His horse was a fine looking roan but must of been rode some distance at a reckless pace, as it was badly lathered and winded.


The rider was dressed in a frock coat and bowler hat and appeared to be greatly agitated. He had a shotgun strapped to his saddle. He alighted and run into the livery calling for assistance. However, he found none to his satisfaction. I heard him exchange but a few words with the stable boy before he come back out in a hurry, seen me across the street working my lathe, and headed my way whilst hollering about there being no mount to be had at the livery.


He said, Do you know of a horse I can let! Mine is played out. I’ll pay good money!


I did not care to offer the use of my mare, as she is a good mare, if past her prime, and by the lathered look of his roan I knew the man was a hard rider.


I said, If the livery don’t have one, I know of none.


In the whole town, he asked. Not one horse to let.


I said, There might be. I don’t know of it.


I did not like the way he seemed to blame me for the fact. He appeared about ten years my senior, perhaps thirty years of age, and his features was decent but there was a meanness about him. His whiskers was dark and thick, not mutton chop but almost. His shirt was nicely pleated, however I noted the buttons was loose. His frock coat was frayed and looked to be made for a man bigger around, like maybe he’d lost some heft of recent. Whereas mostly a belt or suspenders will do on their own, his pants was held up by both. His shoes was fine but appeared to of spent time roaming on soggy ground. He carried a sidearm as well as the shotgun. It was a Colt’s revolving belt pistol such as was used in the war.


He bore down a hard look on me, saying, You must know of a person to ask for a horse.


It’s not my business to find you a horse, I told him. I got my business here with this rocking chair.


He give me a long stare and I give him one back. He had already made it such that even had I known of a horse, I would not of told him of it, but I knew of none. Comanches was coming through town at nights and helping theirselves to horses.


The man turned about and hollered at folks that was going into the store, Do you know of any mounts to let, buy or trade in this town!


Two men give him a look but declined to answer and went on into the store. They was Germans, and Germans is not by habit the friendliest people.


The man crossed back over the street and went into the store hisself. He must of found no satisfaction by way of a horse for offer, as he come back out in a huff, stomped to the livery, mounted his spent roan, set spurs to it and rode off.


I sat in my yard to rest my foot from the pedal and drink water, and to reflect on the man and to further consider the question of if I might be a coward not to of spoke up to the sheriff on behalf of the traveler at the privy earlier in the morning. I could not get that issue out of my head.


About then, here come the traveler hisself, freed of the fetters and wearing his pistol again, tramping back down the street from the direction the sheriff had took him off in. He went direct into the livery, from where I heard him engage with the stable boy within and commence to argue.


The stable boy shouted in English, despite it sounded like German. He yelled, I do not have blame of your baggage!


The traveler replied, Then where is it! There was two bags! There was one in the coach and one in the boot. The one in the coach was small. Did you not get it out! The sheriff told you to hold two! You was told to check the waybill!


The stable boy answered he did not have the waybill, it was the driver that had it. He maintained he had told the driver to check it, and the driver only give him the rifle and one bag. He yelled at the traveler to take them and go, and commenced to shout what likely was curses in German. The traveler demanded a horse, and the stable boy yelled, I have none horse!


The traveler come out red in the face, hauling his rifle and one bag. It was a sizable bag. I could not see why he would need another.


He spied me and come over, saying, The driver took off with one of my bags! Do you know of a horse for sale or let! I need to catch up with the coach!


He appeared beside hisself and breathed hard. I figured the gone bag must hold money or some other valuable item. Yet how a traveler as grubby as him might come by a bag of money was hard to fathom. If I was to judge by his ratty attire, I would say he had not spent much in a while.


I asked what the bag might hold that was crucial, but he did not say.


He said, I appeal to your earnest nature, which I see that you’ve got. The coach is headed to San Antonio. I need a horse to catch up.


I said, I have only my mare and she’s not for let.


The traveler tossed down the bag he carried, opened his coat and seized from a inside pocket his money pouch, it being large and leather and tied with a hide string. He took from the pouch a coin the likes of which I had not seen before.


He said, Help me get hold of a horse in decent shape and I’ll give you this piece. It’s a twenty peso piece from Mexico worth a dollar. It’s gold. I got more of these in here. I’ll hand over your asking price, just ask it. You look like a fair man to me. I appeal to your tenets.


I will tell you, small Tot, I was not prone to let him take off with my mare, but there was that in his eyes which I somewhat trusted, and that in his speech which struck me as genuine and which I liked. Also I felt I owed him, as I had not spoke up for him to the sheriff, so my tenets was smart to appeal to. As well, the desperation he showed is hardly that which a man will pretend at. He might claim he is doing just fine, and that things is all to his liking, and to his own devising, but a man is not apt to pretend despair. I believed the fellow. His teeth was bad, his attire was seedy, and he wore no socks. But he did not seem a swindler by trade, as his eyes was accordant with his words, and his consternation appeared true.


He give me the coin to study, and it decidedly looked to be gold. It was the size of a silver dollar and but two years old, dated 1866. One side had a man’s head and said Maximiliano Emperador. The other side said Imperio Mexicano, 20 pesos, and had on it a crown and a eagle and dragons alongside the date I already said. The pouch appeared like it might hold nearly a hundred such coins of that size.


I said, Here’s the problem I’ve got. I won’t chance my mare. There might be a person in town with a horse to sell you, but I don’t know who that might be. Comanches was through here a night last week and taken four horses I know of. If there’s none for let at the stable, then you’re unlikely to find one. Horses that folks has hired out don’t always come back, so folks here in town won’t chance letting.


That was the truth of the matter. There was thieves attacking travelers in every direction. Out west was bands of Comanches and Mescaleros and others not fun to meet up with. Roads north and east was preyed on by low life robbers. South was plenty of Mexican bandits. The bandits was primarily known to be friendly and not harm and kill folks like Comanches done on the roads, but nevertheless they was thorough in what they took. This traveler wanted to head southeast on roads that was pretty well used, but who could say what danger might arise out of the brush.


I offered, I won’t put my mare at risk without me along to see to her, but I could take you myself in my wagon as far as Boerne. You might find you a horse for let there. If you tell me a price you think is fair I’ll see how it strikes me.


Is your mare fit, he asked me.


She’s old but she pulls a wagon, I told him.


He said, I got fleeced on the Ficklin but I’ll raise that if she’ll pull in a hurry. I’ll pay you four dollars to get me to Boerne. That’s better than first class wet rates, and we got good weather.


No thank you, I told him. Boerne’s fifteen miles off. We’d not get there much before dark. I’d have to pay board tonight and travel back home tomorrow. I can make upwards of five dollars a day, staying here. What did you pay by the mile on the Ficklin.


Short of twenty cents by the mile, he said.


Well I guess I cost more, I told him. First you was begging, and then you was bargaining. Name me a fair price.


He consulted a watch he got from his trouser pocket. It was a scratched up stemwinder with a cracked face, but appeared to tell time, as he cursed how the time was passing.


All right then, he said. I’ll pay you a generous two days of work, at more than your price by the day, plus another half dollar. Twelve of these gold ones and fifty cents. Plus your board for the night.


And feed for the mare, said I.


He argued my mare would need feed regardless of if she went or stayed here.


She’ll need more if she’s drawing a wagon all day, I told him.


He thought on it, and agreed fair is fair.


Do I have your word it’s genuine coins, I asked him.


I seen counterfeit all my life, and this ain’t any of that, he swore. This come out of a hole in the ground. Who buries counterfeit. Nobody. I found this. It’s honest coins. The sheriff had no problem taking these coins just now. He took plenty. How quick can you hitch up the mare.


He did appear honest and short on time. He commenced to stomp and fidget.


I told him I had to talk to the lady that owns the house about putting her chickens up for the night, as that was a task I usually done and she would need to see to it.


He said, Show me the mare and the wagon and I’ll get her hitched.


I put my work away in the shed and took the man around back to the pen.


He seen my mare in full light and lost heart in the situation, and said, If that’s her, she won’t do! She’ll drop in the traces! She’s too old! She’ll die on the road!


Then find you another, I told him.


He agreed he could likely not find one in time.


Tot, that is the conversation we had, to the best of my recollection. I aim to be thorough.


I then went into the house and took care of things with the woman who owns it. She’s young for a widow. Her husband was with a assemblage all slain by the rebel Confederate sesesh whilst trying to travel to Mexico. He was a socialist free thinker and she is likeminded, the best I can tell. I said to her I would be off to convey a man to Boerne in my wagon and would be gone for the night but back by the next. It took me a while to make myself clear, on account of I don’t speak German.


She give me a bag of dinner to have on the way. It was nearly enough to feed the traveler as well as myself, although she was short on items, the varmints having plundered more than their share of her garden.


I retrieved my spectacles from my room, as they help me see down the road. The traveler and myself then buckled my mare in the traces, loaded his rifle and bag along with my rifle and satchel and what might be needed, and pulled for Boerne.


It was half past nine, by the traveler’s watch, at that time.
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We went at the usual pace for my mare, which is not a fast one.


The traveler pestered me over it, saying, Can you not even give her a tap on the rump.


I told him she had come by her age the hard way and should not be bothered. She appeared to of had a rough youth. Comanches had used her up and left her for spent until my father found her, and claimed her by law, and patched her up and left her for me when he passed, of a fever.


The traveler give up pestering but continued to lean frontward and bounce his weight on the seat as if to thrust us forward. He offered his name was Richard Dean Bell and I was to call him Dickie. He said he had made a arduous journey from El Paso, long portions of which he traveled afoot for days. He’d taken a stage part of the way but got delayed on account of Indians struck a station and took off with stock that then had to be replenished. He’d finally arrived in Fredericksburg and stayed the night and boarded the coach at sunrise, the only other passengers being a lady in the domestic manner, that being your mother, and her son, who was you. Your mother had shown a ticket and told the driver on boarding that she would be traveling to San Antonio and from there to the port of Indianola, which lies down the coast from Galveston. This was Dickie’s destination as well.


I asked what business he had at Indianola.


A ship to New Orleans to get on, he told me.


What’s your business in New Orleans, I asked, and he said there was things entailed which he would be poorly advised to speak of.


I asked what he might of been up to out in El Paso, and he begun to talk a great deal about hunting gold in Arizona, which he swore had promise to it. He said he had strayed from that enterprise due to rumors of silver down in El Paso, which turned out false. There being no silver, crowds of upset seekers was stranded without fare to leave, and those who had fare was all taking off in a sorry mood. It was a bust, he said. He had lit out from there in the company of three seekers he’d met up with, but they had got disgruntled with one another and split up and left him. He was making his way through Castle Gap on a mule by hisself, keeping a lookout for Apaches and Kickapoos and Comanches and Mescaleros and whatnot, and feeling concerned about his prospects, when his life took a harsh unforeseen turn. This happened nearby the Horsehead Crossing on the Pecos river.


Upward or downward turn, I asked.


Upward, he said in a solemn manner. But how far upward is yet to be seen. It entails what’s in my bag that’s gone with the stage, and why I have to retrieve it, and why I’m headed to Indianola. I should never of left that bag when I got out for the privy. It’s small, but it holds my future.


His urgency to press forward come to a brief halt when he stated these words, and a stillness settled on him. I wanted to prod him further, as he had presented a mystery and his manner give me a sense he would like to speak more of the situation. Yet it also give me pause to pry, and I decided to keep my questions to myself.


The road we traveled was rocky, with difficult inclines, but it was familiar to me and well trod. We come on sundry carts and folks afoot and was hindered skirting a cattle outfit that hogged a portion of road. I wished I might be going along on horseback with the cowhands, not making my way by wagon to Boerne, someplace I had already been and nothing to it I hadn’t seen. There’s plenty of cattle need to go north, now that the war is over, and I dream often of striking out and seeing a piece of the world. If I was to make enough money at that, then things might play out in such a way I could purchase cows of my own, and someday buy a good patch of land in south Texas, or maybe out west. I believe I’d do well in the business.


But that is off the point of what I mean to tell you.


We ate our meal of jerked beef and carrots, and Dickie told more of his hunt for treasures. It was a lifetime hunt, he said, embarked upon when he was a boy and his father taught him to pan for gold in a stream in Arkansas nearby their house. The stream was no more than a gully and oftentimes dry, and this give him the gift of eternal hope, he declared, as there was no gold in the waters he learned to pan in, and none was ever found there, and the task was only a trick to get him out of the house, as otherwise he was a pest to the family, being the youngest. But he was good at the work, he said, such that he come into a notable talent. He could pan mud if he had to. He could pan dust.


How did that make you a optimist, I asked, as it seemed a sensible question.


He scoffed that I should ask it. If you find nothing, you hold the eternal hope of coming across it, he claimed.


A point or two against such thinking come to my mind, but I did not see any purpose in making any of them, and kept my mouth shut whilst he carried on with his talk of treasures and being hopeful and such. It was primarily hogwash. The day become hot, in spite of it wasn’t June yet, and after some time Dickie dozed off and I lost myself in easy thoughts, as I had a open view and heard none but accustomed sounds of birds and crickets, and the creak of a wheel I aught to of oiled, and the tread of my mare. I had my rifle along, and Dickie had his, and also his Whitney pistol returned by the sheriff, and a knife as big as a Bowie tucked in his boot. Therefore we was prepared in case of trouble, although it seemed unlikely.


I halted at the Big Joshua to await a boy with a haul of lumber crossing the bridge from the far side, and Dickie woke from his snooze and hailed the boy to ask if by chance he’d come head on with a Ficklin at any point in the day.


I come on one stopped with wheel troubles this side of Boerne, not too far from here, but they’d got the rim back on and was heading on to Boerne, the boy recounted.


Dickie become excited on hearing the coach was close ahead, thinking how if we hurried we might catch up sooner than he had figured.


We crossed the creek and pulled on down the road. The heat and doggedness of the work commenced to trouble my mare and she grew damp beneath the harness. I rested her at the Small Joshua whilst Dickie complained of the resting, and then we continued, and was keeping a steady pace on a desolate spell when I spied a person afoot ahead.


Is that a lone figure up there, I asked Dickie.


He give it a squint, and replied, A lone figure indeed.


The figure was far enough off I could not make out which way it was moving. However, on dusting my spectacles, I seen it to be a man, viewed from the back, traveling the same direction as us. There was a oddness to how he walked, and a strangeness to him being there in a lonely patch of the stretch, with neither a mount nor conveyance. He did not appear to of heard our approach, and did not turn to take note of us.


He ain’t out taking a stroll here in the midst of nowhere, Dickie noted. I’m thinking he’s trouble. Let’s halt and let him move on out of our sight.


Out of our sight is exactly where I don’t want him, I said.


You got a point about that, Dickie granted.


My thought was to hail the man, as what was our options. We had either to speak to the fellow and take his measure, or follow along at a walking pace to keep him in sight, or allow him to vanish into the brush, that being the worst idea of the three, as folks that go into the brush tend to come back out with their friends.


Therefore we halted to make ourselves ready for a encounter. Dickie crawled to the back for his bag. He brought it up front and secured it under his feet, unholstered his Whitney and placed it in hand, and loaded his rifle. It was a foreign type muzzleloader called a Lorenz, and nice looking. I checked my rifle was ready across my lap, then encouraged my mare to pick up time.


One thing I noted as we come closer upon the figure, although he was yet far off, was the odd and rather wobbly hitch to his walk, as if he was taking his steps with some care whilst still trying to move at a pace. His arms was thrust out from his sides and moved up and down, as if working to keep his balance, and he appeared to be gazing down at his feet rather than out before him or side to side in the normal way of a walker.


Might he be barefoot, I said.


Dickie concurred as he might.


We pulled a bit closer and seen that this was the fact of the matter. The man had no shoes. He was picking his way on sharp rocks. He appeared to have no shirt, neither. Trousers was all that he wore. He heard our approach and turned and stared at us, standing his ground.


His whiskers is what give away who he was. They was nearly mutton chop whiskers, as I before stated, he being the character who had rode through Comfort a few hours prior in haste on a badly spent roan. Whatever become of the roan in the meantime was in question.


We hailed the man and pulled to a stop some distance off.


I know you! I called out. You was through Comfort early this morning requiring a horse to let! What might we do for you!


He looked on us, in not too friendly a fashion, and hollered at me in a hostile manner, Here you come in your wagon, driving the way I was going! I was in need of transportation hours ago and you offered me none!


You asked for a horse to ride! I answered. I have only my mare and she’s not for let. If you are in need of some help I’m willing to help you! You seem to of lost your boots and your shirt, and not even to mention your horse!


It come to me I might add he had lost his hat and his pieces as well, but seeing his angry air I thought better about it.


He spat at the ground for a answer.


Are you wanting my help, or don’t you, I said. I can take you as far as Boerne. You might find a horse there.


Tot, I will tell you what. I wished for him to forgo my offer. I had no doubt he was spiteful. He stood in that spot of the road, shed of his belt and suspenders as well as his shirt and frock coat, his pants sagging about his hips. The bowler hat he had wore was lacking, however it left its stamp on his head. One of his eyes appeared swelled and his face was beat up. He had certainly met with trouble. His arms was idle with nothing to hold, and he seemed like he might of been stripped of more than accouterments, and possibly long before now, as together with his look of being irate, he had a air of lost hopes. I believe there was something in him intended to drain the hopes of others as well, for despite my wish for him to decline my offer, he considered, and shrugged at me, and motioned me forward so he might climb into the wagon.


I drove up to where he stood and allowed him to do so. He settled hisself into the rear alongside my box of tools and looked on us with a sour face. Dickie remained at my side but turned halfway about and kept a good watch on him.


I’m headed to San Antonio, the man said. I’m in a hurry.


Boerne’s as far as I’ll take you, and that’s at my own pace, I told him. I urged the mare forward whilst the man commenced to account for hisself.


Them goddamn imposter Indians robbed me! he proclaimed. A Mexican, two whites, and one goddamned nigger freedman, he said. Yankees turned them niggers loose and look what they make of theirselves. The saddle that’s took was my grandpap’s. All four was dressed up like chiefs. How many chiefs can there be. They appeared to be nearly kids. What kind of fool would mistake that sundry bunch for Comanches. Three of them talked plain English! Plain, give me your horse, give me your shirt, give me every goddamned thing you got. The Mexican talked plain Mexican and called me Pendayho. Not a word of Indian jabber amongst the four. I think they broke one of my ribs.


It was a vulgar mouthful and enhanced my distaste for the man and regrets that we had come on him. However, the relevant question was if the kids who had robbed him might still be anywhere near.


I asked him as much, and he replied, No, they’ve took off into them hills behind.


Regardless that he was a sorry sight, he did not muster my pity. He had a right to complain of things, as he had been pretty well fleeced. I’ll grant him that much. But there’s times a man has to stand up in his own mind and appear sound and reasonable, even when things has not gone to his liking and he is picking his way barefoot on sharp rocks in the midst of no place, having been stripped down and socked about and had a time with. To the contrary, this man grumbled and griped. I disliked him.


Dickie disliked him too. I don’t recall how the quarrel that followed between them two commenced, however I believe it pertained at first to the notion, held by Dickie, that the man was a ingrate and aught to thank me for stopping to help him out. The man refused to do so, given he held me at fault for not helping him out when he come through Comfort. And whilst I cared nothing about his thanks, or want of his thanks, it become a point with Dickie. As well, the man declined to tell us his name, saying he did not owe it to us.


A row sprung up and moved on to other matters, such as the late war, the man stating he had joined up as a proper Confederate out of Grayson county up in the north part of east Texas in the ninth cavalry and seen a great amount of fighting in five different states, and got shot in the leg on a bridge, and what had Dickie done. Dickie owned as he had not fought, as he had not cared to. His brothers had got conscripted to the Confederate army when the sheriff come by their houses, which was in Arkansas and nearby each other, as they was a close tied family. But Dickie had disregarded the notice hisself, as he did not want to be bossed about. He said the ordeal was a rich man’s war and a poor man’s fight, on account of rich people was the only ones reliant on slaves, him and his family did not have any theirselves, and he did not care to take part and had gone down to Mexico to hunt treasure.


The man called him chicken hearted for going, whereupon Dickie called the man a loser for fighting, on account of his side lost. They yelled about which was worse to be.


My mare does not take to folks hollering at one another. She come to a standstill, set her ears back and would not budge. I give her a tap, and yet she refused. The man was so worked up I do not believe he noted the fact that we was no longer moving along. He snatched a hammer out of my toolbox, rose up in the back and hurled it in the direction of Dickie. It overshot Dickie and hit my mare on the back, and she let out a grunt and hove forward, upon which the man was toppled out. He fell in the road and Dickie commenced to shout at me to drive off in a hurry and leave him.


However, how could I leave a man nearly naked in the road, no matter we disliked him, and also how could I leave my hammer. It was a good horseshoe nailing hammer for which I had paid top price. Therefore I got down, got the hammer, settled my mare, and told the man to get back in the wagon. He done so peaceably, as I guess he had feared being left and also he looked woozy from the fall. He said he had hit his head and further injured his broke rib. I told him he better keep his mouth locked, and told Dickie to stay where he was on the seat, that I was doing them both favors to of put up with the ruckus they caused.


It ain’t a favor to me, Dickie proclaimed. I paid you for the ride. This man paid you nothing.


He took aim on the man with his Whitney and claimed he would give the trigger a tug if the man made a move or even spoke one word. I was not sure if he meant it or didn’t, and I suppose the man was not sure neither. He retired into a huff.


Dickie was not much for being quiet in general, and now he was stirred up besides. He commenced to regale me with tales of his hunts for treasure in Mexico whilst the war was on, as the afore conversation must of brought that subject to mind. He said there was gold down there to be had, and loads of silver. He told me of a time he spent on a journey with no company but his horse and a waterwise mule, in search of a lost town called Tayopa, in mountains in the west part of Chewawa, where there was rumored to be riches hid by priests under a church that was now gone. The riches was said to be jewels and candle holders and plates the likes of which is used in churches, as well as sixty-five pack loads of gold bars which was twenty-two carrots assay and wrapped up in cowhides. He had got hold of a chart, but did not find the town, or what might be left of it, having gone twenty or thirty miles in the wrong direction, on account of being misled by a old Mexican man he come on in the early part of the journey who lied and told him deraycha meant left and izkeerda meant right, when it was the other way around. He had got so lost in the mountains he ate horned toads to survive and would of perished of thirst if not for his waterwise mule that found him a stream.


It was a long tale he told, with a side part concerning a wife, of sorts, he once had. By the time he got finished the sun had sank low in the sky behind us and the man in the back had complained a time or two of the slow pace we was going, and of feeling like he might retch on account of his head was injured, and had dozed off. We was about three miles out from Boerne by then and nearing a wash known to be tricky, one reason being that folks had, on occasions, been held up there by thieves, on account of the slopes was steep enough to require passengers in coaches and such vehicles to take the upward inclines by foot, with what baggage they might carry, so as to lighten the load, and thus become targets.


I therefore felt uneasy on hearing shouts from down within. Dickie heard them as well and ceased talking, that we might listen. Indeed, there was shouts. I pulled the wagon out of sight into cedars, and Dickie and me left it there with the man in it, and set out to scout the situation. We laid down on our bellies as we come up to the edge of the wash.


It was a broad wash, maybe two or three hundred feet across, with a steep grade on the far side. On looking down into it we seen a peculiar picture that was at first hard to make sense of, other than mischief was being done. Down in the shade at the base was the Ficklin coach we was traveling after. It was not moving. The driver sat on a rock alongside the road with his hands on top of his head. The woman passenger, who was your mother, stood alongside him, and you alongside her. Four men was moving around and about the coach and hollering to one another and hollering at the driver to keep his hands on his head, although he did not seem to be doing otherwise.


On close study I inferred these to be the Comanche imposter kids that had robbed the man now snoozing in the back of our wagon, as two of them was white, one was darker, and one was black. Also they wore feathers. Also their faces was painted and they appeared to be young. The spent roan they had stole from the man was amongst their horses.


Dickie took in the spectacle and said, Ain’t this unwelcome.


We returned to the wagon and stirred the passenger.


I told him, Wake up. We come on your imposters. You said they was behind us, going the other direction.


He roused hisself and said, They was.


Well they fooled you, I told him. They’re down in the wash ahead, holding up a coach.


Dickie grabbed up his rifle and the Whitney, and I got hold of my rifle, and we found cover along the rim behind rocks where we was well stationed and took aim below. The traveler settled hisself in a similar manner, some ways from us, although he was no use to us without arms, nor did we want him to have any, as we did not trust him.


I admit I was jumpy, Tot. It is not every day one comes upon highway robbers. I had gone through all of my nineteen years without doing so. I had seen pickpockets and muggers and pinches and pilfers of other kinds, but not those of the highway breed, which is often known to be harsher. I could not figure how we might handle them, and Dickie did not seem to have ideas, neither. However, we was in solid agreement on one point, that being that we could not forsake a woman and child to their mercy. As well, Dickie wanted his bag.


He said, How true is your rifle.


I could see why he might ask. It is a patched piece that had a good many years of hard use already before my father traded for it. However, my father had it newly grooved and half stocked, swapped the flintlock to percussion and added a new lock and breech pin before it come down to me, when he passed, and it is a handy enough piece.


I said, It’ll do.


We lay there looking into the wash and tried to sort out our options. The imposter thieves was not doing any harm to you and your mother at that time, and I figured if we opened on them, or was seen by them, we might stir up more trouble than we could take care of.


I said, Let’s wait and see what they do. If we need to head down there we’ll start.


We watched as the thieves made theirselves busy searching the contents of mail sacks and dumping letters and other matters on the ground. Three of them hauled parcels out of the coach and down from the roof and piled them into the road whilst the one that was a Mexican kept a watch on the driver and you and your mother. The last sharp light of the sun behind us laid hard on the far side of the wash but did not touch our side. You all was in shadows below, and I could not tell much of your mother except that she wore no bonnet and looked undoubtedly in a family way, as Dickie had stated. Her dress was blue. You and her stood side by side and did not appear to have much to say about what was going on, as what could you do about it. Your hat was big for your head and looked to belong to a grown man.


Whilst Dickie and myself lay there taking things in, the robbers tossed what looked to me like a ladies’ handbag out of the boot and onto their pile. At that, Dickie commenced to breathe hard. He was on his belly, five or six feet from me, with a plain view into the wash, his barrel steadied upon a rock and his finger snug to the trigger.


That’s it there, he said. That’s my bag.


That’s a ladies’ purse, I said.


No, he said. It looks like one, but it’s my bag.


Already he had avowed he would not say what it carried, so I did not ask again. However, I could not figure how a bag that size might hold much of importance, as I had pictured it bigger. It appeared no more than five inches wide by five tall, was cinched at the top with a drawstring of some kind, and was made of a old time tapestry of a dun color.


I warned that he would stir things to a bad end if he should fire, as we was outnumbered and they had folks to take for hostage. He allowed he did not plan to shoot anybody just yet.


The imposter thieves unhitched the mules and begun to pack them with items they had got from the coach. The one who was a Negro strapped Dickie’s bag on top of a load and strove to tie the load with a shortage of rope. He hollered about how he needed more rope. One of the two white imposters said to make do, there being no more rope brought along. A argument commenced about who should of thought to bring it. This quarrel was undergoing when, of a sudden, a pack of mounted men come charging down into the wash from the far side, directly across the way from us, firing weapons and heading full tilt toward the coach. They was in bright sun that struck on that side. I counted five of them. They wore feed sacks over their heads and did not appear to of come for a good purpose. Some had feed sacks tied over their boots as well, the old trick to hide prints. They did not come down the road, but tore through the brush and cedars in a fluster of rocks knocked out of the way and birds taking off from their perches.


The imposter thieves seen them coming and taken cover in and about the coach. They drew their weapons. Your mother pulled you behind large rocks and laid down with you. The driver sought cover nearby. This all occurred in a jiffy. I did not have time to consult with Dickie nor even think what we might do but await more gunfire.


However, what come next was one of the riders heading downhill reined in and skidded down to a stop and hollered out to the others, Halt! Hold up! and such things as that, and they pulled rein of a sudden, halfway down the incline, in what appeared to be confusion. They shouted to one another about things I could not make out well on account of the feed sacks over their heads had eye holes but no mouth holes.


The one that had hollered the order to halt then drew off his feed sack and yelled down to the imposter thieves at the coach, saying, Maynard, I see that’s you down there playing like you’re a Indian! I see your horse, son! What in hell are you doing here!


A imposter that had took cover within the coach, one of the two that was white, put his head out the window, such that his head feathers was visible. He responded, What might it look like I’m doing!


Robbing a coach that’s in my wash, that’s what! the rider proclaimed. Get the hell out, and leave them mules and them bags. We’re taking them over!


It was a holdup of a holdup. I had not thought there was such a thing.


We was here first and we taken the coach! the imposter, who was Maynard, asserted from within it. You don’t own this wash! We done the work and got the bags. You might recall the tale Mama told me about the hen that done all the work. That hen gets the bread!


The rider said something akin to, Maynard, you’re a grown man! I raised you better than to call on folk tales like that. I’ll make you a deal. It’s the best one you’ll get. You load up half them bags and pick you two mules of the four, and you ride out and go play Indian west of here where it makes more sense to do so. Either that, or learn to work! This whole act is beneath what I would expect of you. You’re too old to be up to nonsense like this, and too fresh to think you can beat me out of my wash. I didn’t buy you that horse so you might use it to take my wash. And is that Josh you got with you down there! I seen his daddy in town. He’s free of that son of a bitch what owned him and he’s earning a good living. He won’t like what his son is up to. Josh, is that you!


The Negro imposter come out from where he had taken cover. He replied, Yes sir, it’s me! Don’t tell my daddy! I’ll give you my share of the bags! He then seized from off the mule the bag within reach, that by chance being Dickie’s. I do not believe he had looked in it.


I don’t want that bag you got there! the rider said. That’s a purse! That likely belongs to that woman. You all know better than to take a woman’s purse! You give that back to her.


Can we not see what’s in it first, Maynard yelled.


No! shouted the rider. We do not rob women with children! You get out of that coach, Maynard! Help that woman up from them rocks and put her and her kid in the coach where it’s safe. Lord! What have you turned out to be.


Maynard got out of the coach in a huff. He made plain by the way he moved he was mad. The feathers on his head was shaking with wrath. He went over to your mother and spoke to her, and you and her both got up. She had trouble doing so, on account of her family condition. It appeared far along. He give her a hand, then you and her went to the coach and got in it. I noted you was obedient under the circumstances, as I guess you was scared.


The rider hollered at the Negro imposter, Now you give her that purse!


The Negro taken Dickie’s bag and passed it through the window to your mother. From what I made out of the situation, she took it and did not say boo about it not being hers. Dickie give me a grin upon seeing that happen, on account of his bag was now safe in the coach with the woman. I think he could not believe his good luck.


The rider yelled down at Maynard, saying, Now, son, take your playmates, take your spoils, and get moving!


The four imposters commenced to select bags in a hostile fashion. The five riders remained on the downward slope of the wash and kept watch through their eye holes. The shadows by then was crawling their way up that slope, as the sun was sinking behind us.


Whilst this went on, the traveler we had been hauling kept some distance from us, laying down on his belly like we was, although ours was not shirtless. He stared into the wash. I figured he might be doing some wishful thinking about his stole roan and his grandpap’s saddle down there. It was a nice looking saddle. However, who ever knows a man’s thoughts. Nobody. He did not twitch a muscle. His eyes was fixed on below.


Maynard hollered up to his father, We’re keeping this roan horse we got, as we stole it fair and square! The saddle as well!


They took two of the four mules and cinched their packs. They strapped parcels onto the roan. Three of them mounted up but the Mexican did not, and commenced to argue with his companions. He appeared to hold the opinion they was all due more of the spoils and was being cheated by Maynard’s father. He become worked up and begun shouting in Spanish whilst Maynard shouted a good many oaths in English. Things was considerably heated between them.


Those on the hillside must of been somewhat warm in the feed sacks, as it is not easy to get air through eye holes. They grumbled and taken to yelling, although it was not clear what they was saying. Shortly the imposters and the riders on the slope was all hollering at each other and at one another.


I am not sure who fired the first shot. However, one shot called for another. Soon there was a number of shots fired, although I think most was into the air and intended merely to put a halt to the rest, given how nobody fell. The men on the slope rode down in their feed sacks and there was a great deal of commotion and yelling about the mules and who might take which ones, and which parcels, and what was half, or not half. The driver stayed out of the way. I wondered how you and your mother was faring within the coach. Not a peep come from the two of you, whilst the turmoil went on without.


How long the affray lasted I can’t say exactly. It seemed to go on for a time, although I think it was brief. To get to the point, it ended. The four imposter thieves come riding up the hill past us at a brisk gait with their haul, heading back in the direction of Comfort. We kept at our station, quite a few feet from the road and prone on the ground, and none of them seen us, nor seen my mare and the wagon, as those was well hid amongst cedars. Whilst this bunch was departing the one way, the other bunch rode back up the hill in the other direction, taking the sundry spoils left for them and yanking their feed sacks off for air. The stagecoach driver stood at the base and watched them all go. He now had his coach again, but no mules to pull it, no matter the load was lightened a great deal.


Dickie and myself arose from our stations and started down toward the coach, hallooing to say we was friendly and might we help out. The driver looked our way and appeared perplexed, given how I was a stranger to him and the last he had seen of Dickie was he was arrested in Comfort. Besides which, where had we come from.


Of a sudden, to our surprise, the disagreeable traveler we had fetched from the road come running afoot and skidding on rocks downward past us in haste, despite his broke rib and sundry pains and having nothing but trousers on him, not even shoes, and charged up to the door of the coach and drew it open. He then tumbled back out of it with the sound of a blast and dropped stone dead, shot in the face and instantly fallen. There he laid.


I was taken aback at how quick that happened. Here was Dickie and myself making our way downhill, and the driver looking at us, confounded at our unforeseen arrival, and the traveler prone alongside the coach and unexpectedly dead, shot from within.


I assure you I am no stranger to death, having seen it on many occasions. I once seen my own kin, of a sort, the woman who raised me, tore up by a panther and laying in shreds before me, a sight I try not to think on. I seen my own father breathe his last six years ago now, the hardest thing to make sense of. I seen eight hanged men dead on the ground and a passed man caught in the froth and churn of a current that carried him off downriver. I am accustomed to folks taking their leave of me and the world, in one way or another. Nevertheless, it startled me how sudden this man fell.


The sun was failed on the far slope by then, clear up to the rim, yet the man was plain to make out in the dusky light there at the base. He was shirtless and shoeless, wearing only the trousers, as I have before now mentioned, and he laid on his back in a weird way with one arm hung up in a patch of cactus. His face had a large hole in the forehead and was blackened by powder. It was strange to know how having his hand in the cactus would of been painful had he been vital, yet under the circumstances bothered him not at all. The reaper had come to fetch him without so much as a knock upon the door. I guess the blast was as much of a knock as the man was afforded, and whether or not he even had time to hear it I could not tell you. He was gone.


The driver looked on the body and looked on us, as if we might have a explanation about it. He seen in our faces we did not. He strode to the door of the coach and taken care about peering in, as who could say if he might likewise be hailed by a blast.


He said, Ma’am, are you all right.


I did not hear how your mother replied, or even if she did. The next I seen, Tot, was the door on the far side heave open and your mother come stumbling out, pulling you along with her. She had one hand to her face and held on to you with the other. She alighted on the ground and bent over and retched. Dickie and myself went over to see how we might help her, and the driver come around as well, but she did not want our help. She shoved her hand at us to keep away, and remained bent over and sick.


The driver inquired again if she was all right.


She whispered that she did not know the man and had not meant it to happen.


I remained nearby her and you, whilst Dickie and the driver went around the other side of the coach to look in on the body. I heard them speak on it being a grim business. Dickie told the driver how the man come to be traveling with us, and that my wagon was up the hill.


Your mother remained badly shaken. I asked how I might help her and she whispered at me, You can’t.


She appeared young to be your mother. I guessed her around my age of nineteen but figured she might be a year or so older, given as she had you.


You was perplexed. You asked her, What happen, Mama.


She come up with nothing to say.


Mama you shot somebody, you told her.


I didn’t mean to, honey, she whispered at you.


You asked was the man dead, and she nodded to own that he was.


You said, You never done that before, Mama.


She agreed she had not.


How come you done it, you asked in a puzzled fashion, but she would not take up the matter.


Don’t talk of it, honey, she said. She appeared to feel very sick.


You said, Mama, you shot his face.


Yes, honey, I know, she owned.


You said, You was quick. I didn’t see him. Can I go see him.


She shook her head and drew you against her.


You inquired of the thieves and why grown boys was dressed up like Indians, and a number of other items that was making no sense to you.


She did not answer, being shook up. She held on to you like you was all she knew in the world.


I felt sorry for her. She looked undone. She was a fairly skinny woman but for the baby. I thought her pretty despite it.


When there was no answers coming from her you ceased your questions. I couldn’t tell what you was thinking but felt I knew the manner in which you was thinking it. The forbearance in how you stood your confusion recalled me of times when I was a tot myself.


Dickie got in the coach and come out with the bag he had sought, and also the hat he had left in there on his jaunt to the privy in Comfort. It was a wool planter. He inspected the contents inside his bag and seemed to find things in order.


The driver retrieved your mother’s pistol off the floor of the coach and showed it to me and Dickie. He said he had not known she had it, as it must of been hid in the pocket of her dress. It was a small, thick, strange looking derringer, a single shot with a fat four inch barrel and a spring loading breech. It had hard rubber grips. The stamp said it was made at Connecticut Arms with a patent of 1865. I had not seen such a pistol before.


The driver said, Goddamn, it’s a Hammond Bulldog. I wonder where she got this. It’s a powerful piece. Takes a .44 rimfire.


He went over and offered it back to your mother but she refused even to look at it. Therefore he kept it for the time being. He give her and you water from his canteen.


Are you sure you don’t know the man, he pressed your mother.


She maintained she did not. The most the driver got out of her was she had not seen the man before in her life and had figured that he was one of the robbers come back to do harm. She said she had readied her pistol in case they might, and the man had then startled her.


She said, I fired without thinking.


She spoke like she was telling the truth, but I could not make sense of why she fired at all, as the man was plainly unarmed, being mostly unclothed.


It must of been nearly dark by that time, as I recall how the crickets was loud and a thread of red light laid on the west rim up top. The driver at last give up trying to get more information out of your mother, and him and me set about gathering mail strewn hither and yon. Dickie offered to bring down the wagon, and I told him all right, and he started up with his crucial bag tied at his belt. He was purely delighted to have it. He topped the road in what was left of the light up there, and soon was driving the wagon down. I found it a comfort seeing my mare coming in my direction, as she is familiar to me and things just then was hard to fathom, on grounds of knowing the body amongst us was that of a man I had spoke with, and argued with, and even conveyed along to his passing. There was no way around the plain fact that had I not come upon him, he would still of been walking the road some distance back.


On that account, as I stood there picking up mail scattered amongst the rocks, whilst dark sank on us, and death lay nearby, I felt very strange, and as I have mentioned was glad to be seeing my mare pulling my wagon down the hill and to hear the clomp of her hooves and the rattle of wagon wheels on the stony road as she come. She is a good mare and has been through a lot in my life with me.
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Dickie halted the wagon behind the coach, then him and me and the driver walked out of earshot to talk things over in the near dark. The driver allowed as he did not believe your mother’s story of the killing being a accident, and Dickie allowed as he did. Dickie said he had seen women do such rash things and thought it entirely bankable she tugged the trigger on account of being surprised and alarmed by the man running at her.


We then contemplated the question of why, as a point of fact, did the man run at her. We could not come up with a answer.


The driver and Dickie commenced to talk over what to do regarding the body.


The driver was of the opinion we might drag it off a ways and tuck it behind a rock, and go about our business, as that would offer less strife than hauling it into town and reporting the incident. He declared he would have to report the robbery but would rather not deal with a investigation into the man’s death, as he was set back already on account of the coach being disabled, the thieves having taken the brake rods and other useful parts as well as the mules. He said he would be held to account for being late with the mail no matter the circumstances, and a inquiry would only prolong the issue.


He said, When I hired on with the company, Mr Ficklin give me twenty-five cents to buy myself a rope to hang myself with, should I ever be late with the mail.


Dickie then said, All right. I agree the body might be left behind, however I think we should dig it a grave.


The driver was tetchy to that idea and said, He’s a naked son of a bitch we don’t even know. Have you any notion how long it would take us to dig him a grave. This is rock under our feet. And unless there’s tools in the back of the wagon, then we got only our hands.


I said, I got a spade in the toolbox, no shovel. However, we can’t just go off and leave a body laying about.


Dickie then proposed we could leave it but report in town what had happened, and somebody there might come the next day and retrieve it.


It’ll be ate before daylight, said the driver. There’s creatures out there licking their chops right now. My job is ferrying folks and the mail, not taking on bodies stupid enough to get shot in the face. I got passengers with tickets, and mail that’s tardy. I’ve dealt with that county marshal in Boerne on two occasions before. He’s a deadly earnest son of a bitch. He’d have more questions about this mess even than we do.


Dickie took that in and give up his scruples. He agreed we might forsake the body, as a spade would not do to dig a grave, and let creatures devour it overnight and leave nothing more than the parts to identify who it might of been. He said if by chance remains was found, or the man was reported gone missing, it would likely be the imposter Indians who was caught and held liable, as they was the ones in possession of the man’s boots and hat and other accouterments, not even to mention his horse and his grandpap’s saddle.


The more I think on it, Dickie said, the more sound this plan appears to be. Or I got a even better lie to put forth if we care to. We could report he was one of them thieves hisself, harassing the woman, and we shot him in her defense.


I will tell you what, Tot. It was a quandary for me. I did not want your mother to have to account to the law for her act, yet a body has a right to be buried and folks should tell the truth about it. As well, I figured your mother should have a say in the matter.


I said, We should ask the woman how she wants to handle the situation. Maybe she wants to go to the law and confess to what happened. She’s sick at what she done. If we leave the body, she might even state that we done so.


The driver and Dickie had not considered that thought, and suggested I talk things over with her. The driver declared he did not know her name for certain, as the waybill on which it was stated was stored in a satchel the robbers had taken, but he thought he recalled her sir name was Banes. He recalled her given name to be Nell. He recalled your name to be Henry.


Dickie said no matter your actual name, he had heard your mother call you Tot in the coach that morning.


When your mother spied me coming to talk with her she told you to stay where you was, and she come to meet me. We spoke in a quiet manner as she did not want you to hear. I noted as we talked that she was the same height as myself, being tall for a woman whilst I am a medium size for a man.


I told her we was trying to figure out what to do with the body, as we did not have much in the way of tools and a grave would be hard to dig. I said, If we convey him into town you’ll have to talk to the marshal. I think it’s the thing to do. How do you feel about it.


She was still badly shook up and said she was scared to talk to the marshal, as she did not want him asking questions of her boy, which was you, and might we see to a grave without that.


I said it was not likely we could see to a proper one.


Her hands kept on shaking. I told her the driver would have to go to the marshal to report on the robbery even if he did not mention a man being killed. If questions should be asked, then items might come to light and give the idea we was hiding things, and she could face worse trouble than telling the truth outright. I give her a chance to go back on what happened being a accident, but she would not say it was otherwise.


She said, I do want him to have a decent grave and be laid away right.


I told her it made sense to me, and we would load him up and take him along.


She said, I can’t pay for a coffin. I have my handbag here in my pocket, but there’s not much spare in it, mostly the ticket funds for our boat passage. Me and my son need to get to New Orleans.


I assured her the town of Boerne would likely provide a indigent coffin that I could shore up, if need be, as I was a carpenter and a cabinet maker. I asked did she have family we might alert of her being robbed of her things, and she replied that her family could not help her, and asked could we cover the body so you would not see it.


Yes ma’am, I told her. We can do that.


She appeared at a loss of hope, and said, What have I done.


I said, If you’re asking me, I don’t think the man was headed toward any end that would of been any kinder to him.


She took that in for a time, and said, He come out of nowhere.


He come out of the back of my wagon and down the hill, I replied, and told her how I was giving a ride to Dickie Bell when we encountered the man hobbling along afoot.


She seemed like she might have something to ask about that, but you come over to us, no matter that you’d been told not to, so we said no more at that time.


I returned to where Dickie and the driver was picking up mail in the dark and told them we was to haul the body.


They was sorry to hear that.


I got my lantern out of the wagon and it give us some light, although feeble, and we went at making things ready. There was empty mail sacks laying about, that was left by the thieves, so we got the man’s feet and legs into one, and tugged one over his head, and heaved him into the wagon. It was none of it clean work. Even shot out of a pocket pistol a .44 cartridge can blast a sizeable hole. The lifeless aspect of the body was not new to me, as I have portioned coffins correct to bodies in my line of work, but it was not altogether familiar neither, death being the hardest thing to make sense of, no matter the form it takes.


After we got the body into the wagon we went about heaping cedar branches over the shirtless middle. When we was finished, it appeared like we was hauling no more than a pile of brush and a couple of mail sacks. We had a hard time shoving the stagecoach out of the road to drive the wagon past it, the road being narrow, with rocks either side that had to be moved or got around.


I alerted your mother we was ready to go, and she brought you over, and you climbed up on the seat, and the driver give her a hand up so she might sit beside you. You asked a good many questions about the man killed, and where we was taking him, and why. Your mother replied we was going to Boerne, where he would have a nice coffin and a proper grave. She told you not to look back on him nor remark on him further.
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I should of mentioned before now that the driver went by the name Mr Pate. He was older even than Dickie, who looked to be forty at least, and he must of engaged in struggles, being scarred up and missing the ear I aforementioned. He wore spectacles like myself, though tied with a string over his head to keep them from falling, on account of the gone ear. He was a scraggy man. His hair was white and scanty. He expected I would take the reins of the wagon whilst him and Dickie would go afoot to spare the mare pulling the weight of us all. However, he appeared wore out by the ordeals of the day, and let on he had missed sleep on the previous night, having taken a extra leg of the route to stand in for a driver that went on a spree. As well, he lacked a conductor, who had been sick, and so had handled things on his own, hauling bags about and so forth. He was beat.


I therefore advised he might drive the wagon, my mare being easy to manage, and me and Dickie would go afoot. We was not more than three miles out from Boerne and it would be no hardship to us.


So Mr Pate climbed up and took the reins and we started for Boerne at a measured pace with Dickie and myself afoot alongside, or at times before and behind, depending on how tight the road was and if my mare needed me up front to talk her through the hardship, as she was played out.


You laid your head in your mother’s lap and slept most of the way. I noted she did not once turn to look on the body, but appeared to of set her sights on the moon that come up left of the road ahead.


It was a uneasy journey. The moon was half full so we had some light, but clouds at times blocked it. The loud crickets and tread of my mare and scuff of our boots and creak of the wheel I aught to of oiled was mostly what we heard the whole way. Beyond that, it was just my thoughts that continued to yammer on and on. One particular thought lodged itself in my mind and become dogged. Who ever shoots a man they just laid eyes on but half a second before, I asked myself. There was something about how that scene had played that did not appear like a accident. The aim was too dead to be wild. I have seen wild shots, and made my share as well, and none of them landed dead center of even a stump, much less of a stranger’s face. But if the man was not a stranger, who was he. I wondered about all of this, and about your mother, and you, and what the marshal might say of things, and about Dickie’s important bag and what was in it, and other questions I have had in my life and strived, to no purpose, to answer.


We traveled in this manner for some time and then come to fields at the edge of Boerne where Scotch dogs was guarding a great many sheep in the moonlight. Germans is partial to sheep, not being cattle people nor goat people, and on entering within the town we found things dark and quiet, as they tend toward being punctual people as well as sheep people, and it was late at night.


The marshal stationed in Boerne is a county marshal and not a German. His house sits next to his office and we went there. Me and Dickie and Mr Pate knocked at the door and roused him whilst your mother remained in the wagon with you, who was asleep. He was not happy to be roused, as he is not a young man, however he come fully awake at the door when Mr Pate related the stagecoach was held up back in the dry wash and we come along in a wagon bringing a dead man shot on a mishap by the woman now in the wagon. Dickie offered essentials of how the dead man run full speed at the coach in nothing but trousers, and snatched the door to gain entry, whilst your mother was within, and startled, and armed with a pistol we none of us knew she had.


The marshal then went for a lantern and come out to investigate the body. He give a nod to your mother. He took aside some of the brush and held his lantern to what there was of the man’s face, which was not a great deal. Your mother sat still and did not turn to look.


The marshal said, I have no idea who this man is. He then ordered we come inside.


I asked could me and Dickie and Mr Pate make statements on your mother’s behalf if she preferred to stay in the wagon, on account of her son, being you, Tot, was asleep. I said, We seen all that happened.


The marshal did not take to that idea. He said, I will need statements from all four of you. He inquired of your mother’s name, and she replied, Nell Banes, and he assisted her down from the wagon and took us all inside, whilst you remained asleep on the wagon seat.


Dickie and me sat on a sofa and your mother sat in a chair near a window so she might keep a eye on you in the wagon, as she feared you might wake and not find her. The marshal set his lantern in the midst of us and took a hard look at our faces.


Mr Pate give a full description of the imposters and their attire. We stated that one of them went by the name Maynard and was quite young, one was a young Negro called Josh by Maynard’s father who was likewise a thief but of a band of older men that come from another direction. We did not know the names of the other two imposters, nor anything about them, other than one was white and one was Mexican and both was dressed like they was trying to look like Indians. Nor could we give much information in the way of Maynard’s father nor his cohorts, as we did not see much of them on account of their heads was in feed sacks.


The marshal asked to see the waybill and what parcels was listed, and Mr Pate stated the waybill remained in his satchel, which was stole, however he recalled one carton was labeled Comanche Skull and dispatched from a surgeon at Fort Concho to go to the United States Army Medical Museum in Washington, D.C.


It was a lot for the marshal to sort out. Your mother did not offer much in the way of statements, except to agree how what we had told of events was true and to say she was traveling to San Antonio in route to Indianola, and there she planned on boarding a steamer to New Orleans where she intended to live with her cousin.


The marshal asked where her husband might be. She said he had gone broke from the war and run off and left her to raise their son and the baby yet to be born, that being the reason she was leaving Texas. On further questions she maintained that she had not meant to shoot the man she had shot, and did not know who he was. She was plainly scared and badly troubled and mostly looked out the window to see you remained asleep on the wagon seat.


The marshal said he would take all matters in hand and send parties at daylight to hunt the thieves. He instructed we deliver the body to the undertaker in the morning, and pronounced he did not intend to charge Nell Banes with a crime. We was all of us eased to hear that, your mother especially.


We returned to the wagon and went to the Reed House for lodging. It is a stone house on the Cibolo with a nice porch and a wagon yard with holding pens for cattle headed for trails up north. I had laid eyes on it before but never been in it. We woke Mr Reed with the bell and he come out. He called Mr Pate by name, as they had spoke on other occasions, the yard being also the stage livery. He said two of the four rooms was taken and your mother might have the third free of charge on account of her condition. We would have to pay for the remaining room if we should want it.


Dickie claimed he wanted it and could pay. However, Mr Pate declared he would take it hisself, as Ficklin did daily business with Mr Reed and the charge could be billed.


The notion that Dickie would cheat me struck at my pride, and I maintained as the room should be mine, as I had drove a fair bargain with him to pay my room and board as well as my wages.


Therefore it was decided we would three of us share the room. Mr Reed disliked the idea and said wranglers and drovers would treat his rooms like a bunkhouse if he allowed more than two sharing. But he give in, seeing as we had gone through a hard day. He told us to wash up down at the creek, as he did not want to haul water so late in the night for any room but your mother’s. As well, he did not want our wagon parked out front with a body in it, and did not want the body brought in, having no proper place for it but laid out on the dining table, where he did not care to put it, considering its condition of having been shot in the face and him having guests.


Mr Pate therefore agreed Ficklin would pay for the wagon’s overnight stay in the wagon yard and assured Mr Reed the body was well covered and he figured would be all right until morning.


Dickie granted he would give over the charge for feed, as that was the deal he’d cut with me before starting out, and he was too tired to argue about it.


Mr Reed then pointed Dickie and Mr Pate to the creek and said he would put out food on the table inside for when they was back, as well as take food to your mother’s room when she was settled. He and myself went to the wagon, and your mother give you into my arms, as you was asleep. She looked done in.


The event of her giving you down to me stuck in my mind, as I am not of a large family and there is no children much in my life these days. I liked how she trusted me to carry you.
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I laid you on the bed in the room Mr Reed said your mother should stay in, went out and brought in the mail, as I had told Mr Pate I would do so, then drove the wagon around to the yard and turned my mare loose in the pen with feed and hay. There was no cattle there, only a couple of horses in need of shooing off whilst my mare ate her fill. I ensured the deceased body was well covered by brush and collected my satchel and rifle. By the time I got down to the creek to join Dickie and Mr Pate, they was already washed and gone to the house. The creek was narrow at the bend and the banks was crowded with large cypress, their knees three and four feet out of the water. After a good dunk I sat on the bank and listened to frogs having their say and owls hooting to one another.


When I got back to the house I ate and went to the room and found Dickie and Mr Pate hogging the bed. Mr Pate was sound out. Dickie looked improved from his time in the creek and had got his vital bag of the secret contents tied at his side for safe keeping. He was picking his nails with a folding knife and complaining he had a bad tooth. I laid on the floor with a quilt over my head so I would not have to listen. At some point Dickie ceased talking and I fell asleep.


Some while later I awoke to the noise of dogs in the wagon yard, and it come to me they would sniff out the body. I dressed in haste and went out and found a pack of three prowling about the wagon and run them off, then laid on the wagon seat, knowing they might be back. I could not sleep there, and after a while climbed down beneath to make myself as easy as possible on the ground.


I believe I might of slept longer than I thought, as I awoke from a dark dream overcome by a sense of deep dread. The dream was not of things I could name nor figure, and what I recalled of it on waking was a blackness that rolled about me and a anxious desperate need for air. It seemed as if the body laying above me had shed a portion of death upon me through the floor of the wagon. I had a powerful feeling of things being lost from me, and over with, as if all the scanty patches of wisdom I had gathered up in my life, and the scanty terms I had come to in my trials to feel peace about things in my past that was gone and things in my life that was missing, and the scanty portions of knowledge I had learned from within books, of how I might live and do right, was all just pennies put in a jar and spilled out and emptied, and what did I have to count on now.


And whilst these frightening feelings come from the dream, I perceived a change also in my surrounds. I was laying upon my side, my head upon my arm, my spectacles laid safe alongside me. Before me was the same items as when I closed my eyes, that being the wagon yard, mostly empty, and my mare in the fenced pen a few yards off from me. My vision was not entirely clear, on account of not wearing the spectacles, but I made out these things remained mostly as they was when I went to sleep.


The one difference I noted was that my mare no longer dozed, but rather had her head over the fence and appeared to be gazing in my direction. I figured she would not be regarding me in particular, as I would be hard to make out in the dark under the wagon, and therefore she must have her eyes on some other thing or person.


On that account, I took care whilst turning over to have a look. And when I turned, what I seen alongside the wagon, down at my level, was your mother’s shoes from under the hem of her dress. It was plain from where they was lodged that your mother stood looking upon the body. I noted the dress was frayed and more faded than I had thought, or maybe the shine of the moon deadened the color. I awaited some movement of the shoes, and wondered if I might be dreaming, as who can ever stand that still, and make not a sound, and move not a inch, whilst beholding a dead body. And who would ever do so.


I can’t figure how long your mother stood alongside the wagon in that manner, as I have no knowledge how long she might of stood there before I come up out of the dream, but there was a strangeness about the amount of time it went on, like she was keeping a vigil or awaiting something to happen.
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