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CHAPTER ONE





  Rebecca sat on her porch patiently awaiting the return of Bella. She watched as Doctor Waters and his sons decorated the front of his home across the street in red, white, and blue bunting in preparation for the Fourth of July celebration later in the week. With her brothers and father away fighting in the Confederate States Army, the holiday did not hold the same meaning for her as it did in the past. In her small town, the celebration of the birth of the United States no longer brought neighbors together but instead divided them.




  Only pro-Union people celebrated the holiday these days. The picnics and fireworks were events that she was no longer able to attend even if she had desired to, which she did not. If she were to show up at any of the scheduled holiday activities, she would be shunned by some and castigated by others. Her pro-southern friends and family would label her as a black Republican and traitor to the Cause and her Unionist neighbors would snub her.




  People she had known all her life would no longer speak to her or greet her in passing on the street because her father and brothers were away fighting for Southern independence. The local business community detested all known southern sympathizers. It was only due to the kindness of Mr. Kantz, the local grocer, that she was able to buy the necessities of life. Mr. Kantz was a German fellow who had known her all her life. He was one of the few people in town that had not turned against any of the people whose relatives were now involved in open rebellion against the Federal authority in Washington.




  While she sat waiting, she fanned herself with one of Tom’s infrequent letters and watched a group of happy Union soldiers involved in horseplay. The town always seemed to be filled with soldiers these days. It was not even noon and already the heat was stifling Bella had left the house earlier in the morning in anticipation of the steamboats arrival from St. Louis. Today was the day that it would be arriving with mail and Rebecca hoped that it would arrive with a letter or letters from Tom.




  She had not received a letter from him in some time. The interval between the times he posted a letter and the time she received one would often be months. It was not an inordinate amount of time, considering the route the letter traveled which was quite considerable. Tom sent all of his correspondence to Bella's stepbrother in Richmond. He, in turn, had a friend whose sister was able to post the letter in Baltimore. Even though the country was divided on major issues, it appeared that the Post Office was not. Rebecca’s town was in Union hands so if she mailed a letter addressed to Tom, more often than not, it would find him. She would mail the letter to Baltimore and the circle would work backwards and Tom would eventually receive her mail. It was time consuming, but it worked.




  Rebecca truly enjoyed Bella’s company. It had not taken any time at all for her to like her. She had appeared at her door one day with the first letter from Tom. Bella had traveled all the way from the Indian Nations to deliver it in person. In the letter, which was dated a month after the fall of Fort Sumter, Tom had recounted to her the terrible series of events that had transpired to them in Kansas. He told of the deaths of Cecil Gordon and Ted Doudlass, something he obviously felt very guilty about. He made no excuses for himself. In the letter, he made it clear that he was writing to insure that Ted and Cecil’s families should know of their deaths. Bella also spoke in length of the tragic circumstances of that day. She spoke in great detail and omitted nothing, even referring to Tom and Huck as those two stupid boys as well as telling of the unwanted advances of her former employer, Henry Cadimus Fowler towards her.




  She had wanted nothing in return from Rebecca and was preparing to leave when Rebecca insisted that she spend the night. That had been three years ago. Since that time, Bella had often written to Bella’s stepbrother in Richmond as well as Bella’s stepfather, Reverend Harvey. Bella had gotten a job working for Doctor Waters while she taught school every day, excluding of course, the summer months and harvest time. They shared expenses and had become very close.




  Rebecca had found the added income that Bella provided very helpful and her supportive company relieved her loneliness. She had not received a letter from her father and brothers in nearly two years, although a local boy, the brother of Cecil Gordon, had told her that they were all right. He rode with the rebel guerilla leader, William Clarke Quantrill, and he had it on good authority that they were at Vicksburg, Mississippi. Since this area of her home state was now fully in Federal control, she had not seen him in months, either. All she knew that Vicksburg was surrounded by Federal forces and the local newspaper related stories everyday about its imminent collapse.




  Bella had been gone a long time. The soldiers in town had single-handedly taken it upon themselves to escort Bella to the post office down near the wharf. The blue uniformed boys would wait for her across the street, seemingly engaged in a lively banter with Doctor Waters. When they spotted her leaving, they would take up an escort and by the time she arrived home, she would have been walked and talked to for many a mile by the love stricken soldier boys. Bella was a beautiful woman although she didn’t seem to understand this. She never spoke a word to the soldiers and it was rumored among them that she was a mute. Their attention angered her, yet she remained tight-lipped in their company. The faces of the young soldiers were forever changing as they were shifted or transferred from one place to another so that none of them ever found out that she could speak.




  Rebecca wiped the sweat from her brow. She stood and pushed the door open. Her father had made an ice shed in the basement and earlier she had made a trip down there and had broken off a large chunk of ice in which to make a pitcher of fresh lemonade. She walked into the kitchen with the intention of getting a cooling drink when she heard the door slam shut. She stopped and reached for a glass in the cupboard. Bella was back.




  “I was just going to get a drink, Bella. I will fix you one; I will bet you that you could use one. Any mail?”




  There was no response. Rebecca became curious and placed the glass on the table.




  “Bella?” she said cheerily.




  She turned around and walked towards the parlor and when she cleared the corner, she froze. A dirty man with an eye patch holding a pistol was in her front room peering from behind the curtain out at the street. He was covered in dust and his large mustache and beard completely covered his face.




  “What in God’s name do you think you’re doing in my home.” Her fear rose as he simply stood silently and looked at her with his one good eye. Panic began to grip her.




  “Rebecca, its me. I don’t rightly fault you with not recognizin’ me. I have changed quite a bit,” the strange man said grinning. Her mind swam away from her and she felt faint. There was something familiar about the man.




  “Rebecca, I ain’t any ghostie or haint It’s me, Ted Doudlass.”




  “But you’re supposed to be dead.” Her hand flew to her mouth. Her fingers tingled and she became dizzy.




  “Well I ain’t, not by a damned sight.”




  Rebecca reached for chair and flopped into it. She placed her hand over her wildly beating heart as Ted sat down on the couch next to you.




  “Rebecca, are you all right? You look a little flushed. Let me git you a drink.”




  “There’s lemonade with ice. In the kitchen Fix yourself one as well. I was going to get Bella one and.. Ted, everyone thinks that that wicked man out in Leavenworth killed you. Your family…everyone thinks that you’re dead.”




  Ted walked into the kitchen as Rebecca tried to regain her composure. She heard him filling the glasses and he returned a moment later. She took the glass and pulled a chunk of ice from it and began to rub her temples with it. Ted examined the ice in his glass and then began to gulp down his drink. He wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve.




  “Don’t tell anyone you seen me. It’s better off for my family that everybody thinks I’m dead. The Yankees will leave them alone. I fight with Quantrill. The Yankees treat our kin bad. They let a buildin’ fall on top of some women that were kin of some of the fellas I ride with. They were crushed to death in it. I don’t want anything of the likes to happen to maw or paw. Promise me.”




  “Of course,” she said.




  “How are they?” he asked.




  “They are just fine. Tell me what happened, Ted.” He removed his filthy jacket and walked over to the window and looked out of it nervously.




  “I guess the place to begin with is Kansas. I don’t remember everything; it’s all kinda’ hazy. I understand that Cecil Gordon was kilt, but Tom and Huck got away. Alex Gordon tolt me that he writes to you?”




  “After they thought that fellow Fowler had killed you, they managed to escape. They rode out to the Indian nations where the father of the woman that had helped them to get out of the hotel, a Reverend Harvey, befriended them. From there, he managed to secure them passage on a boat that was leaving New Orleans headed to San Francisco. You remember, that’s all Tom used to talk about. Anyway, the captain’ received a wire telling him that his wife had taken ill just as they were leaving, and the captain took the ship and left for Norfolk. When the boys got there, they were stranded. Shortly after, the war broke out and they joined up. Tom wrote that that it was the only thing that had kept them from starving.”




  Ted returned and sat down.




  “I remember that they caught me and took me back to that fella Fowler’s house. They beat the daylights out’n me, even broke my fingers. I tolt them everything.” He breathed deeply. I’m responsible fer getting Cecil kilt. It’s somethin’ that I’ll take to my grave.” He paused a moment.




  “Rebecca, they beat me like some kinda animal. This big harelipped fella named Pete, I remember, was good with his hands and knew where to hit you where it hurt the most. He nearly punched the life out of me. That’s all I remember. I woke up a day later half froze an’ in the back of a wagon with a hole in me so big that when the wind blew it whistled right through me, I swear. I was more dead than alive. What happened was this farmer seen them shoot me an’ durin’ all the shootin’, slipped me out of there an’ hid me under some hay in a wagon. That farmer was no friend of Henry Fowler. He later tolt me the reason why I didn’t bleed to death was that the blood had frozen around the bullet hole. Fowler had shot me an’ left me fer dead an’ some old farmer what was sound on the goose took me into his home and brought me back to health. I was in an’ out fer a month. If that farmer hadn’t picked me up, threw me onto his shoulder and hid me in the wagon and done what he did, I would not be here sittin’ with you havin’ this here conversation.”




  “Why are you home. You must realize that the Yankees know that you fight for the South. This town is full of Union soldiers. They will surely hang you if you are found here,” Rebecca said.




  “The less you know, the better it will be for you, just in case somethin’ was to go wrong. The reason that I ducked into here was that I seen an Injun woman that was at Fowlers house the day he shot me. I didn’t want to get spotted by her and I ducked in here. I didn’t even know if you still lived here or not, but I couldn't afford to get seen by her.”




  “You must have seen Bella. She is the woman that I spoke about. It was she that helped Huck and Tom escape. She ran away from that evil man shortly after.”




  “You mean she ain’t with Fowler?”




  “No. In fact, she lives with me. Bella stays here with me. She can be trusted. Her step father is the one who had helped them.”




  “It is a small world,” Ted said. “That is a relief.”




  “Here, give me your glass. I will refreshen it.” She walked into the kitchen and prepared the drinks. As she carefully poured each one, she suddenly heard the front door open. She immediately recognized Bella’s voice.




  “I know who you are,” Bella said. “You are the boy that Henry made dead many years ago. I never forget faces even if you are a dead boy spirit. Have you come to make me bad medicine because I could not save you from Fowler, evil dead boy spirit? I could not save you, evil dead boy spirit, but I did save the stupid boys.”




  “Lady, please put that gun down. It jest may go off. You don’t want to send me to the Almighty. We are all friends here.”




  “Quiet, evil dead boy spirit. You want revenge because I could not save you. What evil have you done to Rebecca who is good? Tell me, or I will shoot you.”




  Rebecca nearly dropped the pitcher. She ran into the parlor. Ted’s hands were both high in the air. Bella had a Colt revolver pointed at his nose.




  “Bella, “ Rebecca said slowly and calmly, “Please, put the gun down. This is Ted Doudlass, a friend of mine. We have known each other since we were children. He is no spirit at all. He is flesh and blood.”




  “I sure as hell am. Look.” Ted pulled his shirt back over his head and turned around to show Bella his back. There was an indent in his back that one could place a stack of silver dollars in. He turned around and exposed an exit wound that was slighter larger.




  “See. It went clean through,” he said. “It took a couple of ribs with it and a hunk of my lung, but other than that it didn’t hit much of anythin’ valuable though I might add that I don’t ever want another one of the likes. This here is plenty enough. I ain’t no spook, lady. I ain’t no evil dead boy spirit.”




  “You lie many much to me, trickster. You forget that I know Fowler dead you.” She pulled back the hammer of the pistol and her finger tightened on the trigger. Her eyes were coal black and they sent a shiver up Ted’s spine.




  “Rebecca, do somethin’. I do believe she is gonna test her theory about whether I am flesh an’ blood by sendin’ a bullet through my melon.”




  Rebecca was frantic. She knew Ted was in serious danger.




  “Wait! Don’t shoot. I can prove to you that he is no dead boy spirit. Remember after Tom and Huck escaped..Got away? Remember that you told me that Henry was angry that the boy that he had shot had gotten away as well. That’s because he wasn’t dead. He was just hurt. Badly. He is no trickster. He is a friend of mine,” Rebecca pleaded, “Please put the gun down.”




  Bella looked at Rebecca with doubt. Ted stared at the pistol as Bella’s hand tightened on the trigger.




  “Remember, you said yourself that Henry was angry after the shoot out that everyone had gotten away. Remember how you told me that when you shot into the yard that they all charged the house together? Remember that you said that you crawled out the basement window and then walked through the front door after Henry found the Hotel empty?”




  “I walked through the front door like nothing happened. Henry told me that I was in much danger. Later, he was much mad because he couldn’t find the dead boy. But I know that Henry had dead you, trickster, because when Henry deads a man, they stay dead.”




  “Bella is everything an always?” Rebecca asked.




  “No.You say then, that Henry thought he made this boy dead but he did not dead him?”




  “Exactly. He was simply shot very badly..Almost dead, but not quite. A farmer rescued him and nursed him back to health. Do you understand?”




  “Then you only had a half foot in the spirit world. You are a half dead boy spirit. I have seen many much full dead spirits before and they can be powerful. A real pain in the ass if you are not careful. You can only make half bad medicine. You are not much.” She grinned at Ted. “Henry would be very much angry to know this, that you are not dead. It would frost his ass.” Bella placed the hammer of the pistol in a safe position and stuck it into her waistband. She pulled her shirt over it and walked to the table.




  “No letters from the boat man today. Do you have a frosty drink?” Bella asked. Ted was relieved that the gun had been put away. He still held his shirt up near his chin.




  “I will get us all a cool drink. I think we all could use one. Excuse me, Ted,” Rebecca said. Bella stared at the healed wound.




  “I had a friend, he was shot the same day that you were. In the hotel he was shot many much times. He lived but he was in bed for almost a year. I tended to him. He was a good man. When he was well he got the wagon and went to Lehigh’s hotel. The same one that he got many much shot to hell in. He said he needed to get out and mix with people. I told him not to go. He went anyway. They say he got drunk and fell out of the wagon, they say that it ran over his neck. He died. But I believe that Lehigh made him dead by having Pete break his neck. I ran away right after I heard. He must have gotten drunk and talked too much.”




  “Sorry to hear that,” Ted said sympathetically.




  “Not as sorry as old Joshua was. He was not that old, he just looked it.”




  Rebecca returned with a pitcher of lemonade. She pulled three glasses out of her apron pockets. She handed out the glasses, first to Ted and then Bella. She picked up the pitcher and carefully began pouring the drinks.




  “You were stupid boys. You came to take money from Henry Fowler to go to California and take gold from the ground. You did not know that Henry Fowler is a man who takes money from people and then takes their lives and puts them in the ground. Henry’s wife was many much rich. She died. She fell off her horse and broke her head. This is what Henry said. I do not believe it. I believe Henry broke her head. She died. I will not miss her because she was a bad person.” Bella sipped on her glass of lemonade.




  “Henry is a bad man. He finds it much easy to dead people and takes their money than take gold from the ground. People are gold to Henry. If you have many much money, Henry will dead you and take it. He has made dead nearly everyone that had money. He gets away with it because he knows how. He gives other people like him some of the money, other people in power. That is why no one can get him. He has the Army and the law in his back pocket. I knew you stupid boys did not know this when you came into town. When they beat you and made you talk, I thought they would hang you as fast as they could. You are many much lucky they didn’t. If you had dead Henry, all of his friends would have tracked you down. They would have much angry against you for making dead a man that made them many much money. Henry has taken much but Henry has given much.”




  Ted drank in Bella’s amazing good looks and decided that she was possibly the most beautiful woman that he had ever seen. She had a funny way of turning a phrase and sounded like a muleskinner but besides these flaws she was stunning. Her brown skin was perfectly smooth. There was not a fault or blemish that he could detect. He studied her features. Her eyes were sparkling pools of magic and her raven black hair fell spilling off of her shoulders to land below her knees.




  “Henry looked all over for your friends but I had them in a safe place. I had them go to my father’s home in the Nations. Henry knows no one there and could be made dead like any man there. Why do you come here? There are many much blue soldiers here. You must know that if they find you, they will dead you on Main street.”




  “You know, that’s somethin best not be talked about. Let me tell you, when I saw you, I thought Henry had to be here. I figured the jig was up, that’s why I ducked in here. Anyway, I’m not all that concerned. The eye-patch is convincing enough. I tell anybody what asks that I got my eye shot out fightin’ the rebels at Pea Ridge. I’m an invalid out of Federal service is my story. The eye patch is real. I lost my eye about a year ago fight’n the Yankees.”




  “If you stay around here, you will lose many much more than an eye,” Bella said. There had been no intended acerbity in her remark. She was being honest. The white men’s war was an enigma to her, so convoluted to her that merely thinking about it made her feel addled.




  “You white people kill each other. You have known each other. You all went to the same schoolhouse and the white church. You all were born by the same white medicine man, Doctor Waters, but you make each other dead with no more care than shooting the fox that comes to take the fat red hen. The blue soldiers say they fight for freedom. You gray soldiers say the same thing. Is this something you cannot share? Why don’t you find out what this freedom is and cut it in two and share. Even little children share.”




  “It is not as simple as that,” Ted replied. “I have no choice, never did.” He rubbed his hand over his hairy face.




  “I did not plan on living the life that I lead. It was forced on me. It has been rammed down my throat and no one ever asked me if I liked the flavor. This life I got, It’s the only one I got. I learned this layin’ in a bed fer almost six months. Until someone kin show me some way better, I guess I’ll keep on doin’ what I gotta do to stay above the ground. It ain’t easy.”




  Rebecca nodded her head in agreement.




  “There has been so much killing. It seems like it will never end,” she said.




  “I would like nothin better than to sit down in the town I was born’d in, right here in the company of friends and family and rest like some little old boy. The way it stands though, I can’t because somebody will slip up on me an’ put a ball through my head an’ that’s a sad fact.”




  “When will all the dead making stop?” Bella asked.




  “When the war is over. When all the old scores are settled. Wars don’t last forever. They got to end sometime. Somebody will win and somebody will lose. When that happens, the killin’ will stop.”




  “You think wars stop but this is not so. My people have been in a war with the Mexican soldiers for so many years, the number is too big to say. The Mexican soldiers killed my mother, father, uncles, aunts, brothers and sisters and all of my people. They still do. I tell you a little story. The man in the Indian Nations where I hid your friends was not my real father. He was a Texas Ranger. He told me that all of my people had been lined up and made dead. My people are Navaho. They lived on the land for as long as there is memory of things. These Mexican soldiers made dead everyone, the old and the young. He was sent to punish the Mexican soldiers. He said they followed their sign, the sign of the Mexican horse soldiers and made them all dead. They showed them no mercy. He said they decorated the lances of the Mexican soldiers with their heads and left them as a warning. When he returned to the Navaho village, my people’s village, he said he found me under a pile of dead people. He brought me home and raised me as his child. He was a good man that had been made sick by making dead all those Mexican soldiers so he gave up making people dead. He put away his guns, forever. He gave up war as a young man puts away his toys and says that he is no longer a boy but a man. He became a minister man and preaches the word of the risen Christ. The only way to make no war is for you to stop making dead people. If you believe all wars end because they end, then you are not so bright, half-dead boy. I am hungry. I will pick many much green beans. Are you eating with us?”




  “Of course he will,’ Rebecca said quickly.




  “I will wring a fat hen’s neck. We shall eat well. You look like you could use a good something nice to eat. You are a bony looking man. You look like you could play your ribcage like a washboard in a jug band." Bella left without saying anymore leaving Ted smiling.




  “Is she always so direct?”




  “Her honesty and simplicity has endeared her to me. I have never met anyone so open and frank before in all of my life. She phrases things a bit oddly, did you notice?”




  “Yes, particularly when she had her gun to the tip of my nose and was callin’ me an evil dead boy spirit. I caught that right away.”




  They both broke out in laughter.




  “Her father, a most delightful man, wanted her to live in both worlds. I will always stay in touch with him. Bella never learned to read and she really loves for me to read his letters to her. He is a gentle man of God. He wrote to me saying that Bella can speak Navaho, Cherokee, and Spanish. In the summer months, Bella would travel to a Cherokee family and they spoke very limited English. Mr. Harvey wanted to imbue her with a sense of her Indianess. They taught her to respect the old ways. She is very serious when she told you about seeing ghosts. She believes everything has a spirit. Even a rock or a tree or a stream of water.”




  “Do you think she would have shot me?”




  “Most assuredly. If I had not come running, I am sure she would have. Perhaps not to kill you, but possibly to disable you.”




  “That’s comforting to know,’ Ted replied. Ted rose and walked over to the window. He snuck a look out into the street.




  “I hate to run, Rebecca, but I’ve stayed too long as it is. I got somethin’ to do an’ the lives of people depend on me getting’ it done.”




  “Please, Ted. Stay for dinner at least.”




  “I would love to, but I ain’t got a choice. There ain’t no way out. But you tell Tom an’ Huck when you write to them that you seen me.” He walked towards the door and put his coat back on. He opened the door and doffed his hat.




  “Thanks fer everything, Rebecca. That cool drink was a breadth of fresh air.” He looked about the house recalling memories of happier times.




  “Like a breadth of fresh air, indeedy. I will see you again. Take care, Becky.” She watched him as he passed through the door and down the steps. He turned towards the river and soon was out of sight.




  Bella looked at Rebecca with doubt. Ted stared at the pistol as Bella’s hand tightened on the trigger.




  “Remember, you said yourself that Henry was angry after the shoot out that everyone had gotten away. Remember how you told me that when you shot into the yard that they all charged the house together? Remember that you said that you crawled out the basement window and then walked through the front door after Henry found the Hotel empty?”




  “I walked through the front door like nothing happened. Henry told me that I was in much danger. Later, he was much mad because he couldn’t find the dead boy. But I know that Henry had dead you, trickster, because when Henry deads a man, they stay dead.”




  “Bella is everything an always?” Rebecca asked.




  “No. You say then, that Henry thought he made this boy dead but he did not dead him?”




  “Exactly. He was simply shot very badly..Almost dead, but not quite. A farmer rescued him and nursed him back to health. Do you understand?”




  “Then you only had a half foot in the spirit world. You are a half dead boy spirit. I have seen many much full dead spirits before and they can be powerful. A real pain in the ass if you are not careful. You can only make half bad medicine. You are not much.” She grinned at Ted. “Henry would be very much angry to know this, that you are not dead. It would frost his ass.” Bella placed the hammer of the pistol in a safe position and stuck it into her waistband. She pulled her shirt over it and walked to the table.




  “No letters from the boat man today. Do you have a frosty drink?” Bella asked. Ted was relieved that the gun had been put away. He still held his shirt up near his chin.




  “I will get us all a cool drink. I think we all could use one. Excuse me, Ted,” Rebecca said. Bella stared at the healed wound.




  “I had a friend, he was shot the same day that you were. In the hotel he was shot many much times. He lived but he was in bed for almost a year. I tended to him. He was a good man. When he was well he got the wagon and went to Lehigh’s hotel. The same one that he got many much shot to hell in. He said he needed to get out and mix with people. I told him not to go. He went anyway. They say he got drunk and fell out of the wagon, they say that it ran over his neck. He died. But I believe that Lehigh made him dead by having Pete break his neck. I ran away right after I heard. He must have gotten drunk and talked too much.”




  “Sorry to hear that,” Ted said sympathetically.




  “Not as sorry as old Joshua was. He was not that old, he just looked it.”




  Rebecca returned with a pitcher of lemonade. She pulled three glasses out of her apron pockets. She handed out the glasses, first to Ted and then Bella. She picked up the pitcher and carefully began pouring the drinks.




  “You were stupid boys. You came to take money from Henry Fowler to go to California and take gold from the ground. You did not know that Henry Fowler is a man who takes money from people and then takes their lives and puts them in the ground. Henry’s wife was many much rich. She died. She fell off her horse and broke her head. This is what Henry said. I do not believe it. I believe Henry broke her head. She died. I will not miss her because she was a bad person.” Bella sipped on her glass of lemonade.




  “Henry is a bad man. He finds it much easy to dead people and takes their money than take gold from the ground. People are gold to Henry. If you have many much money, Henry will dead you and take it. He has made dead nearly everyone that had money. He gets away with it because he knows how. He gives other people like him some of the money, other people in power. That is why no one can get him. He has the Army and the law in his back pocket. I knew you stupid boys did not know this when you came into town. When they beat you and made you talk, I thought they would hang you as fast as they could. You are many much lucky they didn’t. If you had dead Henry, all of his friends would have tracked you down. They would have much angry against you for making dead a man that made them many much money. Henry has taken much but Henry has given much.”




  Ted drank in Bella’s amazing good looks and decided that she was possibly the most beautiful woman that he had ever seen. She had a funny way of turning a phrase and sounded like a muleskinner but besides these flaws she was stunning. Her brown skin was perfectly smooth. There was not a fault or blemish that he could detect. He studied her features. Her eyes were sparkling pools of magic and her raven black hair fell spilling off of her shoulders to land below her knees.




  “Henry looked all over for your friends but I had them in a safe place. I had them go to my father’s home in the Nations. Henry knows no one there and could be made dead like any man there. Why do you come here? There are many much blue soldiers here. You must know that if they find you, they will dead you on Main street.”




  “You know, that’s somethin best not be talked about. Let me tell you, when I saw you, I thought Henry had to be here. I figured the jig was up, that’s why I ducked in here. Anyway, I’m not all that concerned. The eye-patch is convincing enough. I tell anybody what asks that I got my eye shot out fightin’ the rebels at Pea Ridge. I’m an invalid out of Federal service is my story. The eye patch is real. I lost my eye about a year ago fight’n the Yankees.”




  “If you stay around here, you will lose many much more than an eye,” Bella said. There had been no intended acerbity in her remark. She was being honest. The white men’s war was an enigma to her, so convoluted to her that merely thinking about it made her feel addled.




  “You white people kill each other. You have known each other. You all went to the same schoolhouse and the white church. You all were born by the same white medicine man, Doctor Waters, but you make each other dead with no more care than shooting the fox that comes to take the fat red hen. The blue soldiers say they fight for freedom. You gray soldiers say the same thing. Is this something you cannot share? Why don’t you find out what this freedom is and cut it in two and share. Even little children share.”




  “It is not as simple as that,” Ted replied. “I have no choice, never did.” He rubbed his hand over his hairy face.




  “I did not plan on living the life that I lead. It was forced on me. It has been rammed down my throat and no one ever asked me if I liked the flavor. This life I got, it’s the only one I got. I learned this layin’ in a bed fer almost six months. Until someone kin show me some way better, I guess I’ll keep on doin’ what I gotta do to stay above the ground. It ain’t easy.”




  Rebecca nodded her head in agreement.




  “There has been so much killing. It seems like it will never end,” she said.




  “I would like nothin better than to sit down in the town I was born’d in, right here in the company of friends and family and rest like some little old boy. The way it stands though, I can’t because somebody will slip up on me an’ put a ball through my head an’ that’s a sad fact.”




  “When will all the dead making stop?” Bella asked.




  “When the war is over. When all the old scores are settled. Wars don’t last forever. They got to end sometime. Somebody will win and somebody will lose. When that happens, the killin’ will stop.”




  “You think wars stop but this is not so. My people have been in a war with the Mexican soldiers for so many years, the number is too big to say. The Mexican soldiers killed my mother, father, uncles, aunts, brothers and sisters and all of my people. They still do. I tell you a little story. The man in the Indian Nations where I hid your friends was not my real father. He was a Texas Ranger. He told me that all of my people had been lined up and made dead. My people are Navaho. They lived on the land for as long as there is memory of things. These Mexican soldiers made dead everyone, the old and the young. He was sent to punish the Mexican soldiers. He said they followed their sign, the sign of the Mexican horse soldiers and made them all dead. They showed them no mercy. He said they decorated the lances of the Mexican soldiers with their heads and left them as a warning. When he returned to the Navaho village, my people’s village, he said he found me under a pile of dead people. He brought me home and raised me as his child. He was a good man that had been made sick by making dead all those Mexican soldiers so he gave up making people dead. He put away his guns, forever. He gave up war as a young man puts away his toys and says that he is no longer a boy but a man. He became a minister man and preaches the word of the risen Christ. The only way to make no war is for you to stop making dead people. If you believe all wars end because they end, then you are not so bright, half-dead boy. I am hungry. I will pick many much green beans. Are you eating with us?”




  “Of course he will,’ Rebecca said quickly.




  “I will wring a fat hen’s neck. We shall eat well. You look like you could use a good something nice to eat. You are a bony looking man. You look like you could play your ribcage like a washboard in a jug band." Bella left without saying anymore leaving Ted smiling.




  “Is she always so direct?”




  “Her honesty and simplicity has endeared her to me. I have never met anyone so open and frank before in all of my life. She phrases things a bit oddly, did you notice?”




  “Yes, particularly when she had her gun to the tip of my nose and was callin’ me an evil dead boy spirit. I caught that right away.”




  They both broke out in laughter.




  “Her father, a most delightful man, wanted her to live in both worlds. I will always stay in touch with him. Bella never learned to read and she really loves for me to read his letters to her. He is a gentle man of God. He wrote to me saying that Bella can speak Navaho, Cherokee, and Spanish. In the summer months, Bella would travel to a Cherokee family and they spoke very limited English. Mr Harvey wanted to imbue her with a sense of her Indianess. They taught her to respect the old ways. She is very serious when she told you about seeing ghosts. She believes everything has a spirit. Even a rock or a tree or a stream of water.”




  “Do you think she would have shot me?”




  “Most assuredly. If I had not come running, I am sure she would have. Perhaps not to kill you, but possibly to disable you.”




  “That’s comforting to know,’ Ted replied. Ted rose and walked over to the window. He snuck a look out into the street.




  “I hate to run, Rebecca, but I’ve stayed too long as it is. I got somethin’ to do an’ the lives of people depend on me getting’ it done.”




  “Please, Ted. Stay for dinner at least.”




  “I would love to, but I ain’t got a choice. There ain’t no way out. But you tell Tom an’ Huck when you write to them that you seen me.” He walked towards the door and put his coat back on. He opened the door and doffed his hat.




  “Thanks fer everything, Rebecca. That cool drink was a breadth of fresh air.” He looked about the house recalling memories of happier times.




  “Like a breadth of fresh air, indeedy. I will see you again. Take care, Becky.” She watched him as he passed through the door and down the steps. He turned towards the river and soon was out of sight.




  The steam engine chugged along through the Pennsylvania woods spewing clouds of dirty smoke into the humid July air. The windows of the baggage car were open to allow what little breeze there was to cool the occupants of the cramped compartment. Jim Watson sat next to a well-dressed individual whom he had been introduced to in Frederick Douglass’ home. Jim was not in uniform. It had been decided that both men would pose as important members of a church back east. He wore a top hat and a fine suit, as did his companion. It was hoped that two well-dressed black men traveling in tandem would not be accosted or harassed by local people. The curiosity they would spark would cause tongues to wag instead of fists to fly. Hopefully.




  Jim kept a large knife in the small of his back for emergency purposes. Benjamin Robinson, his traveling companion, favored a 32-caliber derringer pistol concealed in his boot. They rocked back in forth to the rhythm of the train on the uncomfortable stools that they sat on. Sergeant Watson gave a sideways glance at Mr. Robinson who was enthralled at the moment with the scenery. Jim thought of the monumental task ahead, to create Negro Regiments. They were to organize local churches in the community and sponsor recruiting rallies in cities starting in Philadelphia and ending in Chicago. He was proud to be a part of it.




  Frederick Douglass had confided to them of the day’s events at Gettysburg, They had talked into the early morning of the people they were to meet, many of them old hands in the Underground Railroad. The next thing that he knew was that he was on a train with Mr. Robinson traveling to Philadelphia and a meeting with members of the major Negro churches in that city. Jim watched as the conductor walked through the baggage coach. The beefy conductor avoided looking at them and closed the door. An engineer stood on the other side of the door and peeked in on them through the glass.




  “So that’s them,” the engineer said. The conductor laughed. He pushed the peeping engineer away from the coach and into the next car.




  “A couple of fancy niggers. See what they’re wearing. Hell, I ain’t even got a coat like the one that big nigger is wearin,” the conductor said angrily. “What the hell is the world comin’ to? First, that ape in the White House frees them. I suppose the next step is amalgamation.”




  “I had to see this,” the engineer said. “Bill told me you knocked them down a peg. How did you get them niggers out of your coach?”




  “I told them that no niggers is gonna’ ride with descent white people on my train. I told them I don’t care if they got fancy watch fobs and top hats and put on more airs than some belted Earl over in London, England. I told them to get cracking. You know, they both didn’t say a damned thing although I wished they had. If any one of them had given me any lip, I would have thrown their black asses right off the train. I got a nigger knocker right under my desk, I would have bust that big gray haired nigger in his head.”




  The engineer snorted and began to laugh.




  “I got to get back. We are getting’ some strange flags. Somethin’ is up and I’ll be damned if I know what the hell is goin’ on. Don’t be surprised if we make a stop somewhere up the line. I’ll let you get back to your friends there in baggage.”




  The conductor turned and went back into the baggage compartment and sat down at his desk still avoiding the two men who sat uncomfortably on their rocking stools. The engine lurched ahead and the sound of the train made clicking noises as it passed over the tracks. The conductor leaned back in his comfortable chair and placed his feet on his desk and pretended to be reading the newspaper. Ben Robinson continued to stare out of the window but Jim watched the conductor carefully. The conductor made a fuss of clearing his throat.




  “It says here that Vicksburg is about ready to fall,” he said nonchalantly, still avoiding looking at them. He waited to see what their response would be. If they said a word, he intended to inform them that he wasn’t speaking to them and for them to mind their own goddamned business or out they would go. They remained quiet, however, and their lack of concern annoyed him. He folded his newspaper and placed it on his desk. For the first time since he had spoken to them earlier, he looked directly at them.




  “What kind of work are you boys into? I must be frank. We usually don’t get too many well-dressed niggers on this train. Are you barbers? I heard of coon barbers in New York City that made plenty of money cuttin’ naps off niggers heads.” He smiled and placed his hands behind his head. His query went unanswered.




  “You niggers deaf?” he said. “I asked you niggers a question. Don’t you hear good?”




  “It is, “Don’t you hear well”, not ‘good’, you simpering ignoramus and our business is our business and no concern of yours, “ Ben said. “I would appreciate that in the future you would stop trying to make idle conversation with us. You are not fooling anyone in this baggage car, except possibly your self. You can’t stand our presence, so why keep up this idiotic pretence of civility. I find this charade irritating at best. You see, I don’t communicate all that well with stupid people, a fault that I have always been guilty of, I must confess.”




  Ben Robinson had not even looked at the conductor but had continued to stare out of the window. The conductor’s face twisted in hatred. Ben looked directly at the conductor.




  “What in the world is the matter? Don’t look like what I tell you is some sort of surprise. When you forced us out of the coach, which I may add, that we paid for like anyone else on this train, I could see in your eyes that you wanted an excuse to throw us off your train. There were plenty of witnesses and you would have been seen as simply exercising your authority over two troublesome Negroes. You would have been applauded. That is why I said nothing. However, in this tiny baggage car, there are no witnesses. If you wish to speak with someone then speak to yourself and leave us in peace. Does that register in your little pitiful pea brain or should I write it out for you?”




  The conductor was flabbergasted that a Negro had the audacity to speak to him in this manner. No one in his life had ever put him down so elegantly as this finely dressed Negro had and he was in shock. His hands began searching for a wooden baton that he kept under his desk when the whistle blew loudly, startling him further. There were not supposed to be any whistle calls until they neared the next stop. He flew from his seat and out the door in a blur to see what was the emergency.




  Jim looked at his companion as if he had two heads.




  “You tryin’ to git’ us kilt’, Slim?” he asked crossly. “You should see that yo’ Alligator mouth don’t get yo’ hummingbird ass hung from a tree an’ mine along with it.”




  “Relax, Mr. Watson. I knew that tub of lard was fairly expecting us to react the way I did. I guarantee it. I have been around whites of his ilk for the last decade and have learned much about human nature, especially the northern peckerwood variety. I know the species all too well. He would have been suspicious of us if all we did were to mutter a “Yassuh” into the floor like a couple of field hands. He would have made life miserable for us, all the way to Philadelphia. The way to shut down a bully is to confront him. I confound and confuse them. He was a bully. Now, he will go around telling everyone so proudly how he bested a couple of uppity niggers on his train and he will believe it in his own little mind. He will embellish it and add to it until someday he will tell the story to his grandchild perched on his knee.”




  Jim smiled. “You somethin’ else, Mr. Robinson. Good gracious.” Ben walked over to the conductor’s desk and picked up the newspaper. It was dated July 3, 1863. It was a day old. Today was the Fourth of July. A lot had happened in the last 48 hours. The meeting in Rochester at the home of Frederick Douglass had occurred on July 1st,. A mysterious man in an ill-fitting suit had given him a list of names and a bankroll that could have choked a horse. This “Mr. Burke” had told that it was to be a whirlwind trip and they were on the train within the hour and heading towards Philadelphia.




  The shrill whistle of the train blew again and the train noticeably began to slow. The whistle sounded again in a series of sharp blasts and then one long one. Ben and Jim looked out of the windows and spotted a church spire in the distance. They noticed a parallel set of tracks that ran next to their own and a water tower on the horizon. The train began to shudder and jerk as the cars began to bump into each other.




  “We ain’t supposed to be stoppin’ here. What do you suppose is wrong?” Jim asked. The train finally stopped and Ben walked towards the door.




  “Let’s go see,” he said. They stepped out of the car. People bustled everywhere. The sound of the worn locomotive’s hissing competed with the sound of many church bells ringing wildly.




  “Mr. Watson,” Ben said, “This is still Saturday, isn’t it?”




  “I was about to ask you the same thing. It sounds more like a Sunday than a Saturday afternoon.”




  They began to walk towards the many buildings near the small station and as they walked past people, they began to notice a festive air, like it was a holiday. People talked and buzzed about each other and they were all smiling. Faces began to look deliriously happy. Ben stopped in mid stride and grabbed Jim’s arm.




  “Jim, that lady up ahead. I was able to read her lips. Do you see her, the one with the big carpetbag? If I am correct, I believe she just told the man that she is with that Vicksburg has surrendered.”




  “You read her lips?” Jim asked. “What do you mean you read her lips? What are you sayin’ son? You ain’t into that voodoo, is you? I ain’t followin’ you all that well.”




  “I will explain later. I must verify this. Good Lord Almighty, I think she just said that Lee has been beaten and driven from Pennsylvania. Wait one second.” Jim continued walking, completely baffled by his companion’s statement but hopeful that it was true. Ben walked towards an older man and stopped. The older man had a bag in his hand that he clutched to his chest as Ben approached him.




  “Pardon me, sir,” Ben said. The man looked warily at him and turned his back and walked away without acknowledging Ben’s presence. Ben continued studying the different faces in the crowd and noticed a man looking at him. He walked towards this man.




  “Excuse me, sir, if I may bother you for just a moment,” Ben said boldly. The man did not turn or look away but looked at Ben just as boldly.




  “How may I be of assistance to you, young man?” he asked.




  “I believe that I have just heard someone say that Vicksburg has fallen? Can this be true?”




  “Indeed, I have and it is true. That is why the bells are ringing. Here is even more staggering news. Lee has this day been broken at Gettysburg and threatens us no more. He has been beaten. It is on the telegraph. Can you imagine, all on the Fourth of July. Truly wonderful and marvelous news worthy of a day of Thanksgiving. General Pemberton has surrendered Vicksburg and General Grant has taken control of the city and at Gettysburg, General Meade has won the day. It seems as if the hand of God has touched this day. This day has surely seen evidence of answered prayers, but you must excuse me, young sir. I see my dear wife struggling with the conductor. It seems that she took an instant dislike to the man for some reason and is giving the poor man fits and I must bid you leave, good day, young man.” He doffed his hat and hurried away towards his wife. Ben hurriedly returned to Jim’s side.
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