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  What Readers Are Saying about Preston Holtry and A Troublesome Affair


  


  


  “The true genius of A Troublesome Affair is that it transcends the clash of culture and race of the period, and delves into the psychological evolution of not just the U.S. Military, but America writ large.”—Michael Bartelle Command Sergeant Major, U.S. Army Retired.


  


  “A literate mystery, set in 1916, with an appealing sleuth named Morgan Westphal, who doesn’t stop digging until the truth is finally exposed. An engaging plot, with multiple twists and turns, moves along at a crisp pace and keeps readers guessing until the last few pages.”—Michael M. Alvarez, author of The Last Place God Made.


  


  “This is a good read! It is an interesting story with strong characters and held my attention from beginning to end.”—Edward Smallman, Ph.D.


  


  Preston Holtry imbues his well-researched historical mystery with true-to-life characters, struggling with real-life passions and prejudices in the early twentieth century Southwest. A Troublesome Affair is a keeper! Not only will it “keep you guessing” until the end but “keep you thinking” long after you turn the last page.—Ann Parker, Author, award-winning Silver Rush mystery series Mercury's Rise, Bruce Alexander Award winner, Finalist for: Agatha Award & Colorado Book Award & Macavity–Sue Feder Historical Mystery Award & Willa Literary Award, Leaden Skies, Iron Ties, Colorado Book Award winner, Silver Lies, Willa Literary Award.
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  OTHER WORKS BY PRESTON HOLTRY


   


  Death in Emily 3, Volume One in the Morgan Westphal Mystery Series


   


  Seal of Confession, Volume Three in the Morgan Westphal Mystery Series


   


  Father Juan Salas, a Catholic Priest, enlists the help of Morgan Westphal to find out who murdered Carlotta Ridgefield for which Donato Sanchez has already been hanged for the crime. Morgan is reluctant to take on a case the Santa Fe police refuses to re-open. He is chal-lenged throughout the investigation by the priest’s refusal to say what he knows or even suspects for fear of violating the dogma of the Catholic Church concerning the sanctity of the confessional and the restrictions the Catholic Church imposes regarding the Seal of Confession. Set in 1916 during a period of western railroad expansion and disputed Spanish land grants, Seal of Confession is a multi-layered plot with seemingly unrelated threads that are connected to both the murder and the execution.


   


   


   


   


  DEDICATION


   


   


  Dedicated to the memory of James Finley, former Director of the Fort Huachuca Museum. Jim was a friend, professional historian, and philosopher who eloquently and compassionately told the story of the Buffalo Soldier and the 10th Cavalry Regiment.
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  A TROUBLESOME


  AFFAIR


   


  


  


  


  Prologue


  


  Office of the Commanding General


  Southern Department, Fort Sam Houston, Texas


  


  March 3, 1916


  


  Colonel Wallace F. Broadmore


  Commanding Officer


  10th U.S. Cavalry, Colored


  Fort Huachuca, Arizona


  


  Colonel Broadmore,


  


  General Funston has read your report describing the assault on the wife of Major Benjamin D. Parmenter with great concern. That the accused is colored and charged with the assault of a woman who is both white and the wife of a senior regimental officer requires this matter be handled expeditiously and with great sensitivity for the good of the United States Army. Every effort must be taken to ensure the pending court martial of Sergeant LeCroix does not receive undue public attention. To further minimize the latter, General Funston directs the trial be convened at Fort Apache instead of locally at Fort Huachuca.


  


  The commanding general is also concerned about the potential adverse effect this troublesome affair may have on regimental morale at a time when the civil unrest in Mexico is threatening the lives and property of U.S. citizens along the border. Punitive action by the U.S. military against Mexican rebel forces may yet be necessary, and if so, any such effort will require participation by the 10th Cavalry Regiment.


  


  A copy of this letter has been sent to Col E. F. Delaney, Commanding Officer, Fort Apache, Arizona.


  


  E.G. Ritter, Colonel


  Adjutant General


  


  


  


  Chapter 1


  March 8, 1916


  


  Sergeant Major Isaiah Washington, 10th Cavalry, Colored, looked at the prisoner and said, “Reuben, your only chance is to tell them what you told me.”


  Stable Sergeant Reuben LeCroix gripped the metal slats of the cell and said, “I can’t do that, and you swore you wouldn’t repeat what I told you. I’m holding you to it.”


  “Better think real hard on changing your mind ‘cause the least you’ll get if they find you guilty is 20 years at Fort Leavenworth, maybe more.”


  “You know damn well, it don’t matter how many years they give me. If I do get there, the guards will look the other way, and I’ll be one dead nigger. Before a week goes by, they’ll be throwing dirt on my face.”


  The sergeant major knew LeCroix was right. Rape and attempted murder of a white woman was a death sentence. He gave up and changed the subject. “What did you want to see me about?”


  “Might be there’s somebody could help me prove I didn’t do it. You know Corporal Jasko Smith would say anything to get back at me, and Gandy will swear to anything Smith tells him to.”


  “What’re you talking about?”


  “There’s a man by the name of Westphal–he was a corporal in Roosevelt’s regiment I met in Cuba back in ’98. Now he’s some kind of private investigator. I saw in the paper this morning he’s in Bisbee visiting his brother. He owes me.”


  “What for?”


  “I saved his ass, killed the Spanish soldier ‘bout to shoot him in the back. Weren’t for me, he never would’ve left Cuba except in a box.”


  “That was a long time ago. How do you know he’s gonna remember you?”


  “He’ll remember when you tell him we met down by a creek the night before we took Kettle Hill.”


  The sergeant major frowned, waiting for LeCroix to tell him why he was so sure. When LeCroix didn’t elaborate, he said, “I can’t see the colonel agreeing to a civilian poking his nose in army business no matter what he did for you.”


  “Talk to the colonel. You and him go way back, he’ll listen to you. The way I figure it, he owes me. I made him and the regiment look pretty good in Cuba. Least he can do is give me a chance, better’n the one I got now with Lieutenant Patterson,” referring to the officer appointed to defend him.


  “All right, I’ll ask him, but don’t get your hopes up.”


  LeCroix looked out the barred window as the sergeant major walked out of the guardhouse. He knew what he’d asked the sergeant major to do was a long shot, but it was worth trying. If it didn’t work out, he had no intention of staying around long enough for them to put him on a train to Leavenworth. He could afford to wait a few days to see how things worked out, and if they didn’t, well, he had a plan that didn’t include going to Kansas.


  


  “Pardon me, Mr. Westphal, but there’s a soldier in the lobby who’d like to see you. Shall I tell him to wait while you finish your dinner?”


  Morgan put down his knife and fork and looked up at the hotel clerk. “That isn’t necessary. Tell him to join me.”


  The clerk hesitated then said in a low voice, “I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”


  Irritated at the clerk’s refusal, Morgan asked, “Why not?”


  “He’s colored, and the hotel policy is Mexican and Negroes aren’t permitted in the hotel dining room. Shall I tell him to wait until you’re finished?”


  Curiosity overcoming his irritation, Morgan put his napkin on the table and pushed his chair back. “No, I’ll see him now.”


  Morgan followed the clerk into the lobby and saw a tall, rangy Negro in a khaki uniform wearing the chevrons of a regimental sergeant major on his sleeve standing expressionless by the front desk. His face was deeply lined, close-cropped hair streaked with gray.


  Without offering to shake hands, Morgan asked, “You wanted to see me?”


  In a deep baritone voice at odds with his spare frame, the soldier replied, “Sir, I’m Sergeant Major Isaiah Washington, 10th Cavalry. I’d appreciate a few minutes of your time. Is there somewhere we can talk in private?”


  “There’s a waiting room over there,” The clerk offered, pointing across the lobby.


  Once inside the room with the door closed, the sergeant major didn’t waste time in preliminaries. “Mr. Westphal, do you remember a colored soldier by the name of Rueben LeCroix?”


  Morgan shook his head. “I don’t recognize the name.”


  Expressionless, the sergeant major prompted, “How about in Cuba? He says he saved your life down by a creek the night before the attack on Kettle Hill.”


  “I’ll be damned, so that was his name. If that was LeCroix, he’s right. Before he saved my life, he came close to killing me. I thought when he picked up the rifle he was going to finish the job he started with his fists. Instead, he shot a Spanish soldier who came out of the bushes behind me.”


  “What were you fighting about?”


  “Just before dark, I was at a creek filling my squad’s canteens when LeCroix showed up and started doing the same upstream. Because he was so light-skinned, I didn’t realize he was colored. I asked him to wait or go farther upstream, because he was getting the water muddy. He acted like he didn’t hear me. The next time I didn’t ask, I told him. He said a few things I didn’t like. The result was two young men with more sap than brains went at it. It didn’t take long for me to wish I’d kept my mouth shut and moved instead of being dumb enough to argue the point. After he shot the Spaniard, I introduced myself and tried to thank him, but he said saving me was an accident. He said a few other things, too, but by then I knew enough to keep my mouth shut. Frankly, he was one of the most unlikable men I ever met.”


  Washington nodded, “I reckon we’re talking about the same man.”


  “Sergeant Major, you didn’t come to see me about something that happened eighteen years ago. What’s this all about?”


  “LeCroix wants you to help him.”


  “What for?”


  “He’s in the guardhouse at Fort Huachuca facing charges of robbery, rape and attempted murder. The victim is Mrs. Sophia Parmenter, the wife of Major Benjamin Parmenter, Post Commander at Fort Huachuca. His court martial will take place in a couple of weeks. If they find him guilty, they’ll lock him up and throw away the key.”


  “Did he do it?”


  “He says he didn’t, and I believe him.”


  “What makes you think he’s innocent?”


  “I’ve known LeCroix from the time he joined my squad back in ‘94. He’s one of the best soldiers I’ve ever known. He’s not easy to get along with, but he ain’t the kind of man to do what he’s accused of.”


  “Does anyone else believe he’s innocent?”


  The sergeant major hesitated and looked Morgan in the eye, “No, I’m about the only one.”


  “What kind of evidence is there?”


  Brow creased in a worried frown, Washington shrugged. “A couple of worthless troopers who’d say anything to see LeCroix lose his chevrons and get locked up for life are ready to say he did.”


  “What makes you think I can do anything to help him?”


  “LeCroix read about you in the Bisbee paper this morning. He remembered your name–it’s unusual. The newspaper said you’re a private investigator with a good reputation. He wants your help to prove he’s innocent. He says you owe him and asked me to come here and tell you that.”


  “Where did the assault take place?”


  “In Major Parmenter’s quarters at the fort.”


  “Sergeant Major, even if I were to agree to look into this matter, which at this point, I’m not inclined to do, I can’t believe the army would allow a civilian to get involved in a purely army matter.”


  Morgan was astonished at the other’s quick, assured response. “It’s already been arranged. You have an appoint-ment with Colonel Broadmore, the regimental commander, tomorrow morning.”


  “Why would Colonel Broadmore want a civilian investigating an incident I assume has already been thoroughly looked into by the Provost Marshal?”


  “Because I asked him.”


  Morgan looked away as he considered how he was going to frame a refusal. After only a few moments, he realized he couldn’t say no without first making a reasonable effort to find out more about the case.


  “In that case, I’ll see Colonel Broadmore, but I won’t promise anything more than that. I owe LeCroix at least that much.”


  “I’ll have transportation waiting for you at Huachuca Siding tomorrow morning at 8:30. The first train leaves Bisbee at 7:45.”


  Morgan nodded. “Tell me, Sergeant Major, has LeCroix’s attitude improved any over the years?”


  The sergeant major’s mouth curved in a smile, “Reckon not. He’s still the same sunnuva bitch he’s always been.”


  


  


  


  Chapter 2


  Fort Huachuca, Arizona


  March 9


  


  The thick cumulous clouds scudding across the sky created irregular and rapidly moving shadows on the mountains as Morgan stepped off the train at Huachuca Siding. He pulled his hat brim down against the cold wind blowing across the platform and headed toward the station door where a soldier with a single chevron on his sleeve stood waiting.


  “The name’s Westphal, you here to meet me?”


  “Yessuh, the sergeant major told me I was to take you directly to headquarters. If you come with me, I got a motorcar outside.” As the two men walked through the waiting room, the trooper commented, “Mistuh Westphal, you must be mighty important. Most people coming to the fort hitch a ride on the mule wagon or the truck that comes down here.”


  “Do you know why I’m going to see the regimental commander?”


  “Ain’t my business to know nothing except what the corporals and the sergeants tell me.”


  “Do you know Sergeant LeCroix?”


  “Everybody in the 10th knows him.”


  “Sergeant Major Washington asked me to help Sergeant LeCroix. I understand he’s in the guardhouse.”


  “That’s God’s own truth,” the private replied, shaking his head. A moment later he glanced at Morgan, “How you gonna help him? Don’t reckon there’s anybody excepting maybe the Lord Almighty kin help him considering what he done. You’re wasting your time if you think you can do him any good.”


  “Do you think he did what he’s accused of?”


  “He must’ve, else he wouldn’t be in the guardhouse.”


  “Do the other men in the regiment feel the same?”


  “Reckon so, Sergeant LeCroix didn’t have many friends before he done it, and now he ain’t got any. He make all us colored look bad. We got enough trouble already without him making things worse. And Miz Parmenter a fine lady–everybody like her. She’s always trying to make things better for the enlisted men. The men feel real bad for her and the major. They’s some would shoot that sergeant now instead a wastin’ time with a court martial. Ain’t nothing been the same around here since.”


  “What kind of reputation did the sergeant have before?”


  “Sergeant LeCroix knows his job, that’s for sure, but he’s a hard man. He don’t take any excuses for not doing what you’re supposed to do. Any man not treating his horse right gonna get hisself in a fix faster’n you can spit. He don’t bother telling an officer when a man messes up, he just takes care of it himself. I seen him beat a private so bad he couldn’t stand on account that nigger kept on riding a lame hoss instead of walking it like he should’ve. Only the hosses missing him, and that’s a fact.”


  Morgan thought if what the driver said reflected the prevailing opinion within the regiment, maybe the Lord Almighty was the only one who could help LeCroix.


  


  The road followed a rail spur several miles uphill through rolling hills with little to break the near barren landscape except for occasional stands of mesquite and cottonwood trees dotting the high desert landscape. Morgan noticed that not only the troopers they passed were armed, but many of the civilians he saw also wore side arms. It appeared the deteriorating relations with Mexico he’d been reading about in the newspapers were being taken seriously.


  The smell of hay and pungent scent of horse dung grew stronger the farther uphill they went. They passed a row of two-story stucco and frame barracks that looked as if they had been recently built. On the other side of the street was a long line of stables. The driver turned on to an upper, irregularly shaped, sloping parade field framed by low hills in the foreground and the higher Huachuca Mountains to the south and southwest. Morgan turned and looked in the direction they had come and could see the San Pedro Valley in the distance below. He doubted there was a more idyllic setting for an army post anywhere. The parade field now covered in brown winter grass was bordered by towering bare-limbed cottonwood trees just beginning to show a trace of spring green. Attractive two-story houses lined one side of the field where he assumed the senior officers lived. Opposite and across the field were four two-story buildings with verandas on both floors which according to the driver had originally been barracks but now housed the headquarters for the regiment, the two squadrons and the garrison. The driver pulled to a stop at the first building and told him Colonel Broadmore’s office was on the first floor.


  Colonel Wallace F. Broadmore was sitting at his desk reading as Morgan and Sergeant Major Washington entered the room. The regimental commander stood up and looked at Morgan with open curiosity. He had a stocky build, square jaw and a neatly trimmed moustache. His long silver-gray hair was combed back and parted in the middle.


  “Apparently Sergeant Major Washington was equally persuasive in getting you to come here as he was in convincing me to take the time to see you. He tells me you know the accused, Sergeant LeCroix. He also says you seem to have the same opinion of him as do most others here at Fort Huachuca.”


  “You might say LeCroix and I met under unusual and not the best circumstances. The meeting was brief, unpleasant and memorable. I believe it’s accurate to say we managed to achieve an immediate and mutual dislike. I doubt the intervening years have softened his opinion of me anymore than my regard for him.”


  “In spite of your personal feelings, you agreed to come?”


  “LeCroix thinks I owe him, and I guess I do, at least up to a point. Whether I will or can do anything to help him remains to be seen. As a civilian I’m not sure what I can do. I assume there was an investigation, and the evidence was sufficient for a court martial.”


  Colonel Broadmore nodded, “It was.”


  “Then why am I here?”


  “The sergeant major has already told you he believes LeCroix is innocent. He’s as much responsible for you being here as LeCroix. LeCroix isn’t one of the more popular noncommissioned officers in the regiment, a fact that has worked against him. His unpopularity aside, after reviewing the sworn statements against him, I had no choice but to approve the investigating officer’s recommendation for a court martial. However, before I continue, I have a request to make. Regardless of whether or not you agree to be involved, I want your word to keep this matter confidential. So far we’ve been successful in preventing any mention of what happened from getting into the local newspapers. With your cooperation, I intend to keep it that way.”


  Morgan nodded. “You have my word, but “I’m a little confused why you want another investigation.”


  “You may find this difficult to believe, but it would be far better for the regiment and the army if the sergeant major is proven right concerning LeCroix’ innocence. I’m willing to sanction a more independent inquiry in the remote possibility he is. In fact, nothing would please me more if LeCroix is proven innocent before a trial is ever convened. Regrettably, the civilian world has formed a poor opinion of our colored soldiers and cavalrymen. Even more unfortunate, that same opinion is widely shared within the army as well in spite of the remarkable record these men have achieved for both individual and unit accomplishments during the Indian Wars, Cuba and in the Philippines. Are you aware Sergeant LeCroix was awarded the Medal of Honor for action in Cuba?”


  Morgan’s brows shot up in surprise. “I had no idea.”


  “He also received a Certificate of Merit during the Philippine Insurrection. The problem is that if the newspapers learn a Negro enlisted man is accused and, even worse, found guilty of assaulting and raping a white woman, it will have a profound and negative effect both within and outside the army. Already the morale of the regiment has suffered by the mere act of charging Sergeant LeCroix for the offense. Mr. Westphal, if your credentials were accurately reported in the newspaper, your investigative experience may enable you to uncover additional facts in this case that may have been intentionally or unintentionally overlooked. It isn’t only Sergeant LeCroix who needs your help. I could use it as well.”


  “You used the word intentionally. Do you have any reason to think someone is setting LeCroix up?”


  “No, although Sergeant Major Washington here seems to think it’s possible.”


  “What if LeCroix is innocent and another Negro is found guilty? The way I see it, the problem you described hasn’t gone away unless you think one of the white officers is the assailant.”


  Colonel Broadmore hesitated. “You’re very perceptive, Mr. Westphal. Actually, I’ve no reason at all to suspect any of my officers…”


  “But you can’t rule it out either.”


  “True, and should that be the case, disgraceful as it may be, it would actually be a lesser problem than the one the regiment and the army is dealing with now.”


  “Colonel, I appreciate your dilemma, and while I feel obligated to do what I can to help LeCroix, I can’t see how a civilian is going to be able to do more than the appointed investigative officer with an offense that occurred on a military reservation and by someone probably wearing a uniform.”


  “Mrs. Parmenter doesn’t wear a uniform, and there are civilians either assigned to or working here under contract.”


  “Strange, this is the first time the victim has really come into the conversation. Until now the focus has been on LeCroix reminding me I owe him for saving my life. You’ve been trying to enlist my help because you have morale problems here at Fort Huachuca, and the army might be embarrassed if the newspapers get wind of it. I wonder how Mrs. Parmenter, not to mention her husband, would feel about having to suffer another investigation.”


  Colonel Broadmore frowned. “I concede your point. You have every right to think me callous for being insensitive to the feelings of both Mrs. Parmenter and her husband. I hasten to add, I took the precaution of speaking to Major Parmenter before Sergeant Major Washington went to see you. Far from objecting, he fully appreciates why it’s imperative the case against LeCroix is either sustained or the guilty party is identified. Had the Parmenters objected in any way, this meeting would not have occurred.”


  “Did Mrs. Parmenter identify LeCroix as the man who assaulted her?”


  “No, she was struck from behind and remembers nothing of her ordeal.”


  “It’s unusual a woman who has suffered rape and attempted murder would be willing to relive the matter, particularly when she may have to testify during a trial.”


  “She cannot relive an event she doesn’t remember. For that reason, it’s highly unlikely she’ll be asked to participate in a court martial unless she regains her memory of that night. She was lucky to survive. The rapist tried to strangle her, but fortunately, he failed. Apart from losing her memory, she‘s in good health, and her spirits remain high. Sophia Parmenter, as you may find, is a remarkable woman. She’s well respected throughout the regiment for her tireless attention to the welfare of the men.”


  “Colonel Broadmore, there’s still the question about a civilian getting involved in what seems purely an internal military concern.”


  “I admit there are some difficulties. On the other hand, it could be more of an advantage than a disadvantage. You may be seen as a neutral party rather than an attempt by the army to find a quick end to an unpleasant situation simply to avoid embarrassing publicity.”


  Pursing his lips and absently brushing his moustache, Morgan looked out the window at the panoramic view of the parade ground. A moment later, he said, “Here’s what I’ll do. I’ll look over the statements and talk to LeCroix. If I think I can do any good, I’ll take more time to look into it.”


  “You must understand, I can’t offer monetary payment for your services, at least officially. I’m prepared to offer you a modest amount to meet expenses if you let us know what’s reasonable.”


  “I don’t expect army pay has improved since I last wore a uniform. If I decide to take more time than today, we can talk about expenses later.”


  “I’ve prepared a letter of authorization for any assistance and cooperation you may require from any regimental and garrison personnel you wish to interview. The authorization also includes mess and quarters for whatever time you need.”


  “In that case, that should cover expenses.”


  “That’s generous of you, Mr. Westphal. The guardhouse is located just down the street from here. Sergeant Major Washington will make arrangements for you to visit LeCroix and for anything else you may require.”


  “I’d like to look over the statements before I see LeCroix.” Turning to the sergeant major, Morgan added, “And I want to hear more about why you think LeCroix is the victim of a conspiracy.” The sergeant major nodded in assent.


  “Copies of the statements will be made available to you. Should you decide to invest more time than today, I’m prepared to consider a reasonable delay in the court martial proceedings based upon your recommendation. At present the trial is scheduled to be held in eight days at Fort Apache located some four hours from here on the White Mountain Apache Reservation.”


  “Why Fort Apache?”


  “To reduce the chance of having the trial covered in the civilian newspapers.


  “I’m surprised the local papers haven’t already reported on it.”


  “They have, but so far it’s been muted. Fortunately, Pancho Villa and the events now taking place in Mexico are occupying the public attention. It will be better for the regiment and the army if it stays that way.”


  


  Sergeant Major Washington led the way down the hall to an office and stood aside as Morgan entered. Similar to Colonel Broadmore’s office, the walls were covered with photographs and memorabilia of the sergeant’s lengthy service. One photograph of five colored men in uniform caught Morgan’s eye, and he walked over to take a closer look. Behind him, he heard the sergeant major say, “They won the medal of honor in Cuba. That’s LeCroix on the right.” Morgan took a closer look and recognized the chiseled features of the man he had fought at the creek and whom he had first mistaken to be a white soldier. He stood on the end and slightly apart from the other four men.


  “Like you, if it hadn’t been for Rueben LeCroix, I might not be here today,” Sergeant Major Washington volunteered. “I was color sergeant the day we went up Kettle Hill. I got up on top of the hill with the regimental colors and was drawing a lot of fire from the retreating Spanish soldiers. LeCroix shielded me while I was planting the staff. He took two bullets, one in the arm, and a bad one in the chest. Captain Broadmore recommended the citation for LeCroix; he was our troop commander at the time.”


  “That explains why you’re so anxious to help LeCroix.”


  “Possibly, but it’s more than that. What I told you in Bisbee is true. I don’t believe he did it. He’s a fine soldier, maybe the best I’ve ever known; he’s certainly the bravest.”


  “Why are you so convinced he’s innocent?”


  Avoiding eye contact, the sergeant major looked uncomfortable. It was evident to Morgan the sergeant major was reluctant to answer.


  After a lengthy pause, Washington replied. “It’s a feeling I have. Mister Westphal, I’ve been leading men for almost forty years. I know when a man is telling the truth or lying through his teeth. LeCroix is telling the truth.”


  Morgan considered the answer and thought he too knew something about truth and lies after years of investigative work. If not lying, he knew the sergeant major was leaving something out. He decided not to press the matter.


  “Why is LeCroix disliked so much?”


  The sergeant major motioned to Morgan to take a seat across from him and took his time in answering, brow furrowed in thought.


  “It’s not simple to explain, particularly to a white man. His light skin has been a curse,” was the surprising comment. “He was born in New Orleans. His mother was light skinned, and his father was a white man. Not surprising, they weren’t married. When he enlisted, the army classified him as a mulatto and not Negro.”


  Morgan’s expression indicated he didn’t understand the distinction, and the sergeant major explained. “Most white people see a person of color, regardless of how light their skin is, and they consider him or her a Negro–that is if they’re being polite. More likely they’ll use the word nigger or something even worse. It doesn’t matter how light colored you are. One drop of Negro blood and you’re colored. There ain’t no way around it because that’s just the way it is; most likely, that’s the way it always will be. White people think Negroes ain’t as good as them. That’s bad enough, but worse, too many colored people believe the same thing. You can’t blame them. After all, in this country, either in the army or not, it’s better to be white. We’ve been taught to think of ourselves the way white folks do. That we ain’t trustworthy and can’t do the kind of jobs white folks can. The Medal of Honor won’t get LeCroix or anyone with a dark skin in the dining room of the Grand Hotel in Bisbee, and that’s true just about anywhere. When I leave this fort, most white people still call me nigger. There’s still some here at Fort Huachuca who do the same.”


  Morgan felt uncomfortable. He realized the sergeant major had described all too accurately the prevailing and accepted opinion of Negroes among his own race and felt a twinge of guilt at having unconsciously accepted that same opinion. He had little doubt the incident with LeCroix in Cuba had only further conditioned him. He wondered if the sergeant major knew how he felt. His expression must have given him away.


  “It’s not your fault, Mr. Westphal. You can’t help what you grew up believing any more than I can stop resenting how things are. In some ways, LeCroix is worse off than I am. Because of my dark skin, I know who and what I am, but that ain’t the same with LeCroix. Colored people resent him because he looks too white and white people because he ain’t. It’s made him bitter. He doesn’t trust anyone.”


  “Except maybe you and the colonel.”


  The sergeant major smiled. “Maybe not the colonel anymore since he signed the court martial order. He does his job and mainly sticks to himself. I finally got him promoted back to squadron stable sergeant mainly to keep him out of trouble with the other sergeants. He gets along better with horses than people. Second Squadron stables and mounts are the best in the regiment.”


  “How does he get along with the senior sergeants and officers?”


  “All right because they know he does a good job when he’s sober and stays out of trouble.”


  “Does he drink a lot?”


  “Some, I suppose, but less than most. I’ve never known him to drink on duty. When he does off-duty, he’s mean, and it doesn’t take much to set him off. There’s only a few in the regiment could put him down in a fight; anybody foolish enough to try, might regret it later.” Recalling his one-sided encounter with LeCroix, Morgan had no trouble believing him.


  “You said you got him promoted back to stable sergeant. How did he lose his chevrons?”


  The sergeant major scratched his head. “What’s that got to do with the trouble he’s in now?”


  “Maybe nothing at all, but it might also suggest a pattern of behavior consistent with the charges he’s now facing.”


  “He’s been reprimanded for fighting, and once for insubordination that got him a court martial and busted to private a few years back.”


  “Is that it? What about recently?”


  Again, the sergeant major seemed reluctant to answer. “Last year he got into trouble with the local sheriff. The sheriff claimed he talked to a white woman in town. The sheriff charged him for making an indecent proposal, locked him up for three days and fined him almost a month’s pay.”


  “Was the charge true?”


  “Hell, she’s a whore and working for the sheriff. Just about everybody on this post knew she didn’t take on colored. If LeCroix knew, he didn’t care. When he got out of jail, he went after the sheriff and came close to killing him.”


  “What happened to LeCroix?”


  “Major Everhardt, his squadron commander, refused to turn him over to the sheriff. LeCroix was charged for being absent from duty for the time he was in jail, reduced one grade and restricted to the post for one month.”


  “Has LeCroix ever been accused or convicted before of an assault on a woman, colored or white?”


  “Not that I know.” The sergeant major hesitated. “He got into some trouble six years ago back in Vermont at Fort Ethan Allen. It was over a woman.”


  “What kind of trouble?”


  “He was seeing a white woman in town, and the officers didn’t like it much. He was found guilty of disorderly conduct and spent some time in the guardhouse. There weren’t any colored women to speak of near the fort, and most of the people who lived there didn’t have the same hard feelings about Negroes the way it was in other places.”


  Morgan thought both incidents were bound to come up during the trial if the prosecution elected to try and establish the belief LeCroix was attracted to white women.


  “Colonel Broadmore seemed to think you have an idea LeCroix was framed.”


  “It’s possible.”


  “Is that an opinion, or do you have anything to back that up?”


  “I don’t have any proof, only some suspicion about Corporal Jasko Smith and Private Gandy–they’re cousins. Gandy is likely to say and do anything Smith tells him. Those two are the ones who claim they saw LeCroix running from Major Parmenter’s quarters near the time Mrs. Parmenter was assaulted. Without those two, there wouldn’t be enough against LeCroix to charge him.”


  “Does either one have a grudge against LeCroix?”


  “There was some trouble between Smith and LeCroix.”


  “What kind of trouble?”


  “LeCroix was riding Smith pretty hard. He didn’t like the way Smith was taking care of his mount. It doesn’t take much to set LeCroix off.”


  “What kind of soldier is Smith?”


  “Good enough. He’s young, smart and has a good record so far. The men in his squad like and respect him.”


  “It seems Smith is everything LeCroix isn’t. What about Gandy?”


  “Gandy hasn’t been with the regiment long, maybe a year or so. Stays out of trouble and does what he’s told. He keeps to himself. Except for Smith, he has no friends I know of.


  “Who’s been assigned to defend LeCroix?”


  “Lieutenant Patterson. He’s assigned to B Troop, Second Squadron. Colonel Broadmore assigned Captain Morvaine as prosecutor; he commands E Troop, First Squadron. They’re both good officers and well-respected.”


  “I’d like to look over the statements now.”


  The sergeant major picked up a folder on top of his desk and handed it to Morgan. “You can use the conference room across the hall to look over the statements.”


  Morgan paused at the door then turned to face the sergeant major. “Do you really think LeCroix is innocent, or do you want to believe it because of what he did in Cuba?”


  “I’m not sure, maybe both. The only thing I know for sure is without your help, LeCroix ain’t got a prayer.”


  


  Morgan read the lengthy charge sheet. Stable Sergeant Reuben Foster LeCroix was accused of one count of assault with a deadly weapon, one count of sexual assault and one count of robbery of a necklace with an estimated value in excess of 50 dollars. The offenses were alleged to have been committed on the night of March 2, 1916, between the hours of 8:30 and 9:45 p.m. After reading the sheaf of statements, it didn’t take Morgan very long to understand why Colonel Broadmore had signed the orders for a court martial. If the statements were truthful, the colonel had no choice. Had he been in the colonel’s place, he would’ve done the same and possibly with fewer misgivings.


  Captain Crocker, Provost Marshal and Lieutenant Barrens, the Officer of the Guard that night, described Sergeant LeCroix as agitated and disheveled when he was apprehended in the stables approximately thirty minutes later then the time the Parmenter’s housekeeper said she saw him running from the Parmenter’s quarters.


  The stable sergeant’s statement consisted of no more than a few lines denying he had anything to do with the robbery or assault on Mrs. Parmenter, claiming he had been in the stables during the time the incident was believed to have occurred. Morgan rapidly scanned the other statements and saw there were no statements to corroborate his claim.


  Valeria Rojas, the Parmenter’s housekeeper, related how after hearing noises downstairs, she left her second floor bedroom to investigate. By the time she got to the end of the hall, she heard the front door open. She looked out the hallway window and saw a man in uniform running off the front porch and down the sidewalk. The porch light provided enough illumination to recognize the man whom she identified as Sergeant LeCroix. She estimated the time to be approximately 9:45 p.m. A few minutes later, she found Mrs. Parmenter unconscious and unresponsive on the floor in the front parlor. The housekeeper then ran out the front door and screamed for help. Major Everhardt and his wife, occupants of the quarters up the street, heard the screams and went to see what was wrong. Lieutenants Simpson and Bixley living in the bachelor officer quarters across and down the street also responded as did Major Sharnberg and his wife occupying quarters farther up the street.


  The statements of Corporal Jasko Smith and Private Asa Gandy were also damaging. While returning from guard duty on Reservoir Hill overlooking the officer’s quarters, both reported seeing LeCroix running across the parade field away from the Parmenter quarters at the same time they heard the housekeeper screaming.


  Lieutenants Simpson and Bixley were on the porch of the bachelor officer quarters smoking cigarettes when they heard the screams. They also described seeing a man running across the parade ground in the general direction of the hospital. The two bachelor officers’ statements differed in the number of men they saw running. Lieutenant Bixley was certain he saw two men, one hatless, and the other wearing a peaked cap and carrying a rifle; Simpson claimed the man he saw was wearing a hat and carrying a rifle.


  The statement of Lieutenant Gordon Barrens, Officer of the Guard the night of March 2, was also brief. He was making his rounds along the service road behind the officers’ quarters at approximately 9:20 p.m. that same evening when he saw an individual that could have been Sergeant LeCroix walking downhill and away from the Parmenter quarters. The individual was too far away to see for sure. The individual did not stop when Barrens called for him to halt and identify himself.


  Other statements were more circumstantial and consisted of observations of occasional meetings between LeCroix and Mrs. Parmenter.


  Private Arlen Jones, Machine Gun Troop, reported seeing Sergeant LeCroix and Mrs. Parmenter alone in a clearing west of the fort standing close together talking. Mrs. Parmenter’s hand was on the sergeant’s arm.


  Sergeant Leonard Potts, hospital orderly, reported seeing Mrs. Parmenter being overly solicitous of Sergeant LeCroix at the hospital when the sergeant was being treated for a severe cut on the forearm. There was no description of what the witness meant by overly solicitous.


  On another occasion, Supply Sergeant William Lawson saw Mrs. Parmenter and LeCroix alone together in Major Parmenter’s private stable behind their quarters; the sergeant was touching Mrs. Parmenter’s hand. Sergeant Lawson did not believe they were aware he had seen them when he passed the open door of the stable. On another occasion at the same stable, Sergeant Lawson noted they were alone together for a long period of time.


  Morgan wondered how and under what circumstances the last few statements had been obtained since they had no direct connection with events the night of March 2. Collectively, it appeared someone had gone to some effort to establish a pattern of behavior suggesting Sergeant LeCroix and Mrs. Parmenter were having an affair. Morgan wondered why Captain Crocker or Captain Morvaine seemed to be casting doubt on Mrs. Parmenter’s reputation. Was it possible the colonel feared there was a lot more to all this than regimental morale? An affair between the two, although not beyond the realm of possibility, seemed too remote to give any credence, particularly in the close confines of an army post when little could escape public scrutiny. He considered the possibility Mrs. Parmenter’s friendly behavior may have been misconstrued by LeCroix. He may have gone to see her that night expecting far more than she ever intended.


  Major Charles Young recalled while taking an evening walk west toward Huachuca Canyon around 8:30 p.m. the evening of March 2, he passed Mrs. Parmenter coming from the vicinity of the flagpole heading in the direction of her quarters. He also saw someone leaning against the flagpole, but it was too dark to tell who it was.


  Major Ulysses A Lewis, the regimental surgeon, described Mrs. Parmenter’s injuries and the condition of her undergarments. Apparently, the blow to the back of the head was not severe and created only a minor abrasion. It was the blow to her forehead that could have proven fatal and sufficient for her to lose consciousness; consequently, she would have been plausibly unaware of what had happened to her following the blow. Finger marks were clearly visible on both sides of her neck indicating an attempt to strangle her. The torn garment and scratches around her waist and above the pubic mound seemed consistent with someone whose intent was to commit a sexual assault, although there was no specific mention rape had actually occurred.


  Morgan put the statements back in the folder. Assuming the statements were factually correct, LeCroix was in deep trouble. It was difficult to see any reason to be optimistic about his chances, although from experience, Morgan had learned facts, which at first seemed indisputable, often fell away upon closer scrutiny. Even more problematic was what people said they remembered and what actually had or had not occurred. Certainly nothing he had read supported the sergeant major’s theory anyone was trying to frame the stable sergeant. He hoped LeCroix had something more to say than what was in his statement. If not, the sergeant might well be his own worst witness. He hoped Lieutenant Patterson, the assigned defense counsel, had a more favorable opinion of LeCroix’ innocence than he had. It would serve LeCroix’ interests more if he could remain objective, difficult as it seemed at this point. His principal obstacle in believing LeCroix innocent was the simple fact he didn’t like him. Morgan took the folder with him when he went to the guardhouse.


  


  The sergeant major found Colonel Broadmore, his hands clasped behind his back, restlessly pacing his office. He stopped and gave the sergeant major a searching look as the other man entered the office.


  “Well, what do you think? Will he do it?”


  “I don’t know. He’s on his way now to talk to LeCroix. Sir, what’s your opinion of Mr. Westphal?”


  “Honest, thorough. His reputation as an investigator is probably well-deserved. I wonder if that could prove problematic.”


  “Do you regret I talked you into this?”


  Frowning, Colonel Broadmore rubbed the back of his neck. From experience, Isaiah Washington knew the mannerism was an infrequent sign of uncertainty, rare in a man he knew from experience seldom suffered from indecision. He knew their normally close relationship may be strained after this and wondered if trying to save LeCroix was worth fracturing a friendship that spanned not only years but both rank and race. He had presumed on that friendship to convince Broadmore to ask for the investigator’s help. Now it was clear, the colonel was having second thoughts. What he’d told Westphal concerning his belief LeCroix was innocent wasn’t entirely truthful. In reality, he was of two minds as to the sergeant’s guilt. He wanted to believe LeCroix, but he also knew the sergeant had a reckless side, beneficial in battle but not in garrison during peacetime.


  “Perhaps, but he may still refuse.”


  The sergeant major thought the colonel seemed almost hopeful he would. “His obligation to LeCroix will be enough for him to investigate.”


  Broadmore sighed and said, “You’re probably right. My father always said to be careful what you ask for, or you might just get it.” He hesitated. “I also think you know more about this thing than you’re telling me.”
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