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CHAPTER I


FROM APPOMATTOX BY WAGON TRAIN, CIRCA 1865


I was there with Lieutenant Hicks and Sergeant Skaggs when Grant and Lee signed off on

ending the War. Aw, we weren't any part of the real performance, but there all the same, holding

the horses and doing for the great generals what was beneath them to do for their selves. But it

was all right. We weren't presentable enough to pass muster in a deal like that anyhow. Our

uniforms were filthy, just like they'd been the day before on the battlefield.


"I wish they'd get done," Skaggs muttered, "I got better things to do than nurse a general's

pet horse."


"What could be better?" I said. "You'll never be this close to a general again."


"Knock it off," Lieutenant Hicks snapped.


He talked to us just like a officer ought to do with grunts, but his heart wasn't in it.


We were behind the court house, out of sight, by a side door. We'd been called from the

field at the last minute, and our great General Lee took one look and relegated us to

obscurity.


"I reckon General Lee is doing the heavy lifting on this," Skaggs observed.


"Yeah," I said, "You'd think that Jeff Davis, he would be here for this."


"I don't think so," Skaggs scoffed. "He's probably hid in a hole somewhere right

now."


"I said knock it off," Hicks insisted, yet the officer. "You're still in the army; act like

it."


Skaggs faced the lieutenant squarely.


"Hicks," he said airily, "I'll say what's been on my mind for years: Go to Halifax."


"You can't talk to me like that," Hicks protested.


"I just did," Skaggs retorted. "What'll you do, tell General Grant? Who cares what you

say? You're a boy soldier in a toy army that's lost the war to a toy general."


"Why don't you both knock it off?" I said. "We all just lost the same war."


Before anyone could answer, Colonel Blaine came out in his own shiny uniform.


"Bring the horses around," he said. "The papers are signed; they'll be here in a bit."


So, yeah, it was true; the War was done at last; or so we thought, but it wasn't so. The

country was about to find out. Reconstruction in peace is worse than the destruction of war.


It wasn't really my war. I never claimed to be much of a soldier. Too set in my own ways,

I guess, too bent on being my own boss, doing things as I wanted. Truth be told, it was my own

stubborn pride that brought about the falling out with Papa and got me signed up for this war in

the first place. But that was how I was, and it didn't look like I would change any time soon.


Will Ballard, I was, take it or leave it, like it or lump it, what you saw was what you got.

Not tall but not bothered about it. In a bind, being close to the ground never seemed

unhandy.


Most times, I made out better than most. I was axe handle wide in the shoulders, and

barrel broad in my chest, with longer arms and body of most taller men. From there, I tapered

down to a lean and ribbed waist and hips and thighs like iron. To some, I was queer built, and

under-estimated real regular by lots of fellows. When they looked my way, they generally looked

right over my head, and didn't see the man I was below my jawbone and on down to the

ground.


Below the usual line of sight, I was more than folks saw. It was my legs that were short,

but stubby they were, solid and powerful with lots of muscle. I had plenty muscle everywhere

else, too. So I never felt short changed. I was tough as the next, and could hold my own in any

crowd. Since I been grown, I never swung a full lick with my fist that somebody didn't go

down.


In the things that mattered to me, I never felt obliged to step aside for any manner of man.

Like all my Ballard kin, when I got stirred up, I was dangerous. It was my Indian blood,

Shawnee and Comanche, and it showed in my somber and sober face, bronze hide and crow

wing hair, and in my black gimlet eyes boring holes through anybody that jumped my way.

Being part Indian, I didn't have much beard; I scraped my jaws weekly and looked like I shaved

every day.


I wasn't ever all that much caught up in the War; in my feelings about it, I mean. For what

it was fought, I didn't really know. I do know, for sure, no Ballard kin of mine ever seceded from

anything, nor joined anything, neither, for that matter. And we never owned any slaves. If we

ever were Quakers, as Grandpa Josh claimed, we'd strayed far from that. But we'd not coveted

another man's soul. Aw, we'd kill him if we had to, and tell the Almighty he died, but only if we

had to, and only at the extremes of life. So the War wasn't that much of a gut level thing for me,

just a place to be and something to do, and well done with.


It's not no denying, this War was a hard road. For a time there, I was in a daze from how

things turned out. I just never thought it'd be a day when a snot nose bunch of northern Yankees

could stay on the battlefield with us southern Rebels. So I thought, but I was wrong.


For what good it did, I came to see things different. One day, I woke up to the hard fact

that we were bellied down in a field, firing away at fuzzy faced boys different from ourselves

only by the color of uniform. I watched so many on both sides die, all the while wondering if I'd

be next. More than once, the only reason I was still alive was that somebody else wasn't. It was a

scary thing. Not more, though, than seeing how much easier it got each day. It went on for four

grisly years of the nearest thing to Hades I'd ever seen. We were a country full of new

graveyards, all of us robbed of the lives of most of a generation, dead and gone before their time.

I don't know what the War showed others. It taught me that you don't have to die to go to

hell.


Then all that for so long was so gory, it was over in a moment of false glory at

Appomattox. Two old men, in all the strut and stroll that braided dress uniforms can bring to

pompous fools, they sheathed their swords and called it a day. They'd dabbled at war together

since West Point and, without a cut or scratch on them, played out a final hand.


It really was the beginning. We didn't know it then, but forces more cruel than a field of

battle were gathering, buzzards on a fence line, ready to pick clean the bones of a people, blue

and gray, who'd endured too much suffering already. Some things I don't know much about, but I

do savvy this: Nothing, not even war, is more inhumane than humans who eat up other humans,

just because they can.


It was no future there for me, so I didn't hang around Appomattox for long. I saw what

was happening and figured my best choice was to make tracks elsewhere. All around me another

war was going on. Yankee soldiers were taking over the homes of local citizens, blue and gray,

and there was no one to take up for them. I didn't have anything anybody else wanted any more,

but I knew myself too well. If I stayed there, I'd be in trouble on somebody else's account.


It wasn't hard for me to move down the road. My belongings were few. A ragged uniform,

with field boots and a Johnny Reb hat; a cap and ball pistol, single a shot rifle, a skinning knife,

and a bedroll. My pistol was low on my right hip, my knife higher up on my left. The rifle was

slung to my left shoulder, the bedroll strapped to my back. I had neither horse, money, nor

job--footloose and fancy free, I'd say. Any way I went from there would be up.


* * * *


Yeah, I'd nigh reached bottom, but about ten days down the road, it seemed like my luck

was about to make a change. A train of twenty wagons and teams stood lined up along the road

the same way I was going. Women and children were out, all up and down the trail, and it

seemed the men were gathered around the lead wagon. As I came near the front of the wagon

train, I saw what the trouble was. The lead wagon was bogged to its axles in a mud hole half the

size of Texas. For some reason, they'd unhitched the team from the wagon, and they were trying

to gut it out by hand.


One man seemed to be in charge, a brute of a fellow, red faced, profane, and yelling at the

others, but putting none of his weight into moving the mired wagon. I noticed two things about

him: He had a navy Colt strapped to his side and a bullwhip coiled around his shoulder. He

looked like he was eager to use either one or both. After watching the losing struggle with the

mired wagon a bit, I went up and spoke to that man who seemed like he wanted to be in

charge.


"Looks like you got yore self some trouble."


"Nothing we can't handle," he snapped, "If you'll just stand back and let us work."


"Don't look like that to me." I shook my head. "Looks more like it's handling you."


I reckon he didn't like that much; his florid face got redder still. "What's wrong with the

way we're doing this?"


"Why unhitch the team?" I said. "The mules can pull more than y'all can push."


"They balked," he said. "Tangled in the harness. So we took them loose."


"Mules are stout, not smart." I grinned. "You have to be smarter than they are."


"If you know so much about it," he said, "Tell us how you'd do it."


"Well," I said, "What you got here? About a hundred mules? Just hook as many of them

as you need to the front of this wagon. They'll drag it out or pull it apart."


It looked like he might be seeing the sense of what I said.


"Might work," he nodded. "You want to help us hitch them up?"


"I could do that," I agreed. "Reckon it's worth a meal? I've not et all that much

lately."


He eyed me up and down. I figured he didn't like much what he was looking at.


"Looks like you've not changed clothes in a while, neither," he said. "You'd be smart not

to try anything funny around this camp. Who are you, anyway?"


"Will Ballard," I said, "Fresh from Appomattox; trying to get by the best I can."


"Max Knudsen," he said. "Boss of this outfit; wagon master, headed for California."


"All I want is some grub," I said, "The sooner the better."


"Supper will be served directly," he replied. "If you still here, grab a plate."


Nobody tried to stop me, so we did it how I said, be smarter than the mules. It took us a

while, and there was lots of cussing and discussing, but we got it done. We geared up the mules

that went with the bogged down wagon, unhitched about twenty more from some of the other

wagons, and hitched them up in front of the regular team. When I climbed aboard, took up the

reins, and yelled at the two rows of mules, they tightened up the traces. The wagon wheels made

a sucking sound and rolled, and didn't stop, till the wagon was again up on dry ground.


We geared the mules up again to the wagons, which took a while. Then we lined out to

move on down the road for a couple hours more, so the grub was a while in coming, which was

O.K. I wasn't used to eating all that regular anyhow. But I did wait around to get a bite.


I was uncertain about what I should be doing next, so I stood by the side of the road and

watched the wagons roll by. About the tenth to pass was driven by a woman. She was not so old,

but maybe some older than myself. Under the bonnet that hooded her face, I couldn't make out

much about how she looked, plain or fair. A boy and a girl, both less than ten, I figured, were on

the seat beside her. The seat was up high, in a step well beyond the front of the wagon, with a

ladder nailed to the outside. It was like rigs I'd seen hauling coal at Kentucky mines.


She motioned as she rode by.


"Get aboard if you like," she called. "No need to walk if you don't have to."


"Don't mind if I do, ma'am," I replied. "Much obliged."


I crawled up on a ladder nailed outside and inside the tailgate. The wagon, it was a big

Conestoga, with high sides under the canvas top. It could've hauled a twenty mule team load, but

wasn't that heavy loaded, and was pulled by eight mules. Inside, it showed a woman's touch, set

up like a small cabin, with a cot along one wall and pallets on the floor. A storage bin was built

into one side. Dresses and kids' clothes hung from the wagon bows. A coal oil lamp was

mounted to a side wall, with a cap-and-ball six gun in a holster hanging beside. It wasn't

comforts of home, but not bad. She'd gone to some pains to make it real quarters.


"You'll have to sit back there," she said. "There's no room up here with us."


"Much obliged," I said again. "You got it fixed up real nice, Ma'am."


"Home sweet home," she replied, "for the time being, anyway."


"Well, it shore looks fine to me."


She didn't answer, so I sat back against a wagon bow and swayed with the bumps in the

road. I was really hungry, so I felt for my tobacco, then remembered I was in her wagon.


"All right if I smoke back here, Ma'am?" I called.


"Just don't burn it down," she laughed. "And it's not ma'am; its Beth, Beth McClain."


"Beth," I repeated, "Will Ballard here. Pleased to make yore acquaintance."


"These are my children, Tad and Shirley."


"Hi, Tad and Shirley," I said. "Glad to meet you both."


If they said anything, I didn't hear. I figured they might be shy of strangers.


Seated as we were, with her outside and me in, it was like we were in different

worlds.


While the wagon rolled on, I worked on my smoke, and it wasn't much conversation any

of us had. She didn't answer my last word, so I twisted up a cigarette and struck a match on my

thumbnail, and threw the butt over the tailgate of the wagon. The gnawing hunger in my gut

eased off. I'd been up a long time, and the walk had tired me some. The swaying wagon soothed

me. At some point, I reckon I must have slept; I don't know how long.


The next thing I knew, we were circling for night camp.


"Anything I can do to help?" I said.


"Well, trade places with the kids," she said. "You could guide the wagon to its

place."


So in the setting sun, a lot of things went on, in and out of the wagon. I squeezed past the

kids into the seat beside Beth. Through our clothes, our thighs touched. It's not no denying, it's

always something in a woman that comes through when she's that close.


Anyhow, ahead and to our left, I saw Max Knudsen, waving his arm and hollering orders,

guiding the wagons into a circle for the night. I took the reins and drove the mules the way

Knudsen signaled us. I noticed his bullwhip and navy Colt were still in sight, like they were part

of him. When we rode by, he scowled, so I got the feeling he wasn't that glad I was in the wagon.

I wasn't so glad to see him either, but I just followed on around and lined the wagon in the circle

with the others.


It was the pattern of the closing out of many days to come, sundown in a place where

tired travelers and teams had stopped a while to rest.


It was busy in the camp, as we turned to the chore of unhitching the team. I saw that the

other drivers were taking care of their own stock, so I climbed down and began taking the mules

loose from Beth's wagon. She came around and worked alongside me. We threw the harness on

the double tree, up against the front of the wagon tongue. We hobbled the animals, and turned

them loose to graze. With steps altered by the hobbles, they ambled off to join the other teams

milling around. Around camp, mules rolled in the dust, the daily habit of all critters born into the

horse and mule family. With their roll over, they spread out and cropped the bluegrass.


Max Knudsen came by and watched as we got the mules squared away. He still wore his

gun and bullwhip like they were parts of him.


"I generally do that for her," his voice had a sour note in it.


"It's eight mules," I told him. "Gear down any you want. It's plenty to go around."


He about snarled. "You really got a smart mouth on you, don't you?"


"Tit for tat," I told him, "You want friendly, be friendly."


"Difference is, it's my train," he said. "You just along for the ride."


"I invited him, Max," Beth told Knudsen. "Seems to me he's been earning his keep."


"We'll see," he muttered. "I sort of promised him a meal. Can you feed him tonight?"


"Always room for one more," she said. "I think Mr. Ballard will fit in here just fine."


"Might be," he grudgingly agreed.


He turned to me. "I don't like yore mouth, Ballard, but you seem handy enough around

livestock. I could use a good man. Want to give it a try?"


"With a invite like that, who can refuse?" I laughed. "But you got money, I got time."


"Forty a month, fifty later, if you work out," he said. "A dry place to spread yore bed

under a wagon, meals with a family if they'll have you. You help grain the mules every morning,

help stragglers along the trail, and do night patrol when it comes yore turn."


"Well, I reckon it won't make me rich," I said, "But it's a start."


"What're you making now?" He laughed harshly. "Take it or leave it. I don't care."


He uncoiled his bullwhip, played it out along the ground and cracked it a couple of times.

Still toying with the whip, he moved on, calling gruff greetings to other campers.


An elderly man and woman strolled over from one of the other wagons. The woman was

an older copy of Beth McLain, her mother or sister, I figured. The man was carrying a pail, and I

could smell the fresh milk. I couldn't believe it. It was the first milk I'd seen, or smelt, since I left

my mama's table backing Four Corners.


"Where did that milk come from?" I blurted out.


"We have a cow," the older woman said. "Lots of trouble, but kids need their milk."


"Looks like you picked up some company," the man said, as he looked me over.


"Yeah, up the road a ways." Beth motioned. "Mr. Ballard. He was kind enough to help

with the team."


He stuck out his hand, and we shook.


"Hank Dodson," he said, "And my wife, Lucille. Beth, here, is our daughter."


Lucille shook my hand, but real quick like, and turned toward the wagon. "I guess we

better start supper while we have some light left."


She went to the side of the wagon pulled a couple of pins and a shelf folded out. Behind

the shelf was foodstuffs and supplies in a walled-in part of the wagon. Beth joined her mother.

They brought out food and started putting supper together on the shelf. It was a fine setup. These

folks seemed to know how to fix them a home away from home.


Hank and me helped kindle a fire, but after that, we were mostly in the way, so we just sat

on the wagon tongue, twisted up some tobacco, and smoked.


Beth had pulled off her bonnet and loosened her hair. I noticed how it framed her face

with auburn ringlets. It was a striking face, olive complexion with high coloring in her cheeks,

full red lips. Her wide eyes were dark as her hair and looked out between lashes long enough to

make a man take notice. What I couldn't see earlier, I did now. She was easy on the eyes.


I wondered where her children's daddy was.


There were roughly twenty families in the encampment. Most of them had built small

individual cooking fires and were preparing their meager evening meals. It looked like some

were making joint meals to be shared. Sounds of children at play and the calls of their parents

rang through the camp. Beth's kids just sat and looked at me, their solemn eyes never leaving my

face. It looked like they weren't used to strangers riding in their wagon.


"Don't bother Mr. Ballard." Beth told them.


"They not bothering me," I said. "How old are they?"


"Tad is six, and Shirley is eight," she replied. "They're too young for this, but--"


"You do what you have to do," I cut in. "I see other kids here about as young as

them."


I wondered again where their daddy was, but it wasn't my business, and I didn't ask.

Hank, though, he cleared up that wonderment for me.


"We had to leave Kentucky," he told me. "Beth's husband was killed in the War."


"Yeah," I said, "War is rough on everybody, especially wives and kids"


"It's why we're here," Lucille said. "We had a mortgage, so we worked the land, and

Beth's husband hauled coal in the mines to pay the note."


"Sounds like a plan," I said. "It'll work long as everybody else works."


"Yeah," Hank said. "But Len got caught up in the War and got his self killed."


"It's a sad tale." I shook my head. "Dead heroes don't make good daddies."


"Or good husbands, neither," Beth smiled, right sad like.


"Well," Lucille went on, "With nobody to pay the mortgage, our place was foreclosed. All

we had left was Len's mules and wagons, and a milk cow."


"These Conestoga rigs, they're might big," Hank said, "But when we get to California,

they'll make good living quarters for us till we can do better."


"With all the mining out there, we can hire them out to haul ore, too," Beth added.


"Sounds like y'all got it all laid out," I said. "California, here we come."


"Well, we thought so," Lucille told me. "When Max Knudsen came through making up a

train for California, we signed on for the trip."


"It might've been a mistake to join up," Hank said. "I'm not so sure about him."


"How's that?" I said.


"Well, several reasons," he said. "For one thing, he don't seem to know what he's doing.

Like today: I don't think he would've ever got that wagon out of that bog. And he's too bossy

with the folks in the train. That big gun and that long whip, I think he wants to use them."


"And he's always after Beth," Lucille said. "I worry he might go over the line with

her."


"Don't worry about me," Beth spoke up. "I can take care of myself."


Lucille changed the subject. "I think supper's about done."


By the time the meal was ready, I was too hungry for manners. I held back till it was food

on every plate; after that, I dove in. It was make do--fried sowbelly heated over in a boiling pot,

flapjacks from breakfast, sorghum, and warmed over coffee. I even had some of the milk in my

coffee. It may as well have been a nine course banquet; it was all the same to me. After the pork

was gone, I stayed with the flapjacks, coffee, and sorghum till 'lasses was all that was left.


"When was the last time you et?" Lucille said. "You eat like a starving dog."


"Not lately," I grinned, "But y'all shore fixed that problem for me tonight."


"Wasn't much," Beth said. "Breakfast is our main meal."


"Well, it fit the bill for me," I said. "All I need now is another smoke and some

shuteye."


"We fix enough each morning to hold us till next day," Lucille said.


"Sounds like a plan," I told her. "Don't take so long to fix the night meal."


"It's not always this plain," she said. "Jed Turner is our scout. Sometimes he kills some

game. When we have fresh meat, we take a little more time and have a special meal at

supper."


"Fresh meat is always good," I replied, "Not that the supper wasn't good tonight."


"I bet you say that to all the cooks," Beth laughed.


I was coming to see right clear: A man could get used to that laugh at his supper

table.


* * * *


It was about like that every day on the trail, a pattern that got more home like. Our times

around the supper fire were the best part of my days. The longer we had meals around that

wagon train, the more it seemed like we were a family. One day sort of melted into the next, until

we were almost all the way across Missouri, and Kansas was coming up fast.


Every day, we got easier with one another, but uneasy in another way, too, at least, for

me. It was times when I could feel something at work on me when Beth McLain got too close. If

she felt the same, she never let on. When it came to women, I never was that slick, and it went

double where decent women were concerned. So I mostly just kept my distance.


This was all new to me. Out and about like I been, I'd come across lots of the other kind

of females, too, but I'd seen enough to figure out that most of them would've been different if

they could've had more choices about things. It was true, I had itches, and I got them scratched

now and then, just like any other man. But I wasn't proud of it, and didn't make it such a big deal.

With Beth, I just shut my mind, kept hands off, and dealt with my itches best I could.


I had me another problem, too. I'd been patching the patches on what few clothes I had,

and it was getting harder to keep myself covered up. Even my field boots were coming apart. I

had no money in my pockets, so it wasn't nothing I could do. But one evening after supper, Beth

brought out some of her husband's old clothes and tossed a pair of pants and a shirt to me.


"Here," she said, "Try these on. I don't think my husband would mind."


"That's some sturdy looking clothes," I told her. "They'd stand up to anything."


"Len wore them at the mine," she said. "He needed all the protection he could get."


"Well," I said, "These duds, they'd turn anything short of a bullet."


So I went behind the wagon, shucked my rags, and put on the pants and shirt. The shirt

was fine, tight in the back and short in the sleeves, but I never found any shirt that fit me

elsewise. The pants were baggy all over and the legs way too long, just like usual, but too much

so.


"The shirt works," I called out, "But I don't know about these britches."


"Bring them to me," she said. "That's what scissors are for."


It wasn't long before she came up with three suits, shirts and pants, even some drawers

and socks. It was the most clothes I'd ever had at one time in my life.


She brought out a pair of high top lace up boots, which fit fine, and rugged as the clothes;

right down to the inner steel toes.


"You might as well have these, too," she said, "Before dry rot gets to them."


The new duds fit fine. All I had left of my old clothes was my Johnny Reb hat.


"Much obliged, Beth," I told her. "It feels good to have somebody care about me."


"I do care," she said, and she had a quiver in her voice. "That's all I'll say for now."


Being with that wagon train headed to California was a lot like home sweet home to me.

It was comfortable sleeping under Beth's wagon. I drove her team days and helped her with the

mules at night. In return, she washed my clothes and made my meals for me, along with what she

prepared for herself, the kids, and her folks.


I got on good with the kids, too. Tad took up with me right off, and he started sleeping

under the wagon on a pallet of his own. Shirley was a mite jealous, and wanted to move her bed

under with us, but Beth said no. I was glad about that. I'd have said no if she hadn't.


It all had a right homey feel about it. Beth and the kids, plus Hank and Lucille, they were

my nearest thing to family since I left Four Corners four years earlier. Yeah, it was real

good.


We had us some social distractions that, once in a while, changed our routine, and our

grub. About once a week, the scout, Jed Turner, showed up in camp with fresh meat. It was a

special time, with a fine meal, maybe a jug. Several of the men played a variety of instruments,

so before the evening was over, there'd be some music and dancing. Even the kids paired up and

stirred the dust. Slats Duffy, a tall thin drink of water, played a fiddle that wailed like a coyote on

a moonlit night. Jed Turner had a high tenor voice, and he called the square dances, like a prairie

Indian praying for rain. I don't think it was one square dance call that he didn't know.


I never knew a woman who didn't like to dance. Them on the train, mostly married,

seemed to be the same way. I don't know how the men felt, but I didn't hear no complaints. Out

there on the prairie, they circled under coal oil lanterns and stirred up more dust than a buffalo

stampede. Beth was out there with the rest, in a finer dress than usual, with her hair done up in a

fancy braid and her eyes shining. It wasn't the queen's ball, I reckon, but it wasn't all that

bad.


I could've done without the dancing, but I was willing to try. When it came to it, I wasn't

much, but I did take me a few turns with Beth my own self. I would've danced with her more, but

Max Knudsen hovered over her like a hen over one little biddy. Once when I tried to cut in, he

elbowed me in my ribs, but I elbowed right back and swept her away from him.


She felt good under my hands, and smelt good, too. It was more than the perfume she'd

dabbed herself with. With the pace of the dancing, she'd warmed up, and she had that fragrance

of a woman. It was no denying it. There was more to Beth McClain than a widowed mother

making her way in a world not always on her side. More to her, yeah, but she still liked to

dance.


While most things went along fairly well, others made me uneasy. Max Knudsen didn't

like me, and I figured he had an interest in Beth. I didn't fault him for that. She was a right

handsome woman with a way that both put a man at ease and got him to thinking. Not that I'd

interfered with anything she and Knudsen might have going. I wasn't sure, though, if he knew

that or not. I figured he was just looking for an excuse to get in a ruckus with me about

Beth.


Another thing bothered me about Knudsen was the company he kept. Four of them, it

was: Hoot Lindahl, Slim Dugan, Shorty Jones, and Lefty Schultz. They wore their guns like a

second skin, which told me about all I needed to know. Whatever else they may be, they were

gunnies first. I wasn't sure where the first three fit in. They had no wagons in the train. They rode

their own horses and took their meals at Knudsen's wagon. Looked to me like Lefty was

Knudsen's swamper and cook and drove his wagon, too. But he was of the same stripe. I figured

they were cronies of Knudsen, backup for what might come later. Enforcers, if push came to

shove.


As we kept moving southwest, I'd made some changes of my own; I upgraded my

artillery. Traveling was slow, and it seemed we'd never get beyond the edge of civilized country.

As we went through some little town in Missouri, I collected my first month's pay. We'd stopped

at the edge of town for dinner, and I took a little time to stroll downtown. I saw some guns in a

plate glass window, and stopped to look. The prices caught my eye. It looked like I might have

enough money in my pocket to pay for what looked good to me.


So I went inside and did me some horse trading. I swapped my cap and ball pistol and

single shot rifle for the latest Colt six-shooter pistol and a Henry lever action rifle, both bored for

the new copper rim fire cartridges. They felt good in my hands. I was up to whatever came.


The new weapons fit like a hand in a glove. I'd always kept a sharp eye out for trouble,

and I figured these wouldn't hurt. No telling what a man might run off in to, and it paid to be

ready and stay ready. That way, if trouble came you didn't have to get ready.


When I walked out of that place, I was loaded for bear. I came to what had been growing

inside of me for more than four years. I wasn't the snot nosed kid from Four Corners any more. I

was full grown, and full of hate. My Colt pistol hung low, tied down on my right thigh, and my

skinning knife rode high over my left kidney. And I wasn't bashful about pulling them. Good

weapons didn't make any friends, but did make enemies more friendly. That was close enough

for me.


The farther we went, the harder it got to put up with Max Knudsen. He took to riding

roughshod over folks in the camp. It looked to me like he went out of his way to make trouble.

One who got in Knudsen's way was Holt Overstreet. He had his own wagon and family in the

train and seemed likable enough. He was a big man, and looked able to stand his ground in any

set to.


So one day, he had words with Max Knudsen. Well, Max hauled off and knocked

Overstreet down, and the battle was on. Overstreet came up off the ground with both fists flying,

and Knudsen was down, and every time he got up, he went down again. So we finally circled up

and separated them. Overstreet was ready to quit, and Knudsen seemed glad, and we were,

too.


Sometimes, though, stopping a fight ain't for the best.











CHAPTER II
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"Overstreet, you're under arrest for mutiny," Knudsen told him.


"It's not no treason to spank a loudmouth like you," Overstreet jawed back.


Knudsen faced Overstreet and put his hand on his gun. I could tell he meant business.

"You assaulted a wagon master on the trail," Knudsen said. "That's a hanging offense."


"It'll be lots of blood on the ground before you hang me," Overstreet told him.


But Knudsen wasn't having it that way. "Surrender and prepare to stand trial, or I'll shoot

you down where you stand."


Well, Overstreet wasn't wearing a gun, and he seemed dazed by what was going on. I

figured it was a turn of things he hadn't expected.


He spread his hands and shrugged. "For what it's worth, I surrender, but this is not no

ways over with."


By then, it seemed like everybody in the camp was gathered around to watch the action,

and Knudsen was playing to the crowd for all it was worth.


In his tussle with Overstreet he'd lost his bullwhip. He walked to where it lay in the dust,

picked it up and coiled it, stuck his arm through the coil, and hung it on his shoulder. "Do we

need to tie you up?" he said, "or will you behave yourself?"


"Aw, I'll not cause no trouble," Overstreet told him. "Get on with this."


"Well, here's the deal," Knudsen said. "Out here, a wagon master has the same authority

as a ship captain on the high seas. I don't need no jury, I'm the law in this camp."


"Aw, come on, Max," Hank Dodson spoke up. "You got yore behind spanked for getting

out of line and slugging somebody big enough to do something about it. Just let this go."


"Can't do that, Hank," Knudsen shook his head. "Read the papers you signed with me. I'm

the authority here. If I let this go, It'll be somebody else next. I have to enforce order."


"But you talking about hanging the man," Hank argued. "You don't have to do that."


"You right," Knudsen nodded. "Can hang him. Don't have to. The choice is mine."


"Well, you need to make a better choice," Hank said. "You don't hang a man for

this."


"That's right," Knudsen agreed. "I got to do something, and here's what I'll do: I learned

this when I was a field sergeant in Grant's army. When somebody does wrong, you have to teach

him a lesson. And you do it in front of everybody else, which teaches them a lesson, too. It helps

enforce discipline for everybody. Folks have to learn: You don't go about breaking rules."


"Do what you fixing to do," Overstreet said. "I don't need no sermon along with it."


"Don't worry." Knudsen laughed right cold like. "This'll be more than a sermon."


He turned toward the crowd. "Hoot," he said, "You and Slim and Shorty and Lefty, y'all

be sure everybody is rousted out for this. It's time we showed this bunch how to have some

respect for authority."


Knudsen turned to Overstreet. "You got two choices," he said. "Get yourself hung, or take

the lesson I'm about to dish out: twenty lashes with this bullwhip."


A loud mutter went through the crowd. It was easy to see they didn't want this.


"Aw, come on," Hank argued, "It's not no need for all of this."


Knudsen turned and faced Hank. "One more word out of you and you'll be next."


The crowd's muttering got louder, and Knudsen looked at Hank Dodson. "Hear that?

You're inciting a riot."


"No need for no more of this," Overstreet spit on the ground. "It's not no twenty lashes

you can dish out that I can't take. Bring it on."


"Very well," Knudsen talked like he was trying to sound like a judge. "Hoot, you and

your deputies take the prisoner in tow. Remove his shirt and bind him to that wagon wheel.

Stand at ready. If these people interfere, fire into the crowd."


"Now, wait," Hank protested. "This is way too far over the edge."


"It's O.K., Hank," Overstreet said. "Let's just get on with the lesson."


And they did. Hoot and his bunch took Overstreet, stripped off his shirt and tied him to a

wagon wheel. Knudsen uncoiled the bullwhip and shook it out along the ground.


"Mr. Ballard," he called to me. "You're fresh out of the army. Count the lashes."


"Count them yore self," I said. "You may still be in the army, but I'm shore not."


"As you wish," Knudsen nodded. "Mr. Lindahl, count the lashes for the punishment."


"Lesson," Overstreet jeered. "It'll be the day when you learn me something."


Hank stuck a green stick between Overstreet's teeth. Now he was on his own.


But Overstreet didn't laugh all that much. It was a wrenching thing to watch. I'd seen it

many times in the army, even had a couple of lessons my own self. And Knudsen knew his

stuff.


So did Hoot, too, I guess. They gave Overstreet his lesson one count at the time.


He handled it like a man ought to have. I've heard some scream like a panther in a trap.

When it happened to me, I chomped down on a piece of leather rein and just crawled back up

inside myself and watched it like it was happening to somebody else. Overstreet did about the

same thing.


They took their time. The whip sang and cracked. Hoot gave the count. SWEEP. HOOP.

SPLAT. ONE...SWEEP. HOOP. SPLAT. TWO...


On and on the lesson went. Overstreet took five standing straight; after that, he began to

wilt. His back was cut to ribbons; the smell of his blood was in the air, but he never uttered a

sound. Before it was over, he was down on his knees, held up only by the ropes that bound him.

His mouth gaped open, and the stick he'd gripped in his teeth fell to the ground.


Out in the crowd, some of the women had cried out at the sound of the lashes. Tightly

surrounded by her hysterical children, Overstreet's wife was sobbing.


Knudsen coiled his whip and hung it again around his shoulder.


"These things are never easy," he told the crowd. "But they're sometimes necessary to

civilized order. The lesson is ended. Mr. Lindahl, dismiss these people."


Slow, oh so slow, the people moved away, like they were in a trance.


* * * *


After crossing five states going only slightly south of west, we turned in Kansas more to

the south. According to Knudsen's maps, we needed to slide down the east side of the Rockies

and skirt the higher elevations to the west. On ahead, when we came near Fort Bowie, the

mountains would flatten out, and the crossover on the divide wouldn't be so hard to make. We

weren't the first to go that way, so the road was well marked and easy to follow.


Our main problems were within the wagon train. The farther we went, the less sensible

Knudsen and his cronies became. The floggings were almost routine. More than half a dozen of

the men were laid up in their wagons with striped backs in one stage or other of getting well.


For myself, I stayed away from the man as best I could. I figured that, sooner or later, the

folks would hold a war council and put a stop to Knudsen and his lessons. Not a word, though,

did I hear. I guessed that they were biding their time, hoping to make it on to California. So with

turmoil in the camp, we just moved on, wishing for the best, expecting the worst.


But even at best, when you're in the middle of nowhere, easy often means not impossible.

Nothing west of Missouri is ever easy. We were about to find that out, again. After a couple of

weeks of fairly smooth going, Jed Turner came back towards the train at a gallop.


"Comancheros," Jed told Knudsen, "Ready to ambush, in the rocks about a mile

ahead."


"You the scout," Knudsen said. "What do you figure we ought to do?"


"They been watching our dust for miles," Jed replied. "They'll be coming to us. We need

to circle up and get ready for a all out attack, because that's what we gone get."


"Got any idea what they want?" Knudsen seemed ready to let Jed take charge.


"The women," Jed replied. "The stock. Mostly they just want our gringo

hides."


Even as we spoke, we saw their dust, a sure sign they were coming at us.


"Circle up," Jed said. "It's fixing to get hairy around here."


Knudsen seemed to come out of his daze and try to look like he was really in charge. He

uncoiled his bullwhip, snapped it a couple of times, and began bawling out orders. It was Jed

Turner, though, who really took charge. While Knudsen ran around in circles and made a fool of

himself, Jed spoke to the men, causing the wagons to be hauled into a tight circle. It was all that

the others needed to hear. They took his orders and dug in for the assault.


When the Comancheros came within range, we were under the wagons, the women and

kids protected as best we could. The kids were crying and the women were shushing, trying to

make a nest for their young, even with death at the door. The men were ready to hold the

enemy.


Out on maneuvers while I was in the army, I'd fought from under a wagon before. It was

Indians then, fighting through our battle lines, and caught in the crossfire of a war not of their

doing. Back then, the Indians had the upper hand. Our rifles were single shot, and our cap and

ball pistols took forever to reload. So we'd wound up having to come out in the open and take

them on with bayonets and rifle butts. Not too many of us had walked away.


It was not that way this time. I hadn't pulled down on anybody with my Colt pistol or my

Henry rifle, but they didn't let me down. Lots of the men under the wagons were armed with

guns as good as mine. We had the edge from the start, and we never let up. The Comancheros

rode in circles around us, blazing away with their guns, but getting more than they gave.


The Comancheros never had a chance. They were not near the fighters the Indians I'd

fought before had been. These were border bandits--thieves and murderers--using hit and run

tactics any place they thought they had the advantage. Usually they were drunk, as these seemed

to be, trusting their force more than they should have. I fired my Henry until the frame was hot in

my hands, drawing blood with every round. My pistol was just as deadly at closer range.


The men under the wagons with me were tough farm stock, most as battle seasoned as

myself. And they had more to lose than I did. Their wives and children were huddled behind

what protection they could provide. So it was without quarter expected or extended that they

took the fight to the Comancheros. The first thing we knew, the ground around us was littered

with riders and mounts. Those able to ride and sober enough to savvy, quit the field and head for

the hills.


"I guess we showed them," Max Knudsen told us as he coiled his whip.


"Aw, yeah, we killed a bear," Hank told him, "But who was it that shot him?"


We didn't move from the circle of wagons that day. Several of our party had bullet holes,

even two of the women. Slats Duffy lay across his crushed fiddle case, dead from a stray bullet

that'd brought him down. We found a dozen Comancheros dead on the ground. Among the

horses they rode, several had got up and were limping around. Knudsen's pals, Slim and Shorty

and Lefty, they pulled their pistols and brought the crippled horses down with bullets in their

brains. Farther out, I saw Hoot Lindahl pull his pistol and heard two men cry out. Three quick

shots split the air. Hoot holstered his gun and came strolling back our way.

OEBPS/images/returnto.jpg





