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  I WASN’T HUNTIN’ NO TROUBLE when I come back east acrost the Mississippi that time in ’75. But sometimes what a man is looking for and what he finds can turn out to be entirely different things.




  I’d crossed the Suwannee River the night before, for no other reason than I wanted to see what was over there. Didn’t need to be in no particular hurry about gettin’ to where I was going. Not like I had kinfolks waitin’ for me. Not no more, anyways.




  A few miles up from the crossing to New Troy, followin’ that sand road down the northeast bank of the river, I spotted this place back on the bluff in amongst a stand of pines and hickories. Half dozen horses was tied out front, and I figured it might be a establishment which catered to the drinkin’ man. Been kind of a dry trip so far, and I thought this might be a good time to give my ole roan horse a little rest.




  I’d a pretty good idea what to expect if this was like most of them “blind tigers” you’d find up on the Suwannee hereabouts. Just a two-by-twice shack with a sawdust floor and one brand of whiskey, more’n likely home-growed and guaranteed to take the paint off a church steeple or the ticks off a hound dog. Good for the snakebite too, some said. Providin’ you could stand to swallow enough of it before you met up with the snake.




  But some of them places kept a free lunch set out too. And lately I’d been goin’ without eatin’ for so long that my stomach was beginnin’ to think my throat might be cut.




  I rode up the bluff and into the trees a little ways before stepping down from the leather. Noticed a couple gents watching me from a bench outside the building as I dismounted, but I didn’t pay it much mind. I been looked at before.




  Part of it’s my size, I reckon. I stand a few inches over six feet and weigh maybe two-fifty or two-sixty even when I ain’t been eating awful regular. And right then I imagine I come across a mite rougher than usual. Maybe four or five months since I’d had my hair cut, and a week or two since I’d seen a razor. Hadn’t had no new clothes in a lot longer’n that.




  I watched them two gents while I tied my horse to a scrub oak. Then I slid my Winchester out of the boot and wiped the dust off real careful before startin’ across the sandy yard to the door. It wouldn’t seem right somehow, goin’ into a new place and meetin’ new folks, without taking my best friend there along with me.




  Them two gents stood up when I come near, not sayin’ nothing but lookin’ me over real cautious-like. Both wore pistols, one with his hitched up on the left side, butt forward for a cross draw, and the other with his holster right in front where it’d be close to hand. It was the kind of thing a man paid attention to in a country where all manner of disagreements might be settled by Judge Colt and a jury of six.




  Me, I favored the Western style. My Dragoon Colt was slung low on my right hip and tied down with rawhide thongs. Which I imagine give them boys something to think about. You didn’t see too many tied-down guns in those days, even west of the Mississippi.




  But I reckon they decided pretty quick that whatever I was, I wasn’t no kind of a lawman. And as they stepped back to let me pass I had the feeling maybe that mattered to ’em just a little more than it would to your average never-sweat who took to sittin’ outside saloons in the middle of the day.




  I lifted the latch on the front door, opened it, and stood there for a minute to let my eyes get accustomed to the shadows. Weren’t much to see: a short bar at the far end made out of planks laid across two barrels, a couple rough tables in between, and nothin’ else but sawdust an’ pine needles over a dirt floor.




  There was three other men in the room, not countin’ the bartender. Two of ’em was sittin’ at a table against the right wall; the third was leanin’ on his elbows with his back to the bar. All four was looking at me without much welcome in their eyes. And all four was wearin’ guns — even the bartender. I started to get the idea maybe strange riders didn’t stop into this place back up in the woods too awful regular.




  I noticed there wasn’t no free lunch neither.




  Now, a sensible man might have considered the odds and pulled his freight right about then. But nobody who knew Tate Barkley ever gave me much credit for good sense. I just reached up and give my hat-brim a little tug with my left hand, an’ then I strode across the room and bellied up to the bar.




  “Whiskey,” I said, layin’ my rifle up on the planks so’s my hand could rest easy on the action.




  The bartender, a big bald-headed gent with garters on his sleeves, hesitated a moment. Then he reached back and got out a bottle and a glass.




  I filled the glass, tossed off a drink, and poured another, using only my left hand. Kept everbody in sight while I was doing it, kind of casual-like. It didn’t take no Harvard scholar to see these folks was some kind of on edge. The atmosphere in that room wasn’t exactly what I’d call sociable a-tall.




  I figured to have me another drink just to say I’d done it, an’ then leave out of there quiet-like before anything had a chance to get started. Man finds enough trouble in this life without going out of his way to look for it.




  But then sometimes trouble has a way of findin’ him. And nobody ever accused Tate Barkley of not bein’ ready to meet it halfway when it did, or maybe just a mite better.




  This time trouble showed itself in the form of a skinny blond-headed kid with a big .44 strapped to his hip, and a mouth to match. Didn’t look like much as trouble goes when he first stood up from that table by the wall. But he had ambition, and he worked at it.




  “Stranger in these parts,” he said, startin’ to kind of swagger across the room towards me. He didn’t say it like he was asking, so I didn’t say nothin’ by way of a reply.




  He stopped a few feet away and looked me up and down real slow, with a kind of a lopsided grin on his face. “Ain’t much to look at, is it, Bay?” He spoke over his shoulder to the man still at the table. “What kind of critter you reckon this is, anyhow?”




  I poured myself another drink, still saying nothing.




  “Shaggy old varmint, way too big for a skunk or a possum. Hey, Bay.” The kid’s eyes took on a sort of a glittering mean look. “You don’t s’pose this is one a’ them western buffaloes I seen pictures of in Harper’s magazine?” He sniffed the air real loud, then wrinkled up his nose. “Phew! I reckon it’s got to be one a’ them sour-smellin’ critters. Seein’ as how it don’t act dead, an’ it’s way too big to be a skunk!”




  I downed my drink.




  “Reckon,” I said real quiet-like, not lookin’ at him, “that bein’ a range buffalo’s still a mite better’n bein’ some other kinds of critters. Like a little egg-suckin’ cur-dog what just crawled out from under somebody’s back porch.”




  I knew he’d try it. Knew he fancied himself with that Colt, and was just itchin’ for a chance to use it. I seen him crouch real sudden out of the corner of my eye, and his hand started to drop.




  But before that kid’s gun cleared leather the back of my own hand caught him square across the face. It’s a right big hand, and a hard one. The kid staggered back acrost a table, knocked over a couple chairs, and fell sprawling to the floor. From the way his nose gushed blood, I had a idea it might be broke.




  Well, you’d of thought the war was ready to start all over again at that moment. Them other three men reached for their guns at the same time.




  Only they was a mite slow. That big Dragoon was already in my fist with the hammer eared back before any of ’em thought enough about it to look up an’ see what it was they was facing.




  “You go right on ahead,” I said, “if you feel lucky.” I allowed it was my turn to smile. “One or two of y’all might get some lead into me, but I expect I’ll have enough dogs to lay at my feet when they bury me hereabouts.”




  It was a Mexican stand-off and they knew it. Three on one give ’em a chance, but I held the aces. Somebody in their crowd was goin’ to die, and nobody much wanted to find out who it would turn out to be.




  I glanced at the kid layin’ there on the floor at my feet, but he wasn’t even thinkin’ about gettin’ ready to get up. Then I reached out an’ picked up my rifle with my left hand, layin’ the barrel over towards the front door where them two gents outside was maybe thinkin’ about whether to come in and join the party. They must of decided against it finally, because the door stayed shut.




  After a minute the bartender lifted his hands away from his gun real slow and laid ’em up on the bar where I could see ’em. “You’ve played hell,” he said. “That’s Big Bill Caton’s nephew you knocked down, and this is Big Bill’s place. He runs everthing in this neck of the woods. Nobody crosses him.”




  “Caton?” I glanced at him. “Used to know some Catons back before the war. Hog and chicken thieves, mostly. Never knew any of ’em was man enough to steal a full-growed milk cow.”




  “Big Bill’s the he-coon in these parts,” the bartender said grimly. “He’ll kill you on sight, if his men don’t get to you first. There’s upwards of three dozen of ’em ridin’ this Big Bend country hereabouts, and every one’s salty as a piney woods rooter. It don’t matter whether you try to hide or not, your life ain’t worth the change from a plugged nickel right now.”




  The other gents was standin’ real still with their hands out from their sides, but I could see what was in their minds if I give ’em half a chance. Me, I was easin’ over towards the side door when I spoke again:




  “I didn’t come here huntin’ trouble,” I said, “and after I’m gone I’d just soon forget I ever seen this place.” I was standin’ next to the door now.




  “But if you-all are bound and determined to come lookin’ for it, I’ll try and see can I find enough trouble to go around.” I turned to the bartender. “You tell Bill Caton it was Tate Barkley said that. He may recall the name.”




  Soon as I’d finished speakin’ I was outside, makin’ for the trees a dozen yards away. A bullet clipped a limb off to my right and I let fly with my old Dragoon back under my arm. She roared once and a pine shutter split clean in two. Whilst they was all busy cussin’ and dis-cussin’ that, I got myself up into the brush out of sight from the cabin.




  I knew they’d be after my horse first thing, and I might of left it an’ got clean off into the woods. But I liked that roan. He was mean and ugly like me, but with plenty of sand and spit whenever the chips was down. I never give a thought to leavin’ him behind for the likes of these.




  I Injuned up through the trees till I could see the roan’s back, and he was still standin’ right there where I’d left him. That could only mean one thing under the circumstances: them gents had their eye on him, just waitin’ and hopin’ I’d step up into a cross-fire.




  My mam didn’t have much book-learning, but she didn’t raise no foolish children. I backed off from that place, movin’ careful but wasting no time, and worked my way around till I could see where my horse stood and the clearing with the cabin off to one side as well. Then I hunkered down in a palmetto brake and watched for a bit until I’d located the men layin’ in ambush.




  They was two of ’em, and most likely a third was still inside the cabin a-waitin’ his chance. I could hear the other three somewheres across the way, stompin’ through the brush an’ yelpin’ at each other like a pack of no-count hound dogs.




  Just then ole roan decided to pick up his head an’ look over his shoulder, right square into my eyes. Weren’t no more time for considerin’. My watchers would be noticing that look the same as me.




  So I picked up my Winchester and dusted that clump of scrub where I’d seen one of the men, firing three times as fast as I could work the lever. When I heard him grunt an’ cuss I turned towards the cabin to put a couple more through the door and window.




  The third man was takin’ a bead on me with his Colt when I swung back in his direction, but he was a mite anxious and his first shot went wide. He didn’t get a second. I put a bullet through the first button over his belt buckle, and then followed it up with another just for luck. Then I started after my horse.




  I’d tied the reins in a slip-knot out of habit, and it didn’t take no time a-tall to yank ’em free an’ put one foot in the stirrup. I dusted out of that place ridin’ the side of my horse Injun-fashion, headin’ back up into the piney woods away from the river.




  There was some more cussin’ behind me and a couple shots ripped through the leaves over my head, but in another second I was back amongst the trees and out of sight of the cabin. When I finally slowed the roan down so’s I could climb into the saddle, I took a good long listen but couldn’t hear nothing close by.




  I knew those boys’d be along though, an’ from what the bartender said I could expect they might have some friends for company before the day got much older. In spite of my talk about Bill Caton and his brothers, I remembered the family well enough to know that they’d be right hard men by now, not exactly the type to waste a lot of thought on turnin’ the other cheek.




  I never been counted no wallflower when fightin’ time come around, but I didn’t figure to be no complete damn fool about it neither. Any way you looked at it, the Catons and three dozen like ’em spelt trouble with a capital T. Seemed like the best thing for me to do in a case like this was to let ole roan do what he enjoyed best. Which was run.




  He was a Western mustang an’ bigger than most Florida horses. Maybe not so agile back up in the brush as some of them cow ponies, but you give him room to get about an’ he’d purely run the legs off a jackrabbit. Had plenty of bottom, too. Go all day an’ all night on a couple handfuls of wire grass, an’ then turn an’ look at you scornful-like whenever you finally got down to rest your ownself.




  What I’m sayin’, me and that roan understood one another. And when I turned his head to the north this time he knew exactly what to do. Weren’t the first time for neither one of us, tell you the truth. Seems like we’d both spent a sight more time up on the outlaw trail than we had chasin’ any cows out of the Texas or Florida scrub.




  Ole roan took to the trail like he was born to it, and after a bit I let my thoughts go back to when I’d knowed that Caton family as a youngster. They’d been a mean, no-account bunch even then.




  There was six boys at one time, together with their pa who was said to be on the dodge from somewheres up north when he first come into this country. But Tarley and the old man got theirselves crosswise with some swampers up to the Okeefenokee back around ’59, and they was never heard from again. Not too long after that Jimmy-boy drowned when a horse he’d stole throwed him off into the ditch.




  I’d of figured the others for the end of a rope by now. But it seemed like they’d managed to survive and even maybe come up in the world a mite, if you could call it that.




  It surely weren’t just exactly the sort of homecoming I’d had in mind when I set my sights on returnin’ to this Florida country. I’d been in the western lands for a good ten years by now, and this was my first trip back since leavin’ for the war in the spring of ’63.




  Seems like after Petersburg and Appomattox I’d felt the need to look over some fresh territory, someplace that wasn’t burned out or starved out for a change, or churned up by marchin’ armies. So I headed west. Had a idea what would happen to the losers of a war that cost both sides like this one, and I just made up my mind to stay gone until the carpetbaggers an’ the scalawags got all through with their RE-constructing, before comin’ back to see what they’d left, if anything.




  I punched cows out in Texas for awhile, rode the grub-line some. Even tried my hand at prospecting onct in Colorado. Hired my gun here an’ there too, for this an’ that. Most of it was legal, or close to it. But them days a man couldn’t be too particular if he wanted to keep his belly button from slappin’ up against the front side of his backbone.




  Still, I’d always kept some right warm thoughts about this scrub and swampland where I growed up, all the while I was ridin’ that high, dry country out west. Always figured to come back someday, maybe even put down some roots. Everbody likes to have a place they call home, and for me I reckon this was it.




  But now if Bill Caton was runnin’ things hereabouts, the place had changed a sight more than I cared to think on. Kind of put a whole different color on all the pictures I’d had in mind whilst livin’ out in them western lands. And I weren’t too sure I liked the new look.




  Anyways, I got me a idea Mr. Stephen Foster didn’t never know the Catons, when he wrote that song about the Old Folks at Home.
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  ME AND THE ROAN was headin’ north now at a pretty good clip, and I figured once we’d put some distance behind us I’d turn west, get back across the river, and then make my way south towards the coast where there was a fair piece of wilderness an’ a man could sort of get lost till things had a chance to quiet down some. I’d hunted and fished all over that country as a boy, and I knew it better than most.




  Considerin’ the odds against me, I could see that layin’ low was the smart thing to do, and I aimed to do it. But it grated in my craw all the same. Bein’ on the dodge ain’t no fun anytime, yet it seems a whole lot worse somehow whenever you can’t show your face near the place you’d thought of as home.




  Not that I had any people hereabouts, leastways not above ground. Mam died of the cholera back in ’58, an’ pap run afoul of some raiders a year or so after I’d left for the war. My brother Luke’s a travelin’ man like me. Ain’t seen him for a passel of years.




  Still, I’d the notion to go back one last time an’ pay my respects to the folks like. Then I reckoned I’d give some thought to what to do with that little piece of hammock land back up in the swamp we’d owned. I was the oldest, so by rights it was mine now.




  I never done no farmin’ since I’d left home. And settlin’ down weren’t much more than a dream I’d had time to time, which looked a whole heap farther away now than it had a couple hours ago. Prob’ly I’d just sell out, share the money with Luke if I could find him, and keep on ridin’. That is if I could find somebody with cash money who wanted a few acres of scrub an’ live oaks with a couple graves on it.




  After we’d left the riverbank we was out amongst the rolling fields and pine woods of the Big Bend, where that horse of mine was able to lay down some tracks. I was cuttin’ cross-country, avoidin’ roads an’ settlements as much as I could. My idea was to cross the river somewheres south of Ellaville where the bluffs was low and ole roan wouldn’t have to spend too much time gettin’ into and out of the water.




  It had been a hair before noon when I first stopped into that blind tiger, so there was a-plenty of daylight left. That was good for me because I wanted to put some distance behind me before I slept. But it was good for whoever might be on my back trail now too. The sandy ground and pine needles wouldn’t leave many tracks, but the chance of bein’ seen by a rancher or a farmer somewheres along the line was a thing I couldn’t hope to stay shut of entirely.




  North Florida was a mite more settled back then than say Arizona or the Indian Nation. Not that it was what you’d call crowded, but still you couldn’t travel too far without seein’ the smoke of a homestead or a plantation house. And more’n likely somebody was out plowin’ a field or pickin’ cotton or tobacco in between. There was folks who’d be almighty curious about a big shaggy rider with a Texas outfit, runnin’ hell-for-leather through the brakes and the back trails hereabouts.




  It couldn’t be helped though, for I surely wasn’t goin’ to get myself out of that country by stoppin’ along the road to pass the time of day. I just had to hope most people wouldn’t be so curious as to come investigatin’, or to talk it up amongst strangers they might see. I figured my chances was pretty good thataway. This was still frontier country, and folks was used to keepin’ their own counsel. A man’s business was his own, long as he didn’t go botherin’ others. Live and let live was the order of the day.




  After a few hours I turned in amongst a clump of trees on a low hill to give ole roan a blow an’ look over the countryside a bit. There was a small sinkhole there that couldn’t be seen until you was right up on it, with good cover and a spring where we could have ourselves a drink. I’d taken care in approaching the place, and once the grass outside had a chance to straighten out, we’d be as well hid here as anywhere I might have found.




  I picketed the roan near the runoff from the spring and climbed up to where I could just see over the rim of that sink. Ever place I looked was low rolling hills, with occasional stands of pines and hardwoods here an’ there. Just a little movin’ about would let me have a pretty good view in all directions. Hunkerin’ down behind some brush, I took out the makings, rolled myself a smoke, and studied my back trail.




  It struck me right about then that I wasn’t as used to readin’ the sign of this Florida country as I’d once been. A man gets accustomed to the land he’s ridin’ in, and I’d been out amongst the western prairies and deserts for a right smart spell. I was in the habit of seein’ maybe ten or twenty miles of open country instead of only one or two, and to usin’ dust clouds an’ tracks on the ground to tell me when other folks was about.




  Dust there might be sometimes, from a sand road or a plowed field. But you couldn’t count on it in this wet country, and you couldn’t see it very far off in any case. Tracks only lasted from rain to rain, which might be weeks or months where I just come from, but maybe only a few days or a few hours hereabouts.




  I was going to have to be almighty careful until I got the feel of this land again. A man in the wilderness learns to use all his senses, but the ones he uses most can change with the territory. In the forest he has to count on his ears more than his eyes, and he has to pay close attention to the way the birds and the critters act around him if he wants to know somethin’ out of the ordinary is going on.




  All the while I was thinkin’ about this, I was studyin’ the far tree line and the hills around me, trying to make out any sign of riders who might be out an’ about, especially those who might be huntin’ me. I reckon what with all that thinkin’ and studyin’, I sort of forgot to remember to pay real close attention to what was near at hand.




  So it like to give me the gallopin’ fantods when all of a sudden I heard this voice right almost at my elbow:




  “Hey, mister, are you a Texas man? Are you one-a them real honest-to-Pete cow punchers, or maybe even a gun-fighter like Wyatt Earp or Doc Halliday an’ Bill Hickock?”




  Well, I ain’t never yet shot nothing that I didn’t know what it was, an’ I reckon that was a plumb good idea this time. When I looked over and saw this tow-headed kid I was just about a half a secont from pulling iron.




  I took a deep breath and moved my hand away from my Colt real careful, then reached up to tug my hat-brim down so’s he couldn’t see how much he’d startled me. Leanin’ back against a tree trunk as casual as I could manage, I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye.




  He was a well set-up youngster, barefoot and wearin’ short pants buttoned below the knees. Maybe eight or nine years old, close as I could figure. Never was much hand at guessin’ kids’ ages though. Had these pale blue eyes, just steady as a rock. Never took ’em off of me for a instant.




  “What makes you suppose that?” I asked. “What makes you think I might be a Western man?”




  “Well, your boots for one thing.” He spoke right up, not even a little bit shy. “Folks ’round here wear brogans mostly, even those with ridin’ jobs. An’ the saddle on your horse there, that’s a Texas saddle, some bigger’n the ones we most generally see in these parts.” He paused for a second, then pointed. “Your gun’s different, too. Looks like one-a them big forty-four Colts like the Rangers used to carry. An’ you wear it tied down the way I heard them Western gun-fighters do.”




  That was a right knowing kid for his age. He didn’t miss much. I took out the makings and started to build myself another smoke.




  “I reckon,” I said after a moment, “that I might be somethin’ like that there. Anyways, I been to Texas. An’ I been known to punch a cow or two, here an’ about.”




  The kid nodded, his eyes big. “I bet you’ve been in some gunfights too. I seen the way your hand dropped to your pistol when I spoke up. You was all ready to draw it an’ drill me through the brisket if I made a false move.”




  Well, it ain’t generally a part of my nature to lie to kids, but right then I tried. I didn’t want him to guess how right he was, because I didn’t want him to start thinkin’ too hard about why a total stranger would be so all-fired ready to shoot in the first place.




  “Naw,” I said with a shrug. “Naw, I was just slappin’ at a ole bull ant.” I brushed at my pants leg with my left hand a couple times. “That’s all it was.”




  He didn’t say nothing, but I’d the idea I hadn’t done much to change his mind. At last he just sort of shrugged an’ said, “Well, I reckon I should-a give you some better warnin’ before comin’ up on you all of a sudden like that.” Then he sat down next to me.




  “How you know so much about the West?” I asked. “You ever spend any time out there?”




  “No, but I’ve read plenty about it in them dime novels. Read ever one I can get my hands on.” He paused. “Ma says I shouldn’t ought to believe everthing that’s in those books, though.”




  “Your ma’s a smart woman,” I replied. “I read one of them books my ownself, one time.” I’d of been embarrassed for him to know how long it took me to do that. Readin’ sign on the ground was always a sight easier for me than readin’ words on a page.




  “Didn’t appear to me,” I went on, “that the man who wrote that book I read knew too awful much about what he was writin’ about. Matter of fact, I sort of suspicioned that writer hadn’t never even been to the western lands.” I glanced down at the kid and changed the subject. “You live around here?”




  “Not far. Just over the next rise a couple miles.” He seemed to be studying the ground between his feet. “That is, sis an’ me’s livin’ there right now. Our home place is over near the coast. But we’re stayin’ with Aunt Mae an’ Uncle Everett for a spell till Ma gets some things straightened out back home. She said she’d send for us soon as she’s able.”




  The way he said that raised a question in my mind, an’ I decided I might’s well go ahead and ask it: “Your pa’s there with her, is he?”




  “No. Nobody’s with her but old Joseph the hired man. An’ he’s gettin’ on up in years some.” I thought I detected a hint of worry in the youngster’s voice. “Don’t know how much help he’ll be for much longer.”




  He paused then, and after a moment said kind of quiet-like, “Pa’s dead. Back in the hurricane of ’73. He was captain of a schooner sailin’ out in the Gulf. Never did come home afterwards.”




  There wasn’t much I could say to that, so I just nodded, gazin’ out across the meadow towards the distant tree line. The boy had some cares sure enough, but it weren’t too unusual in these hard times followin’ the war. He seemed like a tough lad though, able to shoulder ’em if given half the chance.




  When you come down to it, that’s just about what it takes to be a man. I couldn’t help wonderin’ that his Ma didn’t see that. Was I her, I’d want him with me to help carry the load like, and sort of grow into the job.




  Well, it weren’t none of my business, and I’d troubles of my own. I crushed out my cigarette with the toe of my boot and started to get up. It was way past the time I’d ought to be climbin’ back up on the hurricane deck of ole roan an’ makin’ tracks for the far places.




  But when I glanced over at the kid sittin’ there, all of a sudden I had me a idea.




  He was a bright youngster, no doubt about it. Likely the kind who kept his eyes open and his ear to the ground, so to speak. Nobody hears as much as kids anyways, ’specially whenever their folks think they ain’t supposed to be listenin’.




  It struck me that I was a man in need of information about things hereabouts, an’ this kid prob’ly had just what I needed. I took out my Bowie knife, kind of like it was my plan all along, and sat back down again. Then I picked up a stick an’ started in to whittlin’.




  “Yep,” I said after a moment. “I seen a sight of country out west. Texas, Arizony, Colorado, even Wyoming and the Montana Territory.” I looked over at him. “Knowed a few of them gun-fighters like you’re talkin’ about too, though I was never one to put myself in a class with the likes of them.” I paused. “Reckon I ain’t in such a big hurry that I couldn’t tell you a couple stories. That is, if you’re interested.”




  Well, you’d of thought his face was goin’ to split wide open from the way he was grinnin’. “You bet I am, mister! I never met no real Western man before. I’d give up my good Case knife to hear what it’s really like out there!”




  “Man needs his knife,” I said, “so you keep yours. But you could do somethin’ else for me if you was of the mind. You could sort of fill me in on what-all’s doin’ hereabouts. I’m new to this country y’see, and a travelin’ man needs to find out the lay of the land if he wants to stay shut of trouble.” I looked over at him. “Like f’r instance, I heerd somethin’ just today about a bunch in these parts called the Catons. You know about them?”




  Right at first I thought he weren’t goin’ to say nothing, not for all the Western stories I could tell in a month of Sundays. Yet from the way his face tightened up I could see he knew a-plenty.




  Well, I just waited a bit, and at last he sort of glanced around and moved over closer to me. When he spoke his voice wasn’t much over a whisper.




  “I reckon everbody here knows the Catons. They been in this country since before I was born. Ma says they started out with a group of deserters an’ Union raiders during the war, but later the ones who believed in some kind of a cause went on an’ joined up for the fightin’. What was left, she says, wasn’t nothin’ but a pack of no-count thieves and murderers. That’s when Bill Caton took over.




  “There’s upwards of thirty or forty of ’em now, maybe more. Got ’em a big camp down in the swamp ’tween here and the Gulf, though you’ll see ’em most anywheres, even in the towns. Nobody wants to make trouble ’cause they know there’s always more where those come from. My Uncle Everett says Big Bill Caton’s got a hand in every crooked business in this part of the state. He says it’s only a matter of time till he’s got enough money to go into politics an’ start doing his stealin’ legal-like.”




  “Seems to me,” I said after a moment, “that there’d ought to be some folks around who wouldn’t cotton to that sort of thing. Most men in this country got guns and know how to use ’em. Why don’t they get together and invite those boys to look for some new territory?”




  The kid shrugged. “I don’t know about that. Uncle says he’ll fight if they try to run him off his land or start messin’ with the womenfolks. But he don’t seem to pay too much mind when a hog or a couple chickens turn up missin’ ever now an’ again. Reckon it’s the same with most people. They’d rather fight shy of trouble an’ hope it’s somebody else gets stole from the next time.”




  I nodded. I’d run across that kind of thinking a time or two, though I can’t say it ever made much sense to me. When the cockroaches start nosin’ around my bread basket, I don’t wait to see how many crumbs they mean to leave behind for me. I just start in to squashin’ bugs.




  But I’d no stake in this fight, for all that I was brought up only a hop and a skip from here. I was just a drifter, an’ likely to remain so. And I’ll admit I was gettin’ the urge to drift pretty bad about now. The longer I stayed in this place the easier it was goin’ to be for trouble to find me when it come a-lookin’.




  But a bargain’s a bargain, and so I settled back an’ took the time to spin out a couple good yarns for the kid, keepin’ a close watch all around the whole time. Part of what I told him was even true.




  Finally I stood up and sheathed my knife. “I’d like to stay here a-jawin’, boy, but I got me some miles to cover before I spread my blankets for the night.” I held out a hand. “Name’s Tate Barkley. You ever get out Arizona way, you look me up.” I grinned. “But be careful who you go mentionin’ my name to out there. Most folks have heard it an’ some’ll take it friendly enough, but there’s a few others who might not.”




  He got to his feet and took my hand in a firm grip. “My name’s Jamie . . . James, I mean. James Mcclanahan. I’m proud to make your acquaintance, Mr. Barkley.”




  “Proud to know you too . . . James.” I caught up the reins on ole roan, and stepped up into the saddle.




  “You know,” I said, leanin’ down kind of confidential-like, “it might just be for the best if you didn’t say nothin’ to your uncle about our meetin’ out here. Wouldn’t want you to lie about it o’ course, but there’s no need volunteerin’ anything that might start talk about strangers in the neighborhood.”




  He glanced up at me. “You on the dodge, Mister Barkley?”




  I smiled. “Not from the law in these parts,” I said, “but there’s some others I’d just as soon keep guessin’ about my whereabouts. Reckon you might know who I mean. I just figure the fewer folks that hear about me, the fewer who’d have a reason to tell somebody else.” I put a hand on his shoulder. “Deal?”




  “Deal.” He grinned, and I lifted my hand in farewell. Just before I climbed out of that hollow I looked back. He was still standin’ right where I’d left him, watchin’ after me.
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  THE SUN WAS DOWN below the treetops when we swum the Suwannee and turned our tracks back toward the south and west. There was a hour or two of daylight left, and that was just about long enough to get myself into the northern edge of the San Pedro lowlands before findin’ a place to camp for the night.




  I located a small dry hammock and staked the roan out back in the trees after we’d both had a drink from a fast-flowing creek not too far away. Then, layin’ my bedroll down on a soft patch of grass, I wrapped in a blanket against the skeeters and stretched out, countin’ on my horse to stand sentry for me. There wasn’t no use to build a fire, even if I hadn’t wanted to avoid the attention of folks in the vicinity. I’d fixed the last of my coffee that mornin’, and used up all the biscuits and bacon I’d brought along a day or two before that.




  I was just about as tired as I knew how to be, but before droppin’ off to sleep I found my thoughts going back to Jamie and what he’d said about his ma out there on that place near the coast. Didn’t make much sense to me that she’d send her kids off right when there was a passel of work to do. You’d of thought she could use all the willin’ hands she could get in a situation like that.




  Unless there was some other reason she didn’t want ’em around, of course. Some reason which most likely had to do with trouble shapin’ up on the horizon. If that was the case though, I had to wonder why she didn’t just up an’ leave out of there her own self.




  Well, it was surely none of my affair, and I told myself that a time or two while I laid there lookin’ up at the limbs overhead. But it made me kind of curious all the same, to know what sort of a woman it was who’d try and make it out there in the wilderness alone, without a husband or even her kids to help. Stubborn as a mule, more’n likely. But she’d need grit and bottom too, if she was going to have much of a chance for herself.




  Those were right needful qualities when you thought about it, in a man, a horse, or a woman.
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  It started into rainin’ about a hour before daylight, and I mean rainin’ — a regular old gully-washin’ frog strangler. Come up out of nowheres so fast that I woke up swallowin’ water before I even knew it was goin’ to be cloudy.




  I’d had my slicker over me when I laid down, but by the time I could twist around and get my arms into it I was soaked to the skin. Had to squeeze water out of my blankets before I could roll ’em up, an’ my boots was so full of it that I hung ’em upside down from the saddle horn and made up my mind to ride out of there barefooted.




  Even if I’d been able to start a fire, there weren’t nothing to cook, not even coffee. A cigarette wouldn’t of stayed lit if I’d wanted to take the time to roll one. An’ that downpour didn’t show no signs of lettin’ up anytime in the near future.




  You can bet I wasn’t in no real good mood by the time I’d finally got ole roan saddled up an’ started out of that place. He felt about the same way toward it I did. Started dancin’ and blowin’ as soon as I put my foot up in the stirrup. But we had us a couple words and he finally decided maybe right then weren’t just the best time to try makin’ me any madder than I already was.




  The sun was high up in the sky by the time I finally got a chance to see it. We’d been makin’ pretty good time under the circumstances, changin’ off between a trot and a fast walk most of the way. I was following some old half growed-up Injun trails through the swamp, an’ there weren’t no faster way to travel in that country even without the rain. Too much chance of losin’ the trail or steppin’ into a deep hole under what looked like only a few inches of water.
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