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Blessed be the merciless, for they shall see Gods enormous shrug.


George Garrett, Entered from the Sun




The man in the violent situation reveals those qualities least dispensable to his personality, those qualities which are all he will have to take into eternity with him.


Flannery OConnor, On Her Own Work
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SAINT LOUIS DAYS


Will Anderson had always felt that life should own more excitement than a farm could ever afford. Hed begun to resent farming from the time he was old enough to be charged with the morning milking, and by the time he was steering a plow he abhorred the yeomans life. His brothers laughed whenever they heard him cursing in his struggles to harness a recalcitrant mule, and they told him hed best get used to it. It was not that he was averse to hard work but that he was possessed of a romantic disposition. As he grew toward early manhood he labored the days long and then lay awake nights and pondered possibilities until he fell asleep with fatigue. He thought the city might be the thing, though he knew little of cities except that they were not farms.


He was not yet eighteen the night he forsook his Kentucky home. He made directly for the neighboring farm of the prosperous Kiner family and sneaked through shadows blinking with fireflies and up to the house past dogs that knew his scent. At Marthas window he hissed her awake and asked her to go with him and be married and live in Saint Louis. She was a shy but comely girl who generally preferred the company of books to social entertainments, but one day shed accompanied her sisters to a county fair and was introduced to Will Anderson, and theyd neither one had eyes for any other since. Her father had repeatedly told her she was pretty enough to make an advantageous marriage and that the Andersons were hardly removed from hardscrabble, but like Will himself she was of a nature more fanciful than practical, and she knew in her heart that no greater excitement would ever come her way than this young man at her window.


They made off in the bright haze of a gibbous April moon, giggling like children, mounted double on the big mule hed stolen from his father, though he did not see it as stealing but as compensation due him for all the young years of labor hed given to the farm. He would not, however, take any of her fathers animals without permission. They carried few clothes and one blanket, a coffeepot, a fry pan, a small bag of books, and the zither she would not abandon and bore slung upon her back.


Damn, girl, he whispered as they made away, I guess I oughtve took Daddys wagon too, just to tote all your goods. This poor mule aint never carried such a load.


She hit him on the back with her fist and said, Its not that much.


They took as well the small dowry her father had been putting aside toward the gainful marriage he envisioned for her, and which money she knew to be cached under a flat stone in the springhouse. Will had yielded to her reasoning that it was their proper due. Youre the husband I choose, shed whispered. Its yours by all justice of the heart. She was a reader of poetry, this Martha Kiner. Hed had to grin as he said, All right, then.




They were wed in Hickman, then ferried over the Mississippi and followed the river road to Saint Louis. They took lodging in a boardinghouse. She wrote to her parents to explain how deeply she loved this young Anderson who set her heart to dancing every time she looked on him. In return came a brief note from her father: You ever come back here Ill whip you to the assbone. He comes back Ill feed him to the hogs.


Though Martha assured him her father would not come looking for her, he thought it prudent for them to change addresses and take another name for a timeJackson, like Old Hickory, whom hed long admired. She nevermore wrote to nor heard from any bloodkin but her elder sister Sally, who also lived in Missouri but far off on its western border. Sally had married a stage driver named Angus Parchman six years earlier and gone with him to work a farm hed inherited in Jackson County. But not even her sister would Martha ever see again.




He thought he should learn a city mans trade and so took a position as apprentice in a hatters shop. But he soon came to detest Saint Louis for its crowded sidewalks and bullying policemen, its ceaseless clamor of wagon traffic and steamboat whistles and bellowing humanity, its multitude of alien stinks. Even the smell of horseshit seemed somehow foul to him when it came off Saint Louis streets. But most of all he hated the citys incipient population of foreigners, in particular its Germans.


There wasnt near as many Dutchmen yet in that town as you got today, he would later tell his sons, but there was already enough so you couldnt help but run into some of them every time you stepped out in the street. Couldnt help but hear them neither. It was Dutchland this and Dutchland that everywhere you turned your ear. What galled me the most was them all the time saying the U S of A is a backward country because some of the states got slavery, saying Missouri ought be ashamed of itself for being one of them. Bunch of damn foreignerssquareheadscalling us backward and right in our own country! I tell ye, boys, a man can get his fill of such talk pretty damn quick. Goddam Dutchmen. It was in Saint Louis I first heard it said the Dutch are like farts because they most of them loud, they aint about to go back where they came from, and loud or quiet they every one of them stinks to high heaven. Gateway to the West, my sorry ass!Saint Louis is the Gateway from Dutchland is what it is. I seen it happening way back then.


His bitterness toward the citys ways and foreigners was made worse by his day-long confinements in the hattery. He rarely saw the sun. The shop reeked of solutions used in constructing the hats and he began to suffer chronic headaches. His muscles ached for proper use. One day a man who worked at the table next to his and had been employed in the shop for more than a yearan amiable fellow, but increasingly given to tics and soft mutterings as he workedwent crazy in his own home. He refused to get out of bed one morning, and when his wife asked what he thought he was doing and why he wasnt getting ready to go to the shop, he simply and mutely stared at her. Frustrated to anger, she grabbed him by his sleepshirt and tried to pull him bodily from the bed. He in turn grabbed her by the neck with both hands and throttled her. The whole episode witnessed by their spinster daughter who ran shrieking from the house to cry murder in the streets.


Will Anderson read all about it in the newspaper. According to the report, lunacy was not uncommon among hatters and was thought to be inspired by prolonged exposure to the chemicals of the trade. Will had now been at hatmaking for several months and this revelation explained everything to him about his headachesand it put him in a rage. This damned Saint Louis! That damned hat factory!


The following morning he stalked into the managers office and closed the door behind him. He announced he was quitting and demanded the pay he was due. The manager was an Acadian come to Saint Louis to make his fortune, but he bore no love for Missourians and believed Will to be one. He said workers were paid for a full weeks labor only and Will would have to finish out the week if he expected any wages.


Will knew the man kept money in his desk and he stepped around to search for it and extract what was rightfully his. When the manager roughly shoved him back and said, Get out from here, Jacksonyou damned puke! his only thought was to put a quick end to it before the man made outcry. He snatched up a heavy iron desk ornament in the form of a rearing horse and crowned him with it. The managers eyes rolled up as if he would inspect the damage from inside his skull and he fell with the inimitable languor of the dead.


Wills heart was thrashing in its cage as he stared at the bloodstain blooming darkly on the carpet under the mans broken head. But his apprehension quickly gave way to righteous angerthe man had tried to cheat him, after all. He hurriedly searched the desk and found more than fifty dollars in paper and specie and stuffed the money in his pockets. Then went to the door and paused there to ease his breathing. Then opened it and turned to call back into the room, All right, then, Mr. DuBois, Ill fetch that catalog from the mercantile directly, sir. Some of the hatters looked up from their blocks and molds with the barest curiosity, then gave themselves back to their work. Will shut the door and left the shop. An hour later he and Martha were clear of Saint Louis and bound back to the farming life.


TRUE CALLING


He told Martha hed been obliged to take his rightful pay from DuBois by force and so thought it wise if they now called themselves Tyler, just in case the law should come searching for him with a trumped-up warrant or some such. She regarded him with narrowed eyes but asked no questions.


They homesteaded in Marion County and raised corn and swine. A clearwater stream wound through a copse of cottonwoods in the swale below their cabin and the deer that watered there provided plentiful fresh meat. He tried his hand at muletrading in the nearby hamlets but proved no match for the sharps. He sadly confronted the possibility that a farmer was all he was or ever would be.


Martha was rosy in her first pregnancy now, and as he came in from the field at sundown he would hear her singing to young Bill forming up in her belly for entry to the world. She played her zither after supper. He smiled on her contentment and held her close in the night, embraced the easy rise and fall of her breathing, felt the steady beat of her heart in her breast. And yet he yearned for something morenot for more money or goods or property, but for a life less ordinary, for an excitement he couldnt give name to.


One Saturday he delivered a wagonload of pigs to the Palmyra market and then took his ease in a tavern with three men of recent acquaintance. In the course of their convivial drinking, he learned they were all in agreement with him that farming was dull use of a mans life. Among them was a graybeard named Sutpen who now leaned forward on his elbows and asked Will if he was interested in going with them to Iron County to retrieve some horses. Will asked whose horses they were, and the man smiled and said there was some question about that but they intended to resolve it. Will looked from one grinning man to another and said, I see. He sipped his whiskey and gave the matter regard. The risk and hazard of the proposal sped his blood. Risk and hazard, yes. He filled the cups around and said, You boys count me in. And thus discovered his true calling of horse thief.




They never rustled more often than once every two months, and sometimes three months would pass between forays. They usually rode in the dark of a new moon, they never stole in their own county, they never raided the same county twice within the same year, no matter how rich the regions pickings. They never took but a portion of a herd, rarely more than two dozen head at a time, the better to contain the animals as they galloped them back to Marion County. Because Wills place was the most isolate they always took the horses there and corralled them in a clearing a good mile deep into a hickory grove behind his house. They would rework the brands and sell the animals singly or in pairs to various neighbors and acquaintances whose love of a bargain outweighed whatever vague suspicions they did entertain. Sometimes a dealer would buy the whole lot, asking only the direction it would be wisest to take the horses for resale and tipping his hat with a wink when they pointed the way opposite from the horses origin.


To let even part of his small acreage go fallow or to quit raising pigs might have roused speculation about his means of livelihoodmusings that might reach ranchers of adjoining counties who had lost horses, that might pique the curiosity of agents of the lawand so Will Anderson, known as Tyler in Marion County, continued to work his farm even though he could have supported his family on the proceeds of the horse deals. His partners did the same.


THE FAMILY


Martha was at first sorely vexed to learn of the new risk he had introduced to their lives but she soon enough struck a truce with this circumstance she could not have altered by any rhetoric. She had anyway always known that life with Will Anderson, long or short, would be venturesome, had known it since the night of their elopement from Kentucky. She conceded that the man was but following his nature and no good could come of her resistance to it.


For his part, he no longer resented farm life so utterly, now that his familys keep did not depend on it and its tedium was relieved by the rustlings. Now he knew contentment to sit in his rocker of a warm evening, smoking his pipe and hearing the strings of Marthas zither and watching baby Billchristened William T.crawl about the porch trying to catch fireflies with his hands, the childs eyes remarkable for their bright and ceaseless curiosity as well as their rare coloring, the hazel irises rimmed by a thin band of bright blue.


In years to come Will would on various occasions tell his firstborn son the story of his birth on the coldest day in local memory, the second of February, 18 and 40, a Sunday. A regular winter day just all of damn sudden went about four times colder, Will Anderson would say. Birds fell out of the sky froze solid as rock. Wasnt much snow but there blew a norther to tear the hide off a goat. Lord, the wind! The roof sounded like it was in pain. There was frost all on the inside walls. We had the fireplace booming and still we were freezing. You were blue as a virgins vein and not yet a day old but you never made a sound, just squinched up your face and seen the thing through. I knew then you were a hardcase and I told your ma so. When the wind finally let up, it sounded like war the way the trees were popping. I stepped outside and the first breath of that cold air was like getting hit across the nose with a scantling. The wind had pulled a door off the barn and the cow for some dumb-ass cow reason wandered out to the trace and just stood there and froze to death on its feet. I couldnt so much as put a nick in her hide with my bowie. Tried to quarter her with an ax but it was like hacking at an oak stump. Had to build a fire under her to thaw her sufficient to chop her up bit by bit. Talk about cold! Was that way for six days before it got usual winter again.


A year after Bill was born came Robert, who in his fifth month was carried away by some nameless disease. Then came Tommy, who at age two and with a stick provoked a huge colony of ground wasps that enclad his head like a snarling yellow hood and stung his hands and scalp and every exposed portion of him including his eyeballs and the tongue of his open shrieking mouth and he died even as little Bill and his pregnant mother came running to flail at the yellowjackets and carry the boy away to the house. The head and hands of the small corpse his father buried under an elm were bloated and darkly purple.


Martha next delivered Jim and she and Will smiled to see four-year-old Billy keeping watch over his baby brother and instructing him in the names of things in the world. When Mary was born the following year Will Anderson held her as though she were made of the rarest glass and Martha beamed at his happiness in a daughter. Then came Josephine, then Jenny the last, and all three sisters would come to dote on Bill and Jim and feel both pride and rue in the knowledge that none of them would ever meet a man the equal of their brothers.




Bill grew up a child of nature, observing intently its ways and creatures, the wind and clouds, the currents and moods of rivers. He taught himself stealth and moved through the brush like shadow. He learned to shoot at a young age and was a deadeye naturalborn. What he did not teach himself about horses he learned from his father. And all that he came to learn and know he taught to his brother as well.


He made claim from boyhood to understand the thoughts of dogs and to be able to talk with them through mind language, although he sometimes spoke to them aloud, if only because some thingsreprimands, for example, and jokeswere simply of better effect when heard with the ears and not just the mind. At first his father had wondered if Bill was touched. But the boy seemed sensible enough in all other ways and the elder Anderson had anyhow encountered enough lunacy in his life to know a serious case from a harmless one. Still, he couldnt help but shake his head each time he saw Bill sitting eye to eye with one or another of their hounds and nodding and smiling as the dog worked its ears and brow and now and then wuffed low and showed a broad grin.




Marthas love of books did not slacken over the years, and their house held an uncommon lot of volumes for that part of the world. She taught the children early to read and to letter. Their basic texts were the Old Testament and the first through the fourth of McGuffeys Eclectic Readers, but their readings included as well Sarah Josepha Hales Poems for Our Children, Washington Irvings Sketch Book, and the aphoristic wisdoms of Poor Richards Almanack. As they got older they graduated to Shakespeares sonnets, the Lyrical Ballads of Wordsworth and Coleridge, and the works of a more recent writer named E. A. Poe, whose macabre and melodious poetry Bill Anderson thought wondrous. His mother frowned on Poes morbid cast of mind and claimed to regret having bought the books at even the bargain price of five cents each.


In the family library too was Websters American Dictionary of the English Language and Bill loved to pore over it in search of recondite words with which to affect airy learning. You are an olfactory offender, he would accuse his brotherand laugh while Jim angrily riffled through the dictionary and his mother smiled over the cookpot. Looks like precipitation might be erumpent today, he would say as he leaned on his ax and studied the clouded sky and his father would glower and tell him to talk plain goddammit or keep his lip buttoned.


They were mad for music, this family Anderson, though Bill would never learn to play any instrument other than his fathers Jews harp and some few chords on the harmonica, which instrument his brother played with enviable ease from the time he was five years old. His father also a harmonicist and a fair hand with the fiddle, though his wife liked to joke that the best thing about his fiddling was that it kept the field rats from the house. She herself adept with the zither passed through generations of her family and which she taught her daughters to pluck as her mother had taught her in Kentucky. Saturday evenings the Anderson porch would sway with music born in Appalachian hollows, with melodies sailed over from Britains misty isles. The livelier numbers set them to turns of stepdancing on the porch planks, the plaintive tunes to harmonizing on ballads of lovers long gone, of honor defended and died for, of foggy rivers and wandering ghosts and deepwood mountain homes, of bloodfeuds and murder and the hangmans rope.


THE PARTNERS


In their first eight years of rustling Will Anderson and his partners but thrice failed to get horses, each time caught in the act and each time holding to plan and abandoning the horses and splitting up in all directions and each man of them making his way back home on his own. Then came a night when they were driving a dozen ponies out of Clark County and were suddenly beset by pursuers. Sutpen the graybeard was shot from his mount and the attitude of his tumble was sufficient testament that he was dead. The escaped three later learned that hed been stood in an open upright coffin in front of a Kahoka general store with a sign on his chest: Do you know this man? But none did identify him and after a few days the stink demanded interment. His surviving partners lifted a cup in his memory and continued to rustle, just the three.




The following year a posse fell on them as they were driving a pilfered herd up from the riverbreaks of Saint Charles County. The partner named Harris had his mount shot screaming from under him and was captured. Will and Nordstrom, the other partner, got clear, but Will wondered aloud if Harris would hold to their common pledge never to give up the names of the others. Nordstrom said he had been friends with Harris most of his life and knew for a fact the man would hang before betraying a partner.


Three days later in the early dawn one of Nordstroms neighbors who had often bought horses from him and Will came riding up to the Anderson house at a gallop. Will stepped out on the porch to receive the mans breathless report that a party from Saint Charles County had showed up at Nordstroms farm in the night and dragged him from his bed and hanged him for a horse thief. Hanged him from a shade oak flanking the house, bootless and in his underwear. The vigilantes were cooking breakfast over open fires when the Marion County sheriff arrived to find Nordstrom still suspending crooknecked and frog-eyed in full view of his sobbing widow and two young children. When the Saint Charles men explained the matter to him, he said he couldnt much fault them for hanging the man, then told them to take the body down and lay it out in the house.


Them boysre looking for you too, Will, the neighbor said. Asked after Will Tyler by name. The sheriff said hed bring them here just as soon as he had him some breakfast.


Bill Anderson was then eight years old and this his first inkling of his fathers true and perilous trade. He was deeply impressed by Will Andersons self-possession in the face of this news which he received as though it were not news at all. The neighbors face by contrast was antic with fear and the boy could sense danger closing fast. He felt himself grinning with a novel excitement he could not have described but did evermore want in his life.


At midmorning the hanging party arrived to find the place deserted but for its livestock, and none of the abandoned beasts did say whither the man Tyler and his family had fled.


THE VETERAN


They settled in Randolph County, a mile west of Huntsville and hard by Black Owl Creek branching off the east fork of the Chariton. The countryside was thick with river willows and cedar brake, hardwood forest, glades with rich yellow grass as high as a horses belly. Bears rambled in these woods, wildcats prowled the shadows. The last of the local wolves raised distant wail in the nights deep reaches. Herons stalked the creeks and owls hooted in the dark trees and swooped in hunt through the hollows. Here had Will Andersons two brothers, Jessup and Hayes, come to settle a few years ago after theyd finally had enough of their bullying father and struck out from Kentucky. And here Will found a tract of good bottomland bordering his brothers farm.


His younger brother Hayes was gone away to the war in Mexico when Will and his family arrived in the heat of mid-summer. Hayes had taken a Boone County woman to wife in his first year in Missouri but before theyd been wed five months he was widowed by the cholera. His bereavement was such that when the war broke out in the spring of 46 he gave a deaf ear to Jessups arguments against enlistment and went for a soldier. He rode to Texas to join up, rather than enlist with Bill Doniphans Missouri volunteers, for he wanted no comrades but strangers. He did not write even one letter in his absence, and now the war was nearly six months concluded and still no word had come from or about him. Whether he lived or lay dead in Mexicos alien ground remained mystery.


Jessup was delighted to have Will for a neighbor and helped him to construct a family cabin and a barn. The brothers often visited back and forth, and as they puffed their pipes and passed a jug between them in front of a fire built high against the icy winter evenings, they sometimes mused about heading west into the vast new territories taken from the Mexicans. At first they refused to believe the tales they heard on every trip to town about the gold strikes in California, the ready wealth to be reaped there. But still the stories came, and they began to ask each other if they werent fools not to go claim their own portion of riches. Martha sometimes heard them as she sat at her sewing or at writing a letter to her sister in Jackson County. Her lips would draw tight at their foolishness but shed hold silent and tell herself it was just talk, that at least he wasnt out doing something to set the law after them again.




They had been living on the Black Owl more than a year and the autumn trees were turned yellow when Hayes came home. His empty right sleeve was folded and pinned to the shoulder of his threadbare dragoons tunic. His face was sickly hued and skeletal under a scraggly beard. His hair hung in tangles from under his hat. He nodded on being introduced to Martha and the children. Bill Anderson was enthralled by this uncle who had warred in a foreign land and whose eyes looked aged beyond his years by all the things theyd seen. Hayes kept a whiskey jug at hand as he sat on the porch with his brothers and he often sipped of it. Jessup gestured at the armless shoulder and said he guessed the mash helped some with the pain. Hayes shrugged and said, I guess.


At supper he spoke only in response to direct address and said no more than necessary. He was indifferent to conversation and shrugged at most questions put to him. He did not care to say where he had been for the year and a half since the end of the war or how he had lost his arm nor anything at all about his time in Mexico. He was unaffected by his brothers jokes and efforts to make him smile. In days to follow he was content to keep to himself and the comfort of his jug. Jessup and Will soon tired of trying to animate his spirits and thereafter let him alone.


Only in the company of young Bill and little Jim was Hayes inclined to talk. The boys would go to his house and ask if he cared to go fishing with them and he always did. They were usually accompanied by several dogs and Hayes was much amused by Bills supposed ability to converse with them. A yellow curdog named Quick once sat and stared at Hayes intently and then turned to Bill and wuffed low and the boy looked into its eyes for a moment before making a gesture of dismissal and the dog trotted over to a shady spot under a tree and settled itself with its muzzle on its paws.


That yeller say something about me? Hayes said, his expression both suspicious and amused.


Well, sir, Bill said, he believes youre about the saddest man he ever saw.


Is that right? Hayes said. He looked over at the dog and it cut its eyes away without moving its head. Well, truth be told, that son of a bitch dont look so all-fired jubilant to me neither.


The boys laughed with him and the yellow dog raised its head and itself appeared to smile.


He never spoke of his lost bride but talked mostly of the war, of having seen the elephant, as the expression of the day had it. While they sat on the creekbank and watched the stick floats bobbing on their lines he told of the battle of Monterrey, of the boom and blast of artillery and of house-to-house fighting and men shot and bayoneted and blown to portions. Told of screams and smells that might have issued from hells own butcher shop, of blood running in the cobbled streets. Three days the battle endured, and when it was done he was one of the fortunates yet intact and without serious wound. That night he and some of his fellows celebrated in a cantina. In his joy at being alive he whooped and discharged a pistol into the ceiling and the ball ricocheted off the iron brace of a viga and angled down to strike the arm he rested on the dusky shoulders of a seorita and shatter its humerus like a thing of glass. The surgeon had been obliged to amputate at the shoulder. He said the missing limb sometimes itched him so bad he thought he might go insane for not being able to scratch it. He still couldnt stand the thought of his arm rotting in Mexican ground, and he regretted not bringing it back to bury in America.


One day Hayes revealed to the boys a Colt revolver hed stolen from an ordnance wagon for no reason but conviction that the army owed him something for his disfigurement. A huge thing more than fifteen inches long and weighing close to five pounds fully charged with .44-caliber conical balls, it was hardly less than a hand cannon.


A Texas Ranger named Walker helped Colonel Colt to design it, Hayes told the boys. Itll blow the most of a mans head off. If you run out of rounds, why, you can bust a skull with it sure as a hammer.


He handed the piece to Bill. I cant work that loading lever with just one arm, Hayes said. You might as well have it. Bill cradled it in both hands and marveled as if upon some holy object.


YEARS OF THE ARGONAUT


Another winter passed and now nothing would do for Jessup and Will but to go to California and claim their share of gold. Martha argued vehemently against the enterprise. She had made wide allowance for Wills inclination to horse theft but this ambition was too reckless for her to accept without protest. Just because every fool and fool-killer in the country was going to California was no reason for them to join the parade. She asked what they knew about prospecting, asked Will how she was supposed to manage the farm without him as well as care for two-year-old Josephine and newborn Jenny. Will let her talk herself tired and then said Hayes would stay on the place with her and pointed out that Bill was almost of a size to do a mans work and six-year-old Jim was already tending to various main chores. She couldnt believe he was leaving her to care for a farm and five children and one of them an infant and another not much more and nobody to help her but a one-armed and half-distracted man devoted to the jug. But she could see that her husband was decided, and so at last she only sighed and said no more about it. Three weeks later Will and Jessup struck out for the Santa Fe Trail and four years would pass without a word from either.




Hayes proved surprisingly adept at working a variety of tools with his single hand, and though he sipped from his jug all through the day he seemed never to be drunk. Young Bill demonstrated his sufficiency to grown mans work of every kind and Jim and Mary worked hard as well and their mother never rested and the farm fared better than any would have guessed. The cornfield throve and the pigs fattened properly. In season they harvested the corn and shocked the stalks, put up yams and turnips and potatoes in the root cellar, butchered hogs and smoked the meat. Evenings after supper the family came together on the porch for music and song. Uncle Hayes delighted them all with his nimble stepdancing to the strains of Jims harmonica and Bills Jews harp and Marys able thumping on a washtub bottom.


Sometimes of a late afternoon Bill took the big Walker to the creek to practice. When he shot a bird or squirrel the creature simply vanished and nothing remained but scattered feathers or bits of bloody pelt. He taught his little brother to shoot the Walker too, though it was all young Jim could do to aim the piece with both hands, and the recoil each time flung the gun high over his head and usually threw him down. Their uncle regarded their shooting with approval and took pulls from his jug and now and then told them another story of the war. He told of men dying in greater numbers of fever than by enemy hand, of men so sick with the blues they did shit themselves to death. The whole time he was in Mexico there was no escaping the stink of human shit. He told of Mexican coronets playing the no-quarter tune called Degello all through the night before the fight at Monterrey. Men stopped their ears with plugs of tobacco to keep from hearing it another minute. You never heard nothing like that cutthroat music, he said. Freeze the hair in your ass.




Three years passed and half of a fourth. One cool autumn Sunday Uncle Hayes went to the Black Owl by himself to sit under the drooping willows and drink from his jug and skip stones across the water. When they found him four hours later he was facedown on the bottom of the creek in a depth of barely three feet. Young eels swam through his early grayed hair wavering in the current. The jagged bone jutting from below his elbow told the story: hed fallen in and broken the arm and been unable to push himself up to breathe. Bill dug his grave in the shade of a cottonwood and Jim and Mary fashioned a cross from two barked pieces of wood and his mother read over the gravemound from the Psalms.




There came an early thaw that spring and the days warmed fast. On a brightly blue May morning Jim Anderson saw a man mounted on a sagging horse plodding across the meadow toward the house and even before the rider drew close enough to make out his face he thought he knew who it was. Now the dogs came aware of the stranger and rose up out of the new grass in a clamoring rush and Jim called them to come back but they ran on until Bill came out and whistled them down. The pack came loping back with tongues lolling and they sat before him and Bill told them with his eyes not to bark at that man ever. They cocked their heads and he said, Its Daddy is why. The dogs resettled on the grass and watched the man come on and none did yap at him again.


Bill called into the house and a moment later the family was gathered on the porch and staring out at the approaching rider. A low breeze was at his back and they caught his smell while he was yet at a distance. He dismounted at the porch steps and the ruined horse that was naught but hide and bone blew tremulously and Will Anderson looked up at them all in turn with eyes blackly hollowed by every sort of exhaustion. His clothes were torn and caked with dirt and his own accumulated exudates, his boots held together with wire, his hat absent its rear segment of brim.


Martha Anderson went down the steps and took him in her arms. He hugged each of his children in turn and Bill saw that the others eyes too went tearful with the reek of him. They did not know that this hard smell was not entirely of the filth of his rags and unwashed flesh but was also the very smell of rage, of festering anger, a scent Bill and Jim Anderson would come to know well in men other than their father in the years ahead.


Jessups dead were his first words. His voice raspy and unfamiliar. Took sick on the Mokelumne placers two winters ago and died in a fever.


He scanned the area and Bill knew who he was looking for. We anyway never got us one bit of gold except for what we took from a Chinamans teeth one time when he was drunk and Jessup lost that at dicing the same night. He turned to his wife and said, If I ever had a worse idea than going to California I cant remember what it was. Wheres Hayes? And learned then that his only other brother in the world was in his grave.




He spoke no more of California. Hed told the truth about not acquiring even a speck of gold but for the Chinamans teeth, but he never told of the bandits who fell on him and his brother in their camp in their second year of working the placers. They shot Jessup dead and would have killed Will too if he hadnt jumped in the river and been carried downstream to safety, although he barely escaped drowning and then nearly died anyway of the ague he contracted from the icy water. He did not tell of the long months of sickness and then being penniless in San Francisco and turning in desperation to the robbers trade and being as often beaten and robbed himself as he did beat and rob others. He joined with a pair of partners and thought hed struck it rich the night they robbed the counting room of a gambling hall and got away with thousands of dollars. But when they reined up at the outskirt of town to apportion the loot, one of the partners shot the other dead off his horse and tried to shoot Will too but only killed his mount from under him before making away with all the money. Back at thieving and robbing on his own, he was captured one night by a party of city vigilantes. He would have been hanged but for a ship companys need of work crews to put its vessels right for voyages round the Horn. The company was hard pressed to find willing workers in that city of goldseekers and businessmen and grifters and thieves, but the owner had influence with the vigilante committee and they would sometimes provide him with criminal labor for a fee. And so Will was bound over to the ship company to serve a sentence of eighteen months, and in that time he toted and caulked and hammered and sawed and sanded and painted while others in California sought for gold or robbed it from those whod found it. These things he never told.


Over the following days his talk was all of Kansas territory. On his way back from California he had come on a fine tract of homestead land some hundred miles east of Missouri. It was set near Agnes City, a few miles removed from the Santa Fe Trail, well-wooded and richly topsoiled and cut through by a swift creek. He was decided they would move there. Martha could not refrain from asking why. How much better could that portion of Kansas be than the good bottom they had on the Black Owl? He said he just knew it was better and would brook no further argument.


And so they removed to the Kansas tract Will had set his eye upon. They built a dogtrot cabin and a stable, put up fences, planted corn and raised pigs. And by the end of the year Will Anderson was again at doing what he had in truth moved to Kansas to dostealing horses. This time with his sons at his side and learning the rustlers trade. California had convinced him for good and all that a man ought to stay with doing what he could do best, and that bloodkin was the only partnership for it.


BLEEDING KANSAS


The farm was as always good cover for the rustling, and by the rustling they did prosper. In the same year the Andersons moved to Kansas, the Kansas-Nebraska Act was passed and new settlers were pouring into the region. The increase in traffic along the Kansas portion of the Santa Fe Trail was the boon to horsethieving Will Anderson had thought it would be. By the time they had been in Kansas a year, he was taking Bill and young Jim on late-night raids of waystation corrals and grazing pastures, sometimes of the local ranches that provided horses to the stage and freight lines. They took as many as two dozen head each time and moved them fast across the southern backcountry along old stock traces and over isolated prairie and along the Marais des Cygnes River and in a week had them in Bates County, Missouri, and sold off to ready buyers who asked no questions except How many? and How much?


Every raid gave Bill Anderson a quivering thrill as they cut out the horses and made away with them in a raise of dust. He loved the look of their manes and tails lifting in the night wind, the sounds of their deeply sonorous breathing and the drumming of their galloping hooves. He delighted in their wonderful variety as they raced under the starsbays and duns and buckskins, blacks and claybanks, sorrels and paints, horses blazed and raindropped, skewbald and mottled and ass-spotted, all kinds. Every rustling made his blood jump with the chance of being found out, with the possibility of violent encounter. He laughed at the wild grin of his brother Jim, hardly more than a child and already more seasoned to risk than most grown men. They naturally took the very best of the animals for their own, the fastest and boldest. Bill was proud of the big sable stallion he named Edgar Allan, and Jim had taken for himself a speedy Appaloosa he called Buck.


They were good at their work and were rarely discovered. In the few instances when they were caught in the act and pursued, they usually had only to fire a few rounds behind them and their chasers would fall away, especially on hearing the blasts of Bills big Walker. When the chasers proved brave and returned fire and continued to come for them, they would let the horses go in one direction and themselves veer off in another, racing into the darker cover of the woodlands, galloping through the shadows of the river traces with their hatbrims folded back in the wind and the cries and gunfire of their hunters growing faint behind them until the only sounds they heard were their own laughter and the clattering of their horses hooves.


Even on the rare occasion of an unsuccessful rustle, when they got back home they would sit out on the porch and recount to each other the grand fun theyd had. Bill and his father would pass the jug between them, but even young Jim, from the time he was twelve, was permitted a small cup of whiskey as his earned right for engaging in a mans work. The females of the house would be abed but awake and listening to themMartha with her head full of fears for the future, Mary and Josie and little Jenny holding each other close, their eyes wide, their hearts thumping with thrill and envy.




They did not go uninformed during their Kansas years, these Andersons. Newspapers and the talk of neighbors at barn dances and village stores, the conversations of strangers in the little towns they passed through on their hundred-mile rides back from horse sales in Missourithrough such sources did they keep up with the news of the day, most of it about the antagonisms attending the matter of slavery and Kansass own part in the issue. The Andersons well knew of the clamor attached to the territorial election of 55 when the Federal government allowed Kansas to decide for itself to sanction or reject slavery. Theyd heard tale upon tale of abolitionists come all the way from New England in pretense of being settlers but in truth only to vote in league with the nigger-stealers and the damned Dutchhypocritical interlopers who held themselves morally superior to every man of southern ancestry and yet were avid to spill blood, the proof of it in the Bible shipments they received from back East that in fact were crates of Sharps rifles.


No Anderson had ever owned a slave or would, but Will had early implanted in his sons an aversion to bullies of any stripe, and the boys shared in his resentment of these outsiders from half the continent away who would force their beliefs on Kansas. The Andersons were gladdened by news of the hordes of Missourians who crossed into Kansas to outdo the free-stater vote. Ruffians the abolitionists called them, and northern newspapers routinely referred to Missourians as depraved pukes hardly fit to be called human.


There were fewer than three thousand eligible voters in Kansas on election day and over six thousand votes were cast. The Andersons were elated when the southern vote carried the day. And then shortly thereafter were enraged once again when the free-staters formally denounced the new legislature and called for another election. The Kansas government-elect said the matter had been settled and suggested the northerners go back to New England where they damn well did belong. But the abolitionists refused to yield. They established a headquarters in the town of Lawrence, elected their own governor and legislators, and solicited still more Yankees to the territory.


Hostilities naturally increased. The following spring the Andersons smiled at reports that ruffians had swarmed into LawrenceYankeetown, the pro-slavers called it, Boston Colonyand destroyed the printing presses of both newspapers as well as looted stores and fired several buildings, including the governors house and the three-story Free State Hotel. They laughed when they heard about the southern congressman so infuriated by a northern senators scurrilous denunciations of the South that he had stalked into the Senate chamber with club in hand and right there on the floor beaten the man to bloody insensibility. But they didnt laugh when they heard that a self-anointed messenger of God named John Brown and several of his sons and followers had descended on five pro-slavery Kansans in the dark of night and cloven them to death with broadswords.


Claymores they usedSweet Mother Mary! Will Anderson remarked to his boys about the John Brown murders. I hope the son of a bitch does hang, but I have to say he knows how to get his point across. Fear, boysthats half the fight right there. Make the other fella more afraid of the awfulness of what youll do him if he falls in your hands than you are of what hell do to you. Thats the secret, and crazy old Brown knows it. Same with the Indians. Damn Indians known it since forever. Its what scalpings all about, burning at the stake, all them redskin ways of killing.


His sons thought this a novel advisement but would in time come to know it for common credo in this brute portion of the republic.




And so, five years before Fort Sumter, the war was already under way along the Kansas-Missouri border. Death to all Yankees and traitors in Kansas! was the cry of pro-slave Missourians. And the Kansas free-staters did bellow in response: War to the knife and the knife to the hilt! Strangers approaching each other on lonely border roads would clutch their weapons and ask, Free state or slave?and the answer could provoke mortal dispute. In newspapers across the country the region now bore the name of Bleeding Kansas.


In these early years came into being the dread jayhawkersorganized bands of hardcase Kansas vigilantes who preyed upon southern sympathizers on both sides of the border. Among the most notorious of their chieftains were a vicious little man named Charles Doc Jennisona bona fide physician who wore absurdly high-crowned fur hats to make himself appear tallerand a wildbearded half-mad Campbellite preacher named James Montgomery. But the most powerful and reviled of all jayhawkers was James Henry Lane, the Grim Chieftain, a redhaired political opportunist who would be elected one of Kansas first two senators. He was a fiery orator whose speeches were said to make dogs howl, children wail, women break into tears, and men of Kansas avid to kill and plunder in Missouri. It was Jim Lanes declared intention to root out all things disloyal to the Union, from a Durham cow to a Shanghai chicken. But so utter was his hatred of Missourians that he preyed on them all alike, believing that any who claimed to be pro-Union was a puke lying in his teeth.


The Andersons got letters from Marthas sister Sally Parchman telling of the terrible troubles in Jackson County, of fierce skirmishes between Missouri guerrillas and damnable Kansas jayhawks, of sometimes hearing the gunfire of such fights not a mile from their own farm. She told of shot-dead bodies of strangers stood in a line of upright coffins on town sidewalks that they might be recognized by kin and claimed. Of the burnings of houses and oubuildings, now by this band of nightriders, now by that one. Of the theft of livestock and crops, of torchlight lynchings. Her fear of the jayhawkers, Sally wrote, grew greater by the day. And her hatred.


By the summer of 58 there were four abolitionists for every pro-slave resident in Kansas. In a new election overseen by Federal troops the territory voted itself free. But the election did nothing to dissuade the vigilantes of both sides from raiding back and forth across the border, burning what they could and stealing whatever they might make off with, sometimes leaving men sprawled dead in their own fields or hanging from the trees.


Animosity toward Missouri was now so intense that the Andersons made a secret of their origins. Used to be nobodys damn business where a man was from, Will Anderson said, but the times being what they are, its the first thing anybody wants to know anymore. From now on, somebody asks, were from Union Kentucky. He looked hard at Bill and Jim. The border scrappings got nothing to do with us, you hear? Nor the big war thats coming. Its a war between rich factory owners and rich cottongrowers and we aint either one or ever will be. Piss on the Yankees twice as much, but piss on the Virginia bigwigs too. Its their fight, not ours. The only thing the wars going to mean for us is better business. Theres going to be more call for horses and theyll bring a better price. We dont stand to do nothing in this war but make money.


And so, when the nation went to war with itself in April of 61, the Andersons stayed put.


WAR NEWS, PROSPERITY, A TRIAL


A rustling foray never kept Will and the boys away from home for more than a few days before they were back with new stock to hide in their woods corralsbut with the advent of the larger war, Will would no longer leave his wife and daughters at home by themselves for as long as it took to get the herds to Missouri and come back. Although it was riskier to sell the rustled stock so close to home, there was no shortage of customers in the region. Newcomers were settling within a day or twos ride of the Anderson farm, and these homesteaders wanted good horses and few were particular about where they came from.



While the Andersons prospered in Kansas, the news from Missouri was mostly worse. The Yankees had an iron grip on Saint Louis and its huge arsenaland had the fierce loyalty of its population, especially its Germans. The Union held the state capital. It had strong garrisons at all the key railheads and river ports. The Federal army had put the state under martial law and its citizens were required to swallow the dogto swear loyalty to the U.S. governmentand to post bonds in guarantee of their oaths. It was clear that the Unions grip in Missouri would not be easily brokenand clear as well that Missouris allegiance in the war was fiercely divided. Although most Missourians were of southern ancestry, many of them were pro-Union. Neighbors all over the state had become bitter antagonists. Most wanted nothing more than to be let alone, to stay out of the war altogether. They might as well have wished for wings to fly themselves above it.


The only glad news from Missouri was of General Sterling Price and his State Guard, who that summer won a major battle against the Union at Wilsons Creek. But that good tiding was offset by reports of Jim Lanes jayhawkers. At the rich Osage River town of Osceola, they murdered citizens accused as friends of the Confederacy. They robbed the banks of their every dollar and loaded a train of wagons with all the property they could bear away. Three hundred jayhawks got so drunk they had to be carried on the wagons as well. As they made off, the reivers put the town to the torch and every building but three was burned to ash.


We did good to come this far west, Will Anderson told his sons as they raised a cup to each other in celebration of Christmas Day. Nobody in Missouri or within fifty miles of this side of the border is safe from that damn war. We did good to come this far west, I say.




His forecast of high profit proved true, and they were not shy about spending it. Will gave Martha a regular and handsome allowance to buy whatever pretties she desired for herself and the girls when the family went to town on Saturday mornings. The Anderson men now kept themselves in good boots and clothes, and Bill proved something of a dandy in his predilection for shirts with pleated fronts and ruffled cuffs and in his strutting delight in a broadcloth cloak he wore even to barn dances.



Jim japed him for his sartorial flamboyance but secretly conceded that Bill cut a dashing figure and now turned even more pretty heads than before. The brothers looked much alikeboth lean and near to six feet tall, sharp-featured, their black hair down to their collarsbut Jim envied Bill his easy way of looking at girls so that theyd smile even as they blushed and turned away and then kept sneaking glances at him.


They bought saddles, knives, firearmswere particularly taken with the .36-caliber Navy Colt revolver, a marvelous engine of uncanny accuracy. Weighing little more than half as much as the gargantuan Walker, it felt to the Andersons as light as a toy, and they could work it like a magic trick with either hand.


If any among the Agnes City storekeepers wondered about the source of the Anderson affluence, they kept their curiosity to themselves.




One Saturday morning as the family was getting ready to go home, a drunken muleskinner passing on the sidewalk muttered an indecency to Mary Anderson as she was stepping up into the wagonand he made things worse for himself by patting her haunch. Mary turned to kick at the man, and Bill and Jim both started around the wagon to get at him, but Will had just come out of Mercers Hardware and seen what happened and his newly purchased pickax was already describing an arc as he swung it with both hands. The curved iron blade drove through the mans spine and various vital organs and emerged through his front ribs to transfix him to the wagon sideboard. The wide-eyed corpse hung limply pinioned and dripping dark blood and drew gawkers and blowflies while the constable was searched out and fetched. Although several bystanders supported the familys account of the incident, Will Anderson was charged with murder and made to stand trial.


This was a time when Missourians stood little chance in a Kansas courtroom, but the Andersons had now long been passing for Kansans and were known to most storekeepers as free-spending patrons. The killed man, on the other hand, was a stranger for whom no witness could testify. It was rumored he was a border ruffian. Most of the jurymen, moreover, were fathers of daughters. They deliberated twenty minutes and voted for acquittal. That evening, the Andersons celebrated into the late hours with whiskey and music, dancing and song. And though Bill Anderson would forever be a Missourian in his bones, he would henceforth feel very much a man of Kansas too.


THE BERRY BOYS


Best friends to Bill and Jim Anderson were the Berry brotherswhite-haired Ike, the elder by a year, and roanhaired Butch who had a wayward eye. They were fellow Missourians out of Ray County whose family had arrived in this part of Kansas a few years after the Andersons, their father bent on getting clear of the violence back home. But two weeks before Butchs sixteenth birthday, Alston Berry went by himself into Emporia to pick up some harnesses he had ordered from Saint Louis, and in the course of things he found himself in a saloon where he entered an affray with three men later identified as jayhawkers of Jim Montgomery. He was carried home in the bloodstained bed of his wagon and holding his bowels to himself where a jayhawker blade had slashed his belly. Their mother repositioned the entrails as she best could and sewed the wound closed and prayed over him and expected him to die. But he did not, and three months later he still lived, though the wound would never heal. Some days it seemed to be improving and then a few days later it would worsen once again. Yellow pus and watery blood seeped constantly from the suture. His pain rose and ebbed by intervals but was unremitting. It precluded him from sitting up for more than an hour at a time or sleeping through the night. Bedsores rooted into his back and buttocks. The stench of the wound was unabating and different from the stink of the bedclothes, which his incontinence persistently soiled and which the two Berry sisters were ever washing and drying and changing. He wasted to a coal-eyed skeleton hung with waxy skin. His voice was a raw croak each time he told his family he was shamed by his lack of courage to shoot himself and end the ordeal for them all.


The Berry boys made quiet inquiries, and over time they learned the names of the trio of jayhawks who had ganged on Alston Berry. On a dark night a month after their fathers maiming, they hid themselves in the bushes beside the Emporia house of one of those men. When he passed by a lamplighted parlor window they fired their Sharps rifles and the thunderous muzzle flares illumined the bushes and the pair of .52-caliber bullets removed the top portion of the mans head and slapped it across the wall in a scarlet paste of hairy bone and brain. As the brothers ran through the shadows to their tethered horses they heard the rising screams of the mans wife and children.


Three weeks later they set up in the brush alongside the trace leading from Americus to the wooded cabin of another of the three jayhawkers. When the man came riding along in the last of the evening twilight they hupped their horses out onto the trail and forced him to rein up. The man thought they were highwaymen and said they would be fools to rob one of Jim Montgomerys men. If they had any sense at all theyd ride away right now and never show themselves to him again. Angelfaced Ike Berry smiled at him, his lank pale hair hanging to his collar. Mister, he said, we promise you wont never see us again. Then brought his Sharps up and shot him in the belly and the man went off his mount as though hed been yanked from behind by a pullrope. They walked their horses to where he lay moaning in the grass, hugging himself tight, his knees drawn up. Butch Berry had his five-shooter in hand. He said Hey! and the man cast his eyes up and Butch shot him in the head.


The third man they were denied. He was killed in a drunken brawl in Topeka before they could attend to him.


Will Anderson was much impressed by the Berry boys revenging of their daddy. He suggested they join him and his sons in the horse-brokering business. The Berry boys didnt have to think about it. They said theyd be proud to ride with them. Then proved quick to learn the trade and fearless in the practice of it.




Shortly after the first frost of autumn Alston Berry woke his wife with a strangled cry in the middle of the night and she fired the lamp in time to see his last breath rising palely on the chill air. The Andersons helped to bury him under a wide oak overlooking Wabaunsee Creek on a day denied all color by a leaden sky. Ike Berry read the passage from Matthew his mother had selected wherein men are reminded that the Almighty makes His sun rise on both the evil and the good and sends down His rain on the just and the unjust alike.


The next day the Widow Berry announced shed had enough of Kansas and Missouri too and was going home to Cross County, Arkansas, where she was born and still had plentiful kin. She would take both daughters with her. The Berry boys bought a covered wagon and an ox team and paid for a place for it in a small well-guarded train taking hides and corn and other goods to Saint Louis for shipment down to New Orleans. Their mother would sell the wagon in Saint Louis and then steam down to Memphis and ferry over to Arkansas. On a cold blue November morn, Ike and Butch stood at the trailside and waved goodbye to their mother and sisters as the teamsters cracked their whips and the train clattered into motion and the Berry boys never saw their women kin again.


A SISTER IN LOVE


As hed grown to manhood Bill Anderson had naturally become acquainted with various farm girls of the region and he now and again enjoyed sportings with many of them. On two occasions, however, each with a different girl, an outraged father had suddenly come stalking into the barn in a rush of curses and brandishing a shotgun, and Bill had both times been obliged to take flight with pants in handonce leaping from the loading door to a full hay-wagon below, the other time shinning down a ready rope, both times his good Edgar Allan saddled and waiting behind the barn. He was twenty and the girl fifteen on the second of these instances and it had been a very near thing. He forevermore would carry five blue shot-scars on his right buttock as a consequence of it. He enlisted his brothers raw doctoring skills to extract the pellets and repaid him for the service with a detailed account of the adventure.


Jim was sixteen by then and still untried with a woman, and he ached to remedy that sorrowful state. It happened that Bill had recently met a pair of sisters in Agnes City and needed somebody to occupy the one while he gave his attentions to the other, and so the first time he got together with the Reedy girls his brother was with him. Jim had afterward blathered about the experience so happily and at such length as he and Bill rode for home through the sunrise-reddening woods that Bill finally reached out and yanked his brothers hat down over his eyes and said that if he was going to keep talking so damn silly he might as well look it too.



They had been paying periodic visits to the Reedys for nearly two years now. The sisters had survived a smallpox plague in childhood that struck their whole family at once and carried off their father and enfeebled their mother and robbed her of all interest in the remaining world. The disease had left the girls with badly scarred faces, but they were both fullbreasted and slim of waist and so enthusiastic for sexual play that Bill and Jim hardly noticed their disfigurements. The girls helped their mother run a small cafe in Agnes City and lived with her in the upstairs flat. Every now and then Bill would get word to them that he and Jim would be in town on a given evening, and after the cafe closed and their mother shut herself in her room for the night, the girls would slip out and meet them in the alley below. They would repair to a spot beside a creek in the nearby woods and there put down blankets and share a bottle and generally have a fine time until just before dawn when theyd put their clothes back on and kiss goodbye until their next tryst.


Each time the brothers returned home from one of these all-night gambols, everybody at the breakfast table knew what theyd been up to. Their mother would fix them with accusatory tightlipped stares while their father grinned and usually made some remark about the rough days work ahead for anybody who might not have had his proper rest the night before. Their eldest sister Mary could never help smiling either, even as she shook her head at them, and twelve-year-old Jenny would grin and waggle an admonishing finger.


Of their sisters, only Josephine, now fourteen, was unamused by their tomcat times in town, though she never expressed her disapproval vocally but rather by ignoring the two of them utterly for the duration of the breakfast meal.




On the dawn following their most recent night of sporting with the Reedys, the brothers arrived home still chuckling about their good time. They continued to talk about the frolic as they unsaddled Buck and Edgar Allan and rubbed them down and forked hay into their stalls and occasionally glanced toward the house lest their mother or one of their sisters be coming to fetch them and overhear their salacious talk and jesting. As they started out of the stable they heard a soft rustle around the corner and they pulled their Colts and ran out and saw Josephine dashing for
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