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For
 Len Richardson
 a good old boy and damn fine man


and
 the coterie of my Bowling Green days:
 Fare ye well, gents and ladies, each and all.





	




As for man, his days are as grass: as a
 flower of the field, so he flourisheth.


For the wind passeth over it, and it is
 gone; and the place thereof shall know it
 no more.


Psalms, 103:15








The terrible thing is, everyone has his reasons.


Jean Renoir
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Authors Note






The Ashley Gang is a historical reality. Most of the characters in this novel did exist, and most of its major events did take place. Still, this is a work of fiction, and those familiar with the facts about the Ashleys and the Florida of their time will discern the liberties Ive taken with the record.











PROLOGUE


The Liars Club






IF THE DEVIL EVER RAISED A GARDEN THE EVERGLADES WAS IT. THE biggest and meanest swamp youre ever like to seebigger than some entire states of the Unionits pineywoods and palmetto scrubs and cypress heads and tangled vines but mostly its a river, a river like no other on this earth. Its sixty miles wide and half-a-foot deep and runs from Lake Okeechobee to the south end of the state over a layer of muck thats got no bottom. The whole thing covered with sawgrass sharp as a skinning razor. Not a thing else in that sawgrass country but here and there some hammockshighground islands of hardwoods and palmsand most of them never been set foot on. Out there the world looks a whole lot bigger and theres no end at all to the sky. They say its hardly another place in the world where you can look farther and see less. And all of it green of one shade or another except at sunrise and in the dying light of day when that great grass river goes so red it looks like its on fire or stained with blood.


Only the godawful desperate or the plain goddamned could ever live out there. Its ever kind of thing in the Everglades to cut you or burn you or itch you or sting you or poison you or eat you up whole. Its quicksand and gators and panthers and snakes and mosquitoes and ever sort of bug in hell to drive you insane. In summer the airs so hot and wet its like trying to breathe boiled cotton. Lord only knows what-alls been swallowed up in that rotten ooze under the sawgrass and wont never again see the light of day. Its bones in that muck a million years old and bones aint been there a week. Animal bones. Bones of men. Its ten thousand stories buried out there aint nobody heard but the devil.


Yessir, the Devils Garden was as right a name as was ever give to any place there is. Even on todays maps youll see the name on a portion of wildland just east of Immokalee. It was the early crackers who come up with the nameand big as the Glades is now, in them days it was even bigger and took in most of the region to either side of Lake Okeechobee. A cracker is somebody who grows up in the swamp country and provided his daily bread mostly by hunting and trapping, though some did a little hardscrabble farming, some a little cattle ranching, some a little of it all. The first of them to show up in Florida come from all over the South but most of them from Georgia. They got their name on account of the sound their whips made as they drove their stock ahead of them. Some of them latigo whips was so big they had to hold them with both hands. They cracked loud as rifleshots and you could hear them from miles away.


No white people ever knew the ways of the Devils Garden better than the crackers. And no crackers knew them better than the Ashleys.


Its only a few of us oldtime crackers left anymore who go back that far and knew the Ashleys in the living flesh. I mean were old, the bunch of us, old and aching ever kind of way and all of us needing a cane at the least and a couple of us a damn walker. Hardly a man among us dont wear specs as thick as bottle glass, or says What? ever time somebody says something to him, or can sleep through the night without having to get up a time or two to piss. But near all of us knew the Ashleys when we was kids, leastways knew them well enough to say How-do to and get a Hey in return, which was about as well as anybody who wasnt kin ever got to know an Ashley. They was a clannish family and hard to get to know personal, but we all of us saw one or another of them ever now and then, and we heard talk about them all the time.


We grew up hearing a hundred stories about the Ashleys and about John Ashleys gang and the crimes they did. We heard all about the bad blood between John Ashley and Bobby Baker and about the war the Ashleys had with Yankee bootleggers who tried to cut in on their territory. We heard a dozen versions of what happened at the Sebastian River Bridge when the gang was finally put to an end. We still tell them stories ever time we get together in the park to sun our old bones and pass the time and talk about something other than whether theres a Democrat alive who can win the next election.



The thing is, so many stories about the Ashley Gang have been told for so long by so many who have bent the facts so many ways that theres hardly no way of knowing anymore whats the true facts and what aint. It probly dont really matter all that much. Everybody knows that the plain and simple facts about something dont necessarily tell the truth of it. Some people can lie all day long with nothing but the facts, and what goes on in most courtrooms is proof enough of that. On the other hand, sometimes a story that stretches a fact here and there can tell more of the real truth of a thing as youre ever like to get. Leastways thats what the bunch of us think.


Our growed-up children tend to smile and wink at each other and shake their heads at the tales we tell, but theres been a bunch of old farts like us in barbershops and cafes and courthouse squares in ever town there ever was. Thats for damn sure the way of it down South. Back when we was pups a bunch of graybeards used to sit around in the town square and tell stories about the War Between the States and the bad old days of Reconstruction and the doings of the Klan and such. Everybody used to call to call those oldtimers the Liars Club. And its what everybody calls us too.














ONE


December 1911







THE BOY POLED THE SKIFF ALONG THE WINDING SAWGRASS CHANNEL and heard now a faint chanting through the bird cries from the hardwood hammock just ahead. He knew it was the Indian come to meet him and that he was drunk and not alone. He let the pushpole trail alongside the skiff and considered his circumstance as the boat glided slowly through the sawgrass that stood higher than his head. His father always said a drunk Indian could be the easiest delivery in a days work or the most troublesome, depending on the Indian. The boy knew this Indian for the troublesome sort. But if he shied from making the delivery just because you never knew what a drunk Indian might do his father would mock him for a nancy forever. He spat into the sawgrass and leaned into the pole and pushed the skiff ahead, feeling the comforting press of the revolver at his back where it was tucked in his waistband under his loose shirt.


His name was John Ashley and he was eighteen years old.


In the west the high enpurpling sky showed streaks of orange and reefs of red clouds flanking the lowering sun. To southeastward rose a high black column of boiler smoke where a dredge was digging a canal. This early winters day had begun dry and almost cool but had since assumed a hint of unseasonable rain. The air was sweet with the smell of swampwater and vegetation, with the redolence of the approaching hammocks ripe earth under the canopy of magnolia and gumbo limbo trees. Even if there had been some elevated vantage point as near as fifty yards of him from which an observer might scan the vast encircling vista of sawgrass and scattered hardwood hammocks and pine islands (and the only such vantage points were the tops of the hammock trees where at this hour the birds were coming to clamorous roost), the observer would not have spied either the channel or his movement through it, so high was the grass and so narrow the waterway and so smoothly did he navigate it. Only a circling fish hawk high overhead bore witness to his progress.


The Indians chanting ceased as he poled into the shadowed green light under the heavy hardwood overhang and the sawgrass fell away and the canoe carried into the natural moat of copper-colored water that girt the hammock. The roosting birds were quieting now. Their droppings shook leaves on the lower branches, flashed whitely to the ground, poked ripples in the pool. The hammock rang with the croaking of frog colonies. He made toward a rough-sloped mudbank where the root vegetation had been hacked away to shape a landing for canoes.


He smelled the Indians before he caught sight of them in their baggy white shirts and black bowler hats on the higher ground in the darkness of the trees. Two of them. Sitting crosslegged and watching him and passing a jug between them. At the edge of the landing a single long dugout was tethered to a jutting root and now the scent of the otter skins piled within carried to him under the smell of the Indians. The water surface shattered lightly as a school of fingerlings broke away from a rushing bass.


He pulled hard on the pole and the prow bumped up onto the muddy landing and the skiffs abrupt halt shook the wooden cases nestled toward the bow and there was a clinking of jug on jug. The smaller of the Indians grinned whitely. Mosquitoes raged at the boys ears. A gray haze of them quivered about the Indians heads without settling on their skins. He spotted a shotgun propped against a tree behind the Indians but saw only knives on their belts.


We been hearin you from a mile off, the bigger Indian said. His voice was wetly raw. Been hearin you comin like a fucken steamboat.


John Ashley doubted that. This big onewhose name was DeSoto Tiger and who resold to other Indians in the deeper Glades most of the moonshine he bought from the boys fatherwas said by some to be a good man who took after his daddy and his uncle, both of whom were chiefs in local Seminole tribes. But John Ashley knew him for a mean drunk and had for years heard terrible stories about him. He was said to have beaten a wife to death for infidelity and to have cut the dick off the man who put the horns on him. He was said to have drowned a Negro in a creek for trying to steal his traps. The boys father had told him that most of those stories were lies DeSoto Tiger had himself concocted to keep other Indians in fear of him. But other white men believed the big Indian was every bit the bad actor his reputation held.


John Ashley had known him only to nod to until almost a year ago when he and his daddy had come on him one day at Blues store on Lake Towhee and the Indian asked the boy if he wanted to go for alligator hides in the Okaloosa sloughs with him on shares. He said he wanted a white partner so he could get a better price for the hides on the New River trading dock and hed heard the boy was a good enough skinner to go shares with. John Ashley had turned to his father who affected to study the clouds in the distance. He did not really want to work shares with the Indian but he wanted to show his father he was not afraid of DeSoto Tiger. He told the Indian hed do it if he would agree to take no whiskey on the hunt. His daddy had smiled without looking their way and DeSoto Tiger laughed and said that was fine, he anyway never drank when he was working.


Theyd gone south with a string of four empty dugouts and over the next fortnight killed gators through the nights and skinned the carcasses through the mornings and slept through the afternoons and did not talk much the whole time. They piled three of the dugouts high with hides and another with the tailmeat, which they could readily sell in the Negro parts of town. En route to the trading docks they came upon a whiskey peddler and the Indian bought a quart bottle. John Ashley gave him a look and the Indian said, Hell, boy, the works done.


When they arrived at the New River trading post DeSoto Tiger was drunk. Their boat no sooner bumped up to the dock than the Indian spied a tribesman named Henry Little Bear who he believed had been trying to steal his sweethearts affections. A loud row ensued and knives came into play and it required several dockhands to subdue the big Indian and hold him until the police arrived and took him away to jail. Henry Little Bear was sopping with blood as he was borne to the nearest doctor with his belly gashed and most of his nose missing and half his face flensed to the skull. Like the other witnesses John Ashley had been impressed by DeSoto Tigers spectacular proficiency with a knife. For the next few days the talk on the docks was of little else but the Indian fight. The boy sold the hides and put aside the Indians half of the proceeds.


Because Henry Little Bear didnt die but had only been mutilatedand because DeSoto Tigers father and uncle were chiefs in the regional Seminole confederation and often proved of assistance to the white authorities in their Indian dealingsand because the law didnt much care what Indians did to each other anyway as long as they didnt disturb decent white folk by it, DeSoto Tiger was obliged to serve but ten days in the county lockup. When the Indian got out of jail John Ashley retrieved his share of the gatorhide money and met him at Blues store and turned it over to him. DeSoto Tiger stared at the money and then at the boy, his eyes hard with accusation. John Ashley took insult and told him he could check the price hed got with Mister Williams, the hide buyer. The Indian said he knew better than to ask any white man for the truth. He spat on the ground between them and stuffed the money in his pocket and stalked away.


They did not see each other again until three months ago when the boys father sent him to make delivery to this hammock in the sawgrass country southeast of Lake Okeechobee, one of several waycamps DeSoto Tiger was reputed to have in the region. Although John Ashley had told none but his brother Bob of the Indians accusation that hed cheated him, his father seemed aware that his brief partnership with DeSoto Tiger had not concluded well, and yet sent him to deliver to the Indian anyway, maybe for that reason. His father wasnt one to explain his actions but hed always told John Ashley and his brothers that the only way to deal with bulls of any sort was to take them by the horns. The boy had been apprehensive on that first delivery but the big Indian had affected remoteness and made no mention of the last time theyd seen each other and their transaction was brief and without incident. Thus had they carried on in every meeting since and the boy was content to have it that way.


This was the first time the Indian had shown up drunk. John Ashley saw that the jug the Indians were hefting was not one of his fathers. He stepped out of the skiff and nodded at the jug in DeSoto Tigers crooked finger and said, Hope you boys aint switchin to another supplier. Wed hate to lose you alls business.


DeSoto Tiger stared at the jug as if hed only just noticed it. The other Indian laughed and said hell no, they werent switching, theyd found the jug just laying there in the scrub. The Indians looked at each other and laughed. Shit, John Ashley thought, one drunk Indians bad enough and here I got two.


Hell, boy, we dont drink nothin but your daddys wyome, the smaller Indian said, using the Indian word for whiskey. Everbody knows Old Joes stuff is the goodest. This ones name was Jimmy Gopher and he was a halfbreed as much scorned by Indians as by whites. John Ashley knew him for a mediocre trapper and truckling friend to DeSoto Tiger. We dont buy no shine cept your daddys, Jimmy Gopher said. He stood up and came to the skiff and peered at the two cases inside and grinned.


John Ashley hefted each case in turn and set it on the ground and looked at DeSoto Tiger who still sat crosslegged. The Indian looked back at him for a long moment and then withdrew a clump of bills from inside his shirt and handed it up to Jimmy Gopher who passed it to the boy. The money was damp and pungent with the smell of Indian. John Ashley counted it carefully and then folded it neatly and put it in his pocket. Well, he said, turning to the skiff, see you next month.


Have a drink fore you go, DeSoto Tiger said, and got to his feet as lightly as rising smoke. He stood a head taller than the boy who was himself nearly six feet. He wore his bowler tilted forward so the narrow brim shadowed his eyes.


Sorry, John Ashley said, but I got to get.


Heard you sold a bunch a egret feathers to Burris Store in Palm Beach, the big Indian said. For good money.


John Ashley looked at him, then at Jimmy Gopher and then back at DeSoto Tiger. I sell plumes sometimes, he said. Everybody knows that.


Heard you took them birds over by Pahokee Slough, DeSoto Tiger said. His face held no hint of fellowship. Everybody know Pahokee Sloughs my bird ground. Thats what everbody knows.


Only now did John Ashley perceive that the Indian was drunker than hed thought. He wished his brother Bob was with him. Bob always offered to come along on the deliveries to the Indians and John Ashley always said no, he could make the drops himself. And his daddy always looked at him from the head of the supper table and smiled.


Aint nobody got a deed to no rookery, he said, showing a grin and instantly chiding himself for it. You aint scared of this sonofabitch, he told himself, dont even wonder if you are.


The big Indian took a step toward him. I wonder did you go shares with anybody in them feathers, he said, and I wonder how much did you cheat him on them.


Jimmy Gopher leaned on a tree, grinning, watching with bright eyes. Hed opened one of the shine jugs and was sipping from it off his elbow.


DeSoto Tiger drew his knife from its belt sheath and affected to strop it on his shirtsleeve as he smiled thinly at John Ashley. The boy had a fleeting vision of Henry Little Bear weighted with his own bloody clothes as he was carried off the New River dock. He put his hand behind him and under his shirt and around the pistol grips.


The Indian grinned and stepped nearer to the boy. What you got there, whitedove? A bible? A weapon? He took another step toward him and John Ashley pulled out the pistol, a single-action Colt .44, and cocked it and pointed it outstretched at DeSoto Tigers chest. Quit right there, he said.


Hed never before pointed a loaded firearm at anyone but he had several times seen it done. Hed seen his first mankilling at age seven when Porter Longtree shot Morris Jones through the eye on the front steps of Kennisons Store. There had long been bad blood between the two men and the general opinion of the killing was fairly summed up by John Ashleys daddy when he said it couldnt have ended any other way and whichever of them got killed for sure had it coming. John Ashley had since witnessed other acts of bloodletting and seen other men killed and could not have named an acquaintance who had not. And now, pointing the .44 at DeSoto Tiger, he was pleased to feel no tremor in his gunhand even as he felt his pulse thumping in his dry throat.


DeSoto Tiger raised his hands and said, Whoa now, boy. He laughed and said, Dont you know when you being wolfed? He lowered his hands and shook his head, still grinning. He looked at Jimmy Gopher whose smile had gone weak. Boy thought we was serious.


Jimmy Gophers laugh was hollow. His eyes had gone skittish.


John Ashley lowered the gun, still unsure of the moment.


We had you goin, huh? the big Indian said. Should see your face. Hell, I bet youd jump five feet if I did this. The Indian feinted with the knife and the boy jumped back and lost his footing on the slick landing and staggered into the water up to his knees and regained his balance and again pointed the gun at DeSoto Tiger.


Easy now, DeSoto Tiger said, laughing and raising a placatory palm. See how we got you goin? Hell, boy, we just funnin. You dont want to shoot somebodys just funnin. He stepped forward and put his hand out to John Ashley and said. Come on out the water.


He gave his free hand to the Indian and DeSoto Tigers fingers locked around his wrist. Jimmy Gopher called Hey Johnny and as he turned to look at him the big one yanked him off-balance and he knew the knife was coming and he lunged sideways and felt the blade nick his neck. The big Indians hold was iron and the blade was on its backswing and all in the same instant the boy turned his head aside and shoved the pistol against the Indian and the knife cut through his cheek as he pulled the trigger. DeSoto Tiger grunted and fell away.


The pistol blast raised a great wingbeating cloud of shrilling white egrets off the trees. John Ashley swung the pistol toward the tree where hed seen the shotgun and saw that the gun was still there and he caught a flash of Jimmy Gophers white shirt as the Indian vanished into the deeper hardwoods.


DeSoto Tiger was sitting in water to his chest with his hands clasped to his stomach, staring down at the blood rising darkly to the surface.


John Ashley slogged up onto the bank and retrieved the Indians shotgun and took it to his skiff and laid it inside. Then heard an agitation of water behind him and turned to see DeSoto Tiger looming huge and brightly bloodstained at his belly, his face contorted with malice as he came with one hand clawing for him and the other brandishing the knife. John Ashley shot him in the chest and the Indian stopped short and took a step back and then started for him again and the boy fired into his face and the Indians head jerked and his bowler tumbled from his head and he did a wobbly sidestep and fell on the sloping bank and slid in the mud to the edge of the water and under the dark hole in his forehead his open eyes held no light at all.


John Ashley felt of the cuts on his neck and cheek and neither was severe. He packed mud in the wounds to stanch the bleeding. A riot of sensations churned in his chest. He looked on the dead man and felt a confusing tangle of regret and exultation. Then said aloud: Try to cut my head off. You damn well had it comin.


It took a while for his pounding heart to slow, his breathing to ease.


He set the two cases of whiskey back in the skiffand then paused to consider. He went to the Indians dugout and in the last light of day saw that the pelts were prime quality. They could not belong to a dead man nor to any who abandoned them. He brought the bow of the Indian dugout around and tied it to a stern ring on his skiff with a short length of line. He thought of going through DeSoto Tigers pockets but could not bring himself to touch the body.


Then he was poling hard in the sawgrass channel and making away into a moonless night black as ink but for a blazing spangle of stars.






Later that night the stars dimmed and then disappeared altogether behind a massing of clouds in which lightning at first shimmered soundlessly and then began to be trailed closely by low rumblings. The wind roused, gained force and began pushing hard against the sawgrass. The hammock palms tossed and clattered. The susurrous hardwoods swayed. An incandescent flash of lightning made a ghostly blue noon of the night and illuminated the shadowed corpse of DeSoto Tiger sprawled on the bank of the hammock with face up to the first sprinkles of rain, eyesockets freshly hollowed by a possum and teeming with ants at their ancient industry.


Now lightning jagged across the sky and thunder blasted close behind and the rain came crashing down, shaking the sawgrass, pocking the water. Lightning branched blue-white across the black sky. The sawgrass quivered under the explosive thunder as the storm rolled hard into the Everglades. Rain fell in a steady torrent and the water rose on the bank and after a time the dead man bobbed off the ground and was borne slowly from the hammock and out into the sawgrass channel. The body carried on the winding current all through the night and all the next day and then for two days more until it debouched onto the Okeechobee Slough and in another two days arrived at a canal being dredged to Fort Lauderdale. The corpse bloated now, blackened and malodorous, faceless for having been fed upon by birds, its ears and fingers gone to garfish.


Near noon of that day it was scooped up with a load of muck and the dredge operator saw the legs overhanging the crane bucket and he deposited the load on the bank and called to his fellows to come see what he found.











TWO


February 1912







SHE WAS A BOBHAIRED SEVENTEEN-YEAR-OLD BLONDE WITH FULL breasts and smoothly round hips and a wide sensual mouth. And she was blind. Shed shown up at Miss Lillians house in the tenderloin district of West Palm Beach eight months ago in the company of a stranger named Benson who drove a brand new Model T. This Benson raised eyebrows by leaving her to sit in the parlor and be leered at by other patrons who jutted their chins at her and grinned and winked at each other while he took his pleasure with one of the girls upstairs. When he was done with his business he raised brows higher still by getting his hat and slipping out the side door and abandoning her. The girl cried less about it than one might have expected. She told Miss Lillian her name was Loretta May and that Benson had proved himself a son of a bitch in so many ways already that this further proof came as no surprise. But she said shed rather starve out in the road than return to Atlanta and the only living kin she had, a sister she hated whod grudgingly taken care of her for all seven years shed been blind due to a swiftly degenerative disease of the retina. Only reason I run off with the likes of Benson is I couldnt stand another day more with Berniece, she said.


Miss Lillian felt sorry for her and offered to let her stay in a small room off the kitchen in exchange for whatever light housekeeping she might manage in her handicap. The girl said she never was much of one for housekeeping even when she could see what she was doing but shed never been much of a shrinking violet either and one thing she knew she could do real well even blind was what shed been doing with Benson in hotels every night since leaving Atlanta. She reasoned that from now on she might as well get paid for it and asked outright and with blushing cheeks if Miss Lillian was of a mind to hire her to work upstairs. Miss Lillian had already favorably appraised the girls pretty face and fine figure but shed never worked with a blind girl before. She was sure some men wouldnt care at all for a girl who couldnt see what they were made of. Still, she liked this girl and was impressed with her grit, so she said, Loretta May, honey, welcome to the house. And although the madam been right that some of her patrons wouldnt even consider humping the blind newcomer, others did it at least once just to see what it was like, and some of them liked it so much they wanted her every time thereafter. The girl more than earned her keep.


Among those who favored her was John Ashley. Hed been patronizing Miss Lillians since turning sixteen some two yeas before and the madam was fond of him and thought him handsome with his mop of black hair and wide amused mouth, his quick lively eyes that seemed to miss nothing. His visits were irregular but whenever he presented himself early in the week when the houses business was at its slowest, Miss Lillian would let him have the whole night with Loretta May for the bargain rate of five dollars.


He liked that Loretta Mays skin smelled naturally of peaches and her short yellow hair was always freshly washed. She was the cleanest woman hed ever put hand to, by far the best natured, the most ardent in the practice of her trade. He mentioned this last to her one time and shed giggled and told him she was not so enthusiastic with others as with him. He thought she was lying but he could not deny the pleasure he took in the lie. Nor could he deny to himself how much he liked that she could not see him looking on her nakedness. He would often caress one part of her even as he secretly gawped upon another. Because she could not know where his gaze was set or see his face and whatever unguarded yearnings might show there, he felt possessed of a strange and keenly exciting power. But her defenselessness against his eyes also made him feel vaguely ashamed, and the way she sometimes smiled as he caressed her made him suspect she sensed his shame and that her knowledge of it gave her a kind of power too. His times with her were the best hed had with a woman.


One cool Monday evening he arrived at Miss Lillians in the company of his brother Bob, who never tired of chiding him for sporting with the same girl on every visit. Mights well get married, you gone do that, Bob had said to him more than once. He himself insisted on a different whore every time and sometimes would enjoy two of them on a single visit, sometimes in the same bed, sometimes by turn, but in any case he kept strict account of his rotation among girls of the house. The only girl he did not include in the rotation was Loretta May, whom hed tried once and then no more. Shes a fine-lookin thing, but it aint no real fun in it if the woman cant see Captain Kidd standin tall, he said, referring to his member by the name hed given it when he was twelve years old.


As John rapped on the door with the horseshoe knocker that hung there, Bob said it was feeling like a two-time night to him. They were admitted to the plush red-satined parlor by a husky and jovial moonfaced man named Easton whose duty it was to defend the house tranquillity against troublesome patrons. Miss Lillian greeted the brothers affectionately and they nodded hello to Sherman the Negro piano player and to a derbied man they knew who worked at the train depot. The only others in the parlor were a pair of strangers in suits and tiesone burly, one leanwho sat on a sofa with a couple of girls and looked with urban disdain at the brothers in their faded denim and worn brogans. In their eagerness to get upstairs the Ashleys paid them no heed. A minute later Bob was ensconced in a room with a greeneyed girl named Sheryl Ann and John Ashley was rapping lightly on Loretta Mays door and hearing her call, Get on in here, you bad old gatorskinner, you.


As always she first bathed him in the large clawfoot tub Miss Lillian had placed in her room so that she would not have to use the common bath room the other girls sharedand so popular was she with the others that none but redhaired Quentin, who was quarrelsome by nature, had carped about her special privilege. After the bath she dried him and then dusted him with rose powder despite his usual happy protests. And then, because the moon was nearly full and its blue-silver blaze suffused the room, he extinguished the lantern and described to her the moonlights play in her bright hair and on her pale flesh stretched on the bed under the tall open window. She drew him to her and they entwined limbs and tongues and he entered her. They rocked together smoothly and when she emitted a small gasp deep in her throat that signaled her readiness he groaned in satisfaction and permitted himself to climax. He did not know if she truly came at such times or if she was simply putting on an act. He asked her one time, saying that he didnt need any such pretense to enjoy himself, and shed smiled and said, Well, if you dont know, I aint gonna tell you.


Then lay in the moonlight and smoked cigarettes and she put her fingers to his cheek and then his neck and said it felt like his cuts were almost completely healed. Feels like there wont be hardly no scar at all, she said. The first time hed come to her shed felt the freshly scabbed wounds hed received in the fight with the Indian and when she asked where he got them hed told her an alligator bit him. She laughed and said he was lying, that a gator bite would have done him a lot more damage, even she knew that. He said it was an old gator with only two teeth left in its head and thats why he only had the two scabs. Shed laughed even louder and kissed him hard on the mouth.


Hed only just fallen asleep with his face in her hair when he was awakened by a heavy crash from downstairs followed by shouts and curses and in the tumult he heard his brothers angry voice. He sat up and Loretta May grabbed his arm and said, What? He shook her off and scrambled from the bed and put on his pants and snatched up the pistol hed sneaked in under his shirt. Miss Lillian expressly forbade guns in her house and he knew she would give him hell for it. He hurried shirtless and barefoot down the hallway and every head that appeared in other doorways as quickly withdrew at the sight of the pistol.


Down in the parlor Bobwearing but his trouserswas trading kicks with the leaner of the suited men even as he tried to shake off the burly suit who held him fast in a bear hug from behind so that his arms were pinned at his sides. The three of them reeled in an awkward cursing dance, banging into walls and furniture and upsetting chairs and tea tables and breaking various things of glass. Easton the bouncer lay on the floor as though listening for activity in the crawlspace below and Sherman stood bigeyed before his piano with his palms out as if he would deflect the fight from it. A trio of swearing girls in states of undress were delivering kicks of their own at the suited men and shrilling and jumping aside each time the fight lurched their way. The stairway behind John Ashley was bunched with clamoring spectating whores and from the foot of the stairway his cry of Hey! was lost in the uproar.


All he could think to do was shoot. Without aiming he fired at the wall over the combatants heads and hit a framed photograph of former president Theodore Roosevelt whom Miss Lillian worshipped and the gunshot shook the air and rained shards of glass on them. The room fell silent but for the ragged gasping of the principals who were seized in a tableau of contentionclothes awry, hair amuss, faces florid and wild and turned toward John Ashley as he pointed the pistol from one to the other of the two suits and said, Hands up both you boys. As the suits put up their hands Bob Ashley drove a knee into the crotch of the burly one whod held him and the girls cheered to see the man go bug-eyed and fall gagging to all fours. They cheered again when Bob struck the other suit a terrific roundhouse that spun the man three-quarters around and dropped him to his knees with blood running through the fingers of the hand he clasped to his broken mouth.


And then a handful of police came through the front door and the donnybrook was done.




The sergeant in charge was named Abel Watkins and when he saw that the Ashleys were on the scene he wasnt surprised. Hed known them for hellions since their boyhood. The brothers clothes were retrieved from upstairs and while they got dressed and some of the girls helped Easton up onto a sofa and tended to him, Bob Ashley gave Sergeant Watkins an account of events.


After having his sport with Sheryl Ann, he had come downstairs to see what other girls might be available for his second go-round and found three of them sitting with the two men in suits. You city boys sure take your time about pickin your pleasure, Bob said, and beckoned Jenny the Horse to him. But the burly one of the suits caught Jenny by the wrist and said in a Yankee accent, Hold on there, sugar. I havent decided who I want and it might be you. Bob said that if the suit was going to pick Jenny, then pick her, and if not, he was taking her upstairs himself. The suit responded that hed take all the damn time he wanted to make his choice and no white trash son of a bitch was going to tell him different. Bobs response to that had been to kick the man in the face with the heel of his bare foot and send him over backward together with the sofa. Easton came on the run from the kitchen and grabbed Bob by the arm and Bob punched him backwards toward the other suit who bonked him on the crown with a half-full bottle and took him out of the fight. Then the first suit was up again and grabbed Bob tightly from behind and the other one commenced kicking him and hitting at him with the bottle. Sonofabitches mighta put a hurt on me if Johnny didnt get their attention like he did, Bob told Watkins. He was sporting a swollen purple eye and Sheryl Ann pressed a wet cloth to his scalp to stem the blood running from his hair.


The city men looked even worse. The burly one had a broken cheekbone and half of his face was grotesquely engorged. His gait was that of an old man, so bruised were his testicles. The lean one showed an upper lip like a large wedge of peeled plum and the fresh lack of a top front tooth. As Bob gave Sergeant Watkins his account of the fight, John Ashley heard the lean suit mutter to the other, I told you we oughta come packing. But nooo, you said, whatta we need to pack for, you said. The fuck can happen in a damn cracker whorehouse, you said.


They told Sergeant Watkins they were from Chicago and en route to Miami for a fishing vacation. The burly one gave his name as Johnson, the lean one said he was Bode. They insisted that Bob had started the fight for no reason except jealousy over one of the girls whod been keeping them company. But the three girls said that wasnt so, that the Johnson one started it by calling Bob trash.


Christ, the Bode one said. thats no reason to kick a man in the face.


Sergeant Watkins glowered and said, You sures hell from up north, aint you?


He charged the Chicagoans with felonious battery and disorderly conduct but was willing to close the case on payment from each of a twenty-five-dollar fine if they also paid Miss Lillian one hundred cash dollars apiece to cover the damages to her parlor.


Money wont patch up the insult to Teddys eye, Miss Lillian said, looking at the skewed photograph dangling on the wall and at the bullet hole in Roosevelts spectacles. But thats somebody elses doing anyhowand here she gave John Ashley a tight-lipped look.


The suits muttered about it but they paid up. Everyone gaped at the roll of bills the Johnson one produced from his coat to peel off the requisite 250 dollars. Watkins then ordered the two men escorted to the depot to await the Miami train.


Sergeant Watkins concluded that Bob had acted in self-defense and so filed no charge against him. But he had to charge John Ashley. Its too many people heard that gunshot, Johnny, he said. The captains gonna hear about it in the mornin and ask me wheres the report. I dont charge you on it hell sure-God skin me good. The captain was new to West Palm Beach, a hardliner from Jacksonville with a reputation for doing things by the book.


John Ashley said he understood. He agreed to a charge of reckless discharge of a firearm in the city limit and gave Watkins a bond of $25 which, rather than go to court, he would be able to forfeit as a fine. Watkins gave him back his pistol and the matter was closed. At the front door the sergeant exchanged winks with Miss Lillian and she waggled her fingers after him and said Come back soon, Abelbut not in that uniform, you hear?


Ten minutes later the Ashley brothers were having a drink and laughing along with a clutch of fawning girls who persisted in their excited babble about the fight when Miss Lillians Negro cook Jewel came into the parlor and quietly informed John Ashley that there was someone at the kitchen door who wanted to talk to him. He asked who but she couldnt saythe man was holding back in the shadows like he didnt want to be recognized. John Ashley thanked her and stepped into the hallway to check the revolver and ensure it carried five ready cartridges, and then he went to the kitchen but saw no one at the door. He held the gun low against his leg and slipped out the screen door and stood fast in the shadow of the overhang and studied the moonlit sideyard.


A voice in the dark said, Over here, Johnny.


He made out the figure of a man standing in the moon-dappled shadows of an umbrella tree beside the pump shed and then saw that the man wore a uniform and then recognized Buford Moore, a Palm Beach County deputy sheriff whose family were longtime acquaintances with the Ashleys. John Ashleys father had once carried Bufords daddy on his back for more than five miles after coming on him in the Glades where hed broken his knee on a limerock outcropping and had been struggling along on a makeshift crutch for almost a day.


Buford Moore looked around nervously as John Ashley came up and said, Hey, Buford, what you doin out here in the dark?


Get out of the light, Johnny, Buford whispered. It wont do to have nobody see us talkin.


John Ashley stepped into the shadow of the umbrella tree and slipped the pistol into the waistband at the small of his back. Damn, bubba, whats all the mystery about?


Listen, Johnny, said Buford Moore, I got somethin to tell you. He asked if he remembered the dead Indian that was dredged out of the Lauderdale canal about six weeks ago. His face was pretty bad but his daddy knew him right off. He anyway had a panther head tattoo on his shoulder made it certain who he was. Names DeSoto Tiger. His daddy and uncle both some kind of high-muckety chiefs. Made a lot of noise about wantin justice for his nephew and yackety-yack-yack. Remember?


John Ashley said he had a vague recollection of all that. He took out his fixings and began to roll a cigarette.


Well, Moore told him, just last week a couple of sheriffs deputies arrested an Indian breed trying to break into Willis Grocery over near Delray. It was about the fifth or sixth time theyd caught this son of a bitch thieving and this time Sheriff George meant to put him away for a good while. But the breed said he knew something the sheriff might like to know and hed tell it to him if he let him go. The sheriff asked what and the breed said he knew who killed DeSoto Tiger. Sheriff George said who and the breed told him. The sheriff asked how did he know and the breed said because he saw him do it. Sheriff George said the breeds say-so wasnt hardly good enough and asked could he prove it and the breed says it shouldnt be too hard since the fella stole about a thousand dollars worth of DeSoto Tigers otter furs and all the sheriffs got to do is find out if this same fellas sold about that much worth of otter furs to anybody lately.


John Ashley ran his tongue along the edge of the paper and sealed the cigarette and asked Deputy Moore if he had a match. The deputy dug one out and struck it and held it cupped to him. John Ashley took a deep drag and said, And so?


And so, deputy Moore said, Sheriff George had sent people out to check with all the fur buyers along the coast. They checked all the way down to Miami and bedamn if the Girtman Brothers hadnt paid twelve hundred cash money for a load of otter skins brung to them by the very same fella the breed had told Sheriff George about. Sheriff George had got up a murder warrant last night and was sending it all over.


Well now, Buford, John Ashley said, lets be real clear about this. Exactly whos the warrant for?


Well, John, Buford Moore said, exactly, the warrants for you.


John Ashley nodded and took a deep drag on his cigarette. Yeah, he said. Figured it might be. Wheres that breed now? All safe and sound in a jail cell?


Nuh-uh. Sheriff George did like he promised and let him go this afternoon. You know Sheriff Georgetrusts everybody to keep his word till they give him reason not to. But he made the breed promise to report to him once a week and told him if he broke his word hed see to it he got sent to a turpentine camp for the rest of his days. That might could be enough reason to make the breed hold to his promise.


John Ashley spat. Goddamn breed.


I thought you oughta know, Buford Moore said. I been scoutin for you all day. I finally come here and seen the police wagon out front and I figured theyd maybe already got the word somehow, but when they come out you wasnt with them. The deputy licked his lips. Listen Johnny, I got to give the city cops this warranthe tapped a long folded paper in his shirt pocket. Sheriff Georgell have my hide if they dont get it tonight. I been carrying it since this mornin. You understand, dont you?


John Ashley said he surely did and he thanked Buford Moore for the information. The deputy took a nervous look around and said, Listen Johnny, the last time you and me saw each other was over a week ago, all right?


Sure enough, Buford, John Ashley said. The deputy smiled and shifted his weight awkwardly and said, All right, well, you take care, hear? He raised his hand in farewell and hastened away around the corner of the house.


John Ashley went back into Miss Lillians parlor and took his brother aside and whispered to him what Buford Moore had said. He then went upstairs and told Loretta May something had come up and he had to go take care of it. He kissed her goodbye and said hed see her soon. As he went out the door she stared after him with her sightless eyes.


They bid Miss Lillian and the girls goodbye and exited by the back door and made away into the shadows of the pine forest.




They jogged over a vague trail through the pineywoods, navigating the darkness with the sureness of bats. After a time they came out from the trees onto a grass prairie illuminated pale blue under a bone-pale gibbous moon and in another quarter mile came to the Loxahatchee Canal. From the thick palmettos along the bank they withdrew a canoe theyd hidden there and slipped it into the moon-silvered water and began paddling north at a strong steady pace. Before theyd gone half a mile the palmettos fell away and ghostly bluegreen vistas of moonlit sawgrass opened to all points of the compass.


As they bent to their paddles Bob cursed once again Jimmy Gopher for a loose-lipped son of a bitch and swore he was going to track down that red nigger and put a slug in his brainpan. At his knees lay the .30 caliber Winchester carbine with which he intended to do it. John Ashley told him to do no such thing, that they had enough trouble as it was. Well let Daddy say what to do.


I already know what Daddys gonna say, Bob said, and so do you. He aint never been abidin of them who tells tales to police.


Well, well just let him say what to do, John Ashley said. He looked at his brother over his shoulder. Dont be goin off half-cocked like you prone.


Bob Ashley snorted and spat in the passing water. A moment later his conversation turned to the fine time hed had with Sheryl Ann and he told his brother of a new technique shed taught him. That gals always got some new trick to show, he said. Wonder where-all she gets them?


Where you think? John Ashley said and turned to his brother with a white grin. Its some men just natural-born good teachers.


Bob Ashley splashed him with his paddle and said, You lying sack!


As they stroked their way upstream and Bob talked on about Sheryl Ann, John Ashley tried to anticipate what their father might say about all this, but his thoughts kept drifting to Loretta May, to images of being spooned against her fine ass with his face in her sweet-smelling hair.


Bob at last fell silent and the only sounds were of their paddles cutting through the water and of animals rustling into the shorebrush at the canoes approach. At one point as they passed through the closing blackness of a hardwood overhand a huge bull gator let a resonant grunt so close to the boat that both brothers flinched and yanked their paddles from the water and then giggled at their start.


We ought take the hide, Bob Ashley whispered, straining his eyes into the passing darkness to try to make out the gator. I bet that grandaddy sumbuck goes sixteen feet if he goes a inch.


Aint got the time and you know it, John Ashley said, resuming his stroking. From the sound of him were lucky he didnt want our hides, you ask me. They chuckled softly as they emerged from the hollow and into the brightness of the moon and the clustered stars.


They paddled in silence for a time and then Bob said softly: Hey? You ever think about the future?


What? John Ashley said, stroking easily.


The future, Bob said. You ever think about what you want in the days to come.


John Ashley let off paddling and looked at him over his shoulder. In the days to come? He could not see Bobs eyes under the shadow of his hat brim.


Bob spat into the passing water. Yeah, he said. He looked about at the measureless compass of starry sky and the dark surrounding wilderness and said, You know what I want? He swept his arm before him and said, This.


John Ashley looked around as though Bob might have indicated something he had not seen before. Then turned back to his brother and said, This place? Hell boy, you got it.


Bob laughed softly. I know. Jesus Johnny, look at it! Smell of it! Of all the damn places in the world we might of got born in, were some lucky sumbucks to get borned here.


John Ashley regarded the immense expanse of shadowed sawgrass and the near and distant hammocks silhouetted under the moon and he thought of the shallow bankless river that flowed through it all and was the lifeblood of his great wilderness. He breathed deeply of the night air pungent with the smells of ripe vegetations and raw earth and water richly seasoned with matter living and dead. We are, he thought. We are.


Bob spread his arms as if he would embrace all the starry night and all the world both visible and enshadowed. Just look at it, man! Aint it beautiful? He laughed with a low vehemence, like one near to madness with a secret joy. And John Ashley laughed with him.




Two hours later the trees drew in close on both banks of the canal. Against the moonbright sky they spotted the high black silhouette of a lightning-charred oak that served as their landmark. They put in against the bank and pulled the canoe out of the water and Bob Ashley removed the carbine and they hid the boat in the brush. They pressed ahead on foot and followed narrow winding trails through hardwood forest and underbrush. As they went they listened intently for anything that sounded out of place but heard only the calls of owls and night-hawks, the scuttling of creatures in the brush, the rantings of frogs, the keening mosquitoes at their ears. Their plan was to gather the gator hides theyd left to dry at their waycamp by the north bend of the Loxahatchee River and then make for home and tell their father the news about the Indian.


The eastern sky was showing a pale band of pink light as they drew close to their camp. When they werent slogging through mud they had to step carefully over vinecovered ground. Up ahead the trees abruptly fell away. They paused at the edge of the woods to listen hard and survey the open ground to the east where it came up against a dense palmetto thicket and the pinewoods beyond. Their waycamp lay in a natural clearing a hundred yards into those pines. In addition to the gator hides, they had a wagon in there and a tethered mule. On the far side of the camp was a corduroy track of pine timbers theyd laid over the mucky ground for a distance of a quarter-mile to where the ground was higher and the track became a solid limestone trail. From there the going in the wagon was easier the rest of the way to their fathers whiskey camp at the edge of the deeper swamp and but a few miles from Twin Oaks.


But now they heard the chugging of a motorcar and made out dim headlamps coming along the open ground. The lights progressed on a narrow raised-rock road a timber company had once used to take out pine logs. After clearing the trees for twenty yards on both sides of the road the company went broke and abandoned the site and the Ashleys had since used the road for their own purposes. It originated at the Dixie Highway about a mile to the east and terminated at the palmetto thicket.


Who you reckon? Bob asked, looking off at the coming lights.


Nobody we call friend, Ill wager, John Ashley said.


They made for a better vantage point closer to the road as the motorcar came on. They were hiding in the high shrubs near the end of the road when a Model T sedan came clattering into view in the dawn gloam and halted. The motor shut off and the headlamps extinguished and two uniformed county deputies got out of the car and stood staring at the seemingly impenetrable palmetto thicket before them. One of the men said something the brothers couldnt hear clearly and the other said, Maybe so but Daddy said check it and thats what we going to do.


Bobby Baker, Bob whispered. And Sammy Barfield with him. How you reckon they know about this camp?


No tellin whos seen us comin and goin on that road, John Ashley said. Its too open. I told Daddy we ought of quit this camp.


The deputies now found the narrow path the Ashleys had cut through the palmettos and they trudged into the thicket in the direction of the camp. The Ashleys set out after them, following at a short distance and moving easily as shadows. Halfway to the camp the path abruptly opened into a small clearing where the Ashleys had felled most of the pines theyd used to make the corduroy trackand now John Ashley raised his fist in signal to Bob and they quickly closed in on the lawmen.


The deputies heard them too late. They turned and saw the brothers emerging from the brush not fifteen feet behind them, saw Bob Ashley holding the carbine at his hip like a long-barreled pistol and John Ashley pointing the .44 Colt as he came.


Oh shit, the one called Sammy Barfield said, and he quick put up his hands.


The other kept his hands at his sides as Bob Ashley hastened to Sammy and snatched his service revolver from its holster and lowered the carbine and pointed the pistol squarely at Sammys chest. Sammys arms were up as high as they could go and he said, Oh shit, Bob, dont shoot me.


Youre under arrest, Johnny, the other deputy said.


John Ashley was smiling widely as he came up to this deputy and said Hello to you too, Bobby. Hows daddys little deputy? Bob Bakers father George was the high sheriff of Palm Beach County and had been since the countys inception three years earlier.


John Ashley relieved him of his revolver and gave the piece cursory examination and stuck it in his waistband. Then said: Under arrest, you say? He laughed. Hell, Bobby, do I look under arrest?


For murder, John.


That right? Whom I sposed to killed?


DeSoto Tiger.


Who?


Quit the bullshit. We know you shot that Indian. We got a witness.


John Ashley grinned hugely. Well if I did, I guess it wouldnt mean nothin to shoot the both you too. I mean, they can only hang me once, aint that right?


Even you aint that damn dumb, Bobby Baker said.


John Ashley laughed. He spun the .44 on his finger like a storybook cowboy and then affected to aim very carefully between the deputys eyes from a distance of four feet.


You dont scare me a goddamn bit and you never have. You shoot me, every police officer for three counties around will come huntin you.


John Ashley moved the gunsights down to Bobby Bakers heart and stroked his chin in affected contemplation for a moment, then shook his head and raised the sights to Bobbys forehead once again. Bang! he said and lowered the pistol and grinned. You that important now, hey Bobby? All them police would be lookin to even the score for you?


I aint no Indian, Johnny?


Bob Ashley said You sure aint, bubba. You got to be near deaf not to heard us comin up behind you.


Youre under arrest too, Bobby Baker said to him. As an accomplice.


Bob Ashley hooted and shook his head. I guess we best shoot these boys, Johnny, before this hardcase decides to tote the whole damn family off to jail.


Oh lord, boys, the deputy called Sammy said, dont shoot us, boys.


Shut up, Sammy, Bobby Baker said. They aint about to shoot anybody.


Maybe yes and maybe no, John Ashley said. He gestured at Bob Bakers leg and said, Take that thing off and hand it here.


Two years earlier Bob Baker had tracked down a Negro fugitive wanted for the murder of his wife and brother and in the ensuing confrontation he had shot the Negro dead at the same moment that the man blew off most of his lower leg with a twelve-gauge buckshot load. The doctors amputated just below the knee and he had since worn a wooden prosthetic. He had become so proficient with it that his walk showed only a hint of awkwardness. None who knew him considered him handicapped. It was a point of pride with him never to mention the leg and his friends knew better than to refer to it in his presence.


Well dont just stand there gawkin, John Ashley said. Take it off and hand it over. Bob Ashley guffawed.


Bob Baker stood fast and glared at him. John Ashley cocked the .44 and aimed it at Bob Bakers good foot. You tirin my patience, peckerwood, he said. You dont take that thing off right now, Im gonna shoot you in the other foot is what Im gonna do. The early dawnlight had not yet dispersed the ground darkness and everyones feet were but vague entities.


You aint gonna shoot any part of me, John, and you damn well know it.


John Ashley fired. The round tore a chunk off the heel of Bob Bakers boot and the deputy yipped and flinched sidewise and the loud crack of the gunshot was swallowed almost instantly by the breadth of the surrounding country.


Goddamn me if I aint a piss-poor shot, John Ashley said. Bob Ashley laughed so hard he had a coughing fit.


John Ashley cocked the piece and this time held it with both hands and aimed at Bob Bakers foot again and the deputy said, Hold it! Hold it, you crazy son of a bitch! He sat on the ground and tugged up his pants leg and unbuckled the straps holding the prosthetic in place. He handed it up to John Ashley. You aint right in the head, you know that? You never been.


John Ashley was enjoying himself immensely. He hefted the prosthetic leg with its boot still attached and said, Do much dancin
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