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The horse I was riding was a sorry looking beast, but at least it was a horse. I had found him wandering along a creek in Louisiana just south of Shreveport still saddled and bridled, but with broken reins, and he wasn't hard to catch.

Well, I'd walked most of the way from Alexandria after General Bagby surrendered us on May 26, 1865, and even a ewe-necked bag of skin over ribs looked mighty fine to me. Trouble was, I didn't think stealing a horse would make me very popular with folks in the area, so I decided that maybe I should look for the owner.

After catching the horse I rigged some reins out of a bit of rope I carried and decided to ride him. The saddle was a postage stamp affair, not the big-horned Texas saddle I was used to, or the military saddle I'd been riding for three years, but once I got the stirrups lowered for my long legs, I climbed aboard, slinging my pack and rifle scabbard from my shoulders.

From how short the stirrups had been I figured the owner of the horse couldn't have been real tall, maybe a kid, and I found the boy when I got up through the brush onto an embankment. He was about ten, and he was sitting on the edge of the road crying. He looked up when I came out of the brush, and got to his feet. "Oh, you found him," he said with relief.

"Is this your horse, son?"

"Yes, sir. Well, not really, but I had him tied to a tree and he got loose. If I don't get him back, Uncle Charlie will skin me alive."

I got down and helped the boy reset the stirrups, but he made no move to get back in the saddle. "You been in the war?" he asked.

"Yep, just trying to get back home."

"Where you from?" he wanted to know.

"Texas."

The boy's eyes grew big. "I've always wanted to go to Texas. Are you a cowboy?"

We were slowly walking up a well-traveled path through big trees. "Well, I suppose. My people own a ranch out in Bosque County. If I once get back there, I don't plan to ever walk more than twenty feet again."

"Was you in the calvary?"

"Yep, but you pronounce it cavalry. I was in the 1st Texas Cavalry. Trouble was, I wasn't an officer, and when the Yankees took our surrender, they made us enlisted men give up our horses."

The boy was quiet for a bit and then said in a low voice, "Bet you don't like Yankees much, huh!"

"Not much, although now that the war's over, I don't intend to be around many of them."

The boy stopped walking and looked at me. "If you don't want to meet a Yankee, y'all better not come home with me, mister. My Uncle Charlie was a Yankee in Tennessee, and he just got home a week ago. My pa and older brother both died in the war on our side, so Uncle Charlie's taken over the farm. Says me and my mom will do as he says or he'll whip us. He thinks because he was a Yankee soldier and they won the war he can do whatever he wants to, and I guess he's right."

I thought about this for a minute. Sounded like Uncle Charlie wanted to make slaves out of his own kin. Maybe he hadn't heard that Lincoln freed all the slaves. "Is he your mother's brother?"

"Nope. He ain't my father's brother either. My name's Jubal Haynes, and his is Charlie Walters. He is some kin of ours, but not close. He makes me call him Uncle Charlie, though. This here is his horse, or at least the one he came back on."   

Now, I never had held with slavery. Maybe because out our way we didn't own any slaves, and we all worked like slaves ourselves. Or maybe because it just went against my grain for one man to own another. And to think about this Charlie taking over a farm and making slaves out of a woman and her son just because they couldn't stop him made my hackles rise. I held my right hand out to the boy. "I'm Earl Lamar, and I think I'd like to meet your Uncle Charlie."

I guess the grin I gave him reassured Jubal, for he smiled in return. "Well, Mister Lamar, I reckon I'd like to introduce you to him," and we laughed together, and then walked on in silence.

As we rounded a bend in the road, I could see a substantial-looking two-story house up ahead with a half circle drive lined with huge live oaks in front. Weeds nearly choked the drive now, and the house's white paint had turned a dingy gray, but I could see that the place had been real nice at one time.

Jubal led the horse down a narrow lane to one side of the house and into the barnyard out back. There was a stable along one side of a hollow square, a series of cattle pens along another, what appeared to be a smoke house on the north side, and the house on the west. In back of the house I could see some small buildings that might have been slave quarters. Like the house, everything was run down now, but it looked like somebody had built carefully and strong at one time.

Jubal stood beside me as the back door of the house opened and a big, burly man in his thirties appeared. He was bearded and his black hair grew long down his back. He was dressed in a dirty undershirt tucked into blue trousers with a red stripe down the side of each leg. That meant artillery, though somehow this man didn't fit the picture of the Yankee artillerymen I'd seen in the war.

"You fool kid!" the man shouted. "Where you been with that horse? I told you to take him down by the creek and let him graze, but you been gone long enough to have rode into Shreveport." He came storming down the steps from a small porch and stomped on across the barnyard unbuckling his belt. "I'll learn you a thing or two!"

This must be Uncle Charlie. Jubal slid behind me for protection, and Charlie tried to hit him with the heavy belt buckle. I grabbed the belt and pulled hard enough to get it out of his hands and said, "Whoa there, mister. No need to get all worked up."

He drew back and looked at me. "Well, looky here. A Johnny Reb tellin' me what to do on my own place. I don't know who you are, reb, but you better just get on down the road or I'll have the law on you. I want to see your backside like I saw so many of you gray backs run in the war." 

He looked me over real careful and I know he didn't see much. My clothes were ragged and dirty, and my six-foot frame was lean, mostly because we hadn't had much to eat in the last year. With brown hair, hacked off with a knife, and my face covered with curly whiskers, I didn't look like much. My old black hat with the broken brim shaded my brown eyes.  I was sure he couldn't see the Army Colt .36 I had stuck in my waistband under my jacket, so I looked unarmed, too. My pack was slung behind me on one shoulder, and the rifle scabbard with it. That scabbard had a flap over the butt of the stock, and since it was kind of long and flat, it didn't look like what it was.

I doubted if Uncle Charlie'd ever been close enough to see a Confederate soldier's back or front during the war from the look of the fat around his middle, so I just grinned at him. "Oh, I doubt if you've seen many rebels runnin', Yankee. Kind of hard to see when you're runnin' the other way yourself, ain't it?"

That touched a nerve. The man backed up and his face went red. I thought he might try to hit me, but he wasn't made of that kind of stuff. "Well, I'm facing a reb right now, and I ain't runnin'!" He reached into his right hip pocket and pulled out a gun. As he whipped it up to waist level and eared back the hammer, I could see that he was bound to shoot me, so I pulled out my Colt and let him have it.

Uncle Charlie was flung back like he'd been hit by a mule, and he dropped straight down on his back, gave a loud sigh, and didn't move again. It was suddenly very quiet in the barnyard. 

Jubal stirred behind me and said, "Did you kill him?"

I walked on over and nudged Charlie's gun away from his hand and looked down at him. His mouth was open showing yellow teeth, and his eyes were closed. I'd seen a lot of dead men in the last two years, and this man wasn't one of them. There was a long wound on the side of his head that was still bleeding. "No, he's not dead, Jubal. But he's sure goin' to have a bad headache."

I suppose I should have felt sorry about shooting the man, but somehow I just couldn't. From what the boy told me, and what I'd seen with my own eyes, Uncle Charlie wouldn't have been missed by anyone if he had died.

The screen on the back door of the house banged and a woman stood on the stoop. "Jubal," she called in a tremulous voice. "Are you all right?"

Jubal ran to the porch and hugged the woman, and I could hear him murmur to her. The two came down the steps together and walked right up to me. 

I'd shoved the Colt back into my waistband, and when the woman held out her hand I shook it. The hand was small, but it wasn't smooth. There was a roughness about it that told me she had been doing hard work. "Welcome, sir. I'm Madge Haynes, and I believe you've done us a great favor." She spoke like a lady, and I could see she was one.

Well, I pulled my old beat up hat off and nodded to her. She hadn't looked at Uncle Charlie. "I'm Earl Lamar," I said. "Sorry about the shootin', ma'am, but he was fixin' to pull the trigger on that pistol."

Without a change in expression tears began to slide down Mrs. Haynes' face. "Oh, Mr. Lamar, you don't know how glad I am that you shot that man. You just don't know." And she buried her head in her hands and began to sob. Jubal hugged her, and I stood there like a bump on a log. Crying women were way out of my experience, and I figured the best thing I could do was nothing. Turned out I was right.
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I picked up the Colt .41 Pocket Pistol the Yankee had tried to shoot me with, and the three of us stood and looked at Uncle Charlie lying out there on the ground. "What do you think we should do with him, Mr. Lamar?" Jubal asked.

"Well, when he wakes up he's going to be awful mad," I replied. "Does he have any friends around here, or anyone who knows him real well?"

Jubal's mother shook her head. "No. He's only been here for five days, and he's never left the place. He maintains he's a relative of ours from Clarksville, Tennessee, and my husband did have kin up there, but I don't really know any of them. From some of the things he's said, I don't think he was in the regular Union Army at all. He said something once about being a 'bushwhacker', whatever that is."

I thought for a minute. Along toward the end of the war there were men--outlaws--from both sides who disappeared from the regular forces and banded together to steal from everybody. They would raid wagon trains of supplies, and generally terrorize the civilians wherever they were. We and the Yankees both called them bushwhackers, and they were hung by either side whenever they were caught. 

"Mrs. Haynes, could I take a look at Charlie's stuff? Maybe we could find out what he was up to."

Jubal stayed on the porch to watch the wounded man while I followed his mother into the house. I could see from the furniture and the fixin's that this had been a real nice place at one time, but it needed a lot of work and a lot of money to look good again. Mrs. Haynes led me to a large bedroom just off the front hall. 

It came as no surprise that Charlie was a slob. Stuff was scattered all over the room. On a dresser top there was another handgun, a Remington officer's revolver. I picked it up and saw that it was loaded and capped. 

We both started going through the things we found in the room. Charlie had a lot of Union Army clothes, and some Confederate. In a sack hidden under the dresser I found a large collection of jewelry--rings and necklaces--with what I took to be diamonds, rubies and other precious stones flashing in the light.

"Look at this, Mr. Lamar," Mrs. Haynes called. I went over to where she was holding a large leather wallet taken from under the mattress. It was crammed with Federal greenbacks. We counted the money and it came to over two thousand dollars. 

"Where do you suppose he got all this money?" Mrs. Haynes asked.

"Well, he sure didn't earn it in the army," I said. "Why don't you leave the wallet and hide the money somewhere only you know about. You and Jubal will need every penny to survive, and I have a hunch Old Charlie won't have any more need for it."

"But, what are we going to do with him?" she asked.

"Well, bein' a former Confederate soldier, I don't reckon the Yankee authorities in Shreveport would listen much to me, but if you were to send Jubal in with that bag of jewelry and tell them Charlie was hiding out here, and that he said he was a bushwhacker, I kind of think they'd come take him away right smart."

So that's what we did. Mrs. Haynes sent Jubal off on the horse, and we tied Charlie up so he couldn't get away. He was beginning to come around, and I suggested that Mrs. Haynes tell the truth as much as possible. Charlie pulled a gun and tried to shoot what he thought was an unarmed Confederate soldier, but the soldier fired first and creased his head. Then the Confederate left at a high lope fearing what would happen since Charlie claimed he was in the Union Army. She had tied Charlie up and sent Jubal to town for the authorities.

Mrs. Haynes agreed, and then she fixed me something to eat, which made my empty stomach feel real good. She hid the money and the extra revolver, but left all of Charlie's other stuff in the bedroom.

About two hours after he left, Jubal came back with two men wearing Union Army officer uniforms. Behind them came a light wagon driven by an enlisted man. I hid while the Yankees listened to Mrs. Haynes' story and collected up the stuff in the bedroom. 

Charlie was trying to tell them that he was a discharged Yankee soldier protecting the family farm from a vicious Rebel soldier, but they weren't having any of his story. They left him tied up and boosted him into the wagon, telling Mrs. Haynes that they would see that he got what was coming to him, and that she and Jubal could rest easy.   

When they were gone, the three of us sat around the kitchen table and laughed from pure joy. Charlie was gone, and it looked like the Yankees would take care of him, and the Haynes' had enough money to see them through the bad times coming.

"Mr. Lamar, I hope you'll stay a few days and rest up," Mrs. Haynes said.

"Thank you, ma'am, but I reckon I'd better get on. I've got a long ways to go before I get back to Bosque County."

I did stay the night, though, and next morning Mrs. Haynes fixed me a real nice breakfast. She also insisted that I take twenty dollars of the Yankee money we'd found, and Old Charlie's horse, and she handed me the Colt .41 he'd tried to shoot me with. "In the stables, Mr. Lamar, you'll find a better saddle. My husband always rode a Missouri saddle he bought from a trapper who came through here one time, and you're welcome to it." 

The old mountain men that trapped in the West used a light version of the Texas stock saddle that was made in Saint Louis, Missouri. It had a high cantle and a low saddle horn, with a broad seat and leather-covered stirrups that was sure a lot more comfortable than the postage stamp that old crow bait had been wearing.

Then she brought out a good gray coat she had made for her son, who had died at Vicksburg, and insisted that I take it. I still had the Texas spurs I'd joined the army with tucked away in my possibles sack, so I strapped them on and thanked Mrs. Haynes mightily for her generosity. I cinched up the saddle on Crowbait, which is what I called the horse, and he seemed to be pleased about it. Crowbait didn't look like much, but he had to be tough to have survived so long, and he would eat anything, and since walking wasn't exactly to my liking, I figured I'd get along fine with the ugly brute.

Jubal and his mother stood on the back porch and waved as I rode away. Mrs. Haynes had told me that all of their slaves had left the plantation as soon as they heard the war was over, but with the money she now had, she could hire some farm hands to plant crops and bring the farm back into production. I figured that with the lady's determination she and Jubal would be fine.
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I skirted Shreveport by going south and west through some pretty rough country, and then north to fall in with the wagon road to Marshall, Texas. There were probably not a lot of Yankees in Shreveport, but I was taking no chances.

By midday I had to stop and let Crow fill his belly with the rich green grass in a meadow by the road, while I filled mine with some of the good grub Mrs. Haynes had packed for me. We both felt a lot better when we started out again.

Now, Marshall, Texas was no big town, but it was the first one I came to in my home state, so it felt real good to see those scattered shacks. It was late afternoon, and while I had discovered that Crowbait was a good traveling horse, I figured it would be a good idea to see if we could find a place to stop. 

Just west of Marshall there was a small rise in the ground covered with trees. When I investigated I discovered that there was a clearing in the middle of the trees, and since I'd crossed a small creek before coming to the knoll, we'd have water, as well as a protected place to spend the night. 

It was a warm, muggy night, and I reckoned this was normal early summer weather in East Texas, different from the dry air of Bosque County, so I laid out my bed where I could see the stars and catch any stray breeze that might float by. Crowbait liked the grass in the little clearing, and I went to sleep listening to him chomping away.    

The next day we started early and made Tyler, Texas by late afternoon. The food Mrs. Haynes had put up for me was all gone, so I knew I needed to find a store to stock up.

I had learned some things about Crow during the past two days. He had a pretty smooth running walk that he seemed able to keep up hour after hour; it really ate up the miles. Also, the horse could find food where there didn't appear to be any. When we had stopped for a noon rest by a slough, he waded out into the water and began to eat the tough, thick-stemmed spiky grass as if he enjoyed it. Maybe he was part moose. I'd seen a picture in a book of those big ugly animals once, and the words under the picture said they liked to eat "aquatic" plants. Since the moose was standing in water up to his belly, I assumed that aquatic meant wet. Come to think of it, old Crowbait looked a little bit like that moose, too.

Coming out of heavy pine timber, at the crossroads of two trails that looked pretty well traveled, I saw a long, low, log building with a sign out front that said, "Doan's Store." I tied Crow to the hitch rail and climbed the two steps to the porch that ran all along the front.

The inside of the store was dark, and I paused just a minute to let my eyes adjust. Looking around I could see that the storekeeper sold everything, including liquor. There was a long counter on the south side with shelves of folded clothing from floor to ceiling. In the back there were barrels and boxes of dry goods, and near the large potbellied stove was a rank of sacks filled with grain. I wondered where the storekeeper had found all the supplies in the store. Most places I'd been to in the past months were real short on rations. Made me kind of suspicious, but I needed food, so I reckoned I might as well stock up while I could.

On the opposite side of the room from the store counter was a long, rough plank bar. Two men dressed like farmers leaned on the bar, and a fat bald man with a dirty apron tied around his middle was behind it. "What'll it be, stranger?" the fat man said.

"I need some provisions for the trail. How about two pounds of bacon, a ten-pound sack of flour, and some of those crackers," I replied, pointing at a barrel full of small square wafers.

The fat man came around the bar and began to get my order together. Once he was done, he put everything on the grocery counter and said, "Now, you look to me like a soldier, and I've got to tell you I don't take Confederate money."

I laughed at him. "Mister, I haven't seen any Confederate money for more than six months. And then when we were paid it was only one ten-dollar bill, which wouldn't buy a shinplaster. I don't blame you for not taking Confederate money, but how about Yankee money?"

A gleam of greed moved in the man's eyes. "How much you got?" he asked.

"Well, let me see," I replied, and I started digging in my pockets and behind my belt. I laid the Colt .36 out on the counter with the barrel pointing at the man's fat belly, and casually cocked the hammer. Then I took out the twenty-dollar bill Mrs. Haynes had given me, but I didn't show it to the storekeeper. Something about his attitude told me he was a cheat. "How much do you want for this stuff?" I placed my right hand close to the revolver.

The fat man's forehead began to sweat, and his eyes got big as he looked at the Colt. "O-o-one dollar will cover it."

I laid the twenty down and said, "Good. Give me nineteen dollars in change, and I don't take Confederate money."

One of the men at the bar gave a hoot of laughter at that. "He's got you there, Doan. No Confed money, now, you hear?"

The storekeeper didn't say anything, but he reached under the counter and I put my hand on the Colt again, thinking he might have a pistol there, but when his hand came back in sight it was holding a moneybox. He opened the box and counted out my change with shaking hands. When I had inspected the money, making sure it was all Federal greenbacks, I folded it into my pocket, picked up the gun and uncocked it, and shoved it back behind my waistband.  "Thank you," I said, like my mama had taught me.

I left the store and tied the supplies behind my saddle. Crow was ready to move out, so we just trotted away from Doan's store. I knew I had to be careful showing money around, and I was sorry that I had to pull out that Yankee twenty in front of folks, but it would have had to happen sometime. From now on I could keep most of it hidden and only show small bills.

The land north and east of Tyler was wooded with patches of open meadow. I rode on into the long summer evening until I came to a small river with swampy banks running south. I had a hazy recollection of an army friend who lived around here telling me about the Neches River, and this might be it. Crossing over, I came to a park-like setting and swung down. This looked like an ideal place to camp.

I had a fire going and bacon frying in my skillet when a voice spoke from back in the trees. "Hello the camp!"

That was a normal way to alert people, but I was pretty cautious, so I shucked out the Colt and faded back away from the fire. "Come in where I can see you with your hands empty," I replied.

A young black man moved slowly up to the fire holding his hands wide of his body. I could see that he was unarmed, but did he have a friend back in the trees? "Just stand there a minute," I said, and I circled around through the trees, keeping my visitor in sight and checking to see if he had any hidden friends.

As I came back to the fire, I stuck the Colt back in my waistband and motioned for the man to sit down. "Welcome to the fire," I said. "You can share my supper if you're hungry."

The man's face split in a friendly grin. "Why, thank you, sir, but I've had my supper. I just came by to see who was campin' on my land."

Now East Texas was a lot different from Bosque County. Out there few people had slaves, though I did know one rancher in the southern part of the county who had two black cowboys. I'd never really thought about them being slaves since at the roundups we all shared food and work equally. But in this part of Texas there were large farms and plantations and a lot of black people that I assumed were slaves up until recently.

"Well, I'm right sorry that I didn't know this place was owned by anybody so I could ask to camp here. Do I need to move on, or can my horse and I spend the night?" 

My visitor chuckled, and shook his head. "No, no, you don't have to move on. I just wanted to know who you was. From your clothes I reckon you're a discharged Confederate soldier. That right?"

"Yes, it is." I stood and stuck out my hand. "I'm Earl Lamar, former sergeant in the 1st Texas Cavalry."

Again the man gave a deep chuckle, and he hesitated as he saw my outstretched hand, and then shook it. "Nice to meet ya, Mr. Lamar. I'm Jimbo Rose, former slave on the Roseland Plantation."

For some reason this struck us both as funny, so we had a laugh together,

"You might be wonderin' how come a black man owns land here, but it's all on the up and up. When my master freed us slaves, he gave each of us forty acres to own and farm. Recorded the deeds and everything. This here is part of my forty."

"Sounds like the man who owned you wasn't as bad as some," I replied.

"Nope, he wasn't bad at all. I reckon in one way I'm poorer now than when I was a slave, but I shore don't want to go back!"

We talked for a while about the Rose's plans for their little farm, and then Jimbo left after giving me permission to stay on his land as long as I wanted.

I rolled into my blanket and was soon asleep. 
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A strange noise awakened me. It was a clear, warm night with a good moon about three quarters full, and I woke up lying on my back with my right hand holding the Colt .41. For the last two years I'd slept with a gun in my hand, never knowing when I might wake up with the enemy close by, and old habits die hard. Anyway, before I was raised in Indian country, and we never slept real sound and always had a weapon handy. Sleeping too sound with Indians around wasn't a good idea; you could lose your hair that way.

With my eyes open I looked around as far as I could without moving my head. Crowbait snorted low, but I didn't move, watching a moving shadow, slowly creeping up to me. I had pulled back from the fire when I rolled up in my blanket, and since I was lying partially under a bush, I couldn't be easy to see. 

When the shadow stepped around my fire, now down to a few glowing embers, I cocked the Colt and said, "Lookin' for something?" and sat up.

The shadowy figure uttered an oath, and raised his hand. I saw moonlight glance off metal, and I fired. The man grunted and dropped, and I jumped to my feet and off to one side, holding the gun on the figure on the ground. He didn't move. 

Circling around behind him I checked to see if he was alone, and when it looked like he was, I moved over to the fire and threw some branches on it. When the fire began to blaze up I went to the man and rolled him over with my foot. He groaned. I picked up a burning branch and held it close enough to see that there was blood on his chest. He looked familiar, and I remembered seeing him at Doan's Store.

As I looked down at him, his eyes opened and he said, "Help me."

"Well, now, seems like you were not real friendly before I put one in your bread basket. Why should I help you?"  No answer. 

When he fell with my bullet in him he had thrown his gun toward the fire. I picked it up and threw it into the brush. 

"Where's your horse?" I asked.

"Back by the trail."

There was some light just rising in the east, so I reckoned it was coming daylight. I pulled the fellow's shirt away and looked at the wound in his side. If I'd been a better shot he wouldn't have been talking to me at all.

I tore the sleeve off his dirty shirt and made a crude bandage out of it, pulled on my boots and went looking for his horse. By the time I brought the horse back it was pretty well lighted in the clearing. I tied the man's horse up and began to dress my own, rolling my blanket and tying it behind the saddle.

I had figured on making some breakfast, but with the wounded man lying there, I kind of lost my appetite.

He wasn't much help, but eventually I got him up in the saddle. He clutched the horn and looked down at me. Without a word I led the horse through the trees, tied a knot in the reins, dropped them on the horse's neck, and slapped him on the rump. He left at a shambling trot with his rider clutching that saddle horn for dear life.   

Now, I figured this man had friends in the area, and I didn't, so maybe the best thing for me to do was be on my way. My stomach growled a bit, but I'd gone without meals many times before and it would happen again, so I swung a leg over old Crowbait, and headed down the trail.

"Yo! Mr. Earl!"

I heard the voice and reined up. Looking off through the trees to my right I saw my friendly visitor from the night before waving me in. 

"Mr. Earl, if you ain't et yet, we'd shore like to have you set at our table."

"Why, thank you, Jimbo. I had an unwanted guest early this morning, and I didn't take the time to make breakfast. I'd sure be happy to eat with y'all."

I got off Crow and walked beside the young man back to his cabin in the trees. 

"I heard a gunshot just before daylight," he said. "Was that your unwanted guest?"

"Yep, it sure was. I bought some supplies at Doan's Store yesterday and he saw that I had some money, not much, but I reckon twenty dollars can get a man killed if he shows it in the wrong place."

"Twenty dollars! Oh, I guess! Why, most folks around here don't see that much cash money in a year. And he followed you and figured to rob you, huh?"

"Well, he didn't really say what he planned to do, but I kind of think that was his idea. Course, I shot him before he could carry it through."

Jimbo pondered on this. "Kill him?"

"Nope, just scratched him a mite. I put him on his horse and sent him back toward Tyler. Then I figured he might have friends, and I don't know anybody around here except you, so I thought maybe I better mosey on down the road."

Jimbo wanted me to describe the man, and I did. He shook his head. "He's a bad one, and he has got family, a lot of family, but if Mr. Hambrick at Roseland finds out he was around here, he'll shore kick up a fuss. That fella's name is Rube Norris, and the Norris's are all bad. Rube enlisted in the Confederate Army early in the war, but before too long he came back. Claimed he was wounded and got sent home, but most folks around here figure he ran at the first whiff of powder smoke, and the army figured it was better off without him. I'll report his trying to rob you next time I go to the big house."

I stopped and looked this good man straight in the eye. "I won't be getting' you in any trouble, will I, Jimbo?"  

He shook his head. "Not at all. You don't need to worry about that. Mr. Hambrick is a Justice of the Peace, and he won't put up with anybody triflin' with folks on his land, or the land he gave his people."

We walked on up to the cabin; it was small and log-built, but solidly put together with squared off corners and a porch all along the front. When Jimbo called out, a pretty young woman, with a small child clinging to her skirt, came to the open door. "Put another plate on, honey. We got company for breakfast."

I pulled my old hat off and said hello to Mrs. Rose. Both of the young people stared at me, and I guessed that a white man didn't pull off his hat to a black woman in slave country. Of course, they didn't say anything; both of them just smiled real big. "You are most welcome, sir," Jimbo's wife said in a soft voice, and gave me a curtsy.

"Mr. Earl, I want you to meet my wife, Rachel." He reached down and picked up the little boy hiding behind his mother's skirts. "And this here is David. He's two, and he's growin' like a little weed."

The inside of the tiny cabin was scrupulously clean, and I sat at the table in a chair made by Jimbo. Rachel put food on the table, all of which smelled good and had my stomach growling. 

Little David was placed in a homemade highchair next to me, and I smiled at him. With his big eyes and shy smile, he was a cute little guy, and I had a feeling strange for me; I wondered what it would be like have a little boy of my own.

"Go on and fill your plate, Mr. Earl," Jimbo said, and I didn't have to be told twice. I had heaped on ham and eggs, along with a generous helping of fried potatoes, and I was reaching for a hot biscuit when I noticed that David and I were the only ones at the table. 

I stopped and looked up. Jimbo was studiously washing his hands at the sink board, and Rachel had her back turned to me, moving something around on the small cook stove top. "Now folks, David and I feel kind of lonely here. Do we have to eat all by ourselves?"

Jimbo turned, kind embarrassed. "Mr. Earl, you're our first guest, and we're just not used to having anybody at the table." By "anybody" I reckoned he meant any white person.

"Well, I'm honored to be the first, but if you'd sit down with me, I'd feel a lot easier."

Both Jimbo and Rachel came to the table and sat down, and we ate in comfortable silence. By the time the meal was over, little David was grinning at me and we were playing peek-a-boo. When I stood to go, he reached his arms up, and I swung him out of his chair and on up into the air. He gurgled with delight, and I carried him on out to the porch.

"Mrs. Rose, thank you for that fine meal. I haven't had anything that good since the last time I put my boots under my mama's table."

"You come back anytime, Mr. Earl."

I reluctantly gave David to his daddy, and climbed up on Crowbait's back. "If you ever get out to Bosque County, you look me up, now. I'll be on the L Bar north of the Bosque River."

"We'll do that, Mr. Earl," Jimbo replied. "And if you get back this way, you be sure and stop by." 

I smiled as I turned Crowbait away. I didn't know much about slavery, but it seemed like there were some pretty strict rules about blacks and whites, and one of those was that a black couldn't call a white man by his first name unless there was a "Mister" in front of it.

The only slaves I had been around during the war were at farms and plantations in Louisiana, and they had stayed pretty much to themselves. One of our officers--Major Goodings--had a personal slave that came along on our campaigns, and I'd seen him with a revolver in his hand shooting at Yankees, but I never really gave it much thought. I did know that I didn't like the idea of one human owning another, or looking down on people because they were a different color.   

I rode on out of the trees and started down the trail, thinking how lucky I'd been so far on the trail to home. First, I met Jacob and Mrs. Haynes in Louisiana and came out of that with a horse and some money, and then the Rose family in Texas and had a good meal. Mighty fine folks all of them, and they more than balanced out Uncle Charlie and Rube Norris.  
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The trail I was following angled south, and I kept on until it forked. One branch went off to the west, and one southwest. I'd never ridden this part of Texas before, but from what Jimbo had told me at breakfast, the west fork went to Dallas, and the other one to Athens. Though he'd never traveled away from the Roseland Plantation, he had talked to people who had, and he also told me that he'd heard there was a stage road from Athens to Waco. I figured if I could get to Athens I could follow that road to Corsicana, since that was the direction I wanted to go.

I just plugged along. Old Crowbait had that mile-eating walk, and it was comfortable to ride so I didn't see any need to hurry. Nightfall caught me on the other side of Athens at a small creek. I stopped and unsaddled Crow, letting him roll good before watering him and staking him out for the night. It was a hot evening with thunderheads around, and I thought it might rain.

When I joined the 1st Texas Cavalry I had been issued a Union Army shelter half. This was simply a piece of canvas about five by seven feet. It had buttons along one long side and buttonholes along the other, and it was to be fastened to another half--issued to another soldier--to make a small tent. The reason I had one was because a Yankee supply train had been captured just before I joined, and one wagon was full of these handy pieces of canvas. There were other soldiers who had shelter halves, but we rarely buttoned them together because we were on the move so much. However, they made a real nice almost waterproof covering for a bedroll, and I pulled the canvas up over my blanket when I bedded down just in case.

In the middle of the night I was awakened by flashing lightning and rumbling thunder. At each flash I could see Crowbait standing hipshot under a large live oak tree, unconcerned by the noise. Knowing there was really nothing I could do about the storm, I pulled the shelter half up over my head and dozed off again.

From then until daylight I was awakened several times by crashing thunder, and
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