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1 Sam

Nobody knowed his name, his real name, that is. Least ways, we din’t think we did. Why I say that’ll come out as I tell his story the way I knows it. Even that ain’t much. But I think I got to tell it. I ain’t goin’ to give out many names of folks and places when I tell it. Sam wouldn’t like that. I’m sure he wouldn’t like my tellin’ you as much as I will be.

Still, I think it needs to be told for the sake of justice for Sam. That’ll come out in my story too. Least ways he ain’t goin’ t’get no justice in this old world no other way and that’s why I got t’tell it. I don’t know why it’s me doin’ it ’cept if I don’t nobody else will neither, and it needs to be told to set the record straight for Silent Sam. That really is the onlyest justice he’ll be gettin’, ’pears t’me.

Silent Sam din’t live here. He’d just appear in town one day quiet as a cat, stay a few days and then move on agin, quiet as a cat. Never said much nor did much anybody knowed of. That’s why we called him Silent Sam. Usual he’d be riding his nice mount. He had this real nice piece of horse flesh and he were proud as a peacock of it. Couple o’times he were on a non-descript old nag. Don’t rightly know why, but I never seed him with any of them twicet in a row. If he were on his mount, he’d be in a nice saddle, too. It were light-brown and tooled real nice all ‘round. The pommel, the horn, the cantle and them flaps all had purty flowers tooled in. They was them range flowers and leaves, lotsa leaves all over that saddle. Don’t know the proper name of them flowers, but they was purty.

He always had a leather pouch what was on a long leather strap slung ‘round his neck and hangin’ down his left side. It was always that way. It were tooled too, with a big “S” on the flap o’it, in the middle. He kep’ it on all the time, never varied on that. He always wore this wide brim hat. It usual hung on his back from that leather thong it had on it. He had a set o’ saddle bags, too, that held the few small things he owned. They was tooled too with a big “S” on each o’em and lots o’other toolins.

That horse o’hizzen were the purtiest horse I ever seed. There weren’t a mark in that brown coat o’hizzen ‘septin that white star on his fore-head. His mane and tail were as black as a midnight in a rain storm. Sam kep’ that horse better’n Maw kep’ her prize cat and that’s sayin’ a lot. He curried that horse ever night afor he went t’bed, he did. Cleaned and trimmed them hooves like he were goin’ to a horse show or sumthin’. ‘Twer a pleasure t’see.

He was kinda like a drifter, he were. He were never no trouble to nobody, just sorta peculiar. Heard some folks say he din’t appear t’have all his senses about him. Well now, mabe he din’t, come to think on it. He weren’t a tall man. If he topped five six that’d be all. His face were round like and he had this unruly mop o’black hair. Don’t think he could ever grow a beard, his face were smooth like. And his eyes was close t’gether. One eye, his right one, looked straight and t’other, his left, was lookin’ alittle off t’the side. A feller never quite knowed was he lookin’ at ya or off somwheres. Because of that all kinds of stories begun to float around about him and his person. To some he was a shady character and they wouldn’t have nothin’ t’do with him. Some storekeepers and other businesses wouldn’t have nothing to do with him neither. They was sure he were goin’ t’be stealin’ somthin’ or t’other. So they’d shuffle him out’n the door soon’s he comed in. He soon learnt where he were welcome and where he warn’t. Sam never put up no fuss about it, jest din’t go back there. But nobody, I mean nobody, had any proof for their wrongheadedness. Sam weren’t no trouble ever t’no body.

As a kid I admired him. Oh, it all but skipped my mind t’tell ya m’name. I’m Sonny Kranz. Got called Sonny ‘cause I got the same name’s my Paw. He’s Gresham Potter Kranz II. That makes me Gresham Potter Kranz III.

Well, let me get on wi’m story. But I should say m’Paw’s a gud man, too. I admire him most of all, I do.

Well, anyhows … To me there were more to Sam than what a feller first saw. But I thought he were a good man right from the start. Bit peculiar, but a good man. ‘Course I were only ‘bout twelve year old at the time. He usually come around of an evnin’ or early mornin’. You’d just hear of his being in town. He were about twenty or so to hear folks tell it when he first lit into town. I wisht I could have got to know him personal like. But being so much older’and me, it warn’t really goin’ t’happen, I guess. Still, I wisht it though.

Another thing about Sam was he were smart in his own way. ‘Cause he were so short he wasn’t able to get into his saddle by hisself from the ground. He had him a piece o’rope tied t’the horn o’ his saddle. It had a couple o’knots in it spaced apart. He’d grab one o’them knots and hop up, stick the toe o’his boot in that stirrup and swing into his saddle quick as flippin’ a hat on yer head.

He were strong, too, for his size. He could throw that saddle on his horse and cinch it up quick as any man could.

Maw and me was in the general store one time. I were fourteen or so. Maw bought a hunnerd pound sack o’flour. Sam he grabs that sack, heaves it onto his shoulder and carries it outside and throws it on the back o’the wagon Maw and me was in town with. Made me go bug-eyed, it did.

Whenever he left, the whole area would be buzzin’ like a buncha bumble bees on a clover field with stories about him. Most of it were about poker. He were one of the best poker players any of us ever seen. When he come, they’d get up a game at Annie Catherine’s saloon just t’watch him play. He’d get his hand and then set and watch the cards of the other players. He’d just stare at them cards as if he could look straight through ‘em and see what they was. Some players got so uptight about it they’d hold their other hand over the back o’their cards as if they could keep them more secrut that way. But it never hepped; he had some kinda sixth sense about playin’ cards. He might lose a hand or two at first, but then he would start to win.

One thing though, if he were losing, he’d quit when he lost all the money he put on the table. But that was real rare like. He ‘most never lost. They never played for a lot of money. It was nickels and dimes, sometimes twobit pieces. So nobody resented what he won. He would take his winnings and just disappear into the night without a word. He would never take collateral.

If he won anythin’ besides money, he’d always leave it on the table when he left. When he left, nobody ever tried to foller him that I know of. Because he were so silent most everbody just let him to hisself. I think that’s the way he wanted it and everybody knowed it.

Another thin y’need t’know is Silent Sam never and I means never drunk a’drop o’likker. He’d drink coffee by the jug full, but never likker.

.


2 Sam’s Name and Such

Now why did we call him Silent Sam, you’re wonderin?  Well, in these parts, which is Oneida, Texas, we knowed him as Sam Lintz or Landtz or Lits; nobody knowed for sure, nor did we really know where the name come from. But, it seemed natural to call him Silent Sam for his name and for his silent ways.

Now Silent Sam was the nemesis of the local sheriff, who liked to be called Two Gun Taylor. He always wore two pistols. Now Two Gun was a proud man. He were way too big for his briches. He fancied hisself the best detective and tracker there ever was. Truth was he warn’t worth a wood nickle. Silent Sam seemed to pleasure hisself in poking holes in Two Gun’s high falutin’ manner.

One time there was a big ruckus in Mrs. Dory’s hen house. Ma Dory, as we called her, was a widow who made a bit of money selling eggs and chickens plucked and ready for the cookin’ pot. Well, late one evenin’ just after sundown a local lad come runnin’ up to the sheriff aclaimin’ he seed Silent Sam in Ma Dory’s chicken coop. Least ways there was a heap o’ cacklin’ and noise in that hen house to make a body wonder what were goin’ on. So Two Gun jump on his horse and gallops off to that hen house. He sure wanted t’catch Silent Sam in the act. It were dark by this time with no moon out. He crept up near the hen house quiet like with both guns drawn. Couldn’t see a thing, he couldn’t. Just then he heard a couple three thuds off t’his right. Without thinking Two Gun fired off both guns in the direction of them thuds. Din’t hit nuthin’ ‘sept open air ‘tween here and no wheres. It scared them hens so bad they were off they feed and layin’ for days.

Silent Sam he come walkin’ round the corner o’that coop carryin’ a dead ‘coon by the tail in one hand and a dead chicken in the other, dropped ‘em at the sheriff’s feet and walked away. When Two Gun finally got back to his office after talkin to Ma Dory, Silent Sam was asitting in his chair. Two Gun were livid. Silent Sam said, “Just mindin’ the store”, then got up and left. Folks said they seed a light on in his rooms back of Sheriff’s office all night. Two Gun could stay mad for a week when he got upset.

Later, so the story goes, there were two chickens on the back stoop of a local family that just lost a baby. The story was Sam stole the chickens from Ma Dory after he left the sheriff’s office. Don’t know if anybody really believed it or not.

Two Gun fancied hisself a good poker player, too. He tried and tried to beat Silent Sam but he never did. They was other little ways that Silent Sam would pester Two Gun.

One evenin’ the sheriff and a couple of local boys was goin’ to try to see who could outdraw the other in shooting cans off a fence post. They were jest outside of town in a pasture. Two Gun was standin’ there with his elbow stickin’ way out and his hands hangin down, flexin’ his fingers waitin’ for the signal to draw and shoot. 

Now you need t’member Sam were not very tall. Well, he crept up real bent over and quiet like behind Two Gun, squatted down like, grabbed the gun out of Two Gun’s right holster while peekin’ under Two Gun’s arm and shot that can right off that post and put another hole in it as it flew up in the air afor that darn can hit the ground. Then he quick plopped that gun back in Two Gun’s holster afor Two Gun could turn around. It all happened in the blink of an eye, so dern fast you din’t know if you really seen it or not. Then Silent Sam just stood there lookin’ innocent as could be.

Needless to say, our eyes was like saucers at first. Our respect for Silent Sam went as high as the bell on the school house. Then we all started hootin’ and hollerin’, it were so funny.  But Two Gun got red as them red flannel underwears in the local mercantile, them veins in his neck stuck out like ropes, his cheeks was puffed way out and his eyes was all squinty like and he stomp off. We didn’t know Silent Sam could shoot; he never even carried a gun what we knowed of.


3 Sam’s Last Visit

Silent Sam was gone a long time, now. Everybody was itchin’ for a good game of poker with him. The men’d sit in Annie Catherine’s of’n evenin’ a’sippin beer like they was waitin’ for a late stagecoach. They were a lotta talk about war in them days. It were over the slave thing. Din’t nobody ‘round Oneida have slaves that I knowed of. But they were a lotta talk back and forth on it. Couldn’t nobody see cause for war on it though. There were some talk ‘bout States rights. If y’give ever State its own right t’have or not have slaves, din’t ‘pear t’most folks would it work. Never did settle anything and talk on it was growing stronger.

Then one day he were back, just like that. Silent as always. When he come back they started up a game. I was goin’ on to twenty-two at the time. Silent Sam were winning all night. There was a fair bit of money in the game that night. Finally, it come down to Two Gun, Silent Sam and one other local yokel. 

Sheriff had a good hand and were sure he were goin t’win. He called it, but when they laid down their hands Silent Sam won again. Two Gun he jump up and shouted, “You cheated,” drew his gun and shot Silent Sam right through the chest. 

Silent Sam flew backward with the force of that shot and landed backards on his chair and then went sprawlin’ alongst the floor, blood streakin’ behin’ wherst he slid.

We all stood there like we was froze, shocked outta our minds. We couldn’t believe what jest happened. Two Gun were always allowed to keep his guns ‘cause he were sheriff. But Silent Sam never cheated. Never. A man ran for Doc Harmon but we could see Silent Sam warn’t goin t’make it. He were bleedin’ real, real bad.

He sez in a small rattley voice, “Miss Annie Catherine. Miss Annie Catherine.”

Annie owned the bar where we was playing. Annie took to Silent Sam right from the start of his comin’ to town. She treated him like the best friend she had. She always rustled up something special for Silent Sam when he come. She let him stay in one of her rooms, too, when he wanted to. Never let him pay a red cent for it neither, she din’t. She made over him like a maw makes over her only boy child. She were old enough to be his maw.

When he called for her, we said, “She’s right here.”

He held out his hand a little. She took it. She were cryin’ like a baby. Then he said, “What’s left of mine is yourn.”   His last breath just sagged out o’ him and that were the end. It were just too sad for words. We was all cryin’, truth be told.

By the time we come to our senses and looked for Two Gun he were gone. Gone and clear out of town. Just then Doc come in. He looked at Sam and just shook his head and sed he’d get the undertaker out. Annie Catherine went over to Sam and gentle like took that pouch off’n his shoulder. We told her to look in it to see what was what. 

When she did her eyes went open real big. Why, I don’t know but she give that pouch t’ me. I looked in and to my surprise I seen a gun. I took it out and everyone else was just as shocked. It weren’t loaded, but there was bullets with it. There was a rod, a little oil can all wrapped up in a rag to clean the gun. 

There was two gold rings tied up in a Bull Durham bag, and a nice Barlow pocket knife, a couple of whittled birds and a dried up willow whistle. One of them rings was big and one was little. No wonder he kep’ that pouch so close to him all the time. It were with him when he slep’ even.

Annie Catherine tried to give us our money back, but none of us would have it. It belonged to Silent Sam and he give it t’ her. We all knowed she needed it real bad. She spent everything she had caring for her sick pa and a no-count brother. After her pa died her no-count brother got hisself shot tryin’ to rob a bank. It were good riddance as far as we was concerned. But Annie Catherine took it real hard. Now we was all glad Sam said what he did. Now Annie Catherine had a fair bit more to carry her for a while along with her earnings at the bar.

The horse Silent Sam had this time were his good horse. He had a lot of life left in him. In Silent Sam’s saddle bags we found another wad of cash. The horse and the cash went to Annie Catherine, too, of course. All she could do was cry, so we jest put everthin’ on the bar. Not one of us could have been happier for Annie Catherine. She deserved ever bit o’it. We all loved that gal, ever one of us. But we was sad about Sam. He din’t deserve what Two Gun did t’him.

But it was the way that Silent Sam said, “What’s left of mine is yourn,” that perked up my ears good. It seemed to me there was more to that story. It made me think of what he left at that grieving family’s house. I found out one day those warn’t chickens at all, they was pheasants he put on that stoop. 

Then there was this young widow near town who lost her husband to some strange sickness, had two young’uns, and was near to losin’ her farm. Somebody left her enough cash at her door for her to keep her life together. She never knowed where that cash come from. 

She hired a man to hep her with her work around the place. Some men harvested her crop free of charge. She made out real good like. It were a good crop year for all them farmers. After her crop was in she sold her place for a right good profit and then moved back east to her kinfolks.

I think I know who gave her that money. Did wonder me, though, how he came by all that cash. Guess it’s no o’my bizness, but it did wonder me.

 


4 Gone Snoopin’

I were mighty sure they must be other stories like those around, what I mentioned. Silent Sam was in our town only part of the time. He didn’t live here with us. If he was doing things like that by us, I had me a notion he’d been doin’ things in other places, too. I decides I had t’find out what I could about him and what he did. What I did find out surprised me a whole lot and at the same time at first made the mystery about him deeper. I could tell lots of stories, but they wouldn’t be no point. Besides it would just stretch out the story way too long. I’ll just tell what I think are the most important parts.

It were about three weeks afor I could make it to leave. Paw was all for the idea. So I went to town and told Annie Catherine what I was afixin to do. She took to the idea real quick like. She said it made sense for me to take Silent Sam’s horse. She finally convinced me t’take it. She give me Sam’s pouch, too, with all the stuff that was in it. Said it might mean somethin’, she didn’t know, I should just take it. And it just might come in handy, special them saddle bags. They were alotta suger cubes in ‘em. Were for that horse we reckoned. So I took it all.

When I lit out I took the trail southwest first off. It seemed to make the most sense. That were the way Sam come from. As I rode it came to my mind that it might be a good idea to try to put myself in Silent Sam’s place, to try to think like he did. So, I let that horse have his head. That horse just seemed comfortable to keep goin’ down the trail we was on. He never even lookt down the side trails. He were sure a nice horse t’ride. Had a real nice pace. Made ridin easy like. Toward the end of the day I decides t’ look for a place to bed down for the night. Then that there horse stopped right by a little side trail that went off t’the right. You could hardly see it. I were surprised like, but I spurred that horse alittle and he took on up that side trail.

The trail went up over a rise and then down. It led into a place full of huge rocks, some bigger’n a man, with some hills up behind ‘em. That horse wound on through them rocks on a path, some places was just wide enough for my horse and me to get through. We come up on a little cabin t’my surprise. It were more like a shack than a cabin, to be honest. I left the reins on the horse’s neck just the way I seen Silent Sam did. He never tied his horse up. I did take his saddle off, though.

No one was in the shack that I could tell, so I walked in. It was creepy; like someone walkin’ their fingers up yer back when ya didn’t even know they was there.  I felt Silent Sam all over this here place. It were simple just like him. And Silent just like him. It were small but had everthing you’d need to be comfortable. I soon had me a nice fire in the fire pit, found some beans I could cook and a pan hanging on the wall. There was even some water in a pail. Some dried meat hung from one of them pole rafters. I couldn’t ask for more. There was even a straw tick off on one side with a folded blanket, too, where I could sleep. Slept real good. Nary a dream what I remember.

Woke up afor the sun come up. I went and found the horse a little farther up the trail grazing in some scrub grass. There was a nice stream of water runnin’ out of the hills, plenty enough to get a good drink and to wash up a little. I filled my canteen, saddled up the horse and rode out. I gave the horse his head again when we got to the trail. He headed on down just like we was doing yestyday.

That evnin’ the sun was purty far in the west when we come to a dusty little settlement. That horse kep’ goin’ like he knowed where t’go and stopped at one of the bigger houses that had a few trees out front and just stood there under a tree. He bobbed his head up and down acuple o’times and snorted loud like. I had no idea what to do so I just set there awhile. Not too long a man come out of the house, stood there on the verandy and looked at me him chawin’ his t’bacy.

After a bit he askt, “That yer horse?”

“Well yes and no, I reckon.”

He kep’ chawin’ a minit, spit off to the side of the verandy and sez, “Maybe ya might want to ‘splain yersef.”

“Well, afor I do, seems like you know this here horse. Maybe you tell your part and I’ll fill in what I know. I’ve come alookin’ for what people might know about the man who owned this here horse.”

He chawed some more and spit agin, “You say ‘owned’ like he don’t no more.”

“Nope. Reason is he’s dead now.”

The man just stood there chawin’ and shook his head real sad like and he spit again. Then he sez, “Heared he got hissef shot, but din’t know were it true or not. Had to be an accident way I reckon. Nobody I know would’a shot him. No reason to.”

So I told him the story. He just stood there shakin’ his head, sad like.

He put me up for the night in his house. I preferred to sleep in his barn and told him so but he wouldn’t have none of it, his missus neither. She had a good feed for us that night and give me a good breakfast next mornin’ and some grub for the road.

I took my leave of her and went out on the verandy. The man had brought out my horse all saddled and ready to ride. There was a big gunny sack of hay tied behind the saddle. I could smell it were nice clover hay. He told me to come back t’his place when I was ready, he’d put me up. Ya don’t say thankee t’a man like that. Ya jest look at the bag and then nod at him and he nods back.

I felt like I was comin’ to the end of this trail ‘cause I din’ learn nothin’ much, but it felt too empty to quit, too. Still I didn’t know what to do next. But the answer come soon enough. I was astandin’ with one foot in the stirrup and my hand on the saddle horn ready to swing up, when the man sez:

“Silent Sam, as you call him, usual come out of the west when he come this away.”  That were all. Not a man o’many words, he weren’t.

So I mounted up, nodded t’ the man, spurred that horse gentle like and give him his head. He went back to the trail we was on and headed west without me doin’ nothin’. Soon as we was on the trail he started on a trot. Kept that trot up all mornin’. About noon we come to another dusty little town. But I gotta stop.

This here story’s gittin’ too long. I can shorten up a whole lot by sayin’ everwhere that horse took me it were the same. I din’t learn much new about Sam. It was most the same as it was back home.


5 More of the Story

Then one day, I was a far piece from home by now, I figgered I warn’t goin’ to learn much more so I just as well set out for home. I was in a place they called Panhandle. So I decides t’get me a drink afor I sets out. I got me a whiskey in the saloon and went and set down by a table to drink it. A man comes up and askt could he sit.

“Din’t buy the chairs. Just got me a drink is all.”

That seemed good enough for him, so he turns a chair ‘round and set backerds on it ‘cross from me. 

After while he sez, “Hear you been askin’ about Sam. Mabe you’all will tell me why.”

“Yup.”  So I told him my story about Sam.

“Heard he got shot. Ah see you got his horse and pouch.”  So I told him about Annie Catherine and what Sam said. “Well, now, I ain’t bein’ nosey or nuthin’. You look sotra sad like, like you come to the end of yer trail and would like to know more.”

Well, he coulda sed that in the first place, was my thinkin’.

“You knowed him, did ya?”

“Yup.”

“Say, you the sheriff hereabouts or sumpthin’?”

‘Yup. If ya want to know more you’ll haveta go southeast to a place called Claude. There’s a doctor there what might know somethin’, if anybody does. He getting’ up in years but still got a good mind. You go talk to him. Everbody calls him Doc Twofeathers. And one thing. Glad yer doin’ what y’are for Sam. He were a good man.”

With that he got up and left.  I finished my drink and went up to pay. The barkeep wouldn’t take my money.

“Anybody doin’ a good thing for Sam don’t owe nuthin’ here. Y’all jus’ come on back agin.”

Now this here is a right friendly town. I’ll be back for sure.

With that news and the way I were afeelin’, there was no way I were goin’ to sleep atall. ’Sides, I knowed that horse’d know the way. So I saddled up agin and set out. It turned out to be a clear moonlight night. Could see real good. Great for ridin’ along. A tune come to mind that my Maw always sung of an evenin’:

Abide with me fast falls the eventide,

The darkness deepens, Lord, with me abide.

When other helpers fail and comforts flee,

Help of the helpless, O abide with me.

It seemed to make sense, it did. I was feelin’ helpless ‘til a couple hour or so ago. But now things was achangin’. Thought come to mind the Good Lord liked what I was doin’, too. Made me feel real good, it did.

That horse kep’ movin’ along the trail. He’d trot down the slopes but he kep’ up a good step on the inclines, too. He sensed where we was a’goin’, I’m sure. Along about midnight, near as I could tell, we come up on top of a rise. The trail down looked a bit steep, but I could make out it snaked along on down which took most of the steepness out of the ride. Off in the distance about a mile or so from where the trail leveled off I could make out the outline of a town. That horse jogged all the way down and lit into a slow gallop the rest of the way. I knowed for sure we was comin’ up on Claude.

Sure enough, he pulled up right by the livery stable in town. I opened the door and that horse pushed right on by me and went in first. Made me smile. He were home. The moonlight came in through a cupola up on the roof and give enough light to see here inside. I took his saddle off but afor I could do the bridle he marched right into an empty stall and starts chompin’ on the hay. Yep, he were home. I went over and took the bridle off. He snorted and bobbed his head up and down which I took for thanks. I give him some of them shugey cubes Sam kep’ in the saddle bags. That horse rubbed his nose up and down my cheek and chest; made tears come in my eyes. Was glad it were night and I were inside alone.

I
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