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“IF YOU SO MUCH AS MOVE A EYELASH, Barkley, I’m going to blow your guts all over this countryside!”

Well, that fellow with the slouch hat and the two-barreled shotgun who was standin’ in the road in front of me sounded like he meant exactly what he’d said. And the fact I’d never in my life set eyes on him before didn’t appear to make a awful lot of difference to his thinkin’ neither. I kept my hands easy on the saddle-horn and nodded just a hair to show I understood.

“All right, Jube!” he called, glancin’ over towards the stand of oak and hickory what run alongside that little stretch of sand road there between Newnansville an’ Lake City. “C’mon and take his shootin’ iron away from him. And see you do it careful!”

When I’d had a look at Jube out of the comer of my eye, I kind of swallowed hard and sucked in my breath. He was the biggest colored man I’d ever seen. The biggest man of any color. Seven foot an’ upwards if he was a inch. And I didn’t expect he’d run a heap shy of four hundred pounds if anybody was able to get him up on a wagon scales to weigh him. Them overalls he was wearin’ was a deal too small, so the pants legs stopped a good ten inches above his big bare feet. And the muscles bulgin’ from his shoulders an’ arms looked ready to bust clean out of his faded cotton undershirt just any minute.

I mean it was enough to give me pause, and I ain’t exactly no half-growed runt of a feller my ownself. I reckon I plumb near forgot the other gent’s shotgun for a second there, when that live oak in man’s clothing come stridin’ out of the woods towards me.

He moved right swift for a big man, too. Never took his red-rimmed eyes off me for a instant while he stepped up and yanked my Dragoon Colt from its holster an’ throwed it on the ground. Didn’t even bother unhookin’ the leather thong from around the hammer before he done it. Just snapped it in two like a piece of ale rotten thread.

I’d a mind to say somethin’ about that. But I didn’t hardly get the chanct before I felt myself bein’ lifted up off my ale roan horse and tossed down in the dirt on the other side away from my six-shooter. And it come right close to makin’ me mad.

“Look-a here,” I said, rollin’ over and spittin’ sand out from between my teeth. “What the dag-gone Hell do you-all think you’re …”

That’s ‘bout as much as I got to say before Jube crossed behind the Roan and swung a mighty kick from the hips, bruisin’ a couple ribs and leavin’ me all curled up an’ croakin’ whilst I tried to get my wind back. Them feet of his was rock hard from gain’ without shoes for what I expected was prob’ly his entire life. And he was aimin’ a second one at my head when the man with the shotgun took a step closer and got his attention.

“Hold on there, Jube. Think about what you’re doin’. We don’t want him so bad messed up that he can’t make it back to the hammock under his own steam. Be way too much trouble to tote him.”

The big Negro nodded thoughtfully. Then he set up an’ smashed another powerful kick to my ribs, instead of my head. I hadn’t got enough breath left over from that to swear good. But I was a-thinkin’ it.

The man with the shotgun come up and stood lookin’ down at me.

“You led us a merry chase, Barkley. Over a hundred mile from where we started out at. And nigh onto two weeks beatin’ through the brush a-lookin’ for you. But I reckon Mister Ravenant’ll be pleased to see you onct we get back. Ain’t many big an’ strong as you, what can stand up to the life an’ still do the work of a couple men.” He glanced across the road to where my roan horse stood, nibblin’ at some leaves with his ears pricked and a watchful look in his eyes.

“Wonder you was able to find yourself a hoss and a outfit like that, shape you was in when you lit out. Stole ’em from some homesteader, more’n likely.” He shrugged. “Don’t matter a’ awful lot I reckon. They’ll belong to Mr. Ravenant after we bring ’em home to him.”

I was beginnin’ to get my wind back a little bit now, and I still had a couple, three things to explain to these fellers if they’d give me half a chanct. One of ’em was that Ole Roan an’ me had seen a good big piece of the country together, and I didn’t cotton to no Mr. Ravenant nor anybody else settin’ hisself up to appropriate him for his private use. And what was more important at the moment maybe, was how clear it was to me that they’d got me plumb mistook for some other gent named Barkley.

I eased myself up onto one elbow with a effort, keepin’ a eye on Jube and his partner’s shotgun both whilst I was doin’ it. Then I tried to make ’em understand the way things was, in as reasonable a voice as I could manage. Which come out right then to be a kind of a whisperin’ croak.

“Look here,” I said, “I reckon maybe you-all made some kind of a mistake. See, I ain’t …”

Well, it was clear neither one of them gents was in much of a listenin’ mood. ‘Cause the man with the scatter-gun looked up at Jube and nodded. Then that big Negro reached out and smacked me acrost the mouth with all his might, forward and back, usin’ a hand what felt like it was made out of spring steel. I noticed he was missin’ a couple joints from his fingers when he done it, but that didn’t hold him back a bit when it come to rattlin’ my brain cage from here to yonder.

When I’d shook the sparklin’ lights out of my eyes enough to where I could cuss, he did it again.

“Shut up,” the shotgun gent said mildly, whilst I spit blood and felt around a couple loose teeth with my tongue. “If we want any talkin’ from you, we’ll ask for it.”

I looked from him to his colored compadre and back again, thinkin’ real particular thoughts about what I’d a mind to do to both or either of ’em whenever I got the chance. And I hoped I would. But for the time bein’ it ‘peared a whole heap smarter to just keep my ideas to myself.

“You got him, Purv?” There’d been this sound of a horse comin’ up the road behind me for a little while now. But I hadn’t paid it much mind till that voice spoke up, followed by a swish of linen skirts as the rider jumped to the ground. “You didn’t hurt him bad, did you?”

I jerked my head around and come right close to bitin’ through my tongue when I’d got a look at who the speaker was. She was one of the prettiest little things I ever did see. Maybe nineteen or twenty, with long black hair an’ shinin’ dark saucers for eyes, her cheeks all flushed an’ pink from the ridin’ and the way she run up so quick to kneel down beside me.

If I was some surprised at seein’ anything that fetchin’ in the company of Mr. Shotgun and big Jube, it weren’t nothin’ to what I felt a minute later, when she grabbed halt of my ears with both hands and leaned forward to plant a big wet kiss right square on my lips. Afterwards she backed off real fast and looked me up an’ down mighty peculiar for a long minute.

“It ain’t him,” she said finally, tumin’ to the man with the shotgun, the one she’d called Purv. Her voice had got awful cold durin’ that couple seconds she was starin’ at me. “You big dumb lunker!” she went on, spittin’ out the words like she was spittin’ out snake venom, “You cotched the wrong man!”

“Huh?” Purv come a step closer, his shotgun still steady on my brisket. “Damnation, Lila. You certain?” He squinted up his eyes and cocked his head over to one side, peerin’ down at my face as though he was seein’ me for the first time. “This-un surely does favor him. Though when you mention it he do seem a couple pounds heavier than what I recall. And maybe a tad shaggier ‘round the ears, too ….”

Lila answered him with a word I didn’t think a lady’d ought to know. Then she got up and walked on back to where her horse was restin’ three-legged in the shade. “Don’t you ‘spect I’d be able to tell if’n it was him? You think I wouldn’t recognize any man what …” She broke off and spun round on her heel.

“You just go ahead an’ take my word on it. It ain’t him. Now what are we gain’ to do about it?”

The man with the shotgun shifted his feet kind of awkward-like, glancin’ at Jube. “Take him along with us?” he asked, not sounding terrible certain. “He’s a big-un. Could make a right powerful field hand onct we got him broke in right.”

“You know the rules. We don’t take nobody back yonder what might have kinfolks or friends anywheres about this country. It ain’t worth the trouble.” Lila was lookin’ at me kind of thoughtful now. Reminded me of some li’l green frog on a lily pad eyin’ a blue-tail fly. “Uncle’s awful partic’lar about his rules bein’ broke. Myself, I’d hate to be the one to explain it to him.”

“We don’t know nothing ‘bout this gent,” Purv answered, a mite peevish it seemed to me. “Prob’ly ain’t got no folks hereabouts nohow. ‘Pears to be just some kind of a low-ridin’ drifter.”

Lila smiled a sort of a half smile. “Why don’t you ask him?”

“Ain’t nobody else in this whole wide world but me,” I said. “’Less’n you count my daddy an’ eighteen brothers. Ever one of ’em’s half man an’ half gator. With another half piney woods rooter throwed in for good measure.”

I was lyin’ pretty broad, of course. And I reckoned they all knowed it. But on t’other hand, they couldn’t be real sure what was the actual truth neither. And that there was the general idea.

“Well,” Purv says, lookin’ at me all disgusted with his bottom lip poked out, “I reckon we better just kill him then and be done with it. Jube can bury him so deep in these woods them eighteen brothers’ll spend the rest of their natural days loo kin’ for a bone big enough to use as a toothpick!”

Lila nodded and glanced at me in a way that made me think she’d a little rather do the deed herself as let Purv at it. And judgin’ from the .38 Colt in that holster at her waist, I’d a idea she wouldn’t have no trouble managin’ it if she took the notion. But then she frowned and shook her head.

“Too many folks hereabouts to take a chanct on shootin’.” She almost sounded disappointed. “I passed a farm house not more’n a half mile back. And they’s a settlement a couple miles further on, this side the river. Never can tell who-all might hear the sound of it and come snoopin’. Likely before we could even get out of the country good.”

“Well …” Purv lifted his eyes up to Jube, who was standin’ over me with his big fists restin’ on his hips, and I saw Lila nod in agreement.

“Jube, honey,” she said, all sweetness an’ smiles. “We need you to kill this man for us. Without no fuss nor callin’ out, but just as quick an’ quiet as you can with your two bare hands.”

I didn’t waste any time lookin’ up at Jube. Weren’t no doubt in my mind he’d do what he was told. Instead, I made a sudden lunge for the gent with the shotgun. Figured if I was to have to die anyhow, I’d at least try an’ fix it so it weren’t neither quiet nor easy for ’em. Just some part of my naturalbomed  cussedness, I imagine.

Only I didn’t come half as close to layin’ a hand on Purv as I thought I would. When I said that Jube was quick for a big man, I didn’t tell the half of it.

I hadn’t got more’n a foot off the ground when his big paw come down on my right shoulder, clampin’ up so tight I felt my arm tumin’ numb. Then he yanked me back and upwards, throwing his left arm acrost my throat so’s I didn’t even have a chanct to cuss or yell out.

I’d played at this game a time or two my ownself, though. So I turned my head and tucked my chin into my chest almost without thinkin’. But when Jube grabbed a big fistful of hair with his free hand and started in to pull, it hurt so fierce I almost couldn’t keep my wits about me. Just barely managed to kick back with a spurred boot heel and grind it down onto his bare foot.

That colored man was a heap better at followin’ orders than I’d of been at a time like that. ‘Cause he didn’t hardly yelp or cry out a-tall. Just made a little sound like a wheezin’ grunt whilst he stepped back an’ throwed me to the ground, usin’ his grip on my hair for leverage. I felt a bunch of it come loose in his fingers ‘bout the same time my nose bored into the dirt. A instant later the breath was bein’ crushed out of me by a big heavy knee in the small of my back.

Jube let me have a whoppin’ left and a right to the ears with his open palms, purely out of meanness for the hurt I’d caused him. Then he got his fingers round my throat and started in to squeeze.

I mean I was in some sorry shape at that moment. My mouth was fillin’ up with sand so’s I couldn’t take a breath. Couldn’t hardly twitch my arms or legs, much less tum over with that four hundred pounds of meat an’ gristle pressin’ down on top of me. It weren’t too much longer before my eyes begun to roll up, and I could see orange an’ silver flashes against a real deep shade of velvet black.

After another minute there wasn’t even that. Only a kind of a helpless fallin’ feeling, like I was slippin’ off into some bottomless hole without no way of catchin’ myself.

I reckon I must of faded out there for a pretty good while, what with Jube’s big fingers shuttin’ off my windpipe and his weight press in’ the air an’ life out of me. If he’d waited another half second before gettin’ up from what he was doin’, I expect I’d of been ever bit as dead as I prob’ly appeared to him an’ Lila right then. But luck was with me, ‘cause somethin’ they’d heard was makin’ ’em skittish and anxious to leave out before they could be real certain the job was finished proper.

None of this come into my head right away, you understand. It weren’t until I felt a woman’s fingers gain’ through my pockets real quick and thorough that I begun to even halfway recollect where I was. Then I could hear Lila’s harsh whisper as she called out to the others:

“Mount up and let’s ride! That buggy’ll be showin’ itself over the rise yonder in just another couple minutes!”

It didn’t take no partic’lar effort for me to keep lyin’ real still like the corpse they thought I was. Her voice got fainter when she stood up and moved off into the road. “Purv, you got a lead rope on that roan? All right then, let’s be travelin’!”

While the sounds of their harness an’ hoofbeats faded out to the south, I decided to see could I drag my hands up underneath me and push my shoulders a couple inches off the ground. Turned out that weren’t near the easy job it appeared at first glance. Took me a couple, three tries to manage it, and then it seemed like my head wasn’t stayin’ attached to my body the way it was accustomed to a mite earlier. I couldn’t hardly keep my eyebrows from scrapin’ the dirt.

After another minute I gagged an’ coughed up a mouthful of earth and sandspurs. Then I rolled real slow over onto my back.

The sky was a pale robin’s egg blue, with only a couple fleecy clouds away off in the distance. It was a right pretty sight, and I just let myself lay there, breathin’ kind of shallow and thinkin’ how lucky I was to look up an’ see any kind of a sky one more time. Finally I begun to notice the clip-clop an’ rattle of some kind of a rig movin’ down the road towards me.

When it got up close enough to make stirrin’ worth the effort, I turned my head to find out who my new visitors was.

What I seen was this brand new lookin’ surrey, all shiny black with fringed tassels an’ black leather seats, being drawed by a high-steppin’ charcoal gelding what had these red ribbons tied in its mane and tail. I got a real close look at that outfit when it slowed down for a couple seconds to steer past where I was sprawled there in the sand.

“Hey!” I croaked, tryin’ to push myself up onto one elbow but not quite able to manage it. “Hey, mister!” The voice what come out of my crushed windpipe weren’t hardly much stronger than a whisper.

This gent in a white straw hat an’ broadcloth suit peered back over his shoulder at me, his face all twisted up like he’d just finished a big old dinner of lemon seeds an’ pickles. Then he turned round and whipped his gelding into a trot, mutterin’ something real spiteful ‘bout “drunken Southern trash” to the woman on the seat next to him. Just before they went out of sight round the bend up ahead, I heard her answer him with a couple remarks of her own, what had to do with “in-breeding,” and somethin’ sounded to me like “Miss Seegy Nation.”

And there I was again, all by my lonesome an’ feeling helpless as a new-hatched sparrow in a yard full of chicken snakes. I figured it was gettin’ to be a plumb miserable world whenever a hurt man couldn’t even expect no help nor sympathy from passin’ travelers.

After a little while I got up the strength to hitch myself into a sittin’ position, with my arms hugging my knees and my chin restin’ on top of ’em. I sat there for a time longer, takin’ in a couple deep breaths what made me want to yell out from the pain in my ribs, before finally openin’ my eyes. When I’d had a quick glance up an’ down the road, I begun to take stock.
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NOT THAT THERE WAS so awful much left to take stock of. My Ole Roan horse was gone, which was bad enough. But along with him was just about my entire outfit: a big Texas saddle with some good years of use left in it, a bedroll and saddlebags what carried a week’s worth of provisions that I’d bought only the day before yesterday when I got paid off from that cow-hunt an’ cattle-drivin’ job up to Lake City. And worst of all, my Winchester .44 in the saddle boot with a couple hundred rounds of spare ammunition.

My pistol belt had been stripped off too, along with the Bowie knife in its sheath at the side; and I knew there weren’t no point to go lookin’ for my Dragoon Colt now, what Jube had took and throwed on the ground. With them weapons missin’ I felt about as naked as if they’d done stole my pants an’ boots at the same time they was stealin’ everthing else.

Speakin’ of boots, I realized of a sudden I wasn’t wearing any. A quick look around showed ’em both layin’ off to the edge of the road next to my hat. So at least them no-counts had left me that much. But then I remembered somethin’ else had happened before Lila an’ them others rode away, and I started checkin’ through the pockets of my shirt and britches real careful-like, gruntin’ and cussin’ ever time I come acrost a bruise or some other hurt Jube had give me.

When I got done, I took my time and did a more thorough job of cussin’.

That Lila had cleaned me out en-tire, from my Barlow knife and whetstone to even the cigarette makin’s in my shirt pocket. ‘Course there wasn’t no sign of the money I’d had left from what I bought in Lake City. And when I crawled over to fetch my hat an’ boots, I realized she’d found the gold double eagle I’d had hid inside there too.

Now, that made me mad. I’d been holding onto that gold coin special, meanin’ to pay back a loan from a certain lady over to the Gulf coast soon as I could make it up there again. Stealing from me was one thing, and it done a pretty good job of gettin’ my dander up all by its ownself. But takin’ something I’d thought of as belonging to a partic’lar good friend of mine was just addin’ insult to injury.

There was goin’ to be some settlin’ of accounts over this here business today, or my name wasn’t Tate Barkley. And it ain’t ever been anything else since my Mam an’ Pap brought me into the world.

It’s a name folks in some circles has found reason to fight shy of here an’ about. I been spoke of all the way from Arizona to the Florida panhandle as a feller what can become mighty unsociable once his toes get stepped on hard enough. And I could feel my corns startin’ to pain me, right about now.

Some might of thought it foolish for me to be havin’ ideas like that, considerin’ the shape I was in just then. And maybe they’d be right. Good sense ain’t never been commented upon as a partic’lar Barkley trait.

But on t’ other hand, stubbornness is. And they’s only one way I ever heard of for a man to get from here to there, no matter where “here” an’ “there” tum out to be. That’s by hitchin’ up his galluses and startin’ in to set one foot before the other.

So once I’d put on my hat and stomped back into my boots, I just pointed my nose in that southward direction where them bushwhackers rode off after they got finished leavin’ me for dead, and I set out to walkin’.

If I passed that settlement Lila mentioned this side the river, I never did see it. They was a few scattered cabins here an’ about, most of ’em well back off the road. But nothin’ what struck me as lookin’ anything like a town. And no folks I could see close enough to holler to.

Not that it concerned me a awful lot right at the moment. I wasn’t in no mood for idle conversation, and there weren’t anything I wanted to know about them outlaws what couldn’t be read in the sand road at my feet. Their sign was plain enough, ‘specially since Jube ‘peared to be ridin’ a mule. And I’d of recognized the tracks of my Ole Roan horse anyplace.

I reckoned it was maybe nine or ten o’clock in the morning when Purv first stepped out from the trees with his shotgun to get my attention. And I didn’t figure the whippin’ and the robbin’ I’d got took much over half a hour afterwards. By the time I’d passed by the store at Old Leno and started makin’ my way south ‘crost the Natural Bridge of the Santa Fe River, the sun had climbed up to where it was pretty near direct overhead.

I was some grateful for the coolness of the deep woods all around me ‘bout then, ‘cause that late September sun was hot enough to make the sweat run down into the cuts an’ hurts ale Jube had put on my face, which didn’t give me much pleasure a-tall. And Lila hadn’t even left me with a kerchief in my pockets to sop up the worst of it with.

The hills an’ ravines northwest of Newnansville was beginnin’ to get my feets’ attention too before long. I’d already covered maybe six, seven miles by the time I reached ’em, and those western boots I wore wasn’t exactly made with walkin’ comfort in mind. My earlier thoughts about achin’ corns was startin’ to take on a more realistic meaning as I imagined them blisters on my toes an’ heels beginnin’ to grow larger with ever step.

Weren’t much I could do about it though, since I’d a mind to keep close an’ steady on those bushwhackers’ trail as long as I was able. You never could tell when it might cloud up to rain in this Florida land, which would wash out their tracks completely.

I might of took off my boots and gone barefoot. But seemed like ever time I’d a thought about doin’ that, I’d come acrost a big patch of sandspurs or poison ivy or somethin’ else along the road, like a fresh snake trail windin’ through the sand, which just had a tendency to change my mind.

I managed to keep from dwellin’ on my present miseries so much by lettin’ my thoughts roam back over what-all was said an’ done there amongst Purv and Lila an’ Jube after they’d jumped me — things I might not of paid real close attention ro the first time around. I knew pert’ near anything I could recall would be a help in runnin’ ’em to earth, ‘cause it trackin’ ain’t so much a matter of readin’ sign on the ground, as it’s knowin’ where to look for the sign in the first place. And that means understandin’ the ways of whatever critter it is you’re huntin’, be it animal or bird or human.

Some of that talk back yonder I couldn’t hardly make no sense of. Like how come Purv had called me “Barkley” right off when he seen me, and what Barkley he thought I was that I turned out not to be. It ain’t a uncommon name, I reckon. But I didn’t know of no others in this Florida country my ownself. My folks been dead quite a number of years now, and the only brother I had took off from home pretty soon after Pap was killed back in ’63. Last time I heard from him was just after the war, when he was on his way to California with a deck of cards, a fast horse, and high hopes.

Anyhow, it seemed like that Barkley feller they’d mistook me for was somebody they knowed right well once upon a time — leastways Lila had — and they wanted him back mighty serious now, wherever they come from. What was it Purv had said? ‘Bout leadin’ ’em a merry chase for more’n a hundred miles? I thought that over whilst I stopped by the side of the road and pulled out my shirt-tail to try dabbin’ the sweat away from my eyes with it.

Tell you the truth, I didn’t know my way about the central an’ south part of this Florida peninsula worth a hoot, for all that I was born an’ brought up in Taylor County and spent my first eighteen years of livin’ in the state. That cow hunt down to Otter Creek a couple weeks ago was the furthest south I reckon I’d ever been. Right now I was tryin’ topic-ture the rest of it in my mind, from travelers’ talk and a occasional peek at a map in some general store or railroad depot here an’ there.

’Peared to me a hundred mile ought to put the place them three started out from somewheres north of Tampa Bay on the west coast, or between Mosquito Inlet and Cape Canaveral in the east. That still left a heap of country to go huntin’ round in if I happened to lose sight of their tracks. But it could of been worse. I reckoned it was near four hundred miles from where I stood right now to Cape Sable at the farthest end of the state.

Purv’s earlier words to Jube about takin’ me home to the “hammock” didn’t mean a thing of course, ‘cept their place was more’n likely somewheres back up in the woods. They was more high hammocks an’ low hammocks than you could shake a stick at, all the way from the St. Marys River to the Florida Keys.

After mullin’ things over a mite longer whilst I tucked in my shirt and started makin’ tracks again, I couldn’t think of nothin’ else that was said what would be any special use to me. Lila’s remark about her uncle Ravenant’s “rules,” an’ the fact they’d somethin’ to do with not takin’ nobody along what had friends or kin anywhere about, was enough to stir up a feller’s curiosity. But without a heap more knowledge than what I’d got at the moment, I couldn’t begin to make head nor tails of it.

’Peared like the best thing right now was to not waste no more time worryin’ about all them questions I didn’t have answers to, but to start lookin’ for ways to solve the problems which was closer at hand. Like what I meant to do when and if I managed to catch up to Lila an’ Purv an’ big Jube.

I could see from the way they was travelin’ south, keepin’ up a steady pace without pushin’ their mounts no more’n they had to, that they wasn’t too concerned about bein’ followed. Which didn’t surprise me, considerin’ they figured I was dead and there weren’t no witnesses to explain how it happened.

Oh, maybe there’d of been a embarrassin’ question or two asked if they’d been real close at hand when the body was found. But it was mighty doubtful anybody’d believe a woman as young an’ pretty and lady-lookin’ as that Lila could of had somethin’ to do with it. Womenfolks was right highly thought of hereabouts, and killin’ strangers in cold blood weren’t hardly no part of people’s expectations of ’em.

Which sort of got me to ponderin’ even more serious on what I’d do if I come across them three all to onct like I’d had in mind. Plannin’ ahead ain’t one of my long suits. I always been more the type to just cinch up my belt and walk in aswingin’. But they was a couple good reasons now for doin’ a tad more calculatin’ than was generally my custom.

First o’ course, was the fact that they’d got a couple pistols, a shotgun, and my Winchester repeater, along with maybe some other hardware I might not of took inventory of in the earlier excitement. And I hadn’t got a solitary thing but the clothes on my back and my two bare hands. Which hadn’t done me a awful lot of good earlier, against just Jube by his lonesome.

So under the circumstances, it might be a deal more healthy if I was to set eyes on them three before they seen me, instead of the other way around. And right then I realized that the way I’d been stompin’ up the road like a ole bull through a thicket, without a bit more sense or caution than that dumb critter, was liable to get me kilt before I could do even the first thing towards gettin’ any of my goods back.

I’d spent enough time out west in Indian country to know better from the git-go. But I’d been so all-fired mad about the trouble an’ the hurts I’d got, which done a sight more damage to my pride than my body if I was to be truthful about it, that for a couple hours I’d sort of forgot to take time off from my stewin’ to do any thinking.

Well, it weren’t too late to make a change, fortunately.

I stepped over to the side of the road and took in a deep breath, lettin’ myself settle down a mite and have a good long listen, whilst I studied the territory ahead and behind me. I reckoned my need to catch up to them three wasn’t so pressin’ that I couldn’t manage to start tryin’ to use my noggin in the process. And maybe even come up with some kind of a plan for what I meant to do once I did run into ’em.

They was thick woods all around where I’d stopped, with hills and ravines what kept the road from goin’ straight even a hundred yards before it disappeared round a curve or up a rise or into some li’l draw. Could be it was that layout which sort of jogged my brain back to workin’ in the first place. ‘Cause if I was lookin’ for a spot to ambush some unwary traveler, I sure couldn’t do no better than this right here.

But after several cautious minutes, I was pretty sure there weren’t nothing close by except a couple mockingbirds and some katydids back off in the trees. When I finally begun moving again, I done it a heap more quiet and watchful than before, with my ears pricked and my eyes tradin’ off between the road up ahead, the ground at my feet, and the woods on both sides.

It were a sight harder followin’ sign here than it had been earlier, too. Dead leaves an’ pine needles lay thick over the road ‘most everwhere I looked. Still, them three horses an’ a mule couldn’t help but leave some marks of their pass in’. And a good hard rain the night before had made the sand more inclined to hold its shape whenever I got a chance to see it. But it weren’t until I come into this open place at the crest of a ridge some two, three miles further on that I had any idea how far ahead them riders was, or what they was up to.

There was a fork in the road here, with the left branch headin’ southeast towards Newnansville and then on to Gainesville some fifteen mile beyond. I’d traveled that way a couple months before, whilst I was huntin’ work or some other means of puttin’ change in my pockets.

The second road led more south, and I’d heard it caught up with a old stage route from Newnansville to the railroad at Arredonda, and then past it to the town of Micanopy.

It was mid-afternoon now, and there’d been enough traffic since daybreak so that it took me some several minutes to sort through all the tracks at that crossroads and locate the ones I’d been followin’. Turned out when I did, they wasn’t headed for Newnansville a-tall. They’d took the right-hand fork towards Micanopy, and near as I could tell they was maybe two, three hours ahead of me by this time.

I happened to notice in passin’ that the gent an’ lady in the surrey had went the other way, and it almost made me sorry to see they had. I’d been half thinkin’ about meetin’ up with them folks someplace along the road, just long enough to explain to ’em that I wasn’t no drunkard, and maybe offer a opinion or two about what I thought of travelers who’d leave a man layin’ hurt on the ground, and go makin’ spiteful comments about him to boot.

But what I’d got to say to them two weren’t near as important as the business I’d got with Lila and her compadres. So I pointed my feet to the south just soon as I’d got finished makin’ certain of their trail.

A two-, three-hour lead weren’t hardly nothin’ over a long day’s trek like this. Their mounts would be needin’ to stop and rest a heap more than I would, and to graze too, sooner or later. That’s why a man afoot in tolerable good condition can run down just about any horse in time. You could ask the Apaches about that, or some of their Mex lnjun neighbors who never did bother learnin’ to ride.

’Course I knew I wasn’t makin’ anything like the kind of speed a Indian might. I hadn’t much practice travelin’ on shank’s mare lately, and I weren’t accustomed to it. Besides, I didn’t know no lnjun alive who’d be fool enough to wear riding boots whilst he were a-hoofin’ it. Though I meant to keep mine on, I’d got to admit they was something of a hindrance.

But I figured I’d catch up to them three before morning, regardless. They’d be wantin’ to make camp for the night somewheres, soon or late. And without no particular worries about what was on their back trail, I expected they might do it early, leavin’ theirselves plenty of time to fix a meal and settle in comfortable before it got too dark to see good.

Me, I hadn’t no plans for doin’ any of those things until I’d got my outfit and my Ole Roan horse back. An’ that there was enough of a thought to keep me hikin’ right steady an’ purposeful through the afternoon, blisters or no blisters.

When I was maybe two, three hours further along that south fork, still not seeing much in the way of folks except a occasional farmer with his mule way off in a field, I begun to hear this peculiar clatterin’ and clankin’ noise comin’ up the road behind me. It was kind of faint at first, but kept gettin’ louder an’ louder by the minute. Nearest thing I could liken it to was some kind of a altercation between two bull gators in a li’l ole kitchen shack piled high to the rafters with pots an’ pans.

I was out amongst some open rolling fields by this time, without no proper cover for a mile or better in any direction. There wasn’t no question of hidin’, even if I’d a notion that clankin’, creakin’ she-bang were something needed hidin’ from. And I’d a pretty fair idea it weren’t. Nothin’ what made that kind of a racket was goin’ to ever get close enough to do nobody harm, without their havin’ plenty of wamin’ and time to take measures to protect theirselves first.

But I was growin’ almighty curious to find out what it was. So I kept slowin’ my steps and peekin’ back over my shoulder, until finally I just stopped altogether and waited alongside the road whilst that unruly contraption come over the top of the rise behind me.
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IT WERE A MULE-DRAWED WAGON, the like of which I hadn’t never seen in all my barned days. The bottom part appeared to be somethin’ like one of them Conestoga cargo carriers what folks out west took to callin’ prairie schooners. Except it was made out of cypress, and smeared with black tar everplace around the cracks. Up above, instead of a canvas cover, was what looked to be one of them box-top medicine show rigs I’d come acrost a time or two here an’ yonder. The fact it was painted all over in bright reds an’ greens an’ yellows sort of helped that last impression along.

But then the owner or somebody had added a assortment of special touches what just made a fellow pause and scratch his head.

First, the back wheels was a deal bigger’n you’d expect on a rig like that, real wide at the rims and almost tall as a man was high. It made a kind of sense I reckon, for travelin’ through these Florida swamps and the deep sand hereabouts. But it give the outfit a kind of a funny, lopsided look, like maybe the wagon body had got itself drenched in a rain so it shrunk up between them outsized wheels.

The varnished roof had this fancy trim what stuck out several inches all around, cut with ever manner of twists an’ curlicues like you’d see on some big house in the city. And hangin’ from each loop an’ cranny of that there carvin’ was the mixed-up-est assortment of fryin’ pans, coffee pots, lanterns, kettles, tin plates, cups, bottles and other gew-gaws that anybody ever seen. They rattled an’ crashed and banged together ever time them two black mules took a step, causin’ a big part of the noise I’d been hearin’ for the past half hour without guessin’ what it was.

On either side of the driver’s seat was a couple wood cabinets, and the stuff inside there seemed to be makin’ noise too, along with who knew what-all might be in the wagon proper. And then to top it off, when this rig pulled up alongside me to give the mules a blow from climbin’ that last hill, I seen some other little doors in the body, and this window what appeared to have a mechanical music box behind it. I could make out pipes, drums, chimes, and even a ole steel-stringed banjo through the dusty glass, each part shakin’ and chinkin’ and bangin’ together to beat the band.

I mean anybody would of had to smile. And though I’d turned halfway round to keep the driver from seein’ the grin comin’ acrost my face, I couldn’t help but take just one more little peek back over my shoulder to make sure I’d really seen what I seen.

And that’s when I lost it en-tire.

I was bent over at the waist, a-whoopin’ and a-guffawin’, throwin’ my arms up
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ALACHUA LAKE — The large wet prame south of Gainesville, first known as the Alachua Savannah and by later generations as Payne’s Prairie (after the Creek war chief King Payne), has filled with water to become a lake at least three times in recorded history, most recently in the late 1800s. Steamboats transported passengers and cargo between Gainesville and Micanopy from 1871 until 1891, when flotsam blocking the sink at the northeast comer became dislodged and the lake drained dry in a matter of days.


AUGERDENT — A corruption of the Spanish aguardiente, referring to the same high-octane “white lightning” still favored by many natives of the Caribbean and Latin America. Those who overindulged to the point of stupor were said to be “augured in. (See “Bayhead.")


BARBED WIRE — In 1873 Joseph F. Glidden of Illinois developed an improved twisted-barb type of fencing which he placed into production the following year. Despite adamant (and sometimes violent) resistance on the part of cattlemen everywhere, barbed wire found an early market in the American West, where timber was scarce and traditional fences caused problems with drifting snow. Florida itself remained an open range state until 1947.


BAYHEAD — Cracker term for rough backwoods moonshine.


COLT REVOLVING SHOTGUN — Some 20 years old at the time of this story, it was still a formidable piece of artillery as long as the shooter could manage to avoid the ever-present danger of discharging several loads at once. The revolving cylinder employed basically the same action as Colt’s revolvers, but was divided into four 10- or 20-gauge chambers. A side-mounted hammer offered partial protection from “accidents.”


CRY OF THE WHIPPOORWILL — Widely regarded in Southern folklore as an omen of impending death. As with all such portents of course, whose death is never exactly specified.


THE DADE MASSACRE — On December 28th, 1835, Major Francis Langhorne Dade and two companies of soldiers on their way from Fort Brooke (Tampa) to reinforce the garrison at Fort King (Ocala) were attacked by Seminole Indians near present-day Bushnell. Of the 111 troops engaged, only 3 survived, two of them dying afterward of wounds. Together with the assassination that same day of Indian Agent General Wilie Thompson and Lieutenant Constantine Smith near Fort King, this marked the beginning of Florida’s Second Seminole War. It was to be the longest and most costly war in American history (in percentage of casualties and contemporary dollars) prior to Viet Nam.


FORT DADE — The first fort of this name was built in 1837 on the south bank of the Withlacoochee River, seven miles north and east of present-day Dade City. During the Third Seminole War (1856-58), a new fort was constructed some four or five miles south of the original, and the community which grew up nearby was known as Fort Dade for a number of years afterward.


THE GREEN SWAMP — A modern term, used to describe more or less that vast area of wetlands between present-day Bushnell and Kissimmee which also encompasses the headwaters of the Withlacoochee and Hillsborough rivers. At the time of this story the place had no name. “That big swamp” was deemed more than sufficient.


HAINTS — Ghosts, or “haunts.”


HERNANDO COUNTY — Partitioned from southwestern Alachua county on February 24th, 1843. At the time of this story it included present-day Citrus and Pasco counties, with a total population of slightly over 5,000.


HOPEVILLE — An early settlement on the Gulf Coast, later to be known as New Port Richey.


MR. BARNUM’S PACHYDERMS — Elephants were an important feature of P. T. Barnum’s “Greatest Show on Earth” almost from its inception in 1871, although the world-famous “Jumbo” did not arrive until 1881.


MOSQUITO INLET — A passage through the barrier islands north of present-day New Smyrna Beach and an important navigational landmark that also lent its name to a Florida county in territorial days. (Mosquito County became Orange County in 1845.) The name of the passage itself was changed by image-conscious public officials during the land boom of the 1920s. It is now known as Ponce de Leon Inlet.


NEWNANSVILLE — County seat of Alachua County from 1828 until 1854 (with a few brief interruptions when boundary changes put the town in Columbia County). It was located about 2 miles northeast of present-day Alachua. All that is left today of the once-thriving community are a historical marker and a cemetery.


OLD LENO — Located near an earlier settlement known as “Helltown,” this village west of the Natural Bridge of the Santa Fe River was first called “Keno,” after the gambling game. The name was changed in 1876 at the urging of local ministers and business leaders. Nothing of the town remains; its former site is now a part of O’Leno State Park.


PAINTER — Cracker term for the Florida panther. A wide-ranging predator which some recent “experts” have had difficulty identifying.


PANASOFFKEE — At the time of the story this lake in western Sumter county was surrounded by wild orange trees that had grown there without cultivation for more than two centuries. (The Spanish were in the habit of planting oranges wherever their ships made landfall, as a future prevention against scurvy.) There was a small settlement on the lake’s south shore, also named Panasoffkee.


PINEY WOODS ROOTER — Cracker term for Florida’s fierce native wild boar.


POLK COUNTY — Where the climax of this story takes place, was separated from Hillsborough County in 1861. Its population in 1870 was 3,169. By 1880 there had been a net gain of twelve inhabitants, to 3,181.


SETTLEMENT — One of the difficulties of attempting to locate population centers (such as they were) with any accuracy in frontier Florida, is that most of the state’s independent and agrarian inhabitants preferred to live as far apart from one another as was economically feasible. A “settlement” was nothing at all like the Northern or Old World concept of “town"; many of these extended for miles, yet consisted of only a handful of families. One classic example is the early settlement of Wacahoota, which included parts of Alachua and Levy Counties encompassing an area of some 100 square miles.


SMITH AND WESSON ARMY REVOLVER — Model 1875 (Schofield). Caliber .45, six shot, single action. One of the most accurate handguns of its day. At two pounds, eight ounces, it was substantially lighter than the old four-pound Dragoon Colt Tate formerly carried.


SUMTER COUNTY — Created on January 8, 1853, from southern Marion County. At the time of this story it also included most of present-day Lake County. The county took its name from General Thomas Sumter, a Revolutionary War hero of South Carolina. (Many early settlers originally migrated to north and central Florida from that state.)


SUMTERVILLE — Established in 1857 to serve as the county seat of Sumter county. At the time of this story the county government had been moved to the more recent (and smaller) settlement of Leesburg. It would be returned to Sumterville in 1881, and would remain there until 1911, when a public referendum declared Bushnell the new county seat.


TUCKERTON or TUCKERTOWN — An early settlement near present-day Richland, four miles southeast of Dade City on the old Lakeland Highway.


YANKEES — From Tate’s point of view, any of that strange, foreign breed who came from north of the Pennsylvania-Maryland border. As for the author, some of his best friends are Yankees. But it does strike him as a peculiar quirk of human nature that so many who have uprooted their lives in order to relocate permanently to our state spend so much time afterward grumbling about how different it is from the place they abandoned.
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