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I COULD OF SWORE THAT FELLER WAS DEAD. HE WAS LAYIN’ HALF IN AN’ HALF out the water of that li’l creek runs from the Everglades down into Biscayne Bay. Weren’t stirrin’ a-tall. It was gettin’ on towards dark an’ what little I could see of his face an’ hands ‘peared kind of grayish-white. Like some other corpses I seen time to time.

It didn’t hardly seem decent to leave him all sprawled out like that with the water flowin’ ‘round him. For one thing, they was folks downstream what prob’ly depended on that creek for washin’ and drinkin’ and such.

So I swung down from the leather an’ looped my reins over the saddle horn, meanin’ to fetch him up onto drier ground where somebody could come along an’ bury him proper. When I bent down an’ took hold of his shoulders to roll him over, that’s when he let out a kind of a low, shudderin’ moan.

I mean it give me a turn. I felt the hairs on the back of my neck rise up an’ I stumbled back a step so’s that I almost dropped him right back in the creek.

‘T ain’t that I’m afeared of h’aints an’ such. I seen a sight of dead men in my time, and nary one of ‘em ever come back later on to trouble the livin’. But the thing of it was, the light was kind of bad right there an’ that sound just come out of him all sudden an’ unexpected-like.

I knew right away that feller was still alive, though maybe only barely an’ maybe not for a whole lot longer. I dragged him up onto the bank and laid him out so’s I could have me a better look.

When I’d got him situated on his back an’ pulled open his coat it didn’t take no dee-tective to figure out what was his problem. He’d been shot twice, once in the shoulder an’ once in the leg. Bullets passed clean through both times, leavin’ the flesh all tore up where they come out the far side. That was good news, ‘cause it seemed no bones was broke nor nothin’ important inside him had got hit.

But it was bad news too. ‘Cause he’d been bleedin’ from four places for what ‘peared to be a while. I tugged off his jacket an’ slit his trousers with my Bowie, then tore off pieces from his shirt to plug up all the holes. It were a right fancy shirt when I started in on it, with ruffles down the front an’ at the ends of the sleeves. Didn’t leave him too much of it by the time I was done. But I figured he weren’t liable to object.

That jacket was a real fine one too: light-colored leather near-’bout soft as felt. ‘Course it had a couple bloodstained holes in it now that didn’t do much for its looks. He’d had him a tooled leather holster belted on underneath it, well-oiled an’ showin’ plenty of use. But when I pushed the coat back so’s I could see it, it was empty as a church on payday night. Whilst I was settin’ to work on his leg, I noticed his boots was of that Boston kind, shiny black an’ coming almost up to his knees.

Any way you looked at it this feller ‘peared to be some kind of real for-sure gent. Rich Yankee tourist maybe, come down here into Florida for his health.

Which hadn’t worked out too good for him so far. I was right curious to know what it was led to him gettin’ all shot up like he was. An’ I hoped he’d live long enough to tell me more about it.

Whilst I was pluggin’ up them bullet holes he’d moaned off an’ on but never onct opened his eyes. I figured he was out for the count an’ likely to stay that way for a spell. Considerin’ all the blood he’d lost, it weren’t no great surprise.

When I was done I listened to him breathe for li’l bit. Seemed regular enough but shallow. I reckoned I might’s well try movin’ him. Couldn’t leave him out here all alone with it comin’ on dark and nobody else to do for him.

I had me a li’l cabin a mile or two away, built tight against the weather an’ with food an’ fixin’s an’ such. Even a rope bed I hadn’t got real used to yet an’ what I reckoned I could do without for a spell.

So I brung my horse over an’ manhandled him up into the saddle. He was a good-sized gent, but I ain’t ‘zactly no midget my ownself. An’ when Tate Barkley takes hold of somethin’ it most generally moves.

That mare was a Cracker horse with a level coon-rack gait an’ a naturally gentle nature. Onct I’d got the feller up on top of her I could see he was a rider from the way he held on with his knees an’ kept his seat without never ‘pearin’ to wake up. Which made the job a heap easier under the circumstances. I worked his toes into the stirrups an’ started off walkin’ alongside, holdin’ on to his good arm to keep him from slewin’ sideways.

When we got up to the cabin I lit a coal-oil lantern over the front stoop to give us a tad of light. Then I lifted him down an’ kind of frog-walked him up the steps an’ in through the door. He showed a few signs of life durin’ that, but not enough to be much help.

When we got next to the bed I pulled back the covers an’ helped him lie down; then I laid a couple blankets over him ‘gainst the chills an’ fever I reckoned would come. Afterwards, I stood catchin’ my breath an’ just watchin’ him for a couple minutes. Even after all that ridin’ an’ movin’ about he still ‘peared to be breathin’ pretty regular, which I took to be a hopeful sign.

I went out on the porch an’ fetched the lantern to lead my mare ‘round back to where I’d got a log corral with a shed at one end that was roofed over by palmetto fans. My Ole Roan horse let out a snort when he seen me, ornery as always an’ jealous to boot. We’d covered a heap of country together when it was just him an’ me. But he was gettin’ a mite long in the tooth now, and I’d took to ridin’ the mare more frequent lately.

After I’d hung up the lantern I unsaddled an’ started to give the mare a rubdown, thinkin’ whilst I did it how I didn’t have no food in the house that wouldn’t need a bit of fixin’. It bein’ plumb dark now and me some tired after a day’s ride follered by manhandlin’ that gent hither an’ yon, I figured I’d just put off supper ‘til it got to be time for breakfast.

But I knew the horses wouldn’t of seen things that way, so I forked out hay for ‘em both. Then to keep peace in the family so to speak, I set about givin’ Ole Roan a rubdown of his own whilst he nipped at my legs more for form than out of any real meanness.

Time I’d made it back into the cabin that gent in my bed ‘peared to be sleepin’ peaceful, only mutterin’ to hisself a li’l now an’ again. Come daylight I’d try an’ find somethin’ to bind his wounds up more proper. But for now it seemed like a better idea to just let him sleep.

I fetched my ole bedroll from the corner where I’d throwed it some time back, an’ spread it out on the wood floor not too far from the bed. I had another look at my visitor ‘fore I blew out the light and stretched myself out for the night. He was a right sturdy feller, an’ I’d a notion he might manage to live if the corruption didn’t set in.

Next mornin’ I was up with the chickens, which I could hear cut-cuttin’ ‘round underneath my window. It weren’t full light yet, but they was a rosy streak of sky away off to the east. I rolled up my bedroll, slung on my gun belt, an’ stamped into my boots.

The gent in my bed still ‘peared to be sleepin’, or anyhow he was still breathin’. I knew ‘cause I bent over him to check.

I picked up the lantern off the floor an’ set it on the table, not botherin’ to light it an’ waste oil when day was right on the horizon. Then I went outside to tell the horses good mornin’ an’ put out a li’l dried corn for their breakfast.

Speakin’ of which, my stomach had started to growl by now an’ get my attention. I took a basket an’ rousted ‘round on my knees till I come up with a half-dozen brown yard eggs the hens had left here an’ there. Then I went back inside an’ cut a mess of thick slices off the side of bacon that was hangin’ from a rafter. I set my ole iron skillet up on the wood stove an’ bent down to light the fire.

Whilst that was gettin’ started good, I went over to take another look at my visitor. He was stirrin’ an’ mutterin in his sleep a tad now, but he still didn’t look near ready to wake up. I put the bacon in the pan an’ then rummaged ‘round in a cracker box I was usin’ for a chest till I found a ole sheet I could tear up for bandages. Took that an’ a pint bottle of turpentine to put by the bed for when I got ‘round to doin’ a mite of doctorin’.

But breakfast come first. Whilst the bacon was sizzlin’ an’ poppin’ I dipped out water from the li’l tank in the stove an’ put it in a pot with a handful of grounds to boil up some coffee. Then I whipped together a batch of cornbread batter to fry in the grease after I’d scrambled them eggs.

Time I sat myself down at my ole deal table, I’d fixed me a reg’lar early mornin’ feast.

I reckon it showed I was doin’ pretty good for myself these days. I had a cabin with a honest-to-God wood stove on several acres of scrub land, two horses, chickens, an’ a half-dozen hogs rootin’ round in the woods that I laid claim to. Only thing I might still use was a ox or a mule to make this homestead a goin’ concern.

‘Course none of it had come easy. I’d rode into Florida on Ole Roan a heap of years ago with nothin’ else to my name but a pistol, a Winchester rifle, an’ some mighty high hopes. Did whatever I could to make a dollar, which in those early days had more to do with them guns than too much else: a li’l deputy sheriffin’, a li’l private hirin’ out for this an’ that. But I’d turned my hand to cow huntin’ too, and lumberin’, an’ anything else that called for a feller with a strong back an’ a weak mind.

I’d lived poor an’ saved up. Li’l under a month ago I was able to make a deal with a Yankee an’ his wife who’d got sick an’ plumb tired of the skeeters an’ the gators an’ the once-in-a-while hurricanes at this here south end of the Unitey States. They’d left out for Ohio in what would of been a cloud of dust. ‘Cept it happened to be the rainy season just then.

Myself, I’d ‘bout had my fill of wanderin’ from pillar to post without no place I could call my own. I’d never had no ambitions to be a dirt farmer, and I weren’t real sure it was in my plans for the future. But I reckoned I could manage to dig coontie roots for a spell, an’ maybe even put in a crop of pineapples. Heard they was folks in this part of the country made a fair livin’ doin’ that.

I figured after while somethin’ better might turn up. It often did, an’ I weren’t a man that planned too far in the future.

When I’d got done eatin’ I dipped more water into a pan on the stove an’ shaved some beef jerky into it that I’d had left over from a trip up the country. Figured that shot-up gent might take a li’l broth when he finally woke up.

By now they was aplenty of sunshine comin’ in through the window facin’ towards the east, so I pulled a chair over next to the bed an’ rolled back the covers, fixin’ to have a more careful look at all that gent’s hurts.

But ‘fore I could get started good I heard voices outside by my front porch. They was men’s voices an’ they didn’t sound real cheerful.

It’s a kind of a custom wherever I been, both here in Florida an’ in the western lands, to call out from a distance ‘fore comin’ up to somebody’s house or campsite. Lets ‘em know you’re friendly an’ don’t mean to take ‘em unawares.

If they don’t do it there’s generally only one of two reasons for it: either they’re just plain ignorant, or they ain’t so friendly as a feller might want or expect.

I’d no way of knowin’ which it was right then. But my momma didn’t raise no careless children. I got up an’ went to fetch my Winchester from where I’d leaned it up against the wall. Then I stepped over to the side of the door an’ cracked it open just a tad so’s I could take a peek outside.
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THEY WAS FOUR OF ‘EM, ALL LOOKIN’ SO SHAGGY AN’ ROUGH THAT I RECKoned they could of wore their clothes out from the inside. An’ all of ‘em was totin’ guns: three shotguns an’ a rifle.

I cocked the Winchester, which I knew would sound real sharp in the still mornin’ air, an’ maybe it’d give ‘em somethin’ to consider upon. Then I pushed the door open with my left hand an’ stepped out on the porch.

“Somethin’ I can do for you gents?”

“Well, I reckon that depends.” The feller with the rifle was talkin’, an’ he eyed me careful-like without ‘pearin’ too concerned since I was one against their four. His three companions each took a li’l step to one side, the shotguns under their arms not quite pointin’ at me but not ‘zactly pointed towards the ground neither. My Winchester kind of followed ‘em accidental-like whilst I kept my eyes on the man who was speakin’.

‘Sides the rifle he carried he had the only hand gun that I could see—an ole Army Colt shoved down into his belt. He was sportin’ a big wide slouch hat with a egret plume stuck in the band, an’ wore a scruffy droopin’ mustache stained yellow from tobacco juice. He spit on the ground by my front steps an’ squinted up at me. “You happen to see any strangers hereabout in the last couple days?”

I met his look without answerin’ for a second or two. Then I said, “Who is it that’s wantin’ to know?”

“Me an’ my three friends here, together with a bunch of other hard men back yonder in the Glades.”

If he was hopin’ to impress me with those numbers he’d gone an’ suggested he was talkin’ to the wrong Cracker boy. I had me seventeen shots in that Winchester of mine, an’ five more in the Smith an’ Wesson on my hip. All of it without reloadin’. Which ought to be aplenty considerin’ I ain’t too much in the habit of missin’ whatever I shoot at.

“You got a name?” I asked.

“Gator.” He spit some more tobacco juice there by my steps. “Just Gator’s enough. Most folks ‘round these parts has heard of me.”

“Well Mister Gator, I reckon I ain’t one of ‘em. Haven’t been livin’ here so awful long.”

“Well if you ‘spect to keep on livin’ here …” He put a little extra stress on that word livin’. “… you’ll come to know it soon enough. In the meantime you ain’t give me a answer to that question I asked you earlier.”

“You mean ‘bout whoever it is you-all are huntin’?” He hadn’t said they was huntin’ nobody, but it didn’t take no genius to figure it out. Folks don’t go ‘round armed to the teeth like that to greet some visitin’ friend or relative.

I frowned kind of thoughtful-like. “Don’t rightly know how to answer that. You got any kind of a description?” I’d a pretty good notion what was goin’ to say ‘fore he ever got ‘round to sayin’ it.

“Tall, good-lookin’ Yankee dude, maybe your height or a little under. Clean-shaved with black hair a li’l bit gray over the ears. All dressed up in fancy eastern duds.”

I shook my head. “Feller like that ought to stand out like a red flag in this country. Don’t ‘call seein’ anybody a-tall like that since I first got down here.”

The man who’d called hisself Gator kind of scowled like he weren’t sure if I was tellin’ the truth or not. Which o’ course I wasn’t. But it ain’t real smart to call a feller a liar when he’s holdin’ a cocked an’ loaded Winchester in his hands.

“Well,” he said after a minute, “you see any sign of that gent you pass along the word. Tell anybody hereabouts that Gator is lookin’ for him an’ I’ll know ‘bout it.”

I nodded without sayin’ nothin’ an’ the four of ‘em turned to leave.

“Oh, just by the by,” I called out when they’d taken a couple steps. “Might be a good idea if you all pass this way again, to call out kind of loud an’ friendly-like ‘fore comin’ on up to the cabin. Wouldn’t want no kind of a accident to happen ‘cause I didn’t know who you was.”

That Gator give me a real hard look over his shoulder. But then he an’ the others kept on stridin’ off west towards the Glades without another word.

I watched from the porch till they’d got completely out of sight. Then I went inside an’ bolted the door. Kept my Winchester in easy reach when I sat down again to look after that Yankee feller’s wounds.

He hadn’t made nary sound whilst I was out there talkin’ to them men, an’ I weren’t real sure at first if he was still asleep or not. But then he opened his eyes an’ studied me kind of thoughtful whilst I set about uncoverin’ him an’ pullin’ off his bloody bandages.

When I went to clean his bullet holes with a cloth soaked in turpentine he cussed an’ started to rise up off the bed. But I pushed him back down an’ held him there with my free hand. “You just settle down an’ try to stay quiet. There’s some fellers out yonder been huntin’ you, an’ I’ve a idea they’re wantin’ to finish the job they started.”

I slid a bullet out from my belt an’ put it between his teeth. “Bite down on that for a spell. I won’t take no longer ‘bout this than I have to. But if we don’t keep the corruption away it’ll kill you a sight quicker’n anything else ‘bout them flesh wounds you got.”

He done like I said an’ I got on with the job. When I’d finished tyin’ on the clean bandages an’ was kind of lookin’ him over, he handed the bullet back to me. His eyes was wide open now an’ I reckon he was kind of lookin’ me over too.

“Thanks,” he said kind of quiet-like. “I guess I owe you my life.”

I shrugged. It were prob’ly true, but I hadn’t done nothin’ any decent feller wouldn’t of done. Done the same for a hurt dog or a mule.

He kind of gritted his teeth an’ pushed hisself up with his good arm to take a look around. I could see the effort pained him but he was tryin’ not to let on. “You live here?” he asked.

“I reckon.”

“Have you lived here long?”

Now that seemed a kind of a odd question under the circumstances, but I’d no reason not to answer it. “In this here cabin? Not more’n a couple-three weeks. Made a deal for it with some Yankee folks that didn’t care for the country.”

“And in this area? Between Biscayne Bay and the Everglades?’

“No longer’n that. Passed by here a time or two in my travels.”

“And since you moved here have you come to know many of your neighbors?”

“Met a couple. Folks in these parts don’t ‘zactly take to strangers right off.”

I was eyin’ him pretty curious by now. He was askin’ things ‘bout me an’ my life I figured weren’t rightly none of his business. An’ for a gent who’d just been a whisker away from never learnin’ nothin’ more a-tall, his serious way of askin’ made it ‘pear he weren’t only passin’ the time of day.

Well, they was plenty I wanted to know ‘bout him too. Maybe that weren’t none of my business neither. ‘Cept I figured keepin’ Gator an’ his friends offen him earlier might give me some cards in the game.

But I could tell the gent was startin’ to run out of steam so I reckoned all that would keep. He weren’t goin’ no place real soon.

“I got some beef broth simmerin’ on the stove,” I said. “Think you might take a li’l nourishment?”

He nodded weakly. “And some water too if you don’t mind. I’ve had a raging thirst ever since I woke up.”

“Losin’ blood’ll do that to a feller.” I got up an’ fetched the water bucket over by the bed an’ helped him to drink from the dipper. Then I went an’ poured broth into a tin cup an’ brought it over to where he was layin’. Usin’ one hand to help him up a li’l straighter I held the cup to his lips with the other.

He managed to get the most part of it down ‘fore his head started in to nod. I put the cup by an’ helped him down on his back again. No sooner’n I’d got finished doin’ that than he was sleepin’ quiet as a baby.

He kept on sleepin’ for ‘most the rest of that day. Me, I hung ‘round the cabin attendin’ to this an’ that. Carried my Winchester under my arm whenever I went outside. But I didn’t see no more of that Gator an’ his pals. Maybe they was out yonder someplace watchin’ from a distance. Or maybe they’d bought my story an’ went on to lookin’ elsewhere.

Didn’t matter a awful lot to me. I hoped they’d take to heart my message ‘bout comin’ up on my place unawares. But if they didn’t I figured to remind ‘em of it quick enough.

Weren’t no way they could see or hear my visitor inside the cabin from any kind of a distance. An’ as for trailin’ him here, that path from the creek was all loose sand an’ the only tracks on it anyhow was mine an’ them of my Cracker horse. Back where I’d found him was right sandy too, and they’d been a tad of rain durin’ the night to help wash out the sign.

It seemed likely enough to me that Gator an’ them was who’d done gone an’ shot this gent. They must of lost sight of him after he fell down amongst the trees. Could of ‘peared like they’d done for him, but they’d wanted to be sure. And he’d prob’ly made it hard for ‘em by crawlin’ ‘long in that creek bed for a ways. With it comin’ on dark an’ all they’d finally had to give it up an’ wait for daylight to seek him.

‘Least that’s the way I made it out from what little bit I knew or could guess. Whatever might lay behind it I had no notion a-tall. Hell, I didn’t even know who the gent was. Nor Gator an’ his mean-lookin’ tag-alongs neither ‘cept for what he’d gone an’ told me. Which weren’t much.

Why they’d shoot a man down in cold blood without even a how-d’-you-do was more’n I could figure, though killin’s in this country didn’t always need a heap of reasons. I’d cause enough to know that for myself after all the years I’d spent here an’ abouts.

However you wanted to look at it I ‘peared to of got myself smack in the middle of somethin’ that was just liable to end up in the smoke. An’ I reckoned it was time an’ past time I went about learnin’ the why an’ the wherefore of it.

But ‘fore nightfall that gent in my bed come on feverish and weren’t in no shape for any kind of talkin’. Alls I could do was watch over him an’ keep him covered up against the chills whilst he tossed an’ turned an’ muttered things I couldn’t make no head nor tail of.

Next day the fever finally broke an’ he started in to sweat. I mopped his face an’ give him three, four dippers of water. But still I couldn’t ask him no questions. He was so weak an’ tired by then he just rolled over on his side an’ went right on back to sleepin’.
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WHEN I SAW HIS EYES WAS OPEN AGAIN IT WAS COMIN’ ON TOWARDS night an’ I’d just lit the lantern on the table. He ‘peared to finally know where he was an’ who he was, but he didn’t say nothin’. Just laid there watchin’ me with that curious look I’d noticed on his face earlier.

I went over to the bed an’ looked down at him. “How you feelin’ ole son?”

“Better I guess. Weak as a kitten from the loss of blood and still pretty thirsty.” He smiled “And hungry.”

“Good signs. Dyin’ men don’t hardly drink nor eat nothin’ towards the end.”

“Dying has no place in my plans. Not now, and not for some time to come I hope. There are things I need to do.”

What those things was is just what I’d been wonderin’. But he got quiet again an’ didn’t ‘pear moved to explain. I just shrugged an’ knelt down to fetch some water from the bucket an’ held the dipper whilst he drank. Then I stood an’ went to set the rest of that broth I’d made over the fire.

Whilst it was heatin’ I come back an’ took a seat in the chair alongside the bed. We studied each other for a minute or two. Then I asked kind of quiet-like, “You happen to know a feller ‘round these parts that calls hisself Gator?”

His brow knit up like he was tryin’ to recall, an’ then he shook his head. “No. Why?”

“Well, it ‘peared to me like he knows you. Or somethin’ ‘bout you anyway. Him an’ three other hard cases was ‘round here yesterday lookin’ for a gent that sounded like you. An’ I got the notion they wasn’t ‘zactly interested in your welfare.”

I reckon I’d finally got his whole attention. He tried to sit up straight an’ near ’bout made it. From the way his face twisted up I could see it pained him considerable.

“What …” He kind of swallered a groan. “What did you tell them?”

I shrugged a mite. “Tole ‘em I never seed hide nor hair of nobody in these parts looked close to the feller they was describin’.”

That didn’t ‘pear to calm him a awful lot. He started to throw back the covers an’ make a stab at gettin’ up. If he weren’t careful he’d open up them wounds again an’ bleed all over my bed. I laid a hand on his chest and eased him back down.

“You just settle a mite. You ain’t goin’ no place in the shape you’re in, an’ if you did you wouldn’t be so safe as you are right here. Me an’ them four reached a kind of a understandin’. They won’t come up close to this cabin no more. And ‘long as they don’t, I’ll refrain from weightin’ their hides down with lead.”

The gent stopped his strugglin’ an’ just laid there, breathin’ hard and eyin’ me mighty careful. I let him do it whilst I went to get a spoon an’ fetch the broth from the stove.

When I come back I helped him up on one elbow. Then I sat down in the chair an’ started in to feed him.

‘Course he couldn’t talk much whilst he was eatin’ an’ I was willin’ to wait. He finished off the rest of that broth without neither of us sayin’ a word. When he was done I wiped his mouth with my kerchief an’ went to put the pan an’ spoon on the table.

Time I’d got back an’ sat down again I figured he’d had long enough to mull things over. I leaned forward an’ looked him in the eye.

“I figure I done my part,” I said. “I hauled you outen that crick an’ brung you in an’ patched up your hurts. Then I lied through my teeth to keep those men who was huntin’ you from finishin’ what they’d started.

“But the trouble of it is,” I went on, “I got no earthly idea what-all I was doin’ it for. Helpin’ out a hurt man ain’t no more’n just Christian charity. But facin’ down four men totin’ rifles an’ shotguns is somethin’ else again.” I paused an’ shrugged. “Ain’t ‘zactly the first time I ever done such a thing. But generally, whenever I did I had me a pretty good notion of what it was about an’ why it was I was doin’ it.”

I paused again, still meetin’ his eyes. “You reckon you might just fill me in a li’l bit on that last part?”

He didn’t say nothin’ for a right long spell, lookin’ at me in the face kind of thoughtful-like. Prob’ly calc’latin’ how much or how little he’d ought to tell me. Or maybe to keep his affairs to hisself an’ just leave me wonderin’.

I leaned back in the chair. “I reckon you don’t got to explain nothin’ if you ain’t a mind to. But ‘pears to me you done got yourself into a sort of a fix here. You’re laid up in bed without no horse an’ no gun, an’ they’s four hard-case killers out yonder seekin’ your hide. From what you asked me yesterday, my guess is you’re new in this country an’ prob’ly ain’t got no friends or relations you can look to for help.”

I figured I weren’t tellin’ him nothin’ he hadn’t already thought of. An’ he’d likely been wonderin’ ‘bout what he or anybody else could do to get him shut of his troubles.

“Looks to me,” I said, “like you ain’t got a awful lot of choice but to trust me a li’l bit. I reckon you might do worse. I ain’t been in this here place too long, but I’ve covered a sight of country in my time. An’ I’ve had more’n a couple whiffs of gunsmoke along the way. You got my word that nothin’ you choose to tell me needs to go outside this room. An’ Tate Barkley’s word is a thing nobody’s ever questioned.”

His eyes narrowed a tad. “Barkley?”

“That’s the name. First part of it’s Tate.”

“I think I may have heard of you. Weren’t you involved in that affair up in the Green Swamp several years ago?”

“I been there.”

“I knew some other people who were there. They said they thought you were some kind of western gunfighter.”

“I been out west. But actual truth of the matter is I’m a Florida Cracker, born an’ bred.”

“And a gunfighter?”

I shrugged. “Not ‘zactly what I’d like to claim as a perfession. Never been one to go ‘round seekin’ trouble. But ever now an’ then it’s managed to find me. An’ if a feller comes ‘long with trouble on his mind, I’d purely hate to let him go off disappointed.”

The gent kind of half-smiled. “Those people I spoke with said you were a pretty rough customer. I think they were a little afraid of you. But they also said they were awfully glad you came along when you did. You helped them get out of a very bad spot.”

I didn’t have nothin’ partic’lar to say ‘bout that, so I just nodded an’ held my peace.

He was thoughtful for a second or two. Then he asked, “You didn’t know any of those men who came here looking for me?”

“Never set eyes on ary one of ‘em.” Damn. I ask this gent for answers an’ all I keep gettin’ is more questions. “But I reckon I know their kind.”

“Killers, you mean?”

“Uh-huh. Figure it was them four that bushwhacked you back yonder in the woods.”

“But you’d never seen or heard about any of them until yesterday?”

“Nope. ‘Course I ain’t been livin’ here too long. An’ that Gator feller did say if I told the locals I seen you the word would get back to him. Give me the idea he was a knowed man in these parts.”

“Hm. So some of your neighbors may know where to find him.”

“They might. Or maybe everbody just knows somebody who knows somebody who’s heard somethin’. An’ if anybody does know I don’t imagine they’d be too anxious to let on ‘bout it to strangers.”

“Yes, you’re probably right. And there’s not much I can do about it anyway until I’m back on my feet again. That’s the first order of business.”

“Uh-huh.” I was gettin’ right tired of this gent just askin’ questions an’ not tellin’ me nothin’ useful. Figured it was high time we got down to the meat of the matter.

“Be some days ‘fore you’re able to be up an’ about,” I said. “Reckon you could spend ‘em here with me. Only that Gator an’ his friends is still out there somewheres, an’ I don’t ‘spect they’ll of forgot why they was askin’ here ‘bout you. ‘Spite of what I told ‘em, I’d a notion they was still a mite doubtful. Time’s liable to come when they let their curiosity get the better of their good sense.

“Now, so far,” I went on, lookin’ at him kind of sharp, “you ain’t give me a single good reason why I shouldn’t just ask ‘em inside an’ save myself a heap of trouble. Might be you’re some outlaw or killer your ownself. Could be I’d be doin’ the public a service by lettin’ ‘em get their hands on you.”

I didn’t much believe in what it was I’d just said, but I needed this gent to start thinkin’ ‘bout my part in all this. Figured I’d got a reason an’ a right to know what kind of a situation I was gettin’ into. ‘Tain’t ‘zactly the way to put your best foot forward amongst new neighbors by right off havin’ a shootin’ scrape with a bunch all the locals know.

When I’d said my say I just waited, an’ the gent didn’t speak for a couple long minutes. Then he nodded.

“There was a wallet in the inner pocket of the coat I was wearing when you found me. Do you still have it?”

“Uh-huh.” I’d kept the coat an’ felt the bulge of the wallet inside it, but I hadn’t took it out nor thought to open it. Feller’s private things should ought to stay private. Same thing went for the money belt I’d took offen him after I’d put him in bed.

“Could you get the wallet and bring it to me?”

“Sure.” I shrugged, wonderin’ what this had to do with the questions I’d asked him. Maybe he thought Gator an’ them had meant to rob him. Or maybe he suspicioned that I had.

I got up an’ went to where I’d hung the coat on a nail in the wall, then fished out the wallet an’ brung it to him without openin’ it. It had got a good bit of blood on it from where he’d been shot. But he managed to find a card inside that weren’t smeared with it too bad. He took it out an’ handed it to me.

I started readin’, an’ I done it out loud: “Major Briand Cameron, USA, Retired.” They was smaller print underneath that caused me a mite of trouble. But I managed to sound the words out: “Con-fi-den-tial En— Enquiries an’ Con-sul-tations.” When I looked up I could see he was smilin’. But I reckoned I’d got the gist of it.

“This mean you’re some kind of a dee-tective?”

“Something like that,” he said. “I could provide character references too, if you still think I might be a criminal. But they’d have to come from people a long way from here.”

“You a policeman of some kind? Or a Pink?” I meant Pinkerton, but I reckon he understood me.

“Neither one. And for the most part now I’m retired.”

“Lots of retired folks in Florida these days, though you ‘pear a bit young for it. But I’m guessin’ whatever it was brought you down to this place has somethin’ to do with the part that ain’t retired.”

“That’s true.” I waited while he was quiet for a moment. “It’s kind of a long story.”

“I ain’t goin’ no place,” I said. “An’ neither are you. You feel up to talkin’ about it?”

He took in a deep breath an’ then he nodded. “I think so. At least enough to give you some idea of what I’m doing in South Florida.”
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“A LITTLE OVER A MONTH AGO,” HE SAID KIND OF QUIET-LIKE, “I RECEIVED a letter at my home in Savannah from an old friend, Doctor Richard Summerfield. He’s a naturalist I met some years earlier in New York, and he’s one of the few who know that I’ve conducted private investigations. He asked if I’d undertake something of the kind in this area near the Everglades. He made the matter sound rather urgent and hinted there could be large amounts of money involved.

“As I said, I’m mostly retired now. But his letter piqued my interest and I wrote him back for further details. There was no reply. Then my wife and daughter went off for an extended visit with friends in the North and left me feeling at loose ends. So I decided to travel down to where Doctor Summer-field was staying in Coconut Grove and talk to him face-to-face. Only when I arrived he was no longer there.

“I asked some of the residents, and they said they thought he’d gone to Lemon City. One believed he’d heard mention of a trip into the Everglades. Doctor Summerfield’s current passion is the rich and varied bird life of South Florida, and he’s been anxious to observe them in their natural setting.”

Cameron paused to take in a breath or two whilst I mulled that over. Lemon City was a couple miles down that creek where I’d found him all shot up. Weren’t much of a town, settin’ right there on the edge of Biscayne Bay. I’d been in an’ out of it a time or two but didn’t stay no longer’n it took to stock up on a few things at the general store.

“It seemed nobody in Lemon City remembered my friend ever being there,” Cameron went on. “At least that’s what they said, though the way some of them acted when I questioned them made me wonder. They avoided my eyes and seemed anxious not to let any of their neighbors see me talking to them.”

“Lots of folks in these parts is a mite stand-offish ‘round strangers,” I said, not lettin’ my voice show if I agreed with his suspicions or not.

“I guess that’s true. But their behavior made me curious enough to ride on west toward the Glades in hopes of finding someone else I could ask. I hadn’t gone more than a few miles when those shots came at me out of the forest.” His voice kind of tapered off for a minute an’ his eyes closed. Then he opened ‘em again an’ looked at me. “The rest of it’s mostly a blur, so you probably know as much about it as I do.”

“Well, what I figured was it must of been gettin’ on towards dark ‘bout then, an’ you managed to keep on movin’ long enough to give ‘em all the slip.”

He nodded an’ kind of half-shrugged with his good shoulder. “That sounds about right.”

“So what you plan to do now? I mean after you’ve done got your strength back an’ can be stirrin’ ‘round?”

I didn’t get no answer to my question, ‘cause that gent’s eyes had gone shut again an’ he’d plumb drifted off into sleep.

Next mornin’ he ‘peared some livelier than before, so I figured maybe he’d be able to take some solid food. After I’d seen to the horses an’ had me a look ‘round the property, I fried up some eggs, bacon, an’ cornbread for the both of us.

He did justice to it, even managin’ to feed hisself after I’d propped him up into a sittin’ position. When we was done an’ I was puttin’ the plates away, he asked if I’d noticed any signs of people comin’ near the cabin lately or maybe watchin’ it from a distance.

“Nope,” I told him. I come back an’ sat down next to the bed. “If they’re watchin’ they’re doin’ it mighty careful. An’ from a good long ways off too. Them horses of mine would of surely let on if they’d been anybody sneakin’ ‘round in the vicinity.”

He nodded an’ we both was silent for a minute or two. Then I said, “You reckon you could stand for me to change out them dressin’s an’ have another look your hurts?”

“I guess.” He grinned a li’l bit. “You’re the doctor.”

So I done it, swabbin’ his wounds with the terps just like I done before. He didn’t need no bullet to bite on this time, though he did screw up his face an’ swaller a yelp or two. When I was through an’ he was restin’ comfortable, I finally got ‘round to askin’ that question I hadn’t got no answer to earlier.

“‘Pears you’re healin’ up real fine. Prob’ly be able to be on your feet in another day or two. ‘Course it’ll take a mite longer to get all your strength back.” I paused, watchin’ him. “So what you got in mind to do then? ‘Bout that problem of yours I mean?”

“Well,” he said, “there are a couple of problems I’ve been thinking about. One of them is what’s happened to Doctor Summerfield and whether or not he’s safe and well. Then there’s the matter of that ambush, which left me in my present condition.” His eyes narrowed an’ he give me a hard look. “I’ve heard enough about Tate Barkley that I think I might be able to respond to that by asking, What would you do?”

Well, it didn’t need no serious ponderin’ to know the answer to that. I don’t take kindly to bein’ shot at from hidin’. Mightn’t be the smartest thing, but I’d go lookin’ for them as done it an’ I’d read ‘em from the Book. This here Cameron though, he didn’t ‘pear as dumb an’ plain bull-headed as me. Was he really figurin’ to go after Gator an’ all them others by his lonesome?

I reckon the next thing he said didn’t leave me in too much doubt. “Do you think you can find me a good pistol in the next day or two? With a good balance and plenty of ammunition?” I told him I’d already got a spare one like that stowed away, what I’d took off a feller didn’t have no use for it no more.

“Good,” he said. “Then that’s the only thing I’ll ask of you once I’m up and around. You’ve already done more than I’d any right to expect, and as far as I’m concerned the rest is a private matter.” He thought for a second. “I’m afraid you may still have some problems of your own though, after I’m gone.”

Well, I reckon he’d got that right, although some of them problems was likely to be with the same men he’d a mind to be huntin’. I hadn’t ‘zactly made me no friends by the way I’d faced ‘em down a couple days ago. What I needed to consider was how I meant to deal with them an’ all the others they claimed was out yonder in the Glades. That was
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