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    Chapter 1


    Jeremiah Tucker was a gambler first and a gunfighter second. One always seemed to go with the other. He was tall, over six foot three, like his dad, with black hair and blue eyes. He had a way with the women, but the kind of women who frequented the gambling houses and riverboats were just like him - not the kind to settle down - so he had never married. The Civil War had been over for five years. It was 1870 and he was waiting to go into the courtroom for the second time. As he sat there waiting, he was surrounded by reporters and dime novelists wanting to hear the stories of his gunfights. He leaned back in his chair and lit a cigar:


    ***


    I ran over to my dad laying on his back in the dirt. I lifted his head and shoved my leg underneath, trying to give him a little comfort. He had a hole in his chest big enough to stick my finger in and blood was bubbling out of his mouth as he tried to talk. I leaned over trying to hear. He took my hand and squeezed it. I was barely six years old.


    “I’m not gonna make it this time, son. You’re gonna have to find a way to take care of your mother. I’m sorry.”


    His body stiffened for a second. I heard him groan and then he was dead. The cowboy who shot him rode up to me laughing.


    “He wasn’t much of a man,” he said. “I’d be willing to bet that when you grow up, you’ll be a cowardly bastard just like him.”


    My dad was over six feet tall and as strong as an ox. That cowboy could’ve never taken him without a gun. He walked his horse into me while I was holding on to my dad, crying. I had to let go and jump out of the way while the cowboy’s horse trampled the body. The cowboy was lean and rawboned. His face was as hard as leather and with deep wrinkles. He rode a spotted horse and one of his spurs was missing a rowel.


    “You killed my dad,” I said. “He didn’t do anything to you. He didn’t even have a gun.”


    “You mean one of these?”


    He pulled out his six-shooter and fired a shot close to me. I ran to our barn with him shooting at my feet and laughing. My mother came running out of the house with the only weapon she had, a broom, and swatted him with it while his horse was spinning in a circle and he was reloading his gun. She was a little woman, barely a hundred pounds. He laughed and grabbed her up, laid her across his legs on her belly and pulled up her dress.


    “That’s one fine little ass you got there.” He shoved her off onto the ground where she fell in a heap. He stepped down off his horse. He looked at my dad and said, “He ain’t gonna be no use to you now.” He grabbed her by her feet and dropped down on his knees. Mother was kicking and screaming, but he didn’t care. He just kept on laughing. The only thing that made him stop was when I stuck the pitchfork through his neck. He fell over on his side, spitting blood just like my dad. His six-shooter fell from his hand. I picked it up and my mother screamed, “Shoot that son of a bitch!” It hurt my hand when I cocked the hammer back, but I fired every shot into his head. He wasn’t laughing anymore. I was standing right over him and the blood from each shot splattered all over me.


    My mother and I buried my dad under his favorite tree. We tied the cowboy to his spotted horse and drug his body out on the plains far from our house where the buzzards and crows could peck out his eyes and the other critters could eat what was left of him. We took all his money, guns and his spotted horse and saddle. I even took his spurs with the missing rowel.


    He raised up his boot and showed them the spur with the missing rowel. The reporters from the newspaper and the dime novelists sat there listening without uttering a sound, writing it down word for word. It wasn’t often they got to hear the story from a real gunfighter.


    My mother always read the Bible to me at night. She believed it was wrong to take another’s life, but as I helped her up off the ground and brushed the dirt off of her dress, I could tell she was proud of me.


    ‘Find a way to take care of your mother,’ my dad had said. I was going to make sure that no one ever hurt her again. I was six years old and that was the first man I ever killed.


    I’ve heard, said one of the reporters, that being a good gunfighter was like being a good poker player: Mostly bluff. Is that a true statement?


    I’ll tell you what. Why don’t you and me step out into the street and I’ll give you a chance to test that theory.


    Oh, no, I’m just a reporter. I’ve never been a good poker player and I sure ain’t no gunfighter.


    In poker, you have to play the hand you’re dealt. Once you have your hand, it’s not going to get any better. From that point on, it’s a matter of knowing the game and the men in the game. It’s luck more than not, but the more I learned, the luckier I got. It was the same with gunfighting. I didn’t know most of the men I went up against, but I knew the game. Better than them or they’d be here telling their story, not me.


    Now that your getting older, do you plan on continuing to be a gunfighter?


    I never planned on being a gunfighter ever, as far back as I can remember. It just happened. And I don’t consider 30 as getting older.


    The reporters laughed.


    My mother was a beautiful woman and, naturally, she could turn a man’s head. My dad told me to find a way to take care of her and I guess that’s the way I did it. It’s not like most people think. I didn’t just go looking for a fight, but I kept that cowboy’s pistol wrapped in a blanket and stuffed under the seat of our buckboard. As I grew up, I gambled to support us and gunfighting just followed. No one was ever going to hurt my mother again. When I came back home from the war, I found that my mother was dead. I hadn’t been there to protect her. She was killed by the Yankees and we didn’t own the property anymore. That was five years ago. I sat outside this very courtroom, maybe in this same chair. I remember it just like it was yesterday.


    


    


    Chapter 2

    “Please stand and put your right hand on the Bible.”


    I stood and placed my hand on the Bible.


    “Repeat after me: I do solemnly swear that the testimony I am about to give is the truth and nothing but the truth so help me God.”


    I went through the whole swearing in bit with the Yankee lawyer.


    “Please say your name loud and clear so that the people in the back can hear you.”


    “My name is Jeremiah Tucker.” I stepped up on the makeshift stand and took a seat.


    “Mr. Tucker, can you tell this court why it should grant to you the freedoms offered under the Confederate Amnesty set down by the late President Abraham Lincoln?”


    “Well, I was a Confederate soldier. I was a property owner before the war and I see no reason why my property shouldn’t be returned to me. I never owned a slave. I’ve done nothing to deserve this.”


    “Were you an officer in the Confederate Army?”


    “No, sir. I was a private.”


    The people in the courtroom laughed.


    “You’re awful old to be just a private.”


    “I guess I wasn’t cut out to be in the army. I’ve done nothing wrong, yet the United States is still holding my property.”


    “The economy of the union is in dire straits. The United States is holding your former property because taxes were never paid to the Union. You people have to pay your taxes. The people who own that property now were immigrants from Germany. They paid the back taxes and bought the property fair and square. Yoder was their name. Isn’t it true that you’re a gunfighter?” There were gasps in the courtroom.


    “No, that is not true. I am definitely not a gunfighter. I will defend myself when necessary, but I never go looking for a fight.”


    “According to what I’ve read, you have to defend yourself quite often.”


    “Don’t you Yankees up North defend your families and your honor?”


    “That’s enough of that kind of talk, Mr. Tucker. If you want the court to show leniency, there better be no more of that.”


    “Leniency? It was my property you took, my mother you killed while she tried to defend it. You’re the one who should be asking for leniency.”


    “I’m sure the Union Army had nothing to do with your mother’s death.”


    “What you mean is that you want us to bend down and kiss your Yankee ass. Isn’t that what you want all of us Southerners to do? I was a private in the Confederate Army, but it was better than being a general in the Union.”


    “Well, I suppose that just about wraps it up for you, Mr. Tucker.”


    The Yankee asshole smiled and turned to the jury.


    “What did you do in the army?” I asked.


    “I was a federal lawyer and exempt from battle.”


    “I thought so. They kept all the cowards at home so as not to embarrass Mr. Lincoln.”


    The jury didn’t even get a chance to discuss my case. The Yankee judge slammed down his gavel and said, “Amnesty denied. Next case.”


    I walked out of the courtroom worse off than when I went in. Now I knew that the South was being punished for things they didn’t do. Slavery had almost nothing to do with it. Northern Imperialism. They wanted our property and the people who lived on it. It was all about money. The Yankees had been some of the biggest slave owners before the war. Now, they wanted to make the entire South their slaves. I had no other choice but to head west like many of the other Confederates and gunfighters who had been denied amnesty, but I made a promise to myself and my dead mother that I would come back when the time was right and take our property back again.


    


    


    Chapter 3

    I boarded the stage in Coffeyville, Kansas, and headed for the railroad in Council Bluffs, Iowa. I’d heard that the train went straight across the country from there, all the way to San Francisco. I hoped I could ride in peace without any trouble.


    After the war, money was so hard to come by many honest citizens were turning into outlaws. Most of the so-called gunfighters were a joke. Usually just drunks who, on the spur of the moment, let their tempers get the best of them and started blazing away. Most of the time when the smoke cleared and they could finally see, one of them was gone. Snuck out the back door and was glad he was still alive. Sometimes they both ran.


    Then there were the fast draw artists. Kids who thought they were gunfighters. Sometimes they were lucky and actually hit the guy they were aiming at. Usually though, they missed and killed a horse or a passerby who had nothing to do with it. In my opinion, the best gunfighters were those who didn’t get in a hurry and just took their time while the other guy was blazing away and, when the smoke cleared, they’d shoot the fast draw expert right between the eyes. It was like poker in this respect: The poker player who takes his time to make his bet agitates the other players who want to move on with the game. He does this intentionally to aggravate his opponents. They make the wrong play and he wins the pot. You have to learn to stay calm and not get excited. Just draw your gun and kill the crazy bastard.


    The real gunfighters didn’t wear their guns all strapped down on their legs like you novelists like to write. If they had a holster at all, it would just be hanging from their belt. Most just stuck their pistol down in behind their belt, nothing fancy. When they went after a guy to kill him, they usually ambushed him or shot him in the back. Only a crazy person would walk out onto the street and challenge someone to a gunfight. I carried my pistol in a holster hanging from my belt just inside my coat at pocket level. I had the bottom cut out so I could get to my gun without taking my hands out of my pockets. I never really gave the other guy a chance. They were dead before they could even draw. I got most of my reputation as a gunfighter from the poker tables where I was forced to either kill or die. But the reason I’ve survived as long as I have is that, when I heard someone was looking for a fight, I’d leave. I’ve never wanted to kill a man just because he was a gunfighter. I never took a job as a hired gun. I never had anything to prove to anyone. After the war was over, a lot of the gunfighters fled into Mexico and California. So did many of the Confederate soldiers. I’m heading for California. Maybe to build a new life or maybe to build an army of real gunfighters to come back and reclaim the South.


    ***


    I had no reason for going to California except to catch a freighter and work my way to Alaska. As far as I was concerned, my gunfighting days were over. I was bound and determined to leave my past behind me. The dime novelist would have his story that he would blow all out of proportion. He’d sell the book using my name and the Yankees would think I was coming back for them. Meanwhile, I’d be hunting for gold and, maybe if I was lucky, I’d find enough to buy back my parents’ property. I found my mother’s grave where the Yankees had buried her. I dug her up and buried her next to my dad under his favorite tree. I had no intention of letting some Yankee come in there and take over their property, at least not for long. I was going to take my first train ride all the way to California.


    The old stage lines had seen their day. With the stage only making a hundred miles a day, the whole trip including the stage ride would put me in California in less than two weeks, depending on how many stops we had to make along the way and I didn’t have to worry about being attacked by the Sioux. Hopefully, the James gang would be working farther south.


    I met Jesse James once while we were both fighting the Yankees. He was such a happy man, always smiling. I’d hate to have to kill him.


    


    


    Chapter 4

    I’ve always found it awkward riding on a stage with other people. Strangers that I didn’t know. The stage lines made their money carrying other things like mail, freight and payroll, not from the few passengers.


    There were outlaws still around left over from the war. The James brothers, the Daltons and the Youngers. There was always a chance of being robbed on the stage or the train. I never knew who I might be sitting across from so I kept my hand in my coat pocket most of the way.


    “I swear,” she said, looking at me. “Isn’t this weather ever going to break? I don’t think I can take this heat much longer.” She was a pretty little thing, not more than twenty, but I thought she was overdoing it a bit. She pulled up her dress above her knees and fanned her legs with it.


    The reporters laughed, but listened intently.


    “How far are you going?” said the young man sitting next to her. I had thought they were married. She didn’t even look at him.


    “I’m going all the way to California,” she said, never taking her eyes off of me. “I have kin in San Francisco. I’m going for a visit and maybe even stay there. How about you?” she said still looking at me.


    “I’m going to California, too. I’m taking the train.” There were only the three of us on the stage and she moved over and sat beside me.


    “I’m taking the train, too. I’ve never been on a train before,” she said smiling. “This will be my first time. Where do we sleep?” She smiled an inviting smile.


    “I’ve never been on a train myself, but I’ve heard they have sleeping cars.”


    She curled her feet up in the seat and took me by the arm. “You don’t mind if I borrow your shoulder, do you? I want to take a little nap.”


    As a gunfighter, I had learned over the years to never use my gun hand, to always keep it free. You never know when you’ll need it. Being right-handed, I always used my left. Only an inexperienced thief wouldn’t know that. This little lady had been watching every move I made. When she moved over by me, she moved to my left side. She was sitting so close to me she felt like a second skin. I could feel her leg rubbing against me trying to find a gun. She even ran her hand down my leg.


    They waited until we were well out on the prairie and then the young man said, “I’m sorry to have to do this to you, being we just met and all, but would you be kind enough to hand over all your money and anything else you have of value?” He was about the same age as her. They could’ve been brother and sister. He unbuttoned his coat and exposed his Navy colt. I just sat there and smiled. I already had my gun in my hand and was ready to blow his young head off if he so much as moved for his.


    “Take his money, Lilly.” Lilly reached under my coat and I grabbed her by the neck and forced her head into my lap. He started to go for his gun, but when I raised my right hand, he knew it was over. I fired a shot out the window and the driver pulled over. He left his man riding shotgun there to hold the horses and look out for bandits, then he climbed down with his double-barreled shotgun and opened the door. I was sitting there with Lilly’s head in my lap and my gun aimed at her partner’s head.


    “What’s the matter? You folks can’t get along?”


    “They’re a couple of thieves,” I said. “Very poor ones at that.”


    Lilly had reached up under her dress and I caught her hand just as she came out with a derringer.


    “I’ve got just the thing for you two,” said the driver. I took the derringer and threw it out the window on the opposite side, then shoved Lilly out the door to the driver. Then I very carefully moved over to the young man and shoved the barrel of my pistol into his mouth.


    “Now,” I said, “you can take your gun belt off with the tips of your fingers and drop it on the floor or you can die right here and now.” I cocked the hammer back. I could feel his teeth chattering against the barrel.


    He took his gun belt off and stumbled outside. It looked to me like he had pissed himself. The driver shackled their hands and feet, then tied them together and shoved them back into the coach. “If you give this man any more trouble, I’ll tie a rope around both your necks and drag you the rest of the way.” He looked at the young man’s wet pants and laughed. He slammed the door shut and climbed back up. He was still laughing when I heard him release the brake and, at the crack of his whip, we were moving again.


    “What’s your name, mister?” said Lilly.


    “Jeremiah Tucker.”


    “Jeremiah Tucker, the gunfighter?” said her partner. I nodded yes.


    “Well, I’ll be goddamned.”


    “What will they do to us?” asked Lilly.


    “They’ll probably hang him,” I said. “I don’t know what they’ll do to you. If it was up to me, I’d hang the both of you. People as stupid as you two shouldn’t be left alive. If I’d given you my money, what would’ve been your next move?”


    “We’d just wait till the next town and then disappear into the crowd.”


    “And did you think I’d just sit here and do nothing? What if I forced your hand and made you shoot me? Then what would you have done? Those double-barreled shotguns would make quick work of you.”


    “I guess we never thought it all out.”


    “No kidding. Now, shut up and let me get some rest and don’t try coming over here. I don’t wanna get wet.”


    We drove on to Independence, Missouri, where we dropped Lilly and her partner off with the sheriff, changed horses and picked up more passengers. There were reporters there hanging around the sheriff’s office always looking for a story. The new passengers were a young mother with her two children, two boys about six and seven.


    “If you want something to eat,” said the driver, “now’s the time to get it, otherwise we’re gonna hit the trail.” I said I could wait till the next stop. I could finally get some sleep if the kids would stay quiet. We had another hundred miles to go before we stopped for the night. Hopefully, those kids weren’t outlaws.


    I didn’t say anything to the sheriff, but secretly I hoped they would go easy on Lilly and her friend. Times were hard for everyone. They were just two kids who were desperate like the many others the war had left in its wake. Once the North had beat the South, they didn’t know what to do with it.


    Did you ever hear what happened to them? asked a novelist.


    No, I never did. I stayed on the move pretty much back then.


    


    


    Chapter 5

    As we pulled out, I was sitting across from the mother, another pretty lady. We introduced ourselves. Her name was Alma Simpson and she had been a school teacher in Independence. She was going back to her hometown just outside of Council Bluffs, Iowa, to live with her mother. She was small like my mother and reminded me of her except she had red hair.


    “My husband was killed at Shiloh,” she said.


    “I’m sorry to hear that, Mrs. Simpson. I’m headed for Alaska,” I said. “I’ve got to get away from this heat and the Yankees.”


    “I hear tell they have mosquitoes the size of horseflies.”


    I never was much of a talker, especially to a woman. I think she could feel my uneasiness. The boys were jumping around, looking out the windows.


    “You kids behave yourself and let Mr. Tucker sleep.”


    I couldn’t tell her what I did. Being a gambler and a gunfighter isn’t exactly the kind of man a woman wants her kids to be around, even on a short stagecoach trip.


    She had the reddest hair I’d ever seen.


    By the time we reached Anderson County and stopped at Garrett, it was ten o’clock at night and we were all dead tired. I helped Alma and her kids get settled in the Garrett Hotel and bid her goodnight.


    “I know who you are, Mr. Tucker,” she said. “We had newspapers in Independence and there were articles about you quite often. You’ve been a real gentleman on this trip and I appreciate your gentleness around my children. Thank you for your help with our things and getting us settled in. Will you be going on tomorrow or will you wait until the next stage?”


    “Thank you for the kind words. I think I’ll be going on in the morning. I’m kind of in a hurry to get out of here. We’ve still got a long way to go. What about you and your children?”


    “We’ll be going along in the morning, too. I overheard the stage driver telling some men on the street how you single-handedly captured two outlaws on the stage before you got to Independence. I think it would be an honor having you ride along with me and my children.” I didn’t know what to say.


    “Well, I wouldn’t call them outlaws. I don’t think they had ever done anything like that before. They were just kids. This war has changed people. I hope it’s better in Alaska.”


    No one had ever talked to me that way before. ‘An honor’ to have me along.


    We were up and ready to go by six in the morning. I helped Alma and the kids into the coach and we were off. Alma sat next to me. It had been a while since I’d sat that close to a woman for such a long time. It was nice having a woman’s fragrance around again. I didn’t understand why she sat next to me, with her kids and all. It was almost like we were family. She told me about her and her husband and how they had only been married for three years when he was killed. I didn’t like talking about the war and I sure didn’t want to talk about gambling and shooting people, so my part of the conversation was mainly about something I knew nothing about: Hunting for gold and, of course, her. With my limited experience with women, there’s one thing I’ve learned and that is women like to talk about themselves. I caught myself dozing off once in a while and when I’d wake up, she’d still be talking. I guess being a school teacher she had to talk a lot. It’s hard to break old habits.


    We were only a few hours out of Kansas City when the coach came to a stop. The driver opened the door with a lantern in his hand although it was still light. “You folks might want to stretch your legs for a spell.” He handed me the lantern. “There’s a little creek here and we always stop so the horses can suck up a little water.”


    We were glad for the rest. We climbed down and went straight for the water. We walked down the creek a ways until we found a good spot, then the kids and Alma took off their shoes and sat on the bank dangling their feet in the water.


    I said to her, “You know there’s a new train that’s coming to Kansas City now. It probably hooks up with another line somewhere between here and California.”


    Alma looked up at me with despair in her eyes. “You’re not thinking of leaving us, are you?”


    “It’s still a long way to Council Bluffs and that would cut a lot off of my time.”


    We had wandered off down the creek and were walking back when we heard the first gun shot. I took Alma and the boys to a bluff where boulders had rolled down over the years, giving them good cover from gunfire. I gave Alma the lantern and hid them in the brush growing nearby. “Y’all stay here and keep quiet till I come for you.”


    “You be careful, Jeremiah.”


    I pulled out my pistol and started back down the creek towards the stage when several more shots were fired. Two were from a shotgun. By the time I got to the stage, both the drivers were dead and the bandits were throwing down the mail and a strongbox, looking for money. They had thrown down Alma’s baggage and were going through her clothes.


    “There was a woman on board,” one of them said.


    He held up her corset and laughed. They looked around wondering where she might be. They were dirty and looked like walking snakes, real low lifes. There were four of them in the beginning, but the drivers had taken out two. I had seen their Wanted Dead Or Alive pictures, but I couldn’t remember their names. With only two left, I took cover behind a tree. They were really interested in the strongbox. They weren’t looking for any passengers. I opened fire. When the smoke cleared, they were both laid out. I walked over and kicked them to make sure they were dead, then went back for Alma and the boys and told them what had happened.


    “You killed both of them?” said Alma.


    “I had no choice. They seldom give up without a fight and come along peacefully.”


    She waited until the boys ran back down into the water. They didn’t seem to realize what had just happened.”


    “I haven’t been completely honest with you, Mr. Tucker. I was a school teacher in Independence and my husband was killed in the war, but these two boys are my sister’s, not mine. She also died during the war alongside her husband. I’ve had the boys ever since, but I can’t teach school and give them the kind of life they deserve. I was going back home to my mother’s. With her help, maybe the two of us can make it. They’re just too much for me to handle and teach at the same time. I knew everyone would think they were mine and it would be safer for me if they did. I had no idea there would be so much danger on the road.”


    She hesitated for a minute. I could see she was having trouble telling me whatever it was she wanted to say.


    “So, now, here I am, not wanting you to go and I don’t know what to do.”


    She put her hand over her mouth as her lips began to quiver. I saw tears in her eyes.


    “You must think I’m awfully brash. We’ve only just met and I have no right to ask you to stay, but I’m afraid for our lives. I’ve seen something in you that’s rare in men these days and I know that, if you stay with us, we’d be protected. I’m not without means and if you’d please go with us to Council Bluffs, I’d pay you what I can and help you on your trip to Alaska.”


    I could see how embarrassed she was and she was really starting to cry.


    “I’m sorry to bring it up like this I must sound desperate to you and I guess I am. I just don’t know what else to do.”


    I stood there looking at her with her red hair blowing in the gentle breeze. She was too educated and handsome a woman to be interested in the likes of a gunslinger-gambling man like me. It had to be what she said. She wanted me for protection, but war does strange things to people. You never know these days what can happen. She wasn’t the only one who didn’t know what to do. She came to me with tears still flowing down her cheeks.


    “I don’t think you’re brash at all. In fact, I appreciate your honesty.”


    “Then you’ll do it? You’ll stay with us until we get home?”


    “Kansas City is still a ways off. I’ll think about it.”


    She stopped crying and a big smile came out like the sun. I had already told her about my mother being killed by the Yankees and my plans to go back there as soon as I could, but now, looking at that smile, that all seemed so far away in my mind that I almost forgot about it. All I could think about was that red hair. I was always a sucker for a woman’s tears.


    


    


    Chapter 6

    “There’re six dead bodies back there and if you’re afraid to see them or if you don’t think the boys should, then stay here until I get them loaded.”


    “I’ve seen dead bodies before,” she said, “and the boys had better get used to it.”


    The boys helped me and we put the outlaws over their saddles and tied them down, then tied their horses to the stage. We put the two drivers’ bodies inside the stage along with Alma’s clothes, the strongbox and what mail she could find, then we all climbed up top. Alma and I sat on the seat with the boys behind us and I released the brake. Alma cracked the whip and we were off again. She had put the shotguns behind the seat and, while I drove the team, she pulled them out and reloaded. It was my first time to ever drive a stagecoach, and for the boys and Alma, it must’ve been the most exciting day of their lives.


    “There’s one thing for sure,” said Alma, “being around you isn’t boring. I must say that, so far, it’s been a real adventure even though I was scared senseless.” She scooted over close to me and locked her arm around mine.


    “I’ve only been on this stage for two days and already I’ve had to capture two bandits and kill two more. I hope I never have to ride a stagecoach again, but all that aside, I sure think this trip’s been worth it.”


    I leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. The boys giggled. It was more of a kiss to comfort her than out of passion. Well, maybe a little passion.


    The reporters laughed.


    When we got to Kansas City, I drove straight to the sheriff’s office. “You got all four of them,” he said. “It’s hard to believe. We’ve been after this gang for months. They’ve robbed about ever stage that comes through here.” He opened the door to the coach. “Well, that’s a shame. They killed old Sam and his shotgun driver, too.”


    “Sam and his partner killed two of them. I got the other two when I snuck up on ’em.”


    “You’ve got quite a reward coming to you, Mr. Tucker,” said the sheriff. “You and the Missus can hang around for a couple of days, can’t you? We’ll put you and the boys up in the boardinghouse and take care of all the expenses while we wait for the wire.”


    Alma was standing right beside me and I was surprised when she didn’t tell him that we weren’t married. Instead, she took me by the hand.


    “The lock’s still on the strongbox, so I reckon it’s all still there.” He looked at me, expecting an answer.


    “I reckon so.”


    He arranged for us to have two rooms at a boardinghouse owned by his sister, one for the boys and one for me and Alma. He thought we were a family. I slept on the couch in the boys’ room and let Alma have the room all to herself, but late in the night, Alma woke me and took me to her bed. The boys were sound asleep.


    “I can’t sleep just thinking about you,” she said as we crept quietly over to her room. “I know we’ve just met and, under normal circumstances, we would have a long way to go before we reached this point, but I’ve never met a man like you and who knows what might happen tomorrow? You must think I’m a horrible woman, but I just don’t want to wait any longer.”


    


    


    Chapter 7

    I woke up before Alma and laid there looking at her beauty. I didn’t know how old she was, but from her looks, she couldn’t have been as old as me. I kissed her on the cheek and she smiled and opened her eyes. Suddenly, her eyes widened and she sat up in bed. “The boys. Are the boys up yet?”


    I got up and dressed and went next door to their room. They were just waking up. “I knocked on Alma’s door,” I told them. “ She’ll be ready to go eat in a few minutes. Are you two hungry?” They nodded yes and grumbled something. They were still tired from the trip. Alma came in and we all went downstairs to the kitchen where Katy, the sheriff’s sister, was already cooking breakfast for everyone.


    The boys finished eating fast and left the table.


    “What’ll happen to them?” I asked. “Can you and your mother take care of them without a man?” I saw that big smile again.


    “You’re not offering, are you?” I didn’t answer.


    “It’ll take us two more days to get to Council Bluffs. A lot can happen in two days.” I didn’t want to say anything else. Being with her was so intoxicating that I was still hung over from the night before.


    We’d been there in Kansas City for two days when the sheriff came over and told us the good news. The gang was called the Hodges gang, a bunch of low lifes out of Arkansas, but they had a goodly sum offered for their capture, dead or alive. It was nothing compared to the ten thousand offered for Jesse and Frank James, but at four hundred dollars a head, they brought me sixteen hundred. Enough to set me up in Alaska.


    Early that night, we went straight to bed.


    Why did you go to bed so early? asked one of the reporters.


    The others laughed.


    We had to leave early the next morning, you smart ass. Why else would we go to bed?


    Everybody had a good laugh, even me.


    The word spread fast with the wire service and newspapers and word of mouth. There was a gunfighter on the stage and he had captured or killed six outlaws. It was a stretch of the truth, but that’s the way you in the news business make your money. No one wanted to take a chance on getting killed. Thieves always want the upper hand or they won’t take a chance, being cowards in the first place.


    The rest of our trip was relatively uneventful except at night when we pulled into small towns to sleep.


    You did a lot of sleeping, did you? asked the reporter.


    Well, let’s just say that by the time we reached Council Bluffs, I was well rested.


    Alma had wired ahead and her mother and some of her kin met the stage in town and drove me to the railroad station. The night before was when Alma and me really said goodbye. She wrote down her mother’s address and told me to write from Alaska. She cried and told me she was going to miss me. I felt like she wanted to say something else, maybe ask me to stay or even something more serious. The way she looked at me I knew that if she had, I would’ve said yes. I remember standing on the platform watching her buggy drive away wishing I had known her a little longer. If I had, I might’ve stayed or asked her to come with me, but as it turned out, I didn’t and I took the train that very day and was off to California.


    The one thing I remember about my first train ride was there were no bumps. You could smell the coal burning in the engine, but the ride was smooth and much faster than a stagecoach. We must’ve gone at least twelve miles an hour. I know, today trains are faster than that, but that was when the railroad first came to Council Bluffs and, for about sixty-five dollars, you got a third class sleeping car. I paid a little more and moved up to first class because of my windfall bounty money.


    


    


    Chapter 8

    There’s always a poker game going on somewhere on a train. Usually in one of the baggage cars, away from the women and children. I asked a conductor and he took me back to the last car and, sure enough, there was a game. I didn’t know any of the players, so the first night I just sat and watched. They were playing by riverboat rules: Tens through aces only. Card games are a good way to get yourself killed, especially when you sit and watch. It makes the players nervous. If you don’t have money in the pot, they don’t want you around, but these guys were amateurs. They didn’t know each other, they had just met on the train and wanted to play cards. Five card stud. Deal the first card up and the second card down. My personal rule was if I didn’t pair up on those first two cards, I was out. These guys were playing anything they got. I just sat and watched, but I kept my hand in my coat pocket. One of the players lost all he was willing to and left the table. I was asked if I wanted to take a seat, but I declined.


    “I’m not a poker player, but I like to watch. It gets awful boring just looking out the window and watching the trees go by. Maybe tomorrow, if I can get up enough nerve.” I looked at the pot. There couldn’t have been more than twenty dollars, but still that’s twenty dollars I wouldn’t have to work for and, if I lost, it wouldn’t be a big deal. I got up and, as I walked out, I said, “If I can get up the nerve to play, what time does the game start?”


    “It never stops,” said one of the men with a goodly sum in front of him. “The players change, but the game never stops.”


    On my way back to my car, I noticed a horse running alongside the train. We were going up an incline and the train had slowed considerably. Then another horse came up and this one had a rider with two other horses in tow.


    Were they outlaws? asked one of the reporters.


    Well, I figured they were either outlaws or they just liked to chase trains like a dog chasing a wagon, but I didn’t think to ask. I figured there were four of them in all and that meant that there were already three on the train. I went back to my seat and looked around. Most of the people who can afford to ride on a train are fairly well off. They were all clean and dressed well, but there were these three characters who were in long coats and it was summer and hot as hell even with the windows open. One was at each end of the car and the other was in the middle. I saw the one in the middle get up and take his hat off and stick it under the nose of the pretty young lady across the aisle. He had his hat in one hand and his gun in the other and, at the same time, the fellow at my end of the car came up to me and stuck his hat in my face and said, “Put all your money in my hat and hurry up about it.”


    I took my left hand and lifted my wallet out of my coat. He was looking at all the money I had stuffed in it when, with my right hand, I took my .44 and blew him across the car and almost out the window. The dumb-ass with the girl turned and looked at me like he didn’t believe it. I shot a hole in him while he was looking, knocking him to the other end of the car. The third one lost all his courage with his two partners dead. He ran out of the car and jumped on his horse held by the rider running the horses alongside the train. I just leaned out the window and shot both of them off their horses. The train never stopped until we got to the top of the hill. I sure hope they were outlaws cause I killed all four of them, but I never stopped to ask.


    What happened next?


    Well, the train stopped and everybody was all excited. They were all patting me on the back and buying me drinks. Things you’d expect when something like that happens. The conductors and some of the passengers went back down the hill on foot and caught the horses, loaded them onto the train with the dead outlaws and dumped them off at the first town we came to. When the sheriff came to take the bodies, the local paper was there and I had to give them my name and tell them what had happened. I knew Alma would read about it, so I told them a slightly different version. I didn‘t want her to think I was ever in any danger.


    What about you? Did they give you a reward?


    No, and I wouldn’t have taken one if they’d offered. I was alive and a hero in the eyes of the passengers and that was reward enough, especially in the big, blue eyes of the pretty young lady who I had saved from being robbed. Her eyes sparkled when she looked at me. That night, I asked her to dinner and later showed her what a first class cabin looked like. The next day I joined the poker game and the first card they dealt me was an ace up. The second card was dealt down and it was also an ace. I folded my hand and left the table. I just couldn’t take advantage of those good people.


    Was the pretty, blue-eyed lady going all the way to California?


    Yes, she went all the way, many times as I recall.


    


    


    Chapter 9

    I had to get away from those reporters for a while. I excused myself after promising to come back later and walked outside. I needed a shave and a haircut, so I looked for a barber shop. The barber’s chair was a good place for a quick nap while he covered my face with a hot towel and lathered it up with the warm soap. I laid back in the chair, closed my eyes and remembered those big, blue eyes. Her name was Mary Frances. I never knew her last name. That was all she told me. I didn’t even know if she was married or not. Sometimes when a woman traveled alone, she would take her wedding ring off. She may not have been married, but she sure was experienced in the ways of making love. When we finally got to California, I found out that she worked in a whorehouse in San Francisco. That’s how she got all that experience. I wrote Alma a letter and mailed it at the next stop. I told her all about the train robbery, everything except the part about the blue-eyed girl.


    My mind drifted back to when I was a child and my mother fighting for her life when I stuck the pitchfork in the cowboy’s neck. I had the money to buy back my property now. I wondered how the court was going to see things. Somebody had been living in the old house for all these years, but that made me no difference. My mother and father were still buried out under the oak tree in front of the house and, as far as I was concerned, I still owned that place.


    “You been gone a long time, young Tucker,” said the barber. “I reckon you’ve come back to reclaim what them Yankees took from you.”


    “I’m hoping to. It’s just about all I’ve thought about since I left.”


    “Well, you may be surprised. A lot has changed since you were here last.”


    He took the sheet off me and brushed the hair from my coat. “We’re all finished here. You better get on back to the court room. Your turn should be coming up pretty soon.”


    ***


    The reporters were still there waiting. The court was still in session. I took my chair and continued on where I had left off.


    San Francisco was a beautiful city. It had over a hundred and fifty thousand people living there. They had beautiful houses. They’re much more modern than here. They had streetcars that people could ride in pulled by horses. There was this place called Chinatown where all these Chinese people came to America to live. Some people took advantage of the Chinese girls and turned them into whores. The government of San Francisco passed a law making it wrong to use the Chinese in that way. Of course, that meant more business for the pretty, blue-eyed blond.


    Mary Frances knew every sailor in San Francisco. She took me down to the docks and introduced me to just the right man. He owned a freighter that made regular trips to Alaska all the way up into the Yukon River area. His name was Horn and he called his company Around the Horn Freight Lines. He was a big man with a seaman’s beard. His face was weathered from being out at sea for most of his life. He carried freight up to Alaska and brought back lumber from the Yukon to San Francisco. I worked my way to Alaska on that freighter doing whatever I could to help them. Being a seaman and a gunfighter-gambler are really two completely different things. There were eight crewmen on the boat and I didn’t want them to know I had any money. I was hoping they hadn’t read about the attempted train robbery. We went right up the coast to Sitka, not far from Juneau, on the border of British Columbia and not too far from Yukon territory. Gold had recently been discovered in Sitka and there were gold-hungry miners from all over the world there. You could buy anything you needed right there in Sitka. I bought what I thought I needed and took it back to the freighter. There were too many people in Sitka. I wanted to go somewhere no one else had been. I had gotten to be friends with the captain. For some reason, he liked the way I worked even though I had no experience at being a seaman. He said he knew just the place.


    We were on our way to Anchorage when two stowaway Chinese girls were found hiding in the engine room. The captain wanted to throw them overboard, but the crewman who had hidden them was drunk and objected. He pulled a knife on the captain and slashed his arm. The captain was an older man and I could see he was going to get killed so I intervened. The crewman never had a chance, but I made out like it was a big deal. I didn’t want them to know I was a gunfighter. When he came at me with the knife, I just shot him in the face and put him down. This made my friendship with the captain much stronger. We threw the two Chinese whores and the dead crewman overboard, went on to Anchorage and then to the mouth of the Yukon. I wrote another letter to Alma and gave it to the captain to mail. I told her I was going into the wilderness somewhere on the Yukon River and, if she wrote, to mail it to Around The Horn Freight Lines in San Francisco. I told her I missed her and that it might be a while before she heard from me again. It could be over a year, but if I made it out alive, I’d be knocking on her door one day. I told her that I had made a mistake by not staying in town with her until we knew each other better, but hindsight is always better than foresight.


    “We’re coming up on the place where you’ll be getting off,” said the captain. “It’s a little village right on the river. Bunch of Eskimos. I’ll be coming around about every six months and, when I pass by, I’ll blow my horn. If you have any letters you want to mail, then leave them at the store in the village and I’ll pick them up on my way out. If that girlfriend of yours writes, I’ll drop her letters off there for you.”


    We stopped at the village and I unloaded my gear. He unloaded the freight and mail to the village, got back on the freighter and it moved away.


    “Keep your powder dry,” he yelled. “I’ll be back down river here in about three days. If you discover it’s too much for you, be here then. Wolves won’t bother you, but the bears can really make a mess out of you.” He said something else, but I couldn’t make it out, something about not letting hair grow on my hands. I bought a mule and a dog from a man in the village and headed out into the wilderness, not having a map or any idea of where I was going. I did keep my rifle in hand at all times. I named the mule Jack and the dog Blue Eyes. She was a young dog, but she was a Husky and I knew she could handle the weather. I wanted a Husky because she would give me warning if a bear came around. She was black and white with blue eyes.


    The captain was right about there not being any people around. From the looks of the trail, only animals had used it. The country was beautiful, trees taller than I had ever seen and mountains with snow on top. Being raised in Kansas, the only mountains I ever saw were the Ozarks when I was in the war.


    There was a stuffed grizzly in the store at Sitka and I’d never seen a bear that big. I sure didn’t want to tangle with one.


    ***


    It was a beautiful day except for the flies and mosquitoes. Alma was right about that. They were as big as horseflies. We had gone back only about five miles. We were on a trail just barely wide enough for a wagon. From the trail, the ground dropped off so steep that you couldn’t stand on it, all the way down to a little creek. It was about a fifty foot drop; a steep slope, but not straight down. On the other side of the trail was a bluff that went straight up. I was out in front when the mule stopped. I pulled on his lead and tried to urge him on, but he turned around and ran off. Blue Eyes ran out ahead of me. She was growling and barking and looking mean. She looked back at me to see if I was watching her do her job. Her fur was up on her back and neck. She would run forward and then whine and come running back to me.


    The smell hit me first even though there was a wind at my back. It smelled like a hog. I readied my rifle expecting to meet a wild boar coming down the trail towards us. Instead, the biggest bear I’d ever seen, bigger than the one in Sitka, came charging toward me. You never know how you’re going to react to such a sight. Every split second counts. One wrong move and you’re bear shit. My only thought was to fly away from there. If I shot him with my rifle and didn’t kill him with the first shot, I wouldn’t get another. He was almost on top of me.


    I dove from the trail down toward the creek. I was flying for a moment and so high I thought I’d be killed when I hit the ground. I hit hard and rolled all the way into the water. I was on his trail and I thought, if I get off of it, he’ll leave me alone. Blue Eyes attacked him and I heard her yelp and saw her go flying through the air. The bear turned and started sliding down the slope on his rear, growling and showing me his teeth. My rifle was laying somewhere between me and the bear. The only gun I had was my .44. I pulled it and fired. All it did was stop him for a moment and then on he came, madder than before. I was standing in the creek taking aim and firing until, with my last shot, I finally killed him, but not before he took a swap at me and ripped my face open with his massive claws. I had never known fear like that before. I stood there in the water shaking, looking down at this magnificent bear. His paw was bigger than my head. I realized how lucky I was to be alive. I sat down on the creek bank beside his massive body and stared down into the water.


    The sun was shining just right through the trees and what I saw in the water excited me even more: The sparkle of gold. I had never seen it before, but when you do, there’s no mistaking it. I completely forgot about my face and the bear and was diving down into the water bringing up gold nuggets that had been trapped in the roots of that tree probably for hundreds of years. It was only five miles in from the village and on a trail. I wondered why no one had ever found it. If it hadn’t been for the bear, that gold would probably still be there today. I didn’t know the name of the creek, but I named it right then and there: Bear Claw Creek, and that’s where I staked my claim.


    The freighter came back after six months like he said and he had a whole stack of letters for me from Alma. In the last letter she wrote, she said she loved me. Nobody ever said that to me in person or in a letter. I kept all her letters and read them every day, especially that last one. I wrote her a letter and told her I’d be coming back. I didn’t tell her about the gold, but I told her about the bear and how he had ripped my face open: “You may not want a man with a scar on his face like the one the bear gave me, but I’m coming home and will give you the chance to say no. I’ll be going to my old homestead first and try to buy it back from the Yoders.” I gave the letter to Horn and he mailed it at his next stop.


    I’d bought an old wagon at the village. I collected the empty, oak beer kegs they’d discarded and put my gold in them. I sat there in the entrance of my lean-to with my dog and my mule watching the snow fall and listening to the wolves howl. It was the most beautiful place I’ve ever been, but as I read Alma’s letters over and over, I thought: How much gold does one man need?


    On Horn’s next trip back, I was waiting at the village with Blue Eyes ready to go. It took the whole crew to load my gold. I had it packed away in those small kegs, but the weight of each keg was almost too much for one man. The captain had a safe on board, but it wasn’t big enough to hold the gold. I stored it under my bunk and tied Blue Eyes there to guard it. I paid the captain for my trip back, so I didn’t have to work. I didn’t want to leave that gold for long periods of time. I’d made friends with the whole crew and would trust them under normal circumstances, but gold is gold and it does strange things to people. One night while we were asleep, someone came to my bunk and tried to slide one of the kegs out from under it while I was sleeping there. He must have been crazy. Blue Eyes barked and I blew a hole right through the top of that man’s head all the way to his asshole.


    What happened to the mule and dog?


    Blue Eyes is here with me now. She’s being looked after by Bill down at the stable while I’m in court. She was almost killed by that grizzly and the mule ran all the way back to the village. I found Blue Eyes and carried her down to the creek. I was freezing to death, not so much from the weather, but from being in that freezing water. I took my knife and cut open that bear and me and Blue Eyes climbed inside his belly and went to sleep. The next morning I carried Blue Eyes all the way back to the village. The mule had dumped my gear and scattered it all along the trail. One of the women at the village store sewed up my face and took care of Blue Eyes. She had a pretty good cut in her side. I traded that mule for another and called him Plan B. I wanted one that wouldn’t be afraid to go down that trail. I made a saddle of sorts for Blue Eyes and let her ride back to the site. I skinned that bear and made my lean-to. I used his hide as a blanket at night and as a coat while I was working. Me and Blue Eyes lived off that bear meat for quite a spell. I kept the meat in that freezing water.


    One of the reporters looked at his face and said, It’s not that bad considering what it could have been.


    The court room was letting out. “You’re up next, Mr. Tucker,” said a man standing in the doorway of the courtroom.


    How much gold did you find in Bear Claw Creek? asked a reporter.


    “More than I’ll ever be able to spend. It’s all locked away in the new vault at the bank.” I walked into the courtroom followed by the reporters.


    “I suppose you’re here about the property, Mr. Tucker?”


    “Yes, sir.” The judge was different. He wasn’t a Yankee, for one, and he smiled when he talked to me and that was sure different.


    “The people who took over your property in ’65 were the Yoders.” He was reading from a stack of papers he held. “They didn’t pay their taxes either and the land went back up for sale again. It was just recently purchased by another party who paid the back taxes.”


    “Who was it?”


    “You have quite a reputation as a gunfighter. I think most people are afraid to talk to you. They wished to keep their name anonymous. I can’t blame them for that.”


    “What can I do? I have enough money to buy the place many times over. My parents are buried there and I’d really like to have the property back.”


    “My suggestion to you would be to ride out there and talk to the new owner. Sometimes things can be worked out outside a courtroom, but you’ve got to be nice. Don’t go shooting anybody.”


    He was an older man and he had a kind smile which was unusual for a judge. Being a gunfighter, I never got that many smiles anyway. I had to get that property back so me and Alma would have a place to live if she said yes. I hired a buggy from the livery stable and me and Blue Eyes drove out to the old place. It looked a lot different than it did when I left. There were flowers planted all around the house and there were rose bushes growing out around the tree where my parents were buried. Someone had put fresh-cut flowers on their graves.


    I walked up on the porch and knocked. No one answered. I turned around to leave as she was coming up behind me.


    “Well, Jeremiah, it sure took you long enough to get here.” All I could see was that big sunshine smile and her red hair. I knew that my gunfighting days were over. She threw her arms around me and gave me a big kiss. All I could say was,


    
      “Alma.”
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