Power and violence and safety combined (23 May 1865)  Francois Grouard

Blockade running, spring of ’65.

The smoke that poured from the Bonnie Blue’s funnel masked the stars.   The soft coal had a greasy smell and the smoke clung to the ship no matter how fast it traveled through the water.  There were lookouts on the bow to spot Yankee warships, but it seemed to François that all the Yankees would have to do would be to listen for the Bonnie Blue’s machinery.  The clanging engines, the hissing boilers, and the thudding paddle wheels all seemed to be making a prodigious amount of noise.  Surely the enemy could hear them from miles away.  But once they made the Biminis they would be safe.

François carried coffee for the white men, aromatic of chicory.  He paused at the cabin door, peeking inside through the slats.  

The lamplight was dim, but François could clearly make out the Secretary at his little desk.  Spilled across the blotter in front of him, a glitter of diamonds and a gun—the beautiful Navy Colt the Secretary had meant to give to Jeb Stuart before Yellow Tavern rendered the gift irrelevant.  The Gun now taken apart, spread out in pieces on the desk, its brass band gleaming like gold, as if it too were a second treasure.  

As Benjamin tinkered with the diamonds and the Gun, touching first one and then the other with meticulous fingers, François watched through the cabin door slats.  To Benjamin, perhaps, no more than a handy cache of monies, but for a mulatto slave, the Gun was power and violence and safety combined, and the diamonds more potent than bullets chambered in its secret depths.  The deck lurched and rolled under his feet, the whole world gone sick and dizzy on their long blind desperate voyage to freedom.

“Frank!  Mo swaf.”

Pierre’s voice, sullen and impatient.  He had sent François for hard drink and François had been waylaid to deliver coffee to the Secretary.  Pierre was not a happy man without his liquor.

François tried to think if there was any way he could keep the secret of Benjamin’s gun to himself, but his position made it impossible.  A slave with a handful of diamonds was still a slave, and very probably a dead one very soon.

He would have to tell Pierre.  Pierre, mon cher frè.

If they weren't diamonds (23 May 1865)   Pierre Grouard

Pierre narrowed his eyes against falling cinders and made his way aft to the quarterdeck, where the air was cleaner.  His quadroon half-brother stood there, a shadow among shadows.  “I sent you for whiskey,” Pierre said.

“Mister Benjamin has diamonds in his pistol,” François said.

Pierre spat out soot.  Everything on this damn ship tasted gritty with it.  “You mean he’s stuck diamonds all over it?  Like some Italian opera singer?”

“No.  He has diamonds hidden in the grips.  He put them in a little cloth bag, and then screwed the walnut grips down over the bag.”

“You sure they’re diamonds?”  

“If they weren’t diamonds,” François said patiently, “he would have no reason to hide them.”

“And how did you see this?”

“Through the slats in his cabin door,” François said.  “I came to bring him coffee.”  He shrugged.  “No one sees servants anyway.”

Pierre shook his head.  François always said things like that.  

Admittedly, Pierre could not have borne the insults of François’ station.  He was not sure that François completely accepted his lot. 

Pierre narrowed his eyes and looked out at the Florida swamps.  “I sure could use some diamonds about now,” he said.

“Yes,” said François.  “We could.”

They both gave a start at the sound of footsteps.  Major Sullivan came looming up out of the smoke.  He had been standing in the shadow of the canvas windsail that brought the breeze down to the cabins, and perhaps he had been there a long time.

“He’s a fey one, that Judah Benjamin,” he said. “He turns his country’s misfortune to his own advantage.”  He paused, and reached into his pocket for a cigarillo.  “I wonder,” he said, “if we shall be as wise?”

Pierre watched Sullivan carefully a moment.  Pierre felt the war was over, the cause lost, but to air such an opinion would have cost him a place on this boat headed away from the collapsing South.  Smith in particular would hear no word of anything but the sacred cause and their duty to carry the embers of the conflagration somewhere that they might flame anew.

But Sullivan—in Sullivan, Pierre sensed a fellow pragmatist.  The real question was, how much had the Irishman overheard of what François had said?

Bougainvillea, frangipani, oranges and lemons (24 May 1865)  Judah P Benjamin

Bimini, in the Bahamas.  Outside the jurisdiction of the Americas, northern or southern.  The land breeze had flooded the air with the scent of tropical flowers.  Bougainvillea, frangipani, oranges and lemons.  Judah Benjamin stood on the quarterdeck in the Caribbean sunshine and inhaled gratefully.

“I see that the Collector of Customs has kindly sent his boat to bring me ashore,” Benjamin said.  “I will speak with him, then arrange transfer of the cargo to a ship bound for England.”

“Very good, sir,” said Commander Smith.  A good man, Smith.  Benjamin checked himself with his habitual precision of thought.  A good officer of the Cause, he amended:  sternly loyal, passionately committed and possessed of enormous physical courage.   The narrowness of his understanding and rigidity of his thought perhaps made him a better officer than a man in whole.

“I don’t know where I’ll sleep tonight,” the Secretary said, although privately he had sworn a hundred times he would not spend one unnecessary day on the wretched, sooty, rocking Bonnie Blue.  “—Probably ashore.  If I find lodging I’ll send for my belongings.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Where is Captain Seeley?”

 “The captain is . . . indisposed, Mister Secretary.”

The Captain, though full of fiery speeches, had unspecified but myriad physical ailments that somehow kept him bed-ridden in the chance of any possible military action, and were liable to crop up in the face of Customs officials, difficult decisions, or falling barometers.  He had inherited the boat and employed a sailing master for the practical activities of moving it around, confining himself mostly to the duties of filling up his fine uniform.  “Very good,” Benjamin said.  “When he recovers, please give him my thanks for his hospitality.   You will return command of his ship to him.” 

“I shall give him your message, sir.”  Smith hesitated.  “What of myself, sir?  And the other officers?”

Benjamin, who had already counted out ten-thousand dollars apiece for these self-same officers last night as ‘tokens of appreciation for your Extraordinary Service to the Confederacy’ felt a flicker of irritation.  “Why, you may do as you please.  Make your way to Texas, if you like, or return to your civilian lives.”

Benjamin looked out over the bay— the blue water with its glittering wave-peaks, bright sand, the town with its mixture of palm-thatch huts and solid official buildings of brick.  He inhaled the tropical air again and was filled at once with the spirit of adventure.  

This was the springboard to a new life, a new—or rather Old—world.  

He couldn’t wait to begin.

The last hope of the confederacy (24 May 1865)  John CH Smith

Smith watched as the jaunty planter was rowed ashore to his meeting with the Collector of Customs.  A heady, tropical scent floated from the shore— a corrupt scent, Smith thought.  He turned to the other officers.  

“My cabin, if you please,” he said.  “At once.”

They assembled, all except Captain Seeley, who was feeling poorly but sent his daughter Janet in his stead.   Pierre Grouard was last to arrive, unshaven and trailing his quadroon manservant.  

Smith spoke up.  “I don’t trust Benjamin, gentlemen.  I think he’s up to something.”

“He says he will deposit the money in English banks, to be used as credit for the purchase of arms,” Grouard said.  “But however you look at it, he will be well situated in England, sitting on a pile of Confederate gold.”

“He has given us each ten thousand dollars,” Cain said, “and a thousand to each of the crew.”  His lip curled.  “He’s tried to make accomplices of us.”  

“The Treasury will be needed in Texas,” Smith said.  “To pay General Price’s soldiers.”

Sullivan thoughtfully scratched his chin.  “Mister Benjamin is spending the night ashore.  We will not offload the cargo until he can arrange transport to England and that may take some time.”  

“The Trans-Mississippi still holds out under Sterling Price,” Smith said.  “I propose to take Bonnie Blue to Texas, where we can join our loyal forces there.  I will take you and as many of your men as the boat can hold.”  He looked from one to the other.  “What say you, gentlemen?”

Cain’s eyes blazed.  “I am a Texan born!” he said.  “My wife and child are there.  I will be honored to accompany you and to help defend my native state.”

“I will go as well,” Grouard said.  “There’s nothing back in Florida for me but swamps and surrender.”

Sullivan nodded.  “I don’t fancy spending more time amid the mosquito and the palmetto,” he said.  “Texas it is, gentlemen!”

“I will take the ship out tonight,” Smith said, “and plot a course for Galveston.  This ship and this cargo,” he said, looking around the company, his voice rising to ring like a Methody preacher, “and above all the hearts that burn in we who guard her—we may be the last hope of the Confederacy,” he said.  “We who carry the cinders of Atlanta in our hearts will be the ones to fan the flames until freedom breaks out like a wildfire again through the marches of the South!”

A physic of marvelous potency (24 May 1865)  Janet Seeley

Janet mixed the black draught for her father and brought it into his cabin on a little tray.  Once at bedtime, the young apothecary had said.  I’ve mixed it to smell stronger this time; a physic of marvelous potency, he had added, glancing her a sly, merry look from under his ringlets that made her heart catch a little in her chest, but of course to admit to catching his meaning would be to knowingly engage in the mockery of her father’s hypochondria.  

            “You’re late,” Captain Seeley said querulously when she brought him his draught.   “Why are we underway?”

            “We have stole the ship from under Secretary Benjamin and are off for Texas to give the monies to General Price,” Janet said calmly.  “Drink this, Papa.”

            He blinked at her.  “We are leaving Mr. Benjamin behind?”

            “And the sailing master, sir.  He was with the Customs when Commander Smith made the decision.”

            “Made the decision!  Decided to run off with my ship without consulting the lawful captain of the Bonnie Blue!  Why was I not called!”

            Janet regarded him.  “Sir,” she said at last, “you were indisposed.”

            “As regards Customs officials, perhaps.  But this is mutiny!  Piracy!”

            “Drink this, Papa.”

            He tipped the glass and swallowed.  His eyes widened and watered at the appalling potion, a pure dose of liquid stench.  “Damn me,” he gasped.  “That’s good medicine.”

            Janet watched him finish the dose and rose to carry away the glass.  “Piracy!  Outright bald-faced theft.  Smith and Sullivan are after the treasure and that’s all it is,” her father muttered.  And then, with a quick upward glance, “Did they say there would be a share for the Bonnie Blue?”

Free the second we got to Bimini (14 November 1865)  Francois Grouard

Galveston was a city filled with people shifting from one condition to another.  Federal troops moving in or out of port; ex-slaves looking for work or for transport; refugees from burned plantations; ex-Confederates trying to find their way home.  Beggars, whores, thieves, and probably pirates.  While Pierre waited for the Federal clerk to write out his parole, François headed for the hotel where Captain Seeley and the others were staying to make ready and to secure some whiskey.  Pierre had been weeks without whiskey and it made his temper foul.

The island was swarming with Yankee soldiers.  The war was over.  The North had won.  A Yankee soldier grinned at François and touched the brim of his hat.  The other soldiers with him laughed.  It was not respect to him, he knew, so much as disrespect to people like Pierre.  But it struck him deeply.

The hotel was a frame building rising two stories above the island, its roof decorated by eight flagpoles and eight bright streamers that crackled in the wind coming off the bay.  François waited for his brother on the veranda.  Pierre crossed the street, holding his hat against the breeze.  The Navy Colt he had taken from Benjamin’s stateroom was briefly visible as his jacket flapped in the stiff breeze.  

“Is everyone here?” Pierre asked.

“Sullivan and Seeley and his daughter are.”

“Book me a room.”

Pierre began to walk away, but François’ hand on his arm stopped him.

“We need to make some things straight,” François said.

Pierre glared at him.  “Like what?”

François’ gazed into his half-brother’s eyes.  “Brother,” he said, “I’m free now.  I was free the second we got to Bimini, and now that I’m in Galveston there’s a whole Yankee army that says I’m free.  So if I’m to do your errands and book your rooms and press your damn linen, then I’m going to want wages for it.”

Pierre shook off the hand.  “We’ll talk about that later.”

François said softly,   “Now, I think.  Because now that I’m free, I think I deserve an equal share in . . . in that little enterprise of yours.”

Outraged, Pierre backhanded him across the face.  François felt his lips pull back in a savage grin and then he smashed Pierre in the face with a fist.  Pierre rocked back.  He grabbed François in a headlock.

It was just like when they were children.  They’d fought all the time, as viciously as they knew how.  It was astonishing that either had survived.  Until François nearly ripped off Pierre’s ear and it had to be sewn back on, and their father had forbidden any more fighting.  Not that Pierre hadn’t managed to get in a kick now and again.

François hammered his brother in the kidney.  Pierre’s arms lost their strength and François escaped the headlock.  Pierre tried to punch him but François ducked under the arm and tackled him around the midsection.  François felt him stagger and they went hard on the planks of the veranda.  François landed on top of him and the air went out of Pierre in a great huff.  

François grabbed him by the throat.  “Bottom rail on top this time,” he said, and then added, in a hiss, “Massa.”

“Bastard!”  Pierre tried to twist free, but François’ hands clamped on his windpipe, and Pierre’s eyes began to bulge and roll white.

“All right,” he tried to say, “all right, you win.”

François grip relaxed, and Pierre took in a gulp of air.  He heard laughter from the street, and turned to see a hard-looking Yankee sergeant watching the fight.

“You want to strangle that reb,” the Yankee told François, “you go right ahead.  I’ll say it was justified.”

“Thanks,” François said, “but I’ve got this boy right where I want him.”

“If you say so.”  Still grinning, the sergeant walked off.

Pierre coughed.  François kept his hands clamped on his neck.

“So how about my wages, boss?” he asked.

“I can’t give you a part of the . . . the island,” Pierre said. “The others would have to agree.”

“And they’d rather just shoot me.  I understand.”  François leaned closer, his breath close on Pierre’s cheek.  “In that case,” he said, “Get Benjamin’s gun and give it to me.”

“Half.”

“All of it.”

Some ruined thing from the war (14 November 1865)  Thomas Magruder

Magruder caught a glimpse of himself in the round mirror hung in the entryway to Seeley’s suite at the hotel.  He was standing on the threshold, a man with a dreadfully scarred face and a patch over one eye, dressed shabbily in the remains of what had been the uniform of a Confederate officer.  He carried a small carpet bag in a hand that had been terribly injured and reduced to a claw.  For a moment he thought someone else was in the room, a vagrant, some ruined thing from the war.  

He looked away.  The Captain was in bed, and rising from the sofa was a young woman, clearly his daughter.  

“I beg your pardon, miss,” he said. “I am Major Thomas Magruder.  I made the acquaintance of your father yesterday evening, and I beg leave to inquire whether he reached home safely.”

“Yes,” she said doubtfully.  

“May I pay my respects to the captain, then?” asked Magruder.

She hesitated, trying to find the words to say no, but it was easy for Magruder to brush past her. He bowed to Father, and sat in a chair by him.

“Good evening, captain,” he said, and then kept up a flow of talk, which he turned at the first chance to an opportunity for the Captain to recount tales of his courage and daring.  For all that they had served the same flag, it was absurd to hear the man boast while in the streets around them the occupying army of the north laughed.  The girl on the sofa slowly flushed and even Magruder, who had served under the same flag, couldn’t help but despise the old fool.  

It was easy for Magruder to turn to the events of the storm, the wreck, life on the island.  He expressed admiration for both of them.  As casually as anything he said, “What was the cargo exactly?”

“Arms,” the girl said quickly.  “Arms and ammunition for the army of General Price.”  So she had spunk.  

“Oh,” said the captain, his eyes suddenly wide. “Ay.”

“Nothing else?” 

“Coffee,” the girl said at once.  A pity to see that quick intelligence and spirit wasted in the service of a worthless old valetudinarian.   “Other luxury items, like silks.  But it was all lost in the wreck.”

“But mostly arms, you say?”  Magruder reached into his carpet bag and produced a large pistol.  “Like this?”

They both stared at the gun.

“You see, I have some experience in hunting treasure,” Magruder said, enjoying the way they were so drawn to the gun and yet so repelled.  “And I think that something valuable remains on that island, and that it would be to your advantage to share this information with me.”

“Why, you blackguard!”  The captain tried to rise but Magruder stood and easily pushed him back into the chair.  

“You’ll get nothing from me,” Father said.  “My life is worth nothing.”

Magruder smiled.  “I agree.”  He pointed the pistol at the girl.  “But how much would you give for the life of your daughter?”

There was a moment of dreadful silence, broken by a knock.  Magruder swung the pistol at the door.

“Bring your guns!” the girl screamed. “There is a man— !”

A congressman, or maybe a pimp (14 November 1865)   Pierre Grouard

It was good to dress like a gentleman again.  New boots, new linen, a cane, a new broadcloth suit, a fine wide-brimmed hat to keep the fierce Gulf sun off his head.  Now all he needed was to acquire some Havana cigars.  And more than that, he needed a stiff drink.  The weeks without a drop of liquor had sat hard on him.

He strapped on the pistol belt.  As soon as he and François outfitted themselves, they’d take ship for Philadelphia or New York or Boston, some place where the gun could be sold for what it was worth.

It would be a shame to have to give all that to François, he thought.  

It would be a long voyage.  Perhaps François could fall overboard somewhere on the way.

Pierre walked out of the hat store and blinked in the bright sun.  

A file of Yankee soldiers was marching down the street in the opposite direction.  Pierre stepped wide to avoid them, then paused as he recognized a face among the Federal troops.

It was the hard-bitten sergeant that had watched his fight with François.  The sergeant recognized him at the same time, then called out.

“Halt!”

The file came to a stop.  Pierre continued walking and the sergeant stepped in front of him.

“Hold up, there.”

Pierre looked at the sergeant.  “What do you want?” he asked.

“You’re looking very fine,” said the sergeant.  

Pierre shrugged.  “What of it?”

“Just this morning you were dressed like a dock hand and brawling in the streets with the colored,” the sergeant said.  “Now you’re tricked out like a congressman, or maybe a pimp.”  He tapped his nose.  “Sergeant Hollister’s nose says there’s something wrong here.”

Pierre glared at him.  “I can’t be responsible for your talking nose,” he said. “I have done nothing wrong.  Now, if you will excuse me . . .”

Hollister clamped a hand on his arm.  It was a grip of iron.

“You have done something wrong,” he said. “Just this morning I saw you fighting and disturbing the peace.”  In a sudden movement he reached inside Pierre’s jacket and jerked the pistol free.   “I think you’ll have to spend some time in the stockade while we check your bona fides.”

A byword for plunder and arbitrary arrests (14 November 1865)  Patrick Sullivan

“Mister Sullivan!” It was Francois, Grouard’s manservant. Cain and Smith and I sat with several other gentlemen all displaced southerners in the lounge, talking about the humiliation of giving parole. “Mister Grouard, my former master, he has been arrested.”

I noticed that ‘former’ but my attention was entirely fixed on the fate of the Navy Colt. “Was he carrying his”

“They got everything,” Francois confirmed. Our eyes met for a moment and I knew that he was speaking of the pistol. 

“Who arrested him?” said Mr. Cain.

“I asked around. He was a provost sergeant named Hollister.”

“Hollister!” One of he other men said. “The man is infamous! In Galveston his name is a byword for plunder and arbitrary arrests.”

“Then we may expect no justice from the Yankees,” Commander Smith said. “I see no choice but to attempt a rescue.” Cain and Francois at once agreed.

“Though I am unknown to you,” said one of the men, “nevertheless, I am an enemy of despotism. If you will have me, I will join your expedition.” Two others stood to show their support.

Southern pride, I thought, had its uses.

A right foolish fandango (14 November 1865)  Patrick Sullivan

I was startled by Miss Janet’s scream, followed by the report of a pistol and the smash of a bullet into the door. Commander Smith, as usual more brave than wise, whipped out his pistol and flung open the door.

There we saw Captain Seeley wrestling with a tall, bearded stranger. I drew my brace of pistols.

Smith began to fire, the brash idiot. I shouted, ‘Halt!’ but there had apparently been insufficient blood spilled during the raid on the Yankee stockade to suit Smith’s tastes. If anyone killed Seeley it was he.

The captain spun away to the floor. The stranger fired several times and leaped for the window. Smith and I jumped forward to drag him back in and pistol his brains out, but we collided with Janet Seeley, who had leaped to the aid of her father.

Not the people I wanted to see.

The one-eyed stranger pointed to our hotel. “Vicious rebs! Up there! In the hotel!”

I looked to the Seeleys. The captain was bleeding his last, his head on his daughter’s lap.  She looked down at him, cheeks mottled, weeping and raging. “Why did you have to talk about the money?” she hissed. No very comforting last words, and yet the hands that stroked his head were gentle and shaking. 

I knelt beside her. “John and I cannot afford to be found here,” I explained. “You must tell the Yankees that this man tried to rob you, and that your Father fought him.”

She nodded. As we left the room, she took a pillow from her father’s chair and placed it beneath his head. Then she went to the window and shouted to the soldiers below.

“That man killed my father!”

Galveston was under martial law. Sergeant Hollister would be needing a scapegoat after the thrashing we gave him. Unless the stranger could form an odd, unholy alliance with the Yankee sergeant, he wouldn’t live till dawn, I thought.

Sure, that was the event that taught me never to bet against unholy alliances.

Under a picture of Abraham Lincoln (14 November 1865)  Silas Cain

The Yankee thug, Hollister, sat in an office under a picture of Abraham Lincoln, the Navy Colt on the desk beside him.  It was satisfying to see his astonishment when they burst in, all in wide hats and long dusters with handkerchiefs tied over their lower faces.  They pointed pairs of pistols at him.

Sullivan grabbed the Navy Colt and used the butt of it.  François grabbed the whiskey bottle and shattered it over the cavalryman’s head.

Cain grabbed the keys to the prison cells and held them, shaking them furiously, as if the entire Confederate army were imprisoned instead of one hard-drinking and mostly useless Creole planter’s son.  They stormed the cells and opened them all, letting out every miscreant and lowlife as well as Pierre.

Sullivan hung back a bit.  Cain looked back at him.  “This means we will have to split up and leave Galveston,” Sullivan said.  

Cain caught a glimpse of a gun tucked in Sullivan’s waistband under his jacket and wondered briefly what it was doing there.  “I’ll be bound for my family,” Cain said.

“I’ll head for New Mexico and set up there,” Sullivan said.

The open mouth that never speaks (18 November 1865)  Janet Seeley

Today I buried my father. 

I am angry

I am heartbroken

I am free

I am alone

No one stood with me to listen to the words of the parson and to drop a spadeful of Galveston’s sandy soil on the casket.

That will come tonight.
A gallant band of rebels (18 November 1865)   Janet Seeley

Like roaches, they crept out after dark:  Cain, Smith, Sullivan and Grouard with his servant, all coming out of the scrub where they had spent the days hiding on the outskirts of the city.  A gallant band of rebels they were, too; here bringing off the glorious rescue of a pie from a kitchen window; there the liberation of washing from an enemy line.  Coming to her father’s grave as they had not dared by daylight, to stand in the boneyard with Janet and talk of their fellowship and their courage and their devotion to the glorious cause.

Mr. Smith herded them all to the edge of that raw grave that held the mortal remains of Janet’s father.  As they doffed their hats, he said, “He died in the service of the Cause,” and the others murmured Amen but she couldn’t bring herself to say the word.

“We must decide, gentlemen,” said Mr. Cain, “What we are to do with the Treasury.”

“Is there any choice?” said Mr. Smith.  “We must preserve it for the Confederacy.”

“Gentlemen, the Confederacy is sunk with the Bonnie Blue,” Mr. Sullivan said in his strong Irish accent.  “It’s our own families we must attend to.”

“You have a family, Major Sullivan?” Mr. Cain asked, scorn in his voice.

“It’s the plight of my old mother in Ireland I’m thinking of,” Sullivan said, with no trace of a blush.

Mr. Smith’s voice rose up like a preacher’s.  “Had I a family—had I a wife and child—I would see them in rags before I would touch a single coin that belongs to our Cause.”

And Mr. Cain, who did have a family right in Texas said, “Hear, hear.”

But Mr. Sullivan was still not shamed.  “Noble sentiments, lieutenant, and I sympathize.  But the Confederate States have been beaten in every theater of operations, and are now under occupation by the Yankee army.  Our Cause is no more.”

And the irony that her father should be the last to take a bullet because of the Cause, for all his tricks and evasions, was not lost on Janet Seeley.

Mr. Smith said, “We may yet rise.”

And Mr. Sullivan, not having heard him, leaned into the wind and cupped his ear.  “Commander?”

“We may yet rise!” Mr. Smith said, his golden voice soaring.

“Hush!” Mr. Sullivan said.  “It isn’t a wise thing to be shouting those sentiments.  Not in these times.”

“I agree with Commander Smith,” Mr. Cain said, his voice quieter.  “The Confederacy isn’t finished, not by a long shot.”

“And what would you have us do,” Mr. Sullivan said, his color rising in his voice. “We cannot stay here with the Yankees breathing down our necks.  We cannot dig up the treasury.  And the Confederacy, if it be not lost, is at least temporarily…” He flicked a glance at Janet.  “—indisposed.”

“We must leave Galveston,” Mr. Cain said, “and agree to meet once more when the South rises.”

Like a man driving home a fence post, Mr. Sullivan continued his hard words.  “The South may not rise in our lifetime.  And until that blessed but possibly hypothetical day, there are houses to be rebuilt, widows to be supported, children to be raised.  It’s not with money hidden in the ground that you can do that.”

It was a cruel thing to say, with Captain Seeley’s body dumped in the dirt at his feet, but Sullivan’s cruelty, Janet felt, was at least a bracing antidote to the wind and fog and hypocrisy of the others.  

Mr. Cain said, “Then, if there is no rising, we must agree to meet again in Galveston. Five years.  If there is no rising in five years, we will meet here, on the anniversary of this day, and prepare to divide the Treasury between us.”

“And to prevent anyone from coming early to dig up the Treasury, or revealing its existence,” Mr. Smith said, “we must swear an oath upon our sacred honor.”

“An oath upon our sacred honor?” Mr. Sullivan repeated.

“A bullet to the head of any double-crosser would be implied,” Cain said.

“Ah,” Sullivan said.  “That kind of oath.”

“Would you agree to that, Lieutenant Grouard?” asked Mr. Smith.

“Yes,” said the Creole.  “I will agree.”  No one asked his manservant, of course.

Mr. Smith said, “I will begin.  We swear by our honor, the Cause we hold sacred, and by Almighty God to keep secret the existence of the Treasury until such time as the South shall rise, or until five years from today have passed.  And, if no rising occurs, we will meet in this spot five years from today, and divide the fortune equally.”

Around the pitiful circle each man swore to it.  Mr. Smith in a voice as strong as the earth.  Mr. Cain.  Mr. Sullivan.  Mr. Grouard.  And Janet, too, spoke the oath, for if the South did not rise then the treasure was hers as surely as it was anyone’s.  Her family had spilled blood for it, her father was dead and she was left with the little portion of his ten thousand dollars he had not already managed to gamble away before he was shot.   When that was gone, there would be no easy way to make a life for herself but to marry, and once married, she too would be chattel, as Francois Grouard had been—and no visit to the Biminis and no Yankee army could set her free, neither. 

“On the body of my father,” Janet said, “I swear!”

“Very well then,” said Mr. Smith.  “We are now another kind of confederacy—a secret one.  May a merciless vengeance follow any who breaks his oath, he and all his get.  

“May death pursue and surround him all the days of his life and the lives of his sons, and theirs, and theirs on down through the generations

“And the bread in his mouth will be leavened with malice, and in his cup will be the wine of violence forever and ever.

“Amen.”

So said Commander Smith in his terrible preacher’s voice, and the rest of them answered, “Amen.”  But Janet shuddered, and not from the wind.

A pair of figures on a ridgeline (24 November 1865)   Patrick Sullivan

On the second day of moving through the Hill Country of Texas, I thought I recognized a pair of figures on a ridgeline behind me. A look through the spyglass confirmed my suspicions.

I rode on looking for a likely spot, and found a spring bubbling from beneath a little bluff covered with fine old oaks. I built a fire and hobbled my horse and took up a position in the oak grove.

Sure enough, right at dusk Pierre and Francois Grouard came skulking up, their pistols in their hands. I leveled my shotgun and called out. 

“It’s buckshot you’ll find in your liver,” says I, “unless you drop those guns!”

They looked at me without moving. Pierre straightened and tried to laugh.

“We saw the fire and thought it might be Comanches,” he said. “It’s good to see a friendly face.”

“I’m not so friendly as all that,” I replied. “Drop those guns smartly, now.”

They saw that I meant business and let their pistols fall. I made them lie face-down on the ground and patted them for more weapons. They had none. I took their pistols and made them lead me to where they’d left their horses. There I took the Henry rifle that Pierre had in his scabbard.

“It’s only out of comradeship that I spare your lives,” I said. “But let me say that if I see you again on my trail, or if I see you at all between now and the hour we are scheduled to meet in Galveston, I’ll kill you as dead as old Seeley.”

Go to the Indians (29 November 1865)  Pierre Grouard

Pierre and François stood about the small pile of buffalo chips they were about to kindle into a fire.  About them the tall grass waved in a fitful wind.   Pierre was just about fed up with his brother’s complaints.

“No gun,” François said.  “No diamonds.  No money.”

“Oh, shut up,” Pierre said.

“Mister Planter Sir?” François asked.   “Where are your damn big plans now?  We’re outlaws.  The whole Yankee army is looking for us.”  When Pierre didn’t reply, François continued.  “All we’ve got is a pair of saddles and these horses.  The damn Indians have more than we do.”

Pierre turned to his brother and snarled.

“Go to the Indians, then!” he said. “Or go to the Devil!  Just shut your damn flapping mouth!”

He saw the darkness gather across his brother’s face.  “You know,” François said, “I’ve been wondering for a long time whether I could do this.”

And then François lunged for him, knife aimed for his throat.

It was the last thing he saw.

Your own head (3 March 1868)  Patrick Sullivan

Sullivan heard the sound of digging ahead and as silently as possible eased the shotgun’s two hammers to full cock.  Then he motioned to his two Mexican pistoleros and made his cautious approach.

A steam launch bobbed offshore, and four Negroes were busy with picks and spades in the sand.  Supervising them, his back to Sullivan, was an old acquaintance.  

“Well, Mr. Smith,” Sullivan called out.  “Curious I find it that you are here, two and a half years in advance of our meeting.”

The Negroes let their spades fall and stared.   Smith spun around and reached for the pistol he carried in his waistband, but saw the Irishman’s shotgun and the Mexican pistoleros on either flank.  He let his hand fall.  He ran his other hand through his hair and gave a laugh. 

“I was only going to take my share,” he said.  “Times are hard.  I have a family.  You yourself said that money in the ground is no good for raising a family.”  The years had not been so good to him.  His hair was gray and want had etched his face.  Sullivan was surprised.  He had expected to find one of the Grouards here, not Smith.  He had pegged Smith as a true believer.

“You’ve run through ten thousand, then?” 

Smith looked desperate.  “We have babies.  I need to feed my children.”

“Then it’s home you should be, working to support them,” Sullivan said, enjoying the irony of this moment, “not wandering about on foreign strands.”  He smiled.  “Take me, for example.  I invested my share wisely, and now I’m well off indeed.  I never even needed to use the Gun— oh, never mind about Secretary Benjamin’s little escape cache, you never found out about that.”

“We could split the money!” Smith offered.

Sullivan resisted the temptation to light a cigarillo.  “Why split,” he said, “when I can have it all?  Besides, if a fortune lands in your pocket, you’ll abandon your wife and babes, if you haven’t already, and spend it all in dissipation.  It’s thrift, economy, and hard work you’ll be needing—virtues all.”

“I’ll tell the others!” Smith cried, and waved a fist.  “They’ll hunt you down.”

Sullivan felt genuine sadness.  He shook his head.

“Truly I wish you hadn’t said that.  For now it’s your own head you’ve put into the noose.”  And he raised the shotgun up.

“You never believed in the Cause,” Commander Smith said.

“Not for an instant,” the Irishman agreed.  “But the work was interesting, and the pay, though nominal at first, has recently become positively lavish.”

Commander Smith crooked his head on one side, and blinked, and when he spoke, his preacher’s voice was broken and erratic, as if the words were pushing through his throat from some distant place.  “Mercenary, I name you, and curse you in kind!  

“If you spill my blood upon this sand, a curse will follow you and your sons and your sons’ sons.”   

The strange, gusty croaking of Smith’s voice and the flat god-driven blankness in his eyes lifted the hairs along the back of Sullivan’s neck and made the flesh crawl in patches on his arms and belly and back.

“By the gun you have lived and by the gun you will die, and your children, and theirs, and mercenary that you have been, not caring for right or wrong, with my dying breath I will take Eve’s gift from them, so they will not know good from evil, and they will wander in a desert of the soul.

“And these words and this curse shall hang like a noose around your house until my blood has been unspilled and my death unmade.  And further—”

But Sullivan, with the flesh crawling all over his body, didn’t care to listen to any more of the possessed man’s prophecy, and blew his head off with the shotgun instead.

The two pistoleros next to Sullivan flinched at the noise, looked at one another, and shrugged.  

The rest was anticlimax.  Under the guns of the Mexicans, the Negroes finished their digging, and carried the booty away to Sullivan’s own steamboat, which he’d anchored on the inland waterway, between the island and the mainland.  He went through Smith’s clothes to make sure he had no money or documents on him, and then ordered one of the diggers to hack off what was left of the Commander’s head with a spade, so the body would not be recognized when it was found.  Then he left the diggers to bury their employer’s corpse while he and the pistoleros sped away to Brownsville.

There he paid the Mexicans in their own silver pesos, and took the rest home to New Mexico.  He was already a lordling there, but now he would be as great as the High Kings of Tara.

He would of course attend the rendezvous in two years’ time.  Otherwise he might be suspected.

A skeleton (18 November 1870) Silas Cain

There were three of them there on the appointed day.  Silas Cain, Sullivan the Irishman, and Janet Seeley, who had sworn the oath on her father’s grave and was entitled to his share of the treasure.

They looked around for Smith and Grouard, in case either had had his own reasons for not joining their boat in Galveston.  Neither man came.  Not wholly unexpected in Grouard’s case, but Silas was surprised not to see Smith.

There was little left of the Bonnie Blue now, nothing showing of the wreck but some broken machinery and the boilers that rose above the white sand like the corpse of a stranded, rust-red whale.  The timbers were gone, rotted or scattered by storms.  In five years the very shape of the island had changed.

Cain remembered the last moments of that ship, the scream of metal as the storm tore the funnel away, the masts going overboard, the call from the engine room that the fires were drowning in the seawater that poured down the ventilators.  The screams of the panicked crew as, defying the officers, they stampeded for the boats, boats that were pounded to bits by the surf . . . 

Years ago.   The ship had died along with the Confederacy that had given it birth.  

Cain sweated beneath a cutaway coat and a broad-brimmed planter’s hat, and he carried an Enfield carbine in the crook of his arm.  The blazing sun had made the barrel of the carbine too hot to touch.  Janet Seeley, dressing more for the occasion than the weather, had arrived wearing elbow length gloves, but she had taken them off once the digging started.  Sullivan had done well in New Mexico.  Always dapper, he sported an ivory-handled pistol and a gold pocket-watch.

In a pit below them, a gang of Negro stevedores worked with shovels.  The sand flew high as the stevedores dug down.

There was a cry.  The stevedores clustered around something at the bottom of the pit.  Sullivan jumped down into the pit and pushed his way through the knot of men.  He looked at what they had found and scrambled up the sandy walls of the pit till he stood again with his comrades.

“It’s a skeleton they’ve found,” Sullivan said in his Irish brogue. “But there’s no head.”

Their faithless fellowship (15 November 1870)  Janet Seeley
In their first enthusiastic spade-work, the stevedores had done some more damage to the headless skeleton.  They worked more carefully now, and after a time lifted the poor withered remains from the pit and set them reverently on the sand.

            “Don’t look, girl,” Sullivan said gently, but Janet was no girl but a woman of four and twenty, and she steadily regarded the poor pathetic boneheap that seemed the logical, the fitting end for their lost Cause, their faithless fellowship, and the cursed oath they had sworn over her father’s grave five years before.

             “Someone else has been here before us,” said Cain.   

Sullivan nodded reluctantly.  “It’s very surprised I’ll be if we find aught else.”

Of course he was right.  The treasure was vanished like the Confederacy it had been meant to rekindle; gone like the rest of the uniforms and the boasting, her father’s dreams and speeches.  He had been a weak, silly man, drawn as always to the vainglorious losing side, and she had loved and despised his dream of the South as she had loved and despised himself.  Now this, his very last bequest to her, had turned out like all the others.

A neatly groomed gull landed on the sand not far from the diggings and gave the corpse its lively, speculative attention.

            “Some treacherous dog committed a murder along with his theft,” Cain said.  

“Or this is the treacherous dog himself?” Sullivan said, “murdered by his companions?”

 “So who is the traitor?” Cain asked.  “Grouard?”

The gull sidled a little closer to the withered corpse and clacked its greedy beak.  Another treasure seeker come to join Secretary Benjamin’s ship of fools, Janet thought.  On the whole, she thought, the hungry gull would make a good addition to their fellowship.  Kinder than Cain, more honest than Sullivan, more sober than Grouard.  

The gull hopped in and tugged at a protruding hank of sinew before dodging back from a kick from Cain.  Yes, altogether a worthy member of their doomed fellowship, Janet thought.  And at least he had waited until his comrade was dead before beginning to devour him. 

I call judgment upon him like a curse (18 November 1870)   Silas Cain

“I will find the traitor who did this!” Cain said.  He scowled fiercely at the sky, the sand, the palms, the Negroes leaning on their shovels.  “I call judgment upon him like a curse.  Treachery beget treachery down through generations.  He will suffer just punishment, so help me God!”

“It’s a big country we live in,” Sullivan said.  “The treasure could be anywhere, sure, in the whole wide world.  It’s as lost as the Confederacy.”

Smith ordered the stevedores to fill in the pit.  The skeleton would return to the sand that had held it for so long.

Cain and Sullivan and Janet Seeley left the scene and walked toward the improbably blue sea, where their rented steamboat bobbed offshore.  

“If you get word of the others, let me know,” Sullivan said.  “I will join you in killing them.”  He paused to light a cigarillo.  “And if you’re ever in New Mexico, come look me up at my ranch.  It’s rather well for myself that I have done, for a poor lad out of county Kerry.”

