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  I.
 Coal Black.


  HAVE you, reader, ever been to Texas? Undoubtedly you will say no. But I have, as many know for their sins, who have listened on various occasions to my big talk, as the Indians have it, about Peccan Spring, Skull Creek, Dickenson's bayou, Bowie-knife rivulet, and other savage and wild localities, on which I love sometimes to dwell; for then, if ever, when wandering over prairie and morass, I viewed nature unadorned. Not that I prefer trees to trottoirs, clams to clanvac, red Indians to Radicals, wooden shanties to Regent-street and Piccadilly, a Tremont street to the rue de la Paix, but I love variety. Were there a weekly steamer to Texas, going on Saturday, and returning on Monday, I might, even at the risk of the anathemas of the Sabbath alliance, spend my day of rest in those sweet woods where so often I have wandered, alone, and more truly with God than in any temple made with man's hands. Not that I presume to blame or discountenance the Sunday in a Christian land, but once and away, it is not ill to send up one's thoughts to the Almighty at the foot of an ancient sycamore, with no sound but the sighing of the breeze, the heaving hum of silence itself, with no roof but heaven-and no footstool but the earth.


  One evening, it was in a warm time in May, I lay at the foot of a favourite tree on the estate of Captain Todd, Dickenson's bayou, Texas, absorbed in two occupations equally luxurious—I was smoking my antiquated corn cob pipe, and building castles in the air, or in Spain, which is the same thing. What my castles were, it boots not to tell, for it is yet undecided whether they were airy nothings or substantial realities—the proof of all puddings is in the eating, and I may define ambitious dreams among the intellectual puddings of this world, very pleasant, but hard of digestion, and causing sometimes bitter consequences. Well, I had smoked out two pipes, the hour was growing late, when I heard a distant footstep treading the dry sticks that strewed the ground, and waking the echoes of the wood with his capacious lungs—his words betrayed at once his sable character: -


  Adam was de fust man,
 Eve was de t'oder, 
Abel was a wicked man,
 'Cause he killed him broder.


  Not having the nigger 'phobia upon me, and having no objection to converse with my kind, even in the dusky skin of an African, I called lustily to the nigger-not in order to put into his imagination some of those monstrous absurdities which a certain gullible M.P., of Rajah notoriety, so loves to retail to gaping and admiring women and boys at Exeter Hall, but to talk with seriously, as I would to any other creature in human shape. No one hates slavery more than I do; but I also hate the thing which is expressed so admirably in French and English by a word of equal length—Blague: Humbug? and the proper mode of eradicating it in the United States is, not to bully and abuse the Yankees, not to place a brass wall between us and them, not to refuse their Alabama long stalks, their York river leaf, and first-rate bread and cheese, but to reason with them and set them a good example. Republicans are proverbially proud, and will be stiff-backed to all Billingsgate harangues. It is true a reasoning and convincing speaker is an orator which is a rarity; while an abusive stringer of sentences to a certain set sounds like one. Besides-will reasoning fill my purse?


  But I am forgetting my sable and singing friend, who at my voice at once ceased his song, and soon placed his fat, merry, and shining face between me and the light.


  Massa, call me? said the darkey, who was a tall and middle-aged individual, with a nose like a Jew, and teeth like a grinning elephant.


  Yes; I want to have a talk with you, I replied.


  With me, massa? said the nigger, doubtingly.


  Certainly; I suppose you have a tongue?


  Oh! ees, massa; me got a tongue-and a werry long one, de boyseay down da, pointing to Galveston, and laughing with a regular sable ya! ya!


  Who do you belong to?


  Me belong to Kubnal Love, massa; he my boss, he continued.


  Colonel Love is your boss, then you know me?


  Oh! ees, sa—and the negro laughed heartily; me often see you take a walk we Miss 'Licia, my young lady.


  And the negro looked uncommon sly, while I looked wooden.


  Ah! but Sambo, you know I've got a wife in the old country, Sambo, pointing across the wide space which separated me from England-ten thousand miles of land and water; and I can play no truant here.


  Me know dat too, massa; said the negro, laughing, for having received leave he gave way to his whole character, But den you do like Captain Squash?


  Like Captain Squash, Sambo; I never heard of the gentleman.


 Well, massa, dat wonerful, too, exclaimed the negro, seating himself on the grass; he was a great man in dis part ob the world once, but him no here now.


  Sambo, said, gravely, you don't understand what you say, when you allude to your young mistress and me. I never saw Miss Alicia but twice, and then not to know the colour of her hair; but this Texas is a very scandalous place. It seems one cannot speak to a lady, but it is said to be a match.


  Golly, dat true! laughed Sambo; I only kiss Flora twice, and ebbery body say I was going to be married.


  But about Captain Squash?


  Dat a awful bad affair, said Sambo, shaking his head.


   And you advise me to imitate him? said I, in feigned anger.


  No, massa, me only joke; but I tell him whole conclusions ob de tale, and massa see dat it war logical story.


  I nodded assent, and I then heard for the first time a tale which I since found to be correct in all its particulars, as related to me by the negro, in the cedar grove of Toddville.1




  II.
 The Negro's Story.


  THERE landed one day from the New Orleans steamer, a tall, well-made, and handsome Yankee, upon the steam-boat quay of Galveston, who gave his name plain Captain Squash. He was well dressed—had a large amount of baggage, and seemed in a position, as far as worldly goods were concerned, to brave all the difficulties of a new country. No sooner was he on shore, than placing his things upon a truck which Red-haired Harry, of Mellor's boarding-house, wheeled along the street for him, he took up his residence at the Tremont hotel, a huge wooden building which, with Shaw's, divided the custom of the Sand bank known on the map as Galveston Island. This choice on the part of Captain Squash showed a knowledge of life, for it was the up-hill place of the locality, the first chop and out-and-outer of Texan civilisation, where balls were given at sovereign (British) a head, and men were not obliged in dry weather to put umbrellas over the beds to keep out the rain-where a gong called to supper, and wooden skewers were provided for tooth-picks to save the forks-where black waiters attended in pepper-and-salt instead of red flannel shirts-where, in fact, the height of the fashion took up their quarters, when any of that anomalous and butterfly race found their way into these diggens. It was morning when Captain Squash landed, and before evening he was friendly and familiar with the whole of the sammites of the house. Though himself somewhat better bred and educated than the others, Captain Squash evidently knew the world too well not to fall in with men as he found them, and as he smoked much, chewed a little, and swore occasionally, he was pretty well up to the level of Texan society. Before evening he was familiar, and had bought a ball ticket for that very night, at five dollars, on the promise of being introduced to some spanking lasses just arrived from Bremen, and who came out with the laudable intention of providing mates for the disconsolate bachelors forming the vast majority of the population of Texas. Dutch balls, on the whole, at Galveston were suitable to the purlieus of Wapping or the Rue St. Denis; but on this occasion the Holland flowers were of a superior class, brought out under the matronly supervision and care of Mistress Gottingha Vanderspluken, whose spectacles were more all-seeing than the hundred eyes of Argus.


  At nine o'clock precisely the ball commenced, and no mean array of names was there. Imagine a flat surface composed of sand, on which have been erected some two or three hundred wooden houses, whitewashed on the outside. Imagine a big wooden house larger than them all, and you have Galveston and its principal hotel. Imagine a long apartment with wooden benches around, and certain scattered chairs, the whole illumined by a tremendous blaze of tallow, and you have the ball-room. Imagine some hundred men, colonels, generals, commodores, doctors, members of Parliament, presidents, lawyers, with the trifting addition of being salesmen, grocers, bakers, butchers, &c., and you have, with, one or two English, French and New York merchants, the male portion of the party, in costume varying from the Bond-street exquisite to the backwood blanket coat; talking, chewing, smoking, spitting, and laughing, and you have them to the life. Imagine some twenty quiet, unassuming, very handsome women, all young and charming, and you have the wives of the married portion of this rough apartment; with about three dozen fresh, rosy-cheeked, and laughing-eyed Bremen girls, you have the whole.


  I might no doubt be very learned and very satirical upon the Yankee young ladies and Yankee young gentleman who figured at the Tremont ball, after the fashion of certain critics, who find in poor human nature nothing but food for what our Gallic neighbours call denigrement; but, for myself, I take men and women, young and old, like the Italian boy, as I finds 'em, and look upon them as all God's creatures, made some to shine and some to reflect; some to speak and some to hear; some to be amused with trifles, others to talk seriously: but, upon the whole, in ordinary society I rather prefer the picker up of small change and gossip to the solemn ass whodilates on Shakspeare and the musical glass, the corn-laws and Judaism, and other recondite topics. I love a good, solemn, earnest talker; but I love, too, a party of merry folks, where all are nonsensical, full of fun and joke, and not stuck up to a supper after the manner of the ancients.


  Captain Squash, a stranger and a handsome man, was soon provided with a partner. She was one of the Bremen girls, about fifteen; a little, fresh, rosy, simple Dutch tulip, with truth in her eyes, and heart overspreading her every action. The captain was delighted with her, and she, it seemed, was equally so with the captain, though neither could speak the other's natal tongue. Dutch was Hebrew to Squash, English Sanscrit to the lovely Anna. But they met on common ground; she could speak French fluently, he could do so tolerably. Rapid indeed was the progress of love. They danced, flirted, gossipped, and they danced again; they supped, and hob-nobbed over Champagne-or, rather, over American gooseberry-pop; while Squash, true to his land, slily solaced himself at the bar with a few stray gin-slings, sherry-cobblers, and brandy cocktails. Each hour he grew merrier, until towards morning he so roused himself as to declare his love, which was, thanks to the great excitement of the occasion, accepted unhesitatingly. I need scarcely add that as nearly a hundred of the men present were bachelors, the whole covey of Gottingha Vanderspluken went off at the same rapid rate.


  In Texas it is a civil contract. To unite a couple all that is required is for both to go before the mayor, answer a few questions, sign your name, pay two dollars, and the thing is done-no time for after thoughts, for reflections.


  But then divorce is as easy.


 At ten o'clock that day, after a breakfast, with which the ball ended, the whole of the couples were married. Merry and gay was the vast wedding party, and none were merrier than Captain Squash. Some noticed, indeed, that the stranger drank deeply, as if to drown care; but most were too much engaged to remark any such peculiarity.


  Here ends the whole comedy of the matter.


  At the end of a week Captain Squash had invested a large portion of his property in a dry store, which in partnership with one Ezekiel Schlingen he carried on in the market-place. The rest was devoted to purchasing and furnishing a pretty little wooden shanty at the very farthest end of the town. A neat, comfortable, pretty locality it was, but not half enough for the precious treasure it contained—a fond, and gentle wife, casting the whole richness of her orphan heart round him who now was her all in all, meekly watehing his every glance, to seek to please him, beforehand with his every wish, ever ready with the smile of welcome and the soft whispered adieu, that spoke of glad longing for his return. Anna mingled with all this a child-like obedience agreeable to her extreme youth, that was of irresistible fascination. If love could repay all this she should have been happy, and she was, for he let her see all the full earnestness of his manly affection. He was tender with her, most tender, not Hamlet's father was gentler with his wife than the American with his. For hours he would sit listening with charmed ear to her almost infantine'prattle, and a kiss pressed on her forehead would be ample and full reward.


  But he-he was not happy. Away from her he was stern, dry, even fierce; all his humour and merriment were gone. He could leave his business and go wander alone on the sea shore, where the stunning tumult of the tempest would yainly seek to move him. He neither, at these times, heard nor saw, for there was a mightier storm still within his breast. Suddenly he would awake and, smoothing his brow, would stride rapidly across the sandy waste to where his presence was heaven itself—was all full and true joy.


  Before the end of the year he was a father. Great was the happiness and delight of the young mother. Her babe, a boy, was a new little world for hera plaything, a new existence, a double joy. Her delight was at times frantic, as she would toss the screaming child on high and bid it quickly learn to say papa. The Captain never was more fond, and dearly did he love both the babe and his innocent little wife. But his gloom increased when she was away; his sombre musings preyed upon him, he shrunk, to all eyes but hers, to the skeleton of a man.


  Once or twice he visited the post-office, as if by stealth, and several letters came, which he read on the vexed sea-beach, and then, madly tearing, scattered to the winds of the gulph. He wrote by stealth, and stole at night to send away his missive; lurking round the box ere he dared to put his letter in, like a ghost of the damned round the seat of his crime. Doubly black was his melancholy; for many days after there seemed to hang a heavy weight upon his conscience.


  Another year passed, and the boy grew apace, and throve. To the free and wild delight of its child-mother it began to toddle, and Anna often said such joy was too great for earth. And the captain began to look better; there was a less heavy weight upon him; he grew stouter, and his step was lighter. Even his wife began to see that he must, as she thought, have been ill.


  For four months he had visited the post-office without any result.


  It was in the spring, and the steamer (New York), swept into the harbor: its deck covered with passengers. In another quarter of an hour they were landed, and scattered over the town.


  The captain was at his store, his wife was at home.


  At the next wharf was the Galveston, with her steam up ready to start within an hour.


  Anna was in her little parlour reading. On the step of the doorway played the little prattling creature that called her mother, when the child suddenly shrieked, and next instant a tall and commanding figure stood by the side of the young wife. She raised her eyes. It was a handsome young woman, in deep mourning. In her hand were a brace of pistols.


  Where is John Cartwright? she said, menacingly.


  Madam, replied the young wife, I know no such person.


  I forget; his name here is Captain Squash, said the other, bitterly.


  My husband, cried Anna, trembling like a leaf.


  Thou liest, woman! shrieked the stranger-mine first. But where is he, the black villain?


  Oh, madam, do not hurt him, said Anna, falling on her knees, and seizing one hand of the maddened wife.


  Touch me not, cried the creole for she was French in origin—and, with the word, sent Anna insensible back upon the floor.


  Ah! she continued, addressing a little negro girl, is this your master's child?


  The black replied that it was.


  The creole smiled-but one of those smiles which speak more hate, revenge, and scorn than million frowns.


  Go! call your master; they tell me at the inn he is at his store, she continued hastily, as she heard the last bell of the steamer.


The girl hurried to obey.


  Scarcely was she out of sight when the maddened creole flew at the frightened babe, pressed it with a frantic kiss to her lips, and then, soothing and coaxing it, deliberately wrapped it in a shawl and walked away.


  In ten minutes more the captain was tearing down the street towards the hut; as he reached it, he saw the huge steamer leave her moorings and launch out into the stream.


  He entered the house, glancing wildly round into every corner.


It was empty, save that his beloved Anna was lying senseless on the ground.


  To snatch her up, to bathe her aching forehead, was an instantaneous work; and then he thundered, rather than said-


My Boy!


My God! shrieked Anna, starting to her feet— the woman-quick, Oh! save my boy!


  At this instant the little black girl entered; she had come by the strand, and had seen the strange woman standing on the steamer's deck, with the babe in her arms.


  Both father and mother gazed wildly at each other, and fell into one another's arms. Their reason was giving way. Next instant they were running hand-in-hand down towards the shore, shrieking out the name of their babe.


  The steamer was out at sea, and Anna fell like a corpse on the sand. The captain, now sternly calm, took her in his arms and bore her back to his once happy home. He then sent the affectionate little black for a physician, who pronounced the wretched mother suffering from a congestion of the brain. The captain heard this unmoved, but taking a sheet of paper, wrote a long and calm letter, which he sent for transmission to New Orleans by the steamer leaving next day. He then became the poor Bremen girl's nurse, and after six days had a moment's relief on hearing her speak. Pale, weak, and hopeless, the unhappy girl's look was more eloquent than words; there was no atom of reproach, but there gushed forth in myriad covetous glances, a question which he could not answer -


  My child?


  He then spoke. He told her that having in a quarrel wounded a man in New York, he had fled to Texas, leaving a wife in the former place to nurse an old and infirm father, whose only child and relative she was. At his death, which could not be distant, she was to rejoin him. Landing in Texas, he had attended the ball, been fascinated by her youth and innocence, and while under the influence of excitement, fatigue, and drink, had married her. The union once taken place, he had not had the heart to deceive her. But remorse, fear, the remembrance of his other wife, whom he had once loved, and still loved, poisoned all his joy. He adored her too much to let her share the hell within him, renewed every month when he received, and had to write a letter.


  My torture was that of the damned! Innocent child, I loved you babe; but I still had earnest affection for my widowed wife. At length she ceased to write, and I softened my seared soul with the reflection that Heaven had spared her the discovery of my guilt. But no, my punishment was to be sore—her hate, and your contempt.


  Hush! said the stricken Anna. I love you, oh! my husband, I love you. But give me back my babe.


  I will, replied the Captain, sternly; I will. I was wicked, but she has been most cruel. I have written to bid her stay at New Orleans. Her wrong to you has crushed all my old affection. Be well, Anna, child, and I will go fetch your babe.


  But she will kill it, said Anna, wildly.


  Not so—her fault is her affection for me. It drove her mad.


  But oh, my husband, continued Anna, faintly, I am dying; I shall never, oh! never, see my babe.


  Scarce were the words out of her lips, when a little, tiny, weeping face was pressed to hers, and a woman fell by the bed-side, with a shriek.


  It was the wife. Revenge had been the impulse which made her bear the infant away, but pity, and her husband's imperative and coldly-stern letter, brought her back.


  My boy, my child, my babe, my John! wildly cried the young girl; ob, husband, kiss your boy.


  The Captain stooped, and kissed his child.


  Its mother was dead!


  An hour that guilty man sat by that bed of death, with his child upon his knee. His wife moved about, chastened at the severity of her husband's punishment, and vowing in her heart to be a mother to the lone infant-lone, indeed, for its real mother was dead—lone, indeed, for she who gave birth to it was with God, waiting his good time to be re-united with her earthly child.


  Two days after she was buried, and then he had not opened his lips to his wife, or acknowledged her existence--he took his infant in his arms, and went down to a small boat which he had fitted up, and prepared to depart up the country. A word from him had made his good-natured partner make every fitting arrangement. The boat contained everything required for an up-country squatter, a tent, food, arms, tools, &c. The boat was provided with a sail, and manned by a negro lad and its master. The poor negro girl was there, and on her knee he placed his boy. He then, still without speaking, pushed off, and began his journey into the wilderness.


  In the bow of the boat sat his wife.


  For weeks and weeks they journeyed, and at last they pitched their tent, but months passed before John Cartwright spoke to his wife; at length one evening he placed his babe gently on her knee.


  Helen! he whispered, I have sinned, but I have been punished. I am a miserable man. But you are still my wife; be a mother to this my child.


  And she is.


  A grave and solemn man is now John Cartwright, living alone with his family in the woods; and never has his wife spoken again of the past, for she has seen his much and long suffering, and her memory has not forgotten the dead.


   


  -End-


  [1]I have in this narrative done nothing but alter the names. Every Texan will recollect its occurrence in 1840.
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