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			Praise for Whiskey When We’re Dry

			‘Mulan meets Deadwood in a Wild West novel narrated by its straight-shooting heroine’ – O Magazine

			‘A smooth yet bracing Western yarn that both celebrates and subverts the romance of the Old West through more complex contemporary perspectives on gender and race… As in Charles Portis’ classic True Grit, much of the appeal of the telling hangs upon the distinct voice of its narrator, and Jesse’s narration combines folksy vernacular with an easy loping gait’ – Seattle Times

			‘A tale of the Old West with a fresh perspective’ – New York Post 

			‘Larison’s neo-Western, about a young woman who heads West while disguised as a boy, is already generating plenty of buzz: film and TV rights have already been acquired by the team behind the Planet of the Apes reboot’ – Entertainment Weekly

			‘Larison writes with unrelenting momentum and thoughtfully explores questions of gender identity, power, and violence’ – Outside Magazine

			‘[A] sweeping saga… John Larison’s new book plunges readers into the American West while simultaneously reimagining the mythic frontier. It examines issues of gender and race through the story of 17-year-old Jesse Harney and begins in the spring of 1885, when she dresses in men’s clothes, mounts her horse, and sets out west in search of her big brother, an outlaw on the frontier’ – Southern Living

			‘Larison has developed a pitch-perfect voice for his intrepid heroine’ – Publishers Weekly

			‘Larison gifts Jess with a strong voice to narrate her own story… his Western epic has wide appeal’ – Booklist

			‘Told in Jessilyn’s hard-hitting voice, [Whiskey When We’re Dry] has the resonance of a high lonesome ballad’ – Library Journal

			‘Like Philipp Meyer’s The Son or Robert Olmstead’s Savage Country, Whiskey When We’re Dry draws on Larison’s own experiences with the “cowboy arts” to paint a vivid portrait of the American West as witnessed by an unforgettable character’ – BookPage 

			‘An evocative portrait of the Old West with all its grittiness and all its openness’ – The Roundtable 

			‘An orphan girl straight out of a Gillian Welch song, betrayed in every way imaginable by the brutality that “won the West,” is left no way to hew a family or honor but to become a virtuoso cross-dressed killer of Manifest Destiny’s men. As Jessilyn Harney takes on the great lies and liars with lyrical violence, her voice takes flight, becoming a sustained, forlornly beautiful, mind-bending aria for our age’ – David James Duncan, author of The River Why

			‘Whiskey When We’re Dry is the story of a surprising heroine. In her search for home and family, orphaned Jessilyn Harney rides out on a lonely quest, and invents herself anew. Narrated in a voice cobbled out of slang and sagebrush, Larison’s novel is a vivid and fast-paced frontier saga’ – Kate Manning, author of My Notorious Life
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			For Ellie

		

	
		
			There are two moons on the horizon and for you 

			I have broken loose. 

			 – Joy Harjo, Two Horses 

		

	
		
			I 

		

	
		
			I heard it said God moves on the water. Well, I have looked for Him there. My thirst grows with his flood. 

			Our kin homesteaded where desert met lake. The hills in the near distance wore blankets of pine. Patterns of aspen marked the water. Beyond them the mountains stood blue on clear days and devoured the sun long before it left this world. From the home Pa built us we couldn’t see the lake but we could see the willows along its edge and we could hear the wingbeats of doves. Bison calves still wandered in with the heifers and arrowheads clung to their shafts. This autumn air delivers me there still. 

			They arrived in 1864 by the deed I once held in my hand. Pa was fresh from the war and on a horse he took off a Johnny Reb. Pa told us he was a Yankee sharpshooter through the first two years of that war. He come home after to his family and found his own father’s grave and his mother under the watch of a new man and his kid brother dying of infection. He stayed until the brother passed and then rode west. 

			Pa killed many men. I know that for certain. But he wasn’t the kind to talk of it. The stories he told of that war was his histories. If Pa ran the schools pupils would memorize the names of each man killed on both sides. 

			Ma was dark skinned and Spanish speaking. Her kin was at some point subjects of Spain, France, Mexico, and the United States by the time they was forced from their home by Sam Houston and Santa Anna and the thousands of American settlers coming for what had been theirs. They fled the only direction without guns and come to settle in Kansas, peaceful land-rich Kansas. By the time Ma was of marrying age the war was kicking and the raiders come from Missouri and John Brown come from within and soon it was bloody torn-to-bits Kansas. Her intended was shot one night for no good reason at all and her brother who had joined the fighting returned ill of mind. Kansas wasn’t Kansas no more. They rode on. 

			She was twenty-two and walking with a load on her shoulders somewhere in the plains when she heard a horse gaining and turned to see Pa slowing on her. Course he wasn’t Pa yet. He was a stranger who introduced himself as Milt Harney. She said folks called her Rosa, her mother’s name. I don’t know what she thought of him but I know he memorized her details. There was sweat through her dress and flies so thick from the oxen she give up waving them off. A rare sight, a shapely girl without child or man. To hear Pa tell it there wasn’t no west after he saw her, just the direction she was walking. 

			He took up with the uncle and the leader of the clan. Traveling poor as they done was slow work. No riding for those with legs. Folks now talk like everybody rode west but not many could afford a riding horse. So it was footwork and loads and dust so thick it turn your lungs to chalk. Pa had that horse and her uncle must’ve been looking to slip out from under his burden. A week on they was married by the book of a revivalist in a circle of wagons as a church. 

			After crossing the divide they broke off on their own for the valley that would become our home. ‘A barrel of sugar by autumn,’ he promised her. Pa would be a cattleman and to him that occupation promised wealth and maybe a mountain to name as his own. 

			To start he got homestead acres and unspoken grazing access to the nearby Indian lands. There was a lake and the valley held its green long after the hills went to brown. 

			When they arrived she was already growing with child. Ma wept when she saw the valley. Cranes danced at sunrise and wildflowers shone like embers in the grass. Here no view reminded her of someone she had lost. Noah come along that autumn. 

			Noah. My brother’s name. 

			Even now I turn and expect to see him riding hard for supper. How many times did I push back the cowhide flap and see him leading a string of dust down the valley? Never late for grub and never one to show up on a dry horse, that brother of mine. 

			You knew him best but you didn’t know him then, before. Sure you’ve heard the stories folks tell. They make him a killer and hellion. Little children hear his name, Noah Harney, and they see men falling from stagecoaches and smoke rising from a barrel and they think a man is made real by the violence he wields. 

			Noah was a killer, that is certain. I ain’t never been sure if he was right. 

			Ma didn’t live past my entrance to this world on account I wasn’t no good at getting born. I set Ma to bleeding. 

			Pa knew right off there was trouble. She was twenty-seven and her color was slipping and her lips was going purple – her life was draining from her and there wasn’t nothing Pa knew to do. He wanted to ride for help but she held him back. She asked him to build up the fire. He did as she asked. Under the rest Pa was a good soul, full of respect for the women in his life, which might be the straightest measure of a man. 

			Ma pulled little Noah close. He was five then. He put his head on her shoulder and touched his fingers to my dewy head. ‘Ma, how come you so cold?’ 

			She pulled up the quilt around them, us. ‘Don’t worry, my child.’ 

			‘Milt?’ she asked of Pa. These was her final words on this earth: ‘Play me our song.’ 

			As Pa put bow to string, Ma put her nipple to my lips. She gave me my mother. Some things in this world you don’t never forget even if you ain’t got no memories of them. 

			The one time he spoke of her passing, Pa talked most of the storm that night and how the snow climbed the door. It blew in through the slats and flakes drifted toward the fire and turned to rain halfway. The water and her blood turned the dirt floor to mud. 

			After a time with her gone I got to shivering. It was my brother who wrapped me in a blanket and sat with me before the fire and gave his finger to my gums so I might stop crying for her. 

			I asked Pa what he done with her remains. 

			What choice did he have but to put her to rest in the snow outside until spring might allow a shovel to crack the earth. He must’ve carried her there. I imagine he took a final moment together. Come inside and stood a piece looking on us. A cattleman alone now with a too young boy and a baby girl. 

			I suspect he looked on me a long time trying to feel something different. I never did know what Pa felt, not even when I knew him best. When he come inside from leaving his young wife in the snow and saw the thing that put her there, what did he feel? How could it have been love? 

			Pa hired a wet nurse who’d been a whore over in Clayville. She had her own baby boy. Pa wasn’t in no state to judge character. I don’t remember her none, she was with us just one season, till she located his savings and rode off with it. After that it was just us. He grew me on chewed venison, bone marrow, and pulped tubers, as was the method in them days. 

			Pa did right considering. Most men would’ve turned to stone and been a mountain between the table and stove. Nothing to do but overcome a father like that. No, Pa was tender for us. His hands was leather and his eyes was gray and he might’ve been short on words but he wasn’t short on feeling. Music turned him to butter. 

			He must’ve sought a new woman. He must’ve considered putting us to another family. The Mormons down the valley already had a couple of their own. Handing us off would’ve been easy enough, and expected in that time. 

			But he kept us and did right by us, right as he could. He had nearly two hundred head that spring. Most he’d ever have. Tending to us kids was the reason. 

			Most what I know about Ma come from Noah. He was five when she passed but might as well have spent a lifetime in her lee from all the stories he told. They come from him with no more thought than a belch. It was my brother too who taught me to dress, to squat over the night pot, to grow my hair long and braid it before sleep. These things he learned from watching her be a woman. 

			I ain’t got no recollections of her voice but I’d know the sound. As a child I went about my chores in silence so as not to miss her when she come. I was certain she would come. Each time I think of our family place I feel her. She is the water brought inside by the camas, you don’t see her none but without her there ain’t no flower. 

			I did the woman work while Pa and Noah labored the spread. I longed to be with them, in truth. I dreaded my lonely washings and stewings and mendings and tendings. But need better breed enthusiasm or you in for a tough go in this life. By six I was doing a half-decent show of laundry. By eight I could skin down a buck so long as there was a stool I could stand on for reaching. Little me had to hang on the hide to get it to peel. My cooking wasn’t much seeing as I learned from Pa but it was hot and it kept. He only complained if I skimped on the meat, and in that age the hills was still flush with meat. 

			I kept on Ma’s pattern of things. Mondays was churning, Tuesdays baking, Wednesdays canning, Thursdays jerking, Fridays mending, Saturdays baths and laundry, Sundays cleaning. Most times when alone I pretended I was Ma. She wouldn’t stand for a misplaced stitch or a stain left to dry. In every task my burden was the perfection she would’ve delivered had I not took her. 

			I slept under the near-finished birth quilt on my side of the bed Noah and me shared. This is how we’d slept since the beginning and so we kept on sleeping like a mother and child, me curled into him and his warm breath in my hair all those cold desert nights. In my slumber I dreamed her with us and understand those breaths to be hers and so lived what never was. 

			If Pa and Noah was working a long way off and I missed her painful I might pull out her things. Pa kept them in a trunk under the bed. There was a dress, a calico. There was shoes polished black. The left one had a scrape that cut into the leather near the toe. I never put them on or let them touch the floor. They was hers and I had taken enough. But I did allow myself to touch them. That’s how I come to find a chain and a locket made of silver folded inside that calico. The locket held the image of a young girl. I assumed for years the girl was Ma. That girl is still the mother I see. But the picture wasn’t Ma at all. Pa told me years on that it might’ve been her younger sister who died of fever, but it wasn’t Ma. 

			In the bottom corner of the trunk was her Good Book. She knew how to read and she taught Pa. Pa told me, ‘A woman’s best chance in this world is to know the Good Book better than the men in her life.’ He said as much but he wasn’t spending no time teaching me to read. 

			Under the bed beside the trunk was a box long as an arm. Pa’s fiddle. He drew it out only on Ma’s birthday, in April, when the camas pushed up from the green meadows. He would set it upon the bed and then sit back from it and put his fist to thigh as he was wont to do when he thought of her. One year he caught me staring on him, and he drew me between him and that box, maybe so I couldn’t see his wet eyes. His fingers passed over the wood. 

			‘Pa?’ 

			‘Your mother couldn’t get her fill of music. She wanted me to play any chance. She kept time with her heel. She never forgot the time.’ 

			Inside was a vivid red cloth. It was an age when men and women in town wore browns and olives and dusty white. Colors belonged to the hills in autumn, to the sunset and wildflowers and trout that rolled in the lake, the Indian paint we saw less and less of. I felt Pa quit his breathing at the sight of that red. 

			He had learned during the war and brought the fiddle west. It was his music that won Ma over those nights among the wagons. Noah remembered him playing. Noah said in them days every dark was warded off by Pa’s song. 

			The lament he played on Ma’s birthday I never heard outside our family. I do believe he made it up. Or maybe he and Ma together made it up. Either way it was theirs. The song leaned on mournful drawn-out notes and two steep climbs into high emotion. It was in no hurry to conclude, and neither was its audience. I am haunted by that song. 

			I remember staring up at his great shape with the fiddle to his chin and the bow cutting back and forth and his song slicing me open. I can’t forget the word ‘Rowhine’ burned into the body of that fiddle. It was branded like a beast, and so I come to think of the instrument as its own animal and Pa as its handler. 

			For all his tenderness Pa was quick to anger and it was the little things that set him loose. Regular enough I caught the back of his hand. Noah took whuppings too. I think that’s how he got so quick with the stories. He knew his best luck was in talking Pa cool. He bent the man’s mind. Pa wasn’t slow but I don’t reckon he was ever as keen as his boy. 

			Folks often wonder how I got so good with the pistol. We passed our evenings watching Pa practice pistol work. He had two Colt 1860 front-loaders from the war, and he taught himself to quickdraw. Pa loved to hear talk of gunfighters, we all did. Gunfighters was not bound by children, market prices, drought, waning graze, grief too immense to touch. Gunfighters lived as they pleased. They rode over them mountains and into the valleys beyond and on again but always into the same promise. 

			Pa once told Noah he wouldn’t be doing his fatherly duty if he didn’t teach his boy to shoot good and shoot quick. Noah come to pistol play like fowl to water. I carry many memories of them drawing on each other, then Pa coming close to reveal a subtlety of technique, finger placement or the angle of the elbow. It might’ve been the only time they ever touched, other than in conflict. 

			I don’t recall Pa being all that fast with a pistol, honest. But he knew lead and how to send it. 

			Pistols wasn’t no use for a woman, according to Pa. He was so sure about this fact he didn’t even bother telling me to leave them be. I only took up the spare Colt when Pa and Noah was away working and only fired it when I had poured my own lead and was sure they was outside the limits of sound. 

			Pa kept his bullet fixings in a pouch over the mantel. In it was a form and a pot and beads of lead the size of tears. I would watch him and Noah ride away over the hill and then I’d pour some tears into the pot and put the pot over the morning fire and when it went to silver soup I took it up with Pa’s leather mitt and poured the liquid into the small hole on the form. If all went right I could have myself a few rough balls in the time it took to make flapjacks. As the balls cooled I put the fixings back in place and then took up a boning knife and went to trimming off the edges of the balls until they was smooth and clean. All this I learned from watching Pa teach Noah, watching them do it in the evenings. Down each cylinder of the Colt went a spoon of powder which I packed with a brass rod. Over the hole went a circle of thin cloth and then the ball. To place those over the powder took the same rod and all my might. Those balls was a snug fit. All this labor so once outside I took my time with the shots. I walked by the barn and out to the lake and brought up the Colt and sighted down its barrel fifty times for every ball I set loose. There was Ma’s voice in the report, instructing me. Never mind Ma probably never shot a pistol. 

			The Colt was heavy and slow but when you learn on heavy and slow it comes to be steady. In later years my hands grew wide and veins rode over my forearms. House duties was my calling, but there was something else growing in me too. For those hours I held the Colt I was more than me. 

			When there was time to be had Pa and Noah took the Sharps breech rifle to the lake’s edge. It was Pa’s duty rifle from the war and he didn’t let nobody else carry it. Once they crawled up to the rise Pa might slide it over to Noah and coach him some. I was supposed to be inside tending to things but I was usually there hiding in the bushes, listening. That rifle held my attentions. It was tall as me, and if that little pistol could be so fun my mind turned on the possibilities of a rifle that size. Its bark come back from the hills for two breaths if the wind was right. 

			Most days on the skyward image of the lake sat a million ducks and geese paddling and talking. Pa might point to a gander on the far edge way out yonder and whisper about yardage and windage and elevation. No shooting the body – that was his rule. ‘Just feathers fluttering over the mud if’n you hit him square. It’s head or nothing, son.’ 

			I only ever saw Pa miss a gander once. Noah wasn’t no good with that Sharps though. He missed most every shot. Pa said Noah was too excitable. ‘Distance shooting is for the quiet man,’ he said. ‘Your brother tells too many stories to be good with a rifle.’ 

			Noah and his stories. He could twist yarn around a flea. A thousand men have that skill. My brother was the only one I ever met who could make a doubter believe. 

			* * *

			Once when he was thirteen and me eight we was sitting under the eave. His boots was upon the rail as Pa’s would’ve been, except Noah was slouching to make his legs reach. He looked awful uncomfortable. But he went on and on about the gunfighter he would be someday, turning over a thread of grass in his teeth like it was a smoking piece. 

			‘And that’s when I bust in with my pistol and shout “Wooha!” and fire a round into the ceiling just to show I am for hot. Nixing Noah, I’ll nix you faster than a half-broke mule!’ 

			‘Faster than a half-broke mule’ was something we’d heard Pa say. Don’t reckon neither of us had ever seen a half-broke mule. 

			‘What you looking off at, sister? Don’t you hear my story of cunning and gunfightery?’ 

			‘Course I do. You talk loud as hog at breakfast.’ I knew plenty about hogs at breakfast. 

			He sat straight and let his feet hit the ground. ‘Did I ever tell you about Ma and the wicked owl?’ 

			I looked him sideways. ‘This for real?’ 

			‘Course it is.’ His smile said otherwise. 

			I will admit I relished the made-up Ma stories. The real ones I cradled in my hands until I found the proper place for safekeeping. Each one was the earth’s last egg and so demanded full attention and a raw heart. But the made-up stories was just wide-out fun. I could dwell in them with her, without fear of losing something. 

			‘A storm come on during the night,’ Noah began, ‘and winds was cutting through the house and stirring the coals. The air smelled of old fire. Ma woke at that smell. Ma had the nose of a panther.’ 

			‘Was you in their bed?’ 

			‘Shh, I’ll tell it.’ He went on to say how Ma had left the cabin in the dark and he had followed with the pistol, to keep her safe. Pistols was in most the stories he told. 

			‘What’d she smell like?’ I asked. 

			‘Smell? What’s smell got to do with it?’ 

			‘Be more particular in your telling if’n you don’t want my questions.’ 

			‘Mint. Mint and honey. Now shush and listen.’ He told of how together they saw an enormous owl with black eyes. ‘It had fangs like a wolf and it shrieked so loud we put palms to our ears. I busted off a round to scare it.’ 

			Most of my brother’s made-up stories went like this. Somewhere along the telling he rose from the kid to the hero. 

			‘Fangs? I don’t like this story. It gives me goose pimples.’ 

			‘It ain’t a story. It’s history.’ Noah spat like Pa when buying time. He took off his hat and wiped the sweat from his brow. The sun was sliding south and had found us now where we sat. ‘This owl left behind a skull. Deep scratches lined the eye sockets from the bird’s huge old claws.’ 

			‘That ain’t true. Ain’t no owl carrying no skulls.’ 

			His eyes settled on mine with high drama. ‘Honest. A human skull.’ 

			Bones was always something I avoided. Even cattle bones. My young mind didn’t know no better and so believed they was hers. 

			My brother knew how I felt about bones. He was always joshing me as big brothers is wont to do. 

			‘You didn’t find no human skull.’ 

			‘Put a wager on it.’ 

			‘Where’s this skull then?’ 

			He pointed at the sage. ‘Yonder.’ 

			‘Then let’s go see it.’ 

			He laughed. ‘Bones don’t last in this country. Silly girl. You act grown, but you still young of mind.’ 

			‘If it’s true, we’ll find some part of it. Skulls don’t just disappear entire. Like them wolf teeth you found last autumn, no bones attached.’ I stood. ‘Unless you’s joshing.’ 

			All at once he was on his way, and I was trying to keep up. ‘I never josh,’ he called over his shoulder. 

			We spent some minutes toeing around in the brush of that draw. It was just one of many on the hillside, nothing particular about it. Antelope pellets at the bottom. Coyote scat stuffed full of mouse bones. Little yellow flowers and flakes of obsidian. 

			‘This country eats bones.’ 

			‘Wasn’t no owl with fangs,’ I said as we walked back to the house. 

			‘Was too.’ 

			‘Was not.’ 

			Noah saw it first. The door to the house was open. Not much, only a crack, but we had left it closed. Noah looked spooked now for real. ‘I give it a pull before we set off. I shut that door.’ 

			‘Should we hide?’ Indians was still about in them days. We all heard the stories of raiding and butchery. 

			There was a commotion inside. Like what you’d expect from a red going through your belongings. ‘Let’s go!’ I pulled on his sleeve. 

			I was surprised by Noah then. He didn’t move. I had believed the two of us would flee to the willows by the lake fast as fawns sent by their doe. But he just stood in the open. He didn’t move a step. He didn’t say a word. I thought him stupid for wanting to see this Indian up close. 

			But a little sister is her big brother’s animal. I didn’t leave him when it made sense to. 

			The commotion began again. Dishes was falling, glass breaking. Noah drew his knife and shouted like a Reb and pushed open that door. 

			The image of him standing before that black doorway is the image of my brother that comes first. It is what I saw when I read your letter and learned of his passing. My big brother standing before a dark too deep for light. All these years on, and still I am a little girl scared for her brother, scared for herself without him. 

			Our Indian turned out to be an owl, a real one. It swooped past Noah and my brother hit the earth and the bird lifted into the bright light of day without a whisper of wind through his feathers, pure smoke rising toward blue. Of course I believed it to be the owl from his story. How could I believe anything else? 

			After that I didn’t much ask if his stories was real or made up. Maybe I’d lost my belief in the difference. 

			Sometimes I wonder if he did too. 

			The lake was about as far as we would go. Noah and me spent many afternoons along that muddy shore. We was both drawn to water, as our mother had been. We shed our boots and he rolled up his pants and I tucked my dress bottom into my pockets, and we took spears to the weedline. The mud squeezed through our toes and gave off the smell of primal origins. We hunted the edge for the big trout that lurked there but never speared one. In time we grew bored with the hunt and sat on the shore and let the mud dry. 

			Whatever it is between a boy and his old man had already set to crumbling by then. Noah was quick to undercut Pa soon as the older was outside earshot. ‘Should be running sheep.’ ‘Tell me one good reason for not fencing our lake?’ ‘He just ain’t keen enough for ranching.’ At supper they put their faces to the stews I made and didn’t look up until their bowls went dry. Honest, there was trouble between Noah and me too, on account I didn’t think he was giving Pa due respect. A girl alone out in that desert has got to pick sides, and I was the kind to pick her old man. 

			One morning we was waiting for Pa to wake up, he was spending more and more time in bed then, and Noah and me took our coffee to the eave and sat watching the dawn light walk down the western ridge. I pointed up at the strange pile of rocks on the summit that had a manner of holding our gaze whenever we looked yonder. ‘How big you reckon them is?’ 

			Noah spat. He was buying his own tobacco by then. He was fifteen. ‘That stack of stones? That’s easy.’ He held his hand about chest high off the ground. ‘Yea big.’ 

			I took in some coffee and thought on it. ‘Well, that would make the whole dang mountain big as our barn.’ 

			He took down the remainder of his coffee and adjusted his plug like Pa would do, and then he put his boots on the rail. No slouching now. He wore a man’s boots. Hair grew from the corners of his lip. ‘God made big brothers older and smarter for a reason, sister.’ He took to invoking God the winter before. Pa didn’t like it none. I think that’s why Noah done it. ‘It’s my duty to set you straight when you’s foolish. Maybe you and me take a ride up that ridge and gander those stones from beside them, then you’ll always remember that I’m right when I say I’m right.’ 

			‘You think he’s sick?’ I said with a nod toward Pa inside. 

			Noah shrugged and looked to the bottom of his empty cup. 

			We went in to town once a season with the wagon and spent the night away, the three of us together. Always done it that way. But now Pa was going more often, couple times a month even. He took a liking to the syrup a dentist give him after pulling two bad teeth. That was the year before and now he hardly went a day without the stuff. It cost him plenty. Our herd was down to thirty-five head. He stayed in bed most mornings. Sometimes he didn’t get up until the sun cut silver blades through the slats. 

			When Pa did rise that morning he took down his coffee and lifted his bridle, which I done fixed for him the evening before. ‘Back soon,’ he said. Then he stopped and turned to speak to his son. ‘Don’t leave your sister. Never know what scoundrels might be about. And patch that henhouse.’ 

			We listened to his mare lope away. 

			Noah didn’t wait long enough for water to boil before he was reaching for Pa’s fiddle under the bed. ‘Don’t,’ I said from my dishwashing. ‘That ain’t –’ 

			‘I won’t hurt it none,’ he said. He had never before touched the box. It was the one thing we didn’t molest in Pa’s absence. That instrument held the power to make our father weep. ‘Besides, I aim to get good on it. Better than he ever was.’ Noah was working on the keeper nails with his folding knife. ‘I hear a man can make a living playing music. Imagine that, a gunfighting musician.’ 

			‘Stop,’ I said. ‘Pa would tell you to stop.’ 

			Noah chuckled. ‘Why you always standing up for him?’ 

			I dried my hands on the ratted apron. It was the same apron Ma wore. Pa had given it to her at their first Christmas, then to me on my previous birthday. He said I was ready for it. Now I took the apron off and folded it and set it upon the clean table. Then I drug Pa’s chair to the door and climbed up and lifted the Sharps from its rack. 

			‘Give me that.’ He seized the rifle from me. ‘You too little even to hold it proper. Girl don’t know the hammer from the trigger.’ 

			‘Pa’s got casings on the mantel.’ 

			‘I know that.’ He parked the rifle over his shoulder like Pa would and said, ‘Fetch me one.’ 

			After he took the rifle out into the morning I slid the fiddle back under the bed just as Pa would leave it, and then took up an extra casing for myself and followed my brother toward the lake. 

			That day we found the fowl gone, flown on already. Trout was breaking the glassy surface and sending rings in all directions. I so longed to angle one from them waters and put it a pan. I wanted to see its colors. I never did get to hold one of them trout. 

			I turned to check again for Pa. The horizon was clean. He’d been gone long enough to shoot the Colt without him hearing, but the Sharps was ten times that pistol. 

			Noah had the rifle over his shoulder, a hand on the barrel just like a man. He pointed to the trout and spat. He was feeling rich with that rifle, and dwelling in the pleasure. Wasn’t every day a Harney felt rich. 

			‘Best take a lay,’ I told him. ‘You won’t hit the county shooting on the fly.’ 

			‘You be quiet. Don’t forget I’m your big brother and thereby boss of you.’ He held the rifle to his shoulder but it was too much gun for him. He grew tired and let it down. He nodded at a spot of dirt. ‘Been figuring on this place as a shooting bench for some time.’ 

			We went about looking for worthy targets. Soon enough I caught a flash of pewter on the far side. Then a coyote come out from the sage. In them days wolves and lions and bears was a regular sight and a coyote wasn’t nothing more special than a common tumbleweed. I pointed him out to Noah and Noah set to breathing hard. I could see the barrel moving with his chest. He was touching the rifle too firm and in too many places. 

			Pa didn’t grip the rifle, he folded his body into a platform the rifle could set upon. Before he shot he took a big breath and let it halfway go. He squeezed with the tip of his finger. He let the rifle do the work, was always surprised by the kick. One night he said to Noah and I didn’t forget, ‘Don’t shoot for the critter, shoot for a single barb of fur.’ 

			When Noah missed I said, ‘My turn.’ 

			‘Shut that yap of yours, making my bullet stray.’ 

			We listened to the blast still echoing back from the mountains. 

			For me it was the sound of dreaming. Most nights I went shooting. Sleep slowed it down. I could see the lead in the air, how it fell up through the sight’s line and then down through a second time on the way to the earth. 

			‘Should’ve brought an extra casing,’ he said. 

			I showed him the one in my hand. 

			‘Give me that. Dog near on got away already.’ 

			‘Only ’cause you missed,’ I said. ‘You got a turn and now I get a turn. Or I tell.’ 

			‘This ain’t no schoolhouse. We ain’t taking turns. I’ll –’ I didn’t let him finish. I knew sooner or later he’d wrestle me and take the casing for his own self. I wasn’t no match for him body to body. So I give him a quick fist in the armpit to settle things now, and he set about whining and rubbing and I took the rifle as my own. 

			I caught a fist to the shoulder but I kept the Sharps. His punch sent lightning across my body, but it was less blow than the rifle was about to deliver. 

			‘Waste of a cartridge,’ he muttered. 

			I reloaded like I seen Pa do. By then the coyote was onto us. He ran to the top of the ridge above the lake, another two hundred yards on what was already a long shot. There between clumps of short sage he turned for a last look and I settled on a dark patch behind his shoulder. Except I elevated for the distance and shifted a touch for the wind. In truth I had no desire to kill him, coyote meat ain’t nothing worth skinning for. My only desire was for a target, and to hear that rifle’s voice echoing back, louder than mine could ever be. 

			When the rifle bucked Noah said, ‘You missed,’ before I even recovered. It was the kick of a mule for a child. I thought I might be dying, but then my breath come back and my ears started singing. I wiped the water knocked out of my eyes and looked and saw nothing but light. 

			Noah was looking off at where the coyote had gone. ‘That bastard,’ he said. ‘Bastard’ was one of Pa’s words. He’d leveled it on the dentist when the man run low on the syrup. 

			I was rubbing at the welt forming on my shoulder from the recoil. The skin would go purple and then brown and then yellow before giving way to my dusty. I had Ma’s color, more than Noah. 

			We didn’t hear the horse until she was near on us. Pa had heard the first shot and assumed a raid. His Colt was drawn. 

			Noah took the Sharps for himself. He stood and held it at his side. That was my brother protecting me. 

			Pa’s jaw went hard at the sight of us by the lake. He charged nearer. He come off his mare before she stopped and flipped the Colt so he had it by the barrel. I saw the wilderness in his eyes then and knew what was coming. Noah must’ve known too. But he didn’t flee. He blocked the blow but it was little use. He fell to his knees and blood spilled from a split in his ear. That wound would never heal right and remained in evidence long as I knew him. 

			I understand now but at the time I didn’t. I only saw the cruelty of it. Hitting a boy with an open hand was one thing. Hitting him with a pistol butt was another thing entire. But see, Pa was trying to right his fear the only way he knew how. 

			He kicked away some paces. He cursed his mare for eating while saddled. She trotted off and turned to inspect her rider. She raised her tail and took a shit. Ol’ Sis was his mare’s name. Smartest horse that ever lived. She had her own manner of conversing. 

			Noah was wiping at his tears with one hand and pressing his bleeding head with the other. 

			Pa come back for us and at first I was unsure of his intentions. 

			He took down his hat and knelt beside us. He touched Noah’s ear and rubbed the blood between his fingers. ‘I… I ain’t this man.’ 

			Noah turned from him. 

			Pa sat in the dirt with us. He wore a red beard in them days, the cheeks gone gray. He rubbed the soil between his hands and it carried off in the wind. ‘This life has a habit of reducing a man.’ 

			I tried to speak but no words come. I was still red with anger at him for cutting down my big brother, and now I was madder yet to see him cutting down himself. I would’ve preferred he stay righteous and free and wrong. 

			‘I lived a different life before I come here,’ Pa said. ‘That ain’t no excuse but maybe someday you’ll understand. The bad things that happened to a man can get between him and his now.’ 

			Noah watched Pa. I don’t reckon he felt nothing but heat. 

			Pa said, ‘Well, ain’t you going say nothing? Or you finally short on words?’ 

			Noah spat and said, ‘The Lord sees what you’ve done.’ 

			‘I hope that’s so.’ Pa stood from us and cleared his throat and spat. He offered Noah a hand to his feet, but Noah didn’t take it. 

			Pa put in a plug of tobacco. He looked in his pouch. He handed his pouch to his boy. After a time, Noah reached up and took it and put in a plug. 

			They both spat. 

			Pa’s eyes inspected the Sharps in his hand. ‘Well, did you hit something? Don’t look on me sidelong. I shouldn’t have struck you, but you sure as shit shouldn’t have gone and took this here rifle without my approvals. I figured you was getting took by reds.’ 

			I said without thinking, ‘Noah done hit a yote. Looked square to my eye. Five hundred yards easy.’ 

			Noah turned to me. He could’ve corrected my words. 

			Pa studied the slope. ‘Where in particular?’ 

			I pointed to the place on the ridge where I took my shot. Pa pulled off his hat and wiped the sweat from his forehead. He spat. ‘You been shooting regular when I’m not around?’ 

			He was asking Noah. I thought about the lead I’d sent into this countryside. 

			‘Gonna do it again?’ 

			‘No, sir.’ Noah’s answer was but a whisper. 

			Pa brushed clean his hat and put it back on his head. ‘Girl, you best get on laundry. Son, you go dig a hole.’ 

			‘What do we need a hole for?’ 

			‘We don’t. Once it’s as deep as your navel, put the dirt back. Think about your wrong while you’s at it.’ 

			From the open doorway I saw Pa riding along the ridge, up where I had missed the coyote. I was troubled by how easy I had lied to my pa. Seemed a lie should burn you on the way out. 

			I set about boiling water for the laundry. I wasn’t done stoking up the stove when Pa come back holding that coyote by the hind legs, a bloody swath of hide at its middle and a string of maroon from its nose. 

			‘Boy!’ he called, happy now. 

			Noah come around the corner with the shovel and saw that dog. By then I was standing in the sun. Noah and I shared a look of bewilderment. 

			Pa hit him on the back. ‘Nice work, son. That was an uphill three seventy-five. And this ain’t an easy wind neither. You done hit something for once! I’m still mad as hell, and you shouldn’t have done what you done, but that don’t mean… Well, maybe there’s still hope for you anyhow.’ 

			Noah could’ve said it was my shot but he didn’t. He didn’t say nothing. He just looked at that dog dangling at Pa’s side. It might’ve been the closest Pa ever come to saying he was proud of Noah. I’m glad he kept that one for himself. 

			‘Well, best get to skinning him down. And cut it small, girl. Remember yote got a chew to it.’ He looked at the sun. ‘I best get on if I’m to catch that bastard dentist.’ 

			Pa rode off and I was left with the fact. I done hit my mark with the Sharps! Pure luck, but that didn’t matter. There comes a holy rightness after a bull’s-eye, and the first one is a downright revelation. 

			I took that glee to Ingrid, my mare. 

			Ingrid was broke about the time I was ready to ride. Noah joked we come up sharing a tit. We was like siblings in some manner, reckon. We was the only two girls out there minus the heifers and Ol’ Sis, Ingrid’s ma. 

			She was a pinto, chestnut and white, but smaller than her mother, a stout thirteen hands. Her sire was an Indian pony and he blessed her with dark hooves, which are harder than light hooves and so less prone to cracking on rock. She was strong in the hindquarters and quick as a bear on the uphill. We didn’t always get along on account she was stubborn like me but we understood each other. 

			When the work was done we roamed. We both liked the same places, the antelope meadows on the mountainside, the thin ridges where falcons perched, the hollow along a creek bend. In spring wildflowers spread their blankets across meadows and we could ride all day without hitting an end. It was a land between stories then and when Ingrid and me come together we wrote our own. 

			I rarely had to rope Ingrid or hobble her, even on the trail in the years to follow. If I had me an apple or a handful of huckleberries I’d give her half. If she wanted to go someplace she’d invite me along. She wouldn’t leave me no sooner than I’d leave her. We knew each other’s minds, and she knew I carried feed if I was wearing a smile. 

			The day I hit the yote, she whinnied when she saw me coming. I delivered carrots from the garden and told her the whole thing. She chewed and bent to lip fallen pieces from the dirt and then raised her head to look eye to eye with me. She half blinked. She put her nose to my cheek and drew a breath. 

			That was the way between us. We could just stand together, without a chore. 

			In time Noah and Pa quit talking but to fight. It grew through the winter. The next April I found my brother in the barn holding a bedroll thick with a winter’s coat. He was sixteen. ‘You can’t leave.’ 

			‘Who says I’m leaving?’ Noah took a plug and offered me one, so I knew I had him pegged. He was generous when trying to change the subject. Noah spat. ‘He is dim and mean and I’m afraid of what I might do the next time he gets stupid on that syrup. The Lord don’t intend a father to be dim.’ 

			‘He ain’t dim.’ 

			‘He is, and you’ll see it your own self. Dim and selfish and mean as hell. And a fool for his syrup.’ 

			I spat out the plug and swore off tobacco forever. ‘Don’t leave,’ I said with heart, on account I knew this might be my one chance to keep us together. ‘Brother, don’t leave me.’ 

			‘You’ll be fine. You always pick him anyhow.’ 

			I took hold his bedroll. He held it between us. ‘I pick you.’ 

			He looked on me and I could tell he hadn’t thought of it from my eyes. He crossed the barn to the tack wall. 

			‘I pick you, brother. Please.’ 

			I must’ve convinced him, or he was shy of hitting the trail alone, because come supper, Noah was still with us. 

			Might’ve been better if he’d left, in truth. 

			Over the next year they had some good days, but mostly their arguing turned to hollering. They took to moving about each other, one near the house, the other out on the range. At supper it would be me and Pa. Noah come around after to get his. Noah started going to town and staying overnight. When he come back, he hid his eyes from Pa. He didn’t look down at the man’s scoldings like he had as a boy. Now when Pa lectured him, my big brother looked off in the distance like he wasn’t even hearing. 

			On the night of their last fight I was the one who said they had to sit together. It was supper time and Noah was fixing to go to town. There was heavy clouds toward the west. ‘It ain’t right for kin to eat apart. Ma would say so, so I’m saying so.’ 

			Pa come to the table first. Noah pulled out his bench without a word. He put his hat on his knee and took out his knife for cutting the meat. He checked its blade. Noah was a man now and about to leave his home for all time. He poured himself milk. 

			I reckon Noah was intending to pick a fight, that’s why he brought up the fence. He said we needed barbed wire to police the boundary between us and the neighbors. The Mormons was doing well for themselves, and now they had more land and a bigger herd and their cattle kept wandering up our way and eating our graze and drinking from our lake. With the drought the lake was shrinking each year, and we got to worrying it might dry up entire. We wasn’t keen on sharing our family water with Mormon cattle. 

			This would’ve been our first fence. We heard about them in town regular now. The merchants was always trying to sell you barbed wire. Great rolls of it sat under tarpaulins behind the store. Noah repeated what the salesman at the mercantile had said: ‘It ain’t yours if it ain’t fenced.’ 

			Pa let his spoon fall into his bowl. 

			Noah waited. ‘Ain’t you gonna say nothing?’ 

			Pa looked on him. His voice was slow as syrup. ‘Words don’t do shit. That’s what you ain’t learned yet. You will. Trust me. World turns on blood. Just hope you learn that an easy way, since you working so hard not to learn it from me.’ 

			‘I got more than words,’ Noah said. 

			‘What you know about this business you learned your own damn self and wasn’t taught by me? Or in the fat-chewing at the mercantile? What fool believes the wisdom of a salesman, huh? You’s in a man’s britches, but that’s about all.’ 

			‘You’s too dim to know that you dim.’ 

			‘What’d you say?’ 

			Noah finished his milk. ‘Sheriff Younger is getting a fence.’ 

			‘That ain’t what you said. Younger ain’t all he thinks he is. You ain’t neither.’ 

			‘Younger got a spread three times the size of this one. Everybody got a spread bigger than this one. What do you think you is? From looking around, ain’t much of a cattleman.’ Noah said it but he couldn’t look Pa in the eye when he done so. 

			I knew Noah always believed Pa should be the big rancher in our valley. His heat rose from disappointment. 

			Pa pushed back from the table. ‘Boy, you best –’ 

			‘I ain’t a boy,’ Noah said. ‘I’m seventeen. Maybe if you put that “medicine” aside a time you might actually make something of this place, ever consider that?’ 

			Pa’s face dawned red. ‘Don’t talk about my medicine.’ 

			‘You a drunkard for the stuff. Look at you.’ 

			Pa’s bowl slid across the table and into Noah’s lap. Golden stock I’d spent the day making. Noah was up and back from the table and wearing a stranger’s face. I knew enough to get out their way. 

			Noah was full size by then, taller than Pa. His beard wasn’t in yet but he was strong in his shoulders. When the cattle had gone to sale that autumn Pa bought Noah a Colt of his very own with some of the money even though there wasn’t no money extra if you counted it. I know Pa wanted a pistol like that for his own self and he could’ve handed one of his down to Noah and taken the new one, but he didn’t. 

			Noah had gotten himself into a fair number of rumbles on his trips to town. I had tended to his swollen knuckles and split brows and so I knew my brother was no stranger to fists. I had no doubt Pa would take him, it was only a matter of how much damage might be done before that certain outcome. I went for the aid supplies. 

			Pa seized Noah by the collar and drug him across the table. They went down in a clatter of boots and wood and the table come down after them. The stew was lost to the dirt. A leg of the table broke clean off. 

			Pa was on top and drove his fists into Noah’s chest. The chest is nowhere to wear down your fists, but he couldn’t hit his boy’s face. Noah rolled him quick. 

			He clocked Pa with an elbow. There was fumbling of arms and grunts both ways and then Noah clocked him again with that elbow. It was a dirty trick, one he’d picked up in an alley. Brother got one hand pressing on Pa’s cheek, and the other coming back to hit. I saw the blow would be square to the temple. 

			The punch come down on Pa’s head with a hollow crack, and then Pa went soft under Noah. It was done. A lesson in how quick this life can change. 

			Noah stood. He tripped on Pa’s limp legs and fell hard onto the floor. He righted himself and looked back upon our old man who still had yet to move. He shook out the fist that done the damage. 

			Noah’s eyes was full of water now and he wiped the tears before they could run. He stepped back until the wall caught him. Pa still hadn’t moved but he was breathing. 

			I shook him. ‘Pa? Please. Pa, hear me. Pa?’ I turned my heat on Noah. ‘What’d you do? What’d you go and hit him for?’ 

			Pa moaned and sat partway up. Then sank back. I could see his eyes wasn’t right. There wasn’t much blood but he was hurt all the same. I put my hand under his head to soften the ground. I took my apron and put it under his neck. He looked up at the ceiling and blinked. He looked at me but I don’t reckon he saw me. 

			Noah turned away. He seemed to be taken by something then, taken somewhere else. ‘Help me,’ I begged. 

			Instead he seized his new Colt and belted on the holster. He set about grabbing things from the cabin, his sleeping things, his coat. He found his knife upon the floor and put it back to his belt. He did all this without looking at us. He went to great effort to avoid turning his eyes toward where his family lie on the floor. 

			It was dark out and windy and not much in the way of moonlight, but he put on his hat and his riding jacket and pushed open the door. He had his saddlebags slung over his shoulder. That bedroll under an arm. He stopped there and turned and his eyes found mine. Noah said to me in a whisper, ‘I am sorry, sister.’ 

			When the door fell shut between us, I heard his feet on gravel outside, quick and away. 

			He come out the barn at a full run. The last I seen of my brother for five and a half years was him in moonlight, leaning forward into the speed. Around the bend and only the sound of hooves disappearing. 

			Pa’s eye was filling with blood when he got up and sat before the fire. With some shaky effort he packed a pipe. The table was still overturned and I saw then one of the bowls was broke. I set about cleaning up. 

			Pa finally said, ‘Where’s my boy?’ 

			I brought a wet rag to his swollen temple. I put my hand to the center of his back and said, ‘Does it hurt?’ 

			‘What happened?’ Pa muttered. He asked it like a boy asks his mother a question. 

			I sat beside him. I leaned my head on his shoulder. He didn’t put his arm around me like typical. He only looked into the guts of the fire. ‘It’ll be okay, Pa. I promise.’ 

			When I woke in the morning the house was empty and the door was ajar. The dawn light was coming in orange. The Sharps was missing from its pegs on the wall. I rose and walked out and saw Pa on his horse as he rode the last yards over the horizon to the north, the opposite direction of Noah’s tracks. 

			I hoped Pa had taken the day to check on the cattle and maybe hunt up some new meat. I hoped this meant he awoke well and intended to ride off his heat. Pa used to ride off his heat regular, sometimes twice in a day. 

			Ingrid and me took a long roundabout that morning, an aimless and fast ride. Speed always set the two of us right. Ingrid wanted to ride to a marsh where the mud smelled like cheese and so we did. It was a place Noah liked to hunt for deer, he come often to sit on the hill in wait. I took off her saddle once there and she heaved over on her side and then her back and twisted, her feet bent toward the sky. She lay on her side breathing. I took a perch on a rock. 

			Ingrid rolled and come to her feet. She walked near me and put her nose to my neck. Mud dripped from her mane and slid in gritty sheets down her legs. 

			‘You reckon he coming back?’ My mind was on my brother. 

			She nudged me and I put my arm up under her chin and knuckled right where she liked. She huffed, and then nipped at the nearby flowers. 

			When Pa come home that evening he rode into the barn and turned his mare out, and when he come up to the step he didn’t ask nothing about his boy. There was a bulb of purple on his temple and his lip was so swollen he had trouble spatting. There was spittle down his shirt on account. The blood in his eye had turned brown. 

			‘Howdy, Pa.’ 

			‘Dear.’ 

			He sat down beside me and patted my knee. The bottom lid of that hurt eye hung low. This wasn’t my pa’s face. 

			‘You feeling right?’ 

			‘Found them bulls near the forks.’ 

			‘Them critters do like to travel,’ I said. It was his own words fed back. When he didn’t finish the thought, I did. ‘They was buffalo once, before men got their hands on them.’ 

			He shrugged. 

			I asked him of the changing weather, when the rains might stop for summer. He didn’t offer much for answers. When I served up our supper, Pa said without looking, ‘Good grub.’ 

			‘Thanks, Pa.’ 

			It was still light when he poured a mouthful of syrup and laid back in his bed. He still had on his riding clothes. I had never seen him in bed in his dusty old riding clothes. 

			‘Night, darling.’ 

			‘Night, Pa.’ 

			Pa got to snoring in that particular manner brought on by the medicine. I put his quilt about him. I tidied up some and then put on a pot of water and bathed my face in it. 

			In the darkness after, I allowed myself a few tears. 

			Pa and me spent those summer evenings sitting on the porch after supper and watching down the road even when the thunderheads hid the stars and lightning sparked on the ridges. Neither of us said what we was waiting on or even that we was waiting. We didn’t speak his name. I was afraid to say it. ‘Want your medicine, Pa?’ 

			I took to helping him with it. I was helping him a lot now. Helping meant we shared something. 

			One night like so many others I poured a tin cup of the black syrup. He took it and swallowed and sat back and shut his eyes to this world. I thought he was on his way to sleep. Then he said out the yonder, ‘We’ll get you married off.’ 

			I had just started bleeding. It had come on sudden as such things is wont to do. I awoke one morning to the shock of it and Pa told me to clean up and put a rag in my drawers and he saddled up Ol’ Sis and Ingrid and we rode on down to the Mormon’s house. The Mormon ma had answered and they exchanged some private words and she looked at me sidelong and nodded. She put an arm around me and took me in the house and led me to the wash bin so she could keep on working as we talked. Her children played in the field and her eyes flashed over them. She explained God’s purpose for my body and told me how to manage the flow. She had said, ‘This is your burden as a woman. This is your privilege. God entrusts us with His holiest work.’ When I left, she put her hand to my shoulder and squeezed. 

			Now I said to Pa, ‘What use do I got for a husband?’ 

			His eyes opened. The left one hung low as it always done after the blow. I could see the effect of the medicine on his gaze. ‘You’ve missed some womanly opportunities in this life. I done the best I knowed how but I’m failing you, girl. It’s time you move from me. I’ll just make you old.’ 

			‘Don’t talk like that, Pa.’ 

			‘A husband will tend to you. A husband will look out for you best.’ 

			‘I ain’t leaving you, so don’t waste your breath.’ 

			There was quiet for a time and again I thought him to be asleep. His voice stirred me. ‘Boys sometime or other fight their old man. It’s the order of the world. I’m only sorry you had to bear witness. I’m sorry I wasn’t keen enough to settle it before it rose up like it done. I ain’t been much of a man.’ 

			‘He is in the wrong,’ I explained. I’d been waiting months to say it. ‘He forgot his place. You ain’t got nothing to apologize for.’ 

			‘Boys need to earn their own trust. That’s the way of this world. Same way that says a girl ought to be married and tending to her own children, not her old man. Your ma wouldn’t have you become a spinster.’ 

			I considered what he was telling me between the words he was saying. ‘We need another man on the spread, is that it?’ 

			Pa shrugged. ‘Some truth to that. But I want you to marry off. Rosa was never as happy as the days we arrived here together. That’s what I want for you.’ 

			Her name from his lips shook me. ‘I’ll do better, Pa. I’ll do more. This here’s my place. Beside you. Don’t make me leave.’ 

			He didn’t answer. He had drank more syrup and now his eyes was shut. I touched his shoulder but he didn’t stir. I put my fingers to his nose to ensure he was breathing. I covered him in the quilt. 

			Pa took two bottles of medicine with him that autumn when it was time to ride to market, and we drove our steers to the new rail line where we sold them in an afternoon at auction. I watched as rail men loaded the animals into a steel container bound for hungry mouths to the east. We wasn’t players here. Nobody turned to watch us pass. Some cowboys no older than Noah rode all the way from Texas with a thousand head. Pa leaned against the chute and looked over those longhorns. He watched them until each one was loaded and then he listened as they kicked in the cars. The last time we was here, Noah was telling stories. 

			I pulled his arm. ‘Come, Pa. Let me warm you up some grub.’ 

			He looked down to me but I wasn’t sure he saw me. 

			Cowboys was hollering, loose on the liquor they bought with their earnings. 

			‘Come, Pa.’ 

			‘Them boys only drove those cattle and they still walking with more than us.’ He squinted against a pair of them pissing where they stood in the street. ‘I’m taking you out. We got something to spend, and damn us if we won’t blow every cent.’ 

			These words scared me, but I wasn’t of no mind to contradict him. 

			He took me out for my first ever supper cooked by a stranger. It was roast pork with honey sauce. He ordered us each a whiskey. I laughed at the burn in my throat and swore off the stuff for life. Pa thought that was funny and finished mine. A fiddle player started in the corner and Pa watched the man and ordered another whiskey. He didn’t speak a word during the three tunes that man played, and when the musician come around the tables for coins Pa give him a whole dollar. 

			Pa studied me a time. ‘She’d be pleased by the sight of you,’ he said like we’d been talking of Ma this whole time. ‘She’d be proud at the woman you is.’ 

			‘Pa. I’m only thirteen.’ 

			The folks at the next table paid their bill and stood and their chairs scuffed the floor. It was three men, all of them Pa’s age and one of them still wearing his Yankee cap though it’d gone brown with years and dust. This man stared until Pa met his eyes. Pa tipped his head in the greeting of a hard man who ain’t sure of the specimen before him. 

			The Yankee put in a plug. He offered one to Pa. I knew Pa wanted tobacco in that moment but he waved it off. He wasn’t the kind to make himself beholden to a stranger. 

			The Yankee looked on me. He said to Pa, ‘Remember the trick shooters that come through the camps in the war?’ He must’ve noticed some evidence of the war in Pa’s face or manner. 

			Pa didn’t answer. 

			‘Ever hear of Straight-Eye Susan? Better than anybody who come through the camps. Shooting tonight across town. Why don’t you bring your daughter and join us? We got a bottle.’ 

			‘Trick shooters don’t interest us,’ Pa said. It was a plain lie, but I saw why he said it. Something about this man had Pa on guard. Something about the way he said ‘daughter’ raised the hair on my neck. 

			The Yankee shrugged and followed his friends through the batwing doors. Pa watched him go and said, ‘Susan sure a funny name for a trick shooter. What kind father name his boy Susan?’ 

			We found a wide glowing tent on the edge of town with a crowd at the door. We could hear the merriment of a hundred people inside, all loud and drunk on their earnings. ‘How much?’ Pa asked when it was our turn at the door. He paid the three dollars without complaint and I felt sick at the thought of so much money spent in so short a time and on nothing more permanent than spectacle. 

			Straight-Eye Susan wasn’t no man, of course. She was a woman some years past marrying age wearing a white dress with flowers embroidered on it and a showman’s hat and a golden revolver to match the golden action of her Winchester repeater. The men in the crowd called at her and said things they might only say to a whore, and she picked these men from the audience and dared them to stand still while she shot matches from their teeth and casings from their hats. Not a taunt rose from the crowd after that. 

			Straight-Eye Susan shot plates from the air, first one, then two, and then four. She shot the rifle behind her with a mirror affixed to its stock. She shot high and low and quick and steady and shot and never missed and all the while she joked with us, and about us, like she was too big to be reduced by anyone. At the end she took free her hat and curtsied and the men leapt to their feet in applause. 

			After, Pa and me walked back into the night air and he guessed what I was thinking. ‘Don’t you go getting no notions.’ 

			‘About what, Pa?’ I played the dumber. 

			‘That ain’t no life for a woman. Even if you could learn to shoot you wouldn’t never be able to talk like she done. Dirty mouth like that. A crowd of faces looking at you. You a ranch girl, a wife, someday a ma. Them is good things, them is the best things. Shooting ain’t no life for females.’ 

			‘Yessir.’ 

			Pa never again practiced with his pistols. 

			I on the other hand waited until I was sure the medicine had taken Pa into sleep and then rose and stoked up the fire for light and practiced what I’d seen. I practiced even though I knew I was to be a ranch wife in this valley and wouldn’t never have cause to know such skills. I practiced because I knew in my bones I could do what she done. Sometimes when it got real late I gave in a touch to the fanciful notion of Straight-Eye Jessilyn. ‘As quick with her tongue as she is with her revolvers, and at home anywhere she can find a target.’ 

			Come the snows I awoke earlier and dressed against the cold and started in on the chores Noah would’ve done. I began each day at the lake breaking open a patch of ice so the cattle could get at the water. In the barn I milked our heifer and checked for a stray egg or two among the cold chickens. Then I forked hay in a path for the cattle. The bright ones trotted in for first bites while the sad few got to the hay late, and so I led the healthy ones away with fresh forkfuls and then returned to give the sickly feed of their own and time to eat it. 

			Some nights I heard wolves and cattle stomping the earth and rose in the dark to holler at the darting shapes of dogs. By firelight I mended the leather works with a hand punch and rawhide. 

			Mostly Pa just sucked for breath from his bed. 

			A blizzard hit on Christmas night and the snows kept on for eight days. Pa and I was pinned inside with only our minds. I tried to distract him from his medicine with games and stories. It was of little use. 

			He took the syrup in surprising pours and thereby hastened its shortage. The day it finally depleted he stormed the house as if I had hid bottles from him. He cursed me, then he cursed the Lord for laying snows so deep, then he cursed the sky for listening to the Lord. This was Pa at his smallest. 

			He set off into the winds despite my pleading for him to wait. He and Ol’ Sis was turned back before the edge of our land by drifts so deep the old mare couldn’t push on. He had to climb off her and lead her to the barn. Pa come back inside and stomped off the snow and said things that I will do him the favor of not repeating here. 

			A sickness come over him in the day after and he shook and dripped and cursed. I couldn’t get him to take no sustenance. I understood then why he was so set on that medicine. 

			The sickness passed before the snows cleared. When a warm spell opened the road, he spent a long morning looking toward town. He was eating again, and done shaking. He called me close. ‘I want you to go,’ he said. ‘This house needs things and I figure you best learn how to dicker.’ 

			It was true we best stock up before the next snow, and I understood why he wanted to avoid going anywhere near that dentist. He handed me the Colt. ‘Keep this in your bag and don’t take it out unless you intend to use it.’ 

			‘Yessir.’ 

			He then took some care explaining how the sights worked and how I had to remember to aim before pulling the trigger. ‘It’s so heavy!’ I played my part. 

			I waited for dawn before setting out on the half-day ride. It was my first travel off the ranch by my lonesome. I will admit I rode with the Colt in my hand pretending to be a gunfighter on the way to a rich bank. I took aim at birds that flushed and imagined them to be bandits. I didn’t shoot it off, not once. Even then I knew how quick my life might come to depend on a single ball of lead. 

			At the mercantile I found my tongue for haggling by imagining Straight-Eye Susan was doing the talking. At home I was quiet on account that’s how I imagined Ma to be. And because Noah had filled every crevice with five words before I might muster one. But here I was flush with the knowledge of the Colt in my jacket, and words come tumbling out with rhythm and order. When the shopkeep high-priced the goods, I cut his words short and his eyes widened in surprise. I liked how he looked at me then, like he didn’t know what I might do next. Men always seem to think they know what a girl is thinking. What Straight-Eye Susan showed me was that seeing men unsure is its own fast horse. 

			But then the shopkeep would not hand over my bill of sale. I tried to take it yet he held fast. His moustache was yellowed and his teeth was rotten in the gums. ‘You act like you something but I know you. You just a mushhead’s daughter. Your coward pa ain’t no better than a Chinaman for that syrup.’ 

			The pistol was so close and I wanted to see this man on his knees, begging forgiveness, kissing my pa’s boots, and taking it all back. 

			I swiped the bill from his hand. I folded and tucked it in a pocket and heaved up my saddlebags from the floor. ‘Bastard.’ 

			‘Such a waste for your kin to sit on all that water. Everybody says so. A shame, they say, a mushhead and his half-breed daughter wasting that fertile spread. That land should be putting out two hundred steers a year easy. There’s a dozen men in this town better than your pa who ain’t getting no lucky breaks. So don’t you come in here acting like you some queen.’ 

			On the ride back I felt the world as if for the first time, big and in all directions and with its cruel eye on me. 

			I didn’t tell Pa nothing about what the shopkeep said. I tried to put it out my mind. But his words lingered like grease smoke sticks in your nose, tainting smells long after. When I looked on Pa from then on I was fighting to hold on to the man I remembered, not the man they scorned. 

			Things improved for a time after Pa quit the medicine. He was up by daybreak again and out tending to chores. He was always the last to sleep, which impeded my pistol play, but I enjoyed pulling Ma’s quilt over my ear and falling asleep to the sight of him and his pipe before the fire. By day his eye still hung low and his conversations at times revealed ravines inside his thoughts, but he was my pa and he was out trying again and we come into a rhythm of our own. I figured it would go on like that forever, and one day Noah would return with a wife, and we’d set to building this place up together.

			* * *

			The spring of my fourteenth year I drug out Ma’s chest. I felt Pa’s eyes on me when I did. When its top opened he said, ‘There ain’t nothing in there.’ As if I hadn’t studied its contents hundreds of times in his absence. ‘Go on, put it back.’ 

			I lifted the Bible and showed it to him. ‘A woman best know the Good Book better than the men in her life.’ It was his own truth and he couldn’t refute it. 

			He looked to the book. ‘Come on then. I’m a bit rusty myself.’ 

			That was the first night of many we spent before the fire working on our words. He gave me a letter at a time, and soon I could sound through a stubby word, and then a long one, and then I could piece a few together. The first sentence I ever read on my own was, ‘Let there be light.’ 

			By summer we was rolling, half a page a night working together. It was the joy I looked forward to all day, being close to Pa and figuring the sounds and meanings together. The first work I ever done that didn’t require sweat and scuff. I thought I might have a skill for words, though Pa never said as much. 

			Summer got busy and Pa give up on the effort of learning. I didn’t hold it against him. He preferred to smoke his pipe on the porch and listen to the darkness settle upon the desert. A cattleman works his body hard all summer and ain’t got much left come those purple evenings. I took to reading the book myself in candlelight. Sometimes I read it out loud just to hear the words. I carried them all day like music to my chores. My thoughts dwelled with kings and floods and men wandering the desert and who begot who. I liked Moses best, I liked how he led those in his keeping. He was always so sure the Lord was on his side, and not playing him as the fool. 

			What I read troubled me too. One night over supper I asked Pa about Genesis. ‘It say here, “The imagination of man’s heart is evil from his youth.” Does the Lord really believe that?’ 

			Pa hung over his bowl of grub. ‘A girl shouldn’t be thinking so heavy.’ He spooned up a bite and chewed. 

			I ate. I ate and then I asked, ‘How come we don’t go to church? Huh, Pa? Everybody go to church, even the injuns got church. I ain’t intending to be contrary. I just wonder is all. We got something against church? Or is it the Lord we got issue with?’ 

			Pa’s eyes found mine. ‘We got issue with men. There’s a shortage of answers in this world. It’s the fool who thinks he got them.’ 

			Autumn turned to winter and winter to spring and Pa got three months older for every one that passed. He was slowing down and his slips was commonplace now, two or three a day when he seemed to be waking up from some dream that was only his. One time I come into the house to find him looking into the ceiling. He didn’t answer at his name. I believed him dead for a moment, and then his eyes blinked and he said, ‘Just resting, dear.’ I checked his old places for a bottle of syrup but didn’t find none. 

			Around Pa there wasn’t no dodging talk of husbands now. I was fifteen, though my body wasn’t growing much curve. The marrying talk come most days, sometimes morning and night. ‘We’ll get you fancied up and go into town and show you off,’ he said. ‘Won’t take a hour to find you a man.’ I would nod and say my yessirs and then proceed with my chores like regular. 

			I had been to town enough times to know men didn’t turn to look on me. I wasn’t nothing that held their fancy. That troubled me some, but not in the manner it should. I wasn’t turning to look at no men neither. I was turning to look at their sidearms. 

			We was up to forty-eight head in my sixteenth autumn, the last autumn we was together. The garden was taller than ever and the chickens was laying two eggs a day apiece. The fowl was less on the lake, just as there was less lake, but still we ate goose and duck as much as beefsteak and pork. I was tall for a girl and my muscles was strong through the shoulders like Noah’s had been. My voice too was deep, I thought. When Pa was around I tried my best to sound girl-like. When he was gone I let myself be. 

			What I knew by then was a woman is her place. Straight-Eye Susan was the big tent with all them people watching, and I was our valley. For all the talk of marriage I didn’t give the notion much credence. Marrying meant moving onto another man’s spread, and I didn’t intend to become anybody new. 

			The last time I spoke with Pa was the morning before he set out for the high country to bring back our wayward head. It was a morning like every one before it. I cooked us eggs in lard and potatoes. Pa’s beard was more gray than rust now. His low-hanging eye had taken to watering continually and out of habit he wiped it with his knuckle between bites. 

			‘Patch that coop while I’m gone, can you?’ Pa asked. 

			‘Yessir.’ I was glad he remembered the coop. It needed work. 

			‘Leave it another week and we’ll wake up with a bobcat shitting one of our hens.’ 

			I laughed at the curse. Pa smiled with me, and I was grateful to see some lightness in his eyes. 

			After breakfast I followed him outside. He put on his hat and slid the Sharps into the scabbard on Ol’ Sis’s saddle. Her spine drooped with age now and her hips punched at flesh. He would need a new riding horse come market, if there was money for one. 

			He turned to me. The sun was warm against our cheeks. ‘Might be a night,’ he said. ‘Not two.’ 

			‘I’ll have hot grub when you come over the ridge.’ 

			He looked off toward them mountains. In the months after I wondered if maybe he suspected his end was near. ‘The war took me when I was your age and my brother a year younger. It took all the men from our valley.’ 

			‘Yessir. I remember. Sixty-one. You was in the field with a rake when word come of Sumter.’ 

			‘Good.’ I saw he was about to quiz my knowledge. Pa had again taken up his histories of the war. He talked of it regular. I had genuine interest because I saw my father on every battlefield, and understood each fight to be a window onto this man I still could not decipher. He asked, ‘What started the war?’ 

			‘Sir, the first shots was really in Kansas in the fifties. And the war was all but certain when Lincoln took office.’ These was his own words but I could see he wasn’t pleased. 

			‘No. What started it? That’s what matters.’ 

			I thought on that point. I could remember all manner of queer detail of that war fought in forests and pastures I would never see. 

			‘Slaves? Who was going to make the rules? I guess I don’t reckon…’ 

			He wiped his leaky eye and I saw his hand was shaking. 

			‘Pa?’ 

			‘Every one of us believed he’d come home bigger than when he left. The war was like the start of forever to us. A desert and all we had to do was cross it and all the green on the other side would be just for us, and forever. My brother and me stayed up nights in worry it’d be over before we got our chance. My brother and me.’ Now he wiped at tears. 

			My hair stood. He was before me but a thousand miles gone. ‘What started the war, Pa?’ 

			His eyes settled on me. ‘Stories, Jessilyn. We tell ourselves the wrong stories.’ 

			He didn’t come home the next day. I started searching the day after but the tracks was smoothed by the hard winds of the previous night. 

			Took till day six. I found Ol’ Sis by vultures. Ingrid and me was moving through some sage when she got to throwing her head and trotting sidelong. ‘There, girl,’ I patted, but she snorted and looked off into the timber and backed in that stiff way of hers. I swung down and walked into the smell and found Ol’ Sis a short distance in the timber, near devoured. The ravens come off and rest in the trees overhead and made a racket and the vultures rose from their perches into the winds above. A magpie saw the opening and swept down and landed on her ribs. I shooed him off and threw a stick at him and cursed his race. 

			There was sign from what you’d expect, coyote and bear, but I also saw a lion track. Lions ain’t prone to scavenging, so I reckoned her end was swift. There wasn’t no evidence of Pa. 

			I backtracked Ol’ Sis and found where the lion had got her and saw she had been dragging a broke leg before that. 

			I took to hollering his name. I took up running every which way like some manner of fool. 

			A mile back I come across what was left. The story was written out in the tracks. 

			They come down out of the timber at a trot and to the edge of a great expanse of broken rock, black and sharp and laid out like spilled glass. Couldn’t take a step anywhere on it without a rock rolling underfoot. It was raw earth, the last land the Lord made. Pa’s choice was to risk a crossing or trace its edge for some miles. He aimed for the narrowest stretch and made the wrong choice. That’s how it happens in this life, in a quiet moment. 

			I imagine it was getting on evening and he was tired and Ol’ Sis was smelling the creek on the far side. A rock probably rolled and her leg broke and he went down. His skull was broke. Maybe she rolled over him. 

			I had got to Pa too late. Animals don’t eat hair, about the only thing. They drug him off in all directions, it was on me to find him and put him back. It was on me to collect him. It was all on me. 

			I try to focus on the Sharps. The rock had left parallel lines and sharp gouges in the metal. Engraved on the barrel was ‘.54 caliber.’ It had the peep sight installed by the Union army. I put Pa’s rifle to my cheek. The wood was polished smooth where his skin had held it for a lifetime. 

			There wasn’t nothing to do but bury him under stone. I know Pa would’ve liked being nearer to Ma. 

			My hands bled from the black glass that deepened over him. My blood was in smears and drips among his tattered clothing and gnawed bones. I buried Pa in rock. 

			I remember the first snows was falling when I finished, dry flakes from charcoal skies. The land had lost its water and was ten shades of dry. 

			Ingrid put her nose to my ear, and I rested against her. We was alone now, together. 

			* * *

			Without my brother there, what choice did I have but to go to town to get myself married? I couldn’t run the land by myself. It was part a matter of hands. My two wasn’t enough. The cattle had spread far and we would be missing the market next week. Things was careening toward desperate. 

			I washed up proper and braided my hair. My first attempts was a touch loose for courting work so I done them again. When Pa had seen Ma he knew right out she was the one for him. He saw something in her form that stirred him deep, that’s how he talked of it. I looked over myself in my finery and with my hands clean of dust and wondered if a man might see something worth keeping in me. 

			I started at the sheriff’s office. Sheriff Younger, he was nothing of the sort. Grayed and old enough to remember when St Louis was a frontier town. I didn’t go there to ask for his hand, I figured a sheriff would know every boy and man in the county and could steer a gal in the right direction. I told Sheriff Younger simple, Pa had sent me to inquire about marriage. 

			‘Your pa wants you married off?’ The sheriff sorted some papers before him. ‘What kind of suffering is you?’ 

			‘I’m no suffering at all, sir. I’m damn fast with supper and at churning and I hold my own with the ranch work. I keep our garden free of varmints and I jar venison with a touch. I never had no ma so I’ve been doing the woman things since I could walk. I’ll make a man a damn hardy wife.’ 

			‘You got quick words about you.’ 

			I shrugged. ‘I like to read.’ 

			‘Is that so?’ Younger was old but his eyes hunted me and his age did not diminish his size. I looked into him trying to decide if I could trust him. 

			‘Some men like a woman who can read, some don’t.’ He lit a cigar. He leaned back in his chair and looked out his big window. It was the biggest window in town. A sheriff needed a big window to see trouble riding by. He smoked and I glanced about his office looking for some sense of his person. ‘Why didn’t your old man come down here his own darn self? I never heard of such a thing.’ 

			‘It’s just the two of us and it’s market season. Ain’t time for him to meddle with my future.’ 

			‘Typical father wants a hand in choosing his heir, especially a father whose only son has run off into a short future.’ 

			This was the first I’d heard of Noah. He didn’t know writing so we didn’t expect letters. 

			‘Short future, sir?’ 

			‘You don’t know.’ 

			‘Know, sir?’ 

			‘Your brother has partnered with the devil.’ 

			‘I don’t know nothing about no devil, sir.’ I had enough trying to figure the Lord. 

			‘All men long for a rich life filled with easy days and hearty drink.’ 

			This was news to me. I figured all men longed for what Pa did, land that turned a comfortable profit. 

			‘But the good men know enough to temper their longings. That’s what the Lord has given us that He hasn’t given critters or injuns or niggers. But your brother is light on these faculties. Maybe it’s the Mexican in your line. You half wet, ain’t you?’ 

			Two legs of the sheriff’s chair dropped back to the floor, and he pushed through some papers on his desk. He extracted a leaflet and held it for me to see. It was my brother’s face, sort of. ‘Can you read this?’ I didn’t get past the word ‘dead.’ A wanted poster with my brother’s likeness. It offered $350 for him or his corpse. 

			‘Your brother is wanted for his crimes.’ 

			Since burying Pa my hours in the book was spent hunting guidance. In a fit one night I carved two lessons into the wood of the kitchen table. I can’t explain why I done it but I’d seen them every day since and they was a comfort. 

			Put on the full armor of God. 

			I had been a daughter my whole life. I wasn’t one no more. Now they was trying to make me not a sister. 

			By standing firm you will gain life. 

			Sheriff Younger spat into his spittoon. ‘Your brother leads a lawless band of marauders and killers and thieves.’ 

			‘Killers?’ 

			‘This is the truth.’ Younger’s cigar was burning crooked and he turned it against a fresh match. ‘Where’d you say your pa gone off to?’ 

			‘Ain’t gone off.’ 

			‘Maybe I’ll swing by and say my howdies.’ 

			I looked toward the bright window. The noon sun was low. Winter was nearing. I said, ‘Keep an ear out anyhow about good boys or men on the prowl for a wife, would you?’ 

			‘I will. But if you hear from your brother, be sure and give me a report. If you lead me to him I’ll promise to bring him back alive. You have my word on that. Bounty hunters won’t be so generous.’ 

			I stared at the sheriff. No doubt Younger wanted that reward for himself. I put on my hat and tipped my head and turned to leave. 

			‘Miss Harney?’ 

			‘Yessir.’ 

			‘Tell me, what’s that there under your coat?’ 

			The barrel was so long that its point come clear of my riding jacket. A girl with a front-loading Colt was something men tended to take stock of. 

			I turned back toward the sheriff and something about his expression made my heart pound. ‘Thank you for the help.’ 

			‘Who taught you to dress and such? Look at you. You don’t got no one, do you?’ He sighed and puffed his cigar. ‘Fine then. I won’t say it twice, so listen. Old men will take anything young. They ain’t picky so long as it’s fresh. But you don’t want an old man. A young man, well, you must catch his eye. Flashy speaks to the young man. You got to,’ he pointed his cigar toward my hair and hips and what lay between, ‘flare them parts up some, if you get me.’ 

			‘Yessir.’ 

			‘Don’t look crooked. I don’t know how women do it. I just know they do it, and you ain’t doing it. Get yourself a woman somewheres first. Have her school you on these matters. Them women got ways, and any fool can see you ain’t learned them.’ 

			‘Yessir.’ 

			‘I’ll be by to see your pa.’ 

			I’d planned on checking in at the store and the hotel to inquire about sons that might be of marrying age, but my time with the sheriff had left me mindful of all I didn’t understand about the man business. I wanted back in the barn with the smell of hay and other matters I knew so well. So Ingrid and me turned north and rode out on the road we come in on. 

			I intended to ride out again in a day or two’s time, to the Mormon ma. Maybe she would show me the female arts. But each morning I woke I thought to myself, ‘Tomorrow. I’ll go tomorrow.’ But then tomorrow would come and I’d still be at home turning over what the sheriff conveyed with his eyes. 

			I reckon I wasn’t keen on giving over nothing that was ours. I wanted a man on the spread but I didn’t want it to be his spread. Maybe I knew there wasn’t a man alive who could work land without calling it his own. 

			By the time the snows laid their first carpets I’d only retrieved half the cattle, and I knew the rest to be dying hard deaths in the headwaters. It pained me to think of them, and to think of Pa’s face when he learned how I’d let him down. Presently my efforts went to keeping the rest alive. 

			The air got colder than I could ever remember. Each morning Ingrid and me rode out to the lake where the winter was coldest and broke a hole in the ice big enough for the cattle to lap. If we skipped a day the ice might grow too thick for me to break through the next time and the cattle would perish. 

			The lake didn’t used to freeze so hard when it was bigger. But now it wasn’t much more than a pond surrounded by mud froze to stone. 

			I was just starting to find a pattern to the day when Ingrid and me took a cough around New Year’s. My dreams was haunted and I couldn’t hardly breathe. Ingrid had mucus running loose from her nose and eyes and she stayed in the barn with her head hung low. She didn’t eat what I give her. But still we rose early and made the haul to the lake, walking with our heads into the wind. We walked together onto the ice. Just so happened that the deepest cold come when we was sick, a stiff gale from the north that blew out the clouds and let all the earth’s heat go into the stars. On the morning I felt my sickest, the ice was too thick to smash with my regular rock. I rolled out a bigger one, but then I was too weak to lift it. I turned to Ingrid. She looked toward the barn. She knew I could get myself to the lake without her. She was there because I was lonesome. 

			I drew the Colt and give Ingrid warning and fired without really aiming. The bullet fractured the ice and a second widened the hole and my rock did the rest. 

			I knew then that a ranch requires two. If I had been any sicker, we would’ve lost the cattle. 

			In the evenings once we was well I kept on with the book and eventually come to its ending. ‘And let him that heareth say, Come. And let him that is athirst come. And whosoever will, let him take the water of life freely. For I testify unto every man that heareth the words of the prophecy of this book, If any man shall add unto these things, God shall add unto him the plagues.’ 

			I found some comfort in them words. This book was the truth and the whole truth and all I had to do was decipher it. But I found cause for worry in them words too, and in the book in general. It give me the feeling the Lord don’t trust us much. It give me the feeling I shouldn’t trust myself. 

			Wasn’t until Ma’s birthday that I felt the full weight of Pa’s absence. Darkness brought the worst of it. The wind howled against the slats and the stable door banged in random. I lit a big fire for company and set out a stew upon the table as if it wasn’t just me eating. But then I couldn’t spoon a bite. Some of my tears was for him, some for her, but mostly they was for me. I ain’t never been the kind to pity myself, ain’t no profit in it, but on that night I made an exception. 

			I went to the bed and dug out Pa’s fiddle from beneath. I used a knife to pry the keeper nails and then looked down upon the red velvet cradling the instrument like some manner of holy infant. I stared into the red and felt him in the room with me and saw him too as he had been when I buried him. The black holes where his eyes had been, the tendons still holding the jaw. 

			I shivered as I brought the fiddle to my chin. The horsehairs was so limp they let the strings touch the wood of the bow, and it took me some moments to remember I was supposed to tighten those hairs. At once I remembered watching Pa tighten the same knob. I remembered him putting the fiddle to his chin, how he shut his eyes and his fingers knew right where to go. I had studied that man I could never decipher while his eyes was closed to all but music. Now my fingers began to hunt his same notes. 

			When drawn across the strings the bow brought Noah into the room with me. The air was again full of his breath. My sounds set Ingrid to whining and a pack of coyotes howling, but when you live in a world of wind and hooves even a wrong note carries an eerie magic. 

			My whole life music had been sacred and forbidden, and then one day song was mine without boundary but for my own ineptitude. It was as if a levee had broke and filled the whole desert from ridge to ridge with sparkling mountain water, and on the edge grew waist-high camas, and all I had to do to linger there was play. 

			Two of the Mormons found me practicing one warm April day, the oldest son and his kid brother. We was in the midst of the thaw. The creek was up and the sun was warm on our skin. Plenty more hardship was ahead but it was easy to let those worries go for the afternoon. ‘Howdy,’ I called to them as they rode near. 

			Considering they was cattle people, the Mormon brothers was pale folks with soft hands. They come with fresh biscuits, which I devoured before I even thought to invite them in. Isaac, the oldest and only a year shy of me, was wearing a new hat so I knew they must’ve done well at last autumn’s market. Isaac was nearing the marrying age but still a child, I didn’t trust him to drive a wagon let alone run my spread. 

			‘Ma wants you and your pa for supper,’ Isaac said. His eyes wouldn’t look me straight, they kept wandering to the roof, the barn, his toes. 

			I ate through the biscuits, their airy white centers still warm against my fingers. I hadn’t bothered with baking since learning the fiddle. My mind was on them biscuits, more of them. ‘What’s your ma gonna make?’ 

			The boys shrugged. Isaac added, ‘Pork, I reckon. She do enjoy baking that pork. Whole house smell on account.’ 

			My mouth watered at the thought. ‘I do got a hard fancy for pork.’ I’d lost the hog to coyotes while out burying Pa. I’d failed to can the garden vegetables before frost set in. Under this dress, my legs was going boney. 

			‘Ma invited you for Friday,’ Isaac said. 

			‘Okay, then. I’ll come Friday. I’ll come any old day for pork.’ 

			‘You and your pa?’ 

			‘Yeah, me and Pa.’ What else could I say? 

			Without looking me straight, Isaac said, ‘Is it true? What they say about your brother?’ 

			I spoke with a full mouth. ‘You seen the posters?’ 

			Isaac was all lit up at the notion now. ‘They say Noah Harney might be the fastest gunfighter who ever lived! He shot six marshals before they could draw their guns. I heard he got away with twenty-five thousand dollars.’ 

			Sheriff Younger called him an outlaw, but twenty-five thousand dollars? How could one man hold such money? At once I saw my brother as Isaac did: riding fast through town, a pistol in hand, bullets bending around him. A gunfighter. 

			I handed back the empty basket, the last biscuit saved in my dress pocket. ‘Friday then.’ 

			Before dinner with the Mormons I washed my dress even though it wasn’t wash day, set it to dry on a line hung near the hearth, and put juniper berries to boil. I washed out my hair even though it wasn’t bath day and put in braids. Then I dipped a cloth to the juniper water and rubbed it along my neck. I thought it might make me smell fancy. It only made me smell like liquor, so I washed it clean again. 

			Them Mormons was clean people. I knew how I trusted clean people to be honest, and here I was fixing to lie about Pa. No way around it. I couldn’t let word spread that I was alone on this ranch without inviting trouble. So I scrubbed up to shining clean. 

			My body hung below me like a stranger. I had nubs and hip bones but when I looked down I half expected to see muscles and a member. This didn’t concern me much, as a body is little more than a horse you don’t need to stable. But it did strike me as queer to find my mount so unfamiliar. 

			Ingrid and me rode down as the sun touched the rim of the mountains. She was feeling sprightly with the trip, and the air was uncommon warm and she had springtime energy about her. She looked to the field and I knew what she was thinking. 

			‘Nah, girl. Not now. We cleaned up.’ 

			She threw her head. 

			‘Quit that.’ 

			The mother greeted me in her long black dress. It went from her neck all the way past her shoes, and her black hair was back in a tight bun no bigger than a baby’s fist. I wondered how she got all that hair back into so small a space. 

			She looked past me, and her smile went to a frown. ‘Where’s your pa?’ 

			‘In them mountains, Mrs Saggat.’ 

			‘This early?’ 

			‘Queer year.’ 

			‘Indeed. Well, I know the mister was hoping to talk business.’ 

			‘Pa feels the same. Passes on his sorrys.’ 

			She sighed. I reckon she’d gone to some trouble to host us and was thinking how without Pa here she’d have to do it all again. But her grievance wasn’t with me and so she mustered a smile. ‘Thanks for making the ride anyhow.’ She nodded to Ingrid. ‘You forgot to hitch.’ 

			‘No need. Ingrid knows her place is with me.’ 

			‘I won’t have her getting into our feed. Tie her proper and come on in. Kick the mud off them boots.’ 

			I did as Mrs Saggat asked. But I apologized to Ingrid for the low treatment. 

			When Pa brought me down on account of the bleeding I had kept to myself and let Mrs Saggat do the talking. I was overcome first with her smell. Just being so close to an actual ma. I couldn’t help but watch her hands, how they was always tending to the children as they come by, picking off dirt and twigs or fixing a lock of hair. It was like she had two heads, one for talking to me and the other for looking after her offspring. I longed then to be one of her children even though I didn’t feel no special warmth from her. I just wanted to live a day like those children lived every day, a big woman looking down on me and keeping me clean and telling me what to do to stay safe. If you got a ma looking out for you, all you got to do is grow up. 

			That time I had been still and listened. This time I was to shepherd my lie. My heart wouldn’t quit its gallop. 

			Their home was two stories, the only one like it I’d seen, with glass windows in most rooms, and ceilings so high a tall man wouldn’t need stoop. The board floor was swept and there wasn’t one woodstove but two, one on each end. I never did get to see the whole house but I reckon they had sleeping rooms upstairs. Seven children fit there, the youngest was born that summer. 

			Mr Saggat wasn’t a rancher so much as a boss man. He rode well but his hired men did the real labor. Mr and Mrs Saggat arrived to the valley late, but when Pa come inside to mother us, the Mormons got to the better graze and soon could hire men to stay with their herds and so keep the bears and Indians in hiding. Now Mr Saggat’s hands was clean and he was round in the belly and his neck jiggled when he spoke. He called us to the table with a bored voice. 

			There was a white cloth covering the wood and plates for each of us. I’d never seen nothing like it. I took the hands of my neighbors, and Mr Saggat started with his fancy Lord words, which he mumbled so low I couldn’t hear them myself. There was no pork but a roast turkey, a huge bird that must’ve weighed fourteen or sixteen pounds. There was squash and a bowl filled with beans. I bet they come from a jar, they was that fancy. There wasn’t no biscuits but there was corn bread. More corn bread than I’d eaten in my whole life, just sitting there, giving off steam. I was late saying my ‘amen.’ 

			There was no hiding the lengths they’d gone in preparing this meal. Slaughtering a turkey is a holiday event for most. And so I got to wondering what my neighbors had in mind. 

			We sat together and I waited with my hands in my lap. I wanted to give off the right sense about me. 

			Mr Saggat pointed at my food and said, ‘Go ahead now, Miss Harney, eat. A shame your father couldn’t join us. I was hoping to gain his counsel on matters.’ 

			Mrs Saggat hadn’t eaten yet, so I didn’t know the proper way. I tipped my head and smiled like I imaged she would. 

			Mr Saggat said. ‘Go on now, eat up. We wait for our guest to commence the eating.’ 

			I raised the corn bread to my mouth with one hand and used the other to bring a slab of turkey into position. I took care only to touch the food with two fingers and to lean my face well over my plate in case of drippage. It seemed the fancy way to go about eating. 

			The children laughed at my manners. The middle boy said, ‘She eats like an injun.’ My face felt to be blistering. 

			Mrs Saggat shushed the laughter. ‘There now, dear, use your utensils. Like this.’ 

			I did exactly as she showed. ‘Sorry, ma’am. I ain’t accustomed.’ 

			‘So is he often away from home?’ Mr Saggat asked. 

			I understood this to be a sliding question. If I said yes, then Mr Saggat might get to thinking he could take advantage of our lower lands. If I said no, then he might figure Pa had chosen this day to be gone and thereby avoid this conversation. ‘Sir, we got cattle far and wide this spring.’ It wasn’t the best answer but it was the one that come quickest. 

			‘Is that so? Why would you keep them spread wide so early? Ain’t they still on feed?’ 

			I imagined I was Pa. ‘Shallow snows this year up high.’ 

			‘Is that right?’ He looked down his nose. I saw it then, he was smiling at me but there was a shortage of smile in the man. 

			I was sweating under my arms and I drank down all my water so as to hide behind the cup a moment and collect myself. 

			Mr Saggat turned on me. This time he spoke of Noah. ‘It was a sadness to learn he has chosen sin. It must trouble Mr Harney fierce to know his only boy has turned heathen.’ 

			My blood quickened at his contempt. I said, ‘Sir, I will believe in my brother until I learn otherwise direct from him.’ 

			‘But you can’t deny his actions? You’ve seen the newspapers, I assume.’ 

			‘My brother ain’t no heathen.’ My heat had revealed itself. 

			The room went still. Not a child breathed and I could see the surprise in Mr Saggat’s eyes. 

			I crossed my arms. ‘But yes, sir, I worry. I pray nightly for his soul. May you lead us in a prayer now for him? It is rare I am among people as godly as yourselves and the Lord knows my dear brother could use the divine influence either way.’ 

			‘Yes,’ Mrs Saggat said. Her eyes sat heavy on her husband. ‘Let us pray for our child neighbor and her troubled kin.’ 

			Mr Saggat put down his fork and swallowed his bite and pulled his napkin from his collar. He did all this without joy and I could tell a prayer at this moment was not to his preference. He mumbled to himself for a time and his eyes remained shut. Then he said, ‘Amen.’ 

			‘Amen,’ the other voices sounded. My own come a beat behind theirs, so surprised I was to amen a prayer I hadn’t been privy to. 

			The little children got to talking and Mrs Saggat got to helping the littlest. These girls and boys would grow to be mothers and fathers and they would populate this valley with wholesome little families that ate supper on white tablecloths. 

			Mr Saggat was chewing an especially large bite of turkey. ‘Your father is in dire financial times, no?’ 

			‘Zeke,’ Mrs Saggat exclaimed. ‘Jessilyn is a girl alone without her kin.’ 

			‘What I say is no slander. Harney missed market this year. Came in low last year. Now his cattle are scattered in the mountains and he’s sure to fail this coming summer. I do not mean any offense but only to clarify the reality. The time has come to sell.’ 

			‘Please.’ There was heat now in Mrs Saggat’s voice. 

			Mr Saggat lifted his napkin and wiped his brow. ‘My men tell me your father has been tending to his herd by himself since your brother rode off. It is no wonder he is coming up short. Cattle require a payroll. I have seen this countless times before. I am more than just a cattleman, you understand. I am also invested in the efforts of others. Our people work together and so rise together. That is the way with the Saints.’ 

			‘Yessir.’ 

			He leaned closer to me than he had before. I could smell not only his breath but also his perspiration. He smelled of moldy dough put to the oven. He said low like it was just the two of us at the table, ‘I can help you and your father. You tell him as much, okay?’ 

			Just as soon as dinner was over Mrs Saggat packed a plate for Pa. 

			‘That’s awful kind of you, ma’am. I worry about staying late on account of the ride.’ 

			‘I’ll ride with you,’ Mr Saggat offered. ‘Maybe Mr Harney will be returned.’ 

			I didn’t have to refuse. Mrs Saggat said, ‘The girl knows the way, and Isaac is counting on your help with his reading tonight, Zeke.’ 

			Mr Saggat looked at his wife. The moment sprawled, until Mr Saggat began to laugh. ‘Seems my wife is intent on making me rude.’ 

			Mrs Saggat led me toward the door. Outside the night was complete, the moon near full. She handed me the plate but it was her embrace I so desired. I was in hard need of the most basic sustenance. She picked up her toddler to her hip and said, ‘Bundle against the cold, dear, and give your pa our kindness.’ 

			Over her shoulder Mr Saggat was fiddling with something in a desk drawer. He rose from his work and crossed the room and took my hand in his and I felt him passing something into my palm. He smiled. ‘Give Mr Harney our blessings,’ Mr Saggat said. 

			Ingrid was waiting for me where I had hitched her. The Mormons watched me from the stoop. 

			From the windows at the top of the house I could see candles burning and children’s faces peering down at me. All them children was gathered there together to watch. So many children. At night I doubt they needed quilts for all the warmth they shared. 

			I pulled on my riding jacket and flipped up the collar against the wind. Two minutes before I had been in a warm room with roast turkey. Now I rode into icy darkness. 

			A mile down the road I checked what Mr Saggat had given me. It was a slip of paper. But when I unfurled it I saw it wasn’t paper but paper money. He’d slipped me a dollar. 

			Back at home I lay in bed. Sleep was slow in coming. I kept thinking of that dollar. Neither friends nor thieves just up and give a girl a dollar and expect nothing in return. 

			I rose and relit the lantern by feel. I carried it to the door and pulled in the latch string. 

			When sleep did come it was Noah who visited me. We was riding side by side across rolling plains. Just wind over our ears and hooves in grass, and both of us together, running from something. 

			The next day I awoke late. The sun was already up and the cabin smelled of ash blown out the fireplace by the morning breeze. 

			I finished what was left of the Mormon’s supper and then carried the dollar out to the holehouse where Pa kept our savings. I reached through the hole and up onto the bottom side of the wooden seat to a box sitting on a shelf there. It was a long reach for me and the smell was as you’d expect. As I did my business I added the dollar to the box and counted. There was twelve dollars, including the California gold piece Pa had carried with him since the war. I put the box back in its place before leaving. 

			When I come around the edge of the house, I saw a saddled buckskin hitched to our post. 

			The front door was open. 

			I thought to the location of the Colt, still under the pillow. 

			I knew my only advantage was surprise so I stalked to the edge of the house. 

			I heard spurs on the dirt floor. I looked and saw Sheriff Younger appear in the doorway. 

			The sheriff saw me then too. He put an arm to the doorjamb. He had his hat on and his pistol hung low. ‘Ain’t you a silly-looking sight.’ I was still wearing long johns from the night. ‘Where’s your pa?’ 

			‘Out.’ 

			‘Out where?’ 

			‘He comes and goes.’ 

			‘Is that right?’ he asked while touching a match to a cigarillo. 

			‘Yessir.’ 

			He waved out his match. ‘Ain’t you gonna offer me coffee or nothing?’ 

			‘Don’t got no coffee.’ 

			‘No pa and no coffee.’ 

			‘I got a pa, he’s just out. Ain’t got no coffee.’ 

			‘He makes a habit of being out, don’t he? Stopped by the mercantile and his name come up. Seems he hasn’t been by in some months. Seems you’ve been running up his debts.’ 

			‘You want me to pass along a message?’ 

			He took a seat on the bench by the front door. He watched his smoke blow away in the breeze. ‘Maybe I’ll just wait a piece, see him when he returns.’ 

			I caught myself before I could say he would be gone a while. I didn’t want this man knowing I would be alone here for even the hour. ‘I’m going in to get dressed. I’d appreciate some distance.’ 

			I walked past the sheriff. I shut the door behind me and dropped the juniper latch and pulled in the string. 

			Inside I put on my dress and my sheepskin coat. It was a touch more coat than necessary given the day, but it was thick enough to conceal the Colt I hid at my back. 

			I looked around the room, this time from the sheriff’s mind. There wasn’t a thing of Pa’s out, not his sleeping things or his tobacco. On the table was my one dish. I set out another, then decided to clear both. 

			I opened the door and stepped into the sunlight. 

			I took a position out in the open. The sheriff was smashing the rest of his smoke on my bench. 

			‘Think your pa’ll miss his saddle? Saw it hanging in the barn.’ 

			I spat, though I didn’t have no tobacco, Pa’s habit when asked a question he didn’t want to answer. 

			The sheriff reclined and looked off toward the hills. The magpies called from the willows. The fowl was making a courting ruckus on the lake, and the breeze carried their cackles our direction. The creek was milky with runoff and in the meadows the purple camas was up and close to bloom. 

			‘Looks to me like your herd is down. Probably doing the best you can without your pa around to help. Did he go and die on you? Or’d he finally turn to mush and run off?’ 

			‘You full of crazy thoughts, sheriff.’ 

			‘There be cruel people passing through these parts. A girl with fat cattle? A lush spread to herself. There be people who would see this and think they found themselves an opportunity.’ 

			‘Let Pa’s rifle talk some sense into them.’ 

			The sheriff laughed. He took off his hat and brushed it on his knee. His hair was silver and clean. He was a bathing man. He said, ‘Your pa probably let on he was some kind of hero with that Yankee rifle.’ 

			I didn’t take his bait. I knew Sheriff Younger had fought for the Confederacy. 

			‘Your old man was a low-down, dry-gulching son of a bitch. He tell you that? His kind hid like cowards and shot good men in the back. I seen what they done. They ain’t no heroes.’ 

			I felt mean as a bear now. I might’ve mauled that smile from his face. ‘I’ll tell him you said so, sheriff.’ 

			Younger picked something from between his teeth. He examined his clean fingernails. ‘I can help you, you realize. We can get your head sold at fair prices. We can get this burden of a ranch out from under you. You’ll have good money. You won’t have no problem marrying yourself a well-to-do man. I know a widower up Malheur way with five sections who’d do real well by you.’ 

			‘Why would you want to help me?’ 

			‘My position requires I offer assistance to all citizens of the county, even the kin of a yellow Yank.’ 

			Younger seen something in my eyes then. His forehead furrowed. He put his hat on. ‘Your brother been around?’ 

			Younger scanned the near hill, the barn. ‘Maybe he come home to help you, now that your pa turned to mush?’ 

			My power rested in what he thought he knew. ‘Appreciate you coming by, sheriff. Now you best get on, I got me plenty of work to do before Pa come riding back.’ 

			He took his buckskin’s reins and walked him from the house. He swung up and wheeled around on that antsy stallion. I could see the horse trusted him as much as I did. 

			‘You know I rode a long way this morning to come see you,’ he said, looking down at me. 

			‘I know the distance.’ 

			‘Could’ve at least offered me some coffee.’ 

			‘Can’t offer what I don’t got.’ 

			He raised a finger. ‘Little girl like you might want to trade what she got before somebody come along and take it.’ 

			The buckskin hopped and the sheriff made no effort to stop him. I watched them gallop past the barn and along the spring and onto the road. 

			Ingrid blew her nose and I knew she felt the same about Younger. She trotted up beside me and I took a grip of her mane and ran three steps and bounced up onto her back. She knew where to go. 

			We broke through the sage to the top of the ridge and stopped in the shade of a juniper. From there we could see the sheriff and his trail of dust. We watched until he crossed our line sometime later, and then we watched until we couldn’t make out his shape from the general green and gray of the valley floor. 

			The heifers went missing soon after, twelve of them. I noticed right off in the morning on account the numbers was down. I grabbed the Sharps from the pegs. Ingrid and me rode a loop around the meadow and cut their tracks, a mess of cattle and two shod horses. 

			We followed them on a run over the ridge and down across the next valley and up the other side and still we kept on. I was pushing Ingrid too hard I knew, but I believed we would catch them because a lone horse and rider will make ground on cows with calves. 

			Ingrid was lathered and parched and begging to walk and still I pushed her forward. Then before us was the county line. The sage thinned out to sand, and here the wind had already blown out the tracks. I could see all the miles until the sand bent into a gray slab of mountain, and there wasn’t a rider upon it. We was beat. I pulled her to a stop and swung down. 

			Ingrid’s head hung low. She was spent. 

			Those tracks didn’t come from Younger’s big buckskin, I was sure of that. They wasn’t from no horses I recognized, but that didn’t mean I didn’t know their riders. 

			We had dealt with thefts before, of course. There was a tough winter when Noah was still around when Indians stole steers in three events. They was stealing for food, and red as Pa got, we was grazing on their lands after all. We come to see it as a tax. But we’d never been rustled by shod horses before, white men. 

			I walked back to give Ingrid the relief of my weight. 

			The sun wore on us and Ingrid moved between islands of juniper shade. In the dream state of travel I felt dread at the prospect of confessing to Pa what I had lost, then remembered all over again I didn’t get to confess nothing to him no more. 

			I took the Sharps to the ridge and picked out a cow pie on the valley bottom. I leveled the rifle over a rock and adjusted for distance and windage. I remembered Pa teaching Noah that shooting downhill or up meant the bullet would be affected less by distance, so I readjusted. My shot was low. It would’ve struck a man’s horse square through the guts. My second shot was high, clean through a man’s hat. I was distracted by emotion. It was a lesson I had to learn again and again when shooting for distance. 

			The next night and the night after I done the only thing I could muster, I brought the cattle in close and lay out in the sage with the rifle and wondered if I had the stones to kill a man. 

			I wondered too after Noah. While I hunkered here alone, he rode on whim, a man free of earthly chains. Not even the law could contain my brother. In this world a man could set any course. 
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