



[image: Cover]







Table of Contents




A NineStar Press Publication


Lone Star on a Cowboy Heart


Part One


Chapter One


Chapter Two


Chapter Three


Chapter Four


Chapter Five


Chapter Six


Chapter Seven


Chapter Eight


Chapter Nine


Chapter Ten


Part Two


Chapter Eleven


Chapter Twelve


Chapter Thirteen


Chapter Fourteen


Chapter Fifteen


Chapter Sixteen


About the Author


Connect with NineStar Press




[image: ]



A NineStar Press Publication

www.ninestarpress.com

Lone Star on a Cowboy Heart

ISBN: 978-1-64890-748-7

© 2024 Marie S. Crosswell

Cover Art © 2024 Melody Pond

Edited by Elizabetta McKay

Published in March 2024 by NineStar Press, New Mexico, USA.

 

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced in any material form, whether by printing, photocopying, scanning or otherwise without the written permission of the publisher. To request permission and all other inquiries, contact NineStar Press at Contact@ninestarpress.com.

 

Also available in Print, ISBN: 978-1-64890-749-4

 

CONTENT WARNING:

This book contains depictions/ discussion of loneliness; gun violence, death of a side character, business robbery, alcohol, smoking, graphic violence, grief, depression, sexual assault (recounted, off page), and strong language.


Lone Star on a Cowboy Heart

 

Marie S. Crosswell


Part One

 


Chapter One

Prescott, Arizona

September 2014

 

SAM ROSWELL STOPS for dinner at the Dog Bowl Diner in his civvies, his department-issued sidearm locked in his desk drawer at the sheriff’s office. He chats up his waitress just to feel better about eating alone, then watches the other people in the diner, half cop on the lookout for mischief and half wishing he could meet a new friend. There’s a young couple with a pair of restless kids who can’t stay seated longer than a minute, an old husband and wife tucked into a two-person booth, three men and a woman side by side at the chrome-rimmed counter, and some teenagers hanging out on the other side of the place. None of them pay him any attention.

Two men wearing black knit masks over their faces dart into the diner, each of them leading with a gun. Sam freezes in his seat, watching in disbelief as they split up to cover the room.

The man in a long-sleeved navy blue T-shirt moves into the more heavily populated section of the diner and shouts, “Everybody take out your wallets. Now!”

The second man, wearing a dark red T-shirt under his jacket, goes up to the counter and points his gun at the first employee he sees. “Open the register! Open it!”

The blonde waitress with big hair hurries to the cash register positioned at the right end of the counter and tries to obey, hands twitching and eyes panicked. She fails at her first attempt.

“Hurry up!” Red Tee yells, steel revolver gleaming in the white light of the ceiling bulbs.

The register drawer clicks and slides open, and the waitress yanks stacks of bills out of their compartments and drops them on the countertop.

“Put the money in the bag! Put it in the fucking bag!”

She scrambles for the cash with one hand, then shoves it into the cloth bag Red Tee slid onto the countertop. He snatches the bag away from her and passes it to his accomplice, who holds it in front of the family with kids.

“Put your wallets in the fucking bag and pass it on,” Blue Tee says to them. “Now!”

One of the children starts to cry, pink-faced and whimpering.

A boy sitting at the table of teenagers bolts for the door, but Red Tee gets hold of the hood on his sweatshirt and yanks him back.

“Where the fuck are you going?” Red Tee yells, wrapping his free arm around the boy’s neck and pressing his gun into the boy’s head. “Huh?”

One of the teen girls yelps.

Sam stands up and makes for Red Tee, plucking his badge off his belt as he goes. His pulse races, waves of adrenaline washing through him. He’s not thinking, his body drawn to the trouble like a piece of metal to a magnet.

“Hey, hey,” he says, too soft-spoken for the circumstance. He holds the badge in his hand, so everyone can see it. “Just calm down. The kid’s not going anywhere. Send him back to his seat, and you and your pal can get out of here.”

“A cop, huh?” Red Tee says, arm still wrapped around the teenager’s neck, the gun unrelenting against his skull. “We got us a fucking cop in here.”

Blue Tee glances over at Sam, still following the bag of money around his section of the diner as it changes hands.

“Where’s your gun, asshole?” Red Tee says to Sam.

“Let the boy go,” Sam replies. “You got your money. You don’t have to hurt anyone.”

Red Tee stares at him through the eyeholes in his mask, silent for a long beat, then pushes the teenager away from him. He points his gun at Sam’s chest.

“He don’t even have a fuckin’ gun,” says Blue Tee, the bag of money in his hand. “Don’t be stupid. Let’s fuckin’ go.”

Sam’s standing with his hands up in front of him, badge in the left.

Red Tee doesn’t budge, staring him down with the revolver.

“I said, let’s go,” Blue Tee barks.

“Fuck this cop,” says Red Tee as he cocks back the hammer on his revolver.

BANG!

The right half of his skull blows apart in a spray of blood, bone, and brain. He drops to the floor with his gun still in hand. A few of the women scream, and Sam flinches at the noise, covering his head with his arms. His ears start to ring, and instantly, he smells the familiar burnt scent of the fired round.

A tall man who Sam didn’t notice earlier saunters down the walkway splitting the diner in half, aiming a pistol at Blue Tee. He’s lean and long-limbed, a wavy lock of dark hair hanging over his forehead, eyes gray and hard as stone. He’s wearing a pair of cowboy boots.

“What the fuck? You motherfucker!” Blue Tee yells, looking at his dead accomplice bleeding on the linoleum. He aims his own gun at the stranger.

“I wouldn’t if I were you,” the stranger says, his voice dark and slow like raw maple syrup. He has an accent that could be Texas or Mid-South. “This cop is going to call his buddies now. The sooner you get, better chance you have of not being found. Or I can kill you. Save them the trouble of chasing after you.”

Blue Tee looks at him, hesitating, the bag of money still clutched in his hand.

The stranger blinks at him.

Blue Tee runs out of the diner.

Sam follows him, hearing the engine of a vehicle start before he makes it outside. He watches a pickup truck squeal out of the parking lot, southbound on the road. The red taillights glow and fade into the night.

Sam only contemplates hopping into his truck and pursuing Blue Tee for a second before going back into the diner. His nerves are frayed. Somebody, a woman or a kid, is crying.

The stranger hasn’t moved, still holding his gun at his side. He looks at Sam, unruffled, dark eyes slanted. “What’s a sheriff’s deputy doing without his gun?” he says.

Sam swallows and doesn’t answer. The truth would sound stupid.

The stranger looks over at the blonde waitress cowering behind the counter. “Better call 911,” he says to her.

She nods and picks up the old landline phone attached to the wall near the kitchen doorway. When she starts talking to the emergency operator, her voice sounds like it’s been shredded through a grater, high-pitched and borderline hysterical.

The stranger makes for the door, stepping over Red Tee’s corpse in his cowboy boots as if the dead man’s a puddle of spilt milk. He tucks his gun into the holster on the back of his waistband and passes Sam without another word or look.

“I’m Deputy Sam Roswell with the Yavapai County Sheriff’s Department,” Sam says to the room. “I need everybody to stay where you are until help arrives.”

He turns around and follows the stranger outside.

“Hey,” he says. “You’re going to have to stay and give a statement.”

The stranger swivels around on his heel to face Sam. “That so?”

“Yeah. You just killed someone.”

“You saw what happened,” the stranger says. “Tell whoever needs to know yourself.”

“I’m not the one who fired the lethal round. Stay put, sir. What’s your name?”

The stranger pauses. “Montgomery. Clarke.”

“I’m Deputy Roswell. Sam.”

Sirens suddenly whine in the distance, and they turn their heads toward the sound. Sam glances at the diner entrance but doesn’t see anyone inside trying to leave.

“I’m going to need you to hand over your weapon,” he says to Montgomery.

Montgomery looks at him in silence for a second, then takes his gun out of the holster and gives it to Sam, holding the weapon by the barrel. Sam takes it with a handkerchief in his hand.

The two men stand there in silence for a minute or two, as the sirens grow louder, the police and ambulance drawing near.

“Shouldn’t you go back inside and keep everybody under control?” Montgomery says.

“Would you come with me if I did?”

“You’re the one with the gun now.”

Sam stays quiet at that. Montgomery’s pistol is still warm. He can feel the heat of it through the handkerchief against his palm.

“Thank you,” Sam says quietly.

Montgomery’s gray eyes slide over to him with a hint of curiosity. His face remains inscrutable.

“For saving my life,” Sam clarifies.

Montgomery looks away again. “Don’t mention it.”


Chapter Two

TWO WEEKS GO by before Sam sees Montgomery at the Bird Cage Saloon, drinking alone at the end of the bar. Sam doesn’t notice him until after the people sitting between them leave. He looks over to his right and takes a moment to register the other man. He’s thought about Montgomery every day since the robbery, looking for some excuse to drive out to Skull Valley and talk to him. After Montgomery gave his statement to another sheriff’s deputy and a Prescott PD officer at the crime scene, he got into his truck and disappeared without saying goodbye to Sam. Sam sat in his fellow deputy’s marked car and read the notes on Montgomery’s statement, including the driver’s license information: Montgomery Clarke, resident of Skull Valley, born July 11, 1978.

Now, here he is, wearing a black cowboy hat, hunched over with his arms resting on the bar top and his bootheels hooked over the lowest rung of his stool. He’s thinking about something as the bluesy country song plays over the speakers.

Sam gets up, taking his beer bottle with him. He’s slow to approach the stranger, like he’s coming up on a rabbit or a deer sure to bolt if he isn’t careful. He stops at Montgomery’s left shoulder, pauses, then says, “Hey.”

Montgomery turns his head to look at him, and his eyes brighten with surprise. “Didn’t think I was going to cross paths with you again, Deputy.”

“Mind if I join you?”

“It’s a free bar.”

Sam sits to Montgomery’s left. After a long moment of silence, he says, “How have you been since the robbery?”

“No different than I was before. You?”

Sam hesitates, considering. He’s had a few dreams of Montgomery saving his life, mostly of the moment Red Tee, whose name was Ed Decker, got half his skull blown off. He hasn’t felt any different in his waking hours. Sheriff Evans called Sam into his office the Monday after the robbery and asked if he would reconsider his decision not to carry a gun off duty. Sam answered honestly that he hadn’t changed his mind.

“I’ve been thinking about the one who got away,” Sam tells Montgomery. “Joel Troutman.”

“This ain’t a big town. You’ll find him eventually.”

Sam pauses before speaking again. “The man you killed was named Ed Decker. He lived in Dewey. Wife and three kids. I went down there to talk to her. It sounds like they were having some financial difficulties.”

Montgomery doesn’t reply, sipping on his whiskey.

“I’m not sure I believe you,” says Sam. “You killed someone. Any civilian would be affected by that. Cops too.”

Montgomery still doesn’t look at him. “Would you feel better if I was crying into my glass, Deputy?”

“No. I’m just saying I don’t think you’re being honest.”

Montgomery doesn’t protest, and the two men sit in silence together for a little while, listening to Jerry Lee Lewis crooning over the speakers. Sam’s elbow scrapes against Montgomery’s every time he lifts his drink to his mouth and lowers the glass again. It’s half an hour to closing, and not too many people linger behind or beside them at the bar. Prescott’s a quiet town on weeknights, when the tourists are few and the residents are in bed by ten o’clock on account of work or old age. The bartender, a heavyset man with a bald head and black mustache, is already wiping down the bar at the other end.

“Where’s that accent from?” asks Sam.

“South Texas.”

“How’d you end up in Skull Valley?”

Montgomery raises an eyebrow, not quite smiling. “So, you looked me up. Hmmm. Long story short, I needed a change of scenery, and there was ranch work out here.”

“You live on the ranch you work?”

“No,” says Montgomery. “I got my own place. Little house not far from Barbee’s.”

“I’m guessing you come out here to Prescott due to the lack of watering holes in your part of the county.”

“You guess right.”

“Do you always carry a gun like that?”

“It’s registered.”

“Why’s a cowboy living in the boonies need that kind of hardware?”

Montgomery remains utterly unbothered. “Snakes, cougars, and would-be cop killers. There’s three.”

Sam can’t hold back a half grin as he dips his head to drink.

They fall back into quiet for a while, sitting side by side like they’re old friends used to companionable silence, ignoring the rest of the room. A few more people pick up their jackets and leave.

Sam checks his watch. “Don’t you get up early for work?”

Montgomery looks at him. “Don’t you?”

“Probably not as early as a ranch hand.”

Montgomery averts his gaze. “Tomorrow’s my day off.”

Sam nods and doesn’t speak again for a minute or two, peering in the mirror at the hazy reflection of multicolored string lights wrapped around antlers of moose and deer heads mounted on the wall. A few more stare dead-eyed directly above the men. Sam studies himself sitting next to Montgomery, hazel eyes darkened in the dimness of the saloon. Montgomery has his head bowed, his face hidden under the brim of his hat, so Sam appraises himself the way he usually does in the privacy of his bathroom at home.

Since moving to Prescott less than a year ago, he’s allowed his beard to grow in. He’s not sure why. He was always clean-shaven before. Maybe it’s part of starting over, changing himself as much as his life. His dark-blond hair is cut so short he can barely run his fingers through it, messy on top and buzzed close to the scalp on the sides. He’s almost pale compared to Montgomery, who’s tan from working outside every day. When he’s off duty, dressed in civilian clothes, Sam blends right in with the Prescott locals. Not bad-looking but not someone strikingly handsome either.

Not like Montgomery.

The cowboy lifts his head, his face appearing next to Sam’s in the mirror. He could’ve been a model in another life, though he’s too old now. “So, tell me, Deputy. Why didn’t you have your gun at the diner?”

Sam drops his gaze to the bar top and pauses. He’s only ever had to explain this to other cops and his ex-wife. “I don’t like carrying when I’m off duty. Never have. Maybe it’s stupid of me, but—I feel better when I don’t have to worry about the gun.”

Montgomery doesn’t reply. He lifts his glass to his lips and drinks more whiskey.

“Why didn’t you do something sooner?” asks Sam. “At the diner.”

“What do you mean?”

“Why didn’t you step in sooner, try to stop the robbery?”

Montgomery doesn’t answer right away, peering down at the last sliver of amber-colored whiskey in the bottom of his glass. “I was hoping they’d take their money and go, I guess. Didn’t want to make a bad situation worse.”

“Guns tend to do that. I didn’t even see you there before you fired. You weren’t at a table.”

“Did you comb the whole diner before sittin’ down?”

“No.”

The bartender comes back to the two men and says, “Closing time, fellas.”

They dig their wallets out of back pockets. Sam leaves enough cash for his two beers and Montgomery’s whiskey.

They step out into the chilly night air and stand on the sidewalk with the saloon door at their backs. The street’s quiet, stars white and thick above the trees in the town square and the Yavapai County Courthouse.

Montgomery lights up a cigarette as Sam turns to shake his hand.

“Thank you again,” Sam says. “I’d probably be dead if it wasn’t for you.”

A hint of bashfulness crosses Montgomery’s mouth, and he nods, taking Sam’s hand. “Good night, Deputy.”

“Night.”

Sam watches as Montgomery walks down Whiskey Row to his truck, the other man’s silhouette like the shape of something in a dream.

*

A WEEK LATER, Sam gets into his car early on a Saturday morning and drives west out of town, following Iron Springs Road through forested hills before it bends southbound back into desert. He takes twenty minutes to reach the intersection where Skull Valley’s only businesses stand: a garage and gas station, general store, post office, diner, elementary school, fire station, and church. The streets are deserted, but several vehicles are parked at the diner and a couple more in front of the general store.

The house, like most others in Skull Valley, is at the end of a dirt drive off the nearest paved road. Sam has to turn around and go back north from the town center, then east past a handful of other homesteads that don’t look much like ranches or anything else. He has to count the lot entrances he passes to make sure he finds the right one because there is nothing to mark addresses on the street, not even mailboxes.

When he hits the right number, he turns into the dirt path, this one much shorter than those leading to ranch estates on bigger lots. He’s relieved when he sees the house: an unpainted wood cabin with a raised porch and a stone chimney built into the back like a spine. The door and roofline are painted pine-green, and there’s an old pickup truck parked at a diagonal in front. It’s a 1985 black Chevy Silverado with silver trim, covered in dust, sandy-colored dirt caking the tires. The vehicle is registered to Montgomery Clarke according to the MVD.

Sam climbs the porch steps, pauses, then knocks on the door light-handed.

After a moment of silence, Montgomery opens up. He seems less intimidating without his cowboy hat on, less impervious somehow. But he’s still about six-foot-four in his boots. He looks at Sam with a hint of surprise. “Deputy. You ain’t here to arrest me, are you?”

Sam now realizes this isn’t usually how a man makes a friend. “Not unless you’ve done something else since I last saw you.”

Montgomery pauses, raising his right arm to rest against the inside of the doorjamb and leaning his weight on that leg. “So, what are you doing here?”

Sam stands there at a loss for what to say, then blurts out the first thing that comes to mind: “I want to find Joel Troutman. I thought you might want to help.”

Montgomery considers him, the same somber but unreadable expression on his face he wore the first two times Sam saw him. “Well, come in, then,” he says, stepping backward into the house.

Sam follows him.

The living room is almost Spartan in its décor, which tells Sam what little there is must have personal meaning to Montgomery. A long, green couch, pushed against the front wall of the house, sits below the window to the left of the door. A knit Navajo blanket spreads across half the couch, accented with one dented pillow. In front of the couch, a low-standing coffee table, one thick, smooth slab of dark wood on short legs, has nothing but a dirty ashtray on it. A polished rifle hangs mounted on the wall to the left of the kitchen entrance with a steer skull to the right. A portable heater is plugged into an outlet behind the far end of the couch.

Opposite the couch, there are two easy chairs, one chocolate-brown leather and the other olive-green cloth. Behind the chairs, a colorful area rug with faded edges that looks Mexican covers the floor. A bookcase full of books stands in the corner of the room. Coat hooks installed in the wall next to the door hold Montgomery’s black cowboy hat and a denim jacket. Below them, boots wait on the floor, one cowboy pair and one pair of lace-up work boots, both of them dirty and well-worn.

No television. No photographs.

“You want coffee?” Montgomery asks, heading into the kitchen.

“Yeah,” says Sam. “Coffee would be good.”

“How do you take it?”

“Just cream.”

Montgomery disappears, and Sam sits on the couch, uneasy. He feels out of place, pretending he’s here on business.

Montgomery comes back with two mugs and offers one to Sam. “It makes no difference to me what happens to Troutman,” he says. He turns around, sits in the brown chair, and smells his coffee without drinking it.

“I find that hard to believe,” Sam says.

“He made off with a few hundred bucks and didn’t hurt anybody. He ain’t going to.”

“A man on the run is capable of things he wouldn’t normally do.” Sam tests his coffee with a ginger sip. “In any case, he’s guilty of armed robbery. Multiple counts of aggravated assault. And you don’t know how he feels about the fact you killed his buddy. What if he wants revenge?”

Montgomery gives Sam an unimpressed look and spreads out his arm. “He’s free to show up and try.” He looks out the window behind Sam, and the sunlight sharpens the color of his eyes. They appeared gray the night Sam met him and at the saloon last week. Now, they’re hazel green. Slate. Earth colors.

“How’d you know I’d be home?” Montgomery asks.

“I didn’t. How many days off you get?”

“Two. Sometimes three. Guess you could say I’m part-time, in ranching terms. Bill’s got plenty of hands younger’n me happy to be there six or seven days a week, and I don’t need the money that bad. But I like to stay busy.”

Montgomery drinks some of his coffee, long legs sprawled out in front of him. He’s wearing a plaid flannel shirt and dark-blue jeans. He’s less guarded here than he was in public. There’s an almost vulnerable quality to him that draws Sam in without his conscious realization.

“What do you do, exactly?” Sam asks.

“A lot of things. Most of it amounts to looking after horses and cattle. There’s the occasional maintenance job. I’ve done plenty of teaching to the younger hands. First-timers. Bill appreciates not having to do it himself.”

The men go quiet, sipping from their mugs.

“You ain’t been here long, have you?” Montgomery says, watching Sam.

“I moved from California a few months ago. I was with Lassen County Sheriff’s Department up north.”

“Why the hell’d you come to Prescott, Arizona?”

Sam slides his eyes down to his coffee and doesn’t answer.

Montgomery doesn’t push.

“You came straight from Texas?” asks Sam.

Montgomery shakes his head. “I was in Tucson for a while.” He crosses his ankles and slouches back into his chair. “So you any closer to finding this guy than you were last I saw you?”

“No.”

“He’s probably long gone with that money. If he’s smart.”

“His wife’s still in Dewey.”

“Giving up a wife’s one thing. Giving up your freedom’s something else.”

Sam looks at him and doesn’t reply. The sun coming through the window warms his shoulders and bare neck. “You live here alone, huh?”

“Last I checked. You?”

Sam nods. “Yeah. I came by myself.” He pauses, then says, “How long have you been in Skull Valley?”

“Four years.”

“Why’d you decide to live here instead of Prescott?”

“The fewer people around, the better,” Montgomery says.

Sam wants to know if Montgomery has any friends at all, but he can’t think of a good way to ask the question. He finishes his coffee, stealing glances at the other man every few moments.

“Has the sheriff’s department put up wanted posters?” Montgomery asks.

“Sure. And the local radio stations haven’t quit mentioning, on a daily basis, the fact that Troutman’s still missing.”

“So, how do you figure I can help?”

Sam blinks at him. The truth is, he only thought of using Troutman as an excuse to visit Montgomery on the drive here. If Sam is allowed to involve Montgomery in the fugitive hunt at all, he hasn’t actually imagined what that would entail.

“I think most people around here can tell I’m a cop even when I’m not in uniform,” Sam says after a long pause.

“Probably true.” Montgomery watches him with owlish eyes.

“They’re more likely to talk to someone like you than me.”

Sam and Montgomery eye each other across the room in silence. There’s not a single sound in the house, and Sam wonders if Montgomery often spends his time like this, listening only to his own breath, his own footsteps. Sam may live alone, but his house is never this quiet.

“Who do you want me to talk to?” Montgomery asks.

“I don’t know yet. But we should start in Dewey.”

Montgomery sits up and sets his coffee mug on the table in front of him. He stands, digging into his back pocket for a lighter. “I need a smoke.”

Sam follows him outside. They stand at the top of the porch steps, side by side, ignoring the rocking chair behind them. Montgomery lights a cigarette, draws on it, and exhales with a long sigh of satisfaction. Sam’s got his empty mug in between both hands like an excuse for being there.

“The dead man’s wife,” says Montgomery, peering into the pale-blue sky. “She ask who killed him?”

Sam blinks at him, taken off guard. He can’t tell if the question comes from a place of self-concern or compassion for Decker’s wife. “No. I don’t think she cares.”

Montgomery’s quiet for a beat, bowing his head and scraping his boot on the step, then looking up again. His face doesn’t give anything away. “What’d you say his name was?”

“Decker. Ed Decker.”

Montgomery smokes for a minute without speaking. Then, he says, “Tell me something, Deputy. Why’d you choose law enforcement?”

Sam blinks at Montgomery. Nobody’s asked him that question in years. He hasn’t thought about it in as long either. “I thought I could make my corner of the world safer if I was a cop, I guess. When I was younger, the job seemed more exciting than office work too. Why did you go into ranching?”

“Whatever keeps a man close to nature beats just about anything else, I reckon.” Montgomery stops, puffs on his cigarette, then adds, “There’s a satisfaction in going home and feeling worked. Physically, I mean. If I’m going to sit on my ass all day, I might as well be dead.”

Sam smiles, not without feeling a twinge of shame about all the hours he spends behind a desk or in his car.

Montgomery takes one last draw on his cigarette. “Let me know what my assignment is once you figure it out.”

Sam takes that as his cue to leave. “I’ll call you.” He offers his empty mug to the other man.
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