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The dress fit the way a horse blanket fits a fence post.

Jack Almer understood this. He had studied himself in the cracked mirror above the washstand at the Rancho Viejo boarding house for the better part of ten minutes, turning left, turning right, pulling at the waist seam where the calico pulled back, and arriving at a conclusion that a reasonable man would have arrived at much sooner: he looked like something a theater company had thrown out of the wagon on a rough road. The bonnet didn’t help. It was straw, sun-bleached to the color of old bone, with a blue grosgrain ribbon that some previous owner had tied in a bow and Jack had failed to retie with anything approaching a bow shape. It sat on his head the way a bird’s nest sits on a fence post. Crooked. Provisional.

He pulled the ribbon loose and tried again.

The bow came out worse.

He left it.

The hair was the real problem — his own hair, brick-red and coarse, stuffed up under the bonnet and already working its way out at the sides in two ragged wings that caught the morning light like copper wire. He pressed them back with both palms and watched them spring free the moment he moved his hands. The hair did what the hair wanted. It had always done what it wanted.

“You look like a deputy,” he told himself.

He meant it as criticism.




The Hatch and Hodges stage to Globe left Florence at seven-fifteen in the morning, which in the spring of 1883 meant it left Florence at somewhere between seven-twenty and eight o’clock, depending on whether Amos Tidd — the driver, a man built like a water barrel balanced on two short sticks — had finished his second cup of coffee and located his hat. Tidd was particular about his hat. He had three of them and wore them in a rotation that he’d explained to anyone who asked and several people who hadn’t.

Jack stood at the edge of the depot yard in the shade of a mesquite and watched the stage being loaded. Four mules this morning, not six, which meant Tidd expected the road to be dry and easy, which meant Tidd had not checked the sky to the southwest where a line of gray cloud sat low against the Pinals like a shelf somebody had hung wrong. The coach itself — a Concord, red and yellow, the paint oxidized down to a deep brick on the upper panels — rocked on its thoroughbraces as the hostler threw a mail sack up to the boot. Two leather trunks went up after it, lashed with rope by a station hand who looped the rope in a way that guaranteed one of the trunks would slide six inches left every time Tidd hit a rut, which on the Florence-Globe road meant every hundred yards or so.

Jack watched all of this with the patience of a man who has nothing to do and nowhere to be, which is the patience that looks most natural and draws the least attention. He held a carpet bag in his left hand. The bag contained a change of shirt, a box of .44 cartridges, and four biscuits wrapped in a cotton cloth. His Colt rode in a holster buckled around his right thigh under the dress, which created a silhouette problem he had solved by keeping that hip turned slightly away from people and hoping.

So far nobody had noticed. Or if they had, they’d decided not to pursue it.

The depot agent — a young Mexican kid, maybe seventeen, who handled the manifest with the gravity of a man signing treaties — looked up from his desk as Jack approached the window.

“One passage to Globe,” Jack said. He kept his voice in the lower register of what he thought a woman ought to sound like, which put it somewhere around a church deacon with a head cold.

The kid looked at him.

Jack looked back.

“Ma’am,” the kid said, and found his pen.

“Clara Beaulieu,” Jack said. “Two l’s and an e.”

The kid wrote it down without checking, which told Jack the manifest was mostly for show. He slid a dollar and a half across the counter and received a ticket in return: a strip of yellow pasteboard with FLORENCE—GLOBE printed on it and a number stamped in blue ink that meant nothing Jack could determine. He tucked it into the small bag he carried in his right hand — a lady’s bag, beaded black, purchased at a dry-goods store in Tucson and smelling of whoever had owned it before, something powdery and vaguely floral that Jack had already grown tired of.

He walked to the stage.




Three passengers already inside. Jack put his foot on the iron step, gripped the door frame with his left hand, and pulled himself up with the economy of motion of someone who has climbed in and out of coaches his whole life, which he had, though not usually in a dress. He settled onto the forward-facing bench, set the carpet bag between his feet, and arranged himself with his knees together and his hands in his lap, which is what he believed women did with their hands.

The man across from him — forty, soft in the face, wearing a brown suit that had been a better suit in a previous decade — watched this arrangement with mild interest and then went back to the papers spread across his thighs. He had a salesman’s case on the bench beside him, black leather, brass clasps, packed so full the sides bowed. Hardware drummer, Jack made him, or maybe dry goods. Something heavy.

Beside the drummer, a Mexican woman in her fifties kept her eyes on the rosary she worked through her fingers, bead by bead, her lips moving without sound. She had good posture and a black rebozo pulled over her hair and the particular stillness of someone who has made her peace with the discomforts of coach travel and does not intend to complain about them.

And then on the rear-facing bench, alone on that whole bench, pressed against the far window like he was trying to put as much coach between himself and the door as possible, sat a young man in a tan canvas duster and a cavalry hat that had been regulation once and now just aspired to it. Twenty-two, maybe twenty-three. His boots were new. His holster was new. The badge on his vest — Jack caught the glint of it as the morning light cut through the side window — that was new too.

Deputy U.S. Marshal. The badge said so.

Jack looked at the badge for exactly as long as it would take a woman named Clara Beaulieu to register that a lawman was present and feel reassured by it, and then he looked out the window at the depot yard.

His heartbeat did not change.

The drummer looked up from his papers. “Burl Colfax,” he said. “Hardware and agricultural implements, Prescott to Tucson circuit.” He said it the way a man says his name who has said it a thousand times in coaches and hotel lobbies and has reduced it to the length of a reflex.

“Clara Beaulieu,” Jack said.

“Traveling to Globe?”

“My sister’s family.”

“Nice town, Globe. Growing. I do a good business there.” Colfax reshuffled his papers. “Copper’s what it is. Copper brings people, people need hardware. You follow the copper, you never go hungry.” He paused as if expecting agreement, or at least acknowledgment, and Jack gave him a small nod that could mean almost anything.

The young marshal was watching Jack the way young men watch women they’re not sure how to speak to — a quick side glance, then away, then back. Jack had seen this look before. It was the look of someone deciding whether to introduce himself or not, running some internal calculation about manners and opportunity and what his mother had told him about talking to strangers.

The calculation landed in favor of introduction.

“Bick Tolliver,” the marshal said. He sat up straighter as he said it. “Deputy U.S. Marshal, out of Tucson.”

“Clara Beaulieu,” Jack said. “My goodness, a marshal. Are we in any danger?”

Tolliver’s face did something complicated — pleased to be noticed, wanting to seem modest about it. “No, ma’am. Routine business in Globe. Papers for the land office, nothing exciting.” He touched the brim of his cavalry hat.

“Well,” Jack said, “that’s a comfort.”

Colfax had gone back to his papers. The Mexican widow’s rosary moved through her fingers. Tolliver looked out the window. Outside, Tidd climbed to the box with the agility of a man much lighter than he was and called something to the hostler that the coach walls swallowed. The mules leaned into their traces.

The stage rolled.




Florence fell away behind them. The road south of town was wide and graded, caliche-white in the morning sun, bordered on both sides by creosote and palo verde and the occasional saguaro standing with its arms up like it was being robbed, which Jack had always thought was either ironic or appropriate depending on how you looked at it.

Colfax talked. He talked about the price of cast-iron stove hardware in Phoenix versus Prescott. He talked about a new line of barbed wire he was carrying samples of, which he believed was going to change the cattle business in a fundamental way. He talked about a hotel in Globe where the beef was very good and the beds were clean, or at least cleaner than the alternative. He had a voice like a pump handle — rhythmic, effortful, producing something useful at intervals that didn’t quite justify the noise.

Jack looked out the window and let the sound wash past him.

The Gila River crossing came up after forty minutes, the water low this time of year and the crossing easy, the mules walking through without much complaint. Jack watched the brown water slide under the wheels. Beyond the river the road tightened and began to climb toward the lower slopes of the Pinals, the creosote giving way to scrub oak and the occasional juniper, the light going from white to gold as the angle changed.

Tolliver had fallen asleep. He slept with his mouth closed and his hat pulled down, chin to chest, one hand resting on the document case in his lap. The case was locked — Jack had noted the small brass padlock — and secured to Tolliver’s wrist with a short length of chain. Not a man to take chances, the marshal, or someone had told him not to take chances, which amounted to the same thing here.

The Mexican widow finished one revolution of her rosary and began another.

Colfax had moved on to the subject of the salt trade.

Jack watched the road.




The relay station at Mineral Creek sat in the shade of a cut bank, three buildings — barn, water trough, a stone house with a low ramada out front — around a dirt yard where two ranch dogs slept in patches of shade with the commitment of animals that had given up on ambition. The hostler came out of the barn as Tidd brought the stage in, and the two of them conducted a brief and largely wordless transaction involving the mule teams that Jack had no interest in.

He stayed in the coach.

Colfax climbed out, straightened his back with a sound like green wood splitting, and made for the water trough. The widow climbed out with considerably more grace and went toward the stone house, probably to find a necessary. Tolliver woke, registered where he was, and climbed out with his document case still chained to his wrist, blinking in the light.

Jack was alone in the coach for approximately four minutes, which he used to reach under the dress and check the Colt — cylinder, hammer, the feel of it — and then replace it and sit back and arrange his hands in his lap again. Four minutes was not enough time to do anything productive. It was just enough time to remind himself what was under the dress and what it was for.

Tidd called the all-aboard. The passengers filed back.

And then a new one.

He came around the corner of the stone house moving with the particular quality of motion that belongs to men whose center of gravity shifts with every step — a tall man, lank, in canvas trousers and a work shirt with the left sleeve torn at the elbow. He had a week’s beard the color of creek mud and eyes that tracked sideways before they tracked straight, which is the eye movement of a man who has spent considerable time looking for the nearest exit. He carried a canvas sack over one shoulder and a tin flask in his right hand that he was working on with a focus that suggested he knew it had a finite amount left and intended to make it count.

He hauled himself up the step.

He settled onto the rear-facing bench across from Jack.

He looked at Jack.

He looked at Jack the way a man looks at something in the middle distance that he needs to bring closer to determine what it is — squinting, tilting his head left by about ten degrees, the flask paused halfway to his mouth.

Jack looked back with what he believed was a feminine expression of polite indifference.

The man lowered the flask without drinking.

“Dobe Pruitt,” he said. “Ma’am.”

“Clara Beaulieu.”

Pruitt’s gaze moved across Jack’s face the way a surveyor’s gaze moves across landscape — measuring, noting, not entirely satisfied with what it found. He took a drink from the flask. He wiped his mouth with the back of his wrist.

“You been out in the sun some,” he said.

“I beg your pardon.”

“Your complexion.” He gestured vaguely at his own face. “Red. Like a man who works outside.”

“I garden,” Jack said.

“Must be some garden.”

Colfax looked up from his papers. Tolliver, who had sat back down on the forward bench beside the widow, pretended to be interested in the window.

Pruitt took another drink. He studied the middle distance. The stage lurched into motion and he braced his boots against the floor and rode the movement without adjusting his expression, which was the expression of a man doing arithmetic.

Then he said: “I will tell you something, and I hope you won’t take offense by it, because I don’t mean any. I have been down on the Gila for six weeks working a placer claim that had about as much color in it as this here flask, and in that time the only women I saw were two Pima women and a mule named Dorothy, who was a mule in all respects.”

Jack said nothing.

“What I am saying,” Pruitt continued, “is that my estimation of things has drifted somewhat. My standards, if you want to call them that.” He paused. “And even accounting for the drift.”

He paused again.

He appeared to be selecting his words with a care that the words did not deserve.

“You are a hard-looking woman, Miss Beaulieu. You are not the kind of woman a man looks at and says to himself, there, that one, that is the woman for me. You follow what I’m saying? You are not that woman.” Another drink. “But I have been out six weeks on the Gila. And a man gets lonely. And what I am trying to say, and I am aware this is not coming out in a flattering way, is that you might do. In a pinch.”

He looked at her — at Jack — with the expression of a man who believed he had paid a compliment and was waiting for it to land.

The coach hit a rut. Everyone grabbed for something. Pruitt grabbed the door frame. Colfax grabbed his papers. Tolliver’s hat slid forward.

Jack sat with his hands in his lap and his jaw set and his eyes on Dobe Pruitt’s face. Under the dress, under the calico and the ill-fitting stays he’d cinched around his ribs that morning with the grim efficiency of a man tightening a saddle girth, his right hand rested on the butt of the Colt. The grip was smooth from use — walnut, oil-dark, the checkering worn down to a suggestion.

He thought about what he’d come for.

He thought about the floorboards two feet behind Tidd’s boot heels.

He lifted his hand off the Colt.

“Mr. Pruitt,” Jack said, “you are a deeply strange man.”

“Yes, ma’am.” Pruitt nodded, as if this tracked. “I expect that’s fair.”

He offered her the flask.

Jack looked at it.

“No,” Jack said. “Thank you.”

“Suit yourself.” Pruitt put the flask away in his shirt pocket and folded his arms and closed his eyes and appeared to fall asleep before the next curve in the road.

Colfax cleared his throat. “Now then,” he said, and went back to his papers with the focused industry of a man who had decided he had not heard any of that.

The widow’s rosary moved.

Tolliver stared out the window at the Pinals rising to the north, his face doing the thing young men’s faces do when they’ve witnessed something they don’t have language for yet.

Jack straightened his bonnet.

The road climbed.

He had twelve miles to the ravine where the road bent through the first of two switchbacks, and at the second switchback the draw on the left side ran back two hundred yards to a cluster of mesquite and two men with horses who were supposed to be there and were probably there and were definitely, in at least one case, an idiot. He’d checked the road three weeks ago on horseback, noted the sight lines, measured the distances the way he measured all distances — in the time it would take a man on a walking horse to cover them, which was the only measurement that mattered.

Twelve miles at current speed. Call it two hours.

He looked at Tolliver.

The marshal had gone back to sleep, chin to chest, document case on his lap, hand on the chain.

Jack looked at the floor of the coach.

Beneath the floorboards, in the locked box bolted to the frame between the axles, nine thousand dollars in gold coin rode toward Globe in the dark, as ignorant of what was coming as Bick Tolliver and Burl Colfax and the Mexican widow with her rosary. As ignorant as Dobe Pruitt, who slept with his mouth closed and both hands wrapped around his canvas sack and who had said what he’d said about her — about Jack — with the utter confidence of a man who believed himself to be a fair and honest judge of things.
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