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Lincoln, Nebraska, June 1871


They supported the South on this side of the Platte River. The town was still called Lancaster then; it was renamed in honour of Lincoln after the defeat. The city’s new name was a humiliation for its inhabitants and they never pronounced it without spitting between their boots, even in their own homes. As far as they were concerned, they were now in enemy territory. If a traveller were to enter a saloon in the city and raise a toast to the liberator of the South, he would finish his drink in silence and leave in a hurry.


Lincoln had become the state capital. The city now had a northern governor, a northern postal service, a northern court, a northern school and the Land Office, which offered a plot of land amounting to 150 acres to any American citizen. Free of charge. On two conditions: the applicant had to be at least twenty-one years old and must never have taken up arms against the government. A Northerner, in other words. Former Confederates were not entitled to this federal generosity. Washington, which claimed to be wiping the Civil War from the collective memory by focusing on the conquest of the West, continued to draw up battle lines on the country’s evolving map. Mountains, paths, rivers and grudges all rose up like walls.


Many people in Lincoln dreamed of tearing the Land Office down, plank by plank.


*


For fifty cents a night, Pete Ferguson was renting a room with a view of this little white wooden house, the black lettering above the door spelling out, “US Land Office. Concessions. Purchase and sale”.


After weeks on the road, exposed to prying eyes, it had seemed like a good idea to shut himself up in this boarding house room. Since being here, though, his anxiety had driven him to a sort of paralysis. He had spent days on end sitting in a chair, drinking, lifting up the cotton curtain to peer through the window at the men and women entering the government building across the street. The spectacle of their transformation was the only thing capable of distracting him from his anguish.


Dressed in their Sunday best so they didn’t look like the beggars that they were, worried that those promises of free land would turn out to be another scam, they entered the Land Office as though it were a church and today was their wedding day. The little white house even looked a bit like a chapel amid all those shops, the government representative standing in its doorway like a priest waiting to welcome his new flock. The ritual was at once a wedding and a baptism. Sceptical, their shoes white with dust, the pioneers converged on the Land Office from all directions, then re-emerged with a deed of property in their pocket. A handshake with the servant of the State would make them the equal of all those others who possessed something. Then they would get back on their wagons; wives would look at husbands, each would take a deep breath, and, with tears in their eyes, they would head off towards their 150 acres. Gratitude and pride were clearly visible on their faces. That gift was enough to make them eternally loyal citizens. Patriots. Their long journey was over; their sacrifices and hard work had been rewarded. They had earned their land; their good fortune was fully deserved.


Watching this, Pete remembered what Alexandra Desmond had told him about that Indian chief: a Lakota who had tried to pass on his people’s wisdom to the white men by declaring that the earth did not belong to men, but that man belonged to the earth. He was wasting his breath, Alexandra said, because white men had only come here to make the earth theirs.


Most of the pioneers were his age, with children clinging to their legs or feeding from their mothers’ breasts. Men with puffed-out chests and women with healthy pink cheeks.


When Pete woke, his belongings were already packed. His saddlebags filled, the blanket wrapped around his Winchester, his trunk and his dog-eared notebook – Arthur Bowman’s final gift. He no longer remembered how long he had been here or why he had even chosen this town, only that it was high time he left.


The widow who ran the boarding house counted her money on the living-room table, a flag of the old Confederacy nailed to the wall behind her. She grumbled about all these outsiders taking over the town. She pushed a few cents across the varnished wood towards him: all that remained of his last four dollars.


“Your change, Mr Webb.”


Pete left the coins on the table, threw the saddlebags over his shoulder and walked to the stable. His horse, Reunion, snorted when he put the saddle on its back. Pete led the mustang across the street and stopped outside the Land Office. He read the painted letters one last time before putting his foot in the stirrup.


“I was about to close. What can I do for you?”


Pete looked at the tall man standing in the doorway, grinning at him.


“I still have a few minutes, if you’d like to come in.”


Pete climbed the front steps and went inside. The man hung his hat on the wall, gestured at a chair facing the desk, then went behind the desk and held out his hand.


“George Emery. How can I help you, Mr . . .?”


“Billy Webb.”


George Emery shook his hand so energetically that Pete felt as though his organs had shifted inside him.


“Are you looking for land, Mr Webb? A concession? Are you a farmer? A cattle breeder? A miner? Do you have a family or are you planning to start one? That’s your right, a man of your age. Maybe you fought in the war, Mr Webb, so you’re even more deserving of one of these plots of land. Did you fight in the war, Mr Webb? What I mean is . . . which side were you on?”


“The winning side.”


George Emery blinked.


“Of course! Where are you from, Mr Webb?”


Pete eyed the shelves behind Emery, where maps were rolled up and land registers filed.


“Oregon.”


The Land Office employee followed Pete’s gaze before turning back to his client.


“A state loyal to the Union. But tell me what you’re looking for, Mr Webb, and together we’ll work out what the United States government can do for you.”


The employee had no doubt that the government would be able to satisfy the desires of a young man like Billy Webb.


“So, you’re giving land to anyone?”


“To all those citizens who . . .”


“To anyone at all?”


“I beg your pardon?”


“The whole country is yours?”


Pete walked around the desk and over to the maps. He took one, lifted it to his face and sniffed the paper. Then he put it back in its place and opened a register. George Emery cleared his throat.


“I should make it clear that only the first one hundred and fifty acres are free. And that the plots still available in this county are increasingly distant from the Platte River. There is still good land to be had, but it’s not easily accessible. And most of it is not well-irrigated. What exactly are you looking for, Mr Webb?”


Pete put the register on the desk and walked over to the window. He looked outside at his mustang and Lincoln’s main street.


“Do you ask them what they’re going to do once they’re in their new home?”


Emery leaned his neck sideways to loosen his shirt collar.


“I don’t understand your question.”


“How they treat their wives and children?”


“What do you mean?”


Pete turned to face him.


“Do you ask them who they are?”


“Who they are?”


“About their morality. That’s what you’re offering here with your property deeds, isn’t it? The right to do what they want in their own home.”


Emery stood up and spoke in a voice that filled the room.


“Young man, from the smell of your breath I’m guessing that you’re not sober. You should probably go get some rest.”


“Have you ever lived under the roof of a man who had the right to do anything, Mr Emery?”


“That’s enough!”


“Give me your money.”


The Land Office employee frowned. The young man facing him was stocky, with round shoulders but a powerful chest.


“Listen, you should leave before you wind up in trouble.”


“When I was a kid, I thought that God was on the side of my father because he was strong, and that He would be with me when I grew up.”


George Emery opened a drawer in his desk and took out a pistol.


“I don’t know what your problem is, son, but you should leave now.”


Pete stared at the gun.


“You know, possession of a gun is one of those responsibilities that they shouldn’t let just anyone have. Like the right to do what you want in your own home.”


He slowly reached inside his jacket and drew out a Colt .45.


“It brings . . . consequences.”


He relaxed his arm and let the revolver dangle by his side.


“Mr Emery, do you understand the threat that you represent to us? The courage that we must show to face up to it?”


The Land Office employee raised one hand in a calming gesture while the other held the pistol aimed at Pete. He looked as though he were swearing on a Bible.


“Don’t do anything you’ll regret, kid. I’m sure we can come to an arrangement.”


“I don’t like negotiations. You should stop talking. Do something.”


“I’ll give you the money and that’ll be an end of it.”


George Emery took a leather wallet from his waistcoat, tossed it onto the desk and took a step backwards.


“I want you to leave me alone now.”


“What?”


“Go out the back door and leave me alone.”


“I can’t do that. Just take the money and go.”


“Put down your gun and leave, before we both lose our courage and anger takes hold of us.”


George Emery licked his lips with his dry tongue, put his pistol on the desk, took a bunch of keys from his pocket, and unlocked the door next to the shelves full of maps. He turned back to the young man, memorising his face and the details of his clothing.


“They’re gonna come for you, son.”


He left without closing the door. Pete staggered. He took a flask of whiskey from his jacket and downed it. He pocketed the wallet and went over to the maps. He leaned down to sniff them again, then lit a match on his jacket sleeve and touched the flame to a pile of rolled papers. He watched the flames spread from one map to the next. The wooden rack began to turn black. The office flickered yellow and orange and clouds of smoke rolled up to the ceiling. Tears ran down his cheeks. Outside, his horse became agitated.


He jumped into the saddle, rode down a back alley, and fled Lincoln along a parallel street, a line of small gardens and the backs of shops flashing past. Night fell over the eastern path. His leather waistcoat was still hot from the fire.


The mustang stretched its muscles. It ran more smoothly now, faster, breathing in time with its stride. Horse and rider left the main path and headed through the long grass of the plain, a long grey swell under the first stars. A few black shapes – round hills on the horizon – guided them southwards.


At dawn, exhausted, they came to a stop. Pete drank a flask of water and rolled into the hollow of a depression in the ground, while Reunion grazed on dew-wet plants.


Pete woke, drenched with sweat, under the copper disc of the noonday sun. He stripped down to his trousers and climbed, barefoot, to the top of the highest hill, a bottle of whiskey and George Emery’s wallet in his hands. Sitting cross-legged, he contemplated the endless flat landscape. Then he counted his loot, wedging a rock on top of the banknotes to protect them from the wind.


His head fell forwards, his shoulders slumped. The sun burned his back and warmed the whiskey. Pete Ferguson, wanted for theft and arson in Nebraska, wanted for murder in Nevada, was the possessor of a grand total of seventy-eight dollars.
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My brother.


After the Old Man, the person you hated most in Basin was Billy Webb, and you hated him even more once he was dead. Because that little shit had become a hero and nobody would ever say that Billy Webb was a nasty rich kid who spat in the faces of us Ferguson brothers.


The day he died, you wished you were in his place – with the other fathers who went off to avenge the Red Indians who were hunting on our land. But it was Billy who went to the Warm Springs reserve with his new rifle and his horse, while you had neither. The Old Man was part of that expedition. He hitched the cart and, drunk like the rest of them, yelled that they’d need a hearse to bring back the corpses of the Paiutes. They all laughed and fired their guns in the air outside the farmhouse. I was scared and you were mad that you couldn’t go with them.


It was young Webb that they brought back in the Ferguson manure cart, all them poor bastards too drunk and too stupid to fight the Indians. They didn’t think it was such a great idea then, that stinking cart.


When they got back to Basin that night, after the town had rounded up the sheriff and the soldiers from Fort Dalles, the Old Man stood on the doorstep, swaying, and stared at us. I’ll never forget what he said. “Here, we defend our land and our families. You know what they’ll say in Basin? They’ll say that the Ferguson boys weren’t up to the task. That they did nothing to defend our farms and that Billy Webb is a hero.”


You stayed at the farm to look after me, Pete, because I was too small and I was scared.


I still have a scar on my head from the beating that the Old Man gave us that night. While he was hitting me, you took his rifle and you put the barrel to the back of his neck to make him stop. Anger made your voice sound strange to me: “Stop hitting him or I’ll blow your head off.”


The Old Man stood up and you held out as long as you could when he told you to let go of the rifle. You knew you’d let it go and you knew what would happen after. But he had stopped hitting me.


You spent three days in bed after he knocked you out, but nothing was ever the same at the farm after that. All three of us knew that something had changed.


Years later, when we went off to war and Rudy Webb bought what was left of the farm, he got his revenge for that: in the Ferguson family there were two living sons and no father, while in his house there was a father but no son.


Now you have a good horse and a good rifle. That’s all you have left.


Wherever you are, I hope you’re not alone and that you can find somebody other than Billy Webb you can talk to. He forgave you long ago for wishing him dead the day that the men left for the reserve.
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Dodge City, Kansas, September 1871


That night, a few soldiers from Fort Dodge stayed in town, at Hoover’s Saloon; George Hoover had opened it just for them one year before, when Dodge City was nothing more than a row of stakes in the ground. Not that the bar’s owner was such a patriot that he wanted to sell beer to soldiers in the middle of nowhere just to keep their spirits up. No, even then, he knew that the railway would pass through there.


Since then, three more buildings had been constructed in Dodge City. First a general store, then a hotel – whose male population was not yet numerous enough to lure any prostitutes. But they were on their way, along with maybe a few pioneers’ daughters who would make good wives. After that, a laundryman, hairdresser and barber moved into town, and he too was hoping that some ladies would arrive so the men in the area would start taking greater care over their appearance.


It was no secret that here in Kansas there were, for as far as the eye could see, green plains that would give harvests worthy of Eden as soon as the first ploughs came along. Pioneers had already passed this way, en route from Missouri and Texas. But the train was something else. A river of steel, sleepers and rocks flowing straight westwards, with farms growing up alongside it instead of trees. The Santa Fe Railway increased the value of the plots of land around it. But for the future of Dodge City, what mattered most was not the farmers. What mattered were the great Texan landowners who would load their cattle onto train carriages to send them off at high speed in all directions. Or, rather, the only two directions that America cared about: east and west. Hundreds, thousands, millions of longhorns would be transported. So Hoover, who had a nose for these things and friends at the Santa Fe Railway, had erected his first whiskey tent five miles from Fort Dodge, where the station was going to be built. One year later, the train stopped directly outside his saloon. People left the saloon and they were right on the platform; they got off the train and went right inside the saloon. The train didn’t look like much: a new locomotive, a coal wagon, a passenger carriage, a freight wagon, and that was it.


The five or six soldiers from the fort and the thirty inhabitants of Dodge City would get drunk while choosing – if they had a hundred dollars in their pocket – their future: a hotel, a hardware store, a restaurant, a furniture workshop, or a brothel. George Hoover would soon be offering loans, as the dollars continued pouring into the cash register of his bar. Towns like this had grown up out of nowhere before, and it was always the first man to open a bar who became the mayor, the first to build a fence who became a senator, and the first to sell hammers who ended up owning entire streets.


Hot on the heels of this first wave of inhabitants came men from the east and the south: cattle traders and envoys from the biggest livestock farms. That night in Dodge City, including the railway workers, there were about sixty people packed into Hoover’s Saloon. The table where they all wanted a place was presided over by the Santa Fe Railway representative, who had become the King of the West in only a few hours. The meat traders formed the first circle around him, with the discussion swiftly becoming an auction: whoever offered the highest price per pound of merchandise would have his product delivered by the next train. The prices rose faster than a newborn’s fever. A trader from the North Western Fur Company elbowed his way through the crowd and finally banged his fist down on the table.


“At that price, there’s no point in us even transporting our furs! We’d be better off sticking to our wagons. At fifty cents a fur, we may as well let them rot here!”


The Santa Fe Railway representative crossed his arms over his belly. “It’s not our company’s fault if you can’t pay.”


The fur trader turned to the cattle breeders: “You can’t hold out for long at those prices and you know it. You’re playing the railway’s game and it’s the small businesses like us who are going to suffer. Either we join together or they’re going to bleed us dry!”


The representatives of ranches in Texas and Kansas, bunched around Henry Sitler, the biggest cattle breeder between Dodge and Junction City, could not have cared less what the man from the Fur Company thought. Cattle were worth a lot more than furs, and since the end of the drought and the war, prices had just kept going up. The country was gobbling up more and more meat every year.


The man from the North Western Fur Company shook his head, called them all madmen and left Hoover’s Saloon. He went past the train platform towards the hunters’ camp, where six-foot-high piles of furs were strapped to the wagons. There were about twenty men there, standing around a campfire. Bob McRae, the oldest among them, asked the trader how things had gone.


“I have no choice. If you want to load your furs on that train, I can’t offer you more than two dollars a fur. If I give you three dollars, you’ll have to deliver them to Atchinson yourselves.”


“At two dollars, we’ll go bust. We’ve got men to pay, equipment to buy for the winter. Even at three dollars, we won’t make a single cent in profit.”


“Two dollars. That’s all I can pay you if you’re transporting them by train.”


Bob McRae gave it some thought.


“So, it’s the cattle guys who are driving up the price?”


“They don’t even have anything to send yet, but they’re outbidding everyone else to make sure that they have the train to themselves in the future. The guy from the railway just sits there drinking while the prices rise.”


“And that carriage on the tracks now is still empty?”


“Yep, and the train leaves tomorrow.”


“And it’s the cattle guys who are stopping us loading our furs on that train?”


The North Western Fur representative nodded. “Half the town is hoping to work with the guys from Texas and the Sitler ranch. They don’t want to get on the wrong side of them.”


“How much can you pay for the train?”


“Ten cents a fur max., and I’ll pay you two dollars ninety for each.”


“Give us three dollars and we’ll throw in three extra furs, each one worth at least twenty-five dollars.”


The representative held out his hand. “Works for me.”


Bob McRae looked at the hunters around him. They understood without him speaking a word. When he set off, the others followed him – managers, butchers, cooks and mule-drivers – towards the lit-up saloon.


On the train platform, under an oil lamp swaying in the wind, a man stood, hands in pockets, eyeing the locomotive. He was a tough-looking young man, with a bowler hat on his head and a fur-collared jacket under one arm.


McRae drew close to him. “Kid, if it’s your job to watch over this train, I would advise you to go for a walk.”


The man turned to face McRae and the hunters. “I don’t work for the railway.”


“Well, take a hike anyway.”


“I go where I want.”


The young man was holding a bottle. He turned away from them to look at the locomotive again. The other hunters went on their way, but McRae remained where he was. He smiled. “You looking for work?”


“Depends.”


“What can you do?”


“Jack of all trades, master of none.”


“Ha, you really know how to sell yourself! You’re hired.”


“To do what?”


“Come with me into the saloon.”


“And after that?”


“We’ll talk about it if you can walk out of there in a straight line.”


The young man lifted up the bottle. “I’m not scared of whiskey.”


“You won’t have time to drink any. It’s your muscles I need.”


“What are you going to do in there?”


“Negotiate the price of this train that you can’t stop looking at.”


*


The hunters shouldered their way through the crowd to the table where the Santa Fe Railway employee sat. Beside him, Henry Sitler had ordered a bottle of Hoover’s best whiskey. The negotiations had been completed and they were celebrating. Bob McRae said to the railway representative: “These men and I have a load of furs outside on our wagons and we’d like to know what we can do to get them in your train so we can go home and start working again.”


Henry Sitler did not give his neighbour time to respond. “I don’t think that should be a problem, Bob. All you have to do is pay and the carriage is yours.”


“The train will go faster than our wagons and we’re willing to pay the difference. But only at ten cents a fur – not more.”


“That wouldn’t really be fair, now would it, Bob? Given what we have to pay for our merchandise.”


“With all due respect, Mr Sitler, you know we can’t afford the prices that you have fixed so high. And who is going to clear your prairies of bison if you put these hunters out of business?”


“You should talk about that with your buyers, Bob. It’s nothing to do with us or the railway company.”


Bob McRae turned to the Santa Fe representative. “Listen, we have a load ready to go. Your train is about to go off empty. Surely it’s better to get paid ten cents a fur?”


“The company has settled on the prices, sir. I can’t help you. Mr Sitler is right: this is something you should discuss with your trading partners.”


“Our trading partners? Sir, we’re offering you three hundred dollars and we’ll load the furs on the train ourselves. It’s not like we’re trying to force you into anything, it’s simply a fair price.”


Voices rose around them. Some said McRae was right, that it was a fair deal, while others said there was nothing fair about the hunters paying less than everyone else. Sitler stood up and bellowed: “Gentlemen, Dodge City will soon be a major cattle city and it’s the market that has fixed the price of transportation. It’s the same for everybody. Does Mr Hoover sell his whiskey at different prices to different customers?”


Laughter. More shouting.


“Hell, who do them bison hunters think they are? Why should they get a better deal than us?”


“Throw them out the door!”


“Lower the price of whiskey!”


“McRae is right – nobody else can pay what them big ranches are paying!”


“The train is for everybody!”


“Let them load their furs!”


The saloon was soon divided in two, and each side was yelling at the other. McRae leaned down close to the railway employee. “Three hundred dollars. It’s a good deal and you know it.”


One of Sitler’s men grabbed his sleeve. “We told you to drop it, McRae. You’re not welcome at this table.”


McRae ignored the man and kept talking to the railway representative. “Alright, this is our last offer: three hundred and twenty dollars.”


“Forget it, McRae. You and your scavengers should get the hell out of here!”


The Santa Fe representative no longer knew what to do. The saloon was in a tumult now. Everyone was shouting and the drinkers outside were trying to shove their way in. Hoover, standing behind the bar, yelled at everyone to calm down. The railway workers and the cattle workers rolled up their sleeves. Sitler’s employee tried to push McRae away from the table. The tough young man that McRae had just hired knocked him out with a punch to the side of the head and fighting broke out as suddenly as if someone had lit a match in a mine full of gas.


The Fort Dodge soldiers, whom no-one dared attack, stood looking at one another in the middle of this mob, drained their glasses, and then threw themselves into the fray. A few shouts gave a general idea of the two sides’ aims: one side wanted to throw the hunters out of the bar, the other wanted to be allowed to load their furs on the train. But the battle was far less clear-cut: fists landed on allies and adversaries alike. The only ones with a defined objective were the cattle workers, who had their sights fixed on the group of hunters standing together in the centre of the saloon. Tables were picked up and passed over heads then thrown into the street along with all the chairs to make space for the fighting. The Santa Fe Railway representative crawled behind the bar, which Hoover and his barman were defending with pickaxe handles. Planks were torn from the walls and floor and transformed into weapons. The ranchers and the hunters finally collided and the violence redoubled in intensity. Heads were split open, ears and calves were bitten. A soldier climbed onto the bar, ran along it and dived into the brawling mass. The hunters formed up in a line and, linking their arms, advanced until they had driven the cattlemen into a corner. Chair legs and planks were raised above heads. The tough young hireling punched his enemies until his knuckles were raw and kicked them once they were down on the floor. The hunters had lost several men but soon they were the only group left standing. Sitler had fled. The door had been torn off its hinges and the building’s facade ripped apart. Cold air rushed through the holes in the walls, refreshing those who were still fighting, but punches were missing their targets now, while those attempting headbutts and kicks just fell over. Once half the bar’s customers had been knocked out, people started looking around and counting.


Bob McRae, bleeding from his cheek and lips, his nose broken, one eye blacked, strode over the inert bodies and smashed chairs towards the counter. He took the three hundred dollars from his pocket and slammed the cash down on the bar. Then he leaned over and saw the railway employee curled up in a ball under the counter. “The men and I are going to load the furs ourselves. You don’t have to worry about a thing.”
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The next morning, the train headed east with a carriage filled with three thousand bison furs: the first merchandise to leave Dodge City. The convoy of hunters went westwards and the wagons split off in various directions in groups of two or three. Each boss had his own itinerary. Now that there were fewer bison to hunt, Bob McRae explained, everyone had his own idea about where to find them. Some swore by the colour of the grass, others the size of the moon; many relied on tip-offs and hunches.


“In the old days, you could go wherever you wanted – Nebraska, Wyoming, Colorado – and you’d happen upon a herd of two or three hundred. Nowadays you spend more time searching for them than killing them and you’re lucky if you get thirty or forty. And there must be a thousand of us, maybe two thousand, all in the same business. Anyway . . . you ever kill any buffalo, son?”


“No.”


“What’s your name?”


“Billy Webb. And I’d prefer it if you didn’t call me son.”


“Billy, I tend to think of guys who are twenty years younger than me as children, even if I know you haven’t been kids for a long time. Hell, there’s probably not a single child left in this country. Did you fight in the war, Billy?”


“Like everybody else.”


McRae pointed to the right, indicating a cluster of trees along the Arkansas River. In that plain, any plant higher than the grass was enough to make a man think of starting a family there. Two other groups of hunters had already set up camp under the branches. Fires had been lit and mess tins were warming over the flames. The news about the fist-fight in the saloon had already travelled along the roads and the coming evening was expected to be lively. It was said that never before had there been this many people in Dodge City at the same time, and for the hunters fleeing the cities, this confirmed what they already thought: too many people in the same place and it always ended in a fight.


McRae was not interested in this discussion; sitting aside from the others, he watched the sun set: parallel lines of varying colours that ran all the way along the horizon. Pete went over to join him.


“What exactly will I have to do?”


“Your job will be everything except killing bison. Butchering the bodies. The dumbest, toughest and most repugnant work you’ll ever have done. Vimy will bring you up to speed. He’s the best at it, even in a place like this where everybody is the best at something – most often talking bullshit. Have you ever seen a tornado, Billy?”


“No.”


“There’s a hot wind that comes from the desert to the south. From the sea below Texas, there’s the humidity, which makes my bones ache. And from up there in the north, there’s the cold, which is going to come down on us. It’s nearly fall and all those temperatures are going to collide. Which means tornadoes . . .”


“Is that bad?”


“Kid, when you’ve seen a tornado and you’ve seen a stampede of bison . . . well, it’s basically the same thing.”


“So how much do I earn for doing this stupid job?”


“The going rate. It’s not only stupid, it’s exhausting too. So, you get a dollar a day – and a bonus if you last until the winter and all goes well. You got a problem?”


Pete dug his hands deep in his pockets. “I don’t really like it when people talk to me too much.”


McRae burst out laughing. “Here in the plains, you won’t be bothered by too many conversations. Nor by too many questions.”
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My brother.


Here at the Fitzpatrick ranch, we believe you. But we’re the only ones.


There’s nobody in Carson City who can say that Lylia was lying and that you didn’t kill old Meeks. Everybody says that you beat him to death, and that it was bound to happen one day after all the problems you caused. Lylia’s jealousy towards you has become the city’s jealousy towards the ranch. Whatever she says, Carson will believe.


They know we’re deserters – it’s not a secret anymore. The only thing protecting our lie now is the ranch’s money and Arthur Bowman. Some people think we’re Arthur’s real nephews, because they reckon we look like him. They were afraid of you like they’re afraid of him. But the truth is we deserted and that the Meeks boy died in the war while we were hiding out at the ranch.


I know it wasn’t easy for you here, a lot of things went wrong. I tell myself it’s my fault, that you stayed here too long because of your little brother, that you should have left long before. None of us – not Alexandra nor me nor anyone else – had the courage to tell you that, and you didn’t have the courage to make the decision yourself. It was all just left to rot . . . until old Meeks’ death. Time was against you in Carson. Now you’re on the road, it’s on your side: the more time passes, the more it protects you from the city’s reprisals.


It snowed a lot this winter. But with the new barn on the meadows to the east, the horses were sheltered and they had enough feed to survive.


Aileen asks where her Uncle Pete is. She often thinks about you. Don’t forget her – that little girl truly loves you. She was sad when you weren’t there in April to celebrate her ninth birthday. She’s old enough now to understand that we’re not telling her the truth, but she pretends to believe us because she wants to believe that you’ve just gone on a trip and you’ll be back soon.


Alexandra and Arthur are worried about you.


But the saddest one here is me.


Those plans you had for us – going to California and building a house there – I still think about them, even here at the ranch where I no longer need to imagine because the dream came true without you. Sometimes I get the same feeling I used to get on the farm – that I’m living in the house of a dead man that I daren’t even mention. We’ve never been apart before. That certainty we had – that one of us would see the other one die, that we’d always be together – has gone now.


You need to send somebody to Basin with the money so that Ma can be moved to the cemetery. Rudy Webb must have demolished the house after buying our debts and our land. I can’t stop thinking about what’s happened to the two graves there.


I’m having those nightmares again. The ones about the barn.


I’m going to talk to Lylia and ask her to change her testimony. I know that’s what you would want.


I hope Reunion is fine. The son of Walden and Trigger . . . it’s as if the Fitzpatrick ranch were out there with you. I know he’s just an animal, but I like to think Reunion is looking after you. When I imagine you out on the great plains, I see you sitting by a campfire, reading a book, with Reunion sleeping beside you. That’s how I like to think of you. Be careful, Pete. I hope you’re not too cold, that you have enough water and food, and that sometimes, out on the road, you find somebody other than me you can talk to.
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Vimy was a French-Indian from Canada. He’d worked there as a woodsman until the end of the 1860s, when there were no more beavers to turn into hats and the British took over the Hudson’s Bay Company. Instead, he went south and started hunting bison. He met Bob McRae and went into partnership with him. Vimy was not the kind of man to tell anyone else what to do, so McRae acted as the boss. It took Pete Ferguson five days to learn this much, sitting next to Vimy on the bench of the wagon. And even then, it was McRae who told him. In the silence of the prairie, Bob McRae was what passed for a chatterbox.


In addition to the two partners, there was also Ralph, a Civil War veteran who oversaw the supplies, the cooking, the mules and the camps. He was in his mid-thirties and he walked with a limp, after being hit by shrapnel at Appomattox, the battle that had forced Lee and the South to sit down at a table in a small house in Virginia. Ralph was with Custer’s regiment, who burned the trains carrying Lee’s supplies, and he liked to repeat that it was Custer who won the war for the Union.


“What about you, Billy? You left in, what, ’64? Did you get here before the end of the war?”


Pete, sitting with the others around the fire, replied that he didn’t want to talk about that. Ralph kept asking, though, until McRae told him to shut his mouth and Pete took his blanket further away.


The large wagon was drawn by ten mules and would remain empty until they had bison furs to fill it. The small wagon, driven by Ralph, carried all the cooking and camping equipment and was drawn by six mules. McRae remained on horseback the whole time and would go off on a reconnaissance mission every morning before dawn in the hope of finding a few stray bison. The herds, in September, were generally further north, but, as McRae said, if you didn’t buy a ticket, you couldn’t win the lottery.


Five days after leaving Dodge City, they reached Fort Lyon, on the Santa Fe track that the train would soon follow. To the west, behind Fort Lyon, they could see the silhouettes of the Sangre de Cristo mountains, the first peaks before the Rockies. A dozen other hunting teams were already in the fort’s square courtyard.


Vimy gestured to Pete and the two of them walked towards a little hut. Other hunters were lined up outside it, and those who came out carried crates on their shoulders.


“What is this?”


“Ammunition.”


“The army sells ammunition to the hunters?”


“They don’t sell it – they give it to us.”


Without spending a cent or even saying thank you, they re-emerged with six hundred cartridges. The soldiers were distributing the crates in silence.


Some old Mexicans from Las Animas – a town a few miles away – had come to sell their products to the hunters, and a small market had formed around the entrance to the fort. Pete wandered past blankets covered with vegetables, bags of flour, bottles of corn whiskey, some dried meat (goat and pork) and a few nuts. Craftsmen sold coloured ponchos, braided leather straps, kitchen utensils made from wood or terracotta. Ralph, a wad of dollars in his hand, bartered for food with some old women.


The camp commander had allowed the hunters to stay in the courtyard for the night. The soldiers mingled and drank with them. The commander walked around the camp and greeted Bob McRae, who invited him to join his group. Ralph saluted the officer, while Vimy and Pete shook his hand.


McRae handed the commander a glass.


“How are things at the moment?”


“There are problems between the Utes and the Cheyennes. Since the size of the reserve was reduced, clashes between tribes have become more frequent. But we still have an agreement with the Utes.”


McRae raised his glass. “To the new season. Plenty of bison and no Indians!”


“I can drink to that!”


“So I guess there’s no need to send soldiers to Sand Creek anymore? The Utes do the job for you.” All eyes turned to Pete Ferguson, who raised his glass. “I can drink to that!”


The commander eyed Pete. “Nobody’s forgotten those tragic events, young man.”


“Including the Cheyennes, I imagine.”


“Need I remind you that Colonel Chivington was tried and has left the army?”


“And been granted amnesty.”


McRae snorted with rage. “Apologise to the commander or I’ll send you packing right away.”


The officer interrupted him. “Let it go, Mr McRae. We all know that Sand Creek has a bad reputation. Colonel Chivington benefited from a general amnesty accorded after the war to all officers from the North and the South. Those amnesties are necessary if we’re going to rebuild and heal the wounds of war. But he wasn’t pardoned for the massacre of Sand Creek’s Cheyenne families.”


Pete was about to respond but the commander turned to face the other hunters around the campfire and raised his glass. “Gentlemen, I wish you good hunting!”


Everyone toasted the officer. McRae looked for Pete, but he had disappeared.


The next morning, after stocking up on ammunition and food supplies, the teams of hunters scattered in several directions over the plain, following a variety of clues that McRae considered equally ridiculous. Vimy and Ralph, who had consumed too much whiskey and mezcal the night before, took their time harnessing the mules. They were the last ones left in the Fort Lyon courtyard. Pete gave them a hand. He asked Vimy if the other hunters were not getting a head start on them. Vimy smiled and Ralph sniggered in a way that meant Pete was a greenhorn who knew nothing and would be better off keeping his mouth shut. McRae tied a barrel of flour to the side of the small wagon.


“Half of those imbeciles have gone into hiding so they can see which direction we take. We’ll make them wait a while.”


When they set off across the fort’s courtyard, the commander, drinking from a mug of coffee, watched them pass. He nodded to Pete, who did not return the greeting. McRae grumbled: “For God’s sake, kid, you’re one stubborn bastard!”


*


Black clouds moved towards them. As the sky darkened, the grass became greener, whipping the air as it suddenly changed direction. McRae scanned the horizon through his rifle’s telescopic sights. He was searching for some sort of hill or valley where they might find shelter.


“Damn! There’s a ravine or something ahead, and at least two wagons already there. Crack the whip – there’s five or six miles to go and we don’t have much time!”


Vimy and Ralph obeyed and the mules sped up. McRae turned back and checked the prairie behind them. Since leaving Fort Lyon, another team had been tracking them. Without knowing whether their pursuers could see him, McRae waved at them to catch up. Then he spurred his horse into a gallop, leaving the wagons behind.


“I’m going to see what it’s like over there. You’ve gotta go faster, boys!”


Vimy made some astounding noises with his mouth and the mules accelerated again. The old Canadian turned to Pete as the wagon squealed and grunted and the two of them were jolted violently by the axles’ leather suspension. “You know why the army gives us ammunition?”


“So you can shoot Indians?”


The wagon was going down a small slope and the two men leaned back, their feet wedged against the wooden ledge to prevent their bodies being pitched forwards. Vimy tugged at the reins slightly. He had to shout to make himself heard. “Not exactly! When we’ve killed all the bison, the Indians in the plains will go to the reserves and make peace with us so we give them something to eat. The free ammunition is Washington’s way of helping us get the work done!”


McRae was up ahead of them, waving his arms wildly to show them the way. Above his head, the clouds were twisting like water in a siphon. They skirted the edge of the ravine and descended to the dry riverbed where the two other wagons were parked. The hunters who were already under shelter had had time to unload their carts and wrap up their equipment in canvas. They gave the new arrivals a hand as they did the same thing. The wagons’ stripped hoops stood several feet above the rim of the ravine, which was too shallow to offer full protection. They unharnessed the mules.


Vimy, pointing at the sky, shouted to Pete: “It’s a big one!”


The spiral seemed to be sucking the whole sky towards it, the clouds coiling and converging on the storm’s black eye. McRae quickly climbed up out of the ravine, looked through his rifle’s sights towards the south, then came running back.


“It’s Rusky’s men who are behind us! They’ve stopped – they knew they didn’t have time to get here.”


Pete turned to where McRae was pointing. Sand from the ravine was flying up into the black hole that had formed in the centre of the prairie. The clouds were shaped like a knotty vine now, reaching down towards the earth, and the earth rose up to meet it, a cloud of soil and grass spinning in the same direction as the nascent tornado. McRae pushed Pete under the big wagon.


“Get under a blanket! Don’t come out till it’s over! Here it comes . . .”


Mules galloped past, vanishing down the corridor of the ravine. Canvas sheets snapped, ropes whistled. Pete’s blanket swelled and was torn from his grip, disappearing from sight as if carried away by a torrent. He covered his head with his arms and lay flat on the ground. The sand sprayed into his nostrils and his ears. He could hear the wooden wagon creaking above him. The wheels kept rising higher and higher before falling back to earth, then a mighty gust lifted the wagon from the ground and smashed it onto its side. The canvas covering the equipment flew away, and McRae and Vimy threw themselves at it. Pete crawled over to them. The wind died down for a few seconds, then came again even harder, blowing and sucking at the same time. The upended wagon started to shake. Another gust blew it back onto its wheels. All they could hear now was the roar of the tornado, like the shriek of a hawk mixed with the rumble of thunder.


A minute later, the wind died again. The dust and torn-up vegetation continued to follow the grey column as it slid southwards; the sky cleared miraculously behind it and shreds of blue reappeared between the clouds. They climbed out of the ravine and watched as the tornado drifted onwards into the path of Rusky’s team. A mile or two further on, it began to grow thinner and, as fast as it had formed, the cloud of debris dropped back to earth; the dark vine fell to pieces, rose into the sky and dissolved. Rusky’s wagons were no longer visible, only a curved line of churned-up earth on the prairie, a track thirty feet wide left by the tornado’s passage, which ended abruptly in the middle of the grass.


McRae turned around. “Where’s Ralph?”


*


The wheel of the wagon had smashed his skull when it fell back to earth. Ralph had died instantly.


The rest of the day was spent finding the mules. That evening, the three teams made camp together and reviewed the damage they had suffered.


Erdrich’s team, the first to arrive in the ravine, had been the luckiest of the three. A few broken pieces of equipment, but nothing essential. The only serious loss was Erdrich’s horse, which they couldn’t find anywhere. For Rusky, the other hunt leader, the situation was far worse. His food wagon had been lifted from the ground and rolled several times: the wheels and the two axles were broken. They had also lost a lot of equipment and food. Most worryingly, Rusky’s arm had been broken when the food wagon had rolled over him. Vimy had made him bite into a belt while he yanked his hand to set the fracture of his forearm, which was bent three inches below the elbow.


As for McRae . . . well, he’d lost a member of his team.


They dug a hole and one of Rusky’s butchers used planks from the smashed wagon to fashion a coffin for Ralph. They buried his belongings with him. McRae had to check his account book to find his family name and they quickly wrote it on a plank that they planted in the ground. The team leader took off his hat, as did the others, and he said a few words: “If we ever come across your family, we’ll tell them what happened. Amen.”


After the funeral, the leaders gathered in the shade of a canvas sheet. They had all suffered losses, they had been hunting bison for ten days and not one of them had a single fur to show for it. They decided to work together this winter. Seven butchers, two cooks, a thirteen-year-old kid (Erdrich’s nephew) to look after the mules, five wagons and three hunters who knew better than the others where they would find bison. For a short while, they debated which direction to take. Bob McRae first pointed out that Rusky had been following him for the past three days so his opinion didn’t count. Then he told Erdrich, a Texan with a strong German accent, that the southern herd was still migrating northwards in search of cooler air, which meant they would go as far as possible from Texas, that desert where no-one would even spit in a thirsty man’s mouth. The nights were growing colder north of the Platte River, so the herd must have started to descend. Ipso facto, there was only one place the bison could be: between the Platte in Arkansas and the Brazos in Texas. And the midway point was between the Smoky Hill River and the Republican. Moreover, two days from here was Rose Creek, which later joined the Smoky, and in this little patch of paradise, the bison grass grew so thick that McRae himself would eat it. Rusky called McRae a madman, Erdrich called McRae a madman, and then they both admitted that he was probably right.


They left Ralph’s grave behind them, and, during the two-day journey to Rose Creek, the three leaders discussed how they would divide any profits they made. Rusky, who was providing butchers but no shooter, said he would saddle up and spend all his time following bison tracks, meaning that he would be a sort of scout, which would save them a lot of time. The shooters would be Erdrich, McRae and Vimy.


Pete now had to drive the food wagon in Ralph’s place.


They arrived in Rose Creek on the day that McRae had predicted. The river was only about fifteen feet wide, but it broadened as it flowed north.


After the tornado and two days of travelling, the men were more relaxed as they sat around the campfire – all except for Erdrich’s nephew, who was terrified by the idea that the Indians might attack them at any moment. They reassured him. Since the Sand Creek massacre in ’64 and the war against the Cheyennes that had followed it, the situation had calmed down. There remained only a few isolated groups of Indians, and they were not going to attack ten armed men without a very good reason.


Pete sat on his own and smoked, listening to stories about encounters with the Apaches and Comanches in the south, and the Sioux, Arapahos and Blackfeet in the north. From the sounds of their voices it was easy to tell who was making things up and who had actually been frightened. Vimy sat next to him and Pete gestured with his chin at the hunters boasting about shooting Indians. “It doesn’t bother you, working with guys like that?”


Vimy tamped the tobacco into his pipe with his finger. “Where are you from, Billy?”


“Oregon.”


“Where were you educated?”


“Educated?”


Vimy smiled. “You can read, I’ve seen you writing in your notebook at night, you can think, and you speak well when you have to.”


“I learned on a ranch.”


“Not in school?”


Pete shook his head. “A ranch where I stayed for a few years.”


“Why did you leave?”


“You ask too many questions, Vimy.”


Vimy stood up. “Listen, kid, Bob and me, we like you. But we’re also keeping an eye on you. And those guys you don’t like? We know we can depend on them.”


Pete controlled his anger. “I’m not here to make trouble.”


“I get the feeling that trouble follows you wherever you go, Billy.”
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The solution to the disappearance of Erdrich’s horse was Pete’s mustang, an animal that all the others had been coveting for a while. The hunters preferred American horses, but that mustang was really something, and they needed it for Rusky, who had to roam the plain in search of bison. When McRae spoke to him about it, Pete was rubbing down his horse.


“Nobody but me rides Reunion.”


“We need a good horse for the scout. You understand what that means?”


“That I should do it instead of Rusky.”


“What?”


“That mustang goes nowhere without me.”


“For God’s sake, Billy, you can’t take Rusky’s place. That’s his job. Besides, what do you know about tracking?”


“Complicated, is it, spotting a herd of bison in a field of grass?”


“If this is about money, we can come to an arrangement. We’ll pay you for the mustang.”


“I gave you my offer. Take it or leave it.”


“Shit . . . Alright, but if you haven’t found a bison in four days, you either let Rusky ride your horse or you pack your bags.”


Rusky wore a bison skin over his shoulders day and night, all year round; he had a black beard that seemed to blend into the fur and a little bowler hat jammed on top of his head. McRae and Vimy were not especially shrewd businessmen, but bison hunting was a way of life more than a path to wealth. Rusky was in only his third season and still believed he could get rich enough to buy a big house with servants. He walked across the camp towards Pete.


“What’s all this about, Webb?”


“Nobody else rides my horse, that’s all.”


“And you still think you can work for us?”


“I work for McRae and Vimy, not for you.”


Everyone in the convoy was watching them.


“It’s the same thing now. We’re a team and I need your horse.”


Vimy cut in. “It’s his right, Rusky. It causes a shitload of problems for us, but it’s still his right.”


“What the hell are you talking about, Vimy? You’re defending this arrogant little shit? His right? Screw that . . .”


With his unbroken arm, Rusky grabbed Pete’s saddle and was about to put it on the mustang’s back when he felt the barrel of a Colt .45 touch the inside of his ear. Pete’s hand did not tremble.
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“An explosive story”
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