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chapter one


Doc Voss’s folks were farmers of German descent, Mennonite pacifists who ran a few head of Brahman outside of Deaf Smith, Texas, and raised beans and melons and tomatoes and paid their taxes and generally went their own way. When Doc got his draft notice his senior year in high school, a lot of us thought he might apply for exemption as a conscientious objector. Instead, Doc enlisted in the Navy and became a hospital corpsman attached to the Marines.


Then he got hooked up with Force Reconnaissance and ended up a SEAL and both a helicopter and fixed-wing pilot who did extractions on the Cambodian border. In fact, Doc became one of the most decorated participants in the Vietnam War.


The night Doc returned home he burned his uniform in the backyard of his house, methodically hanging each piece from a stick over a fire that swirled out of a rusted oil drum, dissolving his Marine-issue tropicals into glowing threadworms. He joined a fundamentalist church, one even more radical in its views than his family’s traditional faith. When asked to give witness, he rose in the midst of the congregation and calmly recited a story of a village incursion that made his fellow parishioners in the slat-board church house weep and tremble.


At the end of harvest season he disappeared into Mexico. We heard rumors that Doc was an addict, living in a hut on the Bay of Campeche, his mind gone, his hair and beard like a lion’s mane, his body pocked with sores.


I received a grimed, pencil-written postcard from him that read: “Dear Billy Bob, Don’t let the politicians or the generals get you. I swim with dolphins in the morning. The ocean is full of light and the dolphins speak to me as one of their own. At least I think they do.


“Your bud, the guy who used to be Tobin Voss.”


But two years later Doc came back to us, gaunt, his face shaved, his hair cropped like a convict’s, a notebook full of poems stuffed down in his duffel bag.


He worked through the summer with his father and mother, selling melons and cantaloupes and strawberries off a tailgate outside of San Antonio, then enrolled at the university in San Marcos. Before we knew it, Doc graduated and went on to Baylor and received a medical degree.


We stopped worrying about Doc, in an almost self-congratulatory way, as you do when an errant relative finally becomes what you thought he should have always been. Doc never talked about the war, except in a collection of poems he published, then in a collection of stories based on the poems, one that perhaps a famous film director stole from in producing an award-winning movie about the Vietnam War.


Doc ran a clinic in Deaf Smith and married a girl from Montana. When he lost her in a plane crash five years ago, he handled tragedy in his own life as he had handled the war. He didn’t talk about it.


Nor of the fires that had never died inside him or the latent potential for violence that the gentleness in his eyes denied.




chapter two


Doc’s deceased wife had come from a ranching family in the Bitterroot Valley of western Montana. When Doc first met her on a fishing vacation nearly twenty years ago, I think he fell in love with her state almost as much as he did with her. After her death and burial on her family’s ranch, he returned to Montana again and again, spending the entire summer and holiday season there, floating the Bitterroot River or cross-country skiing and climbing in the Bitterroot Mountains with pitons and ice ax. I suspected in Doc’s mind his wife was still with him when he glided down the old sunlit ski trails that crisscrossed the timber above her burial place. Finally he bought a log house on the Blackfoot River. He said it was only a vacation home, but I believed Doc was slipping away from us. Perhaps true peace might eventually come into his life, I told myself.


Then, just last June, he invited me for an indefinite visit. I turned my law office over to a partner for three months and headed north with creel and fly rod in the foolish hope that somehow my own ghosts did not cross state lines.


Supposedly the word “Missoula” is from the Salish Indian language and means “the meeting of the rivers.” The area is so named because it is there that both the Bitterroot and Blackfoot rivers flow into the Clark Fork of the Columbia.


The wooded hills above the Blackfoot River where Doc had bought his home were still dark at 7 A.M., the moon like a sliver of crusted ice above a steep-sided rock canyon that rose to a plateau covered with ponderosa. The river seemed to glow with a black, metallic light, and steam boiled out of the falls in the channels and off the boulders that were exposed in the current.


I picked up my fly rod and net and canvas creel from the porch of Doc’s house and walked down the path toward the riverbank. The air smelled of the water’s coldness and the humus back in the darkness of the woods and the deer and elk dung that had dried on the pebbled banks of the river. I watched Doc Voss squat on his haunches in front of a driftwood fire and stir the strips of ham in a skillet with a fork, squinting his eyes against the smoke, his upper body warmed only by a fly vest, his shoulders braided with sinew. Then the sun broke through the tree trunks on the ridge and lighted the meadows and woods and cliffs around us with a pinkness that made us involuntarily look up into the vastness of the Montana sky, as though the stars had been unfairly stolen from us.


Doc handed me a tin plate filled with eggs and ham and chunks of bread he had cut on a rock and browned in the ham’s fat. He sat down beside me on a grassy, soft spot and leaned back against a boulder and drank from a collapsible stainless steel coffee cup and watched his daughter standing thigh-deep in the river, without waders, indifferent to the cold, fishing in a pool that swirled behind a rotted cottonwood. He took a tiny salt and pepper shaker out of his rucksack, then removed a holstered .44 Magnum revolver from the sack and set it on top of some ferns, the wide belt and heavy, square brass buckle and leather-snugged cartridges wrapped across the cherrywood grips.


“Fine-looking gun,” I said.


“Thank you,” he replied.


“Fixing to shoot the rainbow that won’t jump in your creel?” I said.


“Cougars come down through the trees at night. They get into the cat bowls and such.”


“It’s not night,” I said.


He grinned at nothing and looked in his daughter’s direction. She was a junior in high school, her blond hair cropped short on the back of her neck, her denim shirt tight across her waist when she lifted her rod above her head and pulled her line dripping from under the river’s surface and false-cast the dry fly on the tippet in a figure eight.


Doc kept touching his jawbone with his thumb, as though he had an impacted wisdom tooth.


“What are you studying on?” I asked.


“Me?”


“No. The rock you’re leaning against.”


“The country’s going to hell,” he said.


“People have been saying that for two hundred years.”


“You’ve been here eleven hours and you’ve got it all figured out. I wish I had them kind of smarts,” he replied.


He left his food uneaten and walked upstream with his fly rod, his long, ash-blond hair blowing in the wind, his shoulders stooped like an ancient hunter’s.


Fifteen minutes later I followed his daughter up to the log house that was planted with roses and hung with wind chimes. She stood at the sink, ripping the intestines from a rainbow trout, the water from the tap splashing on her wrists. Her eyebrows were drawn together as though she were trying to see through a skein of tangled thoughts just in front of her face.


“What’s the problem with your old man?” I asked.


“Midlife crisis,” she answered, feigning a smile, suddenly knowledgable about the psychological metabolism of people thirty years her senior.


“Why’s he carrying a revolver?”


“Somebody shot into our house down in Deaf Smith yesterday. It was probably a drunk hunter. Dad thinks it’s the militia or these people dumping cyanide into the Blackfoot. He treats me like a child,” she said, her face growing darker with her own rhetoric.


“Excuse me?” I said, trying to follow the progression of her logic.


“I’m almost seventeen. He doesn’t get it.”


“What militia?”


“They’re down in the Bitterroot Valley. A bunch of crazy people who think it’s patriotic not to pay their bills. Dad writes letters to the newspaper about them. It’s stupid.”


“Who’s putting cyanide in the water?”


“Ask him. Or his friends who think they’re environmentalists because they drink in bars that have logs in the walls.”


“Your old man’s a good guy. Why not give him a break?”


She scraped the dark and clotted blood away from the trout’s vertebrae with her thumbnail, then washed her hands under the tap and dried them on her rump.


“The only person he ever listened to was my mom. I’m not my mom,” she said. She walked out the back door with a bag of fish guts for the cats.


I found Doc beyond a wooded bend in the river. He was false-casting his line on a white, pebbled stretch of beach, then dropping his fly as softly as a moth in the middle of an undulating riffle. The light and water on his nylon tippet looked like liquid glass as it cut through the air over his head.


“What’s going on with you guys?” I said.


“With Maisey? Just growing pains.”


“No, the gun. These militia guys or whatever,” I said.


“Wars don’t get fought in New York or Paris. They get fought in places nobody cares about. Welcome to the war,” he said.


“Maybe I picked a bad time to visit,” I said.


“No, you didn’t. See, a German brown is feeding right under that overhang. He’s thick across as my hand. If I was you, I’d float an elk-hair caddis by him,” Doc said.


I hesitated for a moment, then waded into the stream. The coldness of the water surged like melted ice over my tennis shoes and khakis. I pulled my fly line out of the reel with my left hand and felt it feed through the eyelets on the rod as I false-cast with my right, the brightly honed hook of the caddis fly whipping past my ear.




chapter three


Far away, near Fort Davis, Texas, unbeknown to any of us at the time, a man named Wyatt Dixon was being released from a county slam. For the ride out to the railroad track on the hardpan he was chained at the ankles and wrists and waist. His bare feet had been stomped on so that he limped like an old man when he walked from the jail’s back door, under armed guard, to the van that awaited him. Inside the van, a three-hundred-pound deputy hooked Wyatt Dixon to a D-ring in the floor, wheezing while he worked, avoiding Dixon’s eyes and the grin that shaped and reshaped on his mouth.


Ten minutes later, as the sun was setting behind a low ridge of arid mountains, the van stopped at the railroad track and Wyatt Dixon stepped out and stood in the hot wind, his red hair lifting like silk, his nostrils dilating with the smell of freedom.


He was lantern-jawed, his eyes as empty and as undefined by color as a desert sky, his skin brown from the sun and clean of tattoos. Four deputy sheriffs pointed their weapons at Wyatt Dixon, then a fifth one methodically unlocked all the manacles on Dixon’s ankles and wrists. When the net of chains fell from his body, the men around him involuntarily stepped back or extended their guns farther out in front of themselves.


“That boxcar’s gonna take you all the way to Raton Pass, Wyatt,” the fat deputy said.


Another deputy threw a sack lunch into Wyatt Dixon’s hands. “You ain’t got to get off to eat, either. Not in Texas,” he said.


“Y’all know where my boots is at?” Wyatt Dixon said, grinning as stiffly as a swath cut in a watermelon.


The freight and cattle cars clanked together, and the wind blew chaff out of the flat-wheeler that Wyatt Dixon was supposed to climb into.


“Better get on it, boy. The mosquitoes out here use soda straws on a fellow,” the fat deputy said.


“I’m moving, boss man,” Wyatt Dixon said, and limped across the rocks like a man walking on marbles, then pushed himself inside the flat-wheeler as easily as a gymnast.


A cruiser pulled behind the van, and a tall man in a gray suit, wearing a Stetson and shades and a wide, flowered necktie, got out and carried a cardboard suitcase to the boxcar. A badge holder with a gold sheriff’s star pinned to it hung from his gunbelt.


“Don’t be telling yourself you got a reason to come back,” he said, and flung the suitcase into the boxcar.


It burst apart on the floor, spilling out clothes, a white straw hat, a tightly folded American flag, a box of clown makeup, a pair of football cleats, an orange fright wig, and a plastic suction device, like a reverse-action hypodermic, that was sold through comic books to remove blackheads from facial skin.


“Why, thank you, sir. Y’all treat a fellow in princely fashion. God bless America for such as yourselves,” Wyatt Dixon said.


“Get this piece of shit out of here before I shoot him,” the sheriff said.


A deputy began waving at the engineer in the locomotive.


A few minutes later, when the sun was just an ember among the hills, the freight train made a wide loop on the hardpan and passed in front of the van and the sheriff’s cruiser at the crossing guard. Wyatt Dixon stood in the open door of the boxcar, his white straw hat cocked on his head, his American flag flapping from an improvised staff. He drew himself to attention and saluted the men down below, his bare feet discolored like bruised fruit.


On a foggy dawn, three days later, Doc, his daughter Maisey, and I sat in my truck at the foot of a broad, green mountain that rose into ponderosa pines that were stiff and white with snow that had fallen during the night.


Doc opened the cab door quietly and leaned across the truck’s hood and focused his field glasses on the tree line. Then he gestured rapidly at his daughter.


“Here they come,” he whispered.


With feigned resignation she took the glasses from her father and looked up the slope toward the spot where he was pointing, her mouth twisted into a red button.


“Lord, you ever see anything that beautiful?” he said.


When she didn’t reply, I said, “That’s something else, Doc.”


The herd of elk, perhaps over one hundred head, moved out of the trees and down the slope, their hooves pocking green holes in the snow, the mist glistening on the bony surfaces of their racks. They fanned out over the bottom of the grade and flowed like brown water across the two-lane road, their numbers and weight and collective mass knocking down a rick fence without any interruption in their momentum or even recognition that an obstacle was in their path.


They swelled into a meadow channeled with wildflowers and grazed into the tall grass by cottonwoods that grew along a copper-colored stream. Their humps were coated with crusted snow, and the heat of their bodies melted the snow and made the entire herd glow with a smoky aura against the sunrise.


“What do you think, Skeeter?” Doc asked his daughter.


“My name is Maisey,” she replied.


We drove into Missoula and ate breakfast in a café across the street from the courthouse. Through the café window I could see the crests of the mountains ringing the city and trees bending in a wind that blew down an arroyo. Deer were feeding on a slope above the train yard, and the undersides of their tails were white when they turned their hindquarters into the wind.


I left Doc and Maisey in the café, crossed the street to the courthouse, and went to the sheriff’s office. The sheriff had called Doc’s house up on the Blackfoot the previous night and had left the type of recorded message that not only irritates but leaves the listener vaguely unsettled and apprehensive: “Mr. Holland, this is Sheriff J.T. Cain. Got a bit of information for you. Eight-forty-five, my office. You can’t make it, be assured I’ll find you.”


I took off my hat and opened his office door. “I’m Billy Bob Holland. I hope I’m not in trouble,” I said.


“That makes two of us,” he answered.


He was a big, crew-cropped, white-haired man, who wore a suit and black, hand-tooled boots. His skin was deeply tanned, his neck and face as wrinkled as a brown leaf.


A folder full of fax sheets was spread open on his desk blotter.


“You recall a man named Wyatt Dixon?” he asked.


“Not offhand.”


“He got out of a county lock three or four days ago in West Texas. He left behind a sheet of notebook paper with a half dozen names on it. Also a drawing of human heads in a wheelbarrow. Yours was one of the names.”


“Who contacted you?” I asked.


“The sheriff down there ran your name through the computer. You were a Texas Ranger?”


“Yes, sir.”


He fitted on his spectacles and peered down at a fax sheet.


“It says here you and your partner were investigated in the killing of some drug mules down in Mexico,” he said.


“Rumors die hard,” I replied.


He read further on the fax sheet, his eyes stopping on one paragraph in particular. His eyes became neutral, as though he did not want to reveal the knowledge they now held.


He picked up a clipboard and propped it at an angle against his desk. “You’re not gonna kill anybody up here, are you?” he said.


“Wouldn’t dream of it.”


His pencil moved on the clipboard, then his face lifted up at me again.


“You’re an attorney now?” he said.


“Yes, sir.”


He wrote something on his clipboard.


“You know what bothers me? You haven’t asked me one question about this guy Wyatt Dixon,” he said.


“A lot of graduates make threats. Most never show up,” I said.


He studied his clipboard and tapped on the metal clamp with his mechanical pencil.


“I can’t argue with that,” he said. “But Dixon did five years in Huntsville before he got picked up in Fort Davis for drunk driving. He did time in California, too. His record indicates he’s a violent and unpredictable man. You’re not curious at all?”


“I don’t know him, Sheriff. If we’re finished here . . .” I said.


He tossed his clipboard on the desk. A half-completed crossword puzzle was fastened in place under the spring clamp.


“There’s what the press calls ‘militia’ down in the Bitterroot Valley. I think they’re just a bunch of asswipes myself. But your friend Dr. Voss is doing his best to stir them up. Maybe he needs a friend to counsel him,” the sheriff said.


“He’s not a listener,” I replied.


“I’ve got the feeling you’re not, either,” he said. He took a gingersnap out of a paper bag and bit it in half with his dentures. But the humor in his eyes did not disguise the bemused, perhaps pitying look he gave me when I rose to leave his office.


Doc’s house was at the northern end of a valley above the little settlement of Potomac, and you had to cross the river on a log bridge trussed together with rusted cable and drive five miles on a poor road through dense stands of timber to reach it. At night the light played tricks in the sky. Even though the house was located between cliffs and ridgelines, the clouds would reflect the glow of Missoula, or perhaps the bars in the mill town of Bonner, or cities out on the coast. But through the screen window, as I looked up from my bed, I thought I could see distant places upside down in the sky.


Doc said Montana was filled with ghosts. Those of Indians massacred on the Marias River, wagoners who died of cholera and typhus on their way to Oregon, the wandering spirits of Custer and the soldiers of the Seventh Cavalry, whose bodies were sawed apart with stone knives and left on the banks of what the Sioux and Northern Cheyenne called the Greasy Grass.


But I didn’t need to change my geography to see apparitions.


When the Missoula County sheriff had read the fax sheets in his folder, his eyes had lighted on a detail he chose not to mention.


Years ago, on a nocturnal and unauthorized raid into Coahuila, I accidentally shot and killed the best friend I ever had.


Today the spirit of my dead friend accompanied me wherever I went. L.Q. Navarro was lean and mustached, with grained skin and lustrous black eyes, and he wore the clothes he had died in, a pinstripe suit and vest with a glowing white shirt, an ash-gray Stetson sweat-stained around the crown, and dusty boots and rowled Mexican spurs that tinkled like tiny bells when he walked.


I saw him at evening inside mesquite groves traced with fireflies, sitting on top of a stall in a shaft of sunlight on Sunday morning while I bridled my Morgan to go to Mass, or sometimes idly looking over my shoulder while I fished the milky-green river at the back of my property. Whenever the opportunity presented itself, he assured me the purple wound high up on his chest was not my fault.


That was L.Q. His courage, his stoic acceptance of his fate, his refusal to accuse became the rough-hewn cross and set of nails that waited for me every night in my sleep.


When trouble comes into your life in such a marrow-eating, destructive fashion that eventually you are willing to undergo surgery without anesthesia to rid yourself of it, you inevitably look back at the moment when somehow you blundered across the wrong Rubicon. There must have been a defining moment where it all went south, you tell yourself. Great astronomical signs in the sky that you ignored.


No, you simply took the wrong exit off a freeway into what appeared to be a deserted neighborhood lighted by sodium lamps, or trustingly signed a document handed you by a good-natured, bald-headed man, or released the deadbolt on your door so an accident victim could use your telephone.


Doc asked me to meet him and a ladyfriend at a restaurant and bar in the mist-shrouded, logging town of Lincoln, high up in the mountains by Rogers Pass. I parked my truck and walked past a dozen chopped-down Harleys into the warmth and cheerful brightness of the restaurant and saw Doc sitting in a booth with a tall woman whose dark hair was pushed up inside a baseball cap.


An empty pitcher of beer rested between them. There was a flush in Doc’s throat, an unnatural shine in his eyes.


“This is Cleo Lonnigan. She practices meatball medicine at the Res,” Doc said.


“That means I work part time at the free clinic,” the woman said. She had dark eyelashes and brown eyes and a mole on her chin. Her high shoulders and slacks and beige silk shirt, one that changed colors in the light, made me think of a photograph taken of my mother when my mother worked in an aircraft plant in California during the war.


Somebody in the bar turned up the jukebox so loud that it shook the wall, then the bartender came from behind the bar and turned the volume down again. A woman laughed in a shrill voice, as though enjoying an obscene joke.


“You see those bikers back there? They think they’re nineteenth-century guys who’ve found the last piece of the American West,” Doc said. “What I’m saying is they’re actually victims. It’s like a bug on a highway facing down an eighteen-wheeler. They’re just not students of history, you follow?”


“I’m ready to order. Do you want a steak, Doc?” Cleo said, smiling, obviously not wanting him to drink more.


“Sure. I’ll get us a refill,” Doc replied.


“Not for me,” I said. But he wasn’t listening.


I watched him work his way between the tables toward the bar, excusing himself when he bumped against someone’s chair.


“Doc’s usually not a drinker,” I said.


“You could fool me,” she said.


So she hadn’t known him long, I thought, with more interest than I should have had as Doc’s friend.


I heard the door open behind me and saw her eyes go past me and follow three men who had just entered. They wore yellow construction hats and khakis and half-topped boots, and their faces looked pinched and red from the wind. They sat at a table in the corner, one with a red-and-white-checkered cloth on it, and studied their menus.


“Those guys are from the Phillips-Carruthers Corporation. It’s just as well Doc doesn’t see them,” Cleo said.


“Why not?”


“They work at the gold mine. They use cyanide to leach the gold out of the rock,” she said.


“Near the river?” I said.


“Near everything.”


I turned and looked at the men again. One of them glanced back at me over his menu, then sipped from his water glass and through the window watched a truck boomed down with logs pass in the rain.


“You think Doc’s going to be all right?” I asked.


“I doubt it.”


She looked at the expression on my face.


“He’s an idealist. Idealists get in trouble,” she said.


The waitress took our order. I heard more noise in the bar area and saw Doc talking to three bikers at a table, his graceful hands extended as though he were holding his spoken sentences between them.


“Excuse me a minute,” I said.


I walked to the rear of the restaurant, which opened into a darkened, neon-lit bar area that was layered with cigarette smoke. I passed Doc without looking at either him or his listeners and continued toward the men’s room. But I could smell the bikers, the way you smell a wild animal’s presence in a cage. It was a viscous, glandular odor, like sweaty leather and unwashed hair and body grease and testosterone that has dried and become part of the person’s clothes.


Behind me, Doc continued his earnest instruction to his audience: “See, you guys motor on in to Lincoln because you think it’s a place with no parameters. The home of the Unabomber, right? A guy who had stink on him that would make buzzards fall out of the sky but who went unnoticed by the locals for twenty years.


“See, what you don’t understand is these people are very square and territorial. One time a bunch of guys like you decided to take over a town in the Gallatin Valley on a Saturday afternoon. They started shoving people around in bars, busting beer bottles in the streets, riding their hogs across church lawns, you know, like in the Marlon Brando film The Wild One.


“Guess what? In two hours every mill worker, gypo logger, and sheepherder in the county came into town. They parked their log trucks across the roads so the bikers couldn’t get out. They broke arms and legs and bent Harleys around telephone poles. Some of the bikers got down on their knees and begged. The townies left enough of the bikers intact to take the wounded into Billings.”


I went into the men’s room. When I came back out, Doc was still talking. The bikers smoked cigarettes and poured beer into their glasses and drank in measured sips, tipping their ashes into an empty can, occasionally glancing at one another.


One of their girls was watching the scene from the cigarette machine, her arms folded in front of her. She was an Indian, perhaps part white, her long hair streaked with strands of dull yellow. She wore a lavender T-shirt and Levi’s that hung low on her hips, exposing her navel. She stared directly into my eyes. When I looked back at her, she tilted her head slightly as though I had not understood a point she was making.


“The waitress is fixing to throw your food out, Doc,” I said.


“Go on. I’ll be there,” he replied, waving me away.


I went back out into the restaurant and sat down across from Cleo. A strand of her hair hung out of her baseball cap across one eye.


“Where do you and Doc know each other from?” I said, glancing back at the bar area.


“A support group,” she replied.


“Pardon?”


“It’s a group that meets in Missoula. For people who have—” She saw that I was still watching the bar area. “What are you asking for?”


“I’m sorry,” I said, my attention coming back on her face. “You said a support group. I didn’t know what you meant.”


Her left hand was turned palm down on the table. There was no wedding ring on it. “It’s for people who have lost family members to violence. Doc’s wife died in a plane crash. My husband and son were murdered. So we attend the same meetings. That’s how we met. I thought that’s what you were asking me,” she said.


The skin of my face felt tight against the bone. The restaurant seemed filled with the clatter of dishes and cacophonous conversation about insignificant subjects.


“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—” I began, but the waitress arrived at the table and began setting plates of steak and potatoes in front of us. Cleo had already lost interest in anything I had to say by way of apology.


Behind her, the Indian biker girl from the bar walked between the tables, watching me, as though she knew me or expected me to intuit private meaning in her stare.


“Why not get a new cigarette machine instead of putting tape all over it? It not only looks like shit, the cigarettes don’t come out,” she said to the woman behind the cash register.


“Let me give you some breath mints instead. Oh, there’s no charge. Don’t they sell cigarettes on the reservation?” the cashier said.


The Indian girl took the last cigarette out of her pack and put it in her mouth, her weight on one foot, her eyes staring into the cashier’s.


The cashier smiled tolerantly. “Sorry, honey. But you should learn how to talk to people,” she said.


“My speech coach says the same thing. I’m always saying blow me to patronizing white people,” the Indian girl said.


She paused by our booth and momentarily rested her fingers on the tabletop and lit her cigarette.


“Your doctor friend is in Lamar Ellison’s face. I’d get him out of here,” she said, her eyes looking straight ahead.


She walked away, toward the bar.


“Who is that?” Cleo said.


“I don’t know. But I don’t like eating at the O.K. Corral,” I said.


I got up from the table and went back to the bar.


“Your food’s getting cold, Doc,” I said.


“I was just coming,” he replied. Then he said to the bikers, “Y’all think on it. Why get your wick snuffed being somebody’s hump? I’ll check with you later.”


I placed my hand under his arm and gently pulled him with me.


“What’s wrong with you?” I said.


“You just got to turn these guys around. It’s the rednecks who win the wars. The liberals are waiting around on a grant.”


“We’re eating supper, then blowing this place. Or at least I am.”


“You’re in Montana. This is no big deal.”


He cut into his steak and put a piece into his mouth and drank from his beer, his eyes looking reflectively at the three engineers from the gold mine.


I waited for him to start in on another soliloquy, but an event taking place in the bar had suddenly captured his attention.


Two men and a woman had come in, people who were obviously from somewhere else, their features soft around the edges, their shoulders rounded, their faces circumspect yet self-indulgent and vaguely adventurous. They had taken a booth in the bar, then perhaps one of them had glanced at the bikers, or said something or laughed in a way a biker did not approve of, or maybe it was just their bad luck that their physical weakness gave off an odor like raw meat to a tiger.


One of the bikers took a toothpick out of his mouth and set it in an ashtray. He rose from his chair and walked to their booth, drinking from a long-necked beer bottle, his jeans bagging in the seat. He stared down at them, not speaking, the stench of his body and clothes rising into their faces like a stain.


“Somebody’s got to put a tether on those boys,” Doc said.


“Don’t do it, Tobin,” I said.


Doc wiped the steak grease off his mouth and hands with a napkin, the alcoholic warmth gone from his eyes now, and walked back toward the bar.


Cleo rested her forehead on her fingers and let out her breath.


“This was a mistake. It’s time to go,” she said. She looked up at me. “Aren’t you going to do something?”


“It’s somebody else’s fight,” I said.


“How chivalric,” she said.


“Doc resents people mixing in his business.”


“I’m going to get him out of there if you won’t.”


“Ask the waitress for the check,” I said, and returned to the bar area.


The biker towering over the three tourists wore a leather vest with no shirt and steel-toed engineering boots; his jaws and chin were heavy with gold stubble, his hair tangled in snakes like a Visigoth’s. His arms were scrolled with tattoos of daggers dripping blood, helmeted skulls, swastikas, a naked woman in a biker cap chained by the wrists to motorcycle handlebars. The three people in the booth looked at nothing, their hands and bodies motionless, their mouths moving slightly, as though they did not know which expression they wanted their faces to form.


“Excuse me, but you were pinning my friends,” the biker said. “Then I got the impression you cracked wise about something. Like your shit don’t stink, like other people ain’t worthy of respect. I just want you to know we ain’t got no beef with nobody. Ain’t no biker here gonna hurt you. Everybody cool with that?”


The two men in the booth started to nod imperceptibly, as though their acquiescence would open a door in an airless, superheated room. But the biker was watching the woman.


“You want another beer?” he asked her. He reached out with one finger and touched her lips. “Smile for me. Come on, you got a nice mouth. You don’t want to walk around with a pout on it.”


Her throat swallowed and her eyes were shiny, her nostrils dilated and white on the edges.


“Here, let me show you,” the biker said. He worked his finger into her mouth, wedging it open, forcing it past her teeth, reaching inside her cheek.


“Now, just a minute,” the man next to her said.


“You don’t want to touch me, Jack. That’s something you really don’t want to do,” the biker said, while the woman’s saliva ran down his finger.


Doc stepped into the biker’s field of vision, raising his hand as a peacemaker might.


“You need to walk outside and get some air, trooper . . . No, no, it’s not up for debate,” Doc said.


The biker didn’t speak. Instead, his left hand, the index finger still wet from the woman’s mouth, seemed to float like a balloon toward the side of Doc’s head, as though he were about to caress it.


Doc’s movements were so fast I was never sure later whether he hit the biker first with his hand or his foot. I saw him spin, then the biker’s head snapped back and his mouth exploded in the air. Doc spun again, his foot flying out in a reverse back kick, and I was sure this time I heard bones or teeth snap.


The biker was on the floor now, and I could see spittle and blood on his lips. But his pain and disfigurement were the least of his problems. He was strangling to death.


“Get out of the way!” I heard Cleo say behind me. Then she was on her knees by the biker, pressing his tongue down with a spoon, reaching into his windpipe with her fingers, extracting part of a dental bridge.


I walked outside, past the row of parked Harleys, and removed L.Q. Navarro’s blue-black, holstered .45 from the shell on the back of my pickup truck. I dropped the pistol on the front seat and waited for the sheriff’s deputies and the paramedics, who I knew would be there momentarily. The sky was black, the mountains steep-sided, the trees suddenly pale green when lightning jumped between the clouds. Down the highway I saw the red emergency lights of an ambulance roaring toward me inside a vortex of rain.


Nailed to a telephone pole was a drenched, wind-torn poster advertising a rodeo in Stevensville, down in the Bitterroot Valley. On the ad was an action photo of a rodeo clown distracting a bull that had just thrown a cowboy into the boards. For some reason the incongruous image of the helpful clown, dressed in vagabond clothes, wearing a derby hat with horns attached to it, would not leave my mind.




chapter four


Two days later I drove west of Missoula, past the U.S. Forest Service smoke-jumper school, then up a sharp grade between wooded mountains into a long green valley ringed by more mountains. I looked at the map Doc had drawn for me and drove across the Jocko River and followed a dirt road between two bald hills to the gated entrance of Cleo Lonnigan’s property.


The morning was still cold. Smoke blew from the stone chimney of her house, and horses were standing in the sun by a barn that was wet on one side with melting frost.


I walked up on the porch and knocked on the door and removed my hat when she answered it.


“I wanted to apologize for speaking ineptly about your loss. Doc told me about it later,” I said.


“That’s why you drove all the way out here?” she asked.


“More or less.”


There was no screen on the door. She stood perhaps a foot from me but had not asked me in, so that the space between us and her lack of hospitality were even more awkward.


“How’s Doc?” she asked.


“The biker didn’t file charges, so the cops let Doc slide. I guess getting your face bashed in is just part of an evening out here.”


“Pacifists in Montana get about the same respect as vegetarians and gay rights advocates,” she said.


“You saved that biker’s life,” I said.


She looked at me without replying, as though examining my words for manipulation or design.


I fitted on my Stetson and glanced around at the sunlight on her pasture and her horses drinking in a creek that was lined with aspens and cottonwoods.


“Can I take you for breakfast in town?” I asked.


“Doc says you were a Texas Ranger.”


“Yeah, before I got hurt. I started off as a city cop in Houston.”


She seemed to look past me, into the distance. “I have some coffee on the stove,” she said.


Her house was built of lacquered pine, with big windows that looked out on the hills and cathedral ceilings and heavy plank furniture inside and stone fireplaces and pegs in the walls for hats and coats. In the kitchen she poured a cup of coffee for me in a white mug. Out back two llamas were grazing in a lot that was nubbed down to the dirt, and, farther on, up a hill that was still golden with winter grass, a whitetail doe with two fawns stood on the edge of a deep green stand of Douglas fir.


“Are you and Doc pretty tight?” I said, my face deliberately blank.


“Sometimes. In his own mind Doc’s still married.”


“I don’t see Doc in your support group,” I said.


“Why?”


“His wife died in an accident. I suspect most people in your group have lost relatives to criminal acts.”


“Doc’s wife worked for the utility company. They made her fly to Colorado in bad weather. He blames them for her death.”


“I never heard him say that,” I said.


“Sometimes if you confess your real thoughts, people will be afraid of you,” she replied.


But I knew she was talking about herself now and not Doc. He had told me about her husband, a stockbroker from San Francisco who had taken early retirement and bought a ranch in the Jocko Valley six years ago. He and Cleo’d had a six-year-old son. Their lives should have been idyllic. Instead, there were rumors about infidelity and money-laundering back in San Francisco. The husband filed for divorce, accusing his wife of adultery, and won summer visitation rights with his son. He moved to Coeur d’Alene and each June came back to Montana and picked up his boy.


On a July Fourth weekend two years ago, the father’s and the son’s bodies had been found in the trunk of the father’s automobile on the Clearwater National Forest. The automobile had been burned.


“Why are you looking at me like that?” she said.


“No reason.”


“Doc told you everything that happened?”


“Yes.”


“The people who did it were never caught. That’s what’s hardest to live with. The only consolation I have is that Isaac, that’s my son, was shot before the car was burned. At least that’s what the coroner said. But sometimes coroners lie to protect the family.”


I picked up my hat off the back of a chair and turned it in my hands. I didn’t want to look at her eyes.


“There’s a rodeo this evening in Stevensville. I’d sure like to take you,” I said.


The sun was setting beyond the Bitterroot Mountains when we walked up into the wood stands that overlooked the arena. The air was cool and smelled like hot dogs and desiccated manure and pitch-forked hay. The summer light had climbed high into the sky, and in the distance I could see the humped, purple shapes of the Sapphire Mountains and the shine of the Bitterroot River meandering through cottonwoods whose leaves were fluttering like thousands of green butterflies in the breeze.


“People say you come to Montana once and you never leave. Not unless something is wrong with you,” Cleo said.


“It’s special, all right,” I said. But my attention had shifted away from the softness of the evening to a young woman down by the bucking chutes. She wore suede boots and bleached jeans with a concho belt outside the loops and a T-shirt and a straw cowboy hat that was coned up on the sides; she propped one boot on a white slat fence and watched three wranglers run a bull into the back of a chute.


“You recognize that gal down there?” I said.


“No,” Cleo said.


“The biker girl from the bar in Lincoln. She tried to warn us about Doc. She thought he was going to get hurt.”


“The one who got in the cashier’s face?” Cleo said.


“She said the biker’s whole name to me—Lamar Ellison. Like she wanted to make sure I’d remember it and tell somebody else.”


“I’d like to forget those people,” Cleo said.


“She made me for a cop. Two kinds of people can do that. Jailwise hard cases and other cops.”


“Who cares what a person like that does?” she said.


I didn’t pursue it.


The girl was joined at the fence by two men in scalped haircuts. They could have been bikers or paratroopers on furlough, but in all likelihood they were simply brain-dead misogynists who daily had to convince themselves of their gender.


A third man, with white hair and a trimmed white beard, joined them. He smoked a corncob pipe and stood very stiffly while he talked to the others, never quite looking at them, his gaze wandering around the arena and the stands, as though the environment around him was subject to his approval.


“I’ve seen that guy’s picture,” I said.


“That’s Carl Hinkel. He’s head of the militia movement here. They have a way of showing up in small towns that can’t afford a police force,” she said.


A rider climbed down on top of a bull in a bucking chute, working his gloved hand under the bull rope. The bull was rearing its head, blowing mucus, hooking its horns against wood, while the rider tied down his hand with what rodeo people call a suicide wrap. He straightened slightly, humped his shoulders, and clamped his legs tightly into the bull’s ribs.


“Outside!” he hollered, his right hand in the air.


The gate to the chute flew open, and the bull exploded into the arena, a cowbell clanging on its neck, its body twisting, hooves slashing at the air, barely missing the two rodeo clowns who stood by the chute behind a rubber barrel.


The bull came down hard on its forequarters, jarring the rider’s tailbone, then twisted in mid-stride and reared its head into the rider’s face. The rider bounced once on the bull’s back, one leg stabbing at the air for balance. Then he was over the side.


Except his gloved hand was caught under the bull rope, the arm bent backward, the rider’s body flopping against the bull like a cloth doll’s.


A brown balloon of dust rose from the arena as the bull spun in a circle, whipping the rider into the dirt, stomping him under its hooves, trying to hook the rider with one horn.


One of the clowns, a man wearing polka-dot pants, a striped cowboy shirt, firehouse suspenders, football cleats, and an orange fright wig and bowler hat, got in the bull’s face, hitting its nose with his hat, actually stiff-arming it up the snout, directing its rage at himself while the other clown jerked loose the flank strap and dragged the rider free of the bull’s hooves.


The crowd had risen to their feet, first in horror, then in relief and admiration as they witnessed the bravery of the clowns and the rescue of the rider.


For some reason the scene in the arena seemed to freeze, as in a photograph, but with a wrong detail, one that was out of sync, a flaw in what should have been a tribute to what is best in us. The bull was gone now, through a gate at the far end of the arena. The paramedics were working the rider onto a stretcher. He lifted his hand to the crowd and grinned weakly, his face streaked with dust and blood. The clown who had freed the rider’s trapped hand from under the bull rope picked up the rider’s hat and carried it over to his stretcher.


But the man who had behaved most bravely, the clown in the orange wig, never looked at the downed rider. Instead, he fitted the stub of a narrow cigar between his teeth and lighted it and looked up at the stands, smoking, his greasepaint grin like a fool’s at a funeral.


He climbed over the slat fence by the bucking chutes, dropped to the ground, and accepted a can of soda from the militia leader, the white-bearded man named Carl Hinkel. He drank until the can was empty, his Adam’s apple working steadily, and crunched the can in his palm and tossed it into a trash barrel. Then he studied the crowd again, and I would have sworn his eyes settled on me.


He walked to the bottom of the stairs that led to our seats, his cleats clicking on the concrete, and pointed into the stands, as though recognizing an old friend.


“Billy Bob?” Cleo said.


“Yes?”


“I think that man’s trying to get our attention.”


“I don’t know any rodeo clowns.”


She looked down at the program in her hand. When she glanced up again, her hand touched the top of my wrist.


“He’s coming up here. Billy Bob, look at his eyes,” she said, staring straight ahead.


They were recessed and wide-set, filled with an irreverent, invasive light.


He walked up the stairs two steps at a time, his legs lifting him effortlessly. He stopped at our row and pulled off his fright wig and held it on his heart.


“Why, howdy do, Mr. Holland. Bet you don’t know who I am,” he said.


“No, I don’t,” I said.


“Wyatt Dixon. Lately of Fort Davis, Texas. Before that, of Huntsville, Texas,” he said, and extended his hand. The wind blew against his back, and I could smell a hot, dry odor like male sweat that has been ironed into a shirt.


I took his hand. It was as rough as a rooster’s leg, scaled along the edges, the lines in his palms seamed with dirt.


“You know me from somewhere, Mr. Dixon?” I asked.


“Not me. My sister did, though. Katie Jo Winset was her married name. You call her to mind?”


“I sure do.”


“She’d be flattered. Except she’s in the graveyard.”


“Same one her child’s buried in? The one she smothered?” I asked.


He set one cleated foot on the concrete step above him and leaned one arm down on his knee, so that his face was next to Cleo’s, his breath touching her skin.


“God bless this country. God bless this fine-looking woman here. Womanhood is the Lord’s most special creation. It’s an honor to be here to entertain y’all,” he said.


“Thanks for dropping by, Mr. Dixon. Stay in touch,” I said.


“Oh, I will. Yes-sirree-bobtail. You’ll know when it’s my ring, too.”


“I’m looking forward to it,” I said, and winked at him.


But he didn’t ruffle. His lantern jaw seemed to be hooked forward, his eyes holding on mine. Then he jogged down the stairs, his arms cocked at his sides, his football cleats clattering on the concrete, his whipcord body jiggling.


He stopped at the bottom of the stands and counted out several dollar bills to an Indian hot-dog vendor and pointed up at us. The vendor, who was overweight and wore a large white box on a strap around his neck, began laboring up the stairs toward us.


“I can’t believe I just listened to that conversation,” Cleo said.


The vendor stopped at the end of the row and handed us two fat hog dogs wrapped in napkins, dripping with chili and melted cheese. Wyatt Dixon was watching us from the top of a bucking chute. I stood up so he could see me clearly and pointed to the hot dog in my left hand and made an “A-okay” sign of approval with my thumb and forefinger.


“I can’t believe you just did that,” Cleo said.


“Grin at the bad guys and never let them know what you’re thinking. It drives them crazy,” I said.


“What if they’re already crazy?” she said.




chapter five


I called the sheriff in Missoula early next morning, then drove in to meet him at his office. When I entered the office, he was standing at his window, looking out at the street, dressed in a blue, long-sleeve shirt, charcoal-black striped trousers, and a wide leather belt. I realized he was even a bigger man than I’d thought. His arms were propped against the sides of the window, and his back and head blocked out the view of the street entirely.


“I checked on that gal, Dixon’s sister, what’s-her-name, Katie Jo Winset. Evidently she was a professional snitch. She died of a heart attack while being taken from the woman’s prison to a trial in Houston,” he said. “Why would her brother want to put it on you?”


“She killed her own child. I got her to plead out. Part of the deal was she had to snitch off some bikers who were muleing dope up from Piedras Negras. If I remember right, one of the mules took Wyatt Dixon down with him. I just didn’t remember Dixon’s name.”


“If Dixon cared about his sister, he should be grateful to you. In Texas she could have gotten the needle,” the sheriff said.


When I didn’t reply, he said, “She might have skated if she hadn’t pled out?”


“I wanted her to fire me and go to trial. She killed two of her other children and buried them in Mexico. Truth be known, I wanted her to hang herself,” I said.


The sheriff sat down behind his desk. He wore a black string necktie and there were scars on the backs of his hands. He saw me looking at them.


“I used to drive a log truck. I had a boomer chain snap down on me once,” he said. “Mr. Holland, I can’t say I’m glad to see you here. I’ve got enough problems without you people bringing your own up from Texas. This biker, Lamar Ellison, the one your friend Dr. Voss remodeled up at Lincoln? He’s been in Deer Lodge and Quentin, both. Your friend’s mistake is he didn’t kill Lamar when he had the chance.”


“Lamar’s going to be back around?”


“Don’t expect to see him soon at First Assembly.”


“Do y’all have a narcotics officer working inside his gang? An Indian girl with blond streaks in her hair?” I said.


“You got some nerve, don’t you?”


“I thought I’d ask. Thanks for your time,” I said.


“Don’t thank me. I wish you’d go home.”


I left his office and walked out of the courthouse toward my truck. It was windy, and the sky was blue, and above the university I could see an enormous smooth-sided mountain, with a white “M” on it and pine trees in the saddles and lupine growing in grass that was just turning green.


I heard heavy steps behind me, then a big hand reached out and encircled my upper arm.


“I get short with people. It’s just my nature,” the sheriff said. “This is a good town, by God. But there’s people here with fingers in lots of pies. Dr. Voss hangs with some of those Earth First fanatics and he’s gonna get hisself hurt. The same can happen to you, son.”


“I appreciate it, Sheriff.”


“No, you’re a hardhead. Talk with a man name of Xavier Girard. At least if you get broadsided by a train, you can’t say I didn’t warn you.”


“The novelist? His wife’s an actress?”


“Maybe it’s different where you come from, but most people’s public roles hereabouts are pure bullshit. That don’t exclude me,” he replied.


The sheriff told me that by noon I could probably find Xavier Girard, unless the Apocalypse was in progress, at a low-rent bar down by the old train depot. The last I had read of his escapades was about two years ago in People magazine. A photo showed him being escorted out of a Santa Barbara nightclub by two uniformed policemen, the tangled pieces of a broken chair draped over his head and shoulders, a maniacal grin on his bloodied face.


The cutline, as I recall it, had stated something like: “Famed Crime Novelist Takes on Crowd That Boos His Poetry Reading.”


I walked into the bar, a long, high-ceilinged place with brick walls, and saw him eating at a table by himself in back. His girth and beard and thick, unbrushed hair and big head made me think of a cinnamon bear. His hands even looked like paws. The bar was full of derelicts, Indians, a few college kids, and a group who looked like they had just bought their Western fashions in the shopping malls of Santa Fe. Xavier Girard watched me approach him as he upended a mug of beer.


“Mr. Girard, my name’s Billy Bob Holland. I’m an attorney from Deaf Smith, Texas. The sheriff said I should talk to you,” I said.


“Oh yeah? About what?” he said.


“About Tobin Voss.” I pulled out a chair from the table and sat down.


He picked up his paper napkin and looked at it and dropped it. “Why don’t you just plunk yourself down without being invited?” he said.


“I need some help, sir. If I’ve intruded, I’ll leave.”


“You that private detective my film agent hired?”


“Pardon?”


“Got some ID?”


“Are you serious?” I asked.


He thought about it and let his eyes rove over my face.


“I guess that Southern-fried accent didn’t come out of Laurel Canyon,” he said. “Tobin Voss is on the right side, but he’s busting up the wrong people. Over-the-hill meth heads aren’t the problem in Montana.” Then he raised his voice and looked in the direction of the group dressed in stylized western clothes. “California douche bags buying up the state with their credit cards are a different matter.”


“You know a guy named Wyatt Dixon?” I asked.


“No. Who is he?”


“An ex-con from Texas. He seems to be buds with this militia leader, Carl Hinkel.”


“If Hinkel had his way, the rest of us would be bars of soap.”


“You know this Earth First group?” I said.


“The first line of defense against the dickheads—those are Los Angeles dickheads I’m talking about,” he said, his voice rising again, his eyes resting on the tourists, “who want to drill for oil in wilderness areas and denude the national forest.”


“I see.”


“You’re not convinced?” he said.


“It’s been good meeting you, Mr. Girard. I read a couple of your books. I admire your talent.”


He seemed to look at me with a different light in his eyes.


He said, “Holly and I are having some people over tonight. It’s a publication party. A collection of essays done by local writers on the Blackfoot. Bring Tobin Voss or whoever you like.”


“That’s kind of you. Tell me, Mr. Girard, why would a fellow’s film agent want to send a private detective after him?”


“Man claims I set fire to his convertible outside the Polo Lounge. But don’t put any credence in that. The poor guy’s unbalanced. He’s trying to set up 900 toll numbers for Charlie Manson and the Menendez brothers.”


“This is your agent?”


“Not anymore,” he said, his eyes smiling.


“Come with us,” Doc said to his daughter Maisey that evening.


“Holly Girard looks like melted wax somebody put in the refrigerator,” Maisey said.


“I don’t want you here alone,” he said.


“Steve is picking me up. We’re going to the movies. If you don’t trust me, then stay home.”


“What time are you coming back from the show?” Doc said.


“Maybe you could put an electric monitor on me. The kind that criminals wear when they’re sentenced to home arrest.”


“How about it with the histrionics?” Doc said.


“How about it yourself, Dad? You’re the selfish one. You give up nothing and want me to give up everything.”


Maisey’s face had the bright shininess of a candied apple. The skin above her upper lip was moist with perspiration, like a little girl’s.


Ease up, Doc, I thought.


He looked out the front window at the twilight in the hills and the black swirl of the river as it made a bend and flowed deeper into woods that had already gone dark with shadow.


“We’ll be back by eleven. Can you do the same?” he said.


“I don’t know. Kids in Missoula fill condoms with water and throw them at each other’s cars. Can I give that up for my father’s peace of mind? Gee, I’m not sure,” she said. She fixed her hair in front of the mirror and looked at her father’s reflection and raised her eyebrows innocuously.


I went outside and waited for Doc by my truck. Through the front window I could see him and Maisey arguing bitterly. When he came outside he tried to be good-natured but he couldn’t hide the strain in his face.


“They say a father has a few rough moments when his daughter is between thirteen and seventeen. I think it’s more like being rope-drug up and down a staircase on a daily basis,” he said.
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