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Praise for Craig Johnson and the Longmire series


‘It’s the scenery – and the big guy standing in front of the scenery – that keeps us coming back to Craig Johnson’s lean and leathery mysteries’


New York Times Book Review


‘[Walt Longmire] remains tough, smart, honest, and capable of entertaining fans with another difficult, dangerous case’


Kirkus Reviews


‘Johnson’s hero only gets better – both at solving cases and at hooking readers – with age’


Publishers Weekly


‘Sometimes funny, sometimes touching, and always entertaining . . . a complete delight’


ShelfAwareness


‘Like the greatest crime novelists, Johnson is a student of human nature. Walt Longmire is strong but fallible, a man whose devil-may-case stoicism masks a heightened sensitivity to the horrors he’s witnessed’


Los Angeles Times


‘Johnson’s trademarks [are] great characters, witty banter, serious sleuthing, and a love of Wyoming bigger than a stack of derelict cars’


Boston Globe


‘Johnson’s pacing is tight and his dialogue snaps’


Entertainment Weekly


‘Stepping into Walt’s world is like slipping on a favorite pair of slippers, and it’s where those slippers lead that provides a thrill. Johnson pens a series that should become a “must” read, so curl up, get comfortable, and enjoy the ride’


Denver Post
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For Lucy,
the sweetest pea of all the peas


Their memory’s like a train; you can see it getting smaller as it pulls away and the things you can’t remember tell the things you can’t forget that history puts a saint in every dream.


—Tom Waits, Time







The Western Star




1


I pressed in on the knurled end of my Colt 1911A1 with my thumb at the same time rotating the barrel bushing a quarter turn clockwise to free the plug and recoil assembly, my hands working from rote. “Business.”


Joe Iron Cloud, the young Arapaho sheriff, held up my silhouette target, the fluorescent light beaming through the holes tightly grouped at the center with only one high and slightly off to the right. “I guess business was good.”


I removed the mechanism, rotating the plug in a counterclockwise direction to free it from the spring. “I suppose.”


Some of the other sheriffs came over to join Joe, who chewed his gum like a masticating machine. “When did you start carrying that thing?”


Concentrating on the work in an attempt to try to get out of the mood into which I was descending, I rotated the barrel bushing counterclockwise, disengaging it from the slide. “Vietnam.”


Steve Wolf, the Wyoming Law Enforcement Academy’s range manager, approached and handed me a clipboard. “Walt, I need you to sign off on these.”


The younger sheriffs drifted away as I signed the forms, and the silver-haired man studied me.


“Mind if I ask why you do this?” Steve watched me continue to disassemble my weapon. “Come all the way down here every four years and requalify?”


I handed the paperwork back, shrugged, and leaned against the green felt bench. “A lot of these larger departments have facilities where they can do this stuff, but we’re kind of small. The only range we’ve got is outdoors, and come November, my undersheriff really doesn’t care for that.”


The range manager smiled and glanced at Victoria Moretti, who was in the process of cleaning her own weapon. “I’d imagine.” He was silent for a moment. “That, and the academy happens to be on the way to Cheyenne, where you go for a four-year parole hearing.”


I glanced at him and then went back to working on my weapon. “Yep.”


He waited a moment. “Lot of controversy surrounding that case.”


“Yep.”


“Lots of rumors.”


“Yep.”


Smiling, he pushed off the bench and started for his office, but then stopped to call back, “Hey, I heard a rumor that your daughter is working for Joe Meyer and that collection of outlaws down there in the attorney general’s office.”


Having reassembled the Colt, I finally turned to look at him. “Yep.”


“She living in Cheyenne?”


“Yep.”


“Well, maybe we’ll see you more often?”


“Nope.”


He shook his head and then turned away. “Really good talking with you, Walt.”


As I took my time to carefully oil the exterior of my sidearm, I found myself staring at the forest-green felt, stained with the oil from thousands of weapons that had been taken apart and put back together on its surface. I wondered how many men had been taken apart and put back together in the process.


“You keep playing with that thing and you’re going to wear it out.” Iron Cloud barked a laugh. “At least, that’s what my mother used to tell me.” I turned and looked at him, his broad grin splitting his suntanned face like a shearing glacier. “How ’bout having a beer with us?”


I reloaded the one round in the pipe, filled the magazine, slipped it between the ancient, yellowed stag grips, and placed the Colt into the pancake holster at the small of my back. “Sorry, Joe, I have to get to Cheyenne. Besides, Lucian is waiting on us back at the hotel.”


“How many times have we heard this fucking story?”


“I’ve heard it more times than you.”


I had to admit the Rainier beer tasted pretty good, giving me time to think as my old boss, the previous sheriff of Absaroka County, regaled the younger men, who had waylaid us after all, with tales of derring-do from bygone days.


Vic leaned in, sipping her dirty martini. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but does it change every time we hear it?”


“Every time.”


The perpetual frown was missing from his face, and his bushy eyebrows crouched over his nose as Lucian continued to hold forth. “I get this call that we had a cool one on the side of Route 16 out there on the edge of town. When I get there, this kid—Highway Patrol, he was—is standin’ over the damn body, I mean practically standing on the damn thing. Well, he steps back when he sees me and says it’s in my jurisdiction and what did I want to do?”


Vic nodded as she settled onto the piano stool beside me. “Yeah, it’s changed from the last time already.”


The first establishment near where we now sat was a tent town called Antelope that had popped up near Fort Fetterman and, appropriately enough, Antelope Creek in anticipation of the Wyoming Central Railroad back in 1886. Decamping and later moving their tents two miles west of the intersection of the Texas and Bozeman trails, the residents got serious and renamed themselves Douglas after Senator Stephen Douglas, the five-foot-four “Little Giant,” most famous for losing the presidency to a then relatively unknown log splitter from Illinois, six-foot-four Abraham Lincoln.


I stared up at the old pressed-tin ceiling. The LaBonte Hotel had been built in 1913 as a replacement for the Valley House Hotel, which had been torn down when the Burlington Northern Railroad had cleaved Douglas in two. I often wondered why, with nothing but open land all around, they had decided to run the railroad right through the middle of town.


The LaBonte got its name from the first resident of Converse County, Pierre LaBonte. It had recently been updated but was still old school. Most of the younger officers, deputies, and Highway Patrolmen stayed at the more modern digs on the strip near the interstate, but Lucian had brought me here when he first hired me, and we were creatures of habit.


Near the piano, there was a pool table and a dartboard, where I had sometimes seen Lucian compete, the extra darts embedded in his fake leg—an intimidating gesture for the benefit of his opponents.


Noodling around on the battered upright, I watched as the old, one-legged sheriff sipped a Wyoming Whiskey, his preferred libation when away from home, where he kept a bottle of Pappy Van Winkle’s Family Reserve twenty-three-year-old in the corner cabinet back at the Durant Home for Assisted Living.


“There was a big patch of blood at the back of his scalp, but I asked the HP if he was sure he was dead, and the troop said, ‘As Kelsey’s nuts.’ So, I pull the kid’s wallet and flip the body over, where I notice there are little blue threads all on the front of him. Well, while we’re waitin’ for the medical examiner to come over, I sit in my car and have my dispatcher patch me in to the mother, who doesn’t seem too upset about losing her baby boy. She says that her other son and another fellow went out with the kid rodeoing Saturday night and that they’d all hung one on.”


He pushed the Open Road Stetson back on his head. “Well, I roll over to the mother’s house where there’s a beat-up old Chrysler in the driveway with shitty carpeting, a curious shade of blue. I drag the one kid out and show him the carpet and tell him I’ve got him red-handed and he better damn well start singing, and boy does he—a regular Frankie Laine. He says the decedent and this other fella got into it, and the other fella pulled out a Ruger Blackhawk single-action revolver and shot the young son in the back of the head.”


Lucian took a swallow of the whiskey and licked his lips. “The one brother doesn’t seem too upset about his dead brother, and I’m starting to think this family might be a little bubble off plumb, but I get the address of the shooter and throw Cain in back of the Nash. On the drive over, he’s telling me that he didn’t have anything to do with killing Abel and that he didn’t even help the shooter dump the body—made him do it himself. Took some kind of strange moral stand on that one, I guess.” The old sheriff rolled his eyes. “Well, Ludlow Coontz, the shooter, is this big, dumb-lookin’ bulldogger, two hundred and seventy pounds if he was an ounce, and this is before I had yon man-mountain over there.”


He gestured toward Vic and me, and I raised my glass at the enthralled dozen or so off-duty officers.


“So, I get Ludlow in the car, and all the way over to the jail I’m telling him how I’ve already got the story and if he wants me to go easy on him he might as well come clean and admit to the killing, but he doesn’t say a word. I stick ’em in separate cells where I’m looking at this big bastard and figurin’ I’m gonna have to beat on him all night to get a confession out of him. . . .” He paused. “Not that we did that type of thing a lot, but sometimes it was called for. . . . Anyway, I walk back into the office, tryin’ to figure out what I was gonna do, when I spot the new photocopy machine we just got and unplug the thing and roll it back into the holding cells. I mean this was back in the day when those things were the size of a dishwasher. So, I plug it in and push it over and tell him to stick his hand on the glass, which he does, whereupon I cuff him to the bars and the machine and I close the lid. I ask him if he killed that boy, and he says no, and that’s when I hit the button. Well, it lights up and goes back and forth with this hellacious racket and spits out a photocopy of his hand, and I pick the thing up and study it like it means some damn thing.


“Ludlow, I say to this dumb ass, this here is the newest state-of-the-art equipment in our ongoing battle with evildoers, the Xerox 914 Lie Detector. So, I hit a few more buttons, and I tell him that I’ve recalibrated the Xerox 914 so that if he lies to me again, it’s gonna deliver about two hundred and twenty volts through his sorry ass.


“I hold my finger above the button and doesn’t old Ludlow start sobbin’ and tellin’ the whole story of how he shot that kid and that the Ruger Blackhawk is under his mattress back home.”


The other sheriffs broke out laughing, and Joe picked up his beer from the bar and sidled over, leaning on the piano as Lucian launched into another story. “You two might be stuck here all night.”


“Well, if need be I’ll stuff him in the backseat of the truck with Dog, and he’ll sleep it off by the time we get to Cheyenne.” Vic and I touched glass to can, sealing the deal.


Iron Cloud glanced at some of the photos on the wall behind me. “There’s a lot of history in here.”


It was true. The bar’s slogan is “Tell ’em I’ll meet you at the LaBonte,” and I’d spent many an hour combing the extensive collection of photos commemorating Wyoming peace officers that took in the history of the state from when it was an Indian territory to the present, a legacy that included small tintypes, 8×10s, and even a few movie posters. There were more than a few photos of Lucian, including the one of him in the hospital when they had just finished amputating the leg that bootlegger Beltran Extepare had attempted to remove with a shotgun in his own dynamic fashion. Lucian, with a nurse pulled onto his bed, is grinning widely and giving the camera a thumbs-up.


Iron Cloud fixed on a photo of Joe LeFors, the man who had famously gotten the murder confession from Tom Horn and been responsible for running Butch Cassidy and the Sundance Kid all the way to South America. “Was it tougher back then?”


“I wouldn’t know—LeFors died in 1940; I’m old, but not that old.”


He smiled. “No, I mean when you started working for Lucian.” He looked back at the old sheriff and Doolittle Raider still holding forth. “Being a deputy couldn’t have been easy with that old coot.”


“He wasn’t old then.” I shook my head. “And he was a good teacher. I was going through a lot of stuff when I got back from the war, and he was patient with me.”


“Jeez, Walt, you’re one of the most patient people I know.”


“Didn’t used to be.” Vic studied me as I sipped my beer. Joe’s attention, however, was over my right shoulder.


“Is that the Star?”


I turned and looked up at an old 8×10 color photograph, overexposed in the sunlight. Twenty-five armed men in cowboy hats and gun belts were standing on the platform beside a locomotive. “No.”


He sat up a bit in an attempt to get a better look. “Shit, that is it—that’s Wyoming’s The Western Star.” He called to some of the other men, interrupting Lucian’s story. “Hey guys, look at this.”


They moved en masse toward the piano and peered at the photo behind me as I sipped my beer. Lucian had turned his stool and was watching me, but I ignored all of them and started playing Ravel’s Piano Concerto for the Left Hand in D Major, a relatively unknown piece.


Vic reached up, pulled the framed photo from the wall for a closer look before handing it to Joe, then let her tarnished gold eyes settle on me.


“Guys, this is The Western Star, the sheriffs’ train that they ran from 1948 to 1972.” He nodded his head in recognition.


“No, it’s not.”


They all turned to look at Lucian as he hefted himself off his stool and approached us, a little unsteady. “The Star was steam; that’s a diesel, you pups. Some pecker head from the Cheyenne Tribune-Eagle had us all stand in front of that locomotive for the photograph because he was in a hurry and didn’t want to wait till they could pull the real Star out of the Union Pacific roundhouse.”


“Is that you, Lucian?” Joe asked.


He smiled a lopsided smile as he studied the photograph. “Front and center—that was ’72, which turned out to be my first year as president of the Wyoming Sheriffs’ Association.” Lucian nodded and poked a finger like a truncheon onto the glass with a snapping sound. “Yep, and you might recognize that big son of a bitch on the end there.”


Joe turned the frame toward me. “Is that you, Walt?”


The man on the far left was big with his hat pulled down low and his muscled arms folded over his chest. He was the only one looking to his right at something not in the frame. If the camera had been closer, you might’ve seen the grimace, but only I knew it was there because I remembered.


Joe held the photo out for a moment more, I guess in the hopes that I might say something, but I didn’t. Then he turned it back toward himself. “Twenty-four armed sheriffs on a train.”


Vic continued to study me. “And one deputy.”


I glanced first at Lucian and then at Vic, as I shifted into playing the old spiritual “This Train” on the piano. “When we started.”


“Trouble with that new wife of yours?”


I turned around and looked down at my boss and quickly dropped the ring I was holding into the pocket of my jeans. “Nothing I can’t handle.”


He studied me for a moment and then snorted, shook his head, and walked away.


I followed him as he codgered through the crowd of other sheriffs and their families on the loading platform outside the Union Pacific depot in Cheyenne. It was 1972, and I was going for a ride on a steam train. Not for the first time in the two weeks I’d been under Connelly’s employ, I thought about shooting myself in the foot to get out of it.


I glanced back but couldn’t see her, which was too bad, her backside being my second favorite view. I tried to remember what had set us off this time but couldn’t come up with it—all I did know was the way it had ended: her wedding ring in my pocket.


Standing there as Sheriff Connelly talked with everyone on the platform, I studied on the fact that Martha had made the trip down here from Durant to see me off, even after I’d asked her not to. I’d explained that we were going to be gone for only a couple of days and that I wasn’t even leaving the state, but she’d driven down in my friend Henry Standing Bear’s Baltic blue ’59 Thunderbird convertible to see me off—and now she was gone, in more ways than one.


Four months ago, she’d flown up to Anchorage, where I’d been working. I’d proposed to her in the Paris Club, and we were married three days later. We’d gone back to the hotel and celebrated in the grand style that had resulted in her pregnancy, a condition neither of us was ready for. By the time I’d gotten back to Wyoming a couple of months later, I had a wife, a child upcoming, and less than four hundred dollars in the bank, so I’d taken the job as a newly minted deputy of the Absaroka County Sheriff’s Department. Two weeks later I had no wife, not much of a family, and even less in my bank account, and was having serious doubts about my choice of vocation.


“Did you get him at the sale barn?”


I glanced down at the man now standing with Sheriff Connelly. “Walt, this is Wally Finlay, the sheriff over in Niobrara County.”


The older cowboy, who had massive silver eyebrows and a drooping mustache, stuck out his hand. I shook it, and he turned to my boss. “I hope you didn’t have to pay by the pound for him.”


I thought maybe I could find her. “Excuse me.”


Sheriff Connelly called after me. “Where are you going—the damn train is leaving here in a few minutes.”


I pushed open the double glass doors, and stepped into the depot, but she wasn’t there. I walked past the ticket counter and a couple of long wooden benches where a few individuals loitered, one napping with a newspaper over his face. I exited on the street side of the building just in time to see Henry’s Thunderbird disappear around the corner.


“Well, hell.”


I stood there in the crisp autumn air and thought about just leaving, hopping a cab to the airport or setting out onto the open road to see if I could find her. I was antsy and indecisive, and I wasn’t even sure if Wyoming was where I wanted to be anymore.


There was a bar across the street, but I decided I didn’t want that, at least not yet. Walking back inside the depot, I veered in the direction of the newsstand and bought a roll of Reed’s root beer candies and a paperback. Ever since I’d gotten back from Vietnam, I treated the company of books like life preservers.


I paid the old guy and stood there, trying to decide if I was getting on this train after all.


Stuffing the book under my arm, I sat on the bench near the man who was sleeping, peeled off a candy, unwrapped it, and popped it in my mouth. Pulling the ring from my pocket, I contemplated the diminutive diamond flanked by two chips, but ended up looking at the chemical burns on my left hand.


“You gonna eat all them yourself?”


I tucked the ring back in my pocket and glanced over, noticing that the drifter had pulled the paper from his face and was looking at me. He was incredibly thin, with a multitude of wrinkles around his eyes and about a three-day gray beard—he had only one arm, his left. “Probably.”


He continued to stare at me. “It’d be gracious of you to give one up.”


Not in the mood, I tried to brush him off. “Get a job.”


“Got one.”


It was odd, but he didn’t seem intimidated by my gun belt or badge. “Sleeping at the train station?”


“Sometimes.” He swung his legs around, placing his boots on the tile floor, and folded his newspaper with the one hand. “She sure had it figured out, didn’t she?”


I glanced at the door and then back to him. “Excuse me?”


“Your book. Agatha Christie, is it?”


I looked at the cover. “Um, yep.”


I’d barely looked at the title, let alone the author’s name, when I bought it.


“There are only so many permutations—he did it, she did it, nobody did it, or they all did it.” He set a pinch-front Stetson that had seen better days back on his thinning hair. “You read that book yet?”


“No.”


He stood and dusted off his gray slacks with the newspaper and straightened a suit jacket with one elbow worn to a thin shine. “Well, look me up when you finish it and we’ll talk.”


I ignored him and glanced at the platform.


“Taking a train?”


I looked at the cover, trying to get past the fact that a bum had just used the word “permutation”—things sure had changed since I’d been away. “No.”


He walked into my line of sight and stood there with his back to me, watching the locomotive as it pulled away. “Never seen a train I didn’t want to be on.”


I nodded and stood. “Well, if you’re going to jump the next one you’d better do it outside of town, but I’d advise against it.”


“Why’s that?”


“The Western Star—it’s the sheriffs’ association junket—goes to Evanston and back once a year.”


“A sheriffs’ train, huh?”


“Yep.”


He studied me. “You a sheriff?”


“Deputy.”


“How come you’re not getting on it?”


“You ask a lot of questions for a guy who sleeps in train stations.”


“Asking questions is how you get answers, Deputy,” he said with a slight smile. Figuring I wasn’t going to give up a candy, he strolled off toward the public restrooms.


I watched him go, then started off to the platform, pushing my way through the heavy glass doors and back out into the crowd of Wyoming law enforcement.


The bum had a point about trains. I was in a mood to travel, and why not have the sheriffs’ association pay my way across Wyoming? What the hell, I could always take the train to Evanston, get off there, and just keep heading west, jump a tramp steamer, reenlist in the Corps. . . . The options were endless.


“Walt, get over here. I want to introduce you to some fellas.”


I went over to where Sheriff Connelly was standing, along with two other men in gun belts and hats. The men were both large, so at least I didn’t have to worry about being looked over like I was a prize steer. “Howdy.”


Lucian did the introductions. “This is Bo Brown out of Natrona County.”


He was the older of the two, with a big, open, farmer face and sad eyes, and was wearing a broad-brimmed hat and an Indian blanket coat. “Hey, so you’re Lucian’s new whipping boy, huh?”


“And this is George McKay from down here in Laramie County.”


The other man stepped forward with a slight smirk on his face and a great deal of assurance in his eyes. I’d seen the type numerous times, good ol’ boys who were never satisfied unless they were bending rules or breaking heads. He was almost my size with maybe a little more weight on him, and he gripped my hand like a hydraulic press.


I studied his fringed jacket and pencil-roll hat, stylish for a thug.


“Lucian says you were some kind of big Marine detective over there; you find out who shot the Archduke Franz Ferdinand?”


“We think it might be a member of Young Bosnia or an affiliate of the Black Hand.”


McKay nodded, smiling at Sheriffs Connelly and Brown. “Well, he’s not just big, but well read, too.”


An odd-looking woman with an extravagant ash-blond hairdo and dressed in a striped pantsuit squeezed in and took his arm. “George, those hateful men over there say I can bring only two bags on the train, and there’s no way I can be gone for that long without all my things.” Then she glanced up at me. “Well, hello.”


I slipped my hat off, the paperback, which I still had under my arm, dropping onto the concrete as I did.


Brown scooped it up as the woman studied me and in a husky voice asked, “And who are you?”


“Longmire, Walt Longmire, ma’am.”


She glanced back at McKay. “Did you see that, George, the way he took off his hat? Now, that’s how a gentleman treats a lady.” She started off but not before giving me a wink. “See you later, handsome.”


“Don’t worry, youngster, you won’t have to take off your hat again—not too many ladies on this train.” He looked at my boss. “Right, Lucian?”


He went after her, and we watched as the couple made their way through the crowd, McKay looking like a pulling guard, the woman wobbling on high heels as they went off to give the porters hell.


Brown handed me my copy of Murder on the Orient Express. “Studyin’ up?”


“No, I just needed something to read.”


He glanced around. “You’ll have to meet Leeland. I think he’s read every damn book that’s ever been printed.”


Lucian looked up at me. “Sheriff of Uinta County and the current president of the Wyoming Sheriffs’ Association.” He gestured around us. “This is kind of his going-away party.”


I nodded. “What did that fellow McKay mean about not meeting any ladies on the train?”


“I’ll see you fellas on board.” Sheriff Brown seemed embarrassed and quickly departed.


“I say something wrong?”


“Nope.” Pulling a pipe and a beaded leather tobacco pouch from his jacket, he walked toward the rails. “When we first started running the Star back in ’48, it was just a sheriff from each county, but then some of ’em started complainin’ about how they wanted to bring either their wives or undersheriffs—so we loosened up the rules and started letting each sheriff bring a guest.” He stuffed his pipe, clamped the stem between his teeth, and returned the pouch to his pocket. “Well, one thing led to another, and pretty soon some of the fellows started showing up with women that they weren’t particularly married to.”


“Oh.” I glanced back down the platform. “Am I to take it then that the woman with Sheriff McKay is not Mrs. McKay?”


He struck a match and puffed on his pipe, getting it started. “You are to take that, yes.”


“What about you?”


He froze for a second and then glanced at me with one of those mahogany irises of his. “What about me?”


“You ever bring any female guests?”


He puffed on his pipe some more and then blew out the flame, flicking the dead match onto the cinder bed of the gleaming rails. “If I did, it wouldn’t be any of your business, now, would it, Troop?”


I smiled at my boots. “I suppose not.”


He smoked his pipe. “I gotta go say hello to more of these fearless lawmen. . . . You wanna join me or have you had enough?”


I took out another Reed’s candy. “I think I’ll pass. I figure I can meet the rest of them on the train. When does it get here, anyway?”


“They’re pulling it up from the side rail, and it’ll be any minute.”


I looked at my wristwatch. “Should I go get our bags?”


“Already had the porter deposit ’em on the train, and then it’ll be your job to get ’em to our cabin. Now, normally I always take the bottom bunk, but I don’t want to chance that you might collapse yours and land on top of me, so just this once I’ll take the upper and you can have the lower.” He turned to walk away but then hesitated. “You don’t snore, do you?”


“No.”


“Good, ’cause I do, and I don’t need competition.”


“I don’t suppose you’d like to tell me which car we’re in?”


He smiled. “You can’t miss it; the coaches are divided into Wyoming mountain ranges—the Laramie, the Medicine Bow, the Absaroka, the Wind River . . .”


I called after him. “Which one are we?”


“The Bighorn, of course!” He disappeared into the crowd, and I looked for somewhere to sit. A little ways down the platform, I spotted another wooden bench, only to see the same one-armed vagrant who had been sleeping inside now sitting there, reading his paper.


Thinking I’d do a little fence mending, I walked over and sat beside him. “Hey, um . . . I just wanted to say I was sorry for the way I acted a few moments ago.”


He looked up from his article on the president’s reelection. “Oh, that’s all right. I figured it had something to do with that girl you were chasing after.” I remained silent, and he gestured with the paper. “Can you believe we’re stuck with this sad sack for another four years?”


I held the roll of candies out to him, and he looked at me for a moment before taking one. “Mmm . . . root beer. You know, I met Eisenhower one time.”


I decided to play along. “Really?”


“Yes, and he told me he wasn’t the one that chose Nixon as his running mate back in ’52, that it was one of those smoke-filled backroom deals in Chicago. I guess he softened to him after their kids got married, but when I met Ike, he said he wouldn’t hire that man to serve drinks at a party, let alone be vice president of the United States.”


There was a thunderous noise, and the ground shook.


The vagabond stood and looked down the rails. “Well, son, here’s your train.”


I followed him toward the tracks to take in the spectacle.


As you begin your life there is something that attends you, something that will be an image of yourself and will meet you somewhere in that journey. It can take many forms, but for me, I will always remember mine as an FEF-3 class, 844 “Northern,” the Union Pacific’s oldest serving engine and the only steam-powered locomotive that held the distinction of never having been retired from a North American Class 1 railroad.


We watched the twin billowing clouds erupting from the jungle of black iron, small puffs pushing past the massive steel wheels as they slowly turned, and the majestic beast rolled into the station.


Designated UP 8444 so as to not be confused with the 844 diesel engine already in service, Wyoming’s Western Star was a legend of a bygone era. But at the moment it was a living, breathing reality, a 907,890-pound behemoth that rolled into my life like a mechanized buffalo, snorting and lumbering destiny in every rotation of its steel wheels.


“I’ve lost count of how many times I’ve seen this beauty, but it never ceases to amaze me.” The admiration in the old man’s voice was evident. “Lord almighty.”


The vagrant turned and offered me his only hand. “Nice to meet you, Deputy Longmire. Marv Leeland, president of the Wyoming Sheriffs’ Association.”
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“You gonna stand there looking at that damn locomotive for what’s left of the night?”


Breathing a deep sigh, I watched the fog collect at my face and then blow away. “You finally woke up.”


“Hell yes, and I’m freezing my aged ass off. If it wasn’t for your dog here, I’d be a goner.”


It was late, and I turned back to the refurbished engine sitting outside the Union Pacific roundhouse in Cheyenne. “Let him out so he can pee.”


“What about me?”


“You can pee, too.” A few seconds later I heard the door of my truck open and the creature known as Dog, an animal that would probably have been better suited for the Pleistocene period, hiked a leg up on the chain-link fence and saluted the 844 Northern in his own particular fashion.


He came over and sat on my foot, and I gestured toward the massive engine. “Look, something bigger than you.”


Built toward the end of the Second World War, the 844 was one of ten locomotives ordered by the Union Pacific. The quintessential result of dual-service steam engine development, the Northern turned out to be its swan song, designed to burn coal but converted to fuel oil even as research and development concentrated on the diesel-electric engines that dominate the tracks even today. Capable of speeds as high as 120 miles an hour, the passenger puller was a workhorse that had towed such legendary trains as the Los Angeles Limited, Portland Rose, and Wyoming’s The Western Star.


The old sheriff nodded, walked over to the chain-link fence, and began urinating, marking his own territory at the exact same spot as Dog’s. “What time is it?”


“Almost two.” I turned to look at him. “Vic still asleep?”


“Yep.” He turned back to the engine. “There any particular reason why we’re standin’ here in the middle of the rail yard lookin’ at a piece of scrap metal?”


“They refurbished it and put it all back together like new.” I gestured with my chin. “They’re using it to pull excursion trains.”


The old sheriff barked a laugh. “Excursions, huh?”


I ignored the response. “I wonder where we could go to get refurbished?” I stood there looking at the lines of the thing; like a woman with a broken nose—you can love her, but she ain’t lovely. “Do you ever wonder if, like this piece of scrap metal, we were better then than we are now?”


Wavering a little, he zipped up and came back over to stand with Dog and me. “You havin’ some sort of crisis of conscience or something?”


I stood there awhile longer, breathing out clouds. “Maybe.”


“Well, don’t.”


I had to smile at the magnificent simplicity of Lucian Connelly’s worldview. “Why did you hire me all those years ago, Lucian?”


“’Cause that girl you had just married was some kind of cute.” He blew a deep breath from his nostrils and stood there, deliberating a real answer. “Because you needed it.”


I studied him for a moment more and then went back to looking at the big machine with its elephant ears—side panels that channel air closer to the steam engine at lower speeds in order to divert smoke away from the operators. “In case I’ve never said it . . .” I pulled my eyes away from the antique and glanced over at another piece of history. “Thank you.”


He stared at me for a moment and then began hobbling back toward my truck in a serpentine fashion, grumbling and gesturing in the direction of the state capitol. “Have we got someplace to stay in this den of thieves and hucksters?”


“With Cady.”


He called back, “Am I gonna have to climb steps?”


“That, or I can throw you over my shoulder and carry you.”


“I’ll climb, thank you very much.”


We got back in the truck, and I navigated my way through the empty streets to my daughter’s place, a carriage house with an alley alongside.


Lucian studied the large Victorian adjacent, a Queen Anne structure complete with a rounded corner tower and witch’s hat turret. “That Joe Meyer’s place?”


“Yep.”


He continued studying it. “Damn, we should’a been attorney generals.”


A voice rose from the backseat. “Jesus, are we there yet?”


Lucian turned. “Good morning, sweet pea.”


“Fuck you.”


I got out. Dog followed at a gallop and shot straight up the outside metal steps leading to the second floor, where a familiar shape stood backlit in the open doorway.


He stooped and caught the beast as Lucian and Vic began the ascent with me bringing up the rear, carrying our three duffel bags. “Lola is asleep, as is your daughter.” We made the first landing, and he reached over the side to heft two of the bags. “I told her I would stay up and wait for you.”


“How are you, Ladies Wear?”


“Tired, old man.” Henry Standing Bear smiled and ushered us in, setting the duffels on a nearby chair and closing the door behind us. “You are late.”


Lucian ambled over to the worn-out sofa that my daughter had hauled from Wyoming to Berkeley, to Seattle, to Philadelphia, and back again to her native state. “Well, big boy here wanted to stop by the Union Pacific roundhouse and have a gander at his ill-spent past.”


Henry glanced at me, dark hair threaded with silver strands covering one side of his face. “There are two single beds in one guest bedroom and a single in the other to the right, but one of us will have to sleep on the sofa.”


Upon hearing that information, the old sheriff redirected toward the left bedroom, veering around the piano that occupied most of the space. “Boy, have my bags brought to my room; there’ll be something in it for you later.”


The Bear waited till Lucian was gone before folding his powerful arms. “He has been drinking?”


“That’s the real reason we’re late.”


Vic, sensing the party was over, took her bag and made for the single-bed guest room to the right. “I’m turning in; anybody want to join me?”


Not waiting for a response, she shut the door behind her as I rubbed my eyes one more time and then, stretching out another yawn, collected my bag and Lucian’s from the chair beside the door. I looked around the room at the newly painted walls. “Sofa or bed?”


“As I recall, Lucian snores?”


I stood there waiting for him to make up his mind. “Like a Husqvarna chain saw.”


“I will take the sofa.”


Standing in the train’s narrow passageway with a bag in each hand, I studied the small brass numbers on the eight berths per car—Lucian having neglected to tell me which number was ours.


“Can I help you, sir?”


A small man with a lean face was standing beside me in a very white jacket that contrasted greatly with his black complexion. “Are you the porter?”


“No, sir. The porter is busy. I’m Mr. Meade Lux Gibbs, the head chef. Can I be of assistance?”


“That is a significant name, Mr. Meade Lux Gibbs.” I glanced up and down the wood-paneled Pullman. “I’m trying to find the berth for Lucian Connelly?”


He retreated and gestured for me to follow. “And what county is he the sheriff of, sir?” Stopping at the end of the car, he stooped down and peered at an electric panel with a brass facing where pieces of paper had been slipped behind glass, each one corresponding with, evidently, a county.


“Absaroka.”


“Hmm . . .”


“Is there a problem?”


He glanced up at me. “Are you travelin’ with Sheriff Connelly, sir?”


“I am.”


“Well, there seems to be some sort of confusion in that he has been given a single berth.”


“That’s not right. I gave him mine.”


We both turned to see the man I’d mistaken for a bum, who had turned out to be the president of the Wyoming Sheriffs’ Association.


The chef immediately brightened. “Mr. Leeland, how are you, sir?”


“I’m traveling alone and traded with Lucian when I found out he had a companion this trip.” The affable individual leaned his armless shoulder against the doorway nearest us and turned the knob with his only hand. “I see you’ve met the real center of this train, Deputy Longmire. Mr. Meade Lux Gibbs here has told me he’s originally from Belzoni, Mississippi, which was also the birthplace of Pinetop Perkins, one of the finest blues pianists of all time.” He smiled. “Am I to understand from Lucian that you are known to tickle the ivories?”


I smiled back. “Pound is more like it, I’m afraid.”


The chef gestured for me to take the nearest cabin. “Then numbers one and two are yours, Mr. Longmire.”


“You don’t sound particularly Southern, Mr. Gibbs.”


“My family moved to Chicago when I was young, sir.”


I looked through the doorway. “But this is two rooms.”


“It’s a suite.” He gestured toward Leeland. “You have this gentleman to thank for that.”


I ducked inside, dropping Lucian’s suitcase and my duffel on the sofa, but then leaned back out in time to catch Leeland, who was still talking to the head chef at the back of the car. “Sheriff?”


He broke off with the man and met me halfway. “You’re going to have to come up with some other designation to get people’s attention on this train.”


I stuck out my left hand, seeing as how he was missing his right. “Longmire, deputy, Absaroka County. I didn’t have a chance to introduce myself properly before.”


We shook. “As I said, I’ve heard about you.” He grinned the shy smile. “Lucian says that, besides playing piano, you were involved in the current conflict?”


“Yes, sir.”


“I would imagine you didn’t have much opportunity to play over there.”


“You’d be surprised.”


“Well, Lucian’s a good man.” He glanced around at the empty car. “Just between you and me, I’d like to see him as the new president of the sheriffs’ association, but there appear to be a lot of individuals around here with other ideas.”


I smiled. “You don’t get to name your own heir?”


“No, no, no. . . . The Wyoming Sheriffs’ Association is a democracy, which usually results in us settling on the worst possible candidate.” He thumbed his lapel with a satisfied smile and you couldn’t help but like the old guy. “Including yours truly.”


“How long have you had the job?”


“Since a couple of years after my, um . . . conflict.” Unconsciously, I let my eyes slip to his missing arm, and he noticed. “Peleliu.”


I started to salute before catching myself and stuck my hand out again. “Lieutenant Walter Longmire, First Division.”


“Corporal Marvin Leeland, First Division.” He saluted in a jaunty fashion and then shook. “If I am to understand it correctly, you were one of the first Marine investigators over there?”


“Yes, sir. I was.”


“Interesting.” He nodded as he studied me. “I’ve got a few things to take care of, but wait for me in the dining car—it’s the last one just before the caboose; the bar is small, so it’s not as popular as the parlor car, where all the professional drinking will be going on. By Elk Mountain, we’ll likely be the only two sober men on this train and maybe that’ll give us a chance to talk alone.”


“About?”


He smiled again. “Well, if I told you, then there wouldn’t be anything to talk about, would there?” I watched as he turned and went in the same direction as the head chef, amazed at his physical ease despite the impairment.


Careful to leave Lucian’s bag on the upper berth, I unbuckled my gun belt and placed it on my duffel. The newspaper had wanted us in our semiuniforms for the photograph, but I didn’t see any reason to be walking around the cramped quarters like Bat Masterson.


Someone had passed by my door humming the old gospel tune “This Train,” and now the tune was stuck in my head.


I couldn’t help but be intrigued by the older sheriff’s invitation, and I also couldn’t help but wonder why he wanted to speak with me alone. Maybe it was just the camaraderie of the Corps.


I opened the small door to my left.


“I don’t think you’ll fit in that shower.”


I turned around to see the woman I’d met on the platform, the one with the gravity-defying hairdo who was accompanying Sheriff McKay from Laramie County, standing in the doorway. “I think you’re right.”


“Kim LeClerc.” She adjusted the scarf at her throat and extended a hand and we shook. “I’m a singer, mostly Peggy Lee stuff—you know, ballads and torch songs. I get a lot of work up at the Sandbar in Casper.”


I didn’t say anything.


She cocked her head, and her eyes shifted back to the shower. “We could soap up and see if we could both get in there.”






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
‘JOHNSON'S PACING IS TIGHT AND
HIS DIRLOGUE SNAPS’

i siies LONGMIRE

GRAIG JOHNSON





OEBPS/images/logo.gif





OEBPS/images/tit.jpg





