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For my mother, Bernadine Wegmann Proctor, and for her mother, Elizabeth Bonhage Wegmann . . .


You showed me how.
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HE WASN’T COMING. OH, God, he wasn’t coming after all!


Clementine Kennicutt paced back and forth across the shell-patterned carpet, kicking at her skirts with the patent leather toes of her walking boots so that the stiffened muslin whispered in the too silent night.


She paced her dark and quiet bedroom. Down to the black walnut wardrobe. Over to the four-poster bed, all swaddled in white chintz and eyelet lace. Across to the fireplace. A lyre clock sat on the green marble mantel, its pendulum silently swinging. She had to lean close to its porcelain face to see the time. Ten minutes past midnight, ten minutes late. He wasn’t coming, wasn’t coming . . .


Back to the window, where faint light spilled in from outside. She pushed aside the voile undercurtains to peer down at the street. The glass was smeared with rain, and moist air made halos around the streetlamps. Moonlight lanced through melting storm clouds. The iron fence around Louisburg Square cast spiky shadows onto cobblestones that were slick with water and deserted.


There—surely that was a coach light flickering through the elm trees across the square. She pressed her face against the pane, trying to see better, but her breath fogged the glass. She flipped up the latch and pulled open the window.


The hinges squealed and she froze, her heart thudding in her throat. She eased the window open more slowly then. She could hear the wind now and the harshness of her own breathing.


A gust ruffled the green velvet drapes, slapping them against the casement. Behind her the crystal lusters on the mantel lamps tinkled. She leaned out the window, feeling the wind cool on her face. It smelled of the rain and of coal smoke. The street, shining with the wet, was empty still. He wasn’t coming.


“What are you doing?”


She whirled, almost stumbling. Light from the silver chamber stick in her mother’s hand threw huge shadows on the cream silk-covered walls. Clementine’s heart beat hard against the clenched fist she had pressed to her breast. “Mama, you frightened me.”


The flame flared and jumped as Julia Kennicutt lifted the chamber stick. Her gaze traveled the length of her daughter, assessing the steamer cloak that covered a plain maroon walking dress, the kid gloves and black beaver bonnet, the bulging carpetbag at the girl’s feet. “You are running away,” she said. Her gaze went to the unlit candle waiting on the window seat and the china safe filled with matches. “With someone. You’re running off with someone.”


“Mama, don’t . . .” Clementine shot a glance to the open doorway, expecting to see her father looming there. He always seemed to swell when he was angry, and the air around him would quiver. “I’ll put everything away and go to bed, and no one but you and I need ever know. Only don’t tell—”


Her mother left, shutting the door and taking the candle with her, plunging the room once again into darkness.


Clementine sank onto the chintz-skirted stool before her dressing table. The fear she so despised within herself clogged her throat, thick and sour like old grease. She heard a scraping noise outside, and her head whipped around. But it was only the wind slapping a tree branch against the corner lamppost. She stared with hopeless yearning at the window. If he came now, it would be too late. He wasn’t coming anyway.


The door opened. She stood, squaring her shoulders as she began to draw deep within herself, away from the hurt. So battened down was she against the gale of her father’s fury that it took Clementine a moment to realize her mother had come back without him.


Julia Kennicutt set the chamber stick among the glass bottles and enameled boxes on the dressing table. The beveled mirror reflected fractured light onto the two women. In her white nightdress and with her pale, unbound hair, Julia almost seemed the younger. “Clementine . . .” She lifted a hand as if to touch her daughter’s cheek, then didn’t. “You must take this with you.”


She gripped Clementine’s wrist, pressing something into her palm. The weight of the object surprised the girl, and she almost dropped it. It was a heart-shaped sachet embroidered with silk flowers and decorated with lace. The smell of roses clung to it, but it was too heavy and lumpy to be filled with sweet-scented powder or herbs. Clementine hefted it in her hand and heard the clink of coins.


“It’s not a lot,” her mother was saying in a strained whisper. “Not more than a hundred dollars. But it would be a good start for you, should you ever need to run away someday from this man you are running off with now.”


Clementine looked down at the small bag in her hand. She had a wisp of memory, of having seen it once years ago among her mother’s underthings—a place where her father was unlikely to go snooping, where a heart-shaped sachet smelling of roses would never seem out of place.


She looked back up to her mother’s white face. “You were going to use it yourself,” she said. “All these years you’ve just been waiting for a chance—”


“No, no.” Julia gave a sharp shake of her head, and her hair swung free, slapping against her cheek. “I won’t leave this house. I haven’t the courage.”


Clementine tried to thrust the sachet back into her mother’s hands. “But you can come with us. We’re going to the Montana Territory—”


Julia made a soft, strangled sound. “Montana . . . oh, my. What a whimsical, fey child you’ve always been. What would your young man think of a girl who dragged her mother along on their elopement? And to such a wilderness, no less. Can you imagine me among those horrid buffalo and Indians? Oh, child . . .” She lifted her hand, and this time she did touch her daughter’s cheek. “You are so very young. You think you’ll have such grand adventures, and you will—though not, I expect, the sort you’re dreaming of.”


“But, Mama—”


“Hush now, and listen for once. There is something to be said for safety and security, for staying close to the life you’ve always known. So at least take the money, since you’ll probably need every bit of it on the day your grand adventures cease to be so grand.” Her fingers slid off her daughter’s cheek, and she sighed. “I have only this one thing to give you, and even it was stolen from him.”


Clementine felt the hardness of the coins through the thin silk, felt their weight. And the weight of all the words that had always remained unspoken between them. She imagined pulling the hoarded words out of her heart, holding them out to this woman, her mother. This one thing I have to give you. Like coins in a silk cachet smelling of roses.


“Clementine, this man you are running off with . . .”


“He is nothing like Father.” She put the sachet into the pocket of her cloak, and put away those other words she didn’t know how to speak. “He’s a kind man, a laughing, gentle man. I am sure of it.” But she wasn’t sure of it, for she barely knew him; indeed, she knew him not at all. And she had this sinking feeling, like a weight of soggy dough in her belly, that he wasn’t coming for her anyway. She squinted, trying to read the lyre clock. “You won’t believe this, Mama—but he’s a cowboy, a real cowboy.”


“Oh, heavens . . . I think you had better spare me the details.” Her mother tried a smile, but the hand she laid on Clementine’s arm trembled. “No matter what sort of man you believe him to be, promise me you’ll keep the money as your own secret from him. Otherwise he will think it his by right and—”


The rattle of carriage wheels on cobblestones sent Clementine flying to the window. “Quick, Mama, douse your light.”


A small black gig rolled down the street, wavering in and out of the shadows and pools of lamplight. It was tattered and mud-splattered and missing its hood, yet to Clementine’s eyes it looked as magical as would a gilded coach pulled by white unicorns. She dropped one match and broke another before she managed to light her candle. She waved it twice across the window, then blew it out.


She snatched up the carpetbag, its weight dragging against her arm. She had crammed as much as she possibly could into it, for she couldn’t begin to envision all the things she would come to need in a wilderness like Montana. She almost laughed aloud. He had come. Her cowboy had come for her after all.


She turned away from the window. Shadows obscured her mother’s face. Yet she heard Julia’s sharp intake of breath as if she were choking back her own unspeakable words. “Go with joy, child,” Julia said. She gripped the sides of her daughter’s head, squeezing hard. “Go with joy.”


They stayed in this awkward embrace a moment before Clementine pulled away. But at the door she turned. “Good-bye, Mama,” she said softly to this woman, her mother, who stood in silence. A shadow among shadows.


Clementine’s feet made no sound on the hall’s thick runner, and she gripped the heavy bag against her chest to keep it from banging against the wainscoted walls. But the servants’ stairs were narrow and twisting, and she caught her toe in the hem of her skirt and tripped, dropping the valise. The bag thumped and clattered its way into the kitchen, spilling open. Trinket boxes, balls of cambric stockings, and a fluting iron rolled beneath the big block table and behind the icebox, getting lost among the coal scuttle and lard buckets.


Clementine’s breath left her in a gasp. She had made enough noise to rouse all of Beacon Hill, to awaken her father surely. Her father . . . She stuffed what she could find back inside the bag, managing to refasten only one clasp.


A row of copper pan bottoms reflected her white face as she ran to the door that led to the mews out back, where her cowboy was to go after he had seen her signal. Her bootheels clicked on the brick floor. The sachet of coins in her pocket bounced heavily against her thigh.


The bolt stuck, and she bruised her knuckles trying to force it. The door scraped like a rusty chain as she yanked it open. She spilled out onto the stoop and came to a stumbling and breathless stop in front of a tall man, made taller by the deep crown of his wide-brimmed hat.


“Mr. McQueen . . .” She had to stop to suck in a deep breath. “I am here.”


His laugh was young and carefree, and his teeth flashed white beneath the long drooping curve of his mustache. “I heard you coming, Miss Kennicutt. Me and all the rest of Boston.” He took her valise, trailing a petticoat and corset laces, and tossed it into the gig. He stretched out his hand to take hers.


“Wait, there is another,” she said, pointing. “Over there behind the dustbin, beneath that pile of old gunnysacks.” The rotting sacks hid a calfskin trunk fitted with brass hardware and banded with copper. A piece at a time she had smuggled its contents through the house and out to the mews.


“What’ve you got in here”—he grunted as he wrestled with the trunk, trying to wedge it into the narrow space between the small gig’s leather seat and the splashboard—”bricks and cobblestones?”


“It’s just a camera,” she said quickly, afraid that he would ask her to leave it behind, that she would have to choose between her new life and the only part of her old life that mattered. “And glass plates and chemicals and such things. There’ll be room for it, won’t there? It’s not too heavy, is it? I can manage—”


He turned and gripped her face the way her mother had. Only he kissed her. A man’s kiss that was hard and fierce and left her feeling excited and breathless. “I knew you’d come with me, girl. I just knew it.”


His strong hands spanned her waist and lifted her into the cart. He leaped onto the seat beside her, spanked the reins against the horse’s rump, and they clattered out of the alley, turning toward the river.


Clementine Kennicutt looked back to the house, to the window of the room that had been hers for all of her life. A flickering light flashed once and was gone—her mother lifting a candle in a brief and lonely farewell.


She watched the dark window until the house was swallowed by the shadows of the elms. She turned and there ahead of her, floating above the mansard roofs of Beacon Hill, was the moon, round and plump as a Christmas orange.


Her head fell back and she laughed softly into the night sky.


“What?” said the young man beside her. He tugged at the reins, and the horse high-stepped around the corner. Louisburg Square and her father’s house disappeared forever, but the moon stayed with her.


She laughed again, stretching out her hand to the moon, her fingers spread wide. But it remained just out of reach.


—


If one’s life, Clementine Kennicutt had often thought, could be written out like a tale in a yellowback novel, then in her story she was fated to end up married to a cowboy.


Actually whenever she’d done her imagining, it was she who had chased wild mustangs across the range, taken a bead on a stampeding buffalo, and whooped it up at the end of the trail in Dodge City. Still, one had to be practical. Even in daydreams little girls did not grow up to be cowboys. But they did grow up to be wives, and if . . . well, just suppose . . . But even that, she knew in her most practical moments, was stretching things for a girl whose father was minister to Tremont Temple in Boston, Massachusetts. A girl whose way of life was as different from a cowboy’s as was cheese from the moon.


The union of her parents had been a marriage of convenience and money. Julia Patterson had brought with her to the altar an inheritance of fifty thousand dollars and a house on Beacon Hill. The Reverend Theodore Kennicutt brought his fine old Boston name, along with his godly self. Clementine was their only child, and the Reverend Mr. Kennicutt did know his duty as a parent and a servant of God. Daughters were weak vessels, prey to vanity and instability. A pretty face didn’t mirror a pure soul. No one was allowed to coddle or pet or make a fuss over little Clementine.


Sometimes, when she was supposed to be contemplating her sins, she would follow her thoughts back as far as they would go, back even before she knew about the cowboys. She thought she must have been four that summer her grandfather took her to the bleachery and she discovered what life could be.


Grandfather Patterson had a smiling face, ruddy as an overripe apple, and a great booming laugh that jiggled his big belly. He owned numerous textile finishing plants, and on that day he took Clementine and her mother on an outing into the country where he had his bleachery. It was an enormous brick building with a belching smokestack. Inside, great bubbling vats emitted billowing clouds of steam. Hundreds of pipes crisscrossed like netting over the ceiling and dripped onto her head. Fumes pinched her nose and made her eyes water. Mama said the bleachery put her in mind of the cauldrons of hell, and Clementine loved it. The clattering noise, the fearsome stink, the hustle and bustle of it, the life of it. Even now when she thought of the fullness of what life could be, she was put in mind of that noisy, smelly bleachery. She had loved that place and she’d waited with barely controlled excitement to go back, but they never did.


Yet that summer held its magic anyway, for Mama smiled a lot and began to get a big belly like Grandfather Patterson’s. Cook said her mother was growing a baby, but Clementine didn’t believe it until the day Mama took her hand and let her feel the baby’s foot kicking against the tautly stretched yellow dimity of her mother’s morning dress.


She laughed at the wonder of it. “But how could a baby get inside you?”


“Hush,” her mother scolded. “Never ask such naughty questions.” Yet they laughed together when the baby kicked again.


She always smiled when she remembered how she and Mama had laughed together. But thoughts have a way of flowing one into the other, and the laughter could become screams and footsteps pounding down the hall in the middle of the night, and a pair of servants whispering outside her nursery door, that the Mrs. Reverend was surely dying and little Clementine would be a poor motherless child come morning.


Clementine had lain stiff in her bed that night, listening to her mother’s screams. She watched the shadows melt and sunshine filter through the sawtoothed leaves of the elms in the park. She heard the chirp of sparrows and the rattle and clatter of the milk wagon.


And then she heard the screaming stop.


By morning, the whispers had said. By morning her mother would be dead and she would be a motherless child.


The sun had been up for hours before the Reverend Mr. Kennicutt came to her. Although he frightened her at times, Clementine loved the way her father looked. He was so tall it seemed his head must surely touch the top of the sky. His beard was long and thick, parting and curling up on the ends like a pair of milk jug handles. It was the same color as his hair—the shiny black of spilled ink. His eyes shone, too, especially on the evenings he came to pray with her. He made words with his deep voice that were like the songs the wind made in the trees. She didn’t understand all the words, but she loved the sound of them. He told her how God judged the righteous and was angry with the wicked every day, and she thought he must be God, for he was so large and so splendid, and she longed to please him.


“Please, Father,” she’d said that day, careful to keep her eyes humbly downcast, although her chest felt pinched for air. She wasn’t sure what dying meant. “Am I a poor motherless child?”


“Your mother lies near death,” he said, “and all you can think of is yourself. There is a sinfulness in you, daughter. Such a wildness and a willfulness that at times I do fear for your immortal soul. ‘If thy eye be evil, thy whole body shall be full of darkness.’ ”


Clementine flung her head up and clenched her fists. “But I’ve been good. I have been good!” Her chest hitched as she stared up into his face. “And my eyes have been good, too, Father. Truly they have.”


He heaved a deep, sad sigh. “You must remember our Lord sees everything, Clementine. Not only all we do, but what is in our thoughts and in our hearts. Come now, we must pray.” He led her into the middle of the room and pressed her onto her knees. He lifted his big, heavy hand and laid it on her head, on the plain rough cotton cap that always covered her hair to keep her from vanity. “Dear Lord, when in thine infinite mercy, thou . . .” His voice trailed off. His daughter’s head was not bent in prayer. His fingers tightened their grip, but he said gently, “Your baby sister has passed on, Clementine. She has gone to the glory of heaven.”


She cocked her head beneath his hand as she considered the meaning of his words. She had never been able to picture heaven very well, but she thought of what Mama had said about the bleachery and the cauldrons of hell, and she smiled. “Oh, I do hope not, Father. I hope she went to hell instead.”


The reverend’s hand jerked off his daughter’s head. “What manner of child are you?”


“I am Clementine,” she had said.


Clementine was forbidden to leave the nursery that day. In the hour before bed, her father came again and read to her from the Bible about a lake of fire and brimstone, and a righteous anger that would show no mercy when she died. Even the angels who had sinned had not been spared, the reverend told her, but had been cast down into hell to suffer for all eternity.


Her father came again and again over the next two days, morning, noon, and evening, to read more to her of hell. But it was the upstairs maid who told her that her mother would live.


On the morning of the funeral all the mirrors and windows of the house were draped in black crepe, and flowers filled the hall, choking the air with their smell. A hearse pulled by horses sporting curling black plumes carried the tiny casket to the Old Granary Burying Ground. The wind stung cold on Clementine’s face and slapped dead leaves against the gravestones. She knew all about hell now, and it was nothing like her grandfather’s bleachery.


—


Sometimes the thoughts would flow on to that Easter when Aunt Etta and the twins came for a visit. These boy cousins, who were seven years older than Clementine, had just returned from a trip to Paris, where they had acquired a miniature guillotine. Clementine was excited to see this marvel, for she was allowed few toys of her own to distract her from her lessons and prayers.


The boys had offered to show her how the guillotine worked. And she, so pleased with the attention they were paying her, had smiled at the wonder of it. And was smiling still . . . until they set it up on the table where she took her morning porridge and milk, and they cut off the head of her only doll.


“Please, stop,” she said, careful to be polite and careful not to cry as she watched the porcelain head bouncing bloodless across the white painted surface. “You’re hurting her.” But her cousins only laughed, the tin blade fell with a shriek, and a pink dimpled arm went rolling onto the floor.


Clementine didn’t hurry, for she was forbidden to run. She didn’t cry. Stiff in her starched pinafore and cap, she walked soundlessly through the big house in search of someone to stop the slaughter, while her little chest shuddered, and her eyes stared wide and unblinking.


Lilting laughter floated out the open doors of the morning room. She stopped at the threshold, so enthralled she forgot about the murder of her doll. Mama and Aunt Etta sat knee to knee in white rattan chairs, heads bent over teacups. Aunt Etta had brought Easter lilies, and their thick sweet smell mixed with the melody of laughter and chatter. Sunlight poured through the tall windows, gilding her mother’s hair.


Julia leaned forward and gripped her sister’s arm. “Then Dr. Osgood said in that gruff-kind voice of his, ‘If you want to go on living, madam, you are not to try to have any more babies. I’ve told Mr. Kennicutt that if he cannot reconcile his conscience to birth control, then he must reconcile himself to abstinence. To behave otherwise is tantamount to murder, and I have told him that as well.’ Oh, Etta, the good doctor broke this news as if it were a tragedy. How could he know the utter, utter relief I felt?” Julia laughed, then her shoulders hunched. Aunt Etta gathered her into her arms. “The utter relief,” she sobbed into Aunt Etta’s plump bosom. “The utter, utter relief.”


“Hush, Jule, hush. At least from now on, you’ll be spared his bed.”


Clementine hadn’t understood the words they spoke, but she so had wished she could be Aunt Etta. She wanted fiercely to be able to wrap her arms around her mother and make her smile. But she wanted to be Mama, too, to be stroked and held and comforted, to feel safe and loved. She wanted, wanted, wanted . . . Yet she had no words to describe the things she wanted.


That was the first time she could remember feeling them, those yearnings that were to come to her more often as she grew older. She felt and wanted things, but she didn’t know what they were. At times she would be almost choked with a tumult of feelings, of wantings, she couldn’t name.


—


She was nine when she first learned about the cowboys.


It came about when Cook hired a new scullery maid. Shona MacDonald was her name, and she had hair the bright red of a fire wagon and a smile that beamed from her face like the summer sun.


The first time they met, Shona knelt and pulled Clementine to her breast in a crushing hug. The smell of lavender water filled Clementine’s nose almost making her sneeze, and rough, work-chapped hands rubbed circles on her shoulders. Then Shona gripped her arms and leaned back, smiling. “My, what a bonnie lassie ye be,” she said. “Never have I seen such eyes. Like a loch at dusk, they are. All stormy green and brooding, and filled with secrets and mysteries.”


Clementine stared at her, mesmerized by the lilting words and the brightness of her smile. No one had ever hugged her before; she wished the girl would do it again. She tried a smile of her own. “What is a loch?”


“Why, a loch is a . . . a gret big puddle of water, ye ken?”


Shona laughed. The sound was like rose petals, sweet and soft. Clementine studied the shiny black toes of her shoes, afraid to look, almost afraid to ask. “Do you think you could be my friend?” she said.


Shona’s strong, bony arms enveloped her again. “Och, ye puir wee thing. Of course I’ll be yer friend.” And Clementine was almost giddy from the happiness that came from these words.


Sunday afternoon was Cook’s time off. It was a quiet time in the house, between church services, and Clementine was supposed to spend the hours at prayer. Instead she spent them in the kitchen with her friend. My friend. How she loved the sound of those words. She would say them to herself as she crept down the servants’ stairs: My friend, my friend . . . I am going to visit my friend.


Shona had a passion for yellowback novels, and she spent most of her meager salary on weekly editions of the Five Cent Wide Awake Library’s Wild West series. The books were a treasure trove of dreams, and she didn’t mind sharing them on those secret Sunday afternoons.


Clementine would sit on top the flour bin, swinging her legs, reading aloud these tales filled with gun-toting cowboys and wild mustangs, wicked cattle rustlers and scalping Indians. Shona would scrub the copper pans with a paste of lemon juice and salt, stopping to peer at the pictures and interject comments in her Scottish burr. “And who cares whether that cowboy was caught red-handed thievin’ them horses? The man is too bonnie to hang. A guid woman is what he needs. A wife to love him and turn him away from the pathways of sin.”


“I think I should like to marry a cowboy when I grow up,” Clementine said, almost shivering with the wonder of the idea.


“Och, wouldna we all, Miss Clementine? But cowboys, they’re like wild horses, them mustangs. They love their roamin’ ways too much. There’s no harm in dreamin’ about lassoin’ such a man, though, no harm t’all.”


The odor of the lemon paste would mix with the other kitchen smells, of yeast and coffee beans and salted cod. But Clementine’s nose wouldn’t be in Boston. It would be on the prairie and filled with the smell of sagebrush and buffalo hides and woodsmoke carried on the western wind.


One Sunday Shona was given the day off to be with her family, who lived a ferry ride across the Charles River. Clementine spent the precious hours that they normally shared by herself in the kitchen. She sat at the block table, her elbows on the knife-scarred wood, her cheeks on her fists, poring over Shona’s collection of souvenir cards of famous bandits and cowboys. And dreaming.


She didn’t know her father had come into the room until his shadow fell across the table. She tried to hide the cards beneath a pile of freshly laundered towels. He said nothing, simply snapped his fingers and held out his hand until she put the cards into it.


She stared at the tabletop while her father slowly assessed her crime, shuffling through the souvenir cards one by one.


“I trusted you to be at your prayers, and instead I find you here, looking at this . . . this . . .” His fists crushed the cards, and the stiff pasteboard cracked and popped. “Where did you get these? Who dared to give you this lurid filth?”


She lifted her head. “Nobody. I found them.”


The air began to shiver as if a wind had stolen into the sun-bright kitchen. “Recite Proverbs Twelve: Thirteen, daughter.”


“ ‘The wicked is snared by the transgression of his lips.’ ”


“Proverbs Twelve: Twenty-two.”


“ ‘Lying lips are an abomination to the Lord.’ But I found them, Father. Truly I did. On the back stoop. Maybe the ragman left them there. He’s always looking at lurid filth.”


He said nothing more, only pointed up the back stairs. She walked past his outstretched arm. “I found them,” she said, not caring if the lie would damn her soul forever to the lake of fire and brimstone.


In her room Clementine knelt on the seat before her window and watched the gulls dip and soar among the elms and over the gray slate rooftops. Slowly the sunshine was washed from the day. A lamplighter walked down the street with his long pole, and small points of light began to appear behind him one after the other, like a string of dancing fireflies. She heard the sound of a door opening and closing below and heels clicking on the granite steps of the servants’ entrance. The frayed crown of a straw hat topped the wrought-iron railing below, followed by a fat red braid bouncing against the back of a faded Indian shawl. A cheap straw suitcase dangled from a work-chapped hand.


“Shona!” Clementine threw open the window, shouting at the green and blue plaid shawl as it disappeared into the dusk. “Shona!” She leaned so far out that the edge of the wooden sill bit into her stomach. “I didn’t tell him. Shona, wait—I didn’t tell!”


Shona picked up her pace, almost running, and the straw suitcase bounced against her legs. Although Clementine continued to scream her name, she didn’t once look back.


“Clementine.”


She spun around, almost falling off the window seat. Her father stood over her and he had his cane with him. “Stand up and hold out your hands, daughter.”


It was the punishment he meted out for the direst transgressions. Three lashes across the palms of her hands with his malacca cane. It hurt terribly, but she had borne it before and she thought that this time she would not cry. She wouldn’t cry because this time she wasn’t sorry.


She held out her hands, palms up, and they only trembled a little.


The cane rose and fell, cutting through the air with a hiss, lashing her flesh. Clementine swayed and she nearly bit through her lip. But she didn’t cry out. The whiplike rattan left a red and fiery welt.


My friend, she said to herself with each blow, my friend, my friend. The words came like an incantation. Or a prayer.


When he was done, he blew the air out of his chest in a great gust and tossed the hair back from his eyes. “Onto your knees now and beg forgiveness of the Lord.”


Her hands burned. She stared up at him, mute, her eyes wide open and unblinking.


“Clementine, daughter . . . The face of the Almighty turns against you when you give in to the wildness in your heart.”


“But I am not sorry! I would do it again and again and again. I am not sorry.”


His fingers gripped the cane so tightly it trembled. “Put out your hands, then, for I am not done.”


She held out her hands.


The fifth stroke, two more than she’d ever been given before, broke the skin. Her whole body shuddered. But she didn’t utter a sound. Again and again the cane slashed across her lacerated hands. She knew that all she had to do was scream or plead that she was sorry, but she wasn’t going to give in to him, never would she give in to him, and so the cane rose and fell, again and again and again.


“Theo, stop! Oh, God, stop, stop!”


“I cannot stop. For her soul’s sake I must not stop!”


“But she’s only a child. Look what you’ve done . . . She’s only a child.”


Clementine heard the shouting voices through a thick rushing in her ears. Shudder after shudder racked her thin body. The flesh of her palms gaped open in long cuts. Blood welled up, splashing onto the shell-patterned carpet. She thought she could taste the blood in the back of her throat, strong and hot.


Her mother’s arms, the smell of roses . . . She wanted to press her face to that rose-scented breast, but she couldn’t seem to make any part of her body move. Her father still held the cane gripped tightly in both hands, but tears ran from his eyes into his beard. His voice trembled. “ ‘Thou shalt beat thy child with the rod, and thou shalt deliver a soul from hell.’ What kind of father would I be if I allowed her to take these paths of wickedness? She is wild and full of sin—”


“But, Theo, you go too far.”


A sob tore out his throat. The cane clattered to the floor, and he fell to his knees. His hands groped the air. “Come, daughter, we must pray. Hell is a lake of fire that can never be quenched, but I will show you the way to the Lord—”


“But I’m not sorry! I’m not sorry!” She screamed the words. But she didn’t cry.


—


“I don’t want to pray.” To pray was to admit that she was sorry.


The mattress sighed, and her father’s frock coat rustled as he shifted his weight. He sat beside her on the bed. She lay on her back with her hands outside the covers. Her mother had smoothed ointment on the cuts and bandaged them, but even her mother’s tears hadn’t stopped them from hurting. She hadn’t cried, though. She had set her will to the thought that she would never cry again.


He shifted again and sighed himself. “Child, child . . .” He rarely touched her, but now he cupped her cheek with his big hand. “What I have done, what I do, is for love of you. So that you may grow up pure in the eyes of the Lord.”


Clementine stared up at her father’s face. She didn’t believe him, for how could he truly love her when she remained wicked and full of wildness? And she wasn’t even sorry for it.


“I don’t want to pray,” she said again.


He bowed his head. He was silent for so long she thought he must be praying to himself. But then he said, “Kiss me good night, then, daughter.”


He leaned over her, bringing his face so close she could smell the spice of his shaving soap and the starch in his shirt. She lifted her head and brushed her lips across the soft black whiskers on his cheek. She lay back on the pillows and held herself still until he left the room, and then she rubbed her mouth with the back of her hand, over and over until her lips burned.


She slid a cracked and bent souvenir card from beneath her pillow. Again and again she tried to smooth it with her fingertips, which were swaddled in bandages. A cowboy’s smiling face looked back at her. A cowboy in a fringed shirt and a ten-gallon hat, swinging a lariat with a loop as big as a haystack over his head.


She stared at him so long and hard that it seemed with just a little more effort she ought to be able to conjure him into full-blooded, laughing life.


—


“You are a woman grown.”


So her mother said on the day Clementine turned sixteen. That morning she was allowed to pin up her hair in a thick roll at the back of her neck. A woman grown. She peered at her face in the beveled mirror of her dressing table, but she saw only herself.


But no more caps! she thought with a sudden smile. Wrinkling her nose, she picked up the one she had worn only yesterday and flung it into the fire. No more caps and a woman grown. She spun around on her toes and laughed.


It was her birthday and the day before Christmas, and they were going to a photographic gallery to have their portraits taken. They made a family outing of it, her father doing the driving himself in his new black brougham. The roofs and treetops all wore white bonnets. The winter air pinched her nose and chaffed her cheeks and smelled of the holidays—of wood fires and roasting chestnuts and evergreen boughs.


They passed the Common, where children raced their sleds down ice-crusted paths. One, a girl, must have struck a root, for her sled stopped but she kept going, tumbling head over heels, turning into a squall of blue skirts, red stockings, and flying snow. Her shrieking laughter bounced against the flat winter sky, and, oh, how Clementine yearned to be that girl. She longed for it with a fierce ache that pressed onto her heart like a pile of stones. She had never ridden a sled, never ice-skated on Jamaica Pond or thrown snowballs, and now she was too old, a woman grown. It made her think of all the things she had already missed in her life. All the things she was missing now.


Her father stopped the surrey to let a beer wagon cross in front of them. In the corner house, a boy and a woman stood in a big bow window pooled in yellow gaslight. The woman’s hands rested on the boy’s shoulders as they watched the snow fall. A man came up behind them, and the woman lifted her head and turned her face around, and Clementine held her breath, for she thought the man was going to kiss the woman, there in the window for all the world to see.


“Clementine, you are gawking,” her mother said. “Ladies do not gawk.”


Clementine leaned back against the leather squabs and sighed. Her soul felt chaffed raw with a restless longing. Something was missing from her life, missing, missing, missing . . . She thought she would almost rather feel dead inside, wooden and dry like winter branches that would never grow leaves, than have this constant, changeless longing for things unknown, unnamed. The missing things.


Stanley Addison’s Photographic Gallery was in the top flat of a brownstone on Milk Street. Mr. Addison was not a genteel man. He wore a striped waistcoat of a garish lime color and a paper collar. He sported a mustache so thin it looked inked onto the flesh beneath his nose. But Clementine barely noticed the man. She was mesmerized by the samples of his art, photographs and tintypes, that hung on the dull maroon gallery walls.


She circled the room, studying each portrait. Men of serious demeanor and pompous poses, actresses and opera singers in fanciful costumes, families of mother and father and stepping blocks of children . . . She stopped, a little hum of delight escaping through her lips.


Here was a cowboy. But a real one, not a made-up man on a souvenir card. He was decked out in silver-studded chaparejos and a fringed vest, with a scarf knotted flamboyantly around his neck. He sat on a hay bale, his booted legs rigid and braced apart as if he was more used to straddling a horse. A coiled lariat hung over one knee and a shotgun rode across his lap. He must have had a taste for violence, for a pair of pearl-handled six-shooters was strapped around his waist as well. His mustache grew thick and long, falling over the corners of his mouth and hiding the shape of it, just as the low-brimmed hat shadowed his eyes. He looked wild and young and fierce and noble, as untamed as the land he roamed.


Clementine swung around to the hovering Mr. Addison. She sent a barrage of questions at the man. She wanted to know how a photograph was made. She wanted to make one herself. She ignored her father’s scowls, nor did she notice how Mr. Addison flushed and stammered as he led them to what he called his camera room, where he proposed to take their portrait.


To Clementine this place was even more fascinating than the gallery. An enormous window had been cut into the roof so that the room was washed in light. Painted screens lined the walls depicting trellised gardens and colonnaded porches; there was even one of the Egyptian pyramids. Among the screens stood several mirrors of various sizes and an enormous sheet of foiled tin on rollers.


The camera, a large wooden box with an accordion-like bellows, sat on a wheeled dolly. Clementine circled the thing, trying to puzzle out how it worked. She gave Mr. Addison a shy, tentative smile and asked him if she might view the world through the big unblinking eye of his camera.


He blushed and nearly tripped over his own feet as he showed her where to look. Clementine pressed her eye to a hole in the top of the box and saw the Reverend Mr. Kennicutt and his wife.


A canvas backdrop, painted to resemble a cozy sitting room, was stretched on a screen behind them. Her father sat on a fringed red velvet chair; Julia stood behind him. Her hand rested on his shoulder and he held it in place with his own hand, as if he feared she would bolt from the room if he didn’t restrain her. A potted palm balanced the grouping, its fronds sheltering their heads like a big green umbrella.


Seeing them through the camera lens was to Clementine like looking at them from a great distance, as if they were not of this world. Or, no—as if they were still of the world but she had gone to a place beyond. Her father shifted his feet, uncomfortable in his ruffled dignity. The palm fronds cast small bars of shadow across her mother’s face.


Clementine knew she looked like her mother. They had the same ash-fair hair and shadow-green eyes, the same air of porcelain fragility. A woman growing, a woman grown. She tried to see in the face of her mother the woman she was becoming. There were so many questions she wanted to ask of that woman. Why did you laugh when the doctor said you could have no more children? Have you ever wanted to stand at the window and lift your face to a man’s to be kissed? Are there empty places inside you, yearnings you cannot name? She wanted to make photographs of her mother’s face and study them for the answers.


“Miss Kennicutt, I believe your father grows impatient.”


She left the camera to join her parents next to the potted palm. Aware now of the camera’s eye, she kept herself apart from them. Even when Mr. Addison asked her to move in closer, she took care that no part of her person, not even her sleeve or the hem of her skirt, touched the man and woman who had given her life.


Mr. Addison fixed iron clamps behind their heads to assist them in holding still. He disappeared into a small closet, and a sharp, stinging smell like rubbing alcohol permeated the room. He emerged moments later, his movements rushed and jerky like a rabbit’s. He carried a rectangular wooden box, which he slid into a slot in the camera. “Raise your chin, please, Mrs. Kennicutt. Er, Reverend, if you could give your vest a tug. Now, each of you draw in a deep breath and hold it, hold it, hold it . . . Miss Kennicutt, if I could coax from you a smile.”


Clementine didn’t smile. She wanted to memorize all that he was doing, to understand. Her deep, wide-spaced gaze went from the wondrous wooden box to the papier-mâché props and painted screens. A growing excitement filled her until she felt that she was humming and crackling inside, like the new telephones that graced the lobby of the Tremont House hotel.


She was beginning to grasp, to know, what of life she wanted. And so it was that on that day over a year later when a cowboy from Montana knocked her down with his big-wheeled bicycle, Clementine Kennicutt was ready for him.


—


It would never have happened at all if a wheel hadn’t come loose on her father’s black brougham. It began to wobble when they turned onto Tremont Street, and soon the whole carriage was shuddering. Her father pulled over to let Clementine out. As they were only two blocks from the Tremont House, where she was to meet her mother and Aunt Etta for tea, Clementine was allowed to go on without him.


She walked slowly, savoring the glorious day. Shop awnings shielded the street from an unusually strong February sun, but the warmth of it was in the breeze and felt like milk against her skin. The strains of a waltz tinkled through the open doors of a pianoforte salesroom. She had to stiffen her back against a wild urge to go dancing down the sidewalk.


She paused before a milliner’s window to stare with longing at a spring bonnet of white rice straw. A thick crimson plume flowed over the crown and was fastened onto one side with a plate buckle. A lady, Clementine knew, would have labeled the hat vulgar, but she loved it. It was like a peacock, flashy and gaudy, and it shouted to the world: “Look at me. I am beautiful!”


A delicious smell of chocolate and marshmallow wafted from the shop next door. She drifted down the street, following the smell, until she came face to face with a pyramid of candy. Sighing, she pressed her nose to the window glass. She was never given any money to spend on herself; otherwise she would have entered the shop and bought a dozen of the treats. She would have eaten each one slowly, licking the chocolate coating off first before biting into the gooey white center.


The frantic clatter of a trolley bell jangled through the air, followed by a scream and angry bellows. A silver flash caught her eye—the spokes of an enormous wheel weaving through the jam of traffic in the street.


She had seen a drawing once of such a machine in the newspaper. It was an ordinary, or a bicycle, as they were coming to be called. The advertisement had claimed it could distance the best horse in a clay’s run, although seeing one now, Clementine wondered how a person even managed to stay astraddle of it.


The monstrous front wheel of this ordinary was nose-high to a man. Connected to it by a curved pipelike rod was a small trailer wheel the size of a plate. The wheelman perched on a tiny leather saddle atop the big wheel, his feet pedaling madly. His mustached mouth was open in a scream of terror or laughter, Clementine couldn’t tell which over the noise he was leaving in his wake. Vehicles and pedestrians all scattered before him like frightened quail.


He bounced across the tracks directly in the path of a trolley. The horses reared in their traces, and the driver’s arm pumped hard as he rang the warning bell. The bicycle narrowly avoided slamming into an elegant lady in an osier wood phaeton and struck a street-cleaning wagon instead, sending the wagon up onto the sidewalk with its sprinkler spinning in a wild arc and raining water onto the shoppers in front of Harrison’s Dry Goods.


Miraculously the bicycle was still upright, although wobbling now like a drunken sailor. It hit an awry cobblestone and leaped the curb onto the sidewalk, narrowly missed a whip peddler’s stand, clipped the back end of a chestnut cart, and headed for Clementine Kennicutt.


She told her legs to move, but they wouldn’t obey. It never occurred to her to scream, for she had been taught to retain her dignity regardless of the provocation. Instead she simply stood there and watched the giant wheel come straight at her as if someone had aimed and shot it.


At last the man noticed her in his path and tried to swerve by yanking the wheel crosswise. The ordinary balked at this rough treatment. The tire shrieked as it skidded on the granite sidewalk, and Clementine got a whiff of hot rubber before the wheelman sailed over the handlebars and slammed into her hard, knocking her flat on her back and driving the air from her lungs.


Her chest strained as she wheezed, and her eyes opened wide onto the candy shop’s awning. The green-and-white-striped canvas billowed and blurred.


“Well, hell.” A man’s face hovered above her, blocking out the light and the awning. It was a nice face with strong bones and a wide mouth framed by a mustache that was thick and long and the golden brown of maple syrup.


“Well, hell,” he said again. He pushed a big soft gray hat off his forehead, uncovering a hank of sun-tipped light brown hair. He wore a strange, bemused look, like a little boy who’s suddenly awakened from a nap and doesn’t know where he is. Clementine had the strangest impulse to pat him on the cheek as if she would comfort him. Yet he was the one at fault, sailing cat-in-the-pan over the big front wheel of his ordinary and into her.


She pushed herself up onto her elbows, and he grabbed her arm. “Take it slow and easy, now,” he said. In the next instant he lifted her to her feet with one hand and a hard strength that she felt all the way to the bone.


“Thank you for assisting me, sir.” Her plain black straw hat was tilted askew over one eye, and he helped her to straighten it. She started to thank him for that as well and then lost her thought as she stared into eyes the color of a summer sky and filled with laughter.


“I’m sorry I stampeded over you like that,” he said.


“What? Oh, no, please . . . No harm was done.”


His mouth broke into a smile that blazed across his face like the explosion of light from a photographer’s flash. “Not to you, maybe. And not to me. But just look at my poor bicycle.”


The big wheel’s spokes were bent, and the red India rubber tire lay in the gutter. But she barely gave the ordinary a glance. I must be dreaming this, she thought. Surely she must be dreaming; otherwise how would a cowboy have found his way into Boston, Massachusetts?


His pants of rough and riveted canvas were tucked into tooled leather boots with elevated heels. His blue flannel shirt gaped open at the collar and a loosely knotted red handkerchief sagged from a throat that was strong and sun-browned. He needed silver spurs on his boots and a pair of pearl-handled six-shooters, and he could have stepped straight off one of Shona’s souvenir cards.


He kicked at the loose tire with the pointed toe of one of those boots and shook his head, although the bright laughter never left his face. “These things have got more pitch to them than a Montana cayuse.”


“Montana . . .” The wonder of him stole her breath. His talk was all drawl and it resounded through her blood like the pipe organ in her father’s church. “What is a Montana cayuse?”


“A cow pony that can run all day and turn on a nickel, and is all wild.”


He had a way of smiling, she thought, that was just with his eyes. She stared into his smiling eyes as his long brown fingers tugged loose the knot in the kerchief around his neck. He pulled it off, then leaned toward her. He took one corner of the soft cotton and rubbed it along the side of her mouth. He did it gently, like the brush of a feather across silk. “Grease,” he said.


“Oh.” She swallowed so hard her throat made a funny clicking noise. “Are you real?”


“Last time I pinched myself I yelped, so I guess I must be real.”


“I meant are you a real cowboy?” she said, and she smiled.


Clementine had no idea what her mouth did when she smiled. The man stared at her, not moving, not breathing, looking as if he’d been hit between the eyes with his own ordinary. “I, uh . . . I’m . . . well, hell.”


“And if you are a cowboy, then where are your silver spurs and your chaparejos and your fringed vest and your pearl-handled six-shooters? And why are you riding an ordinary instead of a cayuse?” she said, and then she smiled again so that he would know she was teasing.


His head fell back and he laughed, a wild, joyous sound. “I made a bet with my cousin that an old bronco-busting cowpuncher like me could break in a Boston bicycle and look the part while he’s doing it. But if I’d’ve put on all those duds you mentioned, I’d be looking like a greenhorn on his first roundup.”


“You make me smile, the way you talk,” she said, only she wasn’t smiling this time. She was looking at him, lost in looking at him.


The laughter left his face and he stared back at her for the space of three slow, thunderous heartbeats. She was surprised he couldn’t hear it, the beating of her heart.


He reached up and rubbed the place alongside her mouth where the grease had been. “This cousin of mine, he’s got a whole factory full of these bicycles. He’s putting on a demonstration race tomorrow, and somehow I’ve let myself get talked into riding in it. Why don’t you come along with me and watch me make a fool of myself some more?”


She had never seen a race of any kind, but she thought they must be wonderful things. Of course her father would never allow her to attend such a vulgar event, let alone in the company of a man who was a stranger to the Kennicutt family. “We haven’t been properly introduced.”


“Gus McQueen, ma’am.” He swept off his big western hat with a flourish and performed a sweeping bow that was self-mocking and yet oddly graceful for such a large man. “I own a ranch in the middle of the RainDance country, where I run a few hundred head of scraggly cows. I also got me twenty percent interest in a silver mine, which so far as I know has produced nothing but muck and gumbo. So I guess you could say my prospects are of the promising sort, and my antecedents are . . . well, if not strictly respectable, at least there’s none in jail that I know of.”


His gaze dropped to the hat he held in his hands. He pulled the soft brim around and around through his fingers. “As for myself, the man—I don’t lay claim to being a saint, but I don’t lie or cheat at cards or drink whiskey or chase after loose women. I’ve never put my brand on another man’s calf, and when I give my word, I keep it. And I . . .” His fingers tightened on his hat, as if he struggled for the words to impress upon her that there was more to him than the cowboy she saw. He couldn’t know that what she saw she thought was wonderful.


But when he looked back up at her, his eyes were laughing. “And I’m not usually one of those mannerless rascals that cusses in front of a lady, even if you did manage to pull three hells out of my mouth in the space of as many minutes.”


She tried to act indignant, but inside she wanted to clap her hands and spin around on her toes and laugh over the delight of him. “You are unfair, sir, to lay the blame for your sins at my feet.”


“Oh, but it is all your fault, ma’am, every bit of it. For I’ve never in all of my life come across a girl prettier than you. And when you smile . . . when you smile, my, but you are truly something wonderful to see.”


He was the wonder. The way he talked and the brightness of his laughter that was like a glow on his face. And the way he simply was: built tall and broad-shouldered and strong, as a cowboy was meant to be.


“Now that I’ve given you my name,” he said, “why don’t we make it a fair swap?”


“What? Oh, it’s Clementine . . . Clementine Kennicutt.”


“And will you come with me and watch me race tomorrow, Miss Clementine Kennicutt?”


“Oh, no, no . . . I could never.”


“Of course you can.”


A strange, tingly excitement bubbled inside her. She didn’t smile at him again; she only wanted to.


“What time do you race, Mr. McQueen?” she heard herself ask.


“Straight up noon.”


“Do you know where the Park Street Church is, just down the block from here?” The daring of what she was doing left her light-headed, making all of her feel lighter than air, making her fly. “I’ll meet you beneath the elms in front of the Park Street Church tomorrow at eleven.”


He put his hat back on and he looked at her from beneath the shadowed brim of it, so that she couldn’t see the expression in his eyes. “Well, I don’t know if I feel right about that,” he said. “Not meeting your father and getting his permission to court you proper.”


“He would never give his permission, Mr. McQueen.” She punctuated the words with sharp shakes of her head, while her throat grew so tight with wrenching disappointment that she could barely breathe. “Never. Never.”


He looked down at her, stroking his mustache with the pad of one thumb. She waited, staring back up at him with her still, wide-open gaze. She wanted to see that race, and she wanted other things, too, things having to do with him that made her stomach clench with excitement. She wanted to see him again, to talk with him and make him laugh.


“I suppose,” he finally said, “that we’ll have to do it your way.”


He held out his hand, and she placed hers within it. His hand was large and rough, and it swallowed hers. He rubbed his thumb over her palm, as if he knew of the scars hidden by her glove and was trying to erase them. “Just one more thing . . . Will you marry me, Miss Clementine Kennicutt?”


She stiffened and pulled her hand from his. Something caught at her chest, something that tore through her and hurt and left her feeling empty. “You are ridiculing me.”


“Oh, no, never that. Not that I don’t enjoy a good joke—there’s too much pain and sadness in living not to crack wise about it every now and then. But when things get real bad . . .” He flashed a sudden smile. “Say I’m trailing cows through a blue norther and the snow is stinging my face and the wind is howling like a lost soul in hell, it’s the dreams I make up in my head that see me through it. Dreams like having someone waiting at home for me, with a fire going and a pot of some good-smelling thing cooking on the stove. A gal, say, with wheat-colored hair and big green eyes . . .” His words trailed off as he stared at her face, and though she blushed, she could not look away.


He shook his head, his eyes still smiling at her. “Nope, when it comes to my dreams, Miss Clementine Kennicutt, you’ll always find me a dead serious man.”


“Dreams . . .” she echoed.


He raised his hat. “Tomorrow, Miss Kennicutt.”


He lifted the battered ordinary out of the gutter as if it weighed no more than a stocking stuffed with feathers. She watched him walk away from her, watched the people in his path part before his wide shoulders, watched his gray western hat bobbing among black silk top hats and beaver bowlers, watched until there was nothing left of him to see.


She climbed the broad granite steps and passed through the columned entrance of the Tremont House in a daze. A gentleman does not ask a girl he scarcely knows, knows not at all, to be his wife. A gentleman is one who has known you forever, whose parents have known your parents forever. A gentleman wears a frock coat and a top hat, and he does not ride an ordinary pell-mell through the streets. A gentleman—


Her mother’s voice, though never loud, still managed to reach her over the refined whispers and rustling silk in the hotel lobby. “Clementine, what on earth has happened to you? Your bonnet is askew and you’ve dirt on your face, and look, there’s a rip in the sleeve of your new jersey.”


Clementine blinked and saw her mother and Aunt Etta standing beside her. “I was struck by an ordinary,” she said.


“Gracious.” Julia Kennicutt expelled a sharp breath, and Aunt Etta echoed her gasp. “Those devil-driven wheels will be the death of us all,” Julia said and her sister clucked her agreement. “They shouldn’t be allowed on the streets. Only a hooligan would even think of driving such a . . . a boneshaker.”


To hear slang on her mother’s lips nearly shocked a smile out of Clementine. “He’s not a hooligan,” she said, and then a laugh did roll up and out of her throat, a laugh that was loud and rather unseemly. And quite shocking, coming as it did from a girl who rarely laughed. “He’s a cowboy.”


—


The clock on the square white tower of the Park Street Church showed that it lacked five minutes to eleven. Clementine pulled her cloak close around her neck. It was more seasonably cold than yesterday. The big elms cast deep shadows onto the sidewalk, and a stiff breeze blew in off the bay.


She paced the length of the wrought-iron fence that separated the street from the tombstones of the Old Granary Burial Ground. She looked again at the clock on the tower. A long, agonizing minute had passed.


She decided to play a little game with herself. She would walk along the fence to the Egyptian-style gateway that led into the cemetery, and when she turned around, he would be there—


“Miss Kennicutt!”


A black rattletrap gig pulled up beside her with a protesting creak of its wheels, and she looked up into a man’s sun-browned, smiling face that was shaded by the broad brim of a big gray hat.


“You’re here,” he said. “I wasn’t sure you would be.”


“I wasn’t sure you would be either.”


Laughing, he leaped down and helped her into the gig. “Sorry about the shabbiness of this conveyance, ma’am,” he said as he climbed back onto the seat beside her. “My uncle has five sons, and there’s always a shortage of vehicles in the family stables— Get up, there!” he yelled to the horse, and they pulled out into the street at such a spanking pace she instinctively gripped her hat. The motion jostled her so that she fell against him. He was solid and surprisingly warm. She stiffened, scooting away from him as far as she could, until her arm and hip were pressed into the iron railing that wrapped around the seat.


His eyes smiled at her. “I probably don’t want to know this, but just how old are you, Miss Kennicutt?”


Her gaze fell to the gloved hands she had clasped so tightly in her lap. She thought about lying, but he had said he was a man of his word and she wanted to be worthy of his regard. “I am seventeen.”


“Seventeen . . . Oh, Lord, help me.”


She looked behind her, into the empty space where the gig’s hood would have been folded, if it’d had one. “Where is your ordinary?”


“I left my cousin to rope and saddle it. I figure if he wants me to race, he can supply the mount.”


“You do make me smile, sir—the way you talk.”


“Uh-uh. So far I’ve only managed to do it twice. But I aim to keep on trying until . . .” He was staring at her mouth so intently she had to bite her lower lip to stop its trembling. “Until I can get you to smile at me again.”


She jerked her gaze away from his. But a moment later she was trying to look at him out the corner of her eye.


Today he was dressed more properly for cycling, in blue knee breeches, yellow gaiters, and a seal-brown corduroy reefer jacket. The thin velvet breeches fit tight across the muscles of his thighs, which looked strong from busting broncos and trailing cattle. She thought that riding an ordinary probably seemed tame stuff to such a man.


There were so many things she wanted to say to him; so many questions crowded her mouth. But the one that fell out made her flush with the stupidity of it. “Is it true what they say about Montana, that a person can ride from one end to the other of it without crossing a fence?”


He laughed, as she had known he would. But she didn’t mind, for she liked his laugh. “I suppose you might come upon a drift fence or two here and there,” he said. “And there are some mighty big mountains that’ll give you pause.”


She had read about such mountains, but she had never been able to draw a picture of them in her mind. She had known only the low bluffs and drumlins that rose above the salt marshes around Boston.


They had reached one of the busiest thoroughfares, and he gave his attention to the traffic now, so she was able to study him. He was so large he seemed to fill all of the gig’s seat. There was a joyous shine to him, like a brand-new copper penny. “What brings you all this way to Boston, Mr. McQueen?”


He turned his head and his gaze met hers. She had forgotten that his eyes were such a deep, clear blue. The Montana sky would be that blue, she thought.


“My mother was a long time dying,” he said. “She asked to see me before she went, and so I came. I’ll be leaving again, though, come the end of the week.”


“I’m sorry,” she said, and then added hastily, lest he misunderstand her, “Sorry, I mean, about your mother’s death.”


A shadow crossed his face, like clouds scudding across the sun. “I left her and Boston when I was seventeen, the same age as you, and I wasn’t always very good about writing.”


“Did you run away?”


He cast a glance at her, then made a clicking noise in his mouth, urging the horse around an ice wagon that had rolled into their path. “In a manner of speaking, yeah, I guess I did. I wanted to see the elephant.” At her quizzical look, he laughed. “I wanted to see the marvels of the great Wild West. Indians and buffalo and grizzly bears and rivers of gold.”


How she yearned to see such marvels herself. Yet it all seemed so far beyond her reach and doomed forever to remain so. “And was he as wonderful as you thought he would be—your elephant?”


She watched him as he took a moment to think about it; there was an excitement about him, a shining, that stirred something deep within her.


“There’s a bigness about Montana that tends to frighten a lot of people. But it’s not so big you can’t find what you’re looking for, if you know what that something is.” His eyes met hers, and the stirring within her quickened. “Sometimes, Miss Kennicutt, all a body needs is a place to run to.”


She didn’t know what she was looking for. The missing things, she supposed, but she couldn’t have defined them, even to herself. She only knew that in this one moment she felt alive. The wind was stiff with the bite of salt in it, and late winter sunlight dappled the shop awnings and made the windows shimmer, and she was going to see a bicycle race in the company of a man, a cowboy.


He pulled the horse to a halt in the middle of the street, ignoring the shouts that came from the carriages and wagons stalled behind them. He turned to her, and although his eyes were still wreathed with laugh lines, his mouth was set serious. “Yesterday I told you one of my dreams. Now how about sharing one of yours. What do you dream of, Miss Kennicutt?”


She felt suddenly breathless, as if she’d just sprinted to the top of one of his big Montana mountains. “I don’t know,” she said, but of course she did know. She dreamed of him. She’d been dreaming of him all her life.


“I’m twenty-five years old,” he said, his gaze probing hers, pulling at her, “and I’ve done a fair amount of wandering in my time. When a man’s seen as much of the world as I have, he gets to knowing right off what he wants when he comes across it.” His thumb stroked the bone of her jaw, and the smile his mouth made did something more to her breath. “Or runs over it, as the case may be. You and me, girl, we’re a fit. I could take my time at courting you, showing you how we’re meant to be together, but either you see it now—this rightness of us—or you don’t. And no flower bouquets and serenades are going to change what is already the truth.”


She marveled at him, that he could speak of dreams in one breath and of certainties in the next. She had never been on a horse in her life, but in that moment she felt as if she were riding one of his cayuses that could run all day and turn on a nickel and was all wild.


She turned her head away, her heart pounding so hard she wondered that he couldn’t hear it. “I can’t think about this yet,” she said.


His words came to her, riding on the salty wind. “You’re already thinking about it, Miss Kennicutt. Shoot, you’re halfway to Montana already.”
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GUS MCQUEEN’S YOUNG BRIDE stood on the grassy levee and looked over the straggling line of weather-rotten buildings and jerry-built shacks that passed for the town of Fort Benton, Montana. She wasn’t going to let herself be disappointed. She had never seen a real elephant before, either, but she supposed that up close they all must be smelly, dirty beasts.


No sooner had the steamboat deposited them and their baggage onto the levee than Gus informed her he would have to check immediately for a freight wagon leaving in the direction of the RainDance country, for it was not a route often traveled. “Wait for me right here, Clementine,” he said to her, pointing to the ground as if he thought she was too dense to understand what “here” meant. “Don’t move from this spot.”


She opened her mouth to ask if she could at least do her waiting out of the sun, but he was already striding away from her. Her gaze followed him as he crossed the road and disappeared into the yawning doors of a livery barn. Gus McQueen. Her husband. Sometimes, for no reason, looking at him made her chest ache. It was the tall, strong, splendid sight of him, she supposed.


A departing steamboat held her interest for a while as she watched clouds of inky smoke billow from its double stacks. The giant paddles of its stern wheel churned the coffee-colored water, splashing the bank and stirring up a stink of dead fish and rotting weeds. The boat pulled out into the river with a bleat of its whistle and a hiss of steam, and she turned her attention back across the dusty road. They had been traveling six weeks to reach this nothing place.


A few of the ramshackle buildings sported rough signs. She was able to identify a mercantile, a hotel with a sagging porch, and a saddle and harness shop. The mercantile’s tall false front provided the only dab of shade on this side of the river.


She was surprised to notice a number of women strolling up and down the boardwalk. Some walked alone, but most were in pairs, arm in arm, laughing and chatting. Many were dressed quite finely in hats trimmed with ostrich plumes and silk flowers and dresses with long pleated and ruched trains of bright rainbow colors. Clementine watched the pleasant scene with wistful longing. Her black sarcenet parasol seemed to draw the unusually warm spring sun down upon her head. Trickles of sweat rolled down her sides and between her breasts. In her cambric chemise, long flannel drawers, steel busk corset, quilted eiderdown petticoat with two flounces, nainsook camisole, and oatmeal serge traveling suit with velvet-trimmed waistcoat, she was stifling.


She looked toward the livery for a sign of Gus. She didn’t see him, nor did she see Indians or bank robbers or any other obvious perils. With so many other women about, she could hardly be in any danger. She couldn’t see what harm it would do to cross over to the mercantile for a few moments of blessed relief in the shade. Especially if she was careful to keep an eye on their baggage.


She had to lift her skirts high in order to pick her way around the horse apples and bull pies that littered the wide and wagon-rutted street. As she stepped onto the boardwalk she looked up and saw that a man lounging on the hotel porch in a willow rocker was staring rudely at her legs. She lowered her skirt, even though the warped boards were stained with dried mud and tobacco spit. At least her traveling suit had only a modest train.


She had started toward the shade of the mercantile when she noticed that next door was a saloon. Curious, she peered over the top of the slatted swinging doors. Through a haze of tobacco smoke she saw a garish oil painting of a woman who was as plump as a corn-fed chicken and quite naked. Men were lined up along a counter facing the naked woman, standing slightly bent over and hipshot, like horses at a hitching rack. The saloon was filled with a kaleidoscope of men who looked as if they could have stepped right out of a drawing in one of Shona’s Wild West novels. Soldiers in blue, miners in their rough clothes, professional gamblers in black suits and ruffled white shirts. The air that wafted out the slatted doors reeked of spilled whiskey and unwashed bodies. A clink of glass against glass was followed by a roar of laughter and an explosion of pungent profanity. Clementine realized with a start that even in Montana it probably wasn’t quite the proper thing for a lady to allow her eyes and ears to linger on such a sight.


As she turned away, she felt a tug on her skirt. She looked down to discover the rowel of a spur hooked in her train. Her gaze followed the length of the man from his glossy boot up to his face. It was the man from the hotel porch.


He must surely be an army scout, she thought, with his long blond hair and fringed buckskin shirt, and his knife sheath decorated with brass studs. But tobacco juice stained his yellow goatee, and his hands, she noticed as he raised his hat to her, were dirty. “Howdy do, ma’am,” he said.


“How do you do,” she said, nodding politely. Of course they hadn’t been properly introduced, but Gus had already explained to her how westerners were freer in their ways. She gave a slight pull on the train of her traveling suit. “I fear, sir, that your spur has become entangled with my skirt.”


He looked down, opening his eyes wide in exaggerated surprise. “Why, so it is. I do beg your pardon.”


He bent over and unhooked her train off the sharp rowel, lifting her skirt indecently high to do so. When he straightened up, he was grinning. “You appear to be a mite hot, ma’am, if you don’t mind my sayin’ so.” He slipped his hand beneath her elbow. “How ’bout if I buy you something cool and wet to put out the fire in them pretty li’l cheeks—”


“Take your hand off her!”


Clementine swung her head around to see her husband striding down the walk so fast the rotting boards groaned beneath his weight. “I said, let her go, damn you.” Gus planted himself before the man. His hands hung loose at his sides, but the rest of him had drawn up tall and taut, and his eyes glittered with a coldness she had never seen before. He was also wearing a gun she had never seen before, its holster hanging heavily from a gun belt strapped around his waist.


She tried to pull her arm from the man’s grasp, but he tightened his grip. He hawked and shot a wad of tobacco onto the toe of Gus’s boot. “You’re rustling on my territory here, cowboy,” he said, and his voice, which had been so friendly before, now turned mean. “I found the lady first.”


“The lady is my wife.”


The men stared at each other and the moment lengthened, grew tight, and there was the danger of impending violence in the air that could be smelled, sharp as gunpowder.


The man’s gaze flickered away from Gus’s. “My mistake,” he said. He released her and stepped back, his hands spread wide in an attitude of surrender.


Gus seized her arm and hauled her down into the street so abruptly her teeth cracked together. “I told you to stay put, girl. Did you think I was talking just to exercise my tongue?”


She dug in her heels and jerked her arm out of his grasp, forcing him to turn and face her. A spring wagon clipped past, its wheels sending a cloud of dust drifting over them. “You flung an order at my head, Mr. McQueen, and walked off. If you had exercised your tongue a little more and given me a reason—”


He leaned over to shout at her. “You want a reason? Because it’s the middle of the afternoon, when the chippies go on parade. Any woman who walks along Front Street during this time of day is likely to be taken for one of their kind. Is that what you want everyone to think, Clementine—that you’re a chippy?”


His hands had clenched into fists, and she took a deep breath. She would not fear him the way she feared her father.


“You still haven’t explained yourself adequately, sir. What is a chippy?”


For a moment he simply stared at her, breathing heavily, then the anger collapsed within him. He reached out and pulled her to his chest, rubbing her back with his big hands. “Aw, Clementine, you’re such a sweet innocent. A chippy is a soiled dove. A fancy woman who sells her body to a man for his pleasure.”


She felt small tremors rippling through him, and she realized suddenly that he had been more frightened than angry. The thought disturbed her—that he could be frightened. “I didn’t know of this western custom, this chippy parade.”


“Clementine.” He gripped her arms and set her away from him. “You mustn’t use that word, not even with me.”


“What am I to call them, then?”


“Nothing. You’re not supposed to know about them.”


“But it was because I didn’t know about them that I got us into trouble. Surely you must see that ignorance does not help in this sort of situation. I’m not a child; I am a woman grown.”


He was becoming angry with her again. She could see it in the flush of color on his cheeks and the pulse pounding hard and fast in his neck. “I’m not going to stand here in the middle of the street and discuss the conduct of lewd women with you. Come along.” He spun around and stalked away from her. “I got a room for us at the hotel.”


They carried their baggage into the hotel with its sagging front porch. No sooner were they settled in their room than he told her he had to leave again to track down a mule skinner who was rumored to be heading west in the morning. He tugged his hat tighter on his head, picked up the key, and headed for the door.


“You can’t be meaning to lock me in,” she said. The words weren’t loud, but they were as sharp as a scream.


He swung back around. There was a tautness about him that had nothing to do with what had happened down in the street. Or not only to do with that, for she felt it within herself as well. Like a length of silk thread being stretched so tight it was in danger of snapping. He wasn’t a wild-riding cowboy come to life off a souvenir card. He was a man, her man now, and yet she suddenly realized she didn’t know him at all. Looking up into his sun-browned face, into those vivid Montana-sky eyes, she thought how she so wanted to come to know him.


His breath left him in a soft sound that was like a sigh. He tossed the key back on the table; it made a loud clatter in the dense silence. “I wasn’t going to lock the door to keep you in, only to keep the scalawags out. There aren’t a lot of decent women out here, and some men forget how to behave.”


His gaze came back to hers and then settled hard and long on her mouth. Her lips felt as if they were burning. It was all she could do not to wet them with her tongue or to cover them with her fingers. Hold me, she suddenly wanted to say to him. Kiss me.


“Why don’t you go ahead and wash up?” he said, and an instant later the door shut behind him.


She curled her hand into a fist and pressed it to her mouth.


The room was the size of a horse stall, part of a larger room that had been broken up with calico partitions. One of the partitions went up to the middle of the room’s only window, and there was a three-inch gap between the deep-set sashed panes and the calico wall. She could hear men moving about and talking on the other side of the thin cloth, which had once been red but was now faded to a dusty rose. She saw the flash of a brown flannel sleeve through the gap when one of the men came up to the window.


Through the dust-streaked glass Clementine could look down on the chippies she must pretend did not exist as they strolled like pretty birds along the boardwalk in their bright plumes and ruched trains. Soiled doves, Gus had called them, these women who sold themselves for a man’s pleasure outside the sanctity of the marriage bed.


The marriage bed.


She stared at the jack bed built into the corner, with its moth-eaten gray army blanket and lumpy straw ticking. There were intimacies between husband and wife that went beyond kissing and a man holding his woman in his arms. To share his bed, to lie with him, to become one flesh. “I am my beloved’s, and his desire is toward me.” Words—sly, whispered words, the sacred, solemn words of Scripture—words were all she knew of the physical act of loving. She was Gus McQueen’s wife, but there had been no marriage bed for them as yet.


They had passed the train ride from Boston to Saint Louis on hard wooden benches, pressed knee to knee with a family of German immigrants. The swaying, smoking kerosene lamps and the reek of sausage and sauerkraut had Clementine passing the hours in a haze of nausea. The one night they’d spent in a hotel in Saint Louis had been in separate rooms, for they hadn’t yet become husband and wife. The next morning they’d been married by a judge, and they’d gone from the courthouse straight to the levee and boarded the steamboat that would take them up the Missouri River to Fort Benton.


The steamer was making its first run of the year, over a month earlier than usual because of a light winter. They were only a day out of Saint Louis when the captain spotted the smoke of a rival boat, and it became a race to see who could navigate the tricky waters of the river faster. They dodged ice floes and uprooted trees in the rough current. They stopped rarely, only to wood up, even traveling at night and sounding the channel by lantern light.


She had seen buffalo once, an enormous herd that was a black smudge on the horizon. Once they’d been fired upon by hostile Indians that Gus said were the same Sioux who’d massacred General Custer at the Little Big Horn only three years before. But they’d been too far away for her to see so much as a feather on their war bonnets, and their shots had fallen harmlessly in the water, sounding like a string of firecrackers.


To Clementine, safe on the riverboat, it had all been so exciting, like living an adventure out of one of Shona’s novels. Gus had been less a husband to her than a companion in that adventure, the wood-wise scout to her intrepid explorer. Their nights they’d spent sleeping in the common room of some woodyard with the steamer’s roustabouts. Or in cots on the second deck with only a canvas tarp to shelter them and no privacy at all—


“I thought you were going to wash up.”


She swung around, startled, for she hadn’t heard the door open. Gus shut it with the heel of his boot. He came right up to her until only a handspan separated them, and she had never been more aware of him as a man, of his man’s great size and his man’s hard strength. She thought of the jack bed waiting in the corner, her marriage bed. She tried to swallow and couldn’t; her mouth was as dry as the dusty road outside the window.


“Would you do something for me, girl?”


She nodded dumbly, unable even to breathe. A man hawked and spat in the room next door, and the other man cursed foully, and then there was a thump, like a boot hitting a far wall, and another curse.


“Would you let down your hair for me?”


Her hands trembled once as she lifted them to take off her felt bonnet, plain and black and without any plumes. He took the hat from her and tossed it onto the bed, his gaze not leaving her face. One by one, she pulled the pins out of her hair, and it began to fall in thick hanks over her shoulders. She shook her head, and it settled heavily on her back, falling to her waist.


He ran his hands through it, lifting it and letting it fall, watching it slide through his fingers. “You got hair like molded butter, Clem, and just as soft. All of you is so soft. So soft and fine.”


He lowered his head and she thought: He is going to kiss me. He had kissed her before, but she knew this kiss would be different; it would lead to a thing that would change her forever, mark her, like a brand.


“Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth: for thy love is better than wine.” Oh, how she wanted this. She wanted him.


“Clementine.”


She tried to make her mouth smile, to stop the shaking in her legs. “Please . . .” But there were no words within her experience to tell him what she wanted.


He tightened his grip on her hair, as he mistook her trembling and her pleas for resistance. “You’re my legal wife, girl. I’m entitled.”


“I know, I know.” Her eyes fluttered closed. “Let him kiss me with the kisses of his mouth . . . Let him kiss me . . .”


One of the men next door began to relieve himself into a tin chamber pot, clattering, splattering, and then he let out a rude noise suitable only for the privy house. Clementine jerked back, and hot color flooded her face as the appalling noises went on and on, echoing like a Boston Bay foghorn.


“Well, hell,” Gus said when the room next door at last fell silent. He smiled, a shining, laughing Gus McQueen smile. He lowered his head again, but he only rubbed the tip of her nose with his.


“A man can’t marry himself a lady and then make love to her for the first time in a place like this, where you can practically spit through the walls. I want it to be good for you, good and decently done, as it should be between man and wife.”


He slid his hands through her hair and lifted it to his mouth as if he would drink of it. Her breath caught, and she trembled.


“I know you’re scared, girl, but then, a man doesn’t expect a wife who’s been gently reared the way you have to be easy about the goings-on that take place in the bedroom. I reckon if I’ve waited my whole life for you, I can wait awhile longer. I don’t suppose it would kill me to court you a little more first.”


He was breathing heavily, as she was. Trembling deep inside himself, as she was. It was Clementine’s thought that he could court her just as easily in bed as out of it, but she held it back. She was a lady, gently reared and innocent of the goings-on that took place in a bedroom.


“Christ, Jeb,” a gruff voice bellowed next door. “You got it smellin’ like the back end of a cow in here.”


Gus’s head fell forward, nearly bumping with hers. He was laughing. She did so love his laugh. “I reckon this here is more parts of the elephant you ever thought or hoped to make the acquaintance of,” he said, and his laughter caused his breath to flutter soft and warm against her neck.


“I don’t mind,” she said. His breath on her neck was making her shiver and tighten up inside, tighter and tighter, so that she had to bite her lip to keep from moaning.


“Of course you mind. But things’ll get better, you’ll see. More what you’re used to.” His hand, gentle, so very gentle, stroked down the length of her neck to her shoulders. “The first night at our place, that’s when I’m going to make you mine.”


—


“Put a nickel twixt his ears, boy,” the mule skinner said. “And quit grinnin’ like a jackass eatin’ cactus.”


Gus McQueen kept a tight line on his mouth, but his eyes creased with laughter as he fingered a coin out of his vest pocket. He ambled his horse to the head of the team and, leaning over, placed the nickel between the floppy ears of the lead mule. The mules, all sixteen of them, stood gray and still as corpses in the middle of the Montana prairie.


His bride watched, perched beside the mule skinner on the wagon’s plank seat. The skinner was a woman, although one wouldn’t have known it to look at her. Her face was as brown and weathered as saddle leather. She wore man-sized boots and britches so caked with grease they crackled when she sat. Her cropped hair was covered with a battered slouch hat, its brim pinned up in the front with thorns. It was the filthiest hat Clementine had ever seen.


The skinner made a show of taking off her oilskin duster and rolling up the sleeves of her homespun shirt. Her arms were like a man’s, knotty and thick as pine logs. She peeled the buckskin gauntlets off her hand and spat into bear-paw palms. Slowly she lifted the heavy braided rawhide out of the whip socket.


Nickel Annie claimed she was a rarity, being the only female in Montana to skin a mule train. Her wagon, built for heavy loads and rough terrain, was piled high with mining machinery, furniture, barrels, a bundle of buffalo hides that gave off a sour smell, and a piano bound for the only honky-tonk in Rainbow Springs, which was the only town in the RainDance country. Annie called her eight yoke of mules her babies. But she drove them the way a man would, by filling their ears with curses and cracking a whip over their heads.


The skinner gripped the whip’s lead-filled hickory stock with both hands. She shifted the cud of tobacco in her mouth from one cheek to the other and grinned at Clementine. “You folk ready for this?”


“Ready?” Gus McQueen said. “I’ve been ready so long I’ve grown moss on my head.”


Clementine pursed her lips to keep from laughing. A hawk hung in the air, the drone of the wind filled her ears. Suddenly the skinner’s arm went back and forward in a blur. Twenty-five feet of braided rawhide unfurled and popped like a Fourth of July firecracker. The nickel went spinning up, up, up until it winked like a raindrop in the sun. Gus tried to snatch it out of the air and missed. The mules stood, not a tail flickering, not a hair stirring.


“And that,” the mule skinner said with another brown-toothed grin that split her face in two, “is why they call me Nickel Annie.”


“Well, shucks. And here all this time I thought it was ’cause you’re so cheap,” Gus drawled, and Clementine covered a smile with her hand.


“A nickel nurser—ha!” The skinner flung back her head and let out a bray of laughter. “A nickel nurser!” She shot a glob of tobacco juice out the corner of her mouth and gathered up the jerk line. The wagon lurched, and Clementine gripped the seat to keep from tumbling headfirst into rocks and ironweed and prairie grass. Gus nudged his horse into a walk beside them.


“Fetch me back my nickel, boy,” Annie said after a couple of minutes had passed in silence.


“That’s my nickel.”


“Not any more it ain’t. I earned it off you fair ’n’ square. ’Sides, it don’t seem right to leave a nickel a-lyin’ there in the middle of the range where just any innocent might come acrost it. Why, a jackrabbit could swaller it, mistakin’ it for a thistle, and give hisself a bellyache. Or an Injun could find it, spend it getting hisself all liquored up, and go on a scalpin’ rampage and we’d all wind up dead as General Custer. Why, the more I think on it, boy, you owe it to man and animalkind to fetch me back my nickel.”


Clementine looked behind them at the ruts that passed for a road. The wind tattered the worm of dust left by their passing. There was nothing to mark the place where the nickel had landed.


Gus heaved a put-upon sigh and pulled his horse around. He pushed his hat down on his head, thrust his boots deep into the stirrups, and shortened the reins. Without warning, it seemed, for she had seen no signal pass between the man and his mount, the horse broke into a wild gallop back down the trail.


Gus leaned far over sideways out of the saddle. His hand dug into the tall grass, his fingers scraping the ground. He was barely upright again before he had reined into a turn so tight the horse did it on its haunches. He laughed as he galloped back toward them, passing the wagon and tossing the nickel at the mule skinner on the fly. Annie pawed the coin out of the air, bit it, and stuffed it into the pocket of her leather britches. Gus kept going, disappearing over a hill of dusty sage.


Clementine watched him with her heart in her eyes. He rode by the seat of his pants and the tips of his spurs, and her chest wanted to swell with pride for him. Her man. Her cowboy.


She wasn’t sure she liked it, though, when he rode ahead of them, leaving her alone in Nickel Annie’s rawboned company. She had the feeling the mule skinner kept testing her and thus far had found her sadly wanting. “It takes a gritty heart to come out to this country and meet it on its own terms,” Nickel Annie had once said, implying that Clementine’s heart wasn’t near gritty enough.


Normally the skinner drove her team by riding on the back of the left wheel mule. But today she’d chosen to ride with Clementine up on the seat, which wasn’t anything more than a rough plank nailed between the wagon’s tall slat-board sides.


Clementine clung to the splintery board eight feet in the air with a white-knuckled grip. The ground was pocked and rutted, and the wagon swayed and lurched over it like a rowboat in a heavy swell. She could see why these wagons were called spine-pounders. She felt the jar of every mile deep in her bones.


Miles. There had been an endless number of them in the week since they had left the steamboat and Fort Benton. Flat miles of olive sage and wind-ruffled grass. But today the buttes, which had been but blurred humps in the distance, were now suddenly upon them. It was like the quickening swell of an ocean wave, the way the plains rolled into ridges studded with yellow pines and dipped into coulees choked with brush and old snowdrifts.


A gust of wind buffeted her and drove stinging dirt into her face. The day was raw, the sun hidden behind clouds as thick and woolly as a horse blanket. Yesterday that same sun had been brittle and hot. Clementine had never sweated before in her life, but she could feel the residue of yesterday’s sweat on her skin, gritty and sticky. She thought she probably stank, but she couldn’t smell herself over the rank odor emanating from the green buffalo hides and Nickel Annie, who probably hadn’t bathed since Lee surrendered at Appomattox.


At the road ranch where they’d spent last night, there had certainly been little opportunity to get clean. The place had been nothing more than a sod shack. When Clementine went to wash up before a dinner of boiled potatoes and canned corn, she found only an inch of wet scum in the wash trough and a sliver of soap the size of a thumbnail in an empty sardine can. The tow towel on the roller had been as black as the bottom of a coal scuttle. Their beds that night had been just as horrid: rough bunks lined with coarse ticking stuffed with prairie grass—what Gus had laughingly called Montana feathers. The wall next to the bunks had been smeared with smashed bedbugs.


Clementine shuddered now at the memory. A lick of wind tore at the ground and sent more dust swirling into her face. She wiped her cheeks and forehead with a grimy handkerchief and licked the prairie of her teeth. Already she knew she would come to hate this about her husband’s country, this inability to keep clean.


Her husband. She could see him riding through a line of cottonwoods in the distance, sitting tall and loose in the saddle on the dun-colored mare he had bought in Fort Benton. She felt a sweet warmth when she looked at him. He was such a flamboyant man, with his ready smile and big laugh. As if he’d been dipped in gold with his suntanned face and tawny hair, and his melodious voice.


“An infinity of grass, Clementine,” he had said, with that shining look he got on his face whenever he talked of his dream: to build his Rocking R into a cattle ranch the likes of which the world had yet to see. “Montana is an infinity of grass, and it’s all there practically free for the taking.” When he talked about the RainDance country, about its wild beauty and the miles of open range, she would feel something like music humming in her blood.


An infinity of grass. She would never have believed it without seeing it for herself. This endless vista of riffling yellow and green, always being stirred by the wind and smelling of the sage. She lifted her gaze to the looming mountains, black and gray and peaked with snow. There was such a great vastness to this country. What Gus called elbow room for the heart. But all this land and sky—there was a raw emptiness to it that sometimes touched her soul with fear.


The rawhide whip snapped twice through the air, crackling like gunfire over the head of a mule lagging in harness, breaking her reverie. “Gee, Annabel!” the skinner bellowed. “Gee, you twice-damned daughter of a whoring bitch!”


Clementine had to struggle to hide another smile, although she thought she could almost feel her ears burning. The mule skinner was not at all genteel. Indeed, Nickel Annie was proud of her leather lungs and her salty mouth, which she liked to boast could cuss the hide off her mules slicker than any whip.


The skinner pulled a twist of tobacco out of her boot and tore off a hunk with her mulelike teeth. She worked her jaw awhile, then tongued home the chaw. Clementine tensed as a brown stream whizzed past her face to land on the wagon tongue with a splat. But for the first time that week she didn’t flinch.


“You was sayin’ yesterday,” Annie began in a voice gentle enough to lull a baby to sleep, “that your daddy is preacher to some temple back in Boston?”


An old tumbleweed tore loose from a rock and bounced away, startling a sage chicken. The bird made a strange whirring noise as it took to the air, but Clementine’s gaze did not follow its flight. She knew the skinner was setting her up like a wooden duck at a county fair, only to shoot something outrageous out of her mouth that would bring a blush to Clementine’s cheeks.


“Tremont Temple, yes. Perhaps you’ve been there?” she said with a Beacon Hill parlor smile. She was determined to hold her own against the vexing woman.


The skinner’s lips pulled back from her teeth in a tobacco-stained grin. “Well, Gus’s daddy is a Bible banger, too, but you probably already knew that. A circuit-ridin’ preacher is Gus’s daddy. Not like yourn, who does his sermonizing in a proper church. A temple, even . . . Now, there’s a funny thing I’ve noticed about preachers’ sons over the years,” she added as if the thought had just occurred to her. “They’re either hell-bent boys or they’re all lassoed up tight in their own righteousness like your Gus. No betwixes and no betweens.”


Clementine watched the wagon ruts unwind before her like ribbons across the prairie. Gus hadn’t told her that his father was a servant of God. Odd that they had this in common, yet he hadn’t seen fit to mention it. “Mr. McQueen is a good man,” she said aloud, then wished she hadn’t, for it sounded too much as if she was trying to convince herself that Gus was nothing like her righteous father.


Annie let out a liquid chuckle. “Oh, a regular saint is your husband Gus. Just like ‘a hell-bent boy’ do sure enough describe your brother-in-law.”


She cast a smirking look at Clementine’s wind-chaffed face. “Surely your Gus must’ve told you about his brother. They’re partners in the Rocking R, each owning half and each tryin’ to run it like he owned the whole shebang. Bets are on in Rainbow Springs as to how long it’s going to last. Nope, there ain’t two more different snowflakes than Gus McQueen and Zach Rafferty.”


Not a word of it. He hadn’t told her a word of this. Only yesterday he had accused her of having a jaw as tight as a beaver trap because she found it so hard to share her thoughts and feelings. But he had been keeping secrets of his own. So many times he had described his ranch in dream words—the meadows of sweet grass and wildflowers ringed by surging buttes and tall, timbered ridges. Not once had he mentioned that he shared the ownership of all that with a brother.


So many wonderings arose within her: whether this brother was younger or older than Gus, and why they didn’t share the same name. But it was her husband’s place to tell her these things. To discuss him and his brother behind his back was a disloyal thing, what her mother would call perfidious gossip. She decided not to say another word and let Nickel Annie stew in the silence.


The wagon’s big hickory axle creaked; the iron tires crunched over the rocky ground; the wind whined. Clementine cleared her throat. “In what way are the brothers different?”


Nickel Annie’s grin pleated her leathery face. She sent another brown stream splatting onto the wagon tongue and settled her shoulders for a long gab. “To begin with, Gus spent his boyhood with his ma, getting an East Coast shine on him, while Rafferty was rawhiding around rough country, growing up wild as a corncrib rat. I suppose you could say Gus’s been tamed and Rafferty ain’t.


“And then there’s Rafferty’s sinnin’ ways, which Gus can’t abide. The drinkin’ and the gamblin’ and the whoring—especially the whoring. ’Course that might’ve just been jealousy workin’ through Gus’s guts. Mebbe it explains why he up and married you, him bein’ a man for all his righteous ways, and men always do tend to end up thinking with their tallywhackers. And genu-ine ladies like you are as scarce out here as sunflowers in January.”


Clementine supposed she was being complimented. Or maybe not. People out here, she was learning, took a perverse pride in their rough edges, flaunting them like medals. “Thank you,” she said, a bit stiffly.


“You’re welcome. Out here, you see, women’re either whores or they’re like me, thinking that all men are snakes and seein’ no sense in bedding down with a snake. Which is why all the cowpunchers and sheep-coddlers, all the wolvers and dirt-grubbers—hell, you name it, they’re all gonna come riding from miles around just to eyeball you, you bein’ such a rarity. There ain’t a man out here who wouldn’t give his left ballock to be gettin’ the cook, housekeeper, laundress, and all-round slave that you’re gonna be to your man. Yup, slave and broodmare and bedmate all done up in the starchy trappings of an honest-to-God lady—Christ, the wonder of it stretches the mind.” She hooted a laugh. “Dearie, you ain’t only a rarity, you’re a damned luxury!”


Annie paused, and the whining wind immediately rose up to fill the silence. One of the mules flapped its ears and let out a snort, but Clementine held herself still. I will not let her provoke me, she vowed. There was grit in her heart and she would prove it.


“Nope,” the skinner went on with an exaggerated sigh. “Rafferty sure ain’t gonna like findin’ out his brother brought hisself back a wife with notions to go and civilize things. But Gus is the one comin’ in for the real surprise.”


“What do you mean?” Clementine asked in spite of herself.


Nickel Annie leaned so close that the stink of her tobacco breath washed over Clementine’s face. “You, Mrs. McQueen. Ye’re the surprise. ’Cause underneath that goody-goody shy-and-sweet air you wear on the skin side is a hot-blooded woman just waitin’ for an excuse to bust out. Only Gus, he don’t see it. Yet.”


“I cannot imagine what you are talking about,” Clementine said, her mouth tightening around the lie. Somehow the mule skinner had seen the wildness in her, the wickedness. Just as her father had. As Gus had not, and never would if she could help it.


“I am not like that. Like what you said.” She smoothed her nubby wool skirt over her lap. She ensured that the pins were still in place in the thick Roman knot of hair at the back of her head. She felt disheveled . . . hot-blooded. “And as for Mr. Rafferty, he’ll just have to accept the fact that his brother is married, and that is that.”


“That is that, hunh?” Nickel Annie brayed a laugh. “Hell, with Rafferty that ain’t never that.”


—


They made camp that night on the side of the road beneath a lightning-scarred box elder tree. Nickel Annie fixed a supper of sowbelly beans and canned corn and showed Clementine how to bake biscuits in a fry-pan.


Clementine ate her meal sitting on the wagon tongue, apart from Annie and Gus and a smelly fire of sagebrush and buffalo dung. She swung her dangling feet back and forth, back and forth, watching the toes of her high-buttoned black kid shoes make parallel ruts, like miniature wagon tracks, through the tall prairie grass. But these marks, she knew, would be only temporary. The land was so empty, so vast it could swallow a hundred Clementines and leave not a trace.


The loneliness of the thought disturbed her, frightened her even. She set her empty plate aside, stood and stretched, reaching up with her hands as if to grab a piece of the sky. She sighed, breathing deeply the stink of burning buffalo chips and sweaty mules.


She turned to catch Gus watching her. He sat on a log, his hands wrapped around a cup of coffee. With the steam wreathing his face and the brim of his hat shading his eyes, she couldn’t read his thoughts. Her husband’s moods could take a brooding turn, Clementine had discovered, when he wasn’t smiling and laughing and spinning dreams with words. He hadn’t opened his mouth in hours, and Nickel Annie, after that morning’s loquaciousness, had also fallen silent.


It was that quiet time of the day anyway, when the earth seemed to be holding its breath, waiting to go from daylight to darkness. The thick white clouds had acquired black streaks along the edges, like bands of mourning crepe, and the wind had died. There would be no stars tonight.


Clementine settled onto the log beside Gus, not an easy maneuver in her narrow, looped skirt and the long-waisted, stoutly boned cuirass bodice that fit so tightly over her hips. She wished she could capture with her camera the way the box elder’s black twisted branches clawed at the blanched sky. But she would have needed to set up a dark tent in order to develop the wet plate immediately after exposure—though she could have done that, for she had such a tent in her trunk. No, the truth was, she feared what Gus would say. She needed to accustom him gradually to the thought that his wife pursued an avocation most would call unconventional, even unseemly, for a woman.


“I owe it to myself!” Nickel Annie said out of nowhere and so loudly that Clementine jumped. “By damn, I owe it to myself, and I ain’t never been a woman to welsh on a debt.”


The skinner lurched to her feet and lumbered over to the wagon. Standing one-footed on the wheel hub, she hefted a barrel out of the bed. She rolled the barrel back over to the fire with the toe of her boot. She set the barrel upright, then hunkered down before it.


Out of the cavernous pockets of her oilskin duster, she took a chisel and a nail. She pried one of the hoops out of place with the chisel, then bored a little hole in a stave with the nail. A tiny stream of brown liquid spurted out the hole and Clementine caught the tangy whiff of whiskey. Annie picked up her coffee cup, tossed out the dregs, then set the cup below the hole to catch the stream. The whiskey rang as it hit the tin.


She slanted a broad wink over her shoulder at Clementine and Gus. “This here is what us folk in the freighting business call eee-vaporation.”


“That’s what decent folk would call stealing,” Gus said.


“Guess that means you won’t be wantin’ any, then, you bein’ so temp’rate and of the decent sort. And Mrs. McQueen, bein’ such a la-di-da lady and the daughter of a preacher an’ all—she sure ain’t gonna want to stain her saintly lips with the devil’s brew.”


Annie cast Clementine one of her sly looks. “Yup, a real starched-up wife you got yerself there, Gus McQueen.” The whiskey had reached the cup brim and was now overflowing. “Just as well,” she said, as she plugged the hole with a broken matchstick and pounded the hoop back into place, “the laws of nature only allowin’ for so much eee-vaporation.”


She took a long, deep swallow. She shuddered dramatically and smacked her lips together with the pleasure of it. Gus watched her antics with a sour mouth, as if he wanted to say something more and only the distaste of the words was stopping him. In that moment Clementine thought he did seem all lassoed up tight in his own righteousness. Not at all the man with the laughing eyes who had come flying into her life on a big-wheeled ordinary.


There was a tetchiness now to the silence that came over the camp. “I think I would like some of that coffee after all,” Clementine said for the sake of making noise. She hadn’t yet acquired a taste for the brew that westerners insisted had to be thick enough to float a horseshoe.


Gus’s hand fell on her shoulder, holding her down. “I’ll get it.”


She watched him pour from the giant blackened pot. As he put the cup into her hands, their fingers brushed and she felt a soothing warmth from the coffee and from touching him. She gave him one of her rare smiles. “Thank you, Mr. McQueen.”


“You could try putting your tongue around my given name, Clementine.”


The smile faded. “I will. I promise. Just give me a little more time.”


He said nothing. But he picked up a stick and punched it deep into the fire. She didn’t understand this stubbornness in herself. She yearned for the intimacy of his touch, yet she couldn’t bring herself to the intimacy of calling him by his given name. It was as if it was a way of keeping one small part of her newfound woman’s self to herself and apart from him for a while longer.


She turned the cup around in her hands, staring into the coffee, dark and oily as ink. Her father’s pulpit voice echoed in her head: “Wives submit yourselves unto your own husbands, as unto the Lord.” All of her life she had spent in battle with her father; she didn’t want to fight her husband as well, and yet she was doing it. Already.


“The first night at our place, that’s when I’m going to make you mine,” Gus had said. They were the words of a man planning to take possession. Soon they would be at his ranch, and he would take from her body the sort of pleasure the chippies sold. To think about it made her ache deep inside as she had one rainy day when she’d sneaked outside and taken off her shoes and stockings to play barefoot in the garden. When she had stood in mud that was as soft and slippery as buttered silk and squeezed her toes and felt the wet mud ooze up between them, and the pleasure of it had pierced her so that she had to set her teeth. Not to stop herself from laughing but to stop a scream.


She stole a glance at this man, her husband. He sat with his forearms braced on his thighs, staring into the fire. She wondered if he, too, thought of that first night. The first night of the rest of her life in the RainDance country, and the first night that he would make her his.


She sighed silently, deep within herself, and drew her steamer cloak tighter around her throat. The air had gone still and heavy, and there was an odd smell to it, like cold metal.


A wet drop struck her wrist; another glanced off her cheek. Sparkling pinwheels fell into the flames with a gentle hiss. She flung her head back, staring into a sky of swirling cottony flakes. “Oh, look!” she exclaimed. “It’s snowing!”


Gus held out his open palm and laughed. “Darned if it isn’t. Fat, wet snow, too. What we cowmen call a grass bringer.”


Nickel Annie belched and gestured with her half-empty cup of whiskey evaporation. “Hell, we’re liable to get two or three more blizzards before spring honestly arrives, and even then you ain’t safe. That’s Montana for you, dearie. Hot as hell one day and snowing to beat the band the next. Why, it snowed just last year on the Fourth of July. Goddamn perverse bitch, is Montana.”


The snow came down heavy and lumpy, like wet oatmeal. Clementine turned her face, flushed and warm from the fire, up to the sky. She stuck out her tongue and laughed as the snow fell cold and wet into her mouth.


“Clementine . . .” She turned to find Gus staring at her. There was that tenseness about him, a tautness around his mouth. It wasn’t anger; she knew what it was. “Let’s go to bed,” he said.


Away from the fire their breath trailed in little white ribbons from their mouths. The snow fell around them in a cloaking silence. Gus hung a lantern from the wagon tongue and unrolled the thick, closely woven quilts called soogans that he had bought before leaving Fort Benton.


He knelt on the ground, arranging the soogans beneath the wagon’s high bed. She looked at his bent back, so strong and wide. “That was wonderful what you did today,” she said, “scooping that nickel up off the ground from out of the saddle and without even having to slow down your horse.”


He was quiet a moment, resting his elbow on his bent knee, staring at the ground. He rubbed a hand over his face and looked up at her. “That wasn’t the same nickel; that was another one I fetched out of my pocket.” In the lantern’s feeble light she could see he was smiling. He stood up and wrapped his arms around her waist. “How did you think I was going to spot a thing as small as a nickel in the middle of all that grass and rocks?”


She leaned back within the circle of his arms and stared up at him. “I guess I think you can do anything.”


He pressed her head against his chest. “Don’t . . . don’t ever think that.”


Clementine shivered. She hadn’t liked those words or the timbre of worry she heard in his voice. He wasn’t supposed to have doubts, only certainties. He was supposed to have enough certainties for both of them.


Gus blew out the lantern, and they took off their boots and shoes and crawled fully dressed into the soogans. When they had burrowed into the quilted warmth, he enfolded her in his arms, surrounding her with his hard man’s body. His breath stirred her hair, blowing hot on her throat; then his lips brushed her cheek, seeking her mouth. His lips slanted back and forth across hers, gently at first, then with more urgency. An odd tenseness began to burn inside her, low in her belly. She squirmed, pressing harder against him.


His fist gripped her hair, pulling their mouths apart. “Clementine, don’t.”


He said it harshly, yet his arms tightened around her, crushing her to his chest. Her cheek rubbed against the rough wool of his coat. It smelled of prairie dust and woodsmoke, and she could feel a trembling deep within him, within the hardness of him.


He released her, breathing heavily. He turned her around within the circle of his arms so that they lay back to front. He took her hands, rubbing his thumbs over the ridges of scars. “When are you going to tell me how you got these?”


It was a question he’d asked her at least a dozen times since he’d first seen them. But to tell him about the caning seemed as intimate a thing as standing naked in front of him, and she hadn’t done that yet, either.


She felt his sigh warm against the back of her neck. “How can I get to know you, girl, if you won’t talk to me?”


She didn’t want him to get to know her, for she seemed to have brought all her failings along with her into this marriage. Unlike her, Gus McQueen had never pretended to be other than what he was: a good man, a decent man, one who would provide for her and keep her safe. He believed he had married a proper young miss, someone who would always be a virtuous, obedient wife. A starched wife. A genu-ine lady. He knew nothing of what she really was.


“Clementine—”


“I wish to go to sleep now, Mr. McQueen,” she said. She thought he would draw away from her then, but he didn’t.


Away from the light of the fading fire, the dark was thick and deep. A coyote cried, a high quavering that sounded lonely. Clementine rubbed her tongue over her lips, tasting him.


They lay together, snug in the soogans. He slept, his arm resting on her hipbone, his hand warm on her stomach. She could feel him along the length of her, from feet to knees to his chest pressed against her back.


Moments ago she had been laughing at the snow. Now she felt an aching sadness that she couldn’t understand, a hollow emptiness. A fear began to grow in her that was as wide and raw as the Montana sky. A fear that somehow she had brought the loneliness of her father’s house with her.
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GUS MCQUEEN HELD HIS horse still a moment as he looked across the valley that was his home.


He felt a piercing joy as the word formed in his mind. The sky was a clear blue, stretching to the end of the world. The copper sun put a shimmer on the Rainbow River as it wound through sweet-grass meadows carpeted with pale purple windflowers and pink bitterroot. Mile after mile of fat, rich grass rolled into tree-furred mountains and the slope-shouldered buttes with their scattering of pines. Seen like this, today, the RainDance country looked almost pretty and tame. Not wild as he knew it was. And possessed of a loneliness that could seep into you if you weren’t careful, to lie there like an ache on the bone.


He turned his gaze from the horizon to his wife. She sat the high, hard seat of the mule skinner’s wagon as if it were a throne. Her pale face was chapped by the wind, her fashionable clothes grimed with dust and dried mud. But just as a good cow pony could be told in the way it moved and held its head, there was no doubting the quality of Clementine. She was prime. She was a lady.


Clementine . . . Even the echo of her name in his mind made him ache. He remembered how she had lifted her laughing face up to the sky the night it snowed, how she had made his body hard and trembling with wanting her. The snow was gone now. Spring snows never stayed long on the ground. Not like in the winter when the stuff piled up in drifts higher than the ranch house roof, and it got so cold a man’s breath froze in his chest. Montana winters could defeat a woman, grind her down like fodder beneath a stone. The winter and the wind.


Longing and fear swelled within Gus’s chest as he stared at his wife. She was more precious than the land, and he had never believed he would think that of a woman. She stole a man’s breath. Her hair was as golden as the light of the dawn sun, her eyes deep green and rippling like range grass in spring. All of her was as fragile and delicate as heired china.


She ought to be preserved in a glass bell, he thought, so that she wouldn’t get broken and her purity would never be tainted. The winter and the wind. He knew what Montana could do to a woman.


She turned her head just then and caught him looking at her, and her mouth curved into a shy smile. A smile that made his body grow hard. He felt ashamed sometimes of the raw lust he felt for his wife.


“I like your RainDance country, Mr. McQueen,” she said. “It is truly as beautiful as you said it would be.”


He felt an easing deep within his chest at her words. Until that moment he hadn’t realized what it was he’d been dreading. That once she had a look at the place he’d brought her to, she’d want to go back—back to Boston and civilization and the life she’d been raised to. A broad smile stretched across his face. They could be happy here in the RainDance, he and Clementine.


“If you think this is pretty, Clem,” he said, laughing with joy over life, over her, “just wait until you see the ranch.”


Nickel Annie made a snorting sound like a pig at feeding time. “Yup. The prettiest place in the world to work yourself to death.”


—


Clementine McQueen had to stiffen her back to keep from squirming in her excitement. Weeks of days with the constant wind sanding her face raw, whipping at her clothes and hair, coating her teeth with the grit of prairie dust. Weeks of nights spent on the hard ground or in the lumpy, bug-infested bed of some dismal road ranch. Weeks of mile after lurching, bumping mile, perched like a sparrow on the freight wagon’s seat, dodging Nickel Annie’s taunts and tobacco spittle. Weeks of days and nights and miles that had to be endured somehow and that now at last, at last, were almost over.


In these last days they had ridden through stands of fir and larch pines whose great needled boughs filtered the sun and caught the wind and whose beauty made her ache. Then yesterday they had emerged from a pass through glacier-sheared mountains to look out over a valley that stretched raw and empty, like the Montana sky. Gus had pointed to a slope-sided hill that thrust up out of the rolling rangeland, a butte shaped like the crown of a hat. “At the foot of that butte is Rainbow Springs, and on the other side of it is my ranch. Our ranch,” he’d amended, and the words warmed her, making her smile.


“It’s how the RainDance country got its name, from that butte,” he went on, spinning dreams out of words. “The story goes that once long ago a Blackfeet girl lost her lover during a time of great famine, because he had hunted only to feed the others of his tribe and saved nothing to fill his own belly. The morning of his death, she carried his body up to the top of the butte. There she danced in her grief and wept so hard her tears fell like rain upon the valley, and that summer the buffalo grass grew taller than a brave on horseback and thicker than a grizzly’s coat, and her people grew fat off the land.” He cocked his head at her, smiling with his eyes. “And some of that story might even be true.”


Clementine didn’t care whether the story was true. It was sad and beautiful, and she thought of it often while she watched the butte grow larger as they meandered across the valley, following the serpentine curves of the river. Now at last, at last, she could see the sun slanting off the tin roofs of Rainbow Springs, Gus’s town. Her town now, her home.


Quaking aspens lined the river as it flowed around the butte where the Indian girl had mourned her man with a rain dance. Snug on the river’s far bank a lone smoke-stained tipi rose tan-white in the sun. Clementine searched for signs of life, for an Indian maiden and her brave lover, but the tipi appeared abandoned. The wide road—wide enough to give a span of mules maneuvering room, so Nickel Annie said—was deserted as well. It ended at the slope of the butte, which was pocked with the holes of abandoned mine shafts.


A pile of tin cans and bottles marked the beginning of what Clementine had come to learn was Montana’s idea of a town—a scattering of log shacks weathered to the gray-yellow of old bones, their tin roofs striped with rust. Two sported signboards: The Best in the West Casino and Sam Woo’s General Mercantile. The lettering had been painted by the same person, who liked putting elaborate curlicues on his capitals.


But Clementine’s most vivid first impression of Rainbow Springs was of the mud. The mules’ hooves made sucking, popping sounds in the soupy mud. The wagon wheels sank half up to their hubs in mud and sent mud splattering in red globules onto Clementine’s skirts. Nickel Annie cursed and whipped the air above the mules’ heads as they strained to pull the heavy wagon through the mud. Gumbo was what they called such mud, Gus had told her. It was red and glutinous and had a swampy, feral smell to it.


The wagon squelched to a stop in front of a livery barn. Attached to the barn was a blacksmith’s shop. Within the shadow of the forge, a man with a long, tangled gray beard and a belly that rode low over a leather apron was fitting the lid onto a fresh pine coffin.


Gus dismounted just as the slam of a door smacked against the crisp air. A woman in a ruched and draped gown the vivid hue of hothouse violets came running. She lifted her skirts high and hopscotched on the planks and boards that had been laid down in the mud, flaunting red-tasseled shoes, pink-and-lilac-striped petticoats, and royal purple silk stockings.


“Oh, Annie, you darling!” the woman cried, laughing as she ran. “You’ve brought it at last. You’ve brought my piano!”


At the sight of Gus the woman stumbled to a stop and lowered her skirts. Rich color flooded her cheeks as she smoothed flyaway strands of hair that was of a deep beech red. She had a face and body meant to go with red hair and a violet dress—dimpled and naughtily seductive.


“Well, how there, Gus,” she said in a voice that was rough and breaking like a boy’s. “You were gone so long I reckon even I was starting to miss you.”


Gus walked past her as if she were a ghost he couldn’t see.


With Gus’s help, Clementine climbed off the tall wagon, using the wheel rim and hub as a ladder. The woman had run around to the other side to throw her arms around Nickel Annie, and she was now climbing up the wheel for a better look at her piano, not caring that she exposed the red tassels on her shoes and her purple silk stockings. Clementine was fascinated by this woman in her vibrant violet silk dress. Her mother would have called the gown vulgar, Clementine knew. She herself had never been allowed to wear anything that wasn’t some refined shade of gray or brown. She wondered how she would look, how she would feel, wearing such a gaudy dress.


“God almighty, if it ain’t Gus McQueen!” The blacksmith loped up to them, his leather apron slapping his shins. He grinned to reveal a checkerboard row of black gaps and stubby teeth. He smelled of horse liniment. “Howdy, stranger.” He bellowed a laugh and thumped Gus on the back with a meaty fist. “We ain’t caught sight of your ugly face around these parts in a coon’s age.”


“Howdy, Snake-Eye. Who’s the toe-pincher for?” Gus said, nodding at the casket. Resting on a sawhorse, it had been fashioned of rough pine boards, broad at the top and narrow at the foot, and built long for a tall man.


“That Scotchman, MacDonald, got hisself kilt,” the blacksmith said, and Clementine, who had her hand on Gus’s arm, felt him relax as if he’d been fearing the answer. “He was found out on his north range, shot in the back. We’re all figuring it was Iron Nose and his boys what did it. The poor bastard probably caught ’em laying rope on his spring calves, and they plugged him when he tried to stop ’em. Some of us’ve been saying it’s about time we formed ourselves up a lynching party to track them renegades down and string ’em up.”


The blacksmith’s gaze had been bouncing between Gus and Clementine like a ball on a string. Now he paused and looked at Gus, a frank question in his eyes, which were as small and pale as pumpkin seeds.


Gus slipped his arm around Clementine’s waist. “Snake-Eye, I’d like for you to meet my wife. Snake-Eye runs the livery, does the blacksmithing, and passes for the town’s undertaker when it’s needed.”


Clementine nodded politely. “How do you do, Mr. . . .” She faltered. “Mr. Snake-Eye” sounded ridiculous.


Snake-Eye stared at her, his mouth hanging open. He shut it with an audible click of his few teeth. “Well, shi—shucks, Gus. You went and brought yerself back a wife. Well, shucks.”


“Welcome to Rainbow Springs, Mrs. McQueen.” The woman in the purple dress had come up behind them, and at the sound of her husky voice, Clementine turned.


The high color on her face came partly from paint, Clementine realized. A friendly smile put deep dimples in her cheeks. But her coffee-brown eyes held a touch of wariness and vulnerability as her gaze flickered from Clementine to Gus.


Gus tightened his embrace of Clementine’s waist, swinging her away from the woman. “Be back in a shake, Snake-Eye,” he said. He took her elbow, pulling her after him. “Come along, Clementine.”


The woman’s voice, dry and taunting now, followed after them: “My, but if some folk don’t have no more manners than cows in a stampede.”


Clementine’s shoes sucked and popped in the thick red mud. She grappled one-handed with her skirts, trying to find a safe island on one of the planks and boards that lay haphazardly across the road. “Wait, please, Mr. McQueen. I am floundering in this mud.”


“You may as well get used to it, girl,” he flung back at her over his shoulder. “It’s here to stay till June.”


“Will you at least tell me where we are going in such a hurry? And why are you behaving so rudely to that woman?”


“I’m not introducing my wife to the town harlot.”


The town harlot. Clementine wanted to turn around for another look at the woman. The memory of that violet silk dress, rich and so gay, was bright in her mind. She could see why they were called fancy women.


The town’s few buildings were made of rough-hewn logs. Only one, the hurdy-gurdy hall, was the least bit dandified, with whitewashed chinking and a rack of deer antlers over the double front doors. But as they passed by the saloon, Clementine saw in back of it a house nestled in a grove of quaking aspen and pines. A two-story white frame house made of sawed lumber, with wood-carved rosettes and teardrops festooned along the top of the front gallery and a balcony with a spooled railing. “Who lives in that house?” she wondered aloud.


“You saw her. Hannah Yorke, owner of the Best in the West and the town harlot. Mrs. Yorke, she styles herself, although if she’s ever been married to any of the men she’s had in her bed, I’ll eat my horse—hooves, tail and all. Put her out of your mind now, Clementine. You’ll be wanting no truck with her.”


There must be a profit in it, Clementine thought. This selling of one’s body for a man’s pleasure. After seeing all those places where they’d spent the nights on the trail, those road ranches and claim cabins, she’d begun to fear her husband’s place would also turn out to be little better than a sod shack. But surely, she thought now, their house must be at least as nice as the town harlot’s.


Gus came to such an abrupt halt that she almost walked up the back of his boots. “This here’s the mercantile,” he said, waving at a square, squat building that boasted a single window with a sack stuffed in one broken pane and the others so filthy that all Clementine could see of the inside was the dim flicker of a lantern. “Why don’t you go on in and have a look around? I’m going back to the livery to see about borrowing a buckboard to take us out to the ranch. If you find anything you’d like, just have Sam Woo mark it down on the ranch account.”


Clementine watched her husband’s long legs plow back through the mud toward the livery stable and Nickel Annie’s freight wagon. He had brought her over here to the mercantile just so she wouldn’t become soiled by contact with the town harlot. Yet the woman hadn’t seemed at all wicked. Only cheerful, and perhaps a little shy.


Clementine watched Hannah Yorke as she circled the freight wagon almost skipping in her joy, like a bright bird in her violet plumage. Nickel Annie and Snake-Eye were wrestling with the piano, trying to get a rope around it so that it could be winched out of the wagon bed. The woman’s laughter, light and tinkling as silver bells, joined with the mule skinner’s hearty, liquid guffaws. They are friends, Clementine thought, Hannah Yorke, Nickel Annie, and Snake-Eye. Watching them, hearing their easy laughter, she felt a strange and wistful envy.


She turned her back on the livery stable and climbed the two sagging steps to the mercantile’s front door. It was already slightly ajar, and she pushed it open, knocking into a pair of cowbells that announced her arrival with a loud jangle. She looked for a mat on which to wipe her feet and saw that it would be pointless. The warped puncheon floor was only slightly less muddy than the road outside.


She lifted her skirt to step over the high threshold and raised her eyes to find three men staring at her as if she’d just come crawling out of a bog.


Two of the men were toasting their backs before a small black potbellied stove. One was a tall string bean of a person with eyes as wide and serious as a barn owl’s and a sunken, toothless mouth. The other was short and round. His head was as bald as a china doorknob, but his beard grew long and thick to the middle of his chest and was the flat yellow color of old wax. Because of the red clay that stained their clothes and their hobnailed boots, she thought the men must be prospectors. They both appeared to patronize the same tailor as Nickel Annie.


Behind a counter of rough planks laid between two pickle barrels was obviously the Sam Woo memorialized in fancy script on the signboard outside. He stared at her from behind a pair of spectacles, mostly hidden beneath a green eyeshade pulled low on his forehead. He had a flat-boned face and a set of ink-black chin whiskers so stiff and sparse they looked like the bristles on a horse brush.


Clementine took a single step across the threshold, and the breath seemed to leave the three men in a collective sigh.


“Well, I’ll be . . .” the tall, thin man began.


“Damned,” the small, fat man finished for him.


“Holy God,” said Sam Woo.


Clementine gave them all a polite little nod, feeling shy and as though she were on display.


The Chinese man put his palms together and bowed, his long queue swinging past his waist. He spoke in an odd singsong that seemed to be mocking her. “Sam Woo welcomes you to his humble mercantile, madam. This wretched self is honored. Tell me how I may serve you.”


Clementine wet her lips and swallowed. “I should only like to look today, thank you. I’m not yet sure of all that I will come to need.” She waved a hand at the two prospectors. “Please, continue helping these gentlemen.”


Sam Woo bowed again, the lenses of his thick spectacles winking in the dim light as he straightened. Uncomfortable with the men’s goggle-eyed scrutiny, Clementine turned away, pretending interest in a wrought-iron birdcage that was still littered with the feathers of some long gone canary. After a long, uncomfortable silence, the men gave up staring at her and huddled together, bending over a dog-eared catalog that lay spread open on the counter.


Never had Clementine seen so many disparate things all gathered together in one place. Her nose twitched at the strong smells of coal oil and saddle soap, cured fish and wheels of moldy cheese. A set of checkers lay atop a stack of frypans, which in turn balanced precariously on a pile of lard buckets. Brass lanterns were displayed next to men’s unmentionables, little cans of crimson paste next to boxes of Goodwin candles. Something brushed against her head, becoming entangled in her bonnet, and she looked up to see an old-fashioned crinoline hanging from the ceiling.


On the counter, next to a box advertising rose toilet soap, she spotted a pair of scales, which she knew from Shona’s novels were used for weighing gold dust. She stepped up for a closer look, and the smell of attar of roses grabbed her senses and sent them spinning back into the house on Louisburg Square. Her mother’s face appeared before her, and her fingers clenched around the sachet of coins that she still carried deep in her cloak pocket.


She looked around the mercantile with its crowded, splintering, and sagging shelves, its grimy window and mud-splattered floor; at the walls made of logs so rough they still had bark peeling off in places in soft gray curls. The flickering coal-oil lamp released an oily, smelly smoke, and she could hear rats or snakes or some other vile creatures scuttling around in the open rafters. She was in the middle of a wilderness, a world of nowhere and nothing, and so far from Boston she would never find her way back. She felt hollow inside, utterly alone, and for the first time truly afraid of what she had done.


She became aware that the fat prospector was shouting. It was the odd sound of his voice that first penetrated her thoughts, for it was high and squeaky like a rusty pump. But the subject was so startling that she forgot her own wretchedness and drew closer to eavesdrop.


“It ain’t legal, Sam,” he was saying, thumping the catalog with a gnarled finger to make his point. “Buying a slave. Don’t you know how we fought a war a while back just to make the point that we’re all free and equal citizens of these United States and her territories. Even the coloreds are free now. Well, the Injuns—they ain’t exactly equal. And women, they ain’t equal, either, bein’ female. But they’re all free—leastaways in a manner of speakin’ they are. Dammit, Nash, did you swaller yer tongue? Explain to the man here what it is I’m tryin’ to say.”


The skinny prospector pulled the catalog out from beneath his partner’s tapping finger and held it up to the dubious light of the window. “He’s saying you can’t go buying yourself a woman, Sam, not even a Chinee woman. How much she gonna cost you anyways?”


“You don’t understand, fellas. I marry her, so it is a bride-price I pay her protector, sort of dowry in reverse, you savvy.” Sam Woo leaned over the counter to point at a picture of a girl in a high-collared robe. The entire catalog, Clementine saw, was filled with wood engravings of women’s faces. “This one here,” Sam Woo said. “You like her, huh? She’s a pretty bit of calico, yes sirree? A thousand dollars she would cost me.”


“A thousand bucks? Crucified Jesus!”


The tall, skinny man whipped off his hat and smacked it hard across the little man’s stomach, raising a puff of dust. “Watch your stampeding mouth, Pogey.”


The fat man opened his mouth to protest, and his gaze fell on Clementine. He stared at her, tugging at first one ear, then the other—ears that were as big and round as one of Nickel Annie’s flapjacks. “Ma’am, I don’t wanna seem like a pryin’ man,” he said to her. “But are you one of Mrs. Yorke’s new gals? I only ask ’cause you shore as hell don’t look like any sportin’ gal I ever seen—shit!” he exclaimed as he was slapped again with his partner’s floppy hat. “What the hell you keep hittin’ me for, Nash?”


“Watch your language, you ol’ bunkhouse rooster.”


“Watch my . . . hell.” He rubbed his belly and cast a look full of woeful injury heavenward. “Why is it that I can’t even break wind without you wantin’ to issue a declaration and read me a lecture about it?”


“I’m sayin’ there’s a lady present. I’m saying a gentleman ain’t supposed to cuss in front of a lady.”


“Well, good God almighty, hellfire, and damnation. What’s talk without a cussword or two for spice?”


“I’m saying if you got an itch where it ain’t polite to scratch, you don’t scratch.”


“You don’t talk sense, you know that, Nash? Not once in all the days that I knowed you have you ever made a lick of sense. At least a lady can understand what’s coming outta my mouth, which is more’n a soul can say about yours. Yap, yap, yap, like a damned coyote, and not once has there ever come out of them flappin’ gums of yours a single sentence that makes any goddamned sense!”


“Anyone with a brain bigger’n a pea would know what I’m saying. I’m saying you should watch your manners, Pogey. That’s all I’m saying.”


Whatever Pogey was going to say to that remained unspoken, for just then the cowbells jangled with the opening of the door.


An Indian girl stood poised on the threshold, tensed to bolt at any moment. She had a child of about two cradled on one hip and an infant in a papoose basket slung on her back. Her small, thin body was clothed in a simple red calico smock over leather leggings, and she wore moccasins that were decorated with dyed quills and colorful glass trade beads. A small gold papist cross hung around her neck. She was young, barely more than a child herself. But her round copper face was pinched tight, her dark gaze hollow and flickering from one man to the other.


“Please, Mr. Sam,” she said, and took two tentative, shuffling steps. “Could you give me milk tins for my baby? She’s sick, and my breasts don’t feed her enough anymore.”


Pogey scowled at the girl, giving his flapjack ear a sharp tug. “What for are you lettin’ them war whoops in here, Sam?”


“I’m not letting them in, no sirree jingle.” Sam Woo rushed out from behind the counter, flapping his apron and shooing at the Indian and her child as if they were chickens. “No milk without money, squaw-girl, do you hear? No money, no milk. Out, out, out!”


The girl spun around so fast her black braids flew out straight behind her and the cradleboard slapped hard against her hip. She yanked open the door, bounced off Gus McQueen’s chest, and ran out into the mud-choked road.


Gus looked after her a moment, then came inside, shutting the door behind him. His gaze swept the gathering at the counter. “How, fellas. I see y’all have met my wife.”


This announcement was greeted with the same stunned looks and long silence Clementine had received upon entering the store. A slow smile stretched across Sam Woo’s lips. He bowed low. “It big, wonderful pleasure to meet you, Mrs. McQueen.”


“Well, I’ll be . . .” Nash’s face split into a wide grin, showing off a pair of toothless gums.


“Damned,” Pogey finished for him.


Gus leaned over to peer into Nash’s face. “What in the blazes’ve you done with your teeth?”


“Huh?” Nash slapped a hand over his mouth, then tried to talk around it.


Pogey thumped him in the ribs with an elbow. “You can’t talk sense, Nash, even without your fist in your mouth. Let me tell him . . . Nash and me, we had ourselves a go at the pasteboards with that tinhorn gambler who’s put down squatting rights on a table over at the Best in the West. We staked them store-boughten teeth of Nash’s to a heart flush and damned—durned if we didn’t draw a deuce of clubs. But we’ll get ’em back soon enough, now that we’ve—uhh!” he wheezed as his partner slapped him hard in the belly with his hat. “Uh, we’ll talk to you ’bout that part later, Gus.”


Gus gave the two men a sharp look. But when they said nothing more, only grinned at him, he shrugged. “Well, we ought to be making tracks. I got the buckboard all loaded up, Clem, and it’s a good two hours yet out to the ranch.” He put a hand in the small of her back and pushed her toward the door.


“It was a pleasure meeting . . . so many of my new neighbors all at once,” Clementine said, and produced one of her rare smiles.


The door shut behind them with the clatter of cowbells, and a silence descended over the mercantile—a silence so complete you could hear the crackers breaking in the bottom of the barrel.


“The country’s goin’ tame on us, Pogey,” Nash said after a moment with a sorrowful shake of his head.


“Tame as a cream-fed kitten.” Pogey pulled at his ear and sighed. “Drag out the bottle, Sam, and start pourin’. We’re gonna need to get ourselves pie-eyed just to weather the shock.”


“Makes a man want to bawl in his booze, it does,” Nash said. “First come the women, and the next thing you know you got fences and schools.” He shuddered. “And tea parties and church socials.”


“Holy God,” Sam Woo said, pulling a whiskey bottle from beneath the counter. The men contemplated the sad state of encroaching civilization in silence for a while.


“I thought Gus went back to the States to visit his dying mother,” Nash said.


Pogey heaved another sigh. “Lost hisself a mother and gained hisself a wife.”


“A daisy-do wife.”


“A ginger cakes and lemonade sort of wife.”


“Holy God,” Sam Woo said. He drank straight from the neck of the bottle and passed it into Pogey’s waiting hand.


“Wonder if Rafferty knows about this yet,” Nash said.


“Holy God,” Sam Woo said again.


—


Lilting her skirts high, Clementine waded into the middle of the road. The Indian girl, having to shuffle through the thick gumbo under her heavy burden, hadn’t gone far.


“Wait!” Clementine called out. “Please wait!”


Gus strode after her, grabbing her arm and swinging her around to face him. “What in the blazes are you doing?”


“That Indian girl . . . we must give her money. She needs to buy milk.”


He gave a sharp, hard shake of his head. “She’s Joe Proud Bear’s squaw. If he wants her to eat, he can provide. In fact, I’m surprised he isn’t providing her with some of my cows, the filthy, thieving renegade.”


“But the baby—”


“Besides which, if I gave her money she wouldn’t use it to buy milk. She’d clean Sam Woo out of lemon extract and drink herself insensible.”


His grip was hurting her, but she barely felt it. The Indian girl had heard her and was coming back, though slowly as if she sensed danger from Gus and his anger. “I don’t understand,” Clementine said, her throat tight.


“The saloons aren’t allowed to sell to Indians, so they try to get their hands on anything with alcohol in it. If she doesn’t want her kids to starve, she can take them up to the agency and collect her beef allotment. She and Joe Proud Bear are both half-breeds, not full bloods, but they got kin up there they can go to.”


The girl hadn’t asked for lemon extract when she was in the mercantile; she’d begged for milk. But I have money, Clementine thought suddenly. A whole hundred dollars right in her pocket. Sewn up tight in a sachet, though. She’d have to pick the seams apart with her nails. She tugged free of Gus and began ripping off her gloves. The soft kid caught on her wedding ring—


A scream pierced the air. An Indian on a piebald pony came thundering down the road from the direction of the river, throwing up red divots of mud. He was dressed in checkered California pants and a faded blue shirt and would have looked like a cowboy if it hadn’t been for the thick copper bracelets around his upper arms and the tufts of owl feathers and bits of fur laced into his braids. He was young, hardly older than Clementine herself. But he looked to her like a savage on the warpath, and she went rigid with fear.


“Clementine,” Gus said, his voice harsh in her ear, “get in the buckboard.” She could sense the urgency in him, and she ran to the wagon, slipping in the thick mud. With a shove from Gus she clambered onto the seat just as the girl screamed again.


The Indian had untied a lariat of braided rawhide from his saddle. He let out enough to make a noose, which he twirled above his head. The running loop sailed through the air and dropped over the girl’s shoulders, wrapping itself snug around the child in her arms and the baby on her back.


The rawhide sang taut. The Indian anchored it with fast hitches around the saddle horn and swung the piebald around, heading back toward the river, pulling the girl and her children after him like a roped calf. Her legs had to work hard to keep from stumbling in the heavy, sucking gumbo.


“Oh, please, make him stop!” Clementine cried. “Make him stop.”


Gus didn’t move. Mrs. Yorke, Nickel Annie, Snake-Eye—they were all watching and doing nothing to stop it.


Clementine stood up, and Gus whirled, snarling at her with such violence that droplets of spittle laced his mustache. “Sit down! Get back in the damn buckboard!”


She froze, more frightened of him now than of the Indian. “But he’s roped her. He’s dragging her off like an animal.”


Gus unhitched the reins and threw himself onto the seat. He grabbed the back of her cloak and yanked her down beside him. The buckboard lurched, and Clementine swayed. She gripped the brass rail, pulling away from her husband.


The buckboard’s low-slung axle creaked and groaned as it plowed through the mud. Gus whipped at the horse with the reins. “She shamed him with her begging, Clem,” he said, his voice calmer, though the pulse still beat hard and fast in his neck. “And they’re man and wife. Indian man and wife, anyway. It isn’t our place to interfere.”


Clementine’s hands clenched, gripping the thick worsted cloth of her cloak.


The wheels clicked off several moments of tense silence. They were past the piles of tin cans and bottles. The smoke-stained tipi was behind them. Clementine did not look back.


“Things’re done differently out here, girl. You got to learn to accept them, to get along.”


“I won’t accept your different ways, Mr. McQueen. Not all of them.”


A startled look came into his eyes; then his mouth tightened. “You will if I say you will.”


“I won’t.”


—


The thick, pale green buffalo grass lay flattened by the buckboard’s passing, like a ship’s wake. A strange wind had come up, hot and dry and smelling of wild mustard and pine. The wind drowned out the jingle of the harness and the suck and crunch of the iron tires over the gravelly mud. It drowned out the frightened chuckles of the prairie chickens, and Gus McQueen’s silence.


Clementine looked at her husband’s closed face. He was maintaining a taut hold on his lips, as if saving up his inventory of words. It was certainly a different anger than she was used to. Silence instead of ranting and praying.


She held on to her own bonnet as she watched the dry, hot wind bend the brim of Gus’s hat and flatten his coat against his chest. He was a big man, with broad shoulders and muscular arms. Her gaze went to his hands, which loosely held the reins. Large-boned hands, strong hands. There was a dryness in her mouth and a tightness in her chest that she recognized as fear. Her hands curled around the scars on her palms. He wouldn’t beat her. She wouldn’t allow him to beat her.
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