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CHAPTER



one


IN THE SUMMER OF 1963, WHEN I WAS THIRTEEN, I STABBED MY father in the chest with a Davy Crockett Explorers pocketknife. That was almost fifty years ago. I suppose I might as well be truthful with you and say that I only feel empty whenever I think back on it all.


It’s a sad thing when a man keeps the most important things in his past locked tightly away, only to forget about how, for a time, they were all he cared about—all that shaped his life and made him who he was—but that’s exactly what I did. I think sometimes a person even begins to forget what lies beyond that locked door of dead memories. And, sometimes, that door’s been kicked in, and whether you want to or not, you do remember. That’s what happened today.


The elevator doors parted to a hurricane of activity. There were gasps and shouting. People were running across the long marble floor of the lobby, eyes wide. Just outside the tall glass doors of the building’s façade, a crowd gathered.


There had been an accident.


A pickup truck pulling a horse trailer had been sideswiped by a black Land Rover. The horse trailer, taking the brunt of the crash, lay flipped over. Inside was a beautiful white mare, struggling, dying. No police cars. No sirens. The driver of the mashed-in pickup sat on the street, holding his arm and looking dazed. A few people thumbed 911 on their phones, others just stared, not knowing what to do. The door of the trailer hung open, dangling, and the mare lay halfway out, its hindquarters in the trailer, its front on the smeared pavement. She tried to lift her head; the rest of her wouldn’t budge. Her back was unnaturally twisted, but it was the sight of blood pooling onto the pavement below her mouth that stuck with me. The mare’s large, frantic black eyes darted about the chaotic city center.


I ran to her, pushing through the crowd. “No,” I whispered, dropping to my knees, moving my hand along her neck. She whinnied and more blood came. A moan, almost human, ripped from the animal’s chest, and again she tried to raise her head. She was dying, and there was nothing in the world I could do about it except be there with her.


She tried a final time to force her body up, and she cried out again. Her deep and heavy breathing began to weaken. And then it stopped.


I hugged the animal as tightly as I could, and wept for her. Maybe I was making a spectacle of myself but I didn’t care. In that moment, the people and places I’d long kept behind those locked doors resurfaced and I was flooded with the past.





CHAPTER



two


THE SKY BLOOMS, AND THUNDER ECHOES JUST BEHIND, STRETCHING out until I think it’s not going to end. In the thick of the slicing rain and blasts of wind, the limbs of the oak outside my bedroom window rise and fall, and scratch at the glass with crooked fingers. It sounds like a bitch of a storm.


But it wasn’t the storm that woke me. I’d been tormented by the vision of the dying mare all evening. Twisted, broken, struggling for breath. I think I was even dreaming about her. Her, and the secrets of my past.


I woke in a cold sweat and grasped my knee. I tried to remain still—to ignore the pain, and fall back asleep. Sometimes, I lie awake for hours this way. I could take something for the pain, but you should see how many pills I’m already on these days. I always wonder what would happen if I just stopped taking them. I can feel the pain in all my joints, but it’s always sharpest behind my left shoulder. I can just reach it if I stretch backward enough and find the thick line of scar tissue.


My doctor says it’s the onset of arthritis, and more than once he’s suggested I move away from the cold Chicago climate. Somewhere dry, out west. That’s easy for him to say; he’s forty. I can’t just leave and start over. Not at my age. Not alone.


There aren’t new beginnings for men like me, but there are endings. Today, before the crowd and the blood and the horse, the insurance firm where I’ve worked for twenty-three years sent me a letter informing me I was part of their generic personnel reduction. It actually said that in the letter: “generic personnel reduction.” I guess it was supposed to be more impersonal than indifferent, but it was both.


I suppose they didn’t have to think too hard about whom to let go when it came time to downsize. I haven’t exactly been an outstanding employee. Things have been hard for me the past couple of years; more and more, I found myself merely floating by, doing only what was necessary to keep from raising any eyebrows. Toward the end, I felt more like a ghost: lonely and invisible. Frankly, I’m surprised I made it this long.


This morning, as I cleaned out my desk, I received two visitors. The first was our receptionist, Wanda Bratcher. She’s been at the firm almost as long as me. She stumbled through wishing me well, topping it off with an unexpected but heartfelt embrace. And when she squeezed her thin arms around me and whispered, “Good luck out there, William Sheppard,” I felt like a prisoner being released back into the throes of society.


The second person was Ronald Perkins. He was perhaps the only coworker I could call a friend, though we really only spoke at the office. He, too, was serving out his last day. Ronald is a squat fellow who always relishes breaking bad news. It’s really too bad he wasn’t able to self-deliver his own termination.


“I’ve been thinking about time, man.”


I lied, and told him I had not.


“Nev Lewis and Jeff Morgan thought about time, I’ll bet you. Maybe it’s better we didn’t.”


Each had retired the previous spring, and each had died shortly thereafter.


The rest of my day was mostly what I expected. A small group of coworkers took me to lunch and gave me a card with a bunch of signatures; some names I knew, others didn’t trigger an honest clue. There were a lot of handshakes and slaps on the back. A lot of “good lucks,” each one a reminder that I would sure as hell need it.


I was in the same sinking boat as Ronald Perkins. I could search up and down for another job, but I doubted there would be much opportunity for a sixty-two-year-old who could have already said uncle and retired. I’ll admit it: I was afraid. I didn’t want to become a feeble old man who sits on his couch all day watching countless loops of the Weather Channel.


Now, looking at the stark red numbers on the clock on my night-stand, I know this is not going to be a night I fall back asleep. This night is different. Tonight is for closure. Tonight it ends.


I fumble with the small lamp on the bedside table and long shadows reach across the room. There’s a tin box on the nightstand. I take it, turn it over in my fingers, and listen to its contents slide and clink. Years ago, that little box lay tucked away on a shelf high in my bedroom closet, calling to me only on occasion. Now it is more of a night-light in my dark world, a comfort upon which I’ve grown quite dependent.


Too much has happened.


The sound of snapping bone comes from outside the window, and I feel a branch collapsing onto the house. I hear a ghost whisper, “Go on, Lunch. Climb that bastard. Climb it, before I shoot you dead.”


Seeing the dying horse stirred the once locked and haunted memories of my past. Memories of those I once called my closest friends. And the one friend who still grips me.


MY SMALL CLAPBOARD HOUSE ON MAPLEWOOD AVENUE FEELS empty and cold. It didn’t always feel this way, only since Mina died, four years ago. We tried for so long to have children, until the doctors told us it was my fault we couldn’t conceive. Mina was strong, and never once said a negative word about it. She didn’t have to; I saw the hurt in her eyes. Adoption? I don’t know—we married late, on the verge of middle age. After years of trying the old-fashioned way, we felt we were just too old, and maybe it wasn’t meant to be. Sounds silly, I guess, but it’s the truth.


So we pressed on with our lives, enjoying every single minute. We never worried about all the small potatoes—mortgages, bills, gossip, so forth and so on. None of that meant shit. Sure there were bad times, and fights. But we also held hands, and we laughed. I played my Miles Davis albums on Saturday nights and we danced by candlelight. We did this for eighteen years, and it never got old. Never. She was my only family, and I miss her. But saying that doesn’t really come close to describing a damn thing.


Tonight, I had the unmistakable feeling she was lying next to me in bed. I felt her warmth. I must have been dreaming of her, but then I heard a low voice from my past: “Climb it, before I shoot you dead.”


I’ve known for some time what was coming, the decision I was going to make. And today, watching that beautiful horse suffering made me see what has held me back for all these years. For all my life.


I go to Mina’s curio desk in the corner of the bedroom and take out a ream of notebook paper. The thought of putting my childhood down on paper scares the shit out of me. It will turn into something real, then. Something you can hold in your hands instead of dismissing as nothing but fiction. But it’s the thought of an ending without closure that bothers me the most.


I don’t care who might read these pages; I’m doing this for myself. Maybe if I get it all down right, I’ll have executed some sort of justice, gotten some revenge, even. Not for myself, but for those I once called friends.


There’s a quote I like. I copied it from a novel years ago. I don’t remember who wrote it, but I scribbled the words on a napkin and tucked them away. It goes like this:


“Some stories are rooted in adventure, some in strife. Others are born of the heart, and the horrors and the joys locked therein are often immeasurable, and make us truly wonder what became of those children we once were.”


When I was thirteen, I stabbed my father in the chest.


That’s where I’ll begin.





CHAPTER



three


I GREW UP IN IRISH CHICAGO; BRIDGEPORT, SPECIFICALLY. YOU learn a lot about life growing up on the South Side, and in the early sixties, I learned how to survive. I’ve tried hard to forget much of my early childhood, but I still remember the beatings. In fact, it’s harder for me to recall the times my old man was sober than to remember him drunk. Or with a belt in his hand and the stink of liquor on his breath. Straight whiskey was his usual, and to this day my stomach churns at the smell of it.


He was a short man. Broad in the shoulders and thick across the chest. His eyes were so dark the pupils almost blended into the irises. He had thick, strong arms, and rough hands. Me—I mostly inherited my mother’s features. Lean. Fair-skinned. I even had her wavy hair. My father always called me names like Sissy and Queer, which I never understood; I loved to play ball in the street with my friends, and I thought Carrie Francello, the girl who lived across the hall, was the prettiest thing I’d ever laid eyes on.


On most occasions, it took very little to provoke him—maybe I’d left a comic book on the floor, or spilled a glass of milk.


“Out, William!” he’d yell. “Out for your whippin’!” And Jesus, Mary, and Joseph, you better believe if I didn’t go out and face him, the hell would be ten times worse.


On my tenth birthday, he broke my arm. My mother was out picking up my birthday cake from Gillpatrick’s, and Mrs. Francello found me crying under the stairs. She scooped me up in her arms and carried me four blocks to the doctor. It was an incredible act of kindness, but a socially bold move nonetheless. Back then, it was taboo for people in my neighborhood to interfere in other people’s business.


My best friend was Jimmy Curio. We weren’t blood brothers or anything stupid like that, but in all the vacant lot ball games, I played second and he played short, and most every time I found myself in deep shit, he was usually right there with me. Sometimes I slept over at his place, when his parents weren’t fighting. He asked me one day how I could stand it, all the abuse from my old man. It’s funny, because I was so used to things at home, I didn’t know what he meant at first. He said if it were him, he’d have already run away. Or killed the bastard. He laughed when he said that, like maybe it was a joke or something. I got embarrassed and just changed the subject, asking him if he thought Carrie Francello would ever let me kiss her on the mouth. But what Jimmy said stuck in my head, kept me up most nights, wondering to God why I hadn’t done anything.


I think now a lot of it has to do with my mom. That sounds absurd, but it’s true. Back then, I could hardly swing a stick without wondering what she’d think. I know that makes it out like I was a momma’s kid—and I don’t know, maybe I was—but it was more than that. You see, without even meaning to, I’d fallen into a protective role with her. Often trying to save her from anything and everything, and to somehow salvage our family.


For me, the constant struggle of my youth revolved around which inner emotion won out: the instinct to protect my mother, or the absolute terror of my old man. Too many times, fear prevailed.


Christmas Eve, 1962. I came home to the sound of her sobbing, crying out in a subdued voice. It came from down the hall, from the bedroom, and from the assault of liquor in the air, I knew Dad had come home early. Her words were muffled, like she was face-first into a pillow, but the closer I crept down the hallway, the more I caught. I heard my name. And in between all the no’s and the pleases, she cried something about me not seeing; something about waiting until I left. The door wasn’t even shut all the way, and I gave in to temptation, wanting to go a little farther, to see what he was doing to her.


Another sound. He’d hit her, and she’d cried out. I inched closer to the crack in the doorway, and leaned to see what was happening, to see if I could help. I caught sight of his arm, coming down on her, striking once more. His other hand held a fistful of my mother’s hair. She was bleeding, pleading for him to stop.


I was twelve, and felt as helpless as ever. I retreated to the family room, biting my lip and rubbing tears from my eyes. I went to the record player, set the needle on Mom’s prized Bing Crosby holiday vinyl, and crouched to the floor beside the Christmas tree. The room was filled with the music of “Silent Night,” but I could still hear my father grunting, and my mother sobbing. It was quieter now, and I knew she was crying into the mattress, not wanting me to hear. I tried to drive it all from my mind, and heard the words of Jimmy Curio instead. How he’d have already run away—or maybe done something else.


Later that night, my mother avoided me. I went to bed early, but just before I turned out the light, she knocked on my door. I tried not to look at her, at the way her lip had split, the way the bruise on her eye was both purple and yellow. She kissed me on the forehead, and must have seen the look on my face.


“He’s a good man, William. It was . . . my fault.”


I closed my eyes, and pretended she hadn’t come in at all. I promised myself that night that I would protect her if she wouldn’t do it herself.


THEN, THE NEXT SUMMER—JUST SEVERAL WEEKS BEFORE THE START of the new school year—it happened. One night in August, my father came home from Milligan’s, down on Thirty-first, stumbled through the door, and started another row with Mom. Dinner, for which he was two hours late, lay cold on the table.


“The hell good are ya if ya can’t keep the focking food warm?” he slurred, and enunciated the point with a backhand to her jaw. “Worken my ass off and I’m greeted with cold meals?” This time he open-handed her, bloodying her nose. She shrieked and dropped to the floor, shielding her face with her arms. In one trembling hand she clutched a long strand of rosary beads, and I can still see them jerking through the air with each frightened block. She cried out his name again and again, but he never backed off. His blurred mind was too far gone. When I peeked from my cracked-open bedroom door, I saw him kicking at her like she was nothing more than a mangy dog. There was such anger in his face. Then I saw my mother’s panic-stricken eyes, wishing me away from behind the crisscrossed fingers of her shaking hands.


“Just have to teach you another lesson, won’t I, love?” He picked up a pot of cold ravioli from the stovetop and slung the food at her. Then he swung the cast-iron pot against her arm. As soon as I heard the crack, my stomach tightened.


He held the pot in a clenched, shaking fist, ready for another go.


Acting purely on instinct, I took the first thing I saw from the top of my bureau. It was lying innocently enough next to my tattered pack of Bicycle cards. “Get away from her,” I said.


The rim of that pot, so close to smashing into my mother’s face, lowered. He stopped, blinked, and turned.


“Oh, you’re next. And ya better pray to Jaysis I—”


“I do pray,” I said in a small voice. I walked toward him. It was the first time I’d resisted him. He just stood there, holding that pot. I like to think he wasn’t sure how to react. I moved my hand from behind my back and that’s when he first saw the opened pocketknife. A color drawing of Davy Crockett wearing a coonskin cap was on each side of the knife’s bone casing. Ironically, it had been a gift from my father, that very last Christmas.


He jerked his arm in self-defense, and the iron pot crashed to the floor. My mother screamed. Lashing in fury, I thrust out my arm. Then my father screamed. The blade penetrated his left side. I grabbed the knife and it slipped easily into my hand, almost as if his body had spit it out. The blood was immediate. I didn’t hesitate to punch in the knife once more, just below his underarm. This time, it lodged. I continued my attack, now with only my fists.


“Don’t ever touch me again! Don’t ever touch my mother! We don’t love you anymore so just leave! Oh, dammit, just leave!”


It felt like minutes had passed, but that couldn’t be right. Much too quickly, a firm set of hands violently yanked me back.


“What have you done, boy? God’s name have you done?”


It was Arnold Francello, Carrie’s dad. My fury softened, replaced by the stinging reality of what I had done.


There on the floor before us, my father lay in a spreading dark pool of his own blood, still trying to clutch at the knife, and failing each time. My mother shrieked again, and hovered over him, cupping his face in her hands. She looked back at me just once, and the look in her eyes struck me to the core. It was brief, but I’ll never forget the hatred that was there.


“How could you, William! Oh, Jesus! How could you!” She kissed my father on the forehead, just as she had kissed me last Christmas Eve after he’d raped her.


“Come with me, boy,” Mr. Francello said, and pulled me away. I wanted to say something, to make her understand I was protecting her. Saving her. But nothing I could have said at that second would have mattered; nothing could have kept her from doting on him as though the most precious thing in her life were fading.


I didn’t feel betrayed. It would have been easy to let that feeling creep into my heart, but what pressed into me instead was nothing more than pity for her. And that hurt even more.





CHAPTER



four


ON SEPTEMBER 7, 1963, I LEFT FOR SWOPE RANCH BOYS’ REFORMATORY in Colorado. I was put onto a long silver-sided bus with blue stripes at the Greyhound terminal over at Clark and Randolph. There hadn’t been much of a send-off party—Jimmy was there, hands in pockets. My mother stood beside me on the verge of tears, fidgeting with my collar like I was about to leave for summer camp instead of juvy. I kept watching for Carrie Francello to appear, maybe to give me that kiss on the mouth I’d always dreamed about—but she never came.


There wasn’t much to say. We all understood the more we talked, the more we’d probably just break down and start crying. Jimmy said, “You’ll be fine. I’ll keep your glove oiled.” I guess he just didn’t know what else to throw out. Who could blame him?


“Be strong,” my mother said. It had been almost four weeks since everything happened, but I could still see the ghosts of bruises lining her face. The cast on her arm stood out in stark contrast to the navy dress she wore that day, and I wanted to tell her I’d done it for her. The way she’d looked at me that night, with the hate in her eyes—she never apologized for that. She never told me she was proud of me.


“And do your best,” she said. It was something a guy might hear heading out the door on the first day of school. I hugged her, still seeking her approval. Always—seeking her approval. She began to cry then. With her good arm, she held me, and then pulled me tighter.


“Will you be okay?” I asked.


She never answered. She just held me close, sensing the time had come.


I’d been assigned an escort. An officer who would ride beside me the entire way. He wore an expensive-looking suit, and smelled like cedar shavings. He rapped his knuckles on the side of the bus. “It’s time, ma’am.”


Jimmy tipped his hat the way Mantle might, but my mother just stood there, staring at me as the officer led me onto the bus. She never said anything more. She just stared, as though she thought she might never see me again.


HIS NAME WAS RHYMES, BUT IN MY HEAD I SECRETLY NAMED HIM Pissed-Off; for the entirety of the trip, he acted as if he’d never been so inconvenienced in his life. He spoke to me only twice—once to tell me to stop leaning against him while I slept, and a second time simply to tell me to shut up. Other than that, there wasn’t much else to remember of him.


I closed my eyes and leaned my head against the window. I thought about the whirlwind that had been the last four weeks.


It took the doctors two tries to finally set my mother’s arm right; the bone had snapped completely in two. At the sentencing, she wept silently in the back of the courtroom. I stared at the rigid cast that ran the length of her arm. All her bruises were in full bloom, and it looked like Sonny Liston had done a number on both eyes. This pitiful creature surely wasn’t my mother, but my broken heart told me otherwise.


My father suffered a punctured lung as a result of the pocketknife, but he didn’t die—although I later found out he’d come as close as you can get. I think all of that anger helped him to stick it out. My mother said he was in surgery for more than four hours; apparently, the doctors had a hell of a time stopping the internal bleeding.


During my hearing, I stayed in a juvenile facility, which, all in all, I might as well just call jail. I had a cell with a single bunk and a wool blanket, an uncomfortable metal commode, and a door of heavy iron bars.


It wasn’t until the nighttime that reality struck, and I struggled to hide my tears. It’s funny how in a place like that I still had my dignity, but I did. It all felt wrong. I wasn’t supposed to be there. I was a good kid. Just twenty-four hours earlier I had been listening to “The Phantom” on our family’s AM radio and reading a Batman comic.


When the judge handed down my sentence, he might as well have punched me in the gut. That’s exactly how it felt. There was no emotion in his voice when he said it; he didn’t even look at me. I was to be sent to the Colorado reformatory for a period not to exceed twenty-four months. Two years of my life—gone. Just like that.


On the block were two brothers in cells across from mine. Their last name was Cofresi, and one looked old enough to buy drinks at Milligan’s, with the other not far behind. Immediately after the judge’s ruling, I learned two things from them. First, I could’ve been thrown a damn longer sentence. The older guy wore his hair slicked back, and according to him, a kid my age had just landed six years for holding up a Harold’s Chicken Shack and shooting the manager in the leg. They said if I’d waited until sixteen to stab my old man, I’d have found my ass in Joliet Prison for five good ones, maybe longer.


The second thing was that Swope Ranch Boys’ Reformatory was an honest-to-God nightmare. The younger brother went on and on about their cousin who’d spent eight months out there. He was never the same after coming back. Said the kid got kicked in the head while trying to saddle a horse, and from then on would often black out for minutes, having no idea what the hell just happened. Sometimes he even pissed himself, not being any the wiser. His parents just thanked God he made it back in one piece; there were rumors about guys trucking up to the joint and never coming back at all.


IT TOOK US TWO DAYS TO REACH THE RANCH IN GUNNISON COUNTY. The nighttime was the hardest. It was lonely to see the world outside my window cloaked in darkness; during the daylight hours, watching the land slip past was my only escape.


In my thirteen years, I had never ventured outside Chicago, so seeing the peaks of Colorado seemed about as foreign as seeing the jungles of Africa. I looked out the window as the bus weaved its way up through the Rocky Mountains, mere inches from the edge of the road, and saw nothing below. I was often glued to my window, overcome by the vastness of it all. Everything I saw was new, and it both excited and scared the hell out of me.


But the hailstorm. It’s the one thing about that climb up into the mountains I can remember with absolute clarity. Just west of Denver, we twisted and turned and lurched for hours, and when I was finally sure I was going to vomit from the surging nausea, I jerked my window back and leaned as much as I could. When I’d finished, I unclenched my eyes just in time to see a posted sign that simply read: CONTINENTAL DIVIDE . On the ground beneath it were scattered patches of snow. Maybe my act was catching because right then a few other passengers hiked their windows back, too, letting the crisp air snake into the bus.


And even though it was midmorning, everything outside started to go dark. Just like that. The rain that started didn’t last but a few moments before giving way to the ice. I never saw hail before, so I imagine I probably looked like a piss-scared baby, staring out the window with my mouth dropped open. Everything started out small at first. Weak. A shower of pebbles came and then slipped into a shower of golf balls, and then the storm choked what daylight there was out of the world. The bus slowed to nothing more than a creep when the road first started to disappear, and as the whine of the engine finally fell still, all we heard was the ice—pelting down on the roof like marbles spilling all over the sidewalk. I turned to Pissed-Off and asked in a whisper if he’d ever seen anything like it. All he told me was to shut my mouth.


I was paralyzed with both fear and wonder. In only a matter of minutes, the dark road we were crawling up and down had been carpeted in a blinding whiteout. And when it was over, the only things not underneath the ice were the ripped-open trees.





CHAPTER



five


AFTER SHIFTING DOWN THE WESTERN SIDE OF THE PASS, THE blue-and-silver bus wound its way onto Highway 50 and into Gunnison. The sky began to lighten, and slim spokes of sunlight pierced the clouds.


The Greyhound slowed and jerked as the driver played the gears, and stopped at an intersection along Main Street. It was the first sign of civilization since leaving Denver the day before. There was Arthur’s Barber Shop, complete with a candy cane pole out front. A faded sign in the window announced Tuesdays were half-off men’s cuts. Then there was Simonton’s Auto and a Sears, Roebuck. Down the sidewalk ahead of us was a radio station studio—KGUC—and beyond it, the Gunnison County bus terminal.


As the bus pulled into the station, Pissed-Off said (more to himself), “This is us.” He reached down and collected his hat and the previous day’s newspaper from the floor. Outside, I saw several parked cars and a few men in suits standing around, along with two men in cowboy hats.


I suddenly felt awkward, having no belongings. It was like remembering you forgot your schoolbag after the bus had already dumped you off at school. My only possession lay tucked inside my shirt’s front pocket: a palm-sized black-and-white photo of my mother. I was self-conscious about what the other guys at the ranch might say about it, but was too terrified not to have it in the first place. I was thirteen, and I’d never been away from home, unless you count the handful of nights I’d spent at Jimmy Curio’s, two buildings down.


The bus stopped, and a line of bodies crammed into the narrow aisle as we bumped and shuffled our way to the door. Outside, the air was chilled, and a strong wind bit into my face. Pissed-Off met with the cowboy hats while I stood in the shadow of the bus, feeling awkward and out of place. Pissed-Off turned, pointed to me, and the gaze of the cowboys followed. One of them had a thick mustache, and was the tallest man I’d ever seen. He caught my stare, smirked, and spit to the ground. It was the first time I had ever seen cowboys. They didn’t look anything like the ones I’d seen on The Roy Rogers Show. They were the real deal. They had pistols holstered at their waists, wore dirty clothes, and had lined, leathery faces. Neither of them looked friendly. They looked more like a pair of hungry dogs.


Pissed-Off handed over a folder of papers, turned to give me a final, contemptuous look, and climbed back onto the bus. It was the last time I ever saw him, and I’m vaguely surprised I can still remember what he looked like.


The cowboy who resembled a skyscraper started toward me and unsnapped a small pouch from his belt. “Hands out in front.”


I hesitated, confused.


“Hands out, goddammit! If you make me tell you again I’m going to put these ever-loving things behind your bony back.”


The passengers on the bus glared out their windows, their curiosity piqued by the commotion. I didn’t look away like the skyscraper must have expected. I held my gaze into his eyes, the eyes of a man who had already judged me, who had already made up his mind I was no good. I held out my hands.


The handcuffs were cold against my skin, and when I heard them click shut, a hard truth crashed down on me. I wasn’t on vacation in the mountains—I wasn’t heading down the road to camp. I was a prisoner and I was going to do hard time.


“Get your little ass in the backseat,” he said. He gripped my shoulder and directed me toward an open door of a black, early-fifties-model Olds. “You belong to us now. For the next . . .” He glanced at the papers. His heavy moustache widened above the corners of his mouth. “Hell, this little shit’s going to be staying with us for two.”


I got into the car. A third cowboy sat in the back next to me. He was much older, and his skin wasn’t as tanned as the others. He removed his wide hat, revealing curly white hair underneath. “A word of advice from an old man,” he said. “Don’t give that one”—he nodded out the window toward the tall cowboy—“a reason to hate you more than he already does. The others are mostly decent folk, but Frank Kroft has hate in all seven feet of him.”


“Thanks,” I said. And I meant it. He was the first person to really talk to me since I’d left Chicago.


“Frank Kroft. He’s a mean son of a bitch. The other one, with the wide shoulders, that’s Elmore Holling.”


I was quiet. Elmore Holling was built like a Notre Dame linebacker. His thickness, under other circumstances, would have looked humorous against Frank Kroft’s thin frame and shocking height. Holling’s clean face made him look younger than his counterpart, but he looked every bit as coarse.


“I’m Grimsley,” said the man next to me. “They call me Gus. Two years now? I hear right?”


“Yes, sir. I guess so.”


“Seen worse. Guess I seen better, too.”


I wanted to ask questions, but figured I was better off with my mouth shut. Better to not invite any unnecessary attention.


My nerves were a tangle of live wires, and I almost puked right there on the seat. Nearly a year before, as things grew progressively worse with my father, I took to smoking my first cigarettes. A couple guys on the block watched me, laughing as I lit up a Chesterfield. They laughed harder when I lurched, coughing uncontrollably. I stole the smokes from my dad’s chest of drawers—not the whole pack, just enough to get me started. Pretty ironic for a kid who wanted to be the exact opposite of his father. Sitting there in the backseat of the Olds, I’d have given anything for a smoke. Shit, I’d have even taken a Lucky Strike.


Gus Grimsley leaned back and stared through his window. The other two cowboys yanked open the front doors and climbed in. Even after removing his hat, Frank Kroft’s head was just inches from brushing the roof of the car. The one Gus called Holling fell into the driver’s seat. As the engine rumbled to life, the radio awoke and the Olds was filled with the sound of Buddy Knox’s “Party Doll.”


“Turn that shit off, Holling,” Frank said. “You’d think this was a goddamned Sunday drive.”


Holling rolled his eyes and killed the music. We started down a narrow road that wound south of town. Along the way, the talk was sparse. Frank Kroft said a western fence needed spot patching and that if someone named Addison hadn’t brought two mares to the front pens he’d be sleeping in shit that night. No one talked to me, and that was just fine.


For an hour, we climbed and coasted up the steep two-lane roads of the Rockies. Off the shoulder, I saw a sign that we were entering into UNCOMPAHGRE FOREST. A few miles later, we turned onto a smaller road that, not long after, became nothing more than a bumpy dirt path. Then another sign. SWOPE RANCH BOYS’ REFORMATORY—POSTED—PRIVATE PROPERTY. So this is it, I thought. This is where I’ll spend the next two years of my life.


The car banked through dense collections of spruce pines, aspens, and mountain maples, and after that we traveled downhill for most of the way. I glanced toward Gus, whose eyes were closed. My heart raced, and I felt sick to my stomach again. I guessed this was how convicts felt punching their ticket and taking their ride to Joliet.


Is that what I am, a convict?


“Welcome to your new home, Sheppard,” Frank Kroft said.


I digested the view through the front window.


Before us lay a wide valley as green as any fields of grass I ever saw, cradled between steep slopes and patches of dark pines. Its expanse seemed to stretch forever and, in the late afternoon light, was already in the shadow of the snowcapped peak to the west. We had just descended through the valley’s only entrance, its single doorway to the outside world.


In the center of the basin were several primitive-looking structures and two long barns. Past these, split post fences adorned all of the outer pastures. There, in the pastures, were horses. Herds of them. Some were in groups, running fast and shifting direction like flocks of birds. Others just grazed. Until that day, I’d never even laid eyes on a real horse.


The ranch was a hive of activity and constant motion. Trucks carried bales of hay from the barns to the fields, boys lugged heavy sacks over their shoulders, or rode horses in the pastures. A few were painting a barn, just yards from where two others were digging fence post-holes near a gate.


Not far from us was an incredibly large horse pen crawling with activity. Boys and men alike perched like vultures along the tall fence railing, screaming and shouting as if their lives depended on it. Inside, a figure sat atop an enormous bay-colored horse. It swung its head back and forth, grunting and whinnying. As we drove by, it kicked its hind legs into the air, sending the rider flying hard to the ground. The audience applauded and screamed even louder.


We came to a stop outside a large building with a deep porch that ran the width of its overhang. It was two stories, and two oversized windows looked out onto the entrance below. The front façade had an eerie, facelike quality, with a double entry serving as a gaping mouth.


“End of the line, sweetheart,” Kroft said, craning his head from the front seat. His breath was sour and smelled like a combination of cigarettes and shit. He smiled, revealing a flash of brown and yellow teeth, and I wondered if he ever brushed them at all.


Stepping outside the Olds, I drew in a deep breath of fresh air. The smell of manure was everywhere, coupled with the sweet and sour odor of hay.


“Get used to it—the shit in the air,” Frank said. He leaned over, eyes gleaming. “That’s the smell of money for us. But for you, it’s just the smell of shit.” He slapped his hat onto his greasy head and turned to the building. “C’mon.”


“You do, you know,” Gus said.


“What?” I asked.


“Get used to it. You do, in time.”


I watched him struggle to get out of the car, and I saw for the first time just how frail he seemed. He looked older than I’d first thought, and I suddenly thought of my Grandpa Jack, wearing a Roy Rogers hat. Gus walked slowly toward the two-story building, and I wondered just how long he’d been at the ranch.


I looked around, taking it all in. Something about the place didn’t seem right, but I couldn’t say what. I’d felt it as we drove into the valley and onto the ranch. Something out of place, or missing. I dismissed the feeling—told myself I was just being jumpy, and followed the men.


The wood slats creaked as I stepped onto the porch and followed Kroft and Holling through the doors. Inside, the smell of leather and wood stain permeated the room. On one end was a deeply varnished counter that ran the length of a wall, making the room look more like a historic hotel than a prison facility. We went behind the counter and into one of the numerous back rooms, and then into yet another, smaller room beyond.


“Sit down,” Elmore Holling said, motioning toward the metal table and chairs. Gus Grimsley tipped his hat, and then the two of them left. Holling swung the heavy door shut, filling the room with a deep, metallic cry. After that, everything was quiet.


I sat. I waited. The room was cold and had no windows; the only light was stale and came from a lonely bulb that hung exposed from the tall ceiling. It cast colorless, empty glares onto everything beneath. On the opposite wall was a clock, protected by a crisscross nest of wires that ran the length of its face. Next to it was a painting of a crimson sunset stretched over an empty prairie. Otherwise, the walls were bare.


But the painting. It served as a window in its own way. Those on my side of the table had no doubt stared at the brushed landscape, wishing as I did that they could somehow crawl through the frame, into that narrow window, and escape to the peaceful world on the other side. Maybe begin a new life, leave the past behind.


The door opened.


Frank Kroft entered, ducking his head in order to clear the doorway. He held a large clipboard with a collection of pages wedged beneath its metal teeth. Behind him was a tall, heavyset man wearing crisp denim overalls. He was almost as tall as Frank, but with a giant stomach protruding from inside the overalls, and his face was masked under a thick, peppered beard. In his mouth was a long, wooden pipe, and I couldn’t help but think of the time I approached Santa Claus in the Marshall Field’s café. I’d stood in line and seen him four times that week already. Santa had been smoking a dark, polished pipe, and the deep woody smell of tobacco was both pleasant and nauseating. That smell still had the same effect on me.


The man in overalls shut the door and sat down across from me. Frank tossed the clipboard onto the table and pulled out a chair for himself.


The man pulled the pipe away. “Seems to me . . .”—his voice was deep and unrefined—“that you have your work cut out for you, Frank.” He wore black horn-rimmed glasses, which he pushed higher onto his thick nose. With a sigh, he took the clipboard from the desk and thumbed through the first few pages.


“The next herd won’t be coming for another month,” Frank said. “I’ll take care of it.”


It made me feel small to sit before them and not be acknowledged.


“You will, Frank. You always do.”


He flipped a few pages over the clipboard, then set it back on the table.


“Now, let’s see what we have here.” He glanced up, eyed me, said nothing. The silence in the room was uncomfortable; the clock’s second hand was ticking, ticking, ticking.


He waited, as if I might say something. I didn’t.


“Huh.” He returned to the clipboard. “We’ll break you, Mr. Sheppard. Just like we break each of the animals outside. One step at a time.”


Kroft chuckled, all yellow-brown teeth and lips.


The other drew once more on his pipe, then said, “William Paul Sheppard. You are here for twenty-four months, son. Two years. You will spend those two years working for me. My name is Walter Barrow. But you will call me sir, Mr. Barrow, or even Warden, as I believe that somehow fits, doesn’t it?”


I spoke softly, staring into his eyes. “Yes, sir.”


“Very good. Now, let’s get one thing out of the way before we move on. It is a luxury for you to be here, Mr. Sheppard. A privilege. Right this minute, you could be sitting in a state juvenile prison cell, seeing God’s open sky only when you’re told you can go and do so. Here on the ranch, you will be outside for the majority of the day. But believe me, those days will not be easy here, son. They will be hard. You will labor and you will sweat. And if you step one inch out of line, William, you will be dealt with.”


“Mmm,” Kroft agreed.


“You may have noticed as you drove up, Mr. Sheppard, that Swope Ranch Reformatory has no security gates, no iron or stone fences.”


That was it. I knew something seemed off. No gates. Before he even began to explain why, I knew: there was no need.


“This ranch resides in a valley over thirteen thousand feet above sea level, in the shadow of one of the two fourteener peaks in the county. In the winters, the only accessible road out of the valley is covered under an average of three feet of snow. Even in summertime, the temperature at night falls to near freezing at this altitude. Without the luxury of a vehicle, we are many days’ travel from any sort of civilization. If by some means of optimistic insanity a prisoner here does try to escape, there is a harsh policy we follow. You will be shot down with a rifle if found outside these boundaries, and without a second thought. In the twelve years this ranch has served as a reformatory, not one prisoner has tried to escape. The mountains aren’t forgiving up here, that’s the plain and simple truth.”


I’m sure he could see in my eyes that I believed him.


“There are seventy-eight boys currently serving sentences on the ranch. You will make seventy-nine. We will provide you with two pairs of standard-issue blue jeans, a sweatshirt, coat, and two shirts. We’ll throw in a pair of work boots, too.


“We have a military-style barrack for all the boys, complete with indoor plumbing, constructed just last year, so you don’t have to shit outside.”


He surveyed the papers. “Mr. Kroft will escort you to the commissary to get you sized for your new clothes, and then you will join the others.”


He flipped the papers back over the clipboard and handed it to Frank. “Knifing your father. Almost to death.”


I sat there, unsure what to say. “Guess I should have tried harder.”


To my surprise, the two men laughed in unison and shared a knowing look.


Barrow turned back to me. “Oh, yes, Mr. Sheppard. We’ll get you straightened right the fuck out.”





CHAPTER



six


IN 1963, THERE WERE STILL VAST ACRES OF OPEN WILDERNESS IN the state of Colorado, especially outside the Grand Junction area, where herds of mustangs were often rounded up and trucked to various ranches across the region. And at Swope Reformatory, the horses were met and worked daily by a select group of inmates who were part of a special program to break them. They called themselves breakers.


After the horses were broken in and gentled, they were sold to various ranchers and landowners in Colorado, California, Arizona, and New Mexico. Sometimes farther away. And this was how the ranch made its cut. Call it what you want, but it was an institution more than anything, profiting from the use of free labor to generate revenue.


Horses came and went, delinquent boys came and went. The boys broke the horses, Swope Reformatory broke the boys.


“WHERE WE GOING?” WE’D FINISHED AT THE COMMISSARY, WHERE AN old man with a pockmarked face had peered down at me from behind a massive slab of varnished oak. With an eyeballed assessment, he nodded, and slurred that my clothes would be delivered to the bunks.


“Five o’clock. Time to eat. Mess hall opens quarter till.” Kroft stopped and considered me. It felt almost like my own father standing before me, trying to intimidate, to threaten. “You don’t get your ass inside the hall before five, you don’t eat. Not until the next day, you don’t eat a damned thing. Understand, asshole?” He leaned in to drive the point home; the dog-shit stink of his breath was hideous.
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