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 When I invent a new heroine,


I’m just reinventing Lesley.










NOTE

The cowboy is the American knight: the armed man on horseback with a code. Famous knights always had special swords. I gave my American knight a special gun made by Tiffany. Yes, Tiffany really did make silver six-shooters once upon a time. And, yes, what I call the “plagues of Egypt” really did ravage West Texas more or less as described. The town of Quanah was especially hard hit and doubly plagued. And, yes, there really was a Winchester Quarantine.
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BOOM!




Revelie ducked, then crouched. Emotions exploded in her head: She hated the sound of guns. She despised what guns could do. She loathed what she herself had done with a gun, for she had done the worst thing. Now this frightened man-killer found herself crouching at the feet of her son, who stood tall and fearless. Of course he wasn’t afraid. He had never seen what guns were capable of because she had never allowed guns to come near him. She had carefully shielded him from their violence all his life. The mother understood why she was afraid—while her boy was fearless—but she still felt a little silly.




“Please help me up,” said Revelie, extending her hand.




“Okay, Mumsy,” said Percy, sounding younger than his seventeen years. Taking her hand, he lifted her gently. “Don’t be ascared.”




“That’s not a word, Percy. It’s not in the dictionary. You must always speak correctly. Please.”




Soon mother and son were once again promenading along Atlantic Avenue, which skirted the Boston Harbor. They walked south with the water on their left.




“They’re just playing,” said Percy, “because it’s the Fourth.” He pointed. “See.”




“Percy, don’t point,” said his mother, who nonetheless looked in the direction he was pointing.




Revelie saw a paddle-wheel steamship with a dozen cannon pointed right at her. Bright American flags with thirty-four stars waved above the ship’s crowded decks. All hands had turned out to enjoy the sun and fire the cannon. She told herself that they were surely firing blanks, but she had a hard time believing it. She saw smoke. BOOM! This time she cringed instead of ducking. She told herself that she was making progress.




Revelie—who was still beautiful at forty-three years of age—tried to concentrate on the beauty of the harbor scene. She was slightly taller than average. Her hair was now light brown with rare silver threads running through it. Her ample but tightly laced figure continued to conform to the hourglass ideal. Her legs were concealed under her ankle-length skirt.




The harbor was filled with dozens of other ships with sails or steam engines—even some with both—all flying starry banners. Revelie picked out a favorite, a tall sailing ship with three masts and square sails. Sailors stood shoulder to shoulder on the great crossbars—yardarms—so they looked like birds on a wire. She hoped they wouldn’t fall.




Strolling along, they passed wharves, all of which had huge warehouses built on them: great, fat fingers of commerce reaching out into the harbor. First came Lewis Wharf, then Commercial Wharf, T Wharf, and the longest, Long Wharf. Slow horse-drawn wagons piled with goods rolled past them.




 BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!




Revelie shuddered. She had always loved Boston because it was so civilized, so insulated from raw violence, ruled by law instead guns. Except on the Fourth, apparently. Guns had won the Revolution and guns were used to celebrate its victory. She understood it, but she didn’t have to like it.




“Let’s get out of here,” said Percy.




“Thank you,” said his mother.




At India Wharf, they turned right and walked up India Street where they moved in the shadow of four-story, red-brick buildings. Their cobblestone path bent to the right. None of the streets were straight. They passed the Chamber of Commerce with its pointed roof that looked like a wizard’s cap. At the Custom House—a “Roman” temple with six fluted columns and a domed roof—India Street ran into State Street and disappeared. A couple of blocks later, State changed its name to Court Street. These lanes were crooked, changeable things. Now buggies and carriages joined the wagons moving up and down the narrow streets.




“Be careful,” said Revelie. “Don’t get run over.”




Then she regretted her motherly timidity. The guns in the harbor had unnerved her.




“Don’t worry,” said Percy.




But his mother couldn’t help worrying. The world had convinced her a long time ago that it was a dangerous place. She considered it her paramount duty as a mother to defend her child against dangerous weapons, dangerous people, dangerous situations. She had named him Percy in part because it seemed such a safe name. Percys didn’t get into fights, did they? Percys didn’t go looking for trouble. Percys didn’t throw their lives away. Percys wrote poems and obeyed their mothers.




Of course, Revelie sometimes worried that maybe she was too protective: worried that she worried too much. After all, Percy certainly looked like a young man who could take care of himself. He was six feet two inches tall and weighed a thin 175 pounds, more or less. He had dark brown hair, a straight nose, a few freckles, and changeable eyes that sometimes seemed blue and other times looked brown. He wore a black frock coat, snug cream-colored trousers, and a large, loosely tied cravat. He had left his top hat at home. His mother admired his grace: He walked gracefully, turned his head gracefully, moved his hands gracefully. And he had the spontaneity of a child.




On the left loomed the elegant Old State House built of bright red brick. It had a second-floor balcony, a steeple, and a lion and a unicorn on the roof.




“They read the Declaration of Independence from that balcony back in ’76,” said Revelie.




“Mumsy, you tell me that every Fourth.”




“Do I, dear?”




“Why do you think I picked this street?”




“I see. What is our next port of call?”




“The Common. Okay with you?”




“Of course.”




“The Common. Then the Garden. Then home.”




“Very good.”




When they reached Tremont, they turned left and there before them stretched those twin parks: the Boston Common and the Public Garden. They were actually Siamese twins since they were forever joined by a shared fence.




“Oh, no,” said Revelie.




“What’s the matter?” asked Percy.




She was so rattled that she pointed. Her son followed her aim and saw a dozen great guns lined up in a row on the Parade Ground in the far corner of the Common.




“More cannon,” she said. “They’re not going to start shooting too, are they?”




“Don’t know.” Her son smiled.




“I certainly hope not.”




Behind the cannon were the troops. A company of blue-clad soldiers were showing off their skill at close-order drilling: slapping their rifles, shouldering their arms, lowering them, lifting them, twirling them like batons. Revelie shivered.




“I hate all these guns, guns, guns,” she said. “They’re so dangerous.”




“Sorry,” he said. “Let’s go see the Garden.”




“Good. Thank you.”




They passed through a long, narrow shadow cast by the Army and Navy Monument, which consisted of a single column with a warrior standing on top. Revelie found this shade cold and shivered. Following a well-trodden path, they approached the double gate that connected the Boston Common to the Public Garden.




“I like the Garden better anyway,” said Revelie.




“Me, too,” said Percy.




“Don’t say ‘me, too,’” she corrected. “Say, ‘So do I.’”




Revelie criticized herself for being so critical, but she had hoped sending him away to Andover Academy would change him. Rid him of what she thought of as “baby talk,” but it hadn’t. And he was supposed to go to Harvard in the fall. Would he fit in? Would they make fun of him? She hoped her overprotectiveness hadn’t contributed to his seeming reluctance to grow up.




Revelie stopped to enjoy the beauty of the Garden’s large pond with a fountain in the middle. She preferred the sound of gurgling water to booming fieldpieces. She glanced back over her left shoulder to make sure nobody was lighting any fuses, but trees blocked her view. They crossed the bridge to the other side of the pond, where they found George Washington blocking their way. The father of his country rode a proud horse and wore a three-cornered hat while his bronze eyes stared unblinkingly at the horizon.




“Let’s go see what’s going on over there,” said Percy, pointing.










CHAPTER 2
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“Don’t point,” said his mother.




Turning onto a path that veered off to the left, Revelie and her son bore down on a small carnival that had been set up in the south end of the Garden. American flags flapped and red-white-and-blue banners billowed like sails.




“When did this thing get here?” asked Percy.




“It must be part of the Fourth of July celebration,” said Revelie.




“Looks like fun.”




He started walking faster, so she quickened her pace to keep up. She glanced again in the direction of the cannon, but still couldn’t see them. She felt uneasy. Especially because she heard shots ahead. Or were they? They sounded like shooting and yet they didn’t. They weren’t loud, but they were disturbing. Then they stopped. Good.




Booths were positioned on both sides of the path. Mother and son strolled past a fortune-teller’s stand. Then they passed up a chance to throw darts at a small bull’s-eye. But they paused in front of a stall where people were trying to toss wooden rings over the bobbing head of a gray goose swimming in a tub.




“Want to try, Mumsy?” Percy asked.




“No, thank you,” she replied, listening hard for gunfire, hearing none. “But be my guest. Feel free to try this sport yourself if it pleases you.”




“No, I don’t want to make you wait.”




Moving on, they crept up on a booth with lots of bunting. Revelie cringed when she saw some strange species of gun lying on its counter. Her son walked faster. In spite of her misgivings, she hurried to catch up.




“What’s that?” asked Percy.




“It doesn’t look interesting,” said Revelie. “Let’s keep going.”




“But what is it, Mumsy?” he asked, raising his voice.




The keeper of the little booth cleared his throat loudly to attract their attention. “Excuse me,” he said. “Allow me to explain.”




The curious Percy stepped up to the counter. Revelie hesitated, but then joined her son.




“Tell me,” said the boy.




“This thing’s what they call an air rifle,” said the man behind the counter. “It’s brand-new.” He picked up the unusual gun and handed it to Percy. “Made entirely of metal, as you can see. Mostly brass.”




The boy hefted the weapon that looked like a rifle with a wire stock. How curious. It resembled a gun attached to a wire coat hanger. The word “Daisy” was stamped into the metal just above the trigger.




“Daisy, funny name for a gun,” said Percy.




“Yeah, you care to try your luck, son?” asked the proprietor. “A nickel buys you five shots. Lots of fun. You’ll like it. Really. If you hit three ducks, you get five more shots free.”




“No, thank you,” said Revelie.




“How about you?” asked the salesman, addressing Percy. “Make your mother proud.”




“I’m already proud,” she said. “Let’s go.”




“Wait,” Percy said. “I’d like to try. It’s not a real gun. It’s just a toy. Can’t I do it?”




Revelie thought: He had to know she minded, because he knew how much she hated guns, any kind of guns.




“I don’t know,” she temporized.




Percy was an only child and therefore Revelie was an indulgent parent. She was accustomed to saying yes to his wishes. Forbidding him guns had always been the one exception to that rule. As he was growing up, she had never let him touch a gun, not even a toy gun, not if she could help it. But now he was almost grown. She couldn’t keep him “tied to her apron strings” forever, not that she ever wore one. Her maids wore aprons.




“Be a sport, Mumsy,” said Percy.




“How safe is it?” asked Revelie.




“Very safe,” said the carnival man. “Uses squeezed-up air instead of gunpowder to fire its little balls. Powerful enough to kill birds but nothing bigger. Nothing dangerous about it. Nothing at all. Unless you’re a bird.”




“Or you accidentally get shot in the eye,” said the mother.




“I’m sure your boy is a better shot than that,” said the carnie. “Aren’t you, son?”




“I don’t know,” Percy said. “Never shot a gun before.”




“Never shot a gun? A great lad like you. I don’t believe it.”




“Believe it,” said Revelie icily.




“Well, then it’s high time he learned how. Every gentleman knows how to shoot.”




“I beg to differ,” said Revelie.




“Please,” said Percy.




“Oh, all right,” she said with a sigh, “if you really want to.”




“Thank you, Mumsy.” He turned to the carnie. “Tell me how.”




“I’ll load it for you.”




Percy handed over the air rifle. The man pried up a lever on top of the gun and inserted a small lead ball. The lever came back down with a click.




“Here you go,” said the carnie. “Just line up the sights and pull the trigger. You know what the sights are, don’t you?”




“I think so. I’ve seen guns before. Just never got to shoot one.”




“Good luck.”




Propping the rifle’s coat-hanger stock against his shoulder, Percy stared down the barrel at the ducks. These wildfowl were made of wood and swam on a wooden pond. One followed the other in a never-ending line. He chose one as his target, followed it with the sights, and squeezed the trigger. The wooden duck fell over dead.




“You never shot before?” asked the carnie.




“I would like to hear the answer to that question myself,” said Revelie. “Percy, have you been secretly shooting? Where? When?”




“No, never. Cross my heart. I guess I’m lucky.”




“Beginner’s luck, is it? Give it here. I’ll load it again.”




He pulled up the lever and dropped in another ball. Then he handed it back.




“Thank you,” said Percy.




With growing misgivings, Revelie watched her son raise the rifle once again—and smile. He was obviously having a good time. He pulled the trigger and killed another wooden duck. Then his smile stretched wider and his even white teeth showed through. Oh, no.




“I don’t know,” said the carnie. “Maybe your more’n a lucky beginner. You ain’t tryin’ to put one over on me, are you, son?”




“Cross my heart and hope to die.”




“Don’t say that,” said his mother.




Percy missed his third shot. A wooden duck’s life was spared. Revelie was relieved. But her son’s fourth show was true and knocked over its victim. His mother shook her head. And the fifth shot slammed another poor waterfowl.




“Congratulations,” said the carnie. “You win another turn.”




Percy fired and hit a duck. He fired, hit. Fired, fired, hit, hit. All hits, no misses.




“You’re either lying about being a beginner,” said the carnie, “or you’re a natural.”




“It’s fun.”




Revelie shivered as if it weren’t a hot Fourth of July.
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Revelie heard the bell ring and listened for the rustle of the maid’s petticoats. Yes, there she went. The door creaked open and then creaked closed again. The girl’s footsteps climbed the stairs. She knocked softly on the library door.




“Come in,” said Revelie.




The maid entered bearing a telegram on a silver tray. Her mistress lifted the message and then lowered it to her lap.




“Thank you,” she said, dismissing the girl.




Revelie sat there studying the yellow envelope apprehensively. She knew news in a hurry was usually bad news. What could have happened? What tragedy awaited her? Hadn’t she already endured enough of them? Husband shot dead, mother dead, father dead. Who was next? Fingering the telegram, Revelie stared joylessly out a bay window at Joy Street. She started tearing open the envelope—then stopped. She knew she couldn’t put it off forever, but she could put it off for a little while.




Laying the message on an Empire end table, Revelie stood up and walked to her books. Her fingers gently touched the leather backs of old friends. Byron. Keats. Coleridge. Wordsworth. Tennyson. And her favorite, Percy Bysshe Shelley, the poet after whom she had named her son. Of course, she had left out “Bysshe.” After much reflection, she had chosen “York” as his middle name because her great-great-grand-mother came from that part of England.




Automatically, her hand selected the collected poems of her favorite poet. She carried the green-trimmed volume back to her wooden rocking chair. Opening the book in the middle, she wondered what poem she should read. What would be soothing? She started turning pages, going forward, then back, then forward again. “Ozymandias”? No. “Ode to the West Wind”? No. “Prometheus Unbound”? Much too long. “To a Skylark”? Maybe, well, no.




When she reached “Adonais,” Revelie finally stopped. She stopped in spite of herself. She knew this poem would not cheer anybody up, but for some reason she could not resist it.








I weep for Adonais—he is dead!








She looked out the window again.




 




She told herself that she was very likely being silly. The news might not be so bad. Why was she reading a death elegy? But she couldn’t stop.








Oh, weep for Adonais … Lost Angel of a ruined Paradise!








She closed the book.




Picking up the telegram, she tore it open. Written in neat cursive script was the news:




 Loving shot. Bad.




The message wasn’t signed because that would have cost more, but Revelie imagined that Too Short had probably sent it. She folded the piece of paper over and over again until it was a tiny square. Then she unfolded it and read it again. The bad news hadn’t changed. She kept expecting to cry, she wanted to cry, but the tears didn’t come.




What was she to do? She had once loved Loving, who moved so gracefully. Maybe she loved him still. But that love had cost her—had cost everyone—so much. She could almost see him now, with those deep eyes that were sometimes brown, sometimes seemingly blue.




She had never really explained Loving to her son. She had always told herself that he was too young to understand. But was he still too young? Had he outgrown her excuses? Did she owe it to him to tell him what they had been to each other? No, he still seemed too young, so much younger than his years. She wanted him to grow up, and yet she didn’t.




Besides, however old he grew, however grown up, could she ever tell him what had happened and make him understand? Understand from her point of view? Would Percy ever forgive her for loving her husband, Jimmy Goodnight, the greatest of ranchers, while at the same time falling in love with his best friend, Jack Loving, the best of the cowboys? She had ruined an almost legendary friendship and done even worse. If she told him, what would he say to her? What would he feel?




Clutching the telegram, Revelie got up and walked to the window. She sat down in the window seat and watched the buggies passing on Joy Street. She asked herself again: What should she do? With her father and mother gone, she had no one to turn to for advice. Since she had moved back to Boston, she had so many secrets to keep, she had been careful not to get too close to anyone—anyone but her son. Now she had no one to ask but herself: What did she want to do? What did she feel she must do? She couldn’t decide. The news was too new. She had not absorbed it yet.




Revelie heard the front door open and close. She recognized the sound of her son’s tread upon the stairs.




“Percy,” she called.




“Yes, Mother,” he answered.




“Could you come into the library? I have something to tell you.”










CHAPTER 4
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The world rocked gently from side to side. Nothing stood still, everything wobbled. It was an unsteady, uncertain world. Revelie’s stomach had been queasy for hundreds of miles. Her mind felt sick, too. Was there a connection? She worried about Loving, but she was also concerned for herself because she was still wanted in Texas for murder.




Just thinking the word—just mind-mumbling “murder”—chilled her even here in this summer-cooked railroad car. The heat reminded her of the fire, the one from which Loving had rescued her, the very hell that she certainly deserved. Because she had broken the commandment, hadn’t she? Thou shalt not kill. Thou shalt not shoot at your husband and end up killing an innocent cowboy instead. Unfortunately, unlike her son, she couldn’t shoot straight. She was probably lucky she hadn’t killed two cowboys and the cook. Having cheated the hangman once, she had promised herself she would never return to Texas. Oh, well, she had broken promises before.




Revelie was afraid for herself, for Loving, and for her son whom she was carrying with her into harm’s way. She couldn’t believe she was doing it, couldn’t stand that she was doing it, and yet she was doing it all the same. What sort of world was she about to expose him to? Surely it hadn’t changed materially since she had last seen it. It would still be a world of guns. A world of violence. A world where her boy might or might not find a father. She told herself over and over again that she should tell Percy about Loving, but as usual she put it off. Of course, there was still time to do so. There were a thousand miles and more: space to make and remake her decision a thousand times over. She rocked to the left and thought she would tell. She rocked to the right and thought she wouldn’t. Leaned left, yes. Leaned right, no. Left, yes. Right, no. She got dizzier and dizzier. She hoped she wouldn’t throw up on her son who rocked beside her. What was he thinking?




“I’m going to walk,” said Percy.




“Where are you going to walk to?” asked Revelie.




“Far as I can go. Want to come?”




“No, thank you. I’d fall over. All this rocking.”




Watching her son stride gracefully away down the aisle, Revelie promised herself that she would tell him as soon as he returned. Yes, definitely, positively, almost certainly, probably, maybe, no, never. But how would her son feel if he found out from somebody else? Yes, yes, she should, she could, she must. But what if he judged her guilty? What if he thought less of her? What if he looked at her differently? Perhaps she should have told him years and years ago. Well, it was too late now, wasn’t it?




Even if she told him about Loving, could she tell him her other secret? Could she admit to her son that his mother had killed someone? Shot a man dead? Mumsy certainly was not who her son thought she was. Would he look at her as if she were a stranger? Would he be horrified?




Revelie looked out the train window at the passing Hudson River Valley, but this time natural beauty failed to comfort her. The great oak trees rocked as if they couldn’t make up their minds either. The roadbed of the New York Central & Hudson River Railroad was rougher than she remembered. Would she have any teeth left in her mouth when she reached Texas? Would she have any secrets left in her head?




Yes, when her son returned, she would tell him at last, she decided.




 




A half dozen states later, Revelie still had not told her son. She was exhausted from carrying her secret for so many hundreds of miles, and there were still hundreds to go.




A Harvey Girl who looked twenty—wearing a black shirtwaist dress, a white apron, and a white cap—handed out menus. Revelie thought her son gave this waitress an especially warm smile, and the young woman returned it. She was too old for him; he was too young for her. Or was he? Was she? The Harvey Girl hurried off to smile at other customers. Good.




“Mumsy, you look tired,” said Percy.




“I am,” said Revelie, brushing sticky hair off her moist forehead. “Tired and hot.”




“We can stay over,” he said. “Sleep in a bed. They have rooms.”




“No, I want to get there as soon as possible,” she said. “It’s important.”




“But you don’t want to get sick.”




“I already telegraphed Too Short to meet us tomorrow in San Angelo. He’ll be worried if we’re not on the train.”




“He’ll be more worried if you throw up or drop dead.”




Revelie thought: Now he’s taking care of me as if he were the parent. Anyway trying to, bless his boyish heart. She told herself her world was upside down. She should be caring for him, protecting him, but she wasn’t sure how to go about it. Was an honesty policy really the best? But if she wasn’t honest, wouldn’t he find out on his own? She was afraid of her own child.




Maybe she should tell him right now. But looking around the restaurant, she felt too hemmed in by other travelers to speak frankly, honestly, of secret things. There were six long tables in the Harvey House dining room, each with seating for ten, and most of the places were occupied. Sitting side by side at the third table from the door, the mother and son had strangers to the left of them, strangers to the right of them, strangers in front of them. It seemed that almost all of the passengers on the train had decided to try the food at the famous Harvey House in Florence, Kansas. There were other Harvey Houses up and down the tracks of the Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe, but this one was the biggest and supposedly the best.




Studying the menu, Revelie was surprised at some of the offerings. The West had certainly changed since she had left it some seventeen years ago. Not only were there unexpected dishes, but all the men were wearing jackets in spite of the July heat. They had to or eat somewhere else because the Harvey House strictly enforced its “coat rule.” Unfortunately, a good half wore hot alpaca coats provided by the restaurant itself. Revelie wished her husband Jimmy Goodnight could see how far his West had come. She felt he was at least partially responsible for helping to civilize this wild and violent land. The “coat rule” was an extension—almost a parody—of his Code.




“Have you folks decided yet?” asked the waitress upon her return.




At first, Revelie thought she meant: Have you decided whether to tell him—or not? But she quickly righted herself and studied the menu more closely.




“Do you really have quail in aspic?” asked Revelie.




“Yes, ma’am,” said the waitress. “Says so right there. Never tried it myself.”




“And claret?”




“Yes, ma’am. Vintage, like it says right there, which is a real good brand.”




“Then that’s what I’ll have, please: a glass of claret and quail in aspic.”




“Thank you, ma’am. And the gentleman?”




Revelie saw them smiling at each other again, her prince from the East and this western Harvey Girl. The mother studied the young woman more closely. She had reddish-brown hair worn in a long plait and bright bluebonnet eyes. But her nose was a little too long, and her pioneer bones were a little too big. Couldn’t her son see that he was too good for this waitress? Much too good? Calm down, relax. Why did this serving girl disturb her? She reminded herself that Percy and the Harvey Girl would never see each other again. Tomorrow he wouldn’t even remember what she looked like. The strain must really be getting to this weary traveler.




“Miss, what would you order?” asked Percy in a friendly voice, still smiling.




“Me, I just eat a burnt steak,” said the pretty Harvey Girl. “But a gentleman like yourself is liable to want somethin’ fancier.”




“That sounds good. I’ll have a burned steak. And whiskey.”




“He’s kidding about the whiskey,” said his mother.




“No, I’m not.”




“Yes, you are. He would like a glass of milk, please.”




“Do you always do what your mama says?”




“No!” he sputtered. “I don’t want milk.”




“Yes, you do.”




“She wants me to get milk so you’ll think I’m too young for you.” His voice sounded particularly young as he voiced his thoughts with childlike perception and candor. “She’s afraid you’ll flirt with me, and I might want to flirt back.”




Percy gave his mother a disapproving look. She was not accustomed to such looks. She didn’t like the way this one made her feel. Was he right? Was she intentionally trying to belittle her son in this Harvey Girl’s eyes? Was it her fault he always seemed so young? Too young?




“Anything else I can get you folks?” asked the Harvey Girl.




“No, thank you,” Revelie said coldly.




“I’ll be back in three shakes of a dead lamb’s tail,” promised the Harvey Girl.




Percy winked! He actually winked at her. Was Revelie’s baby boy really growing up? Oh, no. Not now. Not here. Not yet.




“A dead lamb’s tail?” said Revelie. “What a charming expression.”




The waitress retreated, leaving Revelie and Percy alone in the crowd. The mother felt shy with her son and did not like the sensation. She didn’t know what to say to him. She didn’t want to talk about the waitress because that subject might invite another look. And she couldn’t bring herself to talk openly about Loving because that might provoke a worse look. She sat there tongue-tied.




“I wish I could remember more about the ranch,” Percy said at last. “I know there’s a canyon and a big house. Horses. Cows. I don’t remember buffalo. Will there be buffalo around?”




“Not anymore,” Revelie said.




“Too bad.”




“Yes.”




“There were some new trees. Trees I didn’t know. They weren’t like the trees in the Public Garden. What kinds of trees were those?”




“Different kinds. Chinaberries. Cottonwoods. Mesquite. Cedar. Your father was very interested in trees. He talked about them a lot. He used to say we all have forests inside us.”




Was her voice false as she spoke of his “father”? She hoped not, but she feared that it was.




“Really?” asked Percy. “How come? What’d he mean?”




“I’m not sure.” She wanted to change the subject, but couldn’t think of one. “But it was a good thing.”




“Good.”




Revelie wondered why her son was asking so many questions. Was he trying to trick her? To trap her? Did he suspect something? No, she was just tired and upset. And she was hungry. Where was her food anyway? Couldn’t that hussy move any faster?




“Here you are, ma’am,” said the waitress. She placed the quail in shimmering aspic in front of Revelie. “And you, sir.” Smiling, she served Percy a steak that appeared to be burned. “Eat up. I’ll be right back with your drinks.” And this time she winked.




As good as her word, the Harvey Girl soon reappeared carrying a glass of wine and a goblet of milk. She served the mother first, then the son. Good, Revelie could use a drink. Maybe she would feel calmer now. She took a sip as she watched her son cutting into his burned steak. Turning her attention to her own plate, Revelie was surprised to find her meal served on real china.




Then a man in a long black coat with tails suddenly appeared. He bowed and peered at the wineglass, then the goblet. What was going on? Unbending, the man picked up the goblet, studied it more carefully, and then dropped it on the floor. The heavy glass shattered and milk exploded on Percy’s well-shined shoes. The crash turned most of the heads in the dining room, which embarrassed Revelie. She disliked being gawked at. She had already suffered more than enough gawking in her life.




“Now clean it up, Miss Swenson,” said the dark figure. “That glass had a crack in it. Never ever let that happen again. Do you understand? I’ll send you right back where you came from.”




“Yes, sir,” said the cowed Harvey Girl.




“Now be quick about it.”




Revelie felt an unexpected surge of happiness: The girl was getting her comeuppance. Then she regretted the feeling as being somehow unworthy. This young woman had never done her any harm. What right had she to wish her ill?




“Wait a minute,” said Percy.




“Yes, sir,” said the man in tails. “What can I do for you, sir?”




“Why don’t you clean it up yourself?” His tone was calm, friendly. “You dropped it. You broke it. You should clean it up. That’s fair and square.”




Oh, no, the boy was attempting to come to the aid of this distressed waitress! He was defending her! Revelie had known that girl was going to be trouble.




“Percy, no,” she said. She turned to the man in tails: “He didn’t mean it.”




“Yes, I did so.” He looked up at the man. “She’s afraid I’m falling in love with your waitress. She thinks I want to come to the aid of a damsel in distress, like in storybooks. Well, maybe I do.”




Revelie thought: He is always doing that, reading my mind.




“Sir, I broke the glass because it was cracked already,” explained the man in tails. “She should never have given you a cracked glass. We have rules. These rules are meant to assure the dining pleasure of our customers.”




“Me, too,” Percy said.




“Don’t say—” Revelie began but didn’t finish.




“I’ve got rules, too,” said the boy, the putative son of a code maker. “One rule’s don’t mistreat women. Another one’s don’t spill milk. Especially on shoes. My shoes. That’s two good rules. And I got another one for you. Number three. It’s clean up your own mess!”




Somebody clapped. Then somebody else. Revelie realized that the crowd was on Percy’s side. She just hoped they wouldn’t encourage him to do something foolish.




“I don’t have time to stand here arguing with you, sir,” Tails said. “I have work to do.”




The man in black turned and started to walk away, but Percy grabbed one of his long tails. That stopped him.




“Where’re you going? You’ve got work to do right here.”




“Please let go of my coat, sir.”




“Not till you clean up your mess.”




Revelie’s feelings changed from embarrassment to fear. What if this repulsive man had a gun under his long-tailed coat? They were out West now. Violence could suddenly rear up without warning.




“I’ll clean it up,” said the Harvey Girl. “I don’t mind. Really.”




“Listen to her, Percy,” said Revelie, now the ally of the hussy. “We don’t want any trouble.”




“I’m warning you, sir!” said Tails, turning around to face his teenage foe. “Do you hear me?”




Releasing his grip on the coat tail, Percy stood up out of his seat. He slowly unfolded his six feet two inches and stared down at the little man, who stood about five six. The shorter man instinctively took a step backward.




“No, I’m warning you,” Percy said, suddenly sounding grown up. Much too grown up. “Do you hear me?”




Revelie looked around. She saw that the cook had come out of the kitchen to see what all the fuss was about. He leaned back against the far wall, holding a butcher knife in his right hand. Several waitresses crowded around him as if for protection. The long blade made the mother quite uneasy.




“Be careful,” said Revelie. “Be very careful, please.”




“I’m not afraid of him,” said Percy. “Look at him.”




Revelie wondered: What had gotten into him? He wasn’t a brawler. He never got in fights. What had come over him? Well, it was obvious, wasn’t it? The girl had done it. She had changed him. She had put him in jeopardy. Why didn’t she mind her own business?




“Don’t insult me, sir,” said Tails. “I don’t like it.”




“I don’t care what you like,” said Percy. “I don’t like milk on me. When you finish cleaning the floor, you can shine my shoes.”




“I won’t!”




“Yes, you will so!”




Tails reached in his coat pocket and pulled out a Derringer pistol. It had two very short barrels, one on top of the other. The gun was no bigger than the head of a snake.




Revelie thought: Oh, no, it’s happening again. And again with a Derringer. Like “father,” like “son.” She couldn’t stand it. She had spent his lifetime trying to keep her son away from guns. And now she was about to lose another loved one—a best-loved one—to a firearm. She couldn’t breathe.




Percy reached out casually and swatted the gun as if it were a mosquito. The Derringer flew through the air, hit the floor, and skidded under a table, hiding. Then the boy hit the little man in the face, hard. Tails sprawled on top of the spilled milk and the broken glass.




“Owww!”




Percy reached down, grabbed Tails by the tails, and pulled him through the mess on the floor. The poor man’s rear end absorbed more spilled milk and jagged pieces of glass.




“Thanks for cleaning that up.” Percy laughed.




“Let’s go!” said Revelie.




“But you have to eat,” said her son. “You like fancy food.”




“I’m not hungry anymore.” She saw the cook advancing with his butcher knife. “I’m your mother, in case you’ve forgotten, and I’m telling you: Let’s get out of here!”




He thought it over.




“Okay.” Her son shrugged.




“Hurry.”










CHAPTER 5
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The Harvey Girl followed the mother and son out of the restaurant. Revelie couldn’t believe it. What did she want now? Couldn’t she ever leave them alone? It didn’t help that Percy smiled at her again. He almost seemed pleased that she was pursuing them.




“Where do you think you’re going?” asked the mother, irritated.




“Well, shit and shit some more,” said the girl who kept following them.




“Watch your language, young lady.”




“I ain’t no lady and don’t wanna be.”




“Don’t say ‘ain’t.’ And answer my question. Why are you following us?”




“I’m comin’ along with you, thank you very much,” said the Harvey Girl, hurrying to keep up.




“I beg your pardon?”




“I said I’m comin’ with you.”




“No, you aren’t.”




“Yes, I am, ’cause if I stay here, they’ll kill me.”




“I doubt that very much.”




“You got me in trouble. Now you gotta git me outta it. Fair’s fair. Fair and square.” She touched Percy’s elbow. “I sure appreciate what you tried to do, but you just went and made things lots worse. Whole hell of a lot worse.”




“She’s right,” Percy said. “It’s my fault. We can’t just leave her here. We have to take her with us.”




“No, it just won’t work,” said the mother. “If she has to leave her job, she should go back home. Where are you from, Miss?”




“Missouri,” said the Harvey Girl. “But I cain’t go back there. I come here because my parents done kicked me out.”




“And why was that?”




“I’d rather not say how come.”




“Of course.”




In spite of the temperature, Revelie walked even faster, making herself all the hotter, but to no avail. The Harvey Girl quickened her pace, too, following the mother and her son. There was no shaking her. The three of them passed beneath leafy shade trees-a brief respite from the heat-on their way to the nearby depot. Their Atchison, Topeka and Santa Fe train waited patiently for them on the tracks.




“You cannot come with us,” the mother said over her shoulder. “It is entirely out of the question.” Then she thought of a practical argument. “Besides, you aren’t packed and the train is about to leave.”




“I’m gittin’ away with my life. That’s better’n baggage. Besides, I ain’t got much and won’t miss that.”




“But you can’t travel without clean clothing. You simply cannot.”




“You just watch me.”




“I’m afraid we’ll smell you.”




“Mumsy,” scolded Percy.




“I’ll stink and stink some more,” said the Harvey Girl, “just to make you happy.”




They walked in silence for a dozen paces. Revelie kept asking herself how she was going to shake off this female tick.




“You’re unmarried, I presume,” the mother said, trying a new tack.




“Yes, ma’am, I ain’t.”




“And my son is unmarried, too. How would it look? What would people say? It would damage your reputation just as much as it would my son’s, more really. Given your background, perhaps you don’t appreciate—”




“I ’preciate they’re gonna kill me, ma’am. Maybe have their way with me first and then murder me. I ’preciate that a whole damn lot. And it’s your fault.”




Revelie thought: not mine, his.




The Harvey Girl seemed somehow cool, immune to the heat, which was another reason to dislike her.




“Mumsy, we can’t just go off and leave her,” Percy said. “We have to take her with us, really.”




“No, we don’t,” said Revelie. “Think of what you’re asking. Now I don’t want to hear another word about it. Are you listening to me?”




“Well, Junior, are you gonna listen to your mama?” asked the waitress. “Is she the last word as far’s you’re concerned? End of story? Good-bye, good luck, and who cares? Is that about it?”




“No,” Percy stammered.




“Good,” said the hurrying Harvey Girl. “By the way, I’m Jessica Swenson. Call me Jesse, okay?”




Revelie told herself that she would never know this girl well enough to call her by a nickname. And neither would her son.




“My name’s Percy Goodnight,” said the boy, striding along. “This is my mom, Revelie.”




“Glad to know you. Thanks for helping out.”




“We aren’t helping out,” Revelie said sternly.




 




The uncertain trio made their way down the aisle of the railroad car. Revelie shook her head slowly back and forth as if saying no, no, no, no. How had she acquired this new traveling companion? Of course, she reminded herself, she knew very well how it had come about. Her theory of parenting had always been: Say “yes.” Except when it came to guns. Then “no.” But maybe, now that her son was seventeen, it was time to add a second exception: girls.




“There’s a place,” Percy said. “Three of us can squeeze in.”




“There’ll be no squeezing,” announced Jesse. “It’s too hot for that. You and your mama sit there. I’ll find me a place.”




Maybe she did feel the heat, after all.




“No,” said Percy.




“Yes,” said Revelie.




The mother and son sat down next to each other and watched Jesse make her way on down the aisle. She didn’t look back. Revelie hoped she would keep right on going, out of the car, out of the train, out of their lives.




“Thank you, Mumsy,” said Percy.




“I still think this is a bad idea,” said Revelie. “And expensive.”




“Don’t worry. She’ll pay you back.”




“Sure, she will.”




“She said so.”




“Oh, grow up, Percy.”




Jesse found a seat near the front of the car.




Revelie squirmed. She couldn’t get comfortable. She closed her eyes and tried to relax, but failed. Tense, she was assailed by questions. What was she going to do with this unwanted girl? Would Loving be alive or dead when they finally reached the ranch? What should she tell her son about the cowboy with the changeable eyes? And what if some ambitious Texas lawman decided to arrest her for murder?




She desperately wanted to sleep, but sleep didn’t come on command. Now she wished she had finished her glass of claret. Perhaps a little more wine would have sung a lullaby in her overheated blood.




The train whistled and then began to move, slowly, working the rheumatism out of its wheels and axles, its couplings creaking, but it soon gained confidence and speed. Revelie watched as clapboard buildings and trees slid away to be replaced by nothing. Well, it wasn’t actually nothing at all—mustn’t be too critical—but it was an unrelieved flatness. A fertile flatness. Fields of wheat stirred in the never-ending wind. The horizon was a hard, clear line drawn against a pale, cloudless sky. This line seemed to mark the edge of the earth, the end of the world. Revelie absorbed the inherent loneliness of this place.




Telegraph poles thump, thump, thumped. They reminded Revelie of bars on a cage. She had had enough of bars to know she didn’t like them. She knew she didn’t want to look out at the world through them again. They wouldn’t really arrest her, would they? It had happened so long ago. Seventeen years. The length of her son’s whole life. Hadn’t everybody forgotten her? But she still remembered it all vividly, so why wouldn’t Texas? Having once cheated Texas out of a hanging, she wondered: Was it time to pay that long-owed debt?




It was good to be moving again. Movement stirred and cooled the air. But she was in no hurry for a rendezvous with justice. Moreover, she hated the sense of getting closer and closer to bad news about Loving’s health. She wished this journey could go on forever with her destination continually retreating before her.




Then she had a happy thought.




“Maybe the girl can find a job at the next Harvey House down the line,” Revelie suggested with a smile. “That would solve the problem.”




“Her name’s Jesse,” Percy said. “And I don’t think that’s a good idea.”




“Why not, pray tell?”




“I’m sure the Harvey Houses talk to each other. They’d find her. She’d be in trouble again, and it’d be all my fault. She might even get murdered.”




“Then what in the world are we going to do with her? Tell me that. Do you have a plan?”




“I’m working on it.”




“You are?”




“Uh-huh.”




“Would you care to share it with me?”




“All right. Maybe she could work at the ranch.”




“No, ranches don’t need waitresses. Can you imagine a waitress picking up her orders at the chuck wagon and then serving them to the cowboys? It’s ridiculous. Completely ridiculous.”




“There are other ranch jobs. Jobs she could do. Jobs she’d be good at.”




“No, definitely not. They don’t need any more hands at the ranch. I’m sure Loving would tell you the same thing. Besides, we can’t be telling the ranch who to hire and fire. We’ve let them run it as they saw fit all these years. And the ranch has been good to us. So we can’t start—”




“Yes, I can.”




“No, you can’t. I forbid it.”




“You can’t.”




“What are you talking about? Of course I can, and I do. I’m your mother.”




“You can’t forbid me, Mother. Nobody can.”




“And just why is that?”




“Because it’s my ranch. I own it.”




His mother knew she couldn’t argue with him there: When his Boston grandmother died, she had left him her share of the ranch. And Revelie had deeded her own share over to him about the same time because she had sworn she would never return to Texas.




“It’s yours but—”




“It’s mine.”




·  ·  ·




As the hours rattled by, Revelie dreaded more and more crossing the border into Texas. What if somebody recognized her? She caught herself hunching her shoulders to make herself smaller, less conspicuous. But that wasn’t enough. She took out a bright white handkerchief and proceeded to soil it by wiping off her lip gloss. Then she started rubbing at the rouge on her cheeks. She noticed her son studying her.




“Mumsy, is something wrong?” Percy asked.




“No,” she said too quickly.




Revelie went on rubbing at her cheeks. Then she switched to her darkened eyebrows. She was tempted to spit on the handkerchief to dampen it, but spitting seemed too unladylike. Oh, hell, she spat.




“Mumsy, you sure you’re okay?” he asked with more concern in his voice.




“Yes,” she said too loud.




Now the cloth worked better. When she finished with her eyes, she went back and washed her cheeks and lips again. She told herself that she would go on scrubbing until she was so plain she would attract no wandering eyes.




When she had finished, Revelie turned her head and looked out the window, not because she was especially interested in the landscape passing by, but because she wanted to hide her face from the other passengers. Her neck aching from the constant torque, she kept expecting somebody to come up and tap her on the back. And they weren’t even to Texas yet.




When they finally crossed the border, night had fallen. Revelie was thankful for the dim car, lit only by a couple of lanterns, but she still couldn’t relax. While her son slept beside her, she still kept her head turned to the black window as if watching the unseeable landscape pass by.










CHAPTER 6
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Revelie sat on a wooden bench inside a shack with a bay window. It was the depot in San Angelo, Texas. It didn’t have a Harvey House, didn’t have food, didn’t have beds, didn’t have much of anything except a bay window. Which reminded Revelie of her Boston parlor. Still feeling hunted, Revelie crouched well back from the light, her eyes never leaving the bright pane of glass. From her dim corner, she was watching for Too Short, but she didn’t see him. She hadn’t seen him for over an hour. The bench was uncomfortable. The situation was uncomfortable. Percy and Jesse walked up and down, measuring the small room, chatting. Revelie tried to keep an eye on them, too.




“Miz Goodnight, are you all right?” asked the Harvey Girl. “You look pale this mornin’.”




“I’m fine,” said the un-made-up Revelie, “but where is he?”




“I don’t know,” said Percy.




“I don’t neither,” said Jesse.




The mother thought: She is cheeky and ungrammatical. Doesn’t he see it? He can’t be that blind, can he? Or that deaf?




“Didn’t he get my telegram?”




“Don’t know.”




“Don’t neither.”




Owww! Shut up. Please just be quiet and let me think. Why hadn’t Too Short come? What could be wrong? Maybe Loving was dead already. Perhaps they were holding the funeral right now. They couldn’t put it off—couldn’t wait for her arrival—because the body was rotting. The body smelled. Loving was teeming with maggots. Tears rolled down her cheeks.




“What’s wrong?” asked Percy, coming to her, concerned.




Jesse hung back.




“I’m just worried,” said Revelie.




“About Too Short?”




“Too Short?” exclaimed Jesse. “What is he: knee-high to a nail?”




Ignoring the question, the mother said: “Yes, I’m worried about Too Short. Of course.”




“But mainly about Loving?” asked her son.




“I’m worried about them both.” What did he know?




“I’m sorry, Mumsy. Wish I could do something.”




“I know.”




“I’ll go look outside.”




“Good.”




“I’ll come with you,” said Jesse.




Not so good. Revelie would have gone with them to chaperone, but she was sensitive about showing herself outside. What if Texas lawmen already had the little depot surrounded? Were they slowly closing in?




Revelie watched the back of her son—and the Harvey Girl—as they receded from her. She felt abandoned. Maybe she should risk arrest, go outside and walk with them. But it was so hot out there. And it would be so hard trying to make conversation with Jesse. She let them go. Then she couldn’t stop staring at them as they promenaded up and down beside the tracks. She saw their lips moving and wondered what they were saying to each other.




Then the mother saw her son motioning her to come out. She mouthed “no” to him. She was fine where she was even though she couldn’t stop squirming. But he kept on motioning to her. He was saying something to her, but she couldn’t read his lips. He said it over and over.




“Yes,” he was saying, “yes, yes, yes …”




She mouthed, “No, no, no.”




Seemingly irritated, her son turned and charged the door.




“Get out here!” shouted Percy, sticking his head inside. “Someone’s coming. Coming fast. Maybe it’s Too Short. I don’t remember how he looks. You do.”




“He looks short,” said Revelie, trying not to show her excitement. “That’s how he looks.”




“Not on a horse, he doesn’t,” said Percy. “Come look.”




Reluctantly, Revelie rose from the wooden bench, but then she hesitated. She had a bad feeling. Bad news was galloping toward her. Was she supposed to hurry out to meet it? Couldn’t bad news wait? Slow down. Don’t whip the horse. Don’t spur it. Don’t work it into a lather. Since bad news was always in a hurry, while good news took its own sweet time, she knew to expect the worst. Loving was no more. She had loved him and lost him. Forever this time.




“Mumsy, come on,” insisted Percy.




Making a conscious effort, Revelie put one foot in front of the other, mechanically. Bad news might be racing toward her, but she didn’t have to run to welcome it. Step, pause, step, pause, like a bride going to meet her groom at the altar. This time, she was a very reluctant bride.




“Mumsy!”




He came to her, took her by the hand, and tugged her out the door. Instinctively, she looked right, then left, half expecting to find a posse waiting for her. Percy pointed north in the direction of the canyon. She almost told him not to point but swallowed it this time. Shading her eyes, she looked north. She saw a rider galloping toward her, closely pursued by two riderless horses.




“It’s Too Short,” she said in a soft voice.




Now she paced up and down in front of the depot while Jesse and Percy followed behind her. She walked so fast they had to scurry to keep up. It was as if she were running to embrace bad news.




All too soon, Revelie watched Too Short pull up his horse and walk it carefully across the twin tracks. They all scurried to meet him. The short man slid down off the tall horse.




“I’m sorry,” Too Short said.




“I knew it,” Revelie said.




She sank into a squatting position—the way she had on the Fourth—and looked up at the sawed-off man. She was crying. Glancing at her son, she saw confusion on his face. She could hear his silent questions as if he shouted them: Why is she so upset? What was Loving to her? What was she to him? Unable to sustain eye contact, she looked away. She so wished she were a better actress. She hugged her knees tightly.




“I’m sorry I’m late,” said Too Short.




“Is Loving dead?”




“No, ma’am.”




“You’re sure?”




“I’m sure he was breathin’ when I left outta there. I dunno what he’s done since I been gone. What I do know is he was powerful determined to hold out till you got there. But we bedder hurry.”




Revelie closed her eyes and cried harder than ever. It was a happy cry, but not entirely happy, since Loving was still in danger. She tried to choke down the sobbing sounds but failed. She hugged her knees harder.




When she opened her eyes, she stared directly into the eyes of her son, who was kneeling before her. She saw the questions in his expression. He didn’t understand. How could he understand? Was there accusation in his perplexed gaze?




“Let’s go,” she said. “Come on.”




“Looks to me like,” Too Short said, “we’re gwine to need more horses.”




“No, we won’t,” said Percy. “Jesse can ride with me.”




“No, she cannot!” said his mother. “We’ll buy another horse. Too Short, can you do that for us?”




“That’s li’ble to be expensive,” said Jesse. “I don’t mind ridin’ double, really.”




“Nobody is riding double!” Revelie decreed.




Jesse looked at Percy as if she expected him to contradict his mother. Revelie was pleased to see him look away.




Too Short bought a horse from the livery stable. It wasn’t the best horse, but it was something to ride, even if its back bowed. He also purchased two mules for the luggage, made heavier by the new books Revelie had brought along to read to Loving—if he could still hear her voice.




“Let’s move,” Revelie said impatiently.




“Mount up,” said Too Short.




The mother watched her son swing up onto the back of a handsome gray horse with a black mane and tail.




“What’s his name?” asked Percy.




“Smoke,” said the little cowboy.




“I like it. That’s good.”




“Good. That one’s named Whiskey.” Too Short pointed at the muddy brown horse under Jesse. “Anyhow thass what they said.”




“Oh, good, two of the vices: Smoke and Whiskey,” said a smiling Revelie. “What’s mine called: Opium?”




“No, yores is named Boston, ma’am.”




“Boston? You’re making that up.”




“No, ma’am. Loving named her. Said she was the purdiest filly he ever set eyes on, so he was gonna name her Boston.”




Revelie tried not to blush.




As they rode out of San Angelo, Percy bounced in his saddle. Or rather he posted as he had been taught by his Boston riding instructor. He was leveling out the bumps in his horse’s gait, coming down when the horse went up, going up when the horse came down, moving in opposition to his mount. But he was the only one. All the others moved with their horses, western style, riding like cowboys. Too Short and Jesse rode western because they were westerners. Although she was an easterner, Revelie didn’t bounce because she had learned to ride in the West, taught by her husband, Mr. Goodnight. The mother wondered if her son felt awkward since he was, so to speak, out of step. She hoped not. He shouldn’t, since he looked so handsome in his black frock coat, posting away.




Revelie glanced back over her shoulder to see if anybody was following.










CHAPTER 7
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Percy dismounted and stood on the edge of the world, looking down into the void. Feeling a little dizzy, he rocked backward, away from the lip where the earth came to an end. Bending over, he picked up a small, red rock. He straightened up, cocked his arm, and threw the stone as far as he could into empty space. Then he took a step forward, shaded his eyes, and looked into the abyss, following the flight of his missile.




“Don’t get too close to the edge,” the mother told her son. “Be careful.”




“I won’t fall in,” Percy said. “I promise.”




The rock grew smaller and smaller, just a speck. Then it disappeared. Percy never heard it hit. He moved even closer to the edge.




“Percy, you heard me. Get back this instant.”




Staying put, the boy gathered all his resources, took a deep breath, and then spat as far as he could out into the abyss. His spittle arched beautifully and then fell and fell and fell, fell, fell. The farther it dropped, the better he felt: his spirits going up as it was going down.




“That’s a record,” Percy said proudly. “Maybe not a world record but mine anyway. That’s great. Anybody else want to try and beat me?”




“Sure,” said Jesse, preparing to dismount.




“No!” said Revelie. “Don’t dawdle. We’re in a hurry.”




“With all due respect, ma’am,” said the Harvey Girl, “this don’t look like a real good place for hurryin’.”




“We’ll hurry carefully. No more spitting. Let’s keep moving.”




Percy shrugged and then swung back up onto Smoke. He watched as the pint-sized cowboy led the way riding a spotted Indian pony. The boy tightened his legs around the ribs of his gray-coated mount. Percy, a classics major at Andover, imagined that he was descending into the underworld. A friendly Hades. He loved Greek and Latin in spite of the syntax because he loved the stories. Far far below, he saw a red River Styx.




His mother followed him over the edge. Jesse brought up the rear.




As he passed beneath the lip of the world, crossing from light into shadow, Percy felt a chill. Then he smiled down broadly on this strange new world, which he already owned. But was he worthy of it? A vast place like this—this great red hole—should somehow be deserved. Percy told himself that he might own a fabled ranch, but he wouldn’t be a rancher until he could prove he could do the job. He felt a little ashamed of himself for owning so much so young through no effort of his own. How would he be received by the cowboys, who were surely older than he was? He was a boy who had been given a man’s toy to play with: How would he do?




“Be careful, Percy,” called his mother. “Hold on to the pommel.”




“Mind your mama,” yelled Jesse.




Percy didn’t reach for the horn. He knew a real rancher wouldn’t need to hold on. Nor a cowboy either. Glancing back, he saw his mother taking her own advice—hanging on for dear life. She had never been much of a horsewoman. Descending the cliff, she was riding sidesaddle, for God’s sake. No wonder she needed something to cling to. But Jesse, last in line, rode astraddle, like a man. She had her skirt tucked up and her legs exposed. She would certainly think less of him if he obeyed his mumsy and grabbed hold of the horn.




“Percy, hold on!”




He tightened his legs around Smoke and speeded up, putting more space between him and his mother. He felt silly—and July-hot—descending into the wilderness wearing a black frock coat as if he were walking into a drawing room. He supposed Too Short and Jesse must be silently laughing at him. He must look silly to them. He couldn’t stand it any longer. He had to get out of this thing right now. Like a snake shedding its old skin, he peeled off the drawing-room jacket and hung it on a passing mesquite tree.




“Percy, what are you doing?” asked Revelie.




“I don’t need it anymore,” Percy said. “Good riddance.”




As she was passing the mesquite, Revelie reached out, plucked up the coat, and cradled it in her lap as she descended.




Percy untied his black cravat, pulled it from around his neck, and held it by one end, staring at it. His tie resembled the empty husk of a snake. He draped it over a cedar tree. Shedding custom, shedding civilization, he felt new, invigorated, excited. He sensed the promise of a new life in a new skin.




His mother retrieved the cravat.










CHAPTER 8
 

[image: image]






Percy watched his mother race up the front porch steps of the big red house that had once been her home. He knew she wasn’t a woman who often hurried. She was too dignified to hurry. But she no longer cared about dignity. What was wrong with her? She tripped on her skirts but it didn’t slow her. Crossing the porch in three strides, she burst through the heavy front door. Percy scurried to keep up, with Jesse right behind him. He had forgotten how big the living room was. Nor did he remember the deer-horn chandeliers. Nor the fighting deer heads either. The two bucks had been unlucky enough to lock horns in what turned out to be mortal combat. When a hunter appeared, they couldn’t run because their horns were inextricably entangled.




“What happened there?” asked Percy, pointing.




“Don’t point,” said Revelie. “I shot them.”




“Don’t seem fair,” said Jesse.




But his mother didn’t take the time to defend herself. She must really be in a hurry.




“Where is he?” she asked in a high, tight voice.




“In your room,” said Too Short, who was also having trouble keeping up.




“Oh. Just a moment. I need to freshen up.”




Percy didn’t understand: Suddenly his mother was no longer in such a hurry. Disappearing into a bathroom that opened off the main hall, she stayed a long time behind the closed door. Well, if you had to go, you had to go, no matter how long it took. Even if you had come two thousand uncomfortable miles to see someone who lay only a few feet away. He waited. They all waited.




When the bathroom door finally opened, Revelie stepped out in full war paint. Gone was the scrubbed face. She had reddened her lips and pinked her cheeks and blackened her eyebrows and lashes. Percy was amazed. What had gotten into his mother?




“You must be feelin’ better,” Jesse said. “You don’t look so pale no more.”




Percy didn’t say anything. He just stared and wondered.




Brushing past Jesse, Revelie was in a hurry again. She charged down the dim corridor, reminding her son of a burrowing animal dashing down its tunnel in search of safety. She threw open a door halfway down the hallway and plunged through. Next came Too Short, then Percy, then Jesse, who hovered in the doorway. Loving had a bandage around his head that began just above his closed eyes.




“How is he?” asked Revelie in a hushed voice.




She addressed her question to Tin Soldier, who sat in a cane-bottomed chair beside the feather bed. The blacksmith, who cradled his steel hat in his lap, could mold metal to his will, but not the accidents of life.




“Been sleepin’ fer a coupla days,” answered Tin Soldier with a shake of his head. “Started just after Too Short up and left to git you folks.”




“He’s in a coma?” asked Revelie, alarmed.




“I dunno about that there, but I cain’t wake him up.”




Percy watched his mother hurry to Loving’s bedside. She fell to her knees so quickly that she must have bruised them. Her son winced for her. He saw her take the sleeping man’s hand.




“Wake up!” pleaded Revelie.




Loving didn’t stir.




“Please, wake up! Open your eyes. Look at me.”




He didn’t move. Not even an eyelash. She started crying again.




“Please, please, please.”




Percy ached for his mother while wondering why she was in so much pain. What was this sleeping man to her? Was she so upset because Loving had been her husband’s best friend? Because he was Percy’s father’s friend above all others? So seeing him near death reminded her of that other more painful death? Was that it? Her tears watered the feather bed.




“I’m here now,” Revelie said. “I came back. Wake up and look at me. Please. It’s me, it’s me, it’s really me.”




Seeing her kiss the unconscious hand, Percy frowned. He was so confused. What was happening? Why was it happening?




“I’ve come back, and if you wake up, I’ll stay. I promise. No matter what.”




What in the world? Percy moved up and stood beside his kneeling mother at the edge of the bed. She looked up and seemed to remember him for the first time. A look of horror passed over her face. Was she afraid of her own son? Why? She couldn’t possibly be. And yet she covered her face with both hands and cried all the harder. The boy felt guilty because he had not meant to bring on his mother’s tears.




“I’m sorry,” she sobbed. “I’m so sorry.”




 




Percy and Too Short sat next to each other on the front porch steps. Killing time, the boy kept glancing at the six-shooter buckled around Too Short’s waist and strapped to his leg. Ever since he had fired the air rifle at the carnival, he had found that guns fascinated him. He wondered if he would be as good with a real gun as he had been with the toy. He knew his mother didn’t want him to touch any sort of gun, which made them all the more attractive. When Too Short noticed him staring, Percy looked quickly away, embarrassed.




“Uh, what happened to Loving?” the boy asked. “How’d he get shot?”




“I ain’t too sure,” Too Short said, screwing up his face. “Some gun-fight or other.”




“But how did it start?” He could hear his voice thicken. “Why? I don’t understand.”




“I don’t neither. Sorry I cain’t help you out there none.”




“You sure?” Percy felt something was being kept from him. “Didn’t anybody ask?”




“I dunno.” Too Short sounded exasperated. “I really dunno. I’m sorry.”




They both fell silent, awkwardly silent. Percy found himself staring at Too Short’s six-gun once again. He wondered what it would feel like to hold it in his hand. Was it heavy? Would the grip be smooth or coarse against his palm? Then the all-important question: Could he hit anything with such a gun? The pint-size cowboy noticed the boy staring again. Percy quickly turned his head.




“You interested in guns?” Too Short asked.




“No,” Percy answered.




“Oh.”




“Sort of.”




“I see. You a good shot?”




Too Short waited for an answer but didn’t get one. “Yore daddy shore was. Not as good as Loving, but good. Loving’s the best.”




“I don’t know if I’m good or not. I never shot a real gun. Shot an air rifle once, but that doesn’t count.”




“Guess that there comes from growin’ up in civ’lization, huh?”




“I suppose.”




“Well, you ain’t in civ’lization no more. Wanna give it a go? See if’n yore yore daddy’s son when it comes to shootin’?”




“I’d like that very much.”




“Come on.”




 




Too Short took Percy to a lonely place beside the red-flowing Styx. The water chuckled softly. A red-tailed hawk circled overhead. The boy was excited. His excitement was all the sweeter because he knew his mother would disapprove. He wondered if she would hear the shots inside the thick walls of the stone house and be alarmed.




“Less see,” Too Short said. “I figured mebbe we’d see if you can hit one of them there gourds.”




He pointed, which pleased Percy.




“Do you mean those melons?”




“They ain’t melons. Them there’s gourds. Tougher’n melons. Try eatin’ one someday. Now lemme show you a coupla things.” Too Short drew his pistol from its holster. “Now you thumb back the hammer.” The little cowboy used his thumb to cock the gun. The cylinder rotated and clicked. “Then you point it like you was pointin’ yore finger. See?”




“Yes,” Percy said, pointing his finger as if it were a six-shooter, his thumb cocked.




“Good.” Too Short pointed again. “Now see that big gourd over there?”




“Yes.”




“See if’n you can shoot it dead.”




Too Short lowered the hammer and handed the six-shooter to the boy. Strangely, the weapon felt both awkward and at home in his hand. He rocked it forward and backward, from left to right. Then he held it at his side, pointing down at the red earth.




“Go ahead,” said Too Short.




Percy raised the gun, thumbed back the hammer, aimed as if rudely pointing a finger, and squeezed the trigger. The bullet hit the red earth six feet in front of the gourd. The boy recoiled with embarrassment.




“Well, you didn’t scare the damn gourd too much that time,” said Too Short. “Try it ag’in. Hold yore breath just before you shoot.”




“Okay.”




Percy held the gun at his side again, raised it again, cocked it again, and shot four feet over the gourd. He shook his head. Shooting had been so much easier in Boston’s Public Garden. Maybe he wasn’t a natural after all.




“Thass a little better,” said Too Short. “Yore gittin’ warm now. Try again.”




Ashamed, Percy lowered the gun once more, raised it once more, and killed the gourd. It exploded.




“Damn. Nice shootin’.”




Percy raised, pointed, and blew up another gourd.




“Yore shore ’nough yore daddy’s boy,” Too Short said.
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