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The Phantom of Witch’s Tree

Mark Lunde

 


Part One

The Bloodletters

 


The Locusts

Norbert dreaded looking at his phallus, but the urge was overwhelming. He waited until young Matt Hargreaves had ridden ahead, and only then did he unbutton his britches and tug the sickly thing into the daylight. Each time he saw the sore it was a fresh shock: big as a raspberry and perched at the tip—a red crown of misery for his dingus. 

“Just a boil, the doc tells me,” Norbert said as he buttoned up. “At least it isn’t Old Joe. I knew a fellow with syphilis up in Boise. Near the end he thought his brains were leaking out of his nose. A bad way to go, I think.” 

“That’s the fourth time you’ve told me,” Matt said without looking over his shoulder. “I’m tired of it. And this hangover is killing me.” 

“A sick head is not as bad as a sick pecker. As usual you’ve got it easy.”

“You’re right. I’m free of boils, too.” 

“You think it’s funny,” Norbert shot back. “I’ll have you know it really smarts. How’d you like it if your root was festering? By gum, I’d never hear the end of it.” 

“You got what you deserve, Norbert. Stuart’s cathouses are hell on earth. And his basement cribs are reserved for Chinamen and Indians.” 

Norbert shifted in the saddle and looked out at the bleak prairie foothills. Nothing was moving under the overcast sky, not even a gopher. The distant foothills had to be ten miles away, and he believed he and young Matt were lost. It was cold and the old bullet wound in his shoulder throbbed. Years ago, he’d been shot by an Arizona Ranger while part of the notorious Innocents Gang that had robbed and murdered settlers until being hanged en masse in a Virginia City saloon. Having escaped that fate by a hair, Norbert had been hunted for five years by U.S. Marshals. Once things cooled down he’d taken up a somewhat respectable life as a lawman himself, and had been a deputy town marshal in Widow Tree since 1883.

“And niggers, Matt,” he said now. “Don’t forget to bunch me in with them.”

“That’s an ugly word. It’s a new century, 1912, to be exact. The world is changing.” 

“The world never changes,” Norbert said, wagging his finger in admonishment. “If you don’t believe me, consider that Klan march in Malo last week. Three hundred steamed-up white boys. Try telling them they can’t use the word ‘nigger.’”

Matt was too hungover to argue. He said, “Didn’t you try to join up once?’

“In my foolish youth. But there was a problem with my big nose. One of the boys compared it to the hind end of a Thanksgiving turkey. The pope’s nose, right? After that it got out I was Catholic, which the Klan hates as much as niggers.”

“With a nose like that I thought you were a Jew.”

Matt thought he’d given a harmless jibe, but could see he’d hurt Norbert.

“Well, what if I am?” Norbert said. “Does that make me any less?”

“Sorry, I didn’t know. But the idea of a Jew joining the Klan…”

“I’ve got feelings like everybody else. I need friends.”

“Those kind of friends? People that lynch folks?”

“No more than once or twice a year to blow off steam. Mostly they drink, shoot guns and puff out their chests. Not so different from you and me. They’re good old boys, mostly.”

“If you say so. Just don’t put me in with shallow pates and murderers.” 

Norbert had had enough. “But it’s fine for you to lump me in with niggers and then insult my nose. You’re just like your old man, Hargreaves. Arrogant and damn superior. Take away your money and privilege and what are you? A whelp, that’s what.”

“That’s uncalled for,” Matt said, glaring at Norbert. “I’m not like my dad.”

“Right. He’s a real man. You’re just a spoiled puppy.”

The two men rode on in resentful silence. After a while Matt didn’t like the ice that had formed between he and his friend. By way of reconciliation he said, “I dreamed last night of the old man and me getting into a fight. I hauled back and slugged him so hard I fell out of the bed and woke up on the floor.”

“I fell out of the bed, too. But I was drunk. Hey, I’m sorry about what I said, Matt. I know the old man’s given you a rough ride. Let alone what he did to your ma. It’s a sad story, son. You can’t change it.”

“Maybe not. But someday I can get even.”

Matt tapped the holster of his right-hand Colt .44 pistol.

His father, the great Civil War hero, Major Hiram H. Hargreaves, was the richest man in Widow Tree, a councilman, and the Town Marshal. It was common knowledge he had little use for his twenty-three-year-old son Matt, whom he considered a wastrel, a sponge and a carpet knight. After Matt’s mother had died alone and abandoned, Major Hargreaves had abrogated his paternal duties to Agnes White, his housekeeper and a former slave. Ever since Matt’s puberty, Agnes had had her hands full keeping a tense and fragile peace between father and son. It was an unspoken rule that Matt resided in one part of the mansion while his father resided in the other. Should they pass each other in the hallway there would be a couple of grunts of acknowledgement, perhaps a hard-eyed stare and nothing more. Still, young Hargreaves led a privileged life of a wealthy scion. He was given a generous weekly stipend (essentially a bribe to keep him out of his father’s hair). Agnes doted on him, and he had free access to the liquor cabinet and the thousand-volume library. 

The Major had also supplied his son with a job of sorts. 

For the last two years, Matt had joined Norbert and a handful of other rummies and saddle tramps as a deputy town marshal. While the Major was the town’s only real policeman, the deputies were strictly spear carriers, responsible for picking up litter and horse manure, sweeping the Town Hall steps and rounding up drunks, wife beaters, card sharpies and snake oil salesmen. Now and then they did some rough carpentry. Today they were at the limits of their authority trying to serve a warrant out in the boonies. 

Norbert knew that Matt was as good a deputy as anyone else and fitted in with the other boys by doing as little as possible and being drunk on duty no more than once or twice a month. Yet it was Norbert Stern’s opinion that all the Major’s money, Agnes’ coddling and Matt’s voracious reading habits had addled the kid’s brain. Much as Norbert liked him, Matt was a little too cocky for his own good and deserved to be taken down a notch or two for his smart mouth, book learning, unearned entitlement and rich boy’s highhandedness. 

Norbert didn’t spend too much time considering this, for a painful saddle sore was now blossoming under his dungarees. Or maybe his hemorrhoids were migrating from their usual abode. Either way, the old man was in a sour mood as he shifted in the saddle and spurred his scrawny gelding until he was at Matt’s side. The nag shuddered perceptively as he came parallel with the fine roan. 

“That’s some horse you ride,” Norbert said. “She belongs on a race track not out here in the sticks. You’ll cry like a baby when she snaps a foreleg in a gopher hole. Must have cost a pretty penny, too.” 

“I saved up for her.” 

“Tell me another one,” Norbert laughed. “Agnes told me your old dad bought it for your birthday. The same old dad you say hates you so much.” 

“Hey, layoff. I told you I’ve got a hangover. I’m indisposed.”

“Indisposed! A fancy word for your condition. If I drank like you I’d be dead.” 

The two men rode in grumpy silence. Norbert couldn’t blame Matt for celebrating last night. The kid had just finished outshooting everyone at the Widow Tree City Wide Pistol Shooting Championship, even if he lost the actual contest by being disqualified. Still, Matt was awfully good with a gun now, maybe too good. Norbert worried it could go to his head and get both of them killed. Over confidence was deadly. In any case, Matt had to be brought down to earth. 

“And those duds you’re wearing?” Norbert said now. “I don’t know who in hell you’re trying to impress out here in the weeds. A jackrabbit? Ten-gallon Stetson straight out of the box, chaps as soft as chamois, red flannel shirt, wool-lined jacket while I freeze my balls, and those Wellington boots that wouldn’t last a day if you ever had to do any real work.”

“Who pissed in your porridge, old-timer?” 

“I’ve asked you not to call me that,” Norbert said. “You young whippersnappers like to strut about like roosters. But you never rode with the hard cases. You’ve got it soft. The Oklahoma Rangers nearly strung me up once, and if Henry Plummer hadn’t talked them out of it, I’d be dead. You’d piss yourself if that happened to you. You’ve never faced a real scrape in your life and you darn well know it.” 

“Just shut up, okay?” Matt blanched. “I’m sick as a dog.”

As though to prove the point, something vile shot up from Matt’s guts and made a hurried escape bid past his teeth. He covered his mouth as a viscous stream of vomit slipped through his fingers.

Seeing this, Norbert tilted his head back and brayed, “Anyone who mixes Apache cactus beer with coffin varnish whiskey deserves to throw up. And look at you now. There’s puke running down the front of your shirt. The same shirt Agnes no doubt ironed for you. You’re a sight, Hargreaves!”

Matt wiped the dribble from his chin with a silk handkerchief and tossed it aside. It took a while for the bile to stop burning his throat, and his eyes watered as he tried to catch his breath.

Finally he said, “I should have stayed home last night. All that celebrating after the contest and all those free drinks. Folks treated me like a hero, in spite of the fact I lost.”

“Well, you did one smart thing. You let Jonas Means win. Never show up a U.S. Marshal.”

“Old Jonas is getting slower. For a minute I thought he was going to drop his gun.”

“But someday we may need him,” Norbert said. “In any case, I could outshoot you both.”

“Oh? When was that? 1850?”

“You’re so funny. And speaking of shooting, what about those twin Peacemakers you’re packing now? You should have cleaned and oiled them and replaced them in their case right after the contest. They’re not meant for the rough stuff out here. They must have cost more than I make in two months. What do I get to carry? A ten-dollar Navy Colt! It’s not fair and you know it.” 

“I know,” Matt said, rubbing his stiff neck. “You’ve told me many times.” 

“A man needs a good weapon out here,” Norbert went on. “If your dad paid me a decent wage I could afford one. What if we got in a pickle and my old pistol blew up? I think you should talk to the Major for me. That would be the Christian thing, if you’ll excuse a Hebrew for saying so. Maybe you could wrangle me a raise.” 

Matt was tired of Norbert always trying to weasel something out of him. But he still pitied the old scoundrel and did what he could for him. Nonetheless, it was beyond Matt’s influence to get his partner a raise. The best he could do for him was stealing the odd bottle from his father’s liquor cabinet when Norbert was a little shaky on a Sunday morning. 

“The taxpayers of Widow Tree pay us both,” Matt now said wearily. “Not my dad…as you’re well aware. You and I get the same rate as deputies.” 

“Yeah, but you live in a palace, Matt. I live in a privy and I’ve a tough time of it.” 

“Well, quit then,” Matt said as he removed his Stetson and tousled his hair. He’d heard when you had a bad hangover your hair hurt. He’d never believed it until now. “In any case, stop grousing. It wearies my patience.” 

“Quit, he says. Who’d hire a piece of old shoe leather like me?”

“Nobody in his right mind,” 

“You’re right. I wouldn’t hire myself on a good day.”

“Good. Then stop complaining.” 

“At the very least I should be in bed and not humping it out in the sticks to serve another damn warrant. And over what? A damn pig.” 

“A stolen pig.” 

“A pig! Well, I never heard of such a thing.” 

It was a cold afternoon in early October and the sky was overcast. They rode through a creek bed and the horse hooves splashed over wet stones that glistened under water. It had rained earlier and the air was pungent with the smell of wet sage. Spurring his horse, Matt rode up an embankment. Before him lay a vast table of bunch grass where a distant farmhouse stood like an island in a yellow sea. 

Matt reined in his horse and removed a brass spyglass from his saddlebag. His hands were trembling after last night’s alcoholic debacle, and he willed his hands to settle down as he used his shirt to clean the lens. He put the spyglass to his eye as Norbert rode up and asked, “How far do you think we’ve come, Matt?” 

“Ten or twelve miles. We must be near the Canadian border.” 

“I didn’t see any border marker.”

“There’s supposed to be a Customs and Excise house around here somewhere.”

Norbert asked, “Where’s the map?”

“What map?”

“Great. I bet we took the wrong road.”

The farmhouse had a rough abandoned look, but Matt saw a thin line of smoke rising from the stone chimney, a laundry line with sheets moving in the breeze and a trio of horses standing listlessly in the corral. At first he thought he saw a naked man lying on the porch, and then soon realized he was looking at a big sleeping pig. 

That’s good, Matt thought. That’s what we’re looking for. A pig. 

As he looked at the farmhouse he realized there was something vaguely unsettling about the place. He couldn’t put his finger on it. The plains were littered with ramshackle, impoverished homesteads and Matt had seen many of them. Often they were deserted after a few years of hard scrabble and deadly winters and the defeated settlers moved on. Here the folks had toughed it out and the homestead should have appeared innocent enough. Yet the place troubled him, plain and simple. He sensed there was something off-kilter about it, as if a furtive and dangerous beast lay hidden there and eagerly awaited him. He felt a sudden urge to turn around and ride home. But if he did so he’d have to face his father’s scorn, and it’d soon get around Widow Tree that Matt was incapable of serving a simple warrant out in the weeds. Once that got out he’d never live it down. He replaced the spyglass in the saddlebag. Unconsciously, his hands grazed the twin Colt revolvers in his gun belt as another man might touch a crucifix. 

“How much is the town paying us per mile?” Norbert asked. 

“Seven cents,” Matt managed to say as he pushed his misgivings aside. He kicked the roan into a slow walk toward the farmhouse and Norbert followed. 

“So we made three dollars just riding,” Norbert grinned. “Not bad for a Monday morning ride. Better than picking horse turds, if you ask me.” 

He was still grinning as he freed the old percussive Navy Colt from his waist and examined it critically. He made certain that the chamber under the firing pin was empty, in case of accidental discharge. After checking the remaining five chambers for a .36 caliber lead ball each, he slipped the pistol back into his belt. He was careful to keep the pistol uncocked and away from his troubled privates. Up until a week ago he’d had a proper gun belt but had lost it playing poker in the Upper Dance Floor Saloon in Widow Tree. 

“Where’d you learn arithmetic?’ Matt said, and immediately regretted it for he knew Norbert had little schooling. “We made eighty-four cents tops.” 

Upon hearing this Norbert slouched in his saddle and the lines on his face deepened. 

“Eighty-four cents,” Norbert sighed. “That’s a darn paltry sum. No offence to your father but he’s a cheap old goat. It’s not like it’s his money. I’m in hock up to my neck.” 

“It’s not his money to give you!” Matt replied angrily. “How many times do I have to tell you?” 

“You’re a mean-spirited cuss. And guess what? You’ve got us lost.”

“We’re not lost,” Matt answered as firmly as doubt allowed.

“We’re totally lost. This is a fine pickle you’ve got us in. We’re in Alberta.”

“No, we’re not. I didn’t see a marker. You can’t just walk into Canadian territory.”

Norbert said, “We just did.”

“That’s just what I need. A geography lesson. I already told you we’re not allowed to just stroll across the border. That’s against the rules. The Mounties would be on us like hawks.”

“Devil take the rules.” 

“That’s it. Throw all the rules overboard.” 

“Why not, for corn sake? Where’d the rules ever get me?” 

“At least you have a job.” 

“This is no job,” Norbert guffawed. “We could make more money hunting locusts. Fifty cents a bushel in Minnesota. They got a plague of the critters.” 

They’d come within a few hundred yards of the farmhouse and Norbert’s voice was now hoarse and wheezy. Matt could see the old Innocent was nervous. Serving warrants was always risky. A deputy had been gunned down in the mining town of Early Winters doing the same thing not long ago, and since then Norbert had been gambling more and scheming of safer ways to earn a living. 

They rode in silence for a time. Matt could feel the tension between them and didn’t like it. He was reminded of how he felt around his father. How his shoulders tightened and how his hands involuntarily became fists in response to the Major’s endless demeaning criticism. Finally, Matt couldn’t take it anymore. He sighed deeply and asked, “Did you say locusts?” 

“By the millions, Matt,” Norbert said, clearly relieved to be speaking again. “Just like the tribulations of Egypt in the good book. We could go out there and make a bundle in no time. Better than earning less than a cowpoke and risking our lives over a warrant,” 

Matt smiled, “Tribulations? Where’d you learn such a fancy word?” 

“Never mind. They were terrible times, Matt. Rivers of blood and the death of the first-born. The preachers say we should side with the Israelites. I don’t think so. The poor Egyptians got the worst of it. The Lord was mean in those days. He can turn mean as a snake in the blink of an eye. I think the son of a gun’s got it in for us. Let’s just turn around and go have a drink in town. I’m not up to it today.” 

“We have to do our duty, Norbert. Even if we don’t like it.”

“You sound like your dad, damn his hide. Let’s go home. I hate it here.”

“Where’s that doggone warrant?” 

As they rode closer they saw the farmhouse was a sorry sight, with a sod roof that was grassy and swaybacked. Dirt and cow chips were packed between the logs, and the windows were of oiled paper. The pig looked half-starved and remained stretched out on the unpainted porch. Someone had made an attempt of domesticity by placing wild flowers in a pair of wooden buckets by the plank door. Matt found it hard to believe Americans still lived in such poor conditions over a decade into a new century. Past the farmhouse a trio of bony horses hung their heads in a rope corral that they shared with a dead tree and a water trough. Beyond that were a dilapidated barn and a few acres of last year’s scraggly corn stalks. 

“Darn!” Matt said as he patted his dungaree. “I left it at the court house.”

“No you didn’t. I have it. But you get to serve it.” 

Matt reluctantly took the proffered paper and looked at it. 

“That’s a relief,” he said. “It’s just a Notice to Appear for someone named Robert Blevins. It’s not an arrest warrant. This’ll be a snap.” 

“I know that old fraud. Anyway, go do your duty, big shot.”

“Cover me.” 

“Sure,” Norbert grinned. “I just have one question. Shall I order a lacquered coffin or plain old pine?” 

“Funny.” 

Matt dismounted, braced his shoulders and marched toward the farmhouse at the same pace he’d approached the firing line of the shooting championship. But last night’s confidence had vanished and he felt weak and unsure. He was very pale and his innards were in turmoil as the remaining booze fought it out with this morning’s porridge. Once or twice he listed to the left and had to correct himself. Norbert jeered and hooted as he saw this. Matt loosened his gun belt and that helped a little—but the thirty pounds of twin pistols, chaps, heavy denim jacket, Wellingtons and spurs still felt oppressive. He creaked and jangled as he walked, and felt as loud as a Fourth of July parade. The sound frayed his nerves and he sensed his soul wasn’t snug in his body. He pictured it jumping out of his body and running for the hills. The image nearly caused him to laugh but he was too nervous. Consuming a couple pots of strong coffee on an empty stomach was nothing compared to the jitters Matt now faced. He repeatedly told himself to stay calm, but it did no good. In his imagination, he saw a rifle barrel being sighted on him. He was acutely aware of trespassing on another man’s property and being out in the open. 

Can’t run and nowhere to hide. 

Matt nearly yelped as he felt the ghostly touch on his face. He brushed the fly away but there were more, an entire swarm as he drew closer to the farmhouse. Flies crawled and buzzed above the sleeping pig on the porch, a spawn of black gristle sucking the teats and mucous about the eyes. 

Give me a plague of locusts any time. 

He took a deep breath and knocked on the slat door. 

Matt heard two voices from inside the farmhouse, and a moment later a man opened the door. A cocked S&W Russian revolver was held in his hand, the barrel pointed down. He and Matt stared at each other for long seconds and neither spoke. There was a web of broken purple veins under the man’s eyes. His bald pate was the hue of a cellar mushroom. Wisps of hair the rose above his ears looked glued on. Matt was reminded of a circus clown. A smell of corn liquor radiated from the man and his eyes were washed out. He looked like the kind of obstinate souse that would put up a fight if he were being hauled to the drunk tank. Matt knew the type. 

This guy’s on a blue bender. I’m getting this over in a hurry. 

At the same moment, Matt felt the flow of time grinding to a brutal halt. Flies were buzzing insanely around him. On his right side the sleeping pig snorted and twitched as though in the thrall of nightmare. To his left he glimpsed someone moving behind the oiled-paper window. The figure was blurred and staring at him. There was movement everywhere, yet the scene seemed frozen and strangely timeless. Matt felt as though trapped and suffocating in an illustration of a storybook. 

“Are you Robert Blevins?” he finally asked. 

“Who? I thought I told you Mennonites to piss up a rope.” 

“I’m not a preacher…” 

“Who’s that pest over yonder?” 

“Norbert Stern, deputy town marshal in Widow Tree.” 

“That bum’s no deputy,” the man snorted. “I know that coyote. He was a high grader in New Denver, and a pimp before that.” 

“As I was saying, mister Blevins…”

“There’s that sorry name again.” 

Matt reached into his denim jacket and brought out the paper Norbert had given him. He said, “This is a Notice to Appear in the Widow Tree court house at eleven a.m. on May seventh. Take it.” 

“A what?” 

“A Notice to Appear. It’s like a warrant.” 

“For what? I’ve never been to Widow Tree in my life.” 

“You’re not charged with anything. You just have to show up.” 

“Widow Tree? Hey, that’s in the U.S.” 

“Take the paper.”

The man called Blevins took a nervous step back as though the notice was infectious. 

“In a bull’s sausage,” he hissed. “I’m not getting mixed up in your stupid law.”

“Take the damn paper!” 

“Since when does a Yankee tell me what to do?” The man puffed out his flabby chest and jutted his jaw. He tapped Matt on the sternum with his cocked revolver. “Get off my property.” 

“Don’t do that, Blevins.” 

“You call me that name again and I’ll blast you.” 

Out of the corner of his eye Matt saw the figure behind the oiled-paper window disappear momentarily. When it returned it was holding something. At first Matt thought it might be a broom. Then he knew…

I’m out of here right now! he told himself. 

“What’s going on?” Norbert called from fifty yards distance. 

Matt tried to stuff the paper into the man’s shirt pocket and they scuffled on the porch. For a moment they were like a vaudeville comedy team swatting at each other and bellowing, and Matt imagined an audience slapping its knees and howling in merriment. Then the man’s revolver discharged. The lead ball whizzed past Matt’s ear and the powder flash singed his hair. The force of the explosion so close at hand pushed him down onto the porch floorboards. He drew, cocked and fired his right-hand Colt Peacemaker. In an instant the man he’d called Robert Blevins sat down lifelessly in the doorway as the forty-four caliber slug pierced his brainpan. A look of surprise and dismay was frozen on his face. 

At the same time there were more explosions, and chunks of wood flew out of the slats at Matt’s feet. Someone was firing at him from inside the house through the window. One of the bullets went wild and struck the pig, which had risen to its hooves in the din. The pig suddenly collapsed and its forelegs made a skittering sound as they thrashed against the floorboards. Matt’s ears were ringing from the shots fired, but he heard a rifle round being levered into a chamber from inside the farmhouse. He twisted on his back and saw that the oiled-paper window had been blown out by the already fired bullets. The next bullet could kill him. Someone was framed in the window and Matt put two rounds through the now tattered window. He heard a shriek and the sound of a rifle clattering to the floor. 

Suddenly Matt found himself bounding off the porch and running pell-mell to where Norbert was patting his horse’s neck to calm the beast. When Matt reached them, his hands were so shaky it took him several tries to replace the Colt in its holster. 

“Damn, I never saw such fancy gun play,” Norbert beamed. “You bagged them both quick as a whip. You’d have made a fine Innocent, Matt.” 

“Blevins tried to kill me!” 

“My guess is it was an accident. You two were just wrestling. It wasn’t even a real fight. By the way, that’s not Blevins.” 

“What?” 

“Blevins has got to be sixty if he’s a day. I don’t who that ugly bugger is.”

“Why the hell didn’t you tell me?” 

“I guess I was too busy laughing. Anyway, what’s done is done.” 

Black spots were zipping in front of Matt’s eyes and a wave of dizziness came over him. He leaned against his horse’s flank and seized the saddle pommel until the spinning stopped. Gradually the nightmarish severity of what had just occurred was beginning to sink in. 

“I shot someone in the house, too.” 

“We’ll sort it out,” Norbert said. “It’s just another day on the lonesome prairie. You better reload. We don’t know who’s hereabouts.” 

Matt pulled three .44 caliber bullets from his gun belt and emptied the spent rounds. When he tried to reload, the bullets fell from his hand and lay glittering like jewels in the dust. 

I’ve just thrown away my life, Matt thought. I’ve murdered my future. 

“I’m going to be sick,” he said. 

“No, you’re not,” Norbert said as he dismounted. “I saw Innocents kill many unfortunates and they never aired their paunches afterwards. You’re twice the killer any of them ever were. You just don’t know it.” 

“That’s a terrible thing to say.” 

“Well, you did a terrible thing, didn’t you?” Norbert said as he picked up the bullets Matt had dropped and handed them to him. “These are yours, son. Now get hold of yourself. We have work to do.” 

“What am I going to tell my dad?” Matt asked as he notched the fresh cartridges into their chambers. “Am I going to the gallows, Norbert? I don’t want to die.” 

“Don’t be stupid. There’s nothing that can’t be fixed.” 

Norbert took their horses by the bridles and tied the reins to a hitching post in front of the farmhouse. The horses were skittish as they saw and smelled the slaughter. Ignoring the corpse and the agonized cries and thrashing of the pig on the porch, Norbert returned to Matt and took him by the arm. It was as if the old Innocent was taking a dull child to his first terrifying day at school as the two of them walked toward the farmhouse. After a few steps Matt shook his arm free. Tears were running down the young man’s face. 

Norbert said, “A man has only so many tears to shed, Matt. Don’t use up all yours. You’ll need a few more for what’s coming.” 

“What’s coming? Tell me.” 

The old Innocent gave no reply. 

Once they were on the porch they saw flies had already clotted the back of the dead man’s head. Matt felt no pity for the corpse, only shock and revulsion. Black blood issued from the pig’s snout. A bullet had pierced its hide during the wild shooting. Now its forelegs struggled across the floorboards as it tried to drag itself away from the pain of its shattered spine. Matt felt worse for the pig than the man he’d killed. 

Stepping gingerly over the corpse the two deputies entered the doorway with pistols drawn. The air inside the farmhouse was blue with expelled cordite, and acrid with the smell of burnt powder. There were two small, hard-up rooms with packed earth floors that reminded Matt of a chicken coop. In the main room, the furniture consisted of a rough table and three chairs likely gleaned from a bankrupt saloon auction, a wood stove with a pot simmering upon it, a water pump, a laundry tub that doubled as a sink and an apple box with canned goods. An outdated calendar that showed happy children playing with a kitten was nailed to the south wall, and a cluster of wild flowers planted in a soup tin graced the table. In the adjacent room, a single coal oil lamp hung above two neatly made up cots that were separated by a curtain suspended from a rope. The poverty of the rooms somehow clashed with its orderliness, and Matt instinctively knew it was not the man who lay in the doorway who’d kept the place so tidy. 

The girl who’d tried to kill him was about twelve and still conscious. She was lying on the floor under the ruined window and her calico dress was drenched with blood from her sternum to her waist. A rifle lay by her side. When Matt saw her the light on the edges of his day dimmed forever and he knew his old life was over. He holstered his revolver, slid the rifle away and knelt beside her. 

“Do you have a wagon?” he asked gently. “We’ll take you to the hospital in Widow Tree.” 

“Where’s my pa? Someone was shooting at us…” 

“He’s fine. Just rest. Where’s your mother?” 

“Why is it so dark?” 

It was early afternoon and light was streaming into the room. 

“I don’t know,” Matt said and felt his soul shrivel. “I need to see your mother. Where is she?” 

“She lit out years past. She’s a stage actress…with her own show.”

“An actress?” 

Matt thought the girl was slipping into delirium. Why else mention her mother was an actress? At the same time, he sensed there was something critical about her saying this. But what? He tried to comfort her. 

Behind them Norbert lifted the lid on the simmering pot and sniffed. Inside the pot, chicken, carrots and potatoes were stewing. “This smells pretty good,” he grinned. “I’m going to find me a plate.” 

The girl was trying to say more, but as Matt leaned in to listen she coughed a bloody mist into his face. He got up and went to the pump and splashed water in his face and dried himself with a dishrag. 

“I’ll see if I can find a wagon,” he told Norbert in a frightened voice. “See if you can stop the bleeding.” 

“Why bother?” Norbert said as he rose from the apple box with a can of peaches in his hand. He set the can on the table and pieced the lid with his Bowie knife. “She took a bullet through the lungs, poor thing. Her goose is cooked.” 

“Just do what I tell you!” 

“And I thought your father was the only dictator in the family,” Norbert shrugged.

As he stepped onto the porch Matt saw the pig had fallen from the porch into the dirt and was gasping for air. He pulled his Colt and was about to shoot the pig behind the ear when he realized the sound of the shot would frighten the girl even further. Leaving the pig to its suffering he walked over to the barn and slid between the open doors. Inside he found no wagon, only swallows wheeling through the air, and there were so many holes in the roof that the barn was flooded with light. Exhausted now, Matt sat against the inside of the barn door and removed his Stetson and ran his hands through his hair. Somehow, without quite realizing it, he placed the barrel of his pistol against his temple. When the metal had warmed against his skin, he let the gun slide away. He wanted to sleep now. But when he closed his eyes he imagined the girl calling out for her father. 

Until this day, the god Matt had worshipped had been the promise of his brightly shining future as the young good-looking son of a rich man. But that god was cast down now and a new one had slithered into view. This god set the world aflame and swept Matt into its cold alabaster arms and promised nothing and demanded everything. 

“I need a drink,” Matt whispered to the little swallows.

On the way back to the farmhouse, he walked over to the rope corral and opened it so the three horses could graze. He moved like a man in a trance. The trough was full of water and he left it at that. The pig had died where it lay and Matt was grateful for the small mercy. Once on the porch he booted aside the corpse and cursed it in bitter silence. If you weren’t so stupid everything would be different, he told the gristly thing. This didn’t have to happen! At the same time Matt was aware the same words applied to himself. 

Inside the farmhouse he found Norbert was seated at the table in front of a half-finished plate of stew. Now the old man was eating peaches from the can, spearing them with his knife. 

“She had a fit,” he said with his mouth full. “A conniption fit to be precise.” 

Matt rushed over to the girl and saw that her face was blue, her eyes were bulging nearly out of their sockets and blood was smeared over the lower part of her face. She was dead. Her mouth was open as though she had been struggling for air. Matt saw how lovingly her hair had been braided and it nearly brought him to tears once again.

Then he saw the dishrag. Matt had used it to dry himself and remembered he’d left it by the water pump. Now it was bloody and crumpled beside her. 

“What’s this dishrag doing here?” he asked. 

“I was trying to stop the bleeding like you said,” Norbert said. 

“Please tell me you didn’t smother her.”

“Have a little faith in me. I’m not a monster, Matt. I’m merely practical.” 

To prove his point Norbert winked and reached under the table and brought up a bottle of unlabeled corn liquor. 

“At least the poor fool knew the comforts of life,” he said.

Matt went to the table, sat down and reached for the bottle. He took a long pull and clenched his fists as the alcohol burned down his throat. A moment or two later the corn liquor worked its magic, and Matt felt the world become more accommodating, his trouble, shame and grief merely a simple puzzle where all the pieces would eventually fit together. 

“I don’t want to hang, Norbert.” 

“You won’t. You have a couple of choices, and neither involves the gallows. You can come clean about what happened. You’ll likely get off with a charge of criminal negligence and lose your job. But folks don’t like it when a child is killed and they’ll be very mean to you. Someone will possibly gun you down in an alley and count himself a hero…” 

“That child tried to kill me. I didn’t know she was a kid. The window was so…murky I didn’t know what I was shooting at. Nothing was clear-cut and it all happened so fast.” 

“Tell it to the judge. Maybe he’ll take that into account.”

“Fat chance. I’m dead, Norbert.” 

“Only if you tell the truth. My advice is you say nothing. Not a peep to a soul as long as you live.” 

“How can I bear that? It’s a sentence in Hell.” 

“You’d better.” 

“What if someone saw us?” Matt asked as he again reached for the bottle. 

“Out here? Not likely.” 

“I think someone did. I can feel it in my bones. And the mother…” 

“The girl said she left, remember? Hey, relax. I suggest you have some of these excellent peaches…”

“What?” 

“And let the old man set the world right again.” 

The Innocent grinned as he held up a box of wooden matches.

 


The Corporal on Patrol

The smoke from the burning farmhouse drifted many miles on the westerly breeze, and by late afternoon had nearly dissipated over the Alberta prairie. Yet it did not escape the omniscient eye of Corporal Justin Augustus. The Mountie caught the scent in his fingers and held it like a slip of gossamer and read its secrets: burnt sod and timber and three bodies, two human and one porcine. The empathy he felt for the dead was so severe he nearly tumbled from his horse. Had not the stallion spoken steady, calming words, perhaps Augustus would have finally accepted his long-held suspicion: he was mad as a June bug, and all his so-called magic a powerful hallucination. 

Yet to look at the corporal you would not think him insane and would certainly grant him an unimpeded passage. He had a pleasant aspect and spoke rationally. He stood almost seven feet tall and had the shoulders of a heavyweight boxer. His white helmet, red serge tunic and holstered revolver granted him an unquestioned authority. When unseen and alone, cool flame would blossom from his fingertips and he would sculpt the flame into little figurines and grant them brief life for his amusement. Genesis speaks of giants and men of renown, and Augustus believed he was one, and likely the last of his kind.

His mount was as physically imposing as the corporal. A three thousand pound Belgian war horse, the stallion stood a full twenty hands tall and glistened in black. Augustus believed the stallion was a reincarnated Carthaginian general, but was wise enough to keep such information to himself. 

Little was left of the farmhouse save glowing embers when Augustus arrived there in the early evening. At first the Mountie believed the farmhouse had burned down accidentally as did so many sod-roof homesteads, but the spent cartridge shells in the yard and the tracks leading away told him what had likely occurred: a double murder during a robbery, arson to hide their crimes, and the assailants fleeing south into the United States. 

Corporal Augustus bared his teeth in his fury, and for a moment his face bore the cruelty of the cat o’ nine tails overseer he believed he’d been centuries ago. When he’d calmed, he patted the warhorse’s neck and the two of them whispered words not spoken since the age of Gilgamesh. A sprig of witch hazel manifested in his hand and he regarded the curled yellow leaves intently.

When the leaves informed him he’d driven the worst of the whiskey traders from the Blackfoot reservations and he could do no more, the leaves curled into dust. He summoned a raven to fly north to Fort McLeod and inform the Superintendent he was pursuing pressing duties in the United States. As a member of the North-West Mounted Police, Augustus knew he had no authority to do so, but doubted any man would have the courage to stand against him. Borders, nations, presidents and kings meant nothing to him. Only justice had real meaning.

Before leaving to pursue the murderers, Corporal Augustus spotted the girl’s and her father’s shades floating aimlessly among a stand of willow trees a few hundred yards away. Knowing they would be easily frightened, he left the warhorse behind and walked toward them cautiously. Instinctively, the man and his daughter saw that the corporal understood the anguish of their predicament, the terror of being dead but alive in the spirit. They cried out silently to him as they had not yet learned to speak. Augustus told them he would take them under his wing and see them safely through the snares of the underworld. The father wanted nothing to do with what the Mountie offered. Perhaps the dead man believed he could regain his physicality and return to the sphere of the living. Arching his neck hideously, he tried to scream his outrage, then disappeared on a gust of wind Augustus conjured. Watching her father vanish, the girl in the blood-stained calico dress came forward, her eyes imploring Justin Augustus for his help. 

“I will help you,” the corporal promised. “I will avenge.”

 


The Little Killer

The forty-mile road to the Antelope Lodge penitentiary was rarely used, and as the Black Maria trundled over the potholes and washouts the teamster was increasingly impatient and drove his team of four hard. Upon arriving at the summit he stopped the van among the remains of the long abandoned Damascus lead and silver mine where rusted ore cars, stamp mills, brick furnaces and cable hoists were strewn among melting patches of snow in a ten-acre field. Overlooking it all, an empty mansion brooded upon a hill in a ruin of shattered windows. This had been the home of the mine owner and his family fifty years ago. Now it housed bats and mice and the desiccated remains of a mountain lion.

The teamster set the hand brake and eyed the three-story mansion with a vague misgiving, for he’d always felt unwelcome here. A mute anger seemed to emanate toward him from somewhere among the wrecked turrets, cast iron gargoyles, fallen leaves and antebellum colonnades. It was as if the old house knew his intentions and was outraged. 

He stepped down from the reins, his movements stiff from the five-hour haul from the Early Winters jail, and rubbed his bony shoulders. The plaintive cries of the prisoner in the Black Maria came to him, but the teamster ignored them and ate his own lunch before bothering to feed and water his horses. Now that the van had stopped he could hear the distant coyotes clearly. This angered him, for he believed he understood their wild despairing language and they were mocking him. 

His name was Jody Simms, he was twenty-one years old and wore the Federal blue of a prison guard. The belt around his slack belly carried shackles, heavy keys and a holstered pistol. Jody liked to think he looked like a rough fellow or a soldier, but there was something about his cherubic face and slight frame that was reminiscent of a schoolboy. He was incapable of growing facial hair and could pass for a twelve-year-old when it suited him. Perhaps it was this boyish quality that women found attractive. He was charming and funny when he wanted something. His eyes were soft as a deer’s and fools mistook this for weakness. When he fought he bit and scratched with nails grown long for cruel purpose, and sought out his opponent’s testicles. Convicts rightly feared him and Jody was very proud of that. He had no friends. If this bothered him he didn’t show it.

Once his team were finally fed and watered he took a shovel from the tool box by the hand brake and went to the back of the prison van, opened the padlock and hasp and swung open the barred gate. His solitary prisoner blinked out at him from the gloom. 

“Let’s go,” Jody said as he hefted the shovel onto his shoulder like a rifle. “Time’s a wasting, Sunny Jim.” 

“We ain’t at Antelope Lodge,” the prisoner squeaked. 

Jody touched the holstered pistol at his side. 

“You and me are taking a walk.” 

A rattling and scuffing sound emerged from inside the van until a boy of about fifteen stepped down and into the light of day. The sty on his eyelid looked painful and his nose was red and runny. Maybe he had a cold or maybe he’d been crying. He smelled of urine, carried a ball and chain in his shackled hands and wore the black and white stripes of a prison uniform. He was aware of Jody Simms’ reputation and gazed meekly at the ground. 

“Where we going, boss?”

“It’s a surprise.” 

“Don’t hurt me. I’m just a kid.” 

“Start walking.” 

They hiked through the overgrown couch grass, sage and scrub along the road until they passed the bunkhouse with its collapsed roof, the cookhouse with its massive tumour of a wasp nest under an eve and the twenty-foot water wheel straddling the dry creek bed. At the end of the abandoned works they stepped onto a deer trail that wound uphill, and here the child-prisoner was slowed by his leg irons. 

“What’s the hurry, boss?” he asked with a nervous grin. “I can’t keep up.”

“Let me help,” Jody said. 

He twisted off a switch of dogwood and snapped it across the prisoner’s back. The kid yelped and stumbled ahead while Jody grinned and laid into him with the switch. Once they reached the top of the hillock they were standing in front of the mansion, and here they stopped. Jody tossed away the switch and squatted, the shovel held upright between his knees, while the kid caught his breath. 

“What now, boss?” 

“Around back,” Jody said as he stood. 

“What’s up?” 

“I never heard anyone with so many dumb questions. Get moving, smart boy.” 

Walking past the collapsed front steps the smell of bat guano, moldy newspapers and animal decay faintly emerged from the broken windows above them and hinted at what was inside. Jody had no desire to explore the interior, for he imagined the long hallways and silent rooms as a nightmare maze impossible to escape. The front of the house was a weathered ruin, but once he and the prisoner came to the rear of the house they found this part of the building largely intact. Massive elms had blocked much of the effect of sun, wind and snow, and up on the back porch, faded red and white paint was still visible amongst the graying timbers. The scrolled running trim, the decorative spindles and cedar balusters spoke of money, love and care, and Jody was surprised that scroungers and mischief-makers had never stripped the old girl of her petticoats. Perhaps the mansion’s baleful reputation kept them at bay. Closing his eyes he pictured the family having their tea, watercress sandwiches and English biscuits upon this porch many years ago. 

They’re basking in the sunset, he told himself. I see them clear as day. 

Jody thought he could hear them as well, faintly at first and then as clearly as actors upon a stage. Father read some biblical folderol while comically imitating a flustered parson, and wife and daughter did needlepoint and giggled. For a moment the reverie seemed so real Jody wanted to walk onto the porch and pour himself a glass of lemonade. He would listen to their palaver, tell funny stories and make himself at home. He would be welcome and accepted. Then as one, the imaginary family fell silent and looked up from what they were doing. They stared at Jody with faces turned hideous with cold disdain. When Jody pictured this ghostly tableau he hated the long-dead family. 

Beyond the elms the remnants of a lawn stretched out for nearly an acre. Jody angrily pushed the prisoner ahead onto an overgrown trail that weaved through the tall yellow grass. The trail ended at a grave site where two tombstones jutted out of snow patches. Here the prisoner sat down on a weed-strewn mound and began to whimper. Jody felt a little cheated when he thought the prisoner might be faking it. 

“Quit your blubbering,” Jody said. 

“If you wanted me to drop my britches,” the prisoner said, “you didn’t have to drag me all the way up here. We could’ve done it back in the van and skipped the hike.” 

Jody’s face flushed and he said, “I wasn’t thinking of you. I was thinking of her.” 

He drove the shovel down into the grave at his feet. The tombstone read: 

ELIZA SHELLEY

AUG.7 1829 DEC. 14 1860

BELOVED WIFE

“They say she was buried,” Jody continued, “in a sealed zinc box full of alcohol. She probably looks the same as she did the day she died some fifty years ago. She was a famous beauty and I’m curious to have a look at her. I bet she floated to the top of the coffin. You’re going to dig her up so I can have a peek.” 

“I ain’t had no lunch,” the prisoner protested once he got over the shock of what he’d been ordered to do. “And you don’t know the whole story, boss. The guys who brought the coffin back here got a little thirsty along the way. They drained the alcohol gradual-like and drank it. By the time the coffin got here it was bone dry.” 

“Damnable scum,” Jody said bitterly. “Well, that’s a hell of a note!” 

“Yeah, you dig her up now all you’ll see is a big dried up rat. There’d be little to see, boss. Plenty to smell, though. Let’s go back to the van.” 

Jody’s fists remained clenched and the veins stood out on his neck. It was as if he’d declared war on himself. But after a moment he managed to say, “Sure. I was just fussing with you anyway. It was just a joke, right?” 

“Right,” the prisoner said flatly. “That was a good one.” 

He said nothing more as they went down the deer trail and returned to the Black Maria. Jody told the prisoner he could sit up front with him until the guard towers of Antelope Lodge came into view. The boy seemed relieved not to have to return to the back of the van. He ate his hard tack and gristle and drank his gruel from a tin cup. He wouldn’t look at Jody as they bounced down the road. Instead the prisoner pretended there was something really interesting in the scrub brush besides gophers and coyote scat. When he finally averted his gaze from the surroundings he kept his eyes on the rutted road ahead. 

Jody wondered what the prisoner was thinking and knew he’d made a mistake talking about the woman in the coffin. He wondered what the prisoner would tell the other inmates once he was locked up, and he wondered if the gossip would reach the guards and from there worm its way into the Warden’s office and what would happen then. Actually, Jody knew precisely what would occur: Sheldon would blow his stack. And all this time the prisoner said and did nothing, but Jody knew the boy’s mind had to be running at full speed. 

“I seen you carry a Walker Colt,” the prisoner piped up suddenly. “Got to have strong wrists to fire one of those, huh? I hear they blow up.” 

“That’s a lie,” Jody said irritably. “After the war lots of soldiers said their pistols blew up to keep them from returning them to Uncle Sam. The Walker’s good as any, but heavier and you have to watch the load.” 

“Is yours converted?” 

“No, percussive. The prison’s too cheap to buy the kit.” 

“Loads slow, I bet.” 

“Real slow. It’s not even loaded now,” Jody said as he removed the pistol from its holster, opened the gate and showed the prisoner there was neither cap, ball nor powder in any chamber. “You think I need a loaded gun to deal with a squirt like you? You think I can’t handle you?” 

“I never said that.” 

“Well, you better not.” 

“Don’t get your drawers in a tangle.” 

“The day I can’t handle a punk like you I’ll hang it up.”

“Okay, okay. I get the picture.”

“And I was only joshing you back at the grave.”

“Sure, boss. I laughed so hard I filled my britches.” 

Something about how the boy said this rubbed Jody the wrong way. Now this rat thinks he’s better than me, he thought. He’ll spread the story all over to give himself juice. I’ll be a laughing stock or worse. And Warden Sheldon will skin me alive. The answer to his predicament came to Jody Simms in a flash and caused his phallus to twitch. But he needed time to mull the idea over so he changed the subject and said, “Rape, right? That’s what they pinned on you?” 

“Hell, no. It never got that far. That’s a damn lie.”

“Tell me about it” 

“What’s in it for me?” 

“If you don’t you can go back to the van and sit in your own piss.” 

“It’s not rape,” the kid paused as he recalled the exact wording the prosecutor had used. “It’s called attempted sexual assault. There’s a big difference. “

“Get on with it.” Jody tried to affect a world-weary tone, but his voice rose as his unbidden erection came on in a sudden rush. He could feel the body heat rising from the prisoner and somehow this made it better. Jody squirmed on the seat, surprised. 

“You know the school in Malo?” the prisoner asked. 

“What about it?” 

“There was this teacher, Liz Hawthorne. She’s in her early twenties and a real looker with a couple little sweet buds popping up on her chest. She’d walk past Cotter’s assay office while I was sweeping the porch. Usually with her chums on the way to school. One morning she was alone skipping along in her dress with her cute little legs rubbing together where it counts. I looked around. The street was empty. I said, “Hey, there’s a lost kitten back here.” 

Jody shifted on the padded seat and casually let his hands and the reins settle onto his crotch. His erection felt like a weapon. The coyotes started up again with their demonic voices and he forced himself not to listen. 

“So she comes back,” the prisoner went on. He touched the sty on his eyelid and winced either at the pain of the infection or the pain of remembrance. “And she was acting all innocent saying where’s the kitty and such like. I got the impression she wanted it bad and was just playing me. Then I done her. And that was a mistake.” 

“Done what,” Jody asked striving to keep his voice level. 

“Stuff. Maybe held her down and cupped her mouth. Lifted her dress, maybe. Not much there really. All that time thinking about it and running to the wood shed to jack off three times a day and when you come across the real thing it ain’t much. Anyway, I knew I was in trouble when she got away on me, the little bitch. I thought of chasing her and putting her lights out but my pants were full of juice.” 

“She told on you?” 

“You bet,” the prisoner said bitterly. “I was in jail an hour later.” 

“Tough break, huh?” 

“You don’t know the half of it, boss. Then it turns out U.S. Marshal Means is in town on federal business. The town marshal lets him into my cell and Means lays a beating on me for the fun of it. Why’d he do that? I’m only fifteen. Anyhow, my trial was short and sweet. Liz got up on the stand and howled up a storm. Lordy, what an actress! Telling all this guff about what I done.” 

“But you’d never tell on me, right?” 

“About wanting to dig up a corpse?” the prisoner laughed. “Hell, no! You’re as pure as the driven slush. Compared to you I’m what they call well adjusted.” 

That decided the issue for Jody Simms. As his penis grew flaccid he was calm and settled, for he knew precisely what to do. The idea he’d got just a few moments ago was no longer so lustrous but he’d run with it.

It’s the only smart thing to do. Anyone would do the same thing in my spot. It’s not my fault the kid’s likely got a big mouth. 

“I’m going to let you go,” Jody said.

“What did you say?” 

“You heard me.” Jody pulled the Black Maria to a stop. “You’re just like that schoolteacher. You’ll squeal on me the minute we reach Antelope Lodge and the whole world will think I’m funny upstairs. So, I’m going to let you escape.” 

“In a pig’s arse. You just keep driving that team. I’m not going anywhere.”

“I’ll say you were going for a leak and you got away. Simple.” 

“You’d shoot me. I know your type.” 

“The gun isn’t loaded like I already told you,” Jody said. Once again, he drew out the Walker Colt and spun the cylinder so the prisoner could see the chambers were empty. 

“You could load it, boss. I’m not convinced.” 

“Walkers are slow loaders, right? You said so yourself. By the time I loaded it you could be halfway to Canada.” 

“Unlock these shackles,” the prisoner said, his eyes suddenly gleaming. “And this ball and chain.” 

Jody took a pair of keys from his belt and opened the shackles and the ball and chain. The prisoner rubbed his wrists and ankles gingerly. “What about these duds,” he asked. “I’ll stand out like a sore thumb.” 

“Don’t push it, smart boy.” 

The prisoner turned to Jody and said, “You’re kind of funny, ain’t you? I’m going to tell the world what a funny little guy you are. And when they hear of it they’ll laugh all the way to China.” 

Letting out a whoop the one-time prisoner bounded to the ground and broke into an easy trot back the way they’d come. 

Jody’s face was burning with the sting of the boy’s words as he reached under the seat for the wooden box. Inside were; lead balls, a tin of caps, an engraved ivory powder flask and cleaning accessories. Loading a percussive pistol was exacting tedious work but Jody was well practiced. The powder was poured carefully into the first chamber, the ball levered snuggly down and then the cap fitted and squeezed. The second chamber was charged the same way and the others left empty. The entire procedure had taken about one minute. 

Jody Simms stood on the floorboard and turned to look down the road behind him. The boy had loped about one hundred yards, and in his lazy stride Jody somehow perceived the schoolyard bully. As a child Jody had been picked on until the bullies learned the hard way to let him be. To make it sporting, he gave the boy another hundred yards before lifting and sighting the Walker Colt, and he smiled thinly, for he knew there were only two other men in the entire Territory who could make this shot. Jonas Means for one. And maybe that deputy town marshal in Widow Tree, some rich kid. 

What the hell’s his name? Matt something or other. 

Jody cocked the revolver but did not squint like a rube. He held both eyes open as though daring a hot powder shard to sear him. 

The first shot brought the boy to his knees like a penitent. 

As Jody cocked the pistol once more he remembered a line from a sermon he’d heard back in the orphanage when they were still trying to set him on the straight and narrow. Saul was blinded by the light, he recalled the priest saying. He fell to his knees on the road to Damascus. 

The second shot pushed the boy’s teeth and part of his trachea out through his mouth. He fell face forward onto the road and lay still. 

Jody knew he’d have a lot of explaining to do once he reached the penitentiary. 

Sheldon would be the worst of it. And that fat S.O.B. Captain Wirth. Maybe Jody would lose his job or be charged with manslaughter. But he didn’t really care. He was thinking of that good-looking schoolteacher the kid had told him about. Just hearing about her had given him a whopper of a boner. He committed her name to memory, Liz Hawthorn.

Next time he was in Malo he’d pay her a visit.

 


A Nice Girl Like You in a Place Like This

In early spring of the following year Rachel Adler stared out the train window and cursed the egalitarian impulse that had condemned her to a third-class coach. It was all well and good to talk of a Fabian society while in the parlour back home in Montreal, but to actually rub shoulders with the Great Unwashed was repellent. Now she was trapped with them, and the train ride was taking forever as it crossed the American prairie. The smell of sweaty rumps and sour armpits in the overheated coach was staggering. Yankees, pallid Chinese railway workers and Eastern European immigrants emitted an eye-watering stench. The worst of them was the Hassid couple and their sickly baby that befouled itself constantly, seemingly having a never-ending supply of yellow diarrhea. Each time it happened a stink greater than all the others filled the air. The lighting of cigars immediately followed so that one bad door merged with another. “One more squirt out of that kid and he goes out the window,” one of the card players spat out. Rachel removed a perfumed silk hanky from her person and covered her nose. The Hassid couple hunched timorously on their wooden bench as though surrounded by Cossacks, and Rachel felt like going to them and offering some consoling words in Yiddish. But the compassion at the core of her was largely half-hearted and theoretical. She stayed put. 

Perhaps the old man who sat opposite Rachel knew what she was thinking, for he smiled at her cynically. He was a stern-looking patriarch with a worn leather valise across his knees. Every so often he would extract a paper from the valise and study it intently before replacing the paper and snapping the valise shut. He would then eye Rachel as though daring her to ask what he had been looking at. His suit, shirt, boots and even his string tie were black and Rachel was reminded of a biblical prophet about to call hellfire down on the House of Israel. He regarded his fellow passengers with such flinty-eyed suspicion that Rachel thought he might be expecting train robbers. She felt like saying to him, “Jesse James is dead. You can stop worrying.” Of course, she never did. The old man frightened her and hadn’t spoken a word to anyone since boarding in Wichita.

Rachel tried to sleep on the hard bench, but the noise in the coach made it nearly impossible. Children ran wildly down the aisle and there was a constant hubbub of languages. The steady uproar got on Rachel’s nerves so intensely it was akin to a physical assault. And there had been real violence, too. Only an hour ago a chicken had broken free of the Ukrainian couple and fluttered into the air. A card game had been thus interrupted and a man dressed in animal skins had thrown down his cards in a fury and threatened to gut the chicken and its owners on the spot. Slowly the old man with the valise had turned and looked the card player in the eye. The gambler’s outrage suddenly vanished, his shoulders slumped as he sat down and meekly picked up his cards. The coach had become deathly still and silent. A moment later the Ukrainian man smiled sadly and wrung the chicken’s neck to end the incident. He handed the lifeless but still flapping bird to his wife who cradled the dead thing like a pet and muttered soothing tones as she plucked the feathers. 

My God, Rachel thought. Who are these people? And the old man? Where does his…power come from? 

Rachel looked at him in a way she hoped appeared casual. 

His hair was black as shoe polish and presumably dyed. The fat of his neck flowed out from above his starched collar and his face was red enough to indicate he suffered the cruel grip of a corset He was a big man but whatever muscle he once carried had long since turned to flab. At one time he was probably considered handsome. Rachel was reminded of an old lion that still ruled his pride but would soon be threatened by the young males coming up. She wanted to know how he could disarm a potentially dangerous situation with one look, but was afraid to ask him. 

She got the impression he didn’t like her. 

He senses I’m a Jew, Rachel thought and looked away in disdain. 

The train stopped at a way station and took on water. A man boarded the coach and sat directly across the aisle and facing the same direction as Rachel. He looked capable of a civilized conversation. There was an air of refinement about him, and the flamboyant purple suit he wore would not have looked out of place on Oscar Wilde. As the train shunted forward and regained speed the man produced a copy of William Wordsworth poetry. He had a languid, aristocratic way of turning the pages with his long elegant fingers, and should he come upon an especially poignant phrase he would sigh wistfully and let the book fall to his lap as though overwhelmed with delicate emotion. The bald spot that graced the back of his head reminded Rachel of a monk’s tonsure, but as the train clanked and rattled on interminably the tonsure morphed into a baboon’s hindquarters. A giggling fit soon followed. Rachel wondered if the man was on the run from a sordid scandal at a boy’s private school or was an embezzler. The one true discovery she made shocked and delighted her: the man was a dope fiend. Every so often he reached into the leather satchel at his feet and extracted a black bottle with a tube leading to a rubber mask. He would fit the rubber mask over his mouth and nose and press the attached plunger into the bottle. As he inhaled the color would drain from his face and his head would roll on his shoulders in paroxysm of relief bordering on sick ecstasy. 

Rachel was horrified when the dope fiend caught her staring at him. He didn’t seem offended by her. The smile he gave her was melancholy, fey and tinged with death. 

“Got the vapors, honey?” the old man with the valise asked her. 

Rachel was taken back. 

“I beg your pardon?” she sputtered out. 

“You heard me well enough. If you’re feeling peaked now at the sight of some degenerate, wait until we cross into Indian Territory. The last time through they were upon us at dawn with blood-curdling screams and itching for scalps. It was every man for himself and all guns blazing…” 

“Don’t try to frighten me, sir,” Rachel replied coolly. “There’s been no Indian Territory since ninety-one, over twenty years ago. It’s called Oklahoma now and we’re nowhere near it. And your government has starved and brutalized all the tribes into submission, have they not? I believe it’s called ‘Manifest Destiny.’” 

“Really? I hadn’t heard. We just call it taking what’s ours. Where you from, honey? England?” 

“Montreal.” 

“Well, that explains all, don’t it?” the old man winked. “You Canadians are so busy sucking up to John Bull you get your drawers in a knot over nothing. That’s what Indians are to us. Nothing. Just like you damn…” 

Rachel’s face flushed with resentment. Ignoring the old goat, she stared out the window until the dull flat landscape faded and her own face gazed back at her: an eighteen-year-old girl fresh out of finishing school, better looking and wittier than her friends, used to having her own way. Men of all stripes fawned over her, from her blushing rabbi to the tobacco-chewing news vendor. She prided herself on being as worldly as any goyim. Yet being alone and uncertain was a new experience for Rachel and seemed to be revealing aspects of herself that were unsettling. After leaving her exclusively Jewish friends in Montreal she’d found herself acting aloof and superior among the gentiles and this bothered her. She’d skimmed through enough Ibsen, Freud, Shaw and Darwin to feel entirely emancipated from the shackles of class, religion and race. Emma Goldman and H.G. Wells were her personal idols. Yet something at Rachel’s core didn’t seem right to her. Her image in the window looking back at her appeared cold, haughty and shallow, and she wondered if that was her true nature just now beginning to reveal itself. Would she become just a wizened hausfrau in thirty years, hectoring the help about keeping the meat separate from the dairy? It was a depressing thought. Once Rachel tired of her inner doubt she fell into an uncomfortable sleep, troubled by dreams of disembodied limbs and hideous faces. 

As evening approached the conductor closed the windows so that the air grew close, warmer and increasingly fetid. Dusk fell quickly where sky and prairie merged in desolation, and beyond the windows the complete darkness that followed seemed to drape the entire train in funeral shrouds. The dim overhead lamps swung hypnotically to reveal long shadows and human forms; the old man asleep and cradling his valise as a grandfather might a child, the card players muttering among themselves, the Ukrainians, Poles and Germans profoundly foreign but mundanely so, the dope fiend with his strange device, the Chinese snickering as though party to some cosmic comedy that would set the world to tears, the Hassid couple and their frightfully pale baby and all the others, each with a story to tell and all hurtling west. 

Rachel awakened to the very real feeling something about the passengers had subtly altered while she slept. Had not the feather in the German’s cap been red not black? And this was not the same blanket the sickly baby had been wrapped in. Or was it? The three Chinese all wore pigtails before nightfall but now only one did. The Ukrainian couple with the chicken had moved across the aisle and closer. Many hours after it had been plucked the chicken was still beating its naked wings as though freshly killed. Rachel stared at the passengers, willing them to be as they were when she fell asleep. She rubbed her eyes and blinked but it did no good. Reaching into her bag she retrieved a vial of smelling salts and inhaled the pungent fumes. Her mind snapped awake, but now it was clearer than ever that some of the passengers were not entirely the same as they’d been before Rachel dozed off. It almost seemed as if they were really a troupe of low actors changing costumes and trading seats the minute Rachel closed her eyes, exchanging wigs and false beards in secret, and the clapboard dust holes they called villages and towns were really props on a vast stage. All this arranged millenniums ago for a sinister purpose.

To drive me insane. The hateful old man is orchestrating it all. 

She stared at the mysterious man on the bench across from her. He was stretched out and dozing on the seat. His black suit was rumpled, his jowls were unshaven and a thin line of drool was escaping his blubbery lips. He did not look at all sinister nor capable of orchestrating anything more than scratching his buttocks. Rachel was reminded of a hobo sleeping it off on a park bench.

A moment later Rachel recognized the absurdity of her mental state, and with that one act the passengers returned to the way they were, innocent and guileless. Suddenly Rachel could breathe again and tried to convince herself she must have been dreaming. Even so, she was left with a cold feeling of worse to come. It was not so much that the passengers had changed that Rachel found frightening. It was the crazy certainty with which she believed they had. Years ago similar thinking had led her to a week-long stint in the Mount Royal Sanatorium.

Maybe Mother was right.

Mother had warned Rachel to remain in Montreal.

There had been other words as well, frightening words.

“Enough!” Rachel muttered, suddenly chilled in the overheated coach. She wrapped her shawl about herself as she tried to recall exactly what Mother had mumbled as she polished silverware in the kitchen back home. Typically, she clammed up when Rachel asked her to repeat them and merely nodded knowingly to the two Quebecois maids. Long since used to Mme. Adler’s arcane pronouncements the maids had grimly crossed themselves.

When Mother spoke, people listened, if only to hear her bemoan the price of kosher pickles. Years ago her predestine reputation had jumped the confines of Montreal, and a writer from Harper’s had come all the way from Massachusetts to interview her. His article recounted how Mother had once sprung out of bed at four a.m. claiming an angel with a fiery sword had told her where a missing man was located. Nobody took her seriously as she informed anyone who’d listen that the missing man was in an abandoned mine shaft, two miles north of Ottawa. After days of futile searching the banks of the Saint Lawrence the man suddenly showed up, bedraggled, hungry and bleeding at his own doorstep. And where had he been? Exactly where Mother had predicted. That started the ball rolling, and after a few similar events over the years her reputation in the psychic world was secure. Now she was mentioned in the same breath as Madam Blavatsky. Yes, it’s true Mother was generally drunk before noon and her wig was often askew. Nevertheless, those who disregard her pronouncements did so at their peril.

The coach was constricting Rachel now and she felt as though she was in the bowels of a great beast. She rose up, walked unsteadily to the rear of the coach and swung open the vestibule door. Cold night air greeted her, and she should have felt better. But Mother’s dire words lingered in her mind. 

Something about a hole in the earth. 

And there was more. Something about a cruel…

“Demon!” Rachel nearly screamed as the hand glided over her shoulder. 

The hand flitted away as a shadow joined her upon the landing. 

“Be still,” the voice hissed, “My nerves are acutely sensitive.” 

Under the overhead lamp Rachel saw that the dope fiend had joined her. Upon hearing his refined and listless voice she pictured rain, night and a dim barren room somewhere on the Scottish moors. This was the closest she’d been to the man and now she saw he bore the sensual lips of an aesthete and his hair was long and oiled. A scent rose off him that was a cloying mixture of an apothecary shop and a funeral corsage. It was faintly sickening. 

The vestibule was narrow and the two of them stood swaying with the rhythm of the train and close enough to brush against each other. Rachel muttered something about returning to the coach and tried to slip past. The dope fiend blinked twice and stood still as a stone, blocking her passage. Once he realized his inaction had crossed a line between poor decorum to implied threat, he jumped out of the way as though on the receiving end of an electric jolt. An instant later his hands were fluttering like birds in front of him and he was sputtering out an apology. 

“Please stay, young miss,” he managed to say. “I’ve been on this train since forever and not a soul to talk to. Sometimes I think we’re on a trip to Hell and we don’t know it. Does that sound mad to you?” 

“Not at all. Strange as it seems, I was just thinking…” 

“Good, good! At least I’m not alone. My doctor advises I seek out cheerful company lest the dogs catch me.” 

“The dogs?” 

“Oh, yes. That’s what I call them. The dogs of melancholy.” 

“You should look elsewhere,” Rachel said. “I’m not particularly cheerful.”

“Melancholy is a wonderful word, isn’t it?” the man went on, disregarding her comment. “When I hear it, I imagine dogs of the Baskerville variety. Fangs, murder, a cold fog upon the northern hinterland and what not. But the word is Greek in origin and translates simply to ‘black bile.’ Curious that the ancients would associate this affliction with digestion. Excuse me, I’m being indelicate.” 

“I’ve seen plenty of indelicacy,” Rachel shrugged. “That poor chicken…” 

“Yes, yes! Inexcusable, barbaric and so forth.” 

“I should be going in.” 

“Not so quick, I think.” 

“I beg your pardon?” 

“I’m Charles Topper,” the dope fiend said suddenly, extending his hand. Rachel hesitated before shaking it. Her hand disappeared in his as though no bigger than a sparrow. Vaguely effete as he was, Topper’s fingers were like steel bands. Rachel gave her name and immediately regretted doing so. 

“Now I really must be getting in,” she said. 

“Let’s talk a bit more, shall we?” 

“Perhaps later.” 

“No, now.” 

“I’m going in,” Rachel said flatly. “I’m feeling a chill.” 

Charles Topper stepped deliberately in front of her and blocked the coach entrance. He loomed over her, his massive body blocking the overhead light so that his face was in shadow. In a moment of epiphany Rachel realized there was a slavering beast inside the man that was raging to be free. Once more her mother’s warning came to her and Rachel felt her knees grow cold and watery. 

A demon, she thought. That’s what mother said awaited me. 

Then as quickly as he’d stood implacably before her, now Topper visibly shrunk and stepped aside. The transformation was remarkable. Whereas before he’d silently menaced Rachel, now he stood like a chastised schoolboy humiliated and shamed before the entire class. Rachel nearly pitied him. 

Topper’s voice cracked as he said, “Forgive me, Miss Adler. I get the blue devils when I take my medicine and the strangest things come out of me. Quite unbidden, I assure you. It’s the damnable drug, you see? It’s jealous. The drug wants me for itself.” 

Squirming past him Rachel resumed her seat and hunched down by the window. 

She hoped the sour old man was awake and his scowl would deter Charles Topper from engaging her further. No such luck as the man in black was snoring to beat the band. Rachel decided to feign sleep and closed her eyes. Minutes later she heard Topper reenter the coach and softly close the door behind him. She counted the six steps it took him to stand directly behind her. She could swear she heard him breathing, louder than the sighs, grunts and snores of the passengers, louder than the wheels racing over the iron tracks. She willed herself not to open her eyes. Topper stood behind her for what seemed an interminable time. Was he staring at her? What was he doing? In her mind she pictured a butcher knife emerging from black folds. Rachel forced her eyes to remain shut. Behind them she pictured demons dancing and laughing at her. Control your eyelids, they mocked. You can do it, Rachel! C’mon, you’re not a child! Finally she heard Topper shuffle back to his seat, and the sound of his footfalls was those of a man walking to his own personal gallows. Minutes later when she deemed it safe Rachel opened her eyes to slits and saw Topper was sucking into his rubber mask, his complexion a cadaverous yellow.

Her ordeal had exhausted her and now sleep came to her quickly. She soon dreamed of faces that merged together. Each face was trying desperately to tell her something but before they could another appeared. The final face was Mother’s. Her and Rachel were crammed into a tight wooden box deep in the earth. It was dark and cold and the only way to be warm was to cling together. Yet Mother pushed her daughter away angrily. “I tried to warn you,” she said. Worms and earth clogged her mouth and she struggled to speak. “Now we’re stuck here forever, you willful child!” 

Rachel woke with a start, the terror of the nightmare still clinging to her. I dreamed I was buried alive. No wonder. The coach is dark as the grave and the bench hard as the bottom of a coffin. As she thought this she was aware of having gradually slipped back into some nether world between sleep and wakefulness. In that strange gray place the nightmare was still reaching for her, slowly and powerfully drawing her back to itself as though alive and in need. In its grip Rachel tried to move her arm but could not. It was trapped under her side and felt heavy as a slab of meat. She needed to roll over but was paralyzed. With a massive effort, she turned onto her back, but her useless arm was still immobile. Aware that she was dreaming Rachel willed herself to wake but nothing happened. Finally her arm moved feebly up into the air. She had no strength and her arm seemed filled with lead. Her hand moved weakly above her until it scraped against solid grainy wood. Her fingers slid along the rough surface, the lid of the pine box nailed shut above her. 

“I warned you,” a voice cried in her ear. “You wouldn’t listen.” 

Mother was in the casket with Rachel pressing icy dead flesh against her…

Rachel was sure she’d screamed at the top of her lungs as she finally awakened from her nightmare but had merely mumbled. Her neck was stiff from lying awkwardly on the bench. It was light out. She sat up blearily. 

Upon her return from the lavatory she saw the old man across from her was reaching into his valise and again removing a sheaf of papers, as he’d done periodically since boarding the train and Rachel didn’t understand why. As always, the old man didn’t seem to read each page but only study it as though memorizing the contents. 

Rachel sat down and watched him. Whatever he was seeing on the pages seemed to disgust him. He sneered at some pages and curled his lip at others. Now and then he’d mutter, “Still loose, are you?” or “It’s the rope for you, mister.” Leather and shiny metal sat at the bottom of the satchel, but Rachel couldn’t quite see what it was. Once the old man had reviewed every page he replaced the sheaf in the valise and snapped it shut. He looked Rachel boldly in the eye as though daring her to ask what he was perusing. Feigning disinterest, she stared out the window. The landscape was flat and seemingly the same as always. Rachel had the uncomfortable feeling they were travelling in a great circle. 

About an hour later the train clattered and lurched to a stop in the middle of nowhere. Sunlight was flooding the coach and Rachel opened the window so that cool prairie air wafted inside to refresh her. Her hand went to her mouth as she saw what was outside. 

“Where’d all these bears come from?” she wondered aloud. 

“Give your head a shake,” the old man said. “Those are buffalo, and possibly the only ones left for a thousand square miles. Looks like the conductor is going to let us boys have a little fun.” 

The male passengers were now filing into the aisle, many armed with knives, pistols and rifles. There was a popping sound coming from outside as the first shots were fired. The old man seized his rifle from the overhead rack, muscled into the aisle and swatted the pig-tailed Chinese man ahead of him. 

“Hurry up, you damnable heathen! The men in the other coaches are already firing.” 

When the last of the shooters were making their way to the vestibule and nobody was watching her, Rachel leaned forward and unsnapped the valise. The papers were at the top and she carefully removed one. It showed a drawing of two rough-looking men and read:

GOVENER’S PROCLAMATION

$750 REWARD

GRAT AND EMMET GRANVILLE

WANTED DEAD OR ALIVE!

A quick shuffle through the remaining papers revealed similar wanted posters. 

Beneath them Rachel found a pistol holstered in a leather gun belt. She looked around quickly. No one was watching her. She pulled the revolver part way out of the holster and quickly replaced it. She found herself breathing rapidly. 

Rachel turned to look out the window once more and saw men running to the small herd that was gathered about one hundred yards from the train. To her dying day she never understood why the buffalo never stampeded. It was if they instinctively understood they were being sacrificed to an age-old blood lust. There was more gunfire as the men from the first-class coach joined the slaughter. Blue smoke rose up around the men and there were flashes of white light in the midst of them. 

Turning away from the carnage, Rachel saw the coach had emptied of every man save Charles Topper who was languidly observing a spider devour a fly upon the ceiling. 

“Do something, Mister Topper,” she cried. “This is barbaric.” 

“Oh, I quite agree. Even as we speak I’m composing a scathing letter to Union Pacific in my mind. This unwarranted stop has put us behind schedule.” 

“That’s not enough, sir! I mean do something about the slaughter, this minute.” 

“What would you have me do?” Topper inquired, finally deigning to give Rachel his full attention. “Stand out in front of the herd and plead for compassion? Those louts would gun me down, and rightly so. What’s more I’ve seen many cattle slaughtered and then gone for a steak dinner afterwards. I see little difference between cattle and this herd. Let me remind you of something, Miss Adler. America is a nation of low men. Blood is there code. It’s the way of the world and you are going to have to learn to live with it.” 

“What you’re telling me is that you are a coward, Mister Topper.” 

“You don’t know the half of it,” Topper said as he returned his attention to the spider and the fly upon the ceiling. “Not half by a long shot, dear lady.” 

The bloodbath was over and the shooters were returning to the train when Rachel stepped down out of the coach. There was much bonhomie and back-slapping among the killers and some were carrying chunks of meat and bloody hides. A Chinese was still working among the buffalo, prying open the mouth of a bull to remove the tongue. When he finally succeeded he let out a high-pitched cry and waved the bloody mass in the air in victory and then scurried back to the coach. 

Once there he grinned at Rachel as he passed her as though she was complicit in his joy. As the smoke cleared she saw a calf with a bullet-shattered foreleg had been left alive and standing. The old man with the rifle was stepping onto the stairs when Rachel stopped him. 

“You left one alive,” she said. “You should put it out of its misery.” 

“Don’t worry about it, honey. The coyotes will make quick work of it.” 

“Damn you and all your kind. Do what’s honorable, sir!” 

The old man looked over his shoulder to the wounded calf. He shrugged indifferently and then held out his rifle to Rachel. He said, “This is a Winchester lever action. It’s loaded. If you’re so concerned with being humane do the ‘honorable’ thing yourself. I’ve other affairs to attend to and I’m disembarking here.” 

“In the middle of nowhere?” 

“Duty calls,” he replied as he held out the rifle. “Try to return it in one piece.” 

“I don’t understand firearms.” 

“Ah, a virgin on her wedding night.” 

Furious now, Rachel took the rifle and strode toward the buffalo. Fifty yards out from the train she heard men hooting at her from the windows and she paused to turn and glare at them. But her eyes were immediately drawn to the old man walking alongside the tracks. He came to the baggage car where he rapped on the door until it slid open from the inside. He stood aside as two railway men positioned the end of a wide wooden ramp onto the ground from the now opened door. Behind them the conductor held a saddled horse by the bridle. The train whistle blew then and Rachel knew she had to hurry. 

Coming to the herd she saw it had been reduced to mounds of gore and offal, and mist from the cooling entrails rose into the morning air. The surviving calf was standing by his slaughtered mother and his foreleg was dangling in two pieces held together solely by bloodied hide and flesh. Whenever the calf put pressure on the foreleg a gust of air escaped his nostrils. Rachel took a deep breath and put the Winchester to her shoulder. She aimed between the eyes but the warmth of the calf’s gaze disheartened her and she found it impossible to pull the trigger. The rifle was incredibly heavy as though in its weight lay the burden of human existence. At that moment all the misery of the train ride came back to her and she fought back tears. Rachel knew she had to do it now or could never live with herself.

She pulled the trigger and nothing happened. She tried again. Still nothing. 

The catcalls exploded from the coaches and she turned to see a few men jeering her from the windows. The old man was now on the horse and slowly riding toward her from the baggage car. He was shaking his head and laughing to himself. The train’s whistle blew again and black smoke and steam billowed from the engine. She thought she heard the brakes release. They were going to leave without her. Rachel looked at the rifle in bewilderment. Why hadn’t it fired? Before she panicked she recalled what she’d seen in a kinescope show as a child. The reel was a reenactment of a bank robbery and had only lasted a minute or so. Rachel had jumped from the tiny screen as an actor had levered a round into the rifle and pointed it menacingly at the viewer. Now she levered a round into the rifle, put the rifle to her shoulder, aimed and fired. Her ears rang instantly and she was sure the recoil had broken her shoulder. As the smoke cleared she saw the calf lay dead at her feet. 

The old man rode up to her then and took the rifle. He squinted one eye and in a parody of diligence pretended to examine the Winchester for damage. Then he smiled and casually slipped the rifle into the scabbard by the pommel. 

“Not bad shooting” he said. “For a beginner.” When he looked down from his horse he saw the cold hatred in Rachel’s eyes. “Are you going all the way to Malo? If so, drop by some day. I have an office there.” 

“I doubt I’ll see you again. In case you have something funny in mind.” 

“Oh, I don’t think so,” the old man said as he opened his coat to reveal the silver badge pinned to his chest “U.S. Marshal Jonas Means at your service. At least until death or retirement, whichever comes first. And may I take this opportunity to welcome you to the Wild West? But I’m afraid you’re a little out of your depth being so young and alone.” 

“I’m almost nineteen. I can look after myself.” 

“Is that so? One of these days someone may shake the peaches on your tree in a way you do not like. Come that time you better hope I or someone like me is there for you. Your train is leaving now. You better catch it.” 

Means nodded perfunctorily and cantered out into the desert. 

Rachel returned to the coach and resumed her seat just as the train was gathering momentum. All the passengers were looking in every direction but hers. 

Charles Topper was reading his poetry book fervently. 

Gazing out the window she saw the U.S. Marshal growing smaller in the distance. In her mind she equated this fact with the lawman’s relevance in the modern world diminishing. Was there still room out west for the gun-packing bloodletters of old? Yet there was an undeniable power about Jonas Means and Rachel now wished she’d got to know him further. She’d fired a rifle and killed before him, and she wondered if that somehow elevated her in his eyes. For the first time in her life she felt she dealt with a dangerous man. True, he was old and fat and many years past his prime. Maybe he was haunted by the man he’d once been and now at the height of his authority he no longer felt entirely capable of enforcing it. And maybe he was scared and only putting on a good front, maybe inside he felt weak and threatened by a world that was leaving him behind. Rachel found all these thoughts strangely exciting. As she watched him ride away she thought, I’ve never seen anyone so alone. 

 


Concerning the Origins of Our Fair Town

Many years after Emily Scarf’s suicide the willow tree upon which she’d hanged herself remained standing, and on summer evenings children shimmied up its rough bark and from there imagined they beheld her sweet, sad ghost. Poor Emily, they whispered. Hers was a spirit that did not frighten but inspired a yearning for things unspoken but deeply felt. Surely Emily wandered the netherworld tearfully, white rose in pale hand and pined for a lost lover. Every so often adults claimed they’d seen her, glowing and angelic. 

But in life Emily was plain looking and plain spoken; the passing of the years had granted her a near divine luminosity she’d have laughed at had she known. A hard-bitten, snub-nosed Confederate sympathizer, she’d held loud and vitriolic opinions of Jefferson Davis, carpetbaggers, the Union, popery, the horrors of Reconstruction and the Invisible Circle. On her bad days, she was capable of entering a chicken coop and kicking its occupants to a bloody pulp. She hanged herself on April 26, 1867, the second anniversary of the surrender of rebel forces at Greensboro, North Carolina. Legend has it that a black rooster alighted on her head as Emily was still twitching, dug in his talons and screeched. A pair of Dutch prospectors found her grisly remains dangling from a tall branch in the same dress Emily had been married in. Harmenszoon van Aken saw it first, this evil-looking thing floating like a she-devil, and he bit his hand to suppress his howl. He’s “seen” things before after consuming trade whiskey, and learned to ignore hallucinations in the hope they would leave him alone. This one, however, refused to cooperate. When van Aken summoned the courage to lift his eyes to the thing, it stuck out its vile tongue and rolled its eyes. The Dutchman emitted a low moan and tumbled from his mule. When his partner beheld the same horror, van Aken was much relieved. Out of decency (and some hope of reward) the prospectors cut the corpse down, but there was some grumbling about it being a good ways up the tree when the considerate thing was to suspend oneself from a lower branch. 

As for her husband, Natty Scarf, he was put out by his wife’s body being dumped on his porch by a pair of squareheads. His first words were, “What the devil am I supposed to do with this?” He spent little time wondering why Emily would take her own life. That was her business. Nevertheless, it left him with a few nagging questions: who was going to cook his supper, scrub his brown-tailed long johns or plow the scrub, sand and rocks that comprised the Scarf farm? In the end it hardly mattered. By 1869 the farm had dried up and blown away and so had Natty. 

Had Natty remained he would have become a rich man, for in the spring of 1873 a massive lead and silver deposit was discovered on his former farm. The willow tree somehow survived as the little valley boomed into a town, just as Last Chance Gulch, Nevada City and Bannock had before it, and the miners, soiled doves, gamblers and saloon owners who inhabited the new town realized they needed a name for the sight of their impending fortunes. Emily’s Tree was their first choice and Hanging Tree soon followed that. Neither had the right ring, but Widow Tree stuck and the fact that a widow had never dangled from said tree was deemed irrelevant. The citizens of Widow Tree were too busy making money to worry about such niceties. 

 


The Belly Barons

Retired Major Hiram Hargreaves pulled up his voluminous trousers and critically regarded himself in the full-length mirror that graced the oak-panelled foyer in his Palatine Hill estates mansion. In a few minutes he’d be meeting with the three most powerful men in Widow Tree, and it was incumbent upon him to look his finest. He turned sideways and eyed his massively protruding stomach as an artist might a freshly completed work. Yes, his belly was wonderfully swollen (helped as it was by this morning’s six pancakes, half pound of bacon and four fried eggs); so large that it dominated any room it was thrust into, a perfect bay window of a stomach that commenced under his chest and swelled to a peak just above his navel and then curved down to cover his genitals. Never viewing his reproductive organs was a small price to pay for having a belly that would give President Taft significant pause. 
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