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One

A RECENT ISSUE OF THE Police Gazette had been circulating through the prison population for some time and on the Wednesday after the hostage incident, the magazine landed in Nate Cooper’s hands. He took it back to his cell after a breakfast of mealy porridge and lukewarm coffee and lay down on his bunk to read. The front cover featured a photograph of the colored prizefighter Jack Johnson standing in a ring somewhere, the boxer stripped to the waist, his right fist cocked and ready and his left hand open and extended as if in defiant warning to anyone who dared come close. The palm was as big as a saddlebag. Inside the magazine was a story about Johnson, who was about to meet the former champion Jim Jeffries for the heavyweight title. 

As Nate read, Bo came out from a narrow crack in the wall and approached the cot noiselessly across the stone floor. He jumped up onto the wool blanket and then scrambled onto Nate’s pant leg, stopping just below the knee, where he sat on his haunches, whiskers twitching. Nate had pilfered a stale crust of bread from the breakfast table and now he produced it from his shirt pocket and offered a pinch to the mouse, which took it in its front paws and began to nibble away. Just as Nate was about to deliver a second helping he heard footsteps approaching along the corridor and then the key as it hit the lock in the door. Bo, his breakfast thus interrupted, was off the bed in a flash, his tail disappearing into the wall as the hinges creaked open. 

The guard entered and walked to the center of the small cell, looking around suspiciously before turning to regard Nate, his legs spread and his thumbs hooked in his belt. He indicated the top bunk.

“Where’s Bilanski?” he demanded.

“Working the laundry,” Nate replied, continuing to read.

The guard’s eyes fell on the periodical. “That black bastard’s gonna get his yellow ass whupped by Jeffries,” he said.

Nate glanced up at the comment but had no inclination to argue with the man. He preferred to avoid imbeciles, whether they happened to be inmates or guards. He went back to the magazine.

“Warden wants to see you,” the guard said.

The announcement was so unexpected that it naturally got Nate’s attention. He almost asked the guard for the reason behind it but then checked himself. In all likelihood the man wouldn’t know the answer and anyway Nate would find out for himself soon enough. 

Warden Conley sat behind his desk, two-finger typing on a Remington machine, when Nate arrived on the heels of the guard, who interrupted his continued disparagement of the fighter Johnson to announce their arrival. Conley dismissed the man with a nod of the head before waving Nate into the office. 

Nate took a couple of steps before stopping, glancing briefly toward the warden before giving the room the once over, his eyes shifting from the vaulted windows on the west wall to the high bookshelves opposite. Watching, it occurred to Conley that the prisoner had never been in the room before. Nate had removed his cloth cap and was holding it carelessly in his left hand. His hair was brown, with considerable gray in it, and he wore a mustache, also going to gray, that drooped past the corners of his mouth. His eyes were blue and sharp, taking in the room and its contents but also showing a glimmer of a question, the question being—why am I here?

Conley indicated a chair across from him. “Have a seat, Nate.”

Nate walked across the room to the chair, pulled it back a few inches and sat. Conley noticed that the man, in spite of his many years at Deer Lodge, had never developed the prisoner’s shuffle, that peculiar gait of men who had spent time in leg irons. And Conley knew that Cooper had worn the irons in his day. Still, he retained the bowlegged, rambling step of a cowpoke, like the throwbacks Conley often saw on Main Street on a Saturday; ranchers in town for supplies, or cowhands blowing off their wages. He saw them less and less though, he realized. Their numbers were dwindling. 

“I always wanted to ask you a thing, Nate,” Conley said to begin. “With regards to your vegetable garden behind the stables—where did you get your green thumb? Were you always good at cultivating or did you turn your hand to it here?”

“I never grew nothing bigger than a bunion before I come here,” Nate said. “I was a cowboy and a cowboy ain’t much for digging in the dirt. Most won’t stoop to it. I demeaned myself here only in an effort to stave off boredom. Might have saved my sanity. If it has been saved, that is.”

“You have a talent for it nonetheless,” Conley said. “Wherever it came from.”

Nate shrugged. “My ma always had a sizable vegetable garden. Nine kids, it was required.”

“Where was this?”

Nate took a moment, watching warily across the broad desk. Apparently he’d been summoned to the warden’s office, for the first time ever, to discuss the growing of greens. “Missouri, two days out of St. Louis.”

“Have you ever grown trees?”

“No, sir,” Nate said. “I have not. But I spent a good portion of my youth cutting them down, at my father’s bidding. Heavy forest in that part of Missouri, and my father was a dirt farmer. Trees were in the way.” 

“That’s a story very familiar to me,” Conley said. “My lumberjack days were along the Chesapeake Bay. In the years before I was born, my grandfather outwitted the local Indians for a section of virgin hardwood forest. Grandpa wasn’t much for physical labor and so the tree clearing was left to my father and me. Looking back, I’m not so sure the Indians weren’t the ones doing the outwitting. They got the gold coin and without ever wielding an axe.”

Nate nodded, thinking of something to add to the conversation. “It wasn’t the cutting so much as the stumps that got to a man.”

“You’re preaching to the choir,” Conley said. He got to his feet and walked to the window, where he looked down at his spindly oak saplings. “But now I find myself trying to grow them here. With very limited success.”

“I’ve seen those trees of yours,” Nate said. “I wouldn’t call that any kind of success.”

Looking yet at his project, Conley didn’t smile. “You would be right. Watching you grow those tomatoes and pumpkins and corn over the years, I was hoping you might have some insight in growing eastern oak, something with a taproot. Or maybe a hard maple. I miss the syrup on those Sunday mornings when I can persuade the wife to cook up some flannel cakes.”

Nate looked evenly at the warden’s back. Waiting. Wondering if this little visit had any purpose, other than that of idle talk about trees and pumpkins and flannel cakes.

Now Conley turned. “Under different circumstances, perhaps you and I might tackle the problem together. But I’m getting discouraged to the point of surrender. And you won’t be around anyway.”

“How’s that?”

Conley sat down and opened a desk drawer. He drew out a manila envelope and carefully extracted a document from within. He held it in his hands for a moment, as if admiring it, not reading it. He placed it on the desk, halfway between himself and Nate.

“I appreciate your help last week,” he said. “With the Indian boy.”

Nate shrugged. “I was helping him, if anybody. Hostage or no hostage, we both know what was gonna happen, if he’d of walked out that door.”

“Yeah, we do,” Conley said. “Nevertheless, this institution is not immune to the concept of gratitude.”

“I once heard that the quality of mercy is not strained.” Nate took a moment to search his memory. “I believe it was that old forger Baldwin said it, while speculating on them he’d swindled.”

“That’s from Shakespeare.”

“I never said that Baldwin come up with it first.”

Conley smiled and, with the flat of his hand, slid the document across to Nate. “We’re releasing you, Nate. As of tomorrow morning.”

Nate, his eyes on the sheet of yellow paper, said nothing for several moments. He hadn’t been expecting a conversation about the cultivation of root vegetables or maple trees, and he sure as hell hadn’t been expecting this. He gathered himself.

“Releasing me?” he said. “Hell, I just got here.”

“You’ve been here twenty-eight years,” Conley said.

Nate looked past the warden, to the high windows, where the morning sun was just now showing on the snowy slopes of Mount Powell.

“I know that, Warden. I know how long I been here.”

The suit was of some brown worsted material, a step or two up from burlap. The jacket fit fair to middling, but the pants were short in the legs and pinched in the crotch area. The clothes came in a cardboard box, dropped off in his cell the night before. Also in the box were two pairs of shorts, two pairs of wool socks, and a boiled linen shirt. There was another box as well, and inside was a straw boater. The shoes they gave him were shiny patent leather. They had thin laces and were cut low on the sides, barely covering the feet. 

Nate was wearing the new clothes, save the boater which he held in his hand, the next morning, as the warden escorted him to the front gate. It was a gray day, and cool for May, the north wind whipping through the stone walls of the prison. The warden extended his hand and Nate tucked the package containing his extra socks and underwear under his left arm before taking it.

“You have any notion where you’re going?” Conley asked.

“None.”

Conley pointed vaguely toward the center of Deer Lodge. “There’s a boardinghouse with a passable reputation on Buckle Street, just off Main. Colored woman named McKee runs it. You might give that a try until you get your bearings. I trust you got your money from administration?”

“Yes, sir,” Nate said. “One hundred and sixty-three dollars and fourteen cents. Should last me the rest of my life, so long as I don’t live any more than a month or two.”

“You should find work easy enough,” Conley said. “You’re good with horses and growing things. You have more common sense than most men I walk out these gates.”

Nate was doubtful about the last statement but held his opinion.

“You intend to stay out of trouble, I assume?” Conley added.

“Staying out of trouble has always been my intention, Warden. I expect that’s true of most everybody. Don’t always work out that way. But yes, I would say that I should be able to manage it. I hold no ill feelings toward any man.”

“Good.” Conley hesitated. “You’re going to find it’s a different world out there than the one you knew. Telephones and electric lights. Automobiles are here and here to stay, I suspect. Might take some getting used to.”

“It’s a better world, is it?” Nate asked.

“I’ll let you make up your own mind about that,” Conley said. “But it’s a better world than the one you just left.”

Nate nodded, then held up the boater. “I only got one question. What am I supposed to do with this?” 

“That’s a hat,” Conley said. “You wear it on your head.”

Nate handed it to the warden. “Not my head. If a cowpuncher in my day showed up wearing a thing like that, we’d of trussed him up like a Christmas turkey and tossed him in the Republican River. I wish you luck with your tap roots, warden. I’ll be seeing you. Or rather, I hope not to, if you understand my drift. No intention to offend.”

“No offense taken. Good luck to you.” 

Conley watched as Nate Cooper walked through the gates and headed into the town of Deer Lodge. And he kept watching, thinking the old cowboy might turn for a last look at the place. He never did.

Wilson’s Haberdashery & Quality Men’s Wear was on Main Street, kitty-corner from the New Baltimore Hotel. Established in 1897 by Rufus Wilson, freshly arrived from Nashville, the store sold custom-made suits, work clothes, beaver hats, shoes and boots, belts and suspenders, and everything else a man might want or need by way of apparel.

When Nate walked through the front door, Rufus himself was behind the counter, a stubby fellow of fifty-six years, with a balding pate and skin as pink as a new born piglet. Looking up from the ledger in front of him, he removed his wire spectacles and his eyes went knowingly over Nate’s rough serge suit.

“Good day, sir,” he said. “Something I can help you with?”

Nate nodded in the direction of a display of headwear along the wall. “I’ll be needing a hat. And a pair of good boots, if you got them.”

“We have shoes and work boots and western boots,” Rufus told him. “Fresh out of the institution, are you?”

“I’m fresh out of prison, if that’s what you’re driving at,” Nate said. “How’d you know that?”

“Your suit,” Rufus said. “I supply the prison with clothes for the inmates. Those being released, that is.”

“You made this suit?” Nate asked. “I suspect it was a gunny sack in a previous life.”

“I don’t make those,” Rufus said. “They come in from California. The prison is not willing to pay much. I do make custom suits, if you’re in the market.”

“This one will do for now,” Nate said. “If I don’t bleed to death, getting cut from one of those bristles. You the man behind these shoes, too?”

“Well, yes. Is there a problem?”

“Not if you got a pair of good Frye boots you can sell me.” 

Fifteen minutes later, Nate walked out onto Main Street, twenty-eight dollars poorer, wearing a dun-colored Stetson on his head and brand new Frye boots on his feet, high in the heel and rounded in the toe, in the cowpuncher fashion. The boots were tight across the top of the foot, but Nate would rather have boots that would conform to his feet than a too-big pair that would never be anything but that. The hat had a wide brim and tall crown. It would require some creasing before it would show any personality, but Nate could accommodate that too. He had attempted to barter with Rufus Wilson, hoping to get something in trade for the new prison shoes, which had been worn a total of maybe an hour. Rufus wasn’t budging, although he did offer to take them off Nate’s hands for nothing.

“And you’ll sell them back to the prison,” Nate said. “You’re like a story I once heard about Davy Crockett. Seems that old Davy traded a coon pelt for a jug of moonshine in a tavern. Every time the owner would put the pelt behind the bar, Davy would steal it back and trade it for another jug.”

“I don’t get the comparison,” Rufus said.

“You might, if you was Davy Crockett,” Nate said. He gave the shoes to a man sitting on a bench in the town square. The man was mainly toothless, wearing a moth-eaten wool coat. His own shoes were past worn out.

Nate found the boardinghouse Conley had mentioned. The owner was a large woman, three hundred pounds or more, and she said her name was Thelma McKee. The room she showed Nate was on the third floor, small and clean, with a single bed, a tall dresser and slat back chair. The rate was three dollars a night or seventeen for the week. Nate paid her for a week and left the package he’d been carrying on the dresser. Then he returned to Main Street, for another look at the world he was now a part of, whether he felt that way or not.

Walking into town earlier, he’d been passed in the street by a couple automobiles. Of course, Nate knew of them, from periodicals he’d read inside the prison. What the magazines never fully conveyed was how noisy the machines were, or the odor they emitted—a nasty noxious smell Nate had never before experienced. They constantly belched and farted and backfired, causing enough racket to frighten the horses and mules, which on the main street of Deer Lodge outnumbered the motorcars by ten to one. 

Nate stopped at the town square, where he sat on a wrought iron bench and watched the traffic for a while—pedestrians on the move, men on horseback, mules pulling wagons, more of the rattling motorcars. The square was in the center of the town’s business district. The sidewalks were of concrete and occupied by men and women, hurrying to and fro, on errands or business. The women were mainly dressed alike and seemed to favor high felt hats with feathers in the bands. Nobody paid much attention to Nate but then why would they have reason to?

There was a diner called Dimaggio’s directly across from the square and as he watched, a man in a white apron came out and erected a placard on the sidewalk out front. The sign read:

Nate looked at the sky. It was an overcast day, the sun just a smudge behind the clouds, but he figured it to be nearly noon. He made his way across the street, stopping to allow a rig to pass by, the buggy occupied by a young red-haired girl and her swain. The boy held the reins carelessly in his right hand while twirling a long cheroot in his left. His eyes flicked over Nate without seeing him. As they passed, the girl laughed at something the boy said, her giggle high pitched and exaggerated. 

Inside the diner Nate was the first customer of the day. He took a table by the front window and waited for the man in the apron to approach. When he did, he gave Nate’s suit the same look as had the haberdasher earlier. 

“The special then?” he asked, his voice flat.

“Does this place offer beefsteak?” Nate asked.

“It does.”

“That’s what it will be then,” Nate said. “With potatoes and fresh bread and any kind of vegetable you might have to offer.”

“That will run you a buck,” the man said. “The chicken is the special and it’s only forty-five cents.”

“Except I’m not in the mood for chicken,” Nate told him. “I’ve spent many years eating charred gristle disguised as steak. If you claim to have the genuine article back there, then bring it on out. And I would prefer it on the bloody side, if it’s not too much to ask.”

The meal arrived as ordered. Nate ate slowly, savoring each bite. He drank two cups of coffee and had a slab of apple pie for dessert. By the time he paid his bill, the diner was filling up, merchants and businessmen coming in for lunch. The chicken was doing big business.

His belly fuller than it had been in memory, Nate set out on foot for the train station on the north edge of town. It was the same building where he had stepped down from the passenger car, manacles on his wrists, nearly thirty years earlier. It had been kept in good repair in that time, the walls painted a blood red, the roof newly cedar shingled. Inside the depot, Nate asked about a train running south to Opportunity and the station agent, who was playing checkers with a man dressed in greasy blue coveralls, handed him a schedule before returning to his game without a word. 

Walking back into town, Nate stopped at a dry goods store to buy a watch; having a train schedule was of no use if he didn’t know the time of day. He chose a Walther pocket watch for a dollar. After setting it by a clock on the wall, he noticed a display of pistols in a glass case by the cash register. Nate looked them over before indicating a Smith & Wesson that had obviously been used hard. The price tag said twelve dollars.

“I’d like a look at that revolver.”

The merchant was a bean pole of a man with a shock of jet black hair, parted in the middle and plastered down with grease of some sort. “That .38 needs repair,” he said. “The pawl is worn, and it don’t always advance.”

“Does it fire?”

“It does, but the pawl is worn and don’t always advance.”

Nate took the revolver from the man and looked at the bore, then half-cocked the hammer and turned the cylinder with the ball of his thumb. “I’ll give you eight dollars if you throw in a half dozen shells,” he said.

The skinny man considered it briefly and then nodded. “On the understanding that the revolver needs repair.”

Nate paid the man and tucked the revolver into his waistband inside his coat. 

Across from the dry goods store was the Great Western Hotel, a rundown two-story affair that Nate remembered from the early days. He went inside and bought a beer at the bar, then sat down at a table by the dirty front window to read the schedule. The place was nearly empty. Aside from the saloonkeeper, there were two men drinking at the scarred bar, both dressed in overalls and work boots. They had soot-lined faces and appeared to be miners. Another man, dressed in a gray suit and wearing bushy side whiskers, was drinking hard liquor at a table in the corner, a half full bottle in front of him. He stared openly at Nate until Nate returned the favor and he looked away. 

Nate folded the schedule and put it in his pocket, then leaned back to enjoy his beer. He wondered if the Great Western Hotel had any sporting ladies in the rooms upstairs. There had been several the last time Nate was there. He’d gotten to know one quite well, a red-haired woman named Hannah. She was a natural redhead, maybe ten years older than Nate, and a good deal of fun to be with, both in and out of bed. She and Nate had once gone on a picnic together, taking a buggy into the foothills. He wondered what had become of her. She could be dead and if she wasn’t, she’d be an old woman. But, sitting there with his beer, Nate couldn’t help but miss the younger version of her. He’d been half in love with her, in spite of her profession. That part hadn’t bothered him in the least; in his opinion a whore was honest in ways that most people were not. 

He drank two more five cent beers before leaving and as he walked back toward the town center he could feel the effects of the alcohol. He passed the remainder of the afternoon wandering around the town, covering all the streets eventually, looking at the fancy new houses on the west side, and the shanties out along the tracks to the east. There was a baseball field on the east bank of the river, where several youths were playing scrub. Nate watched for a bit. He drew looks, in his prison suit and new hat. For supper, he had another beer and two pickled eggs at a small hotel not far from the prison. The bartender was a man named Doge, who had served time with Nate before being released ten years ago. A decade gone and he hadn’t made it any further than a few hundred yards from the prison gates. They visited for a time but there wasn’t enough in common between the two of them to sustain much conversation.

It was dark when Nate arrived back at the rooming house. Inside the front door to the left was the parlor, where a man in a checkered suit sat, playing solitaire on a drop leaf table. The man greeted Nate heartily, as if to invite his company, but Nate just nodded and climbed the two flights of steps to his room. 

He lit the lamp on the night stand. Sitting on the bed, he pulled the stiff boots off with considerable effort and then took the revolver from his waistband and put it beneath the pillow. He sat on the bed for a time, looking at the wall. There was a painting there, or at least a print of a painting, of a locomotive out on the prairie. An assortment of men, eastern dandies, was hanging out the windows of the passenger cars, shooting down a herd of buffalo in the distance. The men wore expressions of rapture on their faces. 

Nate stood up and undressed. Turning off the electric light, he got into bed and lay there, looking at the ceiling. There was a rustling in the wall behind the baseboard and it made him think of Bo. He’d had a notion to sneak the mouse out of the prison with him, tucked in the coat pocket of his new suit. In the end he had decided against it. Out here in the real world, the mouse would probably get eaten by a cat or squashed beneath the wheels of a motorcar. Nate couldn’t help but feel that his own future was equally uncertain. He was a long while going to sleep.





Two

AFTER LUNCH ROSE PUT ON A pair of Harry’s old pants, and a blue chambray work shirt. Both were too large but she cinched the pants with a cowhide belt that was, like the trousers, too small for him anymore, and rolled the sleeves of the shirt up past her elbows. Downstairs, she laced up her boots, tied her dark hair back behind her neck, and went out to plant her garden. 

She had cultivated the ground the day before, enlisting young Donnelly’s help, starting with the mule-drawn tiller and finishing up with rakes and shovels. She had made note of—and ignored—the fact that the youngster was somewhat mortified and downright embarrassed to be doing such work. He’d hired on the previous fall as a hand, and Rose was quite certain that he considered scratching around in the soil to be beneath his station as a cowboy. Of course, the boy was too polite and well-mannered to make mention of this directly to the boss’s wife. Rose didn’t know much about his background; he’d come from the Milk River country and arrived already somewhat accomplished with regards to riding and roping and cutting. She was sure he hadn’t had a nickel in his pocket the day he signed on. But he was willing and responsible; Rose suspected he’d been raised dirt poor but right. That didn’t change the fact that he had been none too happy about playing farmer for a day. The country was changing, and not always in a good way, but one truth remained—a cowboy didn’t want to do anything he couldn’t do from the back of a horse. 

She raked the tilled soil again and then, using a roll of twine and some wooden stakes, she laid the garden out. The plot was along the south wall of the main barn, on an elevated piece of ground she covered with rotted manure every fall. She put in the tomato plants first, seedlings she had started weeks ago in the kitchen, planting them hard against the barn wall so the vines could be tied there when they grew heavy. The rest of the vegetables—corn, beans, peppers, squash—she sowed in rows running at right angles to the wall. She stayed at it steadily for a couple of hours, carrying buckets of water from the horse trough at the base of the windmill in the corral, and was soon sweating in the May sun.

Mid-afternoon young Donnelly came riding up to the remuda where they grazed on the slope a hundred yards or so from where Rose was working. He slid down from the tired gelding he was aboard, pulled saddle and bridle from the animal and deftly roped a tall bay mare. Saddling the horse, he took extra care not to glance in Rose’s direction. She waited until he was back in the saddle, and thinking he was in the clear, before calling him over. He came at a reluctant trot, wiping his sweat-stained face vigorously with his bandana as he approached, apparently concerned about his appearance.

“Just changing my mount,” he said, hoping to discourage any notions Rose might have of enlisting his help again. “Heading back out.”

“I see that,” she said. “Garden’s coming right along.”

“Yes, ma’am.” The mare, not ridden of late, was somewhat rank and Donnelly was required to keep a tight rein or she would have trampled the just-planted ground. “Well, I best be getting back.”

“You did a good job here yesterday,” Rose said. “I was telling Mildred Parsons about it, and she inquired whether you’d be interested in helping her with her own vegetable patch. She puts in a sizable crop every year. Does a lot of preserving. Of course, she would pay you. I was thinking you could work for her on the weekend, if you were interested.”

It was quite evident young Donnelly would rather hunt grizzly bear with a buggy whip than help Mildred Parsons with her vegetable patch. Rose looked steadily at the young cowboy.

“Well, ma’am,” Donnelly said, and then stopped to formulate his argument. “Well, ma’am, the thing is, we got the gather right now, and I feel I should devote all my energy to that.” He paused, his mind racing. “It’s my opinion that this will be our best gather ever, but it’s going to take considerable effort and it would not be right for me to divide my—”

“But this will be your first gather,” Rose reminded him.

“That’s true, ma’am. That is true.” Donnelly glanced longingly toward the foothills. “It’s just—it’s just that I feel obligated to concentrate on my ranch work.”

“Well then, I guess I’ll have to send Mildred your regrets.” Rose watched the relief wash across the young cowboy’s face. 

“I best be getting back, ma’am.”

“Now if you change your mind—” Rose began, but Donnelly had already kicked the mare into a lope. He rode off without hearing her, or at the very least he rode off pretending not to hear her.

When he was out of sight she walked to the house for a drink of water, that in the horse trough being suitable for livestock only. Harry had installed indoor plumbing in the ranch house three years earlier, drawing the water from a spring-filled cistern. Rose ran the tap until the water was cool and poured a glass full. Standing looking out the kitchen window to the road in front of the ranch, she arched her back where her muscles had stiffened while working the garden. Another harbinger of her years, along with some gray in her hair, problems with her teeth (having had two pulled in the past eighteen months), and a growing impatience with stupid or unreasonable people, although some would argue that Rose had always suffered from that particular ailment. Those concerns aside, she was fortunate that she didn’t feel any older. She still weighed the same, more or less, as she had in her twenties. And, aside from the diminishing of certain desires, she felt the same as well. She would turn fifty-three in a month.

Moving away from the window, she noticed the copy of the Helena Statesman on the table. Harry must have brought it home with him the night before. Rose flipped it open to find a picture of her brother inside the front page, standing in an office somewhere with Governor Toole and a couple of other state senators, all looking mighty pleased with themselves about something, the details of which could be found, no doubt, in the accompanying story if a person was inclined to read it. Rose was not. 

When she walked back outside, intending to carry more water to the garden, she heard the motorcar before she saw it, the loud cacophony of bleating and barking, as if a mutant strain of sheep had invaded the range. She stood watching the road where it crested to the north and after a half minute the machine came into view, shiny black, with brass adornments, meandering its way back and forth through the ruts of the rough dirt road. 

Harry was behind the wheel of the thing, wearing goggles and a ridiculous tweed cap. He rolled the noisy vehicle through the front gates and up to the house, where Rose was now standing on the porch, watching resignedly. Harry abruptly braked the motorcar and then took several moments figuring out how to shut the racket down. He smiled at Rose.

“Well?”

“You couldn’t have found a fancier one?” she asked.

Harry laughed. “Nope. Nor a better one neither. This is the brand new Cadillac. Had her going twenty-five miles an hour coming out of Cut Bank. Imagine that! We could be in Helena in just four hours.”

“Except I have no desire to go to Helena. Fast or slow.”

Climbing out of the seat, Harry ignored her negative tone. “And look here. Gas lights. I’ll take you on a midnight drive, Rose.”

“You go tearing around the range with that noisy contraption after dark and you’ll have a cattle stampede on your hands, certain as sunrise. And take those goggles off. You look like a frog.”

Harry removed the goggles but not the grin. “Let’s go for a drive. We’ll go into town for dinner at the Belmont.”

“I’m cooking a roast for dinner,” Rose said. “And putting in my vegetable garden.”

“That why you’re dressed like a muleskinner?” Harry asked. “You know I don’t like you wearing my trousers. It’s not ladylike.”

“I’m digging in the dirt, not waltzing with President Taft. I might just as well wear your pants; they don’t fit you anymore.”

As Harry looked down at his considerable girth, Rose relented a bit. She wasn’t determined to hurt him; it was just that she was not overly enthusiastic about the motorcar. There were a lot of things about the new century she was not impressed by, although she was quite content with some advances, such as the fact that she could fill a tub with hot water whenever she desired. But she could live without the noise, and the general sense that life was improving with each new development or invention. 

“We can go for a drive later,” she said. “If you leave the silly hat in the house.”

Harry smiled as he climbed back into the motorcar. He fired the thing up again and jerked away, leaving Rose to breathe in the acrid exhaust. Watching him, she sighed.





Three

OPPORTUNITY, IN SPITE OF THE ENCOURAGING nature of its name, wasn’t much of a town, just a whistle stop on the rail line forty miles south of Deer Lodge. Nate took the morning train, a steam locomotive pulling two passenger cars, two freighters, and a caboose. They chugged out of the station at ten o’clock and in minutes were clear of the town. Nate sat on the west side of the car, looking out the window to the passing country. He could see the John Long Mountains in the distance, their slopes peppered with stands of pine and fir. There had been rain recently, and the creeks and streams were running full, flowing south, parallel to the tracks, sometimes tumbling east beneath the wooden trestles of the rail line. Nate found the view outside the Pullman window to be familiar and somewhat reassuring. The town he had just left was as foreign as any he could have imagined. It was louder and brighter and the people moved faster than he recalled. They even talked quicker, like chattering squirrels. The pace of the world had increased, like a horse that had been spurred into a gallop that never ended. 

But outside the train, where the country ran on forever, things remained the same. Mankind couldn’t change a mountain or a river. Maybe someday he would be able to, Nate admitted, but not now and not in his lifetime. It made him content to think that there were things outside the influence of man. 

It was just past noon when the train pulled into Opportunity. The depot was at the north edge of the village, along a rock-strewn road that ran parallel to the tracks. A man in a duster and brown derby, leaning against a one-horse buggy, offered a lift into town for a dollar. Nate declined and walked the quarter mile or so along the road to the main street, the new boots squeezing his toes like they were apples in a cider press. He passed a livery and a general store and a mortician’s enterprise that served double duty, according to the sign out front, as the local newspaper office. 

There was one hotel in town, with a saloon on the ground floor and rooms above. A saloon was a good place to get a drink and, as a rule, just as good for obtaining information. Nate was in the market for both. The bartender, a pock-faced mutterer with oily hair and dirty fingernails, served the drink. Or drinks, as it turned out, as Nate had three shots of second-rate rye before he found out what he wanted to know, the information coming from a swamper, who stumbled out of a back room, corn broom in hand and a look about him that suggested he’d just gotten up from a nap.

Willard’s house was at the end of a narrow lane a mile out of town, a sagging bungalow with peeling paint, set back in a copse of thin aspens a hundred yards or so from the dirt road. There were more weeds than flowers in a garden out front, and broken shutters on the house. To the right and behind was a small barn, with a pole corral attached where a swayback sorrel stood, looking over the top rail at Nate’s approach. A dozen red hens ran in and out of the barnyard, pecking in the dirt. Beside the barn was a leaning woodshed of gray board and cedar shingles. A kid of maybe fourteen or fifteen was out front of the shed, splitting kindling with an axe. Nate stopped short when he saw the youngster, taking a moment to consider his presence before walking over. His knee, where the knife had gone in twenty years earlier, was bothering him some from the long walk. 

“Howdy,” he said.

The kid was a cringer for certain. Dirty blond hair and brown freckles, peach fuzz on his upper lip so inconsequential that a cat could have licked it off. He was skinny and scarred up and looked like he’d had a rough go of it so far in life. It sure as hell wouldn’t be getting any less rough. Not in this man’s yard. This man’s employ.

“Willard around?” Nate asked.

The kid jerked his head toward the house. He apparently didn’t have much talk in him. Maybe it had been encouraged out of him. 

“He alone in there?”

The kid nodded and looked down at the pile of kindling at his feet. There was a considerable amount there, and Nate could see maybe five times that stacked inside the shed, alongside a half dozen cord of firewood. The kid wore patched overalls and no shirt, in spite of the cool day. His shoes hardly qualified as footwear, scuffed void of all color, no laces, tongues lolling out like that of a pair of tired hounds. Nate saw now that the boy had a droopy eye, the lid hanging at the corner, a triangle of fresh scar tissue just above. Somebody had taken a stick to the kid, or a poker. Nate could guess who. 

“You be the hired hand, I expect,” Nate said.

Another nod.

“You ain’t a mute, are you?”

“No, sir,” the kid said. A long pause. “Ain’t exactly hired neither.”

“What’s that?”

The kid glanced toward the house before answering. “Ain’t hired. My pap owes boss man some money from a card game. I’m working it off.”

That’s the way it would be with Willard. And working for free wouldn’t be the worst of it. Not by a damn sight. 

“How long you been working it off?”

“Some months now,” the kid replied.

Must have been quite a card game, Nate thought, turning to look toward the silent house. “What’s he doing in there?”

“Maybe taking a nap. Tends to do that of an afternoon.”

Nate’s eyes remained on the front door as he wondered what to do about the kid. After a few moments, he took four bits from his pants and offered it over. “Do me a favor, boy, and run down to the telegraph office. There’ll be a wire coming for me. Wait on it and fetch it here.”

The kid looked at the coin like it was a gold piece, but he never made a move for it. “I can’t be going nowhere. Boss man have my hide.”

“I will square things with him,” Nate said as he reached forward to drop the coin in the boy’s breast pocket. “Now you get. And you wait for that wire.”

Every move the kid made was slow and deliberate, like he worried over it being the wrong one. He’d probably had that beaten into him, too. Now he leaned the axe handle against the chopping block and then—after one more nervous glance toward the house—started for town. When he reached the dirt road, he stopped.

“I need your name for the telegraph.”

Nate, watching the house, didn’t turn. “William H. Bonney,” he said.

Willard was fat when Nate last saw him, and he’d grown fatter in the five years since. He was sleeping on a davenport when Nate walked in, legs splayed, one arm across his eyes, his breathing labored. He wore just an undershirt and black striped pants that looked as if they were at one time part of a morning suit. Now they were stained, unbuttoned at the waist. Across the room was a small dining room table, with four chairs. There was a Bible on the table, along with some periodicals. 

Nate walked past the sleeping man and into the kitchen at the back of the house. The stove there was black and silver, splattered with the remains of countless meals. A burled maple ice box stood against the wall. In a little room off the kitchen, there was a pallet on the floor, with a dirty sheet and an ancient cavalry blanket on it. The kid’s bunk. Nate went back into the main room, past the sleeping man, who had begun to snore, and down a narrow hallway. There were two bedrooms there, one obviously belonging to Willard, the other a guest room, with a four poster bed and a maple dresser and a clean chamber pot. A room apparently too nice for the help.

Nate walked back into the living room and listened to the guttural sounds coming from the man on the couch. Nate hadn’t been sure he’d even find him in Opportunity. He’d gotten the information a few years earlier, from a guard who’d kept in touch with Willard for a time. But the guard had left the prison since, discharged as had been Willard, and the information was dated. 

Nate moved over and jabbed the toe of his new boot sharply into Willard’s ribs. As the man came out of his slumber, Nate retreated to pull out a chair and sit at the dining room table, facing the fat man. Willard sat up, his thin hair every which way, eyes blinking. He looked at Nate, then his gaze went to the front door, as if questioning how Nate came to be there.

“Who the hell are you?” he asked.

Nate put his hands flat on the table and said nothing as he watched slow recognition come to Willard’s eyes.

“Cooper—ain’t it Cooper?” He took a couple of shallow breaths as he tried to figure out what was going on. “So they let you out, did they?”

Nate was silent as Willard got to his feet and walked over to look out the front window. “Where’s that boy at?”

“I sent him into town.”

Willard turned. “Why would you do that?”

By way of reply Nate removed the new Stetson and placed it carefully on the table. He leaned back and hooked his thumbs in his vest, like a banker or lawyer, presiding over a meeting of sorts. Willard watched him suspiciously for a moment before making his way to a sideboard where he poured whiskey into a dirty tumbler. He looked at Nate over the rim of the glass as he drank it off. He poured again.

“I don’t recall inviting you into my house, but I’ll offer you a drink. Whilst you tell me the reason for your being here.”

Nate shook his head, his eyes steady on the man.

“Take the cure, did you?” Willard asked. “Seems to me you were one of them that was always making homemade hooch, out of rotten apples or chokeberries or whatever you could get your hands on. You and that sorry bunch of wop sodbusters from down south.” He drank again, growing impatient with Nate’s silence. “How long you been out?” 

“Two days,” Nate said.

“Two days,” Willard repeated. “And first thing you do is take it upon yourself to track me down. Ain’t that peculiar?”

Nate shrugged, his fingers drumming lightly on the tabletop.

“Who told you how to find me—that sonofabitch Conley?” Willard asked. He took another drink, growing more antsy. “And why are you even here, anyway? I don’t recall us being any kind of friends.”

Nate watched the man’s face grow redder and redder. 

“What are you doing in my house, goddamn it? Walk in here and set there with that stupid look on your face, don’t say nothing. I never had no truck with you, all the time I was there. Who do you think you are?”

“Who do you think you are?” Nate asked. 

“I’m the goddamn owner of this house.”

“No,” Nate said. “I truly would like to know. Who do you think you are? Is there any remorse in you? All those boys, don’t you ever step back and think about what you did? Don’t it give you pause when you are alone at night, considering all the things a man considers in his dark hours?”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about. I never did nothing.”

Nate gestured toward the kitchen. “You did, and you’re doing it yet. Got that boy sleeping on a wood pallet like a dog. Except those times, I’m guessing, when you take him into your bed. That’s a step up for you. Back in Deer Lodge, it was the laundry, wasn’t it? Or the stable. Some dirty place for your dirty business.”

“You get the hell out of here,” Willard said. His eyes shifted to the front door and quickly back. Nate saw now there was a shotgun leaning there, in the shadow of the corner, an old hammerlock double barrel. It would be loaded, against prowlers or skunks, or foxes after those hens. 

Now Nate picked up the Bible and held it in his hand without opening it, like a man swearing his testimony in court. “You got religion, Willard?”

“What if I do?”

Nate leaned forward to place the Bible in the center of the table. “How you figure to square it? When you arrive at those gates, how do you intend to explain yourself?” 

“I got nothing to square.”

“No? You figure that fucking children ain’t going to count against you?”

“I never touched any of them boys. That was all lies, made up by them against me. Lies Conley believed. Cost me my job.”

Nate fingered the brim of the new Stetson, turning it on the table top. “You remember that Polish kid, Petey?”

“No.”

“Yeah, you do. Boy climbed up the guard tower. At first they thought he was climbing the wall to escape. You recall—the guards yelling at him, all of them holding rifles, itching to shoot. Warden held them off. That boy got to the top of the fence and just kept climbing up the tower. Kept climbing ’til he got as high as he could get and jumped off.” Nate looked up from the hat. “Because of what you done to him.”

“That’s bullshit.”

Nate shook his head. “No, it’s not bullshit. You know it took that boy four days to die. I sat with him. You never came around. Guess you had no use for him, not then anyway. You used him before that though, didn’t you?”

“No, I did not.”

“Do you think you can lie your way into heaven?” Nate asked. He waited for an answer he didn’t expect. “You know why that boy was in Deer Lodge? Probably not; you wouldn’t care about that. His father was a drunkard, died from wood alcohol poisoning in Miles City. That left the boy and his mama and a passel of brothers and sisters. The boy stole a bag of flour and a side of bacon from a general store. Looking to feed his family. Judge sent him off to Deer Lodge for a year to teach him a lesson. Well, he got quite a lesson there, didn’t he?”

“Get the hell out of my house,” Willard said. He was shaking now, with anger or fear. He had moved another step toward the hammerlock shotgun.

“I got to know Petey,” Nate said. “He helped mend harness and I taught him to make a horsehair rope. He told me he wanted to be a cowpuncher when he got out. I discouraged him some, said there were easier ways to earn your keep. He was a good boy. I believe he’d of been a good man.” Nate paused. “Given the chance.”

“I’m telling you I never touched him,” Willard said, his voice rising. “What’s your game, Cooper? You after money? You sonofabitch, you try something smart with me and I’ll call the law and have you back in Deer Lodge come nightfall. I ain’t about to be bullyragged by an old man.”

Nate got to his feet, picked the Stetson up, ran his fingers along the crease and put the hat on his head. He could hear Willard’s breath coming quickly. “I guess I am an old man. I don’t know what I got ahead of me. Maybe not much. And I got my own fair share of sins behind me, enough that I got no illusions about those gates you dream of. But I have one thing. I told that boy Petey, before he died, I told him I would come see you, if ever I got the chance.”

“Well, you spoke your piece, now be gone,” Willard said, panic setting in. He glanced toward the yard. “Why’d you send that boy to town anyway?”

“He’ll need an alibi,” Nate said. “I reckon sitting in a telegraph office all day will do the trick.”

When the fat man had his hands on the shotgun, Nate pulled the .38 from his coat and fired once. The slug went in behind the ear and Willard fell heavily into the wall, sliding to the floor on his side, his bulk blocking the doorway. After a moment he rolled over onto his back, his eyes wide open and looking up at the ceiling, toward the heaven he’d convinced himself he deserved.

Nate left the revolver on the table and went out the back way. He walked the dirt road into town, had a sandwich in a diner and took the afternoon train north, arriving in Deer Lodge as the sun was going down. He drank a couple of glasses of draught ale in the Great Western Hotel and had a conversation with a man who was selling magazine subscriptions. He was out of Denver and young, maybe twenty-five or so. He told Nate that he was a natural born salesman and intended to be a millionaire by the time he was thirty. 

“And what is your line of work?” the man asked Nate when he finally quit talking about himself.

“I don’t have one at the present time,” Nate replied. “I had but one little job to take care of, and I did that today.”

“And what job was that?”

Nate finished the ale and got to his feet. “Oh, I took the train down south a bit and shot a man dead in his living room.”

The salesman stared. “Come on, you’re pulling my leg.”

“Of course I am,” Nate said and left.
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