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Prologue
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The woman stopped for him a quarter mile past the cattle guard, which was farther than most people would have.

Tebah Dunmore had the hood of the white Ford up and one hand resting on the fender, the posture of a man who is inconvenienced and not yet worried. He heard her Subaru slow on the gravel before he saw the headlights. He did not turn right away. A man who has been stuck for an hour does not turn right away, and he had stood in that spot for fifty-eight minutes, long enough that his breath showed in the last of the light.

"Battery?" she called through her window.

"I think so. I've got cables. I just don't have a second car."

She laughed, an easy laugh, and swung the Subaru around until the two bumpers nearly touched. A hospital badge hung from her mirror on a lanyard, the photograph on it smiling harder than she was now. Dana. He read the name once without moving his eyes and put it away.

She clamped the red cable to the post herself. People who help like to do the part that counts. Tebah handed her the black one and let her bend over the engine block to find a bolt for the ground, and when she was folded across the fender with her hair hanging forward and her whole attention on a piece of steel, he took the rubber mallet from under the feed sack in the truck bed and hit her once, behind the ear.

The sound was smaller than people expect. A wet towel dropped on tile. She went down onto the gravel in stages, knees and then hip and then shoulder, and one of her shoes came off. He knelt, laid two fingers against her throat and counted until he was sure of what he was counting. Then he rolled her onto the tarp, wrapped it twice, and lifted her into the truck bed with a grunt he did not like the sound of. He would work on the grunt.

He drove her Subaru up to the Sheep Creek trailhead, eleven minutes up the county road, and left it with the doors locked and her keys on the front tire where a searcher would find them. Then he walked back down in the dark. Fifty-one minutes. He had timed the walk twice already, in daylight, and it was good to learn that the dark added nothing.

The cutting room at Dunmore Meats was thirty-eight degrees and smelled of cold steel and bleach, the way it always did. He hung her from the rail by the ankles with the same gambrel he used for elk. She woke when the blood left her head, and she looked at him, and he told her it would be quick, which was true; he had never been slow at anything. He opened the throat in one pass, shallow at the start and deep at the end, and stood well back while the floor drain took what it was given. It ran for a long time. She made a sound for part of it. He did not look away from her face, and he did not look at her eyes, which are not the same thing.

After that came the work he was good at. Her clothes went into the burn barrel behind the shop. The rest he broke down the way his father had taught him, joint by joint, seam by seam, the knife finding the gaps that were always in the same places no matter what animal lay on the table. He weighed each piece on the hanging scale and said the number aloud before writing it in the ledger. The ledger had columns he had ruled himself.

At two in the morning he hosed the room down, scrubbed the table with the stiff brush, and squeegeed toward the drain in even strokes, left to right, a half overlap each time. He stood back. There was a square of floor near the drain that did not look right to him, though it was clean. He scrubbed it again. He scrubbed it a third time, and then he stood and counted to sixty, and then he scrubbed it once more, because three was not a number he could leave it on.

*
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Belden, Nebraska. July 1997.

The kids in Belden rode their bikes past the plant on Saturday mornings, and Tebah could tell who they were from the sound of the chains.

He heard them at twenty to six from the kitchen, where he stood at the counter and ate dry cereal out of the box because the milk had gone off Thursday and his father had not noticed. Danny Koval's Schwinn had a link that ticked. The Haugen brothers rode matched BMX frames and said nothing until they were past the corner, at which point they shouted. They were going to the municipal pool, which opened at eight and cost a dollar, or to the creek behind the grain elevator, which opened whenever you got there and cost nothing at all. He knew the cost of everything in Belden. He had worked out once, lying in bed, how many Saturdays he had spent in the cutting room, and then he had stopped doing the arithmetic because the number embarrassed him.

He rinsed his hands. He pulled on the white apron that hung on the hook by the back door, the stiff one that stood up by itself when he took it off, and he crossed the yard.

Dunmore Packing was a long low building of cinder block painted white every spring until the spring his mother left. Farmers brought in beef and hogs and a few lambs, and the Dunmores killed them, cut them to order, wrapped them in butcher paper and froze them in the lockers along the east wall. Everyone in three counties used the plant. Nobody had ever said anything about the work but good things. When his father's name came up in a store it was followed by a short pause, the kind that is meant to be respectful.

Emil Dunmore was already in the cutting room with the light on over the long table. He was a wide man with a narrow way of standing, shoulders square, feet together, like something set down by a careful hand and never moved. The skin on his forearms was marked with a dozen small white lines, each one a place where the knife had once gotten away from him and none of them in the last twenty years. He did not turn.

"Quarter's on the rail," he said. It was his whole greeting.

"Yes sir."

The beef hung from the overhead track, half a steer, cold and pale and faintly steaming where the cooler air met the warmer. Mr. Albrecht's steer; the tag read 412 pounds hanging. Tebah laid his knives on the table in the order he had been taught, boning knife, breaking knife, steel, cleaver, and he did not look at his father to see whether it had been noticed. It was never noticed. It was only noticed when it was wrong.

They worked.

The plant was not a place for talk. The compressor on the cooler cycled on with a sound like a truck downshifting and ran for four minutes and cycled off. The band saw sat in the back corner under a gray canvas cover when it was not in use. It was the one machine in the building that scared Tebah, and he had never admitted that to himself in words. A bone saw is a loop of toothed steel, ten feet around and a half inch wide, that runs vertically through a slot in a flat steel table; you push the meat toward the blade and the blade takes the bone off without effort and without any sound except a rising whine. There was a guard, a sliding aluminum shield above the table, that you were supposed to lower to a finger's width from the work. His father kept it up in the air and said a man who needed a guard did not belong at the table.

By ten, Tebah had the chuck broken down and the ribs off. By eleven he had the loin out, and he laid it on the scale.

"Eleven pounds, four ounces," he said.

His father came over. He did not hurry. He took the steel rule from the bib pocket of his apron and measured the fat cap, and laid the rule flat along the face of the cut, and read it with his mouth moving a very little. Tebah watched the rule. He had been watching that rule since he was nine years old.

"Quarter inch," Emil said.

"Yes sir."

"I said quarter inch." He put the rule back in his pocket. "That's not a quarter inch."

"It's a quarter. I measured it."

"You measured it wrong." His father was not angry. That was the thing. He said it like a man reading a thermometer. "Trim it."

Tebah trimmed it. He took off a sliver of fat a sixteenth of an inch thick, which could not be seen from standing and which his father looked at carefully before nodding. The nod was all there would be. Tebah's knuckles on the left hand had a pattern of small hard pale marks across them, dated like tree rings, each one a lesson in what the rule would do when the cut was off. He did not put the hand where his father could see it. He put it in his apron.

At noon his father went to the house for a sandwich and came back and ate it standing at the end of the table, with his back to the loading door. Tebah ate his own at the other end. Through the open door came the heat and the noise of a Saturday in July: lawn mowers, a radio playing two houses down, a dog barking at nothing. Then a bike came up the alley and stopped, and a voice that he knew said, "Hey, Dunmore."

It was Danny Koval, standing astride the Schwinn at the edge of the lot, one foot on the gravel and a rolled towel under his arm, brown from a month of sun. Behind him the creek was a long way off, but Tebah could picture it, the green water going slow under the willows, the rope someone had tied to the big sycamore.

"Come to the creek," Danny said. "Everybody's there. Jessup's got his brother's truck tube."

Tebah looked at the back of his father's neck.

Emil did not turn around. He swallowed what was in his mouth. "He's got work."

"I can't," Tebah said. "Not today."

Danny stayed another second, looking at the doorway, the white apron, the long table behind with the red half-steer on it, and something went across his face that was not quite pity and was worse, a kind of polite surprise. Then he pushed off and rode away, and the chain ticked down the alley until Tebah could not hear it.

The afternoon went the way afternoons went. They finished Albrecht's steer by four, and started on a hog that had come in on Friday, and at seven his father looked at the clock and said the hog would wait until Monday but the steer would not, because the tickets said Sunday pickup and the tickets did not lie. Tebah had no argument with this. Albrecht would come at nine on Sunday morning in a clean pickup with his wife, and each of them would take a paper package in each hand and say what good work it was, and Emil would say "Thank you, Frank" and mean it.

At eight, his father took the second loin, the one Tebah had cut at three, and set it on the hanging scale, and read it. He took off his glasses and cleaned them on his apron. He put them on.

"Short," he said.

"What?"

"This is short. It's an ounce light against the ticket." He tapped the dial. "You trimmed too deep."

"I trimmed it to the rule."

"Then you cut it wrong before you trimmed it." He lifted the loin off the hook by one end and held it up to the light like a man looking for a flaw in a gemstone. There was none. There had never been one. "Start the whole side over."

"It's already broken down. There's nothing to start over."

His father looked at him then, for the first time that day, and there was nothing in it, not anger, not much of anything. He only put one hand flat on the table, and the hand was the size of a plate, and it lay there next to the cleaver. He did not pick up the cleaver. He did not pick up the rule. He did not have to. Tebah had been raised inside the quiet that came before, and it had a weight; and he found that his feet had moved him back half a step all by themselves, and that his father had seen it, and had marked it with the same small careful nod.

"Reweigh every cut on the table," Emil said. "Write it down. I want a ledger by morning."

He went to the house. The screen door slapped.

Tebah stood alone in the cutting room with the compressor and the humming lights and the half-steer in its parts. He did not cry. He had stopped that two years ago. What he did was pick up the loin and carry it back to the scale and set it on the platform and watch the needle swing up and settle, and he looked at the number, and the number was exact. Eleven pounds, three ounces.

He frowned. Then he went and stood by the little steel cabinet where his father kept the paperwork, and opened the second drawer, where there was a five-pound test weight in a felt-lined box. It had been used once, the year of the inspection. He set it on the scale.

The needle moved, and settled, and read four pounds, fifteen ounces.

He took the weight off and put it back on. Four, fifteen. Off again. On. He did it eleven times. He did it a twelfth time with the weight set down in the middle of the platform so there could be no argument about leverage. The scale was an ounce light, and had been for as long as he had been able to read it, and probably longer, which meant every cut he had ever made had been an ounce wrong in a direction that could never be his fault.

He thought about going up to the house. He thought about it for a long time. He saw how it would go: the porch light, his father in the chair, the television turned low, the question, Who told you to test the scale? and the long quiet afterward. He saw it so clearly that it was almost a memory.

He put the weight back in its felt box and closed the drawer. He stood a minute with his hand on the cold steel of the cabinet, and then he went back to the table and began to weigh every cut again, one by one, and to write the numbers in a ledger that he ruled himself, in columns, with his father's steel rule laid along the page, the edge exact. He corrected for the scale in his head. He wrote the true number in the margin, in pencil, very small, where no one would look.

It took him until a quarter past two. When he finished, the room was silent, and the band saw stood in its corner under the canvas, and he realized that the sounds of the street had stopped hours ago and that he had not noticed when.

He turned off the light over the table. In the dark he could see the little red pilot lamp on the saw's switch panel, the guard hanging high above the table where his father liked it, a foot of open air between the blade and the work.

He looked at it for what could not have been more than a few seconds. Then he went out and shut the door, and washed his hands in the yard under the cold tap until they stopped smelling of the place, though they never quite did.
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The briefing room at the Colter's Fork sheriff's office had been a jury room until 1988, and it still had the oak table nobody had ever managed to move. Eight deputies could sit around it if two of them did not mind the radiator. On opening Saturday of rifle season, at ten to six in the morning, five of them sat there with coffee, and Scott Larson sat at the far end, nearest the door, where the new man had sat since June.

Sheriff Dale Pruett stood at the head with his reading glasses on a cord and a sheet of paper he did not look at. He was sixty-one, thin as a fence rail, and he wore a mustache trimmed so straight that it seemed to have been cut with a ruler. He had been county sheriff for nine years. For the thirty-odd before that he had been a deputy under Scott's grandfather, and he had never once, in Scott's hearing, called the old man anything but "the Sheriff."

"Eleven thousand licenses sold in this county," Pruett said. "Maybe half of them stay in a motel here and eat at Ruth's. The other half sleep in their trucks and shoot at whatever moves. Merle, you've got Highway 12 and the west end. Hutchins has the reservoir. Dispatch is Joanne, and she's got the map with the posted land on it, so ask her before you tell anybody they're trespassing."

"And Larson," he said.

Scott waited.

"The east end. Brandt Road, the river bottoms, the Heintz place and everything past it."

Somebody coughed into a coffee cup. The east end was forty miles of gravel and barbed wire, with a county road that ran along the river and nothing on it but cattle. The last thing to happen out there had been a rancher's dog getting loose in 2019. Everyone at the table knew that, and they all looked at their coffee at the same moment, the way a room does when it has agreed on something without saying it.

"Yes sir," Scott said.

"Try not to arrest anyone who's related to anyone." Pruett put the paper down. "Go on."

Merle Fenske caught up with him in the hall. Fenske had been a deputy for thirty-one years and a sergeant for none of them, which he described as a choice. He was a big, loose-limbed man with a gray crew cut and a voice that carried without trying, and he handed Scott a wax-paper sandwich before Scott had asked for anything.

"Ham and cheese. Joanne's sister makes them. East end's got no cafés, no gas, and no people, Chief, so I'd take it."

"Thanks, Merle."

"Don't thank me, thank the pig." Fenske grinned. He called Scott Chief because Scott's father had been one. He said it the way you might call a tall man Shorty, warm on top, and Scott had learned to let it go by without picking it up. "You'll be fine. Nobody dies on the east end. Take a book."

Scott took the county Tahoe out of the lot at six-fifteen. The courthouse stood behind him, sandstone with a copper dome that had gone green in the nineties, and three blocks down Main Street he passed the brick building with POLICE lettered on the window in gold leaf. His father had paid for the gold leaf himself in 1998, out of his own pocket, because he said a department should look like it meant what it said. The lights were off. The new chief did not come in on weekends.

He did not slow down. He turned east at the grain elevator.

Past the last house, the phone in the cupholder dropped to one bar and then to none, and he stopped looking at it. That happened a mile out of town and everybody knew it. If you wanted to reach someone beyond the elevator you used the radio or you drove back.

The county road ran beside the river through cottonwoods that had turned the previous week and were dropping their leaves now, yellow on the gravel, yellow on the hood. He passed four pickups parked at the gates of public access points, two with Montana plates and two with Minnesota, each one empty, each with a blaze-orange hat on the dash. The sun came up behind him and the frost on the pastures went white and then wet. At twenty past seven he passed a doe standing in the middle of the road, watching the Tahoe come with no sign of fear, and he stopped for her and waited until she walked off. He thought about writing that down. He decided against it.

At 8:40 the radio came to life.

"Scott, Joanne. You on the east end?"

"Passing Hoyt Road."

"Lyle Heintz called from the house. Says he's got two men on his north pasture with a deer. Gate's posted. He wants somebody out there before he goes out himself with the shotgun."

"He said that?"

"Word for word. He's seventy-six, so I'd hurry."

The Heintz place was five miles up, a white house and a red barn and a long gravel drive lined with fence posts that leaned the same way, like men walking into the wind. Lyle Heintz was waiting on the porch in a barn coat the color of dried mud. He did not come down. He pointed with his whole arm at the far pasture, where two figures in orange stood next to a pickup with Wisconsin plates, and then he put the arm back in his pocket.

"Two of them," Heintz said. "Came in over the wire. Cut it, too. I got staples in my truck and I'm sixty years too old to fix it."

"Did you see them shoot?"

"I heard it. Seven-forty. I was feeding the horses."

"I'll go talk to them. If you stay up here, Mr. Heintz, I'd be glad of it."

Heintz looked at him for a while, the long unhurried look of a man deciding what a thing was worth. "You're Walt's boy," he said.

"Yes sir."

"Your granddad would've fired a warning shot over their heads." He considered that. "Your daddy would've written it up in triplicate. I don't know which I'd have liked better." He turned and went inside.

The hunters had a mule deer buck on the ground between them, a four-by-four with a good rack, and they had already opened it up. The older one was somewhere past fifty, red-faced from the cold and from the work, with blood to the elbows. The younger might have been his son. Both had the look of men who have just done something they are very proud of and are starting to feel the first cold edge of doubt.

"Morning," Scott said. "Sheriff's office. I need to see your licenses, please, and I need to know how you came to be on this side of the fence."

"The gate was open," the older one said.

"The gate's at the other end of that quarter mile of wire. I walked past it. The wire's been cut right here." He pointed. "That sign's got a county number on it and it's the third one I've counted."

"We didn't see any sign."

"They're orange, sir." Scott said it mildly. "Same as your hat."

The younger one laughed, a short surprised sound, and stopped when his father looked at him. The older man went through his pockets for a wallet. His hands were still tacky and left red prints on the leather. Scott took the licenses, and then he took out his notebook, a small spiral one with a yellow cover, and a pencil, and he began to write.

He wrote the names and the license numbers. He wrote the plate on the truck. He walked around the buck and found the carcass tag, a paper one, wired to the left antler, and he copied the number on it and the date notched in the corner. He wrote the time. He noted the cut wire and measured the gap with his hand, a little over a forearm. When he looked up, the older man was watching him.

"You writing a book, son?"

"Pretty much," Scott said. He did not smile. "It's a short one. Trespass on posted land and a cut fence. The warden will want to talk to you, but he's forty miles from here and he'll get here when he gets here. You can field-dress the deer where you are and take it out the way you came, which is through the gate, and you'll stop at the house on the way and tell Mr. Heintz what you owe him for the fence."

"And if we don't?"

"Then I write the next part," Scott said, "and you won't enjoy it."

It took forty minutes. Nobody shouted. The younger one stood quietly and helped his father quarter the deer, and the older one said "boy" twice, once to himself and once not. When they left, the pickup went slowly down the drive with the buck in the bed under a tarp. At the porch it stopped, and the older man got out with his hat in his hand and stood in front of Lyle Heintz saying something Scott could not hear, with his head down. After a minute Heintz took a bill from the man and nodded once, and the pickup went on out to the road.

Scott was still writing in the notebook when Heintz came down off the porch and stopped next to the Tahoe.

"You know why Pruett sent you out here," Heintz said.

"Yes sir."

"Say it."

"He wants me where nothing happens."

"That's right." Heintz scuffed his boot on the gravel. "Your granddad hired him. Did you know that? Nineteen eighty-four, back when he was barely twenty. Told me himself over there at that fence. Said Dale Pruett could track a drop of water across a rock." He looked at the notebook in Scott's hand. "He was never any good at being the second man."

"I haven't heard that."

"You won't. Not from him." Heintz went back to the porch. "Get out of here, I've got a fence to mend."

Scott drove the rest of the east end, and nothing happened. At noon he ate Joanne's sister's sandwich at the pullout above the river bottoms, and found it was very good. At two he took a call about a loose heifer on the county road, which turned out to be a loose heifer. At four he stopped at the last public access, forty-one miles from the courthouse, and watched a flock of Canada geese cross low over the water, seventy or eighty of them, and counted them without meaning to, because it was a thing his mind did.

He was back at the office a little after five.

Merle Fenske sat at the desk by the window with his boots up and a bag of sunflower seeds in his lap. The room smelled of coffee and floor wax and the radiator. Fenske had Scott's incident report in one hand, the typed copy, and he was reading it with his lips pursed.

"Tag numbers," Fenske said.

"Yes."

"You put down the tag numbers. And the plate. And the date notched on the tag." He held up a page. "Chief, I've been doing this thirty-one years. I have never once typed in a tag number."

"The warden might want them."

"The warden is going to look at this and put it in a drawer. Everybody will. Nobody reads these." He said it kindly. He folded the report in half and tucked it into a folder, the way a man puts away something he's been told is valuable. "But I'll tell you what. It's a clean report. If I'd walked out there I'd have written 'two subjects, trespass, advised,' and had a nap."

"I'd rather have the numbers."

"I know you would." Fenske cracked a seed and dropped the shell in a coffee can. "You're going to be good at this, you know that? That's what's going to be the trouble."

Scott did not answer that. He hung his hat on the peg.

"You got a tag yourself?" Fenske said, after a minute. "For this season?"

"Mule deer. I'm going out Tuesday, if the east end lets me."

"Well, when you get one, take it to Dunmore's. Dunmore Meats, out on Ottley Road. Best cutter in three counties, and he's fast. Came in from out of state, let's see, three years ago? Bought the old feed-and-seed. People said he was crazy to take it. Does a clean job." He rubbed his jaw. "Cleaner than I'd do my own. You'd think a jeweler wrapped it."

"Thanks, Merle."

"Tell him I sent you. He'll throw in a ring of summer sausage and pretend he forgot." Fenske grinned and swung his boots off the desk. "Go home, Chief. It's Saturday night and you're twenty-four. I'd say go find a girl, but I know you won't."

At the door Scott paused. Through the window of Pruett's office, down the hall, he could see the sheriff at his desk with the lamp on, reading something, his glasses low on his nose. The sheriff did not look up. Scott watched him for a moment longer. Then he went out into the cold and down the sandstone steps, and the light in the courthouse lot was coming on, one lamp at a time, though the sky was still red behind the elevator.

That night, at the kitchen table in the house he rented on Cutler Street, he copied the day's numbers into a second notebook, a black one, the one that never went to work. He had copied the day's numbers into it every night since the academy. He did not know why. It was only that numbers were true, and a day with no record of them seemed like a day that had not entirely happened.

He wrote the plate, the license numbers, the tag.

He looked at the line for a while, and then he turned off the lamp.
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Scott shot the buck at ten to seven on Tuesday morning, from a sitting position with his elbows on his knees, across a dry draw two miles above the Hoyt Road access. He had paced the distance afterward because he paced everything, and the number he wrote in the yellow notebook was a hundred and sixty-two paces. The deer was a three-by-three, which was what he had wanted. It had not been a trophy, and it did not take a step after the shot.

He dressed it on the slope with his father's folding knife, the one with the bone handle, and he did the work slowly and in the order he had read it in a pamphlet at nineteen. Forty minutes from the shot to the cooler bag of ice in the bed of his pickup. He wrote that down too. Then he drove the buck back toward town with the window cracked, because a gutted deer smells the way a wet penny tastes, and at a quarter to ten he turned off the highway onto Ottley Road.

It was a county road in the loosest sense. The grading had been done by somebody who had stopped caring about two miles back, and Scott's phone dropped its last bar at the cattle guard and sat in the cupholder showing a gray triangle. The road ran through hay stubble and then through a stand of ponderosa, and at the four-mile marker, on a rise with nothing above it but sky, stood the old feed-and-seed.

He had been past it before and had never looked at it. It was a long, flat-roofed building sided in corrugated green steel, with a concrete loading dock along one end and a smokehouse built on behind. Under the new paint on the front wall the old name still showed through in a paler green, ghost letters a foot high: FEED & SEED, and under that, smaller, Ottley. Someone had hung a plywood sign over the ghost and lettered it by hand in black block capitals.

DUNMORE MEATS. GAME PROCESSING. OPEN 7 TO 5 IN SEASON.

There were three pickups in the lot. Scott parked at the dock and had not yet turned off the engine when a door opened and a man came out wiping his hands on a towel.

"Back it up to the ramp if you can," he called. "I'll come down and get the other end."

He was not what Scott had pictured, which was a big man, a man with a gut. He was medium height, narrow through the shoulders, and somewhere in his middle forties, with short brown hair going gray at the sides and the kind of face that is easy to forget. He was clean-shaven in a place where most men were not, and his white apron was so stiff and bright that it looked as if he'd taken it out of a package that morning. His boots were rubber and wet. He came down the ramp at a pace somewhere between a walk and a jog, and he already had the tailgate unlatched before Scott had both feet on the gravel.

"Tebah Dunmore," he said, and put out a hand.

"Scott Larson."

The hand was cool and dry and very clean, with the nails cut square. The man held on for exactly as long as it takes to say a name twice. "Larson. Merle Fenske called me this morning to say you might be by. He said you'd be the one with the notebook."

"I don't have it out."

"You will." Dunmore smiled. It was a good smile, quick and a little rueful, as if the two of them were in on something. "He also said I should be nice to you, which is a thing he's never said about a customer. Let's see what you've got."

He lifted the lid of the cooler bag and looked at the buck for a long moment, not at the rack but at the body, the way a mechanic looks at an engine with the hood up. He ran two fingers along the incision, then lifted a hind leg and looked underneath, and then he nodded slowly.

"Who dressed this?"

"I did."

"Where'd you learn?"

"A pamphlet. And my dad showed me once, with a different animal." Scott heard how that sounded and added, "It's not my first, but it's close."

"You got the diaphragm clean. You didn't nick the gut. Most people puncture it and then they're embarrassed about it, and the meat along the ribs is ruined for the next ten inches." Dunmore straightened. "How long from shot to cold?"

"Forty minutes to dress and ice. A little under three hours to here."

"Forty minutes." Dunmore laughed under his breath, pleased. "You timed it. I'll bet you did. Nobody knows that number. I ask every hunter in the county and I get 'a while.' Then they wonder why their backstrap tastes like a gas station." He turned to the dock. "Give me a hand with him. He's heavier than he looks."

They took the cooler bag up the ramp between them and through a steel door that Dunmore held with his hip, and the building opened out on the other side.

The front room had been the feed store's sales floor. The counter was the original oak, scarred and oiled, and on it sat a cash register, a brass hanging scale with its certification sticker, and a plastic tub of sample jerky in toothpicked squares. Along the left wall ran a corkboard full of snapshots: men in blaze orange holding up the heads of animals, a girl of about twelve hugging an antlered skull, a bearded man crying a little and grinning anyway. Under them were thank-you cards, dozens of them, pinned in rows. The right wall held a long shelf, and the shelf held ribbons.

Scott noticed them because they hung at intervals you could have set with a level. Fifteen or twenty rosettes, evenly spaced, each with a small typed card tacked beneath it. Teton County Chili Cook-Off, Brisket, 2nd. Marias Valley BBQ Classic, Pork Shoulder, 3rd. Colter's Fork Harvest Days, Red Chili, 2nd. He read down the row as they passed, and it took him a moment to see what was odd about it. The ribbons were red and white. There was not a blue one on the shelf.

"Practice," said Dunmore, who had seen him looking. "That's all that's for. Every Saturday from May through September there's a cook-off somewhere between here and Great Falls, and every Saturday I drive there and lose to a woman with a Crock-Pot." He said it lightly. He did not look at the shelf. "Come on through. I'll weigh him."

The processing room was at the back, and Scott took a step through the doorway and stopped, because he had expected a slaughterhouse and had walked into a laboratory.

It was a long white room with a drain in the floor and a steel table down the middle, ten feet long, bright as a mirror. The walls were tile to the ceiling. A scale hung from a ceiling track. There was a smell of bleach, and below that a colder smell of iron, and it was thirty-eight degrees in there, he guessed, because his breath had begun to show. Everything that could be hung on a wall was hung there. Every surface that could be dry was dry. On a pegboard over a stainless sink, a dozen cutting boards stood in a row by size, from largest to smallest, and the smallest was no bigger than a coaster.

On the near end of the table the knives lay on a clean white towel.

There were four of them: a long boning knife, a broader breaking knife, a sharpening steel, and a cleaver. They lay left to right in that order, handles toward the table's edge and blades pointing away, with an equal hand's width between one and the next. Scott noticed the spacing and thought nothing of it. He noticed that the edges all faced the same way. He noticed that the cleaver lay a quarter inch off the line of the others, as if someone had set it down in a hurry.

"Put him there," Dunmore said, and pointed at a steel cradle on the scale. They lowered the buck. The needle swung and stopped, and Dunmore read it and wrote on a ticket in block capitals: 118 lb. hanging, gutted. He turned to the tag wired to the buck's ear.

"May I?"

"Yes."

"Four, one, one, eight, seven, two." He read it aloud and wrote it, and then he tilted the ticket so Scott could check it. "Right?"

Scott looked at it. "Right."

"Good man." Dunmore said it with satisfaction. He reached out while he was already talking, as he turned back toward the table and without looking down, and with one finger he pushed the cleaver until it lay in line with the other three. It took no more than a half second. He did not seem aware that he had done it.

Scott saw. It was exactly what he would have done himself if he had been standing next to a line of knives that were crooked. He felt a very small flicker of fellow-feeling, the sort you get from seeing a stranger tie their shoe the same way you do, and it didn't strike him as important.

"So," Dunmore said. "What are we making?"

"I don't know. What do people make?"

"People who don't know want steaks off the hindquarter, roasts off the shoulder, and everything else ground. That's a lot of burger. I'd tell you to take some of the grind and have me make it into sausage, summer sausage or a breakfast link, because plain venison burger is dry and nobody admits it." He put his pen down. "Do you cook?"

"Eggs."

"Then we do it simple." He ran the pen along the ticket as he spoke, the letters coming out upright, evenly spaced, each one the same height as its neighbor. Steaks, 1 in. Roasts, 3 lb. Grind, 1 lb. packages. Breakfast links, 20 lb. of trim. "Eleven days. I don't take in more than I can do right, and I'm full through Saturday, and if I told you eight I'd be lying. Ninety-five dollars for the cutting and wrap, a dollar twenty a pound for the sausage. You pay on pickup."

"That sounds fair."

"It is fair. I could charge you more." He grinned. "It's a sin to rob the sheriff's office."

"It's not the sheriff's office. It's me."

"In this county it's the same thing." He tore the ticket along its perforation and gave Scott the yellow copy, and Scott folded it into the notebook and put the notebook in his shirt pocket without writing anything on it. That was when he saw Dunmore watching him. He had the bright, steady look of a man who has been shown a trick he knows.

"You write things down," Dunmore said.

"Some things."

"I'd say all things. Merle said you copy tag numbers." He seemed delighted by it. "I keep a ledger. Every animal, every cut, the weight at the table and the weight at the wrap. People think I'm crazy. A woman last year asked me why it mattered if her roast was off by an ounce, and I told her it matters if you're the one selling it." He shrugged, and the shrug was embarrassed and honest. "I'd never trust anyone who didn't keep a record."

Scott felt something he hadn't felt in some months, and it took him a second to place it. It was not flattery. It was being talked to as an equal, by a man who had no interest in who his father was.

"Where's the bone saw?" he asked, to say something. It had come into his head when he looked at the long table, and he didn't know why. "I thought butchers all had one."

"In the back." Dunmore tipped his head at a corner Scott couldn't see. "I don't use it much on deer. It's for the big stuff, elk, steers when the ranchers ask. It's an upright band saw, a loop of steel about ten feet around. I'll show you if you want."

He did not wait for an answer. He crossed to the corner, where a tall gray machine stood against the tile, and Scott followed. It was taller than a man. A steel table at hip height, a slot down its middle, and above the table an aluminum guard hung on a rod. The guard had been lowered to within a finger's width of the surface, and when Scott looked down he saw a pale pencil line on the table beside it, drawn at that exact height.

"It's the most dangerous thing in the building," Dunmore said, not unpleasantly. "A man can lose a hand before he knows the blade is moving. The guard stays down. Always. I've seen guys take it off because it gets in the way, and I tell them if it's in the way, they're standing wrong." He rapped the housing with a knuckle, and the metal rang. "My insurance man loves me."

"Is that your own mark?"

"On the table? Sure. So I don't forget." He smiled again. "I'm a person who forgets."

Scott did not believe that, but it was a friendly lie and he let it stand.

At the front counter, Dunmore wrote his name on a second copy of the ticket and slid it over. Scott took out his wallet for a deposit, which Dunmore waved off. As Scott turned to go, the butcher said, "Hang on, I almost forgot," and went into the cooler. When he came back he was carrying a ring of summer sausage in white paper, the weight of it making his hand dip.

"I overshot an order," he said. "Merle said you'd like it. Take it."

"Merle said you'd do that."

"Did he?" Dunmore's eyebrows went up in genuine, easy amusement. "That man's been telling this town what I'll do for three years. It's the only reason I've got any customers." He put the sausage in Scott's hands. "Tell your father I said hello. I haven't met him. I hear he's a good man."

"I will."

"And Scott." He stood at the door with one hand holding it open and a square of light behind him on the ramp. "Come out in eleven days, and bring the notebook. I'd like you to see how I do the wrap."

The cooler bag had left a rusty ring on the bed liner of his truck, which he would scrub off at home. He backed out through the gravel with the sausage on the seat beside him. In the mirror he could see Dunmore on the ramp, one arm lifted in a wave, a white shape against the green wall. He drove to the bend. When he looked again the man had gone back in, and the dock was empty and swept and the door was shut.

The phone found a bar at the cattle guard and began to chime with a day's worth of messages. Scott let it. He drove with the window down for the cold, and he turned over what he had just seen, in the way he turned over every day's numbers, and what struck him first was nothing at all about the knives. It was that in the whole of that hour at the shop, in the ribbon room and the white room and at the saw, no one had said the name Larson as if it were a debt. Dunmore had said it as a name.

He liked him. He realized it somewhere around the grain elevator, and it surprised him a little, in the way you are surprised to find you are hungry.

He ate the sausage that night with a fork out of the paper, standing at the kitchen counter, and it was the best thing he had eaten since June.
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Chapter 4
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Arlo Rundquist had taken an elk out of the Colter's Fork country every October for fifty-one years, and he had never once been late to the butcher. For forty-eight of those years the butcher had been Hollis Berg on Main Street, and for the last three it had been Tebah Dunmore.

He was seventy-one now, with a hip that had been replaced and a hip that was thinking about it, and he drove with both hands on the wheel of a 1994 Dodge that had belonged to a county road crew until he bought it at auction for eleven hundred dollars. The cow elk lay in the bed under a green tarp, gutted and cooled and strapped down with two ratchet straps he had re-sewn himself. He had shot her on Wednesday at the head of Number Nine, a hundred and ninety yards, one round, and then spent two days getting her down to the truck with a come-along and a borrowed mule. He was proud of the shot and sore in every joint he owned.

On the seat beside him sat a pint jar of chokecherry jelly with a strip of masking tape on the lid. Lorraine's recipe, 2025. Lorraine had been dead six years and he still made it every August by the card in her handwriting, and he still gave a jar to whoever had done right by him. For forty years that had been Hollis Berg, who had cut his elk and never once let him pay full price for the sausage. Hollis had retired to Arizona, and the new butcher had done right by him three Octobers running, so the jelly went to the new butcher.

He turned onto Ottley Road at ten after five, in the long gold light that came across the hay stubble like something poured out of a pitcher. The phone on the dash went dark at the cattle guard, as it always did. He had never cared. He had gotten along for sixty years without a telephone that followed him around.

Dunmore had said to come after hours. Five-fifteen, Arlo, I'm done with customers by then, and I'll have the cooler cleared. He had said it on the phone Thursday night, and he had said one thing more, that his ceiling hoist had thrown its chain on Tuesday and a man was coming from Billings on Monday to fix it. I'd have you wait, but I know you. You'd go crazy. Arlo had laughed. It was a fact he was fond of in himself.

The lot was empty. The dock light was on, though it was not yet dark, and Dunmore stood in the doorway in his bright apron with a coffee cup in one hand. He lifted the cup as the Dodge came up the gravel.

"Here he comes," Dunmore called. "How's the hip?"

"Still mine." Arlo got out in stages. "Got her Wednesday. A cow. I don't take bulls anymore. Too much trophy in them and not enough supper."

"Off Number Nine?"

"Head of it."

"The east side, I'll bet. Where the aspen's thick."

"You been up there?"

"Merle told me about it once." Dunmore came down the ramp and lifted a corner of the tarp and whistled low. "That's a lot of animal. Four-fifty hanging. I've got the cart, but the cart won't take her over the lip of the dock with the hoist down, not by one man. It'll take two on the straps. I'd rather have asked someone younger, but I'd rather ask you." He grinned. "Forty dollars cash for your trouble, and coffee, and the good bourbon in the drawer."

"I'd have done it for the bourbon."

"That's why I offered the forty."

They got the cow onto the cart between them with a good deal of grunting and one stopped breath, Arlo's, at the top of the lift. Dunmore waited while he got it back and made nothing of it. Then they wheeled her up the ramp, the front wheel complaining, and in through the steel door and the front room with its ribbons and its pinned-up thank-you notes. Arlo set the jar on the oak counter as he passed.

"For you. Don't tell Carol, she thinks I give them all to her."

"Chokecherry?"

"Lorraine's."

Dunmore picked up the jar and turned it so the label faced him, and read the tape with his lips moving. "I'll save it for the best bread I ever make," he said. It was a kind thing to say. Arlo thought, not for the first time, that for a man who said so little about himself the butcher had a way of saying exactly what you would have wanted said.

"Carol still call on Sundays?" Dunmore asked, as they came into the white room.

"Every one. Billings. She's got a husband I put up with and two boys I'd die for." He shifted his grip on the cart. "She wants me up there by spring. Wants me to sell the house and the Dodge both, and I've about run out of reasons. I told her one more October. So that's it, Tebah. This is the last elk."

Dunmore did not answer right away. He had stopped with one hand on the cart rail, and for the length of a breath he stood quite still, looking at nothing in particular, the way a man does who has been handed a figure he must add to a column. Then he set his cup down on the rail and turned it a quarter turn until the handle pointed the same way as the cart's.

"Then I'm glad it's one I get to cut," he said.

"And the men at Ruth's? Do they worry when you're up on the hill by yourself?"

"Those old buzzards? They'd notice I was gone about Thursday." Arlo wheezed at his own joke. "I'll be up there tomorrow anyhow. Number Nine, east side, like you said. Get a feel for where the herd's moving before the snow. No reason. I just like to see it."

"I'd go early," Dunmore said. "The wind comes up after ten."

He said it in an interested way, and he looked at the old man a moment longer than the remark needed, as a man looks at something he means to remember. Then he smiled, and the smile went through Arlo like heat from a stove, and Arlo thought what he had thought for three Octobers: there is nothing in the world the matter with this boy.

The cooler was at the back, a steel door as wide as a garage's, with a rail running overhead through it and a row of empty hooks. Dunmore got the door open with his shoulder and walked ahead, and Arlo pushed the cart in behind him. The cow went through with her head lolling off the end and one dark eye open, and the air inside closed over them both, cold enough to hurt the teeth.

"Right under the rail," Dunmore said. "I've got a strap that goes round the hind legs. If you'll hold the near hock up for me I can get it on."

Arlo bent to take a grip on the hock. It was a long way down for a hip like his, and he took his time about it, one hand on the cart, his breath loud in the cold, thinking about the bourbon. Behind him he heard Dunmore's boots on the concrete, quick and quiet, and he heard a drawer open
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