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On the banks of the river where the water runs slow

Where the wild birds warble with the strange sounding soul

On the banks of the river where the water runs cold

It’s there I first listened to the lies that you told…

“Rock Salt and Nails” by Utah Phillips

 

 

[The perverse are hard to be corrected, and the number of fools is infinite.]

Ecclesiastes 1:15
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I. Call Me Jack!

It was hot, a biblical heat, like forty days in the desert. Hot enough to make a saint roll his eyes heavenward in supplication to the Lord for the deliverance of a cool autumn breeze. But it was mid-July and Jack Marshal was no saint. They’d thrown him in jail for a 48-hour cooling-off period and Christ! He had to laugh at the thought.

“Dammit all,” he grumbled, trying to roll a cigarette with sweat-damp fingers only to tear the paper and lose the fixings to the floor. After wiping his hands on his shirt, he crimped another paper, added tobacco from the red tin can, and this time successfully completed the task. He wet its length with his tongue, placed the tapered end to his lips then struck a blue-tip match against the rough wooden frame of the lone cell window set about chest high in the wall. The sulfurous flame left a burnt streak as flecks of paint fell to the warped sill encrusted with layers of dust, cobwebs, and dead flies. A shortened broom handle wedged in the corner propped up the lower pane. With the first puff he tossed the match and leaned against the jamb. The smoke coiled lazily through the opening past the iron bars mortised into the outer sill and lintel.

The old three-story jail, built out of native limestone in 1903 as proclaimed on the arch above the main door, occupied a corner lot several blocks up from the town square. Its time-lashed walls were dappled by the meager shade of two malformed elms and the towering spire of a lone ragged cedar; the trees stood lank, indifferent, limbs and leaves motionless in the mid-summer heat. A sparse no-man’s-land of a lawn, dormant brown from lack of rain, worn down by children’s play, extended to the street. Lodger and local alike had long addressed the dilapidated structure as “The County Home.”

But to the one now caged it was a Goddamn stink-hole! Yet strangely enough the smoke had a cooling effect, its mild narcotic soothing him as he gazed out and caught the colors of the day, the dry withered hues fading into dust. The air was as still outside as in, but standing there he could at least partly escape the urinous stench that hung like a fever in the fan-less cell and rose particularly strong from the stained tick mattress that only served to torture sleep.

The bedding was changed weekly and the cells swept out, clearing away discarded cigarettes, matches, playing cards, and newspapers, yet it could never be said the place was truly cleaned. No one ever witnessed a floor being mopped, a wall washed down, or a stool or urinal disinfected. But the jail served mostly as a holding pen for local winos, and they lodged no complaint. The food passed regularly through the sliding metal opening set in the wall between the kitchen and the area where the prisoners fed, fried spam, scrambled eggs, beans, cornbread, and black coffee, tea, or cool-aid morning, noon, and night, served up with frank good humor by the broad plump wife of the wiry under-sheriff amidst the general cacophony of their boisterous young family. Kids were forever poking their laughing faces through the food door and calling out to one prisoner or another in the familiar “Hey Jonesy!” “Crazy Bill!” or “Uncle Alf!” And aside from the occasional antisocial miscreant, most viewed their incarceration as an unplanned layover in the home of a caring family, wholesome and festive, spent in the confines of a quaint, albeit filthy, rural county jail.

However, the large man now standing at his cell window the kids all respectfully addressed as “Mr. Marshal.” He was not a regular, in fact had never spent a night in jail. But law of fate-logic-and common sense would dictate that he who’d long ago gained the moniker “Lion Jack” should one day be caged. Whose exploits, formed of vague rumor and vivid fact, all confirmed that here was one born to test the bounds and perimeters of the human soul at play. A prowling intensity that suggested to all that there was yet a great deal of animal left in man. His reputation in his hometown and through realms beyond was legendary, and no child—instinctively—would use the familiar with Jack Marshal without his say-so. Not Lion Jack, his voice a low melodic growl; not Jack of powerful suppleness, the once great athlete still lithe in spite of his growing girth; not he whose human form never quite contained the aura of his impulse.

His face matched his habitual expression—Dammit all!—massive, hard-bitten, weathered and sardonic, but which, when amused, fed a lie to this menacing veneer with a wink and a smile that any woman or child who dared notice read as genuine, and those laughing black eyes that sang to their deepest longing and thirst. But gentleness he saved for quiet appropriate moments and pounded through most doors as if it were his duty to test the strength of the hinges, the station of the frames, the resolve of creation. If gravity had loosed its hold one instant he would have bounded through the sky and brought the moon back to earth just for a laugh. Or so it seemed to the boys who watched him cuss, drink and smoke, race his car, and heard rumors of him chasing after women and wanted to grow up and be just like him. Jack Marshal, his own man.

These were the boys he coached in little league each summer. And Jack’s boys played ball for keeps, down ’n dirty, hardball certain. They fielded hungry, like young coyotes running a rabbit. They hit like swordsmen, slashing the leather from the ball. Others stole a base, Jack’s boys tore ’em from their moorings—ate up home plate like a platter of fried chicken. At the grand watermelon feed following the championship game, it was seeds ’n all. You betcha, a can-do scruffy bunch molded by the master.

Even the white-haired priest looked forward to manning the confessional on the rare occasion when Jack, goaded by his wife’s prodding and a tinge of conscience, decided to unload. Therein the priest witnessed the most intriguing revelations in his 50 years of wearing the cloth. Jack simply possessed too much vitality, too great a thirst to be satisfied by any one woman, song, meal, feast, what-have-you that provided other men’s satiation. In the proverbial phrase he was “Full of it!” Possessed of a joyous hunger to grasp each pleasure offered and take it in. Full of it—the devil. He simply loved too deeply for faith to cure, loved too deeply the marrow of life. Faithfulness did not become him, it would not fit, like a clean white shirt would rumple and soil within minutes of his dressing. He was the goat-god’s own emissary to the times, the beast that is set in us. Arrest his passion? Throw up your hands. He danced the hunt and left his lion print at dawn to frighten the timid. The hints of gray in his black unruly hair only served to incite his vigor and further weaken a woman’s resolve.

“Y-yes,” Father Horabet stammered, his voice betraying heightened interest as Jack Marshal, ever reluctant to begin the Father/Son charade for he had been fatherless from an early age and viewed the exchange as bad form if not a sacrilege, cleared his throat in low growl and leaned toward the veiled confessional.

“Bless me, Father…I have sinned. And it’s been awhile since…”

“Speak up, my son. T-tell me your sin,” the priest urged like darkness longing for light, breathing in the rich whiskey scent.

Shifting uncomfortably in his chair, Jack glanced back over the congregation to ensure that the jackals and gossips were keeping a proper distance. Such affirmed, he warmed to his tale.

“My trouble concerns a mother and daughter. You see, I knew the daughter, let’s say…in the biblical sense. Now the girl, actually young lady, Father, is of legal age. Out of school, all of eighteen, I swear. An innocent I had the honor in helping become a woman. A duty, I believe”—his eyes riveted on the listening shadow—“once performed by the priests of old.” The listener squirmed as if accused, awkward in the brief silence before Jack took pity and continued.

“Of course the mother was quick to note the change, that womanly swagger…”

And as quickly she guessed the hand in her daughter’s initiation, which was none too difficult as Jack had been working nearby laying up a stone wall. The young lady often stopped to chat, and one thing led to another. She worked at the local bakery, had just graduated and was hoping to attend business school in Salina, the regional hub sixty miles due south, come fall. She shared her plans, her longing to escape the small town, her mother. Jack listened, cordial, attentive, treated her like an equal.

“You ’n me, we’re a bit different,” he observed, “antsy…not cut out for the slow go.” He set another stone in place, tapped it with his trowel, caught her eye. She smiled, swaying expectantly. Her flesh carried the sweet scent of flour, cream, and fresh dough. What a lamb. “Life is right here, Macie,” he said, “right here and right now. Not down yonder somewhere, someday, waiting. You gotta reach out and take it.”

Pluck it like an apple he might have added. Instead, he suggested they meet, to which she was willing. So that evening, after sundown, Jack picked her up a couple blocks from her home and drove west out of town, pulled into a freshly cut wheat field and parked. He spread a blanket on a bed of straw, the stars looking on like ripened grain suspended in a sea of black, air perfumed by the harvest wind wafting in the warm June night. He took her gently considering her virgin need and his quickened desire, put his flesh to hers in a most practiced, certain manner. Right here…right now. And the lion lay down with the lamb.

Though he related little of this, the confession focused mainly on the consequence.

“Anyhow, couple days later she cornered the girl, got her to fess up. Then sent word demanding a parley…next day…her house. All happened last week. I obliged. When I got there, she was in one helluva temper. You know women, Father, way beyond reason. Called me this, called me that. I tried to stay calm, be polite…adult to adult. Soon she was throwing punches. I took some, ducked a few, then caught her wrists. Held ’em tight. That’s when it happened…”

“What?” The priest edged closer. “What happened?”

“Like night ’n day, her black rage gave way to pure heat. I’d dated her a time or two back in high school and what I wanted then…well, she gave. Fact is, demanded I take. Shucked her dress and commenced instructing me in matters concerning man and woman that I’d never quite guessed. And I’ve seen something of this world, Father, but swear I never had a woman present herself like a—” Jack caught himself before making an off-color remark, again shocked to silence by the woman’s frank display while no doubt savoring the memory as he had the act.

“Like a…what, my son?” Father Horabet wet his lips; his tongue thickened.

“Forgive me, Father,” Jack said in sly deference, “but I’m afraid that’s too ripe to mention here. It’s just a mite messy is all…you know, a mother and daughter. Thought I best get it off my chest.”

“I see. Certainly…” The priest’s dull tone betrayed his disappointment, his flesh numb beyond redemption, cast down, dreadfully fallen. The world receded so rapidly these days. He recalled his lone lapse from his vow like it had been an epiphany. She a widow, he of middle years and failing faith. They had comforted one another for a time. Had it really happened? All so brief and long ago. Or was it merely a dream? He pursed his lips and sighed. “And the woman’s name?” he asked absently.

“Name? Why…” Jack growled in slow surprise, “she’s a good wife and mother. I can’t name her.”

“Do not compound your sin by lying in confession!”

“But Father, I don’t lie. I just don’t name her. After all, if I coughed up every speck of dirt there wouldn’t be time enough this day to get through half my tale. Would that be fair to the others waiting to unload? God knows all anyway. Right, Father?”

“Perhaps so…if you stay with the truth, my son.”

And the truth was what made Jack so charming. Though highly selective, he generally told the truth. He engaged each man on that point of truth that blood and instinct rush forth to hold. In young boys he unleashed the demonic will needed to seize the glory they dreamed. And every woman he ever coaxed and fondled to their mutual pleasure possessed a spot of beauty he could truly praise—the turn of her ankle, her slender hands, the deep curve of her lower back, not to mention his stallion urge for the musk-scented pelt shared by all.

“That’s about it, Father…the gist of my sin.” Jack rubbed his powerful hand over his jaw, looking thoughtful. “As you know, the flesh is weak. And my weakness for the flesh is greater than most. But this time, well, I gotta admit…it’s six one ’n half a dozen the other. You see,” he said, leaning closer in play of confidence, “I’m strongly tempted by both…mother and daughter.”

With this last statement the old priest’s eyes glazed in utter confusion, his mind blurred searching for a glint of clarity amidst the oddly shaded situation—a debauch so bountiful and bold. To firm up his faith and cast out the demons of doubt and dormant lust he shook his head with devout severity, swiftly calculated and declared:

“For penance, p-pray the rosary for one week.”

“Pray the…”—Jack winced like the very beads had caught in his throat at the thought of losing a week’s labor bawling like a sick calf over spilt milk. “Come Father, pray the…have mercy. I’m a hard-working mason, a stone cutter. I’ve got a family to feed, the Church to tithe. I can’t be losing a day’s work, let alone a week. How ’bout five…five Hail Marys, Father? Now I don’t aim to be bargaining with the good Lord for my soul, but I could use the Holy Mother’s aid in this matter. And seems to me five is a righteous number. Natural, God-given, rooted in a man like the fingers of his hand. Complete like a fist. The firm fist of repentance! A number God would favor, don’t ya think, Father? Five Hail Marys I swear I’ll perform. There!”—Jack struck his right fist to his left palm as he rose to take his exit—“I feel better already. Like lava soap to cleanse the soul,” he beamed. “Thank you, Father.”

So Father Horabet remained silent and swallowed his protest, grateful the sinner would commit to something, had known the prodigal since he was a youth and secretly admired his wayward ways. A brief wan smile graced his lips as he allowed himself a moment’s pride. Shepherd even of this black sheep.

Finished with the cigarette, Jack remained standing at the cell window, his mood reflective but in no way repentant as he deftly worked a nude-Venus quarter through the fingers of his right hand. He caught the coin between his thumb and forefinger and briefly examined the brazen image: a woman’s head thrown back exposing the subtle line of her neck and shapely breasts; turning the coin revealed her backside in full relief, long legs supporting a fine-shaped ass. With a wry smile he snatched up the prize he’d won in last night’s game.

Jack usually took no pleasure in poker, too sedentary for a sportsman, none of the rush to action he felt while loading for the hunt, uncorking a bottle, or warming up a woman. Good hand or bad, the big numbers and face cards reminded him of the drear tedium of grade school—”Sit still…wait your turn…don’t speak”—the jack overruled by the queen, the king, and the omnipotent Ace. But locked up on a Saturday night, it was either climb the walls or play cards. So faced with the choice of remaining in his cell or joining the others out in the dining area for gossip and jailhouse poker, he accepted, albeit grudgingly.

In the smoky haze beneath the unsheathed bulb, the garrulous pack of old fools made room at the table, cut the deck and dealt him in. And Jack, disdainful of odds and headlong as ever, forced them to fold or call on every hand. The arch-seducer could easily bluff a bunch of winos who collectively regarded him as God of feast, passion, debauch, and chance, in fact counted it lucky to occupy space proximate to said deity, eager even to lose for losing in a sense was a form of offering, a sacrifice, a guarantor of future favor, because all knew that the Lion was lucky, and those gathered around that table longed for his luck to flow to them like cream to a kitten. And though he lost a time or two, he mostly won, confirming their faith. Won a pile of matchsticks later redeemed for tobacco, pocket change, and the nude-Venus quarter—symbol of that which he was seldom without on a Saturday night. A woman.

Jack scraped his stubble growth with the edge of the coin. Now mid-Sunday afternoon and his once festering rage, lanced by slow-passing time, had nearly drained. Somehow, in spite of his lion-will, his temper cooled, even in this sweltering stink-hole. Another few hours and he’d be free, perhaps to finish the one deed his whole being still begged to perform. But the moment had passed and he felt it gone forever, the act that would have confirmed for him that justice could be had, seized, taken like a woman, that man was no mere leaf buffeted by the wind, but a force in his own right. He gripped the bars with a cold certainty that the ache for vengeance would never leave him. If only he’d pulled the trigger.

He had no inkling of the events to come that previous Friday as he laid up the capstone on a retaining wall he was building for Mr. Chesline, a retired farmer recently moved to town. Jack, anxious to be done and have his money—for the old man was fussy, humorless, impossible to please—had worked through lunch, while Johnny, his 10-year-old son and apprentice hod boy, had run home to fetch more water from the cistern. Johnny was eager to learn the trade, and Jack had every reason to be proud of his son’s effort, only his first job and already Johnny showed signs of filling a man’s shoes. A demanding father, though never one to hide his pleasure, Jack kept a keen eye out, firm but fair. So as he turned to heft another stone from the dwindling pile and noted Johnny’s wavering approach across the way, he knew immediately something was troubling the boy—the downcast eyes, the rag from the crock-jar dragging the ground. Jack wiped the trowel on his pant-leg and waited. Johnny soon stood silent before him.

“What’s up, son? Tell me, John.” Patience lost to concern, he barked, “Johnny!”

“Mom says you maybe oughta know”—words rushed, chin quivering.

“Huh?”—growing apprehensive, for it always seemed to Jack, one accustomed to a free rein, that when Anna expressly wished to inform him of something, that something usually entailed the tightening of the cinch about the heart.

“Bonny’s pregnant…”

“Pregnant?”

“By ol’ man Thurman…”

“Thurman!” Jack’s eyes blazed red, while Johnny, stricken by his sister’s shame and fearful of his father’s rage, began to whimper. The pitiful wail no doubt fueled Jack’s anger as he, in a series of maddened kicks and blows, torn down half the wall they’d built, upset the slue box, dashed for the car and roared off down the street, tires screaming as burnt rubber left its dark stench hanging in the heat waves drifting up from the tarred surface.

A minute later he stormed through the yard, banged open the front door, bounded up the stairs, ripped a drawer from the bureau and grabbed the nickel-plated snub-nosed .38 he’d wrestled off a railroad “dick” down in Kansas City during a wild rampage of his youth. By now his wife and daughter, reacting from their numb shock, were running after him, pleading, “No…Jack…don’t?” But he gave each a chilling stare, shoved on past and was gone. In an instant the dark-green ’49 Ford V-8 lost in a cloud of dust. Streets still not paved in the part of town where they lived.

He drove slowly past Thurman’s farm, carefully scanning the fields, pastures, hedgerows, and fences. Saw the hapless gelding, a palomino, standing in the shade of the barn, swishing its matted tail, stomping at flies with spavined legs. No sign of its master. At the farmhouse, again, no one except Thurman’s gangly teenage son Riley, sipping ice tea on the front porch, listening to the A’s game over the radio. And the boy, himself a year younger than Bonny, had no idea what was afoot or why Mr. Marshal was glaring hard out the car window, asking after his father.

Jack spun the car around and tore up the drive…in his mind’s eye he could see the sweaty bulk of filth pressing down on his blue-eyed Bonny. Christ! a 15-year-old girl, the Bastard! Where could he be hiding? Jack jammed the pedal to the floor, fish-tailed onto the road and sped for town. Find a coward in a crowd every time.

In hindsight it all came so clear, the result inevitable, really. His own damn fault. Willis Thurman, a widower the past winter, had been declaiming one evening in late spring over the harsh burden of grief and keeping up a house while looking after a farm and a boy to boot. And Jack had volunteered Bonny to cook and clean for the summer; the girl needed work, a chance to earn some money. Dumb…spoke right up and in-as-much-as said, “Take her!” Put the beauty in the clutches of the beast. And the beast had acted wholly on his nature. Jack and Willis had buddied some in their youth, and though they were more casual friends than pals, he knew the man well enough. Could see the giant, for Willis stood 6’ 9 and weighed over 300 pounds, reach out and snatch the plum. Could see too, and felt himself condemned by the thought, why a man would be tempted, want her madly, for she was ripe. But dammit all! Not for the picking. Not at fifteen. Young, so young, still filled with that unwarranted trust. And how easily the cunning hand could insinuate and overwhelm an innocent. She hadn’t stood a chance, not tender, trusting Bonny. Not against that giant’s swollen need.

And Jack packed the gun along not because he had any fear of Thurman—he could’ve ripped him limb from limb with his bare hands because Willis was only a weak bluff of a man hidden in a great mass, a four-flusher—no, Jack had no desire to whip or in any way punish Willis. Precisely, he wanted to execute…Murder the Bastard!

The Ford, tinted ghostly gray from the feverish hunt down country roads, prowled past assorted stock-trucks and pickups parked outside the sale barn at the south edge of town. Nothing. Then on to the business district, past several bars and restaurants that Thurman was known to frequent. The lengthening shadows of sunset angled down the alley back of “Pete’s Smoker” as the stalking Ford crept to a stop before the fire escape. Beyond a trove of empty bottles and lidless trashcans oozing ferment to the paved brick sat the prey, reeking of guilt, parked in a niche between two buildings and hidden about as well as a bare-assed whore in a barracks—Thurman’s spanking new ’59 Chevy pickup. Washed and waxed! Bright ass-hole orange…thought Jack, like the unwelcome brightness of a sunup following a binge, or the bright-orange of hot shit, a color to draw flies. Jack got out and strode around the building to enter from the front.

This would be a public execution.

The main door of weathered oak, its varnish lost to the wind and rains of half a century, was wedged open at the stoop. Man-ripe scents of tobacco, beer, and sweat mixed with the evening’s muffled laughter and wafted out through the screen that veiled the shadowy interior. The screen door shot back with sudden force, freezing the action within. Flash!—all eyes front and center as in a faded-brown tintype. Silence, not even a jukebox, because the owner and barkeep, Pete Charbowski, reckoned music only drew women and women caused fights and he wanted his place kept a refuge for men to spit-cuss-drink ’n talk, play cards and shoot pool.

A cue ball softly tapped “the eight”; a hush of smoke drifted above the green velvet surface. Ceiling fans hummed indifferently.

From the far back corner came a gasp like stream escaping a pressure valve as Willis Thurman spied Jack Marshal standing at the entrance, searching the room with feverish eyes and that nickel-plated pistol held ready. Then aimed and fired! The bullet grazed a whisker’s breadth past the intended’s head and exploded into the plaster wall, splintering the lath. Thurman lunged to his feet, upsetting the table, card players, and chairs. And if a big man could ever be called quick, in that instant Willis quick-stepped like a water spider past several more tables out through the back exit, weightless with terror and bad conscience close behind. Not to mention Nemesis.

“Thurman!” Jack’s roar sounded more frightening than the pistol shot as men gave way, hugging floor and walls like shadows before the Lion’s swift pursuit.

Out the door, over the rail, down the alley—Willis made a dozen vain strides to escape before hitting the front fender of Jack’s Ford, tumbling head-over-heels, ending in a pathetic sprawl across the brick pavement. Jack closed on his prey just as the sheriff’s white ’55 Chevy screeched to a halt five feet beyond, lights flashing.

Deputy Guy Craig jumped out, followed slowly by the expansive bulk of Sheriff Charlie Simms, whose only distinguishing feature aside from a capacious mouth, pug nose, and tiny slit-eyes was his utter roundness. Each wore workmen’s khaki in lieu of uniforms: the sheriff’s neatly pressed, though it needn’t have been as it fit him snug as a second skin; the deputy’s shirt and trousers hung loose, indifferently tucked, worn casual as the sweat-stained felt hat tipped slightly back on his head. The sheriff wore a straw Stetson low to his eyes.

“Dammit all Guy, Charlie…Stay back!”

“Now easy, Jack.” Guy chambered a shell and held the shotgun ready, though not aimed. “Don’t do anything we’ll all regret.”

As usual, Sheriff Simms, neither fearless nor a fool, stood back of his deputy, left his pistol holstered and let Guy do the talking, the immovable will behind the intrepid force. While the sheriff was pleased to mind the political store, he gladly left Guy a free hand to manage the rough and tumble of maintaining law and order in the community of people they both served and loved. And for Jack, at this moment, Guy Craig was the worst possible variable that could enter the equation, because Jack liked Guy, always had, and respected him. The flint-hard little man had guts; they were friends, good friends. Co-captains of their high school football team, league champs, Guy took the snap and handed off while Jack ate up the yards and gathered glory. They still bowled together and ran bank lines, taking big cats from the river. The past spring they’d pulled in a 90 pounder; each family’s icebox fixed for catfish through the next winter.

Willis crouched, trembling on all fours in a puddle of fear, having wet himself. Begging as Jack pressed the barrel to his temple—big, freckle-faced, red-haired Willis pleading for his life in a tiny, choked voice:

“Please don’t, Jack. I’ll marry her…Bonny. Honest, Jack. God, please don’t…?”

Jack cocked the hammer and snarled his intent:

“Know what this bastard did?”

“Whole town knows,” Guy said, calm and steady. “Knew ’bout the same time as you, I ’spect. Word travels fast from the phone office. Anna called us. Said you were out after Willis and why. Said you likely meant to kill. Now I ain’t gonna shoot ya down, Jack. Not ’less you shoot ol’ Willis there…” He paused briefly, considering the prostrate form reduced to blubbering incoherence before them. “Might be Willis deserves shooting. But you don’t. You pull that trigger you’re either dead or in prison. No other way. I’ll do the job I swore to. So be mindful of your boy, Johnny’s a fine boy. And Bonny…Anna, with you gone there’ll be no end to their troubles. Think it over, Jack. Hell, if you’re gonna shoot…you can’t miss.”

Cool even-tempered Guy, never forced a man’s hand, left Jack free to choose and waited. Jack itched to pull the trigger, longed to see Thurman’s head explode like a fat pumpkin. Perfect…like a grand slam or sinking a 40-foot jump shot at the buzzer, like a 99-yard run or breaking the tape three strides ahead of the nearest sprinter—the pure freedom of the perfect act. Victory! And no doubt he would have killed Willis had they remained alone in that alley. But Guy’s calm, reasoned cadence blurred the murderous will, and Jack, bewildered, confused, having sensed the folly of his own lust mirrored before him, finally lowered the gun and stood down. Like a common Joe, Lion Jack let the deputy and sheriff lead him away.

And now, 44 hours through the 48, well…dammit all. Jack eased his grip on the bars. He could have killed in a rage, a fury, the white heat turning the spittle to foam in his mouth, but in cold blood, the carrion stink of culpability filling his nostrils, probably not. No, Jack was a sportsman, a fair dealer. When he stood down, he meant it. Still, the thought of that cringing bastard siring his grandchild sickened him to no end. But the matter had grown beyond fixing, sadly, as with all else, accept it or not, he’d have to live with the imperfection. Disgust rumbled in his throat; the one perfect act of his life had slipped irretrievably from his grasp. And though it never formed clearly as a thought in his mind, the fear gnawed at his gut, stirred through the depths of his being, that his progeny would pay with bad luck forever, somehow carry the stain of that unavenged wrong: The brute’s invasion of the fair one.

CIBOLA CITY was writ large on the water tower that stood just north of the jail where Jack now cast his eyes, where each and all looked from time to time as if it were a beacon by which to fasten and fix a path through circumstance. Somehow its presence and name marked the crucible of his life—he’d gazed there since childhood, played in its shadow, climbed it in high school to paint he and Annie’s initials, announced his love to the world—all the events and thoughts including those current contained in that presence and name, the history and myth of Cibola City.

People commonly thought it had been named for Coronado’s fabled lost cities of gold. But “cibola” also meant “bison” in Spanish, so the founder may have dreamt of attracting the hide trade along with the railroads. But whatever, his dreams and reasons died with him, killed by marauding Cheyenne a year after establishing the trading post. Others found his scalped remains a day or so later, spoke due words and buried him. His name and grave long since vanished to the Kansas prairie. Only thing known of the man was that he hailed from somewhere east of the Missouri and founded Cibola City on the north fork of the Solomon in 1864. People liked the irony of the name, the only gold in them parts was the wheat that covered the surrounding plains like a golden sea in June, the price devilishly low again that year.

“It ain’t a City of Gold,” they’d joke, “it’s just Cibola.”

And Jack wondered at that irony, that history and name. So many lost promises, faded dreams, faded lives. He felt his own fading, his youth and promise. The moment lost. With vague resignation he turned his gaze to the street and immediate foreground. Presently, from around the corner yard ran a lively trio of boys led by Deputy Craig’s son, Ross. Seeing Jack at the window, they stopped abruptly and sang out:

“Hey, Mr. Marshal!” “Hello!” “Hiya, Mr. Marshal!”

“Boys,” Jack answered in laughing growl, “What devilment are you three up to on a hot Sunday afternoon?”

The boys—Ross, Michael, and Arran—their ball caps shaped and fit to their heads in the manner of favorite pros, were Johnny’s friends, same age, all chewing gum, all under five feet and prone to swagger, but still boys, socially awkward, coached by Jack in little league, and all drilled to speak up when spoken to.

“To a movie!” “Yip, downtown…” “A picture show!”

“Well, I’ll be. Three Musketeers off to the movies. So what’s showing?”

“Cartoons, Mr. Marshal…whole carnival!” “And a Western! “With Randolph Scott!”

“Say now, that sounds great. You boys have a good time. Just don’t be forgetting tomorrow night’s game.”

“Oh no…” “No way, Mr. Marshal…” “Won’t forget…”

“And you tadpoles stay out of that swimming pool. Hear? Damn chlorine burns your eyes and leaves ya half blind. I want you all well rested. Remember! You’re the Wolves! Them Badgers can’t hide in their holes forever. We’ll dig ’em out, rip ’em up ’n bury ’em. Right?!”

“You bet!” “Yessir!” “We’ll get ’em, Mr. Marshal!”

“Right, now here…” He tossed them the nude-Venus quarter, adding a strict injunction with furrowed brow and upraised finger. “That there’s secret knowledge,” glancing up and down the street as he leaned to the bars in a conspiratorial tone, “not for show ’n tell, the church offering plate, or Mom’s supper table. Keep it to yourselves or out behind the barn. Understand?” The boys, earnest and big-eyed, nodded. “And here…here’s another four bits, the spending kind. Buy you each a cold pop at the movie. Now dammit all, run along. Cell window’s no place for boys to be.”

“Thanks!” “Alright!” “Sure thing, Mr. Marshal!” And with that crisp reply, and suddenly taller, the boys ran on down the street, proud to be the object of Mr. Marshal’s gruff good humor.

Mr. Marshal…Jack grimaced at the thought, grabbed the bars and roared:

“Call me Jack! Or I’ll kick your tails!”

“Yessir Jack!” “Jack!” “Jack…”

His blood raced with the echo of their eager chorus. Yeah, he had cooled, but there was still fire in the blood of Jack Marshal. Baring his teeth, he unsnapped the brass buckle from his belt and began chipping away the loose mortar at the base of the bars. Damned if he’d stay caged the full 48.


II. On the Run

Deputy Craig—“Picked up my boy…walking home from the movie. We’d just pulled to the curb and saw the bars bent aside, window kicked out. Only thought as how Jack always had to get in the last dig. I’s gonna fetch him back and have him fix it. Cool ‘im off then make ‘im sweat. And he could do it Monday morning, for free. Serve ‘im right. Had a notion he’d gone to see Thurman. It being Sunday, the bars closed…Thurm would be at home. Never expected to find a dead man.”

Prosecutor—“You were surprised? After what had happened?”

Deputy Craig—“That’s just it. Wouldn’t surprise me at all if Jack had killed Thurm with the spotlight, siren, and whole Smoker crowd looking on…the heat of the moment. He had an audience, always did pump him up. But cooled off, calmed down…given time to think. Wasn’t in the girl’s interest. Or anyone’s really. No, don’t make sense.”

Prosecutor—“But you did witness it, Deputy. You arrived on the scene.”

Deputy Craig—“Yeah…we saw Jack run out the back of the barn. But what actually happened, I don’t know….”

He had, however, foreseen the chance of a tussle bringing Jack in, so he picked up Sheriff Simms on his way out of town. The Thurman place lay about three miles west on the north bank of the river where it cut south for a stretch then horseshoed back east. It was all good bottom ground. Charlie fanned himself with his hat, his khakis nearly soaked through as they turned off the pavement and followed the gravel road that edged along the river. Intermittent patches of shade cast by towering cottonwoods did little to ease the heat. Not a breath that day, only the illusion of a breeze from sunlight rippled in the river’s flow. Charlie laid the hat to his knee and wiped his forehead with his big red handkerchief. He was bald except for a tuft of blonde hair usually slicked back but curled up and fluttered from the top of his head in the hot air racing through the window. Which struck Guy as kind of like a pig’s tail.

“It don’t look good,” Charlie wheezed. “Sure don’t. No sir. Man bust outa jail. Criminy, Guy…we got ’lection coming up.”

So there was more than the heat chafing Charlie. As if the heat weren’t enough, near sunset and still a hundred degrees. Guy let it pass; he had greater concern for the matter at hand. And he didn’t like the fact he saw the palomino—the one Thurman rode in every parade and fair while onlookers joked about which should carry which—trotting along the fence line, tossing its head, snorting, a quarter mile out from any shade. Not like a horse to be frisking in this heat. Likely there were hot words, if not trouble, down at the barn. Pulling into the drive confirmed as much, Riley stood in the yard fidgeting, glancing towards Jack’s Ford parked front of the great sliding door standing half-open at the entrance.

Guy cut the engine and coasted to a stop, eased out and quietly shut the door. He heard nothing. Presently, he peered in, saw Jack exit in a shaft of light out the far back stall. Motes of dust left drifting in the air as if there’d been a ruckus. Eyes adjusting to the gloomy interior, he noticed a body…lying face down…stretched out before a row of stanchions. It was Willis alright…dead still…looked bad. Blood matted the back of his head, much darker than his hair, and black where it pooled, caking in the hoof-stomped dust. Nearby lay a hame from a horse collar, bloodied at the curved end below the brass nub—the three-foot long oak stave, a common feature of a draft harness, the shape and heft of a wicked cudgel, left laying like a weapon in bloody indictment.

Deputy and sheriff stood for a moment too numb to move. Then Guy stepped out and called after Jack, the latter already a good distance up the river. Charlie knelt by the body and checked for a pulse. Found none. He pulled his hat even lower to his eyes.

 

But Jack’s heart beat like a drum, in sheer panic. Heard Guy call his name as he jumped a fence and dashed off through thistles, buffalo stickers, on past the hemlock clustered around a stock-tank, heading for a stand of timber further north. Knew he shouldn’t run, but something had started, or shifted rather, like the world tilted and all was rushing sideways. He cut towards a trash-heap that spilled over the riverbank, then bounded down past discarded tires, wheels, old machinery, tin cans, clothing, tools, bed springs—all the refuse from a hundred years of farmers, mostly Thurmans, who’d tilled that section of river bottom prairie. Felt his whole life, all he’d built and claimed, his passions and victories, rushing headlong like the sickness churning in his gut, racing with each heartbeat, rising like flotsam, rushing for the river—his very essence, the rich loam of his soul, swept up and carried away. Yeah, knew he shouldn’t run but couldn’t stop. All looked bad, no words could explain.

He dove into the murky water, immersed in a soundless pulse that offered no absolution, then surged with a powerful kick and swam for the far bank. Once across, he scaled the muddy incline and sat on a fallen oak to empty the water from his boots and squeeze his pant-legs dry. Finished, he stood briefly, catching his breath, gazing off into the sunset, the deepening blue above the low red tide that swept the horizon then slowly ebbed. And it seemed a dark curtain fell and he found himself at the edge of another world. Wholly separate, alone, a hunted man, running. And maybe he ran because he needed time and distance, a chance to gather his thoughts before they took him in, to see himself in relation to the sudden chaos, to seek the boundary and strike a balance before he made his play. But there was none. Or maybe he ran fleeing everything, ran from disappointment, guilt, obligation, from every petty constraint. Like something snapped and he sought to confront it all, release his rage in one rapt moment.

Guy had to give Charlie credit. He broke word to the boy. Turned him back and walked him to the house, told him what they’d found. Then he called the boy’s aunt and uncle who lived at the first farm north, explained the situation. Waiting, he asked Riley what he’d seen. Said he saw Jack drive in a couple minutes ahead of them. That was all. Sat silent and didn’t cry. Too stunned to grieve…as Charlie later said.

Riley’s aunt and uncle soon arrived and took the boy home. Ambulance on its way. Meanwhile, Guy tried to reason with Charlie. Said a man afoot would soon tire, grow hungry. And both knew Jack was the wrong one to push. If they waited till morning, he’d most likely come in all of his own. But Charlie was too spooked by the thought of the coming election to pay any heed. His jowls reddened; his blood pressure rose.

“For Pete’s sake, Guy!” he squealed. “We got Willis dead. Jack on the run. This is murder.”

“Now we don’t know that, Charlie.”

“Guy…”—shaking his head, exasperated, stumpy arms propped on plump hips—“I’m sorry as you to see this. I like Jack, too…always have. But by Heaven, if it walks like a duck, talks like a…”

“Yeah, yeah…I know.” He had to admit, though he dreaded the thought, it sure looked that way. He clutched at his left shirt pocket where he’d commonly kept a pack of “Luckys.” He’d quit for over a year, sure felt better. But damn, could use a smoke.

While the deceased was loaded in the ambulance, Sheriff Simms called members of the local volunteer fire department, told each to bring a thermos of coffee, a bite to eat, a flashlight and a shotgun—preferably 12 gauge. All to meet at the Thurman place within a half hour. Awaiting the posse, Guy fetched a stick, leaned against the front fender and began cleaning horseshit from his boots. Fresh horseshit, nice and green, picked it up in the barn. Didn’t mind it when it aged, mixed in the garden it made plants rear their heads and grow. Best tomatoes he ever raised grew out of horse manure. He continued scraping it from his new brown Wellingtons, digging at the seams of the sole. First new boots in two years. Hadn’t oiled ’em yet. Shit’d soak right in and stain the leather. Ah hell, blend with the rest of me, I guess…

It was dark when the posse of twelve arrived. The sheriff gave a brief account; all were shortly deputized. Guy reluctantly divvied up a box of double-ought ammo; he didn’t like the idea of guns one bit. And it showed. When he was done, he fixed each man with cool steady eyes.

“You all know Jack,” he stated evenly. “Some like ’im, some don’t. He’s a cuss. And could be he killed Willis…could be otherwise. But I know for a fact he ain’t armed. If you flush him and he comes at ya, which he might…shoot for the legs.” He chewed his lip a moment, studying each, making certain. “We best agree that one dead man in this county is enough.” They agreed. “Well, you all know your job. Let’s git going.”

The men split up into four three-man teams—two searching north of the river, two searching south. While one trio walked the riverbank, the other drove adjacent roads, keeping an eye out, switching duties as they covered each section of ground. In like manner they would continue, working in tandem, till they reached the bridge below the rapids seven miles west. This would likely take them till dawn. Guy joined in the hunt, directing the search along the river. Doubted they’d find a thing, not till Jack decided to show himself. And no telling when. Looked like a long night and maybe longer day.

The river, known as the Solomon—and perhaps reflecting the wisdom of its namesake—cut the broad valley judiciously in half with gentle bends and turns on its meandering course southeast, a ribbon of calm inherent in its normally sensuous, fertile flow. But according to Indian legend the river on occasion grew enraged, flooding the valley with a wall of water bluff to bluff. Fearing such a calamity, many early settlers chose the upland ground, leaving the lush bottoms to the stragglers, fully expecting them to be washed away in a biblical tide. Serving proof to the proverb: “The last shall be first, and the first last…”

The men, of course, all knew the tale, told again and again through the valley and time, but on the present evening it was hardly foremost in their minds. It was the one they pursued. All knew Jack; he was a firefighter as well. And while all were by varying degrees capable men—most having served in World War II or Korea—each would freely admit that whether brushfire or conflagration Jack was always the first in and last to withdraw. However they may fault his lack of discretion and reckless philandering, he was fearless and he was tenacious. There was something about flushing the Lion that felt akin to opening a door to a wall of fire. And flashlights were meager help, serving only to heighten anxieties—vague shanks of light cross-hatching the path, cutting the darkness in crazed, wounded shards, calling forth each form and shadow, each swaying branch or shroud of leaves as if it clothed an imminent threat which to the human heart always lurks in the night. And they began to consider as they joked in muffled tones to relieve the tension and belie their fears just what may have occurred back at the barn. They doubted it was murder in the fullest sense, out and out cold blood. Manslaughter, likely, but not murder.

They shared a terrible unease hunting a man they knew. Occasionally one would call out his name, attempt a casual friendly tone, asking him to show himself, stressing the good of family and a man’s duty to face up to his deeds. But as the night wore on, they mostly fell silent, plodding on, tripping over deadfall, tramping through grass and clinging biers, sneezing from ragweed, swatting mosquitoes, longing for innocence lost, wondering at the multitude of fireflies hovering like a child’s dream, lucent gems of life in mating swirls above the river.

Along past midnight, trudging up the road towards the waiting car, Guy kicked clumps of mud from his boots, gathered in walking the riverbank. He felt lighter, freed of the weight and had to smile over his prior concern—boots now scuffed, scratched and muddied, once dried and cleaned, they’d oil up fine. He caught himself reaching for his shirt pocket, again longing for a cigarette as he watched Howard Fritz light up—the man’s angular features cast in stark relief by the cupped flame. The fond aroma carried on a warm gentle breeze. Nostrils flared, reaping the rich sweet narcotic.

Guy weakened and asked to bum a smoke. Howard, a quiet ex-Marine, veteran of the bloody island campaigns, shook one free from a pack of “Camels” and held it forth. Guy set it to his lips and leaned to the proffered flame, slowly drew in. It tasted good. He exhaled and spat a grain of tobacco from his tongue, then took a deeper drag…yeah, truly wonderful. Hadn’t felt so good since his last smoke. Let himself enjoy it without a tinge of regret. Hell, things were so damn relative, like with a wife, all depended on what you had and what you wanted—and the greatest ache was doing without.

“Thought you’d quit,” Howard chuckled.

“Naw…just took a while to search a new brand.”

In the wake of sunset as the night deepened, Jack felt his pulse and panic subside. Unlike his pursuers, the pursued drew comfort from the enveloping darkness, as though he were no longer man but wholly animal and belonged with the river, land, and the warm close wind. For the night blurred all distinction and time, it was eternal and therefore inimical to they who sought to delineate, define, impose order and so alter the subtler course of things. Yet to the fugitive it offered sanctuary. The earth, a maternal refuge, offered an unqualified sympathy that demanded nothing in return, save death, no explanation, no words. Each fated to its own bidding—an owl, a man, a catfish in the darkest depths of the river—all captive to the infinite moment.

Jack no longer ran, found his stride, breathing easy as he moved steadily west, hanging south of the river, determined yet aimless, let every thought fall away like shedding a skin, and actually felt a sense of reverence as he glanced to the glistening sky. For the moment he actually didn’t give a damn. Didn’t even long for a cigarette, the makings ruined anyway. Let cravings and thoughts return at sunup with all the ruder definitions of world and man, of fence lines and roads, fields and pastures, of various opinions and quibbling concerns, of whose property and whose wife, all the bickering of yours and mine. Let go the image of a woman willing or shamed, a man lying bleeding in the dust. Let it all recede—panic, thought, passion, rage. No words could explain. He strode on, pounding the earth, tireless, entranced, subsumed by a fierce inner will, too proud to admit he ran, careful not to think lest he taste fear.

A ridge of hills protruded from the south and terminated at a sharp bluff above the river, providing the best vantage for miles around. Jack instinctively left the low ground and edged his way to the summit, here and there grasping a sapling, an exposed root, as scree spilled away underfoot. The hilltop was bare aside from a lone black locust that stood just below the crown; its limbs bristled with thorns, evident of its tenacity. A slab of limestone exposed by incessant winds jagged out several feet from its base. Jack sat down and scanned the scene below: the sheriff’s crew, flashlights and cars, working their way up the valley, still several miles distant. He looked on with a raptor’s keen indifference like all had shifted and the reckoning would come, if ever, in a different time, on a different plane.

While others fretted and fought through the night, fatigued, longing for day, he lay back his head and gazed on the stars…the near and far, the great Milky Way, patterns of known constellations and solitary motes that seemed to drift with no apparent habit or design, yet all seemingly in their place, at home in the void, infinitudes at once questing and at rest, imbuing the blackest sea. A coyote’s cry faded in the wind, lost to that harsh erosive by which all are made dust. And there a falling star, a fiery spall of creation; and the sun, moon, and earth, each living soul, spalls every one.

But beyond the hill out of view to the south, another hunted unnoticed, prowling along back roads and pastures, spotlight beamed low into ditches and gullies, at tree lines and thickets, beamed from a dark gray pickup, headlamps switched off, driven by Lyle Sewter, biggest landowner south of the river. A rancher, self-proclaimed, ran a 5,000 acre spread all in one swath, which gave him the conceit of a Texan. His brand “Bar S” — $ — left no doubt he loved money. And he often turned his radio to the sheriff’s frequency, keeping tabs on things as he did now, shadowing the hunt. The county’s chief politico, had the manner and means to make his presence felt locally and beyond, had his eye on the state senate. And an old grudge against Jack Marshal.

His hunting rig, a four-wheel drive Jeep with an Olds F-85 aluminum block V-8 under the hood and a Willy’s 5-speed on the floor, could outpace anything over rugged terrain and screamed like a jet on the straightaway. The bed held an aluminum topper, custom-built for carrying hounds, kill hounds in this case, Greyhounds crossed with German Shepherds. Lyle loved to hunt and foremost he loved hunting coyotes like they were the last of a lawless breed and he a latter-day Ranger sworn to track ’em down. But tonight coyotes were of no mind. It was man he hunted. And his kill hounds were well-trained, sleek as bullets, they’d take anything he sicced ’em on. All he need do was spot the prey and drop the gate. And given the chance, he aimed to sic ’em on Jack.

Lyle’s wife Brenda, a local beauty, homecoming queen and runner-up in the state pageant, once had an affair with Jack. Rather steamy. And while it ended with their first child some years before, the wound still festered, kept alive by perennial gossip.

Like so many, Lyle and Brenda married young, and like so many young husbands Lyle still had wild oats to sow. That first autumn he went elk-hunting in Colorado with a select group of locals—men only. Hunted elk by day; hunted women by night. And Brenda was not accustomed to being ignored, though she suffered through that first deceit without complaint. But when it came time for the next annual hunt, feeling scorned, keen to her husband’s anticipation and delight, the very morning he left she called Jack—she’d caught him eying her any number of times and he never looked away. Blunt and bold, it made her warm. She told him that a nasty crack had developed in the outer foundation, with cold weather forecast and Lyle gone, could he please come take a look. A certain urgency in her voice.

Jack arrived in late afternoon, the day still warm, the wind a bit brisk. She met him in the yard; they walked around to inspect the wall. Cracked sure enough, would need some grout. Could he fix it, she asked, head tilted expectantly, hinting something more. He looked her dead on…you bet, he smiled, right here, right now. And she liked his smile and the way he moved, his muscles rippling taut against his shirt as he slowly mixed the mud then knelt to work it with a trowel. When he finished and stood, she sensed the amazing power of his thighs moving her way.

He liked the way she moved as well, swaying in her soft pink dress, wearing no bra or panties, the wind pressing it to her finer contours, hair teasing her eyes. Lovely and lonely. She let him in to wash his hands. He touched her. She let him.

Jack’s car didn’t leave the Sewter place till late that night. Someone noticed. And others saw it come and go any number of times over the next two weeks. “Sure needs extensive repairs for a house barely two years old” became the local joke. Upon return Lyle caught wind of it. There were several Sundays that autumn that Brenda wore dark glasses to church, so he’d used a heavy hand to rein the filly. With the usual results.

She merely bided her time.

When the season came round once more, and Lyle, serenely confidant as any fool, headed for Colorado, she called his fool bluff. This time Jack’s car remained at the Sewter place night and day in plain view for all to see and imagine their heated romp. It produced the scandal of ’53. Even Anna took wry pleasure in the escapade, the Sewters were all insufferable snobs and Brenda herself, quite haughty — nothing like the weight of Jack to remind a woman she was not a queen.

As for
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