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RECKON

The High Lonesome, Book Two By Scarlett Vale




Prologue

Cole Holt, February 2024

It was the kind of February morning that made the kitchen window look like television, the cottonwoods bowed under three days of snow and the river gone dark and slow under the ice. He sat at the long table with his hands wrapped around a mug that had gone cold an hour ago and he wrote.

He didn't write fast. He had never been a fast writer. He wrote the way his father had taught him to ride a green colt, with his weight low and his hands quiet and his eyes always one step ahead of where his body was.

He wrote in pencil because pencil could be erased and then proven on a desk in a Cheyenne federal courthouse if it ever came to that. He wrote in his sister's handwriting at the parts he couldn't bring himself to write in his own.

Sage had taught him a careful capital S when she was nine years old and he had borrowed it back, all the years since, when something hard was on the page. He wrote the names of the dead pasture sections.

He wrote the dates. He wrote the chemical that Howard Garza had told him to write, half a name in Latin and half a name in numbers. He wrote the corner of the fence where the water turned.

He wrote Mallory's name once and then he wrote it again, because he was going to make Mallory read it twice. He stopped at the part about his sister. There were two sisters. Maren was older and Maren didn't need this paragraph.

Maren had her own paragraphs in other notebooks and Cole wouldn't put another one on her shoulders. He set the pencil down. He looked at the window. He looked at the box on the top shelf where his mother used to keep her recipe cards, the wood worn smooth at the corner by his thumb.

He picked up the pencil again. He wrote his younger sister's name, Sage. And he wrote it once and didn't write a paragraph about her. He wrote one line under her name and he closed the notebook before he could read it back to himself.

He stood up. He moved slowly because his back had been doing that thing again where it locked at the hip if he stood up fast. He carried the notebook and the legal envelope to the woodbox by the stove and he laid them both inside, between the kindling and the lid.

He carried the wood box up to the study and he set it on the top shelf next to his mother's recipe cards. He stood there for a long minute and he didn't pray, because he had never been a man who could pray, but he wished.

He wished the way a boy wishes in the dark of his own room, simply and without specification, that what he had set up would hold. He came back down the stairs. He poured the cold coffee out into the sink and pulled on his coat. He walked outside into the snow, where his old gray dog was waiting at the steps with the same patience Cole had been trying to learn for thirty-two years.

In the truck he stopped twice. He stopped once at the bend in the access road where the cottonwoods bent over the river and the ice was the color of his sister's old Payne's grey set.

He sat there for two minutes with his hands at ten and two on the steering wheel and he thought about Sage at eleven years old standing at his desk with a brush in her hand asking him how to mix shadow.

She had figured it out before he could answer. She had figured everything out before anyone could answer. That was who his sister was. He stopped a second time at the turnoff onto Highway 191.

He sat there for another minute and thought about Maren. He thought about Wren and hadn't met Wren yet on the eleventh of February in 2024. He would meet her three weeks later when Maren came home with the child on her hip and the silence of four years of Garrett Voss in her body.

Cole wouldn't know that yet on this morning. But he would know that Maren was coming home soon. He knew it in the way you know weather. He drove. In the sheriff's office at Pinedale he found Boone Whittaker at his desk drinking the kind of coffee that only county dispatch knew how to make wrong.

Boone had a manila folder open in front of him with a name on the tab Cole couldn't read from the doorway and a leather notebook beside it with the spine cracked and a silver pen in the pencil cup that Cole had seen Boone's grandfather Daniel use at the Cody rodeo in 2001 when Cole was eleven years old and had been allowed in the chute box for the first time.

Cole closed the door behind him. He sat down. He set his hands on his knees. He thought about all the things he could say first and he chose the one that was true. "I have something I'm asking you to keep," Cole said.

Boone looked up. Boone looked tired the way he always looked tired, which was less like tired and more like a man who had spent a lot of years being still on horseback while other men were doing whatever it was they did.

He waited. "Three things," Cole said. Boone nodded. "You will file when the time is right," Cole said. "You will protect Maren. And you will stay away from Sage."

Boone didn't blink. Boone didn't say anything for a long time. Outside the office window the wind kicked snow off the awning in a soft white line. "All right," Boone said. "All right," Cole said.

Boone didn't get up. Boone didn't shake his hand. Boone didn't say thank you or that he was sorry or any of the empty things sheriffs said in the kitchens of dying mothers. Boone sat there with his palms flat on the desk and he watched Cole stand up and he watched Cole walk to the door and he watched Cole stop with his hand on the doorknob.

"Boone."

"Yes."

"I've known you since I was seventeen years old. You have been the only friend I have ever had who didn't ask me for anything. I'm asking you for something now and I'm sorry."

"Cole."

"Yes."

"You aren't asking me for anything. You're asking me to be the man I have always wanted to be for your family. That isn't a debt you are creating. It's a permission I've been waiting for since 2017."

Cole nodded. He left. He drove home. He put the truck in the barn and brushed the snow off the truck bed. He carried the feed buckets to the horses and he stood at the gate of the lower paddock and he watched the bay mare lift her face to him out of the gray and take an apple from his palm.

He put his forehead against her cheek for a long minute and stood that way until his fingers stung. He fed the horses. He fed the dog. He fed himself, two pieces of toast and a glass of water, because his stomach had been doing that thing too.

He went to bed. He died eleven months later on a county road outside Lander with a broken trailer brake and a man named Eli Coates' name on a phone log that no one would think to pull for eighteen months.

The wood box stayed on the top shelf.



Chapter One, Wedding

Sage

The wedding is small the way Maren wanted it small, which is to say it is held on the south meadow in May with twenty-two folding chairs and a single bow of wild sage in a mason jar at the end of every row and my niece carrying a basket of yellow flowers down the grass in a dress she chose herself.

I'm wearing green. Not the green Maren told me to wear. A different green, slate green. The green of the river in October, because I've spent the last six months learning that I can dress myself for my own life and I'm not going to stop now.

My hair is up. There's paint under my thumbnail that I didn't have time to scrub out this morning. Of course there is paint. I'm painting the bridge on the access road in oil pastel this week and oil pastel doesn't come off your skin until it has run its full sentence.

Wade Calloway is at the altar. The altar is a sage-brush arbor that Wade built himself and that Wren helped with, which means that Wren handed Wade a piece of twine four times and then walked off and ate dirt.

Wade has on his good wool coat. The wool coat is brown. Brown is the color Wade Calloway is. Maren walks. I've watched my sister walk down hundreds of hallways in our lives. Into a hospital room when our mother was dying, out of an airport in Denver three years before we lost Cole, up the porch at High Lonesome the day she came home with Wren on her hip and the wrong kind of look in her eyes.

None of those walks looked like this one. This one has weight she didn't have. This one is the walk of a woman whose feet know where they are going and have decided to take their time getting there.

I don't cry. I'm not going to cry. I don't have the kind of tear ducts that fire on schedule the way Maren does. I tilt my chin up. And watch her. I'll paint this in October, when the leaves on the access road bridge are the same color as her bouquet and that will be the closest I ever come to crying about it.

Behind Maren and Wade I see Boone Whittaker. He's on the second row at the end. The end is where he always sits. He's wearing a navy suit jacket that isn't new and a clean white shirt with the collar open by one button and a pair of brown leather boots that I recognize because I've been looking at the man's boots since I was eleven years old.

The boots are the boots. The man is taller than every other man in this row and his eyes are doing the thing his eyes always do at functions like this, which is not looking at me.

I stop watching Maren for a second. The kindest thing I can say about Boone Whittaker is that he never lets me catch him. The unkindest thing I can say about him is the same.

Every Christmas, every birthday party, every Thanksgiving at this ranch, every barbeque, every June Fourth fireworks at the rec field, every funeral, every wedding I have attended in Quinn Creek between the ages of eleven and twenty-four, this man has been in the room and hasn't been looking at me.

He sits where I'm not. He stands where I can't see him. He turns his head a quarter inch the wrong direction when I walk into a kitchen. He calls me miss at Christmas dinner and shakes my brother's hand when my brother is still alive.

He doesn't flirt and doesn't joke. He nods at me once when we are in the same five-foot radius and then he is gone. I noticed this when I was thirteen. I never asked him about it.

There was no point. By the time I was old enough to ask him about it. He was thirty-one and engaged and by the time he was divorced, I was nineteen and Cole was alive and there was nothing to say.

But the boots. The boots have been the same since 2017. The boots are a fact of my life the way the Wind River Range is a fact of my life. Two things that I haven't been allowed to look at directly without losing track of what I was supposed to be doing.

I look back at Maren. Maren reaches Wade. Wade lifts her hand and turns it in his hand the way I have only ever seen one man turn a woman's hand, which is the way you turn over a card you have already won the game with.

He kisses her knuckles. The wind moves and the yellow flowers in Wren's basket whisper. Pastor Greer is doing the talking now. Pastor Greer is a woman with sage-grey hair and the kind of voice you would put a child to sleep against.

I'm not listening. I'm painting in my head. The arbor is at the wrong angle for the photograph my eyes are taking. The light at four-fifteen is doing something to Wade's brown coat that I want to remember.

The yellow of the flowers needs more Naples and less cadmium. The white of Maren's dress is not white, it is the white of a piece of bone that has been in the sun for a year, which is the white I'm going to be working with for the rest of the afternoon and probably for the rest of my life.

The pastor says a thing about lonesome. I look up. I look at Wade. Wade is looking at my sister with the kind of face that you can't keep on a man's face for very long without something breaking.

And so I've been counting in my head and the count is now at seventeen seconds, which is the longest I have ever seen any man look at any woman in a public room without flinching.

He doesn't flinch. The pastor finishes. Wade leans in. Maren leans in. They don't kiss for show. They kiss the way two people kiss who have done it three thousand times already in private and have stopped caring whether anyone is watching them at twelve in the afternoon.

Wren claps. The folding chairs creak. The wind moves the bottom of my dress against my calf. I look at Boone. For a quarter of a second, exactly the time it takes a single bee to cross a single bowl of sugar water, Boone Whittaker is looking at me.

What I felt in that quarter of a second was not what a twenty-four year old should feel about a thirty-six year old man who has been not looking at her for thirteen years. It was the feeling of a small careful drawer in the back of a kitchen cabinet that I had been keeping closed since I was eleven and that had, in that quarter of a second, opened itself an eighth of an inch. I had never let myself ask why he didn't look. Asking would have required admitting that I had been counting. I had been counting. Every Christmas. Every funeral. Every June Fourth. I had counted them all. I did not look at him. He went back to not looking at me. The drawer closed itself the rest of the way. The bee crossed the bowl.

It's the first time in the eleven years I've known him. Then he isn't. He has turned his head a quarter inch the wrong direction. He's looking at the line of folding chairs across the meadow.

He is doing the thing he does. I almost laugh. I don't and look back at Maren. I think I'm twenty-four years old and that man has been doing that for eleven years and one of us is going to die before the other one figures it out.

I tilt my chin up. I clap.

After the ceremony there is a long table in the side yard with three kinds of pie and the kind of barbecue plate that the Mountain Sage Diner sent over as a wedding gift to Maren, who tipped them in advance and also in stories about Wren that probably weren't a hundred percent true.

The cousins are everywhere. Wade has cousins. Wade has more cousins than I knew a single Wyoming man could have. They're all named some version of Holt or Calloway or James and they are all over six feet tall and they are all eating their pie standing up.

Wade's mother Anna takes me by both elbows when I come up the porch steps. Anna Calloway-Russo is sixty-two and is wearing a black silk shirt under a denim coat and the kind of dark red lipstick that only a Sicilian-Wyoming woman knows how to choose.

She looks me in the eyes for a count of three. "Sage," she says. "Bedda figghia. Look at you."

"Look at me," I say. "Wade tells me you paint."

"I paint."

"Wade tells me you painted the bridge on the access road and that it made him cry on Tuesday morning."

"Wade is exaggerating."

"Wade doesn't exaggerate. Wade understates. Did you know this about my son?"

"I'm beginning to know it."

She lets go of my elbows. She puts one of her hands on my cheek. She's a woman with the strongest hands I have ever felt. She holds me for one second. She nods and moves on to the next cousin in the line.

I stand on the porch step for a second. I think if I'd a mother she would have done that. I think I had a mother and she did do that and she did it on the floor of our kitchen on a Sunday morning the spring before she got sick, when I was eleven and I haven't let any woman in any kitchen do it since.

I shake it off. I find the pie. I find Wren. Wren is five years old in two weeks and she is wearing a flower crown that she made herself out of yellow dandelions, which means it is now half wilted around the back of her head and is going to be a problem in approximately twenty minutes when she realizes it has fallen apart.

She's sitting under the porch swing eating a slice of cherry pie with her bare fingers. "Aunt Sage," she says.

"Wren."

"Look."

She shows me the slice of pie. She has eaten the entire cherry middle out of it. The crust looks like an empty rowboat. "You only eat the middle?" I say. "I only eat the red," she says. She chews slowly. The dandelion crown on the back of her head has tipped sideways. A small yellow petal is stuck in her hair behind her ear. She doesn't know. "Smart girl."

"Yes," she says, like she has been told that before, like she has been waiting to hear it again. She licks cherry off her thumb. She holds out the next piece on the end of her finger. I take it. It tastes like sugar and Maren's spring and the kind of pie that the Mountain Sage Diner has been making since 1953. I sit down on the porch step next to Wren and I don't say anything for a long time and she doesn't say anything either and this is the closest I've been to anyone since Cole died. Boone Whittaker walks past us at six-twelve, on his way to his cruiser, which is parked at the end of the access road because he is the county sheriff and Wyoming sheriffs are the kind of men who park their cruisers at the ends of access roads even at weddings. He stops on the step below the porch. He takes his hat off. He holds it against his thigh and doesn't look up. He nods at me. "Sheriff," I say. "Sage."

"You wore the boots, not the dress shoes."

The corner of his mouth moves a quarter inch. I see it. I've spent eleven years not watching this man's mouth and now I'm watching it. He has dark stubble on his jawline that he didn't have when I last saw him three months ago.

He has slept badly. I can see the sleep in his face the way I can see the wind direction on a sagebrush stem. Eleven years of not looking at him and now I have an entire weather report.

"They're funeral boots," he says. "Yes."

"They're also wedding boots."

"Yes."

"They're also Tuesday boots."

"I figured."

He nods once. He moves on. Wren watches him go. She tips her head sideways. She squints and turns back to her pie. "Sheriff Quiet," she says, mostly to her cherry crust. I look at her. I have eaten my whole piece of pie without noticing. "Sheriff Quiet," I say. "I like it."

"He looks at you," Wren says. "He doesn't."

"He does. When you aren't looking. Mr Quiet does it too. They're the same like that."

I look at my niece. My niece looks at her crust. She has eaten the red and left the crust because she knows what she likes and she doesn't apologize for it. She's five years old and she is the smartest person on this porch.

"You're a menace," I tell her. "Yes," Wren says. She finishes her pie. She gets up. She runs across the yard toward her mother in a wedding dress and her father in a brown wool coat.

I watch her go. I sit on the porch step for another long minute. I'm supposed to drive back to Cheyenne tomorrow afternoon. I have a return rental on the Toyota at the Cheyenne airport at four.

I have a flight at six and have a sublease in Denver that expires in nine days. I have a portfolio review with a Denver gallery owner on the eleventh of June. I have a life that I have built with my hands and my paint and my no over the last fourteen months and that life is not in Wyoming.

That life is also not in Wyoming the way Boone Whittaker is not looking at me. I think I'm going to call the gallery on Monday and tell them I'm running late.

I sit on the step for one more minute. I'm twenty-four years old. The light is gone behind the Wind River Range. The cottonwoods on the access road are going to be perfect on Monday morning at six-fifteen if the wind holds. I haven't painted a sunrise from the porch of High Lonesome in two years. I haven't slept in the room I grew up in since June 2024. I think one more week.

I stand up. I think maybe two.





Chapter Two, The kitchen sink

Sage

The morning after my sister's wedding I wake up in my old room at four-thirty in the morning and I can't remember the last time I slept past four-thirty in the morning. I've been getting up early since I was nine years old.

I lie there for a count of forty and I listen. I hear the house breathing the way only an old ranch house breathes. Floorboard at the end of the upstairs hall that has creaked since 1998.

Refrigerator downstairs that has been on a slow ticker since my father bought it the year I was born. The dog. There's a new dog now because Wade brought a new dog. Buddy or Brody or some monosyllable that Wren chose.

He shifts on the kitchen floor and he sighs. I get up. I pull on my mother's old robe that I've been wearing in this house since I was sixteen. The robe is moth-eaten and the moth eats it anyway because I refuse to let Maren throw it out.

I go down the stairs barefoot. The wood is cold. The light in the kitchen is on already because Wade Calloway is up at five no matter what day it is and apparently the morning after his own wedding is not different.

He isn't in the kitchen. Maren is. She's at the sink in a t-shirt that says Cheyenne Animal Hospital on the chest and a pair of joggers that I think belonged to Cole. Her hair is up.

She's washing the same coffee mug over and over because she isn't paying attention. She is looking out the window at the meadow where her wedding chairs are still set up in two crooked rows because nobody folded them last night.

"Hey," I say. She doesn't jump. She has been Wade's wife for fifteen hours and she already has the steady hands of a ranch wife who knows the sound of her own sister coming down the back stair.

"Coffee," she says, "is in the pot. Wren is asleep. Wade is at the feed barn. I've been up since three because pregnancy doesn't understand wedding hangovers."

I stop on the second-to-last step.

"What."

She rinses the mug. She sets it on the drying rack and turns around. She's grinning and is also crying. Maren cries on a schedule that I'll never understand. She cries the way a sprinkler cycles. Her hand is flat against her stomach over the t-shirt. She doesn't seem to know she is doing it. "Six weeks," she says.

"Maren."

"Wade doesn't know yet. I'm telling him today after Wren naps. He's going to lose his mind."

"He's going to lose his mind in a brown wool coat."

"He's."

I cross the kitchen. I put both arms around her. She's warm. She smells like Wade's soap. She is laughing into my shoulder. "Maren," I say.

"I know."

"Mama would be so."

"I know."

"Cole would be so."

"I know."

We stand there for a minute. I let go. She lets go. She turns back to the sink and picks up the next mug. She does this when she is about to say something serious. She washes things she has already washed. "Stay," she says, to the mug.

"What."

"Stay through Tuesday at least. I'm going to need a hand with the catering returns. And the chairs. And Wren is going to be a disaster for forty-eight hours coming down off the cake."

"I have a flight Sunday."

"Cancel it."

"I have a portfolio review with a gallery on the eleventh."

"You have a phone."

"Maren."

She stops washing. She looks at me through the steam. "Sage," she says. "Stay through the eleventh. Do your portfolio over Zoom. Or take it down to Sheridan. There's a gallery in Sheridan that took a Lyla Sage painting last year. Stay through June."

I'm quiet for a long time. She wipes her hands on her t-shirt. She comes over and leans her hip against the counter next to where I'm standing. She's six weeks pregnant and she is taller than me by an inch and she has been my sister for twenty-four years.

"You came up for the wedding," she says. "You came up with two bags. You didn't bring the easel that fits in the truck bed. You didn't bring the second set of stretcher bars. You didn't bring the box of pigments from Denver Art Supply that you carry like it is the actual ark of the covenant.

You came up with two bags and a pair of muck boots that I bought you in 2019."

I stare at her. "What do you have in Denver," she says, "that you didn't bring with you."

I don't answer. "Right," she says. She turns back to the sink. She picks up a different mug. She washes it. I sit down at the table. I look at the calendar on the fridge.

The calendar has Wren's drawing of a horse on the front. Underneath the horse, in Wade's blocky cowboy handwriting, Mowing south meadow, Tues 7 a.m., start with the back fence. Underneath that, in Maren's handwriting, Cole's box.

I look at it for a second.

"Maren."

"Yes."

"On the fridge."

She looks. She doesn't move.

"Yes."

"Cole's box," I say. She nods. "In his study," she says. "On the top shelf where Mama kept her recipe cards. He told me he was going to leave one. He told me in 2023. I forgot about it for a long time. Then last spring Wade asked me if I'd ever looked and I said no and he said don't. Wade doesn't say don't about much."

I don't say anything. "He said it because of how I was that month," Maren says. "I was eight weeks out from the wedding. I couldn't handle one more piece of paper. So I put it on the calendar so I wouldn't forget. And I forgot anyway."

"What is in it."

She turns. She leans her hip against the sink and crosses her arms over the Cheyenne Animal Hospital logo. "Sage," she says. "Sit down. I'm going to tell you about how our brother died."

I sit down. She pours me coffee. She sits down across from me. She wraps her hands around her own mug, which is cold by now, but she does it anyway. "In April of 2024," she says, "Cole's trailer brakes failed on the pass between Lander and Riverton.

The sheriff at the time wrote it up as an accident. We buried him on the eighteenth. I came home in May with Wren and two suitcases. Wade Calloway met me on the porch and said four words.

The four words were Maren. Come on in."

She's looking at the calendar drawing of Wren's horse. She isn't looking at me. "Wade told me three months later that he didn't think it was an accident. He told me because Wade doesn't lie.

He told me three things. One. Cole had been talking to a Cheyenne environmental lawyer for two years about Mallory Land Holdings. Two. There had been a man named Eli Coates on the Mallory payroll and this man had been within four miles of Cole's trailer the day before the brakes failed.

Three. Cole had told Wade he was going to leave a file somewhere in the house with a way to prove it."

"And Wade."

"And Wade didn't look for the file," Maren says. "Wade didn't look because Wade was too in love with me. He thought I was too thin. He thought if he found that file he would have to act on it and if he acted on it I'd have to know about it and if I knew about it I wouldn't eat for a year. He was probably right. So he put it on the calendar with my handwriting because he wanted me to find it when I was ready."

I'm not breathing. "Mallory was after the north fence-line," Maren says. "He wanted our water rights. He had wanted them since Daddy was alive. Cole had said no. Three times. The third time was eight months before he died. Cole was writing a federal lawsuit. Wade thinks the lawsuit got him killed."

"Was anyone ever arrested."

"Eli Coates is in a Sublette County jail right now waiting on a federal indictment. He was arrested in March. Wade was the one who connected him to the trailer. Wade and Sheriff Whittaker, working it together."

"Boone."

"Boone."

I sit there for a long time. The kitchen is doing the thing kitchens do in the morning where the light is coming in at an angle that turns the dust into a snow globe.

My hands are wrapped around a coffee that I haven't drunk. There's a piece of paint on my thumbnail from yesterday's bridge. I look at it. I think cadmium yellow medium. And think no, naples yellow. I think no, cadmium.

I'm doing this so I don't have to think about anything else. "There's a box on the top shelf," I say.

"There's a box."

"On the top shelf in Cole's study."

"On the top shelf next to Mama's recipe cards. He told me about it once. He told me he was going to leave it for whoever could carry it."

"And Wade thinks it is the lawsuit."

"Wade thinks it is the lawsuit."

I look at her. "Why have you not opened it," I say. She looks back at me.

"Because I knew I was pregnant in February," she says. "Because I'm thirty and the doctor said it would be hard. Because I can't carry a lawsuit and a child at the same time."

"You stopped because."

"Because I was going to wait until after the wedding. Then after I knew. Then after Wade and I'd a year together. Then. Then. Then. I've been telling myself then for fourteen months. The truth is I can't open it. The truth is I never could."

"Maren."

"Sage."

She looks at me with the green eyes that we both got from Mama. She looks at me with the look that a sister gives a sister when she is asking and not asking at the same time.

"I'm not asking you to," she says. "I'm not putting that on you. I'm telling you it is there. I'm telling you that if you decide to stay, the box is on the top shelf.

And I'm telling you that nobody in this house except the man you haven't been looking at since you were eleven is going to be able to read what is in it."

I close my eyes. "You're a menace," I say.

"Yes," Maren says. "Wren said the same thing."

"Wren is mine. I'm mine. We're all menaces in this house."

She gets up. She washes her hands and pours me a second cup of coffee. She kisses the top of my head on her way out of the kitchen. She goes upstairs to her husband and her daughter and her six-week-pregnant body.

She leaves me at the table. I sit there for a long time. I drink the coffee. I think about Cole. I think about how he made me a desk when I was twelve. I think about how he taught me to mix Payne's grey when I was eleven.

I think about how he carried me on his shoulders at our mother's funeral because my legs wouldn't work. I think about how he was thirty-two and dead and how the man who killed him is still loose and how the second man.

The one named Coates, is in a jail in Pinedale. And how the third man, the one who paid them both, is in Sheridan in a country club. I think about the box on the top shelf.

I think about Boone Whittaker on the second row at the end yesterday. I think about how his head turned a quarter inch the wrong direction for eleven years. I think about how that quarter inch suddenly makes a different kind of sense.

I stand up. I rinse my mug. I go upstairs. I don't go to Cole's study yet. I'm not ready. I lie down on my old bed in the room that has my old high school portfolio on the back of the door and I look at the ceiling for two hours.

At seven a.m. I get up. At seven-fifteen I'm in the truck. At seven-thirty I park at the access road bridge and I set up my easel and I paint the cottonwoods in the kind of morning light that only happens after a sleepless night, which is to say I paint with my hands and not my head, which is to say I paint the truth.

By nine-thirty the light has flattened. I pack up. I drive back to the house. I go up the back stairs. I stop at Cole's study door. I stand there for a full minute. I open it.





Chapter Three, The parking ticket

Boone

It isn't technically a parking ticket. It's a citation, which is a different piece of paper, but it is the kind of citation that anyone who has ever filled one out before will tell you is a parking ticket dressed in better pants.

The infraction is failure to display a current Wyoming registration and an expired Colorado tag and a wheel that is six inches over the painted line at the back of the Mountain Sage Diner. I write it standing at the back bumper of the truck at twelve minutes past eight on a Wednesday in May.

I don't want to. The wind off the meadow has cut the early heat down to something close to wearable. It smells like first cut and the last of the lilacs along the Saddle Bar fence.

The light is the kind of Wednesday-morning light that hasn't yet warmed the gravel. The Mountain Sage Diner is a thirty-eight-year-old building with a tin ceiling, a brass bell on the back screen door that rings off-pitch and a corner booth in the front window where my grandfather Daniel Whittaker ate eggs every morning for the last six years of his life.

The bell rings. Donna Landry watches me through the screen. I know whose truck it is. The truck is Cole Holt's old 2014 Tacoma, which is the truck Sage was driving away from the wedding on Sunday at nine in the evening and which is now sitting in the back lot of the diner on a Wednesday morning at eight.

This means three things. One. Sage didn't drive back to Denver on Sunday. Two. Sage took a shift at the diner the day she didn't drive back. Three. Sage has been in Quinn Creek for forty-eight hours longer than she said she was going to be.

I'm writing a citation on her dead brother's truck. I'm writing it because I've been the Sublette County sheriff for six years and because if I don't write it, the dispatch officer who reported the wheel-over-the-line is going to know I didn't write it and the dispatch officer is Mae Landry's mother Donna Landry, who has been working dispatch since 1991 and Donna doesn't let things slide.

I write the citation. I tear it off the pad and lift the windshield wiper and I slide it under. I look up. Sage is standing in the diner door. She's in a black apron over a green t-shirt over jeans.

Her hair is up. She has a coffee pot in one hand and a wet rag in the other. She's looking at me with the kind of face you wear when you are trying not to laugh at a man who is being officially ridiculous.

"Sheriff Whittaker," she says. "Miss Holt."

"Are you writing me a ticket."

"I'm writing you a citation."

"Same thing in better pants."

"Same thing in better pants."

She crosses the gravel. She comes around to the windshield and lifts the wiper. She pulls the citation and reads it. She's taking her time. She is doing it on purpose. She is reading every line including the line at the bottom where it says if not paid within thirty days. "Forty-eight dollars," she says.

"Yes."

"For six inches of tire."

"Yes."

"You measured."

"I didn't measure. The dispatch officer measured."

"With a tape measure."

"With her eye. Forty-three years of working this dispatch will get you a good eye."

She looks at me. She's laughing inside her face. Her face is not laughing on the outside. "Sheriff," she says, "I'm going to tell you something that will save you twelve seconds. The dispatch officer is Mae Landry's mother.

Mae and I went to the same high school. Mae's mother once watched me throw up cherry pie behind the bleachers at homecoming when I was fourteen. So when Donna Landry writes me up for six inches of tire, I don't need an explanation.

I just need to know whether you want a coffee."

"I don't need a coffee."

"You came up at eight. You're out here without one."

"I'd one."

"At your house. At five-thirty. With three dogs. Then you drove to Pinedale. Then you drove back. It's now eight. You haven't had a coffee in two and a half hours. Your jaw is doing the thing your jaw does when you haven't had a coffee in two and a half hours."

I don't say anything. She tips her head a quarter inch the way her niece tips her head when she is figuring something out. She's doing it on purpose. She knows that quarter inch is mine. She's giving it back. "My jaw doesn't do anything," I say. "Yes it does. You hold your jaw left when you haven't had a coffee. You hold it center when you have. Right now


























Chapter Four, Top shelf





















































Chapter Five, The yellow envelope



















































































































Chapter Six, The forty-eight hours


















































































Chapter Seven, The cabin gate









































































































Chapter Eight, The Silverado at the bottom of the ridge




































































































Chapter Nine, The brush bath






































































Chapter Ten, Coffee at six

















































Chapter Eleven, The tack room

































































Chapter Twelve, The studio scene





































































































































Chapter Thirteen, Maren on the porch



















































Chapter Fourteen, Wade comes up

















































Chapter Fourteen-and-a-Half, Days






















































Chapter Fifteen, The warrant














































Chapter Fifteen-and-a-Half, The kitchen at four a.m.
































































Chapter Sixteen, The library





























































Chapter Seventeen, Eden at the coffee shop
























































































Chapter Seventeen-and-a-Half, Driving back from Sheridan






















































Chapter Eighteen, The bedroom










































































Chapter Nineteen, Our mother would have loved him







































Chapter Nineteen-and-a-Half, Eileen comes up













































Chapter Twenty, Joanne in town



































































Chapter Twenty-One, Holt at the porch












































Chapter Twenty-One-and-a-Half, Three days













































































Chapter Twenty-Two, Sage at the federal courthouse





















































Chapter Twenty-Three, Wade's second visit








































Chapter Twenty-Four, Eden in the courthouse


























































































Chapter Twenty-Four-and-a-Half, Phyllis











































Chapter Twenty-Five, Eli's first Saturday















































Chapter Twenty-Five-and-a-Half, Mira




























































































Chapter Twenty-Six, Sam's grant










































































Chapter Twenty-Seven, Maren in the kitchen
























































Chapter Twenty-Eight, The loft






























































Chapter Twenty-Eight-and-a-Half, Mae and Sam




















































Chapter Twenty-Eight-and-Three-Quarters, Holt at the cabin













































































Chapter Twenty-Nine, Seven minutes



























































Chapter Twenty-Nine-and-a-Half, Eden and Tucker
























































Chapter Twenty-Nine-and-Three-Quarters, Diana's call



























































































Chapter Thirty, The chase
































Chapter Thirty-and-a-Half, Hospital





























































Chapter Thirty-One, Aftermath






































































Chapter Thirty-One-and-a-Half, Recovery week











































Chapter Thirty-Two, The south meadow












































Chapter Thirty-Two-and-a-Half, The verdict


































































Chapter Thirty-Three, Sentencing









































Chapter Thirty-Three-and-a-Half, Rehearsal
































































Chapter Thirty-Four, Wedding day
























































































Chapter Thirty-Five, The arbor





























































































Chapter Thirty-Six, Vows















































Chapter Thirty-Seven, Sofia June




















































Chapter Thirty-Eight, Christmas


































Epilogue, The cabin door




































































Epilogue Two, Sofia June at three
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