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			To all the victims of American gun violence—more than  100,000 ­annually—their families, loved ones, and communities.  I offer this work of prose, meager in the face of an epidemic so vast,  with the greatest of humility and respect.
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			Chapter One

			The shot cracked sharp through the crisp October sky. It echoed once, boomed twice, and tore off into the distance like the fading hiss of a car speeding toward the horizon.

			Its first concussive wave had slammed into boulders across the ravine. One thunderous clap raced up an aspen-filled draw toward the top of a 10,000-foot Northern Nevada peak. The other plunged down a creek-carved canyon before spilling onto sage-covered flats a half-mile below, rumbling, nearly spent, through glades of yellow-leafed cottonwoods.

			Somewhere, a deer flinched, then froze, waiting for the sound to roll by. A man in an orange vest cocked his head, trying to discern the origin of the shot, certain that one of his fellow hunters had encountered good fortune.

			And then silence. Aspen quaked gold. The sage was riffled by an autumn breeze. The sun blazed cool amid some gathering clouds.

			My ears rang as though someone were holding up a tuning fork. The high-pitched whine consumed me. I had been sitting on the ground, my back propped against a large boulder with my legs stretched out during a break in my trek through rugged deer country. My .30-30 Winchester lay on my lap. It was just like the one Chuck Connors had wielded so deftly in The Rifleman. My grandfather had reluctantly given it to me after some prodding by my dad. He’d had misgivings about arming a thirteen-year-old with a high-powered deer rifle. My dad? Not so much.

			Trembling, I leaned forward to inspect my foot.

			Moments before, I’d plopped down against an inviting rock nestled amid the sage and bitterbrush. Bored, I’d decided I should make sure I had a full complement of bullets loaded into my gun. And, just like the Rifleman, I had cocked the Winchester’s lever-action handle. An unspent shell flipped out of the chamber, twirled through the air, and landed in the dirt. Concurrently, a lever had pushed back the gun’s hammer while simultaneously sliding a new shell into the chamber. I was fascinated by the ingenious mechanics—a series of interconnected metal parts that functioned like a compact Rube Goldberg device. I’d cocked again. Another shell had flipped out of the chamber and onto the dirt. And again, the hammer was cocked back. It coiled above the firing pin, which was designed to be about as stable as a mousetrap. The slightest pressure, the smallest jiggle, would release the hammer, which would slam into the firing pin, which would pierce the brass primer, which would spark the gunpowder-filled brass casing, which would flame in a contained violent explosion, which would hurl a one-third-ounce lead slug out of the muzzle at roughly two and a half times the speed of sound.

			I’d cocked the lever once more. Another shell flipped skyward. My index finger had carelessly slipped off the trigger guard. I’d snapped the lever back into position, and the trigger guard had clamped a small sliver of skin between it and the trigger. Time slowed. The brass shell gleamed gold as it hung in midair. My finger jerked. My mind said, “No.” The trigger tensed. A spring clicked. The hammer slammed. The shell exploded. The barrel jumped. The trigger went limp. The shot echoed. My ears rang.

			In the days and months and years since, I have often pleaded to have that moment back. I have startled awake from a nap or winced during a daydream—always reaching my hand into the cold, rushing stream. Always with my fingers outstretched. Always hoping to grab a fistful of water. Always hoping to stop time. But the brass shell never freezes in midair. My finger never avoids the trigger. The muzzle never moves away from my boot. Rather, the seconds hurtle onward. And I am always left sitting, stunned, with a high-pitched whine in my ears, wondering what happened to the bullet.

			Ah, yes, the bullet.

			My eyes widened. My chest tightened. My stomach knotted. I waited for a rush of pain. And waited. And waited.

			It didn’t come.

			Maybe I’d missed. Maybe the slug had slammed harmlessly into the dirt.

			Maybe.

			I hoped it was so. And then I breathed. I squinted warily at my hunting boot, afraid of what I would surely see. I knew the damage a .30-30 could inflict. I expected to witness half a foot dangling from a shredded ankle. Instead, my intact boot was still propped leisurely on a rock, seemingly no worse for the wear. I leaned closer. Nothing was amiss, aside from an almost imperceptible tear in a seam on my dust-covered leather uppers.

			But still, a calm terror gripped me. I was like a fugitive looking for an escape, for an explanation, for a slug in the dirt. My chest was still tight, my stomach nauseous. I wasn’t fully convinced of any good fortune. I wasn’t sure I’d literally dodged a bullet. And then the bottom of my right foot began to tingle. It felt like I’d stomped hard on a concrete sidewalk. Perhaps that was from the shock of the gun going off so close. Perhaps the bullet had hit a rock and ricocheted harmlessly into the sole of my boot.

			Perhaps.

			
		

	
		
			
			Chapter Two

			My dad, brother, stepbrother, and I had been up at dawn for what had proven to be an eventful opening day of deer season. By 7:30 a.m. we had downed a large doe with a clean shot behind the shoulder blade. This entailed field-dressing our quarry before hefting it a half-mile back to camp.

			By mid-morning, we were back at it, hiking along a high ridge, when my stepbrother, who was sixteen, spotted a magnificent five-point buck a hundred yards off, lying stealthily amid a thicket of brush. My stepbrother slowly kneeled, pulled the butt of his .30-06 snug to his shoulder, fixed the scope’s crosshairs on his prey, exhaled nervously, and gingerly squeezed the trigger. The explosion lifted the gun’s barrel into the air and jerked my stepbrother’s shoulder violently. The big buck jumped, instinctively clambering to its feet. It stood, quivering. Without a fight, it sank to its fore knees, dropped its heavy antlered head to the ground, and huffed its last breath into the dry Nevada dust.

			The buck had been felled by a clean shot through the neck. A small red stain the diameter of a pencil eraser was barely visible at the center of its throat. The back of the animal’s neck was a different story. A .30-06 (pronounced thirty-aught-six in hunter parlance) is a powerful weapon. Its ammunition was engineered during World War I. The US Army had entered the war late. The Germans had machine guns with range and accuracy up to 1,000 yards—over half a mile. The Americans needed to catch up; thus, the M1 round was developed. It’s still in military use today, and is ideal for piercing light armor. Its civilian cousin became the .30-06, perhaps the most popular big-game ammo of all time. The shell is about 3.3 inches long. The actual bullet weighs ten grams—or about one-third of an ounce. Its core is composed of soft lead encased in a zinc-copper jacket.

			When the trigger of a .30-06 is pulled, a firing pin strikes a small brass primer built into the base of the bullet cartridge. The primer sparks and ignites a chamber filled with gunpowder. A violent explosion ensues. The force of the explosion causes the soft lead core of the bullet to expand slightly, generating enough of a bulge in the copper-alloy jacket to make slight contact with the hard steel barrel of the gun. This happens almost at a molecular level between the steel and copper. But it’s an important interaction. The inside of every rifle or handgun barrel contains small, spiral grooves called rifling. These grooves escort the bullet as it explodes down the barrel. The effect is much like a quarterback throwing a tight spiral. The rifling gives the bullet a true ride to its target. As a result of this split-second symphony of chemistry and physics, the .30-06 bullet exits the muzzle with supersonic fury.

			The slug that brought down my stepbrother’s trophy buck left the barrel, spinning at a rate of about 5,000 revolutions per second and traveling at a speed of over a half-mile per second, which is roughly 2,000 miles per hour—faster than an F-22 at full thrust. It covered the distance between my stepbrother and his quarry in about one-tenth of a second. The spinning, copper-jacketed projectile splashed into the buck’s thick, muscular neck with the pressure of 60,000 pounds per square inch. Upon impact, the bullet then did exactly what it was engineered to do by the war merchants of the early twentieth century: It exacted maximum damage upon its target. The lead core began to flatten, splitting the protective alloy jacket. Released from its enclosure, the soft-lead interior flattened into the shape of a mushroom, expanding from less than half the diameter of a dime to the size of a half-dollar—all the while still traveling at supersonic speed. The bullet ripped through muscle. It exploded through bone. It tore out swaths of nerves, arteries, and veins. It created a vacuum as it exited, pulling and bruising the surrounding tissue, which stretched outward toward the bullet before snapping back in a gelatinous mess. The big buck was dead, but wouldn’t yet know it for another twenty seconds or so.

			It was a remarkable animal, easily the largest mule deer I’d ever seen up close. It weighed nearly 200 pounds—perhaps 185 after we’d field-dressed it. We were three miles from camp and a mile and a half from the nearest road. My dad and stepbrother Monte went back to get the truck. My brother Kirk, who was a year older, and I were assigned the task of dragging the animal to the dirt road snaking through the sage flat below.

			There is no graceful way to haul 185 pounds of dead weight through the dirt and brush and rocks. We each grabbed an antler and foreleg and tugged. The first mile was manageable, but the final half-mile had devolved into an exhausting tug-of-war. We were like galley slaves pulling on oars to a drumbeat in those old black-and-white movies. We’d heave the buck ten feet in unison, stop, rest, and repeat. Ten feet at a time, we crept toward our rendezvous point. We were cloaked in sweat and dust and blood. The deer’s tan, bristled hide had begun to scrape off, exposing the sinewy muscle of the buck’s hindquarters. Finally, my brother and I collapsed along the four-wheel-drive trail and waited for our dad, who was rumbling toward us in a cloud of dust, bouncing up the rugged road in our old, red Dodge pickup.

			By the time we made it back to camp, it was a little past noon. A trophy buck and a doe meant that we’d have a freezer full of venison. Our half-day of work had harvested more than some hunters reap in a full season. But we were on a roll, and our party of four had two more deer tags. So my dad led my brother and me on another foray over the rugged slopes and ridges. We’d hiked five more miles without seeing another deer. It was starting to get late; a cold breeze began drifting down the slopes, and clouds began bunching on the northern horizon. My dad informed my brother and me that we’d take a ten-minute break, rustle through our lunch bags for a snack, and then head back to camp before darkness descended.

			I quickly plopped down on a level patch of dirt with a small boulder to lean back on and some rocks to prop up my tired feet. My dad and brother looked around and then opted to hike about fifty yards up a slope to a small shelf that offered a wider expanse of level ground.

			Left alone with nothing but my curiosity, exhaustion, and boredom, I would soon be puzzling about a seemingly missing .30-30 bullet.

			
		

	
		
			
			Chapter Three

			Leroy Knight’s sister, Misty Knight, was a classmate of mine at Winnemucca Junior High. She was tall, cute, and had a really cool name.

			Leroy was like a lot of boys in Winnemucca. He rode dirt bikes, hunted, fished, played basketball, and rode horses.

			On a spring day in 1973, I was playing baseball with friends at the Little League diamond across the street from the town’s hospital. As I stood in center field, the wail of a siren started small and grew big. Soon it drowned out the chatter of kids on a ball field. Quickly, I could see the pulsing lights of an ambulance rushing up the street.

			Fielders abandoned their positions. Bats dropped in the dirt. The ball was tossed aside. There was a rush to the right-field fence, which afforded the closest view. Hands gripped the chain link. The chest-high rail strained against a cadre of teen boys stretching to get a glimpse of possible disaster.

			The ambulance shut off its siren yards from the hospital. Its engine raced and its tires skidded to a stop in the wide crescent driveway. A team of nurses and doctors rushed forward. Doors opened, doors slammed. Orders were barked. Nurses replied in loud, assured voices. We watched in mesmerized fascination. The safety latch to the back of the ambulance was thrown. The double doors flung open, and out spilled the cries of a young boy.

			“Mama! Mama! Mama! Mama!” wailed the boy on the gurney.

			Two men hoisted the gurney out of the ambulance.

			“Mama! Mama! Mama! Mama!” wailed the boy.

			A nurse grabbed the boy’s hand and stroked his forearm. “It’s going to be okay. You’re going to be okay,” she commanded in her loud, reassuring voice. Nonetheless, there was a quiver of excitement in her words that offered the slightest hint that this was indeed serious, and that things wouldn’t be okay.

			“Mama! Mama! Mama! Mama!” wailed the boy.

			More workers rushed from the hospital. More orders were barked. More nurses answered.

			“Mama! Mama! Mama! Mama!” wailed the boy.

			The gurney clanked; the wheels began to roll. The medical team trotted alongside.

			“Mama! Mama! Mama! Mama!” wailed the boy.

			Glass doors slid open.

			“Mama! Mama! Mama! Mama!” wailed the boy.

			Glass doors slid shut.

			We leaned against the fence in silence. The afternoon was gray and getting cold. It was April, but the weather hadn’t yet turned. I shivered.

			One of the boys leaned forward, cocked his head, and said, “Wasn’t that Leroy Knight? It sounded like Leroy Knight.”

			“Yeah, it did,” agreed another boy.

			Soon we all nodded our heads. It did sound like Leroy Knight.

			A couple of Leroy’s close friends threw down their mitts, pulled themselves over the fence, and ran across the street. The doors to the emergency room slid open and then slid closed. We stood and stared. Minutes passed. A few kids spoke in hushed tones. I held my mitt to my face and smelled the leather.

			The doors slid back open. Two boys walked out, shoulders slumped. They looked each way for traffic, then jogged toward us. They grabbed the chain link. We huddled around as though we were listening up for our coach.

			“It was Leroy Knight,” the first kid said.

			“Gunshot to the head,” said the second.

			“Twenty-two,” said the first. “We heard them talking. Went into his eye and through the top of his skull. He was out shooting rabbits with Ed Smith. That’s all we know. It’s bad. Real bad.”

			The game broke up. We wandered back, picked up bats, balls, and gloves, and started walking home in clumps, speculating whether Leroy would live or if he would be a vegetable. I felt sorry for Misty. I could imagine her crying as she learned the news.

			And, of course, it wasn’t okay. Not for Leroy. Not for Misty. Not for their parents. Not for anyone.

			The following school year, Misty and I became good friends. We began eating lunch together. She asked me to walk her home. Then she asked if I wanted to come in, say hi to Leroy, and hang out for a while—though she made it clear I had to leave well before her mom came home.

			“Sure. Why not?”

			Few people had seen Leroy since the accident. But I’d heard stories.

			Misty bounced up the steps of her front porch. She was lithe and cheerful and pretty. She wore jeans and a T-shirt. I wasn’t sure if I really wanted to see Leroy. I was mostly looking forward to hanging out in Misty’s room and listening to records. The thought of seeing how much Leroy had changed was disturbing. I never told Misty about the day at the ballpark—about how I was there when her brother was brought in. In fact, I’d never talked to Misty about Leroy at all. It was too upsetting.

			She put her hand on the doorknob, leaned close to my face, and spoke in a tone as though we were about to visit something exotic at the zoo.

			“Leroy’s not the same,” she instructed. “He’s missing most of his left frontal lobe. He lost an eye and wears a black patch like a pirate. And he has to wear a football helmet until some of the operations on his skull fully heal. He won’t remember you and can’t really talk. But just be happy and nice around him. He likes that.”

			“Okay.” I nodded.

			Misty turned the knob and swung the door open. Leroy was sitting on the couch watching TV with his home-care nurse.

			Leroy sprang up, smiled excitedly, clapped his palms together, made some small jumps, and swayed his helmeted head back and forth.

			“Hi, Leroy,” Misty chirped. “I’m home.”

			She bounded toward him and wrapped him in a hug.

			Leroy continued to hop up and down in her arms—continued to clap his palms together.

			“Gaaaaa! Gaaaaa!” Leroy said excitedly. “Gaaaaa! Gaaaaa!”

			“Leroy, I brought a friend to see you. This is Craig. He knew you from before. Say hi.”

			Leroy broke from Misty’s embrace and bounced toward me.

			“Gaa haa waa! Gaa haa waa!” Leroy said.

			“He wants you to hug him,” interpreted Misty.

			I gave Leroy an awkward hug. His helmet banged into me. His movement was erratic and ungainly. Leroy laughed and clapped. Misty took him from me, put her arm around him, led him back to the couch, and sat him down.

			“I’m going to go to my room now, Leroy, to listen to records with Craig. You sit here and watch TV, okay?”

			Leroy grinned. His helmet swayed.

			Misty held my hand and led me to her room.

			“Leave the door open,” the nurse hollered behind us.

			I never did tell Misty about the day I saw her brother arrive at the hospital. I never walked her home again. And that was the last time I ever saw Leroy.

			But I certainly thought about him now, as I sat atop a high mountain ridge in the remote Nevada wilderness, my foot tingling and a bullet gone who-knows-where.

			
		

	
		
			
			Chapter Four

			My dad came bounding down the hill in huge strides, crashing through the sage.

			He was tall, strong, and fit. He was also calm in a crisis. He had saved a man from drowning at Lake Tahoe when I was five. My dad had purchased a yellow canvas inflatable raft just for fun the day before. My brother, sister, and I had spent most of the morning paddling around the cold, crystalline water in it. About a hundred yards offshore, a trio of scuba divers had been practicing and testing their equipment. Few people paid them much notice. And then there was a faint yell. One of the divers was waving and flailing in the water. A crowd gathered on the shore. No one knew what the diver was saying. It was a herd of people, staring and blinking and not knowing what was going on or what to do.

			My mom ran and got my dad, who had been back near a picnic table, barbecuing hot dogs. My dad, who’d been trained extensively in lifesaving through both his time in the National Guard and his federal job with the Bureau of Land Management, immediately recognized that someone was drowning, and seconds counted. He ran back to the picnic site, grabbed the small, inflatable raft, splashed into the lake, and furiously churned his paddle as he made his way to the stricken diver. He bobbed nearby for about a minute while loading a limp, wet-suit-clad body onto the small, two-man raft. I could see my dad beginning mouth-to-mouth resuscitation. He then paddled strong for about twenty yards, before stopping and bending over the diver again. He repeated this several times before he made it to shore.

			A crowd of about fifty people stood there, mesmerized. When he got about ten yards from shore, he was met by three men, who grabbed the boat, and, pulling it, hurriedly splashed their way out of the lake. The crowd parted to make room for my dad and the still-limp diver, who was dragged from the boat and onto the hot, coarse sand.

			My dad instructed the crowd to give him some room. They did. Someone said an ambulance had already been called. I stood on the outside of the wall of adults, unable to see what was happening, and only able to get an occasional glimpse of my dad breathing into the diver’s mouth and pumping his hands on the diver’s chest. Soon an excited murmur began to rise. Men gasped with relief. A woman exclaimed, “Thank the Lord! Thank the Lord!” Sirens wailed. An ambulance bounced along a rutted car path through the pines and down to the beach. Two medics pushed through the crowd with a stretcher and some oxygen. They put a mask on the diver, lifted him onto the stretcher, hoisted him into the back of the ambulance, slammed the doors, and bounced away.

			My dad stood with his hands on his hips, clearly exhausted. Two men in wet suits stood by him, patting him on the back. The crowd broke into a respectful applause as though someone had just sunk an impressive putt at a golf tournament. On the way home, my dad simply said he did what he was trained to do.

			But apparently the diver wasn’t the only person my dad had saved. My mom frequently made him tell the story to friends about the time he was earning his way through college by working the night shift at the Union Pacific rail yard in Pocatello, Idaho. A freight train had just been given clearance to leave on its journey. The lead engine roared, and the train creaked to life. The cranky wheels rolled into motion with short metallic screeches. The couplings on each boxcar snapped tight one by one, all the way down the line, leaving the cars shaking and shuddering as the engine huffed forward. A man shrieked. The train chugged on. The man shrieked again. And yet again.

			My dad ran into the rail yard from the icehouse where he was using metal tongs to sling 300-pound blocks of ice down a chute into boxcars in the waning days before every car was built with refrigeration. Two foremen stood in overalls and work gloves over a homeless man who’d been trying to cross the rail yard when the train began to roll. The homeless man had figured he could easily scramble beneath the slow-moving train before it picked up any speed. He’d done it dozens of times before. As he crawled on his stomach over the rail bed, the train was beginning to roll above him, metal clanking, steel rails flexing, and wheels grinding. The man had crawled over the second rail but couldn’t seem to find anything to kick his foot against in order to get enough traction to make the final roll away from the tracks. Then he felt something grab his left leg. He instinctively kicked at the rail with his right leg in a futile effort to break free. The man looked back in horror as a big metal wheel rolled slowly over his knee and lower thigh. Bones crunched. Ligaments popped. Muscles tore. A second wheel rolled slowly behind the first. This time there was little crunching or popping. The man kept kicking at the rail, finally sliding free after the wheel rotated by.

			My dad ran to the man, who was still howling, his frantic screams filled with the stench of booze. The foremen were holding him down and trying to keep him calm until the ambulance arrived. My dad had already whipped off his ROTC belt—one of those army-green jobs with double prongs and dual metal eyelets running its full length. It was ideal for holding up a soldier’s pants or for use as a tourniquet. My dad wrapped the belt around the man’s stump, trying not to pay attention to the severed femur, shredded muscle, and torrent of blood. He yanked the belt once. The man howled. He yanked twice. He finally pulled as hard and tight as he could, slid the double tines into the eyelets, and relaxed. He’d done all he could do.

			The man was no longer shrieking, but rather lying wide-eyed—­shivering and shaking. He was clearly in shock, but ended up living. In the years after, my dad often saw the still-disheveled man hobbling with one leg and a crutch around the streets and alleys of downtown Pocatello. My dad never introduced himself or spoke to the man. As a nineteen-year-old, he’d done what needed doing, calmly and coolly. That was enough. There was nothing more to be said.

			And that’s what was so distressing now. My dad was neither calm nor cool. There was unmistakable panic and fear in his voice. It was something I’d never heard before. Maybe things were worse than I thought. Maybe I was in a situation more dangerous than I could imagine.

			“Craig! Craig!” he yelled as he crashed down the hillside through waist-high sage.

			“I’m down here,” I yelled back in a weak voice.

			He was still a couple strides away.

			“Oh, dear God! My son! What have you done? What have you done?” His voice was high and filled with anguish.

			“I think I’m okay, I think I’m okay,” I answered, trying to reassure him.

			He finally slid on his knees to my side and put his hand gently on my upper back.

			“Oh, God, where are you hit—where are you hit?”

			“I dunno. I dunno. I think I missed.”

			“You missed? You think you missed?” he repeated in a high-pitched panic.

			“Yeah, I think so.”

			“Are you sure?” he asked, his voice quavering. He put his hand on my chest, pushed me slowly upright, and inspected my stomach.

			He later told me that when he’d first seen me doubled over—I’d been leaning forward, inspecting my boot—he was sure I’d shot myself in the stomach or chest, which, of course, would’ve been a certain death sentence, so far from the nearest hospital.

			“No, my foot, Dad—my foot.”

			I leaned forward and pointed at my right boot.

			“Did you shoot your foot?” my dad asked, his voice lowering and his demeanor of calm-under-crisis returning.

			“I’m not sure. I might’ve missed.”

			“Can you feel anything?” asked my dad, not convinced that I’d been so lucky. Plus, he later said that he could tell by the sound of the shot that I’d hit something. He said the gunfire’s pitch was lower than what would’ve been made by an unobstructed trajectory.

			“Not really. My foot feels fine, except that it’s tingling a little.”

			“Okay, now, don’t move. I’m going to take a look. Just be calm.”

			I wasn’t sure if my dad was talking to me or to himself. Either way, he’d regained command of the situation. My dad shuffled his knees and began inspecting my boot. He looked at the top, and then carefully examined the bottom of the sole. He ran his finger over the small tear in the leather seam. He shook his head, completely puzzled.

			He looked up at me and pointed to the tear in the seam.

			“Was this here before?” he asked.

			“I’m not sure. I don’t know. It might’ve been. Probably?”

			“Well, there’s no exit hole, and that looks too small to be an entrance hole.”

			He shook his head again as he reexamined the boot.

			“Okay,” he said. “This is what we’re going to do. I can’t tell whether the bullet went in or not. I’m baffled, really. And I’m not supposed to do this. If you have been hit, you’re supposed to leave your boot on. I could do a lot of damage taking it off, but I don’t think we have a choice here. So I want you to sit really, really still. Okay? I’m going to unlace your boot as much as I can and try to remove it with as little strain as possible. Tell me if you feel anything or if it hurts. Okay? Are you ready?”

			
		

	
		
			
			Chapter Five

			battle born.

			This is Nevada’s official motto. It’s on the state flag.

			That’s because Nevada was born prematurely in 1864, the whole of its 110,000-square-mile, sage-covered, sparsely populated territory birthed into the Union during the depths of the Civil War—all for the bounty of a forty-square-mile strip of fabulously rich earth known as the Comstock Lode. The Union wanted silver to finance war; Nevada wanted statehood. It was a marriage of convenience.

			battle born.

			And while it’s a fitting motto for Nevada, it could very well be a national motto for America in general, and the American West in particular.

			As Americans, we are all battle born. Whether we know it or not, it’s a legacy we live with every day. As a people, we have butchered and slaughtered and hacked and hewed and hoed and chopped and knifed and shot our way from wilderness to civilization.

			From our beachhead at Plymouth Rock, we pushed forward relentlessly on horses, mules, oxen, wagons, and plows. We axed forests, we tilled plains, we exterminated species, we snuffed out peoples. We built great cities, roads, and rails. And through this entire fantastical foray into the future, we had one constant companion: the gun.

			For there were always guns in America.

			One such gun on this journey was a Sharps .50 caliber rifle. It hung for eighty years on two pegs above a fireplace on the F. V. H. Collins ranch on the Rosebud River near Forsyth, Montana, not far from the Little Bighorn. My grandfather—the same person who gave me his .30-30 to hunt with—often lifted the Sharps .50 from its resting place and played with it as a boy. Before it was eventually purchased in 2000 by a collector in Great Falls, for $25,000, the gun had originally belonged to Peter Jackson, one of the territory’s early pioneers and, by all accounts, the most prolific of buffalo hunters. Jackson was married to my grandfather’s aunt and was an Indian scout for General Nelson Miles. He’d come to Montana in the 1870s, with my great-great-grandfather, Corporal Solomon Byron Finch.

			Solomon Finch was raised on a farm in Wisconsin. He was a descendant of the Fighting Finches of Koshkonong, Wisconsin—twelve Finch brothers who had come in 1832 to fight in the Black Hawk War. Following that clash—a genocide, really, that killed and pushed the Fox, Sauk, and Winnebago Indians from their native lands in the Upper Midwest—the Fighting Finches were given to horse stealing, farm raiding, drinking, brawling, and, of course, shooting.

			When the Civil War broke out, young Solomon was already well versed in riding and shooting. At the age of nineteen, he mounted his best horse, rode to Minnesota’s Fort Snelling, near present-day Minneapolis, and enlisted as a private in Company G of the Iowa 5th Cavalry. Over the next six years, he got his fill of riding and shooting. That’s because the Iowa 5th Cavalry covered more ground and fought longer than all but three units in that long and desperate conflict.

			Finch’s cavalry division fought for three years along the Western front and saw bloody action at Corinth, Shiloh, and Vicksburg. Shortly after the fall of Vicksburg, the Sioux had taken up arms against encroaching farmers in the plains of Minnesota and the Dakotas. Settlers had been shot. Indians had been hung.

			The Iowa 5th was re-formed into Brackett’s Battalion and sent north to quell the Sioux Uprising. For the next three years, Finch’s cavalry unit rode in pursuit of the elusive Sioux throughout the Dakotas and eastern Montana. In 1866, they cornered Sitting Bull at Killdeer Mountain in present-day South Dakota. The Sioux were overrun and scattered. The campaign was declared a success.

			During the Civil War, millions of young American men like Solomon Finch were trained to be superb marksmen and fearless fighters. The Sharps .50 was a popular weapon, particularly among sniper units. It was favored for its range of up to a thousand yards, as well as the blunt killing power of its 450-grain (one-ounce) slug, which could drop a man or buffalo at a distance of over half a mile, and maybe even farther, if need be. The term sharpshooter is a Civil War–era word derived from the Sharps rifle.

			Following the war, veterans like Finch and Jackson spilled into the West. And, of course, they made sure to bring their guns, which they wielded with deadly accuracy and destruction.

			Jackson brought his Sharps .50. Of his weapon, the Billings Gazette wrote in a 2004 article: “With the big gun braced against his powerful shoulders, the Norwegian immigrant felled somewhere between 4,000 and 5,000 bison, killed thousands of deer and antelope, and downed hundreds of elk.”

			In his old age, he dictated the following story to his daughter—my great-aunt—Edith Jackson Finch: “It is estimated that within the triangle formed by the Missouri, Musselshell, and Yellowstone Rivers, approximately 300,000 buffalo roamed in 1880. My interest in hunting as a livelihood and my greatest achievement came during the year 1873. I spent my time hunting on the Musselshell River near Harlowton and the spring on the American Fork. I killed a bear weighing about 1,000 pounds.”

			Jackson told his daughter about stacking buffalo hides high upon barges that made stops on the Missouri River in order to transport them to markets in the East.

			Within a decade, men like Peter Jackson had converted the American Plains from an ecosystem as rich in fauna as the African savannah to something tame, sterile, and better suited for ranching and farming.

			Jackson concluded the telling of his story to his daughter: “I did little hunting after 1883. I laid my old Sharps .50 to rest over the fireplace made of sandrock and clay.”

			The buffalo were dead. Sitting Bull had been subdued. The gun remained.

			
		

	
		
			
			Chapter Six

			“Now, don’t look,” my dad said. “You’re probably not going to want to see this.”

			“I think I missed,” I muttered—tense and desperately hopeful.

			My boot had been completely unlaced and my calf was propped on my dad’s knee.

			Kirk kneeled beside me, silent.

			In spite of my dad’s warnings, I was unable to turn away. I was now breathing fast, grimacing in anticipation.

			My dad gripped my calf tight with his left hand and gently, steadily pulled on the heel of my boot with his right until the boot began slowly sliding off, its back collar pointing downward. It was as though I’d walked through a deeper-than-expected creek and had sat down to pour the water out of my boot. Except instead of water, this time, I was pouring blood. A bright, red stream gushed and then trickled from my boot, dripping, splattering, and pooling in the dirt.

			“Oh, God! Oh, God!” I cried. “Oh, God! Oh, God!”

			I’d been shot. I’d been really, really shot. I tensed. Panic streaked through my body.

			I moaned through clenched teeth, trying to stifle my screams.

			I imagined my shattered foot hanging by a tendon. I thought about amputation and what it would be like to walk on a prosthesis. Would I have to get special shoes? Would I be able to run? What about the basketball team and the season that was starting next week? Oh, dear God in heaven, I’d been shot. I’d been really, really shot.

			“Come on, now,” my dad said in his strong, controlled voice. “I need you to be tough. We’re going to get through this, but I need you to be calm and tough. Can you do that?”

			“Nnnnn!” I moaned through gritted teeth.

			“Okay. I’m going to take the rest of the boot off. Look away.”

			My dad removed the boot and inspected my foot. It was difficult to assess the damage through my blood-soaked sock. “Well, you’re definitely shot,” he said. “I can’t really tell how bad it is, and I definitely don’t want to remove your sock to find out. But it’s plenty bad.”

			My dad rotated my boot, trying to figure out why there was no bullet exit. He pulled at the sole, the entirety of which flapped free from the leather uppers. By chance, the bullet had entered through a leather seam on the uppers. The entry hole had been disguised and was hardly discernible. It could’ve been just a small tear in the stitching. The bullet then tore through my foot, shattering bone and shredding muscle. By the time it hit my boot’s hard rubber sole, the bullet had flattened to the size of a half-dollar. Instead of blowing a hole through the bottom of my boot, it simply tore the tongue of the sole from its stitching. In less than a milli­second, the rubber bulged. It flexed violently outward. The bottom of my boot flapped open, the bullet passed, and the sole flapped back into place. It was certainly a peculiar display of physics.

			Regardless, I’d been shot. My mind had turned far away from the mystery of the boot and bullet, focusing instead on, “What’s next?”

			
		

	
		
			
			Chapter Seven

			Tracy Logan sometimes rode her horse to school.

			While she was in class, she would keep the animal in a small corral out behind the football field and across from the maintenance sheds. That’s where all the 4-H and FFA kids met after school. In addition to the occasional horse, they also had sheep, rabbits, and chickens.

			On the days Tracy rode her horse, I would hear clip-clop, clip-clop, clip-clop on the trail behind me as I walked alongside the Union Pacific tracks on my way to Winnemucca Junior High. As the sound grew louder and closer, I would then hear the pace quicken to clip-clop-clop, clip-clop-clop, clip-clop-clop, followed by, “Hey, Craig, you want a ride?”

			I looked up and squinted into the cold morning sun and shivered. It was late March and still frosty. My stepmother had hollered at me to wear a jacket before leaving the house, but I had ditched it in the closet on the way out the door. I wanted it to be May and warm. And though the temperature was around 35 degrees at 7:30 in the morning, it was sunny, and I was an optimist. It would surely break 60 today, and I wouldn’t want to be playing basketball at lunchtime in a jacket. It was my way of willing the winter away and the summer into being.

			Tracy swayed high above me atop her horse, fading in and out of the silhouette made by the bright spring sun. I shaded my eyes. She reached her hand down and clasped mine. I put my left foot into the stirrup, gave a hop, swung my right leg over the big animal’s light-brown hindquarters, and settled in behind the saddle, riding bareback atop the horse’s loins. I put my arms around Tracy and locked my hands together around her stomach. She was wearing a knit cap and a big down jacket. She was clearly not as optimistic about the weather as I was—probably because she didn’t have to prove to a bunch of boys that she was tough and that the cold hardly fazed her.

			I held tight. Tt-tt, Tracy told the horse.

			We bounced lightly along the path. I clenched my knees into the animal’s sides and tried to find the horse’s rhythm. Occasionally, I would get out of sync and my rear would collide with its rump as we trotted.

			Bam-bam-bam. Whatever I was in the middle of saying would come out sounding rat-a-tat-tat. My back would jar, and my kidneys would ache. I would then clench harder with my knees, lift up, and recalibrate to the horse’s rhythm.

			Tracy’s straight, blonde hair smelled nice. She’d just washed it. I put my chin on her shoulder and pressed against her back. She was warm, and so was the horse.

			“Whoa,” Tracy said as we approached Bridge Street, one of Winnemucca’s main thoroughfares. Morning traffic passed by. No one gave us a glance. A horse trotting near downtown Winnemucca was hardly unusual.

			Tt-tt, Tracy told the horse.

			Clip-clip-clip-clip-clip went the horse, trotting fast across the asphalt during a break in traffic.

			“The past is never dead,” wrote William Faulkner. “It’s not even past.”

			That is true about the South, as Faulkner had intended. But it’s also true about the American West. It was certainly true about Winnemucca in 1973.

			The horses, the ranches, the railroads, the mines, the brothels, the gambling, and, oh, yes, the guns. They were all around.

			Only two blocks from where Tracy and I had crossed Bridge Street stood the First National Bank. It was a stout, secure building made of gray granite blocks—a style popular among late-nineteenth-century buildings in Nevada. And though it would seem counterintuitive for a bank to give any indication of vulnerability, First National has always been outright proud of one of its robberies.

			A time-darkened brass plaque had been set into the granite near the bank’s entrance. It read: on september 19, 1900, butch cassidy and his wild bunch gang robbed the first national bank of $32,500 of gold. (That’s nearly $1 million in today’s dollars, adjusted for inflation.)

			The Pinkerton Detective Agency provided this account of the robbery: “Three men . . . entered the bank and held up the cashier and four other persons. Two of the robbers carried revolvers and a third, a Winchester rifle. They forced the five persons to go into the inner office of the bank while the robbery was committed. Two of the men who committed this robbery were: George Parker, alias ‘Butch Cassidy.’ Now in Argentina or Chile. Harry Longabaugh, alias ‘The Sundance Kid.’ Now in Argentina or Chile.’ ”

			The bank president was one George Nixon. He knew his way around even the roughest of Nevada mining towns and had amassed a small fortune through investments in claims around Goldfield, a fabulously rich boomtown about 300 miles south of Winnemucca. During the robbery, a Bowie knife was held to Nixon’s throat while a robber coaxed him into opening the safe. Nixon kept his cool and dutifully obliged.

			As soon as the Wild Bunch had departed, though, Nixon grabbed a six-shooter from his office and directed W. S. Johnson—a customer and local horse buyer who’d just happened to stop in prior to the robbery—to pull the pump shotgun off a rack on the wall behind the teller’s counter.

			Johnson jumped a fence behind the bank and found two of the robbers securing bags of gold coins to their saddles. He lifted the shotgun to his shoulder and drew a bead on an outlaw who was likely to have been Kid Curry, the wildest of the Wild Bunch—a cold-blooded killer who was renowned as one of the fastest quick-draws in the West.

			Curry stared into the barrel of Johnson’s 12-gauge with widened eyes. Johnson calmly put his index finger to the trigger and squeezed without hesitation. He’d expected an explosive thud from the barrel, followed by a strong kick from the butt of the gun into his shoulder. Instead, there was a lonely click. The chamber wasn’t loaded. He lowered the shotgun slowly and found Kid Curry glaring back over the barrel. Curry finished cinching a sack of gold to his saddle, looked back at Johnson, and started to laugh. For whatever reason, the man who’d shot and killed nine lawmen was feeling magnanimous. Either that or he was just in a hurry. Instead of reaching for his pistol, he hoisted himself into the saddle, tipped his hat, and galloped away with his fellow outlaw.

			George Nixon, meanwhile, had charged out the front door and into the middle of Bridge Street, his six-shooter blazing. Never mind that the notorious Butch Cassidy was already galloping well out of range. Nixon at least wanted to make a good show and be able to later tell of how he’d attempted, without fear, to gun down the Hole-in-the-Wall Gang. A posse was quickly formed, and Nixon saddled his best horse, joining over a dozen lawmen in the chase.

			Cassidy and his gang thundered north into a vast, empty land that stretched a hundred miles to the Idaho border and then another hundred miles beyond that before the next hint of a town could be seen in the farmlands of the Snake River Valley. For eight days the posse doggedly pursued the robbers. But they were no match for a small band of cunning outlaws
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