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Praise for Craig Johnson and the Longmire series


‘It’s the scenery – and the big guy standing in front of the scenery – that keeps us coming back to Craig Johnson’s lean and leathery mysteries’ New York Times Book Review


‘[Walt Longmire] remains tough, smart, honest, and capable of entertaining fans with another difficult, dangerous case’ Kirkus Reviews

 
‘Johnson’s hero only gets better – both at solving cases and at hooking readers – with age’ Publishers Weekly


‘Sometimes funny, sometimes touching, and always entertaining . . . a complete delight’ ShelfAwareness

 
‘Like the greatest crime novelists, Johnson is a student of human nature. Walt Longmire is strong but fallible, a man whose devil-may-care stoicism masks a heightened sensitivity to the horrors he’s witnessed’ Los Angeles Times


‘Johnson’s trademarks [are] great characters, witty banter, serious sleuthing, and a love of Wyoming bigger than a stack of derelict cars’ Boston Globe

 
‘Johnson’s pacing is tight and his dialogue snaps’ Entertainment Weekly

 
‘Stepping into Walt’s world is like slipping on a favorite pair of slippers, and it’s where those slippers lead that provides a thrill. Johnson pens a series that should become a ‘must’ read, so curl up, get comfortable, and enjoy the ride’ Denver Post



  




  For Eric Boss, Westerner, gentleman, and book rep of the first order.





  Wait for Signs


  Twelve Longmire Stories


  Craig Johnson
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  Too often I would hear men boast of the miles covered that day, rarely of what they had seen


  Louis LAmour
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  Introduction by Lou Diamond Phillips


  Tightrope. Its not just a Clint Eastwood movie, or a circus performers next trick. Its that thing upon which great mystery writers must boldly but carefully
  tread, precariously balancing the unwieldy burdens of plot, character, and setting, all the while enticing us to enjoy the journey and marvel at the view. Each step is carefully placed so as to
  stay one chess move ahead of the savvy readerswho, try as they might, should not be able to see the ultimate destination until their literary guide is good and ready to show thembut
  never to lose them. One misstep and the entire entourage tumbles into the abyss. Now, try doing it in cowboy boots, and youll begin to comprehend the amazing feat that is each of Craig
  Johnsons Longmire mysteries.


  I have the great honor of bringing one of his unforgettable characters, Henry Standing Bear, into the corporeal worldotherwise known as your TVon A&Es Longmire.
  Having read all of the Longmire books to date, I was understandably intimidated by the prospect. The Bear is so vividly drawn, both inside and out, that he virtually leaps from the page and into
  the readers imagination. Preparing for the part, I kept thinking of the actor Will Sampson from the classic film One Flew Over the Cuckoos Nest, and how beautifully hed
  risen to the challenge of bringing Ken Keseys Chief Bromden to life. Fittingly, it was a Sampson-like struggle to immerse myself into the role. Standing Bears stature, both in height
  and philosophy, seemed so enormous that I quailed at the thought of filling his majestic moccasinsespecially in the eyes of the man who had formed him from the Absaroka clay, whom Id
  be meeting before shooting began. Trust me when I say its never easy to meet your creator.


  Id had the opportunity to meet the author of a literary character I was attempting to portray only once before. The year was 1991. The film was The Dark Wind, and I was playing Jim
  Chee, the iconic Navajo tribal police sergeant created by the great Tony Hillerman. Mr. Hillerman was warm, gracious, and more than magnanimous. Stately, even. He said I resembled Jim Chee as
  hed always imagined him. Since he didnt comment on my acting, I took this comment as his tacit approval of my performance. Though my encounter with Mr. Hillerman was nothing but
  positive, it only made me more respectful of the genius it takes to create a character beloved by millions. So it was not without a little trepidation that I looked forward to meeting the rightful
  heir to Mr. Hillermans literary legacy.


  Fortunately for me, Craig Johnson not only inherited the mantle of literary genius from Tony Hillerman, but was also bequeathed his grace, warmth, and generosity. Now, sans the photo that graces
  the back flap of Craigs books, many a gentle reader could be forgiven for imagining that Craig Johnson might look like the weathered but erudite offspring of Louis LAmour and Sir
  Arthur Conan Doyle. Not so much. The unassuming and open-faced man whom I met while filming the Longmire pilot was more evocative of the helpful clerk at your local Feed-and-Tack store who
  would gladly throw in a truckload of alfalfa if you would just purchase that beautiful hand-tooled saddle. (Okay, I wrote that last bit just to make Craig and his wife, Judy, laugh.) Still, Craig
  Johnson is not what you might expect . . . and yet he is everything you might expect. He is a man of letters and a man of his word. A laureate with a lariat, if you will. In short, Craig is the
  spring that feeds the very deep well that is Walt Longmire.


  Not all of the short stories in this collection can be classified as mysteries, although there is a generous enough serving of plot thickeners to satisfy any attentive readers appetite.
  The stories, taken together, remind me of the stained-glass windows in church that become an adolescent Walts primary focus in Slick-Tongued Devil. Each story forms a small but
  integral part of the bigger picture, a piece of the mosaic that we, Craigs faithful readers, have come to know as the world of Absaroka County and Walt Longmire. Each is imbued with its own
  unique color and illumination and can be considered a gem in its own right.


  It occurs to me, toothough Ive never actually ridden a horse with himthat Craig Johnson knows how to pack a saddlebag. These stories are bulging with the western wit,
  warmth, and hard-won wisdom weve come to expect from his long-form fiction. He continues to make me laugh out loud at the most inopportune times. And yet it is Craigs hand with
  humanity, his empathy and compassion, that leaves the most lasting impression. I have often found myself rereading his sentences simply to absorb a profound truth that hes managed to convey
  with an economy and specificity Hemingway would admire. Craig paints the landscape of Absaroka County masterfully, inviting the reader to share his reverence for nature, and yet it is in his role
  as a guide to human nature where he is most intuitive. There is a resonant melancholy that blows in the breeze of Absaroka and occasionally ruffles Walts unkempt hair. It whispers in the ear
  of the reader. It makes us feel. It makes us think. It makes us reflect on our own place in this vast wilderness. This is what art, in any of its forms, is supposed to do.


  So as you read these newly collected entries into the Absaroka lore, and you find yourself on a lonely stretch of Wyoming highway or on a windswept, snow-covered plain, you might want to look
  up. The sky above Absaroka is often turbulent and indiscernible. But there are those times when it is clear. So crisp and blue and pristine that it might bring a tear to your eye. At those times,
  you might see Craig. Still up there on that tightrope. Still scanning the landscape like Henry Standing Bears owls. Still maintaining that delicate balance between plot and profundity as he
  makes his away across.


  And still wearing his cowboy boots.


  LOU DIAMOND PHILLIPS





  Chapter One

Old Indian Trick


  Its hard to argue with an old Indian or his tricks.


  I was driving Lonnie Little Bird up to Billings for an evening diabetes checkup at Deaconess Hospital when we pulled into the Blue Cow Caf, on the Crow Reservation just off I-90, for
  some supper. The Blue Cow had been a restaurant longer than itd been a casino; its MONTANA BREAKFAST! SERVED ALL DAY! AS FEATURED IN READERS
  DIGEST! consisted of a half pound of bacon, four jumbo eggs, twelve pancakes, three-quarters of a pound of hash browns, a pint of orange juice, and endless coffeea western epic, well
  known across the high plains.


  We had gotten a late startthe sun was already sinking over the rolling hills of the Little Big Horn country and was casting surrealistic shadows against the one-ton hay bales of the
  Indian ranchers. It was September and, with the sporadic rain of a cool August, it looked like everybody was going to get a third cutting.


  We rolled the windows half down and made Dog stay in the truck. I lifted Lonnie, placed the legless man in his wheelchair, and rolled him in. He smiled at the remains of the day and picked up
  a free Shoshone Shopper newspaper as we passed through the double glass doors into the restaurant. I wheeled the old Cheyenne Indian to a booth by the window where I could
  keep an eye on the truck and on Dog and where we could hear Montana Slim singing Roundup in the Fall through his nose on a radio in the kitchen.


  Nineteen-forty-eight 8N tractor, only twelve hundred dollars. He held his gray and black hair back with a suntanned, wrinkled hand. Comes with a Dearborn front-end
  loader.


  I tipped my hat back, pulled a menu from the napkin holder, and looked at the tiny rainbows at the corners of his thick glasses. I dont need a tractor, Lonnie.


  It is a good price. Um hmm, yes, it is so.


  I nodded, tossed the menu on the table, and glanced around. You think theres anybody here?


  He blinked and looked over my shoulder toward the cash register. My gaze followed histwo sets of eyes stared at us, just above the surface of the worn-out, wood-grained Formica
  counter.


  So, you werent here when it happened?


  The Big Horn County deputy continued to take my statement; he was young, and I didnt know him. Nope, we just stopped in for a little dinner and noticed that everybody was
  hiding.


  And youre headed to Billings?


  I wondered what that had to do with anything. Yep.


  And the old Indian is with you?


  I had listened as hed questioned Lonnie Little Bird and hadnt liked his tone. Lonnie.


  He stopped scribbling. Excuse me?


  I looked at my friend, now parked at the corner booth and still studying the Shopper. His name is Lonnie. Lonnie Little Bird. Hes an elder and a member of the Northern
  Cheyenne Tribal Council.


  The deputy gave me a long, tough-guy stare, or as much of one as hed been able to cultivate in the six weeks he had spent at the Montana Law Enforcement Academy in
  Helena. He stabbed the still shiny black notepad with his pen for emphasis. Ive got that in my notes.


  Good. He gave me more of the look, so I smiled at him. Then it wont be hard for you to remember his name.


  You didnt see anybody when you pulled in?


  Nope.


  No Indian male, approximately twenty-five years of age with a . . .


  She didnt say Indian. She said dark hair with dark eyes.


  He didnt like being interrupted, and he liked being corrected even less. Look, Mister . . .


  I made him look at the notebook for my name.


  A tall, heavyset man entered the caf; he wore a large silver-belly hat, a .357 revolver, and a star. He waved at the two behind the counter as I turned back to the deputy.
  Wandas Crow. If she thought he was Indian, shed have said so.


  I caught the eye of the woman with the hairnet. Wanda, was the kid Indian? After a brief conversation with the manager, they both shook their heads no. You need to quit
  jerking us around, get a more detailed description of the suspect, and put a unit out to circle the vicinity.


  Is that what youd do? He studied the notebook again for my nameevidently he wasnt a quick learner.


  I watched as the large man with the star stood behind his deputy. Wesley Burrell Best Bayles, the sheriff of Big Horn County, was a legend; hell, Id seen him eat
  the MONTANA BREAKFAST! SERVED ALL DAY! AS FEATURED IN READERS DIGEST!


  Son, dont you recognize the highly decorated peace officer of Absaroka County, Wyoming?


  After telling the deputy to get in his unit and ride surveillance, Wes excused him and drank a cup of coffee while I talked to the manager. Ray Bartlett said a guy had come in and asked for a
  job, so he had given him an application. The kid had sat in the corner booth till a couple of rodeo cowboys finished up at the buffet and departed. He had worked up his nerve, come up to the
  register, pulled a .22 pistol from his waistband, stuck it in Wanda Pretty On Tops face, and demanded the cash. Wanda, figuring the $214 wasnt worth her life and unsure if the .22
  would kill her or just hurt real bad, handed it over. He asked for the change, and she had sighed and then dutifully dumped the coins into a deposit bag. The kid made them get down on the floor,
  which Wanda said was fine with her cause she was dying to get off her feet. Then he told them that if they moved in the next ten minutes, hed shoot em. Ray said that it had
  been about five when we came in.


  Wes filled himself another and motioned toward me, but I declined. Ray, whatd the kid look like?


  Tall, thin . . . stringy long hair and a straw cowboy hat. Ray thought. Jeans, a T-shirt, and one of them snap-front western shirts.


  I nodded. Had the tail of the shirt out to cover the gun?


  Yep.


  Anything else?


  Ray thought some more. He smelled, and he had bad teeth.


  I looked to Wes and watched as he plucked the mic from his shoulder and called in the description to the deputies and assorted HPs he had out prowling. We shook hands.


  Thanks, Walt.


  You bet.


  I walked to the booth and knocked on the table to get Lonnies attention. You ready to go?


  He nodded enthusiastically but kept reading. They switched the electrical system over to twelve volts. He looked up. I dont know why people do that; the six-volt
  system is a good one. Um hmm, yes, it is so.


  I loaded Lonnie, folded up his wheelchair, and let Dog out. I watched as the beast relieved himself and memorized every smell between the lamppost and the truck, then let him
  in the back and fastened my seat belt. Lonnie was still reading the Shopper, and it was beginning to worry me. You all right?


  He didnt look up but continued reading. Yes.


  I waited a minute. I apologize for that.


  He still didnt look at me. For what?


  The deputy in there.


  He finally turned his head. Why should you apologize for him? I stared through the windshield and started backing out. Where are we going, Walter?


  I thought Lonnie must have been getting forgetful. Well, we were going to your doctors appointment, but its so late, well have to go home and reschedule.


  He looked back at the paper. Oh, I thought you might want to go get the young man who robbed the caf.


  It was a rundown trailer park on the outskirts of Hardin, the kind that attracted tornados and discarded tires. We cruised the loop and stopped just short of a sun-weathered
  single-wide with a rusted-out Datsun pickup parked in the grassless yard. A television cast its flickering blue light across the curtained windows, and Wesley Bayles, Ray Bartlett, and I turned to
  look at Lonnie, who folded his paper and glanced at the number on the dented mailbox alongside the dirt driveway. This is it, 644 Roundup Lane, Travis Mowry. Um hmm, yes, it is
  so.


  I shrugged, placed my hat on the dash, and reached my arm behind the seat. Can I borrow your gun? Wes handed me his sidearm, and, quietly closing the door behind me, I got out of
  the truck. I stuffed the big Colt in the back of my jeans as Wes got out on the passenger side with an 870 Remington hed brought from his vehicle.


  I glanced over to make sure the interior lights of the truck had gone out. It was fully dark now, and the trailer park gave me an advantage by not having any streetlights.


  I pulled out my wallet, rolled all the cash I had into a substantial wad, and then mounted the rickety aluminum stairs to knock on the screen door. I could make out the kitchenette and the
  carpet strip that led to what I assumed was the living room. Some reality show was playing on the television, and I had to knock again. After a moment, a weedy looking young woman came to the door
  and looked at me. She did not open the screen and had the look of someone who had taken life on early, made some bad choices, and had gotten her ass kicked.


  I grinned and, making sure she could see the twenty on top, gestured with the bills. Is Travis around? She looked uncertain. Ive got this money that John gave me to
  give to him? I know its late, but I thought he might need it? It was a calculated risk, but everybody knew a John.


  She still didnt come close to the screen, and her voice was thin and halting. You can give it to me.


  Always let them see the money.


  I shook my head but continued to smile. Im sorry, maam, but I dont know you. Is Travis here?


  She didnt say anything but turned and disappeared.


  I took a deep breath, glanced back to the truck, and wondered, if there was trouble, what Wes thought he could do from out there.


  I heard footsteps and watched as a tall, lanky young man stopped in the hallway. He wore dirty jeans, boots, and a grimy, wifebeater T-shirt. He was holding a can of Coors Light and smoking a
  cigarette. Whore you?


  Im a friend of Johns. I was supposed to bring this money over to you?


  John who?


  It appeared not everyone knew a John after all. I took another calculated riskthey were working so well. John from the bar? I mean you are Travis Mowry, right? I held up the
  cash. Something about some money for you?


  Always let them see the money.


  He stepped forward, pushed open the screen door, and reached for the roll of bills. I let him have it but then grabbed his wrist and, slipping the .357 from the back of my jeans and lodging it
  under his jaw, yanked him from the trailer in one heave. I turned the two of us back toward the truck. The doors were open, Wes was running across the yard with the shotgun, and the manager was
  nodding his head yes.


  Ten minutes later, we were booking Travis Mowry at the Big Horn County jail under the watchful eyes of two Montana highway patrolmen and three deputies, including the one who
  had questioned us at the Blue Cow. It appeared that the majority of eastern Montana law enforcement wanted to know how, after wed stumbled onto a relatively cold 10-52, we had apprehended
  the suspect in less than twenty minutes.


  Travis had a four-page rap sheet, starting with his stealing a car at the age of fourteen. He got caught and was remanded to juvenile detention. He got out, stole another car, got caught, was
  sent to a foster home, ran away, and stole yet another until he graduated to producing methamphetamine in a bathtub. He had done a two-spot in Deer Lodge, where the prison psychologist intimated
  that it was all a question of comparison, but that if you sat a bag of groceries next to Travis, the groceries would get into Stanford before he would.


  The police officers stood a little away from Lonnie but snuck glances at him as he continued to read the Shoshone Shopper in Big Horn Countys basement jail as I finished up
  my written statement.


  Wes tugged at my sleeve. All right, how did you know?


  I looked at the old Indian, who folded his paper in his lap and waited along with the legendary Wesley Burrell Best Bayles and the collected force for my reply. Why, Wes, that was just
  top-flight investigative work. I looked back at the group and tipped my hat, especially at the narrow-minded deputy. You fellas have a nice night.


  I waited. We were racing a 150-car Burlington Northern Santa Fe down the Little Big Horn Valley, another famed site of monumental hubris and stupidity. There was a slight
  breeze rustling the sage and the buffalo grass, the obelisk and markers of the Seventh Cavalry almost discernible in the light of the just-risen moon. Lonnie remained quiet, his veined arm resting
  on the doorsill, his thick-lensed glasses reflecting the stripe of the Milky Way stretching from horizon to horizon, what the Indians called the Hanging Road.


  Did I ever tell you about that rattlesnake I ran over with my fathers 8N tractor? I sighed and wondered what sort of pithy homespun philosophy this story would turn out to
  illustrate. When I got back from Korea, he had two hay fields, and one was about three miles down the county road. It was a Friday afternoon, and I had just finished cutting. I was a young
  man, and in a hurry, but I saw this big rattler sunning himself on the road. Not the smartest thing to do. He chuckled. He was a big one; had twelve buttons on him


  All right, Lonnie, how did you know it was Travis Mowry? He turned to look at me, hurt at my interrupting his story. And how
  the hell did you know that he lived at 644 Roundup Lane?


  He half smiled, and his eyes returned to the stars as he nodded with his words. OIT.


  I thought about the well-known phrase. Old Indian trick?


  He continued nodding and carefully pulled Travis Mowrys Blue Cow Caf employment application from the folds of his newspaper. He handed it to methe form was completely
  filled out.


  Um hmm, yes, it is so.


OEBPS/html/docimages/cover.jpg
‘JOHNSON’S PACING IS TIGHT AND
HIS DIALOGUE SNAPS’
ENTERTAINMENT WEEKLY

*

TWELVE LONGMIRE
 STORIES

GRAIG JOHNSON





OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





