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“You going to raise or fold, mister, because I got a wife at home and she’s already suspicious of my whereabouts.”

Eldridge Sample looked at his cards. Looked at the man who’d said it — a feed merchant named Burle Oates who wore his tells on his face like a bill posted to a fence post, and who had just touched the left side of his collar for the third time in twenty minutes, which meant the hand he was holding was either very good or he wanted Sample to think it was, and Sample had watched him touch that collar twice already when he had nothing and once when he had a full house, so the math on Burle Oates was an ongoing project rather than a settled question.

“Call,” Sample said, and put his coins in.

Oates had two pair, jacks over sixes. Sample turned over three tens and pulled the pot toward him with one hand while he picked up his whiskey glass with the other, and the glass was nearly empty, and the whiskey was poor, and he was tired of the taste of it but the alternative was being the man sitting at a card table in the Meridian Saloon in Hays City, Kansas, drinking nothing, which struck him as worse.

That was the trouble with Hays City. Everything here was a choice between bad and slightly worse.

He’d been eleven days in this place. He knew the number precisely the way a prisoner knows it, scratched somewhere in the back of his thinking where he kept accounts. He’d arrived on a Thursday with forty-one dollars, a good horse, a Spencer carbine that he’d taken off a man in Wichita who no longer needed it, and the reasonable expectation that the bounty board at the sheriff’s office would have something worth his attention within a week. The board had let him down. Three names on it when he arrived, the same three names today — petty men, small crimes, the kind of warrant where the reward didn’t cover the boot leather required to track them, let alone the risk of whatever resistance they might offer. Sample had stood before that board this morning the way he stood before it every morning and read the names again and felt the same dull weight settle across his shoulders.

He was not built for stillness. This was a thing he understood about himself without pleasure or pride, the same way he understood that he couldn’t abide enclosed spaces for long, or that his right knee predicted rain better than any almanac published east of the Mississippi. His body had been organized around movement and purpose for so long that idleness didn’t just bore him — it made him mean. He could feel it happening at the edges, a slow sourness creeping into his responses, a shortness with people who deserved better. Tommy behind the bar had said something cheerful to him yesterday morning and Sample had answered in a way that made the boy flinch, and he’d caught himself and apologized, which was not something he did easily, and the whole episode had annoyed him further.

The saloon smelled like sawdust and spilled beer and the particular unwashed warmth of men spending a weekday afternoon indoors, which was what the Meridian smelled like every day, and Sample had stopped noticing it around day four, which was itself a thing that bothered him. You stopped noticing a smell because you’d become part of it.

Outside, through the warped glass of the front window, Hays City arranged itself in the mid-afternoon light — a main street of raw lumber storefronts, their facades tall to make them look more permanent than they were, paint already weathering off the newer ones, as if the wood itself was skeptical of the whole enterprise. The barbershop. The assay office, which did very little business. The land office, which did more. A Methodist church that had been framed up in the spring and still lacked three walls, the congregation apparently trusting that God would motivate someone to finish it before winter. The whole street had the feel of a place holding its breath, waiting to see whether the railroad spur that was supposed to arrive next year actually would, or whether Hays City would join the long inventory of Kansas towns that had died between the promise and the delivery.

Sample had been in enough of those towns to recognize the waiting in the air of this one.

The card game broke up around three o’clock. Oates collected his remaining money with the careful dignity of a man who had lost more than he’d planned and intended to reconstruct, in his own memory, a version of events in which this was not quite so. The other two players — a young drover whose name Sample had not retained and an older man who worked at the land office and played cards with a bureaucrat’s conservatism, never risking, never winning much — pushed back their chairs and went about whatever business they had.

Sample remained.

He spread the cards out in a slow fan across the table and looked at them without seeing them. The afternoon light came through the window and lay in yellow bars across the floor. A fly navigated the rim of his glass. The barkeep, Tommy, wiped the same section of bar he’d been wiping for the better part of an hour, and Sample understood this to be a form of meditation rather than hygiene.

The deputy came in at half past three.

His name was Chet Flowers, and he was twenty-four years old, and he wore his badge with the conscious awareness of a man who had not yet forgotten that he was wearing it. He was not a bad deputy. He was not corrupt, not lazy, not cruel. He was simply young and ambitious in the way of young men in small positions who can see larger positions from where they stand. He had come to talk to Sample every third day or so, always with the same conversation dressed in slightly different clothes.

“Mr. Sample.”

“Deputy.”

Flowers settled into the chair across from him without being invited. Sample noted this and said nothing about it.

“You’ve been in town going on two weeks now,” Flowers said.

“Eleven days.”

“Right.” Flowers put his hands on the table, flat, and then seemed to reconsider and pulled them back and folded them in his lap. “Sheriff Beaumont was asking about your plans.”

“Sheriff Beaumont can ask me himself.”

“He’s got a bad knee. Doesn’t walk over here much in the afternoons.”

“I’ve got a bad knee too. I walk over there every morning.”

Flowers looked at him steadily. He had good eyes, Sample would give him that — light gray, serious, not given to sliding away when the conversation got direct. There was a reasonable lawman somewhere inside him that might emerge if the circumstances shaped him right and the wrong decision didn’t harden him first.

“You’re not in any trouble,” Flowers said. “The sheriff just likes to know who’s in town and what their intentions are.”

“My intentions are to leave when there’s a reason to leave.”

“And there’s no reason yet.”

“Not one that’s been posted.”

Flowers was quiet for a moment. Outside, a wagon rolled past on the street, its wheels cutting through the dried ruts with a sound like tearing cloth. A dog that lived under the saloon porch barked once and then thought better of it.

“You ever think about settling?” Flowers said.

Sample looked at him.

“I mean —” Flowers adjusted his hat, which didn’t need adjusting. “A man with your background. You could deputy somewhere, if you wanted. Maybe eventually sheriff. There are towns that’d be glad to have a man with a federal marshal’s record.”

“I was a marshal for fourteen years,” Sample said. “I know what it pays.”

“It’s steady.”

“So is pneumonia.”

Flowers almost smiled. He pushed back from the table and stood, and he was doing the thing young lawmen do when they’ve decided to let a conversation end — putting his hands on his belt, looking toward the door, manufacturing a reason to be somewhere else. “Well,” he said.

“I’m not going to cause trouble in your town, Deputy. I don’t cause trouble. I find it when it needs finding and I resolve it.”

Flowers nodded. “That’s what concerns the sheriff, I think. A man looking for trouble has a way of locating it.”

“Only if it’s there to find.”

After Flowers left, Sample sat a while longer. He gathered the cards and shuffled them slowly, the mechanical repetition of it settling something in his hands if not in the rest of him, and he thought about the bounty board with its three tired names, and he thought about the trail west out of town that he’d ridden two miles along yesterday just to be moving, and he thought about nothing in particular, which was the problem. A man who had nothing particular to think about was a man with too much room in his head, and in Sample’s experience, too much room got filled with the wrong things.

He was on his second shuffle when the door opened and August Pell walked in.

He knew immediately that this was a man in a specific kind of trouble, not because of any one thing but because of the sum of all of them — the way Pell stood in the doorway half a second too long, scanning the room before committing to entering it; the way his eyes landed on Sample and then cut away and then came back, the twice-looking of a man who’d been told what he was looking for and was now verifying the description; the coat that was good wool but badly cared for, like a man who’d once had the money for quality and was now spending down his reserves; the hat held in both hands in front of him, turned slowly by nervous fingers. He was perhaps fifty, narrow through the chest, with a face that had been anxious so long it had organized itself around anxiety, every line running in the direction of worry.

He crossed the room in a path that avoided the other two afternoon drinkers at the bar, and he came to Sample’s table and stood at the corner of it and said, “I’m looking for Eldridge Sample.”

“You found him.”

“Somebody said you were — that you do work. For hire.”

“Somebody was accurate.”

“The sheriff’s office said you were here. The deputy.” Pell glanced toward the door as though checking it was still there. “I hope that’s all right, coming to find you like this. I didn’t know the etiquette.”

“Sit down, Mr. —”

“Pell. August Pell.” He sat, and put his hat on the table, and his hands went flat on the wood the way Oates’s had when he was overplaying a poor hand, except on Pell there was no deception in it — it was just a man trying to keep himself still. “I need a guide. And protection, I suppose, though I don’t like needing protection. I have never in my life required —” He stopped himself. “Sorry. I talk when I’m nervous.”

“I can see that. What kind of guide?”

“Wagon train. Four wagons. We’re headed to Oregon Territory.”

Sample set the cards down. “Four wagons is a small party.”

“I know it. It started larger. We had seven wagons back in Indiana, and then two families stopped in Missouri — one of them had a sick child and the other one, I think, just lost their nerve, which I understand completely, I lost mine several times, but I kept going because
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