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Chapter One




You couldnt hear it falling, but you could tell from the rattling wind and the cold creeping in under the door that it had snowed the night before. I rose and put on a pot of Arbuckle after hopping into my pants and boots.

Luz was still asleep in the bed. I was tempted to stay in there with her. She had a warmth that made me want to be lazy and playful.

I rubbed frost from inside the window and looked out at the horses that were strutting around in the corral blowing steam from their nostrils. The buckskin stud was boxed off from the mares, and he was nickering and daring them to kick down the rails.

I put on a wool shirt and threw some more chunks of wood into the stoves belly. I tried to be quiet about it, but Luz rose to one elbow and smiled.

You hungry? she said.

When am I not? I said.



She came out from town once a week to clean and keep me a little company. Thats how it began. She was the widow of a man who broke his neck from falling under a wagon hed been loading with bricks. The workhorses spooked just enough to roll the wheel over him. From everything shed told me about him, he was a good man but full of bad luck. She had two half-grown children her sister watched on the nights she spent with me.

She started to get out of bed.

Why dont you let me get you some coffee, I said. Ill make the breakfast too.

She liked to switch from English to Spanish when we talked, and over time Id learned quite a bit of her language. Now she smiled and said in her own language, Me siento como soy una esposa otra vez.

Yes, it feels like youre my wife too, I said. Its not so bad, is it, to feel like that?

But when you cook for me, she said in English this time, it is like you are my wife. Then she laughed and brushed away the hair that had fallen over one side of her face and tucked it behind her ear.


Why didnt you ever remarry? I said, mixing some flour and water and a little yeast for biscuits.

I dont know, she said. I guess the same reason you never did.

Ive never been married, I said.

So you said. But the question is, why not?

I shrugged.

Just never got around to it, I guess.

She shrugged.

Now you know why I didnt remarry, too busy, too much work. And besides, all the hombres who arent married are either old or have buck teeth. She laughed again.

She had straight black hair she normally kept parted down the center and twisted into braids or wrapped atop her head and held with large combs. But when her work around my place was finished and wed sit down to have supper, shed unpin or unbraid her hair and let it all fall free, and it made her look younger and more at ease, and I think she knew it and thats why she did it.

Over the weeks wed flirt and eat. The flirting with each other began about the fourth or fifth time shed come out to clean. She had a friendly way about her and was always singing softly while she worked. But when I talked to her I could tell she always kept something backlike a gambler with a pretty good hand, but not necessarily the best hand at the table.


Shed be in the house doing something and Id be out on the porch mending a broken stirrup or just having a cup of coffee, and shed come out and ask if she could get me anything and wed just get to talking. Then she told me about her husband, how hed died, and I could see that even after three years she was still affected by the lossthe way her bottom lip quivered sometimes when she talked about him. She would apologize as if she had something to be sorry for. I told her she didnt and she could talk to me about anything that she wanted to.

He was a good husband and a father she said that first time. I remember how the light from the setting sun turned her brown skin golden, how it caused her eyes to shine like wet black stones. I kept on thinking about her long after she headed home and finally decided I didnt want the day with her to end so soon, and so worked up the courage to ask her to stay and have supper with me. I thought for sure shed turn me down, make some excuse as to why she had to get back to town to take care of her kids. But she stayed, telling me that her sister, Carmelita, watched her children when she went off to clean houses.

Wed carry my small table outside and eat our supper there because the weather was warm and pleasant. I found some candles and set them atop the table and we ate with just the light from them. We started out sitting at opposite ends of the table and ended up sitting next to each other, the third or fourth time we ate together.

She asked me to tell her about myself and I probably talked way too muchmore than I had with anyone about my own past. I told her Id once been a Texas Ranger but I didnt tell her why Id quit. I told her about herding cattle up some of the trails from Texas into Kansas and once into New Mexico, which is how Id come to eventually settle here. But I never told her about the ranch owners wife in Nebraska and why I finally left that job. I told her lots of things but not everything.

I did a lot of drifting, I said. But I always liked this country best and knew someday Id come back. And, well, here I am.

I was wondering what brought you here, she said.

Now you know.

One other thing I never told her about me was that Id most recently killed a man named Johnny Waconow nearly a year ago in the history book of my life. Everyone in Coffin Flats knew about it at the time, and why I had done it. But she lived out nearer to Wild Horse River than Coffin Flats, and if she did know about it, she never brought it up in our conversations, and I appreciated that about her.


Her laughter was something to behold. She was beautiful when she laughed. She was no young girl and her age and looks, by most mens standards, probably put her in the average category, I guess youd say. And being a widow with children didnt exactly endear her to the few eligible bachelors worth a peck when there were so many younger, fairer Mexican women whose folks wanted to see them married off down in this part of the country. But what Luz was, was just about right for me at this time of my life. That first night we had supper together I rode with her back to her home. She had a little paint mare. She insisted she could make it home by herself just fine like she was accustomed to doing, but I now felt an obligation to make sure she got home safe and sound.

We both knew something had changed in our relationship that nightthat if she continued coming out to the house and we continued along the same lines it was going to be more than just her cleaning my house and more than just us having supper together.

We got to her front door, the night having long descended, the inside of the casita dark, and we just sat there for a moment.

What do you want from me, Seor Glass? she finally said.

Nothing, Luz.


She gave me long enough to explain it.

I dont know, I said. I liked tonight, having supper with you, talking, laughing, telling you about myself. I like the fact you smoke cigarettes even though I never have, but Im thinking of taking up the habit. I like the way the evening sun looks in your eyes. I dont know what it all means. I just know I liked it and wouldnt mind if we made it a regular deal.

I liked it too, she said. But what might people say?

Hell, I dont care if you dont. Were both still vital people, me and you, Luz. Youre widowed and Im single; what can they say thats so terrible?

She touched my hand for the first time and I leaned and kissed her soft cheek.

Then Ill see you next week, I said.

Yes, youll see me next week.

So thats how it began, like thattwo strangers whod come to know each other a little more each time over the ensuing weeks and decided at some point we didnt want to stop with just supper.

When the coffee was ready I poured her a cup, remembering she liked two spoonfuls of sugar in hers, and brought it to her and said, Im going to go out and break ice off the water troughs for the horses, then gather some eggs if those chickens didnt all get et last night by the coyotes and well have some eggs and biscuits with honey for breakfast, how will that be?

In bed?

Sure. Well pretend were rich people.

She reached up and kissed me, letting the blanket drop away when she did, her warm brown breasts pressed against me as she hugged my neck. And it roused my desire all over again.

Dont go anywhere, I said. Ill be right back.

The horses pricked their ears at my approach and I took the hand ax and busted the plates of ice off their water and said, There you are, ladies. The stud stood off watching me cautiously as I went to his pen. I shattered the ice on his water and said, Just so you know, were going to have us another go-round today, so you might just as well get used to the idea.

He tossed his head and pawed the cold earth just as if he knew what I was talking about. The thought of getting bucked off on such a cold morning was a little more than I wanted to think about. Id wait till around midmorning, then give it a gowhen it was a little warmer and the ground not so damn hard.

I went over to the chicken coopone Id constructed myself and surrounded with chicken wire but didnt seem to do much good when it came to crafty coyotes and zealous badgers. Even had a hawk once that flew down and took one. I strung more chicken wire for a barrier. Those chickens acted scared and I couldnt blame them. I un-latched the wire holding the small gate so I could enter and hopefully find a few eggs for breakfast. The rooster squawked like someone told him he was about to be murdered and the hens ran about with their clipped wings flapping and squawking too.

Then I saw something way out on the road that caused me to pause: a quarter-top leather buggy, black against the snow, pulled by a single trotter. I didnt know anybody in Coffin Flats who owned such a rig except the new doctor. I wondered what the hell the new doctor was headed to my place for.

I got my eggs, holding them in the fold of my shirttails, and hitched the gate shut again and started up to the house. Inside I set the eggs in a bowl on the sideboard next to the stove and said to Luz, Someones coming. Looks like that new doctor. Maybe you ought to get dressed. You know Im a jealous man.

She smiled boldly, said, Oh, you are, huh.

Maybe just a little.

I like that you are, she said.


She tossed back the covers and stood fully naked before me, her arms out away from her sides.

Youre a sight and half, woman. And if you keep that up, Im going to crawl back in the bed with you, and that new doctor will just have to wait outside till were done in here.

She laughed and came and threw her arms around my neck and kissed my mouth.

Okay, she said. Ill get dressed, and Ill make breakfast too.

I stepped out on the porch, closing the door behind me.

But the man riding in the hack wasnt the new doctor. Instead it was a man I hadnt seen in almost two years and never thought Id see again.

His name was Gus Rogers, Captain Gus Rogers, and I knew he hadnt traveled all the way from Texas just to pay a social visit.

He halted the hack, the morning sun glistening in the new snowfall, his horse blowing steam.

Jim, he said in that South Texas drawl of his as he just sat there huddled inside a mackinaw with his hat pulled down tight to the top of his ears.

Capn, I said. Youre quite a ways from home.

Hell if I aint, old son.

You lost, or just out wandering the earth?


He smiled like a man who didnt do it much.

Neither, he said. I come looking for you.

Get on down, I said. Was about to have some breakfast. You hungry?

No, not too much. Could use a taste of hot coffee though, maybe just a finger or two of something in it to ward off the chill.

I watched the way he stepped out of the hack; like a man who had something in him broken.

He stood for a moment straightening himself, hands pressed to his back, looking around.

Nice little place you got here, he said.

Aint it though.

Never thought Id see the day Jim Glass had himself a house. He looked to the corral. Nice horses too. Hell, old son, youve become like some sort of potentate.

Hardly, I said. I was trying to kill enough time for Luz to slip on a dress but I figured by now she had. I almost smiled at the thought of the look on the Capns face was he to see her innocent beauty in all its glory, a man like him, who was all Bible and by the book.

Lets get in out of this morning cold. Coffees already on, I said.

I waited for him to go first and saw the way he was listing and moving slow. Id known the man for a goodly number of years, knew him to always be tough as a blackjack stump, figured even bullets couldnt kill him, which they hadnt yet after being shot at least three times I knew about.

His face was ashen, his features drawn, and he looked like he had aged twenty years since Id last seen him.

I introduced him to Luz and told him to take a seat at the table. He gave her an appraising eye and smiled like a coon eating melon.

Maam, he said, touching the brim of his Stetson with a finger. Supporting most of his weight on the back of the chair and edge of the table, he eased himself down.

I went to the cupboard and took out the bottle of bourbon I kept there for special occasions, which were mostly for the nights after Luz and I had supper together and would sit out on the porch and watch the sun set and sip and talk till it got dark. She confessed she quite liked the taste of my whiskey.

I poured the Capn a cup of coffee, then poured in some of the whiskey till he waved a hand over the cup. Good enough, he said.

Luz threw together our breakfast but he just let his plate sit in front of him, trying to be polite, but only picking at it, saying, This is real good, maam.

I could tell by the look on Luzs face she had several questions but knew to wait to ask them. Finally she took up our plates and cleaned them, then put on her wrap and said, I have to be going, Jim. Ill see you next week.

I walked her out to her little horse and helped her up after a long good-bye kiss.

Who is that man? she asked.

Just somebody from my past, I said.

He looks sick.

Ill see you next week then? I said.

She looked at me in a way that made me wonder if everything they said about a womans intuition wasnt true.

Whoever he is or whatever his problem, he feels like trouble, she said.

Not far as Im concerned, I said.

Ill bring some silk flowers for the grave, next time I come, she said.

That would be nice.

She clucked the little horse to a start, and I stood and watched her head back toward Coffin Flats.

I went back inside dreading whatever it was that had brought Capn Gus Rogers to my front door on a fresh winter day.







    

Chapter Two




Nice lady, your friend, the Capn said when I stepped back inside.

Yeah, you want a refill of that Arbuckle?

He held out his cup and I filled it with coffee, then my own, and set the pot back atop the stove plate. He looked at the bottle of bourbon.

Help yourself, Capn, I said.

He spilled in a nice portion and stirred it with his spoon and sipped it.

So you want to tell me why you came all the way from Texas?

He took his time sipping the coffee, blowing off the steam, and said, Thank Jesus for the whiskey cause you still cant make coffee worth a holy damn, Jim.

Kinda early to be drinking, isnt it?

He arched his back as though it was aching, then relaxed. He had lost weight since Id last seen him, though he never was a big man to begin with: maybe a hundred fifty, tops, but a solidly built man of good coloration and clear keen eyes that seemed to see everything at a glance. Now he was down to a lot less and looking gaunt, his gray eyes sunk back inside their sockets under a ridge of forehead. His cheeks were sunk in and his color an unhealthy pale.

I came to ask you a favor and you know I dont ever ask them easy, he said.

Yes sir, I know that.

He looked uncomfortable.

You okay, Capn?

Depends which day it is. Todays worse than yesterday was.

Whats the favor? I said.

He looked grim.

Got me this real bad problem, Jim. First thing you should know is, Im dying. Doctors tell me I got five, maybe six weeks left at the outside

Sorry to hear that, I said, and I truly was. The Capn was one of the best men Id ever met in my life. He waved a hand.

Didnt come looking for pity, just need to tell you this so youll know why I come this far and what I come for.

Go on with it, I said.

You remember I got two grandboys?


Seems to me I do.

Billy Edward, hes the oldest, and Sam Houston is five years younger, nineteen and fourteen.

I faintly remembered him speaking of them when I rangered for him.

Theyre my Laura Lees kids, and as you know shes my only child. Never had no boys of my own, just Laura Lee. Had her, then JoAnn died right after and I never married again because there was no use to it. You love a woman as hard as I loved JoAnn, well, whats the use of trying to find something to compete with that. I raised Laura Lee best as I could and she turned out a good woman with poor judgment when it came to men.

Went through two marriages herself before she met the right man. Thats how come the difference in her boys ages. Billy was fathered by her first husband, Wayne Brown, and Sam was fathered by her second, Orville Cutter. Anyway, neither of them was much count and took off soon as they found out she was pregnant. Then she met this Jardine Frost fellow. They were living together over in Tascosa, her and this Jardine raising the boys together, Jardine adopted them and gave them his last name. From what shed written me, Jardine was a good, decent man, hard worker, and treated her boys like they were his own, she said. Then he got himself killed in a dispute over a horse.

Capn Rogers told it with his eyes cast down, remembering it all, and when he mentioned about this Jardine Frost getting killed, he just shook his head slowly.

Well, he said, sipping from his cup, like I said, Laura Lee never did have any luck with men, good or bad. Frost getting himself killed just about done it as far as those boys standing a chance of getting raised right. They just went wild after he passed. Im sure she did her best to raise them right, but you know when boys dont have no father to discipline them, they can get off the track real fast.

I didnt learn about a lot of this till later ontill after it was too late for me to do anything about it. Not that there was much I might could have done living three hundred miles away at the time. But maybe if shed come lived with me and brought those boys with her, I could have been some sort of father to them and taught them the right thing to do

He looked pained and he drank down more of the whiskey-laced coffee, and I wasnt sure I wanted to hear more of this story because it just felt like it wasnt going to get any better the more of it he told.


He looked up at me with those gray eyes, and I didnt see in them what I once had: a man too tough to be whipped. What I saw now was a man who had five, six weeks at the outside to live and peck of personal problems.

The way it turned out was Billy and Sam drifted off and started getting themselves to doing bad stunts.

What sort of bad stunts? I said.

Mostly minor stuff at firstgambling, drinking, fighting, petty thievery. But like most wild boys who start out slow, they did not stay that way. Pretty darn soon they progressed up the ranks to become true outlawsstealing cattle and horses and even got accused of robbing a bank in Las Vegas, New Mexico, though they didnt get but pocket change according to the report I got. I heard all this secondhand from Laura Lee through letters had the ink stained with her tears. Broke my heart to hear about it. I went down there to visit with her and get the whole story just after I got word I was in a fix my own self. Cancer of the stomach, he said with a finality that was like letting his breath out.

And thats where the real tough news came, when I got down that way.

I thought about Luz, my life here, how Id pulled away from the violent life Id once lived. I looked up at the gravesites of my friend Tom Twist, on the hill where Id buried him, and the woman hed loved and died over, both of them buried side by side now and forever together. I thought about the men Id already killed and sometimes dreamed aboutthe dreams always bad, but what told me it was time to quit was when I stopped dreaming about them.

Then for a time I took to drinking hard and fell pretty low on the ladder of humanity.

I drifted for a year or so, mending fence and working for other men and getting into my own sorts of trouble with liquor and women. I got into fistfights because I was good with my fists and I liked how it felt to beat a man down who gave me trouble, like it wasnt so much beating him down as it was the trouble that dogged me.

Then I woke up one morning from a hard drunk, lying face up on the high desert with rain in my face and my horse and saddle stole along with my boots. And if whoever it was hadnt also stole my guns, I do believe I would have killed myself then and there because I was a man past forty without a future and I knew I either had to lie there and die or get up and walk.

I was cold and miserable and hung over, and out of nowhere a dog came up and started licking my face, and something made me hug it because it was love I was most in need of, and I guess that old dog was looking for the same thing.


I asked the dog if it was Jesus come to save me and it barked and I said, Well if you aint, youre close enough. And I got up and started walking and the dog followed me and stayed with me for a time, then went off on its own soon as I got to within sights of the next town.

I hated to see that dog go, but I knew we all had to choose our own way and it had to choose its own way as well. Thats just the way life is.

I ended up getting hired on as a deputy town marshal and tending bar in some broke dick Texas town that has since burned to the ground and never rebuilt as far as I know of. Then one day a telegram showed up for me from Dalton Stone, the father of the woman buried up on the hill next to my friend Tom Twist.

It said in effect hed been trying to
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