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			TO TOM

			and

			TO MARK

			 

			and to their grandparents,

			JOYCE AND JACK, RUTH AND SIMON

			
		

	
		
			This is a work of fiction, a flight of the imagination.

			We all know Robert Parker and Harry Longabaugh were shot and killed in 1908 in Bolivia.

			However, their bodies were not found during a 1991 expedition to San Vicente, Bolivia. A German named Gustav Zimmer was found in the grave thought to be theirs.
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			RAWLINS, WYOMING

			1913—Late Spring

			He stepped through the arched grillwork gate and into free sunlight for the first time in twelve years. The sun was a shock against his pale skin and his eyes watered against the brightness. He adjusted his saddle against his hip, then slowly crossed the small yard with the raked dirt and stooped saplings. When he reached the road, he stopped. The air carried smells of baked earth, sagebrush, horse manure. Crested wheatgrass at the roadside bent under a breeze that a moment later raised the hair on his arms.

			He looked around, pretending to take in his surroundings. The town was much as it had been back in ’01, when he had gone in. A few more sun-warped, low-slung homes, a few more tall buildings in the downtown business area near the railway station. But through the dust and heat, he scanned the road with a different purpose. He was looking for her. It was that time of morning when people were at their jobs, and the road, which ran directly through town to the railroad tracks, was not busy. He fingered the faded olive-colored bandanna tucked under his shirt collar. He had worn it every day, even while in prison, ever since she’d given it to him before he’d been arrested. Finally he quit looking and turned away. She was not there. He was alone.

			He set down his saddle and noted where the guard’s fingers had made clean marks in the dust. The fool had collected it from storage and carried it upside down. How could a man in the West not know how to carry a saddle? But then, what sort of fool was he, a man with a saddle and no horse? He reminded himself that the world was no longer his, a changed place he would need to relearn.

			His gun belt was coiled around the pommel. He knew at a glance that the gun in the holster was not his and had never belonged to him. He didn’t bother to draw it, as he had already guessed what had happened. His own had been stolen inside while in storage, replaced with this cheap imitation, and there was not a thing to be done about that. He wondered why they hadn’t taken the saddle.

			He bent to pick it up. His fingers felt for the stitching on the saddle’s underside. He touched the hard edge of coins he had sewn there almost fifteen years before, in the event of an emergency. They had missed that, which meant he was not broke. He balanced the saddle on his hip and walked the six blocks through the town.

			He knew little sense of time, as his mind was preoccupied. She might have stayed in any one of the boardinghouses he passed, but he had never been there, and did not know which one. She had lived there for years, visiting him each week. That had come to an end five years before, when he had sent her away, as he could no longer stand to see her wasting her life waiting for him to get out. For three of those years they had been in constant communication through letters. Until the day her letters stopped coming, bringing on a sudden, terrible, unexplained silence. He had held on to the small hope that she would surprise him, that she would be there when he was released. That she was not there meant that he would have to find her, track her down, if need be. He did not know how to start looking, but he would find her, he would find his wife and know one way or the other if she was dead or alive.

			He walked until he was surrounded by the tall two-story buildings of downtown. He stopped when he saw a vehicle that moved with no visible source of power. This was something new and impossible, and at first he failed to understand it. His eye sought invisible horses that might be pulling it. After a moment he realized it had to be a motorcar. It came toward him making a metallic sound, and the trailing cloud was unlike the dust off the back of a wagon. He had heard of motorcars while inside, but seeing one in person made him keenly aware of the things he had missed. He was entering the world anew. He thought he heard the jingle of harness and clop of horseshoes as the motorcar passed, clearly his imagination, then was surprised when a horse and wagon came around from behind him. Surprised, but also relieved. The old world was not quite banished, but it had certainly eroded. In that moment he thought he understood why his saddle hadn’t been stolen. In this world, there seemed to be less need for a horse.

			He reached Front Street. Every sprouting town alongside the Union Pacific railroad line had a Front Street that faced the tracks, with saloons, hotels, and brothels, shoulder to shoulder to shoulder. Because of the tracks, these towns grew more rapidly, and were more modern than the rest of the West. He passed a number of busy saloons until he chose one at the far end that was clean and empty. He walked into its cool, dark interior. He set saddle and gun belt on the rough wood floor and straightened to face a bar shining with varnish. He watched the saloonkeeper feign diligence, running a white cloth over an area already spotless. The saloon was unnaturally quiet, which put him on alert. Something was wrong, something not immediately evident. He listened, but rather than find something present, he discovered an absence. He concentrated on the distant whine in his ears and after a moment knew it was in his head and he was listening to silence. This was something new, as it meant the complete lack of hiss. He had lived with hiss for the last twelve years. He sniffed and there was no smell of gas. The room held still without the sporadic judder of gaslight. He looked at glass bulbs aglow with steady electricity.

			He tucked the olive bandanna deeper under his shirt collar.

			The saloonkeeper watched him out of the tail of his eye as if in recognition. Harry Longbaugh tightened, then shrugged it away. The saloonkeeper had almost certainly served any number of recently released convicts, probably every one of them geared up in Longbaugh’s haunted pallor and guarded eyes.

			“Before you say a word,” the saloonkeeper stashed his rag behind the bar, “I seen plenty of you boys come on down here from the pen, and it’s always the same, ‘Years since my last drink,’ like it’s my job to stake you. Well, you got yourself put there and my liquor ain’t free, better to know that while you’re sober.”

			Longbaugh dug out the coins the guards had returned when they brought his saddle, holster, clothes, hat, and boots. He set them on the polished bar. The saloonkeeper nodded, moved a glass under his nose, and poured. Longbaugh marveled at it—not the liquor but the glass. A real glass. Not a tomato can. A real glass in his hand.

			“Guess you ain’t had it in a while. Word to the wise, maybe you ought to go easy.” The saloonkeeper put the bottle back up on the shelf as if that would keep it out of reach.

			“One day someone will listen to that good advice,” said Longbaugh.

			He heard laughter from a table in back. “But not today!” said an older man’s voice through a cackle. Longbaugh had not noticed anyone else there, and wondered not for the first time if he had lost his touch.

			“Got a name?” said the saloonkeeper.

			Without thinking, Longbaugh spoke the name he had been using for the last twelve years: “Alonzo. Harry Alonzo.”

			The older man snorted “Alonzo” as if in recognition, and Longbaugh knew he should be going. He drank his drink.

			But he did not leave. He turned to consider the man he had failed to notice. The man’s eyes were off, and he realized the old man had a lazy eye that drifted aside to admire the electric lights. Three shot glasses were lined up in front of him, each one full, each one untouched. The old man kept them out of reach on the far edge of the table, where he considered them disdainfully.

			“You know me?” said Longbaugh.

			“I know what makes men crazy,” said the old man.

			“Don’t mind Orley,” said the saloonkeeper. “He’s harmless. Most days he sits and keeps his thoughts to himself.” He meant to warn old man Orley by his emphasis.

			“Most days nobody comes in. Not the smart ones, anyway,” said Orley.

			“They all come in, Mr. Orley,” said Longbaugh, “smart, dim, ignorant.”

			“That so?” said Orley, confused but curious.

			“And they insult you.”

			Orley sat straighter and smiled. “That they do, yessir, that they do.”

			“Shut your mouth, old man.” The saloonkeeper wanted to keep his paying customer happy. “Really, mister. You don’t have to humor him, he’s a little light upstairs.”

			“Wouldn’t be a bit surprised,” said Orley happily.

			Longbaugh stared at the old man, then at the three full shot glasses. “You see drink for what it is,” said Longbaugh.

			Orley nodded. “The Devil’s brew is what it is. Turns men evil.”

			Longbaugh smiled and looked down at the bar. “Not much of an excuse.”

			Orley’s wandering eye moved to Longbaugh so that he now saw him with both eyes. He grinned as if he had been waiting for a kindred soul. He came halfway out of his chair, leaned forward to take the middle shot glass, brought the glass to his lips, and drank the whiskey down. The saloonkeeper watched with openmouthed surprise.

			“We had a drink together once, Old Scratch and I,” said Orley, setting the empty shot glass down in front of him as he sat back down.

			“Good company, was he?”

			“Best you could know.”

			“Charming?”

			“Polite. Good for a laugh.”

			“Why not. He gets what he wants.”

			“All he has to do is wait. We all get to him in time.”

			“Some sooner than others.”

			The saloonkeeper looked back and forth, from Longbaugh to Orley. “Orley? I never saw you drink before.”

			Orley appeared calm now. “Waiting for someone to drink with.”

			Longbaugh kept his eyes on the bar and spoke softly. “How long since she’s been gone?”

			Orley answered without pause. “My wife has been dead ten years. Give or take a decade.”

			“How?”

			“Cholera, they said. Went fast. Not pretty.”

			Longbaugh spoke almost to himself. “That is hell.” If Etta was dead, that could well be him in ten years.

			Someone opened the door and Longbaugh saw a narrow silhouette cut the sunlight in two, gun belt strapped to his waist, holster hanging low by his hand. He could not make out his age. Longbaugh watched him duck his head to come in and the electric light revealed an awkward boy around seventeen. His hips were lean and struggled to hold up his jeans and gun belt, his shirt bloused around his reedy torso, while his neck stretched tall to reach his smooth chin and small head.

			“Heard you was gettin’ out today, mister.” The very young man had a high voice, as if it had to rise to climb that neck. Dark fuzz was evident on his upper lip. Longbaugh saw something dried white along the edge of the boy’s mustache hair and thought it was milk.

			“You the welcoming party?”

			“I have a personal acquaintance with sheriff’s deputies, mister, and sheriff’s deputies have a personal acquaintance with prison guards at the Rawlins Penitentiary. They tell me everything they’d’a told my daddy.” The gun belt was a good one, well worn and comfortable, and obviously had originally belonged to an older man.

			Longbaugh realized the young man had followed him from the penitentiary. He wasn’t fooled by the narrow frame and high voice. The truly dangerous were the young. They believed their dreams to be real and that they would live forever. A tongue of fear licked the nape of his neck, and it was not fear of the boy. A situation like this had come on him early in prison. When it was over, no one tested him a second time. He was not proud of what he had done.

			Longbaugh turned his back on the very young man and leaned over the varnished bar. He looked at the reflection of his motionless fingers in the high polish. He was unnaturally still, as if blood no longer pulsed through his body, and that absolute lack of motion commanded the attention of the others.

			The young man spoke louder to his back. “You’re why my father died.”

			“I never killed another man.”

			“You made his reputation, and you took it away.”

			“I did not know your daddy.”

			“The hell you say, mister, Bill Lorigan was his name, Sheriff William Lorigan, you remember him now? You do, you know that name, he arrested you and was bringing you in when you escaped and turned him into a joke.”

			Orley chuckled. “Sheriff died of a punch line, one picked lock away from immortal fame.” Longbaugh grimaced, thinking, Please don’t help me. Orley aimed a finger at Longbaugh. “Now I got your name: Houdini.”

			The saloonkeeper snapped, “Quiet, you,” then turned to the young man. “Leave my customer alone, Billy, he ain’t bothering you. Have a heart, boy.”

			“Already got one. Once it stops, I don’t.”

			Longbaugh didn’t care for the way the young man strove to sound dangerous. Then he wondered about this Houdini. The name sounded as if it had been made up. He watched the young man peripherally, aware of the itch in the boy’s smooth fingers that hovered near the heel of his revolver.

			“My sheriff . . . my daddy, Sheriff Lorigan, he said the Kid was the fastest.”

			At the sound of that nickname, Longbaugh turned to stone.

			“This is Mr. Alonzo, and as long as you’re in my place, you would be well advised to leave him be.”

			Longbaugh felt it coming.

			“You’re the Kid,” said the young man.

			And there it was.

			“Don’t be a jackass, the Kid died in Bolivia,” said the saloonkeeper.

			“That’s the story,” said the young man, “but I know better.”

			“This is Mr. Alonzo.”

			“My daddy told me more things about you.”

			“Daddy was wrong,” said Longbaugh.

			“Said you was most affable, and that made you dangerous, and my daddy warn’t never wrong.”

			Longbaugh was not amused. “Maybe not so affable,” thinking, Butch was the affable one.

			“Asking you to leave, Billy,” said the saloonkeeper.

			“You ain’t gonna trick me like you tricked him,” said the young man.

			“No one could trick your daddy.” Longbaugh’s words were free of mockery.

			“Asking you to leave. Nicely.”

			“Let him say he’s the Kid.”

			“Kid died in Argentina,” said the saloonkeeper.

			“Bolivia,” said the young man. “And that had to be somebody else, ’cause I heard it from the deputies, who heard it from the guards that he was in jail the whole time.”

			Longbaugh kept his eyes from looking at him. He hoped to wait him out, exhaust his patience, and get him to give it all up. Either that or just wait till the boy shot him then and there in the back and put all this to rest.

			“You don’t got to say who you are, mister. I already know. I’ll meet you outside when you’re ready.”

			The young man backed up, never taking his eyes from Longbaugh as he left the saloon.

			Orley got up from his table and limped to the window. “He’s waiting, all right.”

			“Time for another drink, then,” said Longbaugh.

			The saloonkeeper was gravely serious. “Story he told you was true, his daddy was humiliated after the Kid got away, and, well, it sounds funny but it was like he died of a broken heart.”

			“I’m paying for it,” said Longbaugh. After a moment he indicated that he meant the liquor for his empty glass. The saloonkeeper was solemn and troubled and still did not pour Longbaugh a second drink.

			Longbaugh stopped waiting and bent over to lift the gun belt off the saddle horn. He pulled the piece from the holster and inspected it for the first time. An old revolver, single action, someone’s cheap imitation of the Colt Peacemaker. He’d used one like it when he himself had been a very young man and could afford nothing better. It was a standard tool, just as it had been back then, a standard dull tool.

			Orley could not resist elbowing his thoughts into the room. “Heard about this incarcerated fella. Told ’em a fake name when they booked him so they didn’t know he was famous, and if they ever found out, they never got around to changin’ it. Too much bureaucracy or maybe just laziness. But everyone inside figured out who he was.

			“Then in ’08 someone killed that famous fella down in South America, or so the papers said. Happened so far away, it were tough to prove one way or t’other, but that’s what came out and folks believed it. Got me thinkin’ about what it was like bein’ that famous fella, stuck in the pen, hearin’ everybody say he were dead. You figure maybe he wanted to let folks know? Wave his arms and say, ‘Hey, I ain’t dead, I’m right here, look over this way.’ Or you think he decided it were better if he just stayed dead?”

			Longbaugh saw the saloonkeeper staring at him with a significant look of pain. Longbaugh pointed to his empty glass.

			“That young fellow’s out there,” said the saloonkeeper. “I don’t know in all good conscience if I can serve you. One whiskey calms the nerves, mister, but a second might slow you down.”

			“Just might,” said Longbaugh. “If there’s a God.”

			Orley wasn’t finished. “Couple years back, I heard somethin’ else. Heard that after he died in Bolivia, this famous fella hurt some other prisoner when the prisoner said somethin’ bad to him. Nobody seems to know what, though.”

			Longbaugh scowled. “Sounds like Tuesday morning in the pen.”

			“No, sir, our boy, he were a model inmate, nobody got his goat. Whatever that prisoner said was particular.” Orley then leaned forward as if he could affect intimacy from across the room. “Maybe you tell me what it was made you hurt him. I promise, cross my heart, to carry it to my grave.”

			Longbaugh let silence carry the moment. He looked directly at the saloonkeeper, who finally gave in and poured. Longbaugh let the full glass sit before him, reflected warmly in the bar’s shine. He leaned forward and plucked a rag from behind the counter, leaving the olive bandanna untouched under his shirt. He took apart the cheap revolver and laid it out. He took each piece in hand and cleaned it. No one spoke a word while he worked. He put it back together piece by piece. He tested the action. He scowled as he sighted down the barrel. He tested its weight in his hand. He stared into space for a moment. Then he loaded the gun and slid it back in the holster, finally bringing it out a fraction to test where it had to be so that the chamber could turn while still in the leather.

			He lifted the glass to his lips and drank as if he’d never get another.

			“There another way out?” said Longbaugh.

			“Never took you to be a coward,” said Orley.

			Longbaugh’s jaw clenched, but he waited on the saloonkeeper.

			The saloonkeeper angled his head to indicate a back door.

			Longbaugh stood, hoisted his saddle with the gun belt again hanging off the pommel, and went out that way.

			He stepped into a quiet alley. An old dog with a skin condition lifted his head and stared at him through cataracts. When Longbaugh didn’t move, the dog put his head back down. Longbaugh thought he had won this round, thought he was clear. He was relieved and his mind instantly moved back to Etta, as he began to recalculate how he would go about finding her. She had a special music inside that he longed to hear again.

			Then he heard the high voice from around the corner, and the young man stepped into his view.

			“My daddy said you was affable, but he also said you was slippery.”

			Longbaugh stood on packed soil in the back alley between buildings where the morning sun had been and was now gone. He kept the saddle resting on his hip. He had not had a chance to have his boots shined, to enjoy a shave, or soak in a hot bath. He had had two whiskeys. He had eaten nothing since breakfast. He grieved in that moment for the other things he would not get to do. Then he turned to face the very young man.

			“My daddy said you was fast.”

			“One last time. I did not know your daddy.”

			“You still fast? Don’t matter. My daddy taught me afore he died. What’d your friend say in there? He died a punch line. Well, no, sir. Nobody’s gonna laugh when I make him a somebody, ’cause I got his name, and once they know mine, they’ll know his.”

			“Heard a man say that the first one to draw always seems to lose,” said Longbaugh philosophically.

			Young Billy Lorigan was confused by the man’s extraordinary calm. It made him uneasy.

			“Got me to thinking,” said Longbaugh. “Does he draw first because he needs an edge? Or is it the second man’s reaction? One man draws, he acts. You draw second and you’re quicker.”

			“How fast are you?”

			Longbaugh stared at him. That was an unfortunate question, and he felt the old itch to show him. It appeared, however, that the young man was not going to give Longbaugh a chance to cinch on his gun belt. He shifted the saddle off his hip closer to his belt buckle so the holster was angled just so and in sudden reach.

			“Maybe you’ll show me if I draw first,” said the young man.

			“Haven’t fired a gun in years.” That was so, but he had stayed quick. A small voice reminded him that he was older now, and this wasn’t his gun.

			“Not my problem, exactly. Unless you think I should let you warm up?”

			“I’d rather be on my way.”

			“My daddy told me what to expect.”

			“If I were who you say, you’d have already drawn your last breath, and I still hear you talking.”

			“You’re him.”

			“No one here to help you.”

			Insulted. “Don’t need no goddamn help.”

			The way the gun hung there, the leather sides of the holster would not hinder the revolution of the chamber, not for one shot.

			He watched young Billy Lorigan’s twitchy fingers.

			The cheap gun was in easy reach. He didn’t trust it, but this was the hand dealt, and if he had to he’d play it. He looked at the dried milk on the young man’s upper lip.

			“I’m going to try once more. Walk away. Remember your daddy for the good man he was, and forget what anyone else says. Let your mama watch you grow up. No shame in not drawing down on a man you don’t know.”

			The young man remained still, and Longbaugh saw the words had not moved him. He wondered if Billy Lorigan truly intended to draw on an unarmed man.

			Longbaugh knew what it was like to run, and he told him. “Your life will change. They’ll come after you, you’ll have to hide in the hills, you’ll be hungry and cold. Your daddy ever teach you to find water? He teach you to hunt the badlands? It’s lonely, you can’t come back to visit your mama, and they’ll come after you hard, so you better be smart and you better be cagey.”

			Confusion dimmed the young man’s eyes. But his confusion changed to a surprising resolve, and Longbaugh realized the boy had taken the wrong lesson from his words. The boy had heard a concession, that Longbaugh was trying to dissuade him because Longbaugh believed he couldn’t win. Longbaugh opened his mouth to warn him, then shut it because it was a waste of breath.

			The young man smiled just before he moved. Longbaugh watched, and as quick as the young man was, and he was very quick, through Longbaugh’s eyes he moved at a measured pace that stretched the seconds, fingers digging through dry air to grab the handle, thumb webbing hitting the back of the hammer, hand direction changing to bring the piece up, lifting metal against gravity, clearing the leather, other hand sailing across to get above it, barrel swinging up, but the barrel never came level.

			Longbaugh reacted, hand to gun, wrist-angle, trigger squeeze, midair smoke-splash, ear-slap bang, and the boy dropped, clothes off a clothesline, scarecrow off his cross, exhaling into a silent ground.

			Longbaugh set the saddle down, dull pistol smoking in the holster still hanging off the pommel. He moved to stand over the boy’s body, feeling as if a frozen corkscrew had speared the top of his head and twisted down through his skull into his neck, back, and legs. Your daddy was slow, too, Longbaugh thought from within his cold, pitiless heart. Taught you all he knew. And now look. Longbaugh was disgusted, furious at the boy for putting him in an alley full of the smoke of death. Furious at his thin-skinned daddy who fumed at the mockery and trained his boy to be his avenger.

			Once again the old dog set his head back down on the ground.

			They would come for him now. He had to run, and he wondered if he would bother. But a return to the Rawlins Pen was not an option. He was done with steel bars and seething men and entitled guards. Cold spread out from his spine to his fingers and toes. He was surprised to see the saloonkeeper standing at the head of the alley, then surprised again when Orley peered out from behind him.

			“I saw it. You gave him every chance,” said the saloonkeeper.

			“You saw it,” said Longbaugh skeptically.

			“Saw the whole thing.”

			“You saw it.”

			“All right, I didn’t exactly see it.”

			“No.”

			“But I know what happened.”

			“Did you see it happen?”

			“Well, no . . .”

			“No, you didn’t. And with my reputation, the truth will never hold its shape.”

			Heads were poking out of back doors after the sound of the gunshot.

			“Take the boy’s horse,” said the saloonkeeper. “He don’t need it now.”

			The saloonkeeper led him around to the front of the saloon, away from the peeking heads, to where the young man’s horse stood. Longbaugh tasted sour in the back of his throat, and tried to swallow it back down. His legs were shaking, not from fear but from the cold running under his skin.

			Longbaugh set his concentration on the horse. He might once have been a decent animal but he had been mistreated. Longbaugh made a slow, wide approach to the horse’s side, watching out of the edge of his eye as it shifted, shying, assessing, blowing. Its large eye followed him, liquid and afraid. Longbaugh set a gentle hand on the horse’s neck. He felt the creature shiver, then after a long moment with his hand flat along the neck, the horse eased and settled down.

			He removed the young man’s saddle from the horse’s back.

			“Get this to his mother.”

			The saloonkeeper took the saddle and held it awkwardly. Longbaugh scowled and rearranged it against the man’s hip.

			“You know his name?”

			“Billy Lorigan?”

			“The horse. Do you know his name?”

			“Heard him call it Felon one time . . .”

			“Figures.”

			“. . . but he could have just been insulting it, like calling it son of a bitch.”

			“Felon it is.”

			“Look, mister, now I look at him, he’s got a mean streak like his owner,” said the saloonkeeper. “Livery’s next door. We can trade this one, get you a new mount . . .”

			Longbaugh did not move from aside the horse. There wasn’t time to make a good connection, so he had to make do. He pressed his open left hand against the horse’s broad cheek, slipped a rope around his neck, then removed the bit, a “spade,” from the horse’s mouth. He looked at the “spade,” an ugly thing, engineered for cruelty. He looked at the horse’s inner cheek and tongue where the bit had ripped flesh. The young man had ridden the horse hard on its mouth, and Longbaugh knew he would have to find time to let it heal. He experienced a furious dislike for the young man for mistreating his animal, then, with astonishing regret, he remembered he had just killed the boy and the two emotions wove into a taut mental braid that sizzled and sparked where they entwined. The horse sensed his tension, and Longbaugh moved his trembling palm away to regain control of himself. He blinked and stared into the street, seeking that inner sleeve where he could sheathe his emotions and safely reconnect with the beast.

			Once calm, he walked the horse to the livery. The stable man pointed out a new bit, and Longbaugh threw away the spade. The horse came warily back to neutral, but he had expected no less. He had always been good with horses. The horse accepted the new bit. Longbaugh put his dusty saddle on the horse’s back and cinched the girth. He finally wiped down the saddle, revealing an old friend in good condition.

			The saloonkeeper took a position at the corner of the livery where he could see up the alley to the spot where Billy Lorigan had fallen. The saloonkeeper shifted from foot to nervous foot on his heels. He watched townspeople gather, speaking loudly as if to reassure the dead body that they were doing all they could to avenge him. The saloonkeeper looked at Longbaugh and opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again. The townspeople united in their outrage and raced to the lip of collective frenzy. Longbaugh saw the saloonkeeper lift his hands to urge him to move a little faster, an implicit please in his gesture.

			“They’re talking posse,” said the saloonkeeper, balling up his apron in his hands.

			“Talking about bringing rope.” The saloonkeeper released his apron, then balled it up again.

			“Men going for their sidearms,” said the saloonkeeper, watching one of the men coming this way down the alley.

			“Count twelve, no, fifteen of them.” The saloonkeeper backed up a step and the man ran past.

			“You got to go now, Kid!”

			Longbaugh glanced up as the nickname hovered in air.

			“Ride out the south side of town, stay left through the stand of piñon, they won’t see you going into the dry creek.”

			Finally Longbaugh placed his boot in the stirrup and came up without swinging his leg over. He stayed there, standing on the single stirrup and patting the horse’s side until he felt the horse accept him. He swung his leg over and sat. He was quiet for a moment, years since he rode, and knew he would have blisters as the calluses of the past were but a memory. He heard the familiar creak of leather under his buttocks and thighs, and continued to measure the state of mind of the horse. He was curious as to why the saloonkeeper and Orley had taken his side. The horse took a step and Longbaugh brought him back, steadied him, and when he felt the horse fully alert to him, directed him with a nudge of his knee.

			He looked at Orley.

			“You going to tell them?”

			“You know I wouldn’t.”

			Longbaugh knew that he would. The old man would not be able to stop himself, he had finally made a connection and it had brought him to life. They might not believe the old man, but they would come hard after him on the off chance that Orley was telling the truth about Longbaugh’s identity.

			He nodded to the saloonkeeper and Orley, and he and the horse named Felon rode out of town.

			
		

	
		
			2

			[image: ]

			Longbaugh rode the horse along a red rock ridge fronting an area of low rolling hills that he knew well, then to a high point that afforded him a view of the ground he had just covered. He found a crevice of shade and sat the horse and watched patiently for any sign of the law. After a time of seeing only calamitous jackrabbits, prairie dogs, a coyote stalking three foxes, and a congregation of wheeling red-tailed hawks, he turned to consider the valley ahead. He could wait and cross after safe nightfall, but he preferred to know if someone was coming up behind him. The horse paused at a creek and he allowed him a short drink, then started along the bank and down, through greasewood shrubs that funneled through a wash and emptied into a low stand of boxelder trees. The trees gathered on the edge of the flat and acted as a gate opening out onto a meadow. Longbaugh started across without hesitation.

			He thought about the old days when he and Parker would stash food and horses along an escape route, leaving hungry, discouraged posses behind on their exhausted mounts. They had been through this meadow after one of the robberies, but he no longer remembered which one. He rode for some time, calibrating the sun in the sky, came up a rise, and turned the horse so he could once again survey the meadow.

			The valley stretched out wide, an easy roll of land with purple larkspur pointing to the sky, and after a few minutes of silence Longbaugh was surprised to see two heavy dark objects burst insanely out of the boxelder trees, leaving a trail of straight lines made of flattened grass. His ear picked out the distant grinding and roaring, and he wondered how he had not heard them before. Both vehicles revved their engines to make up time and began to eat up the valley floor with disturbing speed. He counted three men between the two vehicles, but saw a strange humped shape on the front of the lead automobile that he did not understand.

			He watched for too long, each passing moment bringing them alarmingly closer, and he was keenly aware that if they saw him, there was a way to box him in. But he stayed yet another minute and then a minute more. The front vehicle did not slow to negotiate a dry gully between steep banks and struck something that was either tree trunk or boulder, and its front end soared, tires spinning vainly, a back wheel hitting the same obstruction and hurling the motorcar sideways. The unusual hump was thrown clear and he saw cartwheeling legs and arms as the unlucky fellow hit the side of the bank upside down and slid headfirst to the bottom. The vehicle landed upright on the opposite slope and paused there in a steep lean, then slowly, slowly tilted a little farther, then just a little farther, until it gave in to gravity and landed on the driver’s side. The second vehicle stopped short, and the two occupants rushed over, one to the driver, the other to the former hump. The upside-down fellow came up limping, and Longbaugh nodded to know he was all right. Longbaugh stayed where he was to see what they would do next.

			The four men surrounded the vehicle. Not one of them looked around to see if their quarry was near. After an exchange, two went to the front and two to the rear. The grunting posse scraped the vehicle around on the driver’s door until the wheels aligned with the bottom of the slope. They converged on the slope above the vehicle, all four grabbed the roof’s edge, counted to three, and lifted. Longbaugh watched the roof brought to their belts, to their chests, then over their heads, where, arms fully extended, they stalled. A moment later, they heaved in unison and for an instant the automobile touched four wheels, but the momentum sent it leaning the other way, onto the far wheels, where it wobbled, almost going over onto the passenger’s door. There it paused, groaned, then slowly came back to four wheels and rested.

			The men whooped and shook hands. Two returned to the second vehicle, while the other driver went and helped the limper back to his position on the front of the lead vehicle. That confirmed what Longbaugh had come to believe, that the man had been perched on the motorcar’s hood, attempting to track him, his face near the ground to follow Longbaugh’s trail. Sobering to see them track from an automobile. He missed the old days, when his pursuers were knuckleheads on horseback. With the knuckleheads riding Fords, there was always a chance they could get lucky.

			They came on again, more slowly. They had proved themselves amateurs, and at that moment it hit him, a delayed reaction to his release from prison. He was free. The air was warm on his skin and clean in his nose. He was free and he felt good, he felt . . . better than good. He was on a horse, watching profoundly stupid men attempting to track him, and they had no chance whatsoever. He abandoned all caution, remembering the feeling as similar to the first time he took a bank. He decided to have a little fun. He headed in their direction until he intersected with their future path, then took the horse through a series of maneuvers. He made his trail so obvious that even they could follow his curlicued flight.

			He stayed out of their sight, keeping half a mile’s distance between them, judging their location by the sound of their engines. He noticed a thicket of nettles with a space in between, judged the opening wide enough for the horse but not the vehicles, and saw a way to torment them. After carefully negotiating the horse safely between the bushes, he guided it to shelter in the rocks ahead so he could watch. The vehicles came up the trail following his tracks and drove directly through the space between the nettles, scraping any arms and legs that happened to hang outside the car’s profile. The men yowled in pain, and Longbaugh knew if they did not soon apply creek mud, they were in for a miserable night when the rashes blistered.

			They quit the chase early as the afternoon aged. Any decent tracker could have guessed where he was, but none of these men were that tracker. They switched off their engines and waited for night, lighting their kerosene lamps, and making a small fire. Longbaugh moved in on foot and listened to their conversation, but he went away bored as they discussed not their strategy as a posse but the stinging itch of the nettles. He paused by one vehicle, on the side away from the campfire, saw a holstered gun hanging there, but finally did not trade his sad revolver for the better piece.

			He left them behind in the setting sun. He rode across rocks and hard ground where, even if they bothered to follow, they would struggle to track him. Eventually there would be others on his trail, real men with knowledge and wisdom to supplement their modern tools, and he would need to be clever.

			He had hoped to find tepees in the next valley, and was not disappointed. Another part of the old life that remained unchanged; when the natives traveled between reservations, they still made camp here. He rode in slowly, with his hands visible on the horn of his saddle, a caution left over from earlier days. He dismounted and approached an older man, recognizing the series of small circular tattoos on his neck as Arapaho. He was an elder, a medicine man, once a proud killer of whites. The Arapaho pretended to know him and offered a warm greeting. The man and his family had come north by way of Arizona. Longbaugh was surprised to hear Arizona had been made a state the year before. The Arapaho spoke of the changes to the land over the past decade, and Longbaugh revised his plan of escape based on the Arapaho’s particular account. Longbaugh was anxious to move on, but the man’s woman invited him to join their family for a meal, and he ate rabbit meat with corn tortillas. He luxuriated in the pleasure of decent food well prepared, and thought of how Etta was a terrible cook, and how badly he missed her burned casseroles. Whenever possible, he had tried to get to the kitchen ahead of her to start a meal. He smiled to himself as he ate the Arapaho woman’s food, thinking that if Etta knew he thought he was saving them from her cooking, she never let on. It was, of course, possible that she considered him the poor cook and had been humoring him. After the meal was over, Longbaugh refused the offer of white man’s whiskey, as he had many things on his mind and he didn’t want an intoxicant to distract him.

			He stayed long enough to be polite, and saw they were glad when he was ready to leave. He mounted his horse and rode away from the tepees. The three-quarter waxing moon lit the hillside that carried him out of the valley. He traveled a long time until he was far from other human beings, in a barren place where the moonlight made few shadows. He consulted the angle of the Big and Little Dippers and judged the time to be near midnight. He was close to the canyon walls of an old hideout. The land was stark and silver with moon. It fit his state of mind. He hobbled the horse and left it behind, furthering his isolation. The ground was hard, cracked into puzzle shapes that curled up at the edges and crunched to powder under his boots. He found a tree standing alone, its trunk thick and gnarled, its arms weblike and almost without leaves.

			He sat under it. Lightning flashed on the far side of a distant range and exposed its shape against the sky. He waited for the next flash. He was glad to sit alone and think, and he knew exhaustion in his bones. The past simmered and he allowed his mind to wander.

			He thought of his time in prison. He had given himself up to protect her and was awarded more years than he had anticipated. Two different times in prison he had been involved in violent incidents. The first came early on and was unavoidable, but it had served to inoculate him for the rest of his stay. The second had happened recently and had surprised him. He had not expected it, a spasm of brutality from deep in his gorge. Old man Orley had pegged it. There was a story there, and in retrospect, it brought him grave discomfort. He had always defined himself a certain way, and now he struggled with his recognition of another side, no matter how he hoped to disguise it.

			He was confused as to his true nature. How different was he from the man the world had defined? He was an ex-con as well as the man who had died a myth in South America, perceived as affable by the dead son of a dead sheriff, among others. In the first instance, he had been arrested and served time. Yes, he was changed, but in what way? The authorities used prison as a cudgel to punish a man’s outlaw acts. Had he been punished enough? Or did he still owe? Perhaps twelve years was too long a sentence, perhaps he had been overpunished and was due a peccadillo or two. Interesting thought, he mused. So who was he now? Despite the opinion of the state of Wyoming, he did not believe himself to be immoral. His code was strong, severe in many ways. He had paid a price that the rest of the gang had not. Were they better men for not getting caught? Or did they owe on their debt?

			He flashed on the dead young man. Could the moment have been avoided, or did he secretly welcome the violence? He had killed in self-defense, but that did not help him. He grieved for that arrogant boy.

			His mind drifted again. Silent lightning struck miles away revealing a foam of clouds on the far side of the mountains, followed in time by a curl of thunder no louder than the growl of his belly. She had stopped writing to him two years ago. The real hard time of his incarceration had begun with her sudden, unexplained silence, impossible to believe from the woman he loved. Sitting under the tree in the moonlight, he heard metal gates clang, clang open, open to corridors of cells on a steep grade, sucking him back inside, and his brain warned that he was somewhere between awake and sleep, where he could not know reality from illusion. Gaslight flickered between bars, with unseen men taunting him from the far side of a cigar-smoke cloud. He knew he would be tested and a man burst through the smoke, Longbaugh ducking, a fist glancing off his ear, and he grabbed the man’s throat, crushing it to papery flakes, as if it was insect-infested pine under his fingers. He fought to extract himself from the dream, but his arms and legs were leaden, immobile, and yet somehow he was walking, walking a path, a path that brought him to a narrow boy standing in a field of poison purple larkspur, pleasant enough until he saw it was a boy with milk on his mustache raising Longbaugh’s good revolver and firing at his face, bullet spinning through a spew of yellow flame. A dream for sure, as he had time to duck from its path, and in that turn of his head he was facing the other direction and there she was at the chapel with the music in her heart and her infectious smile, slim in her wedding dress—do you take?—yes of course—say I do—all right, I will—laughing over it later in their honeymoon bed, between sheets, a lingering kiss, her smooth thighs cool against him.

			She had helped him survive prison, the way she knew and understood him, the way she believed in him, allowing him to keep a grip on his identity. She did it with her words. With her letters. He fought to wake up, as he knew his dream was about to go sour, and he wanted to avoid the darkness of isolation and loneliness, but his exhaustion held him under and drowned him in imagery, and he remembered, remembered a train, train rushing, rushing below in the dark, and they leapt together, he and affable, round-faced Parker, known to the world as Butch, landing in unison on a passenger car, laughing in each other’s faces, Parker, who had escaped that day.

			Butch. Longbaugh had been disoriented in prison after reports of his own death in another land, reported in ’09, a year after it was supposed to have happened, and he wondered, was he alive or had he died along with his name? It meant that Butch was gone, and the loss of his friend had carved out a hole in his marrow. But at least back then her letters still came from New York, for another two years they came, and, even more than before, they were his lifeline. If the unreality of his own death cloaked him in heavy moods, her letters were the link to stable truth, even if they were addressed to Alonzo rather than his real name. Her letters had come weekly, reliably, creating a need he did not know he craved, until there was nothing. A silence that had lasted the past two years. He took a step, expecting solid ground, and his foot fell through black space, dropping headlong into the empty abyss of her silence. He had blamed the guards, their one sure method of punishment, but the guards swore they withheld nothing. He continued to send his own letters to her until a visit from the warden, holding those very letters, all returned from New York City, someone else’s scrawl refusing them. From the bottom of the abyss he knew the truth and he believed it, there would be no more correspondence, and in the blackness came a stunning ache.

			Bringing on the second incident. The big man had snickered, the big man who thought he was important enough to tease the legend, making his insinuation about Etta public. Longbaugh did not remember reacting, he only remembered his eyes unclouding to find the big man on his knees, bloody and cowering. This shocked him, first that he was capable of it, then that he had lost control. There were no repercussions—the big man did nothing after it happened, the big man’s friends did nothing, and no punishment came from the prison staff—as if no one believed Longbaugh capable of such fury.

			The nightmare now let go and he drifted into an easy dream, the boy Harry growing up in Philadelphia, traveling west as a young man, breaking horses, living on ranches, the mind-numbingly dull winters, the first time he and the boys drank themselves stupid and robbed a bank, his favorite gun in his hand, a gun so polite that no one wanted to blame him.

			His sleep went deep then, his dreams lost to him, and he rested.

			•   •   •

			HE RODE WEST for another two days and turned south near the Green River, heading for the Colorado/Utah border and the Outlaw Trail. He saw no one after him in that time and felt safe riding into Browns Park. He was on his way to an old hideout where he hoped to find certain things that he had hidden.

			The way into the canyon was tricky and well disguised. Longbaugh maneuvered it effortlessly and saw no indication of recent visitors. The sun overhead pressed dense, compact shadows from every rock, tree, and bush, as well as one that traveled under his horse. The canyon was eerily empty, not that he wanted company, but he hadn’t remembered the air being quite so dead between the canyon walls. Perhaps because he had so often ridden in with loquacious Parker. In the pressing heat, he felt a cold trickle between his shoulder blades. He had remembered a breeze. Only the air above him moved, bending limbs that were out of reach. He rode with his head on a swivel, ears stretching out, overreacting to the sounds of nature. The noise of his horse’s hooves seemed to come from behind him, the creak of the leather saddle following a second too late. The horse sensed his tension and thought to rebel, but Longbaugh urged him on. Longbaugh thought that even the horse believed they were riding into a trap.

			The passage opened and the inner canyon lay before him. He rode directly to the post office tree, where members of the gang left messages. He found a rolled-up scrap of paper, brittle now and brown-yellow, with a faded message in pencil that had endured any number of downpours to reach this state of illegibility. If it contained a warning, the danger was many years old. He had an ominous sense that he was being watched. He looked up the face of the canyon and was not reassured. He dismounted under the shade of the tree and pondered the surroundings. His eyes ran up the ridge to where the cabin sat. He could not see it, but he knew it was there.

			Not a thing felt right to him. The sun was high, the sky a special shade of blue, the smell of sagebrush strong, and all of that made the sensation odder. What could be off on such a fine, clear day?

			He remounted the horse and rode slowly for the trail that would eventually lead him up the canyon wall and carry him to the hideout.

			He spent more than an hour when the ride would normally take half that, rounded the bend and came in sight of the structure. It appeared unchanged. The immediate area had not been cleared that season or possibly even the year before. That brought him hope. The cabin had been built with a unique floor plan, four rooms, each with its own entrance, and none of the rooms connected inside. He approached the door to the front room and stepped into quiet. Human life had not moved here for months, maybe years. His boots made tracks in the dust on the planks. Stove, kettle, pans hanging on the wall, a couple of chairs, a cot, cobwebs, little else. He took the lantern and a box of matches, and returned to the outside, chased by a shiver.

			He left the horse and walked the slim trail that took him up to the caves. He passed a series of cave mouths until he came to one in particular. He lit the lantern while standing in the sun, and was unsure in the brightness whether the wick burned. He held his palm over the chimney and felt the sharp heat. He climbed the boulder that partly blocked the cave entrance and took hold of the base of a small scrub oak bush that was thicker now and grew in a place that worked as a handle so he could lower his weight inside. Once in the dark, he held the lantern up as his eyes adjusted. When he was satisfied he was alone, he stooped and moved deeper.

			He remembered the way, and after twenty yards was able to stand, taking a left, a left, and a right, until he approached the hiding spot. It was clean and dry, a thin layer of dirt underfoot that showed no footprints, and wherever possible he walked on smooth rock to keep it that way. He found the place and set down the lantern and reached within a crevice between large rocks, and for a terrible moment thought that either someone had found it or he was in the wrong place. But he reached deeper, his shoulder pressed hard against the cold rock, patting the ground until his fingers touched fabric and he was relieved to pull out the package. He unwrapped his old oiled canvas duster to reveal the Civil War haversack given to him as a gift by Etta’s uncle. He took a moment to appreciate it. Her uncle had been a high-ranking Union officer, so it was a fine one. The haversack itself was crafted of good leather, and its single shoulder strap was of the same leather. The flap was buckled with a belt-style closure, and he fed the tongue up through the frame of the buckle, pulled the prong from the punch hole, then lifted the flap to reveal the contents. It was all still there, the bills and coins. Fourteen years, undisturbed. The bulk of his share of the Wilcox train job in 1899, hidden in a rare moment of foresight when he had also thought to sew coins into his saddle. He knew Butch would never have touched it, no matter how quickly Butch went through his own share, but the others were less righteous. He thought again of Butch, buried somewhere in the ground of South America, and, being in a place where they had often been together, his heart was hollow with grief. While these moments now came rarely, when they did come they brought on a swift, chest-clenching sadness, and he paused until the ache began to ease. After a time, he went back to his work.

			Under the haversack, wrapped in a smaller piece of oilcloth, was one of his guns, a classic Colt Peacemaker. This was the brother to the one stolen from him at Rawlins. He spent some minutes wiping it, admiring it, reassembling it, and loading it. He unloaded the cheap revolver and was about to break it down when he heard a sound and knew he wasn’t alone.

			He spun on instinct and underhanded the old gun at the face of the man standing there, calling loudly “Catch!” The man dropped his own weapon and his lantern, and before the gun hit him in the nose, caught it with both hands. The man’s lantern broke and the flame went out, so that only Longbaugh’s lantern gave light.

			“Hell and tarnation!” said the man.

			Longbaugh strode past him, picked the man’s gun off the ground, and saw that the weapon was unloaded and a piece of junk. He handed it back so that the man now held two useless shooters. He brought his own lantern close to the man’s cleanly shaved face and recognized him.

			“You were the cook,” said Longbaugh.

			“And you—hey, holy—it can’t be, but—it’s you, ain’t it!?” The cook’s expression was incredulous. He shivered as if he was talking to a ghost.

			“I need to go someplace people don’t recognize me,” Longbaugh said to himself.

			“Ain’t this the damnedest thing, I mean, ain’t it? You’re really standing here, breathin’ and all, you ain’t a spirit or nothin’.” He reached out to poke Longbaugh as if to prove he was made of flesh, then thought better of it. “Guess you’re a might older, and I reckon you shaved your mustache. Damn, I thought, I mean we all thought, I mean, everybody, damn, Kid, you’re supposed to be dead!”

			Longbaugh moved back to his gear, relieved to see the haversack flap in place, the contents hidden from the cook’s prying eyes. He did not remember the cook’s name. Howard. His name was Howard. No, not Howard.

			“What are you doing here?”

			“Well, I reckon I followed you. Got a little lost in the tunnels back there before I saw your light.”

			He made his question clearer. “What are you doing at the hideout?”

			“I guess I live here. How’d you survive Argentina?”

			“Bolivia.”

			Longbaugh inspected the man’s clothes. Cowboy clothes, but cheap, not made to last. A costume.

			“Didn’t see tracks,” said Longbaugh. “No one’s been in that cabin.”

			“Not in the front part.”

			“No,” said Longbaugh, realizing his mistake. “But no tracks up here either.”

			“Got to taking the other way, in case.”

			“There’s another way?” Harvey, not Howard. Or Pete.

			“Well, I reckon we blazed it some eight years back. Damn, it’s really you. You really are alive!”

			Longbaugh put his weapon in his belt and walked past the cook and through the tunnel, carrying his lantern and his haversack.

			He
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