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“You’ve been standing in front of my window for twenty minutes,” the land office clerk said, “and you haven’t come in.”

“I’m thinking about it,” Sample said.

“The rain is thinking about it too.” The clerk held the door open. He had the precise, unhurried manner of a man who had been asked to manage things and had decided to manage everything, including this. “You’ll think better dry.”

Sample came in off the boardwalk and took his hat off and the clerk closed the door behind him with the careful click of someone who maintained things. The office smelled like lamp oil and damp paper and the specific mineral sharpness of ink that had been used all day. Two desks. A long counter separating the public side from the working side. Behind the counter, shelving ran floor to ceiling along three walls, packed with survey rolls and deed boxes and the great accumulating archive of people claiming pieces of a valley they’d spent five months crossing a continent to reach.

The clerk went back behind the counter and stood with his hands on the surface in the posture of a man ready to be useful. He had a round, careful face, clean-shaved, hair parted with geometric conviction down the center. His coat was good wool and his collar was fresh and Sample put his age at forty-five and his time behind that counter at several years, long enough that the order of the shelves behind him was his order, the system his system, the whole apparatus of the office organized to the logic of one man’s thinking.

“Foster Breen,” the clerk said, and extended his hand.

“Sample.” He shook it. Breen’s grip was firm and brief, the handshake of a man who had done it ten thousand times and found the efficient version.

“What can I do for you, Mr. Sample?”

“I’m with a party that came through in November. They’ve filed claims south of town.”

“A number of parties came through in November. The name?”

“Creedmore. Harlan Creedmore. Three-twenty acres on the South Tualatin road.”

Breen moved along the counter to a ledger and opened it with the ease of someone who knew exactly where everything lived. He ran his finger down a column without hurrying. “Creedmore. Filed November nineteenth. Three hundred and twenty acres, Donation Land Claim, married applicant.” He looked up. “Your name isn’t on this filing, Mr. Sample.”

“No.”

“Are you representing the family?”

“I’m asking after them.”

Breen looked at him for a moment with the polite, neutral attention of a man who had learned that patience was a professional requirement and had mastered it so thoroughly it had become his default. “The Creedmore claim is in process,” he said. “Standard review period. Nothing unusual.”

“How long does standard review take?”

“For a straightforward claim, six to eight weeks. This one was filed November nineteenth, so” — he made a small calculation — “we’d expect resolution by mid-January.”

“And if it’s not straightforward?”

“Mr. Sample,” Breen said, with the warmth of someone who had de-escalated a thousand conversations at this counter, “the Creedmore filing looks clean to me. Good survey markers, clear boundaries, no conflicting prior claims that I’ve identified.”

Sample looked at him. Breen held it with the professionally pleasant face of a man who had nothing to hide and had decided that projecting this was the most efficient response to being looked at that way.

“Thank you,” Sample said, and put his hat back on and went out into the rain.

Oregon City sat above the Willamette River on a basalt shelf that the river had been arguing with for ten thousand years and losing, the water brown and swollen with December and moving with the authority of something that did not recognize obstacles, only obstacles-in-progress. The falls upstream roared at a register you felt in the chest before you heard it with the ears, a constant low vibration that the town had built itself around the way towns build around church bells — not noticing it after a while, but shaped by it. The mills ran on that sound. The whole economy of the place ran on it. You could not be in Oregon City for an hour without understanding that the river was the reason for everything, and that the river’s opinion of the town’s permanence had not been fully rendered.

The rain came off the Coast Range in sheets that were not dramatic, not the thunderstorm rains of Kansas or the brief afternoon rains of high summer desert — this was a rain that had made a commitment. It fell straight and steady and gray from a sky the color of old pewter and it had been falling when Sample arrived three weeks ago and it had every intention of continuing through February. The boardwalks ran with it. The unpaved sections of street had gone to a red-brown mud that grabbed at boot heels and held on. The storefronts along Main Street had the particular dampened look of wood that had been wet for months — not rotting, the fir here was good wood, but darkened, every surface a shade deeper than it would be in summer, the whole town operating in a lower register of color and light.

Sample walked it the way he’d been walking it for three weeks — slowly, on no particular schedule, reading the street the way you read terrain you intend to move through at speed later, when speed matters and reading becomes a luxury you’ve already spent.

Oregon City was not a small town playing at being a real one. It had two stories on most of its commercial buildings, a newspaper that came out three times a week and had opinions about everything, a federal courthouse under construction on the hill above Main Street with actual stone foundation work that said whoever was paying for it believed in the town’s future. The hotel on the corner of Main and Seventh was four stories and had a dining room with tablecloths. There was a lending library. Two churches, a third under framing. A doctor who had trained in Philadelphia and had the diplomas on the wall to say so, and who was busy enough that you waited a day for a non-emergency appointment.

It was the largest place Sample had been since leaving Kansas, and it had the energy of a place that knew it was becoming something without being entirely sure what.

He turned off Main and went down toward the river.

The livery sat at the bottom of a cross street where the ground leveled before dropping to the river bank, a long, low building of rough-sawn fir with a hay smell that cut through even the rain. Inside it was warm from the animals and dim from the small windows and loud with the sounds horses make when they are comfortable — the shifting of hooves on straw, the slow percussion of hay being worked, the occasional low exchange of breath between neighboring stalls.

Calhoun Doss was in the third stall from the left, working a brush along the flank of a gray mare with the measured, repetitive motion of a man doing something with his hands so his mind can do something else. He’d been at this livery for two weeks, mucking and feeding and exercising animals whose owners paid for the service, sleeping in the loft above, sending letters east at the post office on Thursdays and picking up nothing in return on Fridays. He was good with the horses in the way that some people are good with things that require patience and don’t require explaining yourself — naturally, without effort, without needing to be told twice about anything.

He looked up when Sample came in.

“Breen say anything?” Doss said.

“He said the Creedmore claim is in process and looks clean and review takes six to eight weeks.”

Doss went back to the brush. The gray mare shifted her weight and resettled. “You believe him.”

“About the claim looking clean, probably. About six to eight weeks, I don’t know.”

“What’s the problem with six to eight weeks?”

Sample moved to the stall rail and leaned against it and looked at the mare. She turned one large eye toward him and decided he was acceptable and went back to her hay. “Seven other claims I’ve looked at filed before the Creedmores. Three of them are still in review past the eight-week mark. Two of those three developed survey complications in week six.”

Doss’s hand slowed on the brush. “What kind of complications.”

“Boundary questions. Prior survey conflicts. The kind of thing that requires additional verification from the federal surveyor’s office, which means the file goes to Portland and sits.”

“And the three claims with complications — where are they.”

“That’s the question I’ve been working on.” Sample looked at the rain coming through the small window at the end of the stall row, the gray light of it, the sound of it on the roof in its steady, purposeless percussion. “They’re on a line.”

Doss stopped brushing entirely. He held the brush at his side and looked at Sample with the dark, careful eyes that processed things at their own speed and then were done processing and delivered a result. “What kind of line.”

“I don’t know yet. I need a better map than anything I’ve found in town.” Sample pushed off the rail. “You know anybody who does survey work around here?”

“There’s a man named Parvey. Does work for a Portland outfit, Bell and Associates or some such. He’s in town most weeks, has an office above the dry goods on Third.”

“Bell and Associates.”

“Investment firm. Land, mostly. I’ve heard the name.” Doss looked at the brush in his hand and put it on the stall rail. “Sample.”

“Yeah.”

“The Creedmores’ north forty. The timber acres.”

“I know it.”

“That’s where the line runs.”

Sample looked at him. “Why do you think that.”

“Because it’s the forty that’s worth something beyond farming. The timber on it will build half this town’s second story. And because —” Doss picked up the brush again and turned back to the mare, and the way his shoulders set said he’d made a decision about how much to say. “Because when we filed in November, Breen looked at the survey coordinates twice. He looked at everything else once.”

Sample stood with the rain on the roof and the horses moving in their stalls and the warm animal air of the place and thought about Foster Breen with his geometric part and his clean collar and his two looks at the Creedmore coordinates, and thought about a line drawn on a map that he hadn’t seen yet, and thought about what lines on maps in territories with open land and coming railroads tended to mean for the people living on them.

“Don’t say anything to Harlan yet,” Sample said.

“He’ll want to know.”

“When I know something worth telling him, I’ll tell him. Right now I have a pattern and a hunch and the north forty, and that’s not a conversation I want to have with Harlan Creedmore until I can hand him something to do with it.”

Doss worked the brush along the mare’s withers. “He won’t like waiting.”

“I know it.”

“Ruth will like it less.”

“Ruth,” Sample said, “will like it exactly as much as it deserves and not a fraction more or less, and what it deserves right now is about two more days.” He took his hat off and ran his hand through his hair and put the hat back. “You still have that contact at the county assessor’s?”

“Man named Tillis. He drinks at the Pacific Hotel bar on Tuesday evenings.”

“Today’s Tuesday.”

“It is.”

“I’ll find him.” Sample turned toward the livery door. The rain out there was doing what it had been doing all day, which was everything it intended to. He stood at the threshold and looked at it and thought about what a man with Breen’s job and Breen’s efficiency and Breen’s particular habit of looking twice at things he was supposed to look at once could do with a system designed to delay specific claims for specific reasons, and how long a man could run a system like that before someone noticed the pattern, and how long the pattern had been running before Sample arrived.

“There’s a man in town,” Doss said, behind him. “Staying at the Territorial Hotel. Arrived last week.”

Sample turned.

“I don’t know his name. He came into the livery to look at horses, said he needed something with range. Didn’t buy anything.” Doss looked at the brush, not at Sample. “He asked the boy at the desk if there was a former lawman in town. Said he was looking for someone who did recovery work.”

The rain fell straight and gray outside the livery door.

“What did the boy tell him?” Sample said.

“That he didn’t know anything about it.”

“Good boy.”

“I thought you should know.”

“What does he look like?”

Doss described him in the spare, accurate way he described everything — height, build, the coat, the horse he’d looked at longest and what that said about the distances he had in mind. Sample listened and built the picture and set it next to the other things he was carrying and let them sit together.

“All right,” Sample said.

“All right what.”

“All right I know about him.” Sample pulled his collar up and stepped out into the rain. He had the Pacific Hotel bar and a county assessor named Tillis who drank there on Tuesday evenings, and he had Parvey the surveyor above the dry goods on Third Street, and he had a line on a map he needed to see, and he had a man at the Territorial Hotel who was looking for someone who did recovery work without knowing yet whether the someone he was looking for was already looking back.

The boardwalk ran with water. He headed uphill.

The Creedmore house sat on the south edge of town on a lot they’d bought temporary while the claim processed — a rented house, two rooms, the kind of structure that had been built by someone who needed shelter and would worry about permanence later. Harlan had put in a new step on the porch the first week and re-hung the door the second and replaced three window sashes the third, and the house looked substantially better than when they’d arrived, which was what Harlan Creedmore did with things in his proximity.

Ruth was at the table when Sample came in without knocking, which was the arrangement they’d arrived at without discussing it, the implicit acknowledgment that he was inside the perimeter of this family whether or not anyone had formally invited him. She had papers in front of her — account papers, the careful arithmetic of a woman managing resources that needed managing — and she looked up when he came in and at his face and then back down at her papers.

“Sit down,” she said. “There’s coffee.”

He poured it himself from the pot on the stove, which was still warm, and sat across from her. The coffee was good in the way her coffee was always good, which he had stopped remarking on because remarking on it seemed to annoy her slightly in the way that complimenting competent people on their competence annoyed them — it named something that should be invisible.

“The land office,” Ruth said. It was not a question.

“Breen says the claim is in process. Six to eight weeks for review.”

“It’s been three weeks.”

“I know.”

She looked at her papers. Outside, the rain worked the window in the particular way Oregon rain worked windows — not urgently, not as a complaint, just as a statement of ongoing fact. Through the glass, the yard Harlan had been clearing since the third day sat in its rain-colored gray-brown, the stumps he’d pulled arranged at the fence line in a row that was too orderly to be accidental.

“The north forty,” Ruth said.

Sample looked at his coffee.

“I’m not asking,” she said. “I’m telling you that’s what this is about. The timber on the north forty is worth more than the other two-eighty combined and Harlan knows it and I know it and whoever is looking at that claim with any kind of interest knows it.”

“You talked to somebody.”

“I talked to three women at the church social last week. Two of them have husbands with claims in review. One of them has been in review for eleven weeks.” She looked at him with the eyes that always did two things at once. “Her husband’s claim has timber on the east edge.”

Sample set his cup down.

“The third woman’s claim is pastureland only. Her review took five weeks and cleared without complications.” Ruth folded the account papers in a deliberate square and set them to the side. “So.”

“So,” Sample said.

“What are you going to do about it.”

“I’m working on it.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the only answer I have right now that’s true.” He picked up his coffee again. “Two more days.”

Ruth looked at him for a moment longer, running the answer against whatever standard she applied to answers, and found it sufficient for the time being, which he could see in the way she picked her account papers back up and returned to them.

He was halfway through the coffee when the door opened and James came in with rain on his coat and the particular look he got when he’d been watching something and had decided what he thought about it. He was sixteen and had his mother’s eyes and his father’s way of entering a space as though he’d already assessed it from the outside and was confirming his assessment.

He hung his coat on the hook by the door. Looked at Sample. Looked at his mother.

“There’s a man outside the land office,” James said. “He’s been there since noon.”

“What does he look like,” Sample said.

James described him. It matched what Doss had told him in the livery, coat and build and the rest of it, close enough that Sample understood the man at the Territorial Hotel had graduated from asking about recovery agents to conducting his own reconnaissance.

“Did he see you?” Sample said.

“I don’t think so.”

“Don’t think and didn’t are different.”

James considered this without taking offense, which was one of the things about him. “He was watching the land office. I came up from the river side. He didn’t turn.”

“All right.” Sample stood. “Don’t go back down that street today.”

“Who is he?”

“I don’t know yet.” Sample picked up his hat. “That’s why I don’t want you on that street.”

Ruth said, without looking up from her papers, “James, there’s wood needs splitting in the back.”

James looked at his mother
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