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Chapter One
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“I heard one gunshot, and my heart skipped a beat. Everything froze. I was plucking a chicken at the dining table. My daughter Ophelia was peeling potatoes. -I prefer the skins on, but nobody else likes them, so I’m outvoted... Our husbands were outside mending a fence at the edge of the property, and I thought that the shot might have come from the same direction. But in that first moment, if it’s just one shot, even though everything freezes for a second, you don’t panic yet. Your rational mind is still in control. You think that maybe the neighbors tracked a deer out this way and shot it for supper. Even if you don’t believe it, you try to convince yourself, you know?”

I look up from my own hands, weathered and age-spotted, and meet the eyes of the deputy. His pen has stopped moving on his pad as I have stopped talking. He is a fretful young man with a copper beard and ample belly, and I know right away that he actually does not know. If he has ever been around gunfire, it was only in training before being sent here from the city, turfed out of any real position of authority. If he were ever in a gunfight, he would piss himself from fear. And now he is here, my only avenue to justice.

I remember Ophelia and I looking across the table at each other, in the moment after the first shot. She has my dark hair, her father’s blue eyes. She’s a perfect mix of the both of us, and somehow she still ended up a real looker. I remember seeing surprise on so many faces as she was growing up, she was a beautiful baby, a beautiful girl, then a beautiful woman. That surprised our friends and family, because the only person who ever thought I was beautiful was Dean, and the only person who ever thought Dean was beautiful was me.

I go on, “I heard two more shots, and I knew they weren’t from a rifle but from a pistol. I told myself: Alright. Two shooters, maybe they’re neighbors having a dispute. It can’t have anything to do with us, with my husband and my son-in-law. We’ve always kept to ourselves, we’ve never hurt anybody... So I didn’t think it had anything to do with us, but I meant to go out and get them inside, just the same.”

I’m rambling a bit, I know. I don’t want to remember it all. My body is working itself into knots, hands kneading the feathers of that chicken from three days ago, legs tensing to rise but I reach out and anchor myself to the armrests of the wooden chair I’m sitting in. I exhale and my shoulders shake, sinking lower. “I told Ophelia to stay put, but she’s stubborn like her father. I heard her footsteps behind me as I launched out the door, not running, yet, but hurrying.” Hurrying, holding my skirts up so they would not catch or trip me up, stirring dust as we crossed in front of the garden, the corn over our heads. “I could see Dean and Jamie in the distance. And around them, three riders on horses.”

I can see it, though my eyes are wide open in the dusty-smelling cloisters of the police station. I feel the heat of the late evening sun on my face, even now, a cool wind creeping along the open plains of mostly brown tufts of sage and weeds and chilling me, sending shivers down my spine. I’m still there. In the wooden chair, I’m shaking just the same. My words rush on, I’m hardly sure what is real.

“Jamie had his hands up, he was beginning to step back. I don’t blame him... Dean was still holding a hammer, he had been fixing the barbed wire to the fence post... He had a pistol pointed at him, so he dropped it in the dirt, and started stripping his gloves off. His face was more annoyed than anything else, he was never quick to anger... Until they heard us approaching.”

‘Go back inside!’ Dean shouted, and the tone of his voice had shocked me. He was not one to snap, or bark orders, not to Ophelia and certainly not to me.

‘Hold on,’ the rider with the pistol aimed had spoken for the first time. I hadn’t known it then, but his well-spoken voice would become a feature of my nightmares and would haunt me in my waking moments as well. He sounded educated. ‘That’s no way to speak to a lady, Sir. Or to a lady’s mannish mother.’

My cheeks heated, not at the slight to myself but at the way the rider’s bright blue eyes went back to Ophelia, his lips curled the way I imagined a shark’s might, smelling blood in the water. My old friend Muriel said to me once that they can smell a drop of blood a mile away, in the ocean... I don’t know if I believe that, she was something of a flibbertigibbet. But I believe now that somehow, evil men can smell goodness and innocence and beauty on the breeze, at a hundred miles, and that -driven by their nature- they come to seek it out and to destroy it.

Ophelia huddled close behind me, and I shielded her with my body as best I could.

Dean had spoken and his voice had been tight. ‘I’ll thank you not to speak of my wife like that.’

‘Of course. Where are my manners? Introduce me to your women.’

‘...My wife -and the lady of the house- Mrs. Alice Haney. Our daughter, Ophelia Murphy.’

‘Ophelia. What a lovely name.’

The man that I would come to know as Rollie Hugo kicked one leg over to the other side of his horse and landed hard on the ground. He was not a broad man but tall. He ran a hand through his blond hair, slicking it back into place. His two cohorts shuffled on their horses, keeping the beasts still and keeping their eyes peeled on the situation before them. They were uneducated men, and not well-dressed like Hugo, just lackeys waiting for direction.

But he was only looking at Ophelia, from where he stood on the far side of the fence. He waved two fingers, now resting one limp-wristed hand on the butt of the pistol at his hip. ‘Come here.’

‘No,’ Dean said. His word conveyed his meaning well, it was an order of the firmest nature even softly spoken.

Hugo pointed the gun at him in a flash. ‘Enough from you. Come here, Miss.’

‘No,’ my husband said, again. And he moved slowly but precisely, sideways, in front of us. His boots kicked up little clouds of dust.

Ophelia found my hand and squeezed. My heart pounding in my chest slowed to a dull throbbing. I felt bolstered by my husband’s conviction, by the fence between us and the outlaws. It was rickety sticks and thin metal strands, but it represented the boundary of our property, our home, which Dean and I had cultivated and defended for nearly thirty years. He had always kept me and our daughter safe, and he always would.

Leaning against the wooden fence post was his slender, old rifle. Dean never went anywhere without it; and I suspected that the three outlaws had not spotted it from their vantage point. Its brown stock blended in with the wood, its barrel could not catch the fading rays of light to glint back at them. Its sight had always been cockeyed; even knowing the way the shots tended to lean, neither Jamie nor I could hit a target with it, even one only a dozen feet away. Dean, alone, seemed to be the rifle’s master. If anyone unwanted set foot on our land, the rifle would jump up and bite like the meanest, most loyal dog in town. He had fired the thing twice to injure another, in all of our years together.

Hugo’s shark-smile had faded. He had dropped all pretense. ‘Come here, to me, or I’ll shoot your father.’

‘You and your mother, go back in the house.’

‘Mama?’ Ophelia did not know what to do, and she looked to me.

My throat was clenching on itself, my palms were sweaty at my sides. It keeps me up at night, now, wondering if I had said something in that moment, if things wouldn’t have gone differently. If I had told her to run... If I had stooped to pick up a rock and heaved it at that rich boy’s head. I’m no crack shot with a gun but I could always throw a rock as a girl, could hit the knot on a tree at twenty paces. Maybe it would have distracted them for the second we needed, maybe Jamie would have shaken his fear off, instead of standing there like a dress shop mannequin.

But just like him, I was frozen. I didn’t know what to do. I still believed, foolishly, that everything would be alright. There’s no fool like an old fool. We master complacency.

Dean stood his ground, between the leader of the riders and us. One of the other men on horseback had trotted a few paces out to the side, had a sightline on us, his pistol in hand but arms crossed over his saddle horn as he leaned lazily. Dean was aware of him, I knew. He kept his eyes peeled, moving between the three of them.

‘You don’t want to cause any trouble here,’ my husband said. ‘We may be farmers, but we have friends, the same as you do, I expect. Friends and kin in Abilene. Friends in the Texas Rangers and with the State Police.’

Rollie Hugo had smiled at that, hearing the bluff in Dean’s voice. We have an old, old friend -Wyatt Chicory- who was, indeed, a Texas Ranger when last we saw him... but that was ten or twelve years ago. Three letters since then, the last a few years ago. His sentiments are fond, his details are vague. He travels, he apprehends wanted men, he can still throw a gun with the best of them. Where is he now? Where are your friends, when you need them?

That Hugo was a shit-stirrer, I could see it clearly. There’s a glint in the eyes, a delight at the promise of trouble. Sometimes rich boys get like that, when there are too many possibilities, too much leisure time. Idle hands are the devil’s playthings... Finally, he licked his lips and he drawled, ‘What’s such a well-connected man doing all the way out here? Alone?’

‘I’m not alone. Not really.’ Dean stole a glance at Jamie, a good-sized man but standing, shaking, away from the rest of us, and having never liked guns or carried one. A gentle man. A musician, of all things. His songs were pretty, but they didn’t put food on the table. I warned Ophelia, when she introduced us, but she was in love, she didn’t listen.

Dean seemed to realize that there was no truth to his own words, and added, ‘You should turn around and head back to town...’ The end of the sentence hung unsaid between them. Before this gets ugly. Before you make a prodigious mistake. 

In the police station, I feel numb. I press my thumb into a hangnail to try to come back to myself, but my self is far away. My voice sounds far away, too, as I finish my story. “Rollie Hugo said, ‘I don’t think I will,’ and then he vaulted the fence. Dean went for his rifle, got it in his hand, but he never got a shot off. The other two riders fired on him, four shots, a few of them tearing through him and impacting the dirt, a few lodging in his chest. I heard Ophelia scream, I crossed to my husband as he fell, and that man stalked right past us...”

I look at my hands. I’ve washed them several times, several days to bury him, pack, ride into town, and Dean’s blood is gone from the cracks in my old hands, but there are still bits of it dried under my fingernails. “The other two hopped down from their mounts, and over our fence... onto our property.” That’s the part that is still hard for me to wrap my head around. On our own land. “They held my son-in-law while Rollie Hugo attacked my daughter. When I heard her screams, I left my husband, gasping for his last breaths, coughing up blood... I didn’t get to hold him as he died.” My voice pitches up, furious tears burn in my eyes, I think I might be sick. But I shake my head furiously, slap my hand down on my thigh, hard enough to feel the sting through my skirts. Stop that. Silly old bird. “I tried to stop him... That man -Rollie Hugo- wheeled around and clubbed me over the head with something. When I came to, I thought maybe I had dreamed the whole thing. But they told me that Dean was dead, and Rollie Hugo raped my daughter there, in the dirt.”

The young deputy inhales sharply, then exhales in a long, slow, bluster. He scratches his reddish beard, the hairs each noisily proclaiming themselves as they flick off of his fingernails. He looks away, at the door, then up at the ceiling, thinking. He doesn’t know what to say, is a bit irritated to have been put in the position of having to figure it out.

Finally, I can’t wait any longer. “Can I see your captain, now?”

“That’s an idea.” He nods, then stands. “You stay here, and I’ll run it up the flagpole.”

For a few minutes, I sit in silence. With no one else around, there is nothing to distract me from my guilt and sadness... from the years that stretch out before me, and how I have no idea what they are going to look like, for the first time since I was a girl. It’s unnatural. A woman my age should know where she’ll lay her head and next to whom... Ophelia and Jamie are hardly speaking, drifting around like ghosts in the one room at the inn we’re all sharing. We can’t go back home.

When the younger deputy returns with his captain, I sit up straighter. As I get a look at him, I jump to my feet and hold out a hand. A tiny spring of hope has bloomed, broken out of the ice block sitting in my chest. “Sir. I’m Alice Haney.”

He wraps my hand in both of his as he shakes it, his grip is firm. He is tall and broad, his eyes are shrewd and he’s neat. He’s the kind of man that you want on your case.

“I’m Captain Scott. I’m very sorry for your loss, Mrs. Haney. Please sit. Go ahead and leave us, Bernard.”

The other man exits, and the Captain does not sit, just comes around the desk and stands. He seems to take a second to compose his thoughts, and as his face shifts from considering to discomfort, I feel the spring of hope in my chest sputter and run dry.

“You’re not going to do anything?”

He is, at least, fittingly ashamed. “Well... it wouldn’t do for me to go and stick my nose in where it doesn’t belong. Hugo Creek is not my jurisdiction. You have to take this up with the sheriff down there, first.”

“You mean take it up with Aemon Hugo, Rollie Hugo’s uncle, who’s the sheriff of Hugo Creek?”

“Well-.”

“Or maybe I should go over his head, to the mayor of Hugo Creek. You know his name, don’t you?”

“I do.”

“Rolf Hugo, Sr. Maybe he’d order his brother to arrest his son, what do you think!?” I’m on my feet now, yelling, I can’t help it.

The Captain is startled by this, has probably never heard a woman yell at him in his adult life. “Calm down now, Ms. Haney, this isn’t fitting.”

“That’s Mrs. Haney! My husband may be dead, but I’m still his wife, and I’ll tell you what’s not fitting! What’s not fitting is a captain of the police of a big city like Abilene, afraid of a family of criminals out in the sticks! Too afraid to do his sworn duty!”

“That’s enough.” He does not match my volume or my tone, keeps his own low and cold. He towers over me where he stands. “Mrs. Haney, I am sorry for your loss, for the terrible wrong that was done to you. But I’ll not have you carrying on and insulting me in this office. I can’t do anything for you. I deeply regret that, but -contrary to what you may believe- Abilene is not so big a town. We’re a long way from Dallas. We’re growing rapidly, that’s true, but that means I don’t have enough officers to attend to the needs of my own town, let alone to start a war with the Hugos.”

“Are you that terrified of a handful of men?”

He’s shaking his head before I’ve had time to finish. “My town’s interests are tied up with Hugo Creek’s. And we’re on our own, out here. I can’t afford to be making enemies.”

Numb, and with shaking hands, I sit back down. I think, Maybe you can’t... but I’ve got nothing to lose. Then, clinging to reason for one minute longer, to a life which makes sense from one day to the next and is full of creature comforts once taken for granted, I ask, “What should I do?”

“If I were you, I would seriously consider what pursuing this is worth to you... The Hugos have run Hugo Creek for thirty years, and that boy’s been rotten to the core for almost as long. What does that tell you?”

Well, I think, it goes to show that he’s never tangled with me before. I would have put a stop to it years ago.

The captain reads determination on my face. “If you really can’t let this go, then take your family to Dallas, to the State Police, there. They might be able to help you.”

“I can’t afford to go, myself, let alone to bring my daughter and her husband. Where would we stay? How long would it take?”

“I can’t answer that. God be with you, whatever you decide.” And with that, he indicates the door.

I sit back for a moment, staring at him. Then I rise once more onto weak, heavy legs. I’m stiff from riding. God? Here? Can he even see this place? Does he recognize me? Or has my face changed so much since my girlhood, grown so old that I’m a stranger, truly alone out here, like the captain said. The world favors youth and beauty, could God be the same?

If the police won’t help me, if God is really so fickle and has turned his back, I still have one more card to play. I step out into the streets of Abilene, and heat washes over me, dry and debilitating, so much so that I swoon in it. I’m struck by the city’s vastness. A man rushes to me, to see if I’m alright. I wave him away. Other people on the street watch me with suspicion, there are more of them than I had seen in two years, back on the farm, with the family, with the occasional passerby and the seasonal trip into Hugo Creek.

All of the buildings on this main drag are two stories, a few of them are three. There’s many an ornamental cornice, a spire, a hand painted sign and a stained-glass window... my father loved these buildings, this ‘American architecture’ pointed out every detail that he loved to me, when I was little. So different from China, he said, although I never stepped foot in the place to be able to compare... My mother said that it was worse, not nearly as lovely as their homeland. I tended to side with him, but now I wonder what my life would have been, if they had never come to this God-forsaken place. Would I have had a husband and daughter in China, who I loved just as much, who lived in peace?

I hurry into the street, trying to outrun those thoughts, I guess. My boots kick up dust. I go to the post office. There are a few men standing around inside, talking, chuckling. I buy three identical postcards. They show on one side a cheerful ‘Greetings from Abilene!’ Also a man on a bucking horse, an armadillo, a pair of boots with spurs. I write them all to be identical.

––––––––
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Chic,

Something terrible has happened.

We need you desperately. It’s a matter of life and death. Please come to Abilene as soon as you are able, to the Brown Bess.

-Alice.

One, I send to his last known address, with hardly a hope that it will reach him. The second postcard, I send to his brother Waylon in Fort Worth, although he could easily have moved, too... although he was a family man, last I knew, more rooted than Wyatt had ever been. And the third postcard, I send to the Texas Ranger’s office in Dallas, care of Wyatt Chicory himself or his old partner Brian Holmes.

One of them must reach him. Someone must know where he dwells, these days. How long can I wait? That’s the question. How long will my righteous anger sustain me, how long can justice be held at bay? I can feel it, truthfully. I’m an old woman, with hardly a skill to make a dime, and without a killer instinct, to be sure... but justice flows in my veins, is making me feel stronger. I know that I will see Dean avenged, if it’s the last thing that I do. Maybe I’ll share Rollie Hugo’s grave, or we’ll feed the buzzards together...

Two weeks’ time. That’s all I can give Chicory, for the friendship we once shared. For the love he has for Dean and our daughter. He’ll want to help, if one of these cards reaches him. I’ll wait, and grind my teeth, and I’ll give him a fortnight to ride in on his white horse.

But I won’t hold my breath. A part of me hopes that he won’t come. He’ll want to do things a certain way. Maybe in a roundabout way that keeps me and Ophelia safer. I can see the logic in it, but logic isn’t ruling me. Either way -Chicory or no- Rollie Hugo will die by my hand.
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Chapter Two
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I stick to my word, wait two weeks. A woman’s word is all she has, sometimes. It’s all I really have left. I don’t sit around moping, though. If I were to let the sadness in, it would be debilitating, would cripple me. So I haunt the town of Hugo Creek, staying in the shadows if one of Rollie’s gang is around, or the Sheriff or his deputy. Sometimes I’m in plain sight, but try to keep inconspicuous.

I’m thankful for once that I’m not a lovely woman. Even those very men who trespassed on my farm, and gunned down my husband probably would not remember me, but I keep an eye out, just the same. I’m not particularly agile or strong, but I’ve got great eyes for a woman my age, or any age, really.

Rollie Hugo starts his days late, on average after 11am. He’ll eat a decadent breakfast prepared for him by the help, alone in the sunny dining room on the main floor of his family home.

His woman -I don’t know if they are married or not, I suspect not- and his children are up and out of the house by then. She is a tall and lovely blonde woman, with a seriousness to her, I don’t see her smile once in two weeks. She always wears dark blue dresses that make her eyes shine like sapphires and contrasts nicely with the large, blood-red cinnabar pendant around her neck. The two boys are around five and seven, both blonde, blue-eyed, and are rowdy but will fall in line at a word from either parent.

Hugo’s father, the swarthy and mustachioed Rolf Hugo Sr. is also a late riser. He will saunter down the stairs, usually after the son, dressed in fine waistcoat and slacks, checking a pocket watch on a gold chain. He will have places to be, either the mines or the city offices. He is a formidable man, but does not seem the type to throw a gun, only to be capable of commanding someone else to pull one to do his dirty work. I can imagine him staring down at some poor fool on their knees, ordering, “Kill him,” and not turning away as the trigger is pulled. Needing to see it done, not out of some sadistic urge like the son, but because a man doesn’t get to where this man has by being sloppy; not dotting his i’s and crossing his t’s. He’s a perfectionist.

He may poke his head in the kitchen if Rollie is still inside, grab a pecan roll or some other delicacy before departing.

Hugo Jr. will step out into the day, finally, around noon. He’ll belch, stretch, enjoy the feeling of the sun on his face, not a care in the world. Then he will depart, usually to the saloon, to the card tables and the easy women and the drink, and his lackeys.

Once in the two weeks, I see the two of them come to him, and him up earlier than usual, out the door by 10am. They’re all a bit worse for wear that day, all armed, all in nice clothes but not pressed, faces shining, eyes drooping and lacking spark. I’m sure that I hear Rollie say, “Let’s get this over with.”

They saddle up, but ride at a leisurely pace. I hurry down from my perch on top of the one-story grey stone church where I have sat for days with only a little food, a piss bucket, a blanket, and a spyglass. My joints are stiff, I hobble, then I run as I loosen up, and catch up to the gang as they are hitting the edge of town. There, they spur their horses to a gallop. There is no more coverage for me from buildings. I can’t run after them out onto an open plain.

They are riding out toward the tent city where a few hundred miners and their families live. It’s the only thing in the distance besides the mountains stretching south, the horizon to the north, east, west. There’s no other civilization besides my farm and the Buckleys’ farm beyond the horizon, another half a day’s ride to the north and the northeast, respectively.

I have to just wait, pacing like a caged animal, until they’re out of sight. Their dark forms finally disappear behind grey tents. Then I hoof it, quickly but not running. In a few minutes, I am moving between the tents. My view is obstructed, of course. My heart starts to pound, not knowing whether Rollie Hugo or one of his men will turn the corner and bump right into me, or some local who doesn’t recognize me will, and will ask questions, even yell to alert others of a stranger in their midst.

I’m slow as I work my way through the rows, careful, tiptoeing. There are women and children around. The children chase each other, but don’t run far. A whip-crack of a voice snaps at them if they even reach the last row of tents, which seems strange; there is nothing for miles, the kids should have a longer leash, in my opinion.

The women mind them with one eye, while the other is on the sheets they’re hanging on the line, on the porridge in the pot over the campfire, the babies they’re breastfeeding. Some mend clothes, others wash them on washboards in steaming buckets.

The men are eating, dressing, with dirty hands and faces. Some are starting to head out. A wagon load is departing when I turn a corner up the main drag and quickly duck back; Rollie Hugo and his two goons are still mounted on their horses, and milling there, he's collecting money from the men on the wagon. After each one has paid up, the driver spurs the mules and it starts up the trail to the mines. The dark mouth is up in the foothills, an outcrop of dark rock among the stubby beginnings of the mountain range.

They are grim-faced, these miners, except for a few who are younger. Some are hardly more than children, little boys in the first blooms of their youth. Their eyes are not yet sunken and the tips of their fingers and their palms are not yet stained red from handling the cinnabar that they mine for. It boggles the mind that their mothers will allow them to work so young. Maybe they’re not given a choice.

The men who walk past me to line up eye me closely. They know I’m not supposed to be here. They aren’t going to shout for help or question me; luckily for me, that’s the culture out here. They suspect that I don’t mean them any harm, and sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong can get a bullet put in you...

Rollie Hugo and his disciples are collecting rents, I surmise. A few don’t have what is due. They murmur in low voices, offering explanations, pleading. Hugo doesn’t listen, not really. He takes out a little ledger, makes a note. Unlike the groveling men, his voice carries. He means to shame these non-payers, to reinforce his authority.

“One week to catch up. After that, you’re out, and your possessions will all stay with us. To pay the debt. You don’t want to be out there, with nothing.” He jerks a thumb out at the flat, barren land. Nothing for miles. “No tent, no gun... Not even a lantern to keep the dark from closing in. Not even a blanket.”

It's the same thing he says to them all, apart from one man, to whom he adds, “Your woman can stay or go. Which do you think she’ll choose?” A sick smile spreads across his lips. He twists the corner of his blonde mustache up. “A bed on the sage, with you? Or a featherbed in town, but precious little sleep?”

His men don’t laugh until he looks for them to, reaching out and smacking the darker-haired one. He chuckles at his own cleverness, too. I want to cut his filthy tongue out and stuff it down his throat and watch him choke on it.

A woman has slowly drifted over to me. She’s plain looking, dark haired, weak-chinned. She’s either midway through a pregnancy or she had a baby somewhat recently, and her stomach hasn’t settled yet.

“He’s not joking,” she whispers to me. “I was close with a girl named Rose. Three months ago, they put her man out, when he couldn’t pay. We never saw him again... Maybe he made it somewhere. She lives in the saloon, in town, now. I’ve seen her, once. There’s no light behind her eyes, anymore.”

“I don’t doubt it.” I’m not sure why she’s telling me this, but I won’t question it.

She blinks, reels back just a little. “You speak well, like you’re from here.”

“I am from here.”

She blushes, turning beet red across her forehead and cheeks. “Oh, Lord. I’m sorry. You must think I’m slow. -I’m Thedra, by the way.” She sticks out a hand for me to shake. It’s clammy. “I haven’t met one of you that was from here, before. I’m sorry.”

“It’s alright.” She’s from the sticks, I had figured as much. “Why does anyone stay here? You all moved to town for a better life, I understand, but once you got here, and you had to live in tents, and pay them for the privilege of working for them, why not leave, then?”

She looks tortured for a second, hesitates. “It’s... it’s not an easy life, but it’s safe here. They protect us.”

That makes sense, they’re paying for ‘protection’, not rent. Another racket, another dishonest avenue to profit for the Hugos. “Protect you from what?”

She shakes her head, and her eyes have the wild fear of an animal’s when caught in a trap. “I can’t say. I have to go... Don’t wander the plains at night.” She hurries away.

I get the feeling that there is something very wrong
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