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“Every man thinks he’s the worst thing in the room. Most of them are wrong.”

— anonymous


The limestone ridge ran east to west like a scar somebody had stopped caring about, and the Butterfield stage came up over it at a quarter past two in the afternoon with the driver already complaining about the left wheel hub to nobody in particular and the six passengers inside sealed behind canvas curtains against a June that wanted to cook everything it touched.

Amos Purdy had driven this stretch of the San Antonio–El Paso run going on eleven years and had developed specific opinions about the country between the Medina River crossing and the Sabinal cutoff. His opinion was that it was a country that liked to kill things—horses, wagon springs, men with soft hands who thought the West was a magazine illustration. The heat came up off the pale rock and the cedar and the dry creek beds and hit you across the face the way a man hits another man when he wants to make a point and not just a mark.

He was thinking about the wheel hub and not about the two riders parked sideways across the road when the stage cleared the ridge.

He saw them at a hundred and twenty yards, maybe less. He pulled back on the reins and the four horses bunched up and complained and the stage rocked forward on its thorough braces. Beside him on the box, Wells Fargo messenger Clyde Burch reached down between his knees for the ten-gauge and had it halfway up when the taller rider put a rifle round through the crown of Purdy’s hat.

Not through Purdy’s head. Through the hat. The hat spun off the box and landed in the road behind them.

“Leave that gun where it lives,” the taller rider called up. His voice carried easy over the distance. He wasn’t yelling. He had the kind of voice that expected to be heard. “And hold those animals still.”

Burch held the ten-gauge at his knees and did not bring it up the rest of the way. He was forty-one years old and had a wife in Castroville who kept a kitchen garden and argued about money and whom he loved with an intensity that surprised him still. He thought about her in the two seconds he spent deciding what to do with the shotgun.

He set it back down between his knees.

Purdy got the horses stopped. His hat was in the road twenty feet back and the sun hit the top of his head like something personal.


The taller one was Harlan Cutter, twenty-six years old, six feet and an inch of him, with a face that the sun had gone to work on early and not been gentle about. He rode a blood bay gelding with a white sock on the near foreleg and he sat that horse with the loose economy of a man who had spent more time horseback than anywhere else. He wore his gun on his left hip, butt forward, and he’d been wearing it that way since he was sixteen and had never felt the need to explain it to anyone.

The shorter one was Dade Cutter, twenty-two, and he was the reason Harlan had learned to talk fast in certain situations. Dade had their father’s coloring—dark, quick eyes and hair that went black as boot leather in the summer—and their mother’s complete inability to sit still inside a plan. He’d already put his horse ten feet further down the road than they’d agreed on and was turned sideways in the saddle reading the faces up on the box.

“How many inside?” Dade said without looking at Harlan.

“Six,” Harlan said. “Same as the manifest.”

“Could be more.”

“It can’t be more than what was on the manifest, Dade. That’s what the manifest is for.”

Dade considered this. “I’m just saying.”

“Stop saying and watch the box.”

Harlan rode up to the stage at a walk. The horses smelled him and his horse and shifted against each other. He kept the rifle across his thighs, muzzle easy, not pointed at Purdy or at Burch specifically but in their general direction, which was close enough.

“Down from the box,” he said. “Both of you. Leave the long gun.”

Purdy climbed down first. His legs were stiff from the box and he moved like a man whose body was working on a different schedule than his intentions. He landed in the road and straightened and looked at Harlan and Harlan looked back at him and neither one of them said anything for a moment.

“I’ve got a wife,” Purdy said.

“Most men do,” Harlan said. “Come around front with me.”

Burch came down off the box slower, watching Harlan’s hands, watching the muzzle. He was thinking about the ten-gauge still sitting up there on the box and he was thinking about the distance and the math of it and the math kept coming out wrong. He left the gun. He came around to the front of the stage and stood with Purdy in the road and the four horses breathed and stamped and the dust settled back down around them all.

Dade swung down and went to the coach door. He pulled it open the way a man opens a door he owns.

Inside: a cattle buyer from San Antonio named Greer who had enough whiskey in him already that the morning had gone soft at the edges; a Methodist minister named Pollard traveling to Del Rio to take up a post that nobody else had wanted; two land surveyors, partners, named Voss and Kellerman, with their instruments in a wooden case between them; a woman named Mrs. Ida Beaumont, fifty-three, traveling to see her sister; and a younger woman, twenty or twenty-one, who had not given her name at the San Antonio depot and who had spent the entire ride looking out the gap in the curtain at the country going by.

Dade looked at them. They looked back at him the way people look at something they can’t quite believe is happening.

“Everybody out,” he said. “Bring what you’re carrying. Leave what’s in the boot.”


They put them in a line in the road. Six passengers, two crew. Eight people standing in the limestone dust in the afternoon sun on a ridge in Uvalde County with the cedar scrub pressing in on both sides and the sky above them white and enormous and empty.

The younger woman was the last one out of the coach. She stepped down without a hand from anyone and stood at the end of the line and looked at Harlan with an expression that was not fear exactly. It was more like recognition. As if she’d known this was out here somewhere and had simply been waiting to run into it.

Harlan noticed her the way he noticed everything—cataloged her and moved on. She was not the problem right now. The problem was Dade working down the line with a flour sack he’d pulled from his coat.

Greer the cattle buyer tried to argue about a pocket watch. Dade took the watch and hit him across the ear with the flat of his hand, and Greer sat down in the road and touched the side of his head carefully like he wasn’t sure what he’d find there. Dade kept moving.

Harlan held the rifle on the line and watched Burch. Burch was the only one with the physics to be a problem. He could see the man doing the arithmetic—same arithmetic he’d been doing up on the box, same wrong answer.

The minister Pollard asked if they were going to be harmed.

“We’re robbing you,” Harlan said. “Not harming you. There’s a difference.”

“Then God—”

“Leave God out of the road,” Harlan said. “He’s not involved here.”

Dade came back with the flour sack. Eleven hundred and thirty dollars in coin and paper, three rings off fingers, a brooch off Mrs. Beaumont’s collar, and Greer’s gold watch, which had his initials on the case and a small daguerreotype of a woman inside who was not, from the look of Greer’s face when they took it, his wife.

Also the wooden case belonging to the surveyors, which Dade had cracked open and found full of instruments that meant nothing to him.

“Leave the case,” Harlan said.

“Might be worth something.”

“It’s surveying equipment, Dade. It’s worth something to a surveyor.”

Dade looked at the case. He set it in the road. He looked like he was doing a calculation he resented.

Harlan swung down from his horse. He walked to the front of the line and stood in front of Burch and looked at him for a moment.

“I want to see the box,” he said.

“No key,” Burch said. “Key’s in San Antonio.”

“Every messenger says that.”

“Every messenger who’s smart.”

Harlan looked at him. He wasn’t angry. He had a quality of stillness that some men mistake for patience and other men, smarter ones, recognize for what it actually is.

“The key,” he said.

Burch reached into his vest and produced a key on a short chain. He held it out and Harlan took it and didn’t say anything else to Burch because there wasn’t anything else to say.


The Wells Fargo box came down off the boot and Harlan worked the lock and got it open and found four hundred and twenty dollars in bank notes consigned to a merchant in Presidio, a leather envelope with land deeds that he dropped in the road, and a smaller lockbox inside the larger one that took a different key, which Burch didn’t have, and which Harlan broke open against the wheel hub.

Inside the smaller box: nothing. An empty velvet interior the color of a bruise.

“What was in here?”

“I don’t know what’s in the boxes,” Burch said. “I deliver the boxes.”

Harlan looked at the velvet and thought about it for a moment and then let it go. You didn’t work a problem that wasn’t there anymore. He stood up and looked down the line of eight people standing in the June road and felt something he hadn’t expected to feel, which was a pulling sensation in the chest that might have been satisfaction.

He’d thought about this moment for a long time. It didn’t feel the way he’d thought it would feel. It felt more real and less large.

Dade was beside him now, flour sack in hand, grinning.

“That’s it,” Dade said. “We’re done.”

Harlan looked at the eight people in the road.

“We’re not done,” he said.

Dade’s grin changed shape.


It took less than three minutes. It was ugly and loud and final, the way those things always are, and afterward the ridge went quiet again except for the horses moving against their traces and a crow somewhere in the cedar that called twice and quit.

Harlan stood at the edge of the road and looked at what he’d made and felt nothing he could name. The younger woman—the one who’d looked at him like she’d been expecting him—was the last one. She hadn’t cried or begged. She’d looked at him with that same expression of flat recognition and said, “I’ve got nothing that matters to you.”

He’d done it anyway. He’d had to. You couldn’t leave eight people alive on a ridge a mile from the road with your faces clear in their heads and expect to get to Mexico before supper.

That was what he told himself and it was
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