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Gerald Uden liked girls who liked guns.

It was the summer of 1964. Like a lot of other unmoored floaters in that slack time, Gerald drifted to Wyoming to find himself. And maybe a job. Or a wife. Hell, he didn't know what he was looking for, really.

The ungainly, socially awkward farm kid had just been honorably discharged from the US Navy after four uneventful years as a radioman aboard the aircraft carrier USS Independence, and shore duty listening for Soviet submarines off the Carolina coast.

During his hitch, his mother and father—a onetime trucker turned jack-of-all-trades after miraculously surviving a terrible crash—had moved from Gerald's hometown, the tiny village of Harvard, Nebraska (pop. 774), to the scenic mountain town of Lander, Wyoming. Gerald's job-hopping dad took work in a lumberyard.

More than any other thing he dreamed for himself (or never dreamed), Gerald wanted to be part of a family. Until they died, his Nebraska grandparents had always lived on nearby farms, where Gerald learned to shoot guns and fix cars. The whole clan would fish, eat, and go to church together, and they lived in the same little houses when cash flow or bad health required it. Mom's side counted colonial rebels in its family tree and was proud (as only a family could be) to claim the irascible, anti-Semitic, sexist US Supreme Court justice James McReynolds as one of their own. Grandpa Uden had hunted buffalo on the high plains with Buffalo Bill himself.

It was Grandpa Uden who gave Gerald his first rifle and a stern lecture about gun safety he'd never forget. The first grader learned to shoot by plinking the sparrows’ nests under the farmhouse's eaves, earning a penny a bird. Oh, there was that unfortunate incident when a country doctor had to remove a BB from a shocked playmate's forehead—but that was precisely where Gerald had aimed, so he had clearly become a good shot.

His parents, Lloyd and Betty Uden, believed in God and went to church on Sunday, but they weren't zealots. Lloyd sensed God's presence more in the trees than in the pews. To Lloyd, church was mostly about dollars, not deliverance.

The elder Udens considered drinking and cussing signs of ignorance. They never argued in front of the kids. They expected decent behavior from Gerald and his two younger siblings, but they didn't hover. Life had too many other priorities, and small towns had a way of keeping an eye on kids.

It didn't matter much. Among the many odd jobs his father had held was town marshal, and he once warned if Gerald ever got in trouble with the law, his father would side with the cops. Despite his feelings about church, right and wrong weren't fuzzy concepts for Lloyd Uden.

For some kids, a small town feels like being buried alive in a claustrophobic casket. They run away to the big city. But not Gerald. Quite the opposite. At seventeen, he ran west from Nebraska to become a cowboy someplace where nobody would bother him. He only turned around when his ‘48 Chrysler spluttered and gasped halfway up the Rockies—which was about the same time he realized it was all a brainless fantasy. He only got halfway home before the junker crapped out, and his father rescued him in Ogallala, Nebraska. On the long drive home, Lloyd didn't say much until a chastened Gerald broke the silence.

“I didn't know” is all he said.

His father just stared down the endless road ahead.

“Well, next time,” he said, his voice frighteningly calm, “you best just keep on going.”

A few months later, Gerald joined the navy. Still only seventeen, he needed Lloyd's permission, but in June 1960, he swore an oath to defend America and Ike from all enemies, foreign and domestic. He learned to swim, qualified as a sharpshooter, saw the world, bought a new rifle and a used car, listened for phantom Russians, got dumped by his girlfriend back home, went to Cuba during the Bay of Pigs debacle, and almost stepped on African soil once. Then the big adventure was over. Vietnam was not yet a thing, and the navy had no further use for him.

So with nobody left in the old hometown and no place better to land, Gerald lit out for Wyoming, for the comfort of family. His clunker ‘59 Ford sedan had blown up just before his discharge, so he hopped on a Greyhound bus with his seaman's bag—his life's possessions—for the long journey.

In Lander, he paid his parents fifty bucks a month in rent. But grass didn't grow under Gerald's feet. He quickly found work as a $2.29-an-hour maintenance man at US Steel's taconite mine out near the old hard-rock camp of Atlantic City, fixing equipment, oiling machines, welding whatever needed welding, and painting whatever needed painting.

His weekends were for hunting. Birds, deer, rabbits, elk, prairie dogs, anything that gave him a moving target. Some of it was for the meat, some just to keep his eye sharp. The blood didn't bother him. Blood reminded a man he was alive.

Gerald's childhood interest in guns had blossomed in the navy. He became a collector and a student of firearms. He knew their worth, loaded his own ammunition, read all the gun magazines, kept his weapons immaculately clean, and could identify most guns on sight the way some men knew the make, model, and engine specs of any car at a glance.

His fascination with guns didn't hurt Gerald's love life. Maybe it even helped.

In the fall of 1965, he bagged a trophy bull elk in the badlands below Limestone Mountain, not far from the abandoned Lewiston mining district, where fevered turn-of-the-century prospectors left a thousand holes as they hunted gold. Once considered rich pay dirt where dreams could come true, this desert scrubland was now just a honeycomb of panned-out pits, cavities, and burrows in the middle of nowhere. Weathered head frames and tumbledown shacks marked the spots, few and far between, where men had once staked their best claims. Nobody had lived here for almost a hundred years. Now, except for hungry predators and a few weekend prospectors who scraped in holes first dug by dead men, it was a miserable landscape more brutal than any human who ever walked on it.

Gerald hauled the elk's enormous carcass home and butchered it on a telephone pole in his dad's alley. He splayed the bloody hide across a patch of dirt in back, where he flensed the fat and flesh from the skin, thinking it might be tanned into a supple piece of leather by a guy he knew.

Out of nowhere, a girl appeared.

Barbara Ann Phillips was, literally, the girl next door. Gerald had seen her before, but she was just a small-town high school kid, too young for a worldly twentysomething like him. Not worth a second look. Now, as the slim teenager strolled across the threadbare yard, though, Gerald saw her differently. She had darker eyes than he remembered, and dark shoulder-length hair. A nice smile too. Not a movie star, but Gerald—who wasn't exactly a matinee idol himself—had flirted with much uglier girls.

And she knew her big game.

“Where'd you get him?” she asked.

“Twin Creek, below Limestone Mountain,” Gerald said, continuing to flense the skin.

“How big?”

“Five by five.”

“Nice. How much did he weigh?”

“Maybe seven hundred.”

“What did you get him with?”

“Winchester .264 Magnum.”

“I got a .270 myself. Long shot?”

“Hundred yards. Once through the heart. Went down like I hit him in the head with a hammer—and stayed down.”


“Whaddya gonna do with the hide?”

“I dunno,” he said. “Blanket, maybe.”

Barbara Ann was impressed. Her parents were avid hunters. She knew a good shot, and she knew the big bull would fill the freezer with good meat for a year. But she also thought this guy was cute.

Gerald was impressed too: a girl who wasn't squeamish about the dirty work of butchery.

They talked small for a while, until Gerald worked up the nerve to ask Barbara Ann to “the show.” She said yes. That night, they went to Lander's only movie house and saw some second-run flick that had already played everywhere else.

Overnight, Gerald was ass over teakettle in love. Problem was, Barbara Ann was still only a seventeen-year-old schoolgirl, although she'd turn eighteen in a few weeks and planned to graduate when the semester ended. He sought her father's permission and got it, though it was reluctant. Barbara Ann's preacher uncle married them around Christmas, and the newlyweds settled into a $75-a-month apartment over the J. C. Penney store—until they realized the landlady was sneaking in to “fix” the young wife's housework. That's when they bought a cramped used trailer and parked it in Gerald's parents’ backyard. Home sweet home.

Cabin fever wasn't a problem: they spent much of their first year outdoors, hunting or fishing together. If anybody had asked Gerald to describe his perfect mate, Gerald would have painted a girl who loved campfire smoke, baited her own hooks, owned her own hunting rifle and had a keen eye, cooked like a chef in the open air, loved sex, and slept on a leaky air mattress without complaining—like Barbara Ann. It was idyllic.

But the marriage got overcrowded. The impatient mothers-in-law started lobbying for grandkids, which turned to some home-brewed medical advice, which turned to a serious health crisis caused by birth control pills that put Barbara Ann in the hospital with life-threatening blood clots. After a painfully short recovery period in which she simply didn't recover, the old-fashioned rube Gerald wanted his wife back on her feet, doing chores and servicing his needs. He demanded that she buck up, even though she'd nearly died only two weeks before.

Barbara Ann got up, all right. She went straight from her bed to divorce court, and Gerald was roadkill.

For the next five years, he played the field damned hard. The game was afoot.

In the spring of 1973, he met Wanda, a mercurial wild child with some nasty habits he could overlook. And she liked to shoot guns. A dishwater blonde with a feral streak, she loved motorcycles and the wild thing. Another dust-devil romance, another hasty wedding, another trailer (this one behind a bowling alley)…and another painful divorce after only six weeks of wedded bliss. Wanda took off, and the thunderstruck Gerald lay in his empty trailer-house bed wondering if he was just snakebit when it came to women. Alone at his angle of repose, he was on the verge of sliding right off the damn mountain.

Still, Gerald refused to surrender. He still yearned for his own family. He knew he had to change, to evolve, to become the kind of man that could keep the kind of woman he desired. Yeah, maybe he could be less demanding, less controlling—more solicitous. But it wasn't a completely conscious choice for him. Loneliness made his marrow ache, like a below-zero morning before the sun came up. It didn't require a lot of navel-gazing to wiggle away from the pain to find a posture that didn't hurt so much. He wasn't that deep.

Whether he knew it or not, Gerald didn't just want to be wanted. He needed to be wanted.

So he was back on the market, a two-time loser at thirty, a glorified janitor at a hard-rock mine, back at square one on the family thing. A guy who never seemed to walk under the right cloud. In those slow-water days before online dating, Gerald spread the word the old-fashioned way: he told Fran, the landlady who'd rented him and Wanda a vacant lot where he could park their mobile home.

Fran was a good ol’ gal, a rodeo queen in her day, and she knew darn near everybody in the county. She adopted all kinds of strays and took special pity on the busted ones. She liked Gerald and hated to see a good man go to waste.
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A few days later, there came a knock at Gerald's door.

It was a dark-haired, dark-eyed woman, in her midtwenties, a little chunky but not bad looking. She wore saucer-sized glasses and had a nice smile.

And a gun.

“You Gerald?” she asked.

“Yeah.”

“My name's Virginia. Fran said you might be able to help me,” she said. “Would you take a look at this rifle and maybe tell me what it's worth?”

A good-looking piece, Gerald thought. He fancied himself to be a crackerjack gun guy and a fine ladies’ man, to boot, so he invited her in.

Inside his dismal trailer, Virginia handed him the little rifle. It was an old Winchester slide-action .22 that had been in her family for a long time. It was a Depression-era takedown model that came apart for easy storage. Gerald examined the polished bird's-eye maple stock—definitely not original, but it had “S. Dear” carved in it. It was her late grandfather Stacy Dear's gun.

Nice gun, Gerald said, but not a museum piece. Without the original stock, he reckoned it wasn't worth much more than the $35 somebody paid for it back in the 1930s.

“Sorry,” he said as he handed it back.

Virginia smiled wanly and shrugged. She was hoping it'd be worth more, she said. She was a single mom moving back to town with two young sons and—it all tumbled out—an ex-husband who wasn't paying child support, a series of tedious odd jobs, not enough cash for rent, her own mom getting older and living alone, more and more chores going undone, drab prospects for the future, winter coming. She seemed stressed, angry, broke, and sad all at the same time.

Gerald felt sorry for her. He actually coveted the gun for himself and even thought about making an offer, but he wasn't sure she came to sell it. In fact, he thought her visit might not be about the old gun at all. It made him smile.

Equal parts handy and horny, the gallant Gerald offered to help Virginia with some of the chores at her little house in nearby Hudson, a onetime coal camp on the Riverton road with a few hundred people and a couple nice restaurants he couldn't afford but no real modern reason to exist.

The next weekend, he drove out to Hudson, nestled in a river draw twelve miles from Lander. Virginia had rented a sturdy stone-block bungalow off one of the town's few paved streets. It was one of Hudson's oldest homes, built years before women could vote, but it hadn't been kept up. Now dog-eared and dreary, it bore only traces of grand ambitions gone awry. Hell, a lot of hopes and houses caved in here, and, in time, the land always swallowed them back up.

Virginia shared the cluttered two-bedroom cottage with her two young sons, Richard and Reagan. At four and six, with a flustered mom and no dad, they lived in perpetual little-boy motion. They were full of energy, and it spilled out in great spasms of daylong chaos. Gerald looked around the shabby-cozy place—he guessed no more than five hundred square feet—and it was a shambles.


It looked like Virginia's hands were more than full. They were spilling over. Alone with Gerald, she had been reserved, soft-spoken, not especially assertive. But around her boys, she clenched.

Virginia simply never learned how to deal with the pandemonium two little boys could wreak. The only child of an adventuresome single mom herself, she snapped at them, wrangled them like wildcats, shoved them toward any open door, ignored them when she could. She didn't discipline them so much as she surrendered to her anger. And she felt perpetually guilty.

Her face changed around them. She couldn't enjoy her own kids, who looked to Gerald like…little boys. Today, they might be diagnosed with attention deficit disorder or hyperactivity, but back then, they were just rambunctious kids.

They just need a man in their life, Gerald thought.

She'd graduated in a paltry class at a trifling high school in tiny Pavillion, a “ceded” town comprising a couple hundred white people and some surrounding farmers inside the Wind River Indian Reservation, a checkerboard landscape of mostly white men's towns, government land, sovereign Indian land, and non-Indian landowners. Pavillion, named for a distinctive nearby butte, was one of those cobbled towns.

Virginia supported herself with menial (often brief) jobs and reselling junk she picked up at garage sales. She moved around a lot, so her life had been stripped down to the bare essentials. Her furniture was sparse and scuffed. The cupboards weren't overstocked, but no week ended with spare cash. The only reason the boys wore clean clothes was that her mom ran a local Laundromat.

The source of her fluster wasn't just her rambunctious sons.

At twenty, she'd gotten pregnant and been briefly married—just six months and a week in 1968—to a Korean War vet who was cutting federal timber in Idaho. He kicked her out after she called one of his children from a previous marriage a “son of a bitch.” The kid was a toddler.

Her son Richard was born two months later, and her ex-husband regularly paid $75 a month in child support. (Reagan came along two years later, and even though he went by the same last name as Richard, he was the product of Virginia's fling with a curly-headed bartender in Jackson Hole, Gerald would later learn.)

But six years later, in 1974, with two kids and no prospects in the midst of a recession, there was always too much month left at the end of the paycheck. She lamented to Gerald that her asshole ex-husband was skipping payments and refusing to pay more; in reality, she received the money like clockwork every month from the state, and she'd never asked for more. And if Gerald had taken Virginia's ex-husband out for a beer, the old soldier might even have said he wasn't completely convinced Richard was his son either.

Virginia wasn't telling Gerald a lot. That her deep, secret insecurity caused her to seek lovers who made her feel valued, at least for a moment. That she had no real friends. That she feared dying alone. That she chafed under the mysterious burden of motherhood.

It wouldn't have mattered much. Gerald had already locked on his target.
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Another romantic dust devil barreled in. It blew Virginia's skirt up, and Gerald fell hard, again.

First came sex, then came fishing. Virginia loved being outdoors, which made her all the more attractive to Gerald. A couple times, they even went plinking with her antique gun. Soon enough, they hauled along the boys, who seemed to thrive when there were no walls against which they might bounce.

More important, he got to know the boys, and they got to know him. Suddenly they were outgunned at the dinner table, so meals were more relaxing. And they felt safer with a big man in the house, especially when Gerald made a big show of slaying the monsters under the bed.

Richard, the older boy, was mellow and studious for a first grader. He wore big black plastic glasses to correct his crossed eyes, liked sports, and built radio-controlled models. But Reagan, two years younger, was different. The gap-toothed kid was rowdy and high-strung, probably hyperactive before it was commonly diagnosed. He was a handful, and Virginia didn't have enough hands.

Dinnertime was a nightly struggle. The boys refused to eat, or demanded to eat something else, or threw their food, or screamed bloody murder about everything. They wanted fast food burgers for every meal, and Virginia often obliged them because it was easier than tussling with them every night. She wasn't the best cook, but it wasn't always about the food.

Bedtime was worse. Richard and Reagan fought sleep. They feared everything: the smothering dark, the melancholy sounds of wind, headlights scampering across the wall, monsters in the closet or under the bed. They wept to think they might actually die before they woke.

Virginia couldn't soothe their irrational fears. She could barely tolerate them. She just prayed for exhaustion—hers or theirs—and closed the door. She wasn't a bad mom, just a swamped one.

She needed a partner.

Just as the boys started to trust Gerald, then to depend on him, so did Virginia.

And Gerald was falling for them too. As the days passed, he increasingly believed he'd stumbled into the perfect, ready-made brood.

She needs me, and those boys need a dad, Gerald thought. And I need a family.

It wasn't long before Virginia introduced him to her mother, Claire Martin, who managed the Laundromat in Riverton. She was unlike her beloved only daughter, Virginia, whom she knew could be high-maintenance. Claire was an outgoing, free-spirited former Pennsylvania factory worker, a wartime Rosie the Riveter and independent woman who hadn't needed a man around after she divorced the infant Virginia's father. She didn't take crap from anybody, even a husband. So in 1949, she'd loaded up her sedan and trundled west to Wyoming with her baby, determined never to let somebody else run her life. Out here, she could ride her motorcycle or paddle her scull on a mountain lake or lie down beside a creek and never have to explain it to anybody.

The laundry's owner let Claire park a trailer in a vacant lot behind the shop, where the drifting Virginia occasionally crashed, customers came for coffee while their loads tumbled, and Claire often babysat Richard and Reagan. Now she was happy that Virginia had found somebody.

Gerald and Virginia's courtship was torrid and short. Technically, they were only dating, but neither had any doubt that this was, finally, the real thing. They were old enough to know what they wanted, young enough to chase it enthusiastically. Virginia could hump ten miles in hard country and still cook a fair supper; Gerald's paycheck and closet-monster killing took the edge off her desperation. It passed for a perfect match in these parts.

So three months after they met on Gerald's trailer-house step, he asked her to marry him. Virginia quickly, delightedly agreed. A few days later, the impromptu wedding on July 3, 1974, was short and sweet. Gerald wore a gray-brown suit with a boutonniere, Virginia a paisley smock with flowers in her hair, and the boys wore new suits for the first—and last—time. A day later, Gerald stowed his trailer behind Virginia's bungalow, and they moved into the house together.

Finally, a family.

It was a dream come true.

The first family project was a new coat of yellow paint for Virginia's cheerless stone house. It made everything seem brighter, even the people inside.

Virginia supplemented their household income by selling secondhand furniture out of their garage and knocking on doors with her Amway stuff, but Gerald was making good money at US Steel. They weren't rich, but suddenly they both felt like the sky was the limit.

She was also an amateur astronomer, and on some nights, they went out to count the stars. The northern lights were rare at this latitude, but one night, on a hill away from the polluting lights of town, they watched them dance across the sky. It was a good omen, they told each other. They made love right there on a hill under the aurora borealis.

Although Virginia wasn't impulsive, nor even overtly passionate about much, she giggled like a schoolgirl when Gerald took her for rides on his Honda 750 motorcycle. The rushing wind washed away her fears, worries, and insecurities for a while, like every ride was a cleansing adventure. She held on for dear life.


With the boys, everything was an adventure. They tagged along on hikes, fishing and hunting trips, and grocery shopping in town. They especially loved to venture out into the sagebrush flats to shoot at cans and the occasional scavenger bird. Gerald taught them outdoor skills and kept all their indoor demons at bay.

Richard and Reagan began to call him Dad, and it swelled his heart every time. They'd never known a father, and Gerald never knew one word could be so powerful.

Once, as a snowstorm approached, they found some motherless ducklings down by the creek. They rounded them up and took them home, where they drew a bath so the ducklings could ride out the storm, safe and warm. Virginia hated to see any family destroyed.

One last entanglement remained. Virginia could wriggle free from her ex-husband, Richard's father, if Gerald would adopt the boys. No more fighting over child support, no more monthly reminders of past bad choices, if only Gerald would officially accept the role he already played: Dad.

Gerald happily accepted the job. A lawyer drew up the papers, Richard's father signed off, and in March 1975, Gerald instantly became the father of two. He couldn't have been happier if they'd come from his own loins. He promised them a proper upbringing. And they'd never miss their real dad's $75 a month.

In the summer of 1975, about to celebrate an idyllic year of marriage, they embarked on their first big road trip together. Two thousand miles to Mechanicsburg, Pennsylvania, where Virginia's estranged father and stepmom were houseparents at a Hershey home for needy kids. Too decent to get dumped, Gerald thought when he met his father-in-law. But then, Gerald obviously wasn't adept at marriage's complex emotional calculus, for himself or anybody else. Whether it was luck or perseverance, he was glad his current marriage was working out so nicely.

After a few pleasant days in the sticks, Virginia caught a wild hare. She told Gerald she had decided to drive down to Philly to see some distant relatives. Alone.


Gerald was perplexed. It was almost time to start the long journey back to Wyoming, so Virginia bought him a plane ticket home and she stayed in Pennsylvania with the boys. When Gerald landed, he wired some pocket money to her and counted the lonesome last days of summer until Richard and Reagan would start school.

But they didn't return.

It was September, and the air had turned suddenly cold. Gerald called Virginia and they argued. He demanded that she come home. She refused at first but finally surrendered.

Back in Hudson, she wasn't the stargazing, duck-saving, motorcycle-riding young mom he'd married. She'd changed. She wouldn't sleep in his bed. She barely spoke to him. Their bright little yellow house fell dimmer and darker all of a sudden.

What happened in Philly? Gerald wondered. Did she ever love me? Did she meet another man? Or had she simply gotten all she needed from me?

The boys had changed too. The happiness had seeped out of them. Maybe taking an unspoken cue from their mother, they started calling him Gerald, not Dad.

It was happening again, like a sudden cloudburst that blows up before you know it. Three witchy wives, and three times Gerald had been blown down by a sudden squall he never saw coming.

A dispirited month passed before Virginia finally pulled the trigger: she asked Gerald for a divorce. Confused, angry, and clueless, he didn't put up much of a fight.

Virginia filed the divorce paperwork—“intolerable indignities,” she claimed with legal vagueness—while Gerald hooked up his old trailer and hauled it back to Lander. They agreed he could keep his truck, his motorcycle, and their accumulated debts, but she kept everything else. He promised to keep the boys on his US Steel health insurance and pay $150 a month in child support out of his $8-an-hour paycheck from the mine.

The split stunned Claire Martin. She liked Gerald. Virginia never complained about how he treated her. Sure, maybe he was a little old-fashioned about marriage and wives, but to be fair, Claire, ever the bohemian (and mother-in-law), already believed that about most men.

While Gerald occasionally saw his adopted sons and things remained cordial with Virginia during the separation, the only real tie that truly bound them was his $150 every month.

Maybe it's always about the money, Gerald chafed as he slunk away. What a chump I am.

Chump or not, Gerald sunk again into a dark depression and thought about shooting himself with one of his guns. He was alone again, unshaven, holed up in his trailer, no seat covers in his old pickup, stuck between a hard place and harder women.

But not for long.
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One morning, a new neighbor showed up in the space next to Gerald's. A bigger trailer than his. No big deal, since folks who lived in mobile home parks voluntarily gave up panoramas and privacy. Once Gerald's pathetic view was blocked, it wasn't long before there came another metallic rap on his front door.

It was the trailer park manager. Hanging back on the bare ground behind her was a big-breasted, comely woman with long dark hair, dressed like a dollar-store buckle bunny in a Western pantsuit, cowboy boots, and dangling turquoise earrings. Not bad, Gerald thought. Two kids stood nearby, a towheaded toddler and an indifferent teenager who looked as if she might like to be anywhere else at that moment.

They needed some help. A man's help.

Their trailer's electrical plug was 110, but the park's hookups were 220. The manager knew Gerald was a handyman at the mine, so she thought he might be able to save everybody an electrician's bill (and a city inspection) with some under-the-table quick fix. Gerald took a look, consulted with the power company, and got to work.


It was lunchtime when he finished, so Gerald offered to buy burgers at the Husky Truck Stop cafe. Their conversation was heavier than the usual get-acquainted banter.

Her name was Alice Prunty. Her same story had been told in a thousand other trailer parks every day: She was a widowed nurse and single mom scrabbling for a fresh start. Although she was only in her thirties, she'd been married twice and borne five kids, three of whom were still school age or younger. She divorced her first husband, a cop in her native Illinois, and her second—a philandering World War II vet who drifted from midwestern grain elevators to Wyoming ranch work—died from alcoholism, leaving her a pile of debt, an infant daughter, and a piddling widows-and-orphans pension from the US Army.

Since that guy, Don Prunty, had died a couple years ago, she'd filed for bankruptcy, toiled as a barmaid and bus driver, nursed a few months in a small-town psychiatric hospital, and farmed out the kids to relatives back East when things got tight, which was frequently. To hear her tell it, just another star-crossed mom busting her ass to hang on to the edge of a savage earth hurtling through time and space.

Nice boobs, Gerald mooned to himself.

“You like to fish?” he asked her.

“I love it,” Alice replied.

“I know a place,” he said. He told her about Atlantic Creek, way up in the Shoshone National Forest, up above the old mining camps of South Pass and Atlantic City. It was barely wider than his truck but chock-full of little brook trout. They made a date to meet the next morning for a day of hiking and fishing up in the mountains. Alice was giddy.

Maybe Gerald was a sucker for love, but he was hooked. Alice was easy on the eyes, earned her own paychecks, seemed like a resourceful gal, already had kids and a trailer, and liked to fish. Damn. He barely slept.

The next morning dawned sunny and warm. Alice showed up outside the trailer with her sprightly three-year-old, Eliza,1 and her own fishing rod. That impressed the hell out of Gerald. They all piled into Gerald's old truck and headed up the mountain with a can of worms and a picnic lunch, and they fished all day. Alice frowned upon the scrappy little brookies—she liked ’em bigger—but she was a good sport about it. She also kept a tight leash on Eliza, who never acted up once. Alice was in complete control—unlike Virginia—and that turned Gerald on.

For his part, Gerald recited jokes from old comedy LPs he'd memorized. Alice laughed at all his stolen humor.

Over a picnic of cold cut sandwiches, Gerald listened patiently as Alice skipped through her life's arduous tale, never pausing long at any painful memory or giving much detail. She'd been born to an unwed teenage mother in Denver, adopted by a young soldier and his wife, and raised in an Illinois farm town. She got pregnant and married at sixteen; birthed four kids in quick succession; got divorced; got married again to the boozer who dragged her to Wyoming to be caretakers of a historic ranch, then abruptly died, stranding her and their new baby in this beautiful, godforsaken place at the end of the earth. But there was nothing more for her back East. Her only chance to climb out of her hole, to make her own way, was here.

There by Atlantic Creek, he felt Alice's pain. She was still young and earnest, and Gerald didn't think she deserved all the pain she'd already endured. But she was a survivor, not a straggler—unlike Virginia. He reckoned, if things worked out the way he hoped, that he could make Alice's life better. He could give her what she deserved.

Later, they packed up their rods and their creels full of brookies and hiked out. On the bumpy pickup ride home, Gerald knew he had a keeper. Any woman confident enough to venture into the boondocks with a stranger and bare her soul was a woman he wanted to ride with, he thought.
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In that long, hot bicentennial summer of 1976, Gerald and Alice fell in love. Hard and fast.


On one of their first real dates—playing pool at a Main Street tavern—Alice confessed that she too had been immediately attracted to Gerald when she first laid eyes on him. Then she beat him soundly at a game he thought he could win.

After a couple more dates, they tumbled into bed. Not one of those forbidden teenager liaisons, but a full-on fuckfest between two consenting adults who'd already bumped a lot of other uglies. And Alice especially knew what she was doing. If Gerald had any reservations about her before he saw her naked, they now lay in a crumpled heap on the bedroom floor.

It was dark outside when the grunting stopped and they slumped back on the wet sheets. Alice cuddled against him. It was the part of lovemaking he didn't like so much: talking.

But Alice had a story to tell, and she told it softly.

There had been another husband. Her third. After the alcoholic one. A crazy man, a junkie, a door gunner in Vietnam who'd been kicked out of the army for being nuts. Named Ron Holtz. She met him in a small-town Veterans Administration psych ward where she'd taken a nursing job. They fell in love and ran off together to get married, even though she knew it was wrong. They rented a trailer house in Cheyenne, where he drove a cab to support his habit. Then he started beating her and threatening the baby when she cried. He boasted that he'd killed babies in ‘Nam and he'd kill her too.

One night around Christmas, Ronnie Holtz went berserk, and Alice shot him before he could harm the baby. It was self-defense. She didn't have a choice. She stuffed the brute's body in a cardboard storage barrel and drove her Pinto into the frigid blackness to drop it down a remote, abandoned mine shaft on the historic ranch she'd managed with her other late husband. She raced home, hurriedly packed up her possessions, and left town before anybody missed either of them.

And nobody ever did. They'd barely cast a shadow in Cheyenne. A few months later, she filed for divorce, claiming abandonment. It was granted when Ron Holtz failed to show up in court.


Alice wept on her new lover. A speechless Gerald, dumbfounded by the confession, just hugged her tight. She told him she wasn't sure if he could love her now, but he promised he'd never tell a soul. Never. He also reassured her that some assholes, like Ron Holtz, just needed killing, although he secretly wondered why she didn't just run away.

Either way, as they lay there in the dark, naked and laid bare, Alice's secret became their bond.

He didn't know why she picked that particular moment to reveal it. Maybe she felt safe with him. Maybe to test him, or to nudge him a little off-balance. Or maybe it was a warning shot in case he ever raised a hand to her.

But Gerald swore to himself he'd never let Alice go. She was a keeper.

And although he wasn't especially well churched, it all felt to him like Adam and Eve, after Eve confessed to biting the apple but before the clueless Adam knew what it all meant.
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Sure, Gerald sensed Alice's backstory was far more complicated than she let on. Maybe more complicated than he wanted to know.

It didn't matter. He was dead set on this woman.

They'd met on July 7, 1976, while Gerald's divorce from Virginia was still wending through court. Three months later, in mid-October, a judge finally signed the divorce papers. It was done.

So two weeks after the divorce from his third wife was final, an impatient Gerald married his fourth. Their marriage license listed Alice as a “widow.” Gerald couldn't afford a ring, but in her three previous trips down the aisle, Alice claimed, she'd never gotten a ring anyway. Hell, it wasn't like either of them needed a marital Miranda warning; with six previous weddings between them, they knew the drill. On November 5, 1976, they celebrated with a church wedding—Gerald wore a sad boutonniere with the same shiny gray-brown suit he wore at his wedding to Virginia, Alice a secondhand Gunne Sax cotton dress—but almost nobody came.

With no money for a proper bridal suite, they spent their frozen wedding night in sleeping bags in the bed of Alice's Chevy pickup during a Jackson Hole snowstorm. In fact, their honeymoon was really just an elk-hunting trip. That was just one of the things he loved about Alice: she was a real carnivore. They came to kill something.

But such romance can't last forever. When the wintry weekend ended, Gerald went back to his broken machines at the mine, and Alice returned to her new nursing job at the little Lander hospital.

Gerald tried his damnedest to keep Alice happy. In those first few months, he spent his last penny on a month-late diamond wedding ring that doubled as a Christmas gift. When a crocked Alice stumbled in after a girls’ night out, so drunk she couldn't even fall into bed, he spread a blanket on the trailer floor so he could sleep beside her. And he constantly promised her he'd someday buy her a piece of land where he'd build her a proper house, raising milk cows, chickens, and turkeys out in the country, a farm away from all the people neither of them really liked much.

Alice basked in Gerald's fawning. She couldn't get enough. It was her drug.

When she and Gerald attended her employer's New Year's Eve party, they'd hardly taken a seat when Gerald's first ex-wife, Barbara Ann—now a hospital employee too—unexpectedly appeared. She scurried to their table, introduced herself to Alice, and started babbling fondly with Gerald about their good ol’ days, as if they were still best friends.

When Barbara Ann finally left, a seething Alice erupted. Who the hell does she think she is? Old lovers can't come back, she said. Old love affairs shouldn't be discussed, and ex-wives should disappear forever!

Gerald had never seen Alice so furious. He got the message loud and clear.

More fawning, he thought.

That spring, he paid $1000 an acre for a twenty-acre patch of undeveloped greasewood hardpan on an unpaved county road east of Pavillion, Wyoming, a place so small that even people in Wyoming didn't know where it was. A perfect place to escape.

They moved Alice's trailer out there—it was bigger than Gerald's—and drilled a water well in the impossibly deep, dry earth. That made it official. Gerald didn't mind the well water's high alkalinity, but it gave Alice the shits. So they also dug another hole for the septic tank.

Soon enough, they plopped down a propane tank for fuel, bartered for used lumber to build a barn, and traded Alice's truck for a new Ford Pinto so they could afford it all.

They settled into a comfortable rhythm: Gerald worked and tended to the property, while Alice handled the money, paid the bills, and made all the decisions.

After a short time, one of Alice's younger sons, Michael, moved in with them. He'd been farmed out with his two brothers and a sister to relatives in Illinois during Alice's turbulent nomadic days and her romance with Gerald, but now he was coming home to his mother's care. At least until he could be farmed out again.

Bored, or maybe just looking to belong, Michael joined his school's Future Farmers of America chapter, in which every member was required to undertake an agribusiness project. Michael picked pigs. So Gerald built a hog pen and filled it with swine, all for Alice's boy.

And since no impossibly dry patch of land is complete without a boat, Gerald bought one of those too. A sixteen-foot aluminum baby with a fifty-five-horsepower outboard, a walk-through windshield, room for eight, and seats that converted to beds. With the trailer, just $4200 and easy payments. Alice loved it.

The fun really started that summer when Alice and Gerald invited friends to a chicken-slaughtering party. They set up a fetid, grim assembly line: Gerald whacked off their heads, Alice scalded them, the kids picked off the feathers, and the guests singed the pinfeathers, before everybody pitched in with the butchering and freezer-wrapping. City folk never had this kind of fun.


Eventually, the Udens invited Alice's adoptive parents, Sam and Vivian Barbier, to drag their own trailer onto the place. For a while, nearly the whole family—Alice's family—was all together again. Alice was even happier.

Life was good.

That is, until Virginia popped into their lives again. Since the divorce, she'd been unmoored, job-hopping and floating casually out West and back East, and cashing Gerald's mostly regular child support checks.

Legally, Gerald had unrestricted visitation rights with the boys, but it always made Alice uncomfortable when they were around, so Gerald's visits quickly tapered off to nothing after he courted and married Alice. When he occasionally encountered them on the street—especially if Alice was with him—he acted as if he didn't know them. Once, the boys asked him to attend a school program, and Gerald told them he couldn't because Alice wouldn't allow it.

Sadly, Richard and Reagan often asked about their “daddy,” but Virginia had no gracious answers.

As a single mom, Virginia was easily annoyed by her kids most of the time. Away from the kids, she was relaxed and fun. She wasn't a bad mother, really. They were clean, had food and clean clothes, but she'd sometimes yank their pants down and spank them.

And the boys weren't bad, just…boys. Richard would bring little gifts home to Virginia and Claire, things he'd picked up on his walk home from school. But he could also get profane and talk back in blue streaks. Devil and angel at the same time.

Reagan was Virginia's secret favorite, probably because he required less energy. He wasn't a perfect kid by any means, but he wasn't constantly bubbling over.

In June 1978, Virginia finally had enough—of everything. She borrowed some cash, loaded up the boys, and headed to her native Pennsylvania, far away from Wyoming. For three years, she had bounced around from apartment to apartment, job to job, and eventually out of Pennsylvania altogether. She landed in New Jersey, with no great prospects and no real improvement in her life.

Money was always a problem. Even with minimum wage jobs and occasional unemployment checks, she could no longer stretch Gerald's $150-a-month child support payment.

Worse, the boys got sick a lot, especially Richard. It didn't help that when they most needed medical help, something was always fouled up with Gerald's insurance. She suspected Gerald and Alice of secret schemes and just grew angrier every time it happened.

And when she was angry, she vented in great acidic gusts.

Sinking into depression and gaining weight at an astounding rate, Virginia started calling collect and writing nasty letters to Gerald, partly to clear up the insurance mess and partly to demand more child support. And maybe partly to be a pain in his ass.

What she got back was the venomous wrath of Alice Uden:

Virginia,

Gerald and I enjoyed your letter, as we always do.

It appears to me that you have the idea that I try to keep your messages (letters and phone calls) from my husband. We keep no secrets from one another…. We have a lot of laughs at your expense. It is very difficult for either one of us to understand how any human being can be as brainless as you are.

If you get the idea that I don't like you, you're very correct.

I have no use for any woman that does not have the mind, backbone or guts to stand on her own two feet and take care of herself and her kids, by herself, without raping some poor man's pocket. Any woman that can't do that is a worthless piece of garbage.

I worked, supported 5 children, and also had to give my tax money to support leeches like you, who are too lazy to go out and get a good enough job to take care of your own….

You are worse than most of your kind. Everyone in the family knows how you hounded Gerald to adopt your kids, so he could wind up supporting them, since their father wouldn't….

You're quite a con artist. Most lazy trash are. Gerald must have really tried to hold his marriage together by adopting your boys, because he doesn't even like kids. He swallowed your line: hook, line and sinker, and now he pays for it….

He was hoping the power plant [Three Mile Island nuclear plant, then in crisis, was very near Virginia's Pennsylvania apartment] would explode and take you with it. It's really a shame that it didn't.

The long, handwritten letter closed with more nastiness from Alice about a child support payment that Virginia claimed hadn't arrived. It was unsigned and undated, but on the back, Virginia—intending to document all her correspondence with the Udens—wrote, “Alice, Spring, 1979.”

Virginia's next letter is lost, but judging by Alice's response, it skewered her parenting skills, among other cruelties. The reply, dated January 26, 1980, displayed more of Alice's malice:

Box 117

Pavillion, Wyo 82523

January 26, 1980

Virginia,

I'm afraid I owe you an apology. When I stated in my last letter last spring that Gerald didn't like children and did not want to be a father, I was mistaken. Gerald never told me that he did not like children and did not want to be a father. I only assumed that since he didn't go to see his sons that he didn't like them…. We discussed this recently and I found out that the reason he stopped seeing them was because he thought I didn't want him to.

He knows now that this is not accurate and he does want to see them.

Now for the part of your letter that is directed at me:


Each and every one of my children…made their childhood mistakes. Because they were given proper parental guidance, they rose above their mistakes.

[At this point in her letter, Alice responded point by point to a series of allegations about her kids with equally malicious allegations about Virginia's kids. Further, she threatened to report Virginia to federal postal investigators for opening insurance checks that were made out to Gerald.]

My opinion of you has changed. Unfortunately, I gave you credit for a little more intelligence than you actually have. Not only are you now (or have been in the past) a parasite on the taxpayers, you are a snoop that breaks federal laws.

One thing that Gerald forgot to mention. Your half of the boys’ fare is (at present time) $572. You can either send it to us before their return flight or you can pay it from your end. Their reservations for a return flight are made for April 13.

I guess you aren't capable of reading a return address to see who a letter is from [a reference to the insurance check snafu] so I will spell it out.

Alice

Once more, Virginia scrawled “Alice, Jan. 1980” on the back of the letter and filed it away. She didn't have $572, but she knew there were no airline reservations. It was just Alice's way of reminding Virginia that her life sucked.

A few days later, another letter arrived in Virginia's mailbox. Five pages long, it was also unsigned and undated. It was Gerald's handwriting, but oozed with Alice's unmistakable vitriol and lacerating style. Had she drafted the letter for Gerald to copy in his own hand? Why would she even try to make it appear that somebody else had written it?

Regardless, the letter took a direct shot at Virginia's heart. In unambiguous terms, it outlined the Udens’ plan to take what was most valuable to Virginia: her money and her sons. Ironically, Alice had zealously avoided meeting the boys or Virginia when she had several chances. Now she purposely played the role of a benevolent stepmother who'd be better for children than their wicked mother. It was a calculated slap in Virginia's face.

Virginia,

Our records show that we made the Sept payment. It seems to me that every time you move anymore you forget to leave a forwarding address. I can't help it if the mail gets lost because you want to hide.

I guess it's time I have a say about the harassment we have received in the last 3½ years. Up till now I have been easy going and let things slide, Every time I turn around any more you are threatening to go to court for something so I guess that's what I'm going to do also. I have never liked the idea of not seeing the boys or contacting them…. This will change.

I have never been around a more selfish, domineering, scheming person than you. You never had any intention of wanting a father for the boys. Your only interest is in the money….

I'm not sure you are a good influence on the boys, or mentally capable where they are concerned. You seem to have some pretty sick ideas about a father-son relationship.

It may interest you to know I have been seeing an attorney for some months now to see what we can do to straighten this mess out. I have been reluctant to start proceedings because of possible harm it could do to my sons. Since you insist on this course of action I am proceeding also.

I will insist on visitation rights. You live too far away for weekly visits so they will have to come for the summer and holidays such as Christmas and Easter. Of course while they are here the support money would stop. My attorney feels a judge would be very interested in your dirty, underhanded dealing.

I want the chance to be the dad to my boys that I was not allowed to be. Having the boys here will give me the chance to help them grow up and become men, instead of street bums or mama's boys tied to her apron strings. Richard & Reagan carry my name (I think) and I intend that they do so with honor….

When a child reaches the age of 14 [Reagan and Richard were 10 and 11 at the time] they can choose to live with either parent and there isn't anything the other can do about it. Alice and I intend to do everything we can to show my sons that they would be much happier living with us. We have so much more to offer them than you ever will…. I intend to see my boys grow up having some real fun in life….

We are really looking forward to their coming to be with us and having the time so that Alice can get to know her two new sons. Alice is really good with kids and I'm sure that she will have them loving her in no time…. There is nothing that will give me more pleasure than watching them grow up just like me.

There is one way you could stop all of this and that is to have the adoption set aside and declared null and void. I don't think you'll do that. You worked and schemed too hard to give up now.

You have no honor or self-respect. No one on welfare does.

Gerald's (or Alice's) letter ends with a sarcastic “Happy New Year” and adds a postscript reminding Virginia to send the boys’ Easter vacation dates so airline reservations could be finalized. And a final dig: “Did you get permission from a court to take the boys out of Wyo? Because I never gave [my permission].”

And, again, Virginia wrote Gerald's name on the back.

Before she could reply, another letter arrived. This time, Alice heaped more insult on the intentional injuries of Gerald's (?) last
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For more than two years, I immersed myself in a landscape and mindscape that were both familiar and foreign to me. I grew up in Wyoming, and it remains my heart-earth. Now I see those times and those people through the gauze of memory, and they haunt me.

The pages you've just read contain the names of dozens of people who helped me tell this bizarre story of Shakespearean proportions. I cannot repeat all of them here, but the reader must understand that each of them contributed crucial perspectives and unearthed memories that they'd just as soon have kept buried. When you read their names in this book, know that they were asked—and usually answered—some very unsettling questions. I am grateful to them all.

I logged thousands of miles, dialed hundreds of phone calls, interviewed more than a hundred people, sent countless emails, and walked every key site in this true story. Along the way, I had many true guides, including Glen Berghaus, Dr. David Burleigh, Amber Cabading, the late Rusty Collins, Bruce Corbett, Dr. Vincent Di Maio, Dr. Diane France, Diane and Marc Florita, Melvin Gustin, Dan Hausel, Susan Layman of the South Pass City (WY) State Historic Site, John Linn, Todd Matthews of NamUs, Vickie Vance Meredith, Damen Morrison, Marcia Murdock, Brian Oram, Mary Ostlund, Joe and Diane Prunty, Andres Rodela, Don Sammons, Tom Schingle, Joseph Smith, Bill Sniffin, Roger West, and Rusty Whiting.

The dialogue in this book is not a figment of my fevered imagination. It is reproduced faithfully from thousands of pages of court and police transcripts, audio and video recordings of interrogations, personal interviews by me, Gerald Uden's handwritten 250-page “autobiography,” and other official records where one or more of the key participants detailed the conversations for investigative and research purposes. Among the many who gave me transcripts or recordings, or enabled interviews, are the Wyoming Division of Criminal Investigation, Laramie County (WY) Clerk of District Court Diane Sanchez, Fremont County (WY) Sheriff Skip Hornecker, Dee Herdt and Mark Horan of the Wyoming Department of Corrections, and US Attorney Christopher “Kip” Crofts.

You wouldn't be holding this book if not for my literary agent, Linda Konner, and editors Steven L. Mitchell and Jacqueline May Parkison at Prometheus Books. Early on, they saw this story's potential and stuck with me through some difficult moments.

Then there's the support team, who were always there with expert advice, a meal, a beer, a bed—or a willing ear. Sometimes all of the above. I owe more than thanks to Dr. Stacia Daniel, Bruce Moats, Dan Perala, Sandy TeBeest, and Bill Vandeventer.

And to my family, who understands the obstacles surmounted to assemble these words in just the right order. To my wife, Mary; daughter, Ashley; and son, Matt…my heart always belongs to you, even when it appears the occasional story might steal it away.
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Author photo by Ashley Detrick.
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