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The horse smelled the water trough before Eldridge Sample saw it — the roan’s head came up and its nostrils worked and then it pulled against the bit with a stubbornness that did not care about his schedule. Sample let it have the fight. He sat the saddle and read the town while the animal drank, and he did this with the patient attention of a man who has learned that two minutes of looking saves considerably more than two minutes of running.

Arroyo Seco occupied a flat reach of caliche hardpan between two low ridges that had gone the color of rusted iron in the last hour of afternoon light. The Jornada del Muerto lay to the east, invisible but present the way a debt is present, a fact of geography that shaped every decision made in this country whether a man thought about it or not. The Rio Grande ran somewhere to the west behind the ridgeline, but you would not know it from the dryness of the air, which had the quality of an old bone, all the life cooked out of it long ago. A man new to this country thought about water. A man who had lived in it stopped thinking about it the way you stopped thinking about breathing — it became the organizing principle behind every other thought, underneath and invisible, the grammar of the place.

The town itself ran maybe four hundred yards along a single road of consequence, hardpack dust the color of old flour, flanked by adobe walls and scrap lumber facades and the kind of construction that suggested the builders had not expected to stay long and had been correct. At the north end, a mercantile with barrels outside and a hand-lettered sign across the window that read WICKES & SONS, the paint faded to ghost. At the south end, a livery whose open doors exhaled the thick warm darkness of horses and old straw. Between them the town arranged itself with the provisional logic of all desert settlements — a hardware store, an assay office, a barber, a sheriff’s office with an overhang of raw lumber, a hotel of actual brick that represented someone’s ambition, and a saloon that represented everyone’s practicality. The hotel’s painted sign had surrendered its last two letters to weather and inattention and now read VICTO in flaking blue, which struck Sample as accidentally accurate. Every man west of the Pecos fancied himself some kind of victor. Most of them just hadn’t gotten to the end of the word yet.

He counted exits the way other men counted their change — by reflex, without looking like he was doing it. The alley between the assay office and the hardware store, wide enough for a horse moving at speed. The gap along the hotel’s south wall, too narrow for a horse but serviceable for a man with reason to move fast and no objection to scraping his elbows. The deep shadow beneath the barber’s exterior staircase, which ran up the outside of the building to a second-floor room and created a dark pocket at ground level that held nothing visible but could hold something invisible without announcement. The livery’s rear doors, which would be open on the far side to catch any evening breeze. Three horses on the street’s western rail and two on the eastern. A dog in the center of the road in the final negotiation with the heat, lying on its side with its tongue extended, past caring about anything. Sample rode around it and tied the roan at the trough and dropped down from the saddle and worked the stiffness out of his right knee with three slow bends that he would not have done where anyone could see him do them.

He was forty-one years old. He carried this fact the way the country carried the Jornada — present, organizing, not discussed.

He straightened his coat and settled his hat and walked north toward the sheriff’s office, not to pay a courtesy call on the local law — he held no badge, owed no deference to anyone wearing one — but because the board outside the sheriff’s office was where the territory’s paperwork lived, and paperwork was the beginning and end of his profession. A bondsman in Las Cruces named Wickfield had contracted him three weeks prior to locate a man called Ferris Cobb, who had jumped a hundred-and-twenty-dollar surety on a theft charge out of Doña Ana County and had been reported, by Wickfield’s intelligence, buying a mule in Arroyo Seco nine days ago. One hundred and twenty dollars was not enough money to be proud of. It was enough money to cover three weeks of bad road and the particular expenses that accumulated when a man’s work required him to be somewhere other than anywhere comfortable, and Sample had been having the kind of month that made a hundred and twenty dollars feel like principle.

The board outside the sheriff’s office held its usual inventory of regional misfortune. Two cattle thieves operating out of Sierra County, described in the language of men who had written too many of these and lost interest in specificity — medium height, dark hair, believed armed. A wife-beater wanted in Doña Ana County whose poster had been out long enough that the sun had faded his drawn likeness to a pale suggestion of features, a ghost of guilt. A pair of men wanted for a road holdup near Rincon whose physical descriptions applied to a significant portion of the territory’s male population and whose faces in the woodcuts looked like the artist had been working from a description given by someone who hadn’t actually looked. Sample read them all with the professional attention of a man who might need any one of them someday, indexing each face and charge and county against the catalog he kept in the organized filing system of his memory, and then his eye moved to the center of the board, to the paper tacked there with four nails instead of two, and he stopped reading everything else.

The paper was quality stock, heavier than the county used for its official bulletins, with a crispness at the edges that meant it was recent, printed within the last two or three weeks at most. The borders were printed sharp. The woodcut portrait occupied the upper third of the bill, and it was not skilled work — the jaw was too heavy, the nose compressed, the eyes set a fraction too close together, giving the face a vaguely brutish quality that did not precisely match the face Sample shaved every morning. But it held enough truth, the way a bad mirror holds enough truth, to produce a specific cold sensation in the center of his chest that he recognized as the feeling of the ground moving.

He read it without expression.

ELDRIDGE SAMPLE. Wanted for the murder of Judge Calvin Pruett, Doña Ana County, New Mexico Territory. By order of the United States Marshal’s Office, District of New Mexico, Santa Fe. Reward: Eight Hundred Dollars ($800) paid for delivery, dead. Two Hundred Dollars ($200) paid for delivery, alive and unharmed, for the purposes of trial.

He read it again from the top, the way a lawyer reads a contract the second time — looking for the specific language, the thing that told you what the document actually meant as opposed to what it appeared to mean. Eight hundred dead. Two hundred alive. He had set enough of these prices himself, in his years with the Marshal’s office before he’d had enough of institutional patience, to understand the arithmetic. Eight hundred dead meant the man who’d set the price did not want him arriving anywhere he could speak to anyone who mattered. Two hundred alive meant the price-setter understood the appearance of the law required a nod toward due process, and had made the gesture as cheap as possible. The four nails instead of two meant whoever had posted this particular copy wanted it to stay posted.

He stood with his thumbs in his belt and looked at his own face on the board and let himself feel the specific quality of the situation before he did anything about it, because the men he had seen make bad decisions in bad situations were men who had moved before they finished feeling the shape of the problem. A man down the way swept his porch with the mechanical rhythm of someone doing a thing he had done too many times to require attention, and his broom stopped for one stroke and resumed. A woman crossed from the mercantile to the far side of the road with a basket over her arm, and her gaze went to the board and then to Sample’s face and she recalculated something about her pace without altering it visibly. Inside the barber shop, through the window glass, the barber held his shears open above a customer’s head and did not close them.

Sample pulled the poster from the board with a clean motion, four nails and all, folding the paper twice along precise lines into a rectangle the size of a letter and putting it in the inside pocket of his coat. He did this without hurry because hurry was a signal, and signals in a town this size traveled at the speed of eyeballs.

Judge Calvin Pruett. He walked south and turned the name in his mind the way you turn a stone to find its underside. Pruett had run the Doña Ana courthouse for eleven years, a wide-shouldered man who had gone to fat in his sixties and wore the fat with the confidence of a man accustomed to being the largest presence in any room he entered. Sample had testified in Pruett’s court twice on bond-recovery proceedings and had watched him work — the theatrical deliberation, the performance of weighing, the verdicts that landed where they had clearly been heading since before the proceedings began. He was not unusual among territorial judges. He was the type the territory produced in reliable quantities: a man of legal education and flexible application, who understood the law well enough to know exactly where its edges were and how close to them he could operate without crossing. Pruett had enemies the way a territorial judge accumulates them — through the specific injury of rulings, through the slow grinding of decisions that favored one party’s interests over another’s, through the patient machinery of a man who understood that the bench was a position of long-term leverage. Plenty of men had reasons to want Pruett dead. The interesting question, the one Sample couldn’t leave alone, was which of them had the capital and the organization to construct something like this.

Because this was not the work of a man with a grudge and a gun. This was the work of a man with a plan. You did not commission quality printing stock, you did not post bills with four nails in towns sixty miles from the scene of the crime, you did not set a price differential that specific, without having thought it through from the beginning. Someone had decided that Pruett needed to die and that the death needed a name attached to it, and had selected Sample’s name with the care of a man selecting a tool for a specific job. His name had been selected because it carried weight. Because it was credible. Because a former U.S. Marshal turned bounty hunter with a documented history of violence and a professional connection to the courthouse in Doña Ana County made a more convincing killer than some anonymous drifter. Whoever had planned this had understood that the accusation needed to be believable, and had put thought into making it so.

That was the part that worked on him. The thought behind it.

He had been in Laredo when Pruett was killed. He knew this the way he knew the contents of his saddlebag — specifically, by inventory. He had the receipt from the Laredo hotel, three nights, paid in advance. He had the livery chit. He had eaten at the Cattlemen’s Exchange on the second evening and the receipt bore the countersignature of a bondsman named Arceneaux who had been sitting at the next table and had gotten into a conversation about a skip they both had an interest in locating. Paper was only as strong as the man behind it. A man named Arceneaux in Laredo could be persuaded, pressured, or simply bought, and the distance between Laredo and Doña Ana County was not long enough to make his testimony inconvenient for someone with money and motive. These were not comforting thoughts. He filed them anyway.

The saloon occupied the second building from the livery, a low adobe structure with a brush ramada out front that provided theoretical shade and a post rail that held three horses in various states of patience. Sample pushed through the batwing doors and gave himself a moment in the relative cool of the interior while his eyes adjusted from the white-hot burn of the late sun to the amber dimness of oil lamps not yet lit against the coming evening. The place smelled of spilled beer and sawdust and the specific human warmth of men who spent their days outdoors and came inside only to drink, the accumulated sweat of work and heat baked into the walls over years until it had become part of the atmosphere, like humidity in a wetter country.

He moved to the far end of the bar and put his back to the wall before he did anything else.

The barkeep was a broad man in his fifties who wore the specific physiognomy of someone who had professionally refereed too many disagreements — one ear gone thick and shapeless where it had taken too many knuckles, a ridge above the left eye where the bone had rebuilt itself at a slight outward angle after some old breakage, hands that sat flat on the bar with the relaxed readiness of hands that had broken up fights long enough to know when one was forming. He looked at Sample without welcome or hostility, which was the professional neutral of his trade, and set a glass on the bar and reached for the bottle without being asked.

“Rye,” Sample said.

“That’s what I’m pouring.”

“Then we understand each other.”

The barkeep filled the glass and moved away and Sample laid a coin on the bar and drank and watched the room in the mirror behind the bottles. Eleven men distributed across the space with the organic logic of men who had chosen their positions for private reasons — comfort, habit, field of view, proximity to the door. Three at the table nearest the window playing cards with the focused inattention of men who had been playing the same game long enough that it had become more ritual than recreation. Two at the table against the far wall with their hats tipped forward, faces in shadow, which he noted and did not like. A man in the corner who might be sleeping and might be dead and whose status he could not determine from the chest’s movement in the low light. Four others distributed along the bar at intervals, each in his own private universe of drink and thought. And one at the table nearest the door, closest to the exit, positioned in the specific way of a man who had chosen his seat for reasons that had nothing to do with comfort.

He was young — twenty-two at the furthest outside, possibly younger, with the lean face of a man who had not yet accumulated enough life to fill it out. He wore a canvas duster too heavy for the season, which meant he was wearing it to conceal something rather than for warmth. His gun was cross-draw on the left hip, the handle worn down to bare wood in the spot where a thumb rested during the draw, the leather of the holster darkened and softened from consistent working. His right hand sat on the table beside his glass but not around it, the fingers loose, resting the way a man rests his hand when he wants it available. He had looked at Sample when Sample came through the




























































OEBPS/370e2e1becb3a8377f88bcc34e945c0fe52558e3_smallRaw.jpg
"HOOK
|

e

W

CLOWRY |















