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George and I hardly talk about the summer of 1995 anymore. I suppose the details have faded from our minds, but even more, I think weve just moved on, mostly. I cant remember the last time Lorraine mentioned it, and with Clara, its hard to know how much she remembers, or how much she understood at the time. She was just turning seven years old then.


A few weeks ago Clara was looking for a childhood picture for her high school yearbook, and in a box among some photographs she came across a note. It was small and it was handwritten and it was signed simply, Tom. With the piece of paper in her hand, she came to me full of questions. Of course she knew who Tom was, but now she wanted to know more. The look on her face was not one of apprehension or fear. No, her expression reminded me of the small child who asks eagerly, Tell me about when I was little.


I didnt answer her. Instead, I went upstairs and pulled a box of pages from under my bed. I knew shed probably understand best if she just read what I wrote down as soon as I could think clearly after it all happened.














chapter 1



Bear Creek Road


Hayden, Wyoming


1996






You never really know about people, I remember my father saying when I was a little girl. And he was right. You dont. You never really know.


What happened to me and to my family a year ago, during a few weeks of the summer of 1995, was something I never expected. Who could have expected? It seems as unlikely now as it did then. Im trying to write it all down, then maybe Ill be able to see whats important, what matters to me, and what doesnt. Maybe then Ill be able to explain it to Clara someday in a way that makes sense.


I once knew a boy named Jake who watched his best friend die. The two teenage boys were swinging from a rope into a lake. The friend let go before he was over the water, landed on a rock, and bled to death. All the bleeding was internal, so neither boy knew how serious the injury was. The point is that Jake was there when his best friend died. He was part of the death, and thats one of lifes big experiences, one that most of us never have. With my aunt Joanie afterward, I said, This will change Jake forever.


Without missing a beat, Joanie, who sees to the heart of things quickly, said, And if it doesnt, hes an idiot! Well, Im not going to be an idiot.


Im forty-one years old and I grew up in the East. My name is Kate Colter, Kathleen Louise Vaile Colter. George Colter is my husband, and our daughter, Clara, is about to turn seven. Weve wished for more children, but it just hasnt happened. George is a paleontologist. He teaches at the community college and does fieldwork all over Wyoming. His specialty is the Eocene epoch, and he spends a lot of time in the southwestern corner of Wyoming at Fossil Butte. When people ask what I do, I say, Im at home with Clara, but I do have a part-time job; I just keep it quiet because I can tell my boss, Mr. Stanley, prefers it that way. Mr. Stanley is a well-to-do, elderly gentleman who keeps to himself, and I pay his bills and do the payroll for his Rafter T Ranch. As a sideline, Im available if you have a horse (or a dog, or a sheepno cows) that needs something extraa wound needing regular bandaging, medication, and a clean stall, anything really. For this people usually pay me with money, but not always. Barter is alive and well here, and Ive traded for almost everything from dental work, to fly-fishing equipment, to a years worth of oil changes. I wish someone would trade for plane tickets or books, but that hasnt happened, either.


We live in Hayden, Wyoming, Georges hometown, in a state so full of fossils its a suitable home base for paleontological fieldwork. George and I met in New York City fifteen years ago while he was working at the Museum of Natural History and I was visiting a friend in Connecticut during my awkward, confused time right after college. We sat next to each other on the train and started talking. The day had turned from beautiful to cold and raw and I had no coat, and George, the Westerner and gentleman that he is, had a jacket to loan me. The next day I returned it to him at the museum, and the rest, as they say, is history. When he asked me to marry him, I knew I was saying yes to him, and yes to Wyoming. Like so many women, Im here because of a man. There are girls who came with their families to dude ranches from places like St. Louis and Pittsburgh, fell in love with cowboys, and stayed; women who met their husbands back east at college and then came west with them; and gals who were here visiting for one reason or another, met the right guy, and just couldnt leave. With hardly any effort I can list women from eighty-nine years old on down who stay here for a man, but I cant think of a single man whos here for a woman.


My mother-in-law, Lorraine, lives in Hayden, too, and Im lucky because I like her. She doesnt really know me, she just thinks Im Georges nice wife from back east, and thats about it. It used to drive me crazy, but now Im used to it. George is still bothered, but what can I do? Georges father died years ago of kidney failure, and ever since, Lorraine has been the receptionist at Mountain Vision Ophthalmology. Lorraine knows whats going on in town and she doesnt care much about anything outside of town, unless, of course, its on TV or in her Country Woman magazine. Shes small and pretty, with fine features. Her skin is so even that it must have hardly seen the sun, and at sixty-four, her legs look better than mine. Anyway, its important to mention her now because all that happened last summer began with her.


Before I get into the events of a year ago, I should explain my frame of mind at the time. Summer had come on strong, as it always does. So, so hot, and dry. It was the middle of July, midmorning, and I remember stepping out of the overly air-conditioned Albertsons grocery store. Pushing my cart to the truck, I could hardly see in front of me because it was so bright. The heat was too much already, hitting me from the sun above and the pavement below. At the far end of the parking lot there were more RVs than usual, probably because Rodeo was about to begin. Clara followed closely behind talking mostly to herself. Suddenly I was overwhelmed with a thought, a feeling reallyIs this it? Is this all its going to be? Just moving from one moment to the next, buying groceries, putting them away, worrying about paying for them, worrying about Claras health, feeding the dog, knowing Im lucky in my marriage and to have my daughter, driving my car down the road, being frustrated and then fine, talking on the phone, buying groceries againCould this really be all it is? Why is it that sometimes the world seems fascinating and sometimes I dont have the strength to care?


Thats how I was thinking last year at this time. It was the next day I first heard the name Tom Baxter.










chapter 2





If youre used to living near the ocean, there is hardly a thing lonelier than the middle of the country in summer.


Hayden is a quiet town, mostly, and I suppose not that different from any small town in the West, or any small town anywhere, for that matter. The main street is wide and fairly attractive. It begins at the south end with a beautiful, domed courthouse, the Old Courthouse, which is surrounded by lawns and mature cottonwoods and sits solidly on the top of a knoll. The town park and pool are behind. Next to the Old Courthouse is the flat-roofed New Courthouse, whose construction and design, I hear, were the pride of the town in the seventies. Its too bad because from the bottom of the hill, you can hardly see the older building behind the new. Main Street runs straight north and south and divides the town into east and west sections. (We live east, out of town, and Lorraine lives in town, up on the hill to the west.) The buildings on Main are mostly brick or sandstone, and many are too big for todays purposes. Jamesons New York Department Store, Up-Town Shoes, and Hayden Hardware have all shut down. To keep up appearances, the chamber of commerce and the Hayden Business Council make sure no storefront windows are boarded up or papered over; instead theyre all used as display cases for other businesses. That way when you drive through town it doesnt look sad. Plenty of stores on Main are doing fine, like Mountain Sports, Reliable Computer, a restaurant or two, more than a few bars, the banks, a coffee shop, and a trophy shop. Somehow The Coin Shop holds on, too. At the north end, beyond low-slung motels and pawnshops, the truck stop, car washes, a bar or two with drive-up windows, convenience stores, the lumberyard, feed and ranch supply stores, and Wal-Mart, is the interstate highway.


Just before the interstate, railroad tracks cross and then run parallel to Main before they head east. Passenger trains used to stop in Hayden, but they havent for a long time now, and the old depot has been turned into a pathetic pool hall. Burlington Northern coal trains, loaded at the mines outside town, roll through a few times a day and night blowing their whistles. They say it takes a whole trainload of a hundred cars to light Chicago for just one night.


The coal mines are strip mines, and for as long as anyone can remember, theyve employed quite a few people, from drivers and welders to managers and accountants. The machines run, moving the overburden, extracting the coal, and supposedly reclaiming the land, twenty-four hours a day, three hundred and sixty-four days a year. The one day a year the mines close is October 15, the first day of elk season. Hardly anyone worries about the land because there is so much of it, and no one seems to have much use anyway for that barren, godforsaken stuff twenty miles north of town. George and I worry sometimes, I guess, but I shouldnt talk because we dont do anything about it.


Coal has changed Hayden recently in another way. A few years ago someone figured out a cheap way to flush out natural gas, methane, from the coal seams. Coal bed methane brings new people to town, and pump stations have popped up on the plains and hillsides all around the county. Some people are getting rich, some are seeing opportunity, and some are just getting frustrated and mad, all the kinds of things that happen with change.


To the west of Hayden are the foothills and then the mountains. The mountains are old, worn, and soft-edged, and I never get tired of looking at them. They look close, but its more than an hours drive to the base. The Great Plains, brown and dusty green in the summer, stretch out to the east. Storms come from both directions, but the thunderheads from the east seem the most dramatic. Maybe its because you can see them approaching from so far away. Ranches of all sizes are in every direction.


Besides the miners and coal bed methane people, it seems to me that there are essentially four kinds of people who live here. No one likes to be categorized, I know, but this is just how I see it. There are those who keep it all going; the insurance agents, pharmacists, and state highway workers. They go to church, play in softball and bowling leagues, drink beer on Friday nights, ring the bell for the Salvation Army, and coach Little Guy Football. They dont usually drive fancy cars or indulge themselves in every available comfort as a matter of economics, yes, but also thats just how they are. Take air-conditioning, for example. Most people in Hayden dont have it. Sure, its expensive to put in and to run, but even more than that the attitude is: Who really needs such a luxury when the summer is so short and it generally cools down at night anyway? They work and they live life as it is, and without complaints.


Then there are the fancy professionals, some who grew up here and return proud, and others who come from places like Denver and Chicago. They come for the mountains, the fishing, and the way of life, but then they complain about the schools and pine for latte. They amuse themselves with Wild-Beast Feasts and the annual Doctor-Lawyers Ball. Many of them wear cowboy hats and boots, but I doubt theyre very good in the saddle.


There are the ranchers, and there are a few real ranchers leftpeople struggling to make their living from cattleand the families who run the dude ranches. And there is another set on the ranches, too, the middle-aged sons and grandsons of past generations of ranchers, who are now the managers of the private Western playgrounds of the ultra-rich. They know the land, they know the wildlife and how to hunt, they know how to pack a horse and break a colt, they know when to move the cows to the mountain and when to head for the vast feedlots of Kansas and Nebraska, and they know which bull to buy at the Billings stock sale. Their wives can cook at cow camp and feed a crowd at branding, but these ranch managers are not the self-sufficient men of Western myth. Theyre like corporate cowboy executives with fancy trucks and expensive guns, and theyre employed by people who use farm subsidies and a tax-free state to maintain their wealth. Most of the time these ranch managers can live as they wish, close to the land and to the people they know, but when the bosses little jets hit the Hayden landing strip, their true purpose, fun and entertainment, is clear.


Then there are those who fall into no real category. I can think of an artist or two, an opera singer, and a few divorces escaping old lives and living now on I dont know what. A falconer lives on the edge of town, and you can sometimes see him standing in a field dressed in bedsheets. Most of his clientele is Saudi Arabian, and its important that his birds get accustomed to the traditional Middle Eastern dress before leaving Wyoming. There are interesting people here, certainly. Its just in the fifteen years or so that Ive lived here, I havent quite figured out how to get my life connected to theirs. Im not sure where exactly George and I fit in.


Last year, on July 12, the day after I had my thoughts in the Albertsons parking lot and the day before Rodeo began, we went to Lorraines annual Omaha Steak Party. She takes the whole week of Rodeo off from work, always has, and she has her party on the Wednesday before the Rodeo events kick off. The funniest thing about Lorraines party is that its at three oclock in the afternoon, and that makes George furious because its the middle of the day. Its neither lunch nor dinner, and his whole day is interrupted. The party is mostly for family; sometimes friends and neighbors are there, too. Everyone, except for us, arrives right at three, or five minutes before, and the food is served promptly at 3:05. We try to be on time, but we usually show up at ten after or so, and Lorraine gives us a look. Last year was no different.


George had just gotten back two days earlier from a dig in Kemmerer, and he was downstairs in his woodshop working on Claras birthday present. The basement is pretty much hishe has his office and fossil collection down there, and he divided off a separate room to be his woodshop. He says its too small, but better than nothing, and last year before we went to Lorraines party he was working on a little desk for Clara. That afternoon he was sanding away, hoping to be able to get at least two coats of varnish on before leaving again to go back to the dig.


I was behind the house, in the barn with Clara, checking on everybody and filling water buckets. Horses go through a lot of water in the heat. I had only two in the barna sorrel mare with a bowed tendon, and Timmy, a spotted pony who had been with us for a month and I knew would stay for a while. His owners bought a place up by the mountains and thought theyd gotten rid of all the barbed wire. But obviously they missed some, because they turned Timmy out and he came in the next day with a lacerated pastern. That bottom strand of barbed wire is a killer on horses. I think most people would have put Timmy down, but the Nicholsons grandchildren adore him, so were giving it a chance. Outside we had our old horse and two belonging to a lawyer couple in town who were away on a raft trip.


We had lost track of time that afternoon and headed for Lorraines party late, again. I never seem to look at my watch when I should. We barreled down our dirt road, throwing up a huge dust trail behind us, and drove the five miles fast. After we drive the long, empty stretch of County Road 64, on our way to town we pass the community college where George teaches, a bunch of ranchettes with big garages, two trailer parks, and an old peoples home. Theres a sign on the right side of the road that makes me feel like laughing, or maybe crying, every time I drive by. It stands in front of a derelict shack of a house and reads, Living My DreamCrafts.


Main Street was empty as usual on a hot summer day, even though the biggest event of the towns year was less than twenty-four hours away. A few men in white cowboy hats ducked into doorways. Pickups and horse trailers were parked along the curb. Except for the flags and the windows painted with signs such as Welcome Rodeo Fans and cartoon pictures of busty cowgirls saying, Howdy Pardner, Main Street looked about the same as it always does. The houses in the neighborhoods had their shades pulled to keep out the sun and heat. Hayden looks like its in mourning all summer long.


Lorraine has lived in her house in Arapahoe Court subdivision since George was a little boy. Its a low, ranch-style house with light blue aluminum siding. Rosebushes line the foundation to the south and east, and a proppedup wagon wheel divides the driveway from the lawn. Wooden barrel planters filled with pink and purple petunias lead from the driveway to the deck. Her house is never anything but immaculate.


We turned the corner onto her street, and I was nearly bowled over by the biggest fifth-wheel camper Id ever seen parked against the house. The top of the gooseneck was almost as tall as the peak of the roof. When I exclaimed over the camper, Lorraine, who was just coming out of the door, said, Oh, honey, do you know youre the first person to notice it!


When something major happens in your life and you look back on the days and weeks surrounding it, the details and little things you remember are sometimes strangelike snapshots in an album where the order sometimes matters and sometimes doesnt. Last summer is like that for me now, vivid moments standing on their own, the ordinary and the odd, all somehow connected in the end. In my mind Lorraines party seems to be the beginning of it all because I first heard of Tom Baxter and also because the beginning of Rodeo is the time when these punctuated memories of mine start. If the memories of last summer were a necklace, I guess Lorraines party would be the first beador maybe the loop end of the clasp.


Who could forget that enormous camper that turned out to belong to Georges sister, Kelly, and her husband, Jim, whod driven the four hours from Rapid City? Or Lorraine nearly going crazy over the slide out living room, and how she told me all about visiting the Jayco RV Headquarters once in Middlebury, Indiana, where the factory floor was so clean you could eat your dinner off it? But I also remember funny things like the name of her new, scented candle, Endless Summer, and the strange feeling I had walking in the front door of the house. Nothing had changed in the room, but I suddenly found myself feeling very sorry for a tiny Victorian settee. For as long as Ive been going to Lorraines house, the dainty little couch has been sitting oddly on the wall-to-wall baby blue carpet with its back resting against a faux paneled wall. The story is that it had come west with Lorraines great-grandmother on the covered wagon. But thats it, thats the extent of the story. No one knows from where the couch, or the family for that matter, had come, except for back east somewhere. Or why they stopped in Hayden. No one really knows anything. Where had it been, and why? Who made it? I tried for a bit to find out more, but I didnt get anywhere, either. So I remember myself at the beginning of Rodeo, at the beginning of a party, for a moment feeling sad and lonely for an old piece of furniture whose whole story had been reduced, to the satisfaction of everyone, to simply, It came from back east on the covered wagon.


People connect with other people in the ways they can. Sometimes its easy and sometimes it takes an effort. There are people who worry about it and there are those who dont. I worry, George doesnt. I try and George hardly makes an effort if it doesnt come easily. Lorraine, happy as can be, strikes up conversations all over the place. Whether shes making a connection with another person is something I dont think she concerns herself with one bit. Really, what is the point in worrying about that?


In my mind, the Omaha Steak Party went something like this: Clara and I looked at Lorraines doll collection displayed in a lighted corner cabinet. We talked about a china figurine I loved at my grandmothers house and how she looked out the window from her bookshelf at the boats in the harbor. Clara thought she liked Grammys (thats what she calls Lorraine) Wizard of Oz Dorothy best because of the sparkly ruby slippers and Toto. Lorraine overheard us talking and smiled a big, warm smile and said, Clara, arent Grammys dolls just beautiful?


Clara nodded.


I just got Scarlett OHara last week. Then she turned to me, her thick, black, hot roller curls framing her face. When I called they said she was sold out, but theyd put me on the wait list. OhI was heartbroken. So you can imagine how I almost fell over when the box arrived.



She kept talking as she headed for the kitchen. You know, theyre collectors items. Snow White was my first. Ohthat was years ago and I have no idea what shes worth now, but I can guarantee it would be a pretty penny.


Over steak and macaroni salad, I did what I often doI brought up Georges work. I told everyone about what he was doing at Fossil Butte in Kemmerer. I explained how he was in charge of the research team and there were paleontologists and students from UCLA, Princeton, Kansas State, and the Smithsonian. Lorraine was beaming and nodding at me. After stuffing a lemon wedge into her Diet Pepsi can, she started rubbing Georges shoulder affectionately. George, a bit uncomfortable, began to explain how they were all working in one-meter-square grids excavating fifty-million-year-old fish skeletons.


Most of em are partial skeletons, but there are a few complete fish, he said. Fossil Butte is part of the Green River Formation, and people have been finding fossils there for more than a hundred years and there are still hundreds of thousands to find. I study two species of fish, Knightia and the Priscacara. Knightia is related to the herring, but Priscacara has no modern descendants. Anyway, most of the fish preserved in what was Fossil Lake died of natural causes. But there are some layers in the sediment, we call them mass mortality layers, where it is clear that something changed and killed a lot of fish all at once. And thats what were trying to figure outwhy they died.


There was a silence in the room. My mouth was full, but I couldnt stand it, so I chewed fast and filled the void. Do you have any theories about how they died?


George knew I already knew the answer, but he humored me and explained to everyone at the table. I remember looking over at him as he spoke and thinking that his broad face was handsome and that his modesty was genuine. Well, it could have been a sudden temperature changethis was all a subtropical climate then. Or it could have been a major blooming of algae that kept oxygen from the water. He lifted a can of Coors Light from the table and took a sip. Or it could have been a change in salinitythe lake might have gone from fresh to salt water.


Then, nothing from anyone. No questions, no comments, just pleasant expressions and nods around the table. Nothing more from George.


Did you say the job was in Kemmerer, George? asked Lorraines brother, Uncle Frank.


Just west about fifteen miles, George answered.


Lorraine leaned across the table and whispered to me, You know, honey, Kemmerer, Wyoming, is the home of the very first JCPenney store in the United States of America.


I nodded. I did know that. I think thats all anyone ever knows about Kemmerer.


Did you go the Riverton way or clear to Rawlins? continued Uncle Frank.


I came home through Riverton, but on the way down I had to pick up some equipment in Laramie, so I went through Rawlins.


Uncle Frank said, Goin through Muddy Gap, you better be sure you fill up in Casper because theres nothin on that road.


Everyone agreed.


Kellys husband, Jim, looked up from his plate. So, George, dya go interstate the whole way down or take the cutoff at Wheatland?


George, in the middle of a bite of steak, said, I got off at Wheatland.


Jim was animated now. I tell you what, I was on that road one bitter cold night and saw the worst wreck I ever saw. A young gal in a new Camaro smacked a muley. Looked to me like the muley won.


There, they found it, the sweet spot. Now they were off and runninghighways, cars, wildlife, and weather. Everyone could relax, especially me.



Before we left, Lorraine took George and me aside to make sure wed go to the Rodeo parade the next day. I often skip it, and she probably knew George might also because hed be leaving again soon. I had noticed, too, that this was the first year in a long time Lorraine hadnt offered to take Clara to the parade. Anyway, she said shed be in front of Olsens Trophy Shop, she had someone she wanted us to meet and his name was Tom Baxter. Id never seen her like that before. As far as I knew, she hadnt had a boyfriend since George Sr. died. Her eyes were alive and bluer than ever, and she truly looked like a teenager with a crush. She said she was sure Id enjoy meeting him because he was from back eastOhio.
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		More than ten years have passed. James J. “Whitey” Bulger is still out there and he’s still very much a wanted man. In fact, he’s just below Osama Bin Laden on the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted List. The world has changed, and now with the Internet, anyone anywhere can find out about the Bulger story in an instant. For a short time we lived the story and it left its mark, so I feel no real need to follow it until they find him, if they find him. The James Bulger we knew, Tom Baxter, has never made any contact again whatsoever with George, me, Clara, or Lorraine. As far as I’m concerned, that was probably the last we’ll see of him—a trail of dust in the hot, Western, midday sun during the summer of 1995.
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