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We are lonesome animals. We spend all our life trying to be less lonesome. And one of our ancient methods is to tell a story.

—John Steinbeck

 

 

 

 

Strength is just an accident arising from the weakness of others.

—Joseph Conrad






 PROLOGUE

There was, even in Russell Strawl’s time, the myth of the strong silent man of the West. The reverse was closer to the mark. Geography and miles keep people few and far between, even in settled times. Their minds combat the silence and isolation inherent in such spaces by supplying their own narrative. The sound fills the waking hours and intrudes upon any dream they might recall. The remoteness in their gaze, the hesitance in responding to any word put to them, is neither contemplation nor the weight of seriousness nor peace nor solitude nor even alienation upon their souls; it is the jar of another’s words piling into the torrent of their own.

For ten years preceding his marriage, Strawl policed the upper Okanogan country. In that time, he arrested 138 Indians, ninety-seven white men, and one woman, who nearly shot his hat from his head as he tried to talk her out of a pistol. He killed eleven men in flight because the circumstances made returning them alive too much trouble. Three others he killed returning fire, and one he beat into a moron with a blacksmith’s hammer.

He deposited his checks directly into the army bank, and that kept him from drinking them up in the early days, though after a year, the work occupied him more than any tavern might. The  Lord above filled the holes in the Sunday morning believers; the law began to do the same for Strawl.

Strawl could smell a guilty man—perhaps because the odor was familiar. He could predict which rise he might pursue for his stand, because he himself would have chosen the same. In a person’s face, he recognized the seed of acts before he who owned it might. Among the stories told about him are those in which he announced to a suspect hoping to disappear in the hollow of a thicket: “You are considering the distance between yourself and the brush and whether I can get a round in you before you reach it. It is a good bet for you, nearly fifty/fifty. And once you are in the trees, well, your luck may hold for who knows how long. But then I will kill you instead of arrest you, which is simpler for me and requires no paperwork or trial. It’s up to you. If you’ve a weapon, you might even get a round into me, though no one has managed yet, and if you have a brain in your head, you know who I am.”

And the pursued would consider his chances while Strawl opened his revolver and spun the cylinder to make certain each round remained in its place. He would likely fire one into the terrain above, raining dirt upon his man. Then he would linger silently, ignoring the conversation his suspect might employ to buy time or stave off boredom. Most instances, less than five minutes and his man would surrender his weapon from the brush. Strawl would treat him kindly with the cuffs and rope and help him to his mount if he possessed one.

Some took hours, however. Strawl ate his supper and smoked cigarettes, then let The Governor drink from the coffeepot. If it was cold, he’d build a fire with as pitchy a fuel as he could find. A few patient enough to manage twilight threw insults at him as the light thinned upon the horizon. In the early years, he prepared for such contingencies by keeping the wind at his back, then lighting anything between himself and his quarry that took a match. Or if  the ground was steep and the country right, he would lever boulders free with a bar and roll them onto the suspect’s position. Later in his career, waiting lost its capacity to entertain him, and, after an hour, he grew annoyed and threw army surplus hand grenades or smoke ordnance to move the conversation forward.

His facility to stash heart and soul in a saddlebag and his man’s inability to do the same separated him from his prey; there was little human in it. Yet Strawl believed the state of every mind was thus and saw it as the central truth around which each man orbited, not considering the possibility that the star that held him in its gravity may not be a star at all, but a black planet and he a trivial moon, circling it.

The moments when Strawl crashed against a door and spilled into a room, or knelt under a pine’s shadow outside a fire’s fitful light, every second belonged to itself and what occurred within it either informed the next or did not. Some appeared to blend like a painting’s oils, a pleasant serendipity, while others existed apart, as those on the pallete, the same colors a useless collision of time and reason.

Justice was just a coincidence within the bedlam, a moment that when separated from the whirlwind turns simple enough to take on fairness’s guise. Prosecutors argue the malice in a thunderbolt ; defense attorneys the inevitable forces of the jet streams and barometric pressure and condensation and topography. Given the proper atmosphere, a tornado resided in each of us; only our circumstances differed.

Sympathetic as the latter’s pain and damage might be in an acquaintance, a judge and gavel encouraged an ordinary person toward clarity. Jurors will avail themselves of any opportunity to hunt meaning in the dying winds and withdrawing rain inside a courtroom. Strawl had witnessed them rule more than one innocent man guilty just for a reprieve from the moral ambiguity outside the courthouse walls.

Strawl, however, remained in the comfort of the storm, and he thought himself content.

When a woman, the only one Strawl ever desired beyond the natural stirrings flesh is slave to, pierced that narrative for a time, it seemed evidence that nature, judgment, and good fortune had finally taken Strawl’s side. Women were not foremost in his thoughts. Church girls tended soldiers’ barracks, and on occasion the grocer’s daughter—Emma Everett was her name—visited Strawl’s billet to open the windows and trade out the bedding. She had a fine, straight nose and long, dark hair and possessed little of the formality that set him off of most women.

She approached him in September. The air was heavy with dust and harvest chaff holding the light. She wore a long dress, thin enough to reveal the shadow of her legs in the lowering sun.

“Would you enjoy a hale and hearty walk?” she asked him.

“I traipse around all day long,” he said.

She cocked her head and blinked her eyes at him, then puffed up her lower lip like a child.

She extended her hand. He stood, but didn’t take hers, so she slipped it under his elbow. Dusk cloaked half her face and, in the shadows, he enjoyed her nose and thin lips and teeth slightly bent inward in a manner that the old women used to say came from keeping on the tit too long.

On a bluff that overlooked China Bend, he sat in the damp grass and listened to the crickets rake their bellies. Emma bent to one knee with him. Her shoes were within his reach. He wanted to bend and clean them with his handkerchief.

“I’m working at the grocery,” Emma said. “I see nearly everyone in the county except you. Would it slay you to stop once in a while?”

“Commandant does the shopping,” Strawl said.

Her brow creased and she frowned.

“I’m not much for conversation.”

“Is it because people lie to you in your job?” Emma asked.

“I have heard some whoppers,” Strawl chuckled. “Words turn just noise after a while. I suppose if a house was burning, ‘fire’ might be handy, but not nearly as much as a bucket of water.”

“So those books on your bed stand, they must raise quite a din when you open them.” Strawl loved books. They were closed loops. He wondered if she was poking fun at him.

“Why’d you haul me up here?” Strawl asked.

“Because I didn’t think you would.”

She bent and kissed him and her face erased the sky. She closed her eyes and her face turned blank as a piece of paper waiting for his writing.

He held her head in his hand, pleased with the weight, then put his face to hers and their lips clobbered awkwardly. A drop of blood stained one of her front teeth. She kissed him again, and he tasted her blood in his mouth. Afterwards, he gazed down at the clear part in her hair and the white skin and her forehead and nose underneath. She turned her head up to his and he set his lips to hers. She parted her mouth like she was drinking from a stream and he felt his do the same.

Emma took one of his hands and laced both hers over it. He clamped her wrists and pulled her toward him until she was stretched enough to kiss. Sweat stung his scalp. Her nose flared and her lungs filled. He found her dress buttons with his fingers. Hers fluttered on the backs of his hands like tiny birds. “Oh,” she said. “Oh.”

He stared at her breasts loose under her camisole. “I don’t know what to do,” he said.

She took his hand. “Please don’t think I do. Know what to do, I mean.”

“I will think whatever you want me to,” Strawl said.

She laughed a little. “Not knowing. That’s better than flowers or ribbon or perfume, really.”
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The second year of his marriage, Strawl tracked a bad half-breed for a month. The man’s path included a girl not more than fourteen raped with a tree branch and another, only a little older, beaten nearly to death then violated with a broken pool cue. His third woman, he took a breast as a trophy.

The first woman had been conscious enough to offer a fair description : brown hair, cut with bangs in the front, a mustache, wiry strong. The second added he blinked too much. Even the third, in death, contributed the bloody red handkerchief that a man named Reynolds—who fit the rest of the descriptions—was known to favor. Strawl found him at the Red Garter in Coulee Dam sharing a pitcher of beer with two ranch hands between alfalfa cuttings.

Strawl shot out Reynolds’s knees in the chair where he sat. The ranch hands scurried under a pool table. Strawl approached Reynolds, stepped on his wrist and put another bullet through his palm, then did the same to the other, leaving the ring finger dangling. Finally he hauled Reynolds by the ankles outside where he tied him to his horse and fired a round into the air. The horse bolted over the steep, paved road, Reynolds’s head whacking the asphalt each step. When the horse tired, Strawl shot into the sky again and the horse barreled onto the highway where he was fortunate to dodge a freight truck. No luck saved Reynolds, whose head smashed like a melon under the Studebaker’s wheels.

For two months following, nearly every morning, Strawl and Emma woke to cut flowers on their doorsteps or fruit breads or a string of cleaned trout or a calf’s liver. Emma cooked or sliced each gift from the porch and invited neighbors to meals, serving them grand dinners that she allowed Strawl to enjoy by carrying  the conversation, occasionally hauling him by callused hand into the kitchen where she shut the door and hooked the lock into the hoop and tongue-kissed him and banged her hips into his until both their faces flushed with ardor.

Seven weeks later, he encountered a pervert suspect on a Nespelem street. The man drew his weapon like he was Jesse James himself and Strawl twisted out of the bullet’s path behind an elm. The pervert let off another round. Strawl saw it leave the barrel and the smoke following it. He dropped to one knee and heard the bullet thump into the withers of an Appaloosa brood mare tied to the livery post. The horse reared and dragged the shop’s porch into the street. Strawl rested his right wrist on his left and squeezed his pistol’s trigger. The bullet took the man’s testicles from his lingam. His pants leaked blood like he’d pissed himself red and both hands covered his plumbing like he might still mend. Strawl belted the man’s pistol and removed a knife and razor from his pockets, then walked to the stockade, where he ate a late lunch and afterwards sent a pair of corporals to collect the man, who lived to stand trial and serve twenty-three years in Walla Walla breaking granite to gravel to pave farm roads.

One of the girls the man had victimized stopped by a week later with ajar of apricot jelly. “I slept three nights in a row now,” she told him. He said nothing, but Emma cried, and that night she pulled him to her like a hungry she-wolf and didn’t turn loose until the moon crossed half the sky. Strawl felt close to heroic.

Emma informed him she was pregnant six weeks later, and he felt he had arrived in a strange country that he’d set out for but never expected to reach. Someone invited him to join a church. Emma was included in a fashionable quilting circle and the commandant suggested Strawl spend more time at his desk. He put his savings into a plot of land across the river and Emma began sketching house plans.

His daughter arrived healthy and they named her Dorothy, though she soon became Dot. Emma clucked and hummed to the baby all hours, but to Strawl the child turned frustration. He found no edge to an infant he could grasp, and she became as foreign to him as the moon.

Narrative could not reside in such routines, though, despite the fact most of living did. Strawl’s wife knew his twisting his hands and worrying the windows for what they were: foreshadows of an escape from her and his daughter for his work. They were no more interesting than a field to him. A description of a man and a litany of his crimes, though, made for a story that he, in those days of righteousness and ignorance, could end and rely upon as argument that the world contained patterns and logic and, if not justice, then at least retribution.

The habit, however, required being alone, and the isolation drove his mind into his skull like a mussel into a shell. In his isolation he concluded each person ground the gristle and meat of his days and events and emotions into a meal he could feed himself and not feel empty. A person’s worth came down to his talents as a butcher; some cut and boned their hours and years without reckoning and wondered why they encountered blood at all, while others acknowledged themselves as the source of both the killing and the sausage.

He was mistaken of course.
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When he was assigned what would eventually be called the Box Canyon Massacre, he had not yet surrendered his ignorance or his bliss.

Box Canyon was north, and north was a direction like Hell was a place. Property lines and boundaries between counties or countries remained rumors. No one knew where Up North started and  where it left off, but they were certain that it held all that white people feared and the little left they didn’t understand. Any disturbance that remained a mystery beyond a month the army relegated to that particular compass point, and when county and state police took up the army’s duties, they found it just as handy. Strawl had apprehended men in the north country, which was filled with mountains and trees and rock you found any other direction; the only difference was a later spring and earlier fall and a few wolves and panthers. The Indians knew this, but the BIA cops still attributed crimes that they themselves were accessories to or those that they were too indolent to investigate to that bearing.

The Box Canyon Massacre took place neither in a Box Canyon, nor was it a massacre. A family of Methow with no reputation for trouble left the reservation to pick huckleberries in the Okanogan foothills. A cattle rancher named Doering accosted the spindly group as they crossed his rangeland. The Indians quickly agreed to divert along a county road. The rancher, though, being German, possessed a bit of the Hun, and he shot the old grandfather who spoke for them in the shoulder. Horses reared and riders fell and, in the melee, the rancher broke his neck against a tree stump, and his straw boss’s thigh took a bullet—likely from Doering’s rifle, facts would later determine. The Doering widow, however, insisted it was murder, and the superintendent of police summoned Strawl to clear it up.

The Methows knew enough of military justice to recognize their best chance lay in the high timber. They bolted for the deepest country in that portion of the state, north of Aeneas and beyond the Kettle River toward Curlew and the Canadian border. Severe as a steeple, all except the frost line remained canopied with pine and birch and aspen and tamarack, making tracking dark and humid, even midday. Add that to the carpet of ferns and brush that grew in such habitat and it was slow travel. It took Strawl six days to  close on the group enough to hear them and another two days for a sighting. They labored across a trail that led around Chesaw Mountain, bearing their belongings on packboards and a travois. Above and below, sheer granite cliffs sparkled like fresh water.

Strawl worked himself ahead of them at the foot of a talus slide. When they were within his sight once more, he fired a warning shot into the rocks above as was his habit when he wanted to stop a suspect he knew was already afraid. The gun belched sulfur and a smoke wisp and the report echoed against the rock. A second of silence passed, one that, looking back, should have made him uneasy, as the women should have at least shouted in surprise. A rush of stones followed. One tumbled through the trees a hundred feet below, scalping saplings and bushes in its path. An old woman wailed. The family had bolted in their fear and collapsed a soft part in the trail, Strawl surmised. As he approached the little band, he saw checked shirts and wool blankets scattered among the rocks along with stockings and unmatched shoes. Ten feet beneath the trail, he discovered the father and his son, half buried with stones.

“How did this happen?” Strawl asked.

The old woman flexed her forefinger as if it were pulling a trigger.

“I didn’t shoot them,” Strawl said.

The old woman shook her head. She pointed to the rocks above.

“Goddamnit, that’s not what I intended!” Strawl shouted at her.

The woman looked at him as if he were a tornado or a thunderbolt or a killing freeze.

Strawl removed the stones covering the bodies. The father’s skull was a leaking gourd and his shirt spattered with his own grey brains. A boulder had blasted the boy’s chest with such force it parted his ribs and sternum and tore a strap of flesh a foot wide and twice that long. Under, his heart and part of a lung sucked for air and floundered until they ceased their toil.

Suddenly, a girl cried out in Salish and scurried from the trees beneath them, half naked, dotted with welts. She raced through the stones and fell upon a pack, tearing at the rawhide straps.

Strawl had prepared for her to rise with a gun. But she held in her hand, instead, only a skinning knife. Relieved, he cried out in her language to put it away. She blinked at him, understanding the words but not how they could be from him. Then she drew the blade across her throat. Blood arced from an artery and the scarlet spray pocked her skin and the rocks beneath her. She dropped to one knee. The blood poured from her like she’d opened a spigot. By the time he reached the girl it was thick as syrup.

Strawl sat on a flat rock and watched her die. He was too weary to speak. He remained where he was through the day’s heat and into the cool evening. He possessed no compass to direct him from this place and no heart to beat blood into his muscles and press him forward if he had.

He carried the bodies into a draw, where the dirt was softer. There he dug three graves. He let the old woman sing, then filled them. It was nightfall when he finished. He offered the woman passage back, making it clear she would ride his mount, but she was determined to stay and he could produce no convincing argument otherwise in her language or his own.

Rumor and the Box Canyon newspaper reports cemented Strawl’s reputation with criminals and the general public alike, and, though those opinions originally diverged, time would eventually wind them into a braid.

Ten days later, Strawl cooked breakfast, as he did each morning he wasn’t pursuing suspects. The skillet snapped with Polish sausage and he added three eggs. Emma puttered behind him, organizing canisters and setting the table. The child slept. Ordinarily it would have been a sweet moment for them, yet when he asked Emma for the peppermill and she dallied to finish lining the  napkins with silverware in the proper order, Strawl clanked the pan with the metal spatula and said again, “The pepper.” Emma crossed her eyes at him testily, and he lifted the cast iron skillet, sausage and all, and drove it into the side of her head. Sausages scattered across the floor and grease, blood, and cerebral fluid clotted her hair and streaked her face.

She staggered, blinked her eyes at him, then collapsed onto her side and seized. Strawl took her head in his hands and watched her pupils black the hazel from her eyes. The child, four years old, fussed in the other room, then found a toy and quieted, until a neighbor shielded her eyes and packed her away.

Emma breathed for two more days, then did not.

Strawl confessed to the commandant and insisted on a trial and prison. The commandant wrote Emma’s death up as an accidental fall and ordered her buried without an investigation. He promoted Strawl to captain, but Strawl resigned his commission the next day and remained AWOL throughout the remainder of his stint, taking contracts on men from the state and later the feds.

He put Dot in his bed and she slept under his unfurled arm, but he did not rest. The third day, he farmed her out to the most pleasant neighbors and soon was absent entire seasons, just his bedroll and Isaac Stevens. He could tolerate only silence for weeks at a time, though it wasn’t the kind conferred upon so many men a generation younger than he, who drew their stoic qualities from dime-store novels and the picture shows. Strawl’s stillness was not a heroic choice; it contained nothing resembling assurance or calm; it was its opposite: a smoking, frozen bewilderment, or, when driven past tolerance, a mustering of powers so unhinged from will or belief, so purely sired in what was before him and his blindness to it, as to be monstrous.

It seemed to him he’d gotten living backwards, that the years were stealing wisdom from him rather than delivering it. He  recognized what anyone in police work must: in even the most virtuous life, anarchy lay, like a live round, bolted and chambered, and at any moment the firing pin could fall upon the casing and thrust the spinning lead in any direction.

Those years, the only words he heard directed him toward his man or lied to steer him awry. Traveling aboard a breathing animal, he matched its breaths with his own, the only tastes in his mouth the remains of a meal from an army tin or something he’d killed an hour before, his mind emptied and filled with all of what surrounded him, and he sought from it nothing but its silence. Yet his ears denied him even this small favor, for no man is permitted that kind of quiet.






one

The Omak Stampede was only another rodeo in those t days and Omak just another lumber town. The year of the Crash back east, the mill owner’s wife, along with her women’s group, pressed her husband and the cattle barons and city fathers to adopt ordinances closing the taverns at 9 pm, and the sheriff was ordered to accost Indians and drovers for vagrancy if they had less than ten dollars on their person.

In the late summer of 1932, two eateries shut their doors and all three taverns, including The Lucky Seven, which served as city hall. Ranch hands traded their callings for dam construction in the coulee and payday whorehouses. The alfalfa second cutting was left standing as no one remained to operate the swathers and balers, let alone buck and stack the bales. The city fathers  concluded the winter following that, though the women were fine ladies and the five churches’ bells tolled a refined melody Sunday mornings, none were likely to turn their righteous efforts to peddling flour or fence wire or nails or hammers or supply the manpower to drive them.

The mayor, who drew the black lot, traveled to Nespelem and promised the tribe a rodeo with longhouses and stick games and Wahlukes and a powwow if they would consider coming in for a community fair. An Indian woman named Pence mentioned moving the Keller downhill races to the Okanogan sand hill. Six months later the inaugural Omak Stampede Rodeo and Suicide Race crowded the town with enough broke drifters and cowhands to tend the ranches through spring.

Strawl was a horseman of some repute and a lawman of more renown, though much of it had been fostered in infamy. Nearly sixty-three, he had been invited to join the melee. When he declined, the fair’s committee offered to name him parade marshal and, when he again begged off, the city council asked him to fire the starter’s pistol for the first night’s race. He agreed to attend on the condition that there be no public announcement. His reason was hardly modesty. His reputation was such he would be noted by any he encountered, whether he mounted a pulpit or rode in a convertible automobile. It was also such that half the crowd possessed reason to kill or maim him, some beyond even grudges, so he determined to make it as difficult as possible.

Near sunset, half an hour before the race found him with a group of doddering septuagenarians, smoking beneath a tremendous oak at the race’s beginning point. Though ten years their junior, his pigeon toes and inward nature folded his shoulders and shrunk his stature, not unlike the others. In his law days, the posture made him appear earnest and simple, a guise he employed to combat the lies of suspects or those close to them.

Old Belsbe coughed an awful hack. He had been ill for two months, though there was nothing other than the sniffles going about. It was likely the men around him had stood at his wedding and certain they would carry him to his rest, but without a son to take on his ground, his widow would be compelled to auction implements and all. Huddled in their snapped shirts and bolo ties, they calibrated Belsbe’s days and their own assets and those of the others.

Ground was truth past title and deed, past the addition or subtraction or algebra or calculus they learned in school or the god they learned in church or the trite history lesson a politician might use to lever a vote, a truth so inarguable it required no faith at all. Ground simply was. Strawl’s own five hundred acres he’d bequeathed early to his children—a mistake slowly bankrupting him, though dirt and its flora knew no difference.

The participants in the race had begun to separate themselves from the crowd. They swapped whiskey bottles and laudanum in a tight group, while below the rodeo announcer delivered scores on the last few bull riders and chided the clowns draped on the stock chutes. Laughter and talk and periodic applause wafted up the embankment along with the smell of the frybread in the concession cooker grease.

Strawl checked the blank rounds in the starter pistol, then examined the course, which opened with a leap onto a sixty-two-degree grade that hurtled a hundred yards into the Okanogan River. Once man and horse were across and up the bank, they labored a hundred-yard incline into the rodeo grounds.

As the events in the rodeo round wound up, the announcer directed the audience above and behind the north bleachers. Lights mounted to the poles that lined the course suddenly blinded the onlookers. Horses, turned blanched as the moon, reared and wheeled. They grunted as the last of the riders cinched their saddles. One  began to nicker and fight its bridle. The other animals responded until the whole field was astir. Riders yipped, armed themselves with quirts, and tied leather pouches filled with gravel meant not to stir their mounts but beat passing riders.

The mayor nodded toward Strawl, who lifted his arm and squeezed off a shot. Animal and man leapt at the bluff and piled as one down a hill too steep to hold plant or seed. In a breath, half the riders covered the two hundred yards to the water. The rest remained in the fog of men and horseflesh tumbling toward the Okanogan River. Those still aboard their mounts floundered through water, swam a few yards, then lumbered into the rodeo grounds, which were once again filled with sound and light.

The other riders littered the grade and nearest bank, hobbled with broken ankles, dislocated shoulders, cracked ribs, and cracked skulls. Their horses drank at the water’s edge as if suddenly and quietly pastured. Three tested broken legs, stunned that something as certain as a bone could be so quickly cast into doubt. Later, in the rendering yard, they’d be put down for pig feed.

The crowd quieted. The temperature was stifling, and Strawl’s duties as honorary marshal were finished. He started a second cigarette and admired the orange ember cooking the paper. In the clear sky, he could discern the constellations. They were all that was left of his mother’s teachings, stars in the sky that someone once thought made pictures.

Strawl searched for the Rotarians and his check. They were uneasy in his presence and wouldn’t keep him long. In his police days, when their tone bent toward haughty, Strawl would soon follow with a stop at their businesses, one of their children in tow. He’d confide evidence of their daughters letting lowlifes into their pants or their sons stealing skin books for self-abuse. Not crimes, he’d say. Just unbecoming. Not what a community man would want out.

The old-timers drifted toward a stand that hawked cold drinks. One wiry man remained, slight of build. His hand smoothed his long mustache and his blue eyes blinked in the dusty air. He wore a grey county sheriff’s cap.

“Well, I guess you know why I am here,” the man said.

“You’re going to offer me some work, Officer Dice. Or arrest me.”

“Both possibilities have been discussed.”

“And?”

“The former. We want to contract you.”

“Why waste the time and the money? The reservation is across the river from you,” Strawl told him.

Dice remained quiet.

“And it’s not your jurisdiction.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Let the tribal police hunt him.”

Dice looked into his hands. “It’s more complicated than that.”

Strawl laughed. Dice was sheriff of the neighboring county but rarely absent from his office except to walk across the street to town hall and lunch with the mayor. At his insistence, his picture appeared in the weekly papers next to the crime blotter, though he had investigated nothing rougher than a trespassing since succeeding Strawl as sheriff. Even when Jasper Sampson was arrested by vigilantes for burning outbuildings, then lit his jail cell on fire and cooked himself; Dice let a federal man clean it up. It wasn’t that he had no stomach for the work; he saw no profit in it. Hiram Evans meant to give up the State House the following winter. A well-meaning neighbor had approached Strawl himself about an appointment to the position, but Dice wasn’t waiting for encouragement.

Strawl hollered at a passing boy.

“Bring me a cold drink,” Strawl told him. “Be quick.”

The boy pointed at himself. Strawl nodded.

“Yes sir.” The boy turned for the drink stand.

“You didn’t give him any money,” Dice said.

“He’ll be glad to treat.”

Dice watched him go. The rodeo below was breaking up. Strawl listened to the audience’s steps clatter the bleacher planks.

“You hunted George Taylor,” Dice said. Taylor was a bank robber after the Great War. He stuck up two Spokane Old Nationals in one day. A week after, Strawl discovered his abandoned sedan at Leahy Junction. He borrowed a mount and followed him north as far as the Columbia, then east through the reservation. Finally, he killed Taylor through a line shack window while the man fried bacon at the woodstove.

Dice stuck his hands in his pocket.

“Put the State boys on the bastard,” Strawl told him.

“They been,” he said.

“They got to have a lead or two then.”

“Not a sniff.”

Dice paused and lit a cigarette, then offered one to Strawl, who declined, as he was still working on his own.

“Heard you got you some help,” Dice said. “Hired man?”

Strawl shook his head. “Dot’s husband.”

“I thought he was educated?”

“Can’t eat a sheepskin.”

“Them shysters back east wrung us good, haven’t they?”

“My meals are still arriving regularly enough,” Strawl said.

Dice drew from his cigarette. His pinched face pinked in the glow.

“That dam coming along?” Strawl asked him.

“Now that Roosevelt has shook Congress by the collar.”

Roosevelt was a liar, but good at it. He’d requested money for a high dam in Grand Coulee, like Hoover’s, but Congress had only funded enough for a low structure. Roosevelt ordered the engineers to go ahead with the original proposition anyway, then told  Congress to either finish the chore or explain five million dollars for a dam that stopped no water.

“Workers thick as ants on an anthill is what I’ve heard.”

Dice nodded.

“Registered voters all, I presume.”

“Soon as they cash their checks.”

Strawl leaned into the oak. The striped bark pressed lines into the skin on his arm.

“Would you consent to examine a body?” Dice asked him.

“Where?”

“Truax’s meat locker.”

“Family don’t mind you keeping him in a cooler?”

“Storing him isn’t nearly as cruel as killing him was.”

Strawl had planned to cross the river to Nespelem in the next week to sharpen saw blades at Clara’s Mill anyway. Visiting the butcher wouldn’t put him out. “I’ll look at the body,” Strawl said.

The boy returned. He handed Strawl the paper cup and Strawl took it and drank.

Dice tossed the child a quarter and the boy looked at it. “You want some, too?” the boy inquired.

Dice shook his head. The boy vanished.

“You got a kind streak for children?” Strawl asked him.

“I’m happy to treat, too,” Dice said.

Strawl blew a cloud of cigarette smoke his direction and watched him blink.

“We’ve got three counties that meet within fifteen miles of one another,” Dice told him.

“Well, you all put your heads together, then.”

“There’s money in it is what I’m saying. Might be handy.”

Strawl turned the cup in his hands.

“How’s that wife of yours?” Strawl asked him.

“She’s nothing to this affair.”

“Affair,” Strawl said. “A word that fills both barrels, doesn’t it?” He turned the paper cup until he found its seam, then slid his thumbnail under the corner and began unraveling the coating. “How long have you been copping?” Strawl asked.

“Including time as your deputy, ten or twelve years, I guess.”

“ In all that time, you ever once know anyone to twist my tail?”

“No,” Dice said.

“Or herd me like a woman.”

Dice shook his head.

He spat on the ground and smiled hard. “You think when I left that badge in the drawer, I left what was behind it in there, too?”

Dice extinguished his cigarette into the heel of his boot, looked at Strawl one more time. Dice had shoved too hard, coaxed too little, and Strawl waited to see if he possessed sense enough to retreat. And when he turned and walked back to his car without a word, Strawl gave him credit at least for that. He watched the patrol car pull away, a boxy Chevy magazine ads claimed delivered eighty miles an hour on a straightaway.






two

The following morning, Strawl arrived at Thacker Ferry just after dawn. He drove his trap wagon, a flatbed pickup. On the undercarriage, iron forks extended beyond the grill. They braced a hundred-pound bar on which Strawl had bolted a cable winch. He replaced it with a snow blade November to March.

Young Bill Thacker, Wild Goose Bill’s son, picked at his breakfast on board the boat. A late riser and a drinker all his waking hours, Young Bill was worthy of remark, but he was never a shade to Wild Goose Bill, who had established the ferry for the army, which drove the Salish tribes through the Big Bend country to the Okanogans and back again until the federals settled on the reservation boundaries. Bill turned a profit, but he gambled and drank  with anyone so inclined, which kept him from gathering the riches he might have. He’d earned his nickname for a drunken Thanksgiving hunting expedition that ended in him poaching a farmer’s pet goose, then claiming he’d seen it walking toward Canada to migrate. He was killed finally in a gun battle over a woman he had determined to take as his wife, though the idea wasn’t fondly received by her or the boy she coaxed into being her champion. The woman was shot twice through the arm by Bill, and the boy and he swapped enough lead to put them both beyond a doctor’s care.

Young Bill wiped his chin and rose from the table, then pulled on his oily duster and wide-brimmed hat, beaten from crossings under weather less fair than this morning’s. He unchained the gate and Strawl drove the truck carefully over the metal ramp onto the barge. Bill tugged at a come-along pulley and the heavy ramp rose, shifting the ferry forward in the water. He untethered the ropes from the poles driven into the river bottom on both sides and the current pushed them toward the downstream pilings, but Young Bill gunned the diesel engine and squared the ferry with the cable strung to the opposite bank. He tugged a rope starter and another, smaller motor caught, which turned a pulley. When he locked the crank into place, the spool took the cable slack with a lurch, then commenced to drag them across. Two seagulls rose at the sound, but a family of ducks simply separated and let the ferry pass.

At the opposite landing Bill opened his ledger and added the trip to Strawl’s tab, then eased the ramp onto the sandy bank. The road rose out of the canyon, carrying Strawl again into the Okanogan country. Judged by beauty, it was far superior to Strawl’s own ground. The slopes to the water were grassed with bluebunch and broadleafs like balsamroot and wolfweed. Alder and cottonwood dotted the bluffs and draws. He could smell the pollen in the air, and the pine and fir pitch cutting it, reminding him of Indian medicine.

Above, in the flat meadows, a few farmhouses appeared, some painted and others abandoned, their sideboards buckled against from weather and neglect. Falling boughs had punctured a roof or two. The Indians had surrendered the dwellings after a final year of not harvesting enough to make expenses, or simply deciding to labor upon a farm they never desired, so they could pay bills for which they felt no responsibility, wasn’t a bargain they were willing to enter into another year.

Other homes were scattered across the clearings beyond: poorer shacks and lean-tos, often walled with rusting tin or the hoods and hacksawed roofs of cars. Spoiling elk and deer carcasses hung from a few cottonwoods and locusts shading them. Two men spooned in a garden like dozing lovers. Grease darkened their checked shirts. One’s head rose, and he shaded his eyes with his hand to watch Strawl pass. A barnstormer dipped a wing over the road, then climbed until his plane was a speck in the sky too distant for anyone but Strawl to hear.

The town was four streets with passable houses surrounded by another scattering of shanties extended this way and that, as shapeless as spit on a flat rock. White men, like the butcher, Truax, owned the hardware and the livery and taverns and grocery. Most had appeared on the reservation with nothing but what they could borrow or pilfer. Eventually, they took women, but on the reservation the institution of marriage was unhinged. The merchants refused to acknowledge tribal ties and the churches wouldn’t wed heathens until they could read catechism. Ceremonies, licenses, preachers, and justices of the peace were tiresome formalities, shed for flesh and convenience. Courtship consisted of a man putting whiskey into his beloved until she either surrendered to or slept through his passions. Women changed hands like tractor parts, and often a pretty girl was more or less shanghaied into a man’s house if her family didn’t have the means or guns to argue. The  Catholic priest scolded his parish weekly over such indiscretions, but Sunday morning generally presented its own difficulties to the local population, and the few in the pews already abided by the Church’s teachings.

Strawl waited while eight mottled cattle passed, steered with a willow switch by an overalled Indian boy. A half-pint yellow dog followed, tongue lolling in his mouth.

Inside the butcher shop, Truax cranked a pan full of hog scraps into sausage. He glanced at the ring of a bell attached to the knob and squinted, then blinked upon seeing Strawl. His hand moved into a drawer that held his pistol and a pry bar. Strawl had never had any legal truck with the man, but he’d left one of his brothers walleyed in a bar scrape. On the other hand, he’d once extricated Truax’s youngest son from a larceny charge when the boy fell in drunk with a gang of no-accounts who robbed a mule and wagon from the priest’s stable.

“Still keep the equalizers in the same place, I see,” Strawl said.

Truax smiled. “Didn’t recognize you, sheriff.”

“Or maybe you did.” Strawl laughed. He nodded at the meat and the grinder. “Better pepper it up good.”

“I could grind horse hooves and beaver teeth with a little pepper, they’d eat it.”

Truax washed his hands at the sink, then dried them on an apron hanging from the pegs. Over six feet and barrel-chested as a bull, he cut an imposing figure, despite the spindly legs supporting it.

“I was wondering how many before you’d show up.”

“I’m not on the payroll,” Strawl said.

Truax tapped the ashes from his corncob pipe and reloaded it. “I got some advice for who is.” He puffed. “Catch the bastard or put a lot of barbwire between here and that dam.”

“If the barbwire was manageable, we’d see it,” Strawl said.

Truax nodded. “We might as well be Canada, now. Less they hear the better.”

“Except if you got a killer amongst you.”

“Shit,” Truax said. “I don’t know a worthwhile man over fifty who hasn’t killed someone.”

“You included,” Strawl said.

Ten years ago, Truax’s niece had garnered the attention of an older man who’d turned up with a broken skull soon after. Strawl had caught the gossip that Truax had offered the suitor honor or life, and the poor fellow had thought it only poker and bet his chips. But Strawl was fond of Truax and not compelled either way about the victim. He’d relinquished the case to the tribe’s police, who, when no one squawked and Truax made good on a beer keg he’d offered as a donation, declared the death a suicide.

Truax’s was not unlike most reservation crimes. Here, justice was less a blindfolded woman weighing a man’s virtues against his sin than a poor shot occasionally firing a round into a fistfight to remind those brawling she could, if inclined.

“I told you I ain’t working,” Strawl said.

Truax spit into his sink basin and ran some water into it. “If it was plain murder, Dice’d stick to shaming us Sundays with the Methodists and invest in cemetery plots. It’s not killings they got objections concerning. It’s killings with style.”

“This fellow have a flair for it?”

“Thinks they put corpses in museums, far as I can tell. See for yourself.”

Truax opened the metal door to the locker. The room went white in degrees as he set a match to each hanging lantern. Blood from the slaughter room adjacent had worked under the wall. The cold room smelled like meat and metal. The light irritated dust motes into the air. A steer lowed in the corral across the street. Otherwise, it was silent aside from the ticking of the flames in each lamp.

The body lay on three two-by-eights that rested across a pair of metal carts. It was facedown and blue, not the tinge a white  person turns, but the darker hue of Indian flesh in rigor mortis. The sternum had been sawed, not broken with an axe. The killer had then painstakingly sliced tracks for the ribs with what looked to be a razor and pulled them through the back flesh until they resembled nothing more than angels’ wings. The scapula blades added to the effect, though no angel or its carcass was likely to be found with skin strips and the attached fat dangling into its empty body cavity like guttered candlewax or strands of colored sinew dangling from its wounds like frayed denim.

“Who found him?” Strawl asked.

“Mills. Tied his horse to the hardware rail and there he was.”

“He around?”

Truax shook his head. “Skidding logs with the Canucks.”

Strawl’s cigarette was out. He patted his shirt, then pulled a leather bag from the pocket and a paper loose from its package. He sprinkled tobacco into the folded papers and twisted the smoke, found his matches, then set both on the metal counter.

“There a gut pile?”

Truax shook his head.

“Any blood at all?”

“Just where the body laid.”

“How come you know all this?”

“Like everyone else, I came running when Mills hollered.”

Strawl nodded.

“Why at the hardware?”

“I don’t know. Seems to me him laid out like a turkey on a platter’s more to the point.”

Strawl examined the bottoms of the man’s feet and his ankles and wrists. He’d not been bound or beaten. An incision above each ankle had emptied his femoral arteries. Dried blood knotted each shut. Another slit had opened the jugular and drained the  skull. Each cut was clean and stitched with needle and thread. The victim had been hit in the temple with something sharp enough to tear his cheek to the bone and blunt enough to drive a dime-sized skull fragment into the only organ the killer didn’t relieve him of. A spade point was Strawl’s best guess. It wasn’t an unusual weapon on the reservation; guns made noise and knives required close range and probably some acquaintance. A shovel would at least provide the advantage of surprise.

The blow may not have killed the man. Skull fractures rarely took lives and those that did took time. The brain might have hemorrhaged, but bleeders generally took a number of blows. The man’s eyeballs were shot with blood as if he may have been strangled, but Strawl found no ligature marks.

He examined the body for an hour, then stepped from the locker back into the store. Truax continued to grind meat, the wheel squeaking each turn. Strawl considered the delicate cuts on the body: no skips, no slashes demonstrating doubt, nor hacks from anger, just work done well. The rest was lunacy or a sense of humor. The incisions were where the genius was. His killer had shucked himself of emotion for practicality.

“Hell of a mess,” Truax said, behind him again.

Strawl nodded.

“Not your problem, though.”

“Nope.”

“Who’ll take care of it, then?”

“No one.”

The skin between Truax’s eyebrows pressed together. He rubbed his forehead, folding his thumb and index finger over each temple. “Ain’t nothing you can do?”

“Tribe’s got its police. Maybe they’ll get lucky. That’s what it’ll take.”

“Redskins hunting a redskin,” Truax said.

“What makes you so sure it’s an Indian committed this crime?” Strawl asked him.

“They’re the only ones with time to do it up fancy,” Truax told him. “Rest of us got jobs.”

Outside, the day’s light blinded him, then a clanking engine and the whir of wings and flaps split the air. Strawl lifted his face toward the plane and spread his arms, thinking he might himself take flight if he took a notion, but he remained anchored to the earth, looking crucified by the plane’s hurtling shadow.

Strawl’s hearing was as constant as a hound on the scent and sounds to him were clear and separate as smells. He could recognize a footstep two miles off, and likely what made it, and he could do it in a rainstorm. Moreover, his head divided sounds until he had them situated as well as if he could see what was making them. But such a clatter melted his talent into a chaos of noise and undid his nerves.

He reclined upon a shaded bleacher seat until the plane lopped over them, then suspended above the hard dirt like it required a moment to become simple and machine again, then rattled to the ground, stopping near the tiny horse track’s grandstand, which held twenty Indians and rounders, as well as Strawl, ready to replace one gawker with another.

The girl finishing her ride reported she recognized nothing from above, not her house, not the town. The river turned a drizzle.

“A wonder the birds don’t get lost,” Strawl said.

Their faces turned toward him. The crowd parted as he approached the airplane and its pilot, whom he showed his badge.

“Police business,” Strawl said. It was a big place with few people and lots of cover if you could manage on your own, and many could. He had decided a look from above might be of use.

He labored over the wing and into the plane’s cockpit. The pilot handed Strawl a set of smeared goggles that Strawl declined. The plane’s pistons began to whir. The connecting rods ticked and the cam whined and the carburetor twisted air and gasoline to accept the plug’s spark. The tires bounced on the hard dirt while the wings bucked the wind and gravity until the plane shuddered and with a tug, began to rise. They climbed slowly over the rooftops, checkerboard spaces between the dusty streets like the tartan wool in the mackinaw the pilot wore. The trees were upended cones and then circles that contained differing degrees of green.

The pilot banked over the town and the fairgrounds and the upturned faces. Strawl pointed him south and west. The pilot nodded and they traced the river’s channel. Cataracts boiled in its black current. Later, in a smooth pool near Washington Flats, a flock of mudhens rose as one. They could have been a school of fish misplaced, like Strawl himself flying, but he likened them more to a symphony climbing the opening notes of the overture, the instruments synchronized in a way both natural and not.

The dam was before them, then, a scar marking the river’s course, but a minor wound from this high, an injury one survives, one that adds to one’s courage, or the myth of that courage.

Strawl directed the pilot to the other side, and they floated over the farm country like no bird ever had, low enough for Strawl to make out the shadow of the plane as it passed over the country. Almota was where he had imagined it, and the spring and canyon that bore his own name, and the Big Hole and each road that ribboned the farms as delicate as lace stitching. Cattle gazed up, stupefied. A deer herd, with the same unison as the birds before, broke from feeding in the wheat, leaping rock and sagebrush and barbwire all with the same grace, until the plane  passed and they halted, continuing to stare at the sound of the engine.

They passed Osborne Corner and Pearl and the Troutman Ranch Road and Tag Ear Lake and Badger Spring and the Chalk Hills and then banked over old Fort Okanogan back toward the reservation, and Strawl could identify each tree and each bay in the river and each bend and ripple, and then Kartar Town and the lighter blue and green of Omak Lake’s south fingers and the silver granite cliffs lining its north edge, flashing in the light.

Strawl motioned up with his thumb and the plane climbed until the whole of the country looked under a haze and he imagined he could see the earth’s curve at the horizon. Beyond Bonaparte Mountain, they wheeled like a circling hawk across the unpeopled north, broken with rock and choked with brush and trees of all varieties native to this country. The only sound was the engine and the wind passing, and it had ceased to be a sound at all. Strawl realized his own talent was useless in this sky. Listening married a mind to this moment, then the next, and a sky was too large for an audible second to tick away and another to replace it. If he had ears, silence was all a god heard. Prayers and hymns and oaths and curses turned as repetitive and indistinct as raindrops against the river’s surface. Salmon bucked two hundred miles of current, soundless as the dead, and trees rose a hundred feet without uttering a noise aside from what the wind pressed from their needles. Even time thinned to nearly nothing in the face of plain country. A thousand years and Babylon was only a word.

And Strawl possessed what was below like a god possessed his world; nothing in it occurred that he didn’t recognize, and that was why the killings troubled him. A dab of wood smoke smeared the horizon. Strawl could smell it, too insignificant to be a wildfire and too grey to be part of the haze. He motioned the pilot that direction and they traveled ten minutes, though the smoke got no  closer. He spied a boy driving a pair of roped goats up a path. The boy’s face stared up, the rest of him just a dark, squat shape under it. He motioned for the pilot to press on, but he shook his head. Strawl showed him his badge once more, but the pilot pointed to the fuel gauge and Strawl nodded, disappointed to return to the prison of gravity and his spinning planet.
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