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Chapter 1
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Wyoming
Territory
1888

 

T
om Jeffcoat shifted his rump on the hard wagon seat, blinked twice, and peered northward. From beneath the brim of a dusty brown Stetson, he squinted until the blurred outline of a town came into focus. A thrill shot through his belly—
Sheridan
,
Wyoming
, at last! And with any luck at all, a bath, a real bed, and a decent, hot supper, his first in eighteen days.

 
He clucked to the team and they picked up speed.

 
From several miles out the town appeared as no more than a mole on the jaw of the broad, fertile valley, but the setting proved as beautiful as promised in the ad Basking in lush bluegrass, it nestled where the eastern face of the Big Horns met the wide Goose Creek Valley in which Big and Little Goose creeks merged. The paths of the streams were clearly marked by a meandering line of diamond willows and cottonwoods, the latter in seed now in early June, dropping their cottony tufts like a white flotilla onto the waters.

 
But the mountains themselves provided the grandeur; snow-capped, blue girded, they rose like knuckles on a tight fist, holding back the harsher
Rockies
to the west. Those mountains had become protective old friends, ever off Jeffcoat's left shoulder on his long journey up from
Rock Springs
. Already he loved them: the Big Horns, majestic giants clothed—up high—in the blue-black of
Rocky
Mountain
cedars, fading at the foothills into every conceivable shade of green. Those foothills billowed like a giant ruffled skirt and in their velvet folds nestled his new home:
Sheridan
.

 
"West of worry," the ad had boasted, "with no heat, no dust, no wind, and where the nights are always cool."

 
Well, we'll see.

 
As he neared the town, individual buildings took shape, then a street—no, streets, by God!—a grid of them, laid out straight and wide and already named on wooden signs—Perkins, Whitney, Burkitt, Works, Loucks, and the widest artery, Main, by which he entered. Deeper in the heart of town the creeks themselves snaked together, breaking the streets into short, oblique avenues. Off on the side streets he saw houses, mostly of frame or peeled-log construction, with high-pitched roofs to shed snow. Many of the plots were surrounded by lines of demarcation: picket fences, hitching posts, outbuildings at rear property lines, newly planted vegetable gardens, and hedgerows of flowers. Entering the business district, he slowed his horses to an easy walk, perusing his surroundings. There must have been fifty buildings, and boardwalks old enough to have become weathered but not warped, and a goodly number of established businesses: a hotel, butcher shop, barber shop, drug store, law office, several stores, a newspaper office; and the inevitable saloons that catered to the cowboys driving cattle up the Bozeman Trail, up which he himself had just come. There were the Star, the Mint, and one called the Silver Spur, beside which a corral held a half dozen wild elk. Several cowboys were using them for roping practice, and the sound of the men's laughter and the animals bawling brought a smile to Jeffcoat's lips.

 
Farther along he passed other signs of progress; a building with its double doors thrown wide, revealing a side-stroke fire pump with its brass fittings gleaming; a house bearing a doctor's shingle—L.D. STEELE, PHYSICIAN; a school—settlers were bound to come faster with a school; and a harness and shoe shop, of which Jeffcoat took particular notice.

 
Eventually he came to a creek—bridgeless—swelled with spring runoff, where a lanky man in baggy pants and knee-high boots filled his water wagon with a bucket on the end of a long pole. Painted on the side of the tin drum was the advertisement:
Fresh Water Delivered Daily, 25c a barrel, 5 barrels for $1.00 Andrew Dehart's Sparkling Water Service.

 
"H'lo, there!" Jeffcoat called, reining in.

 
The man paused and turned. "Hello!" He had a bushy beard and a great hook nose which he blew—without benefit of a handkerchief—into the grass, leaning first left, then right.

 
"Which creek is this then. Big Goose or Little Goose?"

 
"Big Goose. Around here we just call it Goose. You new in town?"

 
"Yessir. Been here five minutes."

 
"Well, howdy! Andrew Dehart's the name." He nodded at the announcement on the side of his water wagon.

 
"Tom Jeffcoat's mine."

 
"You need water, I'm the man to see. You stayin'?"

 
"Yessir. That's the plan."

 
"Got lodging?"

 
"Not yet."

 
"Well you passed the only hotel, the
Windsor
, back that-a-way. And Ed Walcott runs the livery. Turn left on Grinnell." He pointed.

 
"Thank you, Mr. Dehart."

 
Dehart waved him off and turned back to his work, calling, "New blood's always welcome around here!"

 
The creek seemed to mark the end of the major business section. Beyond it lay mostly houses, so Jeffcoat reversed direction and headed back the way he'd come.

 
He found Grinnell without any problem and a huge unpainted barn of a building with a tent-shaped roof, gaping double doors, and a prominent white-and-black sign up high above the hay port: WALCOTT'S LIVERY, HORSES BOARDED & BEDDED RIGS FOR RENT. He turned up Grinnell to have a look.

 
In a corral on the near side of the building a half dozen healthy-looking horses stood dozing in the
two o'clock
sun, their nose hairs touching the wall. On the far side was a deserted horseshoe pit overhung by a line of lopsided cottonwoods which spilled a patch of shade onto the street over the far hitching rail. The barn itself was an immense, open-ended building constructed of vertical weather-beaten boards and sliding double doors that stood open on both ends.

 
Choosing the shady hitching rail on the right over the sunny one on the left Jeffcoat passed the open door, glimpsing inside the silhouette of a man framed clearly in the open-ended building, working over a horse's foot.

 
His competition.

 
He pulled up in the shade, wrapped the reins around the brake handle, pushed to his feet, and, with fists to ears, twisted at the waist. His hide felt stiff as whangleather. Letting out a great gust of air, he vaulted over the side. At the great south door of the livery barn he paused, peering inside. It was like a railroad tunnel, dark and cool within, bright at both ends. At the far end the fellow still worked, facing the opposite door, couching the hoof of a huge liver chestnut stallion in his lap.

 
As Jeffcoat approached, he took stock of both the horse and the man. The stallion was snip nosed, broad-chested, and tall. The man—upon closer perusal—turned out to be no man at all, but a skinny boy, no bigger than a good strip of trap bait, dressed in worn blue britches, a faded red shirt, black suspenders, an ankle-length leather apron, and a floppy brown wool cap with a button on its crown.

 
At Jeffcoat's approach, the chestnut nickered, dropped his forefoot, and belly-bumped the lad, knocking his cap askew.

 
"Blast you. Sergeant, you ring-boned hunk o' gleet! Hold still!" The boy cuffed the horse on the shoulder and centered his cap with a jerk. "You do that one more time and I'll leave you to take care of your miserable quarter crack by yourself!" He clapped a hand around the horse's off fore cannon, forced it into his lap, and resumed wielding the hoofpick.

 
Jeffcoat smiled; the animal outweighed the youth by a good thousand pounds. But young as he was the kid knew what he was doing. Quarter crack was nothing to fool around with.

 
"You in charge around here, young fellow?"

 
Emily Walcott dropped Sergeant's hoof and spun around indignantly. She let her eyes scan with deliberate distaste a swarthy young man who could use a shave and some sleeves on his shirt: someone had torn them off at the shoulder. She gave his bare arms, whiskered face and dusty britches a singeing once-over before replying sardonically, "Yes,
ma'am
, I sure am."

 
Jeffcoat grabbed for his hat. "Oh … my mistake. I thought—"

 
"Never mind what you thought! I can do without hearing it again. And don't bother doffing your hat after
that
!"

 
She was thin as a whipsnake and about as shapely, seventeen or thereabouts, all blue eyes and indrawn lips and two cheeks flaring with indignation. Never having seen a woman in britches before, Jeffcoat stood nonplussed.

 
"I beg your pardon, ma'am."

 
"It's miss, and don't bother begging my pardon." She threw aside the hoofpick.

 
"What can I do for you?"

 
"I've got a hungry team outside that needs putting up."

 
Sergeant chose that moment to stretch his neck, pluck off Miss Walcott's cap, and begin chewing it.

 
"Blast your hide. Sergeant, give me that!" She yanked it from his teeth, dried it on the seat of her pants, and examined it crossly while her black hair drooped in scraggles, half held to her skull by combs. "Now look what you've done, dammit. You put holes in it!"

 
Jeffcoat worked hard to hide a grin. "You ought to tie him off with two clip ropes instead of just one so he can't get by with that."

 
Emily eyed him maliciously while hooking the hat on her head, cramming her hair up inside it and cocking it toward her left ear so the short bill angled over her black, angry eyebrows. With the cap on, and covered to the collarbones by the dirty leather apron, she looked more like a boy than ever.

 
"Thank you, I'll remember that," she answered sarcastically, heading for the street, the apron thwapping her calves with each long step. "What do you want, stable 'em only? That'll be a buck a night, including hay. Dessert is extra. Two bits for an extra pail of oats. Curry 'em down'll be another two bits. Stable 'em outside in the corral you can save a dime." She reached the team and turned, but Jeffcoat hadn't followed. "Hey, mister," she bellowed, "I got work to do!" She hooked two dirty hands on her hips, fingers impatiently tapping the hard leather apron. "Where do you want 'em? Inside or out?" When no answer came she poked her head around the door, then bawled, "Hey, what do you think you're doing?" and steamed back inside with fists swinging at her sides like bell clappers.

 
"This is no quarter crack, it's a sand crack." He was examining Sergeant's fore-foot, for all the world as if he owned the place. "He'll need a three-quarter shoe or maybe even a copper plate to put pressure on the frog and wall if you want to keep him from going lame permanently. Or maybe a rivet might do."

 
"I'll see after my own horses, thank you," she returned acidly, untying Sergeant's single snap line and leading him into a stall.
Who the Sam Hill did he think he was, coming in here giving her advice? Some dirty cowpoke without so much as sleeves on his shirt, busting into somebody else's livery barn and spouting off like a geyser when she knew everything there was to know about the care of hooves. Everything!
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