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Amidst all the others on that boat my eyes set on him at once, and 

yours would have done the same. Not for his height, for he was neither tall nor 

short; not for his girth alone, though he was thick about the waist; nor for his hair, which 

was curled and gone to gray. Despite all about him that was ordinary, he was a star that 

shone more brightly than its fellows. His blue eyes had a light in them. His lips, sur-

rounded by a neat white beard, curled at some private joke.  

We were bound north on the paddle steamer, Bountiful, soon to depart from Saint 

Louis and headed for Saint Paul. The boat earned her name. She was gilded and polished, 

all gleam and sparkle and filigree. Her stacks reached one hundred feet above the water. 

Her calliope whistled Oh! Susanna for anyone with ears inside a mile or two.  Man, 

woman or child approaching the levee that morning, looking over the few dozen boats 

tied there, could only pray that the Bountiful was theirs. As the departure time drew near, 

the captain ordered a load of pitch tossed into the firebox, so that the smoke rising from 

her chimneys billowed black against the haze. 

Then came a commotion like the end of the world. Crates dangling from ropes, whis-

tles blowing, a tramping up the gangplank, workers bent under loads of tools, clothing, 

food — the vitals of civilization — making their way up the stream. Goodbyes and tears 
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and I’ll-send-word-soon, all the rituals of departure. This while the Mississippi drifted on, 

mute and dark, solemn even, its surface barely troubled by the flow or breeze. 

 I paused on the boarding plank and looked up. That is when my eyes first fixed on 

him. I will give you his name now — Horatio Reilly (if in fact that was his name) — 

though I did not learn it until later. Reilly leaned against the rail of the boiler deck in his 

white suit, his expression one of serene goodwill, as if he knew what he deserved and 

knew that was exactly what he would get. Reilly tipped his chin toward me and disap-

peared into his stateroom. I found my own small berth, where I settled my few belong-

ings.  

We churned upriver, the Bountiful’s wheels beating the river to froth. Vast as she was, 

still she rattled from stem to stem with the stroke of her engines and the smack of the 

paddles. Cinders trailed into the water behind us. The city dropped away, the sun slipped 

lower. We settled into the river’s hold, the flow of which diminished as we passed steadi-

ly northward. A wilderness, or so it seemed to me then. Not that I yet had a true idea what 

the word meant. This green, dark corridor was the zenith of civilization, compared to 

where I was headed.  

I ate my supper sitting on the edge of my bed. Crackers, smoked fish, an apple. This 

while the aromas from the main saloon swept through the transom window. I finished, 

sweeping up the few crumbs and swallowing them. Then, the better to torment myself, I 

strolled to the dining room. 

Oh, the glitter and gawkery! The crystal chandeliers, the lanterns glowing with whale 

oil, the gingerbread frippery upon every surface. Then, too, the heat of the room, the 
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smothering humidity, the glaze of perspiration on the ladies, the sweat streaming from the 

overdressed men. The dark waiters, bearing plate upon plate to tables set with china and 

laid with checkered tablecloths. Watermelon sculpted into lily buds and filled with 

mounds of fruit. Platters of beefsteak. Duck and pork. Corn bread and potatoes. Wine and 

beer doing their part to raise a din in the long, narrow hall. An orchestra added to the 

racket. I went to the bar and, exploring my pockets for the pennies there, found enough 

for a glass of beer.  

I saw Reilly again. He was at a table, playing cards with four others beneath a sign 

that read, “Games for money strictly forbidden.” The rule was apparently not in effect at 

the moment. A pot of coins and bills spilled across the table, more money than I had seen 

in one place up to that point in my life. Reilly fingered his pipe contentedly, chucking 

coins into the pot, taking precious little out, seemingly undisturbed by his losses. He 

leaned back in his chair, his hand settled on his round stomach, a picture of satisfaction. 

You would have thought the money was nothing to him; that in fact the other players 

were doing him a favor by relieving him of the burden. His pipe went out. He tapped the 

bowl lightly and set it on the table to his left. Then the deck passed to his hands, it being 

Reilly’s turn to deal. 

Reilly babbled on gaily as he shuffled and dealt. The men at the table laughed. A fine 

joke, it seemed. Given the distance and the noise in the room, I could not hear a word. I 

saw nothing suspicious or out of the ordinary. When the hand was done, Reilly scraped 

up the jackpot he had won. He made a remark that once more had all of those at his table 
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laughing, as though it were a fine amusement to be parted from one’s money by so gay a 

fellow. 

Reilly enjoyed a change of fortune. He split pots now and again. When he dealt he 

often won. I studied him with such intensity that finally he glanced my way. Reilly 

cocked an eye, as if we were partners in deception, though at the moment I could not 

have described its exact nature. Without thinking I aped the look he gave me. He smiled 

slightly and went on with his game.  

Finally, exhausted by my efforts to uncover his secret, I left the saloon to stand on the 

boiler deck again. A sliver of moon hung over the dark river. I moved to the stern where I 

could stand alone and look out over what I had left behind. Home, in a word.  

I was not so far from dismal self-pity when I heard footsteps on the deck. Reilly. He 

rested his elbows on the rail beside me. His white suit all but glowed in the darkness. To-

gether we watched the river flow. “How were you cheating them?” — the question fore-

most on my mind — seemed an awkward path to conversation.  

Reilly poked at his pipe and lit it. The concerns of the greater world burned away in 

his presence. There was only the small space that held the two of us; everything beyond 

became a blur. He said to me softly, purred to me, in fact, “The opportunities are endless, 

don’t you agree?” 

Expecting the usual banality — Beautiful night, is it not? — or — Allow me to intro-

duce myself — I struggled to reply. “Sir,” I said finally, “we have not been introduced.” 

He set his pipe on the rail, then took my hand and held it in both of his. “We know 

each other, I’m certain,” he replied, “if not necessarily by name. Call me Horatio Reilly.” 
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“Thaddeus Morley, sir.” 

“There, we have been introduced. I repeat: the opportunities are endless.” 

“I'll be satisfied by a few,” I said. 

Reilly’s hand moved to my shoulder. “There is no question. Every ten miles north, a 

doubling. Enter the Territories and the possibilities are boundless.” He paused. “How far 

north do you travel?” 

“To Saint Paul.” 

“Excellent,” he said. “Excellent. You are already a success.” 

“Your estimate is high.” 

“I am never mistaken in such matters.” 

“You don’t know anything about me. I know nothing about you.” 

“You watched our game in the saloon.” 

I shrugged. “I did.”  

He put a hand on each of my shoulders and whispered now. “Let me ask the question 

for you, then. ‘Where was the deception?’” 

“I would not accuse you.” 

“Of course not.”  

He reached in his pocket and pulled out a glimmering piece of metal, the size of a 

coin. Then he picked up his pipe, tapped it on the rail and handed the pipe to me. “There, 

Thaddeus Morley. Smoke. And mirror,” said Reilly.   

I looked into the bowl and saw a reflection. With some sleight of hand he had de-

posited it inside the pipe and passed the cards over it as he dealt. 
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I handed the pipe back to him. Before either or us could utter another word, we heard 

a heavy tramping on the deck. A figure flew toward us, his arms spread wide as if to 

snatch both of us up. His clothing was in disarray. His eyes contained such a wild spark 

that at first I did not recognize him.  

“There you are!” he shouted. Whether he meant me or Reilly I could not say. 

Reilly was not a forbidding specimen. His hands were pale and stubby, his feet so 

dainty that I thought he might make a fine dancer. He was thick in the neck and chest, 

perhaps, but this disguised by his substantial padding elsewhere. He sidestepped our at-

tacker. By a cunning use of his arms and hip, he launched the assassin over the rail and 

into the night. I barely heard a splash above the paddles’ noise. I looked around quickly. 

The man was so utterly vanished that I thought to wonder if I had dreamed him up. 

“Pay no mind,” said Reilly. 

“He’s sure to drown.” 

“These types are rarely such delicate flowers.”  

“You know him?” 

Reilly shrugged. “There are a few who have a grievance with me.” 

Reilly saw something in my eye. A tell, as a card player would say. 

“I wonder if I should ask you the same,” he said. 

We churned for a while up the black river, which seemed to me as mysterious as the 

man just hurled into it. 

“My father,” I said to Reilly. 

He paused and then replied, “Thaddeus Morley. Come along with me.” 
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*** 

Reilly took me to his stateroom, as opulent as my poor berth was threadbare. The 

gingerbread that bedecked the saloon was piled on even more fearsomely here. Reilly 

motioned me toward a pair of overstuffed chairs as he filled two glasses with bourbon. 

The lamps in his room flickered and glowed, surrounded by crystal baubles. The 

bourbon had its predictable effect. Reilly asked about my history. He leaned toward me, 

hanging on my response, as if I were the raj of the river. 

I gave him chapter and verse. I will spare you the total of the performance poor Reilly 

coaxed from me. Instead the broad outline here, and this only so you can understand the 

effect of Reilly’s charms. My mother had died several months prior of yellow fever. A 

horror, to state the obvious. The start of her misery, prosaic. A headache. Soon she com-

plained she felt her eyeballs crushed in her head. Her eyes and skin went yellow with 

jaundice, as though the urine that now mysteriously refused to leave her body had backed 

up within her. Next the bleeding, impossible to stem, from the nose, from the mouth. A 

blossom, then a torrent. Finally my father and I were alone in our house with the corpse 

that had been my kind old ma. 

My father, a elusive figure to begin with, settled into a pit of grief.  

He ran a Saint Louis pharmacy, though not with any great head for business. That 

much was clear even to me as I worked beside him in his small shop. You would have 

thought he made his money by fussing over the pretty little bottles — sapphire, jade, 

crimson, a rainbow of glassware —that lined his windows. He spent hours polishing, ar-
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ranging, rearranging. Had he devoted as much time to tracking down those who abused 

the credit he offered, we might have eaten from higher up on the hog.  

Instead, with my mother dead and gone, the latch on his mind, never so secure in my 

opinion, grew looser. When the bell on the shop door rang to announce a customer he 

barely bothered to look up. He came in late, he left early. Where did he go? Not to a sa-

loon, from what I can tell, for he never returned in a whiskey fog. Once I came across 

him by accident in the middle of the day, sitting on a dockside barrel, watching the river 

run past. The sun smacked down on him but he seemed not to care, though he was hatless 

and dressed in a suit of black wool. I watched him for an hour or so and if he moved even 

once I did not notice. Others bustled over the boards, but for him time had stopped.  

I could have told Reilly more, there being much more to tell. But by now Reilly was 

moved to tears, which set me off as well. We blubbered together, attempted to drown our 

sorrows, sobbed anew, drank more. I felt a kinship with the man, certain that he, unlike 

my father or anyone else on this planet, understood the depth from which I then struggled 

to emerge.  

“Again, your prospects, son?” he asked me. “What is it you imagine?” 

I told him that I had my knowledge of pharmaceuticals, such as it was, plus a trunk of 

drugs and tonics that I rescued from my father’s store before they could be seized by 

creditors. On the frontier, or so I reckoned, there would be more need of potions than ever 

there were in Saint Louis. 

“Well reasoned,” said Reilly, patting my knee. 
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We sat there silently for a spell. My thoughts lumbered, buffalo in a swamp. Such was 

the effect of the liquor, the light, the deep chair and the night's smothering warmth. The 

engine’s pulse carried through the deck and into the springs of my chair. I felt purged by 

tears, drugged, content. Then the image of my father on the deck returned to me. 

“You think he’s dead?” I asked. 

Reilly seemed confused. More than anyone I have met, he lived in the here and now. 

The events of ten minutes prior could have been a lifetime ago. 

“My father,” I added. 

He considered this, studied my face, tried, I now believe, to establish what answer I 

most wanted to hear. “In my experience,” he said. “Those who pursue us are not easily 

put off. Likely he will swim to the shore, crawl through the woods, make his way to a 

cabin. Whatever was shall continue to be. For better or worse.” 

“Hunted, then?” 

“You and me both. We all have our demons, Thaddeus.” 

*** 

Our boat was the latest in science and engineering, a wedding cake of art and craft. 

This fired by a furnace and boiler, manned by slaves leased out by their southern masters, 

the hard-used souls dark and glistening with sweat, pitching wood into the firebox. A 

crackle and roar, like at the gate of hell. Surrounding us, vast swards of the unimaginable. 

The Mississippi, God only knows how deep, its dark waters concealing who-knows-what. 

Beyond, a wall of green. Mystery below, mystery to the left and the right, the only cer-

tainty the sky above, and this, too, shifting endlessly, from the gentle light of morning to 
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the towering, bruised clouds that dropped torrents by mid-afternoon. A few days after our 

departure I stepped onto the deck, glanced to the nearby shore, turned away and was 

struck belatedly with the notion that a face had stared back at me from the thicket. I 

looked again. Nothing. An Indian, perhaps, or a moment’s madness. There was no way to 

tell. 

My first glimpse of Milly LaCroix was in keeping with the day, a surprise that I could 

not so easily assign to its proper place. Her dark hair was piled atop her head and covered 

with a straw hat near the end of its useful life. Her neck, thus exposed, was graceful 

enough. Her fingers, if I can be honest here, were coarse and chapped. Her clothing was 

not altogether clean. I suppose she was my age, more or less. She glanced at me and 

quickly looked away. 

Soon she appeared beside me at the rail and said, “I have never been north of St. 

Louis.” Her voice was low, almost raspy. In appearance she was not so different than a 

dozen shop girls I knew. 

Oh, but Milly — she insisted that I immediately forget her full name, Millicent — 

was so much more interested in my particulars than any shop girls had ever been. She 

questioned me closely about my family history, which was, she said, so brutally similar to 

her own. Her parents both as dead as my dear mother, snatched in an outbreak of disease 

too awful to relate. Her father also a man of business, though of what type remained un-

clear to me. I took it that Milly, an only child, lived in some luxury until she was reduced 

by disease, her father’s conniving partners and the estate executor’s complicity. And so 

now she was headed north, alone, to forget and to start over. 
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“A sweet enough girl, I suppose,” was Reilly’s view later. “But if I may offer you ad-

vice, Thaddeus? We are on our way to a new world together, all of us on this boat. We are 

not here because our old life was perfect. If so, who would have left? We cast off, we 

start over. Strictly speaking, the truth is not always our friend. I would take this into ac-

count. And not necessarily believe all I am told.”  

“What are you saying?”   

“Your enthusiasms. You might put them on a leash.” 

I thanked him somewhat icily, and promised to consider his advice. 

Later Milly and I made a turn around the boiler deck, with its clear view of the river 

and woods. The stream was increasingly narrow, the flow hemmed in by steep bluffs. We 

had come into the Minnesota Territory. At a bend below the village of Winona we saw a 

steamboat wreck, already pillaged for anything of value. The wheel was sunk past the 

shaft. Beside the place where the pilot house had been, a rusted chimney lay crumpled.

“We pay for our stupid mistakes,” Milly declared.  

I thought for a moment that we were not necessarily talking about a boat. 

“An accident,” I said. “It might have been.” 

“If there is such a thing. We make our world. That’s what I think.”  

She took my arm and steered me toward a stairway. “Come on,” she said. “Let’s look 

at the engine that makes this thing work.”  

The main deck was stacked high with provisions. Tucked into the spaces between bar-

rels and boxes were solitary travelers and whole families, transported at the cheapest rate. 

Lacking quarters of their own, they found their own places to sleep and eat. In the shad-
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ow of wooden boxes piled beside the bull rail I saw a young mother nursing a baby. Her 

hair hung in greasy hanks. Two boys, starved little monsters both, dressed in rags, scam-

pered on the barrel tops. No husband in sight.  

“There are plenty who’ve got it worse,” I observed.  

“This time next year she could be rich,” Milly declared. “She keeps her wits about 

her. Should that be possible.”  

Milly’s lips were generous and well-colored, especially against her pale skin. There 

was a playfulness in her eyes that made her declarations more merry than the words alone 

convey. But I also admit that I was nagged by Reilly’s observations. Not everything about 

her added up. The worn clothes, the schemer’s eyes; you could take her for a costumed 

actress. 

Bells rang. From the engine room, a hoarse voice, shouting. “I want fire! I want Lu-

cifer himself begging for a glass of ice water inside that goddamn firebox!” This attended 

by more banging, more oaths, more bells. Milly pulled me toward the open door. The en-

gineer had already created purgatory within. He did not appear completely sober, judging 

from his florid face and staggering gait. Head and face alike were covered with gray 

stubble and grease smudges. The target of his wrath: the slave team that pitched wood 

into the blaze. Sweat flew from them. They muttered under their breath as steam hissed 

from the boiler pipes. A hurricane roared past, made by the draw of the chimneys.  

“What’s that you say?” the engineer shouted. “You’ll do your further mumbling in 

hell if I don’t see more fire. Work, you sons of bitches!” He poked a rod in the boiler to 

check the water level.  
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From behind us, footsteps. Then a callow voice attached to a callow face topped by an 

idiotic cap. “No place for a lady,” he said, ignoring me completely. 

To which Milly replied with an arched brow, “My ears haven’t fallen off yet.”  

“Not yet, but then, the engineer has not built up a full head of steam. I can tell you 

that as pilot of the vessel.” 

“Pilot?” I said.  

“Assistant pilot,” he said. 

“Ah, cub. The cub pilot,” I guessed. 

“In training,” he said to Milly. He wore a flouncy shirt with a black ribbon at the 

neck, in addition to the cap which was in itself the height of affectation.  

 The cub worked at the pilot’s foot, for no pay except board and training, but that 

was only to say that his fortune was slightly deferred. The pilots’ knowledge of the river 

was encyclopedic, their self assurance and decisiveness legendary. So much so that even 

the most wretched cub, by dint of association, was full of himself. 

He took Milly by the elbow and led her away from the engineer, whose oaths contin-

ued at a fevered rate. You have not seen the river, he told her, until you see it from the 

pilot house of a Mississippi River steamer. At eight the next morning he would finish his 

shift, and she could join him on the texas deck as the Bountiful rounded the bend into 

Saint Paul. You would have thought him the Mississippi’s own Creator, to hear him go 

on. The morning sun reflecting off the river, the lush riverside and the oak-spattered 

prairie beyond, then the town itself, the next Manhattan of the northern prairie, with 

which he was intimately familiar, being a man of many parts.  
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Milly seemed a half step removed from tugging at his lips to check his teeth, like a 

horse she would buy that moment if the price were right. She said that her morning stroll 

might take her to his workplace. In the event itself, however, the next morning was not to 

include a relaxed contemplation of scenery, nor sweet attempts at romance. 

*** 

For the most part we ignore the everyday hazards of our lives. To dwell upon them 

would force us into paralysis, as we all know. Our lives are in constant peril — in fact, 

they will certainly end! — yet we put one foot ahead of the other and soldier on, willfully 

ignorant. So it was with passengers upon the paddle steamers of the Mississippi. 

Where to begin with the inventory of risk?  

The river itself was a living thing. It could be indolent, barely moving at all, a giant 

lake such as appeared in the vicinity of Pepin, not far from Saint Paul. Then again, the 

flow could be quick and powerful, as if the hand of a monster reached from below and 

worked its will on anything that dared to float. There might be waterlogged tree trunks, 

shorn of their branches, sharpened to a point against a gravel bar and set loose just below 

the river’s surface. These great skewers could run a ship through in a beat of your heart. 

Of course there were bars and reefs, some temporary, some permanent, all more or less 

dangerous depending on the depth of water in the stream, which might itself change on 

account of the time of year or yesterday’s rain. This was to speak solely of the hand of 

God, and to say nothing of man’s blundering works. 

Now, picture this. A boat called the Bountiful turns up the river, its hands anxious to 

land in Saint Paul and to begin the usual rounds of drinking, brawling and whoring. The 
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pilot, believing that he could safely leave a monkey at the wheel for this short stretch, re-

tires to his cabin to primp for his arrival. He is, like all his class, no stranger to pride. He 

must shave and change his shirt. Thus will he be prepared to pull up to the levee, stride 

out onto the deck and bask, or so he imagines, in the regard of all who see him there. He 

trusts the boat briefly to his cub. The cub, momentarily distracted by a step upon the 

deck, turns and spies that rough beauty from the day before. Now she will have an oppor-

tunity to see a great man of the river in action. He gives the wheel a jaunty spin and 

smacks into a sandbar that had not been there even six hours before. A lurch, a groan, a 

clatter of boxes and barrels as they tumble onto the main deck. Screams from the passen-

gers sleeping there, awakened by the snap of their bones. The boat instantly motionless, 

pinned on the bar. The pilot, shaving, all but cuts off his nose. For a few precious mo-

ments he is more concerned with staunching the flow than with rushing to the pilot house. 

Because surely the ship is not going anywhere until an expert hand takes control. The cub 

tips his hat to the bemused girl standing beside him. He pulls at the bell to the engine 

room. More steam! Reverse engines! He shall bull his way off the bar and find the chan-

nel. The sudden crisis finds the engineer somewhat less than prepared. He has not waited 

until reaching shore to begin his celebration. He is drunk. He screams again for more fire. 

His slave crew vows that this time they will melt the damn firebox and be done with their 

troubles. They heave whole trees of fuel into the inferno, which blazes beneath the boiler. 

Sparks and smoke bellow from the chimney. It being a sultry, still morning, and the boat 

itself being at a standstill, the cinders settle down upon the wood decks. Soon a blaze is 
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kindled on the rear main, where a fat, glowing spark lands among the straw spilled from a 

shattered box of china.  

Bad enough, but still things can get worse. The groaning of the injured is now joined 

by a fresh set of screams. Fire! Fire! Seen from far above, the dashing hither and fro 

might be comical, except that the circumstance is so grave. The engineer pulls himself 

upright, holds his head, looks as if he might most happily vomit upon his own feet. The 

Bountiful’s captain, who is not sure were he ought first run, comes across the engineer, 

assesses his condition, and smashes him in the face with his fist. Whereupon the engineer 

sinks to the deck, slightly less capable than before of noticing that his boiler is clogged 

with mud from the river water. This is a familiar problem. The boiler water is drawn from 

the river, the river is full of mud, ergo, the boiler fills with mud. The solution is routine 

maintenance, but then routine maintenance is a difficult concept for an engineer who 

maintains little except a state of drunkenness. Even so, the battle might still be won, were 

the slave crew not heaving wood into the furnace as if they were Satan’s own henchmen. 

So, next, a clatter, a volcanic hiss, a scream of pipes torn asunder by steam, and an explo-

sion that tears the boat in two. 

One moment I was sitting on my bed, searching for my boots. The next I was flying 

into what would otherwise have been a glorious morning in the Minnesota Territory, a 

scant mile from the city of Saint Paul. The dark green of the treetops, the brilliant skein of 

river, the faint blue of a humid summer morning in the North: I took it all in as if time 

had ceased to exist. Which seemed about to be true for me. I was dead, or soon would be. 

A leg, shorn of its owner, flew past. Parts of our former vessel shot rocket-like in all di-
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rections. Far below were Indian tipis, their astonished occupants now gazing upwards at 

the white man’s latest perplexing activity.  

Then down I went. 

At last the muddy water, cool and dark as a grave, closed over me, and I knew noth-

ing more until I awoke to find myself dragged by the collar through the muck along the 

shore. The slime stank in what was already a hot day. Mosquitoes, flies and God knows 

what else feasted on my exposed skin. A considerable amount of feasting was available, 

since such a quantity of my clothing had been blasted from my person. I choked, 

coughed, then suffered a stout pounding upon my back.  

“There, there,” I heard, “you will not be dying on me now. Not here on the shore of 

the promised land.” It was my very own Moses, Horatio Reilly. I slipped into uncon-

sciousness again, cradled in his arms. 

Some time later I awoke. Reilly and I lay together in the mud, watching the Bountiful 

burn. Reilly was, like me, filthy as a rat, his clothes in tatters. His fine white suit looked 

like an exploded cigar. Screams, flames and smoke rose from the river. Then came a 

rustling in the weeds behind us as the citizens of Saint Paul launched a rescue and grave-

picking operation. The last I remember was to be thrown into the back of a wagon that 

Reilly and I shared with a pair of corpses. At that the lights went out for me once more. 

In such a manner, and in such company, did I cast off my former life and begin anew, 

in the Minnesota Territory, in the year 1856. 
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Laid out on a featherbed, I awoke in a room of what I would eventu-

ally learn was the American House hotel. For a considerable time I studied a shadow 

on the wall. Reilly snored on the nearby sofa, dressed, pasha-like, in a silk robe. I tried to 

pull myself up, and so set off a riot. I ached from head to foot. I pulled back the sheet. My 

otherwise fair skin had turned blue, purple and green with bruises. I groaned. Reilly 

opened his eyes. 

“The hero of the Mississippi arises,” he announced. 

“Survivor,” I said. “Barely that.” 

“Oh, anyone who reads the papers knows better.” He pointed to a copy of the Saint 

Paul Pioneer and Democrat folded on the bedside stand. Unfurled, it was the size of a 

flour sack, four pages dense with type. “Page three,” Reilly directed.  

“Conflagration!” the headline read. “Dozens perish in Bountiful explosion.” Then, in 

smaller type, “Hero Morley recovers at American House.” 

“Have I been out of this bed?” I felt befuddled and, oddly, near tears.  

Reilly sat beside me and patted my hand. “We carried you from cart to bed. You slept 

the last twenty-four hours straight through. You can not expect to remember every last 

thing. Go ahead, read.” 
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I skimmed the column of type. Grim and grimmer. Burned corpses plucked from the 

river. Body parts in the trees. The captain posting the blame on the cub pilot. Oh, sweet 

satisfaction! But then the cub found entwined in the boat’s wheel, blown into the river. 

There the wretch drowned as he floated slowly downstream. Slightly more than he de-

served.  

“Word of Milly?” I asked Reilly.  

“Not yet,” he replied. “Read on, Thad.” 

There was my name. I had grabbed a boy and girl by the scruff of the neck, pulling 

them from an inferno of flotsam, with no regard for my safety. With near superhuman 

strength, I dragged them against the river's current, hauling them to the bank and there 

collapsing in a heap. All this according to an eye-witness, Horatio Reilly. 

“Mr. Reilly,” I said. “I recall nothing of the sort.” 

He raised a hand to stop me. “A blow to the head. Knocks the memory loose. Off it 

rolls.” He made a motion with his fingers. 

“I don’t remember because there is nothing to remember. I thought of no one but my-

self. Inasmuch as I thought at all.” 

“Sensible enough. No fault in that.” 

“But this story?” 

“Embroidered by the writer’s enthusiasm. No doubt.” 

“You talked to the man.” 

“The day was a blur.” 

“You invented this story.” 
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“Not completely,” said Reilly, enjoying himself now. “There were children, a pair of 

them. Hardly more than babes. One in a basket that floated down the stream. The other 

gripping the edge. Happy little creatures. I plucked them out. They squawked a bit.” 

“I find this…” I hardly knew which word to fill in. To be mute as a slab of clay, and 

molded into something I was not. 

“I took it upon myself. No need to thank me,” said Reilly. He pushed back my hair to 

examine my forehead. I winced with even this slight pressure. 

“The truth. It would not have done as well?” I asked. 

Reilly laughed. “The truth? The truth? So that an editor can search out someone else 

to tell a lie? The occasion demands a hero. If it’s you, who suffers? Instead of Mr. No-

body come from Nowhere, you are the hero, Morley. Your name is on everyone’s lips.” 

“To what end?” 

“Unclear. But the parents regard you as a god. They invited us to join them this 

evening for dinner. Should your condition allow.” 

“I will not act out such a lie.” 

“The harm?” 

“It makes me into something I am not.” 

“We are all seen as something we are not. For better and worse.” 

“I'd rather my own case be less extreme.” 

“Then do it as repayment to me. You would have drowned in six inches of slime had I 

not lifted your head. And I saved those children, too, if not quite so dramatically. I claim 
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this as my hero’s due. Play the part for a night. Be modest and humble if you must. You 

can do that much for me. No one will suffer as a result.” 

I fell back on the bed and pulled the covers over my head. “All right,” I said. “All 

right. A night’s worth of acting is your payment. Who are the parents?” 

“Captain and Mrs. Hiram Bell. The name is the last I know of them, except that they 

say that they cannot ever hope to repay us.” 

You will not be so surprised when you learn, eventually, that they were wrong.   

*** 

The rest of the world remained as ignorant as it had ever been of my existence. But in 

that mud-clogged, hog-prowled outpost that was Saint Paul, strangers offered me favors 

that would have been ridiculous just the day before. My clothing destroyed? For Thad-

deus Morley this was no concern. A knock at the door, and there stood a gentleman with 

the jowls of a walrus, buttoned up in enough brass to outfit a marching band.  

“Colonel Edmont,” Reilly explained. “Manager of this establishment.” 

Edmont offered me a package wrapped in brown paper and bound with string. “From 

Aggie Schneider,” Edmont said. “The general merchant down the way.” 

“I’ve never heard of the man.” 

“He’s not saying you got to pay. He wants to give it to you, for what you done.”  

I pulled at the string and uncovered a black suit of clothes and a white shirt. 

“I cannot accept this.” 

Edmont’s face fell. Given the size of his jowls, that was saying a bit. “You don’t got 

to accept it necessarily. I’ll just put it down right here.” 
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“Young Thad is overwhelmed,” Reilly said. “Of course he accepts. He asks you to 

pass along his thanks to Schneider.” 

Edmont peered at Reilly over the reading glasses stuck on the end of his nose. “That’s 

a good thing, then, since Schneider already got a sign in his window.” 

“A sign?” I asked. 

“Haberdash for heroes.” 

I said, “No.”  

Reilly patted my knee. 

“What he needs is togs for drunks and flim-flam men,” Edmont continued. “That be-

ing the clientele.” 

“Schneider sounds like a sharp fellow,” Reilly replied.  

“Generally he’s one cheap son of a bitch,” Edmont declared, “so this comes as a sur-

prise. Even considering how he’s got it advertised.”  

Reilly pushed some coins into Edmont’s hand. “For your trouble,” he said.  

When the door closed I said, “One lie leads to another.” 

“Enjoy the sanctimony," Reilly observed, patting my knee. "But in the meantime you 

have a suit to wear, which is more than you had when you woke up. Do you have a penny 

to your name? Or did you plan to parade about naked?” 

“My money is in my trunk, along with my father’s potions.” 

“And where is your trunk?” 

“Was. Under my bunk on the Bountiful.” 

“Ahh,” said Reilly. “Unavailable at the moment, then.” 
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The stock on which I hoped to build a new life, burned and sunk. My few clothes. My 

pittance of cash money. All now drifting back toward Saint Louis with the river’s flow, or 

sunk into the mud. “I am an impostor,” I said. 

“Who isn’t? But better a clothed imposter, I believe. Even here there are standards.” 

So I donned my new suit. It was not so fine a set of clothing as to leave me deeply 

beholden to Schneider, whomever he was. The legs were long, the sleeves short, the waist 

immense. Reilly laughed. He hung his robe and took a leather satchel from the floor, re-

moving a rich brown wool suit from the waterproof in which it was wrapped.  

“How did you manage?” I asked  

Said Reilly: “In my career it has been practical to prepare for a quick retreat.” 

*** 

Reilly proposed that we take a turn around our new home. I moved gingerly down the 

stairs to the lobby as Reilly gripped my elbow. Splinters of the Bountiful poked at me as I 

moved.  

So I was reborn. The time I spent unconscious was cut out of time, free of pain and 

concern. Now the world was a muddle again. People mumbled my name. They whispered 

to each another that I was that Morley, that Morley of the Bountiful. Rarely had anyone 

made note of my comings and goings. I pulled myself up straight, unable to help myself. 

“That’s it,” said Reilly. “Give the people what the people want.” 

“What is that?” 
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“Anything except the usual. They should pay you to fill the role. You look the part, 

you know. Those eyes. The set of your jaw, boy. You appear to be most upright. Your 

good looks. You can trade on them.” 

“I'd rather trade on my abilities.” 

“I would not be so particular.” 

The crowd parted for us. Reilly and I stood on the wooden steps outside the door. 

Here, my first view of my new home. The broad street was made of mud. A street lantern 

stood on the corner. Our hotel was tidy enough, with its white clapboard and shuttered 

windows. Across the street was the courthouse, a suggestion that the law might count for 

something, even here. Southward the town pushed up against the edge of a bluff that 

overlooked the river. To the left a landing, to the right another, both with paddle wheelers 

anchored against the dark flow, these like queen bees attended by a swarm of wagons and 

carts, haulers and fetchers and passengers, the boats being the very life of the place. 

To Reilly I said, “What is that smell?” Not the usual ripe offering of a Saint Louis 

street, which is to say horse manure and mud, plus the stink of wood smoke and the river 

itself. It was all this and, unpleasantly, more. Rot, in a word.  

Reilly led me around the corner, to the livery. The door was open, and from it flowed 

that odor, stronger now. Inside were bodies, arranged in a long row on a bed of straw, 

each covered with a red blanket. Flies swarmed. 

“Nothing to see here, gents,” said the giant who was at work with his hammer. “Let a 

man get on with his business.” 

“We were aboard the Bountiful,” Reilly explained. 
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“Then you’re luckier than these,” he replied, gesturing. The shape of each swaddled 

corpse told a story: a child, a woman, a grown man. Families of the dead. 

“They’ll be buried here?” Reilly asked. 

“They ain’t going back to Saint Louis, not in this heat. They’re digging the holes for 

them now.” 

“Dumped in the ground by strangers,” Reilly muttered. 

“We don’t all get a marble statue,” I said. 

“A wood marker if they’re lucky,” said the workman. “For those where somebody 

knows their name. So far, no complaints.” 

“So far, as you say,” said Reilly.  

“Go on,” the worker retorted. “Before you get me spooked. I got work to do.” 

Reilly handed a gold coin to the workman. “Flowers, he said. “A few flowers, at the 

least.” 

*** 

The streets were alive with carts and horses and men in a hurry. The dead, who nei-

ther bought nor sold, would soon enough be forgotten.  

Our new home, so recently thrown upon the mud, was made of crude shacks and fine 

brick structures. To the left, why look, a wallow, with hogs fighting over a bucket’s worth 

of slop. And to the right, the territorial government hall, two stories of brick topped by a 

dome, the portico propped up by columns that, had you never seen the place, made you 

think of Rome. Rough beauty and filth side by side, to say nothing of ignorance and wit, 
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or virtue and its opposite. The number of gaudy women abroad at that early hour was 

spectacular. “The place lacks for order,” I said to Reilly. 

To which he replied, “You might say that’s why we’re here.” 

Reilly moved with a lightness you would not expect in a man of his size. Such was 

the impression of well-being and entitlement he gave off that even the roughest sort, of 

which there was no shortage, gave us berth. There were the steamboat crews, briefly lib-

erated and drifting from saloon to saloon. Then the bachelor farmers, unshaven, wild-

eyed from their lonely existence, lacking for company and hygiene both. To say nothing 

of the Indians, Ojibwa and Dakotah, enemies who came, often, to a truce within the city 

itself. They paraded in their ribboned shirts and deerskin pants, knives and hatchets 

tucked into their sashes. And then the big men of the South, come upriver for the temper-

ate climate, trailing their retinue of slaves. The town being eager enough to welcome the 

despots, so long as they had cash money at hand. 

Whether by design or accident — with Reilly I would never be sure — we came to 

Schneider’s store. A sign in the window read as Edmont had related: Haberdash for He-

roes. The headline appeared with my likeness, my head wrapped in a laurel wreath.  

“That looks like me," I said, surprised.  

“Possibly the artist caught a glimpse,” Reilly offered. 

“It looks like I posed.” 

“While you were resting, perhaps.” 

“You let him in, to spy while I slept?” 
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In response I got the Reilly shrug, a small movement of the shoulder, a crooked grin, 

a nod and a wink, all this performed with the certainty that it granted him forgiveness.  

“Flattering,” he said at last. “You must admit. We should thank the man.”  

Schneider’s name was blazed in gold letters over the awning. The building itself was 

brick, stacked three stories high. The storefront was for the most part glass, with mer-

chandise crowding the windows. Barrels of nails, bolts of cloth, guns, powder and lead, 

paper and ink, plows and yokes, buffalo robes, wool trousers, corn flour and pemmican, 

picks, axes and shovels, a dizzy profusion.  

From the rear, voices, briefly obliterated by bells that jangled as we entered. The fig-

ure that hurried toward us was skin and bones, hairless except for a tangle of eyebrow 

and the shrubbery sprouting from his ears. He glanced at me and said at once, “The boy 

from the boat.” This in an accent so thick that I struggled to understand. “The clothes fit 

good.” He gave the lapels a jerk.  

“Generous in the extreme,” said Reilly. “Poor Morley was left with only the clothes 

on his back, and those burned and torn to ribbons.”  

“He looks good,” said Schneider.  

“Imagine for yourself,” said Reilly. “Flaming wreckage raining upon young Thad-

deus. The screams of the soon-to-be-dead. The groaning wreck. Scavengers circling, 

ready for a feast. And then, amidst this chaos, the boy plucks out those children.”  

“A good story,” said Schneider.  

“Indeed.”  

“People would like to hear.” 
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“Doubtless.” 

“You could give a program. People would come.” 

“Of course!” Reilly replied. “If Thaddeus himself is too modest, I would be honored 

to speak for him.” 

“Oh, no,” I mumbled. 

“See?” Reilly proclaimed. “Morley is hardly the man for this job. What kind of hero 

goes around singing his own praises?” 

“That’s ja or nein?” Schneider wondered. 

“Yes, of course. Yes.” 

“Good.” 

They agreed on the day after tomorrow.  

“I only wish I were the boy’s father,” said Reilly.  “I’d marry him off to a banker’s 

daughter.” 

“You’re not his father then?” 

“I could be, I suppose,” said Reilly, considering. 

*** 

Reilly and I headed for the door. Someone poked me on the shoulder.  

“So you’re Morley?”  

I turned, startled. My first thought a rat. His teeth were yellow, his eyes beady, dart-

ing. He called himself Seamus McClee. He said he was pleased to be at our service. 

“I might have something of yours,” he said to me. 

“I don’t see how. I've never set eyes on you.” 
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“You had a trunk aboard the Bountiful?” 

“So I did.”  

“I might have that trunk in safe storage, lad. I might be able to return it to you.” 

“You might be able to return my own trunk to me?”  

“No need to get sharp, sonny,” he said. “It weren’t no walk through the park, saving 

your trunk, you know.” 

Reilly put a hand on my shoulder. “We could start by making sure it is Morley’s 

trunk,” he said. 

McClee took a look at Reilly and said, “It’s got his name on it, by sweet Jesus.” 

“That is an excellent start,” said Reilly. “Go on, lead the way.”  

“Come on, then,” he said. 

He led us down a dirt path, which ran west along the bluff and down toward the river. 

What was left of the Bountiful smoldered downstream. A portion of the upper deck rose 

from the water. Men swarmed over her, stripping anything of value.  

The steep track led toward a wood bridge over a stream. Four toughs loitered with 

their feet dangling in the water. They passed a bottle. “The good Lord’s rewarded ye with 

more customers, is that it, boss?” the biggest of them shouted our way. 

“I won’t be lectured on honorable professions by drunks and brawlers,” he growled. 

A rock sailed past his head, landing with a thump in the grass. “Damn you all then, 

and damn your sweet old mothers, whores that they are,” he mumbled at them. To me and 

Reilly, he said, “Pay no attention, as these are my boys. They are celebrating now, being 

done with so much recent hard labor. The drink makes the lads not entirely themselves.” 
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Their laughter followed us to McClee’s storehouse. This he had built on the order of a 

treasure box. The walls were of squared-off timber, knit together at the corners with 

notches and then spiked with iron rod. There were no windows. The door was thick 

enough to turn back a mob with a battering ram. McClee had tended even to the floor, 

laying it with slabs of limestone to stop those who would burrow in. The only light came 

from the open door. After my eyes adjusted to the gloom I saw trunks, parcels and carpet-

bags stacked in heaps. A smell came off them, the stink of the river and the beginnings of 

mold.  

“Remains of the Bountiful?” Reilly asked. 

“For the most part,” said McClee. “The river swallows anything that ain’t tied down. 

A dangerous business it is, prying even a morsel from its jaws.” 

“No doubt,” said Reilly. “Dangerous indeed. Then dealing with people who might not 

fully appreciate the hazards of your profession. Who might feel that what was theirs re-

mains so.” 

McClee looked closely at Reilly. McClee stuffed his right hand in his trouser pocket 

and groped for something there. Reilly reached around to his back, as if to push on an 

aching bone. I wondered what Reilly might keep stuffed in his belt. “About young Mor-

ley’s possessions,” Reilly said. 

McClee kept an eye on Reilly even as he sorted through the pile. He pulled out my 

trunk, an arch-backed wooden affair that had once crossed the Atlantic with my father. 

Painted on the lid in black was our family name. The lock, broken, hung from the hasp. 

“It’s been opened,” I said. 
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“I wouldn’t know nothing about that, now,” said McClee. “The chest remains as I 

found it, and a hazardous finding it was.” 

“Of course,” said Reilly. 

I pulled off the lock and opened the lid. McClee slammed it down again. 

“By the law of the sea this here chest is now mine.” 

“The law of the sea?” said Reilly gently. “We are standing in a shed beside a stream, 

near a river that becomes unnavigable in another few miles. This is not the briny deep, sir. 

You are no Neptune.” 

“Still, it’s the way we do it here. I won’t have the boy poking through what is proper-

ly mine before he’s bought and paid.” 

“How can he know what to pay before he makes an inventory?” 

“That ain’t hardly my problem, now, is it? If it was him crawling into a flaming wreck 

to save his damn trunk, he couldn’t hardly ask Satan beforehand if the contents was all 

accounted for, now could he?” 

“Nonetheless, the boy will lift the lid at least.” This said with such certainty that even 

McClee was convinced. At a glance I saw the liner was slit and the money I had hidden 

there, such as it was, was gone. 

“I already paid for this trunk,” I told McClee. “You took the envelope in the lid.” 

“Damned if I know what you’re talking about! Any one of a dozen pirates might have 

picked your bones, lad. As it happens, the lock was broke when I found it. And all of the 

pretty bottles remains safe and dry. I’ll take forty dollars for the lot and not a penny less.” 
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“Forty?” I replied. “Then those bottles are yours and you can dash them on a rock. I 

don’t have forty dollars to my name.” 

“What about your friend here?” 

“This is not his problem.” 

“Then maybe I will just smash these bottles of mine.” He picked up a blue bottle — 

arsenic salts — and hurled it against the wall. 

Reilly grabbed him by the wrist. “That is the last bottle you will break, sir,” he said. 

McClee made a fist with his free hand. Reilly tightened his grip. McClee gasped.  

“Fifteen dollars will pay you for your trouble,” Reilly announced. 

“Twenty five!”   

Reilly squeezed harder.  

“You’ll break my bones, for the love of Christ!” 

“Twenty is an excellent price,” said Reilly.  

“Then twenty, damn you both.” 

“You are a shrewd negotiator, sir,” Reilly declared, setting him free. McClee wiggled 

his fingers to test whether they worked. 

Reilly spent another dollar engaging McClee’s drunken boys to haul the trunk to our 

hotel. As we labored up the hill, I told Reilly that Saint Paul was an odd sort of Promised 

Land, where in addition to milk and honey there existed also a thick supply of vermin. 

Reilly replied that he was happier in locations where both might be found, since then he 

knew for certain that he was alive, and had not yet achieved his ultimate destination, 

whatever it was to be. 
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*** 

Back in our room I opened the trunk and studied the total of my belongings. The little 

bottles that my father had treated like jewels, holding their various potions: arsenic and 

foxglove, laudanum and calomel, tinctures and herbs and dressings. A change of clothing, 

molding now. A family bible, its pages curled. A solemn daguerreotype of my father, 

seated like royalty, with me and my mother standing behind him. 

It seemed like a paltry patrimony. I said as much to Reilly.  

“A remembrance, at least,” he answered. 

“Next to nothing, though. A collection of bottles. Not much else.”  

Reilly did not point out that if this collection were so unsatisfying, he might have 

saved himself the twenty dollars he paid McClee. He treated me with the patience of an 

angel. I did not think to question it. 

I had been treated kindly from birth. I was an only child, doted upon by mother and 

viewed from a bewildered remove by my dear old dad, inasmuch as his thinking was pos-

sible to decode. Inscrutable was a word that applied to the man. Mystifying another. 

When my mother once muttered, after another baffling and word-starved exchange with 

him, “It’s like staring down into a deep dark well,” I did not wonder what she meant. 

Nonetheless, I understood that my desire for a connection with the patriarch was a pretty 

point. My schoolmates appeared with bruises and welts, the consequence of their parents’ 

attempts to communicate with them. My friends considered my home a fantasy land. 

There was enough food, enough space, enough money for heat and clothing. Because our 

family was small, my father’s lack of business sense was no tragedy. He made enough 
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money despite his efforts to the contrary. My charmed upbringing instilled in me a trust-

ing nature, there being scant reason to doubt. 

This habit of mind complicated my dealings with Reilly, trust being not the first sen-

timent to bring to an encounter with him. Though a powerful torrent of words flowed 

from him, and I felt, like everyone else, instantly that he understood me and explained 

himself, in fact he was as mysterious as my more subtly crazed pa. What existed inside 

the Mind of Reilly, well, who was to say? There was the apparent kindness, the consider-

ation, the generosity, and beside it, the ease with which he would rob others blind.  

I asked him if he had a wife or children. Surely not a wife, he said. Children? Not to 

his knowledge, though he could not answer with certainty. His life to date had not been 

suited to either. By design, I wondered, or did he wish it otherwise? 

“I am not the type of man who keeps his cupboard stocked full with regret,” he said. 

“That isn’t quite an answer.” 

“I accept what is. I assume it exists for its own reasons. That those circumstances may 

be used to advantage.” 

“But it’s a simple matter, whether you might want children and a family. As a com-

fort, I suppose. So you're not among those dumped in an unmarked grave and forgotten.” 

“You hit me hard now, boy,” said Reilly, a cloud passing over his features.  He shud-

dered. We passed some moments quietly before he brightened again. “Yet I live a life that 

may bend this way and that. Without wife or children, nor obligations to them.” 

“This is what you truly wanted?”  
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“I claim the right to define my goals when I must. Before or after. Generally I con-

clude that what happened is exactly as I wished. So from day to day I am happy.” Having 

said this, he bowed to me. 

“Now you are playing.” 

“I know this is a deadly sin. Given the temper of the times. Forgive me. But I would 

rather float than trudge.” 

“Then your life has been charmed,” I said.  

My mother’s death and my father’s abandonment of earthly concern had ended my 

sense of enchantment. “What of your own upbringing then?” I asked him. 

“I will tell you one story and let it stand for the rest. I was a child of eight or nine. I 

lived with my parents and two brothers along the Ohio. We had a small house, a garden, a 

cow and some pigs. No relation nearby. We had moved a time or two. This being a matter 

of dim awareness for me. My father had no trade. My mother was an educated woman. A 

family of standing. So our life was an adjustment. My father performed acts of farming 

sometimes, as a matter of necessity. But he loved land. Not in the sense of land that could 

be kept and worked. But in swards that could be taken as a view. Then he would break 

the sward into parcels. These to be resold so that he might buy an entire landscape. Or so 

his theory went.  

“One afternoon he took me to a bluff-top, overlooking the river. We climbed along an 

Indian trail. Trees like a roof overhead. Then, finally, at the top. The valley below. The 

river there. My father pointed to the opposite bluff. Everything from here to there was 

ours, he said. He might as well have said he was king and I was prince.” 
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“You are a child of wealth,” I said. 

“Ha!,” said Reilly. “The land belonged more to my father’s creditors than to him. 

They refused to extend terms at a critical moment. Seeing the profit in casting him out. 

My father lived by credit. A chain of obligations. One fell, and so did they all.  

“He disappeared in the night. Several months later we received a letter from him. 

Money. He would send it and we would join him in Texas. Money that never arrived. We 

walked back to New York finally. There my mother’s parents took us in. With a powerful 

dose of I-told-you-so, and you-can’t-say-you-weren’t-warned.  

“My grandfather, in particular, took exception to my father. An honest day’s work for 

an honest day’s pay, so on and so forth. Of course that was not how he had made his own 

money. A parrot. He knew a few phrases very well.” 

“A scoundrel, your father. Would you say that?” 

“Too harsh, Thaddeus. An entertaining man. Stepping lightly through his life. A musi-

cian if you put a fiddle in his hands. A fine singing voice. He loved a story. He knew a 

few magic tricks. In my travels I have made inquiries. Hoping he might still be alive.” 

“A forgiving soul.”  

“In the hope that others will be likewise,” Reilly replied with a laugh. He picked up 

the paper that I had set on the bedside table that morning. Reilly dropped into the bedside 

chair and started to read. Soon enough he was laughing again. “Thaddeus, an item of in-

terest,” he said. He passed the paper back to me, pointing to a notice at the bottom of the 

page. 
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“Miss Millicent LaCroix,” it read, “respectfully informs the public that she has per-

manently settled in Saint Paul and offers her services as seamstress, embroiderer, practi-

tioner of various female arts and instructor in the French language. Inquire in Mrs. Peter’s 

house, back of the American House. Or leave your direction at Mr. Van Ham’s bookstore 

opposite the Post Office.” 

“She survived!” I said to Reilly. 

“I did not have much doubt,” he replied.  

“She has settled within an arm’s length.” 

“This is not quite London.” 

“We could see her this evening.” 

“We have obligations,” he reminded me. “Tonight you play the hero for the Captain 

and Mrs. Bell.” 

*** 

Late in the afternoon, Reilly and I made our way to the hotel bar. “To see what wind 

will fill our sails,” as he thought to put it.  

A breezy place it turned out to be. Therein: A forest fire of cigar smoke. Other inter-

esting odors as well. A hint of the stable, of clothing in need of washing. Conversation at 

a roar.  

A few dozen men stood near the bar. One rested with his head on it, a half-filled glass 

beside his ear and a trail of blood leaking from his nose. In the corner the inevitable card 

game was underway. Reilly bought us each a glass of beer.  
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“You fellas just off the boat?”  This from a gentleman the size of a door, his neck ris-

ing like a tree from his shirt.  

“Arrived, almost, on the Bountiful,” said Reilly. 

“Ain’t that some luck. Course all your manners of conveyance got their hazards.” 

This noted dizzily.   

“Spoken like an expert,” Reilly said.  

“The Bountiful.” Someone spit out the words. I turned and saw a familiar face; the 

coffin-building giant from the livery. “Luckier than the ones I just nailed up,” he said. 

This with a gaze blurred with drink. “I already told you that.” 

“No denying.”  Reilly offered the monster his name and stuck out his hand.  

Our new acquaintance stared at it for a while, as if this were something he had not 

seen before. Finally he said, “Robert Scott.” He pumped Reilly’s hand with sudden en-

thusiasm. “I am not no carpenter and I should not be building no damn coffins,” he con-

tinued. “But the boss says, we got the bodies, might as well profit from the nailing.” 

Reilly motioned to the bartender to pour Scott another drink.  

“And your name, sonny?” Scott asked me as an afterthought. Hearing it, his memory 

clanked into gear.  

“Saved them babies,” he said, glaring now. He had trouble keeping his emotions 

straight. “I’m buying you a drink.” 

Reilly winked at me. In a minute I had a beer in each hand. Reilly launched into the 

fable of the rescue for Scott’s benefit. Again, the blast, the flaming debris, the screams of 

the soon-to-be dead. But now Reilly had me plummeting back to Earth like a meteor, 
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clothing aflame, hissing as I hit the water, taking on gallons of muddy sludge. And yet I 

managed to save the innocent babes. 

“A meteor…” Scott repeated. 

“Exactly,” said Reilly.  

“What’s a meteor?” 

“A celestial body. Falling from the heavens. Slamming into the river. Hisssss… then a 

cloud of steam and Morley emerges.” 

A crowd pushed in around us. I finished a glass of beer. Another was thrust at me. 

Reilly carried on. Oh, I stroked against the full flow of the Mississippi. I cast aside smol-

dering timbers as if they were toothpicks. The fish looked on in wonder.  

“Go ahead, finish that up,” someone said to me. I drained it. Another appeared. As 

Reilly talked the various giants thumped me on the back in their excitement, adding new 

bruises to those parts unscathed. 

Finally the children were safe. I had crawled to shore, near-dead.  

Someone called out from the edge of the crowd, “What brings you boys to the Terri-

tory anyhow?” 

Reilly’s wits, of course, worked more quickly than mine. “Morley,” he said, grabbing 

me around the shoulder, “Morley comes north in hopes of establishing himself as a drug-

gist. Derives from a long line of alchemists. Cures that are ancient and trusted, not to 

mention modern and scientific.  
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“As for myself, I am a man who looks at an empty map like an artist before an empty 

canvas. Canvas wants paint. Wilderness wants roads and towns and ferries and shops and 

human habitation. I have worked my way, east to west, successfully engaged in …” 

“Oh for the love of Jesus. More town jobbing. Another moonshine man selling moon-

shine towns.” This from a big-bellied fellow with a shock of gray hair.  

“Shut the hell up now, Flaherty,” said our new friend, Robert Scott. 

“As an Irish man myself I am qualified to pass judgment on malarky in its many 

forms. Horseshit, in a word, Scott. In terms you would understand.” 

“High and mighty, that’s how it is, Flaherty?” Scott countered. “Why did we come 

here? Because it won’t get built up?” 

“You been kicked in the head a time too many, Scott.” 

“That so?” They stood nose to nose. Flaherty blinked. Scott’s fist shot up, catching 

him on the chin. Flaherty gave Scott a puzzled look, teetered, then dropped onto his back. 

The flow of blood carried with it bits of tooth. 

“Damn it all,” said Scott. “I hate it. When people got eyes for nothing but gloom.” 

“I hate that, too,” said Reilly. 

Flaherty groaned. Flies found the blood on him.  

Scott stared at the flies for a while. “Excuse me, gentlemen,” he said. “I believe I 

need another drink.” 

Reilly took his arm and said softly, “Who is this Flaherty?”  

“Real estate man. Got a town he’s selling on the Crow Wing River. Hates the compe-

tition, probably.” 
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Flaherty struggled to his hands and knees, blood dripping onto the floor.  

“Was that true?” I asked as we headed for the door. “You intend to build a town?”   

“The idea of a town, at the very least, which others can build according to their de-

sires. A possibility, shall we say. Like so much else.” 

I made some noise of understanding, the fine points not being so clear to me. 

*** 

Picture now a summer eve. Reds and purples and blues splashed onto the clouds. The 

suffocating humidity. Mosquitoes, swarming. Flies and muck. The ripeness of it all. We 

wandered the streets, taking the air I would say, though in truth gagging on it. Noting all 

the while the changes brought by another day.  

We strolled along the landing. A stage arrived from points south, its passengers stag-

gering out like sailors back from sea. An Indian canoe glided over the water. Then the 

paddle boats, these with their mess of stacked freight and the frenzied coming and going 

of passengers and porters and puffed-up officers. Across the way, lights burned in the of-

fices of the Pioneer and Democrat, where fairy tales for the day to come were dreamed 

up in a white shack. Then up Beach Street and toward the Central House, another of the 

hotels stuffed to the rafters, where a scuffle was underway between the manager and the 

Southern grandee who had just learned that not only his Negro retinue, but he himself, 

would be bunking in a hallway. “Or you can sleep in the gutter, if you can find a gutter,” 

the manager bellowed. Then he cackled at the idea. How many hundreds of miles might 

one travel before finding an actual gutter? The big man of the South sputtered. On we 

wandered, past the Presbyterian Church on Saint Peter’s Street, the steeple shadow 
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drooping toward the river bank. We stepped carefully over a drunk stretched face-first in 

the mud. Reilly paused to roll the vomit-slimed fellow onto his back. “Hate to see a man 

drown so far from a body of water,” he remarked. Another few blocks up Saint Anthony 

Street and Exchange we shambled, where the Winslow House stood like a castle, five sol-

id brick stories, its own flag flying from a pole on the crenelated turret. The acme of local 

civilization. Men stood on the second floor balcony, smoking as they overlooked the bus-

tle below. Horses, carriages, comings and goings.   

Seated on a bench just inside the door were the beneficiaries of my so-called heroism 

— a boy and girl, one in a pink dress, the other in navy blue, blond hair neatly parted and 

combed, cheeks glowing. The boy perched in his mother’s lap. The girl sat beside her, 

hands folded.  

Reilly conducted the introductions, extracting in the process a batch of details. Hiram 

Bell, freshly assigned to Fort Snelling, underway from Saint Louis to his new post when 

the steamboat explosion intervened. Bell the product of an old Massachusetts family and 

a West Point education. Ramrod posture, sharp nose, blond hair swept back and grazing 

his shoulders. Out of his element, on the make. 

Now, Katherine Bell. Her features: delicate, finely cut. Her eyes: jade. Her hair: 

tawny, abundant, braided, coiled, a few strands escaped to curl at her temples. Upon Reil-

ly’s introduction she took my hand and would not let go. Then her smile lit the lobby and 

tears wet her cheeks. “Oh, Mr. Morley,” she said, “I can never thank you enough.” She 

raised herself to her toes and kissed my cheek.  

“Thanks enough right there, my dear,” said Reilly.  
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The Captain said nothing. And I, struck all but dumb, muttered, “I…well…you…

yes...I'm thoroughly overpaid, as my friend observes.” 

“Not by half,” Mrs. Bell countered.  

“Come, we’ll have a seat and hear the whole story,” the Captain said. Clearly he had 

no interest in even a fraction thereof. He steered us toward the dining room. 

How the waiters scurried! One rushed to pull back Mrs. Bell’s chair. Another bore a 

platter of oysters, a third scurried toward us with a bottle of champagne.  

“I must hear the story from your own lips,” Mrs. Bell insisted. “How you saved my 

babies.” 

“The lad is too modest for that,” Reilly insisted, even as my mouth hung open. Again 

I was transformed by Reilly into a meteor, dropped from the cosmic realms and left to 

sizzle in the muddy stream. Rivets smacked like bullets into the water around me. Whale-

sized catfish set their whiskered snouts on the water’s surface, the better to observe. Indi-

an boys lurked in the weeds, waiting to snatch any babe left even momentarily unattend-

ed. The flaming basket was encircled by snapping turtles, in hope of a roasted snack. And 

I, though blasted, scalded, battered, close to drowned, nonetheless saved the angels now 

arranged on Mrs. Bell’s lap. 

Mrs. Bell gasped, she sighed, her brow twisted. She dabbed at her tears and clutched 

her children all the closer. Her bosom flushed, then erupted in gooseflesh. A gold locket, 

which hung from a fine strand upon her chest, rode like a dinghy on ocean swells. 

“Well done then, Morley,” the Captain yawned, emptying his glass.  
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Reilly turned the conversation to Bell’s favorite subject, which was himself. Reilly’s 

genius was to know how thoroughly every man swoons at the sound of his own voice. 

Bell chattered about the silver spoon jammed in his mouth upon birth, and the many ben-

efits derived therefrom. 

Bell traced his line back to the Mayflower, needless to say. His family made its mon-

ey in much the same way that Reilly’s failed pa had attempted to make his: scraping to-

gether the capital to buy a few acres of land, selling them, borrowing more, buying more, 

investing in a few rudiments of production such as lumber mills and ferries, gouging the 

neighbors, applying the resulting capital to buy more land, then stock of this and that, 

then a position in a rail line. The penny-rubbing Bells worked themselves upward to a 

mansion on a hill, there to die as aristocracy. Succeeding generations refined the royal 

trappings, without adding much in the way of capital. The family lived off the spectacular 

hunting and gathering of the patriarchs. No more plotting and scheming for the Bells. In-

stead, the sort of idle adventuring undertaken by the Captain. Trotting one’s pony here 

and there in pursuit of starving Indians, employing a private to keep one’s brass buttons 

polished, counting the days until one’s return to mighty Boston, where he would dine for 

years on tales of the savage prairies.  

I would have hated him in any case. Tall and straight, knowing nothing of bad food, 

hard work, unlucky circumstance. He and his wife might have made a portrait, Perfection 

of the Species. 
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This, compared to my own lot: left with nothing but a case of poisons and potions, a 

family history comprised mostly of lessons in how not to manage one’s affairs, and then 

to be hurled, literally, into river scum on the outskirts of a wilderness.  

Katherine fussed with her baby’s hair. Typically the nurse managed the children, she 

said. But the nurse had vanished in the explosion, so Mrs. Bell had taken on the work 

herself. Just as well, she added, since she could not bear to let the children out of her 

sight. 

Reilly hung on each word. It was like watching a man thump the side of a barrel, try-

ing to figure out how much it held. His eyes gleamed. His lips twitched.  

Meanwhile the flood of wine and food continued. After the beefsteak and burgundy, a 

roasted grouse with a sparkling white wine. Then a turtle soup and a trout, cheese, freshly 

sliced fruits, a tray of desserts. Port. Brandy and cigars. Reilly, flushed, drunk, full of 

smoke and half-formed schemes, seemed like a fruit so ripe that it might split its skin. 

“Tell me now, Captain,” he said. “Tell me. Your ambitions.” 

“To proceed through the ranks.” 

“With a growing family? The pay is sufficient?” 

“I have certain funds at my disposal.” 

“Certain funds,” Reilly repeated. “Luckily.” 

In Reilly’s eyes, a sparkle of delight. 

“As for myself,” he continued, “I am most comfortable when my eggs are in many 

baskets. Stocks, yes, of course. But also, land.” 

“Surely there is no shortage. Between here and the ocean what is there but land?” 
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“What fills the world but people?” Reilly countered. “More and more every year. All 

of them wanting for food and a roof over their heads. The price of land cannot help but 

rise. There being always greater demand.” 

“But the bother of it. Unlike paper and coins. Put them in your pocket and off you go. 

Then the larger question. When is enough enough? At present I am not lacking.” 

“Sensible man,” Reilly replied. “All the things of the world, an encumbrance. So true. 

Best to be like the birds of the air, reap not, sow not. That being, however, not necessarily 

a likely prospect, then to know when to be satisfied. And yet…” 

Reilly caught my eye, though he did not dare wink.  

“Let me ask you this, Captain Bell. Who, in your experience, is most respected — the 

pauper or the man of wealth?” 

“No point to answer.” 

“And within the category of wealth, who is most heeded? The man who has inherited 

what he has or he who has acted with vision and authority, and made a fresh fortune for 

himself?” 

At this Bell shifted in his seat. “The circumstance counts for something, of course,” 

he said at last. “But if the end is respect and influence, there are many paths.” 

“Forgive me, now, Captain Bell. More conceit than reality, I believe. Even in the 

business of soldiering, the general does the bidding of the government. The government 

is run by men of wealth. And, to further refine, it is run for the benefit of vigorous men. 

Men who build the cities and industries. Men who, for example, bring civilization to the 

wilderness. Not the well-rested souls who live off the wealth of the ancestors.” 
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“Supposing that is true. What do you propose?” 

“At the moment, nothing at all, Captain. I observe. We sit beside nearly unimaginable 

riches. Opportunity extends. Not one mile or two miles or ten miles from where we sit. 

For hundreds upon hundreds of miles.” 

“Prominence and influence. They are of no interest to us in themselves,” Katherine 

said with feeling. “We were prominent enough in Boston. What does that add up to? To 

be wealthy while others live in squalor? Educated when others are ignorant?” 

This seemed to delight Reilly even more. “Indeed,” he said. “Here here.”  

“To make a place where poverty and ignorance have no foothold,” Katherine contin-

ued. “Now that is a possibility that interests me.” 

“I quote Jesus Christ,” the Captain said. “The poor are always with us.” 

“Then again, Jesus Christ does not reside in the Minnesota Territory,” Reilly added. 

“So far as I have noticed. The old rules may not apply.” To Katherine, he added, “I ad-

mire your sentiments.” 

As we left, Katherine pledged that she hoped, someday, to better balance the account 

between us. As he kissed her hand Reilly said she should not be troubled by such ambi-

tions.  

*** 

In the darkness we wove through the dirt lanes toward our hotel. A procession of 

wagons passed by. A lamp dangled from a bracket on the lead wagon. “Scott,” I said.  

Coffins stacked three high filled the back of his wagon. Two more similarly loaded 

wagons followed his. A half-dozen mourners, these chosen for their skill with a shovel 
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more than the immensity of their grief, marched along behind.  “Come, Thaddeus,” said 

Reilly, tagging after their parade. 

“The dead are dead. They need nothing from us,” I protested.  

“What the dead require. There is no telling.” 

“I am worn out by the misery. My dead ma.” 

“Of course. Of course.” 

“I could think on her forever and she will not come back.” 

“But if she knows of your thoughts? If she knows of your remembrance.” 

“Nothing is my guess. I have not been haunted. Except by my thoughts, and my own 

fond memory.” 

“What if they intervene? They change the course, depending on their whim and pref-

erence? The dead.” 

“Excuse me now. I am surprised. I took you for a man of this world. The tabletop. 

Cold cash upon it.” 

“Never so simple, Thad. I take it there are many levels to this world. Some seen. 

Many not. Felt, perhaps. A tingle in the toe. An itch behind the ear. Open to interpretation. 

Easily ignored.” 

“So. Advantage in it? To indulge the spirits. Assuming they exist.” 

“I hedge my bets. I have not been ill-served,” Reilly said. Then abruptly, he added,“I 

shall go then by myself.”  

I sighed and fell in with him. 
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We proceeded north from the town, skirting a tamarack swamp where the frogs made 

a racket. The cemetery was on a rise, the dead enjoying there a dry rest. Lights of the city 

glowed in the distance. The wagons stopped beside a pit. A priest stood on a wagon seat 

to read a bit of scripture. Following that with his own thoughts, which did not soar toward 

the heavens nor suffer from originality. God’s inscrutable plan. Death, for the righteous, 

possessing no sting. Et cetera.  

No sting? Ha. The fool did not see my mother die. She might have done better, at-

tacked by a hive of wasps. Death being more like a club with which she was pummeled 

for days. 

 I looked to Reilly and saw tears running down his plump cheeks.  

He said, “A damnable weakness, this.” 

“Regard for the dead?” 

“Not for them but for me. Fear of dying alone. Tossed into a pit. Unknown. 

Forgotten.” 

“Well. We are all of us forgotten in the end.”  

“Easier said when the prospect is distant.” He dabbed at his eyes with his sleeve. “In 

this youth is blessed.” 

Scott and his helpers lowered the coffins into the pit by rope, building a tidy stack, 

two deep. They wedged the children’s coffins in at the head and foot of the others.  

“Bones messed in a heap,” Reilly observed. 

“But not alone.” 
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“Do not mock me,” Reilly said. He grabbed a shovel from Scott. For a while he 

worked like a demon, pitching black dirt into a hole in the darkness. 

I asked Scott if this was custom of the place, to bury the dead at night. “Tomorrow’s a 

work day. We’ll be needing the wagons,” he said. “Then of course you got the smell. You 

reach a point. Bad for business.” 

Reilly and I made our way back to the town without exchanging a word.  

Reilly took me by the elbow. He drew me toward the posters, cards and 

notes pinned to the wall in the American House and pointed out a fresh sheet amid the 

jumble. There was Poseidon, bearded, scowling, octopus draped over his shoulders, tri-

dent in his hand. The handbill read: 

HERO OF BOUNTIFUL! 

Exploits of Thaddeus Morley, 

hurled from cot into apocalypse 

as steamboat Bountiful explodes. 

Brave Men Cower — He Defies Death 

• Rescues Officer’s Babies • 
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His story related 

by Himself at 

SCHNEIDER’S MERCANTILE 

July 8, 7 PM 

Absolutely Free to Public 

Odd that a sheet of paper, holding nothing more than a few smears of ink, can inspire 

physical illness. 

“We have built a tower of lies,” I said.  

“How is the view?” Reilly asked. 

“Fine except for the noose around my neck.” 

Reilly said I must learn to worry less.  

My life, however, had not prepared me for commotion. So many routine days had 

passed in my father’s shop. I could still feel my hands cramped around the marble mortar 

and pestle. I had imagined that someday I would run the store. My father would occupy a 

rocker up front, from which he would greet customers, occasionally utter a word, and in 

general create the impression that his business was in such good hands that he could sink, 

slowly and happily, to greater silence, more unfathomable thoughts and eventual death.  

At the end of the day we locked the shop and ambled home, to the supper that my 

dear ma set upon the table immediately upon our return. Smoked hocks boiled with beans 

and onions, perhaps, or cornbread and greens; chicken roasted before the fire in the tin 

rotisserie; stew from beef shank and potatoes, carrots and green beans, this with a splash 

of coffee and a glass of sherry, the better to settle our stomachs. Then a quiet night before 
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the fire, my mother occupied with her stitchery, my father ruining his eyesight with the 

newspaper. Splendidly tedious compared to my hero’s life, which teetered on its rotten 

foundation.  

Reilly held me at arm’s length and studied me, head to toe, a prop in the Theater of 

Reilly. Lacking, he ruled. “Not in your physical aspect, which pleases,” he said, “but in 

costume.” That afternoon he took me to a tailor’s shop a few doors from the American 

House.  

Reilly’s man was squeezed into a room with a window on the street and a door that 

opened from inside a dress shop. The letters on the window read, Ransom, Tailor. Ran-

som himself hunched over his machine, in a space barely big enough to hold chair and 

pedestal, the latter on which customers stood to be fitted. His shoulders, stooped. His 

hands, marked with the bruised blotches of age. He looked as if a stray breath would send 

him tumbling into eternity. 

“You gents looking for what?” he asked. He lifted Reilly’s lapel and squinted at the 

stitching. “Nice piece of work, by the way.” 

“Thanks,” said Reilly. “It’s my friend's situation we hope to improve.” 

The tailor expressed the opinion that my coat was cut for a gorilla and sewn by a 

monkey. “This come from Schneider?”  

“The same,” said Reilly.  

The tailor snorted. He tugged at the coat, yanked the trousers. The tailor told Reilly in 

so many words that, as a craftsman, he would prefer to cut my suit to shreds, so that it 

should no longer offend the very idea of the tailor’s art. 
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“Agreed,” said Reilly, “but impossible. The boy must wear the suit Schneider gave 

him.” 

Ransom sighed. “Then stand up here,” he told me, nodding toward the pedestal. He 

slipped a half dozen pins between his lips, which were more blue than pink. Reilly leaned 

in the doorway, there being no other space for him. The tailor told me to take off the coat. 

He marked the trousers with chalk. “The boy is well-made,” Reilly observed. “His 

trousers should be more closely cut. The jacket fitted at the waist.”  

The tailor nodded as he jabbed at the dark wool with his pins. “Well-made, that he is.” 

He exchanged a look with Reilly. 

Reilly suggested exactly how my trousers ought be cut closer in the thigh, and shaped 

over the calf. The tailor chuckled to himself and mumbled again, “Well-made, yes, well-

made.” He told Reilly to pull the window shade, and commanded me to give him the 

trousers. Ransom’s bald head bobbed in time with his machine.  

Reilly quizzed him about the path that had brought him to Saint Paul. Ransom said he 

could think of a thousand places where he would rather be. “Where I wouldn’t freeze my 

ass in winter,” as he put it, “nor get it bit off by mosquitoes in the summer. Having so lit-

tle flesh to spare.” 

“If not the climate, then…?” Reilly asked. 

The tailor did not trouble himself to answer this. Clipping at the threads with his scis-

sors, he pulled the trousers out from under the needle and handed them back to me. “Put 

these on,” he ordered.  
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The tailor said that unless he intended to starve he could not afford to end his work. 

He had failed to produce children. He was alone in the world, except for his sewing ma-

chine. He lived in this room, sleeping on a hinged ledge that he lowered at night. The 

small box on which I stood held his clothes.  

“What if you take ill and cannot work?” I asked. I might have wondered the same for 

myself, there being no one obliged to care for me. I was no less alone in the world, except 

for my connection to Reilly, who was tied to me only by his goodwill, and by the ways I 

might be of service to him, vague as these were. 

“I have a plan,” he said.  

“Go on,” said Reilly. “I am interested to hear.” 

The tailor said that with whatever money remained to him at the month’s end, he 

bought land. Five hundred square feet. An acre, or two. Sometimes five. Whatever he 

could afford. He opened a drawer and rifled through a pile of deeds for us. These were 

printed up most impressively, with illustrations of Indian maids holding cornucopia, and 

oxen hitched to plows, or bison standing dumbly on the prairie.  

“Better than a bag of money. Land I bought for five dollars in February sells for ten 

dollars today. A pilgrim steps off a steamboat, the land can’t help but be worth more. 

They all got to live somewhere, don’t they?” 

I asked if this could go on forever; if what will be worth more tomorrow could be 

worth less the day after.  
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Reilly said that people were not unlike the buffalo, traveling in great herds. One 

wants to be where the others are, so that they might rub shoulders, and enjoy each other’s 

aromas, and shit upon the grass that the other will then eat.  

The tailor handed the suit back to me. The trousers were nipped in at the waist and 

snug along the whole of my leg. The jacket, too, was tightened at the waist. The tailor 

dug through a pile of folded garments on his floor and produced a brocaded scarlet vest, 

which he offered for a few dollars. Reilly nodded in agreement, so long as there was a 

cravat to match.  

“A fine specimen,” Reilly declared, brushing my hair in place with his fingers. “You 

shall do quite nicely, Thad.” 

The tailor looked me over from head to foot. “So he shall,” he said.   

*** 

 Reilly and Reality. Ha! They rhyme! And bear a relationship, which I would not call 

antagonistic, for Reilly did not hate the world as it was. He took the everyday facts of like 

like a set of ingredients, from which something splendid might be made. Much as flour 

and water and yeast become bread, so what might seem to others the drudgery of life of-

fered to him an opportunity. He was an artist, you could say, whose imagination could not 

be confined to a scrap of canvas. 

That evening as we strolled toward Schneider’s store he pulled himself up straighter. 

His voice took on notes of sharpness, authority. People stared as we passed, guessing, I 

suppose, that Reilly was a figure of importance. Reilly strode into Schneider’s store and 

clapped his hands in anticipation. 
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The merchant had pushed his barrels of stock toward the walls, clearing a theater near 

the windows. He had built a stage from cracker boxes, and made benches from planks. 

“Expecting a hundred,” Schneider said.  

“Worth the price of a suit,” said Reilly. 

Schneider stepped toward me and fingered the lapels. “Lucky,” he said to me. “Such a 

good fit. Right off the shelf.” 

“Thaddeus is a lucky lad, indeed,” said Reilly. 

People drifted into the store: the usual characters from the steamboat landings, sun-

burnt, stinking of woodsmoke and worse, clothes perforated from the cinders that rained 

down on them; professional men done up in dark long coats and silk cravats, their many 

chins drooping over stiff white collars; a trio of vivid young women, doused in perfume, 

their working hours likely spent at a recline; a pair of Indians wrapped in fresh blankets, 

knives stuck in their sashes, hair draped over their shoulders. As the hour drew near, 

Schneider’s doorbell jangled non-stop. I saw familiar faces, such as our teamster friend, 

Robert Scott, and Edmont from the hotel, and even the scavenger, McClee. Schneider 

pointed out the worthies waiting for the show. There was Alexander Ramsey, the territori-

al governor, ruddy-cheeked and stern. Beside him Henry Sibley, the fur-trading pioneer 

and recent representative to Congress, wraith-like.   

Schneider hoisted himself atop a barrel. “Attention!” he shouted, and “Quiet, please!” 

This to no effect. Only more jabbering, and laughter, and shouting across the room. Then 

Reilly climbed up beside him. He set loose a verse of song, this in a tenor that sliced the 

din. “Shenandoah, I’m bound to leave you.” The wide Missouri being not the river out-
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side the door, but close enough. All of us had left someone and something. The sadness of 

it was never distant. Before Reilly finished the first stanza he had us all in hand, breathing 

when he breathed, hypnotized.  

As he started another verse, the door opened again. Milly LaCroix paused on the 

threshold. Those eyes, that pile of hair. All this in a frock bought on the cheap, fit for a 

girl a size or two larger, frayed at the hem and sleeve. Reilly sang on. My heart tangled 

with the memory of my poor dead ma, my inscrutable and possibly murdered pa, and 

Milly now before me. The awful past and the unknowable future, so many emotions 

mixed together that I felt on the verge of tears.  

Reilly finished to silence. He said, in little more than a whisper, “For those who per-

ished on the Bountiful. For the innocents saved by my friend and companion, Thaddeus 

Morley.” 

Reilly urged me to stand. He took me by the hand, Reilly still high on his barrel and 

me flat-footed on the floor. The crowd got to its feet, clapping and stomping, until 

Schneider’s wares jiggled on the shelves.  

“Morley,” Reilly announced. “Thaddeus Morley. A modest young man. A virtue, ex-

cept in this moment. When what you desire is the facts. The whole story. Which modesty 

prevents Mr. Morley from relating. So, with your permission, I will give you chapter and 

verse.” 

“That ain’t what the poster said,” someone shouted.  

“Just like Schneider. Baited. Switched. Again.” 

“Faulty merchandise.” 
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“Listen,” said Reilly. “Then decide.” 

Our benefactor, Scott, stood and boomed, “Why don’t you wait a God damn minute? 

Why don’t you wait to decide? The time of those here gathered being not so valuable. 

From what I ever been able to tell.” 

Intimidated? Resigned? Who knows why the crowd fell silent. Reilly saw his moment 

and leapt in with both feet. 

What a constantly expanding empire of fiction this tale had come to be. From the 

moment his eyes set upon me, Reilly proclaimed, he knew I was a young man of special 

character. I was an orphan boy whose mother’s dying words were, “Tis not enough to 

help yourself, dear Thad. Always you must help others as well.”  

At the moment of the explosion I was studying my Bible while nibbling at my last 

few crumbs of stale cracker. Blasted suddenly into the clouds, I enjoyed a vision of Jeho-

vah Himself, leaned up against heaven’s gate, tugging at His beard as He decided whether 

to call me home or send me back to Earth, flaming like the Almighty’s own truth. Oh, the 

paralyzing force of the explosion, the fusillade of rivets, the catfish surfacing to solemnly 

observe the devastation, the survivors’ pitiful screams, my flame-singed hands, the inno-

cent babes in their flaming basket, the merciless tug of the current, the smell of the ripe 

stream-side ooze. Listening to the man was exhausting. To have done the half of it would 

have killed me. 

When he had me blown to high heaven, he reached toward the ceiling and stared out 

into infinity, commenting upon the view above, below and to each side, until you all but 
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smelled the smoke in the air and were sickened by the height. When I crashed again into 

the river’s embrace — boom! — Reilly came off the barrel, rattling the floorboards.  

Milly watched, an odd smile on her lips. She tucked a loose hair behind her ear. She 

shooed a fly.  

Eventually Reilly had me back in that wagon, hauled into town along with the dead 

and dying. He pulled me to my feet, the hero of the Bountiful. They loved me then as they 

rose to their feet and surged toward us, eager to shake my hand or just to touch me, as if 

whatever I had might rub off on them.  

In the midst of the commotion I felt a hand on my arm. I heard a soft voice in my ear.   

Said Milly, “As it happens, I saw exactly how many children you saved. I'd love to 

discuss my memories. Tomorrow, ten, your hotel?” 

Before I could reply she had slipped away. 

*** 

“Well, of course she would have seen,” said Reilly later in our room. “Assuming she 

did at all.”  

I told Reilly that his suspicion seemed excessive. 

He laughed. “Oh, hardly,” he answered.  “Of all the people on that boat, she happened 

to spy out our claim. Our harmless claim. ”  

“Harmless?” I countered. “It's theft of a type. To profit from these lies.” 

Reilly said that he found my moral code confining. “Where is the harm?” he said. 

“Captain Bell, believe me, will never miss the money he paid for that meal. In return he 

has now a story he can tell for the rest of his life. As for your clothes, Schneider gave you 
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a suit that would fit only a circus freak. A tailor’s afternoon made it into something barely 

resembling clothing. Did Schneider seem unhappy this evening, dropping money in his 

till?” 

“Not quite,” I replied. Cross-eyed with glee, more like it. 

“So, then.” He reached for the decanter beside his chair.  

Reilly unbuttoned his coat, vest, shirt, trousers. As he removed each piece he shook it 

out, sharpening the crease with his fingers and then returning it to its drawer. Then into 

his silk pajamas.  

He eyed his figure in the mirror, patting his stomach with satisfaction. He reached 

into the drawer again and pulled out a paper-wrapped bundle. “For you, lad,” he said, 

tossing it toward me. I tugged at the string and out slithered a set of silk pajamas. I 

thanked Reilly once more. He waved me off, saying that the money he had was not for 

tomorrow but for today. If a friend might be swaddled in silk then it was all but his oblig-

ation to do so, he said, the better to thank the heavens for the rightness and beauty of Cre-

ation. In the instance I did not argue with Reilly’s theology. 

I had never felt anything so delicious against my skin. Reilly urged me toward the 

mirror. I clutched the trousers to keep them from falling. Reilly laughed. “I will make it 

my work to turn you into an impressive man in every sense of the word.” 

“Why?” I blurted. He had thrust treasures upon me, for no reason I could name. 

“Why?” said Reilly, considering. He turned down the covers to our bed and dimmed 

the lamp.“Why not? I spend what I will upon myself. Spending more will not increase 

my happiness. But to watch you enjoy the good things of this life…” 
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Reilly said he wanted to share life’s triumphs and irritations. “Also,” he said, “I be-

lieve we will do better together than either of us alone.” 

“How so?”  

He shrugged. “Feelings. Nothing more.” 

Reilly yawned and sighed. We shared a bed, that being the style of the time and place, 

so I was familiar with his habits — his mutterings and twitchings. In minutes he was 

asleep. 

Outside, tumult. Music. Drunken bellowing. Fighting and groaning. Shrill female 

laughter.  

I thought of Milly and of my father, the living and the dead, all this while Reilly 

snored and old Saint Paul fought and spit in the streets. Farther still, the Indians were up 

to God-knows-what in an emptiness that could swallow a thousand cities whole.  

I felt my old life fall off of me, like a snake sloughing its skin in the grass. I thought 

that I could be remade, that in fact I already had been. My father, the mystery that he was, 

was gone, and in his place was Reilly. No less mysterious, and surely no more righteous, 

but whose feet danced lightly upon the Earth, as mine might do as well. 
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Reilly pulled back the curtain. Another day, with all its possibilities, 

had arrived, he was pleased to announce. Standing before the open window, he 

performed his usual huffing and puffing. Reilly jabbed his arms overhead, touched his 

toes a time or two and threw his arms out vigorously to his sides. Finishing this, he said, 

“Ahhh,” and grabbed his belly, which he shook with both hands. Reilly then removed his 

pajamas.  Prowling the room naked, he brought to mind an overstuffed sofa built on a 

sturdy frame. His shoulders and legs were thick with muscle. He occupied his space, and 

was appealing in his way.  

We dressed for breakfast and our meeting with Milly. Reilly put an arm over my 

shoulder and ushered me into the hallway. There we found the new arrivals, just off the 

boat, grateful that Edmont had offered them a cot against the wall (for which he charged 

half a night’s rent, this being his notion of charity). Outside our door a child squirmed on 

a pile of clothes beneath the cot where his mother slept. The father leaned against the 

wall, his bare feet stuck in our path. A real estate man, pockets stuffed with deeds, closed 

a deal on the steps, scribbling down the details with the paper pressed against the buyer’s 

back. In the dining hall we found the usual riot. The clatter of plates and cups, elbows on 

the table, mumbling and shouting, belching and worse. We ate and retreated to the lobby 

again, there to study the tout sheets, describing towns that existed to some extent, or 

could conceivably exist some day, or were nothing but the most far-fetched of dreams. 

There were a half-dozen or so such adverts pinned onto the wall.  
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Such lovely names: Northwood, Superior, Fertile Valley. “Not inflated with gas, nor 

intended to be a place for sly investments,” read the sheet for a place called Harmony. 

“All the land is taken up by actual settlers who are improving their claims.” And why? 

Because there was a splendid spot for a ferry landing on the nearby river. Regular con-

nections someday to Saint Paul. Excellent timber. Lakes filled with fish. Opportunity for 

enrichment, provided one could see it in a bug-filled slough, trod only by bison and Indi-

ans.  

“Hokum,” I said. 

“Tell me, Thaddeus,” Reilly asked. “That sound you hear. What is it?” 

“Your meaning?” 

“No trick.” 

I shrugged. “The usual chatter. The dish washer breaking plates.” 

“No, outside.” 

“What? The steamboat whistle?” 

Reilly tapped his finger against the wall.  

“A woodpecker?” 

“Hammer against nail.” 

The noise was so constant that I had ceased to notice it. Banging and sawing was to 

Saint Paul what chirping was to the forest.  

“Say you were to buy land within the Territory to make a townsite. What would you 

pay?” 

“This isn't an area of study for me.” 
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“About ninety cents an acre,” said Reilly quickly. “Now, what does an acre sell for in 

a downstream village?” 

“I have no schooling in this.” 

“It isn't a matter of schooling so much as listening.” 

“Say it has doubled.” 

“In the town of Winona an acre sells for nine hundred dollars. Ninety cents becomes 

nine hundred dollars. A profit of one thousand percent. Or, consider a lot bought just 

blocks from where we stand by the good Doctor Sprot of Saint Louis.” 

“Sprot!” I replied. “I knew the man! He used to come by my father’s shop.” Old Sprot 

fancied himself a maestro of bleeding, and, coincidentally, had a nose nearly as pointed 

as a lancet tip.  

“Well, too bad then that you are not his heir. The lot he bought here six years ago for 

six hundred dollars sold last week for nearly twenty-five thousand.” 

I put on a face of astonishment, this being what Reilly expected. The truth is that I 

had traveled north not to become rich, that thought, given the nature of my upbringing, 

being somewhat inaccessible.  

“Must we profit simply because we can?” I asked Reilly. 

Reilly stared at me. In the silence that ensued, it struck me that my pretty thoughts 

were possible only because Reilly paid my room and board. To say nothing of my silk 

pajamas. In a minute I might find my nose pressed up against the dining room glass, 

wondering how to get my breakfast. 
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Reilly, finally, laughed. “Thad, you are a philosopher!” he said. “I am happy to eat my 

three meals a day and to sleep in a dry place. It pleases me to provide the same for you. 

But are we obliged to profit, just because the opportunity wiggles under our noses? Cer-

tainly not, if the work bores us, or is unseemly, or offensive.” 

“Your speculation is a game then?” 

“Remove the money? The game might not be so interesting. Money. Like salt on 

beefsteak,” said Reilly. “Not altogether necessary, though a great enhancement. But a 

game? A would say, in a manner of speaking, more and sometimes less, but yes. Yes.” 

*** 

Milly entered the lobby. She paused to look over the room. Then she spotted us and 

headed our way. There was some gawkiness to her movements, as to my own. Neither of 

us had utterly grown into ourselves.  

Reilly took Milly's hand and pecked at it. “Until now I have known you only through 

Mr. Morley’s descriptions,” he said.   

“The famous Mr. Morley,” she replied. “A pleasure to see you both.”  

“All of us lucky survivors of the Bountiful,” said Reilly, holding a chair for her. 

“Not so much good luck,” she countered.  

“How so?” Reilly asked. 

“The engineer was a drunkard. I never heard such noises coming from a boiler. When 

the cub grounded the boat, then yelled for more steam, I headed toward the bow.” 

“Remarkable foresight,” said Reilly. 

“Good sense. There being no one else to worry over me. I do the work for myself.” 



66

“Still, to survive the blast…”   

“I got in the ship’s boat. The crew ran to it like rats. They carried me to shore while 

they saved their own skins.” 

“Regard for others being less thickly spread than regard for oneself. I respect the sen-

timent.” Reilly tapped his fingertips together. “Thaddeus says you saw something of our 

affairs.” 

“I did, sir.” She smiled at that. 

“An amazing story,” said Reilly. “As you heard last night.” 

“Amazing. A word for it.”  

“Young Thaddeus’ exploits…” 

“I saw the very same.” 

From Reilly, silence. He did not seem particularly disturbed. Nor did Milly appear to 

be anything but pleased to establish us as liars. Reilly said, “I wonder how can we help 

you, Miss LaCroix?” 

“A question in my own mind, Mr. Reilly. How do you intend to help yourself?” 

“Why is anyone here,” said Reilly. "We breathe the air. Feel the sun on our faces. 

Open ourselves to the possibilities. Remain light on our feet. Take advantage of that 

which presents itself.” 

“A bit cloudy around the edges.” 

“Well,” said Reilly.  

Milly and Reilly seemed to converse, but it was more of a dance. Reilly, bemused as 

usual, settled deep into his chair, the illusion being that of contentment and repose. While 
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(or so I imagined!) in the dark core of his brain the engines of schemery turned at a furi-

ous pace, gears grinding, steam spurting, all of this hidden energy directed toward advan-

tage. Milly, meanwhile, was less successful, or less interested, in concealing her intent. 

She sat at the edge of her chair. She tapped at the table top. Her eyes narrowed and 

gleamed, as if a feast had been set before her and she had only to stick a fork into it. 

Reilly paused and cocked his head. “What is that noise?”  

I imagined he was about to start in again about the hammers, the saws, the price of 

land and so forth. Finally I heard it, too. The noise grew until it sounded like Hell’s gate 

swinging on greaseless hinges.  

Edmont bustled past to shut the door. Reilly grabbed him by the arm and asked what 

could cause such a racket. 

“You never heard a Red River cart then,” Edmont said. 

We followed Edmont to the street. Oxen lumbering in a cloud of dust. Carts rolling on 

two rough wooden wheels, each about a man’s height. Furs and buffalo robes filling these 

carts. The line stretching so far that the end was out of sight.  

On the first of these carts was a figure in a bright tasseled cap, a red sash around his 

waist, shirt open. On his feet, beaded moccasins. His head: the size of a pumpkin. Cheeks 

covered with black whiskers. A crude intelligence overlaid with menace. 

“What is this?” Reilly asked. 

“Metis, said Edmont. “From the Red River, north.”  

They traveled to Saint Paul to trade furs, buffalo robes and pemmican for the hard-

ware and food they needed, Edmont said. The colony was made of Scots originally, later 
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mixed with Indians, plus French traders, and all the combinations thereof, the result now 

parading before us.  

The head man rode by, yelling out something in what seemed to be French. Edmont 

shook his head. Milly snorted.  

“What did he say?” I asked her. 

“It’s French,” she said. 

“Yes, but what?” 

“You want to know?” 

“Why did I ask?” 

“French. In every sense.” 

“So?” 

“To translate exactly, he says, ‘That boy in the black suit, later I put my dick up his 

ass.’ Sorry,” she added. 

“Hmm.” I said, having no other words at my disposal. 

Said Reilly to Edmont, “Who is that?” 

“One of the Deaupres,” he replied. “Pierre. His brother, Jimmy got here a while back. 

He's at their usual camp.” Edmont shook his head. “Lively customers.”  

We found a patch of shade near the corner and watched the procession. The men 

drove while the women marched beside the wagons. Children swarmed, barefoot, barely 

dressed. Reilly dipped in his pocket and handed out pennies.   
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While he was so occupied, I spotted another figure making his way down the street. 

His face was only slightly less familiar to me than my own, for I had seen him from birth. 

A dip in the Mississippi, as Reilly had reckoned, had done my father no lasting harm. 

The wildness in his eye; I had seen it before, aboard the Bountiful, and before that, on 

the morning I planned to run from home. I woke up then and found him leaned over me 

in my bed.  

“What is it?” I asked, not sure I wanted to know. The answer might have been, “Spi-

ders crawl inside my head,” or, “My heart is on fire and I am burned alive.” Or, “The 

darkness is such that I cannot see to to the end of my eyelids.” His expression communi-

cating something beyond the usual befuddlement.  

Instead he said, “Thad, a man reaches a point…” 

Then the familiar silence. That look as if he were reaching for a word that was just 

beyond his grasp. Next a closing down, a sealing up, his expression alone left to suggest 

that there were no words within him to explain his thoughts.  

“Go ahead,” I told him. “Say it, whatever it is.” 

He made the sound of a man being strangled, then banged his fist against the bedside 

table. He swirled around, revealing the knife in his hand, and slammed the door behind 

himself. 

*** 

I grabbed Reilly and pulled him into a doorway. Milly followed us. “We must leave,” 

I said. 
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“Leave?” said Reilly. “We hardly arrived.” 

“Nonetheless. To your left.” 

Reilly peered around the corner. “So?” 

“The bearded one.” 

“Eliminating a few of the women,” said Reilly. 

“You know him.” 

“The boat.” 

“My father.” 

“Hardy fellow. We could speak with him. Shake the cage. See what’s inside. We 

might make some kind of arrangement.” 

“I have no more desire to know what is inside. There is no arrangement to be made.” 

It struck me then that I wished him dead. I thought it would be enough to buy a ticket, 

to travel north, to escape. It was not.  

When he looked down on me in my bed that morning, I felt more weary than fearful. 

Weary of guessing what was inside his head. Weary of his inability to get out the words 

by which he could explain himself. Weary of wondering what is was that turned him into 

a cipher. And then, watching him depart, wondering if the knife in his hand was merely a 

ridiculous oversight — he had, say, been slicing a loaf of bread, had been seized by a 

sudden thought, rushed to my bedside to deliver this news, failed, and stomped off, barely 

aware he still held the blade. Or did he play Abraham, having heard God’s voice? If this 

was madness, I lacked the patience to nurse him. If it was grief, well, I had my own. His 
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flesh was my flesh and his blood was my blood, yes of course, but still. His blood had 

worn out its welcome. 

To Reilly I said simply, “Arrangement. Most of all I want to arrange to be done with 

him.” 

From Reilly, a piercing look.  

“Fetch Edmont,” he said. “Ask if we might have a word.”   

I stepped back inside the hotel. Edmont was behind the counter. I motioned to him. 

He followed me to where Reilly stood.  

“We need your help,” said Reilly. He pulled Edmont closer and whispered to him, “In 

hope of avoiding…” Here he paused. “…violence.” 

“Best wishes on that,” Edmont replied. “The place being what it is.” 

“Still,” said Reilly. He pointed at my father from the recess of the doorway. “You see 

that gentleman? Beard. No hat. Red shirt. Vest.” 

“Lunatic. I seen them often enough.” 

“Yes.”  

“He don’t lack for company.” 

“Suppose he asks you if someone matching me or Thad is checked into your hotel. 

You could say that urgent business called us back to Saint Louis. Say I was on a boat that 

left at dawn today.” Reilly pressed a gold coin into Edmont’s hand. 

“Saint Louis?” Edmont asked. “Why Saint Louis?” 

“A goodly distance,” said Reilly. “A lengthy trip.” 

“I hate to lie,” said Edmont. 
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“The lesser evil,” said Reilly. “In this particular.” He handed Edmont another coin. 

Edmont slipped it into his pocket and turned back to the hotel. 

“Now for us,” said Reilly. 

We ducked into the livery next door.  

Said Milly, “Your life twists and turns and then some.”  

Reilly and I ignored that. “Where do we go now?” I asked. 

“The metis camp. That should do for the moment.” 

“They’ll have us?” Milly asked.  

“Better for you here,” Reilly replied. 

 “I'll go to the newspaper and expose the both of you,” she said. “Don’t think you’ll 

give me the slip.” 

Reilly sighed. 

“What's our plan?” I asked him. 

“We find Scott. We pay him. For rougher clothes and a ride to the camp.” 

*** 

I found Scott sleeping in the hay loft. His hands and clothes were caked with dirt. He 

rubbed at his swollen eyes. As I explained, Scott nodded, liquor having knocked the cu-

riosity out of him. He groaned and asked for a hand. A rind of blood decorated his nose. 

He said he had stopped in a saloon to ease his mind after the work in the cemetery. 

"What was the fight about?” I asked.  

“I can’t remember everything,” he said. 
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He staggered off to his house. Patched, unmatched, smelling like horses or worse; 

these were the clothes he brought back. Reilly later pinched the pieces between his fin-

gers and sighed. He pulled on his costume as if it were dosed with smallpox. Milly 

emerged from behind a stall, dressed now in men’s trousers and a rough shirt pulled tight 

with a sash.  

“Recognize me?” she asked. 

“Barely.” The answer covering a lot of terrain. 

We stayed hidden together in the livery through the sunset and on through the night. 

Before sunrise Scott drove the horses uphill. We reached a hilltop overlooking the 

town. I was already sentimental about our recent home. The river’s sweep, the little 

town’s hustle, all the commerce and conniving — in no time I worked up a head of nos-

talgia. Saint Paul was a lovely place, if you discounted the mosquitoes now and the cold 

to come, and the fact that it was a pinprick of civilization in an overwhelming spread of 

wilderness. Truth be told, you might also love the place better if you had no sense of 

smell; the odor being excremental, owing to the many outhouses, plus the pigs and beasts 

of burden that traveled the muddy streets. The smell alone could knock you off your 

wagon.  

“It's not a bad little place,” I mentioned to Reilly. 

“Oh, we shall return soon enough,” he replied. 

We reached a lake a mile or so from town. Frogs quonked, ducks beat at the water. 

Smoke drifted from cooking fires. Another city hidden here, made of carts and canvas 

shelters. 
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“How do we sign on?” Reilly wondered 

“These people don’t read so much and neither do they write,” Scott said. 

Naked children ran toward us in packs. The women wore simple dresses, these acces-

sorized with long knives in sheaths, beaded pouches and belts, the whole of it topped 

with sweat-stained men’s hats.   

Scott stopped as a crowd gathered around our wagon. They chattered at us in a mix of 

English, French and Indian languages. Milly traded words with them.  

She jumped from the wagon and jabbered at the women who surrounded her. “What 

is she saying?” I asked Reilly.  

He shrugged. “I'm afraid we’ll have to trust her, Thad.” 

I heard the word moccasin several times. Next Milly hopped on one foot, pulling off 

her shoe. She traded for a pair of beaded slippers, then made a bargain for a filthy hat.  

She climbed back into the wagon. “The women say we should find Mr. Jimmy,” she 

said. 

“Deaupre,” said Scott. Deupre’s mother was Ojibwa, he said, his father French. With 

his brother, Pierre, who had spoken so warmly of his affection for me, Jimmy was a 

renowned guide, known for winter trips that others would not dare. “Course,” Scott 

added, “the reason the others don’t dare is, they got more sense than the Deaupres, who 

are always about killing themselves.” In the winter past, said Scott, Pierre spent four days 

holed up in a snow cave, waiting out a blizzard and a case of snow blindness. He drank 

water melted over a candle and used his dogs to keep warm, all while fighting the ani-

mals off the last scraps of pemmican he carried. His customer, less well made than 
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Deaupre, got carted off stiff and dead once the blizzard let up. The remarkable fact being, 

said Scott, that Deaupre had not cut him up to feed to the dogs. A few weeks later Jimmy 

got stuck in another of the storms that ripped down from Canada. He made his way to the 

only break of trees in miles of grassland. Wolves tracked him for miles. Having found 

wood, Jimmy started a fire. He wrapped himself in blankets, robes and a waterproof coat. 

Then, the wolves still howling around him, he fell asleep. “He woke up when he felt a 

pain in his leg. Of course he figured the wolves had come to pull him apart,” Scott relat-

ed. Instead, Jimmy had set himself on fire. 

“This undermines my confidence somewhat,” Reilly observed.  

“Well, the point is that they’re both still alive, and they’ve been pulling tricks like this 

forever,” Scott said as he drove on.  

“I wonder if your father isn’t getting the better end of this deal,” Reilly observed. 

Scott stopped his horses and said, “That’s Jimmy right over there.” 

*** 

Deaupre leaned against a cart wheel, smoking a pipe. His face was so broad that he 

seemed cross-eyed.  

“Jimmy,” Scott shouted. 

Deaupre looked our way. He was wide at the shoulder and thick through the trunk, 

like one of Schneider’s barrels outfitted with arms and legs. I wondered then if we might 

do better taking our chances in town. He looked like a man with a feeling for the humor-

ous aspects of this world, provided you were prepared to believe that murder and may-

hem might be, under certain circumstances, comical.  
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“What do you make of him?” I asked Reilly. 

“Hmmm,” he said. 

Deaupre grabbed Scott’s hand as though to help him down from the wagon. But he 

tugged at the end and pulled Scott off his feet. This he regarded as a great joke, though 

his smile faded just as quickly. He said, “You bring other horses to make up for the walk-

ing shit you sold me last summer?” 

“I’m not apologizing for no damn horse which anyone with eyes can see what is 

what. Anyway, what about those ox you sold me?” 

“Forget about those fucking ox. Ox. Four legs, a tail, head like a rock. Christ.” 

“You ought to consider your immortal soul, Jimmy Deaupre.” 

“Fuck my soul,” Deaupre said. He glanced at us. “What is this?” he asked. 

“They want to spend a few days out of town.” 

“Tourists.” 

“Well, you got the attractions, Jim. The mud. The bugs.” 

“You worry my customers,” said Deaupre. “I thank you, very much, shut your 

mouth.” 

*** 

Why is it that a man is never so happy as when describing the miseries of his life? 

Thus, Deaupre, detailing the route back to his home.  

The swamps. The bogs. The sloughs. Oxen sunk to their shoulders in a helpless wal-

low. Rivers, many of which, God willing, could be forded by whipping the oxen across. 

Others where there was no choice except to disassemble the carts and float them like 
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crude rafts while the oxen bellowed and shat and thrashed wild-eyed at the water. Vast 

stretches of prairie, where neither water nor wood might be found. Thunder storms. 

Lightning crashing down on the tinderbox grasslands. A man on a cart being the highest 

point for miles around, transformed into a lightning rod. Which was to say nothing of the 

natives and their vendettas, the bloodthirsty wolves, the mosquitos rising in clouds.  

Deaupre loved the telling. That the world could be so awful: perfect. Milly rolled her 

eyes a time or two. Reilly nodded along, letting loose an occasional, “Oh,” or, 

“Amazing,” as if he were listening. 

At dusk Deaupre’s brother Pierre arrived with a retinue. The drinking began, along 

with music and dancing, and then some jostling that turned into bare-chested wrestling. 

The last I remember of that night was Reilly and the two Deaupres, each stripped to pants 

and a sash, arms locked around each other’s necks. Whether they were dancing or grap-

pling I could not say, though I watched them for some time. 

*** 

I woke in that gray murk before dawn and opened my eyes to what seemed to be a 

battlefield. Bodies fallen here and there, some covered with blankets and others sprawled 

where they had dropped. Fires smoldering. Milly blanket-wrapped like a mummy. 

She opened an eye and spotted me. I nodded. She sat up. She motioned for me to join 

her. 

Her breath was not as fresh as the morning dew. She looked puffy around the eyes. 

Her hair, a pile of knots. But I sat.  

She said, "We haven't had a proper talk." 
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"I don't know that this is the time." 

"This is the time. Just you and me, without your friend." 

“What about him?" 

"You trust him?" 

Not exactly. Not much at all. Trust and Reilly did not go together. It did not seem the 

foundation of our relationship. I said nothing. 

"There you go," she said. 

"He is…” I had trouble finding the word. “…a benefactor. Unexpected. Welcome.” 

"I take care of myself." 

"And here we are together, sleeping in the dirt." 

“I figure on more. You? What is it you want?" 

"I wanted to get away from Saint Louis.” 

“Want. Not wanted. It's time to start. Thinking.” 

"A roof over my head. Regular meals. A change of clothes, I suppose. What I had, in a 

different place. Away from the complexities.” 

“You don’t aim too high.” 

“Tell me. What's the answer?" 

"Sweet Jesus, Thad." She put a hand on my knee. "Have you looked around?" 

"You sound like Reilly now." 

"Gumption. He’s got that. Wouldn't trust him with a dollar, but you talk about gump-

tion…” 

"I could use some is what you’re saying.” 
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"I'm saying I'm looking for a partner. Somebody who can grab opportunity by the 

neck. Who isn’t happy to sleep in dirt." 

"We could do that together? Whatever that is?” 

"I'm saying, think about it. I'm saying, do some pondering on your circumstance. 

Ponder your ambition. Think ahead a minute or two.” 

She unwrapped herself from her blanket. Then she rose and headed off for the bushes 

behind the wagons.  

*** 

Milly returned and said to me, “I took your Reilly for the early-riser type.”  

“Usually, yes. But last night. A lot of hard work.” 

Milly had a talent for rolling her eyes. A suggestion more than the thing itself. Yet if 

you were attuned, you could see there was not so much of the world she took at face val-

ue. 

“Maybe we should take a look,” she said.  

We spied him beneath one of the wagons, not far from the remains of the night’s fire, 

wrapped in a blanket. The man smiled even as he slept, there being so few parts of life 

that failed to amuse him. “Showing my thanks for the gift of slumber,” as he put it to me 

more than once. In the event he appeared gray around the edges, with a gash on his fore-

head and a path of dried blood that ran toward his ear. I wondered if Reilly remained 

among the living. 

I felt I should weep, or gasp, or at the very least make some expression of surprise. 

My benefactor, gone. The easy flow of food, the roof over my head, no longer guaran-
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teed. I had hoped, so much as I had thought of it, to be free of the past. But I had not fully 

imagined what it meant to be alone. Reilly, I admitted, had come to a logical end. More 

startling it would have been, had an ancient Reilly fallen over dead in a rocking chair on a 

quiet front porch.  

“I’ve seen men more lively looking,” Milly observed. “You want to check he’s still 

breathing?” 

Having no better idea, I put my ear up to his nose. Reilly sneezed, then snorted, and 

then those blue eyes popped open. I wiped the spray from the side of my head. 

“Not so easy to kill then,” Milly said. 

“Another glorious day,” Reilly exclaimed, unwrapping himself from his cocoon. 

“Sure it is,” said Milly. “Provided you don’t mind being on the run from murderous 

maniacs.” 

“More often true than not. In my experience,” Reilly replied.  

He was still naked to his waist, covered now with scrapes and bruises.  

“What a night,” he muttered, shaking his head as he pulled himself to his feet. “Enter-

taining fellows. A little rough, you might say that. Men of the earth. Elemental. Yet cun-

ning. Jimmy at least. Not to be underestimated. Interesting companions, no doubt. At 

least for a few days.” 



81

Jimmy Deaupre raked a hand through his beard. Then he reached for a 

dented bugle, tied near the seat of his wagon. Deaupre smiled to himself, filled his lungs 

and blew. His eyes bugged out. The noise raised the apparently dead who surrounded us. 

The sun’s first rays passed through the trees. The birds set into their morning commo-

tion. Mosquitos whined. And what of breakfast, or washing, or shaving? None of that. 

Those who had managed to make a bed now quickly stuffed it in their carts. They worked 

the animals into their harnesses. When Deaupre passed by I mentioned that a cup of cof-

fee would suit me. This struck him as an excellent joke. 

"I thought we were staying here for a few days," I said to Reilly. "Until the danger 

passed." 

“They described their plan last night," Reilly said. “Then needed all the wagons to 

deliver hides. But not so many to return with goods. Jimmy heads back, Pierre stays here 

until the trading is done.” 

“We could stay here with Pierre,” I said. 

“Of course we could,” said Reilly. “But what would we learn that we don’t already 

know? Sights to see, lad. Fresh air to breathe. Possibilities eager to reveal themselves. 

They being so thick upon the ground. I throw myself to the current, Thad. I trust my luck. 

You might consider the same.” 

So, with Deaupre at the lead, we headed west. Thirty or so wagons made up our 

brigade. Reilly negotiated a place for our few belongings in Deaupre's cart. Reilly, Milly 

and I walked alongside. 
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We passed through the town of Saint Anthony, then skirted the waterfalls of the same 

name, where the Mississippi dropped onto a rubble of rock and uprooted trees.  Along the 

bank, a settlement. A homely woman tied her dog to the doorknob as we passed, this to 

protect her home. We made a fine-looking pack of cutthroats, with guns and knives and 

hatchets, numerous scars, crooked noses and dark skin. “Pirates now, that’s what we are,” 

said Milly, enjoying the notion.   

Her hair was braided in pigtails, which stuck out from under her awful hat. She wore 

her moccasins. On her hip, tucked in a sash, was a sheathed knife large enough to flay a 

buffalo. 

We stopped once, for breakfast. Then we walked until late in the day, when the setting 

sun made the grass greener and the millions of prairie flowers turned vivid. Except that I 

was covered with dust, and sunstruck, and weary to my bones from the day’s march, the 

beauty of it might have been something. Deaupre turned toward a stand of oak on the sa-

vannah. We followed like school children, lined up in a row.  

*** 

Our mates formed a circle with their carts. Milly left with the other women to gather 

wood for cooking. Deaupre disappeared briefly into the trees and returned with a pike the 

length of his arm. His wife fried the fish in pork fat and served it with fried bread. We ate 

without speaking, stopping only to pick the fine bones from our teeth.  

Deaupre’s boy sat beside him. Deaupre took him into his lap and urged him to eat. He 

held bits of fish to the boy’s lips. 

“The boy is a connoisseur,” Reilly said lightly. “Waiting for lobster.” 
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“No,” said Deaupre. “He is sick. See his color.” 

Milly put a hand on the child’s head. "He's hot," she said. "Take a look, Thad. You're 

the druggist." 

"My father was."  

"You're here. He's not. Go on." 

There wasn't any arguing with her. I glanced at the boy. His eyes were rheumy. His 

tongue was coated with white film. 

Deaupre wrapped the boy in a blanket. The child slept. Deaupre continued to stroke 

his long black hair.  

Reilly said to me quietly, “You have a potion for the boy?” 

I had dozens of beautiful bottles, these labeled in my father’s hand, polished and 

packed in our room at the American House.  

“You remember how we fled,” I whispered back. 

“We would go a long way with Deaupre. Treating the child.” 

“If we made him well, yes, of course. But you have as much to offer as I do.” 

“We needn't look on the black side here. Poke at the child a bit.” 

“What good would that do?” 

“What harm? We show we're concerned. That might stand us well.”  

"To what end?" 

"Who can know? It's like putting money in a bank. Assuming you're the sort who 

does. Who knows that a rainy day will ever come? Yet it might." 

“I'll only raise hopes." 
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"What are hopes for?" Milly asked. "Go on now. We keep this up, the boy will die 

before we're done talking." 

Reilly and Milly nudged me forward. "Young Thad comes from a family of healers," 

he told Deaupre. "His father was renowned in Saint Louis. Thad studied at his father's 

side. With your permission, he'll take a look at the child."  

*** 

My father, the famous healer, creator of Morley’s Corrective Salve. 

Like every other druggist, my father had in mind to make a bundle in the patent med-

icine trade. He had five thousand labels printed, touting the benefits of his yet-to-be in-

vented lotion. "Time-honored, scientifically proven, an utterly unique formula that pro-

motes healing of skin eruptions and breakages, restores the elasticity and blush of youth 

to hard-used epidermal matter, reduces warts, effectively eliminates rashes due to poiso-

nous plants." Et cetera and so forth.  

My father concentrated on finding the perfect jar. As this was to be a thick, oily po-

tion, he required a container with a wide mouth, the better to stuff one’s fingers inside. He 

thought that the container should be curved and heavy, to suggest permanence and quali-

ty. The question of color bedeviled him. Eventually it came down to cobalt or emerald. 

He badgered my mother for her opinion, then argued with her once she made a choice. 

Finally, he set on emerald, because it was the color of grass, which spoke of health, vigor 

and regeneration. Better black, but we'll get to that. 

The last nagging detail was to make the salve itself. Here my father rolled up his 

sleeves and retreated to his office. He worked with a base of beeswax, this laced with co-
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caine to numb the skin, silver nitrate to fight putrefaction, belladonna for who-knows-

what. Then cinnamon for a pleasing scent, and other ingredients — nitric acid, antimony, 

and various splashes of this and that. This sludge he then ladled into his green jars. I was 

in charge of gluing on the labels.  

My father experimented on himself. He burned his right arm in two places with a 

candle, then rubbed poison ivy on two areas of the left. He medicated one of the burns 

and one of the poison ivy patches with Morley’s Corrective Salve and left their mates un-

treated. For a while he was an oozing, pain-racked mess, his pale forearms covered with 

blisters that wept a stinking pus.  

In the end he declared Morley’s Salve a success. Not because it healed his wounds 

more quickly. But he convinced himself that the treated areas were less painful, and of-

fered the theory that his salve promoted slower, deeper and more healthful cures. So his 

product entered the market.  

Sales cheered my father throughout the summer. He spent hours arranging the green 

bottles into various displays, humming to himself as he positioned them just so to catch 

the light. The bottles glowed in the sun, suggesting that he had captured something of Na-

ture in his splendid jars. 

Nature, he learned, is vigorous, her agents eager always to multiply. A different man 

than my father might have heard trouble knocking when a report sounded inside the store 

on a blazing afternoon. One bottle of Corrective Salve exploded, then another. Had they 

all burst, and destroyed the entire stock, some of this world’s misery might have been 

prevented. As it was, my father blamed the power of the sun and the quality of the glass.  
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Suffice it to say that the city of Saint Louis that summer suffered a slight increase in 

amputations, none of them convincingly linked to my father. He was visited on one occa-

sion by a curious doctor, and on another by a newly one-armed man who harbored suspi-

cions. Taken together with the explosions, which grew in violence as the summer pro-

gressed, he decided that Morley’s Corrective Salve should be retired. I was told to open 

each lid, scrape the contents into a barrel, soak off the label and thoroughly scrub the jar, 

so that it could be reused. The barrel we nailed shut and hauled to the Mississippi late one 

night.  

“God help the fish,” I thought. The barrel rolled down the bank and splashed in the 

black water. 

*** 

"Mr. Reilly is also a great practitioner of the healing arts," I said to Deaupre. "He is 

too modest to say as much." 

Reilly squeezed my shoulder somewhat harder than was comfortable. "Thad's knowl-

edge exceeds my own, of course. But he is not entirely mistaken. We will examine the 

child together." 

Deaupre looked at us both, then at his wife, then at the child. He moved the boy 

slightly toward us. 

Fraud is one thing when conducted from a distance. But when you look into the eyes 

of its target, and feel the warmth of the skin and the frailness of the bones, well, then you 

smack up against the humanity of another, and you must reckon with the awareness that 

this person is not just a prop in your show, but a fellow being. Thus the sour taste in my 
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mouth as we pulled back the blanket. I saw the child's heart beating too quickly beneath 

his bare chest. I felt his cold sweat. My wish to do something and my desire not to de-

ceive pushed against each other, like wrestlers evenly matched. 

"An imbalance of the humors, Thad?" Reilly asked. 

"I have no idea," I hissed to him. 

"He gets like this," Reilly said to Deaupre. "He fights with disease. He argues. Con-

tends. Battles. A warrior. Don’t take it personally." 

“The fight is between truth and lies," I whispered to Reilly. 

"Think of the child," he replied under his breath. "You could try to help." 

"I know nothing." 

“Everyone’s condition, always. Best ignored. Should we intend for life to go on.” 

"We could be modest. Respectful even." 

The stars stretched above us and the grass went on forever. If I had ever felt smaller I 

could not recall when. 

Reilly stuck a finger in the child's ear and moved it around. Then he squeezed the 

boy's nose. To what end I have no idea. He wrapped the child again and handed him back 

to Deaupre.  

“Put your hand on his forehead at least,” Reilly said. “Waggle the boy’s toes.” 

I sighed and did as he said. 

"We must consult," Reilly declared.  

“You see what’s wrong?" Deaupre asked. 
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"Mr. Morley advises against false hope. I am an optimist. You, sir?" Reilly said to 

Deaupre. 

"This is the world. Beautiful and miserable. A fucked up mess. You know something 

different, please, tell me now.” 

“Give us a day or two for our research. There is always hope.” 

“Go ahead. Believe that. I pray you are right.” 

“We shall develop a plan.” 

“I wait to see.” 

*** 

Another day rolled past. Our surroundings were as such: distant small oaks, grass, a 

slight rise, more grass. Then, grass. A vast sky. Thunderstorms visible ten miles away 

while the sun beat down upon us. Reilly pulled off his hat to scratch his head as we hiked 

in the dust beside the ox. “Tell me, Mr. Morley,” he asked out of the blue. “What is your 

life’s ambition?” 

I wondered why everyone suddenly felt I must have one.  

“I have not thought much on it,” I replied. “I must have such a thing?” 

“Some find it useful,” Reilly replied. 

“To be happy, I suppose.” 

“I’ve never heard of anyone who wished to be miserable.” 

“Maybe I'm young for a life’s ambition. A man your age, it might be more a concern.” 
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“I have tried to enjoy my life,” said Reilly. “I have not beat the same path year after 

year. I’ve lived well and easily enough. My ambition, I suppose, has been not to march in 

a rut.” 

“But alone. If you died tomorrow, nothing of your making would survive you.” 

“Now you torment me, lad.” 

“I only ask.” 

We walked along quietly for a while, or as quietly at we could among the squealing 

wagons, and the grunting oxen, and the teamsters who swore so relentlessly at the ani-

mals that I wondered if their horns would curl. The surroundings, in their way, encour-

aged thoughts regarding the immensity of time and space, and our own small place within 

those realms. The grass did its little jig with every passing breeze. The clouds seemed 

pregnant, swollen with the purples and grays and whites of the atmosphere, whether 

ready to float serenely past or unleash a wild storm I could never predict.   

"And you, Miss LaCroix," said Reilly. Always he pronounced her name in a way that 

implied it was false. "Your ambitions. I am interested to hear." 

"Not to stumble along behind an ox with dirt in my mouth." 

"A means to an end. Small suffering now. Opening the door to…” 

“Yes?” 

“Prospects. We take an inventory. Examine the stock in trade. Keep our eyes open, 

not knowing exactly what we’ll see.” 

"I'm all for opportunities," said Milly. “Provided I end up in a decent house. With 

clothes that fit. Meals put on the table by somebody who isn't me." 
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"I admire your vision. You should take Mr. Morley in hand and offer him some 

schooling." 

"My job or yours?" she said to Reilly. 

"Oh, enough job for the both of us." 

We stumbled along for a while again before he asked, “Deaupre’s boy. What do you 

think makes him so sick?” 

*** 

I remembered the ailing children carried into my father’s shop by parents too broke to 

afford a doctor’s rates. Fifty cents for a house visit, another dollar if the doctor was 

forced to travel a mile or two out of town. Then the price of treatment itself. A tooth 

pulled for a quarter, a broken bone set for twenty dollars. In other words, financial ruin as 

the price of health, assuming a cure. Which was to assume a lot. Better simply to haul the 

patient to a druggist such as my father, all home remedies having failed. My father 

charged only for the things he sold, not for the consultation. 

What misery this was. The wan faces, the flecks of vomit on the little chins, the 

stench of their pale bodies. My father’s eyes darted from the parent to child and back 

again. He mumbled to himself about whether this was a disease of phlegm, or blood, or 

choler, or bile. The parents simultaneously wondered whether the disease was God's pun-

ishment, and if treatment would only enrage the Maker. 

 Having done his business, my father would say to me, “Watch the shop.” He disap-

peared to God knows where for hours at a time, collecting himself in some way. I sniffed 

for alcohol but came up blank on that. I wondered sometimes whether he tucked into his 
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opium supply. That might have explained the cave of the mind in which he seemed to 

dwell. 

I would have been happy never to see Deaupre's child again.  

That evening I looked in on the boy and noticed he had a leather bag fastened around 

his neck. I loosened the cord and looked inside. The bag held a dried toad. I had seen 

such remedies often enough in Saint Louis. When nothing makes sense, everything does. 

I cinched the bag again and returned it to the child’s neck. I said nothing.  

"You have a better idea?" Deaupre wondered. 

"Not yet. I am studying." 

Deaupre gave me a look I could not decipher, then turned back to his child. 

 "Here ye leave behind the comforts of civilization, and enter a 

wilderness.” So said the bearded ferryman who carried us over the Mississippi at the 

settlement of Saint Cloud. He was dressed in a tunic made of gunny sack, this cinched 

around his waist with a rope. Whether he possessed special knowledge or was simply in-

sane, there was no way to tell. 

I had found the coat of civilization none too thick up to that point. We had seen a few 

scattered hovels over days of marching. I pointed this out to the ferryman. “Compared to 

the vastness where ye be bound, this,” he said, with a sweep of his callused hand, “this is 

a London boulevard.” When we reached shore he wished us luck, adding that we would 

doubtless need it. “There being only wildness and no further ferryman to ease your path.”  
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Which was true enough.  

Farther west at the Sauk River we made another crossing. Here, as predicted, was nei-

ther ferry nor bridge, just a pebbly shore, then a few dozen yards of smooth water with a 

muddy bank opposite. Deaupre passed a rope to one of the men, a spindly fellow who 

stripped off his moccasins and shirt, then flung himself into the water with the rope 

clutched in his teeth. Deaupre played out the line as the man swam the river. On the far 

bank he tied the rope to a tree. The idea now was to knock the wheels off our carts, and 

cover the loose wheels with buffalo hide to form a rough boat. The pair of covered 

wheels we lashed to the cart bottom so it would float. The shore was alive with screaming 

children, and men wrestling with oxen, and hammers banging on wood, plus the usual 

jabbering and singing.  

We helped Deaupre reload our cart in the water. We half floated, half swam to the 

other side. The water was a muddy swirl. I did not care to give much thought to all that 

went floating past us, given the number of oxen in the water.  

As I drifted along in the cool river I thought that if I surrendered to the current, even-

tually I would end up again in my home of old Saint Louis. The trouble being that it was 

no longer my home, my mother cold and dead and my patrimony having gone to the 

creditors. But I had friends there, a few at least. Bernie Higgs and Jack Patterson, to name 

two. Thick-headed Irish boys, always eager to take a swing at each other. Bernie had the 

jump in weight, his mother having stuffed him with boiled beef and cabbage. “This one 

won’t go to his reward sayin’ he been starved,” she would brag, patting his fat cheeks. 

Patterson was a rail but he had the greater reach. He delivered his jabs and hooks at Higgs 
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from what might as well have been a mile away. They loved each other in their way. I 

managed to step clear of their battles. But I was their friend, and so anyone who looked 

cross-eyed at me was their enemy. Saint Louis being what it was, they were a useful pair 

to know. They loved to sing, so we would warble together, especially on those occasions 

when Higgs stole a bucket of beer from his father’s saloon. 

Patterson had a sister, Eleanor, who was a year younger than me. She was not the 

loveliest girl in Saint Louis. Her hair could have been thicker, her nose could have been 

smaller. Then again, she had her strong points — a decent smile, clear eyes, and an over-

all shapeliness that made me wonder sometimes if I could stop by at a time when Eleanor 

but not Jack was home. She always had a kind word for me. Over time I managed to trade 

a few clever words with her. I had bigger ideas regarding Eleanor, none of them realized. 

Just as well, since had I talked her into their small barn and out of a few of her clothes, it 

would have been me instead of poor Bernie Higgs who served as Jack’s punching bag.  

What were they all doing this morning in Saint Louis? Listening to the church bells 

most likely, the clanging carried on air so thick you could slice it up and serve it for 

breakfast. Bernie and Jack would both be on their knees in cassock and surplice, choking 

on incense. Then, later, there would be the smell of dinner drifting into the street, ham 

and beef and pork, frying and baking and stewing.  

And me out of mind in the midst of a vastness, as if I had never existed. 



94

The clouds in the west made a wall of purple and black. There was not a 

single tree to crouch beneath, nothing but grass and grass and more grass, whipped by the 

wind that grew by the minute. The mind-numbing heat, with which the day began, gave 

way to a sudden chill. We were close to Lightning Lake. 

The place was named for Army explorers who waited out a storm there a few years 

earlier. They used metal poles to hold up their tents. That they were merely struck sense-

less, and not reduced to a smoldering pile of rags, was a stroke of good luck.  

The brigade continued in a long line. Milly strolled along beside me, humming to her-

self. A ribbon of lightning smacked into the grass nearby. Smoke rose. I saw flames.  

“So it's a race,” Reilly observed. “Fire or flood.” 

The rain won. It fell in a mist, then in sheets and in waves. We stopped and climbed 

under Deaupre's wagon. Soon enough we were huddled in a river of mud.  

The hair danced on the back on my neck, this from the lightning. The thunder shook 

our cart.  

Milly and Reilly acted like it was a lark to be out in a shower. See how the grass is 

flattened, said Reilly. Have you ever seen clouds so black, Milly replied. They laughed at 

the lightning that danced around us and the thunder that shook our innards. The hail was 

just another stroke of good luck, to hear them tell it. Listen to it rat-a-tat-tat against the 

cart! Oh, what an excellent pounding! Reilly pulled his flask out from its hiding spot and 

passed it around. “To keep the furnace going until the sun shines again,” he explained.  
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Eventually a rainbow stretched from north to south..  

The brilliant colors unlocked the door of common sense for me. “Haven't we gone far 

enough?” I asked.  

“Turn back now?” Milly said.  

“Certainly my father is gone.” 

“We haven't seen the Red River of the North,” Reilly said. “You might say that is 

among the purposes of our trip. To see if it will support a town.” 

“We were fleeing an assassin, I thought.” 

“That, too,” Reilly acknowledged. 

“Don't you suppose the Red is a river like most others?” I asked. “Wet in the middle. 

Muddy on the banks. Trees and so forth.” 

“Rivers come in different shapes and sizes,” said Reilly. “More or less encouraging to 

development.” 

“Do we need to see it to sell it?” 

A smile creased Reilly’s face, and his eyes twinkled more than usual. “You surprise 

me now, Thad,” he said. “It would be somewhat more honest at least to take a glance.” 

“I could live here in a heartbeat,” Milly said suddenly. Both Reilly and I looked at her 

with some surprise. I felt uneasy, thinking this might be true. 

We continued on to a grassland of even greater and more astonishing emptiness, 

where the wind whispered or howled, according to its mood, all through the long day.  

*** 
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Then at night, the eyes of Deaupre’s child. Empty, too. What he saw, whether he saw 

anything at all, I could hardly say. Rarely did he stand on his own two feet. Instead he 

was carried in his father’s arms, wrapped in a blanket when he was chilled, naked when 

he ran with fever.  

Again, Reilly said to me, “You must at least make a show of it. Even if there is no 

actual remedy, give the man some satisfaction. He cannot be left to believe that he did 

nothing. We did nothing.” 

“The child is good as dead. Look at him.” 

I am not proud to admit I wished the child would end his lingering. His every addi-

tional moment of life was now an accusation. How little we knew! What scant difference 

it made! The prairie was littered with bones. Bison. Oxen. Deer. Elk. All the men, women 

and children just a part of this, their remains gone to who knows where. Buried or raised 

on platforms. Here once, now gone and forgotten, trivial in this expanse. 

“You didn’t bring a single bottle? Not one potion or another?” Reilly asked. 

“It was not an orderly retreat we made.” 

“Then what about the roots and flowers and leaves? My God, they’re everywhere, 

Thad. They must have some powers.” 

“I suppose they do. But I grew up in St. Louis. I walked down a street, not a track 

through the weeds. At the apothecary we opened a parcel or a jar and scooped out pow-

ders or leaves or flowers we bought.” 

Reilly sighed. He put a hand on my shoulder. “If I may make an observation. People 

love to say of this or that, Oh, it was just a show. Theater. Flim-flam. To prove that they 
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know better, that they have seen into the true nature of things. But think, lad, about how 

little is in our hand. How little we actually know and how much can be nothing but a 

show. A tiny dike we put up against the ocean of ignorance. If we were to admit it, if we 

took a hard look and counted up the things we know for certain, we wouldn’t use all our 

fingers. We substitute the show, the theater. So we can bear to live from day to day.” 

“I should become an actor?” 

“Who is not? Do some good with a show, Thad. Go out into the grass and pluck some 

of this and that, then grind it up and water it down. Add some whiskey or rum or whatev-

er is at hand. Boil it, salt it, pour in some honey or whatever. Hold it up to the sky and 

pour it on the ground. Apply some mumbo. Add the jumbo. My God, boy, the script 

writes itself.”  

Reilly gave me a slight shove toward the towering, swaying grasses. “I’ll help you 

myself,” he said. “Two fools being better than one.” 

So we plucked the coneflower and the bluestem. We dug tubers and roots. We ground 

and stirred and mumbled betwixt ourselves, as if we were magicians and these were 

spells. We boiled, decanted, clarified and administered. And nothing changed, except that 

we had made a show, and Deaupre, having witnessed all of the above, rested his forehead 

against mine, and draped his heavy arms around my neck, and his tears fell upon my own 

cheeks, while the child stared up into the blackness and the stars and the splatter of the 

Milky Way. Eternity. 
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A few days later our brigade reached the Red River of the North. The 

river wandered, back and forth, like a drunk stumbling across the plains. Stretched along 

the river banks, as far as any of us could see, was nothing and more nothing. Neither hill 

nor valley, no topography worth discussion, nothing except for a few trees and the grass 

burned brown by the summer sun.  

“Look at it!” Reilly declared, waving his arms triumphantly toward the river. 

“At what?” I asked.  

Reilly turned to look at me.  

“You see nothing?” 

“No tree, no house, no place of business. Neither field nor animal. Nothing.” 

Reilly paused. Milly looked from one to the other of us. “But there's a woods, at the 

river fork,” she said hopefully, pointing to where the Otter Tail met the Red.  

“Do you hear the wind, Thad?” Reilly asked pleasantly. 

“Hour upon hour,” I replied. 

“It sweeps down the mountains and across the plains. Hundreds of miles, and nothing 

to stop it.” 

“My point exactly,” I replied. “There is nothing. Last night, did we cook over wood? 

No. Because there is no wood. As I recall we cooked over dried buffalo shit to warm our 

food.” The pancakes of manure burned with a smokey stench. 

Reilly ignored this. “So the breeze says nothing to you?”  

“Only that I'd go crazy if I listened to it every day.” 
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“The wind speaks to me,” Reilly said softly. He leaned toward me now. “Do you 

know what it says?” 

“’Shave? Maybe that?” Milly offered. “Or, ‘Wash your clothes?’”  

“No, Nature’s considerations are larger. I hear one word.” 

“Run?” I said. 

“Opportunity,” Reilly whispered. 

“Opportunity to be lost in this… ”  

Wilderness did not seem the word anymore. This place existed on a grander scale. 

Did it end? There were mountains out there, so I had heard, and an ocean eventually, but 

why would you believe when every day was a version of the one before? Grass. Grass. 

More grass. Buffalo, sometimes, staring mutely as we passed, their heads emptied out by 

the wind that blew in one ear and out the other.  

“…this nothingness.” 

“No,” Milly said. “Open your eyes. Our Mr. Reilly is right. ” 

 “Just so,” said Reilly, setting an arm over my shoulder. “Simply look at it, Thad. Let 

yourself dream. See the Bois des Sioux, over there,” he said, gesturing southward. “And 

there the Otter Tail. Then they make the Red. So this place is connected with Hudson Bay 

and the Atlantic Ocean. Paddle south instead and you go to the Saint Peter and on to Saint 

Paul, to Saint Louis and New Orleans. We stand on a fulcrum, Thad. Perfection. Absolute 

perfection.” 

“Now imagine a train from Saint Paul, rattling past the place where we stand. See it, 

Thad! Thick black smoke! A parade of cars! The whistle blows as it nears the town that 
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must be here. Morleytown or Millyville or Reilly City, whatever we call it. On the river 

bank, a brickworks, and the general stores, and a newspaper and land office and druggist. 

A stable and a hotel and a saloon or two, and churches and a school, and a ferry going 

back and forth across the river all day long. Farms dotting the landscape as far as you can 

see, no farmer ever wasting a minute felling a tree or grubbing out a stump. Hitch up an 

ox, drop a plow, scatter a handful of seed and there's your farm. Crops come down the 

river to our town, here to be put in a rail car and carried to Saint Paul. My God, Thad, 

close your eyes for just a second and you'll see it.” 

I closed my eyes, opened them again and saw…  

Nothing. Nothing except a sea of grass. The sea looks like a watery desert if you're 

not a fisherman. Same for the prairie if you're not a farmer. 

“Do you believe this?” I asked him. 

“As much as I believe anything,” Reilly replied.  

“I am not altogether encouraged." 

“There's a fortune to be made. Not to mention a home, if that's what you want. You 

could be a king. Milly could be a queen.” 

“Why did we come here in the first place?” Milly said. "I didn't need another place to 

be miserable." 

“To escape,” I said eventually. "I didn't think any farther than that." 

“Nobody makes a life out of running from the living or the dead,” Milly said. 

We all thought about that for a while. Then Milly pointed and said, “What's that, 

now? Over there.” 
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“Indians, I suppose,” Reilly answered casually. A dozen or so riders galloped toward 

us along the river.  

*** 

We turned to rejoin the brigade, which was a few hundred yards off. We didn't run; 

neither did we stop to smell the flowers along the way. 

Deaupre left the circle of carts when he heard the whooping and a few pops of gun-

fire. He strolled out toward the riders. He threw out his chest, and cocked his hat at a an-

gle. Except for the knife tucked in his sash, he was unarmed. The Indians dashed at him. 

Their near-nakedness showed how finely made they were, all muscle and sinew.  

"Quite a show," Milly said.  

The Indians continued with their yelling as their horses circled Deaupre. 

Gradually everyone seemed to run out of steam, until finally the Indians lounged on 

their ponies with an air of boredom. The oldest of the bunch slid off his horse and saun-

tered toward us. He was gray haired. His skin was so dark and wrinkled that it might have 

been made from an old leather bag. There was no obvious sign at first that he knew 

Deaupre. They traded some words in the Indian tongue.   

Deaupre motioned to us. “Morley,” he called to me. “I introduce you now, medicine 

man, medicine man.” Deaupre said that in English the Indian was called Dreams in Day. 

Then Deaupre uttered my own name, which sounded like thin soup in comparison. The 

native looked me over with lively dark eyes. Except to say that he was old, I had no idea 

of his age. What thoughts occupied his head I had no way to tell. 
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*** 

Deaupre said something softly to his wife. She took her knife and slit the throat of a 

nearby dog. This happened so quickly that the dog had no time to yelp. Deaupre pulled 

out a buffalo robe, which he spread in the grass so that the old Indian could sit. Dreams in 

Day took this as his due. He set an elaborately quilled and beaded bag beside himself. 

Deaupre talked to Dreams in Day in the Indian language. Their conversation was marked 

by its silences. More quiet than words. The medicine man listened to Deaupre’s ques-

tions. He sat. Considered. The wind blew. Some birds made their noises somewhere. The 

grasses rattled against each other. Finally Dreams in Day replied. Deaupre spoke quietly 

to his wife. She returned with their sick boy. 

The child walked. An improvement. He sat dull-eyed in his father’s lap. Dreams in 

Day said something to Deaupre. The Indian turned to me and stared. In this game of med-

icine man versus medicine man, I seemed to be coming up short. 

Reilly whispered to me, “I see something familiar in the man, Thad.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“A drummer is a drummer, no matter how you dress him up.” 

Dreams in Day called the boy, motioning for him to sit. He put his open hands on 

both sides of the boy’s head, covering his ears. With his face inches from the child’s eyes, 

he searched for who-knows-what. Similarly, he put one hand on the boy’s chest and an-

other on his back.  
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All this he did as if doubt had never knocked on his door. Deaupre did not take his 

eyes from the man. None of us did. “Oh, there's something in him,” Reilly whispered to 

me, pleased just to see. 

What was it he had? Surely not good looks. His face sagged like a load of wet laun-

dry. But he seemed to carry inside him a mighty head of steam.  

Deaupre could not do enough for him. He offered him tobacco, and candy from Saint 

Paul. He checked on his wife’s progress with the dog, which stewed in a black pot.  

The Indian asked the boy a question, again in the Indian language. He held both of the 

child’s arms as he spoke. To my surprise, the boy answered. Dreams in Day listened in-

tently. The Indian stared at me again.  

He spoke to the men who had come with him. They mounted their horses and rode 

toward the nearby woods. 

The Indians returned with rounded stones, these heaped on buffalo skin slung be-

tween long poles that they had cut in the woods. They dropped the stones in Deaupre’s 

fire. His wife added more fuel. Flames engulfed the rock. Dreams in Day’s colleagues 

bent the wood poles into a frame for a low, small hut, which they covered with skins. 

Some hours passed. Then Dreams in Day led Deaupre and his child to the hut, along with 

a pair of the young Indians. He looked back to me and Reilly and motioned for us to fol-

low. 

I hesitated. “Go on,” said Reilly. “Mustn’t insult the man.” 

Deaupre removed all but the last scrap of his clothing, as had the boy and the Indians. 

Reilly and I did the same. We followed them into the dark hovel. When we were settled, 
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shoulder to shoulder around a shallow pit, the Indian took a pipe from his bag and stuffed 

it with tobacco. This he lit and offered to the thin air. He sang in his language, or what 

seemed to be. Maybe these were no words at all. He called to his helpers outside. They 

passed the fire-heated rocks into our tiny shack, until a dozen or so were piled in the cen-

ter pit. In minutes I was dripping sweat.  

This was nothing compared to what was to come. The Indian set a bundle of sweet-

grass on the stones. The smoke from it filled the lodge. Deaupre’s boy coughed weakly. I 

worried that the closeness and smoke would undo whatever progress he had made. 

Someone passed a bucket of water inside, then closed off the opening with a blanket. We 

sat there, in a gloom barely lit by the glow of the rocks, and the twilight that found its 

way inside. Dreams in Day began his singing again. He took a ladle of water and poured 

it on the rocks. Steam filled the small space.  

Satan himself could have had me by the throat, pinned to a bed of coals, and then de-

cided to flay me with his hot breath. The Indian continued his warbling, which seemed 

now like the sound of my soul ripped open. Whatever was trapped within him — his spir-

it and his memories and whatever else — was set free in the boiling air. I sweated until I 

felt like a husk. The Indian kept up his song. He threw another ladle of water onto the 

stones. The water hissed as it turned to steam. The temperature soared again.  

“He'll kill the boy with this heat,” I gasped to Reilly.  

Reilly, when he replied, sounded strangled. “How would you stop him?”  

The patient sat still in his father’s lap, eyes closed.  

At last the Indian stopped and the silence could have been that of the grave.  
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Deaupre scrambled to push back the blanket. He thrust his son out into the cool grass, 

then quickly crawled out himself. Reilly dropped in the grass, as did I. I looked at him 

and thought that he had aged ten years. The roundness in his cheeks was sweated away. 

Reilly appeared almost saintly.  

Deaupre’s boy was stretched out near his father. His body steamed.  

I saw that the fire was roaring again. A new pile of rocks was already heated. The In-

dian led us back into the hut and took his place of honor. We followed him meekly, then 

sat and watched again as the Indians set these rocks in the pit. Dreams in Day sang his 

songs and ladled water onto the stones. 

By then the darkness had come. I could not see the others but only felt them, and 

heard their wheezing as the water hit the stones.  

We did this four times under the direction of the Indian. After we entered the lodge 

for the final time, and the steam once again blistered my brain and my lungs, some nub of 

resistance within me was cooked to nothingness. The eyes of Deaupre’s sick child 

seemed to search me out in the dark. They were neither frightening nor comforting, but 

simply there. For reasons that I cannot explain in any sensible way — except to say that 

my brain was boiled  — I could not continue to fight against the emptiness around me, 

for I was emptied myself.  

The stars shone and there was no other light to see, except for the few small fires in 

our camp. Deaupre’s boy dozed naked against his father’s bare skin. I put on my clothing. 

It felt cumbersome and rank. Things of the world. I sat quietly, as did Reilly, both of us 

stunned by the heat, and given over to our thoughts, or to the lack thereof. 
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*** 

Deaupre’s wife set the pot of dog ahead of the great man. Dreams in Day’s partners 

stabbed pieces of meat for themselves after the healer served himself.  

When he was done eating, Dreams in Day called the boy to his side. The Indian took 

the child by the hand. He motioned to me that I should walk with them. I got to my feet. 

We walked into the grass, which reached over our heads. 

The noises of the camp vanished. We heard chirpings and twitterings, bugs and birds. 

Dreams in Day stopped.  

He handed the boy a piece of bread. He motioned that the boy should throw it. 

After he did the Indian grunted with satisfaction.  

We walked slowly back to the camp.  

I thought to ask the boy how he felt, then decided I did not really care to know.  

That night Reilly and the Indians played a betting game that depended on guessing 

which moccasin held a hidden stone. Though Reilly did not speak a word of their lan-

guage, he squatted with them around the fire, shouting, “Ho! ho! ho!” as he pointed to 

one moccasin or the other. The old Indian sat beside him, throwing the few things he pos-

sessed into the pile to bet. A beaded quiver, a horn of powder: he bet and lost and seemed 

not to care, for in the next breath he yelled with all the others, “Ho! ho! ho!” and lost 

again. Reilly gambled away our best cooking pots, but won a tomahawk and a knife.  

“Interesting fellows!” he said happily when finally he rolled himself in his blanket for 

the night. 
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By morning Deaupre's boy was dead. 

*** 

The fog was so thick that I could barely see my toes. I thought I had awakened from 

one set of dreams to find myself in another.  

The Indians were already gone.  

Reilly decided there was no need for us to go further. We had seen as much as we 

needed to see, he said. “Plus, the man’s grief…” he said, nodding toward Deaupre. “The 

weight of it.” 

Reilly bought us a cart and an ox, food and a pot.  

The sun burned off the fog.  

We retraced our steps to Saint Paul.  

 So we returned. 

 Pigs still rooted. Drunks still staggered. Whores negotiated from open windows. 

Boys tossed stones at our cart, then ducked from view. And, in fairness, men labored 

honestly here and there. People occupied themselves, making something from nothing, 
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obsessed by profit, fearful of loss. The clink of coins in the till was music, and the ruffle 

of land deeds stood for poetry. To be there was to hope that your life would be remade. 

What did any of us want, except to become somebody else? 

*** 

Reilly ordered up a bath, which consisted of a copper trough and a buckets of hot water 

hauled to our room by a pair of hotel boys. I looked at them and saw what I might be. 

Underfed, underpaid, worried always that Edmont would cast them out. Then left to find 

that scarcest of commodities in booming Saint Paul: a roof over one’s head.  

 “Here, my boys,” said Reilly, digging in his purse for a coin. He flipped it toward 

the gawker at the door, whose arm shot out to snatch it. 

 Reilly hummed a tune as he stepped into the tub. “Would you pour that pitcher 

over my head, lad?” he asked. He closed his eyes as I let the water play over his bare 

crown. The furrows ran deep on his brow. His skin was a type of crepe. His energy and 

enthusiasms disguised the fact that Reilly was not in the sunniest years of his life. 

 Not that his end must arrive tomorrow, or next year, or five years after that. But in 

his last days, then what? Where would he go? Who would care for him. Who would care 

for me?   

 “Now if it is not too much trouble, Thad,” Reilly mumbled, his eyes still closed. 

“Will you rub some suds into my old head?” 

 His head lolled on his shoulders as I dug my fingers into his freckled scalp. He 

groaned as I massaged his shoulders.  
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 Finally he said, “Stop. Stop, or I will never move again.” I doused him with 

steaming water from the last pitcher. Reilly lay there motionless. At last he sighed. His 

eyes popped open. He pulled himself to his feet, dried himself with one of Edmont’s thin 

towels and donned his robe. This he knotted loosely as he settled into his chair. His feet, 

white and wrinkled from their soaking, went on the ottoman. “Tell the boys we need 

more water,” Reilly said sleepily. “You’ll get as good as me.” He passed me a coin from 

his purse.  

 When I returned Reilly was asleep in his chair. His head was tipped back. His 

robe had slipped open. His lips twitched, suggesting a sweet dream. I felt tender toward 

him, and in the next breath thought not so much to trust that feeling, Reilly being Reilly. 

*** 

The next morning I woke before Reilly and pulled on my clothes. Unable to sit still, I 

went to the lobby and waited for our day to begin. I picked up a discarded copy of the 

Pioneer and Democrat and tried to concentrate on the wall of gray type. Another murder, 

this time of a shopowner whose head was split open with an ax before his cash drawer 

was picked clean. The imminent arrival of a circus, complete with Ethiopian minstrels, 

the Four Acrobatic Brothers, and H.M. Smith, equestrian and actor, who would put on a 

horse riding display and also portray Falstaff and Shylock. The day’s steamboat arrivals 

and departures, accompanied by some lies about the healthfulness of the local climate. 

The usual noise, in short.  

 I sat on a bench, watching while Edmont stuffed mail into the numbered cubby-

holes, one for each room. His boys swept the floor, polished the lamps, dragged trunks up 
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the stairs. Outside the hammering and sawing began. The crows put up a racket and the 

pigs did their snorting. The dust, having settled during the night, began to rise, again fill-

ing the air until by mid-morning it would hang in a cloud. This being not the half of it. 

 Reilly sat down beside me. He wore his brown suit and smelled of soap. I had on 

my costume from Schneider. “The civilized world,” he said. “It takes us back.”  

 “For better or worse?” 

 “Ask her,” said Reilly, nodding toward the door. Milly stood there, surveying the 

room. 

 She smiled, knowing, apparently, something we did not. Standing before us she 

said, “Gentlemen.” 

 “Mr. Morley wonders, my dear, if we are better suited for the wilderness.” 

 “What do you think?” she said. 

 “In general I am happy. Wherever I am.” 

 “In general?” 

 “Specifically? I favor a place where the slope tends toward slippery.” He laughed. 

 “What comes next?” she said. 

 “The usual. Simple enough.”  

 Reilly made a list. One thousand dollars to buy up soldiers’ land warrants via a 

New York broker, these to be held against the purchase of slightly more than one thou-

sand acres. Another thousand for our surveyor, who would lay out lots on the ground and 

prepare a plat map. Five hundred dollars for the cost of recording. Pamphlets to advertise 

this splendid opportunity to our prospective customers, and the printed deeds conveying 
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title to them. Then there was the matter of building a levee and flagging it with stone — 

perhaps another three thousand dollars. Plus a seven thousand dollar set-aside for future 

outlays, such as the construction of several buildings, much as a theatrical production 

needs scenery.   

 “Thirteen thousand,” Milly said. 

 “You’ve got a head for numbers,” said Reilly.   

 “Money. I can count it. Even if I don’t have it,” she said. 

 “If the Lord intended us to spend our own money, He would not have created in-

vestors,” said Reilly. 

 “So God is a speculator,” Milly replied. 

 “If it were not God’s work,” said Reilly, “why would it be so rewarded?” 

 At this Milly patted Reilly’s hand and smiled. “Indeed,” she said.  

 “Theology aside. What should we expect if we do what you say?” I asked. 

 “Expect?” Reilly laughed again. “This is speculation, Thad. Not expectulation. 

You cannot expect anything. But start with our guess of thirteen thousand dollars in ex-

penses. Assume we create five thousand lots in our town. At that rate our cost per lot 

is…” He turned to Milly. 

 She glanced at the ceiling and then replied, “Two dollars and sixty cents.” 

 “So, we set the price of a lot to the general public at ten dollars. A giveaway, real-

ly. It nearly breaks my heart. We pay the investors in lots at the discounted rate of nine 

dollars per lot, and so set aside for them… How many lots?” 
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 Milly drew a scrap of paper and a pencil from her bag and scribbled. “One thou-

sand, four hundred and forty four,” she said. 

 “Thus discharging our obligation to them for their capital. Leaving ourselves with 

…” 

 “Three thousand, five hundred and fifty six lots.”  

 “So say that we keep the five hundred and fifty six lots, and sell the three thou-

sand lots remaining at ten dollars each. For a total of thirty thousand dollars if all should 

sell.” 

 “Ten thousand each,” I said. A fortune. 

 “Not quite Millicent’s head for arithmetic, Thad,” Reilly said with a chuckle. “But 

good enough. Then what if our town begins to boom? What happens to the price of those 

lots we have held out for ourselves?” 

 “I have no idea,” I confessed. 

 “A few points of comparison. A lot in the town of Hastings, not twenty miles from 

where we sit, was all but worthless two years ago. Now a premiere lot sells for three 

thousand dollars. Suppose those five hundred and sixty lots of ours are sold in three years 

for an average of five hundred dollars. How much is that, Milly?” 

 More scribbling. “Two hundred eighty three thousand dollars,” she said. 

 “Plus our earlier thirty thousand, for a total exceeding three hundred thousand.” 

 “One hundred thousand each,” I whispered. 

 “Fair compensation for people such as ourselves. Risk takers. Visionaries. Though 

there is no particular risk in it. Spending as we are the money of others.” 
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 “Still, thirteen thousand,” I said.  

 “A tidy pile for any of us,” Reilly agreed. “But trust me now. There are many oth-

ers for whom thirteen thousand dollars means next to nothing.”  

 Reilly mentioned Captain Bell.  

 “A lucky star shines on the man,” said Reilly, “That he might so easily make 

something for himself.” 

*** 

Reilly proposed that we create literature and documentation to establish that our town 

was more than a bubble. The first order of business was to name the place. “Millicentia,” 

Reilly suggested. His hands rested on his vest, which stretched tight over that great orb of 

his belly. “Or Croixberg, perhaps. Which is better?” 

 “I don’t know that I need my name on the place,” Milly replied. “Pluses and mi-

nuses there.” 

 “We will hire an artist to render you for the deed papers,” Reilly continued happi-

ly. “Wearing a toga of some sort, and a garland wrapped around your head. Arms filled 

with the bounty of the fields. Corn and wheat, that sort of thing.” 

 “I think not.”  

 She said this with such certainty that Reilly could only utter, “Pity.” 

 “If Captain Bell is our big fish, why not Bellvue? All we need for now is a print-

er’s proof to show him.” 

 “Genius, my dear,” said Reilly. 

 Milly rolled her eyes. 
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 “A hard crowd,” Reilly mumbled. He pushed himself to his feet. “I am off to in-

terview surveyors,” he said. “In the meantime, you can work up a prospectus for our 

town. Opportunity calls and so forth.” 

 Milly set out a fresh piece of paper. She pushed back a few stray hairs as she 

sketched with her pencil. She had a steamboat proceeding from the right, a train from the 

left. Beneath, in huge type, the word, “Bellvue.” Then, “The acme of opportunity, located 

at the confluence of the Red, Otter Tail and Bois des Sioux Rivers, offering access to 

Hudson Bay and the Mississippi, with imminent rail service.” 

 “Imminent?” I asked. 

 “Possibly.” 

 “A stretch, it seems to me.” 

 She set down her pencil and sighed. “Sales. Our business now. People know it 

is…” 

 “Full of hot air?” 

 “Maybe you want to scribble a few sentences, your standards being so exacting.” 

She flicked her tongue over her pencil again. 

 “All right, then,” I said. “Write this: ‘Far from the miasmatic southerly climes, 

which breed their various agues and fevers, the gentle, fertile plains of the Red River Val-

ley plead for the application of plow and seed. In no precinct of the territory or nation 

will enterprise be more readily rewarded.’” 

 Milly scratched on her sheet. 

 I said, “I’ve told more lies since I got here than I have in the rest of my life.” 
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 “Boast or confession?”  

 “I woke up in my own bed. I ate the breakfast my mother made. I worked in my 

father’s shop. The work was honest, usually.” 

 “And now…”   

 “I nod along to Reilly’s lies. I save children. I heal all comers. I tout a city that 

doesn’t exist.”  

 She set a hand on my arm. “Look on the parts that may be true.” 

 “Name one.” 

 “The time and place. They allow for only so much sensitivity.” She gave me a jab 

in the ribs. “Except you have talent for the work. Try thinking less.” 

 I tried not thinking about that at all. “What will you do with your share of the 

money?” I asked her. 

 “Right now it’s all a dream.” 

 “In no precinct of the nation will enterprise be more readily rewarded,” I said, 

quoting myself. 

 “Say anything often enough and you start to believe it.” 

 “Take this down,” I said. “None is to say what reach of greatness Bellvue might 

finally attain, for with judgment and hard work it shall surely override all opposition.” 

 Milly laughed. “Surely,” she said. 

*** 

Reilly put me in charge of getting a printer’s proof for our fictions. I set out for the of-

fices of the Pioneer and Democrat, near the landing.  
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 Fall was in the air. I strode along, waving to people who were now my acquain-

tances if not my friends. A tip of the hat to Edmont at the front desk. A nod to Robert 

Scott, driving a carriage down the street. There, clutching a leather envelope tight under 

his arm, the grocer, Schneider. A wave to him as well, returned at first with a who-the-

hell look of confusion. At last he recognized the hero of the Bountiful and beamed. Slink-

ing along the court house wall, why, wasn’t that the famous salvage man McClee? Why 

not a hello to him as well, given the glory of the day, and the fact that we must make a 

living, each in his own way? So what if the Rat fished baubles from the river, stole what 

he wanted, then sold the leftovers to their owners for an outrageous fee? His practice with 

normal human intercourse was limited, but even he managed a wretched grin in my direc-

tion. I wondered why I would ever want to leave a place such as Saint Paul, so filled with 

fine companions.  

 The Pioneer and Democrat was located on the riverfront, where the rats dashed 

from barrel to box, and mold grew thick on whatever failed to move. The editor, Earle 

Goodrich, was positioned to harvest news as it walked off the boats, or as it lurched 

drunkenly toward their gangplanks. He was a states’ rights man. If some places allowed 

traffic in human flesh, that was their business, he argued in his newspaper. Goodrich was 

a hireling, Reilly explained, the tool of long-established interests within the Territory. 

Running our handbill through his shop, Reilly guessed, would bring our speculation to 

the notice of those who could afford to help us.  

 To truck with a lap-dog editor who preached, however indirectly, slavery, well, 

my dead ma would more happily have smeared herself with hog shit and waddled down 
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the street. I worried about her view from the grave. But as Reilly explained it, Goodrich 

was a tool, used by others and useful, maybe, also to us. So I opened the door to his clap-

board office, with its barrels of ink stacked next to the door. 

  The engine that ran the press hissed, throwing off its brain-curdling heat. The 

place was thick with the stink of grease, ink and sweat, plus paper dust and mouse drop-

pings, and food left to mold wherever it was forgotten. A boy stopped me in the midst of 

all this and shouted over the clatter of the press, “What are you wanting now?” As if he 

were Goodrich himself, or if Goodrich might even answer to him. 

 “Excuse me,” I shouted back. 

 “I said, what are you wanting.” He wore an ink-smeared leather apron, and held a 

stick with a few lines of type. A folded paper cap covered his head. He was skin and 

bone. But there was a dim glow of wit in his eyes, this separating him from so many other 

children of the town. 

 “You’re the one who runs the place?” 

 “You can talk to me, as I’m the one who sets the type. What is it you’re after then 

— an ad, or a handbill? Cards of some sort?” He said this with such authority that I fig-

ured I might as well deal with him. He held out his hand for me to shake. “Zebulon Stan-

ton, sir,” said he.    

 Before I had a chance to utter my own name, a voice thundered, “Get back to your 

typecase, you nitwit!” A hand shot past me in a blur. Zeb’s hat flew from his head. He got 

off a glance before retreating to the shadows. 



118

 Thus my introduction to Earle Goodrich. He grabbed the handbill dummy and 

looked it over quickly. “Another bit of moonshine for the Territory then? Is that it, son?” 

He was a leprechaun, overgrown. His nose turned up at its tip. A head of dark hair curled 

in tangled ringlets. He wore a beard, gone gray on his chin. His eyes, slightly crossed, 

were set too close.  

 “Bellvue is a town that will certainly exist, sir,” I said. 

 “But which does not exist at the moment, I assume, except on this sheet of paper.” 

 “I am searching for a printer, sir,” I said. “Not an editor.” 

 “No need to go snarly on me now, son. Bellvue, you say?” He looked at our sheet 

again, clucking a bit. “On the Red River? You been there?”  

 “Just returned. A paradise for farming,” I said, as if I knew. “If you saw the loca-

tion, you would agree that a town must be there.” 

 “You wrote this?” he asked, still studying our sheet. 

 “For the most part.” 

 “I could make space for you. Room and board while you learned the trade.” 

 “At the moment I am occupied.” 

 “Saint Paul is full of speculations. But there is only one Pioneer and Democrat.” 

 There is a merciful God, I thought. “I will consider your offer, sir,” I replied. 

 Goodrich leaned against the door, his arms folded over his chest. He was the pic-

ture of self-importance, gut straining at his vest, ink-blackened fingers scratching at his 

beard. “I know men who may be interested in your town,” he said. “Gentlemen of wealth 

and position.”  
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 “I will pass on that information to my partner,” I said. I promised that Reilly and I 

would come together to collect the proof. 

 “Printing is the least of the services I provide,” Goodrich replied, in awe of his 

own greatness. 

 I was just past the door when I heard a hiss, and felt a tug at my sleeve. “Mister,” 

Zebulon Stanton said, “when you’re going west again, kindly think of me.”  

*** 

Our rendezvous with the Bells was at the fort, six miles from town and across the river. 

We took a horse and buggy from Scott, and so came to the ferry soon enough. leaving 

behind the civilian world for that of military order and disorder. The path took us past the 

vegetable gardens on the river flats, where soldiers dragged pumpkins and potatoes up the 

hill in rickety wagons. 

 Reilly looked up at the limestone walls. They rose above us, an outgrowth of the 

rock bluffs. Anything moving up or downstream was visible from the towers. 

 At the gate the guard brought himself to attention, sweating in his white trousers 

and dark wool coat. Reilly looked at him with what I took to be pity. Here was Authority, 

his ridiculous foil, dressed up and stood out in the light of day. 

 The Indians, Dakota and Ojibwa both, camped in their tipis outside the walls. 

Arranged within were those usual parts of military life. Cannons, perched on the four 

stone towers. Soldiers in fatigues. A blacksmith’s hammer, banging on an anvil. Bread 

baking in ovens. Children braying their lessons inside the school. Laundresses stirring 

caldrons of water. Over it all a haze of smoke, as if to say, This is a dream.  
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 Katherine Bell hurried across the parade grounds. She balanced her baby on her 

hip. The boy toddled beside her. She seemed improved by the sun and the air, not that she 

needed improvement.  

 Mrs. Bell took my hand and focused those green eyes on mine, having barely ac-

knowledged Reilly or Milly. “Mr. Morley,” she said, “you figure in my dreams, sir. I 

don’t know what…” Suddenly she was on the verge of tears, her lips atremble and those 

eyes flooded. 

 “Please, Mrs. Bell,” I said, patting her hand.  

 “Mr. Morley means to say that what he did, really, was nothing,” said Milly with a 

sweet smile. 

 “Nothing more than any other man would have done in the same situation,” Reilly 

added. 

 “Ahh,” I said, my larger thoughts having fled. 

 Katherine turned to Reilly, giving him a lesser version of this greeting. Finally 

Milly extended a hand.  

 The toddler yanked at Katherine’s skirt. The infant pawed at her breast. “Our 

nurse disappeared in the steamboat explosion,” she said to Milly. “Now I am nurse as 

well as mother.” 

 At this the tremor of a smile stirred on Milly’s lips. 

 A half dozen soldiers mooned around, pretending to have business nearby. When 

Mrs. Bell asked, “Can someone take care of the buggy?” she set off a stampede. Reilly 

pointed to one of them and pressed a coin into his hand. “Brush the beast, but gently now, 
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as if he were your own dear mother,” he said. In a whisper, Reilly added, “Then buy your 

mates rum at the sutler’s, son.” The boy closed his hand on the coin.  

 Katherine led us to the officers’ quarters, a long row of stone-walled apartments 

across the parade grounds. All the way we heard apologies. The Captain was still at work. 

The cook was not yet close to finishing the meal. The housekeeper might just as well be 

blind for the dust that covered everything. 

 “Your guests are not so refined,” said Milly. They shared a glance: women versus 

men. 

 We sat in the family’s rooms, spare but comfortable enough. The Bells’ furniture 

was lost when the ship went down. The fort carpenter had made them a table. Mrs. Bell 

had bought a half dozen straight-backed chairs and a rug in Saint Paul.“What is available 

here leaves the Captain unsatisfied,” she said.   

 “He believes money is to spend,” Reilly replied. “I admire that.” 

 The door slammed. The baby cried. The Captain’s boots banged against the wood 

floor. Bell nodded to Reilly. Me, he ignored. Reilly made the necessary introductions. 

Bell stared oddly at Milly. 

 “We’ve met,” he declared. 

 “Not to my recollection,” said Milly. 

 He turned her name over slowly. All the while he looked at her, as if his lapse of 

memory were her fault. 
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 “We arrived together — or nearly arrived, I should say — on the Bountiful,” Milly 

said. “No doubt we saw each other aboard. Memories are slippery, Captain Bell. Don’t 

trouble yourself.” 

 “No, no,” he countered. “That isn’t it.” 

 “Then in Saint Louis. In a hotel or restaurant. Memories. Like splinters. Where do 

they come from? Why we are stuck with them?” She said this with a smile that looked to 

me like another version of a lie. Reilly watched her closely. 

 “You lived near Boston then?” Bell asked. 

 “No, Captain Bell. Excuse me, sir, but we all get confused.” 

 “Excuse me, Miss LaCroix, but.. It will come to me.” 

 “I very much doubt it,” she countered. 

 Bell turned to his wife. “I’ll clean up. We’ll eat.” 

 As he left the room Katherine also excused herself. She hurried downstairs to the 

kitchen. 

 “So, Milly,” said Reilly, amused it seemed. “What of the Captain?” 

 “He makes a life out of being cocksure. A job requirement. He is certain even 

when he has no idea what he is saying.” 

 Katherine’s footstep sounded on the stairs.  

 “A fascinating topic for further discussion,” Reilly replied. 

 *** 
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The Bells employed a cook whose method was to expose food to a blaze and then poke it 

with a stick until it was blackened. The sulking, chinless girl then dropped the platter on 

the table. “Venison,” Katherine said hopefully.  

 The Captain sighed. “I wonder if you have tried to hire a competent person to per-

form a simple task in this place?” he asked.  

 The girl returned with a bowl of potatoes that managed to be both burned and un-

dercooked. One atrocity followed another, until the table was filled. “There is no point 

even in replacing her,” Bell explained. “She is the third. They are all the same. Burn and 

serve, burn and serve.” His strategy was to drown the meal in wine.  

 We were soaked in alcohol when Reilly pulled from his breast pocket our handbill 

announcing the town of Bellvue. Bell took it, noted his own name and, unable to help 

himself, grinned like it was Christmas morning.  

 “A small reward for capitalizing such a venture,” said Reilly.  

 “Trains,” said Bell, his tongue thick with wine. “A steamboat.” 

 “Certain to come,” Reilly said.  

 Forget that there was no rail to Saint Paul, let alone to this blank spot on the map.  

 “The name is not…overreaching?” Bell asked.  

 “To risk a portion of one’s wealth in order to build something up, no one will be-

grudge you. Greater suspicion if your name were not attached to it.” 

 Katherine had not drunk nearly as much, and seemed not so amused.  

 Reilly edged into the subject of money. The thirteen thousand dollars of necessary 

capital we had calculated now grew to sixteen thousand.  
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 “Does that not seem a bit high?” said Katherine.  

 Reilly winked at Bell. “The devil,” he said. “Where does he linger, sir?” 

 “Details, always, in the details,” the Captain replied unsteadily.  

 Why quibble over spare change? Why not open another bottle of claret instead, 

and toast the inevitable flow of settlers to Bellvue? 

 What a town it would be! The Athens of the prairie. A library, needless to say. An 

atheneum. An opera house. And such elevated, educated people! Various clubs would de-

velop. Drama, choir, a community band.  

 “All this for twenty thousand dollars or so,” Reilly declared, the figure having 

grown again. “It is an honor to have a few dollars when they can be so used.” 

 “Tell me,” Bell wondered. “How do we decide who will be allowed to buy a piece 

of Bellvue?” 

 “Why, we look at the color of their money!”  Reilly declared. 

 “That will let the wrong sort in,” the Captain said. “The potato burners and all the 

rest.”  

 “It is our town after all,” Reilly replied. “We could set standards.” 

 “People of education and wealth,” Bell said, brightening. 

 “Then who will do the work?” Milly asked. “The building and cleaning and all 

the rest of it? People of education and wealth? Would they know which end of a hammer 

to hold?”  

 I laughed. The rest of them stared at me.  
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 “An experiment, yes,” I said quickly. “In which everyone shares in the building of 

the city. A communal life, organized so that people with means and education create a 

society alongside mechanics and laborers.” 

 “Details to follow, of course,” said Reilly. 

 “I look forward to the day when the princes of Bellvue dig their first ditch,” Milly 

said. 

 “We cannot put a gate around our town,” said Katherine, “Everyone must be ac-

cepted if anything is to be done at all. My husband was trained at West Point to lead oth-

ers who dig the actual ditch. Just as others have been trained to do the work itself.” 

 “Perhaps then we best ask each to give according to his abilities,” Reilly said. 

“That has a nice ring.”  

 “And each one gets according to his wants?” Milly asked. 

 “Needs, I would think,” said Reilly. “The gap being somewhat large.” 

 “Where will it end, if every sort is allowed into Bellvue?” Bell retorted. “What if 

we allow the industrious poor and the trained workmen, but keep out the drunkards and 

brawlers and the dull?” 

 “That experiment could start right here within the fort, darling,” Katherine sug-

gested. “Insist that the commander send away the drunks and thugs.” 

 “Who would that leave?” He reached for the bottle and poured more wine. “Our 

cook? She would stay, but not the blacksmith, nor the armorer, nor two-thirds of the men. 

We would have burned supper, but no working cannon.” 
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 “The matter may be too sticky to decide at the moment,” Reilly offered. “Concen-

trate for the moment on the larger strokes.” 

 “The kind of society we build in our town, that is the larger question,” said 

Katherine. 

 “A most intriguing one,” Reilly replied. “Though you may also want to consider 

your financial interests.” 

 “We have no particular need of more money, Mr. Reilly,” Katherine observed. “If 

we do not intend to build a better sort of town, why create a town at all?” 

 At this the Captain began to breathe deeply. His chin settled on his chest.  

 “You must excuse him,” said Katherine. “His days are long.” 

 “Then add a glass or so of wine…” Milly added. 

 “Yes, well, that, too.”  

 She walked us to the guard house to fetch our cart. A dozen or so soldiers stood 

around a campfire, butchering a tune. Reilly’s rum money had bought a great deal of 

happiness. 

 We crossed the river in the dark, the ferryman hauling silently on his ropes. The 

current whispered against the hull, the water black and the bluffs towering above.  

 “Nothing to say?” Reilly called to the ferryman.  

 “For the money I do only pulling,” he replied. The ferry scraped against the mud. 

 Reilly drove us back to Saint Paul, humming to himself. Milly leaned against me 

in the evening chill. I put my arm around her and pulled her close. She settled her head on 

my shoulder. The stars spun more than usual. We traveled for a stretch without talking. 
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 “Milly,” I said at last. She grunted a bit, stewed by the Captain’s wine. “What is it 

about Bell’s former nurse?” 

 “Why do you ask?” she mumbled. 

 “Your odd expression.” 

 “Suddenly observant.” 

 “Hmm.” 

 “The nurse is, oh, privately quartered in Saint Paul.” 

 “Injured?”  

 “Her parts work well enough.” 

 “What then?” 

 “To quote her exactly, ‘If it’s whoring you’re up to, better to have more than one 

basket for your eggs.” 

 At that Milly’s head settled on my shoulder again and she seemed to fall asleep. 

*** 

Reilly and I returned to our room and donned our silk pajamas. Despite the wine and ride 

and the fullness of the day, Reilly was in his natural state, which is to say, restless. 

Among my unwritten duties was to keep him company until his mind quieted enough for 

sleep. I served at Reilly’s whim, my only obligation, so far as I could tell, being to add to 

his happiness. I asked what would help him to relax. 

 “Perhaps you could knead my shoulders for a moment, Thad,” he said. “To get the 

stiffness out of them.” 
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 So I crawled behind him on our bed and took his heavy shoulders in hand. “This 

is the only doctoring I need,” he mumbled. “You must continue these treatments, Thad.” 

 “In Bellvue?”   

 “Wherever we might be.” 

 “If not there, then where?” 

 “Where is the limit?” 

 “We’re gone from our town even before it is built?” 

 He closed his eyes and urged me to do the same. “I see myself strolling along the 

levee. I see it clearly now. There is the train, crossing the bridge over the Red. There are 

the boats passing up and down, and the stages arriving from hither or thither. And look 

now, Thad, our fellows tip their hats when they notice us. We called the place up out of 

nothingness. We gave them a place to build a home, and to create a fortune.”  

 “So why would we leave?” 

 “It’s a gray old world, Thad, not really black or white.” 

 “I am not judge nor jury,” I said. “I am in the service of sleep.” 

 Reilly swirled his cognac in his glass. He smoothed the purple silk over his thighs. 

“There might be one reason or another that we would leave Bellvue.” 

 “You would abandon us?” 

 “How could I leave you or Milly? You are like children to me.” 

 I was so tempted to take him at his word. 

*** 
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In the morning I fetched Reilly tea, toast, and the usual newspapers. Then I sat with him 

at the small table in our room. His normally ruddy features were drained to gray by the 

wine from the night before.  

 “A purgative might help,” I said. “I could open my trunk.” 

 “No,” he said quickly. “One poison at a time.”  

 Grumbling sounds came from his belly. He waved at the door and said, “Go, 

Thad. Go follow your nose and see where you end up.” 

 My nose led me quickly from our room. I stood on the boardwalk and looked this 

way and that. For a man without employment, I had been busy since the day I landed in 

Saint Paul. Now, a whole day ahead of me, I barely knew which way to turn. 

 Before I had a chance to decide I felt a hand on my shoulder. “So then, Master 

Morley. Out for a ray of sunshine, are you?” I turned. There stood McClee. 

– “I suppose you’re grateful now,” he continued, “having your potions back. Come 

along and I’ll buy you a drink. Bygones and so forth.” 

 “I should be…” 

 “Won’t hear of it,” he said, grabbing my arm. “Unless you believe you’re too fine 

a gentleman.” 

 I did.  

 McClee turned to four brutes who leaned against the hotel wall. “Go on, boys, 

take the afternoon off. Mr. Morley will be coming with me.” 

 “They’re your sons then?” I said of the four Goliaths. They shuffled toward a sa-

loon. 
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 “Oh, you might say that,” he said. “Since I take care of them and they take care of 

me. Not that I’d give a one of them ten dollars to keep for an hour. But in the event of a 

scuffle or some such, then they’re excellent fellows to know. They hold their own, they 

do.” 

 McClee dragged me by the sleeve along a footpath that dropped toward the river. 

He steered me toward a nicely painted clapboard house, white with green shutters. A 

doorman waited on the steps. “Ahh, Mr. McClee,” he said. This being another huge fel-

low, with a pug nose and a thick brow. McClee drew his associates from a race of giants, 

not necessarily chosen because they looked like geniuses. 

 “Good day, Timmy,” said McClee, ushering me inside. 

 The floors were laid with thick wool carpets, the color of blood, the curtains all 

drawn. Lantern light set a glow upon the furnishings, these being thickly upholstered, or 

gilded, or polished to a sheen. Despite the hour, the place was busy. A waiter swept to-

ward us with a tray of chilled white wine, dew beaded on the glass. “A drink, 

gentlemen?” he asked. 

 “Thank ye, James, we will.” McClee handed a glass to me. “Now let’s find a 

morsel, lad. You’ll find the situation here more appetizing. Dear, of course, but that’s no 

concern of yours.” 

 We entered a side room. A half-dozen tables were well set with linen, china and 

silver. More velvet over the windows. McClee nodded to our fellow diners.  

 We were just seated when a woman approached. Lace spilled from her bodice and 

sleeve, playing against the brown silk of her dress, which was itself a match for her eyes. 
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“Mr. McClee!” she exclaimed, as if there were no higher joy than to greet such a fine fel-

low. “Back again? A pleasure, sir.” I was left to reconcile the McClee I knew, that is to 

say, the thieving, scrounging, bone-picker, with the man who was, within these walls at 

least, a gentleman of substance. 

 “And your companion?” she asked, extending a hand to me. “I am Marie Avonel.” 

 “Thaddeus Morley,” I said, doubtful that McClee could provide the whole of my 

name.  

 She repeated it to herself. “The young man from the steamboat,” she said. “˝An 

honor.” 

 “You should not be too impressed by all you read,” I said. 

 “You are too modest, I’m sure.” She rested her hand on my arm. “One of the girls 

in my employ was among your fellow passengers. Perhaps you would enjoy, later, com-

paring notes.” She left to mingle with her other guests. 

 “I suppose you would enjoy it,” McClee said. “Comparing notes.” 

 “What is this then,” I asked McClee. “Some kind of club?” 

 “A club of a sort,” he said. “For men and women with similar interests, more or 

less.” 

 A waiter set down a plate of oysters and olives. McClee slurped the poor creatures 

over his yellow teeth, then patted his lips with his napkin. 

 “Your companion,”  McClee said finally. “Reilly.” At last we had arrived at the 

point. 
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 “My companion,” I repeated.” The less I said, I supposed, the better Reilly would 

be served. 

 “The fellow with you in my… office,” he said. “Helping you with your trunk.” 

 “Oh,” I replied. “Him.” 

 We played a game of cat and mouse through several courses. Following the oys-

ters, foie gras and langue de boeuf in sauce Robert, these accompanied by queries con-

cerning how Reilly and I happened to meet, and what I knew of his life. Of Reilly’s per-

sonal history I had precious little to tell. My knowledge was so slight, I realized, that 

Reilly seemed a kind of ghost, even to me. To make up I described his many qualities; his 

cheer, his indefatigability, his generosity. This lasted us until the waiter set the salad 

course set before us, a melange of dressed potato, pickled beets, candied apples, marinat-

ed beans and deviled eggs.  

 “Your Mr. Reilly, he sounds like a traveling type of man,” said McClee. “Has he 

been here and there lately would you say?” 

 “Here and there, that is his style,” I said. The waiter brought a shank of roasted 

veal. 

 “To Saint Louis, I understand.” 

 “That was his intent.” 

 I tried to imagine what harm would come from dropping a few crumbs in Mc-

Clee’s path. I felt some obligation.  
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 “I wonder,” said McClee, “if such a gentleman was to be involved in a townsite 

speculation, assuming that your Mr. Reilly was such a fellow, who would he look to for 

investment? To your local business class? The eastern investor?” 

 “An interesting question,” I responded. “If a man such as you were to build a 

town, how would you go about it?” 

 At this McClee leaned toward me. “Doesn’t that depend now on what a man truly 

has in mind? Does he intend to build a town, or only to fleece them who buy a piece? 

Does he figure to put down roots himself? Will he take off at a run once he’s pocketed the 

first cash? Is he a bubble peddler, that’s what I’m asking. To put a point on it.” 

 Dubbed a bubble peddler by a thief. I would have spoken up, had Marie Avonel 

not arrived then at our table side. “Mr. Morley,” she said. “Allow me to introduce Miss 

Shannon, who herself also just barely survived passage on the Bountiful.” 

 “You’re the one thrown to high heaven and crashed down again,” Miss Shannon 

said. “I took your tale to heart, I did, having barely saved my own skin.”  A large amount 

of that skin was exposed. 

 “Perhaps Miss Shannon could join you?” Miss Avonel said. 

 McClee did not stop me from pulling out a chair for her.  

 “Excellent,” said Miss Avonel. “I shall return by-the-by.” 

 Miss Shannon gave the appearance of beauty without quite possessing it. She was 

handsome enough, except that her mouth was small, and her chin weak. To distract, her 

eyes, which were pleasant in their way, were highlighted with lamp black. My attention 
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drifted back and forth, from her breasts, the flesh there so fine that the veins ran like lines 

on a map, to a set of painted eyes that belonged on an Egyptian queen.  

 “Boarded the Bountiful in Saint Louis then?” Miss Shannon asked. 

 “I was traveling from Saint Louis,” I said, “while Mr. McClee boarded later. In a 

professional capacity.” 

 “Salvage, miss,” said McClee. “Morley here among my customers. Happy, I 

should think, his possessions being for the most part saved.” 

 “What I had is gone,” she replied. “Not that it was much to lose. At the end of the 

day some was heroes whilst others had nothing at all.” 

 “Mr. Morley is your hero, miss,” said McClee. “Being he saved those babes.” 

 ªWould you tell me a bit about this rescue then, sir?” she said, not quite sweetly. “I 

am most interested to hear. From your own lips.” 

 I launched the familiar story, as perfected by Reilly, the lies having replaced reali-

ty even now for me. The blast. Turtles thrown out of their shells by the concussion. Birds 

left dead, still clinging to their perches. The thunder as the Bountiful’s timbers were 

shredded. The vessel ripped open to the summer morn, passengers spit out like seeds. 

Catfish setting their whiskers upon the muddy water like scholars. My gaze locked briefly 

with that of God Almighty. Then my plunge, clothes aflame. Yours truly a message sent 

from the hereafter, left to pluck from the flow the babies Bell.  

 “Most interesting,” Miss Shannon allowed. “Most interesting, indeed. Myself be-

ing upon that same ship, but my experience less dramatical.” 

 “I am most eager to hear,” I said. “As is Mr. McClee.” 
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 “Oh, yes,” he said, stifling a yawn. “Talk on, buttercup.” 

 “That morn I woke a bit early, being in a room with the two wee ones in my 

charge. Of course I was excited to get off that boat at last. It being a trial to keep two 

babes alive and happy aboard such a vessel, what with one of them toddling and near to 

throwing himself overboard a dozen times a day.” 

 “Two children, both in your charge? You were minding the children of Captain 

Bell?”  

 “That I was, Mr. Morley.” 

 “The Bells believe you are dead,” I said.  

 “Would rather believe I be dead.” 

 “Certainly not.” 

 “I won’t say you’re honest, Mr. Morley. But kind enough. All the world ain’t so.” 

 “Right you are, Missy,” McClee muttered. 

 “You have not even sent them a note?” I asked. 

 “We are all of us happiest as we are. The lady can care for her own children, just 

as other mothers do. And my work now, it’s not so different than my labors with Captain 

Bell.” 

 “This is no nursery.” 

 “Come and you’ll see how I fill the time.” 

 “Mr. McClee and I…” 

 “Oh, go ahead then,” said McClee, waving me off. “It won’t take so long, I figure. 

I’ll have my coffee and we’ll finish our chat.” 
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 I followed her to a second floor room, listening to the whisper of her skirts and 

sniffing the cloud of perfume behind her. The room held a featherbed, an upholstered 

chair, a chest of drawers, a wash stand.  

 “Have a seat, Mr. Morley,” she said. “I’ll tell you about those tikes you saved.” 

 “It was a confusing day.” 

 “Oh, it started the same as ever. Up at sunrise, it being my job to spare Mrs. Bell 

the first bit of fussing. Then it further being my task to comb the little ones’ few hairs, 

feed them a bit, tidy them up and conduct them to Mrs. Bell. She enjoying her cuddling 

with the tykes before she herself got out of bed. The cooing and the clucking and the tick-

ling, all of that.  

 “Then I returned to my own quarters, there to await a tap at the door by the Cap-

tain himself.” 

 “Captain Bell.” 

 “All of it depending upon the day and his desire, which I had no choice but to 

serve. On that particular morning… Well, there’s no need for words when the deed will 

do. You didn’t come here for conversation, not hardly I guess.” 

 “In fact I’m here because Mr. McClee…” 

 “Well then we put it on his bill and I’ll be thankful it’s you and not him.” 

 She pushed me back in the chair, laughing as she did so. “You make quite a pic-

ture of yourself.” She undid the buttons on my trousers, fumbled within, brought her 

small mouth to bear. I looked at the part of her hair, arrow-straight. Her neck reddened 

with her labors. A vein at her temple made itself known. 
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 Who understands the whys and the wherefores that cause thoughts to flutter inside 

our heads? I recalled the cub pilot upon the Bountiful. The idiot, so drowned and so dead. 

What if he had managed to find the channel rather than a sandbar? A tip of the hat to 

Reilly on the levee, our paths there diverging for good. A struggle with my trunk. A nego-

tiation to find a room neither too bug-ridden nor too dear. Ultimately, work as a shop boy, 

another of the bright-eyed hopefuls who believe, stupidly, having no other choice, that 

honest work will be rewarded.  

 Then came a throbbing from within my own boiler, this shaking loose laughter 

from Miss Shannon. “Youth has some pity on the working girl, making us labor not hard-

ly so long.” She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then reached over to the 

wash stand for a towel.  

 “There, Mr. Morley,” she said, her elbows set on my knees. “I was hired as a 

nurse but soon enough was forced into further work if I cared to keep myself in shelter 

and food. Being that I was paid to nurse and the rest of it was free, I thought I might as 

well be shut of the nursing and get paid for the whoring, which is paid at a slightly better 

rate. With the money I set aside I’ll buy land, and sell it, and buy more. Over time I will 

end the whoring altogether and be a proper kind of woman.” 

 “If you apply yourself to land as you do to… this…, then, well…,” I said. 

 “Thank you, sir. A business girl depends on happy customers.” She paused. “But I 

haven’t told you everything about that morning on the Bountiful. The Captain was still 

pulling up his trousers as I left for Mrs. Bell’s room. I was to fetch the babies whilst the 

lady dressed herself.  
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 “I hadn’t no more than returned when the room was turned upside down and in-

side out. The floor cracked beneath my feet. Water splashing this way and that. The baby 

bawled her lungs out and the boy laughed like this is a great bit of fun, to be trapped on a 

sinking, burning ship. I opened the door and there’s the mate with a splinter of wood go-

ing in his forehead and coming out the back of his head, dead as a post with a grin on his 

face. The rest of the crew, them still alive, screamed like children themselves. I couldn’t 

count on a one of them to save me. 

 “So remembering the story of Moses and his ma, I grabbed the wicker cradle, 

stuck both children inside and tried to figure out the next step. Which I did not get a 

chance to think upon deeply, the boat picking that moment to heave me and the babes 

into the water. They floated away through the flames, both of them giggling and cooing 

while death was waiting on all sides and I myself were drowning.” 

 I said, “How did you save yourself?” 

 “I didn’t do nothing of the sort,” she replied. “I was plucked from the water like a 

dead fish and beat on the back until I breathed again.” 

 “Who saved you then?” 

 “It was every man for himself in the water, and so lucky for me I didn’t have to 

depend on no man. A woman grabbed me by the hair and kept my head up ‘til the boat 

reached the shore. You know well enough who it was, Mr. Morley.” 

 I supposed that I did. My sense of this Earth as a tiny speck was steadily increas-

ing.  



139

 “Miss LaCroix,” she said. “Who is surely no stranger to yourself. If not for her I’d 

be dead and floating to Saint Louis. Or minding babies and servicing Captain Bell for 

free.” 

 “She found your employment here?” 

 “Oh, I won’t be gossiping about Miss LaCroix now,” she said quickly. “But any-

ways I came to shore where she did and I seen what she seen. And to the both of us it 

looked like you, Mr. Morley, was as limp as a dishrag, spitting out river water and doing 

precious little else. The basket holding the babies Bell bumped into your Mr. Reilly’s leg 

and he pulled it to the shore. Decent enough of him, I suppose, except that I can’t see 

what else he would have done.” 

 “I…” 

 “Yes?” 

 There was no point in blaming Reilly. I shrugged. “We are all here to improve our 

circumstances. That is my excuse.” 

 “Honest enough. That much at least. In this time and place we can’t be too fussy 

as for the rest of it.” She stood and smoothed her dress. “Button up your trousers before 

you go back downstairs,” she said. 

*** 

McClee sat at our table with his coffee and brandy, hunched over a scrap of paper on 

which he scribbled. Noticing me, he folded the paper and tucked it in his breast pocket. 

“You got the look like the cat that ate the birdie. Though I suspect your birdie it was that 

got ate.” 
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 I mentioned that Miss Shannon was a talented young woman. 

 McClee snorted. “Lucky such talents are not so hard come by. But I’m more in-

terested in your Mr. Reilly,” he continued. “You’re of the opinion then he’s a man who 

does not only exercise his jaw?” 

 “How does any of us know anything?” I asked. “How do we know we’ll draw an-

other breath?” 

 “I am not exploring the mysteries of life now, Morley.” 

 “As far as I know, yes, Mr. Reilly intends to build a town,” I said. “I believe he is 

tired of his roaming life.” 

 “Everyone is tired of roaming, and then you look around the next day and half the 

world is gone.” 

 “I don’t argue the point.” 

 “Just where is this special location of his?” McClee said quickly. 

 “I am not so sure I should say.” 

 “You’re going to build a town and no one is supposed to know where it is?” 

 “West of here.” 

 “Ah, then we’ve eliminated half the country.” 

 “West of here, in the Minnesota Territory.” 

 “I got my boys here and there and everywhere. You can’t leave town, not even in 

some costume or other, and think no one will see. If they see you they will talk. If they 

talk, I hear. If you’re in some metis get up, then you’re headed toward the Red River. So 
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what we’re talking about is a townsite on the Red, which is a bit of a wander from Saint 

Paul. Tell me, please, Morley. Have I got anything wrong?” 

 I tried silence. 

 “Well, do I?” he insisted. “Here I bought you meal and a fine-enough whore. And 

I’m not getting good value, not by a long shot. But I’ll call it even if you can tell your Mr. 

Reilly I may have some money to sink in his Red River town. Can you manage that 

much?” 

 “Reilly is his own man.” 

 “I’ll take care of the rest, said McClee. 

*** ˙ 

 “I saw you yesterday with that sport, McClee.”  

 The printer’s boy, Zeb, grabbed me by the arm outside the American House. The 

sun was down, the moon was up, lantern light spilled into the street. 

 “Spying on me. That’s your job?” 

 “Keeping an eye out, more.” 

 “I’m news?” 

 “For whoring with McClee? The odd event goes in the paper. Not the sun rising in 

the east.” 

 He was hardly more than thirteen. He was a champion fidgeter, tapping at the dirt 

with his toes while looking this way and that.  

 “Shouldn’t your momma be tucking you in? It’s late.” 

 “She might. If she was here. Which she is not.” 
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 “Alone then?” 

 “My momma loved me well enough but I had the itchy feet. Unless I am walking 

I can’t stand the scratchiness of them.” 

 “You ran away.” 

 “Didn’t run so much as walked. Having no contrary choice except to take a wire 

brush to my feet. I started in New York, stopping only to earn money to keep on my 

march. I ended up with Goodrich because I work cheap enough to suit him.” 

 “Where do you live?” 

 “In the Pioneer office. Goodrich pretends he don’t notice. He ain’t all bad, consid-

ering.” 

 “Your ma and pa must worry after you.” 

 “If they noticed. There being thirteen of us at the time. More now, I expect. Or 

fewer. Death and fuckery being always in competition.” 

 Zeb said he tracked me down because he overheard Goodrich and his keepers 

talking about our town-jobbing scheme.  

 “They figure the railroad has to go out that way. They can make it go right 

through your town, or so they say, being who they are and who they know. But they 

won’t tell you that. They want you to do the miserable work, then sell cheap to them 

rather than dear, them knowing what you do not.” 

 “You’ll see some pocket liner from this.” 

 “I ain’t looking so much to get my pocket lined as I am to leaving with you. You 

got to promise to take me, too, on account of my poor feet.” 
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 “I might have a medicine for them. Take off your shoes, so I can see.” 

 “Oh, you don’t want to see them things, mister.” 

 “Go ahead. It can’t do any harm.” He looked at me doubtfully. But after a moment 

he sat on the boardwalk and yanked off his boot. 

 The smell was what struck me first, like a cheese in the cellar too long. He peeled 

off the sock. The whole of his foot was swollen with oozing sores. 

 “The light of day might work some wonders,” I told him. “Instead of keeping 

your feet tucked inside that dungeon.” 

 “But then there’s the stink of it.” 

 “True enough. But you can’t let your feet rot away.” 

 “The walking is the only thing what gives me relief. I ain’t asking for nothing 

more.”  

 He pulled on his boot. He twitched and jiggled. “I got to be going now.” He took 

off at a trot toward the Pioneer. 

*** 

 Two days later Reilly and I woke to find a note, signed by Goodrich, slipped un-

der our door. Ezekial Wilkins would receive us at his bluff-top estate. “What do you 

think, Thad?” Reilly said. “Are we the rats or the trap?” 

 “Hard to say.” 

 “We’ll see,” he said, grinning as though this were a game and not our lives. 
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 Reilly ordered up a fresh shirt and collar for me, and tied a new strand of black 

ribbon around my neck. He stood beside me while the hotel bootblack went over my 

shoes, then took his own brush to my suit. 

 “What about Milly?” I asked him. 

 “What about her?” 

 “She believes she’s a partner.” 

 “The difference between belief and reality.” 

 “But if she exposes us…” 

 “Her word versus ours.” 

 “I’m not so sure we win that contest.” 

 Reilly sighed.  

 We stopped by her room on our way. Reilly tapped at her door. She cracked it 

enough to peer out. “What?” she said. 

 “We’re collecting you.” 

 “Like a bug, then? To put me in a bottle?” 

 “No lack of suspicion,” said Reilly. 

 “Nor for reason.” 

 “We have a meeting with the great Ezekial Wilkins.” 

 “Who and why?” 

 Reilly offered a rough biography. Thirty years prior Wilkins had renounced the 

lawyering racket and headed west for the fur trader’s life. He made his way to the fork of 

the Mississippi and Saint Peter when it was nothing but a fort and a few Indian trails. He 
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built himself a trading post across the river. He parlayed fur into land, land into lumber, 

lumber into mills. He dripped now with wealth. Mention his name and the next words 

would likely be, “You ever hear of the time Wilkins…” The time Wilkins, snow-blinded 

and lost, dug himself and his sled dogs into a snowbank and survived there for three days, 

eating nothing but his own shoelaces. The time he squared off against a hatchet-armed 

river man and put the man down with a single blow. Et cetera. 

 “So why?” Milly asked. 

 “Oh, to take advantage. We do the work, he reaps the reward. The usual.” 

 “Our plan?” 

 “The opposite, more or less,” said Reilly. “He provides a dollar and we use it to 

make five.” 

 “How, exactly?” 

 “Exactly I don’t know. For now we are smelling the roses.” 

 Reilly glanced at her from top to bottom. “I wonder, do you have something else 

in your wardrobe?” he said.  

 “My wardrobe?” 

 “Clean. For a start. Less…” He searched for a word. “….exhausted.” 

 “Are we discussing money or fashion?” 

 “The two are not completely unrelated.” 

 “You’re looking at my wardrobe.” 

 On our way to the hilltop where Wilkins lived, we stopped again at Schneider’s 

store, where Reilly bought Milly a dress of yellow and black checkered cotton that fit her 
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slightly better than Scheider’s suit fit me. Then we set our sights on Wilkins’ house. Two 

stories of quarried limestone, a castle on the hill. 

  

***  

 Wilkins opened the door and stood there, clutching his lapels and gawking, like a 

child dressed up and sent outside. 

 “The man barely comes up to the door knob,” said Reilly. 

 “You hear the stories and….” 

 Reilly paused on the dirt trail. “I expected something more… substantial.”  

 “Well, his pockets are deep enough,” Milly said. “That’s what we’re after, isn’t 

it?” 

 A hound stood beside Wilkins, its head rising past his waist.  

 The dog growled. Wilkins glared. Finally he strode toward us and offered Milly 

his hand. His eyes were deep-set, his forehead high, his hair dark and lank. He wasn’t 

much to look at. 

 Milly let her hand linger in his, as if she was considering the notion of trading up. 

 Introductions. “So happy to… Honored that you should… Surely a pleasure… 

How may I…” And so forth, the dog the only honest being among us, issuing, as it did, a 

growl. 

 “….the deepest admiration for what you…,” Reilly continued. 
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 “It’s only so thick this needs laying on,” said Wilkins at last. He gave Reilly a 

look, as if sizing him up before a race. “Come inside. I invited associates. Interested par-

ties.” 

 “Excellent,” said Reilly, though I was not so sure. 

 We followed Wilkins to his front-room office, the light sucked up by the dark fur-

nishings and rug and the shelves of books that lined the wall. The room smelled of dog 

and smoke with a note of alcohol. Goodrich was already there, sitting beside what might 

as well have been Death. 

 His collar hung loose around his neck. His skin was mottled with bruises. You 

would have thought him recently exhumed. A vein at his temple made an interesting 

squiggle, like the path of wandering drunk. Unless he planned to pack his coffin with 

money, I did not see why he was here.  

 “Goodrich you know,” said Wilkins. “Jeremy Ramstad. As everyone knows. Log-

ging to the north. Stagecoaches along the Saint Peter. Parcels of land too numerous to tal-

ly.” 

 Wilkins motioned me and Reilly toward a pair of wooden chairs. For Milly he 

pulled out the seat closest to his desk. 

  Finally Wilkins smacked his knee with his palm and said, “Well, then.” 

 “Well, indeed,” Reilly said. 

 “We are all familiar with the business of bubble towns,” Wilkins continued. 

“Places of the imagination.” 

 “Certainly,” said Reilly, waiting to hear whether Wilkins was for or against. 
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 “Mr. Goodrich promotes them, through his paper.” 

 “I don’t promote them,” Goodrich protested. 

 “Day in and day out. Your paper is filled with ads for the places. Splendid oppor-

tunity! Certain fortune! Satan’s own messenger, that’s what you are,” said Wilkins, enjoy-

ing himself now. 

 “My business is ad sales. Not fortune telling.” 

 “The profit is real enough even if the town is not,” said Ramstad. “In and out is 

my motto. No need to wait for the encore.” 

 Reilly cocked his head and waited.  

 Ramstad beat on his chest with a fist and coughed. He wiped at his watery eyes 

with the back of his hand. “All the same,” he said. “I don’t choose to be in the bubble and 

vapor business. Honesty pays well enough.” 

 “It might,” said Wilkins. 

 They shared a laugh over that. 

 “We’re talking about actual value now,” Reilly ventured. 

 “Actual value,” said Ramstad. “The idea interests me.” 

 “Is it so complicated?” asked Reilly. He was merely poking at them, I thought. 

 “Of course it is,” said Ramstad, a ghastly grin stuck on his face. “Consider the 

young woman here.” 

 “What about me?” said Milly  

 “We have the pleasure of looking at her, absolutely free of charge,” Ramstad con-

tinued. “At least for those of us who do not buy her clothing, or perfumes, or the other 
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necessaries. And if I had to say what is a more immediate pleasure, looking at her, or con-

templating a pile of money in the bank, which is it?” 

 Goodrich looked like he was thinking it over. “Well, which?” he said at last. 

 “Don’t be an idiot,” said Ramstad.  

 “Spoken like a man who doesn’t remember the last time he was penniless,” 

Goodrich replied. 

 “Alright, then,” said Ramstad. “Say a man buys a few lots in a bubble town. Say 

the place comes to nothing. But for months or years the buyer imagines that little pile of 

money might turn into a mountain. He dreams about the home he will build there, how it 

will be surrounded by houses. All this dreaming is worth something, is it not? The dream 

being worth more than reality, possibly. Reality being so often disappointing.” 

 “I never took you for a philosopher,” said Wilkins. 

 “More of a joker,” Ramstad replied. He turned to Reilly. “It’s your turn now, sir,” 

he said. “Tell us, what is the value of this kingdom of yours on the Red?” 

 “Well…” Reilly began. 

 “Gentlemen,” said Milly. “You think we’re talking about real estate, but our sub-

ject is home and hearth.”  

 “I hardly think…” Goodrich began. 

 “Oh, be quiet Earle,” said Ramstad. “I’d rather listen to her than you.” 

 “Having been to the place,” Milly continued, “Having seen the wildness of it. 

Where do the greatest number of women spend their lives but in some close and dark 

space, bent over a baby or the sewing or the wash? To be in this place with the wind 
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blowing from a thousand miles off, and enough sun for a lifetime of Junes, gentlemen, 

what is an acre of such land worth to any of my sisters?” 

 “Well said,” Reilly declared. 

 “What do you wish to add, sir?” Ramstad asked Reilly. 

 “What more would you have me say?” 

 “Oh, the usual. Something about the rivers, or the climate. How fevers are un-

known, or how the mosquito lacks his venom in the place,” said Ramstad. “Some lie or 

another, to honor the nature of the enterprise.” 

 “The truth might do well enough for once,” Wilkins said. 

 “The truth then.” Reilly pulled himself up straight in his chair. “It is the flattest 

land in the world. You can count the trees on one hand, except along the river proper. A 

farmer could stare hard at his acreage and create a field. North, the Red flows to Hudson 

Bay and on to the Atlantic. South it leads to a pair of lakes, as you well know, and then to 

the Saint Peter, from thence to the Mississippi and on to the Atlantic. If served by a rail-

road, then it must be a hub for all the surrounding area.” 

 “Oh, true enough, I suppose,” said Ramstad. “The idea of an open prairie, with 

women such as Miss LaCroix happy and satisfied on it, that’s the picture that makes me 

consider opening my purse, just so regularly I can think upon it.” 

 “Let me ask you a question now, sir,” Goodrich said to Reilly. “Gentlemen of the 

South are interested in a northern location that might welcome their pursuits.” 

 “Their pursuits?” said Reilly. 

 “Opportunities,” Goodrich continued. 
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 “You mean, would we welcome slaveholders and slaves?” 

 “Assuming.”  

 “I’m afraid I didn’t make myself clear,” said Milly. “The appeal of the place is the 

idea of freedom. How free can you feel with a slave next door?” 

 “Answer her that, Goodrich,” Ramstad cackled.  

 “Free enough. Half the country manages.” 

 “You, Reilly,” Ramstad asked. “You share Miss LaCroix’s views?” 

 “I defer to the lady and her moral sense.” 

 “How much is ever simple or clear?” Ramstad said. 

 “That’s the beauty of the place,” said Milly. “It is simple. It is clear. The sky and 

the wind and the grass, and nothing else except for dreaming about the future.” 

 “You add people, you add buildings, you go from simple to complicated in a 

heartbeat.” 

 “Then add a newspaper to throw oil on whatever fire there is,” said Ramstad. 

“Isn’t that so, Goodrich?” 

 Milly turned to Wilkins. “You, sir, would you make a place to a new home for 

slaves?” 

 “I’m a business man.” 

 “Not much of an answer,” Milly said. 

 “Ramstad is in the business of pleasant thoughts. I’m remain in the business of 

hard cash.” 
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 “You are lacking then?” Milly said. “My guess is you can afford a scruple or 

two.” 

 “She’s got you there, Ezekial,” Ramstad said.  

 “I can afford a certain number of scruples, I suppose. Not as many as Ramstad, 

nor as few as Goodrich. But a scruple or two. Yes, I suppose.” 

 The rest was details. When the land would be surveyed and the lots laid out, the 

manner of conveyance and title, when money would change hands. My opinion being 

unnecessary, I eyeballed Wilkins’ bookshelf. He kept Schoolcraft’s works on the Ameri-

can Indian, back issues of Harper’s magazine, the Territorial legal code. Ramstad rose 

stiffly and joined me.  

 “You’re a quiet one,” he said. He was rotting from within. There was no medicine 

for him except prayer and laudanum. 

 “A junior partner,” I replied.  

 “I still enjoy the prattle of Goodrich’s newspaper, Morley. I know your name. 

You’ve got a start on a reputation of your own.” 

 “A beginning.” 

 “I know how reputations are made. The outright lies and the half truths. If Wilkins 

did half of what people say about him, he’d be dead five times over.” He made a wheezy 

noise. A laugh, more or less. “You know what I mean.” 

 I shrugged. 

 “But tell me this about your story. You were blown into the air?” 

 I was pleased to answer, honestly, yes. 
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 “What about those moments?”  

 “I went up. I came down.” 

 “I was hoping for a bit more poetry.” 

 “Not so easily described.” 

 “Exert yourself, my friend.” 

 “The explosion, then.”  

 Ramstad leaned toward me. I caught the brunt of his awful breath. “A roar. Wood 

and iron torn apart. Screaming. I assume.” 

 “You don’t know?” 

 “It was a lot and all at once. Then there was a moment in the sky.” 

 “Yes?” 

 “A second or two. That may as well have been hours or days.” 

 Ramstad sighed. 

 “I have not told this to anyone else…” 

 “What? Why?” 

 “Who would understand? I would become a joke.” 

 “Go on,” he whispered. 

 “Silence. Peace. In the middle of…commotion. The getting and having. The 

chaos.” 

 “Yes.”  
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 “No fear, no worry. No concern of where I would land, or what would happen 

next. Nothing before and nothing after. That moment. And then the end of it. The return 

to where we are.”  

 Ramstad moved closer. The odor was such that I hardly dared breathe.  

 “I fell into this new life. Which is so strange that I wonder sometimes if I landed 

on the same planet.” 

 “So.”  

 I did not ask about his interest, it being clear enough. The voices of the others 

were a murmur. The sun, setting now, lit specks of dust that floated like tiny worlds of 

their own.  

 “A question for you, sir,” I said at last. “Why do you bother now with further 

business?” 

 “What would you have me do instead?” he asked. 

 “Watch the river. Listen to the birds. What are a few dollars more or less to you 

now?” 

 “I am not so much a poet,” he said. Ramstad grinned at me, revealing teeth that 

were blackened where they met his gums. “And I am not a ghost quite yet. So I am 

thrown back on the habits of a lifetime. Six months ago I was as big as your Reilly. My 

concerns were wine and women and finagling. Now look here.” He held his hand out. It 

was like an anatomy chart, the vessels all visible beneath his jaundiced skin. “I’m not 

long for the race, but my legs have not yet heard the news. I am what I am.” 

 “You’ll give Reilly the money?” 
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 “I have my suspicions. That being a weak word. But I’ll hand over the money. To 

buy amusement. To make the time pass. To wallow in the hub-bub of the world. The sell-

ing and buying. The greed. The lies. The happiness in believing the lies. The thousand 

paths of deception. Your Mr. Reilly seems like a fair ringmaster.” 

 “Why not charity instead? Food for the poor. A home for the aged?” 

 “Now you ask too many questions.” 

 “But still.” 

 “The poor are always with us. I quote Jesus Christ Himself. I’ll splash some mon-

ey their way to hedge my bet. What I want from you is a good-enough story, to remind 

me of what this world has been. With that I’ll consider my money well spent.” 

*** 

Reilly believed in the healing powers of the night air, and so he kept the windows to our 

room open from sundown to sunrise. The breeze that ruffled the curtains also carried with 

it the many odors of the town, as I have mentioned; the ripeness of the river, woodsmoke 

and sawdust, animals and their leavings, spilled beer, unwashed clothing, all that grew 

and all that rotted. “The stink of life itself, my boy,” said Reilly, sitting in his padded 

chair, a glass of brandy in his hand.  

 Which is to say nothing of the endless symphony; shouting from the saloons, stray 

notes from a piano, wagon wheels squalling, the blast and hiss of riverboats, the rattle of 

dead leaves blowing down the streets. The season having turned from summer to fall, and 

a rim of ice now often glazing the muddy puddles at dawn. 
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 In the weeks since our meeting at Wilkins’ castle, Reilly’s scheming had yielded a 

carpetbag of cash. Goodrich, Ramstad and Wilkins agreed to fund the entirety of our en-

terprise, except for one thousand dollars that Reilly would put up himself as a show of 

good faith. Over the next week, he came to a similar arrangement with both McClee and 

Captain Bell. Thus Reilly raised thirty six thousand dollars for a venture that required 

thirteen. 

 He pledged each of our investors to secrecy, telling them that if others learned of 

our plans, they would quickly move to settle the area themselves. By talking loosely we 

would breed our own parasites, he said.  

 I asked Reilly about the difference between what we needed and what we had 

raised. We were both draped in our silk pajamas, plus wool robes and sheepskin slippers 

given the change in the weather. 

 Reilly set down his glass and looked at me curiously. “Why do we want more?” 

said Reilly. “That’s what you’re asking?” 

 “I wonder. Is there such a thing as enough?” 

 “Is there ever enough love? Enough happiness?” Reilly replied. 

 “I believe those are different categories.” 

 “Why?” 

 “You know. Money. Root of all evil. Pierces us with its many sorrows. And so 

on.” 
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 “Don’t believe everything you hear, Thad. Especially from a pulpit. Money is a 

tool. If you want to move dirt, you use a shovel. If you want a fine meal, you get out your 

wallet. If happiness is the result, what does it matter, the road that got you there?” 

 “We have three times what we need.” 

 Reilly stuck a hand inside his robe and patted his belly.  

 “Need. What does the word mean?” 

 “The minimum requirement. That which is necessary.” 

 “And anything more is what? Greedy? Offensive to the gods above?” 

 “An impediment. So they say from the pulpit. Easier for a camel to pass through 

the eye of the Needle…” 

 “Than for a rich man to tuck into a beefsteak, with a glass of fine wine, in a com-

fortable room with decent companions?” 

 “Assuming our rewards are only of this world.” 

 “My question then is this. Why is the fruit so sweet? Why does it hang so low? 

Why is there such abundance? Only to tempt us? What kind of monster would design 

such a world? Isn’t it easier to believe that these things were made for us to enjoy? That 

when we refuse to do so — when we see them as some sort of sinister trap — that we spit 

in God’s eye?” 

 I said that in my experience the learned men of the cloth held a contrary view.  

 “Have you ever heard a one of them sermonize on how the church needed not a 

dollar more? Have you heard them say, ‘Spend your money on your children, brothers, 

and not upon a gilded altar?’” 
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 “That proves only that men are weak.” 

 “But consistently so? It makes one question the enterprise, does it not? I choose to 

believe in a God who is no miser, who did not create a world of beauty so that He could 

tell you to renounce the richness of creation. What kind of madman would make such a 

world?” 

 “How unsearchable are his judgments and how inscrutable his ways.” 

 “So it’s a bible study group we’ve established here,” said Reilly, emptying his 

glass. He gestured toward the open window. “We have so many to convert.” 

 “Alright then. You should start your own religion. The Church of Reilly. I think 

you should do quite well.” 

 “I am pleased to worship in my own way, and happy if most others remain in 

darkness. Let them deny themselves and leave that much more for you and me.” 

 “To the original question. We have gathered three times more money than we pro-

posed. What will we do with it all?” 

 “So we buy more land than we imagined. We will look to both sides of the river, 

and to the country surrounding our town. We will extend the roads, and build our own 

steamboat that will travel the Red and beyond. Our investors will prosper for there being 

more of them.” 

 “Why the secrecy?” 

 “Knowing that there are others, each will have fresh doubts. Each with a lawyer. 

Talk will fly about. Every grog-shop cockroach will know our intent. By the time the last 

question is settled, there will be nothing worth fighting about. Someone else will own the 
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land. I tell you this from experience. Later, when everyone is sitting atop the fortune 

we’ve made them, then they’ll thank us for small fictions. For now the greatest gift we 

can offer is to make our town more grand than any of our partners dares imagine.” 

*** 

The sun, so low now that October had arrived, poured through the dusty windows of the 

American House, warming us as we lingered over a glass of sherry. On the river’s far 

bank the grass was dry and dead, and the leaves that remained had gone to gold.  

 The light favored Milly, bringing out a light in her eyes. Like Reilly, a dash of 

amusement was always there, but a flintiness, too, which either Reilly had more luck at 

hiding, or which he did not feel so deeply. He’d had money, lost it, had it again, regarded 

its coming and going as not quite a comedy, but something close, like the change of the 

weather from one day to the next, and not to be railed against but to be observed with 

light-heartedness, as evidence of life’s unpredictability, and, therefore, its constant hold 

on our attention. Milly, I believed, had not enjoyed the same opportunity to warm gold 

coins in her hand. 

 The sun caught her hair and lit her cheeks. She was no beauty by any strict stan-

dard. Her nose had an odd twist and her teeth were tangled. But there was something in 

the way that her eyes and lips worked together, suggesting a sharpness and wit, and an 

eagerness for something other than a dull trudge through life. 

 That seeming a comforting thought in consideration of the expedition before us. 

 The land along the Red had only recently been taken from the Dakotah by treaty. 

Having not yet been surveyed by the government, it was not, strictly speaking, available 
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for purchase. We could claim it by acting as if it were ours — staking out lots, throwing 

up a few buildings and holding it against interlopers — until such time that the govern-

ment offered it for sale. For that we must stake our claim and actually inhabit the place.  

 We required a surveyor, a team of men capable of heavy work, food and clothing 

to last the winter, guns, tools, wagons and stock for hauling, a teamster, a guide, a cook. A 

small army in short. If we waited for spring others would beat us, Reilly figured, such 

being the mania for speculation. The time to strike, he said, was now, with the hammer of 

winter soon to drop, when the wind tearing out of the north and the inevitable snow and 

relentless cold would scare off more delicate souls. 

 Milly’s pencil scratched against her pad as Reilly shot out an inventory of sup-

plies. Barrels of salt pork, more of flour, brandy, Sharps rifles, a brace of Colt Dragoons, 

ammunition sufficient for an invasion, dried apples, potatoes, onions, et cetera, a Noah’s 

arc lacking only the boat and animals, except for a herd of oxen to pull our carts. In the 

midst of all this came a knock at the window. Outside stood Zeb, Goodrich’s devil, peer-

ing in at us.  

 “What is this?” Reilly asked.  

 Zeb hopped from foot to foot. He jammed his hands in his pockets and pulled 

them out again. All the while he looked serious and offended — as was his right, since I 

had done nothing to promote his case. I was ashamed.  

 “Look at him dance,” said Milly. “What’s wrong with him?” 

 “He’s got itchy feet,” I said. 

 “So does half the town,” said Reilly.  
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 “His case isn’t altogether in his head.” 

 “Invite him in.”  

 I motioned to Zeb, who nodded and disappeared. A moment later he stood beside 

our table. “Sit down, son,” said Reilly. “If you are able. Mr. Morley tells me you’ve got 

the itchy foot disease.” 

 “That’s the God’s truth, mister,” Zeb said. “I’ll show you if you want.” 

 “Not here,” I said. 

 “I suppose that’s best,” he admitted. “They ain’t so sweet.” 

 “We’ll get some food in your belly and then look at your feet,” said Reilly. He 

ordered a bowl of soup and a buffalo sandwich, a glass of milk and a piece of pie. When 

the platter arrived, Zeb tore into it. We could only watch, amazed. 

 “Your parents don’t feed you, lad?” asked Reilly. 

 Zeb’s mouth being full, I spoke for him. “He has no parents here.” 

 “An orphan?” Milly asked. “Like the rest of us?” 

 “He has parents, but in New York. Here he lives in a corner of Goodrich’s shop.” 

 “So Goodrich doesn’t feed him.” 

 “He pays me wages, such as they are,” Zeb said between bites. “It ain’t his job to 

fill my belly too, is what he says.” 

 “I see,” said Reilly. “Left to depend on the kindness of Goodrich.” 

 Zeb shrugged as he drained his soup, drinking directly from the bowl. 

 “I must see your famous itchy feet for myself,” Reilly said. “I have seen such cas-

es a time or two.” 
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 “Suits me fine, mister,” Zeb replied. “But maybe it’s best we go outside, like your 

Mr. Morley says.” 

 Seated on the boardwalk again, Zeb tugged off his boots and socks to reveal his 

feet. They were neither worse nor better, but remained rank, swollen and oozing. “I 

thought you stretched the truth, boy!” said Reilly. “But this is indeed a case of the itchy 

feet.” 

 “If I had any money I’d pay you to take me, to be rid of the pestering and scratch-

ing.” 

 “Goodrich must find himself a new devil. I have no choice.” To me Reilly added, 

“Thad, look into your chest of medicines. Surely there’s something to treat the boy, be-

fore he loses his legs.” 

 Just then I had the sense of someone looking over my shoulder. Turning around I 

saw the Indian, Dreams in Day. 

*** 

 Despite the chill, his chest was bare. He wore a breechclout, leggings and moc-

casins, with a blanket draped over his shoulder. His retinue was nowhere in sight. He 

glanced at Zeb’s feet. 

 “You know him?” Zeb asked. This seemed to be a point in my favor.  

 “We met at the Red River.” 

 “He is the famous Dreams in Day,” said Reilly. “The power of his medicine is 

widely known.” 
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 I heard the wind whirling through the grass again and saw the dead child’s dull 

eyes.  

 “Sir,” said Reilly, “you showed up at the right time. We need a guide to take us to 

the Red River.” 

 He looked at Reilly mutely. I had no idea whether he understood him or not. 

 He said, “Ho.” 

 “Let’s take that as a yes,” said Reilly. “You’ll be fairly paid,” he said to the Indian. 

Reilly handed him a pair of three dollar gold coins.  

 “I don’t know how he’s going to guide us if he won’t say a word,” Milly said. 

 “We don’t have to talk to him. All we do is follow him.” 

 The Indian held up one of the coins and showed it to Reilly.  

 “What?” Reilly said. 

 Dreams in Day flipped it in the air, then held out his hand to catch it. He showed 

it to Reilly. 

 “Heads,” Reilly said.  

 “Ho,” the Indian replied. With his index finger he jabbed at the pocket from which 

Reilly had taken the coins. 

 “What?” Reilly said again. 

 The Indian gave Reilly’s pocket another poke. 

 “You want more? You drive a hard bargain.” Reilly pulled out a handful of coins. 
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 Dreams in Day tossed his coin in the air again, higher this time. It spun in the sun-

light. The instant it smacked into his palm the Indian closed his fist. He jabbed Reilly in 

the chest. “Ho?” he said. 

 “I should call it? That’s what you want?” 

 The Indian gave Reilly another poke. 

 “Alright then. Heads.” 

 Dreams in Day opened his fist. Tails. He reached over and took two coins from 

Reilly, then nodded, said, “Ho!,” and flipped his coin again.  

 “Tails,” Reilly said.  

 Heads. This time the Indian took four of Reilly’s coins. 

 “Double or nothing, that’s the game?” Reilly said.  

 This time the Indian ignored him and simply tossed the coin again. 

 “Tails,” Reilly said. 

 Heads. 

 “Thad,” Reilly said. “If I had any idea how, I would say we’re being cheated.” 

 Dreams in Day grabbed all but one of the coins left in Reilly’s hand. 

 “Ho,” he said. 

 “I don’t know what he says but he gets what he wants all the same,” Reilly said. 

He nodded. The coin rose, fell, Reilly lost again.  

 The Indian took the last of Reilly’s coins, slipped it in his mouth and grinned at 

Reilly. Then he tossed the other pieces of gold in the air all at once. They fell around us. 

Reilly shook his head. Zeb scrambled to collect the coins. 
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 The Indian turned from us and began to walk away. 

 “Sir!” Reilly called. 

 Dreams in Day stopped and faced Reilly. 

 “We leave in seven days,” Reilly said. He held up seven fingers. 

 The Indian made a noise that could have signified anything, or nothing at all. 

 “You think he’ll be here?” Milly asked. 

 “My bet is yes.” 

 “I wouldn’t say you’re so lucky, betting-wise.” 

 “Fortune comes and goes. I’m luckier than most,” said Reilly.  

 Zeb, I noticed, palmed a few of the coins, then held out the remainder to Reilly. 

“You want these?” he said. 

 Reilly grabbed the gold pieces and slipped them back in his pocket. “Keep the 

ones you have,” he told Zeb. “Consider it an advance on your pay.” 

*** 

We had not yet moved from our table when another boy, younger and more ragged then 

Zeb, dashed down the street, yelling as if his pants were on fire, “She knows your past, 

she tells the future, Madame Noufough aboard the War Eagle! Madame Noufough!”  

 Reilly brightened at this. “Noufough,” he said, laughing to himself. 

 “You know her?” Zeb asked. 

 “An acquaintance,” said Reilly. “Our work being somewhat similar. I’ve never 

known her to leave New Orleans.” 

 “She knows the future?” Zeb asked. 
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 “No less than most,” Reilly answered. “We should call on her.” 

 We made our parade down to the landing, Reilly at the lead. The War Eagle was a 

side-wheeler, shining white except for her two black chimneys and brass bell. She was 

surrounded by the usual bustle — carriages arriving, horses fidgeting, deck hands swear-

ing, the newly arrived taking in their first glimpse of Saint Paul. Amid all this, another 

filthy boy shrieking, “Madame Noufough, Madame Noufough, in the New York room.”  

 Reilly grabbed the shill by the collar. “Where is the New York room then?”  

 “Right up them stairs,” he said, rubbing at his nose. “Last room to your right.” 

 The boy looked at Zeb with curiosity. “What you doing with them, Zebby?” he 

said.  

 “I got myself new employment,” he said. “On an expedition. Speculation, you 

know.” 

 “Fancy.” 

 “Fancier than braying like a mule on the landing.”  

 Milly handed the boy a penny. “Go on,” she said. 

 The shuttered door to the New York room was blocked by a large Negro, his mus-

cular arms crossed over his chest and his shaved head covered by a bandana. A pattern of 

dots and slashes had been cut into his cheeks long ago.  

 He asked, “You here to see Madame?”   

 “We are indeed here to see Noufough,” Reilly answered. 

 “She free. You go on.” He stepped aside, but would not trouble himself to open 

the door. 
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 Noufough’s buttery voice called out, “You folks come in and tell Madame 

Noufough what you after.” 

 Flesh cascaded from her, hanging in sheets from her chin, her arms, her neck. Her 

skin was maggoty white, as if it had never seen the sun. Fine black hair covered her arms, 

and ran over her lip. The exception to her pallor was her eyes, painted with kohl and 

smudges of crimson and navy.    

 “Noufough,” said Reilly at last. “Your eyes are bright enough, but they must be 

going bad.” 

 “Who’s that?” she said, squinting at us now. “Who’s there?” 

 “You see the future, but not what’s ahead of your face?”  

 Reilly knelt before her divan. He took her hand and kissed it.  

 “It’s Reilly, the old gypsy. It’s Horatio Reilly,” he said. 

 She threw her arms around his neck and pulled him toward her considerable bo-

som. “So it’s Reilly now,” she said. “Horatio Reilly!”  

 “The same. At your service, as always.” His voice was muffled, his mouth buried 

in her breast. 

 “Oh, I get powerful vibrations from you. Powerful vibrations. Won’t be long ‘til 

you’re moving off somewhere.” The two of them laughed, as if this were a familiar joke 

between them. 

 “And you,” said Reilly. “So far from home!” 
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 “Well. There been misunderstandings in New Orleans. A message from the be-

yond. Money. Disgruntled relation. Best I leave. Until passions cooled. The voice of the 

dead, Horatio. Not all believe. And then…” 

 “But here you are, and with a town full of customers, eager to know what lies 

ahead.” 

 “Ain’t nobody really wants to be here now.” She looked over Reilly’s shoulder at 

us and said, “You got a whole family here.” 

 He introduced us, saying we were indeed like a family to him. 

 “Well, that’s beautiful, Horry,” she said. 

 “Why don’t you tell us the future,” said Zeb. “Since you know.” 

 “I see you don’t believe in no small talk, sir. I appreciate that in a man.” 

Noufough rearranged herself, puffing with the strain. “What I do is, I explore the possi-

bilities. I get a feeling about your past. Gives me a feeling about your future. I’m happy 

to share. Then I’m happy if you share with me. Keeping in mind, I am a woman of needs 

and requirements, as Mr. Reilly knows. Who first?” 

 “Ain’t me,” said Zeb. “I got no money for sharing.” 

 “It ain’t you then, child, you right about that,” said Madame Noufough. Milly 

pushed me forward.  

 “She got a complicated life,” Noufough said. “She don’t want to hear what might 

come out. Where you straightforward enough. Good for warming up.” 

 “Go ahead,” said Reilly.  
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 She held out her hand. “You put your hand in mine.” It was like plunging it into a 

bowl of warm, greased bread dough. She closed her eyes and held me there. Soon I was 

sweating too. She mumbled, her lips moving slightly.  

 “Some misery here. Some hard times. Some death and disappointment.” 

 True enough for everyone. But I answered, “Yes,” and let it go at that. 

 Her hand trembled lightly, which set the flesh of her forearms jiggling. “Your 

momma, boy? Father?” 

 “My mother. Yes. Dead.” 

 “Your father.” 

 “Living,” I said. “I assume.” 

 “He be a gray figure,” Noufough guessed.  

 She clamped down on my hand now. She shivered and the vibration ran through 

her. Sweat beaded on her lip. Her lips moved, but no words came out.  

 “Your momma concerned about you. She got news.” 

 “About my father?” I asked, then instantly regretted it. The trick was to keep him 

out of mind. To think about him as little as possible, since to wonder was to enter into an 

unlit room. And what that room held, well, who could ever know? 

 She clamped her eyes shut and squeezed my hand harder. 

 “Might be. Maybe is. A trip. Z man behind you. Misery. No shortage of misery. 

You got options, boy? You got options, then think on them.” 

 “Choices,” Reilly said. “Who ever knows the right one?” 
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 Noufough’s body shook now. She whispered words I did not understand and her 

eyes rolled back in her head.  

 She gasped. Tyler threw open the door and rushed to Madame Noufough. He 

seized her by the shoulders with his huge black hands. “Madame!” he called. “Madame!” 

 She tossed her head, like she was casting off reins.  

 “What you do to Madame?” Tyler said accusingly. 

 Reilly ignored him.  

 “What you do to her?” Tyler demanded again, the muscles working in his jaw. 

 Madame blinked finally, opening her eyes. She looked around, as though she 

didn’t recognize where she found herself. “Oh, Tyler,” she sobbed. “Oh, Tyler.” She 

draped her arms around his neck and buried her face against his shoulder. 

 “We ought to make a run for it,” Zeb whispered. 

 “You near to kill Madame,” Tyler said. “You pay her now and go.” 

 “Come now, Noufough,” said Reilly softly. 

 “What?” she whispered. “What?” She blinked and struggled in the black giant’s 

arms.  

 “No need for all this with an old acquaintance,” Reilly murmured. “I love you 

well enough.” 

 She untangled herself from her assistant. Noufough wiped the sweat from her 

brow and dabbed at her tears, all of this smearing her considerable paint. She shot Reilly 

a look that I found hard to decode. A signal, or so it occurred to me, that might pass be-

tween the rarified types of impersonators and thieves. 
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 “You rest now Madame,” said Tyler softly. 

 “No, I got work with these here people. I started what I started. Can’t send them 

off, half the work done. Wouldn’t be right. You go back outside. Don’t want nothing let in 

that door.” 

 He looked at each of us, as if issuing a warning. He retreated. 

 “Come here then, missy, come here,” Madame said to Milly. “Even if you don’t 

hold by the hocus and the pocus, come here. We see what we see.” 

 “I don’t know it’s so easy.” 

 “Let me be the judge. Give me your hand.” 

 “I’ll pay you extra, Noufough,” said Reilly. “The girl is a hard case.” 

 Milly’s hand disappeared in hers. Madame groaned slightly, swayed back and 

forth. Without thinking, I rocked to the same rhythm, as did Reilly. Madame’s face 

flushed with her efforts. 

 “I see ocean,” said Madame. “I see waves on a shore.” 

 Noufough began to quiver again, the little spasms jiggling her loose flesh. “I see a 

man standing beside you.” 

 Her method was clear enough. She flung out the widest generalization. Upon that 

she piled more generalizations, until she came to an area that provoked a reaction. But it 

was something else again in that stifling room, all but scorched by the heat that Noufough 

threw off.  

 “A man,” Milly repeated. 

 “A man who…I believe this is…yes…. His hand is on your shoulder.” 
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 The overwhelming sound was Madame’s heavy breath, wheezing and rattling 

within the shroud of flesh. You could not help but be drawn into it, matching her breath 

for breath, like we all had become a single creature. 

 “Living or dead?” Milly asked so quickly I hardly knew whether she had spoken 

the words. 

 “Slipping away,” Noufough gasped. “Now another man.”  

 “Younger?” 

 “He dressed like death. Black head to toe.” 

 “Dead then?” said Milly. She sounded oddly detached. 

 Madame clamped both hands tightly upon Milly’s. Madame’s arms shook. Strands 

of her hair hung limp against her forehead. 

 “It be fading. Fading away.    

 Madame grasped her bosom. Her breath was like a bellows. “Tyler!” she called. 

“Tyler!” 

 Her guard pushed open the door. 

 Milly stepped back. When Reilly put a hand on her shoulder she slipped out of his 

grasp. 

 Tyler poured water on a kerchief that he pulled from his pocket and set it on 

Noufough’s brow. 

 “She stronger than most, but ain’t none of us strong enough,” Tyler declared. 
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 Reilly set a stack of coins on the table beside the divan. We left Noufough and 

Tyler. Back in the light of day on the dockside, Reilly chuckled and said, “Noufough. She 

has lost none of her abilities.” 

*** 

Back in our rooms in the American House, Reilly said, “When I first met Noufough… 

She was a beauty. Not by halves. The thing in full.” 

 “Oh, beauty,” Milly said dismissively. 

 “Obviously she came to feel the same. Her appearance. I don’t believe it is an ac-

cident.” 

 “A fraud in a place with no shortage,” Milly said. 

 “Don’t be so harsh on old Noufough. She has her methods. Her sensibilities. ” 

 “She would be fine on a stage.” 

 “Some acts are true and false at once,” said Reilly. 

 “With your authority on the matter I have no argument,” Milly replied. 

 “A man,” said Reilly. “Two men.” 

 “Not really worth talking about,” said Milly, who then stood, swiped the front on 

her dress to straighten it, and said, “Good afternoon to all of you. I got work to do even if 

you do not.” 

 He cocked his head but said nothing. The noise of the street made its way into our 

room. Reilly set a hand on Zeb’s shoulder and on mine, then drew us closer. “Boys,” said.  

 I was surprised to see a tear drifting down Reilly’s cheek.  

 “We are our own family, that we have made,” he said.  
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 Zeb gave me a look, trying to figure out what to make of this. I kept a straight 

face. I thought there was no point to question or protest, the world being too hard and 

cold to confront with no armor except for honesty.  

 We gathered in the livery stable at midnight, this at the end of October. The 

thinnest sliver of moon hung in the night. A lantern burned within, this lighting the straw 

scattered on the dirt floor. 

 “Up to our ankles in gold already,” said Reilly. 

 “More like straw soaking up shit,” Scott replied. For Milly’s benefit he added, 

“Excuse the language, ma’am.”  

 “Poetry does not go so far here,” Reilly sighed. He pulled a watch from his pock-

et, glanced at it, tucked it away again. 

 Next, McClee. He pushed the door ajar, stuck his head in, looked around as if any 

manner of calamity might follow. Spotting us, he turned toward the street and whistled. 

The four thugs he called his boys pushed their way inside.  

 “Ready then?” said McClee.  

 “As soon as the rest appear,” Reilly answered. 

 “The rest? How many more?” 

 Reilly took McClee by the shoulder and spoke to him softly. “Dreams in Day, our 
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guide.” 

 “Better with you than against you,” said McClee.  

 “Our surveyor, Plumeroy.” 

 “Sure enough then. We’ll need as much to lay out the town.”  

 “Plus Captain Bell, from the fort.”  

 “What good can come of that?”  

 Here Reilly drew McClee closer. “A government man, yes,” he said. “Better with 

you than against you, as you say.” Then, purring in McClee’s ear, “A fellow investor.”  

 “Fellow investor? I’m your capitalist! Now I learn of others?” 

 “Our secret,” Reilly murmured. “Not to be shared with the Captain.” 

 “What is this game we’re playing then?” 

 “No game at all. A strategy. To our mutual benefit. Perhaps somewhat  

more to you and me than to the Captain. Though he will be rewarded for his troubles.”  

 “You best explain most quickly. For I got my own strategies, you know,” said 

McClee, nodding toward his boys. “They being not so clever and hardly gentle at all. Yet 

effective in their way.”  

 Here Reilly tightened his grip. “McClee,” said Reilly. “How did you come by 

your money? Did your dear old pa call in his manservant, and tell him to bring in a tray 

of gold for the young master?”  

 The rat cackled now. “Not hardly. There being no pa I ever laid my eyes upon.” 

 “What you made was by the sweat of your brow then. By your wits?” 
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 “It weren’t no fairy filling my purse.” 

 “The difference between you and Captain Bell,” said Reilly. “He being born with  

gold coins in his little pink fists. And wanting now to make something, finally, for him-

self, he imagines a town called Bellvue.”  

 “I thought we might call it McCleeton.”  

 “I believed the place should be Reillyberg myself,” Reilly said, laughing now for 

McClee’s benefit. “But if it’s the name or the money, I value one more dearly.”  

 “How is it we get to his money then?” said McClee.  

 “No great cunning. You suppose a gentleman and an officer — a man such as the 

great Bell — chooses to link his name with yours?”  

 “My money spends the same as his!” 

 “Certainly it does. But in your experience of the world...” 

 “Damn him, then, and all his like, what holds themselves up so high and mighty.”  

 “Better first we use their money to make more of our own,” said Reilly, still hold-

ing McClee close. “We’ll damn them all later, if it stands in our power.” 

 “How so?” McClee asked. “How do we get our paws on the bastard’s bankroll?”  

 “We have it already. Like you, he invested a sum on deposit at the Bordup  

Bank, in the account of the Bellvue Land Development Company. What does he need to 

know about his other partners? Such as yourself.”  

 “Won’t he wonder? Why we tag along, me and my boys?” 

 “We tell him you feel obliged to look at the place before putting down your mon-

ey. He takes more risk, he reaps more benefit.” 
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 “Risk? I’ll take more than that milk-sopper!” 

 “Of course you will. But have you talked to the man? Have to looked at him for 

even a second? Is anyone his equal? At least by his own reckoning?” 

 “A bag of hot air. That’s what he is. With that hair. Which would be better piled 

up on the head of a whore. Being more finally groomed than that of most whoring 

women in this town.” 

 “So we offer him always a heaping platter of flattery. That to feed his endless self-

regard. And in the end…” 

 “More for you and me. That’s what you’re saying.” 

 “A shrewd character you are, McClee.” 

 Before McClee had a chance to consider whether his self-regard, too, was being 

fed, the livery door opened again.  

 “Plumeroy,” said Reilly. To the rest of us he announced, “Our surveyor, Jackson 

Plumeroy.”  

 Those parts of Plumeroy not bald were smoothly shaven. He was all roundness 

and shortness, with pudgy digits and little feet, packed into clothes from his days as a 

hungrier man. He wore a derby hat and tiny glasses tied behind his ears with a black rib-

bon, this putting me in mind of Plumeroy as a fat raccoon.  

 “Not the usual business,” Plumeroy grumbled. “Fleeing in the night. Like 

thieves.”  
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 “The opposite,” Reilly said. “We hide from people with no ideas of their own. 

They steal those of others. Give them a chance, they make our grand proposition into 

their own little monster.”  

 “What?” said Plumeroy.  

 “We will build a great town. The morons waiting to steal our idea would make a 

mess.”  

 “Still, sneaking away at midnight,” said Plumeroy. “Do we wrap the ox hooves in 

rags, like smugglers then?”  

 “Hmmm,” Reilly replied.  

 Just then there was a commotion outside. “Go on then,” Plumeroy called out. 

“Destroy it all. If anything should remain, trouble yourself to bring it inside.” To us he 

muttered, “Imbecile.”  

 Zeb appeared in the doorway with a handcart holding Plumeroy’s devices; his 

rods and chains, his sextant, compass, transit and all the rest of it. The cart would not fit 

through the door, this established after Zeb banged it against the jambs several times.  

 “You could help the boy,” Milly said. 

 “The pleasure of your advice, though not of your acquaintance,” Plumeroy said, 

tipping his derby.  

 Before she could reply, Bell appeared.  

 “Already this looks like a long trip,” Milly whispered to me. 
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 Bell posed at the doorway. Legs spread. Hands joined behind his back. Revolver 

on his hip. Hair swept back, grazing his shoulders. Regarding us all as if to confirm that 

none of us would quite do. 

 “Captain Bell!” McClee declared, the falseness lost on no one except Bell him-

self.  “Out and about so early on a frosty morn?”  

 “Out and about, indeed.” 

 “On official business then?” 

 “The frontier moves west. The Army moves with it.”  

 “But you aint hardly the Army now, there being only the one of you.” 

 “Now and then we are light on our feet,” said Bell. 

 “If you were an investing man, say you were, how would your duties meet up 

with your interests? Might you have the power to put down a small fort in the midst of 

land where you invested? For the peace of mind and security of all concerned. The moth-

ers and the children and all the rest of them?” 

 “Perhaps you’ve noticed,” Bell began, in that tone of his that said he knew he 

must speak slowly, the world being so filled with simpletons. “That the Army is like an 

extremely large animal that moves when and where it wants for reasons that are not al-

ways apparent.” 

 “Like the buffalo say, the Army is,” McClee observed. “Its fur sticking out every 

which way, and those nasty horns attached to a thick skull, the whole of the creature go-

ing where it wants, accompanied by a herd, one of them just as brilliant as the rest, the 
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remainder of the world be damned for they step wherever they wish and shit where it 

pleases them?” 

 “Not quite how I would put it.” 

 “How would you put it then?” 

 “The Army is not immune to reason. It has its trusted officers. Men on the ground. 

Capable of looking and seeing. Recommending. Taken more or less seriously. Depending 

on a thousand things. Some apparent, some hidden even from those prisoners inside the 

Department of War.” 

 “Like the inscrutable work of our heavenly father is what you say.” 

 “Slightly less mysterious perhaps.” 

 “In any case, like asking the fox where the henhouse should go, if your recom-

mending man was also a speculating man? Not that I’m opposed, the world being as it is. 

And always it remains a struggle for the honest man to get ahead.” 

 Bell looked down at McClee, the way you might check your shoe to see what 

slippery bit of muck you had just stepped in. “My duty and my investments are separate 

matters,” he declared. 

 “Ahh,” said McClee sweetly. “Well that explains it then.” He turned to Reilly and 

asked, “Who else are we waiting for? The Indian?” 

 Dreams in Day stepped out of the shadows, having been there all along. He said a 

few words in his native tongue, whether these being blessing or curse unknown to any of 

the rest of us. 

 At that hour the streets of Saint Paul held mostly whores and drunks, which is to 
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say a small crowd, though not one paying particular attention to our parade. We made our 

way with three wagons, each drawn by two oxen. Bell’s mount was a tall chestnut, 

brushed, gleaming. The Indian’s horse was thick in the chest but short in the leg, built for 

a run on the prairie.  

 Our plan was to hurry to the Red, where it meets the Bois des Souix and Otter Tail 

Rivers. With the survey in hand, a few members of our party would head back to Saint 

Paul to register the site, as required by territorial law. Another crew would stay the winter 

to fell trees, cut them to lumber and build the bare bones of a town. Come spring we 

would be ready for the onslaught of settlers. Then we would catch the money as it fell 

like manna from the heavens.  

*** 

The mosquitoes were dead, the trail dry, the sun still warm. We might have been lords 

and ladies in an English park, on a stroll after tea, if only lords and ladies traveled by ox, 

and looked like cutthroats, and were attended by thugs such as McClee’s boys.  

 Picture them lined up together, four Irish galoots. Mike: inky hair and beard to 

match, blue eyes glinting from a patch of skin pale beneath his low brow. Then Gerald, 

nose punched crooked and front teeth gone. Little Stevie, so dubbed because he ran an 

inch shorter than the others, and had a boyish look, what with his orange hair and spatter 

of freckles. Finally Thomas, who now and then pulled out a wrinkled catechism, which 

he studied by firelight, lips moving as he read. Once he asked me what it meant to “turn 

the other cheek.” When I explained he looked at me and with a note of wonderment and 

said, “You’re having me on now, ain’t ye?”  
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 In his own way, McClee was like mother and a father to his boys. He nursed their 

gashes, broke up their fights, dispensed advice, this on the order of, “Only a fool fights 

fair, lads,” or, “Ye shall ne’er regret putting the boot to a foe that’s fallen underfoot.” Our 

first night out he gathered them around the fire after dinner for what became a ritual. Lit-

tle Stevie, Gerald, Mike and Tom lined up with their tin cups. McClee poured out a ladle 

of grog for each from a barrel he brought especially for this purpose, the cock being fitted 

with a lock, and the key left dangling around McClee’s neck.  

 Having locked the barrel, he sat with his boys. It was touching, almost, to see 

them there, their faces lit by flames as they looked to their philosopher, McClee. “Lads,” 

he said, “let us imagine now a certain situation. Say we have a customer who neglects to 

pay.”  

 “Pay for what?” asked Little Stevie, his hair all the more carrotish in the firelight.  

 “It hardly matters, now does it?” said McClee. 

 “Not paying for a dozen cattle, that’s different than not paying for a cup of grog.”  

“Depending on the time of day, for sure,” offered Mike. “At breakfast I’ll take the cow, 

but nearing nightfall, why, give me the grog every time.” 

 “But a cup o’ hot milk before your slumbers, ain’t there some joy in that?” said 

Thomas.  

 “Quiet, the bunch of you fools!” McClee commanded. “We haven’t been paid and 

we want to be paid and the amount hardly matters, it being the principle of the thing, and 

the need of keeping up workmanlike standards.”  

 “Well, I suppose we knock on his door and ask if he forgot,” said Gerald.  
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 “Ah,” said McClee. “We knock on his door. So our dear friend answers. We say, 

‘Did you forget us now, kind sir?’ Gentleman that he is, he replies, ‘No, brother, I have 

not forgot you only except my little baby is sick, and needing milk, well, I spent the mon-

ey on her. So if you might come back next week, then, surely I will pay ye.”  

 “Ah,” said Mike, his blue eyes all but gone teary as he stared down into his mug, 

which he then drained it in a single draught. “My own dear baby sister was sick onto 

death, and there was no coin in the house not for even a gulp of milk.”  

 “Well there ain’t nothing but lies in this house, that’s my wager,” Little Stevie 

proposed. 

  “You say my baby sister was never ill? A wee cherub, she was.” 

 “I’m saying this man what owes us money has no damn baby, sick or not.” 

 “Damn baby! That’s your feeling, now, is it! Her being so sweet and then so 

dead!”  

 With that Mike leapt through the fire, scattering sparks, these rising on their 

peaceful path into the cool dark sky even as Mike clamped his hands around Stevie’s 

throat and set to choking the life from him.  

 “It’s a story, you idiots,” cried the scholar, Tommy, who jumped to his feet and put 

Mike in a choke hold. Gerald, being the only one not swept up in the brawl, jumped atop 

the mess of them, whereupon they tumbled to the ground, ashes and coals and flaming 

logs scattering this way and that.  

 McClee yelped insults, calling them dogs and dolts, sons of whores, cankers on 

the asshole of intelligent society and worse. This continued until Captain Bell stood over 
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them with revolver drawn. He aimed two shots at the stars and planted the third in the 

ground a few inches from Little Stevie’s head. The smell of woodsmoke and singed hair 

mingled now with gunpowder as the Captain declared, “The man who does not stop in 

the next instant will find his brains spread hither and yon. If you don’t believe me, then 

continue on.”  

 Whereupon the boys stopped, still tangled in each other’s embrace. They looked 

up with horror at the Captain. “You’ll hurt somebody with that gun, mister, you’re not 

careful,” Tommy observed, wiping a dribble of blood from his mouth.  

 “It will hardly be an accident.” 

 “You’ll answer to me then, you will,” snarled McClee. “These being my boys, 

feeble-minded children though they are.”  

 “If they were mine, sir, they would act like men instead of children. I would  

drill them on the parade ground ‘til they’d marched themselves knee deep.” 

 “But they’re not yours, are they?” said McClee, standing toe to toe with Bell. He 

rose to the height of the Captain’s top button. 

 Reilly, who had watched until now, inserted himself between the two and draped 

an arm over each.  

 “Gentlemen,” he said. “Let me offer you a glass of cognac. And perhaps an obser-

vation regarding what I hope will be our mutual good fortune.”  

 Each of them tried to shrug him off. Nonetheless, Reilly led them away toward 

our wagon. They huddled, yammered. Their talk, animated at first, mellowed as the co-

gnac disappeared. Eventually I heard Reilly raise his fine voice to sing, of all things, 
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Amazing Grace. Next, and more astonishingly still, I listened as Bell and McClee joined 

him in a passable chorus.  

*** 

Being that Bell was not so long for this world, I will attempt here to give him his due. I 

fear I have sketched him with too much an eye for his flaws, and not enough attention to 

his finer qualities, difficult though they were at times to perceive. 

 He was, as I have said, a impeccable physical specimen, strong and straight, his 

face evenly made and well proportioned. Even Miss Shannon, his one-time nanny, admit-

ted to me that the first time he pressed himself upon her, her protests were not utterly sin-

cere.  

 “He was after all a fine looking figure, who was gentleman enough not to pester 

his wife, her being with the two babies,” she said. “My current occupation giving me 

some basis for comparison, forgive me for telling that his parts were... filling, they were. 

If we was talking brains instead of cock, excuse me now, sir, then the man would have 

been a genius of reasoning.”  

 Consider, too, his powers of command. He understood how to grab the attention 

of rough sorts. McClee’s boys — no students of the mental arts — understood at once 

that Bell was not merely exercising his tongue when he said he would scatter their brains 

across the grass. He would not have made a president, or even a dog catcher, there being 

no skill for compromise in him, nor a sense for the feelings of others. Everything Reilly 

was, Bell was not. But if you needed an officer to lead a charge on the gates of hell, with 
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no consideration for who would die and who should live, with the exception of his own 

corpus, then Bell was your man.  

 I try sometimes, even now, to imagine the working of his brain, and what it was to 

be him. I am left holding a candle in the dark. My only point of comparison, of course, is 

the working of my own mind, which runs to contradiction. I see one side and the other 

too easily. Or I am carried along by the flow and left to wonder where I will end.  

 For Captain Bell this life was a narrow road. His wife, his children, Miss Shan-

non: these were only waypoints for him. At the end of Bell’s road, what? Attainment, I 

reckon, this written all in capitals and set in boldface. Not able to live like a parasite on 

his family wealth, too bad for him. Neither could he walk away from it, and make himself 

a life on his own, having grown too accustomed to a decent bottle of wine, and a good 

suit of clothes. So he was forced to prove to himself and to the world at large that he de-

served that which had dropped in his lap. The world, of course, caring not so much one 

way or the other. Meanwhile, his attainments could never satisfy that toughest of all audi-

ences, Captain Hiram Bell. The result: unhappiness.  

 Through those first lovely days of our journey, Milly was a torment to him. His  

memory would not stop nagging. He pranced up on his fine mount, which was forever 

tossing its head and snorting, as if it could not bear our plodding pace. He tipped his hat 

to Milly. In sport, she tipped her own filthy hat in return. Any other man would have ut-

tered some banality. “Nice morning, ma’am,” or, “Slept well, did you?” But Bell was 

stuck on a single idea. “I know you,” he said. He stared and shook his head.  
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 “You do not,” Milly replied. “Better you give up the notion, before you hurt your 

brain in the thinking of it.”  

 “But your name was not LaCroix,” he continued.  

 “My name is LaCroix. I don’t need you to tell me it is not.”  

 A few hours later he would be back, staring at Milly again.  

 So I add tenacity to the list of Bell’s qualities. Once he sunk his teeth into an idea, 

he would not let it go, no matter how unrewarding the pursuit. 

 Like so many traits, this might be helpful or harmful, depending on circumstance. 

*** 

While in this mood of fond remembrance I will also say a few words for Zeb. Except  

for Plumeroy, everyone loved him. Milly insisted that Zeb sit still while she combed out 

his tangled hair. “You’ll be lord of a kingdom of lice unless someone pays attention,” she 

insisted, pulling at his cowlicked thatch with a comb.  

 Reilly hovered around him at supper time, dropping choice morsels on his plate 

and exhorting him to eat. “The wind will carry you off,” he said, “and then we shall never 

see you again.”  

 McClee’s giants taught him how to fight, knocking each other silly in their 

demonstrations. Zeb watched, amazed.  

 “Never seen four stupider fellows,” he whispered to me. “And I ain’t been keep-

ing company with scholars.”  

 If only Plumeroy had loved him, too, Zeb’s life might have been perfect, or, at 

least, as sweet as it could have been.. But determined to spread the misery within him, 
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and having no sway over anyone else, Plumeroy oppressed Zeb with his relentless criti-

cisms and demands.  

 “He isn’t so much burning with hatred, being too small for the large emotions,” 

Zeb said of his master. “It’s more he simmers with his bits of meanness.”  

 To escape he sought me out to walk ahead with him, ostensibly to check the con-

dition of the trail. Zeb raced along on his bird-like legs until, panting behind him, I plead-

ed with him to slow down. He halved his pace until impulse overcame him and he pulled 

away from me again. 

 Dreams in Day, taking notice of Zeb’s urges, put a hand on his head one night 

and, with an expression of deep solemnity, uttered a few words in his native tongue. I 

turned to McClee, who in his various transactions had learned bits of the language.  

 “I believe he has renamed the boy Fire Pants,” McClee said.  

 “Go ahead, laugh,” Zeb replied. “All he’s saying is I ain’t no Indian, sneaking for 

the sake of sneaking. I got myself point A and point B and I do myself a decent piece of 

walking.”  

*** 

We passed Saint Cloud and the other few outposts of civilization. After supper we gath-

ered around the fire as always. Zeb sat beside me. Dreams in Day had disappeared, this 

being nothing unusual. He routinely vanished for minutes, hours, all the day. I thought he 

must leap into a hole in the Earth that opened especially for him, so abruptly would he be 

gone.  
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 “Where does he go?” I asked Reilly. 

 “He slips behind a blade of grass,” he said. “He jumps inside a flower.” 

 “You know as much as I do then,” I answered. 

 “I believe his fellows call to him in ways we do not hear, and they hold their con-

ferences together, invisibly, right under our noses.” 

 Dreams in Day suddenly set one hand on my shoulder and another on Zeb’s. Hav-

ing heard nothing behind us, we jumped. The Indian smiled, this being his version of hi-

larity.   

 He said something, and, when we looked at him blankly, motioned to us to follow 

him. 

 “Come on, Zeb,” I said, thinking it better to stay on the Indian’s good side, he 

knowing how to arrive at the Red River and us having only the vague idea that it was 

westward.  

 The moon had not risen. In the darkness I just barely made out the Indian a few 

feet ahead. He made no sound, even as he moved through the dry grass. Meanwhile Zeb 

crashed behind me, battling with the tangle. We walked over a rise and then followed a 

shallow valley. The sounds of our camp vanished. The hills rose around us, the frost-

browned grass all ghostly now in the quarter moon. Stunted oaks grew here and there, 

these having resisted the prairie fires. A few leaves clung to the branches. I thought I was 

following Dreams in Day, but now he put his hand against my back. We stopped.  

 Zeb crashed into the two of us. He grunted. “What are you doing?” he demanded.  
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 I wondered what I had followed, the Indian being behind me. 

 The breeze picked up. The grass did its small dance, the dried stalks rattling 

against each other. I thought I saw something moving up the rise. 

 “Up there,” I said, pointing and pointlessly. “What’s that?” 

 Dreams in Day said something. This was not so different from my exchanges with 

my dear old Da. His words were recognizable, that being a point of distinction, but the 

thinking behind them no more possible to perceive, his tongue being shanghaied by the 

many demons in his head. Even with Reilly, who seemed to explain himself so clearly, 

always there remained the question, why? Why had he taken me under his wing? Why 

were we launched on this adventure? Why did he delight in the fleecing of some and gen-

erosity toward others? If I was following a phantom in the dark, it was not for the first 

time. 

 “I don’t see much but them stars and I don’t hear nothing but this grass, which is 

all grabbing at my damn ankles,” Zeb said. 

 “There.” I pointed at someone or something that hurried away from us, toward the 

crest of the rise. 

 Zeb sighted down my arm as I pointed. “I don’t know,” he said slowly. “Maybe.  

Going up the hill.” 

 Dreams in Day gave Zeb a push and said a few words again. 

 “What does he want?” Zeb asked. 

 “I know?” 
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 The Indian gave Zeb another shove, repeated himself, made a running motion 

with his fingers and pointed up the rise. 

 “I think he wants you to chase it. Whatever it is.” 

 “I ain’t doing that.” 

 “What’s the difference?” 

 “Maybe it’s a trap.” 

 “If it’s a trap we’re already trapped. We’re rattling in a corner of the cage.” 

 “Oh sweet Jesus. I’m one for the wide open spaces. You know I am. Just not at 

night.” 

 “I’ll follow. Go on,” I said. 

 Zeb sighed and then tore up the hill, beating the grass from his path with both 

arms. I followed him as much by sound as by sight. Dreams in Day came after me, glid-

ing like a ghost.  

 The next I heard of Zeb was a gasp and the thud of a body hitting the ground. Be-

fore I could figure out what had happened I had stumbled and fallen on top of him.  

 “What?” I said. 

 “I tripped. Over these branches.” 

 I looked around. “Not branches,” I said. “Bones.” The bleached bones of a buffalo 

were scattered around us. 

 Zeb jumped to his feet. “I ain’t sitting in nobody’s bones.” He took off at a run as 

I chased behind him. Finally he stopped and asked, “Where’s the Indian?” 

 I heard a shuffling in the grass. “There, maybe.” 
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 I called his name. A animal snarled back. A wolf, I thought, but there was no 

telling. 

 “Oh, mother of God we can’t stay here,” said Zeb. He set off again. 

 “Slow down,” I hissed. He paid no mind. I lit out after him as he stormed down 

the hill, all knees and elbows and commotion. 

 I heard an owl, other creatures in the distance, scratchings and screechings. The 

wind rose, setting the grass to singing, even as the stars gleamed in their cold and careless 

way, as pleased to look down upon the living as the dead.  

 “Zeb,” I pleaded. “Stop.” 

 What I could see of him was mostly his eyes, which were white and wild and 

twitching this way and that.  

 “Let’s go back,” I said.  

 “That’s what I’m doing. Course I don’t hardly have much sense of direction.” 

 I looked up and saw Orion. “That way’s south,” I said. “More or less.” 

 “We came from the north then?” 

 “Maybe.” 

 “That damn Indian,” Zeb declared. I heard the growling again. “We can’t just 

stand here. You think that’s him up there?” 

 This time he pointed and I looked at what might have been movement in the cleft 

between two rises.  

 “Maybe,” I said. 

 I followed Zeb. The wind blew harder, whistling now.  
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 “I don’t feel now way good about this,” Zeb said. 

 “Later,” I said. “We’ll laugh about it.” 

 “There ain’t nothing funny right now.” 

 I did not argue. 

 We stood together beneath an oak. The blackness spread in every direction, end-

less.  

 “You’d think we could see our campfire,” Zeb said. “Or a light in a cabin. There 

ought to be something out here.” His voice quavered as he asked me, “What you think we 

should do?”  

 “Stay where we are, I suppose. The farther we wander the more we’ll be lost.” 

 “What about all the damn animals out here? Don’t dare fall asleep.” 

 “They won’t bother us.”  

 We stood quietly for a moment and thought that over. 

 “What was that Indian trying to prove?” Zeb asked. “I didn’t never do nothing to 

him.”  

 At that Dreams in Day reached from behind the tree and tugged on Zeb’s ear. 

 While Zeb struggled to breathe normally again, which took a while, the Indian sat 

on the ground and leaned against the tree. He sang in his peculiar way. Whether he was 

communicating with the damned or the saved, or all of them at once, well, there was no 

way to tell. And with the various animals and their noises, and the tune of the wind in the 

grass, and for all I know the very voices of the stars, there was a singing all around us 

now. Oh, the wildness and the darkness! I took us to be sitting on the edge of oblivion, 
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specks that we were, adding up to nothing compared to the expanse. Dreams in Day sang 

on, for how long I could not begin to say. Eventually I felt Zeb settle his head against my 

shoulder. He snored a bit.  

  Finally the Indian stood slowly and made his way down the rise and along a shal-

low valley. Zeb followed him. I brought up the rear. We walked for a long time, so long 

that I thought we must be circling our campsite, or not truly heading there at all. Dreams 

in Day hurried along his invisible path.  

 He turned this way and that, and then, impossibly, was gone. Again the noise 

around us grew, all the yapping and barking and screeching. Then the grass parted on all 

sides. In an instant, chaos. A fur-covered bag dropped over my head. I was knocked off 

my feet and smacked to the ground. There was pulling and tugging and pummeling from 

all sides, not by claw and tooth but by hard human hands. And then there was laughter as 

my clothes were tugged from me even as the bag was lashed firmly around my neck.  

 In another instant it was over. I was naked on the cold ground, the cold breeze 

playing over my bare skin. I struggled to free myself from the fur helmet, tugging at the 

rawhide lace. When finally I pulled it from my head, I called for Zeb. A muffled cry came 

from nearby. I found Zeb in the same circumstance.  

 When I freed him he said, more sad than angry, “The Indian tricked us.”  

 “I suppose he did.” 

 “Why would he do that, Thad?” 

 “He has an odd sense of humor. Maybe it’s something they do. You can only tell 

so much about the world you know, Zeb. This. It’s not really our world at all.” 
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 “Naked as babes and we still don’t know where the hell we are.” 

 I thought I saw a path in the grass. “Let’s follow that,” I said, having no better 

idea. 

 “You go ahead,” said Zeb. “I’m right behind you..” 

 I held out my hand to him and he took it, like the child he was. The Indians had 

left a path of bent grass.  

 In a few minutes we were back in our camp. Dreams in Day was there along with 

a dozen of his pals. When they spotted us, the Indians growled and howled until it 

seemed that all the creatures of God’s Earth had gathered around our fire. Our clothes 

were heaped in a pile beside them.  

 Milly looked at me and Zeb appraisingly, as if she were examining goats or some 

other lowly creatures for sale. “You boys lost a few things,” she said. 

 “Our friends. Great comedians,” Reilly observed. 

 “It weren’t really that funny,” said Zeb. 

 “Funny enough,” McClee replied. 

 “Naked came I out of my mother's womb, and naked shall I return thither,” said 

Thomas, quoting now from his studies. “For the Lord giveth, and the Lord hath taken 

away.” 

 “I doubt the Lord had one God damn thing to do with this,” Zeb countered, which 

brought Thomas to his feet. 

 “For Christ’s sake, sit down, you numbskull,” McClee said. 

 The Indians picked our cooking pot clean. The moon rose.  
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 Before we retired, I poured Dreams in Day a draught of sweetened tea, heavily 

laced with laudanum. I did not believe he would understand, nonetheless I told him that 

my own ambassadors from the beyond would visit him in his sleep. With that I bid him 

sweet dreams.  

 After we gathered our blankets around ourselves that night the wind doubled in 

strength. For a while I watched the clouds skitter past the moon. The temperature fell. In 

the dark, stuck in this wildness, I doubted that which I otherwise believe: that the weather 

is merely the weather, which occurs for its own reasons, based on certain natural laws. 

Instead I wondered if the Indian’s singing had served to summon the wind and the cold, 

for reasons known only to him. 

 As the night grew colder I rolled up in my blanket until I was a regular mummy. 

When even this failed to keep me warm, I edged closer to Milly. Zeb pushed closer to me. 

Reilly rolled toward us all. We made a tight lump beneath our wagon, chin of one against 

the back of the other, and still it counted for nothing. By dawn I felt frozen.  

 Menacing clouds, these in shades of gunmetal gray, obscured the sun so complete-

ly that there was no telling east from west. Finally Reilly grunted and rose. He pumped 

his arms and stamped his feet. He got the fire going, this in the lee of a tarp he raised 

against one of our wagons. On the strength of his example, the rest of us staggered to our 

feet. The Indians were gone, all except Dreams in Day. Only his nose was visible from 

his blanket. He was rolled up like a cigar.  

 Reilly made coffee. Bell clamped his cavalryman’s hat to his head against the 

wind as he headed toward the fire. “Looks like our guide is dead,” he said.  
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 “He lived this long, why would the man expire on us now?” McClee wondered.  

 “I don’t suppose he’s dead,” said Scott. “Though you don’t generally see your In-

dian sleeping in like he’s on a holiday.”  

 All of us studied the little of Dreams in Day that was visible. It occurred to me 

that I had killed him with that drugged cup of tea. Finally Reilly knelt, jostled the Indian’s 

shoulder, and asked him if he were alive.  

 Dreams in Day blinked. His eyes opened wide and he looked at each of us in turn. 

He looked next at the tea cup that still rested on the grass beside him. He looked at me. 

What was in those dark eyes, as ever, there was no way to tell. 

 “Let’s say he’s living and get on with it,” said McClee.  

 Dreams in Day unwrapped himself and joined us at the fire.  

*** 

Scott and McClee’s boys chased down the animals and readied the wagons. Dreams in 

Day sat on his pony, stunned from my potion from the night before. Bell let his horse run 

a bit, then turned him around and brought him back. Bell’s sole concession to the cold 

was a pair of buckskin gloves. Otherwise, he wore his usual costume. His ears and nose 

were already crimson.  

 “Wait just a minute,” said Reilly, rummaging in one of his bags. He pulled out a 

cap made of wolf, the pelt gray and white with streaks of black. He swept away Milly’s 

sweat-stained hat and set the fur on her head. “There,” said Reilly. “Queen of the prairie.”  
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 She looked around at McClee and his slack-jawed boys, the wrinkled Indian, fat 

little Plumeroy and all the rest. The oxen issued their various noises. The wind made its 

insinuations in the frozen grass.  

 “The queen business, it ain’t all it’s cracked up to be,” said Milly. 

 “Keep the hat. Even if you abdicate,” said Reilly. 

 She put her hands to head, caressing the fur. “Makes me wish almost I could see 

myself,” she said. 

 If you could see her. Well. She had her features. Her hair, when it was clean, 

caught the light in a pleasing way. Of course her hair had not been clean for some time, 

the bathing options being limited. Already I have mentioned her eyes, which were by turn 

shrewd, or scheming, or amused, or, when provoked, instruments to express her con-

tempt. Her brow, which was unusually thick, would do this or that, and the eyelids would 

narrow to slits, or widen with wonderment, and there you would have your judgment, de-

livered in a heartbeat. Her teeth, as I have mentioned, were something like a fence made 

by a poor carpenter, but her posture was such that you knew she would stand her ground, 

and that you would be a fool to doubt it. Her wolf-skin crown was a fair addition.  

 The first flakes of snow drifted from the clouds, settling on the fur.  

 Bell gasped, looked away, then stared at her again. “Ahh,” he said, suddenly satis-

fied. “Ah-ha.” His horse pivoted quickly. He hauled on the rein. “So,” Bell declared, 

“west with the queen.”  

 What he meant, however, was known at that moment only to him, and to Milly.  

*** 
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We marched along. To pass the time, I tried to judge if the cold was worse than the sum-

mer heat. The snow, driven now by the wind, splattered against my face, where it melted 

and ran in icy rivulets over my cheeks. My boots were wet and my toes aching. The fin-

gers that still had feeling throbbed. But there was this to say for it: the hundreds of mil-

lions of bugs had been frozen out of the air. The cold kept you marching, unlike that blaze 

of summer that left us all stunned and empty-headed, like the poor, dumb oxen. 

 I asked Reilly about the worst moments of his life. He laughed and insisted that 

this was nothing. Nothing compared to a summer he had spent in a house on stilts in the 

Louisiana bayou, alligators near to his only companions. He did not use the words “hid-

ing out,” or “gone to ground,” but that was the implication. Nor nothing like a winter 

spent in a Canadian log cabin, stranded with a Finnish logging crew, a temperamental 

cook, and, again, the inevitable team of oxen, these being the geniuses of the camp. “A 

winter spent listening to Finnish, lad, which I would not have minded in itself, for you 

never know when an extra tongue might come in handy. But these Finns! It was as if they 

paid for the spoken word by the syllable, and all of them were busted. Days passed with 

hardly more than a grunt and a groan.” He went on for a few miles in this vein. A dol-

drum-plagued passage to Africa. Storm-bound on an Oregon mountain pass. “This, Thad” 

— here he opened his arms as if to embrace the entirety of the landscape — “this I 

find…” — he searched for the word. Finally he beamed, slapped me on the back and de-

clared, “Invigorating!”  

 Scott mentioned that the plummeting temperature was in fact a stroke of good 

luck.  “What would you call bad luck then?” I asked.  
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 “Cold, you get your snow. Which, you compare to your cold rain and your wind, 

you got to be happy because your cold rain you’re soaked, head to heel, and there ain’t no 

drying and there ain’t no warming and the misery oozes from you until you could choke 

on it, every second being its own little frozen hell that seems more like an hour. That’s 

what I personally call miserable. This being only your so-so day on the prairie.” 

 The snow fell heavier, leaving us in a world gray and white, as if the colors of 

creation had packed up and moved to a more hospitable clime. 

 Thus it struck me. The work ahead! I had been lulled by a few days of Indian 

summer, and by Reilly’s happy assurances. We would saunter out over the prairie, and, 

oh, spend the winter, he had said. By the way, he had added, we might pass the time by 

constructing a few buildings, never quite mentioning that the work would be pursued in 

this wind-raked purgatory, after having hauled trees from parts unknown. There being no 

mill, because we had not yet built one, why, we would hew the logs with wedge and adze, 

and two-man saw, and axes that Reilly had so thoughtfully packed. Until the first building 

was constructed, we would enjoy the fresh air in our canvas tents. No need to worry 

about food of course, because we had bladder upon bladder of pemmican, that mix of 

buffalo fat, pounded dry meat and berries. To say nothing of salt pork and pilot bread, 

dried apples, raisins and a huge sack of carrots, plus flour, corn meal, sugar, tea and cof-

fee. Also, we had use of that great meat counter, the wild, where creatures would idle past 

on a timely basis, offering themselves for the slaughter. If that were not enough, why, we 

might chisel holes in the frozen rivers and, like cave men, dangle a line for fish. Wouldn’t 
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that be a diversion! Especially if, for instance, you found yourself worn out from conver-

sation with McClee’s boys.  

 I left Scott and went back to Reilly and Milly. They sat on our wagon. Covered in 

buffalo robes, they did not appear so miserable. They looked happy, even, Milly with her 

fur hat pulled even with her eyebrows and Reilly with that ruddy glow that a pull or two 

of cognac brought him. I jumped up beside them and got a view of the snow-glazed, 

waggling shanks of the two oxen, dubbed Midas and Croesus by Reilly.  

 “Lift the robe, Milly. Let the poor boy climb in,” Reilly said. 

 A cocoon of fur it was, steamy almost. Reilly slipped a silver flask from his coat.  

“A dash of medicine, Thad.” he said. “But discreetly now, or Mike, Gerald and the rest of 

them will be on the scent.”  

 The alcohol flame still burned down my throat as Bell rode up. Milly stiffened 

beside me as Bell tipped his hat. Reilly shook the reins. There was no running away.  

 “Winter back East,” said Bell. “A few years back. Lavalle Marchaund. The sub-

ject of a certain kind of conversation. In a certain type of place. You heard of her, Miss 

LaCroix?”  

 Milly stared straight ahead.  

 “A subject of fascination,” Bell continued, even as the snow pelted him. “Pos-

sessed of particular skills, according to those who claimed to know. ”  

 “People claim to know all sorts of things. In my experience,” said Reilly.  

 “Surely. Believe half of what you see. Et cetera. But often at least a kernel of 

truth, don’t you think? And to become the talk of the town. I doubt it was all just a dream. 
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She was pointed out to me once on Ann Street in Boston. Maybe you have heard of the 

place.”  

 “A dream and the thing in fact. How much difference is there?” said Reilly. “Ex-

cept that if our robe was ripped from us now we might turn to blocks of ice and die and 

that would be the end of our life and our dreams. But in the remembering? They are the 

same. Memories. While the moment is what it is. And that also tipping very close to a 

dream. Look around you, man! The snow thick as a fog, and the grass bent beneath it, and 

these noble oxen marching on to what might as well be the end of the flat Earth. All of it 

a dream? Or those over-heated parlors, and the glasses of wine, and the fine meals, and 

the smoke of cigars, and the sight of those women in their evening gowns. Is that the 

dream now? Does it all come to the same thing — that all of the past is a type of dream? 

Which we can enjoy or ignore, according to our desire.” 

 “The ministers of the world would tell you to steer clear of theology,” said Bell. 

 “If there is a God, then He or She or It will surely be amused by whatever small 

rules we have made to live by. Both theologians and teamsters such as myself.” 

 “Nonetheless. It’s only a question. To pass the time in this dream of ours. Lavalle 

Marchaund. Miss LaCroix?” 

 Reilly leaned toward her now, holding his tongue for the moment, prepared as al-

ways to be intrigued by whatever might come next.  

 Milly turned slowly from her view of the path ahead and focused on Bell. She 

said to him slowly, “Ahead, the asses of two dumb animals drawing a cart. Beside me an 

ass on a dumb animal. An ass with a wife and children. Who also found time to unwrap 
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the nurse maid. And from this creature, questions on morality. These based on a glimpse 

across the street. In what is, most likely, the whoring portion of an Eastern town. Ann 

Street. So I am supposed to know. Did you get lost there, Captain Bell, on this Ann 

Street? Did your friends lead you astray? Having at least two women to fuck in your 

home, what brought you to such a place?” 

 “I….” he said. 

 “You’re stuck, is that it, Captain? Wondering what to say. Try this. I am a prig and 

a fool and a gossip, and I am sorry for it.” 

 Bell did not say any of those things. He had nothing to say at all. He spurred his 

horse and was soon swallowed in the driven snow. 

 “To think that our town is to be named after an idiot,” Milly said. 

 “It shall be neither the first nor the last,” Reilly replied. He produced his flask 

again. “Here,” he said. 

 She took it without a word and drank. 

*** 

Scott and his wagon disappeared in the swirl, with only his wheel tracks to guide us. 

 Behind us, McClee’s wagon was visible only as a shadow. Plumeroy and Zeb, 

who trailed McClee, vanished. Now and then their lonely oxen bellowed.  

 How far or long we marched like that I cannot say, the sun having disappeared. 

The consolation was that we were not lost, for we were under the guidance of Dreams in 

Day, who rode with Scott at our lead. Whether he took us where we wanted to go was 
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another question, for his thoughts and intent were locked deep inside him, and scarcely 

known to any of us. But we were not, by strict interpretation, lost. 

 Midas and Croesus kicked their way through the snow. Reilly said we would be 

forced to stop soon, for he thought the sun must soon set. A figure staggered toward us, 

snow plastered to every part of him. His coat flapped in the wind. When he was within a 

few feet of our wagon I saw it was Scott.  

 “Interesting day,” he observed, shouting to compete with the wind.  

 “Focuses the mind,” Reilly replied.  

 “Ought to focus our minds on finding a place to stop. A woods. A ravine. Out of 

the wind.” 

 “What does the Indian say?” asked Reilly. 

 “He was around, I’d ask him.” 

 Reilly considered this news. “Vanished?” 

 “Last I saw him was I don’t know when. Noon?” 

 “He does turn to vapor,” Reilly observed.  

 “He got a lot of friends out here,” Scott said. “Not that I ever see them.” 

 McClee lurched toward us, bent against the wind. “Where we going then?” he 

demanded. “We stand around here and we freeze ourselves stiff.” 

 “On that point we’re agreed,” said Reilly. “Which direction do you prefer?” 

 “That’s why we paid our good money for a guide, isn’t it now?” 

 “Business elsewhere, apparently,” 
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 McClee unleashed a stream of colorful language regarding all the Indian peoples, 

Dreams in Day in particular, and us for trusting him.  

 “And have you paid him already?” McClee wondered. “It’s fare-thee-well and 

him with our money?”  

 “Frozen and dead, you won’t miss the money,” Milly said. “Maybe we should 

think about getting someplace. In the light we got.”  

 Bell appeared now, too. He walked alongside his horse, using it as a wind break. 

His concession to the cold was to pull a duster over his uniform. His hair, crusted with 

snow, hung stiff and frozen. His cavalry hat did not cover his ears, which were purple ex-

cept at the tips, where they had turned gray. He cupped them briefly with his gloved 

hands. He had better keep his hair, I thought, for he would need it to cover his missing 

parts.  

 “Captain, your ears are frozen,” I said.  

 “Cold, just barely,” he replied.  

 “As a chemist, my advice is, wrap your head. Save your ears.” 

 “My advice to you is, tend your own problems.” 

 “Let the man’s ears fall off, I don’t give a damn,” McClee snapped.  

 “We could wrap you in a robe here with us,” said Reilly from our shelter. 

 “Let him do what he wants,” Milly said. “So long as we stop yammering about 

it.” She turned to Scott. “Where should we head?” 

 “Out with it, man, or we’ll all die here,” McClee huffed. 
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 “Everyone comes this way wants what we want, which is wood and shelter. That’s 

where the trail goes. Maybe.”  

 “A sweet thought,” said McClee. “Except for the trail being invisible.”  

 “Nonetheless. Lead on,” said Reilly to Scott.  

 Scott leaned into the wind and headed for his wagon. McClee spit in the snow and 

let himself be blown back. We set off again. Bell watched us roll past. At last he mounted 

his horse, yanked at the reins and rode behind us.  

 When I tried to talk the words came out in a slur, for my face was stiff from cold. 

My feet had gone to ice inside my boots.  

 “We hold our feet to a bonfire,” said Reilly. “We sip at our cup of tea. We pull out 

our sleeping quilt, and we sleep like babes. My only worry is, we become overheated.”  

 “Fancy your dreams,” said Milly. “However at odds.” 

 Darkness came. We took turns walking with Midas and Croesus, urging them on 

while keeping to the track Scott cut. Whether McClee and Plumeroy remained with us I 

could not say. We suffered the anxiety of the lost, where the seconds linger like minutes 

and the minutes hours. 

 Then I looked up and saw Dreams in Day beside our wagon. 

 He had wrapped himself in buffalo, and was glazed like the rest of us in snow and 

ice. He did not look at us, nor did he say a word. But we followed him, that being the 

sensible choice in a place that otherwise lacked for logic, or sense. 

 ***  
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“Mr. Dreams in Day looks remarkably comfortable,” Reilly observed. “Like a man who 

whiled away the hours in a warm tipi.”  

 “How would that be?”  

 “A mystery. Brings a note to a journey. Chasing the unknown. Or, in this instance, 

following.”  

 “He’s supposed to be our guide,” Milly said.  

 “With his own ideas on the term’s meaning. Apparently he does not believe he 

need suffer because we do. A fine rule in life, to suffer no more than one must. I suspect 

the Indian is a genius.”  

 So we followed him. Suddenly we stood on the lip of a ravine. A stream ran at its 

base. The water was flanked by trees. Three tipis glowed like lanterns.  

 “When have you seen such a sight?” Reilly asked.  

 We unhitched the animals. Dreams in Day pointed McClee and his boys to one of 

the tipis. Bell, Plumeroy and Zed went to another. Scott, Reilly, Milly and I followed the 

Indian, crawling through the low opening in the smoke-browned hide. A fire burned in a 

ring of stones at its center. Three men lounged on robes near the fire. A boy, barefoot and 

barebottomed, dropped in Dreams in Day’s lap. He stroked the child’s hair. A woman set 

a wooden bowl of fish and bread before us. The fish and bread were warm and drenched 

in fat.  

 Reilly laughed. He pulled a twist of tobacco from inside his costume. The Indian 

fired up his pipe and passed it around. Now and again a gust of wind caught the tipi and 

shook it, rattling the rawhide cord that ran from the crossed poles to a stake in the ground.  
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 The Indians talked softly in their language, this soothing, like waves on a beach, 

there being no possibility of deciphering by us. Milly drooped against my shoulder and 

snored a bit. I stared at the fire, was hypnotized, drifted off and away.  

 Then Reilly set his hand on my knee. “Thad,” he said. “I worry about Captain 

Bell.”  

 “You are a marvel of compassion.” 

 “His ears. You could snap them off.” 

 “The price of vanity.” 

 “Nonetheless. You might do something for him.” 

 “Cut them off, I suppose. But they’ll rot in their own sweet time.” 

 “His suffering. I don’t believe it serves us.” 

 Milly opened her eyes at this. “There’s sport in it,” she said. 

 “The man’s money is less available if his head falls off,” said Reilly. 

 I sighed, wrapped a robe around myself and went back into the night, where the 

snow drifted and stung as the storm raged on. Plunging through the snow, stumbling and 

falling, crawling even, I pushed through the flap to Bell’s tipi. There more of the same. 

Children. Women. Men. A pile of robes. This arranged round goals glowing, pulsing. Zeb, 

being not so much older himself, ignored the children as they closed in on him. Then he 

turned to them quickly and made a horrible face, which set them off, screaming and 

laughing, infecting also the great man of the tipi, who was bare-chested beneath his belt-

ed robe. His muscles jumped when he moved even slightly, for he was like an anatomy 

lesson come to life. A jagged line of scar ran from his brow to his chin. 
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 Bell eyed me dully as I went to crouch beside him. Plumeroy, his fat features reg-

istering only exhaustion, had slumped to the floor with a robe pulled over his head.  

 “Reilly asks that I look at your ears,” I told Bell.  

 “My ears are fine.” 

 “Evidence to the contrary.” 

 “Well enough, then, with nothing but time to improve them.”  

 “Let me look, to satisfy Reilly.” 

 Here Bell grabbed my arm. “Better you and your Mr. Reilly put worry where it 

does some good.” 

 “Where might that be?” 

 “Your so-called Miss LaCroix,” Bell said. “You never thought to wonder?” 

 I shrugged. “From a family of some means, she says. Parents dead. Herself cheat-

ed by the executor. Come west to serve as a school teacher, this at her minister’s urging. 

The school having burned, she set herself northward. And so, here.”  

 Bell laughed. “Not that the truth is so thick on the ground.” Here he gave me a 

meaningful look. “Assuming you have no objection.”  

 “The truth. Always welcome.” 

 “We can pretend.” 

 “Say what you will.” 

 “Exactly,” said Bell, pulling me closer.“You heard me today, Lavelle Marchaund. 

Another fiction most likely. Never mind that.”  

 “So.”  
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 “Ann Street. Heart of the Black Sea. So-called. Why? Because the place swal-

lowed up the words of God and spits them back, blackened and beslimed. In any case, 

across the drawbridge, down toward the wharfs, that was your Ann Street. Sailors off 

their boats. Gamblers and drunkards. Fiddlers and pipers. Pickpockets. Gentlemen taking 

a vacation from the proprieties. A whore or two. Or a thousand. No shortage of competi-

tion. Yet Lavelle Marchaund  managed to make a name for herself.” 

 “Accomplished how, precisely?”  

 “Happy to tell you. Should you want to know.” 

 I thought about that. “No,” I said. “The false picture of it. No need for that in my 

head.” 

 “Of course. Who wants to imagine. A business associate with a… No. No need for 

that. Indeed.” 

 A shriek came from Zeb and the boys. They had him pinned. One of them pulled 

at Zeb’s hair. “You ain’t gonna scalp me!” he yelped, grabbing the boy by the neck.  

 “Marchaund,” Bell continued. “As a pseudonym, a humorous choice. Old Boston, 

all but forgotten. The Marchaunds having removed themselves a few generations prior. 

Vague talk, always, of connection to royalty. More concretely, a reputation for sharp 

business practice and a brace of female beauties. Earning the Marchaunds, thereby, more 

access to society than might otherwise be tolerated.” 

 “Assuming all is as you say,” I asked. “Where is the difference? To you or me or 

anyone else? Why are we here, all of us? To remake ourselves from what we were. Mar-
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chaund. La Croix. The name is the least of it. Whatever came before? We want to make it 

to nothing.”  

 Wind rattled the tipi. The tether rope whipped back and forth. We could be blown 

across the prairie in the next instant and Eastern society would not skip a beat. Yet Bell’s 

eyes glowed with his gossip, as if the Charles River were just down the slope.  

 “Hear this, then. Men with more money than sense. Women with… talents. The 

predictable comes to pass. Mister Cyrus Rutley, of the banking Rutleys. I knew the man. 

Pale as bread dough. Fantastically boring. Poor fool! Thinking…. Ah, a pile of delusion, 

no doubt. Except that his gifts to LaVelle Marchaund became… Excessive was the word 

employed. Given that dozens of other mawks would have attempted the same acrobatics. 

And at a tenth of the price.”  

 “I say it again. What does this mean to us? Stuck here in a tipi and glad of it.”  

 “Except passing the time, what are we doing? A story. Why so agitated, Morley? 

Why not enjoy the tale? Tell yourself it means nothing at all. Thank me for killing a 

minute or two.” 

 “Minutes smothered by gossip.” 

 “You say yourself, we are here to be reborn. The past is a story. Why not hear it? 

What difference can that make?” 

 Here Bell bestowed on me a sneer and a smile mixed together, that made him ap-

pear a monster. 

 “Should you ever get another ox to harness beside your Midas and Croesus, you 

might think to name him Rutley,” Bell continued. “He was that wealthy. There was talk, 
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even, of a wedding. Ridiculously. That cut short by Rutley’s untimely death. His heart 

having failed in extremis. Hands tied to the bed posts. Rope around his neck. This more, 

oh, ceremonial than fatal. A bit of play-acting, speaking to Rutley’s carnal particulars. 

Another noose, this pulled more tightly, around dead Rutley’s broomstick, still stiff when 

the maid discovered the corpse that next morn. Safe open and empty. Door closed but un-

locked. Lavelle Marchaund, so-called, vanished. Until now.” 

 “You claim. On nothing but your own authority.”  

 “Again, Morley. Why so agitated? If LaCroix and Marchaund are not the same, 

then I don’t speak of her at all,” Bell countered. “Then we are listening to the wind blow. 

Enjoying the pleasure of each other’s company. Though you might wonder. About the 

trustworthiness of your partner. About the various temptations. The fog that settles over 

judgment. Inevitably? Oh, maybe not. But often enough.” 

 “Tell me. Feeling in your ears?” I grabbed one and squeezed. I thought this would 

end our conversation. 

 Bell did not even twitch.  

 “Nothing, then? Nothing at all?” 

 “You see? I’m fine.” 

 “Except you are not,” I was pleased to tell him. “For now, numbness. A few days 

and your ears are black. Then dead. Be glad for your hair. Hope you keep it. For your ears 

are all but a memory.” 

 Zeb and his friends lay tangled together on a robe, asleep.  
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 “Let me know,” I told Bell. “When the pain is such. Should you want relief. I 

have my store of medications.” 

  “I thank you for your concern,” said Bell. “Your unnecessary concern. My advice. 

See to your own problems. Which are more complicated than mine.”  

 I crawled back into the storm. Upon returning to Dreams in Day’s tipi, I found 

him and Reilly hunched near the fire on a buffalo robe. Reilly sat behind Dreams in Day, 

holding a deck of cards before the Indian — this the better to demonstrate how to palm 

cards during a shuffle. “Again,” said Reilly as he snapped the cards from hand to hand, 

while the Indian looked on raptly. 

*** 

At sunrise we floundered through the snow to the crest of the rise, Scott and Reilly, me 

and Milly, Dreams in Day. The prairie swelled here, dipped there, endless undulation. 

Grass poked through the snow, white and amber, amber and white, clouds blown off now 

and the last few stars dimming in the west. Bone-shaking, the cold in the storm’s after-

math. Hair froze in my nostrils. Eyelashes stuck together. Tears born of cold, which then 

hardened on my cheeks. Our breath gathered in clouds around us. 

 “No denying, the beauty of the place,” said Reilly.  

 Scott shielded his eyes against the sun. “We might roll right over those sloughs 

and streams. Might be frozen hard enough. Most, anyway.”  

 “Feel the blood, pounding already,” said Reilly. He stamped his feet in the snow. 

 Dreams in Day stared westward and said nothing.  
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 Scott laughed. “Plenty of invigoration out there,” he observed. 

 This being true for the first hour or two. We rattled along for a spell on ground 

frozen hard as pavers and scoured by the wind, until we reached a dip where the drifting 

snow settled and our poor oxen sunk to their bellies. They stopped and refused to go on. 

This occasioning various directives and imprecations and vulgarities from Scott and Mc-

Clee and all his boys, whose vocabularies now expanded to include creative notions con-

cerning breeding and maternity. Ultimately an ox does only what an ox cares to do, and 

short of murdering the creature, there is only so far suggestion goes with an animal that 

weighs ten times more than you. On Scott’s advice, we grabbed our shovels and attacked 

the snow. At first this was like tossing spider webs, so fine and dry it was. Why, we could 

shovel all day! A half hour later we stood in a white corridor that reached to our chins, 

sweating and panting. 

 “How much further?” Gerald gasped to McClee, himself red-faced and soaked.  

 “There is no telling, now, is there?” McClee groaned in reply. “Since far as I can 

tell this goes on to the very end of the Earth. So why don’t ye be a good boy, Gerald, and 

shut up your ignorant trap, and dig for God’s sake?”  

 We dug and rode and dug some more, thus passing the day. Lunch arrived, at 

which we reached in our bags of pemmican and chewed as we rattled along. Eventually 

we came to a frozen-over stream that we were obliged cross. Wind had wiped the surface 

clear of snow. Whether the water beneath our feet was two feet deep or two hundred, 

there was no knowing. The ice upon it was so clear as to appear black, like an odd mirror.  
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 “Safe, then?” Reilly shouted to Scott. He stopped Midas and Croesus at the 

stream’s bank. Scott had already crossed.  

 “Oh,” said Scott with a shrug. “Probably.” 

 “I was hoping for more certainty.” 

 “It ain’t that kind of world. I generally stand ready to jump,” Scott replied. 

 The ice groaned beneath us but did not break, such was the intensity of the cold. 

As the day went on the temperature fell further. We settled deep into our buffalo robes.  

 Milly sat between me and Reilly. Generally she and Reilly chattered about the 

remarkable qualities of the day, schemers being optimists, I suppose. Rain, broiling sun, 

lightning, hail: they found something in all of it that pleased them, and so carried on like 

musicians playing a duet. Reilly, his nose glowing red and his blue eyes the color of 

frozen sky, declared the day unprecedented. “For the quality of the light, to name just one 

reason,” he said. “The last drop of dew frozen from the sky, and nothing left to interfere 

with our view of the heavens.”  

 Milly this morning sat quietly, lost to thoughts of her own. Reilly finally set his 

mittened hand on hers. “My dear. Troubled?”  

 They played the usual game. Nothing, oh-it-must-be-something, silence, go-on-

now-out- with-it, round and round until finally, not able to bear another bit of this danc-

ing, I said, “Bell has upset you.” 

 “Bell is a fool. Sees what he wants. Eyes unattached to his brain. Every woman a 

whore, his for the fucking. That is what I must be to him, him not able to see anything 

else. Except for his money I would murder the man.”  
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 At this Reilly smiled, oddly I thought, and said, “Strong words all around, my 

dear. Sets me back on my heels.” 

 “Women have tongues, same as men, and hear the same regardless what they pre-

tend.” 

 Reilly considered that and said at last, “Indeed. Pretense. A world filled to the 

brim thereof. For better and worse. I make no complaint.” 

 ***  

We believed we were close to the Sauk River, where we had splashed with Deaupre and 

his band a few months before.  

 Dreams in Day provided no clue regarding our location. He operated always on 

his own time and for his own purposes, riding with us when he chose, disappearing when 

that suited his purposes, accompanied sometimes with his brethren who appeared and 

vanished like a type of fog. 

 Dreams in Day did not seem to regard any of us as his superior or even his equal, 

most particularly Captain Bell. To Dreams in Day, the Captain seemed an amusement. 

This being however a guess on my part, since the Indian’s thoughts and intent were 

locked so hard within him. 

 Bell, who expected men to jump at his command, now existed in a different 

world. No one answered to him. Instead he had been brought down in the world by the 

cold, his vanity and his ears, all working, ridiculously, against him.  

 He had cut a piece of buffalo robe and fashioned it into a crude hat. This, when 

first spied by the Indian, caused him to mutter something to his mate. Together the two of 
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them bowed their heads and chuckled. Whereupon Bell tore off his newly made cap and 

clapped his cavalry hat back on his head, thus exposing his swollen ears. He rode on for a 

while until fashion was beaten back by pain, and he was forced to don his caveman’s 

crown again. He rode on glumly. The hours passed.  

 It was simple to imagine that we were marching in place, for in the landscape 

there was nothing much to measure our progress against. One swell of grass like another. 

No mountains or bluffs or woods to which we drew closer, just the high, feathery clouds 

above, and the snow, and the grass tops that waggled in the breeze. A dream in light so 

brilliant that it could turn you blind. 

 So when at mid-morning we passed Bell, and he seemed to be asleep in his sad-

dle, I was not completely surprised. He lifted his chin off his chest and stared at us. It 

seemed to take him time to place himself.  

 Milly said to him, “Not looking so good, Captain.” 

 “I’m fine. A catnap, only that. An old trick.” 

 “Plenty more ahead.” 

 “Good for the day and then some.” 

 “Maybe ride in the wagon a while. Cover up. Sleep.” 

 Anyone on earth could tell you that was the last thing he would do.  

 “Sensible advice,” said Reilly, joining in. “No point in falling off your horse.” 

 Bell gave him a look that said more or less that the sun would rise in the west in a 

cold black ball before he fell off his horse, he being an officer of the United States Caval-

ry and thus immune to otherwise basic laws of nature.  
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 The Captain made to take his leave, and to touch the brim of his officer’s hat as he 

did so. Instead he found the scrap of fur on his head. He pulled his hand back and spurred 

his horse.  

*** 

The sun was settling into a purple haze on the horizon when Dreams in Day pointed to a 

line of trees and said a few words that might have meant river.  

 The temperature had fallen further during the day, increasing the chance that the 

river was frozen. With luck we might walk from one side to the other.  

 Bell and Dreams in Day went ahead as we followed in our carts. 

 “Wait for morning,” Reilly said when finally we joined them on the bank. “More 

ice then. Whether we sleep on one side or the other, what difference does that make?”  

 “Say it’s frozen half as hard as my feet. You could walk an elephant upon it,” 

McClee grumbled.  

 “I’ll cross,” said Bell. He managed to look almost dashing then atop his dark 

horse, save for the caveman topper.  

 “Walk it across,” said Scott. “Might make more sense.” 

 Bell did not trouble himself to reply. He rode. 

 The horse balked when its hoof hit the ice. Bell steadied the animal. He said a few 

soft words, but when the horse lingered on the bank the Captain gave him a touch of spur. 

 I see him still as he was then, back straight, reins in his right hand, left hand 

jammed against his hip. Rifle at his knee. Strands of hair resting on his shoulders. Smil-

ing slightly, amused by the risk.  
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 A crack, then a snort from the horse as a leg broke through the ice.  

 “Steady now, steady,” said Bell.  

 The horse having none of that, instead beating at the ice with the leg that was free. 

Which then also broke through. The animal now dropped to its chest in the water, hind 

legs stuck on the ice, the river’s current pushing now against the horse’s flank, pinning it 

to the jagged edge of ice.  

 Bell. He might have jumped to safety. He might have crawled to shore and saved 

himself. He stayed with the horse. It lurched, fell and in so doing drew Bell into the wa-

ter. He surfaced, sputtering, and was in an instant glazed in ice. Steam rose around him, 

as if Bell were already disappearing into a spiritual world.  

 The horse beat wildly, creating shards of ice. Bell pulled himself partly onto the 

frozen surface, which gave way beneath him. He tried again. The water-slicked ice al-

lowed no purchase. He ripped off his gloves and tried to drag himself up by his finger-

nails. The current pushed his legs and torso under the frozen ledge. The horse clobbered 

him with hoof and Bell went under. 

 I say all this and it seems that whole clocks full of time idled past. In fact it was 

nothing more than the span of a few heartbeats. 

 “Rope,” Scott said, and ran for his cart.  

 “You standing there like dumb animals,” McClee yelled at his boys. 

 In reply they stared at him, like dumb animals. 

 I thought the horse would free itself, or Bell, surfaced again, would crawl onto the 

ice, or that, in any event, something would happen.  
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 “Here you have your government work then,” McClee muttered. “A lot of show 

and little to show for it.” 

 Milly stood apart from us and watched. She said nothing. 

 Bell, who had been silent until now, finally croaked to no one in particular, “You 

could do something.”  

 Dreams in Day lowered himself to the ice downstream of Bell’s position and 

crawled slowly toward him.  

 “I’ll swim to him, I will,” Zeb offered.  

 “You’ll do nothing of the kind,” Plumeroy commanded, squinting through his 

frosted glasses.  

 McClee shouted to his boys, “Quick, all of you, fetch a stick for the fool to grab! 

Go on now!”  

 To which Thomas, the genius among them, asked, “How thick? How long?”  

 “Holy God-damn mother of Christ, just get a fucking stick, each of you, and make 

it long enough and stout!” He reached out to cuff Mike, who happened to be closest. 

They ran together down the bank, wallowing in the drifted snow.  

 “Here now,” Scott yelled, returning with a coil of rope. He peeled off a hank to 

toss toward Bell. “Here!” he called.”  

 Bell nodded, too cold now even to speak. Scott threw the rope. Bell raised an arm 

to catch it, clinging to the ice with the other. The rope fell just short. Bell let go of the 

ledge to reach for it and as he did so was carried under the ice. His bare hand broke free, 

made to clutch at something, failed. He was gone.  
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 I looked to Milly. She took her foot off a few coils of the rope that had fallen to 

the bank. The rope foreshortened thereby and as a result Bell doomed. She glanced at me 

before looking back to the horse still flailing in the water, Bell now disappeared.  

 I lurched to the river bank and crawled out after Dreams in Day. Wind had 

scoured the ice clear of snow.  Beneath me, through the ice, movement, like a shadow, 

dark and vague. Then a series of discoveries. There, that being the stripe on Bell’s 

trousers. Those the brass buttons on his coat, all of born past me on the current, inches 

below, beneath the ice. I saw Bell’s face, I thought I did, hair drifting this way and that, 

this last creating the illusion of tranquility, though his fingers still clawed at the ice. I 

scrambled along as the current pulled him downstream.  

 “Here,” I shouted. “Right here!” I beat uselessly at the ice with my fists. Bell’s 

mouth opened but if this was his last word and testament he might just as well have saved 

his breath. I heard nothing. He sank. He disappeared.  

 Reilly appeared beside me, also upon his hands and knees. “Where?” he said. 

“Where?” 

 “Too late,” I told him. 

 “An opening. Downstream.” 

 “Optimist.” 

 He crawled away in the direction of the flow and I followed.  

 We went on for some time in this way, the black ice beneath us with its white 

veins of fracture, and the snow tendrils lazing over the surface, and the bare branches of 

the riverbank cottonwoods clawing at the dusk. 
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 At last Reilly said, “Gone.”  

 We made our way back to the crossing and our mates. 

 Bells horse shivered on the bank. “They saved the beast, they did,” said McClee, 

nodding at his boys. They swabbed at the animal with blankets, drying it, beating the ice 

from it. “The Captain won’t be needing it then?” 

 “The Captain requires nothing more. Not of this world.” 

 “Then dry it off well, boys,” McClee told his gang. He announced to no one in 

particular, “Rush and hurry, this is what comes of it. Knowing best when you don’t.”  

 “Merits. He had several,” I said, thinking the moment demanded a nod toward 

eulogy. 

 “His share of money and then some,” Reilly said. 

 “What of his money then?” McClee wondered. “In hand? Or must we pry it from 

a Boston lawyers’ clutch?” 

 “Safely in hand. Resting in the bank. No different than yours,” said Reilly. 

 “Oughtn’t we say a prayer or two,” said Mike, looking up from Bell’s horse. 

 “A decent Christian thought, lad,” McClee replied. “Perhaps an Our Father, a Hail 

Mary or two.” 

 “A rosary, even,” said Thomas. “I’ll fetch the beads.” 

 “You’re a lovely lad, Mikey, you are, except that we’ll all be dead ourselves be-

fore we make it round the Sorrowful Mysteries,” McClee replied. “What with the tem-

perature and no supper and no shelter for ourselves.”  
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 “Well, a Glory Be and we hope the Almighty sees to the poor bugger,” Gerald 

added. “Though I never much cared for the man, full of himself as he was.”  

 “Amen,” said McClee, making the sign of the cross. “Now you boys go gather 

some wood from the bank,” McClee said. “One of us froze solid is enough for the day.”  

 “They ain’t so sentimental then, are they?” Zeb said to me. 

 I told him to go with the boys and help bring back some wood. 

 Reilly and Milly stood near our wagon, murmuring at each other. When I  

approached, Reilly stopped and put an arm around me. “We did what we could. There 

being so little,” he said.  

 “He did not have to die.”  

 I looked at Milly and she looked away. 

 “We all must die. Some sooner, some later,” said Reilly. 

 “Had he caught the rope.” 

 “Which fell short.” He looked at me, hopefully I thought, wondering if I could 

agree on this version of a story. True enough. The rope fell short.  

 “Not quite of its own accord.” 

 “The confusion of the moment,” he said, offering me another chance. 

 Silence for a few long moments. 

 “Blame?” he said at last. “What is the point? The dead are dead and life goes on 

and we make of it what we can.” 

 “Except here the wind whispers in your ear so endlessly and makes its accusa-
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tions. There being so few other distractions. What else is there to hear?” 

 “Then Captain Bell can join the chorus. I can live with that, too,” said Milly.  

 “So simple?” I asked. 

 “What if it is? Make yourself or someone else is happy to do it for you.” 

 “His wife and children.” 

 “We all deserve better. I deserve better than to be the subject of tattle and gossip. 

Then to stand by dumbly as every stranger tells my life according to his wishes.”  

 The sun was all but gone now, and the colors gone with it, and everything was 

shades of gray. Our frozen breath hung around our heads. Bell’s horse paced anxiously, 

punching at the snow and snorting. Suddenly he turned and charged off into the empti-

ness.  

 Reilly said, “Food and shelter. If any of us are to be alive by the morn. First the 

essentials. Pretty thoughts we save for later.” 

*** 

 McClee’s boys dragged a forest worth of fallen wood into our camp. This McClee built  

into a bonfire that spit sparks into the night. We huddled around it as we ate our pemmi-

can and crackers and drank our sugared tea. Scott rigged a shelter of canvas tied between 

our wagons. Beneath it we arranged a bed of dried grass, upon which we stretched out 

our waterproofs, and then our buffalo robes. Over it all went the thick, wool-covered 

comforter that Reilly bought from Schneider. Reilly and McClee got out their kegs of 

brandy. We sat together, feet to the fire.   
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 The river’s ice cracked and boomed and warbled even, the noise reverberating, 

strange and eerie.  

 “Don’t much care for that now, that sound,” said Mike. 

 “Like the poor bastard has a last few words for us from where he lay. Wherever 

that may be,” Gerald added. 

 “We done him no wrong. Tried to help. Inasmuch.” Mike stroked his black beard  

as he thought upon it. 

  I looked to Milly. She stared at the fire. 

 “He might a grabbed for that rope,” said Tom. “His own fault, him being so dead. 

You could say.” 

 “Jumped in, I suppose” Stevie said. “One of us. We could a…” 

 Gerald spit into the fire. “Alls we’d have then is a chorus singing underwater and 

what’s the point of that?” 

 “Still, listen,” said Mike.  

 More noise from the ice. I thought I heard Bell’s horse on the far shore. 

 Dreams in Day started to sing to himself. 

 “Oh, for the mercy of God, don’t let him get started on that,” McClee pleaded. 

“My lads are excitable enough as is.” 

 “Another splash then,” said Reilly, lifting his cask. He gave his own cup to the 

Indian, hoping to shut him up. “A glass — that’s it, raise them boys — to the Captain Hi-

ram Bell. Should there be a better world than this, the Captain might be in it. There being 

no telling, regarding the Heavenly Father and his many peculiar judgments. And for those 
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of us still on this earth, let us pray that fortune awaits those fit and lucky and sensible 

enough to arrive at our destination.”  

 “Hear, hear and amen,” said McClee, draining his cup in a gulp.  

 We crawled beneath our quilt, this made wide, covered with wool and stuffed with 

batting, constructed to Reilly’s order. We each pushed up against the other. If one turned, 

so must all the rest. The atmosphere was close, and none too fresh, but warm enough. 

 Milly tucked up against me. Her hand against my shoulder, her breath on my 

neck. Lips against my ear. Whispering, “You have naught to fear from me, and I naught 

to fear from you. That the truth between us. Good night now, and sleep well.”  

 I wondered if I should believe this. 

***  

We woke to a morning so clear and cold there could be no doubt the river would hold us. 

Where Bell had vanished was frozen again.  

 Entombed until freed by spring. Then a rotting speck on some bank in the sprawl.  

 We rolled westward. 

 The temperature rose from one day to the next, there being little constancy in a 

place where the winds might one day roar out of Canada, and the next push from the Gulf 

of Mexico. The snow turned coarse and wet, then for the most part vanished, changing to 

mud, which froze at night and thawed by noon. A few days after Bell died we rattled 

along with the sun in our faces, wearing our open jackets. That he should be drowned and 

frozen and trapped seemed so unlikely that I sometimes took it for a fantasy, expecting 

him to appear again beside our cart. 
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 We talked about him for a day or two. Then, by common yet unspoken agreement, 

we ceased to mention him at all. So immense were our surroundings, so constant was the 

wind, so haunting were the sounds within it, that we dared not fall to morbid contempla-

tion. It was too easy to wonder whether we traveled through a sort of limbo, neither living 

nor dead, but rather wandering endlessly.  

 We awakened before the sun rose, this saying not so much, the month being No-

vember and the sun itself seemingly sluggish with morning chill. Zeb and I rounded up 

the hobbled animals, following their tracks through the grass. The rest of the crew broke 

our camp and readied the wagons. Before I was fully awake we were on the march, just 

as we had been the day before, and the day before that.  

 Reilly chattered as we rode along, spinning happy versions of how our town 

would prosper. Milly, he proposed, would occupy a gingerbread house at the edge of 

town. She would run a lyceum for girls, teaching them French and molding their man-

ners. They would be the honey in our jar, attracting eligible young men from everywhere. 

Having spent her day promoting the civilized arts, said Reilly, she would then saddle her 

pony and tear across the open prairie, hair streaming behind her, careless except to ride as 

fast and far as she was able.  

 “Oh, I wish,” she said in reply, turning even a bit dreamy-eyed.  

 Reilly saw me in a Main Street apothecary. I would stroll to my shop, twirling the 

door key from a chain, greeting my fellow merchants as they swept the boardwalk and 

braced for another day of fervid commerce in the capital city of the Red River Valley. I 

would preside behind a marble counter, my vials and beakers and scales aglimmer, my 
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money drawer stuffed with cash. Zeb, thought Reilly, would work the mortar and pestle 

beside me.  

 Now and then Reilly would stop in to chat at my shop. He would become a civic 

benefactor, untroubled by routine employment. The study of his mansion would be a sa-

lon. Winter evenings would disappear as our town’s great minds debated slavery, or tem-

perance, or just treatment of the natives.  

 “You two — bachelors?” Milly wondered. “And me an old maid?” 

 “That far,” Reilly confessed, “I have not thought. Give me the word, my dear, and 

I shall deliver. Husband. Children. Whatever you desire. I do it all cheaply and easily.”  

 “And out of thin air.”  

 “I work with what is at hand.” 

 “Let me think then. If one husband is enough.” 

***  

We reached the Otter Tail River at last, which we followed to a muddy junction. The Ot-

ter Tail, flowing from the east, joined the Bois des Sioux, which came from the south. 

They formed the dark, muddy Red. It wandered sluggishly this way and that, headed 

slowly north. This is where we would make our town.  

 “The view is not so inspiring,” I noted. I would see scarcely a ripple of rise or fall 

in the landscape, except for the shallow channel the river made for itself.  

 “Well, it’s water,” said McClee, as if trying to convince himself. 

 “The very foundation of life,” Reilly declared. 

 McClee looked upstream and down. The river disappeared behind a bend in each  
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direction. “You could float a vessel upon it. So we could say.” 

 “Before you know it, paddlewheelers will beat the water. We’ll dance to calliope. 

A landing just there,” said Reilly, pointing at the muddy bank. “Shipping agents in a row. 

Businesses and shops behind, on the better lots of McClee Street. Then the courthouse, 

and the LaCroix Lyceum. Churches, of course. A park. Therein a statue of Captain Bell 

on his horse. ‘Gave his life, so that Bellvue might be born.’ Words to that effect.”  

 McClee snorted. “Gave his life being a fool, gone prancing on thin ice.”  

 “History. We make certain allowances.”  

 “Even so. No point in naming it for an idiot. Call it Midasville, or Midastown, or 

some such. Where everything turns to gold.”  

 “It is that place,” said Reilly, a hand resting now on McClee’s shoulder. “Regard-

less how we call it.”  

*** 

So our work began. Plumeroy, McClee and Reilly ranged across the prairie east of the 

river, debating where to put our main street, our park and courthouse square, and all the 

other amenities, no matter how fictional, that would make up our town. To me one spot 

looked like the next, all of it covered with dead grass and flat as a billiard table. But Reil-

ly would stand in place for a moment, look this way and that, move himself over another 

fifty feet. There he would do the same, all the while speculating on how fine the view 

would be toward the river, or down our commercial street. Finally both McClee and 

Plumeroy deserted Reilly, but still he persisted, alone on the grassland, wandering to and 

fro, studying the various prospects and mumbling to himself. Next time I looked he stood 
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with Dreams in Day, who had reappeared. Reilly engaged him in the search for a magical 

spot, the exact mechanism by which this transaction took place obscure to me, since so 

far as I could tell each spoke only a few words in the other’s language. They seemed to 

understand each other on a level that transcended words. Finally the Indian, too, grew 

bored, and wandered toward the fire to find something to eat.  

 When at last Reilly found the place for which he searched, he called to McClee, 

who sighed and joined him. McClee glanced about, this with the furtive look that came so 

natural to him, even though there was nothing within leagues from which he must need 

hide. Satisfied, he whistled to his boys. They had spent the morning searching for a sub-

stantial rock, which they then pried from the ground and loaded onto a skid. Midas and 

Croesus dragged the boulder to where Reilly stood. We gathered around, all of us, taking 

this to be a historic moment — First Stone Set in Bellvue. It was Plumeroy’s marker, the 

point from which all his surveyed lines would emanate. Except for our presence on this 

windswept waste, the rock was the sole physical evidence of what was otherwise an exer-

cise in imagination: imaginary lines marking off imaginary streets and alleys and lots, 

upon which houses and businesses, for now similarly imaginary, might be built by people 

who had not yet heard of a town named Bellvue.  

 “A fine rock you found there, lads,” said Reilly. It was smooth and almost round, 

flecked with pink, about three feet tall. There was not too much more to say for it.  

 “Ah, we looked at quite a few, you know,” Mike replied. “Some square and others 

more roundish-like. We debated among ourselves, we did, which one would make the 

best impression.”  
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 “Aren’t you some fine lads then,” McClee said, rolling his eyes. “Perhaps ye 

might put the damn thing onto the dirt.”  

 Before they had a chance, Reilly stepped on the rock to address us. “Take a mo-

ment to lock into your memory what we do here today,” he said. He promised that our 

names would live in history. Our fortunes would be made. We were like unto the Pilgrims 

at Plymouth Rock, Columbus on the shore, John Smith in Jamestown. 

 Reilly’s speechifying spoke, somehow, to Dreams in Day. He tapped his moc-

casins lightly on the ground. When Reilly stopped speaking at last, the Indian sang for a 

while. If there was a melody to it, I could not say what it was, yet his yodeling, so wild 

and elemental, matched the place in which we stood. A band of clouds, these the color of 

bruises, hovered on the western horizon. The wind whipped around as usual. The grass 

bowed this way and that. As always, the question: Is that a voice I hear? This lingering at 

the very edge of perception, the beginning either of a type of madness, or of a door open-

ing within.  

 Reilly watched from his rock a while longer. Then, recognizing that he was best-

ed, he stepped down and simply looked on at Dreams in Day, as did all the rest of us, 

wondering what the Indian communicated, and to whom, and what had been accom-

plished thereby.  

*** 

We celebrated with a splash of brandy from McClee’s keg, and corn meal mush with  

pemmican. Dreams in Day ate, then fetched his horse, answering a summons he alone 

heard.  
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 Milly watched him. She announced suddenly, to no one in particular, “I think I 

will see where he goes.”  

 She made a negotiation with the Indian, this accomplished with various gestures 

and faces, finally jumping up behind him. I watched them ride together, until finally they 

disappeared, not behind any feature of the landscape, there being none, but into the dis-

tance itself.  

 “Where she going?” Zeb asked.  

 I made as if I did not care. “Someplace that looks a lot like this. The scenery. It 

doesn’t  change so much.”  

 “There’s Indians everywhere around here, you ask me. Just because we can’t see 

them, that don’t mean they’re ain’t here.”  

 “She takes care of herself well enough,” I said.  

 “All that worries me is, she’ll never come back. She’ll go off with them Indians 

and that’s the last we see of her.”  

 “I doubt that,” I said, not so sure.  

 But they did come back, both of them strolling beside the pony, as though they 

had taken a turn around Boston Commons, stopped for a cup of tea and now looked for-

ward to a night before the fire.  

 “Where were you?” I asked her. 

 She gestured vaguely. “Out there. Somewhere.” 

 “And…” 
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 “A tree. Not much of one. Oak, I suppose. Maybe he was headed there. Maybe 

just where we ended up.” 

 “So.” 

 “We sat. He said some things. Whatever that meant. We sat some more. Looked at 

the grass. The clouds. I did anyway. Looked. That’s the thing, Thad. About here. Say you 

look at the ocean. Waves on the shore. The motion and sound. Dramatic, compared. 

Whereas here. You get swallowed up, there being so little to focus the mind. You drift. 

Until you feel you’re a mile above, in the clouds. And that thing below, what is wearing 

your clothes and breathing your breath. Like it’s a shell, a shell you’ve left behind. And 

now, you’re in a different world. An entirely different world, Thad.” 

 “For the better or for the worse?” 

 She gave me a look that I could not immediately interpret. “I suppose now that 

depends. On what you have brought along with you.” 

*** 

What city ever started as anything more than a few hovels beside a stream? London, 

Paris, Rome, New York — once they were nothing more than our Bellvue. So Reilly re-

minded us as we woke to another day of work. If you had seen him there, bursting from 

our shelter to start the day, hands on his hips, gazing westward over the sward of grass 

that was to become our town, you would have believed just as I believed. We saw every-

thing except what was before our eyes: that is to say, a shallow river; a woods that we 

would quickly cut to stump; a spread of tangled grass so apparently endless that you 

dared not think on it, lest you found yourself consumed by Nothingness.  
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 We each had our occupations. McClee, his boys and Scott went out to fell trees 

and hew lumber for our cabins. Reilly drove the oxen that dragged the timber to the 

building site. As architecture our work had nothing much to recommend it, being low and 

crude and bare of paint, bearing the marks of ax, hatchet and adze. The windows were 

bare holes, with canvas flaps to close them. But this was our home, built with our own 

hands. We installed a small stove brought from St. Paul and fired it with the scraps from 

our building. To hear Reilly tell it, this was the finest accommodation anyone could want, 

to be tucked beneath our massive quilt, sleeping atop a mound of prairie grass and buffalo 

robes, while the wind whistled and tugged.  

 We had our breakfast, this being coffee, and sugared fry bread, dried fruit, meat if 

we had it. Dreams in Day was our hunter, he being the only one with a feel for the occu-

pation. McClee’s boys were all blunderers, stealthy as a freight train. Scott had a tender 

spot for the animals, and while he had no objection to eating them, to kill them filled him 

with sadness. Sometimes the Indian took Zeb with him. I suppose he viewed the rest of us 

as hopeless cases, whereas Zeb might still be young enough to be saved.  

 I cut stakes for Plumeroy. Where he commanded, I smacked them in the frozen 

ground with a mallet. Brass surveyor’s chains made the music of our days, these rattling 

as we trotted them out to measure our lots.  

 At night we sat around our table, in the pool of light cast by our oil lantern.  

 “All of Bellvue, gathered in one room,” said Reilly. “Someday we will laugh to 

think on it.”  
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 Cards crackled in the Indian’s hands as Reilly oversaw his education in the gam-

bler’s arts. McClee and his boys shook dice at the other end of the table, betting for half-

pennies. Milly set out the leaves and weeds and dried flowers that she plucked here and 

there. These she sketched in her notebook, filling in the sheets with drawings and cryptic 

notes. Zeb whittled down a pile of sticks for no purpose except to keep himself in motion. 

Plumeroy, meanwhile, sketched at his plat of Bellvue, the lamp light glinting off his tiny 

glasses as he traced out the river’s course, then set against it the lines that represented 

McClee Street, and Reilly Avenue, and Morley Lane. He worked in pencil at first, touch-

ing the tip to his tongue, which darted from his fat cheeks in a display that I could not 

help but find venereal, and not pleasantly so. Then he slapped a ruler upon his long sheet, 

drew his line and wrote out the letters to name the street, like a flabby god making up a 

world.  

 Having a common purpose, we were happy enough together. We sat within the 

glow and listened night after night to the rattle of dice, the scritch of Zeb’s knife, the jan-

gle of Plumeroy’s metal ruler, the soft knock of Milly’s brush against her cup, and the 

snap of cards in Dreams in Day hand.  

 “Come here, Thad,” said Reilly. “Play with our friend.”  

 I sat across the table from him.  

 If you watched only the dance of cards from one dark hand to another, and ig-

nored his dress, and the knife at his side, and expected little in the way of the English 

tongue, you might have guessed that a riverboat card sharp had been transported to our 

rude cabin.  
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 Reilly had taught him basic vocabulary essential to this new trade. Dreams in Day 

smacked the cards down on the table, looked me in the eye and said, “Cut?” 

 So I did. He made some fanciful movements with his hands that I did not quite 

follow. 

 “Bet?” he said next. 

 I shook my head. 

 He raised an eyebrow. 

 Reilly said, “Come, Thad. Humor the man. Honor the game. Something, anyway.” 

 “What do I have? The clothing on my back. A few bottles of this and that.” 

 “Good enough. A few bottles. To hold our friend’s interest.” 

 I sighed.  

 “Alright then.”  

 I went to my trunk and grabbed a handful of those lovely vials, blue and ruby, 

emerald, amber. Colchicum, camphor, iron, some other odds and ends. I set them on the 

table. Dreams in Day picked them up, one by one, held them to the light and set them 

gently down again.  

 I pushed the vial of iron to the center of the table. The Indian removed a neck-

piece, what looked to me like five bear claws on a leather thong. He set this next to my 

bottle. He then took two more of my bottles and put these next to necklace. He looked at 

me. I shrugged and nodded. 

 Cards flew from his hand. 
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 No need for details here, the results being predictable. The man was Reilly’s stu-

dent. I won now and then. There were moments when I possessed the Indian’s necklace, 

plus his knife, his moccasins, a pouch containing bits of mystery, and his buckskin jacket. 

But in the end he held all my tiny bottles, plus my belt and a pocketknife once owned by 

my mother’s father.  

 “Beginner’s luck,” said Reilly, patting Dreams in Day on the shoulder. They 

grinned at each other for a while.  

 “A sucker, fleeced,” said Milly, more realistically. 

 “Can you tell him be careful?” I said to Reilly. “That blue one, arsenic.” 

 “Maybe we can arrange for you to win a few back. But enough for one night, 

don’t you think?’ 

 The Indian scooped up my vials and knife and dropped them in his pouch. My 

belt he cinched around his waist, the brass buckle now a type of mockery, or so it seemed 

to me. 

 “If I could get him in the saloon on a riverboat to Saint Louis,” said Reilly. “Why 

we’d own the thing before we arrived.” 

*** 

Another morning. The sun struggling to rise. The usual vista. Grass, waggling in the end-

less breeze. Snow, this carried in the wind, rising in bits of crystal that caught the light, 

glittered briefly, disappeared. In the distance, the dark blob of bison with their clots of 

fur, like poor old rugs that happened to have grown legs. 
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 And then, from the north, a horseman. Or so it seemed. The possibility of halluci-

nation, however, being entirely reasonable, likely even, the mind having so little to occu-

py itself.  

 Nonetheless. A dot. Then, more clearly, yes, a man on a horse. Accompanied now 

by a few dozen sheep. A man on a horse with a thick dark beard. A man on a horse, done 

up in a fringed deerskin coat. Closer and more: the coat festooned with quills and beads. 

Leggings of indigo. Mittens and hat of buffalo fur. These hung with green and yellow 

ribbons that whipped around in a bright commotion.  

 And then, finally, the realization. Deaupre.  

 Reilly appeared beside me. “You wouldn’t think…” 

 “Yes,” I said. “In the midst of so much…” 

 “That, yes. Like ships on the ocean. What are the odds?” 

 “And yet…” 

 “This life, Thad. Hard to know.” 

 “Sublime or ridiculous. Is that the question here?” 

 “Why one or the other?” said Reilly. “Better at least that it’s James. The less hot-

headed of the two.” 

 Finally the sheep milled around us, squalling and pushing, tearing at the grass, the 

former purity of the frozen air filled now with animal vapors. Deaupre slipped from his 

horse like a wilderness ballet dancer and gave Reilly the usual treatment. A bear hug that 

lifted him off the ground. Back slaps that could have broken ribs. Pronouncements in 
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French, or a native tongue, or both at once. This lasting until Scott appeared and asked, 

“Jimmy, what the hell you saying?” 

 “Everything! Everything at once, my friend.” And so Deaupre turned his attention 

to our teamster, pounding and squeezing, pinching his cheeks, grabbing his head and 

shaking, as if it were a barrel and he hoped to figure out how much it held.  

 When finally Deaupre noticed me, he paused. His child. Our helplessness. Our 

absurd interventions. As if the heavenly realms were swayed by our efforts. Deaupre 

skipped lightly to me and swept me up in his arms. The air rushed from my lungs. The 

scenery blurred. He whirled me round, set me down, knocked off my hat, tousled my hair, 

got his hands around my neck and kissed me.  

 Hardly had Deaupre finished all this when he jerked one of his sheep from the 

flock, pulled out a knife and cut its throat. “Tonight,” he said as the animal’s blood 

stained the snow. “We eat!” 

 In our cabin Deaupre explained he was driving the sheep from the Pembina set-

tlement to farmers along the Saint Peter River.  

 “Across this desert,” Plumeroy wondered. “Alone?”  

 “My dogs. We sing. Listen.”  

 At this he beat on his chest, sang, or, rather, bellowed, not entirely unmusically. 

And in return his dogs, stuck somewhere in a snowbank, howled back, a chorus of wild-

ness, suggesting that the line might be thin between music and murderousness.  
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 Inside our cabin, the heat from the fire and the gamy odor of roast mutton. Corn 

meal cakes rattling in lard. Beans from the day before. Brandy from our cask. Deaupre 

took out his pipe.  

 “That fiddle of yours,” Reilly. “You travel with it?” 

 I remembered when Deaupre played a tune over his dead son.  

 “Lullabies for the lambs,” Deaupre said. He got out the fiddle again. 

 “Go on then, lads, if there’s to be music,” said McClee.  

 Mike produced a button accordion. Gerald took up two sticks of kindling.  

 Suddenly, a band. Reilly held out a hand to Milly. They danced, as did the rest of 

us, me with the hulking Gerald, skinny Zeb with pudgy Plumeroy, McClee meanwhile 

swirled with Little Stevie, closing his eyes and thinking of what I cared not to imagine.  

 Eventually I managed to trade Stevie for Milly, who was flushed and giddy, like 

all of us. Again, the curve of her hip, that complicated expression. Amusement. Skepti-

cism. Awake to the possibilities, while weighing them endlessly. The lightness of her 

hand.  

 I thought we could have our own world here, where the rules were those we made 

and no others. The place would be Reillytown, regardless what name went on the signs.  

*** 

Deaupre said he had seen an elk the day before not far from our camp. He declared Zeb 

his shepherd for the day, and asked who would join him on a hunt.  

 McClee would not give his boys a day off for hunting unless it were Sunday or we 

all were starving. Scott could hardly desert the others, he said, and in any case he had his 
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scruples. Reilly also claimed that while he enjoyed eating an animal, he did not much 

care to slay them. Plumeroy had his maps. That left Milly, me and Dreams in Day.  

 We set out just before dawn along the trail to Pembina, east of the river.  

 I carried the rifle that Reilly bought for our trip. Reilly being Reilly, he was unsat-

isfied with anything except a Sharps breechloader, engraved with a scene of grazing buf-

falo. It had barely been uncovered during our trip, except one Sunday afternoon when 

Reilly and I pinned a target to a tree and blazed away until our shoulders ached. The 

Sharps felt as conspicuous as a new pair of shoes, especially compared to Deaupre’s 

much-used gun, and Dreams in Day’s antique muzzle loader. Milly brought her notepad 

and pencils.  

 The sun went slowly from pink to orange. I looked around and saw the usual, 

which is to say nothing much. The sun on the idling river, frozen except for those patches 

where the current wore the ice away. Scattered oaks that survived the wildfires. Bones of 

slaughtered buffalo.  

 Deaupre and Dreams in Day scanned this way and that. There was so little to see, 

and yet so much of it, that a glance could not suffice. They walked ahead, slowly now.  

 Suddenly Deaupre and the Indian stopped and dropped to their knees. Deaupre 

motioned to me and Milly to get down. He pointed at a speck far ahead.  

 I shrugged. It might have been a tree trunk, or a rock. He put fingers to his fore-

head and waggled them. This, I took it, was intended to mean that speck was an elk, or a 

deer, or some other antlered creature. 
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 He crouched low and moved toward the river. He and Dreams in Day exchanged 

signals. The Indian and Milly remained in a clump of oak at a bend where the river jutted 

eastward. Deaupre and I scuttled north, hidden sometimes by the trees, or by the shallow 

gorge of the river. Deaupre moved silently, deliberately planting his moccasins. I did my 

best not to blunder behind him.  

 We drew closer, moved even more slowly. A single step. Deaupre stopped, stud-

ied. Another step. Stop. Now crouching lower still. Through the grass at a crawl. Close 

enough, finally, that we watched steam rise as the animal breathed.   

 The wonder was how the beast kept its head up, so wide were his antlers. Sunlight 

on the heavy muscles in its shoulder, which appeared to be made from gold. Deaupre 

sighed.  

 Why, I wondered. Pity? Weariness with the endless killing that is the fact of stay-

ing alive? Satisfaction, or, even, joy? Yes, the killing must go on, but I am the killer and 

not the killed. 

 Snow stuck in Deaupre’s beard. He turned, motioned for me to stop. We waited 

with our faces in the dirt. Bones of a shrew. A grasshopper’s husk. Seeds from the flowers 

and grasses. Sun on my back. Some warmth from that.  

 I felt for the linen-wrapped charges in my pocket. I tapped Deaupre on the foot. 

He turned. I made a shooting motion. He shook his head. No. He crept ahead a few inch-

es. I wondered if he intended to crawl along until we could strangle the beast.  

 The elk raised its head from the grass. Glanced eastward. Bounded toward the 

Red.  
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 I jumped to my knees, thinking I don’t know what.  

 Deaupre pulled me back down into the grass beside him.  

 Another man on a horse. He had frightened the animal off. He stopped to watch as 

the elk ran along the river.  

 “Friend of yours?” I whispered to Deaupre.  

 “No. I don’t believe.” 

 I looked again.  

 I knew who he was.  

 For such a large place and so few people, it seemed strangely populated with ac-

quaintances and friends and family.  

 My father slipped from his horse.  

 He looked toward our cabin. Smoke rose from the chimney.  

 McClee’s boys worked nearby, the sound of their axes at the edge of hearing. 

Plumeroy wandered in the grass, leaving his marks.  

 Then the cabin door opened and Reilly stood there. He stretched his arms, as if 

greeting the sun. He stepped into the yard, took in the sights, thought his various 

thoughts.  

 Today, again, I am closer to my fortune.  

 Or, see how the grasses move, and the sun shines upon the snow. Magnificent. 

Magnificent! 

 Or, they are fools, each and every one. 



244

 Or, they cannot imagine their good luck, that I would do so much for them that 

they cannot do for themselves.  

 We think of deception as a path toward a destination. But what if it is in service of 

no concrete end, but employed and enjoyed for itself? Say that it is like a song one sings 

while wandering down a forest path. There being no one else to hear, no one to be moved 

one way or another. The song being only the song. The lie being only the lie. A thing unto 

itself. 

 Or, Reilly as a figure in the parable of Satan and Jesus on the mountain top. To-

gether surveying the countryside. Reilly in the Satan role. Him declaring,  All these things 

I will give you if you will fall down and worship me. Or, at least, love me a bit. Remember 

me when I am gone. All these things I will give you. To his mind, the price being in-

significant, since what importance is money to a god? 

 My father returned to his horse. He pulled something from the roll behind the 

saddle. A spyglass. This focused now on Reilly.  

 Watching. Watching. 

 Back to the horse again. Now the rifle drawn from its scabbard and rested on the 

horse’s back.  

 Thin breath of wind in the grass. Horsetails of cloud adrift in the infinite blue 

above. 

 A sharp crack beside me. Time, stopped. The horse’s head lifted slightly and 

cocked, as if a particularly interesting thought had crossed its mind and required further 
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contemplation. Collapsing now like a large sack of flour dropped from a second-floor 

window. 

 Deaupre bellowed, “Drop the gun!” 

 My father, confused, looked around him.  

 “Drop the gun,” Deaupre shouted again. 

 My father, looking left, then right. Repeating this. Slowly setting down his rifle 

and sticking his hands in the air. 

 “Alright, then,” he shouted back. “Alright. Don’t shoot. Whoever the hell you are. 

Don’t shoot.” 

*** 

If I might make an observation concerning family. Your mother, your father, there they 

are at the moment you come squalling into this earth, and for your every waking moment 

for weeks, months, years. Who would know you better? And who would you know more 

deeply yourself? Their various odors, their habits of speech, their actions and reactions to 

everything and anything, from spoiled milk to the house burning down. You might never 

in a lifetime think to say, Well, that was a surprise! 

 And yet. You might also board a boat headed north, chat with a stranger and feel 

in fifteen minutes more connection, more understanding than a lifetime of living with 

dear old dad is likely to produce. So it was. 

 We gathered in our cabin now, all of us, including the man who for me alone was 

The Patriarch. Wild in the eye. Hair matted. Beard untamed. Smelling none too sweet, 
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awash in the perfume of horse and soiled clothing, several months of missed bathing, lit-

tle in the way of brushing at those yellowed teeth. Deaupre sat him at the table. 

 “You shot my horse,” my father thought to say. 

 “I did not shoot you,” Deaupre answered. “Thank me for that.” 

 “Horse didn’t come so easy.” 

 “We should do it all again? This time I shoot you?” 

 “That’s not what I’m saying.” He stared at his hands, folded on the rough table.  

 “Who was the gentleman shooting at then?” McClee wondered. “What brings an 

assassin to the very end of the world?” 

 “More the question is, what stops them,” said Scott. “Killers and madmen being 

everywhere.” 

 “Reilly. He shoots at Reilly,” said Deaupre.  

 “Not the first,” Reilly replied. “Not the last. So I suspect.” 

 “A forgiving nature,” McClee said. “Turn the other cheek and so on.” 

 “Jesus Christ. I am not quite the man himself. I only turn my cheek so far. Lack-

ing some virtue.” 

 “On that we agree,” McClee said. “Leaving the question. Who are ye? Why do 

you bother to kill our friend?” 

 Seeing no point in delaying the inevitable, which would surely have been delayed 

had we waited for him to answer, I said, “Lyman. Lyman Morley. My father.” 

 He looked up at me. There is quite a lot I would give to interpret that expression, 

to see into the man’s mind for once and know, really, what was there. Something like a 
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cave perhaps, with a few lost bats flitting in the dank space? Or more like a crowd in a 

burning building, all of them rushing toward the door, and in the panic and delirium, none 

able to escape? Or then again, like an hourglass, only the sand mixed now with pitch, so 

that a solitary drop lands once a week. Is it that the rest of us are in such a rush to explain 

ourselves, to justify, that we bury the world in a torrent of words, while my dear old dad 

ground on like a glacier, slowly, steadily, with no apparent need to signal his intent? The 

facts being the facts. He was here to murder Reilly, perhaps. Or maybe me. Or the both of 

us. In any case, what more was there to say? 

 “Forgive me now, lad,” McClee said. “While I struggle to understand. Your pa 

arrives here to shoot us down. One by one? Or only our friend here, Reilly?” 

 “Only him,” my father croaked. 

 “A blessing in that, then,” said McClee. “And a comfort of course. That you be a 

particular killer and not the massacre type. The rest of us should breathe easy, praise Je-

sus.” 

 “You should,” said my father. 

 “Strictly speaking, I am not serious, Mr. Morley. Today Reilly, tomorrow Tommy 

or Little Stevie or Christ above only knows who? How do you explain yourself, man?”  

 “How do I explain myself,” my father repeated, then fell into a silence. Of which I 

wondered, again, whether he was contemplating the question in some profound manner 

or only listening to the whisper of wings inside the cavern of his head. 

*** 
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So the night pressed in on our cabin, and we all, having no other choice, marked the min-

utes and hours while outside the wind did its usual howling, and our stove crackled with 

its pungent mix of fallen cottonwood and dried buffalo shit. McClee’s boys engaged 

themselves by recalling glorious episodes from their past. Bar brawls, thuggery, so on and 

so forth. McClee himself huddled with Reilly, no doubt attempting to discover how he 

was being cheated in the moment, cheating being a topic so close to his own heart. 

Plumeroy worked through his stack of titles to the plots he had created, noting the feet 

from here to there, awaiting the moment when these scraps of paper could be exchanged 

for currency. Dreams in Day practiced with his deck of cards, while Milly doodled in her 

note book. This appeared to be casual scribbling, yet any time another drew near, she 

closed the cover and held the book tight in her hand.  

 My father sat on a stump in a corner by himself. Honor thy father, that thy days 

shall be long upon the land: that being a consideration as I sat beside him and said, 

“What will you do now?” 

 He looked at his hands and at the ceiling. He glanced at me and then away. He 

said, at last, “Stay here?” 

 And I felt my heart turn to rock as I imagined him gone. 

 He said, “What do you think?” 

 I wished now that I were Reilly, so that the words would flow from me, with no 

greater purpose than to fill the moment with prattle that left everyone to believe that the 

best was right around the corner. Instead I stared at him. 
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 I said, “You must explain. Between you and Reilly. Your motive. Your intentions. 

So far as you are able.” 

 Silence. 

 “Say something. Anything.” 

 At this a grumbling from his throat, as if a stone were being rolled back from the 

tomb. He said, “The vice of gaming, of laying odds.” 

 “So?” This like pulling thistles from hard dirt. Slow work. 

 “Have you never thought? To change your life in a night?” 

 “Thus I am here. More or less. But you?” 

 “An establishment in our old home. Your friend Reilly being there. Presiding over 

a table. Piles of coin and cash. I stand there and cannot help but think, If only this were 

mine! 

 “And as if he could read my mind, he looks up at that very instant, and he smiles 

at me, and he holds out a pair of gold coins. He says, ‘Here, I will stake you, sir.’ 

 “I ask, as anyone would, ‘Why might you do such a thing?’ 

 “To which he says, ‘To gladden my heart. Because I am able. Because there is no 

real profit in gaining the whole world…’ Then he laughed and said, ‘Go on now, take it, 

and sit. Gone in a heartbeat? Well, you’re no worse than when you started.’ 

 “So I sat. Among Reilly, and all the sharps and marks assembled. Thinking, yes, at 

worst, there was no losing for I had nothing before.” 
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 I tried to remember when I heard so many words fall from his lips. Never. I 

thought to tell him, Rest up, take a breather, lest you say a word too many and fall dead 

on the spot. 

 Perhaps the same notion struck him, for he stopped now and stared hard at Reilly. 

Had he leapt across the room in the hope of strangling him I would not have been sur-

prised. 

 “I don’t care to go on,” he said. 

 “I believe you must.”  

 I waited. 

 He said, “The world on one hand, Thad. On the other, your immortal soul.” 

 “I don’t understand.” 

 “Better to have put on a hair shirt and wander in the wilderness than to sit at that 

table.” 

 “I wonder if you inflate.” 

 “Listen. Though who does not know to hum this tune himself. I lost. I won. A pile 

of gold coins. Then a few pennies. The bait on the hook. The hook in my cheek. The 

cards in my hand. Three queens. Two kings. I see you. I raise you. I raise again. Believing 

yes, this is my main chance. I shall scrap up my winnings, get up from the table. Presto. 

My life, remade.” 

 “No.” 

 “No.” 

 Again, a silence, a door opened to a dark room. 
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 Then, “I had nothing more to bet. But the queens. The kings. I could not stop. I 

said to Reilly, ‘A loan?’ 

 “To which he answered, not unkindly, ‘We are gambling now, you know. And if it 

is entirely outside the possibility of pain, then it is not really gambling, is it?’ 

 “I said that was most likely true. Yet I had nothing more. He said, ‘Empty your 

pockets and show me what you have. Gold being not the only coin of this realm.’ 

 “Thereupon I reached into my pockets and put everything on the table. A pocket 

knife. Three peanuts. Who knows why they were there? A small vial of laudanum that I 

had put away. 

 “Reilly said, ‘Not so much, sir. My heart bleeds a bit. To witness your circum-

stance.’ But nothing escapes the man. He looked at my hand. ‘Two rings?’ he said.’ 

 “One mine. The other my wife’s.” 

 “‘No longer among us, I assume.’ 

 “I nodded. Unable to speak. The memory being still too hot upon me. 

 “He said, ‘Then put it on the table. It being not so much, considering. But suffi-

cient to the task. And I shall call, as will all these others. And we will put down our 

cards.” 

 “I thought I was not giving the thing away, but only sending it on a short trip with 

the queens and kings. It would return, bearing riches. And so my life…” 

 “Yes,” I said. “Except…” 
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 “Except. Gone. My queens, slain. Those others, laughing, My misery a joke. An-

other fool parted from not just his money. But the last bit of earthly remembrance. The 

rest being the vapor of thought. The emptiness of it.” 

 “So I pleaded. What is it, sir, that would allow you to return the ring to me? Some 

payment to come?  A note of promissory? Labor you require? Just tell me. And I am at 

your bidding.” 

 “And again, he looked at me, not unkindly, and said, ‘Oh, but this is nature of the 

game. What was yours is now mine.’ 

 “But it is nothing to you and so much more to me.’ 

 “‘Well, it is something more to me now because it was so much more to you.’ And 

again, all those others laughed, because they were men of some means, and they were full 

of their port, and their thoughts smoked by their cigars, and my humiliation an entertain-

ment to them. 

 “I tipped over my chair then. I ran from the place. I wept in the street. For the ring 

and for everything I lost. Everything taken from me. And I waited in the darkness. And I 

followed the man to his boat. Where I too slipped aboard and hid among the boxes and 

bags and waited for my chance. When it came I was thwarted. Now again, the same.” 

 At this, his eyes, glowing one instant, went dead in the next.  

 “Despite all this,” I said, ‘you think you would stay here?” 

 He said, “What other choice? What would it be?” 

*** 
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 In our piece of the north, in this season, the nights stretched on twice as long as 

the days. Our cabin was lit by a single lantern above the table. Dreams in Day juggled his 

deck of cards, finally shooting one toward Reilly. It glanced off his forehead.  

 “Jack of diamonds,” said Reilly, picking the card off the floor. “Well played.” He 

made a shuffling motion and cocked an eye at the Indian, who nodded back. 

 “Our friend wants a game,” Reilly announced. “Gentlemen, come.” 

 “I look like an idiot is what you’re saying,” McClee replied. “That I should know 

no better. And instead sit at a gaming table with you. Which is to say nothing of Mister 

Dreams.” 

 “You hurt me now,” Reilly replied. “We are friends. A friendly game.” 

 “Isn’t that how it always starts.” 

 “We’ll play for bits of grass. Send one of your boys out to grab a handful. Where 

is the harm?” 

 McClee sighed. “Alright then, Mikey, go out and pluck some grass and bring it 

back for us.” 

 “It’s dark,” Mike said. “And I am not clothed to speak of.”  

 “You’re acting the baby now, lad. Pull on your wee booties. Open the door. Find a 

bit of grass and bring it back. I’m not asking you to return with the Holy Grail, for the 

love of bloody Christ.” 

 Mike and McClee chopped a pile of grass and divided the bits into stacks of ten. 

McClee then asked, “Who’s in?” 



254

 Dreams in Day shuffled the cards. My father made a move toward the table. I took 

hold of his shoulder and pulled him back. “No point to waking the memory,” I said. 

 He rubbed the finger where my mother’s ring had been and gave me a look that 

was unfathomable.  

 “Come, Plumeroy,” said Reilly. “You’ll go blind staring at your titles all day. 

Mike, stay at the table. Little Stevie, you look like a gaming kind of man. Pull up a seat.” 

 So it was. Plumeroy and McClee, Reilly and Dreams in Day, Little Stevie and 

Mike, all of them with their bits of grass stacked on our rough table, the cards flying now 

from the Indian’s hand. Milly kept her head down, writing in her notebook, while I put a 

hand on my father’s knee and sat quietly beside him.  

 Cards. Fortune’s ebb and flow. You win. You lose. You stand at the corner of Luck 

and Cunning, dressed in the garment of the game. The poker face. The sigh, unwitting, or 

maybe not. The banter, meaningless perhaps, or another deception.  

 In any event: Reilly and the Indian lost. Mike and Little Stevie won often enough 

to keep them in the game. Plumeroy being the man loved by the gods of apparent chance. 

A straight. A flush. The full house. He could have thatched a roof with the pile of grass at 

his elbow.   

 Thus one thing led to another. When the thrill of playing for bits of grass waned, 

Reilly cast a silver coin on the table. “To keep things interesting,” he said. “No need for 

you boys to match.”  

 Another coin or two. Then Reilly reaching into his leather purse and passing out 

coins to everyone.  
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 “The real wolf howling at our door here,” said Reilly, turned contemplative now. 

“What is it, lads?” 

 “Them wolves we got, they ain’t real enough?” Little Stevie replied. 

 “Of course they are. But have they killed you yet?” 

 Stevie shrugged. “I guess not.” 

 “There you have it. Whereas the wild wind howling without end. Until you won-

der where your thoughts begin and the breeze ends. The miles and miles to the horizon. 

Then the miles beyond the horizon, which also happen to be the same. The six hours of 

light and the eighteen hours of dark, with the stars blinking overhead, blink, blink, blink, 

like the minutes of your life slowly escaping, until you’re not sure of the meaning. At this 

pace will you live forever? Or have you overlooked the fact that you are already dead?” 

 “We should add all that to the tout sheets for our town then?” McClee countered. 

“Eternity. Comes with every parcel.” 

 “My point is, strength of mind. Spirits maintained. Wits sharp. Keeping an inter-

est. The danger being the suspicion that you are nothing but a speck of dust in this vast-

ness. The wolf being the immensity of it, of being dwarfed by the expanse. So we play 

for a few pennies instead of bits of grass. We fight back with whatever engages us. The 

give and take. The winning and losing. Play on my pennies, boys. I happily give them to 

you.” 

 So we did. Then the pennies became five and ten cent pieces, and a cask of 

brandy made its way to the table, whereupon the eyes of all concerned became brighter, 

and the voices louder. Reilly came upon the brilliant idea of playing for a few of 
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Plumeroy’s plot titles, these being assets shared in common, which we could divvy or 

gamble according to our desires. After all, were these bits of paper so different than the 

grass with which the game began? Except that they represented some future gain, hypo-

thetical of course, but the uncertainty therein adding another dimension of interest. 

 One title, then another, then a pile of paper, the appearance of which coincided 

with a remarkable change in fortune for Reilly and Dreams in Day. Cards turned into pa-

per, this representing land, taken from the Indian’s relatives and taken back again by him. 

Treachery at every step. 

 Dreams in Day exchanged the quickest of sidelong glances with Reilly. A vapor-

ish smile passed over his leathered features. Reilly announced, “Enough, my friends. 

Enough for one night. There’s always tomorrow and the day after that.” 

 When we woke that morning, Reilly and Dreams in Day had vanished, along with 

a pile of titles. 

 *** 

When McClee asked, “Where is your Mr. Reilly this fine morning?” I did not reply, 

“Why, he ran off during the night, sir, with the Indian and the stack of titles they won. Or 

stole. Depending on your definition.”  

 I told McClee that Reilly was a man with a churning mind, and so he might have 

set out early to investigate the countryside in his relentless search for additional opportu-

nity. Or he might be out hunting. Or, well, I had no idea, since Reilly answered to calls 

that he alone heard.  
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 McClee eyed me in a way that was not so comforting. “I wonder if you’re telling 

me the whole of it now, sonny,” he said. His boys were then arising. He called over Mike 

and Little Stevie. “Laddies,” he said, “it seems our Mr. Reilly has gone missing this glo-

rious morn. Take a close look at his young friend and tell me — do you believe Mr. Mor-

ley is offering us the whole of the truth? When he remarks that he don’t know where the 

man has hied himself?” 

 Mike and Little Stevie did as they were told, both of them sticking their sleep-

puffed mugs into my face.“What do you think?” said Mike at last. 

 “We could hike the sport up a touch,” Stevie offered.  

 Just then Deaupre walked in. He had slept outside, the better to watch for his 

sheep. He said his dogs had yapped in the middle of the night. When he rose to investi-

gate, Reilly waved as he sauntered eastward. “Him and Dreams on ponies,” said Deaupre.  

 “He was here and now he ain’t and we don’t know if he’ll be coming back,” said 

McClee. “Plotting and scheming. A spare pony for Reilly. A fine figure he cuts upon it, 

I’m sure.” 

 He looked at Milly. “What about you, missy? You know what our Mr. Reilly in-

tends?”  

 “I’m his keeper?”  

 “Ain’t none of us his keeper,” McClee said. “But all of us his fools. Him with the 

titles to the land won in a game of so-called chance. I ask myself, boys, am I not smarter 

than that?” 

 “No?” Stevie offered. 
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 “Damn it all to hell if I ain’t then. All the same, I got my appetite for justice.” 

 “Revenge,” said Mike. 

 “Another way of putting it.” 

 “So hitch up an ox and get on his trail,” said Milly. “Giddy-up.” 

 McClee groaned, a sound that seemed squeezed from his soul. For a moment I 

thought he might weep. Instead he kicked the bench, overturning it. “For the love of the 

very Virgin at the foot of the cross I don’t see how I made myself into such a fool,” he 

said, and stormed out the door.  

*** 

I looked for a note that Reilly might have left. I didn’t expect to find one. In that, I was 

not disappointed. Nonetheless, I poked in my trunk, felt between the clothing, lifted a 

number of vials to look beneath them, checked my pockets. Nothing, nothing, nothing. 

Another engagement with the vapors of life. 

 Reilly, so emphatically here and then so utterly gone. I thought I knew something 

of him. I believed he wanted to make something of me. Why? I had asked him often 

enough and he replied that, having enough for himself, what good did it do to add to his 

pile? When he could satisfy himself in a different way by spreading the wealth to those 

he loved, and profit from this additional happiness in the world. That might have been 

true. Or true enough in a particular moment, but not so true in the next. The truth being 

somewhat less like a brick, and somewhat more like the fog.  

 I looked around at the others in our little cabin. My father. Milly. McClee and his 

boys. Plumeroy. Reilly, absent but still a presence. 
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 All of them mysteries in their own way. Most mysterious of all my not-so-dear 

old pa. And this despite the years spent under his roof, watching the slow monotony of 

his life unfold, thinking it more or less normal that a man should be so trapped within 

himself, that his wife should talk for two, fill in the many available blanks, until I might 

deceive myself to think that normal human intercourse occurred within our four walls. 

There being enough chatter from ma to make it seem so. Then, upon her death, the si-

lence. The tick of the mantle clock, the groan of the timbers expanding, contracting, the 

odd scritch of a mouse or a noise from the street. And my father like a boat, its moorings 

slipped in the night, now floating away with the current, there being no way to tell 

whether it would be carried to the very ocean or sink around the next bend. 

 Perched on a stump that served as a chair, Milly. Street-walker and carnal artist of 

Captain Bell’s description? Or another victim of death, abandonment, latching now onto 

whatever might save her? Choosing to believe in Reilly’s scheme. Hoping to find a place 

in this immensity of grass and snow, imagining wealth and security to be hidden in the 

emptiness. Ignoring the many small bits of evidence to the contrary. 

 She sat in her corner, sketching and scribbling in her journal, this describing a fur-

ther mystery, since she guarded it so carefully. If she wrote therein of dead Captain Bell, 

what would she have to say? 

 His death did not seem to trouble her. Whether that made her more or less appeal-

ing in my eye, I could not so easily decide. 

*** 
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Milly pulled on her coat. She looked at me, nodded, and left the cabin. I grabbed our wa-

ter bucket and followed. We walked toward the river. 

 The sun was still rising behind us. At this hour the wind only whispered. Our 

shadows loomed over the grass and snow and our breath froze in the air. 

 “So he’s gone,” she said. 

 “Just that?” I asked. “Deserted us. Cheated us, if you prefer.” 

 “Fools and their money. Et cetera.” 

 “You leave it at that?” 

 “Your life,” she said. “It hasn’t much left you disappointed.” 

 “My parents dead. My inheritance not enough to fill a hand-me-down trunk. Stuck 

here now in this frozen desert and our so-called benefactor disappeared with his medicine 

man. I feel I can say, I am disappointed.” 

 “No one with a knife to your neck. No one tugging at your clothes. No one threat-

ening to toss you in the river and let the crabs nibble your eyeballs. To set the standard for 

disappointment in man and his works a bit higher. In my experience.” 

 She looked into the distance at something that wasn’t there. 

 I did not have a reply. The snow crunched beneath our feet. We marched on to-

ward the river.  

 “The deception,” I said. “The fraud. We are partners, investors, our fortune is 

made. Our fortune now riding off to parts unknown and us left with oxen to make a 

chase.” 
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 “If you caught him, what would you say? A pack of drunken fools gambling with 

a magician. The idiots thought they’d win, for why else would they gamble? Instead, oh, 

surprise! They lost. As was certain from the start. You want to be angry? Look to our 

friends back in the cabin. McClee and his rock-brained gang. Our four-eyed surveyor 

Plumeroy. The ones who all but handed over the titles.” 

 “A friendly game. That’s what he said. Now this.” 

 “Blame the mosquito for biting you. The wind for making you cold. Reilly was 

Reilly.” 

 “I thought we were more to him.” 

 “You thought you were more to him. Blame yourself.” 

 We could have been the last two people on earth. Ahead the snow-covered river 

lay, and beyond the slight rise and fall of the land, fading into the horizon, all of it seem-

ingly untouched by the hand of man. She looked up at me, neither harsh nor cold, but ap-

praising. Calculating. Making some private tally of the profit or potential loss that I rep-

resented. 

 She said, “Now you’re forced to think for yourself and make a life of your own. Is 

that what bothers you?” 

 “I’m not a child.” 

 “Don’t act like one. You counted on Reilly for the clothes on your back and the 

coins in your pocket. You figured he would hand you a fortune if you spent a few weeks 

in his tiny kingdom. Doing what he told you. Thinking precious little. Now this. What did 
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you expect? That Midas would turn rocks into gold forever and keep handing them to 

you?” 

 “So I’m a fool,” I said. “What do we do next?” 

 “You could be your father’s son. You could chase the ghost of Reilly until you die. 

There you have a goal. Maybe someday you would find him. Until then you could imag-

ine what you would say.  

 “I thought your would be my benefactor. I looked at you as a trade up. The father 

I thought I should have. Full of words. Light on the earth. Amusing. A little devilish. A 

charmer. Something to aim at. Instead of the tongue-tied mystery that I was shackled to at 

birth. 

 “Life being unfair in ways both minor and major. Though mostly minor in your 

case. If you care to know the truth.” 

 We arrived at the river bank. A long pry bar leaned against the stump of a tree that 

McClee’s boys had felled. I chopped a hole in the ice and filled our bucket. We walked 

back to the cabin with the sun in our eyes and the clouds all purple and a few of the plan-

ets and stars still winking dimly in the brightening sky. 

*** 

McClee raged. At himself. At his boys. At the kettle he held, which he slammed repeated-

ly on the stove top as he declared, “If the thief were standing before me I’d pluck out his 

eyeballs and cut off his fingers and then choke the very life from him.” 
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 Having heard this type of rant before, McClee’s boys went about their business, 

pulling on their boots, scratching at their beards. “Ain’t that the truth,” and, “God help 

him then, boss,” and, “Pity on the scoundrel’s soul,” they murmured. 

 “I don’t care if all we got are oxen,” McClee went on. “Trail the man. As a matter 

of professional pride. Fleeced by one, the next you know, it’s fleeced by all. The mark of 

the sucker tattooed on your forehead.” 

 This captured the attention of McClee’s boys. “Awful cold out there,” said Stevie. 

“Race between ox and pony, I go with the pony,” said Mike. “A wander in the 

wilderness,” Gerald added. 

 “Me. I’ll go. Leave this minute.” This from my father, from his stool in the corner. 

He shot to his feet. “I’ll go night and day. Until I got him. You know I will.” 

 “You’ll die,” I said. Warning or a prayer? To be free of him, of the obligation, and 

befuddlement, and foggy sentiment; filial piety aside, the notion had appeal. 

 “He tried to kill me and didn’t manage. I swam and crawled and walked until…” 

 “Until you ended up here at the end of the earth and Reilly slipped past you again. 

You could learn a lesson.” 

 “Persistence. That’s the lesson. Never give up!” 

 “Or let the past be the past.” 

 At this Milly nudged me and whispered. “We’ll go with him. Say that. We’ll go 

with him.” 

 “Why?” 

 “Just say it.” 
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 So I did as she said, and my father’s eyes lit for the first time since I don’t know 

when. He clapped my back; said, “That’s my boy.”  

 “You ain’t leaving me behind,” said Zeb. “Anybody’s going, I’m going too.” 

 “Well, I don’t…” I started to say. 

 “Sure,” Milly said. “Sure you will.” 

 “When do we go?” my father asked Milly. 

 Suddenly she was in charge. 

 “Grab provisions, put on our coats. Hitch ox to a cart and we’re gone.” 

 “God bless you then,” said McClee. “The mighty God is a vengeful being. 

Plagues. Slaying. Cursing onto the third and fourth generation. All of that. It’s God’s 

work you’re doing now. Sure it is.” 

 My father looked at him dumbly. Milly gave McClee an odd smile, and thanked 

him for his account of scripture.  

 We rounded up the oxen. They were dull-eyed, dusted with frost, tools in the 

schemes of others. That being roughly how I felt as well. “What are you thinking?” I 

asked Milly. 

 “There’s nothing for us here,” she said. 

 “We’ll hunt for Reilly?” 

 “Oh, maybe cross paths.” 

 “Not by intent.” 

 “It’s a big world. Maybe you noticed. Wind blows. Tracks disappear. Not really so 

much you can hope for.” 
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 “We’re escaping.” 

 “Unless you see the profit. Sitting in a place where there’s nothing to be made. In 

a room that as far as I can tell is not filled with geniuses.” 

 “We abandon them?” 

 “We make a better choice. We get back to St. Paul before they do. We see if 

there’s a leg up in that.” 

*** 

So we plodded eastward. We pulled a canvas over our cart and took turns huddled be-

neath a pile of buffalo robes. We kept our pile of pemmican and bannock there as well, to 

keep it from freezing to brick. We did not stop to smell the roses, there being none, and 

only, instead, snow and grass, and the witchy branches of the savannah oak raking the 

sky, and sometimes a knot of bison, dark against the white, mute and motionless.  

 My father held the reins until his hands turned numb and his feet were all but sol-

id. He scanned this way and that, as though Reilly and Dreams in Day were sitting on a 

park bench, awaiting our discovery.   

 The moon being near full and early to rise, we continued as the sky went to dark, 

our path, such as it was, illuminated by moonlight, this reflected upon the snow, the 

whole of it ghostly, like a wander through a netherworld that would end at the River Styx.  

 My father being so determined, and so anxious whenever he was forced to retire, 

Zeb, Milly and I spent more that our share in the back of the jostling cart, tangled up in 

each other for warmth. I would not say we chattered, because the hours stacked up one 

upon the other, and it seemed often that time itself had stopped. Instead, now and then 
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one or the other of us would send a few words into this void, and we would consider what 

would await us in Saint Paul, and whether Reilly would long since have fled, or whether 

he went there at all, or headed southward with Dreams in Day, aiming at Dubuque or 

Davenport and passage back to Saint Louis, or New Orleans or Constantinople. We talked 

also about the weather, this being a topic that was not fraught. We wondered if the weath-

er would hold. 

 Which it did not. On our third or fourth night, the days having blurred into each 

other, the moon lit for a while a mass of cloud roiling in the northwest. One cold gust fol-

lowed another, and the very feel of the air was altered, so that my head seemed to spin. 

My father, from his perch, shouted down to us. “It’s blowing. Lord, it’s blowing.” And 

then, “See there. See over there. It’s a light.” 

 I thought at first he had most likely lost his mind completely, for we had seen 

nothing resembling human habitation for days and I did not believe a cabin would sud-

denly appear, no matter how desperately we wished this might be true, in the middle of 

the night with a storm bearing down upon us. 

 The canvas rattled over our cart. I stuck my head out and was blasted by the wind.  

 “You see it?” my father asked. He pointed into a swirl of snow. Whatever had 

been there — if anything at all — was impossible now to see. 

 I said, “Come down here before you freeze.”  

 “I tell you, there’s a light.” 

 “Maybe. But we can’t see it now. We’ll wander in circles. You’ll turn to ice.” 

 “I’m going.” 
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 “No.” 

 “There’s no stopping me.” 

 “There is,” I said. I grabbed him by the neck of his coat and pulled him into the 

cart. 

 He landed on Zeb, who shouted, “Jesus Christ Almighty!” and pushed my father 

away. He squirmed over me and pushed to get back out the gap in the canvas. We tussled. 

He fell on Milly this time. She grabbed him by the neck, put her nose against his, and 

said, not loudly but in a tone that demanded attention, “Enough.” 

 “There’s never enough,” my father said. “There will never be enough. Not until I 

got him pinned down and accounted for. He’s in there right now, for all we know. Sitting 

by the fire. Him toasting his toes and us out here.” 

 “There’s nothing to see. You’ll walk in circles. Freeze. Die.” 

 “I know what I saw.” 

 “I hate sitting here. Nothing I hate more,” said Zeb. “Working at the Pioneer, we 

had stories regular. People froze to stone in blizzards not a hundred yards from a settler’s 

cabin. I wouldn’t go out there.” 

 My father looked at Zeb as if he had suddenly appeared out of thin air. He shook 

his head but otherwise did not bother to respond. 

 “Go ahead then,” Milly said. “Go.” 

 “What?” I said. 

 “No stopping him. We can’t tie him to the cart. He’ll do what he wants to do.” 

Milly leaned into him again and whispered, “Go.” 
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 “I can follow my own tracks back. If I don’t find it. That light. But I will.” 

 “Go,” she said. 

 “Folly,” I said. “Suicide.” 

 “Amen,” Zeb added. 

 My father pushed back the canvas and threw himself onto the frozen ground. He 

fell in a heap, crawled up on all fours, got to his feet and staggered off into the wildness 

of snow and wind.  

 In seconds he was swallowed by the storm. “Why did you do that?” I asked Milly. 

 “You know,” she said. “You know.” 

*** 

I supposed he might give up and follow his tracks back to the cart. I sat up and listened, 

in case he would call to us. I heard many things in the screaming of the wind, and in the 

scratch of snow driven against our cart. My thoughts wandered back to those winter 

nights in Saint Louis, never so cold or threatening, when my ma would pull this or that 

from the hearth, and my father would sit at the table, fork in hand, waiting with a look of 

contentment. Not that he was, even in these peaceable moments, an open book. The gap 

between what went on in the man’s head and what emerged from his tongue might as 

well have been the Grand Canyon for all the empty space it contained. Yet, that being 

what I had known since birth, and having so little other sense of what might be possible, 

or desirable, I accepted it as normal. That one’s father should be as impenetrable as the 

Sphinx: yes, of course.  

 “You hear anything?” I asked Zeb after a while. “Him shouting for us?”  
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 “The wind.” 

 “Listen hard.” 

 “He ain’t coming back. Even if he could see his footprints, they’ll be drifted over. 

Either he finds his cabin or he don’t.” 

 I wiggled out of our shelter and yelled my father’s name. I thought the wind and 

snow would take off my face. I could barely hear my own screaming against the noise of 

the storm.  

 “That ain’t doing any good,” said Zeb. “You’re just letting in the cold.” 

 Milly pulled me under the buffalo robes and squeezed up against me. A fire 

burned inside her. She wrapped an arm around my shoulders and drew me close. I 

thought I would never be able to sleep until my father returned. And yet. I listened. I lift-

ed the canvas and peered into the dark. Listened. And then. My thoughts, carried off by 

the wind, evaporated in the warmth. I slept. When I woke again the first light made a dim 

impression inside our tiny shelter.  

 The cold was paralyzing. The wind had stopped. I unwrapped myself and slipped 

outside. The snow sparkled, waves of it, pure and white to the horizon. I called for my 

father.  

 A mound of snow beside the wagon stirred. The ox emerged, snorting. I climbed 

to the cart seat and scanned the surroundings.  

 My father was not so far off, draped over what seemed to be a fence post. A lovely 

white plume of smoke rose from the chimney of a sod hut, just a short hike from where 

we stood.  
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*** 

“Likely he was dead when they got him,” said Zeb, looking at what remained.  

 My father’s haunches were stripped to the bone. His organs seemed to be gone. 

His face was unmarked. His beard still looked splendid, so dark and thick and shot 

through with frost. He did not look unhappy. Thoughtful. That’s one word. Vacant being 

another. 

 We stumbled toward the hut, kicking through the snow. Milly brought up the rear. 

There wasn’t much to see except a door and a greased bit of paper that served as a win-

dow. The rest was buried in snow. Zeb banged on the door. We heard shuffling inside. 

Then a scratchy, unused voice, calling, “What? What?”  

 “What do you think?” Zeb yelled back. “We’re near to dead and froze stiff. You 

don’t let us in you’re murdering us.”  

 The door flew open. Before us, a short, bug-eyed hermit, gray hair flying in all 

directions, glaring at us, as if our presence was an outrage.  

 “I can’t heat all of god damn Nature!” he shouted at us. “Come in if you’re com-

ing in. Step lively now.” 

 “Lucky to be stepping at all,” said Zeb. “More than can be said for him out there.” 

He pointed toward the door. 

 Our host opened the door a crack and peered out. 

 “No rush bringing him in, I don’t suppose.” 

*** 
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His name was Franz Hoffman. The usual story. Immigrant. Bavaria. Too crazed for the 

city. Too riled by the coming and going, the endless yapping and scheming. In search of a 

world full of quiet, which he found in spades.  

 We stayed with him a few days, waiting for the cold to break. The ox rested in 

Hoffman’s rough manger, as did my father when we finally dragged him in. We pried him 

off the fence post and put him on a toboggan. Hoffman tied him down so he rested on his 

back, but what remained of his frozen legs stuck up like a pair of flag poles.  

 “Shoulda brought something to cover his head,” Zeb said.  

 “Put him in the corner there,” said Hoffman. “Pack him in straw. He’ll keep fine 

until spring.” Hoffman promised to bury him when the ground thawed again.  

 “You boys want to say a few words?” Hoffman wondered.  

 “I’d rather be packing Plumeroy’s fat ass in straw,” Zeb said. 

 “Not much of a remembrance, that,” Hoffman observed.  

 Milly looked to me. “You want to say something?” 

 “I should. Something about … “ 

 Some time passed. They all looked at me, then looked away, waiting. 

 “Once he had an idea…” 

 More silence. 

 “You think it’s getting warmer here, standing?” Hoffman wondered. He answered 

his own question. “It ain’t.” 

 “He had a life inside. Deep inside. Not so easy to see.” 

 “Hard to know what you think yourself. Let alone others,” Milly said. 
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 “Still. Things he wanted. What he couldn’t abide. What the perfect world would 

have been for him.” 

 “Whatever that may be.” 

 “Family around hearth. Food to be served. The idea that this is here for you. The 

next generation and the one after that. Waiting outside the door. To be remembered. For a 

while, at least.” 

 “I’ll say something then,” Milly declared. “Somebody ought. The bare 

proprieties.” 

 “So go on then,” Zeb said. “It ain’t so warm out here.” 

 “Lot of people,” Milly declared. “They drift from day to day. No real direction. 

No single idea. A parade of days and then the coffin. Unlike our… What was his first 

name?” 

 “Lyman. Lyman Morley.” 

 “…unlike Lyman Morley, who for all we know chases his dreams even beyond 

the grave.” 

 “Dreams,” I said. “I don’t know I’d call them that.” 

 “Anyway,” said Zeb. “A thing to admire. I suppose. Once he got on the scent.” 

 “Exactly. A man who lived to set things right. Some people, you cheat them, they 

get used to it. They accommodate themselves. They turn into a rug at the door and you 

wipe your feet on them. Whereas Lyman Morley. Lyman Morley was not that man.” 

 The ox grunted and snuffled at this.  
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 “Lyman Morley would chase you to the end of the earth. You could throw him in 

the river and he would fight his way to shore. Try to hide from him in a blizzard and he 

would button up his coat. He would stumble through the snow. He would freeze on a 

fence post and my bet is he was happy to do it. Died doing what he loved. Loved putting 

the scales of this world back in balance. A man of justice. A man of truth.” 

 I let that sink in for a minute before I said, “I think that’s taking things a little far.” 

 “It’s a eulogy for Christ’s sake,” said Hoffman. “Ain’t that the point?” 

 “For all I know the only thought in his head was revenge. Retribution. I lived with 

the man.” 

 “Your mother’s ring. That set him off.” 

 “Maybe. Or just a reason for the unreasonable.” 

 “Take what you got. Now you’re free.” 

 “Free?” 

 “You know what I mean. No further obligation.” 

 “Memory counts for something. Regret. There’s such a thing as free?” 

 She considered that. “Freer, then. Throwing off a weight.” 

 “There’s always more.” 

 “I did you a favor.” 

 “You wouldn’t let me stop him.” 

 “You didn’t want to stop him. You got what you wanted. If you’re honest with 

yourself.” 
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 “Enough,” said Hoffman. “Maybe you want to say a prayer. Before we cover him 

up.” 

 “You go ahead,” I told him. 

 Hoffman handed me a pitchfork. I buried my father is a pile of straw. Hoffman 

covered him with canvas. “That will keep him. Until spring,” he said. “You come back 

and we bury him together.” 

 “I will,” I said. Though I doubted that was true. 

*** 

My idea was to return to Saint Paul, on the chance that Reilly lingered there. We had an 

obligation, I thought, to tell Katherine Bell what had become of her husband. Between 

Saint Paul and Saint Louis, that was what I knew of the world. I hankered for the familiar. 

Enough of wandering, and living by my wits. Or Reilly’s wits. I wanted to wake up 

among those I knew and loved, in my own bed, under my own roof, wandering no further 

than my little shop, where I could work until supper. Then a glass of port, and a pipe, and 

a return again to my cozy bed, there to await the start of another day, which, God willing, 

would be not so different than the one before. I did not say so much about that. Milly 

would find my ambitions quaint. To Zeb they would seem akin to Death.  

 “Now’s the time to strike out for parts unknown!” he announced. “Where we ain’t 

been.” 

 “You don’t think we should tell Mrs. Bell? That she’s a widow?” 

 “She’ll find out soon enough. Plumeroy. McClee. One of them will spill the 

beans. She won’t be happier for knowing sooner.” 
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 “What about Reilly?” 

 “What are you going to do? He won those titles. Maybe not fair and square. But 

the fools gambled them away.” 

 “What do you say?” I asked Milly. 

 “From here? Simplest is, Saint Paul. From there, we choose, each of us. Stay 

there. Chicago. Saint Louis. On to California. The world doesn’t need be small. If Reilly 

is there, we could try pleading with him. A cut of what he bilked.”  

 “In consideration of…what?” 

 “Prior sentiments, I suppose. He might be a soft touch. If we were standing right 

there.” 

 Several days later we skidded down the hill to Saint Paul, having suffered no oth-

er remarkable incidents, only the wallowing through drifted snow, and precarious cross-

ings of river and stream, and the constant risk of dumb accident or slow death. In Saint 

Paul the smoke from a few hundred hearths rose and spread out in an even gray haze. The 

river was frozen to a white strand. The steamboats were gone, and something close to 

quiet had settled on the place.  

Force of habit drove me to the American House. We did not have the 

money to stay there. Nor did I truly believe that we would find Reilly. Nonetheless.  
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 “So, the hero returns,” Edmont announced, once I had unwrapped my scarf and 

pulled off my hat.  

 “Cold and hungry.” 

 “That’s what keeps us in business. Too bad you missed your friend.” 

 “Reilly?” I said. “He was here?”  

 “Him and the Indian. Peddling paper. Bellvue. In memory of the Captain. The 

way he saved this little imp.” Edmont pointed at Zeb. “Don’t know what you were think-

ing, boy. But you were lucky. Lucky a man like Bell was at hand.” 

 Zeb started to reply. Milly put a hand on his shoulder. 

 “Lucky. Indeed.” I said. “The place fills whole barrels of luck.” 

 “Depends,” Edmont replied. 

 “Mister Reilly. When did he leave?” Milly asked. 

 Despite myself, I hoped that we could still catch him. Not strictly for the money, 

at least not in whole. For his company, for his cheer and optimism, his enthusiasms. But 

yes, also for the room and board, and silk pajamas, the fine touches replacing the other-

wise crude. We could be happy enough, until we would not be happy, Reilly’s schemes 

always so likely to catch up with him. But then there were other places, a world full of 

places. I thought it was Saint Paul that I wanted. In truth it was Reilly, and the attentions 

of a man who was now for me the patriarch. No more knowable in the end perhaps, but 

the mystery coming in a more captivating package. 

 “When did he leave?”  
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 Edmont settled his jowls on his chest with the exertion of thinking of it. He 

rubbed his broad bald head.  

 “Less than a week. More than a few days. I’m not his secretary, you know.” 

 “And his occupation. So far as you know.” 

 Edmont shrugged.  

 “Attending to business. Traveling back to the Red. Inquiring about dog sleds, as I 

recall.”  

 “Interesting,” I said, knowing that if this was the story Reilly put out, it must sure-

ly be a lie. He would not leave a clear trail.  

 “Oh,” said Edmont as an afterthought. “He left something for you. A package. 

Where’d I put it?”  

 He fumbled behind his desk, casting aside old newspapers and receipts. Eventual-

ly he came upon a fat envelope. He handed to me. “Go on,” he said. “Take it and sit 

down. Have yourself a cup of coffee. You got yourself a lot of reading, looks like.”  

 As it turned out, I did not.  

 Zeb, Milly and I took a table. I pulled open the envelope. Inside was a single sheet 

of paper and a wad of cash money. I knew enough of Saint Paul by then not to count it in 

a public place. I slipped the paper from the envelope, then quickly tucked the envelope 

into my jacket pocket.  

 “What was that?” Zeb asked. 

 I leaned toward him to whisper in his ear, “Money.” 

 His eyes widened. I credit Zeb with this much: he did not blurt out, “How much?” 
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He whispered the words into my ear. 

 “Enough, it seems,” I said softly.  

 “This ain’t the place to count it,” he said.  

 When the waiter came round I ordered three beefsteaks. Then I motioned to Ed-

mont, and informed him that we would each require a room.  

 I opened the note from Reilly. His hand was all scrolls and loops, this at a tilt that 

was pleasing to look at but difficult to read, in keeping with the man himself.  

 “Dearest Thaddeus,” it began.  

 “This top secret, or you gonna tell us what it says,” Zeb wondered. 

 “Come closer,” I said to him and Milly. “No point in speechifying for the whole 

room.” 

 “Go on then,” Milly said. 

 “Enclosed, a token of my affection,” he wrote, “and a portion of the reward so 

deserved for your service to the town of Bellvue. Share it as you see fit, or keep it for 

yourself. I leave the choice to you.”  

 From Zeb I got a skeptical look. “Share it, right?” 

 “Of course he will share it,” said Milly. 

 “A third, a third, a third?” Zeb added. 

 I got an eyeing from Milly that was hard to untangle. A bit of amusement, some 

flintiness, as if this were a game, but more like poker than hearts. “Of course that’s what 

he’s thinking,” she said. 
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 Fifty, twenty-five, twenty-five was more like the split that first came to my mind. 

This due to my longer association with Reilly, and that his note was addressed to me, not 

them. It could all be mine, if that’s how I chose to play it. But I would have to watch my 

back and disappear quickly, Milly being no stranger to varieties of murder. 

 “Of course,” I said. “A third, a third, a third.” 

 Our beefsteaks arrived, gleaming with fat, thick, steaming, the bloody juices gath-

ered on the plates. I ordered a bottle of wine. We ate and drank until our eyes rolled in our 

heads, then retired to my room, where we counted out Reilly’s cash and split it. 

*** 

Next morning at breakfast, as I looked down on a plate of eggs and ham and potatoes, 

plus corn cakes and syrup, and a sausage or two, I felt a hand clamp down on my arm.  

 “Why, Mr. Morley,” I heard murmured into my ear. “What a pleasant surprise to 

find you. Restored to civilization.”  

 Offered me a bet on whether Bell and my father would be dead, and Jeremy Ram-

stad still prowling this earth, I would have taken long odds. Yet there he was. The odor of 

corruption still rose from him, and death’s own face continued to balance on his scrawny 

neck.  

 “Traded in Mr. Reilly for a younger companion, I see,” Ramstad said, pointing at 

Zeb. “But you, my dear, still engaged,” he said to Milly. 

 Zeb quavered a bit as he took in Ramstad. It was like having a coffin popped open 

beside your table. 
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 “Go ahead, friends, eat up,” he said, grinning and thus exposing his long yellow 

teeth.  

 I looked down at my plate. Ramstad’s presence did not improve my appetite.  

 “Captain Bell,” Ramstad said. “Tragic. But heroic. And you,” he said to Zeb. “I 

can’t imagine your gratitude.” Ramstad did not seem to believe a word he said. “So much 

for two prominent investors.’ 

 “Two?” I said. 

 “Out where you were. Of course you didn’t hear. Ezekial. Doorpost dead. His own 

dog, turned on him. Throat gone in one lunge. Then the beast crashed through the front 

window. Ripped its guts out on the shards. Both of them dead within minutes. Rabid, I 

suppose. Dangerous to have any sort of creature in the home, I always told Ezekial. Espe-

cially those hounds of his. Of course he knew better.”  

 Ramstad grinned again. He was alive and the unstoppable Wilkins, dead. A tri-

umph of a sort. 

 “A further example of life’s one great truth. You can’t count on anything.”  

 He let this sink in, then leaned in to ask, “That being, again, established, I wonder 

if you know. What’s become of your Mr. Reilly.”  

 “We don’t rightly know,” Zeb said quickly. Wilkins, being such a representative 

of the afterlife, scared him into the truth.  

 “We only arrived ourselves,” Milly said. “Mr. Reilly had business that brought 

him here before us.”  
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 “All the same to me. Wilkins, Bell, that idiot McClee, they put up the money for 

your little town. Me, not a penny. Having sniffed what a lifetime of experience told me 

was a rat. An amusing one. The type of rat that knows certain tricks. Good for a circus 

sideshow, I suppose. The Amazing Reilly.” 

 Zeb said, “Reilly disappeared. Into the night with the Indian, Dreams in Day. 

Card-sharped the titles out of the others’ hands, the two of them did. Gone before the sun 

came up. We were on their trail. But too late.” 

 “So it seems,” said Ramstad. 

 “Bell wasn’t no hero and he didn’t save me. Thought he was brother to Jesus 

Christ, that he could cross a river that wasn’t froze. Down he went. Current carried him 

away, trapped beneath what ice there was. Tough luck. But God don’t always look out so 

much for drunks, and fools and dumb animals.” 

 “Indeed he does not,” said Ramstad. 

*** 

 Myself, I would not have offered so much of the truth, my association with Reilly 

having taught me that much. But there it was and there we were.  

 Ramstad sipped from his cup. A trickle of coffee ran down his chin. He dapped at 

this with his napkin. A memory of elegance amid the ruin.  

 “Allow me a suggestion,” said Ramstad. “Ezekial’s contract with the Bellvue 

Company specified that the firm’s capital be held at the Bordup bank. No surprise, Bor-

dup being his in-law. Let us check, if only for our entertainment, on the disposition of 

those funds.”  
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 “The what?” asked Zeb. 

 “Whether some money is still there,” I said. 

 “Exactly,” Ramstad added. “Come with me. Bordup is just down the street.” 

 Ramstad did not bother with coat or hat or mittens, saying he was cold no matter 

what, so why trouble himself. He pulled a thin cloak over his shoulders. This flapped like 

a flag wrapped around its pole when we stepped outside.  

 The mud was frozen solid now in the streets and the ruts were hard as stone. The 

bank was on the ground floor of a tidy brick building just two blocks from the American 

House. It was as imposing as any other institution in the town, which was to say, not very. 

A boardwalk out front, a gas light on the corner opposite, a pair of windows and a door 

looking toward the river, with an inn occupying the second and third floor: this was the 

majesty of the Bordup bank.  

 Inside was Bordup himself, at a desk close to the stove. Sweat glazed his bright, 

pudgy features, these bracketed by muttonchops and topped by a pink, bald scalp.  

 “Jeremy,” he called as we strolled his way. “What brings you...”  

 Ramstad waved these pleasantries aside. “Bordup,” he said, “Information for  

my young friends. Regarding the Bellvue Company.” He stood beside the stove and 

opened his cloak to capture some of its warmth.  

 “Watch out there, now, Jeremy. Don’t light yourself up. What if I get you a 

chair?”  

 “Never mind the chair. Just tell me something about the balance in the Bellvue 

Company account.”  
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 “The Bellvue Company?” Bordup replied. “I oughtn’t, you know. Private infor-

mation. That’s what we tell them anyway.”  

 “Don’t bother me with all that, Bordup. Ezekial was an investor. I told the widow 

I’d do what I can to straighten out his affairs. So, Bellvue. A speculation. The principal 

being Reilly, Horatio Reilly. You would remember him, I should think.”  

 “Reilly,” Bordup repeated. He made a show of wanting to help. Bordup reached to 

a stand behind him and pulled out a ledger. “So much going on here,” he said. “Barely 

remember my name at the end of the day. Bellvue,” he mumbled to himself. “Reilly. 

Well. In consideration of...”  

 His short fingers trailed over the pages. He flipped back and forth for a while, 

then looked up helplessly. “You think you have the name confused? A different bank? 

Though I always did right by Zeke and I can’t see why...”  

 So close to the fire was Ramstad that finally he took on a slight flush. “There is no 

Bellvue account, that’s what you’re saying? No record of money deposited or 

withdrawn?”  

 “I’m saying I don’t see anything.” 

 “Then the thirteen thousand dollars Ezekial invested...?”  

 “I don’t know about that, Jeremy.” 

 “But if it were yours?”  

 He rubbed a hand over his bald pate. “I’d look for this Reilly. Lucky for him, 

Zeke being in no condition to hunt anyone down. Hell to pay if he were.”  

 “Perhaps from hell,” said Ramstad. “He might manage that.” 
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 I did not bother to mention Bell’s thirteen thousand, or McClee’s. 

 The thick wad of bills that Reilly left me burned in my pocket, as if it had come 

from the Mint of Hades. Having no other means of support, however, I suspected I could 

live with the heat.  

 “Thanks to you then, Bordup,” said Ramstad. “No information sometimes being 

its own type of knowledge.” He ushered us outside again, where the wind blew away in 

an instant any warmth that clung to us.  

 “Wilkins’ money, gone,” I said. “So what will you do?”  

 “Oh, it’s a game from beginning to end. The getting of it and the keeping of it and 

the building it into more. Reilly wins a dead man’s money. Poor Zeke, being so dead, be-

yond losing. And having grabbed so much himself while alive. The widow lives on with 

more than she needs. In the end, a good enough balance, don’t you think?”  

*** 

Later, in the privacy of our room at the American, I reopened the envelope Reilly had left 

for me and counted out again my share. Two thousand fluttered under my fingers. I might 

have been John Jacob Astor, so stuffed full of cash did I feel. Except that gratitude never 

lasts long, and I could not help but wonder if the six was a somewhat measly share of the 

thirty nine Reilly had collected in total. He had expenses, sure, and the price of the land 

itself, assuming he had bought it. A doubtful proposition there, I reckoned. Not to men-

tion the income from the titles he sold. But then that against whatever share Dreams in 

Day pocketed. What the Indian would do with cash money was a puzzlement. But then, 

who would have figured him for a land-grabbing card sharp? He and Reilly made a pair. 
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*** 

Zeb did not bother to knock on my door. He threw it open, perched on the edge of the 

bed, this with his foot jiggling up and down, and said, “I ain’t going.” 

 Milly entered behind him. “You got other plans?” she asked, not quite rolling her 

eyes. 

 I mentioned to Zeb that it was a fine walk to Fort Snelling. We could stretch out 

our legs for six or seven miles, take in the scenery along the way. The steam would rise 

from the open spots on the river, where the current had worn away the ice. The country-

side would sparkle with snow. The bluffs lit by the winter sun and all of that. Then at the 

journey’s end, a fire in the hearth, food and drink in our bellies, the usual hub-bub of the 

fort.  

 “I don’t care about none of that,” Zeb said. “It ain’t my fault her fool husband’s 

dead and I ain’t the one about to tell her. Especially she’s got two babies thrown into the 

bargain. You go ahead and do what you got to do.”  

 I scolded him a bit. Milly called him a coward. I told him I was disappointed to 

bear this burden alone.  

 “You won’t shame me into it,” he huffed. “I never met the woman and I don’t care 

to now.”  

 “She’s quite a beauty,” I said. 

 “You go enjoy yourself then.” 

 Which was how Milly and I ended up marching to the fort together. The steam did 
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rise from the dark water. The river flats and bluffs to the north did sparkle with snow. For 

all that there was no song in my heart. I rehearsed what I would say to Katherine Bell. A 

lie. The brave Captain. Reckless youth. A moment to choose. In dove the Captain. One 

saved, one sacrificed. Nothing regarding hubris, bad judgment, contempt for the advice of 

others.  

 None of that mattered much anyway. The relevant fact being that her husband was 

dead, lost and left to rot, while she was abandoned a stone’s throw from the edge of civi-

lization with two children barely old enough to walk. Plus her money was gone. 

 “Long run, she’s better off without him,” Milly said. “What was he? A swollen 

head with a lot of hair glued to it. Imagine. Thirty years married to that. Forty. Enough to 

make you wish for an early death. Just to escape.” 

 The crows gathered in the trees and made their noise. Thirty years. Forty. I tried to 

imagine it for myself. Here? Married to who, or to what?  

 Milly slipped on the track. The trail was beaten slick by wagons and oxen and 

foot traffic. She grabbed my arm to catch herself, then did not let go. 

 “But two children. Here. The woods being full of drunks and hermits and 

schemers.” 

 “She writes to Boston and money arrives like magic. A month and she’s home. 

Not dragging the weight of Captain Bell behind her. Take a look at the woman, in case 

you haven’t. You think she’ll lack for suitors?” 

*** 
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Across the river. Up the hill. Through the gate, past the guards. Between the schoolhouse 

and the hospital. Then, a knock on her door in the officer’s quarters. Nothing at first. “We 

could leave a note,” I said, hoping.  

 “Not so fast,” Milly replied. 

 Then shuffling, a clatter, a child whimpering. The door opened and there she was. 

Hair needing a brush. Face swollen with sleep or tears. Confusion in her eyes, then, final-

ly, “Why, Mr. Morley? I didn’t expect... You must excuse, why, everything...but I had no 

notion.” And, “But you must come in, both of you, and have a seat while I...”  

 Bell’s ghost stared from every corner. A cavalry hat hung near the door. Over the 

mantle, a wedding portrait, Bell straight-backed and fierce in his chair, right hand resting 

on the saber hilt. Katherine standing behind him, hand on his shoulder. There his desk 

and inkpot, his papers stacked neatly. And Bell in his tomb of ice, where his fingers had 

clawed to no end, while his eyes fixed on mine.  

 Katherine returned. Her hair was combed through and pulled back. She held her 

girl in her arm. The boy toddled behind her. “You know who this is?” she asked them. 

“Mr. Morley, who saved your little lives. And Miss LaCroix.”  

 Yes. Mr. Morley, who posed as your savior and watched mutely as your father 

was, you could say, murdered by Miss LaCroix. Mr. Morley, who was about to add to the 

wave of deceptions that have carried him along. 

 Katherine smiled so beautifully that I wished another false word would not be 

necessary. 
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 “I have already heard the news, Mr. Morley. Though I appreciate that you have 

come. To tell me in your own words.”  

 “Words are not adequate,” I said, reluctant to hear my own lies. 

 “Nonetheless,” said Milly. She leaned close to Katherine, put a hand on her wrist, 

said, “For whatever comfort it provides…” 

 Then the fiction. The heroics. Life ripped away from death, except for the cost to 

the Captain himself. A performance so engaging that I wondered if Milly had come to 

believe it herself.  

 The children looked on with no idea. A mantle clock chipped away at time. From 

the frozen parade ground, the noise of drills and marching.  

 What then? Not a tear from her. She kept her arms around her children. “No 

body?” she asked.  

 “None we could find.” 

 “He will appear, you think? In spring?” 

 “Ah,” I said. “Somewhere, yes, surely. But where, and when. And whether in that 

place, to be found…“  

 “But he will not rest in an awful spot,” said Milly. “In spring he will be released. 

If you could see it you might be happy, even. The grass goes on forever. There will be 

flowers then, and green such as you have never seen. The various animals will be there. 

The deer, and prairie chickens, and the ducks and geese returning, and the fox and wolf 

and muskrat and all the others. He will have company enough.”  
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 I thought then of Reilly as a type of disease, which had infected us all with a tal-

ent for covering everything with a layer of gold dust. 

 “But in the event, lonely.” 

 “There is no knowing.” 

 I thought of my father, blizzard frozen, draped over a hermit’s fence post. Lonely. 

I assume. Maybe a moment of peace within it for the two of them. As opposed to the 

warm sick bed and the room full of chatter, the family gathered round with its own brand 

of lies. “Oh, he looks better today,” or, “Let’s prop his head up,” or, “His feet feel like ice. 

Socks. I think he wants for socks.” The effort being to impose sense on the insensible, to 

put a coat of frosting on a rotting stump and call it cake.  

 “I have no further obligation then?” 

 “In what sense?” asked Milly. 

 “Hiram’s town. His Bellvue. What must I do?”  

 Well. This unsaid: You must engage with McClee and his knot of thugs. You must 

remove yourself to a hut or two on the bank of a meandering and barely navigable river; 

in a sprawl of nothingness so complete that you must wonder if your very soul will leave 

you. And Reilly gone with all the money. What must you do? Weep, that would be one 

answer. 

 “Your Mr. Reilly,” she asked next. “ I thought he might come to tell me this. Why 

does he send you two alone?” 

 “Mr. Reilly is...” I began. “He has...” 

 She looked at me quizzically. She was dry-eyed to hear that her husband was 
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dead. And I, struggling to tell her that Reilly had disappeared with her money, found my 

eyes flooded with tears.  

 “Vanished? Is that it?” she said softly. 

 I nodded. The children looked on. 

 “And the money? Gone as well?” 

 I nodded again. 

 She sighed. “Hiram imagined his name on every sign post in the place. He did not 

suffer for modesty. Nor you for trust. Nor me for dumb acceptance.”  

 “He was a brave man,” I said.  

 “Oh, bravery,” she replied, as if it were an illness. 

*** 

Katherine set her hand on mine. “You have already done more than I could fairly ask,” 

she said. “I have no right to ask anything more.”  

 To this I said nothing. I was not on the lookout for more obligation. 

 “What?” Milly said finally. 

 “I want to see the place. Where it happened.” 

 “It’s not so close,” I said. “The travel not so pleasant. Better imagined than expe-

rienced. In my opinion.” 

 “Still. I shall complain about nothing.” 

 “Your children?” Milly said. 

 “There are others who can mind them.” 

 “When?” 
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 “As soon as possible. This moment. Two days. A week.” 

 “Let me ask,” said Milly. “What will come of it?” 

 “An end. A period at the end of a sentence.” 

 “If only it was that simple,” Milly replied. 

 “What are the choices?” 

 “Time. The hours and days. The years.” 

 “The time will pass regardless. This is what I can do now. I can pay you for your 

trouble. Money is available. More to be had.” 

 Milly sighed. I did not say to Katherine that she had already paid. 

 “Against my judgment. But we agree. Out of respect for the Captain,” said Milly, 

though she had none and was pleased enough to watch him disappear. 

 At the doorway Katherine took us each by the shoulders and kissed us. “Thank 

you,” she said. “Thank you.”  

 Tears rolled down her cheeks at last, these dabbed away by Milly, who said, “We 

will send notice. When all has been prepared.” 

*** 

We walked back down the hill toward the river, wandering in our thoughts. I tried to pic-

ture the trip back west. Dogs, most likely. Sleds. The yapping and snarling, the haw and 

gee from the drivers. Pushing up the occasional hill. Bundled under robes when the going 

was smooth. Then, at last, the crossing at the Sauk. Mundane. A track to a frozen river. A 

slight slope down, a slight slope up. 
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 Perhaps Katherine would say, “So, here then?” while the wind blew loose strands 

of hair around her face. And I would nod, saying only what I must. She might turn to take 

in the panorama, bleak and empty as it would be. “It is...I don’t know...a very ordinary 

place,” she might say. “A very ordinary sort of place.”  

 As I pondered that, Milly took my arm again. “I have my two thousand. You have 

your two thousand.” 

 “Yes,” I replied, not sure what she was getting at. 

 “A decent stake altogether.” 

 “I suppose. Depending.” 

 “All the dependings. You never see them all. You leap and learn where you land.” 

 “Some leaps are bigger than others.” 

 “And the landing better as well.” 

 We walked for a while in silence. The cold was not disagreeable. The snow made 

its noise underfoot, and the crows added a racket from the bare trees. Meanwhile the Mis-

sissippi flowed on, buried by ice, its power all hidden for now. 

 Milly said, “I won’t stay here.” 

 “We barely just arrived.” 

 “The past. Always hard on your heels.” 

 “What do you mean?” 

 “The human tongue. Is it ever at rest? Talk will start. The money. Where did it go? 

Reilly, of course. But who was in with him? Who were the useful idiots in his service? 
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Who was in on the scheme? McClee. You think he will not tend toward suspicion? Will 

he not blame everyone in sight?” 

 “We put our share in a box and forget it for a while. Live simply. Arouse no suspi-

cion.” 

 “So there is a conniving soul inside you.” She squeezed my arm as she said this. 

 “You’re pleased to see it?” 

 “Indeed I am.” 

 More quiet trudging. Then, “I will leave as quickly as I can.” 

 Our eyes met. I said, “To where?” 

 “California. As far as possible.” 

 “And when?” 

 “Depending on the stage schedules. Saint Paul to Rochester. On to Dubuque. 

Down the Mississippi to Missouri. West.” 

 “After our return with Katherine.” 

 “There is no trip with Katherine.” 

 “We promised. Minutes ago.” 

 “We told her what she wanted to hear in the moment. Tomorrow she’ll change her 

mind.” 

 “I doubt it.” 

 “A pointless trip. A dose of nothing. Snow and weeds. Which will not solve her 

problems. And I would say her problems have already been solved. Even if she doesn’t 

understand that yet.” 
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 “How can you…?” 

 “With no great difficulty.” 

 More of the crows overhead, and the glare of sun on snow. The dazzlement of it. 

 “There is your two and my two. Together making four. A decent stake, as I said.” 

 “So we run away together.” 

 “Depart for better prospects.” 

 “I will think on it.” 

 This time, when she squeezed my arm, it was with the grip of a demon.  

 “Decide,” she commanded. 

 *** 

 So I did.  

 We slipped onto the stage and were gone before the sun came up. 

  

  

Some years later, as I was closing up my shop, I heard the bell above the door jangle. I 

looked up, as any diligent businessman must. Before me stood an aging gentleman of 

modest height and pleasant girth, ruddy of skin, with a luxuriant Van Dyke sprouting 

round his mouth. His blue eyes sparkled. The man seemed almost to glow, like Santa 

Claus come early, done up not in red flannel but in a suit of creamy wool.  
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 “Can I help you?” I asked. 

 “Look at you, Thaddeus!” he replied. “Look at what have you become!” 

 If I saw him now not only as a man I loved, but also as a species of monster, that 

did not stop me from throwing my arms around him, just as his enveloped me. 

 “I have thought of you every day,” I said, this being something like the truth. 

 “And I of you,” he answered, which I profoundly doubted. 

 He spun slowly on his heel, taking in my various lotions and potions. “What a 

fine establishment,” he announced at last. 

 And as he said the words I thought to clamp my hand over my wallet.  


