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PART 1
The Girl in the Blue Dress






I.


Wyoming
May 1941


SATURDAY NIGHT, ALMOST TIME FOR THE SALOONS to close. The girl lies on her narrow bed, waiting, her body tense as a whiplash. Knowing what is to come, her body weak with dread, a useless prayer frozen on the tip of her tongue. She tugs the curtain back, watches the slow wheel of the cold and distant stars, the quarter-moon like a dancer slipping through a skirt of thin cloud. Seeking mercy in its slender light, finding none.


At the stroke of midnight, she tiptoes into the kitchen and pours a teacup half full of whiskey. It burns like fire going down, but the booze will make things easier. She touches the thin wall next to the bed with her fingertips. It vibrates in rhythm to her mother’s snores. The woman has had a snootful. She could sleep through a cyclone.


This night, what is about to happen, will be the last time. Her grandmother’s letter is hidden under her mattress. If it’s that bad, honey, you just come on to Grandma’s and I’ll look after you. I wish I could send you the bus fare, but I don’t have a dime to spare. If you can figure out how to get here, we’ll get along just swell. Go to the bus station and tell them you want to buy a one-way ticket to Thermopolis. If I have my druthers, you won’t need a return.


She doesn’t have long to wait. She hears him coming a block away, bellowing a drunken song from his homeland. He urinates noisily against the side of the house, fumbles his way through the front door, makes straight for her room. He gets tangled in his overalls trying to undress and falls heavily on the floor. Something crashes in the next room. She tenses for a moment, hoping, but her mother snores on. He struggles to his feet, cursing her for making him fall. She hears buttons popping as he rips his shirt off. He will expect her to sew them back on. Then she is pinned by his suffocating weight, the rough callused hand over her mouth, the whispered threat. If you say goddam word, I break your neck like fucking chicken.


She lies rigid as a board. He tells her that he loves her, which makes it worse, and he covers her mouth with his, pushes his tongue between her teeth. He tastes of whiskey fumes and stale tobacco and she thinks that she might vomit right down his throat. There is a moment of pain and then dirty fingernails claw at her buttocks. He thrashes like a dying chicken and makes a gagging sound in his throat. His body goes slack, his rough beard scrapes her neck. He mumbles something in his language which she doesn’t understand, then a long, ripping snore shakes the bed. When she’s certain he’s asleep, she tiptoes to the outhouse. She throws up and cleans herself and comes back in to pack what clothes she can stuff into her mother’s valise. Then she stretches out on the floor next to the bed in her nightgown, wide awake in the darkness, listening to the rasp of his breathing. Wishing he would have a heart attack and die in the night.


Near dawn, she takes the money from his billfold and the cigarettes and lighter from his shirt pocket. She dresses in the dark, slips on her good blue Sunday dress, picks up the valise, slings her coat over her arm, and walks the four miles into Gillette, where she waits two hours for the bus station to open. She’s not afraid. He’ll sleep until noon and so will her mother. She’ll be long gone by the time they wake. When the station opens, she buys her ticket. Her bus is due any minute, but she’ll have to wait in Sheridan and transfer to the night bus to Thermopolis. When she boards the bus, she feels lighter than air, like a beam of light. The driver smiles at her and says Good morning, miss. It’s the farthest she’s ever been from home. More than a hundred miles, the driver says. She watches the countryside flow past, a colt running in a pasture, a family standing around waiting while the father changes a tire on an old jalopy, cowpokes working cattle on a ranch that seems to go on forever.


When the bus arrives in Sheridan, she goes for a long walk. She passes three or four cafes without stopping. The smell of frying bacon makes her hungry. She sits on a park bench and eats two apples and some dry biscuits from a paper bag and drinks from a water fountain. She follows the sound of bells and finds a little white church. She sits in the back pew with her valise beside her, watching the working men with their big square hands trail their worn-out wives into church. They sing “The Old Rugged Cross” and “Nearer My God to Thee” and the girl sings a high harmony in a clear, pretty voice. A woman in a beaded blue pillbox hat with a black lace veil turns and smiles at her. She tries to listen to the sermon, but the preacher wanders off the subject. Her mind drifts. When the service ends, she leaves quickly.


Three blocks from the church, she finds a lunch counter that is open and pays a nickel for a glass of milk. She sits there as long as she feels she can sit without ordering something to eat. She is about to leave when the heavyset waitress places a tuna-fish sandwich with pickles in front of her.


The girl blushes. “I’m sorry, ma’am, I didn’t order this.”


“I know you didn’t, honey, but you look a trifle peckish. I got extra tuna fish I’ll never get rid of today, so this one’s on me.”


She eats the sandwich quickly, as though fearful the waitress will change her mind. The woman brings her a second glass of milk. The girl drinks it with the last crumbs of the sandwich. Before she can finish, there is a slice of apple pie with a big scoop of ice cream in front of her.


The waitress winks. “Pie and ice cream comes with the tuna fish. I made that pie myself, fresh this morning. Now do you drink coffee, honey, or are you too young for that?”


It’s the best pie she has ever tasted. She savors every bite and sips the hot coffee loaded with milk and sugar and nearly weeps to think a person could be so kind to a stranger.


When the pie and coffee are finished, she thanks the waitress and dawdles back to the bus station to wait. The meal makes her feel sleepy in spite of the coffee, and she falls asleep sitting erect on one of the stiff wooden benches. When she wakes, it is 7:17 in the evening and the bus to Thermopolis is not due until 8:47, so she has exactly ninety minutes to wait. She promises herself a smoke at 7:30. She picks up a few of the tattered magazines scattered around and looks at the advertisements for things she might want to buy someday, like a Sunbeam Mixmaster or an RCA Victor radio. She studies the photo of Veronica Lake on the cover of Hollywood magazine. It’s the May issue, but the magazine is falling apart. When the cover comes off as she is reading it, she slips it into her bag.


At 7:25, she goes to the ladies’ room and uses the facilities and stands in front of the mirror, primping her hair, trying to look like Veronica Lake. She is a pretty girl, even if her hair is long and dark and not blond at all. The blue dress is looking a little rumpled, so she smooths it over her good figure, her breasts that seem larger every day and her hips that are filling out. When she is satisfied, she steps outside for a smoke. She takes her coat and valise and steps into the ring of light cast by a single yellow bulb outside the station door. With the sun down, the mountain air is cool. She slips her coat on and lights a cigarette, inhales deeply and blows three perfect smoke rings, a trick she learned from her father. Thinking of him, she crosses herself and whispers: “May he rest in peace.” Out of habit, but also because she really hopes that he has found eternal rest. He was the best person she has ever known. When he died, she was left to the mercy of a man without mercy.


There is a woman waiting in a car parked across the road. The woman stares at her, making her feel like an actress on a stage. She moves back into the shadows near the wall, where the woman will be able to see nothing but the red glow of her cigarette.


An automobile eases along the street in second gear and turns in to the parking lot behind the bus station. She hears a car door slam and a man comes around the corner of the station. He strolls up to her, his boot heels echoing on the sidewalk, and asks if he can bum a cigarette. He is beautiful, the most beautiful man she has ever seen. As though God has sent down an angel.


She rummages in her purse and finds her Lucky Strikes. She is reluctant, because she has only nine left now, but she wants him to linger. She draws a cigarette from the pack and hands it to him. He takes a box of wooden matches out of his shirt pocket and strikes a match on the heel of his boot, lights the cigarette and tosses the burnt match away. The cigarette dangles from his lower lip. When he draws it away, it leaves a fleck of tobacco on his lip. They stand talking, his voice so soft that she has to move closer to him to hear, into the circle of light from the streetlamp. When he speaks, she watches his mouth, his lips moving, as though she can lip-read what he is saying.


The last glow of the day vanishes. Night falls like a shroud. They stand like tango dancers, swaying in silhouette. He leans closer and whispers something in her ear. She nods. She takes one last drag and flicks the butt of her cigarette toward the street. Sparks fly as it cartwheels into the gutter. He lifts her valise and leads the way. She follows, her coat slung over one arm. At the corner, she trails the fingertips of her left hand along the wall as she steps into the darkness.





2.


AFTER YEARS OF DROUGHT, RAIN FALLS LIKE mercy on the parched land, where ragged, low-running clouds hug the prairie. A three-day downpour has turned the bunchgrass a deep green, coaxed wildflowers out of rock and sand to flare pink and yellow and indigo for miles in every direction. There is scarlet paintbrush, beardtongue, balsamroot, pink shooting stars, Rocky Mountain thistle, a stand of poisonous indigo lupine in a low-lying stretch of pasture.


The Choctaw rides with his eyes on the ground. Wet snow mixes with the rain, and a stiff north wind drives it into his face. Cold rain pours off the brim of his hat, sluices down his oilskin slicker, and turns his bay horse black. He pays it no attention. He’s tracking, following a single rider on a fresh-shod horse along the barbed-wire fence that marks the northern boundary of the 8T8 ranch. Every quarter mile or so, the rider has jumped down to cut all three strands of barbed wire. Where the wire is cut, there are clear boot prints in the wet ground. Next to his own size twelve, the boots look as though they belong to a child. The Choctaw calls him Baby Foot.


The Choctaw’s name is Hanchitubbe, although no one but Jenny Hoot Owl calls him that. The way he translates it from the Choctaw, Hanchitubbe means either “Kill the Sun” or “Sun-Killer.” Sun-Killer is a name he likes, but no one calls him Sun-Killer, either. They call him Two Spuds, for his habit of asking a stingy roundup cook for more potatoes. When Eli Paint asks if he minds the name, he says it’s better than being called a fuckin redskin.


He has ridden four miles along the fence line when he hears a cow bawling off to his right. He rides on until he sees her through the rain, a white face with one horn, standing over her dead calf and bawling like doom. He trots over for a closer look. Three magpies rise and wheel away, followed by a dark buzzard reluctant to leave the feast, its wet black wings skimming the tall grass as it flaps out of reach. The bay horse shies. He has to tighten his hold on the reins and dig his heels into its flanks to urge it into a crabwise, head-slinging dance, prancing sidelong over the wet sage and the mesquite brushed with rain.


The bay is almost on top of the calf when the Choctaw sees that it has been killed and left to rot. He dismounts and squats on his boot heels, keeping an eye on the one-horned cow in case she decides to put that horn to use. Baby Foot’s boot prints are all around the cow and the dead calf. He has cut the calf’s throat with a single deep slash. The knife has some heft to it, to cut as it does, like a big Bowie knife, and it is sharp enough to split a man’s belly like a can opener. Baby Foot has cut the calf’s head off and spiked it on a fence post. The black tongue lolls, the eyes have been pecked out. The Choctaw feels goose bumps, a tightening in the scrotum. He is back in the Ardennes during the Great War, German patrols creeping through the dark trees, phantoms in the fog. Every fiber in his skin alive, trying to sense where they will strike next. He knows the feeling: something is badly askew here.


He draws the carbine from its scabbard, wipes it dry with a handkerchief tucked inside his poncho, breaks it open to be sure there is a round in the chamber. He walks the ground in a hundred-foot circle, leading the bay with his free hand. He swivels the carbine in all directions, drawing a bead on mist, fog, sheets of rain. He swings back into the saddle, digs his spurs into the bay, and heads west at a canter, with the carbine braced across the pommel of the saddle. He knows what Jenny Hoot Owl would say about this. If you had the sense God gave a goose, you’d turn around and head home right now. Go straight to Eli, let him figure out what to do. He owns the damned ranch, it’s his problem. Baby Foot could be out there with a Winchester, waiting to put a bullet in his heart. But as far as he knows, he’s the only pureblood Indian ranch foreman in Wyoming. He can’t afford to quit. He rides on and finds six more dead calves. Two of the cows are still bawling next to their calves, the others have drifted off or rejoined the herd.


The rain turns to wet snow. The lone rider’s trail veers north, through the last of the gaps cut in the fence, onto the neighboring ranch, land that Eli sold to a Scottish lord back in ’33. It’s snowing hard now. The rider seems to be headed toward an old sheepherder’s shack. The Choctaw’s outfit uses the cabin as a line shack and restocks the supplies twice a year, spring and fall. When the rider’s trail veers off to the west and then vanishes under the snow, Two Spuds decides to make straight for the shack to build a fire and thaw out, maybe have something to eat. He’s dreaming of hot soup, not paying attention to what lies ahead, when the bay stumbles heavily over the edge of a draw that is half-obscured by a drift. He’s thrown hard on his left shoulder, feels a thunderbolt of pain. He lies still for a moment, winded, trying to figure out what is broke. Then he rolls onto his knees and fumbles in the snow for the carbine, cursing the horse and the weather and that calf-killing sonofabitch Baby Foot.


He fears that the bay horse might have broken a leg in the fall, but it has already struggled to its feet, steady on all four legs. It stands, blowing hard, reins trailing in the snow. It’s a two-year-old, no better than half-broke. He leans heavily on the carbine and manages to stand, although it feels as though his left arm has been yanked from the socket. The pain is like a lightning strike each time he moves. He starts toward the bay. The horse waits until he’s almost within reach, then takes off at a swinging trot, the empty stirrups flapping. The same thing happens three more times, until he gives up on the horse and trudges on in wet boots, shivery-legged with pain, until he finds the slope that leads down to the cabin. There is no sign of smoke from the chimney. He heads straight to the shelter, hoping he won’t lose his wet feet to frostbite. The horse seems reluctant to see him go. It shambles along behind like an obedient dog. He stumbles the last fifty yards to the cabin, kicks the door open, and pushes the muzzle of the carbine in first. He is not yet through the door when the smell hits him. Sweet and sickening, a scent that clings like fog to low ground. He fumbles his way toward the one table barely visible in the watery light that filters through the single narrow window, finds the coal-oil lantern and the matches next to it, right where they are supposed to be. He lays the carbine on the table, lifts the glass from the lantern, tilts the lamp to soak the wick in kerosene, lights the match and holds it and waits for the flame, replaces the glass, twists the knob to extend the wick until the lantern casts a yellowish glow. He shines the yellow light onto spiderwebs, mouse droppings, empty tuna-fish cans, cigarette butts, spat lumps of chewing tobacco, engravings and photographs of comely girls torn from old magazines, bits and pieces of rope and harness, the careless mess left by men tarrying a single night in a place they do not figure to see again. There is no firewood, the coal bucket is empty, there is not so much as a solitary can of beans on the shelves. He has cold biscuits and a little bacon with him, but they are in the saddlebags on the bay horse. He twists the knob on the lantern again to get more light and turns to find the source of that infernal smell.


The dead girl lies in the shadows, on the narrow cot tucked against the far wall of the cabin. She faces him, her head dangling half off the bed, her face the color of suet. She looks to be no more than sixteen. She has long dark hair, which hangs off the bed, and she wears a pretty blue dress, which is up around her waist. She is naked from the waist down and there is a dark pool of blood between her legs and another on the floor next to the cot, where her throat has been cut and she has been left to bleed out like a butchered hog. Her hands are trussed up above her head, the loop of a rawhide pigging string in a double half hitch around her wrists, a second pigging string used to bind the first loop to a leg of the heavy potbelly stove. Two more strips of rawhide bind her ankles, one tied to another rusty iron spike driven into a post of the shack, the other stretched taut and wound around a nail next to the door which holds a lucky horseshoe, gone to rust. He crosses the room in two strides, stands beside her and holds her wrist, mistaking for a moment the sound of his own heartbeat for the race of blood through her veins. The fingertips of her left hand are smeared black, as though they were dipped in soot. He takes out his jackknife thinking to cut loose the bonds that hold her, but slips it back into his pocket. The sheriff will want things in the shack just as they are.


The Choctaw holds his breath, hearing no sound except the lazy buzzing of a fat fly, trapped indoors and nearly paralyzed with cold. He casts about for something to cover the girl, finds a pile of empty gunnysacks in one corner, and spreads them over her tenderly. He hides her face last, the eyes staring through and beyond him, to a spot somewhere on the far side of eternity. He stands with his hat held over his heart. White men will bury this poor girl in the cold earth. Better to wrap her on a scaffold under the sky, but that is not the white man’s way. He snuffs out the kerosene lamp, takes up the carbine, steps out into the driving snow and the cold air with the tang of wet sage, relieved to be away from the clinging odor of the dead girl. He is trying to peer through the snow to get his bearings for the long walk home when the bay horse sidles up and nudges him. He gathers the reins. You are one pitiful excuse for a horse. Only thing that’s keeping you from the glue factory is that you got to get me home. He slips the carbine back into its scabbard and leads the bay around so that he can mount from the right side, the horse skittish, rolling its eyes.


It takes him four tries to climb into the saddle. Twice the horse dances away, leaving him dangling from the reins. The third time, he gets partway up and the pain comes like a jolt from a cattle prod. His legs turn to water and he slides back down. On the fourth try, he swings into the saddle. He teeters with pain, but hangs on. He hauls the bay around and taps it with his spurs.


Okay, you bastard. Let’s go home.





3.


ELI PAINT SITS FRAMED AGAINST THE GREAT stone fireplace in the main parlor of the house on the 8T8 ranch, waiting for the photographer from the Rocky Mountain News to set up the big Speed Graphic camera mounted on a tripod. While the photographer works, the reporter Roland Taggart takes careful notes. Noble visage. Like Indian chief. Black hair just beginning to turn gray. Eyes an odd shade of gray-green. Not talkative. The photographer uses the steel, brass, and black enamel film holders, flipping them to expose his four-by-five-inch film, one exposure on each side. He has already made a dozen meticulous exposures, but he is not yet satisfied. The reporter watches and worries. He can feel his subject getting edgy. If the photographer doesn’t hurry up, Eli will not have the patience for an interview.


The newspapermen have done profiles of a former governor of Montana, a hangman, a suffragette, and a Cheyenne warrior who fought at the Battle of the Little Bighorn. Now they’re in Wyoming to do a piece on the Paint brothers. The reporter has interviewed Eli’s twin brother, Ezra, who runs what he calls the Appaloosa ranch on one corner of the 8T8 with Eli’s grandson Ben Paint. Ezra talked away an afternoon, filling two of the reporter’s notebooks. Now it’s Eli’s turn, but he figures to be a more reluctant subject.


The photographer finishes taking his twenty exposures and begins to pack away his gear. Eli sits stiffly in his straight-backed chair, his face expressionless. He points to the overstuffed armchair at his side. Roland Taggart sinks into it, feeling embarrassed and off balance. Juanita, Eli’s Mexican-born wife, comes in to introduce herself and see if the newspaper people want anything. She’s at least thirty years younger than her husband. The reporter finds her achingly beautiful. He tries to figure out what she sees in the old man. Money, has to be. When she leaves the room, he can’t help gazing after her. His longing must show in his face, because he is met with a flinty, gray-eyed glare from Eli Paint. The reporter coughs, averts his eyes, flips through his notes trying to remember what he wanted to ask. The only sound is the ticking of the big grandfather clock in the hall. No time limit has been set for the interview, but he has the sense that fifteen minutes is about all he is likely to get. He clears his throat.


“You understand that we’re doing a series of pieces on legends of the Old West?”


“I do. Makes it sound like I ought to be settin in a museum someplace. Like a goddamned stuffed owl.”


“Well, you don’t look one bit like a fella that belongs in a museum.”


The reporter sees that Eli Paint will not be moved by flattery. Maybe he won’t mind talking about his younger days. Most old men liked to reminisce until it makes a fellow sick.


“When you first came to Wyoming in 1886, you were how old?”


“Sixteen.”


“And this is the time period when you took a blacksnake whip to the hide of an outlaw name of O. T. Yonkee?”


“Who told you that?”


“Your brother. Ezra.”


“Uh-huh.”


“Ezra says you gave that outlaw a good hiding for mistreating mustangs.”


“If that’s what Ezra says, it must be true. I’ve not known him to lie.”


“Do you remember any details of that encounter?”


“I expect Ezra already told you.”


“He did, but I’d like to hear it from you.”


“I’m sure you would.”


Taggart waits hopefully, but the subject is closed. He knows that Eli started out as a penniless cowboy and built a ranching empire, lost much of it during the Great Depression and recovered so quickly that now, they say, he is wealthier than ever. The trick is to get him to tell some part of the story in his own words.


“How would you describe the blizzard of 1887?”


“It was perilous cold.”


“It was after that winter, they say, that you rustled a thousand head of horses from this very ranch, when it was known as the O-Bar, and you were hung by a gunslinger named Dermott Cull.”


“They say a thousand head, do they?”


“They do.”


“That’s a heap of horseflesh.”


“It is. What I’m asking, is it true?”


“What?”


“That you and Ezra and two or three others rustled those horses and ran them to Montana, where you sold them to a half-breed trader named Joe Kipp?”


“Ezra must have told you.”


“Nosir, he did not. He said that was one story I would have to get direct from you.”


“Is that a fact. Sounds like a tall tale.”


“That’s my point, sir. I need you to help me separate the tall tales from the truth.”


“I can’t do that.”


“How’s that?”


“I can’t do that. You want to write about the West, you have to know the truth about this country. The truth is in the tall tales. Take away the yarns that stretch the truth, and all you have left is the East with better scenery.”


“But I’m a reporter. We have to stick to the facts.”


“And you always do that, is that right? You never turn things around, fudge a little, make a man look better or worse than he is?”


Taggart has the kind of pale fish-belly skin that looks as though it has never seen the sun. Now he flushes a bright red. “Maybe I make a fella look better. Never worse, unless he’s a criminal.”


“So you tell tall tales, is that what you’re saying?”


“No, it’s not that. It’s just that sometimes, you want to please a fellow . . .”


He trails off, miserable with embarrassment. Eli leans forward to look him square in the eye.


“You’re the fella wrote that piece on Big Bill Bury, aint you?”


Taggart smiles. His feature on the tycoon William Bury drew more attention than anything he has ever written.


“I am.”


“You are. Then I guess you didn’t know that Big Bill is just about the nastiest piece of work west of the Mississippi? Old Bill would stake his mama to an anthill and pour syrup over her if there was profit to be made, but you made him sound like Abe Lincoln. If that wasn’t a tall tale, then Paul Bunyan is the real article.”


Taggart clears his throat. “That’s your view.”


“Taint my view, son. It’s the truth. But hell, if you didn’t tell tall tales, you couldn’t write about the West. You want to get a subject as big as the West in your sights, the whole shebang, with Indians and cavalry and wild horses and outlaws who would eat your liver, then you got to be able to tell a story as big as this country. That’s the only way to get at the truth.”


“Can I quote you on that?”


“I expect you will, on my say-so or otherwise.”


“If you could just clear up the bit about the theft of those horses.”


“I believe Ezra already did that. If that aint tall tale enough for you, you’ll have to make up another one. You don’t need my help for that.”


The reporter waits. The only sounds he hears are the ticking clock and his own belly growling. Outside, it’s raining harder than ever. The photographer has finished packing his gear and is drinking a beer that Juanita opened for him. Taggart wishes he had asked for a beer to steady his nerves. He clears his throat and tries again. “You got your start as a rancher in Brown County, Nebraska.”


“Yep.”


“During the 1890s. That was a time much like the one we’ve been through, depression and drought, is that right?”


“That’s right.”


“It must have been tough to start out as a rancher, not knowing if you could make it or not.”


“Yep.”


The reporter tries another tack. “I believe you have a son in the Navy?”


“Leo, my youngest boy. He went to school for this thing they call radar, but he got seasick something awful, trying to look at a radar screen out on the ocean. Now he’s Shore Patrol, stationed on dry land in Hawaii. And I have a grandson who enlisted with Leo, my daughter Velma’s boy. Bobby Watson. He’s an antiaircraft gunner on the battleship Tennessee.”


“You must be fearful for Bobby and Leo, the world the way it is.”


“How do you mean that?”


“I mean the war in Europe. The Krauts and all. They say we’re going to get into this thing any day now.”


“So I’ve heard.”


Eli looks out the window, sees that the rain is turning to snow. Juanita reappears with a big wedge of apple pie. The reporter can’t resist. He puts down his pen to pick up the fork. Eli takes that as his cue that the interview is over. He reaches for his hat. “I expect you’ve got what you need. If you don’t, you’ll just have to make it up. It’s getting dark out there and I have places to go and things to do.”





4.


JUANITA IS LEFT TO SEE THE MEN OUT. SHE STANDS shivering in the cold, watching their car slew up the driveway toward the county road, then hurries back inside, to the oppressive silence of the big, empty house. She takes a clean dish towel and wipes the mist from the kitchen window, leaving a neat rectangle so that she can peer out through the snow. Her cheek presses against the cool glass. She can barely see Eli’s kerosene lantern, bobbing in the darkness down toward the corrals, like a light dangling from the mast of a ship far out to sea. It has taken the spark out of her, this snowstorm in May, with the grass already green and the prairie sprinkled with wildflowers. With Eli’s children all grown and gone, she feels isolated and lonely during the long winters. Her spirits rose with the spring, but with the snowstorm she is once again in need of the comfort of that flickering lantern, the reassurance that her man will be back soon, stamping the snow from his boots, teasing her with his cold fingers down her neck, wanting to know what’s keeping supper.


It’s weakness to feel as she does. There is always work to be done, yet she sometimes sits for hours, listening to the ticking of the big grandfather clock in the hall, feeling her life slipping by and herself a tiny, lost figure in a cold and impenetrable universe.


She scoops more coal onto the stove and turns on the radio in time for the news. A Nazi named Rudolf Hess has been captured after parachuting into Scotland. The Japanese are making more demands in the Pacific. The Luftwaffe has hit London again, this time with the biggest raid of the war so far. Hundreds are dead; the House of Commons, the British Museum, and Westminster Abbey are all badly damaged. Her stomach churns at the savagery of it. She has never been to London, but she has seen the effects of the Blitz on the newsreels: those poor people, huddled in terror in basements and cellars and Underground stations as the bombs whistle down. The war has something to do with her anxiety. It takes her back to her childhood, growing up in the midst of a civil war, her father and brothers hanged in the plaza of her village by Pancho Villa’s men. She knows how capricious war can be, how it can hit one town and spare the next. The only constant is fear. Her instinct is to turn away from the war news, as though turning off the radio or tossing the newspaper in the fireplace will make it go away. She tries to keep at bay the horrors of a world gone wobbly on its axis, but with Leo and Bobby already in the service, the war is like a hungry wolf, scratching at the door.


To take her mind off it, she starts supper. The warm smells of biscuits and gravy and roast beef always banish the shadows. She has just taken the biscuits from the oven when she peers out again and sees Eli striding through the snow on the way back from the barn, flanked on one side by his big dog, Rufus, and on the other by Zeke Ketcham’s enormous Poland China boar, which shuffles along a half pace off the heel of Eli’s right boot. The boar follows as far as the steps to the veranda, where he flops down in the mud. Rufus follows Eli into the house, shaking mud and snow off his shaggy coat before he curls up on the hooked rug in front of the big stone fireplace. Eli builds a fire so the mutt can lie there, happily lost in the rising odor of wet dog, until she has dinner on the table. Then he takes his usual place, with his big head almost under Eli’s chair. Juanita tells Eli not to feed the dog at the table, Rufus whimpers, Eli slips him a few scraps when he thinks Juanita isn’t looking, she glares at him, and Rufus rolls his big wet eyes at her until she laughs and shakes her head and slips him what is left of her roast beef, which he devours, bones and all.


They talk about the weather and the war. Because of the snow, Eli says they might have to put off the spring roundup for another week. It’s wet, but it isn’t all that cold, so the spring calves should be all right. Juanita tells him the war news, the Nazi bigwig whose name she has forgotten parachuting into Scotland, the Luftwaffe raid on London. They finish eating. Eli picks up a week-old copy of The Denver Post and Juanita starts the washing up. Out of habit, she wipes away the mist on the window again and sees Two Spuds riding in through the snow, slumped over the neck of a horse that is staggering with fatigue. She calls to Eli, who yanks his jacket and boots on. Juanita watches from the veranda as he wraps the horse’s reins around the hitching post nearest to the house. Two Spuds slides out of the saddle and Eli gets an arm around his waist. Juanita slips on her overshoes and hurries out. They boost Two Spuds up the steps and onto the porch and help him out of his boots and coat. His lips are blue with cold, and he’s in so much pain that his eyes are rolling back in his head. Juanita wants to soothe him, but he will not be soothed.


“We have to call the law,” he says. “There’s a dead girl in the old sheep-herder’s shack. Somebody killed her and left her there.”


Juanita holds his wet boot, too stunned to speak. Eli hangs the foreman’s coat on a hook. “I’m going to look after your horse,” he says. “Juanita will take a look at your shoulder. When we’ve got you fixed up, you can tell me what happened.”


“What about that poor girl?” Juanita asks. “We can’t leave her there.”


“Nobody but the good Lord can help her now. If we try to get through in this snowstorm, she won’t be the only one dead.”


He leaves Two Spuds in Juanita’s care and goes to look after the bay horse. The Choctaw, bent with pain and supporting his left arm with his good hand, follows Juanita into the kitchen. She is a trained nurse. For a nurse with her experience, it’s not a difficult diagnosis: the left shoulder looks deformed and the pain is extreme. He has a dislocated shoulder. The trick is to get it back in place. As gently as she can, she peels off his work shirt. The wet union suit underneath is another matter. She has to get a pair of scissors from her sewing basket and cut it off. By the time Two Spuds is stripped to the waist, Eli is back. Juanita asks him to pour a double shot of whiskey for her patient. The Choctaw downs it and Eli pours him another.


“The best place is right there on the kitchen table,” Juanita says. “I need you to lie flat and relax as much as you can. We can’t get it back in place unless you can relax the muscles.”


“Might be easier said than done.”


“You can do it. You rode all the way here in this state. Finish that whiskey and lie back.” He does as he’s told. Juanita takes his left arm and stretches it out to the side, lifting it slowly until it is above the joint. She has Eli stand near the Choctaw’s head to support the elbow. When the pain is too much, she eases up to let him catch his breath.


“All right. Now bend your elbow and reach back, like you were going to scratch your neck, nice and slow.” The Choctaw follows her instructions. “Now stretch the arm as far as you can. Reach like you’re trying to touch your other shoulder.”


Two Spuds quivers with the effort. Juanita has him take a deep breath, let it all the way out, and force himself to relax the muscles. He stretches the arm one last time, as far as he can reach, and the shoulder slips back into place. The effect is immediate. Juanita can see the relief in the Choctaw’s face as the intense pain gives way to a mild ache. She helps him to sit up. There are beads of sweat on his forehead and he looks pale and drawn, but the worst of it is over. She massages the shoulder briskly to rub a little warmth into it.


Juanita fashions a sling for him. “That should take care of it for now. If it starts to hurt again, I’m going to get you to a doctor. Now I’m going to get you some supper while you tell Eli what happened up there.”


Eli sets another glass of whiskey in front of his foreman. They go through it all, from the time Two Spuds found the tracks of the man he calls Baby Foot until he stumbled on the girl’s body. Eli asks a few questions, but mostly he just listens. When he’s sure that he understands it all as well as he ever will, he picks up the telephone and asks the operator to put him through to the county sheriff.





5.


THE OFFICE CLOCK STRIKES SEVEN TIMES. SHERIFF Tom Call throws his pencil down. Between the ticking and the striking, the clock sounds like a whole damned symphony orchestra. One of these days, he is going to go down to the dime store, see is it possible for a man to buy a quiet clock.


It isn’t his job to work the four-to-midnight shift, but it’s a Saturday and they’re working with a skeleton staff. Early Porter’s wife is expecting their first baby any day, so Call sent him home. He has paperwork to do, and it’s better to do it when the office is quiet. He turns on the radio to get the news and the weather report. It’s all bad. A Nazi named Hess has parachuted into Scotland. The Germans have bombed London again. The snow will turn back to rain overnight before it clears in the morning. By Sunday afternoon the temperature is supposed to hit sixty degrees, meaning the roads will be a helluva mess. He leaves the radio on, tuned to a dance-music show out of Chicago. He isn’t in the mood for dance music, but it drowns out the clock.


It’s one of those days when he wishes he’d never given up flying. He’s a pilot, and a good one. He flew a Boeing B-80 trimotor for the United Aircraft and Transport Corporation. Carrying the mail and fourteen passengers at 115 miles an hour. Folks said he could fly through a thunderstorm and land with dry wings. One of these days, he’s going to go back to the sky and leave all this behind.


Call forces himself to quit daydreaming and go back to filling out the missing-persons report on his desk. He prints in neat block letters:


NAME: MILDRED STOJKO, KNOWN AS MILLIE


AGE: 15


HEIGHT: 5 FEET, 2 INCHES


WEIGHT: 110 POUNDS


HAIR: LIGHT BROWN


EYES: BROWN


DISTINGUISHING MARKS: APPENDECTOMY SCAR


LAST SEEN WEARING: BLUE SUNDAY DRESS


HOME: GILLETTE, WYOMING


MISSING SINCE: MAY 4, 1941


REPORTED MISSING BY: HELENA PETROVIC


RELATIONSHIP TO MISSING PERSON: GRANDMOTHER


He keeps a dictionary on his desk. A judge once made fun of the spelling mistakes in one of his reports. He wanted to shoot the man, but he has since been careful of his spelling. He has to look up distinguishing and appendectomy. He checks the calendar on the wall, provided by a fertilizer company. The picture for May shows an alfalfa field all lit up with purple flowers, not a snowflake in sight. The date is Saturday, May 10. The girl has been missing since Sunday evening. At the bottom of the form is a box for comments. He fills it in:


Mother and stepfather are drinkers. Girl a runaway. Stole money from stepfather. Called her grandmother in Thermopolis to say she was on her way, didn’t show. Bus driver from Gillette remembers her. Pretty girl in a blue dress. Driver of the Sheridan–Thermopolis bus is sure she never boarded. Night cashier at the bus station says he saw her waiting. Cashier can’t recall whether she was around when the bus boarded. Grandmother met bus in Thermopolis, girl wasn’t on it. Probably mixed up with a boyfriend somewhere.


Most of what he knows about the Stojko girl comes from Sheriff Bill Brower, over in Gillette. They talked after the grandmother reported the girl missing. Brower paid a visit to the mother and stepfather, who were both so drunk that they had barely noticed the girl was missing. Brower says he didn’t blame the girl one damned bit for running away.


Tom thought he might have a lead when a preacher’s wife named Jeanine Rubottom saw the item about the missing girl in The Sheridan Press and called to say that she had seen a young woman answering Mildred Stojko’s description, talking to a man outside the bus station the night the girl disappeared. He drove to the parsonage to talk to her. Mrs. Rubottom said that the Reverend Rubottom had taken the bus to Cheyenne to deliver a guest sermon that weekend. She was waiting to pick him up at the station when she saw a girl in a blue dress standing outside, smoking a cigarette.


“I noticed because that just burned me up, to see a girl that young smoking. It makes them look so cheap. Smoking and chewing gum. There’s a teller at the bank, I go in to make a deposit, she’s got a wad of Juicy Fruit in her mouth and she has a cigarette going at the same time. I gave her a piece of my mind, I don’t mind saying so. But if the bank president won’t make her quit, there’s nothing a customer can do. Anyhow, I was about to march right over and give this girl at the bus station what-for, but then a fellow came along and started talking to her. She gave him a cigarette and he lit it and they stood there talking. Then he picked up her suitcase and they disappeared around back of the station. I figured he knew her, for her to go off with him that quick. A minute later, a car came out from behind the bus station and drove off. I didn’t get a real good look, but I think she was in it.”


“Did you happen to notice the make of the automobile?”


“I did not. I didn’t think much of it at the time. I thought it was her boyfriend picking her up, see.”


“Was the car new? Old?”


“I really couldn’t say. It seems to me it was shiny.”


“Do you remember a color?”


“Black. I’m sure it was black. And shiny.”


“So it was new?”


“I wouldn’t say that. I don’t know the first thing about cars, except our old Dodge. That’s the only one I can recognize.”


“So it wasn’t a Dodge?”


“I couldn’t say for sure.”


“What about the license plate? Did you catch any part of that?”


“Oh, no. I wasn’t looking at the license plate. But it had those special tires. You know, white-and-black.”


“You mean whitewall tires?”


“Yes. I think it had whitewall tires.”


“You’re not sure.”


“I can’t say for sure, but I see these tires in my mind. Whitewall tires.”


“Which way was that car headed when it came out from behind the bus station?”


“West. I’m sure it was headed west. Toward the mountains. I think. Unless it headed east. It could be it headed east.”


“What about the man? Can you describe him?”


“Well, no. They were standing in the shadows outside the station, see. There was the streetlight and I could see her well at first, but then she stepped out of the light. I think he was wearing a big cowboy hat, so I couldn’t see his face.”


“Do you remember the color of the hat?”


“No, I’m sorry. It might have been gray. Or black or maybe brown. I don’t think it was white, but I’m not sure.”


“Can you recall if he was tall or short?”


“I’m sorry, I don’t. I don’t even know if she was tall or short. She was a pretty girl in a blue dress, that’s all I can say for sure.”


“She isn’t very big. Five foot two. Can you say if he was taller than she is?”


“I’m sorry, Sheriff. I really can’t. I wish I had paid more attention, but I only looked because she was smoking. I don’t approve of young girls smoking.”


“Yes, ma’am. Is there anything else you can remember? Was he wearing cowboy boots?”


“I think he was, but I only noticed the hat.”


“Could you say whether he was young or old?”


“I couldn’t.”


“Fat or thin?”


She shook her head.


“But you’re sure about the hat.”


“Now that you mention it, I’m not sure. I think he was wearing a cowboy hat. He was wearing a hat, but I’m not sure it was a cowboy hat. I had the impression she knew the man.”


“Why did you think that?”


“Well, to go off with him so quick like that. A girl who is well brought up would never go off with a stranger, would she?”


“I expect not.” Tom closed his notebook. On the witness stand, the woman would wreck any case. Her version of events got more wobbly the more she talked.


When he got back to the office, he kicked a wastebasket, waking Deputy Strother Leach from his nap.


“Everything all right, Sheriff?”


“Everything’s just fine. Only I just talked to the only witness we got in the case of that missing Stojko girl, and she wouldn’t notice if a army tank drove over her front lawn.”


“Aint that a shame.”


Tom isn’t too concerned about the girl. It happens all the time. People go missing. A girl like this Mildred Stojko decides to light out, meets a fellow somewhere, loses her virtue, ends up three hundred miles away, needing a Western Union wire for five dollars so she can afford the bus fare home. The missing person almost always turns up alive and well, although sometimes a little the worse for wear.


Jeanine Rubottom did put the girl with a man, the two of them walking away from the bus station. They had talked for a while, so it seemed unlikely the man was a boyfriend, because if he was, they would have left immediately. And if she had planned to meet a boyfriend in Sheridan, why would she buy a bus ticket for Thermopolis? The Stojko girl hadn’t simply fallen off the end of the earth. She had walked away with a stranger.


The telephone rings. It’s 7:38. Tom makes a note of the time, out of habit. “Tom Call.”


“Sheriff, this is Eli Paint, out at the 8T8 ranch.”





6.


TOM SPLASHES A LITTLE COLD WATER ON HIS FACE and leaves town an hour before dawn. The snow has changed to rain, but the rain has real weight to it and the gravel roads are a mire. At the edge of the paved highway, he stops to put on tire chains. Even with the chains, the cruiser is up to its hubcaps in mud and he has to fight to keep it out of the barrow pit. He takes two wrong turns and has to double back and doesn’t make it to the ranch until after daylight, just as the rain begins to ease. Eli, who was up and out of the house at four o’clock, has finished his chores and is waiting, wearing a long yellow rain slicker and trailed by a big dog and an enormous boar. The sheriff steps out of the patrol car into mud six inches deep.


“The hell this weather.”


“Aint it the truth.”


Eli leads the way to the house. Tom follows. “That hog always follow you around?”


“Pretty much. Used to belong to a cowhand named Zeke Ketcham, but Zeke don’t work here no more. Him nor Willie Thaw.”


“I heard that story. Something about you running a bunch of mustangs off to Montana, getting Bill Bury mad as a hornet.”


“I expect you have.”


Juanita, watching from the window, sees a tall, spare man. Young and lean, not at all her idea of a sheriff. She meets them at the door. Eli introduces them and the sheriff greets her with a handshake and a little bow. For about as long as it takes to shake his hand, she is flustered. Cornflower blue eyes, curly dark blond hair, a wide mouth, a trace of pale stubble on his unshaven cheeks. She is not in the habit of gazing at strange men, but Tom Call is so uncommonly handsome that she wonders why he isn’t in the motion pictures.


“I hope you won’t say no to a little breakfast,” she says. “You fellows have an awful day ahead.”


“I won’t say no, ma’am. I barely had time for a cup of coffee this morning.”


She pours coffee for Tom Call and Eli before starting breakfast. The men talk in low voices until the telephone rings and Eli goes to answer it. When she turns, she catches the sheriff looking at her. He looks away, embarrassed. “Beg your pardon, ma’am. I didn’t expect to find such a beautiful lady way out here.”


“Where do you generally find beautiful ladies, Sheriff? Closer to town? Is that where they grow?”


“You’re making fun of me.”


“Yes, I am. And call me Juanita, please. I’m not that much older than you are.”


“No, ma’am.”


“How old are you, Sheriff?”


“Thirty-one, ma’am.”


“Well, I am forty. I think our ages are close enough that you can stop calling me ma’am, don’t you?”


“Yes, ma’am.”


“Anyway, I’m glad you’re here. I had an awful night, thinking about that girl.”


“I expect you did. I didn’t sleep none too good myself.”


She glances at him, surprised that a lawman would make such an admission. “You’re awfully young to be a sheriff, aren’t you?”


“Well, yes. But old Gale Gupton decided he was done right before the election and nobody else wanted the job.”


“That’s not what I heard. I heard that you were a very smart lawman and folks were so impressed with you they wanted you to take Gupton’s job, and he figured that if you ran against him he couldn’t win, so he decided to quit.”
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