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Tis the song, the sigh of the weary,
Hard times, hard times, come again no more
Many days you have lingered around my cabin door;
Oh hard times come again no more.
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THE BURNING MAN

1933





1.


THEY WERE THREE MILES WEST OF TOWN WHEN the sun broke through. The wind tore the clouds to rags, the sun lit the rags on fire and in fiery trails they streamed across a sky that opened like a bruised and tender heart. A few pellets of snow still drifted down and where the wind scoured the asphalt there was black ice and in every dip and swale lay drifts of snow. The big Cadillac sliced through the drifts and soared over the treacherous ice. Now and again they caught up to battered jalopies tiptoeing along the road on tires that were tall and thin and bald as a buzzard, the drivers gritting their teeth as they held on to the wide steering wheels, fighting to keep an ancient Model T or a battered Studebaker from skidding into the barrow pit. Emaline knew most of these people. She hid her face in her hands when Eli swung out to pass and hoped they wouldn’t see her, knowing what they would say. Why, aint that Emaline Hughes settin in that Caddy, pretty as you please? Nothin more than a waitress at the diner, she is, ridin in a automobile like that. The Cadillac rattled the doors of the jalopies as it passed, blinding their drivers with a plume of powdery snow.

The heater began to warm her feet and she untied her scarf, shook the snow out of it and felt her half-frozen hands burn as they thawed. They had lingered for an hour at Velma’s grave, standing too long in the snow and the raw wind, caught in a web of blood relation and antique sin. Emaline wept into the collar of Eli’s sheepskin jacket, then stepped away and closed her back to him, angry with herself for letting him see how she felt inside, like a glass pitcher dropped on a marble floor. She had heard her mother’s voice as plain as if she were right there beside them. Don’t stand in the corner and bawl for buttermilk. At last Eli drew a deep breath, straightened his big gray Stetson and led the way back to the car. He held the door open for her and she stepped into the car, feeling like a sad little princess in the motion pictures. He swept the snow off the windshield with the sleeve of his jacket, started the engine and eased the big car down the hill toward town. At the junction of Route 26, he turned right and gave it the gas and the car took off like an arrow shot from a bow.

In a pasture north of the highway, a band of horses wheeled to gallop along the fence line. Their coats were heavy with winter and powdered with snow. A big roan stallion led with his mane and tail flying in the wind, his neck stretched out, his great hooves cutting a path through the drifts. Emaline wanted to straddle his broad back and ride with her cheek pressed to his arched neck and the scent of horse in her nostrils, her fingers tangled in his mane, the icy wind freezing the tears on her eyelashes so that she rode blind, trusting the great roan stallion and the snow and sky and the wild and bitter wind.

She stared out at the weathered barns, the tall silos, the barbed-wire fences. Where the powdery snow had blown away, the remnants of the sugar beet harvest lay in the frozen earth. In November, they had tramped the empty beet fields for miles around, Velma with Emaline and Bobby, dragging gunnysacks over the frozen ground, risking broken ankles to search for beets to feed the pigs. Velma had laughed about it, saying that you knew you were poor when you couldn’t even afford to buy feed for the hogs. Now it was barely the end of January and Velma was dead.

[image: image]

Eli drove fifteen miles without saying a word. At Morrill he found the Stegall turnoff without needing directions and he had to slow down where the snow had drifted over the narrow gravel road. At last he spoke. “That was right kind of you to come along with me, Emaline.”

“Don’t mention it. She was my mother.”

“Yes, she was. And quite a mother you had.”

“It’s nice that you finally figured that out.”

“I never thought different. Not a day in my life.”

“You didn’t act like it.”

“Well, what a man feels and what he is able to do aint always the same thing.”

“They should be.”

“Maybe they should. There is no way I could feel worse, honey, I know that. I wanted to get down here while she was still alive and I just never made it. You always think you’re goin to have more time than you do, then it slips away and you’re left holdin nothin at all.”

Emaline stared out the window, not wanting to say more than she already had.

“You aren’t goin to cut me any slack, are you?”

“I guess not.”

“I don’t blame you. I’d probably feel the same in your place, growin up the way you did.”

“You mean getting bundled off to an orphanage because Mama was in the sanatorium with her consumption and you wouldn’t take us in?”

Eli winced. She could see that stung him. Well, let it. Her right arm was bent and broken, crippled for life by a heavy pot of boiling soup that had fallen on her as she scrubbed a kitchen floor in the orphanage. All because Eli had turned Velma out of the house for breaking the First Commandment that he laid down for his daughters. Thou shalt not fornicate with the hired hands. Emaline thought she might forgive him someday, but that day was a long way off.

He tried one more time. “I came as soon as I found out she was real sick.”

“It was too late.”

“I know that, honey. A doggone bellhop at the hotel in Evanston mislaid the telegram. If I knew she was that sick, I would have been here a week ago.”

He started to say more and thought better of it. He could see how it would look to this young woman. He had always thought he was doing the right thing, setting an example for his other children. That was not the way she would see it. He found the Lindquist farm without help, drove the quarter mile along the lane, stopped at the small white farmhouse down in a swale surrounded by tall elm and pine and cottonwood trees. He tipped his hat.

“If you don’t mind, you might tell Bobby that he’s more than welcome to come up to Wyoming, spend the summer on the ranch. Might do him good to be with his brother for a while.”

“It would do him good. Tell him yourself. He’s out back doing chores. He’s old enough to make up his mind whether he wants to come or not.” She reached up and touched him with her fingertips, like a blind woman trying to learn his face.

“Good-bye, Grandpa.”

Eli thought she was about to say more, but she turned and opened the door, climbed out, did not look back. He watched her walk into the house, her back straight as an arrow. Closed to him, like a book in a language he couldn’t read. She looked like his mother, Cora. The same black hair, the same dark, penetrating eyes, the same high cheekbones. Not much Indian blood in her, but it came through. If she was like Cora, she was stubborn as a Missouri mule. He wanted to call her back, to say something that would make her see him in a different light. But what, you old fool? What are you going to say? Not a damned thing that is going to make a whit of difference to her.

He felt a sudden fatigue, the all-night drive catching up to him, the shock at the hospital when he learned that the daughter he had come to visit was already dead and buried. The trip to the cemetery, standing in the snow with Emaline next to Velma’s grave. It had all taken its toll. He opened the door of the Cadillac, fighting the heaviness in his limbs, followed the sound of the axe from out back of the farmhouse, beyond a barn that wasn’t much bigger than a shed. He heard hogs snorting around inside and a bleat or two that might have been sheep or goats, he couldn’t tell which. When he got to the edge of the barn, he saw the boy. He wasn’t chopping wood. The stock tank was frozen over.

He was going at it for all he was worth, swinging a double-bladed axe that was almost as big as he was, bringing it down on the ice so hard that he jumped a little with each swing. Eli stood by the corner of the barn to watch. Bobby was maybe twelve years old, about the age of Eli’s youngest boy, Leo. Only about two-thirds Leo’s size. Blue eyes and a lock or two of blond hair sticking out from under his cap. A slender, small-boned kid, but he didn’t lack for grit. He wasn’t going to give in to that ice, no matter how thick it was. Eli didn’t see a bit of himself in the boy, except maybe his determination. Bobby must have taken after his father, Ora Watson, deceased. Stepfather to Emaline and Ben, father to Bobby. Damned fool got drunk, drove himself off the side of a mountain up on Little Goose Creek, the way Eli heard it. Burned up, along with his truck. Helluva thing, when a man had children to raise.

Eli waited until the boy came up for air, then stepped up to say hello. Bobby had an easy smile. “Howdy, mister. If you’re lookin for the Lindquists, Jim and Lee went to the sale barn. Ought to be back any minute now.”

“Howdy yourself. No, it’s you I’m lookin for. Name is Eli Paint, son. I’m your grandpa.”

The boy peeled off his glove and stuck out a hand. “Bobby Watson, sir. Pleased to meet you.”

Real nice manners. That would be Velma.

“I took your sister up to see your mama’s grave, son. I only found out this morning that Velma had passed on. It’s a terrible hard blow for you and Ben and Emaline, to lose your ma when you’re so young. I’m just as sorry as I can be for all three of you, I wanted to say that.”

Bobby bit his lip, looked down at his toes. “Thank you, sir. Sure was a awful shock. Seemed like she was doin fine, like she could go on and on. Then she took sick again with the tuberculosis. We thought she’d pull through, because she always had before, but then she was gone. I can’t hardly get used to it, tell you the truth.”

The boy looked pale. He had dark circles under his eyes, like he hadn’t been sleeping much. Eli put a hand on his shoulder. “Can’t nobody get used to a thing like this. Damned shame, is what it is. But you’re goin at it right, doin your chores. When you come to the worst times in your life, hard work always helps. Harder the better. That way, you’re too wore out at night to lay awake and stew over things.”

Bobby nodded. “Yessir. Jim Lindquist told me the same thing.”

“Well, your stepdad is a wise man, then. There aint no cure but time for what you feel in your gut, but there’s things that can make it a little better and things that make it worse. Looks like you found yourself a heckuva job, bustin through that ice.”

“Yep. I broke it out once already this mornin, but it’s so darned cold it froze up again, and the livestock has to drink.”

Eli took the axe, waited for Bobby to step back before he began swinging it in long steady strokes, making the ice chips fly, biting deep into the foot-thick layer of ice with each swing, putting the power of his legs and back and shoulders and wrists into it. When Eli had chopped the ice into sections, he reached into the tank barehanded, heaved a dozen heavy blocks of ice out of the frigid water. Three thirsty milk cows, a team of heavy draft horses, and an old, swaybacked saddle horse shuffled up to drink. He set the axe down, rubbed his hands dry.

“Son, I was just about your age when my twin brother Ezra and me, we lost our ma. Cora, her name was. She went out to help a neighbor, got caught in a spring blizzard and froze to death. It was me and Ezra that found her, along with the husband of the woman she went to help. Our daddy, that’s your great-grandfather, was off haulin freight to the big mining outfits in the Black Hills. It was better than a week before he got the telegram sayin she had passed on. By that time she was in the ground. Pa died too, three years after Ma. He got kicked by a mule and never got over it. After that, we was on our own. It was a hard thing for us, same as this is a hard thing for you and Ben and Emaline. Aint nothin easy about it. Only way me and Ez got through it, we stuck together. You got Emaline here, she has you, you both have Ben up in Wyoming. You have your old granddad too, if you need me. When school lets out, if those big strapping Swedes can run this place by themselves, you come on up to Wyoming for the summer. Help Ben and Ezra with them Appaloosa horses. If they don’t have enough work, I can find plenty more. I spoke to Emaline. She said it would be good for you, but I believe she’s goin to leave it to you to decide what you want to do.”

“That would be fun, to go up to Wyoming for a while, Grandpa. Jim and Lee, they’re real fine fellas, but they don’t hardly talk none at all except to each other, then they talk Swedish. Me and Emaline, we’re goin to move into town in a week or so, cause she has to go back to work at the diner. I’m going to start at the high school in Scottsbluff next fall.”

“I imagine you’ll have more chances to play ball in town too. Ben says you’re a heckuva ballplayer.”

“I’d play ball every day if I could. I want to be like Pepper Martin.”

“The St. Louis Cardinals are your team, I expect?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Can you run? You got to run to play the outfield.”

“I’m real quick.”

“And you got to be tough to play ball.”

“Me and Luke Johns, we play burnout.”

“What is burnout, anyhow?”

“You stand about thirty feet apart with no gloves. Then you zing it as hard you can. The other guy has to catch every throw bare hand. First one to cry uncle, he’s the loser.”

“Do you ever cry uncle?”

“Never. My hands get all swole up, but it’s Luke who gives up every time, and he’s fifteen years old and six foot tall.”

Eli grinned a little at that. He reached out and squeezed the kid’s shoulder. “I got to hit the trail, son. I aim to make it home to the 8T8 tonight. It’s a long drive and I didn’t get a wink of sleep last night. Drove all night to get here and then found out I was too late.”

“I’m sorry, Grandpa.”

“Taint a bit of your fault. But thanks just the same.”

Bobby trailed him back to the Cadillac. “If you mean it about this summer, I’ll come up to see you.”

“You do that. We’ll turn you into a top hand, find a horse you can ride for the summer—long as you take care of it.”

The boy smiled again. Eli felt his spirits lift a little. There was always some good a man could do somewhere. He squeezed the kid’s shoulder again, hard this time, looking away so that Bobby wouldn’t see him tearing up. Then he said good-bye, got behind the wheel, turned the Cadillac around, headed down the lane. He stopped at the edge of the county road, fighting the urge to try one more time with Emaline. Then he pulled out onto the gravel, bound for Wyoming.



2.


DEPUTY SHERIFF DEXTER MCGUINTY TOOK OFF his hat, rolled down the window of his patrol car, stuck his head out as far as he could, inhaled air so cold his nostrils froze shut. There was nothing on this earth he hated more than cold, but Estelle had ladled an extra scoop of beans onto his plate when he stopped for lunch and he was tooting along like a choo-choo train, his own rising odor in the closed cabin more than he could bear. He drove a mile in second gear, his head halfway out the window, squinting against the glare of the setting sun off the snowbanks. He would give another fellow a ticket for operating an automobile this way, but Dexter was the law and he would do as he damned pleased. Bad enough that Roosevelt was set to repeal Prohibition. That would cost Dexter two-thirds of his income, until he figured out a grift to make up for the lost bribe money. Just thinking about Roosevelt made him so mad he whacked the dashboard with his knuckles as he rounded a curve and was almost decapitated by a big Cadillac speeding west on Route 26. He yelped and pulled his head in like a frightened turtle, hit the brakes too hard and sent the Model A into a skid, which turned into a full circle and left the car teetering on the edge of the barrow pit. The deputy dropped the transmission into low gear and felt the rear wheels spin and catch. He fishtailed up the road in pursuit, so mad he forgot to switch on the siren.

By the time he had his automobile in high gear, the Caddy was already a mile to the west. The driver had to be doing seventy miles an hour on this narrow blacktop, straight into the setting sun. As it topped the rise, it looked as though the big car was about to take flight. Dexter knew his cars, especially those he couldn’t afford. This one was a 1925 V8 Custom Suburban, whitewall spares strapped to either side of the hood and spare gas cans fastened to the trunk. His patrol car was vibrating like a threshing machine. The Cadillac was way too much automobile for a Model A to run down.

Dexter eased back on the throttle and glanced at his wristwatch. His shift was almost over. It was around the time in the afternoon when Estelle started to get restless. It was his perpetual worry that if he wasn’t there to satisfy her powerful needs she would be on the phone, offering her sugary little body to someone like his fellow deputy, Syl Whiting.

By the time he found a wide spot in the road where he could turn around and speed home to Estelle, the Caddy had vanished over a distant hill. Dexter flipped his middle finger at the rearview. Rich sons of bitches.

Eli didn’t see the deputy. Once on the highway, he let the long spool of the unwinding road take him. U.S. Route 26 ran due west into Wyoming and beyond—follow it long enough and you’d sail through Idaho and end up in Oregon, on the shores of the Pacific Ocean. He understood why Ezra was so restless. Once you were rolling, the road pulled you along, offered movement and change, the chance to make of yourself something that you would not become if you lived your life like a big old cottonwood tree, rooted to one spot. One of his aunts from Mississippi had said the Paints were perpetually journey-bound, the way they kept moving from Wales to the New World and then from Boston through Pennsylvania and Tennessee, south as far as Mississippi, then west to South Dakota, Nebraska, Wyoming. Eli had put down permanent roots on the 8T8. He couldn’t imagine moving on, but Ezra was still journey-bound. Now he was talking about Argentina, of the great estancias on the Pampas and the gauchos, the Argentine cowpokes. Ezra wanted to pull up stakes in Wyoming, take some breeding stock, raise Appaloosas in Argentina.

Eli had a stronger sense of home. He was homing now like a carrier pigeon, unable to rest until he could sleep in his own bed. He knew he ought to stop for the night, but he was feeling the kind of exhaustion that masquerades as wakefulness. He reached for the figuring rope he always kept handy and began tying knots with one hand as he drove. It was an old habit—when he had a problem he couldn’t untangle, he would grab a worn-out strip of lariat and tie everything from a sheepshank to a hangman’s knot while he thought it through.

He had much to ponder on this midwinter evening. How a man grows old, the way time whispers along his spine. How a fellow can set out to carve his name on the world and find, when all is said and done, that the world has carved its name on him. He was sixty-two, a big man whose power had scarcely begun to diminish, but at times he felt like an old dray horse pulling a load of bricks. Decades had passed since he had buried his wife Livvy, a woman he had loved as a man loves breathing or sunrise. Ida Mae, his second wife and the mother of the last six of his thirteen children, was lost to him and to the world—a blank, staring form in the state hospital in Evanston, her mind beyond the reach of money or medicine. When he looked at her, he could not recall what she had been like before her mind went. There was nothing more he could do for her. In his nightmares, he saw their entire brood lined up in identical wheelchairs in front of the big windows on the main floor of the hospital, all with the same blank, unseeing gaze.

Of all the sorrows that troubled him, the one that weighed most heavily was the death of his daughter Velma. Death cast regret in stone. He didn’t need Emaline’s rebuke to remind him of all the ways in which he had failed poor Velma. He had always thought that one day he would be able to sit down and spend time with his banished daughter, get to know her again. A dozen times he had been on the verge of paying her a visit, but something always intervened. He could stand at her graveside until doomsday, but he couldn’t change a thing. She was gone and he could find no shred of forgiveness for himself.

It was impossible to keep his mind on other things when it kept circling back to Velma, but Eli was feeling of late like a man holding a pair of deuces in a high-stakes poker game. He had spent a lifetime battling heat and drought, blackleg, quicksand, rustlers, outlaws, bankers, blizzards, hail, flood. He had never faced anything like this almighty depression that had the whole country in a choke hold. Wheat was going for thirty-seven cents a bushel, a man was lucky if a field would produce eight bushels of smutty wheat to an acre. Cattle wouldn’t bring the price of shipping them to market.

He couldn’t see how things would get better anytime soon. The country was more than three years into this, and unless FDR had a miracle up his sleeve, it would be years before folks were back to work. He heard it was bad back east, but it couldn’t come close to what farmers and ranchers were going through from Montana to Texas, heat and drought and wind and millions of acres of good earth simply blowing away. Farmers were so desperate they were grinding and salting Russian thistle to keep their stock alive. Cattle would eat it, horses wouldn’t touch it. His ranch was in better shape than most, but he could ride miles on parts of his own spread and see nothing but sage, juniper, thistle, not a blade of grass in sight.

He still owed four banks for loans he had taken to buy the hundred thousand acres of the 8T8 back in 1927, when wheat and cattle were worth something. The purchase might have made sense if the rain had not ceased to fall and if the prices for cattle and wheat hadn’t collapsed. He had loaned out money himself, nearly a hundred thousand dollars, most of it to neighboring ranchers who had lost their shirts in the stock market crash in ’29. The loans were of the low-interest, pay-me-when-you-can variety, but he knew that he would never see a dime on the dollar. Three of the men who owed him money had already lost their ranches to foreclosure, others were teetering on the brink. The Cadillac he drove was all he would ever see for a loan made to Orie Achenbach, a rancher who had lost it all betting on General Electric and RCA. Eli would have preferred horses, but Achenbach had already sold off all his livestock.

Eli knew that most folks had it worse. Hardworking families lost their farms and ranches, piled what little they could salvage onto antique Model Ts, headed for California, where they were about as welcome as boll weevils. Men in cities stood in lines blocks long, waiting for a bowl of soup so thin they said you could read a magazine right through it. He blamed the sonsofbitches on Wall Street. The bankers and stock traders and professional liars who played with money as though it had no connection to anything real, like it was all a bunch of numbers and at the end of the day you added up your score and figured whether you won or lost. All their crazy speculation had nothing to do with putting food on the table or a roof over your head. Now the whole shebang had collapsed. Folks were scared to death, and he couldn’t blame them. And yet a rich man who lost a pile of money on the stock market would go out and hang himself, while a poor man would live with his wife and five children on two filthy mattresses inside a ripped tent in a migrant camp and never give up hope.

After sundown, the cold took hold like a vise. Eli could feel it, even inside the Cadillac. As a young cowhand, he had camped out on nights so cold he could hear porcupines whimpering off in the woods. On such a night, there would be patches of black ice on the asphalt, but still he would not stop or slow down. Somewhere between Douglas and Casper, he pulled off to the side of the road, stepped out of the car, saw what a man who lived his life in cities would not see in a thousand years. The moon not yet up, a sky dark as ink, from one horizon to the other a wash of stars. It was more than forty years now since he had ridden alone most of one summer across Nebraska, looking for a likely place to homestead with Livvy. Night after night, he would lie on the open prairie, listen to the horses shuffle in their hobbles, hear the calls of the night birds, look up at the stars and think himself the luckiest man alive.

The cold revived him somewhat, but by the time he reached Casper he was driving a dozen miles at a stretch with no recollection at all of what had transpired between one point and the next. He stopped at a filling station, where a kid took his time polishing the windshield, treating the Cadillac like a prize thoroughbred.

“She’s a beauty, mister.”

“Thank you, son. She was payment for an old debt from a damned fool who lost most of what he had on the stock market.”

The boy whistled.

“How fast will she go on the open road?”

“Too goddamned fast, truth be told.”

The kid laughed and Eli tipped him a quarter. He bought a Coca-Cola and a Hershey bar, found the telephone and paid a nickel to call home. Juanita, the Mexican housekeeper, answered the phone.

“Where are you, Eli?”

“Casper. I should be home in three hours, maybe less.”

“It’s already past eight o’clock.”

“I know. I’d sooner be home.”

“Did you get to see Velma in Scottsbluff?”

“Nope. They buried her three days before I got there. I took Emaline out to visit her grave.”

“Oh, I am so sorry. That is terrible for you.”

“My own damned fault. I should have made it down to see her a long time ago. How are the kids?”

“They are all staying at the Ewing ranch tonight because it’s Paula Ewing’s birthday. They’re anxious to see you, but I think you should find a place to stay and start home tomorrow.”

“I’ve got too much on my mind to sleep anyway. I should be there by midnight.”

As he climbed behind the wheel of the Cadillac again, he realized that the last time a woman’s voice had offered such solace, Livvy was still alive and Velma was just a girl.





3.


ELI SPED THROUGH BUFFALO AND MADE IT TO BIG Horn, just south of Sheridan, at eleven o’clock. He turned off the main highway onto the gravel road that led northeast to the 8T8, fifty miles distant. There were no other cars on the narrow and icy road, no distant lights winking in farmhouses, nothing but the long yellow cones of the headlights sweeping over the dark prairie. A moment of illumination and then darkness again, the way a man receives a beam of intuition from the dark, pumping heart of the universe and then loses it before he can capture whatever it was. Twice he caught himself nodding off as the Cadillac slid toward the barrow pit. After it happened the second time, he stopped the car and got out and rubbed snow on his face. Within a mile or two he felt drowsy again, but he pushed on, driving too fast on a narrow road slick with packed snow. It was strange how you could know a place in daylight down to the last creek and fence post and tumbleweed, then you struck the same place on a winter night and it was like someone had moved all the furniture in the parlor and you were tripping over things in the dark.

A light snow began to fall, the flakes streaming into the headlights. He thought he might have missed the turn for the ranch until he saw the 8T8 brand on a slab of cottonwood a dozen feet above the front gate. The tires of the Cadillac rattled over the cattle guard. Fence posts, windmills, the occasional bunch of cattle wearing the same brand swam out of the headlights. The snow fell harder and the wind picked up and it was hard to see the road with the blowing snow. He slowed a bit to watch for the turn where the lane came to the big house, but he didn’t see it. He drove on until he was sure he had traveled at least eight miles from the front gate. He still could not see the house. It was not until he spotted a cluster of windmills and stock tanks that he knew where he was. He had somehow overshot the last turn. He was headed down a sidetrack that was taking him due west, away from home. He found a wide spot in the road where he could turn around and gunned it back to the east.

Eli had to grin at his foolishness. It would have been impossible to get lost on the hundred and sixty acres of his original homestead in Nebraska, but on the hundred thousand acres of the 8T8 here in Powder River country, there was plenty of room for a man to lose his bearings. In the snow, everything looked strange. A rise that should have led up to Ezra’s house appeared on the right side of the road rather than the left, and there were cottonwood trees where a holding corral should be. Perhaps he was mistaken and he had turned onto the old army trail that angled across his land. He rubbed his eyes and tried through a haze of fatigue to figure out where he had gone wrong. He sped up, certain that, if he could drive fast enough, the house would appear—but nothing was right. The landmarks were so unfamiliar that he began to wonder if he hadn’t driven off the ranch altogether.

The road had dwindled to little more than a cattle trail, a rough one at that. He was looking for a place where he could stop and get his bearings when the Cadillac rounded a sharp curve going much too fast and hit a deep, spine-jarring rut and then another. The wheels dropped off a cutbank that was invisible in the snow and the big car was airborne, sailing like a blimp released from its moorings. The wheels came down so hard he bit his tongue, there was a thump as the car rolled over, and another bang and he was lying in the snow twenty feet from the car, broken and bleeding. The Caddy came to rest on the passenger side, its wheels still spinning.

When he came to, he was lying in the snow and he was very, very cold. He tried to crawl, felt a terrible pain somewhere between his knee and his ankle, tried to put some weight on it and almost blacked out again. His lower leg was bent out at a right angle from his knee. The leg was badly broken, there was something very wrong with his shoulder, he was bleeding from a cut on his forehead, he felt all banged up inside. He drew a long, ragged breath, felt a terrible pain in his ribs. He was in a world of trouble. He could not remain where he was. Somehow, he had to get up and walk. A half dozen times, he tried to drag himself onto his good leg, but each time he put pressure on the broken leg, a red wave of pain broke over him and he felt the world spinning. He heard a horse whinny somewhere and shouted for help, then thought how foolish that was. If there were horses out here, they were grazing. No cowpuncher would be fool enough to ride out at midnight in the dead of winter unless he had to. He sank back into the snow, fighting an overwhelming desire to sleep despite the pain.

Eli managed to turn himself partway around, far enough to spot the Cadillac lying on its side. He had peeled off his warm sheepskin coat and left it on the seat, but he was wearing his union suit under his clothing and he had on thick woolen socks, good boots, good gloves. He had kept the Stetson on his head, but that did his ears no good. They would be frostbitten in minutes in this cold. He had a long wool scarf around his neck. He wound it twice around his ears and once under his jaw and across his face to keep his nose from freezing. He pushed the Stetson down over the scarf, then drew the scarf two more turns to hold the hat over his ears. There were blankets in the car if he could reach them, but the Caddy might as well have been a hundred miles away. Even if he could get to it, with the Cadillac lying on its side, he couldn’t climb up to open the door and reach the blankets. Still, the car was the only possible refuge. If nothing else, maybe he could crawl into the trunk. The trick was to get there. The only way he could move forward was to pull with his right arm and push with his left leg, putting more strain on his ribs. He began dragging himself toward the car in a steady rhythm. Pull with the hand, push with the good leg. It went well until he tried to move too fast, twisted the broken leg, blacked out again.

When he came to, he saw that he had managed to crawl a dozen feet closer to the Cadillac. The big car had rolled over completely at least once and come to rest on its side with the roof toward him. He didn’t see any way to get inside, but he kept dragging himself along, a foot at a time, until he spotted his sheepskin coat in the snow. He strained to reach it, got a thumb and forefinger on one sleeve, pulled it to him. It took several attempts, but he managed to sit up enough to get an arm through one sleeve and to pull the coat up over his injured left shoulder. When he tried to get his left arm into the sleeve, he nearly blacked out again. He gave up, left the coat draped over his injured shoulder, used his good hand to button it. Lying next to the coat in the snow was his figuring rope. He stuffed it into one of the pockets of the sheepskin jacket. Then he studied the Cadillac, trying to figure out what possible use he could make of the wrecked automobile. He had heard of men slitting the abdomen of a dead horse, pulling out the intestines, crawling inside for warmth or making a fire and eating the animal, but you could not eat a car. He was pondering the sheer, utter uselessness of an automobile for any purpose other than driving on a road when he remembered the two full, five-gallon cans of gasoline lashed to the trunk. He never went anywhere without the extra gasoline and two spare tires. The spare fuel was no use with a wrecked car, but it could be used to start a helluva blaze. He had no idea whether his thoughts were lucid, but the gas cans were his only hope. If he could find a way to set the car on fire, it might save him from freezing to death. If the explosion didn’t kill him, it was possible someone might see it or hear it. A forty-five-hundred-dollar bonfire.

He pulled himself up far enough to unbuckle the leather strap that held the two cans to the trunk. Both tumbled into the snow, the nearer can striking his broken leg with enough force to make him scream again. He used every curse word he knew, caught his breath, worked the lid off one of the cans, fed the entire length of his figuring rope down into it until the rope was soaked with gasoline. He left two or three feet of rope down in the can, wedged the can under the Caddy’s gas tank, tugged the second gas can next to it. He stopped to rest then, taking long, deep breaths of cold air into his lungs. It took almost all he had left, but he managed to drag himself fifteen feet from the car, paying out the rope as he went. When he judged that he was far enough away to avoid being killed by the explosion, he fumbled in his pocket for matches. He smoked no more than the occasional cheroot, but it was an old habit, making sure he always had dry matches in his jeans. He mumbled a little prayer. Either the rope would burn or it would not. If it wouldn’t, he would freeze to death.

Eli’s hands were so cold that he had trouble lighting the wooden matches and wasted four before the flame caught and held. It took the merest touch to ignite the gasoline-soaked rope. Once it was lit, the rope became a perfect fuse. The flame raced toward the first gas can and the crippled Cadillac. He had just enough time to roll away and cover his face with his arms before the two gas cans exploded, one after the other. A few seconds later, the gas tank of the Caddy itself blew with a heavy thud. He risked a glance and saw a ball of red and blue flame rise twenty feet into the sky. He felt a rush of blistering heat before he had to cover his head as debris from the burning car fell around him. The explosion was enough to lift the car itself, and as it settled back down, it rolled a half turn toward him, so that it was once again upright on its wheels.

After the fireball from the gas tank went up, the Cadillac burned steadily. It gave off a terrible reek of burning oil and grease and body paint, but it was extremely hot. Eli crawled as close to the flames as he could bear. His feet were the coldest part of his body, so he ignored the pain and worked his way around so that his legs were toward the fire. Then he tucked his sheepskin collar behind his head and lay back to watch the spectacle. The interior burned with a bright red flame and an occasional mini-explosion. Thick, dark smoke rose from the closed windows. The flames shot twenty feet into the air, steam rose steadily from around the hood. A smaller fire, started beneath the chassis, gave off gray-brown smoke. As the heat grew more intense, the white paint on the doors blistered, then the exterior paint began to burn. All the tires, including both spare tires, gave off a heavy black smoke as they burned. Twice there was a small explosion in the front end as some part of the engine blew. The heat was so intense he could hardly bear to look at it. At last, something underneath gave way and the Cadillac settled onto its axles, first onto the rear axle and after another puff of smoke and flame from underneath, onto the front axle, so that it was a squat, dark, smoldering thing that bore little resemblance to the fine, expensive, coveted machine it had been only a few minutes before. A charred, skeletal automobile emerged slowly from the flames, like the shell of a burned house. After another fifteen or twenty minutes, the flames began to die down, but the car still gave off intense heat as the undercarriage and the tires burned on.

When Eli and Ezra were very young, their father had told them the story of a fellow named Wilmot Brookings, who had fallen through the ice of a creek in South Dakota. By the time he made it back to Sioux Falls, Wilmot’s frozen feet had to be amputated. It did not keep Brookings from becoming governor of the territory, but the story made such an impression that footless wraiths staggered through Eli’s nightmares for decades, leaving bloody trails in the snow. His broken leg could be set, but if his feet froze through, they would have to be amputated. Wilmot Brookings had done well for himself as a footless man, but Eli did not want to have to find out if he was old Wilmot’s equal. He kept scooting closer to the car as it cooled by degrees, determined to keep his feet from freezing.

Gradually, he let himself sink into the snow, still warmed by the burning wreck. A skimpy moon was up on the horizon, swimming through thin clouds that were now spitting just a few flakes of snow, lighting the expanse of snow around him. He wiped his forehead. His hand came away smeared with congealed blood. If he died here, he would die because of his own plain damned foolishness. Juanita had begged him to find a hotel in Casper. A man with a lick of sense would have listened to her, even if she was part of the reason he was in such an all-fired hurry to get home. He could have stayed with his daughter Ruby way back on Sheep Creek, just this side of the Wyoming state line, or any number of places in between. Instead, he had pushed on like a stubborn fool and put himself in as bad a fix as he had ever known. No fool like an old fool, they said, and he was an old fool. He watched the blaze chew at the tires of the Cadillac, the black smoke pouring from inside the wheel wells and from the spares, which had rolled away from the front fenders after the leather strap that held them burned through. The burned automobile still gave off a pulsating heat that warmed his legs and his torso. It was possible he might live until dawn. Maybe someone would find him yet before it was too late.

He drifted off into a waking dream. When he opened his eyes, it was much colder and Spotted War Bonnet, the friend of his youth, crouched at his side, saying something in an Indian tongue he did not understand. He answered in Lakota, but War Bonnet went on speaking in the strange tongue. He gestured toward a pinto that was tied fifty feet away and muttered something. At last Eli understood. Spotted War Bonnet had ridden out to usher his old friend into the spirit world.





4.


THE CHOCTAW COWPOKE THEY CALLED TWO SPUDS was inside his cabin on the southwest corner of the ranch, wrapped tightly in his quilt trying to sleep, when he heard an explosion. At first he thought maybe Jenny Hoot Owl had just farted in her sleep. Jenny could let loose farts that cracked like a rifle shot, but this was more like the sound of a hand grenade dumped into an outhouse. Two Spuds had been a seventeen-year-old private in the Great War, scared shitless as he crawled through the Ardennes Forest, convinced that a shard of screaming hot shrapnel was going to tear off his balls. He’d heard plenty of grenades go off in France, along with about two hundred other kinds of ordnance, most of it meant to kill him dead. This did not sound like a grenade. He lay there shivering, wishing Jenny would get her big ass out of bed and put more coal on the fire. His nose told him how cold it was. Too damned cold to get out of bed, but the only way to get warmer was to stoke the fire again. He would have to climb out of that warm quilt into the icy air, shovel more coal into the stove, make sure it was burning good, jump back into bed, wait until the stove warmed the room. Or he could curl up tight next to Jenny, but if he did, she was apt to break his nose.

You cold, fool! You think I wanna take a bath in ice water? Don’t touch me when you’re froze like that. Get your skinny Indian ass back where it belongs before I cut your nuts off!

Two Spuds was inclined to stay in bed until he remembered what it was that woke him in the first place. A big damned whooomph! out there someplace. He tried to forget it and go back to sleep, but it gnawed at the back of his mind like mice in a sack of oats. There was nothing out on that prairie that could blow up. On a Saturday night, it might have been ranch kids, bored and drunk. Get hold of a few sticks of dynamite, blow up a steer for the pure hell of it. Such things had been known to happen, but they required the combustible combination of liquor and young cowpokes. He fretted until he could stand it no more. Finally he rose, stuffed coal into the stove and lit it, pulled on his jeans and boots, stepped outside to pee. He sniffed at the wind, which carried a faint tang of burning rubber. The wind came from the northwest, the same direction as the explosion. There was nothing out there except sagebrush and buffalo grass, all of it frozen stiff and buried under a thin layer of snow. Nothing that might burn in this weather, not even a haystack. He stepped back into the cabin, grabbed his sheepskin coat and heavy gloves and an old wool sheepherder’s hat that would keep a blizzard out of a man’s ears.

The pinto was fractious when he saddled it. He had to give it a brisk tug with the curb bit a time or two to remind it who was boss. Once in the saddle, he followed the smell of burning rubber. As soon as the pinto topped the rise north of his cabin, he saw it. A big automobile, burned down to a smoldering hulk. He lifted the reins, gave the pinto a little heel, rocked it into a canter, sticking to the road, taking a circular path to the burning car. Better go the long way round than cut across the prairie and have the pinto break its leg in a sinkhole in the dark.

The Cadillac still gave off a red glow and an acrid reek from the smoke of the burning tires. It was a strange beast to encounter on a night like this, in its death throes more like a living thing than it had ever been when it was just another machine. The pinto wanted no part of it. Spuds had to dig his heels hard into its flanks to get close. He found a post left from an old fence, snubbed the horse tight. He suspected the wreck might be Eli Paint’s Cadillac before he got close enough to see the man himself, lying on his back on the far side of what was left of the automobile. Two Spuds went to him, his boots crunching through the frozen snow. There was just enough light from the sliver of moon so he could see that it was Eli, his face a mask of congealed blood. The Choctaw saw the broken leg, the way it made a hard right turn halfway down the shin, the tracks in the snow where Eli had dragged himself back and forth, the cinders of the burned lariat lying on the snow. Eli must have lit a fuse to the gas cans to burn the car for warmth. That was the explosion he’d heard, the gasoline going up in a ball of fire. Tough old bird, to manage that with a leg busted that bad and who knew what else. Two Spuds grabbed Eli’s left wrist, held it tight to get his thumb on the pulse. He wasn’t sure he felt anything, but Eli was shivering so hard he couldn’t tell. Then Eli muttered something in Lakota about an Indian named War Bonnet. Two Spuds joked in Choctaw, telling Eli that he was lucky a Choctaw warrior had come to save him and not some thieving dog of a Sioux. Eli muttered something, but Two Spuds couldn’t make out what he was saying. Other than the cut on his head, Eli didn’t seem to be bleeding, but he moaned in pain when Two Spuds pressed on his chest.

The Choctaw stood up and walked around Eli, trying to decide what to do. He thought of lifting him over the saddle on the pinto and tying his hands and feet underneath the horse’s belly, the way you would with a dead man. It would work, but it might kill him. Taking Eli back to his cabin would be worse than useless. He needed to get him to the main house, six miles away, where there was at least a telephone. The only way he could transport him safely was on the travois he had back at the cabin. It was an old-fashioned Indian pony drag, two twenty-foot lengths of crisscrossed lodgepole pine, with a willow frame stretched between them, lashed to the poles with rawhide strips. A wagon might have been better, but he didn’t have a wagon. First, he would have to leave Eli and hurry back for the travois. He took off his sheepskin hat and jacket, covered Eli’s head with the hat, wrapped the jacket around his legs, jumped on the pinto wearing only his shirt and trousers, cursing the cold with every step. The way this was working out, he and Eli would both freeze to death. He had no trouble urging the pinto into a canter. The horse wanted to put distance between itself and that burning car. Two Spuds promised him a bucket of oats if they got Eli back to the ranch house alive, but he could tell the pinto didn’t believe him.

Inside the cabin, he rummaged around, found an old coat of Jenny’s and pulled that on, dragged out his old buffalo robe along with a couple of blankets and two ropes to tie Eli to the pony drag. The coal stove was going good. He was able to warm up a little, just being inside. Jenny was still snoring, a sound like a ripsaw in wet timber. By the time he made it back to the wreck with the travois bouncing along behind him, Eli was unconscious. It was just as well, because it took a good deal of dragging and heaving to get him onto the travois and to get the buffalo robe to fit snugly around his body with the pinto trying to shy away. Two Spuds wrapped his lariat three times around Eli’s torso and the travois poles and tied it with a sheepshank knot to make sure the man didn’t slip off the pony drag.

Once Eli was settled, Two Spuds mounted the pinto and set off at a walk. At this speed, the six miles to the main house was going to be a long ride in the cold. He tied his bandanna over his face, but it didn’t help much. He kept looking back, checking to see if the man on the pony drag was alive or dead. There was no way to tell. He had tucked a bottle of whiskey inside his belt in case Eli wanted a jolt to keep him warm. Eli wasn’t capable of drinking, so Spuds took two long pulls and felt the warmth going down. A light snow was falling, the wind was blowing, powdery snow rose like steam a hundred feet in the air. His eyes watered from the cold. He tucked his jaw into the collar of Jenny’s coat and rode with plenty of slack in the reins, letting the pinto pick its way along the ruts of the road. Now and then he felt a hard tug as the travois bucked into a rut, but he had done a good job with the rope and the buffalo robe. His cargo was secure.

Juanita Barrios woke from a dream of the dead. In her dream, the spirits of the dead rose with the smoke of the kitchen fires in the little houses in her village in Chihuahua. The spirits of her father, her mother, her brothers drifted in the smoky air over the village, the restless dead refusing to lie still so that on the nights when the dreams came, she slept in snatches, trying to steal a little sleep from the spirits.

The grandfather clock in the parlor of the great house tolled once, echoing along the polished wooden floor of the hallway. One o’clock. She had fallen asleep in the rocking chair in the parlor, her index finger marking her place in the Paint family Bible. She read the Bible to improve her English, but she was often sidetracked by the pages of family history left by generations of Paint women who had recorded all the births and deaths and marriages since the Welshman Ezekiel Paint arrived in Boston before the Revolutionary War. She could imagine the women, seated as she was sitting, by the fire on a winter evening, with cups of cocoa or tea at their elbows, neatly jotting the name of a newborn or the death of a distant uncle as the wind howled outside: “John Milton Paint, b. March 1, 1903, d. March 7, 1903.” Eli’s baby son, followed in death a month later by the boy’s mother, Livvy, her death recorded in a young girl’s hand. One of the older daughters surely, Tavie or Velma or Marguerite.

Juanita envied Eli and his children. Her own past lay on the other side of the Mexican Revolution. There were no treasured photographs put away in a chest somewhere, no old letters carefully bound, no such Bible in which the births and deaths of the Barrios family had been recorded. It had all vanished in fire and massacre. She was left feeling thin and rootless, insubstantial as the spirits that haunted her sleep.

She stirred the cold cup of cocoa at her elbow, watching the brown skin of milk on the surface wind around the spoon. She sipped the cocoa and made a face. It was time to get to bed. She rose and started toward her bedroom at the back of the house but paused halfway. Something was wrong. Eli wasn’t home. She tried to remember what he had said—was he supposed to arrive sometime before midnight or sometime after midnight? Before midnight, surely. A good deal before midnight, the way he drove that Cadillac. She peered outside, but she could see nothing except an expanse of white snow that seemed to go on forever and no sign of Eli or the car. She felt a chill, scooped more coal onto the stove, put a fresh pan of milk on to warm for more cocoa.

Juanita finished the cocoa and paced the floor like a worried mother, glancing at the clock every minute or two. She fluffed cushions, washed out her cup and put it away, trying to be useful. When she could stand it no more, she dressed, put on her coat, walked through the snow to the bunkhouse to wake the foreman, Willie Thaw. Willie’s was the bunk closest to the stove. The bunkhouse was lit by the moon, but she could have found his bunk by the smell of Willie’s whiskey. She shook him lightly. He answered with a long, ragged snore. She grabbed his shoulder and shook him until he sat up with a Colt Navy in his hand. Willie pulled the hammer back and held it to her jaw, a wild look in his eyes. He was still so drunk he had no idea who she was.

“Put that thing down, Willie. It’s me.”

“Who the hell are you?”

“It’s Juanita, Willie. We need to look for Eli.”

Willie sat up on his cot. “You lost Eli someplace?”

“He should have been here two or three hours ago.”

“Naw, he’s off visiting Ida Mae in the nuthouse.”

“Willie! Will you pay attention? Eli called me from Casper and said he was on his way. That was hours ago. He didn’t make it. I want you to help me look for him.”

“Hell, he probably just stopped for a drink someplace.”

The stench of alcohol from Willie was so powerful that Juanita had to take a step back. “I don’t think Eli has ever stopped for a drink in his life. He hadn’t slept for two days. I’m afraid he fell asleep at the wheel.”

“Hell, he might a gone off the road in Casper. Or Big Horn, or any other damned place. No sense goin out after him in this weather.”

Willie holstered his pistol and sank back onto the bed. She heard a deep, rattling snore. He was too drunk to ride, so she would have to saddle her horse and search for Eli herself. She dragged her saddle out of the tack shed and went to catch Ginger, a little filly Eli had given her so that she could ride with the children. The horses were pressed tightly together in the cold, their breath rising in curlicues of steam into the night air. She recognized Ginger by the lopsided diamond between her eyes and managed to get a saddle and bridle on her. She reined the horse to the south and let her pick her way along the road toward the front gate.

The filly was winter-shod and the road was icy. Her hooves rang like anvils on the ice. A light snow still fell, but the clouds were thin enough for a sliver of moon to peek through. In the moonlight Juanita could see the curving road ahead and the rise to the southwest that led to the front gate. There were no tire tracks anywhere. She wound her wool scarf tighter around her head, leaving just a slit for her eyes. She had ridden a little over a mile when Ginger lifted her head and pricked up her ears. She whinnied twice and was answered by another horse out there somewhere. Juanita rode toward the sound until she could make out Two Spuds on the pinto, dragging some strange contraption through the snow. She cantered up to meet him.

“That you, Juanita? What are you doin way out here?”

“Looking for Eli.”

“Well, you found him. That’s him behind my horse.”

“Is he alive?”

“He was alive when I found him. His right leg is broke, maybe some ribs too. He must of got lost. He wrecked that Cadillac about a mile from my place.”

Juanita was already out of the saddle, her fingertips pressed to Eli’s throat. She felt a pulse, weak but steady. “We’ve got to get him to the house and warm him up.”

“That’s what I’m tryin to do.”
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“A memorable story of the hardscrabble life on the dusty Nebraska plains during the
Great Depression. . . . There are obvious parallels with other Dust Bowl novels such as
The Grapes of Wrath, but the perspectives and stories are different enough that Come
Again No Moreis a worthy entry in the genre and a fine salute to Todd’s family history.”

—Historical Novels Review
ot

he Paint family built an American empire on the legendary strength of their char-

acter, but the foreclosures, bank failures, and joblessness of the Great Depression may
bring their world down around them. The family’s foundation is further weakened by a
rift running through two generations, scarred over by stubbornness and pain.

As the indomitable family patriarch, Eli owns everything as far as the eye can see,
but there is an emptiness in his heart. After a dramatic accident leaves him struggling
for life, he must reckon with his pride and the choices he made that separated him
from the daughter he loved most. A chance for redemption presents itself in his
granddaughter Emaline.

Emaline marries Jake, a womanizing prizefighter who promises o help her realize

her dream of makinga life on a farm. But Jake’s inner demons and nature itself conspire

against Emaline’s fierce determination to make their marriage work. Ultimately, she
must make tough decisions about holding on and letting go.

Based on the author’s family letters and diaries, Come Again No Moreis a uniquely
American story about a family navigating a changing world and the tough choices it
presents.

B e
“A sweeping tale of the American West in the shadow of the Great Depression.”
—Booklist

“The spirit and flavor of the period, the willingness to enlist almost anything in the
service of a good story is spot-on. [Todd] shows the passion of someone telling a story
he wants and needs to tell. . . . A first-rate novelist with a tender touch.”
—The Gazette (Montreal)
——e—
JACK TODD is the son of a horseman and grew up in Nebraska
and Wyoming. He is the author of the novel Sun Going Down and the
j award-winning memoir Desertion. He now lives in Montreal. Visit his
website at www.jacktoddtheauthor.com.
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