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Eudora Durant knew there must be a hundred or more good ways of dying, some better than others, some worse, and she wondered why she had insisted on taking the slowest path possible to the grave. She couldn’t blame anyone for her lot in life. All she had to do was look in the cracked mirror beside her bed from time to time, and she knew where the blame fell, and it landed squarely on her shoulders.

She had been a fine-looking lady in her early twenties. Just about everybody in Ashland said so. Tall. Slender. Flaming auburn hair that draped elegantly across her shoulders. It was said from the front pew of the Baptist church to the front porch of Jim Hamilton’s Dinner Bell Cafe that Eudora possessed a winsome smile as warm as mid-day in August. Feel bad? Feel blue? Feeling sorry for yourself? Just wait ’til Eudora comes walking by and smiles at you. You’ll be cured between good and morning.

She hardly ever glanced at her reflection anymore.

Somewhere during the last ten hard and unforgiving years, she misplaced her smile, then lost it altogether, and discovered she had no need for one. What was a smile anyway? Not much more than a scar on her face, and she could turn the corners of the scar down much easier than turning them up.

The belle of the ball was no longer invited to the ball.

Eudora Durant paused just as the little mule dragged the plow to the end of the cotton row. She ran her fingers through her auburn hair—plastered with sweat against her face. Dirt caked her neck, and her mouth was as dry as the earth beneath her feet. Lord, it had been a long time between rains. She felt the sun knife its way between her shoulder blades and shuddered when she realized the blue and yellow blooms on her feed sack dress had faded much like the flowers in the field. The dried red clay defied a plow point blunted from too many days in the cotton patch, and a new blister was forming like a cyst between the fingers of her right hand.

Eudora glanced at the sky, and there wasn’t a cloud in sight, only turkey vultures circling overhead, and she figured they were betting that either she or the mule would drop before dark. They might be right. The sun hung at three o’clock, and Eudora knew she had four good hours of daylight left before she and the mule could rest for the night, unless, of course, the Good Lord reached down and made the sun stand still the way he did in the Old Testament. She felt as if she had been sentenced to punishment without ever being informed of the crime.

On days like today, she wondered if life would have been any better, or at least any different, if Roger J. Middlebrooks had not left town and gone off to some college in Oklahoma City to become a lawyer just like his daddy.

Eudora loved Roger then.

Still did.

She never forgot their last night together, walking home from Wednesday night prayer meeting. Brother Shanks Warren had preached until ten, then got down on his knees and beseeched the sinners for an hour, but the hard-hearted had gone home without being washed in the blood of anybody’s lamb. Moonlight fell among the pine limbs and lit their path as it wound through the edge of the thicket. A cool wind kept the heat of the night from being so oppressive, as it dried the sweat from their faces.

“You know I love you,” Roger had told her.

She nodded. “That’s what you say.”

“You know I’m coming back someday to practice law with my father,” he said.

She smiled.

“I’m asking you to wait for me,” he said. “You’ll be my wife as soon as I hang out my shingle, get set up in business, and have enough money coming in to buy that little white cottage behind the bank, the one you’ve always wanted.”

Eudora stood on her tiptoes and kissed him. In her eyes, Roger was the most handsome young man she had ever met, and he could have been walking tonight with any woman in Rusk County, but he had chosen to be with her, the only child of a third-grade teacher and an Irish handyman who had worked himself to death chopping down pine logs and hauling them to old man Harry Bateman’s lumberyard.

“I’ll wait for you,” she whispered. “I’ll still be waiting for you the day after the world ends. Don’t worry about me. I’m not going anywhere.”

He held her tight while the moon played hide and seek with the clouds. She pledged her troth to him, and he pledged his troth to her, and the heavens smiled, and all was right with the world.

No doubt about it, Eudora thought. She was hands down the happiest girl in Ashland.

She was twenty-two years old.

She was marrying the second richest man in Rusk County.

His daddy was the richest.

She was marrying the best-looking man who had ever come driving into Rusk County, maybe into all of Texas.

What could go wrong?

The mule stopped at the end of the row and waited for Eudora to turn him back toward the barn. Sweat burned Eudora’s eyes, and she slumped against the arms of the plow. From the dark corners of her mind, she conjured up images of Roger J. Middlebrooks and felt the muscles in her face grow as tight as her hands on the reins. The pain had embedded itself in her heart a long time ago and showed no signs of leaving. The thought of him still left her weak and bothered in places that should be callused by now.

Two years later after promising that his love would endure for all time, that sorry excuse for a man, took an Oklahoma City socialite to be his lawfully wedded wife, and he took a job as in-house counsel for her daddy’s big oil company, and he never saw any reason to come back to Ashland, say goodbye, say he was sorry, say the new Mrs. Middlebrooks caught him in a weak moment with his pants down, or say a damn thing. He didn’t even ask for his troth back.

Eudora saw the wedding notice in the Ashland Advocate on Sunday morning, cut out the photo of the bride with a pair of shears, tossed it in the fireplace to watch it burn, and let it be known among some church and social centers that she was back in the market for a husband again.

She heard the whispers behind her back. After a while, the rumors and gossip all ran together.

“Did you hear about poor Eudora?”

“I hear she got jilted.”

“She should have known better than to wait for Roger.”

“He’s rolling in money now.”

“She’s too broke to buy an egg big enough to have a yolk.”

“He can’t be trusted.”

“Why not?”

“He’s a Middlebrooks.”

“He’s got a good daddy.”

“His daddy’s been married four times.”

“Well, one of them don’t count.”

“Why not?”

“She died.”

“I thought she took the train back to Little Rock.”

“Same difference.”

“That boy’s worthless and just like him.”

“Poor Eudora.”

“I hear she’s almost twenty-one.”

“She’s closer to twenty-four, but then I’m betting that she might be lying about her age.”

“If she don’t attach herself to somebody soon, she’ll be too old to catch any of the promising young boys around here.”

“I guess she could go to Bossier City.”

“I guess you’ve heard about the girls who run off to Bossier City.”

“I hear it’s downright sinful.”

“The first thing they do is cut the hems of their dresses really short.”

“That’s a shame.”

“Then they cut their hair.”

“That’s a disgrace.”

“I hear they’ve got dance halls in Bossier City.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised.”

“You think Eudora might wind up a dance hall girl?”

“If she goes to Bossier City, she will.”

“Poor Eudora.”

“She’s such a cute little thing.”

“If she stays around here, she better be satisfied as an old maid.”

“And if she goes to Bossier City, some cigar-smoking, whiskey-drinking man will dance her off her feet and devour her.”

“That would kill her daddy.”

“He’s already dead, Sarah.”

“Well, he’ll roll over in his grave. That’s for sure.”

Eudora held her head high. Let the old biddies talk. She did not want their pity, their scorn, or their sympathy.

She did not need Roger J. Middlebrooks.

Maybe she never did.

On the second Saturday in September, she stood before Judge Chester Mayfield, tightly held the callused hands of Washburn Durant, and whispered in a hoarse voice, “I do.”

He mumbled, “I do.”

The judge pronounced them husband and wife.

Washburn had everything she wanted in a man.

He was broad-shouldered.

He had curly black hair.

He said he was a hard worker. He certainly had blisters on his hands to prove it. He owned a little farm at the far end of the Tyler Highway. Picked a little cotton, he said. Sold a little cotton, he said.

Eudora knew he was a real good dancer. She met him at the Independence Day social, and they jitterbugged until almost midnight. Washburn said he didn’t want to go home alone, and she whispered she wouldn’t go home with him without some kind of marriage certificate in her hand.

“Ever been married?” she asked him.

“Never had a reason to,” he said.

“You need a reason?” she asked.

“Never thought about it.”

She kissed him in the early morning while the moon was packing up to leave the sky and gave him a reason to think about the prospects and benefits and favors associated with marriage.

Washburn gave her his name, said he would buy her a ring someday, said he liked his eggs sunny side up, his bacon scorched on one side, his grits swimming in butter, and coffee so thick a man had to chew the grounds before he took a swallow.

“When do you want to get up in the morning?” Eudora asked.

“When I wake up.”

“What time is that?”

“Depends on how late I stay up the night before.”

“What do you like doing at night?”

“Depends on where I am.”

“Where are you usually?”

“I ain’t hardly ever here.”

“Why not?”

“I don’t like sleeping alone.”

“I’m here now.”

Washburn looked her over. He closed one eye. He frowned.

“That’s why I married you,” he said. “I know you’re here if I don’t get lucky someplace else.”

Eudora threw up her hands in frustration. “Then why’d you go to the trouble of waltzing me up to the judge, then bringing me out here?”

“Don’t like burning my own toast.”

As near as she could remember, and she didn’t think about it often, the newly wed Eudora Durant spent her honeymoon hauling water down to the hog pen, mending a barbed wire fence around the tomato and cucumber garden between the barn and old man Applegate’s creek, hoeing two acres of stunted cotton stalks in the creek bottom, and picking fifty-four seed ticks out of Washburn’s naked buttocks when he limped back home after an all-night beer-drinking and coon hunting party in a pine thicket that had more no trespassing signs than raccoons.

It was, as Eudora recalled, the only romantic moment she could remember about her honeymoon. Of course, Washburn did unzip his pants long enough to jump in bed with her for two grunts and groan before jumping back out, stuffing two boxes of bullets in his pocket, and grabbing his .22-caliber coon rifle.

“We’ll have supper if I’m lucky,” he said as he walked out the back door.

“You still love me?” Eudora called.

The door slammed.

Eudora could hear him cursing as he walked away.

He was cursing the coons.

He was cursing the seed ticks.

Even then, he had better things to say about them than he did about her.

Washburn fired the rifle once in the air.

Eudora buried her face in the pillow and cried.

It took Washburn longer to fire the squirrel gun than it did for him to have sex, provided that’s what it was, and she figured it must have been, and she wondered why men spent so much time talking about sex and so little time participating in it.
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Doc Bannister was an illusion. Waskom Brown had him pegged a long time ago. But then, Waskom Brown was the only daddy Doc ever had, and Doc was twenty-five years old before he crossed paths with Waskom in a Hot Springs house of ill repute, and Doc would be dead as hell if Waskom hadn’t come along when he did.

A man peddling doodlebugs to farmers—who prayed for oil now that the water had dried up—needed a partner if only to drive the getaway car, and getaway cars were not always plentiful when the doodlebug exploded and sprayed sand instead of oil across the stunted cotton stalks. If that old black doodlebug box, filled with wires, dials, lights, buzzers and whistles, could have found oil, then Doc would have been a rich man instead of a wanted man, and those who wanted him usually wanted to kill him. They had buried a lot of his doodlebugs along the way and were always within an eyelash of burying him.

Instead Doc was on the run, traveling from one con to the next scam, and the back roads could run out pretty fast for a man during the patchwork years of 1936.

A man could find only two things at the bottom of a hole in those days, oil or worms. Doc would have quit looking for the stuff he called black gold, but, by then, he had convinced himself he could find it if his doodlebug would quit lying to him, and Waskom wasn’t about to tell him any different.

Waskom Brown had told folks for years that Doc Bannister was not the reflection you saw in a mirror but the man behind the glass staring back at you with eyes that glistened black like the color of his hair. He knew the mysteries of life. He hadn’t solved any of them, but he had created a few. Doc believed what he told you, and even if you didn’t, you hoped he was telling the truth, which meant it felt as if your heat had been stomped on when he rode out of town with your wallet, your good name, your reputation, and often your best friend, provided she was under thirty, wore her hair long or short, and had a figure that made the moonbeams blush.

If Doc Bannister had been a man of his word, he would have been married twice, once to a cute little blonde barmaid in Amarillo and again to the saucy little redheaded wife of a San Angelo rancher.

He had almost bought a second-hand dry goods store in downtown Lubbock and flirted with the idea of buying the Pitman’s Corner Airfield on the high plains near Borger, but he was afraid of flying and would have had to sell the planes to finance the airfield. He had once been tempted to run for mayor of Brownwood and legalize whiskey because the boys he knew who operated a few stills back in the bramble-brush ravines were making more good moonshine than they could sell from the backend of a moving car. Doc could have been a man of good works and great distinction.

Instead, Doc Bannister had been jailed twice, convicted once, served two months of hard labor with a jarhead Irishman chained to his leg, been shot at once by a mad little blonde barmaid in New Buffalo, then again by the ranching husband of a saucy little redhead outside of San Angelo, been formally charged with abandonment, accused of embezzling an oilman who drilled dry holes on the high plains, and passed himself off as a genuine, old-fashioned, hellfire and brimstone preacher who brought his own salvation traveling show to the front pews of the Second Street Presbyterian Church in Ardmore. To his great misfortune, Doc had to take the next road out of town the night he introduced the Right Reverend Waskom Brown, whose color was the same as his name. Seems as if God, in his infinite wisdom, did not pour out any Oklahoma salvation over the head and shoulders of an infidel of African persuasion.

There had been no lynch mob.

No rope.

No judge.

No justice.

But Doc did see the thirteenth chapter of Revelation stuffed in the double barrels of a shotgun that Brother Shiloh Evans pulled out of the floorboard of his Ford truck. He that killed by the sword would be killed by the sword. Waskom knew Doc had never killed anybody, but he didn’t think Brother Shiloh was willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. It was dark as the inside of a sinner’s heart outside the church, but the lights were blazing inside, and the flickering candles beside the altar kept time with the thirty-second verse of Just As I Am. A gentle wind blew from out of the oaks and drifted across the front steps of the clapboard sanctuary.

Some sang.

Some prayed.

The Widow Agnes Abernathy lifted her eyes to Heaven and whispered, “May the Good Lord have Mercy.”

“On Doc?”

“On us, too.”

“Doc’s the one dying.”

“His sin is on us all.”

She cut her eyes toward Waskom.

Waskom stepped into the shadows.

Brother Shiloh did not ask Doc to repent. He didn’t mention a damn thing about salvation. He just stood there with faded overalls hanging off his sagging shoulders, as lean as a cane pole, with drops of sweat glistening atop his bald head and spittle running down his chin. He was holding the shotgun softly but not tenderly, staring at Doc as if he didn’t amount to anything more than a stray raccoon hanging off the dying limb of a white oak tree.

“What do you plan on doing with that shotgun?” Doc said. He was quite a sight, dressed in a white suit and black cowboy boots, leaning against the side of a Cadillac V-16 roadster, running a hand through the black curls that fell across his forehead. He was a good head taller than Brother Shiloh, but he didn’t look that tall with a shotgun shifting slowly from his heart to his genitals and somewhere in between. Doc stood his ground and folded his arms in defiance.

“Vengeance is mine, saith the Lord.” That’s what Brother Shiloh told him.

“You, sir, are not the Lord.”

“I’ve been deputized.”

“God don’t hire hitmen.”

“He damn sure does in Ardmore.”

Brother Shiloh was crazy.

Doc knew it.

So did Waskom.

The shotgun was ignorant.

There was no time to pray.

Doc ran.

He didn’t mind facing death.

He had done that before.

Doc had no interest in dying.

He turned the corner of the tabernacle and knocked down a blond-headed, barefoot little boy. Doc grabbed him on the run, lifted him off the ground, dusted off his pants, and jammed his own broad-brimmed hat on the tyke’s head. “Rain’s a coming,” he said. “Crawl under that hat, and you won’t ever get wet.” He sat the boy on the ground while in full stride and never looked back.

He had the Cadillac V-16 Roadster skidding into the gravel street by the time Waskom crawled into the front seat and Brother Shiloh pulled the trigger the second time. Lord, it sounded like thunder, and double ought buckshot fell like a hailstorm on the trunk. It left a ragged scar in the rear window—Brother Shiloh was running down the street, pulling shotgun shells out of his pocket, yelling things about the Good Lord that King James hadn’t covered in Genesis. Doc made two left turns, then a sharp right, before he found an empty highway headed south.

He had that crazy grin on his face.

Waskom had seen it before.

It meant everything was all right.

Everything was fine.

Brother Shiloh may have woke up most of Ardmore, but he had not disturbed the back door of God’s funeral parlor nor sent another sinner home.

Doc wiped the wrinkles out of his white jacket. He winked at Waskom.

“What you so happy about?” Waskom asked. It was a growl

“You dead?”

“Not that I can tell.”

“Then you ought to be grinning, too.”

“You gonna be the death of me, Doc.”

“Someday, maybe.” Doc laughed out loud. “But not tonight, Waskom.”

The night was black like Henry Ford’s last Ford car.

The moon was a ghostly splinter in the sky, hanging onto the tail of a western thunderhead that promised rain but had thus far delivered only fractured streaks of dry lightning.

The corduroy road was narrow but ran gun barrel straight across the barren, wasted farmlands. Doc waited until he was a good two miles inside the Texas state line before he turned on the headlights.

Only one of them worked.

“They gonna catch us for sure,” Waskom said. His aging voice cracked. “That was a damn fool thing you did, Doc.”

“What’s that?”

“Steal the preacher’s car.”

“A man has his own set of rules,” Doc said. “I’ve got mine.”

“Which rule was this one?”

“Number six.”

“What’s it say?”

“If the Lord can’t help you, help yourself.” Doc shrugged. “And that brings us to rule number fourteen.”

“What would that one be?”

“If you’re in a hurry, and I believe you can agree we were in a hurry, steal the fastest car in the parking lot.”

“They’re gonna put you in jail and hang me.”

“Someday, maybe.” Doc rolled down the car window and let the chill of an April night blow hard against his face. “But not tonight.”

Waskom sat in silence. His face was thick and carved from marble. He said he had been born old and never got any older. A World War I military campaign hat sat on the back of his head, and he was wearing brown jodhpurs, held up by navy blue suspenders. His white shirt was threadbare, and a red bandanna hung loose around his neck.

The glow from the headlight, hanging loosely on the right side of the Cadillac, bounced off the road like a splatter of fireflies.

A full moon tumbled out of a cloud, orange and turning white.

The states had changed.

The landscape hadn’t.

Fences were down.

Rolls of barbed wire were as tangled as tumbleweeds.

Houses were abandoned.

Cattle ran loose in the fields.

“Where we headed?” Waskom asked at last.

“I’ll let you know when we run out of gas,” Doc said.

“How much gas we got?”

“Don’t know.”

“Why not?”

“Gauge is broke.”

“Maybe it’s empty.”

Doc laughed again. “Wouldn’t doubt it for a minute,” he said.

Waskom laid his head back against the seat and watched the sky through the broken windshield. If a star fell, he thought, it would be a good omen. He was still watching an empty sky when the first promise of daylight appeared atop the distant trees.

The stars gradually disappeared.

None of them fell.
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Eudora Durant had a very simple philosophy about life and her own existence on a little patch of red clay that Washburn called a farm. The bank said it would no longer belong to him after the first of next month if he didn’t come up with another eighty-six dollars and fourteen cents, which he hadn’t paid since last Christmas and wouldn’t be able to pay again until the crops were ripe for harvest. If it didn’t rain pretty soon, the seeds would either burn up in the field or die of thirst, and she was in no better shape than the crops.

Eudora knew she looked as worn and haggard as she felt in her faded feed sack dress. She wondered what had happened to the little girl who lived inside her, the little girl whose dreams had always been shade trees and peach ice cream. The little girl hadn’t come out in a long time. She feared the little girl no longer wanted to come out and face a man whose knuckles left bruises, whose words had the sharp edge of a strap razor. She cried during long, dark nights for the little girl. The little girl no longer cried for her.

Eudora was stumbling along behind a weathered and rusted plow, working hard to keep the blade buried in hard clay and the mule headed in a straight line. She held the ropes tight, pulling hard to the right, but the little gray mule plodded forward in whichever direction she wanted to go.

Washburn’s property ran from the north side of a weathered barn to the edge of Mortimer’s Creek. He may have had fifteen rich acres, and a whole bunch of poor ones where even the thistle died and the mud daubers choked to death on the dust in their holes.

The mule had a bad habit of lying down between rows of stunted cotton as he headed north but picked up his pace a step or two every time he was close enough to the creek to start smelling water. It might be hot. It might be rancid. It might be as sour as the taste in her mouth, but it was wet and it was water. Blow away the flying bugs that skimmed across the top, and it could keep a body alive. There were days when Eudora wondered long and hard if there were any real benefits or advantages of staying alive. She made a list one morning and stopped after one. If she was dead, who would feed the mule, scatter grain for the chickens, and listen to her little gray chickadee sing in the dead of night.

Eudora pulled on the reins, and the little mule stopped a good hundred yards from the river. Eudora removed a metal canteen from her belt and shook it. She heard a dry rattle. The canteen was about a half dozen good swallows away from being empty. Her throat was parched, and she was spitting sand that cut the inside of her mouth like grass burrs.

The water was warm, but it was well water. It was sweet. She walked in front of the little mule, placed the lip of the canteen in his mouth, and let him drink until he drained the canteen. The mule was doing all of the work, and Eudora doubted that neither she nor the mule could make it until sundown. She reached down and picked up a small, smooth river rock from the crop row, dusted it off, and stuck it under to her tongue. At least her mouth would stay moist until she was finished working the field.

Eudora heard Washburn’s truck before she saw the 1924 open cab Ford come bouncing across the old wooden bridge that led out of Horace Mason’s pine thicket. Washburn was driving too fast. He was bound to kill himself sooner or later. Wouldn’t hurt anybody else. Everybody else got off the road when they saw Washburn Durant driving toward and back from town. Dust was billowing out from beneath the truck like red chalk, and she could see the smoke boiling out of the radiator like a house afire and burnt mostly to the ground.

The gnats sang louder. The truck coughed. Eudora wheezed. The mule lunged forward, and she winced at the sudden strain on her shoulder. It had been bothering her ever since Washburn taught her hard lesson about ironing his last white shirt and keeping the mule out of the corn he had chopped beside the barn. Might be enough corn for him. But he’d be damned if he shared his supper with a creature too lazy to work and too dumb to follow orders, and Eudora couldn’t figure out if Washburn was talking about her or the mule.

Washburn cut sharply off the dirt road, almost got himself stuck in a barrow ditch fender high with broom weed and nettles, and aimed the truck straight toward her. The rows of fresh-turned earth slowed him down, and the old Ford slid to stop only yards away from the mule. She could smell the pungent odor of burning rubber coming from someplace under the hood. It reminded her of Washburn after he had spent a hard night wallowing in some whore’s perfume on the second floor of Maizie Thompson’s boarding house.

He opened the front door of the truck, swung his feet around, and sat there grinning foolishly at Eudora. His hair was a little too black, a little too oily, and it lay plastered against his head. The wrinkles in his white shirt had wrinkles of their own, and he depended on a pair of blue and orange suspenders to hold up his gray cotton pants. His shoes were the color of a creek bank after a hard rain.

Washburn reached behind the seat and pulled out a red-tailed hen not at all pleased with her particular plight in life. Her feet were tied together with one of Washburn’s shoelaces, and her wings were flapping wildly. The gnats stopped singing.

Washburn was wearing a big grin, the kind that cheap whiskey painted on his face, usually when he watered it down with horse liniment and branch water.

“Where’d you get the chicken?” Eudora’s voice was as ragged as the hem of her dress.

Washburn ignored her.

He was staring through cloudy eyes at the old mule harnessed to Eudora’s plow. He spit on the ground and stamped the spittle into the dust with the heel of his boot. A slow anger gathered like a summer storm in his eyes.

“What the hell’s wrong with you, Eudora.” He spit again. “You got one mule hitched up and working, and you know as well as I do you’re working two-mule dirt. You’re determined to kill that mule, and I paid damn good money for that mule, and she’s pulling that damn thing, and you’re just dragging behind and dragging her down.”

Eudora’s shoulders slumped wearily, but she folded her arms and locked them in defiance. “When the Good Lord created this dirt, he meant for a man to use a tractor. Nobody in his right mind would put this plow behind one mule, two mules, a whole herd of mules. The plow may kill this mule. It may kill me. Then what do you think you’ll do, Washburn? Dig this dirt with your damned old jackknife?”

Washburn hitched up his britches and turned away, slowly swinging the chicken back and forth against his leg. “A tractor’s just a waste of good gasoline,” he said. “Gasoline costs money.”

“A gallon of gas is cheaper than the pints of whiskey you keep dumping into your gut.” Eudora’s eyes were flashing red.

“I don’t pay for the whiskey.”

“Where do you get it?”

“From Rita.”

“But you pay for Rita.”

Washburn shrugged and grinned. “Rita’s got more of a kick to her than the whiskey does.” He laughed out loud, shuffled down the row and turned serious again. “What’d you do with the other mule?”

“Old Joe gave out.” Eudora sighed wearily. “Gave me all he had, and then he didn’t have anymore. Fell over a couple of turn rows back. Just closed his eyes and went to his knees. Didn’t make a sound.”

“Sick or dead?”

Eudora frowned and glanced skyward, pushing hair out of her eyes. Buzzards were circling low overhead, at times blotting out the white heat of the sun.

“Old Joe wasn’t a quitter.” The anger had returned to Washburn’s voice. “You worked him to death, Eudora. You started too damn early. You stayed out here too damn late. You killed a dadgummed good mule.”

Eudora clenched her teeth. She was seething inside. Frustration had erased the pain she felt in her joints. “Old Joe was going on twenty when you got him, and he’s hung on with us for almost four years. He was like the rest of us. He needed to eat, and not even a hungry mule would eat that bucket of slop you throw over the fence. Wouldn’t surprise me if old Joe died of starvation.” She cut her eyes toward the flapping wings of the hen. “Now where’d you get that chicken?”

Washburn rushed toward Eudora and slapped her roughly across the face with the squawking hen.

She fell to her knees and stared up at him.

He raised the chicken to slap her again.

Her words cut him short. “I’ll not abide a man that hits me, Washburn Durant.”

“And I’m not taking any sass off you, woman.” He abruptly stepped back, broke the hen’s neck between his thumb and forefinger, and dropped the chicken flopping on the ground. “If I ever hit you the way you ought to be hit, you won’t be sitting there bitching about it. And don’t worry yourself none about where I got this chicken. I found it running loose on the road.”

“Where?”

“Old Fred Sawyer’s place.”

“It was his chicken.”

“If it ain’t fenced in, penned in, or hemmed in, and if it’s running wild down the middle of the road, and if it don’t try to run away from me when I stop the truck, then that chicken belongs to me.”

“You know Fred Sawyer’s got two little girls, and you just took food off their table.”

“What about my table?” Washburn picked up the dead chicken and thrust it in Eudora’s face one more time. “As long as I got a batch of fried chicken piled on my table, I’m not the least bit worried about Fred Sawyer and his two little old girls. I gotta eat like they gotta eat. So don’t go blaming me if this chicken followed me home. Ain’t my fault.”

“We have our own chickens.”

“Only got one left.”

Eudora’s eyes widened in surprise. “Where’s the other one?”

“Gave it to Rita.” He smirked. “Some women will do some strange things to a man for a little breast and a pulley bone.”

His laugh was deep and guttural.

“God’s will strike you down one of these days, Washburn Durant.”

“God’s got better use for his lightning than throwing it down at the likes of me,” he said. “Besides, he don’t use his lightning none if it don’t rain. And I’ll be dead and gone before it rains again.”

Eudora watched him walk back to his truck, kick it in gear, and drive away.

Washburn was laughing.

She felt hot tears well up in her eyes.

Her chest was empty.

Her heart hurt.

She wanted to scream.

But who would hear her?

Only the mule, and the mule was too tired to care.

Eudora sat in the dirt, her face in her hands, and she did something she had not done for a long time.

She closed her eyes and prayed.

Eudora Durant prayed for rain.


4

They were little more than shadows in the night, two lone figures shuffling their way down an empty street of an empty town. The day had long departed, but the sun on its way out of town had not taken the stifling heat of August with it. Doc Bannister removed his straw hat and wiped the sweat from his face. He waited for a gentle wind to cool his head, then figured death would catch him before the winds came.

He could see both ends of the street without turning his head. A hound dog lay sleeping on the top step of a pine-board sidewalk that connected the three-story Maizie Thompson Hotel to a general store. The sign out front said it belonged to Asa Hathaway, Esquire, and sold everything from candy and ladies notions to caskets. The sign was hanging crooked above the door, and the paint was peeling. If anyone had checked into the hotel, they had already gone to sleep for the night. The windows were dark. If Waskom had not been smoking a hand-rolled cigarette, there would be no lights at all in town.

Doc Bannister’s eyes shifted from one store to another. He made a mental note of a corner café, a newspaper office, an ice cream parlor, a bank, a dry goods store, a doctor’s office, and the New River of Life Baptist Church. The street ran into a dead end at the front door of a two-story rock courthouse presiding with a certain dignity over the northernmost end of Ashland. Doc grinned. The law did not exist beyond Ashland.

Waskom puffed his cigarette down to a stub, dropped it to the gravel street, and ground out the dying embers beneath the heel of his work boot. “I’ve heard about it all my life,” he said. “Just didn’t think I’d ever live to see it.”

“See what?”

“The edge of the earth.” Waskom shrugged. “When you get here and want to go someplace else, you gotta jump off to get there.”

“All roads lead somewhere, Waskom.”

“Road stops here.” Waskom removed his World War I military campaign hat and began fanning his face. The street was empty of wind. If there was any breeze, it had remained hidden back among the bramble bush and pine thicket.

“Maybe it does for us.” Doc dropped his valise in the dirt and stretched his muscles. His back ached as if he were an old man, and he didn’t recall any days past his thirty-second birthday.

Waskom slapped the dust off his twill trousers. “Doc,” he said, “I seem to recall something you happened to mention a couple of weeks ago,”

“What’s that?”

“It was the night you drank one shot of cheap whiskey too many, got yourself distracted by a little brunette who danced for her supper, and lost the car at a poker table, holding a full house, aces high.”

“I was cheated.”

“He had a royal flush.”

“He had a .38 Long Colt.”

“Hard to beat a royal flush.”

“Hard to outrun a .38 Long Colt.”

The dog opened one eye and yawned. Behind them, the rusting voice of a wooden windmill groaned in agony, lying in wait for the wind.

“You said we were headed for easy street.”

“Took the wrong fork in the road.”

“Hell, Doc, you took the wrong road. It didn’t have no fork and came to this godforsaken little town.” Waskom sat down on the porch beside the dog.

Doc shrugged and jammed his hands in the pockets of his white jacket. “I guess we could have gone to Bossier City,” he said.

“Why didn’t we?”

“You said you were tired of walking.”

“I said I had a hole in my shoe.”

“Same difference.” Doc sat down beside Waskom and scratched the hound dog’s ears.

He waited for the dog to bite.

It didn’t.

Good sign, he thought.

He and Waskom had been in town less than ten minutes, and no one had asked them to leave.

It was a good thing they didn’t.

Doc would make them all rich before he left.

He was sure of it.

“I’ve got a good feeling about Ashland,” Doc said.

“You had a good feeling about Ardmore.”

“I made a slight miscalculation about Ardmore.”

“What’s that?”

“I didn’t think Mary Alice would remember me.” Doc shrugged. “I didn’t know Mary Alice owned a shotgun. I didn’t know Mary Alice had married the sheriff. I didn’t know he was a jealous man.”

“She was fat and ugly.”

Doc grinned. “You should have seen her before she married the sheriff.”

Waskom spit in the dust.

“What you got planned for Ashland?” he asked.

Doc leaned back and gazed at the sky. The stars looked close enough to come and sit down on his shoulders.

“Ashland is where dreams are made.”

“My dreams or yours?”

“Mine.”

Waskom sighed and shook his head. “I was afraid of that,” he said.

“Look on the bright side.”

“This town’s got a lot of sides,” Waskom said. “None of them’s bright.”

Doc pulled a handful of dollar bills from his pocket and slowly counted them. “Waskom, he said, “we walked into Ashland with thirty-eight dollars and fourteen cents. It’s not much, but it’s enough. I promise you one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“When we leave Ashland, you’ll be hauling a wheelbarrow full of money.”

“Not me.”

“Why not?”

“When we leave here, somebody will be shooting at us, and I won’t be moving slow enough to worry about hauling no wheelbarrow.”

“You’re selling me short, Waskom.”

“I’m not selling you short, Doc. I can’t even give you away.”

Doc Bannister stood suddenly and walked toward the newspaper office. “Let’s find out what this little town has to offer a couple of out-of-town and God-fearing businessmen.”

“Near as I can tell,” Waskom said, “Ashland offers three things. It’s got a church to save your worthless soul. It’s got a jail if the salvation doesn’t work out for you. And it’s got a burying ground if somebody shoots a little too fast or you run a little too slow.”

Doc laughed. “We haven’t even seen a graveyard,” he said.

“Maybe not.” Waskom let his voice trail off. “But I know one’s out there in the dark somewhere, and I’m sorely afraid it has a hole already dug with my name on the stone.”

Doc chuckled as he slipped down the alley and found what he expected to find. The back window to the newspaper office had been left open. An abundance of heat wasn’t particularly good for newsprint, printed or otherwise. A publisher might withstand angry mobs, political fights, social gossip, and a malicious rumor or two, but he would never be able to survive a blaze.

Doc removed his coat, tucked it under his arm, and crawled inside. It was as black as the inside of a harlot’s heart, and the room smelled of ink, mildew, and glue. Gnats sang around his ear. He brushed them away, pulled a small Eveready flashlight from his pocket, and switched it on. A thin beam led him to a stack of periodicals that told about the upside, downside, inside, and outside of life and death in Ashland.

He could hear Waskom wheezing just behind him. He could smell the burnt onions on Waskom’s breath.

“Don’t like the dark,” Waskom said.

“Nothing here but newspapers.”

“The dark is where dead men live.”

“They’ve left for the night.”

The narrow beam moved slowly from one headline to another.

“This country’s as poor as it looks,” Doc said. “Says here that nobody’s seen any rain for the last six months, and most God-fearing folks have even quit praying for it.”

“Had six farm foreclosures in the last two months.” Waskom shook his head. “Says here crops didn’t make it. Crops burnt in the field. Bank wouldn’t wait for their money. Took what they could. Plowed the rest under.”

“Looks like the bank owns most of the land and part of downtown. A five and dime called it quits last week, a dry goods store just shut its doors. Owner left without a damn or goodbye.”

“Guess Hathaway has all the business now.”

“Probably sells more caskets than candy.”

Doc sighed and moved on to the next newspaper.

“Tell me some good news,” Waskom said.

“Can’t.”

“Listen close.” Waskom sat down on the edge of the desk.

Doc jerked his head up. “What do you hear?”

“Death rattle.” Waskom shrugged. “This town’s bit the dust.”

“It’s forty miles to the next town,” Doc said.

“More like a hundred.”

“What makes you say that?”

“We’re walking.”

Doc couldn’t argue with Waskom’s assessment. He thumbed through one newspaper, then another.

Waskom squinted as he bent over the table to read the small print in the dim glow of the flashlight.

“Cotton’s wilted,” he said.

“Corn’s stunted.” Doc leaned low over the desk to make out the words in the dim beam of light.

“Cows quit giving milk.” Waskom shook his head.

“Bank’s got most of the land and can’t sell what it’s got.” Doc stood up and blinked, adjusting his sight again to the darkness.

Waskom quietly folded the newspaper and threw it aside. “I feel better already,” he said.

“What makes you say that?”

“Nobody in town can afford more than one bullet, and chances are they’ll waste it on you.” Waskom grinned. It was the first time he had grinned in days.

“You wanted to find easy street, Waskom?” Doc said.

“I did indeed.”

“Then prop your feet up, old man. You’re home.”

“How you figure that?”

Doc climbed back out the window and walked up the alley. He did not feel as weary as he had been and thought he might have a little more bounce in his step. “It’s the basic law of finance,” he said.

Waskom ran to catch up. “I’m still in the dark.”

“When you start running out of money, you hang around until you figure out how to make some more.”

“You thinking about robbing the bank?”

“I’ve never stooped that low.”

“I don’t recollect you ever being this broke.”

“Only temporarily.”

“You sure picked a loser of a town this time, Doc.” Waskom looked from the end of one empty street to the other. “You have any idea where we’ve got ourselves this time?”

Doc shook his head. “Sign says Ashland.”

“Can’t believe signs,” Waskom said. “Signs will lie to you. We have landed ourselves on the back side of a blue moon.”

Doc glanced at the sky, then nodded toward the vacant landscape sprawling beyond the darkness. “It won’t be blue for long,” he said. “Can you smell the good earth?”

“All I can smell is the heat.”

“The earth has oil in it.”

Waskom frowned. “You don’t know that for a fact,” he said.

“Neither does anyone else in this town,” Doc said.

He and Waskom walked down the railroad tracks and into the darkness. If the world came to an end, Doc figured, Ashland would be the last town on earth to get the word. Then again, Ashland might never find out.

Doc was swinging his valise and whistling “Gimme a Pig’s Foot and a Bottle of Beer.” Only Waskom knew the words, and he wasn’t singing.

Waskom could be a real pain in the ass when he was hungry.
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They were strangers in an unfamiliar land, but that didn’t bother Doc Bannister. He had been a stranger most of his life: here today, gone before sunrise, always in a hurry, sometimes with a price on his head, or least with some young lady’s daddy wanting him dead. His existence was one crooked road piled on top of another and tied together with dirt, gravel, logs, and concrete. The roads led him nowhere and everywhere, and Doc could not remember when he wasn’t looking for a new one.

He and Waskom came out of the woodlands while the sun was high in the sky and walked down the street of the only little hamlet he had seen that had less chance of survival than Ashland. The road had been pea gravel, but most of it had washed away.

The good folks of Calhoun were either allergic to paint, averse to painting, or found their town did quite well with whitewashed walls. Alas, the white had washed away, too. The windows on the bank had been shuttered. The jail was no better off than the bank. He looked into the dark cavity of a dry goods store.

The door had been torn off, and it had fallen across the porch. The store’s shelves were empty. Only one building in town had a light shining in the window. It had been bricked to the lower edge of the windows, and its plank walls were weathered, the color of ash in a fire grown cold. But Jacob Biltmore’s Little Bit of Everything store was open for business.

Doc Bannister walked in. He removed his straw hat, blinked, and allowed his eyes to become adjusted to the darkness. A burning candle on the counter did not give off a lot of light. Doc nodded in the general direction of Jacob Biltmore, who was taking a shotgun off the wall and placing it on the counter next to a jar of rock candy.

The merchant nodded back. He had a box of loose screws and nuts in front of him and began carefully sorting them out, one at a time. He was a tall man, probably fifty, maybe older, rawboned with broad shoulders, wavy brown hair dappled with gray, and a face bearing enough scars to resemble thirty miles of bad road.

“Just drifting through?” Biltmore asked.

“How’d you know?”

Jacob Biltmore chuckled. “I got a half dozen regular customers. You’re not one of them.”

“You have a quiet town,” Doc said.

“Graveyard quiet.”

“I don’t see a lot of people on the street.”

“We don’t have any street walkers and damn few fence sitters.”

“Don’t see any fences either.”

“They’re down.”

“Storms?”

“Lack of interest.”

Doc removed his white coat and placed it atop the counter. He took a white handkerchief from his hip pocket and wiped the sweat off his face. “Is that why the streets are empty?”

Biltmore glanced up. He was chewing on a toothpick. “What do you mean?”

“It seems as though there’s a deep-seated and profound lack of interest in Calhoun as a town.”

“Used to have a town.” Biltmore shrugged. “Don’t have one anymore.”

“Everybody move to the graveyard?”

“Worse.” Biltmore placed the nuts and screws back beneath the counter. His hands were broad enough to choke a good-sized goat. “Most went to New Buffalo.” He shrugged. “The sinners scattered themselves among Tenaha, Timpson, Bobo, and Blair.”

“What chased them away?”

“Bad.”

“Bad what?”

“You name it,” Jacob said. “It’s all bad.”

“You could have gone with them.”

“Could have.” Jacob shook his head in agreement.

“Why didn’t you?”

“What’s out there is no better than what’s here, and I’m already here, and if I go out there, I’d have to start all over, and I’m too damn old and a little too tired to start over.”

Doc glanced around the store. Jacob had not been lying when he nailed his sign on the door out front. It did have a little bit of everything: plows, shovels, saddles, nails, screws, work boots, overalls, straw hats, washtubs, and a couple of shelves piled high with a lady’s unmentionables.

Biltmore arched an eyebrow and lay his hand on the barrel of the shotgun. “You buying or looking for a handout?” he asked.

“Depends,” Doc said.

“On what?”

“On whether you got what I want.”

“If you want it, I got it,” Biltmore said. “If I don’t, you don’t want it.”

He grinned. His teeth were yellowed, but he did have a full set.

“I need a metal box,” Doc said. “About three-foot square.”

“Tool box?”

“Just a square metal box.”

“I got one, but it don’t have nothing in it.”

“Empty’s fine.”

Biltmore rummaged through some pots and pans, dug down beneath an old washing machine, and pulled out a flat brass box. It was tarnished and had dents with heavy scratches that could have been the devil’s own signature.

“It ain’t much,” Biltmore said.

Doc looked it over and smiled. “It’ll do just fine.” He frowned a moment, then asked. “Got any wires?”

“How long?”

“Doesn’t make any difference.” Doc laughed. “If they’re too long, I’ll cut them down. If they’re too short, I’ll tie them together.”

Waskom had been sitting on a wooden bench beside the door. He eased to his feet, carrying his scarred World War I military campaign hat under his arm, and shuffled his way toward Doc, moving past a stack of hay bales and a bin of dried vegetable seeds.

“You got the feeling again, don’t you, Doc,” he said.

“It came over me the minute we walked in.”

“Scares me when you got the feeling.” Waskom placed the worn army campaign hat back on his head. “It lights up your face, blurs your eyes, kinks your hair, and covers
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