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Cast of Characters (foremost underlined)

Gene Moot, Ionia bootlegger and initial victim

Poker players: 

Pup Sorell, Elim barber and city mayor

Eddie Flynn, a womanizer, Pup’s nephew and partner

G.W. Rose, Elim banker, farmer, and leading citizen

Neal Dixon, owns Dixon Auto in LaBelle, first town west of Elim

Irv Steimerein, small farmer near the dying town of Salem

Gammon (Gam) Kline, war veteran, farms near Ionia and fishes the Solomon

The Clayton family (live on a ramshackle farm west of Elim):

Brigham (Brigs) Clayton, ex-railroader from Tennessee; Ada, his wife

Faris, their son, a high-school senior, and their three grown daughters

Mary Bess (Bess), wife of Frank Dodge, children Ruth & Lily-Ann

Rachel, wife of Race Harlan Sloan, son Dylan

Hannah, the eldest, travels between cities with a big man named Jake

The Wales family (live on a farm northeast of LaBelle):

Henry Wales, war veteran, and his wife Gladis, parents of twin teen-age daughters

Vera Ellen (Elle) and Sara Kay, their twelve-year-old brother Ryan

Nathan (Nate) Wales, their grandfather, his wife Anna, their grandmother

Town of Elim:

Colin (Colley) Rose, favorite son of Elim, city clerk, husband of

Mira Rose, prettiest woman in the county, works at the telephone exchange

Baird Rose, Colley’s big brother, a misanthrope of suspect means

Father Patrick (Patti) Nolan, conflicted priest at the Sacred Heart Catholic Church

Bud Hinley, town marshal and Mira’s father

Katie Fontaine, Mira’s best friend who also works at the telephone exchange

Odie “Bird” Nietenthal and Art Failey, friends of Faris Clayton

Lyle Franzen, owns the Fix-it Shop and a 1922 Indian motorcycle that Faris covets

Elsie Winslow, town gossip and seamstress at Winslow Clothing

V.J. (Vandal) Hoskins, editor of the Elim Times

Elmer Hiat, a barbershop regular, and at 91, Elim’s oldest citizen

Jimmy Giles, a cripple who rolls to the barbershop and post office on a wooden cart

Doc Sax, a country doctor from Kentucky, a heavy drinker and sponsor of cockfights

Doc Hofner, a hemorrhoid specialist and Elim’s wealthiest man

Doc Owen, Mira’s doctor, formerly of Elim, now practices in Red Cloud

Ross Fallon, an Elim farmer and staunch republican, grandfather of David (Davey)

From other towns:

Sheriff Limon Rantz and county attorney Marion Slade, both of Mankato

Griff Wayne “The Griff”, Cibola City football legend, second husband of Bess

Mackie “Mad Mack” Erling, boxer and dozer-man for Heston Bros., owned by

Red Heston and his brother Tom, all from the Limestone Valley

Dorothy Grinwald, the Smithville whore

Jack Frost, radio voice on KMMJ out of Clay Center, Nebraska


“And Satan answered the Lord, and said, Skin for skin, yea, all that a man hath will he give for his life. But put forth thine hand now, and touch his bone and his flesh, and he will curse thee to thy face…”—Job 2:4-5

I. The Is of Things



This knows. This traces the broken web where each is lost to the many and little is known. And nothing is known once each is boxed in the ground, locked away and silent, finished with goings-on. But this knows, this was never boxed away but wrapped in a ragged cloth by the father’s hand. Born still, nixed in the womb, flesh kept warm in the mother’s blood, keen to the brother’s heartbeat, him born to wailing life and active limb. This the shadow twin felt only once the mother’s hand, then gently swathed and taken to the garden’s edge where a hole was dug and this placed, a stone laid over to keep this safe from hungry dogs and raking plow. Through as many seasons as a boy nears to a man this slept, the wrappings rotted with the flesh till the birdlike bones lay naked in the deep dark soil.

The house fell to rot, the garden to weeds. A rude hand removed the protecting stone and burned the house and barn and again the plow raked the land, the steel blade ripping the earth open to the sky. The sun-touched roots curled about the fetal bones and this mixed with the sap and rose like blood from a wound to join the wind-stirred dust in the whistling grass, twin shadow to goings-on, keen to the brother’s heartbeat and other breathings in the is of things. And there was a murder before the one to tell. Always murder and hatchings in the is of things…
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The sun tips down the dusty sky to spill its last light over the broad horizon then drops like an empty bottle beyond the tall weeds. The wind blows hard at the end of day, leaving line and shadow ill-defined, all relic moments in the ruined dusk. Summer is gone and cicadas have quit their singing while their ghost-husks yet cling to stalks and stems. And the men who shucked corn this day have quit the fields and left their gloves curled on wagon seats till their labor resumes at dawn.

A large-girthed man in crumpled hat and soiled overalls stands before a drab house set in a clump of trees drained of color like the surrounding land. He eyes the road east empty for the past half hour then tosses back a long draught of whiskey he has brewed and dealt over a sum of years. He recaps the pint and slips it in his bib and swallows with a grimace, his whiskers bristling like bunched thorns on his furrowed jowl as his flesh reddens and his squinty eyes burn harsh as lye. For he feels neither warmth nor welcome for the one now turning off the road, dust feathering up from wheeled ruts as headlamps spider forth on either fender of the old Ford-T rolling to a jagged halt.

The engine dies soundless like the figure emerging half-torn in the wind, a leaner man in work jeans, flat cap, and dark wool jacket. Voices torn as well, cool and muted in the initial exchange, words soon heating.

“Came…want…full payment.”

“You’re a two-legged fool… paid you two weeks back.”

“Not so. You paid half on what’s owed. We drank on it…you said we’d settle in two weeks this very night.”

“Then you was half drunk ’n are full confused.”

“No, not half drunk and not one bit confused. I hear you pulled this stunt before ’n you ain’t pullin’ it on me.”

“What fool told you that?”

“My business. Now I want full payment.”

“Full? By God, I say no!”

“Then damn your no!”

“Damn my…” The large man braces at the other’s approach then notes the hand in the bulged pocket and steps back. He stomps to the porch and kicks the door open.

“Come on in here, by God, I’ll show you. It’s writ in my ledger.”

“If that’s so then damn your ledger ’n damn your lies…”

No lamps lit, wall-shadows rouse at their hard entry as both cross to the kitchen. The large man reaches for a shotgun leaned by the pantry. But his rival, equally wary, draws a pistol and fires, shattering bone and memory as mute reflex triggers a double blast that briefly lights the room like a camera flash etching both forms in darkness.

Blank of eye and breath the victim falls facedown covering the shotgun.

A pool of blood oozes over the hardwood, enough to mop the floor.

A drawer opens and shuts, then another. Then a pause and a rattle of coins in a tin can and the rustle of wadded bills quickly pocketed. Footsteps pass down the hall and shortly return shuffling under a hefty weight. The door closes.

Outside the engine cranks up and the headlamps arc forth as the car makes a jolting turn and fades the way it came. The house stands quiet in the night. A lone coyote barks in witness.


[image: ]



Where to the murdered one? To the coyote’s cry, the waiting stars?

No, the shade remains gripped to the cold flesh like the hands gripping the barrel. And clings like a foul breath chilling the air. Clings even once the body is boxed away, so foul no one enters. A shade, not a shadow, for a shadow plays to the wind and moves beneath bird wing and sailing cloud, while a shade remains fixed like the blood staining the wood. And there the foul breath remains.

For there is no such in the is of things, only fire, dust-fallings, and this…


II. Poker Game



A cool rain soothes the land, watering stems and roots in the parched soil. The sky appears a leaden sheet, dull-gray and rumpled, so close you might reach out and trace a trickling bead. Black birds swirl up like drops of ink scattering a dim script through the watery distance, marking the last tailings of the day.

Nightfall in Elim, Kansas, a window sign reads, JOE’S CAFE − Chicken Dinner 25¢, Chili all you can eat 10¢. Rough boots tramp down off the boardwalk and splash through a puddle, pant legs already splattered, indifferent to minor hazard, move on as the surface settles. A newspaper blows to the muddy edge, folds over and sinks away like the wing of a dying bird − The Elim Times, datelined Thursday, October 11, 1934. Now Saturday night the 13th and not much traffic in town, fewer folks come to trade than in former times. Each year since ’29 sees less money and more drought. Yesterday’s dust has turned to slurry along Grand Street, rendering it worthy of its common name, Bullfrog Avenue. The runoff pools in a low incline south where the street intersects with the Rock Island line. The last freight rumbled through with a loud blast at 8:10, the next scheduled for 11:20. Three youths loiter along the tracks, smoking cigarettes, sipping hooch, dreaming of adventure in far cities.

A small crowd exits the Opera House Theatre to the immediate north, having viewed Tarzan and his Mate, mostly teens and a few young couples, their laughter and color soon fading like a grainy image in the damp night. By 9:30 all trading is done, hardware and grocery store closed. Only four cars and three horses remain out front of the Barnstormer Pool Hall, while a few more cars pass by, sluicing muck on running boards and fenders. These followed by the slow clatter of a tall corn wagon drawn by two mules. The driver sits a full six feet above the ground, beside him his sour wife munches her gums, toothless in her mid-thirties, done with childbirth and related acts. Twin teenage girls and a young boy ride seated on grain sacks in back. The man lightly slaps the reins and “Haws!” the mules, heading home after an evening of modest trade and entertainment.

Two men across the way voice a greeting, heartened by the all-day rain.

“May have our drought-breaker,” one notes hopefully to the other’s faint nod.

“Maybe. Roosevelt did get us beer, but doubt he keeps us in rain.”

“Take it while we can.”

“Sure, this ’n a whole bunch more.”

A dog barks and another echoes in answer, the town shutting down early, lights out, wicks turned low, some to squint and brood, others to restless sleep.

But the night is fully alive on the gravel road west. Two cars that passed earlier in town, a Plymouth and a Buick, head out to meet an Olds coming from the east, all newer sedans, built longer and lower, crawling along like surfaced whales while a Ford-T and an even older “Red Baby” Harvester truck, both faded near to rust but good “mudders” for their high carriage and thin wheels, cut deep ruts on the side roads north and south, making steady progress as headlights converge on a rural schoolhouse four miles east of Elim, idle now for three years like a growing number of homesteads open to chance meetings and other mischief. 

An hour shy of midnight the last of five cars slews mud across the ditch, coming to halt with others in odd cant beside the school. Shadowy figures emerge, indistinct but for a match flamed to a cigarette as all file up the front steps and enter. Inside the air tastes stale and musty like all spaces abandoned. Voices and footfalls echo through the empty chamber to the far corners then abruptly pull back as a kerosene lantern is pumped and lit and placed dead center of a large oak table, casting a pale light over 30 years of ink stains and schoolboy carvings.

“Sure do stink in here,” a man grumbles as others gather on old chairs and boxes, their shadows cast to the blank walls and burlaped windows.

“Yeah, like a hind whiff of the old schoolmarm.”

“You should talk, Eddie boy.”

“Hey, Joe’s chili was sweet as pie.”

“Not on the ride out it weren’t,” the other jokes amidst further talk and laughter as men eye the shuffle of cards and one another, six players in all, preparing for five-card stud, soon warmed by clouds of tobacco smoke and free flow of whiskey.

Hands, cards, fruit jars, and bottles are all visible in the lit radius while faces cut in and out like cards, partly hidden, eyes wholly vivid, keen to word and gesture. The first game plays fast, Pup Sorell, a wiry bald-headed man of 50, takes the $33 pot with two jacks and a queen high. The last to call, his nephew and business partner, Eddie Flynn, sits across the table shaking his dark mop of curly hair cut tight to the ears.

“Unk, thought you was bluffin’ with that jack ’n queen. Then you got another jack in the hole.”

“That’s how she likes it, son,” the uncle grins, teeth clinching a curved-stem pipe, “one at her side ’n one in the hole.”

“Boy, I’ll say she does. At least all the shes I know,” Eddie winks to a chuckled grunt or two, sports a pencil-thin mustache, fancies himself quite the ladies’ man.

Meanwhile the winner gathers the cards. Pup’s turn to deal, he calls for two down and three up. “Make it a hair more inneresting,” he says with his habitual smile, his head in slow bob and weave as he deals out the first three cards to each player, two down and one up. Though aged he retains much of the poise and rhythm of a trained fighter, quick and scrappy like his ring name, Pup Sorell. In pause before the first bet he adjusts his wire-rims to his bent nose and surveys the table.

“Looks like you got low card, Neal. Bring ’er in…”

A scabbed hand with greasy nails tosses a wrinkled bill to the ante then grips a jar from the table, leaving a wet ring in the wood grain—Neal Dixon, a clever hand with a car or tractor, repairs most anything that runs, owns Dixon Auto over in LaBelle, seven miles west of Elim. He raises the jar to his lips and sets it down empty.

“Okay, I kicked in. Now hit me with three fingers of that there anti-freeze.”

“No, no, not anti-freeze,” Pup mildly shakes his head, tipping the bottle to pour. “This here’s the last of Moot’s golden brew. Show some respect, Neal.”

“Heck, I meant no ill. He made the best shine around.”

“Sure did, but to hear Brigs Clayton tell it, he taught Gene all he knew.”

“Don’t laugh boys, might be true, Brigs comes from down Tennessee way.”

“No, back up in the hills. But you’re right, that’s sure shine country.”

“Brigs or no Brigs, it’s a shame about Gene, how he bought it. A rough exit.”

“Well, Gene was a rough ol’ boy and bootleggin’ is a rough game.”

“Don’t get no rougher than a bullet in back of the head.”

“No, it don’t, Neal. And they planned to bury him last Saturday afternoon, about the time the Tigers took the lead in the series. But the body stunk so bad guess they put ’im in the ground there Friday night.”

“Why…I hadn’t even heard,” this from a nervous little man sitting quiet till now.

“Which?” Pup asks. “About the series or Gene’s murder?”

“Neither.”

“What? Don’t you get word up your way, Irv? Or did that ol’ ghost town Salem put a hex on your radio?”

“No, the battery’s gone dead a month. I ain’t got up to Red Cloud till yesterday’s Friday sale. Sold my stock to stake this game. Weren’t about to feed ’em thistles like last winter ’n watch the market go flat. Figured I’d cash in while they’s still worth a few cents. Only kept my two best milk −”

“Okay, okay,” Pup brushes past talk of hard times and looks to the big man in a brown tweed suit seated to his right. “Fill the poor lad in, Mr. Banker. Bet you got the paper right in your pocket like you got your name on the front page every week.”

“That’s because I pay a pretty penny to its support.”

“Then you oughta up it to a nickel ’n get a penny’s worth to read. Now I like our newsboy, Haskins, he gives a fair slant to both sides. But when it comes to a good story, he can be downright skimpy. Take the Cibola Daily, now they had one helluva write-up on the Gene Moot murder.”

“Right on both counts, Pup. And I’ve got the Cibola paper as well, right here in my pocket.”

“Like you got the town marshal, the city clerk, the mayor −”

“Hold up a minute there, you’re the mayor.”

“Why, so I am,” the other notes dryly, always an edgy humor between the barber and the banker. “And as such I make a motion ’n second it. Fill this plowboy in, G.W., give him your by George, can’t have one of our own remain ignorant in the age of the auto ’n aero-plane.” 

George Rose, ever deliberate, listens with a broad frank smile, checks his two hole cards against his seven of hearts and matches the initial five dollar bet. All hands still in and the pot already nears $40, looks to be some hotter action. As the fourth card is dealt the banker smooths his thick gray mustache and begins a sober account of the murder.

“They found the body a week ago Thursday morning. From the state of things they figured he was killed Tuesday. Two field hands been shuckin’ corn out there and hadn’t seen him all day Wednesday, and so −”

“That was Norris Erling ’n Coleman Rhine, I cut their hair.”

“Why yes, thank you, Eddie. Anyhow, as he generally always come out to say ‘Hello,’ when he still didn’t appear Thursday, they went up to the house to check. Door locked, shades pulled, no one answered. They drove to Ionia and returned with the town marshal ’n the probate. They worked the door open with a skeleton key and found him in the kitchen.

“At first, they thought it a suicide because he was laying there on his shotgun, powder burns to his left eye, spent shells in the chamber, blood pooled round his head. Then they found a small caliber slug just beyond the body. And two brass casings back across the floor. So they called Sheriff Rantz up in Mankato, turned it over to him and our county attorney, Marion Slade.”

“It was a 25 caliber,” a voice states as if he held an ace high flush.

“Who says?”

“I say,” the voice insists, this time leaning into the light, adamant as his dark eyes set deep beneath his brows, because he lives down that way, farms a quarter section not three miles west and would bet the farm on what he knows. Gammon Kline, the name sharp-edged as a knife, like his eyes, hard and shrewd to detail as with many who survive a war. Not that he lacks a sense of humor. But keeps it grim and seldom smiles unless he’s about to hit a man with those brass knucks kept warm in his pocket, and smiling now as he answers, “Heard it straight off Willis, he’s the one what found the slug.”

“Willis? You mean Ionia Willy?” Eddie scoffs. “He wouldn’t know a lead sinker from double-ought buck, let alone a 25 caliber.”

“Listen, not every red cent worth knowin’ passes through you ’n Pup’s hair shop. Put a half-slit in double-ought, you get a lead sinker. Do it to a dozen ’n load ’em in a 12 gauge, you can cut a man plumb in half. A double-barrel would mincemeat this whole table. Willis ain’t no Pinkerton man, but he’s no slacker, he served. And that silver gat he carries…” Gam tightens his smile and narrows his eyes, “it’s a 25 caliber. He popped the clip, pulled out a fresh bullet ’n they matched up. ’Cept one was damaged. Hot lead hits a skull bone, it’ll mar it some. Kindly like the tap of a brass hammer…”

All watch silent while shadows darken the far walls.

“Whoa-whoa-whoa, Gam, I give,” Eddie prone to taunt the devil pulls back in the nick, wary of those eyes. “That’s one tap I don’t wanna feel.”

Gam lets his smile fade and leans back to wait the next card and roll a cigarette.

Mindful of the flow of things Pup nods and keeps on smiling, enjoys Eddie’s jesting despite the close calls. To ease the tension he deals another round and says, “Speaking of taps to the head, how ’bout that dinger Dizzy Dean took in game four of the series?”

“Ouch! That throw to second knocked ’im cold…”

“Yep, busted up a double play…”

“Then he was back in a jiffy. Pitched next day in a win…”

“That he did,” Pup says. “But here’s the kicker. Worried at first his skull was fractured they rushed him to a hospital. Next day a newspaper headlined, ‘X-Rays of Dean’s Head Shows Nothing!’”

Even Gam raises his brow in quick laugh as he flares a match to his cigarette.

“Ol’ Dizzy may be narrow-eyed as a day-old inch worm,” Eddie quips, back in the talking game, “but he sure puts a spin on the ball.”

“He sure do…” Neal leans over to light a starch-white ready-made off Gam’s match. “Him ’n Paul both had 28 strikeouts between ’em, won all four games. Ol’ Dizz skunked ’em in the final, 11 to zip!”

“Proud of those Gashouse Boys, eh Neal?”

“You bet I am. It takes more’n clean-pressed uniforms to win at baseball. You gotta get down ’n dirty like with most everything.” Not the least ashamed of the work evident in his hands. Proud of his hands as he squints through the smoke to examine his cards, showing twin nines with an ace and deuce in the hole.

All eyes again turn to the table and the cards. G.W. shows the high hand and bets $10 on a pair of kings. Pup winces, “That’s too rich for me. Can’t seem to put a good spin on these cards, I fold.” To his left, Irv Steimerein shows a four of spades and a five of diamonds for a possible straight, unless there’s a matching card in the hole, and then only a lowly pair. Eddie folds as does Gammon. But Neal matches the bid and calls as G.W. takes a fresh cigar from his vest pocket.

“Okay boys, last card,” Pup announces, slicing cards to the remaining three players. A four of clubs drops to Irv, gaining him a pair. A deuce falls to Neal and an ace goes to G.W. who still shows the high hand.

He chews his cigar in thought then lays out a twenty, another twenty, then adds a ten. While $50 made for a fairly steep climb it was by no means out of bounds or high-handed. All watch quietly as Irv counts out his fifty and shoves it forth.

“I’ll call your fifty,” he says, then gathers his remaining $17, “and raise you this.”

The pile of cash now rises near the smoke a foot above the table.

Neal glances at Irv’s cards and knows he likely holds either a third four or another pair in the hole. In the latter case his two pair would still win and would definitely beat the banker’s two kings and ace. So he adds $67 and stays.

Each mind and eye focuses to the moment like staring through a keyhole on a dire act. And before G.W. can make a further move, Irv warns, “If you think to raise me, Mr. Rose, know this…I’ll put up my land, a full IOU on all 160 acres.”

G.W. shakes his head, “No need of that, Irv. We’ll play cash on the table.” He counts out a ten and seven ones. “I call your $17. Now let’s show our cards.” He lays over his hole cards and taps a third king. Neal slumps back with a mild curse, knows he should have folded.

But Irv’s eyes hold a dogged gleam as he reveals four of a kind, the further pair hid in the hole. The spice of luck quickens each pulse and warms the room as he grins and reaches out and rakes in the pot, well over $200.

“Not bad for a plowboy,” Pup notes. “How’s it feel to skin you a banker?”

“Perty dern good. They sure have skinned us farmers a-plenty.”

“Enough of that bull,” G.W. scolds good-naturedly, “I’ll take my whuppin’ with the next man, but I won’t abide slander from a bald-headed barber and a sodbuster who just soaked up enough good luck to jinx rain for a year,” reminding all he still has wit, though seldom used, held in check like a good cash reserve. “And don’t forget, fellas, I’m a farmer too. Roses have farmed this land since 1872 when my uncle ’n Daddy first came to homestead.”

“Now G.W., don’t get yourself winded, we all know your bona fides.”

“Only problem, Pup, it seems to skip your mind now ’n then. No sir, the Roses didn’t see any real money until the teens. From Haley’s Comet right on through to 1920 was the golden age of wheat. Price almost always over a dollar a bushel ’n during the war years it peaked at two dollars plus. If you couldn’t make money, you weren’t gettin’ out of bed in the morning. Am I right, Gam?”

“Yep, them as stayed behind made a killin’ while we as went killed ’n got killed. All for a buck twenty-five a day and we still ain’t seen our War Bonus.”

“Well, I gain you that, Gam. You boys rightly deserve the bonus. We’ll see what the next Congress says. But those were blame good years all the same. Before 1910 this whole country was mostly to grass ’n cattle, little to no tillage. But with the rise of wheat folks planted every acre a plow could reach. All fire ’n steam, pushin’ forward. As they say, we roared right into the twenties and the country boomed. But out here prices mostly sputtered while costs soared and wheat never glimpsed a dollar a bushel. Then in ’29, the crash and this drought, I swear…” G.W. shifts his cigar and glances to the winner.

“What did your wheat bring last year, Irv?”

“Two-bits a bushel. Hoped for 33¢, but they docked for the moisture. This year it fetched 60¢. But heck, so little rain, it didn’t yield but one bushel to last year’s five.”

“There you have it, some sorry numbers. Same for folks all around. So I ask…had you put up your 160 acres and had I called with 160 of my own, and had you won as you surely did…would you still call it fair ’n square?”

“Shoot yes. It’s poker, all the same chance, same risk.”

“I quite agree, Irv. And I know that many banks have robbed folks outright, closed their doors ’n skedaddled with the money. Like our competitor Madam Reese did two years back. Hear she’s living high with her beau out in Oregon. But at my bank when a man puts up his land, that’s his IOU on a wager he can bring in a crop. And I wager right alongside ’im. The Elim Land Bank has closed on no man, nor will. Not until he’s ready to throw in ’n quit. That’s my word.”

“I appreciate that, Mr. Rose. But I more appreciate this here money I won off you, for it’ll see me through the winter ’n seed my crop.”

Pup slaps the banker’s back, “G.W., I do believe this plowboy just skinned you twice.” The banker’s broad smile concedes as much, but he did tire of taking blame for hard times, little did they know he was wholly in its grip and felt it tighten like a noose. “And as we all value your good word,” Pup continues, “and as you are fast friends with the county attorney, can you tell us any news or leads in Gene Moot’s murder?”

“Nope, no leads. None that Marion knew of. Talked with him this morning, he sounded doubtful. With all the comings ’n goings at odd hours out at Gene’s place, the neighbors noticed nothing out of the ordinary. No telling who did it or why.”

“One thing certain it wasn’t a woman. Gene was a sworn bachelor.”

“Got that right, Eddie Flynn,” Gam confirms. “Always said he’d take a bullet before he’d take a wife. But here’s two cents worth knowin’…and again from Willis. You know that fancy saddle of Gene’s, black with silver studs ’n buckles?”

Eddie draws a blank, but Pup nods, “Sure, with covered stirrups. Had his initials embossed. He used to ride in all the parades.”

“That’s been a few years. But he kept that saddle on a rain barrel in the southwest room. Willis said when he checked in there, he found the barrel, but no saddle.”

“Hard up, he may have sold it.”

“May have, but I’d sooner bet pigs can fly.”

“Well, a duck does walk on water some ’n an empty pocket buys no rum…”

While the men ponder on Pup’s riddle and weigh the odds of a drunk selling a prize saddle, Irv gathers the cards for the next deal. Outside the wind blows stronger, whistling in under the door and rattling the windows. Luckily, it’s still a warm south wind.

“Startin’ to stir out there.”

“Sure is. Hope it stirs up more rain.”

“Well I hope you get them cards shuffled ’n dealt before morning.”

“Can’t hurry a thing as needs done right,” Irv states flatly.

“Okay then, what’s the game?”

“How ’bout straight poker, old time with no draw?” Which meant five cards dealt face down, held close to the chest. All agree, ready to try their luck at high stakes and hard bluff. “Here, Pup…you cut ’em.”

The deck cut, the deal made, the wind hammers on as the men quietly arrange and study their cards. They arrange their features as well to mask intent and reckoning.

“Too bad Colley ain’t here,” Neal mumbles, “when he gets a hand his face flushes red as his hair.”

“Yeah, where’s our bonny boy, G.W.? You forget to bring ’im?”

“No, Pup, he knew about it. But he and Mira had plans for the evening.”

“Owee…!” Eddie’s hair roosters up as he leans back and laughs. “I can see it now, red on red. Bet he’s stickin’ his jack to her little patch −”

“Watch your mouth. I won’t abide you talking filth on them.”

“Filth? Come on, G.W., I’m only statin’ the obvious. Your nephew tagged him the sweetest little ‘Call girl’ Elim ever hatched.”

“They’re ‘Hello girls’, not ‘Call girls.’”

“Call, hello…what’s the dif. We all know Mira was a fast one before she married.”

“That’s church gossip. To them old hens any young gal in lipstick and nylons is a fallen woman. And if she was fast, she was fast for Colley, not for you.”

“Maybe so,” Eddie presses on, smiling as if by playing the fool he can always make a fool’s escape, “but I can’t help notice they’ve been hitched four years and still no babe in the poke. Might need my ol’ jack to spade her a little deeper.”

“Damn your filth! That’s enough!” Nothing playful in G.W.’s tone, his big hands itching to seize the cad by the throat and throw him out the door. “I favor that pair like they were my own. Favor Colley like a son. Never had a boy, only the two girls, one buried, one grown ’n gone. So bide your tongue. Now his older brother Baird you talk on all you like. Him I never could favor. Always wears a scowl. I thought his time in Kansas City might brighten his outlook, but no, sullen, mad at the world from the day he was born. Big ’n bulky like all us Roses. But Colley, he’s slender like his momma’s people. Bright ’n sunny, a spring in his step ’n a −”

“O the red red robin goes bo-bo-bobbin’ along…along…”

G.W. eases back and chuckles at Pup’s singing. “That’s Colley alright. You sing that better than the fellow on the radio.”

“Well I try, I try…” Pup gives a gracious nod and repeats the refrain. He often launches into song or taps a soft-shoe around the barber chair. Worked vaudeville before his boxing days and later joined a traveling troupe. It was during a week’s engagement at the Opera House that he discovered Elim in August, 1911. He stopped in for a shave one morning and old Shultzy, the barber, had just lost his apprentice to prospects in a bigger town. They took a liking to one another and Pup, tired of sleeping in Pullman cars and living out of a trunk, decided to try his hand and stayed, now 23 years. Proudly set the red, white, and blue in spiral up the barber pole each morning as if raising the flag. He liked the people and was broadly liked in turn. If the devil created small towns, as Twain once said, it suited Pup fine. His little shop played the theater of life every day.

A few bets already in—Gam led off with $20, Neal called as did G.W. and Eddie. Pup checks his cards once more, holding inner council.

“Are you all grins or you gonna stay?”

“I’m a’grinnin’ and I’m stayin’, Gam. I’ll see you…” Pup lays out a twenty, “and raise you a hard five!” he slaps down a wrinkled green bill with Grant’s stern graphic staring up in challenge.

“Damn, that’s a fifty. You out to cut our throats?”

“Nope. Just want your money. Call or fold.”

Gam grudgingly counts out fifty and stays. The action is too hot for Irv, he folds. Neal also lays down his cards, lost too much on the last gamble. But Eddie coughs up while G.W. slowly shifts his cigar under his mustache and frowns, hesitant.

Pup taps his fingers on the table, “That’s your drumroll, G.W. Tuck tail or call.”

“Keep it rollin’. I’m listening to my gut ’n my gut says you’re on a bluff.”

“May your stumblin’ block be my steppin’ stone…”

The moment ripe, the cards ready, but before they can throw down the door kicks open and a large silhouette stands framed, featureless in a long black coat and a wool stocking pulled over his face. A presence wholly anonymous and silent as the entering wind flutters the lamp flame and money. All eyes glint in question.

“Who the hell is this…?”

“Could be Wayne…or Colley?”

“Is that you Wayne…?”

“Whoever it is,” Gam starts from his chair, “he better take off that damn mask −”

“SHUT UP ’N STAND!”—the hard voice made more sinister by two slit eyes. The threat sealed by a sawed-off 12 gauge in his left hand, an Army .45 in his right.

Gam freezes in mid-posture while others brace in their chairs.

With a quick snap of his right arm the masked man fires the .45 directly over their heads, chiseling the air as the bullet slams the back wall, dropping a chest-sized chunk of plaster to the floor.

“I SAID STAND!” He strides in closer, maintaining a good sweep of the table. 

Ears ringing from the sharp report, hearts pumping, this time all do as they’re told.

“Hands on your heads! Now, one by one…” the voice lowers, precisely harsh and guttural, “empty your pockets. You first…the little guy, there on the left.” He swings the shotgun at Irv who slowly lowers his arms and lays his pocketknife, change, and wallet on the table. Neal and Eddie do likewise. But Gam balks, his brows knit to his dark eyes, his lips twitching, “You bastard.”

“You wanna try me?” the voice holds steady, both guns aimed. “One more word, I open up. I can take it bloody or take it clean. Either way, I take it.”

Gam, sensing a will as steely as the gun barrel, digs out all his cash. But he keeps his brass knucks buried deep in his pocket. Meanwhile Pup and G.W. offer no challenge and surrender what valuables they hold, including G.W.’s gold watch and chain.

“Now drop your trousers ’n overalls and step back.”

Not only Gam but others balk at this, tense, full of fight.

The masked man flexes both weapons and repeats, “Bloody or clean! Get ’em off! Now! Boots ’n shoes too…”

Reluctant, first one, then another, they begin the rustle and snap of buckles, belts, and zippers, and soon all six stand bare legged like plucked hens, shirttails clothing their privates, shorn of fight in their collective shame.

“So far so good. Now line up ’n face left. Keep your left hand on your head and place your right hand on the man in front. You there, baldy…” he points the .45 at Pup, “grab that lantern ’n lead the way. There’s a storm cellar outside. Don’t want anyone to bolt in the dark. You do, I leave a pile of dead meat. Now march!”

The men file out into the night, the sky a charcoal mist, the land a smear of ink. The wind chills their legs, the mud sucks at their feet, draining them of will and warmth. The air so heavy the lantern barely lights the entrance to the cellar, the door laid open for their descent. Wordless, one by one they step down and enter like cold flesh into a grave.

The door drops over and slams shut. They gaze up in anxious wait as a car starts and promptly heads their way, wondering if he plans to run a hose down the air vent and gas them. The underbelly of the door suddenly sags as a front tire rolls thereon, adding the car’s weight to hold them in. The engine dies, boots step down. In a brief while another engine cranks up and groans off in the wind.

“The bastard, son-of-a-bitch…” Gam claws a spider web to make a space to stand. The cellar laid up in brick forms a low dome that seems even lower with their shadows cast by the lantern. Trapped, cramped, they begin to stir, each reluctant to look another in the eye, robbed, stripped naked, shivering in the cool damp air.

Irv stands off alone, his voice breaking even as he speaks from the tension and all he’s lost. “That’s a damn bastard sure. He done plucked me down to nothin’ but bare skin. No way I’ll keep my farm. No way. One thing I never wanna hear again is no sad song on no outlaw, ever. They can dig Jesse James up ’n shoot ’im twice for all I care…” He falls silent, feeling betrayed by folk wisdom and all he’s known.

G.W. reaches over and grips his shoulder, “Easy there, Irv, easy. You come on in ’n see me next week. We’ll figure something out.”

Irv tries to speak but chokes back and simply shakes his head.

Others look away, each to themselves, bound in silent anger and shame.

Even Pup has lost his smile, eyes downcast. Finally he takes a deep breath and says, “That was no Jesse James. A no good bastard, no doubt. But Jesse never robbed his own, only hit the big boys, railroads ’n banks. Whoever did this, I’m bettin’ he knows us…” Pup glances around, looking to each man. “And we him.”

But who…? The question weighs on them heavy as the night.


III. Clayton Place



This never trips in the night or blinks in the day. This a breath, a vapor, a mute thirst catching here and there in shadow of a shadow, an inkling tacked to the moment that dangles back to dust and nothing.

Betimes this returns to the fetal bones to lay at rest. Then bestirs and joins the soft wind skimming across the night grass to touch the frost-tipped leaf, the pearly dew, to sift the pollen air and seek the flesh. Not as the coyote will to tear the rabbit and feed, but in longing for the womb, the humming pulse and steady tap of the heart, this sinks beneath thy rib to share the ache and warmth there held. But only in brief lapse and lull, then this returns to the is of things where there is no time, place, person or warmth…
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The house stands on a hillside, faded and scuffed by the wind and weather, its narrow two-storied frame diminished by gravity and time. The side porch rests on a makeshift rock support and leans slightly downhill like the barn, hog shed, and chicken coup, all tilted towards a deep gully, not quite a creek, that runs to a pond further south. On the far slope a limestone embankment climbs to a pasture hill west. Close up a few cedars stand in front the house, a scramble of box elder and elm further back, while a line of black locust break the horizon east. To the north a jagged lane edged by a weedy fence tops the rise to the road beyond, leaving the house and surroundings all but hidden, oddly isolate on the broad rolling plains.

A hawk escapes a squall of crows and flies to a skim of clouds thrusting east. A rabbit hops through a thicket in the low draw, faintly visible among the stems and grass, then stops as if sensing it’s been seen. Following the rabbit’s course from the upper lane, a boy, nearly grown, relaxes his aim and rests his rifle on a fencepost to warm his hands. The night brought the first hard frost and his breath still fogs the air. He’d awakened before dawn, again from that ache in his side, and was halfway through his chores by sunup. His hands pleasured at milking as he leaned his head to Bossy’s low flank and cupped her warm teats, sending hot milk streaming from her udder into the pail. Come winter he’ll need to lard his hands or ol’ Bossy will chap sore and kick.

Again the rabbit pauses, well defined above the grass where a cow path bares the ground. The boy presses his cheek to the gunstock, takes aim and fires. The rabbit flops once and lays still. A headshot. The boy snaps his finger and a large shepherd knelt at his side leaps forth to fetch, bounds down the hillside to clamp the limp form in its jaws and dashes back.

“At’a boy, Prince!” the boy calls as the shepherd lopes alongside in their rush for the house. Their shadows ripple over the ground like crude harbingers of their flesh, void of substance but every bit as present in sync and motion. The shepherd’s fur sheens from sliver to black, so tall and wolfish the boy had to keep him chained during the wolf scare the previous winter for fear he’d catch a bullet. A gray wolf had passed through killing calves and a number of sheep, and a few neighbors still blamed Prince.

Crossing the garden patch to the yard, the ground pecked clean by roving hens, he kicks a clod to dust and slows to catch his breath and rub his side. His breath no longer visible in the warming air, he marks the sun even as it marks his shadow.

A small spry woman nearly 50 stands on the side porch pumping water from the cistern. A long-sleeved dress faded and worn as sackcloth hangs from her shoulders and pinned at her waist is an old towel for an apron. Her once dark hair streaked gray is tied back in a bun. Her face is gaunt and lined with care but her eyes shine bright and lively, black as the diamond coal she scavenged as a child in Tennessee.

She straightens up and asks, “What ails ye, son?”

“Nothing ails me, Mom. Like I told you, sometimes he comes in the night. I hear him, not in talk, but deep down, like I carry him along. Like he curls up inside me, here, below my rib, where it hurts me some when I run a distance.”

“Faris Claude, my cloudy boy. It’ll be seventeen years he’s dead ’n gone. I birthed him, I did. Though he drew no breath, nor e’er cried. But you wailed as to say, ‘I am here!’ You’s the dark-haired one meant for this earth. Strong, sharp ’n handy to a task. He’s a little towhead, golden hair of an angel. And the Lord cradled him home.”

“But he’s still out there, his bones under the ground, flesh of my flesh.”

“That he is, flesh of thee ’n me. But that he comes, I doubt. And I doubt it be a boogie, though they do wake you with a heavy tread on a dark night. No, this be more a sprite, for they are small, quick ’n puzzling. Mayhaps a sprite. But never bid him, no, nor mind him none.”

“But he means no harm. And he never speaks, he listens, like a near thing, holding close.”

“So? A near thing is it? Then mayhaps it is his ghost you bear. For the Good Book says, ‘Ye are not yer own….’ That be from Paul in Corinthians where he says, ‘Know ye not yer body is the temple of the Holy Ghost what is in you…’ So yes, mayhaps in part you carry yer brother, Joel. Do you fear him?”

“No, Mom. He gives no cause to fear.”

“Then be yer brother’s keeper. Me, I fear the evil in this world. The devil and his helper. The boogie waits in every dark place, in every dark night ’n he can hatch out like that!” She snaps her finger with a sly certain eye.

“Has he ever grabbed you, Mom?”

“Faris, you know he has…” she grins, prompted to a favorite tale. “I was fourteen years old, in the deep timber, gatherin’ coal for the kitchen fire. We’uns had to be on our guard as the boogie always lurks in the woods, hugs the shadows, but hates sunlight. Of a sudden I feel a cold breath come up from behind and he grabs me in his bearish grip. God forbid! I slip his grasp ’n run screamin’ for daylight.

“When I reached a sun patch there stood yer Pa trimmin’ a felled tree. The Claytons ’n Wedferns had long settled close ’n often kinned in marriage. It prides me still how strong ’n tall he stood. Nineteen years old ’n growed to his full height, all six foot three of him set to do battle. He took up his ax ’n says, ‘What scares ye, Miss Ada? If it be a bear or panther, I’ll poleax ’im, I will.’

“That was the first time I saw him as a man ’n he saw me as a woman.”

They hear a loud clatter and groan through the screen door from the kitchen.

“That be my man Brigham raised from his bed. He’ll be growlin’ for his biscuits. You go on, Faris,” she says, lifting the enamel pan of water, “get yer rabbit skinned, I’ll have wash-up water heatin’ on the stove…”

The boy and dog race on to the smoke shed in back of the house. Faris tacks the rabbit up by its forepaws and whets his knife on an old pedal stone. Nearby a hatchet rests buried in a blooded stump where they kill and clean the chickens, a few feathers lay scattered about, all other evidence consumed by man and critter. With his dark hair and eyes and fine features the boy favors his mother. He stands five foot nine and carries barely half his father’s weight—all bone and sinew, muscled hard and lean like a fighter, and quick to fight any who slight his family.

The dog fixes on the boy, intent and steady as the knife slits the rabbit, working down the belly to each hind leg. Faris claws out the entrails and tosses them to Prince. The dog catches the whole in midair and gulps it down, licking remnants from his dark muzzle in wait of more. He’ll get the head, but the pelt is stretched to dry. It’ll fetch two bits from the hide dealer.
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“Damn my back,” Brigham groans, shuffling past the stove to lean by the table. A large yellow cat chases after the shoelaces he has yet to reach down and tie. But he still stands his full height, broad shoulders and chest, can keep pace with any man in a day’s labor but painfully slow first thing in the morning. His blue work shirt half-tucked in patched denim trousers, one suspender hanging loose, he rubs his bald pate and squints his eyes in mixed expression of pride and folly.

“Swear a man shouldn’t live past forty,” he says. “Ever’ year since, I seen myself weaken. Now fifty-five goin’ on sixty, my back is plumb near done in. Goddamn these old bones.”

“Cursin’ won’t cure it.”

“What d’you know, woman?”

“I know not to take the Lord’s name in vain.”

He grumps and settles down in his rocker by the stove to wait breakfast. She’s right, he supposed. Right about a few small things and holds by them like a snake to a rock. That was woman to his mind, always working to snare a man by word or flesh.

“Them biscuits ready?”

She takes a hot pad and checks the oven. “Not as yet,” she says, careful of the grease popping in the skillet. “You just sit ’n warm yerself a spell.”

“By…good God, I will. Gotta warm these bones or I can’t work. And if I can’t work, what will we eat?”

“Same as we ate them six years you was gone.”

“Gone? Hell, I’s blastin’ tunnels through the Rockies! Movin’ mountains, woman! Aside from Oneida, Tennessee ’n Hill County, Kansas, you ain’t seen beyond a sunset. Why, I’ve seen the Mormon Tabernacle ’n touched the Pacific.”

“Then mind you don’t touch the old cat’s tail with yer rocker, else he’ll ye-owl to deafen the day.”

He leans back and cups the cat’s belly with his large hand. “Here ya go, ol’ Yellar,” he says, practically purring as he nuzzles the cat’s whiskers to his own. “You just lay here safe ’n warm my lap…” His hazel eyes soften as does his gruff tone.

Kinder to that old yellow cat than to yer wife, Ada… she thinks, carrying her own voice within. Yea, always kind to kids ’n animals. When you stepped down off that train, all them years gone, yer son didn’t even know you. I had to point ’n say, ‘There he is, the tall one…’ And he’s so proud to see you the tallest man in the crowd. You in yer fancy new suit ’n silver ringed-finger, like a fine gentleman. Yet gone six years ’n not sent a dime, only that letter as said you’s comin’ home. Well, you did hand him that .22 rifle wrapped in butcher paper. What you said then sure swelled him up. ‘Son, you be twelve years old now as I recall. Near enough a man to put meat on the table.’ That was kind, yer gift ’n those words. But them six years gone ’n yer braggart ways I cannot forgive. And I wonder, was it you the boogie what scared me from the woods ’n took shape as Brigham. Then wooed me to the bridal bed ’n trapped me ever since. My, you was a handsome man, the finest prospect thereabouts. And I’s the envy of all the girls. Only nineteen you was, already second engineer on the branch line from Oneida over the Cumberland to Somerset. And guess I was pretty for a time as you said, ‘Pretty as a peach flower.’ But you always had yer prospects, Brigham. That’s the pickle, drop one prospect in chase for another. Prospects ’n women. And when you come back in’29 with yer tail ’tween yer legs…oh, you still walked plenty proud, but I knew then you’d come up agin it. Yer last rut. Now you got that goverment job layin’ stone over to Mankato. We rent this place tendin’ stock, own two work horses, a 1923 Tin-Lizzy. So we’s holdin’ steady. Count yer blessings, Ada…Lord I know…

“That’s one prospect shot,” Brigham declares, digging into his biscuits and gravy. Faris has joined them and sits across the table. “I had George Rose talked into you manning his dairy barn over winter, a man’s wages, too. Then that thief come ’n cleaned ’em out. Now he’s hired Irv Steimerein. That blows that. Damndest thing them boys gettin’ caught with their pants down…” he pauses, ripening to the tale, no need to fatten this one.

“It was Henry Wales as found ’em last Sunday morning. Now there’s a good man with the ribbons, been reinin’ mules ’n horses since he could tie his laces. Anyhow, he’s takin’ his twin girls ’n that boy ’a his to church. Said he whoaed his mules when he seen them five cars, the school door wide open ’n not a soul in sight. He’s in there at Shay’s Hardware yesterday after work. And it tickled him to tell it, cuz him ’n Neal Dixon, over to LaBelle, been pals since they’s boys. So once he got George’s big Buick backed off the cellar door ’n flung it open ’n seen Neal ’n the others a’shiverin’ bare-legged, he slapped his knee ’n said, ‘I always told you you’d lose yer pants a’gamblin, Neal…’ Had him a good laugh even as he told them to stay put, not fit his two girls just buddin’ out to see growed men buck-naked, their shirttails flappin’. So he fetched their pants ’n shoes from inside the school. The thief left ’em that much leastwise.

“But that shoots prospects of workin’ the dairy barn, Faris. May as well slip off to school through winter, for what good it’ll do. The Good Book says, ‘Knowledge puffeth up.’ Just ask yer Ma. Though it will pride me some to see ya fetch a diploma. The first Tennessee Clayton to finish High School. But don’t get puffed up, there’s Claytons as always made good. We’re a tall hill people. Now yer Ma’s kin, the Wedferns, they’s a smallish bunch, wood dwellers ’n such. But there’s famous folk in the Clayton clan.”

“Like who?” she asks, though she’s heard it all before.

“Well, long ago, there’s a Lord Clayton over t’England.”

“Mayhaps in the dark ages, Brigham, before the Bible lit the land. For there is no Lord, but the Lord God Almighty.”

“Aw!” he waves her off like a pesky gnat, “this ain’t the same thing.” Hates to be tripped up by her quoting scripture. “And there’s that feller in the movies, Tarzan. They say he’s a Clayton.”

This surprises her, though it does not impress. “Then he should clothe hisself. He shames the family name runnin’ naked as Adam before all eyes.”

Tripped again, he takes a deep sigh, for the man did present a spectacle. “Well, so he should, Ada. So he should,” he admits. Then he glances up, his eyes agleam as if he holds an ace. “There’s a U.S. President was a Clayton afore the Civil War…” This does impress her as she waits in question. “They say he was a great orator ’n lawgiver, same as Moses.” Proud to add Biblical weight in his own behalf. “He’s from Kentucky, name of Clay. Henry Clay.”

“Why then he’s a Clay, not a Clayton.”

“The Clays are a branch of the family tree, woman. Any fool knows that!”

Yea, and as the Good Books says, if a woman is to know a thing she should ask her husband. So how is it, my man Brigham, you left us them six years ’n sent no word? Yer years of plenty was our years of dearth. Left me with three daughters, one already run off, one in her teens, one but eleven, plus a six-year-old son yet to clothe ’n feed. I did dishes at Joe’s Cafe at daybreak, noon ’n eve, in between I washed, stitched ’n ironed for a dozen families hereabout. Our girls hired out to cook ’n clean, our wee boy in ’n out of school, scrounged what work he could find, mucking stalls, shining shoes in the pool hall ’n barber shop, learnin’ words ’n ways he’s too young to know. By ’n by our girls were got with child and our boy left to fight the world for their shame. Then you with yer silver-ringed finger ’n never a dollar sent accuse me of handing them over to fornicators ’n drunks. Our poor girls needed their father to protect them, but he was nowhere near, so temptation found them. And now you go to town, blow yer big tales and leave our boy to fight for yer good name. Hear he was at it agin last week, him ’n two Oakvale boys out behind the livery. Howbeit then, I ask you Brigham, I still love you even a little?

“Blast it!” he slaps the table and the yellow cat runs from the room. “Almost skipped my mind. Got a prospect for ya, Faris”—he winks aside and she knows he’s forgot nothing, loves to spring a surprise. “Colley Rose wants you to drive his wife Mira up to Red Cloud today. Says he’s got two dollars for ya. That ain’t bad wages for clean work. Says he will trust no other but our boy Faris with his car and his wife.”

Even Ada smiles at this, if it be a boast she doesn’t mind. That’s her man Brigham, smite you with one hand then raise you up with the other.

“Better kick off them jeans once you eat,” she says. “They need pressed, yer other pair is in the wash. But yer good shirt is upstairs on a hanger.”

Faris nods, chewing a mouth full, anxious to finish his breakfast.

Brigham has leaned down to tie his shoes, now stands. “Well, we best get hoppin’. Can’t fire up the Lizzy, can’t be burnin’ work gas on a Saturday. I’ll saddle up ol’ Jack ’n we’ll ride double. Colley said to meet ’im at the barbershop around noon.”

Again Faris simply nods, scoops up a last bite and hies it to the next room to shuck his jeans, eager to hit town and earn two dollars. Proud of the chance to drive Miss Mira, as he calls her, the prettiest woman in the county, in the whole world to his eyes.

A short while later father and son mount the big bay horse and ride up the lane to the road east where they follow a patchwork of land that lays like a rumpled quilt over a series of gullies towards town. The Elim water tower stands bright in the sunlight less than a mile away.
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Meanwhile, finished with breakfast dishes, Ada stews and debones the rabbit then adds it to a broth with potatoes and peas to extend the meat. She keeps half to warm in the kettle for supper, the other half she ladles into a big blue bowl and covers it with a white towel. She plans to take this over to the Michler sisters, her immediate neighbors to the southeast, along with biscuits leftover from breakfast. Brigham insists on fresh biscuits or cornbread with each meal, loath to see a woman idle less she makes mischief. Yet Ada manages to trek the quarter mile over the hill to the Michlers once or twice a week. As she reminds him by word of Paul, ‘Though ye move mountains ’n have not charity, ye are nothing.’ So he abides her visits so long as he’s not home.

Aside from her daughters stopping by, often in distress, adding to her chores, the Michlers are her lone social outlet. Immigrant Germans who came and settled around the turn of the century, like herself they lead solitary lives far from their homeland and native forests. Likewise the Bible is the one book they own and read, for it tells of all right back to the beginning. The sisters speak broken English, sufficient for them to exchange notions on gardens and ghosts and man’s ill-treatment of woman. Yet talk is spare, often they simply sit together knitting or crocheting, listening to the clock tick its time and theirs. The sisters, Katherine and Gertrude, both old maids, live in a two-room cottage off by themselves. A younger sister Pauline lives with her husband on a farm several miles south in the Limestone Valley. Their father Voss, a widower, and brother Alf, occupy a second cottage and farm the surrounding 160 acres. A barn and granary stand further west along with corrals and several small outbuildings. An orchard and garden extend south, while the north is sheltered by deep ranks of cedar and Russian olives. Hedge and plum thickets border south, east, and west, hemming the Michlers in on all four sides, as if by shutting out the world they can still see Germany.

Ada, bearing her bounty of food, enters the pasture and tops the hills. She sights the tall cedars beyond and smiles, looking forward to a kind word and brief sanctuary.


IV. Colley & Mira



The bolt clicks like the snap of a jazz finger, assured and relaxed as the door opens to a sheer blue sky alive to the rhythms of the day. Colley Rose steps down off the porch and straightens his wool jacket fit nicely to his trim frame. He doffs his hat to a neighbor lady across the way then lowers his hand as if he palms an ace. Elsie Winslow raises her brow and flicks a finger while Colley maintains his open gaze, his smile velvet, that of a lucky man, lucky in love, time, and place. Like a brass bolt at ease in the latch.

Elsie Winslow holds no smile, weighs each fate against her own, the priggish wife of the owner of Winslow Clothing where the jacket was purchased and fit, the seams stitched by her precise hand, a gray tweed with pleated shoulders, large pockets, and belted waist. She knows his type, crisp and proud at 30, she’d seen them at casinos and spas in Hot Springs where she worked as a hat girl in the Gay Nineties before catching her husband’s eye, before moving west to Kansas, before dust, drought and depression wrecked their dream of retirement in California. Yes, give him another decade, let him grow bald and portly and fall on his face, he’ll take a more jaundiced view of things. Yet he did lose his creamery, boarded up in ’31. Colin Rose, nephew of the local banker, son of a landed family, getting by teaching country school. Although he does have a pretty wife, Mira, her hair even redder than his, full, arresting, like her dress and figure.

Elsie Winslow fades back inside as Colley waves to Mira now appearing up the street a block away, just ending her early shift at the telephone office. Other eyes, closer by, note her radiance as well, her stylish dress of silky lavender worn like a vase to show her blossomed curls. The dress flows, stirring from her hips and waist, blousing to an open collar to reveal a hint of breast, her tender throat and bluish veins pulsing color to her expectant eyes and smile. So fresh and dreamy he could reach through the window and touch. But the watcher’s gaze is not shared—at a glance, she buttons her smile and turns suddenly cool with a sharp look that warns, do not touch, do not dare.

“Don’t stare so hard you break that glass, boy.”

“I got something hard for her, you bet I do.”

“Leave it, Eddie. You’ll catch stardust before you catch her eye,” Pup laughs.

“All the same, she saw me wink. She’ll play hard to get till she’s got…”

Eddie Flynn has faced her disdain ever since 8th grade when he first came to Elim. A fatherless boy, truant and out of control, his mother sent him west to the firm hand of his uncle, where he soon learned to siphon gas, filch cigarettes
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