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​A Splintered Life

Earl sat in his truck and thought.

“What on Earth am I going to do now?!”

He looked down at the bits of rusty metal in his lap—all that remained of the dilapidated old vehicle’s steering wheel, which had splintered when his knee bumped it as he clambered in. He took another bite of his s’mores Pop-Tart and scratched his ear. Several lice crawled onto his hand, and he nonchalantly flicked the bothersome pests to the cluttered floorboard.

“Dad blast it all,” he muttered aloud, scooting out of the truck and steeling himself for the long trudge into town. Then he almost laughed out loud at the idea; “town” was something of a misnomer. It had been a dreadfully long time since he had even considered venturing back into the “town,” and longer still since any outsiders had come. But today was an important day, and he needed to get some brushes.

He wasn’t about to have parasites crawling out of his hair in front of strangers–He needed to deal with his own hygiene, clean the farmhouse, and brush the old sow and the pretty little palomino pony until they shimmered gold and silver in the sunlight—Brushes of all sorts he would have! So he combed his hair again, put on his cleanest dirty hat, and started down the road toward Crooked Mountain, Montana.​
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​The Long Walk

It was a glorious day, with blue skies and fluffy white clouds, and as Earl walked along the dusty road, a trance-like peacefulness washed over him. He wasn’t nearly as worried as he had been. In fact, he felt a little electric zing of excitement now that he was on his way—like his Mama had repeated every time anything went wrong: “Everything’ll be all right in the end. There just ain’t nothin’ you can’t do, if you set your mind to it.”

He smiled as he ambled past the old guest house where he had met his first wife, Cheyenne—a fiery redhead with a temper to match.

“Ahhh, my sweet Cheyenne,” he murmured softly. “Those were the good days, weren’t they? I just wish things hadn’t turned out like they did.”

Earl and Cheyenne, barely 20, had run off and gotten married right quickly after they met, and shared more than 20 blissful, loving years as husband and wife. He banished the memories before he got to the painful part; there was no point dwelling on the past, and he was on a mission.

So, with his mind still jumping between the excitement of his plan and memories he had buried, he continued on. As he reached the small, nearly deserted town, he saw that things were worse than he remembered. The old places looked like phantoms mixed among the smattering of more modern buildings— a small hotel that gave shelter to any adventuresome tourists, service stations, a real estate office, a bank, and a grocery. In fact, the old feed and seed resembled the Leaning Tower of Pisa, but it was sound and still occupied, so he shook off his nerves and strode on in.

Just as he expected, there sat Val—Volodymyr Snead—the proprietor of the feed and seed, with whom Earl had maintained a close friendship over the years despite their differences in age and background. Val’s parents had emigrated from Ukraine and chosen a new “American” surname, but still elected to name him Volodymyr—a moniker he despised.

Val glanced at Earl and gave him a slight nod. “Earl.”

“Val,” Earl responded with a nod of his own. “I need brushes. And maybe some other stuff, too.”

Stiffly rising from his wooden stool, Val motioned for Earl to follow. “Brushes, huh? I s’pose if there’s anyone who can solve a crisis with brushes, it’s you, Earl,” he chuckled. “Come on, let’s get you everything you need to purty up the place. And you, too. I’ve got the homemade shampoo behind the counter.”

“Purty,” Earl thought to himself as a chuckle nearly escaped. He knew he hadn’t been purty for years, nor had his beloved old farm, which he had allowed to erode slowly into disrepair after Monica left him. But now it was time to seize an opportunity, if possible.

He followed along behind Val, gathering various brushes: hairbrushes, horse brushes, paint brushes, scrub brushes, and—almost as an afterthought—a couple of new toothbrushes and a brush for polishing shoes. Then he said, “And maybe a bit of paint and some nails. And I’ll take some of that shampoo, too.”

“Well, you’re gonna be mighty busy for the next little while,” Val said with a quick smile. “I’ll help you take it to your truck.”

“Oh, no. I’m not in the truck. I’ll just tote it all back home. I had a bit of a mishap this morning. You wouldn’t know where I could get a spare steering wheel, now, would you?” Earl replied, shaking his head.

Val looked at him incredulously, but with genuine concern. “Earl, there ain’t another one of those old International Harvester pickups within 200 miles. If you need a steering wheel, you’ll have to get yourself to Butte. I’ve seen people drive ’em with a couple pairs of vice grips, though.”

“You don’t reckon Jed over at the junkyard’s got somethin’? If it ain’t exactly right, I could probly make it work. Better than drivin’ with vice grips,” Earl replied.

Val shook his head again. “I guess it’s worth a shot. But that’s a lot of stuff to tote all the way back to your place. Throw it all in my truck, and I’ll give you a lift back.”

“Thanks, Val. That’s awful kind of ya.”

The two exited the back doors of Snead Feed & Seed in amicable silence. Val knew something was up—it had to be, because of Earl’s unexpected shopping trip. He wasn’t sure what it could be, but he knew Earl would open up in due time. In the meantime, townsfolk would probably start to talk after seeing Earl walk into Crooked Mountain. But none of that mattered right now. Val drove west toward Earl’s farm, just glad to be able to help out.​
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​What the Heart Remembers

Earl was feeling every one of his 57 years. He was still quite capable of doing whatever needed to be done, and he wasn’t the sort of man you’d want to pick a fight with. But he was tired.

“How did I get here?” he mused.

“Here” had so many different connotations.

Cornelius Whitehouse Johnson—who the hell names their son Cornelius, let alone Whitehouse? Thankfully, his younger brother, learning to say his name, had called him Earl. The name stuck.

He’d slept restlessly. Going into town and passing the old guest house had stirred up a flood of memories, and he had dreamed all night of Cheyenne. That hadn’t happened lately.

“Lord, she was a beauty,” he said out loud to himself. “I do miss her so.”

He stretched and twisted his neck, trying to work a crick out of it. But tired as he was, he had a ton to do. So he finished up his breakfast and got to work.

On hands and knees, Earl scoured the wood floors of the farmhouse until they gleamed a warm, golden pine. He scrubbed the old whitewash from the walls and decided he’d paint them a fresh pale green he’d picked out at the feed and seed the day before. It sure did remind him of Cheyenne’s green eyes, which saddened him a bit, and he let his mind wander back to when they’d first met.

He had been a wreck at the time—fresh out of the Army with a chip on his shoulder and no real direction in life. He’d enlisted at 17, thinking he would stay in forever. Then he ended up in Grenada for Operation Urgent Fury in 1983. He wasn’t sure he liked what he saw in the Army—or in himself—down there, and he came back with an attitude. He got busted for fighting behind a bar in Fayetteville, North Carolina, and the Army figured it was time for him to be shown the exit.

So it was back to Crooked Mountain where, seeking a place to stay for a few nights, he found Mrs. Jewell Quin’s guest house.

It was true—Earl had been mean and ready to fight at the slightest provocation... or lack of one. But Jewell Quin didn’t take no crap. Off nobody. She was a wiry little, shriveled lady, but she could sure put the fear of God in you with just one tap of her foot and a clearing of her throat.

She let Earl stay at the guest house, though, and eventually they came to respect one another—maybe even admire one another. And it was Mrs. Jewell who was responsible for introducing Cheyenne to Earl.

He had been seated at the supper table when she first arrived. A tiny little spitfire, barely standing 5’2”, with eyes the color of celery, blazing coppery hair, and a laugh like a little tin bell. Earl’s mouth hung open for a moment before Mrs. Jewell gave him an “ahem-hmm-mm,” and he found his manners once again.

Cheyenne was delivering groceries to the guest house, and Earl took the opportunity to lend a hand, carrying packages and baskets into the kitchen while Mrs. Jewell handled the business of paying.

His hand touched hers, and their eyes met briefly.

“I’ll see you next week, Mrs. Jewell,” she said, turning on her heel—and she was gone, with one quick glance back over her shoulder.

Earl had been utterly smitten, and even today, he could feel the butterflies in his stomach as he replayed the memory.

“Get back to work, Whitehouse,” he muttered.

He only used that name for himself when he felt the need to self-flagellate; it was worse, he thought, than any hair shirt might have been. He grinned and picked up the paintbrush.
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​Memory Gates

Earl worked diligently for another hour, and the walls of the old farmhouse were beginning to look spiffy. But as he worked, his mind kept drifting back. The memory gates were open now.

He remembered the next time Cheyenne had come to the guest house—the day Mrs. Jewell had officially introduced them. To Earl’s horror, Mrs. Jewell had used his given name: Cornelius Whitehouse. But Cheyenne didn’t giggle, flinch, or grimace, as Earl had grown accustomed to people doing. Instead, she was familiar with the British inventor Cornelius Whitehouse and asked Earl if there was a family connection.

They chatted pleasantly for some time before she excused herself to get back to work, and as she left, Mrs. Jewell commented with a funny little smile, “I think she likes you.”

He smiled at the memory, realizing how Mrs. Jewell—despite all her outward dourness—was really quite fond of him after all, and was obviously up to something.

“Just one more coat on this wall,” he muttered to himself, “and then I’ll tackle the rearranging and grime-cleaning. I might even dig out some of those pretty, old dishes and display ’em.”

Then he wondered if that was overkill—if not for the house, then for his heart. But what the heck, he might as well.

So while the new paint dried, he strolled down to the barn to sort through boxes. All this remembering made him melancholy, but it also buoyed his spirit—and his progress.

He took his time traversing the path of a hundred or so yards down to the barn, thinking how similar it still looked after all these years, since the first time he and Cheyenne had walked the path together. “Walked the path... Wow! Another of those multi-pronged memories that could just as easily lead to dark depths as to sunshine and smiles,” he thought.

Mercifully, his psyche chose the latter for now, as he remembered exploring this property they had purchased at the courthouse auction, sight unseen. Only married a year at the time, they had managed to save some money, and someone else’s misfortune had become their windfall. The farm wasn’t much by Montana standards, but it suited them perfectly—33.7 acres with a quaint little farmhouse and a few outbuildings.

Perhaps it had been a slow day at the courthouse. Or perhaps God had smiled on them.

As usual, there had been a number of curious townsfolk gathered to watch the auction, but there was only one other bidder present that day. He had spent most of his money beforehand on a larger parcel, enabling Earl and Cheyenne to purchase their little dream for the tidy sum of $9,356.00.

He could still hear the auctioneer’s voice: “Sold to the pretty little lady in the front!”

She was his pretty little lady, and he could barely contain his pride as she jumped up and down in glee at her successful bidding. They were landowners now—real somebodies in the hierarchy of things around Crooked Mountain.

The barn door protested with a loud creak as he pulled it open.​
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​Coming Clean

“My word!” he exclaimed. “How’d I let things get in such sorry shape? Every inch of this place needs fixin’ up.”

The rusty old truck sat there, needing a lot more than just a steering wheel. “But she does still run,” he thought proudly, remembering when he and Cheyenne had found the truck there the first time they investigated their new property. They had been so excited to discover they’d acquired a truck along with the land. Every farm needs a truck!

The young couple spent countless hours side by side in the barn, rebuilding the engine until it was nearly as good as new.

They’d never been able to restore the paint job to the shiny cherry red it once was, and now there was only a hint of that color beneath the wear and rust. But the old girl would have to wait a while longer.

Over in the back corner—where he’d been less likely to notice them in the years since he lost Cheyenne—were the boxes of memories and treasures from their life together. She had always loved collecting old, mismatched fancy china from town, and Earl knew some of Cheyenne’s dishes were just the thing to make the house look homey and loved again.

He dug through the boxes and selected eight plates he remembered as favorites: Blue Willow, Red Willow, Friendly Village, Blue Italian, and a couple others from their parents’ days.

He gathered the collection carefully in his arms and spoke softly.

“Cheyenne, my girl, I know you’re smiling at me being a silly old fool. I hope these meet your standards.”

As he closed the door behind him, he let out a sigh. Whether it was relief, sadness, or joy, he wasn’t quite sure—but he was grateful for the time to reminisce. And he knew the kids would remember and enjoy seeing the dishes back in the house.

He realized it was time to check in on the animals. Their special cleaning would have to wait until at least tomorrow, but he certainly didn’t want to neglect them. He loved them dearly, and they had been his steadfast companions over the past several years. They never talked back or complained, and they were always happy to see him.

Once, he and Cheyenne had owned a variety of animals: pigs, cows, a couple of horses, and one silly old goat who was always a source of mischief. But Monica had despised the “menagerie,” as she called them, and all the work they required. Dutifully, Earl had agreed to get rid of them all.

He spat in the dust. “I wish I’d never met that woman.”

He’d acquired the two current residents from a neighbor five years ago. Neither had names when they came to Johnson Farm, so he was obliged to remedy that. The only animals he’d ever owned that he hadn’t given names were the “meat animals” he and Cheyenne had raised during their happy years on the farm.

He named the sow Angelina, after Cheyenne’s mother—an endowment by which he meant absolutely no disrespect or offense–and none was taken.

Angelina, the woman, was stately, intelligent, and refined—a natural blonde who stood 5’10”. She and her late husband, Walker, had raised three wonderful children. She was capable of anything she set her mind to and was as comfortable in a board meeting as she was on horseback.

Angelina the pig was a long-bodied, perfect specimen of a Yorkshire sow. Before Earl got her, she had raised numerous litters, and her previous owner bragged that she had never lost a piglet. She was a careful mama who never squished a baby by lying or stepping on it, as sows often will. Pigs were widely known for their intelligence, and Angelina proved this in spades.

“I truly gave her the perfect name,” Earl thought as he poured her some food and scratched her belly. He swore she was smiling at him as she grunted contentedly.

The pony had come as part of the package deal with the sow, and the poor thing had been in pitiful condition. Earl had nursed her, coddled her, petted her, and loved on her until she came around. He’d told her all along that he was never going to ride her—she was his pal.

So that’s what he named her: Pal.

She was getting old now—like me, Earl
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