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Forever was a long time when sewn like patchwork into the mind of a woman. It didn’t matter whether she was thinking about love, forgiveness, death, or retribution, the hand of time erased the blurred line between now and tomorrow, and the guilt that wrapped its oily tentacles around her heart would never be salved nor healed but remain as a stain on her conscience far beyond the end of her days. Forever was exactly what it said it was. It did not leave on the washboard road that brought it to town. Forever came and stayed as did the night when a stubborn sun refused to rise above the trees and let there be light.

Oilfield roughnecks had other ideas. So did reprobates. Love was where they found it. Love was where they took it. Forever was the stuff of quicksilver leaking from their knotted fists, easy come, easy go, and easily forgotten.

For those who came to drill the lifeblood from the farmlands around Ashland, love was roughly the same distance from forever as the span of time between thirty good minutes in a woman’s bedroom as the evening sun was falling into the Sabine River and a cup of stale, black coffee when the sun got up enough nerve to rise again, provided there was a sun hanging on the far side of dark, angry storm clouds that were wadded up together like soiled bandages on the fields of a war Eudora Durant felt as if she was losing.

In the distance, She heard the faint, agonizing whistle of the morning train, a lonesome cry spilling out of the fog.

The train was always taking Doc someplace else.

Would the train always bring him back?

Eudora had never trusted trains.

Doc was a traveling man.

A schemer.

A deal maker.

He had made a deal with Eudora.

He hadn’t signed it.

Nor had she asked him to scratch his signature anywhere on the front or back page of her heart.

But he was in love.

Doc said he was in love.

Eudora never knew what he loved most.

Land.

Oil.

Money.

She fit somewhere in the equation.

Eudora just didn’t know where.

And she feared she would awaken someday and not fit anywhere at all.

She had oil, plenty of it.

Three wells booming.

Another at twenty-eight hundred feet.

Already deep.

Going deeper.

She no longer needed Doc.

Why did she miss him so badly when he was gone?

Of course, forever ran in different directions from the banks of the Sabine River.

Eudora Durant pressed her back against the weathered walls of a decaying railway terminal that smelled like the innards of a pine coffin torn from the earth by the anger of a winter storm. She watched the train cross the bridge and roll out of the rain like a long black snake crawling slowly through the backwater of a dying swamp. Her long woolen coat kept her warm enough, she guessed, but it was fighting a losing battle with cold mist blowing steadily across the aging and decrepit platform that held baggage, cotton bales, and passengers on their way out of town. The mist felt like an old lover’s kiss upon her face. She shivered from the memories but not the cold. Locks of auburn hair were plastered in curls against her forehead. She huddled beneath a bright yellow umbrella and realized she was standing in a puddle that reached almost as high as her shoelaces.

Eudora had been waiting since the dark of a February night turned a mottled gray, the color of an aging plowshare left too long in the field. She glanced at the clock hanging crookedly beside the hand-painted metal sign that said: Welcome to Ashland, the Oil Capital of East Texas. It was twelve minutes past nine o’clock. The train, according to her rough calculations, was roughly two hours late, which was as close to being on time as it had been for the past six months.

The whistle sounded like a distant dirge for those who left and would never be coming back, for those who dreamed of growing rich in the oilfield but, for the time being, would settle for a roast beef sandwich, hot coffee, and a roughneck’s job that paid them enough money to buy tobacco in the morning, warm beer at night, and a stroll or two across the ballroom with one of Miss Maizie Thompson’s dime-a-dance girls. The ladies might be looking for husbands, but mostly they settled for dimes.

Steam rose up and wrapped itself like a ghostly fog around the engine, curling its way back down the tracks until it faded into a thick forest of bare limbs and dead leaves not yet fallen. Rain danced heavily on the tin roof above her. She pulled the long gray coat tightly around her shoulders. Her hands were trembling. Her fingers had lost all feeling.

Long hot summer.

Long cold winter.

It never failed.

Eudora had no idea if Doc would be on the train or not. He was often gone for days and frequently on the road for weeks, doing what Doc did best, wheeling and dealing and making an honest dollar if he couldn’t steal one. Doc sometimes pocketed a fraudulent dollar or two, even when he didn’t need one—and he hardly ever needed one—just to prove he still had the touch.

Doc had lived by his wits and his sleight-of-hand, now-you-see-it-and-now-you-don’t swindles so long that it was hard for him to settle down as a genuine, god-fearing, walk-the-straight-line businessman. The discovery of oil made him respectable in civic and social circles, but Eudora, every now and then, would catch him out in the backyard during the dead of night, staring at a pale moon that moved the rhythm of his soul much as it drove the tides from one shoreline to another.

“A nickel for your thoughts,” she had asked him barely a month earlier.

“It used to be a penny,” he said, his ebony eyes twinkling in the moonlight.

“That was before I became a rich woman.” She winked.

“It’s my oil.” Doc’s grin was infectious.

“It’s my land.”

“Thank God, it’s not mine.” Doc shook his head.

“Why not?”

“I would have probably lost it in a poker game or sold it to buy a high-dollar racehorse too lame to run.”

Eudora’s laughter was a sound of music. “You miss the old days,” she said.

“They were hard days.” Doc’s voice turned solemn. “Always hungry. Always on the run. Waskom praying we would see another day and me praying I would see it on the other side of a two-bit cell in a two-bit jail in a two-bit town. Seems like everywhere I turned, some sheriff was trying to shoot my fool head off.”

“Or some jealous husband.”

“One damn near succeeded.” Doc shrugged. “Nobody but me and Waskom ever figured out it was just a game. Sometimes I won. Sometimes I lost. But if I woke up the next morning and hadn’t been sleeping all night in a pine box, I was ready to play again.”

“And now?”

Doc wrapped his arm around her. “You know I love you, Eudora,” he whispered. “I would never run out on you. Never do you wrong. And I’d kill any man who tried.” He paused, looked up, and squinted to get a closer look at the moon. “But, yeah, sometimes I do miss the good old days.”

“There’s nothing wrong with making an honest dollar.” Eudora was always the voice of reason.

Doc sadly shook his head. “I’m afraid there is.”

“What is it?” Eudora arched an eyebrow.

“It’s the principle of the thing.”

“Which principle?”

She didn’t have to ask.

She knew the answer.

“It’s not a con,” Doc said.

“You don’t need a con, Doc,” she whispered.

“Good Lord gave me one.” Doc winked. “I’m just doing his will.”

She held his face with both hands and kissed him.

By morning, he had forgotten the old days.

She made sure of it.

As soon as Eudora saw Waskom Brown step down from the train alone, she knew Doc would not be coming home, at least not this morning and maybe not anytime soon. Every day he was on the road, she had that faraway sinking feeling that Doc had left her, his money, his oil wells, and was gone. Forever was an insufferable length of time.

She knew better.

However, so often in her life, fear had been more powerful than love.

Eudora knew how deeply she loved Doc.

Nobody ever knew what Doc was feeling. They thought they did. But Doc was as elusive as the steam pouring from the smokestacks of the locomotive.

She could see as far as the bridge. Beyond the river, the steam was little more than a wisp in the wind, which never came to stay anywhere for very long. Some believed the wind that swept through the downtown streets on Monday was the same wind that blew back through on Wednesday.

Eudora had her own opinion.

When the wind left and cleared the eastern banks of the river, it had no intention of coming back. The wind was gone for good.

Waskom stooped quickly beneath the umbrella and wiped the rain off his face with the palm of his hand. His eyes were a polished white and gleaming against the black wrinkles of his face. He clutched a large satchel in his left hand. He took the umbrella from Eudora and stood up straight. The bright humor in his grin did not quite reach his eyes.

“Doc had some unfinished business,” he said.

“Oil?” Eudora asked. “Or poker.”

“He was running a hot hand.” Waskom laughed softly. The legs of his black trousers were a little long. His suit coat fit a little too tightly around the waist. His red and blue striped tie hung loosely around his neck. His brown and tan Oxford shoes were caked in mud. “Man can’t leave with a clear conscience if he runs out on a hot hand.”

“He find a game in Shreveport?”

“Fort Worth.”

“Told me he was going to Shreveport.”

Waskom shrugged. “Missed one train,” he said. “Caught another.”

“Did Doc know it was going to Fort Worth?”

“Not until we got there.”

Anger flashed in Eudora’s eyes. “He was working on an oil deal in Louisiana.”

“Them boys in Fort Worth, they got themselves a lot more money,” Waskom said.

“For oil or poker?”

Waskom threw back his head and laughed loudly. He almost lost the black felt Porkpie hat sitting on top of his head. “When you know how to cheat like Doc does,” he said, “one’s as good as the other.”

“When’s Doc coming home?” Eudora’s words were flat and empty of any emotion.

Waskom shrugged his thick shoulders. “I figure within a day or so, or at least by the end of the week, and maybe as early as tomorrow morning,” he said.

“Be honest with me, Waskom.”

The old man nodded and took a deep breath. “When the cards turn cold,” he said as softly as rain falling on the soggy ground around him.

“Do they ever really turn cold?”

Waskom nodded. “The cards do,” Waskom said, wrapping a big arm around Eudora’s shoulders. “Doc’s heart, it don’t.”

Eudora’s eyes kept searching the crowd for a glimpse of Doc’s face even though knew she wouldn’t find it.

Doc came with the wind.

Doc left the same way.

It was an ill wind blowing wet against Eudora’s face.
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Eudora glanced over her shoulder and watched a frail, young boy with pale green eyes, maybe ten, maybe younger, step from the train, climb down off the platform, and weave his way cautiously through the horde of oil speculators, oil scouts, oil hustlers, oilfield lawyers, a few roustabouts, a dozen or more roughnecks, and a legion of haggard, hollow-eyed men down on their luck and looking for a job.

They all came by train.

She doubted if all of them had a ticket.

They stole a ride whenever and wherever they could, cramped inside empty freight cars that smelled of dung and rotten fruit or hanging onto flat cars, their throats clogged with rain and smoke and cinders that poured down like the wrath of an angry God upon them. Day after day, Eudora had watched them jump from a moving train like lice or ticks fleeing a hot skillet.

She smiled. No reason for any of them to hurry. Every oil-producing company in town was looking for another crew. It was the same story repeated every day. She had heard it so many times. On the north end of the weathered, wooden railroad terminal, wildcatters and overnight oil company representatives stood oblivious to the rain as they wandered up and down the tracks, reaching out to any man who looked as if he was strong enough and willing enough to earn as much as fifty cents a day battling the good earth for oil that hid in the callused fist of Woodbine sand.

“Ever worked in an oilfield?”

“No.”

“Got your own tools?”

“No.”

“Can you be here at six o’clock in the morning?”

“I’ll be here.”

“You’re hired.”

Eudora was mesmerized by the boy as he trudged past her with uneasy steps, staring straight ahead, a cold rain washing the pale green from his eyes but leaving the cracker crumbs that clung stubbornly to the freckles on his face.

He looked so alone.

He looked so lost.

Going somewhere.

Nowhere to go.

He was dragging himself along a street caked with gravel and horse dung and mud as deep as his ankles, streaked black with oil, which leaked through the cracks in the soles of his shoes. He kicked aside a strip of rubber that had peeled away from the tires of a rich man’s automobile when he roared into town, looking to drill an oil well, buy an oil well, or lease the land where some poor boy’s drilling rig just might make him richer than he was when he heard about the Ashland strike.

One foot after the other.

One breath after the other.

The boy looked as if the next step might be his last.

He wore a frayed woolen coat at least one size too large for him. His eyes kept darting up and down the railroad tracks like those of a frightened rabbit hunted by coyotes. The chilled rain plastered his blond, unruly hair against his head, and it was a miserable soul-soaking rain that rolled coldly down his sunken cheeks like a mother’s tears. Perhaps they were his own.

Eudora looked around for the boy’s parents.

For an older brother.

Or sister.

Or anyone who might be traveling with him.

No one called out his name.

No one came to take him away.

The boy with pale green eyes might as well have been invisible.

No one paid any attention to him, no one but Eudora.

She could see him shivering beneath the soggy gray coat weighing heavy on his shoulders, so thin they looked as if they might break when bent by the next gust of wind.

She hurried toward the boy, tugging at his arm, holding the umbrella over his head, waiting until he stopped and turned around. She knelt in front of him and reached out for his hands.

They were so cold.

His eyes had a vacant stare.

His eyes were empty.

Eudora wasn’t sure whether he saw her or not.

A ragged piece of paper had been pinned to the lapel of his woolen coat. On it someone had scrawled in blue ink: My name is Ollie Porter. My daddy is Oliver Porter. He works in the oilfields. Does anyone know where he is?

The ink was fading with the rain.

She cupped her fingertips beneath the boy’s chin and gently turned his face toward her.

“When’s the last time you had something to eat?” Eudora asked softly.

“Is today Wednesday yet?” He blinked.

Had he been crying?

His eyes were red.

It might be the chill in the wind.

“Thursday,” she answered.

“I think it was Monday when the lady at the Church of the Nazarene stuck a couple of pork belly sandwiches in my coat pocket,” he said. “The train, it got started late. Didn’t arrive on time. Didn’t leave on time. Almost dark when we rolled out of the station.” He shrugged. “I ate both of them before morning.”

“Nothing since?”

“Where would I get something?”

Eudora brushed the crumbs from his face.

“I stole the crackers,” the boy said. “Folks leave them at their tables in the dining car. I figured they left them for me.”

“You have any money?”

“Had me a dime.” The boy cracked his lips apart, but he left the smile inside. “Still got it. Dimes are hard to come by sometimes. Kept it in my shoe.”

“Somebody could have stolen it.”

“Nobody would have been able to do that.”

“Why not?”

“Nobody knew which shoe it was in, and I didn’t tell nobody either.”

Without another word, Eudora took the boy by his trembling hand and walked through the rain across a street of mud and river rocks to Jim Hamilton’s Dinner Bell Café. The morning air around them smelled like creosote, wood smoke, and rotten eggs left too long in a pile of backyard trash. Not even the rain had been able to stifle the stagnant odor of oil pits scattered around the fields of Ashland. Not even a week-old rain could cleanse the heart or wash away the sins of the town.

She placed an arm around his frail shoulders and led him inside the ham-and-egg joint that had quit closing its doors at night as soon as Doc’s third drilling venture burst through the seams around Mortimer Creek and filled the crop rows of blistered corn with oil the color of midnight. Men ate when they could, slept when they couldn’t, drowned the hard times with black coffee, chased by hard bootleg whiskey, and sopped their red-eye gravy with leftover biscuits.

The café was shoulder to shoulder with drillers and roughnecks, roustabouts and lease hounds who were willing to buy the mineral rights on an acre of land for two dollars and would pay as much as five dollars an acre if the farm was within two miles of the discovery well. Go to bed poor. Wake up rich. Let somebody else do the digging. The diggers brought their own drilling rigs. The diggers didn’t show up for chicken wings and gizzards at the Dinner Bell until Houdini Hampton locked down his whiskey shop somewhere around midnight. Farm tools in the window. Rye whiskey and an occasional bottle of moonshine were stacked back beneath the trap door to the basement. No one came for farm tools anymore.

Live high while the money lasted.

It wouldn’t last forever.

Might not even last until tomorrow.

It depended on a roll of the dice.

The turn of a card.

The cost of a bottle.

Oil staying wet.

Or drying up.

Yesterday was dead.

Tomorrow was only a promise or maybe a myth.

Broke when they found their way to town.

Broke when they left.

The lucky would live another day.

The wealthy were the ones who broke even.

The wind was blowing hard in the street. The rain had felt like shotgun pellets slamming against Eudora’s face. But the winds only spilled into the café when someone cracked open the door, and somebody always yelled, “Shut the damn door.” Somebody always did.

The inside of the Dinner Bell was suffocating, hot and stale, and the café was filled with the aroma of fried onions and burnt bacon grease. The heat roared out of a black Potbelly stove perched on a wooden island in front of a window splintered by birdshot when Willie Tolliver had taken his shotgun early one morning and tried to kill a strip of fat bacon that he swore was crawling across his plate. “Looked alive to me,” is what he said while he loaded up to fire again.

The judge ruled that Willie stood a good chance of being drunk and disorderly at the time, didn’t lock him up, and fined him three dollars. No malice. No crime. The famous crawling bacon incident had taken place nearly three years ago, and Jim Hamilton told Eudora that Willie only needed another two dollars and eighty-six cents to finish paying off his fine.

Hamilton had been leaning on the counter beside his cash register when Eudora and the boy walked into the Dinner Bell Cafe. He was as thin as the toothpick he chewed and sweat was glistening on top of his bald head. He straightened and began slowly rolling up the sleeves of a blue and white checked shirt that had turned mostly white. Too many washings in lye soap and hard water had pretty much erased the checks. A pair of frayed black suspenders held up his brown twill trousers.

On a chalkboard behind him, Hamilton had written his breakfast menu: Eggs any way you want them as long as you want them fried with the yolks running yellow. Bacon burnt or wounded. Raw enough to crawl across your plate. Light Bread. Cornbread. Biscuits. He had drawn a black line through Light Bread. He charged a quarter for breakfast. Coffee cost another nickel, with or without sugar. Cash in advance if I don’t know you, and chances are I don’t. Complaints can be made to Homer Lovejoy.

Everybody in Ashland knew that Homer the barber served as the town’s only bona fide undertaker. If any man had a firm date to meet his Maker, he would be clean-shaven and smelling like orange peel and lilac water when he showed up at the front gates, which might or might not have pearls hanging on silver chains above streets of gold. Of course, the streets could just as easily be made of caliche dust, but gold was a better pulpit story.

Eudora and the boy took their seats at the front table nearest the door. She had taken his coat and hung it on a hook to dry and nodded at Hamilton before placing the black umbrella on the floor beside her feet.

The boy’s pale green eyes were darting around the room.

He might as well have been a small fox.

Frightened.

Wary.

On the run.

Trapped.

No place to hide.

Time running out.

Or had it already run out?

Jim Hamilton ambled to the table and dropped his slender frame into a chair beside Eudora. He leaned back, placed his hands behind his head and crossed his legs.

“Got yourself a new friend?” he asked, a curious glint in his eyes.

“The boy’s hungry,” Eudora said.

“Looks like he’s a couple of hundred miles past hungry.” Hamilton turned to the boy. “What can I get for you, son?”

“Sign says breakfast is two bits.”

Hamilton nodded.

“All I’ve got is a dime.” The boy’s voice was weak and apologetic.

“Bring him one egg at a time with a satchel of bacon,” Eudora said. “If he eats too much too quick, it might make him sick. And keep bringing one egg at a time until he’s full as a tick.” She smiled. “I’m paying.”

“Didn’t doubt it for a minute,” Hamilton said as he eased out of the chair and stood up. “But for special occasions, I have a batch of eggs that don’t cost a penny, and the young man looks as if he might be a special occasion.”

“He’s looking for a daddy.”

“Know where he is?”

Eudora shook her head. “Somebody thinks he’s working in the oilfield.”

“This one?”

Eudora shrugged. “It’s a good place to start.”

“What’s his daddy’s name?”

“Oliver,” Eudora said. “Oliver Porter.”

Jim Hamilton turned toward the dining room and with a voice that could raise the dead or make thunder run from the sky with its tail between its legs, yelled, “Anybody in here know an Oliver Porter.”

“Who?” The response came from the kitchen.

“Oliver Porter.” Louder this time.

A hush fell over the tables.

Men looked at each other.

Men shrugged.

“What’s he wanted for?” A question from the back of the café.

“This boy’s looking for him,” Hamilton said. “This boy says Oliver Porter’s his daddy.”

“He working here?”

“Could be.”

Silence.

A few quiet whispers.

Mostly blank faces.

The voice from the back of the café shouted, “Has the boy checked the cemetery yet?”

Ollie’s fists tightened.

His shoulders sagged.

His face went white.

“If he’s dead,” the boy said without any emotion, “I don’t have to worry anymore.”

“What makes you say that?” Eudora asked.

“Mama left in the dead of night.” A tear leaked into his voice. “She left and there was no one with her. And when she got to where she was going, there wasn’t nobody waiting for her.”

“Where did she go?”

“Two horses and a wagon took her to the graveyard.” He clenched his jaws and forced a smile. “Maybe I been worrying about nothing. If my daddy’s dead, too, maybe he was already out there sitting with his back up against a tombstone waiting for her all the time, and I just didn’t have no way of knowing it.”
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Ollie Porter stuffed his mouth full of fried eggs and gravy while Eudora moved his coat from the peg and hung it above the potbelly stove to dry. The woolen garment smelled like wet field hay lying in a sheep pen after a summer storm. He had drained one glass of buttermilk, and Hamilton was walking away from his frying pan to bring him another plate of biscuits.

It seemed to Eudora that the boy had withdrawn from the grease smoke innards of the Dinner Bell Café and crawled back inside his own fears and confusion. She knew how it felt to be lost in a crowd. She had been scorned and ridiculed, called a scarlet woman of sin, shame, and degradation, until the oil flowing from Doc’s well hushed the laughter, washed away the scorn, and made her acceptable again within the holy sanctuary of a town’s threadbare society.

She wondered if the boy’s mind was drifting down some faraway railroad track that had led him from here to there and everywhere but where he was supposed to be. Ollie obviously had no idea where the end of the line might be, or if he would find it, or if the train ran that far and in the right direction. Only one thing was for certain. He might have to sleep in the rain, but it would be on a full stomach.

His pale green eyes were shards of carnival glass. He stared toward the front door and watched every man who hurried dripping wet into the café, stomping the pools of rain from their boots and wiping streaks of oil-stained mud from their faces. Solemn men. Soggy men. Sodden men. Vagabonds on a road that promised little and delivered less. Poor men. Broke men. All that kept them from being slaves were the fifty cents a day they picked up from a wildcatter who was always one turn of the drill bit away from being busted.

Ollie reached into his faded denim shirt pocket and withdrew a wrinkled photograph, the black and white image of a man whose face was as thin as a razor blade and sharp as a hatchet. A thick black mustache curled down past his mouth, and a broad-brimmed straw hat had been pulled low like a poker player might wear to shade his eyes.

“May I see the picture?” Eudora asked softly.

The boy nodded and reached for the glass of milk Hamilton had placed in front of him. He slid the photograph across the table. “It’s wet,” Ollie said. “Been rained on. Might tear if you don’t hold it just right.”

“Is this your father?” Eudora asked.

“Mama said it was.”

“You didn’t know your father?”

“Didn’t know I had one till mama told me when she was dying.”

Eudora studied the photograph.

She hadn’t seen the man.

But she had seen plenty of men just like him.

Worn out.

Worn down.

Old before their time.

Looking for a job.

Looking for an easy dollar.

Looking for a bite to eat.

They were no longer chasing the dreams of a young man.

Dreams had died and mostly a horrible death.

Dreams were made up and given to the foolish.

Dreams were a damned lie.

A man who dreamed and never gave up the dream would one day lie down on a rusted-out railroad track, never wake up or go as mad as a rabid dog when the June bugs sang their last song while the summer heat sucked their breath away.

Eudora knew.

She had married one.

She had buried one.

No one knew where.

Nobody was looking for him anymore.

Her questions were short and to the point, her voice soft and as worse for wear as a melody from a store-bought radio.

His answers were matter-of-fact. It was as if he was talking about somebody who wore another child’s clothes and rode another child’s train to another child’s town and spent too much of his time wiping oil and mud from the soles of another child’s shoes. His yellowed shirt had once been white, and the pleats in his trousers had been replaced with soiled creases and wrinkles as splintered as log roads.

Ollie no doubt had his bad days, she figured. But if he was stricken with any thoughts of self-pity, he kept them bottled up and stuffed deep inside him.

Eudora let him talk as she removed a pencil and notebook from her coat pocket and began to patiently write down everything the boy told her, adding her own thoughts during those random periods of silence when he chewed on egg and biscuit and washed them down with buttermilk.

He had accepted his fate in life.

May not have liked it.

Couldn’t do anything about it.

So he lived one day at a time.

Didn’t worry about tomorrow.

“Why not?” she asked him.

Ollie shrugged and sopped a hard biscuit through egg yolk that was running across his plate like a yellow creek just before the drought dried it up. “Tomorrow ain’t made it here yet,” he said. “Don’t even know if it’s coming. If it turns out good to me, I’ll remember it for a long time. If it’s not, there’s always another one.”

“Another what?”

“Tomorrow.”

Ollie darkened this third egg with black pepper and asked for ketchup.

Jim Hamilton didn’t have any. “How about hot sauce?” he asked.

“That’ll do fine.”

“It’ll burn your tongue,” Eudora warned.

“Won’t be the first time.” A smile spilled from between Ollie’s lips. “I smoked a grapevine once.”

The boy buried his egg beneath a mound of Texas Pete’s Hotter Hot Sauce and sopped his plate one last time. Tears came to his eyes. He did not wince.

He was twelve years old, he said.

He looked nine.

Small for his age.

He had been born in Kentucky, someplace called Danville.

Didn’t go to school.

Worked in a bowling alley.

Set up pins when they fell.

Got a busted knuckle or two.

His mama had the sickness.

That’s what the doctor said.

Didn’t think straight sometimes.

Heard owls in the storms.

Heard field mice running from the owls.

Heard the barn owl scream once.

Called her by name, it did.

That’s what she said anyway.

Thought it might mean something.

Didn’t.

Saw men looking in the window at night.

Scared her something awful.

Said the men looked like his daddy sometimes.

The white ones did.

Not so sure about the colored ones.

That’s when mama gave him the picture.

When I’m not here anymore, she told me, go find your daddy. He’ll take care of you.

Where’d he go? Ollie said he asked.

Where the oil’s pumping. His mama had smiled. Said he’s gonna be rich. Oil makes a lot of men rich.

Mama had squeezed him tight.

One last time.

She had kissed his cheek.

One final time.

You’re a lucky boy, she whispered to him. You got yourself a rich daddy.

Those were the last words she ever said to him.

His grandma took him home after the funeral, he said.

She was eighty-something.

She couldn’t keep him.

It almost killed her taking care of his mama.

So she sold a milk cow.

Bought him a ticket.

And he caught a train.

How long ago?

It might have been a month.

It might have been a week.

It could have been Monday.

The rain washed the days away.

He couldn’t remember.

He rode from oilfield to oilfield.

Daddy must have come and gone, he said.

Daddy wasn’t at none of those places.

The boy’s ticket had run out at Seminole.

Conductor had let him keep riding.

Where was he now?

“Ashland,” Eudora said.

Ollie wiped buttermilk off his mouth with the back of his hand.

Ashland, the boy said, was just another stop in a long line of stops.

Wasn’t sure where he had been.

Didn’t know where he was going.

Had evil spells in his dreams sometimes when he slept.

Feared his ride might never end.

Afraid he might never find his daddy.

No, ma’am, he didn’t need another egg.

But could he have another biscuit?

The buttermilk was good.

Thanks for the buttermilk.

But was there a law against a boy his age drinking a cup of coffee?

Cold outside.

Cold inside.

He hadn’t felt warm since he walked away from the Nazarene Church and hopped on the last train leaving Danville

Jim Hamilton poured steaming coffee into a chipped mug and placed it in front of Ollie. Hamilton was whistling the opening lines of Gene Austin’s “My Blue Heaven,” a sunny little song for such a rainy day.

The boy wrapped both hands around the mug and let a ribbon of steam rise up and curl into his eyes.

Hamilton turned to Eudora, rubbing the palms of his hands together like a gambler getting ready to cut cards when the bet was two dollars and all he had was a quarter in his pocket. “What are we gonna do with the boy?” he asked.

A shadow fell across Eudora’s face, but she smiled anyway and leaned forward with both elbows on the table. “I guess we’ll find his daddy,” she said.

“What if he’s not here?”

Eudora winked. “What if he is?”

“I’m saying you’ll have better luck dragging that needle out of a haystack.”

“We don’t have haystacks, Mister Hamilton,” she said. “We have oil wells. We have jobs. New faces every day. More faces every day. Maybe one of them hails from Danville, Kentucky.” She brushed an unruly strand of auburn hair out of her eyes. “I have a lost boy.” A dark shadow fell across her face. “I haven’t lost a needle.”

“Where’s the boy gonna stay?”

“With me.”

“What’ll Doc say about that?”

Eudora leaned back and swung her eyes from one side of the café to the other. “I don’t believe Doc’s here,” she said. Her gentle laugh was almost as lyrical as a night bird calling to the stars that had hidden themselves behind iridescent patches of clouds that lay upon the sky like gauze when the wounds cut deep.

Behind her, the door burst open and slammed sharply against the wall.

Crack.

It sounded like a pistol shot.

Cold air rushed madly into the café.

The rain was right behind, rain sprinkled with traces of ice, wind so gray and heavy Eudora could see it before she felt it slap against her face.

She shivered and pulled her coat tightly around her shoulders.

Hamilton jumped to his feet and rushed toward the door.

Johnny B. Goodnight stood beneath a flickering light bulb hanging just above him. The wind brushed against the bulb and shadows were swinging across the floor like black patches on a gray shawl, bouncing against one wall and then the other. His face was ashen, his unruly brown hair plastered against his head. His black eyes had a strange gleam that almost glistened in the faint light and were darting wildly around the café. He was breathing heavily as if he had spent the last hour running for the train. His faded denim overalls were dripping wet. He had lost his coat somewhere, and then again, perhaps Johnny B. didn’t own one.

“There’s a woman out there,” he blurted out, his words as soaked as his clothes.

He wiped the rain from his eyes.

“Where?” Hamilton asked.

“On the backside of the train station, down in a ditch beside the tracks. Lord, she looks like God didn’t give her no color.”

“Is she hurt?” Eudora was hurrying toward the door.

“She’s dead as hell.”

He was wringing his hands.

“You sure?” It was Hamilton.

“She’s got one of them little things right here,” Johnny B. said, pointing at his throat. He swallowed hard, and his Adam’s Apple bounced nervously like a cork bobbing in the ripples of a river after dark.

“What kind of little thing?”

“Bullet hole as near as I can tell.”

His right hand gripped a revolver so tightly his knuckles were white as though the blood had seeped through the calluses on his knuckles and dripped free from the tips of his fingers.

Looked like a Colt.

Looked like a .45.

All Eudora heard was her own ragged breath and a hard rain drumming against the tin roof of the Dinner Bell Café.
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She was lying on her back, staring up with open eyes at the rain showering down from a dark sky as gray as the pistol in Johnny B.’s hand. Her face could have been molded from wax, and all color had been washed from her eyes. They had turned as white as fresh buttermilk. She had a purple bruise just below her left eye, and the bullet hole above the top button of her silky red dancing dress was black and ugly, caked with mud and coal dust spilling from the trains rolling into Ashland. Any traces of blood had soaked with the rain into the bare ground beneath her. But even after lying in the rain all night, her blonde hair was perfectly combed, not a hair out of place. Her lipstick looked as if she had only applied it shortly before her appearance caused such a commotion down by the tracks. Her cheeks had a splash of red rouge that seemed impervious to the rain. At first, Eudora thought she might have scratched her face when she fell. Her feet were bare. Her shoes had been lost or stolen. But who would kill for a pair of dancing shoes, probably old, probably worn out?

Eudora knelt beside the girl.

She recognized the face.

She knew the name.

But little else.

But how old was she?

Death shouldn’t track down anyone as young and beautiful as Louise Fontaine.

Eudora felt herself trembling.

It wasn’t from the
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