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WICKEDNESS

At the end of the nineteenth century a girl from Delaware got on
2 milk train in Omaha and took a green wool seat in the second-
class car. August was outside the window, and sunlight was a yellow
glare on the trees. Up front, a railway conductor in a navy-blue
uniform was gingetly backing down the aisle with a heavy pack:'igc
in a gunnysack that a boy was helping him with. They were talking
about an agreeable seat away from the hot Ncbrask.a day that was
persistent outside, and then they were setting their cargo across

the runnered aisle from the girl and tilting it against the shellacked .

wooden wall of the railway car before walking back up the aisle

and elsewhere into August. - .
She was sixteen years old and an Easterncr just recently hired

as a county schoolteacher, but she knew enough about prairie fa{m- .
to think the heavy package was a crank-and-piston washing
machine or a boxed plowshare and coulter, something no higher
than the bloody stump where the poultry were chopped with a
hatchet and then wildly high-stepped around the yard. Soon, how- :
ever, there was a juggling movement and the gunnysack slipped

ing

aside, and she saw an old man sitting there, his limbs hacked away.

and dark holes where his ears ought to have been, the skin pursed -

256

at his jaw hinge like pink lips in a kiss. The milk train jerked into
a roll through the railway yard, and the old man was jounced so
that his gray cheek pressed against the hot window glass. Although
he didn’t complain, it seemed an uneasy position, and the girl
wished she had the courage to get up from her seat and tug the
jolting body upright. She instead got to her page in Quo Vadis and
pretended to be so rapt by the book that she didn’t look up again
until Columbus, where a doctor with liquorice on his breath sat
heavily beside her and openly stared over his newspaper before
whispering that the poor man was a carpenter in Genoa who'd
been caught out in the great blizzard of 1888, Had she heard of
that one?

The girl shook her head.

She ought to look out for their winters, the doctor said.
Weather in Nebraska could be the wickedest thing she ever saw.

She didn’t know what to say, so she said nothing. And at Genoa
 a young teamster got on in order to carry out the old man, whose
* half body was heavy enough that the boy had to yank the gunnysack
p the aisle like 60 pounds of mail.

¥ In che year 1888, on the twelfth day of January, a pink sun was up
ust after seven and southeastern zephyrs of such soft temperature
ere sailing over the Great Plains that squatters walked their prop-
rties in high rubber boots and April jackets and some farmhands
took off their Civil War greatcoats to rake silage into the cattle
troughs. However, sheep that ate whatever they could the night
before raised their heads away from food and sniffed the salt tang
in the air. And all that morning streetcar mules were reported to
be acting up, nipping each other, jingling the hitch rings, foolishly
aggling their dark manes and necks as though beset by gnats and
orseflies.

+ A Danish cattleman named Axel Hansen later said he was near
the Snake River and tipping a teaspoon of saleratus into a yearling’s
mouth when he heard a faint groaning in the north that was like
the noise of a high waterfall at a fair distance, Axel looked toward

akota, and there half the sky was suddenly gray and black and
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indigo blue with great storm clouds that were seething up as high
as the sun and wrangling toward him at horse speed. Weeds were
being uprooted, sapling trees were bullwhipping, and the top'inchcs
of snow and prairie soil were being sucked up and stirred lll.{c t.hc
dirty flour that was called red dog. And then the onslaught hit him
hard as furniture, flying him onto his back so that when Axel looked
up, he seemed to be deep undersea and in icchouse cold. Eddying
snow made it hard to breathe any way but sideways, and getting
up to just his knees and hands seemed a great attainment. Although
his sod house was but a quarter-mile away, it took Axel four hours
to get there. Half his face was frozen gray and hard as weather-
boarding so the cattleman was speechless until nightfall, and then
Axel Hansen simply told his wife, That was not pleasant.

Cow tails stuck out sideways when the wind caught them.
Sparrows and crows whumped hard against the windowpangs, their
eyes seeking out an €scape, their wings fanned out and ﬂa-ttcncd as
though pinned up in an ornithologist’s display. Cats died, dogs
died, pigeons died. Entire farms of cattle and pigs and geese and
chickens were wiped out in a single night, Horizontal spow that
was hard and dry as salt dashed and seethed over everything, sloped
up like rooftops, tricked its way across creek beds and ditches,
milkily purled down city streets, stole shanties and coops and Pens
from a bleak landscape that was even then called the Great American
Desert. Everything about the blizzard seemed to have personality
and hateful intention. Especially the cold. At 6 A.M., the temper-
ature at Valentine, Nebraska, was 30 degrees above zero. Half a
day later the temperature Was 14 below, a drop of 44 degrees and
the difference between having toes and not, between staying alive
overnight and not, between ordinary concerns and one overriding
idea.

Ainslie Classen was hopelessly lost in the whiteness and tilting
iow under the jamming gale when his right elbow jarred against
joist of his pigsty. He walked around the sty by skating bis sore
red hands along the upright shiplap and then squeezed insl1clc
through the slops trough. The pigs scampered over to him, seeking
his protection, and Ainslie put himself among them, getting down
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in their stink and their body heat, socking them away only when
they ganged up or when two or three presumed he was food. Hurt
was nailing into his finger joints until he thought to work his hands
into the pigs’ hot wastes, and smeared some onto his skin. The
pigs grunted around him and intelligently snuffled at his body with
their pink and tender noses, and Ainslie thought, You are not me
but T am you, and Ainslie Classen got through the night without
shame or injury.

Whereas a2 Hartington woman took two steps out her door
and disappeared until the snow sank away in April and raised her
body up from her garden patch.

An Omaha cigar maker got off the Leavenworth Street trolley
that night, so yards from his own home and s yards from another’s.
The completeness of the blizzard so puzzled him that the cigar
maker tramped up and down the block more than 20 times and
then slept against a lamp-post and died.

A cattle inspector froze to death getting up on his quarter horse.
The next morning he was still tilting the saddle with his upright
weight, one cowboy boot just inside the iced stirrup, one bear-paw
mitten over the horn and reins. His quarter horse apparentdy kept
waiting for him to complete his mount, and then the quarter horse
died too.

A Chicago boy visiting his brother for the holidays was going
to a neighbor’s farm to borrow a scoop shovel when the night train
of blizzard raged in and overwhelmed him. His tracks showed the
boy mistakenly slanted past the sod house he’d just come from,
and then tilted foward with perhaps the vain hope of running into
some shop or shed or railway depot. His body was found four days
later and 27 miles from horme.

A forty-year-old wife sought out her husband in the open range
land near O'Neill and days later was found standing up in her
muskrat coat and black bandanna, her scarf-wrapped hands tightly
clenching the top strand of rabbit wire that was keeping her upright,

her blue eyes still open but cloudily bottled by a half inch of ice,

her jaw unhinged as though she’d died yelling out a name.

The 1 A.M. report from the Chief Signal Officer in Washington,
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D.C., had said Kansas and Nebraska could expect “fair weav.th‘cr,
followed by spow, brisk to high southerly winds gradually dimin-
ishing in force, ‘becoming westerly and warmer, followed by

colder.”

Sin Thomas undertook the job of taking Emily Flint. home from
their Holt County schoolhouse just before noon. Sin’s age was
sixteen, and Emily was not only six years younger but also prac-
tically kin to him, since her stepfather was Sm’slolder broth‘.er. Sln
took the girf’s hand and they haltingly tilted against the up‘nghu'ng
gale on their walk to a dark horse, gray-maned anc'i gray-tailed with
ice. Sin cracked the reins loose of the crowbar tie-up and helped
Emily up onto his horse, jumping up onto the croup fr'om a soapbo,x
and clinging the girl to him as though she were groceries he couldn’t
“ S[élilf.:ryd‘ling she knew was no longer there. She was in a book
without descriptions. She could put her hand out anc'i her hand
would disappear. Although Sin knew the general dlre‘cnon to Em-
ily’s house, the geography was so duned and drunk with snow tha‘;
Sin gave up trying to nudge his horse one way or another an

permitted its slight adjustments away from the wind. Hours passc.d
and the horse strayed southeast into thclfzr County, and thcn.m
misery and pneumontia it stopped, planting its overworked legs 1.1k’c
four parts of an argument and slinging its hcad.away from Sin’s
yanks and then hanging its nosc in anguish, Erm.ly hoplpcd down
into the snow and held on to the boy’s coat as Sin uncm'chcd'thc
saddle and jerked off a green horse blanket and sllappcd it against
his iron leggings in order to crack the ice from it. And t!lcn Sin
scooped out a deep nook in a snow slope that was as high and

steep as the roof of a New Hampshire house. Emily tightly wrapped -

herself in the green horse blanket and stumped inside the Inook in
the snow, and the boy crept on top of her and stayed like that,
trying not to press into her. ‘ ‘

Egmily would never say what was said or was c_autlously not
said that night. She may have been hysterical. In spite of the fact
that Emily was out of the wind, she later said that the January
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night’s temperature was like wire-cutting pliers that snipped at her
ears and tocs and fingertips until the horrible pain became only a
nettling and then a kind of sleep and her feet seemed as dead as
her shoes. Emily wept, but her tears froze cold as penny nails and
her upper lip seemed candlewaxed by her nose and she couldn’t
stop herself from feeling the difference in the body on top of her.
She thought Sin Thomas was responsible, that the night suited his
secret purpose, and she so complained of the bitter cold that Sin
finally took off his Newmarket overcoat and tailored it around the
girl; but sixty years later, when Emily wrote her own account of
the ordeal, she forgot to say anything about him giving her his
overcoat and only said in an ordinary way that they spent the night
inside a snowdrift and that “by morning the storm had subsided.”

With daybreak Sin told Emily to stay there and, with or without
his Newmarket overcoat, the boy walked away with the forlorn
hope of chancing upon his horse. Winds were still high, the tem-
perature was 35 degrees below zero, and the snow was deep enough
that Sin pulled lopsidedly with every step and then toppled over
just a few yards away. And then it was impossible for him to get
to his knees, and Sin only sank decper when he attempted to swim
up into the high wave of snow hanging over him. Sin told himself
that he would try again to get out, but first he’d build up his strength
by napping for just a little while. He arranged his body in the snow
gully so that the sunlight angled onto it, and then Sin Thomas gave
in to sleep and within twenty minutes died.

His body was discovered at noon by a Wheeler County search
party, and shortly after that they came upon Emily. She was carried
to a nearby house where she slumped in a kitchen chair while girls
her own age dipped Emily’s hands and feet into pans of ice water.
She could look up over a windowsill and see Sin Thomas’s body
standing upright on the porch, his hands woodenly crossed at his
chest, so Emily kept her brown eyes on the pinewood floor and
slept that night with jars of hot water against her skin. She could
not walk for two months. Even scissoring tired her hands. She took
a cashier’s job with the Nebraska Farm Implements Company and
kept it for forty-five years, staying all her lifc in Holt County. She
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died in 2 wheelchair on a hospital porch in the month of April.
She was wearing a glamorous sable coat. She never married.

The T. E. D. Schusters’ only child was a seven-year-old boy named
Cleo who rode his Shetland pony to the Westpoint school that day
and had not shown up on the doorstep by 2 P.M., when Mr. Schuster
went down into the root cellar, dumped purple sugar beets onto
the earthen floor, and upended the bushel basket over his head as
he slung himself against the onslaught in his second try for West-
point, Hours later Mrs. Schuster was tapping powdered salt onto
the night candles in order to preserve the wax when the door
abruptly blew open and Mr. Schuster stood there without Cleo
and utterly white and petrified with cold. She warmed him up with
okra soup and tenderly wrapped his frozen feet and hands in strips
of gauze that she’d dipped in kerosene, and they were sitting on
milking stools by a red-hot stove, their ankles just touching, only
the usual sentiments being expressed, when they heard a clopping
on the wooden stoop and looked out to see the dark Shetland pony
turned gray and shaggy-bearded with ice, his legs as wobbly as if
he’d just been born. Jammed under the saddle skirt was a damp,
rolled-up note from the Scottish schoolteacher that said, Cleo is
safe. The Schusters invited the pony into the house and bewildered
him with praises as Cleo’s mother scraped ice from the pony’s shag
with her own ivory comb, and Cleo’s father gave him sugar from
the Dresden bowl as steam rose up from the pony’s back.

Even at 6 o’clock that evening, there was no heat in Mathias
Aachen’s house, and the seven Aachen children were in whatever
stockings and clothing they owned as they put their hands on a
Hay-burner stove that was no warmer than soap. When a jar of
apricots burst open that night and the iced orange syrup did not
ooze out, Aachen’s wife told the children, You ought now to get
under your covers. While the seven were crying and crowding onto
their dirty floor mattresses, she ran the green tent cloth along the
iron wire dividing the house and slid underneath horse blankets in
Mathias Aachen’s gray wool trousers and her own gray dress and
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a ghastly muskrat coat that in hot weather gave birth to insects.

A_achcn said, Every one of us will be dying of cold before
morning. Freezing here. In Nebraska.

His wife just lay there, saying nothing,

Aachen later said he sat up bodingly until shortly after 1 p.M.
when the house temperature was so exceedingly cold that a gra);
‘sucdc of ice was on the teapot and his pretty girls were whimpering
i their sleep. You are not meant to stay here, Aachen thought
and tilted hot candle wax into his right ear and then his left untii
he could only hear his body drumming blood. And then A,achcn
got his Navy Colt and kissed his wife and killed her. And then
walkcld under the green tent cloth and killed his seven children
Stopping twice to capture a scuttling boy and stopping once mort;
to reload.

Hattic Benedict was in her Antelope County schoolyard overseeing
the noon recess in a black cardigan sweater and gray wool dress
whf:n the January blizzard caught her unaware. She had been im-
patn:nt!y watching four girls in flying coats playing Ante I Over
by tossing a spindle of chartreuse yarn over the one-room school-
house, and then a sharp cold petted her neck and Hattie turned
toward the open fields of hoarfrosted scraggle and yellow grass

Just a half mile away was a gray blur of snow underneath a darl;
sky that was all hurry and calamity, like a nighttime city of sin-
black buildings and havoc in the streets. Wind tortured a creekside
cottonwood until it cracked apart. A tin water pail rang in a skipping
roll to the horse path. One quarter of the tar- paper roof was torn
fr'om the schoolhouse and sailed southeast 40 feet, And only then
dfd Hattic yell for the older boys with their cigarettes and clay
pipes to hutry in from the prairie 20 rods away, and she was hustling
adallying girl inside just as the snowstorm socked into her AnteJope

- County schoolhouse, shipping the building awry offits timber skids

so that the southwest side heavily dropped 6 inches and the oak-
plank‘ floor became a slope that Hattie ascended unsteadily while
ordering the children to open their Webster Franklin Fourth Reader
to the Lord’s Prayer in verse and to say it aloud. And then Hattie
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stood by her desk with her pink hands held thcatrical.ly to her cheeks
as she looked up at the walking noise of bricks blcmg jarred fro'm
the chimney and down the roof. Every windovsr view was as w‘hltc
as if butchers’ paper had been tacked up. Wmds pounded into
the windowpanes and dry window putty trickled onto the un-
ainted sills, Even the slough grass fire in the Hay-burner stove
was sucked high into the tin stack pipe 0 that the soot on it
reddened and snapped. Hattie could only stare. Fm.,u' of the boys
were just about Hattie’s age, so she didn’t say anything when they
ignored the reading assignment and earnestly got up frO{n the
wooden benches in order to argue oughts and ought nots in the
cloakroom. She heard the girls saying Amen and then she saw
Janusz Vasko, who was fifteen years old and had grown up in
Nebraska weather, gravely exiting the cloakroom with a cigarette
behind one ear and his right hand raised high overhead. Hattie
called on him, and Janusz said the older boys agreed Ithat they could
get the little ones home, but only if they went out ngh.t away. And
before she could even give it thought, Janusz tied his red hand-
kerchief over his nose and mouth and jabbed his orange corduroy
trousers inside his antelope boots with a pencil. .
Yes, Hattie said, please go, and Janusz got the k‘mys and gu‘ls
to link themselves together with jump ropes and twine and piano
wire, and twelve of Hatric Benedict’s pupils walked out into a
nothingness that the boys knew from their shoes up and c%ully
worked their way across as though each crookai stump and tilted
fence post was a word they could spell in 2 plam-spf)kcn sentence
in a book of practical knowledge. Hours later tt?c children sho'.wed
up at their homes, aching and crying in raw pain. Ea.ch was given
cocoa or the green tea of the elder flower and hot br1ck§ were put
next to their feet while they napped and newspapers prllnted their
names incorrectly. And then, one by one, the children disappeared
from history. . ' ‘
Except for Johan aEQAJma Lindquist, aged nine and. six, who
stayed behind in the schoolhouse, owing to the greater distance to

their ranch. Hattic opened a week-old Omaha newspaper on %u:r
desktop and with caution peeled a spotted yellow apple on it, eating
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tan slices from her scissor blade as she peered out at children who

seemed irritatingly sad and pathetic. She said, You wish you were
home.

The Lindquists stared,

Me too, she said. She dropped the apple core onto the news-
paper page and watched it ripple with the juice stain. Have you
any idea where Pennsylvania is?

East, the boy said. Johan was eating pepper cheese and day-
old rye bread from a tin lunch box that sparked with electricity
whenever he touched it. And his sister nudged him to show how
her yellow hair was beguiled toward her green rubber comb when-
ever she brought it near.

Hattie was talking in such quick English that she could tell the
Lindquists couldn’t quite understand it. She kept hearing the snow
pinging and pattering against the windowpanes, and the storm
howling like clarinets down the stack pipe, but she perceived the
increasing cold in the room only when she looked to the Lindquists
and saw their Danish sentences grayly blossoming as they spoke.
Hattie went into the cloakroom and skidded out the poorhouse
box, rummaging from it a Scotch plaid scarf that she wrapped twice
around her skull and ears just as a squaw would, and snipping off
the fingertips of some red knitted gloves that were only slightly too
small. She put them on and then she got into her secondhand coat
and Alma whispered to her brother but Hattie said she’d have no
whispering, she hated that, she couldn’t wait for their kin to show
up for them, she had too many responsibilities, and nothing in-
teresting ever happened in the country. Everything was stupid.
Everything was work. She didn’t even have a girlfriend. She said
she’d once been sick for four days, and two by two practically every
woman in Neligh mistrustfully visited her rooming house to squint

+ at Hattic and palm her forehead and talk about her symptoms. And

then they’d snail out into the hallway and prartle and whisper in

~ the hawk and spit of the German language.

Alma looked at Johan with misunderstanding and terror, and

- Hattie told them to get out paper and pencils; she was going to
. say some necessary things and the children were going to write
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them down. She slowly paced as she constructed a paragraph, one
knuckle darkly striping the blackboard, but she couldn’t properly
express herself. She had forgotten herself so absolutely that she
thought forgetting was a ycast in the air; or that the onslaught’s
only point was to say over and over again that she was next to
nothing. Easily bewildered. Easily dismayed. The Lindquists were
shying from the crazy woman and concentrating their shame on a
nickel pad of Wisconsin paper. And Hattie thought, You'll give me
an ugly name and theve wil be cartoons and snickeving and the older
girls will dly slay me with jokes and imitaLions.
She explained she was taking them to her rooming house, and
she strode purposcfully out into the great blizzard as if she were
going out to a garden to fotch some strawberries, and Johan du-
tifully followed, but Alma stayed inside the schoolhouse with her
purple scarfup over her mouth and nose and her own dark sandwich
of pepper cheese and rye bread chitched to her breast like a prayer
book. And then Johan stepped out of the utter whiteness to say
Alma had to hurry up, that Miss Benedict was angrily asking him
if his sister had forgotren how to use her legs. So Alma stepped
out of the one-room schoolhouse, sinking deep in the snow and
sloshing ahead in it as she would in a pond until she caught up
with Hattie Benedict, who took the Lindquists’ hands in her own
and walked them into the utter whiteness and night of the after-
noon. Seeking to blindly go north to her rooming house, Hattic
put her high button shoes in the deep tracks that Janusz and the
schoolchildren had made, but she misstepped twice, and that was
enough to get her on a screw-tape path over snow humps and
hillocks that took her south and west and very nearly into a great
wilderness that was like a sea in high gale.
Hattie imagined herself reaching the Elkhom River and dis-
covering her rooming house standing high and honorable under

the sky’s insanity. And then she and the Lindquist children would
duck over their teaspoons of tomato soup and soda crackers as the-
town’s brooms and scarecrows teetered over them, hooking their
green hands on the boy and girl and saying, Tell us about it. She
therefore created a heroine’s part for herself and tried to keep toit
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as s.hc floundered through drifts as high as a four-poster bed in a
white room of piety and weeping. Hattic pretended gaiety by sayi
once, See how it swirls! but she saw that the Lindquists V}\:::.'gc
tucking deep inside themselves as they trudged forward and fell
and got up again, the wind drawing tears from their squinting eyes
the hard, dry snow hitting their skin like wildly flying pencils Hcfurs,
passed as Hattie tipped away from the press of the wil;d into
country thaF was a puzzle to her, but she kept saying, Just a lictle
f'f\rthcr, until she saw Alma playing Gretel by secretly trailing her
right hand along a high wave of snow in order to secretly let go
yet another crumb of her rye bread. And then, just ahead of hgr
shf: saw some pepper cheese that the girl dropped some time ago,
H1551.ng spindrifts tore away from the snow swells and spiked hcx"
face like sharp pins, but then a door seemed to inch ajar and Hattie
saw the :slight, dark change of a haystack and she cut toward it
announcing that they’d stay there for the night. ,
She s'lashcd away an access into the haystack and ordered Alma
to crawl‘ inside, but the girl hesitated as if she were still thinkin
of ic gingerbread house and the witch’s oven, and Hattie acidlg
whispered, You'll be a dainty mouthful. She meant it as a joke bu)l:

- her green eyes must have seemed crazy, because the little girl was

crying when Hattie got inside the haystack next to her, and then
Johan was crying, too, and Hattie hugged the Lindqu!ists to her
blod)‘r and tried to shush them with a hymn by Dr. Watts, gentl

singing, Hush, my dears, lie still and slumber. She couldn’t,git hc);
feet inside the haystack, but she couldn’t feel them anyway just
thcn., and the haystack was making everything else seem righy; l.nd
possxblc.. She talked to the children about hot pastries and taffy
and Chrllstmas presents, and that night she made up a story about
the horrible storm being a wicked old man whose only thought

was to cat them up, but he couldn’t find them in the haystack even

though he looked and looked. The old man was howling, she said
because he was so hungry. & ,

At daybreak a party of farmers from Neligh rode out on their

high plov.vhorses to the Antelope County schoolhouse in order to
get Hattie and the Lindquist children, but the room was empty
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LSRR B ETATIE

and the bluetick hound that was with them kc‘:pt scr?tchingth 1:p thry;
i d along behind it on 100tpd
bread e and dhe e i haystack 20 rods away
d around the schoolyard and into a haysta
:fr:;?;cagldcr boys smoked and spit tobacco juice at rf.:ccs;.I T}'fc
Lindquist girl and the boy werc killed by the colcl,ull);l:,t c::)t;z
Benedict had stayed alive inside the hay, and she woan]l(1 e come
out again until the party of men yanked her by Fgc p ::h . s
i’ hugged against one sidc an e

then she kept the girl’s body hug o

d when she was put up on one ,
body hugged to the other, an Ca B D o eough

d down at them with green eyes that W P

it;cz:la;;rstanding and inquired if they’d be okay. Yes, onc man
said. You took good care of them.

Bent Lindquist ripped down his kitchen cupboards and car-

entered his own triangular caskets, blacking them with shoe pklo_ﬁzim,
End then swaddled Alma and Johan in black alpaca thaft I\jfa;s; Da};}
i i f Jesus Christ of Latter-
ded by an elder in the Church 0 . )
gﬁés eAnglr all that night Danish women sat up Wl.th the bocl;c-:zz
soppix;g the Lindquists’ skin with vinegar so as to impede pu
facn?—?a‘ttic Benedict woke up in a Lincoln hospital with sweet oil

of spermaceti on her hands and lips, and weeks later @ Kansas City

her feet with a polishe
;ﬁ:ﬁi?ﬁﬁ:‘mm class. She was walking a-gain by (]iunc, t::(;
she was attached to cotk-and-iron shoes and she sighed and grun
with every step. Within a year she grew so ove
gave up her crutches for a wic

lope County on a .
Q;t; E:E:ii growﬁirty and leafy, reading one popular romance pet

day. And vet she complained so much about her helplessness, €5
pciially in winter, that the Protestant ch\?rchcs
and Hattic Benedict was shipped by train to

ing she’d
whence she sent postcards saying so .
and she hated Nebraska, hated their horrible weather,

petty lives.

hated the

i ies
On Friday the thirteenth some pionecrs went to the upper stor
the windows and crawl out onto SNOW

of their houses to jack up
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d silver hacksaw in the

rweight that she
ker-backed wheelchair and sta}yed i
pension of 40 doltars per month, letting her

took up a collection ¢
Oakland, California,
martied a trofley repairma.n

that was like a jeweled ceiling over their properties. Everything was
sloped and planed and caped and whitely furbelowed. One man
couldn’t get over his boyish delight in tramping about on deer-
hide snowshoes at the height of his roof gutters, or that his dog-
wood tree was forgotten but for twigs sticking out of the snow
like a skeleton’s fingers. His name was Eldad Alderman, and he
jabbed a bamboo fishing pole in four likely spots a couple of feet
below his snowshoes before the bamboo finally thumped against
the plank roof of his chicken coop. He spent two hours spading
down to the coop and then squeezed in through the one window
in order to walk among the fowl and count up. Half his sixty hens
were alive; the other half were still nesting, their orange beaks lying
against their white hackles, sitting there like a dress shop’s hats,
their pure white eggs not yet cold underneath them. In gratitude
to those thirty chickens that withstood the ordeal, Eldad gave them
Dutch whey and curds and eventually wrote a letter praising their
constitutions in the American Poultry Yard.

Anna Shevschenko managed to get oxen inside a shelter sturdily
constructed of oak scantling and a high stack of barley straw, but
the snow powder was so fine and fiercely penetrating that it sifted
through and slowly accumulated on the floor. The oxen tamped it
- down and inchingly rose toward the oak scantling rafters, where
they were stopped as the snow flooded up, and by daybreak were
-~ overcome and finally asphyxiated. Widow Schevschenko decided
: then that an old woman could not keep a Nebraska farm alone,
and she left for the East in February.

One man lost 300 Rhode Island Red chickens; another lost 26
Hereford cattle and sold their hides for 2 dollars apiece. Hours
after the Hubenka boy permitted 21 hogs to get out of the snow-
torm and join their 40 Holsteins in the upper barn, the planked
floor in the cattle linter collapsed under the extra weight and the
livestock perished. Since even coal picks could no more than chip
the earth, the iron-hard bodies were hauled aside until they could
Libe put underground in April, and just about then some Pawnee
§:Indians showed up outside David City. Knowing their manner of
& living, Mr. Hubenka told them where the carcasses were rotting
in the sea wrack of weed tangles and thaw-water jetsam, and the
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Pawnee rode their ponies onto the property one night and hauled
the carrion away.

And there were stories about a Union Pacific train being ar-
rested by snow on a railway siding near Lincoln, and the mer-
chandizers in the smoking car playing euchre, high five, and flinch
until sunup; about cowboys staying inside 2 Hazard bunkhouse
for three days and getting bellyaches from cating so many tins of
anchovies and saltine crackers; about the Omaha YMCA where
shop clerks paged through inspirational pamphlets or played check-
ers and cribbage or napped in green leather Chesterfield chairs until
the great blizzard petered out.

Half a century later, in Atkinson, there was 2 cranky talker
named Bates, who maintained he was the fellow who first thought
of attaching the word blizzard to the onslaught of high winds and
slashing dry snow and ought to be given credit for it. And later,
too, a Lincoln woman remembered herself as a little girl peering
out through yellowed window paper at a yard and countryside that
were as white as the first day of God’s creation. And then 2 great
white Brahma bull with strect-wide horns trotted up to the house,
the night’s snow puffing up from his heavy footsteps like soap flakes,

gray funnels of air flaring from his nostrils and wisping away in
the horrible cold. With a tilt of his head the great bull sought out
the hiding girl under a Chesterficld table and, having seen her,
sighed and trotted back toward Oklahoma.

Wild turkey were sighted over the next few weeks, their warttled
heads and necks just above the snow like dark sticks, some of them
petrified that way but others simply waiting for happier times to
come. The onslaught also killed prairie dogs, jackrabbits, and crows,

and the coyotes that refied upon them for food got so hungry that
skulks of them would loiter like juyeniles in the yards at night and
yearn for scraps and castaways in old songs of agony that were

always misunderstood.

Addie Dillingham was seventeen and irresistible that January day
of the great blizzard, a beautiful English girl in an hourglass dress
and an ankle-length otter-skin coat that was sculpted brazenly to
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display a womanly bo
y bosom and bustle, She had gently agreed to ioj
';ucl upp;rlclassman at the Nebraska School of Midicifle %)Tnca jéﬁg:cu;
ross the green ice of the Missouri River to [
_ owa, where the
\yas‘agpzr;y c;t atl;lc Mzzog;: Temple in order to celebrate the ﬁn:j
linkin - Omaha an uncil Bluffs. The medical
chllicr Hitchcock of Council Bluffs—a good cor:)pajltitl)crilm: ;:5
publican, and an Episcopalian—who ice ¢ -
an yearned to ti -
lthcr?lpeuucs iﬁ Cuernavaca, Mexico. He paid for thiﬁcﬂli:cc:)c:r?e
uncheon at the Paxton Hotel and then th -
: le strolled d
Douglas Street with 400 other b o cuteens
00 ¢ partygoers, who got into cutt
ax;d %nc-horse open sleighs just underneath the iron legs and gili'd::
of what would eventually be called the Ak-Sar-Ben Bridge. At a
z;p-pxstol shot the party jerked away from Nebraska and thcrr.:: were
S ampagne toasts.and cheers and yahooing, but gradually the party
a;ztt;x;zdrzgsl gdld{c ;o;:ld I?nly hear the iron shoes of the plowhorse
. sleigh hushing across the shaded wind
tiver, like those tropical lowers sha i el
. _ ped like saucers and
slide Aacross the green stlk of a pond of their own acc:ordcups .
. Syl:u ;lgszasc‘)jmc ”.It‘;:lmplc there were coconut macarcons and
made with cider and brandy, and quadri i
Em a punchf:on floor to songs like thg “Buttgrlgy ;uVincr!;:‘l j::g
dghcatcr Sw.mg” and “The Girl I Left Behind Me.,” Although the
roitzs; gg:(:)tutngd da;l; :nd there was falk about a great snowstorm
utside, ic insisted on staying out on the d
: : ance fl
until orfiy twenty people remained and the quadrille caller had 03;
av;flay his 'wolm and his sister’s cello. Addie smiled and said l())h
Zvo it ﬁ]cjiq as Repler tidily helped her into her mother’s ottcrzskin
at and then escorted her out into a grand empire of snow that

‘?:isdl‘irthdc-);il;t was tl:lrdllng. And then, although the world by then

s da Y meaning everything it said, she walked alone to the
0a .dcpot at Ninth and Broadway so she could take th

stop train called The Dummy across to Omaha, o

Addie sipped hot cocoa as she passed sixty minutes up close

to the railroad depot’s coal stoker o

. ven and some other
sz;,;g ofciliood King Wenceslaus over a parlor organ. Arf);rtthyfx? j:z
o- yardman who was sheeped in snow trudged through the high
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drifts by the door and announced that no more trains would be
going out until morning.

Half the couples stranded there had family in Council Bluffs
and decided to stay overnight, but the idea of traipsing back to
Repler’s house and sleeping in his sister’s trundle bed seemed
squalid to Addie, and she decided to walk the iron raitway trestle
across to Omaha.

Addie was a half hour away from the lowa railway yard and
up on the tracks over the great Missouri before she had second
thoughts. White hatchings and tracings of snow flew at her hori-
zontally, Wind had rippled snow up against the southern girders
<o that the high white skin was pleated and patterned like oyster
shell, Every creosote tie Was tented with spow that angled down
into dark troughs that Addie could fit a leg through. Everything
clse was night sky and mystery, and the world she knew had dis-
appeared. And yet she walked out onto the trestle, teetering over
to a catwalk and sidestepping along it in high-button shoes, 40
feet above the ice, her left hand taking the yield from on¢ gty wire
as her right hand sought out another. Yelling winds were yanking

at her, and the iron rrestle was swaying enough to tilt her over into
nothingness, as though Addie Dillingham were 2 playground game ;
it was just inventing. Halfway across, her gray tam-0’shanter Was |
snagged out just far enough into space that she could follow its .
spider-drop into the night, but she only stared at the great river ¢
that was lying there inoon-white with snow and intractable. Wis
ing for her to jump- ;
Years later Addie thought that she got to Nebraska and did §
not give up and was not overfrightened because she was sevent
and could do no wrong, and accidents and dying seemed 2 go
ernment you could vote against, a mother you could ignore. $
said she panicked at on¢ jolt of wind and sank down to her knecs]
up there and briefly touched her forehead to iron that hurt her s
like teeth, but when she got up again, she could see the ink-bla
stitching of the woods just cast of Omaha and the shanties
timber piers just above the Missouri River’s jagged stacks of i
And she grinned as she thought how she would look to a va
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down th ; :
for gar ;::;Pi);ltlflifhhls \ZRY along a rope in order to assay his trotlin
he’d heard a crazy wagmilcsn, Pcrl"aps, appraising the night as i’
And she’ T creaming in a faraway hospi
e’d be jauntily up there on the iron trcstiz Iil(z:}:t;l oo
cW star

you could wish on, and as j
Girl T Lefe Bebird Mo» as Joyous as the last high notes of “The
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