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Dear Reader,

The period during and immediately after World War II was a very important time in my life. My husband and I had not been married very long when he was shipped out to serve in the South Pacific theater of war. I never imagined that it would be three lonely years before I would see him again. While he was away, I worked, like so many other wives, in an airplane factory. Then that glorious day came: The war was over. The men returned from the service to take up their lives with their families.

Although the song “Will You Still Be Mine” gave voice to the doubts and fears caused by long separations between couples, my husband and I started our family with less difficulty than Johnny and Kathleen, who meet in the novel WITH HEART. They are two people with such differences in upbringing and education that only love could bring them together. Kathleen, the new reporter for the Rawlings Gazette, and Johnny, the rancher who has rescued her from hijackers, are drawn to each other despite the odds. When AFTER THE PARADE takes place, Johnny has returned from the war and they need to face the misunderstandings that have grown up between them.

As I wrote these novels, memories came flooding back, as I hope they will to those of you who lived through those times. To those of you for whom World War II is history, I hope you will discover what life was like in those bitter years . . . and, as always, how important love is.

Dorothy Garlock



Praise for WITH HEART and AFTER THE PARADE
“Another winner! . . . Unique touches and continuous surprises that keep the reader enthralled and turning the pages . . . With Heart is a testament to the human spirit.”
—BookbugOntheWeb.com
“[A] touching story of two people at cross purposes who struggle to save their marriage and get on with their lives after the Second World War.”
—Romantic Times BOOKclub Magazine
“The story oozes with danger and intrigue. Ms. Garlock keeps the reader rooting for the lovers . . . A wonderful ending to a terrific series.”
—Rendezvous
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INSIDE STORY

Extra! Extra! Read about it! 

Murder Solved! Black headlines shout it. 

Find details you want to get 

On page one, Rawlings Gazette.

New reporter’s Kathleen Dolan, 

She will keep the presses rollin’. 

Brains inside that head of bright red curly hair. 

She’s a lady, folks will find, is hard to scare. 

Nearly victim of hijackin’ 

Till Johnny Henry sent thieves packin’. 

She very kindly thanked him, never cried. 

Got inside her little car and continued on her ride. 

Now the girl who knew no fear 

Trembles, with love, when Johnny’s near. 

But Johnny thinks her far above him, 

Is sure that she can’t love him. 

Take a chance with her, John-boy. 

Don’t let false fears deny your joy. 

You rode a steer on rodeo day. 

Grab life’s horns! See what she’ll say. 

—F.S.I. 









Chapter One




Tillison County, Oklahoma—1938


“Bury me not on the lone prair . . . ie

  where the coyotes howl and the wind blows free.

In a narrow grave—just six by three,

  Oh, bury me not—”


KATHLEEN STOPPED SINGING abruptly when she rounded a bend in the lonely stretch of Oklahoma highway and saw a dilapidated old car sitting crossways in the road. Her hands gripped the wheel of her old Nash as her feet hit the clutch and the brake at the same time.

“Oh Lord! Hijackers!”

She had read about them, had even written about them while working for a year at a small paper in Liberal, Kansas. Now a hijacking was happening to her! She put the car in reverse and started backing up. Out of the brush beside the road a man sprang up and ran toward the car. Afraid to look away from him and watch where she was going, she began to zigzag. Then, to her horror, the back wheels of the car sank into the ditch beside the road. Quickly shifting gear into drive, she gunned the motor in an attempt to go forward. The wheels spun, digging deeper into the sandy soil.

The door beside her was flung open, and a big hairy hand gripped her wrist.

“Stop it! You’ll strip the gears.”

“Let go!” Kathleen jerked on her arm and tramped hard on the gas pedal. The engine roared.

“Stop or I’ll break your goddamn arm!”

She looked into a flabby, whiskered face. The man’s lips were drawn back showing tobacco-stained teeth. He twisted her arm cruelly.

“All right! All right!” she shouted.

“Get out!”

She took her foot off the clutch. The car jerked and the motor sputtered and died. When she was pulled from under the steering wheel, she fell to her knees next to two pairs of run-down boots planted in the red dirt beside her.

“What she got in there?” The second man peered into the back window of the car. “Jesus! It’s loaded with stuff.”

“We gotta get this thin’ outta the goddamn ditch. You stupid-ass woman! I never met one a ya that had the brains of a suck-egg mule.” He reached into the car and snatched Kathleen’s purse off the seat. “Got any money?”

“No.”

“Liar.” He pulled two ten-dollar bills out of her purse. “This all you got?”

“No! I’ve got a dozen gold bars in the bottom!” Anger was replacing her fear. She had lost one of her shoes when she was pulled from the car. She reached down to get it.

“Watch her!” The first man snarled and gave her a push that sent her reeling backward. He poked the two ten-dollar bills into his shirt pocket, tossed aside the thick pillow Kathleen used on the back of the seat so that her feet could reach the pedals, and slid under the wheel. “Get back there and push. Both of you.”

“If you think I’m going to help you steal my car . . . you’re crazy as a cross-eyed mule!”

“And if ya know what’s good fer ya, you’ll shut yore mouth and do what yo’re told.”

“Lippy, ain’t she?” The second man was shorter and had a big belly. He wasn’t much taller than Kathleen, who was five feet and four inches. He leered at her. “She ain’t hardly got no titties a’tall, but she shore does have pretty red hair.” When he reached out to touch her breasts, Kathleen’s temper boiled over. She balled her fist and swung, hitting him square in the mouth.

“Ouch! You . . . bitch!” He dabbed at the blood on his mouth with the sleeve of his shirt and lifted his hand to hit her back. She drew back her fist; too angry to notice her sore knuckles, she prepared to fight.

“Touch me again and I’ll . . . knock your head off!”

“Whapsy-do! If I had time, I’d take the fight outta ya.”

“Goddammit, Webb.” The man in the car turned the key, and the motor responded. “Stop messin’ with ’er and help me get this thin’ outta the ditch. Push, goddamn it! We’ve got to get out of here ’fore somebody comes.”

The gears were shifted into drive and then into reverse to rock the car. The spinning wheels sent sand and dirt flying out behind. The wheels almost reached solid ground, then rolled back into the hole.

“She’s not pushin’,” Webb shouted, his face splotchy with anger and exertion.

Kathleen moved up onto the road and searched the horizon for something or somebody. The only movement in all that vast landscape was a few white clouds drifting lazily. A dozen scattered steers grazed on the sparse dry grass. There wasn’t a car in sight.

Then she saw something coming over a small rise. At first she thought it was another steer; seconds later, she recognized a man on horseback riding across the prairie toward the steers. After a quick glance back at the two men arguing beside her car, she lifted both arms and waved wildly to the horseman and pointed toward the car. The rider gigged the horse and was less than two hundred feet away when Webb came back to the rear of the car.

“Shit!” he shouted. “Somebody’s comin’.”

The other man got out and looked over the top of the car. The cowboy’s horse jumped the ditch and trotted toward Kathleen. She hurriedly got between it and the hijackers.

“They’re stealing my car!” she exclaimed, without even looking at the man’s face. Anger made her voice shrill.

In the brief silence that followed, the man who had jerked Kathleen from the car eyed the rifle that lay across the rider’s thighs.

“Ah . . . naw. We is just a helpin’ the lady get her car outta the ditch.”

“You . . . lyin’ son of a jackass!” Kathleen yelled. “You’re stealing it. Make him give back my twenty dollars.” She looked up at the rider and almost groaned. He looked to be not much more than a boy.

“Give it back.” Young he might be, but he spoke with quiet authority.

“I don’t have her damn money.”

“It’s in his shirt pocket.” The rifle, more than the boy, gave Kathleen courage. “Two ten-dollar bills. I was trying to get away from them when I went into the ditch. See. Their car is blocking the road.”

The end of the rifle moved. “Toss the money on the seat.”

“She gave it to me. It’s pay for getting her out of the ditch.”

“Liar! You took it out of my purse.”

“I’m not telling you again,” the cowboy warned.

“Good thing you got that gun, boy.” The hijacker threw the bills on the seat.

“Both of you move out and stand in back of the car.”

“Make them help me get my car out of the ditch. It’s their fault I’m stuck.”

“Get under the wheel.” The end of the rifle stayed on the two hijackers. Before Kathleen started the motor, she heard the boy say, “Take off your shirts and put them under that right wheel, then lift and push when she guns the motor.”

“I’m not puttin’ my good shirt under that wheel.”

“No? Would you rather I put it under there with you in it?”

“It’ll be ruint.”

“Don’t look like it would be much of a loss to me.”

“Don’t I know you?”

“Maybe. Are you going to help the lady, or am I going to see if I can shoot the button off the top of that cap you’ve got on that bump on your shoulders?”

A few minutes later the Nash was up on the road, and the hijackers were putting their shirts back on.

“Which way are you going, lady?” the cowboy asked.

“Rawlings.” Kathleen left the motor idling and stood beside the car.

“You two stupid clods get in your car and head back up the road.”

“Are you letting them go? I want them arrested.”

The cowboy glanced at the girl. Her fiery red hair, thick and curly, was a halo around her head. It was what had drawn his eyes when he first came over the hill to see about his steers. There were not many redheaded women here in Indian country. Her blue eyes sparkled angrily. He noticed the heavy sprinkling of freckles across her nose. Lord! It had been a long time since he’d seen a girl with freckles on her nose.

Ignoring her question, he walked his horse behind the men until they reached their car.

“We got a flat tire,” Webb complained.

“Don’t you have a tire patch, you lazy son of a bitch? It’s easier to steal the lady’s car than sweat a little. Is that it?”

One of them muttered something about a blanket-ass. Any other time the cowboy would have made him eat the words. Now he just wanted to get rid of the two of them. He glanced in the car to make sure that no guns were on the seats, then motioned for them to get in. He waited while they got it started and watched as the car bounced along the road on the flat tire. When it passed the Nash and headed away from Rawlings, he went back to Kathleen and spoke as if there had not been a ten-minute interruption in their conversation.

“How do you suggest we get them to the sheriff? I know who they are. I’ll see that he knows about this.” He slid his rifle into the scabbard attached to the saddle and tilted his hat back.

He was considerably older than Kathleen had at first thought. Inky black hair, dark eyes, and high cheekbones spoke of Indian heritage. He was tall, judging by the length of his stirrups, and lean. She could picture him on the cover of a dime Western novel: horse rearing, guns blazing.

“I really appreciate your help. They would have taken my car and left me stranded here.”

“Maybe not. They might have taken you with them.”

“They’d a had a fight on their hands,” she said spiritedly.

“I reckon they would’ve.” 


Her eyes were the color of denim britches after they’ve been washed a hundred times.


He smiled, and she realized that he was very attractive in a dark and mysterious sort of way. The thought entered her mind that she was out here on this lonely stretch of road with this cowboy, and he had a gun. It hadn’t occurred to her to be afraid of him.


“Well . . . thank you.”

“You’re very welcome.” He tipped his hat.

Kathleen got in the car, waved, and drove away. She glanced in the rearview mirror and saw the cowboy still sitting on his horse in the middle of the road.

Johnny Henry watched the car until it was out of sight. Why hadn’t she told him who she was? Probably she saw no need to introduce herself to a cowboy out here in the middle of the prairie, even if he had saved her pretty little hide from a couple of no-good hijackers. He had known the minute he saw that red hair and the Nash car that she was Kathleen Dolan and that she was on her way to Rawlings to work at the Gazette.


A week earlier Johnny had gone over to Red Rock to visit his sister, Henry Ann, and her family. Her husband, Tom, had had a letter from his brother, Hod, in Kansas telling him that their niece, Kathleen, would be coming down to Rawlings. She had been working for a year in Liberal, and for some reason known only to her, had decided to use some of the money left to her by her grandparents to buy into the paper at Rawlings.

“She wants to see and do a lot of things before she settles down,” Hod had written. “She’s twenty-six years old. Guess she’s old enough to do as she pleases.”

She didn’t look to be that old, Johnny thought now. That would make her a year older than he was. She had looked to be about twenty-one or -two.

Tom had told Johnny that Duncan Dolan, the eldest of the Dolan boys, had gone to Montana when he was a youth and married a widow from Iowa. He’d had a fierce love for the woman and their child. Many of his letters were lovingly centered on his little girl whose red hair had been inherited from her mother. After Duncan was killed in an accident, his daughter and wife had gone back to Iowa to live with her parents, and for a while the Dolans had lost track of Kathleen. Several years ago she had written that her mother and grandparents were gone and she wanted to know her father’s family.

Johnny had not given her more than a thought or two . . . until today. Now he wondered if he could ever get her out of his mind. He chuckled as he watched the car disappear. Not many women would set out alone to drive more than two hundred miles across country. Miss Kathleen Dolan had spunk to go along with that red hair.

A sudden burst of happiness sent his heart galloping like a runaway horse.

Rawlings, Oklahoma, was like most other towns in 1938. Jobs were scarce, farm prices had risen only a little since the bottom price for wheat had been twenty-five cents a bushel, oats ten cents and cotton five cents a pound back in 1932. Most of the cotton farmers were allowing their fields to go to grass to keep the soil from blowing away in the dust storms and were trying to make a living raising cattle. Some of them were packing up and following Highway 66 to the “promised land” in California where fertile fields provided a better prospect of jobs.

A steady stream of hobos looking for work or a handout came through Rawlings daily, seeking the community soup kitchen. The town had survived partly because a hide-tanning plant had opened several years ago and now employed more than fifty people. Hides were shipped from the meatpacking plants in Oklahoma City and Wichita Falls.

There was dissatisfaction among some in town, however, because white men who needed jobs believed that too many Indians were working at the plant. Miss Vernon had written that the tanning plant was owned by an oil-rich Cherokee Indian, who was not only wealthy, but smart, and wouldn’t stand for any interference in the way he handed out jobs.

During the past two months, Kathleen had learned quite a bit about Rawlings, Oklahoma. Miss Vernon had sent her every issue of the Gazette since she had answered the advertisement for a business partner in the Oklahoma City paper. The first Gazette had been published in 1910, just three years after Oklahoma became a state. The family had held on to the paper during the worst years of the Great Depression. Now, without an heir to take over, it was in danger of being put to rest.

As Kathleen drove slowly along the street, her heart pounded with excitement. The town was quiet beneath the hot September sun. A dust devil danced down the middle of Main Street, where only a few cars were parked along the curb, and only a few people strolled along the walks.

She stopped at an intersection and sat there viewing the buildings that made up the business part of town. A number of them were vacant, but no more than in other towns she had passed through. The sidewalks on both sides of the street were new, no doubt paid for by President Roosevelt’s recovery program. The new school she had passed was another WPA project. Even the water tower had a fresh coat of paint. The district evidently had a hardworking congressman.

Most of the three thousand residents of Tillison County resided there in Rawlings, the county seat. The two-story, solid redbrick courthouse building sat in the middle of a square. An arch made of deer antlers and steer horns spanned the walk leading to the entrance. Kathleen smiled at that.

Her bright interested eyes took in everything. Rawlings was not as big as Liberal, but then she had been aware of that. It did have a good-sized business district because it was the only town of any size for fifty miles around. The Hughes department store was on the corner. Next to it was the Piggly-Wiggly grocery and at the end of the block the Tillison County Bank and Trust. “Bank and trust” she thought was kind of ironic when most folks had little trust in banks since so many had gone broke.

She passed the Rialto Theatre and saw that the movie Hell’s Angels with Jean Harlow would be shown on Wednesday and Saturday nights. Claude’s Hamburger Shack was across the street. Wilson’s Family Market had a choice location on the corner across from the bank, and next to it was Woolworth’s five-and-dime. Two grocery stores meant advertising money for the paper. Then, there it was near the end of the block between Corner Drugstore and Leroy’s Men’s Wear—the Gazette building, two-story redbrick, narrow, with one large window and two recessed doors; the second door led to a flight of stairs. RAWLINGS GAZETTE was painted in gold letters on the window.

Kathleen was not disappointed. Here she would invest her five hundred dollars and be part owner of a real live newspaper. Her duties would be gathering news and writing editorials for the weekly paper. Miss Vernon would take care of the society news, obituaries, and bookkeeping. Both would work on advertising. Kathleen’s only concern was that she might not have time for her other writing, the writing that didn’t bring in enough money for her to live on . . . yet.

She angle-parked the Nash in front of the building and sat for a few minutes to allow her heartbeat to slow. Thank you, Grandma and Grandpa Hansen, for making this possible for me. Several people passed while she sat there. An Indian woman with two black braids hanging over her ample bosom and moccasins on her feet came out of the Gazette office. The screen door banged shut behind her and she shuffled down the street.

Kathleen climbed out of her car. The late-September wind blew her hair across her face and wrapped her full skirt around her legs. She looked through the window before she entered and saw a heavy oak desk littered with papers. A typewriter sat on a pullout shelf at one end of the desk. The swivel chair was empty. Coming out of the bright sunlight, she waited beside the door to allow her eyes to adjust. The familiar clanking of a linotype machine came from the back room. No one was in sight.

The newspaper office had an odor she knew well: a combination of melting lead, ink, and paper. The clutter was also typical. As she wasn’t being observed, Kathleen let her eyes wander over the office. A few framed front pages of the Gazette hung on the wall; Armistice Day, November 11, 1918, the stock market crash in 1929, Roosevelt’s election in 1932.

The Gazette might be a weekly, she thought with owner’s pride, but it had style.

Between the well-scarred desks were two four-drawer filing cabinets. Along the opposite wall on a waist-high counter, a thick book of advertising illustrations lay open. Suspended on long rods from the high ceiling, two fans turned gently.

Then she noticed a leg and a foot jutting out from behind one of the desks. Shock kept her still for a second; then she rushed over to the woman who lay on the floor between the desk and the wall.

“What . . . in the world—?” Kathleen knelt down for a closer look. This must be Miss Vernon! There was blood on her forehead. “Help!” Kathleen yelled as she ran toward the back room and the clattering linotype machine. “Help! Come quick!”

The man who sat at the machine continued to type, then dropped the line of lead and started another. He appeared not to hear Kathleen’s call for help. She ran to him and put her hand on his shoulder. He jumped and turned. She backed away.

“Help me!” She took a few steps toward the front, then looked back. The big, shaggy-haired man was still standing beside the machine with a stupefied look on his face. “Can’t you understand? I need your help!” she screamed. Oh, dear Lord! He’s either deaf or he can’t hear me over the racket of that damn machine.


Kathleen turned, ran back to the office and grabbed the phone. She flipped the receiver holder several times when the operator didn’t answer immediately.

“Hold your horses, Adelaide.” The voice came at last.

“Operator, we need help at the Gazette office,” Kathleen said breathlessly. “Miss Vernon’s had an accident.”

“Adelaide? What’s the matter with her?”

“She’s unconscious and has blood on her head.”

“Is she there in the office?”

“Yes, yes. Get a doctor.”

“I’ll see if I can find him.”

By the time she had hung up the telephone, the man from the back room, still wearing his heavy leather apron to protect him from the hot lead, was kneeling beside Miss Vernon. Kathleen hurried to a large tin sink she had seen in the printing area of the building. When she returned with a wet towel, he had lifted the woman out from behind the desk and was holding her head and shoulders off the floor. Kathleen pressed the towel into his hand. As he dabbed at the blood on the woman’s forehead, Kathleen got her first good look at her new partner.

In her letters to Kathleen, Miss Vernon had not mentioned her age. Her dark hair was streaked with gray at the temples, and the creases fanned out from the corners of her eyes. She was slender; almost fragile. Kathleen judged her to be in her middle or late forties.

Little moaning noises came from the man holding her. He was in anguish. He wasn’t her husband; Miss Vernon had said she had never married. Kathleen couldn’t see his face, but her first impression when she had seen him in the back room, was of a big, strong man, considerably younger than Miss Vernon.

The screen door slammed behind a large woman in a white nurse’s uniform. A starched white cap was perched on top of her head. She was six feet tall or more and she looked to be a no-nonsense person who would be able to handle almost any situation. The nurse dropped a bag on the floor and knelt.

“What the hell has Adelaide done to herself now?” Her voice was loud and brisk. “Move over, Paul. Let me have a look.”

The man lowered Adelaide gently to the floor and stepped back. As he looked up from the woman on the floor, Kathleen was startled by beautiful amber-colored eyes deeply set in his worried, homely face. His dark lashes were thick and long, his brows smooth and straight. The large nose looked as if it had been flattened in a hundred barroom brawls. A deep scar in his upper lip extended almost to his right nostril. He was broad-shouldered and thick-necked. His arms were heavily muscled. He reminded her of a gentle gorilla, if there was such a thing.

“Wake up, Adelaide.” The nurse waved an open vial of smelling salts beneath Miss Vernon’s nose. Adelaide sputtered and rolled her head. “Wake up,” the nurse commanded briskly. “You’re all right. You’ve just had a little crack on the head.”

“Maybe not,” Kathleen said. “She may have had a stroke . . . or something.” The quelling glance the nurse gave her would have sent a more timid person running. Not Kathleen. She looked the nurse in the eye and said, “Shouldn’t she be examined by a doctor?”

“Who are you? Her long-lost daughter?”

“No, but—”

“She’s awake,” the nurse said, ignoring Kathleen. “Help her into the chair, Paul.”

With his hands beneath Adelaide’s armpits, Paul easily lifted her into the chair. Her eyes were glazed as she tried to focus on the man kneeling beside her. She flinched when the nurse dabbed at the cut on her forehead with a pad saturated in alcohol. 

“You’ll not need any stitches if I put a tight tape on it. What happened, Adelaide? Did you drink a little too much of that rotgut whiskey and fall out of the chair?”

Kathleen could tell by the snort that came from Paul that he didn’t like the nurse’s comment. Kathleen didn’t like it either. She thought it very unprofessional. Adelaide continued to try to focus on Paul and said nothing.

“Don’t get so huffy, big fellow,” the nurse continued. “You know as well as I do that Adelaide is fond of the bottle.”

“I didn’t smell anything,” Kathleen said.

“Who are you?” the nurse demanded again.

She was a very intimidating figure when she stood up, almost a foot taller than Kathleen and big, rangy big, like a roustabout who handled heavy machinery. Bangs, cut straight across, hung to the middle of her forehead and straight, henna-colored hair formed loose swirls, Clara Bow style, on her cheeks. Arched high above lashes, heavy with mascara, her brows were a thin line drawn by a reddish brown pencil. She had applied lipstick to her small mouth to make her lips appear fuller. It was smeared at the corners.

“Kathleen Dolan.”

“You’re new in town.” Strong, quick fingers pressed the tape in place on Adelaide’s forehead.

“You might say that.”

“How long are you staying?”

“A long time.”

“I see. Then you’re the one who is taking over the paper.”

“No. I’ll be working with Miss Vernon on our paper.”

“Here in Rawlings we don’t butt into other people’s business. You’ve got a lot to learn, girl.” The nurse picked up her bag. “And for your sake, I hope you learn it fast.” With that, she left the office, letting the screen door slam behind her.

Watching her leave, Kathleen had the feeling that she had just met an enemy. She was certain of it when she looked down to see the scowl on Paul’s face.

“What put a bee in her bonnet?”

“She doesn’t like Adelaide.”

“Why not?”

“She thinks that Adelaide may know too much.” Paul spoke very softly and smoothed the hair back from Adelaide’s face with ink-stained fingers.

“Too much about what?”

“ ’Bout that clinic she and Doc run.”

“Paul!” Adelaide tried to look up without turning her head. “Shhh . . .”

“It’s all right,” he said soothingly. “She’s the one from Kansas.”

“You sure?” she whispered.

“Looks like the picture she sent.”

“Kathleen Dolan?” Adelaide turned her head slowly and painfully so that she could see Kathleen.

“Yes, I’m Kathleen. I just got here.”

“Oh, Kathleen, I’ve been thinking that . . . that bringing you here may be the biggest mistake of my life.”

“Why is that, Miss Vernon? Are you doubting my ability to help you run the paper?”

“No! No, it isn’t that. It’s just that—”

“—You can tell her later,” Paul said. “Come on upstairs and lie down. You’ve got a partner now. She’ll handle things down here for a while.”



Chapter Two
KATHLEEN WAS SURE that she would never forget this day for as long as she lived. Being hijacked was frightening enough without being thrust into the position of having to take over the office. She had no more than said hello and good-bye to her new partner when Paul took Adelaide up the back stairs to her rooms, leaving Kathleen with the explanation that maybe Adelaide had fallen out of her chair and with an apology for needing to leave her to cope alone.
Within an hour she had answered a dozen questions from curious townspeople about why the nurse had been there, taken a classified ad and several items for Adelaide’s “Back Fence” column.
“Miss Jeraldine Smothers of Randlett spent Sunday afternoon with her aunt, Miss Earlene Smothers. They attended church and had dinner at the home of Miss Earlene Smothers’s sister-in-law, Mrs. Willard F. Smothers.” Kathleen read aloud the item she had written, based on the information given to her by the woman who had come panting into the office.
“Be sure you spell Jeraldine with a J. Jeraldine hates it when her name is spelled with a G. Oh, my!” She fanned herself with her handkerchief. “I had to hurry. I was afraid the office would be closed.”
“I’ll be sure to spell Jeraldine with a J.”
“You’re new here. Where is Adelaide?”
“She’s upstairs resting.”
“I heard that Louise Munday was here this afternoon.”
“The nurse? She didn’t mention her name.”
“Why should she? Everyone knows Louise. Anything serious?”
“No, I don’t think so. I’ll give the item to Adelaide for her column.”
“Did she hurt herself?”
“She got a little bump on the head.”
“Bullfoot. Must have been more than a little bump if Louise was needed.”
“I wouldn’t know.”
“You sure do have red hair.”
“I can’t argue with you about that.”
“Well—” The woman waited for Kathleen to say more. When she didn’t, she said, “That boy better bring my paper before four-thirty. If not, he’ll hear from me. I pay extra for delivery, you know.”
“Yes, I know.”
“Last week it was almost five o’clock.”
“The sign on the window says that the papers are available at four on Wednesdays. That doesn’t give him much time.”
“P’shaw! That boy dawdles around and don’t pay attention to what he’s hired to do. He’s lucky he’s got a job when men are walking the streets every day, looking for work.”
“I’ll ask him to get it to you as soon as he can.”
When the woman left, Kathleen pressed her fingertips to her temples. A few more like that one and she would have a splitting headache. 
The next person to come into the office was the owner of the men’s store. He was quite proper and introduced himself as Leroy Grandon, president of the Chamber of Commerce. He was aware that she was Adelaide’s partner and invited her to a Chamber meeting. Kathleen sold him a two-column-by-three-inch display ad. She quickly sketched the ad for his shoe sale. At the top she printed, WALK IN MY SHOES. He was pleased and decided to run it in the next two editions. He lingered in the office until a woman came in with another item for the “Back Fence” column.
By six o’clock Kathleen was tired and hungry. She still had to find a place to spend the night. In her correspondence, Miss Vernon had said that there were several good boardinghouses in town. Paul was still at the linotype machine. If she could get him to turn it off, she’d ask him to direct her to one.
The screen door opened as she was on her way to lock up the office for the day. A tall, lanky man came in. The cowboy. He lifted a hand and pushed his hat back off his forehead.
“I was just about to close,” Kathleen said.
“Adelaide didn’t waste time putting you to work. I came by to see if you’d made it here all right.”
“I made it. Did you tell the sheriff about the two crooks who tried to steal my car?”
“Yup. He knows about ’em.”
“How did you know that I was coming here?”
“You might say that a tumbleweed told me.”
“I might, but I won’t.”
“I saw your car out front. You’ve not unpacked it.”
“I haven’t had time. Miss Vernon had an accident—fainted, I guess. Anyway she got a bump on the head that knocked her out.”
“Is she all right?”
“I think so. Paul took her upstairs to rest.”
Johnny’s eyes roamed Kathleen’s face. He liked the way she looked and talked. She was a woman, yet she was a girl, too.
“Where are you staying? Can I give you a hand unpacking your car?”
“Thank you, no. I’m not sure where I’ll be staying. I need to talk to Paul, or Miss Vernon if she’s able.” She looked at him with wide, clear eyes—waiting for him to leave so that she could lock the door.
“I should have introduced myself. My brother-in-law, Tom Dolan, would skin me alive if I didn’t help his niece settle in. I’m Johnny Henry.” He held out his hand, and she put hers into it.
“Glad to meet you. I’m Kathleen Dolan, but I guess you know that.” So this is the Johnny Molly told me about.
“Yes. I also know your Uncle Hod and Aunt Molly. I was just at the post office and picked up a letter from Hod. He said that you were on your way and for me to look out for you. ’Course, I’d already had instruction from Tom.”
“It was good of them to be concerned for me. You more than did your duty today by helping me with the hijackers.” Kathleen pulled her hand from his.
“It wasn’t a duty, it was a pleasure. The sheriff may ask you to sign a complaint.”
“I’ll do that gladly. Now if you’ll excuse me. Paul has turned off the linotype, and I’ve got to talk to him.”
“Hi, Johnny.” Paul came out of the back room and placed a sheet of newsprint on the counter. “Adelaide proofs this before I lock the type into the frame.”
Kathleen glanced at the headline: Lead stories were, BRITAIN IS PLEDGED TO FIGHT and AMERICANS TOLD TO RETURN HOME. Despite her being so tired, Kathleen’s interest was piqued. This was heavy stuff for a small-town paper out here on the edge of nowhere.
“Does it have to be done tonight?”
“In the morning. The press starts rolling at noon.”
“Is Adelaide all right?”
“Seems to be.” He said it in a way to cut off any other inquiry.
“I was going to ask her to recommend a place to stay. I’ll stay at the hotel tonight and talk to her tomorrow.”
“Mrs. Ramsey has a room for you. Adelaide spoke to her this morning.” The big man’s amber eyes went from Kathleen to Johnny.
“I’ll take her there, Paul.”
“I’d be obliged, Johnny. Adelaide’s worried about her—”
“There’s no need for her to worry. Tell her I’ll be here in the morning.”
Kathleen glanced at Johnny. When she had time she would try to remember everything Hod and Molly had said about him. For now she welcomed his help.
Paul pulled the shade and closed the door behind them. Out on the sidewalk, Johnny’s hand gripped her elbow.
“Have you eaten?”
“Did you hear my stomach growling?”
“Is that what I heard? I thought it was thunder.” He smiled down at her, and both of them were suddenly embarrassed. His hand dropped from her arm and he stepped back. “How about one of Claude’s hamburgers?”
“Sounds heavenly.”
They walked the block to the well-lighted diner that had been converted from an old streetcar. Kathleen was thankful for the tall, broad-shouldered presence beside her in this unfamiliar town. She cast a glance up at him; and into her fertile mind sprang the image of a perfect male hero from one of her stories: strong, handsome, a champion of the underdog, yet gentle with his woman.
Music from the jukebox blared through the open windows of Claude’s diner. Kathleen recognized the familiar voice of Gene Autry, the Oklahoma cowboy, singing a song he had made popular. “In a vine-covered shack in the mountains, bravely fighting the battle of time, is a dear one who’s weathered life’s sorrows, that silver-haired daddy of mine.”
Several people sat on the stools at the counter that ran the length of the eatery. Behind the counter was the grill, a stove, shelves of dishes and tin Coca-Cola and Red Man chewing tobacco posters. A man in a white apron, a striped shirt, and a black bow tie yelled out as they entered.
“Hi, Johnny. Come right on in and set yourself down.” The man’s voice reached them over the sound of Autry’s singing.
“Hi, Claude.” Johnny placed his hat on a shelf above the row of windows, ran his fingers through his hair to smooth it, and ushered Kathleen to one end of the counter. He waited until she was seated on a stool beneath the overhead fan before straddling a stool beside her.
Claude, wiping his hands on his apron, came down the counter. His round face was flushed and his bright blue eyes twinkled. Long strands of dark hair were combed over the near-bald spot on his head.
“Howdy, ma’am.”
“Hello.”
“This is Miss Dolan, Claude. She’ll be working with Adelaide over at the Gazette. Claude White, the chief cook and bottle washer at this greasy spoon.”
“Glad to meet ya, miss. Adelaide’s been needin’ somebody to give her a hand over there. Paul’s good at printin’, but ain’t never heard that he was worth a tinker’s dam at writin’ up a story. Well, now, that’s said, what’ll ya have?”
Kathleen looked at the menu board above a shelf of crockery, then at Claude, and smiled.
“I’m hungry enough to eat everything up there, but I’ll have a hamburger and a piece of raisin pie.”
“What will you have on your hamburger?”
“Everything but onions.”
“I’ll have two hamburgers and a bowl of chili,” Johnny said.
“Onions, Johnny?” Claude lifted his bushy brows.
“No.”
“You usually have extra onions. Guess that tells me what I wanted to know.” Claude winked at Kathleen and turned back to his grill.
Kathleen glanced at Johnny and saw his eyes narrow, his lips press into a firm line, and knew that had the deep suntan not bronzed his face, it would be flushed with embarrassment. A muscle jumped in his clenched jaw. He looked even younger without his hat. Hair as black as midnight sprang back from his forehead and hung almost to the collar of his shirt.
“Claude’s quite a joker,” Johnny murmured.
“Does he always wear a bow tie when he cooks?”
“Always. I don’t think I’ve ever seen him without it.”
Claude brought a bowl of thick, fragrant chili and placed it in front of Johnny.
“Sure you don’t want one, miss?”
“It smells good, but I’ll wait for my hamburger and pie.”
Claude dashed back to the grill, flipped over meat patties with a long-handled spatula, while placing open buns on the grill with the other hand. No wasted motion there. He kept his eye on the door and greeted each customer who came in by name.
“Hi ya, Allen. You’re late tonight. How ya doin’, Herb? Take a seat. Be with ya in two shakes. You want anythin’ else, Jake?” Claude rolled a nickel down the counter. “Put this in the jukebox, Allen. Play ‘Frankie and Johnny’ for my friend Johnny who has brought me a new customer to brighten up the place. Once she’s eaten a Claude hamburger, she’ll be back.”
“He’d make a good politician,” Kathleen murmured.
“That’s what I’ve been tellin’ him.” Johnny grinned at her. “He takes a backseat to no one once his mouth gets goin’. He’s got his fingers in most every pie in town.” Johnny said the last loud enough for Claude to hear as he put the hamburgers on the counter in front of them.
“Here ya are, miss.” Claude winked at her again. “Don’t pay no mind to what this long drink of water tells you. He only comes to town when he gets tired a talkin’ to hisself.”
“I knew I shouldn’t have brought her here. After hearing you spout off she’ll probably head right back to Kansas.”
“Not on your life.” Kathleen chewed and swallowed her first bite of her hamburger. “I’ll hang around just for this.”
“Smart lady you got here, buster—”
“Hey, Claude. Stop flirting with the pretty redhead and get me some catsup.”
“Hold your horses, Jake. I’m making sure she knows that this kid ain’t the only single man ’round these parts.”
By the time Kathleen finished her meal, Johnny was done with his. When she reached into her purse to pay, he put his hand on her arm to stop her. Not wanting to embarrass him, she waited until they were back out on the walk in front of the diner before she spoke.
“I never intended for you to pay for my supper. Please—” She opened her purse.
“No,” he said, his tone so firm that it stopped her protest.
“Well . . . thank you.”
“My truck is across the street from your car. I’ll lead you to Mrs. Ramsey’s. It’s only a few blocks.”
“Thank goodness for that. I’m about out of gas. I got so excited coming into town that I forgot to stop and get some.”
They walked down the darkened street to her car without speaking; then she followed a truck as dilapidated as the car the hijackers had used to block the road. The bed of the truck, without sides, held a piece of machinery lashed down with ropes. A block off Main Street, they left the paving and drove onto a hard-packed road of red clay. Kathleen followed Johnny’s lead and dodged the potholes. He stopped in front of a one-story bungalow with a porch that stretched across the front. A dim light glowed from a lightbulb between the two front doors. Johnny came to her car as she was getting out.
“Do you want to meet Mrs. Ramsey before we unload the car?”
“Are you thinking that I may not want to stay here after I meet her?”
“It isn’t a fancy place.”
“I’m not used to a fancy place. I’m used to a clean place, but I need to know—about Mrs. Ramsey.”
“She’s decent, if that’s what you mean. Adelaide Vernon wouldn’t have recommended her if she wasn’t. She’s a good hardworking lady who hasn’t had an easy time of it.”
Kathleen was keenly aware of the cowboy who stood close beside her on the darkened road. He looked confident and dangerous . . . yet she felt perfectly safe with him.
“I’ll take your word for it.” She walked beside him to the porch. As they stepped upon it, one of the doors was flung open and a small girl rushed out.
“Hi, Johnny? Is that her?”
“Hi, Emily.”
“Emily, for goodness sake!” The woman who came out to take the girl’s hand had snow-white hair and a sun-browned, weathered face. She was short and very plump. “Excuse Emily, miss. She’s excited.”
“She’s pretty, Granny, and she ain’t fat. You said she’d—”
“—Well, aren’t you smart to see that she’s pretty.” The woman pulled the little girl’s head to her side, hugged her to shut her up, and smiled at Kathleen. “Adelaide sent word this morning that you’d be here sometime today.”
“Thank you for the compliment, Emily.” Kathleen smiled at the child, who had suddenly turned shy and hid her face against her grandmother.
“Come in. I’ll show you the room.”
“Mr. Henry was kind enough to show me the way here.”
“Go on into the front room, Johnny.” The top of the woman’s head came to Johnny’s armpit. She indicated the door that she and the girl had come through.
“Thanks, but I’ll wait out here and help Miss Dolan with her things before I go.”
Mrs. Ramsey opened the door and led Kathleen into a room that had the smell of recent cleaning: lye soap, vinegar, and linseed oil. The only furniture was a bed, a dresser, and a wardrobe. The bedcover was a white sheet with a spray of appliquéd flowers in the middle. A colorful rag rug lay beside the bed on the scrubbed wooden floor. Curtains that Kathleen recognized as having been made from white flour sacks and embroidered with yellow-and-green cross-stitch along the hems hung at the windows.
Kathleen glanced around the room, then at the small woman who clutched her granddaughter’s hand. There was an anxious look in her eyes. She hurried to open a door revealing a bathroom with a clawfoot tub, a sink, a toilet with the waterbox near the ceiling, and a door leading to another room.
“The water is . . . a little rusty, but I catch rainwater—” Her words trailed.
“I love to wash my hair in rainwater,” Kathleen said to fill the void. “Do you rent by the week, or by the month?”
“By the week, if that’s all right. Two dollars . . . or four if you want breakfast and supper. Ah . . . nothing fancy, but plain eatin’. We have meat on Wednesdays and Sundays.”
“That’ll be fine.”
“You’re takin’ it?”
“Oh, yes. This is just the kind of place I like.” Kathleen opened her purse and took out one of the ten-dollar bills Johnny had made the hijackers return. “I’ll pay for two weeks.”
The woman’s hand was shaking when she reached for the bill, and Kathleen was sure she saw mist in her eyes.
“But . . . I don’t have change.”
“That’s all right. I’ll owe you two dollars for the third week.”
“I’ll do my best to make you as comfortable as I can.”
“Is she stayin’, Granny?”
“I plan on it, if you want me, Emily.” Kathleen patted the little girl on the head. “Will you help me bring in my things?”
“Uh-huh.”
“You can park your car behind the house if you want to get it out of the road.” Her new landlady’s voice was raspy.
“Thank you, I will.”
Kathleen, Johnny, and Emily made several trips to the car before Johnny carried in her heavy typewriter. He looked around for a place to put it.
“Just set it on the floor. My trunk is coming down on the train. I can use it as a table.”
“I thought a reporter did her writing at the newspaper office.” Johnny divided his glance between her and the near-new machine.
“I do . . . most of it,” she said, not wanting to tell him that she used the typewriter almost every night and most always on Sunday afternoon.
“I have a small table out at my place. I’ll bring it in, if you like.”
“Oh, would you? I’ll buy it from you.”
“I’d have to have fifty or sixty bucks for it.”
“Fifty or sixty—” Her eyes questioned. Then, “Oh, you!” she exclaimed when she saw him trying to keep the grin off his face. “Johnny Henry, you’re a tease.” His smile would give a charging bull pause for reflection, Kathleen thought, and wondered why it was that he was so “at home” here.
“That’s everything out of the car. Do you want me to move it around back?”
“I would appreciate it. I probably won’t use it much. Rawlings is about half the size of Liberal.”
“Be right back.”
When she was alone, Kathleen looked around the room that would be her home for a while. The door leading to the front porch had new screen on the bottom. The one going into the opposite room stood open, and she could see a couch and a library table. The third door led into the bathroom. The rooming house where she’d stayed in Liberal had six boarders, all on the second and third floors, and they shared one bathroom. This was almost like having one all to herself.
She heard Johnny when he came in the back door and paused to talk for a while with Mrs. Ramsey and Emily. She could hear the murmur of their voices but not what they said. She was taking things out of her suitcase and placing them in the drawers when he appeared in the doorway of the connecting room.
“Here are your keys.”
“Thank you.” Her gaze was drawn to his like iron to a magnet. Occasionally, Kathleen was attracted to men, mostly professionals or businessmen who wore suits and ties and were well versed on world affairs. She never expected to be attracted to a cowboy, a young one at that. The dark eyes that looked into hers were deep-set, and even though they gleamed with a friendly light, they looked to be as old as the ages.
“Welcome,” he said after the long silence between them. “I’ll bring in the table the next time I come to town.”
“I feel that I’m imposing. You’ve already done so much.”
“My pleasure.” He slapped his battered hat down on his head. “Good night.”
“ ’Night, Mr. Henry.”
Kathleen heard the squeak of the screen door and went to the porch. He was going down the walk to his truck.
“Thanks again,” she called.
“Don’t mention it.” His voice came out of the darkness.
He ground the starter several times on the old truck before it started. The lights came on, and it moved on down the street. Kathleen watched until it turned the corner and was out of sight.
Damn, but she was pretty.
Johnny hadn’t been especially interested in meeting Tom’s niece from up north after Tom had told him that she was a newspaper reporter who had written stories that had been sent out on the wire to the big papers, that she was investing money she had inherited in the Rawlings paper, and that she was bold enough to drive across country by herself. He couldn’t imagine a woman like that needing any help from him.
Well, she had needed him today with the hijackers. He had done what any decent man would have done under the circumstances.
When he had seen her car sitting, still loaded, in front of the Gazette, he had stopped before he had given it much thought. If he hadn’t stopped, Paul would have seen to it that she got to Mrs. Ramsey’s. But no, old dumbbell that he was, he had to stick his bill in, take her to Claude’s, help her unload and then further complicate matters by offering her a table for her typewriter. She had been nice, but she probably was uneasy with the feeling that she owed him.
He wasn’t usually uncomfortable around city women, but when he’d first seen Kathleen Dolan he’d been stunned. She was lovely and warm, with a smile that would melt the coldest of hearts. Her hair, and there was plenty of it, was the color of a sunset, her skin creamy white, and those damn freckles— Her looks hadn’t matched the image he’d had of her. He’d thought she’d be more hoity-toity with her education and ability to buy into a newspaper. He couldn’t imagine being able to write down things that hundreds, maybe thousands, of people would read.
She was far beyond his reach, and he’d best stop this silly thinking about her and keep his distance. Everyone in town knew he came from Mud Creek trash and they wouldn’t let him forget it. Almost all of them knew him as the offspring of a whore and a redskin. It was true. He had grown up knowing that and also knowing there was nothing he could do about it.
Johnny had made a niche for himself out on the Circle H. In addition, during off-seasons, he made a little money working for the Feds on special jobs. No one around here knew about that, and that’s the way he wanted it. He had been content until two o’clock this afternoon when he had come over the rise and seen the sun shining on a head of bright red hair. The damn woman had disturbed him, had made him want to be with her and want to try to interest and impress her.
“Horse hockey!” Johnny pounded the steering wheel with his fist.
The presence of Kathleen Dolan angered him because suddenly his niche no longer seemed enough for him.

Chapter Three
COME EAT, Miss Dolan. Granny’s made chocolate gravy.” Emily, dressed for school, stood anxiously beside the kitchen door.
“Chocolate gravy?” The thought made Kathleen’s stomach queazy.
“You girls sit down.” Hazel Ramsey opened the oven door and took out a pan of golden brown biscuits. “Do you drink coffee, Miss Dolan?”
“If you have it made. Don’t make it especially for me. I usually drink tea, a taste I acquired from my grandparents in Iowa. I’ll get a box while I’m in town today. I’ll leave some at the office and bring the rest home. I like tea hot when it’s cold and cold when it’s hot.”
“Can I have some?” Emily asked.
“Sure.”
“You don’t drink tea, sugar.”
“I will if Kathleen does.”
“You don’t call grown-ups by their first names,” Mrs. Ramsey chided gently.
Kathleen buttered a biscuit and helped herself to the peach jam. Mrs. Ramsey split a biscuit, placed it on Emily’s plate, and covered it generously with the light brown gravy.
“Don’t you want some?” Emily asked.
“Well . . . I’ve never had chocolate gravy.”
“It’s good.”
“Then I’d better try it. I may be missing something.” Kathleen placed a spoonful of the gravy on a biscuit half and tentatively took a bite. “Humm, it is good. I can’t taste the chocolate at all.”
“Told ya.” Emily glanced at her grandmother and beamed, showing a missing tooth.
Kathleen walked part of the way to town with Emily, who was in the second grade. The little girl cast proud glances up at Kathleen when they met her curious schoolmates and, at one time, reached up and took her hand. She chattered happily about her school activities, making sure the children walking ahead of them were aware that Kathleen was her special friend.
“ ’Bye, Miss Dolan. See ya tonight,” Emily shouted when they parted.
“ ’Bye, Emily.” She watched the little girl go slowly down the walk, making no attempt to catch up with the other children.
It was five blocks from Mrs. Ramsey’s to the downtown area. Many heads turned to watch the pretty redhead, not only because she was a stranger in town, but because Kathleen walked with the confident grace of a woman who knew who she was and where she was going. She approached the Gazette right at eight o’clock, wishing with all her heart for a cup of tea to help fortify herself for the first day at the Gazette.
“Good morning.” Adelaide rose from behind the desk as soon as Kathleen walked in.
“Hello. Are you feeling better?”
“Oh, yes. I’m sorry you had such a poor welcome yesterday.”
“I’m glad I was here to carry on. Did I make too big a mess of things?”
“Not at all. By the way that was a clever ad you laid out for the men’s store. How did you get Leroy Grandon to buy two ads? He’s usually as tight as the skin on an onion.”
Kathleen laughed. “I don’t know.”
“I do.” Adelaide looked pointedly up and down Kathleen’s trim figure.
Adelaide Vernon was a sweet-looking woman: small-boned and thin. Beneath thick brown hair, gray at the temples, her face was pale, and her expression conveyed her anxiety as she met her new partner. Her fragile looks belied her toughness, a legacy from her father that had allowed her to run this weekly paper alone since his death. She wore a blue print dress with a white collar, a white belt, and large white buttons down the front to the hem.
“Did you find the ‘Back Fence’ items I put on your spindle?” Kathleen went to the other large desk in the office where she had worked the day before.
“I found them. Too bad you had to be introduced to Earlene Smothers on your first day.”
“I knew right away that she was a pain. I assured her that you would spell Jeraldine with a J. It was very important to her. She was extremely curious as to why the nurse was here.”
“She would be. She’s next to the paper when it comes to spreading the news. Did you take the room at Hazel Ramsey’s?”
“Yes. Thanks for arranging for me to go there. She’s very nice, and the room is comfortable.”
“I was hoping you’d stay there. Hazel is having a hard time. She takes in ironing and anything else she can do to support herself and Emily.”
“Where are the child’s parents?”
“Emily is one of those unfortunate children without a father. I doubt that even Clara, her mother, knows who he is. Clara comes and goes. Hazel and Emily are better off when she stays away.” Adelaide put a sheet of paper in her typewriter. “The press starts rolling at noon. Paul proofed the front page and made up the ad you took from Leroy. We’re in pretty good shape for press day.”
“What’s the press run?”
“We’re down to twelve hundred. Five hundred are delivered to the towns around. We have correspondents in Deval, Grandview, Loveland, and Davidson. They send in news. Most people like to see their names in the paper. A hundred and fifty go out in the mail. A hundred and fifty are delivered here in town, and the rest go to the stores and are sold here at the office.”
“The paper in Liberal didn’t do much better than that.”
“We need new ideas, Kathleen. It’s what we must talk about. But first let’s get this edition out.”
“Sounds logical. What shall I do first?”
Kathleen was amazed at the amount of work Paul was able to do. She noticed that he was surprisingly fast on his feet for a big man. She had found very few mistakes when she proofed the stories he had set on the linotype machine.
The press was old and printed only four pages at one time. This week’s paper would be eight pages, which would require two runs. The front of the paper would be printed last. When it came off the press the first run would be inserted.
At noon Paul locked the columns of type into the page frame and the frame to the press. After inking the type with a roller, he turned the big iron wheel by hand to print sheets for Adelaide to look over before he started the press.
Kathleen was familiar with the procedure even though the press was much older than the one in Liberal. Every available hand was needed once the press began to roll. She wished she had thought to bring a smock to protect her dress from the wet ink while she helped insert the first run into the second one when Adelaide came to her, with a big loose shirt to put on over her dress.
“Thanks. I’ll bring something next week.”
“Hello, Woody.”
When Adelaide spoke, Kathleen turned to see the man who had come in through the back door. He wore a cap and overalls. She couldn’t see his face clearly, but from the way he hurried forward to help Paul lift a large roll of newsprint to the press, she realized he was young and strong.
“Woody helps us on press day,” Adelaide said. “He’ll take the papers from the press and stack them on the table, then help insert them in the final run. He delivers the papers to the stores. I start addressing for the mail as soon as we start the second run. We have to have the papers at the post office by five o’clock if we want them to go out tonight.”
Kathleen nodded and glanced at Paul. He had not said one word to her all morning, and very few words to Adelaide. The two of them worked together as if speech were not necessary. The next few hours flew by for Kathleen. She loved the clank, clank of the press, the smell of the ink, and the rush to get the papers stuffed and out.
Paul left his position by the press, where he watched continuously for a tear in the paper that would clog the flow and cause the press to be shut down, to tell Adelaide quite firmly that she should go sit down.
Kathleen heard her say in a low voice, “I’m all right, Paul. Don’t worry.”
Kathleen added to the suggestion by saying, “I can handle this back here, Adelaide.”
“All right. I’ll go up front and start addressing the mailing. Usually a dozen or so people stop in to get papers hot off the press.” Adelaide went to the office with a stack of papers, then returned to speak to Kathleen over the clatter of the press. “Hazel came by to find out what time you’d be there for supper. I took the liberty of telling her that I’d like for you to have supper with me tonight so that we could talk. I hope you don’t mind.”
Kathleen smiled, nodded, and continued to stuff papers.
When the press was shut off at last, Kathleen washed the ink from her hands at the sink, using the harsh Lava soap, then went to the front office where Adelaide was busy with a tray of subscriber plates, stamping the papers, making them ready for the post office.
Three paper boys came in. Each picked up his bundle of papers.
“I have two ‘stops’ on your route, Gordon.” She gave the boy a slip of paper. “If either of these flags you down for a paper, tell them to come see me. I have three for you, Donny, and one for you, Ellis. Get going now and, Gordon, try to get to Mrs. Smothers as soon as you can. She’s been complaining again.”
“But . . . Miss Vernon, I deliver to her . . . almost first.”
“I believe you. Just try to get along with her.”
“I hate to stop papers,” Adelaide said when the boys were out the door. “But those six subscribers haven’t paid for several months.”
While they were stamping papers, the nurse, Louise Munday, came into the office. Her starched uniform and cap were immaculate. She carried a small black bag.
“Well, well. I see you’re up and about. Of course, you’d have to be dead not to be down here on the day your little gossip sheet comes out.” She marched over to the counter where Adelaide was working as if she was going into battle, took her chin between her fingers, and turned her head toward her so she could look at the cut on her forehead.
“I’m all right.” Adelaide jerked her chin to free it.
“You don’t look all right. You looked washed-out.”
“Thanks for the compliment, Louise.” Adelaide took the tray of address plates to her desk. “Have you met my partner, Kathleen Dolan?”
“ ’Fraid so. How did you get that bump on the head?”
“Dammit, Louise. It’s none of your business.”
“She said you fell out of your chair.” The big woman turned accusing eyes on Kathleen.
“I didn’t say that,” Kathleen said sharply, and wondered how long it took the nurse to put all that mascara and paint on her face.
Louise ignored Kathleen’s retort and fixed her eyes on Adelaide.
“Where’s that big ugly galoot that’s always hovering over you? He knows you fell out of your chair.” Louise looked toward the back room. “Isn’t he a little young for you, dear?”
“Why don’t you ask him, dear?”
“It isn’t any of my business if you make a fool of yourself and set the tongues to wagging.”
“That’s right. It isn’t any of your business.”
“Better go slow on that rotgut whiskey, Adelaide. You might fall down out in the street and get run over.” She picked up the bag she had set on the desk and headed for the door. 
“And you’d cry at my funeral.”
“Don’t count on it.” Louise turned, her eyes narrowed and her small red mouth puckered as if she were going to throw a kiss. “Doc told me to come by and see about you. Guess I can tell him you’re still full of piss and vinegar.”
“You do that. Don’t bother to make another house call.”
“I’ll be back if Doc tells me to.”
She walked out and let the screen door slam behind her.
“What a disagreeable woman,” Kathleen said into the silence that followed. “Does she carry so much weight in this town that she can come in here and be rude to the editor of the paper?”
“She thinks she does.”
“I could see that. I’m glad you stood up to her.”
“Dr. Herman is county commissioner, medical officer, on every board in the county, besides being mayor of Rawlings. He runs things to a certain extent here in Tillison County.”
“So when his nurse comes around threatening people, she is speaking for him?”
“I guess you could say that. She’s not rude around him. Butter wouldn’t melt in her mouth,” Adelaide said with a sniff.
“If she’s afraid that you’ll print something she won’t like, it isn’t very smart of her to antagonize you.” It was an opening for Adelaide to explain the animosity between the two, but the older woman failed to step into it.
Instead she said, “I wasn’t drinking, Kathleen.” Adelaide waited to speak until after a small boy put a nickel in the cup and took a paper. “Paul and I have a drink sometimes in the evenings, but I never take a drink during the day. My father was a fall-down drunk. Louise likes to think that I inherited his weakness.”
“Have you known her long?”
“She came here about fifteen years ago to work for Doc. She was mouthy even then. Doc’s wife died soon after that. I think she thought she was going to be Mrs. Doc. It didn’t happen, but they’re still as tight as eight in a bed.”
“He sleeps with her?”
Adelaide rolled her eyes and said drily, “Who knows?” Then she laughed and her eyes lit up, showing a hidden sense of humor. “He’d have to be careful or she’d crush him. She’s a head taller and must outweigh him by a hundred pounds.”
“Maybe she’s interested in Paul and sees you as her competition.”
“He’s one of the few men in town who’s her size.” Adelaide continued to smile. “About a year ago, she started flirting with him. A fat lot of good it did her. He dislikes her as much as I do.”
“Is she disagreeable to everyone in town?”
“I don’t know. You’ll find out that folks here know when to keep their mouths shut. One of them might need a doctor for one of their kids one night and would be told that he’s out of town.”
Kathleen wanted to ask about the “what she knew” that Paul had referred to last night as causing Louise to dislike her, but decided that Adelaide would tell her when she was ready.
“I’m the one who called her,” Kathleen said. “I was so scared when I came in and found you on the floor that I called the operator for the doctor. She came.”
“I bet that she thought, ‘Oh, boy. I’ve got her this time,’ and trotted right over here.”
Kathleen laughed. “It didn’t take long, but at the time it seemed like hours. By the way, when I drove up and parked out front, an Indian woman came out of the office and walked off down the street. I would have thought that she’d have seen you lying on the floor.”
Kathleen was waiting for Adelaide’s comment about the Indian woman when Paul and Woody came from the back room.
Paul had taken off his ink-stained apron, had washed, and had combed his hair. He had a terribly homely face, but nevertheless, was such a large, well-built man that he made an impressive figure.
Woody politely removed his cap and tucked it under his arm when he came into the office. While working with him at the press, Kathleen had become aware that he was a light-colored Negro. Now, looking him full in the face, she saw how nice-looking he was. His dark eyes were large, his features fine. It was hard to tell his exact age.
Both men avoided looking directly at Kathleen.
“We’re almost finished,” Adelaide said. “My, it goes faster with two working. It’s just now four-fifteen.”
Woody was pulling a big red coaster wagon loaded with bundled papers. He stacked them beside the door.
“They’re for the bus,” Adelaide said. “The driver drops off bundles at Deval, Loveland, Grandview, and Davidson.”
“Do you get any advertising from those towns?”
“Some.”
When the mail subscribers’ papers were all stamped, tied, and loaded in the wagon, Adelaide gave Woody the necessary papers for the post office and held the door open for him. He eased the wagon over the threshold and took off down the street.
“That’s done.” She sighed.
“I’ll take care of things down here. Why don’t you and Miss Dolan go on upstairs? I know you’ve got things to talk about.”
Out of the corner of her eye, Kathleen saw Paul’s hand sliding up and down Adelaide’s back. They are more than friends. He’s very protective of her. If they are lovers, they must have more of a reason for hiding it other than because he’s younger than she is.
“You’ll come up after you close?”
“I hadn’t planned on it. You two need—”
“—I’ll have supper ready. Like always.” Adelaide placed her hand on his arm and kept her eyes on his face.
Kathleen felt like an intruder and busied herself clearing off her desk.
“You’re tired and you don’t need to cook. I’ll go over to the store and bring up some meat for sandwiches.” He spoke softly just to her.
“I invited Kathleen for supper. I’m going to fix salmon patties and fry some potatoes. Nothing fancy.”
“Don’t go to any trouble for me,” Kathleen protested. “I can go to Claude’s for a hamburger.”
“We usually have a sandwich or eggs on press day. Sometimes we’re almost too tired to eat.”
“I don’t see how you two got this paper out all by yourselves. There were six people working at the paper in Liberal.”
“Paul does as much work as a dozen people,” Adelaide said proudly. “There’s nothing he can’t do from writing editorials—he’ll be mad at me for telling this—to fixing those two monstrous machines we have in the back room. He tunes in to Eastern radio and takes down the news . . . like the headlines we had today: ‘Chamberlain Off by Plane to See Hitler.’”
“I wondered how you got that. Pretty clever.”
Kathleen watched color flood the big man’s face and heard Adelaide’s soothing words to him.
“She had to know, Paul, that I couldn’t write this entire paper by myself.” With her hand on the big man’s arm, she turned to Kathleen. “Most of the people here have no idea what it takes to get out a paper. They think that because a man gets greasy working on the press and isn’t constantly blowing his own horn, he doesn’t have anything up here.” She tapped her forehead with her finger. “Paul is smarter than half the town put together,” she said defensively. “For several years he’s taken care of the national and state news, and I’ve handled the local stuff and the advertising. He’s a better writer than I am, by far.”
“Addie—hush,” Paul said gently.
“I won’t hush. If Kathleen is going to buy into this paper and be working here, she has the right to know that it’s mostly due to you that we’ve kept our heads above water.”
“If I’m going to buy into the paper? I was under the impression that you had accepted my offer. Don’t tell me that you’ve changed your mind,” Kathleen said.
“I’ve not changed my mind. I thought it only fair that you know what’s been going on before we go into a partnership.”
“Will my being here make a difference in how you run the paper?”
“Not if you don’t object to Paul’s being your partner as well.”
“Why should I object?”
“We’re lovers,” Adelaide blurted.
“That’s your business and . . . Paul’s.” Paul had turned his back to the two women and was looking out the window. “I told you in my letters that I wanted to invest my inheritance in something that would help to keep me out of the poorhouse in my old age. You agreed that for five hundred dollars I would own half the Gazette, the building it’s in, and be a full partner in running it.”
“None of that has changed.”
“Well, then I don’t see that we have a problem.”
“You’ll hear talk—”
“I probably won’t be here a week until you’ll be hearing talk about me. I’m not a woman who knuckles under. I stand up for myself, which rubs some the wrong way.”
“There are other problems. Things are going on in this town that I mean to uncover if I can. It could be . . . dangerous, and you’d be involved.”
“I’d like to hear more about it, but I doubt it would change my mind about my investment here.”
“Oh, Kathleen, I knew that I was going to like you.”
Kathleen laughed. “Tell me that a couple months from now when I’ve clashed with your biggest advertiser, written a story that offends the mayor, exposed the Baptist preacher’s love affair with a high-school girl, and caused Mrs. Smothers to cancel her subscription.”
“Are you really capable of all that? I’m going to love it. Paul, you were right. When you read her letters, you said that she was a woman with guts.”
Paul turned and spoke to Kathleen. “There are people here who would want to tar and feather me if they thought I had as much as touched Addie’s hand. I am nothing here but a linotype operator and a pressman. I want it to stay that way.”
Kathleen shrugged. “Your choice.”
“Before I came here four years ago, I spent time in Huntsville, Texas, penitentiary for—”
“—Oh, Paul . . . don’t—”
“—For murder.”
“Oh, Kathleen, please don’t let that information leave this room!”
“I want all the cards on the table, Addie,” Paul said, then looked directly at Kathleen. “I came through here on a freight train on Christmas Eve, hungry and cold. She let me in into the back room after I had been turned away all over town. She treated me like a human being instead of a dog to be kicked around. She brought down blankets and let me sleep there in the back room on a cot. I was warm for the first time in weeks. The next morning she invited me to come up for dinner.” He paused, looked at Addie, his eyes soft and full of love, but there was nothing soft about his words when he spoke again. “Being with Addie is the nearest I’ll ever be to heaven. I’ll kill anyone who hurts her or tries to take her from me.”
There was a long, deep silence. Kathleen glanced at Adelaide and saw that her eyes were shiny with tears as she gazed into the big man’s homely face.
“Paul, dear. What would I do without you?”
“You don’t have to do without me, Addie.” He spoke in a low voice, a quiet, intimate tone that struck a chord of longing inside Kathleen.
She felt a yearning for someone of her own, a feeling she’d not had for a long time. What would it be like to have a man love her so much that he would be willing to kill to keep her safe? Kathleen shook her head in order to rid her mind of the thought.
“Adelaide is very, very lucky,” she said, her voice shaky and barely above a whisper.
“Paul, doggone it, you’re going to make me . . . cry.”
“No, sweet girl, I don’t want to do that. I just wanted Miss Dolan to know where I stand and that I don’t have a life away from you . . . outside this building.”
“But . . . it isn’t enough for you. You’re such a wonderful man. You should have a family . . . children—”
“Shhh— We’ve been over that before, and it isn’t something we should discuss in front of Miss Dolan. Here’s the bus. I’ll take out the papers.”
As soon as he was out the door, Adelaide spoke with a sad shake of her head.
“I didn’t intend for all of this to come out before you even got to know us. Paul is an astute judge of character. He made a decision about you, or he’d never have said what he did about his past.”
“I’ll not betray his trust. I suspected yesterday, when he found you on the floor, that he was in love with you. He was beside himself with worry.”
“His affection for me is largely due to the fact that he hasn’t had much kindness in his life.”
“Oh, I’m sure that’s not the case. He adores you.”
“He’s a dear man, kind and gentle.”
“You love him, don’t you?”
“Yes, I love him. But . . . I’m ten years older than he is.”
“So what? Martha was older than George Washington. I’ve not heard anyone complaining about that.”
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