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The world is short of virtuous women,
but there are a few left. You,
June, are one of those
wonderful examples of what
a wife and mot her should be!
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PART ONE

[image: 0310252342_content_0009_004]
A Romance for a Doctor
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A grinding cold had settled down over Stone County and most of northern Arkansas. As Lanie Freeman hurried to slip into her dress, she noted the frost on the windowpanes and shivered. Her upstairs bedroom had a small wood-burning fireplace, but she only used it when she stayed up late reading or writing. Her dress was made of gray lightweight wool with long sleeves, a high neckline, and a fringe of black lace around the edges. Even so, it did not provide enough warmth against the early morning chill.

Moving over to the mirror above her dresser, she studied herself with a critical eye. A faint memory brushed the edges of her mind, pulling the corners of her lips into a smile. The memory brought back a day when she had cried because she was so skinny. One of the boys at school had called her “Rake handle,” and she had flown at him in a rage. Only Davis had been able to pull her off of the boy.

“Well, I’m not skinny anymore.” The young woman gazing back at her from the mirror certainly was no rake handle! As Lanie considered the lissome curves clearly outlined by the dress, she remembered an entry she had made in her journal when she was much younger.

Moving to the pine chest of drawers against the wall, she opened the bottom drawer and pulled out one of many notebooks concealed beneath her folded clothing. She opened the book and, ignoring her shivers, read the entry dated April the twelfth, 1928:

I had to kill Lucille today, and it broke my heart. I hated to do it, but I had to admit she was delicious. I fried her for supper, and we ate all of her. Mama only ate a little bit of the breast and some of the gravy. I’ll be glad when the baby comes and Mama’s strong again, and I’ll be glad if I ever fatten up a little bit.

Lanie felt a keen sense of pain as she remembered her mother, who had, at the time, only a short time left on earth. She was carrying Corliss and would give her life to bring the baby girl into the world.

She leafed through the journal, sometimes smiling as her words brought touching memories, sometimes frowning as her words brought with them pangs of sorrow. When she came to an entry where a letter marked the place, she smoothed back the page and read her words again, just as she had many times before.

They’re going to put us in a foster home if something don’t happen. But I’ve heard about my daddy’s aunt who’s in a nursing home in Oklahoma. We’re going to try to get her to come and live with us so the government won’t break our family up.

Lanie next opened the letter, which was from her Aunt Kezia to her father.

Forrest, my husband has died and the fool spent all his money on a hussy fr om Muskogee. I’d have shot him if I had caught him and her too. He didn’t leave a cent, and I’m living in a room in a rundown boarding house full of idiot s! Got a little money, but when that plays out, they’ll put me in some kind of old folks’ home. Bah! I’ll shoot myself before I put up with that.

A wave of affection for Aunt Kezia filled Lanie. In spite of her advanced age, the old woman had brought safety to the Freeman household. With Lanie’s mother dead and her father in prison, the state had almost broken up the family, but Aunt Kezia had provided a safe haven for them all. Her sharp tongue was sometimes difficult to live with, but Lanie loved her.

She thumbed through the pages and stopped abruptly at the entry marked July the fourth, 1931. That had been the last Fourth of July, and the memory of it was etched clearly on her memory. As she read her words, her cheeks turned warm. 

At the fair today I was standing at the Ferris wheel afraid to get in because it reminded me of the day Mama died. Suddenly Owen was there, and he teased me into getting on the Ferris wheel with him. We got in and I hung on, but I was scared. He put his arm around me, and when the car started rocking I just threw myself against him and hung on as if I was a little girl and he was my daddy.

But it wasn’t like that. As I was press ed against him, I knew he was aware I wasn’t the litt le girl he always thinks of when he thinks of Lanie Freeman. And I knew he wasn’t the father figure either. I could have let go but I didn’t want to. I just held onto him and pretended I was frightened. I know it was wrong, but it’ll never come to anything else. He’s engaged to Louise now, and I’ve had to put that dream away.

For a long moment Lanie stood in the center of the room staring down at the words. She had written things in this journal she would never share with anyone else. The thought drew her to her writing desk. Still shivering against the cold, she pulled on a sweater and rubbed her hands together to warm her fingers. Then she opened the notebook, picked up a pen, and began to write:

December 27, 1931

Owen is not married to Louise Langley. That’s the biggest thing in my life right now. She broke their engagement, and when I heard of it my heart nearly jumped out of my chest.

Roger wants me to marry him, but I can’t. I’ve got too many problems. I’ve got to handle all of these things:

1. Davis can’t read.

2. My sister Maeva has a wild streak that’s liable to bust out at any time.

3. Daddy’s in prison and may not be out for a long time.

4. I want to be a writer but there’s no way I ever can be.

5. The Depress ion is getting worse, and I don’t see how we can pay the bills.

6. I’ve got Cass to think of. Davis brought her home and she’s going to have a baby, and I’ve got to help her somehow or other.

She held her pen poised over the journal for a moment, and then she added one note:

In less than a week, it’s going to be a brand new year. I’m going to trust God for every one of these problems.

Firmly she blotted the ink, closed the notebook, and put it back in the lower drawer of the chest. Then she rose and left the room, her head high.

As she started down the hall toward the stairs, she stopped by the room that Maeva shared with Cass. She opened the door and saw her sister propped up in bed, wearing a heavy mackinaw coat to keep off the cold. She was reading a copy of True Romance magazine. Looking up, she grinned. “You ought to read some of these stories, Lanie.”

“Never mind those stories. Get out of bed. It’s time to go to church.”

“I’m not going to church this morning. It’s too cold.”

“You’ve got to go to church. You know that, so let’s not argue about it.”

“You can’t make me go. I’m bigger than you are.”

Indeed, it was true that Maeva, almost seventeen and one year younger than Lanie, was larger. She was also stronger and more athletic. Lanie stared at the girl and tried to think of a way to convince her. “You know,” she finally said, “I can’t make you go, but if Daddy were here, you’d go, wouldn’t you?” 

Maeva bit her lower lip, threw the magazine on the floor, and came out from under the covers. “All right. I’ll go to church.” She glared at Lanie. “I’m telling you, you need to read a few love stories

. All you ever think about is money!”

The words hurt. Of course she had to think about money. Somebody had to pay the bills, and considering the desperate times of the Depression, it was a tight squeeze. Almost everybody in Fairhope, in Stone County — in the whole country, for that matter — was enduring hardship.

As she turned and went down the stairs, Lanie thought of Maeva’s charge that she had no romance. I’ve got as much romance in my heart as you have, Maeva. I just don’t fly a flag about it. The angry thought bounced around in her, but she put it aside firmly as she went into the kitchen.

The warmth from the wood-burning cookstove greeted her, and she saw at a glance they were all there: Aunt Kezia, Davis, Cody, Corliss, and Cass, the newest member of the household. Cass was wearing an old dress of hers and a coat that had belonged to her mother. The girl had been in pitiful shape when Davis had found her riding in a boxcar. He had brought her home, not knowing what else to do, and when it was discovered she was only sixteen years old and going to have a baby, by common consent they had agreed to keep her.

“Well, is everybody ready to go to church?”

“Not yet,” said Cody, a wide-eyed young man of fourteen with red hair and green eyes. He was short and stocky with a head as packed with ideas as an egg is packed with yolk. The fact that most of these concepts never got off the ground never seemed to trouble Cody. His eyes gleamed. 

Davis, his older brother, said, “We got a new invention, Lanie.”davis was tall, lanky, and had auburn hair and blue eyes. He looked like his father and was a good athlete like him too. “We don’t know what it is yet. He won’t tell us.”

“We don’t have time for that, Cody,” Lanie said. “We’ve got to get to church.”

Aunt Kezia grinned. She never wore old ladies’ clothes but, instead, wore whatever suited her. The dress she had on today was a bright red and white, fit for summer, and over it she had on a coat with a fur neckpiece that was rather bare in spots. She was ninety-one now, but her mind was as sharp as ever. “What is it this time, Cody?

Is it a perpetual-motion machine?”

“Nah. I’m working on that, but I ain’t quite got it yet. Here it is.”

Lanie moved closer to see the invention. It was a strange-looking device, but Cody was an expert at creating strange-looking things. It had a steel rod in the middle and blades of some sort that seemed to circle around it.

“What is it, Cody?”

“Why, can’t you see? It’s a potato peeler. Here, lemme show you how it works. Give me a potato, Lanie.”

Maeva pulled a potato out of the bin and tossed it to him. “I bet ya a nickel it won’t work.”

“You ain’t got a nickel.” Cody grinned. “Besides, you already owe me a nickel.” He plunked the potato down, impaling it on the upright pole, and then reached for a wheel that was on one side. “You watch this now. No more sitting around with a knife trying to get that skin off of there and picking out them little eyes. Cody Freeman’s never-fail, surefire, always-on-the-spot potato peeler is going to make us rich!”

“Let’s see the silly thing work,” Aunt Kezia said. “I peeled enough infernal potatoes that it’d be a good thing if you could put a stop to that.”

“Here we go.” Cody turned the wheel, and the blade slashed and circled the potato. It was all over in a few seconds.

Davis began to laugh. “Look at that. You peeled that potato, all right.”

Lanie couldn’t help but smile. The blades had not just peeled the skin off; it had removed all the potato except a stubby round shape no more than an inch thick.

Maeva snorted. “I told you that dumb thing wouldn’t work. Now you owe me a nickel.”

“No, I don’t. You wouldn’t bet.” They all waited to see how Cody would defend his failure, for he never admitted defeat. “It’s gonna work. It just needs a few adjustments.”

“We got to do something about this lack of confidence you got, Cody.” Davis grinned.

“You just wait.” Cody nodded firmly. “I got another invention.

It’s going to work too.”

“What is it?” Lanie asked.

“It’s a chicken-plucking invention.”

“Oh, that’ll never work.” Maeva shook her head and scowled.

“You probably want to pluck ’em while they’re still alive.”

“We can argue about that some other day,” Lanie said, “but right now we’ve got to get to church. So let’s go.”

She picked up Corliss, who had been watching the doings of the grown-ups. At the age of three, she was the pet of all the Freemans. She was her mother all over again and all they had on earth left of her. She would have been spoiled rotten, but she was the sweetest- tempered, smartest child any of them had ever seen. “Going to church,” she said with a bright smile.

“Yes. Going to church.” Lanie kissed her on the cheek and said, “If everybody in the world were as sweet as you, it’d be a good world.”

They piled into the ancient Ford pickup, the girls in the front, and Davis and Cody in the back. The engine turned over slowly and burst into a cacophonous roar. “I’m sure glad Pardue put a self-starter on this thing,” Lanie said to Aunt Kezia.

Kezia was bundled up to the eyes. “I wish there wasn’t nothing but horses. You didn’t have to crank them. Just get on and go.” 

Since Aunt Kezia had grown up in the world where the horse was king, the girls could not argue. Lanie moved the Ford away from the curb. As she drove down the street, she waved at the neighbors, who waved back. In a town like Fairhope almost everyone went to church. The Catholics had already gone to an early Mass, but the Presbyterians, the Methodists, the Baptists, and the Pentecostals were making their way to their respective churches.

When she got to the Baptist church, Lanie had to park a block away. Everyone got out, and they walked toward the church, joining others from their congregation.

Reverend Colin Ryan stood at the door, greeting his flock. He was the interim pastor of the Fairhope Baptist Church, and many said with his black hair and dark blue eyes he was too good-looking to be a preacher. Besides that, Colin rode a motorcycle, rarely wore a tie, and broke most of the conventions that Baptists usually expected their pastors to follow. Those who didn’t like his ways comforted themselves by saying, “He’ll soon be gone from here.” But Lanie hoped he’d stay a good long time.

Colin shook their hands warmly as they passed through the doorway into the church. “Well, here’s my favorite folks.”

Lanie smiled. “You say that to everyone.” 

“Well, I guess they’re all my favorites. How you doing, Cody?Still preaching the Word?”

“Every chance I get, Brother Colin.” Since he had been converted recently and baptized in the Singing River, Cody idolized the pastor.

“Better get in. It’s crowded this morning.” He smiled, showing his cleft chin to its fullest.

Lanie went inside and deposited Corliss in the nursery, where she at once began playing with the alphabet blocks. She had already learned her letters, which delighted the other Freemans.

As she left the nursery, Lanie encountered Louise Langley, which gave her more than a moment’s worth of discomfort. The history of the Langleys and the Freemans had not been congenial. Otis Langley, the patriarch of the clan, had been furious when Lanie won an academic prize he felt should go to his son, Roger. Then later, when Louise had been engaged to Doctor Owen Merritt, the whole family had been jealous of the attention Owen paid to the Freemans — especially to Lanie.

Now, however, Louise was smiling. “Hello, Lanie, it’s good to see you. What a pretty dress.”

“Hello, Louise. It’s cold out today.”

“Yes.” There was a moment’s silence, and Lanie wondered whether she should say something about the broken engagement. Finally she said, “I . . . was surprised to hear about your breaking your engagement to Doctor Merritt.”

Louise’s face changed momentarily, but then she smiled. “It was hard, but it was the right thing to do.”

“I haven’t seen Owen lately.”

“No. He’s keeping to himself. I suppose he’s hurt by my decision not to marry, but he’ll thank me for it some day.” Lanie noticed there was no sign of regret on Louise’s face.

“I must get back to the choir room,” Lanie said. “We’re singing a special today, so we need extra practice.” 

Leaving Louise, she went to the choir room, where the practice was being led by the choir director, Dempsey Wilson. Wilson was the high school football coach and was almost as attractive as Colin Ryan. Lanie was amused at how the women in the choir could not keep their eyes off him. He was single, and those who had no ambitions for him themselves had daughters they wanted to promote.

Loreen Parks leaned forward and said, “Why don’t you set your cap for Dempsey? He likes you. I can tell.”

“Oh, hush! Dempsey likes everyone.”

[image: 0310252342_content_0019_012]
As soon as the choir filed into the loft, Lanie’s heart warmed, for she saw that Colin Ryan had gone over and squatted down beside Cass, who was sitting at the end of the row toward the back of the sanctuary. The young girl’s face was usually tight with tension, but something Colin said amused her, and she was smiling. It struck Lanie that she was indeed an attractive girl, but a girl with lots of troubles.

She watched the little drama of the church from her place in the choir loft. Why, this church is like a cosmos, a little world of its own — or maybe like one of the old English sailing ships. It has a captain — that’s the pastor — and the deacons are the officers. Everyone has to do their job at the church, just like sailors on a ship . . .

Lanie rebuked herself for her wandering thoughts, but church was a good place to observe what was happening. She noticed, for example, that Louise Langley did not seem particularly distraught about her broken engagement. Her gaze was firmly fixed on Colin, and Lanie remembered that Aunt Kezia had once observed, “That woman can’t keep her eyes off the preacher. She’s looking at him like he’s a piece of caramel cake!”

Finally the song ser vice began, and when the choir special was over, Colin came around and stood before the choir, his back to the congregation. “That was what music in heaven must sound like.” He smiled, showing off the cleft in his chin. “Thank you, choir.” As he turned back to the congregation and began to preach, Lanie’s gaze went over to Louise, who still watched Colin intently.

She’s not grieving over Owen, that’s for sure!

Lanie settled back with a secret little smile.
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The following Saturday afternoon, Lanie bustled around the kitchen, gathering towels and soap for baths. Hot water bubbled on the stove, and the kitchen was filled with a warm glow. The cookstove, Warm Morning, was the pride of Lanie’s heart. The bottom of the stove contained a wood box, which heated the oven, and at eye level were two warming bins. Everyone had crowded into the kitchen, for the arrival of January had brought with it freezing blasts.

“Davis, you go get the wash tub. We’re going to have to take baths in the kitchen tonight.” 

Cody spoke up at once. “I don’t need a bath.” He was sitting at the table playing dominoes with Corliss. “Elijah never took no baths,”he said as if that settled the argument.

“How do you know?” Lanie said. “The Bible doesn’t say that.”

“Well, it ort to! The body’s got natural oils. When you wash ’em off, germs can get in and kill you.”

Maeva laughed. She was sitting on the other side of the table reading a library book. She glanced at him over the top. “You’re as dirty as a pig, Cody.”

“I’m not neither. You just don’t understand the scientific way dirt works. You see, when dirt gets on you, it stays a while and then it falls off. Can’t stay on you forever. If it did, you’d be a mud ball. So I just let it fall off.”

“You’re going to take a bath. I don’t care what you say.” Lanie was accustomed to Cody’s high-flying explanations, most of which made as little sense as this one.

Cody would have defended his thesis more vociferously, but a sudden sound of footsteps on the back porch made them all turn to look. “Who can that be?” Lanie said.

She went at once to the door, opened it, and found a man standing there, soft cap in hand. He looked to be in his mid-fifties, and sadness hung over him. “Hello, ma’am,” he said. “Can I cut wood in exchange for something to eat?”

Lanie was accustomed to the hoboes, for the Freemans lived close to the railroad watering stop. Many would get off the train here and wander through town, and for the most part, she had stopped being afraid of them. She hesitated for a moment, wondering what to do, then nodded. “We’ll find something. Come on in.”

“My name’s John Simmons,” he said.

“Well, Mr. Simmons, this is our family.” She introduced everyone and said, “You sit down here while I fix you a plate.”

Her eyes big, Corliss watched the hobo. “Hello,” she said. “My name is Corliss. I’m three years old.”

The man suddenly smiled, and his whole face lit up. “Well, hello, Corliss, three years old. My name is John Simmons, and I’m fifty-three years old.”

“That’s pretty old.”

“It is, for a fact.”

Lanie quickly fried up three eggs and ham. She added some biscuits left over from breakfast and set a plateful before Simmons. He stared at it, then said, “This looks mighty good. I’m thankful to the Lord for it.”

“Where are you from, Mr. Simmons?”

“Detroit, Michigan. I came down here to escape the cold weather.”

He began to eat, and they all noticed that he did not gobble his food as many would but ate in a rather refined fashion. “It looks like you folks have cold weather here too.” 

“Unusual for this time of the year. Now, Davis, you mind what I said about getting the tub in. Everybody’s got to be washed off.”She spoke mainly to turn the attention of the youngsters away from John Simmons. She knew their curious stares must be embarrassing, and she did her best to keep them occupied until he had finished.

“I’d like to have a shot at that woodpile.” He looked over at Davis and Cody. “But that’s not my real kind of work. I was a barber for a lot of years.”

“A barber!” Lanie exclaimed. “We’ve got two prime candidates here. Get the high stool, Cody. You’re about to get shorn.”

“Aw, I don’t need no haircut. Look at the trouble ol’ Samson got into when that Delilah cut his hair.”

“Just stop arguing. I declare. You’d argue with an anvil!”

Ten minutes later Cody was in the chair, and John Simmons was performing a beautiful haircut on him. “You’ve got a well-shaped head, son,” Simmons said, cheerfully snipping and then brushing it back. “Some people have odd-shaped heads, and you can’t do much with ’em.” 

“Yes, I sure do have a good-shaped head,” Cody agreed. “You take old Robert Flyer at school, he’s got a head shaped like a square box. And Minnie Dixon, her head’s shaped like an egg. Couldn’t do much for them.”

Lanie smiled. “Well, that’s a beautiful haircut. Davis, you get up there.”

Davis got onto the stool, and Simmons put the cloth around his neck and tied it. “My head’s not as beautiful as my brother’s — ” he winked at the newfound barber — “but just do the best you can.”

They all watched as the barber cut Davis’s hair with quiet efficiency. He was peppered with questions, mostly by Cody, with a few thrown in by Corliss. Finally, Lanie said, “My land, you kids would drive a body crazy. When you finish there, I’ll fix you up with some food to take with you, Mr. Simmons.”

“Mighty kind of you, miss.”

Lanie filled an enormous sack with as much nonperishable food as she could. Then she added bologna sandwiches, two hardboiled eggs, and two fried apple pies. When she opened the door for the man, she put her hand out. “May God bless you, my dear friend, and go before you.”

John Simmons swallowed hard. “I wish there were more folks like you in the world,” he said, then turned and left. He did not look back once.

Lanie closed the door and sighed. “It makes me sad to see all those men out in the world with no place to go and no work to do.”
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Baths were over and the sun was going down in a rosy haze when Lanie opened the door and found Roger grinning at her. “Roger,” she exclaimed. “What are you doing here?”

“Just finished packing for college and I decided I had to see my best girl once more before I left.”

As Roger followed Lanie into the house, she said, “Why, Roger, you got rid of your crutch!”

“Right. Just a cane now. Pretty soon I’ll even get rid of that.” He came forward and pulled Lanie into a bear hug.

“Roger, you’re squashing me,” she cried out.

“Well, you shouldn’t smell so good.” Roger was a tall young man of twenty. With his blonde hair and bright blue eyes, he was considered quite a catch in the Fairhope circle. True, he’d had trouble with his father, Otis. He also had broken his leg at Thanksgiving when he’d fallen into a deep canyon while hunting alone. He’d been found only by the efforts of Lanie and Booger, a bloodhound she had nursed back to life — or some said, prayed back to life. Lanie and the hound, along with Doctor Owen Merritt, had tracked Roger, an act that saved his life.

“Come on into the kitchen. Have you had supper?”

“Yes. I’ve already eaten.”

“We’ve got something you’re going to like.”

Roger winked and squeezed Lanie’s arm. “I found something I already like.”

“Now you stop that, Roger.” Lanie smiled. She could not help but enjoy the young man. He was imminently likeable and had already given an indication he had fallen in love with her. She was not sure how she felt about him, but she knew she would not fit into his family if she were to marry him. But he had been good to the Freemans, and when they entered the kitchen, they greeted him riotously.

“Some people will do anything to get sympathy.” Davis grinned as he walked over to shake hands. “Falling down a mountain and breaking a leg is going a bit too far.”

Corliss held up her arms. “Hello, Roger.”

With one arm, Roger picked her up and said, “How’s my best girl?”

“Who is she?”

“Why, you are. Now give me a kiss.” He took the kiss on his cheek and said, “Now, don’t you be giving any kisses away. They all belong to me.” He turned to Cody and said, “What’s the latest invention, Cody?”

“Whatever it is, it doesn’t work,” Maeva said. “You look good, Roger. It always hurts my feelings when you come to see Lanie and never me. Everybody knows I’m better-looking than she is. I can dance better too.”

“Well, when Lanie throws me out, you’ll be first on my list, Maeva.”

Aunt Kezia was sitting on a tall stool watching Roger. She liked him a great deal but would never let it be known. “Well, if it isn’t Roger Langley himself,” Kezia said. “Good to see you ain’t broke any more legs.”

“Hello, Aunt Kezia. You’re looking beautiful, as usual.”

Kezia made a face at him. “Don’t be trying any of your wiles on me. I’m past that stage.”

“Try your wiles on me,” Corliss piped up and then frowned.

“What’s a wile, anyway?”

“Never you mind.” Roger grinned. “You’ll find out soon enough.

Learn any new songs?”

“Yes. I know lots of them.”

“She knows too many of them.” Lanie shook her head with wonder. “She hears a song one time and it’s in her head for good.”

“You want to hear a song about a chigger?” Corliss demanded.

“I sure do, honey.”

As she sang, her eyes were alive with pleasure. The others smiled, clapping their hands in time, and occasionally Booger lifted his head and howled in a high-pitched moaning fashion.

There was a little chigger
And he wasn’t any bigger
Than the wee small head of a pin.

But the bump that he raises
Well, it itches like blazes
And that’s where the rub comes in.

Roger laughed and said, “That’s a beautiful song. I’ll have to learn that one for sure.” He took a chair and pulled Corliss up in his lap.

Aunt Kezia announced, “I’m fixing to make something good.

You can watch, all of you, but keep your hands off.”

“This some kind of a secret formula?” Roger teased. “Maybe a potion to make all the girls fall in love with me?”

“Never you mind about that.”

They all watched as Aunt Kezia moved around the kitchen, gathering ingredients. She put in a cup of sugar, a third of a cup of water, a pinch of salt, and then held up a jug of sorghum. It glugged three times, and she said, “That’ll be about right. Three glugs usually does it.” She added a cup of butter, some vanilla, and then stirred it thoroughly. “Now, Lanie,” she said, “get that popcorn started.”

Everyone knew how to make popcorn, so it wasn’t long before the kitchen was filled with the sounds of pops and bangs and the heavenly scent of the exploding kernels.

While all this was happening, Davis picked his fiddle up and started to play and sing. Before he reached the end of the first verse of the old tune “Sourwood Mountain,” Maeva joined in, blending her voice with his.

Aunt Kezia tapped her foot to the music while she stirred the syrup. After a few minutes, she said, “Come over here, honey.” Corliss stood beside her, and Kezia poured a cup of cold water. “Now, you just put a drop of that syrup in there. If it makes a ball, we’ll know it’s ready.”

“All right, Aunt Kezia.” Corliss took the spoon and carefully tilted it until a dollop of syrup fell into the water. “Look,” she said, “it’s all ready! See? It’s got a ball.”

“All right. We’re going to make popcorn balls now.”

The children had not done anything like this before, but they all threw themselves into the task. Lanie poured the popcorn out on a piece of oilcloth, and then Aunt Kezia ladled syrup over it. The rest crowded in, buttered their fingers, and started forming the sticky popcorn into balls.

“You make ’em as big or as little as you want,” Aunt Kezia said. “I like ’em little myself.”

“Where’d you learn to do this, Aunt Kezia?” Lanie asked.

“Oh, my law. I was no older than Corliss here when I learned how to make popcorn balls.”

“These are good!” Roger said, munching into one. “Couldn’t find anything better than this at a carnival.”

The rest of the evening was spent filling up on popcorn balls and playing music and checkers — which turned into a tournament that Davis won without trying. He can do anything better than anyone, Lanie thought sadly, as long as it doesn’t involve reading. He’s so smart, but why can’t he read?

As Roger put on his coat and scarf, he winked at Corliss. “You going to marry me when you grow up, good-looking?”

“Yes,” Corliss said at once. “Do you like kissing?”

“You bet!”

Maeva, who was standing nearby, laughed. “I like it too,” she said. “I’ll come along while you say good-bye to Roger, Lanie, to see that you do it right.”

“You stay right here, Maeva,” Lanie said. She put on a sweater and walked outside with Roger. “Not much privacy in our house.”

“I like it though. Something’s always going on.” They stood on the front porch, looking out at the starry night, then he turned to her.

“I hate to leave and go back to school.”

“It’s too bad the college isn’t here in Fairhope.”

Roger reached for her suddenly, pulled her close, and kissed her warmly. “Your nose is cold.”

“So is yours.” She put her hand on his cheek. “Write to me, will you?”

“Yes. And you can write a poem to me about how wonderful I am and how much you love me.”

“You go along now. You’re supposed to write the poems.”

“All right. Maybe I will. When are you going to see your father?”

“Day after tomorrow.”

“Tell him I wish him well and that I’m praying for him.”

“Good night, Roger.” She watched as Roger walked back to his father’s car, got in awkwardly, and pulled away from the curb. He waved to her, and she waved back, thinking, He’s the best young man I know. Why can’t I fall desperately in love with him?

There was no answer to this, so she turned and went back into the house. 
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Early the following week Lanie went alone to visit her father. The trip to see him was always bittersweet. She was always eager to see her dad, but the circumstances were almost too much to bear. As she approached Cummings Prison Farm, a pall seemed to descend on her.

The prison farm was surrounded by barbed wire and there was nothing attractive about it. It had not been built for architectural beauty but to contain criminals.

Lanie presented her pass to the guards at the gate and then repeated the process as she encountered still other guards inside, until at last she was permitted to continue on to the warden’s house. At each checkpoint, the contents of the bag she carried were examined.

At last she saw her father. He was outside the warden’s house walking a rawboned gelding back and forth. The horse’s breath rose like steam in the cold air, and his eyes looked wild.

“Hello, Daddy, that’s a bad horse you got there.”

Forrest turned and suddenly his whole face lit up. He was a handsome man of six feet with crisp brown hair and blue eyes. After tying the horse up, he wrapped his arms around her, holding her tight. She clung to him and said, “I’m so glad to see you, Daddy. I brought you lots of good things to eat.” She pulled back and smiled up at him, trying not to worry over the new lines in his face, the sad slope of his shoulders.

“Well, it’s about dinnertime here, and we’re going to eat first class.

I made it all right with the warden. We can eat in the kitchen.”

The two went in the kitchen and sat down across from each other at a small, scarred table. Lanie spoke rapidly, bringing Forrest up to date on the news of the family and the town. Her father leaned forward, the look in his eyes telling her how hungry he was for such news. It hurt her to see what prison had done to him.

The dinner was excellent. A black cook named Malachi served them fried pork chops, fried potatoes, and greens. “I growed them greens in our own greenhouse, missy,” he said. “The warden, he got to have his greens.”

“I probably eat better than any inmate in this whole place.” For-rest smiled. “Gonna get fat if I keep on eating Malachi’s cooking.”

Lanie tried to return the smile, but it was a forced effort. Her father did not look well. He had lost weight. She could tell from the hollows in his cheeks, and there were lines around his eyes that she had never noticed before today. She did not mention it. Instead, she gave him news of Booger. “You’d be so proud of him, Daddy. He looks so good.”

“Don’t tell the warden that. He’d want him back. He says that bloodhound was the best this place ever had.”

They talked for a while about the dogs and the animals, and then Forrest said, “How’s the girl doing? Cass, I mean.”

“Well, she has real good times and real bad times. She’s had such a hard life, Daddy, and now here she is, just a child really, going to have a baby.”

“That’s always hard to hear. But you’re doing the right thing, taking care of her.”

Lanie had formed a habit of making a list of things to talk to her father about. She wanted to bring him as much of home as she could.

“A funny thing happened just a few days ago. Aunt Kezia was making a cake, and Cass sat on a stool watching her. Cass had been telling her how sad she was and how there wasn’t much hope for her. She was about to start crying when Aunt Kezia said, ‘You love cake?’

“ ‘Why, yes, I love cake,’ Cass said.

“ ‘Well, here. Have some cooking oil.’ Aunt Kezia poured some cooking oil out into a glass and handed it to her.

“ ‘Ooh, I can’t drink that,’ Cass said. ‘It’s awful.’

“ ‘Well, here. Try a couple of raw eggs.’

“ ‘Why, that’s terrible! Nobody could eat raw eggs.’

“ ‘Well, how about some flour then, or maybe you would like some baking soda?’

“She kept shoving all the ingredients of the cake toward Cass, and Cass just sat there making faces and saying no.

“Finally Aunt Kezia said, ‘Girl, all these things seem bad by themselves, but when they’re put together in the right way, they make a wonderful cake.’ ” 

Lanie smiled. “Then Aunt Kezia went on to say, ‘God works the same way. He lets us go through hard times, but He knows how to put all these things in order. And when He puts all the ingredients together, He’s going to give you a cake.’ That’s what she said to Cass. It made Cass feel good too. She laughed and put her arms around Aunt Kezia and told her she wanted to make cakes.”

“That’s a wonderful story, daughter.”

The two continued talking, and suddenly Warden Potter Gladden came in. He was a short, stocky man with intent gray eyes, and although he had a difficult job, he always had a warm smile for Lanie or for any of Forrest’s relatives. “Hello. How’s my favorite girl doing?”

“I’ll bet you say that to all the girls, Warden.”

“Did Malachi fix you up with a good dinner?”

“Wonderful.”

“Best cook I ever had. He’ll be out next month. I find myself halfway hoping he’ll run a stoplight or something and get sent back here.”

Malachi, who had been listening, said, “No, suh, Warden, you do your own cooking. When I get out of here you seen the last of me.”

“I hope I have seen the last of him. He’s a good man. I’ll see you before you leave.”

“All right, Warden.”
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The warden was waiting for Lanie as she walked down the long hall to exit the building. “Lanie, I don’t think your dad’s doing too well.”

Lanie stared at the warden, feeling a cold chill overtake her. “You mean he’s been into trouble?”

“No. Nothing like that. He’s a model prisoner. But he’s not eating right and he’s losing weight.”

“Has he seen the doctor?” 

“Well, he went once, but there wasn’t much the doctor could tell. Forrest is like a lot of men. He doesn’t like to talk about his ailments.

But I thought you ought to know.”

“Thank you, Warden. I’ll have the church pray for him.”

Lanie made her way out to her car, and as she started back to Fairhope, she found herself fighting off her fears. Please, God, don’t let anything happen to Daddy. Let him be healthy and strong.
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The cold weather continued, and with the holidays over, the early days of January seemed to drag. One morning when school had been cancelled because of a broken boiler, Maeva roamed around the house, restless and bored from being cooped up. “Come on, Cass, let’s go to town.” Maeva winked at Cass. “Maybe we can find some trouble to get into.”

Cass seemed to be getting used to Maeva’s teasing. “What are we going to town for?”

“Just to get out of the house. We’ll have to walk though, so put on your warmest clothes.”

The two girls dressed and headed downtown. Maeva had saved some change, and they bought a candy bar apiece. They were coming out of the grocery store when Alvin Biggins and one of his friends accosted them. “Well, if it ain’t the Freeman girls, one of them anyhow. How you doin’, Maeva?”

“Get out of the way, Alvin.”

Maeva could not bear Alvin Biggins. He had been one of the witnesses against her father in the trial that had sent him to the penitentiary. Almost everyone knew that Biggins had lied about the way the shooting had happened, but the jury had no choice but to take his testimony.

Alvin winked at his friend. “Now, George, look. We got two good-looking girls here, but one of them done got a cake in the oven.

Ain’t that so?”

Cass flushed and turned her head down, which made Alvin’s lip curl up in a sneer. “Yep, don’t know which one of them boys is responsible, but bound to be one of them. Which one of them made up to you first? Davis, or was it Cody?”

“You shut your foul mouth, Alvin Biggins!” Maeva cried, anger rising up inside her.

Biggins barked out a coarse laugh. “You ain’t got nothing to be proud of. Everybody knows you’re wild as a buck anyway. You’ll be just like her. You’ll have a young ’un before you’re a year older.”

Maeva was anything but a gentle, peaceable girl. Impulsively, she plucked an ax handle out of the barrel that stood on the porch of the store. She gripped it and swung it like a baseball bat. It caught Alvin Biggins on the top of his head, making a clunking sound. He went down bonelessly, and the man called George said, “You done kilt him!”

“No such luck. Can’t kill a Biggins by hitting ’em in the head.”

Ed Hathcock, the chief of police, had been strolling down the street looking in the windows. He scurried over and stammered, “What’d you hit him fer, Maeva?”

“He used rude language. I can’t abide rude language, Chief.”

“Well, I’m going to have to arrest you.”

“You mean it’s against the law to hit scum like that? I thought this was America.” She turned and said, “Cass, you better go tell Lanie I’m in jail maybe for murder.”

“Oh, no. Don’t tell her that. He’s all right. See?” Hathcock reached down and pulled Alvin to his feet. “What was this all about, Biggins? Was you using vile language?”

“No. I wasn’t doing nothing. She just cracked me over the head for nothing!”

“Well, get out of here.”

“No, I ain’t. I’m bringing charges against her.” The blood was running down his ear, and he wiped it off with his sleeve. “Hey, look at that! I’m bleeding to death! Now you arrest her. I’m bringing charges!”
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Just around the corner from where her sister had driven Alvin Big-gins to the ground with an ax handle, Lanie was coming out of Pink’s Drugstore. She heard her name called and turned to see a woman she had met in church the week before. “Well, it’s Mrs. Wright, isn’t it?”

“That’s right. And your name is Lanie Freeman. I remember you from church.”

“We were very glad you came to visit with us, Mrs. Wright. I hope you come back.”

Amelia Wright was in her late twenties, a well-shaped woman with a wealth of strawberry blonde hair and rather striking green eyes.

She had a full lower lip, and her smile exposed perfect teeth. “I wanted to ask you something, Lanie. I’ve been coming down with something, and I need to go to a doctor. Can you recommend one?”

“I surely can, and here he comes right now.” Lanie smiled. She nodded to Owen Merritt, who was walking toward them. He saw Lanie and gave a small wave. “Doctor Merritt, have you met the newest member of our community?”

“I don’t believe so.”

“This is Mrs. Amelia Wright. She came to our church last Sunday. She needs to see a doctor.”

Amelia Wright smiled. “You know how it is, Doctor. When you go to a new town, you don’t know anybody. When you go to a repairman, you’re liable to get the worst one in the country.”

“Or the worst doctor?”

“I don’t think that’ll be the case.”

“Well, I’m on my way to make some house calls right now, but if you’d like to come to the office at the end of the day, say 5:30, I’ll be glad to see you then.”

“I would like that.” Amelia turned to Lanie. “Thank you. I enjoyed your singing in church Sunday.”

“Maybe you’d like to join our choir.”

“How nice of you to say so. Well, I will see you later, Doctor.”

“Certainly,” Owen nodded and headed for his car.

Lanie watched Amelia Wright walk away. Amelia was an attractive woman, and Lanie wondered for a moment if Owen had noticed.

Lanie shrugged. At least Amelia would be a welcome member to the choir.

Lanie had just turned to get in the old Ford pickup when Cass came running down the street. “Lanie! Lanie! Maeva’s been arrested for assault!”
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There were those who believed Judge Phineas Aldridge came into the world with a flyswatter in his hand. He was never seen without one, whether he was fishing in the Singing River or handing out sentences in his courtroom, and he even swung it around in the wintertime when there was no fly to be seen. A great curiosity among the citizens of Fairhope centered on whether he slept with the flyswatter, but since his wife had been dead for ten years and he was not known for sleeping with anybody else, there was no way to find this out.

The flyswatter that he held right now in his right hand was green, made up with a green wooden handle with a piece of screening on the end. The words Peaceful Rest Funeral Home on the handle were faded to obscurity. He held it limply in his right hand as he tilted back from his desk and, from time to time, lashed out at an imaginary fly. 

The judge was an extremely fat man with a series of chins that quivered when he spoke and a pair of pallid blue eyes, one of which was slightly cast so it was impossible to tell whether he was looking at you. He wore the same suit every day of his life, a worn dark blue serge garment with sleeves that came down almost to the tip of his fingers. From time to time he would reach over and hitch the sleeves up to his wrists, but they inevitably worked their way down again. Once Dorsey Pender asked, “Judge, why don’t you wear a black robe, like them judges in the movies?” Aldridge put one of his eyes on Pender for a moment, then spat into the spittoon he kept at his feet. “Robes is for angels, not judges,” he had replied.

It was late in the afternoon, and Judge Aldridge stared with distaste at the group that had gathered before him, including Alvin Big-gins, Maeva and Lanie Freeman, Cass Johnson, Ed Hathcock, the chief of police, and Orrin Pierce, a distinguished-looking attorney whose face was flushed from frequent visits to a bottle. The group had crowded into his office and now stood arranged before him, awaiting his dispensation.

Judge Aldridge’s chin trembled as he spoke. “So, the way you’re telling it is that you, Alvin Biggins, did apply profane and blasphemous language to these two young ladies.”

“That’s a lie,” Biggins yelped. “I didn’t say nothing bad.”

“He’s a bald-faced liar!” Maeva broke out, glaring at Biggins. She repeated word for word what he had said, then added, “That’s why I hit him with an ax handle. It was because he used rude language.”

“And you consider that justifiable violence, Miss Freeman?”

“I sure do, Judge. Wouldn’t you hit somebody that used vile language to you?” 

Aldridge suddenly laughed, which made his body jiggle. He swiped at a nonexistent fly and then looked over at Orrin Pierce. “Well, Counselor, what is your defense going to be for your client?”

“Justifiable ax-handle hitting, I’d call it, Judge.” 

Biggins had a bandage on his head and according to his information had been forced to get six stitches put in by Doctor Givens. “Who’s going to pay for these here stitches, Judge?”

“I expect you are, Alvin.”

“Me!” Biggins yelled. “She’s the one who did it.”

“She wouldn’t have hit you if you hadn’t used vile language. I can’t abide vile language, Alvin. Case dismissed.” Judge Aldridge slapped his flyswatter down in lieu of a gavel and then waved it at them. “Now clear out of my courtroom, hear?” He brandished the flyswatter once more, then said, “Just a minute, Miss Freeman. I’m letting you off with a warning this time. You can’t bust the head of every loudmouth who says something you don’t like.” He grinned. “Now, what would you say if I sentenced you to jail?”

Maeva smiled broadly. “Well, I’d say I was sent to jail by a mighty fine judge.” 

Aldridge liked this and laughed out loud. “You’re right about that. Now, keep your hand off them ax handles, you hear me? And get out of my courtroom. I’ve got important criminals to see to.”
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Owen put the stethoscope on the right side of Amelia Wright’s chest, listened carefully, then moved it several times. It was impossible not to notice the curves of her figure, although he tried always not to notice such things about his patients. He placed the stethoscope on her back and said, “Breathe deeply,” and listened several times from different positions. Finally he removed the earpieces, stepped back around, and said, “Well, I don’t find anything seriously wrong. Your lungs are clear. I don’t see any infection in your throat.”

“Maybe I’m a hypochondriac.” Amelia smiled. 

Owen noticed she had full lips with a pronounced sensual lower lip, and her eyes were a shade of green he had never noticed before. “I wouldn’t say that. Better to come in early just to keep an eye on yourself. If you develop a cough or a fever, come back and you’ll give me something to work with.”

“All right, Doctor. As I said, it’s so hard to get settled in a new town. Usually I have to go through two or three doctors before I find a good one.”

“Well, you won’t have a lot of choice here. It’s either me or Doctor Givens. Otherwise you have to go to Fort Smith.”

“I’m sure that won’t be necessary.” She looked down at the watch fastened over her breast. “My, it’s getting late. You keep late office hours.”

“Even later than this sometimes.”

“I suppose your wife just has to accept things as that.”

“Oh, I’m not married. But,” he said with a sudden twist of his lips, “you’ll hear about my love life soon enough if you haven’t already.”

“No, I haven’t, but I’d love to hear it.” She leaned forward. “Tell me about it.”

Owen was aware of the fragrance of her perfume and the satin silkiness of her skin. He cleared his throat. “Well, nothing very dramatic, I’m afraid. I was engaged to a young woman up until recently, and she broke the engagement.”

“Well, she’s a foolish woman.”

Owen suddenly laughed. “She didn’t think so, and she told me I’d appreciate it in years to come.”

“That’s a line women always use when they want to do something a man doesn’t want them to. They say something like, ‘Oh, it’s for your own good,’ or, as you just said, ‘Later on you’ll find it was the wise thing to do.’ I suppose I’ll get all the details soon enough.”

“I think you have them, Mrs. Wright.”

“Oh, just call me Amelia.”

“What does your husband do?”

“Nothing,” she said. “He died two years ago.” She laughed at his expression. “That sounded awful. I didn’t mean it like that. He was killed in a train wreck in Minnesota.”

Owen was interested. She had a rather exotic look about her. At least for Fairhope, Arkansas. “I don’t want to wait for the gossip mills to get the news, Amelia. How did you wind up in an awful, out-of the-way place like Fairhope, Arkansas?”

Amanda suddenly reached up and stretched, which threw her bosom into full effect. “I had an uncle who died recently. George McAfee.”

“Oh, yes. I knew Mr. McAfee, though not well.”

“I was the only family he had. It took the attorney some time to trace me down. He left all he had to me, which really means the house over on Longstreet Avenue and the income from some bonds that he had. Not enough to get by on.”

“And you came from . . . ?” 

“Oh, we moved quite a bit, my husband and I, when he was alive. Our last home was in Chicago.”

Owen grinned. “Quite a switch from Chicago to Fairhope. I hope your heart can stand the excitement.” 

Amelia laughed. She had a rich, full laugh, and her eyes danced. “It’s not very lively, is it?”

“Well, Fort Smith sometimes has a concert, and there was a circus over at Baker last week. You just missed it.” 

“Just my luck.” Amelia snapped her fingers in mock despair. “What do eligible young doctors do for excitement?”

“Prescribe pills and listen to little old ladies tell me about their ailments.”

“You sound bored, Doctor.”

“No. Not really. I came from Memphis. It took some adjusting, but I made it. I’m sure you will.” He stood up, signaling the end of the visit. “Well, I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again. Everybody in Fairhope comes to this office sooner or later.”

Amelia slid off the table and started for her coat, but Owen picked it up and held it for her. “Let me help you.” When she slid into it, once again he caught the fragrance of her hair. “You know. I’ve heard of strawberry blondes all my life and there was a song, ‘Casey Would Waltz with a Strawberry Blonde,’ but you’re the first one I’ve ever actually seen.”

“It’s my one claim to fame, and it didn’t come out of a bottle either. What you see is me.”

“Very attractive.”

Her lips made a small change at the corners. “Why, thank you, Doctor. What’s your fee?”

“First visit’s always on the house.”

“You’re not going to get rich like that.”

“I’m not going to get rich here in Fairhope anyway. Here, let me walk you to the door.”

He walked with her out of the examination room and saw his nurse, Bertha Pickens, waiting. She was sitting at the desk and very obviously not looking at them, but he wondered if she had had her ear pressed to the door.

“I’m glad it’s nothing serious,” Amelia said. “Thank you, Doctor.”

“Stop by anytime. We never close.”

As soon as Amelia Wright was out the door, Nurse Pickens said, “What was wrong with her?”

“Nothing. She thought maybe a cold was coming on, but she’s all right.”

“Where’s she from?”

“Chicago. She’s inherited George McAfee’s place.”

“The old buzzard,” Nurse Pickens snorted. “He was the tightest man I ever saw in my life. I declare, he breathed through his nose to keep from wearing out his false teeth! What kin is she to him?”

“Niece, I gather. Now, let’s go home. It’s getting late.”

“You should’ve left the door to your office open.”

“What in the world for?”

“So that I could testify in the trial that there wasn’t nothing going on between you two.”

“My heavens, Bertha, I can’t open the door every time I have a patient in the examination room.” Bertha’s ways irritated him, but she had been with Doctor Givens for years. She was a genuine, certified, leather-bound Pentecostal with her hair tied in a bun so tight it seemed to pull her eyes into a slant. She wore no rings, and he had never seen any part of her arms above her wrist, for she always wore sleeves down at least that far. She wore heavy black shoes and skirts that nearly brushed the top. “Have a little charity, Bertha. She’s all alone in the world.”

Bertha Pickens stared at Owen. “Eve was all alone in the world, except for that fool Adam. You got no sense at all about women, Owen Merritt. She won’t be alone long. Men will be buzzing around her like honey bees.”

“Well, let ’em buzz. Give ’em something to do. Good night. I’ll see you in the morning.”

[image: 0310252342_content_0041_015]
“Whatcha doing, Lanie?” Maeva asked, bursting into where Lanie was sitting at her desk. It was Sunday evening, and she’d just sat down to have some time alone and write.

Lanie put her pen down and looked up. “Maeva, make a fist with your right hand.”

Maeva made a fist and looked at it. “What for?”

“You see those knuckles there, all four of them?”

“’Course I see ’em.”

“They are useful for such things as knocking on doors before you come bursting in.”

Maeva snorted. “You’re afraid I’ll catch you doing something evil, aren’t you?”

“Oh, yes, Maeva. I’m making dope that I’m going to peddle out at Shantytown. Besides that, I have lewd pictures hidden under my mattress. Don’t ever look under there. You’d be shocked.”

Maeva grinned. “The only pictures you’d have would be of Owen Merritt. You still got that one you clipped out of the paper?”

“No, I haven’t!”

“I caught you with it one time.”

“You didn’t catch me. I was interested in it because he is our friend, and I thought I’d put it in my scrapbook.”

“Yeah, sure you were. Did you see he was sitting by that new lady in church today, what’s-her-name?”

“Amelia Wright. Yes, I know.”

“I think she’s got her hooks in him.”

“Don’t be ridiculous. He just broke off his engagement.”

“No, he didn’t. Louise Langley broke it off.”

“How do you know?”

“I just do. I wonder if she’s rich.”

“I don’t know. I doubt it. She doesn’t wear any expensive rings or jewelry. She seems nice.”

Still sitting at her desk, Lanie tapped her foot, waiting impatiently for Maeva to leave. Her sister was in no hurry. After a few minutes, she said, “By the way, Cody’s got another great idea — as in capital G, capital I.”

“Oh, no! What is it this time?”

“He’s keeping mum this time,” Maeva said. “But he says it’s surefire. It’s going to make us all rich as Henry Ford.” She sighed. “I get downright tired of his dumb inventions.”

“Be patient with him, Maeva. He’s got an active brain.”

“He drives me crazy! You know he’s still tearing pages out of his Bible and handing them to sinners.”

“I know. He says he can’t afford tracts. That’s harmless enough.”

“He handed a page out of his Bible to Billy Lassiter.”

“Well, Lassiter probably needs some of the Bible. He’s been the town drunk for as long as I can remember.”

“Sure he needs it, but the page Cody handed him was one of the maps in the back. Now what good under heaven would a map do the town drunk?” Maeva snorted. “You’ve got to talk to him. He’s your responsibility.”

“You are my responsibility too,” Lanie said.

“Well, talk to me then.” Maeva laughed, her eyes dancing. “I’ve been good for a whole day now. I don’t think I can stand it much longer.” She left, slamming the door behind her. It was a known fact that Maeva could not pass through a door without slamming it. It seemed to be a prerequisite.

Lanie sighed and went back to her writing, picking up where she had left off:

I’m worried about Daddy. He didn’t look good, and Warden Gladden said that he hasn’t been eating right. So I’m going to the pastor, and at prayer meeting I’m going to get the whole church to pray for him.

She wrote on for some time, detailing Maeva’s escapade with the ax handle and the humiliating visit to Judge Aldridge’s courtroom. Finally, she put the journal away and pulled her notebook out containing the poems about the life of Jesus. She had been working hard on one she called “Storm Tamer.” It was about the incident in the boat when Jesus had been asleep and a storm had taken the disciples by surprise. He had commanded the storm to stop, and it had at once ceased. In her poem, she wanted to capture Simon Peter speaking to John about the experience. She wrote a verse of Scripture above the title and whispered the poem aloud:

But as they sailed he fell asleep: and there came down a storm of wind on the lake; and they were filled with water, and were in jeopardy. And they came to him, and awoke him, saying, Master, master, we perish. Then he arose, and rebuked the wind and the raging of the water: and they ceased, and there was a calm.

(Luke 8:23 – 24)

Storm Tamer

Man and boy I’vefished this sea;
All weathers, foul and fair, I’ve known,
That storm tonight on Galilee
I say, was of the devil blown!

It came too quick. Like a pack
Of howling desert dogs it slashed
Our sails to threads and then attacked
The ship as pale-green lightning flashed!

Look you at this hand that still
Is trembling like a wind-blown feather!
Is trembling like a wind-blown But yet, I did not shake until
The Master spoke — and calmed the weather.

Tell me, John, what manner of man
Is this, that howling winds
grow mild,and raging waves, at His command 
Quiet as a sleepy child?

And see how restfully He lies:
More placid than the chastened sea
His face; cloudless as the skies
Above — but who and what is He?

This storm, I’d say, is not the last
We’ll know — that’s if we follow Him —
He’s one who draws every lightning’s blast:
Dark His path, and very grim.

But though my hands are shaking yet,
(And may shake more another day)
this Jesus has me in His net —
I’ll follow in the Master’s way!

Lanie ran her fingers over the lines she had just written, and then shook her head. She loved to write poetry, but except for winning one contest she had not won anything else. It was difficult to send poems out. She sent them out to various magazines, but instead of using her street address, she simply put her name, general delivery, Fairhope, Arkansas. If she had put her own address, Dorsey Pender, the mailman, would know, and then all of her siblings would find out, and she would have to listen to more talk about it. “I feel like I’m leading a secret life,” she said. “Or worse, like I’m in a birdcage with everybody looking in.”

[image: 0310252342_content_0045_012]
It was Monday afternoon. Maeva had complained bitterly about having to walk to the grocery store, but there was no money for gas. She was struggling along with a heavy sack, and the wind had turned her face red with the cold. She heard the sound of hoofbeats and turned to see a lithe young man riding toward her, his hat pushed back. He had very black hair and eyes so dark they seemed made of obsidian.

“Seems like you’ve got a load there, Missy. You need some help?”

“I can walk.”

“Why, sure you can.” The young man slipped off the horse and led him over. It was a beautiful animal, a shiny chestnut quarter horse.

“But it’s nicer to ride, don’t you think?”

Maeva studied the young man, who was at least six-feet-two and good-looking enough to turn heads. She had seen him before, but she could not remember when. His face was wedge-shaped, and he had a broad mobile mouth.

“I don’t ride horses with strange men,” she said.

“Well, think what you’re missing!” When she did not respond, he said, “Since you won’t ride with a stranger, I’ll remedy that by telling you my name. It’s Logan Satterfield. ” The young man saw her reaction and grinned. “I see you’ve heard of me.”

“You’re mighty right I’ve heard of you. From what I’ve heard I don’t need to be riding any horse with you.”

“Well, I admit my reputation’s a little bit tarnished.” He fell into step with her, the shiny chestnut trailing slightly behind.

“A little bit tarnished? From what I’ve heard you’ve tried everything at least once.”

“I’m a bad fellow all right. Women scream and babies cry the minute I show my face.”

Maeva Freeman had heard the Satterfields were a wild bunch, but Logan Satterfield didn’t look evil. She had also heard about his good looks and, seeing him now, knew the rumors in this case were true.

“What’s the other side of the picture?”

“Isn’t any.”

“Just as well you should think so.”

“Well, missy, I can’t blame you for being afraid of me.”

Maeva suddenly stopped. Her arms were getting tired from the groceries. “I’m not afraid of any man, but I can’t ride a horse in this dress. And don’t call me missy. My name’s Maeva Freeman.”

Logan Satterfield grinned down at her. “The way I heard it — it’s your sister, the straitlaced one, who’s the good sister.”

“Meaning I’m the bad sister?” Behind her, the horse nickered.

“Well, you know how rumors get started. I hear you went out to see the phantom brakeman once and got drunker than Cooter Brown.”

“That’s right, I did.” This incident happened when Maeva sneaked out of the house with two boys to see if the legend about the brakeman was true. It was said a light would appear on the Mopac Railroad track at midnight, carried by the dead brakeman who had been killed in an accident. While they waited for the phantom to appear, she had taken a drink or two of whiskey. It was not long before she was caught and brought back home.

“Had a great time that night,” Maeva said.

“You see the phantom brakeman?”

“No such thing as that. Anyway, my sister Lanie — the good one! — did ride on a motorcycle all the way to Cummings Farm where my pa’s in prison. I guess you knew that.”

“I heard about it. She’s pretty nervy.”

For some reason this irritated Maeva. She was the one who people said was nervy. “I’ll ride sidesaddle. Here. Hold this sack while I get on.” She forced the sack into Satterfield’s arm, stepped into the stirrup, and plunked herself down sideways. “Now give me the sack.”

“Here you go. But this horse is a little bit feisty. I better get on behind you.” He leaped on with an athletic bounce and then put his arms around her on each side so he could hold the reins. “Better hold you on, don’t you think?” he said, tightening his grasp.

“I’m not going to fall off.”

Suddenly the horse gave a nervous bolt, and Logan Satterfield’s arms closed around her. “See there. I told you. This horse is just plum mean.”

Maeva laughed. “The fact you kicked her in the side, that didn’t make her buck?”

“Aw, she’s jealous of good-looking females. Her name is Cherry Pie.” 

Maeva enjoyed the ride home. When they pulled up in front of the house, she saw that Aunt Kezia was sweeping off the front porch. “And now we’re caught,” she said. “When they hear I’ve been running around with the notorious Logan Satterfield, I’ll get it.”

“Well, who paddles you now that your pa’s in the pen?”

“Nobody paddles me!”

“I’ll explain things.” Logan slipped off the saddle, reached up and took the bag of groceries, and dropped the reins.

“Won’t that horse run away?”

“No. She’s trained to stop wherever I drop these reins. She obeys better than most of my lady friends do.”

“Well, you better bet I wouldn’t stop just because you drop reins on me.”

Logan threw back his head and laughed.

Maeva was delighted with the encounter. As she walked up on the porch, she said, “Aunt Kezia, this is Logan Satterfield. He drinks whiskey, his family are moonshiners, and he ruins young women every chance he gets.”

Logan Satterfield stopped dead still, stared at Maeva, and swallowed hard. She figured that a woman rarely got the best of him, so she gave him a sly wink.

“Wait a minute now, ma’am, that’s going it a little bit strong.”

“Which part of it?” Aunt Kezia said.

“Well, shucks, that takes a little explanation.”

“Then you come in the house for some sassafras tea and a piece of caramel cake.”

“Well, I don’t see anything wrong with that — ” Logan grinned — “as long as no women and children are around.”

The three went into the house, and Logan ate two pieces of the cake and washed it down with sassafras tea. “You make that cake, Miss Kezia?”

“You reckon I found it out in the road? Of course I made it.”

“That was prime. I tell you what. You could win the prize at the county fair with that.” At that moment Davis and Cody came in and Aunt Kezia said, “These are some more Freemans. This is Cody. He invents things. And this is Davis.”

“I saw you pitch against the Fort Smith team last summer, Davis.

You’re a great ball player. Gonna be better than your dad.”

Davis’s eyes shone with pleasure.

Corliss came in and was introduced to the tall, dark stranger.

“You like little girls?”

Logan looked over at Maeva and grinned. “I like little girls and big girls too.”

“Do you know any stories?”

“Hundreds of ’em! I can sing and play the fiddle too.”

“Can you really!”

“Sure can. I play at dances. In fact, there’s a dance over in Brandon Hill next week.”

Lanie had come in by this time. All of them had heard stories about this young man all of their lives, and when she was introduced Lanie looked suspicious. She said only, “Thank you for bringing Maeva home.”

“Why, it was my pleasure.”

“That’s a fine horse you’ve got,” Maeva said.

“She’s a rodeo horse.”

“A rodeo horse?” Cody said. “What does she do?”

“Well, you can bulldog off of her. You can rope calves off of her.

Valuable animal, that.”

“Do you rodeo some?” Davis asked.

“Oh, yeah. I do. As soon as it gets spring, you’ll all have to come out and see me get throwed off.” 

Somehow the visit was extended, and although Lanie never knew how it happened, they wound up in the parlor with their instruments. They quickly discovered that Logan Satterfield was a fine fiddle player. He stayed over an hour and ate more of the caramel cake.

It was getting dark when he finally said, “Well, I guess I’d better not wear my welcome out.” He went around and shook hands with everybody, smiled at Maeva, then left the house. 

“Charms the birds out of the trees, don’t he?” Kezia shrugged. “He reminds me of Bat Masterson.”

“You mean the gunfighter?”

“Yeah. Bat had that same kind of charm. One thing you have to say about old Bat. When he wasn’t killing people, he was being charming.”

Lanie started to say something to Maeva about staying away from Logan Satterfield, but she saw that Maeva was waiting for exactly that. Hard as it was, she bit back her words. Better to say nothing at all and just pray.





End of sample
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