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To Bobby and Helen Funderburk

I have had no better friends on this earth than you two!
Thanks for all the wonderful years 
you have stood by me and brought joy into my life.
In my gallery of memories,
none is brighter or more comforting 
than the ones which you two have given me.
Thanks for the memories.
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Part One: The Evangelist
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I don’t like the wicked witch, Lanie.” Corliss Freeman was sitting beside her older sister Lanie on the couch. They had been reading for some time, and as always, Lanie was amazed at how quickly the four-year-old was picking up the ability to recognize words.

“Nobody likes the wicked witch, Corliss.”

“Then why is she in the book?”

“I suppose books have to have bad people as well as good people.” She looked down at the book, The Wizard of Oz, and ran her hand over her sister’s blonde hair. “Don’t you worry about it. There’s no such thing as witches anyway.”

“I like the cowardly lion.”

“Why do you like him?”

“Because he wanted to be brave but he couldn’t. But he will soon, won’t he? Let’s skip ahead to the part where the wizard gives everybody what they want.” Corliss’s blue eyes lit up. “The straw man got his brain, the tin man got a heart, and the lion got courage. I like stories where everyone gets what they want.”

The old grandfather clock sent its message across the room that time was passing. As Corliss picked out the words she knew —sometimes whole sentences — and read them aloud, Lanie thought how Mama would have loved her. Sadness filled her heart as she recognized this could never be.

Booger, the bloodhound, and Beau, just a pure hound, had been watching. Beau had been peaceful as long as he could. He got up, came across the floor, and rearing up, put his front paws in Lanie’s lap, his eyes soulful as he sought her gaze.

“No, Beau, you can’t get up in my lap! You’re too big. Now go over there and be good.”

Beau stared at her for a moment, then walked across the room and threw himself down, staring at the wall.

“You hurt his feelings again, Lanie.”

“He gets his feelings hurt too easy. I think he’s the only dog in the world that pouts.”

“I pout too, sometimes.”

“No, you don’t, honey. You’re always a good girl. Now, let’s go on with the story, but you ought to know it by heart by now. We’ve read it so many times.”

Indeed, the two had read the Wizard of Oz ever since Corliss had been able to talk, which was at a very early age. She loved books, and the Wizard of Oz was her favorite. If Lanie, Davis, or Cody tried to skip sections, she called them on it immediately. “You’re skipping the good part,” she always said.

Booger, the bloodhound, got up and stretched. The sunlight streaming through the window caught the gold medal around his neck, which spelled out HERO in capital letters. The town of Fairhope, Arkansas, had given it to him when he used his talents as a bloodhound to find Roger Langley who had been hurt and unable to move in the deep woods. Booger’s picture had been in the paper and now was tacked up on the wall with other snapshots of the Freeman family. Booger had been one of the bloodhounds at Cummins Prison where their father, Forrest, was incarcerated for a crime he had not committed.

“Booger wants to go out.” Corliss put the book down and ran to the screen door, Booger at her heels. On her way back to Lanie, she glanced toward the stairs, looking worried. “Aunt Kezia doesn’t feel so good, Lanie.”

“I know she doesn’t, honey. She’s pretty sick.”

“She got a new bottle of medicine in the mail, but it didn’t help her any.”

Lanie frowned. “I wish she would stop taking that patent medicine. It doesn’t do any good at all.” She stirred restlessly, and then said, “You sit here and read your book, honey. I’ll go up and see how Aunt Kezia is doing.”

“All right.”

Lanie, a well-formed young woman of eighteen with a wealth of auburn hair and striking green eyes, moved from the living room and quickly ascended the stairs. As she entered the bedroom at the end of the second story hallway, she found Aunt Kezia Pettigrew sitting in a rocking chair, staring out the window. Lanie was in awe of this ninety-two-year-old woman’s adventurous life. When the state was going to separate the Freeman children after the death of their mother and the incarceration of Forrest Freeman, it had been God’s miracle when Aunt Kezia was located and agreed to fulfill the state requirement of an adult in the house full of young people. She was a small woman, and age was beginning to tell its tale, but her eyes were still bright and clear.

“How are you feeling, Aunt Kezia?”

Ignoring Lanie’s question, Kezia stared through the window. “I always liked fall the best of all. Back when we lived in Louisiana, there was no such thing as seasons. Look at the colors. The fall brings them out, don’t it, now?”

“They’ll be more colorful in October.” Lanie moved closer and put her hand on the old woman’s forehead. Aunt Kezia immediately struck it away and glared at her. “I will not be pawed at, thank you very much!”

But she did not fool Lanie. “I’m going to get Owen.”

“You’ll do no such thing. I’ll be right fine. I’ve got me a new medicine.” She picked up a brown bottle and held it high. “Doctor Oscar Bennett’s Liver Rejuvenator. It’s got four secret ingredients.”

Lanie took the bottle, unscrewed the top, and smelled it. “Why, this is just plain alcohol, Aunt Kezia, with something put in it to make it taste bad.”

“It is not! Doctor Bennett was brought up by the Cherokee Indians. An old medicine man gave him this recipe his own self.”

“No, this won’t do you any good. Don’t you remember Estelle Tatum who started taking that patent medicine? It wasn’t anything but alcohol. She became a regular addict.”

“Well, she stopped aching, didn’t she?”

“I guess so, but she was drunk all the time. I’m going to get Owen.”

Kezia cackled and humor lit her dark eyes. “You likely won’t find him.”

“What are you talking about?”

“He’s probably doctoring the widow Hankins. She’s been after him ever since she lost her husband. She sees Owen Merritt as a likely prospect for number two.”

Lanie bit her lip, for there was some truth to this. A small town like Fairhope had no secrets, and she was well aware that all the widows and single women in town suddenly enjoyed ill health. Doctor Owen Merritt was called regularly to treat women who had nothing wrong except loneliness.

“Now, you take that Ella Hankins. She wants a man. She’s got her cap set for Merritt. Come to think of it, maybe you better go get him. I need to give him some advice on how to take care of these man-hungry females that are out to get him to the altar.”

Lanie could not help smiling. She reached over, hugged Kezia, and nodded. “You just wait right here. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

“Take your time, honey. I ain’t going nowhere.”

Lanie hurried downstairs and into the kitchen where a large black woman was ironing. Delilah Jones was the mother of the Reverend Madison Jones, the pastor of the Methodist Episcopal Church. She looked up from the cast smoothing iron she had just picked up from the stove, spit on it, and watched it sizzle. “This is the way to iron clothes. Them newfangled electric irons ain’t worth spit.”

“I’d like to have one all the same, Delilah.”

“Them inventions ain’t gonna do nobody no good. If these solid irons was good enough for my mammy, they’re good enough for them women today. They’s jist too lazy to work, that’s what their problem is.”

Lanie had learned long ago that it was useless to argue with Delilah Jones. She had a will as solid as the Rock of Gibraltar, and as far as anyone could figure out, the last time she had changed her mind it had been another century. “I’ve got to go get Doctor Merritt, Delilah. Aunt Kezia isn’t any better. You take care of her and Corliss.”

Delilah put the iron down on one of Davis’s shirts and smoothed out the wrinkles. She quickly lifted the iron before it could scorch the material. “I reckon we could pray her through, Miss Lanie. I could get the deacons of our church to come, and that preacher of mine. We could anoint her with ile.”

“Well, we maybe could do that, Delilah” — Lanie smiled — “but first of all, we’ve got to get rid of that awful medicine she orders by mail. I’m hoping she’ll listen to Doctor Merritt.”

“She ain’t gonna listen to nobody,” Delilah said. “She’s stubborn as a blue-nosed mule.”

And so are you, Lanie wanted to reply but did not. Delilah Jones had been the Freemans’ strong anchor since the death of their mother. Lanie had been only fourteen when she was forced to take over raising her younger brothers and sisters. With the Depression at its worst, they could not afford much, and Delilah Jones had come day after day, and year after year, to throw herself into the lives of the Freeman children. Lanie loved her dearly. Going over, she hugged the big woman’s shoulders. “You’re a treasure, Delilah. I don’t know what we would have done without you.”

“I don’t know neither. Now you go on and git that doctor. We’ll let him try his thing, and then when that don’t work, we’ll let the good Lord have His way. I knows that’ ll work!”

Lanie left the house and turned toward town. The old Freeman home place was composed of five acres, all that was left of a large plantation that had belonged to Forrest’s great-grandparents. It was all gone now. Sold off to make city lots, most of it, and as she hurried along, Lanie wondered what it had been like back in the days when this was all open fields with no town at all except a general store.

Turning left on Stonewall Jackson Boulevard, she made her way through the town. She passed the library where Cassandra Sue Pruitt, the librarian, waved to her, then turning right on Robert E. Lee Street, she passed the Rialto Theater and Planter’s Bank directly across the street.

She arrived at the office of Doctor Oscar Givens and entered at once. A short stocky woman with her hair done up in a Pentecostal bun looked up. “Hello, Lanie.”

“Hello, Nurse Pickens. I’d like to see Doctor Merritt, please.”

“He’s not here. He’s gone down to get lunch, at least so he said. What he really likes to do is go down and listen to the gossip at the Dew Drop Inn. Who’s sick?”

Lanie knew that she could get a full diagnosis from Nurse Pick-ens but did not want to get into that. The woman had served old Doctor Givens for at least thirty years and knew the ailment of every citizen of the county. “Aunt Kezia’s not feeling well, but I’ll go find Doctor Merritt.”

“You tell him to bring me back Sister Myrtle’s special. It’s greens and fried pork chops — and bring me a piece of pie. Whatever she made today.”

“I’ll tell him, Nurse Pickens.”

[image: 0310252350_content_0016_009]
The Dew Drop Inn, being the only café in Fairhope, did a brisk business. It was pinched in between the barbershop run by Deoin Jinks and Gerald Pink’s pharmacy. The parking spaces were all taken, as usual, around the Dew Drop Inn, for it was the social center of the town, almost as popular as Bud Thompson’s Pool Hall.

Sister Myrtle Poindexter exited from the kitchen carrying two plates burdened down with food. Sister Myrtle was pastor of the Fire Baptized Pentecostal Church. She was a tall, angular woman with sharp brown eyes and her hair done up in a huge bun. She always wore dark clothing, sleeves down to her wrists and no jewelry except for a simple wedding band.

Charlie Poindexter, Sister Myrtle’s husband, was a short chunky man of few words. This was just as well since Sister Myrtle had enough words for both of them. They had, however, a sound marriage, having raised six children with all of them turning out well.

The Ministerial Alliance of Fairhope was meeting at the Dew Drop Inn for lunch as they did every Monday at noon. Sister Myrtle did not even bother to take orders. They took the special or there was an argument. None of the preachers ever dared to order anything except the special. The plates were piled high with pork chops, collard greens, squash, and corn on the cob; in the middle of the table was a huge platter of corn bread.

Sister Myrtle slammed the plate down in front of Roy Jefferson, the Episcopal priest, and glared down at him. She had a running feud going with the priest about his collar. “I’ve told you before, Preacher, Jesus didn’t wear no collar like that.”

Jefferson looked up. “I don’t expect he wore any kind of collar at all.”

“Then why do you have to wear one?”

“It’s just tradition among our church folks, Sister Myrtle. Now please don’t start on me.”

But Sister Myrtle plunked down a plate heaping with food in front of Ellis Burke, the Methodist preacher, and turned her guns on Reverend Jefferson. “You’ve got to make Carl Spivey go to work, Preacher.”

It was difficult to have a ministerial alliance meeting at the Dew Drop Inn, for Sister Myrtle knew every member of every man’s congregation (including all their shortcomings) and did not hesitate to bring them up in an open forum.

“I don’t know how I could do that, Sister.”

“He lets that poor wife of his do all the work. He’s a lazy bum.”

“He claims he’s got a bad back,” Jefferson protested.

“You bring him by our church, and we’ll anoint him and get him healed. But it ain’t his back. He’s just lazy. All them Spivey men are lazy.”

Jefferson caved in and nodded in surrender. “I’ll have a word with him, Sister.”

Ellison Burke, the Methodist pastor, was a small man with sharp, intellectual features. He was grinning at Roy Jefferson when Sister Myrtle turned to face him. “What are you going to do about that Bowden girl?”

“You mean Alice?”

“How many Bowden girls you got?”

“Well, I guess she’s the only one, Sister Myrtle. What’s she done now?”

“You need to keep up with your sheep, Preacher. She went over to Fort Smith with Aaron Dutton. He’s no good, and he’s going to get that girl in trouble. I think you got to jerk a knot in her and get her straightened out.”

“I don’t see I could do that.”

“Well, the Apostle Paul would have did it! That girl’s trying to be one of them flappers.”

“I don’t expect she means any harm.”

“She wears ear screws. That’s flat against the Bible, and you know it!”

“Where is that in the Bible?”

“I ain’t got time for no theology lesson. You come by when this meeting’s over, and I’ll show you. But you’ve got to stop that girl before she goes plum down the wrong road.”

“I’ll see what I can do.”

Sister Myrtle whirled and disappeared back in the kitchen. She came back almost instantly with two more platters. She put one of them down in front of the Presbyterian pastor Alex Digby. She opened her mouth but before she could speak Reverend Digby said, “Now don’t you start on me, Sister Myrtle. I know some of my flock needs to be chastised, and I’ll send them over for some of your sermon.”

“Good! I’ll give them a sizzling, red-hot dose of Gospel.”

“I’m sure they’ll profit by it.”

Myrtle stared down at the plate of food and then at the rotund figure of Reverend Digby who was not pleasingly plump but downright overweight. “I’ve got a word for you from the Lord.”

Laughter went around the table, and all the ministers kept their eyes on Sister Myrtle. She always had a word of the Lord for all of them, and Alex Digby flushed. “I don’t think I want to hear it.”

“Well, you’re going to. You need to fast, my brother. You’re digging your grave with that fork.”

Colin Ryan, the interim pastor of the Baptist Church, was the youngest of the preachers at the meeting. He was twenty-six years old with black hair, dark blue eyes, a widow’s peak, and a cleft chin. “Do you suppose we could just have the blessing and eat without the theology? These meetings always make me hungry.”

Sister Myrtle suddenly laughed. She had a fondness in her heart for the young preacher who was anything but a typical Baptist. He often visited Sister Myrtle’s church and was as loud with his amens and praise the Lords as any of her own flock. “You fly right at it, Brother Colin. You Baptists eat better than you do anything else anyhow.”

Father Horatio Bates, the Catholic priest, always dreaded these meetings at the Dew Drop Inn. It humiliated him, somehow, that Sister Myrtle Poindexter knew at least as much of the doings of his flock as he himself knew. He bowed his head and said quickly, “Let’s have the blessing.”

“I’ll ask it myself. I ain’t sure any of you preachers are in fit spiritual condition to be thanking the Lord anyways,” Sister Myrtle said. She prayed in a loud, strident voice as if she wanted the people across the street to hear. She put in not just a thanks for the preachers and their churches but for every item of food on the table.

Finally, as it went on and on, Colin Ryan broke in and said, “While Sister Myrtle finishes her prayer why don’t we go ahead and eat.”

Laughter went around the table, and Doctor Merritt, who was sitting at a separate table with the Sheriff Pardue Jessup, whispered, “I like this place, Pardue. You can get your stomach filled and your spiritual needs met.”

Sister Myrtle whirled for she had excellent hearing. “I heard that. You missed the last two services at church, Doctor Owen Merritt. You’re downright backslid.”

“Well, I guess I may be, Sister Myrtle.”

Sister Myrtle came over and stared down at the two men, both of them fine looking and in their late twenties. Owen Merritt was six feet tall, lean with crisp brown hair and warm brown eyes. Pardue Jessup, one year short of thirty, was even taller. He had hair black as a raven’s wing, dark eyes, and rough good looks. He was the target of many of the single women. He and Owen Merritt were the prime bachelors of Fairhope. Sister Myrtle looked down at them and said nothing, and finally Jessup grew nervous. “What’s wrong now? You want to preach at me about my sins?”

“Well, you need it, Pardue.”

“What have I done now?”

“It ain’t what you’ve done. It’s what you ain’t done. It’s agin Scripture for a man not to take a wife, and you two need to be thinking on that seriously. As a matter of fact, I’ve got me a list. I’ve been thinking about the widows in our church who need husbands.”

“We’ve got two or three of those in our congregation,” Alex Digby said, “and I think Sister Myrtle is right. You two need to get yourselves married.”

“That’s right. You ought to be just as miserable as the rest of us,” Aaron Burke said, a spark of humor in his eyes.

The meal continued with Sister Myrtle dispensing food and theology liberally. She looked up when Lanie came in. “Well, Sister Lanie, you come to get a bite to eat?”

“No, not this time, Sister Myrtle.” She headed straight for Owen’s table. “Owen, Aunt Kezia’s not well. Could you come and see her?”

“Why, we’ll take this whole bunch of preachers over there,” Sister Myrtle said. “We’ll pray her well.”

“Well, who’ll feed the people of Fairhope?” Alex Digby grinned.

“Let them fast. They need it.”

“Let’s try Doctor Merritt first, Sister, and Doctor Merritt, Miss Bertha says for you to bring her one of the specials and a piece of pie.”

Sister Myrtle scurried around, got the pie, and brought it covered with a clean cloth. She gave it to Lanie and said, “I’ll be praying for Kezia. That’s one fine woman.”

Lanie smiled. “Thank you,” she said and left with Owen Merritt.

As soon as they were out the door, the gossip started. “That young woman’s got three men on the string,” Sister Myrtle said. “She’s a sweet thing, but she don’t know much about men.”

“Which three is that?” Father Horatio Bates asked curiously.

“You don’t keep up with this town much, do you, preacher?” She refused to call him Father for the Bible said, Call no man on this earth your Father. “She’s got Roger Langley downright silly over her.”

“That’s right. Owen Merritt’s struck on her, too,” Reverend Jefferson said. “That’d be a good marriage even though he’s older than she is.”

“Well, she ain’t doing herself no good running around with that Brent Hayden, that writer fellow.”

“I’m sure it’s all innocent. She doesn’t have anybody to talk to about her writing,” Colin Ryan said.

Charlie Poindexter came out wiping his hands on his apron. Normally he kept his thoughts to himself, but now he jumped in, his voice its usual high-pitched tenor. “You watch what I tell you. That girl won’t marry nobody until she gets her pa out of prison.”

A silence fell on the group, and finally Sister Myrtle said, “I reckon you’re right about that, husband. She’s a fine girl with a strong sense of duty. I wish there was more like her in this town.” Sister Myrtle turned and said, “Now, I got a list of Scriptures for your preachers to work into your sermons. Some of them women in your congregations are wearing their skirts all the way up to their knees. I want you to hit that hard, do you hear me?”
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After Owen had examined Aunt Kezia, and talked her out of her liver rejuvenator, he left the house, accompanied by Lanie. As they walked toward his office, Owen was grinning. “You can always get any kind of words you need from Sister Myrtle.”

“I like her.”

“Well, I have one bit of good news. I got a letter from my brother in L.A.”

“He’s the policeman there?”

“He’s a detective. He says he’s got everybody looking for Thelma Mays.” Thelma Mays was a witness who did not testify during Lanie’s father’s trial.

Owen looked down at the young woman with admiration. She had pride, which he appreciated. He was also aware of the supple lines of her body and remembered the young girl she had been when they first met. No matter the troubles that beset her family, she had handled life with a serenity he admired and seemed to grow prettier even as he watched. Now, he noticed afresh how her features were quick to express her thoughts, and how laughter and love of life seemed to lie behind her eyes and lips, waiting for some kind of release.

“I’m glad I’ve been able to help,” he said. “I’ll send the medicine out.”

“Thank you, Owen.”

[image: 0310252350_content_0022_011]
The autumn air was cold in the hills of the Ozarks, and Lanie shivered as she pulled on the flannel nightgown that fell all the way to her feet. She put on a pair of wool-lined shoes, sat down, and began to work on a poem. She had been writing poems about the life of Jesus and the people who met Him while He was on earth, and today she had been thinking about the rich young ruler. Ideas, phrases, words filled her heart, and she wrote them in wonder, her fingers moving almost as quickly as the ideas came. Ten minutes later, she put her pen down and then read the poem aloud:

Seeing you, my son, standing all alone In growing dusk, is more than I can bear. Your heart is heavy — yet you must prepare

To live life as a man, without a moan;Every day for weeks you’ve gone to where The Nazarene with his glowing eyes Entrances you — why, even now you stare As if you’d caught a glimpse of paradise.

Paradise? No, Mot her, be content;This very day I chose to live, not die.The Rabbi’s price for heaven is too high.This solid earth must be my element. Sell all, he said — but when I passed him by A tear of purest rain shone in his eye.

The poem did not please her completely, but her poetry rarely did. She put the notebook aside, then took up the journal and dated it August 3, 1932, and began writing quickly. Cap’n Brown, her cat, had leaped up on the bed and snuggled up close to her. Lanie rubbed Cap’n Brown’s head then wrote:

I was mean to Owen tonight. He tried to talk to me about how people are gossiping about how I go to see Brent Hayden, and I lost my temper. I was sorry as soon as I snapped at him. I know I hurt his feelings, and I feel just awful about it.

It seems strange that here I am, eighteen years old, and a lot of my girlfriends I grew up with are married — and I’m not. Roger’s asked me to marry him, but I can’t do it. About Owen, I guess I’ve been in love with him for years. I thought at first it was just a little girl admiration of a man that had done so much for our family, but I think it’s more than that now. I don’t know how to say it. And, of course, Brent. He’s helped me with my writing, helped me to win the national contest, and he’s the only one I can really talk to about writing.

She paused and shook her head fiercely then wrote:

I can’t think about a home and a husband and children —not until Daddy’s out of that awful place!
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The interior of the Blackjack Club was fully as grim and uninviting as the exterior. The club, built of concrete blocks, was set in the middle of an asphalt parking lot with grass springing up through the breaks in the surface. Its sickly green door was flanked by high windows on each side to let in light or air, and the roof was flat since there was no snow in California.

Every night the parking lot was filled with vehicles, mostly old trucks and rusted jalopies. The Blackjack Club was an island of concrete set in the midst of the lower edge of California society. Hockshops, tattoo parlors, ratty motels mostly covered with leprous pale gray stucco sat next to small frame houses, many of them with cluttered yards and a multitude of children. This dreary part of California had been so depressing to Maeva Freeman that she was ready to flee back to the green hills of Arkansas.

She had been prepared to see Gary Cooper strolling down the street followed by Paulette Goddard and other stars. She had seen pictures of the stars’ palatial mansions and of the glorious city of Los Angeles with its palm trees, blue skies, and warm sun. The shock of the sordid world that she and Logan Satterfield had entered still lingered with her at times. The population was composed primarily of poor people who had fled other worlds looking for the magic of Disney and Hollywood. On the first day while they passed mile after mile of flat country, ugly and sparse, she had said, “This is a desert, Logan.”

“Reckon that’s what it is. There’s another Hollywood, but we probably won’t see much of that.”

Indeed, they had not seen the beautiful side of Los Angeles, but had floated around the edges of the huge city and the small towns that seemed to have sprung up out of the sparse desert soil. True enough, the mountains were beautiful, but they were not the green mountains that Maeva was accustomed to. They were covered with scraggly trees and had little beauty, at least, in her sight.

Maeva had been accustomed to poverty, for Arkansas had plenty of that, and she had even been, despite her family’s objection, to more than one social club, or saloon, as it might have been more properly called. They had been rough, noisy, and loud and filled with the twang of thick Arkansas voices, but there was something different about the clubs like the Blackjack on the fringe of Los Angeles.

Even now, as Maeva stood in front of the microphone singing a song called “Delta Dawn,” disgust with the whole scene seemed to sweep over her. It was like being inside of a grotto of some sort. No sunlight ever touched the inside of the Blackjack Club, and only the few naked bulbs hanging from wires shed their feeble corona of light over those who filled the club. The air was thick with cigarette smoke and the pungent odor of alcohol.

The noise was deafening, the band almost drowned out by the shouts and raucous laughter and babble of voices that filled the interior of the club. More than once, men sailed by, dancing with women wearing too much makeup and clothes that were too tight. Often they called up rude, obscene things to Maeva. Mostly, she had learned to ignore them.

She turned and glanced at Logan who was in the middle of the small band composed of three guitars, a set of drums, a saxophone, and a piano. She knew her face was drawn with fatigue for it was late and the evening had been long indeed. Logan was studying her intently, his fingers flying over the frets of the guitar. She could barely hear the music he made, but she knew he was far better than anyone they had encountered on the travels throughout the bars, saloons, and clubs in southern California. In the pale light, his dark features were steady, his eyes intent. She thought how he had tried to discourage her from coming on this trip but finally relented after she had begged him.

The song ended, and Maeva moved away from the microphone. Several men grabbed for her arm, but she shook them off impatiently. She hurried through a door that led down a hallway to her dressing room. She stepped inside, shut the door, and leaned back against it, her head touching the wood, her eyes closed. For a long moment she stood still, the beat of the drums vibrating through the structure, muted wild laughter echoing. Wearily, she went over to the sink and stared into it. It was filthy. Taking out a handkerchief, she managed to wash her face with the tepid water, and then she straightened up and caught her reflection in the cloudy mirror above the sink.

“You look terrible, Maeva.” The words were bitter, but indeed, she did look tired and washed out.

She turned away from her reflection, wet the handkerchief, and put it on the back of her neck. For a long time she stood there, memories of home flooding her mind. She thought of the house where she had been born and where her family still lived — except for her father who was incarcerated in Cummins prison. It was a big, rambling old house, and she had not known how much she loved it until she left.

The thought came almost unbidden like a burglar breaking into a house: You’re never going to find Thelma Mays, and if you did, it wouldn’t do any good.

As if to avoid the gloomy thought, Maeva turned and moved across the room. She kept her purse in a drawer of a painted pine dresser. Pulling it out, she extracted a comb and brush and began brushing her hair. It was impossible to get the smell of the cigarettes out without washing, and even that didn’t seem to help. As she brushed her hair, she thought about how she had left home with one idea in mind — to find Thelma Mays.

Thelma had been a witness to the shooting that had sent her father to the penitentiary. No one had known she was there, and all the other witnesses had declared her father had murdered Duke Biggins in cold blood. Everyone in her family knew their father was innocent, but more than just believing in her father’s innocence, Maeva had a fierce and angry hunger to find Thelma Mays and make her tell the truth — even if she had to shake it out of her.

She pondered her dilemma for a moment. What would she do if she did find her? I’d make her go back to Arkansas and tell the truth. And how would she make her go? Put a gun on her?

The rebellious thoughts coursed through Maeva Freeman. She had been through this almost daily since she had left Fairhope with Logan Satterfield, and now hope was a dim, vague light almost obliterated by the doubts that surrounded her.

With a sigh, she put the comb and brush back in her purse, concealed it in a drawer, and moved toward the door. She stepped outside and turned to go down the hall back toward where the raucous music seemed to be shaking the building, but a tall man wearing a white Stetson and a cowboy outfit with high-heeled boots blocked her path. She stopped abruptly, and her eyes went to his face. Cash Millard. The star of the show.

Millard had made one record that had sold fairly well and had an ego as big as the Stetson that he wore. He was a tall, lanky Texan who sang in a twangy voice, and the first time she had heard him and seen him Maeva knew he would never be another Jimmie Rodgers or A. P. Carter. He just didn’t have the talent.

“Hey, sweetheart, I’ve been looking for you.” Cash moved forward and put his hand on her shoulder. He was tall and lanky but had a strong grip.

“I’ve got to go sing, Cash.”

“Aw, there’s plenty of time. How about you and me cut away after we get through with this gig?”

“I’m tired, Cash.”

“Don’t be like that, honey.”

Maeva had met men like Cash before. They didn’t seem to know the meaning of the word no. She jerked her shoulder away and started around him, but he caught her and, throwing his arms around her, planted a kiss right on her lips. His arms were strong, but Maeva shoved him away, then swung her arm and caught him right in the mouth with her fist.

Cash blinked and put his hand to his mouth, stared at his fingers and saw that his lip was bleeding. He cursed her, but Maeva ran down the hall and stepped inside the maelstrom of the dance floor. She went at once to the stand and the manager, a short muscular man named Tommy Hart, grabbed the microphone and said, “And here she is again, folks, the Arkansas songbird. Let’s hear it for Maeva Freeman!”

Maeva caught one glimpse of Logan, who was watching her, and then refused to look at him again. At once, the band swung into “A New San Antonio Rose,” the theme song of Bob Wills, but Maeva did well with it. She finished that to a round of wild applause and then sang “I’m Thinking Tonight of My Blue Eyes” followed by “When My Blue Moon Turns to Gold Again.”

After she had finished the third number Cash was suddenly there, and Tommy Hart introduced him once again. “Here’s the star of our show, folks. Let’s hear it for Cash Millard.”

Cash’s lip was swollen, and he gave Maeva a furious look. She ignored him, went over, and sat down on a chair close to the band.

“You all right?” Logan shouted over the din.

“Yes,” she said, her lips barely framing the word. She sat there while Millard sang three songs, all of them loud and slightly off-key, and finally he stepped down and made his way to her. Without preamble, he pulled her to her feet. “Come on, we’re going to dance.”

“Let me go, Cash.”

Cash laughed and simply dragged her out on the floor. He did not get far, however, for suddenly his grip was torn loose. He turned to face Logan.

“Wrong girl, Cash. Find yourself another one.”

Cash Millard drew his arm back and threw a wild punch at Logan Satterfield. Logan almost laughed at the futility of it. He blocked the blow with his left arm and knocked Cash to the floor with a hard blow to the mouth. Cash got up, dazed, with blood running down the front of his shirt. Two of his admirers suddenly appeared, and one of them said, “We’ll get him for you, Cash!”

Logan found himself embroiled in a wild assault by Cash Millard’s admirers. He was a tough, hard, wicked fighter, but there were too many of them. Maeva threw herself at one who was lifting a beer bottle to hit Logan in the back of the head. She jumped on his back, bit him in the shoulder, and he let loose a wild scream.

And that’s when the real brawl began.
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“You got a lady to see you, Dave.”

Sal Donatello, a lean Mexican-American detective, stepped inside the squad room. Dave Merritt was sitting at his desk pecking out a report on an old typewriter. “Who is it, Sal?”

“The same woman who’s been here before. Says her name is Maeva Freeman. Just like always, she says she won’t talk to anybody but you. I tried to turn on the charm, but it didn’t work. Do you want to see her?”

Merritt grinned. He was a well-built man in his midthirties with a scar on his right cheek and crisp brown hair.

“Sure, Sal. Bring her in.”

It was the late shift, and the dawn was just now breaking over Los Angeles. Dave Merritt got up, went to the window, and looked out.

A pale wash of sunlight touched the earth and crept across the lawn. When he heard the door open and close behind him, he turned and saw the young woman standing there.

“My name is Maeva Freeman — ”

“I remember you,” he said. She had been here once before and told him she knew his brother, Owen, back in Fairhope. He had also received mail from Maeva’s sister, Lanie.

“Sit down. How about some coffee?”

Maeva sat down but shook her head. “No, thank you.”

Merritt poured himself a cup and sat down. The woman had red hair, startling blue eyes, and a figure that would turn men’s eyes anywhere. “I guess you’re here again about Thelma Mays.”

“Yes. I’ve got to find that woman, detective.”

“As I told you before, it’s like looking for a needle in a haystack” Merritt studied Maeva carefully. There was a steadfastness in her that impressed him. She was good looking but was already beginning to show signs of a hard life. The first time they met, she had told him how she ran away from home with a friend named Logan Sat-terfield. He remembered they were both working in some dive called the Blackjack Club. It was a rough place for a young woman from Arkansas.

“I wish I had better news for you, but so far I haven’t been able to find the woman. Got flyers out on her. A few leads, but nothing certain.”

Maeva sat forward. “Anything will help, anything at all.” Then she sat back again and added, “Your brother is a fine man, and I can tell you are too.”

“Well, he’s the good guy. I’m the black sheep.”

“I don’t believe that, but detective, before you tell me about those leads, I do have a more pressing problem.”

“What’s that, Miss Freeman?”

“Just call me Maeva. There was a fight at the club last night, and my friend Logan got arrested. He was the only one that they took.”

“Why would they pick on him?”

“Well, there’s a singer there called Cash Millard, and Logan beat him up.”

“Yeah, I’ve heard Millard’s record. Not much of a singer.”

“Not much of a man,” Maeva said bitterly. “They arrested Logan and took him to jail. I don’t know what else to do. Could you see what it will take to get him out? We don’t have much money,” she added quickly.

“They probably took him to the Sixth Precinct. Let me call and see if they’ve got him.” He picked up a phone, spoke briefly, and then nodded. “They’re holding him there. Come on, we’ll go see what we can do.”

The detective picked the brown shapeless hat off the desk, crammed it on his head, and said, “The car’s right outside.” He stepped aside to let Maeva leave the room. He caught Sal Donatello’s eye and knew that he was in for trouble. “I’ve got a hot lead on the case, Sal. Crime of the century.”

“Sure, Dave. I’ll call the papers and tell them to keep their front page open.”

When they stepped outside, Dave opened the door to a black squad car. Maeva got inside, and Merritt went around and got in. He started the engine and pulled away from the curb. “You’ve had a pretty rough time since you got here, I’d bet.”

“I’m not complaining.”

“Tell me about my brother.”

“Oh, everybody loves him in Fairhope. My sister especially.”

“That’s the one called Lanie?”

“That’s the one. She’s eighteen now, but we’ve known your brother since he first came to town. You see, my mama died, and my dad got sent to prison. You know about that.”

“Yes, your sister’s told me. So has Owen. They both say it was a frame-up job.”

“It was, Mr. Merritt.”

“Just call me Dave. So, Lanie likes my brother. He’s a little bit old for her.”

“Oh, I think it’s just kind of a girlhood crush. She’s so smart, Dave. She won a national writing award last year, and she’s taken care of me and my sister and my two brothers. She had to quit school to do it, but she’s done it. But she’s so unhappy and so are all of us.”

Dave Merritt was good at eliciting facts, and by the time he pulled up in front of the precinct house, he pretty much had the life history of the Freeman family — and even more of an inclination to help her.

“Come on. Don’t pay any attention to what happens. We’ve got a sergeant here that thinks he’s tough, but he’s not as tough as I am.” He shot her a mischievous, almost wicked, grin.

She followed him into a dingy room with benches occupied by three men and two women and a sergeant sitting behind a tall desk. He was overweight with piggish eyes.

“What do you want, Merritt?” he grunted, displeasure on his face.

“You got a prisoner in there, Simmons. Come to get him.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about Logan Satterfield. Trot him out.”

Sergeant Simmons laughed harshly, but the laughter did not reach his eyes. “That’ll be the day.”

Dave Merritt was a big man, broad-shouldered, and there was something dangerous about him. He leaned over the desk and said, “Now listen, Artie, I’m not going to argue this. If you want to make something out of it, we’ll go to the chief, and I’ll tell him about that kickback you’ve been getting from the chippies over on the south side. I got three of them that’ll be a witness against you.”

“You wouldn’t do that.”

“Oh yes, I would. I’d love to do that. Now, what’ll it be?”

“There’s a fine. You can’t have him until he pays his fine.”

“You pay it. He’s a witness in a case of mine. Now get him out here. Why was he the only one arrested? There must have been a dozen guys in that brawl.”

Simmons could not answer. He knew Dave Merritt’s reputation and knew that he had little choice. “I don’t care,” he said. He raised his voice. “I’ll get him, but you owe me one for this.”

“Yeah, come around anytime. We never close.”

“Will you get in trouble for this?” Maeva asked.

“No, not likely. He’s a sorry excuse for an officer anyway.”

A few minutes later Simmons came back followed by Logan, who looked a bit worse for wear. His ear was red, but his expression was cheerful.

“Are you all right, Logan?” Maeva asked quickly.

“Right as rain. How’d you pull this off?”

“This is Doctor Merritt’s brother, Dave. I’ve told you about him. He’s a policeman, a sergeant.”

The two men shook hands, and Simmons said, “Take him out of here, Merritt. You’re cluttering up my precinct.”

“And a princely domain it is. Thanks for the cooperation, Simmons.”

The three moved outside the precinct house, and as soon as they were clear, Dave said, “It looks like you two aren’t finding California very receptive.”

“I guess not, but there’s some good folks here — especially one detective.”

“I’m doing it for Owen. He helped me out a lot when I was growing up. As a matter of fact, I think I’d be on the wrong side if it hadn’t been for him.”

“You were going to tell me something earlier about Thelma Mays. You said you might have a lead.”

“I’m not one hundred percent sure, but it looks like the woman might be in Bakersfield. I got a tip that she was there. Come on back to the office. I’ll make a few calls.”

As they drove back toward the station, Dave Merritt studied Logan Satterfield and decided by the time they got there he was a straight arrow. “So you just upped and left home for California, brought this young lady along with you? You come here to be a star?”

“I came because my family pretty well kicked me out.”

“They kicked him out because two of his brothers were beating Owen up. Logan stepped in and made them quit. His daddy didn’t like it. They’re real clannish, the Satterfields.”

“Put me out kit and caboodle so I had to do something. I won’t ever be a star though. I found that out already.”

When they reached the station, Dave nodded toward a café that had just opened up across the street. “Come on, I’ll buy you breakfast.”

“You don’t have to do that, Dave,” Maeva said.

“I always have breakfast. Come on.” He took them inside the Elite Café, and a pretty waitress came up, her eyes dancing. “Hello, handsome.”

“Hello, beautiful. You give these folks whatever they want for breakfast. Fix me up the usual. I’ll be right back. What time do you get off?”

“The same time as always.”

“I’ll see you then.”

The waitress watched him go. “Isn’t he fine looking?”

“You ought to see his brother. He’s even better looking.” Maeva smiled.

“Really? I didn’t even know he had a brother. What can I get you?”

“Well, since it’s on the policeman I guess we’ll have whatever’s the best.”

“How about eggs and bacon and pancakes and biscuits?”

“That’ll have to do, I guess.” Logan nodded. “Bring two orders of that.”

The two sat there, and Logan touched his ear. “I got bobbed in the ear, but I think I gave as good as I got. Good thing you found Owen’s brother. It saved my bacon.”

The two talked until the food came, and they plunged into it. They were halfway through when Dave Merritt came back. “Okay, Betty, bring on the feed.”

“I’ll be right here, good looking.”

She disappeared, and Dave leaned forward, his eyes bright. “I think we’ve got something. She’s in Bakersfield. I’m ninety percent sure it’s her.” He wrote out an address on a piece of paper. “I can give you the name, but I don’t know what you’ll do with it.”

“What do you know about her, Dave?” Logan asked.

“Well, she’s living with a thug named Bobby Dean Loy. We know him pretty well,” he said. “He’s done two stretches in the pen. A real rough one. If you bump into him, don’t give him any trouble. He’s a shooter.”

Maeva said, “I’ve got to go there.”

“I’ll go along,” Logan said. “Haven’t had any excitement in a while.”

Dave Merritt leaned back. “Well, watch out for Loy. We think he’s killed two men, but there was no evidence, so he walked.” The waitress brought his breakfast. He winked at her and something passed between them. “Real sweet kid,” he said. “Going to college. Works here to pay her tuition. Wants to be a teacher.”

“She seems like a fine young woman,” Maeva said.

Dave looked at the food and shook his head. “It’ll be hard to get the Mays woman to testify. That kind doesn’t talk.”

They finished breakfast, and he took them back to the rooming house. Maeva said, “Thanks so much, Dave. I’ll tell Owen what a help you were.”

“I hate to let you two go. Loy’s a pretty tough cookie.”

“We’ll be okay,” Logan said. “I’ll see to it.”

“Okay. Write me and tell me how it comes out, will you? Or give me a call.”

“Yes, we’ll do that.”

They watched as the police car moved away, and Maeva said, “How are we going to get to Bakersfield?”

“How much money have you got?”

“About twenty-three dollars.”

“Well, I got twenty-nine. Tell you what. You go pack your stuff.”

“What about our jobs?”

“Oh, didn’t I tell you? We got fired. Don’t have any jobs to lose.”

“That’s not enough money to get to Bakersfield.”

“I have a master plan. You go get packed up. Stay there until you hear from me.”
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Maeva was sitting outside the apartment house, and she looked up to see an old dilapidated automobile with Logan at the wheel. He brought it to a squealing halt and got out. “Some car, huh?”

“Where did you get this thing?”

“I saw it last week in front of a garage with a for-sale sign on it. I hope it’ll get us to Bakersfield. I’ve got nineteen dollars left.”

“How’d you buy that car for that little money?”

“Ah, I made a deal.”

Maeva did not find out what “the deal” was until they were packed and ready to go. “Where’s your guitar?”

“I had to throw it in to get this car.”

“You shouldn’t have done that.” The flat top guitar was the one good thing that Logan Satterfield owned.

“We got to get to Bakersfield, don’t we?”

“I feel terrible letting your guitar go like that.”

“Well, I’ll find some way you can pay me back. Now, we’re on our way.”
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They found the address that Dave Merritt had given them, and it was every bit as run down as the rooming house where they had rented rooms.

“They’re not living very high on the hog are they, Maeva?”

“I’m a little bit scared. You know what Dave said about Bobby Dean Loy.”

“I’ll charm him with my wit and sophistication.”

“You’re crazy,” she said, but she could not help but smile. “Well, let’s find her.”

Finding Thelma Mays was not difficult. The landlord grunted, “She’s upstairs in room 203. Don’t give me no trouble.”

“No trouble,” Logan said. The two ascended the stairs and knocked on the door. A woman dressed in a housecoat opened it. She had bleached blonde hair, green eyes, and bruises on her face. She stared at them suspiciously. “What do you want? Who are you?”

“My name is Maeva Freeman. You’re Thelma Mays?”

“That’s right. I don’t know you, do I?”

“No, we’re from Fairhope. Could we talk to you?”

“About what?”

“Could we come in, do you think? It’s kind of public out here.”

“I guess so.” The woman moved inside the filthy wreck of a room then turned to face them defiantly. “What do you want with me?”

Maeva took a deep breath. “My daddy’s in prison for killing Duke Biggins.”

Thelma Mays stared at her. “What’s that got to do with me?”

“You were there when the shooting took place, weren’t you, Thelma?” Maeva said, her eyes fixed on the woman.

“No, I wasn’t there.”

“Yes, you were. We know you were, and you know my daddy didn’t kill Duke Biggins like the witnesses said he did.”

“You get out of here. I don’t want nothin’ to do with you.”

“Doesn’t it mean anything to you, Thelma, that an innocent man’s in prison? He’s got a family.”

“It ain’t my fault. Now you get out of here.”

The door suddenly opened, and a big hulking man stepped inside. He had the face of an unsuccessful prizefighter, and there was a sullenness in him. “Who are you?” he demanded.

“My name’s Logan Satterfield. This is Maeva Freeman. We’re from Arkansas.”

“Are you Mr. Loy?” Maeva asked.

“Who told you that?”

“A friend of mine, a police detective in Los Angeles,” Logan said. He stepped closer to put Maeva farther away from Loy. “We need to talk to Miss Mays here about going back to Arkansas to get Miss Maeva’s father a new trial.”

Loy stared at him and then his eyes went to Thelma. “What they talking about, Thelma?”

“Oh, some story they made up. There ain’t nothin’ to it, Duke. Now you folks get out of here.”

Loy said, “You heard her. Now git!”

Maeva started to argue, but Logan said, “Let’s go, Maeva.”

Loy grinned. “That’s pretty smart.” He stuck his hand inside his coat. “I got the difference here.”

“We’re leaving,” Logan said. He took Maeva’s arm and led her outside. They got in the car, and he started it up. “We’ll have to go at this some other way. She’s not going to talk until she has to. Wouldn’t do any good to get into a brawl with Loy.”

“No, he might hurt you.”

“Or I might hurt him.”

He looked around and said, “Well, Bakersfield’s bound to have some kind of a dive where we can get a job playing at least for enough money to get a room.” He moved the car away from the curb, and they began cruising the streets, looking for a sign.

Maeva said, “I wish I was a praying woman, but I’m not.”

It was the first time Logan had ever heard Maeva say anything like this. “You think you ever will be?” he asked curiously.

“I don’t think so. I was born bad.”

“Yeah, me too. I’ve been told that all my life that I was no good.”

“You got some good in you. You’re helping me get my daddy out of jail.”

He reached over and tugged a lock of her hair. When she turned to face him, he grinned crookedly. “Maybe I’m just trying to get on the good side of you. You know, make up to you like men do.”

Maeva laughed. “No, I know when a man’s after me. You’re not that kind, and you dragged me all the way out here to California when I asked you to. You never once tried to get at me.” She was quiet for a while and then said, “I guess you want a good woman, Logan, and I’m not like that.”

“Don’t talk like that. Maybe both of us will turn the corner. Become good instead of bad.”

“Well, what do we do now?”

“Get a job, hang around, go back, and see Thelma. Sooner or later, that sorry man of hers will beat her up again or kick her out.

We’ll wait until she hits bottom, and then we’ll make our move.”
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