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The dream came to Lanie Belle Freeman softly, so gently that the scene enveloped her like a warm, soft blanket. She lay still, caught in that zone somewhere between deep sleep and awareness. As always when the dream came, Lanie was vaguely aware that she was in a world that did not exist, yet at the same time the dream was so wonderfully real that she always resisted the pull of the world. The world was filled with cold practicality and hard decisions and heartaches. But the dream — ah, the dream! It was warm and lovely and filled with a joy that the real world could never give!

The dream always began the same, never even the slightest variation. Lanie had endured so many painful changes in the past few years that the most comforting thing about the recurring dream was its reliable sameness.

It began with the sound of Lanie’s mother singing “The Old Rugged Cross.” Elizabeth’s voice was clear as a bell, sweet and pure and true. The words seemed to Lanie to flow like the clear waters of Singing River:

On a hill far away, stood an old rugged cross, The emblem of suff ering and shame And I love that old cross wh ere the deares t and best For a world of lost sinners was slain . . . 

And then in the dream Lanie felt herself held securely by strong arms, and when she looked up the face of her mother would appear.The firm but gentle mouth, the clear gray-green eyes filled with love!

Then the scene would change, and Lanie would be clinging to her father’s hand, and Forrest Freeman would scoop her up, smiling and saying, “Well, now, Muff, how about a song, eh? Just you and me?”

Then Lanie would join her father singing the old hymn “Life Is Like a Mountain Railroad.” The voices of the two would blend, then Elizabeth would join in, and finally Lanie’s brothers and sisters would add their voices to the song.

The dream went on, sometimes for what seemed like hours, sometimes only briefly, but always the joyous sound of the Freeman family would fill Lanie’s world.

When the dream lasted a long time, Lanie would run with her father through the woods while the trees blazed with fall colors, and then she would be digging in the loamy garden soil with her mother, putting seed in the warm earth of spring. At times the dream would take Lanie and her family to the Singing River, where Cody and Davis shouted as they pulled thumping sunfish out of the sparkling waters, and Lanie and Maeva splashed in the shallows while their mother smiled on.

But then dark shadows would begin to gather, clouding the dream with somber darkness. Lanie always tried to fight the shadows, but they covered her with relentless power, pulling her out of the wonders of the dream into the world of pain and disappointment . . .

“No!” Lanie cried aloud, as the dream ended abruptly and she found herself sitting upright in her feather bed. For one moment she tried desperately to ignore the world of reality, to return to the warmth and color and joy of her dream — but she knew it was useless. Once the dream was over, there was no going back.

With a quick, angry gesture, Lanie rolled out of the bed and stood on the cool pine floor, disoriented. She blinked a couple times and finally got her bearings. “I can’t believe I fell asleep!” she muttered. “I still have more pies to make!” Then she shrugged and turned to face the world of Lanie Belle Freeman of Fairhope, Arkansas, July 1931.

Moving to a small mirror, she paused, thinking with anguish of her life as it had once been. The dream was a longing for her mother, now in her grave, and for her father, who was serving a term at Cummings Prison Farm for manslaughter. The loss of her parents was a grief so poignant that whenever Lanie Belle thought of them, a lump formed in her throat and tears burned her eyes.

Lanie forced the dream from her mind, yawned, and raised her arms over her head in a broad stretch. As she threw her head back, she heard a loud ripping sound, felt the seams give way, and immediately knew what had happened.

“Oh, fuzz!” she uttered with disgust. Reaching to her side, she felt the open seam and shook her head. “I’m going to have to make another dress. I’m getting fat as Jezebel.” The comparison was not exactly accurate since Jezebel was the Freemans’ four-hundred-pound sow. Lanie, at the age of seventeen, had emerged from adolescence into blossoming young womanhood. Her figure had swelled, and as she looked down at herself, she calculated what she could do to make a new dress.

Turning quickly, she walked across the room, opened a red cedar chest, and rummaged through it until she came up with a group of flour sacks carefully washed and folded. They were white with a delicate green flower that perfectly complemented the shade of Lanie’s eyes. Quickly she counted the sacks and then nodded with satisfaction. “I’ve got enough here to make me a dress. I’ll start on it after the celebration tomorrow.”

For a moment Lanie Freeman held the material against her cheek and imagined how it would be to go into a store and buy material off a roll. She’d had this experience on a few occasions before her mother died. Since then times had been hard, especially with the Depression that had come two years earlier. But she never liked to spend a great deal of time in regret, so she began to think of the McCall’s pattern that she had bought at the general store. She had the kind of imagination that could take the picture of a pattern, along with the color and shape and feel of the material, and envision the finished product.

Suddenly the giggle of a girl’s voice came floating in from the outside window. At once Lanie straightened up and glanced over at the clock. “Eleven o’clock!” she exclaimed. “Everyone’s supposed to be in bed.” She knew the giggle belonged to her sixteen-year-old sister, Maeva. Putting the flour sacks back in the chest, she went out the back door. The silvery moonlight illuminated the yard, and as she walked alongside the house, the voices became louder. Rounding the corner she saw Maeva being kissed by a tall young man. Darrell Watkins had a bad reputation with young girls, and the anger that swelled in Lanie suddenly reached the boiling point. “Maeva, what in the world are you doing out here?”

Maeva Freeman reacted exactly as Lanie expected. As she turned, the moonlight reflected on her red hair and her blue eyes were snapping. “What does it look like I’m doing, Lanie? I’m kissing Darrell Watkins.”

If Maeva Freeman was ever afraid of anything — or ashamed of anything — no one ever found out about it. She had the same curves of young womanhood as her older sister and stood there with an impudent grin on her face. “You’ll have to wait if you want to get your turn with Darrell, Lanie.”

“How did you get out of the house?”

Maeva laughed and pointed upward. “I climbed out that window.

Climbed down the walnut tree. If you want to keep me in, you’re gonna have to chop down that tree.”

“You ought to be ashamed of yourself.”

“Well, I ain’t,” Maeva said defiantly. “Are you ashamed, Darrell?”

Lanie stood there oppressed by a sense of helplessness. Her father would have been able to handle this, but he was in prison, and at the age of seventeen she was now, for all practical purposes, the head of the Freeman family. She had no trouble with her brothers Davis and Cody, and, of course, Corliss Jeanne, at the age of three, was a treasure.

But Maeva Elizabeth Freeman was a rebel to the bone. She had often heard her father say, “I think Maeva gets her contrariness from her mama’s side. Couldn’t have got it from the Freemans.”

Unable to think up a reply that would bring any sort of remorse to Maeva, Lanie turned and snapped, “Darrell Watkins, you get out of here!”

“You don’t have to go,” Maeva said. She reached out and held the young man by the arm.

Darrell was amused. “Maybe I’d better. Since you got no ma or pa, I guess Lanie there has to be both.”

“You ain’t afraid of Lanie, are you, a big fellow like you?”

“Well, I always try to be nice to the mamas and papas of my lady friends.”

“She’s not my mama. I don’t have to mind her and you don’t have to go.”

Darrell was laughing and Maeva was grinning saucily when suddenly a voice came from heaven — or seemed to.

“You big ox, get on your way or I’ll shoot your stupid ears off!”

Darrell Watkins whirled and looked up, startled by the voice. He saw an old woman with silver hair framed in one of the upper windows. He was acquainted with Aunt Kezia, but he had never seen her holding a .38, much less one that was trained right on him!

“Hey, now, Miss Aunt Kezia, be keerful! That thing might go off.”

“It shore will go off if you don’t light a shuck. Now git!”

Darrell was a flamboyant young man and hated to give in to anyone. “Now shucks, Miss Aunt Kezia, you wouldn’t shoot me. We go to the same church.” 

The words were no sooner out of Darrell’s mouth when the .38exploded, sounding like a cannon in the silence of the night. Dirt flew up about two inches from Darrell’s right foot, and he jumped up in the air. “Hey!” he yelled. “Be careful with that thing!”

“I’d jist as soon shoot your ears off as spit! Now you git or I’ll fumigate you!” She lifted the pistol and Darrell whirled and ran.

Maeva hollered after him, “Don’t bother to come back here, you big dummy! Anybody that’s afraid of an old woman ain’t man enough for me!” She turned around and grinned up at her Aunt Kezia. “Well, are you gonna shoot me?” she demanded.

“Wouldn’t be a bad idea, but I ain’t decided yet. Now you git back in the house.”

“I don’t have to,” Maeva snorted with disgust.

“That’s the way, Aunt Kezia,” another voice suddenly broke out.

“Show her how the cow ate the cabbage.”

Maeva whirled to see her fourteen-year-old brother Cody framed in the doorway, laughing. She flew at him at once, hitting him straight on and almost flooring him. Cody was laughing and at the same time trying to defend himself from Maeva’s blows. “Watch out or Aunt Kezia will shoot you,” he yelled.

“I’ll kill you, Cody Freeman!” Maeva shrieked. She was getting the best of Cody when suddenly Davis, who was eleven months younger than Maeva, appeared. At the age of fifteen he was already six feet tall, lean and strong. He reached out, separated the two, and held Maeva so that she was helpless. “You settle down, Maeva. You’ve made enough of a fool out of yourself for one night, I guess. Now, you git in the house and go to bed. Tomorrow I’ll nail that window down where you won’t be pullin’ any more stunts like this.”

Lanie watched as Maeva went into the house, loudly threatening to run away and join a circus.

Lanie waited until all three were inside, then discovered that she was trembling. These encounters with Maeva always drained her, and she felt like she had failed her parents by not being able to handle Maeva. Davis had once told her, “Shoot, Lanie, Pa couldn’t handle her his own self. You know that. She’s gonna do what she wants to do.”

When she went into the house, she went at once to Corliss’s room. The toddler was standing in the bed looking at her with enormous blue eyes. Her blond hair caught the silver moonbeams and she appeared unperturbed. “What was Maeva doing?”

Lanie was always mildly shocked when the child spoke in full sentences. Corliss had not spoken until she was two and a half years old. Then, almost overnight, she suddenly started making sentences.

“Oh, she was just getting into trouble. Now you lie down and go to sleep.”

“Did you whip her?”

“No, I didn’t whip her. It’s late, honey, and tomorrow’s your birthday. You’ll be three years old.”

“Will I feel any different?”

“Oh, you might. Three is a mighty nice age.” Lanie laid the child down, kissed her, and said, “Close your eyes now. Think up a story and go to sleep.”

“All right, Lanie.” Corliss was agreeable, although she was wide awake.

The contrast between Corliss’s sweetness and Maeva’s meanness was never clearer to her than at that moment. She could still hear Maeva yelling upstairs while Corliss smiled at her with an angelic look. Her heart warmed, and she soothed the child’s hair. “Come on, sweetheart, I’ll let you have a fresh fried pie because you’re such a good girl. Maybe it’ll help you get back to sleep.” Carrying Corliss, she went back into the kitchen, sat her down on the table, and cut a pie in half. “Half for me and half for you.” She handed the pie to Corliss, who took a bite of it eagerly. “Good!” she said.

“It’s apple. Got cinnamon in it.”

Corliss laughed and then looked serious. “Do I need a fork?”

“No.”

“We usually eat pie with a fork,” Corliss said seriously.

“Not fried pies. They’re supposed to be eaten with the fingers.”

Corliss nibbled neatly at her pie and glanced up toward where Maeva’s voice could be heard. “Why is Maeva mad?”

“Oh, you know Maeva, Corliss. She didn’t get her own way. Hey, in just one hour you’ll be three years old. Won’t that be nice?”

“Yes.” Corliss finished her pie and submitted to the process of Lanie cleaning her face. “When’s Daddy coming home, Lanie?”

Lanie never knew how to answer this question. Her father had been arrested and sent to prison for killing a man. It was an accidental shooting, but the judge was strict. Now a big part of Lanie’s life was spent going to Cummings Prison Farm as often as she could to visit their father. She was constantly weary from trying to be father and mother to her two sisters and two brothers, but she could not give in to it.

She did not have to answer Corliss’s question, for suddenly Aunt Kezia appeared. She was wearing a thin cotton nightgown and sniffed the air as she came in. “I’d shore like to have one of them pies.” Aunt Kezia was a small lean woman with silver hair and snapping black eyes. She was in her nineties, but her mind was as sharp as ever.

“I made some of your favorite, Aunt Kezia. Take one of those apricot.”

Aunt Kezia picked up an apricot pie and bit into it. “That’s plum good. I couldn’t have did no better myself.”

“Did you ever make fried pies?”

“Sure did. Made ’em for my second husband, Mr. Butterworth.

He loved fried pies. When he was a town lawman down in Texas, I made them for him three times a week.” Aunt Kezia looked Lanie over and said, “You’re wore to a frazzle, child. Go to bed.”

“I can’t. I need to make some more pies.”

“I think it’s foolishness.”

“Why, Aunt Kezia, we’re making pies to raise money for the Lot-tie Moon Missionary Offering. All the women at church are baking something.”

“You can’t save the world with pies, Lanie.”

Their massive cinnamon-colored dog, Beau, came over and lay his big head on Aunt Kezia’s lap. She grinned, reached out, and grabbed him by the ears. “You handsome devil! Get away from me. You just want some more pie dough.”

“Woof!”

Aunt Kezia laughed and grabbed some of the spare dough. She fed it to him a little bit at a time, and finally she said, “That’s all.” He glared at her reproachfully, then walked over toward the wall. When he got there, he suddenly collapsed as if he’d been shot.

“I never seen a dog lay down like that. Why can’t he lay down like a normal dog?”

Lanie laughed. “I don’t think we have anybody normal in this house.”

“Well, I am. I’m the most normal person I ever seen.”

“Reckon I’ll clean up. Maybe we do have enough pies.”

“I’ll help you.” Aunt Kezia glanced at Lanie, noticing the fatigue etched on her smooth face. The girl had struggled heroically after her mother died giving birth to Corliss. It was a tragedy for Lanie to quit school to take care of the house and the other children, and Aunt Kezia admired her tremendously.

Suddenly Lanie turned and said, “I didn’t handle Maeva right.”

“Yes, you did. That girl can’t be handled!” Aunt Kezia sniffed.

“I know because I was just like her. She’s gonna have to get a few bumps — but she’ll be fine.”

Lanie came over and stood before the small elderly woman. “Aunt Kezia, sometimes I get to thinkin’ about how Daddy’s in prison, and Davis can’t learn to read, and Maeva’s always in trouble — ”

“Honey, the good Lord knows about every problem you got. Now, you’re a Chris tian girl, and you know God’s able to do anything. You just go on to bed. I’ll finish cleanin’ up and get the pies ready to go to the celebration. You go on now.”

Lanie hugged her aunt, kissed her on the cheek, and then left the room, Corliss tagging along behind. Aunt Kezia watched them go, then began to pray. She always prayed with her eyes wide open, which shocked Cody, who admonished her, “You’re supposed to close your eyes.”

“Who told you that?” Aunt Kezia always said.

Now the old woman stood there for a moment collecting her thoughts and composing the prayer, and when it was firmly in her mind, she said loudly, “Lord, things around here are right messy, so I’m askin’ you to rare back and work a bodacious, humongous miracle that covers everything this family needs. See to it now!”
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The Dream came but quickly faded as a light pressure on Lanie’s right eye brought her out of a fitful sleep. Lanie tried to ignore it, but the slight tapping of something soft against her eyelid was persistent. Finally she opened her left eye and saw Cap’n Brown, her rangy Manx tomcat, sitting beside her touching her right eye gently with his paw. It had been his way of waking her up ever since he had come out of the woods to become a part of the Freeman family. 

Sitting up, Lanie picked Cap’n Brown up and perched him on her lap. “Why do you always have to interrupt my dreams, Cap’n Brown?” she scolded. She stroked his thick fur and was amused as always at the fact that he had no tail, just a stub. He did have enormously long hind legs in the manner of a true Manx, and she reached out and gave him a hug, which he received with a loud meow.

It was still dark outside, but she could see the beginnings of gray light forming in the east. She sat there holding the cat and looking around the room. As she did, it seemed slightly unfamiliar to her despite the fact that she had slept in it almost every night of her seventeen years. What was missing was the furniture. She had grown up surrounded by massive antiques, but they were all gone now, replaced by inexpensive new pieces. She felt a sudden desire to see her old furniture again, but shook her head and scolded herself softly. Don’t be foolish, girl. If we hadn’t sold all that furniture, we would have lost this place.

It was indeed a miracle that the homeplace had been saved. The bank was ready to foreclose, but Elspeth Patton, the owner and publisher of the Sentinel, had come to their rescue. She had brought an antique dealer out who made them an offer on the antique furniture that enabled them to pay off the note at the bank and have a little left over. A warm feeling came as Lanie thought of how pleased her father had been that they had not lost the homeplace. She had hugged him when she had visited him at Cummings Farm and said excitedly, “Daddy, now when you get out, you’ll have your own place to come to.”

The rooster, Franklin, crowed, and Lanie shoved Cap’n Brown aside and grinned. “Franklin thinks the sun comes up because he crows. He’s a mighty foolish rooster. It’s a good thing he’s too skinny for us to eat.”

Leaving the room, she walked down the hall to the bathroom.

She washed her face with a thin sliver of Lifebuoy soap. “I hate Life-buoy soap,” she muttered. “It stinks. I’m going to get Ivory soap next time. That smells almost as good as perfume.”

She began to brush her hair and studied her reflection. She had an oval face with a wealth of auburn hair and gray-green eyes, which she inherited from her mother. Her mouth was wide, too wide, she thought, and she muttered, “I wish I were as pretty as Maeva.” No sooner were the words out than she was disgusted with herself. “Nobody’s pretty as Maeva, and besides, I ought to be happy I look as good as I do.”

Going back to her room, she removed her nightgown and quickly dressed. She would be going to the Stone County Fourth of July County Fair later in the day, but there was work to be done, so she wore the dress with the split seam. It didn’t matter much if she was pooching out of it. Nobody would see.

When she was dressed, she moved over to the rocker and turned on the lamp. Sitting down, she opened the worn black Bible that lay on the table. It had belonged to her mother, and she delighted in the notes that her mother had made years ago. There were so many of them, notes of promises that her mother had claimed and then later put down a date when they were fulfilled. The Bible had a great deal to do with Lanie’s faith, and as she turned to where the marker indicated her reading, she thought of her mother, and a lump formed in her throat. She still missed her desperately, and it was a constant struggle to overcome her feelings. 

She was reading the Bible through from Genesis to Revelation.It was her second time, and she had reached the eleventh chapter of Leviticus. She began reading and was puzzled. It consisted of a list of animals that the children of Israel were permitted to eat along with a list of those that were not permitted. She got down to verse nine and read aloud, “These shall ye eat of all that are in the waters: whatsoever hath fins and scales in the waters, in the seas, and in the rivers, them shall ye eat. And all that have not fins and scales in the seas, and in the rivers, of all that move in the waters, and of any living thing which is in the waters, they shall be an abomination unto you.”

Lanie’s brow furrowed, and she shook her head. “I just plain don’t understand that,” she muttered. “Nothin’s better than good fried catfish — and yet the Bible says they are an abomination. I’m going to ask the preacher how come it says we can’t eat catfish. I know he eats it himself, so it must be all right.” She continued reading until finally she got to verse twenty-two, which said, “Even these of them ye may eat; the locust after his kind, and the bald locust after his kind, and the beetle after his kind, and the grasshopper after his kind.”

“Who in the world,” Lanie exclaimed, “would want to eat a grasshopper or a locust!” She shivered and continued reading down through the chapters, and finally she said, “Well, Lord, I read it, and I don’t have any idea what it’s all about. If you don’t want me to eat catfish, you’re going to have to say it plain, because everybody I know eats catfish. But I will promise never to eat any grasshoppers or any locusts.” Closing the Bible, she prayed for her family and for the members of her church who were ill and closed by saying, “Lord, I can’t do a thing with Maeva. You’ll have to do something because she’s beyond me.” 

After closing the Bible, she rose and walked over to the chest of drawers. It was new and not extravagant but well made, and opening the bottom drawer she pulled out two notebooks and took them back over to her chair. Sitting down, she held one with a green cover and smiled. “My first diary,” she said. “I couldn’t have been more than six when I started it.” She opened it and read the first entry. “Dady took us all to see a pitcher show. It was good. I like Mickey Moose best.After the show he bought us all a red soda pop and a moonpie. We hav the best dady in the hole worrld and I will rite a pome about him.”

My Dady 
My dady has big rough hands,
 But when I cry, he understands.
My dady has laffing eyes
 And holds me when I cry.
My dady does n’t have much monney,
 But I like it wh en he calls me Honny.


A smile turned the corners of Lanie’s lips upward, and she ran the tips of her fingers over the writing. “I wonder where that little girl is who wrote this.” It was something she often thought of. When we grow up, we leave behind that which we are. Aunt Kezia once had been a mere baby, and now she was old and wrinkled and fragile. Where was the child she had been?

Lanie Freeman frequently had thoughts like this, and she always loved to put her notions into poems and journals. She never showed them to anyone, although she had filled many notebooks. As she sat there musing over the poem about her dad, she thought of a poem she might someday write about her mother. She made a few notes, then for a time let memories of her mother flow over her. She had been unable to do this for a long time following her mother’s death, for she always ended up weeping. But time had healed her to some extent, and though the ache would never evaporate, now she could occasionally think of her mother with fond pleasure. 

Laying the green notebook down, Lanie picked up the blue one and opened it to a poem that she was working on. For several months Lanie had been working on a series of poems about Jesus of Nazareth. All of them were written from the point of view of someone in Scripture. Her teacher had told her that these were called dramatic monologues. She had written a poem about Mary, about the innkeeper who turned them away, about the shepherds who were told by the angels that the Savior had been born. For some time she had been trying to write a poem about the wedding feast where Jesus turned the water into wine. She liked to make each poem different and was tired of poems that always rhymed and had the same length of line.She thumbed over several pages of failed attempts, and finally got to the one she was happiest with. She wrote a verse of Scripture at the top: “The governor of the feast called the bridegroom, and saith unto him, Every man at the beginning doth set forth good wine; and when men have well drunk, then that which is worse: but thou hast kept the good wine until now” (John 2:9 – 10).

She read the poem aloud softly:

First Miracle


O child 
Of my virginity
, This water felt your touch
 And blushed to wine!
See how red it is,
 Like Sharon’s morning rose,
 Yet clear as Hebron’s streams
 It sparkles in my cup.
O son of strangeness born,
 Would that I could know your hidden heart
 As clearly as I see this clear wine!
 I think your days will be
 A bitter draught of pain
 (which I too must taste)
A bitt er drink and not sweet wine
 For Mary’s son.
Alone that man must walk
 Who touches water into wine — but then
 You always were alone,
 Not least in humming crowd, and yet
 Your silence was companioned by
 Unspoken truths
.These have drunk your red, red wine;
But men were never satisfied 
By timely tastes.
O son of sorrow,
 When thes e vessels emptied are,
 What wine must you pour
 From deep within
 To quench our thirst?
O son of man, what wine
 At last will you pour out
 Forus?


A good feeling came to Lanie as she read the poem over. She bowed her head and said, “Thank you, Lord Jesus, for helping me write this poem, and may my poems always honor you.” She always wrote her poems to please Jesus and felt this was part of her worship of the Savior. For a time she sat there thinking about the next poem she would write. Then, hearing voices from the first floor, she got up with a start. She quickly put the notebooks back under the clothing in the bottom drawer and hurried out of the room to begin her day.

Getting Cody and Maeva out of bed was always a chore that Lanie was glad to leave to Davis. They had learned that if they didn’t get up when he first called them, he would dump them out on the floor or pour cold water over them. They were all up now, and Lanie got the breakfast going as they milked the cows, gathered the eggs, fed the chickens, and fed Jezebel the sow along with the goats.

They all came rushing in at about the same time demanding to be fed, and after Maeva set the table they sat down. Lanie stood behind her chair, and they all bowed their heads. Maeva gave a malevolent glance that Lanie ignored.

“Lord, we thank you that we are all alive and healthy. We thank you for this food. We pray that you will be with Daddy and give him a good day. Be with us at the fair, and may we raise a lot of money for the Lottie Moon Missionary Offering. In Jesus’ name, amen.”

Davis picked up the big pan of scrambled eggs and went around dumping a portion onto each plate. 

“Not much for me,” Aunt Kezia said. “You know I eat like a bird.”Aunt Kezia talked constantly about what a finicky eater she was when actually she ate like a field hand. She also complained about sleeping poorly when actually she slept as if she were dead.

“You gave Maeva more than you gave me, Davis,” Cody protested.

“I’m older than you are and bigger,” Maeva said. “You’re always complaining.”

“I don’t never complain!” Cody said indignantly. He did, of course, but always immediately forgot.

The breakfast consisted of scrambled eggs, fried ham, grits, and red-eye gravy along with freshly baked biscuits and jars of blackberry jam, red plum jam, and honey.

As they ate, they talked about what they were going to do at the county fair. Maeva was not happy. “What’s the use of going to a fair when we ain’t got any money?” 

Davis bit off half of a biscuit and chewed it with his mouth full.His voice was muffled as he said, “There’s lots to see. It doesn’t take any money to look.”

Cody reached over and punched Davis in the arm. “You better win that ball game today, Davis. I bet Max Jinks my best slingshot against three of his best marbles including his best shooter.”

“It’s wrong to bet, Cody,” Lanie said. “Isn’t it, Aunt Kezia?”

“Not always.”

Maeva was interested. “You think it is all right to bet, Aunt Kezia?”

“If conditions are right. I made a bet once. I won it too.” 

“What’d you bet on, Aunt Kezia?” Davis said, his eyes sparkling.He was a fine-looking boy, tall and lean and rangy like his father with the same auburn hair and light blue eyes. He was the best athlete in Fairhope High School even though he was only fifteen. His dad had taught him to pitch, and he was good at almost any sport.

“Well, I made a bet once when we lived in Kansas. Mr. Butter-worth was the marshal there. It was a rough place. I never knowed when Mr. Butterworth would come in all shot up.”

“Why’d you call him mister?” Maeva demanded.

“Because in those days women knew how to respect their husbands.”

Maeva laughed aloud. She licked away a smear of blackberry jelly on her upper lip. “You didn’t respect your last husband.”

“I shore didn’t,” Aunt Kezia snapped. “He was a boring man. You can’t respect a boring man.”

“I guess then I’d better marry a man who ain’t boring.” Maeva winked roguishly.

“You’d better! Anyway, I was on the main street going to the general store when this feller named Buck Slade stopped me. I knowed him, for he fancied himself a bad man. He’d had trouble with my husband, Mr. Butterworth, and wanted to aggravate me just to get at him. He said some rude things to me.”

“What rude things did he say?” Cody demanded, leaning forward.

“Never you mind that. They was rude. All that worthless trash that hung out with him laughed at him.”

“What’d you do?” Maeva asked.

“I took the .38 my husband give me out of my reticule and told him to git. He just laughed and told me I couldn’t hit nothin’.” Aunt Kezia’s eyes sparkled. She nodded with satisfaction at the memory. “Iasked him if he was a bettin’ man, and he said he was. I said, ‘I bet I could outshoot you.’ ”

“What’d he say?” Lanie asked, fascinated as she always was at her aunt’s stories.

“He took a dollar out of his pocket, held it up, and said, ‘I bet you can’t hit this dollar while I hold it.’ I told him, ‘I bet you a dollar I can.’ He backed off about ten feet. All them fools that followed around with him was laughin’, and I shot at it.”

“Did you hit it?” Maeva demanded.

“Well, I come pretty close. I shot him in the hand right through the palm.”

Everyone began laughing, and Davis said, “What did he do?”

“Oh, he started cussin’ and a comin’ to get me, but about that time Mr. Butterworth, he came along. He arrested them all for dis-turbin’ the peace.”

Maeva was staring at her aunt with admiration. “Did you mean to shoot him, Aunt Kezia?”

“Ain’t sayin’, but Buck Slade never bothered me no more.”

“What happened to him?” Cody asked.

“Well, he didn’t live long after that. The fool tried to hold up a bank in broad open daylight, and Mr. Butterworth and his deputy, who had the foolish name of Hippy, shot him so full of lead he wouldn’t even float in the creek.”

All the youngsters were leaning forward, and Corliss, who had been silent through all this, said, “Tell another story, Aunt Kezia.”

“No,” Lanie interjected. “That’s enough stories for now. I got a surprise for you, Corliss.” She got up, went to the stove, and pulled a small cake out of the warming compartment at the top. It had three candles on it, and she lit them with a kitchen match. Bringing it in, she put it down in front of Corliss. “Blow them out, honey.”

Corliss took a deep breath and blew, and as the candles went out, they sang “Happy Birthday” to her.

“Now we’ve got some presents for you,” Lanie said.

Everyone, indeed, had gotten a present for the child. They were all simple things, small toys or candy, and Corliss crowed over each one. 

“Well, I’ve got a surprise for the rest of you,” Aunt Kezia said.She got up and left the room, and Cody said, “What do you reckon it is?”

“I have no idea.” Lanie smiled. “You never know what Aunt Kezia’s going to do.”

Aunt Kezia came back in with a purse, and she reached into it and said, “Looky here. Got one of these for each of you.” She gave each one of them a silver dollar, including Corliss.

“Hot ziggity!” Cody said. “I’m gonna ride that Ferris wheel with part of this.”

“You’ll probably fall off of it,” Davis said. “I’m gonna get some of that cotton candy and one of them candy apples they had last year.”

The youngsters all talked excitedly about what they were going to do with the money, and Aunt Kezia looked on them with a fond regard. “You’re all pretty worthless young ’uns,” she said finally, “but I’ll reckon you’ll do in a pinch.”
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Lanie pulled the ancient Ford pickup into the line of cars, but even before she stopped she saw in the rearview mirror the occupants of the bed were piling out. Turning to Aunt Kezia, she laughed, “It’s a wonder they didn’t jump out on the way here.”

“I reckon it is, but every time we leave in this contraption I never expect to get to where we’re goin’ in one piece.”

Lanie reached over and hugged Corliss. “Come on. We’re going to take our pies over to the sales tables, then we’re going to the carnival.”

After they delivered the pies, they went at once to the carnival grounds. She could hear the sound of calliope music filling the air, and the crowd that had gathered for the fair added their voices. It was a time of laughter and release, and Lanie noted the expressions on the faces of her brothers and sisters. They’re worn out with working hard and having no money, she thought. This will be good for them.

The fairground was roughly divided into two segments — one contained the buildings where the exhibits were shown, and the other was the carnival. As they joined the crowd that was milling around, Lanie spoke to many of her friends. She felt the excitement in her own breast, and she thought what a contrast all this light and happiness was to the daily struggle for existence. Here people were eating exotic foods like cotton candy and taffy apples. They were riding death-defying rides such as the octopus and the Ferris wheel. The barkers outside of the shows, the freaks, and the menagerie were all so different from the monotony of their regular lives.

“Come on, I’m wanting to go ride the octopus!” Cody yelped shrilly.

“Me too. I want to ride the neck snapper,” Aunt Kezia said, nodding toward a ride that slung the occupants around in small cars while spinning them in a huge circle.

Maeva and Cody darted off, and Davis grinned. “You’re mighty brave letting those two loose on the fairgrounds.”

“I know it, but I can’t keep them tied up all the time.”

“Don’t you worry. I’ll keep up with ’em,” Aunt Kezia snapped. She headed off in their direction, her small frame upright. She was wearing the same dress she wore to church every Sunday, which amused Davis. “Don’t you think it’s kind of odd Aunt Kezia wearing her Sunday clothes to a carnival? That Aunt Kezia, she’s a caution now.”

“I don’t know what we’d do without her. Come on, let’s take this girl for a ride on the merry-go-round.” The three advanced, and Cor-liss squealed with pleasure as she rode the horses up and down, Davis holding her onto the seat. She insisted on riding twice, and finally they persuaded her that there were other things to do.

“Why don’t you go find the kids, and I’ll take Corliss over and we’ll see if the pies are selling,” Lanie said.

“All right.” Davis grinned. “I may fall in love with one of those dancers at the side show.”

“You stay away from them, Davis Freeman!” 

“Okay, Sis.” Davis winked and made his way through the crowd.Holding tightly to Corliss’s hand, Lanie wove her way over to the section where several tables were filled with food that was to be sold.As she approached the Baptist table, she suddenly heard a loud voice booming out, “Well, praise the Lord! Glory to God and the Lamb forever!” 

Sister Myrtle Poindexter had a voice that, according to many, could make the hair fall out if you stood too close to her. She and her husband, Charlie, operated the Dew Drop Inn, but her main calling in life was as female pastor of the Fire Baptized Pentecostal Church.She was standing in front of the table but turned and smiled broadly

29 as Lanie and Corliss approached. “Give an old woman a hug, Corl-iss,” she shouted as she leaned over, picked up Corliss, and spun her around. Putting her on the ground, she said, “It’s good to see you, Sister Lanie.”

“I thought you would be opposed to carnivals.” Lanie smiled, winking at Charlie Poindexter. “It’s pretty worldly stuff.”

“I’m not going into the devil’s playground,” Sister Myrtle said, firmly nodding toward the Ferris wheel and the carnival rides. “But there ain’t no sin in goin’ in and lookin’ at good beef and fine vegetables.” She turned and said to William Prince, the pastor of the First Baptist Church, “Reverend, just give me another one of them fried pies.” 

William Prince was a tall, lanky man of thirty-six. He resembled the pictures of Abraham Lincoln, being rather homely and craggy.He grinned and handed Sister Myrtle one of the pies Lanie had made.“Here you are, Sister Myrtle. That’ll be ten cents, please. You know, it’s a pleasure to take money for food from you, since usually you take it from me.”

Ellen Prince, the pastor’s wife, was a small blonde with sky-blue eyes and a winning smile. “You leave her alone now, William. Don’t pay any attention to him, Sister Myrtle.”

Charlie Poindexter was a lean man without an ounce of fat on him. He had a trace of mischief in him, and as Sister Myrtle bit into her pie, he said, “Why, Wife, I thought you were fasting this week.”

Sister Myrtle was well padded, a big woman who wore no jewelry and kept her hair in a bun so tight it seemed to pull her eyes back in a slant. “You tend to your own taters, Charlie Poindexter. I’m takin’ this day off from my fast, and I’ll start in again tomorrow.” She took an enormous bite of the pie and then nodded. “Ooh, Sister Lanie, you are the world’s best fried pie cooker!” 

“Why, thank you, Sister Myrtle. Anybody can make fried pies.”“Not as good as these.” Sister Myrtle finished off the pie, licked her fingers, and turned to William Prince. “Pastor,” she said, “we’re beginning our annual revival next week. I’m expectin’ you to be there and bring all the sinners you can rope in with you.”

William Prince grinned. “I’ll surely be there, my sister.”

“I’m hopin’ that things get plum out of control. Out of man’s control, that is,” Sister Myrtle amended. “I’d like to see the Spirit of God take this town, turn it upside down, and shake it — get sinners under the blood.”

Lanie listened and smiled at the pastor’s wife. Both of them knew that Sister Myrtle could launch into a sermon just as easily at the fairgrounds as she could in her own pulpit.

Finally Sister Myrtle ceased and said, “What about that brother of yours? Is he playin’ in the ball game?”

“Yes, he is.” Lanie nodded. The Fairhope Mountaineers were pitted in their annual battle against the Fort Smith Lions. Both of them were semipro teams, and each team sent several players to the big league every year. Although Davis was only fifteen, he was such a talented player that the Mountaineers used him often, usually as a pinch hitter or a pinch runner. He was also a good pitcher, and he regularly played that position as well. 

“Well, I don’t think God gives a hoot who wins the ball games,”Sister Myrtle said loudly. “But I’m gonna pray for your brother anyhow.” She raised her voice, lifted both hands, and her volume simply drowned out all sound in a fifty-foot radius. “Lord, give them Lions blind eyes to Davis’s fastball. Tangle their feet up so they trip, and give them butterfingers so they drop every fly that comes their way.Strike their hearts with fear when Davis steps on the mound, and let that coach’s wife who runs around in public wearing forked pants get a dose of religion that puts her back in her house cookin’ and washin’ and havin’ babies like she ourt to be doin’ . . .”

The prayer went on for some time, and finally Charlie lifted his head and cleared his throat. “While my beloved wife is finishing up her prayer,” he said, “I’ll reckon I’ll have another pie. Sister Lanie, I’d like to have apricot if you’ve got it.”

Reverend Prince laughed. “I admire your enthusiasm in prayer, sister.”

“Well, you can’t make a prayer too hot or too long. I like to make ’em sizzle!”

Ellen Prince stood quietly listening as her husband and Sister Myrtle began a long involved discussion on the nature of the second coming. They had carried on a minor debate over this subject ever since the Princes had come to pastor the First Baptist Church. She leaned close and said, “Lanie, why don’t you go along and enjoy the fair. I’ll look after Corliss for you.”

“Oh, I don’t mind staying and helping.”

“No, I’ll be here to take care of all that. We do appreciate the pies.” She reached over and gave the girl a hug, for she was genuinely fond of her. “Why don’t you go ride the Ferris wheel.”

Lanie shivered. “I’m not sure I can, Sister Prince.”

“Whyever not?” Ellen lifted Corliss to her hip.

“It’s just that, well — last time I rode the Ferris wheel was the day I found out Mama died.”

Ellen Prince gazed at Lanie compassionately, sharing the young woman’s sorrow. She had always been impressed by Lanie Freeman’s courage in raising her family after the loss of both parents. “Well, I don’t think your mama would want to feel like she spoiled one of the joys in life.”

Lanie was embarrassed. “I guess you’re right, Mrs. Prince. Maybe I’ll try it again. I always used to love it.”

Ellen Prince smiled. “That’s the spirit. Now I’ll take care of Corl-iss, and you go along and ride your Ferris wheel. It won’t be so bad. I know you can do it.”

“All right, Sister Prince. Thank you.” 

Lanie made sure Corliss was happy in Ellen’s care, then left the table, and she could hear the voice of Sister Myrtle until she was within range of the sounds of the crowd and the music. Slowly she came to the Ferris wheel and finally stood under it, watching as it spun around and around. Four times it stopped, and each time she wanted to move forward and buy a ticket, but somehow she just couldn’t make herself do it.

“You going to ride this thing or not, Lanie?”

Lanie whirled quickly and saw Doctor Owen Merritt watching her with a smile. Owen was six feet tall and weighed a lean one hundred and eighty pounds. His crisp brown hair was moving slightly with the breeze, and she noticed again his widow’s peak, the little triangle of hair that grew right down on his forehead. He had warm brown eyes, a wide mouth, a short English nose, and a very determined jaw. As always, Lanie was a little intimidated by him. When he had first come to town, he had taken the Freeman children under his wing. Over the last three years Lanie had grown into young womanhood and become very much aware that he was the most attractive man she had ever seen. She confided this attraction to her diary and spoke of it to no one, but Maeva had been sharp enough to figure it out. She often said, “You can catch that doctor, Lanie. All you have to do is smile at him and lean against him a little bit and get you some good perfume.”

Catching the doctor was not possible, Lanie knew, for he was engaged to Louise Langley, the daughter of the richest man in Fairhope. This shut the door as far as Lanie was concerned, but she could not forget the one time, in a moment of weakness, when Doctor Owen Merritt had kissed her. It started out to be a friendly peck on the cheek but instead his lips fell on hers, and both of them were somewhat shaken by the encounter. Since that time Doctor Merritt was as careful as ever to see to the medical needs of the Freemans, but he walked warily around Lanie.

“Come on. You’re not afraid, are you?”

“I don’t think so.” Lanie immediately covered up her feelings.

“Where’s Louise?” she said to change the subject. 

“Well, she doesn’t like carnivals,” Owen said. He shook his head ruefully. “We were supposed to meet here, but she didn’t show up.”He looked at the Ferris wheel going around at full speed and then turned his eyes back on Lanie. “You know, some people are afraid of things like this.”

“I can see why,” Lanie said. “I’m a little scared myself.”

Owen shook his head at once and said firmly, “You are the most courageous young woman I know. Come on now. We’re gonna ride this thing. If it falls down” — he winked at her and grinned — “we’ll fall down together.”

Lanie tried to protest, but he took her arm and led her over to the small booth, where he obtained two tickets. “Come along. Here we go,” he said, and the two got into the seat. As Lanie felt the oak bar fasten in front of them, she reached out and grabbed it. 

“Look, your knuckles are white. Don’t do that.” Owen smiled.“It’s just a carnival ride. Let’s ride it with no hands.” He tried to pull her hands away from the bar, but she shook her head.

“No. I want to hold on.”

Suddenly the wheel started with a jerk. Lanie moaned slightly and shut her eyes as the seat rocked to and fro. She held on as if she were holding the whole Ferris wheel together. Finally she felt the movement as they went up, and Owen chided her, “Come on. Open your eyes. Part of the fun is looking out.”

Lanie opened her eyes as the car crested the top. All thoughts of her mother disappeared. “Look! You can see our truck over in the parking lot. And there’s the railroad crossing over there.”

Owen leaned back and listened as the young woman breathlessly described the sights. He was glad to see the enthusiasm on her face, for he knew she got little excitement in her life. As Lanie held tightly to the bar and the Ferris wheel stopped to let someone on, Owen said, “How’s your dad?”

“I’m going to the prison to visit him next week. I’m really looking forward to it.” 

Owen listened as she described what all she was going to take to her father, and the love for him was plain in her face. Owen had been  present when Forrest Freeman had been sentenced to prison for manslaughter, and now he said quietly, “You miss your dad a great deal, don’t you, Lanie?”

“I think about him constantly.”

“We’ll just have to pray that Orrin Pierce will work a miracle. We need to get him out of that place.” Pierce was the lawyer who represented Forrest Freeman, and was now trying to locate a mystery witness who had been present during the shooting and whose testimony could vindicate Mr. Freeman. The witness, however, had disappeared and was apparently in California. Pierce was working with Owen’s brother to locate her and felt sure he would soon have enough evidence to ask for a retrial.

Suddenly the Ferris wheel jerked again and started spinning around. It made three circles, and as the ride came closer to the end, thoughts of Lanie’s mother returned. When the wheel jolted to a stop with their seat at the very top, Lanie felt herself breathing very rapidly as she remembered that awful day three years ago.

“Here. You’re hyperventilating,” Owen said quickly. He moved closer to her, put his arm around her, and said, “Now, just take some deep breaths. It’s all right. We’ll get off this thing, but you need to breathe slowly.”

Lanie was so overwhelmed with emotion she did not know what she was doing. His arm around her was comforting, and suddenly she closed her eyes and buried her face against his chest. She held on to him as if she were a child, and finally the wheel began to move. Owen shouted at the man who was operating it, “Stop this thing!” Then he said, “Here. We can get off now, Lanie.”

Lanie opened her eyes and then pulled away from Owen with some embarrassment. She hated to show weakness and could not meet his eyes. “I’m such a baby.” She immediately saw Louise Langley standing with her father, Otis Langley, and her face turned red. Her relationship with the Langleys was not good, and now she saw disapproval on their faces. Owen stepped out of the car and gave her his hand, and then when she stepped out, he turned to Louise, cleared his throat, and said, “Hello, Louise. I gave up on you.”

“So I see,” Louise said sharply. She was an attractive young woman with fair hair and blue eyes and wore far more expensive clothes than any other young woman in Fairhope. Her eyes were cold now, and she listened as Owen explained, “Lanie is a little bit nervous around a Ferris wheel, so I thought I’d give her a little encouragement.”

“I think we can go now,” Louise said tersely.

Otis Langley, Louise’s father, was a big man of fifty, fine looking with brown hair and brown eyes. He was powerful in the politics of Fairhope and in Stone County, and had exerted considerable effort to get his hands on the Freeman homeplace, which he knew one day would be very valuable. He had been thwarted in this, and now his lips were turned down as he said, “I suppose we’re ready to go if you are, Owen.”

“All ready,” Owen said. He turned and grinned crookedly at Lanie. “Next time we’ll get on the merry-go-round.”

“Thank you, Doctor Merritt.”

Lanie stood there and watched as the three left, then she suddenly felt weak. What a fool I was! Louise is so jealous anyway. I know she’ ll give Owen a hard time. As she made her way back toward the food table, she felt depressed, and the joy of the carnival was erased.When she reached the table, she picked up Corliss and gave her a big hug, somehow comforted by her little sister. Ellen Prince took one look at her face and said, “What’s the matter? Did you ride that Ferris wheel?”

“Yes, I did.”

Ellen was a sensitive woman and could sense Lanie’s distress. “It wasn’t much fun, I take it.”

“No,” Lanie said, and sadness touched her voice. “It wasn’t any fun at all.”
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