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December 1929

“You brought that cake along?” teased my husband Shannon Layne as our family loaded into the Model T Ford. “I can smell it fermenting.”

From the open door, I shook my finger at him and grinned, showing off my dimples. “I’ll wager you’ll be the first one to sneak a bite,” I placed the wrapped, ripened fruitcake between two quilts on the floorboard of our motor car.

“If there’s anything left after you nibble on it.” A twinkle filled his eyes as he climbed into the driver’s seat. 

Grins passed between us like shared candy. Our common interests were food and laughter, not bad staples for married life. 

I loaded the last package into the Tin Lizzie and gathered the bottom of my long, faded travel dress. Putting my foot on the running board, I climbed into the front seat. 

Shannon started the motor and the old car sputtered like a dying locomotive chugging over the Old Galveston Trail. Highway 6, a pothole-stricken dirt road, got worse as we traveled north. Our speed crept up to forty miles an hour. 

Shannon caught my eye, and I could see his excitement.

“Slow down!” Gripping the door frame, I yelled over the engine noise. “Don’t be in such a hurry!” My ample body bounced around like muscadine jelly over biscuits. The wind blew strands of hair into my face, and I brushed wayward wisps under my old-fashioned bonnet.

We crossed the Red River in the beat-up jalopy, rushing to get to our hometown before nightfall, in time to prepare for the Christmas holidays.

I glanced into the backseat at Robert, our thirteen-year-old son. “Do you have enough room?” 

The round-faced, brown-haired boy was scrunched between two carpetbags, several wrapped gifts, with a box tucked under his feet. His knobby knees reached to his chin. 

“Don’t expect me to run laps when we get to Aunt Jennie’s.” He laughed and stuck up his legs, pretending he had plenty of room to spare.

Within minutes, Robert slumped against the packages, his busboy cap pulled over his eyes. Dozing. Lordy, how he managed to sleep, I’d never know.

The flatlands were an endless hodgepodge of mesquite bushes, arid plains, and longhorn cattle strung together, fascinating only to locals, western artists, and me. I loved the open plains where a body could see hundreds of miles in any direction. The wide-open sky never ended, even if a person whirled around a dozen times. 

As I stared at the landscape, we passed a dilapidated, dusty farmhouse. A forlorn little tot sat on the front porch steps, and melancholy thoughts swept over me, reminding me of a child with blond curly hair, and sweet dimples.

Shannon and I grew up in Hollis, Oklahoma, almost a hundred miles north of our home in Munday, Texas. We looked forward to spending Christmas with my four sisters and their families. 

Soon after Shannon and I married, he got a steady job as a policeman down in Burkburnett, Texas. A booming town, a few miles from Wichita Falls where we felt right at home. We got to know the dry goods store owner and our neighbors right well and made friends at the First Baptist Church. Shannon’s job kept him running as fast as the wells popped up and spewed oil.

My deepest desire was to have a family. A home full of dozens of children. Well, maybe not dozens, my lands, but at least a handful. Shannon and I both came from large families and shared a desire for a houseful of kiddos running around. He loved everyone, especially children, and they loved him. He was definitely father material. 

We moved into an old two-bedroom bungalow. Soon after, I was pregnant, and started sewing up a storm for the baby girl I knew I’d have. 

Then I lost the baby. 

Even though the pregnancy lasted only a few months, it broke off a corner of my heart. 

The doctor said I might never give birth to a child, but I didn’t believe him. We started over—tried to have another baby. I stayed busy with church activities, rocking infants in the nursery, and attending baby showers. Even a busybody like me could have anxiety roosting in her heart. Months went by, and I wished hard and begged the Lord until I thought he tired of hearing from me. 

I didn’t conceive again, and my smile just about fled. An ache nestled deep inside me that wouldn’t heal. 

“Don’t worry,” Shannon had said. “I’m happy with just you and your cute little dimples.”

But I wanted to be a mother so badly, my chest tightened to think about it. Every woman I knew had babies, including my younger sisters. I tried to act like it didn’t bother me, that I was happy for them, and honest, I was, but an emptiness had settled in me that only a baby girl could fill. Truth be told, every one of us girls hankered for that baby girl, cheering hard during each pregnancy.

Our departed Mama would say, “Girl babies are like gold in your pocket, precious and valuable.”  She also said daughters never ran off like sons.

“Are you doing all right?” Shannon screamed over the din.

I jumped and swiped away tears. How did he know when my nerves threatened exposure?

With a deep breath, I put on my sunny smile. “I’m fine.”

Reaching Highway 62, we turned west and drove until we could see the cotton oil mill towering in the distance. The tallest building in Hollis stood out against the evening’s wide russet and golden streaked sunset. We drove farther before we spied two more sky-reaching buildings. I recognized the rooftops as we got closer. The Motley Hotel and the First Baptist Church—or was it the Harmon County Courthouse? Unlike the monster ones in Wichita Falls, the downtown buildings stood lofty enough to shake hands with the man in the moon.

“Let’s drive down Broadway,” I said. 

“I don’t know. Can that rancid cake survive another mile bouncing around?” Shannon’s voice held a hint of clowning, but he acquiesced and slowed as we reached the edge of town, following the main thoroughfare through Hollis.

Christmas wreaths, garlands, and stringed bells decorated the avenue.

“Robert, wake up! We’re in Hollis! Look at the Christmas decorations.”

The boy roused from the backseat, pushed his cap back, and stared out along with us. I smiled at our adopted son. I loved that boy to the heavens.

“Look, Shannon! A new building. The town’s changed so much since we moved away. Course, it’s been over twenty years since we lived here.”

“Hollis is booming with energy.”

“Look, Ma!” Robert practically leaned out the window. “There’s a Santa Claus.”

The glow from J. C. Penney’s department store revealed a santa flamboyantly displayed in the window. Even the Piggly-Wiggly grocery had an evergreen wreath hanging out front, something Mr. Jackson swore he’d never do. Electric streetlights glistened, lighting up the street corners. More horseless carriages than buggies rattled down the road.

I looked forward to the holiday, ached for sameness, and wished for life to stop its rollercoaster ride. Of course, that would never happen. Life could never recover the exuberance of the last decade since the war ended. We now knew peace could be dashed at any time.

I was a sweet sixteen-year-old when I first saw Shannon. We met at the City Drug Store where I’d gone to get a soda with my next younger sister, Matilda. Shannon pretended to be my server and brought me a napkin and a straw, bowing like a gentleman. I gazed into his laughing blue eyes. He smirked like a possum facing a coyote. Giggles bubbled up inside me, and, sure as shooting, I fell in love with that good-looking man right on the spot.

Shannon Layne was tall and husky, whereas I was round and pleasant. He insisted he liked me that way, a little-bitty plump woman overflowing with chuckles and laughter. I married Shannon with a smile on my face, a light in my eyes, and my brown hair curled to perfection.

I had no way of knowing heartache would come with the ever-changing weather.
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Jennie, our next-to-youngest sister, had a large, wood-frame home, one of the largest in town. As we pulled up alongside, my heart warmed to see the welcoming porch hadn’t changed. Christmas lights glowed in the window and the wooden nativity scene sat out front. Our daddy built the faux stable and figures when we were a swarm of little girls. 

When I stepped from the flivver, I breathed in the brisk Oklahoma air and released it slowly. I stretched my arms to loosen the tenseness from hours of gripping the door with one hand and clutching my bonnet with the other.

The family stampeded out the front door to meet us. “Mary Bobbie’s here! Mary Bobbie’s here!”

I never liked that name. Sounded like I was a Southern lady dressed up swanky. Even if I was living down in Texas, I was certainly no fancy belle of the ball. I preferred to be called Bob. Even Bobbie would do.

Robert unfolded his lanky adolescent body. Growing quickly into a young man, he needed the family’s acceptance—mostly from this gang of male cousins who buzzed around us. We hadn’t been to Hollis since last summer, and I worried my boy would feel unwanted, especially since the cousins were growing up together. I noticed that they kept their distance from him, looking like a pack of wolves scoping their prey.

After a round of hugs, we unpacked. “Here, Jennie, take care of this world-famous fruitcake.” I deposited the cheesecloth-wrapped dessert into her hands, turned around, and bumped into my youngest sister, Annie.

“Bobbie!” She greeted me with hugs and mirth, as if I’d just arrived from the boonies. With high heels, she was a foot taller than me even when I stood on tiptoe.

“Darling! You’re a sight for an old woman.”

“Oh, pooh. In this old dress? You must be blind.” Annie stood straighter and touched the scalloped collar of her starched, printed shirtdress. The best dressed of the bunch, she underestimated herself. 

My sister Matilda wrapped her arms around me. “Sure glad you’re here.” She, her husband, and four boys lived in a ramshackle shack on the outskirts of Hollis.
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