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“All this drudgery will kill me if once in a while I cannot hope for something for somebody. If I cannot see a bird fly and wave my hand to it.”


—Willa Cather,

THE SONG OF THE LARK, 1915








WITH HENRY ANN


You open your eyes at the sound of her voice,

See her sweet face at the dawn.

Greet the new morn and rejoice, yes, rejoice

For you are so lucky, my son.

You are so lucky, my little man,

Staying with Henry Ann

You close your eyes at the day’s end now

When she sings you a lullaby,

You feel her dear kiss upon your brow

As off to dreamland you fly.

You are so blessed, my little man

‘Biding with Henry Ann.

I miss you, my lad, back at our farm.

Your mother grows stranger each day.

Henry, I know, will guard you from harm.

For your sake, I keep you away.

Yes, you are safer, my little man,

Living with Henry Ann.

I know it is wrong that I envy you

The joy and the comfort you’ve found.

I want to be happy and carefree too,

From my miserable marriage unbound.

I want to be with you, my little man,

Loving with Henry Ann.

—F.S.I.








Prologue





1919—JEFFERSON COUNTY, OKLAHOMA




“How’er ya gonna keep ’em down on the farm after they’ve seen Pa-ree? How’er ya gonna keep ’em—da-da-da-da-da—”



Dorene gazed into the mirror as she sang, adjusted the neckline of the thin sleeveless dress she wore, then licked her fingers and flattened the spit curl on her forehead.

“Are you leaving . . . again?” The small barefoot girl stood in the doorway and watched her young, pretty mother preen in front of the dresser mirror.

“Uh-huh.”

“Why’d you come?”

“To pay you a visit.”

Dorene Henry twisted from one side to the other so that the long fringe on the bottom of her sleeveless dress would swirl around her legs.

“Daddy said you come ’cause you wanted money.”

“Your daddy owes me. I’m still his wife, and the law says he has to support me. But I wanted to see you, too.”


“You really come for the money. Will you be back?”

“Maybe. Do you care?”

“I guess so.” The child shrugged indifferently. Then, “Will you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe, maybe not.” Dorene gave the girl a casual pat on the head and closed the packed suitcase that lay on the bed.

“Daddy’d get you a pony . . . if you stay.”

“Good Lord!” Dorene rolled her eyes. “I want a lot of things, snookums, but a pony ain’t one of ’em.”

“Don’t call me that. My name’s Henry Ann.”

Dorene rolled her eyes again. “How could I possibly forget? Where’s your daddy now?”

“In the field. Are you goin’ to tell him good-bye?”

“Why should I? He knows I’m going.”

Dorene’s deep felt hat fit her head like a cap. She eased it on, careful not to disturb the spit curls on her cheeks.

“You could thank him for the money.”

“He had to give it to me. I’m his wife. Your daddy don’t like me much or he’d not have made me live out here in the sticks where I was lucky if I saw a motorcar go by once a week. Work is all he thinks about. You . . . and work, I should add.”

“He likes you too. He just didn’t want you to cut off your hair like a . . . like a flapper, rouge your cheeks, and wear dresses that show your legs. Daddy says it makes you look trashy.”

“He wouldn’t know trashy if it jumped up and bit him,” Dorene sneered. “He likes me so much he wants me to walk behind a plow, hoe cotton, slop hogs, and have a string of younguns. I’m not doin’ it. If God had meant for me to be a slave, he’d of made me black and ugly. And that’s that.”

“I like it here. I’m never going to leave,” Henry Ann said defiantly.

“You may think so now. Wait until you grow up.”

“Are you goin’ to the city in a motorcar?”

“We’re goin’ to Ardmore in a motorcar and take the train to Oklahoma City. I’ve . . . got things to do there.” Dorene put her foot on the chair, adjusted the beribboned garter above her knee, then straightened the bow on the vamp of her shoe. The child watched, but her mind was elsewhere.

Yeah, I know. I heard you tell Daddy that you’ve got a little boy back in the city. You’ve got to go take care of HIM! I’ve got Daddy to take care of me.

Dorene picked up her suitcase and went through the house to the porch. A touring car was parked in the road in front of the house. A man with a handlebar mustache came to the porch to take her suitcase. He wore a black suit and a white shirt with a high-necked collar. His felt hat tilted jauntily on his head, and he smelled strongly of hair tonic. He looked from the barefoot child to Dorene.

“This your kid?”

“’Fraid so, lover. She’s only six. I had her when I was fifteen and had no idea how to keep from havin’ younguns.”

“Six?” Henry Ann said with indignation. “I’m nine almost ten. And you were sixteen when I was born. Daddy said so.”

Dorene glared at the child as if she’d like to slap her; but when she turned to the man, she was all smiles.

“This smart-mouthed little brat is Henry Henry. Ain’t that the most god-awful name you ever heard of for a girl? I named her Henry after her daddy. It was his idea to have her and my idea to name her.”

“No doubt,” he muttered.

“I pulled one over on old Ed and got the name on the birth certificate before he knew what was what.” Dorene giggled, and her eyes shone like glass beads. “He ’bout had a calf! Lordy mercy, it was funny! He tore outta that room like a turpentined cat! He run darn near to town to catch the doctor and got ‘Ann’ stuck in between the Henrys. Ain’t that rich?”

The man frowned. “Yeah, rich.”

He looking from the child to the mother, thinking there was a resemblance and hoping for the child’s sake it was only skin-deep.

“I like my name. No one else has one like it.”

The child spoke quietly and with such dignity that the man felt a spark of embarrassment. Damn this baggage. He’d dump her right now if it were not for the favors promised when they reached Ardmore.

“Let’s get goin’,” he growled impatiently.

“I’m ready, sugar.” Dorene failed to notice the man grimace in reaction to the pet name and gave him a bright smile.

He looked at the child again, then looked quickly away, picked up the suitcase, and headed back to the car.

“Are you going to kiss me good-bye?” Dorene hesitated before stepping off the porch.

“Not this time.”

“My God!” Her musical laugh rang out. “You’re gettin’ more like your daddy every day.” She stooped and kissed the child’s cheek, then hurried across the yard to the car, teetering on her high heels, the six-inch fringe on the bottom of her dress dancing around her legs.

Henry Ann stood on the porch and watched her mother step up onto the running board and into the car. I’ll not be like you! I’ll never go off and leave my little girl no matter how much I hate her daddy. You won’t be back this time . . . and you know what? I don’t care!

The man cranked the motor, detached the crank, threw it behind the seat, and slid under the wheel. Dorene waved gaily as the motorcar took off in a cloud of dust.





 

Chapter One





RED ROCK, OKLAHOMA—1932


The bus was an hour late, but it didn’t matter to the man who leaned against the side of Millie’s Diner. He wasn’t meeting anyone. When the bus finally arrived, the passengers poured out and hurried into the café to sit on the stools along the bar for the thirty-minute supper break. Converted from an old Union Pacific railroad car that had been moved to Main Street ten years ago, the café, one of two in town, had only two things on the menu this time of day: chili and hamburgers.

A woman with a skinny teenage girl slouching along behind her was the last to leave the bus. The woman patted the top of a ridiculously small, flower-trimmed hat firmly down on her head and walked behind the bus to where the driver was unloading a straw suitcase and a box tied with a rope.

Cupping the bowl of his pipe in his hand, the man watched the mid-calf-length skirt swish around her shapely legs. He enjoyed seeing the grace of her slender body, the tilt of her head, her curly brown hair, and heavy dark brows. He noticed the brows because most women had taken to plucking them to a pencil-slim line that, to him, made them look bald-faced. He knew who she was—Ed Henry’s daughter. He judged her to be three or four years younger than his own age of twenty-eight.

He waited until the walk in front of the diner cleared, then headed for the lot behind the grocery store where he’d parked his Ford roadster. He had put the car together himself back in ’25 when it was shipped, and he’d kept it in tip-top shape. When it was washed and polished, it looked brand-new. He treasured it next to his three-year-old son.

Stopping, he knocked the ashes from his pipe on the sole of his boot and put the pipe in his pocket. Sooner or later he might have to sell the car. That would depend on whether or not he had a fairly good cotton crop and what price he could get for it. But for now he’d put off having to make the decision by offering to install a new motor in the grocer’s truck and taking pay in trade.

* * *

Henry Ann Henry thanked the bus driver and picked up the straw suitcase.

“We can leave the box at the store and come back for it later.”

The girl snatched the box from the driver.

“I’ll carry it. How far do we go?”

“A mile after we leave town.”

“That far? Well. I’m not leavin’ my stuff for some shit-kicker to glom onto.”

“Mr. Anderson wouldn’t let that happen. But never mind. Let’s go. I want to be home before dark.”

The few people passing them along the street nodded a greeting to Henry Ann Henry and curiously eyed the girl with her. Henrys had lived in the Red Rock area since the town’s beginning. Ed Henry, Henry Ann’s father, was a hardworking dependable man who had made the mistake of marrying Dorene Perry. According to the opinion of most folk here, the Perrys were trash then and the Perrys were trash now.

“’Lo, Miss Henry.” A small girl playing hopscotch moved off the sidewalk to allow them to pass.

“’Lo, Mary Evelyn. How’s your mother?”

“Fine.”

Those who saw Henry Ann walking down the street, even the young girl, wondered about the stray waif she was bringing home this time. More than likely another one of Dorene’s bastards. The last time Henry Ann had left town she’d returned with a surly fourteen-year-old boy.

Only a few miles and the Red River separated Red Rock, Oklahoma, from Texas. The business district of Red Rock consisted of two blocks of store buildings—a fourth of them now unoccupied. The grocery store, the bank, the shoe-repair shop, and the Phillips 66 gas station were across the street from Millie’s Diner, the barbershop and the Five and Dime where Henry Ann had worked on Saturdays back when the owners could afford to hire help. But money was tight now, and the owners were very close to losing the business.

Red Rock was a place of ruined dreams, of good people facing bad times, of farms and ranches gone bust or on the verge of it. It was a town on the plains of Oklahoma hit hard by four years of drought and failed cotton crops. Cotton was bringing in only five cents a pound and wheat twenty-five cents a bushel. Beef was selling for seven cents a pound.


Men were out of work here as they were across the nation. In the cities entire families were lining up at soup kitchens to keep from starving. Rioting had erupted among men who were desperate for work. Hard times had led some folk to pack up and head west, where they had heard that jobs could be found in the fertile fields of California. Lack of respect for the laws of a nation that seemed unable or unwilling to help its people caused others to turn to the crime of bootlegging and robbing banks.

The row of small neat houses Henry Ann and the girl passed ended at the railroad tracks as if an invisible fence had been erected. A block farther on down the road they came to the smaller, tighter, shabbier row of dwellings that housed Red Rock’s Negro community.

“’Lo, Missy. Figured you be gettin’ off the bus.” A heavyset woman beamed at them from a rocking chair on a porch bright with pots of blooming moss rose. A blue cloth was tied about her head.

“Hello, Aunt Dozie. How’s your rheumatiz?”

“Fair to middlin’. How was thin’s up dere in the city? Cold up dere?”

“About the same as here.”

“I allowed as dat dey might have snow up dere.”

“Not this time a year, Aunt Dozie. Sorry I can’t stop and visit. I want to get on home before dark.” Henry Ann had known Dozie Jones all her life. Dozie knew about Dorene and about Johnny. Responding to her curiosity about Isabel would take too much time right now.

“Ain’t blamin’ ya, child. Keep yore eyes peeled for dem tramps. Hear? Dey’d steal yore eyeballs if ya warn’t lookin’. Dey is thicker’n fleas on a dog’s back after de train come in.”


“I hear, Aunt Dozie. ’Bye.”

Two more houses after Aunt Dozie’s the dusty road stretched ahead.

“Tired?”

“A little. Where’d that old woman think ya went? Don’t she know where Oklahoma City is?”

“It sounds a long way off to her.” Henry Ann stopped, lowered the suitcase to the ground, and flexed her stiff fingers.

“He ain’t goin’ to want me, is he? And I ain’t wantin’ to go where I ain’t wanted,” Isabel said abruptly. “Mama said he was a shithead.” The girl’s small features hardened with a look of defiance.

Henry Ann studied the girl’s face. She had to remember that Isabel had never had a normal childhood. She’d been exposed to things that most young girls had never heard about.

“You shouldn’t use that language even if Mama did. Wait and judge Daddy for yourself.”

“Your daddy. Not mine. The woman from the courthouse wanted to put me in a home where I’d help take care of orphan kids and work for my keep. If she’d’ve took me, I’d’ve run off.”

“I came as soon as I got Mama’s letter.”

“Why didn’t you take me when you took Johnny?”

“I couldn’t take you without Mama’s permission. I offered, but she wouldn’t let you come with me.”

“She should’a died then.” Catching the murmured words, Henry Ann shuddered at the thought of what this girl had seen during her short life. She thanked God that she had been left with her daddy. Her mother’s selfishness had turned out to be a blessing in disguise.


“You shouldn’t say such things,” Henry Ann felt compelled to reply.

“Why not? She just wanted me there to keep house and cook while she went to the honky-tonks and flipped up her skirts.”

“You . . . never . . . did—?”

“Whore? No. She made me stay out when new men come.” Isabel snickered. “Reckon she was afraid they’d want me and not her.”

“She loved you . . . in her own way.”

“He ain’t goin’ to like me usin’ his name.”

“Who? Daddy?”

“Mama said he’d have a shit fit if she sent him another one of her kids!”

“I don’t want to hear what Mama said about Daddy. She left us and went off with a car salesman. I was just three years old. Daddy had to work and take care of me, too. She came back from time to time . . . when she needed money. As far as I know Daddy gave her what little he could when she asked.”

“She said he was a . . . tight-ass.”

“Isabel! No more of that. She was far from perfect herself.”

“She was a whore.”

“Lord have mercy!”

“Poot! What do ya call a woman who changes men about as often as she changes the sheets, and sleeps with others on the side?”

Henry Ann looked into the face of the youngster and grieved for the sordid life she’d had with their mother. She’d had only a glimpse of her half sister four years ago when she had gone to fetch Johnny. Dorene had written to say that she was sending him to the State Reform School. Henry Ann had begged her father to let her go and get him. At the time they were milking six cows and taking milk and cream to town. She suggested that perhaps he would be a help on the farm. The boy had been so surly and resentful that it had taken a year for him to halfway adjust to a regular routine of work.

“You’ve got to put that life behind you, Isabel. Things will be different here. You’ll have me and Daddy and Johnny to look out for you and love you.”

“Johnny won’t.”

“You don’t know that. It’s been four years since you’ve seen him.”

“Mama said he was just like his daddy—a hard-drinkin’, hard-peckered blanket-ass.”

“Goodness! I realize that vulgar words have been a part of your vocabulary all your life, but in our home, yours now, they are not acceptable.”

“Who says?”

“I do . . . and Daddy, too. We will not allow it. You must break the habit before you start to school if you want to make friends.”

“They ain’t goin’ to like me, and I ain’t sure I’m goin’.” Isabel picked up the box and started down the road.

Henry Ann had not seen her mother for four years when the letter came that said she was dying. She had journeyed to the city and found that her once-beautiful mother had become a wasted woman who looked twice her thirty-nine years. Less than six hours after Henry Ann arrived the end had come.

Ed Henry had adored his fifteen-year-old bride but had never been able to make her happy. She so despised being a wife and mother that she had bitterly named their baby girl Henry Henry. After all, it was his child; she hadn’t wanted her. Dorene had left him and their child a few years later. Ed had not filed for divorce, and it had not seemed important to Dorene to make the break official.

Henry Ann was used to her name and liked it even though she’d had to endure a lot of good-natured teasing. Of course, the kids at school had thought it odd. Her musings were interrupted by the sound of an automobile coming up behind them. She urged Isabel to the side of the road, and they kept walking. The car slowed, then inched up beside them. It was a Ford roadster with a box on the back. She had seen the car go by the house several times but had never met the neighbor who owned it.

“Do you want a ride?” The hatless man was big, dark, and held a pipe clenched between his teeth. His midnight black hair was thick and unruly, his eyes dark, and his expression dour. “You’re Ed Henry’s girl. I’m Thomas Dolan. I live just beyond your place.”

“I remember when you moved in. I met your wife.”

“You can ride if you want. If not, I’ll be getting on.”

“We’d appreciate it.”

“Put your suitcase in the back and climb up here. Careful. I’ve got a glass lamp back there.” I’m hoping it’ll last longer than the last one. Glass lamps aren’t made to be bounced off the wall.

Isabel waited for Henry Ann to get in first so she’d not be next to the man. He started the car moving as soon as they were settled in the seat. Henry Ann turned so that her shoulder was behind the man’s, but her hip was pressed tightly to his. In order to keep from looking at him, she kept her eyes straight ahead.


“How is Mrs. Dolan?”

“All right.”

“She’s very pretty.”

He grunted, but didn’t reply. An uncomfortable silence followed.

“We have a quilting bee twice a month at the church. I’d be glad to take Mrs. Dolan if she would like to go.”

“I doubt she’d go.” After a long pause, he added, “She doesn’t go to church.”

“Oh . . . well—”

The awkward silence that followed was broken when he stopped in the road in front of the Henry house, and Isabel asked, “Is this it?”

“This is it. Thank you, Mr. Dolan. Tell your wife I’d be happy to have her pay us a visit.”

“Why? You didn’t get much of a welcome when you called on her.”

“How do you know? As I recall, you weren’t even there.” She looked at him then. His dark eyes caught and held hers.

“I know my wife.”

Black hair flopped down on Dolan’s forehead and hung over his ears. The shadow of black whiskers on his face made him look somewhat sinister. His dark eyes soberly searched her face. If she could believe what she saw in his eyes it was loneliness . . . pain. Big hands with a sprinkling of dark hair on the back gripped the steering wheel as he waited for her to step down from the car.

He’s brittle and prickly as a cocklebur, she thought, but said, “You’re . . . welcome to come in.”

“I’ll be gettin’ on.”

“Well. Thank you for the ride.” Henry Ann backed away, and the car moved on down the road, leaving a trail of dust in its wake.

Home looked good. It always seemed to when she had been away, even for a brief time. She had lived all her life in this neat white frame house with its two rooms across the front, two across the back, and lean-to porch that served as a kitchen stoop. A steep stairway led to the loft where Johnny slept. The rail-enclosed porch wrapped two sides of the house and hemmed in the two front doors. A half dozen huge pecan trees shaded the yard.

To the side of the house were a medium-sized barn, a shed, and the cow lot. There was a tight corral for the stock and beyond the barn a pigpen. A well, stone-enclosed, with a cylinder bucket hanging from the crossbar, was located between the house and the buildings; and near it was the storm cellar, with its slanting plank door.

“Ohhh—” Isabel let out a shriek when a large longhaired dog bounded from the back of the house, wagging its tail in delight.

“It’s Shep. She won’t hurt you.” Henry Ann leaned down to scratch the woolly head. “Miss me, Shep? This is Isabel. When you get acquainted, I bet you’ll be friends.”

“I don’t like dogs! It’ll . . . bite me.”

“She’ll bite only to protect herself—or me. But never mind. Come on in.”

Isabel followed Henry Ann into the house, casting fearful glances back at the dog. The house was cool and quiet.

“Guess Daddy isn’t here.”

“I’m here.”

The voice came from the small room off the parlor. Henry Ann went to the door to see her father, fully clothed, lying on the bed.


“Are you sick, Daddy?” she asked with a worried frown as she went into the room to stand beside the bed.

“Just got a pain in my belly. It’ll go away.” He raised himself up and rested his feet on the floor.

Ed Henry was not a big man. He was slim and hard work had made him wiry. Henry Ann, who had seldom seen him sick, noted with alarm that his face was flushed beneath his deep tan and that his hands were clenched into fists. His thin gray hair looked as if he’d been in a Texas windstorm.

“Maybe if you drank some soda water, you’d throw up and feel better.”

“I done that. Go on now. Get your hat off. Did you bring the girl?”

“Yes. Come in here, Isabel.”

The girl came into the room, still holding her box. She stood close to Henry Ann and looked at the man sitting on the bed as if expecting him to spring up and bite her.

“Hello, girl.” Ed looked steadily at the girl. “You look a mite like your ma when I first saw her.”

Isabel looked down at the floor.

“She’s tired. We both are.” Henry Ann took off her hat. “We had a layover in Ardmore and walked halfway from town before Mr. Dolan picked us up.”

“Go get her settled. I’ll get up in a minute.”

“You stay right there. I’ll bring you some supper.”

“I don’t want anything.”

“Where’s Johnny?”

“I’ve not seen him for a day or two.”

“He didn’t help you drag logs in from the lower woods?”

“He took off with Pete Perry.”


“Gosh darn it!” Henry Ann exclaimed. “I told him that if he didn’t stay away from the Perrys, he’d end up in jail.”

“He’s got a right to know his kin, babe.”

“Told ya.” Isabel was close behind Henry Ann when she left the room. “Mama said he warn’t no good. Jist like his pa.”

Henry Ann went to the room off the kitchen.

“This is my room. We’ll share it. Put your things here in the wardrobe.” She took off her traveling dress and hung it on a hanger. Sitting on the bed in her slip, she took off her shoes and stockings.

“Mama was pretty . . . once. Did he mean that I’m pretty?”

“Of course. But being pretty is not an asset if you don’t have any horse sense to go with it. Look what happened to our mother.”

“She was a floozy, but men were crazy about her.”

“She was dumb, selfish, self-centered, and completely lacking in morals. Being pretty may have been her downfall. It attracted the wrong kind of men.”

“Well! I never! You’re talkin’ about my mama and she’s . . . dead! That’s mean of you.”

Henry Ann shook her head. A while ago Isabel was calling their mother a whore. Now she was defending her. Henry Ann slipped a work dress over her head, buttoned it up, and reached for her everyday shoes.

“I didn’t mean to be unkind, but every word I said is true. You can follow in her footsteps and end up as she did, or you can make a decent life for yourself. All Daddy and I can do for you is offer you a home, as we did Johnny. It’s up to you.”

“Maybe I should’a gone to the county home.”


“If you want to go, Daddy’ll give you bus fare. You’ve just turned fifteen. Mama’s age when she married Daddy. We’d like you to be a part of our family, finish school, and have a better life than Mama had. But, as I said, it’s up to you.”

“I came with you, didn’t I? I could’ve got a job and stayed in the city.”

“A job doing what? Jobs are as scarce as hen’s teeth, in case you haven’t noticed.” Henry Ann turned her back so Isabel wouldn’t see how hard she was trying to hold on to her patience.

“I could’ve worked in a five and dime . . . maybe,” she retorted stubbornly.

“Change into one of your old dresses. We’ll have to do chores before supper.”

“What chores? I ain’t goin’ to be no hired hand.”

“Did you think you were going to be a guest here? This is your home now. We share the work.”

“I bet Johnny don’t,” she mumbled as she pulled her dress off over her head.

Henry Ann left her. She’d suffered Isabel’s grumblings all the way from Oklahoma City, and she didn’t know how much more she could take before she lost her temper. She paused in the doorway of her father’s room. He had lain back down on the bed.

“What needs to be done, Daddy?”

“Pen up the chickens, babe, and fork some hay to the cows. I did a poor job of milkin’, but what I got is on the porch. And . . . I didn’t get around to separating the morning milk.”

“That’s all right. I’ll do it in the morning. I’m worried about you.” Henry Ann went to the bed and placed her palm on his forehead. “You’ve got a fever.”

“Just a little one. I’ll be all right.”

“I brought you a newspaper. President Hoover is threatening to send the troops in to clear out the veterans who marched on Washington demanding a bonus. They’ve been there a couple of months and have built a tent city. It would be disgraceful to turn armed soldiers on our veterans who saved us from the Kaiser.”

“Yeah, it would. Have they caught the man who kidnapped the Lindbergh baby?”

“Not yet, but there are several articles in the paper about it. Would you like to read them now? I’ll get the paper and turn on the light.”

“I’ll read it tomorrow.” His voice sounded strange, and he was breathing hard.

“Did you get the tube for the radio?”

“No, babe. I plumb forgot about it. Get along now. It’s almost dark.”

* * *

Ed Henry had a lot on his mind. He lay on his bed looking up through the dark to the ceiling, remembering the day he had come to this place. In his mid-twenties, he had inherited it from a childless uncle who had died in a flash flood. Ed had visited his uncle often and had loved the farm the minute he saw it—one hundred acres of good cotton land, two hundred acres of grazing, and a fine, stout house. There was not a nickel’s debt against it, and he vowed that he’d never mortgage his land. To this day he had been able to keep that vow.

He had dreamed of raising a large family here, buying more land, and helping his sons get a start. It wasn’t to be. The young girl he had chosen to be his life’s mate had had beauty, but it was only skin-deep. Inside she was ugly clear to the bone, a fact he’d discovered soon after they married. She had given him Henry Ann, and that gift had kept him from hating her.

When Henry Ann had come of age, he had transfered the deed to the land to her, fearing that if something happened to him, Dorene, as his legal wife, would inherit. Now, thank God, there was no danger of her stirring up trouble—but her kids were legally his kids.

Dear God, why hadn’t he divorced her?

A month ago Doctor Hendricks had told him that he had a cancer growing in his belly. Soon his precious Henry Ann would be left alone to deal with Dorene’s two kids. He had been willing for her to bring Isabel here, thinking the girl might have some of Henry Ann’s good qualities and would be a help to her. Johnny was another matter. Something was eating at the boy, and, if he didn’t settle down, he would more than likely end up in the pen in McAlester.

Ed had hoped to live long enough to see Henry Ann settled with a good man and children of her own. Now he had to face the fact that it wasn’t to be. She was strong, his Henry Ann; strong, levelheaded, and smart as a whip. He had wanted her to go on to college, but that would have meant mortgaging the land, and she would not hear of it. During the past few weeks he had taken steps to make things as easy for her as possible after he was gone.

Ed went over in his mind the list of single men he knew. Most of them had come courting from time to time, but none of them had caught Henry Ann’s fancy. Soon there would be plenty who would try to marry her. Times were hard, and even if they did get that fool Hoover out of office, Ed wasn’t sure if things would ever get any better. A woman with three hundred acres free and clear would be a prize some men would kill for.

He was leaving his daughter better off than most. He had been careful with his money, careful not to go into debt. She would have a good crop of cotton, if some fool didn’t bring in a piddly gusher and spray oil all over it. At the last count there were sixty-three steers. And he’d squirreled away some hard cash. Ed’s mind raced to cotton-picking time. The thought crossed his mind that he’d not be here to see it.

He had met his new neighbor a time or two. Thomas Dolan wasn’t exactly friendly, but he seemed a decent enough fellow. He had bought Perdie’s farm after the old man died. From the looks of things they were living a hand-to-mouth existence over there. It was said that his wife, who came from moneyed folks down in Texas, had fought the move to the farm tooth and nail. Ed knew how hard it was to farm and care for a child without a woman’s help.

Aunt Dozie said she’d heard that Mrs. Dolan seldom left the house, and when she did, it was only to sit on the porch all dressed up as if she was going to church. Once in a while Dolan would give a girl a quarter to come out and clean; but, as badly as the girl wanted the money, she wouldn’t go back because she was afraid of Mrs. Dolan. The girl said Mr. Dolan did everything, even the washing, and lately had started taking his young son to the field with him.

The situation reminded Ed of the few years he’d spent with Dorene. He and Henry Ann had been better off without her, but at the time he had not known how he was going to farm and care for a young child.

Tom Dolan might be willing to help with the field work in exchange for the use of their mules to work his own land. Dolan’s team was as sorry a team as Ed had ever seen pulling a plow.

Johnny was capable enough and had seemed to settle in lately. Then he’d become acquainted with some of his mother’s relations who were known bootleggers and rustlers. It seemed that they might have convinced him that there were faster and easier ways to make money than riding behind a team of mules. Henry Ann would not be able to depend on him.

The first thing in the morning, Ed decided, he would go to town if he could get his car started. He’d see Doctor Hendricks, find out how much time he had left, then go have a talk with the sheriff and ask him to keep an eye on his girl.





 

Chapter Two




When morning came, Ed was half out of his mind with pain. He felt as if demons with hot pitchforks were inside his belly. His muffled cries brought Henry Ann rushing to his room.

“Daddy! Daddy—”

“Babe. Get . . . that bottle . . . in the top drawer.”

She fetched the bottle and looked at it with an expression of horror.

“It’s laudanum, Daddy!”

“Yes, yes. Put some in water.”

“How long have you been taking this?”

“Don’t fuss. I need it.”

Henry Ann hurried to the kitchen for water. She returned, tipped the bottle and allowed a few drops to drip into the glass.

“More.”

She added a few more drops and held his head up so he could drink.


“How long have you been taking this? The bottle is almost empty.”

“I’ve got to . . . see Doc Hendricks.” He was breathing hard through his open mouth. “When this takes away the pain . . . I’ll get up.”

“Daddy, you were sick when I left to go up to the city! Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Babe—” His eyes, clouded with pain, sought hers. “If somethin’ happens—”

“Nothing’s going to happen, Daddy,” she said quickly. “I’m getting you to the doctor and taking you on down to the hos . . . pital in Wichita Fa . . . lls.” Her voice broke. She was choked with dread.

“Babe, listen.” He panted and rolled his head. “Let me rest a minute.”

Henry Ann knelt beside the bed.

“What can I do, Daddy? Is it your stomach?”

“Nothin’ you can do, babe. There’s somethin’ you need to know. I’ve got money hidden away. Good thing too. I’m thinkin’ the dang bank’s goin’ busted.” He grabbed her arm, pulled her closer and whispered. “In an old rusty milk can in the weeds by the cow lot. The can’s got a spot of black paint on it. Don’t let anybody see ya gettin’ it. Not the girl . . . not Johnny.”

“You’re scaring me.”

“Ya hear me, girl?”

“I hear you, Daddy.”

“Babe, you’ve been my life—” His hand moved down her arm to her hand, and he fell back on the bed.

“I know. And you’re the best daddy anyone ever had.”

Tears flooded her eyes. Ed’s lids drooped. She smoothed the hair back from his forehead. He had always been thin. But heavens! Why hadn’t she noticed his hollow cheeks, bony forehead, and sunken eyes?

“What’s the matter with him?” Isabel had come silently into the room.

“He’s awful sick.” Henry Ann resented the intrusion. She wanted to be alone with her daddy.

“What was he whisperin’ about?”

“Nothing important.”

“He was whisperin’ ’cause he didn’t want me to hear it.”

“Were you listening?”

“No . . .”

You’re lying. I heard the bedsprings when you got up. I heard the floor creak when you left the room, and came to the door. How much did you hear?

“Get dressed. We’ve got to do the chores while he’s resting. Then I’ll write a note for you to take to the doctor.”

“In town? How’ll I get there?”

“You can walk! You’ve got two legs, haven’t you?” Henry Ann’s voice was impatient. She looked down at the man who had loved her and had made a home for her after her mother deserted them.

As soon as she was sure her father was sleeping, Henry Ann dressed, washed, and went out to milk. The night before she had shown Isabel how to feed the chickens and had left her to do it. She was leaving the cow lot and taking the pail of milk to the porch when she heard a motorcar. She dropped the pail in the yard and hurried out to the road as the car approached. She waved both arms, and the black coupe she’d ridden in the night before stopped. She hurried to the driver’s side of the car.

“Mr. Dolan, my father is awfully sick. Will you stop by and tell Doctor Hendricks to come out right away?”


“I’ll be glad to, ma’am—”

“We’re not going through Red Rock.” Mrs. Dolan leaned forward to speak. She was small, had light blond hair and large blue eyes. A little dark-eyed boy stood between the couple, leaning heavily on his father’s shoulder. “We’re going to Wichita Falls and on to Conroy. My mother is expecting us for dinner.”

“Well, in that case—” Henry Ann’s face flushed darkly.

“You’ll have to find someone else to run your errands.” Mrs. Dolan sat back and waved her hand for her husband to drive on.

“We’ll fetch the doctor.” Dolan ignored the protest from his wife. “Shall I tell him it’s urgent?”

“Tell him Daddy’s in terrible pain.”

“Thomas, we haven’t time to go to Red Rock. Mama wants us to be there by noon. And . . . Jay wants to see his granny. Don't you, Jay?” Her voice rose shrilly. Her hand grasped the boy’s shoulder and shook him. “Say you do, Jay!”

The man showed no visible emotion at his wife’s outburst. He moved the child to sit on his lap. The little boy’s eyes brightened. He flashed a smile at Henry Ann as his tiny hands grasped the steering wheel and moved it from side to side as if he were driving.

“I’ll get the message to the doctor.” Mr. Dolan spoke calmly.

“Thank you.” Henry Ann stepped back.

Mrs. Dolan turned on her husband the instant the car began to move. Her voice was loud, shrill, and angry.

“We are not going to Red Rock!”

“Calm down, Emmajean. It’ll not take but a few minutes—”


“We’re going straight to Mama’s. You promised. But you never keep your promises. Do you? You’d rather please an ignorant farmer than me. Have you got an itch for that bang-tail?”

Henry Ann watched the car disappear in a cloud of dust. The woman was the most selfish person she’d ever met. Her second encounter with Mrs. Dolan had been no more pleasant then the first.

It was no wonder Mr. Dolan was sour as a dill pickle.

Henry Ann had walked across the field to call on the new neighbors a week or two after they moved in. It was a hot May day. She had not been invited into the house or offered a drink of water. Mrs. Dolan, dressed in a pretty pink-organdy dress with a white-satin ribbon around her waist and one in her hair, had come out onto the porch and informed her that she only received callers on Sunday afternoon. Henry Ann had taken her leave feeling puzzled and terribly embarrassed.

She stood, now, in the road and watched the car carrying the strange couple until it rounded the bend in the road.

* * *

Tom Dolan thought that he’d gotten over being embarrassed by anything his wife said or did. But seeing the stricken look on Miss Henry’s face when Emmajean had so cruelly refused to fetch the doctor had not only embarrassed him, but had made him so angry that he wanted to strangle her.

Godamighty! Was he going to have to pay for the rest of his life for one foolish night when he’d had the urge for sex and white lightning had addled his brain? He had taken it when it was so blatantly offered, and one hour had changed his life forever. The only good thing to come out of that night was Jay. During the last few years he had come to believe that he could tolerate Emmajean and her family for the sake of his son, because leaving Emmajean meant leaving the child. His in-laws had made that perfectly clear.

Tom was one of six children raised on a farm outside Dunlap, Nebraska. They had been known as “those wild Dolans.” Wild and sinful! “Drinking, playing cards, and dancing their way to hell” is how a crazy old Holy Roller preacher described them. Of course, the old preacher thought all Catholics were heathens and doomed to the fiery furnace.

Heathens they might have been, but the Dolans were a happy family. Mike, one of the older boys, had gone to war, lived through it, and returned to search for and find Letty Pringle, the daughter the old preacher had thrown out when he discovered she was pregnant with Mike’s child. Duncan, older than Mike, had been killed in a train wreck in Montana. One of his sisters had died during the influenza outbreak when she was small. Another sister had married a railroad man and moved to Lincoln. Hod, a year younger than Tom, was a Federal agent working out of Kansas City the last Tom heard. Tom’s mother and father were gone now, and their offspring had scattered.

Tom’s skill with motors of any kind had brought him to the oil boomtown of Healdton, Oklahoma. He found work near Wirt, commonly known as Rag Town, a hastily constructed tent city created by the massive influx of oil-field workers. Rag Town was a haven for bootleggers, gamblers, and prostitutes, ever willing to separate the oil-field worker from his pay.

Tom’s job had been to keep the motors running at the gas- and oil-well drilling sites. When the drilling activities slowed, he drifted south, where he worked on cars, raced his motorcycle, and salted away his winnings in hopes of someday having his own dealership. It was a streak of bad luck, he thought now, that had brought him to Wichita Falls, where he’d met Emmajean. She was from Conroy, a town named for her grandfather, Judge Jason P. Conroy.

“And that’s not all. Daddy won’t like it a’tall that I’m living in that shack without electric lights. You just wait until I tell him that the Henrys down the road have electricity. It’s not fair—”

“Mr. Henry paid to have the poles set and the wires run. It took everything I could scrape up just to get the farm.” After that comment, Tom let Emmajean rant on. He had learned to turn off the sound of her voice when there was no reasoning with her.

“Daddy said in his letter that Marty was home and was going to work with him. They’re goin’ to dig an oil well and make a lot of money. Marty went to a school that taught him all about minerals and things like that. You don’t know anything about how to make money. All you know is about greasy old motors and . . . being a dirt farmer—”

Emmajean’s words floated over Tom’s head. His thoughts were on Miss Henry. Nice woman from what he’d heard. She had the most beautiful soft brown eyes he’d ever looked into. There was not a whit of pretension or guile in them. Her hair, the color of polished pecan shells, hung in waves to her shoulders, natural-looking, unlike the short bob and spit curls Emmajean wore.

He’d not been in town long when he’d heard the tale about Dorene Henry, a member of the notorious Perry clan. Henry Ann’s trip to Oklahoma City had been to bury the woman and bring back another one of her offspring. The boy and the girl couldn’t be blamed for their mother’s sins. He guessed that was the way Miss Henry looked at it.

“—And . . . if you’re in there more than five minutes, I’m going to start screamin’ and honkin’ the horn—”

Tom pulled to the side of the house where the doctor had his office. He reached down, disconnected the horn, got out of the car, and reached for his son. He sat the boy astride his hip and went up the walk to the door.

Doctor Hendricks was a man in his early fifties with light hair and a friendly smile. He came out of his examining room when Tom opened the door.

“Morning, Tom.”

“Hi, Doc.”

“Hello there, Jay. You still mad at me for giving you that vaccination?” Jay hid his face against his father’s shoulder. “Don’t blame you a bit. It hurt, didn’t it? What’s his problem, Tom.”

“He’s all right, Doc. Miss Henry stopped me as I passed. She wanted me to tell you to come right out. Mr. Henry’s in terrible pain.”

“Uh-oh. I was afraid of that. I’ll get on out there and take some morphine.”

Doctor Hendricks began taking things from a cabinet and putting them in a bag. Tom could see from his expression that Mr. Henry was seriously ill.

“I’m sorry to hear he’s bad off. I met him only a few times, but he seemed a decent fellow.”

“He was . . . is. Ed’s the salt of the earth.” Doctor Hendricks broke off and turned to grab his coat off a hook.

“If there’s anything I can do, let me know.”


“Thanks for bringing the message, Tom. I’d better be getting on out there.”

* * *

Henry Ann had time to say no more than hello after the doctor arrived. He went into the bedroom and closed the door.

She waited now, sitting on a straight-backed chair in the parlor beside the library table staring blankly at the framed picture of herself on her first pony, with her daddy holding the reins. Her thoughts were not on the picture. They were focused on her father and what the doctor would tell her when he came from the room. Thank heaven, Mr. Dolan had gone straight to his office, despite the objections of his snippy wife.

Isabel was shelling peas on the back porch. Henry Ann wished that the girl weren’t here—wished that she had never brought her and Johnny to their home. She wished that she and her daddy were alone, here in their house as they had been for all those years that she was growing up.

Her daddy was dying. She had read it on the doctor’s face when he came in the door. Daddy had been sick, maybe for months, and hadn’t told her, wanting to spare her the worry. He’d carried the burden by himself as he’d always done—taking care of her without complaining or even making a derogatory comment about the woman who had abandoned them.

Whatever would she do without him!

The door opened. Doctor Hendricks moved the flatiron that served as a doorstop to hold it back so the air could circulate.

“He’s sleeping. Let’s go out into the yard.”

He opened the screen door and she passed through. With a heart heavy with dread, she went down the porch steps and out to lean against the trunk of the huge old pecan tree, where a piece of rope, what remained of her childhood swing, still dangled.

“He’s dying, isn’t he?” The words came from stiff lips.

“Yes. It won’t be long now.”

“Can’t you do . . . something?” There were tears in her voice, but she held her head up and looked him in the eye.

“All I can do is keep him from suffering. He has a cancer in his stomach. When he came to me two months ago, he told me he was spitting up blood. I thought it could be an ulcer. Later I came to realize he had a cancer. I gave him laudanum. It’s addictive, but I knew that he had only a short time left. Now he must have something stronger. I gave him morphine.”

Henry Ann turned away and allowed the tears to trickle down her cheeks.

“I wasted a whole week up there when I could have been here with him.”

“He wanted you to go. He told me so. He said that you needed to do what you could for your mother—for your sake, not hers.”

“He’s like . . . that.”

“Is there someone you want to come stay with you?”

“My . . . half sister is here.”

“You have no other relatives here?”

“None that I want.”

“There’s something else I want to tell you. Last week Ed came to town. He drew some money from the bank. He had me figure what my fee would be right up to the last and he paid me. He also paid Elmer over at the funeral home. He said he figured that the bank was due to go busted, and he wanted his bills paid before it went under.”

Henry Ann choked back a sob. “He knew his time would be soon, didn’t he?”

“Yes. He worried about you being left with Johnny and the girl, if you brought her back. I see that you did.”

“I must tell him not to worry—”

“You need to see a lawyer, Henry Ann. Those two kids carry Ed’s name even if he didn’t father them. You may have to share the inheritance with them.”

“Daddy already thought of that, Doctor. He put the land in my name long ago. What little he had in the bank was in his name. I doubt there’s any of that left.”

“He was making it as easy for you as he could. Your daddy was quite a man.”

“I know—”

“I’m going to have to leave for a while—”

“Oh, but—”

“I’ll be back in a couple of hours. He should sleep while I’m gone.”

“Will I get to talk to him . . . again?”

“I don’t know if you’d want to, Henry Ann. During the night, the cancer . . . Well I won’t go into that. His condition has worsened considerably. If he goes off the morphine, he’ll be screaming with pain. I can keep him under until the end if that’s what you want.”

“I . . . don’t want him to suffer.”

“I’ll check in at the office, then I’ll be back.” The doctor placed his hand on her shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

Henry Ann sat down on the porch and watched him turn his car around in the middle of the road and head back for town. It was all so . . . unreal. She should be down in the garden forking up potatoes or picking beans. Instead she was sitting here, wringing her hands, waiting for her father to die. Nothing would ever be the same again. All her life she had had him to depend on. Soon she would be alone.

Childhood memories flooded her mind.

Swing me, Daddy. Swing me higher.

Hold on tight, babe.

Daddy, guess what? Miss Brown said I had a voice like a bird. She chose me to sing at the Christmas party.

I’ve been tellin’ you that all along.

I’m sorry I put too much salt in the corn bread.

It’s all right, honey. Feed it to the chickens. We won’t have to salt the eggs when we cook ’em.

Ah . . . Daddy, you’re funny.

Not as funny as you, freckle-face.

Thank you, Daddy, for the new shoes and the button hook. I’ll be the only girl in school with red shoes.

The screen door slammed, jarring Henry Ann from her thoughts.

“Is this enough peas?” Isabel held out the pan.

“Don’t slam the door!”

“How’d I know the old thing would slam? Is this enough peas?”

“I guess it . . . is.” Henry Ann stood. The doctor’s car pulled to a stop in front of the house and a large woman got out. A blue cloth was tied around her head and a dark gingham granny dress hung to her ankles.

“Thanky for the ride,” Aunt Dozie called, and came through the gate as the doctor turned his car around in the middle of the road and again headed back to town.

Henry Ann went down the steps to meet her. Dozie dropped a bundle to the ground and opened her arms.


“I knowed it. I knowed it. I knowed it when I saw de doctor’s car go by comin’ dis way. I said, Dozie, it’s time to gets yore body on down de road. I was comin’, chile, when Doctor turn ’round ’n’ brung me.”

She folded Henry Ann to her ample breast and held her while, for the first time, Henry Ann gave way to tears and cried as if her heart would break. After a while she pulled away.

“How did you know, Aunt Dozie?”

“Honey, yo’re daddy come tol’ me a while back that ya’d be needin’ me. He told me again last week after he been to de doctor. Lawsy, I hates it, chile. But it’s God’s will, and we gots to endure.”

“He told you that he—?”

“He say to me, Dozie, ya took care of my babe when she was little bitty. She love ya. She gonna need ya when I’m gone. And here I is, chile, fer as long as ya want me.”

“I want you, Aunt Dozie. You and Daddy are the dearest things in the world to me.”

“We’s goin’ to get through dis, chile. With God’s help, we gets through it.”

With their arms around each other they walked up onto the porch. Isabel eyed the woman’s round black face with suspicion.

“This is Dozie Jones, Isabel. I’ve known her all my life. She took care of me when I was little.”

“Lucky you. I took care of myself.”

“Hello, girl. What ya got dere? Hummm . . . fresh peas. Day be mighty good eatin’ cooked with taters.”

“Then cook ’em.” Isabel shoved the pan into Dozie’s hands.

“Come on in, Aunt Dozie.” Henry Ann took the pan of peas from the surprised woman. “Doctor Hendricks said Daddy would sleep for a couple hours.” In the kitchen, she set the pan on the table, took Isabel’s arm, and pushed her out onto the back stoop. When they were away from the door, she spun her around and faced her. “I’m going to say this one time. If you are rude or sassy to Aunt Dozie again, I’ll put you on the bus and send you out of here so fast you’ll think you’re in a tornado. Understand?”

Isabel jerked her arm free. “She’s colored, ain’t she? Ya can cozy up to her, if ya want. I ain’t lowerin’ myself to cuddle up to . . . no colored trash.”

“It’s a matter of opinion what’s trash and what isn’t. She came as a friend. I’m warning you. One nasty word to her and out you go!”

“I ain’t sure ya can do that.” A cunning look came over the girl’s face making it hard to believe she was only fifteen. “My name’s Henry same as yores even if ya do got it twice. Mama said she named ya Henry to get back at the old man for puttin’ ya in her belly. Who’s to say the old man didn’t make a visit to Mama now and then. They was still married, wasn’t they?”

Henry Ann looked at her as if seeing her for the first time. She had a sly smile on her face and a crafty look in her eyes. It took all Henry Ann’s willpower to keep from slapping her face. Henry Ann remembered the muttered words her mother’s last lover had said on the day of the burial when Isabel had shown no sign of grief.

“The girl’s trouble. She ain’t got no conscience at all.”

At the time Henry Ann hadn’t thought much about the statement. Now she wished she’d had more conversation with the man.

“Yes, they were married, Isabel. Papa believed in keeping his marriage vows. Mama didn’t. Get it through your head right now . . . you have no claim here.”

“We’ll see.” Isabel tossed her head. “Me’n Johnny’s got as much right here as you have.” She stepped off the porch and walked out into the yard toward the outhouse.

* * *

Leaving Henry Ann free to sit beside her father’s bed, Aunt Dozie quietly and efficiently took over the work. She cleaned the kitchen, started a batch of bread to rise, put potatoes on to boil with the peas, and ran the milk through the separator. She sang softly while she worked.



“Sw . . . ing low, sweet char . . . i . . . ot—

Comin’ for ta carry me ho . . . me.



The sound was comforting to Henry Ann. When she was small, Aunt Dozie would sit in the old rocking chair, take her on her lap, and sing to her. She had been a young woman then, widowed before she could have children of her own. She had focused her motherly love on Henry Ann and that love was returned.

A few months before, when Dozie’s mother died, Ed Henry had taken a smoked ham and a peck of potatoes to the house to feed the mourners. Henry Ann and her father were the only white people at the burial in the cemetery behind the small Free Baptist Church. She was not surprised that he would confide in Aunt Dozie.

She left his bedside and went to the kitchen, where her dear friend sat in a chair working the dasher up and down in the churn. She placed her hand on Dozie’s shoulder.

“It’s good to have you here, Aunt Dozie.”

“Where else would I be when my babe need me?”


“What’ll I do? I don’t know if I can cope with Isabel and Johnny.”

“Ya will. Ya’ll knows whats to do when de time come.”

“Isabel is sly and sneaky. Johnny is just irresponsible. I’m afraid of what’ll happen if he gets thick with the Perrys. They’re the biggest bootleggers in the county. I don’t know why the sheriff doesn’t do something about them.”

“Ya ain’t the boy’s mama. He be a man now. Old enough to fight in a war if there was one. Ya jist do de best ya can, but don’t take no sass off ’em. Dey get de upper hand and dey run ya to de ground. See’d it done many a time.”

Henry Ann heard a horse nicker and went to the door. Johnny and Pete Perry were putting their horses in the fenced area attached to the cow lot. Ed had given Johnny the black-and-white pinto a few months after he arrived. The boy had taken to riding as if he were born to it. Henry Ann had come to believe that the horse was the only thing in the world that Johnny loved.

As Henry Ann watched, Isabel came around from the front of the house and went toward them. They leaned against the corral rails and eyed her. Under their gaze she began to swing her shoulders and skinny hips to match her steps. She lifted a hand to her hair and tucked one side behind her ear. It was obvious that she was enjoying the male attention. Her mother’s lover’s words came back to Henry Ann. The girl is trouble.

Henry Ann went back to look in on her father. He was lying so still that her breath caught with fear. Then she saw the slight rise and fall of his chest, and his hand twitched. She eased down into the chair beside the bed, and after a while she began to pray.

“Dear God, please make his passing peaceful. He’s been such a good man. He’s worked hard. Never cheated anyone, nor broke the law. He was kind—”

Loud talk and boisterous laughter broke the silence. Henry Ann jumped to her feet and hurried to the kitchen. Johnny and Pete Perry were horsing around on the porch. Isabel, her arm around a porch post, watched with a broad smile.

“I’ll have to learn ya how to Indian wrestle. You’d take to it like a duck to water considerin’ ya got that wild blood in ya.” Pete’s loud voice reached into every corner of the house.

“Ya couldn’t learn me nothin’, ya . . . bunghead!”

Johnny escaped into the kitchen, allowing the screen door to slam behind him. He looked around the kitchen and grinned at Henry Ann. He was a slim, handsome youth with the straight black hair and inky black eyes that suggested that the unknown man who had fathered him might have been an American Indian

“That Isabel sure grew up. Didn’t know her till she told me who she was.”

“Keep your voice down. Daddy’s sleeping.”

“Isabel said old Ed was ’bout to kick the bucket. Is that right? He’s not been so full a piss and vinegar lately, but I never thought—”

Henry Ann took two quick steps, drew back her arm, and slapped him across the face. An almost uncontrollable rage washed over her.

“Don’t you dare be disrespectful of him!” she hissed, low-voiced. “My daddy put a roof over your head, fed you, gave you work so you’d have a little money, all because he thought it the decent thing to do. He had no obligation to take you in.”


Johnny was stunned. He lifted his hand to his cheek and looked at her as if he’d never seen her before.

“You ungrateful cur! He was sick!” Henry Ann continued heatedly and almost choked on the words. “He was . . . sick and you went off and left him to do the chores all by himself. You told me you’d help him drag deadwood in from the lower woods. You’re . . . you’re a sorry excuse for a human being, and I’m ashamed . . . totally ashamed that some of the same blood that flows in your veins flows in mine.”

Johnny stood as still as a stone.. He had grown lately and stood two or three inches taller than Henry Ann but she was too angry to notice.

“Where were you while he was lying there . . . sick?” Henry Ann demanded.

“At Perry’s.”

“Delivering bootleg whiskey?”

Ignoring her question, the boy asked quietly, “Do you want me to leave?”

“It’s up to you. But if you stay, you’ll do your share of the work and you’ll stop hanging out with thieves and bootleggers like Pete Perry. I don’t want him here.”

“I guess you’re wishin’ you hadn’t brought me here.”

“Daddy and I wanted to give you a chance for a decent life. If you want to go back to the city, go. If you want to go to the Perrys, go. But don’t come back.”

Johnny walked quickly out the door, stepped off the porch, and headed for the corral. Pete, who had been standing at the door listening, followed.

“What did you say to him?” Isabel demanded as she came into the kitchen.

“That’s between me and Johnny and no business of yours.” Henry Ann wanted to cry. It seemed to her that the sky had opened and spilled grief all over her.

“It is, too, my business. He’s my brother.”

“Don’t give me any sass, Isabel,” Henry Ann said sharply. “Or I’ll slap your face, too.”

“Well! Try it and you’ll get slapped back.” She placed her thumb on the end of her nose and wiggled her fingers in a defiant gesture, before she flounced out the door, slamming it behind her, and hurried across the yard to the corral.

Pete Perry was in his middle twenties: a tall, lanky man with straw-colored hair, springing thickly from the scalp and pushed back in deep waves. He had hazel eyes, strong white teeth, and a deep dimple in his chin. He considered himself quite attractive to the female population. Henry Ann didn’t know if he’d ever had a steady job, but he seemed always to have money in his pocket.

“She tryin’ to run ya off?” Pete asked when Johnny came from the house, climbed atop the rail fence, sat down, and hooked his heels on the lower rail.

Silence from the boy on the rail fence.

“What she needs is a hour or two on her back with a man between her legs. A real man with a long pole’d take the sass outta her.” Pete enjoyed talking nasty about women.

Johnny’s dark eyes moved to the man and then away. It was impossible to know what the boy was thinking when he wore his Indian face.

“Listen, kid. With old Ed gone you stand to get a piece a this place. Ain’t no mortgage on it far as I know. Hell. It ain’t fair for that tightass woman to get it all. You could go to Dallas or New York—maybe even to California.”

Again Johnny’s eyes flicked to Pete’s face and away.


“Ya and the girl’s got as much right here as that stuck-up Henry Ann. Old Ed was still married to your mama, you know. Betcha he didn’t make out no will.”

Johnny slid off the fence, slipped the bridle on his pony, and sprang on its back. Without a word to Pete, he nudged open the gate and rode off down the lane toward the woods.

“Johnny! Wait—” Isabel called. “Where’s he goin’?” She came to stand beside Pete.

“Ridin’.”

“Where? What’d he say about what she did?”

“Nothin’.” Pete looked down at the girl and grinned. “Don’t worry ’bout it. He gets that way sometimes. He’ll come around when he thinks about it.”

“Are you really my cousin?”

“Name’s Perry. Your mama was a Perry.”

“Are we close kin?”

“Me and Dorene had the same grandma somewheres down the line—so Pa says.”

“Ah . . . shoot!”

“Now why’d you go and say a thin’ like that?”

“I’d just as soon you wasn’t . . . kin.”

“You flirtin’ with me, honey? How old are you? You look like you ain’t been outta diapers long.”

“Seventeen,” she lied.

“Then I reckon you’re old enough.” He chucked her beneath the chin with his fist, then let it fall to sweep lingeringly across her small breast. He turned to get his horse. “Got to be gettin’ on home. See ya . . . cutie.”

“Ain’t ya got a car?” Isabel called.

“Yeah, I got one.”

“Then why’er ya ridin’ a horse?”


“So I can get places I can’t get to in a car, sweet thin’. And so pretty little girls will ask questions.” He finished saddling his horse. “If I’d knowed I wasn’t gettin’ an invite to dinner, I’d not a unsaddled my horse.”

Isabel glanced toward the house, then back to Pete, who was sitting atop his horse rolling a cigarette.

“I’m askin’ ya . . . to dinner.”

With his eyes on her face, he licked the edge of the cigarette paper to seal the tobacco in, twisted the end, and stuck it between his lips. He lit it before he spoke.

“You ain’t got ’nuff say ’round here yet, cutie. Maybe later . . . huh?” He dropped his lid in a flirtatious wink and put his heels to his horse.

Isabel watched him until he disappeared into the wood. Then, with her heart beating with excitement, she ran back to the house.





 

Chapter Three





CONROY, TEXAS


Tom Dolan sat in one of the white wicker chairs on the long veranda and listened to his father-in-law and Marty try to outtalk each other. They had ignored Tom as if the conversation were beyond him. Young Conroy was trying to impress his father with his knowledge of the oil industry.

“We’d not have to lease a whole section, Daddy. Hell, set a well a hundred feet from the section line and drill down at an angle. They do it all the time.”

“I’d think a fellow can get himself in a mess of trouble draining oil out from under another man’s land.”

Marty laughed. “You have to get caught first, Daddy. How do you think Tom Slick made all his money? By hook and by crook, that’s how. He went out and leased a hundred thousand acres, raised two hundred thousand dollars, and sank a dozen wells. We can do it with a lot less money. We can pick up leases from these sod-busters for next to nothing.”


“That remains to be seen.” The elder Conroy smiled indulgently at his son, as if he were a schoolboy.

“We’re opening an office across the river.” Marty glanced quickly at Tom. “An old wildcatter named Rigger Haines is drilling up there. The old bastard’s a millionaire twice over, but he just keeps on drilling. I saw a map of where he’s drilled, and it’s headed straight down from the Healdton field.”

“I’ve heard of Rigger Haines.”

“He brought in a gusher in the old played-out Marlow field and made a pile of money.”

“They say he’s tough as a boot.”

“Not so tough that he don’t need a little . . . ah . . . protection now and then, huh, Daddy?” Marty smirked and glanced at Tom.

After each of the half dozen times Tom had met Marty Conroy he had come away with the impression that all that was on the man’s mind was big money and how to get it without working for it.

Marty began to talk about the Chicago gangster, Al Capone.

“He made a hundred million a year, Daddy. More money than Henry Ford. He was only twenty-six years old, a year older than I am, when he took over the bootlegging and gambling in Chicago. He had to be smart to outwit the Feds for so long. They couldn’t get a thing on him.”

“I wouldn’t say he outwitted them,” Tom said drily. “He’s in jail for income-tax evasion.”

“Ha! He’ll be out by the end of the year. He’s too smart—”

Tom’s mind suddenly turned off their conversation when he heard Jay’s cry, and Emmajean’s shrill voice scolding him. He got up and went into the house, not bothering to excuse himself.

Emmajean was holding the child’s shoulders and shaking him vigorously.

“I told you not to touch anything. Mother’ll not let us come again. You’re bad . . . bad—” The last words were accompanied with a sharp slap on the cheek.

Tom hurried forward and picked up his son. The sobbing child wrapped his arms around his father’s neck and hid his face.

“I’ve told you not to hit him in the face!”

“See, Mother? See what I have to put up with?” She turned to the frowning woman standing by the settee holding a satin pillow and examining it for damage. “When I try to make him mind, Tom pets him. I just don’t know what I’m going to do. He just makes me so . . . mad!” Emmajean’s voice got louder and more shrill.

“Here, here. Stop yelling, Emmajean. The neighbors will hear you.” Mr. Conroy had come in, followed by Marty.

“He just makes me so mad!” Emmajean said again. “Let me stay here, Daddy. I hate that old dirt farm. Let me come back home. He can have Jay. I don’t care. Mother? Daddy? Pl . . . ease! I don’t even have electric lights or a radio out there, and I have to get water out of a well. And he wants me to . . . cook and wash his dirty old clothes. Please . . . let me stay—”

“We’ve gone over that before,” Mrs. Conroy said patiently. “Your place is with your husband and child.”

“But . . . but . . . I hate him!” Emmajean’s voice had reached an hysterical pitch. “Mama—” she said pleadingly to the slim, elegant woman still holding the pillow and inspecting it. “Don’t make me go back . . . there.”

“Mother,” Mrs. Conroy corrected. “Mama, is so . . . common.”

“Calm down.” Mr. Conroy shook his head at Marty when his son gave a snort of disgust. “Calm down. You’re a grown woman now, Emmajean. A grown, married woman.”

“I knew this would happen if they came.” Mrs. Conroy looked accusingly at her husband then back to her daughter. “Emmajean, straighten up and behave,” she said firmly.

Tom carried his son out onto the porch. A scene similar to this one took place each time they came for a visit which, thank God, wasn’t very often. He was embarrassed for Emmajean, not because she didn’t want to go back to the home he had provided for her, but because she was begging, pleading to stay when it was so obvious that her parents didn’t want her.

He had known the morning he had taken her home and she had blurted out the fact that she had spent the night with him that these people were like none he’d ever known. There had been no outrage. They had calmly set about planning a quick wedding. It was not until after he became aware of his bride’s erratic behavior that he realized the Conroys had found a respectable way to rid themselves of an embarrassing daughter. What had been their problem was now his.

A half hour later, when they headed back to Red Rock, Emmajean was still crying. Jay lay asleep on the seat between them, his head on his father’s leg.

Tom was silent. What a mess he’d made of his life!

* * *


Henry Ann sat beside her father’s bed and fanned him with a cardboard fan that advertised White’s Drug Store in Red Rock. The doctor had come back, given Ed another shot of morphine, and promised to return before dark. As the afternoon lengthened, the breeze that had earlier stirred the window curtains stilled. The air in the room was hot and oppressive.

“What’s the matter with the radio?” Isabel asked from the doorway.

“It needs a new tube.”

“Well, poot! I wanted to listen to it. There’s nothin’ else to do ’round here.”

Henry Ann didn’t bother to reply. Isabel stood for a moment pouting, then left the room singing the theme to a popular radio show.

“When the moon comes over the mountain—”

How was it possible the girl could be so uncaring? The pain in Henry Ann’s heart made her feel as though a wide chasm lay between her and the rest of the world.

Old Shep slunk into the house and under her father’s bed as if waiting for something vague and fearful to happen.

Minutes spun into hours. In the late afternoon a car stopped out front. Aunt Dozie came to the bedroom door.

“Chile, Mr. Dolan is here.”

Henry Ann reluctantly left the room and went out onto the porch. The man stood there with his hat in his hand.

“Thank you for sending the doctor.”

“Glad to be of help. Is there anything I can do?”

“No. But thank you for offering.”

She was aware of the big, dark man towering over her. Their eyes met and held. She was afraid if she said another word, she would burst into tears. That must not happen. Pride kept her head up and her eyes dry.

“Doctor Hendricks told me about Mr. Henry. I’m sure sorry. If I can help in any way, send the boy to fetch me.”

“Thank you.”

He turned and stepped off the porch. So much pride. So much dignity. The image of the woman’s lovely haunted face stayed in his mind as he strode quickly to the car. Emmajean was on the verge of one of her rampages. When she was like that he feared leaving Jay alone with her, and, also, he wanted to get away from the Henrys’ before she started yelling at him.

* * *

The end came for Ed Henry at dusk. It was symbolic that his life ended at the golden time of day when the sun had set and the birds were settling into the trees for the night—the time of day that he liked to take his guitar to the front porch, play a few chords, and sing his favorite songs for his own enjoyment and for that of his daughter. He knew dozens of ballads: “Strawberry Roan,” “The Prisoner’s Song,” “Bury Me Not on the Lone Prairie,” and his favorite, “Red River Valley.”

Since he had bought the radio he and Henry Ann seldom missed listening to the Grand Ole Opry on Saturday night. Ed was especially fond of Uncle Dave Macon, known as “the Dixie Dewdrop,” and Roy Acuff. Personally, Henry Ann thought her daddy played and sang better than any of them.

Just before Ed breathed his last, Aunt Dozie had come in and closed the door, shutting out the curious Isabel so that Henry Ann could be alone with her daddy. When it was over, Aunt Dozie closed his mouth and folded his arms across his chest. Henry Ann placed her head on the pillow beside his and cried. This day, at dusk, it was Aunt Dozie who sang. She stood at the end of the bed with the Henry family Bible in her hands.



“A - maz - ing grace, how sweet the sound,

That saved a wretch like me!

I - once was lost, but now am found,

Was blind, but - now I see.”



* * *

At daybreak Henry Ann went to the kitchen. Aunt Dozie was there starting a fire in the cookstove.

“That old dominecker rooster came clear up to the door dis mornin’,” Aunt Dozie said, shaking her head. “It was plumb queer the way he jist stood an’ crowed fit to kill. ’Twas as if that old rooster was sayin’ his good-bye to Mr. Ed.”

“I heard him. It seems strange not to have Daddy here. He always got up before I did.”

Henry Ann batted the tears from her swollen eyes and went to the porch. She stood there and scratched old Shep’s ears for a while before she headed for the barn to do the chores. To her surprise they were done. Johnny was drawing water from the well and filling the stock tank. She hadn’t heard him when he came home last night, but she’d noticed him in the kitchen when the undertaker arrived. Then he had come to the porch and had stood silently and expressionless as Ed Henry was taken from his home for the last time.

“Johnny, I need to go to town to . . . make arrangements.” He averted his eyes when Henry Ann spoke to him. “I’d like for you to take me.”


“Why? You can drive.”

“I can’t crank the car. Here are the keys to the shed.” She handed him a ring of keys she took from her pocket.

“He didn’t have to lock it up.” The boy looked straight at her. “I wasn’t goin’ to steal it.”

“He knew that, but he wasn’t sure about Pete Perry.”

“I found a butchered steer down in the lower woods.”

“Butchered? You mean someone killed it for the meat?”

“Looks like it.”

“Well, forevermore. Did they take it all?”

“Only the front and hind quarters. Dogs and wolves tore up the rest.”

“That means they took it to sell and not to eat. Were there tracks?”

“Motorcar tracks.”

“Do you know whose?”

“No.”

Henry Ann looked into her half brother’s face and knew he was telling the truth. He seemed different this morning; not so hostile. Could it be that he really had felt something for her father?

“We can tell the sheriff, but I doubt he’ll do anything. I’ll be ready to go in a few minutes.”

Ed Henry had not particularly wanted a car; he bought it only to take Henry Ann to school on the days she couldn’t walk. Johnny, however, had been delighted that a car was available when he first came to live with them. Ed had taught him how to drive and how to take care of the machine. The enthusiasm for the car faded as soon as Ed bought him the pony.

The motor of the topless Model T balked at first when Johnny attempted to start it. He instructed Henry Ann to pull out the choke. He had worked up a good sweat turning the crank by the time the engine sputtered, caught, then began a steady hum.

When they reached the funeral parlor, located behind the furniture store, Henry Ann asked Johnny if he wanted to come in. He shook his head, and she went in alone. The mortician confirmed what Doctor Hendricks had told her. Ed had made the arrangements for his burial and had paid for it. He had not been interested in the services that would precede the burial and had left that up to Henry Ann.

She visited next with the Reverend Wesson, the minister who would conduct the services. His daughter, Karen, was her best friend. He told her that Karen had left only minutes ago for the Henry farm.

After reporting the slaughter of the steer to the sheriff’s deputy, Henry Ann and Johnny headed back home. Two wagons and two cars were parked in the yard. One of the cars belonged to their neighbor, Tom Dolan, the other to Karen Wesson.

“Are you coming to the service?” Henry Ann asked when Johnny stopped in front of the shed to let her out.

“Do you want me to?” He stared straight ahead.

“Only if you want to.”

“I . . . don’t have a decent shirt.”

“I’ll wash one of Daddy’s.”

“What’ll I have to do? I’ve not been to . . . one—”

“You don’t have to do anything.”

“I’ll come.”

A girl ran out the back door to meet Henry Ann. Her hazel eyes were red with weeping.

“Oh, Henry, I didn’t even know your daddy was sick.” She wrapped her arms around Henry Ann.


“I didn’t either until I got home day before yesterday. He hadn’t told me, Karen. He let me go off to Oklahoma City without saying a word.”

“I heard about it last night at choir practice. It was late, or I’d have come out then.”

“I’m glad you’re here now. I just saw your daddy. I told him that I wanted you to sing at the service.”

“You know I will.”

With their arms about each other, they went into the house. On the kitchen table was a variety of food already brought in by the neighbors. Aunt Dozie was bustling from table to stove, and, sitting quietly in Henry Ann’s old high chair with a slice of bread and jam in his hand, was a small boy.

“Yo a’right, chile?” Aunt Dozie asked anxiously.

“I think so. Is this Mr. Dolan’s little boy?”

“Ain’t he ’bout the cutest little tyke ya ever did see?”

“He sure is. He was in the car yesterday when—”

“Dat Mr. Dolan come right after yo left. Brought a bag a coffee fer the fixin’s. Said ya got a fence down and he’d fix it ’fore yore cows got out. Said it looked like someone’d drove a car in. Was goin’ to take da little boy with ’im, but I said ta leave ’im. Little feller’s good as gold, he is. Loves ta eat dat plum jam.”

“Hello.” Henry Ann squatted down beside the chair. The child turned his head to the side and refused to look at her. “What’s your name?” He still refused to look at her. His mouth puckered as if he were ready to cry, and he looked fearfully up at Aunt Dozie. She hurried to him, picked him up, and cuddled him to her ample breast, uncaring that his little face was sticky with jam.

“Dere, dere, little sugar. Yo ain’t got no reason ter be scared. Dat lady like little boys,” she crooned. Then to Henry Ann, “Took a while ’fore he’d let me hold him. He a daddy boy.” She added in a whisper, “Yo better go on in de parlor. Dat gal’s in dere talkin’ her head off to Miz Austin.”

“I’ll stay and help Aunt Dozie,” Karen said, and took Henry Ann’s hat when she removed it. “Go on. That busybody is picking the girl’s brain for everything she can get out of her.”

“Dat ain’t goin’ ta be much!” Aunt Dozie snorted. “Dat girl ain’t got much brains ta pick at.”

Mrs. Austin embraced Henry Ann when she came into the room.

“You poor dear child. We just feel so bad about poor Mr. Henry. Chris-to-pher wanted to come over, but he hired two coloreds to help hoe cotton; and when you’re paying five cents a hour you got to stand over them and see that they earn it.” Mrs. Austin always drew her son’s name out as if she were reciting a poem or singing a hymn

“I know Mr. Austin is busy—”

“Not Percy, dear. Chris—to—pher.”

“I would like for Mr. Austin to be a pallbearer—”

“Chris—to—pher would be glad to.”

“Daddy has known Mr. Austin for a long time. If you think he’ll be unable to do it, I’ll understand and ask someone else.”

“He’d be glad to, dear. Do you need Chris—to—pher, too?”

“No, but thank you.”

Henry Ann untangled herself from Mrs. Austin’s arms and went to speak to the other neighbor.


“I’m just as sorry as I can be, Henry Ann. Yore daddy was as good a man as I ever knowed.”

“Thank you, Mrs. Whalen. And thank you for the beet pickles.”

With her legs crossed and showing a goodly amount of flesh above the knee, Isabel sat in the chair beside the door, swinging her foot back and forth. She wore her best dress, rouge, and lipstick. She had slid a yellow ribbon under the back of her hair and tied it in a bow on top of her head. Henry Ann looked at her, then looked back again. Isabel had also plucked her eyebrows to a thin arched line and had marked them with a pencil.

She looked like she had come off South Reno Street in Oklahoma City, the street that was notorious for honky-tonks and speakeasies.

Mrs. Austin prepared to leave as did Mrs. Whalen. Henry Ann walked with them to the porch.

“It’s a shame is what it is that Isabel didn’t get to know her daddy. Poor child’s all tore up about it and cried when she told me how her mother kept her from him.”

Henry Ann stared for a moment at Mrs. Austin, then looked back to where Isabel stood in the doorway. Their eyes met. The girl stared straight at her, then tilted her chin and curved her lips into a thin smile.

Henry Ann turned back when she heard Mrs. Austin telling her husband he was to be a pallbearer.

“I’m honored to be one of Ed’s friends.”

“The service will be at ten o’clock tomorrow morning at the church.”

“We’ll be there,” Mrs. Austin said, then added for the benefit of Mrs. Whalen as they walked toward the wagon, “We’d have brought the car, but Chris—to—pher needed it.”

Mrs. Austin was fond of “putting on the dog,” as Aunt Dozie described it. For the last several years she’d been trying to make a match between her son and Henry Ann, who liked Chris, but not well enough to consider him husband material. Everyone in the county, except Mrs. Austin, knew that he paid regular visits to Opal Hastings, a girl who lived down on the river bottom with her grandpa. Opal had a child and had never been married. Some said she was a whore, others said she had been raped. Henry Ann thought she was a pretty girl who had had a lot of trouble.

By noon, visitors had ceased to come with offerings and condolences, and Henry Ann was glad for the respite. Others would come when noontime was over. Aunt Dozie had washed a shirt for Ed to be buried in and one for Johnny to wear at the funeral. Henry Ann fetched them from the line and walked past the woodpile, where Tom Dolan had cut a supply of wood for the cookstove. He was stacking it as she approached. Their eyes caught and held. Hers, he thought, were like empty stars; the desolate look on her pretty face was a sad thing to see.

Henry Ann stopped a dozen feet from him, and a sudden paralysis kept her rooted to where she stood. Intensely aware of the big man with the curly black hair and broad shoulders, she finally spoke.

“Thank you for . . . fixing the fence and for splitting the wood.”

“It’s the least I can do for a neighbor.”

“Dinner is ready. We’d be pleased to have you join us.”

“You don’t need to feed me, ma’am.”


“I insist, and not because of the work you’ve done. I don’t think Aunt Dozie would let you take Jay if you wanted to. She promised him a chicken leg.”

“He took to her right away and . . . it’s strange. He’s not been around many colored folk.”

“I’m not surprised. Aunt Dozie has a way with little ones. There’s plenty of food, Mr. Dolan.”

“If you’re sure we’d not be a bother.”

“No bother at all. You can wash up at the well. Have you seen Johnny?”

“He went out to drive your steers into that pasture behind the barn. He showed me the one that had been slaughtered. We took the hide. The boy’s handy with a knife.”

“That’s the first steer we’ve lost . . . like that. The Whalens and the Cookmans have lost a couple.”

“Whoever killed it drove a car in to pack it out. I’ll keep a lookout for the kind of tires that made the tracks. Johnny said there was grass enough for the steers up close to the house for a day or two.”

“We won’t wait dinner for him. He can eat when he gets back.”

Tom watched her walk back to the house, his eyes fastening on her straight back and swaying hips. She was all woman! His insides felt warm and melting. Christamighty! What was the matter with him? His heart was thumping, and goose bumps were climbing up his arms.

* * *

Tom’s eyes found Jay as soon as he entered the kitchen. The boy was in a high chair pulled up to the table.

“Daddy, looky—” The grinning child squeezed the rubber ball in his hand, and the green rubber frog attached to the ball by a tube jumped and made a croaking sound.


“Well, whata ya know. That’s some frog.” Tom went to his son and placed his hand on his head. “Be careful with it.”

“Aunty.” Jay’s eyes sought Aunt Dozie.

“He ain’t goin’ to hurt dat frog none. It been here since Henry Ann was little bitty, same as dat chair.”

“Do you know Karen Wesson, Mr. Dolan?” Henry Ann said, when her friend came into the kitchen, followed by Isabel.

“We’ve not met. Pleased to meet you.”

“Same here.” Karen stepped forward and extended her hand.

Henry Ann wasn’t in the mood to eat, but she made an attempt so that Aunt Dozie wouldn’t fuss. In the past Aunt Dozie had sat at the table with her and her Daddy, but with Isabel, Karen, and the Dolans present, she made herself busy by setting up the ironing board and ironing the shirt Karen would take back to the parlor for Ed Henry to be buried in. Isabel ate in a surly silence, but Karen talked easily to Tom.

“We haven’t seen you in church, Mr. Dolan. We have a Sunday school class for toddlers Jay’s age . . . and I’m the teacher.”

Tom placed the spoon in his son’s hand to prevent the child from using his fingers to carry mashed potatoes to his mouth. His dark eyes went first to Henry Ann and then to Karen.

“I was born and raised a Catholic, Miss Wesson.”

“Oh, I see. This is Baptist country. The nearest Catholic church is in Wichita Falls. Were you married there?”

“No, ma’am. We were married by the justice of the peace in Conroy.”


Karen, fearing that she was getting into touchy territory, changed the subject.

“Someone told Daddy that you’re an automobile mechanic.”

“Among other things.”

“But you’d rather farm, is that it?”

“No. It’s a matter of making a living. There’s not enough mechanic’s work now to support a family. So I’m doing a little of both.” His eyes briefly caught Henry Ann’s, and she saw a muscle jump in his jaw.

“We have an old Whippet that hasn’t run for several years.” Karen continued on, blissfully unaware that Tom Dolan was reluctant to talk about himself. “Daddy’s had several mechanics look at it, but there’s so much wrong that they suggested he sell it for junk.”

“He might get something out of the parts.”

“I don’t think Daddy can stand to see it torn apart. It’s the same with an old buggy he has.” Karen laughed.

Henry Ann was so used to her friend that sometimes she forgot how pretty she was. There was not a single blemish on Karen’s face. Her hazel eyes shone between rows of thick lashes only a shade darker than the dark blond hair that she had pressed into a perfect finger wave. Her friend even had a special name. Most of Henry Ann’s friends had names like Betty Jo, Flossy Mae, or Sadie Irene. Karen was a special name for a special girl.

Did Mr. Dolan think she was pretty?

Karen was interested in everything with a compelling eagerness. When listening to someone, she was intent, as if what was said was terribly important to her. She was friendly, gay, and happy, yet deep down inside she thought as much about serious things as Henry Ann did. It was one of the things that made them such good friends.

“Every tire on the thing is flat—rotten in fact.”

“Whippet is a good car.” Tom’s eyes went from Karen to Henry Ann and found her looking at him.

I wonder if she knows how long it’s been since I’ve sat in a friendly kitchen at a cloth-covered table and eaten a meal that I didn’t prepare myself. My son has never had this experience before. He wasn’t allowed to eat at his grandmother’s table lest he spill something on the tablecloth.

Oh, Lord! I must hurry and get out of here, or I may never want to leave.

“I hate to eat and run, Miss Henry, but I’ve chores to do at home.” Tom stood and looked down at his son. “Can you thank the ladies for dinner, tadpole?” He picked the child up and set him on his arm.

Jay hid his face against his father’s shoulder.

“Thank you for fixing the fence—”

“It was nothing—”

“Dat baby ain’t leavin’ dis place less’n he got him a handful a cookies.” Aunt Dozie put several large round cookies in Jay’s hand. “Yo come back’n see Aunt Dozie, hear?”

“And the frog. I’m glad Teddy, that’s what I called him, has someone to play with him.” Henry Ann held out the green frog. One of Jay’s hands was full of cookies, but he quickly reached for the toy with the other hand.

“Are you sure you want to part with it?” Tom asked, looking into her calm face. There was a slight smile of amusement on his.

“Quite sure.”


I was saving it for a child of my own. But it seems to give your child so much pleasure—

Henry Ann followed Tom through the house and stood on the porch while he put his son in the car. He got in, lifted his hand in a salute, and drove away. Back in the kitchen, Henry Ann urged Aunt Dozie to the table to eat.

“Isabel and I will do the dishes before I go back to town,” Karen said.

“I got things to do. ’Sides, what’s she here for?” Isabel started for the back door.

“Isabel!” Henry Ann’s voice stopped her. “Aunt Dozie has worked all morning, and Karen needn’t stay when you and I can do the cleanup.”

“Oh . . . all right. But that kid made a mess.”

“He’s just a little boy. I thought he did quite well.”

“I’ve been around enough married men to know when one ain’t in no hurry to get back to his wife,” Isabel said nastily. “That’n would hop in bed with either one of ya at the drop of a hat. He’s woman-hungry, is what he is.”

“For crying out loud!” Henry Ann stood with her hands on her hips, her disbelieving eyes on the young girl’s face. “I don’t understand you at all, Isabel. That man is a neighbor who came to do a neighborly deed. Beside that . . . he’s married.”

“What’s being a neighbor got to do with it? And so what that he’s married? That don’t mean nothin’. He’s a man with a pecker, ain’t he?”

Henry Ann felt the tingling sensation of embarrassment as blood rushed to redden her face. Her eyes flashed to Karen, who was carrying dishes to the the workbench, then to the door as Johnny came in.

He stood just inside the door as if sensing the tension.


“Come on to the table, Johnny. We didn’t wait for you, but Aunt Dozie held back some chicken. She’s got hot bread.”

“Sit yoreself down, boy. I’ll be loadin’ yo up a plate.” Aunt Dozie took a clean dish from the shelf and went to the stove.

Johnny looked at Isabel’s pouting face and noticed the paint and the pencil-slim brows.

“Jeez . . .” he whistled between his teeth. “What’er you all gussied up for? You look like you just came off Reno Street.”

“And . . . you look like you just came off a . . . off a reservation!” Isabel flounced out and let the screen door slam behind her.

“Ain’t nothin’ bad ’bout a reservation far as I can see.” Aunt Dozie set Johnny’s food down on the table. “Dem Indian folks was here long ’fore dem white man come.”

* * *

Emmajean was waiting on the front porch when Tom drove into the yard. She had on one of her good dresses and was wearing her floppy-brimmed hat. Knowing there was going to be an unpleasant scene, Tom left the sleeping child in the front seat of the car and went toward the house.

“Where in the hell have you been? I’ve been waiting hours.”

“You know where I’ve been. Mr. Henry died last night. I went there to pay my respects.”

“Four hours. It took four hours to say you were sorry the old man died?”

“I fixed a fence that was down. They invited me and Jay to dinner.”


“Well, now, isn’t that just dandy? You were eating dinner while I waited for you to remember you have a wife.”

“Waiting for what? You were still in bed when I left.” Tom was trying to hold on to his patience.

“To go to town!” she shouted. “I told you last night I was out of embroidery thread. Didn’t I? Didn’t I?”

“We’d use ten cents’ worth of gas to drive to town just to buy a one-cent thread. You should have said you needed it yesterday when we were in town.”

Tom walked into the house, and Emmajean followed. The bed was not made, clothes she had tossed out of drawers were scattered over the floor that hadn’t been swept since he last swept it. The place was a mess. The glass lamp was lit, and a curling iron in the chimney was red hot. He blew out the lamp.

Dear God! She gets more irresponsible every day.

“Don’t you walk away from me.” Emmajean was working herself into a full-blown tantrum. “I said I wanted to go to town.”

“I’ve got work to do, and so have you. Why in God’s name don’t you clean up this place? I’m not taking you to town again until you do.” He raised his voice and glared down at her.

“You’ll take me if I tell you to!” she screamed. “Who’er you but a dirty old sod-buster. And what’s this, but a old . . . a old dirt farm? I’m a Conroy. The town of Conroy, Texas, was named for my grandpa. There wasn’t a town named for your grandpa.”

“Clean the house, Emmajean.”

“You’ve been over there smelling around that slut! I knew what she was when she came pussyfootin’ over here to welcome the new neighbors. It wasn’t me she came to see. No-sir-ee. It was big Thomas Dolan who’s hung like a stallion and is horny as a billy goat.” Her face now was distorted with fury, her voice filled with hate. “You won’t sleep with me! But you’re screwing her, aren’t you?”

“Hush that kind of talk, Emmajean!” Tom was glad he had left Jay sleeping in the car.

“Hush that kind of talk, Emmajean,” she mimicked. “Hush that! Hush that! That’s all I ever hear. From Mama. From Papa and from you. Someday you’ll be sorry for treating me like this. I wish Mama would die. I hate her. I hate you. I hate that stinking brat you made me have!” Her voice rose to a screech.

“Calm down. You’re getting all worked up, and you’ll be sick.”

The words had no more than left his mouth when a plate went flying past his head, hit the wall, and smashed into pieces. Knowing what would come next was a crying jag that would last for several hours, Tom left the house, went to the well and began filling the stock tank.

Could hell be any worse than this?





 

Chapter Four




It seemed to Henry Ann that half the town had turned out for her father’s funeral. There was standing room only in the church, and a string of motorcars followed the black hearse that carried his body to its final resting place.

That is not my daddy being put in the ground. It is only the house he lived in while he was here. The thought helped Henry Ann to get through the day.

Johnny had stood beside her, silent and expressionless. It would surprise her to think later that his presence had been a comfort. Isabel, on the other hand, had sulked because Henry Ann suggested firmly that she wash the paint off her face and wear a freshly ironed gingham dress instead of the green satin that had been their mother’s.

Dozie had insisted on staying at the farm even though Henry Ann had asked her to come to the burial.

“Mr. Henry done knows that I’s grievin’ his passin’. I stay right here and get de fixin’s ready for when de company comes.”


“I hope that old woman’s got the lemonade ready,” Isabel said, as they left the cemetery and headed down the road toward the farm. “I’m ’bout to burn up.”
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