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For an unflagging optimist

my good friend


RICHARD EFTHIM








The best way to know a bunch of people is to go and listen to their music.


—Woody Guthrie,

Woody Says, 1975








The Ballad of Molly McKenzie


The sun it was shining that day in late June,

And Molly was singing a popular tune.

She looked out the window and saw the men go,

Then went down the stairs and found carnage below.

Her mother and father lay still on the floor,

Shot dead by gunmen as they tended the store.

Molly, sweet Molly, singing no more.

Molly, sweet Molly, swore to even the score.

A G-man named Hod came to her with a plan.

He asked her to say she remembered each man,

To tell a reporter who’d publish her claim

And lure the men back like moths to a flame.

The G-man named Hod looked deep in her eyes.

The response that she felt took her by surprise.

Molly, young Molly, agreed to be bait.

Molly, brave Molly, tempting cruel fate.

She opened the store every morning at eight.

She scanned the dirt road for killers in wait.

Would they come when night fell—the perilous dark?

Should she fear the next car that drew up to park?

Hod Dolan, she thought, must be watching somewhere,

The look in his eyes—she knew he must care.

Molly, strong Molly, are you doubly in danger?

Molly, dear Molly, risking love with a stranger.

Some troubles grow from the seeds sown by hate.

Some troubles come from the need for a mate.

Some love sweet Molly with hearts that are pure,

Some nourish hate and claim love is the lure.

In and around the town they call Pearl,

Surely there’s love that will save a young girl.

Molly, oh Molly, like flow’rs seek the sun,

Molly, wise Molly, you’ll choose the right one.

—F.S.I.
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Chapter

One




Seward County, Kansas—1935



“My baby don’t care for shows.

My baby don’t care for clothes.

My baby just cares for me—”




The girl sang in a loud clear voice as she came into the back of the store with an armload of sun-dried clothes.


“What kinda song is that?” her father asked.

“A good one. Wanna hear more?”

“Not if I don’t have to.” A mock frown covered his usually smiling face.

“You don’t know good music when you hear it. All you listen to is that old Doc Brinkley down in Del Rio playing cowboy music,” she teased.

“Don’t be knockin’ old Doc. If his goat glands can do what he says they can, I’m thinkin’ of makin’ a trip down to Texas to get me some before the crowd gets there and they run out of goats.”

“You’d better not let Mama hear you say that. She’ll whop your backside.”

“I’ll whop him if he shoots off any more of those blasted firecrackers.” Molly’s mother set a basket of clothes on the floor beside a table and began folding towels. “He threw one behind me, and I almost jumped out of my skin.”

“You’re in trouble now.” Molly danced up to her father and kissed his cheek. “I wanna be loved by you, nobody else but you—Boop Boop A Doo!” She laughed gaily when he made an attempt to avoid a second kiss and ran up the stairs to the living quarters.

Roy McKenzie shook his head. It was good to have his girl home again. She brightened the place like an electric lightbulb.

• • •

Down the road, a hundred yards from the store, the driver stopped the big Oldsmobile and slipped the gearshift into neutral. The engine purred impatiently.

“Just sittin’ there. Ripe for pickin’, ain’t it?” The man removed his hat, swabbed his face with a handkerchief, and glanced at the man who lounged beside him holding the butt end of a cigar between his teeth. “I could use a orange soda pop right about now.” Didn’t the bastard ever sweat? He looks cool as a cucumber while I’m sweating like a nigger at an election.

Eyes, so light blue that they appeared to be colorless and as cold as chunks of ice, turned to the driver. The man spoke with the cigar butt clenched between his teeth.


“What ya waitin’ for? Get on down there before we’ll use up what gas we got left just sittin’ here.” He took the butt from his mouth and held it between his thumb and forefinger as he leaned forward to scrutinize the building they were approaching.


The store was typical of many scattered over the Kansas plains. Painted above the slanting roof on the porch that stretched across the front of the two-storied frame building was a sign: McKENZIE GENERAL STORE. And in smaller letters beneath it: GROCERIES-FEED-GAS.



On each side of the lone Phillips 66 gasoline pump, posts were sunk into the ground to protect it from careless drivers. Tin signs advertising everything from Garrett’s snuff to P&G soap were tacked to the front of the store. On the screen door a big white sign outlined in red advertised NeHi SODA POP. A few shade trees were scattered to the side and behind the building. All was still except for the snap of the clothes that fluttered gently from a clothesline situated to catch the southern breeze and the buzz of the bees hovering around a clump of honeysuckle bushes.


The cold eyes took in everything about the place. When the car stopped beside the tall gas pump in front of the store, the man stepped out and looked back through the cloud of dust that hung over the long flat road. He saw no sign of another car approaching. He dropped the butt of his cigar on the ground and smashed it into the dirt with the sole of his highly polished shoe.

“Need gas?” The words followed the slamming of the screen door.


A plump man with sparse gray hair and a white apron tied about his waist waited at the top of the steps.

“Yeah.”

Roy McKenzie came down the dirt drive to the gas pump. Its glass cylinder, marked like a beaker to measure gas, seemed empty; but Roy pumped the lever, and gas poured in.

“How much?” he asked, pulling the handle back and forth.

“Fill it.”

“These big cars have a way of eatin’ gas.” Roy unscrewed the cap and let the gas run down the hose and into the car tank. “I ’spect it’s pretty hot travelin’. ’Fraid it’s goin’ to be a scorchin’ summer.”

As he waited for the tank to fill, Roy glanced into the back window of the car. On the backseat the muzzle of a shotgun protruded from under a blanket. His eyes shifted to the men. They stood at the front of the car watching him. City men. A fast car. A shotgun. Apprehension rose in him as he waited for the tank to fill.

The pump registered seventeen gallons when the storekeeper hung the hose back on the pump and put the cap back on the tank.

“That’ll be three dollars and six cents. Gas goin’ up every day. I’m still holdin’ at eighteen cents.”

“Got any cold soda pop?”

“Sure do. Iceman was here yesterday.”

Roy’s feeling of apprehension escalated. The hair seemed to stand on the back of his neck as the two men followed him out of the bright sunshine and into the store. His eyes met those of his wife in the back of the store where she was folding the clothes she had brought in from the line.

“I’ve got orange, grape, and strawberry.”

“Orange.”

Wishing the men would leave, wishing his wife would go upstairs to their daughter, Roy took a bottle of pop from the chest cooler and wiped the water off it with a cloth.

“That adds another nickel to your bill.”

“Got any SenSen?”

“How many?” The storekeeper moved down the counter and took a cardboard box filled with small paper packets from a shelf.

“The whole box.”

“The . . . whole—” The bullet that cut off his words went through his chest and into a can of peaches on the shelf behind him. He was flung back, knocking over tins of baking powder before he sank to the floor.

“Take care of her.” The cold-eyed man jerked his head toward Mrs. McKenzie, who stood frozen in horror, her hand over her mouth.

“Ya . . . know I ain’t got no stomach for killin’ women.”

“Do it, goddammit, ’less ya want the Feds down on ya. She got a good look at your ugly face.” The gunman jerked open the cash drawer and pulled out a few dollar bills. “Shit! Not enough here to mess with.” He lifted the change tray and found a stack of tens and twenties. “That’s more like it, but still chicken feed.”

The sound of the shot that killed the woman filled the store. The man stuffing the bills into his pocket didn’t even look up. He took the box of SenSen and headed for the door.

“Come on. We got business in KC.”

“I’m goin’ to get me a couple bottles of sody pop.”

Keeping his distance from the dead storekeeper and his wife, the man hunched his rounded shoulders, gathered several bottles of pop from the cooler, and hurried out of the store. His companion glared at him with cold eyes over the top of the car.

“You’re as bad as a goddamn kid ’bout that soda pop.”

• • •

In the living quarters upstairs, Molly McKenzie was making the bed with fresh sheets she had brought in off the line. She smiled and shook her head when she heard the loud pops. Her daddy was teasing her mother with the firecrackers again. He was just like a kid about the Fourth of July. The shipment of fireworks had come in that morning, and he had to try them out.

A minute or two later when she heard the screen door slam, Molly went through the rooms to the front, pulled back the lace panel, and looked out the window. Two men in white shirts and brown felt hats were getting into a big black car. One looked across the top of the car toward the store. His face was swarthy, his lips thick.

“You’re as bad as a goddamn kid ’bout that soda pop. Let’s get the hell outta here.” His voice was thin and reedy for such a large man.

The driver of the car folded his long lanky body under the wheel, started the motor, and revved the engine. The wheels skidded, stirring a cloud of dust as the car pulled out of the drive and took off down the road at high speed. Molly let the curtain drop. She hadn’t heard a car pull in. Had it arrived while she was listening to Ma Perkins?

Roy McKenzie enjoyed meeting strangers who came from the road as well as his regular customers. Over the past sixty-five years almost everyone within a hundred miles had come to the store her great-grandfather had opened back in the 1880s, and those who hadn’t come knew about it.

Roy was fond of saying everyone had to eat, and as long as there were people, he would have customers. Times were hard. The dust storms had taken a toll on the wheat farmers, but if they had eggs or butter to trade, he would supply them with flour and sugar.

Molly had spent a year and a half in Wichita at business school, learning typing and shorthand so that she could get a job as a secretary. After the course, she had wanted to come home for a while before looking for the job she was sure she would hate. Her parents had insisted that she get out, spread her wings, as they had put it, see some of the world other than Seward County. She had lived here all her life. In fact, she had been born in the bed she had just made. She loved the smell of the store, the excitement of new goods, the involvement in the small community.

It was grand to be home!





 

Chapter

Two





Molly stood on the porch of the store and looked down the flat road that stretched to the horizon. The Kansas sun sent shimmering heat waves over the fields of wheat that struggled to survive.


The Fourth of July had come and gone.

Most of the shipment of fireworks her father had ordered for the celebration had either been sold or given away. Molly had tucked packages of sparklers in with the orders of several families who had been hit hard by the dust storms and the drought. Their children had gazed at the fireworks longingly, knowing better than to ask for something so frivolous.

In the weeks since her parents were killed, Molly had been asked almost daily if she was going to sell the store and move away. Her answer was always the same.

“Why would I do that? This is my home. There’s been a McKenzie here for fifty years. I’ll run the store as my father did.”

Bertha McKenzie, wiping the sweat from her face with a handkerchief edged with lace tatting, came out onto the porch. Roy’s elder sister had come from Wichita and announced that she was here to stay. She had never lived at the store her grandfather built, but she was as familiar with it as if she had. A saintly looking woman with a plump rosy face and a large bosom, Bertha was as strong in mind as she was in muscle. She didn’t hesitate to say what she thought and had shared her hard-won wisdom with Molly since the day she arrived.

“That preacher that was here this morning ain’t what he’s cracked up to be. He’s got more on his mind than tryin’ to comfort one of his flock. He’s thinkin’ to get you to comfort him and to take care of that parcel of younguns of his’n, and he’d get his hands on this store to boot.”

“For crying out loud, Aunt Bertha! He’s at least thirty years older than I am.” Molly shifted her gaze from the horizon to her aunt.

“What’d that make him? Fifty somethin’? Fiddle! Didn’t you say he’d had four or five wives and got a batch of younguns off all of them? It’s a wonder he’s got any hair on top. I’d a thought he’d of wore it off on the head of the bed.”

“Aunt Bertha, I swear!”

“It’s true. Mark my words. Didn’t you say his woman died around Christmas last year? By now he’s raunchier than a two-peckered billy goat.”


“Mama and Daddy were members of his church. That’s why he comes here.”

“That may be, but he’s got his eye on you, too. His mouth waters ever’time he looks at you.”

“How do you know that?”

“Mark my words! That ain’t all! You know that farmer that comes in here most every day, the one that doesn’t bother to tie his shoelaces and has only one button fastened on the shoulder straps of his overalls?”

“You mean George Andrews?”

“He was givin’ you and the store the once-over.”

“George has been coming here for years. I’ve not said any more than ‘hello’ and ‘good-bye’ to him. He’s got about as much personality as a wet rag.”

“And he ain’t used one in a month of Sundays. Smelled like he’d been sleepin’ with the hogs. What I’m tellin’ you is that both of them birds has got fornicatin’ on their minds. Fornicatin’ and gettin’ a meal ticket. That Andrews looked at you like a dyin’ calf when you wasn’t lookin’.”

“George raises hogs. That’s why he smells like one.” Molly gave her aunt a look of exasperation. “Two men are after me; both old enough to be my father.”

“Age hasn’t anything to do with it as long as a man’s under eighty. I ran a boardin’house for ten years. I know what’s on their minds . . . and what’s in their britches.”

“Aunt Bertha! You’re not shocking me. I got used to you when I stayed with you in Wichita.”

“Oh, love, I got used to you, too. It was so darn lonesome when you left.”


“Have I told you how glad I am that you came to stay with me?”

“A time or two. I’ve only been here a few weeks. Wait until I’ve been here a year. You’ll be tyin’ a can to my tail and sendin’ me back to Wichita.”

“Don’t count on it.” Molly hugged her aunt and turned away to hide the tears that sprang to her eyes. “Will the hurt ever go away, Aunt Bertha?”

“Not entirely. But it will lessen in time. Grief has a way of doing that.”

“To lose both of them . . . and so senselessly—”

“I know. I lost my love during the War. I was sure that I’d die of grief. He died of influenza on the way to France. We never even got to sleep together. Oh, we wanted to, but we thought the decent thing to do would be to wait until we were wed. I wish to hell we hadn’t waited.”

“You loved him a lot?”

“You bet your buttons. He didn’t want us to marry until he had something to offer me. Then the war came along, and he thought it his duty to go.”

“Do you have a picture of him?”

“I’ll show you someday. He was a handsome Irish lad with black curly hair and eyes that had the devil right in them.”

“And you never met anyone else you could love?”

“All men paled when compared to Mick Shannon.”

Bertha fanned herself with a cardboard fan. She loved Molly as if she were her own. The girl needed a good man to take care of her, but from what Bertha had seen so far, the pickings here in Seward County were slim, very slim.

“Do you think they’ll ever catch the men who . . . did it?” Molly asked with her back to her aunt.

“I don’t know, honeybunch. The sheriff said that he’d been contacted by a Federal man, and he was coming here to talk to you. I wish you hadn’t told him you got a look at those fellers.”

“But I did, Aunt Bertha. I’ll never forget their faces. One was kinda stocky with big jaws and thick lips, and the other one was taller and skinny, but he had a big head.”

“How come you remember all that?”

“I don’t know. After some of the shock of finding Mama and Daddy wore off, I began to remember things. The thin man had several bottles of soda pop, and the other one had an oblong box in his hand. I’m sure it was the box of SenSen that came in a few days earlier. I remember Daddy saying a hundred packets would be a year’s supply. People around here don’t buy stuff to cover up bad breath when they have hardly enough to eat.”

“The sheriff said they were probably big-time gangsters travelin’ to Kansas City and saw the store as an easy stick-up.”

“They’re cold-blooded killers, not stick-up men. If the marshals catch them, I want to be there when they’re hanged.” Molly turned a cold, set face to her aunt. “I mean it, Aunt Bertha. I want to be there. I’ve got a right to be there after what they’ve done.” Her voice wavered, and her lips began to tremble.

“There’s been a lot of killin’ around here the last few years. They’ve not caught whoever killed that man and woman down around Liberal or the old man over near Meade.”

“I saw the ones who killed my mama and daddy, and I intend to make sure that they pay for it.”

“Come on in out of the heat, honeybunch, and I’ll pour you a glass of lemonade. You’ve worked yourself into a lather.”

• • •

No more than a week later, a car came off the road and stopped a short distance from the porch. Molly felt an instant of panic before she spotted Sheriff Mason’s tan Stetson hat. She could see nothing of the driver. They were waiting, she guessed, for Mr. and Mrs. Bonner and their children to leave the store.

Mr. Bonner had led his team to the side door and had unloaded several bags of sweet corn and was lifting a fifty-pound sack of flour and one of sugar into his wagon. Along with the corn he had brought in five pounds of fresh butter to trade. It was already in the icebox.

“Tally up the difference, Miss McKenzie. I’ll pay soon as I can.”

“I’m not worried, Mr. Bonner. You’ve traded here for ten years. Your credit is good.”

“I’m thankin’ ya, ma’am. I wasn’t sure now that Roy’s gone.”

“I know I can’t take his place, but I’ll do the best I can.”

“That’s good enough for me, miss.” Mr. Bonner cleared his throat and spit more out of embarrassment than need. “If there’s anythin’ I can do for ya, let me know. Hear?”

“Yes, and I thank you.”

“I’ll be bringin’ ya in a load of stove wood.”

“I’ll be needing it, Mr. Bonner. We’ll make a trade.”

The children came out of the store licking peppermint sticks and climbed into the wagon. Aunt Bertha must have given them the candy; she couldn’t resist little kids, Molly mused. At the urging of their mother, the children sang out in unison, “Thank you, Miss McKenzie.”

“You’re very welcome. ’Bye, now. Come again.”

She watched the team pull the wagon out onto the road and waved at the children before she went back into the store.

“Aunt Bertha, the sheriff is here. I think the Federal man is with him.”

Bertha put aside the wet cloth she’d been using to wipe the shelves. Since the dust storms had begun a few years back, keeping the store clean had become a never-ending chore. Sometimes it seemed to her that all the three hundred million tons of topsoil blown from Kansas, Texas, Oklahoma, and Colorado during April and May had settled here in the store.

Molly positioned herself behind the counter. She had already decided that she wasn’t going to like the Federal man. If he was really interested in catching the men who killed her parents, he would have been here before now.

Sheriff Mason plodded into the store, his bootheels resounding on the wooden floor. He removed his hat and wiped his forehead with the sleeve of his shirt.


“Howdy, miss. It’s hotter than blue blazes out there.”

“Hello, Sheriff. Aunt Bertha is making a pitcher of iced tea.” As she spoke, Molly’s eyes shifted to the man who came in behind the sheriff. He was definitely not what she had imagined a Federal agent would look like. He loomed over the rather chubby sheriff. A big man in a rumpled dark suit and a white shirt, he had removed his felt hat when he came in the door, revealing a head of thick black hair that curled and twisted in complete disarray. His nose leaned to one side, his mouth was hard, and a thin white scar slashed across his broad forehead and ended with a nick out of the end of one thick dark eyebrow. He had high cheekbones, and his flat cheeks were creased in deep grooves on each side of his wide, full-lipped mouth.

Deep, dark eyes met hers. They held the combination of sharp intelligence and quiet strength. She was right in thinking that she would not like him. He was too cold, too controlled to understand the pain of loss she was suffering.

“This is the agent I was tellin’ you about. Mr. Dolan wants to talk to you about . . . what you saw that day.”

The man stepped forward and held out his hand.

“Hod Dolan, Miss McKenzie. I’m sorry about your parents.”

His hand was rough and strong and warm, but not sweaty.

“How do you do? We can talk in the back of the store. Would you like a glass of iced tea?”

“A glass of tea would be hard to turn down.” His mouth didn’t become much gentler when he smiled.


Hod Dolan was a man with a photographic mind. He would remember with clarity for the rest of his life this first meeting with Molly McKenzie. His eyes swept over the girl, locking into his memory the dark brown hair that hung to her shoulders, the slender, graceful body and the skirt of the neat gingham dress swirling around her sun-browned bare legs at mid-calf. Her movements were coltish. But it was her eyes that fascinated him. They were an unusual color: deep violet-blue. He felt something akin to an electric jolt when he looked into them.

“This is my aunt, Miss McKenzie.” Molly looked over her shoulder and spoke to the agent, then to her aunt, “Mr. Dolan, Aunt Bertha. You know the sheriff.”

“Yes, I know the sheriff. Howdy to you, mister. Do you take sugar in your tea?”

“No, ma’am.”

“It’s hotter than an oven in here.” Bertha had wrapped a cloth around the sweating glasses on the table. “Take your tea out back. I’ll watch the store and see that the sheriff don’t snitch a cracker or get in the pickle barrel.”

“If someone comes in for gas, call me.”

“I’ll pump it,” the sheriff said. “Go on and have your talk with Dolan.”

“Don’t you want to sit in?” Molly asked, reluctant to be alone with the G-man with the unwavering stare. There was something harsh, almost brutal about him.

“No. This is out of my control—Fed business now. Just tell him what you told me.”

“I’d rather we be out of sight, Miss McKenzie. I don’t want it known that I was here.”

“Why?”


“I’ll tell you in good time.”

Molly shrugged and led the way out the back door, across the porch and into the yard toward the screened gazebo her father had built back in the twenties before the dust storms. She paused beside her mother’s small rose garden.

“Beautiful roses.” Hod reached down and touched the petal of a cabbage rose.

“My mother’s pride and joy.” Molly batted the moisture from her eyes. “It isn’t as clean in here as it was before the dirt storms,” she said as she opened the screen door and went inside. “But it’s shady, and the flies can’t get in.” She took the cloth from around her glass and wiped off the bench.

Hod set his glass on the bench, removed his coat, and looked around for a place to hang it.

“There’s a nail in the post beside the door.”

After hanging his coat, he unbuttoned his shirt collar and loosened his tie. His shirt was wet with sweat, and she now could see that he wore a gun in a brown-leather shoulder holster. He rolled back the cuffs of his shirt, exposing forearms covered with fine dark hair. Then he stood silently, drinking his tea and looking at her. His eyes gleamed darkly from between a brush of thick lashes. His look was so long and so intense that she began to be irritated.

“What do you want to know? I need to get back to work.”

“I imagine Mason and your aunt can tend to the store.”

“What do you want to know?” she asked again.


“Everything. Start from when you first got up in the morning.”

“I had biscuits and grape jelly. Will that help you catch the men who killed Mama and Daddy?”

He ignored her sarcasm. “Who all came into the store that morning?”

“The Browns, the Sadlers, and the Folkmanns. A couple stopped for gas. They were from around here, too. Daddy knew them.”

“Did you see the car drive in?”

“The . . . gangsters’ car? No. I didn’t even hear it. I was listening to Ma Perkins on the radio.”

“What time was that?”

“Ten-thirty.”

“How long after that did you hear the shots?”

“A minute or two. I heard what I thought was . . . firecrackers. Daddy got in a shipment . . . that morning. When the screen door slammed, I looked out the window and saw the men. The stocky man had a high voice—almost like a woman’s. I thought at the time the voice didn’t go with the size of the man.”

Hod nodded. “What did he say?”

“He said something to the other man about him being like a kid about his blasted soda pop. Only he didn’t say blasted.”

“The sheriff said one of the men left with something. Tell me about that.”

“The stocky man had a box in his hand. I didn’t realize it at the time, but it was the new box of SenSen Daddy just got in. There were about a hundred packets in it. Later I looked for the box, and it was gone. The . . . killer . . . had taken it. Will knowing that help?” She turned her face away and cleared her throat.

“You bet. One has a fondness for soda pop, the other uses SenSen. I know exactly who they are.”

Thank goodness! “That’s a relief. When you catch them I want to be there when they’re hanged.”

“Knowing who they are and catching them are two different things.”

Hod watched the changing expressions drift across her face. She wasn’t picture-perfect, but pretty. Very pretty and totally feminine, but he suspected that a rod of steel lay alongside her backbone. He watched as she swept the rich dark brown hair from her neck with a nervous gesture. Her deep violet-blue eyes shone with tears that would haunt his thoughts during the days and nights to come, even more than her boyishly thin body and the small pointed breasts that nudged the bodice of her dress. A man would have a sweet armful when he held her. Hod frowned, annoyed with the direction his thoughts were taking him.

Sitting on the bench, legs crossed, Molly was acutely aware of being scrutinized by the intense dark eyes. She remained silent, but the swinging of her sandaled foot revealed her uneasiness.

“Well?” she finally said.

Hod cocked a brow. Her features were tranquil, but he felt the tension in her. Had she sensed his distraction? He was accustomed to being on guard, weighing his words, but somehow this situation seemed to have knocked him out of kilter. He mulled over the best way to approach her with the plan he had in mind. The success of it would depend on her trust in him.

Molly considered him thoughtfully as she waited for him to speak. Daddy would like him. He was a man who would be able to handle any situation he found himself in.

“Do you really want to catch the men who killed your parents?”

“That’s a ridiculous question.” She rose abruptly to her feet. “If your parents had been killed, wouldn’t you want the men who did it caught and punished?” Anger made her eyes shine. Molly felt the moment freeze into silence.

“Of course, I would.” He spoke softly, breaking the tension between them. Then, with his eyes holding hers, he lifted the glass and drank the last of his tea.

“Well?”

“I need your help.”

“I’ve told you everything I know.”

“There is more you can do. I would like for you to talk to a reporter from the Kansas City Star and tell him that you got a good look at the men who killed your folks and that you can identify them.” His dark gaze met hers evenly.

“They would print it . . . and the killers would see it.” She spoke without the slightest bit of emotion.

“It would be dangerous. They will want to . . . eliminate a witness.”

Molly was silent. She looped a strand of hair behind her ear, an acknowledgment of her inner turmoil, but she answered without hesitation.


“You . . . want to use me for bait?” She smiled. “It’s all right. I’ll do whatever it takes.”

“You’ll have as much protection as I can give you.”

“I’d do it without your protection. I’ve got Daddy’s shotgun. If I get either one in my sights, they’ll get both barrels.”

His answering smile lent a fleeting warmth to his features. He studied her for a long moment. She faced him, refusing to look away. She may think that she could shoot a man now, but could she, if push came to shove? It’s hard to take a life, even that of scum like Pascoe or Norton.

“It’s not a sure thing that they’ll come,” he finally said. “But I’d bet on it.”

“I don’t want Aunt Bertha to be here.”

“That’s up to you . . . and her. I’d send you both away, but someone in the area may know someone in KC and pass the word that you’re not here. The paper could get hold of it.”

“And they’d print it?”

“Hell, yes! They want to sell papers and don’t give a damn if I make an arrest unless it’s a blood-and-guts shoot-out they can spread over the front page and print out in an extra.”

“They had extras sometimes in Wichita. It was kind of spooky to wake up in the night hearing: ‘Extra, extra, read all about it.’ I always thought the worst had happened.”

“Like what?”

“Oh, that the world was coming to an end or . . . something.” Long slender fingers plucked at the collar of her dress near where the pulse beat rapidly in her throat. “I’m not leaving here. You’d better understand that right now.”

“I didn’t think you would.” Hod took his coat off the nail and slung it over his shoulder.

“When can I expect the reporter?”

“I’ll call him tonight. It’ll be a week or so. He’ll want a picture—” He cut off his words at the loud blast of a car horn. “Who is that?”

“Sounds like Walter, the iceman. He comes about this time of day.”

“What’s his name?”

“Walter Lovik. Why?”

“Who else comes here on a regular basis beside the postman?”

“The soda-pop man comes on Wednesdays during the summer.”

“Where do you get your goods?”

“From a wholesaler in Liberal.”

“Do you call in the order?”

“We mail it in, and it’s delivered when they have a load coming this way.” Molly drew in a shallow, aching breath. “Daddy went down there . . . sometimes.”

“So you own a truck?”

“Yes.”

“Is there enough room in that shed for another car?”

“Yes.”

“How many on your telephone line?”

“Maybe twelve or fifteen. Some have had to drop off, because money is so tight. You ask a lot of questions.”

“It’s my job. I don’t want the iceman to know I’m here.”


“Then I’d better get in there. He’s a talker and will want to shoot the breeze for a while.”

“Molly,” he said as she passed him, “this is our chance to get two killers put away. I’ll do my best to keep them from getting to you.”

She shrugged as she looked into his eyes. This close she could see small specks of light in the black. What kind of man is he? What does he do when he’s not hunting gangsters? Does he have children? Does his wife worry about him?

“I mean that.” He spoke quietly and sincerely, his hand resting for a minute on her shoulder. Her pale, calm face was turned toward him. He felt as though he were drowning in her magnificent eyes, the waters closing over him.

Molly left the gazebo quickly. She looked over her shoulder once on the way to the store. Hod Dolan had come out and was watching her. The man confused her. Had he sensed the tempestuous spin of her thoughts during that last moment?

Hod stared after her feeling that they had shared something warm and intimate. It was ridiculous, but he’d sensed a kindred spirit in this woman he scarcely knew. He’d not felt anything near that with any other woman, even those with whom he’d been physically intimate. He shook his head more to clear it than to deny his thoughts.

Molly came into the back of the store shortly after the iceman entered by the side door. He was a feisty young man with bright red hair and merry blue eyes. The sleeves of his shirt were cut off near the shoulders, showing thick muscular arms. One hand grasped the handle of the ice tongs. The iron fingers of the tongs gripped the large block of ice he carried on his back. The heavy leather shield between him and his burden had a pocket on the bottom to catch water dripping from the ice.

“Hi there, sweetheart,” he said to Bertha, who had moved out of the way to let him pass. “Look at this nice clean piece I picked out just for you. Not a speck of sawdust on it.”

“Hello, yourself. You’re an hour late.”

“Howdy, Sheriff. You here lookin’ after my girl? How are ya, sugarpuss?”

“Just a holdin’ my breath till you got here,” Bertha answered easily.

“I’m here now, honey. Ya gonna give me a kiss?”

“I sure am, honey! Right up the side of your head with this wet dish towel.”

“Now, sugar, that ain’t nice a’tall. You don’t need to be in a snit ’cause I’m a little late.”

Walter swung the heavy block of ice off his back and set it on the edge of the cooler. With a large hand he scooped out the small chunk of ice that remained and slid the fifty pounds in place.

“I’ve been saving a nice big bucket of chips for ya, darlin’. Will that rate me a glass of tea?” With a pick, he split the small chunk of ice so it would fit alongside the big one.

“It depends on how big a bucket of chips,” Bertha shot back sassily.

“You’re a hard woman, love. Do you need a chunk for your icebox?”

“Twenty-five pounds should take care of it.”

The sheriff stood back, waiting for the young iceman to return from the truck. This was a side of Bertha McKenzie he’d not seen on his two previous visits to the store. She was bantering with Lovik as if she’d known him all her life. Had she known him before she came to the store a few short weeks ago? The sheriff frowned. Was she one of those women who preferred younger men? He turned his head when Molly moved up beside him. Then shifted his glance to the empty doorway.

“Hi, Walter.”

“Molly, love. Bertha’s bein’ mean to me today.”

“Not too mean to bring a pitcher of tea to the porch. Huh, Aunt Bertha? It’s cooler out there.”

“Give me a bucket, Molly darlin’, and I’ll get you some nice clean chips.”

“Here’s one.” Molly grabbed a new bucket and blocked the aisle leading to the back of the store. “We appreciate that, Walter.” She shoved the bucket into his hands.

“Enough to let me take you to the picture show down at Liberal on Saturday?”

“You’re flirtin’ again. I don’t think your wife would be too pleased about that.”

“She’d not know it, or care if she did, love. She packed up and went home to her mama.”

“I’m sorry, Walter.”

“Don’t be, sugar. It was bound to happen.” He held his arms out wide. “I’m available, girls. Now don’t both of you rush at me at once!”

“Get the chips, Romeo,” Bertha said drily, but managed a smile.


“I’ll bring ’em in.” Mason followed Walter to the door. “And Romeo can go around to the porch and sit with Molly.”

“Bertha’s my girl.” Walter playfully slapped the sheriff on the back as they left the store. “Are you tryin’ to cut me out?”

As soon as Walter and the sheriff left the store, Hod Dolan slipped in the back door. Bertha opened her mouth to speak, but closed it when he shook his head. Molly pointed toward the storage room, and Hod disappeared inside.

“What’s goin’ on?” she whispered.

“Tell you later,” Molly whispered back. “He doesn’t want anyone other than you, me, and the sheriff to know he’s been here.”

“Lord o’mercy. Why is that?”

“Tell you later.”

“For crying out loud—”

“He has a plan to catch the dirty devils who killed Mama and Daddy, and he wants me to help,” Molly whispered.

“Help him . . . catch—I hope I didn’t hear that right.”

“Give me the tea. Walter’s coming back in.”





 

Chapter

Three





Bertha backed her new ’34 Ford out of the shed behind the store. She had been driving since the early twenties, but this was her first new car. She had bought it when she sold her house in Wichita. The shiny black two-door sedan was her pride and joy. Bertha stopped in front of the store and waited for Molly to hang out the CLOSED sign and lock the door. After checking the lock on the gas pump, Molly got into the car.


“It’s a shame everything has to be locked up nowadays. Daddy always left the gas pump unlocked in case someone ran out of gas. I don’t remember anyone ever taking any and not leaving the money.”

“Times have changed, sugarfoot. World’s getting meaner.” Bertha eyed with approval the round lace-edged neck of her niece’s flowered dress and the short puffed sleeves. “You look might pretty this morning.”

“I don’t feel very pretty.” Molly straightened her small-brimmed hat and smoothed her skirt over her thighs with white-gloved hands. “I’m worried because we haven’t heard from Mr. Dolan or his reporter.”

“Oh, you’ll hear from him. Can’t say that I think much of a man who’d set a girl up as bait to catch a murderer.” Bertha sniffed in disdain.

“He said I’d have protection. Besides, if he can catch them, it may save the life of someone else.” Molly looked over at her aunt’s rosy face and down to the locket that rested on her ample bosom. Inside was a picture of the lover she had lost so long ago. “I wish you’d go away for a while, Aunt Bertha. I couldn’t bear it if something happened to you.”

“Are you out of your mind? I’m not leaving you here by yourself, and that’s that.”

When her aunt got that stubborn look on her face, Molly knew that there was no use arguing . . . for now, and changed the subject.

“I’m not looking forward to sitting in a hot church for a couple of hours.”

“When that old windbag gets to rantin’, he don’t know when to quit. If he had any sense at all, he’d cut it short on these hot days.”

“You just don’t like him.”

“I don’t. His eyes are too close together.”

Molly laughed. “Good enough reason, I guess.”

The brimstone-colored road cut a path between golden fields of wheat. A ghostly hand waved to them as they passed a tan glove tied to the head of an iron bed frame that served as a gate to the Andrews farm. Against a far horizon, under a blue sky of low-flying clouds, was a long mountain ridge that, in outline, was broken and crumbled.

Beyond the fields, a sea of short, dried grass rolled back on each side of the road. No trees grew this far back from the river, and the shadows of clouds created dark patches on the open, sun-yellowed grassy plain. Molly and Bertha might as well have been traveling across a space as empty and limitless as the sky except for a small cluster of cattle and a windmill silhouetted against the blue.

They turned off the main road into Pearl, Kansas. Set well back from the bank of the Cimarron River, it was a scant four miles from the McKenzie store. It had been a typical hell-raising frontier town in its heyday, but the population of five thousand of fifty years ago had dwindled to less than half that number. A dozen buildings lined each side of main street. The newest in town was a square two-storied schoolhouse built by the WPA. Scattered around the business district were plank houses, most weathered to a dull gray. Those on the outer edge had a few chickens picking in the yards and a cow staked out nearby.

The town dated back to the day when a preacher, heading for Santa Fe, had camped along the riverbank in a grove of cottonwood trees. While there, his wife was bitten by a rattlesnake and died. He took that as a sign that the Lord wanted him to build a church right there and that a town would follow. First came a saloon, then another and another. Soon the town became a watering hole for travelers heading for the Sante Fe trail. Later a post office was established to serve the wheat farmers and ranchers in the area and the town was officially named for the preacher’s wife.

One of the saloons now had become a billiard parlor and the other one a restaurant. Although Congress had legalized the sale of 3.2 beer in 1933, Kansas remained a dry state by statute of local option.

Alongside the road near the church, a big yellow dog lay stretched out in a puddle of shade. He closed his eyes when they passed and didn’t open them again until the dust from their passing had drifted away. Bertha angle-parked the Ford alongside a few other cars and short-bedded trucks. A few families from the surrounding farms and ranches had come to church in wagons. The teams were staked out beyond the small cemetery behind the church. Molly took a moment to gaze at the impressive monument that identified the McKenzie block of lots in the cemetery. The sight of the two ungrassed graves of her parents brought a shine of tears to her eyes.

“Looks like there’s a good crowd today,” Molly remarked as she got out of the car.

“What else is there to do on Sunday around here?” Bertha swiped at the dust on the radiator cap with her handkerchief. “I’ll have to wash the car when we get home,” she grumbled.

“On Sunday?” Molly teased.

“I’ll put a sack over my head, and the Lord won’t know it’s me.”

Molly wiped the smile from her face as she entered the church. She and Bertha slipped into a pew near the back and sat down. They were scarcely seated when the congregation stood to sing. Bertha opened the song book and shared it with Molly. The pianist played a short prelude, then the song-leader burst forth in song, waving his arm in time with the music. The voices of the congregation filled the small church.

“Shall we gather at the riv . . . er. The beau-ti-ful, the beau-ti-ful riv . . . er. Gather with the saints at the riv . . . er, that flows—”

Molly sang without looking at the hymnbook. She had been coming to this church all her life and knew most of the songs. She also knew most of the fifty people who made up the congregation . . . some better than others. Across the aisle her best friend, Ruth Hoover, a high-school teacher, was trying to catch her eye. Talk to you later, she mouthed. Molly nodded. The two had been friends since grade school. Ruth had come out to the store when Molly’s parents were killed and stayed with her until her aunt arrived.

The song ended. Molly and Bertha sat down. In front of them young Matthew Klein decided that he no longer wanted to sit quietly in his mother’s lap and struggled to get down. She held him and whispered urgently for him to be quiet. Finally, she took a cracker from her pocket and gave it to him. The child settled back and munched on it quietly.

At the front of the church, the minister’s children were preparing to sing. The girls wore white stockings and pink hair ribbons. The boys, with slicked-down hair and wearing freshly ironed shirts, looked as uncomfortable as if they’d been asked to swallow a frog. In the front pew twelve-year-old Otis held his baby brother while Charlotte lined the other children up according to height. As distasteful as it was to sit and hold his baby brother, Otis had far rather be doing that than lining up with his siblings to sing. Thank goodness old Aunt Gladys had convinced their father that she was ailing this morning and unable to come to church.

The pianist played a few notes and the youngsters began to sing. “Jesus loves me, this I know. For the Bible tells me so. Little ones to Him belong. They are weak, but He is strong.”

Preacher Howell’s elderly sister had come to stay with the family after his wife died, but the bulk of the responsibility for the children rested on young Charlotte’s thin shoulders. The preacher’s household was well organized. Molly had to give him credit for that. All of the children had responsibilities matched to their abilities. They were kept clean and well fed. The ones in school were good students, according to Ruth.

Molly’s thoughts wandered during the rest of the service. It had been ten days since Hod Dolan had been to the store, and she had heard nothing from the reporter who was to interview her. Hod Dolan didn’t seem to be the kind of man who would start something and not follow through with it.

She had thought about him quite a lot. His face was sharply etched in her memory. His dark eyes beneath black, level brows had seemed to see right into her mind. His mouth as much as his eyes had set the tone of him. It was firm and unsmiling. He was hard and tough. He would have to be, Molly thought with a pang, to do the work he did. Her instincts told her to trust him to set the trap that would catch the killers of her parents, but she was impatient for something to happen.

“You’re twitching like a nervous cat,” Bertha whispered, and looked at the watch pinned to the bosom of her dress. “And I’ve got an itch I can’t scratch. Isn’t that windbag ever going to run out of air? It’s a quarter after twelve.”

“All stand for the final hymn.”

Finally the service was drawing to an end.

“It’s about time,” Bertha murmured loudly enough for everyone around her to hear. She got stiffly to her feet.

During the final chorus of the hymn, the preacher walked down the aisle to the door so that he could greet each of the worshipers as they left the church. Molly and Bertha, the last to arrive, were the first to leave.

“Miss McKenzie, it’s good to see you.” The minister clasped Bertha’s hand.

“Shouldn’t be any surprise to you. I been here every Sunday for the month.”

“Yes, yes, so you have.” His eyes had already dismissed Bertha and settled on Molly. “Dear child, how are you? You’re looking rather peaked. Are you not sleeping well?”

“I’m fine.” Molly tugged on her hand, but he held it tightly.

“I worry about you being out at that store . . . all alone.”

“I’m not alone. Aunt Bertha is with me.”

“It’s not a safe place for you, my dear. Times being what they are.”


“Good-bye, Reverend. I enjoyed the sermon.” Molly had pulled her hand from his, crossed her fingers, and stepped outside the church before she told the lie.

The Reverend Howell was pudgy with an appealing, soft-featured face, twinkling blue eyes, and a sweet smile showing surprisingly good teeth. His thick, light wavy hair, brushed back from his forehead, rose in a high pompadour. He was at least thirty pounds overweight, a testimony to the fact that some of his parishioners tithed with vegetables, meat, and eggs, and he ate well. At one time he had been a barber, but now he leased the front part of the shop out on a percentage and kept the back part for his clock-repair business. He had found that being a barber required regular hours, and he cherished his free time.

Aunt Bertha was right, Molly thought. His attitude toward her had changed of late. She hadn’t noticed earlier because she’d had so much on her mind. The idea of his thinking that she’d be interested in him! Not in a million years! The thought of having those soft fat hands touch her made Molly’s stomach queasy.

“I’ll be out to see you soon,” Preacher Howell called.

“I just bet he will,” Bertha snorted.

“Wait a minute, Aunt Bertha. I want to see Ruth.”

While they waited for Ruth to make her way through the line, a man leading a horse came from the back of the church. Molly glanced at him, then looked back. She’d never seen him before. He was not young—late twenties, she guessed. He wore tan pants, a striped shirt, and a string tie. He was stuffing a white handkerchief in his pocket when his dark eyes met hers. He put his fingers to the brim of his Stetson hat in acknowledgment and swung into the saddle.

“He’s a new face around here, isn’t he?” Molly asked, as Ruth walked up beside her.

“Yes. He just got here. He stays out at Morrison’s ranch. Mr. Morrison told Daddy that he works for the government.”

“Can’t the government afford for him to have a car?” Ruth shrugged. “Guess not. He rides that horse everywhere he goes. He’s not bad-looking.”

“Probably has a wife and six kids stuck away someplace. Hard as nails or I miss my guess,” Bertha said. “Not a man to be tied down.”

“I didn’t know you knew so much about men, Miss McKenzie. Tell me more so I can get one.” Dimples appeared in both of Ruth’s cheeks when she smiled.

“I ran a boardinghouse for twenty years. I know enough about men to fill a book. That’n would be a hard nut to crack.”

“Hey, you all. I’m not setting my cap for him. Although he’s the most interesting thing to come around in a while. The pickings are slim here.”

Ruth was a curvaceous, hazel-eyed girl with dark blond hair that she wore in a straight short bob, parted on the side and held back with a single barrette. She had given up trying to be willowy like Molly and was content with herself the way she was. Ralph Hoover, her father, one of the few ranchers in the area who hadn’t succumbed to the temptation to plow his virgin range to grow wheat and cash in when the prices were high, had been able to send his only daughter to teacher’s college.


She had returned to teach in the Pearl school. Some said it wasn’t fair for her to take a job when there were others looking for work who didn’t have a well-to-do daddy to take care of them. All had to admit, however, that Ruth was an excellent teacher. Some students had stayed in high school this past year because of her encouragement.

“I wanted to tell you about the dance a week from Saturday night.” Ruth’s voice trailed off as a man and a girl came out of the church and headed for a car parked across the road.

Molly’s heart went out to Ruth. She had been in love with Tim Graham since high school. They’d gone together for a year before she went off to college. When she returned two years later, he was going out with one of the Bruza twins, a tall, slender dark-haired girl who was the complete opposite of Ruth. Jennifer was a conniver, and sweet only when it suited her purpose. Ruth was independent and self-reliant.

Teetering on high heels and clinging to Tim’s arm, Jennifer, better known as Jen, smiled sweetly at Molly and Ruth as they passed. Tim tipped his hat and would have paused, but Jen tugged on his arm.

“Come on, sugar. Mama’s waitin’ dinner.”

“She looks like the cat who swallowed the canary,” Bertha remarked.

“I heard that they’re engaged.” In spite of herself, Ruth couldn’t keep the echo of pain from her voice. “If he had to choose one of them, why couldn’t it have been Janythe. She’s the virgin. Jen’s the slut.”

“Who said they’re engaged?”


“Jan told Gloria at the beauty shoppe.”

“Oh, well. It’s not official. I’m sure Tim will see through her and realize that she’s a selfish little . . . little—”

“—Skinny, nasty bitch!” Ruth said angrily. “If he’s such a weak fool, he deserves her. About the dance and barbecue. It’s being put on by the Cattlemen’s Association. They’re going to pit-cook a steer and bring in a band from Liberal. Proceeds will go to the library. Want to come?”

“’Course, we do,” Bertha said quickly. “How much are the tickets?”

“Two for a dollar, and it includes the food. I’m selling. If I sell twenty, I get in free.”

“Count on us,” Bertha replied, as Molly began to protest.

“Aunt Bertha, I don’t think—”

“You need to get out and mix with the young folk. So do I. I’m not all that dang old, you know.”

“I don’t feel much like . . . mixing.”

“Your mother and daddy would be the first to tell you that you can’t grieve for them forever. You’re young and pretty and smart—”

“—You’re saying that because you love me. But—”

“No buts.” Bertha dug into her purse and shoved a dollar bill in Ruth’s hand.

“I like this woman.” Ruth tore two tickets from a roll and gave them to Bertha. “Uh-oh! Old Archie’s getting rid of the last of his congregation, and he’s got his eye on us. Or rather, you, Molly. We’d better get out of here.”


Ruth hurried to where her parents were waiting, and Molly and Bertha climbed into the car. The preacher reached the sidewalk as Bertha was backing the Ford out onto the road. He stood watching them drive away, his hands on his hips. Looking straight ahead and refusing to wave, Molly failed to see the flash of anger that came over the preacher’s usually smiling face. It remained only an instant, and when he turned to speak to one of his “flock,” he was smiling again.

“Told you that old fool had an eye on you.” Bertha stepped on the gas, stirring up a cloud of dust.

“I feel sorry for Charlotte. She’s only fourteen. If he doesn’t marry again soon, she’ll be stuck there taking care of her brothers and sisters and miss the chance of having a life of her own.”

“How many kids did you say he has?”

“Ten, including a set of seven-year-old twins. Two older brothers from his first marriage left home years ago. I didn’t know them. They were a lot older than me.”

“Horny old cuss, ain’t he?”

Molly took off her hat, let the wind whip her hair, and stared out the window. Would the soreness in her heart ever be healed? She dreaded going back to the empty rooms above the store. What would she do with the rest of the day? She would scrub the floor while the store was closed if not for the fact that her father had frowned on working on Sunday.

“Sunday is a day of rest,” he had told her. “No work will be done in this store unless someone comes in who is out of gas.”


Bertha slowed the car. “Now what the heck does he want?”

George Andrews had stepped out from the iron bedstead that served as a gate leading to his ranch. He waved to them.

“Someone may be hurt.”

“He doesn’t act any too smart to me.”

“Daddy said he was smart as a whip. I’ll admit that he doesn’t look it. But I’m sure he’s harmless.”

When the car stopped, George stood where he was and stared at Molly for a long moment. He was a man in his late thirties, but he looked older. He dressed the same on Sunday as he did on a working day. His overalls, however, were fastened on both shoulders today. The long-sleeved underwear he wore beneath the overalls had been washed with something red that had faded it to mottled pink. The small cuts on his weathered cheeks suggested that he had scraped off his whiskers with a dull razor.

George and his sister, Gertrude, were a strange pair. Little of their homestead, set well back from the road and surrounded by a grove of cottonwood trees, was visible from the road. Gertrude was much older than George. She was never seen in public. Molly had heard her parents say that Gertrude, many years ago, had returned home in disgrace.

“Hello, Mr. Andrews. Is something wrong?” Molly doubted that she had ever exchanged a dozen words with the man away from the store other than “hello” or “good-bye.” He’d been coming there ever since she could remember, but he had never tried to engage her in conversation when they met in town.


“Miss Molly.” He put his fingers to the bill of the flat cap he wore. “I . . . thought ya ort to know . . . there’s a feller sittin’ in a car up at the store.” When George talked his lips barely moved so that his words came out in a murmur.

“Has he been there long?”

“Since right after ya went by goin’ to church.”

“What kind of car?”

“Old beat-up Model T. Radiator was boilin’ over.”

“Why’d you go to the store if you knew we’d gone to church?” Bertha leaned over so she could look at him.

“I been . . . huntin’ for my dog. She went off to have pups.”

“How is your sister, Mr. Andrews?” Molly asked in an attempt to soften Bertha’s sharp inquiry.

“All right. Ya can have one of Stella’s pups if ya want.”

“I don’t know. I’ve been thinking about getting a watchdog, but I need an older dog.”

“Stella’d make ya a good watchdog.”

“I appreciate the offer, Mr. Andrews, but I don’t need a litter of pups.”

“I’ll take the pups soon as they’re weaned, and if I tell Stella to stay and watch out for ya, she will.”

“I’ll think about it. Thanks for the warning about the man at the store. He could be gone by now, or maybe he’s out of gas.”

“I’ll go up there with ya—”

“I don’t think that’s necessary, but thanks.”

Bertha moved the car ahead slowly at first, then increased the speed.

“Might be you should’ve taken him up on his offer.”


“Robbers won’t come to the store in an old beat-up car with the radiator boiling over. It’s probably someone out of gas.”

“From now on, I’m carrying that pistol of Roy’s in my purse.”

Bertha slowed the car as they approached the store. A topless Model T Ford was parked in the shade of the huge elm tree. All they could see were two long legs hanging over the door on the driver’s side.

“We better stay in the car till we find out what this bird is doing here.” Bertha eased the car up alongside the Ford.

A man lay asleep on the front seat. The shoes at the end of the long legs hanging over the door were well worn, as were the tan britches he wore. His open shirt exposed a hairless chest, but there was a stubble of whiskers on his face. Light blond hair glistened with sweat.

When Bertha pressed down on the horn, the man came up out of the seat as if he’d been stung by a wasp. It was no wonder. The blast of the extra loud horn that Bertha had insisted be put on her new car made Molly clap her hands over her ears.

“Golly, Aunt Bertha! That horn’s loud enough to wake the dead!”

The man sat up and rubbed his hands over his face and his fingers through his hair. He buttoned his shirt and crammed it down into the waistband of his britches before he climbed over the closed door of the car. He was tall . . . very tall and very thin. He had long arms to go with his long legs. His shoulders were narrow and his hands big.


“What’er you doin’ here?” Bertha demanded.

“Waiting for Miss Molly McKenzie. Do you know when she’ll be back?”

“I do.”

“Well—?”

Molly opened the door and got out. “I’m Molly McKenzie. Who are you?”

“Clyde Floy from the Wichita Eagle.”

“How do we know that?” Bertha grumbled. “You don’t look old enough to be out of high school.”

“It’s a problem I face all the time.” The grin that spread over his boyish face exposed white teeth, one with a gold cap. “I’m here to interview Miss McKenzie and take her picture.”

“I was told that a reporter would come from Kansas City,” Molly said.

“You’ll have to make do with me. The Star picks up my feature stories from the Eagle.”

“Come on into the store.”

He stood with hands on hips looking at Bertha’s car.

“Dandy car. I see you got it from Lee’s Ford in Wichita. How fast will it go?”

“I had it up to seventy-five once or twice coming over here.”

“I get forty out of my old T.” He reached into the back of his car and picked up a notebook.

When Clyde Floy climbed up the steps to the store, Bertha was right behind him. She wasn’t letting Molly go into the building alone with this stranger even if he did look like a wet-eared kid.

“Can I buy a bottle of pop?”


“Sure. But you’re welcome to have dinner with us. We’ve got lemonade in the icebox.”

“To tell the truth, I’m starved. There’s not much open between here and Wichita on Sunday.”

“Aunt Bertha cooks up something on Saturday so that we don’t have to bother on Sunday. It won’t be fancy, but it’ll be filling.” Molly took off her hat and led the way to the stairs in the back of the store.

The quarters above the store were divided into four large rooms. The parlor across the front, two bedrooms in the middle, and the kitchen across the back. The toilet and the bathtub were downstairs in the storage room as was the new Maytag washing machine Roy had bought his wife for a birthday surprise the month before he was shot.

“Go on into the front room,” Bertha said. “You get a breeze from three directions in there. I’ll spread a cloth on the library table, and we can eat in there.”

Molly saw the newspaperman looking around the room, noting its lace panel curtains and comfortable chairs. The radio cabinet stood against the wall, the antenna wire extending out the window. He walked over to peer into the glass-fronted bookcase beside the Victrola. At one side of the couch, a small round table, covered with a long silk-fringed scarf held an electric lamp with a square stained-glass shade.

“Sit down, Mr. Floy. Turn on the radio if you like. I’ll help Aunt Bertha.”

In the kitchen, Molly flipped open the top of the small icebox and chipped off enough ice for three glasses. She filled them from the pitcher of lemonade.


“What do you think, Aunt Bertha?” Molly murmured.

“Well . . . I think he’s all right. Doesn’t look mean.”

“I thought Mr. Dolan was going to send a reporter from Kansas City.”

“Well, you got one from Wichita. Here, spread this on the library table.” She handed Molly a cloth. “I’ll bring in the potato salad and the sandwiches.”

• • •

Molly decided that she liked Clyde Floy. While she talked, his pencil flew across the page, taking down her words in fluid shorthand. Having completed the shorthand course at the business college, she appreciated his proficiency.

“That’s all I can tell you,” Molly said, after she had covered what had happened that hot June day, omitting the details about the pop and the SenSen as Mr. Dolan had instructed. She described the men and repeated several times that she could identify them and hoped to see them hanged.

“Do you plan to stay here and run the store?”

“Yes, I do. I was born here and have worked in the store since I was ten years old. I plan to stay in business as long as I can.”

“Do you have help?”

“Only my aunt, who came here from Wichita to stay with me.”

“Off the record.” He looked earnestly into her eyes. “You’re asking for it, you know.”

“I know.”

“I’d not run this if Dolan hadn’t asked me to.”

“I know,” she said again.


“I want to take your picture standing on the porch. The sun is about in the right spot for a good picture.”

“All right. I’ll comb my hair.”

After the picture session the reporter sat on the porch and told them some of his interesting experiences. He seemed reluctant to leave. It was late evening before he packed his camera equipment in his car.

“I’d rather drive at night,” he said. “It’s cooler and easier on the T.”

“Will you get all the way to Wichita on one tank of gas?”

“I know a fellow in Pratt that’ll open up for me. I’ll sleep awhile there,” he said as he filled his gas tank.

“Send me a paper.”

“I will. Dolan’s counting on the story getting a front page slot in the Kansas City Star. I’ll send a copy.” He hesitated then said, “What’s the address here?”

“Route number one, Pearl.”

“You’re a sitting duck out here, you know.”

“I know.”

“Dolan’s a good man. He knows what he’s doing, but I’d hate like hell being a part of getting you ladies killed.”

“How well do you know Mr. Dolan?” Molly asked.

“Only by reputation. He was in on the capture of the Barrow gang down in Louisiana last spring. I don’t know if he was in on the ambush, but he was responsible for tracking them. Frank Hamer, the famous lawman, says Dolan’s one of the best.”

“We ain’t gonna be sittin’ here on our hands waitin’ for ’em to shoot us. Soon as Molly gives the nod that it’s them, I’ll be blastin’ away with that old blunderbuss.”


“I’ll not be comin’ ’round here for a while,” Clyde said with a laugh.

“Don’t worry, Mr. Floy. We’ll be careful. I just hope they take the bait, and we get a chance at them. How did you happen to get so chummy with a Federal man?”

“Hod saw some of the pictures I took after what they call Black Sunday. He stopped by and we talked. He’s got family on a farm in Nebraska and a brother down in Oklahoma. Guess they’re all just holding on, hoping Roosevelt’s New Deal will make things better.

“Black Sunday. Lordy! I’ll never forget April 14. It was bad enough in Wichita, but my brother said that here it was a nice clear day. Then suddenly a black blizzard appeared on the horizon, moving toward them. There was no sound except for the nervous fluttering of birds, no wind, as the solid wall of darkness approached. When the cloud of dust engulfed them, it was as dark as night at four o’clock in the afternoon.

“I had holed up in Pratt. The next day I went down to Liberal and then on to Guyman and took pictures. One is of a house with sand drifted up to the middle of the door. A woman holding a baby and frightened children clinging to her skirts are standing in the yard. Another is of a long line of just the tops of fence posts, a confused chicken hawk sitting on one. Darn good pictures, even if I do say so.” He grinned. “I’m trying to record a pictorial history of this era because there’s never been anything like it.”

“I wonder if it’ll ever be over.”

“Oh, yes. They are sowing grass seed and letting the land go back to what it was . . . pasture and range land. I give Roosevelt credit for pushing through reforms that should pull the country out of the Depression.”

“Well, you can’t give Roosevelt credit for these sandwiches. Here’s a couple to eat along the way.” Bertha handed him a package wrapped in a Colonial bread wrapper. “If I was still in Wichita, I’d fatten you up, boy. Where did you say you were staying?”

“At Mrs. Beams’ Bed and Board at Kellogg and Twenty-second.”

“It’s no wonder you’re skinny as a rail. Bessie Beams is known for setting a stingy table.”

“I might just have to come back here for another story.” He grinned his boyish grin.

“Do that, sonny.” Bertha lifted her brows. “I saw a lot of things while I was running my boardinghouse. Too bad you’re not writin’ for the funny papers.”

“I might give it a shot if I could get someone to draw the pictures.” His boyish grin appeared again. “As much as I’d like to stay and mooch another meal, I’d better be on my way. Good-bye and good luck, ladies.” He waved as he drove away.”

“Nice boy,” Bertha said.

“I have the feeling he’s not a boy even if he does look like one.”

“He was giving you the eye.”

“Come on. He wanted to get his story.”

“He’s still a man.”

“A second ago you said that he was a boy.” Molly laughed, and put her arm around her aunt. “The baited hook is out there, Aunty. Now we’ll see if we reel in anything.”


• • •

In Kansas City Hod Dolan lay on his back and watched the swishing blades of the ceiling fan stir the hot dry air. Sundays were boring. The chief of his division insisted that his staff do as little work as possible on Sunday. After morning mass there was not much to do. Hod had been lying on his bed for an hour, hands behind his head. Thinking.

Today Clyde Floy was going to Pearl to interview Molly. He didn’t know when he’d stopped calling her Miss McKenzie in his mind. Dear God! Had he done the right thing? He would have called off the whole plan after he met her if the chief hadn’t insisted that he go through with it.

Pascoe and Norton are holed up somewhere in the area. They know that the woman is the only thing tying them to the killings. It’s all we’ve got, and if she’s as smart as you say she is, she’ll be all right with you there to see to it.

Hod was unable to explain to himself—why after a half hour of conversation with her he was overcome by the desire to know everything about her. Everything.

It was really more than merely wanting to know. It was a compelling need, and it was crazy. He was twenty-eight years old and acting like a damn fool. She was constantly in his thoughts, and he was more than a little ashamed of this budding obsession. He would be concerned for anyone being put in her position, he reasoned silently, but his excessive concern told him that he was more than casually interested in her, and not as a witness, but as a woman.


The thought struck him with the force of a kick in the stomach.

With each visit to his brother’s home in Oklahoma, he had come away with a hunger to have what Tom had with his wife, Henry Ann. Tom’s eyes sought his wife’s when he entered a room. He managed to touch her when she was near. Tom had given his heart wholeheartedly to his Henry Ann as had Mike, their older brother who lived in Nebraska, given his to his Lettie.

It seemed to be the trait of the Dolan men. When they loved a woman it was an all-consuming love. Would it be the same with him? Was he in love with this slip of a girl? He’d not spent more than an hour alone with her.

Naw. Love didn’t happen that fast.

The tightness in his chest was caused by worry about keeping her safe . . . and from the pleasant anticipation of seeing her again.





 

Chapter

Four





To the Reverend Archie Howell anger was a waste of time and energy; still he was not at all pleased that old Mr. Yeager had held him in conversation, delaying him so that he’d not been in time to catch Molly before she left the church. The poor old man did not have much in his life to talk about other than his ailments, and he was hungry for sympathy. It was a shame, Archie mused, a puredee shame. Why was life allowed to go on when it had no meaning? As far as Archie was concerned, old man Yeager’s useful days had ended. Just taking up space, the Reverend Howell thought, as he headed for home.


The Howells lived in a sprawling old ranch house with a porch on three sides. The town in its boom days had spread out until the house was less than a half mile from its edge.

The noon meal was over. The children, having changed into their everyday clothes, were going about their assigned tasks. No work was done on Sunday after the kitchen was tidied, nor were the children allowed to play boisterous games. There was no laughing or loud talk. During the afternoon the children were to sit quietly and read or sing hymns. Charlotte and Otis were responsible for keeping their young siblings quiet.

Archie walked across the kitchen to stand in the doorway of his sister’s room. The small room off the kitchen was slightly larger than a pantry, but large enough to hold a single bed and a small chest. Gladys, Archie’s senior by a dozen years, sat in a rocking chair beside the window, cooling herself with a cardboard fan. Gladys’s life had not been happy, and she lamented about it constantly. She had never married, and since the deaths of their parents she had made her home with first one sibling and then the other. Opinionated and ill-tempered, with an attitude of self-pity, she was not pleasant to be around.

“Is the kitchen cleaned up yet? Did they get dishwater all over my clean floor?” Her sparse gray hair was pulled back into a tight knot at the back of her head. The hairy upper lip of her small mouth was constantly raised as if she were smelling something unpleasant.

“Charlotte will see that it’s clean.”

“Well . . . if they don’t do a better job than they did this morning, I’ll have to do it over.” Her face puckered as if she were sucking on a sour pickle.

“If it wasn’t cleaned properly, why didn’t you tell me before we left for church?”

“You were reading your Bible and Charlotte was gettin’ the kids ready. She don’t pay no more attention to me than she would a stump. Thinks she’s runnin’ thin’s ’round here. I ain’t doin’ nothin’ to suit her and ain’t since I come here,” Gladys whined, and her shoulders rose and fell dejectedly.

“Has she been sassin’ you?”

“I come here to take care of the baby, not be a slave,” Gladys said, ignoring the question. “I ain’t strong. Never was . . . not even in my prime. My back got broke-down long ago toting water and slopping hogs. Times my back and legs hurts so bad I can’t stand it. I’m doing the cookin’, and the ironin’, ’cause I can sit down to do it. She ort to do the rest.” Gladys worked the fan swiftly, creating a breeze that stirred the hair that had come loose from the knot at the back of her head.

“She’s doing the washing . . . and the cleaning.”

“Fiddle! She puts on a show when you’re here. When you ain’t, she gets her head in a book, and the younguns could tear down the house for all she cares. I ain’t knowin’ how long I’ll be able to hold out. Nobody cares if I’m wore down to a nub. Nobody a’tall. You just try and get a woman to come here and do what I’m doin’, and you’d be payin’ out a pretty penny, I tell you.”

Archie looked at his sister and wanted nothing more than to get her out of his house and never have to see that pinched, sour face or hear her whining voice again. She wasn’t well! Bullshit! She was strong as a horse and ate like one. She didn’t do anything if she could get one of the kids to do it.

“I just got my wind up . . . and had to have my say.” Gladys dabbed at her eyes and let her lips tremble.

“I’ll talk to Charlotte.”

He backed out of the doorway and went to inspect the kitchen. The girls had done a good job of cleaning up after the noon meal. They knew that they’d get the strop if they didn’t. The rest of the house was clean and quiet. On the porch the girls were gathered around Charlotte. She was reading a story. The baby lay on a blanket, and Clara was fanning him with a straw hat. They were good children, he mused. Why wouldn’t they be? He had trained them himself.

He had called on Gladys to come and stay after each of his wives had died, and she had stayed until he took another. Now just the two of them were left out of a family of six children, and there was nowhere else for her to go. Even when he took another wife, he was stuck with her . . . for as long as she lived.

It was a depressing thought.

“I’ll be gone for a while, Charlotte. Keep the children quiet. Your aunt says she doesn’t feel well.”

“I will, Daddy.”

Archie patted his eldest daughter on the head as he passed her. He doubted that she had sassed Gladys. Charlotte had developed into a lovely young lady, and woe to any rutting youth who tried to take her away from the family. She belonged here with her brothers and sisters. He supposed that she would have to quit school and take over if . . . something should happen to Gladys.

He was thinking more and more about Molly McKenzie. When he did, his pulse raced. When he took a wife this time, he’d not pick one that was used. His last wife, the mother of his three younger children, had turned to fat after her first child. He was glad to be rid of that one.


The preacher heard a giggle as he passed the shed and stuck his head in the door.

“What are you boys up to?” he demanded.

The two small boys standing beside Otis spun around fearfully.

“Nothin’, Daddy.” Otis turned and held out the thin skin of a rattlesnake. “I was explaining how snakes shed their skins.”

“Where did you get that?” Archie frowned.

“I found it and thought it was something the boys should know about.”

Archie’s face relaxed. “That was thoughtful of you, Otis. You’re a chip off the old block. I’ll be gone for a while. First thing in the morning I want you boys to grind up that corn Mr. Brady brought over. We need chicken feed. The grinder’s in good shape, isn’t it? You cleaned and greased it?”

“Yes, sir.”

Otis turned his back. “I ain’t no chip off ya, you old . . . shit,” he muttered as soon as his father left the door.

One of his brothers stuck out his tongue, the other put his thumb to his nose and waved his fingers.

“You guys better watch it,” Otis cautioned. “If he catches ya, he’ll beat the daylights outta ya.”

“I’m goin’ to run away when I get big,” Harley, one of the seven-year-old twins declared.

“You got to get big first.” Otis placed the snakeskin down on the box. “We ’bout got caught this time. Look and be sure he’s gone.”


The youngest boy peeked around the side of the shed and watched his father drive away.

“He’s gone. Now can I look at the picture?”

“Don’t tear it, and don’t let Aunt Gladys get wind we got it. She’ll tell Daddy. It’d tickle her to see us gettin’ a whippin’.” Otis pulled a page torn from a movie magazine out of his shirt and smoothed it out on the top of the box. The boys gazed down at the picture of a girl with spit curls and a Cupid’s-bow mouth. Her dress was cut low, showing a generous amount of cleavage. She was posed with one foot on a chair showing her leg to midthigh. “Her name’s Clara Bow. You can almost see her titties.”

“And her twat. Golly! She’s pretty. Has Charlotte seen it?”

“Where’d you hear that word?”

“Twat? I hear things,” Harley said. “Boys at school talk about twats and peters.”

“Holy cow!” The six-year-old looked at his brother with admiration.

“Charlotte told me to get rid of it. She said that if Daddy or Aunt Gladys found out about it, there’d be hell to pay.”

“Did she really say . . . hell?”

“She did, but don’t you be sayin’ it.” Otis looked sternly at the six-year-old. “You might slip and say it in front of someone.”

“I won’t.” The child shook his head fearfully.

“Where’d ya get it, Otis?” Harley was thin and freckle-faced.

“Carl Palmer slipped it to me after Sunday school.”


“Can I have it when you get through with it?”

“No. I’m going to tear it in little pieces after I show it to Alfred Wesson. Don’t tell anyone about it, and don’t let Charlotte know I showed it to you.”

“How many more weeks until school starts?” Harley asked.

“Three.”

“I’ll be glad. I hate it here.”

“Me too,” his younger brother echoed.

“Well, ya just got to put up with it till I get old enough to get a job, and I’ll take ya with me.”

“Ya’d do that, Otis?”

“’Course, I would. You’re my brothers, ain’t ya?”

“Charlotte said we got brothers older’n her. Why’d they leave? Why didn’t they take us?”

“’Cause ya wasn’t born yet, silly.”

“I wish they’d come back.”

“I wish our maw hadn’t died,” Harley said wistfully.

“Why? So he could whip her legs with a willow switch? She didn’t have no say.” Otis folded the picture carefully and tucked it inside his shirt. “I think he was glad she died. He never cried ’cepts when someone was around to see him, and it didn’t take him long to get another woman and more kids.”

“Do you think he’ll get us another maw?”

“I’d bet on it. He don’t like sleepin’ by hisself.”

“Why?”

“’Cause, well . . . ’cause he likes to make kids.”

“Ya mean he likes to get hung up in ’em like those dogs did when they come smellin’ ’round Daisy?”

“Somethin’ like that.”


“Golly-bill, Otis. I’d like to see it,” the younger boy exclaimed.

“Don’t be talkin’ about that now.”

“I won’t. Otis, do you think God likes him and Aunt Gladys?”

• • •

The Reverend Howell hummed as he drove down the dusty road toward the farm where Walt Yeager had lived all his life, scrounging out a living on sixty acres. He had a few cows, a little corn patch, six head of hogs, and a garden. He had been alone since his wife’s death more than ten years earlier. The couple had lost a son in France during the war and a daughter had left home never to be heard from again.

Mr. Yeager tithed ten percent of his meager earnings to the church, paying mostly with hog meat and chickens. That was all right with the preacher. Cash money was scarce, and he had a large family to feed.

Poor old man, the preacher mused. His plumbing had gone rusty on him. Archie chuckled at his assessment of Mr. Yeager’s ailment. What in the world did he have to live for? When a man could no longer get it up to pleasure himself with a woman he might as well be dead.

The Lord giveth life and the Lord taketh it away.

The lane leading up to the small clapboard house was rutted. Dry lemon yellow weeds stood between the tracks. Flourlike dust, stirred by the wheels, swirled behind the car. The heat was wicked. It rolled up from the dusty road, giving the preacher a powerful thirst.

Archie pulled into the yard and turned off the motor. A few chickens scattered, then went about the business of finding something to eat. The squeaking of the windmill was the only sound other than the buzz of June bugs around the honeysuckle bushes.

Archie helped himself to a drink of water from the pump, then went up onto the porch and knocked on the door. He knocked again when he got no response, and called out.

“Mr. Yeager, are you here?”

“I’m here. Come in. I was just takin’ a little nap.” The old man held open the screen door, a smile of welcome on his whiskered face.

“I was a little concerned about you, Mr. Yeager,” Archie said smoothly. “Thought I’d stop by and visit a bit.”

“Good of you. I ain’t been well. Got a misery in my shoulders, and my stomach ain’t been right. Not been able to sleep nights either for getting up ever’ whip-stitch to let water. I tell ya, my parts is all wearin’ out. I ain’t knowin’ what I’ll do when I can’t do for myself no more.”

“Don’t worry about it now. And don’t use up your strength standing. Sit down. I’ll take a chair over here. We’ll pray about it before I go.”

“I don’t know, Preacher. It just seems like ever’thin’ piles on at once. Coons got in my cellar and just tore up jack. Wolves brought down two of my calves. I’m thinkin’ that the good Lord is tryin’ me.”

“He does that sometimes, but He never piles on more than a person can bear, Mr. Yeager. And when He does, He finds a way to deliver you from it.”

“I keep a hopin’ that.”


“You’re a good man. You ready to meet your Lord?”

“That I am. I never cheated a man outta a dime. I ain’t never hurt no livin’ soul that I know of. I never lusted after no woman but my missus.”

“That’s saying a lot, Mr. Yeager. You are very well thought of in this community.”

Archie watched the smile come to the weathered face, then got up and walked about the room, more sure than ever that the Lord had sent him here this day.

“You’ve let your clock run down.” Archie opened the glass door, wound the clock and the chimes with the key and started the pendulum swinging. He turned the hands to the correct time, then went to look out the front window.

“I ain’t had a good night’s sleep since Black Sunday in April, Reverend Howell. I’m always thinking the dirt storm will come in the night and I’ll be suffocated.”

“If it comes, you’ll be safe. You’ve nothing to worry about,” Archie said patiently. He went slowly behind the chair where the old man sat resting his head back against a pillow.

“I’m glad ya come, Preacher. You always make me feel better.”

“You’ll get a good sleep tonight, Mr. Yeager.”

Archie looked down on the near-bald head and to the work-worn hands that gripped the arms of the chair. He patted the old man’s shoulder sympathetically before he snatched the pillow from behind his head and clamped it down over his face.

Archie was stronger than he looked. He wrapped his arms around the pillow and held on while Mr. Yeager thrashed his life away. Within minutes it was over. The old man’s lifeless body went limp. Archie removed the pillow, let it drop to the floor, and moved around to look into the old man’s staring eyes. Gently he closed the lids.

“Now you are at peace, my friend. You’ll not hurt or be scared of the dust storms anymore.”

With the body draped over his shoulder Archie carried it to the bedroom and placed it on the bed. He straightened the limbs, removed the worn boots, then knelt beside the body, clasping one of the old man’s hands.

“Dear Lord,” he prayed in his most humble voice, “I’ve brought you Mr. Yeager, who in life had nothing but pain and heartache. His life had no meaning, and he longed to be with his Savior. I did my best to see that he didn’t suffer as he passed over. I’m asking you to open the Pearly Gates and take him to his heavenly home, where he can be once again with his wife and son. I’m asking this in Jesus’ name. Amen.”

Archie soothed the thin gray hair back from the lined weathered face and folded the gnarled hands on his chest.

“Taking your afternoon nap, Mr. Yeager? I know you’re thanking me. It’s all right. I was glad that I could take you from your misery to that joyous reunion in the sky. No, no. Don’t thank me. I’ll see that you get a real cryin’ funeral, my friend.”

Archie left the quiet house and went to the pump for another drink of water before he got in his car and headed back to town. There was always such a feeling of peace when he helped someone to get to the “other side.” The kindness he had extended to Mr. Yeager would earn him another star in his crown.


He sang softly, “When they ring those golden bells for you and me.”

After a while he sang more loudly in a clear baritone.



“Don’t you hear the bells now ringing?

Don’t you hear the angels singing?

Singing glory hallellujah . . . jubilee—”



The evening service on Sunday was held after an hour-long meeting of the young people of the congregation. The discussion that evening, led by the choir director, Miss Armstrong, concerned how to raise money to pay for new hymnbooks.

“How many books do you want to buy?” The question was asked by Tim Graham.

“Forty to start, and they cost two dollars each.”

“If we raise ten dollars a week over the next two months—”

“—Ten dollars!” Twelve faces turned toward Jen Bruza as if she had said a swearword in church. She clasped Tim’s arm and looked as if she would cry.

“I . . . just thought—”

“You may as well ask us to raise a hundred.” The young man who spoke was holding tightly to the hand of the girl he had been engaged to for a year and had been unable to wed because of the hard times.

“Jen was just making a suggestion.” Tim patted the girl’s hand.

“It’s all right with me if she raises ten dollars. I’ll be lucky if I raise one.”


Charlotte glanced at her father to make sure he hadn’t turned around to look at her before she whispered to her friend, Margaret, “Are you going to stay for church?”

“No. I came to see you.”

“I’m not staying. One of the kids threw up, and Daddy said I could go home. Aunt Gladys says she’s sick,” Charlotte added, and wrinkled her nose. “I don’t believe it. She just didn’t want to come.”

“Do you have to go straight home?”

Charlotte saw her father get to his feet and answered her friend without turning her head.

“Not . . . right away.”

“Now, now,” Preacher Howell said in a placating tone as he held his hands up to get attention. “We’re making too much of this raising money for hymnbooks. We don’t want it to be a burden on anyone. When I was down in Oklahoma preaching under a brush arbor we raised money by selling watermelons, sweet corn—”

“Preacher Howell, can I have a word with ya?” A man in overalls came hurriedly down the center aisle.

“Of course, Mr. Romig. Is something wrong?”

The man came close and spoke to the preacher in low tones. Preacher Howell’s brows came together in a deep frown.

“No. Ah, no,” he muttered. “Poor old man.”

“Herman, his nephew, said to tell you he’d like to hold the service day after tomorrow here at the church.”

“I’ll announce it tonight. Thank you for coming by.”

The Reverend Howell waited until Mr. Romig had left the church before he spoke. He clasped his hands together, held them up, and rested his chin on them for a moment, then lifted his head and looked at the ceiling. He longed to take credit for the extreme kindness he had extended to Mr. Yeager, but he knew that these unenlightened people would not understand. It was best to let his good deed go unheralded.

“Mr. Romig brought the news that our dear brother, Mr. Yeager, passed away this afternoon. He was here in church this morning and said that he had been under the weather lately. He asked me to stop by and look at his clock. He wasn’t feeling well, and I didn’t stay long. I advised him to take a nap, and that is where they found him. He died peacefully in his sleep. He will be missed, but we must take comfort knowing that he is in a better place.

“Service for Mr. Yeager will be held here at the church on Tuesday morning. Now, out of respect for a man who has been a member of this church for forty years, I think we should dismiss. Evening service will be held in an hour.”

“Can you go now, Charlotte?”

“I’ll have to tell Daddy first. I’ll meet you outside.”

Charlotte went to stand beside her father and wait until he turned to acknowledge her.

“I’m going home to see about Hester.”

The preacher put his arm across her shoulders and tilted his head to gaze fondly at her.

“God gave me a treasure.” He smiled at Miss Armstrong, who had been asking about the music for the funeral. “I don’t know what I’d do without her. Go on home, honey. I’ll be home as soon as the service is over.”

Charlotte was glad to make her escape. The act her father put on about loving his children made her sick. She knew that he didn’t mean a word of it. Outside she searched for Margaret and found her standing beside a tall boy wearing a dark blue shirt and a flat-billed cap.

Wally Wisniewski.

Her heart gave a frantic leap. Her father didn’t like Wally or his mother. They didn’t go to church, and Mrs. Wisniewski wore long earrings and loud clothing. They were foreigners, he said, even though Wally’s grandparents were born in this country. She hesitated. If her father looked out the door and saw her talking to him, a whipping was sure to follow.

They were looking at her. She waved to Margaret and went quickly down the road and around the corner out of sight of the church. She stopped and waited, almost breathless, not daring to peek around the clump of honeysuckle bushes to see if Margaret had gotten the message. When she appeared with Wally strolling along beside her, Charlotte was tongue-tied.
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