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Politics is the art of extracting money from the rich and votes from the poor on the pretext of protecting each from the other.

O
SCAR
A
MFRINGER

We spoiled the best territory in the world to make a state.

W
ILL
R
OGERS

PROLOGUE

Wichita County, Texas, August 1898

T
heir first night out, Andrew and Annie Mae camped on the south side of the Red River near a tributary called Prairie Dog Fork. The river was high from recent rains; driftwood splintered on rocks and tore at thorny brambles on the banks: loud, scratching noises that kept their infant, Harry, awake and crying. The ferry captain told them he'd try to cross at dawn, but if the water rose while they slept, they might have to wait a couple of days until the stream calmed. He was a Civil War veteran, name of Parker, he said. He wouldn't stop staring at Annie Mae.

“He's making me nervous,” she told Andrew just after dusk, dropping a handful of dry twigs near the spot, in a clearing ringed by bluestem and saddle-high switchgrass, he'd picked to pitch their tent. He smiled at her, stopped and rubbed her shoulders. “You're radiant,” he said. He told her she still had the glow of pregnancy in her cheeks. Her skin was as bright as moonlight on the river.

“You hush this sentimental nonsense, now, and build us a fire. I don't know how you talked me into this, anyway.” She brushed the blowing auburn hair from her face and wiped her hands on her thin yellow dress.

Andrew grinned. The whiskers on his jaw, dark brown, seemed to scurry toward the hollows of his cheeks. “Would you rather have stayed in Bonham and faced that dust storm? I hear the sky was so full of sand, out west, gophers popped out of big fat holes in the air.”

“I've chewed on my share of dust storms,” Annie Mae said, twisting her hair in a bun around a scrub oak twig and staking it up off her neck, which was misted by a fine sprinkling of sweat. Her back achedâ€”she'd pinched a nerve during labor, she feared, but these days Andrew couldn't hear her complaints, no matter how often she raised them. For him, all their troubles would cease across the river.

“We'll do good, Annie,” he repeated for her now, wrapping her hands in his rough, meaty palms. “More than that. We'll prosper. It's wide open in the Territory.”

Annie Mae laughed. “I wouldn't trust Lee's word on that any more'n I could hurl a stone across this water.”

When she'd married him, Andrew's sentimental streak had pleased her: feelings of any sort were hard to tug out of most of the men she knew, taciturn farmers and ranchers. But now that Harry was here, Andrew's faith in new places and ideasâ€”as though happy endings were foreordainedâ€”seemed reckless, even dangerous, to her. Their boy needed solid footing, not the constant uprooting that accompanied a life of dreams.

“Don't fret,” Andrew told her. “Your new life'll be a garden of blessings.”

“I'm here, aren't I?” But really, what choice did she have? He'd made up his mind. She loved him. And she knew he couldn't return to the world he'd had. For seven years now, he'd strung barbed wire for wealthy ranchers south of Bonham, Texas. His brother, Lee, thirty, six years older than Andrew, had fled Bonham eighteen months before for the Indian Territory. It had a reputation for liberal divorce laws, he'd told them: its residency requirement was only ninety days; a man could sue his wife with a public notice instead of a personal subpoena.

Lee had married youngâ€”a bitter Baptist girlâ€”and from the first he'd looked for an easy way out. He wrote Andrew regularly from the Territory, praising it as a “wide open place where a man can findâ€”and standâ€”his ground. Lehigh, especially, is an ideal divorce resort. Warm climate, lots of attorneys, plenty of folks willing to hire out cheap as character witnesses.” His letters always ended with the warning, “Don't tell anyone where I am.” This troubled Andrew, but after his boy was born, joining his brother appealed to him. His family's politics gave him a mighty distaste for the men who employed him, Annie Mae knew; besides, he didn't earn enough to feed an extra mouth.

Andrew's father, Michael Roy Shaughnessy, a tenant farmer scraping by near Bonham, had been for a dozen years or more an ardent Populist, a follower of a Dallas newspaper publisher named Harry Tracy. When he was courting Annie Mae, Andrew talked often about this fellow Tracy, with unshakable conviction. The man's editorials in the
Southern Mercury
blamed capitalism for ruining farmers, who depended on the time frame of the seasons, not on the speed of investment, Andrew said. To please him, Annie Mae had tried to read the old
Mercury
articles (Andrew still saved them, yellowing now, in a box), but never understood them.

Relishing his boyhood memories, Andrew told Annie Mae how every night at the supper table Michael Roy would open up the paper and read to his sons. “Tracy favors paying farmers for what they actually produce, heedless of the market's fickle needs,” Michael Roy explained, his normally reedy voice bolstered by pride. “The gold standard's an â€˜absolute wrong,' he says here, â€˜threatening the stability of modern civilization.'”

Andrew absorbed his father's pride, and his anger at bankers and lawyers. In May, when Annie Mae had given birth after a long and arduous labor, Andrew named his son Harry Tracy.

Now she sat by the fire, cradling their boy in a faded gingham blanket. As soon as she and the baby had been strong enough to travel, Andrew had thrown their clothes in an old buckboard and driven them north, toward opportunity and dignity in the Indian Territory.

What choice? she thought again. What else could I have done?

Parker approached from out of the dark, his face slick and ruddy in the popping light of the flames. He smelled of the earthâ€”of
worms
in the earth, Annie Mae thought. Muddy, reeking of cheap, killing alcohol, licking long, tobacco-blackened teeth. Quickly, she tucked the wet breast Harry had been suckling back inside her dress. The baby began to make low, liquid noises in his throat, as if muttering to himself.

“Storm's a-comin',” Parker said, sniffing the air. “Might be you'll have to stay on here a tad longer'n you figured.” He grinned.

“Yes,” Annie Mae said quietly.

Andrew emerged from the tent in a fresh cotton shirt and a clean pair of denim britches. He was tall and fair, with a graceful stride. Parker stiffened and glanced away from Annie Mae. He cleared his throat. “Y'all come up the Wichita?” he asked.

“Followed the north fork of the
Little
Wichita,” Andrew said, folding his soiled clothes.

“Fellow told me once the old-time Spanish explorers called the Wichita â€˜Rio del Fierroâ€”River of Iron.'” He laughedâ€”a nervous bark. “I've always liked that, always liked that.” His hands fluttered around the pockets of his dirty khaki pants. “Didn't pass through Whiskeytaw Falls by any chance, did you? I sure could use me some Red Draw. It'd just about make my miserable week if you's to let on you had a bottle or two nestled inside your wagon there.”

“Sorry.”

“Well. Beer and â€˜mater juice.” He shook his doughy head. “Sure would hit the spot this evening, eh partner?”

Andrew didn't answer. He'd raised his ears to the wind. A brackishness weighted the breeze; thunder murmured in the east. Cottonwood blossoms, soggy white medallions, drifted across the river's choppy current.

“It's a-brewin', all right. Big one. Hit about midnight, I expect.”

Harry gushed a stream of high-pitched gibberish. He plucked at his mother's black buttons.

“That baby of your'n. Sure is a noisy little feller, ain't he, ma'am?”

“Yes,” said Annie Mae. “He's going to be a talker.”

“Keeps you wide-eyed most the time, I s'pose.” He wiped his nose, his mouth. “I stay wakeful, myself, most nights, wishing for company.”

Annie Mae went rigid, and wouldn't look at the man. Harry squirmed in her arms.

“All right. Well then, I hope you folks have a pleasant eve,” Parker said, and moved away, out of the circle of light.

Andrew watered the horses, an old Arab and a roan he'd bought with the last of his wages, then rubbed them down with hay. He currycombed their coats, mixed for them a couple of quarts of sweet feed, corn, linseed meal. Annie Mae couldn't watch him for long. She blamed him for Parker, she realized, turning her face toward the waterâ€”for bringing her to the edge of the world, whose rocky rim was paced by such grimy, god-awful men.

Later, in the darkness of the tent, she wouldn't answer Andrew's quiet “Good night.” She heard him sit up. “Annie?”

“Hush and go to sleep.”

“Things'll get better, I promise.”

“How do you know?”

“Because you're with me.”

“Don't start.” Durn his sentimentality, she thought.

“I mean it, honey.”

Though she knew better, she never could fight his sweet optimism, and he knew it. Tears came to her eyes, but she couldn't help smiling. “Hush.”

“Annieâ€””

“Go to sleep, I say.”

Harry
did
keep her awake, howling at the curtain of rain lashing their tent. In a short lull in the downpour, she picked her baby up and carried him outside, into a wave of throbbing thunder, shielding his head with the blanket. Andrew needed his rest; if they made it across tomorrow, he'd have long, hard hours guiding the horses. She stood on the riverbank, ankle-deep in grama grass, and gave her baby a breast. Lightning prickled above her; in the brief flash she saw Parker straddling a rock, not ten feet away. She jumped. Harry's lips slipped her nipple, and he started to bawl. Parker, sour and soaked, smiled at her broadly. She stumbled back to the tent.

All night she shivered, cold and scared, listening to switchgrass buzz in gusting breezes. She imagined zippers sounded like this, a hundred of them opening in unison. Andrew had sworn to buy her fancy leggings, or gaiters, with the new metal hasps, once they got settled. She'd read about zippers, sitting in a soda fountain in downtown Bonham one day, flipping through a magazineâ€”the writer had called them “wondrous,” guaranteed they'd revolutionize women's clothing. A few years back, the zipper had been a curiosity at the Chicago World's Fair, but it had its believers, and Annie Mae was eager to see a dress fastened with one. Andrew had promised her this, and much more, in their new life.
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