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		INTRODUCTION

		I met Ann Woodward’s sons in the early 1970s. Soon afterward, a mutual friend told me a piece of gossip: it seemed their mother, Ann, “a common chorus girl and a former prostitute,” had murdered their father because he had been having “an affair with Marilyn Monroe.” It reminded me of high and low fiction—Greek tragedy and bad movies. Most amazing was the possibility that it could be true. It turned out to be one of many Woodward “myths”—containing a distorted truth.

		The Woodward boys had the diffident manners of rich European princes in 1950s movies. They kissed my hand warmly in greeting; in dungarees they were dressing down.

		In the New York Times morgue file on the family there is a front-page article on the shooting of America’s outstanding sportsman William Woodward, Jr., by his beautiful wife, Ann—formerly Angeline Crowell. The Times identified Ann as a former Copacabana dancer—another skewed fact.

		The ten-page Life magazine article from November 1955 was entitled “The Shooting of the Century.” It was clear from the clippings that most Americans believed Ann Woodward was guilty of murder, despite the fact that she had been cleared by a Nassau County grand jury three weeks after the shooting occurred. What was unclear was why the story and the Woodwards people had merited so much publicity.

		What struck me most was the October 31, 1955, wire service interview with Ann Woodward’s father, a retired Detroit trolley-car conductor who had not seen his daughter in fifteen years. Jesse Claude Crowell had been under the mistaken impression that his daughter had gone to Hollywood and changed her name from Angeline (“Angie”) Crowell to Eve Arden. Jesse Claude went to every one of Eve Arden’s movies, including Mildred Pierce, several times over to stare proudly at what he thought was his daughter’s image. Eve Arden reminded him of his first wife, Ethel Smiley Crowell Jordan, Ann’s mother.

		The confusion of Ann’s father suggested a lifetime of guilty secrets and seemed to indict Ann Woodward, at the very least, of disloyalty.

		Shortly thereafter I went to a party given by Libby Woodward Pratt, who greeted me at the door of her cottage, Price’s Neck, on the beach at Newport. I had just sailed up to her dock on her nephew’s boat, the Albacore. Mrs. Pratt said, upon learning that I was a journalist, “You work, my dear? Isn’t it wonderful that my nephews are so democratic?”

		I met Ann Woodward only once, after having dinner with her younger son, Jimmy.

		Jimmy announced he had to retrieve a letter from his mama’s apartment. (He and his brother said “m’mah” as though they were English.) Ann was on a three-week trip to Australia. He avoided the lobby of his mother’s Fifth Avenue building, letting himself into her duplex maisonette from the street entrance.

		His mother had unexpectedly returned from the South Pacific; neither she nor Jimmy seemed pleased to see the other. As Ann Woodward glanced at my bare knees, I realized that I was dressed improperly—and it mattered. It took me years to understand that Ann was treating me in the Woodward manner. This was the way her husband’s family had treated her.

		I stared at the woman with the uneasy blue-green eyes. Jimmy brushed past his mother, mumbling about retrieving a postcard. I was invited to the drawing room, where a Louis Vuitton trunk was opened to neat piles of clothing and a framed photograph of Ann posed with a rifle next to a dead tiger.

		Ann Woodward sat on the edge of a silk couch by the fireplace. The room resembled an unused Broadway stage set. The bibelots, pictures, and chairs were placed in unfamiliar patterns. A curved mirror suggested the 1940s and France. The fragile silk carpet gleamed.

		Ann Woodward’s conversation began with a complaint about closing houses in Sardinia. The coil of her hair was pulled back from her high brow into a bun, without any attempt to flatter the features of her face. Her only jewelry was a wedding band and a pair of small gold earrings. Her manners were aggressive and genteel. There was an English sound to some of her vowels, but they were not clipped. Nothing about her suggested the immaculate socialite could have murdered the father of her sons.

		I could see in her eyes and around her mouth that my staring had begun to bother her. Her face became a sullen mask.

		Moments later Jimmy joined us, sitting hunched over and staring at the carpet. I realized that Ann Woodward excused him from the points of decorum I was straining to comprehend. She smiled when I recognized the Modigliani painting above the fireplace. I began to relax and was soon excited to find myself in the company of such elegant people with a shocking and public secret.

		During my last few moments in her company, Ann Woodward told me she had written down details of a visit in 1955 to the Duchess of Windsor’s home in Paris. She murmured the name Nashua. I recognized the name of the Woodward horse that had won two legs of the Triple Crown in 1955, the year she killed her husband. Ann also said that someday she planned to write a book about her life. We both stared at Jimmy after he said under his breath, “Who’d believe it?”

		I asked Ann what the Duchess had served for dinner. As she recited the menu, down to the hors d’oeuvres, her manner seemed less imposing and I realized that the Duchess seemed as exotic a figure to Ann as she did to me. “The meal ended with Camembert ice cream,” Ann said. “It is called a savory.”

		Ann Woodward did not look or talk like anybody I knew, but she did remind me of the woman in coral lipstick and a floral chiffon gown who had greeted Ann’s older son, Woody Woodward, and myself at a Museum of Modern Art benefit. (I had met Woody before meeting his brother, Jimmy. Woody and I were both working on a journalism review called More.) While Peter Duchin’s band played on in the sculpture garden, the woman spoke in the same transatlantic accent as Ann about horse races in the Bois de Boulogne.

		“And your mother?” she asked Woody.

		“Off hunting tigers.”

		“Hunting? Good God!”

		“My mother is a dangerous woman,” said Woody, drawing out the word “dangerous” in an amused tone.

		The woman had laughed.

		I wondered if this was the closest Woody would come to mentioning the sad incident.

		In 1975, I read Ann Woodward’s obituary in The New York Times, and a week after that, I read Truman Capote’s thinly disguised fictional description of her in a section of his then forthcoming novel, Answered Prayers, in Esquire magazine. In the piece, Capote had characterized “Ann Hopkins” as a bigamist and cold-blooded murderess. I began to make notes on my own impressions of Ann Woodward.

		Several society people told me with intimidating authority that the Capote tale was “positively factual.” During the five years before I began to research this book, I was convinced that Capote had discovered the secrets of Ann Woodward.

		“Once upon a time,” Capote began, “a jazzy little carrot-top killer rolled into town.” He wrote that she looked like “a malicious Betty Grable,” an eighteen-year-old who had been brought up “in some country-slum way.”

		In Capote’s version, “Ann Cutler” quickly became a Manhattan call girl who broke into café society because she had been “the favorite lay of one of Frank Costello’s shysters” and was often photographed against the zebra-striped banquettes of Costello’s famous El Morocco nightclub. It was at El Morocco, according to Capote, that Ann Cutler captured “David Hopkins.” David was a rich young society boy who, like his wealthy father, was “an anal-oriented Episcopalian.” “She knew she’d hooked a biggie, even if he was only a kid, so she quit what she was doing and got a job in lingerie at Saks. In fact she had already been knocked up and it was his kid.”

		Through clever machinations, including a phony proclamation that she did not want to marry him, but just wanted the child to know his grandparents, Ann got David to marry her and began to transform herself: “She learned to ride, and became the horsiest horse-nag in Newport. She studied French and had a French butler and campaigned for the Best Dressed List by lunching with Eleanor Lambert and inviting her for weekends. She learned about furniture and fabrics from Sister Parish and Billy Baldwin; and little Henry Geldzahler was pleased to come to tea (Tea! Ann Cutler! My God!) and to talk about modern paintings.”

		Capote claimed that Ann Hopkins had attached herself to the Duchess of Windsor, although Ann was particularly transparent to the Duchess: “after all, the Duchess is too much of a con artist not to twig another one; but the idea amused her of taking this cool-eyed card player and lacquering her with a little real style, launching her on the circuit, and the young Mrs. Hopkins became quite notorious—though without the style.”

		In Capote’s fantasy, David’s wife, Ann, soon gained a “reputation up and down the French Riviera for what she did to men’s organs with her mouth and some marmalade.” Her exasperated husband finally threatened to expose Ann’s “shabby birthplace” and her “bigamy”—a first husband (from her rural hometown) whom she had never bothered to divorce.

		By now David saw her as a youthful error; he had fallen in love with a dull distant cousin, the sort of woman his family had hoped he would marry from the start.

		According to Capote, Ann then concocted her own scheme. She began by burglarizing several neighboring estates to establish the existence of a prowler. Finally, Capote’s Ann shoots down her husband—claiming she thought she was shooting “the prowler.” Truman Capote had satisfied himself and such society friends as Babe Paley and C. Z. Guest by establishing a motive for the killing of Billy Woodward.

		In 1981, when Ann’s mother-in-law, Elsie Woodward, grande dame of New York society, died, I set out to prove Capote’s fiction had foundation in fact. I was enthralled by the myth of Elsie Woodward’s social power. I wanted my research to support the myth that Elsie Woodward had covered up the murder of her only son for the sake of her grandsons. She was powerful enough to keep Ann from being punished—I believed—in the criminal justice system.

		I have come to see that my own and Truman Capote’s predisposition to believe that Ann Woodward was a murderess is part of the Woodward story.

		With the help of Ann Woodward’s journals, her three aunts, her late friend Bill Sudduth, and many other people, who included Eugene DeGruson, the special projects coordinator at Pittsburg State University, Mary Sanford, Dorothy Schiff, Mrs. Charles Schwartz, Lady Sarah Churchill, Edward Patterson, Jean Murray Vanderbilt, Irene Selznick, Lydia Smiley Wasson, Ina Claire, Joan Fontaine, Deputy Nassau County Police Commissioner Charles Spahr, Paul Wirths, and Charles Allen, Jr., I was able to reconstruct the lives and milieu of Elsie Woodward and her husband, William Sr., Billy, Ann, and their sons.

		I came to see that Ann Woodward was innocent of the murder of her husband, Billy, and that Capote had invented Ann’s motive for murder.

		From reading hundreds of pages of police documents and interviewing police officers and over 1,100 people in Palm Beach; Malibu; Newport; Bar Harbor; Cambridge; Marbella; Pittsburg, Kansas; Wichita; Kansas City; London; Paris; Geneva; Santa Barbara; Fishers Island; Oyster Bay; Locust Valley; Huntington; Mineola; Manhattan; Washington, D.C.; Hobe Sound; Saratoga Springs; Hamburg and Föhr Island, Germany; Madrid; Sardinia; and Williamsburg, it became clear to me that Ann Woodward had killed her husband, Billy, by mistake.

		Unlike the Ann Hopkins of Capote’s tale, Ann Woodward had no first husband. Capote had invented her bigamy. As Ann Woodward’s few supporters, such as the late Edith Baker Schiff, said at the time of the shooting, Billy was worth more to Ann alive than dead. (She would be far richer divorced from Billy than as his widow.)

		Unlike Capote’s fictional prowler, Ann Hopkins, there was a real prowler, Paul Wirths, who had terrorized the Woodwards’ Oyster Bay Cove neighbors—such as the Schiffs—by sleeping in their pool cabanas and taking items from their kitchens, gun closets, bedrooms, and pool houses. Wirths was arrested a few days after Ann shot Billy, and confessed to having walked across the roof of Ann’s bedroom and entered their home seconds before the shooting. Wirths was convicted and sentenced to six years in Ossining prison.

		Many people told me that Elsie had undoubtedly bribed the “prowler” in order to support Ann’s story. Subsequent blackmail letters from Paul Wirths to Ann Woodward that were revealed to me indicate that no such bribe took place.

		In spite of the judicial outcome, Ann Crowell Woodward was found guilty of murder at society dinner tables, charity balls, and thoroughbred racing meetings. People—such as society hostess Liz Fondaras—claim to have had close friends who saw the Woodwards fighting at Mrs. George F. Baker’s house party for the Duchess of Windsor on the night of the murder, but the “witnesses” were not on the Baker party guest list.

		To Elsie Woodward and her circle, Ann’s guilt was an affirmation of their superiority. To the rest of us, if Ann was a murderer, it proved our lack of social standing to be a sign of virtue.

		Who were the Woodwards?

		By 1920 the parents of William Woodward had achieved the exalted status their families had been striving for since the end of the nineteenth century. After graduating from Choate (1898) and Harvard (1902), William Woodward, Sr., became secretary to Ambassador Joseph H. Choate at the Court of St. James’s, where he honed a lifelong practice of “acting British.”

		In 1910, after returning from England and marrying, he inherited Hanover Bank from his uncle and father. The bank’s assets at that time were about $200 million. At the same time, William also inherited Belair Farm, newly purchased by his uncle James. Belair was the oldest thoroughbred stud and tenant farm in America, founded in the eighteenth century by the first governor of Maryland. From this point until his death, William Woodward devoted himself with increasing obsessiveness to enlarging the farm’s thousand acres and breeding and racing thoroughbred horses. He had extraordinary success in America, though he was disappointed in his lifelong dream of winning the English Derby. Even more than his wealth, his success in racing proved an expedient route to elite social position.

		His wife, Elsie Cryder Woodward—one of the poor but famous Cryder triplets—capitalized on her husband’s somewhat flashy public persona. She had upstaged her rival hostess, Grace Vanderbilt, who once reproached Elsie for smoking in public. Despite Grace and the handful of women with husbands richer than William, Elsie succeeded in crashing Old Guard society. By the 1920s, hers became the reigning salon in New York. The Iselins, Goelets, Astors, and Vanderbilts forgot that the Woodwards had not been on Ward McAllister’s highly publicized list of the New York Four Hundred in 1892.

		It had taken the Woodwards thirty years to become visible leaders of what Joseph Alsop remembers as the “WASP ascendancy,” whose great family houses in Manhattan, Newport, Maryland, and on Long Island’s North Shore had staffs of twelve or more servants and an aroma of beeswax furniture polish and cut roses and chrysanthemums from their gardens.

		Although by 1955 widowed grande dame Elsie Woodward still controlled approximately $20 million worth of Central Hanover Bank stock, her son, Billy, had already inherited major pieces of his father’s empire. His personal fortune was over $10 million, and he was the inexperienced owner of what was arguably the most successful racing stable in America and England. His big bay colt Nashua, the result of his father’s fifty years of genealogical engineering, had won two legs of the Triple Crown and become one of the largest money winners in thoroughbred history.

		In the fifties, women had eagerly returned to their place in the family, thankful that their men had come back alive from war. The motto of the fifties was “A family that prays together stays together.” And a woman’s crowning achievement was a marriage to a rich man—a “playboy” who had inherited money and an aristocratic English style.

		On October 29, 1955, the night of the Woodward shooting, the evening’s television entertainment included Jackie Gleason’s “The Honeymooners,” the Perry Como show, the Jimmy Durante variety show with guest Peter Lawford, and, of course, “Gunsmoke.” The country was relieved to hear from his doctor Paul Dudley White that President Eisenhower was recovering from his heart attack. The Yankees, under manager Casey Stengel, won their twenty-first pennant. Two white men were acquitted by a jury of twelve white neighbors of the murder of a black fourteen-year-old from Chicago named Emmett Louis Till.

		Rebel Without a Cause had been released that week, making James Dean a posthumous superstar (he had died on September 30, 1955, in a car accident at age twenty-four). Next to the front-page story and picture headlined “Wife Kills Woodward, Owner of Nashua; Says She Shot Thinking He Was a Prowler,” The New York Times reported that Governor Adlai Stevenson had been invited to enter the Minnesota presidential primary.

		As with most ambitious people, Ann’s career followed the trends of her era. In the late 1930s, she had thrown herself into Manhattan life as a Powers magazine model and radio actress. Her life resembled a Joan Crawford movie, in which, typically, a poor shopgirl married a rich man for love.

		This book traces Angeline Luceil Crowell’s path from an impoverished rural Kansas background to international café society. Ann was a self-made woman in every sense of the word. She fashioned herself to the specifications of the class myths. Her will and powers of self-creation were impressive, but she could never be as good as she had to be.

		Ann’s nemesis was Elsie Woodward—her mother-in-law—who decreed that her daughter-in-law lacked style—and that meant class.

		By the 1950s Ann was flailing. Even though she had become a familiar sight on television, in the winner’s circle with her husband and the champion thoroughbred horse Nashua, her marriage was in trouble. Like most Americans of the era, Ann seemed satisfied to appear successful and affluent. But the lengths to which she had to go in order to keep appearances intact—and hold on to her man—would eventually destroy her and perhaps even the Woodward dynasty.

		This book is the result of eight years of research. I am sure I have left out people whom I should acknowledge, and I ask their forbearance and express my appreciation. I take full responsibility for any errors and, of course, for all interpretations and judgments.
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		KANSAS POOR

		
			The wind blows so hard in Kansas it would blow a chicken up against the side of a barn and hold it there for twenty-four hours.

			—EARLY SETTLER, 1855

		

		In 1918 Ethel Smiley Crowell was twenty-three and strong-willed. Her husband, Jesse Claude, had let a hobo sleep in the barn, until Ethel became convinced he was stealing grain. Ethel’s mind was never still; nor were her hands. She separated milk for butter, peeled potatoes, collected eggs. Ethel enjoyed hatching baby chickens in the pantry and hoeing green onions. But the worst was milking the cow: its tail would sting her face and neck. She took care of her husband and his parents, as well as her children, two-year old Angeline and Jesse Jr., who was almost four.

		Ethel had inherited her mother’s desire for self-improvement through education. She had just finished a course in teaching methods at the State Manual Training Normal School in nearby Pittsburg. Ethel and her mother prided themselves on being different from most southeastern Kansas farm women. They polished their shoes every night and were “proud as all get-out” that they were trained as schoolteachers at Pittsburg Normal School. Ethel had been trained to teach at a “white children’s” school. Her sisters and she refused work in the local Indian school—just as they bragged that their parents painted their house white, unlike foreign miners, who painted houses yellow and pink. The Smiley women spoke more carefully than many of their neighbors but used the same slow vowels. The word “ranch,” for instance, was pronounced as though it were spelled “ray-unch” and “school” was “skew-well.” In the first few years of the century, their parents had driven to southeastern Kansas in a covered wagon from a failed farm in Mexico, Missouri. Their father, William Smiley, had high hopes for a surface mining job in Frontenac, Kansas, near Pittsburg. He had heard about a new invention used there, the steam shovel. His wife, Laura Smith Smiley, disliked Frontenac because the miners were “foreigners” and “colored.” At first William was reduced to hauling wood in his wagon from the train depot. When he finally got a job, he was picked up by a steam shovel in a grotesque accident and squeezed until his back was broken. From that time on he had been unable to work more than half a day. Laura Smiley vowed her daughters would be teachers. She temporarily separated from her husband and moved the girls to Pittsburg to be near the Normal School. She advised them to marry men who worked in offices or in trade.

		Laura told her children that she was a Daughter of the American Revolution, descended from Edmund Terrell, a captain in the revolutionary army whose coat of arms pictured an animal that appeared to be a cross between a griffin and a pig. She was proud that her father and all her brothers were ministers and church elders.

		Born in 1895, her daughter Ethel had at first seemed blessed. The Reverend Sam I. Smith once told the whole congregation that Ethel Smiley was the prettiest girl in Crawford County. It was obvious. The Smileys spent a lot of time at the First Christian Church at Fifth and Pine—like the Baptist Church, it had grown up on the frontier in the last half of the nineteenth century.

		The flourishing church had been shaped by the millionaire novelist Harold Bell Wright, an eccentric, unordained minister. Wright believed one did not have to be a member of the congregation to receive the church’s bounty. He abolished pie suppers that benefited only church members. He sheltered the homeless and set up a twenty-four-hour-a-day soup kitchen. His exciting short sermons were about current events, not biblical lore.

		Ethel and her sisters had been “willing hands”: women who made quilts and sold them to support the church’s good works. They went to extra prayers on Wednesday night and to the Sunday-night Endeavor Services for young people, held in the basement. One night Ethel, who was known for her rhetorical skills, delivered a ringing sermon about teaching as a holy art.

		Ethel was the ringleader of the Smiley girls. She made up secret “church” games using the juice of crushed cherries and a piece of bread for holy communion, once preaching a eulogy for a large rat that had rotted in a wood wagon. She was a leading light of the Russonian Society, the high school dramatic club. Her evening recitals of Tennyson’s poems were always applauded by her sisters. Her father favored Ethel, but she was also the most difficult. One summer afternoon when she was fourteen, she borrowed a neighbor’s songbook to sing what was considered a racy song, “The Girl in the Bowery,” the first verse of which closed with the words “and a man was the cause of it all.” The windows were open and her mother hushed her, fearing the neighbors would get a bad impression. “They already have their impression,” Ethel said, “and I don’t give a hoot what it is.”

		In 1913, and just eighteen, Ethel proudly received her provisional three-year teaching certificate from the Training Normal School. But unbeknownst to her family, she had set her cap for Jesse Claude Crowell, whose family owned their own farm. Ethel proposed to him, put on her Copenhagen blue brocade dress, and, in a secret ceremony, married him.

		She married without telling a soul. In many states at that time, women teachers were not permitted to marry. The headstrong girl thought the rule “silly.” She made Jesse Claude swear to tell no one about their wedding.

		From June to December 1913 was a time of giddy adventure for Ethel. The young elementary school teacher and Jesse Claude Crowell enjoyed conjugal visits, although Ethel was careful to sleep only at her mother’s rented house in Pittsburg. It was a serious rebellion for that place and time and it might have continued indefinitely had Ethel not become pregnant. Disappointed and angry, she realized she had to stop teaching at the Smelter School. Thus, it felt like a scandal that Christmas when the families gathered for a double wedding ceremony that included the couple and the bride’s brother, Hugh. The Reverend Sam I. Smith announced that Ethel’s wedding had taken place six months earlier and that Ethel was already three months pregnant. Ethel’s mother cried when she heard the news. For years, she wondered whether Ethel had cleverly persuaded the minister to pretend he had already performed the first ceremony.

		But the Pittsburg Headlight ran a news item backing Ethel’s story on December 27, 1913: “That a married woman may teach school without having to face objections from the members of the board and the patrons has been demonstrated by Mrs. Claude Crowell, teacher at the Smelter district, east of Pittsburg. Mrs. Crowell taught the entire first half of the term without a single kick being raised as to her being married. The way she accomplished the feat was by not letting it be known in the district that she was married.”

		Early in 1914, while she was pregnant with little Jesse Claude, Ethel moved in with her husband and his parents. She did her best to live within the tight family circle, tending to her bedridden, dying mother-in-law, Angeline Wright Crowell. But she was not eager to raise sons to work the unproductive Crowell farm. “Kansas is just a desert,” said Ethel.

		Sometimes it made Jesse Claude nervous to find Ethel quoting scriptures over Jesse Jr. when he had coughing spells at night. “Membrase croup,” said the doctor, sadly. Ethel wondered if she should take a bank loan and bring her son to a big city hospital. Angeline Luceil Crowell had been delivered by a doctor on December 12, 1915. She had been born in “the black box,” the shack near the Crowell barn where animals were slaughtered and in which Angie’s namesake, grandmother Angeline Wright Crowell, had given birth to Angie’s father, Jesse Claude.

		Grandma Angeline “Ana” told of the Crowells’ history of bad luck. They traced the name back to two brothers named Cromwell. When the brothers left England in the eighteenth century, the family myth went, they dropped the m. During the Civil War Jesse Claude’s grandparents lost a small plantation and slaves to Sherman on his bloody march. Afterward, they joined a stream of poverty-stricken southerners migrating west. But in the years that followed, the long days of farming in Oklahoma and eastern Kansas never paid off.

		In 1917, two years after Angie was born, Ethel urged her husband to go to school to study the new science of automobile mechanics. He had always enjoyed fixing farm machines with bailing wire. “Where’s Daddy?” Angie would ask. “He’s off bettering himself,” her mother would reply. When Jesse Claude’s friends formed the Square Deal garage in nearby Mulberry, it was Ethel who urged Jesse Claude to invest in a share. Meanwhile, Ethel had embarrassed her husband by going back to school, as a correspondence student. She was tired of farm work and welcomed the escape into studies.

		One afternoon, after Ethel’s twenty-third birthday party, her sister Lydia was taking care of Angie and her brother. A photographer knocked on the kitchen door. For twenty cents he offered to photograph the Crowell children. Lydia invited him in. She tied one of Angie’s ribbons around her niece’s top curl and washed Jesse Jr.’s face. It started drizzling while Jesse and Angie stood by the square vegetable plot, dotted with green spring spikes. “You better smile,” Angie said, as the rain poured on them. Little Jesse Claude complained of the cold. The child burned with fever for two weeks. Ethel kept him in her bed and gave him cough medicine, but in the middle of the night he choked to death “on his own fluids.” The doctor came and wrapped the little boy in wool quilts.

		Laura Smiley and her three other daughters stood around Ethel’s bed for days. But no one could console her. Laura straightened the sheets and prayed over her most promising daughter. Her father told Ethel she had another child to worry about, but Ethel turned away. They sent Angie to stay in town with Grandma Laura. After a day Angie climbed up onto a kitchen chair and started banging a wooden spoon. “Where is brother?” she demanded. “He’ll be an angel in heaven,” said Grandma Laura. “What about me? Can I go soon?” “You are staying with us.”

		At Mount Olive Cemetery, Ethel’s aunts, cousin, and grandparents huddled together, listening to her sobs as the raindrops pelted the coffin of Jesse Jr. They lowered the small casket into a puddle of water. Suddenly Ethel said, “He can’t go to heaven all muddy and wet.” Ethel shook off her mother’s arm and ran toward the coffin. “I want to dry him off,” she said calmly. “That box won’t keep out the rain.” Angie started to cry.

		That summer, the doctor paid regular visits to Ethel. By the end of July, he told Jesse Claude she couldn’t continue to live on the farm. Grandma Laura sent for Reverend Smith, but Ethel did not pray as he thanked God for her daughter, Angie. Ethel told her mother that she should have taken her advice and never married a farmer. The marriage had brought her only bad luck and a sick child. When her mother left, Ethel told Jesse Claude and Angie that she had decided to go back to the Normal school. Jesse Claude had never heard of a mother with a husband, a daughter, and farm chores going to college in eastern Kansas. But he agreed that a change of scene might mend Ethel’s nerves. The death of their son had driven a wedge between Ethel and Jesse Claude. She convinced herself that if only they had the money, she could have taken little Jesse Jr. to a good hospital in Kansas City. Now she had to escape the poverty to save her only child. Ethel began to devise ways to flee from the debt-ridden farm and her marriage. By the time she turned fourteen, Angie would have lived in at least eight different homes with her mother, father, and grandmother.

		By the age of three, she had learned to recognize short words and numbers. She was an unusually bright little girl whose IQ tests at school measured at 139. Angie drew a hopscotch court with a stick in the dirt and jumped from box to box. Late afternoons she would sit in front of the house and wait for the grinding sound of her mother shifting the gears of her two-door, two-seater Ford. She held imaginary conversations with her mother about new words in her picture books. These quiet times at dusk, when she was hungry for supper and lonely for her parents and her brother, were what Angie would remember most vividly of her childhood.

		When the Ford finally pulled up, motor running, Angie would throw herself at her mother in an explosion of love.

		Sunday dinner at the Crowell farm was a grim affair. Angie watched her mother turning pages of her books on teaching methods. Her father ate quickly. After dinner when he invited Angie to walk out in the corn with him, Angie would refuse. But a few minutes later, he would see her running behind him. Angie would grab his hand and pull him into a run.

		The summer of 1919, a year before Ethel was to graduate with a bachelor of science degree, the family’s fortunes worsened. One weekday, when Angie and her mother were in town, a midday stillness alerted Jesse Claude to a tornado coming from the Dakotas. It sounded faint at first, like a distant train. Jesse Claude prayed the disaster would not strike his farm. But the hellish wind broke his cornstalks. Jesse Claude hid in the basement. He was lucky: most farmhouses did not have basements. The storm sucked the windows out. Silt piled into the house. Later that night, one of the neighbors told of a farmer who had shot his cow and killed himself.

		Jesse Claude told his wife that the bank was repossessing the farm, but he was not in a panic. He showed Ethel a government flier offering homesteads in the western Kansas prairie, where he had worked as a teenager on a cattle ranch. If he planted spruce and cottonwood trees and tilled a piece of land, in six years the homestead would be his property. But Ethel did not want another failing farm in the middle of nowhere.

		Jesse Claude took the new Santa Fe train to the prairie town of Hugoton, near the Oklahoma border. It was Indian territory and the last bastion of homesteaders. The prairie had been ignored by farmers because it was too sandy and dry. Jesse Claude filed for a single quarter section of 160 acres near the dry Cimarron River bed. The land was dotted with blue-stemmed prairie grass and included a small one-story shack and shed, abandoned by the last man who had gone broke living there.

		Ethel told Angie that they were the wretched of the earth and would never be able to eke out a living. But Ethel did her duty as a wife. She carried drinking water from the well in buckets and got sun blisters helping Jesse Claude plant maize, feed (broom) corn, and wheat. Although her depression was often overwhelming, she still managed to teach Angie to read, to snap beans, and to gather eggs. She kept Angie’s shoes polished and continued her teaching courses by mail. She was still determined to make something of herself. Ethel’s parents joined her in Hugoton that July to help harvest the wheat. Ethel and Jesse drove a header barge and the sweating horses. The dusty wheat stalks made Angie’s skin itch. Grandma Laura was worried over a change she noticed in Angie. The child had developed a quiet watchfulness, and would lie in bed at night wondering why her parents had brought her there.

		Ethel completed her correspondence course and graduated on June 20, 1920, with a bachelor of science degree in social science, and accepted a new job as principal of a one-room schoolhouse in the next county. Five-year-old Angie stood silent and terrified when Ethel kissed her good-bye. Ethel wrote letters to her from the rented room where she boarded with a family in Seward County. She had told county officials that she was a widow, since married women were still not allowed to teach. Angie worried that her mother would get sick and go to heaven. A year later, in the summer of 1921, Ethel came home for a week and left again to begin work on a master’s degree at the University of Kansas in Lawrence, some 400 miles away.

		Angie hunted arrowheads in the sand hills, put grasshoppers in tin cans, and filled her apron with wild asters for the kitchen table. Before meals with her father, she said grace. But she missed her mother, even though her grandmother picked the sandburs out of her hair. She cried when she was alone.

		Ethel came home that fall. She soon took a new job, driving thirty-two miles each way by car to teach at a normal school in the rough frontier town of Liberal, Kansas, where the blizzards were so formidable that she and the other teachers actually tied students together with ropes and scarves to prevent them from getting lost going home. Jesse Claude resented her absences. But her salary helped them survive. At school, she was paid $100 a month her first year and $150 a month the second.

		While Ethel was at Liberal, Jesse Claude sent Angie, then five years old, to live temporarily with her mother’s sister Lydia, who was teaching near Pittsburg in a one-room elementary school. On Friday night Lydia and Angie rode a horse the three miles to Little Union elementary school for a box supper evening. In an auction, local boys bid quarters to buy the girls’ boxes, which were decorated with crepe paper.

		In late 1921, Jesse Claude asked Ethel to come home again to help out on the farm, but Ethel responded that the hard sand hills would never support them. Her parents had given up and returned to eastern Kansas. Jesse Claude claimed that he needed two or three more years to make the homestead work. This time Ethel left her husband, taking Angie with her. Angie was thrilled to join her mother on a great adventure, the first of many escapes they would make together. They moved to an unpainted log cabin in the primitive frontier town of Johnson, Kansas, with a population of less than 300. The cabin had no porch, only a slab of cement at the front door.

		The town was filled with rough cowboys and had no paved roads—only cowpaths. It also lacked running water and indoor toilets. Ethel taught at the three-room high school above the post office. For six months, Ethel and Angie lived in Johnson and attended a tiny Methodist church with a broken coal stove. Ethel sent Jesse Claude half of her monthly paycheck and visited with him one weekend every few months. Angie saw little of her mother, and there was no one to care for her during the day. The little girl held imaginary conversations with her father about living with him in the future.

		In order to teach, Ethel had again described herself as a widow—but everyone soon heard about Ethel’s stormy marriage. Her students admired her independence and her struggle to inspire them to think. Ethel did a great deal of reading in order to teach arithmetic, spelling, history, and geography—as well as social studies. She held the teenage girls spellbound as she lectured on the new women’s suffragism. She told the boys to think ahead and not to go into farming only because their fathers had.

		On visits to her father, Angie heard her parents argue over Jesse Claude’s friendship with a widow in Hugoton. Angie cried in the next room the night Ethel confronted Jesse Claude and called off a party for Jesse Claude’s and Angle’s birthdays. Angie assumed that fights were the way married people talked. She spent hours devising ways to protect each parent from the other. She wished her father would suddenly make her mother happy. She made Ethel laugh by telling her that Jesse Claude had found buried treasure in the fields.

		Suddenly, one summer day, Ethel told her daughter that the two of them were moving to a more distant school back near Pittsburg. Angie did not want to be that far from her father. “Don’t shout at me, Angie,” said Ethel, striking her daughter. Then she hugged her, begging her for forgiveness. “Don’t worry, things are going to be much better for us.”

		That semester, Ethel and six-year-old Angie were living in Cherokee, Kansas, in a rooming house with real neighbors, running water, and a front porch. Angie made few friends—it was too hard leaving them when her mother moved. Before falling asleep she combed her hair and neatly arranged her nightgown, just in case her father might come back to see her during the night.

		Jesse Claude soon asked Ethel for a divorce on grounds of incompatibility. He had felt like a fool, always waiting for his wife to make up her mind whether she was coming back to him. He was awarded most of the livestock, farm machinery, and household furnishings. He tried to obtain custody of Angie, claiming Ethel was an unfit mother because she worked. But the little girl had become the emotional center of Ethel’s life, and after a few months of negotiations, Jesse Claude gave up. He wanted to get on with his life. He and Ethel divorced, in November 1923, agreeing to respect a fence on their homesteading parcel.

		In the meantime, Ethel was seeking yet another change in her life. In 1923, she accepted a post at the Pittsburg Senior High School. She told Angie that moving back to Pittsburg, where Ethel’s parents and sisters lived, would be the answer. And, indeed, the next three years in Pittsburg turned out to be the most settled of Angie’s solitary childhood. Ethel sold her share of the homestead to the Santa Fe Mining Company in Hugoton. She was delighted that she received much more than Jesse Claude had paid for the wretched farm, and in 1924, she bought a house next to the Malle filling station in Pittsburg.

		The reunion with her family in Pittsburg was not the happy one Ethel had anticipated. The Smileys were humiliated by her divorce—the first in the family’s history. Her mother took pride in another of her other daughters, Fannie, who had been hired as the local church librarian.

		Angie was enrolled in Lakeside Elementary School, where her fellow students were farm children and Italian children whose parents worked in the mines. Angie’s grades were fine—“excellent”s with only an occasional “good.” There were three movie theaters in town, and the cashier at the Cozy sometimes allowed Angie to slip in without paying. She loved watching the same movies again and again. Her favorite star was Lillian Gish. When she was eleven, Angie made her mother laugh by seductively gyrating a shoulder and announcing that she was going to Hollywood. “Absolutely not,” said Ethel. Angie had read in a newspaper that Clara Bow had been poor until the age of seventeen, when she won a beauty contest and was whisked off to Hollywood. “Clara Bow would never do it,” Angie once told her mother when she was asked to clean up the kitchen. Ethel flew into a rage and hit her. She also forbade Angie to swing her hips like Clara Bow and she disapproved of Angie’s wearing her slip and playing dress-up.

		The little girl had few friends. She would put on her mother’s shoes to recite poems Ethel had taught her. Occasionally, she was allowed to attend the girls’ basketball games—one of the major events in Pittsburg. Local people rode horseback or drove to these games from twenty miles away. Angie sat proudly by her mother, aware of the admiring stares of Ethel’s students. Ethel was not popular with local matrons: she was a divorced, unattached woman. “Jealous women are my problem,” she said repeatedly.

		In 1926, Angie was left in Pittsburg with Ethel’s mother and sisters while Ethel made frequent trips to use the library in Lawrence, Kansas. When Angie asked to move in with Jesse Claude, her aunts told her that he did not have the money, and Angie felt betrayed by her father.

		During Ethel’s third year in Pittsburg, less than three years after she had sold her share of the homestead to the Santa Fe Mining Company, it became the site of a major well. When the first gas drill was brought to Hugoton, the former Crowell property produced one of the richest deposits of natural gas in the state of Kansas. For the rest of her life, Ethel would say in a sad voice, “Oh my, but things would be so different if we’d only hung on to that land.” Jesse Claude was more philosophical about the well. He had sold his half of the land fair and square. To him, the disappointment was not being able to support his family on his farm.

		Jesse Claude had set off alone for Detroit, where he worked as a streetcar conductor. He had little money to spare for Ethel, who told Angie that he had refused them money for food. Since Ethel lived in terror that Jesse Claude would take Angie away from her, she intercepted his letters to Angie. When he showed up in Pittsburg, Ethel forbade him to see Angie.

		Sometime in 1926, a tall white-haired man almost seventeen years older than Ethel attended a lecture she gave on the lessons of history at the First Christian Church. Ethel wore a dark floor-length dress and a cardigan sweater. Afterward, Percy Victor Jordan waited his turn in the crowd to meet the popular thirty-year old teacher. “P.V.” was a recent widower, the son of a Missouri bank teller, and Ethel was pleased he was not a farmer. P.V. was proud of his corner office at the telephone company, where he accepted customers’ payments of their bills. His salary was equal to Ethel’s, $150 a month. He and his seventeen-year-old son, Charles, boarded with a widow.

		As he began his courtship of Ethel, Angie kept her distance from him; she feared losing her mother. She dogged Ethel’s heels when she washed her hair and stockings. Her mother sought to minimize Angie’s fears and recited Bible passages about suffering. Angie hated the way Ethel jumped up from the table to serve P.V. a second helping of Sunday dinner. She ignored P.V. when he cautioned her to chew her food more. Ethel slapped her. She and her daughter were now fighting more frequently, and Ethel felt guilty. Weeping and hugging Angie, she would beg for her daughter’s forgiveness. One night Angie dreamed that Jesse Claude was in their house. She woke up expecting to see him kneeling by the incubator at the old farm, trying to put broken eggshells back together.

		Despite her feelings, Angie smiled a big movie smile at P. V. Jordan like a good little girl. It was something she had practiced in front of the mirror. As time went by, she began, at difficult moments, to imitate the gestures of her favorite actresses.

		It was Ethel’s idea to elope with P.V. to Kansas City, which they did on September 12, 1926. When Angie, then almost twelve, woke up that morning, it was several minutes before she realized that her mother was not there. She called her name, crying, believing she had finally been abandoned. When she found her mother’s note explaining what had happened, she still did not believe Ethel would return. She stayed home from school, shivering in bed.

		Angie soon felt invaded by P.V. and his son, but she tried to accommodate her mother’s quest for a new life. As an openly married woman, Ethel had to stop teaching school, and she felt poor, even though P.V. contributed his income to run the household. For six weeks she tried to busy herself by sewing curtains and cleaning. Angie was secretly pleased to see how soon Ethel tired of her new husband. P.V. and she seemed to agree on very little, although he did leave the Methodist Church his first wife had joined and attended Wednesday prayer nights at the First Christian Church with Ethel and Angie.

		Ethel was devastated when P.V. demanded that she stop giving her popular evening church lectures on the lessons of history. Nor did he want her to continue her University of Kansas master’s degree courses by mail. He accused her of being “morbidly fascinated” by new courses in socio-pathology and criminology and complained of her long monologues on his unconscious motivations. Ethel soon developed insomnia and slept late into the mornings. In the middle of October, Ethel chased her husband down the street brandishing a pot and accusing him of being a “darned tyrant.” Angie followed her, frightened for her mother’s safety and hoping P.V. would never return. The neighbors never forgot the way P.V. ran from his “hellcat wife.”

		After six weeks of marriage, Ethel filled her suitcases with clothes and schoolbooks and drove 145 miles without stopping to Lawrence, Kansas, to continue to work for her master’s degree. In the car, she talked in a long monologue of her plans for her future. Someday she would teach college students at Lawrence. It was one of the most euphoric nights of Angie’s young life. She had won, she was Ethel’s true ally: it was P.V.—and not Angie—whom Ethel had abandoned.

		In Lawrence, Ethel enrolled her daughter in school, tutored her at home, and worked long hours—attending classes and selling encyclopedias door-to-door. Although she was left in a dormitory room alone during the day, Angie was ecstatic to have her mother to herself again. Ethel wrote to her own mother to say that she was busy taking graduate teaching courses, but asked her not to tell P.V.

		After five weeks, she and Angie awoke one morning to a rapping on their door. Ethel closed the door quickly and told Angie to get dressed and go out for a walk. Filled with dread, Angie could not stay away. Ten minutes later, she returned. Ethel was packing; P.V. was standing over her.

		Once in Pittsburg, unbeknownst to her husband, Ethel continued to take graduate courses by correspondence. When he caught her studying for a final exam that May, P.V. threatened to leave her unless she withdrew from school. Ethel rushed at her husband, pummeling him. But she eventually backed down, since she did not want to face the community with a second divorce. Although Angie was frightened by the fights between her mother and P.V., she was no longer as worried about herself. Ethel needed her again. Ethel was given full blame by P.V.’s friends for the calamitous relationship.

		During the summer of 1927, despite her pleas, P.V. again refused to let Ethel enroll in teaching courses, nor did he permit her to return to graduate school that fall. By the time Angie was twelve, her mother struck her as being two people—a disciplined teacher and an explosively angry woman. After a particularly grim fight with P.V, Ethel once again packed her belongings. In a now familiar routine, she dragged Angie to Lawrence, where she finished the courses for her master’s degree. She began to call herself Ethel Smiley Crowell in an effort to expunge P.V. from her life.

		In Lawrence, Angie again entered the eighth grade, but she stayed in her mother’s rented room most of the time, reading her schoolbooks and taking care of the kitten she hid from the landlady. It was too confusing to try to make friends.

		Ethel was a whirlwind of energy; besides selling encyclopedias door-to-door, she helped raise funds for the building of a college stadium, for which she was awarded a gold pen and pencil set. She also became pregnant, although she was separated from her husband. When she finally triumphed by graduating that June with high grades, Ethel resolved to seek wider horizons. She dedicated her thesis, “The Status of Social Sciences in Kansas High Schools,” “To Angie, with love.” It was filled with charts that illustrated the range of social studies courses taught in Kansas high schools.

		Ethel would not return to Pittsburg and face the gossip about her pregnancy. There was also the strong possibility that two divorces would be unacceptable to the school authorities. Ethel Crowell decided instead to gamble on herself and her considerable skills. That summer, despite her pregnancy, she added a finishing touch to her academic record. She took a full load of education courses at Kansas State University.

		She began preparing her daughter for what she said would be their greatest adventure. Ethel was convinced that her destiny was to escape rural Kansas and teach high school social studies in the bustling, sophisticated metropolis of Kansas City. She drove to Pittsburg in July to consult Dr. Charles Dudley about her pregnancy and to file for divorce on the grounds of mental cruelty. She promised to pay her gynecologist’s bill soon after her appointment, but in a pattern that was to emerge with increasing frequency, she failed to pay it at all. The physician obtained a civil summons that was issued for the $50, but it was returned, stamped “unable to locate in county.” Ethel was becoming a mixture of personal rules and lawless behavior. If Angie was raised by the book, Ethel took liberties with her own behavior. Ethel had moved back into her mother’s house and did not go out by day except to drive the car. She was at the end of her pregnancy and she did not want gossip. Her mother was against Ethel’s plan to escape to Kansas City and wanted her to return to P.V. Ethel told her mother that she had left him because he had given her a venereal disease.

		Ethel’s baby, whom she named Mary Elizabeth Jordan, was born dead. Her death seemed to revive Angie’s and her mother’s memories of little Jesse Claude. In the preliminary divorce hearings in Pittsburg, however, Ethel’s lawyer swore that there was no issue from her union with P.V. In the final divorce decree, Ethel was awarded the Diana automobile that P.V. had claimed and other property that she had owned when she entered the marriage, including her share of Jesse Claude’s Square Deal garage. P.V. asked for the property he had owned when he entered the two-year marriage, as well as his trunks of clothing and a large photograph of himself.

		Ethel and Angie crammed crates of their possessions into the back of the Diana. Ethel wrote a list of the contents on each box in her neat handwriting. She had lists and hour-by-hour plans for her departure. This was to be the most ambitious exit of her life.

		Angie loved the excitement she felt whenever Ethel threw the pieces of her life into new patterns. Her mother recited descriptions of historic Indian battles as she drove through Fort Scott. They stopped at the military cemetery while Ethel said a prayer for the soldiers who had fought in the Indian wars. Like many teachers, Ethel tended to deliver long discourses rather than engage in two-way conversations. Angie was desperate to please her mother and took these lectures as Ethel’s way of showing affection. Ethel drove nonstop through the first night of the trip. At sundown the next night, she parked in the stubble of a harvested cornfield. She and Angie slept in the locked car a safe distance from a nearby farmhouse until the sun woke them. Ethel talked at length about her plan to teach at Westport High School, the most progressive high school in the state. She was convinced that the letters of recommendation from her university teachers would open the necessary doors. She told Angie that they would soon be living in the fashionable new neighborhood of Westport, near elegant stores. Ethel had already contacted a Westport woman who took in boarders. Angie would be one of the best honor students to graduate Westport High. Ethel was sure of it.

		It was the second week in September of 1928. Ahead chimneys puffed trails of smoke into the morning sky. Angie marveled at the new sights of stockyards, department stores, and trains filled with coal and farm produce.
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