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	Prologue

	 

	When I met this lady, Ann Browne, on my nineteenth birthday in 1961, she shattered my day. Not in the wrong way, but rather just the most breathtaking, knee-wailing, and stuttering response I had ever had when meeting someone. I knew nothing about this person except that I must be on my best behavior. Do the work she asked of me the best I could do, or my skinny butt would be grass. I was already a young "catch-all" laborer and "to do all handyman" at a young age. I worked for my uncle, Uncle Sam, who had a general contracting company in Brendon, Texas. He had been doing all of the maintenance on the Hotel Royale since he completed the project in 1953. 

	Hotel Royale was the center point of glamorous living in South Texas during its day. During the short-lived oil boom, this was the place to be seen. Other than the big cities up north in Dallas, San Antonio, and the Shamrock in Houston, this hotel was to be recognized by the grand fanfare and glitzy parties that resulted in this incredible place becoming famous. Imagine a small town of around eighty-five hundred folks in the middle of Mesquite country in South Texas, with two stop lights, a courthouse, and the streets rolling up around sundown. It also had four churches, a once-a-week newspaper, one bank, and one downtown cafe for all the older men to meet for 10:00 coffee conferences at the big round nine-foot table custom-made from solid Mesquite. 

	Then, one late evening in August 1951, a very long and flashy bright red Chrysler arrived out of the dark of night. It had been customized with wood panels on the sides, brass air horns bolted to the left front fender, a continental spare in the back, and blaring music with a loud rendition of Count Basie blaring on the radio. In South Texas in the early fifties, the driver, a forty-two-year-old Negro man, his girlfriend, and a trailer full of stuff hooked onto this flashy automobile. The young lady was smoking a cigar and drinking Jim Beam from the bottle. 

	Another passenger to this new arrival was an Asian lady dressed in a bright red pantsuit, her normal daily wear—the set of folks who were not normal for this small town. China Red, the flashy Asian lady, was Ann’s friend, confidant, longtime mentor, and go-to person of great wisdom for many years. The young lady, Henry’s companion, could have been anyone as he always had many lady admirers around him. Ann Marie Browne always had Henry back in West Hollywood as her driver, helper, bodyguard, chauffeur, and sometimes to entertain everyone with his wit. Henry was quite the man. I remember he could tell jokes faster and better than anyone I ever met. Brendon, Texas, was not prepared in any way for this new and bodacious group, But ready or not, Ann Marie Browne and her visions of a new beginning, a new vision for the city, had arrived. 

	This story is about Ann Marie Browne and the extraordinary life she led. Coming from a dreadful childhood and rising to be the most impressive lady I have ever met, I'm sharing it here. As most people would refer to her, Ann Marie went through many different and primarily exciting and interesting phases of her life. 

	Controversy, hardships, loss of loved ones, challenge, adversity, triumph, much happens to many people, but Ann Marie went through them with style and poise. Ann Marie Browne possessed gravitas, plain and simple. She would defend herself and the folks she cared for and believed in at a significant cost to herself but never surrender to adversity if she knew she was right. Ann Marie Browne had arrived with her husband, John, a few weeks earlier to start a new chapter in the life of this extraordinary life. 

	When I met Ann Browne, she drank about a fifth of Gilbert's gin a day, and hardly anyone could tell she'd had a drop except for her closest friends and husband. Of course, this was the first time I learned this fact. As I said earlier, I met her on the morning of my nineteenth birthday in 1961, looking up the beautiful staircase in the lobby of the Hotel Royale. As I walked in with my toolbox, she stood at the top of the beautifully hand-carved solid walnut staircase to the left. 

	"How y'all doing this morning, boys?”

	"We are doing fine, Ms. Ann." was a resounding reply.

	This occurred each morning that I was in the hotel. She had a tremendous, raspy, boisterous voice and was the one that commanded the attention of all when heard. A few women were always in the dining area, a more miniature copy of The Plaza's Tea Room in New York. The ladies also enthusiastically answered the daily greeting, even though they were never included by gender in this hardy greeting. I had even witnessed a round of applause from the floor when she presented herself in full business attire, as the gathered audience knew she would give someone holy hell that day. 

	She rarely left the hotel in the two and a half years I occasionally worked there repairing the building. Her typical daily attire consisted of a long-length cardinal red "peignoir" or robe, usually silk or velvet, with an ostrich feather wrap-around and an oriental silk scarf of extreme length wrapped around her neck and generally flowing down to the floor. Added to this were oversized pearl necklaces and pearl and gold earrings. She hated shoes and was barefoot unless "gussied up" in business attire. She had a commanding presence. 

	Now, I will interject here that Ann Marie Browne was about five feet two inches tall and about one hundred ten pounds, with long flowing blonde hair and deep red lipstick. I could not stop staring up at this lady. In my youth, I had never even considered seeing a vision of a woman like this, especially dressed in such a manner. She took a step down the stairs, stopped, and looked down at this wretched and drenched boy, me, as it was raining cats and dogs outside that morning. 

	Our eyes locked. She stared down at me for what felt like an eternity, probably only about six seconds. There I was, looking like a very startled kid from a Norman Rockwell scene, with short hair, big ears, and the wooden carpenter's toolbox in hand with wet, muddy boots as it was raining out that morning and her back parking lot was a muddy mess. 

	"Boy, who the hell are you? Git the hell outta here with those damn muddy boots on my marble floor, and right damn now, git, git!" Ann Browne yelled. 

	The huge brass entry doors specially brought in from Paris, with two incredible hand- sculpted pairs of lions sitting beside them, were about twelve feet away. I am sure that was only one step for me on the "git out" order. As I stood outside under the deep green canvas awning, I tried desperately to catch my breath and gather myself back into a somewhat calm and halfway intelligent young man. It was not working well. Just as my young emotions slowly welled up inside my skinny frame of a person, the enormous left side, brass hand-sculpted door slapped me square in the butt, with the dragon lady screaming. 

	"What the hell are you still doing here blocking my door? Git!" As a self-confident and self- made man, I calmly jumped outside the curb. Turning midair, I hollered back in a squeaky voice, "Uncle Sam sent me." 

	Of course, this answer made no sense to Ms. Browne, and her prompt response was.

	"What the hell you say? Uncle Sam, who?”

	“Ms. Browne, my mission for the morning is to repair some wet drywall that my Uncle Sam sent me over to fix.” Suffice it to say that I was not presenting myself as "Uncle Sam" had instructed after some mushy-mouth speech on my part. 

	“Well, you won’t be coming into my lobby with those muddy boots, young man,” replied Ann Browne. She told me to go around to the back kitchen door and she would meet me there. 

	Thus started my somewhat testy relationship with this saucy, but in her way, loving and exciting lady. Ann Browne has been a story I have sat on for decades, and now it's time to share this remarkable woman's life. This lady offered a lot to this small part of the world, and now hardly anyone remembers her name. She became an integral part of this tiny community in the years of women not being heard, listened to, or respected in the business world by most men. Ann Marie Browne would not be silenced. She stood firm for the causes that she championed. She did not do it in a loud, demanding way but rather most convincingly and positively. When Ann Marie saw an injustice that she could influence positively, she dove headlong into the subject like a bulldog after a bone. A very calculated mindset always preceded her every move. Not a person to become quickly upset or startled. Ann's moves were well thought out, and much like a good chess player, she hardly ever made a move that she hadn't already projected her opponent's response.

	Ann's suite consisted of a small living room, kitchenette, large bedroom suite with master en suite bath, and dressing room. This is where Ann spent almost all of her time. She was on the top floor with a private patio facing east for her morning sunshine, and freshly squeezed orange and grapefruit juice was served on the terrace when the weather allowed. The bath fixtures were of gothic revival style, with a huge high-backed claw-footed soaking tub and gold-plated fixtures. The floor around the tub was Italian marble, and the water closet housed a commode and French bidet. The whole area of the en suite bath area was covered in a deep, plush, thick red carpet. Ann hated walking on a hard surface floor in the cold of winter. Mirrors graced every available wall space and one place over the soaking tub. 

	Three crystal chandeliers were hanging from the twelve-foot ceilings. Heavy sculptured molding wrapped the room's perimeter for a finished trim out of the ceiling. Where there weren't mirrors or doors, there was flocked red wallpaper. The living room had a gas-powered fireplace with more wallpaper from France and windows with velvet drapery and, of course, deep red. The main bedroom flocked red wallpaper, deep red, and more velvet drapery but with Egyptian lace screening and bordering. The floor had the same carpet as the bathroom and dressing areas. Another gas fireplace was here also. The oversized solid brass bed was raised a whole step above the floor with a canopy drapery overlaying the bed. Six large goose-down pillows and a custom floral bed duvet revealed Ann's desire to recreate the desired ambiance. Ann's private suite was unique, especially to the few invited to this inner sanctum. 

	I was only there to repair and replace what Ann wanted in the hotel. I was privileged to have Ann tell me her story on several occasions. Ann Marie became very pleasant after our original meeting here, yelling from the top of the stairs and making a complete fool of my young self. We didn't become best friends. Instead, I became a good listener to her. Her slow and deliberate delivery of parts of her life's journey was intoxicating. At times, I found myself completely mesmerized by the graveling voice of this lady, just reliving a joyous and then a very painful life. Sipping continued with her gin and tonic; she never seemed to be affected whatsoever by this toxic combination. 

	The largest sorrow of Ann's past was the passing of her mother, Elsie, and Rachel, her sister. I only saw her weep twice when she recounted the passing of her mother and the tragic news about her husband, John. I was dismissed both times and only had another conversation after the beginning of John's story. Ann was a very generous and loving lady. Inside her small body contained the biggest heart of anyone I have ever met. Make no mistake, though, Ann could chew up her most ardent adversaries and not even regret a word or action she displaced upon them. 

	One morning, she had me painting a wall in one of the larger suites on the third floor when I noticed a mantel clock on the shelf that had been out of service for some time. Someone had painted the wall more than once, and the clock, with such thick paint, was stuck to the shelf. It was now part of the light green wall. 

	"I bet this clock was beautiful before some asshole painted it green." was Ann's comment.

	I retrieved that clock after Ann Marie asked if I wanted it, and I still have it on my mantel in my studio. Ann was right. It is a beautiful solid walnut piece that took me several days and a lot of strip- ease paint remover to uncover its true glory. But it was worth the effort; it is a real treasure and always reminds me of this amazing lady many years later. 

	Ann Browne only went to school in her early years. She was never allowed to take advantage of a formal education, but I can assure you that she held her own with the scholars of her day. Her natural aptitude for dealing with business or personal matters was uncanny. 

	Did I admire the lady? Absolutely! Ann Marie Browne made and continues to make an indelible impression on this country boy. Behold and enjoy the adventures of the toughest, kindest, and most bodacious lady I ever met. 

	Ann Marie Browne was a lady many years ahead of her time in many ways. Unfortunately, many folks, including myself, did not grasp the depth of her thinking and actions for the many contributions she made to the folks she met or for the positive things this amazing lady accomplished until several years later. The rough and tumultuous life of Ann Browne stands head and shoulder above all the folks I have known for over several decades. An accomplished and steadfast example that many women today could follow. Ann's life defined the no-boundary concept of equality for all people. I consider this adventure an honor to have known and now to share her life with many. This lady, Ms. Ann Marie Browne, was a true warrior for the unjust causes that she championed. 

	 

	
CHAPTER 1

	The Beginning of an Extraordinary Life

	 

	Carter Sledge was an excellent, hardworking man at one time, responsible for a fault. He had a reputation for being the one man in Garland County, Arkansas, that folks would rely on for help anytime and for just about anything known county-wide. He came from a good and large family of woodcutters, farmers, and simple, hard-working men and women. 

	When Carter was nineteen, he and his two older brothers found their dad and mother dead from scarlet fever, and the small general store they owned had gone broke. They decided to head out after their own life’s journey. 

	When Carter turned twenty, he worked full-time at the sawmill in Percy, Arkansas. He offered a farmer, Harvey Bottoms, to clear a plot of seventy acres of unused land in exchange for the parcel. Carter would pay the price they had negotiated in six or seven years with his labor by cutting and selling the timber, half of which he split with Mr. Bottoms as he sold the timber. 

	Mr. Harvey, as he was known, gladly accepted his very generous offer. He was up in years and had no way of creating anything to bring income to the property. Besides, he needed the money to live on, as he had a wife and a grown, slow-thinking son who was close to fifty. 

	Carter started cutting timber first, took most of his share of the money he made that year, and bought two oxen and some farm equipment. The land was fertile in the lower sections and rocky in the higher levels. A small year-round creek comprised most of the southern boundary and had about thirty feet of fall from the east to the southwest boundary. Carter figured out a future irrigation ditch for farmland. These acres would be cleared for future gardens and corn fields. He started harvesting about an acre at a time and would haul the logs to a spur railroad about three and one-half miles toward Percy, Arkansas, the nearest community in the county. The small stuff for firewood he would sell or store for his use. 

	This is the man who would later become the proud owner of a very well-planned seventy- two-acre farm. He had built a small dog-run log cabin close to the higher end of the land and hand- dug a forty-foot well for his water. He could have been located by the creek, but he had witnessed a big flood after several days of continued rain rising out of the banks and much further up the hill than he would have imagined. Carter was a man of deep thought and would spend much effort not being impulsive. This would all change later, starting on one hot July afternoon in Percy. 

	Carter rarely went into this small community but did to sell his timber, produce, and corn and to buy the meager supplies he needed. He was a sad-looking figure of a man, unshaven and mostly wearing dirty work clothes as that was all he had, plus he worked every day. As he rode up on the mule, there she was! 

	Now remember Carter, twenty-three, had not seen or had any actual contact with any women back in his hollow of a farm. She was the sunshine, the moon, and all the stars in the heavens wrapped up in a light blue gingham dress. She stood up on the front porch of the merchant store, enjoying the sun while her folks took care of their business. 

	Elsie Mae was head and shoulders above in looks and intelligence and beyond any woman he had ever seen. Just beyond sixteen, she carried herself as a much more mature lady. Carter could not think upon seeing this beautiful vision that he could ever have imagined before. He could hardly breathe but stood eight feet before her, staring into her bright hazel-green eyes, saying nothing. Elsie Mae took one look at this shabby, dumb-struck specimen of a man and exclaimed very loud so all around could hear. 

	"Who in the world are you?" A loud question came from the porch of the small general mercantile store. 

	Carter had absolutely no return speech that he could utter. Elsie Mae's dad and brothers appeared, and her dad asked about the same thing, asking Carter to "git the hell outta here and quit bothering my daughter!" 

	Carter had an immediate outburst from out of nowhere, which even shocked him.

	"I'm Carter Sledge, and I'm gonna marry your daughter.”

	This outburst dumbfounded Elsie Mae, her mother, her dad, and the two brothers from this wreck of a man. 

	"What's that you say?" The reply came from Elsie Mae's dad. "You better git from here, you bum!”

	The next loud voice came from Simon, Elsie Mae's older brother, as he came off the general store’s porch, closely followed by the younger brother Robert. Before Carter could react adequately, Simon and Robert were lunging at him, and the fight was on. After that, Carter, Elsie Mae's dad, and the two brothers wore themselves out by punching each other down to the ground, and that was the end of Carter's event. 

	Elsie Mae told her mother that she had never seen a man like this and wanted to know more about just who this rude person was. Elsie Mae and her family asked the folks in town if they knew about the strange, tough, bold man, but hardly anyone even knew him. Bob Robbins, the store owner, only knew about where he lived. He also knew how he made his living, that he had bought the Bottoms property, and he was kin to the Reverend Luther Sledge, Carter's uncle. That memorable event took place in August. 

	It was coming to mid-December when Elsie Mae and her mother were back picking up some things to finish the small Christmas items they were making. Elsie Mae had not forgotten her encounter from the summer. She couldn't keep Carter off her mind. She wondered what the man would look like: clean-shaven, cleaned up, and with a new set of clothes. 

	A young lady had little opportunity to meet young, eligible men in this small community. Seeing this strange yet curiously exciting and handsome man made an indelible impression on Elsie Mae.

	Elsie Mae came out through the store’s front door much as she had in the summer, loaded with packages, and her mother was loaded down, too. As the door swung open, a large man entered carrying a load of firewood for the parlor stove in the middle of the store. Carter came bursting in from the cold at the same time. The collision left these three fine people juggling all they had into the air and down the steps. They toppled onto each other right behind the wood and packages, down the stairs, and into the street. As the motion of all involved stopped, Elsie Mae recognized the man, and she, with her packages on top of her, was the one that had proposed before. Maybe proposed is a little stretch, but there he was. 

	As Elsie Mae had found out by asking the few people who knew him, Carter Sledge was just a simple, honest, hard-working man. She knew his uncle Luther Sledge, the preacher, and had talked to one of his daughters about Carter, but no one knew much about him. Elsie had only seen Carter once, which was brief and turned into a free-for-all with her brothers. Carter was made to come to a clear understanding that he would never see Elsie Mae again. 

	Standing before Elsie now was a grown, well-dressed, and very handsome man. His cerulean blue eyes mesmerized her into a trance she'd never experienced. His blue work shirt and older overalls enhanced his steel blue eyes. He seemed to be looking right through her into Elsie Mae's heart—the same heart that was pounding so loudly and quickly that Elsie could not speak, breathe, or, for that matter, think. And then there was this shock of coal-black hair. 

	Good lord, Elsie Mae had never seen a man so completely handsome. The weathered, leathery skin and bulging muscular body of pure sex appeal just bellowed out to her inner sense of simple lust. Now, mind you, a proper young lady of the day would never speak of or admit to any form of lustful desires. But there they were all over our little Elsie Mae. Elsie Mae was flushed from head to toe. Her temperature must have risen by about ten degrees. Her stomach churned, and her mind wasn't working right at all. Seriously, this girl was a complete and total mess. 

	"Elsie Mae, are you alright?" her mother asked, noticing the visible condition her daughter was experiencing. "You look like you’re going to faint. Are you sick, girl?" 

	Now that we've shared Elsie Mae’s condition let's look at Mr. Carter Sledge's response to the abrupt and unexpected meetings with this incredible vision of a goddess, Elsie Mae. Carter Sledge, though, was not the same. Fresh cut beard trimmed tight, newer overalls, blue work shirt, and the most amazing sky-blue eyes one could imagine staring back at her. Neither could move, just staring and waiting for that lightning bolt to blow the rest of the world apart. Carter managed quickly and gasped, "Sorry, Ma'am," as he tried to right himself from the collision. He hadn't seen who he had run into until he finally looked into her face. She was inches from his, almost paralyzed, stuck and entangled with Carter's body on the slightly wet and muddy Arkansas red clay ground. He gasped a half discernable mumble of words, "I'm so sorry, Ma'am, I'm so sorry." 

	All the time, his powerful hands and strong right arm were now wrapped around Elsie Mae's waist, trying to move several pieces of firewood from both bodies and catch his wind. He was dumbfounded. Elsie's dress was everywhere, and packages were on top of both. Mother scrambled to stand, and a grown man couldn't find a decent word to say but "I'm sorry, ma'am." 

	"Elsie Mae, git yourself off him!" Her mother, Sarah, screamed, still frozen in time. "Elsie Mae, I said git up now!" Sarah screamed even louder, bringing them to a complete and abrupt awakening to their plight. 

	“Mama, it’s him, it’s him, mama, see, it’s him!”

	“Oh lord, not him.” Her mother looked at her daughter and bellowed.

	Elsie Mae had some hard selling to do that evening to convince her mother and dad, neither of whom wanted to talk about the subject, that this man, a total stranger, would be her husband. 

	"But Mama, I'm in love with him.” 

	Elsie Mae cried when these two protective parents wouldn't hear her plea to listen to her feelings.

	"Daddy, I haven't been able to think of anything else but him since August, when we first met," continued Elsie.

	"Oh, you mean when this total stranger, the bum from the woods, said he was gonna marry you?" Elsie's Dad answered.

	"Daddy, he's not a bum! He's got property, and he's bona fide. His uncle is Preacher Sledge at the Methodist Church. He's a good man, Daddy, and I love him!" Elsie Mae stammered.

	Elsie Mae and Carter had completed this scene rather abruptly and went about their days to follow, but they were different people. Carter couldn't keep his mind from the vision of Elsie Mae, no matter how hard he tried. Elsie Mae wandered around the house like a lost goose and was awe- struck by the memory of that unexpected collision she and Carter had experienced. What would follow with both love-struck people was evident. These two were destined to be together, even if Elsie Mae's family was in complete denial. 

	"Who's that standing out by the oak tree, Dad?" Simon asked. 

	Elsie Mae's older brother came from the fields a few days after Simon abruptly came upon the front porch. 

	“He's just standing there looking at our house. You want me to go see about him, Daddy?” asked Simon. 

	"He's that fellow ya'll tangled with back in the summer at the store," answered Mother Sarah. 

	"I'll send him packing for sure this time," said Simon as he reached for the shotgun hanging over the front door. "I'll send him to hell!" 

	"No! Yelled Elsie Mae. He's my man. I love him. Leave him alone!" she tore past Simon, running out off the front porch to the front yard.

	Simon whirled around to see his mother, Sarah, grabbing at Arthur, Elsie’s dad, for support and an understanding of what was happening in their home. Mother Sarah started to cry, fearing the next move and strange happenings. Arthur Roberts was perplexed. Simon Roberts was just in shock. What the hell just happened? Simon thought. It had been just another chilly winter day on the farm, nothing out of the ordinary, a full day's work until he casually came home and saw this stranger standing out by the road by the big oak tree. 

	Elsie Mae saw Carter staring off into the evening and spoke to him. 

	"Carter, Carter, I love you." This may seem somewhat unbelievable, but folks sometimes just blurted out what they felt in those days. Married three weeks to the day after this earth-shattering event, Elsie Mae Roberts took Carter Sledge, his name and a loving heart, on her new life's journey. 

	After a small and brief wedding at the Percy Methodist Church officiated by the Reverend Luther Sledge, the Roberts family accepted Carter into the family. After all, what else were they to do? Carter is a good and hardworking man who can care for their daughter. 

	Carter and Elsie Mae would start their new life together on the farm that Carter had skillfully acquired through his hard work and perseverance. Elsie Mae would take this one-room log home, which had been a bachelor’s quarter for the years that Carter had occupied alone, and turned it into a quaint little house for them. Elsie Mae wanted more than Carter in furnishings like an eating table, stove, bed frame, and mattress. Carter had been sleeping on a makeshift pad on the floor and cooking over a fire outside. All this man of purpose needed were just the bare necessities. His total focus had been on a seven-day, daylight-to-after-dark effort to improve the farm and make a little more money. Now, he was starting a family, and his focus had to be broadened to include the others that would come. Elsie was a driving force in this effort, and she had a very determined yet soft approach to having Carter adjust to this new scope of activities. 

	The one-room log cabin later became three rooms, a big barn, two milk cows, hogs, and chickens, and another thirty-two acres of the Bottoms property after Harvey Bottoms had a stroke and died. 

	Carter and Elsie Mae had three kids close together in the following years. This would occur in only six years of this young marriage. First was Billy Wayne, then Rachel Elizabeth, and finally Ann Marie. There would have been more children, but Elsie Mae had a real rough time with the fourth, who died about five and one-half months into the term, and the midwife that was helping told them that she shouldn’t have any more kids as it might kill her. This event and the resulting procedure left her unable to conceive any more children. 

	Carter and Elsie Mae adjusted to this loss and the uneasy news about future children, but both very privately pained much over this loss. 

	Understand that children were an asset to a farm family in those times. Billy Wayne helped in the fields, and the girls helped with the food they grew and the clothes they wore. 

	Unfortunately, losing a child and even the mother during pregnancy or childbirth was all too common back then. Their daily lives became much the same as expected of a young farm family. Working hard, Elsie Mae and Carter kept food and warmth in the house. Raising the children was Elsie Mae's full responsibility as, in these times, the dad was not expected to do household chores or meet the daily needs of the kids. His sole and most important responsibility was to keep the farm running well and profitable. 

	So, their little family lived in Garland County, Arkansas, as just another hard-working, God- fearing family like their neighbors, friends, and family. Sundays were always filled with church activities and a time to visit the few folks from the surrounding county. The men mainly talked about the weather, farming, hunting, and fishing. The women's conversations were mostly about the kids and neighbors. 

	The Sledges were living a very comfortable life as a farming family with plenty to eat, a well- built cabin, a barn, and all they needed to prosper for this time in our country. Very little of the outside world's problems interfered with their daily lives. As the children grew, they went to school. Elsie Mae spent her days doing household chores, and Carter tended the farm and the animals they had acquired. Carter would continue selling the timber he cut off the new property he had developed for the money the family needed. 

	Sundays were set aside for the church and catching up with neighbors and the townspeople about what was happening in the outside world. Overall, it is a simple but natural lifestyle that many of us will never experience. But as in many folks' lives, the Sledge's life had a different path ahead for them. 

	Late in the summer of 1935, a very dry one for sure, on a night, the Sledge family, along with many of their neighbors, knew the world that they had known would change. This Friday night had been just about like most, with the kids doing chores, Elsie Mae finishing up supper dishes while Carter was sitting on the porch repairing some harness materials and smoking his customary pipe. Ann was rehearsing her small part in the church play to be presented on the coming Sunday. Brother Billy Wayne was working hard on his numbers, as they called math then, and Rachel Elizabeth was trying to write a poem for her school before bed as it was due on Friday. 

	The family had started winding down and heading for bed when Carter abruptly rose from the chair on the little porch, turned, and retreated into the darkness of the evening. Carter had sensed something, not a prowler or stray animal. Something much more dangerous. Carter would be gone for about twenty minutes while Elsie and the children said their prayers and were being tucked into bed. The night just seemed perfect. The distant whippoorwill had quieted down for the night, and you could hear only the soft, quiet sounds of the deep piney woods settling in for the night, with a slight breeze bringing some much-needed relief to the day's heat. 

	 

	
CHAPTER 2

	The Devil Fire

	 

	“Fire, fire, git up, we got trouble!” Carter yelled as he came bounding through the front door. Carter was scared. You could hear the fear in his screams. Elsie was the first to hit the floor, running downstairs to meet Carter. 

	"Carter, where is it? Where's the fire?" Elsie asked. 

	"It is just over the south boundary and headed this way. The wind is picking up quickly and pushing her here," answered Carter. Elsie, get the kids up and gather up some stuff. We may have to get outta here quick!" 

	Rich pine and hardwood forests can catch fire from almost anything in a dry fall. Garland County had suffered droughts for three years in a row, the like ones not remembered by even the community's oldest members. 

	I have witnessed these terrible fires of the dry summers in the deep piney woods of east Texas. As a small boy, I spent a lot of time at my grandparents' farm in deep East Texas. My grandfather came in late one night and got the older children and grandmother up to fight a similar night fire. This one started on the adjacent property and lit up the night-like day. I was scared for sure. I must have been about nine or ten then, so they left me to go into the dark woods, and all I had as comfort was a redbone hound named Rusty to keep me company. Fortunately, the fire burned out as it tried to cross a broad sandy creek on the farm. 

	Less than six hours after Carter jumped out of bed at around 11:00 on the hot August night, their complete homestead, clothing, buildings, fields of dry corn, and even the two old oxen were burning to the ground. 

	The family could do nothing but run down to the creek at the broadest part, jump in, and save their lives. They all were so scared. They were stuck in the creek’s waters for several hours until the day started breaking. The smoke had been awful, and the family was hoarse from breathing and coughing up smoke. 

	Ann Marie also vividly remembered all the snakes in the creek trying to escape the fire. She would carry those terrible memories far into her years with the nightmares that haunted her frequently. She hated snakes. 

	The next morning brought the full scope of destruction into reality for the Sledge family. Soaked and tired, they slowly emerged from the creek’s soot-covered waters. The upright and fallen trees were still smoldering, and the clouds of smoke lying low in the creek bottom obscured the actual destruction above. Carter was helping Ann and Elsie slowly get up and out of the water, as his energy was just about spent. He had fought the flames around the house and barn for most of the night. When the heat and intense smoke just about overcame him, his last bit of energy took him down to the water, too. Elsie had taken the children down before, which was the only refuge there. 

	A raging and fast-moving forest fire is one of the most terrifying, if not the most frightening, life events that nature can produce. When it happens in the dark of night, the heat from the turpentine-filled pine trees fire explodes like bombs. Yeah, this noise is something no one ever forgets. 

	Billy Wayne had gone ahead of the rest to the house. He came running back through what was left of the woods, hollering. 

	"It's gone, Daddy; the house is burnt down. The barn is gone, too. Everything's gone, Daddy!" Billy Wayne yelled. 

	Carter already suspected that everything was a lost cause when he finally left to save himself. The wooden roof of the barn was ablaze, and the corrals were lit up. A burning tree had fallen on the front porch of the house. Trying to pull that tree from the porch would be the thing that would leave Carter with burns over both arms and across his chest and face. Half of Carter's coal- black hair was singed and gone. He was in much pain, but he wouldn't stop to fix himself. Carter Sledge had always been a fighter, a man who never stopped. Nothing before had dampened his considerable strength of will. Not until now. This thing was even bigger than Carter Sledge. 

	The family gathered in front of where the front porch had been. The house, what was left of it, was still smoking as small fires were still doing their evil deeds. No sounds came from this once beautiful little home place, but the crackling of the fires and the occasional tree or branch falling helplessly to the burnt ground below. Holding onto Ann Marie, Elsie Mae slowly melted down to the ground when the strength left her body. She just sat there staring at the ruin, not saying a thing: no tears, no emotional outbursts, just silence. Rachel was over by the sizeable burnt-out sweetgum tree, sitting in a swing that Carter had put up years before. The swing was hanging by a chain rather than a rope, as Carter wasn't about to put something up that wouldn't last a hundred years. Yep, he was like that. He only built something once to keep it from breaking down anytime soon. His fencing around the place had cedar posts, not pine or other woods. The corner post was made from bois d'arc trees, about the most resilient lumber on the American continent. 

	He just overbuilt everything. The eating table and rawhide chairs that Carter built must have weighed a hundred pounds, but they would last at least a century. 

	When a tragedy like this strikes a family today, we have insurance, family, friends, aid workers, the Red Cross, and even our governments to help us recover. This day on the Sledge farm and at this time in our history, these poor souls had nothing but themselves to rely on for recovery. They lived in the country without phones, fire departments, or the government to rescue them. Their relatives were very few and were several miles away. 

	All that Carter and Elsie had worked for, accomplished, and accumulated had vanished in one terrible night. The few household items were gone, and all of them, including the timber on the property and the Sledges used for income, were gone. There was no insurance company to call for help and no Red Cross or food bank to find the next meal. All they possessed now was the clothing on their worn-out bodies and a few scraps of pots and skillets left in the fire. 

	Carter had saved some money from the extra corn and lumber he had sold. He had put it in fruit jars and buried them in the dirt floor of the chicken house. Carter didn't believe in banks as he saw what happened in '29 and wasn't about to be caught up in that mess. The total amount of their savings was unknown to Ann Marie, but it was a little as far as she remembered. Elsie Mae thought there were some canned goods still left in the cellar. Sadly, the cellar had become so hot in the blaze that most canned goods exploded and were ruined. The hanging meats, the few that were there, were gone. The only good food left was sauerkraut, which the children hated, and some pork slabs from the hog they butchered in the fall and preserved in the crock. The water well looked like a cesspool, with all the debris falling into the broken, burnt wooden cover. 

	Try to imagine the absolute helplessness of this morning. Nothing but ruin in every direction. The smells, sounds, and extreme loneliness ensued from this once happy and contented family. They went to bed the night before, just like the countless nights previous, with the next day well planned, only to be thrown through the gates of hell in the middle of their slumber. This family was standing in the middle of all their hopes, dreams, and contentment with only the bedclothes on their bodies. Carter was the only one fully clothed in his usual blue work shirt and overalls. He did have his brogans, the high-top work boots but no socks, and Elsie Mae with her usual handmade nightshirt that she had created from the feed sacks. The children barely had enough to cover them well. Both girls, especially Rachel, had nightgowns made from a soft white linen fabric that their grandmother gave them last Christmas. Under the close supervision of Elsie Mae, Rachel had sewn these two garments and was so proud of her creations. 

	They were torn, tattered, and filthy after the terrible ordeal these simple but beautiful garments went through during this night of terror. Ann Marie had found her britches and shoes on the way out of the house. Billy Wayne was standing barefoot in the mud with only the bottoms to his long johns as he had to leave the comfort of his small pallet of a bed in the loft of the cabin in a desperate fashion. If you can picture it, this scene is one of desperation and a sad situation. The silence was so loud that it seemed to scream volumes of panic for each of the Carter Sledge family members, not on this morning. There would be no shouting, yelling, or cursing from the Sledges— just a somber surround of sorrow and hopelessness. 

	"Daddy, we can build it again," said Ann Marie. "We can build our house back, mama. I know we can." 

	This was Ann Marie, whom we would learn about in her future years. At this moment, Ann probably could not fully understand the hopeless situation this family was in. Ann had always found something good in everything and almost everybody. This wonderful and positive trait would follow Ann's growth and create the very successful woman Ann Browne would become. She was at the time and would always remain the eternal optimist. One can afford to be at this age. Ann had little experience with disappointment in her young life. This incredible optimism would follow her persona throughout her life. We will see this fantastic woman face and conquer adversity many times with this "can do" attitude. Most everyone who came in contact with Ann Marie benefited from this strong and resilient attitude throughout her life. 

	"Honey, we've lost everything, it's all gone. Nothing is left," replied Elsie Mae, as Carter stared down at Ann in somewhat of a daze of unbelief at Ann’s words. 

	"Mama, we still have each other, and we are okay, except Daddy with his burns," answered Ann.

	"Baby Jesus saved us so we can make our home again. He's here, mama; I can see him." Ann 

	Marie was pointing up towards a breaking stream of sunlight through the smoke-filled sky, filling the gray and dark landscape with the warming rays of the sunrise of a brand-new day. 

	You see, the innocence of a child can open all possible visions of hope where none can be feasible for many of us to fathom. Ann had changed the whole scene in a few soft-spoken words. What was a desperate and hopeless morning just became the beginning of a new and glorious sunrise to a new beginning. 

	Carter Sledge was having no part in this new day. He was stuck in the bizarre and desperate reality of last night's tragic event. A new beginning was not on his mind. For the first time, Carter realized that he was hurting badly from the burns. The struggles from the previous hours of terror and confusion had not allowed him to feel any other sense other than to survive and protect his family. Now that his normal breathing and feelings were returning, the overwhelming spears of pain were striking every part of his being. Carter was a mighty man of both muscle and constitutional grit, but now this tower of a man needed help. 

	This day and the preceding night of horror would forever change Carter Sledge, not in a good way. His whole being, all that he had worked so hard for, had been burnt to a crisp. His mindset was broken. The spirit of a willing heart full of promise was forever lost. The man was different in almost every way. He was different from the man sitting on their front porch the preceding night, sharpening his Barlow pocketknife and enjoying his evening smoke and coffee. His mind was forever changed, scared by this tragedy. He would carry this scarring, much like the awful ones, to his face, arms, and chest the fire had left him with for the remainder of his life. 

	The shock of coal black hair that once graced this dashing man with whom Elsie Mae had fallen in love was now burnt down to a small and white ghost of itself. Carter's hair would eventually turn completely gray in about two weeks and never have the flowing vitality that once caught the wind and almost all of the young lady's attention. Physically and emotionally, this man was different. Carter Sledge would never walk or speak with the pride and self-assurance he was known for. 

	The day went very slowly for the Sledge family. Elsie found a few things to help with Carter's burns, mostly axle grease from within what was left of the barn. She and Carter labored for so many days when they were first married. Carter cut down every needed hardwood tree by hand. He fashioned them into the timbers and beams that would become the skeleton framework for the small but efficient barn for the few cows and horses these newlyweds would accumulate. The hay loft was such a blessing for them when completed. This young and in love couple often awoke to several mornings from a beautiful, passionate, loving night in these small but hot quarters. These mornings, they built such indelible memories in Elsie Mae's mind. Undoubtedly, two of the three children God had blessed them with were conceived and born in the hay loft. 

	Elsie Mae blushed when she thought of these wondrous memories. The hay loft had been an extraordinary place of white-hot passion. Last night, this same hay loft fueled another hot event. 

	The extreme heat and speed of the barn fire left little time for Carter to rescue the two horses and the two milk cows that were nowhere to be found. Sadly, Ann's special Billy goat was not saved. He panicked during Carter's attempt to move the wildly screaming horses out of the stalls as the hay loft crumbled overhead and trapped the small Spanish goat, Willy, under the burning mass. Willy was the prize that Ann had won for her recital of the Gettysburg Address at the county fair that past June. Ann won first prize and was so proud of her winnings. I think everyone was taken aback by the tiny little nine-year-old blonde-headed girl’s ability to memorize and speak clearly with such authority and confidence. Again, this was just who Ann Marie Sledge was and continued to be. Of course, Carter saw the goat as a nuisance and a good meal, but Ann would have no part of the notion of cutting Willy's throat for supper. 

	"Daddy, do you think Willy is in goat heaven?" Ann asked when finding out the awful truth of Willy's condition. I believe he's up there with baby Jesus, and they're having fun. I know it, Daddy!”

	Sunday morning at church, the other folks, many of whom had suffered the same fate, prayed for the same thing. They prayed for help as they didn't have insurance or savings except a very few dollars buried or kept in a jar in their houses that were burned in the fire. No one except this small group knew this horrible thing had happened. 

	The community had but two places for folks to visit: the general store and the church. The pastor tried his best to bring comfort and hope to his small flock. There weren't many at service this Sunday, but Elsie Mae insisted that her family would be in church on this particular Sunday. They were a ragged group, but hardly a person in the church had not been touched by the fire. Elsie Mae had contacted the nearest neighbors and scrounged up some meager clothing and a few comfort items for the family. She also managed to fill two baskets full of canned goods to feed them. The town had been spared from the destruction, but the few homes on the northwest side were either destroyed or heavily damaged. The surviving families brought what they could spare in clothing, food, and some money to hand out. Even dinner was served; it was meager in size, but the good intentions were plentiful and gratefully accepted. 

	Mrs. Jacob Barnes gave Elsie Mae an additional dress as she now only had one nightgown plus a canvas wrap to her name. Mrs. Barnes said to Elsie Mae. 

	"I know you admired this dress when I wore it to church at our 4th of July celebration, and I want you to have it. Okay?" 

	Elsie Mae, Ann, and Rachel were standing alongside the clothing they had received from the Hatfields earlier, which was not completely fitting the small bodies of the girls, although very much appreciated. Of course, Ann had freshly picked late-season wildflowers found along the way to church and made the best of what she had been given. Ann was always a fancy dresser. 

	After the meeting was completed and hugs and tears were shared, each family picked up their meager gifts from the community and returned to their dismal homesteads.

	Each one of these folks was a true believer in God. They just knew that he would bring them out of these terrible circumstances. The new pastor, Barney Wilson, had reassured each of them that these folks who were strong in faith would come through the eye of the needle as much more substantial people. More robust and better in all ways, but especially in faith that God would never give them more than they could handle. Sadly, this loving message was ignored by one member of this church group. Carter had lost his faith, courage, and resolve. Carter couldn't believe that God would do something this awful to him, his family, and the rest of the community. He was just filled with loss and even hate. He hid it well from the others, even managing a half-smile when listening to the others talking to him, but he was gone. He had been quiet since that awful night, but Elsie Mae figured it was just Carter's way and would pass quickly. 

	Arriving back at the farm, their makeshift stack of salvaged lumber was hurriedly put together to create a small shelter that would suffice for the upcoming nights. Billy Wayne and Carter had been providing some game, mostly squirrels and rabbits, with the slingshots Carter had put together. The single-shot twelve-gauge shotgun had also been lost in the fire, and they had heard the shells exploding during the night as the fire took down the house. Elsie Mae had been scrounging some stored canned goods and a few fresh greens, mostly a poke salad that had been spared by the fire for supper. The meals were small, and the children received the fullness of what they had, but Carter and Elsie did their best. Ann and Rachel even caught some perch from the creek. They were staying alive and surviving those few days that turned into weeks after the fire was a full-time job. They ate two meals, and the morning meal could have been better, but somewhat filling was the norm. They had brought home an additional small slab of bacon and about half a sack of corn meal from the church. That was the mainstay for corn pone for the morning meal. They even found some wild rhubarb that had survived, and it was a huge treat. Everyone just laughed and enjoyed the little pot of boiled rhubarb. All but Carter, as he never liked rhubarb in the first place, especially with no sugar available to sweeten the taste. 

	Carter was sinking deeper into depression. A sadness of grand proportions had come over his face. His demeanor was not in keeping with the man he was before the tragic fire had erased his world. On the morning of the fourth week of this miserable existence, with very few rations left, Carter finally stood before the family with a sad truth. 

	"We can't stay here anymore like this. Elsie, we must go to your folk's place and see if they can help us. We're going to get rain today, and it's going to turn colder. With that happening, I can't keep us in food and warm in this shack." said Carter. 

	Carter Sledge was a proud man. He would not have asked for help from anyone. His ego wouldn't allow it, but now he had a wife and three kids to think about. They needed help, and this farm couldn't provide it anymore. The timber was gone, the fields were burnt, and the horses and cows were nowhere to be found. No one could survive the coming winter here under these conditions. 

	Two days later and barely surviving, the Sledge family walked towards Elsie Mae's family home about three miles from their farm, fearing that they may have lost theirs also, as the news was not good countywide. Elsie Mae had not heard any news from the family since the fire. Their fears were confirmed when they started up the once tree-covered lane. Even worse, Elsie Mae spotted two new wooden crosses in the family cemetery with a blackened scarecrow-shaped tree. Overseeing this tragic awakening was a once tall and beautiful alive hickory tree shadowing these peaceful plots of sacred ground. 

	Elsie arrived at the crosses in a state of shock. She hadn't seen or talked to her parents for a while because of the distance and being busy with her life on the farm. Along with trying to help Carter in every way with the daily struggle of keeping the family healthy, fed, and safe, it was a full- time occupation for husband and wife. 

	These days, each family, especially the farmers and ranchers of rural America, is made from a different cloth. They were self-reliant, sturdy of character, and committed to their task. We can't even imagine the daily responsibilities of our ancestors and their resolve to the family nowadays. The family was everything, even more, evident in the rural environment.

	These folks were responsible for not only trying to create money by selling their products or produce, but they also had to provide the food for the family's table. They made their clothing and raised the food, meat, or produce. They only went to the general store for staples, coffee, sugar, flour, etc. Many did make much of the families' clothing from flour sacks. The wife and mother knew how to create and repair the clothing worn by the family. Most homes had a sewing machine if it was affordable. You didn't just throw a sock away because a hole appeared. You "darned" it and patched it back together. In many a farmer's family, a wife had only two dresses, one for the Sunday meetings and her work dress. The husband, Sunday clothing, and a pair or maybe two pairs of overalls and two work shirts. The house didn't have a closet in each bedroom. An armoire chifforobe was usually handed down from several generations, and maybe a small blanket chest for other items in the sleeping quarters. These were sufficient, and most farm and ranch dwellers were content with the meager items. This was a usual practice. 

	Elsie Mae had been around sudden and unfortunate deaths many times in her short life. Grandparents, aunts, uncles, friends, so many before their time, as the saying goes, but this, losing both parents so suddenly. This was hard and sobering. The children had just lost both of their grandparents, and the whole emotional wave of grief would not enter these young ones' full minds until days later. The Carter Sledge family stood in disbelief before these small makeshift crosses. So sudden was the realization of these fine folks' deaths that this lost and bewildered group was just numb to the reality of the moment. 

	"Mama, did the fire take them to heaven? Asked Ann Marie. Did they burn up like Willy?" Ann again would break the silence that had grasped the family. Ann and Rachel would try to comfort their mother, but Elsie Mae’s soft sobbing continued through the night. 

	Elsie Mae's brothers had gone to Chicago the past year to try and make something of themselves other than poor potato farmers. They would have no way of knowing of this tragedy for some time. These folks, Elsie Marie's parents, had been overcome by the fire so suddenly that they perished quickly. Someone had come upon this tragedy and carefully laid them both in the grave beside the older brother Simon, who had died several years earlier in an accident at the local sawmill. 

	Carter had found that the only structures not entirely consumed by the devil of fire were the outhouse and the half-buried potato shed in the ground. These sheds were used to store the produce, cured meats, and canned goods made each year for the family's food source. This one was much larger as Elsie Mae's parents were potato farmers. About twenty-three acres were put away for growing Irish potatoes for market and consumption. The shed served as a storage place so he could keep and sell potatoes at higher prices into the winter months. This had been a good choice of revenue for the Roberts. The sandy loam soil produces several tons of potatoes per acre each year. Along with the average one-and-a-half-acre family garden, these folks were well-supplied. 

	Their hopes for help were gone. Her family was dead. Elsie Mae and Carter stared at that burnt tree for a long time, silently waiting for someone to rescue them from this unthinkable reality. None was to be had, and after some time, the truth came to Elsie Mae, and she fell to the ground, weeping without a sound. The children gathered around her, trying to console her grief, but to no avail. That silent sound of the unbelievable sorrow, shock, and disbelief of one standing in the middle of a time of destruction was here. Carter and the kids tried to comfort Elsie Mae, but in the state of mind each was dealing with, only half of their hearts were really into the moment. Carter was the strongest of men, seldom showing any deep emotion, but this hand being dealt was just too much for even this most stoic person. Not one to weep, Carter just shut down. 

	Elsie Mae and the children needed their rock, their dad and husband. They had lost all, and now even the tower of Elsie Mae’s man’s non-failing strength was crumbling at their feet. In the days to follow, the advent of constant hunger, worry, and sickness was the daily plague for the Sledge family. Carter had lost his mother and dad to pneumonia years earlier. Brothers and sisters had married, one died, and were doing all they could to make ends meet. There was no lighthouse to turn to either. 

	Carter and his family had been staying in the oversized potato shed that Elsie's family had for their large potato harvest each night for shelter. Even a large number of potatoes remained, not scorched beyond salvage. These potatoes were this family's sole food source, except for a few rabbits and squirrels that Carter could take with his newly made slingshot. Their land was all the same as the Carter family. It had an additional debt burden, as Elsie Mae's dad was not a good farmer or businessman. He had put all his productive land into potatoes as he was banking on a continued eastern market to make him better off. 

	The railway trestle had caught fire months before while the locomotive was setting on it, filling its water reservoir from the creek. When the trestle caught fire and collapsed, it fell into the creek below. After the fire, there was no way to take all of these and other farmers' potatoes to market soon enough. Remember, these folks were very remote from others and any information from the county. Very little accurate and up-to-date communication was to be heard here. 

	Carter knew the situation would only become more dreadful if they remained. So, he planned late one evening and gathered the family around the usual campfire for an announcement. The morning of the third week, Carter had made a faithful decision. 

	
CHAPTER 3

	Reality Confronted

	 

	“We can't continue to live like this anymore,” Carter announced, just like he had done a short time before at their burnt-out farm. "I have figured out that if we don't git some help, we'll end up in a much worse way than we are now. We have been here for about three weeks. Billy Wayne and I have killed about every varmint worth eating, and you all have gathered up everything worth anything around the burnt-out house. There ain't much left here. I have a cousin up in Oklahoma, just outta Arkansas, with a big ranch I can work at. So, I can send money back to y'all to start over." continued Carter. 

	"But Carter, what are we to do here? We can't stay here either?" Elsie Mae spoke. "We'll go with you and stay together." 

	"No, Elsie. I gotta travel fast, and dragging all of us that far will take too much time. Besides, the shed is working well and dry, and you have plenty of food until I return." 

	"Yeah, when will that be?" Billy asked. "I could go, and I'm old enough to work for your cousin, too." Carter cut Billy Wayne off in mid-sentence. 

	"Billy, you've gotta stay here, look after the girls, and keep hunting for game to eat," said Carter.

	"But Daddy,” argued Billy Wayne Sledge.

	"No argument here, son; this is the only way," spoke Carter. 

	The family knew that he had made his mind up since he was the head of the family, and they didn't have much of an option; this decision would stand. 

	“Well, Daddy, when will you leave?" Ann Marie asked. 

	"First light in the morning. I can make thirty miles if I'm steady the first day." Carter answered. 

	Of course, Carter would travel by foot as the truck they had burned in the fire. The horses were gone, never to be located, and their hauling wagon had also been burnt up in the devil's fire. 

	Carter headed towards Oklahoma. He and Elsie Mae made a covenant that he would return as soon as possible to retrieve his family for the journey, hopefully to a better life. After all, they had plenty of potatoes and a warm, dry place. What could go wrong with this plan? 

	Carter Sledge had only been on his journey for about three days, and Elsie Mae and the kids were still surviving in the shed when more trouble came into their world. An ice storm with bitter cold dropped the temperatures below zero for several days, and the still-standing trees close to the shed started falling as the ice accumulated on the limbs. One large pine tree split in half and crashed down into the makeshift roof of the shed. This exposed Elsie, the kids, and all the remaining potatoes to the cold. Elsie Mae, Billy Wayne, and Rachel tried to shore up and close the gaping hole as best as possible but didn't make much of a difference in the cold inside the shed and between them. Each took turns keeping up the fire and finding more wood outside. The burlap bags left to put the potatoes in for the market were all they had for warm clothing and bedding. 

	This event became harder in three days as the temperature warmed to around 50 degrees during the day, and a fresh norther blew in with continual rain for another four days and nights. The water, mud, and wet air were taking their toll on everyone inside, and all became feverish and unable to eat the potatoes. Elsie knew that if she couldn't find better food soon, the kids could become sick and start dying. The early morning came with a beautiful sunrise of promise, and Elsie Mae began her journey through the burned-out forest toward what was left of Percy, which was several miles away through the forest of burnt-down trees. 

	She had hoped to find help closer to the settlement but saw only desolation for miles. Around sundown, she heard a sound so familiar yet unreal somehow, the bellowing of a cow. Elsie Mae led this lost cow back to the kids less than an hour later. Fresh milk in warm potato soup made in an old dishpan her mother used so many times was the vessel for the soup. Slowly, she fed the kids and herself this wonderful meal. This food would be their road to recovery in the short term following. They made the best effort to close the roof with burlap bags, sticks, pine straws, and red clay. 

	The last tragic event happened when field rats invaded their tiny home in late November. Carter had been gone for eleven weeks and still hadn't spoken to them. Elsie was about to lose her mind with worry but had to hold it together for herself and the children. No measure of exposing the genuine concern to the kids would help. She kept an infectious smile ready for the kids when they asked about their daddy. 

	"You know your daddy, kids. He's doing his best to find good work and will be coming back real soon. We have to have faith in God to care for him and us, and we'll be fine." said Elsie Mae. 

	But Elsie Mae was distraught. Eleven weeks was too long, and she feared the worst had become Carter's fate. Rachel woke up early one morning screaming as several rats were biting her legs while it was still dark. Elsie Mae lit the pine knot used for the lamp and saw dozens of large rats all over the remaining potatoes hurrying through their little abode. The warmer weather and the smell of potatoes had them coming in droves. Elsie Mae and Billy Wayne killed all that they could find with clubs of firewood, but there were many survivors left among the sacks and rotten potatoes from the freeze. Elise Mae had had enough. She packed several half-rotten potatoes in the burlap bags, the kids, and a few items they had brought from her folk's home and placed them in a two- wheel makeshift wooden wagon. 

	Elsie Mae conversed with Billy Wayne about the prospects of finding help in Percy and came to the obvious conclusion. 

	“Billy Wayne, some folks were wiped out in Percy, too. Very few escaped from losing everything, just like us.” 

	“Yes, mama, you’re right, but where else can we go?” Billy Wayne replied.

	“I’ve been thinking about that, and we’re going to Mena,” replied Elsie Mae.

	“But Mama, that’s a long way,” said Billy Wayne.

	“Yes, I know, but we got no choice. We have to go to a larger town, and maybe I can get work until Daddy returns.” Elsie Mae replied.

	"Girls, I need to talk to you, and you need to listen," announced Elsie Mae this early and dark-clouded morning.

	This little family had been stuck in the potato shed for over thirteen weeks. The roof had fallen in, the potatoes were spoiled, rats were everywhere, and Rachel and Ann were sickly. They couldn't stay there any longer. Elsie Mae had yet to hear a word from Carter. She was worried about his whereabouts or if he was sick or even dead. Elsie Mae was a strong woman, but this had tested her down to the marrow of her being. She had to decide. 

	"We will gather our few things and leave this place today. We can't stay here and must find a safer place to live. We're gonna walk out of this hell, and God will find us a better place, I know. I've been praying hard, real hard, and I heard him say to go today." said Elsie Mae to the three astonished children. 

	"Well, what about Daddy? How will he know where we are?" Billy Wayne spoke up. 

	"I wrote him a note and left it here on the front post telling him we're headed for Mena," answered Elsie Mae. "I don't think the fire went that far, and I believe that's where God wants us to go." 

	Next was a real rodeo, as the milk cow had no part in being tied to that two-wheel wagon. Ann Marie had been riding Angel the cow around while singing a sweet, simple hymn, “Shall We Gather at the River,” over and over for several days. This kept the cow and Ann Marie occupied daily for a few hours. Ann Marie devised a solution to their transportation challenge by taking the cow to the only available grass for grazing. She crawled up on Angel, nudged her ahead while singing, and off they went. Traveling about seven hours a day and sleeping in the pastures and woods at night, this family's caravan was free of the makeshifts of a home they had been in for over four months. Elsie Mae had not heard a word from Carter Sledge but believed with her faith that he was returning to retrieve his family. They met
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