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To my children, and their children …
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How well I have learned that there is no fence to sit on between heaven and hell. There is a deep, wide gulf, a chasm, and in that chasm is no place for any man.

—JOHNNY CASH





 

Prologue

In January 1981 my father was given a choice to make.

He was twenty-seven years old, with a wife and three children, and for most of his adult life he’d struggled to find his niche. From one year to another, he’d bounced between jobs in the oil fields, painting houses, and selling used cars. By the time I was six we’d lived in three different towns in two states, leaving whenever Dad found better work or when his lifestyle became too fast or frightening. Mostly we ended up in places where we had family, since family provided sanctuary and a spiritual zip line into the abiding arms of Christ, whom Dad raged against and returned to for most of his life.

But by the early eighties, he seemed to have achieved a balance. We were living in a small town south of Houston surrounded by relatives. He had a career-track job at a nearby chemical plant, we belonged to a good church, and Dad and his brother were making plans to start a business together. Life for our family was not only stable, but the future had promise. Then one evening, as Dad was ready to walk out the door for a graveyard shift, his childhood friend Grady called.

“Bobby Gaylon! How’d you like to be a millionaire?”

Back in their hometown of Big Spring, another oil boom was kicking off and Grady had it by the horns. He was looking for a partner. They were going to get rich.

For Dad, it was the biggest decision he ever had to make, but it was an easy one. Although he never put much stock in the notion, somewhere in his mind he was trying to shake what my family had always called the Mealer Luck. We could trace it back to Ireland, where it rose from the sacked estates and spilled blood of our ancestors, then followed us across the ocean and down through the generations, whispering its name whenever forces greater than us, ones we didn’t see coming or fully understand, left us busted and picking up the pieces. And in better times, and there were many, it reminded us what not to take for granted.

Nearly a century had passed since we’d struck west from Appalachia to settle the raw country, in a time when America was still young. Like others around us, we were eager to put down roots and start something better, to help build this nation during its greatest century. We planted its cotton and drilled for oil, left our mothers and wives to fight its wars. We prayed for peace and rain and thanked God when the streets filled with trucks and men and a sour smell on the wind promised meat on the table. And when our sons didn’t come home we endured it. When the oil and cotton went away we moved and started again. Only in Texas was there enough space for so many second acts.

Along these roads, of course, there was life: love and heartbreak, sin and redemption, small victories and unbearable tragedy, and laughter when little else could save us. We drew our strength from the enduring power of our own flesh and blood. My family’s story is like the stories of so many others who came looking for their own square of soil and promise of America. It is the story both of Texas and of how this country came to be. And for us, it begins in a Georgia hollow after the Civil War, with a man facing his own fateful decision.
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John Lewis leaves the hollow and heads west … a child is born … the boll weevil comes to Texas …

In the spring of 1892, my great-grandfather John Lewis Mealer left his home near Sharp Top Mountain, in the foothills of the Georgia Blue Ridge, and headed west in the direction of his brother. He was in his early twenties, unmarried, and had begun to feel the closeness of the hollow in new and unsettling ways.

Lately, there’d been trouble between the moonshiners and revenuers. Some of the boys who kept their stills near the creek had organized for vengeance, donning black hoods and setting fire to homes of suspected informers. The Honest Man’s Friend and Protector, they called themselves. The sheriff and deputy had given chase, and the boys had met them with gunfire and taken to the woods. The lawmen wasted no time destroying their stills, and ever since the presence of the feds had been felt in the valley.

With so few ways to earn money in the hollow, John Lewis and his brothers, along with their father, had found easy work with the moonshiners, providing them firewood, along with apples and corn for their mash. But few men wanted a war. The revenuers were a ruthless bunch who practiced a kind of terror justice that brought back memories of the Confederate Home Guard. During the Civil War, the militia—whose mission was to protect the families of fighting men—had instead pillaged their way across Gilmer and Pickens counties. Two of them had murdered John Lewis’s uncle Peter Cantrell in the summer of 1864 after accusing him of desertion. Uncle Peter lay buried in the family plot near Burnt Mountain, his stone proclaiming for the ages: KILLED BY THE JORDAN GANG.

At its best, the hollow was as peaceful as the first breaths of creation, crowded with pine and yellow poplar and broad Spanish oak. The Mealer house stood almost hidden in a grove of cottonwoods, save for clusters of daffodils that served as landscaping. John Lewis’s father, Robert, had cleared enough trees to allow a few vaults of sunlight for raising food and animals.

The family had lost their mother when John Lewis was four years old, leaving Robert to raise four kids on his own. His second wife had given him ten more mouths to feed in as many years, and for the most part, the forest had provided. Within a ten-minute walk they found wild strawberries, blackberries, honey hives, and a grove of apple trees. They’d learned to harvest and prepare pokeweed and chinquapin so they could eat it without being poisoned, and how to brew sassafras root into tea. The water that bubbled cold from the spring tasted like the iron and copper that lined the valley floor, something the Cherokee believed carried healthful properties. A dairy cow grazed amid the trees and the garden provided herbs and vegetables. As for meat, there were hogs and pullets and a forest full of squirrels, which they parboiled with cayenne to vanquish the gaminess, then pan-fried with milk gravy.

But short of moonshine, the forest offered meager paying work for Robert and his boys. A pair of men with a crosscut saw could make something from the rough timber, and if you were handy with a froe, you could split white oak into shingles to sell in town. But that way of life didn’t hold young men the way it used to, not since the war, especially when half the South, it seemed, was bounding westward.

By 1892, it was possible to take a train clear to California, leaving from Jasper or Ellijay on the Marietta Line, as long as you had the money. Even those with empty pockets were stowing away on freighters and heading in that direction. Out west, the nation was still busy expanding, annexing, trying to fill its new borders. And what the West needed most were men to plow the soil and populate the towns, to work the mines, railroads, and factories that were fortifying this new world.

For the first time, thanks to the U.S. Army, the Indian no longer posed a threat to settlers crossing the coverless plains. The great warrior tribes that had repelled Manifest Destiny from the Powder River to the Rio Grande had been broken and contained, and their buffalo slaughtered.

Gold miners now blasted the Black Hills of the Lakota Sioux, while cattlemen drove their herds atop the lush bluestem where Comanche once trailed the buffalo. Behind them came farmers from the crowded East and the busted plantations of the Confederacy. Each year, tens of thousands were rushing into the Oklahoma Territory, where the government ceded Indian land to a stampede of covered wagons. Even more came from around the globe: from Germany, Bohemia, Scandinavia, and beyond, a great army of tomorrow men seeking cheap land, unobstructed views, and less government.

Many were going to Texas. The advancing railroad had opened farmland in the eastern part of the state, while the army’s defeat of the Comanche had freed the western frontier. Railroad agents lured homesteaders with pamphlets and newspaper ads promising cheap and abundant land, an agrarian paradise unmolested by ice and snow, blessed with abundant rain and a kind of miracle soil that would grow any kind of crop. Since the end of the war, the population of Texas had nearly tripled.

Hundreds of thousands had gone there from John Lewis’s home state of Georgia—so many that in 1879 an Atlanta newspaper bemoaned the impact of “Texas fever.” “As long as the idea prevails that Texas is a very much better state than Georgia, the people who share this delusion will be discontented, shiftless, and inefficient.”

Georgians, along with Southerners from Alabama and Tennessee, rushed first into East Texas, settling as tenant farmers and sharecroppers on the large plantations that had gone bankrupt after the war. And after the railroads made headway into the western range, they came to plow up the grassland and pushed the stockmen aside, since the land was more valuable under cotton than beef. In 1886, a New Orleans paper wrote that farmers were moving into western Texas at such a rate “that ranchers have just enough time to move their cattle out and prevent their tails being chopped off by the advancing hoe.”

John Lewis’s brother Newt had gone to Texas a few years earlier, chasing the new railroad and whatever fortune he could pull down from its trail of smoke. The oldest brother, Thomas, had left at the same time, but never made it out of Georgia. When he reached Bartow County, forty-six miles away, the flat green river bottom enchanted him enough to stay. He eventually opened a general store in Adairsville and counted among his neighbors the Floyd family, whose son Charles later became the beloved outlaw known as Pretty Boy.

Newt had landed in Hillsboro, in north central Texas, where the soil was dark and rich and cotton wagons jammed the streets four and five deep. The immigration flyers touted the potential for corn, cotton, and wheat, so easy to grow that even a mountain dweller like John Lewis could tame the land and prosper.

With the moonshiners now gone from the hollow, John Lewis’s prospects paled against the bright Texas dream. He was young and strong and possessed something that was desired in the promised land—he was restless. And while I don’t know the details of how he left Georgia, I can imagine the excitement as he bid his family farewell, walked to the nearest depot, then gave himself to that great wave rolling west.

*   *   *

The train journey likely took him from Jasper to Atlanta, through Alabama and across Mississippi and on to Fort Worth, then down into Hillsboro. The town sat along the blackland prairie, which stretched from Oklahoma down to Austin. It contained some of the most fertile soil in the state, and the Missouri, Kansas, and Texas line, known as the Katy, had connected the markets and allowed the cotton trade to boom. The Katy now hauled cotton by the ton down to Galveston, while coming the other way were New York financiers and shrewd German farmers, who’d scoop a handful of the waxy soil and feel the money in their fingers.

But the promises made by the pamphlets and newspaper ads came to an end shortly after John Lewis arrived. In 1893 the country entered a prolongued depression triggered by the collapse of the northern railroads. Banks folded by the hundreds, and over fifteen thousand businesses closed. In Texas, the value of the blackland plummeted, and when it did, the eastern holding companies gobbled it up. The self-contained farmer couldn’t afford the mortgages, so he was forced to rent his fields, customarily paying the companies a fourth of his cotton and a third of other crops. But the companies had no use for vegetables, since they weren’t commodities that could be sold commercially. If you wanted a mortgage, or even to rent a farm, you had to grow cotton.

It’s unclear how John Lewis’s brother Newt fared in Hillsboro, but in 1895, records show that he returned to Georgia with a Texas bride, and in that same year, John Lewis married Julia Bateson.

The Batesons had arrived from Arkansas in 1875 and settled in the town of Cleburne, some thirty miles north of Hillsboro. Over time, Julia’s father came to own several large farms that brought the family wealth and prominence. Her brother John would later become a celebrated stockman, known throughout the country for his blue-ribbon Jersey cattle. His sons were builders and developers.

In the only photo that exists of Julia, what stands out besides her swirls of dark hair and smoky eyes is the expensive jewelry she’s wearing: a pair of pearl earrings and a necklace with an ivory-colored pendant in the shape of a heart. Most likely she was educated in the Cleburne schools and, as the oldest girl, instilled with gentility and standards when it came to choosing a husband. John Lewis was tall, powerfully built, and known to clear the cane-bottom chairs from a room and dance an Irish reel. He could read and write and tell a good yarn. But unlike the Bateson men, he was poor and acreless, a lower hillbilly from the East.

The story of how they met did not survive them. The marriage certificate from Hill County is dated May 31, 1895, the Reverend T. N. James officiating. Julia was twenty years old and John Lewis just shy of his twenty-fifth birthday. But other records reveal a surprising twist—a daughter, Goldie, had been born March 9, nearly three months earlier. One could assume there was a delay in record keeping, or that someone in the clerk’s office made a mistake when filing the documents. But if the records are true, Goldie’s birth constituted a scandal in their time. And for a prominent family like the Batesons, this was a mark on their name, and could help explain their absence later when the couple needed them most.

By 1902, two more daughters had arrived, Fannie and Allie. Somehow that same year, John Lewis managed to rise above his tenancy and achieve the dream of ownership. He purchased thirteen acres south of Hillsboro, which he flipped two years later for forty-two acres hemmed with live oaks. A son was born, John Jr., whom everyone called Bud, followed by another daughter, Ahta.

That was 1907, when steady showers fell throughout the spring and summer. The cotton emerged like ropes of green pearls, and in their usual procession, flowered white before shedding their petals as the boll readied to bloom. But starting that year, the rain could not be trusted, because traveling with it came the boll weevil.

For more than a decade, the tiny gray beetles had made their terrifying advance from Mexico, ravaging crops and livelihoods with their long snouts that penetrated the young boll and severed its heart. The local gins were full of horror stories of bright, vibrant buds that flared one morning and were dead the next. Farmers spoke of the boll weevil in reverent tones, while bluesmen honored them with ballads the way they did the Devil and loose women.

For more than a decade, entomologists had rallied both chemistry and biology against it, unleashing poisonous clouds of powdered sulfur, Paris green, London purple, and lead arsenate, in addition to employing armies of parasite wasps and Guatemalan ants. But the boll weevil was able to adapt and change its habits to withstand any attack.

By 1907, Louisiana reported total infestation; already the swarms had stretched into Mississippi, Arkansas, and Oklahoma, and they would keep devouring until they reached the beaches of Georgia and could find no more cotton to destroy.

Once the weevils ravaged a farmer’s crop and left his cupboards bare for the winter, they retired to the surrounding brush and waited for him to replant. In the pine forests east of Hillsboro, the damage was so complete that many farmers hadn’t bothered to harvest at all. Some families sold land for pennies on the dollar, while others simply walked away and left their farms to the plague.

A great many of them headed to West Texas, where the boll weevil hadn’t learned to survive atop the cold, dry plains. From 1903 to 1910, thousands of families loaded into wagons and Pullman cars and headed for higher ground, scuttling westward like the bugs who’d put them on the run. They left behind the pine forests and black river bottoms, pulled their teams across the ninety-eighth meridian, and entered the American West.

*   *   *

There’s no account of John Lewis’s own struggles with the boll weevil. But it’s likely the pests discovered his little place in the groves, because by 1909 the family had abandoned their farm and followed the migration, traveling 250 miles by horse and wagon to work another man’s fields.

The tenant farm was outside of Roby, where thousands of boll weevil refugees came to settle. The geography was ideal. Roby had sweeping green hills, loamy soil, and thickly wooded riverbanks. Steady rains fell during the early years of the migration, and under so many hands, there came bumper harvests of cotton, corn, and wheat.

The refugees wanted land of their own, but their very presence had pushed prices to unreachable heights. Unable to afford their own farms, many decided to turn back eastward and face down the weevil, whose advance was unstoppable. They returned to the blacklands and pinewoods to combat the plague in new ways, to diversify crops, or to quit farming altogether and find careers in town.

One hundred miles east of Roby was the town of Eastland, whose officials were attempting to spin the weevils’ destruction in its favor. Perhaps John Lewis saw one of the many immigration pamphlets advertising Eastland as “the ideal place for a farmer to make money and school his children without raising cotton.” They even went so far as to promise no crop failures. “Here is found an ideal place for the man with the push and energy to make good,” and if John Lewis had anything, it was that.

Best of all, the land was cheap. In 1913, records show that John Lewis purchased 171 acres south of Eastland from a local lawman named George Bedford. (Years later, Bedford served as chief of police in nearby Cisco, where on Christmas Eve 1927 he was killed while exchanging gunfire with a bank robber dressed as Santa Claus.)

When I walked this land over a hundred years later, little seemed to have changed. A wide slice of green pasture sloped upward from the dirt road and solitary oaks bloomed like mushrooms on the expanse. And just south of the pasture, sitting on a hill overlooking the whole scene, sat the farmhouse, shaded by another large oak. The rest of the property was ringed with juniper and pecan and open for grazing cattle. The Leon River flowed a mile up the road, yet the ground held plenty of water.

It was November when John Lewis and Julia arrived with their children, now totaling six. Another daughter, Velva, had been born in 1910. I assume John Lewis looked ahead to the spring, when he could plant peanuts, corn, and peas—cash crops of the day that were thriving in the sandy soil. And now with so much land of his own, I’m sure he wasted little time carving out his patch of paradise. A vegetable garden needed tilling for Julia to tend with the girls. And when Bud wasn’t in school, he could help raise the barn with proper corncrib, hayloft, and stable for a milk cow and team. There had to be a henhouse, of course, and a pigpen, and a smokehouse for when the shoats got big enough to butcher. And if they were lucky, the root cellar could go at the base of the windmill, where they could keep milk or watermelons cool.

By now, John Lewis was forty-four and Julia thirty-nine. Goldie, their oldest daughter, was already seventeen. Shortly after they came to Eastland, she married a widower named Lem Wilson and took to raising his two girls. They lived together on a farm in tiny Desdemona, forty miles away, and the family no longer saw her much. With Goldie gone, Julia was left to care for five kids while trying to make a new home. She also had extra incentive for getting settled: she was pregnant again, and three months after arriving, she gave birth to their seventh child—a boy named Robert Odell, who would become my grandfather.

The older girls coddled the baby and called him Little Bob, and their help came as a relief to their mother. For John Lewis, the new child spurred him into action, and for a while, the weather cooperated. The rains fell steadily throughout the spring of 1914 and the crops were strong in the three surrounding counties, with corn producing at twenty bushels an acre. In 1915, records show that John Lewis walked into the bank and paid off his farm.

A farmer is never truly at ease, but I wonder if after twenty years of roaming, John Lewis finally allowed himself to imagine growing old on the land and seeing his two boys running their own plows over the fields. I like to picture him on the porch after a long day’s work, surrounded by children as he pulls off muddy boots, the fields changing colors under the setting sun. I want him to cherish these moments, to understand that a man grows richer with every child, and a houseful of children makes for a citadel against the darkness.

I want to leave them all in happy twilight. But I can’t.





 

2

Oil, a brief history … double heartbreak … Bud on the edge of the dream …

A drought arrived in Eastland in 1915. On the rainfall charts, it’s almost disguised behind scattered showers that fell from January through March. But the driest period occurred at the worst possible time, when fields were to be plowed and seeds planted.

By June, the crops had failed and John Lewis was in trouble. Worse, he was in debt. Although he owned his farm outright, he’d assumed a pair of loans belonging to George Bedford when he bought the place, which were held by deed of trust. He was paying them off in twice-yearly installments of $9.62, and after paying off the farm, he’d managed to whittle down the balance to $48.10.

But with his fields barren, he missed a payment in July, followed by another in January 1916. Knowing little else to do, John Lewis drove to Eastland to see his banker. Frank Day was the First National Bank clerk who’d loaned him the money for the farm. Day was twenty-seven years old, handsome, with the brawny physique and confidence of a football star—a man whose ambitions far outsized the small-town bank.

Day listened to John Lewis explain how the drought had caused him to fall behind, how he needed to find a job in order to feed his family and make good with his debtor. He heard they needed laborers to work the fields down in Burnet County and wanted to go there and try his luck. But of course, he said, that would mean leaving his land and his outstanding loans. Could the banker help in any way? What did he advise?

Day assured John Lewis that everything would be fine. Go to Burnet County, he said, do what’s best for your family. In fact, if the deed holder starts asking about his money and threatening trouble, I’ll settle the difference myself and keep the land from foreclosure. After all, no hardworking man should worry about losing his homestead over $48.10.

So with that assurance, in the spring of 1916, John Lewis gathered Julia and their six children—including my grandfather, Bob, who was two years old—packed their wagon and set off to Burnet County, 150 miles south. But as he embarked on yet another slow retreat from his dead fields, others were headed in the opposite direction, seeing only money. Because what the land could no longer provide in food and living things, it would soon give in oil.

*   *   *

In the history of oil discovery, Texas arrived relatively late. Men had been drilling for oil across Pennsylvania and Appalachia since before the Civil War, mainly to produce kerosene. By the 1890s, this popular fuel made from petroleum had largely surpassed coal, and companies like Standard Oil were searching for bigger, more lucrative reserves.

The Mid-Continent field in Kansas, discovered in 1892, pushed exploration westward into Wyoming and along the Pacific. By the turn of the century, California produced more oil than anywhere in the country—particularly the San Joaquin Valley and Los Angeles, where hundreds of companies sank pipe beneath the modern-day city. But the West Coast fields were too far away from where most Americans lived, and without adequate pipelines, much of that oil was exported to Asia on boats. By themselves, the bubbling wells of Pennsylvania and Kansas weren’t enough to drive an industry forward, much less ignite the imagination.

Until then, few people in America had ever laid eyes on a bona fide gusher—there’d been a few in California, wells that had shot between one thousand and fifteen hundred barrels of oil a day and were given names like Wild Bill and Blue Goose, yet news of their discoveries hardly made it east. Then came Spindletop.

On January 10, 1901, while John Lewis was still laboring on a tenant farm back in Hillsboro, the biggest gusher the country had ever seen erupted from a salt dome on the outskirts of Beaumont, Texas. The roar was so deafening that it terrified people in town, until they saw the green-black fountain rising hundreds of feet against the clear blue sky. Spindletop brought in seventy-five thousand barrels of oil per day and sparked a fever that spread throughout the state more fiercely and with greater speed than the boll weevil ever could. Within months, lines of wooden derricks sprouted along the Gulf of Mexico like a forest of naked timber. Tens of thousands rushed into Sour Lake, Humble, and Batson before the fever spread north to the Oklahoma line.

Farmers sold or leased their fields to companies looking to drill, hoping to reap the royalties when the oil sold for top dollar on the market. Agriculture gave way to energy, the barren land be damned.

*   *   *

Three years after Spindletop, the Texas and Pacific Coal Company struck oil by accident—just twenty miles from where John Lewis would buy his farm—while drilling shallow holes for coal. Quietly, the company began exploring in earnest, encouraged by geology reports that suggested vast reserves of crude beneath the ground. After a string of dry holes, a decent producer finally came in near Strawn, north of Eastland, followed by an even bigger one in October 1916 near Breckenridge. That well kicked off at two hundred barrels a day, just enough to start a commotion. It was right around the time that John Lewis and his family began their long journey home.

By then, the drought had reached Burnet County, where they’d gone to find work. And with most of the state now suffering, I assume John Lewis—having saved some money—decided it was better to wait for the rain on his own front porch. That, or a neighbor must have noticed the alarming sight at their farm and sent word to hurry back.

Although the Texas and Pacific Coal Company had practiced discretion while drilling around Eastland, there’s no indication their work was kept secret. And any number of people in town could have gained access to the geologist’s reports, understanding right away the potential bonanza that sat below the parched and useless fields—especially a loan officer at the local bank, someone like Frank Day.

A week after assuring John Lewis that he’d look after his farm, Day purchased the outstanding note for $48.10 and sold the land from under him. The buyer was John Lewis’s neighbor—a man named C. M. Murphy—who John Lewis would later accuse in a lawsuit of conspiring with the banker. When the family arrived home that October, they discovered the gate was locked. Murphy had possession of their house and was farming their fields.

A ferocious confrontation with Day certainly followed. But all the banker had to do was explain to the simple farmer the terms under deed of trust: the farmer was entirely at the mercy of the bank. Day merely had to produce the damning documents and ask, Didn’t you understand what you were signing? To which the farmer could only counter with flimsy, nonbinding emotion: But you gave me your word!

To this day, the 171 acres in Eastland is the most property that anyone in my family has ever owned.

Without a home, the family drifted. According to the lawsuit John Lewis later filed, he took his family south into Comanche County to look for a place to live, but then the record goes blank. There’s no trace of them going to Cleburne, where Julia’s family could have easily taken them in. The only other mention of the farm comes in April 1917, when Murphy leased it to a drilling company—just in time for one of the biggest oil booms in American history.

*   *   *

A week after Murphy leased the farm, the United States entered World War I. Already the British Royal Navy had made the revolutionary decision to switch from coal-driven vessels to faster ones powered by oil. The United States produced nearly 70 percent of the world’s crude, and in the first years of the war, about a quarter of it was going to fuel the British trucks, armored tanks, and airplanes being used to fight the Germans. In this new era of combustible-engine warfare, it was clear that victory would come to whatever side possessed the most fuel. For its part, Germany dispatched submarines into the Atlantic to sink American tankers, a move that had ultimately pushed the U.S. to enter the conflict. Aside from America, there were few places to get oil. German forces already controlled strategic fields in Romania, a major European supplier, while in Russia, the Bolshevik revolution was paralyzing the vast reserves in Baku.

By July 1917, Germany’s assault on oil-carrying vessels had become so effective that America’s ambassador to England declared that “the Germans are succeeding” and that the Royal Navy was in danger of collapse for lack of fuel. That fall, Walter Long, the British Secretary of State for the Colonies, told the House of Commons that “oil is probably more important at this moment than anything else.”

America’s entrance into the war only increased the Allied demand for fuel, while at home, the need was also dire. For one, the nation was running out of coal, due in part to the never-ending procession of coal-fired ships being dispatched to the conflict. A brutal winter in 1917–18 diminished reserves even more as homes and businesses devoured coal for heat. But nothing drove up the demand for oil—and its price—more than the Model T, the new gasoline-powered car that was rolling off Henry Ford’s assembly line to great demand. Between 1916 and 1918, the number of automobiles on American roads nearly doubled.

While a global fuel shortage threatened to tip the war to the Germans and stall a bustling auto industry, it seems remarkable that the rescue would eventually come ten miles from John Lewis’s farm, in a region undergoing one of the bleakest economic periods in its history.

Ranger was a small hamlet northeast of Eastland, with little more than a depot and a few shops, its name derived from the Texas Rangers who’d made camp there fifty years earlier to fight the Comanche. Beef and cotton had once moved its trains and built a community. But the boll weevil had since closed its cotton gin, and drought was starving the cattle and pushing ranchers from their homes.

So desperate, the town’s businessmen turned to oil, hoping to profit off the global demand. After hearing of the T&P Coal Company’s success at Strawn and Breckenridge, they offered to lease the company twenty-five thousand acres if it would drill around Ranger. The first hole shot only natural gas, which was useless without pipelines to bring it anywhere. Then, on October 17, 1917, the T&P hit its pay.

The well on J. H. McCleskey’s farm blew in at a thousand barrels of oil a day, so close to the farmer’s house that it coated his white leghorn chickens in black sludge. An even bigger discovery followed on New Year’s Eve, and the boom was officially on.

Oilmen from Fort Worth were the first to arrive on the trains. Unlike the farmers undone by the land, the drillers in Witch-Elk boots seemed to harness the power of God, directing armies of men to tunnel into the earth. And with every gusher, from Spindletop to Sour Lake, Goose Creek to Batson, they’d learned a little more about how to tame it.

The major oil companies—Humble, Magnolia, Texas Company—moved in like an occupying force and laid down the apparatus of extraction. Teams of oxen and dapple-gray Percherons appeared on the roads, their tassels swinging as they pulled steam-powered boilers, welded tanks, and premeasured lumber to build the derricks. Men with pulleys and gin poles raised them from the ground, then outfitted the joints of pipe according to how deep the oil was. The drillers spoke of doubles, thribbles, and fourbles, however many lengths it took to punch through the lime and sand and bring up a gusher. Against the driller’s technology, the land could no longer resist. Eventually it would break, shoot its mud, then give the men what they wanted.

By spring, the population of Ranger had swelled sixfold and exhausted the town, spilling into Eastland and surrounding hamlets. With no empty hotel rooms, cheap row houses and boom shacks appeared overnight, their walls made from thin beaverboard and tarpaper. Men rented beds and slept in shifts, sharing the same dirty sheets, while others rented chairs in hotel lobbies. The conditions became so crowded and dangerous that in April a fire erupted in the tenements and burned down two city blocks. Then the water ran dry, since the oilmen took what they wanted to drill their wells. Sanitation and hygiene became luxuries. Men wanting a bath had to travel thirty miles by train, and those with automobiles drained their radiators each night for fear of thieves.

By now the drought had spread across the entire state, turning the land pale and brown. In August 1918, D. J. Neill, the state representative to Gorman, just south of Eastland, told the Legislature that every crop in his district had failed. “Many thousands have turned their faces eastward, homeless, friendless, moneyless. Those who cannot move will die.”

Not long after Neill’s address, a man traveling to Fort Worth reported seeing five hundred families camped along the roadside near Eastland. I can’t help but fear that John Lewis and his family were among those people, that whatever had happened between Julia and her parents after Goldie’s birth kept them from seeking help. The crowds were made up mostly of tenants and sharecroppers whose landowners had lost everything, for not every farm was lucky enough to sit over a fortune in oil.

The state responded by passing the Drought Relief Law, which gave emergency loans to farmers in several counties. The commissioners in Comanche County called this “an inconvenience” and likened it to welfare, even as their neighbors starved in the weeds. John Lewis’s name does not appear on these lists.

The drought was finally broken in September, when storm clouds appeared and unleashed heavy rains. But the dry, parched ground couldn’t soak up the water quickly enough and the land flooded. Roads filled with mud, so deep in Ranger that a horse was said to have slipped and drowned. At the train depot, some enterprising boomers rigged boards into sleds and sold rides down Main Street. Heavy traffic caused sinkholes on the roads that stranded trucks and teams. Farmers living near these traps, broke and desperate, started charging fifteen dollars to pull people out. And just as the rains had brought the boll weevil in earlier years, now they spread typhoid and other diseases in the cramped and filthy boom shacks.

The most deadly was Spanish flu. The great influenza pandemic first reached El Paso in September 1918, killing more than five hundred people within the first month. Elsewhere across the nation, as many as eight hundred people were dying each day in New York City, and in Philadelphia, news accounts described bodies stacked and rotting in the city morgue, so gruesome a scene that embalmers refused to enter. In Texas, the pandemic rode the railroads and summer winds, and by the end of September, it reached the oil patch. In less than a month, over twenty-five hundred cases were reported in Ranger.

*   *   *

It was around that time that Julia died.

According to my grandfather Bob, her death occurred sometime that summer. Bob, who was four at the time, claimed his mother had fallen sick shortly after his birth, which suggests something degenerative such as tuberculosis, which was prevalent in the area. Influenza probably compounded the TB and accelerated her death. But whatever her sickness, she likely carried it with her on the road and was sick when Frank Day took their home and flung them into uncertainty.

I found no record of Julia’s death, which tells me they were estranged from her wealthy family, outside the realm of hospitals and coroners, just drifting among the castaways. “She died while they were traveling,” one of my uncles later told me, after I’d spent months searching courthouses and weed-strewn graveyards. “They just buried her somewhere on the road. That’s what they did back then.”

I suspect John Lewis and the children were with her in the final moments, and others, too—a preacher to say a prayer, hopefully even a doctor. One of my aunts remembered hearing that they laid her body in a cheap box in whatever place they’d found as shelter. It sat on a table, its lid closed, and beneath the table lay my grandfather and his sister Velva, curled up on the floor and crying for their mother.

I’m sure John Lewis arranged her burial—perhaps in a cemetery that I’ve visited, wondering who lay beneath the flat, unmarked stones. Or perhaps, as my uncle suggested, they simply dug a hole on the side of the road, since that’s what people did back then. Whatever the case, the trucks and mule teams plodded past under heavy loads of pipe and tools. Coming behind them with blaring horns were the shining new Fords of the drillers and the newly rich farmers, their dead fields painted black, their wheels bouncing onward into the dream.

By now, I’m sure that John Lewis had heard about Frank Day—how he’d quit the bank and entered the oil game, and how he was on his way to making a fortune. Day’s charisma was such that no one bothered to question how he’d arrived, never bothered to look for his boot prints on the backs of working men.

Boyce House, the editor of the Eastland newspaper and one of Day’s close friends, later told a story about an elderly farmer who entered Day’s bank one afternoon and, “out of friendship,” House wrote, “offered to give the banker his farm as he was no longer able to pay the taxes.” When the boom hit, Day leased the land for forty thousand dollars—a windfall that House chalked up to winner’s luck.

*   *   *

When the war ended in November, the Pullmans arrived full of soldiers looking for work, and the boom grew even bigger. Behind them came farmers who’d reversed their retreat to get some payback from the land. They rode into town dragging “half-dead milk cows,” House wrote, and found easy work as menial laborers on the rigs. Most of their families lived in tent cities by the derricks, in a slurry of mud and oil and sewage. The boomers quickly exhausted all resources. The price of food soared into the stratosphere. A man lucky enough to get a seat in a café could not dine in peace, for another man was soon hovering over him, hand on his chair, waiting for him to finish. And yet still more came—from Canada, Mexico, Russia, and Egypt—and in such great number that five trains a day were not enough. The Pullmans arrived at the depot with men clinging from the roofs and windows.

Billy Sunday, the most popular evangelist in the country, heard about Ranger while preaching a monthlong revival in Fort Worth and came down to survey the action. At one of the rigs, Sunday dipped his hands into a puddle of oil and let it run down his arms. Other men smeared their hair and faces with it, removed their shirts, and bathed themselves in its stink. The drillers called this a “Roman orgy.” After Sunday took his own bath, he stood ankle-deep in the muck and preached to five thousand men on the pitfalls of demon rum.

More celebrities arrived looking for a piece of the bonanza. One of them was Tex Rickard, the famous boxing promoter, who began leasing land from Ranger to San Angelo. He arrived in town with the heavyweight champion of the world, Jess Willard, who was looking for his own investments. The champ soon found a partner in Frank Day.

Together, Day and Willard ate steaks in the McCleskey Hotel. They pushed through the crowded streets as the player piano chimed from behind the mud-splattered doors of the Blue Mouse Cabaret. Willard hailed from Kansas and was known as the Pottawatomie Giant. He was “much of a man,” according to House, six feet four and 240 pounds, while Day was “220 pounds of brawn and sinew.” The two men drove around Eastland County looking for land to lease and for oil to drill. One afternoon, a mule team wouldn’t get out of the road, so Day clipped it with his car. When the teamsters raised hell, Day and Willard jumped out with fists raised. “Good heavens, boys,” the men shouted. “It’s the world’s champion!”

Day and the champ bounded toward Desdemona, where a new field was wide open. Desdemona, twenty miles from Eastland, was home to John Lewis and Julia’s oldest daughter, Goldie, who’d married the widower Lem Wilson and cared for his two children.

Goldie had borne two kids of her own by the time the gas gusher blew on Joe Duke’s farm, just down the road. It mixed with some embers from the tool dresser’s forge, exploding into a column of fire that swirled like a vision of St. John. It took three days for the steam boilers to cap the runaway well, its bright corona visible for twenty-five miles. And when it began producing a thousand barrels a day, more boomers descended like a swarm.

The boom landed right where the people lived, since most of the oil lay concentrated under the center of town. Drillers spudded in every five hundred feet on leases of one-hundredth of an acre, their derricks like a cluttered board game when viewed from the top of a flow tank. The oil was wrapped up in the rocks, so drillers dropped torpedoes of nitroglycerine down the wells and the ground vibrated until dark, when the glow of gas flares brought forth an odd chemical daylight. Gushers were left spewing to attract crowds and investors. So much oil poured from the ground that drillers dammed the creeks and gullies and filled them to the banks. One morning, a tidal wave of oil rushed three feet deep over the road to De Leon. Oil and mud stranded the mule teams and buried the Model Ts up to their doors. Gas wells blew untethered and sent men running through town shouting, “Shut everything down, nobody light a match!”

Twenty thousand workers crowded in, many of them war vets straight from the trenches. A deputy sheriff pistol-whipped one and knocked his eye loose from its socket, so a mob destroyed the jail and the café where he was arrested. Then they sacked the nearby clothing store, whooping as they stomped bolts of silk into the mud. Twenty thousand men lived on the outskirts of town in a ring of tents, where disease festered and spread.

This was Desdemona during its short-lived boom. And it’s where John Lewis was summoned in January 1919—less than a year after losing Julia—by a message that his daughter Goldie was gravely ill. It’s unclear where he and the children were living at the time, but it must have been far, because by the time they arrived and inquired of Goldie’s whereabouts, they were told she’d been dead for two weeks. She was twenty-four years old.

The cause was pneumonia, most likely in conjunction with Spanish flu. Unlike John Lewis, Lem Wilson had managed to give his wife a decent burial in the Desdemona Cemetery, its air choked by a ring of belching rigs. Nearly one hundred years later, I visited her grave and wondered how John Lewis must have felt as he stood in the same spot, and if he regretted making the trip out west, leaving behind the peace of the Georgia hollow and all its familiar comforts.

The old homestead must’ve weighed heavily on John Lewis’s mind, because four months after losing his daughter he received news that his little brother, Elijah, having contracted empyema during the war, had died in France. We don’t hear from him again until late December, when the hearing was scheduled in response to his lawsuit against Frank Day and C. M. Murphy. Probably knowing his chances were slim, John Lewis failed to appear in court and the case was dismissed. His farm went to Murphy, and Day got off clean. The judge ordered John Lewis to pay their legal fees.

If there was any consolation, it came on July 4 of 1919—in Toledo, Ohio, of all places. There, an undersized contender named Jack Dempsey beat Jess Willard in one of the most lopsided victories in boxing title history. By the end of the third round, Dempsey had broken several of Willard’s ribs, shattered his cheekbone, and dispatched six of his teeth. Unable to continue, the Pottawatomie Giant threw in the towel. As he stumbled back to his dressing room, a reporter heard him mumbling, “I have a hundred thousand dollars and a farm in Kansas. I have a hundred thousand dollars and a farm in Kansas.…”

Frank Day watched it all from his ringside seat, dumbfounded. He had spent the entire week in Willard’s training suite, schmoozing with race-car drivers and other celebrities, and emerged so confident that he wagered ten thousand dollars on Willard’s chances. Dempsey ended not only Willard’s boxing career but also his relationship with Day. From what I could find, Willard never set foot in Eastland County again.

It hardly mattered anyway. Within two years, the boom collapsed. All the gushers from Ranger to Desdemona gassed the pressure out of the ground and the oil became too expensive to reach. Frank Day was caught overspeculating and lost everything. The boomers and wool-suited moneymen simply stepped over him as they moved to another play, this one in Burkburnett, on the Oklahoma line, where the gushers were popping like champagne corks on the red Rolling Plains.

*   *   *

In March 1920, nearly two years after losing Julia, John Lewis responded to a U.S. census taker. He was living back in Eastland County as a tenant farmer. The previous year, his second-oldest daughter, Fannie, had married a gray-eyed pipeliner named Abe Jones, who swept her off her feet and into the North Texas boom. This left John Lewis to look after five children on his own—including my grandfather, Bob, who was now six years old.

John Lewis often traveled to find work, and when this happened, he left the young children under the care of his two oldest, Allie and Bud, who were nineteen and fifteen years old. Despite their supervision, the children ran wild.

One Christmas while their father was away, they sold his egg-laying hens to buy roman candles, then waged a war in the kitchen. They stuck cotton soaked in coal oil to the ends of cane poles, set them ablaze, and chased one another through the house. They cut holes in tow sacks and wore them as bathing suits. The nearest cattle tank was two miles away, where Allie and Bud taught the littlest ones—Ahta, Velva, and Bob—to swim in the deep red water.

When money ran out, Bud shot jackrabbits and squirrels for their supper, but often they went hungry. They rarely attended school and couldn’t afford a doctor, not even when Bob nearly took off his own foot with a hatchet. They simply poulticed the wound with coal oil and bound it with shredded rags.

There were times when John Lewis surprised the children with his tenderness. Although he was a hard man, and rightly so, each Christmas, he cleared the cane-bottom chairs and danced a jig, to the delight of his daughters. The girls loved their father fiercely and felt likewise about Bob. They doted on the boy constantly and regarded him with pity, feeling sorry that at such a young age he’d been deprived of his mother’s affection. They remembered with sorrow the way he and Velva had cried while curled up beneath her casket.

But none were closer than Allie and Bud. Allie called Bud her dark-eyed boy, Bud called his older sister Skinny Legs, and he worried when she ran off and got married and came home for visits with the spark missing from her eye. Yet by that time Bud was no longer a boy. He was growing into a man, and a handsome one, too—tall and wiry, with thick brown hair that he kept trimmed and greased. On one side of his nose was a faint beauty mark.

The most remarkable thing about Bud was that he seemed genuinely happy. Trauma and privation hadn’t soured him—unlike Bob, who even at a tender age was prone to rage and general meanness. In fact, Bud maintained a buoyant disposition that earned him many friends. And like his father at the same age, he was eager to travel the big country. As soon as he turned seventeen and working age, he sniffed the air for the nearest boom and raced headlong into its crazy arms.

*   *   *

Bud wound up in Reagan County, two hundred miles west, working as a mechanic in a derelict town on the wild edge of the pay zone. The town was called Best, “the town with the best name and the worst reputation,” and its motto was not untrue. After oil was found four miles from the tiny rail depot, the town had materialized in a matter of months, thrown up near the tracks like a Hollywood back lot. As in Ranger, housing came at a premium, but at seventeen years old, Bud lived happily in a tent, relishing the filth and danger.

Best had all the action of Ranger but very little class, a last resort for prostitutes and bootleggers who’d burned through eight lives in other booms. The town floated on an ocean of Choc beer and moonshine whiskey. Blood covered the floors in the back rooms of saloons, where dogfights were wagered on by drunk, violent men—men whose wives appeared in the post office with black eyes and swollen lips.

Best was surrounded by flat, lonesome country, so dry and sand-choked that farmers wouldn’t go near it. There was barely enough rain to sustain the native grasses that over millennia had toughed it out and adapted. It sat in the center of a vast region known as the Permian Basin, some 250 miles wide and 300 miles long, which stretched from the Edwards Plateau west up the Caprock Escarpment, where the Staked Plains yawned into New Mexico. To the south, it covered the Pecos River valley and up the bone-colored Guadalupe range.

The region takes its name from its thick layers of rock, dating back to the Permian age, more than 250 million years ago. A pair of deep inland seas covered the land, fed periodically by a channel from the western ocean and fringed by great coral reefs. Over millions of years of subsidence and uplift, of land masses colliding and shifting apart, the seas became isolated. Their floors collected sediment, such as limestone, and as the sea finally evaporated and the reefs perished, massive deposits of marine life filled the basin and turned it rich with hydrocarbons.

But up until the 1920s, the Permian Basin was considered an oilman’s graveyard. Not that there wasn’t oil to be found—it had long bubbled up in ranchers’ water wells, and just the previous year wildcatters had discovered a respectable field a hundred miles south of Best. But it was just that—respectable, yielding only twenty barrels a day.

Elsewhere in the Permian Basin, the oil was elusive, a fortune just out of reach—yet it was close enough to keep the wildcatters crazy with fever, drilling test well after test well, only to come up brokenhearted. Rusted boilers and coils of cable littered the roadsides, a testament to the dry holes and saltwater at the end of every gamble.

Reagan County was part of two million acres that the state legislature had endowed to the University of Texas. Cattlemen rented large swaths of the county for grazing, but aside from that, the land held zero commercial value. Then, in 1919, a group of wildcatters requested 430,000 acres to drill for oil. The university leased it to them for a dime an acre.

El Paso businessman Frank Pickrell eventually came to lead the effort. Pickrell was working off an obscure survey that suggested a formation called the Marathon Fold ran beneath a narrow strip in the scrub. He knew little about the oil business, and his hunch was so farfetched that he spent two years trying to attract investors—who typically fronted a percentage of the drilling cost in exchange for royalties once the well came in. The drilling tools they found were secondhand, bought for ten cents on the dollar in Ranger, which by then was nothing but a salvage yard blooming rust.

The well was spudded in August 1921 using a cable-tool rig that pounded deep into the earth like a pick and hammer. The drilling dragged on for twenty-one long months, the work often interrupted due to lack of funds to pay workers and buy supplies. During this time, the driller, Carl Cromwell, lived with his wife and daughter in a wooden shack near the well, their loneliness broken only by passing trains carrying sheep. Sometimes a rancher felt sorry for them and left a quarter of beef swinging from the derrick.

While Cromwell pounded the hole, Pickrell hustled money to keep the operation going. In New York City, a group of nuns agreed to invest in the well, but did so with trepidation. Before Pickrell left, one of the sisters handed him an envelope full of rose petals and issued specific instructions. When he returned to the rig, he climbed to the top and sprinkled the petals onto the derrick floor, then declared, “I hereby christen thee Santa Rita,” who was the patron saint of impossible causes.

On the morning of May 28, 1923, Cromwell was having his breakfast when he heard an unmistakable roar. The Santa Rita No. 1 had not only struck oil, but shot a head of crude that blew for a week, coating Cromwell’s shack in a gooey sludge. A few days later, over a thousand people crowded the well site and another boom was born—this one different from all the rest.

The Reagan County field was only four miles long, but its reserves would prove vast and steady-flowing. Better, it triggered a surge of exploration that unlocked the rest of the Permian Basin. In a few short years, the providence of the Santa Rita not only made the University of Texas wealthy but introduced the Permian—the erstwhile wasteland—as the largest and most lucrative oil field in the United States, one that would power a growing nation and sustain our family for decades to come.

*   *   *

As an oil field mechanic in a boomtown, Bud most likely serviced trucks and heavy engines that powered the drilling rigs. Despite the bootleg dens and vice all around, he married Bertha McCormick and settled down.

Bertha’s people were from northern Alabama, up in the Cumberland Plateau, where her father had worked as an itinerant coal miner. Out of James and Rilla McCormick’s six children, three of their four boys had died—all separately and all at the age of ten. Only two daughters had come to them, and to compound the family’s trauma, James violated them repeatedly.

For whatever reason, the McCormicks were living on a farm in Snyder, 130 miles north of Best, when the oil boom hit. Bertha was fifteen years old when she met Bud, smitten by the dark-eyed boy whose past rolled off his back, whereas hers could not. In Bud, she found safety and comfort. They married that year, then welcomed two daughters into the maelstrom of the Reagan County boom—Frances Murl Dean, born in 1925, followed by Flossie Mae two years later.

By then, most of the action in Best was heading out of town—to Big Lake, ten miles east, which was bigger and better suited to absorb the surge of newcomers. Bud’s job eventually left, too, but instead of following the boom, he pulled up stakes and found another one.

His older sister Fannie and her husband, Abe Jones, were now living near a town called Big Spring, a hundred miles north, on a cotton farm that Abe and his brothers inherited from their father. Once they put down roots, the rest of the family followed: John Lewis and my grandfather Bob, plus his sisters Allie, Velva, and Ahta, all of whom were married now and raising their own children. Bud and Bertha arrived and rented a house close to town, where they welcomed another child, a boy they named John Odell.

Oil had been discovered on the big ranches around Big Spring, and lots of it. The boom it triggered was less frenzied and better managed than the others, yet promised the same opportunities: trucks needed driving, rigs needed building, pipeline still had to be sunk. Several refineries were in the works and tall buildings were being raised, including a fifteen-story hotel like one you’d find in Fort Worth or Chicago. The surrounding farmland was rich and loamy and seasoned for cotton, and yields had been high. Come picking season, if the boll weevil kept its distance, there’d be enough work for every man. Most of all, though, the citizens in Big Spring seemed possessed of a vision, and it was clear that people were moving there to stay.
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Bones, con men, and oil … a town is born … fortunes rise and fall … the Mealers find their home …

The town of Big Spring sits in the eastern Permian Basin and straddles two of the state’s most distinct geographical regions. The craggy red hills of the Edwards Plateau, which slope southeast for three hundred miles into the Texas Hill Country, dominate the town itself, which sits at twenty-four hundred feet above sea level. Two of those hills—which residents call “mountains”—rise along its southern edge and afford sweeping views to the north. Just a short drive in that direction one encounters the “breaks,” where the land rises dramatically up a jagged shelf, called the Caprock Escarpment, and rolls like a carpet all the way to Colorado. This marks the beginning of the Llano Estacado, or Staked Plain, that Spanish explorer Francisco Vázquez de Coronado crossed in 1541 while searching for the Seven Cities of Cibola.

The town gets its name from a deep, clear pool that once sprang from the limestone. For centuries the spring was a prime watering stop along the Comanche War Trail when the tribe’s empire stretched from modern-day Kansas down past the Rio Grande. It sustained warriors on their yearly raids into Mexico for cattle, slaves, and horses, and again when they returned with buffalo, hundreds of thousands of which came to graze on the grama and bluestem before loping north in the spring. The remainder of the year, antelope were as thick as jackrabbits, gray wolves stalked the canyon bottoms, and nightfall brought a strange thunder as vast herds of mustangs crossed the plain.

The pool remained the quiet domain of the Comanche until 1848, when gold was discovered in California’s Sacramento Valley. The initial discovery back in January had come less than two weeks after the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, which ended the Mexican-American War and gave the United States the California territory and much of the American West. In one stroke of the pen, the nation grew by 66 percent. Only three years prior, Texas had joined the Union as the twenty-eighth state. The new parts of the country were young and raw and wholly perilous, particularly the vast middle section of the Great Plains and Llano Estacado.

The sea of grass that blanketed the western frontier constituted a chasm in the American mind. By the 1840s, most maps of the United States identified the region as the Great American Desert, described by military expeditions, travelers, and journalists as a wasteland void of water, shade, and timber. It was prone to grass fires, tornadoes, rattlesnakes, and blizzards. And of course, there were the Comanche, whose murderous mounted assaults had not only turned back the Spanish from the Llano Estacado, but practically ground American westward expansion to a halt.

But California gold instilled enough courage for thousands to cross anyway in search of their fortune. Up north, they struck out along the established emigrant trails, mainly the Santa Fe and Oregon. But southern routes through the Comancheria proved more treacherous, and in 1849, the government began looking for ways to protect them.

The job of surveying one of these “California roads” through Texas was given to Captain Randolph Marcy, then stationed at Fort Smith, Arkansas. In April, he and his men led nearly five hundred emigrants up the Llano Estacado and over to Santa Fe and El Paso, where the travelers broke off to California.

On his trek back to Fort Smith, Marcy searched for a secondary route. He hired a Comanche guide who led them through the Guadalupe Mountains and across the Pecos River until they reached a branch of the Comanche War Trail that took them up the plains. On October 3, while still on the trail, they encountered “a spring … flowing from a deep chasm in the limestone into an immense reservoir some 50 feet in depth.”

The “big spring” was added to their maps, and later to Marcy’s hugely popular Prairie Traveler: A Hand-Book for Overland Expeditions, which was published in 1859. Ragged caravans of emigrants—mostly men—began pushing toward California as the danger of the Great Desert ceded to gold fever. Thus Big Spring had its origins in the first boom of the American West. But it would take another bonanza—a dark and shameful one—to place it permanently on the map.

The great bison slaughter that began in Kansas and the middle plains after the Civil War reached Big Spring in the mid-1870s. Hunting teams fanned out from Fort Griffin, just north of Eastland, where the U.S. Army was making a last stand against the Comanche. Around Big Spring, groups of hunters hid in trees near watering holes, then opened up with Sharps rifles like carnival shooters. A crew of four men could kill a hundred buffalo in one morning and several thousand in a three-month season, especially when using chains and a team of horses to skin out the carcasses. The hides fetched two dollars apiece from buyers in the East, who sent freight wagons into the putrid camps to haul the pelts to Fort Worth and Dodge City. The remains were left to rot in the tall grass and churn a septic breeze.

By 1875, the killing had spiraled into a full-scale massacre, so out of control that the Texas Legislature debated a bill to protect the remaining herds. But General Philip Sheridan, who’d just broken the last Comanche resistance at the Battle of Red River, rebuffed lawmakers. Still bristling from his victory in the Panhandle, he pressed for the expedited elimination of “the Indian’s commissary.”

“Send [the hunters] powder and lead, if you will,” he told the Legislature. “But for a lasting peace, let them kill, skin, and sell until the buffaloes are exterminated. Then your prairies will be covered with speckled cattle and the festive cowboy.”

By 1878, both the Comanche and their buffalo had mostly disappeared from the Llano Estacado. When the cattlemen did arrive, as Sheridan predicted, they found a prairie covered in bones. One of the first homesteaders in Big Spring, William Roberts, described so many skeletons on his land that a person could walk atop them without ever touching the ground. It wasn’t until an Englishman named Jimmy Killfall appeared at Roberts’s door asking to collect the bones that Roberts discovered that a railroad was on its way.

The financier and rail magnate Jay Gould had just taken the reins of the failing Texas and Pacific Railway Company, which Congress had chartered in 1871 to build a line from Texas to San Diego using Marcy’s California road as its guide. In January 1880, a construction crew of five thousand men and three thousand mules finally broke ground in Fort Worth and began hacking their way west.

Killfall, the man who appeared at Robert’s door, was soon joined by a wave of fellow scavengers, couriers of a new industry that rode on the back of the hide trade. Companies in St. Louis, Detroit, Philadelphia, and New York were paying as much as fifteen dollars a ton for the bleached buffalo bones. Sugar companies used the calcium phosphate in the bones to neutralize acid in cane juice. Fertilizer plants ground them into meal. Bones undamaged by the sun went to make buttons.

The pickers traveled on buffalo roads from Fort Dodge through Kansas, where they’d scoured the prairies before moving south. Many were the same hunters who’d helped lay waste to the herds, while others were homesteaders who’d come west seeking fortune, only to be thwarted by drought, grasshoppers, and debt. Together with other families, they traveled in convoys of oxen-pulled wagons loaded down with bones. They combed creek bottoms and ravines, sent kids rooting under bushes and trees, and set fire to the prairies so they would reveal their prize.

The more industrious scavengers operated large, long-haul freight wagons that traveled in columns across the range, their sides “picketed,” as one historian noted, in a macabre array of pelvic and thigh bones. The freight was driven and stacked along the planned T&P route—in what would become the towns of Big Spring, Abilene, and Sweetwater—where they were loaded onto “bone trains” and carried to market. From West Texas up into the plains, ghastly white mountains swelled along the horizon.

On average, the bone mounds were the shape of hayricks and stretched as long as a city block, as high as the haulers could pitch them. Others covered a half mile, grand installations of death for men and boys to clamber atop and pose for passing photographers.

At Big Spring, the scavengers made their camps near the water’s edge, next to crews of Chinese and Irish laborers who’d come to build the railroad. The daily rumble of their dynamite as they blasted the roadbed came as a welcome distraction to the monotony of bone picking. Eager cowhands hoping to prove themselves on the ever-expanding ranches also made their camps alongside the spring. In the evenings, they gathered to drink red whiskey in a single-tent saloon owned by an Indian scout, and at closing time raced their horses through the tent rows, firing pistols into the lantern lights. Whenever red whiskey ran dry, the bartender tricked the Irish paddies by mixing moonshine with chewing tobacco. When the Texas and Pacific Railway arrived in March 1881, the town of Big Spring was born and these were its first citizens.

*   *   *

The semiarid climate meant that cattle needed big spaces to feed—a whole section, 640 acres, just to keep six animals alive—and the hills and pasture around Big Spring provided plenty of room. The first cattlemen claimed vast holdings for their herds, since much of the land was public domain. Within a decade, the bone heaps gave way to a dominion of sweeping ranches.

Biggest of all was Colonel C. C. Slaughter’s Long S Ranch, with over a million acres of open range, so vast it was said to take seven days to cross it by horseback. Other ranches included the McDowell, the Roberts, the Otis Chalk, and Settles, to name a few. These men had emigrated from Ohio, Tennessee, Kentucky, and East Texas, moving west once the Comanche were pushed from the plains; Slaughter himself had hunted Indians with the Texas Rangers. Once their herds grazed along the Caprock, they weathered wolves and coyotes, stampedes and vacillating markets, and heaped a thousand curses upon the prairie dog, whose grass-covered holes could snap a horse’s leg and pitch a rider to his death. But their greatest enemy of all was the weather.

The Caprock lay at the convergence of three principal winds: those blowing cold off the Rockies and the northern plains, and those pushing up warm and damp from the Gulf of Mexico. Nowhere else would it rain and hail one minute, then blow dirt the next, and nowhere else would a blizzard mix with sand so thick it would blind ten thousand cattle, sending cowhands wandering lost with chilblains.

And nowhere else, it seemed, could the land dry up so quickly. Dry years were more common than wet ones, and every generation had its defining drought. The drought of 1886–87 nearly bankrupted Slaughter, and families with smaller holdings had to scavenge buffalo bones to stay afloat. The drought of 1916–18 that cost John Lewis his farm nearly devastated the McDowell ranch. In a panic, Lorin McDowell sent Lorin Jr. with most of their herd into Nebraska and South Dakota to save it, a journey his son would later say “made a furrow in my brain.” The following winter, in 1918, a freak blizzard killed two thousand of their steers.

Yet the cattlemen stayed, as did the farmers who came later, burrowing their crude dugouts into the hills with only bran sacks for a door. They stayed even as their fields died and their cattle starved and the wind pushed their wives to the margins of madness. And why? Because when the land was green and healthy, they said, it was like staring into heaven. “This country can promise less and deliver more than anywhere on earth,” said one rancher. That statement proved particularly true once oil was discovered, for when the land surrendered its oil, it offered a lasting insurance against the fickle skies.

As one popular Christmas card later declared: “No steer is so fat as one which scratches his ribs against the legs of an oil derrick.”

*   *   *

Big Spring’s first oil boom arrived with a whimper, and a fraud. It was 1919. Ranger was ripping 174 miles to the east, while to the north, Burkburnett was starting to stir. The whole state was like a frenetic landscape of kicked-over ant beds. People still reeled from the drought that had left hundreds of families like mine homeless. And as oil fever spread across Texas, jumping fence lines and county roads, they grew desperate for the salvation oil could provide from the dry, evil weather. This made them vulnerable to a slickster like Alphabet Cox.

S. E. J. (short for Seymour Ernest Jacobson) Cox was, in the words of the Federal Trade Commission, “the most seductive and unreliable promoter in America.” Before arriving in Texas, he’d created dozens of companies from Michigan to New York City, peddling everything from “miracle” carburetors to wallpaper and virility pills. But an oil boom presented untold opportunity. In 1917, Cox had moved to Houston and began selling interests in three separate ventures, passing himself off as a savvy dealmaker. He was dark-eyed and charismatic, his wife Nelda was cosmopolitan and gorgeous, and both were accomplished aviators who piloted their own planes, the Texas Wildcat and the Texas Kitten. The duo routinely competed in cup races.

After starting the General Oil Company in early 1919, Cox drilled several successful wells in Burkburnett, which gave him an air of legitimacy when he rolled into Big Spring that summer looking for a new play.

His arrival came shortly after a group of businessmen had pooled money to drill several test wells, without any luck. So when Cox marched into the local chamber of commerce and demanded to lease two hundred thousand acres, people paid attention. Even more so when Cox told them that his “geologist,” an Indian named Geronimo, had already scouted their pastures and discovered a sea of oil.

One of the sites was on Lorin McDowell’s place. Since the rancher’s herd was still recovering from the drought, he was placing his last hopes in Cox. As crews got busy spudding in during the summer of 1920, the Big Spring Herald reported that even fortune tellers had become interested in the oil field. The excitement swelled. “According to their dope an oil well is to be brought in between June 20 and 27,” the paper said.

The crystal gazers were correct. Sometime before dawn on June 20, Cox’s first well—the No. 1 McDowell—struck pay. “We got her!” the driller screamed into the night. “Honest to God, we got her!”

Oil was seeping into the pit, all right, and by that afternoon over five hundred people had arrived at the ranch to get a closer look. It was no gusher—barely forty barrels a day—but enough to stoke a frenzy, and enough for Cox to stretch the discovery into the realms of fantasy.

“There is no doubt that the McDowell well will be a gusher with a daily capacity of from 2,000 to 5,000 barrels, and possibly more,” Cox wrote to potential investors, dictating the letter from the derrick floor. “Here is evidence to prove that we have at Big Spring not only the largest oil field in Texas but one of the largest and best oil fields in the world.”

Days later, residents packed the Elks Hall as Cox spread his arms and, with eyes closed, described a vision of oil derricks that stretched seventy miles long. People lined up with cash. According to the Herald, “The only man in Big Spring who does not own some General Oil stock or a parcel of soaring leases, lies under the sod and daisies.”

Residents were eager to celebrate their maiden well. Together with Cox, they began raising thousands of dollars for a huge party that would toast the coming boom and their salvation from the weather. Cox employed a line of trains, “Investor Specials,” to bring in ten thousand guests, according to pamphlets, who traveled from as far as Hawaii, New Zealand, and “the chilly borders of the Arctic circle.” Residents offered spare beds, even loaned the visitors their vehicles. To feed everyone, ranchers donated 150 beeves and 60 sheep that were stored in refrigerated cars. The festivities kicked off with calf roping and bronc busting, followed by an airplane race. At one point, a local cowpuncher named Shorty Wells appeared riding Cox’s single-engine plane. The Herald described him as “perched on a saddle in front of the tail and blazing away with his six shooter.”

The following day, Cox led a motorcade to the well site, where crews swabbed the hole with suction to pull the oil into the pit while other accounts have them shooting the hole with nitroglycerine. “Behold,” Cox said with a wave of his hand. “This black gold is a messenger of a new day in Big Spring and West Texas.”

But despite the presentation, the well turned out to be a low-performing dud, made worse after crews, in their haste, collapsed the casing and filled the hole with saltwater. The rest of General Oil’s wells turned up dry, and soon Big Spring got smart to Alphabet Cox. After his company went bust, Cox was indicted for mail fraud. He managed to escape the first set of charges, but not a second. A promotion scheme with Dr. Frederick A. Cook, who dubiously claimed to have been the first explorer to reach the North Pole, finally landed Cox in federal prison.

But rather than scare people away, the McDowell failure had the reverse effect. Now there was real proof that oil could be found in this part of the Permian Basin, it was just a matter of hitting the right seam. Exploration intensified, leading to the discovery of the Santa Rita well seventy-five miles away, and sparking the boom that would lure my uncle Bud to the town of Best. Meanwhile, drillers were punching holes all around Big Spring. Finally, in 1926, crews delivered Otis Chalk from the cattle trade by pulling two hundred barrels a day off his ranch south of town. But it wasn’t until the following year, when a gusher on Dora Roberts’s place came in at thirty-three hundred barrels a day, that Big Spring entered a new age.

Within three years, the population nearly tripled as the town—like others in the Permian Basin—shifted from agriculture to petroleum. All the major oil companies established permanent offices, while four refineries sprang up to process the crude into gasoline, diesel, and kerosene.

Joshua S. Cosden built the biggest one, on the east side of town. But the Cosden & Company refinery was relatively small compared to the $50 million empire that Cosden had already built and lost in spectacular fashion.

“J. S. is down, but he’ll bounce back,” friends of the tycoon said. In fact, Big Spring was where Cosden was plotting his historic rebound and where he would establish, once and for all, his reputation as the “Rubber Ball” of the oil industry. Cosden’s comeback would position Big Spring to shine on a global stage, while setting into motion the events that eventually brought my father back to town, hoping to glean just a fraction of the oilman’s prevailing luck.

*   *   *

Cosden was born in 1881 and raised on a farm in Kent County, Maryland. At twenty, he took a job as a reporter for the Public Ledger in Philadelphia before moving to Baltimore to sell insurance and real estate. In 1908, after reading news of oil discoveries in Oklahoma and of ordinary men making fortunes, Cosden headed west, stopping in the Osage Indian reservation in the town of Bigheart, where a boom was under way.

That same year, the first Model T Ford came off the assembly line in Detroit and pushed the demand for gasoline. Out in Bigheart, there was no refinery to distill the oil into fuel, and Cosden saw his niche. His only problem was that he was broke. So he did what Sid Richardson, Clint Murchison, H. L. Hunt, and other legendary Texas oilmen would do in the coming years when possessed with vision and empty pockets: he borrowed other people’s money.

Back in Baltimore, Cosden assembled a group of wealthy friends he would come to rely on over the course of his career. Their seed money allowed him to buy six acres south of Bigheart, where he set out building a small “teapot” refinery. While it was under construction, Cosden and his wife lived in a tent before building a small cabin.

The Southwestern Refining Company was completed in 1910, but Cosden quickly ran into problems. The nearest wells were several miles away, with no pipeline or road to connect them to the refinery. Rather than wait for these to arrive, Cosden transported the oil in a rolling tank wagon that he’d bought secondhand. The contraption was so rickety it leaked oil as it bounced over the rocks and pastures, forcing Cosden to run behind with a bucket. The little amount of fuel he and his wife managed to produce, they sold themselves door-to-door.

The following year, a giant tornado struck Bigheart and destroyed the refinery, along with their cabin. It also flattened oil rigs in the fields and leveled most of the town. The only place for Cosden and his wife to live was in the hole they’d dug as a tornado shelter, where they stayed for two weeks. As soon as Cosden rebuilt, a fire destroyed his boiler and stills, forcing him to start all over again.

But somehow he remained undeterred, and his backers never lost faith. By 1912, rail tankers bearing his company’s name were rolling through Bigheart and he was finally turning a profit. That year, he borrowed more money to purchase a second refinery, in West Tulsa, on the banks of the Arkansas River, and sank everything into expanding it. Wanting to ensure a steady stream of oil, he started his own pipeline company. By 1915, he’d connected the Cushing field, Oklahoma’s biggest producer, straight to his refineries, which by then were processing eighteen thousand barrels per day into fuel and other derivatives. The lubricating oil and wax plant he built alongside it was said to be the finest anywhere, producing some twenty thousand pounds of wax daily.

But transporting and refining oil weren’t enough for Cosden. He wanted control over the entire process, from the ground to the gas tank. He wanted to drill for oil. So in 1916, around the time my family was fleeing the Texas drought, Cosden visited one of the biggest investment banks in New York City and laid out his plan.

“I walked into their offices at two-thirty in the afternoon and walked out at four-fifteen with the money assured,” Cosden told one reporter. With few questions, the bankers had given him $12 million.

Cosden began drilling the Cushing field, then built his West Tulsa plant even bigger. He added a hundred cracking stills, which squeezed more gasoline out of a barrel of oil by “cracking” the heavier components. Only the mighty Standard Oil had been using that kind of technology. Standard also owned most of the patents for cracking oil into gasoline and other products, so Cosden simply hired better engineers and wrote patents of his own.

When finished, his Tulsa refinery was the largest in the world, and as oil continued to flow from his own wells, Cosden became one of Tulsa’s richest men. That year, in a bold expression of his value, his company took out a whopping million-dollar insurance policy on his life that required thirteen different firms to broker it—one of the biggest individual policies in the nation.

The press found the thirty-four-year-old Cosden irresistible. He was blond and handsome and spent money with extravagance, once writing a $12 million check for an oil company while sitting in the lobby of a Tulsa hotel. At the same time, friends and associates described him as refreshingly humble and well liked. The papers remarked that he rarely touched booze.

In 1912, Cosden built the most expensive home in Tulsa, a four-bedroom Craftsman known as Mission Manor, then built an even bigger one that featured the city’s first indoor swimming pool. In 1917, he began erecting his monument. The sixteen-story Cosden Building, located downtown on the corner of Fourth and Boston, was Tulsa’s first skyscraper and the tallest building west of the Mississippi. In the meantime, Cosden divorced his wife, with whom he had three children, and married Nellie Neves Roeser, the wife of Charles Roeser, a less-successful oilman who lived across the street. The tabloids wrote of how Nellie spoke French and called her the most gorgeous woman in Oklahoma.

For a while the couple lived in the penthouse of the skyscraper before absconding to the East Coast. They purchased a sprawling estate in Port Washington, Long Island, and another in Newport, Rhode Island. For the winter they built a spectacular Spanish-style villa in Palm Beach, designed by Addison Mizner, which Vogue described as “the finest private residence in America.” The servants’ quarters alone had thirty bedrooms.

By 1920, hardly a decade since sleeping in a hole in Bigheart, Cosden was worth between $50 and $75 million. On Long Island, the Cosdens’ neighbors included Vincent Astor, the Guggenheims, and the Whitneys, all of whom they regularly entertained. After meeting the Prince of Wales in London, the Cosdens made headlines in September 1924 when they hosted the prince on his visit to America. The party lasted until dawn, when His Royal Highness was seen stumbling to his hired car.

Society writers, perhaps jealous, often dismissed the Cosdens as gold-dipped social climbers. “Men and women whose surnames had been in Blue Book and Social Register since the days of their great-great-grandparents permitted themselves small gasps at the slashing, heedless way the Cosdens spent and spent,” wrote one reporter. Cosden’s money, said another, “lacked the age that gives wine its bouquet and families their dignity and prestige.”

In fact, it was the splashy, new-moneyed millionaires of the Jazz Age like Cosden whom F. Scott Fitzgerald had in mind when he wrote The Great Gatsby. Cosden even confessed that the book was one of his favorites. Yet by the time Gatsby was published, in April 1925, Cosden was already ruined.

Actually, his self-made empire had been damaged for some time. Reports vary about what caused the crash, but most agree that Cosden bet too aggressively on Wall Street, even going so far as pledging his company stock as security. When the market plunged in 1920–21, he lost heavily, dropping three hundred thousand dollars in one hour, according to one report. Cosden tried buying much of the company stock himself to hold it up, but it was no use. Overproduction and surplus had caused oil prices to dip and stagnate, and profits were on the decline. In January 1925, the board of directors staged a takeover of the company and assumed $100 million in assets, including the sixteen-story monument in downtown Tulsa. The company’s name was changed to the Mid-Continent Petroleum Corporation.

To recoup, Cosden was forced to unload his personal empire piece by piece. He sold the Long Island estate to his neighbor, Vincent Astor, while the widow of Horace Dodge, the car magnate, swept up the Palm Beach villa for a cool $4 million. Cosden’s “retirement,” reported the New York Times, “is said by oil men to have removed him from the field of major personalities in that business.”

And thus, the first of Joshua S. Cosden’s fortunes was gone.

For months, nobody saw or heard from him. At one point, a reporter managed to track down Cosden’s first wife, now remarried, and asked what she thought about his turn of luck.

“He’ll stage a comeback,” she said. “I ought to know. While Joshua and I were married, he went broke twice—but never for long.”

Indeed, while the New York society writers were savoring his downfall, poking fun at how other millionaires were snatching up his thoroughbreds for pennies on the dollar, Cosden was already down in Texas making deals.

The low prices that had helped bury his company now provided him a perfect foothold. By the fall of 1925, he’d leased sixteen sections near Odessa, some sixty miles southwest of Big Spring. Then, in February 1927, a local newspaper announced that he’d sold a block of leases in Brown County—some seventeen hundred acres west of Comanche—to the Prairie Oil and Gas Co., which had paid him a million dollars. News of the sale quickly reached Wall Street, where Cosden had already gone, brimming with confidence and new life. Once again, he convinced wealthier men, such as Standard Oil brokers Pforzheimer & Co., to gamble on his hunches. In just a few days, he returned to Texas with $5 million guaranteed, reorganized his company, and started buying land.

He based the new Cosden Oil Company in a plush office in Fort Worth and started building. He snatched up a string of small oil companies and a spread of leases near Oklahoma City, where he planned a giant tank farm. When his staff warned he was moving too fast, Cosden chided them. “The trouble with you fellows,” he said, “is that you have no vision.”

In 1928, he set his ambitions on Big Spring and Howard County, where Magnolia had just hit its gusher on Dora Roberts’s ranch. He bought leases near the biggest proven wells—paying Roberts a reported one thousand dollars an acre—but he wasn’t about to sell his oil to anyone. As crews started production, he set out to build a refinery.

Once again, Cosden’s timing was impeccable. The T&P Railway was just in the process of switching from coal oil to diesel and needed a steady supply. John Lancaster, head of the railroad, took Cosden on a personal tour around Big Spring to choose an ideal location. Lancaster not only agreed to buy fuel for the railway, but to ship it anywhere along its route. And with that assurance, Cosden bought two hundred acres on the east side of town, installed new stills and a thermacracker, and started connecting pipe to the newly discovered Howard-Glasscock field, which produced over ten million barrels of oil before the year was over.

By August 1929, just eighteen months after reentering the game, the Prince of Petroleum had spun a profit of $15 million, with company assets valued at $25 million. “Cosden Recovers,” the New York Times proclaimed, “without investing a dollar himself.” His comeback, reported the Associated Press, was being regarded by oilmen as “one of the outstanding achievements in the history of the industry.”

*   *   *

With rail cars of oil rumbling into Big Spring, the population tripled to over twelve thousand people and the modern town took shape. By then John Lewis and the family were living on his daughter Fannie’s farm north of town, where, like so many farmers in the South, they were trying their hands at growing cotton. But it seems unlikely that farming was profitable enough to keep Bud away from the action in the oil fields. With his experience, he probably had no trouble finding a mechanic’s job and the high boom wages would’ve been plenty to support Bertha and the kids, all of whom were now under the age of five.

I’m sure my family was aware of Josh Cosden, since he was the most famous oilman in the Southwest. There’s no evidence of them ever crossing paths, or of any of them working at his refinery. But I’d like to believe they weren’t so removed from people like him, so displaced and out of range that they missed the providence that came to men like Cosden and Frank Day. After losing Julia, Goldie, and the farm, and wandering from place to place, I like to think my family had found some purchase in Big Spring, that they’d found a home where the boom could swirl around them with all its befalling luck, and just maybe they could reach out and grab a piece.

*   *   *

Already, Big Spring was shaping up to be a different kind of boomtown, less lawless and depraved. The shrewd merchants, railroad engineers, and cattlemen who founded the town had sensed what was coming and planned ahead. They raised money to pave the streets so the trucks could move freely without mud, installed electric lights along the main thoroughfares to stave off crime, and fortified the county jail so it was impervious to drunken mobs. They built a water system to prevent outbreaks of disease and installed fire hydrants, while construction crews built offices for the influx of new business.

But when office space ran short, rancher Dora Roberts stepped in to help. Roberts was one of the earliest settlers in the county and no doubt its most influential. In 1883, she’d married a young cattle trader and moved to a dugout on the edge of the frontier. Her husband was later killed while breaking a wild bronc, and in 1909, a second husband also died tragically and in similar fashion, crushed by his own horse. Roberts continued to manage the ever-growing ranch on her own, and when oil made her the richest person in West Texas, she dedicated much of her wealth toward the betterment of the town. In 1928, as the population grew, she and Lorin McDowell—whose ranch was finally giving oil—financed the construction of Big Spring’s first office tower. The Petroleum Building, as it was called, featured brass ornaments, a marble interior, and a row of concrete Aztec warriors who stood sentry along its rooftop. And while standing only six stories high, it would loom over the future of Big Spring and my family in particular.

The true totem of the oil bonanza, however, was going up a few blocks away—the gift of another come-lately oil millionaire. After a few gushers were tapped on W. R. Settles’s ranch, he remained the modest cattleman and devout Presbyterian he’d always been. After donating his first well to his church, Settles was bombarded with myriad suggestions of what to do with his money. Big Spring had only three hotels to accommodate the crush of newcomers, and rooms were in short supply. Town leaders convinced Settles to spend his royalties on building not only a new hotel for the expanding city, but one that would dwarf all others.

They chose a prime location on the corner of Third and Runnels and hired David S. Castle, the architect who’d designed many of Abilene’s finest buildings. No expense was spared. The cost of the fifteen-story hotel, plus furnishings, ran to seven hundred thousand dollars, almost equal in value to all other construction in Big Spring that year. A spectacular marble staircase rose from the lobby and split in two directions toward the mezzanine, where the grand ballroom contained one of the largest crystal chandeliers in the world. The floors were polished maple, the paneling was mahogany, and the furnishings were the finest walnut. An eleven-piece orchestra played the first two nights of its opening, with over three hundred people packed into the ballroom.

The Herald devoted an entire section to the event. Fred W. Crow, the hotel’s manager, told the paper, “I have no hesitancy of comparing the class, service and beauty [of] the Settles Hotel to the New Yorker in New York City. In fact, I think this hotel is superior in many respects.”

As tall buildings cut a new skyline in Big Spring, the Cosden Oil Company continued to grow in Fort Worth. When the value of its stock reached $130, Cosden urged investors to let it soar. “It will go to $510,” he triumphed. Cosden’s second fortune had come in half the time as his first, and the oilman was looking to bounce even higher. He was flying, pushing for orbit, when, in October 1929, the bottom fell out of the world.

The stock market crash didn’t penetrate the oil patch’s joie de vivre right away. In fact, Cosden voiced confidence the lull would pass, even breaking ground on new construction at the refinery. For nearly a year, his stock price held firm despite the flagging markets. But by June 1930, with crude having plummeted from four dollars a barrel to ten cents, the company’s value fluttered to the ground like a punctured balloon. Profits vanished under mounting expenses and employees were cut loose. Before long, the Cosden Oil Company was in receivership and the second of Josh Cosden’s fortunes was gone.

As the Great Depression settled over the region, drilling rigs were stacked and hauled away, holes were capped, and oil towns emptied as the boom chasers returned to their farms and cities to wait out the bust. Landowners defaulted on loans as oil royalties disappeared. Banks began to fail along with shops and restaurants in every little town that had grown fat off the boom. It would take several more years for the oil economy to recover, at which point it would thrive in the face of global despair. But until that miracle happened, Josh Cosden returned to New York, where he became terribly ill. My family, meanwhile, returned to the road.

As it turned out, too many farmers across Texas and the South were planting cotton. In fact, when the family ginned their first harvest back in 1926, no greater amount of cotton had ever been grown in the United States. The land was awash in cotton, and just as with oil, there came a point when there was just too much for prices to remain high. Low prices had hammered the farmers in 1927 and 1928, yet still they planted more. And when it came time to harvest the crop in the fall of 1929, Wall Street was in a panic and people were lining up for food. “Cotton is selling now not only below the cost of production, but below the cost of existence,” the Herald wrote in December.

Once again, the Mealers were busted. And with nothing going in the oil fields, they resorted to wandering. As a cold winter settled on West Texas, they went home to Georgia.
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A journey back east … then west along the rails … the Dust Bowl begins on the plains … cotton rebounds …

Most likely, it was John Lewis who instigated the trip back to Pickens County. His father, Robert Moore Mealer, had suffered a stroke that rendered him mute and partially paralyzed, confined to a rocking chair. No one knew how long he would live. Nearly forty years had passed since John Lewis had seen him.

They tied a mattress to the roof of Bud’s Model T Ford and filled the car with clothes and cookware. John Lewis, Bud, Bertha, and the kids squeezed inside, but there was no room for my grandfather Bob, who wrapped himself in two coats and a blanket and rode a thousand miles hanging off the running board.

The road was full of families fleeing the dead oil fields, heading back toward kin and familiar country. The family headed north into Arkansas, where icicles hung like stalactites from the roadside shelters where they camped. They crossed Mississippi and Alabama, where Bertha’s people were from, then finally entered Georgia. They drove through the city of Atlanta, then up into the Blue Ridge, where the air grew thin and smelled of sharp, bitter evergreen. Near the town of Jasper, the Ford labored up the mountain and came to the lip of a great basket filled with jagged pine. In the distance, a needlepoint peak jutted from a layer of morning mist.

“They call that Sharp Top,” John Lewis said. Beneath its white blanket lay the valley where he was born.

He was four years old when his mother, Catherine Cowart Mealer, died while giving birth, the same age as my grandfather Bob when Julia departed them. After Catherine’s death, her sister Drucilla had arrived to help Robert with the four children, but her father, a Baptist minister, forbade her to live in the home as a single woman. So Robert married Drucilla, mainly out of convenience, and she gave him ten more children. But it was clear that Drucilla later resented her station in life, as if she’d woken up from a childhood dream to find herself imprisoned by a washtub and all those little mouths to feed. Her harsh manner was one thing John Lewis had been happy to put behind him when he left for Texas.

Robert and Drucilla left Sharp Top in 1917, just after John Lewis lost the farm in Texas. They built a home twenty miles north, near Burnt Mountain, next to John Lewis’s brother, Daniel, then another one just down the road. It was in the first house, which sat vacant, where John Lewis and the family spread their things and took refuge from a world in crisis.

They spent most of their time at Robert’s home, where he sat on the long front porch in silence watching the children play. Each morning Daniel’s kids spilled down the wagon road to get a glimpse of the Texans, taking them to catch mountain minnows and horny heads in the stream, wading barefoot in its sharp clear water until their skin ached from the cold. Having only known the flat, dun-colored oil fields, Bud’s daughters, Frances and Flossie, spent the first week staring into the canopy, searching for familiar sky.

For five-year-old Frances, her first memories of life were of the Georgia woods, helping Drucilla gather wild berries and pokeweed and drinking fresh milk plucked from a rock cradle in the stream. Her first impressions of her father were there, too—him stomping out of bed at 3 a.m. and hurling rocks at the jabbering whippoorwill keeping him awake. Or him chasing her mother through the woods carrying a bucket of cold water, the two of them giggling. Frances remembered them holding hands, young and in love.

Eighty-five years later, I would sit with Frances at her dining-room table staring at yellowed photos while her mind skipped back a lifetime. Back to the Georgia woods, where the sounds of her parents’ laughter still rang in her memory, along with all the unfortunate things that happened after that fleeting moment of joy.

*   *   *

There was talk about staying in Georgia for good. Bud even found a job as a cook in nearby Ellijay, and Frances remembered the family going on about the cherry pies he baked. But for some reason—she never understood why—the plan to stay was abandoned. After several weeks the family said good-bye to Burnt Mountain and returned home to Texas.

Back in Big Spring, the family slept on the floor at the farm of Bud’s sister Fannie and her husband, Abe, and plotted their next move. The town was still recovering from the crash, and there was little work in the oil fields. Mornings, John Lewis, Bob, and Bud drove to the railyard on First Street to look for tools or pipe arriving on the trains, a sign that jobs were imminent. But the station was quiet. The only things coming off the freights, it seemed, were hoboes. As the trains approached the station, dozens of men leapt from the boxcars, their skin and clothes smeared with coal dust, then vanished into the streets to bum a meal.

Big Spring was a rail hub for passenger and freight traffic going to and from the west. And because of this, the town became a way station for those riding the rails to California, where citrus groves, orchards, and cotton fields lined its golden valleys.

Somehow a decision was made that the men would go to California to work and bring home money. It’s unclear if they had a particular destination in mind. All Frances remembers is that early one morning her father said good-bye and walked to the T&P tracks. Waiting outside were Bob, John Lewis, and Davey Jones, Abe’s younger brother, who’d also left his family at the farm. The men walked to the edge of the depot and stood along the ballast, the crushed stone grinding beneath their feet. A westbound locomotive shrieked in the far darkness, then lurched on its wheels, and within minutes they stared into a black wall of screeching steel. They jumped for an open car.

The trains were still full of old tramps chasing the iron road, but now they shared space with families: exhausted mothers with hungry kids and fathers with bellies full of dread. There were lone breadwinners like Bud and old men like his father. There were blacks, whites, and browns, and there were criminals of every stripe.

But mostly, like Bob, who was fifteen, there were children—kids who’d been turned out of their homes to fend for themselves, or who’d left on their own to ease the burden. At the height of the Depression, as many as a million teenagers traveled the rails looking for work and community, moving in vagabond packs and living in hobo jungles, finding both charity and brutality in the broken-back cities of America. They crowded the cars and hid down in the tenders where the coal and water were stored; they squeezed between cars and clung atop their bucking roofs. In 1932, about 75 percent of the nearly six hundred thousand transients on the Southern Pacific line through Texas, New Mexico, and Arizona were under the age of twenty-five.

The family stayed in the network of jungles along the route, tucked amid the timber and hidden from view. Each camp had its own division of labor—one person went into town to find a potato for soup while another brought salt or an extra spoon. Pots and pans hung from tree branches; crude shelters were made from cardboard or tin scrap and sometimes built up in the trees. Bob and Bud both carried pocketknives, which were like gold in the jungles. They hired their blades in exchange for soap or a bowl of stew. In a pinch, a knife could be traded for a pair of shoes or sold for cash. They cooked possums and jackrabbits caught in snares along the brush lines and traded their hides for food. But mostly, they survived by rolling dice.

Davey Jones, who was twenty-three, was a road gambler who’d taught Bob and Bud to play craps back in Eastland County. His brothers’ cotton fields didn’t provide enough excitement to hold him to one place, plus he hated to farm. So he’d haunted the boomtowns across the Permian, running tables in the bootleg dens. There were few men in West Texas who could beat Davey Jones in a game, and because of this, John Lewis and his boys never went long without food. In later years, to the detriment of his wife and children, Davey became one of the most feared gamblers in the state, holing himself up in the Hotel Settles for weeks at a time, one game bleeding into the desperate dawn of another while his sons banged on the door, begging him to come home.

The jungles were full of peril. Thieves and highwaymen, known as yeggs, rode the trains and stalked the camps at night. One morning Bob awoke to find a fellow traveler dead in some nearby weeds, stripped naked and missing his shoes.

Lice and other vermin infested the shanties and bedrolls that hoboes shared. John Lewis contracted crabs and, having no money for a doctor, said to Bob, “Go fetch me a sheet of newspaper,” which he twisted tight. The old man dropped his pants and set fire to the paper. Then, with his boys looking on aghast, he pressed it to his genitals.

Jumping trains carried its own dangers. Riders who lost their grip were crushed under the wheels. They froze to death and suffocated when cargo doors slammed shut. Others fell asleep in coal compartments and were buried alive. Train tunnels took their toll of careless riders, especially in the South, where as many as five hundred people would cling to the roof of each train. Those who rode too close to the chimneys inhaled lungfuls of cinders and spat blood for days.

If a fireman caught a boy riding the blinds between cars, he soaked him with his hose so he’d freeze when the train gathered speed. Worse were the railroad bulls who made up their own law. Boys were beaten and robbed, and others murdered. Some bulls were notorious—men like Texas Slim, who stood six feet seven, wore a suit and white hat, and kept two guns on his hips. He worked the T&P between Fort Worth and El Paso and most certainly stalked the yards in Big Spring. He claimed to have killed seventeen men, most of whom he shot off the tops of moving trains or plucked from open boxcars.

Late one night, two bulls captured John Lewis and the boys after they’d jumped off a train. The bulls pushed the men against a fence and began frisking them for weapons. One of the bulls patted Bud’s waist and shouted, “Hey, this one’s got a gun.” He motioned over his partner, who yanked down Bud’s loose trousers to reveal only a sharp, protruding hipbone. “This man’s just starved,” he said.

The second time they were caught, two bulls were waiting in a boxcar when the group climbed aboard. Everyone managed to escape except Bob, who was trapped. The bull held him at gunpoint until the train bucked with speed, then pushed him out the open door. His body hit the ballast and tumbled down an embankment.

“I must have rolled the length of a city block,” he later said.

John Lewis and the others found him in the weeds, bloody and with his clothes in shreds. But luckily, nothing was broken. They carried him to the nearest jungle, where they treated his wounds with coal oil, and he stayed there until well enough to travel. After that, they avoided the boxcars completely and rode the thin brake rods beneath the trains, tying their arms and legs with belts to keep from bouncing off. Hanging two inches above the ballast, they crossed the desert and rode into California.

In the San Joaquin Valley, the men found jobs picking cotton, and when that was over, they followed other harvests, yet it’s unclear where they went. The only memory Frances has of this period is receiving a postcard from her father that read, “Greetings from California.” On it was a leafy orchard brimming with oranges.

On their way back to Texas, a railroad bull turned up murdered on one of the trains. Word spread through the jungles that Bob had done it, and no matter how many times he denied the charges, they brought him an air of celebrity. The hoboes greeted him with reverence in every camp he entered, and gave the family a wide berth.

Back home in Big Spring, the travelers returned to Fannie and Abe Jones’s farm. Abe and his brothers had inherited the 665 acres north of Big Spring from their father Newt, who had purchased it in 1923. The shack where the Jones family lived was only two rooms and a woodstove, with no running water or electricity, not even a proper outhouse.

Bud cleaned up an old shed and moved his family in, while John Lewis and Bob squeezed along the floor with Fannie’s boys. Within weeks after Bud’s return, Bertha was pregnant with their fourth child. Another son, Leamon, was born in early March 1932. The morning Bertha went into labor, Dr. T. M. Collins arrived from the drugstore carrying his leather satchel and the children were sent outside. When Frances returned and saw her new baby brother, she couldn’t understand how the doctor had fit such a thing in his bag.

Fannie had always wanted a girl, but after her sixth son was born, it struck her that bringing a female into that house would be child abuse. The boys were named Troy, Raymond, Earl, Barnie, Bobby, and Curley. They were close in age and tangled like bobcats. Once they got started, it was usually John Lewis who broke them apart, not by force, but by staging his own tantrum. He flipped over the cane-bottom chairs and howled in such a way that the boys froze from sheer discomfort.

Having six sons was Fannie and Abe’s divine compensation, or punishment, for such a foolhardy endeavor as dry-land farming on the edge of a desert. Each boy was driving a mule team by the time he was five, disappearing behind a cloud of red dust under the blue sky. Their mother kept them nourished on tea cakes and fried chicken. Milk came from a Jersey cow they rode in like a horse each evening from the pasture.

The law of averages for a dry-land farmer dictated that the cotton would grow only one year in four—never mind the prices. The other three years were either total losses—years when the sky gave nothing, not even enough moisture to plant a seed—or produced stubble that grew runty and backbreakingly close to the ground. The Jones boys had rarely laid their eyes on a field of knee-high cotton. All had experienced their share of blizzards, watched tornadoes drop from a sagging thunderhead, and seen sandstorms so bad they shaved a field like a grater.

And they knew that rain, precious and rare, acted in peculiar ways. A story the Jones boys liked to tell was about the time Old Pinkie, the milk cow, got loose in the cotton field and Earl went to get her. He noticed something strange and called over Raymond, who was in earshot mending fence.

“Come here, Raymond, and look at these cotton bolls.”

Raymond came over. “What’s wrong with them?”

“What’s wrong with them? There’s fifteen bolls on this stalk, and only one on this stalk across the row.”

Raymond scratched his chin. “I wonder what happened to them?”

“Well, it’s easy to see what happened,” Earl said. “The rain stopped in the middle of the row.”

*   *   *

That summer along the High Plains, the first dust storms began to blow. From Nebraska down to the Texas Panhandle, the year had passed largely without rain, and the vast fields of wheat that had been planted during the fever of the First World War began to wither. The dirt that had anchored the grasslands for thousands of years before being planted with crops now turned to fine powder and traveled with the wind. The Dust Bowl had begun.

Yet ironically, farther south on the Llano Estacado, a record rain fell on Big Spring. Starting in August, it came hard and late in the season, so late that farmers began losing sleep dreaming of cotton bolls blooming with fungus. But the skies cleared just before the bolls opened. The weevils and worms stayed away, and prices—at record lows just a year earlier—eased up, as less acreage was under seed. For once, it seemed, God heaped his reward on the soil beneath my family’s feet. While the sodbusters up north entered the greatest environmental disaster the country had ever seen, Howard County enjoyed its best cotton crop in a quarter century.

The boom lasted through the fall and winter, with Big Spring at the center. The sudden flood of money and workers provided a respite to the indignities of the Depression. Newspaper ads sang of the brief fortune:

Cotton Pickers Needed! Fifty Cents per Hundred Pounds. Meet at Chamber of Commerce 6am.

Want 3 Families That Can Pick a Bale a Day Each. House Furnished.

A Family of Six Will Gather Your Crop and Care for Your Stock. Must Have Good Cotton. Apply 407 Gregg.

Up on the Jones farm, everyone dragged a cotton sack and picked their rows. And when the rows had been stripped clean and the cotton hauled to the gin, they moved to other farmers’ fields. Then winter arrived, and mornings were unbearably cold. The family huddled in the dark and shivered, waiting for the sun to rise and melt the frost. The kids wore baggy secondhand coats doled out by the Salvation Army, while the men dressed in coveralls stained from the oil fields. They stomped their boots on the soft dirt and rolled cigarettes to stay warm, their fingers as stiff as kindling. Cotton tramps poured off the morning trains and headed into town, while cotton trucks, overloaded and threatening to tip on the narrow, humpbacked roads, slowed traffic and filled the air with dander.

But by the end of the season, migrants from the Rio Grande Valley started showing up in great numbers offering to pick for half the money—even a quarter—and after that, the picking jobs disappeared. By 1933, the drought on the High Plains finally reached West Texas.

*   *   *

The wind blew hard and sucked away all the moisture, burned the tender shoots and lashed the cotton low against the ground. Winter winds then lifted the topsoil and carried it north, depositing tons of red gypsum dust all across the plains. In April, a Big Spring businessman named Bob Cook sent the state of Nebraska an invoice for all the West Texas “fertilizer” that now covered their fields. He estimated its worth at $12.5 million.

Abe Jones didn’t stand a chance. That year, his cotton died before it could bloom, his feed crops shriveled, and by spring his cattle—fewer than a dozen—ran out of grass and began to starve. Starting in July 1934, the Roosevelt administration enacted the Agriculture Adjustment Act in West Texas to lessen the damage. The government started buying up cattle to get prices back on the level and feed the millions on relief. Healthy animals fetched upwards of twenty dollars apiece. By the third day of the program, ranchers around Big Spring had unloaded over three thousand head. Most of which were taken to the cannery on Ninth and Main, where they were rendered into food.

As much as it clawed at his guts, Abe went to see the local agent in charge of the program, who arrived with an inspector and examined Abe’s herd. The inspector concluded they were too skinny for mass consumption, and some were diseased. Condemned cattle only warranted the minimum. The agent handed Abe a receipt worth six dollars for each cow, which would be paid in three weeks’ time. The healthy ones would be butchered, the meat returned to the family in a box of cans.

As for the sick cows, the government had hired the Grantham brothers to dig a deep trench up the road with their mules and fresno scraper. A few animals already lay tangled up at the bottom, their limbs tightening with rigor mortis. The hired guns were local men who leaned against a trailer and smoked, not saying a word, for it was work no man was proud to do. They waited for the cows to be guided within short range, then planted their feet, took aim, and dispatched them down into the hole. And while these were hard days for Abe Jones, his dark and awesome year was not yet over. On December 7, the Herald ran a small item at the bottom of Page 1:

“The home of Abe Jones was destroyed by fire Saturday night around 8 o’clock. How the fire started is unknown. The family was eating supper when the fire started in the front room. They did not save anything.”

*   *   *

In the face of despair, there were signs of better times. The programs generated by the New Deal and the rebounding markets helped spark a modest recovery across much of the nation. And as the country got back on its feet, it needed oil to keep moving.

In West Texas, new fields were explored, equipment began moving along the roads and rails, and best of all, companies were hiring. The timid economy wouldn’t allow for the roaring booms of the previous decade, and it would take more than new oil fields to replace what had been lost. In the short run, the drilling budgets remained tight and the wages terrible. Oftentimes oilmen paid their crews in groceries until a well came in, and a lot of men worked “bean jobs” during these years. But they were jobs all the same.

At the first sign of an uptick in 1934, my grandfather Bob began haunting the drilling company offices looking for work as a roustabout, which was the entry-level job on any rig. Roustabouts were the working cowboys of the oil fields, performing the dumb and dirty tasks for the pumpers and drillers. They had little stake in the outcome but enjoyed all the freedom a boom could offer.

I can imagine my grandfather—nineteen years old, single, and without commitments—living like his brother Bud had in the beaverboard shacks that sprang up near the rig sites, taking meals in flophouse cafés and hitting beer joints at the day’s end. By now he’d grown into a strapping young man, his body as taut as a spool of baling wire. He had dark eyes and dark skin like his father and a standing gaze that was both cold and distrustful until a smile softened its edge. He loved cars and trucks, particularly Fords, and liked to get his hands dirty tinkering beneath their hoods, a hobby he’d picked up from Bud. A photo of Bob from this period shows him in a pair of dirty overalls, cowboy hat cocked confidently to one side, posing beside a Ford coupe, his boots caked in white mud. Already he’d roamed the country on freight trains and had a temper so remarkable as to associate him with murder. He was also motherless, volatile, and came with baggage—tailor-made for the Texas oil fields.
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The dusters continue … oil returns to the Permian … Bud’s fate is sealed … Bob comes alive …

That same year, 1934, Bud found a job driving a truck for Shell Pipeline Company. The position was in Forsan, a town twenty miles south of Big Spring, which took its name from the four oil-rich sand formations found beneath it, although a fifth was later discovered. By the time Bud and his family arrived, the shacks and bootleg dens of its boom days were gone and a real town had emerged, one with schools, cafés, and an active Main Street.

At first, the family lived in an oil camp out by the highway. Bud drove twelve-hour shifts hauling steel pipe and heavy equipment, and he knew his job well. He could pull apart an engine and reassemble it blindfolded and guide a loaded rig through a sand drift without putting it in the ditch. Because of this, he never lacked for work. After a year of saving money, he and Bertha bought a small lot on the edge of downtown, just walking distance from the elementary school. The vagabond years were finally over.

John Lewis and Bob drove down from Big Spring and helped Bud build a house. Although it was all wood and contained only two rooms, it had running water, as well as lights, a real stove in the kitchen, and an Electrolux refrigerator—all powered by natural gas piped from the fields. Their backyard was a pasture, where Bud built a small smokehouse, a garage, and a pen for their two milk cows.

The new home and Bud’s steady schedule introduced routine and a semblance of normalcy. Frances and Flossie enrolled in school, where most of the children were gypsy oil patch kids like themselves. Mornings began as they gathered outside to send their father off to work, waving good-bye as his Ford pulled out of the drive.

When he returned home in the evenings, his coveralls were caked in grease and smelled of tobacco, gasoline, and tire rubber. They waited by the door to greet him, yet there was no embrace. Frances noticed how her father horsed around with her brothers John and Leamon, mussing their hair or wrestling with them while Bertha prepared supper. But with the girls, he was oddly unaffectionate. Never once did he scoop his girls into his lap the way some fathers did, or bend down to kiss their foreheads. His standoffishness, Frances later guessed, was a reaction to Bertha’s abuse at the hands of her own father—as if the old man’s lechery had somehow poisoned the whole institution for Bud. Yet there was no doubt in her mind that her father loved them.

For Frances, her favorite times were Saturday mornings. While her brothers and sister went outside to play, she waited patiently for her father to get out of bed, then listened for the rattle of coins in his pants pockets. She would hear him say, “Murl Dean”—he called her by her middle names—“go up there to Wash’s store and get us a paper, and bring me back some Prince Albert.”

Frances raced out the door with a handful of nickels, then turned up the street to C. V. Wash’s general store. Inside, she slapped the coins onto the wooden counter and waited for Mrs. Wash, who wore her hair in a giant beehive, to pull the can of tobacco off the shelf and ring her order. Back home, her father rolled a cigarette, spread out the Herald on the kitchen table, and together they read the funnies.

Sunday evenings at eight o’clock, the two of them sat like statues in front of the radio, waiting for the shrill pipe-organ intro of the Lum and Abner show, then spent the entire hour laughing. After it ended, Bud turned the dial until he found station XERF out of Acuña, Mexico, which played country and western music. The train songs of Jimmie Rodgers seemed to plunge him into a trance, perhaps recalling his own days on the rails. He looked out the front window and twisted his hair around his finger, the way he did whenever deep in thought. Then, looking up at Frances, he flashed her a big grin, revealing a mouthful of crooked teeth.

Frances liked knowing that of all the kids, only her eyes were brown like her father’s whereas Flossie and the boys had Bertha’s blue eyes. As Frances got older, she also developed a faint beauty mark on the left side of her nose, just like Bud. Whenever strangers said she looked just like her daddy, she beamed with pride.

She turned ten years old in March 1935. In the weeks before her birthday, the dust arrived in curtains. Cold northern winds from the beleaguered High Plains brought ten major dust storms to Big Spring in February and March, causing residents to joke how they missed the sand they’d so often cursed. A typical West Texas sandstorm blew in at sunrise and was gone by dusk, leaving the atmosphere clean. But these storms were different, coating everything in a stubborn, silty film. Out on the ranches, it suffocated the vegetation and the cattle refused to eat.

A storm in late February had lasted four days. It arrived from the Dakotas in front of seventy-mile-an-hour winds, blocking the sun. On the third day, it mixed with a blizzard in a freak circus of nature that few residents had ever seen. On March 22, the dust was so blinding that cowboys on the Guitar Ranch lost six hundred head of cattle they were driving through the shinnery.

The following week brought the worst duster on record. Around dawn, a red curtain reaching twelve thousand feet rode in on a brisk north wind. At the same time the storm was rolling in, the aviatrix Amelia Earhart was attempting to fly from Dallas to the West Coast when her plane was nearly forced down at Big Spring. She managed to make it to El Paso, where she told reporters, “I was forced to fly blind nearly the whole way. Dust and clouds mingled in a thick yellow haze.”

By April, officials estimated that over three and a half million pounds of new soil from the Texas Panhandle and High Plains had landed in Big Spring. “We’re breathing payback from 1917,” a farmer told the Herald, joking that he actually recognized some of the dirt he’d lost in that previous drought.

*   *   *

Out in the oil fields, the drillers and roughnecks slung goggles over their eyes and wet bandannas over their faces, cleaned the dusty sludge from their engines, and defied the weather. By the spring of 1935, production was thrumming at near pre-Depression levels. In the Permian, companies were drilling their holes deeper than ever—over twelve thousand feet—while dispatching geologists and seismic teams to find new underground horizons. The same was happening down along the Gulf in towns like Angleton, Anahuac, and Refugio, where little booms erupted like illumination rounds against the darkness of the Depression.

As more jobs became available, Big Spring filled with workers and families and the merchants eager for their money. On weekends, everyone shucked off their greasers, donned their finest clothes, and walked the downtown streets, past the shops and hotels that the previous boom had built.

Bud and his oldest son, John Jr., put on silk neckties and suspenders and squeezed their feet into stiff three-dollar shoes. The girls wore dresses, made not from flour sacks but with cloth and sewing patterns ordered from the Sears catalog.

As soon as they reached downtown, Frances asked to walk to the Montgomery Ward. They turned up West Third Street and stopped in front of the tall glass windows. There, between the Sky King bicycles and Radio Flyer wagons, were the Shirley Temple dolls that she’d come to see. They stood in a row smiling winsomely, with perfect curly hair, anchor-print dresses, and those true-to-life moving eyes. How badly Frances wanted one. A sign on the window read: ASK ABOUT OUR LAYAWAY PURCHASE PLAN.

But even in these better times, that kind of luxury was out of reach. The previous Christmas, Frances and Flossie had to settle for a cardboard Shirley Temple doll instead, the kind you cut from a workbook and dressed in little paper clothes. But a stiff paper doll could not be held, not like the real thing that stared back now.

For lunch, the family walked toward the T&P depot, where a Mexican man sold hot tamales from a steam cart. Bud ordered a dozen and the man wrapped them in a bundle of newspaper, then they walked under the viaduct that stretched across the railroad tracks and ate them in the shade.

In the afternoons, while Bud and Bertha visited friends and family in Big Spring, the kids went to the picture show. They’d seen their first movie shortly after Bud started his new job. Their father had marched them down to the front row of the Queen Theater on Main Street, and after taking their seats, issued a gentle warning, saying, “You might think them horses are gonna run right over you, but they ain’t.” The picture was Unknown Valley, starring Buck Jones, and ever since, Frances had not been the same.

Buck Jones, atop his faithful steed, Silver, and wearing his white hat, was a moral force on the lawless frontier. During the heat of the afternoon, the kids planted themselves in the front row to watch Buck Jones battle cattle thieves and gold robbers in such adventures as The Fighting Ranger, The Thrill Hunter, and Outlawed Guns. And Buck always wound up with the prettiest girl, often some fragile dove he wrangled from the claws of predators. Back home in Forsan, the kids fought over who got to play Buck Jones. No one, especially Frances, wanted to be the girl.

*   *   *

On Sundays, John Lewis and Bob drove over from Big Spring and helped Bud around the house, or just sat in the yard smoking. One Sunday they butchered a hog behind the garage, salted down most of the meat, then delivered the rest to Bud’s sisters.

They often worried about the girls, whose taste in men was poor and oftentimes calamitous. Velva’s husband, Willie Bob Henson, was a cowboy and a rounder, so much that John Lewis had warned his daughter against marrying him. “If you’re gonna make your bed hard,” he told her, “then you’re gonna stay in it.”

Fannie’s husband, Abe, had his own troubles with whiskey and women, even before their house burned down, and the previous year, Ahta’s husband, Elijah—Bertha’s brother—skipped out on the family, leaving her with three kids and no money. At the time, Ahta revealed that Elijah had beat her when he was drunk.

Months had passed without a word from their other sister, Allie. The previous year, she’d moved to a town called Beeville in South Texas with her husband, Lee Pruitt. But now, in a letter she sent to Bud, she informed her brother that she’d filed for divorce. Lee’s drinking had gotten worse, she wrote, and he’d also taken to beating her in front of the kids. With nowhere to go, Allie had moved in with Lee’s friend Emil Holubec, whom she was planning to marry.

The news had stricken Bud, and now his heart ached for his closest sister.

“You don’t know how bad I want to see you,” he replied in a letter. “It’s like it’s been twenty years since I heard your dear old voice.”

He asked her to come back to Big Spring to be with the family, then ended the letter by reminding her how pretty she was.

“Allie,” he wrote, “I just want you to tell me what makes you look so young.”

*   *   *

The spring of 1936 arrived as dry and dusty as the previous one, though the storms no longer came as a surprise. The Herald gave each one no more than a few lines.

On a Sunday afternoon in late March, a storm moved in from the Panhandle. It was the color of rust and didn’t make a noise, didn’t even blow—just drifted in softly like dark magic until it diffused the daylight. Bud and the kids were in the yard when Bertha saw the windows cloud over. She called the children inside and yelled for Bud, who was beneath his Ford changing the oil. He waved her off and finished the job, and by evening, he was coughing.

He sat up in bed, unable to stop. What he hacked up was red and black, the dirt from half a dozen states now caked around his lungs. Some came from that storm, the rest from all the others he’d been breathing while out on the road.

He shook with fever all the next day, wrapped in a blanket on the bed and jerking in and out of sleep. By evening, his breathing was short and labored and Bertha said she was calling for help. She took the younger kids and went out the door, leaving Frances, who was now eleven, behind to tend to her father.

Frances pulled a chair next to the bed and sat there watching him sleep. His hair was mussed and matted down over his face, and the room smelled like stale sweat. At one point Bud came to and must have seen the fear in his daughter’s eyes.

“Murl Dean?” he said.

“Yes, Daddy.”

His hand came out from the blanket and he looked at his watch. “Go over there and turn on that Lum and Abner, wouldya?” he said. “I’d like to hear it right now.”

She walked quickly to the radio, delighted, and turned its big knob. The house filled with the show’s dirgy pipe organ introduction. Up in Pine Ridge, poor Lum was still besieged by the stockholders of the silver mine. The two of them sat there laughing until Bertha returned home with some men, who lifted her father out of bed and took him away in a car.

For a week Bud lay in Big Spring Hospital, fighting to breathe. Doctors said he had double-dust pneumonia, meaning both lungs were full and infection had set in.

Bertha kept constant vigil by his bedside. She slept in his room at night and returned home in the mornings only to freshen up and check on the kids. A neighbor lady from down the road brought them meals, and besides her, no one came at all. During the day, the children managed to find distraction by playing with a nest of baby chicks that had hatched in the chicken coop. At night, they lay in bed and said prayers for their daddy while the wind blew its lonesome song through the slats.

Then one morning, someone else was there, shaking them awake. It was Bertha’s brother Grady, coming to inform them that their father was dead.

*   *   *

A succession of blurred, horrific days followed. Someone drove the kids to Aunt Ahta’s house in Big Spring, where John Lewis sat at the table saying nothing. When Allie and the others arrived, their wailing could be heard a block away.

The kids busied themselves in the yard, playing with their cousins Ruby and Fudge, anything to stay outside. The adults hadn’t said anything about their father, how he’d died or where they’d taken his body. Hadn’t talked to them, period.

Later, someone drove the children to the funeral home and led them into a small, airless room. Their father lay in a casket, surrounded by flowers, more flowers than Frances had ever seen. The kids gathered round the open box and looked down at their daddy, who did not look like the man they knew. His hair was freshly oiled and he wore a suit and silk tie. But his soul was gone, that was plain. He might as well have been made from wood.

“Look there,” Flossie said. “They took the beauty mark off his nose, the one like yours, Murl Dean.” And it was true. Frances felt the wind go out of her. She reached out and touched her daddy’s face, then instantly regretted it. Bud was thirty-one years old.

*   *   *

After the funeral, Bertha broke down. She refused to get up one morning, then lay in bed for three days, eyes open, catatonic. Allie and the sisters took turns bathing her and pressing cups of water to her dry, cracked lips. “They were so in love,” one of them remarked. Then one night, John Lewis was in the room and said, “My god, look at her.” Bertha’s face had drained pale and her eyes were gathering clouds.

He ordered Allie to bring him a mirror, which he placed beneath Bertha’s nose and it didn’t fog over. “I think she’s dead!” he cried.

But Bertha didn’t die, no matter how hard she tried. After a few days she was up on her feet, and not just on her feet, but alive with more energy than usual. A kind of wild, full-moon energy. As the family puzzled over this miraculous recovery, my grandfather Bob appeared and announced that he was getting married.

*   *   *

It happened like this: during the days when Bud was laid up in the hospital, there was a shortage of preachers. Or one preacher, in particular—Brother Deavers from the Baptist church in Forsan, who’d baptized Bud in Moss Creek and delivered the Sunday sermons the family attended regularly. But when told that Bud was critical and required prayer and counsel, the preacher balked.

“I shouldn’t risk my preaching voice,” he’d said, assuming Bud’s condition was contagious. So another preacher was summoned in his place—Brother Homer Sheats from the Church of God in Big Spring. Sheats’s ministry to the sick included a singing duo, in the event a person wished to leave this life in the guiding comfort of a hymn.

The pastor’s wife, Velma, comprised half the duo. The day they visited Bud, they also brought a girl from their congregation, whom they introduced as Opal Wilkerson. She was sixteen, plump, with wavy hair and a raw, plains-swept beauty. Like Sister Sheats, she adhered to the rigid codes of the Pentecostal church. She wore no makeup or jewelry and kept her matronly dress below the knee. But her voice, a muscular clear soprano, bespoke the many splendors of the Kingdom.

As they began to sing, her voice lifted the old, familiar hymns—“Leaning on the Everlasting Arms,” “What a Friend We Have in Jesus”—and infused them with power. The voice filled the room where Bud lay dying and traveled down the long hospital corridor where it beckoned all those who could hear and lured them to the doorway. Something besides her voice gave the songs new resonance. They seemed to emanate from a place of untroubled joy, a bright force that invigorated those around her. No one in the room was as bewitched as Bob, who’d been sitting in the corner the whole time.

He’d seen her before, working at the laundromat where he sometimes dropped his clothes, and he knew her twin brothers from the oil rigs. He’d filed the encounter in the hospital room away in his mind, and after Bud died, he tracked her down. He stood outside her house and waited for one of the brothers to come home, then made his position known.

Opal fell hard and fast. Bob was older and had seen the country and told many stories about his travels. He owned a car and had money in his pocket, and he was a first-rate cutup. During the early days of courtship, all they seemed to do was laugh. And then, there was his irresistible darkness—his quick and profane temper, the occasional smell of liquor on his breath, and the sadness over a dead mother and brother that would bubble up and send him into a mood. With as few words as possible, he’d revealed to her some of that pain and she absorbed it without injury. Behind her hazel eyes was a fortitude the Depression or wind couldn’t shake. And it was in those eyes that Bob Mealer saw his future and salvation—his talisman against the family’s hellbound luck.

Two weeks after they started dating, they drove down to Allie’s house in Beeville, where some of the family had gathered, and Bob broke the news of the engagement.

“What are you waiting for?” someone asked. “Why not get married now?” Bob waved it off until Bertha, who’d finally left her bed, volunteered to pay for the whole thing. As restitution for Bud’s untimely death, Shell Pipeline Company had quickly awarded Bertha a modest settlement. Everyone knew her to be generous; even in the hardest of times, Bertha and Bud never hesitated to loan a few dollars, or bring a meal to a family in need. But now, in her manic state, Bertha was spending like tomorrow would never come.

The next day, Bob strutted into the Karnes County courthouse wearing a new three-piece suit and cowboy hat, and Opal wore a long white gown with a pretty blue star stitched on the chest. Afterward, Bertha sprang for the honeymoon. She and John Lewis drove the newlyweds down to Corpus Christi in Bud’s car, along with Frances, who managed to talk her way into the back seat. Bertha paid for motels and T-bone steaks, even a boat ride around the bay. Every time Frances asked for an ice-cream cone, someone stopped the car and got her one.

When the wedding party ended, Bob managed to keep a boot in the door of good fortune. He landed a job with Continental Oil and moved his teenage bride to Wink, just shy of the New Mexico line. They rented a shotgun shack in a poor-boy camp and began to raise a family.

But for Bud’s children, the Great Depression had only begun.
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Bertha’s transgressions … Little Jimmie arrives … a patriarch breathes his last … Frances grows up …

After the funeral and wedding party, Bertha took the kids back to Forsan and told them to start packing. “We’re moving to Big Spring with your aunt Ahta. I can’t stand it here another minute.”

She remained delirious with grief, alternating between laughter and tears. She even cursed God. “Why couldn’t he take Grandpa instead?” she asked Frances. “Tell me why?”

Bertha rented their house to another oil field family, who were happy to find a home in such a boom. Frances and the kids packed what possessions they owned, and before long, a truck appeared outside to take them to another place.

Bud’s sister Ahta and her three children—Fudge, Ruby, and Jearl Dean—lived along West Highway 80 in a part of Big Spring called Jones Valley, known for its flophouses, tourist courts, and prostitutes. They were staying in the same house she and her husband Elijah had bought before their divorce, which still left Ahta heartsick. And although Bertha was Elijah’s sister, she and Ahta found kinship in their respective anguish. Now fortified with Bertha’s bankroll, they sought therapy in the bars and honky-tonks around Big Spring.

The kids, meanwhile, were left to do as they pleased. And since no one made them go to school, they filled their days with make-believe. They pretended to be Buck Jones and the Rough Riders pursuing cattle rustlers up the dirt hill, or a pirate gang on the high seas. Ahta’s roof doubled as their crow’s nest. Then John got the idea of digging a hole into the attic with a claw hammer where they could hide and search for plunder.

The game that Frances loved to play the most was called Going to California. California was the farthest place anyone she knew had ever gone; it was where her daddy had traveled on his adventures to pick cotton and fruit, and where Buck Jones and the Rough Riders patrolled the lawless hills. Besides West Texas, California was the only place a true cowboy would ever be caught dead, and Frances fancied herself a true cowboy.

Going to California meant loading the red wagon with a jar of water and simply walking west, down the highway and across the pastures until her feet got tired, or the sun began to sink and the fear of coyotes sent her home. Sometimes Frances designed her route to pass by Grandpa’s house, which was nothing more than a shack across the highway, where John Lewis had moved after Fannie and Abe’s house burned down. Often Grandpa was off working someplace, so Frances climbed through a window and helped herself to whatever was in the cupboards, which was never much. In fact, in the weeks since her father’s funeral, Frances had hardly seen Grandpa at all. And when she had, he appeared much older than his sixty-six years. For one thing, he’d let his mustache grow long and bushy. His health had also declined. Carbuncles festered along his neck and back—a condition that had plagued him for years, only more so now. And instead of his long, purposeful stride, he appeared to shuffle, his long legs swelled up with dropsy. It was clear that losing Bud had drained the last bit of vinegar right out of him.

To make matters worse, a few months later, he came home from work to find his own house had burned down. No one knew how the fire started. Everything he owned was gone, along with whatever mementos or records he’d kept of Julia, who’d been dead now nearly two decades. This, along with earlier tragedies and disappointments, propelled my grandfather Bob to finally give name to the Mealer Luck.

*   *   *

Bertha’s living arrangement with Ahta proved temporary, and within a few weeks she and the kids were moving again—this time to a tourist court down the highway. Like a lot of tourist courts, which predated motels and catered to the auto traveler, this one featured a dozen tiny cabins clustered around a common area, with outhouses located in back. But the buildings were so poorly constructed, that whenever it rained, the manager issued buckets to catch the water that poured through the roof.

The dirt courtyard and parking lot were busy with families coming and going, many from New Mexico, Colorado, and Oklahoma, people fleeing the dust and heading back to family farms in the east. Others pointed west to California, their cars piled with furniture and pee-stained mattresses strapped to the roofs. Truckers stayed there, too, stealing a few hours of shut-eye before returning to the road. In the dark hours of the morning, their engines stirred Frances from her sleep and she dreamed it was time to send her daddy off to work.

In the weeks since they’d left Forsan, Bertha hadn’t once mentioned Bud, even though his absence possessed her like a spirit and sent her fleeing from the house. One evening she returned while the kids were seated around the radio. All of them looked up, astonished. A strange man was standing there holding their mother’s hand. He was tall and dark-haired, and shuffled nervously in the doorway.

“This here’s Virgil,” Bertha said. “We just got married.”

Virgil Patton was a roughneck Bertha had met at a bar called the Bucket of Blood. He wasn’t the man of any woman’s dreams, but he seemed nice and did his best to ignore the kids as much as possible. But just as soon as he came into the picture, he was out again. Frances never knew why, but living with a grieving, depressive woman and her four kids in a one-room cabin probably wasn’t Virgil’s idea of romance. One night he just disappeared and never came back.

When the divorce papers arrived, Bertha sank even deeper. One day, in an act of desperation, she loaded the kids into Bud’s Ford and went looking for Virgil, driving a hundred miles west across the thorn-choked plains to his parents’ house in Monahans. Virgil wasn’t there, but his folks invited the family in. They gave the kids something to eat in the kitchen while they tried to console Bertha in the next room. At one point Frances heard her mother begin to cry, then say, “I might as well kill us all, just drive onto the tracks and wait for a train.”

Frances hardly had time to react before Bertha was coming out, telling the kids it was time to go. Frances wanted to plead for help, grab hold of something and not let go. In a minute, they were back in the car and Bertha was driving down the highway. Frances stared ahead at her mother, searching her eyes in the rearview mirror. Just west of Big Spring, they approached the T&P tracks. The front wheels crossed the rails and slowed. Frances reached for the door to jump. But before she could pull the handle, the car rolled toward home.

*   *   *

They moved again after that—to another tourist court down the road called the Buckhorn. Shortly after getting settled, Bertha found a new boyfriend, a man named Joe Alvis, who went by the nickname Red on account of his ginger hair. He was older and had a job on the highway. When he went out at night, he liked to dress neatly in a crisp shirt and slacks.

Red hardly came near the kids, other than to pick up Bertha to go dancing. They often stayed out all night and Bertha returned the next morning in a buoyant mood. A few months into their relationship, Frances noticed that her mother was actually starting to act normal. There was, however, a small episode that threatened to derail this progress. One night Bertha fainted and had to be hospitalized. The doctor, considering her history, said she was suffering from hysteria and sent her home to rest. Within a week, though, she was feeling better. Her cheeks filled with color and Frances noticed she was even adding weight.

Several months later, on June 18, 1937, an electrical storm swept over Big Spring. Long streaks of lightning split the purple sky and charged the dry summer air. Frances lay in bed with Flossie and Leamon trying to sleep (John was staying with Fannie and Abe) when, from the other end of the room, came a shrill cry. Frances shot up and saw Bertha sitting on the floor clutching her stomach. She was breathing heavily and soaked with sweat.

“Oooooooh,” her mother wailed, then flopped onto her back, seized with pain.

“Run get help,” Bertha said, breathless. “Run get Ruby, tell her to bring the doctor.”

Frances threw on her shoes and ran out the door still wearing her gown. Ruby was Bertha’s fifteen-year-old sister, who’d arrived recently from Alabama. She lived with another family about a mile down the highway, then up another road. Frances took a shortcut through the field to get there, using the electrical storm to see the prickly pear. The wind blew sand into her face and for a brief moment she staggered, just as a lightning bolt flashed fifty feet from where she stood. By the time Frances got to Ruby’s, she was so rattled she barely got out the words.

That night, the doctor got to Bertha just in time to deliver a healthy baby boy, whom Bertha had been keeping a secret. With thunder rumbling outside, the child filled his little lungs and howled against the storm. Bertha named him James Lamar Patton. “The funniest case of hysterics I ever seen,” she said.

*   *   *

Of course, Jimmie was Red’s baby, despite having Virgil’s last name. He even had bright blue eyes, like Red, and a mop of blond hair, once it started to grow. And for a time, Red showed interest in helping raise the boy. He moved in with the family and they found a new place to live. It was a small, yellow, two-bedroom house on Highway 80, with a bedroom for the kids and one for Bertha and Red, plus a small kitchen with a woodstove. The bathroom had once been modern, but scavengers had ripped out the toilet, tub, and sink, and torn up the floor to get to the pipes. The family used an outhouse instead, while water came in buckets from a tourist court next door. The rent was five dollars per month.

Now with Jimmie in the picture, Bertha went downtown and registered for relief. The government gave her three dollars per week, which went toward milk and basic food items. And on occasion, she helped at the laundromat across the highway, which brought in a few dollars more, but the hours were never steady. She wasn’t qualified for much else, and even if she had been, there were few jobs available to women in those days.

Several months after having Jimmie, Bertha fell back into her spells. She stayed out all night, not telling Red where she’d been, then played solitaire all day while the hungry baby screamed. The care of Jimmie quickly fell to Frances. She prepared his bottles, put him down for his naps, and changed all of his diapers.

By now it was fall, nearly eighteen months since her father’s death, and Frances hoped to re-enroll in school. She was meant to start the sixth grade. But the more her mother drifted into psychosis, the more it became clear that Frances was stuck with Jimmie.

Once every few weeks, she sent Leamon down to the house of an old classmate named Mary Ellen to borrow magazines. Mary Ellen loved to read as much as Frances, and knowing that Frances couldn’t attend school, she was sympathetic. She sent copies of Silver Screen and Picture Play, with Jean Harlow and Bette Davis on the covers, plus Amazing Stories, which featured the space adventures of Buck Rogers.

Frances’s reading annoyed Red. Whenever he came home, he expected things, such as water heated for his bath, a plate of supper, and hot coffee. Frances could never move fast enough, could never pay close enough attention to Red’s needs. “Always with your fool head in a book,” he complained.

One afternoon Frances put a pot of beans on the stove for supper, then went back to her reading. Just that morning, Mary Ellen had loaned her a most incredible book—about stowaways on a rocket ship to Mars—and all day Frances couldn’t take her face out of it. She was still engrossed in the story when Red walked in the door.

“Damnit, girl,” he shouted. “Can’t you smell that? Them beans are burning up.” Red was right. Frances had forgotten all about the beans, and sure enough, there wasn’t a drop of liquid left in the pot. A whole pound of beans, ruined. Red stomped over to Frances and yanked the book out of her hand. Later, he burned it in the stove, and Frances never learned the fate of those stowaways.

*   *   *

It only took a year for Red to get fed up and leave. One day Frances came home to find him in the doorway, holding a cardboard suitcase.

He told Bertha, “Don’t you blame Murl Dean and these kids. It’s you I’m leaving.” Then Red was gone forever.

Red’s exit from the family presented a brand-new nightmare. For several days Bertha haunted the house like her own ghost, staring into walls, saying hardly a word. She left at night and returned in the early hours, sleeping in strange tormented fits.

One morning the kids awoke and discovered a big breakfast on the table. As they dug in to eat, their mother told them about a dream she’d had the previous night. “You were lined up in a row,” she said, “and your heads were cut off.”

Frances put down her fork. The minute Bertha left the house, she sprang into action.

“Everybody in the bedroom,” she said, and scooped up little Jimmie. Once they were safely inside, she and Flossie pushed the dresser against the door to create a barricade.

Bertha returned home a few hours later and called for the kids. They sat huddled on the bed and didn’t make a sound. When Bertha realized what was happening, she banged on the door and tried to open it, but the dresser wouldn’t budge.

“What on earth … Murl Dean, are y’all in there? Open this door.”

“No!” Frances shouted.

“I said open this door right now.”

Frances was sobbing. “So you can cut off our heads? So you can take us to the train tracks? I can’t let you in, Mama.”

She heard her mother’s hand let go of the knob. Then a voice—weary and frail—saying, “I would never hurt you kids.”

Frances heard footsteps, then the front door opened and closed. Through the wall outside, they heard their mother crying. They pulled back the dresser and Frances went outside. She found Bertha sitting on the front step with her face buried in her hands, her body heaving.

“I’m so sorry,” her mother said over and over.

Frances sat beside her and smoothed her dark hair, stroked her back.

“It’s okay, Mama,” she said. “Everything’s gonna be okay.”

*   *   *

But things were not okay. The dark visions made Bertha afraid of her own failing mind, so she began staying away from her children, each time a little longer. The kids were basically on their own. Most days, John stayed at Fannie and Abe’s. Then Flossie disappeared for a week, only to show up one morning hunting for food.

“Where have you been?” Frances asked.

Flossie shrugged.

Even Leamon left during the day, playing with cousins or friends in town. But he returned each evening before dark because he didn’t want his sister to sleep alone.

But Frances was never alone. She had little Jimmie, who was nearly a year old. She had him on her hip every time she hauled those sloshing buckets from the tourist court to boil his dirty diapers. Had him underfoot as she prepared their breakfast and supper. And she brought him outside in the afternoons, to sit on the front steps and watch the world turn without her.

*   *   *

On the evening of June 11, 1938, a powerful storm struck. A tornado ripped through the western edge of town, killing fourteen people, while ten inches of rain fell on other parts of the city in less than two hours. Creeks jumped their banks and devoured homes and farms. Streets turned into violent rivers that flooded downtown businesses. Lightning flashed and thunder pounded. And at some point amid this powerful display, John Lewis Mealer took his final breath.

In room 1303 of the Dixie Camp—a tourist court in south Big Spring where he’d recently moved—John Lewis suffered a fatal heart attack. Neighbors found him the next morning in his thinly furnished room. He was sixty-eight years old.

The news of his death brought family from all around. Bob and Opal drove over from Wink to join his sisters, who were living in Big Spring, Beeville, and Odessa. And together they grieved once again. The next afternoon they laid John Lewis to rest at Mount Olive Cemetery: devoted father and grandpa, lover of jokes and stories, a man who’d witnessed historic advancement, seen an oil empire rise and fall and rise again, yet had reaped little of its reward.

In death, at least, he was given a last recompense. Bertha relinquished her burial plot next to Bud and gave it to his father, deeming herself unworthy to occupy the same ground. “I couldn’t face my husband in heaven,” Frances heard her say. “Not the way I’ve been.”

*   *   *

Once a week now, Frances left Jimmie with Flossie and went to collect their three dollars from the government. The woman who ran the relief office was named Miss Cronck, and by the fall of 1938, she’d grown accustomed to seeing Frances without her mother. Although the government wasn’t supposed to issue money to unaccompanied minors, Miss Cronck overlooked the rules. Frances collected her check and walked back to Lakeview Grocery, where she cashed it for food.

A good portion usually went toward Carnation milk for Jimmie—four cents per can. And with the rest, she’d learned from her mother how to feed the family for pennies, buying only essentials such as lard, sugar, salt, flour, and baking powder, along with beans, potatoes, and yams, which were cheap and kept for a long time without spoiling. Some weeks, if there was extra, she splurged on luxuries. Nothing tasted better than fired eggs and bologna.

But whenever the pantry emptied, which it did that autumn, Frances had to get creative. Several times, the clerk at the grocery store let her take some bananas that were turning brown. Then she discovered that the bakery next to the Buckhorn camp would barter for day-old goods.

Back when they lived there, she’d overheard the owner complain about not having enough boxes for deliveries. So Frances and her siblings started digging through the alleys in town collecting stacks of flattened cardboard, which they presented to the man in exchange for fried pies. Although a bit stale, they were filled with delicious strawberry, lemon, and coconut cream, which the kids lived on happily until the next week’s check.

Then winter arrived and the north wind flew down off the Rockies and sliced across the Caprock, bringing short daylight and more dust. It whistled through the slats of the little yellow house and created a draft that chilled the marrow. The kids wore their Salvation Army coats most of the day, even with a fire in the stove. At night, when the coals turned to powder, Frances buried Jimmie in his crib under a mound of old cloth scraps they’d acquired in their many wanderings. The three kids then huddled under a single blanket, using their body heat to stay warm.

But as the days grew shorter and colder, the stove gobbled up the wood that Frances fed it—mostly knobby mesquite. And when there was no more wood to consume, it grew cold.

Already, it was hard to find mesquite and other deadwood in the nearby fields, which were mostly sand and scrub. And as the weeks wore on and the temperature dropped, travelers in the tourist courts, too poor for coal oil or gas heat, worked to scavenge whatever wood was left. One morning, the kids awoke to a house so cold they could see their breath. Out in the kitchen, Frances started a fire with the last bits of kindling, but it lasted only minutes.

Outside, she combed the pastures for any wood but found none. Then finally she stumbled upon a blown-out truck tire lying in the grass, brittle from the sun. Frances hoisted it upright and rolled it home. In the kitchen, she used her butcher knife to carve the tire into strips, lengthwise along the rim. She sang while she worked:

If you go to Jones Valley, keep your money in your shoes

’Cause the women in Jones Valley got them Jones Valley blues

She stuffed the firebox with rubber and doused it with coal oil from the lamp. Within minutes the stove was kicking off heat, so much that Flossie gasped and said, “Look!” and pointed to the ceiling, where the stove pipe glowed red. Luckily, blown-out truck tires were a common fixture along the oil field highway, and for the rest of the winter, the children never lacked for fuel.

But at night when the stove turned cold, the children froze. There was only one real blanket in the house, and whenever Bertha slept at home she took it and put it on her bed. The children were left with their cloth scraps, which were thin and misshapen and always found their way to the floor. One night as ice frosted over the windows, Frances awoke and heard little Jimmie whimpering in his crib. He’d wet his flimsy covers and now shivered in the dark room. Frances changed his diaper and took the dry scraps from the bed where she and Flossie and Leamon slept, then wrapped them around Jimmie until he fell back asleep. Then she placed his wet covers over her siblings and herself. They pressed their bodies together and waited for daylight.

*   *   *

In the new year, Frances was determined to return to school with the other students. The morning classes began, she left the house early without telling her mother and made her way down to the junior high. Scores of kids were already filing through the double doors and congregating along the sidewalk. Frances got as far as the front steps, then froze.

It suddenly dawned on her that she didn’t know what to do once she entered the building. How would she find her class? How would she tell them who she was, and what if they inquired about her mother, or asked where she lived or why she hadn’t been in school?

She became aware of the slouchy coat and the dress she wore, then looked down at her shoes, which were lined with cardboard. Worse, her toes poked through the ends where she’d cut them with a knife so they would fit. She sat down on the steps and stayed there until she was alone and the morning bell had rung. Then she stood up and hurried home, praying that no one had seen her chicken out.

After that morning, she began to feel herself getting smaller and smaller each day, as if the wind were slowly wearing her down like a coat of bright paint on a pasture house. Each week more of her seemed to vanish, and when she wondered, Why won’t anyone help us? Why won’t they come? she knew the answer. Because they could not see her. She was not there.

One afternoon she needed some water to boil Jimmie’s diapers, so she took her bucket down to the tourist court to fill it. As she lugged home the sloshing pail, the handle dug into her hands, so she set it down to rest. When she looked up, there stood her cousin Earl, plus another cousin—one of Clarence’s boys—whom they called Junior.

They must have hitchhiked into town.

“Hiya,” she said, surprised.

The boys waved back, then began to giggle. Frances wondered if they’d been drinking. She was about to crack a joke when Earl leaned in and said, “Hey Murl Dean, Junior here says he’ll pay you a quarter for a poke.”

“For a what?” she said, her lips slightly upturned.

“He’ll give you a quarter if you’ll … you know.”

She saw they weren’t laughing anymore. In fact, Junior was staring at her in a way that frightened her. She quickly looked down, and when she did, her eyes landed on her bare feet, which were filthy and cracked from the road. She became aware of the welfare dress and saw the dirt beneath her nails. She could feel their eyes moving over her breasts through the cheap fabric. A quarter for a poke.

Frances picked up her bucket and, without saying a word, walked back to the house. Once she was safely inside, she sat on the floor and began to cry. Smaller and smaller, as small as a single grain of sand. She felt, at last, like the silent dust itself.

*   *   *

But alas, she was not invisible. They knew about her—the school and city officials—and they knew about her brothers and sister. They knew about her mother and how she’d left them like animals to survive on their own. Miss Cronck at the relief office had probably told them that much. The officials of the city then informed the officials of the state. In March 1939, when Frances was thirteen, nearly three years after her father’s death, they finally came after Bertha. They found her coming out of the post office downtown, and there on the sidewalk, informed her they were taking away her kids.

Just sign these papers, they said. Bertha took the pen and did it.

Back at home, she gathered the children and told them they were going away to Abilene. “To a nice place, where I can visit you whenever I want.” But neither of those things were true, since Bertha had waived her rights to ever see them again. The children—except for John, who was signed over to Fannie and Abe—were now wards of the state, handed over to an adoption agency called the West Texas Children’s Aid and Welfare Association.

The very next morning, a thin, grandfatherly man appeared at the door dressed in a white suit and instructed them to pack their things. At eighty-four years old, Reverend W. A. Nicholas had been running the agency for nearly thirty years and had placed hundreds of unwanted and orphaned children. In his pocket were calling cards printed with the agency’s mission: “To seek homeless, neglected, and destitute children and become their friend and protector. To find homes for them in intelligent Christian families.”

Frances cannot recall her mother’s response that morning. The only indication that Bertha was even present is a photo that survived among her things, taken in the moments before the children were whisked away. Bertha must have been the photographer, Frances guessed. But in the photo, the children appear to be smiling. Bertha had told them to smile, and they obeyed.

The children were put into the car and taken to the station, where a train sat waiting. The old man herded them into a compartment and sat in the opposite seat.

“You can call me Father Nicholas,” he said, but Frances refused to look at him.

“Our father is dead,” she replied. As the locomotive lurched forward, the kids clung to each other like castaways flung into orbit, then cried themselves all the way to Abilene.

Three separate vehicles awaited them at the station, each going to a different place. “We’ve found good homes for you,” Reverend Nicholas assured them, and before Frances realized what was happening, she was sitting in a backseat alone. She cried out for Flossie and Leamon, but they were gone, and that sudden, unfamiliar silence burrowed a hole in her brain and never stopped ringing. Two years would pass before they found each other.

As for little Jimmie, no one heard from him again.

*   *   *

Two years. In that time, she lived with two different families in Abilene, first the Jacksons, and then, when they had to leave town, the Allens. In her case, Reverend Nicholas had been right. Both homes were good, and the families decent Christian people. For the first time in years, Frances had nice clothes to wear and regular meals. Sunday dinners at the Jacksons were formal, white-tablecloth affairs. Her first morning there, she awoke to birds singing through an open window. The bedroom smelled of rosebushes.

And she was finally able to return to school, even though the first day back was dreadful. The teacher called her to the front to solve an equation. As she stared dumbly at the chalkboard, completely frozen, she heard a girl say aloud, “If you don’t know the answer, just sit down.” And so she sat back down, mortified.

But school got better, becoming the only tangible thing to which she could cling, the only place where she had some answers to the given questions. The other questions, the Big Ones—why her family hadn’t come to their rescue, why she and her siblings had been separated to be raised by strangers, what had happened to her brothers and sister—those remained unanswered.

During her second summer in Abilene, 1940, a tiny life raft arrived in the form of a telegram. It was sent in care of Reverend Nicholas from Bertha’s little sister Ruby.

“Come home quick,” she wrote, “your mother is very sick.”

Reverend Nicholas bought Frances a round-trip bus ticket to Big Spring, on the condition she return at once. But when Frances arrived, she discovered Ruby’s telegram had been a lie. Bertha’s sister had written not because Bertha was sick, but because she was packing to leave for San Francisco without telling her kids.

Frances’s surprise appearance startled her mother. Sensing her freedom was suddenly in jeopardy, Bertha lashed out at her daughter. “Nobody wants you here, Murl Dean. Nobody wants another mouth to feed, and certainly not yours.”

Bertha then made Frances sit down and write to Reverend Nicholas saying she was coming back. Frances wrote the letter, her whole body quivering, and then bid her mother good-bye. When she got outside she tore it to pieces. She never went back to Abilene.

She bounced around Big Spring for another year. Ruby had married a guy named Joe and given birth to a little girl. Together they lived in a big army tent near One Mile Lake in Jones Valley. They gave Frances a cot in the corner and the four of them got along like regular Indians, bathing and washing their clothes in the lake, and sitting up at night playing music. Joe kept a fiddle in the tent and Ruby a guitar, and together they sang the old Irish reels that Frances remembered hearing her grandfather John Lewis sing, in addition to old standards such as “Banks of the Ohio,” “Barbara Allen,” and “Little Rosewood Casket.” Those sad and woeful ballads washed through Frances like medicine. Joe wasn’t even eighteen, but he was good—a kind and thoughtful man who reminded Frances of her father.

On Christmas Eve, Joe said, “What do you think, Murl Dean, will Santa Claus come to a tent?” And even though Frances knew better, Joe made her go to bed early, then hung her a stocking stuffed with nuts and fresh fruit.

But the arrangement was temporary, and soon Frances found herself staying with her grandparents—Bertha’s mother and father. The McCormicks had moved to Big Spring, where her grandpa worked with the WPA building roads. In a crowd, he told jokes and funny stories and could play the guitar as good as anyone.

But alone, he remained the predator who’d ruined his own daughters. Alone with Frances, his eyes would move up and down her developing body. Finally one morning, he grabbed her.

“Dance with me,” he demanded, pulling her in.

He shouted to his wife in the next room, “Old lady! Go out and get us some food!” then spun back to Frances, his eyes cloudy with lust.

“Dance with me,” he whispered, then moved his hips up and down.

Frances pleaded with her grandpa to let her go, but he held her tight. When her grandmother walked into the room, she broke free and ran for the door.

*   *   *

She ran to the only friend she had. Howard Dodd was a former classmate from Forsan whom Frances had started dating—dating in that way kids do at fourteen or fifteen. Howard was three years older, and like Frances he’d recently lost his father. He now lived in Big Spring with his mother and sister, whom he supported. Howard’s mother took Frances in and gave her a room. Not long after, she received wonderful news. Her aunt Velva, Bud’s sister, happened to be in downtown Eastland one afternoon when she saw two children she recognized. It was Flossie and Leamon. They told her they were living on a peanut farm not far away, in a town called Rising Star. Both appeared healthy and happy but were desperate for information about their siblings, who’d remained lost to them.

The next week, Frances got a ride out to the farm and reunited with her brother and sister. They sat for hours in a hayloft shelling peanuts and catching up. Flossie and Leamon went to school in Rising Star, and like Frances, had started from the bottom. Flossie was twelve years old and only in the third grade, while Leamon, at age eight, was just starting his second year. The couple who’d adopted them, the Atkinsons, worked them like mules every minute they were home.

They told Frances that their brother John had also visited. Much like that day, they’d sat in the hayloft and talked for hours. When it came time for John to leave, both Flossie and Leamon were devastated. It was like losing him all over again. But comfort arrived the following day when they discovered something John had left behind. On the floor of the barn was a single footprint, which they quickly covered with an old soup pot. Now whenever they missed their brother, all they had to do was return to that place.

“It’s always here,” Leamon said, lifting the pot to reveal the faint impression. “Just like a picture.”

*   *   *

Within six months of Frances’s moving in with the Dodds, she and Howard were dating in a more serious way. Howard was dependable, solid, and funny. When Howard asked Frances to marry him, it felt like the right thing to do. His mother arranged the license and booked the preacher down at the Church of God. In mid-September of 1941, at age sixteen, Frances stood at the altar in a blue dress and bobby socks and became Mrs. Howard Dodd.

*   *   *

That December, Japanese bombers attacked Pearl Harbor and the United States entered the war. With California under constant threat of attack, the enemy poised to swarm the beach at any moment, Frances began to fear for her mother, despite everything that had happened.

So early the next year, Frances and Howard hitchhiked to San Francisco. They thumbed rides through New Mexico and Arizona, traveling mostly at night. Sitting in the backseats of strangers’ cars, Howard held Frances’s hand and tapped her finger three times, which was their code for “I love you.” One night out in the desert, one of their rides blew a tire and overturned into a ditch. The two of them, along with the driver, emerged unscathed, then laughed at their fortune as they hitched another ride west.

In San Francisco, they found Bertha working at a bar on the Embarcadero called This Is It. She was lonesome and distressed by the air-raid drills and blackouts, and in this vulnerable state she was happy to see her daughter. Frances and Howard took a tiny room in a nearby hotel and Howard found a job at the National Biscuit Company. The following year, he enlisted in the navy and went to sea.

Frances took Howard’s job stacking ice-cream cones and crackers, then ran a big oven that made vanilla wafers. Howard’s mother and sister also moved to the city, only a few blocks away. But Frances couldn’t help feeling alone. She missed Howard, but for some reason she missed her father more than ever. Most days she could sense his presence. One night while asleep, she felt him sitting on the foot of the bed. “Don’t be afraid,” she heard her daddy say, then he stood up and disappeared.

After that, Howard began to drift further and further from her heart. Frances didn’t know what was happening, why she seemed to be slowly turning him off. Was it the new city? Why was she behaving like a spoiled little girl? When Howard returned home on furlough, Frances could hardly look him in the eye.

“Why won’t you tell me what’s wrong?” he demanded, hurt and confused, and Frances couldn’t answer. Finally, she took an apartment on Pine Street and they separated.

Frances found girlfriends at work and began going to movies and concerts. At the Golden Gate Theater on Taylor Street, she saw the big orchestras that toured the West Coast—Artie Shaw, Harry James, and Glenn Miller, before Miller’s plane disappeared over the English Channel. But Frances was most drawn to a band from back home called Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys. Wills had everything that Glenn Miller and Harry James did: a large horn and string section, drums, plus a piano and vocalists. But he’d taken their same influences—Dixieland jazz, barrelhouse blues, and New Orleans stomp—and blended it with steel guitars and fiddles. The result was a new kind of music called western swing, and it was borne of the East Texas cotton fields and lonesome Panhandle plains where Wills grew up.

The band’s slick cowboy attire reminded Frances of Big Spring. The fiddles and guitars took her back to those warm nights in Ruby and Joe’s tent. Songs like “Dusty Skies” and “New San Antonio Rose” hit her like waves of memory. And Wills himself was an oddity to behold. He pranced around stage on tippy-toes, twirling his fiddle bow above his head and crying out “Ah-HA!” in a high falsetto that was both unsettling and magnetic. Whereas most people danced to the swing orchestras, fans at Wills’s shows tended to cluster against the stage and watch in silence, mesmerized by the tight synchronization of parts.

Wills had recently moved the band from Tulsa to California, where they played nightly up and down the coast, his audiences packed with Texans and Oklahomans who’d come west during the Depression and to find jobs in the war industries. That success had also carried over into Hollywood, where Wills starred in western films.

Frances saw the Texas Playboys at the Oakland Auditorium, then again at the Golden Gate, each time emerging after the four-hour show feeling exhausted and alive. Already she had a thing for steel guitars, the way they seemed to moan and cry like the wind off the Caprock. She even bought herself an Epiphone Electar and practiced in her apartment after work. For a time, she and her girlfriends were planning an all-gal country band.

Around this time, Howard asked for a divorce and Frances didn’t fight him. She signed the papers and for a while slunk into a stupor. One night she read in the paper that Wills and His Texas Playboys were playing in Oakland again, so she went. Wills had a new steel player named Les Anderson, known as Carrot Top, on account of his red hair. He had a smooth and effortless playing style and that night, whenever he looked up from his instrument, his eyes seemed to lock on Frances like big blue magnets. When he sang lead on the Irving Berlin tune “Always,” with lyrics about “loving you always,” she knew it was silly, but she swore he was singing right to her. After the show, Frances was standing on the dance floor, waiting for one of her girlfriends, when Anderson appeared behind her. They ended up talking for an hour and he asked her out. Those blue eyes were beckoning her—to romance, to new adventure on the road, to a chance to live inside that music.

Frances told him yes, then let herself go.
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Bob and Opal go to Wink … Clem and the Salvation Army Band … an unbearable tragedy … New London explodes.…

After my grandfather Bob and Opal’s wedding, Bob found work as a roustabout in the newly discovered Keystone field. The town was called Wink, a hundred miles west of Big Spring, where the sand blew wild across the flats. Civilization had ventured there for one reason, and that was oil.

Nearly every waking hour found Bob on a rotary rig assembling pipe, cleaning boilers, elbow deep in wet concrete and drilling fluid. Back at home, he found comfort in his bride.

Times were lean, nothing that Bob wasn’t used to, but with Opal it wasn’t so bad. The couple moved into a poor-boy camp on the outskirts of town, where the shotgun houses sat close together in a row. Since paint wouldn’t last long in that wind, tin sheets protected the houses from the blast coming off the Rockies. The sand and dust were so thick that mothers covered their children’s faces with diapers when they went outside to play. Oil field wives learned to conserve water, which was scarce, and to burn trash in pits fired by flare-off gas.

The oil patch families were close and looked out for one another. During the worst of the Depression, a gunman held up the grocery store in Wink and took only milk and bread, saying, “Sorry to do this, but my family’s hungry, and I’m going to take what they need.” After the man left, the other customers asked the grocer what he intended to do, to which he replied, “If I knew where he was, I’d hunt him up and give him some more groceries.”

During their first three years in Wink, Bob and Opal had two daughters, whom they named Zelda and Norma Lou. And when Bertha began to lose her mind out in Big Spring, before she left for California, they took in John whenever Fannie couldn’t afford to feed him. Living out in Wink, far removed from the family, it’s hard to tell if Bob and Opal knew about Frances and the others. Perhaps they did and figured there was little they could do, what with three kids already and hunger planted on their doorstep. A roustabout’s salary didn’t go very far. Most meals consisted of side meat and cornbread, maybe some eggs and dried beans. The blowing sand and dust chewed a garden to the nubs and made laundry next to impossible. Whenever Opal hung the diapers to dry, she often returned to find them coated in a red crust.

And yet she was full of joy. She sang as she hunched over the washtub and hung the clothes again. She sang in the little Assembly of God church, where the pastor put her in charge of the choir, her voice part of the great message of hope that delivered a tired and worn-out people from one Sunday to the next.

*   *   *

Opal hadn’t come to faith on her own, nor was it instilled through Sunday school or Bible stories, the way many children encounter God. Rather, Opal’s father Clem had embraced salvation from one of man’s lowest stations—as a drunk in the gutter. And his radical transformation lifted the family from poverty and shame.

Clem Wilkerson hailed from southern Tennessee, near the town of Winchester, where he’d worked as a logger around Sewanee Mountain. He suffered from asthma, and sometimes the air in the forests was so heavy and wet that he slumped against the crosscut saw, choking and turning gray.

“What you need is the desert,” a doctor advised. So after marrying Cora McCann and having a baby girl, who they named Agnes, they’d packed the wagon in 1914 and made their slow way toward Arizona. They got as far as Mississippi before another child was born, then settled on a tenant farm in Willow, Arkansas. Another baby was born there and stopped breathing five days later. Pneumonia, they were told. With Little Pauline’s grave still fresh, a nearby creek rose up during a storm and carried off everything they owned.

They stopped next in Paris, Texas, where Clem found work as a driver. Five more kids were born in a span of six years, including my grandmother Opal and a set of twin boys, Ed and Fred. After oil was discovered in West Texas, Clem loaded the family into a Model T Ford and headed for Big Spring.

At first he sold fruit in Jones Valley, then found work driving a truck. Prohibition was on, but the boomtown was too wild for a harness. Honky-tonks and pool halls sat on every corner, selling beer, whiskey, and local jake. The jobs Clem held never lasted long, and neither did his pay, but he was fortunate in that the openings always outnumbered the available men.

It didn’t take long for him to gain a reputation as the town drunk. People called him “Sleepy,” for the way his eyes half closed whenever he was on a stink. Even in later years, when he was sober and upstanding, the name lingered.

By 1932, two of Clem and Cora’s children had grown and married. Agnes fled to the East Texas oil patch with a roughneck from Lamesa. Herman, the oldest boy, married the daughter of Arkansas boomers who were living in tents in Jones Valley, where the tarpaper shacks flapped in the wind. Herman’s new wife was also named Opal, just like his sister. But she was a bit shorter and rail skinny, so folks called her Little Opal to avoid confusion.

Little Opal was headstrong and zealous and bent on reforming her drunken father-in-law. She even followed him into the beer joints to shame him into going home.

“I won’t stand to see you hurt this family any longer,” she wailed.

Clem never needed a daughter-in-law or anyone else to provide him shame; regret and self-loathing came all on its own. But occasionally, he managed to elude her. And one sweltering night in that droughty summer of 1932, he claimed such a victory and spent his last dollar celebrating.

Midnight found him downtown on Third Street, sitting on the curb. The night’s revelry had left him feeling ill and dizzy, and as he sat wheezing from the dust he heard what sounded like horns. Sure enough, from down the block he saw them come into view—the Salvation Army band. The ragged brass section marched two steps behind a tall preacher who was dressed in shirtsleeves and carried a thick, black Bible. The procession stopped directly in front of Clem and paused their music.

For fishers of men working the night beat, the bites were few, especially from drunks. But Clem must have revealed something only the preacher could detect, some radiant spiritual hunger. The preacher introduced himself as a sinner and a man of flesh and blood. He explained how we are all children of God, and even the most wicked of men can be redeemed through his grace. All it took was a confession of faith, from the same mouth that had drawn so much wine, for a man to be saved from himself. He asked Clem something like “Are you willing to surrender the old burdens of flesh and be set free?”

With the preacher’s knobby hand clutched around his forehead, Clem repeated the simple prayer of salvation. Right away, he felt something tear free from his body, like wind blowing through every pore. He saw in his mind his old spirit, grooved from the Devil’s dark touch. In its place now were only lightness and an almost nauseating sensation of love. All was forgiven, all was made clean. Not a trace of booze remained, for he’d drunk of what Jesus called “the living water” and would never be thirsty again. He left the preacher’s side and ran all the way home, blubbering like a newborn babe.

*   *   *

The change was instant and dramatic, and never did Clem Wilkerson drink another drop. He joined a small Assembly of God church in Big Spring and brought Cora and the kids. And there in the dark bowels of the Depression, he and his family discovered something that John Lewis had failed to find for his own—a community.

They found people who looked like them, who’d traveled from the same Georgia hollows and Tennessee forests chasing the same broken dreams, people who’d been busted and bankrupt, who buried children and other loved ones in places long ago abandoned, and who’d carried that trauma knotted up inside them. They’d arrived with little education and few possessions, harboring past crimes and shameful, hidden desires. But like Clem, they learned how to surrender these troubles to the Lord and regain what Jesus promised in the Gospels: wholeness, humanity, and self-respect. They also learned how to pray, as a way to both communicate with God and give voice to their own worries and regrets, and by doing so come clean with themselves and begin to change, to heal.

The church became their refuge and lighthouse. It provided a safety net for those who needed it. The church nurtured them when they were sick, fed them when they were hungry. When a loved one died, their fellow church members wept with them and gave them comfort and encouraged them to live. And the church provided strength when they were feeling susceptible to the world’s destructive ways.

Clem became fired up for Jesus, and soon, so did his children—especially Opal, who at twelve years old discovered her gift of song. Whenever the church doors were open the family was inside, either for worship, choir practice, or to feed a funeral party. After the preacher finished his sermons, Clem stood before the congregation and reminded them of the man he used to be and how the Lord had molded him, like a lump of clay, into the man he was today. He always ended this testimony by quoting his favorite psalm: “Oh that men would praise the Lord for his goodness, and for his wonderful works to the children of men!”

Clem became a deacon in the church and a leader among the congregation. He was not a learned man, but after his transformation, his desire to know Scripture pressed him to improve. Each night after supper, he charged his two daughters still living at home with teaching him how to read, using the Bible as his primer. He became a devoted student of Scripture and opened his home each week for Bible study and prayer. Those meetings often built to a peak, with people receiving the Holy Spirit and speaking in tongues, just like they’d done on the day of Pentecost.

But all the racket embarrassed Herman’s wife, Little Opal, who was raised hard-shell Baptist and didn’t tolerate such antics. “You can hear them from down the block,” she complained to Herman. “They sound like a bunch of fanatics. Folks are gonna run them outta town.”

But even Little Opal couldn’t resist. Soon she was kneeling at the altar of that little church and receiving salvation, her voice joining the jubilee.

*   *   *

Around that time, Little Opal and Herman had a girl named Mary Lou, who they raised in that tiny church. By the time Mary Lou turned five she was a missionary for Jesus just like her grandpa, reciting scriptures she learned in Sunday school or asking friends to come to church. And Mary Lou was a regular prayer warrior, whether it involved laying hands on her sick baby dolls or blessing the family supper.

But in November 1937, a terrible accident occurred. Herman and Mary Lou were driving along the highway to meet Little Opal at a family gathering when Mary Lou somehow opened the car door and tumbled to her death.

They buried her at Mount Olive Cemetery, just a few rows down from Bob’s brother Bud. Brother Sheats led the service. Afterward, Little Opal stood over her daughter’s grave and asked those gathered round, “If I’m a Christian, then how can I lose my child?” And no one could give her an answer that took away the pain.

After the funeral, she fell into a panicked state of grieving. For an entire year, she still made a plate for Mary Lou at supper. Each morning she walked two miles down Highway 80 to the cemetery, where she lingered much of the day. After a year, she looked up and realized Mary Lou’s name was misspelled on her tombstone, having gone unnoticed all that time, and this sudden stroke of cognition seemed to snap her from her spell. She called the monument company to correct the mistake, then returned to the living world with a new kind of faith, one fired and tempered like iron.

Not long after, tragedy tested the family again—this time with Agnes, the oldest of Clem and Cora’s kids. Agnes and her husband, Arthur Hahn, were raising four children in the boomtown of New London, in the heart of the East Texas field. The previous year, on March 18, 1937, their oldest boy, Granville, had awoken with mumps, so Agnes kept him home. Granville attended first grade at the nearby New London School, which the town had built for a million dollars as a totem to its oil boom, a colossal middle finger extended toward the Great Depression.

While the school boasted the first football stadium in Texas with electric lights, the administration chose to skimp on its heating system. Instead of using fuel oil, they piped raw natural gas straight from the field. On that day in March, the pipe sprang a leak and slowly filled a crawl space beneath the school. When it finally exploded, shortly after 3 p.m., the blast lifted the steel-framed building into the air. Nearly three hundred students and teachers perished, most of them crushed and burned when the roof came crashing down on them.

Over a mile away, still in bed, Granville felt his own house buckle, then heard the caterwaul of anguished cries as the town registered the carnage. The New London explosion still stands as the worst school disaster in American history.

But at home, the real tragedy was Granville’s daddy. Arthur Hahn was a mean and calloused man, with glaring blue eyes that dared anyone to try him. Whiskey made him into a monster, and he took out his wrath on the two oldest boys, Granville and Wendell. During supper, Arthur would spring across the table and cuff one of them for the slightest transgression, knocking him to the floor. Once, when Wendell tried to escape a beating by crawling under the house, Arthur spotted him easily under the floorboards, trembling like a rabbit. Without saying a word, he boiled a kettle of water on the stove, then stood atop the child and emptied it over his body.

Naturally, Agnes lived in terror of her husband, who’d once fantasized to her about setting the house on fire while their children slept. So he probably did them all a favor the day Agnes gave birth to their fifth child.

It was a girl, whom Arthur insisted they name Betty Kansas.

When Agnes asked, “Why Kansas?” her husband replied, “Because that’s where I’m going to get rich,” then walked out the door and never came back.

For six months after Arthur left, no one heard from Agnes or the kids. Back in Big Spring, her father, Clem, became so worried that he sent her sister Dorothy on a bus to New London to check on them. When Dorothy walked in the house she found Agnes and the children practically starved. Agnes was nearing a nervous breakdown, trying to nurse Betty Kansas and care for the others. The older kids were eating wild blackberries and poke salad they foraged in the woods. Most days, a neighbor’s milk cow provided their only nourishment.

Dorothy called their father, who dispatched Herman to East Texas to get them. Herman had started a cattle-hauling business and owned a truck with a forty-foot trailer. Two days later he arrived in New London, placed Agnes and the baby in the cab, then drove four hundred miles back to Big Spring with kids and luggage loaded in the carriage.

As for Arthur, he was gone. A few years later, his parents and brother came looking for him, with the sole purpose of telling him that he was a millionaire. It turned out some land that he’d bought years before in the Permian Basin was full of oil, and companies were clamoring to drill. But Arthur never appeared, not even to claim his fortune (his brother, through some crafty legalese, stole the land and squeezed Agnes out of the royalties).

In the months after Arthur disappeared, some recalled reading about a big explosion on a Kansas oil rig that killed many men. And since nothing ever surfaced about his whereabouts—no census or death records, no mention of him in newspapers or city directories—that’s where I’ll choose to leave Arthur Hahn: in Kansas, consumed in a tower of flames.
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Bob and Opal return home … Clem becomes a prayer warrior and cousins heed the call … Gloria Jean, terrified of worms …

Out in Wink, Opal’s heart ached for her family. At least once a month, when the homesickness became unbearable, she and the girls caught a bus to Big Spring and stayed with her parents, attended church and fussed over new babies. In 1939, two years after Mary Lou’s death, Herman and Little Opal had welcomed a second child, a boy called Homer, in honor of their pastor Homer Sheats. And just eighteen months later, a third child arrived, whom they named Evelyn.

After a few days with family, it crushed Opal to have to leave. Each time the bus left Big Spring and crossed the empty flatlands it felt like dismounting the earth altogether. There was nothing there to see. Nothing out the window but dead grass and mesquite and pump jacks that seesawed in the fields like alien mules. Occasionally, a working rig appeared close to the road and she glimpsed human life, but mostly they were just roughnecks of some kind, their khakis and coveralls slicked with oil. Men like her husband. The heat waves off the blacktop made their hard hats appear as white bobbers on a rust-colored sea. She hummed softly to Zelda and Norma Lou, both asleep in her lap, and knew when she was close to Wink by the grit in her teeth.

She was terribly lonely, but what good would it do to complain, especially to Bob? In these years, a man was blessed to have a job and a home he could afford to keep. So she resolved to wait it out, through the long nights when Bob worked turnovers, and through the dirt that greeted her each morning on her clean kitchen floor in that tin-covered shack that whistled like a cheap horn.

Then, in December 1941, the war solved all her problems.

The government began hoarding steel pipe and other raw materials needed to fight Hitler and the Japanese, which cut exploration by nearly half. Rigs were shut down, men enlisted en masse, and the land emptied as if by magic. The same was happening around Big Spring, and due to the shortage of help, Bob easily found a job there. That summer, the family loaded their belongings into Herman’s cattle trailer and finally headed home.

The war overseas brought the extended family closer together, but the price they paid was their young men. Three of Clem’s boys went off to serve, including the twins Ed and Fred, and on Bob’s side, there was his sister Allie’s son, Orville Pruitt. Ed and Fred fought across Czechoslovakia in the Sixteenth Armored Division and came home decorated soldiers, while Orville died in Lorraine, France, in November 1944, his body never recovered. Allie, who still grieved the sudden loss of her brother Bud, became so distraught when told about Orville that she drove her car onto the T&P tracks and waited for the afternoon train. Luckily, someone found her and brought her home, but that evening she came down with a headache that never went away. With no corpse to bury, she erected a shrine to her only son in his quiet sunlit bedroom, one that she maintained for the next forty years.

*   *   *

Bob and Opal found a cheap duplex on the west side of Big Spring, and while Bob disappeared on the rigs, Opal spent her days at her parents’ house. Clem and Cora lived just across the train tracks on the north side of town, alongside the city’s black and Hispanic residents, who in those days seldom crossed the T&P line.

Her parents’ house was big for the neighborhood, three bedrooms on two stories, but every inch of space was accounted for. Three of Opal’s sisters lived there, Veda and Dorothy, plus Agnes and her five children. And to make extra money, Clem and Cora took in boarders. A man named Smith, who’d been shot in the back during the war, rented a small bedroom, while a Mrs. White, whose husband was still overseas, occupied a second room with her daughter, Gloria Jean. One of Herman’s drivers, an alcoholic named Jug, rented a bed on the back porch.

The family’s nerve center was the white-stucco Assembly of God church at the corner of Fourth and Lancaster, which Clem had helped build after being saved. Opal joined a singing trio that included the pastor’s wife, Velma Sheats. They performed on the radio station KBST as part of a Sunday afternoon gospel hour. And later that day, the three of them rode around in Brother Sheats’s open-air Willys car, which was equipped with a bullhorn speaker, the women singing harmony while the pastor pitched the evening meeting.

A typical service kicked off with two hours of singing, which laid the red carpet for the Holy Spirit to work its wonders. As a denomination, the Pentecostal church prided itself as a bottom-feeder, its message of salvation tailored toward last-chancers. The moment these people accepted Christ, they tended to believe passionately what the scriptures promised about how “old things are passed away … and all things are become new,” for in their own hearts and minds they were transformed. This they could feel.

And if God could deliver them from hopelessness, they believed, there must be no limit to his works. Their faith was absolute, like a child’s, and so they didn’t hesitate to ask for wonders otherwise unthinkable, and to believe in their outcome. When faith was this concentrated and aligned, it set the stage for miracles.

Opal liked to tell the story of Frank Mack, a traveling preacher who’d married her friend Inez while they were living in Wink. As a boy, Mack was stricken with polio and for two years lay paralyzed in bed, hardly able to eat. His mother prayed constantly, begging for a miracle. With the little money she had she ordered a prayer cloth anointed by a faith healer she’d heard on the radio. The day it arrived, she laid it across Frank’s body. “Lord, he’s just an invalid,” she prayed. “But he belongs to you, and we’re trusting you to heal him.”

“As I slept, God touched me,” the preacher later wrote, “and the next morning I felt new strength. When my parents came to set me in the chair, pain shot up my legs like piercing needles. Glorious pain where there had been no feeling at all!”

Mack became a preacher at seventeen, advertising himself as “Once a paralytic and now a flaming evangelist!” One night in a motel room in California, he felt as if he were suddenly “covered in liquid fire.” It was God calling him to lay hands on the sick, which he began doing in crusades across America.

My family told stories about witnessing their own miracles, about people receiving the Holy Spirit and performing extraordinary feats—like the man who ran to the piano, on which he’d never laid hands, and started playing as if he’d done it his entire life. About deaf people who could hear, about cancer and diabetes vanishing under prayer. “With his stripes we are healed,” Scripture says, and this my family believed.

After his transformation, Clem became a prayer warrior who laid hands on everything. He prayed over scraped knees and stomach aches, a wart that wouldn’t go away. At his county job, where he worked as a foreman on road crews, he prayed each morning over the men and their trucks, and the men were always grateful. He even prayed for the hoboes who came off the trains and knocked at his door for a meal, handing each one a prayer tract with every plate of beans. He prayed because there was no shortage of God’s grace. It was inexhaustible, and often it came when you needed it most.

When Clem was helping build the new church in 1938, the congregation ran short of money and couldn’t finish the roof, so he climbed up and prayed over it. While sitting there, a stranger rolled up in a rickety pickup.

He shouted, “Hey! Somethin’s tellin’ me y’all could use some help.”

“Boy, we sure could,” Clem said.

The man reached into his shirt and pulled out a check for five thousand dollars. No one ever saw him again.

But the greatest miracle Clem ever helped facilitate happened right under his own roof. Mr. Smith, the wounded war vet who rented a room, was confined to a wheelchair when he first arrived at Clem and Cora’s house, and right away Clem saw him as a challenge.

One Sunday before church he laid his hands over the jagged scar across Smith’s back and began to pray, then loaded his chair into the cattle truck and took him to the evening service. With Brother Sheats and the deacons gathered round, they prayed long and loud, with the congregation backing them up with fire. And sure enough, Smith stood to his feet and pushed away his chair. The crowd parted and he began to walk—with a slight limp, but upright all the same. That night when they got home, Smith refused to go to bed but limped through the house until dawn, stepping over sleeping children and mumbling a stream of hallelujahs.

Just as the disciples had spread the news of Jesus’s wondrous works, this burden also fell upon the church. So following the singing portion of the service, members of the congregation stood and shared the ways—both large and small—that the Lord had moved in their own lives.

A woman they called Sister Taylor, who was quite large, gave thanks one morning after being struck by a car. “Bounced up on the hood and hit the windshield,” she proclaimed. “Tore that car to pieces and it didn’t even hurt me. Praise Jesus!”

For Zelda, Homer, and the rest of the cousins, testimony time was rich theater. They sat together and tried not to giggle, but each child knew their time was coming. The signal was usually a tap on the shoulder from someone sitting behind them: “Don’t you have anything to say about the Lord’s wonders?” they asked, and the children had to be ready.

One such morning, Zelda stood and said, “I love the Lord this morning because He first loved me and saved me from the miry clay.” The congregation nodded with approval.

This was not her own testimony, of course, but one of the many she and her cousins had memorized. Each time they heard a new testimony they liked, they wrote it down in a notebook and gave it a number for easy recall.

“I love the Lord because He picked me up when I was worthless and set me upon the rock,” said Iris Hahn, quoting number 4, which naturally followed number 3 since it derived from the same scripture.

“Praise Jesus!” someone shouted.

Next came Norma Lou, who rolled out number 7: “I love the Lord because He gave me victory. I was down and out in the mullygrubs and He lifted me with His love. Now I’ve been smiling all week.”

“Amen!”

Then Homer stood and started on number 1. “I’m so happy because God so loved the world that He gave His only begotten son…”

It was that old ace in the hole from the Book of John. But halfway through, Homer seemed to lose his train of thought, and to his cousins’ horror, began barreling through the whole system, snatching pieces of numbers 2, 5, 8, and 10 and jumbling them into one baffling ramble.

“And what shall a man give in exchange for his soul … uhh … Jesus the same yesterday, today, and forever … uhh … Verily, verily I say unto you. Amen.”

Stranded and out of options, Doris was forced to tell about a half-bottle of perfume she’d found in the alley, which was actually true and wonderful but didn’t fetch any hallelujahs.

As usual, Brother Sheats preached on the wages of sin, how heaven was good and hell was hot, and how there was no in-between.

“Don’t be on the fence,” he warned. “God doesn’t take fence walkers in His Kingdom. You’re either in or you’re out! Don’t come in here and talk about being in when you’ve been out all week long, fighting with your husband, letting your kids run wild, harboring wickedness. God will root out a liar.”

He paced the floor. “If I’m talking about you, then you need to hit the altar. Grab hold of the horns of the altar and get right with Jesus.”

The Baptists down the road believed that once a person accepted Christ and was cleansed by his blood, their ticket to heaven was guaranteed. But not the members of the Assemblies of God, who in those days believed that even the slightest blemish of sin carried the whole weight of damnation. Each tiny transgression had to be reckoned with and expunged.

The cousins all agreed that it was Homer who usually led them into sin. After all, it was Homer who’d thrown the neighbor’s cat down the outhouse hole, forcing the fire department to come and save its life. And just the previous week, he’d sent Betty Kansas next door to the neighbors under the auspices of cleaning their house and forced her to steal cigarettes. But there were other sins, too, sins that were all their own.

They told lies, of course—whoppers. Lately, they’d been walking to the Hotel Settles to ride the big brass elevators, telling everyone they were from New York City.

“Is that so?” the bellhop asked. “Tell me then, what’s it like in New York City?”

“Oh, you know,” said Homer. “Tall buildings. Lots of people. Fancy people, mister.” Iris even wore a hairnet to look extra convincing.

Aside from telling bald-faced lies, there was envy, the silent destroyer. Envy that swelled up like fever whenever friends from school talked about seeing picture shows or going roller-skating, both of which were forbidden. There was resentment, too—toward the visiting evangelists whom Clem invited over for supper, fat men with hearty appetites who filled their plates with fried chicken and potatoes, beans and biscuits, and left the kids to fight over the crumbs. Resentment for their boarder Jug, who did the same thing, even after the kids had seen him in Shine’s Drug Store eating hamburgers and french fries. Jug even had his own bed, while they slept on the floor.

Each child sat filthy before the Lord. So when Brother Sheats ended with the altar call for people to get salvation, they marched down the aisle and received their weekly dose.

While there, they prayed for the souls of others—whoever in the family happened to be drifting away from God, according to Grandma Cora. That list usually included my grandfather Bob, who never took to church the way Opal and her family did. And the children prayed for their uncles Ed and Fred, Opal’s twin brothers, who were off fighting in the war. They asked the Lord to watch over them in battle, but also prayed for their souls lest they be killed and face judgment. Or worse, the great Rapture took place and left them in a foreign land as fodder for the Beast. For it was well known that Ed had been drifting into deep water. In the months before shipping out, Grandma Cora discovered he was going down to the Settles to jitterbug with the lonely wives of servicemen. He’d even won a contest, which shamed her deeper.

“Pray for Eddie,” she would say, her face stricken. “He’s down there a-dancin’ again.”

In addition to the two Sunday services, Brother Sheats preached the midweek sermon on Wednesday night. An evening service on Friday provided distraction from weekend temptations such as football games and honky-tonks. Saturdays were reserved for a revival or camp meeting, which occurred monthly and kept the spirit sharp.

“Got to stay on the firing line,” the pastor reminded his flock.

Church was so prominent in the children’s lives that it naturally influenced their play. The iron bedstead in Clem and Cora’s bedroom doubled as Zelda’s organ, while Norma Lou and Evelyn made accordions out of old funny papers. Opal’s little sister Veda, who was nine, insisted on preaching, and her sermons always blazed with hellfire.

Every service needed an altar call, and no altar call was complete without a sinner. This role usually fell to Gloria Jean, the little girl who lived in the rented room with her mother. The two of them didn’t go to church, which made Gloria Jean the obvious candidate. By now, Veda had sent the poor girl to hell and back a hundred times.

Since Zelda took piano lessons, she got to lead the music. Her fingers danced atop the iron rails through standards such as “I’ll Fly Away” and “On the Jericho Road,” with Norma Lou and Evelyn squeezing the paper accordion beside her. After singing, Homer gave a short testimony on how God so loved the world, and then Veda took her place behind the bed, which doubled as the pulpit.

“I’ll start with Scripture,” she said, then cleared her throat. “‘Verily, verily I say unto you, unless your righteousness exceeds that of the scribes and Pharisees, you shall not enter the kingdom of heaven.’” She looked up from her Bible. “What that means is you go straight to hell.”

“Excuse me,” Doris interrupted, raising her hand.

“What is it?” Veda said.

“I’m the visiting missionary from Africa, and I’d like to tell about the marvelous wonders the Lord is doing with the lost and native tribes.”

Well, everyone knew that visiting missionaries held status in the church and were always permitted to speak about their work. And with Veda always hogging the pulpit, being the missionary was the only way to get a word in edgewise.

“Fine,” Veda said. “Sister Doris will tell us about the marvelous wonders the Lord is doing in Africa.”

Doris stepped to the pulpit and told how Africa was a land of lost souls and false gods. “But the Lord is saving them through his love and mercy because he doesn’t want us going to hell.” She smiled, satisfied.

But Veda had no patience for mercy. “The Scripture tells us, ‘Do not be deceived; God is not mocked: for whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he reap.’ He who sows to his own flesh reaps corruption. Think about it.”

Sensing her message hadn’t sunk in, she pounded the mattress. “Give up the flesh! Give up your pride!” She then cast her eyes on Gloria Jean, and the girl’s body went rigid. This was her cue. “There are some of us out here who’ve been seared with the hot iron of sin,” Veda continued, “whose heart has grown calloused toward the Lord. You’ve drifted far from the shore, become a slave to the nightlife, bare-legged and painted like a Jezebel. So let me ask you, if Jesus came back right now, where would you wind up?”

The girl stammered, but Veda cut her short.

“In the fiery furnace!”

The children shrieked. “And what does the Bible tell us about hell? That it’s a place of eternal darkness and flaming winds. A place where worms eat your flesh. Forever!”

The part about the worms always made Gloria Jean cry. She stood up with tears in her eyes and walked to the bedstead, where, once again, she was saved. The other cousins soon followed, for no one is truly free of sin. And seeing them bowed and broken, Veda raised her hands in victory.

“Revival has come!” she proclaimed. “Glory to God! Preach the word and revival will come!”

Of course, Gloria Jean wasn’t the only hell-bound soul in need of saving. The neighborhood outside was full of people who didn’t go to church—or at least, not to their church—and Veda and the cousins saw it as their duty to rid them of the stench of sin. So when the weather was nice, they held open-air revivals in the alley behind the house, near the little grocery. For the unwitting boys and girls whose mothers sent them to the market, the narrow pathway became a trap of righteousness.

In one afternoon, Homer must have dunked twenty kids in a fifty-five-gallon barrel filled with water, proclaiming, “I baptize you in the name of the Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. Now go and tell everybody how you’ve changed your life.”

As the children wrestled free and fled down the alley, soaking wet, the cousins applauded them on their good fortune. However, they soon suspected Homer’s zeal for baptizing was less than godly, because once he ran out of sinners, he started dunking cats.
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The final fall of Josh Cosden … the arrival of Raymond Tollett …

After a hard decade of dust and Depression, the Second World War ushered in an era of phenomenal growth in Big Spring. It began with the federal government opening a small air base for the training of bombardiers, which grew over the years to employ thousands of people who settled down to raise their families. On the other side of town, Joshua S. Cosden’s refinery—mothballed during the Depression—found new life as it began churning out fuel in support of the war. Like the air base, it continued to grow, pioneering products that would change America. The only unfortunate thing was that Josh Cosden himself wasn’t around to see it.

After losing his company back in 1930, around the time John Lewis and his family traveled back to Georgia, Cosden and his wife Nellie retreated to New York and Palm Beach, where his health began to deteriorate. In August, the New York Times reported the oilman recovering in a private hospital on Park Avenue where doctors were treating him for a serious lung infection. Later reports described Cosden in critical condition down in Florida.

But in 1933, like a ghost, he’d appeared on the veranda of the Big Spring refinery, his blond hair now the color of steel, and took back his company in a receiver’s sale. Once again, his wealthy friends gambled on his trademark resilience, this time loaning him half a million dollars to purchase the lion’s share of stock to take ownership. Cosden then set out to refurbish and expand the plant, but within two years, he’d lost control again. After a nasty legal battle with his stockholders, the court barred him from the company.

By the fall of 1940, Cosden lay fighting for his life at Cook Memorial Hospital in Fort Worth, his lungs giving out. At one point, the tycoon looked up at his doctor and tried brokering one last deal: “Make me a well man again and I’ll make a million,” he said. “You’ll get your cut.”

Doctors released him into the care of his longtime butler, William Hudson, who joined him on a Southern Pacific train to Palm Springs, California, where the air was clean and dry.

Some years earlier, after losing his company and perhaps seeing for the first time the limits of his ability, a reflective Cosden sat down with writer C. B. Glasscock for a rare interview. “When a man plays for high stakes every day of his life for years,” he said, “when he races horses, fights economic and political hazards, and lives constantly up to the limits of his energies and his physical, intellectual, and material resources, it burns him up. I have lived that way and I have enjoyed it. But I have learned that I want something else. I want peace and tranquility.”

In Palm Springs, Cosden would try to find that comfort. A quiet desert oasis would allow him to regain his strength, to rally the Wall Street brigades for another western campaign, and perhaps seize the throne once again. At some point during the night, the train entered Big Spring and rumbled past the dim lights of the refinery, where Cosden’s name still hung over the gates. By the time it reached Wilcox, Arizona, shortly after lunch on November 17, Cosden had suffered a fatal heart attack and was dead. He was fifty-nine years old.

*   *   *

Authorities placed Cosden’s body on a train to El Paso, then notified Nellie in Westchester, New York. Just days earlier, the last of her husband’s holdings had been auctioned off to pay his remaining debts, and from every indication the family was broke. In Westchester, Nellie was working as an interior decorator to stay afloat.

A second call was placed to the refinery headquarters, now located in Big Spring. In a modest office beside the cracking units sat its new president, a thirty-two-year-old former FBI agent named Raymond Lee Tollett.

Only five months into the job, Tollett boarded the first train to El Paso and claimed Cosden’s body. He left enough money with Hudson to have the remains cremated in San Antonio whenever Nellie arrived, then returned to resurrect what he called “the pile of junk and rust” now in his stewardship.

When Tollett had come aboard that summer, having briefly served as secretary-treasurer, he inherited a company battered by years of Depression, insolvency, and mismanagement. Liabilities exceeded credits and its common stock was worthless. At its lowest point, one of the refinery’s suppliers refused to leave an order of $7.80 without being paid in cash.

Tollett’s first line of business had been to move the headquarters from Fort Worth to Big Spring so he could monitor its everyday affairs. Using money from the sale of an oil property, he built a one-story office building in the shadow of its columns. He then persuaded Hiram J. Halle of Universal Oil, to whom he was already heavily in debt, to extend more credit.

“Give me fifteen months,” he said, then orchestrated a comeback more spectacular than Josh Cosden could have ever dreamed.

Raymond Tollett stood over six feet tall, with a head of slicked brown hair that by his late twenties had already begun to recede. The hairline made him appear older, but so did something in his eyes, which were deep set and dark and with no distinguishable color. He was a gangly man, with long arms and big hands, Lincolnesque. But this awkwardness was offset by his penchant for expensive tailored suits. In fact, the word most people used to describe Tollett was “dignified,” which probably meant more in Big Spring than in New York or Chicago. Yet even in those cities, alongside eastern bankers and businessmen, he stood out as distinguished and cosmopolitan, especially for a Texas oilman.

Tollett’s presidency of the Big Spring refinery came on the heels of an already dizzying life and career, one entirely self-made and scratched from the Red River bottomland where he was raised. As it did for Josh Cosden, Big Spring would provide Tollett a redemptive second act, and over the coming decades, he would be hailed as both a genius who thrust the little town and its “country oil company” into global prominence and a benevolent leader to his rank and file.

In exchange, the town pledged its loyalty and, later, its protection during Tollett’s long black spells with depression and drink. Unlike any resident before or since, “Mr. T.,” as everyone called him, was the undisputed king of our patch of oil and sand, and his influence would have profound impact on my family’s future.

*   *   *

Tollett was born in Oklahoma in December 1907, around the time John Lewis and his family were fleeing the boll weevil. His parents lived in Temple, just across the Red River from Texas, where his father, Franklin, worked as a tenant farmer. When he was two, the family moved to the other side of the river, near the town of Burkburnett, on a bluff overlooking the water. During heavy rains when the river flooded, teams were forced to cross at the low point just below the family’s four-room shack. Later, Tollett described the thrill of “watching wagons slipping and sliding down the north clay bank, and teams pulling hard and fast across the wet sand, coming to Texas.”

By the time he was ten, two younger brothers had arrived, and his parents often struggled. The family now lived in town, and to help his father, Tollett went to work. Each night after supper, he walked to the rail depot to meet the southbound train, purchased sixty newspapers, and sold them within the hour, “pocketing a net profit of $1.20.”

Burkburnett’s oil boom began late the following year, 1918, just as the one in Ranger ran its course. Twenty thousand people streamed into town, where enormous derricks sprouted from every open space. Whenever it rained, oil and sewage ran through the city’s streets near the Tollett home, mixing with the bottomland mud churned by the wagon teams. Behind the house, Raymond had planted a small orchard of fruit trees. One day he arrived home from school to find rig builders hacking it down with axes. He also discovered his father had sold the family’s cow, calf, and two ponies—all to allow room for a drilling rig that rose fifty feet from his bedroom window. Water pumped from a well on their back porch soon became undrinkable.

The family moved to nearby Wichita Falls, where the madness was just as intense. When Tollett turned eleven, his father asked him to quit school and find a full-time job to help the family. He was big for his age and easily found work delivering telegraphs for Western Union.

His telegraph runs acquainted him with wildcatters and promoters who’d become overnight millionaires, and the fleeting nature of the enterprise meant he also watched a few of them lose it just as fast.

One bitterly cold evening in the winter of 1919, he saw a man downtown whom he recognized as G. Clint Wood, who’d made his fortune in oil fields from Beaumont to Electra. But the word around town was that Wood had suffered a sour turn of luck and was broke. As Tollett watched, a beggar approached Wood and asked him for money, a World War I vet whose thin clothes left him shivering in the weather. Wood reached into his pocket and gave him a few coins. As the man turned to walk away, Wood called to him again, pulled off his expensive overcoat, and draped it over the man’s shoulders. Although G. Clint Wood would go on to reclaim his millions and then some, his selfless gesture that night made a deep and lasting impression on Tollett.

The year he turned fifteen, Tollett took his first job in the oil patch as a roustabout, and at some point struck upon a lucrative side game. There in Wichita Falls, he gathered up cabaret girls and drove them out to the derricks, where crowds of whooping men paid money to watch them dance.

A Sunday school teacher urged him to return to school. In 1925, he graduated as the valedictorian of his class but couldn’t afford a coat. Likewise, after winning an appointment to the U.S. Naval Academy, Tollett hadn’t the money to buy his mandatory uniforms, and was forced to turn down the opportunity. He took a job as a mule skinner instead. One day on a delivery, he looked up and saw the building for Cline’s Commercial College. Tollett walked inside, applied for a scholarship, and got it. By the next year, he was clerking for local oil companies.

In the early 1930s, Tollett married a local nurse named Leta Marie and the two welcomed a daughter, Kay. Now with a family to support, Tollett began studying accounting through correspondence courses, until one of his bosses urged him to pursue law. With the Depression slowing the oil business, he began borrowing law books from attorneys in town and reading them at home at the kitchen table.

Tollett was blessed with remarkable intelligence and also possessed a photographic memory. His only formal law training was three months of twice-a-week night classes in Dallas, two hours away. When he sat for the Texas bar exam in February 1932, during an era when only 5 percent of candidates passed, he aced it on the first attempt. The following year, he resumed his mail-order accounting lessons and passed the CPA exam.

To earn extra money, Tollett began tutoring people for civil service exams. When one of his students expressed interest in joining the FBI, Tollett took the entrance test on a lark. Several weeks later, he was shocked to learn that he’d passed.

The early 1930s were the bloody heyday of the Depression-era gangster, when the Bureau’s “flying squads” famously pursued its list of public enemies. In 1934 alone, agents would take down Bonnie and Clyde, John Dillinger, Baby Face Nelson, and the Mealers’ erstwhile neighbor in Georgia, Pretty Boy Floyd—all in hails of gunfire.

After a recommendation from a congressman from northern Texas, the Bureau offered him a job as a junior agent in August 1934. After doing accounting work in Jacksonville, New York, and New Orleans, Tollett was given special agent duties just in time to help crack one of the biggest cases in the country.

Alvin “Creepy” Karpis ran with the Barker gang, whose list of crimes included killing a sheriff in Missouri in 1931 before orchestrating two high-profile kidnappings in St. Paul, Minnesota. Police and FBI had managed to capture or kill every member of the gang except Karpis, who remained the last person on the Bureau’s list of public enemies.

In April 1936, agents in New Orleans discovered Karpis hiding in an apartment off Jefferson Davis Parkway, and for two days, Tollett worked surveillance across the street while colleagues prepared the raid. On May 1, around 5 p.m., agents nabbed him as he walked out to his car.

Tollett’s work on the Karpis case, while not glamorous, earned him the top job in New Orleans. But after three months he was demoted after female stenographers in the office claimed he was verbally abusive. The Bureau transferred him to Los Angeles, where he worked briefly on a missing persons case. Disillusioned and unhappy, Tollett soon resigned and took his family back to Texas.

An old friend had arranged an accounting position at the Wrightsman Oil Company in Fort Worth, where he was working when he received a call from Henry Zweifel, who was Josh Cosden’s lawyer. Zweifel had taken over as president of the Big Spring refinery in its last receivership. After two years at the helm of the company, he wanted to return to private practice and was looking for a replacement. Tollett joined as secretary-treasurer in July 1939 and began vetting potential candidates, but within a year, he accepted the job instead.

*   *   *

After traveling to El Paso to meet Cosden’s body in the symbolic passage of power, Tollett returned to Big Spring to resume his resurrection of the failing refinery. The company’s stock was valued at less than a dollar per share on the market. No suppliers would extend any credit. Worst of all, Tollett thought, was the morale among the workers. Upon his arrival, his first task had been to assure his employees.

All throughout the Depression, workers had kept the plant operating despite having no proper tools or supplies. The equipment was outdated and unsafe, and offices and control rooms had no heat in winter. When Tollett gathered his employees outside a warehouse, many thought they were about to be fired, but instead the tall man in the sharp suit assured them the company would survive. Not only that, it would grow. Go home and tell your wives that your job is safe, he told them. The men walked away amazed, not just by Tollett’s confidence, but by the fact that he’d known every one of their names without ever having met them.

After moving the headquarters to Big Spring, Tollett narrowed its market to Texas and bordering states, rather than the entire Midwest. The war in Europe soon led to increased fuel demand, and the refinery became the first in the nation to establish a “pipeline on wheels,” sending whole trainloads of gasoline and crude to the East Coast for shipment overseas. A deal with the T&P to pay pipeline rates rather than rail rates ensured that many thousands of trainloads followed. By 1942, the company earned its first profit, and two years later, it paid its first dividend.

But in order to truly succeed, Tollett had to reimagine the whole enterprise. He set about expanding Cosden Petroleum Corporation into a “custom refinery.” He added a modern catalytic cracking unit that manufactured every grade of gasoline and diesel while tailoring formulas for individual companies. Soon all the majors, such as Shell and Phillips, were mixing their fuels at Cosden for their southwestern markets, rather than trucking it from refineries along the Gulf. The company then opened its own filling stations in towns across Texas and New Mexico, its billboards featuring a friendly traffic cop mascot. And once Tollett discovered that the oil under Big Spring was fabulous for distilling asphalt, he installed a new vacuum still that churned out forty-five premium grades, which soon covered a third of all Texas roads.

By the end of the 1940s, Tollett had primed the company and the town, which had weathered the ups and downs of two oil booms, for its most productive decade. But even as Big Spring and the refinery thrived, both would have to contend with his demons.
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The skies dry up, a seven-year plague … Bob trades in oil for sand … Homer battles the Lord and Little Opal, finds deliverance in the road …

The 1950s arrived with a drumbeat of war in Korea. At the air base on the west side of town, the federal government began training pilots. Thousands of new recruits poured into Big Spring and soon the rumble of T-33 jets filled the skies. To keep the warplanes and vehicles moving overseas, the Cosden refinery dispatched an endless stream of fuel and chemicals into its pipeline and rail cars, while drillers harnessed two of the biggest oil discoveries to date. East of town was the Kelly-Snyder field, part of a colossal limestone reef called the Horseshoe Atoll that had once lined the ancient Permian sea. Geologists were saying it could hold over a billion barrels of crude. To the west, toward Midland, crews were spudding into the tongue-shaped pools of the Spraberry Trend, believed to contain ten million more.

My grandfather Bob found steady work with small, independent outfits in the Permian such as Rowan Oil and Norwood Drilling Company. No longer a lowly roustabout, he now worked as a floor hand threading the lengths of drill pipe that pushed thousands of feet into the earth. Some of Norwood’s wells tunneled more than two miles down.

Between the oil wells, refinery, and air base, tens of thousands of people were moving to Big Spring, whose population by the end of the fifties swelled to an all-time high of thirty thousand. As in many small towns in America before the arrival of interstates and shopping malls, its downtown remained a place where people could open businesses and make a living. Weekends still brought a swarm of shoppers, people watchers, and traffic so thick that drivers circled the blocks in search of a place to park. The atmosphere was often so festive it carried the feel of a circus. In fact, one afternoon while Homer was selling newspapers along Third Street, a crowd gathered outside the Hotel Settles. Looking up, he saw Benny and Betty Fox, professional acrobats, dancing the Charleston on a platform suspended from the fourteenth floor, nary a net to save them. Their act was called “The Dance of Death.”

*   *   *

As the town’s borders expanded, both physically and figuratively, the ones my family occupied remained stubbornly narrow. They believed in what Jesus said in John 17 about the world hating those who obey God’s word, and therefore they were not of it. To them, this earthly life was a mere vapor before the promised solidity of paradise.

As Zelda, Homer, and the cousins grew older, the laws of the church, designed to shield them from the outside world, only grew tighter around their lives. They stopped playing church. Puberty dragged them out of innocence and made them fair game in the tabernacle. The sermons condemning backsliders and painted Jezebels began to feel more personal, as if the eyes of God and the preacher were in every passing headlight. And guilt, which had once pressed only lightly on their souls, now rooted itself like a tree, rattling its branches at the slightest sign of pleasure.

In high school, the rules of the church ostracized them. Since most school functions were forbidden—dances, concerts, and football games where drunks and gamblers preyed—the cousins socialized only with one another and other members of their denomination.

Attempts to assimilate were struck down, like the time Zelda and Doris signed up for a talent show at the Municipal Auditorium. Without telling their parents, they dressed like hoboes, blacked their teeth, and sang the popular song “Side by Side” with the new preacher’s daughter, Beverly Eldrige, playing piano. They easily took first prize, which was a trip to Houston to appear on television. Opal and Agnes, although surprised by the news, saw their daughters’ talents as gifts from the Lord and gave their consent. But when Pastor Eldrige caught wind of this contest, he forced the girls to forfeit.

Not everyone felt oppressed by the church’s restrictions. Despite its many rules, it remained the center of life for so many people, including Zelda and Doris, who would grow up cherishing the memories from those years, like the out-of-town camp meetings with close friends from their congregation, or the impromptu donut-eating contests they held down at the coffee shop. Zelda was never ashamed of her faith and its demands—especially not at gym class, where she and Norma Lou had to wear frumpy culottes instead of shorts. And the girls who giggled in the hallways and whispered “Holy Rollers” never shook her convictions. “I treasured God’s love in my heart and knew I always wanted to serve Him,” she later wrote. “I have never wanted to turn from following Him.”

But Homer, like my father in later years, felt the church’s laws like a pair of hands clasped around his throat. He resented not being allowed to date outside the Assembly of God. He stewed every Friday night when school friends drove to Midland and Odessa, while he went to church for the fourth time in a week.

“Mother, can’t I stay home? I have to study,” he said one Wednesday night, but Little Opal was firm.

“You have to go.”

“But I have a test tomorrow, and I don’t know the material.”

“The Lord will show you,” she said.

Once at church, the preacher’s clothesline sermons skewering short hair and war paint seemed pedestrian and unrelated to Scripture. And the scare tactics trotted out each night seemed like canned fiction—like the story about the man who felt compelled to hit the altar but didn’t, only to die in a car wreck on his way home—“He could’ve entered heaven, friends, but he chose hell instead.” Each week, Homer vowed he’d never fall for it again.

Yet every time the preacher issued the call for salvation, Homer’s protest began to crack. Always, at that critical moment, his resistance turned to fluff and he was consumed with shame. He stood up with the rest of his cousins and made his way to the front.

But the doubt and anger always crept back in, usually by church on Wednesday.

He told his mother, “I’ve confessed my sins so many times, I imagine the Lord is sick of hearing from me.”

“Then go on to hell,” she said.

His stubbornness toward the Lord enraged her.

“I wish the Mississippi River’d rise up between me and that church house,” he shouted. “With no bridges!”

“You’ll be lucky if God don’t strike you dead.”

The battles with Little Opal over the state of his soul grew epic. By the time Homer was fifteen, he’d had enough. One Sunday morning he made a final stand and refused to go to church, and before Little Opal could grab her belt, he was out the door. He jumped into her Buick and sped downtown, where he rented a cheap room at the Duncan Hotel.

“Gimme the whole week,” he told the clerk, and plunked down seven dollars. For the next hour he sat on the bed listening to a ball game on the radio and stared out the window, until Herman, driving the cattle truck, spotted the Buick outside and persuaded him to come home.

As they pulled out of downtown, his father assured him, “You don’t have to go to church anymore. I’ll talk to your mother.”

But Homer knew better. “She won’t have it,” he said, and he was right. Little Opal let him backslide a few more weeks, then tightened the clamps again. Homer was planning a more permanent escape when, most ironically, he was saved by the Lord’s own wrath.

*   *   *

In 1950, the rain just quit.

A drought arrived, and like the one in 1917, it came during a time of record petroleum production, as if the Lord forbade the land to give all its bounty at once. But this drought was epic and unprecedented. It first took root in Texas, then spread west into New Mexico. Within a year it had made its way to California before gripping Oklahoma, Kansas, and the rest of the Central Plains—a swath of destruction that covered ten states and persisted for much of the decade. But Texas suffered the greatest, and the longest—seven years without rain. The drought surpassed 1886, 1916, 1917, 1919, and all the Dust Bowl years combined, described by officials as the most devastating in six hundred years. It bored its grooves into the land and left it, along with those who depended on the land, forever changed. For the families who survived its indignity, the 1950s do not bring about wistful nostalgia. “The time it never rained,” as writer Elmer Kelton so eloquently described, was a time when “many a boy would become a man before the land was green again.”

*   *   *

In Big Spring, cotton was the first to go. The crop of 1949 had been phenomenal, a bumper yield. The following year, despite the rains drying up, the harvest remained fair, thanks to moisture still left in the ground. But that was all.

Old men in Big Spring still talk about how it happened, how the farmers seeded their fields in May after a short planting rain—the last—and how they watched the gentle shoots break ground, only to awake in the middle of the night to the sound of their fields going airborne. They’ll explain how the farmers would chart a lone gray cloud across the sky all day as if it were filled with money. “That one smells like rain,” they’d say to their wives, only to watch it vanish like a soap bubble against the sun. Or how farmers gathered by the dozen under brush arbors, put their hands together, and prayed for some relief; how they listened to the men from up north talk about seeding the clouds, which never worked; and how most years the gentle shoots were left defenseless against the hundred-degree winds that chewed them to stumps.

And say you got a rain shower after the seedlings sprouted, as happened in 1953, which allowed the cotton to actually turn out buds. Well, that just brought the aphids and grasshoppers, the false wireworms and thrips, and especially the godforsaken weevils. Sometimes, you didn’t even know you had weevils until you walked out after breakfast and found half your field beheaded on the dirt.

The government brought in soil experts and the men listened to them. Grow cover crops to keep the soil down, they said, to keep it from “migrating” the way it had in the past. Some farmers were already planting milo for cover, because milo was feed crop and akin to gold in the drought, and with milo, you might actually break even. The experts were full of other ideas—sunflowers, black-eyed peas, hybrid sorghum, weeping love grass, and guar, just to name a few. Several men planted whole fields in guar only to go bankrupt when the the buyers didn’t show up come harvest. But most were stubborn and stuck with cotton, and they went down with it, too.

They traded their two-row tractors for four-row machines that had the power to dig deeper, to bust the hardpan and allow in some moisture—if only it would rain. But it didn’t rain, and now the fields were dug deeper and gave the winds more soil to suck up. Hadn’t they learned anything from the Dirty Thirties? Well, here were the Filthy Fifties, where at noon the streetlights were coming on again. The sand was so thick it seeped through the sealed windows of the hospital operating room and coated the instruments, even penetrated the vaults at State National Bank, despite a foot of concrete and steel.

“Does the wind always blow thisaway?” a newcomer asked when he got to town.

“No,” the answer came, “sometimes it blows thataway.”

But the farmers kept hitting their fields with their four-row tractors, “deep breaking,” they called it. By 1955, the blades were cutting nearly two feet down, but all they turned up was sand. The topsoil was gone—two feet of precious soil, now replaced by a desert. By 1957, the damage was complete. Over 70 percent of Big Spring’s farms were gone. As one man told the Herald, “I don’t know how to farm this land anymore. Seems no matter what we do, these fields blow a little more every year.”

*   *   *

For the cattlemen, the drought was its own nightmare. First the range grass began to die, and once the grass was gone there was nothing. The established ranches, and especially ones with oil money, leased grazing land up in Kansas and northern Colorado to preserve their herd. Others paid out the nose for hay and alfalfa, which they bought on credit from the bank, and you’d hear them moaning in the coffee shop how they’d pitched their net worth out the back of a pickup.

The ones with plentiful water got cocky and kept their animals too long, until they stripped the grass roots and left the land bare, ready to blow. It could take five years for good range grass to return, and in the meantime, mesquite crept in and sucked up the groundwater. Weeds also found a foothold and filled the empty spaces: turpentine weed and broomweed, along with locoweed, which contained a chemical called swainsonine that would poison a cow’s brain and send it thrashing in the fields. The corymbs of snakeweed, which thrived in drought, caused miscarriages and stillborn calves.

As a last measure, some ranchers poured cheap molasses on dead grass and safer weeds to stimulate the cattle’s appetite. They took butane torches to prickly pears to burn off thorns so the cows could eat. But a cow that takes to prickly pear will often become addicted, eating only cacti even when standing in grass up to its knees. Eventually the thorns ripped holes in their mouths and invited screwworms, which, as one rancher observed, would eat their heads clean off if left unchecked. Cattle that grew weak became exposed to disease and opportunists. A rancher in Tom Green County once watched a pack of javelinas descend on a heifer that had lain down, eating her alive as she bawled in the dust.

Most cattlemen sold out before things got that bad. Ranches unloaded their livestock by the hundreds of thousands, trying to salvage at least something. By 1955, you could drive fifteen miles through neighboring Bordon County, where range made up nine-tenths of the land, and not see a single cow. In Martin County, on the other side, dairy farmers teetered on bankruptcy. Sniffing blood, competitors from Minnesota sent down convoys of insulated milk trucks to steal their business, using two drivers so they wouldn’t have to stop. In three years, half the dairy outfits had vanished.

Cowhands who’d worked on ranches thirty and forty years had to be let go. Facing the reality of paying rent for the first time, many joined the legion of busted farmers working for wages in the oil patch. Each morning at dawn, a group of them gathered along the Garden City highway to lay pipe south of Midland—fifty men squeezed into a windowless doghouse, winched to the back of a truck and hauled to the gas fields. For $1.20 an hour, they coated pipe with creosote and dropped it into a trench, but the dirt was so dry that the holes filled right back up. Gang pushers paced behind them like prison guards on horseback, and whoever complained didn’t get asked back, for thirty other men were waiting for each job.

On Saturday nights, the out-of-work cowboys gathered at the Stampede out on the Syder Highway, where Hoyle Nix and His West Texas Cowboys played western swing. They danced the Paul Jones and waltzed with pretty women, drank their whiskey in the parking lot and picked fights with the Yankee airmen, who didn’t seem to know or care that a way of life was vanishing before their eyes.

By the end of the drought, barely a third of the county’s original herd remained. Ranchers moved north to less cursed ground, or else sold out and moved to town. All told, by the end of the decade, Texas lost nearly a hundred thousand farms and ranches, and 30 percent of its rural population.

Where vast herds of cattle had once grazed on the West Texas range, the pastures now yawned empty, and where cotton had blanketed the fields like snow in autumn, the wayward soil now piled against fence rows, so high you could walk clean over the tops.

As much of a tragedy as this was for everyone, it presented great opportunity for my family.

*   *   *

When the soil began to blow, my grandfather Bob was wrenching pipe on a derrick floor along the lucrative Spraberry Trend. But by 1952, the Spraberry’s promised bonanza was proving elusive. The geology was tricky; the underground pressure began to taper off, and wells that had started off strong slowed to a trickle. When that happened, rigs were laid down and men lost work. By that time, the bounty from the Korean War had also run its course. Now the war needed pipe and other supplies, which slowed production even more. Oil prices froze.

Then, in April 1953, the Texas Railroad Commission, concerned over the excessive flaring of natural gas that the oil wells produced, ordered the Spraberry shut down completely. The small independents Bob worked for lost millions. In fact, one of them—Rowan Oil Company—sued the Railroad Commission, and the Texas Supreme Court sided in the company’s favor. The commission reopened the field several months later but limited production to ten days a month. The smaller outfits couldn’t survive.

The major companies responded by simply going overseas. At the time, the oil fields of Saudi Arabia, which began producing during World War II, had a virtually endless supply of light crude that was both refinery-friendly and cheap—costing only twenty cents a barrel to produce, compared with seventy cents in Texas, and without all the government interference. Pretty soon, cheap foreign imports flooded the American market, and when that happened, Bob threw up his hands and said to hell with it.

“From now on,” he told Opal, “I work for my own self.”

He’d been thinking a lot about Davey Jones, Abe’s brother, the gambler who’d taught him and Bud how to play dice. Davey had quit farming and now owned a fleet of dump trucks, which Bob helped drive on occasion. In fact, the whole Jones gang drove dump trucks. When the twins, Eldon and Weldon, grew ornery and wouldn’t stay in school, Davey bought them trucks. Same for his wife Maudie, his son Wayne, even his daughters, Katie and Maxine. If the girls had a date, they went in a dump truck, and it was always a Ford.

Meanwhile, out in Odessa, Abe and Fannie’s boys—Earl and Raymond and Troy—had started their own company with a front-end loader and a used bobtail truck. In just a few years, Jones Brothers Dirt and Paving Contractors would build many of the new interstates across Texas.

Whenever there was no work in the oil patch, Bob hooked up with Davey’s crew for jobs hauling caliche, mainly to build drill pads and lease roads. They answered a work call like a gang of Huns, the whole convoy growling down the highway in a swirling white cloud. Seeing all those trucks idling at the gate, Maudie and Maxine behind the wheel, shirtsleeves rolled, the foreman always gave them the job.

But Davey remained a compulsive gambler. He’d still disappear for ten days at a time, losing work and his family’s savings in a string of poker games. Landlords evicted them, and the bank seized their things. When the bank came for the family car, Davey one-upped the repo man by tossing a Sears catalog inside and setting it ablaze, leaving nothing but the steel wheels. Once, years earlier, when Davey had gambled away their cotton money and the cupboards went bare, he took a calf—which the kids had trained as a pet, teaching it to jump on a chair and sit like a dog—and had it slaughtered. When the children returned from school they were horrified and refused to eat it.

Yet the kids loved their father, despite his disease. For one, he knew how to have fun: when the army drafted the twins, they dressed Davey in fatigues and snuck him onto the base, where he won hundreds of dollars shooting dice. And his big heart was boundless: no week passed without Davey bringing home a stray kid he found on the streets and asking Maudie to feed him, despite their having little to eat themselves.

His behavior drove his wife to fits of rage. She pulled a gun on him one afternoon and Davey responded by drawing a pistol of his own. It took the sheriff locking them both up overnight just to keep the family together.

Opal couldn’t stand the mention of Davey Jones’s name in her house. But Bob liked Davey, and better, he liked his trucks and the freedom they allowed.

“The Joneses answer to nobody,” he’d say.

Bob decided to get a truck of his own. He’d noticed a better opportunity than building highways or hauling caliche—but it wasn’t glamorous or even vaguely romantic, like the oil patch. In fact, it might even be harder, if that was possible.

It was dirt, but not just any kind.

The millions of tons of topsoil that blew off the farmers’ fields now settled in great mounds across the county: along the shoulders of the highway, in ditches and creekbeds, anywhere it could drift. The worst was on ranches, where it gathered against the tumbleweeds that stuck to fence lines, piling so high it buried the barbed wire. Cattle were walking right over it, onto highways and neighboring property. Ranchers couldn’t clear it away fast enough.

And what would Bob do with that dirt? Big Spring was growing by the day, thanks to the air base and refinery and oil fields that needed labor. In order to house all the new arrivals, homes were being built with tidy yards and landscaping that required topsoil. Not only that, but all over town sprinklers churned in vain against the drought to keep the grass alive. At the golf course and country club and in neighborhoods far and wide, the turf needed cover to hold down the moisture, and Bob had the best possible kind, already chock-full of nutrients—soil that had borne a million bales of cotton, in fact. It just happened to be momentarily displaced.

He took his idea down to State National Bank and secured a loan for a brand-new truck, a Ford F-500, powder blue, with a manual-lift bed that held five cubic yards of the stuff. Then he phoned the Herald and placed an ad, using the colloquial term for the sandy West Texas loam:

YARD DIRT

Red Cat-Claw

or

Fill-In Dirt

Phone 4-5376

Sure enough, the ad found its audience, and people began calling. Bob wasted no time getting to work, for there was money to be made in this drought.

*   *   *

While Bob took advantage of the blowing soil, Opal’s brother Herman cashed in on the dying range grass. Since the late thirties, he’d established himself as a trusted cattle hauler and was well liked by the local ranchers. So when the drought turned their pastures to dust and forced them to sell their herds, Herman had eight trucks and trailers waiting, each capable of holding up to thirty cows.

In 1951, he and his brother Tooter hauled forty-two loads off the Tom Good ranch, north of town, and took them to Oklahoma, where the bluestem was still green. Homer was twelve at the time, and his father brought him along to keep him out of trouble. Homer worked as a swamper, sweeping manure from the trailers and helping offload the animals. His father never spent money on motels, so at night they pulled the trucks over and spread cots beneath the trailers to sleep. After two weeks, one of the biggest ranches in West Texas was empty.

After clearing Tom Good’s pastures, they moved to Lorin McDowell’s place. Back when McDowell’s father had settled their sixty sections in 1883, the grass was belly high on his horses. Like most early stockmen, he ran as many as two hundred head over a single section, relishing the bounty. But decades of overgrazing had whittled down the range. And now with the drought, the land was growing patchy, the grass bitten down to the roots. McDowell set aside twenty-five purebred Brahman cows, and the rest—over a thousand head—he loaded onto Herman’s trucks for the feedlot in Fort Worth. From there, they traveled by train to the Sandhills of Nebraska, the Flint Hills of Kansas, and the Black Hills of South Dakota, where McDowell had taken his father’s stock during the drought of 1917, the experience that had left the furrow on his brain.

Clint Murchison, one of the richest oilmen in Texas, built a feedlot in Lubbock that held ten thousand head, which he fattened on cottonseed cake and alfalfa that he grew up north. For three years Herman ran Murchison’s cattle from Lubbock to the slaughterhouse in Fort Worth. If they had to drive through the night, Homer took the wheel on the long, straight stretches so his father could sleep.

“Just wake me when it’s time to shift,” he told him.

But in 1954 Murchison opened his own slaughterhouse in Lubbock and the work vanished overnight. By then ranchers and speculators from out of state were capitalizing on the drought. They bought cheap cattle at the local auctions and shipped them to where food and water were still plentiful and prices were higher. One of the biggest markets to open up was in Southern California, where everything moved through the Union Stockyards in Los Angeles.

When Homer turned sixteen, in June 1955, he drove his mother’s Buick downtown and got his commercial license, which allowed him to start driving—legally—for his father. Only a short time had passed since he’d run away from home and sat in the Duncan Hotel, listening to the radio. Summer break had just begun, and the drought was stretching into its fifth scorching year, with the worst yet to come. The morning after Homer’s birthday, he awoke to find a truck idling out front, its trailer loaded with twenty-five whiteface Hereford bulls. His father stood at the door.

“You’re taking these to L.A.,” he told his son, and handed him a map. And for the next two years, whenever school wasn’t in session, it wasn’t the Mississippi River that rose up between Homer and the church house, but eleven hundred miles of wild American road, a blacktop Chisholm Trail that carried him toward salvation and delivered him from himself.

*   *   *

The job was straightforward: get to the stockyard before any animals died from the heat, see that they were fed and watered, and collect payment from the commission house—which amounted to about five hundred dollars. On the way back, he was to pick up a load of hay in Yuma to sell in Big Spring, and he was to stop someplace to rest.

There was only one way to get to Los Angeles, which was straight west on Highway 80, so Homer pointed the wheels in that direction and was gone. The truck was a 1952 Ford F-8, its cab and trailer painted fire-engine red. The forty-foot trailer was made with oak sideboards bolted to metal posts, with two dividers to separate the livestock and keep them from clustering on the hills.

With a full load, the whole enterprise labored at forty miles per hour, just on the straightaways, plus his father had insisted that Homer stop every two hours to check the tires and oil, and to make sure that none of the livestock had laid down. An animal that lay down could be trampled to death in a matter of seconds, and to get one back on its feet often required offloading the entire trailer.

Although he’d just received his commercial license, it wasn’t the first time he’d driven alone. With so much stock to move, and ranchers wanting it done quickly to mitigate loss, his father had already allowed him to take several loads. Mostly they were short hauls to sale barns in Fort Worth and Amarillo, which he traveled to by back roads to avoid the police. And once there, no one bothered to ask his age.

At sixteen, Homer weighed 120 pounds drenched in saltwater, but he carried himself like someone older and bigger, and it helped that he knew his job. Only once had his livestock ever arrived dead, and that was the previous winter when he’d hit a blizzard on the way to Amarillo. Heavy snow had blocked the highway and paralyzed traffic, forcing Homer to pull over and wait for a grader to clear the road. It took half the night to get moving, and when he finally reached the stockyard, he found a calf frozen to the trailer floor.

But when it came to handling his vehicle, Homer was one of his father’s best drivers. He’d hung around the shop long enough to learn how to repair most mechanical problems, as long as it didn’t require pulling apart the engine. Plus he could back the forty-foot trailer into a chute this wide and hit it flush the first time. When you can park a truck like that, no one will tell you anything.

*   *   *

He pulled over at a truck stop just west of Odessa and peered through the slats, looking for lay-downs. In his hand was a homemade Hot-Shot, built with a lantern battery, doorbell, and two beer openers wired to the end of a walking cane. Any bull touched with one usually bawled and got up. But from what Homer could tell, they were all still standing.

In the other hand he carried a ball-peen hammer, which he bounced off the tires and listened for an echo—a sign they needed air. As he walked the perimeter of the truck, one of the bulls let forth a steaming piss that splattered through the slats and soaked his shirt—a smell that would linger on him the whole way west.

He reached Van Horn by late afternoon, the horizon a jagged line of mesas as he ran the lip of the Chihuahua Desert. Outside it was blazing, but the Ford had no air conditioning, not even a firewall to protect his feet from the engine—an old V-8 that threw off heat like a potbellied stove. Even with the windows down, the temperature inside the cab reached 115 degrees. The water in his thermos tasted like copper, yet he couldn’t seem to drink enough. The only relief came from a small floorboard vent, which, if positioned right, blew a stream of hot air up his pant leg and dried the sweat.

He approached El Paso near dusk, the whole sky shot through with orange and red. After that, it was desert all the way to Banning, California, and he intended to drive all night while the weather was cool. By now the air had turned crisp, and with the change in temperature, he became aware of the tingling in his skin and the way his jaw was clinched tight.

Before leaving that morning, his father had given him a handful of Benzedrine pills from a bottle he kept in the medicine cabinet. Homer had swallowed five back in Sierra Blanca to get him through the desert, and now he could feel them kicking in. They were less potent than the pills used by the other drivers, who bought them by the fruit jar across the border in Juarez. Even still, five bennies were enough to turn on your jets.

He reached into his front pocket and pulled out a rumpled pack of John Ruskin cigars and lit one. He then clicked on the radio and turned the knob until a familiar voice rang through the speakers.

“This is your old neighbor and friend Bill Garrett doing the talking, down by the silvery Rio Grande.”

It was station XERF, located across the border in Acuña, the same one that Bud and Frances used to listen to back in Forsan. It used a 250,000-watt transmitter to blast everything from “Honky Tonk Blues” to Charles Jessup’s hellfire to the far corners of the earth—as far as Korea, some said. By a stroke of luck, Homer had caught Garrett’s country and western hour, and the cab soon filled with the sound of Ernest Tubb singing “Walking the Floor Over You.” He puffed his cigar and watched a jackrabbit cross his beams, then vanish behind the black veil of desert. He placed a steady foot on the gas.

It was dawn when he crested a hill outside Benson, Arizona, and pulled to a halt. On the side of the highway sat a small, makeshift truck stop where his father had told him to rest. The owner, a retired pharmacist, motioned the truck toward a series of corrals where a tall Indian offloaded the bulls and gave them hay and water. Nearby sat a single-room bunkhouse that had once been a chicken coop. The Indian had covered its walls with thick adobe, which kept the room remarkably cool, despite the surrounding desert.

“How long you plan on being here?” the pharmacist asked.

“I reckon till dark,” Homer said.

Including stops to check the cattle and refuel, he’d been driving for twenty-four hours. The pills had worn off and his vision had taken on a shimmer, like trying to navigate through an aquarium. He pulled off his boots and lay down without even drawing the sheets. When he awoke, the sun was sinking behind the bony hills.

He entered Los Angeles late the following day, roughly twenty hours after leaving Benson. The second leg of desert had largely been mountains, which the truck had labored to climb. It took half an hour in low gear just to get up Telegraph Pass, east of Yuma, where the narrow highway scaled a craggy divide. The temperature was over one hundred degrees, and halfway up the engine overheated, forcing him to pull over and prop an oil can between the hood and fender to let in some air. At the top, he made sure that none of the cattle had collapsed on the hill. Then he swallowed two more pills, kicked the Ford out of gear, and let it fly down the mountain.

By the time he pulled into the L.A. stockyards, it was nearly dark. Two young cowhands waiting near the chutes helped unload the cattle and arranged their boarding. In the next few days, after the bulls had put on weight, an agent from the feedlot or packinghouse would walk over to the gate, eyeball the herd, and throw out a number for the whole lot. That’s how they did it in California. With the drought hammering prices back in Texas, it meant the buyer who’d purchased them in Big Spring for thirteen dollars a head would wind up making nineteen or twenty, even after subtracting the freight.

But the buyers weren’t the only opportunists in the drought. Our family had certainly benefited from it, although you’d never catch Herman or Little Opal describe it that way. In the past four years, Herman had added four drivers and six new trucks. They’d moved into a bigger house out by the auction barn, and Little Opal drove around in a brand-new Buick. Even Bob was earning good money selling blow soil, enough to pay off his truck and shop for another. Between cattle hauling and dirt dobbing, they’d found their coin in the wreckage.

The miseries of the older generation were receding into lore, becoming like the words in the country song, “the good old days when times were bad.” Homer’s cousin Bobby—Bob and Opal’s youngest boy, my father, now two years old—would grow up never knowing what his parents had endured, and he’d be spoiled rotten as a result. Homer suspected as much because people said the same about him, although they’d never seen the way his mother tore after him with a belt.

Homer couldn’t collect his payment until the office opened the next morning. Knowing how his father felt about spending money on motels, he chose to sleep with the truck. Herman was such a miser that when Homer called collect to say he’d made it to L.A., his father refused the charges and hung up the phone. The operator had told him all he needed to hear.

Homer unbolted the nose of the trailer and flipped it back so it made a shelf, pulled an old army blanket from behind the seat, and climbed up to his bed.

The sound of the stockyard coming to life awoke him at first light. He sat up stiffly, having hardly slept, and listened for a moment to the chorus of diesel engines and lowing. He walked through the catacomb of sheep and cattle pens until he found the office, where inside sat an old man of about eighty.

“Say, was that you I saw sleeping on your trailer?” the man asked.

“Yessir, it was.”

“Son, do you realize how dangerous it is around here? Someone’s liable to come and do mischief to you. From now on, have your daddy draw a bank draft on me and we’ll pay it once it gets here. That way you won’t have to wait.”

Homer thanked the man and stuffed the freight check into his shirt pocket, then snapped it closed.

Back at the truck, he left the trailer sitting in the parking lot, then drove to the Pacific Electric train station. He bought a trolley ticket to Long Beach, where he spent the morning at the amusement park.

The Pike, as it was called, had the nation’s biggest roller coaster, the Cyclone Racer, which whipped out over the beach with such force that Homer swore he’d end up in the salt. He rode the Double Wheel and then the Rotor, a spinning thing that felt like being rolled down a hill in a barrel. And when his stomach couldn’t handle the dips and twirls anymore, he walked to the midway and took in the crowds.

The Pike boardwalk was a barking, strutting panorama of every kind of fun that Little Opal and the church railed against. A fat man chewing on a cigar tried to guess his weight. A freak tent advertised a bearded lady and a girl born with a monkey’s face. Sailors emerged from smoke-filled beer halls and crowded the doors of tattoo parlors, displaying fresh ink. In every direction, it seemed, were packs of tanned barefoot girls, their swimsuits covered in sand from swimming in the surf. The smell of fried onions drew him to a burger stand, where he ate lunch, then bought a plank of saltwater taffy to take back on the road.

He’d neglected to sweep out the trailer after offloading the cattle, and once back on the city streets, the truck spewed a cloud of pulverized manure that left a wake of ill will. With an empty load he made Yuma in eight hours. He ate a chicken-fried steak at a truck stop and rented a bunk for a dollar, then slept so long the owner shook him awake, fearing he was dead.

Outside of town, he bought from a farmer a load of prairie hay, which his father would sell at a markup. Fourteen hours later, after stopping only to use the restroom, he pulled into the company lot in Big Spring and phoned his father to pick him up. When he awoke the next morning, he found the truck parked out front with another full trailer, its cargo bawling and ready to go.

*   *   *

That summer, as Homer helped empty the West Texas range, something happened: all that anger knotted up inside him, toward his mother and the church, began to slowly unwind. The country was less crowded back then, and all that emptiness out the windshield had the power to pry open the mind. Jack Kerouac once described his book On the Road as a story of “roaming the country in search of God.” And while Homer didn’t know it at the time, that’s what he was doing, too, searching for his own vision of God, which could only be found outside of Big Spring and the church where he was raised.

Each trip west became its own adventure, bringing new experiences to file away. Once, outside of Tuscon, a motorcycle gang harassed him for twenty miles and refused to let him pass. Homer finally backed off the truck, then put the pedal to the floor. By the time the bikers saw him coming, he’d swung the trailer straight into their pack and pushed them against a fence.

He picked up hitchhikers to pass the time, mostly sailors headed home. And once, in the Imperial Valley, he watched a calf kick a man square in the mouth and knock out most of his teeth. As business increased, the desert crossings grew more frequent and required more pills to fuel them. Sometimes he brought a friend from church, Charles Miller, to share cigars and keep him alert, especially in the dark hours when the medicine twisted his brain. During a feverish push through Arizona, Charles made the mistake of dozing off, awaking abruptly to Homer, his eyes beaming like silver dollars, smacking his head.

“Leon, wake up! Wake up, Leon!”

“I’m not Leon. Leon’s your cousin. I’m Charles!”

“Sure you are, Leon. Sure you are!”

Out in the western wilderness, the road was a splendor of temptation and treasure. Once, after leaving Big Spring, the two decided they would stop in Juarez on the way home and get a prostitute. The plan intoxicated them across four states, as they imagined aloud every possible scenario.

They hardly ate the entire trip in order to save their money. Coming back, they parked the truck in El Paso and walked across the international bridge. And once in Juarez, they entered the first beer hall they saw and sat down like a pair of sheep. “Two Cokes, please,” they told the waitress.

Before the drinks even arrived, a pack of prostitutes swooped onto their laps and ordered themselves round after round of beers. When money ran low, Homer and Charles tried to flee, but a federale met them at the door and shook them down for the rest.

On the second attempt, weeks later, it was seven in the morning when they crossed the bridge. To their dismay, the only two women still up drinking were a lesbian couple who paid them no mind.

The third attempt was a success. The girls were around eighteen and spoke little English. The drive back to Big Spring was silent, until Charles spoke up and said, “I just don’t get it. We go in there to have sex with these girls, then you spend the rest of the time tellin’ ’em about the Lord.”

“I just asked her why she lived that way, that’s all,” Homer said.

“A whore in Juarez and you’re worried about her soul.”

But it wasn’t the girl’s soul that Homer anguished over.

There was plenty of time to get right with God, because as soon as summer ended, he was back in church four times a week, paranoid the preacher was sniffing him out like a calf that took a wrong turn.

For another year he watched classmates couple up for homecoming and prom and listened to friends brag of conquests at the drive-in. For Homer, the car keys were off limits if his date was not a member of the Assemblies of God, and most of the girls in his church were kin. By the time Homer graduated in May 1957, he’d been allowed to attend only one football game, and that was to sell peanuts for Future Farmers of America.

“You can go,” Little Opal said, “as long as you don’t watch the game.”

Directly after graduation, as classmates shucked their caps and gowns and drove to the pastures to drink beer, Homer climbed into his truck and delivered a load of bulls to California. At least he had the road.





 

5

Big Spring on the global stage … a corporation for the people … Iris and Raymond …

While the drought buried the fields and emptied the pastures, out on the east side of town, Raymond Tollett and the Cosden Petroleum Corporation rose to their zenith.

For the refinery, the Korean War was a boon. Government contracts for jet fuel, diesel, and other products padded the bottom line even as oil prices vacillated and hurt smaller companies. It was during this time that Tollett made his greatest gamble.

A decade earlier, during World War II, raw materials such as rubber had been in short supply and cheap alternatives were sought using the glut of American crude. Companies began deriving benzene and styrene from petroleum to make synthetic rubber and nylon. Eventually, they developed plastics, and the age of petrochemicals was born.

By the time the Korean War began in 1950, the boom was on. Europe, still recovering from the war, had only two production plants in the entire continent. In fact, 85 percent of the world’s supply was being made along the Gulf of Mexico near Houston and Beaumont, where both petroleum and water were plentiful. Big Spring was isolated in West Texas and staring down the worst drought in centuries, but it made no difference to Tollett. Despite being an oilman at heart, he believed Cosden Petroleum could be a player in the petrochemical age, and he seized the opportunity.

It happened almost by accident. In 1952, Cosden opened its signature BTX unit, which was the first in the world to produce benzene, toluene, and xylene—the chief ingredients in war-grade jet fuels and explosives—simultaneously in one integrated plant.

It was during this project that engineer Dan Krausse discovered a fluke: the oil found below them in Howard County, in addition to being great for asphalt, had a unique ethyl benzene and xylene content—ideal for making plastics. That process was generally done by shipping the raw materials to a separate plant, which cost time and money. So Krausse and his team designed a facility that fed directly into Cosden’s BTX stream, thus pioneering the world’s first petrochemical assembly line. Dozens of products, ranging from gasoline to clear polystyrene pellets, could now be produced in the same location and from the same barrel of oil. The technology was later licensed around the globe and made the company a fortune.

At the same time, Tollett was buying small oil companies and regional refineries, making Cosden one of the largest inland fuel refiners in the country. The company sank hundreds of miles of pipe, drilled on a vast patchwork of leases, and invested in burgeoning oil exploration in the Gulf.

By 1958, despite a sluggish oil market, the plastics game had catapulted Josh Cosden’s bankrupt refinery into the lower ranks of the Fortune 500. Tollett, with his FBI pedigree and dapper demeanor, became a dean of the industry. He was head of the influential American Petroleum Institute, whose headquarters were in Manhattan, in addition to chairing top trade organizations around the country. He represented Big Spring in the biggest cities of the world—New York, London, Istanbul, Beijing—and whenever he returned home, the people regarded him as their king.

For the head of a publicly traded corporation, Tollett ruled with rare egalitarian candor. He gave engineers free rein to experiment and explore, creating a culture that more resembled a modern tech startup than a mid-fifties oil company. Early in his tenure, he helped employees start a labor union so he “could have someone to negotiate with.” And he routinely awarded bonuses to any carpenter, truck driver, or janitor who submitted a persuasive suggestion on how to improve efficiency, then published their photos in the company newsletter.

“I believe in respect for the dignity of the individual,” he wrote in a monthly column that appeared in the Cosden Copper. “I believe that a workman on the lowest paid job may be just as honorable in every respect as I could be.”

The company plane took sick employees to doctors and specialists across the country, and to family funerals out of state. The boss made daily visits to jobbers laid up in the Big Spring Hospital, and whenever a baby was born, he sent them a monogrammed Bible. To ensure a stream of future talent, he hired teenage children of employees for summer internships. And in 1956, he began providing older workers college scholarships to study chemical engineering while keeping them on the payroll.

For men who reached a milestone twenty-five years at the company, Tollett took them to Juarez for steaks, drinks, and girls (if they wanted), then handed them a gold ring and a month’s paid vacation. And whereas Josh Cosden had given his workers a glazed ham for Christmas, Tollett cut them a bonus check instead, which he signed himself—hundreds of them—along with a personal note of gratitude, a task that often took him all night.

He sat on the Big Spring school board and fought to have its district line moved to include the refinery just so Cosden could pay taxes. He served as president of the hospital board, presided over the Boy Scouts and Chamber of Commerce, raised money to build the YMCA, and championed local charities. He urged his employees to follow his lead, to run for local office, to sit on boards, to fulfill his vision for a “citizen corporation.” On any given day, his office was a constant parade of people seeking loans, advice, or referrals, and few walked away empty-handed.

“Ray loves the underdog,” said one of his executives. “He’d rather loan money to a skid row drunk than to an engineer.”

My father’s cousin Granville Hahn was a shining example of this philosophy. Granville, who’d survived the New London School explosion by coming down with the mumps, and whose own father had abandoned his family, was driving a truck for the Cosden tire shop in 1950 when he grew curious about the refinery’s laboratory. He approached one of the chemists, a German named Mr. Franks, and asked to spend his lunch hour observing him. Granville’s education had ended with a GED, but within weeks he was blending high-octane fuels and no longer driving a truck. When Tollett opened the polystyrene unit, he made Granville its lab foreman and engineer. By the time Granville retired he held twenty-five patents, including the three-layer sheet of plastic used in every Solo party cup. But these kinds of success were not unique during Tollett’s rein.

Even as the company grew, Tollett made himself available to the rank and file. He toured the units on Sunday afternoons, dressed down in khakis, and called each man by his name. He asked about their families, about recent fishing trips or vacations, then asked if they were happy. And for all of those things, the people gave him their energy, creativity, and the very best years of their lives. In this way, everybody won.

And with help from the air base, Tollett and the refinery helped make Big Spring a cosmopolitan oasis. In heavily conservative West Texas, where anti-intellectualism was the norm and anti-communism was taking root, Big Spring fostered an upper middle class that was cultured and well educated. Engineers and executives vacationed in Europe and Asia, their wives hosted book clubs, and the civic groups they chaired brought in scholars, artists, and dignitaries. In 1955, Tollett paid for the Harry James Orchestra to play the Cosden Club. A decade later he brought Duke Ellington. Prince Farman-Farmaian, cousin of the Iranian shah, was a close friend and frequent guest of the refinery.

*   *   *

By this time Tollett was already divorced and remarried. In 1945, his first wife, Leta, accused him of infidelity and left him, taking their daughter Kay. A short while later, he met a stewardess on an American Airlines flight to Chicago, and they’d fallen in love. Iris Goodbrake was ten years his junior, a stunning beauty with dark curls and deep green eyes that gave off a glimmer of derring-do. She’d grown up in Effingham, Illinois, near St. Louis, where her father worked for the railroad. After studying at the Art Institute of Chicago in the years before the war, she became a nurse—a requirement for being a stewardess back then—and started to fly.

Iris and Raymond married in November 1945 at Chicago’s Stevens Hotel. After a brief honeymoon in Mexico, they returned to Big Spring and settled down in Tollett’s home on Hillside Drive. By the early fifties, Iris had given him three children: Raymond Jr., Jason Blake, and little Ann.

With Iris running the household, one that included a full-time cook and housekeeper, the Tolletts became Big Spring’s royal family, and for the next decade, nearly every ball gown that Iris wore to fund-raisers, every European jaunt or summer camp away, would be carefully chronicled in the Herald and discussed in beauty shops across town.

The children grew up under the ever-expanding shadow of their father’s company. The two boys joined him on his Sunday strolls through the units and came to know the workers. Weekends were spent in the ultramodern Cosden Country Club, which opened in 1955 on the lake in Pioneer Park. Enclosed in glass with views of the water, it featured a three-hundred-person ballroom and dining area, swimming pool and tennis courts, and a lounge where the walls and ceilings were deep pink. Vacations were taken aboard one of the two company planes, a de Havilland Heron or a Dove, and usually accompanied by their father’s secretary, Helen Green, always dressed immaculately in white gloves and a hat. The Beaux Arts Hotel in New York, the Ambassador in Chicago—these were places they knew well.

Each Sunday, the children sat in the front row at St. Mary’s Episcopal Church, where their father served as lay reader. At home, he changed into a silk smoking jacket and retired to his study to read or write his monthly column. His busy schedule required him to budget his reading, allowing himself six works of nonfiction each year, usually the latest business or management books, and six works of fiction and poetry. John Steinbeck and Carl Sandburg were his favorites, and his shelves contained first editions of East of Eden and Sandburg’s collected poems, both signed by the authors. Each night before bed, he spent exactly ten minutes with the Old Testament, wherein, he wrote, “lie the keys to all wisdom.”

To his children, he was like an old lion in a fairy tale. Mornings they pressed into his bathroom to watch him dress for work. Their father was a clotheshorse. As partial owner of a men’s store downtown, each year he selected eight suits and one tuxedo out of stock. His pocket handkerchiefs were imported Indian linen, his silk smoking jackets custom-tailored in New York, where he also ordered his hats. Each week, the housekeeper pressed his underwear.

Fresh from the shower, he dipped his fingers into a jar of white cream and rubbed it into his hair, which by then was turning thin and gray. “This is mother’s milk from an elephant,” he told them.

“And what is that?” Jason Blake asked, pointing to a small scar on his back. “That,” his father replied, “was where I was shot by a jealous prince.”

Once or twice a year, their father’s old FBI buddies appeared at the house. The men dressed like him, in dark suits and dark hats and shoes that reflected back the sun. And they all seemed to drive the same large black sedans.

“Come have a look,” one of the men said to Jason Blake, then popped open the big trunk. Inside was a tommy gun, just sitting there.

The moments the children spent alone with their father were rare, and therefore cherished. Often he was traveling, building his company, giving his time to the community. And whenever he was in town, evenings were usually spent at the club, hosting guests and providing entertainment previously unthinkable for a small town such as Big Spring.

*   *   *

Always hosting, always with a glass of scotch in his hand. Drinking came with the job, and Raymond was famous for it. Colleagues marveled at the amount of whiskey he could put down and still function at full capacity. And when hangovers threatened to slow his pace, Tollett went to see his best friend, Dr. Marion Bennett, who administered a quick IV of fluids. On a flight home from New York one morning after a long night of partying, one of his executives watched him pull from his briefcase a syringe of B12 and spike it into his leg.

“Didn’t even bother to lift his pants,” the man said. “Shot it straight through that thousand-dollar suit.”

Tollett’s first wife was a teetotaler, but Iris could match her husband round for round. In photos the children still keep, the two of them are partying in Louisville for the 1953 Kentucky Derby, as guests of the Aetna Oil Company: at the Seelbach Hotel for cocktails and the Old House for champagne; Iris at the President’s Ball at the end of the evening, in a double strand of pearls, heels kicked off and dancing alone.

Tollett possessed a driven man’s sexual appetite, only heightened by whiskey, and during the early years of marriage his wife was game to satisfy.

Back in the early fifties, they’d caused a huge scandal at the Big Spring Country Club, where they were members. Leaving one night, the two of them stumbled out to their car, which the valet had pulled to the front door. But before Iris could get in, Raymond threw her against the hood and hiked up her dress. As people filed out to leave, they encountered quite a scene. The club’s directors were mortified, going so far as to hold a hearing and revoke the Tolletts’ membership. Raymond was furious.

“Have it your way,” he told them. “I’ll build my own place.” And that was how the Cosden Country Club came to be. The year it opened, it was so popular that it nearly sank the Big Spring club.

But like slow poison, the drinking crippled their marriage. Raymond was always gone. He wore no wedding band, and there were rumors of women on the road. Iris, alone most of the day and hounded by suspicions, drank to calm her nerves. In the fall of 1957, she was driving the kids home from the club when a patrolman saw her swerving and pulled her over. While Iris went downtown, charged with a DWI, the children cut through a pasture and found their way home.

Her case went to trial. On the stand, her doctor testified that he prescribed sedatives for her nerves. And on that particular day, she was distraught after her husband’s plane briefly disappeared from radar during a trip out west, which explained her erratic behavior. It was a false alarm, of course, but all the same, it took the jury less than twenty minutes to acquit.

But the drinking continued. Iris said that she felt inadequate around Raymond, that her husband didn’t see her as an intellectual equal. Iris could also be a flirt, especially after she had a few rounds and was feeling vindictive. Tensions came to a peak in the summer of 1958, when Raymond filed for divorce. The announcement appeared in the public-notice section of the Herald—just one line and nothing more. But for whatever reason, the couple remained married.

That fall, Tollett carried Cosden Petroleum into the Fortune 500. But earlier that year, he marked another personal milestone when the family moved into the dream house that he’d painstakingly designed, located just down the block on Hillside Drive.

He’d chosen the site for its eastern views, where he could step out at night and see the refinery—the “Jewel of the West,” he called it—sparkle under the stars. The Herald published a big spread about the home. Photos showed Ray Jr. posing with his model airplanes, Jason Blake demonstrating his puppetry in the birch-paneled den, and little Ann dressed in bobby socks at the breakfast bar, along with their housekeeper, Annie Mae Huey.

In the pictures, Iris strained to smile. She hated the house, found it cold and fussy, but played along with the pageantry. “The new R. L. Tollett home was designed with the family in mind,” the reporter concluded, making only vague reference to the separate master bedrooms.
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Frances rides with the Texas Playboys, weathers a broken heart … home beckons … Tommy enters with his steel guitar …

For Frances, who came to California in search of her mother Bertha and had already married and divorced, the fifties began with a desire to return home. The wide-open skies of West Texas beckoned her, as full of sand and familiar misery as they were. Most likely it was a broken heart that pushed her toward familiar ground. For that’s what she was—heartbroken. When the love had gone away, the old roots had found purchase again and were trying to fill the empty space. But if she went back to Texas, where would she go? What would she do? What was even left for her now in Big Spring?

So much had happened in California. She’d come west like everyone else, looking for adventure and a new beginning—and look where she landed. Sometimes she couldn’t believe it herself.

She’d fallen deeply in love with the guitarist Les Anderson after that night at the Oakland Auditorium, and a dizzying romance ensued. By then, in the mid-1940s, Bob Wills and His Texas Playboys were one of the biggest acts in the country, especially along the West Coast, where they outdrew Tommy Dorsey, Benny Goodman, Harry James, and all of the big bands combined. With the war still on, people had money to spend. Soldiers coming home were seeking diversion in girls, cold beer, and dancing, and Wills’s western swing carried a reckless energy they craved. The crowds were growing so big that auditoriums turned people away, even on Monday and Tuesday nights. It was in this whirlwind that Frances found herself wide-eyed and in love.

She practically lived with the band, riding up and down the coast on their bus, the Playboy Limited. During the week she danced till two, then rode all night back to San Francisco to get to the Biscuit Company by nine, often without any sleep.

Her girlfriends Mary, Dorothy, and Tiny also dated guys in the band, and the four of them were inseparable. They kept each other company on the road and during the long days in the studio. In spring 1946, the girls were in the basement of the Mark Hopkins Hotel in San Francisco when the band started recording their most famous sessions, known as the Tiffany Transcriptions, using a stripped-down lineup and a single microphone. Frances had no idea she was witnessing country music history. All she remembered was that Noel Boggs, one of the steel players, pranced around with castanets under his shirt trying to make her laugh, and the prank upset Wills—who insisted on total silence in the studio.

When the band embarked on national tours, which carried them away for weeks at a time, the girls endured the lonely nights by cooking for one another. On Christmas Eve the previous year, they’d came up with the idea of serving dinner to the entire orchestra in Frances’s tiny apartment on Pine Street. She probably had three chairs in the whole place, but nonetheless, there stood the greatest western swing band to ever take the stage, eating glazed ham and listening to her Jimmie Rodgers records.

Les had worn a wedding ring on his finger the night they met, but told Frances it belonged to his mother. She’d believed him, but a month later, one of her girlfriends said he had a wife and kid out in Fresno. Frances told Les she never wanted to see him again, but something always drew her back. She’d be sitting in her little apartment feeling lonesome when he’d call wanting to come over. She’d let him in, even though she knew it was wrong, even as she thought, There are names for women like me.

She supported Les when he quit the Texas Playboys in 1946 and started his own band. The Melody Wranglers appeared regularly on radio shows like Spade Cooley Time in Los Angeles. Frances traveled beside him, rode for hours on buses to meet him, even started the Les Anderson Fan Club because he asked her to. His nickname for her was Poncho, and whenever he called her that and looked down with those big blue eyes—well, who could blame her?

But by 1949, it was clear that Les wasn’t going to leave his family, not that Frances would ask him to anyway. And when he did go back to his wife, she didn’t protest. Heartbroken, she moved to Richmond to live with her friend Dorothy so she wouldn’t be alone, then fell deeper into the music, which was the only thing that felt good.

Back then, the country and western circuit was small and informal, and through Bob Wills, Frances knew just about everyone who toured California. She knew many of the Grand Ole Opry stars, such as Ernest Tubb, Red Foley, Little Jimmy Dickens, and Roy Acuff. For a while she hung out with Hank Garland, who must have been eighteen or nineteen but could play the guitar better than anyone she’d ever heard. It was around the time he released “Sugarfoot Rag,” which sold over a million records. In the summer of 1950, she saw him play an Opry package show in San Jose with Tubb, Minnie Pearl, and others. Afterward, Billy Byrd, Tubb’s guitar player, passed along a note from another Hank who’d played that night—Hank Williams, who’d seen Frances backstage and wanted her in his room. They all shared a laugh over that, but what Frances didn’t say was that her heart still longed for Les.

By then, the old gang had broken up and scattered. Bob Wills was no longer the juggernaut he’d once been during the war. By the late forties, his drinking had spiraled out of control and practically wrecked his band. In September 1948, he committed sabotage when he fired his lead singer, Tommy Duncan, after overhearing him complain about Wills’s drinking. Many of the core band members also left, forcing Wills to get along with a smaller outfit that struggled to find the old chemistry. In the summer of 1949, worn down from touring and no longer earning the same money, Wills moved the band and his family to Oklahoma and eventually back to Texas, seeking a sense of home he’d never be able to find.

Meanwhile, Tommy Duncan started his own band, the Western All Stars, that featured Millard Kelso, Joe Holley, and Ocie Stockard from the old Playboys lineup. And for a while it featured Ernie Ball on steel guitar, the same Ernie Ball who’d later make a fortune selling his own brand of guitar strings called “Slinkys.” Frances became good friends with Ernie and his wife, Gail, and the three of them stayed close even after Ernie was drafted for Korea and shipped to Arizona.

By 1950, Frances had been in California for nearly ten years. During that time her mother, Bertha, had married a man named Tex, who was a former boxer and merchant marine. Tex had also served in World War II and suffered an accident that paralyzed half his face, though Frances never asked for the details. But she knew that drinking turned him violent, and more than once he’d wheeled around from a barstool and challenged three men to a brawl, licking every one. When nobody was around for Tex to fight, he beat up on Bertha. During one of these episodes he punched out her front teeth.

Bertha didn’t believe in divorce, and despite her children’s pleas she stayed with Tex and endured his abuse. Together they lived in a crummy residence hotel on Sixth Street near the Tenderloin, where each Christmas Bertha cooked plates of food for the lonely drunks and old people living in the building. Once, after getting some insurance money, she shocked Frances by giving most of it to a soup kitchen.

Bertha could be so generous, yet she remained this enigma to her children. Never once had she discussed those years in Big Spring after Bud’s death, her relationships with Virgil and Red, or the trauma she caused them all. Decades would pass before she offered up an apology, but in the meantime, the love that Frances had for her mother was left to drift in a gulf between them. That love had initially brought her to California, but it could no longer hold her there.

Frances was closer to her siblings. Leamon and Flossie had eventually moved to the Bay Area after leaving their foster home in Texas, and John soon followed. For ten years, the four of them were hardly out of step. She and John attended dances together—Bob Wills and the Maddox Brothers and Rose, among others. John had even married one of her girlfriends, Geneva.

But still there was no word of Jimmie, and there never would be. Bertha never mentioned the boy, as if he’d never been born, but for the rest of Frances’s life she’d look for him. At any moment she expected him to run up and grab hold of her dress, just like he did in those years when all they had were each other. Jimmie would be going on twelve now. Her heart ached to think of him alone and missing them, wondering why his family had chosen to leave him behind.

Not long before, Frances had met the singer Hank Thompson and become friends with his wife, Dorothy. The couple were based out of Dallas, where Thompson and his Brazos Valley Boys played dance halls when they weren’t touring the southwestern circuit. In 1950, Wills had also moved the Texas Playboys to Dallas, where he opened a giant club called Bob Wills’s Ranch House. If Dallas was good enough for Hank Thompson and Bob Wills, then it was good enough for Frances. Texas was calling her home. So, without a job or place to stay, she packed her things in a box and boarded a Greyhound bus before she could change her mind.

Along the way, she stopped in Phoenix to visit Ernie and Gail Ball. Ernie was stationed at Williams AFB, where he played in the air force band. That night, as the three of them sat around reminiscing, Frances suddenly began to second-guess herself. Was she crazy for leaving California? Did her friends think as much?

At some point, Ernie mentioned Bob Wills’s brother, Billy Jack, and what a killer band he had out in Sacramento. Frances said that she’d dated Billy Jack’s steel player, Tommy Varner, after meeting him at one of their shows. They’d gone out a few times and she really liked him. He was shy and a bit austere, a real musician’s musician. But for some reason she’d never called him back. By that time she’d made up her mind to move to Texas, and after that, Texas was all she saw.

She hadn’t thought about Tommy in weeks, but suddenly, the three of them were talking about him like he was someone important. Then Frances said, without even thinking, “That’s the kind of man I’d marry, even if he wasn’t a musician.”

“Then get on the phone and call Tommy!” Ernie shouted, triumphant.

“Oh,” gushed Gail, “you must!”

“Go back to Tommy!”

The next afternoon, the box of Frances’s clothes arrived at the bus station in Dallas, but Frances was not there to claim it. She had boarded a bus in the opposite direction. She was going to find Tommy.

*   *   *

Out in Sacramento, she found him in a smoky ballroom behind a pedal steel guitar, creating the music that offered the only real sense of home. Everything familiar lay tied up in that lonesome sound, and right away, she began falling deeper in love with the man who could roll it off his fingers.

It was a different scene now, with different players. Bob Wills had taken his Texas Playboys to Oklahoma and Texas and left Billy Jack, his youngest brother, to keep the sound alive on the West Coast. Billy Jack Wills and His Western Swing Band took residence in the Wills Point Ballroom on the outskirts of Sacramento, which Bob had opened back in 1947. It featured a large dance hall with a beer garden and restaurant, while outside was an Olympic-sized swimming pool, burger stand, and picnic grounds. There were also six apartments where members of the band and their families lived.

For six years, Billy Jack had paid his dues as his brother’s bassist and drummer. He even penned the lyrics to one of Bob Wills’s most enduring hits, “Faded Love.” But Billy Jack was twenty years younger than Bob and favored more modern rhythm and blues. His band covered the black musicians whose songs were laying the foundation for rock and roll, artists such as Ruth Brown, Wynonie Harris, and Larry Darnell. And the swing numbers Billy Jack composed jumped harder and faster and were fused with elements of R&B, bebop, and early rockabilly. This sound was drawing a new generation of fans the way the Texas Playboys had done before the war.

Frances took an apartment in downtown Sacramento and found a job at the American News Company sorting magazines. She spent Saturday nights at Wills Point watching the band, and the rest of her nights with Tommy. Although Tommy was only twenty-three—three years younger than Frances—he’d been married twice already and had two daughters from another past relationship. The girls lived with their mother in Bakersfield. And from one of her girlfriends, Frances heard that Tommy had been involved with yet another woman before her—the sister of Dean and Evelyn McKinney, who’d sung backup with the Texas Playboys.

Wanting no more surprises, Frances asked Tommy about the woman and was told she had moved back to Alabama.

“You don’t see a ring on her finger, do you?” he said, to which Frances replied, “Well, I don’t see a ring on my finger, either.” The next day, June 12, Tommy showed up at her work and drove her to the courthouse. She became pregnant almost immediately.

She was seven months into her pregnancy, big as a house, when the U.S. Army sent Tommy a draft notice for the war in Korea. He reported for basic training, but while home on leave before shipping out, Tommy went AWOL.

Being on the lam meant he had to quit Billy Jack’s band and lie low. In the meantime, Billy Jack brought in Vance Terry as a replacement while Tommy took gigs down in Vallejo and wherever else he could find. He was still AWOL in February when Frances went into labor. Their daughter, Mary Ellen, was born at the military hospital but Tommy stayed at home, afraid of being caught. When the baby was four months old, Tommy went on tour with Duncan’s band, the Western All Stars, only to find the military police waiting when he returned. Within a matter of days, the army had shipped him to Korea, where he worked on the front lines filing paperwork. Meanwhile, Frances’s brother Leamon was fighting with the Third Infantry. In the summer of 1953 he participated in the war’s most famous battle, the taking of Pork Chop Hill.

The Red Cross helped Frances find a babysitter so she could keep her job. She dropped the baby off each morning and picked her up in the evening, walking everywhere because she didn’t own a car. This period lasted a year, and despite the tired feet and sleepless nights, it was a time that Frances would always cherish, for she’d never experienced a stronger feeling of love than she did for Mary Ellen. At night, the two of them cuddled together in bed and Frances told her everything she knew.

Despite his having gone AWOL, the military released Tommy with an honorable discharge in early 1954. He slotted right back in with Billy Jack, this time playing bass fiddle, since Vance Terry still had his old job on steel guitar. By then the band had gained momentum, thanks to appearances on KFBK in Sacramento, which beamed all the way up the Pacific coast. In rural Washington and Oregon, where television had yet to penetrate, people came by the hundreds to see them play.

Frances and Tommy soon moved into Wills Point, taking a cramped one-bedroom apartment just below the dance floor. It was then that Tommy’s old girlfriend, a woman named Frida, started driving up from Bakersfield to drop off his daughters, who were ten and eight. Frida was unstable and prone to hysterics, and her very presence put Frances on edge. At the same time, Frances’s sister Flossie also appeared from Texas, pregnant, and announced she was staying. With no room to fit everyone, Frances and Tommy rented a motel room across the road just so everyone had a place to sleep.

Their arrival at Wills Point also coincided with Bob Wills’s return to California. Back in Texas, he’d started worrying that the club was losing money and prestige under his baby brother’s marquee. So in spring 1954, Wills resumed control of Wills Point and eventually took over as bandleader. In early 1955, he put Tommy back on steel guitar, since Terry had left to attend college, and scheduled a major tour. Before Frances knew it, her husband was a Texas Playboy and constantly on the road.

With Wills at the lead, the band traveled for most of the year, playing dance halls across six states. Back at home, Frances cared for Mary Ellen, plus Tommy’s daughters whenever they visited. After Flossie had her baby, the two sisters settled into the shared chaos of diapers, feedings, and little ones underfoot. The kids ate Creamsicles by the big pool and played in the creek behind the club. Each night at bedtime, the ceiling shook from the touring acts playing the ballroom above.

During this time, Frances was carrying her second child. Despite being surrounded by her sister and a houseful of kids, she grew lonely without Tommy, and found her only comfort in the letters he sent from the road.

One afternoon at the mailbox she saw an envelope addressed to Tommy. The handwriting appeared to be a woman’s, so Frances opened it and began to read. Sure enough, it was from a woman named Betty in Oklahoma, who, judging from the contents of the letter, was clearly her husband’s girlfriend. Frances stood outside their apartment and read it again and again, then something happened. She felt dizzy, then the next thing she knew she was lying in bed with a crowd of people standing above her. A doctor was checking her pulse, asking about the baby.

The next week she sent a telegram to Betty, pretending to be Tommy, and asked for a photograph. She wanted to see this woman; she had to know. A few days later she received a glamour shot of a pretty, buxom brunette. The gauzy evening dress she wore looked just like the one hanging in Frances’s closet.

It just so happened the band was coming home for a showcase at Wills Point. The day they arrived, Frances asked her sister to take the kids so she could confront Tommy. He was dressed in his band uniform, about to go upstairs for a sound check, when Frances pulled out the photo and threw it onto the table.

“Are you cheating on me?” she asked.

But Tommy deflected the question. When he refused to answer a second time, Frances grew so angry that she grabbed the nearest object, a black stiletto heel, and went after him. The blow laid his head open wide and caused him to crumple to the floor. Blood was pouring from the wound when he came back up and smacked her so hard that her feet left the ground. He then cursed as he fumbled in the kitchen for a rag to stop the bleeding. Within minutes he was gone, leaving her alone with a throbbing head and the sound of his steel guitar playing upstairs.

Neither of them wanted a divorce. Besides, the arrival of their daughter Janet worked to realign their commitment. Then tragedy brought them together. In the early morning of June 16, 1956, the family was fast asleep when a teenage kid, for reasons unknown, lobbed a Molotov cocktail through a window at Wills Point. The explosion woke them up, and the smell of smoke and crackling of flames told them the fire was above their heads on the dance floor. They had just enough time to scoop up the kids and dash out into the night. Within minutes, the fire engulfed the entire compound, taking with it everything they owned.

The Red Cross arranged an apartment for them, where they stayed for several months while plotting their next move. Before the fire Bob Wills had returned to Amarillo and left Billy Jack the ballroom again. But for Billy Jack, what he’d created at Wills Point could never be reproduced. Shortly after it was destroyed, the band broke up and went their separate ways, and within four years, the younger Wills brother retired from music altogether. As for Tommy, his career ended, too.

The family moved to Bakersfield, where Tommy’s two daughters lived, along with Frances’s brothers, Leamon and John. Leamon was selling Kirby vacuum cleaners and John worked as a roughneck north of town in the Kern River field. Tommy enrolled in college on the GI Bill and began studying music, hoping to become a teacher. They took a one-bedroom house, which they furnished with a five-dollar sofa they found at a flea market. But they still had no clothes and no money; everything had been lost in the fire. At their lowest point, they couldn’t even feed themselves. One afternoon, a Catholic food pantry turned them away because they weren’t members of the church.

Her brother Leamon was having success selling Kirbys door-to-door, mainly to suburban housewives. One morning, looking to help the family, he picked up Tommy and took him along on his route, hoping Tommy could land a sale of his own. When her husband walked through the door that evening, he had a big smile on his face.

“Don’t tell me,” she said. “You sold a Kirby!”

“I sold a Kirby,” Tommy said. He’d found himself a new career.

Tommy began selling lots of Kirbys, so many in fact that there was talk of opening his own distributorship in Bakersfield. Leamon got one, and before long, even John quit the oil patch and was knocking on doors, demonstrating the power of the Suds-O-Gun, Crystalator, and Handi-Butler attachments. Push-button housekeeping—now that was the future! “It does everything but the cooking, ma’am! Don’t buy a mere vacuum cleaner, buy a clean home for the rest of your life!”

They were a Kirby family now of all blessed things.

*   *   *

They moved into a bigger house and enrolled Mary Ellen in school. And now that they lived near Tommy’s two girls, Frida brought them over for longer stays. The girls arrived with dirty hair, their clothes wadded up in cardboard boxes. Frida also dropped them off unannounced at odd hours of the day, then took them back without telling Frances. The family lawyer told them to stand up to Frida, so one day Frances refused to let them go. Frida hauled off and punched her in the face, breaking her nose.

Tommy and Frances went to court and got custody. Frida moved to Los Angeles to live with a boyfriend, but the judge still gave her a month that summer with the girls. When they came home after their first visit, Frances noticed something was wrong. The older one, who was twelve, refused to go outside and wouldn’t sit near a window.

It was through her younger sister that Frances discovered that while in Los Angeles, Frida had propositioned two older Hispanic men, who took the girls to a motel. “Do whatever they tell you,” Frida told her daughter, “just get their billfolds.” The younger girl sat outside while the men had their way with her sister. They so traumatized the older girl that she was convinced they were coming to kill her, so she was hiding from view.

Frances and Tommy went to the district attorney and tried to build a case, but nothing ever came of it. The DA finally told them that in order to truly protect the girls, they should leave the state. So that’s what they did. A Kirby distributorship opened up in Phoenix, and Tommy jumped on it. Leamon soon followed and opened his own shop, working the opposite side of town, while John found a store out in Tucson.

The family moved into a brand-new house in Scottsdale, right across from an elementary school. And over the next ten years, while Tommy sold vacuum cleaners and parts, Frances stayed home and raised the girls. Each year her old life seemed to recede more and more into memory. Bob Wills and Billy Jack, Gail and Ernie Ball, the stars of the Grand Ole Opry—it was like she’d met them all in a dream.

She began to see her life in distinct chapters—Texas being the first, then California, and now Arizona. The funny thing about this chapter was that it was the hardest one of all, but the one in which she took the most pride. She would be the best mother in the world, she vowed. She would give her children the love and devotion that she never received from Bertha. And this is what she did, but it came with a price.
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The drought ends … hard times again … Bobby and Preston … Clem finds his reward … enter Grady …

In May 1957, the rains finally returned to Big Spring. After seven long years of drought, a series of soakers laid a carpet of lush green grass along the dry and brittle range. After that, the family’s fortunes began to shift.

By now, the ranches were mostly empty, and the long hauls to feedlots and packinghouses were fewer and fewer. Beef production in the United States declined, while at the same time, Americans were eating more steak and bologna than ever before—ninety-five pounds per person per year. To meet the demand, cheap imported cattle began flooding the market from Argentina, Ireland, Australia, and elsewhere, and drove prices on American cattle into the basement. They arrived to the coasts, where local truckers hauled them inland, leaving Herman without an edge. By the end of 1958, his business was in trouble.

First he failed to make payments on several trucks he’d purchased during the boom. But instead of giving them up and cutting his losses, he chose to refinance using his entire fleet as collateral. He even threw in the family house. The only thing left off the note was Little Opal’s Buick, only because Homer talked him out of it.

Soon the bank came for the whole lot. It was Homer who met the repo team at the office, pulled the logos off the truck doors, and handed over eight sets of keys. Back home, his mother and sister packed their house and prepared to move.

His father, meanwhile, climbed into the Buick in a fog of despair and headed to San Angelo. In the glove box sat a .45 that he planned to use on himself once he arrived. But luckily his brother Tooter had noticed the gun missing from the office and talked his way into the passenger seat. By the time they hit town, he’d coaxed him off the edge.

After that Herman looked for other trucking jobs. He heard the Fort Worth stockyards were hiring drivers and drove all the way there, only to come home dejected, telling his children, “They weren’t even interested in me. I told them all of my experience and they weren’t even interested.”

For a few months he sold cantaloupes door-to-door, until his feet swelled so badly he could hardly walk. Then one day he noticed that the owner of the Jumbo Restaurant on Gregg Street had a FOR SALE sign in the window. It was a small lunch counter with just six stools and a couple of tables, but the price was decent. With a small loan from Little Opal’s mother, Herman went into the restaurant business.

The property included a tiny shotgun apartment behind the kitchen, where the family lived. It was too small to accommodate their nice furniture, so they stacked it against the walls to create a walking path. And to make back their money, they stayed open twenty-four hours and worked in shifts. Herman hardly slept from all the stress. After two months, he collapsed from a heart attack.

It was Charles Miller, Homer’s friend, who discovered him one morning sitting on the edge of his bed, clutching his chest and going pale. Charles called an ambulance, which broke down on the way to the hospital. It took Herman, in the throes of cardiac arrest, to explain to the driver how to fix the engine. By the time they reached the ER, he was in a coma. The doctor told Little Opal, “If he lives, it’s because of higher hands than mine.”

Little Opal looked down at her husband, covered in tubes and wires, and felt panic and despair. What on earth were they going to do? She drove back to the restaurant, telling her daughter, Evelyn, “I owe my mother two thousand dollars and we have to pay it back. There’s no way forward but straight ahead.” With Herman lying in a coma, flat broke and buried in debt, they went back to work.

*   *   *

The only good news to come that year was that Homer got engaged. He’d met Stina at a youth conference in Odessa. She was a good Pentecostal girl, tiny as a mouse, but equipped with a sidelong humor that Homer found irresistible.

They exchanged vows at the altar of First Assembly, then stunned everyone by announcing they were leaving the church and becoming Baptist.

To live a simple Christian life, one possessed of love, joy, and compassion, rather than judgment and condemnation—that’s what they wanted, and the Baptist church that many of Homer’s friends from school attended seemed like a good enough place to start.

But the old flock didn’t let him go easy. For months they called and warned him against leaving, as if to illuminate his road to damnation. They stopped him on the street and asked to pray. And in crowds and family functions, they greeted him with cries of “John the Baptist.”

Homer told his wife, “This must be what it’s like to escape a cult.”

No one was more wrecked by Homer’s decision than Little Opal. She bore the weight of his breakaway, feeling as if she’d failed to hold him in glory. Four times a week, she threw herself on the altar at First Assembly and pleaded for the return of her wayward boy. “Bring him home, Lord,” she cried. “Please bring home my son.”

Sitting in the pews watching all of this was my father, Bobby.

*   *   *

Opal had gotten pregnant with Bobby when she was thirty-three, an age considered ancient for childbearing in those days, especially when her eldest child was already old enough to drive. When Zelda heard about the pregnancy, she planted both hands on her hips, and cried, “Oh, Mother!” and refused to tell her friends.

Bobby arrived in December 1953, when the sky was red and the sum value of the land—including the oil and the men who pumped it—amounted to nothing. The following year is when Bob quit the oil patch and colluded with the drought, his eyes full of sand dollars.

The minute that powder-blue Ford appeared behind the house, you’d think the stork had dropped two babies on the family instead of one. From that day forward, dump trucks and blow dirt took hold of Bob’s heart and never turned loose.

He attacked the sand drifts with vigor, backing his truck against the first one he passed on the highway. With no proper tractor yet, he chipped away at the piles with a pair of No. 2 shovels. Holding the other one was Preston, my father’s older brother, who could sling dirt as far as any man.

“Fill her to the top, Big Boy. There’s plenty more.”

At eight years old, Preston was already tall, broad in the shoulders, and tough as an old tire—no doubt his father’s pride and joy. Bob called him Big Boy Blue.

Preston was quiet, never spoke without necessity. When Bob worked the rigs, Preston would roam the pastures with his single-shot .22, hunting rabbits. Sometimes Bob climbed off the derrick floor and found him standing in the shade of the doghouse, a dead jackrabbit between each finger, never sure how long he’d been there. It’s possible the only people to ever get ten words out of Preston were the ticket clerks at the Ritz Theater. On Saturday mornings, when a Gandy’s milk carton got kids under twelve in for free, he was forced to actually argue his age.

Because of this, Bob liked to tease Preston during the long silent moments while they drove.

“You say somethin’?” he’d ask.

But Preston stared ahead, the dust boiling all around him.

“I—I—” he’d stammer, as if surprised by his own voice. “I didn’t say nothin’.”

*   *   *

Bob sold the loamy “cat-claw” sand for ten dollars a load. Business was brisk, enough to buy a used Ford tractor to make the work easier, followed by a second truck, also a Ford. He got it cheap because it was missing its passenger door.

“I’ll get you that door once I get going good,” he assured Preston, who didn’t seem to mind the extra air-conditioning. In fact, Preston loved working with his father. Each day at noon, Bob pulled into a little grocery and came out with two cans of pork and beans, a pound of bologna and bread, and a white onion. Together they ate their lunch in the cab under a blanket of dust, chasing it down with a jug of warm water, never happier.

That first year, Bob preached the wonders of dump trucks to anyone who’d listen, especially to the men in his family. “Can’t ya see? It’s the best work going,” he told his brother-in-law, Bill White, who’d married Opal’s sister Veda. “Everywhere you look: sand! And it’s yours for the taking.”

Bill was fresh out of the service and needed a job. He’d never considered dirt, but Bob was sure crazy about it, and soon Bill was following behind with a wheelbarrow and spreading it on people’s yards, collecting the fee. Then one day Bob spotted a 1952 Ford for sale over in Stanton. It was just a stripped-down chassis, no bed, for five hundred dollars.

“If you don’t jump on it, I will,” Bob said, and Bill jumped on it.

Luckily for Bill, Davey Jones had a spare bed lying around his house, which they welded onto the frame. It held only two cubic yards of dirt, but after mounting several two-by-sixes on each side, it was able to carry a few more. Now Bill was in business.

Around that time, Zelda graduated high school and married an Alabaman named Charles Odom, whom she’d met at church. Charlie worked in the grocery business and had recently taken a manager’s job at the air base commisary. Norma Lou had also married. Earlier that year, she fell for an airman out at the base named Bill Glaesman and demanded to wed at sixteen, which Opal—who’d done exactly the same thing—reluctantly allowed. As soon as Charlie Odom and Bill Glaesman joined the family, Bob had them driving dump trucks, too.

Together with the Jones gang, they hauled caliche and hot mix to build the feeder roads to Interstate 20, which would eventually divert traffic around Big Spring and drain the lifeblood right out of it. And during slow weeks, when public interest in cat-claw was lacking, Bob and Preston combed the pastures filling tow sacks with cow patties. Preston sold them door-to-door as fertilizer while Bob crawled behind in the truck, encouraging the shy boy to speak.

*   *   *

Bob bragged to anyone about Big Boy Blue, but once at home, it was clear who was the darling. Like his brother Bud, Bob had never showed affection toward his kids. But he was different with my father, who crawled up into his lap like a little kitten to be petted. And seeing this made Preston seethe.

But what upset Preston even more—as if it were a direct attack—was Bobby’s gift of smooth talk. The kid was a born bullshitter. Preston grew sick of hearing the adults recall the hilarious things Bobby would say, like the time he rode his tricycle up to Zelda’s Charlie, milk bottle tucked into his pocket, and said, “Give me a stick of gum and I’ll let ya be my pal.” Or after his first day of school when Opal asked, “So, did you learn anything today?” and Bobby shook his head and replied, “Nope. Teacher said she can’t teach me nothin’.”

Or what about the time Opal turned around in the department store in Midland to find Bobby peeing in the display toilet? All she did was laugh; Preston knew if that had been him, he’d still have trouble walking.

Naturally, Preston took it upon himself to ensure the boy didn’t grow up a sissy. Once Bobby got old enough to run, Preston gave him a three-second start down the alley before firing on him with a BB gun.

“Get fast, little brother.”

And when Bobby dug tunnels into Bob’s dirt piles, a few of which he kept at the house, Preston waited until he was deep inside, then jumped on them in hopes of burying him alive.

*   *   *

At the age of six, Bobby walked down to the altar at First Assembly and gave his heart to the Lord, and when he returned to his seat, he saw that his mother’s eyes were raw with tears.

Bobby loved the Lord with all his heart, loved Him the way she had taught him to love, and the Lord revealed Himself to the boy not as a cloud tyrant or a punisher, but as a master worthy of his mother’s voice.

He realized early that his family was special in this regard. A feeling of pride washed over him whenever his mother and sisters stood before the church to sing, because the second they opened their mouths, the whole congregation fell under a spell. Even the Baptists and Methodists asked them to sing at their weddings and funerals.

His mother sang all the time, and not just at church. She sang as she cleaned the house and cooked their meals and when she bathed him in the evenings, her voice like a meadowlark in the winter trees. And it was Opal’s voice that carried the family singalongs each Saturday night at his grandparents’ house. After supper, the grown-ups gathered in Clem and Cora’s tiny living room to sing songs like “On the Jericho Road” and “Just a Little Talk with Jesus” that lent themselves to harmony. With no air-conditioning in the house, they threw open the windows, and some nights they looked out and saw their neighbors sitting on lawn chairs listening.

There was power in the music, and as Bobby sang along he felt what he’d later recognize as the Holy Spirit moving restless. Zelda’s voice alone was so potent that when Bobby was a toddler, his sister used to gather her girlfriends and say, “Watch this,” and sing a slow, woeful ballad, not even a religious one. Each time it brought the boy to tears, as if slowly turning a knob.

In the moments down at the altar, or singing with his family, he wondered how anyone would not choose Jesus. Already he was aware how the family divided according to differences in belief or practice. Really, it came down to who drank and who didn’t. From hearing the grown-ups talk, he knew that a few of his cousins and uncles liked to have a beer or two after working in the oil patch.

And his own father drank—an open secret in their house. Out in the toolshed, Bob kept a six-pack of beer in a cooler, which he sipped whenever alone and working on his trucks. He’d never dream of asking Opal to keep alcohol in her fridge, so when the beers got hot he drank them over ice. Opal knew about the drinking, though she never made a fuss. It was clear that she and Bob had reached an agreement over the fate of their respective souls. “I’m letting God work on him” is what Opal said. Nonetheless, every Sunday morning, she still paused at the front door and said to him, “We’re headed to church if you wanna come.”

As if on cue, Bob started swatting the air, then offered his standard reply: “Y’all go on. I gotta stay here and kill these flies.”

*   *   *

After church the family gathered at Clem and Cora’s for Sunday lunch. They stood milling around the dining room table with its ring of mismatched chairs, which, to Bobby, seemed as long as a bowling lane. Soon the parade of food began, the trays piled with fried chicken and potatoes, bowls of gravy, beans, biscuits, sliced cantaloupe, and pots of coffee. Three pies sat cooling under cloth napkins, all of which Cora and her daughters had prepared before church. Opal, like her mother, could feed Coxey’s Army on a moment’s notice.

Then Bob appeared, smelling of Varsol and degreaser, and endured a good-natured ribbing from the other men.

“Missed you at church this morning.”

“Oh, had a flat on that ol’ Ford.”

“Killing flies again?”

Here they were, the men of his childhood—Clem, Herman, Homer, Ed and Fred, Bob, Charlie, Bill, Tooter—back-slapping, talking trucks and the absence of rain, sharing lewd jokes under the earshot of wives. Then everyone squeezed into the small dining room, kids were summoned and told to hush, hands clasped in a great circle around the table, and Clem began to pray, Oh Heavenly Father. Within what seemed like minutes, the men were leaned back and reaching for toothpicks, calling on pie, shuffling the children back outside with a warning to not soil their clothes. And how many times did Bobby return inside to use the bathroom, to apply monkey blood to a skinned elbow, and find them all singing?

*   *   *

It was an idyllic world, but one that came undone on April 6, 1961, the year Bobby turned seven. It was a Thursday night. Sister Sherrill from church had stopped by Clem and Cora’s for supper and fellowship. After coffee, she and Clem sat in the living room while Cora finished up the dishes. Clem was reading aloud from the Bible on his lap, one hand raised to proclaim the Word, when suddenly he fell silent. Sister Sherrill ran into the kitchen.

“I say,” she told Cora, “I do believe something’s the matter with Brother Wilkerson.”

The funeral was massive. Hundreds crowded the tiny tabernacle at First Assembly, so many they clustered near the doors and along the walls. The flowers concealed most of the stage and baptistery and filled the air with heavy perfume. An open casket held center stage. Inside was their beloved deacon, the man the Lord had scraped off a downtown street as a living testimony to them all, the man who built the very roof that sheltered them now from the howling April wind.

“He died proclaiming the Gospel,” they said.

“Ain’t a better way to go.”

None of them doubted where Clem’s soul had gone—to that great family reunion, as he liked to say—and so there was joy swirling beneath the sorrow.

But Cora and her family could not be consoled. They filled the first rows of pews and sat in disbelief. Opal and Zelda did not sing. Brother Homer Sheats drove down from Lubbock, where he pastored another church, and delivered the sermon. Already he had ministered to Bud during his dying hours back in 1936, then laid to rest both little Mary Lou and John Lewis.

The family buried Clem at Trinity Memorial Park, three miles south of town. Riding out to the cemetery, Bobby and Preston stared out the back window and marveled at the long trail of cars. It snaked over the hills and seemed to have no end. As Clem’s casket was lowered into the ground, the wind shifted suddenly and turned the sky to rust, then ushered in one of the worst sandstorms of the year. People ran for cover and drove home with their headlights on. Clem was seventy-five years old.

*   *   *

Not long after Clem’s death, Bob’s family moved into a two-bedroom shotgun at the dead end of Owens Street. The property had a large back lot where Bob kept his dirt, and where Preston waited with a BB gun to shoot the cats that left it stinking of ammonia. On weekends, he disappeared with his father beneath one of the Fords like a prairie dog into its hole, while Bobby showed little interest in mechanics. Instead, he walked over to a large pasture at the end of the street where his friend Grady Cunningham waited.

The pasture is where Bobby had first spotted Grady the day they moved into the house. Grady stood amid the mesquite and sticker burrs watching their car as it pulled into the drive. He was pale and fleshy, with freckles covering his face and arms. His hair, as red as a Martian sunrise, stood frizzy in the wind.

Grady was eleven months older than Bobby. The two boys had attended different schools and, until now, had never met. Like Bobby, Grady was the youngest child, an accident baby. His father, Luther Cunningham, worked as an engineer on the T&P railroad, spending his days along the three hundred miles of track between Baird and Toyah. One of nine brothers, Luther was a solemn man who took great care to make himself invisible. He did not vote and never served on a jury. If he ate in a restaurant, it was never the Settles or the bustling Crawford, but the dark railroad cafés where he could vanish into the scenery. On rare days when he was home, Luther liked to sit in his chair and be left alone.

His wife, Louise, was pragmatic and dutiful. She’d guided their two daughters, Nancy and Linda, with a firm but gentle hand and a steady Church of Christ upbringing. But in January 1953, when the girls were twelve and nine, their baby brother arrived and hijacked their mother’s affections.

Born into the epic drought, Grady was allergic to water. Baths left festering welts on his skin, which Louise lathered in salves and creams to keep him from screaming. The best doctors in Big Spring and Lubbock were flummoxed. Luckily, the railroad provided Luther with good insurance, so he and Louise took Grady to the Cleveland Clinic, where a specialist diagnosed him with a rare form of psoriasis. Heavy doses of topical steroids soon allowed him to bathe.

As Grady grew older, Louise dragged him to a chiropractor for rounds of colonic hydrotherapy, which was thought to flush allergens from the body. Yet for the rest of his life, things like cows, dust, and certain grasses—the very furniture and fixtures of the plains—caused his skin to blossom with hives.

While Louise coddled her sickly child, Nancy and Linda faded from the foreground. Louise smothered the boy with so much attention that he grew anxious and hyperactive and raged whenever deprived. In order to control him—and also out of spite—his sisters tied him to a clothesline pole whenever they hung the laundry.

Each Sunday Louise drove her kids to the Church of Christ on Fourteenth and Main. The church clung to lean restorationist principles, singing their hymns a cappella because the New Testament never mentioned instruments. There was little hellfire in the Church of Christ—they had no truck with the Holy Spirit or bizarre heavenly tongues—but on visits to First Assembly with Dad, Grady found inspiration.

Like Bobby’s older sisters and cousins, Grady liked to play church, and he liked to preach. But the way he did it was like a jester tap-dancing on the altar. Out in the pasture, he cleared a place under a mesquite tree and muscled over a block of sandstone for his pulpit. With a Bible in his hand, he took on the persona of a Pentecostal flamethrower, hurling sharp rebukes at his assembled flock—usually Bobby.

“Repent!” he shouted. “Repent, or be h-e-l-l-l-bound!”

*   *   *

In second grade, Grady started wearing his sister’s clothes. He put on one of Linda’s dresses and smeared his mouth with bright red lipstick, then walked over to Bobby’s to play. Nancy and Linda complained to their mother, worried how the neighborhood might respond, but Louise defended her son, saying, “I see nothing wrong with a little dress-up.” Bob found it hilarious. Whenever he answered the door, he turned and yelled to Bobby, “Sister Grady’s here to see you.”

Bobby never saw Grady as “peculiar,” which was how adults sometimes described him. The cross-dressing turned out to be a phase anyway, and the boys continued their games in the pasture, playing baseball with other neighborhood kids, catching horny toads along the grass line, and sneaking Luther’s cigarettes—an act that filled Bobby with guilt.

As the summers passed, Bobby sprouted tall and lean while Grady grew pudgy. Once, while horsing around, Bobby tried wrapping Grady in a scissor hold, only to find himself pinned with Grady’s knees in his chest. His strength was surprising. During another scuffle, Grady stunned Bobby by ramming a sharp pencil into his stomach and drawing blood.

In school, teachers often punished Grady for rude behavior. He burst into song during their lessons—“They say don’t go … on Wolverton Mountain”—daydreamed, and slacked on his homework. And Grady could be sadistic, especially to girls. He shot spit wads into their hair and once trapped a classmate in the restroom by pushing a desk against the door.

Bobby noticed how few kids wanted to play with Grady and how he walked alone in the hallways. Even Opal noticed this, saying, “Bobby, you must be that boy’s only friend,” in a tone that suggested both pride and pity.

Sensing loyalty, Grady nudged closer to Bobby. He invited him to his regular chiropractor appointments, showing him the table where they inserted the tube that power-washed his insides. After Grady disappeared with the doctor, Bobby sat there with Louise, trying to read a magazine over the humming of the machine.

Sometime the following year, when the boys were ten and eleven, Grady took Bobby to meet a new friend. They rode their bikes over to a small clapboard home that had a tidy yard and potted flowers up the walkway. An old man answered the door and Bobby recognized him as a friend of Grady’s father, Luther, who also worked for the railroad. The man took Grady down into the basement but made Bobby wait outside. After half an hour, he saw his own way home.

Bobby was never invited back. “He doesn’t like you,” Grady told him. The old man had a homely-looking wife and two grown children who apparently never suspected a thing. The same went for Luther and Louise, who allowed the man unlimited access to their son.

At one point, a Herald photographer even captured them after a fishing trip. In the photo, Grady stands next to the man and his wife, who is smiling. The man wears a straw hat and a chambray shirt tucked into a pair of high-waisted jeans, his geriatric flesh sagging beneath his clothes. Grady—stout, his hair styled in a buzz cut—clutches a fourteen-pound catfish caught off a trotline. The caption reads, “Luck at Lake Thomas.”

*   *   *

Sadly for Bob, orders for red cat-claw steadily declined after the drought ended, forcing him to realign his vision of an empire built on sand. Already he was a man alone. His cohorts in the dirt game, Charlie and Bill, had long sold their trucks, having grown fed up with the hard work and low returns. Bill even started prank-calling Bob to toy with his temper.

“Mr. Mealer, I hear y’all are having some weather up there. Is there any chance of you bringing me a load of snow?”

“Snow?!”

For a while Homer drove one of the Fords, but he quit after he got married and found a better job. So the day Preston turned fourteen, Bob went down to the DMV and got him a hardship license, and they drove together all summer. But once school started back, Bob had a hell of a time hiring help. The best he managed to find was a dimwit rounder named John Lee who abandoned one of the trucks by the highway rather than change a blowout. Bob was furious.

“Why didn’t you call me from a station?” Bob demanded.

“I didn’t have your number,” John Lee said.

“The heck you mean you didn’t have my number?”

“Well, not with me, Bob. Got it wrote on the ol’ wall at home.”

Out in Odessa, the company that Fannie and Abe’s boys ran, Jones Brothers Dirt and Paving Contractors, was growing fast—so fast that Raymond and Troy were buying horse ranches and Cadillacs. Thanks to the Spraberry oil boom in the fifties, Odessa added over fifty thousand people, and the Jones boys were building new roads to fit them all. Hearing that Bob was having hard luck, they offered him a job, but Bob was reluctant to accept on account of a recent tragedy.

Just two years earlier, in August 1962, Norma Lou’s ex-husband, Bill Glaesman, was hauling equipment down to Sanderson for the Jones boys when he dozed off at the wheel. He managed to wake up just as his semi left the pavement, but the act of correcting the rig caused it to jackknife and flip. Bill was thrown from the cab and his truck caught fire. He died on the side of the road.

Bill and Norma had split up a couple of years earlier, and Bill had left her with a boy, Rodney, to raise on her own. But despite this, Bob was fond of Bill, and news of his death landed pretty hard—it was the only time Bobby can remember ever seeing his father cry. The Jones boys, for their part, had paid a handsome settlement to Bill’s new wife, even though the crash was no fault of theirs. For Bob, the tragedy still lingered. But as much as he hated to do it, he hired out his trucks to his nephews and moved the family sixty miles to Odessa.

Compared to Big Spring, Odessa was grubby. While it was bigger (pop. 80,000) and offered more in terms of shopping and restaurants, its landscape was mostly flat and choked with mesquite. Over the years it had become the well-established work camp of the oil patch, while Midland, which sat between it and Big Spring, seemed to attract a higher class of people. Midland was smaller (pop. 62,000) but it had the oilmen, executives, and tall buildings, while Odessa settled for hard-luck roughnecks, truckers, and broken-down cowboys. People like the Mealers.

Bob and Opal took a two-bedroom house on the north side of town, right on West County Road where oil trucks and semis rumbled past night and day. Bobby started fifth grade while Preston enrolled at Odessa High and joined the football team. At seventeen, he stood over six feet tall, and his brawny physique rippled with power. “Much of a man,” Bob liked to say, reaching up to slap the boy’s shoulders the way he’d kick a set of Michelins. Preston played junior varsity defensive end, and his strength and quickness off the line left his coaches marveling.

“You’ll be All-American if you stay with it,” they told him.

His friend Larry Gatlin played varsity quarterback and sang in a gospel trio with his brothers. They sang at the Mealers’ church, Bethel Assembly, and performed on local radio and TV. Larry’s daddy was a driller, but Larry liked to talk about college and a life somehow absent of sand and sulfured coveralls. Some nights, after hanging out with the Gatlins, Preston would lie in bed and imagine himself a college man, the All-American.

But Bob and Opal never approved of Preston playing football and offered little support. During his senior year, his grades slipped anyway and he quit the team. After graduation, Larry Gatlin accepted a scholarship to the University of Houston to play wide receiver, then moved to Nashville and cut albums with the help of Dottie West and Kris Kristofferson. Preston got married and went to the oil patch, laying pipe for two dollars an hour.

*   *   *

On Saturdays, after hauling gravel all week for the Jones boys, Bob took Bobby and Opal to visit his sisters. Fannie had long divorced Abe Jones and now lived on her own. Her sons had bought her a nice house and provided her with plenty of cash, which she liked to hide in strange places around her home. Once, Bob looked up and saw a bouquet of hundred-dollar bills rolled up in the dining-room chandelier.

Like their father, Abe, the Jones boys courted danger. One night after a dance in Stanton, Earl got into a fight with a man who pulled a knife. It was Fannie who ran between them and took the blade in her arm. Were it not for a set of drapes in her backseat, which Earl fashioned into a tourniquet, his mother would have died in the parking lot.

Bob’s sister Allie had remarried, this time to a roughneck named Tom Henson. Unlike her previous husband, Lee Pruitt, Tom was a kind and compassionate man who loved children. Whenever Bobby and his cousins came to visit, Tom would dress up in silly costumes and parade around the house, much to their delight. But Allie still grieved over her son, Orville, who’d been killed in the war. She still kept the door to his bedroom closed, but the kids knew what was inside: Orville’s trunk draped with a flag, along with pictures of him on the wall framed with curtains, like in a church. And they knew about the headache his death had given his mother, one that still greeted her each morning.

Bob’s other sister, Velva, was still married to Tom Henson’s brother, Willie Bob, a cowboy who broke horses on the Jones boys’ ranch. For decades he’d blown the family’s money on whiskey and honky-tonks. But because he was never vicious, his children loved him. For years Velva had accompanied her husband to the bars and dances, but stopped in the mid-forties after she found the Lord. One night my grandmother Opal had taken her and the kids to a revival in Odessa, featuring Opal’s old friend Frank Mack, “once a paralytic and now a flamin’ evangelist.” At the end of Mack’s sermon, Velva and the kids walked to the altar and repeated the sinner’s prayer. That night she told Willie Bob, “I don’t want no more of this life. You do what you want to, but I’m going to church.”

Velva’s relationship with the Lord helped steel her for tragedy. A couple of years after being saved, their boy Jack drowned in a caliche pit. He’d just finished his paper route and ridden his bicycle to the swimming hole, where his friends said he jumped in but never surfaced. After Jack’s body was recovered, one of the boys rode the bike back to the house, clothes and a pair of tennis shoes still tied neatly around the handlebars, just like Jack had left them. That very morning he’d told his mother, “This is gonna be a great summer if Daddy don’t drink.”

At Jack’s funeral, Opal sang “Does Jesus Care?”

Does Jesus care when my way is dark

With a nameless dread and fear?

As the daylight fades into deep night shades,

Does He care enough to be near?

*   *   *

After two years of living in Odessa, Bob grew fed up, and in 1966 decided it was time to come home. As if looking for an excuse, he convinced himself the Jones boys were cheating him. He’d pore over his ledger each night and conclude that the number of paid loads versus money in his pocket did not jibe. He grumbled about it daily, fumed and bristled when he sat down for his supper. Then one afternoon at work he finally exploded, dumped both beds right there at the job site, then announced to his driver, “We’re going to the house!” There, he instructed Opal and Bobby to start packing their things. He hauled their belongings back to Big Spring in the dump truck.

But the town had changed by the time they returned, or at least the family had. Marriage, careers, and the steady clip of time had dislodged roots and scattered them like tumbleweed. Preston and Norma Lou were living in Odessa, and Fred, Doris, and Iris were all gone. Others had settled in far-flung oil towns and returned only for holidays with their children, who had to be reminded of the names of family.

The death of Clem had served as just another blow to the fracturing alignment. They still gathered at Cora’s for Sunday lunch, but the house was quieter now. The table seemed more in proportion with the room, and before sitting down to eat, the Oh Heavenly Fathers were raised by whomever. After the dishes were cleared, they still gathered in the living room to sing, but their songs now carried a hollowness in the middle that only reminded them of the precious octaves no longer in the choir. Everything felt different, like a strained reenactment of better days.
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The fall of Raymond Tollett … a town mourns its king …

For Raymond Tollett and Cosden Petroleum, the 1960s opened with a surge of expansion. In 1960, Cosden began licensing its plastics technology overseas—first to Sinclair and Koppers, then to Naphtachimie in France. Within a few years engineers were flying from Big Spring to Japan, Germany, Belgium, Poland, Italy, China, and Czechoslovakia to open new refineries. And since only 3 percent of a barrel of oil could be used for petrochemicals, the company operated over a thousand filling stations nationwide to market its gasoline.

Tollett, now twenty years at the helm, had taken the $6 million company and increased its earnings to $83 million. Each year brought new innovations, dreamed up by his scrappy team of engineers tinkering in the middle of nowhere, their zeal for the company and its president resembling that of a sports team. What people at Cosden loved most was their underdog status, which drove bigger companies crazy. And thus, it was only a matter of time before the big boys came for a piece.

Out in New York, J. Peter Grace was fascinated by Cosden. He was president of W. R. Grace and Company, which his grandfather—former New York City mayor William Russell Grace, who accepted the Statue of Liberty from France—had founded in the 1850s as a shipping firm. When J. Peter took over in 1945, he began branching into chemicals, and by the mid-fifties had snatched up companies across the country. He started pursuing Cosden in 1956, smitten by its vast supply of crude, pipeline, and chemical capacity. Grace proposed a merger, but Tollett and his directors declined. Another attempt failed in 1959. Finally, in January of the following year, Grace staged a takeover by purchasing 51.9 percent of the company’s common stock, making Cosden a subsidiary.

At first, it proved a convenient arrangement. Tollett remained president and the company kept its name. Better, with oil prices at a momentary low, the security that Grace provided guaranteed expansion. A new product line was introduced, and Grace even built a fertilizer plant across the street that further bolstered Cosden’s portfolio.

But the two men clashed. According to executives, Grace wanted to plunder the employee pension plan, which Tollett had put into a trust that couldn’t be touched. The sluggish market eventually put a damper on what Grace originally thought he could make off the refinery. Fed up and occupied by more lucrative ventures, Grace sold its controlling shares in April 1963—and with it, Tollett’s claim on his prized Jewel of the West.

The buyer was American Petrofina, the U.S. operator of the mammoth Belgian oil company, which laid down $90 million for the entire outfit. All existing shares, including Tollett’s, were liquidated. The old stockholders, who’d met each year at the Cosden Country Club over T-bones and tumblers of whiskey, gathered one last time on the top floor of the Petroleum Building to await the final sale. Nearly two thousand miles away in Jersey City, a team of lawyers gathered signatures and it was done. “We have just been informed that the closing has been completed,” the chairman in Big Spring announced, after hanging up the telephone. “This meeting is adjourned.”

And with that, the Herald reported, “last rites had been pronounced over the old patriarch.”

A new enterprise, the Cosden Oil and Chemical Company, rose in its place. Employees were guaranteed their jobs for at least a year, after which there were no promises. At first, Tollett refused to sign the letter of intent that fixed the sale, then reluctantly agreed. The new owners asked him to stay on as president and director, but with largely diminished powers—as a glorified manager who answered to New York and Brussels.

Instead of giving his decision, he hopped on a plane to Kenya, far off the radar, where he could think in peace. He took a long safari, spent days walking the beach in Mombasa, and contemplated what he’d lost and what there was left to gain.

At fifty-six years old, he was already a rich man. Personal oil dealings, plus his salary, had left him a millionaire, and the sale of his Cosden shares had netted him even greater wealth.

But years of stress had worsened his drinking. His benders now lasted weeks instead of days, and within the past year, he’d hospitalized himself on several occasions to get sober. His executives were exasperated, worried that his habit was dulling his famously tactical mind. He forgot things easily and moved a bit slower. Worse, he was showing up drunk at the refinery on Sundays and palling around with the men. Come Monday, the union boss was pulling out his hair from all the promises Tollett had made to everyone. The drinking had become a corporate liability.

Tollett knew his days as a magic man were limited, if not already gone, just as they’d run out on Joshua Cosden himself. If there was any legacy left to build on, he concluded, it was repaying the town for all they’d given to him.

He returned to Big Spring and resumed his job, but without a contract. “I’ll serve from term to term at the pleasure of the directors of American Petrofina Incorporated,” he wrote in his monthly column. As for his reasons for staying in Big Spring, he said, “It just so happens that I like the people.”

He bolstered his Siblings Foundation, named in honor of his children, which gave grants to “people of all creeds and colors” to start small businesses and pay college tuition. And he aggressively raised money for other Big Spring charities, such as the United Fund, which funneled money to over a dozen local groups. For this particular campaign, Tollett expected each of his clients, from truck contractors to caterers, to donate their share.

This was something Homer had discovered personally several years earlier while working as dispatcher at Steere Tank Lines, whose trucks hauled gasoline out of Cosden. One afternoon he picked up the telephone to find Tollett on the other end.

“If I don’t have a check for the United Fund on my desk by five o’clock this afternoon, no Steere trucks are entering my refinery,” he said, then hung up the phone. Homer scrambled to get the check and arrived with minutes to spare.

Waiting for him at the gate was Tollett, who’d invited the Herald.

“This,” he told the reporter, slapping Homer on the back, “is what I mean about a company doing its part.”

With Tollett, everybody won.

*   *   *

In 1964, Tollett was pushing hard for a bond election to expand the school district, which he’d championed for over twenty years. Shortly before the vote, he appeared on the local television station KWAB (which he had helped bring to town) to drum up support for the cause. But by the time the cameras rolled, Tollett was so drunk he could barely get through the segment.

As his drinking became more public, so did other sins. He was cavalier with his mistresses, bringing them into the Petroleum Building, where he pampered them in his top-floor suite. He brought them to the airport, where he ordered his pilot to fly them around town so they could carouse. Many people witnessed this behavior: employees, members of his church, and friends of his wife, and it both incited their disapproval and saddened them. Around this time Tollett also began leaving hundred-dollar tips under his plate in restaurants.

Meanwhile, up on Hillside Drive, Iris drank in bitter isolation, save for a few lovers herself. The infidelity cut both ways but always seemed to cut her the deepest. “Everyone in town talks about me,” she told a friend, and she wasn’t wrong.

People concluded the only reason Iris and Raymond stayed married was to destroy one another. Explosive fights at the home sometimes brought the police. But the officers remembered the policeman’s ball that Mr. T. threw down at the club for them and their wives, with all the food and dancing they could stand. They issued a gentle warning and the boss apologized for making them come out so late. “Just a little misunderstanding,” he told them. “Just a little too much to drink.” The door would close and a tired voice on the other side would tell little Ann to go back to bed.

A terrible fight erupted one evening over dinner. Iris’s niece Judi was seated at the table, and so were the kids. At one point Iris said she was leaving, jumped up, and stormed out the door, then Raymond did the same. But he reached his car first, and when Iris made the mistake of crossing behind him on the way to hers, he backed up.

The car knocked her down and rolled over her leg, snapping her femur in half. Her niece heard the commotion and ran outside with the kids. They found Iris pinned beneath the tire, screaming, while Raymond stumbled into the house to call an ambulance.

Doctors installed a steel rod in Iris’s leg, but not before spending an hour picking the gravel out of her skin. The paper reported the incident as “a mishap at the family home” and gave the gossip mill a delectable feast. Raymond told the police, “I must’ve hit the accelerator instead of the brake.”

*   *   *

In order to shield the children from their drinking, the Tolletts sent them to boarding school. Ray Jr. began attending New Mexico Military Institute in Roswell in 1963, with Jason Blake following two years later. After junior high, Ann went away to a Baptist academy in San Marcos, Texas. Each month, their father would fly out for a visit, or else send the Heron to fetch them.

Summers weren’t left to chance. Ann left for Western Life Camp in northern New Mexico, while the boys attended Camp Silver Spruce, in the mountains outside Durango. Once they got older, Tollett insisted the boys travel abroad, but always on their own. Each of their trips was carefully detailed in the morning Herald.

*   *   *

Kept out of the society pages, but known throughout town, were the trips Tollett was taking to dry out—spates of voluntary detox that were becoming more and more frequent. For years, Raymond had relied on his friend Dr. Bennett to help recover. But after Bennett’s sudden death in 1958, Tollett’s benders became uglier, and to get sober, he turned himself over to Bennett’s old partner, Dr. Clyde Thomas, the refinery’s chief physician and surgeon.

Dr. Thomas practiced out of Hall-Bennett Memorial Hospital, where my aunt Zelda worked as a secretary. As soon as Tollett arrived, Dr. Thomas sent for two bottles of scotch and began the slow withdrawal, then remained at the hospital around the clock. To ease the shakes and prevent seizures, he administered heavy doses of benzodiazepine, usually Librium or Valium. For Tollett, the treatments could be anguishing, marked by fevers and violent hallucinations. But after about a week, he always resurfaced on the other end, donned one of his custom suits, then drove back to the refinery and made it rain.

“Such a brilliant mind,” Dr. Thomas once said. “And yet we’ll never know what it’s truly capable of doing.”

*   *   *

On May 22, 1968, the evening Herald delivered shocking news. After nearly thirty years at the helm, Tollett was stepping down at the refinery, effective immediately. The paper was working off a press release handed down from American Petrofina. But as everyone suspected, the Belgians had simply grown tired of Tollett’s drinking and sent word to sever ties. “Ray can make a better deal drunk than sober” is what they used to say, but Petrofina was too tidy an enterprise for loose cannons, regardless of their accuracy.

The story ran on the front page, top of the fold, along with a photo from a small, awkward reception thrown together at the Petroleum Building. In it, Tollett embraces the hands of Paul Meek, his second in command, who would take over the reins. Meek himself appears agitated. The look from Tollett, whose face is puffy and tired, is one of crushing surrender.

There was no sendoff at the refinery where his people labored, no opportunity to wave his hat under the lights while they bade him farewell. His only parting words, quoted in a later story, were aimed at them: “Of all the sins that may be counted against me, I do hope that I am never guilty of or accused of being ungrateful.”

By the end of the summer, Tollett had opened a law practice with a local attorney, John Burgess, and hung his shingle on the fourth floor of the Permian Building. He still lunched at the Hotel Settles and held court on the downtown sidewalks, where people stopped to greet him. Impeccably dressed and radiating that same old magic, he never forgot a name.

For the better part of a year he put on a good face. He still visited old employees in the hospital and showed up to their funerals. But the life of a country lawyer was akin to death itself. His past threw an inescapable shadow. And for an alcoholic, the town itself must have loomed like a giant trigger—the company offices two blocks away, the clang clang clang of the Cosden filling station across the street, and every building he’d ever entered.

People told stories about Tollett’s last few months, hushed ones that weren’t meant for repeating. Like the time one of his former engineers found him passed out in his car on Main Street and had to drive him home. Or the night he fell down in Herman’s new restaurant, before God and all of Big Spring, and couldn’t get up. Not a fork moved as he lay on the floor. Herman finally ran over and helped him to his feet, then called a cab. The driver knew exactly where to go—they all did. Each time he fell down, the town was there to pick him up, to carry him home atop their able shoulders.

But then, one time they turned around and he was gone. On October 25, 1969, Tollett checked himself into the Starlite Village Hospital and Clinic, a rehab facility located in the Texas Hill Country. Perhaps he needed to get away from the old triggers, to dry out in a place where it might finally stick. Nobody knows exactly why he chose that place.

But the doctors at Starlite dried him out too fast. Two days into his treatment, away from the round-the-clock care of his trusted physician, Tollett went into convulsions and died. He was sixty-one years old.

His funeral, held two days later, was the biggest the city had ever seen. The refinery closed until noon so workers could attend. Over a thousand men and women who’d given Tollett the best years of their lives packed St. Mary’s Episcopal Church, buried their faces, and wept. Joining them were oilmen from Fort Worth and Oklahoma, executives from New York and Chicago, along with so many others who’d visited the man at the top of the Petroleum Building and not walked away empty-handed. The church couldn’t hold them all. They crowded the aisles and spilled onto the sidewalk, where the line to pay respects to the last king of Big Spring stretched around the block.

As for my family, Tollett’s passing came as sad news, if nothing else. Aside from Bobby’s cousin Granville, who developed patents at the refinery, our two orbits had remained mostly independent. It would take another eight years for them to cross.
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Bobby grows up … meets Ronnie and Marie, battles the Lord …

Back when Tollett was still perched on his throne, in December 1966, Bobby turned thirteen. That winter a growth spurt seized him unawares and left him long and skinny, with two gangly arms that nearly reached his knees. At the same time, Bob finally concluded the boy would never dirty his nails beneath a Ford, much less drive one. The least he could do was impart a work ethic.

That summer, Bobby began sacking groceries at the air base commissary, where Zelda’s Charlie was manager. From the start, he heeded his father’s words and performed his work with pride. He took special care not to make the sacks too heavy, as most of his customers were women who’d be unloading them alone. Because he worked for tips, he learned early to spot the officers’ wives and walk them to their cars, saying softly as they crossed the parking lot, “I’ll bet that’s a new dress you’re wearing, ma’am,” or “I was thinking how you remind me of the actress Audrey Hepburn.” The women would smile and reach into their purses for change, sending Bobby home with around thirty dollars a shift.

*   *   *

It was the summer of 1967, but the tumultuous events taking place around the country unfolded without Bobby’s knowledge. That July, as hippies protested Vietnam and paraded naked in the Haight-Ashbury, and as race riots raged in Newark, Detroit, Houston, and eight other American cities, Big Spring remained isolated by its geography, shielded by its sand and wind and locals bent on keeping the status quo. The 4-H Club held a “calf tour” through downtown and The Alamo, starring John Wayne, returned to the Jet Drive-In, back by popular demand. The Old Settlers held their forty-third reunion at the park to reminisce about the pioneer days and cook a batch of son-of-a-gun stew. And it rained, an honest-to-God soaker.

Aside from the Cosden engineers and air force officers who brought their modicum of high society, there was everyone else, who observed the rules of the frontier. For any longhair bold enough to express himself in the Summer of Love, there was a pickup full of cowboys ready to test his mettle.

While Big Spring didn’t experience the same kind of racial strife as the rest of the country—the air base had long brought minorities to town and the schools had been integrated since the mid-fifties—most blacks and Hispanics still kept to the north side of the T&P tracks. Except for the times when the world’s problems blindsided the town—like the dust and sand of the thirties and fifties, which came from above—things did not change. In fact, people still talked about the summer of 1963, when Dr. Martin Luther King rallied the march on Washington. All week long passenger trains full of blacks rolled through Big Spring from points west. None of them ever stopped, yet judging from the reaction to so much dark skin through the windows, you’d think each car cradled an atom bomb.

*   *   *

While the Summer of Love passed without incident, it marked Bobby’s first awareness of girls. And much to his surprise, girls liked him, especially church girls. He was independent, which made him seem older, which suggested the possibility of mystery that girls reached for like a glimmer at the bottom of a pool. At fourteen he even got his own car, a used Galaxie 500 that he drove thanks to a hardship license his father had helped him get, more out of family tradition than anything.

Plus he could dress. With the money he earned at the commissary, in addition to mowing lawns, he shopped at the men’s store downtown and pieced together a mod wardrobe of mock turtlenecks and cardigans, straight-cut jeans, and tapered slacks. And his gift of florid BS, which so enraged his brother Preston, had developed into something resembling confidence.

The ensemble was fully flexed the following summer when a new preacher arrived at First Assembly. Brother Farmer had a daughter named Marie, with long dark hair and big brown eyes that took in her new town. Big Spring was seven times the size of Muleshoe, whose only calling card was a life-size fiberglass mule named Pete that stood at the north end of Main Street. Marie had aspirations, which amounted to being popular and beautiful and driven around in muscle cars. She also desired a boyfriend right away, and Bobby seemed good enough.

He fawned over Marie and took great pains to be the boyfriend he thought she wanted. He buried her in gifts and kitschy cards and kept his charm on overdrive. Marie gave him just enough in return: a brush of bare leg in church (while her father preached the sermon), a wet kiss at the end of a night, perhaps a note that suggested he was her only one. He’d never met anyone as pretty as the preacher’s daughter or anyone harder to please. He would work for her love.

Marie had two older brothers, both of them infamous. The oldest boy, who now lived elsewhere, had been kicked out of Southwestern Assemblies of God College in Waxahachie for humping a mannequin in his bed, a prank that had clearly gone wrong. The next oldest, Ronnie, lived at home and was far worse. It was rumored that Ronnie was the reason his parents had to leave Muleshoe, on account of some trouble he’d gotten into on graduation night. He and some buddies got liquored up and painted Pete the Mule neon green, then spent the night in jail for it. And not long after arriving in Big Spring, he drove back to Muleshoe for a football game and got arrested with a trunk full of beer. His parents were trying to enroll him at Waxahachie, hoping it might straighten him out. But until that happened, Ronnie was set loose on Big Spring, and right behind him was Bobby.

Bobby liked Ronnie even more than he liked his sister. For starters, Ronnie drove a two-tone Pontiac GTO. He was also handsome and sharply dressed, and girls paid attention. It frustrated Marie to no end when cheerleaders and class officers approached her and asked to hang out, then casually added, “So is your brother gonna be there?”

Ronnie dated several girls at a time. He filled his car with cheerleaders and drove to the top of Thrill Hill. Then he gunned the engine and flipped off his lights as they sailed over the rim into pure black, which encapsulated Ronnie’s theory of everything. There was also the night when Ronnie and a bunch of girls filed into a local steakhouse and Ronnie ordered half the menu: T-bones and chops, fish and Sunday ham, every kind of dessert. When it came time to leave, Ronnie spotted an old man and his wife sitting at a nearby table.

“Hal Johnson, is that you?” Ronnie said.

No, the man replied, but Ronnie kept at it, just to keep him talking. As he walked out the door, he told the waitress, “Dad says he’ll take the bill.”

Ronnie did anything for money. “Ten bucks says I won’t drink this,” he said once, holding a bottle of dish soap, then poured it down his throat. Years later up in Pampa, Ronnie consumed one hundred jalapeno peppers in fourteen minutes and nineteen seconds, and entered the Guinness Book of World Records. “My stomach felt like a small campfire,” he told a reporter.

*   *   *

Ronnie drank beer and smoked cigarettes, so Bobby did too. And when Ronnie walked into a grocery store and slipped a pack of Winstons into his coat, Bobby did the same. Filching cigarettes became routine and the burden of sin clung like sediment to his soul.

Lately, his relationship with God had gotten harder to maintain. It seemed that no matter how hard he tried, or how much he prayed, he could not follow the church’s myriad rules that guaranteed salvation. Breaking just one knocked you out of grace. He tried keeping a tally of his sins, recounting each one when he prayed at night asking God’s forgiveness. Aside from the beer and cigarettes and using foul language, there were the times when Marie took him to the brink of pleasure beneath the flicker of the Jet Drive-In, only to withhold her love. The sins kept mounting, and after a while Bobby concluded that he was too weak to stop them. I’m just not worthy, he told himself.

Grandma Cora could see right through the dirty window of his soul. She even called him out for going to the movies once, saying, “What if Jesus came back while you were in that place?” He knew the answer, for it haunted him: empty sidewalks, cars without drivers, the plague of locusts with the faces of men. The great eye of heaven closing over the earth like a scroll. They’d taught him all about the Rapture.

He strove for salvation. When the preacher invoked the old story that everyone knew, how Billy and Suzy slipped out of church one night to go dancing instead of hitting the altar, and how they crashed and died on the way home and went to hell—well, Bobby was right up front, getting straight with the Lord.

Bobby was weak, and the fact that Ronnie’s father was the pastor at First Assembly had worked like spiritual subterfuge. As soon as Bobby began to doubt his faith, Ronnie had appeared and led him into rebellion. Sinning with the preacher’s boy not only seemed admissible, but it was fun.

“Hey, you know why it’s a sin to screw while standing up?” Ronnie asked.

They were in his GTO, speeding home from a youth rally in Lamesa and drinking beers from the trunk.

“No, why?”

“It might lead to dancing.”

They flung their empties into the dark while Zappa screeched over the eight-track and faded into the plains. The gas flares out in the fields appeared like watchmen at their posts, on guard against those larger worldly fires. But their protection was not sufficient, and the problems of the world found their way past.

In April 1968, Preston was drafted for the war in Vietnam.

At the time, he and his wife, Linda, were living in a garage apartment on Twenty-third Street in Odessa. For two years, Preston had been trying to find his niche: first as a pipeliner, then a brief spell as a welder’s helper. For a while he operated a forklift unloading boxcars, but the position was only temporary. He was out looking for another job when Linda opened the mailbox and saw the letter from the Selective Service System. “Uncle Sam Wants You,” it said in big bold letters. She held it in her hand and wept.

The letter on the table, in addition to sending him off to fight someplace he could not picture in his mind, would also keep him unemployed. The government had classified him 1-A, fit for imminent service, rendering him untouchable. After he spent two weeks looking for a job, nobody would hire him.

His aunt Allie’s new husband, Tom Henson, worked on a well-service unit based out of Odessa. When Tom heard about Preston, he called his boss and got him on a crew that serviced pump jacks. For three months Preston drove around with Tom, saying little as the dust boiled up in the cab. His mind was nine thousand mile away, running through the dark jungles of his future.
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Frances moves right …

For Frances, life was entering its third chapter: Scottsdale, children, domesticity. When the judge gave Tommy custody of his two girls, part of the deal was that Frances had to stay home and care for them. She’d accepted this deal mainly so they’d be safe, but she also enjoyed being a mother to them and her own two girls. It was all she could do to try and right the wrong that had been done to her as a child.

Taking care of four girls was real work, and Frances ran the household according to a tight schedule. Each morning she got the girls out of bed and into the bathroom to get dressed, then tried to cook a real breakfast of eggs and bacon and pancakes. Once the house was empty she did her exercises: thirty toe touches and a few simple calisthenics (into her nineties, she would still be able to do splits). She showered, put on makeup, and if she had to leave the house to run an errand, she put on a pair of heels and a cute dress and styled her hair just so. Later, she tackled the usual mountain of laundry before the girls returned for lunch (the school was just across the street). In the afternoons she helped with homework and projects, and once the supper plates were cleared, she bathed the girls, scrubbed their heads, and set their hair into curlers. This was the routine, and time flew past.

Her one rule was that the family ate breakfast together every morning, and mostly they did. Those days, Tommy was often on the road and didn’t come home until late. He and his salesmen were always out looking for new territory to claim, driving into towns such as Ajo and Eloy and going door-to-door, their customers mainly women like Frances who answered the bell at noon. If you’d asked her ten years ago what she’d be doing now, “the wife of a vacuum cleaner salesman” would be the absolute last thing she’d have told you. But Tommy loved it, and he made more money selling Kirbys than he ever had as a musician.

She had to admit she pined for the music now and then, the excitement of the life. Dancing all night until her legs ached, the long bus rides with the Texas Playboys, and how the songs seemed to change from town to town as if they were living things, independent of the players. Most of all, though, she missed how much they used to laugh. It was strange, really, to think of herself now with those people—Bob Wills and Billy Jack, Ernest Tubb and the others. She could still see Hank Williams shooting dice on the floor of the tour bus as it rolled through the Valley, along with the note he gave to her that night in San Jose. She hadn’t heard from Bob or Billy Jack in years. She still saw Hank Thompson whenever he toured through Phoenix, but that made Tommy jealous. Sometimes it felt as if the music had happened in a previous life and there was no way of going back. And what she had in this life was a responsibility to her girls and her husband.

In the early sixties, she found all the talk about women’s lib annoying. When writer Betty Friedan came out with The Feminine Mystique and got everyone in a hissy about the “problem that has no name,” it just set Frances off.

To her, staying home was part of the fifty-fifty deal. Tommy worked his butt off selling Kirbys and she kept the house, cared for the kids. God knows she didn’t want it the other way around. If being a homemaker was a woman’s role, then fine. She wasn’t having an existential crisis about it, and she certainly wasn’t whining like Friedan and these so-called feminists in the news.

Frances liked to listen to talk radio while she cleaned the lunch dishes and finished chores. At twelve fifteen she tuned into John Sage’s call-in show on KWBY, where the discussion was always politics. She’d always considered herself patriotic—she’d led the war bond drive at National Biscuit Company in San Francisco—but she’d never voted in an election and didn’t associate with any one party. But in the early fifties she became angry with President Harry Truman and the Democrats for bungling Korea, how they left it wide open for the communists to have their way, then let the United Nations tie our hands while our boys died by the thousands. The war became personal when it sucked in Tommy and Leamon and upended their lives.

So in 1952, when General Eisenhower, the most trusted man in America, declared in his campaign speech, “I shall go to Korea” and end the fiasco, Frances became a Republican. She’d veered to the right ever since, especially in the new decade, with America coming apart at the seams.

Around 1962, she started calling into John Sage’s show and picking fights. Not real fights, of course. Sage’s program worked like a public forum where people called in and debated one another. Frances liked skewering the liberals, and even Sage himself, a gadfly who relished the back and forth. Arguing was something Frances was good at—plus she found it fun to sit in her kitchen amid a pile of ironing and feel her heart race in battle.

She set her crosshairs on feminists and left-leaning Republicans. But what made her blood boil were the civil rights protesters and everyone else bad-mouthing the South. After Kennedy was killed and Johnson—a Texan, of all things—started pushing the Civil Rights Act and welfare for all, she couldn’t just sit in her house anymore and talk on the radio.

It’s not that she didn’t support rights for black people. They had a right to vote, be treated fairly, and not live in fear. But like many Americans, even Johnson himself, she was horrified by their marches and riots that began to play out in 1963 and 1964. The rioting was pure insubordination, she felt, a blade into the fabric of the country, and it was terrifying to watch it on television. What’s more, she hated the way people painted all Southerners as racists and bigots. These were hardworking folks, she would argue, most of whom had never done a thing in their lives to harm a person of color. And now their towns and neighborhoods were in chaos and their businesses ruined—all because outsiders came in and egged people on, outsiders whose own northern cities were no better to blacks than anywhere else.

Later, when LBJ rolled out his “war on poverty,” it struck her as nothing but a big pity party sponsored by the government. Poor me—it was the new cry of the republic. Never mind that as a young girl in Big Spring, she’d stood in that same welfare line herself, and that check had kept her family from starving.

In early 1964 she began attending meetings of the Scottsdale Republican Women and was surprised to find that many of them recognized her voice from the radio, or had read her letters to the newspaper. Like Frances, most of the ladies identified as conservatives, having distinguished themselves from the more centrist members of the party who, at the time, were in step behind New York governor Nelson Rockefeller, whom they regarded as an East Coast elitist. The conservatives were a wily faction, still very much on the margins. Their ranks comprised radical elements such as the old America First isolationists, John Birchers, and McCarthyites, in addition to a growing number of Republicans who feared the country was swinging liberal for good.

In Scottsdale, their very own senator, Barry Goldwater, was the man carrying the torch for their swelling movement. The conservatives had wanted Goldwater in 1960 but got Nixon instead. They were mad when Barry refused to fight for the nomination on the convention floor, and even angrier when Nixon lost to Kennedy and flung the cause into obscurity. But Goldwater remained a conservative hero into JFK’s term, “the favorite son of a state of mind,” as Fortune put it.

Frances loved Goldwater and felt he was the only hope for a country facing its demise: from Kennedy bungling the Bay of Pigs and letting Castro make us look weak to the United States going head to head with Khrushchev and skidding to the brink of annihilation. Goldwater wouldn’t pussyfoot around with communists and he took the Constitution at its word, believing the Civil Rights Act ran roughshod all over it. But to back Barry meant you were part of the total movement. So that spring Frances helped the Scottsdale Republican Women get other conservatives on the ticket, including a local lawyer named John Conlan who was running for Congress.

Frances worked closely with Conlan, canvassing signatures to put him on the ballot, then manning the telephones to raise money and votes. The campaign put her in close contact with wealthy people in Phoenix who threw lavish fund-raisers. The fact that Conlan was a former army captain with a law degree from Harvard, and handsome to boot, made Tommy burn with jealousy. One evening Frances returned from a big gala to find Tommy piping mad. “Were you with Conlan?” he demanded to know. And when Frances answered yes, he smacked her so hard it left her face numb.

In November 1964, LBJ pummeled Goldwater in a landslide, but Conlan got elected. So did many other conservatives across the country, and that was enough to keep Frances pushing for the cause. In 1967, she became a delegate for Phyllis Schlafly’s bid to lead the National Federation of Republican Women and traveled to Washington for the convention. Schlafly had written the book A Choice Not an Echo, which had galvanized the Goldwater movement and made her a cult hero among conservatives, including Frances. Schlafly ended up losing to a more moderate candidate, but she and Frances became friends. Later, Frances helped her mobilize housewives to take down the Equal Rights Amendment when it came up for congressional approval. In 1967, she also went to work for Goldwater’s successful Senate reelection campaign. Frances was a demon on the telephones, so much so that Goldwater presented her with a gold pendant in the shape of a rotary phone, one of her most prized possessions.

But her biggest project came the following year. In reaction to the mounting protests over the Vietnam War, to seeing crowds booing returning servicemen and calling them names, Frances started writing letters to soldiers and recruited other housewives. “We are launching [this] campaign with the belief that our gratitude and support is much more effective than marching in the streets,” she told the Arizona Republic.

After the story ran, hundreds of people began calling her house asking for names and addresses of soldiers, and Frances always had a ready list. Goldwater then encouraged her to start doing “talking letters” where people recorded messages on tape and sent them to boys overseas. Soon her kitchen table was a mess of wires and recording equipment, with strangers coming and going. It was during all of this that Tommy started staying out all night. “I slept at the office,” he’d say, but Frances knew this was a lie because she’d hired a detective. Tommy not only had a mistress but he was keeping her in a rented house. The most devastating part of the news was that her brothers Leamon and John knew about it and never said a word.

Frances kicked Tommy out and filed for divorce. While their daughters reeled from the breakup—one requiring counseling and another plagued by violent nightmares—Frances circled her wagons and focused on being a good mother. After Goldwater sent a letter expressing sympathy and support, she pressed on with the yeoman’s work of the cause—knocking on more doors, making more calls, registering voters. The cause is what kept her sane, and in the ground game there was but one objective: she was out to save America.
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Hollywood comes to Big Spring … Preston goes to ’Nam … Bobby slips out of reach …

By 1968, the war in Vietnam had killed over a dozen young men from Big Spring. But if news of Preston being drafted had any impact on Bobby, who was fifteen, he doesn’t remember. His brother barely acknowledged his existence, and the feeling was mutual. Besides, Bobby had problems of his own.

Marie was running around on him with another guy from church. His name was Steve, and people said he had a wild streak wider than Ronnie’s. Steve had waited until the Wednesday night service when Bobby was working to ask Marie out, and she’d told him yes.

Already, she’d been giving off strange electricity. Bobby feared she might be drifting, so the previous weekend, he’d sprung for steaks at Herman’s to try and see where he stood. Marie wore the necklace he’d given her for her birthday, which put him at ease, plus the expensive bracelet he’d bought for her. Half of every paycheck from the grocery store disappeared trying to make her happy. And how did she choose to thank him? By going out with Steve the very next week.

One of his friends saw them together that Saturday night. Bobby had driven around for hours trying to collect his wits, trying to decide if he ought to confront Steve and bust his nose. But that was too risky, he decided, because what if Steve really was wild?

He had to do something, so he drove to the cemetery and stole a big floral wreath off one of the tombstones, along with some flowers, and waited until the following night when Marie and her family were at church. He hung the wreath on their front door, scattered the flowers on the porch, and scrawled a note in big red letters that read STEVE’S FUNERAL!! When he asked Marie about it the next day, all she did was roll her eyes.

*   *   *

In the summer of 1968, Bob and Opal found a two-bedroom house near the corner of Eighteenth and Main and for the first time in their lives signed a mortgage. From the front yard, they could look north along Main Street and see the town dip into the valley, where the Hotel Settles rose proudly. As a boy I would come to know the house’s every crack and corner.

Unfortunately, it had sat vacant for years and needed a lot of work. Cardboard closets had to be ripped from the wall and framed out properly. The kitchen needed new cabinets and the whole house had to have a new ceiling. Opal assigned these tasks to Bob, without much success. However capable he was with dump trucks and drilling rigs, he couldn’t seem to cut a straight line into wood and power tools ceased to function in his hands. To make matters worse, he was short on patience. He would fly into a rage and pitch his tools against the wall, screaming so loudly that Opal had to close the windows. Once when Bobby was helping him fix the washing machine, Bob grew so frustrated that he ripped it from its plumbing, pushed it all the way to the back door, then kicked it down the steps, shouting, “Dat-burn piece of garage sale crap!”

Opal then enlisted Zelda’s Charlie for the home improvements, and slowly the work got accomplished. The house still needed a fresh coat of paint, but Bob wouldn’t pay for it. Then, in late July, Opal saw a story in the Herald about a Hollywood film crew coming to town. They were looking to hire local talent, in particular, “rodeo-type performers, gospel singers, a 45–50 year old Negro male musician, boys 19–24 years old, and a blond man, six foot one or two.” The movie was called Midnight Cowboy. Those interested needed to call Mr. Michael Childers at the Ramada Inn for an appointment.

Gospel singers, Opal thought, then picked up the telephone.

The paper described the film as “a late western,” in which a young man leaves his small Texas town “in search of love and success” in New York City. British director John Schlesinger had driven five thousand miles across Texas looking for the ideal location for the character’s childhood home before deciding on Big Spring. He also chose nearby Stanton for a few scenes.

For three weeks in August 1968, cameras and set crews, along with fleets of production and catering vehicles, took over the downtown streets. In the now-classic opening montage, a young Joe Buck, played by Jon Voight, leaves home dressed like Hopalong Cassidy and heads down Fourth Street clutching a cow-pattern suitcase. After quitting his dishwashing job at Miller’s Pig Stand, he boards a bus for Manhattan and the town fades in the distance.

The production hired dozens of locals to play extras. The scene for which Opal was hired involved Joe Buck being baptized in a lake. Opal and about forty others spent the morning at Moss Creek, east of town, singing hymns along the bank. At the end of the day, she collected her twenty-five dollars and bought a trunk load of key-lime paint, feeling pretty proud of herself.

Of course, nobody told Opal or anyone else what really happened to Joe Buck once he reached New York City, how he became a male prostitute. That was revealed the following year when Midnight Cowboy hit theaters carrying an X rating, which the Motion Picture Association issued due to the film’s “homosexual frame of reference.” People in town were scandalized and felt betrayed.

Schlesinger had suspected as much. Shortly before the crew pulled out of West Texas, Voight found the director alone in his trailer. He was flushed and trembling all over, in the grips of an anxiety attack. Voight suspected he was dying.

“What have we done?” Schlesinger said. “What will they think of us?”

Thinking fast, Voight replied, “John, we will live the rest of our artistic lives in the shadow of this great masterpiece,” and he was correct. That year the film dominated the Academy Awards, taking Best Picture and Best Director. Harry Nilsson, who sang “Everybody’s Talkin’” over the opening montage, also won a Grammy.

But the accolades of the secular world did not impress Grandma Cora and the congregation at First Assembly, several of whom had been tricked into participating. It would take years for Opal to live down her role, even though she appears for only a split second. The choir’s songs ended up muffled in the background anyway, denying the world her magnificent voice.

*   *   *

One of the people to come out publicly in support of Midnight Cowboy was Bobby’s friend Grady Cunningham, who, at sixteen years old, worked as an usher at the downtown Ritz Theater. In November 1969, he penned an editorial in the Herald defending the R- and X-rated films the town’s moral majority were in the habit of protesting, such as Midnight Cowboy and Easy Rider, pointing out that church people usually made up a good portion of the audiences.

Grady was taller now, yet pudgy still, and, like Bobby, wore his hair down to the shoulders. And also like Bobby, he’d become aware of the greater world outside of Big Spring and didn’t much like his family’s place in it. But it wasn’t poverty that irritated Grady, because his parents weren’t poor. It was their commonness. It was his father coming home day after day from the same job to sit in the same chair to be served the same suppers, forever until death, and his sisters marrying men he saw as no different. To him, his family seemed content with being invisible, and it made Grady want to live as loudly as possible. To be admired. To be known as a person of consequence.

*   *   *

Ever since starting at the Ritz, Grady had come to admire its owner, Ike Robb, whose family was revered throughout town. Since the early part of the century, the Robbs had built an empire of movie houses across New Mexico and West Texas and acquired vast holdings of property. In Big Spring alone, Ike’s father, J. Y. Robb, had owned and operated over a half-dozen theaters over the years while keeping his hand in civic affairs.

During high school, young Ike had garnered his own fame as a standout defensive guard on the Big Spring Steers, lauded by the Herald as “fast, aggressive, and with a football heart.” He later played for SMU, earning a spot on the All-Southwest Conference team before returning home to work the family business.

In the late fifties, as Big Spring’s population soared from the air base and refinery, Ike’s father ceded most of the theater operations to his son and turned his energies toward land development, in particular a project at the base of South Mountain, a large bluff on the southern end of town. Robb had purchased 960 acres from the T&P for a high-end subdivision he called Highland South—“Big Spring’s Most Desirable Living Area,” as described in its ads. The development would cater to Big Spring’s new upper class: air force officers and Cosden executives, along with the bankers, lawyers, and wildcatters who’d grown rich in the recent boom. Highland South would feature spacious lots for family homes, plus apartments, a park for the kids, even an eighty-acre lake. But sadly, in February 1960, even before the bulldozers moved in, J. Y. Robb’s health declined and he died.

Ike carried on his father’s vision. By the early sixties, giant homes were going up in Highland South and lots were in demand. Along one of its cul-de-sacs, at the bottom of a craggy cliff, Ike built a dream house of his own: a two-story ranch with a second-floor office that featured a built-in movie projector and screen where his staff could preview films before they played at the theater. As Grady sat watching Love Story and The Hawaiians, he knew what he wanted.

By then, people in Big Spring regarded Ike Robb—like they did Tollett—as a pillar of community life. He sat on the board at State National Bank, served as Chamber of Commerce president, and raised money for the YMCA, among other charities. In 1964, the city had honored him with its Outstanding Man of the Year award.

Grady deeply admired what Robb’s family had built, and over time he began to see Ike as both a mentor and a person to emulate. The only thing was, Grady had an issue he didn’t know how to resolve, one that could easily thwart his ambitions.

He was still attracted to men. Lately, he’d gotten into the habit of driving to the city park to meet them. He did this mostly at night, though he’d gone there in the daylight, too. He parked his car outside the stone bathrooms and waited alone inside, moonlight pouring through the window, until he heard the sound of car wheels and the crunch of footsteps. The consequences of being caught soliciting gay sex in a small town went unstated. At that same park, gay men had been dragged out and beaten. One man was pushed into the bushes and stabbed.

But Grady was young and careless, and during one of his visits, someone from school must have driven past and recognized his car. Now people were talking about him in the halls.

The one place where Grady found sanctuary was the Ritz. He strove to impress his boss, and his enthusiasm earned him a reputation as a little despot. Each shift, Grady patrolled the dark aisles like a mother superior, aiming his flashlight at anyone who violated his own code. Talking, even whispering, drew an instant reprimand. But he appeared to take special pleasure in punishing young couples drawn to the privacy of the balcony. He’d find them kissing and shoot his spotlight into their faces, then hiss for all to hear, “Up! Out!” The more popular the kids, the better: the sons of oilmen and bankers who spent their Christmases in Colorado, their summers at the lake; the football players and their cheerleader dates—the ones he suspected of mocking him behind his back. These people enjoyed no immunity on his watch.

Whenever Bobby heard rumors about Grady, he wanted to curl up and disappear. Part of him was nervous. What if people remembered that he and Grady were friends? What if they concocted some kind of lie? This made him terrified of being seen with Grady, made him want to smash his chubby face every time he shouted “Bobby Gaylon!” in the hallways like some deranged game show host. With Grady, there was always an act. If Bobby saw Grady first, he’d turn and walk the other way. His flimsy social standing would never survive that association.

But what people didn’t know was that Grady still came around the house. He showed up on weekends dressed in his shirt and bow tie, acting like he and Bobby had never lost a step. Bob still called him Sister Grady, and Grady still did his preacher routine to make Opal laugh, grabbing Bobby by the forehead in a death grip of prayer.

During these visits, Grady rhapsodized about the prospect of being rich like Ike Robb, even saying things like, “One day when I’m rich…” But he never said how he planned on making his money. He’d started entering Publishers Clearing House and other sweepstakes, mailing away envelopes full of stamps for a chance to win a house, a new car, or tens of thousands of dollars. One afternoon he even switched on the electric adding machine that Bob kept on the breakfast bar, right next to his ledger, and started punching numbers. Opal asked what he was doing.

“Counting,” Grady told her.

“Counting what?”

“The number of days I have to work at the Ritz until I’m a millionaire.”

*   *   *

Like everyone at school, Bobby’s girlfriend Marie was put off by Grady—by his ill-fitting clothes, his wild red hair. Marie didn’t understand why Bobby stayed friends with him.

“He’s so shabby,” she said. “I don’t know what on earth you see in him. You’re just loyal, I guess.”

He was loyal, and it was his cross to bear, especially with Marie. After he’d left the funeral wreath on her door, she’d apologized for trampling on his heart and he’d forgiven her, only to find out later that she’d kissed another guy.

But for the moment, anyway, things were good with Marie. Lately they’d started double-dating with her brother Ronnie and Merlee, who was Marie’s best friend from church. The four of them piled into Ronnie’s GTO and the girls rolled their skirts a little higher once they were out of their father’s houses.

They dragged Third and Fourth Streets and stopped at the Wagon Wheel to have a hamburger. The night usually ended with them making out at South Mountain, Marie and Bobby in back, Ronnie and Merlee up front. Merlee was a good girl who didn’t round the bases, not that it mattered to Ronnie. He knew plenty of girls who would. In fact, Ronnie had even started sleeping with a married woman. The problem was that she was a member of their church.

Marie knew about the affair, and so did Bobby and Merlee, and the stress of holding such a secret gave Marie an ulcer. How their father discovered the affair, nobody knows for sure, but by August 1969, Ronnie was gone. His parents put him on a bus to Waxahachie, hoping he’d meet a God-fearing woman who could set him straight. Within a year, he’d met his first wife.

*   *   *

By then, Preston was property of the United States Army. The previous fall, a commercial bus had taken him from Odessa to Fort Polk, Louisiana. The morning he left, his wife, Linda, was so sick from strep throat she couldn’t even get out of bed. Boot camp was hot and miserable. The swampy climate was supposed to help prepare them for the jungles. The drill sergeant was a lean black man who must’ve had some rabbit in him, Preston thought, because all they did was run. Mornings, after lunch, before bed. Run, run, run. After a month, Preston had dropped fifty pounds.

One day the drill sergeant came to him and said, “You should think about being a platoon guide. Lead these men.” But Preston knew better. The men in his barracks were nothing but scared kids who dreamed at night of waking up alive in body bags. The draftees hated the army, and they took it out on the platoon guides—they beat them in the shower or threw blankets over them while they slept and pounded them with socks full of bar soap. Preston told the drill sergeant thanks, but no thanks.

Near the end of boot camp, they handed everyone a questionnaire that was designed to help place them in war. Nobody wanted infantry. They were asked things like, Have you ever been hunting? Do you enjoy the outdoors? Preston fudged every one. When it came time for assignments, the army made him a cook. Being married probably helped, too.

They assigned him to the Fourth Infantry and sent him to make bacon and eggs on the front lines. The Fourth moved like gypsies through the Central Highlands, setting up in forward-fire support bases carved out of a black mass of vines. Whenever the fighting moved, Preston’s unit followed. They packed everything into a deuce and a half—a two-and-a-half-ton M35 truck—and chased the smoke. His kitchen was a sixteen-by-thirty-two-foot tent called a GP Medium, with a wall of sandbags all around it. There were five cooks in his unit, plus a crew of Vietnamese dishwashers, and together they served two hundred men at a time. Many of them were grunts fresh from combat who ate their meals and collapsed in pup tents with their boots poking out in the rain.

Preston was in charge of main courses. He’d crack six hundred eggs in the morning and flip three hundred burgers in the afternoon. His mess sergeant wanted everything on top shelf, meaning the soldiers ate plenty of beef, which Preston hauled through the jungles in “blood boxes” stacked on ice. On days off, he grew so bored and lonesome that he learned how to bake. From scratch, he made sweet breads and hamburger buns, biscuits, brownies, and other extras for the men. It gave him pride to fill their stomachs with good-tasting food, since each meal could be their last.

Each day he watched the choppers land in front of the mess tent and unload body bags into a line of deuce and a halfs. The walls of his kitchen breathed in and out with the blasts from the howitzers, and at night, artillery rumbled from the hills like muffled thunder.

It was hard for him to sleep at night because the bunkers were full of pot smoke. If Vietnam had a smell, he decided, it was weed. In order to get some shut-eye, he dragged his cot out under the stars, listened to the chatter of the jungle, and prayed, wishing he was home.

It was worse whenever they rotated back to transit base, located in Pleiku. The place radiated with insubordination and the army made you surrender your weapon. Some men were protesting the war and refused to maneuver, and racial tension was extreme. Men were beaten and stabbed and nobody dared venture outside their tents.

In Pleiku, Preston had a friend named Leo who drove one of the deuce and a halfs. Leo’s job was to transport grunts from the transit area to the fire-support base. One day Leo stopped by the kitchen before one of his missions, with his truck full of soldiers.

“Come along, keep me company,” he said, but Preston couldn’t go.

“Gotta work, buddy,” he told him, and handed Leo a big bowl of vanilla ice cream.

On the way out, Leo hit an antitank mine and was blown in half. Many of the grunts were also killed.

*   *   *

Back in Big Spring, Opal and the family waged their own prayer war over Preston’s safety, pleading with the Lord to bring him back alive. After ten months in theater, the army granted his wish to attend college and rotated him home early. In January 1970, the family met him at the Midland airport, then promptly whisked him home to fatten him up on coconut pie. Within two months, Linda was pregnant with their first child.

But while the family had been busy praying for the return of Big Boy Blue, Bobby was drifting from their reach. After his friend Ronnie left for college, Bobby started running with a guy named Mike Butler. He was several years older and, like Ronnie, cast a powerful spell. Butler’s big brother Tony had been an all-state fullback for Coahoma, then played three seasons at Texas Tech. But Lubbock was a big city for small-town boys, and before long, the school booted him out for disciplinary reasons. Tony was now back in Big Spring working at the furniture store.

Mike Butler had played some football himself, but didn’t have the coordination for it. Even so, he was big and loud and commanded whatever ground he stood on. He still lived with his parents out on the Snyder Highway and would roar into town demanding to party. The younger boys in his entourage called him “Der Butt” and had no choice but to obey. Being a wuss earned you a knock on the head from one of his meaty knuckles.

Der Butt was the kind of guy who swung by your house and yelled, “Let’s go for a ride!” and then told you, once you were on the highway, that you were going to Mexico.

“Mexico? Man, I can’t go to Mexico! I got a date!”

“Well, you ain’t gonna make it.”

Which is exactly what happened to Bobby one Friday afternoon. Four hours later he was shooting tequila in a scary Juarez bar, no idea how or when he was ever getting home. Hanging with Der Butt was like being in a gang. There was no easy escape.

Der Butt was such the undisputed boss of good times that nobody, not even Opal, could stand in his way. One night he showed up at the house at 1 a.m., blasting his horn in the driveway, shouting, “Get yer ass out here! Let’s go!” Then he did it again and again.

The first couple of times, Opal met Bobby at the door. “You aren’t going out with him!” she said. He’d never seen her so angry.

But Bobby fought her. “Let me go, Mama,” he demanded. I’m sure they both expected Bob to come out and put Bobby in his place, but that never happened. Opal finally moved aside, and out went her baby into a beer-soaked Tuesday night.

Bobby did wonder why his father never tried to stop him. The answer probably lay in the fact that Bob was an old rounder himself. Even now, Davey Jones would swing by the house in his dump truck and Bob would duck out for a while, never telling Opal where exactly. Sometimes they just sat together in the cab, sipping whiskey from a paper sack.

In Bobby’s mind, his father must’ve considered him a man, and a man stayed out of another man’s affairs. And wasn’t he a man? Now in his senior year, he’d enrolled in work-study so that he left school each day at lunch. No longer working at the commissary, he’d taken a cashier job at a bigger grocery store in College Park. “Give me forty hours a week,” he told his boss, and he got it. He graduated high school in January 1971, a semester early, having never taken algebra or geometry and having never read the classics. What was the point?

“When I was your age,” he used to tell me, in a tone that implied a lesson was coming, “I always had money in my pockets.”

And he did, enough to plunk down cash for a new car. But just not any car—a black Maverick, two door, straight six, with a fastback roof and a short deck. He loaded it with a Craig Pioneer stereo and a set of speakers that tickled the fillings in his teeth. And every other month, he walked into the men’s shop downtown and dropped another two hundred dollars on clothes. Stepping out of the house in his new threads, he would spot his father sprawled beneath one of the trucks, his stained coveralls crusted in grime, and feel a sudden shame.

But he was young and unaware of his family’s history. His own father had never sat him down and explained where they were from, what had happened in the years up to this point—never described the trail of indignities that had led him to the oasis of shade beneath the old Ford. His father hadn’t told him about Julia dying, other than the obvious; about growing up on the road, motherless and hungry, and how it had turned him mean; about railroad bulls throwing him off the train, or the day they lowered his brother Bud into the ground. Did Bobby even know how that sadness still lingered to this day?

Bobby knew his uncles John and Leamon out in Arizona, but Flossie and Frances were virtually unknown, just names on Christmas cards his mother received. He knew nothing about the family farm they lost in Eastland; he’d never been told about the banker Frank Day or how people nearly starved to death back in the bitter days of ’17. Perhaps it was because John Lewis had never told Bob about any of these things. And so in Bobby’s selfish adolescence, knowing only the here and now, his father merely seemed pathetic.

*   *   *

Around that time, one of Bobby’s buddies at the grocery store turned him on to weed, and he never looked back. After work they would hop into his Maverick and drive around town passing a joint, road beers tucked between their legs, blasting Zeppelin. Later he’d meet Marie and she’d gripe that he stank like cigarettes.

He was caring less and less about, well, everything, including Marie and her games with his emotions. It was sad, he thought, the way he’d let her do him. She made him so upset that he’d drive around for hours, then go to her friend Merlee’s house and bang on her bedroom window. He’d sit outside in the flower bed and complain through the window screen about his love life while she tried to stay awake. Poor Merlee was caught between the two of them and strove to be impartial. At some point she’d cut him off, deliver one line that sliced to the quick, then send him home feeling better.

“I shoulda just gone with you,” he told her once.

Finally, instead of venting to Merlee, Bobby exacted revenge. He’d met a girl at a youth rally and asked her out—a cute brunette from Snyder with big brown eyes. He drove fifty miles and picked her up, then took her to dinner and miniature golf, and at the end of the evening, even got a kiss. But their date never made it back to Marie, so what was the point of it?

The piano player at church had a cute niece from Stanton who visited one Sunday. After the service, Bobby walked right up and asked her out in full view of Marie. They went to Herman’s for dinner, where everyone could see them, then to a movie at the Ritz. The damage to Marie was delicious. She came back to him sparkling like Sheba, wearing every piece of jewelry he’d ever given her. Up on South Mountain, looking out over the lights of Big Spring, she cradled her precious head in his arm, talked about college and marriage, and it was fine.

A few months later, Bobby drove to Midland and bought Marie a life-size teddy bear for her birthday. He was ready to surprise her when he discovered she’d been two-timing with a baseball player. So he gave the bear to Preston’s wife, got drunk with Der Butt, and ended the night at Merlee’s window, fooled by love again.

*   *   *

That May, both Marie and Merlee graduated with their class, and by August they were gone. Merlee enrolled at Evangel University in Missouri, while Marie went up to Waxahachie with Ronnie. After Marie left, her father resigned from First Assembly and left to pastor another church—some say because of the fallout from Ronnie’s affair with the married woman.

Meanwhile, Bobby was left in Big Spring with Der Butt and his friends from the grocery store. But in March they’d found Der Butt’s brother, Tony, dead in his apartment, shot five times in the chest by an acquaintance over a drug dispute. “Ex-Gridder Slain,” read the headlines across the state. After that, Der Butt didn’t come around much.

Still stewing over Marie, and with no plans, Bobby started using speed. One of the night stockers at work had a hookup for Black Beauties and other pills. Bobby favored L.A. Turnarounds because they delivered on their promise, though the farthest he ever went was around the Wagon Wheel and back, his heart thrumming like a straight six, the beer going down by the gallon.

If he sold the pills himself, he could get high for free and even make money, so he did. He bought them for a dollar and unloaded them for three, mostly to older guys he knew he could trust.

One of them was a hippie carpenter named Chuck who sold him weed. Chuck liked Pink Floyd and he also dropped acid. He and Bobby would gobble a hit on Friday night, then shoot the spectral galaxyway of Gregg Street on a soundtrack of Ummagumma. They uttered wild, half-baked truths from atop South Mountain while the skyline spun like a Ferris wheel on its side. Chuck was a cool guy, but Chuck had no idea how Bobby’s spirit could rage against the flesh.

*   *   *

Zelda was having dreams about her baby brother. They were strong and vivid, heavy with meaning, and woke her up at night. In one dream, she saw Bobby in the back of a pickup along with others who were smoking, drinking, and shouting. Nobody in the pickup knew where it was going, but in the dream, Zelda could see that it was headed into a wall of darkness and only gaining speed. Whenever the dreams awoke her like this, she stayed up and prayed, her heart full of dread. In the mornings she called Opal and told her what the Lord had revealed.

“All we can do is lift him up,” Opal said. And just like Little Opal had done for Homer, Bobby’s mother took it to the altar, asking God to guide her boy toward the light.

*   *   *

Bobby’s friend Doug had gotten hold of some Orange Sunshine—the gold standard of LSD, which was making its way east from California. Big Spring was small, but the air base and oil field made it lucrative for trafficking. One Friday night Doug met up with Bobby and asked if he wanted to share.

“It’s four-way,” he said, “so I don’t see why we can’t each swallow two.”

They ate the acid over at Doug’s house, then smoked a joint to ease them into it. At some point Doug began to laugh and so did Bobby, and soon they were both weak from it, unable to stop, which is when Bobby looked up and saw that Doug had turned into the Devil.

Startled, Bobby wiped the tears from his eyes to see better, but he wasn’t mistaken. Lucifer himself sat directly across from him, cloven hooves and all. But before he could flex his dark powers, Bobby jumped up and flew out the door.

He started his car and screeched out of the drive, just as the Devil appeared in the doorway waving his arms. He managed to go a couple of blocks before the windshield dissolved into patterns and forced him to stop. Up ahead he could see his friend Chuck’s house, so he got out and ran.

He beat on the front door. When Chuck opened it up, he took one look at Bobby and said, “Holy smokes.”

Bobby tried explaining the situation at Doug’s house, but Chuck just laughed the same way Doug had, and then Chuck became the Devil, too. By the time Bobby reached his car again, he was convinced he was dying. His heart raced and he struggled to breathe. He’d never been so afraid. Suddenly a familiar voice penetrated the nightmare: Billy and Suzy could have chosen heaven, but instead they chose hell. It was just like the preacher described it: salvation presenting itself. Bobby knew: Only one thing can save me now.

He started his car and crept down the back roads, heading for the only safe place he could think of.

He drove to the preacher’s house and rang the bell.
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Bobby and Sharon … the Sea of Death … Bobby makes a pledge … Bryan arrives …

For Bobby, the situation, as horrible as it sounds, went down in the best possible way.

“I took LSD and I’m having a bad time,” he told Brother Randall Ball, the new preacher at First Assembly, who answered the door and saw Bobby with his eyes bugged out.

Rather than rebuking the boy, the preacher invited him inside and sat him on the sofa. And over the course of the night, they talked and prayed together until Bobby was calm and the drugs had left his system. When he got home the next morning, Opal did not ask where he’d been. If the preacher called her, she never said.

The experience worked to turn him around—at least for a while. He stopped selling speed and even cooled out on the beer and weed. In fact, he stayed away from his old crowd for so long that they became suspicious—especially after Chuck got arrested for possession and went looking for the rat.

Bobby’s brush with damnation had sent him back to the Lord—his head bowed, his soul laid bare. And when he returned to church, it wasn’t a festive robe or a fatted calf that greeted him but a long-legged brunette named Tina Danko.

Her father had just married a woman who attended First Assembly and started bringing them, and Bobby asked her out that very first morning. She was a stunning beauty, in a league of her own. Bobby soon discovered that Tina had no real girlfriends, not like Marie or the others he’d dated, though plenty of guys called on her. And she’d gone out with a lot of them, not that he really cared. What mattered most was that now she was with him.

For Christmas that year, he went downtown and bought her a pair of red patent leather boots that hugged her calves just below her knees. She’d wear them with a miniskirt or pair of hot pants (which were no pants at all) and he’d have to stop and just watch her walk.

Mind you, the attraction was not purely physical. Pretty soon he was in love with Tina, or at least he thought he was. She was good to him, loyal and caring, and she didn’t care whether he got high or not—so he did—which made her perfect by any definition he knew. And when his appendix burst, it was Tina who rushed him to the emergency room while he moaned and wailed on the floorboard of the car, rolled up in a ball.

But Tina’s love could be intense, and sometimes it took him by surprise. She talked about getting married, and the ferocity of her plans went over his head like a stampede. “What do you think?” she’d ask, breathless, and Bobby would grin and nod his head, too chicken to tell her otherwise.

Then one night Tina’s father called the house and Opal handed Bobby the phone.

“Tina says y’all are about to run off and get married—’s that true?” he asked.

And Bobby, finally put on the spot, denied it up and down.

That revelation must have broken Tina’s heart and sent her running. Because two days later, one of Bobby’s friends came up and said, “I just seen your gal down at the Wagon Wheel hanging all over Bucky Ford.”

Bobby had no interest in tangling with Bucky Ford. But he knew he had to do something, so he drove around until he found Bucky and confronted him like a man.

“Is it true?” he asked.

Bucky nodded. “It is.”

“Well,” Bobby said, feeling his emotions well up in his throat. “You can just have her then.”

He bought some beer and drove around most of the night half crying. He knew Tina was a dead-end deal, but to have Bucky steal her from him? That stung.

To make matters worse, he’d just heard that Marie was about to get married to an aspiring preacher from Tennessee, who was helping her “to walk closer to the Lord.” Not that he cared.

The sum of which meant that he was stuck in Big Spring, and alone. And the more he drove around, the more worthless that made him feel. The aloneness scared him, because by himself he could not resist the things designed to drag him down. In his heart he knew he needed God, but he could not reach out and touch the hand of God on his own, nor could he summon the courage to walk that rigorous road. Only bad things could happen when alone.

If only there was someone out there who could do that for him, be a lifeguard for the times when the Devil spun his riptides. Someone pretty, someone who could love him.

He knew just the person.

*   *   *

It was Sharon Moore from Snyder, the girl who would one day become my mother. He’d dated Sharon on and off during his years with Marie, and just talking to her always made him feel better.

Sharon possessed something familiar to him, though he couldn’t name it at the time. Later he recognized it as what his mother had, which was peace of the spirit. There were people like him who felt forced to walk the righteous road, as if gun-marched, for fear of the consequence. Sharon dwelled there instinctively, unburdened by hell. God dwelled in the calm center of her eyes, drawing people in.

Like Merlee, Sharon seemed wise beyond her age, and she met Bobby with honesty. She was dating other guys, but she did not sleep around. Back when they first dated, he’d understood that she wasn’t rebound material. That and the fifty miles that separated them was enough for Bobby to turn back to Marie.

Yet all the while he was thinking of Sharon, anticipating their next meeting. But whereas she was honest, Bobby was not. Whenever he’d see her, he’d swear that he and Marie were finished and that she was the one for him. “I could love you easy,” he told her once, and she surprised herself by saying she could do the same.

She’d fallen for him way back in January 1969, at their first church youth rally together. It was in Snyder, and after the service Bobby had walked up and asked if she wanted to join their group for dinner. He drove her to the Rip Griffin truck stop in his black Maverick, which he’d just bought. She’d noted the red plaid seat covers and his mod wardrobe and wondered if he might be rich.

He called her a few weeks later. They played mini golf and he told her some sob story about Marie, and she kissed him then, not sure what to believe, but vanquished nonetheless by his charm. And ever since, he’d been writing her love letters. The letters were mostly silly (“Man alive do you have a set of hot lips, I dig ’em”) but others were frightfully serious and revealed a vulnerability (“I don’t have what I used to, I mean the experience with God. I want you to pray for me, please … I am falling fast.”)

But he never truly declared himself, and so she never took him seriously. His tendency toward backsliding, boozing, and dope made her nervous, although she did have this strange urge to care for him, to help guide him to the Lord. Perhaps God had sent Bobby for that very reason?

She dated someone else all senior year, a hulking tight end named Joe Bullard. But she ended the relationship after graduation. She was soon entering college and Joe was a year younger. She wanted no ties.

At Western Texas College, located in Snyder, she became head cheerleader for the basketball team, joined a sorority, and made new friends. Meanwhile Bobby kept sending her letters—each one a big event. She opened them in the kitchen and read them aloud to her mother, giggling at his stupid jokes, not even trying to conceal her joy. So of course, she felt a flutter of excitement when she learned that Marie had moved away and was seeing the Tennessee preacher. Yet the next thing she knew, Bobby was dating Tina—and every church girl from Hobbs to Sweetwater knew about her.

When she confronted him about Tina, he talked about her as if she were something that had befallen him unexpectedly, like a burdensome relative who appeared one day and wouldn’t leave—something temporary, but unavoidable all the same.

“Do not worry about Tina,” he wrote. “I shall take you back to Snyder and marry you and live happy after ever—or ever after—whichever you prefer. I will give you a choice. Be sweet, Baby, and remember I am nothing without your wonderful love.”

She bought that line, though she was not proud of it. The sincerity in the letter was just enough to keep her excited about their next meeting—a youth rally the following weekend at the First Assembly of God in Big Spring. She arrived early with her friends and saved Bobby a seat. And when he entered the chapel moments later, grinning like he’d just won something, a hush swept the room. On his arm was Tina, wearing those killer red boots.

Sharon had been so angry, and so hurt. She dismissed him as a player and refused to answer his calls and letters. After a while, he stopped chasing her. But when she heard he was in the hospital several months later with appendicitis, she caved. She drove to Big Spring and visited him, then sent a sweet card to his house. The gesture surprised him and he seized the opening.

“I can barely remember you coming to visit me I was so doped up,” he wrote in a letter dated March 9, 1972. “I can still remember those beautiful brown eyes. I think they are what pulled me through. Sharon, I still have your picture in my billfold and you are still one of the most beautiful people in it. Who are you going with? What is he like? Does your mother like him?”

He was right. She was going with someone else—a tall, blond golfer from Abilene named Tim, and they were getting serious. But Tim, unlike Bobby, was true marriage material. He was honest and attentive, and he was grounded—a college man on scholarship—without all the vice and spiritual torment. The only problem, if there was one, was that Tim was Catholic, and Tim’s mother told Sharon that if they intended to marry, she would have to convert, which would mean renouncing the church she loved so dearly. Tim played it down, saying, “You don’t have to listen to her.” But still, she worried.

Somehow—not from her—Bobby had discovered Tim’s identity, and despite the usual goofiness in his next letter, she sensed panic in his tone.

“I have prayed about this four times and I think it is God’s will that you break up with Tim and start dating me again,” he wrote in May. “I will even learn how to play golf.” He was losing weight, he told her. He threatened to end his life. “There is one thing I love more than myself and that is you, and if I can’t have you, there will be no reason for me to live.”

She read the letter to her mother, and they both rolled their eyes and had a good laugh. Then she sat down with a pen and paper and explained that she was committed to Tim. Yet even as she wrote the words, she wondered if it was really true.

His next letter arrived over a month later, during the second week of June. The return address was in Portland, Texas, along the Gulf of Mexico.

“I bet you are wondering why I am in Portland,” he began. “It all started after I got your last letter. It almost killed me to know that you loved someone else. After five sleepless nights of worrying I came to the conclusion that I must really take my life. This was going to bbe very hard for me to do. Guns + knives were out because I hate the sight of blood, especially my own.

“Finally, I decided that I would move to Portland—from Portland I would drive to Corpus Christi, where the famous Harbor Bridge stretches across the Gulf of Mexico (but for me, the Sea of Death). Yes, I planned to jump off the bridge, and no one lives through that. But before I made such a big step I thought maybe I would give you another chance to break up with Tim.”

The truth was he’d gone to Portland to lick his wounds. The situation with Tina and Bucky had embarrassed him so much, he thought it best to get out of town. His uncle Wendell had moved down in Portland with his family to take a job at the Reynolds Metal Company. This was Wendell Hahn, Granville’s brother, whose daddy had doused him with boiling water in New London before walking out on him and his family. Wendell now had a son named Denny, who was Bobby’s age, and the two of them had dug up a lot of mischief together as kids.

Denny knew a company in Portland that was hiring guys to run tests on oil field pipe. It was rugged, outside work, the kind Bobby abhorred. But Denny made it sound kind of romantic, and besides, Bobby was desperate for anything. His father, upon hearing this, even told him, “A man’s job will do you some good.”

He and Denny worked as a team, hoisting twenty-foot sections of steel pipe that were plugged on one end onto a rack, whereupon a guy sitting in a truck shot them full of pressurized water to test them for leaks. Most of the jobs were in soggy pastures, and the coastal heat and humidity left them wilted and tired. The work was also dangerous. Sometimes the plugs came loose and launched like mortar rounds from the pressure; other times the pipes just exploded.

He and Denny lasted two weeks before quitting, then applied for easier jobs in Corpus. Bobby interviewed at the local grocery store, and when the manager insisted he cut his hair, he bought a cheap wig instead, returned the next day, and was hired.

In exchange for his room and board at the Hahns’ house, Bobby had to attend church with Denny and his family at the local Assembly of God, which his uncle had helped to build. That, plus the clean living under his uncle’s roof, had delivered some clarity and made him pine for Sharon. One Sunday after church, he wrote her a serious letter, in which he apologized for his behavior and made one last appeal.

“I didn’t want to live up to Christian standards and I knew that would be the only way it would work for you,” he wrote. “I am ready to straighten up and live for God, but I need help. The kind of help that only you could give me.”

Sharon grabbed the letter from the mailbox and took it to the kitchen, as she’d done all the others. But after hearing those sentences, her mother stopped her short, saying, “You better read that one by yourself.” By the time she was finished, she was filled with confusion.

She spent the next week in a state of torment, pulled between two very different futures. Finally, her father sat her down and said, “You have to do what you know is right.” And she did. That same afternoon, she drove to Tim’s apartment and gave him the news.

“I can’t let you go on loving me,” she told him, then ran out of the room. She spent the whole night on her front porch, sobbing.

Down on the coast, Bobby received new life.

“I will straighten up and give you something to be proud of,” he vowed. “I am tired of dope! I am tired of cheap girls! I am tired of running from God.”

They were engaged by Christmas, during which time Bobby moved to Snyder and enrolled at the junior college. He worked at the Exxon filling station owned by Sharon’s father, who taught him more about mechanics in three months than his own dad ever had.

Opal and the rest of the family couldn’t believe his turnaround. The fact that he’d convinced such a prudent and godly (not to mention beautiful) young woman to marry him was not only a miracle, it was slightly suspicious. In fact, they made sure to give her the treatment the first time she visited for Sunday lunch. Opal and Norma Lou plied her with intrusive questions while Zelda simply stared at her throughout the meal. Finally Zelda asked, “What color eye shadow is that?”

Sharon froze. She must think I’m a Jezebel.

“It’s Maybelline,” she answered. “Electric Blue, I think.”

“I love it,” Zelda said.

They were married in Snyder in early June 1973, a week after receiving their junior college diplomas. The whole family was in attendance. They rented a small apartment in Odessa, which was cheaper than Midland and close to where Preston and Norma lived, plus his aunts Fannie, Allie, and Velva. Sharon took a receptionist job with a law firm while Bobby bounced between gigs, a married man searching for his niche. At first he tried the local Safeway, then a plumber named Bill hired him on as an apprentice.

“Two things,” Bill told him right off. “Righty tighty, lefty loosey, and shit don’t flow uphill. Remember that and you’ll do fine.” The two of them spent their days installing hot water heaters, digging ruptured pipe, and running closet augers through clogged toilets while housewives watched in their curlers.

For a while he painted houses with a couple of Big Spring guys, Mark Powell and Donny Janks, but their ways were nefarious and reacquainted him with old habits. Mainly they got high, thanks to another friend of Bobby’s named Dale, who kept them in good supply.

Dale had landed on Sharon’s bad side the day she came home and discovered he’d de-seeded his marijuana at her kitchen table. He was a considerate dealer in that way. He was even kind enough to telephone from jail the day he got busted to alert her about the duffel bag he’d stashed under the house.

As someone who strived constantly to be a better Christian, how was she to handle these things? She did not smoke cigarettes or pot. She hated the taste of beer, and even today will only occasionally enjoy a glass of chardonnay. But that was her, and she didn’t feel comfortable passing judgment on other people, particularly her husband. She’d known his backsliding ways when she’d broken up with Tim and given her heart to Bobby. She’d signed on to be his lifeguard in the turbulent patches and his companion in their spiritual journey together. It wasn’t her nature to nag—she was cool—but she also knew how widely her husband was capable of straying. The balance was hard to strike, especially since she was twenty years old and in the first months of marriage.

The answer, it turned out, presented itself on its own. In April the following year, she discovered she was pregnant.

She’d developed a kidney infection and the doctor took her off the pill, but with the assurance that she’d be safe for three months. He was wrong. She and Bobby hadn’t planned on having children for a few years but made their peace with the news. Bobby was terrified, yet somehow he was also relieved. He needed walls to guide him, and between my mother and a baby, a fresh path revealed itself.

What he needed was a career, something he enjoyed. He was tired of the grocery business and didn’t have the stomach for plumbing. He’d also sworn off the oil patch after his last experience. For a brief time, between Portland and moving to Snyder, he’d tried working as a floor hand on a pulling unit south of Big Spring. He was one of four guys on a small workover rig, extracting sucker rods and steel pipe from old pump-jacked wells they were trying to get back on line.

Using two heavy wrenches, one in each hand, his job was to unscrew the thin sectional rods that acted like pistons to bring the oil to the surface, then latch each one to a traveling block and cable. The operator then gunned a diesel engine that lifted them up to the derrick man, who hung them on a rack.

When they pulled the pipe itself, he and another guy had to set the slips so the pipe didn’t fall back into the hole, then use a pair of giant tongs to loosen each threaded joint. Some of the pipe was decades old and had to be beaten with a sledgehammer before it gave, and even then, Bobby had to push his whole body against the tongs to get it unscrewed.

Oil and mud often blew up with the tubing, and when it did, the other men, whom Bobby found crude and intimidating, shouted, “Hey worm, cup the hole!” And Bobby would have to bend down and place his body over the hole to keep the sludge from spraying on them. It was the kind of work his father had done for twenty-five years, and it was so punishing, so exhausting, that he passed out during lunch breaks and had to quit after two weeks.

Now, with a baby on the way and in need of a career, he remembered something his father once said, how back in the Depression, the only men with money in their pockets were the car salesmen.

Selling cars, he thought. That was more his speed.

He drove twenty miles to Midland, where the real money was, and pulled into the biggest dealership in town, Bill Rogers Ford. He walked inside and asked for the manager.

“I’d like to be a salesman,” he told the man, who looked him up and down and said, “If you wanna sell cars for me, son, you’re gonna have to cut that hair.”

Bobby grinned. “Funny you say that, mister, ’cause I was just on my way to the barbershop.”

He started on the showroom floor selling Thunderbirds, Gran Torinos, and LTDs. The pay was on commission, plus the dealership gave him a new demo to drive. Bobby chose a sleek black Mustang II, which happened to be sitting in the driveway the day Sharon went into labor.

Bobby was home for lunch when she came running out from the bathroom in a panic. At first he called Opal, screaming, “I think Sharon’s water broke!”

“Baby, either it did or it didn’t,” his mother answered. “Now get her to the hospital.”

He was so nervous about soiling the seats on the Mustang that he covered them in four layers of towels. Then, as an added precaution, he rolled up another and handed it to Sharon, saying, “Stick that one down your pants.”

After three hours of labor at Odessa’s Medical Center Hospital, I was born on January 23, 1975, at 2:37 in the morning. At first they named me Brett, then two days later, changed it to Bryan—after a tennis player they’d known at college.

“Bryan was just a nice guy,” my mother would tell me.

They took a house in Midland so my father could be closer to work, then settled in as young parents. At twenty-two years old, neither parenting nor homemaking came easy for my mother. The day she brought me home from the hospital, she leaned over the crib and quietly apologized. Trying to cook dinner for Dad, she dropped a flaming skillet on the floor and burned a hole in the linoleum. Then one day a neighbor stopped by to say she’d seen the cloth diapers in the alley dumpster that Mom was throwing away instead of washing.

“Honey,” she said, “you can’t keep doing that.”

Although I had been dedicated at Bethel Assembly of God in Odessa (as opposed to being baptized, which happens later in the Pentecostal church), Mom and Dad didn’t belong to a church yet in Midland, and besides one other couple, they hadn’t made many friends. Then one day Dad came home from work and said that Grady had just called.

“He’s living here in Midland and has a big job,” Dad said. “And get this—he’s getting married.”

“To who?” Mom asked, and Dad couldn’t believe it himself.

“To Ann Tollett. Her daddy was president of Cosden.”
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Grady aims high … enters the Tollett family

After high school, and up until the mid-seventies, Grady lived along the margins and left little trace. From what I could find he had very few friends, and during this time even Dad lost touch. I do know that his mother, Louise, held him back in school, so that he graduated in May 1972, a year behind his class. He enrolled at Howard Community College the following autumn. On the cusp of adulthood, he still grappled with his desires.

He cruised the stone restrooms in the city park, where the smell of liquor and sweat filled the dark. He attended secret parties thrown in various men’s homes. One man who had occasional relations with Grady described nights when he’d close his business and find Grady at the back door waiting. But he had no steady lovers, as far as anyone can remember.

Grady’s desires weren’t limited to sex. He wanted to live brashly, to experience extremes. It was during this period that he bought a plane ticket to London, passed through Dallas and New York, but was turned back at Heathrow Airport when he couldn’t produce a passport.

Most of all, Grady wanted to be rich and he wanted it now, and the fastest course of action was through marriage.

According to Grady’s cousin Selena, he first attempted to marry into money in 1969, when he began dating the daughter of a wealthy Odessa banker. Despite his sexual orientation, he managed to woo the girl to the point where he needed to close the deal, which he did one afternoon by stealing his father’s checkbook. He bought a Cadillac de Ville at the lot in Big Spring, and before Luther’s check could bounce and the dealership called the cops, Grady and his date were rolling into Fort Worth to pick out an engagement ring. By the time he returned home, the police were waiting in his driveway. Louise had also called a lawyer. To keep Grady from being arrested, she convinced the law that her son was unstable and required urgent care. She then drove him to the state hospital and had him admitted.

“Play crazy,” she told him, and he did, though it’s unclear how long he stayed or whatever happened to the girl and her ring. The state hospital no longer keeps records from that time.

By the summer of 1973, Grady had taken a break from college and was working full-time. A few years earlier, Ike Robb had refashioned the Ritz Theater to appeal to a more modern audience, and in the process, he’d done away with full-service ushers. For a while, Grady sold women’s shoes at the Highland Shopping Center, then found a job at the Singer Sewing Shop as a clerk and courier.

One day the store received an order for a new sewing machine and sent Grady to make the delivery. He parked the car outside an imposing modernist home on Hillside Drive and lugged the machine up the long sidewalk. The name on the mailbox read, in bold white letters, R. L. TOLLETT.

Grady knew exactly who Tollett was, of course. He was the man whose long reach managed to touch everyone Grady knew, no matter where they worked or lived. Even before Ike Robb, Grady had admired Tollett, not for his money and influence, but for the way people loved him.

Grady had met Tollett once, back in high school. He walked into a downtown café and saw him seated at the counter, eating a bowl of chili. Gathering his nerve, he approached and asked if he could sit and talk.

“Go right ahead,” the hunched figure said, barely turning from his food. “What’s your name? What’s on your mind?”

And although Grady’s head was full of questions, he mumbled his name, then spent the rest of the time watching the man eat his lunch. Tollett died not long after that and Grady joined the rest of Big Spring in grieving.

*   *   *

It was Iris who answered the door when Grady rang the bell. She pointed him around back, saying, “Annie will let you into the basement.”

A group of girls were sunbathing around a swimming pool when he opened the back gate. He recognized Ann instantly. They’d gone to junior high together, and in fact, Grady and my dad used to shoot paper wads into Ann’s hair in Ms. Wally’s class. She was prettier now, with short blond hair, and her two-piece bikini revealed a buxom figure.

“The sewing machine goes down here,” she said, and motioned him toward the door.

Once in the basement, Ann instructed him to pull out the old Singer from its wooden cabinet and replace it with the new one, then she said, “I’ve gotta get back to my friends. Let me know when you’re finished.” She didn’t even recognize him, he thought.

He wondered if Ann was dating anyone, but that was something he could find out. Even with Raymond Tollett gone and buried, everything that family did was news. After installing the new machine, he walked back upstairs and said good-bye, then showed himself out, making sure to register everything along the way.

*   *   *

For Ann, the memories of her father were rare—the good ones, anyway.

Like her brothers, she’d suppressed the most painful moments of her parents’ alcoholic decline: her mother screaming under the wheel of the family car; the fights with her father, and her father transforming, becoming unrecognizable, in the months before he died.

The good memories stayed alive and vivid. Like the times she rustled out of sleep and felt someone in the room, then saw her father sitting in a chair in the dark, watching over her. Or the many nights when they sat together in his study reading books, him dressed in his smoking jacket and slippers.

In August 1961, Raymond had packed the family into the station wagon and driven all the way to Seattle. They could have easily flown first class, but her father insisted on taking a family road trip. The whole way up, Raymond and the children sang camp songs at the top of their lungs, driving Iris crazy. In Seattle they boarded a cruise ship to Alaska, then boarded a prop plane for Point Barrow, located on the North Slope along the steel-colored coast. Ann remembered there being little water or electricity and having to sleep in huts, and how one day, an Eskimo kid pelted her with rocks and ruined her new parka. It was the only vacation the whole family ever took together.

After Ann flunked seventh-grade math, her father pulled her out of junior high in Big Spring and sent her away to boarding school. The San Marcos Baptist Academy was three hundred miles south, near Austin, and just over an hour’s drive from where, in three years’ time, her father would die trying to get sober.

The girls’ dorm where she lived was ancient, plagued by scorpions and rats, and had no air-conditioning. Her classmates were from places like New York and Michigan and did poorly in the Texas heat. Together they swore and learned to smoke, and on weekends they walked into town for Frito pies and movies. On Sunday mornings, Ann awoke early and walked to the Episcopal church, telling her roommates, “They’re not making a Baptist out of me.”

Once a month, her father appeared in the Heron or the Dove and sent a driver from the airport. They’d stop in Roswell, New Mexico, to pick up her brothers at military school, then fly home for the weekend, visits the Herald would record in Monday’s paper.

The three kids would take trips with her father and his secretary, Helen Green, and Helen’s two daughters. They went to the World’s Fairs in New York and Seattle. Once, in Manhattan, Jason Blake got lost in the subway and they spent the whole day looking for him. But mostly Ann stayed in San Marcos, and when summer came around everyone went their separate ways, her brothers to Colorado, then abroad, and Ann to sleepaway camp in New Mexico. And this was how the family’s years rolled past—separate and apart, and for Ann, marked by loneliness.

On one of her last visits home before her father died, he picked her up in the car (no more company plane), and the sight of him actually frightened her. When they got home she asked her mother, “How come Daddy’s so big?”

“Oh, he’s just eating good,” Iris answered.

It wasn’t until she returned to school and spoke with her roommate that she realized her mother had lied, that her father was septic from alcohol.

It was Iris who called her late at night, several months later, to tell her that he was dead. She can’t even remember if she cried, everything just went numb. Her brother picked her up the next morning, and for six hours they didn’t say a word until they reached Big Spring. She remembered going to the funeral home and seeing him lying in the casket, and how his salt-and-pepper hair, which she’d watched him comb a thousand times in the mirror, now appeared bone white. She remembers the flowers and the mile of cars waiting to park outside the church.

Her mother sent her away again that following summer, just months after the funeral, when all she wanted to do was stay home.

“Being home will only bring back memories,” Iris told her, and with both Ray and Jason Blake away at college, she arranged for Ann to join a group of Dallas prep school girls on a long tour of Europe. Ann didn’t know any of them.

She graduated high school in May 1971 and cried the entire day, missing her father terribly. That fall, she enrolled at Tyler Junior College, majoring in art and physical education, but soon grew discouraged. During her second year, she called Iris and said she was tired, ready to come home.

“Pack your bags and I’ll come and get you,” Iris said.

If anything positive came from her father’s death, it was that her mother had eased up on her own drinking. Iris wasn’t hammered anymore at two in the afternoon, stewing over mistresses. Raymond’s dying helped to release her, unspooled her anger, and little by little, she stepped out into the world again.

She became a serious bridge player, and with Ann no longer in college, they embarked on tournament cruises that took them around the globe. They traveled to West Africa, Spain, Portugal, and India, and went exploring at each port of call. They visited the Soviet Union, where in Leningrad they watched the Kirov Ballet perform Swan Lake at the century-old Kirov Theatre, then capped the evening drinking iced vodka with their Russian guides.

Ann had no interest in bridge, but she embraced another aspect of ship life: men. There was the Swede who rowed her into port in a dinghy and couldn’t keep his hands off her; the dark-haired Englishman from the ship’s theater who snuck her into his cabin late at night. A hot romance with a Norwegian ship captain ended with a marriage proposal, which she rebuffed. A singer from Atlanta, a much older man, bought her a ring in the ship’s boutique and proposed on deck.

“Come home with me,” he said. “I have money, I can take care of you.”

I’ve got a little money myself, she thought, and gently turned him down.

For someone who struggled with her weight, the attention did wonders for her confidence and helped ease her out of her shell. Iris not only approved of her daughter’s exploits, she even put her on birth control.

Yet back at home, Ann had trouble finding love. The years away at boarding school had estranged her from the kids her age, and aside from a couple of girlfriends from childhood, her only companion was her mother, who until recently had stayed mostly drunk.

Now that Iris was getting older, she became keen on finding her daughter a mate. Yet she worried about Ann, the way she’d worried about her since she was a girl. Part of it was her appearance. She’d fussed over Ann’s weight for years, at one point taking her to endocrinologists in Atlanta to determine why she kept gaining. But doctors could never figure out the problem (years later they discovered a faulty thyroid).

“I want you to find someone,” Iris told her daughter. “I don’t want you to be alone.”

“I’m looking, Mama,” Ann replied. “But how will I ever find him?”

*   *   *

In January 1974, Iris got a call from a friend who worked at the Herald. It was Jo Bright, the society columnist and women’s editor, who wanted to know if Annie was dating anyone. When Iris told her no, Bright said that she had someone in mind, a young man who had recently started working at the paper. In fact, his birthday was coming up, which was the perfect excuse to have dinner down at the country club and introduce them.

“I’ll tell him to swing by at seven and pick her up,” she said.

Ann recognized the name when Iris told her, but she couldn’t quite place him. It wasn’t until Grady appeared at the door that it finally hit her. She couldn’t explain what made her do this, but she walked over and immediately wrapped him in a hug. Both Grady and Iris were taken aback.

“Do you know each other?” Iris asked.

“Mama, I went to junior high with Grady, and he’s the one who delivered the sewing machine. I knew you looked familiar!”

Iris asked Grady what he did at the Herald, and Grady said that he worked in circulation, assembling the sections of each day’s edition to send to the carriers. It was a better-paying job than the Singer shop, and he hoped for a promotion soon.

They drove to the country club in Grady’s car, an old green Bonneville, the color of which reminded Ann of vomit. She also noticed how Grady’s clothes didn’t quite match. He’d paired a brown checkered shirt with blue pin-striped pants. But he was nice, gentlemanly, and she felt at ease in his company.

Jo Bright had a table reserved when they arrived. She’d brought along another writer named Gene and after a round of cocktails and a quick toast to Grady’s birthday, they settled into dinner.

Jo and Gene hadn’t seen Ann for months and wanted to hear all about her and Iris’s latest cruise. Where in Europe? they asked. And where did you stay? So Ann told them everything, and still they asked more questions. At one point she realized Grady hadn’t said a word, but what could she do? Before she knew it, dessert was over and it was almost time to go.

On the drive home, Grady seemed to sulk. Finally he said, “You talked the whole time. Don’t you think that was rude?”

“I’m sorry,” Ann said.

Back at the house, he opened her car door and walked her to the porch, then stuck out his hand and said good-bye. Not even a peck on the cheek.

“Maybe next time you’ll keep your mouth shut,” Iris told her.

A week went by and he didn’t call. Mama’s right, she thought. Then one day, when she was ready to give up hope, it was Grady on the phone, asking for another date.

She discovered years later why it had taken him so long to call, and it had nothing to do with her talking too much at dinner. He’d been engaged to another girl in Odessa and that relationship had ended. She didn’t know who the woman was or which of them had broken the engagement. All she knew was that the second time Grady appeared at her door, he surprised her by wearing a suit. He then drove her to Midland and bought her a steak.

*   *   *

As the new boyfriend of Ann Tollett, Grady approached each date like a job interview. His manner became formal, and so did his dress. He now rotated between two leisure suits, one green and the other brown, each with oversized lapels and flared legs, and accented with a garish tie and pointed shoes.

And he insisted they eat in what he called “the finest restaurants” in Midland and Odessa, which included Steak and Ale, the Shrimp Boat, and Jay’s Barn Door. Dating the daughter of Raymond Tollett gave him a new role to play, one he felt he needed to practice even when Ann wasn’t around. At Kimo’s Palace in Big Spring, the Chinese restaurant where the Herald staff drank beer, Grady ordered rounds of pitchers for the table, then waved his hand at the waiter, saying, “Put it on my tab.”

But playing that role required real money, and often Grady found himself overextended and had to borrow from Ann. “Why can’t we just go for a burger?” she would ask, and Grady replied, “Because I want you to have the very best.”

Then there was Grady’s car. It was probably their third date when the old Bonneville sputtered and left them stranded on the interstate. Grady had to walk several miles to call a wrecker, leaving Ann exposed to whatever oil field trash happened past. The Patty Hearst story was still big news, and already Iris had forbidden them from parking out front, lest Ann be kidnapped for ransom. Anything they wanted to do with each other could be done in the poolroom, she said.

One night Ann didn’t come home until 3 a.m. and Iris was frantic. Turned out Grady’s car had broken down again on the way back from Odessa, and they’d waited hours for a tow.

Grady perplexed Iris, and his behavior left her with many questions. In addition to hating his car and his clothes (“Why does he wear those ridiculous suits?” she asked Ann), she grew disturbed by the rumors that Grady was gay. But Iris never discussed the subject with Ann, who led her mother to believe that she and Grady were intimate (and they were). And besides, for the first time, Ann seemed so happy.

“Who else is going to be there to love her?” Iris would say.

After nearly two years of dating, Grady dropped to his knee one night in the living room and proposed. Although he didn’t have a ring, Ann said yes, then started planning their wedding.

They married on a Tuesday morning in March 1976 at St. Mary’s Episcopal Church in Big Spring. Ann wore “a princess-style gown of silk organza and Alencon lace,” the Herald reported, and carried a French bouquet with blue streamers. Standing at the same altar where her father had come to rest, her smile radiated through the chapel.

Grady was so ill he could barely stand. He’d come down with something the night before and spent half the night in the bathroom. That morning he told Ann there was no way he could travel, so they’d canceled their honeymoon in Ruidoso, New Mexico. Down at the altar he wobbled in his rented tux, his skin pasty, but managed to repeat his vows.

From the front pew, Iris watched the ceremony as if it were a car accident in slow motion. She squeezed her niece Judi’s hand and Judi could feel her whole body trembling. As Grady and Ann exchanged their vows, Judi looked at Iris’s face and saw tears pouring down her cheeks.

“Oh, Mama, you were crying,” Ann said afterward.

“I was just…” Iris said, forcing a smile. “I was just so happy for you.”
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Dad survives the storm … oil returns to Texas … a new adventure begins …

Dad served as best man in Grady’s wedding. The request came as a surprise, considering he hadn’t heard from Grady since his own wedding in 1973, to which Grady had been invited only because Opal had insisted. Ann told him later that when it came time for Grady to choose a best man, he was the only friend Grady could think of.

Another surprise was that Grady had landed a job in Midland with the American Diabetes Association—as its regional director. He had an office on West Wall Street, a small staff of associates, plus a cute blonde who answered his phone with her long legs up on her desk. The Herald even ran a story about the appointment, along with a photo of Grady dressed in one of his leisure suits. It noted that he’d recently organized a seminar at the hospital entitled “Podiatry in Chronic Disease and Diabetes.”

It all seemed strange, because whenever Dad thought about Grady, he saw only the awkward guy in the hallways. And, of course, how could he forget that day at the old man’s house?

He’d never spoken to Grady about any of that stuff, and he wouldn’t know how to, anyway. So what if Grady was suddenly married? People change, he thought. Sometimes it took a good woman to turn a man around, something Dad could attest to personally. Ann Tollett made Grady seem more approachable and somehow less of a freak. If anything, Dad was rather proud of Grady. He’d always talked about getting rich, and from what everyone said about the Tolletts, Grady had done well.

In fact, it wasn’t long after the wedding that Grady called one night asking if Mom and Dad wanted to go to Lubbock for supper.

“Lubbock’s two and a half hours away,” Dad told him.

“Well, not if you take a plane,” Grady said. A limousine would pick them up in an hour.

Sure enough, Grady had chartered a little single-engine Cessna for the night. Mom and Dad had probably taken one plane ride in their entire lives, and neither had ever seen the inside of a limousine. The Cessna had four seats and no bathroom, but they were in the air for only thirty minutes, during which Grady sat up with the pilot, headset on, pointing to the instruments like some kind of boss.

Another black car sat waiting in Lubbock to take them to Smuggler’s Inn for steaks and seafood, all of which Grady paid for. They flew back to Midland in time to relieve the high school girl whom Mom had called to babysit me. When the limo pulled up to the house, Grady walked inside and handed the girl a hundred-dollar bill. After that, she was always available.

*   *   *

By the time Grady was chartering Cessnas, the energy crisis was on.

Since the fifties, limits on domestic production had opened the door for cheap crude from the Middle East and Africa, which we consumed without limit. At the close of the sixties, America was using more oil than ever before, while producing less. The once abundant fields in East Texas and the Permian Basin, at one time so mighty that world markets swung on their output alone, couldn’t begin to satisfy our thirst, no matter how much we drilled. In fact, Texas reached peak production in 1972, but with little effect. The country needed more oil, and by then we were almost out (or so we thought).

That year saw the first long lines at filling stations from coast to coast. People seemed gripped with an end-times panic as they sat idling in the cold. Dallas nearly ran out of gas in early 1973, and in May, the mayor of San Antonio said the city was ten days from shutting down. Arab producers in the OPEC nations took advantage of their new power and doubled prices, and still we paid—especially the refineries.

Texans were so desperate for oil, the pipeline from West Texas to the Gulf was reversed. In May 1973, the Big Spring refinery received its first shipment of Middle Eastern crude—354,854 barrels from Iraq. By that summer the nation was importing 6.2 million barrels per day, twice as much as in 1970.

Then, in October, Egypt attacked Israel. OPEC raised crude prices by 70 percent, then refused to sell the United States anything because we supported the Jewish state. They also cut their own production, a power move that sent the global economy into a tailspin recession. Everything went up, from interest rates to the price of a gallon of milk. Gas prices went up 40 percent and the long lines continued, people fuming as Watergate played over the radio.

Although high oil prices crippled the rest of the country, they came as a boon to states that still could pump crude out of the ground, chiefly Texas. Better, by late 1976, in an effort to curtail imports, the government began its slow easing of price controls and restrictions on domestic drilling. The gates wouldn’t fully open for another few years, but rig counts across the state steadily began to climb. The Permian Basin, at long last, was headed for another boom, and Midland would shine at its tawdry center.

By the mid-seventies, the twenty miles between Midland and Odessa marked a chasm of civilization. Both cities had experienced a slump in the sixties, when foreign crude squeezed the oil patch, but Midland had fared much better. Midland was still home to dozens of oil companies where executives in hand-tooled boots sat in glass buildings with ornamental pump jacks on their desks. It was where the big-gambling contractors lived, along with wildcatters blessed with knack and fortune, and the men of science: the sober geologists and petroleum engineers dressed in slacks and dusty oxfords. Midland was where men made money without dirtying their hands. And as the pendulum of the oil market began its upward swing, it was a hell of a place to sell cars.

What Dad loved selling most were pickups. His first year at the dealership, Ford introduced the F-150, which combined the dumb ruggedness of a truck with custom interior and trim options. The result was a pickup that a midlevel accountant could get away with driving (“hauling air,” as they said) and one that quickly became the standard fleet of the oil field.

Selling new cars and pickups required more than a good line, and for a time, Dad studied the other salesmen. First, he noticed, you had to look for signs that a person was serious about buying. The best sign was if a man brought along his wife. There were also a few questions you could ask to determine the potential of a sale, the most basic being “What is it you do for a living?” It wasn’t too intrusive, but the answer would tell you plenty.

Dad learned as a general rule that he shouldn’t waste time on roughnecks and oil field hands unless they had the price in cash, or at least enough credit through their wives to sway the finance team. No need to be rude, his coworkers told him, but he shouldn’t get a sunburn for a man who might not have a job in two months.

Now, if the guy’s an energy loan officer at First National? An engineer for Consolidated Petroleum? Well, give that man a card, get him behind the wheel of one of those new Explorers—limited edition, with red Styleside stripes, Cruise-O-Matic, and plush-carpeted interior. Let him drive down West Wall Street and up Marienfeld, see through the windshield the great city their money was building.

“You look good in this truck,” Dad told these men. “It’s about time you bought the vehicle that’s made just for you.”

He also learned that there was no cause for dishonesty or flimflam. The trick wasn’t to rob a man of his dignity, but to make him feel like he was walking out with a deal. What you wanted was volume. Move the units, get the volume, and the gross will come—along with a thousand-dollar bonus if you’re sharp.

*   *   *

For the customers that Dad just couldn’t close, Bill Rogers sent in his muscle—a man named Dick Bratcher. Dick was tall and kind of bald, with eyes like cut glass. “What would you buy it for? Come on, name a price,” he’d say, just friendly enough not to rattle anyone. Dad learned from Dick Bratcher how to bear down with an easy touch, and after a year under his tutelage, he’d sold enough units to win Salesman of the Month. His name was added to a plaque on the wall.

Dad worked long days at the car lot, usually twelve-hour shifts, and got close with the other salesmen. There was Schroeder, a former baseball player from Portland, Oregon. He was handsome and fit and spoke with a cute northern accent. When friends of the boss came to buy cars, they always asked for Schroeder, and so did their wives.

There was Lying Larry, “the Most Cheatin’est Car Salesman Alive,” who seemed honest but played the stereotype to the hilt. He liked to walk the showroom floor and pretend to greet customers by saying, “Welcome to Rogers Ford. Lying Larry’s the name, how can I jew ya, screw ya, and tattoo ya?” The guys standing around just died every time. Larry was also strong, and to demonstrate his strength, he’d grab a pole with both hands and hoist himself sideways in the air, then hang there like a flag.

After a while Dad started hanging out with some of the used-car salesmen who worked the adjacent lot, and he realized he could be making a lot more money. Unlike new units, which carried the manufacturer’s sticker price, used cars had a mystery component that a good salesman could exploit. No one knew how much the dealership had paid for the car, either at auction or on the trade-in. As long as you didn’t veer too far over the Blue Book, the profit margin was usually bigger. But you had to know how to sell it.

The used-car salesmen were older, grizzled men, but they liked Dad because he was cool and could score them weed. They took him drinking after work, but never to bars. Most nights they drove around town in one of the hot-rod demos, passing around a bottle of whiskey and pouring it into their beers.

They also threw high-stakes poker games where Dad was out of his league. A few mornings he woke up to realize he’d lost several hundred dollars the night before, then had to hustle all day to try to earn it back before Mom discovered it was gone. On those mornings, hungover and fragile, the Lord tugged at his conscience and brought him down a peg, leaving him feeling small in that vast car lot.

He was twenty-three years old with a family to support, and he’d made Mom a promise to walk a Christian path. Between Opal and Mom’s mother, there was already pressure to find a local church, and they’d talked for months about looking for one. Finally we joined an Assembly of God congregation on East Pennsylvania, but after going a few Sundays, we never really went back.

On Saturday nights, Dad invited Mark and Donny, his buddies from Big Spring, over to play cards and drink beer. Mom put up with the late nights. She said nothing about the pot smoke that wafted into the nursery while she put me to bed. One day she walked out into our small backyard, discovered a marijuana plant growing as tall as the fence, and nearly had a heart attack.

“Honest, I never thought it would get that big,” Dad told her. She handed him a pair of scissors and sent him to cut it down.

Mom was busy trying to establish herself, to put down roots and feel settled.

Around that time, she answered an ad for an interior designer position at Sears, and they hired her. Sears even arranged a two-week training course in Dallas so Mom could learn to sell custom drapes and upholstery. When it came time for Mom to leave, she left me with her mother in Snyder while Dad stayed behind to sell cars.

After a week of being alone, he started missing her. That Friday he called her hotel and said he was driving to Dallas after his shift. He didn’t tell her that first he planned to meet his buddies for drinks. He was drunk and swerving between the lines at 40 mph when the state trooper pulled him over outside of Weatherford. They charged him with a DWI and let him spend the night in jail.

The next morning, the judge summoned Dad to the bench, saying, “How much money you got in your billfold, son?” Dad told him three hundred dollars. The judge fined him $295, leaving him just enough to buy breakfast and think of all the ways to explain it to Mom.

Of course, she was angry, but as always, she forgave him. A few weeks later, however, she snapped. One night Mark and Donny were over playing cards and Mark was drunk. Mom didn’t like Mark. He had the stink of crazy on him, plus a pair of eyes like an owl that caught you when you weren’t looking. Just being in the same room with Mark gave Mom the creeps.

Mom was in the back room changing my diaper when she heard a loud crash. When she ran into the living room, she saw her antique tea set—the one Dad had given her before their wedding—shattered on the floor. Mark stood over the ruins, laughing.

Mom curled her lip, then did something she’d never done before. “Damn you, Mark Powell,” she shouted, “you get the hell out of my house!”

The sudden vulgarity coming from Mom’s mouth was so shocking that Dad stood there slack-jawed. Even Donny ran out the door.

*   *   *

Gambling, the DWI, and Mom being forced out of her character—Dad could read the signs. The Lord was telling him something.

“I feel like I’m slipping,” he told her one night. “But I can’t seem to stop.”

Then one morning Bill Rogers sent a few salesmen to Houston on a dealer transfer to deliver some pickups. It was Dad’s day off, the first he’d taken in months, otherwise he would have gone. When he returned the following morning, his manager told him there’d been an accident. On the way back to Midland, Lying Larry had fallen asleep and his car had veered off into a ditch, killing him instantly. Larry left behind a wife and a baby girl, who wasn’t much older than me.

The tragedy shook Dad deeply and plunged him into a fog, one he was still trying to escape when he and Mom nearly died themselves.

It happened on one of Grady’s airplanes. One Saturday night, they left me with the babysitter and flew to Lubbock for dinner. As they sat in the Smuggler’s Inn, one of those epic sandstorms rolled in with thunder and lightning on its back.

The pilot, at Grady’s urging, had ignored the weather forecast earlier that evening and gone ahead with the trip. Now they were stuck at the Lubbock airport, the wind howling and the sky flickering a foreboding pink and brown. The pilot refused to budge. “No way I’m going up in that,” he said.

But Grady was drunk and insisted they leave. “We’re gonna be stuck here all night. Just take us up high, get above the sand.” He then offered the pilot more money, and away they went.

It took minutes for the storm to swallow the Cessna somewhere above the plains. The wind flipped it sideways, then into a tumble. Then lightning struck the tail with a crash and sent them lurching even more. The pilot fumbled with the controls, trying to wrench the plane from nature, while Grady screamed and panicked, his face the color of skim milk.

At the rear of the plane, Mom, Dad, and Ann held each other, shouting “Jesus! Jesus! Jesus!” into the swirling maw. After what seemed like an eternity, the storm opened its jaws and let them through.

At the airport in Big Spring, they crawled down the plane’s ladder and lay flat on the tarmac until the earth stopped spinning. At home, Mom scooped me up from my crib and clutched me tight. She was furious with Grady and furious with herself for taking such a risk. “That night, you came close to being an orphan,” she would tell me, as if reminding herself of their misjudgment.

Not long after, Dad put in his two-week notice at Bill Rogers Ford and called his sister Zelda. She and Charlie had recently moved to Albuquerque, where Charlie managed the commissary at Kirtland Air Force Base. Dad didn’t have to say a word because his sister already knew. She’d been having those dreams.

“Something’s been telling me to pray for you, Bobby,” she said. “You’ve been heavy on my heart.”

Zelda and Charlie knew someone at church who sold cars at one of the big dealerships in town, so they put in a good word for Dad. We put a FOR SALE sign in the front yard of the house on Amigo Drive, and within days, thanks to the latest boom, it was sold. In October 1976, we packed a U-Haul truck with everything we owned and pointed west for New Mexico.
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Adrift in a foreign land … the Texas miracle … Preston’s plea … the family comes home …

My first-ever memory comes from this time, and there at center stage is my grandmother Opal. Mom believes it was probably a Sunday, about a week before we pulled out of Midland, and I was staying at my grandparents’ house in Big Spring, as I sometimes did.

She was still plump, or “big-boned” (her own description). And her laugh, which sounded as if it came from some bottomless, untroubled place, had not changed. The singing voice that soothed Uncle Bud during his final days had lifted an octave higher with age, but remained her greatest power. As I got older, that voice carved its own beautiful groove in my memory.

Gone were the oversized, matronly dresses and the lace-up oxfords. The sixties and seventies had brought her and Bob out of black-and-white poverty and into modern color. She now wore bright silk dresses accentuated with bling: dazzling brooches, big necklaces, and rings the size of little gumballs. For their recent anniversary, Bob had dipped into his savings and bought her a white Coupe de Ville, previously owned.

By now Opal worked at the dress shop that her brother Herman had bought for his daughter Evelyn. The shop, Miss Royale, was located at the Highland Shopping Center, where most days she and Evelyn wore high heels on the thick carpet while dressing ranchers’ wives in Nardis of Dallas and other designers. On weekends Opal worked the cash register at Herman’s restaurant.

Herman’s wife, Little Opal, had experienced a similar transformation. Her outfits sparkled and her makeup was perfect, and the sixties had taught her a few things about pantsuits. Her old churchiness had also relaxed, something her son Homer discovered in the mid-sixties. He was eating at the restaurant when his parents appeared dressed to the nines.

“Where are y’all going?” Homer asked.

“To the ball game,” Little Opal said.

“The ball game? You never let me go to the ball game. What, did God change his mind?”

Homer let it slide, no longer the angry boy. Time and fatherhood had softened his edges.

But that was the state of things when I finally entered the world: salad days all around. No one had to jump boxcars like Bob during the Depression; we weren’t grieving over dead children the way we’d done with Mary Lou, Orville, and Jack; no mad drives out west to save us from the Devil and ourselves, and no having to burn tires to stay warm. At that moment, no one in my immediate family even worked on an oil rig. The day my memory came alive, our house in Midland had just sold for twelve grand over market, a white Cadillac was sitting under Opal’s carport, and my grandmother smelled of sweet Estée Lauder.

She was putting me to bed in the back room, and her face was close to mine. Nearly two years old, I was already talking and had learned the name of my soon-to-be home. We were playing a game.

“Mee-mee!” I said. This is what I called her. “Babel-kirky.”

She threw her hands over her face and pretended to cry. “No, no, no! Don’t go to Babel-kirky!”

“Mee-mee,” I said again. “Babel-kirky.” And on we went.

I loved my Memie and was sad to leave her and Papaw, and I’m sure she was sad to see me go. But she knew something that I didn’t, that Albuquerque—more than West Texas—was the best place for my daddy to save himself from the Devil and his own flesh.

*   *   *

Albuquerque was an adventure. Neither Mom nor Dad had ever lived outside of Texas, and the clean break from Midland was a fresh start.

In Albuquerque, we bought a little adobe house on the east side of town. And thanks to Zelda’s friend, Dad began selling cars at a giant dealership off the Coronado Freeway called Rich Ford, while Mom took an administrative job at the Bureau of Land Management. Most days, I stayed with Aunt Zelda, who taught me Sunday school songs and spoiled me with Fig Newtons.

Under the guidance of his oldest sister, Dad became strong again in the Lord. He quit partying and started reading his Bible in the quiet mornings before breakfast. We joined Zelda and Charlie’s congregation at First Assembly of God. After church, Zelda cooked a pot roast and the men gathered in the living room to watch the Dallas Cowboys. These were the team’s glorious years, 1977–79, when Roger Staubach, Tony Dorsett, and Randy White led America’s Team to back-to-back Super Bowls.

My memories from Albuquerque are few, yet it’s funny what stuck. I remember that a neighbor kept a giant model train set like the one on Mister Rogers that filled his basement from wall to wall. He’d designed little towns, forests, and tunnels, and one of the locomotives even blew steam as it chugged up the hills. And I remember the day Mom and I were driving in the car and heard on the radio that Elvis Presley was dead. The memory locked only because of the sound my mother made in response, a kind of gasp.

I don’t remember Mom ever being pregnant, but nearly nine months after Elvis died, my sister was born. My cousin Tammy—Zelda’s oldest—came to stay with me while Mom and Dad were at the hospital. She brought along her fiancé, a former state-champ discus thrower from Eldorado High School named Mark Longerot. At three years old, I told Mark how I’d wanted a brother, but would still lobby my parents to name the girl after my favorite Dallas Cowboy, Tony Dorsett. Mark promised he would help, but it was no use. When my baby sister came home, her name was Marci.

*   *   *

As much as Dad enjoyed his new little girl, she arrived just as he started questioning our big adventure. He couldn’t say exactly what it was, but Albuquerque was tough.

Away from the oil boom, the city of 330,000 was like most everywhere else in the country, still suffering under high inflation and fuel prices and limping through a prolonged recession. Kirtland Air Force Base and Sandia National Laboratories kept many people employed, but the economy was nothing compared to Midland. No big-swinging oilmen were paying cash for a new stepsider pickup.

To Dad, Albuquerque felt like another country. It had Indians, which Dad had never encountered before. The food was different, people drove too fast, and Dad found these big-city folks to be mean and cutthroat. One day he said to Mom, “They must hate Texans here.”

He learned this the hard way at work. Rich Ford was twice as big as Bill Rogers in Midland. Thirty salesmen prowled the lot, compared to four or five, and according to Dad, these men didn’t care if you lived to eat breakfast the next morning. Dad’s first week on the lot, he spent three hours with a customer, who left to go and get his wife. But when they returned later and asked for Dad, one of the salesmen lied and said he’d gone home, then closed the deal himself. That was called skating, and those sharks in Albuquerque would skate you with a smile, even while you stood and watched.

Four hundred miles from home, Dad was in a foreign land, where his slow, sidewinding flattery was met with hardened stares, his sharp wardrobe screamed overkill, and friends were hard to come by. The old mojo was bootless, and his sunny confidence began to wane. For once, he went dark.

Through the dealership, he met two men who’d opened their own used-car lot, a “tote-the-note” operation that catered to ex-cons and people with bad credit, and they were looking for a third partner. They’d leased a weedy stretch of asphalt along Central Avenue, the old Route 66, on the blighted edge of downtown. Outside they hung a banner that read: BUY HERE, PAY HERE. NO CREDIT? NO PROBLEM! WE FINANCE! The sign rippled against the traffic noise and the songs of drunks looking for the bus. Dad took in the scene, his own empire of dirt, then returned to Rich Ford and told them he quit.

He leased a corner of the lot and sold his own cars, mostly high-mileage trade-ins the dealerships had shucked off to wholesalers: mid-sixties Chevelles and Bonnevilles, Vega GTs, a Falcon Coupe. They were old, but they ran fine—as far as Dad could tell. His partners, however, didn’t pretend to care. They sold clunkers to Indians, even coined their own warranty:

As Long as the Waters Flow

As Long as the Grass Is Green

Or to the End of the Block

It worked like this: Dad bought a car from the wholesaler for five hundred dollars, then advertised it for nine hundred. The buyer put five hundred dollars down, then financed the rest under the maximum interest allowed. Payments were made by the week, and in person. Fear the repo man if you fell behind.

“The fastest way to get back on your feet,” his partners told people, “is to miss a payment.”

Dad managed to move thirty cars his first couple of months. His customers were punctual, dropping by each Friday afternoon with handfuls of payday cash. But when his wholesaler ran low on inventory, Dad had nothing to sell. So he started buying dirt bikes, little Kawasakis he moved fairly fast but with little profit.

Then one morning he came to work and saw that thieves had busted open the trailer where he stored the bikes and cleaned him out. He didn’t have insurance and the police were no help.

From a guy who hung around the lot, Dad bought a little Smith & Wesson .38 for a hundred dollars cash, only because the man had papers proving it was clean. Dad tucked the pistol into his jeans and tried to feel at ease, but he couldn’t. The whole neighborhood had turned toxic in his mind, and he started feeling paranoid. The drunks and low riders cruising past suddenly beamed with menace.

Eventually his conscience wrestled free, and he saw his customers for what they were—poor folks with few options. Hapless suckers not even aware of how much they were getting screwed because they’d been getting screwed their entire lives.

“Can’t you get a cosigner?” Dad asked a guy one day, a customer who just couldn’t qualify. The man shook his head. “Last cosigner I had, he never made one payment.”

Dad knew he’d made a mistake, as if the pistol pressed into his back wasn’t already a sign. There had to be a different way.

*   *   *

Turned out there was, and it came from Big Boy Blue.

Back in Odessa, his brother Preston had nearly worked himself into an early grave. After returning from Vietnam, he probably could have used some time to readjust, but with a baby on the way, he had to earn a living. The only job he could find was selling insurance for Metropolitan Life. He sold door-to-door, cold canvassing, like he’d done as a boy hawking manure in a tow sack. The work was torturous and every bit against his nature, but he did it for a year because there were bills to pay. Then for a while he tried selling vacuum cleaners—Filter Queens—but that job ended the day he flipped the wrong switch and blew dirt onto a woman’s dress.

His father-in-law worked for El Paso Natural Gas, which had a plant in Odessa, and managed to get Preston hired. The pay was solid and he could choose his shifts, which made time for other things. Growing up around his uncle Herman, Preston had always wanted to start his own restaurant, and his tour in Vietnam had fostered in him a love of cooking. He and Linda prayed about the decision for several months. Then Preston borrowed the money from friends and family.

He bought a little place on the corner of Tenth and Whitaker, spruced it up, and opened for business. Preston’s Place advertised “Good Home Cooking” and Preston cooked most of it himself, usually after graveyards at the plant, coming in early to bake biscuits and desserts from scratch. For the breakfast and lunch crowds, he served the standard bacon and eggs, hamburgers, and usually a blue plate special, like meatloaf or chicken-fried steak. Standing over a grill was tiring, but the work was wholly fulfilling. And better, word was spreading about how delicious the food was. Most days, the dining room was packed.

But his job at the plant sucked away time from the restaurant, which proved his downfall. It turned out one of the women he hired was stealing food. Preston kicked himself for not noticing this earlier, but for whatever reason he didn’t. By the time he put the pieces together, he was in trouble. After only a year in business, Preston’s Place had to close.

The failed restaurant buried him in debt, and now he was desperate. When a second child arrived, he picked up more shifts at the plant, and when that wasn’t enough, he took a night job unloading boxcars at the freight docks—all while taking college courses in mechanics and carpentry before his GI Bill expired. Days and nights bled together and he was rarely at home. His body and mind grew so tired that one evening at the plant he broke down in the yard, draped himself across one of the big steam lines, and begged the Lord for mercy.

Get me out of this, he prayed.

The next week, he got word that the plant was closing. But before he could register the bad news, recruiters from Monsanto and Amaco were there snatching up men for two facilities near Houston. The boom was on, and chemical companies had to compete with the oil patch for workers, even if it meant having to poach them. Dozens of guys applied for the jobs and were hired right away, including Preston. But still, the companies needed more. So Preston put in a good word for Dad, who hopped on a flight the next week for an interview. When he returned home, Mom looked at the grin on his face and saw another nine hundred miles of road. And she was right—we were moving back to Texas.

*   *   *

The Monsanto plant was located thirty miles south of Houston, in a little town called Alvin, where we moved just after Christmas 1978. Dad worked in the hydrocarbon unit as a board man, walking the pipe alleys where chemicals thrummed overhead into giant distillation columns, checking the pumps and gauges for any leaks or changes in pressure. It was an easy job and it paid well, even if it meant pulling graveyards.

The transplants from Odessa called themselves the Sandblasters, and they were a tight and rowdy group. The night Dad started work, he wore blue jeans and a monogrammed belt buckle. One of the cowboys singled him out.

“What’s the B stand for on that buckle, hoss?”

“It stands for Big Bucks,” Dad said, without missing a beat. From that day forward he was Big Bucks Bob.

Alvin was flat and swampy and thick with mosquitoes, but we enjoyed it because we were close to family. In addition to Dad, Preston also got Mark Longerot, the discus champ from Albuquerque, hired at the plant, and he and my cousin Tammy now rented a small apartment in town. Opal’s sister Veda and her husband Bill lived twelve miles south in Dickinson. Down the street from them lived Opal’s other sister, Dorothy.

This unlikely family outpost along the Gulf marked the first time in decades that so many of us had lived together. Already, it had been forty years since Dorothy took a bus to New London and found her sister Agnes and her kids nearly starved after her husband walked out on them. Thirty years since Veda insisted on playing preacher, standing at the bedstead where time and again she sent poor Gloria Jean to hell. Agnes was long dead now, having passed suddenly in 1968 at the age of fifty-eight while undergoing gallbladder surgery (“I won’t survive,” she told Homer a week before the operation, and she was right).

All the children of Clem and Cora—who died in 1970—now had grandkids of their own. Their hair was turning gray and their bodies were starting their slow march of revolt. On holidays we stood around Aunt Veda’s dining-room table, where Uncle Bill or Uncle Charlie offered up the Oh Heavenly Father before the meal. Afterwards, we all pressed into the living room to watch football and home movies of family reunions past. The old films brought back the dead and for a brief moment, they were among us, back with the choir. Each movie ended with the whole gang singing around a piano.

*   *   *

Preston and Linda rented a house on the outskirts of Alvin that backed up to a bayou. On Saturdays, their two boys, Matt and Brandon, and I stalked the marshy banks catching frogs and hunting crawfish. We’d find their mud chimneys and lure them out with bacon tied to a string, then make them fight one another. The frogs we tied to bottle rockets.

In late July 1979, a storm blew in that took us by surprise. That day, Mom’s parents arrived from Snyder to stay the weekend, and that’s when it started to rain. By ten o’clock that evening it was still coming down, but even harder. I was lying in bed listening to the wind whip and howl when I heard a loud crash and ran into the living room, where my grandfather was staring out the window. Half the neighbor’s roof had just landed in our front yard, missing his brand-new Chevy Impala by a foot.

By the next day, Tropical Storm Claudette had dumped forty-three inches of rain on Alvin—the largest twenty-four-hour rainfall ever recorded in the United States. I looked out the window and saw a man rowing a johnboat down our street, loaded with furniture. Luckily our house was on a small hill and was spared.

Much of Alvin, however, sat under ten feet of water, including Preston’s house. The bayou had jumped its banks and rushed under their doors. Dad waited a day for the water to recede, then waded into the flood to help his brother salvage what was left. But everything they owned was gone, including their family photos and Preston’s letters from Vietnam.

Earlier that day, Dad had hoisted me onto his shoulders to walk down our street. Dad stood six foot three, and the water was all the way up to his chest, just below my feet. At the end of the block, men were guiding boats between the houses, loading them with coat racks and toasters and other random belongings. A man in a canoe rowed by and shouted something to us, then pointed to the water, where a poisonous cottonmouth slithered past my toes.

The entire coastal region was paralyzed by flooding, including much of Houston. Yet at the time, it seemed no amount of water could drown the rising totem of the Texas miracle. Midland may have bustled, but Houston was benefiting from the high oil prices more than any other city. As many as a thousand people like us were moving to the region each day to work in the plants and refineries, and to help build the offices and apartments that were shooting up overnight. Office space in Houston was so limited that companies were leasing it eighteen months in advance.

“This is not a city,” U.S. News & World Report had written the previous year. “It’s a phenomenon—an explosive, churning, roaring juggernaut that’s shattering tradition as it expands outward and upward with an energy that stuns even its residents.”

The Texas miracle, long before our politicians began throwing it around on campaign stops, started here. Between 1973 and 1981, while the rest of the nation suffocated under double-digit inflation, rising fuel prices, and stagnant growth, and while mills and factories seemed to close each month in Michigan, Pennsylvania, and eastern Ohio, Texas added 2.2 million jobs and personal incomes tripled. In just three years between 1979 and 1982, when the country as a whole shed two hundred thousand jobs and $26 million in gross domestic product, Texas hired eight hundred thousand people and boasted a $43 million GDP.

For the men and women in northern cities ravaged by the recession, who lost work in the plants and factories and watched their communities unravel while crime, addiction, and suicides increased, Texas seemed to be the only working part of America. They looked toward Texas the way John Lewis had nearly a hundred years earlier from the claustrophobic hollow, and the way the sodbusters saw California when the bankers and dusters drove them off the plains.

Before long, the Texas dream was broadcast on prime time. The television show Dallas premiered in April 1978 and gave us the oilman J. R. Ewing, who embodied the wealth and glamour our nation desired and the greed it would embrace in the coming decade. At the height of Dallas madness—when ninety million people around the world tuned in to see who shot J.R.—the Southfork ranch north of town drew more tourists than the grassy knoll.

While the Dallas Cowboys were known as America’s Team, the Houston Oilers were the mascots of the Texas miracle. If the boom had a color, it was Columbia blue and white. The Oilers had a derrick on their helmet and a coach who looked like a tool pusher. Bum Phillips was potbellied, wore boots and white cowboy hats, and gnawed on a giant cigar. In 1978, the Oilers drafted the locomotive running back Earl Campbell. Two years later they acquired Kenny “the Snake” Stabler from the Oakland Raiders. Stabler’s long hair and beard made him look like a roadie in Waylon Jennings’s band, and he partied like one too, walking into bars around Houston, yelling, “Strike, lightning!” as if to let everyone know what was in store. Like most people in Alvin, our family burned with Oiler fever. Dad and I wore Snake jerseys and searched the stores for Snake Venom Cola, while Mom had a pair of tight Vanderbilt jeans with “Luv Ya Blue” embroidered on the butt.

With so many men pouring into the region, bars and honky-tonks sprang up in the dingy towns like League City and Pasadena, with Gilley’s being the biggest. In fact, The Guinness Book of World Records listed Mickey Gilley’s dance club as the largest honky-tonk in the world, capable of holding six thousand people. It had pool tables, a mechanical bull, punching bags, and, of course, a giant dance floor and stage where top-billed country acts played seven nights a week. Its slogan was “We Doze but We Never Close.” They filmed the movie Urban Cowboy in Gilley’s in 1979, and when it came out a year later, around the same time as Honeysuckle Rose, starring Willie Nelson, Texas chic became the rage. People everywhere started wearing Stetsons and Tony Lamas. Bolo ties were popular, along with rhinestones, cow chip jewelry, and anything with armadillos.

Gilley’s was only twenty miles up the Dixie Farm Road from our house, yet its carnival of temptation had no power over Dad. Between the graveyard shifts and a buffer of family all around, our time in Alvin was proving to be his most stable. The friends he hung around with were from our Assembly of God church, and together with Mom, they helped keep him on the path of righteousness. What also helped was the arrival of another child—my sister Melissa—born in June 1980 in nearby Texas City. It wasn’t long after she arrived that a telephone call late one night brought Dad’s old life roaring up from behind, flashing its high beams.

Earlier that day, his old friend Mark Powell, whom Mom had cursed and kicked out of her house, chose to take revenge on his ex-wife for their recent divorce. Mark walked into the Odessa Chamber of Commerce, where his former mother-in-law worked, and shot her with a twelve-gauge while she sat at her desk. He then stole a car, kidnapped three teenagers at gunpoint, and embarked on a twenty-four-hour shooting spree across Texas.

When the news reached Big Spring that morning, Opal nearly fainted. Just the previous day, Mark had stopped by the Miss Royale dress shop and asked for Mom and Dad’s address in Alvin. “Well, it’s at home,” Opal said, lying. She could tell something was amiss.

After killing his ex-mother-in-law, the police reported that Mark was headed for Houston, and that’s when the phone started ringing. “He might be coming after y’all,” friends warned, harking back to Mom’s episode over the broken tea set.

But Mark was after his ex-father-in-law, whom he also wanted dead. He managed to find him at a trailer park and get off a few pop shots, then turned back toward Odessa, firing at random cars along the highway and injuring four people. Sheriff’s deputies finally caught up with him in a little town south of Midland. A high-speed shootout ensued and Mark was fatally wounded. His car then hit a guardrail and flipped.

“The subject was terminated one mile east of Rankin,” the sheriff’s office reported, adding that the hostages, who’d been in the trunk, had survived unharmed.

The whole ordeal, the family believed, was the Lord’s way of affirming Dad’s choice to leave his old life behind, for the wages of sin was truly death. Dad believed it too. He and his brother had even started making plans together. Preston had a dream of starting his own construction company—Mealer Homes—to take advantage of the current housing crunch. To that end, Dad started taking classes in heating, ventilation, and air-conditioning at the local community college. Air-conditioning was a steady trade, he figured. In good times or bad, Texas was always hot.

At twenty-seven years old, my father finally had it together. He had the confidence and support of his church and extended family, a strong wife and three healthy kids at home, a recent promotion, and a career goal within reach. By his own description, life was grand. That is, of course, until Grady called.

“Bobby Gaylon!” he shouted. “Answer me one question: How’d you like to be a millionaire?”

Within a month, I was riding in another U-Haul on the bench seat next to Dad. We were on our way to Big Spring, headlong into the boom.
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Grady seizes the kingdom … Dad takes a leap …

Around the time we moved to Albuquerque, Grady lost his job with the American Diabetes Association. For budgetary reasons, the ADA had decided to close its Midland office and not transfer his position as regional director. Suddenly in need of a new job, Grady turned to his wife, who asked her mother for help.

By this time, Iris’s displeasure with Grady bristled on the surface. She disapproved of his charter planes, his thousand-dollar dinners, and especially the way he threw Raymond’s name around town. And foremost, it made her sick to hear that Grady was leaving Ann alone at night so he could carouse with homosexuals, if the rumors were true. If the police ever arrested him in one of those clubs in north Odessa, how would Ann survive the shame?

So when Ann asked her mother for help finding Grady a job—at the refinery, of all places—Iris honored her daughter and made the call. But the favor came with a pleasurable twist of the knife. If the son-in-law of Raymond Tollett expected a corner office and a long-legged secretary, he had another think coming.

“You want a job at Cosden?” Iris said to him. “Then you start at the bottom. The very bottom.”

Grady’s title was yardman. On his first day of work, someone handed him a shovel and assigned him to a crew digging a ditch. Other duties entailed making coffee twice a day and chauffeuring engineers around the plant. The sight of Grady laboring in the heat, flushed and sweaty, provided endless entertainment for the other men.

“Say, ain’t you supposed to be runnin’ this place?”

“Hey, if the boss man likes your coffee, he might let you take out the trash.”

Grady gritted his teeth and forged on, determined not to crack. In order to take the job, he and Ann even gave up their apartment in Midland and moved back to Big Spring. They rented a small house that was old and drafty, and one morning Ann awoke to find a giant snake curled up on the kitchen floor.

As a reward for moving home, Iris bought them a new washer and dryer, along with a bedroom set. And evenings when Grady came home demoralized and covered in filth, he sometimes found her sitting in his living room, as if to remind him who was boss. Whatever path to easy street her son-in-law thought he’d chosen had just taken a turn straight into a wall.

*   *   *

But Grady was biding his time, no one’s fool. The man in charge of the machine shop, Joe Faulkner, felt sorry for him and put him inside cleaning tools. He still made coffee—once in the morning and once in the afternoon—and drove the men where they asked to go, saying nothing even while they insulted him. And he remained civil—even charming!—when he and Ann drove Iris to Midland once a week for lobster night at the Steak and Ale.

The truth was, he actually liked his mother-in-law. He recognized that despite the dragon scowl and vicious tongue, she could be generous and kind. She’d continued some of her husband’s charities, and every Christmas mailed out checks of three thousand dollars to members of her family. But even more, he wanted Iris to like him, as she was living proxy to the man whose legacy he was trying to internalize.

But Iris showed no signs of thawing, so Grady endured. About six months later, in December 1976, his wait came to an end. Iris grew very ill.

She’d been plagued with circulation problems for years, which caused her constant pain and sent her back and forth to doctors for treatment. Then, a week before Christmas, she was having trouble breathing and called Dr. Thomas, her husband’s former doctor, who admitted her to the hospital. It turned out that Iris had suffered a stroke. For two days she kept getting worse, then finally slipped into a coma. Around three in the afternoon on December 19, she opened her eyes and took her last breath. She was fifty-nine years old.

Ann phoned her husband at the refinery, sobbing, and broke the news. Grady’s brother-in-law, Roe, happened to be working in the machine shop when Grady flung open the door, screaming.

“Roe! Roe! You’ll never believe it! Mrs. Tollett is dead!”

Roe was stunned. “My god, that’s terrible,” he said.

Before he could inquire how, Grady had climbed out of his coveralls and flung them into a trash can. “I quit!” he shouted and ran for the door, stopping just short of leaving.

“Don’t you know what this means, Roe? Do you know what this means?”

A look of ecstasy washed over his face. “It means I’m a millionaire!”

*   *   *

The transformation was rapid. In July 1977, Grady and Ann bought a thirty-five-hundred-square-foot ranch home in Ike Robb’s Highland South—“Big Spring’s Most Desirable Living Area.” The developer and theater magnate remained Grady’s idol.

After the house, the couple flung themselves into local causes. Ann became secretary of the Big Spring Garden Club and hosted events in the home, where the society page noted her décor and wardrobe as it had her mother’s. They became members of the Heritage Museum, gave generously to the Bible Fund, and were lead sponsors for a celebrity fund-raiser to benefit the Dora Roberts Rehabilitation Center, donating a trip to Las Vegas. The event featured the New Christy Minstrels and comedian Foster Brooks, famous for his role as the Lovable Drunk on The Dean Martin Show. The Herald ran a photo of Grady and Ann posing at the rehab center with little Christy Clifford, a girl with cerebral palsy. Grady stood rigid. There was talk of him running for local office.

*   *   *

But as Grady embarked on his long-awaited ascent, the plates beneath the town began to shift. The first jolt was cataclysmic: In 1977, after twenty-five years in Big Spring, the federal government decommissioned Webb Air Force Base and closed it down. Nearly three thousand jobs vanished in a matter of months. The overall loss of population was even greater, as families of airmen and civilian employees fled in droves, leaving nearly a thousand empty houses and a public school system in crisis. Simply maintaining the empty base cost the town forty thousand dollars per month.

More bad news arrived two years later, when Cabot Corporation, which had made carbon black in Big Spring since 1950, announced it was a victim of the fuel shortage and shuttered its plant. Gone were a hundred jobs and $2 million in payroll. But most painful was the announcement that the Cosden Oil and Chemical Company was vacating the Petroleum Building and moving its headquarters to Dallas, where it would merge with its parent company, American Petrofina.

While the refinery itself would remain, gone were the scores of executives who’d sat on school boards and directed charity drives—Tollett’s “corporate citizens” who’d put some skin in the game. The Cosden Country Club had long closed its doors on the lake. For those still around—the bankers, newspapermen, and ranchers who’d mingled with that crowd—all that remained were memories: Duke Ellington and Harry James and wild nights in the Blue Room; Prince Farman and delegations of boots-wearing Japanese; Mr. T. toasting war heroes and cops at the policeman’s ball.

When the tremors finally quieted, much of Big Spring’s educated upper class was gone. Aside from the few bankers’ and ranchers’ kids, no more students returned in the fall with tales of Vienna or Paris, or arrived with previous addresses on the other side of the globe.

The mighty T&P had ferried its last passenger more than a decade earlier. The iron rail gave way to the interstate that now shuttled tourists and traveling salesmen around the edges of the city as if it were invisible. They slept at the Holiday Inn and waited to spend their money in the shopping malls of Midland and Lubbock. Downtown stores began to close, their windows papered over.

Finally, to everyone’s disbelief, the Hotel Settles locked its doors. Competition from the interstate chains had lowered its standards, leaving it to the winos and circuit prostitutes who rented rooms by the month, then moved on to other towns. Workers pried away the mahogany paneling and marble stairs and dismantled the wrought-iron railing. Everything that could be removed—beds, stoves, telephone booths, room keys, even the plumbing pipes—was carted out and sold at auction. Built in 1929 as a monument to Big Spring’s first oil discovery and a symbol of its soaring ambition, the Settles was reduced to an empty shell.

The little town with boundless vision that had lured my grandfathers and uncles, the oasis of the plains that Tollett championed from Fifth Avenue to Tehran, was folding in on itself, threatening to collapse. Holding it afloat for the moment, and numbing some of the pain, were the champagne bubbles of another rising oil boom. And folks, as they always do, mistook them for progress.

Soon, contractors were buying up the discarded drilling rigs that were mothballed on back lots and roadsides, sanding off the rust, and adding a fresh coat of paint. The clerk’s office filled with landmen looking for leases, white service trucks stacked up at the red lights, and suddenly there were strangers in the restaurants. To Grady, this presented his biggest stage.

Because no matter how much he loved Ann, or tried to love Ann, the town would always regard him as a gold digger, the theater usher of ill repute who hoodwinked the beloved family. Already, the old man’s legacy mocked him from the grave: Tollett, the “four-career man” who dropped out of school and taught himself law, who busted gangsters for the FBI and turned a scrap heap into an empire. If Grady were to step out of that shadow, he had to build something on his own, and he had no interest in growing cotton or buying cattle. But the oil business—that was the arena of immortal men. The question was how.

*   *   *

The answer, remarkably, arrived in late 1979, when Grady won the lottery.

Starting in 1960, the U.S. Bureau of Land Management began holding oil and gas lotteries to award drilling privileges on public land in the American West. Most of it was located along a pay zone called the Overthrust Belt, which covered seven states in the Rocky Mountain range. Wyoming and Idaho alone were thought to hold 1.5 billion barrels of crude and over 7 trillion cubic feet of natural gas.

Each month, the BLM sent out a list of available tracts. Applications cost ten dollars each and were open to both individuals and private companies. (Wyoming’s state-run lotteries had already proved lucrative for con shops, who targeted retirees with letters that read, “Dear Potential Oil Baron” while tripling the entry fee.) Winners could lease up to 2,650 acres for an annual rate of a dollar per acre. The odds of the bureau’s computer pulling your name were around four hundred to one.

There was no limit to how many times a person could apply, so Grady had entered dozens of applications in the years after Iris’s death, devoting the same furious energy he had to his Publishers Clearing House Sweepstakes. And lo and behold, he finally struck pay dirt: Grady won an oil well in Wyoming.

The news arrived while Grady and Ann were driving through California on vacation. Grady telephoned from the hotel and spoke to his gardener, who described an important-looking envelope that had arrived in the mail. “Don’t move a thing,” Grady told him, then drove straight home.

He flew to Cheyenne to claim his prize, which was a small tract near Thermopolis. But a few telephone calls were enough to tell him how deep the water was. Even though he’d married into money, he didn’t have the ready capital, much less the savvy, to organize the men and tools to spud a well beneath the sagebrush. Since he didn’t know the first thing about finding oil, he’d have to hire an engineer and geologist. And say they did find some—they weren’t popping Spindletops on these plains. The taxes on royalties, after the feds took their one-eighth, probably wouldn’t justify the headache. Not with one little lease.

Luckily, one of the loopholes in the government’s rules was that no one was legally obligated to drill on the land they won. And considering all of the above, most people ended up selling their leases to oil companies—which is exactly what Grady did, unloading his acreage to a Louisiana driller for a cool sixty-five thousand dollars. It wasn’t the way he’d envisioned becoming an oilman, but it would do.

Elated, Grady called his cousin Selena, who was living in Denver, and said he was stopping in town on his way home. He wanted to celebrate.

“We’ll have dinner at Lafitte’s,” he announced, meaning the erstwhile gem of Larimer Square whose clientele had been reduced, according to one review, to “tourists and the tastelessly rich.”

“Grady, they’re booked for weeks,” Selena said.

“Tell them I’ll pay five hundred dollars for the reservation.”

He then told her to wear a black dress.

Selena sold real estate in Denver and knew some high rollers, one of whom offered to call Lafitte’s and got her a table. She was seated in one of the red-leather booths, dressed in all black, when Grady entered through the heavy wooden doors. He’d come straight from Perkins Shearer, the men’s store, and had shucked his shabby duds for a stunning pinstripe suit and Italian leather shoes. He brushed aside the hostess and, before reaching the wide stairway that led up to the oyster bar, stopped for a brief moment, as if to present his new persona to the room.

*   *   *

With the money from selling his Wyoming lease, Grady started Cunningham Oil Company and set out to make his name. He first partnered with a wildcatter named Adkins on a series of wells being drilled around Sweetwater—putting in the standard third of the operating expense for a quarter of any royalties. And with proper oil transactions under way, Grady acquired his headquarters.

There was little question of where. That fall, he announced that his company was taking over the top suite of the Cosden Petroleum Building, the very offices from which Raymond Tollett had steered the great refinery. He hired a decorator to fill the rooms with expensive carpeting and Henredon furniture. For his desk he bought an executive pen set and decorative pump jack, along with an extra-large checkbook, monogrammed and bound in leather.

He hired an actual secretary to answer his telephones, one of middle age who chain-smoked cigarettes and swore like a floor hand. And over a game of golf one afternoon at the Big Spring Country Club, where Grady was now a member, he met Hugh Porter. Hugh was fresh out of Texas Tech, where he’d majored in biology and chemistry. Not only was he sharp and good-looking, he also came across as steady and self-possessed. Right away Grady offered him a salary of thirty thousand dollars to come sell oil investments, then dispatched him to Midland for a seminar on how to do it.

Next, Grady sought legitimacy. Using his father-in-law’s name, he managed to convince one of the Permian Basin’s most respected geologist-and-engineer teams to come aboard. Orville Phelps and Bob Wilson had been finding oil since the fifties and had employed just about every method to get it. They were shrewd, sober men who spoke a language of origin and deep time. After listening to them explain porosities, anticlinal structures, and stratigraphic traps, Grady threw up his hands, said, “Hell, just go find me some!” and gave the men whatever they asked for.

It was early 1980. Ronald Reagan would soon campaign for president on a platform of rescuing the sluggish economy, and part of that plan involved further decontrol of oil and gas. But in West Texas, the boom was already in full swing. Oil prices would soon reach their highest level yet, forty dollars a barrel, thanks again to the kingmakers half a planet away, whose names most Texans wouldn’t know how to pronounce.

In early 1979, revolutionaries in Iran had ended the dynasty of Mohammad Reza Shah Pahlavi and installed their supreme leader, Ayatollah Khomeini. A second global panic ensued that drove crude prices even higher than OPEC’s embargo ever had. The gas lines returned, forcing President Carter—after delivering his soul-searching “malaise speech” on television—to finally start lifting price controls to spur domestic drilling. Suddenly all the abandoned “stripper wells” that produced less than thirty-five barrels a day—most of them remnants from the old booms—were worth bringing back online. Texas had thousands of those wells, which were soon producing millions of barrels of oil.

Farmers and ranchers who’d come to ignore the pump jacks on their land now saw royalties for the first time in years. In January 1980, deposits into Midland banks surpassed $1 billion for the first time ever—despite one of the worst droughts in twenty years that decimated the season’s cotton crop. Banks across the state whose foundations had been built on cattle and agriculture made quick decisions to diversify into energy loans. They dispatched officers to the oil and gas seminars, then sent them running after tomorrow men short on equipment and cash.

By then Grady’s company, Cunningham Oil, was officially in the race. Two of the Adkins wells near Sweetwater came in strong. In April 1980, Bob Wilson and Orville Phelps zeroed in on some acreage a hundred miles east of Big Spring, near San Angelo, where they wanted to drill. Hugh then drove out and charmed the rancher to secure the lease. While the team pitched investors and waited for drilling permits, Grady—by another stroke of fortune—acquired yet another piece of his kingdom.

On April 9, Ike Robb, his old mentor at the Ritz Theater, collapsed while exercising at the YMCA and died of a massive heart attack. He was forty-nine. Just four months earlier, Robb had sold off his movie theaters to focus on real estate—in particular, to finish Highland South and realize his father’s vision. Now, with father and son both dead, Robb’s wife Betty put the undeveloped land up for sale. By year’s end, Grady had snatched up seventy-three acres at the foot of South Mountain.

It was right after buying Highland South that Grady called Dad, offering a seat beside the throne.

Grady was typically drunk when he called the house, but that night Dad heard something different. Grady carefully laid out what sounded like an actual business plan. And it was impressive. He told Dad about Adkins and the wildcat wells, about hiring Wilson and Phelps, and his excitement about landing their first lease.

“Bob Wilson says each well on that ranch is worth twenty thousand barrels,” Grady said, quoting the engineer’s review, while not precisely. “And we’re gonna drill forty, fifty of those wells. With prices how they are, you’re gonna be stuffing pillows with all the money we make.”

But what sounded most appealing to Dad was what Grady called the Cunningham Development Corporation, which would carry on Ike Robb’s legacy at Highland South. Back when we lived in Midland, Dad had actually taken real estate courses, mainly on a lark, and gotten his license. Grady asked if it was still valid. Dad told him yes.

“Then I can’t let you pass up this kind of opportunity,” he said, then lowered his voice. “Bobby, I’m asking you to come back to Big Spring and be my vice president.”

“Well…” Dad replied.

“You’ll be my right-hand man—just the two of us.”

Dad’s job would be to sell investments in the oil wells, and with each deal he closed, Grady would give him a percentage of the royalties. He’d also be in charge of selling the luxury home sites to all the people getting rich in the boom. “And if you’re gonna sell ’em, you might as well live on one,” Grady said. “First thing we’ll do is pick out your own lot.” Grady then offered Dad a salary of thirty-five thousand dollars plus perks, which was a lot more than he was making.

The next morning, when Dad got home from his night shift, he and Mom talked it over. They agreed that if even half of what Grady said was true, it was still a heck of a deal. The boom was making millionaires out of fools left and right, no one could deny that.

“This is that one chance of a lifetime,” he concluded, “that chance that you’ll kick yourself later for turning down.” The next day, he called Grady and said he’d take the job—as soon as we could sell our house in Alvin.

Yet when Dad broke the news to the family, he was surprised by their disappointment. Preston, especially, seemed hurt.

“You got a great job down at the plant,” his brother argued. “All the guys love you. Your family is happy here, and besides, what about the homes we were gonna build? You were gonna be my AC man.”

“Sorry, Pres,” Dad said. “I’m going to get rich.”

Preston begged him not to go. He knew all about Grady Cunningham, and the whole enterprise Dad described made him feel sick to his stomach. But Dad wouldn’t listen. Even Zelda couldn’t talk sense into him. And it was no use appealing to Opal, whose only thought was having us grandkids back home.

Bob was even less help. “I never had that kind of opportunity,” he told his son. “I say go for it. It’s about time one of us made money off them dat-burn rigs.”
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Dad returns home, enters the fast lane … Grady’s world … an accident and a choice …

While Dad and Grady worked out the details for our lot in Highland South, we needed a place to live. Dad had heard stories about all the empty houses left over from the base closure and assumed we’d have easy pickings. But once we arrived in Big Spring, we discovered the boom had devoured everything. No rentals, not even mobile homes. Every hotel was full and charging double rates. People blamed the Yankees from Ohio and Michigan who’d driven down to work on the rigs, but many of them were sleeping in their cars out at the truck stop.

After two days of looking, we found only one house that was available. It was a tiny three-bedroom on West Seventeenth Street with peeling yellow paint, ratty carpet, and no air-conditioning. We took it right away. Mom managed to fix it up as nice as possible while Dad used what he’d learned in HVAC classes to install central air and heat. Weeds and sticker burrs covered the tiny backyard, but near the porch was a dead pecan tree with a wooden fort in it. All that remained was its rickety platform, which my sister Marci and I quickly claimed as our lookout. Not long after we arrived, we sat eating popsicles and watched a sandstorm roll off the distant Caprock. It approached quietly, like a brown fog, before the wind grew dirty and stung our bare skin. We dropped our ice cream and raced inside, our mouths full of grit.

At work, Dad was getting his own taste of the landscape, and it was more crowded than he’d pictured. In all of their conversations about the company, Grady never said anything about Hugh Porter. The day Dad arrived, Hugh joined him and Grady at the Branding Iron for a welcome lunch that stretched long into the afternoon and left Dad overwhelmed. From the start, it was clear that Hugh, not Dad, was in charge of putting together oil deals, and Grady treated him like a second in command. Grady even introduced Hugh as “operations manager.”

Grady had also failed to mention anything about the half dozen other guys who joined them at the table, each one resembling a Tiger Beat model. They didn’t seem old enough to drink the liquor they ordered, and in fact, most of them were still in high school. There was Jacques, a farm kid from Indiana whose family had recently arrived in town. He’d been working as a waiter at the Branding Iron when Grady flagged him down one night and offered him a job.

“A job doing what?” Jacques asked.

“Oh, hell,” Grady said, “we’ll find something!”

Grady put Jacques in charge of the company’s new IBM and gave him the title of assistant comptroller. But his job mostly entailed driving Grady to the country club. The same went for David, and Kenny, who was Grady’s nephew. Another guy, Buddy, seemed to be in charge of this group and held special sway with the boss. Buddy was basically an orphan—his father dead, his mother absent—when he’d first come to work for Grady. Like Hugh, he was bright but also streetwise and shrewd. When Grady learned that Buddy was living alone in the Barcelona Apartments, unable to pay rent and trying to go to school, he asked Ann if Buddy could live with them. Buddy now had his own bedroom on Glenwick Cove and a rack of nice suits in the closet.

There was also the company pilot, a twenty-three-year-old Norwegian named Torstein. He and his fiancée, who was from Michigan, had found their way to Big Spring when the municipal airport needed a safety instructor. They later got married in one of the big hangars, and for the reception, one of the crop-duster pilots filled a wooden coffin full of ice and Coors.

Coincidentally, Torstein had served as assistant pilot the night Grady chartered a Cessna 206 to fly to Dallas for a convention. Grady was so drunk by the time he returned to the plane that he promptly passed out while Torstein and the pilot headed back to Big Spring. Halfway home, they ran into a fog that paralyzed the western half of the state. Every airport within a hundred miles was closed and wouldn’t let them land, forcing them to circle five hours in a panic as the fuel gauge dropped to red. Grady happened to wake up just as Torstein found a way to get them to Roswell, where they landed on vapors. The following week, to express his gratitude, Grady invited Torstein to dinner at his home.

“I told Ann, ‘This is the young man who saved my life,’” Grady said, and raised his whiskey glass to duplicate the moment. “And that’s when I asked him to be my company pilot. You know what he said? He said, ‘But Grady, you don’t even have a plane.’ I told him, ‘What the hell, Torstein, I’ll just buy one!’ And damn it, I did, too.”

Grady bought a Piper Seneca II, which he painted in Dallas Cowboys colors—even though he hated football—before upgrading to a ten-seater Navajo. When Torstein wasn’t flying Grady and his crew to the “company cabin” in Ruidoso or the ski slopes in Taos, he helped Hugh knock on farmers’ doors and pitch oil investments. Grady even gave Torstein his own desk and a company car, a slick Ford Thunderbird, which Torstein posed with for photos he sent back to Norway—proof of the jumbo Texas dream.

Not long after Torstein joined the company, Grady asked him if he spoke any foreign languages. When Torstein replied that he knew a little French, Grady invited him and his wife on a grand tour of Europe. A whole group from Big Spring went, making stops in Amsterdam, Paris, Austria, and Switzerland. It was in Switzerland that Grady bought a floor-length fur coat made from a wolf. In fact, he bought two.

Torstein’s wife, Linda, worked at a new bookstore that Grady opened called The Book Inn: An Overnight Home for Books. It was located in the Highland Shopping Center, next to where Grady had sold women’s shoes. Grady had even paid a local decorator twenty thousand dollars to design the store’s interior.

Upon hearing this along with everything else, Dad’s head was swimming. “What are you doing buying a bookstore, Grady?”

“Well, Bobby, Ann likes books. She needs something to keep her busy while I work all the time.”

“Is it making any money?”

“It will, it will,” he said, and patted Dad on the back. “That ain’t for you to worry about anyway, sugar, not on your first day.” He lit one of his long Carlton 100s, then motioned the waitress for another tray of drinks.

It turned out that Grady really was hard at work, mainly trying to fashion himself after Ike Robb and Raymond Tollett. A couple of days later, Dad was shocked when he opened the Herald and saw that Grady was running for the school board.

He’d taken out a campaign ad that stated: “As a businessman, I have learned about necessity of sound management, and of conserving and wisely using our resources.” A photo showed Grady in his new suit sitting behind his desk with a pen in hand, ready to sign a stack of documents. “My door is always open to you,” he added.

The election was held that week, and it was a slaughter. Out of six candidates, Grady came in second to last in the polls, garnering little more than four hundred votes. Ann was secretly relieved. “You’ll never be like Daddy,” she told him, and the comment made Grady furious. He never spoke of the election again.

Ann was the real owner of the bookstore—it was her money that bought it, anyway—but she let Grady’s sister Nancy manage the place, with help from Torstein’s wife. After Grady won his oil well, Ann and Nancy had gone up to Portland, Oregon, for a seminar on how to succeed in the book business. And ever since opening the place, Nancy had done a fine job of stocking the latest bestselling novels, romance and mystery paperbacks, plus a wide variety of Bibles—which was their bread and butter. No one got rich off selling books—that’s what they told them up in Portland. The store had to be a labor of love, and theirs would survive as long as Nancy could keep Grady’s hands out of it.

Ann visited the store nearly every day, usually in the mornings when it was quiet. She complained to Nancy and Linda how Grady was never home, how he and the boys would leave and be gone for two or three days, never telling her where, and spending money on God knows what. One day, a woman named Bobbi Joe showed up at the door and said she was the new cook. Another time, after a trip to Houston, Grady had come home with a stretch limousine and a chauffeur, who now waited outside their house to drive Ann to the grocery store. “I don’t need somebody driving me around Big Spring. Not unless I’m sick!” she said. Already she refused to get in that silly car.

Grady had started leaving Buddy at the house when he went away, along with another high school kid named Kirby who’d also moved in. “Buddy can look after you,” Grady told Ann. “Just tell Buddy if you need anything.” Most nights it was just her, Buddy, and Kirby, and sometimes Buddy’s girlfriend, playing cards at the kitchen table. For supper they endured whatever concoction Bobbi Joe pulled out of Mastering the Art of French Cooking. “That woman can’t cook worth a plugged nickel,” she complained to Grady. It was clear to Ann what Buddy had been hired for, and Bobbi Joe, too—to be her guardians.

What Ann really wanted was a family. She wanted to raise kids and give them the grand happy childhood she never had. What she wanted was to love someone and to be loved in return. She told Nancy and Linda how she and Grady had tried to get pregnant but hadn’t been successful. The doctor said it might be her thyroid. She was also taking diet pills to keep down her weight, hoping that being thinner might keep Grady at home. The truth was that Ann couldn’t care less about her money. She would trade every dollar her father had ever made to have a happy family of her own.

“Why don’t you just cut him off?” Nancy would say. But for reasons she didn’t know, perhaps loneliness, Ann enabled her husband, which she would regret for the rest of her days. She enabled him with the money she had no use for herself. And under its influence, she was watching him turn into a monster.

*   *   *

The shock of Grady’s spending propelled Dad into overdrive during his first weeks on the job. There was plenty of work to get done: forty-five lots out in Highland South needed to be supplied with water, sewage, and electricity for the first phases of development. Permits needed getting, streets needed paving, and most of all, the lots needed to sell.

On the oil side, despite feeling sidestepped by Hugh (and having to share his royalties), Dad realized they made a good pair. Hugh was a real go-getter, plus he had a head for numbers when it came to drafting promotional deals for investors. In fact, for their first well, he structured the deal so the company wouldn’t pay a dime until after the hole was completed, which in turn freed up capital to put them in what Hugh described as “a multiple-well position.”

It was Dad’s job to find the people who might have ten or twenty thousand dollars to play with. He called bankers and car dealers in town, doctors and lawyers in Midland and Odessa, a dentist in Dallas, people who might be eager to drop an oil well into their cocktail conversation (a 70 percent tax bracket for high earners meant that people were investing for the write-off, which only fueled the reckless speculation). Others were just hoping for one lucky strike that would guarantee some go-to-hell money when they grew old.

Sitting in his office, with his own brass pump jack on the desk, Dad was never sure if it was Ike Robb, Tollett, or J. R. Ewing whom Grady saw each time he looked in the mirror. That seemed to change by the hour. But like Tollett, he spent the morning greeting visitors who came seeking favors.

“Come in, come in,” Grady would say, half rising to his feet. The visitor’s eyes would take in the rich draperies and stuffed leather chairs, the liquor cart with its crystal decanters of whiskey, the glass jar of complimentary cigarettes. The sweeping vista through the window was like its own trophy on the wall. And perhaps for a second, their minds recalled an image from a secondhand story, told to them by their fathers and uncles, of the old man who once sat at the top of the Petroleum Building and how his office was always open. But a young man sat behind the desk now, one who’d managed to get his hands on the old man’s money. They’d ask for a loan anyway, for an investment in the business they dreamed of starting, because they heard the old man had cared about the community and his money still coursed like a river beneath it. Grady listened patiently, then thanked them for coming in, the way he knew the old man had done when he’d occupied that same seat of power. And then he’d open that big checkbook and put his fancy pen to work.

By the afternoon, the Seagram’s VO was on the desk, the room was hazy from smoke, and Grady was loose and restless. The boys arrived from their half day at school—the same work-study program that Dad had done. Grady would stick his head out and find one of them loafing with his feet up on the desk, dipping snuff, and send him out to wash Ann’s Mercedes or the cream-colored Rolls-Royce he’d recently bought up in Dallas, previously owned. Or he’d ask one of them to gas up the limousine. Grady had granted Ann’s wish and fired the chauffeur, mainly because the Houstonian couldn’t orient himself on the flatland and kept getting lost. They’d pile into the limo and race down I-20, bound for Midland, like a gang of highwaymen, then blow into the Petroleum Club and order half the menu.

It didn’t take long for Dad to acclimate to the new lifestyle. Like most men when they first entered the oil game, he went into Bob Brock Ford, walked past the Mustangs and Thunderbirds of his youth, and picked out a new F-150.

The thousand-dollar dinner bills no longer fazed him, and he got accustomed to a life lived by the minute. Like the afternoon when one of the boys in the office said something like, “You know, I’ve never been on an airplane,” whereupon Grady stuck his head out the door and told his secretary to call Southwest—they were going to Vegas. Soon everyone who’d been in the office was crammed into two limousines, speeding to the airport for the six o’clock flight. Dad barely had time to get Mom and take us kids to Bob and Opal’s, much less pack a bag. Grady even said, “Don’t worry about clothes, Bobby. We’ll buy new ones there.” But Mom said that was silly and packed a suitcase anyway.

When they returned three days later, Mom told us about staying at Caesars Palace and playing the slot machines, how one night they’d gone to see David Copperfield’s magic show at the Hilton. “He made an entire Cadillac disappear,” she said, and I couldn’t even imagine.

Dad came in wearing a brand-new leather jacket, a pair of snakeskin boots, and a crisp black Stetson. And with this ensemble, I noticed something else for the first time. Dad was wearing a western belt that his coworkers in Alvin—the Sandblasters—had given him as a farewell gift, their own talisman for the boom. On the back, in bold, black letters, it read: BIG BUCKS BOB.

*   *   *

I was still thinking about the disappearing Cadillac when, a few days later, Dad pulled up to the house in a long white Lincoln, a gift from the boss. We all ran outside to behold the thing, then stood in the yard gawking as Dad stepped out to show it off. Aside from my grandmother’s de Ville, it was the prettiest car I’d ever seen. Best of all, it was parked in my driveway.

“Well, how do like your new car?” he said to Mom. “It belonged to Ann, but she hardly drives it anymore. Grady said I might as well give it to you.”

Mom giggled. “I think it’s beautiful. But shouldn’t this be your company car?”

“Those lease roads would tear it apart,” Dad said. “And I’ve got my pickup.” The wife of the vice president needed something better than an old Torino.

When Dad saw my sister Marci and me peering through the window on our tippy-toes, he said, “Look here,” and opened the back door and motioned us in. “Go on, have a look.” I climbed into the backseat and marveled at the luxury: burgundy carpets, chrome-plated instruments, wood paneling. The white leather seats were as long and wide as my own bed and carried the familiar traces of liquor and cigarettes. I took a deep breath and ran my hand along the cool surface, not knowing that this beautiful car would be the first casualty of the boom.

*   *   *

It happened at the tail end of that long, wild summer of 1981. In early August, Mom received word that her grandmother had died in Snyder. The funeral for Mrs. Curtis was being held that coming Saturday morning and Dad was scheduled to be a pallbearer. Mom’s Lincoln would lead the procession, since everyone agreed it was the nicest car in the family. Mom was distraught by the news, naturally, so the evening before the service Dad hired a babysitter and took Mom on a date to the Branding Iron, hoping to raise her spirits.

For Mom, it was a much-needed night out. Dad had been working late, staying out until 3 a.m. with Grady and the boys and leaving her at home with us kids. She got Marci and me ready for school in the morning and picked us up in the afternoon, then fed and bathed us and got us into bed—all while tending to my baby sister. Many nights we ate dinner at Bob and Opal’s house because it was easier. Now that it was summer, Mom kept us busy all day with swim lessons and trips to the supermarket, maybe lunch at Uncle Herman’s restaurant to see him and Little Opal. At the same time, Mom was studying to get her real estate license. Each night after we were asleep, she sat up studying at the kitchen table, then crawled out of bed on Saturday and Sunday mornings to attend classes in Midland—forty miles away.

That night at the Branding Iron, Dad promised he’d talk with Grady about getting off earlier and helping more at home. And he was sincere, for he knew how hard Mom worked to take care of us. They ordered steaks and shared a bottle of wine, which went down so easy that Dad ordered a second one, which he drank on his own. By the time they left the restaurant, he was feeling pretty good.

He drove the babysitter home in the Lincoln. On the way back, Mom asked him to pick up some Pampers. But as he left the 7-Eleven, the warm August night beckoned, and he got a notion to keep the party going. Figuring Mom was already asleep, he threw a dime in the pay phone and called his buddy Chuck.

It was good to see his old friend. They hadn’t hung out since Dad had eaten Orange Sunshine and thought Chuck was the Devil. Later, of course, Chuck had said those mean things about Dad being a narc. But all of that was behind them now. Dad told Chuck about driving to the preacher’s house that night and knocking on the door, how he was convinced he was dying, and they both had a laugh. Then Chuck rolled up a fat number and put on a Jethro Tull record.

Before long, Dad started feeling sleepy and said he had to leave. He told his friend good-bye and walked out to the car, and that’s the last thing he remembered.

It was his own blood that woke him up—blood running down his face and pooling in the cracks of his lips. He opened his eyes and felt a pain in his head. He saw broken glass covering his lap, the windshield spiderwebbed from end to end, and the hole where his head had momentarily left the vehicle. Outside, the hood was crushed like a beer can where it had hit a telephone pole. His first thought was to run.

The DWI from Weatherford still hung on his record. Another one would cost him his license, or worse. Dad’s mind went into red alert. He cut the engine and took his keys, then reached over and popped the trunk. As he pushed open the door, he took a quick read of his bearings: he was on Goliad Street, heading south—or, on the sidewalk, anyway, and surrounded by houses. It was only a matter of minutes before somebody called the police.

He ran around and opened the trunk. Down inside sat the flotsam of his life—a baby stroller, diaper bag, and extra car seat, all of it highly incriminating. He scooped them up one by one, then ran across the street to a small vacant lot. A little mesquite bush was the best cover he could find, so he dumped it all there, then camouflaged the pile with handfuls of dead grass. He was out of his mind. Whenever the police found the car, he figured, it would be registered to Cunningham Oil.

The accident occurred less than a mile from our house, and only a few blocks from Bob and Opal’s. But rather than go there and call Mom, Dad turned toward his office downtown. He weaved through empty streets and past darkened windows, his boot heels clicking in the morning silence. At every intersection, he looked for a place to hide—a tree, the shadow of a house—before sprinting across. Whenever a car approached, he dove onto his belly like an infantryman and waited for the headlights to pass.

He reached downtown in minutes and kept on running, his lungs on fire, his head throbbing with pain. At one point, looking out for cars, he failed to see an open manhole and stepped right into it, badly scraping his leg. He was hobbling by the time he reached Fourth Street and saw the silhouette of First Assembly, standing in high relief against yet another Friday night. For a brief second he considered turning, just as the parapet lights of the Petroleum Building came into view. He quickened his pace.

He used his key to get in the door, then took the elevator up to the Cunningham suite. In the bathroom, he washed the blood and bits of glass from his hair and examined the scrape on his forehead. The wound was still seeping blood, but it wouldn’t need stitches. He rinsed it off with some paper towels and cleaned up his leg, which was its own mess. He then thought about calling Mom, but decided it was best to stay there and sober up.

Thinking about Mom, he remembered: her grandmother’s funeral. The service was eight hours away, and her Lincoln—the one they’d promised to lead the procession—sat totaled on Goliad Street. Dad walked into his office and sat behind his desk. There, alone with his brass pump jack, he felt himself well up with shame.

The old church came to mind again like a haunting. He was taken back to those Sunday mornings, straight-backed in the pews, watching his mother and sisters lead the chorus, listening to how their voices weaved into one another like thread. He saw himself as a young boy during one of the sing-alongs that erupted after supper, all of the family pressed into Grandma and Grandpa’s living room to harmonize on “Just a Little Talk with Jesus.” How the dry summer breeze came through the open window smelling like cinnamon, and how the neighbors pulled up lawn chairs and listened to the music. And he remembered how one night, he glanced up and saw his uncle Herman not singing at all but just sitting there, smiling. The most amazing expression of peace had settled on his face. Tears rolled down his cheeks, and Dad knew at that moment that his uncle beheld the very Kingdom of God.

How far he’d strayed from that place, and how many times. There had been moments when Jesus had confronted Dad and said, Give up everything and follow me. But Dad was like the rich man described in the Gospels, who was almost ready to commit, but could never surrender it all. He wondered now if it would be up there, at the top of the Petroleum Building, where his testimony would begin. He could hear himself telling the congregation, “I was drunk, stoned, and covered in blood, and still I was running.” And this time, he was running from the law while his wife and kids slept at home. Finally, he’d reached the end of the line. There was nowhere else to run.

At that moment Dad became very afraid. The police were probably looking for him now, making calls, knocking on his door. Mom would see them, and for an instant she would fear that he was dead. He could see her face as she absorbed that wound, and the image made him physically ill.

He needed to reach her before the police did, tell her what had happened, perhaps even try and find another car for the funeral. That he could fix. But even if she did forgive him, he still had the law to contend with.

He picked up the telephone to dial the house, then stopped when he heard a noise in the hallway, near the elevator. He walked out to the reception desk to get a better listen, then heard it again—the sound of men talking. The cops, he thought. He ducked behind a file cabinet just as a key slid into the lock and the door swung open. Dad held his breath and waited. But it wasn’t the police he saw. Instead, standing in the doorway, silhouetted against the light, was Grady—wrapped in the hard embrace of a young cowboy.

*   *   *

When Dad stepped from behind the file cabinet like a blood-soaked ghoul, the men wheeled around in fright.

“What the hell are y’all doing?” he shouted.

He pointed to the cowboy, whom he did not recognize. “I said what the hell are you doing?”

Grady stammered, but Dad cut him off. “Tell your friend he needs to leave. Now.”

Grady looked at the man and nodded, and the man walked back into the hallway and disappeared. Embarrassed, Grady tried explaining the situation, but it was too much for Dad to process, especially in his condition. They would revisit it another day, or probably never. Dad stopped Grady short and motioned for the door. “I need you to take me home,” he said.

*   *   *

The police had no trouble finding Dad. A lady across the street had heard the crash and called 911. She then gave the dispatcher a play-by-play of a man who looked just like Bobby Mealer dumping a baby stroller into a vacant field, then running off into the night. Big Spring was a small town. When the police called Grady’s house and Ann picked up the phone, she confirmed everything they needed to know.

But because Big Spring was a small town, there were escape hatches. There were friends. A squad car parked in front of our house the next morning and an officer knocked on the door. I was up watching cartoons when Dad staggered out of his bedroom, his head wrapped in a bandage. The officer was a guy named George whom Dad used to run with in high school. George told Dad how they’d traced his car and how the lady watched him flee the scene. He asked what happened.

“I must’ve fallen asleep and hit the pole,” Dad said. “And I hit my head.”

George nodded, scribbled some notes, then looked up at the bandage. “So you’re saying you left the scene in a confused state?”

Dad smiled. “That’s exactly what happened.”

The police dismissed the case as an accident. And although Dad was off the hook with the law, Mom was still furious. That night, he’d called her from the office before coming home, and she was waiting for him when he walked through the door. The sight of his bloody head and the threat of the police had pushed her into action. But after George left, she killed Dad with silence. That morning, they borrowed my grandmother’s Cadillac and drove to Snyder for the funeral, and Dad carried Mrs. Curtis’s casket, looking half dead himself.

But Mom never stayed mad for long. Dad knew this better than anyone. After a few weeks, he was singing “Brown Eyed Girl” to her again and easing back into her graces.

As for Dad and the Lord, well, he figured there was always time for forgiveness. And besides, it was hard to stay focused on Jesus when you were busy drilling for oil.
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The gusher … life at the top …

Cunningham Oil drilled its maiden well, the Guinn No. 1, on a warm day in September 1981, on a little ranch of low-slung hills covered with juniper, runty oak, and mesquite. The land, located in southwest Tom Green County, had belonged to a now-dead doctor, John Guinn, for whom the well was named, although a burly rancher named Bowman lived there now, leasing it for cattle. Up in the rock house by the road, Bowman’s beautiful wife gave Grady’s boys plenty to talk about.

The oil lease was a farm-out from Amoco, which had drilled the acreage for years and resorted to flooding old wells with water to get them producing again. Although it was a heavily trodden field, the geologist, Orville Phelps, saw potential in a shallow formation called the San Angelo Sand.

Next to the drill site, Grady parked his mother’s travel trailer to serve as a doghouse and place for Orville and Bob to examine the cuttings. Dad, Grady, and the boys were gathered round, beers in hand, ready to party, when the driller arrived at the gate. Whether Dad realized it or not, this marked a family milestone. After fifty years in the oil fields, we’d finally climbed down off the trucks and derrick floors and into the soft shoes of investment and return. Drinking a can of Coors while other men did the work was something akin to evolution.

But the moment was somewhat spoiled when, to everyone’s disappointment, the driller pulled in carrying only two roughnecks. Furthermore, on the back of his International was a puny drilling rig that lay folded like a fireman’s ladder. Grady looked crestfallen.

“Isn’t that thing supposed to be bigger?” he said, turning to Bob.

“It’s plenty big,” the engineer replied. “We’re only going eleven hundred feet.”

The rig was a Failing 1500, used mostly to drill for water. Its derrick stood maybe forty feet when erect and remained mounted to the truck, requiring no elaborate platform. It looked nothing like the towering rigs Dad and Grady were used to seeing from the highway, the ones that tunneled deep into the Ordovician and beyond, painted red and white and festooned with pretty lights at night—the kind of big iron my grandfather had worked for half his life.

“Hell,” Grady said, “this thing looks like a peashooter.”

The driller parked behind a line of trees, then lowered the hydraulic jacks and stabilizer to keep the truck from tipping over. A diesel motor thundered to life and the long pageant of drilling for oil began, a procession that in most places carried on for days and weeks, regardless of weather, the way it had been carried out for a hundred years through sand and deepwater, into mountain and pasture, and now here behind a quiet patch of juniper.

A large drilling bit chewed into the soft ground about three hundred feet, spitting a gray cloud of sand and limestone. This was the starting hole, which the men filled with casing pipe that would guide the drill stem and keep the hole from collapsing as they bored deeper. A hopper truck arrived and poured cement down the hole to set the pipe in place, and once it was firm, they attached a smaller cone bit and prepared to go to depth. The driller revved the engine to three hundred rpms, the rotary table atop the International started to spin, and the process of drilling and casing repeated all the way down the hole—this one in the name of Grady Cunningham.

By that time it was the middle of the night. Dad and Grady had gone back to the hotel in San Angelo while the others had stayed behind to help. Since the well was shallow and mostly through sand, the driller used compressed air to push the debris out from the hole, rather than fluid or “mud.” The sediment billowed back to the surface through a pipe called a blooey and into a shallow sump pit, where Buddy and Jacques caught samples in cloth bags and labeled them according to depth. Once the driller reached six hundred feet, he telephoned Bob at home, as instructed, and the engineer climbed out of bed and drove over. Inside the doghouse now, he and Orville examined the rocks for signs of hydrocarbons. Some oily film appeared, but not much. The logging tools they’d sent down the hole—which measured the density and porosity of the formation, among other things—hadn’t convinced him, either.

“Probably not,” he told Orville, shaking his head.

But the geologist stuck to his hunch. “It’s there all right.”

So Bob told the driller to go deeper—past a formation called the No. 5 San Angelo Sand and into another one known as the Clear Fork. At some point the next afternoon, Bob walked by the blooey and saw it running dark, then motioned for the machinery to stop. His nose told him everything.

They lined the well to twelve hundred feet, then lowered frac charges to blast holes in the casing. Some acid was poured down to melt the sediment, mostly dolomite and siltstone, which freed the oil to bleed its way in. To get the well flowing, a swabbing unit arrived to suction the hole and pull the liquid to the surface. When that happened, the whole gang was ready.

They were perched over a small storage tank when it first appeared, pulsing through the pipe. It was a gorgeous light crude, a perfect forty gravity, and shone dark green under the sun.

“Look at it!” Grady said. “Will you just look at it!”

He let the oil run over his hand and the others followed, weak in the face of its power, the way Billy Sunday had done over sixty years before in Ranger.

“It’s still warm!”

“Yeah! It feels like … like milk!”

By now the swabbing crew had a decent flow, and the casing head gas rising off the tank was so strong that it soured the air. About the time Bob’s nose registered the smell, he saw something that filled him with terror. It was Grady, one hand under the black fountain while the other waved a lit cigarette. It took him two seconds to reach the tank and pull Grady off, otherwise they would have been blown to bits.

*   *   *

The Guinn No. 1 delivered twenty barrels a day, thanks to a secondhand pump jack, and because the well was shallow and cheap to drill—around eighty thousand dollars—it began paying for itself in no time. Dad and Hugh typed out the numbers and took them to investors, and within weeks, they’d raised enough money to drill two more successful wells. Just like that, Grady Cunningham was a bona fide oilman.

The desired persona was now complete. For the first time, Grady stood in the same arena with Joshua Cosden and Raymond Tollett, along with every historic man in Witch-Elk boots who’d ever harnessed the land to his will. The maiden strike, however average, set things in motion. Twenty barrels a day, it turned out, was plenty of fuel for Grady to punch the business into warp speed.

He had a lot of catching up to do. Over in Midland, men were flying in Bulgari reps from Manhattan to sell jewelry to their wives. In Big Spring, Grady had to contend with a pair of men who’d married into the Dora Roberts family, whose ranch was giving oil again like the days of ’27. Their Ferraris whizzed down Gregg Street, and one of them even flew around town in a helicopter.

From his perch in the Petroleum Building, Grady aimed for the stars.

*   *   *

The whole gang flew to Dallas to buy gold. By now they were taking chartered King Airs. Gone were the Piper Navajo and the sweet-faced Norwegian pilot, along with his friendly wife. No one seemed to know where they’d gone, or why, and no one seemed to care. One shiny thing was replaced by another and the ride continued to move.

This time to Bachendorf’s. Its owner, Harry Bock, was a Lithuanian immigrant who’d survived Dachau and now operated one of the most exclusive jewelry stores in the country. The private collection was housed at its well-guarded office in downtown Dallas, where select clients were greeted with open bottles of champagne to pique their spirits. Leaving Bachendorf’s that night, Ann wore a ten-carat diamond as big as her thumbnail, while Mom wore a gold nugget necklace pendant the size of a thick half-dollar. For Dad, Bock designed a gold nugget ring in the shape of Texas, with a diamond in the place of Big Spring. On his wrist was a gold-plated Rolex.

That Christmas morning, I was lying on the floor watching cartoons when a big moving truck pulled up to the curb. Before I knew it, two men were walking through our front door carrying the largest television I’d ever seen. It was cased in polished wood and its weight caused them to waddle. They set it down in front of me and carted off our old TV, which suddenly looked pathetic.

“Watch your cartoons in style now, kiddo,” one of them said, and winked. A minute later, a beige Rolls-Royce appeared in the drive. Grady stepped out wearing his giant wolf coat, its hem nearly dragging the dirt. He didn’t even bother to knock and was shouting before he stepped inside.

“Let’s see that new Magnavox,” he said to Mom, gesturing with his cigarette as he marched toward the living room. “Those sonsabitches wanted an extra hundred dollars to deliver it on Christmas, so I wanna see it.”

He stopped at the doorway and his face brightened at the sight of his gift. It was the first time I’d ever seen the coat, and instantly I thought of Luke Skywalker stuffed inside the cavity of the Tauntaun.

“Sugar,” he said to me, exhaling a big cloud of smoke, “I want you to always remember something: your uncle Grady takes care of your family. You hear that?”

“Yessir.”

“Now,” he said, spinning around, “where’s that Bobby Gaylon? We got work to do.”

I watched Dad follow Grady out to the Rolls-Royce, and Grady opened the trunk. Down inside were dozens of Christmas hams and turkeys he was delivering to old people and the poor—to retirees living in the Canterbury apartments down the street, and to elderly parents of friends and employees (Bob and Opal got a ham, and so did Uncle Herman and Little Opal). Families on the north side opened their doors that morning to find Grady standing there in his wolf coat like Daddy Warbucks, the Rolls billowing steam by the curb, and Dad lugging a frozen bird up the sidewalk. Meanwhile, Buddy was driving around doing the same.

That afternoon, Opal was pulling the ham out of the oven when we arrived for Christmas lunch. Zelda and Charles were visiting from Albuquerque, Norma Lou had driven over from Odessa, and Preston’s family had come from Alvin. They were seated around the living room when Mom and Dad walked in wearing their own fur coats, which Grady had given to them that morning (I’d been too preoccupied with the new television to notice). Mom had on a frothy white fox and Dad’s was a velvety chocolate rabbit. Standing in Bob and Opal’s tiny living room, they looked like a couple of Hollywood stars who’d lost their way.

“My lands!” someone said.

“Will ya look at that!”

“I told ya he’s Richie Rich!” Bob shouted, and beamed at the sight.

Preston looked at the coat and the fat Rolex on Dad’s wrist, then shook his head. “I guess you’ve done pretty good for yourself, little brother,” he said, and there was a tinge of sadness in his voice. He knew Dad was never coming back.

The high life suited us kids just fine. My sister Marci and I loved riding in Uncle Grady’s fancy cars. We especially liked the Rolls-Royce and the long white Excalibur. The company dinners at the Branding Iron and the Brass Nail club and restaurant were huge events. I sat next to Grady while he waved his cigarettes at Dad and the boys and shouted orders at the poor waitress: “Bring this kid whatever he wants!” he demanded. I got a chicken-fried steak with onion rings, ate half, then announced, “I’ll have chocolate cake!” making sure to wave my arm with the same bravado before Mom took me down a peg. With Grady, every boy was a king! Every man a millionaire!

For show-and-tell that year, I brought a mason jar full of oil that Dad had skimmed off one of the tanks. Standing in front of the class, I popped open the lid and dipped my finger into the green-black liquid. As the oil streaked down my hand, the room filled with its sulfury vapor.

“Y’all smell that?” I asked, my accent as thick as the crude. “My daddy says that’s the smell of money.”

*   *   *

Out at the company’s oil lease, Bob Wilson and his colleague Orville Phelps were trying to gauge the extent of the field, looking for the oil that had eluded them in the San Angelo Sand. First and foremost, they wanted to explore the property across the fence, which belonged to a rancher named Jones. So one afternoon, Dad drove up the caliche road and knocked on his door, a case of Coors under his arm. By evening, the two men were backslapping on the porch and Jones was wearing a Cunningham Oil cap, a few of which Dad kept out in the truck.

The Jones No. 1 hit the seam they were looking for. Their second attempt missed it completely and came up dry, and so did their third. But the next four produced nicely. With the wells across the fence, the company now had greater cachet when pitching investors. Bowman was so happy about getting his small percentage that he threw a cookout at the rock house with fried catfish and homemade ice cream. He even let the boys dance with his pretty wife. For the first time, Dad and Hugh started receiving royalties. With every check came a tiny stake in the jumbo Texas dream.

Sometimes the boys came to the house for dinner when Dad grilled ribs, and I’d hear things. Like how Grady flew twenty-five people to Aspen in two King Airs for St. Patrick’s Day, running up to strangers in his wolf coat trying to kiss them, shouting, “Are you Irish?” Or how Grady was talking about opening offices in Denver and Midland, even buying a big farm.

“What’s he doing buying a farm?” one of them asked.

“Hell if I know,” another said.

“Hey, is it true he just ordered twenty-two Cadillacs?”

“Probably, crazy sonofabitch.”

“Hell, you should’ve been with us in Denver,” one of them said, then described eating at the Chateau Pyrenees, where down in the basement was a bowling-ball-looking thing with a spout that poured wine down your throat, “some VIP deal.” And how on the way home, someone said, Shit, Grady, we ain’t far from Vegas! So Grady told the pilot to turn the plane around and they spent three days at Caesars Palace.

For me, Grady’s boys epitomized cool, with their long feathered hair, tight jeans, and leather jackets. What’s more, their language was profane and intoxicating and reminded me of Bud Davis from Urban Cowboy, which I watched on our big new television. When Mom and Dad went out, our babysitters were too busy with my sisters to worry about what I was doing. And what I was doing, at seven years old, was killing time in a Pasadena honky-tonk. Never mind that John Travolta was an Irish-Italian from New Jersey, the people in Gilley’s were familiar to me—their clothes, the longnecks they drank, the way they talked, and how they stood half-cocked with their thumbs down in their jeans. That was how Dad carried himself, with his weight shifted to one leg, and how I too saw myself standing against the intemperate world.

One night the boys took me on a beer run, but instead of going straight to the store, they peeled off the main road and raced down the side streets along the dark arroyo. Sitting in the backseat, the rush of wind from the open windows roared in my ears, and the speakers—cranked with Van Halen—seemed to pulse in my stomach. I began to panic, and when I opened my eyes the boys were hanging out the window hurling beer bottles into street signs. Each time one exploded into a puff of glass, they whooped and hollered, causing my whole body to flinch.

*   *   *

Once Mom finished with her real estate classes, she started taking us to First Assembly of God, on the corner of Fourth and Lancaster. Our history hung heavy under the roof my great-grandfather Clem had built a half century earlier, mixing with the smell of old hymnals and wood polish. And there was living history, too. Little Opal and Herman occupied their usual places toward the front, along with other aunts and uncles. And after years of resistance, my grandfather Bob was finally in regular attendance.

It helped that Papaw had taken a liking to the pastor, Brother Rick Jones. Shortly after being hired, the preacher had dropped by the house to introduce himself, and he and Bob became fast friends. Jones hailed from West Texas and his father was a driller who still worked the rigs. “A man I can listen to,” Bob said. The preacher started stopping by regularly for coffee and even helped Bob tinker with the trucks. In turn, Papaw put his fly-killing days behind him and donned a three-piece suit. He sat in a pew and listened to Brother Jones, digging the grease from his nails with his Old Timer knife.

With Mom and Opal as my examples, I began to form my own relationship with God, whom I loved without question. It would be another two years before I gathered the courage to kneel at the altar and accept him as my savior—it would happen at a summer church camp—but until then, I became a half-pint soldier in service of the Cross. That year our youth group, the Royal Rangers, asked us to raise money to help missionaries in the godless reaches of the globe. They gave each kid a little Buddy Barrel to fill with coins, but I knew I could do better. The first chance I got, I went with Dad to the Petroleum Building and had Grady’s boys stuff mine with cash.

Dad attended church sometimes. But for him, the old tabernacle where he was raised was too redolent with history. It was like every sin he’d ever committed still hung at the foot of the altar in a cloud, always there to remind him, along with church ladies who gave him the same sidelong stare as when he and Ronnie used to come in buzzed. Brother Jones may have been an easy touch, but hell was still hot and sin was the only ticket there. Most Sundays Dad stayed home.

“If those blue-haired women wanna treat me like I’m sixteen and running wild, I won’t disappoint ’em,” he said.

And how could he? He was having too much fun. Or at least he told himself as much. Never in his life had he been so well dressed or had as much money in the bank. And wasn’t the price of oil only going up? It was true the recession was pummeling the market and people were starting to sweat. But when analysts were still forecasting eighty-five-dollar crude (“Eighty-five in ’85!” the oilmen chanted), who was Dad to doubt them? The local economy was so strong that the new prison was training inmates how to roughneck so they could join a crew upon release. “There’s not enough qualified men,” the instructor told the Herald.

But for Dad, it wasn’t easy keeping up with Grady, especially with three kids and a wife, and with Grady showing no signs of slowing down. The last few trips with the boys, Dad had managed to stay behind—someone had to run the business—but Grady still found ways to steal him away.

A morning trip to the Guinn lease turned into three days in San Angelo, spent mostly in the hotel bar with eight of the boys and whoever else happened past. They must have gone through a case of whiskey, and one of those nights Grady kept trying to buy the marble statue in the hotel lobby. Or was that in Midland? Then it was over to Hobbs, New Mexico, to look at Grady’s farm, which he was buying off his uncle Alvie. Standing hungover in a cotton field had proved disorienting, to say the least. A weekend ski trip to Ruidoso had turned into … how many days? He couldn’t say.

He remembered being at the horse track and Grady talking in fake Spanish to people and how everyone thought it was funny, then after dinner he and his cousin Selena tangoed in the street and backed up traffic. Grady must’ve lost several thousand dollars on horses that day and there he was, dancing. Then to Dallas and back again, the blur of tarmac lights. Then, of course, there were all the late nights at the Brass Nail, Dad’s Rolex pushing one more midnight while a bunch of strangers plundered the company’s tab.

By early 1982, Mom was working full-time selling houses and had to wake up early. Whenever Dad left for three days and stuck her with us kids, she grew furious. “Just tell him you have to leave,” she implored, but Dad said he couldn’t. Grady was like Der Butt, the leader of a gang he just couldn’t quit.

Truth was, they were flying too high to even see the ground. To help Grady maintain that kind of velocity, he started buying help. It seemed like everybody was on something, whether it was coke, speed, or Tennessee whiskey. Even the Herald ran a big series about the amount of drugs flooding Big Spring because of the boom. “Almost all the workers smoke and eat speed,” a roughneck told the paper. Men were doing anything to pack in the long hours, not knowing how long the bonanza was going to last. In fact, the driller on the Jones lease had to send his crew home one night because they were so high. Buddy, who lived with Grady and Ann, wound up running casing for them. He was nearly killed when a rabbit line shot out of the hole and knocked him off the pipe rack, breaking three of his fingers.

Roughnecks could buy speed for a dollar a hit, while “prellies” were ten and guaranteed sixteen hours of wide-eye. But cocaine wasn’t for oil hands. At three thousand dollars an ounce, it ran like pipeline across cherrywood desks where the toy pump jacks bobbed up and down to “Deep in the Heart of Texas.” It was railed out in restroom stalls at the Petroleum Club, in dark-windowed limousines that snaked between the tanker trucks blasting “Bloody Mary Morning.” It was at the Brass Nail, where the waitress left it in cellophane baggies in the change slot of the cigarette machine. And it ate like cancer at the great families that had built Big Spring.

The Dora Roberts fortune melted away not only on Ferraris and helicopters, but famous “Elephant Hunt” parties thrown at one of the biggest ranch houses in town, where bowls heaped with cocaine sat out like bean dip for all to share. As for Raymond Tollett’s money, it walked from an idling limousine to a dealer’s door on West Eighteenth Street, with Buddy’s one good hand sweating against the wheel.

Buddy’s role as Ann’s watchman, and his place under their roof, meant that he was the one Grady awoke at 2 a.m. when he needed to score. But that was the extent of Buddy’s involvement, as Grady was careful to keep the cocaine from the boys. Like his affairs with men, the habit remained separate and tidy, contained in its own little world, and each little world had its own landscape and cast of players. The world of Cunningham Oil was Grady’s most carefully designed, with an all-star ensemble. He’d even tapped the only friend he’d ever had, the only person he ever trusted, to be its true-north leader. And for a while, these worlds remained exclusive to their own orbits. But the more cocaine Grady put up his nose, the more he upset the gravity, until the bodies in this delicate balance spun out of their paths and came barreling toward each other.

The cocaine moved into the Petroleum Building, along the conference room table and in smudged powder traces atop the liquor-tray glass, and it moved into his home. As luck would have it, Ike Robb’s widow went up north to be with her kids and put the dream house in Highland South up for sale. Grady bought it for cash, plus the house next door. He put his office in the old upstairs theater where, as an usher, he’d once sat at the foot of the master, screening Love Story and The Hawaiians, and said to the boys, “Can you believe it? Can you believe I own Ike Robb’s house?” He then hired a butler named Riggins, a tall black man he’d met on the north side, to wait on Ann, Buddy, and Kirby while upstairs he got high with town trash who congregated like pilot fish. Every man a king! Every man a millionaire! The next week, those same people were filing past the secretary, asking Grady for money.

When mixed with Seagram’s, the cocaine turned him into a beast, out to devour all that passed by. That included waitresses, whom he tormented on a nightly basis to try and impress the boys, making them all but bleed for their tips while fetching his VO and water. Some had seen much worse and were game, rolling their eyes at his weird misogyny, while a few—to everyone’s relief—even gave it back. He loved them the most. But then one night his hand would find a thigh or an ass. When the women twirled around, eyes sparking with rage, it usually fell on Dad to make the peace and get everyone out. Ann would yell at Grady in the parking lot, and Mom would get quiet and upset, and once home, she’d vow never to go out in public with him again. “But of course,” she’d say, “he did leave that girl a three-hundred-dollar tip.”

Even the boys learned to watch their backs when Grady was on a binge. They’d surrendered a piece of themselves already to his appetites, back when they first came aboard, gold struck and eager to impress. Grady had taken a few of them down to Melba’s on Third Street for prostitutes and let them pick out a girl. And while they were going at it, one of the gals pointed to a peephole in the wall and said, “He likes to watch, you know,” and the boys had had to live with that information.

Over time, though, they learned they could still draw honey from the hive without getting stung. In Vegas, when the knock on the door came at three in the morning, they pretended to be asleep. Or in the limo, if his wandering hand brushed their thigh, they could scold him like a naughty child and that would be the end of it. And if necessary, they could go even further. One bleary night in a shared hotel room in Dallas, Grady’s desire boiled over on Jacques, who put a finger in his eye.

“Try that again,” he warned, “and I’ll kill you.”

With Grady, each person had to ask himself the same question: How much were the good times really worth?
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The unraveling … Dad finds his wings …

In July 1981 Congress approved President Reagan’s Economic Recovery Tax Act. The legislation sought to boost the economy by slashing corporate and personal taxes along with government spending. While the wealthy benefited most from an across-the-board tax cut, the poor took a hit on programs and social services. And when the Federal Reserve jacked the interest rates to drive down inflation, the economy plunged into the worst slump since the Great Depression. Over seventeen thousand businesses across the country failed, unemployment spiked to 10 percent, and homelessness surged as families who’d lost jobs in the mills and factories now saw their safety net disappear.

By the summer of 1982, the recession caught the Texas miracle and gave it a hammering. People stopped buying as much gasoline, which resulted in a surplus of oil, and OPEC couldn’t keep the prices from tumbling. Before anyone knew it, the rig count had fallen by half and jobs began to follow. All the Yankees from Pennsylvania and Ohio found themselves out of work and with nowhere to live. In Houston, they stood with their wives and children at soup kitchens while police pulled over cars with northern plates and pointed them out of town. Many left on trains, just like in the old days, headed west, where they heard there were jobs and the dream was still alive. Fort Worth alone had fifty hobo jungles full of hundreds of men.

In Big Spring, unemployment that summer reached its highest level since the air base left town. Meanwhile, the banks were reporting a sharp increase in loans from the previous year, while deposits were spiraling down.

For Dad and the boys, it was difficult to determine their true coordinates. They still had their jobs, which could only mean they were safe in that privileged patch of airspace. The company still had plans to drill seven more wells in the coming months, plus they’d partnered again with the wildcatter Adkins for a deep well out in Haskell County—a potential gusher if the geology proved legitimate. And the sagging market hadn’t spooked investors, not yet, anyway. Dad and Hugh had little trouble raising the money for the drilling expense.

But there was indeed trouble. One morning, a service company rep called the office asking to be paid for a well they’d drilled months ago. Someone alerted Grady, who pulled out his big checkbook and settled up, then apologized for the oversight. But a few weeks later, the same thing happened again.

For every dollar Cunningham Oil earned, Grady turned around and spent fifty. The burn rate was alarming, yet Grady always assured Dad, “The trust is covering it.” The Tollett trust paid the seven-thousand-dollar bills for charter planes and covered the payments on the bookstore and cotton farm. It paid cash for Ike Robb’s house and the house next door (“I liked the swimming pool,” Grady said), and the twenty-seven thousand dollars’ worth of carpeting, not to mention all the cars, jewelry, and whatever hedonistic whimsy crossed his mind. And so Dad suspended all logic and took Grady at his word, assuming that it was Ann’s money also buying his cocaine.

But after examining the books, Dad discovered that Grady had nearly cleaned out the company. The investment capital, which was supposed to sit in escrow until it came time to drill, was all gone—used to cover payroll and past debts, as well as expenses. As it stood, they were behind in payments on three wells.

Dad found Grady in his office. “The heck are you doing?” he said. “You’ve nearly bled us dry.”

“I got overextended, Bobby. It’s normal in this business.”

“We’ve got seven wells to drill and no way to pay for them. When these companies find out we’re broke, nobody’s gonna work with us.”

“Don’t worry,” Grady said. “Bill Read will take care of it.”

Bill Read was president of Coahoma State Bank, ten miles east of Big Spring. Coahoma was a tiny oil-patch town, but Read and his senior loan officer gambled like the big boys in Midland and Dallas when it came to chasing deals.

Read took care of the problem, and then some. The huge loan he gave Grady not only got the company out of trouble, but kept the circus on the move. The next thing Dad and the boys knew, Grady was donating twenty thousand dollars to the Catholic Church, and he wasn’t even Catholic. “It’s what Mister Tollett would have done,” he explained.

At the same time, Grady started a scholarship fund at Howard College for local high school students. This was in addition to already covering the tuition for dozens of other kids, including a niece he was putting through medical school. As Dad and Hugh tried to make sense of it all, Grady announced he was buying the Brass Nail restaurant.

Furthermore, he’d also bought a football team which he named the Cunningham Oilers. It was part of the semi-professional Dixie League, which included teams from Houston, Oklahoma City, and as far north as Wichita, Kansas. Most of the players had high school or college experience and now worked in the oil fields. For their road games, Grady gave them first-class treatment, chartered fancy buses so they could ride like Nashville stars and fed them prime rib. He even hired local girls to be cheerleaders. At their first home game, in mid-November 1982, held at Memorial Stadium, we all watched as Grady descended onto the fifty-yard line in a helicopter. The door flung open and out he jumped in his wolf coat, arms raised in victory, a cigarette in one hand and a tumbler of VO in the other.

*   *   *

That fall, oil prices continued to drop. Investors started getting spooked and stopped returning calls. The phone rang instead with contractors asking about their money, which Grady moved around with such mystery it merited its own Vegas act. Worse, the company had just drilled three consecutive dry wells on the Jones and Guinn leases. Sixty grand down the tube. And there was Grady leaping out of a helicopter. The check he gave the referee after the game—for $150—bounced at the bank on Monday.

“Grady,” Dad told him, “you got no business being in business.”

But somehow Grady found the cash to stay airborne, the whole operation hovering just above the rocks. A month later, he threw a Christmas party at the Brass Nail club that people still talk about, with music and dancing and thousands of dollars’ worth of food and booze. Inside, a parade of oil chic bounced along as Hoyle Nix and His West Texas Cowboys fiddled down on “Big Ball’s in Cowtown” and “Comin’ Down the Pecos.” Snapshots of that night show Opal wrapped in a fabulous mink shawl and scanning the crowd through a pair of huge tinted glasses. Dad posed with Ann, who wore a big smile and a wine-colored muumuu, the kind of dress Grady insisted she wear lest her figure attract a man who’d treat her better. Dad himself wore a mustache and a sharp black suit. And like most local men, his expensive leather shoes were covered in dust.

On Christmas Day, over at Bob and Opal’s, our family had just finished lunch when Grady and Ann stopped by for dessert. Halfway through his pecan pie, Grady declared a fishing trip to Florida to celebrate New Year’s.

“Just the men,” he insisted. “I’ll call a plane. We’ll leave tomorrow.”

Ann said, “Well, if the men are going fishing, the women are going to the Bahamas.”

By that evening, nearly twenty people were booked on two chartered jets, including Mom, most of the boys, and our local state representative. Even Zelda and Charles, who were visiting from Albuquerque, got invited. The group stopped first in New Orleans, where Grady tipped two hundred dollars to a carriage driver, who danced a jig in the street, before splitting off to Fort Lauderdale and Nassau. While Dad, Grady, and the boys went fishing, the others enjoyed scuba diving, shopping, caviar and champagne. The planes alone cost forty thousand dollars.

As 1983 got under way and the sky continued to fall, Grady doubled down and aimed even higher. In January, he reopened the Brass Nail restaurant, which he’d remodeled into a five-star establishment, hiring the maître d’ from Il Sorrento in Dallas, along with a top-flight chef and manager.

“It Began with One Man and a Dream,” the announcement in the Herald read. “Grady Cunningham Founded a Restaurant Where Dining Equals an Art Form.”

A selection of menu items followed: oysters Rockefeller, escargot in mushroom caps, consommé Celestine, prime rib, milk-fed baby veal, Dover sole, and a dish called “Poulet Ann.”

A few weeks later, Dad’s coworker Hugh got married. He told his bride to expect something extravagant from Grady—a trip to Hawaii, a new car. But after the wedding Grady summoned Hugh to the house, ripped a brass lamp from the wall, handed it to him, and told him congratulations. When Hugh returned from his honeymoon, his paycheck bounced, along with everyone else’s.

*   *   *

Meanwhile, we’d moved into a new house. It was not in Highland South, as Grady had promised; that commitment, like many others, had long been forgotten. Mom and Dad bought this house on their own, and it was special: the very three-bedroom ranch that Zelda and Charles had built back in 1966. The red bricks had come straight from the old T&P station after they’d torn it down. There were towering pines in the front and back yards and a long covered porch painted with a shuffleboard court. The day we moved in, I stood on the flagstone steps of the big sunken living room and knew it meant one thing: we were finally rich like Uncle Grady.

But the very sight of the house filled my father with terror. He was now saddled with a fat mortgage, and his paychecks were worthless. He began considering other careers, escape routes. He enrolled in a fourteen-week Dale Carnegie course at the junior college, which he attended at night, convinced his speaking skills were lacking. But really, it was just his old reliable confidence that was battered.

Mornings, I’d go into the kitchen for a bowl of cereal and find him at the table, hunched over a three-ring binder of Carnegie’s boiled-down principles for self-improvement. How to become a leader. How to gain influence and overcome worry. The last part seemed particularly poignant. “Ask yourself, ‘What is the worst that could possibly happen?’” Carnegie advised. “Prepare to accept the worst … Remind yourself of the exorbitant price you can pay for worry in terms of your health.”

So Dad tried doing as instructed. But each morning he pulled out of the driveway, he had to wonder which method of slow suicide Grady would attempt next.

It was around that time that Grady walked into his office.

“We have a situation,” he said.

He explained they still owed money for the casing they’d used in the deep well out in Haskell County, back in November. This was the partnership with Adkins, where Grady had agreed to cover half the operating costs. He’d held off the pipe company as long as he could, but their lawyer had telephoned that morning, threatening legal action if they didn’t get paid. The bust was squeezing everybody.

“They need thirty thousand dollars,” Grady said.

Dad was indignant. “We already raised that money, Grady. Where’d it go?”

“You know where it went, Bobby!” he shouted. “The fact is, it’s gone now and if we don’t pay these people, they’re gonna file a lien on that well or else take us to court—you, me, Adkins, and anyone else who invested with us. Then we’ll really be in trouble.”

Grady had temporarily exhausted the trust. Most of the bankers in Big Spring and Midland no longer took his calls. Even Bill Read in Coahoma had turned him down, Grady said.

“But State National says they can arrange something with you.”

He was looking straight at Dad. Out of options, Grady had come to the only person who could save him.

“I can pay you back in a month.”

So Dad climbed into the Rolls-Royce and they drove up to Ninth and Main, where inside he scribbled his signature that gave Grady the money, an amount that nearly equaled his own salary. As he put down the pen, the awareness of everything he’d just signed away, plus all he’d given up, bored in deep like steel against stone. They were down in that hole together.

Grady missed the first payment on the loan. When the ninety-day period was up, he kicked State National some interest money, persuaded them to give Dad another extension, then missed that payment, too.

Finally, in August 1983, so stressed he could hardly sleep, Dad walked into Grady’s office and quit.

*   *   *

If the catalyst to change his life hadn’t come the previous year, on the top floor of the Petroleum Building, filthy with his own blood and covered in broken glass, it came now at the dawn of the great Texas oil bust, when Dad found himself suddenly jobless and thirty grand in debt. The loan, not the car crash, finally forced Dad to find his way back. But this time, the road was too narrow for Mom or Zelda to guide him home as they’d done so many times before. There was only room for him and God, and so Dad accepted who he was as a man, acknowledged the choices he’d made, then followed that road.

He went deep into the Word. Mornings, I’d find him at the kitchen table reading his Bible, still in his pajamas, and know that he’d been sitting there for hours. If I was quiet, I could listen from the hallway and hear him praying. It was during these moments that I understood that something had changed. No longer was my father the honky-tonk hero with the Rolex watch and alligator boots, but a man sitting in his underwear in the dark, humbling himself and admitting weakness. Big Bucks Bob was nowhere to be found. In fact, I never saw that belt again.

We started attending church regularly—not First Assembly, but First Baptist, where Dad’s cousin Homer and his family went. It carried none of the baggage of Dad’s youth, and unlike the Assemblies of God, the Baptists believed that once saved, always saved. “This way I can still sin and get into heaven,” Dad said with a wink.

The church had a much wealthier congregation than First Assembly, comprised of retired airmen and Cosden executives, doctors, lawyers, and ranchers who’d invested generously in the church building. First Baptist had a real bowling alley, plus a skating rink in the gymnasium. But best of all, it had a small library where volumes of classic literature shared shelves with the Christian books and study Bibles. While the rest of the family went bowling, Mom let me roam the stacks under the supervision of the librarian, Ms. Edna Ames, who I’m sure regarded me as a curiosity, since what eight-year-old kid would rather read books than bowl or roller-skate?

“What kind of books are you looking for?” Ms. Ames asked.

“Adventures,” I told her, and she went to work, introducing me to the Hardy Boys and Encyclopedia Brown series, Treasure Island, Swiss Family Robinson, and the novels of C. S. Lewis. There in the confines of a Southern Baptist church, my love of reading began.

At First Baptist, Dad also reunited with an old childhood friend, Rex Rainey, who was emerging from his own rowdy years in the boom and seeking a change. Mom became close with Rex’s wife, Wanda, and their boys were the same ages as my sisters, so our two families began spending a lot of Friday and Saturday nights together.

After supper the kids played while the four of them sat around the kitchen table and talked. Almost always the conversation turned toward church and faith and how they wanted to do things differently than their parents, to forge their own relationships with God. For Mom and Dad, it was the first time they’d ever discussed such things with friends, as adults anyway, and it felt as if they were inventing a new kind of language. Oftentimes the discussions went so late into the night that Rex and Wanda put the boys to bed with us, then racked out on the sofa.

Back when we lived in Midland, Dad had bought an acoustic Alvarez guitar that he pulled out occasionally, but he’d never been serious about learning more than a few chords. But Rex played, and some nights over beers, the two of them went back and forth on a melody and jotted down lyrics.

Before long, Dad had a notebook full of his own songs. The first one he wrote was called “Rolex,” about the life he was leaving behind and where it was likely to lead him if he kept on running. “Rolex on my arm, Cadillac in the drive, a brand-new home, I’m all alone, isn’t this the life?” He and Rex played that one a lot, along with a heartbreak number they penned together called “Adios, My Love.” But Dad’s second song was the one he was most proud of, about the change he was undergoing and how he strove to live. It was called “Eagle Saints,” inspired by a verse in Isaiah that says, “But they that wait upon the Lord shall renew their strength; they shall mount up with wings as eagles…”

As Dad understood it, the eagle could fly above a storm. With that in mind, he embraced the eagle as a kind of spirit animal of his new self. Soon I started noticing eagle things around our house, including a brass eagle statue on our coffee table next to the pump jack. Whereas Grady and the boys occupied the altitude of man, Dad could mount up with mighty wings and rise above the noise, into heavenly space, into glory.

Here I am, Lord.

Mold me and mend me.

I’m all yours, Lord, wash me and cleanse me.

As your spirit changes me and the new man comes to life,

I can soar the highest heights,

Eagle Saints arise!
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The Texas Miracle goes bust … Bob’s last load … Dad finds new life …

Outside the Permian Basin, the fallout from the oil bust actually started the previous year, in July 1982. As oil prices dropped, banks caught up in the go-go lending craze found themselves in deep trouble. The royalty checks customers used as primary means of repaying their loans suddenly shrank or disappeared. At the same time, the value of proven oil reserves that customers used as collateral—the secondary source of repayment—was also heavily diminished. When cash flow stopped, the regulators swooped down on the banks and started charging off delinquent loans, which sparked a run on deposits as people feared the banks would close. When that happened, banks did begin to fail, starting spectacularly with Penn Square Bank in Oklahoma City, whose collapse sent tremors through the financial sector.

Penn Square was a tiny commercial bank headquartered in a shopping mall, but its executives never let size deter them—not during an oil boom. When oil prices were at their peak, its energy-loan officers—led by the eccentric Bill Patterson, who famously sipped amaretto from his Gucci loafer—fluttered away over $2.5 billion in handshake oil loans.

Penn Square sold many of those dubious loans to major banks, such as Continental Illinois of Chicago, Chase Manhattan, and Seafirst Seattle (now part of Bank of America), which were eager for their own stake in the bonanza. Continental was the largest commercial bank in the Midwest and itself an aggressive energy lender. When prices finally dropped, the loans from Penn Square were enough to push Continental off the cliff, making it the largest American bank to go under (until Washington Mutual in 2008). Its $4.5 billion bailout from the Federal Deposit Insurance Corporation became, at the time, the biggest in American history, and introduced the term “too big to fail” into the lexicon.

The collapse reached the Permian Basin in July 1983, when Metro Bank in Midland went under, followed by National Bank of Odessa. Each reopened the next day under different names. Then, on October 14, 1983, Texans turned on the evening news and discovered that the unthinkable had taken place. First National Bank of Midland, the true king of the oil patch, had also gone down. The near century-old lifeline to cattlemen and dry landers, benefactor to civic groups and Little Leaguers alike, was gone.

First National’s president, Charles Fraser, hadn’t squandered a single moment in the boom. He’d brought in every wildcatter, oil company honcho, and man off the street who thought they could make a buck. At First National, people said, any one banker could approve an oil loan, but it took two to turn one down. And with pump jacks dancing, it seemed like a sound policy. As a result, First National swelled to become not only the largest independent bank in Texas, but in all the United States, with assets totaling $1.3 billion, and its collapse would stand as the second-biggest in American history.

Fraser wasn’t a showboat like Patterson, and many argued that his freewheeling handouts were justified in order to sustain the country’s fastest-growing city. But like so many others, Fraser got greedy, and by the time it was too late, hundreds of millions in loans were in jeopardy and the feds were in the books, carving up his portfolio. The bank sold its own glass tower to stay above water, but over $600 million in lost deposits finally put it under. The Comptroller of the Currency finally declared the bank insolvent on October 14, a day people still refer to as Black Friday. At the same time, the FDIC arranged a humiliating takeover by RepublicBank of Dallas.

Republic assumed only $250 million of First National’s $1.3 billion debt portfolio, leaving the FDIC to try and collect on the rest. A slick New Yorker in lizard boots stepped in—Thomas Procopio, an FDIC agent who became known around the region as the “Liquidator-in-Charge.” Almost overnight, his agency became one of the biggest creditors in the Permian Basin; within two years, it would be one of its largest employers. Among the holdings it secured from First National was the huge tract of land where the bank had planned to build two more skyscrapers. It also held condominiums, office buildings, scores of homes, oil wells, luxury cars, even rights to books and movies.

Procopio’s office would come to staff over three hundred people charged with recovering the bank’s debt. The yellow FOR SALE—FDIC signs became a common sight across the oil patch, but in order to sell the properties, the government needed to know what each one was worth.

To help with this enormous task, they hired a man in Big Spring named Jeff Brown—and with him, my father.

*   *   *

Jeff and his wife, Sue, owned Home Real Estate, the firm where Mom worked. During World War II Jeff had flown B-24 bombers and still wore his hair in an airman’s buzz cut. A fat cigar usually sat clenched between his teeth. Jeff ran his firm’s appraisal division, and lately Mom had noticed that he could use an extra hand. The week after Dad quit Grady he called Jeff, who hired him after a brief interview.

Originally, Dad’s job was to conduct research on sales comparisons in and around Big Spring. This entailed photographing properties, pulling deeds and tax cards at the courthouse, then using that information to determine the value. Jeff paid $125 a day, plus Dad could sell his own real estate for a straight commission. But two months into the job, the FDIC called Jeff, asking his help. Within days he and Dad had more work than they could manage.

Each morning, Dad drove the forty miles to Midland and appraised the fallout of the bust: half-built condominiums frozen in midair; acres of vacant office space and miles of metal buildings, once busy with tomorrow men, now padlocked and quiet, their white caliche yards full of weeds; tracts of raw land, now relinquished back to horny toads and tumbleweed; warehouses and apartment buildings; a convenience store.

With each property, Dad snapped photographs and toured the surrounding area for comps. He pulled deeds and copied tax cards, then drove back to Big Spring. With every trip, he passed the stacks of discarded drill pipe along the highway growing bigger and slowly turning to rust.

Dad was only an apprentice, but the amount of work became so great that Jeff taught him how to do more, then let him keep the commissions. Soon Dad was able to earn the same money as he had with Grady, and this irony did not escape him. Much like his father selling blowdirt in the drought, or his uncle and cousin hauling starved cattle off the pastures, he too had found his niche on the bottom, like a catfish in a muddy river. But there was still that $30,000 loan.

*   *   *

No one seemed more worried about Dad’s debts than Bob. Each time Dad stopped by the house, Bob tried giving him money. “Just take this here,” he’d say, pushing a wad of bills into his hand. But Dad always refused.

“The Lord’ll take care of it,” he’d say, and Opal would nod her head.

“That’s right, baby. You give it to Jesus.”

“The Lord will provide,” he repeated, trying to ignore the clawing in his gut.

Ever since quitting Grady, Dad had started having breakfast with his father on his way to work. By the time he arrived at seven thirty, Bob was standing over the stove finishing the bacon and eggs. They sat at the bar with cups of black coffee and drizzled honey into hot buttered biscuits, and Bob would say, “If there were canned biscuits when I was young, I never would have married,” causing Opal to roll her eyes. After she left for work, in a streak of green silk and perfume, Dad and his father stayed and talked.

As a grown man with children of his own and some recent disappointments, Dad had come to see his father differently. No longer did he feel ashamed of the dump trucks and piles of dirt, or the family backstory of poverty and sour luck. The past few years had aged him and bestowed hard lessons: like how quickly the world will reduce a man who turns against his raising, or how much a fool was willing to risk for a little glitter and influence. To remain steady was the greatest virtue, and his father, through boom and bust, had stayed true to himself and the people who loved him, even if he was temperamental. But even that side of Bob had mellowed, thanks to Brother Rick Jones.

Bob’s mellowing had also come by way of personal loss. In March 1982, his sister Fannie passed away unexpectedly, delivering him a terrible blow. She’d left a doctor’s appointment one afternoon and driven toward the cemetery to visit her son Bobby, who’d died in a car wreck in 1963. Although she tended Bobby’s grave each week, her normal route seemed different all of a sudden. In fact, the city had erected detours because her sons’ company was doing paving work on one of the main thoroughfares. Fannie wound up on a desolate back road, where she tried to turn the car around. But heavy rains had left the shoulders muddy, and her wheels got stuck. It wasn’t until the next morning that a sheriff’s deputy spotted her little Chevrolet. There she was inside, slumped against the wheel and dead from a heart attack. She’d run her car out of gas and spun the tires bald trying to get free. “Scared herself to death,” Bob said. Fannie was eighty-three.

In 1979, his beloved sister Allie had died from heart disease after a long stay in the hospital. Her headaches, which had come the instant she learned her son Orville had been killed in the war, persisted until her final hour. Her husband, Tom, had maintained Orville’s shrine in their home until he passed away that spring. For Bob, losing Allie had been like losing his mother for the second time, except now he was grown enough to bear the pain in full. Allie had been the one to raise him after Fannie ran off with Abe Jones to the North Texas fields. She cooked his meals, scrubbed their clothes against a washboard until her hands were raw. And it was Allie who’d guided him into the deep red water of the cattle tank and taught him how to swim.

Rheumatoid arthritis had left her bent and dependent on a cane, then a walker, and finally a wheelchair, though she still maneuvered around her tiny house trying to cook and clean for Tom. At the funeral home viewing, Bob saw not a broken old woman but the girl they once called Skinny Legs, who at one time had been so beautiful.

The year before losing Allie, his friend Davey Jones had suffered a stroke and died. His kids had buried him with a pair of dice in his hand and a five-dollar bill tucked into his pocket, hoping he could roll Saint Peter in a game and make it through the gates. Now that Davey was gone, Bob couldn’t get behind the wheel of a truck and not think of him.

Around the time Bob lost Allie, Dad’s sister Norma Lou suffered a series of health problems that caused Bob even greater stress. She nearly died undergoing hip replacement surgery when the doctors couldn’t get her to stop bleeding. Each day Bob and Opal drove sixty miles to Odessa to see their daughter in the hospital, forgoing work and everything else.

Calamity had a way of stalking Norma. After losing her first husband, Bill Glaesman, in a truck accident, she’d married another man, James Saunders, and had a second boy, named Randy. They moved to Duncan, Oklahoma, where James worked as a salesman. One night he was moonlighting at his brother’s nightclub when he tried to break up a bar fight. In the melee someone stabbed James in the chest and he died three weeks later. Norma’s third marriage ended in divorce.

On top of it all, Bob’s own health was failing. He’d given everyone a scare back in August when a big group of them flew to Anaheim for the General Council meeting of the Assemblies of God. The first day there, Bob complained that his shoulder hurt. His feet and legs were also starting to swell. While the others left to hear Pat Boone and Jim Bakker, Bob stayed behind at the hotel, venturing out only once—to his balcony, where he shouted to the prostitutes working the convention traffic to inquire if they offered senior discounts. “They don’t,” he assured Opal.

Back in Big Spring, the pain and swelling grew worse, so Bob went to see Dr. Clyde Thomas, Raymond Tollett’s doctor, who diagnosed him with congestive heart failure. After a week in the hospital Bob finally went home, but with instructions not to eat salt or drink coffee. “And I don’t want you working on those trucks, either,” Dr. Thomas said.

Bob had no intention of quitting coffee. He drank it morning until night. But Opal really cracked down on the salt, and the result was misery. Worse, the dirt business was slow. Days passed when he didn’t get a call, only adding to his depression. The two Fords sat idle in back like a pair of stabled thoroughbreds—tires checked, joints greased—just waiting to run. Whenever Bob got the itch to take them out, to feel the rumble beneath him, he took us kids for a ride.

Bob’s favorite place to go was Gibson’s Discount Store. The one in Big Spring was located on Scurry Street, on the site of the old tourist court where his father, John Lewis, had died. He went there nearly every day to look at tools and fishing gear, and to sniff out deals on coffee and toilet paper, which he hoarded out in the shed.

But he liked the Gibson’s in Odessa much better. It was bigger, and whenever Bob visited Norma Lou, he insisted they go shopping. One Sunday in early October 1983, Bob and Opal drove to Norma’s after church to have lunch. She was back on her feet from hip surgery, enough to fix her father his favorite pot roast. After eating, the three of them drove to the store. But once there, Bob took ten steps inside and said, “You know, I don’t need anything,” then turned and walked back to the car.

Norma called Dad that night and said, “Something’s not right with Daddy. For some reason I’m really worried.”

*   *   *

The next morning, Bob discovered a flat on one of his trucks. Defying both Opal and Dr. Thomas, he rolled out his jack, hoisted off the giant radial, and patched the tube. When he finished, he drove to the caliche pit for a load.

There was a confrontation with one of his helpers. The man had trouble maneuvering the tractor because the power steering was out. So Bob, frustrated, ran over in a huff and motioned the guy off the wheel, then wrenched the machine into submission. After loading his own truck, he pulled out of the yard in a cloud of dust.

Back at the house, Opal was waiting with his lunch, but Bob said he didn’t feel well.

“If you don’t mind, I’m gonna take a nap,” he said, then walked back to the bedroom. Opal wrapped his food and left it on the stove. When she returned that evening, it was still there. She found Bob in bed. His body was cold.

The first thing she did was call Herman at the restaurant. “I think Bob’s dead!” she shouted. It was Homer who arrived minutes later and attempted CPR, but there was no point. Papaw was gone.

The next call she made was to our house. Mom’s mother was visiting from Snyder and all of us had just sat down for dinner. I watched Mom get up and answer the telephone, then drop the receiver and run out the front door. Somebody then managed to get hold of Dad at work. They all gathered in Bob and Opal’s bedroom and waited for the coroner. Bob was sixty-nine years old.

His funeral was held later that week at the funeral-home chapel, where Brother Jones led the service and wept. It was the first time I’d seen so many grown-ups cry, especially my own father, and the first I’d experienced death. (Three months later, when another heart attack finally killed Uncle Herman, I asked Mom to let me stay home from the funeral.)

That day, Brother Jones spoke about how Bob had embraced the Lord in recent years, how he’d been proud to see him living a Christian life. Opal then read out a letter the pastor had written to Bob months earlier that reflected the same sentiments. If anyone carried doubts about the fate of Bob’s soul, these words put them to rest.

As for Dad, he found his own kind of solace in his father’s sudden passing. On the day of Bob’s death, he’d stopped by for his usual breakfast, and on the way out the door, he made sure to tell his dad that he loved him. He held tightly to that now. And he also understood that whatever he’d lost financially by coming to Big Spring and joining Grady, he’d gained in a relationship with his father. In fact, he now believed that that was the sole reason we’d come to Big Spring in the first place. That was the journey. The whole ordeal, like every other day on earth, was a puff of smoke, a chasing after the wind. Life was fleeting; you had to hold fast to what was true.

*   *   *

As for Grady and the boys, the bottom appeared closer each day. The Brass Nail, with its inflated payroll, turned out to be the extra weight that finally sank the ship. Not only was Grady’s timing spectacularly wrong, but so was his audience. Now that life was returning to normal, Big Spring was again the dominion of tight-fisted cotton farmers and cattlemen who preferred chicken-fried steaks at Herman’s or enchiladas at the Spanish Inn. Out-of-work roughnecks scraped by on cheap groceries and Taco Villa, and all the Yankees had driven home. Each night, Jacques and the boys watched the kitchen staff fill the dumpster behind the Brass Nail with crates of red snapper and Maine lobsters that arrived by air and went unsold. In February 1984, Grady placed an ad in the Herald that read like an obituary: “Cunningham Oil Company and Grady L. Cunningham has [sic] sold the Brass Nail Restaurant. We would like to thank the public for their past Patronage and Support.”

The boys hovered a bit longer, thanks to Ann’s trust and shuffled oil investments. While Grady was trying to sell plates of veal Oscar to an empty dining room, the company actually drilled one of its finest producers to date, the O. O. Baker out in Haskell County, which would have paid for itself in a year.

But by then, the district attorney was calling about a list of bounced checks. One of the investors had filed a lawsuit, and a costly exploration out in Yokum County resulted in a dry hole. Through it all, Grady numbed himself with a diet of VO, diet pills, and more cocaine. One night, in a paranoid rage, he chased Hugh’s car down Gregg Street, waving a .38 revolver out the window of his Lincoln.

The crash finally occurred on August 31, 1984, when Grady and Ann petitioned for Chapter 11 bankruptcy in the U.S. Federal Court in Fort Worth. According to the Herald, Grady’s debts totaled $3,790,000, while assets were listed at just over a million. He owed money to more than twenty different creditors, including State National Bank in Big Spring, Coahoma State Bank, and First National in Midland, now under control of the federal government. The FDIC was also listed as a major creditor.

To begin satisfying Grady’s debts, the banks and FDIC seized thirty-one cars, including the Excalibur, several Rolls-Royces, the Cadillacs, and a hangarful of vintage Mustangs. They also took Grady’s floor-length wolf coats and the gold Rolexes. Grady was forced to sell the cotton farm back to his uncle Alvie and disband the football team. After one season of existence, the Cunningham Oilers actually finished with a record of 4–2 and went down in history as one of Grady’s most successful ventures. In the end, all that Grady and Ann had left was Ike Robb’s house in Highland South and one vehicle—a decidedly modest two-door Lincoln Continental Mark VII.

As for Grady’s entourage, they vanished as quickly as they’d arrived, happy to walk away with a clean record and a decent story. Buddy moved to Lubbock to attend Texas Tech, but remained loyal to Grady and Ann until the end. Jacques wound up in Midland working at a hospital. For a while, Hugh joined another local firm to sell oil deals until it too went bankrupt. He later moved to Dallas and enrolled in grad school.

Somehow, amid all of this, Grady managed to pay off Dad’s bank loan with State National. What he couldn’t repay in interest he made up for in furniture. One afternoon, a truck pulled up the drive carrying a plush Henredon living room set that he’d salvaged from the creditors. A few of those pieces still sit in my parents’ home today.

As 1984 came to a close, “Stay Alive till ’85” became the new rallying cry throughout the oil patch. But as the new year dawned, prices continued to drop, and few people were hiring. As work with the FDIC began to taper off, and as retirement beckoned, Dad’s boss Jeff Brown and his wife sold the real estate firm in Big Spring and moved to Central Texas. Rather than leave Dad in the lurch, Jeff arranged an interview for him with a large appraisal firm in San Antonio, where, coincidentally, Zelda and Charles had recently moved. After driving down and speaking with the firm, Dad landed the job. In April, he moved in with his sister while we finished school and Mom sold the house. The first week of June, I climbed into the cab of another U-Haul with Dad, and with Mom and the girls following behind in the station wagon, we struck out for another beginning.

The way I like to remember it, we pulled out of town just as a red sandstorm rolled off the Caprock and strangled the sun, and we did not look back. But when I checked the weather logs from that month, I wasn’t surprised to find that my memory had deceived me. The day we left, the sky was clear blue with hardly any wind. We’d even gotten some rain, meaning the land was green and fragrant, the very best version of itself.

It was on this kind of day when the cattlemen used to ride out to a high place and forget all of yesterday’s trials, when tomorrow men heading west would halt their fevered pace, look around, and put down roots. It’s where, from the top of South Mountain, or a window in the Settles, you could look out and see the refinery sparkle like a jewel, see the land rise from an old prehistoric sea and bend north into the blue yonder. All of nature under heaven was in its proper order, and if you squinted just right, you might be able to see what it had in store for you next.





 

Epilogue

San Antonio was huge and terrifying, a separate planet altogether made of concrete and traffic. Big Spring held our family’s history, but our new home was in a treeless, newly built subdivision where the houses all looked the same. No familiar landmarks or funny stories to accompany them, no hills or arroyos, and no big sky. When the sun went down in the suburbs, it just got dark.

Dad’s job at the appraisal firm only paid ten dollars an hour, meaning we were broke a lot of the time, so much that Mom made my sisters’ clothes until she went back to work. The good thing about our neighborhood was there were a lot of kids our age. Many of them were Hispanic, and loved to tease me about my thick West Texas accent.

“Hey, man, what’s your name again?” they asked.

“Brine,” I answered.

But my big-city friends introduced me to wonderful things I’d never experienced, such as Run-D.M.C. and Metallica. That first summer, our neighborhood threw a huge block party, puro San Antonio, with loud conjunto music and lots of keg beer. My buddies blasted Grandmaster Flash from a boom box, spread out a piece of cardboard, and did backspins in the street.

In San Antonio, Dad sought to distance himself even further from his past and push closer to God. For a while we attended Aunt Zelda’s church until Mom and Dad found something they liked better. The new church was located on the west side, in a building that had once been a grocery store, next door to a giant Mexican flea market.

The church was spawned from a neo-charismatic movement called the Third Wave that started in California. It wasn’t rooted in doctrine, really, but in “signs and wonders” that the Holy Spirit performed through modern-day prophets and apostles. These included the head pastor, who had fronted a sixties rock band and fancied Armani suits, and his assistant, a former street fighter from England whose arms were covered in ink. It attracted people from all walks: black, white, and Hispanic, reformed Catholics and disillusioned Baptists, burned-out hippies and seekers such as Dad. One of the weekly Bible groups was led by a former coke dealer who’d served a stint in prison.

When the preachers channeled signs and wonders, it was like the Holy Spirit on steroids. I’d grown accustomed to hearing a few people speak in tongues back in Big Spring. But here half the congregation was doing it. Once a visiting evangelist called down a “spirit of laughter” and before I could blink, people sitting around me were rolling on the floor. The preachers foretold prophecies, prayed over the sick, and even cast out demons. One evening a “spirit of benevolence” swept the congregation and people began emptying their pockets. When the pastor announced the collection would help a set of twins in our church who had leukemia, Dad stripped off his gold-plated Rolex, the last remnant of the boom, and dropped it into the plate.

Mom and Dad attended that church for ten more years, until after my sisters and I moved out of the house. Then, after a period of not going anywhere, Dad started following a local Lutheran pastor on the radio and telling Mom about his sermons. They soon joined his church, which was nothing like the Assemblies of God or the one in the grocery store. There, for the first time in his life, Dad finally felt true peace with the Lord.

*   *   *

We saw Grady only a handful of times after leaving Big Spring. Every so often, we got reports about him going into rehab, or his sister taking him to court for stealing money. Ann somehow managed to keep a few of their oil wells, so whenever the price of crude went up, they kicked off some royalties and gave Grady new life. He blew through town in a rented limo and took everyone for steaks, and for one long evening he was king again. But within a few months he was calling Dad late at night, asking for money. Sometimes he just called to cry. After all those years and everything that had happened, Dad remained Grady’s only true friend.

One of the last times I saw him was in 1998, just before my senior year at the University of Texas. Oil prices must have been up again because Grady telephoned saying he was putting me “on scholarship.” I didn’t believe a word until a few days later, when a check arrived that actually cleared the bank. He also sent money for a new computer, along with airline tickets for Dad and me to join him fishing in Mexico.

In Cabo San Lucas, Grady was in old form. He rented a six-bedroom villa overlooking the beach and employed a team of baby-faced cabana boys to deliver food and drinks throughout the day. They also brought his cocaine, which came neatly wrapped in cellophane bags and placed in a cabinet drawer. He left the taxi drivers and housecleaners fifty-dollar tips.

I moved to New York City not long after that to work in magazines, and Grady would threaten to visit. “I’ve got a suite at the Marriott Marquis,” he told me over the phone. “All the people there, they know who I am.” But he never showed, although a souvenir of Grady and my father’s time in the oil business had come with me. Before moving to New York, I didn’t own a proper winter coat, nor did I have any money to buy one. So one weekend while visiting my parents in San Antonio, I went into Dad’s closet and found the black rabbit fur that Grady had given him for Christmas. After nearly twenty years, the coat fit me perfectly. With a few safety pins, I fastened it to the inside of a cheap brown rain jacket as a liner. That’s how I survived my first East Coast winter until I found a job and could buy better clothes. The following year, in the midst of a snowstorm, I dropped the coat next to a homeless man sleeping outside the Christopher Street subway station and never thought twice about it.

After that I lost touch with Grady and Ann. An invitation to my wedding in 2006 went unanswered, then in March of the following year, Dad called and told me Grady was dead. All the years of drinking and drugs had finally worn down his heart. He was fifty-four years old.

The funeral was held in a small Pentecostal church in Big Spring where Grady found Jesus in the months before he died. When we arrived his body lay in an open casket, his pinkish skin now waxy and gray. His favorite Elvis songs played over the PA system. Ann sat crying in the front row beside Buddy, who’d been the one to drag Grady to rehab each time, kicking and screaming, to no avail. Buddy was now an oilman and restaurateur in Lubbock, married with a houseful of kids.

In the weeks before his death, Grady had sensed what was coming and apologized to Ann, begging forgiveness for all the years of emotional anguish. Now that he was gone she was finally free, and no longer would he embarrass her in the town her father had built. Within a year she was remarried and starting over again, never happier.

*   *   *

Four years later, in March 2011, I received another call from Dad. My grandmother Opal was dying in a nursing home. I caught a flight to San Antonio the next morning and met my parents and sisters. Together we squeezed into the car like we did when we were young and drove six hours toward the Caprock, the wooded Hill Country thinning into dry, open pasture.

My grandmother had come to the nursing home after a particularly bad year: she’d broken her hip after slipping on some ice, then suffered seizures from a botched prescription. But she’d handled it all relatively well, repeating the Bette Davis line that “gettin’ old ain’t for sissies.” She was asleep when we arrived, her breathing deep and troubled. A hospice nurse sat by her bed, then explained to us what to expect.

A few years earlier, when Opal turned eighty-five, my wife and I had brought our one-year-old son for her birthday celebration. My wife grew up in Minnesota and had never seen Big Spring, so it was only fitting that as soon as we hit town we were met by a swirling wall of red sand. The storm darkened the sun and stalled traffic, and then it rained mud.

Inside the banquet hall that day, my grandmother was relaxed, center stage. Back surgery had left her dependent on a walker, so Zelda and Norma placed a gold-lacquered chair in the middle of the room where she received her guests. She’d come straight from the beauty shop, and her hair was freshly colored and set. She wore a long silk dress and her fingers bore the gold and emerald rings that every little girl in the family had posed with before her giant vanity mirror.

Now, in her hospice room, I saw that the ornaments were gone. She wore nothing but a simple cotton gown, and her hair flowed gray against her pillow. There was no makeup or jewelry, and the deep creases from age had relaxed in her face. Everyone agreed she looked twenty years younger.

The room was full of her children: Preston and Linda; Norma Lou and her two boys, Randy and Rodney; Zelda and Charles; Dad and Mom. Homer was there, too. Out of all the family who’d settled in Big Spring over the generations, only he and his sister Evelyn remained. Back when their father fell sick in 1983, Homer had quit his job at American Petrofina and took over the family restaurant, which he ran for nearly thirty years. Evelyn’s dress shop, Miss Royale, sat across the street, its façade painted bright pink.

During those decades, not much good had come to Big Spring. The refinery remained but hadn’t expanded; rust and filth covered the columns and tank batteries that Raymond Tollett had once kept spotless. Oil never experienced a comeback quite like in the beginning of the eighties, and the population hadn’t recovered from losing the air base. Blight crept in. The busy downtown streets that Frances once strolled through were ghostly empty now, the shop windows caked with red dirt. Buildings crumbled onto the sidewalk or remained as burned-out husks. The Petroleum Building where Tollett had steered his empire, and where Dad and Grady chased their own, sat vacant, its top-floor suite trashed by vandals and a leaky roof. Several blocks away, the Hotel Settles, the original beacon of progress, loomed over the skyline with boarded windows and its rooms full of pigeons. There was even talk of persuading a Hollywood production company to come blow it up for a movie.

These were my impressions of Big Spring during the years when we’d visit my grandmother. But coming back now to bid her good-bye, I noticed a dramatic change. All across the Permian Basin and elsewhere, new advances in horizontal drilling and hydraulic fracturing had opened up hard-to-reach shale formations for oil and gas exploration. The Wolfcamp and Cline shales, which ran beneath the Permian Basin, were believed to hold over 20 billion barrels of unrecovered crude. The result was a boom like none Texas had ever seen. Once again the roads were crawling with service trucks and the restaurants were full of strangers. At our hotel by the interstate, we were forced to pay double rates.

The boom had breathed new oxygen into downtown. Driving up Third Street, I noticed scaffolding around the Settles. It turned out a Big Spring native named Brint Ryan had purchased the hotel and was spending $30 million to restore it to its original grandeur. Crews were rebuilding the wrought-iron staircase, reinstalling the brass elevators, even excavating the walls in order to match the 1929 paint color. Ryan had also bought the Ritz Theater and the Petroleum Building, which he planned to refurbish.

But sadly, Opal wouldn’t be around to see any of that happen. With her family gathered around her bed, she opened her eyes and made one last request. She asked us to sing her home. And just as she had done for Uncle Bud back in 1936, we sang the old songs that brought her comfort: “What a Friend We Have in Jesus,” “Love Lifted Me,” “Leaning on the Everlasting Arms.” Although those hymns hadn’t crossed my lips in twenty-five years, the words came flooding back, and as our voices wove together in the family singing, I felt a sudden presence in the room, something both familiar and ancient. For two days we sang. Finally, around six in the morning after everyone except Preston and Zelda had gone to bed, Opal breathed her last. At ninety years old, she joined the big family reunion, as her father Clem used to say, while here among the living she left behind ten grandchildren, twenty-one great-grandchildren, and ten great-great-grandchildren.

The experience at her bedside left a profound impression and sent me in search of that presence I had felt. And the journey toward its roots would lead me through our history and culture and toward my own greater understanding of God.

One of my first trips was to the very hollow where my great-grandfather John Lewis was raised. Knowing nothing about our Georgia kin, I had to search online. I discovered that his brother Daniel had had a son named Clarence Mealer who still lived outside of Atlanta. He was eighty years old, recently widowed, and eager to meet one of the “Texas Mealers.”

The following summer I drove out to meet him. When he opened the door, I took one look—wide forehead, bulbous nose—and knew instantly he was one of my own. Together we headed north into the Blue Ridge, past the town of Jasper, until we reached the place where we were from, where John Lewis, Bud, Bertha, and the kids had found refuge that winter during the Great Depression. A luxury estate had swallowed the old homestead, so Clarence and I crawled under a fence and pushed our way into the brambles. After ten minutes we stopped in a place that looked no different from the surrounding thicket.

“This is where your great-great-grandfather’s house once stood,” Clarence said, then fell silent.

His own mind went back three-quarters of a century. He told me about playing as a child along the wagon road that ran “just there” past the poplar. About cooling jars of fresh milk in the spring that still flowed near the old barn. A pile of chimney stone was all that was left of the house. It was all trees now, choked by vine and poison oak, hardly resembling a place where family had been born and died and where an eighty-year-old man could be plunged back into the breathless days of youth. But for that half hour or so, I saw it all.

Back home, Clarence pulled out a recent Christmas card and said, “You know, Bud still has a daughter out in Arizona.” There was an address on the envelope, and within days I was on the phone with Frances, whom nobody in my family even knew was still alive. The following month I sat at her dining room table. She described the terrible years after her father died, trying to care for her siblings, and how they’d been left to drift. After divorcing Tommy, she’d raised her girls and stayed in politics, working to get conservatives elected in order “to save America,” as she described. She finally retired after Ronald Reagan won the presidency in 1980, her mission complete.

For eight hours we rummaged through boxes of old photos and letters. Everyone she’d grown up with was dead: her parents and siblings, Tommy and Howard Dodd, Bob Wills and the stars of the Grand Ole Opry. In fact, one of the last places Wills played fiddle before he died in 1975 was the Stampede in Big Spring. Someone else had to raise his bow and pull it across the strings.

Lately Frances had been thinking a lot about Howard, who after their divorce came home to Big Spring, became a fireman, remarried, and raised a family. One night she’d sat up in bed and realized she’d forgotten the sound of his voice, and the problem was that there wasn’t anyone who could help her hear it again. Nobody left to call who could affirm the memories that surfaced at random, like how the Georgia pines seemed to stretch to heaven that summer when she was five, or the way little Jimmie held her finger when they walked to get water, his smile and the tiny chip on his tooth. Those memories were hers alone now, with all their heartache, music, and laughter.
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Part 2

Chapter 1

Wink, Texas, details and life during the Depression from interviews with Zelda Odom, previously cited, Oil Booms: Social Change in Five Texas Towns by Roger M. Olien and Diana Davids Olien (University of Nebraska Press, 1982), and Life in the Oil Fields by Roger M. Olien and Diana Davids Olien (Texas Monthly Press, 1986).

Clem Wilkerson details, salvation on the street, from multiple interviews with Homer Wilkerson, Big Spring, Texas, from October 2012 through February 2017; plus interview with Bill and Veda White, Dickinson, Texas, June 27, 2012.

Mary Lou Wilkerson death from the Big Spring Herald, November 19, 1937, and interviews with Homer Wilkerson, previously cited.

New London School explosion from Texas State Historical Association website. Arthur Hahn beating and abandoning his family from interview with Doris Haynes, Oklahoma City, June 20, 2014.

Chapter 2

Clem as prayer warrior, Mr. Smith healing, and kids playing church taken from interviews with Norma Lee, Big Spring, Texas, October 3, 2012; Evelyn Bender, Big Spring, Texas, May 30, 2014; Doris Haynes, Veda White, Zelda Odom, and Homer Wilkerson, previously cited.

Frank Mack bio from interview with Runelda Mack Hunsicker, via telephone, April 3, 2014.

Chapter 3

Joshua Cosden in hospital from The New York Times, August 9, 1930. Cosden on the veranda, buying back his company from the Big Spring Herald, October 2, 1979. Cosden on his deathbed, his promise to doctors, and his death from the Big Spring Herald, July 18, 1954.

Cosden cremation details from the San Antonio Light, November 19, 1940.

Cosden interview with C. B. Glasscock from Then Came Oil, previously cited.

Raymond Tollett claiming Cosden’s body in El Paso from reporter Bob Lewis’s interview with Paul Meek (deceased), Fredericksburg, Texas, September 13, 2003.

Life of Raymond Tollett from the Big Spring Herald, various editions; the Cosden Copper, various editions, 1954–67; Federal Bureau of Investigation records, obtained through the Freedom of Information Act; multiple interviews with Ann Yanez, Big Spring, Texas, from February 2012 through June 2016; multiple interviews with Jason Blake Tollett, Austin, Texas, from February 2013 through January 2017; and interview with Raymond Tollett Jr., Dallas, Texas, December 7, 2015.

Tollett running the Big Spring refinery and accomplishments from the Big Spring Herald, various editions; interviews with Dan Krausse, via telephone, October 15, 2015; Bobby Fuller, via telephone, October 22, 2015; Frank Parker, via telephone, December 10, 2015; Katie Grimes, via telephone, December 5, 2015; Rene Brown, via telephone, December 16, 2015.

Chapter 4

Details on Kelly-Snyder field and Spraberry Trend from The Permian Basin: Petroleum Empire of the Southwest; Vol. 2, Era of Advancement: From the Depression to the Present by Samuel D. Myres (Permian Press, 1977) and Wildcatters: Texas Independent Oilmen by Roger M. Olien and Diana Davids Hinton (Texas A&M University Press, 2007).

Details on the 1950s drought from the Big Spring Herald, various editions, 1950–57; “When the Skies Ran Dry” by John Burnett, Texas Monthly, July 2012; interviews with Jimmie Taylor, Big Spring, Texas, May 1, 2014; John Currie, Big Spring, Texas, May 13, 2015; Wade Choate, Midland, Texas, April 10, 2014; Homer Wilkerson, previously cited; Carroll and Joyce Choate, Big Spring, Texas, October 29, 2015; Lorin S. McDowell III, previously cited.

Rowan Oil Company’s lawsuit taken from the Texas Railroad Commission’s website archives.

Major oil companies going overseas from Wildcatters by Roger M. Olien and Diana Davids Hinton, previously cited.

Davey Jones family history from interviews with Katie Jones Cathey and Wayne Jones, previously cited.

Bob Mealer getting into dirt business from interviews with Preston Mealer, Pearland, Texas, August 2, 2015; Bill White, Rodney Lee, Homer Wilkerson, Zelda Odom, Norma Lee, and Wayne Jones, all previously cited.

Herman and Homer Wilkerson’s cattle business, Homer driving trucks to California from interviews with Charles Miller, Big Spring, Texas, May 30, 2014; and Homer Wilkerson, previously cited.

Chapter 5

Cosden tapping into the petrochemical boom, plus Raymond Tollett’s role as president of the refinery and a civic leader from interviews with Dan Krausse, Rene Brown, Frank Parker, and Bobby Fuller, all previously cited. Other information from the Big Spring Herald, various editions, plus Raymond Tollett’s columns in the Cosden Copper, various editions.

Granville Hahn’s rise at Cosden from family interviews and from reporter Bob Lewis’s interview with Granville, Big Spring, Texas, (date unknown).

Raymond Tollett’s alcoholism from interview with Iris’s niece Judi Godowns, via telephone, January 20, 2016, in addition to extensive interviews with Ray and Jason Blake Tollett and Ann Yanez. Other information from John Currie, Katie Grimes, and former employees Dan Krausse, Rene Brown, Frank Parker, and Bobby Fuller, all previously cited.

Chapter 6

Most information in this chapter from extensive interviews with Frances M. Varner. Other information about Bob and Billy Jack Wills and the various incarnations of their bands from San Antonio Rose by Charles R. Townsend, previously cited.

Part 3

Chapter 1

Rain returning to Big Spring from the Big Spring Herald, various editions.

Decline of beef production in U.S. from “Beef, Veal Imports Growing as Production in U.S. Declines,” UPI, September 14, 1958.

Herman’s illness and new career as restaurateur from interviews with Homer Wilkerson, Evelyn Bender, and Charles Miller, all previously cited.

Bobby and Preston’s childhoods taken from interviews with Bobby Mealer, San Antonio, Texas, October 12, 2012 through January of 2017; and interviews with Preston Mealer, Norma Lee, and Zelda Odom, all previously cited.

Clem Wilkerson’s death from various family interviews.

Grady Cunningham’s childhood and stories about his parents taken from interviews with Selena Gould, New Braunfels, Texas, October 2, 2013; multiple interviews with Buddy Beach, Lubbock, Texas, February 23, 2013 and others via telephone through May 2016; plus interviews with Bobby Mealer, Ann Yanez, and Roe Fulgham, all previously cited.

The family’s time in Odessa, plus the death of Jack, taken from interviews with Bobby and Preston Mealer, Zelda Odom, Norma Lee, and Barbara Tyler, all previously cited.

Chapter 2

Expansion of Cosden refinery and its sale to W. R. Grace & Company and American Petrofina from the Big Spring Herald, various editions, and Tollett’s columns in the Cosden Copper, various editions.

Tollett’s philanthropy from interviews with Homer Wilkerson and former employees, preciously cited; the Big Spring Herald, various editions, and the Cosden Copper, various editions.

Tollett’s alcoholism and its damage, see notes to part 2, chapter 5.

Tollett checking into rehab facility from interviews with Jason Blake and Ray Tollett and Ann Yanez, previously cited.

Tollett’s death from the Big Spring Herald, October 28, 1969, and interviews with his children, previously cited,

Chapter 3

Summer 1967 details taken from the Big Spring Herald, various editions.

Details about Ronnie, plus Bobby and Marie’s relationship, from interviews with “Marie” (her name has been changed), via telephone, September 18, 2015; Merlee Dennis, Austin, Texas, September 25, 2015; and Bobby Mealer, previously cited.

Preston being drafted from interviews with Preston and Linda Mealer, previously cited.

Chapter 4

Most information from extensive interviews with Frances M. Varner, previously cited.

Barry Goldwater background from Before the Storm: Barry Goldwater and the Unmaking of the American Consensus by Rick Perlstein (Nation Books, 2009).

Chapter 5

Bobby and Marie dating from interviews with “Marie” and Merlee Dennis, previously cited.

Opal’s involvement with Midnight Cowboy from interviews with Charles and Zelda Odom, previously cited.

Midnight Cowboy filming in Big Spring from a variety of sources: the Big Spring Herald, various editions during August 1968; transcripts of reporter Bob Lewis’s series of interviews with cast and crew, KBST radio, August 1968; and Movies and Magic Houses in a West Texas Whereabouts by James Johnston (James Johnston, 2015).

John Schlesinger’s panic attack from interview with Jon Voight, Esquire, August 2013.

Grady as a teenager from interviews with Bobby Mealer, Ann Yanez, and Selena Gould, previously cited.

Ike Robb family background from the Big Spring Herald, various editions; Movies and Magic Houses in a West Texas Whereabouts by James Johnston, previously cited; and interviews with Ann Yanez, previously cited.

Bobby’s drug use from extensive interviews with Bobby Mealer, previously cited.

Chapter 6

Bobby and Sharon’s courtship and marriage, birth of Bryan, from Bobby’s letters to Sharon and extensive interviews with Sharon Mealer, San Antonio, Texas, December 2015 to January 2017, and Bobby Mealer, previously cited.

Chapter 7

Grady’s relations with men and details about Big Spring’s gay culture from interview with unnamed source, via telephone, September 18, 2015.

Ann’s experience aboard cruise ships from interviews with Ann Yanez, previously cited.

Grady and Ann courtship and marriage from interviews with Ann Yanez, Selena Gould, and Bobby Mealer, all previously cited.

Chapter 8

Details of energy crisis from various newspaper accounts and the Big Spring Herald, various editions; Survive & Conquer: Texas in the ’80s: Money-Power-Tragedy … Hope by M. Ray Perryman (Taylor Publishing Company, 1990); and The Prize by Daniel Yergin, previously cited.

Texas cities running out of fuel from Survive & Conquer by M. Ray Perryman, previously cited.

Information about Big Spring refinery buying oil from Iraq from Joe Nocera’s interview with Sam Hunnicutt, Texas Monthly, January 1986.

Bobby’s DWI from interviews with Bobby Mealer, previously cited.

Chapter 9

Houston as boomtown, office space in demand, and stats about the “Texas miracle” from Survive & Conquer by M. Ray Perryman; other information from Gone to Texas by Randolph B. Campbell; both previously cited.

Rise in crime, addiction, and suicides in northern cities after recession from Journey to Nowhere: The Saga of the New Underclass by Dale Maharidge and Michael Williamson (Dial Press, 1985).

Southfork Ranch overshadowing grassy knoll from the Big Spring Herald, October 25, 1981.

Kenny “the Snake” Stabler details from “When Ken Stabler was a Country-Music Lyric Come to Life,” by Pete Axthelm, Deadspin.com, July 10, 2015.

Mark Powell murdering mother-in-law and shooting rampage from the Big Spring Herald, June 9, 1980.

Chapter 10

Grady’s job title and history at the refinery from Cosden/American Petrofina personnel records kept at the Heritage Museum of Big Spring, and from interviews with Ann Yanez, Roe Fulgham, and Selena Gould, all previously cited.

Iris Tollett’s death from interviews with Ann Yanez, Judi Godowns, Jason Blake and Ray Tollett, all previously cited.

Cabot Corporation announces closure from the Big Spring Herald, August 8, 1979.

Cosden Oil and Chemical Company moves executives to Dallas from the Big Spring Herald, May 14, 1979.

One thousand empty houses in Big Spring following base closure from the Big Spring Herald, January 31, 1982.

Hotel Settles closure and details from the Big Spring Herald, various editions.

Bureau of Land Management oil and gas lottery information from “Good Ol’ Uncle Sam Runs Energy Lottery,” by Tom Tiede, Newspaper Enterprise Association, January 26, 1979; “Clear Pattern Seen in Oil-Lease Fraud,” Associated Press, April 6, 1980; and “Long-Shot Oil Lease Lottery a Bonus in Wyoming,” The New York Times, September 30, 1981.

Details of Grady winning the lottery from interview with Hugh Porter, Dallas, Texas, July 29, 2015; plus interviews with Ann Yanez, Buddy Beach, and Selena Gould, previously cited.

Bob Wilson and Orville Phelps information from interview with Bob Wilson, Midland, Texas, April 9, 2013.

Details of 1979 global oil panic from The Prize by Daniel Yergin, previously cited. Information on “stripper wells” from interview with Hugh Porter, previously cited, and Survive & Conquer by M. Ray Perryman, previously cited.

Midland banks reaping a billion in deposits from the Big Spring Herald, January 6, 1980.

Ike Robb death from the Big Spring Herald, April 10, 1980.

Grady calling Bobby about job opportunity from interviews with Bobby Mealer, previously cited.

Chapter 11

Details about Grady’s “boys” from interviews with Jacques Hyatt, Hugh Porter, Ann Yanez, Bobby Mealer, and Buddy Beach, all previously cited.

Torstein the pilot information, getting hired by Grady, Grady buying airplanes, and European vacation from interview with Torstein Faaberg, via telephone, October 28, 2015; and Linda Stegmeyer, via telephone, October 26, 2015. European vacation details also from interview with Robert Miller, Big Spring, Texas, May 29, 2014.

Ann visiting bookstore and the details of conversations from interview with Linda Stegmeyer, previously cited. Ann wanting kids from interviews with Ann Yanez, previously cited.

Bobby wrecking Sharon’s Lincoln, encountering Grady and his lover, from interviews with Bobby Mealer, previously cited.

Chapter 12

Details about the Guinn No. 1 well and all others drilled by Cunningham Oil Corporation from Texas Railroad Commission records, plus interviews with Hugh Porter, Buddy Beach, Jacques Hyatt, Bobby Mealer, and Bob Wilson, all previously cited.

Bachendorf’s information from company website and Dallas Morning News, July 13, 2010, plus interviews with Ann Yanez, Bobby and Sharon Mealer, Hugh Porter, and Buddy Beach, all previously cited.

Market analysts predicting eighty-five-dollar oil (“Eighty-five in ’85”) from Wildcatters by Roger M. Olien and Diana Davids Hinton and Going to Texas by Randolph B. Campbell, both previously cited.

Drug use in Big Spring and drug prices from the Big Spring Herald, December 20, 1981; “Elephant Hunt” parties and bowls of cocaine from the Big Spring Herald, June 15, 1984.

Grady’s escalating cocaine habit, scoring drugs at 2 a.m., Buddy driving, from interviews with Buddy Beach, previously cited.

Chapter 13

Details on President Reagan’s Economic Recovery Tax Act and its impact from PBS.org, “Reagan: The 1982 Recession.”

People using less gasoline, glut of oil from the Big Spring Herald, February 24, 1982.

Rig count falls to half from Survive & Conquer by M. Ray Perryman, previously cited.

Increase in homelessness in U.S. from “Homeless Crisscross U.S. Until Their Cars and Their Dreams Break Down,” by Iver Peterson, The New York Times, December 18, 1982.

Lines at Houston soup kitchens, police pulling over cars with northern plates, people riding the trains, from Journey to Nowhere by Dale Maharidge and Michael Williamson, previously cited.

Hoboes in Fort Worth from “More Hobos Riding Rails,” Associated Press, September 21, 1981.

Loans up in Big Spring banks but deposits down from the Big Spring Herald, July 19, 1982. Unemployment in Big Spring highest since base closure from the Big Spring Herald, July 22, 1982.

Grady’s spending and purchases, relationship with Bill Read and Coahoma State Bank, from interviews with Selena Gould, Buddy Beach, Hugh Porter, Ann Yanez, and Bobby Mealer, all previously cited.

Cunningham Oilers information from the Big Spring Herald, various editions.

Grady’s hot check to football referee from interview with John Ferguson, Big Spring, Texas, November 1, 2012.

Grady and Ann’s lavish spending in Florida and Bahamas from interviews with Charles and Zelda Odom and Bobby Mealer, previously cited.

Grady’s wedding gift to Hugh Porter from interview with Hugh Porter, previously cited.

Chapter 14

Details of Penn Square Bank lending practices, failure, and impact on industry from Belly Up: The Collapse of Penn Square Bank by Phillip L. Zweig (Crown Publishers, 1985); “Penn Square’s Failed Concept,” The New York Times, August 16, 1982; “Key Figure in Penn Square Collapse Keeps Long Silence,” The Daily Oklahoman, July 12, 1992.

Continental Illinois bailout from FDIC.gov, “History of the Eighties.”

Metro Bank and National Bank of Odessa details from “A Texas Bank’s Ties to Oil,” The New York Times, October 14, 1983.

Collapse of First National Bank of Midland, causes and details of closure from “RepublicBank of Dallas Gets Midland,” The New York Times, October 15, 1983; “Bullish on the Bust,” Texas Monthly, November 1984.

Details about FNB’s community outreach from Midland Reporter-Telegram, October 15, 1983.

Thomas Procopio and FDIC’s role in the bust from “U.S. Helps Texans Survive Death of Bank,” The New York Times, October 14, 1984.

Jeff Brown details from Been There Done That: As I Remember! by Jeff L. Brown (Nortex Press, 2000).

Brass Nail throwing out lobsters from interview with Jacques Hyatt, previously cited.

Grady waving a revolver on Gregg Street from interview with Hugh Porter, previously cited.

Grady’s bankruptcy details from the Big Spring Herald, September 6, 1984; also from interviews with Ann Yanez and Buddy Beach, previously cited.
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