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                                                                   Chapter l

                                                           “Playful Puppies”

West Texas

August 1885


“Ma would you look at these two puppies!” Jeannie squealed.  Two, tiny hound dog pups squirmed and scampered around her legs.  Their ears spread out like wings as they leaped up and tried to lick her face.


Jeannie lay on the oval-shaped rag rug Ma had braided and put near the stone hearth of the large fireplace. The puppies scrambled across Jeannie’s stomach. She giggled as their little tongues darted about and covered her face with wet kisses.


Ma sat in her rocking chair beside Pa sewing a button on one of his blue work shirts. She paused and gazed at the playful puppies. “Princess and Junior sure are friendly,” she said.


Junior rolled over and carelessly bumped his little sister just enough to send her toppling off Jeannie’s chest onto the rug.


From his black leather chair, Pa chuckled and watched the puppies while he puffed on his corncob pipe.  “That Junior acts just like his daddy, Ole Blue,” Pa said.  “He’s making sure he has a good spot near your face, Punkin.”


Jeannie turned her head away from Junior’s fast moving tongue and gently pushed him aside. “Stop that, Junior!” she cried good-naturedly.  “I love you, too, but you’re slobbering all over me.”


Princess waddled across to Ma’s chair and plopped down beside the sewing basket.  With a contented yawn, the puppy promptly closed her eyes.


“See, Junior, you’ve chased your little sister away,” Jeannie scolded.  “You’re too rough for her.” Jeannie held Junior under his two forelegs, her palms clasped around his fat belly. She touched noses with him and lightly brushed her nose back and forth across his.  Junior wagged his tail happily.


Jeannie’s brother stood in the kitchen doorway. “Yep, Shorty,” he said. “That pup sure is acting like Ole Blue.” The sound of his sixteen-year-old voice went to a deep, manly tone.


“Your voice is changing, Henry,” Jeannie teased. 


Henry’s face reddened.  He turned and sat in a cane-bottomed chair at the kitchen table and brushed his hand across the soft, dark fuzz gathering on his cheeks.  Then he ran his long fingers through his black, wavy hair.

 
“You’ll be needing to shave with Pa’s straight-edged razor any day now,” Jeannie said, grinning.

Pa glanced over his shoulder and said, “Your sister is right about that, son.” Putting the rifle he had been cleaning beside the kerosene lamp on the side table, Pa leaned back facing the fireplace and stretched out his long legs. He yawned and gave a comfortable sigh. “Son,” he said with a slight smile, “maybe tomorrow, it’d be a good idea to shave off your whiskers unless you’re planning to grow a peach orchard on your face.” Pa chuckled and winked at Jeannie. And, with a mischievous twinkle in his blue eyes added, “I reckon, it might be a few days before you grow a black beard as thick as mine.”

      Jeannie giggled softly.  From the corner of her eye, she saw Henry nod and pretend not to notice their teasing.  He just lowered his head and continued to work on his tablet paper filled with interest, rate, and percentage math problems, Ma had written down for him to solve.

Although her brother no longer attended Pastor Thompson’s school, Jeannie knew Ma was making sure she gave him all the book learning she could.  There was no question about it in Jeannie’s mind.  She knew Ma wanted both her children to have as good an education as could be had in the year l885, even though the family lived on the West Texas prairie where towns were few and far between. Many a time, she’d heard Pa say the closest big city was either Fort Worth or Abilene, and they were miles away.


With loving pride, Jeannie watched Ma’s sewing needle moving in and out, anchoring the button on Pa’s shirt.  Jeannie remembered the story Pa always loved to tell, about how he’d met the prettiest, black-haired, brown-eyed girl in Texas in the big city of Houston.  He’d courted her and wed her there. Then he’d brought her to his lonely piece of farmland here in West Texas.


“And Ma never complained. Not even once,” Pa would say proudly.  “Your Ma’s a real Texas frontier woman!”

 
Jeannie knew some folks hereabouts could tell the difference between Ma and themselves.  Oh, Ma wasn’t snotty or stuck-up.  She just had wonderful social manners, and she spoke good English.  She didn’t misuse her grammar like a lot of folks.  Some folks looked up to her because of her knowledge. Ma was willing and helpful, and folks were always calling on her for “good-neighborly” things.  She always treated everyone with patience and kindness. It was her way. Everyone liked Ma—Jeannie was sure of that.


And Ma was the best cook ever!  She could do anything around the house, too. Jeannie sighed. She wished she could be more like Ma.  Well, she’d just have to keep on trying, but oh grannies, it was hard. Ma set a high example. Jeannie reached for a loose strand of yellow hair and twisted it around her finger thoughtfully. Yes, siree-bob! There was no doubt about it in her mind. She was mighty proud that Ruth Campbell Hanson was her ma!

While she watched Pa puff on his pipe and pull at his long beard, Jeannie scratched behind Junior’s ears, in the same way, she had often scratched behind Ole Blue’s ears. Scratching behind his ears, was the one thing she had always counted on to settle Ole Blue down.  And now, his baby son yawned and stretched out across her stomach and tried to hold his big, brown eyes open.


“I sure do miss Ole Blue, Pa,” Jeannie said softly.


“We all do, Punkin,” Pa said.  “He was a mighty fine hound dog.”


“Well, I sure am proud he killed that big rattler before he was done-in by him. That mean old snake just about got Diamond and me, when Helga and I were out riding by the river last summer.  Ole Blue wanted to go after it, right then and there.  I’m glad I called him off.”  Jeannie’s voice trailed away.  She sighed heavily. “But, I guess, he never forgot that old rattler.”

“I reckon not, Punkin,” Pa said. “He, sure enough, went after it again last month and killed it, too.”


“Ole Blue was my good friend, Pa.  It’s hard to know he’s not here anymore.” Jeannie choked back a sob.


“Well, dear,” Ma said quietly, folding Pa’s work shirt and putting it in her mending basket, “Ole Blue was a brave dog, and I know God has a place for special pets like him.”


Jeannie brushed a tear from her eye and sat up.  She reminded herself that little Junior, Ole Blue’s son, was asleep beside her.  And his cute little daughter, Princess, was asleep beside Ma.  She knew she had to get over Ole Blue’s death and go on with her life. But it was not going to be easy.


One bright thought cheered her, though. Helga was coming over tomorrow.  It would be mighty nice to visit with her very best friend again! 

Evelyn Horan                                                                      Chapter 2

                       “Remembering Ole Blue and Times Past”

From their quilt on the front porch, Junior and Princess began yapping 

loudly.  Jeannie dashed out the screened door and waited on the steps. She shaded her face against the morning sun and then smiled and waved “Howdy, Helga,” she called. 


Helga waved back as she rode up carrying a pretty bouquet of red and yellow roses.

Taking Susie’s bridle reins, Jeannie tied the mare to the hitching post rail and patted Susie’s face. “How are you girl?  How’s your little baby colt?”


“He’s doing goot, (good),” Helga said, looking over her shoulder as she dismounted. She watched a little, black colt trot up and nuzzle against his mother’s underside and begin to nurse greedily.  White, milky foam gathered around his churning mouth.


“Dot boy is always hungry,” Helga said, smiling.  She brushed a long strand of cotton-colored hair from her round face. Her sky-blue eyes shone with happiness.


“He’s growing fast,” Jeannie said. “Before you know it, he’ll be as big as his pa.”


“Diamond is a big horse,” Helga agreed.  “Morning Star is looking more and more like him every day.”


 “He sure enough is,” Jeannie said. 

“I brought flowers for Ole Blue,” Helga said softly.

“Thanks, Helga. We’ll go visit him. I’ll saddle up Diamond.  He’ll be glad to see his mate, Susie, and his little son.”


With Morning Star trotting along behind, the girls guided their horses to the wooded, north pasture.  In a small clearing near a stream, they dismounted and walked toward a white, picket fence enclosure surrounded by yellow sunflowers and a cluster of brightly colored Indian paintbrushes.  A few baby blue eyes lingered among the shady cedars and live oaks.


At the little fence both girls read the lines on the wooden marker, a small carved cross, placed above the tiny grave inside the enclosure:

                    “Here lies my good friend, Ole Blue

                     He was always loyal and true.”


 Jeannie brushed tears from her cheeks, as Helga leaned over and laid her bouquet of roses near the wooden marker.  Then Helga put an arm around Jeannie and drew her close. “I miss him, too,” she whispered.  “But aren’t you glad Lady had his pups?  Now you have two cute little puppies, and I have their mutter, (mother), Lady, and a puppy also.  I named her Cutie-Pie.”


Jeannie grinned in spite of her sadness and said, “That’s a CUTE name, Helga.”  Both girls smiled.  Then Jeannie sighed and went on, “Little Princess is so sweet and quiet, but, my grannies, that Junior is a real handful!” She rolled her eyes upward and tossed her blonde braids over her shoulders.


“Like his poppa,” Helga said.

             “Uh-huh, sure enough,” Jeannie agreed with a nod.


The girls mounted their horses. “Billy Joe was glad to get the last puppy,” Helga said.  “When I gave it to him after church last week, he said he was wishing he had a good hound dog.  He told me a mountain lion got his other one.”


“Probably that mountain lion was just like the one that Pa and Mr. Markham killed awhile back in this very pasture,” Jeannie said wide-eyed.  “Why, if Diamond hadn’t been such a fast runner, that wild critter would’ve got us both.” She shuddered, remembering her unexpected scare.  “We were standing right over there by that big rock near the creek,” she said, pointing ahead. “We were watching a little squirrel, and we didn’t see the cat when he jumped for us.”


“But you told me you heard his loud scream,” Helga prompted, pulling Susie in close beside Diamond.


“Yep, fast as lightening, I mounted Diamond.  I jerked his reins, turned him around hard, and that mean, old mountain lion missed us!  Then we ran like the wind, lickety-split, back to the house.”


Helga shook her head. “I’m glad that didn’t happen to me! I would have probably just stood there too scared to move. I tell you, this Texas is so different from Germany.”


“I reckon it is that, for a fact.” Jeannie wrinkled her brow thoughtfully. “But I’m mighty glad your ma answered that ad, Mr. Markham put in the paper in Germany last year, when he was looking for a cook and housekeeper.  Now I have a good friend, Mr. Markham has a new wife, and you have a new pa.”


“Ja, (yes), that’s true. So much has happened this past year.” The girls halted their horses at the front porch and dismounted. “Mutter said she wants your family to come to dinner after church tomorrow,” Helga said, tying Susie’s reins to the rail. 


“That’ll be nice,” Jeannie said, giving Diamond’s neck a loving pat. “Let’s tell Ma.  I think she’s in the kitchen.”


The fragrant aroma of vegetable soup greeted the girls. “Good morning, Helga,” Ma said from the stove, as she stirred a pot of soup with a long, wooden spoon.


Helga smiled. “Howdy, Mrs. Hanson,” she said brightly.  When she finished telling Ma about her mother’s invitation, she added, “And Poppa wants to talk to Mr. Hanson about his plans for cotton-picking time.”

Tell your mother, thank you very much,” Ma said, giving Helga a little kiss on her forehead. “That’s so nice of her to invite us over. Tell her we’ll be there.  Now, what can I bring?”


Helga grinned.  “Mutter thought you would say that.  She said you just come over. You don’t bring anything.  Just bring yourselves.”


“All right, Helga,” Ma said, smiling as she hugged Helga.  “We’re looking forward to our visit.”  Ma motioned to the kitchen table.  “Sit down, girls.  I’ll pour you both a glass of buttermilk.”


Ma brought out several sugar cookies and milk.  She sat with the girls and drank her coffee, while they munched on their cookies.


“Helga, dear, how do you like being Mr. Markham’s new daughter?” Ma asked.


“Mr. Markham—uh, Poppa,” Helga said shyly, “he asked me to call him that—he is very nice to me.  I’m glad Mutter married him.”


“Frank Markham is a fine man,” Ma agreed. “He was very lonely after his wife died. I’m so pleased he has your mother now.”


“Ja, Mutter is happy, too. In Germany, she was sad when my poppa died.  We are glad we came to Texas to work for Mr. Markham.”


“And we’re also glad you came,” Ma said, patting Helga’s hand.


“I’m double glad, Helga,” Jeannie said, giving Helga a quick hug. “You’re my best friend.”


“And you’re mine,” Helga said.

   
Ma sipped her coffee thoughtfully. “Your mother was a lovely bride,” she said, smiling. “What a nice memory to know she married on July Fourth, your thirteenth birthday! Jeannie and I enjoyed being in the wedding so very much.”

“You were a beautiful maid of honor, in your yellow dress, Mrs. Hanson.”

 
“Thank you, Helga.  And you girls were very pretty bridesmaids.”

“The wedding was wonderful,” Jeannie said, remembering, with a faraway look in her eyes. “I loved our blue bridesmaid dresses, and I saved my wildflower bouquet. It’s in my room.”  Jeannie took her friend’s arm. “Come, I’ll show it to you.”


“Thank you for the milk and cookies, Mrs. Hanson,” Helga said, rising.  She and Jeannie carried their empty glasses to the kitchen cabinet counter.


“You’re welcome, dear.”


Jeannie gave her mother a peck on the cheek and said, “Thanks, Ma.”


In her room, Jeannie pulled out the bottom drawer of her oak dresser.  She took out a winter shirt, some long socks, and a few other pieces of clothing and put them on the floor beside her.  Reaching in deeper, she brought out one of Ma’s books and fluttered pages toward the middle.  They opened on a small bunch of pressed wildflowers.  Their pink and blue colors were slowly fading as they dried, but their ribbon looked fresh and new.


Suddenly, there was the sound of tiny paws scratching on the bedroom floor as the puppies scurried toward the girls. Instantly, Junior grabbed a long sock between his sharp little teeth and darted under Jeannie’s bed.  

Princess reached for a small sock and held it in her mouth. She cocked her head and gazed questioningly at Jeannie.


“No, no, Princess,” Jeannie said softly, taking the sock from her puppy’s mouth.  “Oh, grannies,” Jeannie groaned.  “Those are my good socks.”


Princess released the sock and sat back on her hind legs, her two forefeet stiff in front of her fat, little belly. She watched Jeannie kneel and lie on her stomach. With her legs sticking out, Jeannie poked her head under the bed.


“Give me my sock, Junior!” Jeannie commanded. Playfully, Junior’s tail thumped up and down on the floorboards under Jeannie’s bed. “Helga, please put my things away,” Jeannie said softly, “while I get this little rascal to give me my sock.”


Helga nodded and quickly put the rest of Jeannie’s clothes inside the drawer.


“Junnnnior!” Jeannie called in a threatening tone.  She pushed her body halfway under the bed and reached out to Junior.  He pushed himself back against the wall. Jeannie grabbed for the sock, but Junior dodged her hand and scampered out from under the bed.  He ran, dashing back and forth across the room in a happy game of tag, while Princess lay with her face between her paws and watched all the excitement.


Red-faced from exertion, Jeannie pushed herself out from under the bed. “Hurry Helga, close the door!” 


  
Helga dashed to the door as Junior raced for an escape, but Helga was too quick. “Oh no, you don’t, little boy,” she warned.  She slammed the door and reached for the sock in his mouth.  This time Junior was too fast for her. In a flash he darted away, only to run straight into Jeannie’s outstretched arms.  Jeannie picked up the squirming puppy.  He still held the sock clenched between his teeth.


“Jumping Jupiter, Junior! You’re full of mischief!” Jeannie scolded, looking into his big, brown eyes. “Give me the sock.” She tugged gently, so as not to hurt his baby teeth, and tugged again.  Finally, the playful puppy released the sock from his mouth.



 “Just look at my sock.  It’s all wet!” Jeannie exclaimed.  “Now I have to rinse it out.” She shook her head good-naturedly.  “Junior, the only good thing about this, is it looks like you’re going to make a mighty-fine hunting dog. You hold on to your prey.” She paused and shook her finger at him in a gentle way, “but you must learn to release it when I say so, young feller.”


The girls left the room with Princess tagging along behind.  “I’m putting you young’uns on the front porch on your quilt,” Jeannie said.

“That’s a good idea,” Helga agreed.  “Outside is a good place for them, right now.  They are such frisky puppies.”


“Just too frisky for me today!” Jeannie pushed against the screened door and put the puppies on their quilt. “Now y’all, be good puppies,” she said, “and chew on these soup bones, Ma gave you, so Helga and I can visit.” The puppies immediately began gnawing on the beef bones lying on their quilt.


“Whew! I’m so hot,” Jeannie said, dropping in the porch swing beside Helga.  She watched a yellow butterfly poise for a moment on a weedy clump of grass growing in the yard.


 “Ja, it’s hot in August,” Helga said, brushing a damp curl from her forehead.


“You know what I think,” Jeannie said, giving her friend a thoughtful look. “I think after church, when we’ve eaten dinner at your house, we should go swimming in the Leon River.”


“And we could ask the boys to go with us,” Helga added, joining in the planning.


“I reckon Henry and Billy Joe would like that. But this time, they won’t have to teach you how to swim,” Jeannie said.


Helga smiled, remembering the fun day when she had learned how to swim.  

Jeannie continued, “And I won’t have to jump in and rescue you, like I did last year when we were sitting on the tree limb, and you fell in the water, and I didn’t know you couldn’t swim.”  She squeezed Helga’s arm affectionately.

“Ja, that was a scary time. I’m glad I know how to swim now,” Helga said, squeezing back.

Smiling happily, Jeannie gave the porch swing a big push with her foot. “Okay then, we’ll ask permission from our folks and plan on going swimming tomorrow afternoon.”

