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Chapter 1 
 
"To Ga-hod be the gllooorrry!" Margaret Evans warbled with ferocity, if not ability, as she outpaced her 
pianist on the hymn that she selected for Freedom's baccalaureate service. “Greaaat things He hath 
done! So looovved He the world that He gave us His son!!” 
 
"I haven't heard anyone howl like that since the Great War,” Lair Burch whispered to his wife Polly who 
sat beside him in the back row of the Freedom Community Church. 
 
“Shush. If anyone’s eardrums aren’t shattered yet, they might hear you,” Polly giggled. 
 
“The vilest ooooffender who truly believes,” Margaret charged ahead dramatically. “That moment from 
Jesus a pardon receives!” 
 
“Thank you, sister!” Pastor Court Young shouted to Margaret’s visible surprise and displeasure, as he 
quickly moved to the pulpit and motioned for the accompaniment to end. “To God be the glory, indeed, 
brothers and sisters. What a joyful spring day in Oklahoma!” 
 
“I’d like to ask Principal Burch to come forward now,” Pastor Young said, as Margaret moved back to her 
seat in the front row. “Principal Burch has done an outstanding job of leading our school this year. I’d 
like Principal Burch to offer the Class of 1938 some congratulatory words on their achievement.” 
 
Lair rose slowly from his seat, holding the end of the pew and carefully balancing his 250-pound frame 
on his right leg, which had the width of a twig, and the left, a trunk. The disparity caused Lair to wobble 
like a teeter-totter down the center aisle to the podium. 
 
“With the Dust Bowl, we’ve all been tested like Job,” Pastor Young continued as Lair joined him in front 
of the seventy people in attendance. “But thanks to Principal Burch, our students have continued 
learning, even in these trying times.”   
 
"Thank you, Pastor Young, for that kind introduction," Lair began as he wiped the sweat from his brow 
the walk had produced in the unseasonably warm spring temperatures. "You may have noticed I sat in 
the back. The Good Lord isn't used to seeing me up front, so that's why, uh, I'm sweating." 
 
The Widow Furhman, who sat next to Margaret in the front row, rolled her eyes as she slipped one black 
glove off her hands. Townspeople said that the Widow's husband, Charles, had died during World War I, 
but the Widow continued to wear black each day for twenty years to mark his passing. 
 
"It’s been an honor to serve the community and its school as your principal. I know that it's been tough 
for many of you. The dust storms have dried up too many crops, and they've driven too many of our 
friends and families west. But even so, we can find reasons to celebrate, like today. We can all be proud 
of the Class of 1938." 
 
"Paul Manske and Tim Cornforth, the diploma you receive at graduation marks quite an achievement." 
 
"Only two this year?" Widow Furhman turned to Margaret as Lair continued. 
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"Only two," Margaret confirmed quietly. "He can blame the weather or the economy, but it's his wife. 
Polly's too hard on those kids. My nephew couldn't pass her class." 
 
"Your nephew should thank the Lord for his pulse, not his brain," Widow Furhman snapped. 
 
"Getting a diploma doesn't mark the end of your education," Lair continued. "I remember when I 
graduated from Circleville High School in Ohio. Less than a year later, I found myself in France, serving 
with the infantry in the Great War." 
 
"I learned more from that experience than I did in any class I ever took. You’ll also find . . . hopefully not 
through war . . . that you’ll learn more from the experiences that life presents than you did in any class. 
At least, any class I taught you," Lair said as Widow Furhman audibly groaned. 
 
"I want you boys to remember something that my sergeant once told my unit. We were taking German 
fire, and Sergeant Rogers gathered us together and said: ‘You are not here to fight for yourself. You are 
here to fight for the man on your right. You are here to fight for the man on your left. We are a team. 
Our success depends on always remembering that we are a team.’" 
 
"In life, boys, you are part of a team. You have your faith, you have your family, and you have your 
friends. That's your team. Always remember that you are part of something larger than yourself . . . that 
you are part of a team. If you do that, regardless of what life throws at you, you will prevail, because 
knowing someone supports you is the victory in life,” Lair paused, looking at the assembly, but focusing 
on Polly. She was his victory. 
 
“I don’t want to keep you folks any longer, so thank you, Pastor Young," Lair said as he stepped back 
from the pulpit and moved uncomfortably back to where Polly was sitting. 
 
"Didn't you lose five men that day, including Sergeant Rogers?" Polly whispered as Lair moved back into 
the pew. 
 
"Details," Lair said as he rested his arm on her shoulder to sit down. 
 
"Let us pray," Pastor Young said. "Dear Heavenly Father, the Almighty, God in heaven, Maker of Heaven 
and Earth." 
 
"How many aliases does the good Lord have?" Polly asked with her head bent in prayer. 
 
"You're supposed to have your eyes and mouth closed during prayer," Lair replied softly, poking Polly in 
the ribs. After the prayer concluded, Lair stood next to his pew waiting for the aisle to clear. 
 
"Hey, Lair, inspiring words," Stanley Manske said as he approached Lair's pew. Stanley Manske owned 
Freedom's mercantile shop, and he was the chairman of the town’s school board. "Paul better 
remember that next year at Northwestern State Teachers College. That boy will think he's in battle with 
those professors!" 
 
"Thank you, Stan," Lair offered. "That's especially good to hear coming from you." 
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"Say, Lair, the board has a special meeting on Thursday night. Could you stop by the store on Friday 
morning?" 
 
"Sure. Do you need me at the meeting?" 
"Oh, no. Don't worry about that. Just get my son Paul through graduation tomorrow." 
 
"Deal." 
 
"Looks like Widow Furhman has cornered Polly," Stan said, pointing at the foyer. "You'd better rescue 
her." 
 
"It does look like the Widow could use my help. See you Friday." 


