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      It dropped out of the sky at 3:41 p.m. central daylight time on Friday, May 10, 1963, into a field in southeastern Oklahoma eight miles west of Tishomingo. It was so big you could have seen it from Tishomingo if it hadn’t been dark as midnight there, hailing hunks of ice the size of hockey pucks. But you could see it from Madill, eleven miles away. Well, the top of it anyway. And the monster super-cell thunderstorm that birthed it, you could see that for more than a hundred miles in every direction.

      It didn’t look like a tornado, though. At well over a mile wide, it looked like a bubbling black wall, like a curtain coming down onto the stage after the last act of a play.

      If there’d been anybody nearby to see the behemoth descend out of clouds the greenish-purple of a day-old bruise, they’d have stood there gawking, wondering what in the world … ? But there was nobody around to see it touch down and chances are they wouldn’t have lived to tell the tale if there had been.

      The field it landed in was full of old corn stalks from last summer, dry and brittle. Farmer died and nobody’d got around to plowing them under. The twister sucked the stalks up, thousands of them, and the top ten inches of the dirt they’d been growing in. Turned the wall a rusty brown color as it rumbled across the prairie toward the stampeding herd of Black Angus cattle in the next field.

      It gobbled up the cattle, too, all eighty-eight head of them. Lifted them up and slammed them into the ground over and over before it finally spewed their mangled corpses over the next two and a half miles of prairie—tangled up bodies impaled with dry corn stalks. Bloody porcupines.

      Skinned porcupines. The hide had been sucked clean off every last one of them.

      The brownish-black wall turned then, headed northeast toward Graham.
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      Her heart banged in her chest like a fist pounding on a locked door. Princess lay in the dark and listened to it, felt each individual heartbeat in that big vein in her neck. She raised her eyes to the little piece of sky held captive all these years by the tiny barred window on the cell wall above her and wondered if what she was feeling was fear. She had trouble with that, knowing the names of the things she felt. The sense that her heart was right up in her throat, and the empty, airy feeling just under her ribs, like there was nothing there at all, like her body had a big rip and the wind was blowing through it. She was pretty sure that was fear.

      But maybe other folks didn’t feel that at all when they were scared. Maybe that feeling was something else altogether. If it wasn’t fear, though, what was it? And how awful must fear be, if that wasn’t even it?

      She made a humph sound deep in her throat. She'd get the answer to that question on Friday afternoon at five'oclock. She’d find out what real scared was when they strapped her into Ole Suzie and turned on the juice!

      Uh huh, Princess had finally come to the end of it. The state of Oklahoma was gonna fry her the end of this week.

      But the thing was, now there was a niggling itch of uncertainty to it and somehow that made it even harder. For all the years she'd sat in this cell, she hadn't had no say about nothing. Maybe she did now. Things was gonna change in the next few days. She didn't know how they would change, but she knew they would--the same way she knew all kind of other things she couldn't possibly know but she did. And when the change come, she might be able to alter the course of her future, take hold of it and maybe write a whole new ending. Shoot, she might be able to save herself!

      Save herself.

      The thoughts in her whirling mind stopped spinning so abruptly they slammed into the back of one another like train cars crashing into a stalled engine.

      This wasn't about her! It never had been.

      "That's just scared talkin'," she said aloud. Her husky voice sounded shaky but she kept speaking and it grew stronger with each word. "Just fear babblin', sayin' things it don't know nothin' about. Can't listen to scared! It lies. Scared lies and mad lies and hate lies. But love don't lie." She lifted her head and shouted into the shadows, "My last week on this earth, I ain't gonna listen to lies!"

      Her last week. Not even a whole week, really. Just five days. The shakes threatened to come on her then but she glared at 'em and they run off and hid. She breathed in and out carefully to slow her heart down, make it stop racing. It was hard to think with her heart pounding, and she wanted to think. Most times, she expended considerable effort not to think. Today was different. Today, she could let go and savor the memories.

      Princess had taken such good care of the memories all these years: little gemstones, each one different and perfect and with its own light, its own glow like a firefly on a summer night. Green ones and red ones and bright white ones. Golden ones, too—they were the best. But she’d always understood that the light wouldn’t last, that there was just so much of it and then it would start to go out. That’s what happened to a candle. Keep it lit all the time and after awhile there wasn’t no candle left. So she saved the light. Didn’t just haul the stones out and look at them any old time, using up the precious light, wasting it. She limited herself, like somebody lost in the desert saved the water in the canteen. Just a few drops now and then. Just barely enough to stay alive.

      But it didn’t matter anymore now. No reason to save the light. She could turn up the canteen and drink deep from it, swallow great gulping mouthfuls of the cool liquid, even let some of it run down her chin and drip off onto her dress.

      She planned to fill up every second she possibly could with the glow of her precious stones, stare into the twinkling light of each one of them.

      If only her heart would stop pounding so.

      She sat up on the side of her bunk in the chilly pre-dawn air. Then she reached over and pulled the moldy-smelling blanket back around her shoulders, scratchy wool, an old army blanket. When her bare feet hit the cold concrete floor, she sucked in a gasp, shivered, and let the gasp out in a slow, steady stream as she watched the little piece of sky turn from gray to pink, then a pink/yellow combination that slid through yellow into blue. It did that every day it didn’t rain. This morning the sky’d be blue. She knew it would be. Blue and sunshine. It was May, after all, and on a May morning in Oklahoma, there’d be sunshine.

      That’s not why she knew, of course. She just did.

      Like she knew she was going to see Jackson soon. Of course, he’d come. Her last week, he’d come. And she was even, just a little bit, looking forward to seeing him this time, the last time. But she also knew the other one would come, the good man, the father man, the one with the smile on his face and the tears on his cheeks, the one she’d seen that time with eyes that weren’t hers. She knew he’d be here today. There was no possible way it could happen, but she knew it would.

      And she knew something else, too. Something that caused that open, airy feeling below her ribs, made her heart pound hard in the vein in her neck. 

      Something was wrong with the child, the father man’s girl. The knowing of it had been growing on her for weeks. There were dark, bat-like creatures in her head that fluttered around frantic when she closed her eyes. They made a low hum in her ears, like a generator.

      The whole knowing would come eventually; it always did.

      Then a horrible feeling seized her heart and squeezed so tight she didn't know how it could keep on beating. She didn't have to wonder what the feeling was, though. Soon as the thought flashed into her mind, Princess made eye contact with pure terror. 

      What if there wasn’t enough time left to do anything about it once she found out what it was?
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      In a bedroom with lace curtains six miles south of the prison, Joy McIntosh woke up, sat up, and threw up. One, two, three. Happened every morning.

      She didn’t run to the bathroom, though. Daddy’d already heard her twice. She couldn’t chance waking him again. So she’d sneaked Grandma Maggie’s old chamber pot out of the attic and slipped it under her bed about a week ago; she’d been using that.

      She leapt out of the bed, dropped to her knees on the cold hardwood floor, and dragged the porcelain pot out from under her bed. She slid the lid off and leaned over it just in time to spew out a foul spray of bile and stomach acid that burned the back of her throat and the roof of her mouth on the way out. She heaved two or three more times reflexively, then sat back panting, tears running down her cheeks.

      Slowly, the nausea passed. She slid the lid back onto the pot and pushed it under her bed and climbed back between the sheets. They were still warm.

      Then she lay there, staring at the dappled dawn light that shown on the pale blue ceiling in her room through the mulberry tree outside her window. She tried to cry. She thought it would make her feel better, the way you feel better after you throw up when you’re nauseous. But she was cried out.

      How do you know it’s mine? Gary had said.

      Had said that!

      Like she was some floozy. Like she’d done that with somebody else. Like she wasn’t a good girl at all but some tramp.

      Well, she was a tramp, wasn’t she? Come on, look it in the eye, Joy, face reality. Tramps did it with boys and got in a family way—right? Hard to find a way around that.

      No, you weren’t a tramp if you got married right quick—at sixteen?—and everybody who knew you pretended they’d suddenly lost the ability to count to nine.

      You weren’t a tramp if nobody knew, if nobody found out.

      And you weren’t a tramp if you fixed it, if you did something about it.

      She balled her hands into fists and pounded them into the feather mattress on both sides of her, over and over again. Tears squirted out of her eyes and flowed down the sides of her face and into her hair, and she’d honestly believed she didn’t have a tear left to cry.

      She wanted to scream, wail, do something to make that awful feeling in her gut go away, make it …

      “Oh!” It was just a little sound, but she spoke it aloud into the silent room. Surprise and wonder.

      What was that? That fluttering? That feeling right there, in the same place that was tied in a knot all the time.

      Again! She felt it again. She hadn’t imagined it! Like something had ... No. Couldn’t be. Couldn’t possibly be.

      But it was. Something had moved inside her.

      She cried then. Oh, my yes, she cried then! Sobbed. Curled up in a ball, buried her face in her pillow and sobbed.
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      Mac thought he heard a sound in Joy’s room. A scraping sound, then a little later a voice, a word. He lay still and listened. Yeah, she was crying. Muffled, but he could hear it.

      And?

      Did he go to her? Tap on his daughter’s door, slip quietly into her room and comfort her, put his arms around her and say … Yeah, say what?

      Oh, he knew what to say. Knew exactly what to say. Not many people had actually taken courses on what to say in difficult situations. But he had. Seminary was all about comforting the hurting.

      The stages of grief. Knew them all. Started with denial and ended with acceptance and had anger and bargaining and other things in between.

      He’d only made it as far as anger. He didn’t want to go any further. What was the point? The absolutely proper response to certain life situations was rage: pure, unadulterated rage. Any other reaction was ludicrous—or phony. And he’d tried phony. He’d lived phony. He’d pretended until …

      So, should he pretend just a little longer? Jump into a phone booth and hop out with a big M on his chest, the mighty Minister, able to leap tall buildings at a single bound?

      Tell Joy, “It’s okay, sweetheart. Your mother’s in a better place.”

      Or maybe, “You’ll see her again someday, honey.”

      Perhaps throw in a little, “Pray about it and you’ll feel better.”

      Nope, not a chance. No. Can. Do.

      She’d see through it if he tried. Joy was a smart girl. She’d see through the flimflam game. Probably already had.

      It might just be that his daughter was the only person in the whole town of Graham who wouldn’t be surprised at the "suicide" he had planned for the board of elders meeting Friday night. She'd understand. He thought for a moment. No, Joy wasn't the only one. His father-in-law Jonas would understand, too. 
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      Jonas  rubbed lotion all over her that morning, first thing, wasn’t even light outside yet. Maggie always did wake up early. She used to have breakfast ready—eggs and bacon and home-made biscuits and gravy—’fore he ever even knew she was out of the bed. He’d smell the coffee and bacon and he’d roll over and reach for her, but there was just the warm spot in the sheets where she’d been.

      She’d stand at the foot of the stairs and holler up, “Jonas, are you going to sleep all day?”

      All day? Shoot, the rooster hadn’t even crowed yet!

      He’d come staggering down the stairs, hair all upside down with bed-head, a big ole sheet crease across his cheek, and she’d look … oh my. She’d take your breath away. When she was young, folks said she favored the actress Greta Garbo. But Maggie was way prettier than Greta Garbo.

      She hollered out, “Jonas!” that morning, too. But she was just talking in her sleep. Made him think maybe she dreamed about him, though, so he didn’t want to wake her up.

      But she was wiggling around, just couldn’t seem to get situated, and he figured the lotion would help. Her skin had got so dry it looked like a creek bed during a drought, all cracked and peeling. Had to itch.

      What must it be like to itch and not know that’s what’s wrong with you? Or what to do about it? Something as simple as an itch, and you don’t know to scratch it. Which of course, begged the question: how do you know what you don’t know? What is there to think “I’ve lost my mind” when you’ve lost your mind?

      He got out the green bottle of hand lotion that said it had aloe and herbal extracts mixed in. Started on her right foot with a big handful of it, smeared it on every toe and in between them. Around the callus on her big toe and the bunion just down from it, up on the top of her foot, to her ankle, her calf, her knee and her thigh. Smoothing it, rubbing it in, stroking gently in the dark with his big, rough hands.

      He did it with his eyes closed. Remembering.

      And yeah, he felt a stirring, ’course he did. He was old; he wasn’t dead! All those years he touched her, felt her lean into him and melt like warm butter.

      Then he got to the diaper she slept in and he squirted another handful of lotion into his hand and started on her left foot.

      Soon as he’d smeared lotion all over her, she stopped wiggling. Didn’t itch anymore and she could sleep then. He lay beside her, staring into the darkness, listening to her breathe, wondering if he could do it and knowing he had to. Tears streamed out of his eyes and ran down the sides of his head into his big ears as the sun came up. There were only a handful of sunrises left to spend in bed beside his Maggie before he killed her.
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      Memory pulsed in Princess's chest like a silent heartbeat. The sparkling images glowed so bright inside her that she thought surely light must be shining out her eyes and ears and mouth, must be chasing shadows into the corners of the cell all around her.

      Like she was a firefly sitting there on the bunk, wrapped up in a stinky blanket. A golden firefly. The gold gemstones, they were the best.

      

      There are blinking lights on the marquee above the big gate where the crowd of people is pushing and shoving its way through. Princess sees the lights and she wants to look at ’em, her eyes are drawn to ’em. But she looks away quick, turns her back.

      Can’t look at them lights. If she looks, they’ll give her a fit, sure. She found that out the day that little bitty carnival set up in the vacant lot across from the sawmill on the edge of town right after Angel learned to walk. They passed by it on the way to get Jackson’s check that time. There was flashing lights there, too, and she threw a big fit, woke up all soiled and Jackson mad, people standin’ around staring at her like she was a freak.

      This is it. She has finally found the right place. She knows it’s time, too, and a deathly cold shiver runs down her spine. But there are still precious moments left and she’s gotta hold tight to ’em, squeeze every last drop of joy out of each one.

      She looks at Angel. Angel is light, too, but not like the marquee. She is light from the inside. A pure white glow shines around the little girl and when she smiles, the light’s so bright it ’bout puts your eyes out. Sometimes, when Angel was a baby and Princess was feeding her in the middle of the night, she’d look up with them big brown eyes of hers and smile so big the glow from her lit up the room bright enough you could see the furniture, like in them people’s houses who had electricity and could flip a switch and it’d be light at midnight.

      She gets down on her knees beside Angel and re-rolls the legs of the little girl’s pants, the ones Princess stole off a clothesline. They’re too long for the child, but the little cotton shirt that was hangin’ beside them is just the right size. Only has two of four buttons but it fits fine. Princess had time, she’d cut off them pants legs and sew ’em up so they’d fit, find some buttons to sew on that shirt, too.

      But there is no time left.

      She makes fat rolls on both pant legs. Then she straightens up and takes Angel’s hand, so little and warm in hers, as they cross the field where the grass has been crushed by people walkin’ on it. So many people, more than Princess has ever seen in one place. All of ’em talkin’ and laughin’, excited, like they’d come special invited to a big party. Princess listens, catches pieces of conversations,

      “… a feller whose whole body—well, all you could see of it and that was more’n was decent—was covered in tattoos he got in the jungles of Borneo where—

      “And you b’lieve that? I bet they painted them tattoos on him this afternoon; paint’s pro’ly still wet.”

      “… I have a bag of peanuts? Mary Lou got peanuts!”

      “… a lady snake charmer with snakes wrapped all …”

      “… ain’t gonna win nothin’. Them game’s rigged sure as …”

      Music from a calliope at the far end of the field mixes with the laughter, applause, and squeals of kids inside the big tent where the show’s already started. It costs another twenty-five cents to go into the big tent and Princess has only a little money left. When the money runs out, so does the time. Besides, Princess is just fine with the sights and smells and sounds all around her—that’s show enough.

      She wanders down the midway past wagons painted purple with gold trim and sunburst wheels. Each has got the same words printed on it that hung above the gate where the man took her dime and handed her a ticket: Trimboli Brothers Circus, The Greatest Show on Earth. Says the same thing on the ticket stub and she kept it. Just the one ticket. Angel got in free, her being so little.

      Princess and Angel stroll by red-and-white-striped concession stands with glasses of lemonade stacked in pyramids, banners with pictures of gigantic snakes, roaring lions, clowns, and one of an enormously fat woman dressed in nothing a’tall but colored feathers. One banner promises Wonders Gathered From the Four Corners of the Globe. Another proclaims See The Amazing Oddities And Freaks of Nature.

      Princess turns and leads Angel away from that one, the one that talks about freaks.

      A barker hollers, “Step right up, right this way. C’mon, c’mon, c’mon! Ring the bell and win a teddy bear!”

      They stop to watch. A young farm boy takes his shirt off and hands it to his girlfriend, who stands there giggling, holding the shirt out from her like you’d hold a dead mouse by the tail. The boy spits in the palm of one hand, then the other, takes the sledgehammer and waggles it around, gettin’ the feel of it. Then he raises it high in the air and slams it down on a beat-up metal plate with a thunderous Bam!

      The impact fires a red metal circle up the pole. It flies up toward the bell… then slows, stops, and settles back down. The boy groans, the girl sighs, the barker takes the hammer and says, “C’mon, son, you can do it. Win your girl a bear.” He lowers his voice. “I’ll make you a special deal. One try for a nickel; three tries for ten cents.”

      Princess and Angel move on as the boy deposits a dime in the barker’s palm and a gob of spit in his own.

      Every breath draws in a different smell carried on the evening breeze. Corn popping. Peanuts roasting. Crushed grass and crushed lemons. Dust. And the underlying stink of warm piles of manure.

      “You hungry, honey?” she asks Angel.

      When the child nods her head, her rust-colored curls dance on her shoulders.

      “You want some ice cream? It’s real good!”

      “Ice ceem!” The child fairly sings the word, dancing up and down with excitement.

      Princess lets go of Angel’s hand, checks to make sure no one’s standing nearby, and digs down into the pocket on her flour-sack shift, the right front pocket. She made sure to put the key to the car in her left pocket and the money in her right. She is being very careful. She pulls the zippered change purse out and opens it just wide enough to see the money stuffed down in it. She counted it this morning, soon’s she woke up, curled around Angel in the back seat of the big Ford car she’d covered with brush down a dirt road a couple of miles from town.

      She’d sneaked $20 out of Jackson’s front overalls pocket. A whole week’s wages at the sawmill ’cept what he’d drunk up at Shakey’s Tavern that night. And when he found out what she’d done … no, she couldn’t think about that now or she’d start to tremblin’ and have a fit sure.

      What she has left after almost two weeks on the run is $2.05—a one-dollar bill, a fifty-cent piece, a quarter and three dimes. She’d brought food along with a few belongings in the knapsack she made out of a flour sack: apples, cheese, some vegetables and cold cornbread, and they’d eaten that for two days in the boxcar. Then she’d had to buy what they ate: bread and milk, some lunchmeat, and other necessities. And one day they’d even had two bowls of soup and sodas in a diner.

      She selects the quarter, zips the purse shut, and shoves it down deep into her pocket. Then she leads Angel to the booth where a man is selling pink and blue globs of cotton candy rolled up on the end of paper sticks, big sacks of popcorn, and ice cream cones.

      “What’ll you have, little missy?” the man asks Angel. Adults always talk to her, always stare at her.

      “Ice cream,” Princess answers for her. “Hon, what flavor you want, the chocolate or vanilla?”

      “Ice ceeem!” Angel squeals, all smiles, glowing bright as a coal in a wood stove.

      “She’ll have chocolate. How much?”

      “They’re fifteen cents apiece, two for a quarter. Sure you don’t want two of ’em?” The man’s old, with greasy gray hair, and he doesn’t smell good. He has that look in his eyes that people get when they’re looking at you but not really. Like they’re worn out and just starin’ and you happen to be standin’ where they’re starin’.

      “No thanks, just the chocolate.”

      She drops the quarter into the man’s dirty, outstretched palm and takes the ice cream cone he hands to her with the dime change. She gives Angel the cone, and while she puts the dime back into her coin purse the child takes a big bite, gets a ring of chocolate around her mouth and a gob of it on the end of her nose.

      “Ice ceem!” she says, her tongue all chocolatey, and takes another bite.

      “Don’t eat it too fast or it’ll make your head hurt.”

      Angel feels the piece of ice cream on her nose, reaches up to pluck it off, and ends up smearing it on her cheek instead.

      Inside ten seconds, the child’s face is coated in chocolate.

      Princess throws her head back and laughs out loud at the sight. That’s when she spots the photo booth, up next to a telephone pole beside the fat-lady banner. There was a booth just like it in the Woolworth’s store where she and Mama used to live in Texas. Four pictures for fifty cents. That’s a lot of money, but … Then it occurs to her that she must get a picture, no matter how much it costs, that nothing is as important as a photo—even if she has to spend all the money she has left.

      “Come on, Angel, we’re gonna get our pictures took!”

      Three teenage girls stand outside the booth, holding a strip of pictures, giggling over it, as they approach.

      “Your eyes are shut in all four of ‘em,” the pretty blonde tells the pudgy brunette.

      “I can’t help it, I always blink in pictures.”

      They see Princess coming and step out of her way, looking at her. She reads in their eyes what they see—a girl with her lanky hair all tangled, wearing a patched flour-sack dress and no shoes, holding onto a sticky-faced, barefoot toddler wearin’ worn-out pants rolled up ’cause they’re too long.

      She knows they’ve branded her and Angel white trash. The teenagers move out of the way like maybe it’s catching.

      Princess steps into the booth and pulls the ragged black curtain closed, sets Angel on her lap, and carefully reads the instructions. She pulls the fifty-cent piece from her coin purse, focuses on the spot that says “Look right here,” and drops the coin into the slot.

      “Smile, Angel!”

      A buzzer sounds, followed by a flashing light. The combination surprises Angel and she turns away and buries her head in Princess’s chest.

      “It’s okay, honey.” The buzzer again and the light. Angel tunes up to cry.

      “No, sugar …” Princess lifts the child so their faces are side-by-side. “Now, sm—”

      The buzzer and the flashing light fire again and Angel wails and drops her ice cream cone.

      She reaches down for it as the buzzer and light go off a final time.

      “Aw, sugar, you can’t eat it now, it’s dirty.”

      “Ice ceeeem!” She’s crying hard now, squirming to reach the ice cream cone stuck ice-cream-side-down on the floor of the booth.

      “I’ll get you another one, a clean one. You can’t eat that dirty ole thing; it’ll make you sick.”

      She pushes the curtain back and lifts the crying, wiggling child up into her arms. The teenagers are still standing there, just looking at her as Angel wails and she tries to comfort her.

      “Hush now, sweetie pie. I’ll get you another one.”

      She heads off toward the ice cream booth and gets almost there when somebody taps her on the shoulder from behind. She turns—Angel’s screaming—and one of the teenagers is standing behind her.

      “You forgot your pictures.” The chubby, dark-haired girl holds out a strip of paper with four photos on it. “Just came out of the machine.” She offers a little half smile.

      “Thank you,” Princess mumbles, and looks into the girl’s eyes for a moment. The girl’s not pretty like the others so she knows. Then Princess rushes off to get Angel some more ice cream.

      She doesn’t even look at the pictures until much later.

      

      Princess picked up the worn strip of photographic paper bearing the four pictures and stroked it lovingly. It was the only possession she had that mattered to her, and she stared at the pictures every day. She could see them crisp and clear as the day they were taken, but only with her heart.

      The first picture showed the hollow-eyed face of a teenage girl with horrible bumps and yellow pimples on her sallow skin and stringy, tangled, straight blond hair. Mama always called the color “dishwater blonde.” The girl was holding an angel in her arms. The little girl had dark curls and chocolate ice cream smeared around her mouth and on her chubby cheeks. Her little tongue was stuck out, ready to lick the ice cream cone in her hand.

      The second picture showed the same teenage girl, her face surprised and full of concern, and the back of little girl’s head, her curls hanging all the way down to her waist.

      But the third picture! Ah, the third picture was the one Princess treasured. Two faces, side by side. The angel and the teenager. Sticky beauty and adoring love.

      The fourth image was blurred by movement.

      Didn’t matter anymore if it was blurred or not. All the images were gone, had long since faded away. Nothing remained on the strip of paper but the dark background and the ghosts of two people. Her face was a blank smudge with dark spots where her eyes should have been; Angel was completely invisible.

      That was as it should be. Angel—completely invisible. She touched the third empty frame with her finger, stroked it gently.

      And that’s when the darkness came. Her memories, the precious ones, were balls of light. But there were other ones that were balls of darkness. As the precious memories could light up a room, the dark memories could suck the light out of it. Dark memories could open up at noon on a sunshiny day and darkness would flow out of them, eat up all the light until it was just like being blind.

      Dark and cold—freezing cold.

      When that happened, Princess usually had a fit. The darkness and the cold were part of the fit. She’d wake up later and she’d wet herself—messed her pants, sometimes, too—and it’d be over and she didn’t remember much of it.

      But this time, the dark memory came and she didn’t have a fit. She sat there in the blackness as the first shaft of morning sunshine streamed through the window. She shivered in the freezing cold of her memory on a May morning and saw herself back at the circus.

      

      The calliope’s playing, kids are squealing inside the big tent, and there’s music coming from one of the side tents, the one with the fat lady banner on it. It’s Perry Como singing “A: You’re Adorable.” But it’s all muted, sounds like she’s got her fingers in her ears. She can’t smell the popcorn or the roasted peanuts or the dust and manure, either.

      She feels empty, all airy inside. Just walking all alone through the crowd toward the flashing lights on the top of the marquee over the gate.

      People look at her funny. They glance, then they stare and back away. Some of them point. But she just keeps walking toward the lights. Staring up at them, flashing red and yellow and green, waiting for the lights to work their magic. When they do, the world goes dark.

      After that, there are just still images. In black and white, like the frames on the photographic paper that she’d paid fifty cents for in that photo booth the day before.

      Flash! She’s lying on the ground looking up at the crowd of people staring down at her. There’s a policeman there. The one who wanted to know her name, where she was from. And how she got all that blood all over her dress.

      Flash! She’s in a room with policemen all around her. There’s a table in the room, and on the table is Angel’s dress, the pretty, lacy one Jackson brought home in the box, the store-bought dress. It’s torn and dirty and there’s blood all over it. There’s a bloody ax on the table, too, and stuck to it is a big hunk of hair. Long hair. Auburn curls.

      Flash! Jackson’s face. Just his face, contorted in a wild-eyed cramp of rage. Like a monster, a devil, Satan himself. But there are bars between her and the face. Bars that keep him out. And her in.

      

      There was a sudden clunking sound. The darkness leapt back and the room was instantly flooded with light so bright Princess had to squint her eyes from the glare.

      “Prentiss?” It was the guard. Lucille Talbot, the nice guard with the soft voice.

      “Yes ma’am.” Princess rubbed her eyes, but she still couldn’t see good yet.

      “I come to find out what you’re gonna want to eat Friday evenin’.”

      The big black woman was standing outside Princess’s cell, holding the food slot open and talking through it.

      “Your last meal. What’ll it be? Anything you want. Well, it can’t cost mor’n five dollars ’cause that’s all the state’ll pay.” She stopped, then added, “You know what, you just order whatever you want. I’ll see you get anything you ask for.”

      “I want me a hamburger.”

      “Aw, you don’t want—”

      “I do! I want a hamburger and French fries. With catsup. I seen the pictures in that magazine you give me.”

      “You mean one of those McDonald’s hamburgers? I’m going to McAlester on Thursday. I could pick you up one. ’Course it’d be cold by the time—”

      “I don’t care if it’s cold, I want me one of those,” Princess said. She had no idea what a McDonald’s hamburger might be.

      “Anything else?”

      “Uh huh." She smiled at the sparkles from the golden memory that floated in the air all around her. "I want a great big chocolate ice cream cone.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Maggie was sitting up in bed, rocking back and forth, talking to her own reflection in the big mirror on the dresser across from the bed. Jonas had cleaned her up, changed her diaper and got her into a fresh nightgown, then propped her up on pillows. He could hear her as he made himself a pot of coffee.

      “Salad… Salad… Salad…” she droned, her voice lifeless.

      He shook his head. “Where did she come up with—?”

      And then it started, harsh and rasping, like she was possessed. His beautiful Maggie let fly a string of expletives, filthy, disgusting obscenities. Jonas squeezed his eyes shut; tears leaked down his cheeks. He wanted to stick his fingers in his ears and chant like a little kid, “I can’t hear you! I can’t hear you!” But, of course, he could hear her. Had been listening to the gutter-talk day and night for months. He couldn’t take her anywhere anymore because of it.

      When they were first married, she’d refused to speak to him for a whole day after he smashed his thumb with a hammer hanging a picture and muttered “dammit” under his breath. Now, there wasn’t nothing she wouldn’t say, cursed worse than any man he’d ever heard. Tossed the F word around like she was throwing feed to chickens.

      “I planted a rosebush by the front gate. Salad. Salad.”

      Jonas let out a breath he hadn’t even realized he was holding. Even smiled a little bit. Shoot, they’d never had a flower garden. And even if they had, Maggie wouldn’t have planted nothing in it. She didn’t like to get her hands dirty, always told him she’d let him do the planting and growing and she’d take what the good Lord provided in his bounty and make soup out of it.

      He didn’t know who she was talking to, either. Sometimes she talked to a woman she called Susan. Far as he knew, Maggie didn’t know anybody named Susan.

      “Don’t you shake that rug out—you hear me, Becky!”

      Apparently somebody else had come to call today.

      “Shake it out and I’ll ...” And more expletives.

      Jonas took a mug out of the cabinet, set it on the countertop and began to pour coffee into it, hearing the sound of her voice but trying to block out the ugliness and vulgarity. Some days she cursed almost non-stop the whole time she was awake. Other days, she was quiet and morose and wouldn’t utter a word, just weird sounds, grunts, and moans.

      In the beginning, there was a kind of internal logic to what she said when she babbled. She might be talking to people who weren’t really there or about things that happened half a century ago, but a person overhearing it wouldn’t necessarily think there was anything wrong.

      Anymore, most of what she said was filthy, foul-mouthed nonsense.

      Jonas stared out the kitchen window at the fields and the hills beyond. He was a tall man—6 feet 3 when he was young, but he’d shrunk since then—big-boned and lanky, wearing well worn bib overalls, a chambray shirt, and clunky work boots.

      He had to lean over just a little to see through the red-checked curtains over the sink—the black dirt, the thistles purple in the fence rows, and the powdered sugar dusting of Queen Anne’s lace in the ditch beside the road. He’d looked at that view every day of his life, had been born in the big bedroom on the front of the house upstairs, the one he and Maggie used to share before she got where she couldn’t climb stairs, and he’d always aimed to die in this house.

      But he didn’t love it anymore. There’d been a time when he could get all dewy-eyed just looking at the cows grazing in the field he and his daddy’d cleared with a team of mules. Or watching the chickens peck at nothing on the dirt mound over the storm cellar in the back corner of the yard. He and Daddy’d dug it with pick axes and shovels, broke through into a cave that had been cut through the limestone bedrock by an underground river, the bottom and walls polished as smooth as glass by the rushing water. Mama wouldn’t let him play in the cave, said he’d get lost in it like Tom Sawyer and nobody’d ever find him. But he’d sneaked down there often and explored the dark caverns with a coal-oil lantern.

      He leaned over a little farther and stared at the double wooden doors on the cellar and the rusty padlock that fastened them together. He shook his head and straightened up. He didn’t feel anything at all when he looked out the window now.

      It was like his whole body, his whole self, was the thumb he’d hit that day with a hammer. When he did it, it hurt so bad tears’d stung his eyes and he’d shaken his hand and hopped around, sick to his stomach. Then it’d just throbbed, ached with every heartbeat. After awhile, though, it’d gone completely numb. The nail eventually turned black and fell off. Never did grow back.

      His whole life was numb like that now. Something down deep had been damaged beyond repair. It never would grow back, neither.

      “Didn’t that fellow play the piano well!” Maggie gushed from the other room.

      Jonas froze.

      “Why, I didn’t want to leave, it was so pretty. Just wanted to sit there and listen to him play. I could have sat there …”

      “’Til it started rainin’ frogs—” Jonas whispered raggedly.

      “Until it started raining frogs and—”

      “And the trumpets started blowin’ for the Second Coming,” he finished for her.

      He set the coffee pot down with trembling hands. That’s what she’d said, exactly what she’d said, the first time they all realized something was very, very wrong with Maggie.

      They’re attending the graduation ceremony at the high school. Maggie’s all dressed up in her favorite red dress, her white hair piled on top of her head like she’s an opera star. She’s wearing high-heeled shoes and the pearls Jonas gave her for their thirty-fifth wedding anniversary. Since she retired from teaching she seldom wears high heels, says they make the bunion on her foot ache for days afterwards.

      Jonas is wearing the only suit he owns, the black one he’s had since … well, he doesn’t remember how long. A good suit should last at least twenty years and his black one has likely been looking at a quarter of a century in the rear-view mirror for quite some time. While he’s shaving, she comes into the bathroom and stands there, watching.

      “You’re a good-looking man, Jonas Cunningham,” she says, “even if you don’t have any butt whatsoever.”

      She probably would have pinched him where he didn’t have a butt if he hadn’t been shaving.

      Truth is, Jonas isn’t good looking. He is average. His thick shock of sandy brown hair has gone the color of a ten-penny nail, not pure white like Maggie’s. His long, weathered face has sprouted jowls, his big ears have sprouted a forest of bristly hairs, and his bushy black eyebrows have just become bushy gray ones.

      The bags under his droopy, hound-dog eyes are so big Maggie teases that he needs a porter to carry them, but he still has all his own teeth and can hear just fine and read just fine. In good light. With cheaters.

      In the old-age department he has made out fairly well.

      But Maggie. Why, she just gets prettier every year. Pale blond hair has turned the purest white. Her thin face, with its delicate features, is hardly wrinkled at all, just looks like fine porcelain with tiny, hairline cracks. Men still turn to look at her when she enters a room. And even after all these years, Jonas is still hesitant to touch her with his big, rough farmer’s hands, still afraid he’ll break her.

      They meet their daughter and son-in-law, Melanie and Mac McIntosh, and their granddaughter, Joy, at the school. Joy will be going into junior high in the fall and she’s looking around at the big auditorium the high school building shares with the junior high. Has her long red hair pulled back in a ponytail instead of braids. Jonas loves Joy’s braids, told her stories when she was a little girl about how the fairies used them as rope ladders to climb up to her shoulder so they could whisper secrets in her ears when she was sleeping.

      But she’s growing up now. He figures her days of braids and his days of telling her stories about them are drawing to a close—if indeed, the door hasn’t already eased shut without his even noticing.

      The son of one of Mac’s elders is the valedictorian of the graduating class. Maggie’d had him in her freshman literature class. She leans over to Jonas during the boy’s address and whispers, “I wonder who wrote his speech for him.”

      And she squeezes his hand and winks at him. Oh, how that woman could get his motor running, just with a wink and a squeeze.

      They all come back to the house after the ceremony. Maggie’d left a big pot of chili simmering on the stove and they have just sat down to supper when she says it.

      “Didn’t that fellow play the piano well?”

      Joy looks at her quizzically. “What fella, Grandma?”

      “Why the pianist at the graduation ceremony, honey,” Maggie says. She cocks her head to one side and looks at Joy. “Did you sleep through the whole thing?”

      “No, I didn’t sleep through it! But it was so borrring.” The little girl rolls her eyes, “I thought my hair would be as white as yours before it was over!” Joy always had a flare for the dramatic. “I was awake, though, and there wasn’t anybody there playing the piano.”

      “Well, I’m sorry your missed it, sugar.” Maggie laughs. She turns to Jonas. “Pass me the crackers, the pack that’s already open. I don’t mind if they’re crumbled, I’m just going to crush them in the bowl, anyway. What did you think of the piano player?”

      The room falls silent. Jonas hands her the crackers and shoots a glance at Melanie, who looks a question right back at him. Mac just shrugs his shoulders. Maggie misses the silent exchange, intent on crumbling her crackers into her chili bowl.

      “Grandma, there wasn’t a—“ Joy begins, then her father elbows her. “What—?” She catches his look and doesn’t finish.

      Maggie looks up then, sees everyone is staring at her.

      “What’s everybody looking at? Did I spill something on my …” She glances down at the front of her dress. “No, I didn’t …” She looks up and the good humor drains out of her face. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

      Jonas paints a smile on his face, though his heart is thumping so loud it’s a wonder she doesn’t hear it, even sitting all the way at the other end of the table.

      “We want to know what you thought about it is all,” he says, and manages to keep his voice light and even. “You liked him so much, you tell us about the piano player.”

      Maggie buys it.

      “Well, he was just about the best I ever heard in my life, that’s what!” she says, and Jonas swallows hard, trying not to be sick.

      This isn’t the first time something wasn’t right. They’d all noticed it, though nobody’d said anything about it out loud.

      The time Mac came by to get some fresh tomatoes out of the garden and when he was ready to leave, he couldn’t locate his car keys. They tore that whole house up looking for them. Nothing. Mac finally borrowed some wire-cutters and went out to the car to hotwire the ignition. Jonas figured to make him a cold drink while he worked, opened up the freezer and there were Mac’s car keys—frozen in an ice tray. Maggie just laughed, blamed it on Jonas, said he did it as a joke.

      And the time she called him from the grocery store to come downtown and pick her up. He told her she had the car, but she swore she didn’t. He caught a ride with a neighbor; the car was parked right there in the grocery store lot.

      All the times she forgot to tell him somebody’d called for him, the times she got people’s names wrong, the day she was all ready to leave the house for church, but she still just had her slip on, had forgot to put on her skirt.

      All those times he’d just let it slide, didn’t say anything, wouldn’t let himself worry about it. People got forgetful as they aged. It happened. But this …

      “…the Moonlight Sonata. That was the best thing he played. Why, I didn’t want to leave, it was so pretty. I could have sat there until it started raining frogs and the trumpets started blowing for the Second Coming.”

      Maggie finally tunes in to the looks on everybody’s faces. And what she sees makes her angry. That’s even scarier than the imaginary piano player.

      “What in the world are you all gawking at?” she says and slams her spoon down on the table with a loud whap!

      The motion upsets her ice tea glass. It starts over and Joy reaches out to keep it from toppling. But she’s too late, merely succeeds in tipping the glass so it dumps its contents into Maggie’s chili bowl.

      “Look what you did!” Maggie screeches. “So clumsy, you’re always knocking things over and spilling things and making a mess!”

      All the color drains out of Joy’s face. Her grandmother has never said an unkind word to her in her life.

      “Just a little slob. ”

      “Mama!” Melanie bleats.

      “Somebody’s always having to clean up after you, you’re such a—”

      “Maggie, that’s enough!” Jonas didn’t mean for it to come out harsh, but he supposes it did. Can’t do nothing ’bout that.

      Joy leaps up from the table and races out of the room, crying. Melanie jumps up and follows her.

      It is quiet in the dining room. Mac and Jonas sit staring at Maggie; her face is completely blank.

      Then she suddenly relaxes and smiles.

      “Anybody want some more ice tea?” she asks. “I sure do like ice tea on a hot evening, don’t you?”

      Then she picks up her spoon and starts eating her chili, all full of tea and chunks of ice, while the rest of the tea that’d been in her glass drips off the table into her lap.

      That was four years ago. Jonas had taken her to Dr. Clements in town, who sent her to a bunch of specialists in Oklahoma City. The doctors had poked and prodded her, run all sorts of tests. At the end of it, they didn’t seem to know a whole lot more than they did going in.

      Couple of the them seemed to think she’d had a stroke, though at the time she could still get around fine, could read and feed herself. Senile dementia was what most of the doctors called it. But one of them, a skinny neurologist with one of those square little mustaches that made him look like Adolph Hitler, believed Maggie had something he called Alzheimer’s Disease. Jonas thought he was saying old-timer’s disease until he spelled it.

      But as time went by, it mattered less and less what name the doctors chose to give her condition. The reality was simple and stark. Maggie was losing her mind.

      She quickly got where she wouldn’t walk across the grass anymore, said them pointed little blades was sharp and would stick up through her shoes into her feet. She’d get lost in the house; he found her once in the closet, fighting the clothes, struggling like they were attacking her.

      The first time she didn’t recognize him, snatched the sheet up to her chest and asked him indignantly, “Who are you and what are you doing in my bedroom?” he’d gone out and sat in the swing on the front porch and cried like a baby.

      In the beginning, there were times when she seemed to know what was happening to her.

      “I can’t find me anymore,” she told him once, whispering in the dark like they used to do when they were young and they’d just made love.

      He’d reached over and patted her hand. “You’re not lost, sweetie pie. Long as I know where you are, I’ll keep you safe.”

      But he didn’t know where she was anymore. The woman he loved had gone somewhere he couldn’t find her.

      For most of his life, he’d prayed, “Lord, please let me live one day longer than Maggie, so I can take care of her.”

      Now, he prayed—when he talked to God at all and that wasn’t very often—“Lord, give me the strength to do what I have to do, while I still can.”
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      He tugged the shoelaces on his tennis shoes tight and tied the strings in a bow knot so they wouldn’t come undone and trip him. Even after only a few stretching exercises, the sleeveless gray t-shirt Mac wore over his sweatpants had sprouted a wet spot in the center of the back by the time he made it to the end of the driveway. When he got home, it would be soaked with sweat, like he’d stood under a shower.

      The Oklahoma plains really only had two seasons—summertime and everything else. The temperature didn’t gently crank down from triple digits as trees dressed up in autumn finery or slowly warm up again when crocus noses began to peek out of the soil in the spring. September and October were hot, but a blue norther could blow through around Thanksgiving and dump six inches of snow on the ground. What few trees could be found didn’t do much turning, either. Oh, the cottonwoods painted golden splotches on the blue sky, but the mesquites pretty much stayed green until one day all the leaves dropped off and they were naked, and the cedar stayed green year round. And spring roared in with a wild yell in April, trailing thunderstorms, hail, and twisters behind it like the twitching tail on a lizard.

      Mac could see clouds beginning to build in the west when he turned out of the driveway into the street.

      Even at forty-three, he made running look easy. Tall and slender, he had broad shoulders that tapered down to a slim waist and long legs that propelled him fluidly forward, almost like his feet never made solid contact with the ground at all. He no longer had the spring in his step he once had, or the speed, but Mac was all about stamina, endurance. And in that department, he was stronger than he’d ever been. Looked it, too, unless you got up close, saw the streaks of white in his flaming red hair and the despair in eyes the color of faded jeans.

      He was a good-looking man in a rugged, lumberjack kind of way; had a high, wide forehead, straight nose, and square, Kirk Douglas chin. Even had a dimple in it that was a pain to shave around. And if he’d had one more freckle, he’d have had to put it in his pocket. There was a time when he’d also had a quick smile and a rumbling, infectious laugh, but that was a long time ago.

      Every now and then Mac wondered just how many miles he’d run over the years. The total of them. If you started counting when he joined the track team in high school—what five, six miles a day and ten sometimes on the weekend?—and then on a scholarship for the Razorbacks in college. Take off two years for seminary in Louisville—he hardly ran at all then—and the only running he did when he was in the military was chasing the Japanese in the South Pacific and the Commies in Korea. But since then, as a minister, up and down the streets of Graham, day in and day out, how many miles?

      He got to the stop sign at the end of the block and turned left on Thurlock Street, committing to a five-mile run instead of three. The three-mile route was a right turn. It wound around the county high school, down past one of the two elementary schools, and back to the house. The five-miler took him through the heart of Graham, down Main Street, past the courthouse, up toward the park and the baseball fields, and back down Buena Vista to the back side of his neighborhood on the northeast side of town.

      His tennis shoes slap, slap, slapped a sidewalk that was “plum broke out with cracks.” That’s what his father-in-law, Jonas Cunningham, had said after Joy hit one on her bike when she was seven, fell off, and broke her arm. Like everything else in town, the sidewalks were well worn and scruffy. They’d needed repair when he’d run on them as a kid, and when he ran on them again after he came back from the army, it had somehow been comforting to see the same old cracks in the same old places. The world and everything he understood and believed had changed, exploded in a rumbling roar of dirt and shrapnel, blood and body parts and wailing screeches of agony, but the sidewalks in Graham, Oklahoma, were exactly as he had left them.

      Most everything else in Graham was just as he’d left it, too. When he was a boy, he’d become obsessed with figuring out why Graham had been built on that particular spot. One piece of dirt was as good as another on featureless plains devoid of hills, valleys or rivers, where you could see the towering white grain elevator in Taylorsville eleven miles west—through an undulating shimmer of heat waves that set it dancing in the fierce sun. So why here? His minister father didn’t often indulge in tall tales, but he finally tired of Mac’s endless questions and told him that one of the prairie schooners in a wagon train bound for California had broken a wheel and the family’d had no choice but to settle down right there and build a town. He explained that all the small towns in Oklahoma had sprouted among the yucca plants and prairie dog holes the same way, said that was why there were broken wagon wheels in fence lines all across the state. Mac had believed that story for years.

      Reality wasn’t as entertaining. The town that by 1963 was home to about 5,000 people had grown up around a railhead where ranchers loaded their livestock into cattle cars for transport to the huge stockyards facilities in Oklahoma City and Amarillo. The incorporated township of Graham was tethered to the rest of the world by US 270. The highway divided the town down the middle from east to west as it reached out from Arkansas to grab Kansas. Main Street was therefore laid out north/south, splitting the town neatly into equal quarters. Seen from the air, Graham’s unimaginative grid of straight streets looked like the business end of a giant wire fly-swatter lying on the empty prairie.

      Lining those streets beneath a prickly forest of television antennas were simple ranch houses with big yards of grass that’d likely be brown by the end of August and more car-ports than garages. There was a sprinkling of fancy brick homes, too, of course. Doctors, dentists, and lawyers mostly; oil money didn’t settle in a place like Graham. Big, leafy dogwoods, sugar maples, and pin oaks that had been planted on purpose and watered faithfully dangled tire swings beneath limbs extended upward toward the sun like cold fingers stretching out to a fire.

      There was also a boring network of cracked sidewalks. The cracks no longer seemed comforting to Mac, just annoying; had to watch your step where tree roots had bowed up the concrete or you’d trip and go sprawling.

      “’Lo, Preach! Howya doin’?”

      The carpenter who’d built the addition on the church tipped his John Deere cap as he got into his pickup truck across the street. Hats and footwear were the Southwest version of clan tartans. Ranchers and cowboys wore Stetson hats and Tony Lama boots; farmers and everybody else wore square-toed, leather work boots and broad-billed caps advertising the tractor they drove or the ball team they cheered for.

      “Fine. You?” Mac called back breathlessly and kept running. Over the years, the folks in town had gotten used to the preacher’s odd hobby, what Jonas called “running when wasn’t even nothin’ chasin’ you.”

      He crossed the street in front of the library, dodged around the Book Mobile bound for an isolated crossroads somewhere in Durango County, and headed toward the town square.

      In the center of the square sat the courthouse, an imposing, three-story, granite structure with four white columns on a wide porch, a domed roof, and an ornate belfry—sans bells. Loud speakers there blasted non-stop Christmas carols as soon as the live nativity scene was erected out front the first week of December every year. They also shrieked an occasional tornado or air raid warning siren—just as a test, of course. Graham had never actually been in the path of a twister or a nuclear warhead, at least as far as anybody knew. On the expansive courthouse lawn, massive cottonwood trees drizzled sticky white fluff on benches where old timers whiled away their days chewing tobacco, spitting, whittling, and telling lies.

      Mac had gotten a late start this morning, which was good because it was going on nine o’clock now, so he’d miss all the school bus traffic and the parade of moms dropping their kids off. But he’d also missed Joy. Up half the night doing the two-step with chronic insomnia, he’d finally dozed off and then overslept. By the time he made it out of bed, she’d already left for school. He couldn’t keep doing that, couldn’t keep missing connections with her. She needed him. He had to get some routine back into their lives. She was just a kid and she needed that, too. So did he. Oh, how he longed for the return of the ordinary: days melting into nights and blooming into days again, over and over until he felt snug and safe in their endlessness.

      He hit Main Street and turned down it toward the square, past the Trim Your Rim Barber Shop, smelled the aroma of lilac vegetal in old men’s hair and talcum powder on their shaved necks. He swerved around one of the church deacons as he crossed in front of Simpson’s Grocery.

      “Hey, Mac. I need to talk to you ’bout—” the deacon began.

      “The office. Later,” Mac panted over his shoulder. “Try me. After ten.”

      “But I need—”

      Mac kept running.

      Yeah, the deacon needed him. They all did.

      He picked up his pace. With no hills to train on—the state road department had graciously bulldozed a big mound of dirt so Graham could hold a soapbox derby—he varied his speed to change the rhythm of his workout. Around the square. Past the police station and the fire station and the newspaper office. A couple of cops waved and Mac waved back. The newspaper editor was getting out of his car as Mac ran by and he stood with his arm resting on the top of the car door, nodded his head but didn’t speak.

      Mac nodded back and kept running.

      He turned it up another notch, determined not to slow his pace until he made it to the post office at the end of the block.

      How many miles, altogether?

      Melanie had tried to calculate it once.

      Her face burst so perfectly into his consciousness it was like taking a fist in the belly. The blow staggered him, knocked him off his stride, and he gave in—not to the stitch in his side, but to the pain in his heart— stumbled to a stop, put his hands on his knees, and gasped.

      Then, with a little inward groan that was probably audible, he let go, allowed himself to topple over the precipice into memory. He’d tried hard not to live in the past, to stay in the day, focus on reality, but as he walked slowly to the stop sign in front of the post office, he let himself wallow in the beauty of her face and the sound of her voice and the smell of her hair—like strawberries. Melanie’s hair had always smelled like strawberries.

      “I figured it all out, if you want to know.”

      Melanie is sitting in the swing on the porch of that little house behind the church in Arkansas, rocking slowly back and forth, a pad and pencil on her lap. “Calculated how many miles you’ve run altogether.”

      Mac is sprawled on the porch steps, catching his breath after a six-miler, listening to the eech-eech, eech-eech of the swing and watching the fireflies flicker under the willow tree in the front yard. He is wiping his face with a dish towel.

      “How far?”

      “Almost 10,000 miles.”

      He turns to look at her.

      “How do you figure that?”

      “I took an average of three miles a day and multiplied it—”

      “But I ran more than that in high school, and I didn’t run at all when—”

      “I know that, let me finish. I added the miles from—”

      “And what about the summer before seminary?”

      “I counted that.”

      “’Cause I ran a lot—”

      “I started today.”

      “What?”

      “Started my period. I’m not pregnant.”

      Melanie is like that. She’ll be talking about one thing and right in the middle she’ll switch subjects to something else entirely.

      Her lower lip starts to tremble.

      “Oh, Mel, I’m sorry.” He gets up and goes to her, sits down on the porch swing beside her. He wants to put his arm around her, draw her close, but he’s sweaty from the run so he just takes her hand. “Maybe next month. We’ll try again.” He tries to lighten it up, leans close and whispers in her ear. “You know how much I like to try! In fact, my favorite thing in the whole wo—”

      “Why won’t God give us a baby, David?”

      She calls him David. Every other human being in the world, including his own parents, calls him Mac, but Melanie calls him David.

      “Is that what you think, that God’s punishing us?”

      “Well … is he?” She drops her chin to her chest and the tears that have been sliding down her cheeks begin to fall into her lap.

      Mac reaches over, lifts her chin, and turns her face toward him.

      “God is not denying us a baby because we ticked him off about something. That’s not how he operates.”

      “Then why?”

      “I don’t know why. But I do know—”

      “Oh, I do, too! I just …”

      She bursts out sobbing then. That’s another thing about Melanie. She doesn’t ratchet up from sniffling to crying to sobbing. It’s usually all or nothing.

      He wraps his arms around her, sweaty or not, and pulls her to him, patting her on the back, his face buried in her hair—curls the color of honey with the sweet scent of strawberries.

      “Hey now, it’s okay. I love you. Shhhh.”

      He holds her, crooning her name, pushing the swing gently back and forth until she’s cried herself out. It doesn’t take long. Melanie’s emotions are like spring storms—sudden, sometimes violent, and over quickly.

      And like the sky after a storm, the sun is soon shining again.

      “That’s how I got to calculating how far you’d run,” she says into his shoulder when the sobbing subsides.

      “What’s how?”

      “I was adding it up, you know, calculating when I was supposed to start and I … oh, never mind, it doesn’t matter because I’m not late.” She heaves a sigh, takes a deep breath and lets it out slowly. “And my math was all wrong about your running, too. You want spaghetti for supper or tacos?”

      Spaghetti or tacos. That’s Melanie.

      “How about a grilled-cheese sandwich?”

      She takes the dish towel out of his hand and starts to wipe away her tears. “You serious? Do you really—ugh!” She chucks the towel back into his lap. “Phew, that stinks!” She sits up. “And so do you!” She playfully shoves at him. “Get away from me.”

      “That’s not what you say when you’re trying to have a baby!”

      He is instantly sorry. Mr. Sensitivity!

      “I shouldn’t have said that. I’m sorry.”

      “You think maybe I should go to another doctor?”

      He’s lost count of how many they’ve been to already. They’d stopped “using protection” on their second anniversary—five years ago.

      “If it’ll make you feel better, sure, go ahead.”

      “I’m glad you feel that way because I already called a specialist in Little Rock and made an appointment for Friday.”

      She hops down out of the swing and starts for the door. “A grilled-cheese taco with spaghetti sauce—right? Or I could grill the spaghetti…” And she is gone.

      He bows his head and prays, as he’d done hundreds of times before, “Lord, please, give us a child.”

      And just a few weeks later, he’s out telling anybody who’ll listen how God answered that prayer, not when they wanted or how they expected, but he had given them joy. Joy!

      Honk! Honk!

      Mac jumped back on the curb as a pickup truck sped by and the farmer behind the wheel gave him a dirty look and flipped him the bird. Couldn’t blame the man, Mac had stepped right out in front of him. Wasn’t looking where he was going.

      He took a deep breath, shook himself like a dog climbing out of a creek, and tried to rid himself of the gloom that clung to him like a swarm of gnats all the time.

      No way to live, all hunkered down, just toughing it out.

      He started running again and the five miles seemed to last forever. Was he that seriously out of shape? No, it was carrying the dead weight of grief and despair around with him that slowed him down, that made every effort at anything in life twice as difficult.

      Home, quick shower, and into his office behind the sanctuary of New Hope Community Church by 10 o’clock. He was grateful Lillian wasn’t in yet; she’d said on Friday she had a doctor’s appointment this morning. No matter what time he got in, if she’d been sitting at her desk a minute longer, she gave him the scolding, third-grade teacher look that pronounced him guilty on the spot—no judge or jury needed, thank you very much—of the sins of slovenliness and laziness.

      Oh, how he longed for the day he wouldn’t have to greet that look every morning.

      And what would he greet? What would his mornings look like after Sunday?

      Don’t know, don’t care. Just know they’ll be different. And right now, different is good enough.

      The phone rang before he got settled behind his desk. The voice sounded familiar, but it was a moment before Mac could place it. The caller was Oran Blackburn, the warden of the Oklahoma State Women’s Penitentiary, the ugly stone structure that sat isolated out on the prairie northeast of town.

      “I need your help, Mac,” Blackburn said.

      “What can I do for you?”

      “You can take Ralph Beecher’s place this afternoon at 2:30.”

      Beecher was the pastor of the Assembly of God Church and the chaplain at the prison. He was a weird little man who’d come to Oklahoma from eastern Kentucky two years before with what the old-timers called “the smell of hot sulfur on his coat tails.” His sermons were tirades against the evils of drink; he saw a demon behind every bush. He’d even hinted at a history of snake handling during his ministry in the mountains, and that was way too weird for the good citizens of Graham, Oklahoma, in the spring of 1963.

      “What was Ralph supposed to do this afternoon that you’re trying to sucker me into doing for him?”

      “He was scheduled to see Emily Prentiss, the woman we’re executing Friday. The law says we have to provide her a minister in her last days. She’s never asked for one before but she’s asking now, and Ralph’s out of commission, got the gout, can’t get out of bed. Can you cover it, Mac?”

      Mac groaned and then caught himself, hoped Blackburn didn’t hear him.

      “Listen, Oran, I’m swamped. Can’t you get—

      “Hey, I’ve tried, looked into everybody I could think of, ‘cause I know you’re … ” embarrassingly pregnant pause “… that you haven’t gotten all the way back up to speed yet.”

      Blackburn was a member of Mac’s congregation and there couldn’t have been a man, woman, child, or pet gerbil among his 250-member flock who wasn’t aware that their pastor was not doing well. No, sirree, not doing well at all.

      “Says she’s protestant, so that leaves out Father Liam and that new guy—what’s his name?—the Eastern Orthodox minister. And I called …”

      Mac tuned out as Blackburn rattled off the member list of the Durango County Ministerial Association. Each, for one good reason or another, was unavailable to offer spiritual comfort to a dying woman this afternoon at 2:30.
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