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The Reverend Thomas Mercer staggered along the road, the palm of his right hand pressed hard against the gash in his abdomen. 

It was more of a wide path really, than a road, though it did have two narrow paths, worn in the desert by the wheels of the wagons. But still, it looked more like two separate paths going the same direction than a road. As if two cows or deer or javelina had hooked up to converse for several miles.

He twisted his mind back around to more important thoughts. After all, they were probably his final dozen or hundred or thousand thoughts. Certainly one of them would be his last, and he was fairly sure that would occur sooner than he would like. 

So better to keep them on important matters. 

But his mind had other ideas. Well, his mind, or perhaps the thoughts themselves. Sometimes a thought began as an important matter and then seemed to strip off its clothing and run splashing through mud puddles. 

In fact, how long had it been since— well, years obviously. That’s a childhood activity. He had much more important things to think about at present. 

Besides, James Leroy Lebeaux wasn’t around. 

He frowned for a moment. It was that frown that comes packaged with wondering where someone has gotten off to or what has just happened to cause one’s life blood to be seeping into the waistband of one’s trousers. 

Then the frown disappeared as he remembered James Leroy was a child. James Leroy was trapped forever in the reverend’s mind at 12 years old, the same age he was long before the reverend became the reverend. The same age he was when the future reverend’s parents packed him along with their other belongings in a small wagon and moved out here. 

He’d never understood why they’d moved, and when he’d asked him ma she had confused him with his very first idiom: “Your father has itchy feet.”

He spent two years wondering whether something in the humid climate of St. Louis caused itchy feet and what in this desperate, arid place could possibly cure it. To make matters worse, he’d heard his papa complain often about the dry air and how it grew calluses like weeds and how it made his feet itch. Thomas kept waiting to hear the command to pack up everything so they could move again.

He relished the thought, actually, because surely anyplace would be better than this hell hole. 

Then two things happened that changed his life. He turned 16 and gained manhood. That was one thing. His ma had smiled and proclaimed him a man as she helped him on with his coat, and she had issued the proclamation just as his father had come in. 

His father laughed and said, “Yep, you’re a man all right.” Then he put his hand over his heart, stood straight with mock sincerity, and said, “With all the rights and privileges thereunto pertaining.” It was something he’d heard in the army during the war between the states. Then he cackled, shook his head, and stomped back outside.

But becoming a man, that was a biggie. It kind of helped along the second thing.

And that second thing went a lot farther toward actually changing his life, because if it hadn’t happened, the first big thing wouldn’t have mattered as much, or maybe even at all.

That second thing was his making the acquaintance of Miss Bea Stanton, 15 and a half, recently arrived from Colorado with her folks. Her pa was a preacher. 

He and Bea were an instant couple, and she immediately set about establishing his career. He would make an excellent preacher, she said. He would bring the law of god to the lawless west, and as a result he would share in the bounty that was the blossoming young Bea. He never did quite figure out the connection but he did spend a great deal of time praising the lord that it existed in Bea’s mind.

So yes, he had become a preacher. And he had remained here, in this place, deciphering God’s word for his fluctuating congregation every Sunday while scratching out a living helping other people build fences and dig wells and raise barns and herd horses and round up calves and all the other things he longed to do but that, according to Bea, were beneath him and his “calling.” 

He had the palm of his right hand pressed tightly against the gash in his abdomen. There wasn’t an inordinate amount of blood, considering the wound. But it felt like something ripped a little every now and then, and he’d been able to keep anything from falling out. He wasn’t entirely sure he could handle that. He’d heard the stories, and he didn’t care for any of the images the storytellers conjured. 

His breathing was shallow. That was because of the wound too, though it wasn’t a direct result of the wound. 

Bea’s father had always said a man has only so many breaths allotted so he should use them to his advantage. But Tomas had formed his own theory. He thought it wasn’t breaths that were allotted, but air. So perhaps the less air a man took in at one time, the longer he would live. Within reason, of course. It was a sliding scale, but it didn’t slide all the way to the end. It wasn’t like taking in no air at all would give you eternal life.

But if he kept his breaths shallow, he should get more breaths so he would be able to receive his full allotment. And he needed more breaths. 

More breaths equaled more time. 

And more than anything right now he needed more time.

Time meant life, and where there’s life, there’s hope.

His job for the past eight years was to teach his people to be grateful for what little they had, to blossom where they were planted and so forth. And he gave them his word that in return, sure as clouds bring hope of rain that never comes, so would they be rewarded in the sweet by and by. 

Fortunately, none of them ever asked him the precise location of the Sweet By and By and what made it so sweet. He couldn’t have answered them truthfully, plus he was feeling a little cynical lately. Probably he would have told them it was just beyond the Tart Every Now and Then and just shy of the Excruciatingly Delicious Right Over Here. 

Again he tried to twist his thoughts back to more important things. But that tingling, just inside and below his left ear. It was such a joyful, happy sound. Carefree. No, it wasn’t a sound. It was a feeling, a tickling. But he seemed to hear it as well, and it sounded happy.

Maybe he had a right to be a little cynical. And maybe he had a right to let his thoughts run and play. At this point, what could it hurt? A twinge spasmed through his side and the thought bounced ear to ear to ear. He watched it. The actual letters were there. He’d said what could it hurt, and there it was. Hurt. The thought almost made him laugh. 

But he couldn’t laugh. He’d laughed earlier, probably at something that wasn’t worth the pain at all, and he’d thought it was going to kill him. Laughing might kill him, another irony that made him want to laugh. There it goes again. Suddenly everything’s a circle.

The major irony was how his job had smashed up against his current situation. His job was to go around and nag people to be grateful. He grinned. The grin disappeared as he twisted into a more serious thought. At the moment he couldn’t do it. He couldn’t practice what he preached. 

Hadn’t he told them how many times they could be grateful through anything because the lord was always waiting on the other side of whatever they were going through? Well, he hoped that was true. If it was, the lord probably better get a hie on if he wanted to meet Thomas on the other side of this particular whatever he was going through. 

Warm, sticky blood trickled through his fingers as it had been doing in fits and starts for awhile. But he’d only realized it now. It was funny. It was going through him just like he was going through It. His blood was going through his fingers like he was going through This Particular Whatever which he had now chosen to rename It because It was shorter.

He’d at least thought he was doing right when he told them that stuff. But right now, hypocrite or not, he couldn’t bring himself to feel all that grateful. Although it was true enough that he wasn’t feeling grateful a half hour ago when he was still whole either. 

And what exactly had he done wrong? He ran it through his mind again. 

He was walking. That’s all. Going from the church to his home. Well, he could hardly call the two room adobe shack the flock had provided a home. It didn’t compare well even with the attached carriage barn on his home in St. Louis. 

For at least the thousandth time he thought of 12 year old James Leroy and 12 year old Thomas Mercer and wondered why in the world he had ended up out here. Ghost joke. Gotta be a ghost joke. Bunch’a guys on the other side got nothin’ better to do than send Miss Bea Piggy Stanton to lead me around by my ego inflation tube.

Again, that almost made him laugh, but he held it in. And that almost made him laugh too, given the death grip he had on his abdomen. And that almost made him laugh too. Death grip. A little gallows humor. At least he wouldn’t be hung.

Twist the thoughts around, Thomas. Figure out this much if you do nothing else. Then you can do what the man said. Then it will be all right and the air allotment won’t matter and everything will be all right. It will be all right. But figure it out. Give yourself that much.

He was walking. He was going from the church to his home. He’d stayed a little longer, almost until sundown, praying for guidance. He was praying. He was late because he was praying.

He left the church and he was walking. Just walking. And he walked into his two room shack, a place that no woman would want to live in, unless that woman happened to be Mrs. Bea Mercer nee Stanton. She was proud of him for working so hard for so little so he could prep everyone on Sundays for the big final exam. She was proud enough of him to never say a word about living in a two room adobe hovel. 

He was walking. He was late and he walked into the front room of his two room shack. He was smiling and he was thinking the smile was a gift of sorts for her. He was bringing her a smile and he was wearing it on his own lips and he would pass it to her with a kiss. That’s what he would do. 

But Bea wasn’t there. So he retained the smile for a few more steps and went into the second room. Then he continued out back to see whether perhaps she was feeding the few chickens or perhaps trying to prime that new pump that salesman had brought them and installed and left without explaining the gaskets were leather and had to be kept wet.
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