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Prologue

 

Oklahoma City, 1920

It was the best of times, it was the worst of times. It was the age of wisdom. It was the age of foolishness.

Julia ran her finger across the page, tapping each word to keep her place. She’d read Oliver Twist when she was five and really, really loved it, so she was excited about having this new book by Charles Dickens. She even wrote her name inside, although her mama said it wasn’t nice to deface a book.

Her mama said Oliver Twist was the bee’s knees and Julia would love A Tale of Two Cities too, even though it would make her sad. Mama called Julia a prodigy and said it was all right if she read sad books. Seven was old enough to learn the world wasn’t a utopia.

Just like it made her sad when her parents yelled at each other.

“I’m telling you, he’s not to be trusted,” Mama shouted from the tiny bathroom.

“Mavis, he’s my uncle,” Papa shouted back, his eyes still focused on his newspaper. “My father’s only brother. He loves me. He loves you and Julia. He would never hurt us.”

“He loved you as long as your father was alive because your father controlled the money. But your father’s dead, and now your uncle wants it all.”

Julia cringed, ducking behind her new book the way Papa hid behind his newspaper.

It was the epoch of our despair. Well, razzberries. She didn’t know that word. If she asked what it meant would they stop fighting? “Mama?”

Papa tipped back in his chair, the only one in the room. “For heaven’s sake, Mavis. That’s ridiculous. Uncle Gerald knows my father intended for me to run the business, but I have to get my degree first, and graduation is at least a year away.”

“Mama.” Julia bumped her foot against the bedside table.

“Yeah, your degree.” Mama snorted. “How many years is it now? Five? Six? How many different degrees have you started and quit? No wonder your uncle made you drop out of Princeton and forced us to come back to Oklahoma. He doesn’t want to pay our bills anymore.”

“It was my decision to come back to Oklahoma, not Uncle Gerald’s. And I’m going to graduate next year, then he’ll never have to pay another bill.”

“Graduate, sure, then you’ll be an even bigger threat.”

Julia gave the table a whack that stung her toes. “Mama!”

Her mama emerged from the bathroom, her usually pretty face flushed, her brown eyes squinty and angry under her dark red bangs. “What, baby?”

Julia swallowed. Her mama was mad. Her papa was upset. Maybe she should ask later. There were other words she could read.

“What do you want, baby?”

“What does ‘epoch’ mean?” She said it so the chi was the same as the one in lunch.

“What!”

“You know… epoch?” she asked in a quiet voice.

Mama put a hand to her forehead, squeezing. “Just read your book, and I’ll explain later, okay?”

“Okay.” With a sigh, Julia threw a longing glance at the partially open window by the bed.

They’d sat in this dumb old hotel room forever and even though she had her new book, boredom tugged at her. And it was steamy hot here, not like New Jersey at all.

Picking up her book, she walked the dozen steps to the window then climbed onto the wide windowsill to sit. At least she could get some fresh air, and hopefully there was something interesting to watch outside.

Papa rattled his paper. “What do you mean, an even bigger threat?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake, Robert. He wants total control of the company, and you’re in the way. Did you see the man with Gerald at your father’s funeral? Your uncle told him to get rid of the problem.”

“So what? He could have meant anything. In business, there are always problems.”

“Robert, he was looking at you when he said it! I’m telling you he’s dangerous. I’m frightened.”

“Mavis—”

Bang, bang, bang on the door.

Her parents stopped arguing. Outside were voices, loud voices. They sounded mean. And very angry.

“It’s him. It has to be him,” her mother said. The words came out high and thin.

Julia peered through the sheer curtains at the tense forms of her parents. The doorknob rattled as someone threw themselves at the door.

“Him who? Who are you talking about?” her father said, but his voice shook, and he sounded scared too. Now Julia was scared too.

“No one else knows we’re here. Only your uncle. He’s sent them,” Mavis said. “They’re going to kill us, Robert.”

“No! That’s ridiculous. They wouldn’t. He wouldn’t.”

Julia shrank against the window frame, her heart jumping. The banging got louder. To her, it sounded like a whole herd of buffalo butting their big furry heads into their door. The door shook. Then everything went silent.

Shaking, she got to her knees on the sill.

Suddenly her mama was next to her. She threw the window open all the way, shoved out the heavy wire screen, then pushed Julia through.

“Mama!” She landed with a thud on the hard metal fire escape. “That hurt,” she said, picking herself up. “I scraped my knee.”

“Go. Quick. Go,” Mama said through clenched teeth. “And take this with you.”

She thrust Julia’s new book into her hands. There was a loud crash. An ugly bald man with mean black eyes and a nose that took up half his face came up behind her.

Mama peered back over her shoulder, her face pale and eyes bright with sheer terror.

“Go!” her mother yelled, and reaching through the window, she pushed Julia toward the fire escape ladder.

Not sure why she was doing it, not sure what was happening, she obeyed her mother anyway. Julia tucked the book inside the top of her dress as she ran the three steps to the railing and mounted the ladder.

One foot on the top rung, she looked up to find her mother. Bald Man stood right behind Mama, his hand wrapped in her hair.

Julia climbed down as fast as she could. Above her, she heard shouting and banging and screams, and she was really scared now and what was happening to her mama and her papa?

Another loud bang, different from the others, more like a door being slammed, and she didn’t want to cry because Mama said crying never solved anything, but she was crying anyway.

Reaching the last rung, Julia dropped to the ground and stared up. Mama gripped the sides of window, then Bald Man’s arms were around her waist, pulling her back inside.

“Run, baby! Run!” Then there was another loud bang, and her mother disappeared.

Baby ran.




 

 

 

Chapter One

 

A dusty place not worth mentioning

somewhere in Oklahoma.

May 1933

“God has spoken!” The words carried all the way to the back rows of the tent. “I had a revelation, and God told me miracles will happen!”

“Hallelujah!” The audience jammed the tent and spilled out onto the parched brown grass.

“That’s right, good people. Shout hallelujah.” Zebadiah Lumpkin raised his arms. “Hallelujah to God. Because God is the life and the light. And he spoke to me and said all things are possible!”

Faye watched his routine with loathing. The world was full of real preachers who faithfully served, but Zeb wasn’t one of them. His preaching was nothing but a bunch of lies and hogwash. She’d heard this sermon a million times and wished she wasn’t hearing it now, especially today with the sun beating down on the tent’s dingy white canvas, trapping the glaring heat inside, making her head broil under the dumb, prickly wig she wore. She hated the itching, and she especially hated sweating.

As if on cue, a bead of sweat slid down her neck. She stuck a finger inside the scoop neck of her frilly pinafore, dug underneath the binding tying down her breasts, and gave herself a good scratch.

Mildred slapped her hand. “Stop that.”

She was Zeb’s wife, and Faye hated her too. “I can’t help it. The damned thing itches.”

She got one of those Mildred glares, the one that said Faye would pay for her smart mouth. “Don’t swear. Someone will hear you.”

Razzberries. As if Faye cared. She was tired of this whole con game. Stealing from dirt-poor farmers who just wanted a bit of hope. The lying and cheating. The constant abuse from Zeb and Mildred.

Just like Faye was tired of the nightmares.

They started suddenly about a year ago, and they were always the same—the frightened cries, the woman’s terrified face, and the Bald Man with the soulless black eyes and a nose that covered half his face. They woke her in the night, sweating as she held back her scream.

Mildred said they were merely bad dreams because Faye was abandoned at the orphanage. Possibly Mildred was right, but since Faye couldn’t remember how she’d ended up at the orphanage— or anything before the orphanage—how could she know for sure?

But in spite of Mildred’s denials, instinct told Faye the events in her nightmares were real. That something happened, something horrible, and the Bald Man was responsible. The dreams continued, night after night, so in every town they traveled to, at every revival, Faye searched for the man she’d seen in her dreams in the hope she would finally know the truth.

“Straighten your hair.” Mildred grabbed a fake blonde tress and tugged, bringing Faye back to attention. “And tuck your skirt up that way they can see your leg.” The leg they padded to make it appear fatter than the one that was supposed to be crippled. “And act like you’re in pain, for heaven’s sake.”

Hah. Faye was in pain, Mildred-made pain.

“Can’t you do anything right?” Mildred asked.

Zeb’s voice boomed. “God is the resurrection and the light. God loves you. Believe in God. God will heal if you believe.”

“Come on, that’s our cue.” Giving Faye a jab in the side, Mildred started down the aisle.

Crutches under her arms, Faye hobbled after her, dragging her right leg. The too-short crutches wobbled dangerously as she leaned on them, but Mildred refused to replace them; she said stooping made Faye appear smaller—and younger.

“I believe. I believe God is the answer,” Mildred bellowed as she steamrolled up the dirt aisle, slabs of fat shaking under her full black skirt.

She resembled everyone’s favorite mother, with her soft round face and her big brown eyes and her Betty Boop mouth, which meant no one paid any attention to the fact she pushed people out of the way.

Faye rolled her eyes, hobbling behind her.

“I believe, Reverend. I believe in the Lord. I believe you can help my crippled little girl.” Snaking an arm around Faye’s waist, Mildred yanked her forward, almost pulling her off her feet.

They stopped at the foot of the wooden dais the town set up for the much-anticipated revival meeting. Zeb gazed righteously down at the people who gathered to hear him preach.

Faye put on her well-practiced, pitiful face. “Yes, please, sir. Please help me,” she said in a high, childish voice. “Oh, please help me walk again.”

“Bless you, child. What’s your name?”

“Margaret.” Faye added a sob for good effect.

“And how old are you, Margaret?”

“Eleven, your honor.” She was closer to twenty and finding it harder and harder to appear eleven.

“Margaret, God loves you, Jesus loves you, and will help you heal.” Zeb reached a bony hand out, his black suit and white shirt tightly buttoned up to his prominent Adam’s apple screaming reverend.

He tipped his head back, staring up at the heavens and mumbling a bunch of hogwash.

Then loud enough to hurt her ears, he said, “Hear me, O God. This is your humble servant Zeb asking, pleading, for this poor, poor child. Help her walk again. Heal her in your name, O God.”

Head down, right leg hanging, Faye gazed at his skinny legs clad in shiny worn cotton. In his fervor, Zeb’s legs trembled. Or maybe it was the hooch he drank right before his sermon.

“Lord, your child Margaret is asking for a miracle.” He gave her head a push. “Pray with me, child. Give thanks to God for his miracles.”

Gritting her teeth, she uttered a few lines from the Lord’s prayer, throwing in a please or two just to spice things up.

“Hear me, God. Your sweet, innocent child Margaret is pleading with you for a miracle. Deliver us a miracle, O God.”

Oh, razzberries. Here it came. She hated this part. Faye braced herself, knowing it wouldn’t do a lick of good. His hand flattened on top of her head, and he shoved. She fell onto her back, seeing stars when her skull bounced off the hard dirt floor. Gosh darn it, did he have to push so hard?

“Rise up, child,” he continued as if he hadn’t just nearly crippled her for real. “Rise up and walk.”

So she did. Using her crutches, she climbed to her feet where she teetered for a moment before putting her ‘lame’ foot down. She took a limping, dragging step, leaning on the crutches. Carefully putting her foot on the ground, she let the crutches fall away, took a step, and then she took another.

“Oh.” Lifting her face to him, Faye made her eyes extra-wide, letting her mouth drop open. Like an idiot. Then she forced a tear from her eye. Tears always worked like a charm.

“Oh, I can walk.” She took another hesitant step. “I can walk!” And boy, could she lie. She hated it.

The audience gasped. There were a few hushed hallelujahs and praise the Lords.

Mildred rushed forward and grabbed Zeb’s hand. “It’s a miracle! You healed my baby. Thank you, thank you.” She kissed his hand.

“Oh no.” He put on his modest face. “It was the hand of God.”

“It was you. You healed her.” Reaching into the pocketbook hanging at her side, she extracted a few bills and waved them as she raced up the aisle. “Here, take this.”

“No, no, good woman, I couldn’t.”

“Yes, you must. You healed my beloved daughter.” She waved the money at him.

He pretended to waffle, blinking, shifting back and forth on his feet before slowly taking the money. “Thank you, madame. This shall help us continue the Lord’s work.” The money disappeared into his jacket pocket.

Cheers filled the tent. “Amen! Amen!”

Then someone in the crowd stood. “Reverend Lumpkin. Heal my wife! The doctors haven’t done anything.” He helped a tall, thin woman up the aisle.

Zeb offered a hand to the woman. “Praise God. God will heal.”

Faye edged away from the people taken in by Zeb’s act. They were uneducated, desperate, and wanted to believe. And they were going to get taken. Well, they were already taken, just not for their money. Not yet.

A man came forward. “Help me. The doctors say my heart is failing.”

“Yes, yes, come forward, good people. God loves you all.”

Soon over half the audience was in line for the laying on of hands, and when they left, they left behind a piece of themselves—or more accurately, a piece of their wallet.

Faye ducked out and headed toward their caravan truck, a ramshackle mess Zeb slapped together out of spare parts he’d either bartered for or had gifted himself. A gift meaning anything carelessly left unguarded. Racing across the brown grass, she made sure to limp, or risk exposing them all.

As meetings went these days, this was a good one, with more gullible patsies than usual. A good meeting meant Zeb would be occupied for a while, happily collecting all the money, and she would have time to herself.

Climbing into the caravan, she threw herself onto the ratty blue sofa in the corner, her designated sleeping space, and began taking off her costume. First the baby-janes. They were too small now and made her toes hurt. Then she peeled off the tights, with the padding sewn into the left leg. Then the frilly, girlish pinafore. Ugh.

Just as she was pulling it over her head, Mildred wrenched open the door and heaved her bulk inside. “This is gonna be a good one.”

Faye bit her tongue against the words she wanted to yell. It never did any good when she protested and would only get her slapped. Not that she didn’t get slapped all the time for no reason at all anyway.

Oh, what the hell, why not? Standing, she yanked the wig off her head, releasing the coppery hair underneath. “I don’t want to do this anymore.”

She got slapped. It made her eyes water, and her cheek throb but mostly it made her mad. “This is wrong. Those people are poor, and we’re robbing them,” she said, and leaned out of slap range.

“You’ll do what I say, missy. Zeb paid the orphanage thirty-fifty bucks for you, and we’ve got a paper says we own you either until you pay us back or until you’re twenty-one.”

Since these skinflints hadn’t paid Faye a dime in the thirteen years she lived with them, she didn’t see how she would ever get thirty-five dollars. And who the heck knew when she’d be twenty-one? She didn’t even know her own birth date.

Knowing Zeb and Mildred, they would probably claim she was twenty until she had enough wrinkles to disprove it. “Slavery was abolished in eighteen-sixty-three. You can’t own people anymore.”

“You believe you’re so smart with your fancy language and those fancy books. All that fancy stuff you’re always spouting. Well, that’s not going to get you anywhere. You know what will happen if you try to leave.”

Yes, she did. The last time Faye tried to run, Zeb set it up to make it appear she was stealing and she got arrested. He spent ten dollars to bail her out, after which they fled town in the middle of the night like, well, thieves in the night. Which meant she probably owed him another ten dollars. But it was possible he’d forgotten about it.

“And don’t forget the bail money. You owe us for that too.”

Well, razzberries. “I don’t see why I should since I never stole anything. It was Zeb’s own fault I was arrested, and he had to pay the bail in the first place.”

Mildred slapped her again. Faye hated the way Zeb bilked people, but she just plain hated Mildred. She had to get away.

Mildred turned to the small closet Zeb built in the corner and dug through the pockets of her dresses before giving a snort of disgust. “Drat. I’m out of ciggies. Have to buy some in town. While I’m gone, pack things up. We’re leaving right after the six o’clock show.”

Yeah, they always made tracks as soon as possible before someone figured out Ol’ Zeb was a fraud. When the locals realized they’d been chiseled out of their money, getting tarred and feathered was a real possibility if they tarried too long.

Unfortunately, there was always another town.

As soon as Mildred left, Faye yanked on a pair of gray overalls over a white knit shirt and laced on her beat-up old Keds. She hesitated a moment then reached under the dry sink for the tin box Mildred kept there.

Pulse racing, Faye filched a quarter. This was just asking to get slapped around, but what else was new? She slipped her book, the only thing from her unknown past, into the bib pocket of her overalls along with the quarter. She figured there were fifteen minutes at most before either Zeb or Mildred returned. If they caught her there’d be hell to pay, but so what? She had to find the Bald Man. He must have the answers. But as long as she was the Lumpkins’ slave, it would never happen.

Leaving the edge of the large town square where the tent was set up, she trotted toward a row of small businesses. She was in the mood for a treat, perhaps an all-day sucker or a Hershey bar. Some sweet to offset the sour of her life.

The streets that should be bustling on a Saturday were almost deserted. A hot and harried mother hurried toward Zeb’s tent. A small child stumbled at the pace, his legs too short to keep up. His mother stooped and picked him up. The mother smoothed her child’s hair and planted a kiss on his chubby cheek, making him giggle.

Faye watched them cross the street, her heart heavy with envy. She missed her parents, although how she could miss something she didn’t remember was a real mystery. It was possible she just missed the idea of having a mother and father. She resolutely turned away, spotting a general store.

A low wooden building, it was like everything else these days, tired and worn-out with its peeling paint and faded sign.

She crossed the cracked concrete street, mouthwatering in anticipation. As she approached the open door, something fluttering on the bulletin board caught her eye, a poster with several photos printed on it. In the past, she’d never have bothered to look at it but ever since the dreams started, she found herself looking at every photo she came across, always searching for the Bald Man’s face. She tugged the paper off and read the headline.

WANTED. For robbery. Known as the P-U Gang.

The pictures on the left were of two men as alike as two peas in a pod. Round faces, snub noses, and identical grins. Each man held a small blackboard with a number and the words Tulsa County Sheriff’s Department scrawled in chalk. Under their pictures were the names Orville Unger and Norbert Unger.

She redirected her gaze to the picture on the right, labeled Harry Pleasant. Unlike the two mug shots, it was a candid shot taken outside. In the foreground was a young, handsome man with light hair and eyes. His lean face showed humor and intelligence. And a cleft in his chin. She’d always been partial to clefts. Cary Grant had a cleft, and he was dreamy.

Behind Harry Pleasant, glaring straight at the camera, was a bald man with piercing eyes and a nose that took up half his face. Faye’s hands began to shake, making the paper tremble. It was him. It must be him. Her Bald Man. From her nightmares.

Her mind raced. How? Where? She squinted, trying to see anything that might give her a clue but the background was too blurry. Only the Bald Man’s face was clear. She returned her attention to the handsome man in the foreground. Who was Harry Pleasant? Where was the picture taken? More importantly, did he know the Bald Man?

He would know where the photo was taken, which might be a clue, but how could she find a man who was running from the law? The answer was simple: she couldn’t.

After studying the flyer for another long moment, she folded it into a tiny square and stuck it inside the pages of her book. Taking a deep breath, Faye entered the store. It might be impossible to find Harry Pleasant, but she finally had proof the Bald Man was real.




 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

Another Godforsaken place not worth

mentioning somewhere in Oklahoma.

Son of a bitch. Pulling the brim of his hat low to hide his face, Harry stared at the wanted poster thumbtacked to the bulletin board outside the sheriff’s office and tried to figure out how the hell he ended up there.

It started out innocently enough. Six years ago, he was a successful attorney with his own practice when his Uncle Jed begged Harry to promise to take care of his two sons if something happened to him.

What the hell, his uncle was only forty-five at the time, and what could happen, so he said sure, why not.

But then something did happen to Uncle Jed, this thing called an angry bull. Then the Depression hit, but it was still okay because with Harry’s law practice, he figured they’d get by somehow.

What he hadn’t imagined was Orville and Norbert Unger’s stupidity and their naïve desire to help with the expenses.

First it was the frog farm. Somehow the boys—who, at nineteen and twenty-one, were only boys in an intellectual sense—missed the fact Oklahoma was in the middle of a three-year drought. Not really a froggy environment.

Next was the insurance scheme. They went door to door selling life insurance, taking in dollar premiums, and it worked great until someone died and the widow, and her big burly brother, wanted her hundred-dollar death claim.

Their efforts at making money the legal way were a failure so in their feeble minds the next logical step was illegal.

They decided to rob the local Woolworth store. Of course, everyone in town knew them, which was why they were arrested immediately, and Harry had to bail them out with money he could ill-afford to lose.

The brothers felt bad. Bad enough they decided they needed to repay Harry. A town an hour or so away also had a Woolworths. When he found out it was too late to stop them, but he chased after them anyway.

One thing led to another and bad went from bad to worse. Orville dropped his wallet, with his name and address, then Harry was recognized by one of his clients. By the time they got back to his house, the cops were already waiting. They’d had no choice but to run and keep running.

Regrettably, this didn’t stop the Ungers’ criminal efforts. Because they enjoyed it.

Groaning at the memory, Harry reached for the poster.

“Cousin Harry, don’t do that!”

He jumped. “Damn it, Orville. I told you to stay with the car.”

Orville grinned. He was what the girls called cute, in a dumb bunny sort of way, with a shock of pale blond hair, round rosy cheeks, and pale blue eyes gazing innocently out at the world. “It’s okay,” he said. “I disguised myself.”

Oh, brother. His disguise consisted of a fake mustache he’d made from a clipping of his hair and glued onto his upper lip.

“Hey, lookit that,” Orville said next, pointing at the poster. “It’s us. And they gave us our own nickname.”

It was all Harry could do not to strangle the boy. “Orville. Did you read what it says?”

“Sure. It’s says wanted. For robbery. Orville Unger. Norbert Unger. Harry Pleasant. Known as the Pew gang.”

Give me patience. “No, not pew. P-U.”

“Okay, for Pleasant and Unger, right?”

“Say it fast, Orville. P. U. PU. Pee-yew, like we stink, get it?” Which, now Harry thought about it, was probably apropos because as outlaws, they did stink.

Not that he wanted to be a successful outlaw. In fact, he wanted just the opposite, which is why as soon as he realized the trouble they were in, he called his old friend, James Earl Cochran. Jim was an Oklahoma State Senator therefore who better to help, right?

Jim listened, then offered the only advice he could: “I’ll see what I can do to get the charges dropped, but it might take me a while which means you should lay low in the meantime. Better yet, I suggest you all turn yourselves in.”

But Harry couldn’t do that. His dumb-bunny cousins wouldn’t last a day in prison, much less the months it might take to get the charges dropped.

That was three weeks ago, and Harry hadn’t been able to reach Jim since. In the meantime, he had to do everything he could to keep his cousins safe. He just wished they would cooperate. Like not trying to rob every bank in sight.

Ripping the poster from the bulletin board, Harry asked, “Where’s Norbert?”

“Oh, he’s over to the bank waiting for us.”

Son of a bitch!

“Damn it, Orville, I told you we aren’t going to rob the bank. I told you Jim said we needed stay out of trouble until he can fix this thing.” They were on the run less than a month, and Harry was out of patience with his cousins’ constant shenanigans. “Go get Norbert and meet me at the general store.” He pointed.

“But—”

“Go. Now.”

“Fine.” Orville’s moist pink mouth puckered.

He turned and left. Harry tore the poster into shreds then, pulling the brim of his hat lower, he crossed the street to the general store, hoping no one saw the poster and remembered their faces.

It was a typical small-town general store, with rows of wooden shelves offering a bit of everything, food items, sundries, household items. The place was dimly lit to save electricity—i.e., money.

He moved quickly, carefully selecting a few dented cans on sale and some cheap soap and placed everything on the counter.

Opening his wallet, he surveyed the slim sheaf of bills inside. Damn it. Going on the lam hadn’t exactly given him a lot of time to plan. If he didn’t get some more money soon, they would be in serious trouble.

The clerk gave him a cursory nod as he rang it all up on the big brass register and put the few items in a cloth sack. “That’ll be a dollar and thirty-four cents.”

Jeez. Highway robbery. Harry drew out two ones and handed them over. The clerk opened the register drawer, placed the ones inside, and slowly began to count out Harry’s change.

The sound of a gun echoed outside. Someone yelled, “They’re robbing the bank!”

Son of a bitch!

The clerk’s eyes got big. “It’s gotta be the Pee-yew gang, like on the wanted poster.” He vaulted over the counter, then ran out the front door.

Harry stared at his meager sack of purchases for a moment, then stared at the open till. He opened his wallet again. Inside were four lonely one-dollar bills, the only thing standing between them and starvation. He debated the rights and wrongs of it, his heart being on the side of right, but his wallet landing squarely on the wrong.

With a sigh of resignation, he leaned over the counter, and cleaned out the cash drawer. Sticking the money inside his shirt, he picked up his sack and ambled outside where mayhem reigned. The horses tied to the hitching post reared and neighed, women screamed and fled, a pack of loose dogs barked up and down the sidewalk, and two kids darted into the street with their mothers chasing after them. Nobody made any effort to guard the bank.

Shaking his head, he strode across the street and stood next to the bank door. Moments later, it burst open, and Norbert ran out with Orville right on his heels. They stopped dead, their wide eyes darting back and forth as they noted the chaos. Their hands were empty which meant they didn’t get any money, but it was probable Norbert also lost his gun.

Damn it. Harry wished he’d known before he left the general store. He’d have stolen a new one.

Someone shouted, “Police! Police!”

“Come on.” Harry grabbed Norbert by the arm and dragged his cousin away at a run.

Orville beat them around the corner to where Harry left his old beat-up 1926 Nash Light Six. He pushed them both into the backseat and jumped into the driver’s seat.

His hands shook as he put the car in neutral then reached under the dashboard and turned the gas valve. He put the timing lever into the up position and tugged down on the throttle lever before inserting his key into the ignition. He pulled out the choke and pumped the starting pedal. It coughed then died. Geez, why couldn’t they make a car that just started when the key was turned?

He pumped the gas again, and the engine finally caught. Throwing the car into gear, he sped down the alleyway toward the town limits.

He didn’t relax until they were ten miles down the road. “What the hell happened?”

“I dunno,” Norbert said. He was nearly a carbon copy of Orville except he was shorter. If you met one, you knew the other. “I was doin’ okay. I had my gun out—” He pointed his finger in imitation of a pistol. “And my sack all ready and the tellers was all scared with their hands up, then this lady come in with this kid who was yelling he wanted his lollipop but when he saw my gun, instead a being scared, he wanted it. When I wouldn’t give it to him he kicked me, right in the shin, and I dropped it and it went off.”

Harry swallowed hard. “Did anyone get hurt?”

Norbert snorted. “Yeah, me. It shot me in the toe, Harry.”

Harry muttered an oath and shifted gears to go faster. At least they had some money now.




 

 

 

Chapter Three

 

Oklahoma is just full of Godforsaken towns.

Here’s another.

June 1, 1934

“Hey, lookit this,” Orville said, stopping so abruptly Harry tripped over his own feet trying to avoid him.

“For crying out loud.” He clutched his still-healing—and still hurting-like-hell—leg, the result of Norbert trying to demonstrate the events of their attempted bank heist. In his excitement, the boy yanked his twenty-two out of his pocket—the one he thankfully hadn’t lost—and accidentally pulled the trigger, leaving a hole in the meaty part of Harry’s calf. If the boy was even a half-way decent shot, Harry would be dead.

Instead, all he lost was his ability to walk without a limp for a few days. Norbert’s ineptitude with guns was getting to be a bad habit, and Harry was seriously thinking about taking away his gun, but he knew it would be a God-awful fight.

Maybe he would just take the bullets. “What the hell are you doing?”

Orville’s lower lip went out and trembled. Oh, Christ, now he was going to pout, and Harry would have to pat him on the back and say, there, there, and probably buy him a stick of licorice or he would cry which meant it wouldn’t be long before Norbert would cry as well. That was worse because when Norbert cried, he wanted to rob banks which was dangerous to something Harry really valued: his life.

He reined in his irritation, not an easy thing to do. Not for the first time, he thought it might be easier to turn them all in, like Jim recommended. Harry wouldn’t mind spending a couple of quiet years locked up all by himself. Without Orville and Norbert.

But what held true a month ago, still held true. The Unger boys wouldn’t last a day in jail so he had to stay ahead of the law until he could figure out a way to prove their innocence. Then he could go back to his real life as an attorney.

“I’m reading this here,” Orville answered with a loopy grin.

After checking to make sure his poor abused calf wasn’t bleeding again, Harry hauled himself upright and put his hat back on. “What?” He forced a pained smile onto his face. “What am I looking at?”

“This here.” His cousin gestured at the big, brightly painted sign in front of the town hall. Reading one letter at a time, he stumbled through the words “Baby Faye Lumpkin. You’ll find Heaven when you listen to The Voice of an Angel.”

Oh for Christ’s sake. “Yeah, okay. So?”

“I want to find heaven.”

“No, you don’t.” Harry didn’t have time for Heaven because most of the time he was in Orville and Norbert Hell. “I think you have to die first, and I don’t know about you, but I’m not ready to die. Plus, who says you’ll go to Heaven. You rob banks, and I don’t think God lets bank robbers in.”

Orville’s baby blues narrowed. “No, I mean I want to hear her sing.” He indicated the picture of the young blonde kid in a white pinafore. “See, it says she sings at two o’clock, and it’s five till two so we’re just in time.”

It also said Reverend Lumpkin would preach after Baby Faye, and Harry wasn’t up for any preaching. His conscience was guilty enough as it was.

Apparently, his guilty conscience didn’t matter as Orville grabbed his arm and hauled him up the stone steps. He was going to hear the kid sing whether he wanted to or not.

~ * ~

Amazing grace! How sweet the sound, that saved a wretch; like me!

I once was lost, but now am found, was blind but now I see.

T’was Grace that taught my heart to fear. And Grace, my fears relieved. How precious did that grace appear, the hour I first believed.

Through many dangers, toils and snares, I have already come;

ʼTis grace that brought me safe thus far, and grace will lead me home.

Faye held the last note as long as she could, feeling it in her soul. She might hate the con game but she loved the singing, even though her voice was the reason Zeb chose her, out of all the other desperate orphans. He even overlooked her red hair because she could sing. Sinners had red hair, he said. Floozies had red hair. Satan probably had red hair too.

So what? If the woman in her dreams was her mother, then her mother was a redhead too, which made her love her hair even more.

Faye cracked open one eye, peering through the narrow slit at the audience. Oh, excellent, they liked it. If they didn’t, she would pay for putting her foot down and refusing to do the lame little girl routine anymore.

The last straw was last week when a mother brought her sick child to the revival. Zeb took the poor woman’s money and declared the boy cured. That night he ended up in the hospital with scarlet fever.

Afterward, Faye swore she would only sing from here on out, although she still wasn’t able to escape the blonde wig and the Mary Jane’s and the frilly pinafore. Zeb insisted there was nothing special about a grown woman with a powerful voice, but a little girl, on the other hand… That was a miracle, and Zeb was in the business of miracles.

At least she didn’t have to limp anymore.

The audience shouted and amened as the last note of the song tailed off, calling for more while Faye curtsied this way and that way, doing her best to appear short and cute—and eleven. Good thing she was built straight up and down like a boy and had practically no bosom or she’d never have gotten away with it this long. Not that she meant to for much longer.

“Oh, thank you,” she said in her fake high voice. Blech. “God bless you all.”

“Bless you, Baby Faye,” Zeb boomed. “Good people, God has blessed this child with a voice that reaches to the heavens. Give thanks for her mighty voice. Give thanks for her God-given blessing. Give thanks, give thanks, give thanks.” He gave her a basket and a shove in the direction of the first row.

Give thanks. Sure, people, give thanks, as long as the thanks had George Washington on the front. Heaving a sigh, she made her way through the audience, examining each face as she passed, as always, seeking those mean black eyes, the bald head, and a nose so wide it filled his face.

But, as usual, the face on the wanted poster she’d torn from the bulletin board wasn’t there. She continued up and down the aisles collecting coins, with not a paper bill in sight.

Well, razzberries. People weren’t as generous for a song as they were for a cure. Sure as shooting, she was going to pay for the fact they weren’t making as much money because of her refusal to limp.

She smiled bigger and brighter but by the time she reached the last row, there was mostly pennies with only a few Indian head nickels and one or two Mercury dimes. Limping always got them Georges.

She stopped in front of the last people, two men standing in the back. “Bless you, sirs,” she said, and curtsied. She held the curtsy, hoping it would induce them to give big.

Nothing happened, but then a voice said, “Give her sumpin, Harry.” A pause, then, “No, not a measly nickel. That.” A fifty-cent piece dropped into the basket.

Her mouth dropped open. It was him! Oh, not the Bald Man. That would have been a real miracle. It was Harry Pleasant and one of those Unger brothers, from the wanted poster she stared at every night for the last week.

But she didn’t care about the Unger; it was Harry Pleasant she was interested in. He was there, right in front of her, and he was even more handsome in person. His eyes were a pale sky blue, his hair darker than on the poster, but still a lovely shade of blond.

He was so good-looking she almost forgot he could be her way to the Bald Man.

“Bless you, sir.” Oh my goodness, she just wanted to grab Harry and drag him behind a mulberry bush and—well, first she would make him tell her where the Bald Man was, but after that, she wanted to…

She focused on his lips as they lifted in an uncertain smile. Wowza. “Thank you,” she gasped.

He nodded, his brows drawn down in a perplexed frown. She was sure it was because she was breathing like a racehorse, but she couldn’t help it. The man purely vibrated masculinity. Realizing she was staring like a google-eyed idiot, she bobbed another curtsey, spun around, then raced back up the aisle to give Zeb the basket.

He peeked into the basket, then glared at her.

Oh razzberries, apparently she was back to limping. She wondered if Mildred would at least buy her a new set of crutches. Probably not. It was more likely Faye would get a slap.

Zeb set the basket on the podium, stepped behind it, and began preaching. His voice soared, fluid and powerful in the enclosed meeting hall.

She shut her ears to his ranting. Her eyes were all for him, Harry Pleasant. He had a nice mouth, made for smiling, although right now it was stretched thin in irritation. There were laugh lines around his eyes, although he wasn’t laughing either. Tall and lanky, he was handsome like one of the actors on the movie posters, only better.

He tilted his head to say something to the young man at his side. Her pulse quickened, but then the fog lifted from her brain enough to think clearly. Jimminetly. Forget how gorgeous he was, Harry Pleasant was her chance to escape. Maybe he knew where the Bald Man was, and maybe he didn’t, but at this point she didn’t care. She just needed to get away from the Lumpkins.

He turned and strolled to the exit with the Unger boy following. Without stopping to consider her actions, Faye darted around the perimeter of the room and slipped through the door behind them. Outside, she watched as they crossed the street to a beat-up sedan parked on the curb.

Harry opened the car door and searched inside. He yelled something at the boy, then spun around and stalked off down the street, the boy on his heels.

She ran back to the caravan. She had things to do and not much time to do it.

~ * ~

Harry walked down the sidewalk to the corner where he’d told Norbert to meet them to find his other cousin wasn’t there. God damn it. “Where’s Norbert?”

“Wasn’t that something?” was Orville’s answer. “An angel, just like the sign says.”

Harry’s whole body shook as he forced himself not to wrap his hands around Orville’s neck and squeeze. “Did you hear what I said?”

“Yeah, I heard you. You asked where Norbert is.” He started back toward the town hall.

“Right. And?”

“I dunno. Say, do you think Baby Faye will sing again? You know, Norbert might like to hear her sing too? What you think? Let’s ask him, okay?” He stopped dead, almost tripping Harry for the second time that day. “Harry, do you know where Norbert is, so’s we can ask him?”

Harry bent over, putting his hands on his knees, taking deep breaths. Don’t kill him. Don’t kill him. “Don’t kill him.”

“What did you say?” Orville bent over to peer into Harry’s eyes, an expression of concern on his round, guileless face.

“I said, I hear they’re not hanging murderers anymore. I hear they get the chair now.”

He gave Harry a look that said Harry was crazy. Right back at you, cousin. He pushed down his aggravation and put his arm around Orville’s shoulder and gave him a squeeze. “Okay. Never mind. Let’s go find Norbert so we can get going. Where do you think he might be?”

Orville scratched his head. “Hmm. Well, we might maybe check the library.”

The library? Why in the hell would Norbert be in the library because, God help him, the boy could barely read. It was more likely he was skulking outside the bank, which now he thought about it, raised a red alarm in Harry’s mind. Hell. The bank. “We need to find him. Now. Hurry up.”

Trotting the half block, they reached Main Street—didn’t every small town in America have a Main Street?—and immediately spotted the bank.

Knowing Norbert’s history, and his singlemindedness, Harry held his breath as he poked his head inside, sure he was going to find mayhem. But there was no Norbert and all was quiet, thanks to the big guy in the sky for small favors. “He’s not there.”

“See, I told you,” Orville said. “He’s at the library.” He pointed back in the direction they’d come from.

“Yeah, yeah.” Unlikely, but he’d check anyway.

But first, he may as well get the car which he’d left across the town hall so when they did locate Norbert they could make a quick getaway. After shoving Orville into the back seat, he started it up and drove a block to the library and parked.

“Stay here,” he told Orville and got out, leaving the engine running.

“Hey, Harry, wait for me!”

Harry jabbed a finger at him. “No! Stay in the car.” Up the long brick walkway leading to the library and behind its heavy oak door, someone screamed. Oh, Christ. He broke into a run.

Then a gunshot.

God damn it, it had to be Norbert. Harry leapt up the stairs, wrenched open the door, then raced inside to find Norbert standing at the front desk gripping his bleeding hand.

The wild-eyed librarian whirled toward him. “He tried to rob the library. What in the world is the matter with him? Is he an idiot or something? Everyone knows a library doesn’t have any money, only books.” She waved a book under Harry’s nose to prove it.

Dammit, he should have taken away Norbert’s gun when he had a chance.

His cousin’s face folded in on itself as he sniffled, stifling the hovering tears. “I dropped my gun, and it shot me.” He offered his hand for everyone to see. Blood trickled from his thumb.

“Gee whiz, Norbert,” Orville said from behind Harry. “You’re bleeding. What’d you do?”

Harry spun around. “I told you to stay with the car!”

Orville just blinked at him like a baby owl who didn’t know where his next meal was coming from.

The librarian reached for her desk phone. “I’m calling the police.”

“Okay, time to go.” Harry scooped up the gun Norbert dropped and gave Orville a shove toward the door. Grabbing Norbert’s hand, the unbloodied one, he dragged him out the door, down the stairs, down the sidewalk to the car. They were damned lucky it was still there as—sadly—the world was full of thieves.
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