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  “Have you heard of John Dillinger, Mr. Bishop?”




  “Of course I have.”




  “What about Bonnie Parker, Clyde Barrow?”




  “Yes.”




  “George Kelly?”




  “Him too.”




  “Jesse James?”




  “Yes.”




  “What about George Nelson?”




  “Outlaws, all of them.”




  “Indeed.”




  “Famous ones.”




  “Ah, yes. And why are they famous, Mr. Bishop?”




  “Because of their crimes. Because of what they did, of course.”




  “Undoubtedly that’s part of it. But why are they still famous today? Why do we even know their names at all?”




  “I would imagine because they stood out from the average person. Because their stories were exceptional.”




  “Exceptional indeed. But that’s not why we know their names today. All things considered, there were many exceptional people in those times whose names we do not know. In fact, probably many outlaws just like the ones I’ve mentioned.”




  “So why is it that we know their names, Mrs. Meacham?”




  “Well, Mr. Bishop, the reason we still know the names of those outlaws in particular is that they got caught.”




  Chapter 1




  Charleston, South Carolina. 1995




   




  “Could you open the window a little, dear? I’d like to look outside.”




  Madeline did as her grandmother requested and pulled open the shutters to expose the sky.




  “That’s better,” Liza said with a sigh.




  She lay in her bed, where she now spent the better part of her days.




  “Is there anything I can get for you?” Madeline asked the old woman.




  “No, thank you, dear. I don’t think I’ll be needing anything for a while.”




  Liza spoke with a delicate twang. Her Southern drawl had once been as thick as honey, but living in the North as a younger woman had deprived her vowels of a sliver of their charm. The one-time roundabout A’s and I’s had become more sharp and to the point.




  Liza turned her head on the pillow and looked out the window. The sun began to emerge from behind a puff of white cloud and shone a ray onto her pale, weathered face. She closed her eyes and felt the warmth on her cheeks.




  “He’s coming today, you know,” Liza said, her eyes still closed.




  “Who is?” Madeline asked, folding the knitted blanket that had fallen off the end of the bed.




  “What do you mean, ‘who is’?” Liza asked, opening her eyes and looking down her nose.




  “Right. The writer. Yes, Grandma, I know he is.”




  “He should have been here by now. He’s late.”




  “I’m sure he’ll be along any time now.”




  “Would you stop fussing already,” Liza said with quiet vigor.




  Madeline placed the folded blanket at the end of the bed. She looked up at her grandmother and smiled.




  “Come sit here with me,” Liza requested, patting the bed.




  Madeline did as her grandmother asked.




  “Now what did I tell you about running yourself ragged?” the old woman said. “I don’t need anything more than what I have right here. You just mind yourself for a while. Why don’t you go freshen up? There’s a gentleman coming.”




  “What’s wrong with how I look?”




  “There’s nothing wrong with how you look – nothing at all.”




  Liza put her hand on top of Madeline’s. Madeline looked down at her grandmother’s thin, furrowed skin.




  “I just want you to tend to yourself,” Liza continued with a smile. “You’re driving me mad with all this attention.”




  “And who is this man again?” Madeline asked, knowing full well the answer.




  “Nathaniel Bishop. He writes for the paper. I told you this just last night.”




  “I forget these things. You know that.”




  “Yes, well, I have a feeling you try to forget.”




  “And whose son is he?”




  “Well I’m sure he’s someone’s son, but I don’t know the name of his mother.”




  “Then how did you –”




  “Prudence Goodholm, God bless her heart, swears up and down that he is the finest writer in Charleston. He’s the son of one of her silly friends. Now get! Get on with you.”




  Once again Madeline did as her grandmother asked, but not before leaning over and kissing her forehead.




  “Good writer or not, it’s impolite to be late,” Madeline said before taking her leave of the room.




  “I find it remarkable how you manage to dislike someone before you’ve even met them,” Liza said into the openness.




  Her voice was not strong enough to carry into the hallway.




  Liza turned her head and looked out the window once more. The sun was hiding behind a passing cloud. Closing her eyes, she took a deep breath and held it in her lungs. It was a warm summer’s day, and so far it was a good one.




  Liza was soon enveloped by the quietude and began to doze off.




   




   




  “How about this?” Madeline asked, holding out the bottom of the yellow sundress she had put on.




  “You look beautiful,” Liza said. “A perfect flower.”




  “I found it in Mom’s old closet.”




  “I know you did. I’m the one who put it there. You look just like her, you know.”




  “I look just like you, Grandma.”




  There was a knock at the front door.




  “That’ll be him,” Liza said. “Go and let him in, dear.”




  Madeline headed down the stairs in no hurry. She reached the front door and opened it. The man standing there looked nothing like what she had expected. He was tall and slender and young. He looked right into her eyes and smiled.




  “Hello,” he said. “I’m Nate Bishop.”




  He reached out his hand.




  “Madeline.”




  Madeline shook the man’s hand.




  “Come in,” she said. “Grandma is expecting you.”




  “I’m sorry I’m late. I don’t know the area very well.”




  “You’re not from around here, then?”




  “Minnesota, actually. There are parts of Charleston I still haven’t seen. This is one of them.”




  Nathaniel entered and Madeline closed the door behind him.




  Nathaniel’s hair was longer than that of most men she knew. He wore blue jeans and a T-shirt under a sports jacket. The jacket was thick and made of tweed, with colorful specks of thread interwoven into the gray. His brown leather shoes looked like they had long since seen their best days. He carried a small leather bag across his shoulder.




  “Grandma is upstairs,” Madeline said.




  “After you,” Nathaniel offered, holding out his arm.




  Madeline began to climb the staircase. She stopped on the third step and turned to face the stranger.




  “Can I ask what this is about?” she asked.




  “You mean you don’t know?” Nathaniel said.




  “I don’t.”




  “Then your guess would be as good as mine.”




  “So you’re not here for the newspaper?”




  “Not that I know of. Didn’t you ask your grandmother?”




  “I did, but she likes to have her secrets.”




  “I see.”




  Madeline and Nathaniel held their gaze on one another.




  “Her room is right up here,” Madeline said, breaking the silence.




  Madeline led Nathaniel into her grandmother’s room. Liza was sitting up in bed, looking spry, her white sleeping gown newly preened.




  “Grandma,” Madeline said, “this is Nathaniel Bishop.”




  “Ma’am.”




  “Nathaniel, this is Liza Meacham.”




  “Let’s have a look at you,” Liza said.




  Madeline moved out of the way so her grandmother could have a clear view of the man.




  “Handsome,” Liza said. “Younger than I would have thought, though. You must be only a few years older than my granddaughter here.”




  “I couldn’t say, ma’am.”




  “I’m certain of it,” Liza assured.




  “Can I get you anything?” Madeline asked. “A drink of water?”




  “I’m all right for now, thank you,” Nathaniel replied.




  “Why don’t you get comfortable, Mr. Bishop,” Liza offered. “I’m looking forward to speaking with you.”




  “Oh. Well… certainly.”




  Nathaniel looked around the room for somewhere to sit.




  “Why don’t you take that chair right there? Pull it here, beside me.”




  Nathaniel crossed the room and picked up a wood and wicker chair from in front of the woman’s vanity table. He placed the seat down beside the bed, precisely where Liza had requested, and put his bag down beside the chair.




  “Madeline, why don’t you join us as well?”




  “You want me to stay?” Madeline asked.




  “I do… if that’s all right with you, Mr. Bishop.”




  “It’s fine with me,” Nathaniel said with a smile.




  “I’ll get another chair,” Madeline said, disappearing instantly from the room.




  “So how do you like Charleston, Mr. Bishop? I understand you’re from up north.”




  “I like it. Some of the finest people you’ll meet.”




  “Indeed.”




  Madeline returned with chair in hand. She placed it beside the window, on the opposite side of the bed from Nathaniel.




  “Is everyone comfortable?” Liza asked.




  “Sure,” Nathaniel said.




  Madeline nodded in agreement.




  “Good,” Liza said, stroking down the bed sheet on her lap. “Now you’re probably wondering why I asked you here, Mr. Bishop. And I intend to tell you. But would it be all right if I asked you a few questions first?”




  “I don’t see why not.”




  “What do you think of my granddaughter here?”




  “Grandma!”




  Madeline was clearly flustered.




  “She’s… very pretty,” Nathaniel answered.




  “It’s okay, dear, I’m only being playful. I’m sorry, Mr. Bishop. I didn’t mean to embarrass you. I’m old, you see, I sometimes forget my manners.”




  “It’s fine,” Nathaniel said, smiling again.




  “Tell me, Mr. Bishop,” Liza said, “if I were to share privileged information with you – say, reveal something that might still be of interest to some – could I trust you to keep it a secret for some time?”




  “I don’t think I understand,” Nathaniel said, after a moment’s delay.




  “If I were to reveal sensitive things to you, could you guarantee me that you would not speak of them or write about them until the time came that I said it was all right to do so?”




  “I suppose I could do that… if I’m understanding you correctly.”




  “Good.”




  “That is, of course, unless what you tell me could lead to someone being harmed or a crime being committed, or something like that. I believe I would have an obligation in those cases to inform –”




  “Everything I mean to share with you happened a very long time ago, Mr. Bishop. I can assure you of that. The story cannot bring harm to anyone. There is nothing more to do with it now than to tell it.”




  “Well, then, I don’t see why I couldn’t agree to keep it to myself.”




  “Until the time comes that you will do with it as you wish,” Liza added.




  “Ma’am?”




  “You are a writer, Mr. Bishop. Is that not true? You are not here for your handsome good looks alone. There will come a time when you will write about what I’m going to tell you. You are here to listen to my story. Once I am done telling it, it will be yours to write about.”




  “I see.”




  “As long as my granddaughter agrees that what you write is truthful and accurate.”




  “Me?” Madeline asked.




  “That sounds fine,” Nathaniel said.




  “And as long as you do not print a word of this story until you receive word from me that the time has come for you to do so. Can you agree to that?”




  “I think I can,” Nathaniel said.




  “Grandma,” Madeline interjected, “why me?”




  “Who better, dear? You’ll be here to listen as well. And I trust no one more.”




  “But I don’t know anything about what you’re going to tell, or –”




  “You know the difference between truth and lies, do you not? Surely I raised you well enough for that.”




  Madeline smiled.




  “I’ve read your writing in the papers, Mr. Bishop,” Liza said.




  “That’s good.”




  “I don’t care for most of it.”




  “Oh.”




  “What I mean to share with you is unlike anything you have written about before.”




  “Well, I’ve always taken well to change, ma’am.”




  “Do you think you might have it in your constitution to write an entire book?”




  “That all depends, ma’am.”




  “On what?”




  “On how long your story is.”




  “It covers enough events to fill at least one full book.”




  “Well, then, Mrs. Meacham, I can certainly offer to do my best.”




  Liza looked the young man dead in the face.




  “Yes, well, I think that will have to do, then, won’t it?” she said. “So if we are all in agreement, I don’t see why we shouldn’t get started. If that’s all right with you, Mr. Bishop.”




  “Do you mind if…”




  Nathaniel fumbled around in the pockets of his jacket, finally pulling out a digital voice recorder.




  “Do you mind if I record our conversation?”




  “Not at all.”




  Nathaniel pressed a little red button on the small machine and placed it on the bedside table. He took out a yellow notepad from his bag and removed the cap from his pen.




  “Whenever you’re ready, Mrs. Meacham.”




  Liza took a deep breath.




  “Have you heard of John Dillinger, Mr. Bishop?”




  “Of course I have.”




  “What about Bonnie Parker, Clyde Barrow?”




  “Yes.”




  “George Kelly?”




  “Him too.”




  “Jesse James?”




  “Yes.”




  “What about George Nelson?”




  “Outlaws, all of them.”




  “Indeed.”




  “Famous ones.”




  “Ah, yes. And why are they famous, Mr. Bishop?”




  “Well, because of their crimes. Because of what they did.”




  “Undoubtedly that’s part of it. But why are they still famous today? Why do we even know their names at all?”




  “I would imagine because they stood out from the average person. Because their stories were exceptional.”




  “Exceptional indeed. But that’s not why we know their names today. All things considered, there were many exceptional people in those times whose names we do not know. In fact, probably many outlaws just like the ones I’ve mentioned.”




  “So why is it that we know their names, Mrs. Meacham?”




  “Well, Mr. Bishop, the reason we still know the names of those outlaws in particular is that they got caught.”




  Nathaniel smiled. A moment of silence passed.




  “Have you ever heard of Joseph Tilley?” Liza asked.




  “No ma’am, I can’t say that I have.”




  “And you?” she asked Madeline.




  Her granddaughter shook her head.




  “I’m not surprised,” Liza said. “Well, I’m going to tell you the story of a man named Joseph Tilley. It’s not likely one you’ve heard, as it all happened much before your time, of course. It’s a good story, one that must be told from the beginning if it’s to be told right.




  “Now, my memory isn’t what it used to be, so you’ll forgive me if there are parts of the story that are less complete than others, won’t you? And, though I’ll do my best to retell it in its entirety, there are certain aspects that will need to remain untold, at least for the time being.




  “Now the names I’ll be using will not be real, for obvious reasons. Likewise, you won’t find most of the places I speak of on God’s good earth.”




  “Ma’am,” Nathaniel interrupted. “How will I be able to confirm the story if none of the names or places are real?”




  “Oh, the people and places are real, Mr. Bishop. They’re very real indeed. They’ll just be called by different names for now. And I can assure you, for whatever it may be worth to you here today, that everything I’m about to tell you is true. In due time, I have no doubt, you’ll find a way to confirm that.”




  “Grandma,” Madeline said, “is this about Grandpa?”




  Liza smiled widely at Madeline.




  “I didn’t know him very well,” Madeline said to Nathaniel. “I was only ten when he died.”




  “I think you knew him well enough,” Liza said. “Well enough to know his character, don’t you think?”




  “I suppose so.”




  “Anyway, I have a feeling Mr. Bishop will help you down the path to discovery. Won’t you, Mr. Bishop?”




  “I can do my best.”




  “See? Just like I told you.”




  Madeline was intrigued. She had never known her grandmother to be so mysterious, to be so unforthcoming that she left Madeline wanting, with no justification beyond an appeal for fortitude. She was curious. She was curious and excited at the prospect of learning about her grandfather. He had never spoken of his past and even shied away from the topic when it arose.




  “You were saying…” Nathaniel offered.




  “What’s that?”




  “You were going to tell us about Joseph Tilley.”




  “Indeed I was, wasn’t I?”




  Chapter 2




  Logan County, Oklahoma. 1914




   




  The first twelve years of Joseph Tilley’s life were like those of any other young boy in rural Oklahoma. He went to school. He helped his father around the farm. He minded his mother and always did what was asked of him.




  Being slight of stature, Joseph couldn’t help his father as much as he would have liked with the daily labors. Joseph’s father would instead dispatch the young boy elsewhere on the farm to tend to smaller jobs, leaving the men to do their work. Joseph wanted to help more, but he knew his first duty was to obey his father. He didn’t dare speak back to his father, not because he was afraid of the man, but because of how much he loved him.




  Joseph’s father was a quiet sort. He went about the humble business of feeding his livestock and tending his crops with not so much as a whisper of complaint. All his life he had wanted nothing more than his small farm and a large family with which to work it. After Joseph’s early and violent arrival into the world, however, Joseph’s father had learned that his wife would be unable to bear him more laborers for his fields. But Joseph’s father never made the boy feel guilty for spoiling his mother’s insides, nor did he make mention of more children from that day forward, not to anyone.




  Joseph’s mother was a beautiful woman. For a year after Joseph’s birth she lay weak and sickly in bed. Like Joseph she was slight, and she too was not strong. When she became well again, she was able to return to her duties as homemaker and helper and obedient wife to her husband. She too made no mention of the need or desire for more children after Joseph was born. She instead loved her only child as if he were two or three or more.




  In the summer Joseph’s mother would sit upon the porch of the farmhouse and sew clothing for the family. The dexterity of her fine fingers made her a talented seamstress. Joseph would often sit with her and watch her hands swiftly weaving in and around the pieces of fabric. He especially liked to see how the ends of his mother’s brown hair would turn a light auburn in the summer sun as it disappeared in the distance at the end of the day.




  When not with his mother or father, Joseph would venture out into the woods that surrounded the farm. He loved the outdoors. As soon as he was old enough to go off on his own, he did so, and very often. Not having any brothers or sisters meant Joseph had to manufacture his own adventures. He had a favorite spot in the woods just behind his house. It was a small clearing by a stream.




  One time on a summer’s day, a day like any other, Joseph came upon a short fishing line and hook caught on a rock. The stream’s delicate current threatened to drag it away, but Joseph quickly nabbed the line for himself. He attached the thin string to a branch he liberated from a birch tree nearby. The still live and limber arm of wood provided a comfortable hold and ample give. At the age of nine Joseph taught himself to fish against the stream’s shore.




  In a small cave beside the stream, Joseph had over time fashioned for himself a formidable hideout. Beside his rocky fort Joseph built fires, and within the cave he hid treasures he found on his hikes and drew plans and maps with white chalk on the five-foot-high walls. On livelier days, to Joseph the cave was Fort Joseph, a refuge from the attacking Cherokee or Chickasaw nearby. No one but Joseph knew about his cave, and Joseph liked it that way.




  When Joseph was called back to the farm, his mother needed only to yell from the edge of the woods and he would come running. Across the sparseness of the Oklahoma wilderness, even her delicate voice could carry the one hundred yards or so it took to reach Joseph’s ears.




  Joseph spent much of his childhood in the woods behind the house. It could be said that the earliest years of Joseph Tilley’s life were good.




  It was three days after Joseph’s twelfth birthday when life on the Tilley farm changed forever. Changed not by an act of the Tilleys themselves, and not by the hand of God or by the will of other powers that be. Three days after Joseph’s twelfth birthday, the Tilleys’ lives were altered evermore by just one man.




  It was a Monday in May. Joseph remembered that it was a Monday because on Mondays his father would work on the farm alone. After school Joseph came straight home to help. That day he helped his father feed the horses, a job often prescribed to one of the farmhands when they were around. Joseph was pleased to help his father, and once the job was done, he went looking for his mother to inform her of the deed. Joseph found his mother lying on her bed.




  “Momma?”




  “Hi there.”




  “Momma, are you okay?”




  “I’m just feeling a little tired, Joseph. I’ll be okay.”




  “Can I bring you something? Maybe you want some water?”




  “No, no, that’s fine, thank you. I have to get up and find something to make for dinner.”




  “Is it your stomach again, Momma?”




  “I’ll be fine, Joseph. I just need a minute.”




  Joseph’s mother had bouts with problems of the stomach. She never spoke of it, but Joseph had discovered some time before then that the problems had arrived just after he had.




  Joseph left his mother to rest. But he wanted to do more for her. He got it in his mind that he was going to do more.




  He made his way out the creaking back door of the house and headed straight into the woods. Joseph’s father saw the boy running from across the field and waved his arm high in the air.




  Joseph breached the woods and soon reached his cave. Once inside the hideaway, he packed his small brown satchel with a penknife, a compass, some twine, an old tobacco tin full of worms, and a black rabbit’s foot for good luck. He also grabbed his trusted fishing rod. He began to make his way upstream toward the open pond in the distance.




  Joseph followed the stream for a few hundred paces, all the while looking down in hopes of spotting a fish or two making their passage to larger waters. Joseph held his fishing rod at the ready, a worm hooked and poised to be swallowed.




  The stream gurgled and rolled, making a soft, soothing noise as it lapped against the rounded rocks. Joseph saw a shadow move along the bottom of the water up ahead of his position. He picked up his pace and scurried up to the spot.




  There was nothing there when he arrived. It was just the shadow of the leaves overhead.




  A small rustle came from the ground on the other side of the stream. Joseph’s eyes darted. He hunched down low. Another rustle, this time louder. Joseph followed the noise and soon came upon the location of a gray hare sniffing at the base of a tree. Joseph ducked down the side of a small hill behind him. Leaning against the protective, grassy incline, he reached into his satchel and took out his knife. He looked on the ground for a stick suitable to his needs. Finding nothing of use, Joseph quickly untied the line from his fishing rod, pulled out his twine, and tied the knife to the branch’s end. Joseph was going to spear the hare and bring it home to his mother.




  Joseph emerged from the side of the hill with the stealth of a tiger. He remained low to the ground and kept as quiet as he could. The hare had since moved from its original position. Joseph moved toward the area where the animal once was.




  A rustle came again. Joseph’s ears perked.




  Another noise, this time even closer. Joseph readied his spear. He could easily hurl the spike across the narrow stream and kill the animal in one clean shot. The rustling began again, but this time it sounded different to Joseph. The noise was heavier, and it was accompanied by the sound of cracking twigs. Joseph halted his progress. He knew that the small hare couldn’t be the one making that kind of noise. Joseph’s gaze moved up the hill on the other side of the stream. At first he wasn’t sure if his eyes were playing tricks, but as the figure got closer, there could be no doubt that it was an animal much larger than the one he was hunting.




  Joseph scurried back down the small knoll and dropped back to the ground. After a few quiet moments he lifted his head just enough to see what kind of animal had scared away his family’s dinner. As the noise continued to approach, Joseph began to feel fear. Surely a small penknife on the end of a fishing pole could not stay something making that harsh a noise.




  The figure appeared. It was an animal very different from what Joseph was used to seeing in the woods behind his house. It was a man.




  He was walking through the woods, heading toward the pond. Joseph ducked back down as far as he could so as not to be spotted. He raised his eyes to the ridge carefully.




  He noticed that the man was walking strangely; he was limping. Was he hurt? Perhaps the man was injured, and lost. Joseph perked up his head, thinking he might help, when the form of another man appeared and frightened Joseph back down. The second man was following behind the first. He was walking with no limp at all.




  The two men soon crossed in front of Joseph’s position. Joseph held his breath as they came close on the other side of the stream. They passed him by without caution and headed off to his right. Joseph could have begun to make his escape, but he did not leave.




  Joseph couldn’t help but follow the two men, slowly, quietly, along the valley under the sightline of the hill’s peak. He crept along like a hunter, making certain to stay at least fifty paces behind the two men. His curiosity wouldn’t let him turn away.




  Joseph followed the men until both stopped walking. They’d reached the edge of the open pond. The man with the limp stood against the shore and looked out at the dark blue water. The second man stood behind him, motionless. Neither said a word to the other. Joseph didn’t dare get any closer. He could tell that the first man was indeed injured. His pants had been ripped off halfway down on one leg. His shin and shoe were covered with blood.




  The injured man got down on one knee and leaned in toward the pond. He cupped his hands together and filled them with water. He used the water to wash away the blood. He tapped his fingers lightly against the skin of his leg. The man then took another scoop of liquid from the pond and put it to his lips. To Joseph it looked like the man was praying. The injured man wiped his wet hands against his hips and, with much difficulty, rose to his feet. The man looked out across the pond once more. He then turned slowly toward his escort. The two men were facing one another.




  The second man raised a pistol and without hesitation pulled the trigger and put a bullet into the injured man’s head.




  The sound shook Joseph’s body. He had never heard a gunshot like that one before. The violent sound echoed across the opening of the pond. It rang through Joseph’s ears. It lingered in the air.




  The wounded man wilted and dropped to the ground like a pile of mud-soaked clothing. His head hit the edge of the pond and made a small splash that rippled outward. Darkness flowed into the water from his body.




  Joseph was filled with fear. He stared at the man lying in the water, hoping he would move a limb, or even just a finger. The man did not move.




  Joseph’s eyes turned to the man holding the silver piece of metal by his side. The man looked odd. From his vantage point Joseph couldn’t say why exactly. From where he hid, Joseph couldn’t make out many distinguishing features of the man with the gun. All that stood out to him were the red suspenders he wore.




  The man with the gun took a few steps forward and knelt down beside the man he had just shot. He put his hand into one of the dead man’s pockets but came out with nothing. He reached into another pocket and pulled out his wallet. The man with the gun put the wallet down on the ground. He put the gun down on the ground beside it. The man then gathered several rocks and placed them in every lodging place he could find in the dead man’s clothing. In his pockets, in his socks, even down into his undergarments.




  Joseph watched, stunned and motionless.




  The man with the gun grabbed the ankles of the man he had killed. He turned and began to walk, dragging the body along the ground. He entered the water, pulling the body with him. He glided into the water until he was up to his waist, where he turned and pushed the dead body outward into the pond as if he were shoving a boat to sea. The body began to float away slowly, gently, peacefully.




  The man with the gun began wading back to shore. He did so with a watery stroll so casual that one might think he was merely returning from a leisurely swim. He waved his hands over the water, enjoying its coolness. He rubbed his hands together and scratched off remnants of dirt and blood. He looked as though he didn’t have a care in the world.




  Then he stopped.




  The man perked his head and began to look around the shore of the pond. He stood, still as a statue, shifting his eyes.




  He turned his head, little by little, from side to side. He lowered his neck to see below a hanging tree branch. It was as though he sensed a presence.




  Joseph ducked down, and though he was sure the man would not be able to see him, he could feel his heart beating ever more heavily in his chest. It was time for Joseph to go.




  Joseph slid gradually farther down the hill and into the narrow valley.




  “Hey!” he heard the man yell.




  Joseph ducked behind a tree. He waited. After a few moments he poked his head around the trunk. The man in the water was looking off to his right but was instantly attracted to the boy’s movement. The man’s head snapped over and his eyes instantly locked with Joseph’s.




  The man in the water said nothing. After a moment’s pause he simply began to lumber through the water in haste, and with purpose, splashing and pumping his arms through the air.




  Joseph had been spotted. He didn’t hesitate any longer. He jumped out from behind the tree and ran as fast as he possibly could.




  He bounded over fallen branches and over rocks. He dodged trees and bushes like a fleeing deer, keeping his eyes straight in front of him, sure to mark his path ahead. Joseph’s legs and feet were moving faster than they ever had before, or at least that’s what it felt like as his satchel bounced up and down off his hip and back. Joseph sucked in the air and spit it back out again.




  Only a few hundred yards more and he would reach the cave.




  Joseph ducked inside the boy-sized opening of Fort Joseph and scurried to pull branches and leaves to cover the hole. He threw his satchel down and fell to the ground at the back of the darkened hideout. He clung to the rocky wall as if he were hoping it would envelop him, saving him, sucking him in and hiding him from the world. His heart thumped. His stomach turned. His mind raced over a single thought as his eyes stared at the opening of the cave: God save me, God save me, God save me.




  Minutes began to pass, though each felt like more. Joseph’s young lungs began to recover. Air filled his chest and his breathing returned to a normal pace. Not enough time had passed to be safe, though, he thought. Not enough time for the man with the gun to run by, or get lost, or even give up looking.




  “Joseeeeeph!”




  Joseph’s eyes burst open. The voice of Joseph’s mother lilted through the woods.




  “Joseph, come on in now!”




  Joseph held his breath. He dared not move or make a sound. Joseph knew that he had five or so minutes before his mother would call again, or even worse, send his father to call instead.




  Only once had Joseph not returned to the house after his father had bellowed. It had been an error Joseph was certain to never make twice. But Joseph dared not move. Not then.




  God save me, God save me, God save me.




  Chapter 3




  Joseph’s rigid grip on the wall of the cave began to loosen. He didn’t know how much time had passed, but if the man with the gun had been close behind him as he ran, he surely would have reached the cave by now. Outside the cave there was silence. Not a sound had been heard since the call of his mother’s voice had wafted through the trees many minutes before.




  Joseph crawled toward the opening of the cave on his hands and knees. He moved as quietly as he could. He reached the breach, brushed away some branches, and peeked out his head ever so slightly.




  He saw nothing.




  He passed his eyes across the area. There was no one to be seen. He had lost the man with the gun, or at the very least, the man with the gun had lost him.




  A few more moments passed. Joseph’s head poked out of the cave like a prairie dog up from his hole to sniff for food. His mother was expecting him.




  Joseph sprung to his feet and darted through the woods toward the house. He didn’t run with as much fear this time, but he ran with similar purpose. When he pierced the edge of the woods and felt only grass beneath his feet, Joseph’s stomach sank. He was out in the open, visible, vulnerable.




  Joseph reached the back of the farmhouse. He pressed his back up against the hard wooden wall. He scanned the precipice of the woods. If the man with the gun had seen or heard him, he would no doubt spring forth at any second.




  The man did not spring.




  A thud came from inside the house. Joseph turned his head.




  No sound followed.




  Could it be? Joseph wondered.




  Joseph felt a pang of fear unlike anything he had known before. He inched his way across the wall of the house, never removing his back from its touch. He reached a spot with a window overhead. Ever so slowly, Joseph knelt down beside the back porch and took hold of a tin bucket. He placed the bucket upside down below the window. He carefully mounted the overturned container, holding on to the wall for support. He steadily unbent his knees and began to rise. Joseph’s eye’s reached the bottom of the windowpane. He peered inside.




  There, motionless on the floor of the kitchen, was Joseph’s father, a knife handle protruding from below the nape of his neck. He wore a thick necklace of blood that led down to a blanket of red upon which he lay. Just above Joseph’s father stood a man. The man’s back was turned, but Joseph could plainly see his red suspenders. The man’s arm was around Joseph’s mother’s neck. He held her up against his body like a shield. The man’s gun was pressed to her head.




  Joseph jerked his head down away from the window. He stood atop the tin bucket, shaking.




  “Shut up,” the man with the gun said. “Shut up or I’ll pull this trigger and put a bullet in your brain.”




  Joseph’s mother whimpered.




  “Say one word, lady, and I swear it.”




  Joseph couldn’t help but look up through the window once more. The man turned slightly and Joseph got a look at his face. Joseph noticed one more distinguishing mark, something the man could not take off at the end of the day like he could the suspenders. The man who held Joseph’s mother at the end of his gun was missing the better part of his left ear.




  On the side of his head, where a full ear should have been, was merely a hole with a lobe and some mangled skin above it. The top of his ear was sheared clean off. It was plain to see that the man hadn’t been born that way. Where the top of his ear should have been were scars. The man with the gun had tried to grow his hair long enough to conceal the missing ear, but his thin, greasy mane did a poor job of it.




  “Stop moving. Stop moving, lady!”




  The man with the gun pressed Joseph’s mother up against the kitchen counter.




  “I’m just waiting for the little one,” he said.




  And just like that, Joseph’s mother ceased to whimper. She became eerily calm. It seemed a strange sight to Joseph.




  “Don’t do it. Don’t do it, lady, I swear…”




  The man tightened his hold on her neck.




  The woman’s eyes had found Joseph’s. Mother and son locked gazes through the window. She smiled at him the slightest of smiles, before her face grew grim.




  She took a deep breath.




  “JOSEPH RUUUUUUUU –”




  The man pulled the trigger.




  The last thing Joseph saw before he ran like a lighting bolt back into the woods was the sight of his mother’s blood slapping against the kitchen cupboards.




  The sun was going down and shade was beginning to overtake the woods behind the house. To Joseph the path to his cave was so familiar that he needn’t look down, not even once. Joseph weaved his way back through the trees.




  He reached the cave. He grabbed his satchel. He leapt into the shallow stream, stomping in the center before emerging on the other side of the ten-foot width. His feet were wet and cold. His legs were heavy. But he did not stop. Joseph ran through the Oklahoma woods and didn’t look back.




  Chapter 4




  1995




   




  “Did that really happen?” Madeline asked.




  “Of course it did,” Liza said. “That’s not something I would joke about, is it? It was a terrible thing.”




  “No, of course.”




  “Mrs. Meacham,” Nathaniel said. “You said that Joseph ran off into the woods after the gunshot.”




  “I did.”




  “Where was he going?”




  Liza took a good look at Madeline. Then she looked over to Nathaniel.




  “Would you mind if we picked this up again tomorrow?” she said. “I’m getting quite tired.”




  “You feeling okay?” Madeline asked.




  “Fine, dear. I’m fine. I would just like to get a bit of rest now.”




  “That’s no problem,” Nathaniel said. “I can come back tomorrow afternoon, if that suits you.”




  “That suits me fine, Mr. Bishop.”




  Nathaniel reached over and shut off his voice recorder. He placed it and his writing pad back into his bag.




  “I can show you out,” Madeline offered.




  “Thank you.”




  Nathaniel got up from his chair.




  “Thank you for coming, Mr. Bishop. I’ll see you again soon.”




  Madeline led Nathaniel from the bedroom. She let him pass through the door and then closed it behind them.




  Nathaniel was standing at the front door of the house, about to take his leave.




  “Do you mind if we talk for a minute?” he asked.




  “No,” Madeline said. “I don’t mind at all.”




  Nathaniel put down his bag.




  “Off the record, of course.”




  “Would you like a cup of tea?”




  “That would be great, actually, thanks.”




  Madeline led Nathaniel to the kitchen. He sat down at the table while Madeline filled the kettle.




  “Have you always lived in Charleston?” Nathaniel asked.




  “I have.”




  “But you haven’t always lived with your grandmother.”




  “No. I moved in here to help a few months ago.”




  “Is she… sick?”




  “She’s not in the best of health. Some days are better than others.”




  Madeline placed the kettle on the stove. She came to sit with Nathaniel at the table.




  “What do you make of her story so far?” Nathaniel asked.




  “What do you mean?”




  “Well, I mean you’re her granddaughter. Have you ever heard anything like it before?”




  Madeline thought for a moment.




  “Mr. Bishop –”




  “Nate.”




  “My grandfather died when I was very young. He was a quiet man, especially about the past. I don’t think I ever heard him talk about his youth, or his family.”




  “What was his name?”




  “William Meacham.”




  “I don’t suppose you know where he was born?”




  “He was born in Oklahoma. That I know. But like I said, I was young when he died. I went off to college some years later, and his past never really came up again. Until now, of course.”




  “I see.”




  “Why do you ask?”




  “I don’t know. It doesn’t seem so strange, I suppose, all that happening back then. Do you think it’s strange?”




  “You’re doubting the story is true.”




  “No, no,” Nathaniel said, “I didn’t say that.”




  “Mr. Bishop –”




  “Nate.”




  “I know my grandmother. Perhaps not as well as my mother did, but I would say I know her well enough to tell you that she wouldn’t make up a story like that. She simply wouldn’t go to the trouble. Not in her state.”




  “Okay,” Nathaniel said. “I can see that.”




  The kettle began to hiss. Madeline rose from her chair and removed it from the stovetop. She poured the steaming water into two mugs, the string of a tea bag slumped over the side of each.




  Madeline placed a mug down in front of Nathaniel and took her seat at the table once more.




  “I suppose…” Madeline said. “I suppose if something like that happened to you when you were that young, it wouldn’t be a story you spoke of very often.”




  “That’s a good point.”




  Nathaniel took a sip of his tea. Madeline smiled and took a sip of her own.




  “So where did you go to school?” Nathaniel asked.




  “Barton.”




  “Ah. An NC girl.”




  “And you?”




  “Northwestern.”




  “I was an English major,” Madeline admitted.




  “We have something in common, then.”




  “I don’t know about that. I was more of a reader.”




  “Do you have a favorite author?”




  “Well, that’s like asking someone to name their favorite music, isn’t it? I guess if I had to pick… I’d probably say Flaubert.”




  “Really?” Nathaniel said. “I mean, there’s nothing wrong with Flaubert – don’t get me wrong. I think I’ve even read one of his books.”




  “He’s not the most well-known.”




  “A romantic, though, right?”




  “You could say that.”




  “So tell me, Madeline –”




  “Maddy.”




  “Tell me, Maddy, what do you do in Charleston, besides help care for Mrs. Meacham?”




  “Right now that’s my only job.”




  “Did you do something before?”




  “I did.”




  “Am I being too forward?”




  “No, that’s all right. I was a waitress.”




  “I tended bar for three years after school,” Nathaniel offered.




  “I’ve thought about going back to school, but then Grandma needed help, so…”




  “I think it’s great what you’re doing. I never knew my grandparents.”




  “I might go back one day… to school. Who knows?”




  “Who knows, indeed?”




  Nathaniel lifted his mug and took one more sip.




  “I should be going,” he said.




  “You can stay and finish your tea.”




  “I would, but I have work to get finished if I’m going to be coming back here tomorrow.”




  “Okay. I’ll show you out.”




  Back at the front door Nathaniel picked up his bag. He looked up the stairs to Liza’s bedroom door.




  “I’ll see you tomorrow, then?”




  “Tomorrow.”




  Madeline opened the door and let Nathaniel out. He made his way down the path and onto the sidewalk. There he offered a wave and then carried on down the tree-lined street to his car.




  Chapter 5




  1916




   




  Joseph’s mother had a cousin in Kansas. His name was Bryson Bladwell. Bryson had a wife, Erma, and three children: Mona, the eldest at nineteen, and her two younger brothers Myron and Paul. Myron was seventeen, Paul was fifteen.




  By the time Joseph was brought to their home, he was nearing his fourteenth birthday. Two years had passed since the man with one ear had killed his parents. For those two years Joseph didn’t dare return to the farm. He lived on his own in the wilderness, often scavenging for food and shelter in small towns when the woods couldn’t provide. The outdoors gave respite, and he often found solace in the quiet, dark nights alone by the banks of the narrow river he had come to know so well. Joseph sat under the stars and wondered what the next days would bring. He would think about his home, he would think about his school, he would think about his mother and father, and he would think about the man who had pulled the trigger and taken it all away.




  Joseph became expert at living off the land. His once novice fishing skills improved greatly. His ability to make shelter grew impressive, as did his knowledge of the local wildlife. The lay of the forest had become second nature to him; it had become his home.




  When Joseph was thirteen, more than a year and a half after his parents’ murder, it was a small-town sheriff who finally caught up with him. Joseph was held for sixty-four days in a local jailhouse for stealing a shirt and some food from a general store. The theft was a minor offense, but neither the sheriff nor the town mayor knew what to do with Joseph once they had him in their custody. The deputy sheriff, a man named Alfred Winter, took a quick liking to the boy and made it his duty to look after him during his stay.




  Joseph slept in a jail cell under the watch of Deputy Winter. Alfred would bring him corn bread and soup and whatever leftover dinner he could gather from his table. After the first week of incarceration the iron door to Joseph’s cell ceased to be locked. When drunkards or outlaws were brought to the jailhouse, they were not placed in the same cell as Joseph but instead were put in the only other cell, beside his. Deputy Winter would hang a blue sheet to separate the scoundrels from the youngster.




  Joseph quickly grew to appreciate the jailhouse for the minor luxuries it afforded: a mattress, regular food, and protection from the weather. When on the sixty-second day of his incarceration Deputy Winter showed Joseph a response letter from cousin Bryson Bladwell, a part of Joseph was saddened by the news that this unknown relation had agreed to take him in.




  It was the next night that Alfred Winter took Joseph home to meet his wife. Mrs. Marie Winter cooked him supper and gave him some clothing that had once belonged to her youngest brother. The clothing fit Joseph well.




  It was Alfred who delivered Joseph to his cousin’s home in Kansas. He drove the boy up on a weekend himself.




  “Alfred,” Joseph said along the drive.




  “Yes?”




  “How come you don’t have any kids of your own?”




  Alfred looked Joseph in the eyes. He turned and gazed out the windshield and into the distance.




  “I never did tell you, did I?” he said.




  His stare remained fixed on the road ahead.




  “I did have a child, once upon a time.”




  “You did?”




  Alfred nodded.




  “A daughter.”




  “What happened?”




  “She died soon after I got back.”




  “Where were you?”




  “I was in the army, in the war. She was just a baby when she died.”




  “Was she sick?”




  “Not when I left,” Alfred said. “Came down with a fever one night. Mrs. Winter took her to the doctor, but he couldn’t do much to help her. She died at home a few days later. Doc said it was just God’s plan.”




  Joseph didn’t know what to say, so he said nothing.




  When they arrived at their destination, Alfred walked Joseph from the car to the front door of the Bladwells’ house. As he approached the door of his cousin’s home, Joseph felt low. He realized then that he would indeed miss the company of Alfred Winter. He would miss the stories he shared, the books he brought him to read, and the mere presence of the man sitting silently as Joseph fell asleep at night in the unlocked cell. Joseph thought about telling Alfred the truth about what had happened to his parents, that he had seen them murdered, but something inside him made him keep the story to himself.
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