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Chapter 1



CONTRARY TO NEWS REPORTS, I, Vernon L. Oliver—brother of Lucy K. Oliver and son of parents who raised their children on corn and Christianity—am not insane. Admittedly, my attorney claimed otherwise in my trial against the great State of Florida. I played along, spewed nonsense to the psychiatrist’s questions, rolled my eyes and lolled my head in front of judge and jury, but in the end, I bear no ill will against the justice system. I made a series of choices that led to nowhere good and those choices landed me in a six-by-ten cell with concrete walls and a steel frame bed.


At one time, not too long ago, I was revered—a man who treated his followers with kindness, with love, a man whose heart was open to all. They still send me letters, pleading in their blindness for my innocence, for they cannot believe I committed so heinous a crime. The letters come in bunches, sometimes a hundred or more a day, and I’ve requested that the guard only bring a sampling—no more than ten, no less than five. I spend my afternoons writing in careful strokes, assuring believers that faith is not an illusion. What else can I do? My acolytes want bright lights and speaking in tongues, they want paraplegics jumping around the stage, they want the hum that permeates their souls when my voice tumbles over the auditorium. So, I give them what I can. It’s the least I can do.


Terrence Sandoval, my attorney, is the one who suggested I write an autobiography; a tell-all about Vernon L. Oliver’s fall from grace. He wants money (more than I have) now that the IRS has foreclosed on my property, frozen my assets, sold my private jet. The money that was left over—the $2 million the government allowed me to keep for legal fees—is long gone. When Sandoval suggested in that persuasive way of his, “Write the book, sign over the proceeds, or find a public defender to file your appeals,” I said I would think about it and get back to him.


And I have thought about it. I’ve woken with it on my mind, I’ve thought about it while eating the gruel that Florida calls breakfast, thought about it while watching the clock on the wall, listening to it tick toward the time when the guards will enter my cell and take me on the long walk to the chamber where they will strap me to a gurney and plunge the needle into my arm.


I have no desire to stand nakedly before accusers and believers alike, but I dread the damn clock, hate the thought of my footsteps on that cold linoleum floor. Most of all, I dread not knowing what’s on the other side.


My attorney says he’s here for a visit, to see if I’ve accepted his proposal. In a suit, with a tie knotted against his scrawny neck, he sits outside my cell in a chair pulled up for his convenience. I prop open the horizontal slot in the steel door and sit on the floor so I can see his eyes. He wears cologne, a sweet smell that reminds me of windblown flowers, the sweep of a woman’s breast, of red lips on my pelvis. He peers down at me, all teeth and dimples, asks if I’m getting along all right.


“That cologne,” I say.


Sandoval speaks in a moribund tone, like a bored teacher after a long day of classes. “Do you like it?”


“It reminds me of this guy I knew back in high school. He sucked dick behind the gymnasium in exchange for cigarettes.”


“I can see we’re in a foul mood today,” Sandoval says. “Maybe I should come back tomorrow.”


I don’t want him to leave, yet I don’t want to give him the satisfaction. The satisfaction of what, I don’t know. Maybe I’m lonely.


A quavery voice comes from down the block, a convict bitching about nothing in particular. John T resides five cells to the left, and he’s here because he killed a woman who sold him the wrong foot cream. If anyone should have gotten off on insanity, it was John T.


Sandoval glances at his watch, and I despise him for his insensitivity. He has places to go, things to see, a life to live. I’m stuck here, in this orange jumpsuit, staring at these four walls until the State decides it’s time to end my miserable life.


“If you change your mind, start with your childhood,” he says. “It’ll create sympathy in the reader.”


“I’ll leave the carving of the stone tablets to Moses.”


He rises and offers a half wave, a resigned move, like he topples his king at the end of a brutal chess match. His footsteps echo out of hearing range, and silence returns to my cell. I go to my bed, lie on my back, and face the ceiling. The paint is gray and without cracks, and the light in the center burns with mild intensity. I stare until spots float before my eyes, get up and sit at the desk in the corner. I have decided to give my attorney—that bloodsucker with the ingratiating smile—what he wants. I pick up my pencil and begin the first chapter.


Lucy was born with a genetic illness. She died when she was seven, a skinny little girl with knobbed knees and a bucktoothed smile. We loved each other like life itself.


I write for three hours, scratch out every sentence but the first three, scrawl a three-word ending.


Screw you, God.


Does the in-between matter? I was sixteen when she died, and I spent my adolescent nights thinking about God and the fairness of the world. I had a choice and knew it. I could believe or deny his existence. I chose to believe.


Why?


It is impossible to hate something that does not exist.


So, I will not write about my sister in this autobiography, I will not commercialize the name of Lucy K. Oliver. I will begin on a day when I received an offer I couldn’t refuse. Should I have turned it down? Maybe yes, maybe no. I only know one thing for sure.


There are no innocents in this story.





Chapter 2



PASTOR YOST AND I waited in a curtained room inside a hot revival tent pitched in the middle of an Ohio field. We worked for Tabernacle Carnival, this Holy Roller outfit on its northern swing. The year was 1996, and I had recently celebrated my twentieth birthday.


I lit a cigarette and peeked through a slit. Watched Mrs. Yost sit at the organ and riffle through sheet music. She ate Valium like kids eat chocolate-covered raisins, and she glued plastic fruit to her hats. Today, a grape cluster dangled off the brim and settled close to her ear.


Yost squirted minty-smelling spray in his mouth, ran through a stretch of voice exercises that ended with the musical scale, shook out his arms to loosen his joints. He was closing in on sixty and combed his thinning hair across his scalp. His shirt was buttoned to his throat, an effort to hide the port-wine stain on his neck. I’d never seen the entire birthmark, but what peeked above the collar looked like an upside-down Florida.


“You should give those up,” he said, and pointed a crooked finger at my cigarette. “The devil’s own handiwork.”


I imagined my hands around his neck, lifting him off the floor, saw my fingers squeeze until his face reddened and his head exploded. A harmless fantasy, one I indulged at least three times a day.


“Tuck your shirt in,” he said. “You look like a bum.”


I hitched my pants, returned to the slit.


Yost had once confided he had dreamed he was interviewed on 60 Minutes, and how, in the wake of the publicity that followed, he had been offered a television show and preached to millions every Sunday. Subsequently, I needled him on a daily basis.


“Hey,” I said. “I just saw Mike Wallace.”


He ignored me and took out his flask. Swallowed a shot. He’d been a chaplain during the Vietnam War and told stories about brave soldiers who had taken shrapnel for their country. I’d discovered early on that he despised men who wore long hair, thought they were no-good hippies. I was born in 1976 and had never even seen a hippie. I wore my hair to my shoulders because my girlfriend liked it long, something I never told him, figuring it was none of his business. My height exacerbated the tension. I was six four last time I measured, which meant he had to crane his neck when we talked. When we were together, aside from the service, where clearly he was the boss and I was the subservient, people gravitated toward me instead of him, especially women, who often commented on my cheekbones and black-as-night eyes.


He handed me the flask. I took three swallows of his whiskey.


“Give you punks an inch, you take a mile,” he said.


Mrs. Yost played a slow rendition of “Shall We Gather at the River?” and her husband handed me the offering plates. The plates were deep—scalloped bottoms covered in felt—and the rims were worn smooth. I swished the curtains to the side and walked out to the front of the stage. Birds fluttered overhead, among the network of poles that supported a canvas so faded the color reminded me of a dried-out orange. Three hundred and fifty seats formed a semicircle in front of a metal stage. I knew the count because I folded and unfolded chairs whenever the carnival moved to a new spot. We’d been here three days, and the previous congregations had trampled the grass. Transformed it into this yellowing carpet. The only breeze came from the flapped opening, and the stench of rotted flesh and leaky colostomy bags swirled over the faithful. The tent was half full, below-average attendance for an afternoon service. Stage lights flickered on, and Yost walked to the pulpit. He spread his arms as if to embrace every onlooker.


“God is with us today,” he said.


Amid a shower of “Amens,” I walked down the center aisle and passed the plates, watched fives and tens flutter downward like birds to the roost. The congregation was made up of locals, and the healthy among them were dressed in their Sunday best—flowered dresses for women, cheap black suits for men. Firm hands held Bibles and supported the sick, patted shoulders and adjusted hospital robes.


“God,” Yost said, “has told me a great healing is upon us. God has told me to ask my brothers and sisters to open their hearts. God has told me we must fill that offering plate with our twenty-dollar bills.”


A woman in curlers rolled on the grass. Her dress hiked to her knees, and fleshy legs thrashed the air. Peggy Brougham sold trinkets in a booth when she wasn’t speaking in tongues and warming up the congregation. She shouted out what sounded like a blend of baby talk and Portuguese, and a collective “Hallelujah” filled the air. Whispers of “Hosanna on high” came from joyous lips. These people weren’t idiots, yet they came willing to exchange money for a chance at a miracle. I pinned their herd mentality, their sheep-like bleating on hope. Hope that the man onstage would take away the pain and sickness, hope that Jeffery would breathe without coughing blood, hope that Bobby Sue’s leg bone would heal. Hope. That’s what we sold twice a day, and this congregation was about to get a major dose.


Mrs. Yost played a yearning melody that increased in decibels until it filled the tent with its power. Babies cried and men shouted, women ran their fingernails over their arms and lifted their voices in screeched platitudes. The music subsided into an incessant beat. Keystrokes that drove Yost from one side of the stage to the other.


“Praise the Lord,” he said, and raised his voice. “I feel the Holy Spirit. He is upon us.”


I emptied the plates in a box at his feet, estimated we’d cleared over six hundred dollars. Not bad for the first pass.


“I feel the power,” Yost said. “I feel the power.”


I selected Frankie Ford out of the front row and guided him up the steps. Frankie wore dark glasses, and he carried a white cane. He was an expert at disguise, and the second time we worked together I’d mistakenly picked a truly blind man out of the congregation and that had pissed Yost off so much I almost got fired. From that day on, Frankie sported an upside-down flag pin so I wouldn’t mix him up with someone else. Today, he wore a droopy mustache and ratted yellow hair, looked like someone who stood on street corners and asked for spare change. The pin gleamed proudly from the pocket of his camouflage shirt.


Yost dabbed at sweat running down his face and walked the stage, prayed mightily that God—in his infinite justice and mercy, in his kindness of heart, in his ability to see all things good—would extend a helping hand and heal this poor blind man right here, right now, right here, right now, right here on this stage in front of these witnesses, these lovers of all that is holy in life and in truth, these people who understand God’s work comes at a price and without their help we might as well pack up this tent and this stage and become vagabonds like this poor man who has lived in darkness since he came out of his mother’s womb. Frankie lifted his arms and turned up his palms. Amid murmurs and rustles, Yost laid his hand on the offered head, and Frankie, like a weary traveler, sagged to his knees. He took off his sunglasses, and when he spoke, he had tears in his eyes.


“It’s a true enough miracle,” he said.


“Amens” thundered toward the ceiling.


“He was blind and now he can see,” Yost said.


Shouts of “Praise the Lord” followed the “Amens.”


Frankie sat behind Yost. There were two seats, which meant we had one more miracle on tap. This was around the time in the service Mrs. Yost’s age caught up to her, and she slowed down the beat until it was hardly moving. Mr. Yost glared at her. She bent over the organ, and the music resurrected itself.


A man wearing a John Deere hat jammed his crutches under his arms and lurched toward the steps. He had a bad right foot. Like maybe it got crushed in farm machinery and hadn’t healed properly. I turned him around and assisted him to his seat, pointed at a skinny woman who had been carried in on a stretcher and lay motionless on white sheets. Yost came down off the stage and shouted for the demon to leave this woman.


“Begone from this holy world!” he said.


Yost prayed and the crowd prayed, and he laid his hand on her head. Nothing happened, and for a nightmarish moment I thought I had picked out someone who was actually sick. But then Valerie Bentley, “auto wreck survivor,” began to move around. She had taken drama in high school and thought she was a hotshot actor, so she milked her time in the spotlight more than most. Eventually, she patted her legs and said she could feel them for the first time since she walked across that street back in Dallas and the UPS truck had run a red light and flattened her like a runaway dog. She walked onstage and leaned over the microphone.


“I had the devil in me,” she said. “But now my heart is as clean as fresh snow. Praise Jesus, I can walk.”


I swear to God, the congregation stopped breathing. I swear to God, I thought some of them were about to have heart attacks. Yost, who didn’t like actors to go overboard after the healing, which meant shut up and sit down, angled her into the seat next to Frankie. She folded her hands and issued a smile.


A woman crawled toward the steps. She wore a stained choir robe, smelled of urine and rose perfume. I’d worked this job for three years and had not contracted a communicable disease, and I planned to keep it that way. I folded an empty chair, held it down at my legs. She clawed at my shoes, turned around, and crawled back to her seat.


I fended off two more forays in the next five minutes, passed the offering plates as Mrs. Yost played “Amazing Grace.” The congregation filed out and I lit a cigarette and walked the rows. Picked up empty drink cups, a quarter that had missed the plate. Pastor Yost answered his cell and talked in a low voice. He snapped his fingers to get my attention.


“Miriam wants to see you,” he said.


Those five words meant one thing to a Tabernacle Carnival employee. Your ass was about to get terminated.


“What?” I said.


“She wants you to turn in your employee badge. Tomorrow night, end of the workweek.”


“What did you tell her?” I said. “Did you say something about me running late this morning?”


I stepped onstage and walked up to him, stood there until his head tilted upward. Mrs. Yost, on the organ seat, nervously tapped her foot. I leaned over and whispered in his ear, “Go to hell.”


The color in Yost’s face deepened, and he exhaled a harsh little snort.


“Up yours,” he said.


I walked out of the tent into afternoon sunlight, squinted, and waited for my eyes to adjust. Getting laid off was one thing; how to tell Rickie was another.


The carnival was set up in the shape of a wagon wheel—the tent was the hub and the booths, butted end to end, branched like spokes toward the periphery. Outside the barbed wire fence, a highway led to towns where advance teams had tacked flyers on light poles. The week had started slow and stayed slow. Rumors of a layoff had circulated for months, so getting the ax wasn’t a total surprise.


I walked a big sweep around the tent, dodged tie-downs and stakes, and came up on aisle E, subtitled WORD OF GOD & JESUS JEWELRY. Aisle E was busy even on slow days, and I heard snatches of a testimony about how Pastor Yost had healed a woman on a stretcher. Soon as that testimony died another sprang up, this from a fat-necked teenager who allowed how the Holy Ghost came over her and she had talked in tongues like never before.


Someone shouted, “His Holy Name,” which brought a peppering of “Hallelujahs.”


I spotted Rickie at her Bible booth and hung back in the crowd. Rickie was short and slender, and she wore a cotton dress that fell demurely to her ankles. A man in a white shirt and black tie walked up to her and said he needed a King James magnum edition. Rickie cocked her head and smiled. She had these wide eyes, brown lashes the color of her hair, and most men who stopped and talked opened their wallets. My girlfriend worked on commission, and the more she flirted, the more money she made. What no one saw under the dress, which was a good thing because we were required to project a conservative persona at work, was the piercing in her left nipple. A silver strand glided from the stud, swooped over her breast and down her stomach, curved upward and docked in a belly button ring. She’d told me one night, after a sprint of margaritas and a ten-mile run of vodka collinses, that she wore the chain to break up her symmetry, that before the adornment she could draw a line down her center and not tell her good half from her bad.


I wondered when she would feel my gaze, since we had that kind of connection. Rickie always knew when I was around. She turned in my direction, and I ducked behind a booth that sold Jesus watches. I’d had my share of lovers, but Rickie was my first full-blown relationship. She didn’t want me; she wanted all of me. I didn’t mind saying it. My girlfriend scared the crap out of me.


Later that night, after the booths closed and the carnival darkened, Rickie and I walked to her RV, where I took off my dress shirt and dress pants, changed into faded jeans and my favorite T-shirt. The shirt had a chromed chopper on the front side, and its rider stared fiercely at something in the unseen distance. I wrapped a Harley bandanna around my skull. Tied the ends into a square knot. Rickie got me a beer, and I sat at the table and spun my lighter in circles.


In the three years we’d been together, we had spent time and money fixing up this place. The curtains were blue, her favorite color, and they were cut off at the bottoms to fit the windows. We got the couch cheap because it was supposed to unfold into a bed, but that part was broken and now it was simply a brown couch and a couple of brown cushions. The commode, this energy saver that used minimal water to drown a turd, was our latest purchase. I hadn’t complained about the cost. If Rickie wanted to save the planet, who was I to argue? On the walls, nailed into every available space, were shelves holding textbooks she’d used in college, along with novels she’d purchased at yard sales.


Rickie had been raised a foster child somewhere in Colorado and never talked about her real mother and father. She graduated high school early, attended Boulder University when she was sixteen. She took literature courses and quoted Robert Frost. Her favorite poem was about two trails diverging in the woods and how the adventurer had taken the one less traveled, which to her translated to quitting after sophomore year to join the carnival at seventeen. She never elaborated about her childhood or inquired about mine. Without coming out and saying it, we had decided our pasts were off-limits.


Rickie brought me another beer and I kicked off my shoes and watched her cook omelets. She used real ham, not that chopped-up swill sold in the 7-Eleven, and she browned her onions because I liked them that way.


She carried over the omelets, and we ate and drank. Then she cleared the table, tore a page out of a Bible, and rolled a joint. We had smoked our way through Matthew and Mark and were now well into Luke. Rickie lit the joint and the paper burned an inch up the side, so she wet it with saliva to stop it from burning clear to her mouth and scalding her lips.


“You should have rolled it tighter,” I said.


I toked the joint and unbuttoned her shirt. Fingered the silver strand where it attached to her nipple. She’d changed into a green blouse, and the bottom tucked into jeans low on her hips. I unzipped the jeans, and she pushed my hand away.


“Off-limits for three days,” she said.


“You got your period?”


“Gushing like Old Faithful.”


We’d had a condom fail a couple of weeks ago, so the period was good news. We drank more beer, Rickie got out the Scrabble board, and we picked tiles out of the velvet bag. Halfway into the game, I laid down seven tiles for a fifty-point bonus.


“Nainsook is not a word,” she said.


“It’s a word.”


“Use it in a sentence.”


“You want me to use it in a sentence?” I said.


“Indulge me.”


“‘And yourself, she thought in her nainsook, you want him to be Uncle Remus goes to war, then the old happy fishing patriot.’”


She got out a pint of Jim Beam, and we sipped and contemplated the word. I pointed to the bookshelf below the kitchen window, told her the sentence came out of Yonder Stands Your Orphan, a Barry Hannah novel.


“Page twenty-six, twenty-one lines from the top,” I said. “Nainsook is the third word from the left margin.”


Rickie knew better than to waste her time looking. I remembered everything I’d read, and I’d read all the books in the RV, which meant I knew every word in every book.


“Nainsook is a soft lightweight muslin,” I said.


She sipped her beer and smiled. “I’m playing Scrabble with a goddamn dictionary.”


We finished the game and she totaled the score, rolled up the paper, and threw it in the trash. I’d beaten her by 142 points.


“I think I’m losing brain cells.” She toked the joint and exhaled. “Picking up your bad habits is wonking me out.”


We drank more Jim Beam and toasted diminishing brain cells. When I was young and a foot taller than my classmates, I would have given anything for fewer brain cells. In junior high, I’d grown adept at writing illiterate essays, speaking in grunts instead of sentences, muddling algebra problems I’d solved when I was seven. My deception fooled my peers, who quit calling me Beanpole and accepted my averageness with metallic grins and open arms, but my teachers were incensed and requested monthly teacher/parent consultations. My father told me to study harder and maybe my grades would improve. I told him Rome wasn’t built in a day. Continued my ride on the Flunk-Out Express. Eleventh grade, my teachers passed me despite a .7 GPA. I was determined to do better, and the next year finished with a big fat 0. My transformation was complete, my popularity at an all-time high.


Rickie tugged me to the couch and rested her head in my lap. I ran my finger along the curve of her ear, over the shiny opal in her lobe. One of the things I liked about my girlfriend was not having to hide how my brain worked. She was not intimidated or jealous, simply accepted me for who I was.


“What would we do if I got laid off?” I said. “Hypothetically speaking.”


“She’s not going to lay you off.”


“I’m saying what if she did. What if I got laid off tomorrow night?”


“Don’t even say that,” Rickie said.


She rolled another joint, and we smoked it. I ran out of cigarettes and smoked butts out of the ashtray. Rickie’s eyes were bleary, and her words sounded rubbery. Like the consonants and vowels bounced off her lips instead of coming straight out to open air.


“Did you say something?” she said.


“I don’t think I did.”


“I thought you said something.” She clapped her hand over her mouth and yawned.


“I said I’d go crazy hanging around here with nothing to do. It’d drive me nuts.”


“I didn’t hear you say that. I swear I didn’t hear that.”


I swished beer cans and found one that was a quarter full. “Well, that’s what I said.”


She closed her eyes, her chin nodded to her chest, and a snore fluttered her lips. I picked up a magazine and leafed through the pages. Rickie wanted to live on the beach, and she bent the corners of pages that had pictures of sea and sand. She got a mysterious feeling when she thought of the ocean, said the feeling came from her bones, like the ocean was part of her and that’s where she belonged. I stopped on a page where a glossy hog glided on open road. The model sat on a Harley-Davidson Springer Softail and had the same fierce, far-off expression as the rider on my shirt, like he was going somewhere important. I imagined myself on that bike, hair whipping in the wind, knees straddling that cobalt blue gas tank. That was the sum of Rickie and me. She wanted the beach, and I wanted a bike.


I dropped the magazine and closed my eyes. I should have told her the truth about tomorrow. I could be such a bastard sometimes.


In the morning, Rickie walked into the kitchen and puttered around. She had on these shorts that rode up her legs, and her bare feet made sucking sounds on the floor. I went outside and stood in the cool air. To the east, clouds were stacked on top of each other, and the bottom layer was silvery red. Rickie brought me a cup of coffee, and we watched the sun creep above the browned earth.


“You’re quiet this morning,” she said.


Red-haired Johnny Bentley came out of an RV, stumbled across the field, doubled over, and threw up. He drank wine and rolled his own cigarettes, checked the tent every morning and made sure none of the tie-downs had loosened. He staggered down an aisle and a few minutes later the clang of a sledgehammer on a metal stake broke the stillness.


“Tabernacle Carnival is a brontosaurus choking on comet dust,” I said. “One of these days it’ll give one last heave and roll belly-up.”


I blew across my coffee, inhaled the roasted aroma. “We should go get some real jobs, something more high tech. Jobs that’ll be around five, ten years from now.”


“I make good money selling those Bibles.”


“Which you never fail to remind me of,” I said.


“When have I ever said that?”


“When have you not said it?”


“I might have suggested you should try to get a booth job, something on commission, but I don’t recall saying what you just said.” She spun on her heel and stalked back to the RV. “Onward, Christian Soldiers,” someone’s idea of a joke, played over the loudspeakers. Johnny Bentley wandered past, and I asked if he had a cigarette. He rolled me one and marched onward. I thanked him, went back inside, and plunked my cup on the counter. Rickie watched me, her lips pressed into tight thin lines.


“What did I do?” I said.


She bent over the sink and washed out the cups and didn’t say a word. Which was okay with me. When she got her period, anything I said was like dangling a cape in front of a bull. I left without saying good-bye, headed to the time clock, punched in with thirty seconds to spare. I walked down aisle B, to where Johnny and his sledgehammer stood behind a display of silver crosses and Holy Ghost paperweights. Johnny had a stare that made patrons nervous, so he didn’t make much money over the counter. To compensate, he sold bootleg cigarettes and fake Cuban cigars to carnival employees. I bought two packs and watched him unscrew a thermos lid, pour wine into a cup.


“Taking Communion early?” I said.


“Wiseass.”


Johnny had worked the carnival longer than anyone and told stories about the old days, before Miriam fired the midgets who performed nightly shows. According to Johnny, there was major money in midget fucking. Not so much in peep shows. People would only pay a quarter to see a peep show, but they had coughed up the bucks to sit in bleachers and watch midgets hump for an hour or more. When Johnny talked about midgets, his expression turned wistful, like he wished he could go backward in time.


I lit a cigarette and stood around for another few minutes. When I wasn’t in the tent, I worked security and kept a lookout for shoplifters, a ridiculous occupation for someone surrounded by the faithful. The pious may have been clueless, but they weren’t thieves. I began my serpentine route, up one aisle and down the other, each time avoiding Rickie’s aisle when it came into view. At noon, I stopped for pizza and fried ice cream, took a long break, then headed toward her booth.


“I want to talk to you,” she hissed.


I studied an imaginary point over her head.


“I want an apology,” I said.


“I’m down here, dipwad.”


I lowered my gaze an inch at a time. She rang up a sale, brushed her hair out of her eyes. She grinned, and I grinned back. I never could stay mad at Rickie.


That evening, I helped her close her booth, told her I’d catch up in a few minutes. I headed toward an Airstream parked in a lonely section of the field. Miriam was an enigma among her employees. She owned multiple businesses and only showed up at the carnival every couple of weeks, leaving the running of things to Yost. She arrived in different rental cars. Talked to no one when she walked the aisles. Rumors followed her everywhere she went—lesbian, stuck up, rich, slept with everything on the East Coast so she’s headed west—name it and I heard it about Miriam.


I knocked on the trailer door, and she invited me inside. The Airstream had sloped walls and thick carpet. Chrome counters in the kitchen. She offered me a seat in the recliner and chose a position across from me on the couch. I forced my gaze up the black dress, over the belly and mounded breasts, to the curve of her throat. She had timeless skin, wrinkle-free, a woman I judged somewhere between forty and forty-five. I studied the slim line of her jaw, the green eyes that accepted my once-over. She wore her hair tucked back, and jade earrings reflected the lamplight when she turned her head. Her voice had a confident lilt with a touch of pride mixed in, not enough so it came off as bragging, but it was there just the same. It wasn’t vanity, although she was certainly a beautiful woman. Miriam’s pride came from her accomplishments. She had worked her ass off for what she had, and I couldn’t help but admire her for it.


A burned smell came out of the kitchen, and she got up and removed what looked like brownies from the oven. She brought me one, along with a Coke, and sat back down. The brownie was hard enough to chip a tooth. I nibbled and swallowed my drink to wash everything down.


“I’ve only been late to work a total of 2,587 seconds,” I said. “That’s hardly a reason to lay me off.”


“I’d have to agree, Mr. Oliver. 2,587 seconds is hardly a reason to lay someone off.”


“And I’ve never stolen so much as a nickel from the offering plate.”


She opened a yellow folder. Flipped a page. “Says here you flunked out of high—”


“I’m not the sharpest tool in the shed but I work harder than most.”


“Mmmm,” Miriam said. “IQ of 157, took your SATs despite flunking out.”


“Seemed like the thing to do.”


She flipped another page. “Perfect scores, interest from Ivy League schools, yet you wound up in my carnival.”


“One of life’s tragedies,” I said. “A mystery that will forever go unanswered. Did we really go to the moon?”


“Excuse me?”


“You have an unusual way of letting someone go—not that I’ve had experience in this game. I prefer football to fencing. Larger crowds, beer on tap, cheerleaders shaking their pom-poms, that sort of thing.”


“But you fence very well, Mr. Oliver. A man with superb épée skills.”


“Do you always investigate your employees?”


“It’s my job to see behind the scenes, to really find out what’s going on; so yes, every Tabernacle Carnival employee has a file. Does it bother you?”


I shrugged.


Miriam took my plate and can to the sink. She didn’t like being cooped up in the trailer and suggested we go for a walk. Under the black sky, she chose a direction away from the carnival, toward a corner of the field I had not previously ventured. We came to a gate and draped our arms over the top rung. Lights above the booths went out one by one, and the parking lot emptied as cars and trucks spilled onto the highway. A necklace of red taillights expanded in opposite directions. The lights were on in Rickie’s RV, and I hoped she was starting supper. That lump of charcoal Miriam had passed off as a brownie had reminded me I was hungry.


“Do you have any aspirations?” Miriam said. “Do you want to do anything except work as a front man for Yost?”


The breeze picked up, and I smelled rain. Wondered if Rickie had the windows closed. Lightning sliced downward, branched into a three-pronged fork, spread across the sky. Thunder rolled over the carnival.


“I’m getting married,” I said.


“To the beautiful Rickie Terrell, I presume.”


“We’ve talked about it.” Rickie had talked. I had listened.


“Does the happily married couple plan to live in an RV for the rest of their lives?”


“We’re going to buy a beach house,” I said. “Probably down in the Bahamas.”


“Harbour Island is beautiful. I love the pink sands on the eastern shore.”


I had read about but never seen Harbour Island and its beaches. “Harbour Island, Eleuthera, Nassau, Grand Bahama, Andros, we’ll wind up somewhere. The Cayman Islands are also an option.”


The sky was blackest to the west, where the storm gathered strength, but overhead stars lit the night. A meteorite swept eastward and flamed out at the end of its arc. Rickie loved shooting stars, thought they were nature’s way of perking up the night. I saw them for what they were. Hot coals that may, or may not, land on someone’s head. Chances of that happening were slim, but who knew when cosmic destiny might come a-calling. Miriam said something about needing money to bring dreams to fruition.


“We’re saving up,” I said.


Rickie and I had six hundred dollars in the piggie bank last time we counted. Miriam was quiet for a long time, and I thought the conversation was over.


“Listen,” I said. “Let’s cut out the bull—”


“I want to help you out, Mr. Oliver.”


“What?”


“I want to offer you a promotion,” she said. “I’m talking more money than you ever dreamed, I’m talking so much money you can buy a beach house anywhere in the world. I’m talking so much money you’ll live in the lap of luxury for the rest of your life. The lap of luxury, Mr. Oliver.”


A sprinkle landed on my arm, and I wiped away the wetness.


“Televangelism, Mr. Oliver. Think Nick Wheaton big.”


She had caught me off guard, and I sensed her delight.


“You have the looks,” she said. “You have the charisma. The rest we’ll teach you.”


Preachers like Nick Wheaton, slick talking heads for mega-congregations in megasanctuaries, repulsed me. How these scammers could return to the scene of their lies Sunday after Sunday was beyond me. They symbolized the New Pentecostal, a religion as stagnant as a dying fishpond. If I had to choose, I preferred the Old Pentecostal and their tent ministries one step removed from snake handler days. At least at Tabernacle Carnival the faces in the seats changed week to week.


“I’m afraid I wouldn’t do well in a church setting,” I said. “All that counseling, having to patronize parishioners.”


“I’m talking fast and light, Mr. Oliver. No permanent sanctuary, low overhead, high-tech stages. I intend to create something new in the Pentecostal world, a show so exciting it will make headlines all over the globe.”


“Are you serious?”


“Serious enough to have scheduled you a flight out tomorrow morning,” she said. “To our training facility.”

OEBPS/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/halftitle.jpg
Sivacles,





OEBPS/images/fflap.jpg
VERNONL.OLIVER, still a young man, lives in
a six-by-ten cell in a Florida prison. He has chosen
the needle over the chair, has no desire to smell
burned flesh on the day the state snuffs out his life.
When his attorney suggests he write an autobiogra-
phy to generate funds to cover legal fees incurred
during the appeals process, Vernon sits down with
pencil and paper and begins his narrative.

Miracles, Inc., T. ]. Forrester’s debut novel, tells the
story of a charismatic slacker in love with Harley
Davidson motorcycles and Rickie Terrell, a beautiful
woman who quotes poetry and will not discuss her
past. They live in an RV, smoke weed and drink
beer, play Scrabble late into the night. Vernon’s boss,
a brilliant businesswoman with a far-reaching vision,
offers him the chance to make more money than he
ever thought possible. He buys into the faith-healing
scheme without reservation, and so begins the jour-
ney that leads to the stunning event that changes

his life forever.
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