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			“MOVING.” “MAGICAL.” “LYRICAL.” “A TREASURE.” “POWERFUL.” “BRILLIANT.” “UNFORGETTABLE.”

			Before The Language of Silence, Peggy Webb wrote a stunning work of Southern fiction under the pen name Anna Michaels. The Tender Mercy of Roses won unprecedented acclaim from critics who likened it to The Lovely Bones and Garden Spells, but with a haunting and unvarnished beauty all its own. Jo Beth Dawson, a hard-drinking former detective, investigates the murder of Pony Jones, Alabama’s beloved young rodeo star, in this “enchanting blend of the supernatural, mystery, and Southern charm” 

			(Mary Alice Monroe).

			THE TENDER MERCY OF ROSES

			A Featured Alternate Selection of the Literary Guild and Doubleday Book Clubs

			A Delta Magazine Top Five Pick

			“An unforgettable story told with astonishing skill and clarity by a truly gifted writer.”

			—Pat Conroy, author of The Prince of Tides

			“The Tender Mercy of Roses has magical moments of insight that took my breath away!”

			—Mary Alice Monroe, New York Times bestselling author of The Summer Girls

			“I devoured this thrilling page-turner, absolutely hooked until the final scene, then went back to read again passages so lovely I wanted to savor them more fully. Now I’m spreading the word—this one is a treasure!”

			—Cassandra King, author of Moonrise

			“Heart-mending, like the most healing of our dreams. . . . The Tender Mercy of Roses moves in and out of the unseen places of the soul, exposing a magical story. Surprising wisdom startles the reader in the midst of a narrative both lyrical and powerful.” 

			—Patti Callahan Henry, New York Times bestselling author of And Then I Found You

			“Wonderful. . . . Unforgettable. . . . A story of intrigue, suspense, romance, and rodeo . . . along with a healthy dose of Cherokee Indian mysticism and lore.”

			—Fresh Fiction

			“Stellar . . . full of strong, memorable characters caught up in both the spiritual and temporal aftermath of murder. . . . A novel that is simultaneously gritty and lyrical, mystical and grounded.”

			—Alfred Hitchcock Mystery Magazine

			“Suffused with Native American mysticism and the pervasive scent of Cherokee roses, The Tender Mercy of Roses, with its lovely, flowing prose, uses a crime-fiction plot to frame a nuanced character study.”

			—Booklist

			“The spiritual qualities of this book make it hard to put down. . . . The connection between nature, animals, and the human spirit is palpable and will make readers second-guess their place in the world.”

			—Romantic Times (4 stars)

			“What impressed me most was the rodeo. . . . There’s an electricity there that is captured perfectly. I could feel it all, like I was there. . . . The characters that inhabit the pages jump out and drag you in. . . . Pony is especially brilliant. Her voice is spot on: unrefined and confident and distinctly rodeo. The rest of the characters seem like old friends. . . . They felt like family.”

			—Eve’s Fan Garden

			“[A] story so moving and lyrically written that it sometimes seems like a dream.” 

			—Delta Magazine
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			PART

			ONE

			The tygers of wrath are wiser than the horses of instruction.

			—William Blake,

			The Marriage of Heaven and Hell

		

	
		
			1

			IT WAS THE BLACKBIRDS that first told Ruth something was wrong. At exactly the stroke of noon, they landed in the cornfield and commenced eating her corn as if they’d been the ones to stand in hundred-degree heat and chop the weeds out with a hoe.

			In eighty years she’d put up with many injustices, but she’d be damned if she was going to stand in her kitchen mixing corn bread in a stone bowl while a bunch of black-feathered demons deprived her of a whole crop of corn. She jammed on her calico bonnet, then hoisted a soup pot and a clean wooden spoon and raced out her door, spry as any Ozark woman twenty years her junior.

			And she’d box your ears if you said different.

			Don’t ever tell Ruth Gibson she’s too old to live by herself. She aims to live to a hundred, all alone thank you very much, and Lord help the man who tries to stop her. Not that one would. The only men she’s ever allowed on her farm are her granddaddy, God rest his soul, and Ray Boy Turner, who has been taking care of her place for might nigh fifty years. If Ruth has any say in it—and she plans to have plenty—Ray Boy will be there another fifty.

			The screen door popped shut behind her, sounding like somebody had shot off a double-barreled twelve-gauge. But the crows paid the sound no more mind than they did the distant backfiring of Ruth’s ancient Chevrolet as Ray Boy navigated down the winding road toward town.

			“Shoo!” she yelled at the crows. “Git outta my corn!” A hundred pairs of beady eyes turned on her, giving her the all-overs.

			Still, she stalked down the middle of her corn patch banging her wooden spoon against the pot as hard as she could. As the birds beat upward, the sound of wings caught Ruth high under the breastbone and wouldn’t let go. Hundreds of blackbirds rose against a sun-bleached sky, pulling her out of her skin so she could look back and see nothing of herself except a pile of bones covered with her bonnet and her blue gingham dress.

			Lost in a cloud of dark feathers, borne high by a murder of crows, Ruth found herself dissolving—her thin lips, her gray hair, the pink of her muscles. Finally she was nothing but a wisp of smoke with a beating heart and a pair of sharp blue eyes. Ghostlike, she traveled forward and backward at the same time: backward to the year of the Great Depression where her half sister Lola was forever young, forever fearless, dressed in circus spangles as she subdued golden-eyed tigers; and forward, to see Lola’s granddaughter with her neck twisted sideways, blue eyes staring sightless at her bedroom walls.

			Ruth fought against the pull of black wings, her silent screams echoing over her cornfields. Her heart strained with the effort to escape the mystical and anchor herself to the solid red clay of the mountains. But the gaping hole inside Ruth ripped wider as the loss of her sister was compounded by the possibility of losing a beloved great-niece who could have been Lola’s double.

			“No!” Ruth’s bellow jerked her down and she found herself sitting in an undignified heap on crushed cornstalks, her bonnet hanging over one eye and her dress hiked up past her garters.

			She tested her old bones gingerly to see if anything was broken. Satisfied, she got down on all fours to push herself off the ground. Then she stood in the relentless glare of a June sun, slowly counting to ten till she could get her balance and start back to the house.

			This time she’d been lucky. The force of her visions had only thrown her off balance and cost her dignity. Sometimes she lost consciousness. Typically though, the weightlessness that was central to her visions just left her feeling a bit misty-eyed and damp.

			“Damn crows,” she said. “Next time I’m gonna be totin’ my shotgun. See how they like that.”

			She considered herself fortunate that she’d sent Ray Boy for groceries. If he’d found her wadded up in the corn rows, he’d have called her doctor. If that wasn’t enough, he’d have turned right around and called Ellen. Then her great-niece would have driven from Tupelo to way past Hot Springs only to discover she’d made the long drive for nothing.

			Lord help her, that girl had enough on her plate without Ruth adding to her worries.

			As Ruth trudged back to the house, she tried to figure out the visitation of crows. When her visions came to her whole and clear, she didn’t have to ponder. But sometimes the truth was hidden behind a veil and open to all kinds of misinterpretations.

			Today, for instance, had she seen harmful intent toward her niece, or merely a terrible accident? Ruth wasn’t about to sound an alarm over a veiled vision. She knew the horrible consequences of giving warnings that changed the course of another person’s life.

			If she hadn’t warned her sister about Jim Hall, would Lola have run away from her husband and left her baby in Ruth’s care? Would her sister still be alive? Would Jim?

			All Ruth’s good intentions couldn’t justify the end—Lola dead, Jim said to have been murdered, and Josie hating the very sight of Ruth, who had only wanted to keep her safe—three lives forever altered by visions Ruth might or might not have interpreted correctly.

			Even though her sister had been gone nearly fifty years, she still woke up every morning with guilt and loss perched on her breastbone, a boulder she had to heave out of the way just so she could sit up in bed and breathe.

			The first vision she remembered having was because of Lola. Ruth had been thirteen and under strict orders to take care of her baby sister while their mother hoed the garden. Caught up in her game of hopscotch, Ruth hadn’t noticed when the three-year-old woke from her nap on the quilt under the willow and toddled off.

			Suddenly the leaves began to fly off the willow tree, though there wasn’t a breeze stirring. Ruth got dizzy as the leaves swirled around her, silver as water. And in their midst was a tiny hand.

			“Lola?” The quilt was empty, her baby sister gone. The leaves spun so fast they became liquid. “Lola!”

			When the leaves collapsed around Ruth, she saw her sister’s cap of yellow curls—clear and true—disappearing underwater. She set out running and got to the lake behind their house in time to save her sister by taking a shortcut through the blackberry patch, only the scratches on Ruth’s legs to tell the tale.

			Some seers read tea leaves and palms, auras or tarot cards. Ruth read her dreams and the world around her, the revelations appearing involuntarily—in the flight of birds, the mystery of leaves, the whisper of stars falling into a river. Even objects as ordinary as a kitchen chair could take on extraordinary form, leaving Ruth with truths to decipher.

			Had she read the vision of the crows correctly? When she got back to the house, she called Ellen, as much to reassure herself as to tell her great-niece she should be careful not to trip and fall.

			When there was no answer, she went back to her chores in the kitchen, but Ruth’s head hurt and she had lost her taste for corn bread. There it sat, eggs and buttermilk already mixed into the stone-ground cornmeal. Ruth couldn’t abide waste. She added a pinch of baking soda, some baking powder and salt, then poured the mixture into a black cast-iron skillet and stuck it in the oven.

			It was too late to turn on the radio and catch the new show The Rest of the Story, and too early to catch the CBS Evening News, though she already knew what she’d hear: Nixon and Watergate. Still, Ruth considered Paul Harvey and Walter Cronkite two of the smartest men she knew. Just the sound of their voices reassured her, anchored her to the present.

			Skirting the bucket of peas she’d picked earlier in the day before the sun got too high, she left her hot kitchen to call Ellen again. When there was still no answer, she went into the parlor on the shady side of the house to cool off. Folks nowadays called it a living room, but there hadn’t been any living done in this room in nearly fifty years. Not since Lola died.

			Ruth turned on a set of Victorian lamps beside a burgundy velvet sofa, then pulled back the faded rose brocade drapes to let in some light. But forsythia bushes had long ago climbed nearly to the roof, and the windows hadn’t been washed since Ruth accidentally disturbed a nest of vicious red wasps under the sills. What was it, five years ago? Six?

			When Ruth sank onto the sofa, dust rose from the velvet cushions. She fanned it away then reached onto the ­marble-topped coffee table for the treasures she displayed there—a yellowed newspaper clipping, a small gold brooch, and a grainy photograph made in a booth at the county fair. The photograph showed Ruth and Lola in pigtails, their arms around each other as they smiled into the camera, Ruth taller by five inches and older by ten years, her face defined by the sharp lines that would become hatchetlike over the years, and her half sister already stamped with the golden beauty that would be both her blessing and her curse. And yet there was something fierce inside Lola, too, something that couldn’t be threatened out, beat out, or scared out.

			Tracing the lines of her beloved sister’s face, Ruth stared at the picture so long she became part of the air around her where, suddenly, a lone figure pulsed and swirled, dancing to some unheard melody. Lately, the lines between the physical world and her visions had become blurred and things kept getting mixed up, crossing over. Nothing surprised Ruth anymore, not a crow that could carry you to the sky or a phantom dancing in her parlor.

			Half the time she didn’t know whether she was on this side or the other. Old as she was, she reckoned she was straddling two worlds and too damned stubborn to give up either one of them.

			As disconnected from her own body as dandelions blowing off their stem, Ruth squinted at the dancing vision, trying to assign Lola’s face to the woman who sparkled when she twirled. But the phantom turned her back, keeping her secrets.

			She found herself back on the sofa, taking off her glasses and wiping them with the hem of her dress. When she put them back on, the photograph had fluttered to the table, and she stared at the headlines in the ancient newspaper from Tarpon Springs, Florida:

			The Great Giovanni Bros./Hogan & Sandusky
Circus Presents Fearless Female Tiger Tamer!

			Her sister smiled back at her, dwarfed by two six-hundred-pound Bengal tigers standing on back paws, licking her face.

			Suddenly the brooch sprang to life, a miniature golden tiger turned full grown and fierce, prowling Ruth’s parlor, claws extended and teeth bared. Snatched into another dimension, Ruth watched while he circled her rosewood upright piano with its ball-and-claw feet, sniffed behind her drapes, inspected the cushions on the carved mahogany fireside chairs, and sat a spell in front of the swinging pendulum of the grandfather clock.

			When the tiger turned to look at her with eyes that could snatch souls, she stared right back.

			“You ain’t gonna find nothin’ here but a skinny old woman with a tough hide. Now, git.”

			The tiger began to dissolve, first his tail, then his giant paws and upright ears, and finally his glaring, golden eyes. Then he lay back on her coffee table, a harmless brooch that nobody had worn since 1929.

			As reality weighed down her bones once more, Ruth squeezed her hands together to stop the shaking. This was the second time she’d seen the tiger. The first had been last week when she’d roused from a nap on the porch and seen it streaking across her yard with Lola and Ellen both on its back.

			Lord have mercy. Her sister had been gone all these years with Ruth getting nary a sign. What was the tiger trying to tell her?

			She wiped her face with the red bandana she kept in her pocket, then she heaved herself off the sofa, leaned down to fluff up the indentation she’d made in the cushions, walked across the room to close the draperies, and left the parlor.

			She had peas to shell, a cake to bake. Last night her dreams had told her company was coming, and she wanted to have a lemon pound cake ready.

			By the time she heard Ray Boy chugging back up the mountain, she had the peas cooking, the corn bread cooling, her mixing bowls laid out, and the TV on so she wouldn’t miss the news.

			When Walter Cronkite signed off by saying, “And that’s the way it is,” Ruth wished she could be as certain about the messages from today’s visions.

			It took her to nightfall to get the cake done. She was slower than she used to be. But by the time she went to bed, the pound cake was under its glass dome on the cake plate, plump and proud and fragrant as the citrus groves Ruth sometimes smelled in her dreams, though she’d never set foot in Florida.

			Shedding her calico dress, her shoes and garters and stockings, Ruth bathed herself at the washbasin that had belonged to her grandmother, though she had a perfectly modern bathroom. The simplicity of the old ways soothed her. Then she got into a clean white cotton nightgown and climbed into bed. It was taller than ordinary, plantation style with layers of thick bedding, but she had no need for the footstool. Even at eighty she was still a tall woman.

			Ruth turned off the bedside lamp, pulled the sheet up to her chin, and lay in the darkness, praying she wouldn’t dream. Still, she could hear the black shapes gathering—but it wasn’t the rustle of wings. It was stealth with fur and teeth and claws.

			Resigned, Ruth closed her eyes and went to sleep in the shadow of a tiger.

		

	
		
			2

			THE FIRST TIME HER husband had struck her, Ellen was leaning over the kitchen table putting candles on his birthday cake. The blow sent her face-first into the caramel frosting. Her pale blond hair was saved going up in flames because she hadn’t yet lit the candles. Forty of them.

			It was the forty candles that set him off.

			“Don’t you have the sense God gave a billy goat?”

			Until he spoke, she hadn’t known Wayne had come up behind her. Fixing her face in a welcome home smile, she glanced over her shoulder and said, “Hi, hon, wel—”

			The blow caught the side of her mouth and stopped her in midsentence. Ellen couldn’t have been more surprised if a piano had fallen out of the sky and landed on her head. She pushed herself back from the smashed cake, the taste of blood and caramel in her mouth.

			“Wayne?” The man standing in front of her with his face twisted six ways to Sunday didn’t even resemble the man she’d married six months earlier at the First Baptist Church in front of God and half of Tupelo.

			“Don’t think you can sweet-talk me. Here I come home after a hard day’s work expecting a hot meal and a nice glass of wine, and what do I get? A sign on my front porch, a banner for God’s sake, letting the whole neighborhood know how goddamn old I am!”

			He stormed past her into the kitchen and she trailed along behind him, holding her hand over her mouth, every inch of her quivering so hard her teeth knocked together like castanets. The sound reminded her of the rhythm band she sometimes used as a reward with the children in her special education class at Joyner Elementary School.

			Was she losing her mind? What had she done wrong?

			“Look at you. Put some ice on your mouth.” Her husband jerked open the refrigerator door, poured himself a glass of tea from the crystal pitcher that had been a wedding gift from her mother, Josie Hall Westmoreland, Tupelo’s leading social maven.

			Slumped at his kitchen table, Wayne lifted the glass to his lips and his hands began to shake. He set it on the table, sloshing tea all over the white damask linen tablecloth, a wedding gift from his mother, who was reputed to have more money than God and twice the influence.

			“Jesus H. Christ, Ellen. Why did you make me do that?”

			“I’m sorry, Wayne.” She knelt beside him and leaned against his knee, an automatic gesture and one that until today she’d loved. When she felt his hand touch her hair, it was all she could do not to flinch.

			“I’ve got clients who depend on me to be at the top of my game. That takes a young man. Christ, Ellen!” He sighed, then leaned his face into her hair and drew a long breath, as if he might inhale her.

			“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

			“Okay, baby. It won’t happen again. I promise.”

			And it hadn’t. Until nearly six months later when she’d forgotten to put a slab of fatback in his green beans the way he liked them. The patch in the Sheetrock where he’d thrown his chair against the dining room wall would never be the same shade of green as the rest of the room. Too proud to admit the truth, she’d told her mother her arm was black and blue from a fall she’d taken against the side of her Bel Air when her foot twisted on a piece of loose gravel in the driveway.

			She tried telling herself he was simply overworked, stressed out, or exhausted. She even tried to figure out every single thing that triggered his explosions so she could avoid the consequences. But every time she thought she knew the rules, he changed the game.

			Finally, when Ellen didn’t know who she was anymore, she’d sucked up her pride and confided in her mother. Josie hadn’t shown the least bit of surprise at her daughter’s tearful confession.

			“For Pete’s sake, Ellen. Don’t do anything to set him off. You know how moody men can be. You just have to smile and carry on.”

			So Ellen stopped asking herself why and started becoming someone else—deceit wearing a false smile and real pearls, a gift from her heavy-fisted groom.

			Now in the middle of June, in bare feet and a hopeful yellow sundress, Ellen knelt on the floor of the bedroom she shared with Wayne and selected a box marked Red Slingback Pumps. The pumps were satin with rhinestones on the toes. Party shoes. The ones Wayne liked her to wear when he was entertaining out-of-town clients.

			The shoes lay on a bed of tissue paper. She lifted them out, paper and all, then ducked her head for the blow she’d anticipated ever since she’d started squirreling away cash beneath the tissue paper. When her hand touched the money—fives and tens and twenties she’d squeezed from grocery money, her school clothing budget, and even, God help her, donations to church charities—Ellen wondered if she was being a fool.

			From the country-and-western radio station playing in the kitchen, Tammy Wynette advised her to stand by her man. 

			In spite of central air-conditioning, sweat beaded Ellen’s upper lip. Wiping her flushed face, she reminded herself that Wayne had left for a business trip to Chicago at nine that morning and had already called to inform her of his safe arrival. He would not come home and launch a surprise attack.

			She gave herself a little pep talk. What she was about to do was a last resort. She was not in the middle of a fairy tale—­unless it was one of those dark stories where the witch was always waiting behind the door—and none of her feverish wishes had come true.

			After caramel cake started reminding her of blood, she’d wished that Wayne would fall forward at the supper table, his face in the vegetable soup—a nice, quiet death. She would tell the coroner, “Oh, dear, I never knew he had a bad heart. He was twelve years older than me, you know.”

			The body bruises and kidney punches brought on visions of Wayne struck down at the intersection of Broadway and Main as he headed to meet investment clients at his office, killed instantly by a speeding car. The cops would be kind to her, a grieving widow. They would say, “He suffered no pain,” and everybody at First Baptist would bring casseroles.

			Lately, it didn’t take any punches at all to imagine Wayne looking out his plane’s window at the Sears Tower, then going down in flaming wreckage in the middle of O’Hare. Or picturing him in his sleep mask for the long trip to Japan, plummeting to a watery grave in the Pacific.

			Finally she gave up her fantasies. There would be no easy way out, just as there was no way she could fix what was wrong in her marriage. Ellen had tried. Single-handedly, it turned out, because in the eyes of her parents and his—in fact, in the eyes of every woman in the Deep South who still clung to visions of herself as June Cleaver and embraced “Stand By Your Man” as law and gospel—Wayne was the perfect husband: handsome, educated, intelligent, successful.

			For nearly two years Ellen had subscribed to the belief that every problem has a solution, and she was intelligent enough to figure it out. But violence defies logic. Defeat destroys hope. And sometimes circumstances can change everything.

			Ellen tucked the cash—nearly two thousand dollars—inside the liner she’d carefully ripped out of the cosmetic bag she carried in her purse. Then she got a needle and black thread and sewed the lining back with stitches so tiny even her aunt Ruth wouldn’t have noticed.

			She would not be her mother, she would not be June Cleaver, and she’d be damned if she’d let a backwoods woman from Tremont, Mississippi, be her hero, no matter how many hit records Wynette had. She wished she had enough courage to be like Gloria Steinem.

			Ellen put on her good walking shoes, got her matching summer sweater from the closet, and turned off the radio. Then she sat down on the blue plaid Early American sofa by the telephone to wait for Wayne’s call.

			It came at three, not one minute after. He was a stickler for punctuality. When the name of her husband’s hotel popped onto the caller ID she hadn’t wanted and he’d insisted they get because it was the latest gadget, and after all, how could a man look successful if he didn’t have the newest of everything, Ellen wreathed her voice in smiles.

			“Hello, darling!”

			“El, how’s it going, baby? You miss me?”

			“Like crazy.”

			His chuckle came clearly over the line, low and suggestive. “Hold that thought. Daddy’s coming home tomorrow night.”

			“Great! I’m going into town to get pork chops for your dinner and I might even shop at the mall, if that’s okay with you.”

			“Buy something lacy for me.”

			“Will you call tonight?” She forced herself to speak with exactly the right amount of longing.

			“Can’t, El. I’ve already told you, baby. You know how these meetings go.”

			“I know.” How long should a crushed silence last? She counted to five then perked herself into hopeful. “But I’ll see you for sure tomorrow night? You promise?”

			“Daddy swears on his big, fat bank account.”

			She hung up the phone then sat awhile till she could stop her hands from shaking. When she had herself under control, she called Janice Burns, the secretary at First Baptist Church, and spun a tale about needing a ride to the grocery store because her car wouldn’t crank and her mother was unavailable.

			Then Ellen walked straight to the door without looking back. Her house held nothing she minded leaving behind. She didn’t even take her toothbrush. Her instructions had been specific: take nothing but the clothes on your back.

			Ten minutes after her call, Janice swooped down Ellen’s sidewalk, as full of self-importance flutterings as a flock of house wrens. She talked all the way to the Piggly Wiggly, sometimes waiting for Ellen to answer, sometimes answering herself.

			When she let Ellen out at the grocer’s double doors, Janice leaned out the window and called, “Are you sure you don’t want me to pick you up? It’ll be no trouble.”

			“I’ll call Mama from the pay phone. Besides, with Wayne out of town and all, she’s expecting me for supper.”

			By nightfall, Ellen’s plans would be all over town. Janice not only took every opportunity to lend a hand, but also to tell about it.

			Ellen hurried into the Piggly Wiggly while Janice was trying to turn her Lincoln around. She grabbed a basket and waved at the stock boy as she passed the produce section. While her pork chops were being wrapped, she had to pretend interest in a political diatribe from a butcher obsessed with the Watergate scandal. Trying to act normal.

			It galled her to the bone that while women in other parts of the country had advanced beyond the June Cleaver mold, for most small-town southern women normal still meant cooking and cleaning and grocery shopping and taking care of the kids if you had any and going to church on Sundays whether you felt like it or not—and smiling, always smiling, even if you didn’t have a single thing to smile about. While for men normal meant doing any damn thing you pleased, any time you pleased. And that included using your wife for a punching bag.

			As she headed to frozen foods, Ellen forced herself not to throw her pork chops at the butcher, though he didn’t have a thing to do with Wayne’s brutal forms of endearment.

			She left the meat she didn’t intend to cook in a shopping cart she hated and made her way through double swinging doors that took her through a storage room to the bathroom. Looking into the spotted mirror over the sink, she tucked her hair under the silk scarf she’d had in her purse, donned new Hollywood-style sunglasses, then hurried out of the bathroom and through two aisles stacked high with unopened cartons of Tide. The back door was just ahead. Without looking back, Ellen plunged through.

			No one jumped out to waylay her. No one called her name. No one tried to stop her. She felt as successful as Moses parting the Red Sea.

			In the blast of summer heat she longed to peel off her sweater, but the fading bruise on her left arm glowed like a dirty yellow headlamp. She started a five-block walk where anything could happen. Someone might spot the yellow sundress she was fond of wearing to church picnics and stop to talk. Even worse, one of Wayne’s cronies might recognize her and report that his proper wife was decked out in rhinestone-studded sunglasses and headed in the direction of the bus station.

			Scuttling along with her head down would be the surest way to call attention to herself. Ellen lifted her chin at what she imagined to be a haughty angle and walked fast, hoping she looked like a businesswoman who was too important to bother with idle chatter.

			By the time she saw the Greyhound sign, she had a stitch in her side and a nearly uncontrollable urge to cry with relief. Still, before she went inside, she scanned the area. The God of Women Who Run Away was smiling on her. Either that or she’d simply been smart to choose the bus as her means of escape. Her circle of friends rarely braved the dingy interior of a bus station where they’d have to wait on hard wooden benches with people who considered antiperspirant a waste of money and a car an impossible dream. Would she soon be one of them?

			At the ticket window she said, “One way, Hot Springs, Arkansas.” The Ellen everyone in town knew would have said please. But she was a new, bold Ellen who didn’t give a flip about manners. This Ellen would grow claws and scratch your eyes out if you got in her way.

			The rains started when the Greyhound pulled out of Tupelo and didn’t let up for six hours. Ellen found the downpour soothing. It drowned out cities and state lines and thought. It blanketed conversations, the Mississippi River, and fear.

			She leaned her head against the windowpane and imagined that the fat drops were birds brushing against the bus. She felt herself caught up in a cradle of wings and bird bones, borne toward the mountain where Aunt Ruth, the family outcast, would wrap her in quilts, tuck her into a feather bed, and tell her stories about the grandmother she longed to know.

			Ellen was struck by yearning. If only Ruth were younger, she’d move in with her. She could picture how it would be, Ellen learning to trust again and her baby growing up fearless under the care of a tough old mountain woman who would take a shotgun to anybody who tried to harm them. But Ruth was no longer a vigorous woman. Wayne would snap her like a twig.

			It was past ten when Ellen got to Hot Springs and another thirty-minute cab ride up the dark mountain. It came as no surprise that Aunt Ruth had lights glowing in every window.

			“I been expectin’ you.” She wrapped Ellen in a huge hug, then led her to the kitchen where the coffee smelled like possibility and the slice of lemon cake on a blue willow plate was as golden as the eye of a tiger.

			Ellen didn’t ask, How did you know? Ruth’s gift was the reason her mother called Ruth crazy and one of the many reasons Ellen loved her. When Ellen had been seven and told her mother she’d been playing circus with a tiger on her swing set, Josie’s split with her mother’s half sister became so complete that she let her aging relative sit on her mountain alone, even refusing to invite Ruth to share roast turkey at the Hall family Christmas.

			“I can’t stay long, Aunt Ruth.”

			“You ain’t goin’ nowhere tonight. Eat.”

			The coffee, thick with cream and sugar, poured energy back into her tired bones so that Ellen felt capable of anything, even leaving behind this aunt she loved so dearly. Aunt Ruth had always been the one she turned to when she needed sympathy and courage.

			But the lemon cake tasted like sorrow. Ellen swallowed back the tears.

			“I’m pregnant.”

			“I been knowin’ it awhile.”

			“Is it a girl?”

			“I ain’t tellin’.”

			“Then talk to me about my grandmother. What was her life like after she ran away?”

			“Lola run away to the circus, a scared little slip of a girl, and turned herself into a woman fierce enough to train big cats. But lions wasn’t mean enough for her. Nosireebob. She got in the cage with tigers.”

			“I don’t remember much about her letters.” She wished she’d paid closer attention. What might she have learned from her grandmother about survival? “Did she ever mention why she stayed with the circus?”

			“She wrote mostly about missing me and your mama. But there was this one letter I remember because it made me feel better about Lola being gone. She said she felt safe there, that the circus family was close-knit and watched out for they own. I’m gonna give them letters to you.”

			“They’re your treasures, Aunt Ruth. I don’t want to be a bother.”

			“Pshaw. Fightin’ pesky blackbirds is a bother. You ain’t in the same category. In the morning I’ll dig out them letters for you.” Ruth’s look pierced her. “You got your grandmother’s grit, and don’t you be forgettin’ it.”

			Ellen swallowed another bite of sorrow then had to wash it down with coffee so her voice wouldn’t break apart, and her with it.

			“I have to go away, Aunt Ruth. I may not see you again for a long time.”

			“I’ll see you in my dreams.”

			The two of them laughed like women unhinged, kindred spirits who loved music and magic and each other. They laughed till tears rolled into the crumbs of lemon cake. They had to hold the table to keep from falling out of their chairs.

			Suddenly something stirred in the night, causing Ellen to jerk upright and stare out the window. Was it Wayne? Had he seen through her elaborate ploy? Was he already on the mountain to drag her home?

			“Aunt Ruth, somebody’s out there.”

			“It’s just the night owls stirring. Don’t pay them no attention.” Ruth got up and pulled the curtains shut then took Ellen by the hand and led her to a wide room down the hall. She climbed into bed, sank into a deep mattress filled with duck down, and waited while her aunt pulled a quilt under her chin.

			Then Ruth bent close, the moonlight dividing her face into halves, soft and fierce at the same time.

			“Now, you listen to me, girl. This here quilt I made from a pattern called Around the World, and it’s gonna take you places.”

			Ellen wrapped her arms around the one person in the world she could trust, then closed her eyes and imagined herself being transported by Ruth’s quilt to a place where her grandmother Lola smiled back at her from the center ring over the heads of two trained tigers.

		

	
		
			3

			IN THE LIGHT OF a pale moon, the Great Giovanni Bros./Hogan & Sandusky Circus caravan rolled to a stop in an uneven pasture in southern Kentucky. Moving in choreography ingrained from years of bringing circus magic to rural America, the assembly of trucks and trailers took up their spots—the light truck in the side yard on the far right, trucks hauling the midway rides and concession stands in the front, and the cook tent, menagerie trucks, and Airstreams bearing performers in the circus backyard. In the center, in a space larger than several footballs fields, the big top would bloom at dawn like an exotic red and white flower.

			Trainers, performers, owners, and roustabouts were soon sleeping, taking advantage of the few hours before the ringing of hammer against metal would make rest impossible. Deep in their dreams of high mountain meadows and green pastures, even the animals dozed—all except the tiger. Lying on a couch in an Airstream that occupied the elite section of the circus yard reserved for owners, the six-hundred-pound Bengal kept his golden-eyed vigil over an old man tossed about by his dreams . . .

			The scent of wisteria is strong as I slide through the darkness with my tigers, silent as the circus train beside me, a sleeping dragon on the tracks snaking through another of the small towns where, in a few short hours, we’ll pitch the big top and spin magic. Afterward, we’ll leave in the middle of the night, thieves making off with the spangles and the wonder, nothing to show we’ve been there except a crushed grassy lot strewn with popcorn and tufts of cotton candy.

			The smokestacks and boxcars are quiet now, the red velvet curtains on the compartments of acrobats and equestrians, of ringmaster and clowns shut tight against the chill of a spring night in the rural Mississippi town. There are no sounds except my footsteps, an occasional call from an owl deep in the woods beyond the train, and the music of chains as the big bulls stir in their elephant dreams.

			Suddenly a trumpet alarm that could call down God blasts the deep quiet. Rocket, the big Asian bull who fancies himself watch-­elephant for the circus.

			“It’s okay, Rocky,” I call toward the chained-off area where the elephants are staked. “It’s just me. Razz.”

			Rocket settles down at the sound of my voice. But he isn’t about to let me pass without a bribe. In spite of the fact that I am holding two tiger cubs on leashes, the elephant taps me on the shoulder with his trunk. I settle my tiger leashes into one hand and reach into my pocket with the other.

			I’m a soft touch when it comes to circus animals, and they know it. I never go anywhere without pockets bulging with peanuts, carrots, and whatever treat I think my four-legged friends will want. 

			I offer up a handful of peanuts. “Will that do?” Rocky’s lips curl into an elephant smile. “Now, be quiet. I don’t want to wake the circus.”

			We slip through the night, two sleek-coated tigers out for a frolic and a man trying to escape the terror of his nightmares. They are always the same: my Ford Model T touring car going over the bridge, Cynthia screaming my name, me running through the fog, too late to save her and the baby. 

			As I pass by the stock cars where silver-coated Andalusians are bedded down for the night, I smell their sweet straw and imagine their dreams, white horses dancing, their polished hooves moving to the rhythm of the Blue Danube Waltz.

			“Sleep well, beauties.” In a few hours they’ll be wearing blue and gold spangled blankets, dancing to the cheers of the crowd. 

			Ahead, in red and gold cages resting on flatcars along the train-dragon’s tail, are the rest of my babies, lions and tigers slumbering, and panthers so black they swallow the night. A low rumble from Rufus, the crotchety old lion who hates his sleep disturbed, sends the tiger cubs into a crouch that makes me smile. 

			Orphaned at birth, they’d been raised on the bottle. Restrained only by leashes, they appear no more fierce than house cats. But unlike man, who will socialize himself so completely he’s indistinguishable, a tiger never forgets who he is. 

			I know this about tigers. And I never exercise them outside the training arena until the circus sleeps.

			Born to the circus, I understood the ways of big cats before I could talk. My father and my idol is Ben Hogan, former big-cat trainer and part owner of the Great Giovanni Bros./Hogan & Sandusky Circus, a man who taught his only son the language of tigers, the dreams of lions, and the secrets of panthers. 

			Pulled by forces I don’t understand, I hurry through the meadow. The tiger cubs perk up their ears, the only indication they give that they sense something of interest in the forest beyond. Unlike lions, who signal an attack, a tiger never reveals his plans. Only a man who speaks their language would know that something alive lurks in the forest. Animal or human, I don’t know. All I know is the shiver of anticipation that steals through me in the cloudless night.

			Beyond them, deep in the forest, wisteria cascades purple from blackjack oaks and gum trees, its scent so sweet it calls up songs and longing. The melodies of night birds send a tremor along the black and gold coats of the tigers, and I find myself dreaming with my eyes open, dreaming of the black-eyed wife I’d once had and the baby with her red hair. Cynthia had been a trapeze artist, as fearless on the wire as I am in the big-cat ring. We were happy as any circus couple you ever saw until a car wreck ended it all. 

			But it’s not the blood and terror of the crash I remember, nor the bargains I’d made with God to rewind time so I would be the one tangled in metal and they would be the ones at home pouring milk into a blue cereal bowl. It’s picnics in the rain I recall, lullabies under the stars, a dazzle of pink sequins on a flying trapeze. And love. 

			A breeze stirs, sending tendrils of scent that draw me toward the forest. I strain my eyes, counting on the moonlight to show me something out of the ordinary. But all I see is a mountain of flowers. They hang in clusters from every branch of every tree, blue as the deepest night. I don’t wonder the Native Americans who first settled the land called it Pontotoc, Land of the Hanging Grapes. I half-expect the wisteria blooms to transform to plump, juicy fruit before my eyes, a sleight of hand performed by a circus magician. 

			Mesmerized, I reach to part the heavy vines, but it’s the tigers who see her first. The cubs pounce, bringing a soft screech from the tangle of fur and flowers. Heart pounding, I push through the wall of wisteria. The girl lies underneath the fat, furry tiger kittens, her skin pale as milk, her silvery hair festooned with leaves and flowers, and her eyes an iridescent blue that shivers my soul.

			“Save me,” she says.

			“The cubs won’t hurt you.” In fact, they seem to have adopted her. Rajah is sitting on her chest licking her face, and Sheikh is stretched beside her with his tail draped over her legs and his head resting on her outstretched arm.

			“Not from the tigers.” Her voice is weak, little more than a whisper, but it holds the sound of bells and meadowlarks. 

			I am the last person you’d ask to be your rescuer. It has been only a year since the death of my wife and child, and I still can barely save myself.

			“From what, then?”

			“From him.”

			The circus is a magnet for men and women running from poverty, violence, or the law. I have no stomach for dealing with her desperation, and no talent for defending her from a determined husband.

			She pushes the tiger cub off her chest and sits up. Her dress is torn at the sleeve and her cheeks sunken, as if she’d had her last meal several days ago.

			“Save me,” she says again, and then she faints.

			I carry her back to my train car. Any decent man would. I’ll give her a meal, give her a bed for the night, and let the authorities deal with her in the morning.

			That’s the plan I make as I trek across the meadow in the dark, carrying the woman who is so small I’d first thought her to be a girl. Inside my compartment, I place her on my bed. In the glow of gaslights, her hair looks like fallen stars. Temporarily enchanted, I don’t notice the bruises blooming under the collar of her dress, along her arms, down her calves, until Sheikh starts licking her face.

			Leaning over to inspect her, a man full grown and robust in spite of my skinny legs and a face nobody would call handsome, I cry. 

			Razz was still crying when he woke up from his dream. Sitting up with the covers pulled to his chin he studied the huge red and gold circus poster hanging on his bedroom wall. Circa 1929, it featured the golden-haired goddess of his dreams with two tigers kneeling at her feet. Sheikh I and Rajah, fully grown, posing beside Lola Hall.

			The dream clung to Razz as he got out of bed and dressed. When he passed into his living room, a six-hundred-pound Bengal tiger lifted his massive head and stared at him with eyes that held deep green jungles and tall savanna grasses, wide streams and vaulted blue spaces.

			“Good morning, Sheikh.” Razz treated all his cats with respect, especially this one, Sheikh IV, a descendant of the tiger he always thought of as Lola’s. Sheikh II and III had lived ordinary circus tiger lives, but IV had been orphaned as his great-grandfather had.

			Razz scratched behind the tiger’s ears then continued his journey to the bathroom. Bits of his dream were as vivid to him as the tiger on his couch, but he didn’t question why he was still dreaming of events long gone for nearly fifty years.

			He believed in love that neither time nor death could destroy, in the loyalty of friends, and in the heavenly spirits who took a personal interest in all God’s creatures. But most of all he believed in the red and gold magic of the circus.

			As long as he had breath, he was determined to keep the magic alive. From the looks of things, that might not be too much longer. The bathroom mirror reflected a face pitted as a walnut shell, bare arms jagged with claw-shaped scars, legs bowed with age, and a head covered by a Yankees ball cap.

			“Old coot.” He was too old to travel all over the country eight months out of the year. What he ought to do was retire to Florida before the cats took the rest of his scalp and him with it. “Stubborn old fart,” he muttered, knowing he would fight anybody who suggested he was too old to travel with the circus.

			He pulled the bill of his cap lower. Razz had worn a baseball cap everywhere he went since Congo, a five-hundred-pound African lion, took umbrage at jumping through a ring of fire and decided to rip off a portion of his trainer’s scalp. It had been stitched back on, of course, but the hair would never grow back.

			Razz stepped outside and listened to the songs of the circus. It didn’t matter that he was on the ugly side of Kentucky, the lot was full of cockleburs, and the smells coming from the cook tent meant breakfast would be bologna fried in grease that wouldn’t set well in his digestive system. His beloved big top was going up, and he was smiling.

			The canvas men chanted as their sixteen-pound sledgehammers rang against metal, five men to a stake, the staccato rhythm of their strikes so well coordinated that if one man missed a beat, another’s brains would be scattered over the ground. Asian elephants—both male and female called bulls—rattled their chains and swayed in lumbering dance as they hauled the poles that would hold the red and white striped tent in place. The lone African bull, big-eared and mean enough to throw a man down then roll over him for the sheer pleasure of it, lifted his massive trunk and trumpeted.

			From the menagerie tent, the cats—tigers and lions and leopards—greeted the morning with roars, while the monkeys and bears and camels and llamas and goats and exotic birds of every feather complained with hoots and growls and bleats and chirps.

			Underneath it all was the thundering music of horses’ hooves. Straining his eyes into the pearl-colored morning he saw twelve Andalusians prancing in a wide circle, their white coats ghostlike, their tails arched and manes tossing as a lone rider leaped from horse to horse, flying through the air as if he had wings attached to his feet.

			“Luca.”

			It could be no other, for only this grandson of Razz’s friend and business partner, Alfonse Giovanni, possessed the magic handed down from Mario Giovanni of Rome through six generations of the finest equestrians in circus history.

			Razz set off in the direction of the big top. As he wound his way through the melee that would soon be transformed into one of the greatest shows on earth, he was caught in a net of time, his arthritic legs limber again, his body light enough to sidestep a raging lion, his heart strong enough to do two performances a day then load his big cats into a circus train at midnight and set out for the next town.

			He missed the trains, the groaning of couplings between the cars, the long, lonesome hoot of the whistle, the rhythmic clacking of wheels against rails as the circus hurtled through the night. It was the favorite lullaby of a true showman. Now­adays, the few circuses that still performed under canvas used trucks to haul animals and equipment, while performers followed in trailers..

			Razz followed the scent of grease around the big top to the cook tent. Alfonse Giovanni was already there, his gnarled hand wrapped around a mug of coffee Razz personally thought tasted like axle grease, his wide girth taking up enough room for two. Razz made his way toward the table reserved for owners, sat down beside his old friend, and piled his plate with bologna and biscuits, grits floating in butter.

			“The bear struck again last night,” Al said.

			“What’d he take this time?”

			“Indian Joe said he took his stash of poker money.”

			“Did he see anything?”

			Razz and Al had been trying to find out who the bear was ever since they’d started the circus season, back in March. Since they hadn’t had a problem with theft for the last two seasons, both of them believed the bear was one of the new people they’d hired, more likely a roustabout than any of the Chinese tumblers from their new act.

			“He didn’t see a thing.” Al buttered another biscuit, a sure sign he was ignoring the advice of his doctor as well as his wife, both of them predicting a heart attack and urging retirement.

			“I guess it’s a good thing he didn’t, Al. Joe would have taken the bull hook to him.”

			Indian Joe was the elephant trainer. Nobody remembered his last name, or why he was called Indian. He didn’t have a drop of Native American blood. Pale and freckled, Joe had so much busy red hair his head looked like the business end of a mop. He was known for his quick temper with men he disliked, his kindness to the elephants he called my babies, his fondness for gambling, and his ability to get every elephant under his care to do his bidding. Every elephant, that is, except Betsy.

			“I guess you’re right.” Al drained the last of his coffee and stood up. “I’m going to watch Luca. He’s trying out a new triple somersault.”

			“Maybe that’ll draw a straw house.”

			Razz fell into step beside Al. Any act that would guarantee a crowd big enough to fill the bleachers and spill over onto the straw laid down on the hippodrome track had his full attention. The circus had been in jeopardy long before Sandusky died last year of lung cancer. But buying Sandusky’s share of the circus from his heirs, one a lawyer in Atlanta, the other a doctor in Chicago, and neither with an interest in running a show, had strained a budget already under stress from dwindling crowds that preferred the razzle-dazzle of a show under air-conditioning to the authenticity of circus magic under a canvas big top.

			Razz and his cats were still the major center-ring attraction, but how much longer could an old man losing his teeth draw a circus crowd big enough to keep the show alive?

			As they passed the trailers in the circus backyard, a door flew open and a dark-haired child catapulted out. Luca’s son. With a face solemn as a judge, he caught up to Razz and Al, put his tiny hands in theirs, and fell into step.

			“Good morning, Nicky. Can you say good morning to Papa?” The hope in Al’s eyes wrenched Razz’s heart. The four-year-old hadn’t said a word since his mother toppled from the Andalusians and was trampled underneath—a long year of dashed hopes and failed attempts with various child psychologists.

			Al swooped his great-grandson onto his shoulders and the little boy giggled.

			“I keep telling everybody, this boy will talk when he has something to say. Right, Nicky?”

			As Razz walked with Al toward an open field beyond the big top, the little boy’s laughter flew out behind them like the tail of a kite. They didn’t stop until they were close enough to see chunks of earth flying up around the hooves of twelve white Andalusians. The volume would have been deafening to an ordinary man. But they were genuine showmen, two of the last, born under canvas and planning to die there. If God was good.
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