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    Chapter One

  


  
    I was born in 1936 on a ragged, wasted little strip of land known as the Oklahoma panhandle. Barmy, Oklahoma, dawdled on the eastern edge of Beaver County, amongst places called Ralph, Hooker, and No Man’s Land. They were desperate times and although everyone had been told the only thing they had to fear was fear itself, they knew it wasn’t true. There was drought and hunger, insects and sickness, but the most fearsome thing was the dust that would fill the sky and rain down like snow on everything.


    Even today, most people don’t like to speak directly to the events of that time. To forget, they burned diaries, pictures, and letters reasoning that when you’ve already lived through hell there could be no need to do it again. But when you’re born into times like this, there’s a natural curiosity about them and my mama always told me I had more than my share of it.


    In her old age, there were days she seemed to be there again. The wind would pick up just so, or the sky would turn a certain shade of green and her eyes would glaze over. Then she’d say, very quietly, “There is another duster coming.” Mama always talked in very proper, very precise English. It stood out, oddly, against the drawl of my daddy and the farmers who were our neighbors.


    I always longed to know about the days when she and daddy were young, but those times were hard and people must deal with suffering in whatever way they feel is best. Mama’s memories were pushed into those unused corners of her mind where they might occasionally break loose in dream, or more often, nightmare, but they were seldom spoken of freely. Still, they lurked there, mixed up and intertwined, like some nasty jumbled spool of thread. When you jerked too impatiently, sometimes the thread would break and she would say, “Well, what would you want to know that for?” But other times, the thread would smoothly untangle and she would tell her story, my story, the one I longed to hear.


    It seems, my story begins before mama ever knew Barmy, Oklahoma, existed, with the arrival of a woman preacher. They say Beulah Clinton struck a deal with God the day the sky touched the earth and sucked her husband away. Whether she wanted him found dead or alive, no one ever knew for sure, but seeing as they found him dead and she gave her life to God, everyone figured she was happy with the way it turned out.


    Beulah arrived in Barmy five days before my mama, during the dog days of August on a wagon pulled by two mules, Eve and Mary; Eve being the naughty one and Mary the good. The town had always been a quiet, self-reliant place, but in 1934, to speak plainly, it was in desperate need of a miracle.


    Mr. Jewel Wiley was the first person to speak to her by all accounts. Jewel was one of those thin, wiry men who have a hard time sitting still and an even harder time keeping their mouth shut. He was in front of his drug store, sweeping the sidewalk when, to his surprise, a wagon pulled up.


    Jewel had the distinction of having no upper lip, making his teeth protrude from his mouth beaver-like. That fact, added to his round, bulging eyes, always made me think of a squirrel when I saw him.


    Beulah halted the wagon and asked in a very thick southern accent, “What be the name of this here town?”


    Jewel stopped his sweeping and leaned on the broomstick, looking at the old woman with interest. It wasn’t often strangers found their way to Barmy, and it was less often they were old as Beulah. “Ma’am, you’re in Barmy, Oklahoma.”


    “Barmy,” Beulah repeated. She looked around her and I reckon no one will ever know what enticed her to stay. It was exactly the same as every other town the railroad laid out along the tracks. There was one stop sign on Main Street at the only four-way intersection, lined by various small shops which were, for the most part, boarded up. There was a gas station at each end of town, the one toward the highway mostly for cars; the other toward the fields mostly for tractors and all around was the flat, dry, dusty Oklahoma panhandle. It was, like many other places at that time, taking the last gasping breaths of the dying ... its demise expected any day by the people who lived there.


    “Can I help you with anything?” Jewel asked her.


    Beulah fixed her eye on him and replied, “No, I do the helping. Ya’ll got a house of prayer in this town?”


    Jewel shook his head. “Last church meeting we had was over a dozen years ago.” She said nothing in reply, and to satisfy his curiosity, he couldn’t help but ask, “We don’t see many people traveling by wagon these days. Ain’t you got a car?”


    Beulah puckered her wrinkled lips as if she’d just eaten something sour. She leaned her head back and closed one eye as was her habit before she answered, “Cars is the devil’s handiwork. They give man too many extra hours and too much time for sin and idle pleasures.”


    Jewel Wiley had a nice car, so I know he was offended. Nevertheless, he was too fascinated to move. He watched her take her right index finger, insert it into her mouth and hold it up to the sky as if determining the direction of the wind. Then, seemingly satisfied, she nodded and moved on finding a house in the part of town closest to the train tracks, the cemeteries, and the dump.


    Jewel, of course, lost no time in telling everybody in town about Beulah. In those days, there were some old-timers who had actually heard of her, although now any knowledge of Beulah Clinton has been relegated to the archivist and librarian. She spent decades ministering at tent revivals and there was talk she had come to pitch her tent in Barmy. When she bought a house and quietly moved into it without a word of revival, the townsfolk concluded that there probably wasn’t much left in Barmy to revive anyway.


    She moved in next door to my daddy and a more needful place she couldn’t have asked for. Mr. Guppy was a drinker and Mrs. Guppy gone. The only child born to them was my daddy, Homer Guppy, and he was as hell bent on hell as any young man who ever breathed in Barmy.


    At sixteen, his list of accomplishments was long. In his spare time, he liked to take pot shots at the old empty Barmy schoolhouse. Naturally, the thought of Homer Guppy roaming through town with a gun in his hand was unnerving to most people, so the sheriff intervened and got him to stop. With his rifle confiscated, Homer moved on to arson as a way to pass the time. He also liked to steal cars, knock over mail boxes, and he regularly tortured puppies, kittens, and occasionally small children.


    Although people felt most comfortable with Homer when he was at a distance, he really wasn’t hated in Barmy. His behavior was attributed mostly to the fact that he had no mother and his father liked to use him for boxing practice.


    The first time daddy ever spoke to Beulah she was standing in the yard doing nothing ... just staring straight ahead. Her yard was a tiny parcel of land surrounded by chicken wire nailed to thick tree limbs. There were a couple of sprigs of grass growing up here and there from the dust and a scrawny cottonwood tree in front near the road. There had probably been a time when the wire was used to keep in chickens, but a chicken must scratch for its dinner and they can’t eat dust. All throughout Barmy, these fences were yet another reminder that the land hadn’t always hated them and there might come a day when hell would retreat back under the earth’s crust.


    Beulah’s eyes landed on Homer as he walked past her house. Pointing a long gnarled finger in his direction, she said, “You boy. God’s got his eye on you.”


    Homer paused in his steps and stared at Beulah. He looked at her with a blank face; an expression he had learned through closed fisted blows, a way to cheat his daddy out of the satisfaction of seeing pain. But that was part of the mystery of Homer Guppy; no one ever really knew what went on in his mind. When small minded people can’t understand you; they tend to decide for themselves just what you are, to help them make sense of things. Most people assumed years back any child of Linford Guppy must be bad and Homer did his level best to prove them right.


    Beulah’s sudden declaration of God watching him seemed to him a little odd as, to speak plainly, his life wasn’t idyllic. A small, seldom-seen crooked smile played upon his lips and before he realized it, he had begun to laugh.


    Quickly, Beulah materialized at the fence row. “You think hell a laughing matter, boy? You think it funny to be cast into utter darkness where they is weeping and gnashing their teeth?”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “I’m talking about you!” she said in an ominous voice. “And the road you’re on.”


    Homer put his hands in his pockets and cocked his head to the side. He was extraordinarily tall and thin and would have been a nice-looking fellow except for the fact that he was frequently bruised, his clothes never fit, his hair was never cut or combed, and he was generally dirty.


    “Granny, the only road I’m on is this one right here ... Grit Avenue.”


    “Your name Homer Guppy?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Then you’re headed for hell just the same as you’re headed for town. You got the devil in you.”


    “There ain’t nothing in me,” Homer argued. As if to reiterate the point, his stomach growled loudly at that moment.


    “There is!” Beulah contradicted vehemently. “When I saw you, I seen Satan hisself, bless God. Once I knew a boy just like you ... the devil was in him deep. When that demon finally come out it looked like some kind of frog or toad. It went a flying over the house, screaming the whole way and that boy was a fine young man ever since. I’m gonna pray for you. I’m gonna pray every day.”


    Homer backed away. “Ain’t no one ever once said a prayer for me, and I’d take it as a favor if you wouldn’t start in with it now.”


    Beulah simply smiled. Everyone said she had an odd smile, a smile that seemed to penetrate through bone and marrow and into one’s soul. “Well,” she told him with a soft, kind southern drawl, “we’ll just see.”


    And with that, the doors were opened to Beulah’s House of Prayer. The house was always open, which in those days was not so remarkable as no one had anything worth stealing. There was always a pot of coffee on the stove and there was always soup or beans for the downtrodden. People would come in at all hours and Beulah would be on her knees praying, or shuffling through the kitchen, cooking, feeding the hungry, or nursing the sick. No one knew exactly what all she prayed for, but they did know she took plenty of time to pray for Homer, just as threatened. Somehow, a rumor quickly floated through Barmy that she had a stash of money buried in a mason jar somewhere. Many nights would find Homer Guppy lantern in hand, digging hole after hole in the yard when the house was dark and quiet. Most people thought it was a fine thing for him to do as it took his mind off his hell raising.


    And so Beulah settled in to do her work and she couldn’t have come at a better time. Barmy needed help and there could be no denying that. It was in the midst of the Depression and the cows were bony because grass can’t grow in dust. Neither can anything else for that matter. There were no soup kitchens in Barmy, but there was plenty of hunger and desperation and Beulah, for one, liked desperation. She saw it as an invitation.

  


  
    Chapter Two

  


  
    If desperation was what Beulah was searching for, she would have been hard pressed to find anyone more desperate than Marigold Lawford. Marigold’s memories of the Depression remained vivid and real to her, never locked away like mama’s, but all around her, coloring every thought, every decision, every feeling. She simply accepted the Depression, as she accepted everything, with a meek resignation that one might mistake for weakness if one didn’t know her. She accepted all of life’s malignancy with a manifold grace because her very essence was wrapped up in guaranteeing everything around her remained friendly and peaceable.


    Marigold Lawford had been raised on a farm and remembered a time when her family had all they needed—back when she was small. Then came times more lean and finally things got bad enough where they couldn’t get any leaner. Her people decided to pick up and join their kin in Napa Valley but their truck was old and they needed a new one. Mr. Ensign Lawford, the richest man in town, offered to purchase them one, and her family had been so grateful they left Marigold behind to become the new Mrs. Lawford. That was in 1931 when she was seventeen and Ensign Lawford fifty-nine. In reality, the whole affair was disgraceful, but Marigold’s parents were desperate and Ensign rich and used to getting what he wanted. Being that he was a strong, virile, and passionate man, his first wife lasted only five years, long enough to bear him one child; a boy, less than a shadow of his father, named Holcombe.


    Now, while Ensign was large, powerful and intense, Holcombe was pinched, impotent and greedy: stingy with love, stingy with time, and stingy with money. After Ensign’s demise, Marigold didn’t understand that, by law, she was entitled to a portion of the Lawford estate and Holcombe didn’t bother to explain it to her. He simply made empty promises and put her on the street, unable to even find a piece of bread for her to eat in his rush.


    When I was younger, my family lived with Marigold for a time. I always remember her like a billowy fair-weather cloud, soft and unnecessary, but a gentle force that made each day more pleasant. Content to float on the horizon, Marigold never drew attention to herself. As she stood on the street corner, contemplating what it would be like to sleep in the old train depot, a wagon pulled up.


    “You need a ride somewhere?” the aged driver asked her.


    “No, ma’am,” Marigold answered with downcast eyes. She had developed the habit as a child of letting life have its way with her. She never fought for anything, never expected anything ... thus she never really got anything.


    “Train don’t stop here.”


    “I know.”


    “Bus don’t stop neither.”


    Marigold sighed.


    “You got a place to sleep?”


    “No.”


    With that conversation, Marigold Lawford became the first refugee to move into Beulah’s house of prayer. It wasn’t exactly the kind of place she had grown accustomed to living in, but Marigold never complained. And before that day was over, she would have someone, besides Beulah to keep her company.


    The train did stop in Barmy, Oklahoma, on that hot August afternoon for the first time in well over a decade, leaving my mama, one trunk, and a coffin. It was unable to even pull up to the platform because trees had grown between the ties on the spur line, making it hard to drag the coffin across the tracks to the road. The task required five men, and from there the hearse came, leaving mama alone by the roadside.


    Sugar Watson, as she was called then, had seen her share of cow towns and this one was a sight worse than what she was used to. She stood at the old broken-down train depot looking tiny and fragile, a small girl, not necessarily short, but slender, like a child. Her face was delicate with high cheekbones and a tiny nose that turned up just enough at the end that it saved her from having a conceited appearance and instead, created an illusion of helplessness. She may have looked young and innocent, but the truth of the matter was, even at fifteen, she was anything but helpless.


    “The mortuary is down yonder a ways,” a voice at her shoulder told her. She looked up to see Joe Brownfield, the sheriff of Barmy.


    Her eyes scanned the expanse of Main Street. The prospect was barren, the stores were mostly empty, and the sun glared down cruelly as if it took great delight in baking the town. A dust devil blew up and spun down Main Street, leaping across the train tracks, flinging tiny pieces of gravel as it went.


    This was not what she was accustomed to. She was born and raised in Chicago. Her mother, Marie, had been a trapeze artist and was quite famous in her time. In fact, in 1910, she was featured on a Ringling Brother’s circus poster as a famous aerial artist. While Sugar idolized Marie, the same could not be said of her father. He was a sword swallower, or, as she called him, a blade glommer. In reality, his only downfall was in dying during the Depression and not before it like his wife. Sugar was able to connect all of their good times to her mother because Marie had the good fortune to pass away before things got bad.


    But things did get bad and Pal found he could not make ends meet working only spring and summer for the circus and began touring with the sideshows that frequented county fairs leaving his impressionable seven-year-old daughter behind with his fair booking agent, Madame Courtier. Sugar got quite an education sitting in that office, a place frequented by the mutilated, the scarred, and the freaks. She scarcely saw her father for eight years. Their trip to Dallas County was going to be their chance to get re-acquainted. Of course, that never happened. He died just outside of town, and as it was hot, and corpses tend to stink, the train stopped at the nearest town. Fanning herself Sugar asked, “What do you call this place?”


    Joe Brownfield removed his hat and ran his fingers through his hair, then said in a voice that tried to sound encouraging, “Ma’am, you’re in Barmy, Oklahoma, the jewel of Beaver County.”


    Sugar tapped her foot and looked at Joe. Always impatient and clever, whenever she looked at you in a certain way it was unnerving because she seemed to be able to see inside your skull.


    Joe’s face flushed red and he quickly mumbled, “Well, maybe it’s not really the jewel of Beaver County. We just say that ’cause we’re trying to get the state to build a penitentiary here.”


    To Sugar, the whole place looked like a penitentiary. She made her way to the mortuary and arranged to have her father buried in the free cemetery at the edge of town. Pal Watson should have been buried next to his wife, Marie, in Chicago, but they were out of money and out of luck.


    Sugar had one trunk which held her father’s swords, her mother’s costumes, trapeze rings, two dresses, three pairs of underwear, one winter coat, and two dollars and eighty-seven cents. The trunk was waiting on the sidewalk outside of the mortuary and she sat down on it and put her chin on her hand, taking stock of the situation.


    If she could just get back to Madame Courtier in Chicago things would be okay. She liked being with Madame and she liked the fast-paced job of a fair booking agent. The power Madame held in her hands was god-like. Someone would walk into her office and she would look them up and down and pronounce judgment within minutes. To Madame, people were a commodity, the way she made her living, and Sugar had unconsciously picked this notion up. She never looked at anyone without wondering in what way they could best serve her.


    Her quick eye assured her nothing in the town of Barmy was of value. The fact that she was stuck there was daunting, but Sugar looked upon it as a challenge, and she loved a challenge.


    “You needing help, girl?” a voice asked cutting through her thoughts.


    In surprise, she looked up to see an old woman in a wagon being pulled by two mules on the street directly in front of her. It was odd that she could never recall hearing that wagon drive up.


    “I am in a bit of a spot,” she admitted looking the old woman up and down. She had never seen a human being with as little promise and wondered if there was anything this particular person could do for her.


    The woman spoke in a thin, high voice. “My name is Beulah Clinton. I’m a minister of the Gospel.” She glanced at the mortuary. “Your folks dead?”


    “Yes,” Sugar said slowly and suspiciously.


    “You got any kin?”


    “No. But I sent a telegram to a friend in Chicago and I know she will come for me.”


    Beulah seemed to be thinking; her head was turned up and one eye was closed. After a moment she said to Sugar, “You can stay at my place until your friend comes. It’s just me and Mrs. Lawford so we got the room.”


    Sugar stood and glanced around her. Another dust devil wound its way through town slowly. She studied Beulah. “Do you have a church?”


    “No.”


    “Then how are you ...”


    Beulah began climbing from the wagon with a little effort. “I go where He sends me.”


    Sugar looked up and down Main Street. There were only a few stores open, the rest being boarded up. She recalled the two dollars and eighty-seven cents in her trunk and knew that would not keep her in a hotel even if there was one. Making up her mind, she said, “I am obliged to you.”


    Beulah brushed her aside and picked up the heavy trunk with barely a grunt, tossing it into the back.


    As they drove, Sugar announced, “I am Sugar Watson. I come from a circus family. We were on our way to Dallas when daddy ... well, you know.”


    “How old are you, girl?”


    “Fifteen.”


    “Can you read?”


    “Yes. I can read and figure.”


    “Do you know anything about the Good Book?”


    “I know that at one circus where we worked there was a man named Lenny the Lion Tamer. He did an act where he was Daniel in the lion’s den. He would stick his head in their mouths and everything.” She was quiet and then added, “Lenny is not here anymore.”


    “Well, they’s a lot more to the Good Book than stories.”


    “Well, of course I know that, but they do come in very handy. Once I heard of a man who could hold his breath for five minutes. He would dive in a big tank of water and fight with a mighty whale to get him to spit up Jonah. It was really a catfish but no one wants to see someone fight a mighty catfish.”


    Beulah looked at her out of the sides of her eyes and was quiet so Sugar continued, “I love the circus. Have you ever been? My mother was a trapeze artist, which is what I am going to do. I want to be under the big top not in some lousy sideshow like my daddy. Although, I must admit, the sideshows can be interesting and the people are very nice. The last one daddy was in had Pinhead Pollie, Maybelle the Monkey Girl, Ferdinand the fire eater, Stretch, Chubby, and Bob. Bob eats light bulbs and he can drive a nail into his nose.”


    “They got any snake handlers?”


    “No. Daddy worked at a sideshow once that had a snake charmer, but I have never seen one. ”


    “Gospel of Mark says you’ll know God’s people because they’ll get bit by snakes and not die. Ain’t got no snake handlers then they mustn’t be God’s people. I been bit and I’m still livin’.”


    Sugar looked at Beulah with newfound interest. “What kind of snake bit you?”


    “Snakes,” Beulah corrected. “Back in Georgia they’d take whole boxes of ’em and throw ’em up by the pulpit and we’d commence handling ’em and some of us would get bit and some of us didn’t. If you died, you died, it was God’s timing. I never seen no one die but Mr. Clinton’s daddy died that way. But it was his time or he wouldn’t have gone.”


    “You ever think of being in a sideshow Mrs. Clinton?”


    Beulah shook her head. “I’ve got God’s work to do, girl. I can’t be off working for the circus.”


    “What kind of work do you do?”


    Beulah smiled mysteriously. “Whatever He calls me to.”


    As they drove through town, Sugar noticed a tall boy walking along the road. Something about him caught her eye and she turned around in the seat and looked at him. His height made him just far enough past typical to be interesting and she noted, with curiosity, that he shook his fist at the wagon.


    “Who is the boy that does not like you any?” Sugar asked.


    Beulah didn’t look back but merely replied, “That’s Satan hisself, bless God.”


    Sugar was interested. “Does he have horns growing out of his head? Once I saw a man in a sideshow that had really honest to goodness horns growing out of his head.”


    ”No, he ain’t got horns. He’s just ornery.”


    Sugar was disappointed but looked back again. The boy was still walking, his hands in his pockets, his shoulders slumped, and for some unexplained reason, she liked very much what she saw. He was filthy, his clothes didn’t fit, and his hat was pulled down over his eyes, making him look guilty about something. There was no explanation for the interest he created in her, but interested she was. She was attracted to the tall, lanky frame and dark, melancholy face. Perhaps Barmy held a little promise after all.

  


  
    Chapter Three

  


  
    My oldest memory is the day my first brother was born. I was over four years old when they finally got around to having another baby. I remember daddy coming into my room in the middle of the night and gently picking me up from bed. He was so young then. His face was thin in the moonlight and his dark hair unruly. Miss Marigold was waiting in the front room and I heard her tell daddy in a quiet voice, “Just go for a drive. Stop and get breakfast somewhere. It’s gonna be a while and you don’t want that little one hearing anything if it gets bad.”


    Daddy simply nodded and I remember him lingering at the doorway to the bedroom. The only glimpse I got of mama was a pale, wan smile she gave to us both and then daddy carried me out, bleary eyed, to our old truck. I woke up later with the sun beating down, and noticed how tired daddy looked. His face was covered with stubble, his eyes red and sleepy. He smiled when he saw I was awake and said, “Today, we’re having donuts and Coke for breakfast. But don’t tell your mama.” It was the start of a camaraderie that would last a lifetime.


    We arrived home to the news that daddy had a son. Marigold had to go home and take care of her own family and I remember daddy hesitating at the doorway and mama calling him in. I stood in the hallway, remembering the closeness I had felt to him and wanting it back. It hurt to be alone, outside of the circle of love on the bedstead in their room. Mama looked up and saw me. “Come see your baby brother, sweetie.” I will never forget how it felt to be welcomed, how it felt to be loved.


    Mama’s first memory of Barmy did not leave that sort of impression. She did not feel welcomed when she arrived at Beulah’s house of prayer. In fact, any feeling of hopefulness quickly disintegrated. Beulah Clinton lived in a shotgun shack. It was a poorly made little shanty, with one large room that served as kitchen, dining room, and sitting room and three small closet-like rooms that were bedrooms. There was no electricity or running water, the cooking and heat both came from a stove that would burn wood, coal, and if necessary, cow chips.


    Sugar crossed the threshold and took off her gloves, surveying the scene with dismay. Unexpectedly, one of the doors opened and a young woman appeared. She was beautiful, everything about her was plump and sensual, reminding Sugar of the girls that Madame routinely sent to work in “cooch” shows. And, yet, for all this voluptuousness, she had the smile of an innocent child.


    “Well, hello,” she said in a light voice.


    Sugar could tell the dress she was wearing was very elegant even under the large white
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