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I remember the first time I died.

I woke up, just before dawn, to the echoing clang of the cell doors leading to Death Row.  Clarence Diesen soon stopped outside my cell, keys in his hands.

“Ready, Pete?” he asked.

“Of course,” I said, bouncing off the bed.  I thrust my hands through the bars and he cuffed them.  Then, I stepped back while he opened the door, shackled my feet, and off we went.  I couldn’t wait.  The warden was kind enough to allow me, as one of my last requests, to see my final sunrise.

But as we neared the outer doors, Clarence’s radio squawked.  He pulled it off his belt.  “Yes, sir, this is Clarence,” he said.

My heart sank as I heard the warden say, “We’ll have to cancel it.  Too many protestors.  It’ll jeopardize security.”

“Yes, sir.  I understand.”  Clarence turned to me.  “Sorry, Pete.  Warden-”

“I know,” I said.  “I heard.”

Stupid protesters.  They’ve got to preach their little hearts out about how wrong the government is for killing another human being.  Two wrongs don’t make a right, they say.  Better to have a life sentence without the possibility of parole.  Easy for them to say.  They don’t have to do the time.

Breakfast on Death Row was simple: a bowl of oatmeal, two pieces of either bacon or sausage, an orange, and a slice of toast.  Every other day we got a hard-boiled egg, the shell already peeled off—they probably didn’t want us slitting our wrists on the shells.  But as the guards delivered the usual breakfast to the other inmates, I was given a different one.

I grew up on a large farm in northern Minnesota.  We weren’t the typical farming family with a gazillion kids to help with all the work.  I was an only child.  My parents tried to have more, but after multiple miscarriages they came to the conclusion that they may have to adopt.  But adoption was expensive and farming was not always lucrative.  One bad crop could have debt-ridden reverberations over the next three or four years.

When I was sixteen, Mom died and Dad became a violent drunken widow.  I tried to immerse myself in school and hockey, but my grades fell.  After I was kicked off the team because of my low GPA, I decided I had enough.  I ran away.  I drifted southward over the next few years, finding cash work on farms, until I ended up at a cattle ranch near Waco, Texas.

Breakfasts back home were a big deal.  From Mom’s pancakes and waffles to quiche and homemade breakfast pizza, my all-time favorite was her omelets.  I have yet to find a chef who could duplicate such a delicious work of art as her omelets—made with three eggs and just the right amount of cheese, peppers, mushrooms, ham, and onions—and I doubt I’ll be able to here either.  Prison isn’t a place for thriving culinary skills.

Clarence set my breakfast tray through the bars and said, “Here you go, Pete.  Cooks tried their best.”

The chef did put an extra effort into the omelets.  Even though they paled in comparison to Mom’s, they were better than the greasy spoons I frequented after I left home.

For the first time that morning, and for the first time since landing myself in prison, I felt some peace with the world.
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After breakfast, the prison chaplain visited me.  He read a few Bible passages.  Then, I asked him, “Am I destined for the furnace down below?  That’s what everyone seems to think.”

“That’s not for me to decide,” he said.  “I deliver God’s Word.  I do not pass judgment on my fellow man.  God is the only Judge.”

“So it’s possible for me to go to Heaven?” I asked.  “Even though I killed those five guys?”

“If you accept Jesus into your heart, all of your sins will be forgiven,” he said.  “Pete, God loves you very much.  He wants you by His side.  Are you ready to accept?”

I said I was.  Now look where I am: repeating the same day over and over again, like a sadistic version of Bill Murray’s movie Groundhog Day.
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My lawyer, Greg Sandy, soon came to visit.  He talked about possible last-minute rulings from higher courts, but I knew none would work out in my favor.  I was destined for the needle the moment I stabbed those five guys.

“Heard from your Dad?” Greg asked.

It had been a while since Greg asked this.  When I first landed in jail, Greg asked about him quite often, but my answer was always the same: “I haven’t seen him since I left home.”  Over the years, Greg’s inquiry became less frequent.

I wrote Dad countless letters, just to let him know that his only son was in jail, charged with five counts of murder.  He never responded.  I can only guess he may have been afraid I’d hit him up for money.  Then, when one came back stamped RETURN TO SENDER, I knew my letter-writing days were over.

“No,” I said.  “Why?”

Greg shrugged.  “I just want to meet him.”

I folded my arms.  “That can’t be it,” I said.  “Look, I’m going to die today, no matter what you say or do.  I’ve accepted that.  Now tell me why you keep asking me about my Dad.”

“I have something for him,” Greg said.

“What?”

“I can’t tell you.  That’s between him and me.”

And that was it.
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When Greg left, the warden came to see me.

“I’m sorry for not letting you see the sunrise like you requested,” he said.  “But I hope you understand, with all those protesters out there, it was a recipe for disaster.”

I didn’t say anything.  I just sat on my bed, staring at the wall.

“The only reason I allowed your other requests is because you’ve never given me any trouble.  Even given the grave crimes you were convicted of, I wish there was something else I could do for you.”

I still said nothing.

“How about a sunset?” he asked.  “We could go to the back gates.  No protesters there.”

“Thanks,” I said.  “But no.  I have my reasons.”
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Once the warden left, it was time for my hour of recreation.

I paced around the small exercise room, alone, and wondered what life was like outside the walls.  I stifled a cry so the guards wouldn’t hear.  That’s not how I wanted to be remembered.

How did I want to be remembered?  I didn’t care that most will remember me as the guy who sliced and diced those five with a butterfly knife.  All I knew was that there was a lady who knew my true motivation.  That’s all that mattered when you got right down to it.
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At six, Clarence set the plastic supper tray through the bars and said, “Here you go, Pete.  Cooks tried their best.”

My last supper was corn on the cob, mashed potatoes and gravy, and a thick steak.  The steak was cooked medium-rare with grill marks crisscrossing both sides.  Perfect, despite the ominous setting.

The last time I ever had my Dad’s steaks was the day Mom died.  We had a late supper, for we were in the middle of the harvesting season.  As we sat down to eat, she complained of a headache, fell unconscious to the ground, and soon died.  Doctors said it was a brain aneurysm.

Not long afterwards, Dad started drinking heavily and became violent, striking me frequently for no reason.  A week ago, when Clarence asked me for my last meal request, and I was lucky that the warden granted me two more, I had to think long and hard to decide that my last supper was to be the last supper I ever had with my whole family.
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As the supper tray was taken away, Greg Sandy came.  Before he even said anything, I could tell by the way he wiped his eyes that it was hopeless.

“I’m sorry, Pete,” he said.  “I exhausted all appeals.  The only way to forgo the execution is with a pardon.”

“That’s okay,” I said, knowing my chance at that was slim.  “You did everything you could.  Thanks, Greg.  I appreciate it.”

I’m sure you know by now I was convicted of five counts of capital murder, crimes serious enough to be sentenced to death, but you don’t know my side of the story.  The story that wasn’t in the papers, the evening news, and even in the court transcripts.  The truth, in other words.

Early one evening, I walked the six miles from the ranch to the grocery store.  Halfway there, I came upon a stalled car.  Inside the newer Honda Accord was a young lady who looked barely old enough to drive.

“Do you know anything about cars?” she asked.  “I tried to call my Dad, but my cell is dead.”  She pointed around at the nearby farms.  “I’m not from around here.  I was on my way home from Dallas and thought this was a shortcut.  Stupid me.”

“That’s okay, I know a little bit about cars,” I said.  “Pop the hood.”

I checked all the hoses and wires, but I couldn’t find anything wrong without any tools.  After I told her that, I said, “I’ll find a wrecker in town and have him come out.”

“Are you sure there’s one open at this hour?” she asked, glancing around.  It was starting to get dark.

I shrugged.  “Won’t hurt to try.  If there isn’t, I’ll go back to the farm I’m staying at and get help.”

I could tell by the look on her face that she didn’t want to stay out here alone, but she didn’t want to go with me either.  Luckily, I found an auto garage still open.

“Got another call first, kid,” the mechanic said, opening the door to the wrecker.  “But I’ll move double-quick to help that young lady out.”

I jogged back to tell her the good news, forgetting all about the groceries.  As I came upon her car, I saw truck headlights shining on it.  Did someone else stop
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