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  Chapter one
Hear My Prayer

a short story



      ***We had been on the run since the end of May, zig-zagging through Oklahoma, trying to find our way. After two years in prison, Daddy had busted out with some friends and found us at Granny’s. According to the calendar that hung on the wall behind the register at Mac’s diner, it was Saturday, July 21, 1984. Most of the outside bruises had healed.
I didn’t know where we were—only that we were farther away than we’d ever been. Mama said the place was called Riverside. I didn’t see a river yet, but I believed her. She said it like it was a promise, like the kind that meant something.
We stood outside a squat building with a red cross sign hanging above the door like it could save us. There weren’t any lights on and the sign gave hours of operation Monday through Friday. I was tired, hot, and thirsty. The heat clung to me like sweat on a wet towel. My shirt—faded red, white, and blue—was damp with it. My jeans stuck to my legs like glue. I reached up to push my glasses up my nose, but my hand shook a little. I dropped it back to my side.
Mama’s voice was steady as she knocked on the locked door. Mama said the American Red Cross helped people in emergencies. I wondered what counted as an emergency.
Was what we’d been through enough?
 To my surprise, a blonde woman came to the door and unlocked it. “Helen?” When Mama nodded, the blonde woman turned to me, smiling. “And you must be Marcy.”
“Come on, baby. Let’s see what they can do for us.” Mama stepped into the darkened building. 
I followed her in.
Inside, the air smelled like old paper and pine cleaner. There were no people sitting in the plastic chairs that lined the walls. A fan clattered in the corner. Mama walked up to a desk where a woman with thick glasses and a bun that made her look like a librarian was typing. She looked up and smiled.
Before Mama could speak, a voice next to me chirped, “Hi!”
I turned.
She looked like a Barbie doll, only real. Blonde ponytail swinging, white teeth shining, bright blue eyes locked on me. She looked about my age—maybe younger. Eleven, twelve? She wore a red tank top, shorts, and had a popsicle stick in her hand.
“I’m Karen,” she said. “What’s your name?”
I blinked at her.
She didn’t wait. “I’m eleven. I live here. Well, not here, but in Riverside. This is my mom’s work. Are you moving here? I hope so. Do you want to play Uno? I have it in my backpack.” Her sing-song voice flowed like the music Granny played on the records back home.
“I…” My voice cracked. I hadn’t said a word all day.
Karen tilted her head. “You okay?”
I nodded because that was easier than answering.
“Okay. Well, I hope you’re staying. We have a lot of kids to play with around here.”
Mama was still talking to the lady at the desk. Her shoulders sagged. I knew that look. It meant whatever she’d hoped for wasn’t happening.
I slipped into a nearby chair, heart thudding.
Karen sat beside me. “Do you have any brothers or sisters?”
I froze.
“I don’t,” she continued, undeterred. “I wish I did. Sometimes it gets lonely.”
“I . . . had a sister,” I whispered.
Karen leaned in. “You did?”
I nodded. “Carly. She died.”
Karen’s eyes got wide and soft at the same time. “Oh. I’m sorry.”
“She was five.” I looked down at my hands. “She was sick.”
Karen didn’t say anything for a moment. Just sat there. Then she held out her popsicle stick like it was something special. “Here. You can have this. It’s not a real prize or anything, but it’s shaped like a heart if you look close.”
I took it. Not because I believed her—but because it was the first nice thing anyone had offered me in a long time.
Behind us, Mama’s voice cracked. “But I thought… the women’s shelter…”
“I’m so sorry,” the desk lady said gently. “Miss Margaret passed away two years ago. The ARC closed down not long after. Given the nature of its location, it wasn’t possible to appoint a new manager.”
Mama turned away fast and blinked too hard. I knew she was trying not to cry.
Another voice, warm and Southern, came from behind the desk. “If y’all need a place to land for a few days, I can help.”
It was Karen’s mom. She was tall, thin, with kind eyes and a ponytail just like Karen’s. “I’m Janice. I used to help Miss Margaret when the shelter was open. I’ve got some vouchers and a list of motels. It ain’t much, but it’ll get you through the weekend. Then we’ll see what we can do.”
Mama looked at her like she’d handed her gold. “Thank you,” she whispered.
Karen leaned close again. “Told you people are nice here.”
I didn’t know what to think. But I tucked the heart-shaped popsicle stick into my pocket like maybe—just maybe—she was right.

      ***The bathroom smelled like lemon cleaner and something sour beneath it—maybe old mop water or mildew in the grout. The light flickered above the mirror like it couldn’t make up its mind.
I locked the stall door behind me even though I didn’t need it, just so I could breathe without being watched. My stomach felt tight, like I’d swallowed a rock and it got stuck halfway down.
There was a rusted radiator under the window and a little round fan buzzing on the wall. I leaned against the sink, trying not to look at myself in the mirror.
But I did.
I always looked the same, no matter where we went—pale skin, dry and blotchy. Threadbare clothes. My glasses slipped again, and I pushed them up with the heel of my hand. The scar over my left eyebrow looked redder today. Maybe from the sun. Or maybe it just felt more visible in this place where people were nice.
I wasn’t used to nice.
That Barbie girl, Karen, she’d acted like I mattered. Like I was someone you’d want to play Uno with. Like I wasn’t a freak or a charity case or a girl who had to hide behind a couch while her world shattered.
I turned on the faucet and splashed water on my face. The water was cold, and it helped. A little.
When I looked up, that’s when I saw it—the poster.
It was taped to the wall next to the paper towel dispenser. Big, bright blue sky. A rainbow stretched across the top corner like someone had painted it with a brush soaked in sunlight. Below it, butterflies lifted off from a field of yellow flowers. Their wings were soft and light and glowing.
And printed across the middle, in simple black letters:
Hear my prayer, O God; give ear to the words of my mouth.
—Psalm 54:2
I read it once. Then again.
My lips moved the third time. “Hear my prayer, O God…”
It stuck in my throat.
I didn’t know how to pray anymore. Not really. I used to fold my hands in Sunday School next to Granny and whisper little prayers for Carly to be healed. For Mama to stop crying so much. For Daddy to stop being angry.
Some prayers never got answered.
Or maybe they did and I didn’t like the answers.
I stared at the butterflies and felt my eyes burn. I hadn’t cried in days, maybe weeks. Not even when we left Muskogee. Not even when Mama said we might have to sleep outside again.
But now, in a bathroom with peeling paint and a flickering light, I wanted to cry so bad it hurt. I pressed my fingers into my eyes, hard.
“I want to stay here,” I whispered. “God, if You’re listening…”
My voice broke. I covered my face with both hands and said the verse again.
“Hear my prayer, O God…”
I didn’t ask for a mansion. I didn’t ask for a perfect family. I just wanted to stop running. I wanted Mama to be safe. I wanted to be a real girl, with a friend who didn’t think I was weird or gross or poor.
“I just want to stay here,” I whispered one more time.
Then I dried my hands and wiped my face with scratchy paper towels and walked back out into the hall.
Mama was smiling at Janice. A small smile, but real.
Karen was holding a list and waving it at me. “We found a motel that’s walking distance! My mom says she’ll take you there if you don’t mind riding in the back with my laundry baskets.”
I nodded, still quiet. Still thinking about butterflies and blue skies and prayers that maybe—just maybe—God could still hear.

      ***The motel was exactly what you’d expect from a place that took vouchers—paint peeling from the eaves, a Coke machine that half-worked, and a scratchy brown bedspread that smelled like Daddy's cigarettes. But to us, it was a palace.
Mama turned on the window unit, and the whole room filled with a roar of dusty cold air. I pulled off my shoes and curled up on the edge of the bed closest to the wall.
We stayed there for three nights. Long enough for Mama to turn in three job applications and get hired at the water department. She cried when they called her back. Not in front of them—but in the bathroom when she thought I couldn’t hear.
Janice gave us another list—this one had apartment rentals circled in red ink. We found one that wasn’t too far from the university. The outside was brick, the inside smelled like old carpet, and the windows stuck when you tried to open them. But it had two rooms and a stove that worked. And no one had to share a wall with us.
That was new.
Mama said, “This’ll be home for a while.” She said it like a question, but I nodded like it was a promise.

      ***We moved in on a Tuesday.
By Thursday, I was going to Karen’s while Mama worked — at least until school started. 
Her house looked like something out of a catalog. Two stories, white shutters, a porch swing with cushions that didn’t have any stains. She had her own room with a twin bed covered in blue ruffles and a poster of Michael Jackson on the wall. I sat on the floor and looked around. I’d never seen so much frilly blue in one place.
“You want to listen to music?” she asked, already popping in a cassette. The speakers on her boom box lit up blue.
“I don’t care.”
“You don’t talk much, huh?” she said, not mean—just curious.
“I guess not.”
“That’s okay. I talk enough for both of us.” She grinned and held out a bag of gummy worms. “Want one?”
I took one.
We watched cartoons until her mom came home. Karen bounced from the couch to the fridge and back again, narrating every moment like we were on a talk show. I liked listening to her. I didn’t have to say anything—just smile sometimes. That was enough for her.
Once, when I looked out Karen’s window, I saw the boy next door.
He was standing under a tree with a basketball, bouncing it against the cracked sidewalk. Curly black hair. Thick eyebrows. Faded jeans and a long-sleeved shirt. He wasn’t looking at us—just focused on the ball like it was the only thing in the world.
“Who’s that?” I asked, before I could stop myself.
Karen made a face. “Ugh. That’s Travis. He lives next door.”
“Will he go to school with us?”
“He’ll go to high school this year. I’m glad. I don’t like him.” She rolled her eyes. “He’s not very friendly.”
“Oh.” I turned away from the window, but not before sneaking one more glance.

      ***I saw him again after school started. On the school bus. He sat in the back, face pinched, staring out the window with dark eyes. He didn’t look weird to me. Just quiet.
Like someone who’d seen too much.
Like me.
I hadn’t been in a real school since third grade.
In Weatherford, when we lived with Granny, I went to a church school for a while. It was small and quiet. Mostly nice. I still had to eat lunch alone sometimes, but at least nobody called me names. That was before everything changed.
Now, at Riverside Middle School, I walked into a building that buzzed like a beehive—loud, fast, crowded. My stomach clenched when the bell rang. I wasn’t used to bells.
Karen met me by the lockers. “You got Mr. Leach for math? He’s so boring. But he’s not mean, so that’s something.”

      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***
      ***

      ***
The End
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