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“The kiss of the sun for pardon,

The song of the birds for mirth,
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PRESENT



1

Alice Mayes couldn’t remember the last time butterflies spawned in her stomach. She’d found sensations like that came less and less with age and experience, and with less intensity when they did. But as she approached Emily, who was waiting by the hurricane fence staring out at the garden, a kaleidoscope kicked up a storm in her belly. She’d always dreamed of finding someone like Emily. Someone worthy. She rested the shovel she’d plucked from the barn against the fence and gave Emily a motherly hug.

“Did you sleep well?” Alice asked.

Emily flashed a smile, nodded, and turned her attention back to the garden, where the first light of dawn was awakening the foliage.

Keeping her eyes on Emily, Alice placed her hand on her fluttering abdomen. Emily had been helping tend the garden since she was six years old, nearly fifteen years now, and she’d lived in the apartment above Alice’s garage for the last two. She had cautious, grass-green eyes and a quietly beautiful face that suggested vulnerability. And she was as slender as a rake, her slight figure suggesting weakness or frailty. But she was far from either.

She was the most resilient person Alice had ever known.

Abandoned outside an Amarillo fire station as an infant, Emily spent five years bouncing around the Texas Panhandle—three different towns and four foster homes in all—before landing a permanent home in Sunray with the Newel family on McGee Street, two houses down from Alice. From the first time they had met—the day Alice had caught the skinny, freckle-faced little girl stealing tomatoes and pears from the garden and chased her down and wrenched them from her hands—Alice had felt an uncanny bond with Emily. The little girl with a pixie chin and eyes hardened beyond her years was a replica of her younger self: headstrong, determined, thick-skinned, independent. Someone who did what she wanted to do, what she felt she had to do, and people could either accept it or move on.

Alice eventually followed Emily’s gaze and looked toward the roughly two hundred acres of abundance that locals called the Garden of Sunray. The butterflies in her stomach settled some as her eyes slid back and forth over the thick vegetation, pausing to momentarily admire a fuzzy leaf, a bee on a rose petal, an orange-breasted robin on an oak branch, sunshine winking on a drop of morning dew. She’d experienced thousands of calming sunrises in the garden, hundreds with Emily, but knew she had few to spare. She hadn’t received any dire prognosis from a doctor, and she hadn’t been blessed with prophetic visions or messages like Pastor Fred Lewis’s wife, Hazel, supposedly had been, either. She simply knew from a lifetime of listening to her body. The message was clear. For weeks her heart had been telling her it had a limited number of beats left, her lungs something similar. But that was okay. She wasn’t scared or upset or worried. And she didn’t want pity or prayers. After ninety-three years of love and pain, joy and loss, she was ready to move on. She just needed to tie up this one last loose end first.

The loose end.

She tousled the back of Emily’s short hair. “Did you bring everything?” She’d texted Emily the night before, asking her to please gather a couple of bottles of water and dry snacks from the pantry, a hand trowel and rag from the barn, and bring them with her in the morning. Alice had everything else she needed in her cargo pant pocket.

Emily patted the backpack pulled snug against her spine. “Right here.” She met eyes with Alice. “What do we need to do out there, anyway? Did I screw something up?”

Alice had allowed Emily to maintain the garden on her own for the first time this spring. Over the last two months, often helped by friends Becca, Juan, Charles, and a few others, she’d turned soil and re-seeded, transplanted the greenhouse-grown sprouts, pruned the fruit trees, removed weeds, and cleaned winter debris out of the canals that brought overflow water in from Regreso Creek. All the while, Alice had sat in her rocker on the back porch, or in front of her bedroom window upstairs, and pretended not to watch, hiding the binoculars or aiming them in an obscure direction when necessary, only taking walks through the garden to inspect the work when Emily wasn’t around. She didn’t want Emily to think she didn’t trust her. Trust with Emily was hard earned.

Alice shook her head. “No. You’ve done fine. There’s just something I need to show you near the creek.”

Emily cocked a suspicious eyebrow, the pierced one. “What is it? I thought I knew every inch of this place.”

What is it? Alice mused as the butterflies in her belly picked up steam again. She looked out at the garden. Such a simple question. What is it? Three little words. But in this case, they carried so much weight. She’d stayed up all night wondering exactly where to begin, how exactly to begin. She remembered everything from those five horrific days in the summer of ’44 as clearly as she remembered what she’d eaten for breakfast—half a piece of toast with jelly—and although she still thought of them often, daily on one level or another, she hadn’t spoken about them aloud in over seventy years. And she’d never told anyone the full truth. All she’d seen, what she’d done.

When she met eyes with Emily, Emily smirked. “What? Do you have a chest of gold buried out there or something?” Emily chuckled softly then playfully flared her eyes. “A body you need me to bury? A werewolf you shot with a silver bullet?” She put the tip of her pinky to the corner of her mouth like a devious villain. “A vampire you staked through the heart?”

Alice forced a smile she hoped didn’t look forced and lightly shook her head as if amused. “Come on.” She tilted the shovel handle toward Emily. “Take this and follow me.”

Emily took the shovel. “You sure you feel up for the walk?” She thumbed over her shoulder at the barn next to the garage. “Both of the four wheelers are gassed up and ready to go.”

Alice appreciated the gesture, but it was important for her to walk the garden with Emily this one last time. That was how she’d always imagined it. “I’ll be fine,” she said. “I want to walk.”

Emily adjusted the weight of her backpack and followed Alice through the wooden gate and into the garden. They negotiated a narrow path with clusters of tomato plants, herbs, and sunflowers on their left, vines that would grow fat with watermelons in the coming month on their right. Wild flowers and Spanish lavender abound. An apple tree here, an oak tree there. Where the path forked, they curved left, and as they looped around a patch of mulberry trees, an engine sounded overhead.

Alice looked skyward, shielding the sunshine from her eyes. A small prop plane flew into view, curving low around the garden’s outer rim. Fly-bys were a common occurrence, planes often carrying the pilot’s visiting relatives or friends they wanted to impress. Sometimes they showed up at Alice’s front door afterward, like countless others who’d heard of the garden or simply driven by, requesting to walk the grounds and take pictures, sometimes asking to return for an engagement proposal or a family portrait. A few had even requested to have an actual wedding on the site. A few others to scatter a loved one’s ashes.

Alice had gotten a bird’s eye view of the land from local crop duster Frank Kilgore’s plane in the summer of ’92, after nearly all two hundred acres were flourishing. He’d been telling her for years how amazing it looked from up there, and that she had to fly over with him. “I’ve never seen anything like it around here,” he’d said. “It looks like it doesn’t belong.” And he was right. From overhead, the riot of flowers, vines, and vegetables, clusters of berry bushes, plentiful fruit and ornamental trees, all of it, a hoarder’s garden, in one huge gulp, looked both amazing and miraculously out of place, as though the heart of some lush South American rainforest had been ripped out and transplanted into the chest of the arid Texas plains.

Alice waited until the plane was out of earshot, then looked back over her shoulder and locked eyes with Emily. The butterflies were relentless. It was time. Now or never. She took a deep breath, straightened her bifocals. “Remember when you first heard rumors about me and all that Nazi prisoner mess, and I told you the rumors were just that, and I didn’t know much more about it than anyone else?”

“Yeah,” Emily said, drawing out the word, seemingly dumbstruck by the out-of-the-blue question.

Alice held Emily’s gaze for a long moment, until she believed Emily had registered the sincerity in her eyes, the gravity of her coming words. “Well, I lied. I know everything. More than everything, in fact. More than anyone.” She pressed her hand against her abdomen again. “And you need to know it, too.”
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1

I was sixteen that summer—full of vinegar and piss, as Mom used to say—and couldn’t stand living in Sunray. Like most small panhandle boom towns, it was a good ten or fifteen years behind the rest of western civilization. Yes, the entire town was wired for electricity and most homes had phones, but only about half had indoor plumbing, and only one building in town—the Morley—had modern air conditioning. The population had dropped from a peak of thirty-five hundred in the mid-thirties down to around a thousand, and of those, most were Bible-thumping locals or unsavory, labor-seeking transients. Standing in the center of town square, you couldn’t throw a rock north or south without hitting a liquor store or bar on Main Street, and you couldn’t throw one east or west without hitting a church on Ozmer. Where those two roads intersected— the only two paved roads in town—two worlds collided. One world filled with indulgence and ignorance, the other filled with salvation and sanctimony.

I was with Mom in the heart of the salvation and sanctimony—the Trinity Lutheran Church—when word hit town about the escape. Back then, the church sat on a spacious lot half a mile east of town square, across the street from where the newer church sits now. Mom and I had been there for nearly two hours, scrubbing, sweeping, and polishing. She cleaned four of Sunray’s fourteen churches once a week, a few oil-rich assholes’ houses twice a month, and I’d been forced to spend my summers and weekends helping her clean since I turned five years old. We were on opposite ends of the sanctuary that August afternoon, polishing pews with a homemade mixture of lemon juice and olive oil, when Pastor Lewis stepped into the open front doorway and called us over.

“Martha, Alice, could I have a word with you, please?”

He ordinarily spoke with a soft, disarming drawl—when he wasn’t fevered on scripture and bellowing from the pulpit, that was—but his request came across firm and urgent.

Mom shot me a stern look and discretely tugged at her shirt as she sidled between pews with her back to him. The heat had been relentless that week, well over a hundred degrees for days. We’d turned on the ceiling fans, raised the windows, and propped open the front and back doors for better air circulation. I’d also tied the front of my sweat-soaked t-shirt into a knot, baring my midriff, which was an unacceptable appearance for a young lady in Mom’s eyes. Especially unacceptable in the presence of Fred Lewis. Not only was he the revered head of Sunray’s largest and wealthiest church, he was also one of Mom’s best-paying employers, a family friend, and our nearest neighbor.

Not in the mood to listen to another one of Mom’s lectures about respect after Pastor Lewis left (I’d already heard one on the ride to the church after an early morning argument about walking around the house in my underwear), I unknotted my shirt and followed her up the center aisle.

We greeted him just inside the entrance where the sun gave way to shadow. As usual, he wore black slacks and a short-sleeved black button up adorned with a clerical collar. He was eighty percent arms and legs, and at six-foot five, towered over me and Mom. His thinning hair clung to his scalp. He pulled a handkerchief out of his pocket and dabbed the sweat off his forehead and upper lip.

“Have you heard?” he asked.

Over the next few days, as the mess thickened, that vague question would become the common greeting in Sunray. When you crossed paths with someone or answered the phone, there was no more “How are you?” or “How’s work going?” or “What do you think of this weather?” Only, “Have you heard?”

Mom and I shook our heads.

His eyes bounced from her to me then back to her. “A handful of Nazis escaped from Camp Hutchinson this morning, and a few of them jumped on a train that came through Sunray Depot a few hours ago.”

The news stung.

Two years earlier, in the summer of ’42, as the war raged on in Europe and the Pacific, the government had secured a large chunk of farmland twenty miles southwest of Sunray and built the first of many POW camps in Texas. Camp Hutchinson was the second largest internment facility in the United States at the time. It consisted of four compounds surrounded by chain-link fences and rows of barbed-wire, each housing a thousand prisoners. Italians filled three of the sheet-iron structures crammed end to end with cots and footlockers, German Nazis the other. They’d been housed together initially but brawls had broken out, resulting in a few deaths, forcing the separation. Provisions for the inmates and the soldiers who managed the prison were delivered by train. The same tracks that passed within a mile of the camp also passed through the depot in eastern Sunray.

Mom’s eyebrows shot up. “Have they been caught?”

Pastor Lewis shook his head. “Sheriff Bennington told me the train was searched and found empty shortly after reaching Mercy, and the only place it had stopped before that was here. The entire track has been temporarily shut down, and the Army is checking cars on the two roads going in and out of town, and supposedly setting up checkpoints on some other roads in the county, too. I’m going to talk to Mayor Wilson right now to see if he knows anything else. I just wanted to stop in real quick and make sure you knew what was going on and ask you to help spread the word.” His eyes tightened with warning. “Those men are desperate, Martha. Some as evil as they come. The Devil’s Disciples, as I’ve said before. They beat four of the guards with fence posts during the escape and tied them up. We all need to stay alert and look out for one another until we know they’ve been caught.”

Mom nodded with conviction. She’d heard. We all had. News about the Third Reich’s brutality had been trickling out of Europe for years, and the first concentration camps had recently been discovered in Poland, confirming the worst of it. Pastor Lewis and other church leaders had been using rumors of Nazi atrocities to fuel their sermons for the better part of a year, naming Hitler as the anti-Christ, claiming his rise to power was a sign of the end of times, a warning for everyone on Earth to take a side, choose a path of righteous or wicked, and that rhetoric had drastically increased after the prisoners began arriving in the autumn of ’43.

“Is this your only job today?” Pastor Lewis asked.

Mom nodded. “We have to clean United Methodist tomorrow, but yeah, this is it for today.”

“Good, good. I think it’d be better if we’re all inside before nightfall, just in case.” He patted at the moisture on his forehead and upper lip again. “And if you need anything, anything at all, or if you just don’t want to be home alone until we know more, Hazel and the boys are at the house. They know what’s going on, and I’m sure they’d love to have you over.”

Mom thanked him for his generosity, and we followed him out onto the porch where I raised my hand to shield my eyes from the bright sunshine and surveyed Ozmer Street. My thoughts moved with my eyes. Was one of the prisoners hiding in the First Baptist Church of Sunray next door? The Pentecostal church next to that? The backseat of the Ford parked across the street? The abandoned house on the corner? The shoddy storage shed behind Miss Carla’s Luncheonette?

Then my thoughts moved deeper, inward, and I felt my shoulders tense. I wondered if one of the men could be the one who’d killed my dad; the one who’d kick-started the waves of ache and anger that had ebbed and flowed inside my chest for eight long months. I bit my bottom lip to keep the possibility from spilling out of my mouth. Mom didn’t like talking about Dad much, rarely brought him up herself, and she’d already rejected the possibility of his killer living in Camp Hutchinson when I’d posed it months earlier, saying she refused to entertain such foolish thoughts.

Foolish or not, I couldn’t help entertaining them. My imagination was too rampant, my eagerness to find a specific person to finger for Dad’s death too great. I wanted someone—a face, a name, a monster—to be held accountable.

Foolish or not, I had fantasies of revenge.

When Pastor Lewis reached the roadside, Mom waved to him and marched back inside. “Come on,” she said, making a beeline toward the pews, her legs whipping against the inside of her full-length skirt. “Let’s hurry and finish so we can get out of here.”


2

At home, I helped Mom unload the cleaning supplies from our beat-up ’35 Chevy Pickup and store them in the downstairs bedroom, then I went upstairs to my room. I grabbed Dad’s old fishing jeans off the top of my dresser and held them close to my nose for a moment—long enough to catch the scent of creek water and Red Man tobacco clinging to the fabric—before changing into them. That smell—his smell—made me feel close to him, like he was right behind me, about to laugh or say my name, maybe goose my side to make me squeal, or throw his arms around me and lift me off the ground in a bear hug and say it was time to squeeze the nonsense out of me again. It had the power to bring tears to my eyes, a smile to my face, inspiration to my desire, grit to my resolve, so many things. Right then, it gave me comfort.

I’d chopped the lower legs off and wore them rolled up just above my knees. They were baggy and had to be held afloat with a leather belt. Dried fish blood streaked one thigh, and a green patch covered the crotch where the hem had split. Much to Mom’s dismay, I’d worn them nearly every day that summer. The only times I didn’t was when we attended church on Sunday mornings and when I helped Mom clean. I was afraid the overwhelming scent of perfume and cologne the sanctuary reeked of on Sunday mornings, or the strong odor of the cleaning products that inevitably got all over my clothes when we cleaned, would override Dad’s smell. He’d always refused to let Mom wash them, saying doing so would ruin his familiarity with the fish, drive them twenty miles downstream, and he’d never catch anything ever again. I refused to wash them, too. I didn’t want to drive what little remained of him farther away from me, either.

He’d quit his supervisor job at the Alloy carbon black plant and joined the Army shortly after the attack on Pearl Harbor. The last time I saw him, he came into my room to tell me goodbye because I refused to go downstairs and see him off. I threw my arms around him and cried and begged him not to go. “Why, Daddy? Why are you doing this? What if something horrible happens? What if you don’t come back?” He smiled an easy smile that said, don’t worry, I’ll be fine. “It’s okay to be scared,” he’d said. “There are many times in life when you’re going to be scared of what’s ahead of you, but that doesn’t mean you should turn and run. Especially if the cause is worth the risk.” He caressed my back. “I’d love to stay here with you and Mom, but sometimes sacrifices have to be made. This is one of those times for me, Ali.” He was the only person who called me Ali, and no one has ever called me that since. A few tried, but I nipped that in the bud immediately.

That was the last word he ever said to me: Ali.

He was killed during the Fifth Army Bernhardt Line offensive in the winter of ’43. A bullet to the chest, they’d said. Died instantly and without suffering, they’d said. I bet they told everyone that. We received his dog tags with the news of his death, but like many soldiers, his body remained overseas, buried with five others in an unmarked grave. He did have a tombstone in Sunray Cemetery, and Mom and I occasionally placed flowers in front of the small slab with DOUGLAS ALLEN MAYES 1905-1943 etched across it, but it was a resting place in name only.

I made my way to my window as Mom started talking (Have you heard?) on the phone downstairs. Our house was one of only three houses on McGee Street, the center dot on the southernmost road in Sunray. The Lewis’s house was about half a mile east, the Dalton’s, half a mile west. My window faced south, looking out over the land that stretched south as far as the eye could see—land that would later become the Garden of Sunray. At the time, we only used an acre or so directly behind the house for personal produce and our small chicken coop. The rest was flat and featureless save a crippled windmill, patches of mesquite thicket here and there, and the area on the eastern edge of the land where Regreso Creek sliced through the prairie on its way to merge with the Brazos River, allowing plump bushes and several elm and oak trees to thrive along its bank.

The land had belonged to Dad’s family since the early 1900s, a good quarter century before Sunray sprouted up and became an official town, and they’d leased it to cattle farmers until the dust bowl years erased that option. As an only child, Dad had inherited the acreage, along with the two-story farmhouse his ancestors had built by hand, after his parents passed.

He and Mom were leasing a tiny two-bedroom home in north Sunray when I was born, but we moved into the farmhouse with Nana Mayes after Grandpa died from a heart attack when I was seven. Years before his death, a stroke had left Nana’s left side paralyzed, making it impossible for her to manage on her own. She was a bitter woman who fought death as hard as she fought expressing gratitude and relenting control, but she eventually passed in her sleep in the downstairs bedroom a few months before Dad left for boot camp.

Dad had dreams for the land. He’d told me that when he returned from the war, he’d like to build a house close enough to the creek that he could fish off the back porch. “And maybe a barn next to that so we can have some horses” he’d also said. He’d always loved horses and was obsessed with the Pony Express. He’d worked on the Chase Ranch, tending their horses and swine, from the age of eight until he married Mom and took a better paying job at the carbon black plant. He’d taken me out there many times to ride. Of course, he never returned from the war, and starting a few months after his death, I’d overheard Mom discuss selling the land multiple times, saying she didn’t have any desire to be responsible for that much land and needed a fresh start in a “modern house that isn’t drafty and had proper indoor plumbing.”

I stared out the window, scanning the horizon, thinking about the train tracks that ran just east of our property line, about Dad and Camp Hutchinson and the escaped prisoners, wondering about possible, impossible connections, until Mom hung up the phone and hollered my name.

When I entered the kitchen, she eyed my shorts with prim disapproval before looking me in the face. At the beginning of the summer, her expression would’ve been accompanied by a disapproving comment, a reminder of how unladylike I appeared, but she’d given up on that front. “Hazel wants us to come over for dinner so we can talk about all this prisoner mess,” she said. “She has a feeling it’s not going to end well.”

Hazel Lewis, Pastor Lewis’s wife, was always having “feelings.” She claimed to have been regularly blessed with prophetic insights, visions, and messages since the age of five when she’d nearly died from tuberculosis and “touched heaven’s doorstep.” Mom and many other Bible-thumpers, members of the Trinity Lutheran Church congregation in particular, glommed on to her every word, heeded her every warning. Pastor Lewis sometimes even incorporated her dreams and visions into his sermons. Dad, on the other hand, had been one of many who found Hazel flaky and delusional. He never believed she was purposefully putting on a ruse, and he treated her with respect and kindness to her face, but behind closed doors, especially around like-minded friends after he had a few drinks in him, he occasionally mocked her and laughed at her, claiming she was “off her rocker,” another “Bible-enthused fortune teller.” Hazel always treated me kindly, and I believed that she believed in her ability, but I had too much Mayes skepticism running through my veins to buy it. I sided with Dad.

I snickered to myself and whispered, “Of course she does,” thinking if Dad had been there, he would’ve shot me a wink behind Mom’s back.

Mom ignored my flippancy and gestured at the pantry. “Grab a half dozen eggs and the butter. I’m going to go wrap up what’s left of the salt pork.”

We loaded the supplies in a cloth sack, locked the front and back doors, which we rarely did, and walked to the Lewis’s.

Unlike our paint-faded, patch-work shiplap home, their two-story brick house was as architecturally ornate inside and out as the finest church. In fact, it had been built by the same ritzy construction company out of Mercy that had built the Trinity Lutheran Church. Both structures had wide, spade-shaped archways, intricately engraved doors, shiny brass hardware throughout, indoor plumbing, and even matching round stained-glass windows. A cross surrounded by a rainbow of colors dotted the wall above the church pulpit, and a slightly smaller identical one served as the sole window in the house’s attic, facing McGee Street for all to see.

Hazel flung the door open before Mom could lower her hand after knocking. Hazel was a big-boned woman with gentle eyes and hair the color of root beer. Rumor had it she came from a family of moderate wealth—pre-Civil War plantation wealth, most believed—and her appearance seemed to validate that speculation. She was a few years older than Mom but appeared significantly younger. Her milky skin showed little if any signs of weathering, and her hands were as velvety soft as a lamb’s ear leaf.

“Martha, Alice. Hi. Come in, come in.”

We followed her to the kitchen, and after I set the sack of groceries on the counter, her eyes caught mine. “The boys are upstairs playing cards if you’d like to go up.”

“Thanks,” I said, and made my way upstairs as Hazel and Mom began an energetic back-and-forth about the Nazi mess.

I slowed as I reached the doorway to Robert’s and Thomas’s bedroom, careful to dodge the squeaky spots on the floor, and peeked inside. They were sitting on Thomas’s bed on the left side of the room, their attention on the cards in their hands. Robert’s back was to me, blocking Thomas’s view of the doorway. I raised my hands into the air, fingers curled like hungry werewolf claws, and roared as I jumped through the doorway, landing flat-footed on the wooden floor with a thunderous smack.

Thomas, the younger of the two, squealed, dropped his cards, and jumped to his feet on the bed. Robert quickly twisted my direction. He had turned sixteen two months earlier but was taller and more thoughtful than most grown men. Surprise held his mouth open and eyebrows high as we locked eyes. When I laughed and half-heartedly roared and clawed at the air again, his eyes softened and the corners of his mouth rose. He flicked his handful of cards my way.

“You’re not funny,” he said, though his growing smile said otherwise.

“Yeah,” Thomas added. “That’s not funny. Why do you always do stuff like that?” His tone was harsh, brow pinched. For an eleven-year-old, he had little play in him, and I had made it my mission to change that.

I winked at him. “Because it’s so easy.”

I collected the cards off the floor while Robert gathered the others. Thomas hopped down, and we sat in our customary triangle on the round rug between their two beds—Robert directly across from me, Thomas to my right.

Thomas snatched the cards out of Robert’s hand and then reached for the ones I had. I playfully jerked them back, and he whined, “You picked the game last time, Alice. It’s my turn.”

I held steady for a moment before shooting him an exaggerated, eye-squinting smile and passed the cards to him. As he began shuffling, I looked at Robert. His attention hung on my shorts for a moment before shifting to my face.

“So, what do you think about the prisoner thing?” he asked. “Are you worried at all?”

“No,” I said. “Not really. I’m more… I don’t know…”

“Intrigued?” he filled in.

I confirmed his assumption with a quick nod and coy smile. We’d had countless what if conversations about Camp Hutchinson and the Nazis, including one a few weeks earlier about whether or not my dad’s killer could’ve somehow, someway, wound up so close to Sunray. He knew how bad I wanted it to be a possibility, so it was hard to tell if he was indulging me out of pity by saying the idea wasn’t foolish like Mom had insisted, or if he truly thought it wasn’t. I wanted to believe the latter, but I never pressed him on it.

“Do you think the prisoners are really here…in Sunray?” I asked.

He lightly shook his head. “I doubt it. Those guys could’ve jumped off anywhere, and I figure they’d want to get as far away from the camp as possible. And just because they searched the train in Mercy and didn’t find them doesn’t mean they’re here.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “They could’ve hopped off when the train slowed in one of the small towns between here and there and stolen a car, or hopped onto another train in Mercy before the one they rode in on was checked.”

“They could be anywhere.”

“Memory is the game,” Thomas interjected without looking up, and started placing cards face-down in long rows. Memory was his go-to. He wasn’t the best at reading people, but he could memorize the freckle pattern on a person’s face with one good glance. When he finished, he flipped over two cards, the six of hearts and eight of spades, and turned them back over. Then he looked at his brother. “Mom thinks they’re definitely here. I heard her tell Mrs. Hanna on the phone earlier that there are enough abandoned buildings in town to hide an entire Nazi army. She said they could be anywhere.”

There was no arguing about the buildings. If prisoners were in town, they had plenty of places to hide. One-room shacks had been brought in on skids during the oil boom in the early ’30s and dropped wherever they’d fit, and when those filled up, more ramshackle housing units were thrown together using oil rig scraps or whatever else could be salvaged from the town dump. Meaning, after the oil wells ran dry and the workers moved on, Sunray was left with as many abandoned houses as used ones. Other than the prostitutes, drunkards, and transients who occasionally took advantage of the free spaces, and kids who dared one another to venture inside the spookier ones, most hadn’t been touched in years.

Thomas’s ominous remark lingered in the air, and we played in silence for the next five minutes or so, Robert and I stealing occasional glances at each other, Thomas concentrating on the cards as though his life depended on it, the ceiling fan whirring overhead, the relentless hush of Mom’s and Hazel’s conversation drifting up the stairs. Thomas was retrieving the final pair to claim victory when a loud knock on the front door brought us to our feet.

Standing shoulder to shoulder behind the upstairs banister, we watched Hazel peek out the window next to the front door. “It’s Sheriff Bennington.” She straightened her blouse and spine before unlocking and opening the door to greet him.

Ace Bennington was round without being particularly overweight, sturdy but far from muscle-bound. Born and raised in Mercy, he’d moved to Sunray during the oil boom when the need for more lawmen arose and worked his way from deputy to sheriff rather quickly. He’d been one of Dad’s best friends for as long as I could remember. They were fishing buddies, drinking buddies, home repair buddies. St. Louis Cardinal-fan buddies. Watch-over-my-wife-and-daughter-while-I’m-gone buddies.

He removed his sheriff-star-pinned cattleman’s hat as he stepped inside, exposing his pale bald head, a stark contrast to his dark mop of a mustache and sun-reddened face. When he noticed us, he called out, “Hi, gang,” and we trickled downstairs.

“What brings you by?” Hazel asked. “If you’re looking for Fred, I think he’s over at Mayor Wilson’s office.”

“Thank you, but that’s not why I’m here.” He gestured at Mom with his hat. “I stopped by because I tried to call Martha to make sure she’d heard what had happened. When she didn’t answer, I went by her house. And when she wasn’t there, I figured I’d try my luck here.” He met eyes with Mom and a scrape of a smile crept to life on his face. Hers too. “Third time’s a charm, I guess.”

“Did you catch the prisoners yet, Sheriff?” Thomas blurted out. “Dad said the Army stopped the train and set up roadblocks and everything.”

“Thomas,” Hazel scolded, taking him by the shoulders and easing him back. “Don’t interrupt.”

“It’s okay,” Ace said, eyeing Thomas. “No, son. We haven’t found any signs of them here in town either, which is good. Two were captured in the fields before they reached the train, though. Apparently, one caught his foot in a groundhog hole and snapped his ankle, and the other had a bum hip due to a grenade injury or something and never made it to the tracks.”

“Do you know how many are still missing?” I asked.

“We’ve been told four, but we’re still waiting on an official count from the Army.”

I nodded as Ace started fanning his sweat-slicked face with his hat.

“Where are my manners?” Hazel reprimanded herself. “You must be burning up in that uniform. Would you like a cool glass of tea?”

“I’d love one,” Ace said.

“Dry or sweet?”

“The sweeter the better.”

In the kitchen, Ace sat at the table in the center of the room, drinking his tea. Thomas sat across from him, peppering him with hypothetical questions about the prisoners and escape, ninety-nine percent of which Ace could only answer with “I couldn’t say,” “I have no idea,” and “I don’t know.” The phone rang during Thomas’s barrage, summoning Hazel to the living room (Have you heard?) where her excited tone suggested she’d stay for some time, so Mom asked Robert and me to help prep for dinner. She tasked Robert with chopping potatoes, me with mixing dough. I went to the pantry to grab the flour and found the jar
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