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            A NOTE ON LANGUAGE

          

        

      

    

    
      This story is set during the 1920s and the 1930s in the southern USA. During this time, the words colored, Negro, and nigger were used to talk about people who were African-Americans. These words are used in the story. However, in modern times, they are considered offensive and are no longer used in everyday speech or writing.

      Some of the talk between characters is regional and true to Oklahoma, Texas, and New Mexico of that time, and some would say, in the present day as well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            MY THIRD LIFE, JUNE 19, 1934

          

          YOU MEET ME
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      My name is Maul Entringer. Yes, that’s right. Maul. M-A-U-L. EN-trin-ger. Maul Entringer. Yes, I know Maul’s an odd name.

      My ma and pa just liked the sound of it. So that’s the name they gave me. “Maaaullll?” my ma would shout from our front door. “Where are you? There won’t be any dinner for you, if you don’t get here right now!” I can still hear her, clear as day. The night falling, her voice strong as a church bell. When she called out my name like that, I knew I should get home, and fast.

      Have you ever met anyone who lived three times? Because I have. I have…what? The “what?” could have two answers. One: I have…met someone who lived three times? Yes. I’ve met one more person like me. Maybe there are more. But I’ve met just one. He was an old man in Farmington, New Mexico. Two: I have…lived three times? Yes. I have lived three times.

      My first life was from 1904 to 1921. That life ended in the back of a truck under sacks of onions. My second life was from 1921 to 1926. That life was a short one! I wanted it to be longer, but it wasn’t. It ended by the side of a river. My third life began in 1926. No end date yet. Do I have more time on this third life? I want it to be so.

      Stay with me a bit. I’m going to tell you things. You’re going to find out where I grew up. You’ll hear about my uncle Lucky Jack Entringer, and his strange gift to me. I’ll tell you about my beautiful wife, Mabel. You’ll hear about Buddy Mills. Even now, I hate to talk about that big mistake of a white man, but I’ll do it. I killed him, you see. You’ll also hear about Mew, a little gray cat, who found me in New Mexico.

      Mew is with me now. She has a little bed on the seat of my truck made out of an Indian blanket. During our long drives she sleeps or sits up and watches the road ahead. It stretches miles and miles into the distance.

      Why am I telling you this? What’s so special about my three lives? Well, don’t you want to know how it all happened? What it was like? As to why three lives were given me, I have no idea. I’m sure you want to know why. I want to know why. But that is way beyond me.

      I’ll tell you what I do know. It’s 1934. I’m on this third life of mine. I disappeared in 1926. But now I want to be found. I want that so badly. I want to go back, and find my beautiful wife, my beautiful Mabel. Will she know me? Will she forgive me? Will she believe how sorry I am? Will she listen when I tell her what made me go, and what made me stay gone?

      Tonight, I sit by a small camp fire. It’s a soft summer night. There are lots of stars out and there isn’t much wind. I’m in a protected spot by the side of a small, slow river. If you must know, it’s not far from where my second life ended, in 1926. You’d think I would stay away. It’s strange how peaceful this place is.

      The sound of the river is very quiet. I sit on a warm blanket with a hot drink. Mew left around sunset. She just slipped into the tall green grasses. She’s out hunting for whatever she can find. Sometimes it’s a mouse, or a small snake. A few times, she’s brought back things like a lady’s glove or a child’s toy or, once, a string of blue beads. I have no idea where she found those. Anyway, if she doesn’t find anything to eat tonight, I have some extra food for her.

      Here is Mew now. She has something in her mouth. It’s not a mouse. She drops it on the blanket in front of me. She steps back, licking her neat gray paws. I pick the thing up. It’s dirty and rusted, but I can see it clearly. It’s a big man’s belt buckle. I know whose it is. Buddy Mills’.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            MY FIRST LIFE, 1904-1921

          

          A CHILD’S LIFE
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      I grew up in Tulsa, Oklahoma. My first memories of my first life were there. My memories were those of a child’s, because that is what I was. My family was Ma, Pa, my sister Teeny and my brother Ulysses. I was the middle child. Everyone paid attention to Ulysses, who was oldest, and to Teeny, who was youngest. No one paid attention to me, right in the middle.

      Teeny was the cutest little thing. She had a yellow Sunday dress that Ma made for her, for church. Teeny stood still while Ma sat behind her and put white ribbons in her hair. I could never stand still like that. I was quick and skinny. I was always getting up and looking at things—stones in our back garden, a tom cat living under our house, newspapers Pa kept at his store.

      Ma thought I got away with things. I wasn’t so sure about that. When I was a kid, I did things, like get in a fight with Ulysses. Or I’d help myself to an apple sitting on the kitchen table.

      “Didn’t you know that apple was my lunch at work?” Ma said. “I’m cleanin’ white peoples’ houses all day, and now I gotta be hungry while I’m doin’ it?”

      Ma cleaned and cooked for a white family. Then she would eat anything extra, like half a sandwich, or a little soup left in the pan. She loved apples. If her white family ate everything she made for their lunch, an apple in her pocket was just the thing. Anyway, I felt bad, so I never did anything like that again. That didn’t stop me from getting yelled at many, many more times.

      I was just a wild kid, without any cares in the world. I got a talking to just about every day. Talking back to teacher. My hand slapped and a talking to. Taking little Rosie Greer’s book and hiding it. Rosie calling me “a no good thief” (Ow…that hurt.). Leaving dirty hand prints on the towel by the kitchen sink. The back of my head whopped by Pa’s big hand and a talking to.

      We lived in Greenwood. It was a little corner of Tulsa. Hundreds of us black folks lived there, and called it home. Greenwood was close to the trains, and to work. We had our own houses, our own schools, our own churches, and our own businesses. Pa had a hardware store. He was partners with his little brother, Lucky Jack Entringer. They sold hammers, nails, wood, chicken feed, and window glass. Mostly, black folks came to the store but sometimes whites did too. Tulsa was an oil town. It was growing like crazy.

      Pa was a big, quiet man. He kept the store’s books and handled the money. Selling was my uncle’s thing. Pa said Lucky Jack could sell the legs off of a chair. Lucky Jack Entringer was smaller than Pa. He moved and talked fast. He dressed fancy with dark slacks and a white shirt.

      He knew just when a customer was about to leave the store. He would go over all friendly. After a few minutes, Lucky Jack had a sale. If a customer wanted to build a fence, Lucky Jack sold him the wood for it. Then he went over and helped the customer build the fence.

      Later, as I got to be 12 or 13, Uncle Jack sent Ulysses and me to help customers with anything they bought hardware for. On any day under the hot Oklahoma sun, you could see us putting a new door on a house or repairing a broken window, all with Entringer Hardware Store goods.

      On days when we went to work on a white person’s house, Pa talked to Ulysses and me. Pa said, “Just get the job done. Then come back here. Say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ and ‘sir’ and ‘ma’am.’ And if anyone offers to pay you, you say ‘All paid up, sir. It’s not necessary.’”

      Pa always looked us in the eye. He said, “It’s different outside of Greenwood. Don’t forget that. If someone calls out to you on the street, just nod friendly like and keep walking.”

      At first I thought Pa was talking to Ulysses. Then I saw Pa was talking to me. It was like Pa knew trouble would come to me. He was right.
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