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I left Tulsa in a cloud of butterflies.  At the time, and for years 

afterward, I viewed that as mere whimsical coincidence.  Only recently has it come home 

to me that it was actually in the nature of a blessing.  From where I’m sitting now—yes, I 

can see that clearly.  The prospect of departure was daunting.  To leave this place, where 

I’d just  regained my footing, found my voice, and traipse off into the unknown,  was 

proving to be so difficult I literally couldn’t bring myself to say goodbye.  I hemmed and 

hawed, I prevaricated about the actual date of departure, pretended to each friend I’d see 



them one last time again.  And to others, to the people who mattered most—Dee, my 

counselor from the women’s shelter; Hal, my noble lawyer; Jeff, my Cherokee medicine 

man—to none of them could I even utter the word.  So this is what I think.  I think my 

ancestors saw this and stepped in to help me.  They’d done it before, the last time being 

my divorce trial when the man who’d abused me claimed the opposite in front of the 

judge.  They blew out the lights to short-circuit his rant.  I stayed cool, and preserved 

custody.  And the day I left Tulsa—well, there I stood, in Dana’s front yard, my arms 

around her, frozen at yet another invisible boundary.  Unable to budge.  So this time, 

marshaling forces as a legion of butterflies, my ancestors streamed around me at the 

moment of departure to carry me over that painful threshold on a tide of beauty.   

 Our concrete transportation was an old milk delivery truck with a top speed of 

fifty miles an hour.  This was good because it reduced the possibility that a state trooper 

would pull us over and examine Max and Max’s international driver’s license.  The 

license was valid and Max was valid, but I’d noticed that while women and children were 

enchanted by Max, men tended to regard him with suspicion.  The disorderly black curls, 

paint-splattered pants of a particular shade of marine blue ubiquitous in northern Europe 

but unfamiliar here, and the heavily-accented English: they didn’t quite know how to 

place him.  They became uneasy and often, therefore, aggressive.  But I’d needed a 

moving van and the truck was Max’s brilliant idea after he’d heard how much a rental 

would cost. 

 “You cannot do that!” he pronounced in manly fashion, and tromped across the 

street from his apartment to negotiate with the caretaker at the Borden truck parking lot, a 

balding pony-tailed guy in a Confederate tee shirt who could sometimes be seen moving 



pieces of scrap metal from one pile to another in slow motion on the filthy lot whose 

angled rows of barbed wire atop a six-foot chain-link was the definition of security 

overkill.  The caretaker was of the ilk that viewed anyone with a foreign accent as 

retarded.  Of course, this enabled Max to drive the deal of the century—it was almost a 

giveaway.  So, at precisely the same moment I felt the psychological necessity to shed the 

car from my old life, Max—who’d cheerfully trudged mile after mile in a hot-weather 

town where public transportation was an afterthought and pedestrians and cyclists often 

got the finger—Max felt the urge to acquire one.  This kind of synchronicity was 

happening more and more often. 

Loretta arrived on Surreptitious Moving Day to ride herd on the baby while I 

cleaned and packed.  It was amazing how much cleaning there could be in a five-

hundred-square-foot-apartment when you got right down to it, it being the necessity of 

getting back a sizeable security deposit from the bitter, menopausal office manager of 

Riverview Gardens.  So I scrubbed furiously.  Every time I looked at Loretta, or her blue 

windbreaker, or her knitting bag, my throat closed up.  How could I say goodbye to my 

right hand, my on-call babysitter almost since Nathan’s birth?  Loretta was all honey: 

warm skin, soothing voice, perpetual Cherries-In-the-Snow smile.  Whenever she walked 

through the door, her unflappable presence made everything all right.  I bit back my tears 

and tried to pretend it was the ammonia fumes.  The day had only just started and I 

wasn’t sure I could make it through. 

Then I saw the truck.   



Max was supposed to have retooled the seating and given it a paint job, but when 

we crowded out to the parking lot at his summoning honk I saw he’d exceeded 

expectations.  

“Ba!” cried Nathan, hurtling forward. 

My stars!” Loretta exclaimed, lunging for his hand and sweeping up his hat on the 

way.  Will you look at that!” 

“Ba!”  Nathan repeated, urgently, tugging at Max’s pants leg.  Max stepped down 

and swung him into the driver’s seat. 

“Pay no attention.”  I replaced the hat on my tow-headed pirate and tucked in his 

bangs.  “He calls everyone that.   He calls the president that.   When he saw his picture in 

the newspaper he pointed to it and called him that.”  I put my hand carelessly on the 

bulbous fender.  Max smiled, got out his cigarette papers and feigned absorption in 

manufacturing a smoke.   

Nathan bounced on the cloth-upholstered seat as he turned the wheel.   

“That’s a little bigger than the one on your play-tray, isn’t it?” 

Max shot me a glance and tucked the cigarette in his mouth. 

 Suddenly I lifted my hand off the fender.  “Oh, my!”  I pretended to be startled.  

“Haven’t you been a busy bee.”  

I began to pace around the snub-nosed Divco with Loretta, my lips sucked in to 

conceal a smile, while Max leaned against the side, heel of one black army boot resting 

on the toe of the other, studiously blowing smoke rings at the cottonwood branches 

hanging over the dumpster.  The whole front—the hood all the way down to the skinny 

bumper, over the fenders and across the sides as far as the doors—the whole thing was 



paved with ceramic tile remnants from the mosaic pathways he’d installed in his 

apartment, and huge colorful fake gemstones—where had he found those?  Other 

scavenged artifacts were studded here and there: a family of brass cogwheels in 

graduated sizes.  A tire gauge.  Mirrored sunglass lenses, a few CDs with rainbow 

shimmer, some bike reflectors, the spatulate blade of a cake knife.  On top of the rear-

view mirror on my side he’d mounted a little girl’s bicycle bell, complete with pink and 

purple streamers.  The glittering encrustation ended at the doors; from there back, the 

truck was creamy vanilla: a truck with a split personality, a truck with hidden depths, a 

truck with artistic balance, a crackerjack truck with a surprise in the box.   

I could make it in a truck like this. 

With this, it would be easy to take the high road, the optimistic road.  Easy to 

envision humanity’s shared bedrock of goodness and beauty.  My favorite philosopher 

Immanuel Kant had more or less persuaded me of this while I was mired in the slough of 

divorce despond, but my faith still occasionally wavered.  Here was visual proof.  In this 

cheerful pimped-up Divco I could remember that the Categorical Imperative really did 

exist, and I could travel forward with it, guiding me true north to the best of all possible 

worlds. 

I ended my circumambulation front and center, where by way of a hood ornament 

Max had affixed a ten-inch aluminum Winged Victory at figurehead angle.  I reached out 

and put my finger on her head.  She didn’t wobble.  I’d tried to go back to Square One 

twice already and failed.  The first time I was jerked back there unwillingly by my 

Cherokee friend.  But as I drove home from Tahlequah after my visit with him I couldn’t 

bear the weight of the truth that my marriage to Larry was over.  I was pregnant!  I 



couldn’t change course.  So life had gone on in the same one, for better and worse…and 

worse.   The second time, I failed too.  I tried to find Square One with John, who’d 

walked into my life when Larry walked out.  I chose the road to Tahlequah for the drive 

we both thought would end with a proposal, but I’d driven off it again in an inescapable 

act of self-sabotage.  This time, though, I wasn’t going to fail.  I wasn’t going to fail 

myself, I wasn’t going to fail my son, and I wasn’t going to fail Kant, who had shown me 

at just the right moment, and quite tenderly beside, that I already had the strength I 

needed to advance into the courtroom that day and cooperate with a psychopath for the 

benefit of my tiny son—who told me I already was pursuing the spiritual imperative, and 

to just keep going.  It’s like the road to Tahlequah, he’d said.  You can take it in any 

direction.  Take it in mine.  You already are.    

 Where were we headed?  Max and Nathan and I?  I had no idea.  First to Chicago 

to pick up my cello, then continuing north.  I didn’t know what our ultimate destination 

was.  I’d been thinking vaguely: Minneapolis?  Where my college roommate lived?  

Following the spiritual imperative was turning out to be a bit nerve-wrackingly process-

oriented.  But in a truck like this, how could I run off the road a third time?   My finger 

still atop Victory, I cocked my head at Max.  He held my eyes as he took a drag and blew 

out a plume of smoke.  Then he gave me a “V” sign.  “This is for your journey,” he said.  

“This is you.  Soaring into the future.” 

Soaring into the future.   

When all was said and done, I really was a refugee from plaid.  Being with Max 

was on the order of what you might call a correction.  And actually, when you compared 

it to other corrections—marrying a psychopath, for example, or having scantily-protected 



pick-up sex—it was a totally innocuous one.  Even healthy.  And a side benefit was that 

when I stood side by side with Max, especially on a day like today when I was wearing a 

tennis skirt, I felt very conventional, which could sometimes be comforting.  I wasn’t 

going to reveal this, however.  I squinted at Victory appraisingly.  “Her cup size is much 

bigger than mine.”  

He caught my smile and pushed off the truck.  “Okey dokey! Let’s get packed.” 

 It didn’t take long to stow the trappings of my miniscule household.  A few things 

had gone back to the Salvation Army store, from whence they had come, so there were 

only three pieces of furniture—the maple twin bed from my childhood, my 

grandmother’s dresser, the little oak kitchen table.  I spread Aunt Thea’s baby quilt on the 

dresser with the baby basket on top of it and Max’s backpack laid inside.  Next to that we 

wedged two banker’s boxes of legal papers, the remainder after I’d jettisoned all the 

duplicates—who said the computer would render paper obsolete?  The whole caboodle 

was sandbagged with plastic grocery sacks of clothing, and then we rolled down the door. 

 I hugged Loretta and was horrified to discover that guttural noises bubbled up 

from my throat when I opened my mouth, so I shut it again, sealing it with two fingers to 

keep anything from slipping out. 

 “I know, darlin’.”  She stroked my straight blonde hair back on both sides, took 

my face in her two hands, and gave it a little shake.  “You don’t need to say a word.  God 

bless you and take good care of that baby.”   

Then Loretta and her blue windbreaker and her knitting bag walked slowly out of 

my life. 



I turned in my apartment keys and negotiated an immediate walk-though with the 

bitter menopausal office manager so she couldn’t scam me in absentia, and then we left.  

I put a hand on Max’s sleeve as he pulled out of Riverview Gardens.  “Can we drive 

along the river a little bit?”  I put my chin in my hand and watched the sentinel line of 

cottonwoods along the Arkansas.  A river ran through it, which was why I had to leave.  

A river ran through it, but I was afraid to leave the river.  There was only one stop left 

and it was a stop I didn’t want to make, because that meant it was final, and then we’d be 

gone.   

“….Texas.” 

“What?” I lifted my chin out of my hands. 

“I’m not driving to Texas,” Max repeated.  “Texas is not on the itinerary.” 

“Okay, okay,” I waved my hand in a circle and he pulled a U-turn. 

“We’re going north,” he said firmly, straightening the wheel.  “You promised me.  

North. North Woods.  Big forest.  Chippewa Indians.  John Bunyan.” 

“Paul Bunyan, Max.  Paul Bunyan and his blue ox, Babe.” 

“Ba!” shouted Nathan from the rear seat installed by a certified mechanic.  When 

I swiveled around he squirmed excitedly in his cowprint booster chair. 

“Another country heard from!”  I snapped the elastic waist of his faux bluejeans 

as Max turned east on 41st Street, away from the river.  “Ready to go see Auntie Dana?”   

At the intersection with Peoria Avenue I craned my neck to scan the Quiktrip 

parking lot for the skinny cowboy.  I’d never spoken to him a second time after the night 

he’d walked up to my open window while I waited for my one-night stand to buy a 

package of condoms, but I’d seen him there, on and off, since then.   



“Need any gas?” I asked. 

“Not really.” 

“Let’s top it off.  Just realized I didn’t have any breakfast.  I need a redneck 

mocha.”  I didn’t bother asking him if he wanted one.  Max was a total caffeine snob.  He 

wouldn’t touch anything that didn’t come out of an honest-to-goodness espresso machine.  

He was in for rank disappointment on this trip after Route 66 left the bustling metropolis.  

The store was empty.  The cashier, big and beefy, stood at the window with his 

thumbs hooked into his low, ample waistband watching Max gas up with a look of 

suspicion.  He had one of those substantial loops of chain hanging out of his front pocket, 

the kind that implied impressive responsibilities, like those of a jail warder.  I put two 

packets of Swiss Miss into my coffee and went to the register.   

“That all for ya?”  Even without the black ball cap he was almost too tall for the 

advertising panel that supported an overhead cigarette rack.  Its milky white plastic, dried 

and cracked, and emblazoned in the once-bright signature colors of a defunct brand, bore 

mute witness to half-hearted merchandising:  only stupid people would buy cartons retail 

when they could get them tax-free at the smoke shops in Indian Territory.  He ducked 

down a little, hand on the register, and repeated himself impatiently.  “That all?” 

“Well…” I hesitated.  “There’s a guy hangs out here sometimes…I see him pretty 

much…cowboy in a pearl-buttoned shirt…”   

 “Hands out bible verses, yeah.  I know him.”  He took my coins, shook his palm 

flat to count them, then flipped it shut and stabbed at the register.  “Ever’ once in awhile 

he actually comes in and buys something.”  



Outside the window Max replaced the gas hose and looked over.  A teenaged boy 

getting out of a convertible in front of the store gave him a stare. 

  The cashier shut the drawer.  “Taco chips, usually.  Han’t seen him around in 

awhile.”  He ripped off the receipt and offered it. When I shook my head he crumpled 

and shot it into a basket I couldn’t see.  His cap was embroidered with a picture of a 

yellow front-loader and the words “Keep on Truckin.’”  Nathan would love one of those, 

I thought. 

The kid was shifting from foot to foot behind me now with a twenty-ounce soda 

and a package of Little Debbie’s.  I looked at the rack, grabbed a package of taco chips 

and waved him ahead while I dug more money out of my purse.  He paid and left, tucking 

the drink under his arm and ripping the cake packet open with his teeth as he shouldered 

out the door.  I folded my dollar lengthwise and creased it slowly, staring out the 

window, prompting the cashier to turn around as well.  The boy jumped into his car, gave 

Max another long look, and did a swift three-point. 

“So.  Yeah.”  The cashier turned back. 

I rested my hand on the counter with the dollar in my fist like a child clutching a 

flower stem.  A recessed shelf ran underneath the counter.  Fat stacks of newspaper 

bulged out, but the headlines weren’t visible.  “It’s just…I’m leaving town and I wanted 

to say hi.  I wanted to say hi to him.”  For some reason, it suddenly seemed mission 

critical to see the cowboy in the pearl-buttoned shirt one more time.  If only I could see 

him again, then everything would be all right.  I wanted to thank him for his message, tell 

him I’d changed, gotten my head straight, and that even though it seemed like it was too 

late it really wasn’t.  “Do you think….if he comes in….you could tell him I said hi?” 



His thumb and forefinger took hold of the edge of the sawbuck and, when I 

opened my fist, extracted it delicately.   He smoothed it out on the counter and spread 

both hands wide and flat, rocking back and then leaning forward like a mechanic in the 

thoughtful stage of diagnosing engine failure.  “Well.  Like I said.  I han’t seen him in 

awhile.  But you know--”  He stopped. 

I looked up.  He regarded me attentively.  His eyes beneath the “Truckin’” cap 

were kind.  “I will just do that,” he said, nodding a promise with each word.  

In the car, Nathan squealed with delight when I handed him the bag of taco chips.  

Even at twenty-five months, he recognized forbidden fruit when he saw it.  As soon as I 

turned back to face front my smile disappeared.  Max put the key in the ignition.  I 

hunched in my seat and took a sip of my scalding redneck mocha, then reached out to 

finger the streamers on the bicycle bell.   

Max cleared his throat.  I grabbed the edge of the big square mirror and jerked it 

so I could see him.  He was looking at me expectantly.  I nodded at him in the mirror, and 

started the engine.   

Every fiber of my being screamed out against what I was about to do.  My legal 

training, hedged about by rule and procedure, militated vigorously against following my 

nose.  But my precedents were bad, so I’d thrown them out.  I wasn’t living in the world 

of hypotheticals anymore, I was out there in the world of action, naked in the breeze.  

Taking my Bar membership and my baby and driving off in a clunker truck decorated 

like a child’s music box with a German painter so footloose and fancy-free his entire life 

fit into one small backpack (he’d already shipped his completed paintings to his dealer in 

New York).  I didn’t know where I was going.  I only knew what I was leaving. 



Maybe that’s why when it actually came down to it, I couldn’t budge.  My feet 

took root in the ground.  Nathan had been strapped back in with the orange snack dust all 

kissed off his face and a tin of cookies in his lap, and Max stood leaning against the truck, 

smoking, with the CD of Dave’s favorite Cuban percussionist tucked under his arm, and I 

stood there clinging to Dana for dear life.  My throat was in a vise.  I couldn’t let go.  It 

was the longest hug in the world.  It lasted my whole life. 

 “You’re not getting rid of me anytime soon,” said Dana, as we rocked 

back and forth.  “Soon as you get where you’re going I’m coming to visit.  Pick a nice 

place.  A nice place to visit.” 

My legs started to shake.  And then over her shoulder I saw the butterfly, wafting 

over the yuccas on the edge of the yard, pulling one and then another behind on an 

invisible dancing thread that wove between outlying branches of the bigleaf magnolia 

tree and flitted right past us.  Then a whole wave came over the roof of their ranch house, 

a breeze of Monarchs from the west, dappling through the open space of the parkway and 

billowing over the maples that lined the other side of the street, making their way to the 

next neighborhood.  The butterfly migration!  I heard Dave’s voice exclaim.  I loosened 

my grip and in that moment my whole ribcage lifted with a deep breath that came out 

with an audible exhalation, and I pressed my cheek to hers and said it.  I whispered it in 

her ear.  “Goodbye,” I said, and then I climbed into the truck.   While Dana waved with 

one hand clapped to her mouth like my mother at the train station the day I left for 

college, we fastened our seatbelts and drove off on the road to Tahlequah in a perfect 

storm of butterflies.   

 



This is the prologue to the draft sequel to “Seven Blackbirds.” Thanks for reading! 

 

Helen Black is the author of  “Seven Blackbirds,” (Four Elk Press, 2008)  and the top-
subscribed female author on Scribd, where she publishes the humor column MOTHER’S DAY 
OUT.  She lives with her family of five rambunctious children in Portland, Oregon. 
 


