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For Mabel Norris Reese,
my hero

PRAISE FOR TRUE FIRES
“A vivid portrait of mid-century corruption, and of some brave enough to risk everything for justice.”
—Kirkus Reviews
“Insightful [and] fervent . . . Flawless dialogue, warm characters and compassionate wit all service a moving story about the powers of love and justice.”
—Publishers Weekly
LAY THAT TRUMPET IN OUR HANDS
Winner of the 2003 Chautauqua South Fiction Award 
 A San Diego Magazine Best Fiction Book of 2002 
A Deadly Pleasures Best U.S. First Novel of 2002
“Reminiscent of To Kill a Mockingbird . . . A beautiful book about personal courage.”
—Orlando Sentinel
“The best fiction always bears a strong resemblance to real life. In Lay That Trumpet in Our Hands, McCarthy blends fact, memory, imagination and truth with admirable grace.”
—Washington Post
“Appealing . . . An engaging approach that blends power with simplicity, truth with innocence . . . A very respectable debut.”
—Tampa Tribune
“Poignant and disturbing.”
—St. Petersburg Times 
“Poignant and beautifully written.”
—Lebanon (MO) Daily Record
“A strong debut.”
—Kirkus Reviews
“Evocative . . . The sincerity of her tale and its simple telling would make the book as interesting to young adult readers as it will be to those who remember or want to learn about the tangled moral questions of the ’50s.”
—Publishers Weekly
“Reminiscent of To Kill a Mockingbird, McCarthy’s debut novel is engrossing. . . . McCarthy realistically portrays race in a small Southern town, showing how good people are tainted by generations of hate without making her characters into cartoons. . . . Teens and adults alike will enjoy this tale of growth and triumph.”
 —Library Journal
“It’s the rare book that can move me emotionally, impress me with its literary quality, and fill my heart with the hope of human trust, bravery, and dignity. Lay That Trumpet in Our Hands is such a book. . . . I can virtually guarantee you won’t be disappointed.”
—Deadly Pleasures
“In this deceptively simple tale of a girl’s maturity during evil times, McCarthy shows us something more: a community banding together under fire, and a family willing to shoulder a terrible responsibility.  Lay That Trumpet in Our Hands is, in microcosm, what the civil rights movement meant—and means—to all the men, women, and children involved.”
—Laurie R. King,
author of Folly
“One cannot come away from reading this book without recalling  To Kill a Mockingbird, the 1960 novel by Harper Lee that won a Pulitzer Prize. They are both excellent books and this reviewer recommends that you read them both.”
—Senior Lawyer News
“Susan Carol McCarthy in her debut novel has written a breathtaking tale based on real events. . . . A poignant novel of the South’s dark days.”
—Southern Scribe
“With a graceful style, McCarthy spins the tale of a murder that forever changes the tiny community in which it takes place.”
 —San Diego Magazine
“Deeply moving.”
—Daily American

 
 
The outermost guard sees it first. The careful footfall, the crack of twigs, the crush and crumbling of dry leaves. She turns and, imperceptibly  to the intruder, sends the alarm. “One comes!”
The message is passed from guard to guard, from outer rim to inner wall, from watchful eyes to anxious hearts. “One comes!”
Those assigned the colony’s defense ready their weapons. The rest stand and wait, prepared to die, if need be, rather than surrender their treasure. Sensing the alarm (“The children, are they  safe?”), She Who Decides emerges from her chambers. 
The outermost guard presses forward, peering through the woods and sees, “It is He!”
Once again, word flies to and through the colony. Relief spreads. He Who Provides comes. To collect the golden tablets glistening in the sun. They will offer no resistance so long as the children, their treasures, are safe.
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Outside the wall of windows, the unrelenting flatness sets Daniel’s mind to dreaming, sketching mountains, ridges, and rain gullies in the wasted space between the sparse Bermuda grass and the vast staring-down sky. Suddenly, a flare of light—blazing sun careening off polished car chrome—yanks Daniel’s eyes out the open doorway. The light glares in the face of the skinny boy on his left and the girl with the yellow hair in front of him. As the two-toned car comes to a stop in front of the school office, the skinny boy points; the girl gawks. And the two of them whisper, not to Daniel, never to him, “The Sheriff, K. A. DeLuth,” their tones at once fearful and reverential.
Haw, Daniel scoffs inside his head, y’all call that a Sheriff in Floridy? Looks like he couldn’t tell a still from a smudge pot, and wouldn’t bother dirtyin’ his boots to try. Up home, Sheriff Jim is Pap’s fifth cousin and he’s got two stills. One to keep, he says, and one to share, when the revenuers come through, needin’ somethin’ to bust up. That still’s been moved around and busted up more times than anyone can count. Sheriff Jim brags he’s got the least still still in Avery County!
Daniel snickers at ol’ Jim’s familiar joke but stops as the skinny boy and the yellow-haired girl turn on him, their flat eyes hard with disgust.
He’s been at this school ten days now, but nonetheless, the depth of their contempt surprises him. The first two days, his fellow fifth graders had seemed entertained, charmed even, by his tales from up home in Pigeon Ridge, North Carolina.
“Pigeon Ridge? You got lots of pigeons up there?” they’d asked.
“Nary one.” He’d grin. “But we got more ravens than you kin shake a stick at. Know why the raven’s so black? Th’ Ol’ Cher’kee says he got burned black, stealing fire from heaven for the folks on Grandfather Mountain.”
Oh, they’d liked him fine then. But, the day after that, the girl with the hair as bright and shiny as a river trout turned on him, her blue eyes squinty, her nose squinched, and asked, real loud, “Don’t you have anything else to wear?” That question and his answer turned everything sideways. The grins of the others were gone. Now, their eyes either glittered with bone-naked revulsion or skittered off elsewhere as if he weren’t even there.
Daniel the Lone Ranger he’d become, laying low behind a mask of amused mockery he didn’t really feel, feeding the hungry rumble of his homesickness constant helpings of memory and imagination.
Outside, the Sheriff’s door slams shut. He’s got a fancier car  than ol’ Jim, I’ll give ’im that. And, Daniel notes as the big man hitches up his broad belt, an even fancier gun.
The sight of the Sheriff’s pistol with its pearly white handle sends the boy’s mind wandering. In his lap, his palms fold, one up, one down, several inches apart. In his mind, he grasps his own little bolt-action .22, its barrel ice cold as he crunches through the crisp freedom of the October woods; brown nut grass, stiff with first frost, crumbling beneath his feet. Here, sun slants bright through the half-bare hickory grove. And just there, the tail of a fat fox squirrel flickers. Daniel stops, takes aim, lets the squirrel back his way ’round the trunk into full view, then,  Bam! Got him! Easy pickin’s for a lover of Mam’s squirrel burgoo.
Mam. Without warning, her long skinny face rises up in front of him: grinning at a tow sack heavy with a dozen skinned pink squirrels, grimacing at the pain eating up her innards, composed peaceful-like by old Miz Sary on the pine plank she called her cooling board. This last memory of his mother, colorless except for the strange spots of rouge somebody smudged on her cheekbones, tightens the muscles around his sore heart. All at once, Mam’s pointy fingers, never still, ever impatient with any sort of dillydallying, poke him sharply in the shoulder.
“Sammy,” the harsh whisper says. Mam never called him that. “Sammy! Teacher want you, up to the front,” the grubby boy behind him says.
Dazed, Samuel Daniel Dare stands and shuffles his oversize feet between the desks toward the front. He feels, like pin-pricks, the other children’s eyes on his plaid shirttail. He drops his chin hastily, hoping they can’t see, don’t notice the backs of his big ears flushing darkly red. Their sharp laughter tells him they can, and do.
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Sheriff K. A. DeLuth grabs his hat off the other seat then pauses to center his belt buckle between the stiff parallel creases in his shirt and pants legs. “A fine figure of a man,” the President of the Ladies’ Auxiliary called him, meaning his six-foot, six-inch height which, with his hat on (an authentic Texan ten-gallon, a gift from the Governor) and the heels of his size-thirteen boots, grows to damn near seven feet tall.
SHERIFF K. A. DeLUTH. The gold letters on his car door glint his arrival. To the voters who will, no doubt, reelect him next month for an unprecedented third term, the ballot reads Sheriff Kyle Ambrose (K. A.) DeLuth, Incumbent. But among his powerful friends, the citrus growers and cattlemen who own and run this county, and among those who dare cross them, he’s Kick Ass. The Honorable Sheriff Kick Ass DeLuth. He nods, relishing the feel of his hat on his head, the velvety smooth rim of the brim. At your service. 
This place hasn’t changed a bit, he thinks, ducking his head to enter the school office. Same damn chairs, same old prune face behind the counter, must be—what? seventy-something by now.
“Good afternoon, young lady,” he says, turning on the charm, removing his hat in a practiced arc.
“Kyle DeLuth! Last time I saw you in here, you were on the receiving end of a rather large piece of pine!” Miss May White’s attempted grin cross-stitches the folds of her ancient face. “You sure have done well for yourself.”
“Thank you, Miss May. And you haven’t changed a bit. Boss man in?”
“In for you, I’ll bet. Edward,” she calls loudly into the open door six feet away, “you here for Kyle DeLuth?”
“Ol’ K.A.? ’S long as he’s not here for me, I am.” Ed Cantrell calls, waving him in with a smile.
DeLuth passes through the swinging half door next to the counter, drops his big hat in the center of Miss May’s desk, and extends his right hand to grip the principal’s squat little paw.
“Missed you at Rotary today,” the Sheriff says, settling into one of the uncomfortably small wooden chairs in front of the principal’s desk, adjusting the crease in his crossed pants leg.
“Damn district reports, due end of the week,” Cantrell says and shakes his bald head at the paperwork blanketing his desk. “What can I do you for?” he asks quickly.
The Sheriff notes the hint of anxiousness in Cantrell’s voice, views it as the respect that he considers his due.
“Sat next to Clive Cunningham at lunch. You got the last of his kids here in the fifth grade, sweet little thing named Caroline, pick of ol’ Clive’s litter?”
“Sure do. ‘A’ student, too.” Cantrell says it a little too heartily, clearly curious why a man of Clive Cunningham’s status would involve the Sheriff in a school problem.
“Well, Caroline’s come home complaining about some boy in her class. New kid, name of Dare? Not that he’s bothered her or anything, but seems he’s a little on the too-tan side. Clive’s driven by the playground, given him the once-over, thinks he might be some sort of high-toned mule-otto, tryin’ to pass for white.”
Cantrell’s big chair squeaks as he shifts his bulk forward, alert now. “I know the boy you mean. He and his little sister are new—week ago Monday, October sixth. But they got redheaded cousins who’ve been here a year already.”
“Well,”—DeLuth stretches a foot to admire the mirror-sharp sheen on his boot toe—“with all this nonsense coming out of the Supreme Court, and you know better ’n I do the Governor’ll close the schools before he’ll integrate, we got to keep an eye out for any sort of left-wing foolishness. I told Clive I’d check this kid out myself, that is,”—DeLuth pauses to make sure Cantrell realizes he’s being thrown a bone—“if it’s all right with you.”
“Of course.” The principal nods hastily. “He’s in Sarah Burch’s room. Want me to call him out?” He’s already swiveling toward the P.A. system on the table beside his desk.
The Sheriff shakes his head, rising up and out of the too-small chair. “You got your hands full here, Ed. I’ll just stroll over there, take a look-see and be on my way. Fifth grade still where it used to be? And the sister’s in—what? First grade? Second?”
“Second,” Cantrell says, standing awkwardly. “Sure you don’t want me to come?”
“Naw, probably nothing anyway,” DeLuth says, waving him back into his seat.
“Haven’t changed a bit,” he winks at Miss May as he swings his hat off the rack behind her desk.
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Ol’ Miss Burch cuts the others off quick.
“I know y’all have plenty to do,” she says tersely, stabbing a finger at the chalkboard’s list of assignments. “Need I add some more?” She glares the giggling children into silence.
As Daniel reaches the front, her pointing finger drops to the chair beside her, then tilts upward in that way that means, I’ll be with you in a minute.
He sits down hastily, his back to the class, twisting his hands into a ball, and steps one scuffed shoe on top of the other. The movement sends a flock of dust and chalk particles swooping through the shaft of sunlight from the open door. Daniel watches the specks rise and flutter like a covey of tiny quail; then shifts his attention to the teacher who, rummaging through her desk drawers, reminds him of a giant guinea hen fretting through her nest straw.
“Ah!” she declares, lifting the tidy stack of rubber-banded white cards. “Here they are.”
She leans forward, suddenly cheerful. “Now, Sammy . . .”
Daniel, name’s Daniel, he wants to tell her but can’t figure how. On the first day of school, she took his whole name, Samuel Daniel Dare, and squinched it the wrong way into Sammy. He thought he’d try it on for a while. But, it fits worse than the new shoes the boardinghouse lady tried to give him. He’d given the shoes back. But getting rid of the wrong name had him stumped. Up home, he never had to tell anybody his name. Even folks he hardly knew would squint and call, “Ain’t you Daniel, Rachel Wells’s boy, one of them dark-headed Dares?” Up home . . .
“Sammy? You need to listen to me,” the teacher says, staring him into attention. “I see you been struggling with your fractions. I got something that’ll help. You have flash cards at your old school?”
“No, ma’am,” he says, eyeing the stack.
“Well, if you promise to be careful with ’em, I’ll lend you mine. Your mamma can drill you at home, okay?”
My mam’s dead, he wants to tell her, but his throat won’t let him. Dead and buried on the broom-sedge knoll up home. Instead, he nods and takes the proffered stack of bright white cards.
“Gooood,” she says, her eyes darting past him to the suddenly darkened doorway.
Daniel turns to see what comes. The giant man grins his way across the threshold, his shadow claiming the entire front of the classroom.
“Sheriff DeLuth!” Miss Burch flutters up to greet her impressive visitor. “May I help you?”
“You sure can, pretty lady,” he replies, nodding in her direction. “I’ve just come from the principal’s office where we put the names of everybody at this school in my big ol’ hat here,” he says, sweeping it off to show the gaping children.
Smith and Wesson thirty-eight, Daniel thinks, admiring the Sheriff’s pistol. Fine leather holster, carved ivory handle.
“Principal Cantrell did the honors, and the lucky winner gets a free ride home in my brand-new squad car, gets to run the siren and everything,” DeLuth says smoothly.
“And?” Miss Burch asks, catching the Sheriff’s drift.
“And the lucky winner’s in this classroom!” the Sheriff crows with great effect.
“Isn’t that exciting?” Miss Burch beams to her students, clasping her hands in front of her ample chest.
“Who is it?” “Who won?” “I want to run the siren!” the other children call.
“A boy . . .” the Sheriff says, deliberately scanning the room, “. . . name of Dare.”
“Why, Sammy,” Miss Burch cries, her still-clasped hands cupping his shoulder. “That’s you!”
As the Sheriff turns his steel-eyed gaze to the front, something about the big man makes Daniel uneasy. It’s not his size. The redheaded McKennas up home are bigger, and as good as they come, on weekdays. It’s not even the reaction of the other children—mock-envy masking relief. It’s something about the way the Sheriff’s smile doesn’t rise to his eyes. And the look in those eyes. Like the look Pap and the other men get when the brush of wild wings breaks the silence outside the duck blind.
When the Sheriff says, “This is your lucky day, boy,” Daniel feels anything but. “Ever ridden in a squad car before?”
Lottsa times up home, Daniel thinks, but says nothing.
“Miss Burch, it’s—what? Twenty till the bell?” Sheriff DeLuth says. “Mind if we leave early so my car doesn’t block the buses?”
“Course not, Sheriff,” Miss Burch chirps. “Sammy, get your things.”
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Betty Clayton Whitworth, proprietress of the Charmwood Guest House on Elm Street, stands on the front porch massaging her right hip. Her hurricane hip, she always calls it, gingerly rounding the inflamed joint with the heel of her right hand, scanning the horizon for storm clouds.
Betty the Barometer, Clay’d called her that last December, should a enlisted, coulda been Ike’s secret weapon, he’d teased, marching around this very porch, mimicking Eisenhower’s Texas drawl: “Whus that y’say, Monty? June sixth? Lessee what Betty’s hip has to say ’bout it.” That Clay, always clownin’.
The growl and sheen of the Sheriff’s car startles her. Betty’s hands fly out to grasp the white wood railing. For nine years now, the sight of the Sheriff, even the casual mention of his name, conjures up pieces of the worst night of her life: Sheriff DeLuth’s banging knock at the door, his eyes downcast while delivering the news, the horror of standing there in cold cream and curlers, boarders cracking their doors to catch a listen, hearing that Clay, her only son, the town’s most conspicuous war hero, had spent the evening at the V.F.W. drinking toast after toast to the unexpectedly dead General George S. Patton—Biggest son of a bitch ever lived! Her Clay, who’d survived North Africa, Sicily, the Battle of the Bulge, for heaven’s sake, and had a shoebox full of medals to prove it, lay dead no more than a mile from home, wrapped around the unloving arms of a Florida jack pine.
“Why, Sheriff—Sheriff DeLuth!—what brings you to—I mean, what could you possibly—well, really?” Betty calls to the big man making his way up her sidewalk.
“Now, Miz Betty, nothing to fret over,” the Sheriff says, stopping just short of the bottom step to greet her eye to eye.
Keepin’ his distance, Betty thinks. Was he recalling, as she was, the fat smear of cold cream across his chest when she’d collapsed, hysterical, that awful night? She feels her cheeks flush.
“Got a couple schoolkids, name of Dare?” DeLuth jerks a thumb toward his car. “Claim they live here.”
“Daniel and Rebecca?” Betty cranes her neck, squinting at the two dark heads in the Sheriff’s backseat. “Yes—poor things—they do. Just a few months—I mean, till the Brysons— they’re regulars from Michigan—arrive for the winter.” Quit  prattlin’ on, sound like an ol’ loon, Betty scolds herself. “What’s the trouble?”
“Well, if you don’t mind,”—the Sheriff removes his hat and slaps it gently against his thigh—“I’d like a word with their mother. Please, ma’am.”
“Mother? Didn’t they tell you—haven’t got one—that’s why I said poor things—earlier, I mean. Father works for Lila Hightower—you know, out at the Judge’s place? Well, of course, you do!”
“No mother, y’say?” Sheriff DeLuth cocks his head as if he hadn’t heard right. “What happened to her?”
“Died ’fore they came here—cancer, I think—the poor little girl, ’Becca, told me, ‘My mam’s insides et her up.’ Doesn’t that sound like cancer to you?”
“Yes. Yes, it does. And the father works for Lila, y’say?” The Sheriff retains the look of someone who either doesn’t hear well or is having a hard time believing what she’d said.
“Oh, yes! She’s the one vouched for ’em. House rules—I mean, I must have references—so many oddballs, really!”
“Well,” Sheriff DeLuth fingers the rim of the big white Stetson, “I’ll be heading out to Lila’s then. Sorry to have bothered you, Miz Betty.”
“But, Sheriff,” Betty flutters a trembly hand in his direction. “Is there trouble?—I mean, this is a respectable—I can’t afford—”
“Might catch a little rain, don’t y’think?” The Sheriff eyes the bank of clouds scuttling overhead. “Then again, might not.” He shrugs and strides to the curb.
Betty’s hand floats back down to her side, the heel of it testing her sore hip joint. Rain, for sure, she decides. And what  else? she wonders as ’Becca’s small wave blurs in the back window of the Sheriff’s receding car.
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Sheriff DeLuth turns left on Beech, right on Oak, then hard-pedals out Old Dixie toward the Judge’s place, south of town. In his rearview mirror, his eyes rake over the two tight-lipped children in the backseat and he shakes his head at Ed Cantrell, Betty Whitworth, and, now, Lila Hightower, hearing the words of the prophet—Jeremiah, Ezekiel, who?—The Lord give them eyes, but they do not see.
Look at the kink in that boy’s hair, and the girl—that nose has the black curse of Canaan on it, clear as day. What’s Cantrell thinking, lettin’ them in school? And Lila vouchin’ for ’em to stay at the  old hen’s boardinghouse?
Lila.
As DeLuth turns the wheel sharply at the bend in the blacktop created by the abrupt arrival of Lake Esther—the one locals christened SonofaBitch Curve after it claimed Clay Whitworth—his thoughts veer toward Lila Hightower.
Lila was nobody’s fool. The Judge had seen to that. Even in grade school, when he and Louis Hightower first became friends, Lila had the jump on every kid in class. The Judge taught her to read early—tried to do the same with Louis, too, but it didn’t take—and suffered no more foolishness in his home than in his courtroom. “Don’t go relyin’ on your prettiness, Miss,” DeLuth had heard the Judge warn Lila many a time. “In the cases that count, smart beats pretty every time.” And hadn’t she outsmarted the Judge himself—damn near broke his heart, too—by joining the Women’s Army Corps after Louis went and got himself killed in Africa, for Chrissakes? And hadn’t she piled insult onto injury by staying away until just before the ol’ man died and was all set to disown her?
DeLuth purses leathery lips as he wheels onto the private side road—paved at county expense—beside the green-and-white sign for Hightower Groves. Once, during the anxious weeks before the Judge passed, DeLuth had flirted with the possibility that all this might be his. The Judge as much as said so. “K.A., you been more of a son to me than Louis ever was.” The ol’ man was spitting up blood in wads as thick and brown as chewing tobac by then. “S’long as Lila can’t see fit to find her way home, I’ve told Paine to fix things so you’re next in line.” But, of course, Lila had come home, just in time to usher her father from this world into the next. And blood being thicker than branch water, DeLuth wound up with the Judge’s gold watch and a small note, in Lila’s broad scrawl, that said, “Sorry, Kiss Ass.”
For DeLuth, driving down the Judge’s grove road sets memories flickering like a Movietone newsreel:
Just there, in the big oak beside the main road, he and Louis built their flight deck out of wood pilfered from the county woodpile—The Dixie Bombers, they were—and, from their secret post on high, hurled rotten, powdery gray grapefruit at the passing traffic. “Bombs awaaay, suckers!” Over there, in the break between the navel trees and the Parson Browns, he and Louis manned the kerosene tanks, choking on fumes, changing off the smudge-pot crews during the endless, bone-chilling night that was the freeze of ’34. By morning, everyone’s face so oily black you could hardly tell the Niggers from the whites. Here, on this very road, flanked by rows planted a perfect ten yards on center, he and Louis practiced the pinpoint-accuracy passing and receiving that took their high-school football team to the ’39 National Championships in Miami. Red Grange—three-time All-American, The Galloping Ghost himself—was there to congratulate them. The Judge, arms around him and Louis, introduced them to everyone as “my two boys.” Grange had hands like hams, pink, big, and firm; his ferocious grip and flaming face came at you like a boar out of the woods. His wave to the Miami stadium—a sort of jabbing salute—was the secret inspiration for DeLuth’s own Fourth of July “parade wave.”
Up ahead, the big white house, white-columned like the courthouse downtown, presides over its surrounding acreage like the Judge’s bench over the hard-backed chairs of Courtroom Number Two. It was just there in the corner of the porch shaded by the live oak, the Judge and his cronies gathered to anoint him County Citrus Inspector and, later on, their uncontested candidate for High Sheriff.
From then on, he and Judge Howard Hightower—who courtroom wags called Judge How-High, as in “When I advise you to jump, Counselor, the appropriate response is ‘How high?’ ”—remade this county into their image of Law ’n’ Order. They’d brooked no foolishness, either, not from returning Nigger war veterans, union organizers, ungenerous real-estate developers, or anyone except Big Nick, the local Bolita ringleader who lined their pockets with enough cash to build the herd of blue-ribbon Brahmas that was the envy of the state’s cattlemen.
Lila’d managed to reel in the Judge’s house and vast grove lands. But the cash money was in the Judge’s handshake shares of the Brahmas and the Bolita that were now all his. Sorry, Miss. DeLuth smiles smugly as he passes the house on his way to the big grove buildings in the back. Like the ol’ man always said, smart beats pretty every time.
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