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Enter a Doctor.

MALCOLM. Comes the King forth I pray you?

DOCTOR.


I Sir: there are a crew of wretched Soules
That stay his Cure: their malady convinces
The great assay of Art. But at his touch,
Such sanctity hath Heaven given his hand,
They presently amend.                          Exit.



MALCOLM.                                          I thanke you Doctor.

MACDUFF.



            What’s the Disease he meanes?



MALCOLM.                                                Tis call’d the Evill.
                                                             —MACBETH: IV, iii.     
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ONE


1. Circuit Clerk

Generally the first week in September brings the hottest weather of the year, and this was no exception. Overhead the fans turned slow, their paddle blades stirring the air up close to the ceiling but nowheres else; they made a steady squeaking sound, monotonous (—you heard it for maybe the first ten minutes and then didnt hear it at all, unless you remembered and tried) above the rows of town and country men and women in shirtsleeves and calico and above the smattering of Negroes in the balcony with their high boiled collars and watch chains. The country women, friends and relatives of Eustis and old man Lundy, held cardboard fans, Cardui and Tube Rose snuff, gone limp by now and mostly frayed at the edges, for this was the fourth day: it was over now, all but the verdict. Judge Holiman was instructing the jury—an old man with wattles like a turkey cock, ten years older than anyone else in the courtroom, talking around the stem of a bulldog pipe youd think he got at Yale in ’96 except he never went to any college, let alone up East; he used a box of kitchen matches a day to keep it lighted, hawking and spitting into the chamber pot that sat beside and just to the rear of his chair in a litter of broken match stems matting thicker and thicker all morning, so that by afternoon if you came upon him from the rear, the soles of your shoes wouldnt touch the floor. I never saw him strike one without breaking it; the whole right half of the bench was scored and criss-crossed with scratches that probably had a phosphor gleam at night. He always took aim at the pot but Ive yet to see one go in, even by accident, though he never missed it spitting. Once somebody asked him, “Why dont you retire?” and he looked back at them, glaring down from the height of all those bachelor years: “Retire?” he says, “I am retired. I’m clean away from this world and sitting in judgment on it”—hawk: spit. Frank James died in his arms out West, he told me once. He—(the Judge, not Jesse’s brother, though maybe there is something in that too) he liked to watch their faces when he gave it to them. I think the man he hated most in all this world was Parker Nowell, who had robbed him of so many. But wait; I’ll get to Eustis. As for Eustis:

He put you in mind of an owl from the minute you saw him—hornrim glasses, sharp little beak of a nose, a tuft of hair on each side of his forehead; you more or less expected him to turn his head on the top of his neck and blink his eyes and say whoo. Point of fact, he never said anything at all, except maybe a word or two behind his hand to Nowell while somebody was running him down on the stand, Beulah the dead girl’s mother for instance; he sat removed, showing the jury how crazy he was or how crafty. Nobody blamed him, considering what hung in the balance was a seat in the old shocking chair and a trip to the big beyond, where every imp in hell had polished the tines of his pitchfork shiny bright and old Satan himself was planning to handle the damper. He played it just right: not too much, not too little: just right, the way Parker Nowell had coached him. You almost had to respect him, except then youd remember that girl and the three days she spent in the lake, food for the shrimps and gars, and he was the one who put her there and had planned it in advance.

I swore him in. I have sworn in a many a one in my time, being circuit clerk these past six years. Ive seen them all kinds, tall and short, jumpy and confident: “You swear the testimony you are about to give in this case will be the truth the whole truth and nothing but the truth so help you God?” and some were sheepish, reaching out for the Book the way a man would reach out to touch a stove lid to see if it’s hot, while others blustered, clapping their hands on it like they were glad of a chance to show how forthright and upstanding they were, glad of a chance to speak their piece in the sight of God and everybody—these were the most outlandish liars of all. But Eustis: he stood blinking and listening while I rattled it off, just his fingertips touching the leather, and when I finished he bent forward all of a sudden, like there was a spring in his backbone, and kissed it. I had an impulse to jerk back on the Bible, but almost before I knew what had happened, he was standing up straight and blinking at me again. Parker Nowell hadnt moved a muscle in his face; I could see him out of the tail of my eye and I wondered if he had coached him. Eustis stood there. “Do you?” I said, but he just stood there; “Do you?” I said again. “Do I what?” he says. So I had to run through it again, keeping a firm grip on the Book, ready to jerk it back in case he tried a repeat on the kissing act. “I do,” he says, real solemn. His voice was low.

The first I heard of all this was a Friday morning late in June, more than two months before. The sheriff’s office got a call from Miz Pitts, a fisherwoman who lives over on the island with her deaf-and-dumb son and makes a living, if you can call it that, running trotlines in the lake and the river and tending a vegetable patch; she was rowing to town, she says over the phone, and she came upon this body. So the sheriff and Willy Roebuck got in a car and drove out north of town where she had called from. That was middle-morning: they got back just at noon. I went with Roebuck up to the Greek’s for dinner and he told me what they had seen. It wasnt the kind of thing youd normally want to hear over a meal, especially not at the Greek’s.

Miz Pitts was waiting for them at the side of the road, Roebuck says, a big hard-looking woman with a mustache, in rubber boots and corduroys and a man’s double-breasted coat with the buttons gone. She took them over the levee and down to the lake and there it was, up in the shallows already, nudging the bank. Pretty soon there was quite a crowd around her: Doc McVey the coroner, Light-Hearse Harry Barnes the undertaker, Russell Stevenson from the paper, and some others. They had to use a blanket to lift her out; she was coming apart, and Roebuck says it was an awful thing to see—three days in the water, bream and minnows holding old home week and sending word out to the channel cats to come get in on the fun, and two of those concrete revetment blocks had been wired to her throat to keep her down. Then Mr Barnes got to poking around and found this fine gold chain sunk in the meat of her ankle. A little golden heart was fastened to it, winking in the sunlight, and Miz Pitts took one look and knew. “It’s Sue,” she says, “She got what was coming to her, sure enough.” Roebuck says it made his blood run cold, the way she said it.

Then she told the sheriff how she knew. Three weeks ago this couple came up to her on the wharf and asked to ride back to the island in her boat. It was getting on for dark, no time for fishing, and they didnt have any tackle anyhow; all they had was the clothes they stood in, a bundle tied up in a scarf the girl was holding, and a cigar box and a Bible the man had under one arm. He looked about fifty, she says, under-sized and a trifle humped in the back, the way a man gets from plowing. The girl was considerably younger. They were down from Missouri, man and wife, he told her, hunting a place to live cheap till cotton-picking. It seemed like a crazy thing to Miz Pitts, what with the season a good two months away, but the man talked like he knew what he was doing. Besides, it was government land: if she didnt row them over, somebody would. So she said all right, get in, and they got. But Roebuck says Miz Pitts said she knew from the start. They hadnt any more than pushed away from bank before she knew they werent married; it was like she could smell it—smell sin. Women can do that, some women.

Their name was Gowan, so they said: Luke and Sue, from up near Port St Joe. They slept in her cabin that night and next morning set to work clearing briers and creepers out of the tumble-down shack the voodoo man had lived and died in. Miz Pitts didnt tell much about their life there; that came later. She just said they were there two weeks, living as man and wife or a little more so, and then one morning they were gone, shack empty, no scrap of anything left to show they had been there at all except for the weeds being cleared and the crawdad houses raked out and the bateau missing. Next morning she found the bateau on the other side of the lake, and two days later, crossing to Bristol with a couple of gunny sacks of potatoes her boy had dug out of the garden, she came upon the body. At first she thought it was a channel cat, a big one dead of the bloat, but then she saw the feet, the nibbled toes. So then she knew, and she rowed on to bank and walked up the road a piece and called the sheriff. She said she had a notion from the start but it wasnt till Mr Barnes held up the ankle chain with the little golden heart that she knew for sure it was the girl and said the thing that made Roebuck’s blood run cold.

He ate while he talked. The Greek leaned toward us, elbows on the counter, taking it in. I said, “What was that you said he called himself?” “Gowan,” Roebuck says, “Luke Gowan. From up near Port St Joe.” We matched for the meal. I lost. “One thing’s sure,” I said; I paid the check; “Whatever he calls himself, he’s gone for good. This neck of the woods has seen its last of him.” “Och, poor girl,” the Greek says, and gave me my change.

That was Friday. That evening the story came out in the paper: GARROTED BODY FOUND IN LAKE, and went on to tell about a search being instigated. “About fifty years of age,” it says, describing Gowan more or less the way Miz Pitts had done: “Light brown hair, five feet seven, khaki trousers, black felt hat” and so forth, with a few extra flourishes the Stevenson boy threw in for good measure. The description wouldnt have fit more than two-three hundred men walking around right here in Jordan County. Next morning the sheriff told me he had notified the authorities up at Port St Joe and had sent out a general alarm. “I’m not too hopeful,” he said. I reckon not, I thought to myself.

That was Saturday. Next morning the wife and I went up to Indemnity for Sunday dinner with her folks. We got back late that night, and the following morning when I came to the courthouse (this was Monday) Roebuck was waiting with a big grin on his face. “Come on, Ben,” he says, “Lets take a stroll out back.” The grin was too broad for it to be something ordinary; I think I knew already, but I went along with the joke. “Well now,” I said, grinning too, “It was time you boys were bringing in another still. What kind of a bead has this batch got?” But he was too pleased with himself to hold back; he even stopped grinning. “It’s the fellow that put the girl in the lake,” he says, “We caught him yesterday. He’s back there now, in a cell. We got a signed confession and everything.”

It was true, every word of it—except he leaned pretty hard on the We. Miz Pitts’ boy, the dummy, came over from the island Sunday morning and handed the sheriff a note telling who the man was because he had seen it on the flyleaf of the Bible: Luther Eustis, Solitaire Plantation: and the sheriff called Roebuck and they rode down to Lake Jordan and picked him up. Just like that. He had gone back to his wife and daughters and was all settled down to live out a peaceful life, thinking those concrete blocks would keep her down forever. “God’s will be done,” he says when they put the cuffs on him. He was so surprised he admitted everything, right off the reel, and signed a statement telling how he did it. The two of them, he and the girl, had gone down for a twilight bath, and he wrapped a low-hanging willow around her throat and held her under till the bubbles stopped. Ach, poor girl, I thought, like the Greek three days ago.

There was a little knot of people in front of the jail, hoping to catch a glimpse of him; Captain Billy Lillard was among them, phony medals tinkling on his chest. Just as we reached the stoop the door came open. It was Stevenson, from the paper; he had been in for an interview, but I could see from the look on his face he hadnt done much good. Roscoe was seeing him out. He started to close the door, but when he saw Roebuck and me he stood aside and waved us in. Roscoe is the turnkey, a talkative fellow. All the time he was taking us back to the cell block he was talking. “Aint said a word, wont eat,” Roscoe says, clanking his keyring ahead of us, up the stairs, shaking his head from side to side and mumbling: “Maybe it’s one of them hunger strikes like they have in the papers every now and then. But I dont know,” he says, “It’s hard to tell with one of these here sex fiends.” “If theres anything you want to know, just ask me,” Roebuck says, “I’m a sort of a sex fiend myself, on occasion.”

We passed the cell where old man Lundy was standing, head cocked sideways, looking between his fists clenched loose on the bars. He didnt say anything, just watched us on the chance we’d brought a letter from the governor, pardoning him before he’d even come to trial. I didnt pay him any mind, for by then we could see in the cell where Eustis was. He sat on the cot with his feet planted flat on the floor, hunched over with his jaw on the heels of his hands, like the last scene in a movie called Crime Doesnt Pay. We stood and looked at him for maybe a full two minutes. He must have known we were there, but he never even so much as raised his eyes—I guess he was like Judge Holiman says, clean away from this world. Seeing him like that, through the bars, youd never have thought he could entice a girl into a soda shop, much less off on a wild abandoned island to live in a voodoo shack. I sort of felt shamed of myself, to be standing there like that and looking all that misery in the face.

Then we turned and came back down the cell block, past old man Lundy face-down on his cot. He lifted his head and watched us going by. Just as we reached the door again, there came a rapping, a polite but sort of determined sound, like whoever was making it had every right and knew it, and when Roscoe unbarred the door and swung it back, there was Parker Nowell in his linen suit, looking cool and neat as always; he might have stepped out of a bandbox. Oh-Oh, I thought. A country woman was with him, tall and stringy, eyes sunk back in her head like a person after a long bout with the fever.

“Luther Eustis,” Nowell says, standing in the sunlight, crisp and cool. The woman held her hands across her stomach, clasping her wrists the way they do. Nowell says, “This is Mrs Eustis, Mr Jeffcoat. We have come to see her husband, if you please.” He said it the way he says everything: pleasant yet not friendly either, so that you wanted to take exception without being able to say just why. Roscoe stood there goggle-eyed, but when Roebuck and I stepped aside Nowell and the woman came in. She looked scared and nervous, the way those people always look when they get around the Law.

Roebuck and I went out. “Well now,” he says, “Well now. That sort of changes things, dont it?” Because Nowell never took a case unless it was hopeless, and it was a long way from hopeless once he had hold of the reins. “Wait till the sheriff hears about this,” Roebuck says, “Just wait till he hears about this, after all the pride he took in that arrest.” “I dont know,” I said, “Maybe not. Maybe this is one time Parker Nowell bit off more than he can chew.”

It certainly looked that way, and in the two months before the trial, it looked more-so all the time. Stevenson ran a series in the paper, quoting the confession about how Eustis said he watched the bubbles, then drug her across the island and pitched her in the river, all trussed with wire and revetment blocks, and went home to his wife as if nothing had happened. Gradually some of the background came out: how he first saw her at an Easter revival and had been running after her ever since, forgetting his wife and children, forgetting farming, until finally he persuaded her to take off for the island with him, and then had a change of heart or something (“I wanted to go back to my home and family,” he says in the confession) and drowned her.

All through what was left of the summer, while he sat in the cell getting paler and paler like something damp hid under a log, people talked about it. They said the verdict was foregone. “I hope they put me on the jury,” some of them said. Then it was the end of August; court convened. When old man Lundy got the chair for shooting the night marshal down in Glenmora, the first Jordan County white man to draw the death penalty in more than forty years, everybody says “Oh-Oh. Oh-Oh,” they said, “It’s going to be a double-header.”

We had a time empaneling a jury: people who could honestly say they hadnt formed an opinion were few and far between. Tolliver, the district attorney, was short on experience—two years out of law school, not counting the war—but he knew enough to be opposed to anybody the other side would accept. Nowell had his notebook with him, the loose-leaf kind with a limp leather cover. In it he had listed alphabetically every man who had served on a jury in circuit court since he first began reading law in his father’s office thirty years ago; under each name he had a record of the cases the man had sat on, what the verdict was, and (whenever possible, which was usually) what his vote had been on the first ballot. They say that in any given case Nowell can take that notebook and go up one side of Marshall Avenue and pick a jury that will convict, then down the other side and pick one that will acquit. Then, they say, he can turn around and do the same thing over again, vice versa.

He is the best example I ever saw of a man gone sour. Ten years ago he was on the way toward everything all this country’s big men ever had, a leader already in the legislature and not far from the governorship, perhaps. After that, it was anybody’s guess. Then his wife, the best-looking woman in the Delta, hightailed it off with another man and left him stranded. He sent a note resigning from the legislature, stopped going down to his office, and when anyone called wasnt home. Then he left town. Someone said they saw him in New Orleans, bending his elbow in one of those French Quarter bars. After a while he gave it up; his stomach wasnt built for that. He came back home. Youd pass the house at night—the big old house on Lamar Street that his grandfather built, Judge Nowell: the social center of Bristol in its day—and the curtains would be drawn and all youd hear would be highbrow music booming out of the thousand dollar phonograph he ordered from New York City, New York.

Then he began to take a case every now and again, all of them criminal. “He’s keeping his hand in,” we said, “He’s about to come back.” The first was a gambler: shot a man across the dice table because the man wouldnt recognize a pass, a cold-blooded killing if ever there was one, and Nowell got him off on self-defense because the dead man had been cleaning his nails at the time with one of those little knives that you wear on the end of your watch chain. By the time Nowell got through hocuspocusing the jury, that knife was two feet long, with a saw-tooth blade. His next was more-less like the first. A nigger drew a ten-year sentence for running amuck with a razor at one of these sanctifyings down by the river (—cut the head slap off one woman, carved three others so their own mothers wouldnt know them when they came from under the bandages) because by the time Nowell wound up his closing argument, the jury was blaming the Holy Ghost for getting the nigger wrought up. Manslaughter, they called it, and managed to keep a straight face.

After four or five like that, people began to realize what he was doing. It wasnt for money (which they could have understood and even sympathized with); he already had money, and theres no money in criminal law anyhow, compared to what he could have been making out of civil cases he wouldnt even touch. What it was, he was sour on the world—the woman had done it, leaving him for another man the way she did, putting his manhood in question—and he was getting back at the world by keeping the outlaws in circulation. Everybody knew what he was doing: it was the talk of Bristol. But it was one thing to condemn him when court had adjourned and you looked back on what he had done, and it was another different thing entirely when you were sitting on the jury with a man’s life in your hands and Nowell was walking up and down in front of the rail in that crisp white linen suit, stopping every now and then and leaning forward to speak in a voice that was barely above a whisper, the courtroom so quiet you could hear your neighbor holding his breath and every time Judge Holiman raked one of those matches across the bench it was like the crack of doom, Nowell throwing law at you with one hand and logic with the other, until finally you got to thinking you were all that was left in this big wide ugly world to save a poor victim of malice and circumstance from being lynched by the State of Mississippi.

This time, though, he was working a different tack. Every juror he didnt reject offhand had the same question put to him: How did he feel about insanity and legal responsibility? So that was how he was going to build his case. But when the news got round, people said “What of it? They shoot mad dogs, dont they?” Insanity is something we never put much stock in, not when it comes to making it an excuse for doing all the things a sane man would do if he was just crazy enough: such as getting rid of a girl because his fancy had played out and he wanted to go home to the wife he never should have run off from in the first place, coming into the house, fully dressed and in his right mind again, saying “Here I am with my sins like driven snow. Let all be forgiven. I just went crazy for a while,” or words to that effect. Nowell pled him not guilty.

But Tolliver was ready. His first witness was Dr E. P. Goodnight, from the crazy-house in Jackson. I swore him in, a stumpy little fellow getting bald on top and wearing steel-rim glasses. Everybody leaned forward to get a good look at a man who of his own accord spent a lifetime tending loonies. He sat down, folded his hands in his lap, playing This-is-the-Church This-is-the-Steeple all the time he was on the stand—except when Nowell had him going: that came later. After identifying himself and Eustis he testified that he had interviewed the accused in his cell the day before, had given him the tests they give with hammer taps and ink blots. “And your opinion, doctor?” Tolliver says. The room got quiet. The doctor made a little hocking sound to clear his throat: “In my opinion”—he made the sound again, “In my opinion, this man is as sane as you or I or anyone in this court room.” Ahhh, we thought; it was almost a sigh; you could almost hear us thinking. “Your witness,” Tolliver says.

Nowell was very respectful toward the doctor—not at all sarcastic about it, either—asking him again what schools he had been to, what degrees he held, and so forth. They made quite a list, impressive. “So, doctor, if any man is competent to judge of a fellow being’s sanity, that man is you,” Nowell says, “Isnt it?” The doctor nodded. “Well, Dr Goodnight,” Nowell says, “Suppose”—he paused as if to get it straight in his mind, “Suppose a man spent half his waking hours reading the Bible, made a habit of stopping his plow in midfurrow to read the Bible under a broiling sun, and went around preaching the end of the world was at hand—” “That man would be a fanatic.” “Thank you,” Nowell says, and began again: “Suppose this man tried to give away all his worldly goods in hopes of purifying his soul, and—” “A fanatic is an overzealous, not a crazy person.” “Thank you,” Nowell says, and went on with it as if the doctor hadnt spoken. He told about this supposed man having an aunt already in the loony bin in Jackson and an idiot daughter at home, about how he tried to slit his throat with a razor one night because he was obsessed with sin—and a whole lot more. By the time he got through, he had described what practically amounted to a raving maniac. “What would you say as to the sanity of such a man?” Nowell says, winding up. The doctor looked at him over the rims of his glasses: “Assuming all those things, I would say such a man was insane, but—” “Thank you, doctor,” Nowell says, and walked away.

Tolliver was already on his feet. “Dr Goodnight,” he says, “I’ll ask you again—and never mind the supposed lunatic Mr Nowell has conjured up for the entertainment of the court: That man right there,” he says, pointing at Eustis, “Do you judge him sane or insane?” Everyone looked at Eustis: flick: then back at the doctor. “When I examined him he was sane,” the doctor says. Tolliver was about to press him, but then thought better of it. “Thank you, doctor,” he says. “No further questions,” Nowell says, busy with some papers. Dr Goodnight came down off the stand.

Next up was Beulah’s mother. Her name was Joyner: plump, flashy-looking, with a glint to her hair like brass; you wouldnt have thought she was old enough to have a girl eighteen. Judge Holiman was giving her the eye around his pipe, and the jury commenced to cross and uncross their legs and clear their throats. Tolliver got her to tell what a homebody her daughter had been—“A sweet fine girl,” she says—until Eustis lured her off. She would have stopped it before it got started, she said, but he had the girl bewitched before she knew what was happening. When Tolliver held up the ankle chain for her to identify, she couldnt speak for crying into her handkerchief, and when she finally got hold of herself and took the handkerchief down, it was full of red and her face looked considerably paler—older, too. “That was a present from her fi-ance,” she says, “From the boy she was going to marry till he came along,” and she nodded toward Eustis, who sat there with his head down, not paying her any more mind than he’d paid the Whitfield doctor. By the time Tolliver finished leading her through a picture of her happy home, the way it was before this fifty-year-old jellybean stepped in and wrecked it, the women in the courtroom were wagging their heads and the men had their mouths pulled down in hard straight lines. You could almost hear the hum of the electric chair, see the little blue crackle of fire, the spiral of smoke that corkscrews up when everything is over. “Thank you, Mrs Joyner,” Tolliver says, and his voice was soft and gentle.

But here came Nowell, already out of his chair: stood with his arms crossed, looking at her with a mean kind of sneer on his face, like an old-time actor. It was enough to make you think he was some sort of a fiend, because here was this poor woman, weeping over a daughter killed and flung in the lake by a man that was sitting not fifteen feet away, and Nowell came at her with a sneer already fixed on his face. She cringed. “This man you say your daughter was going to marry,” he says, “Can you tell us his name?”—“Objection,” Tolliver says. He didnt know what was coming but he knew it wouldnt be good. “Overruled,” Judge Holiman says. He wanted to hear about it.—“Sergeant George Scalco,” she says, talking into the handkerchief. “Of the U.S. Army? Formerly of Detroit, Michigan?” “Yes sir,” she says, her voice getting smaller still. Nowell put out his hand and wagged a finger close to her face, stabbing in time with the words: “Is that the same George Scalco you haled into court down in Issawamba County a year and a half ago on a bastardy charge but couldnt make it stick because three other men, likewise U.S. Army, testified that they also had had relations with your daughter and, what was more, could call on you to sustain their testimony because in each case you had been a witness to your daughter’s shame?” First everything got still as still; you could have heard an ant crawl. Then a sigh went up, then a babble of voices. “Order! Order!” the Judge was shouting, banging the gavel while the courtroom buzzed and hummed and ohd and ahd.

That was only the beginning. Nowell kept at her for better than half an hour, making her corroborate things he told the court (Isnt it true you did this? Isnt it true she did that? Isnt it true you both did the other?) and making her tell things even he hadnt known about, until finally he had wrangled the whole ugly business out of her, how she’d had the girl in juke joints before she was thirteen, using her as a stalking horse for men, how she’d coached and primped her, shaped her into just what she wanted. His language got stronger and stronger; his finger wagged faster and faster—Tolliver meanwhile bouncing up and down so fast youd think he had a spring in the seat of his pants, hollering “Objection! Objection!” every two minutes, and Judge Holiman rapping the gavel and booming “Overruled!” right back at him—until it got to the point where the Judge had to warn Nowell that Mrs Joyner was not the one on trial. “I cant help thinking she ought to be,” Nowell says, “Because she’s the one who killed that girl, as sure as if she’d put her in the lake.” “Objection!” Tolliver hollers, springing up. “Sustained,” Judge Holiman says at last.

Nowell stood there, facing the jury with his arms akimbo, then shrugged and took his seat as if to say he was glad to be done with her. Tolliver came back and had her run through it again, about what a happy home they had before Eustis came along. It didnt carry much conviction now, though. “Thank you, Mrs Joyner,” Tolliver says, respectful. “No further questions,” Nowell says, as if to say he wouldnt touch her again with a ten-foot pole. He had got what he wanted from this one too, the same as he had from the doctor. By now there was considerable doubt in most people’s minds, including my own, as to just who had lured who off onto that island in the first place.

So much for Wednesday. Thursday was much the same, so far as breaking down witnesses was concerned, except for Miz Pitts’ boy, the dummy. He was about seventeen, big-headed, with a bushy thatch of hair and small round ears. This was the first time a deaf-and-dumb person ever took the stand in these parts. Tolliver had a clip board and a batch of paper handy. I wrote at the top of the first sheet: Do you solemnly and so forth, and the dummy wrote beneath it, in the handsomest script I ever saw: I do. I held it up for the Judge to see and he nodded his head: “Proceed.” So Tolliver took the board and wrote questions and Dummy wrote the answers in that smooth-flowing script you only see in copy books and old-time documents, telling how Beulah and Eustis lived together on the island, how she cooked and washed for Eustis, looking after him, doing everything she could to make him happy, and how she told him once (Dummy, I mean) that something was going to happen to her, she knew, and sure enough two days later they were gone, the voodoo shack standing empty, no sign to show theyd been there, and three days after that his mother told him she’d found Beulah (Sue, he called her) floating in the lake, done up with baling wire and concrete blocks, and he knew right then and there that Eustis had done it.

When he reached the part about the girl predicting that something was going to happen to her, Nowell objected on grounds that lip-reading was inadmissible. But the Judge tested Dummy—one of the few times I ever saw him without that bulldog pipe swooping out of his face—and ruled the evidence was admissible. Nowell let it pass, much as to say it wasnt important anyhow, and on cross-examination he only asked two questions. The first was: Were you in love with that girl? Dummy took one look at the board and turned red to the rims of his ears, then took the pencil and wrote: I never told her so. “I see,” Nowell says, writing some more while he spoke, “We’ll let that pass. Now how about this?” and passed him the board with the second question on it: More than anything, you want to see the man charged with her death get punished—dont you? And Dummy snatched the pencil and wrote, not in script now but in printed capitals: YES, with a line slashed under it. “Thats all,” Nowell says, handing the board across the jury rail.

Tolliver’s final witnesses were Lonzo Mercer, a part-time window dresser who took a photo of Beulah laid out on the blanket by the lake, Roebuck, Doc McVey, and Miz Pitts. Nowell didnt bother with Lonzo or Roebuck, but when McVey got through (his testimony had been pretty wild; he claimed the girl had been strangled with superhuman strength, for instance) Nowell asked him if he had been drinking on the day the body was found. A ripple of laughter went across the courtroom and the Judge hit a couple of halfhearted licks with the gavel, sort of smiling himself, because anybody who ever saw Doc on one of his rips, which all of us had, knew what a sight he was. McVey bristled up (he was wearing his teeth at the time) and said he hadnt touched a drop in over six months. Nowell let his eyebrows rise in pure amazement. “Are you referring to whiskey, Sir?” he says, eyebrows still jerked up. That started them laughing again. “I am,” Doc says when it quieted down at last. So then Nowell asked him how often he’d been off for the Keeley cure, but withdrew the question before Tolliver was half out of his chair to object. “I just thought it might be of general sociological interest,” he says.

Miz Pitts wore a dress for the trial, something nobody remembered her doing before; it made her mustache seem more noticeable. Tolliver had called her, but by the time she got through he was wishing he had left her on the island. She told about Beulah and Eustis and their life (calling her “Sue—I mean Beulah”) but it was a different picture from the one her son had painted. To hear her tell it, Eustis was the one who did the cooking, the washing, the looking-after, while Sue—“I mean Beulah”—had Dummy off to one side, making sheep eyes at him till he didnt know coming from going. Then Tolliver shifted his ground: began treating her like a hostile witness, taking a leaf from Nowell’s book to do it. He made her admit she’d cooked a sweet potato pie and brought it to the jail a week ago. “In fact youre fond of him, arent you?” Tolliver says. “I am,” she says, and before he could stop her she went on: “I think he’s a good man that got pulled into something by a bad girl because he’s a little crazy.”

Tolliver went off like a rocket, having her say a thing like that. Then he quieted down and had her words struck from the record; the Judge instructed the jury to forget them. He was about to go on questioning her but he took one look at her sitting there with her eyes ablaze, all set to launch off another tirade, and changed his mind. “Your witness,” he says to Nowell. But Nowell passed her up: says, “Miz Pitts has already told us what we wanted to hear,” and added in an undertone: “Even if it has been expunged and forgotten.” Judge Holiman gave him a hard look, like he was considering throwing the gavel at him, or maybe the bulldog pipe or the chamber pot. “I’m warning you, Mr Nowell,” he says, pointing the pipe at him stem first, and Nowell bowed to the bench for apology.

That was Thursday. Nowell began introducing witnesses Friday morning. They were from down in the lower part of the county, the Lake Jordan district: Eustis’ wife and oldest daughter, a jackleg preacher named Jimson, and half a dozen others who had known him most of his life. One by one they testified he had done the things Nowell told about at the beginning of the trial, back when he was supposing to Dr Goodnight. Then Saturday morning Eustis took the stand. That came as a surprise. “What can he gain by that?” people wanted to know, until somebody also asked: “What can he lose?” When all the testimony was in, Nowell had his cross-examination of the psychiatrist read back by the court stenographer. “Assuming all those things,” Dr Goodnight had wound up, “I would say such a man was insane.” Nowell closed his case on that.

In his closing argument Tolliver told the jury not to let their minds get fogged with all the irrelevants the defense had stirred up to screen the central fact that a girl had been murdered—“Most foully murdered,” Tolliver says, mouthing it—and for no reason except that Eustis, grown tired of her, had murder in his heart. He reminded them of the confession Eustis had made—“Made and signed of his own free will and accord,” Tolliver says, “—back in June when the blood still smoked on his hands, when he was thinking of saving his soul instead of his neck.” He tore it to tatters, like an actor on the stage. And you could see it was taking effect. The jurors began to shift on their hams and look kind of hangdog about it—as if, being members of the same human race, they had a share in the crime. He had them, right then and there, if he’d been willing to stop. But no: he had to go on with it (he was young and fond of the sound of his voice; his main fear was he might leave something unsaid) until they began to come out of their uneasiness and finally just sat watching him with hard unblinking eyes, the words like so much wind and himself an actor.

Nowell didnt give any such performance. He leaned on the jury rail and talked in a voice so low that those in the back of the room bent forward, cupping their ears, and the Stevenson boy from the paper, who was right down front with a note pad on his knee, had to write fast and listen close to catch a sentence every now and again. He was through before we knew he had started good, and everybody sat back feeling cheated; theyd expected a raree show. Nowell’s point was that the facts were in and there was no use mouthing at them, which was a kind of backhand lick at Tolliver and Tolliver knew it.

Then Judge Holiman instructed the jury, fans going cree, cree, cree out of the overhead dimness and Eustis just sitting there watching his hands in his lap, the same as he had done for the past four days, except what time he was on the stand and Tolliver tried to mix him up but couldnt. The jury rose, filing out, and Roscoe and Roebuck brought in the prisoners for sentencing. By the time the last juror went through the door, old man Lundy was standing in front of the bench, craning his plucked chicken’s neck to look up at the Judge and working his jaw that was all caved in where he’d broken his lower plate.
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