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“Malone is an eloquent, witty writer who combines page-turning suspense with the subtlety and deeply felt emotion of the Southern literary tradition at its finest. As entertaining as Presumed Innocent, as resonant as To Kill a Mockingbird.”

—Booklist



“Marvelously engaging…splendid…hilarious…Five hundred pages of Cuddy Mangum merely whets the appetite for more.”

—Kirkus Reviews



“One of the most entertaining portraitists of the new South…another winning chronicle…His hero [is] as engaging a tour guide through this peripatetic narrative as anyone could wish.”

—Publishers Weekly



“Mr. Malone peoples his fiction with large, quirky casts, and his readers come to know not only what these characters eat, drink, chew, whistle, sing, listen to, read and dream, but—most important, most especially in Time's Witness—what they believe…He should be congratulated…and thanked once again for his generosity.”

—New York Times Book Review



“Malone knows his Piedmont the way William Faulkner knew his Yoknapatawpha, but he's much more fun to read.”

—Philadelphia Inquirer



“Malone is at the peak of his powers with Time's Witness…A very, very funny book, in the same way that The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn—also about race relations and class consciousness—is a very funny book.”

—Atlanta Journal-Constitution



“Sculpture in the round…a richly textured novel…It replays the themes of To Kill a Mockingbird and All the King's Men, but it also exhibits a goodly amount of humor, both the wisecracking and the sharply ironic variety…Transcends the mystery genre to conjure up a vivid sense of time, of place, of history, and of hope.”

—Chicago Sun-Times



“To be relished for its flavor, variety, and essential validity. Like Charles Dickens—the comparison isn’t farfetched—the author isn’t afraid of stretching the truth to encompass it.”

—San Francisco Chronicle



“Dickensian craft…gripping…vivid…A novel of grand themes, a kind of morality play seldom thought in current literature. Its words resonate and its values linger.”

—Greensboro News and Record



“A rare sort of contemporary novel. It is blessed with a strongly focused moral vision…and brims with lively, memorably etched characters. It is the work of an author at the top of his story-telling powers, and I recommend it highly. Suspense, excitement, bulls-eye dialogue and a knockout courtroom scene…Run, don’t walk to the bookstore.”

—The State, Columbia, South Carolina



“Michael Malone has done it again: written a huge, entertaining, satisfying Southern novel that…never relaxes its friendly grip on the reader…favoring the fundamental enduring tools of the fictional trade—plot and scene, character and dialogue, all handled with a crisp, clever touch.”

—The Spectator, Raleigh, North Carolina



“Sweeping…one of the most gripping reads of the year. Courtroom scenes to rival the high drama of Presumed Innocent, a cast of truly memorable characters, and a plot that consistently surprises and entertains.”

—Book of the Month Club News



“A consummate writer…classic…Malone's skill with words, his ear for spoken language, his ability to create realistic, sympathetic characters…combine to make Time's Witness the kind of book more best-sellers should be: literate, compassionate, memorable, riveting.”

—Arizona Daily Star



“A rich and engrossing story…I find myself reading voraciously, eager to find out what happens, yet wanting to hold back, reluctant to reach the end and call a halt to the enjoyment…Rich in story, in action and in insights…the South rings true.”

—Winston Salem Journal



“A wonderful tale with a tense, unexpected finale… fascinating…Malone's Hillston could be a microcosm for the New South…provides an intriguing backdrop for an exciting legal drama.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch



“Time's Witness is a work that defies classification. Although it is a solidly constructed mystery thriller, it is also a love story, a riveting courtroom drama, a parable about prejudice and a powerful rejection of the death penalty…Stocked with myriad colorful and memorable characters… a skillfully crafted tale that…leaves the reader clamoring for more of Malone's novels.”

—Ft. Lauderdale Sun-Sentinel



“Perhaps the best novelist of the New South…and one of the most distinctive talents to emerge in crime fiction.”

—The Guardian



“In Time's Witness, Malone pushes well beyond crime genre conventions, balancing Cuddy Mangum's droll narration and a comical cast of small town characters against a story whose weighty themes are capital punishment and bigotry in the modern South. A tricky combination perfectly executed, with a jackknife plot to boot.”
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time's witness


Prologue

Of charity, what kin are you to me?

—Twelfth Night



I don’t know about Will Rogers, but I grew up deciding the world was nothing but a sad, dangerous junk pile heaped with shabby geegaws, the bullies who peddled them, and the broken-up human beings who worked the line. Some good people came along and they softened my opinion. So I’m open to any evidence they can show me that God's not asleep at the wheel, barreling blind down the highway with all us dumb scared creatures screaming in the back seat.

My name's Cuddy Mangum. I don’t much like it. Short for Cudberth, by which I suspect my mother meant Cuthbert, though I never called it to her attention. Everybody's always known me as Cuddy. Cudberth would have been worse. Or Cud.

A few years back, I was made police chief here in Hillston, North Carolina. If you ever read a story by Justin Savile, you know that, but chances are you’ve got too cute a notion of who I am. Justin's loved me for years without a clue to my meaning. He sees things personally. Me, I look at the package, and the program. According to Justin, I’m somewhere between young Abe Lincoln in cracker country and the mop-up man on Hee Haw. A kind of Carolina Will Rogers without the rope tricks. And Justin's always adding to his portrait. He never read a book without looking for everybody he knows in it, and it didn’t take him long to find me chasing after a dream like Gatsby, wearing some buckskin moral outfit Natty Bumpo left behind. I’m not saying his views aren’t flattering. But if my arms had had the stretch of Justin's imagination, I could have bounced through the state university free, playing basketball, instead of slapping concrete on the new sports arena for four years to pay my way.

Justin and I are natives of the same tobacco and textiles city in the North Carolina Piedmont. But his folks shipped him out of Hillston early, off to some woodsy New England prep school, then to Harvard, where his imagination got away from him for a while, and they had to lock him up in a sanatorium near Asheville. I saw it once; it looked like Monte Carlo. Afterwards, they smuggled him into law school in Virginia, but he ran home to Hillston and threw them into a hissie by joining the police. I’ve heard his reasons. They’re all personal.

I didn’t have near enough the imagination for the first place I was shipped after high school, and after too long a while slithering through rice paddies in the Mekong Delta, I crawled back to Hillston as fast as my psychic state allowed. I wanted a college degree, and I wanted to get to know my wife, Cheryl. It turned out she’d made other plans with a fellow I used to like. She was my last living family, if you want to call her that. My folks are dead. A long time ago, my sister Vivian's boyfriend, going drunk into a curve at eighty miles an hour, smashed them both through a steel rail on Route 28. He survived, and died in a motorcycle accident three months after he got out of traction. His parents still owed Haver Hospital over twelve thousand dollars. For his personal motto in the Hillston High yearbook, this boy had them write, “I want to live fast, love hard, die young, and leave a beautiful memory.” That year, six different East Hillston guys had this same motto. Vivian's boyfriend was the second to get his wish.

My daddy walked into Hillston barefooted. The first big building he saw was Cadmean Textile Mills, so he took a job there sweeping floors. His folks worked a farm fifteen miles outside the town. They didn’t own it, and they couldn’t feed him. After forty-two years on the Cadmean line, he didn’t own the house he died in. He did own a long series of large cheap cars loaded with chrome that he buffed with a shammy rag on Sunday afternoons. I don’t know if there was anything else he loved. Any dreams he kept, he kept private. Mama never learned to drive the cars. She had bad teeth and a purplish birthmark across her right cheek that she covered with the palm of her hand, and she was shy about going anyplace except the East Hillston A&P and the Baptist Church of the Kingdom of Christ. By third grade, I’d stopped asking her for help with my homework. Her tongue would stutter struggling to decipher the big printed letters, and a thin line of sweat would rise just above her lips, and her birthmark would blush purple.

I didn’t have the best thing, which is class. Here in the South that means an old family tree, with all its early rough graspy roots buried deep down in the past where nobody has to look at them. And I didn’t have the second-best thing, which is looks—because the hard fact is, resembling young Abe Lincoln is no asset at a high-school sock hop. But I had the third thing, which is brains. So I was lucky enough to learn how to see where the light was, and where to look around for the switch. I don’t mean moving out of East Hillston, but I mean that too. I’ve got a job that makes some use of my brain and is some use to other people. I’ve got eight walls of books. I’ve got a new white Oldsmobile my daddy would have just admired. I own a condominium in River Rise, west of town, so big I haven’t had time to furnish half of it. It's big enough for love to have some space, because let me tell you, love likes a lot of room; it's hate that does fine when it's cramped. I’ve got so many former neighbors to prove that fact, it comes close to breaking my heart.

Justin Bartholomew Savile V is a Liberal Democrat, a group just about abandoned by everybody except the upper classes. Justin's father (J.B.S. IV) was the kind of Virginian who’d name his son J.B.S. V; his hobby was running Haver University Medical School. Justin's mother is a Dollard. Well now, Dollards. For a couple of centuries they’ve sat slicing up the pie of the Carolina Piedmont and passing the pieces around to each other with polite little nods. “Why I don’t mind if I do, thank you so much.” Justin's great-great-grandfather Eustache Dollard was one of the state's best-remembered governors (mostly because his daddy had led a charge into the Wilderness against the Yankees without bothering to see if anybody was behind him), but also because Eustache had chiseled his name into a hundred large-sized public buildings, including the state penitentiary. From what I’ve read about the governor, Dollard State Prison's a fitting memorial.

Like I say, Justin loves me. Once he even came real close to getting himself killed, leaping between me and a bullet. He didn’t think, his genes just jumped forward like they thought they were back in the Wilderness. So I keep that in mind, his body stretched over me, soaking my hair with blood, when I think about another time, the day I came to see him in the hospital. It was the look in his eyes when I told him the Hillston city council had just made me chief of police, and consequently his superior. That look was there for just a blink before pleasure took it over. Oh, it wasn’t envy or jealousy or distaste. It was a look of pure unvarnished surprise. See, it hadn’t—it couldn’t—occur to Justin that some East Hillston wise-cracking white trash, with a mama so ignorant she’d named him Cudberth by mistake, could walk so far off the line as to embody the Law. Lord knows what innocent notions Justin has of Abe Lincoln's political savvy. Now, personally, he was happy for me, and proud of me. He loved it when I taped my poster of Elvis up behind my desk. If I’d called him on that blink of surprise, he wouldn’t have had a clue to my meaning. And the God's truth is, Justin Savile's the kindest man I ever met.

My friend Justin's blink is sad proof of the power of the package and the program, the same ones that are walking a black man named George Hall into the gas chamber at Dollard State Prison on Saturday unless the governor changes his mind. So me, I’m for a new program, not to mention a new governor. Like George Hall, I can’t rely on kindness.


part one

A Common Recreation


chapter 1

George Hall was over in Vietnam trying hard not to get killed when the death penalty went out of fashion back home. That was 1967. At the time some kind folks thought we had us a moral revolution going that couldn’t slip back; it was racing along the road to glory, chucking war and racism and sexism out the windows like roadside trash. These sweet Americans could no more imagine a backward slide than Romans could imagine their Forum was going to end up a cow pasture in something called the Dark Ages, much less a big litter box for stray cats tiptoeing through the condoms and cigarette butts.

So when I joined the Hillston police, everybody figured the death penalty was gone for good, like racks and thumbscrews. Turned out it was only gone for nine years, seven months, and fourteen days. Then a death row huckster told the state of Utah he wanted them to shoot him, and Utah had to fight off the volunteers eager to oblige, and the United States was back in the habit of killing people to stop people from killing people.

Nobody’d heard a word from the governor, so my state was still planning to kill George Hall at nine o’clock Saturday night. It used to be, before the moratorium, executions at Dollard State Prison were scheduled early in the morning. Then, after the Supreme Court changed its mind and told the state that capital punishment wasn’t cruel and unusual after all, somebody over in the Raleigh legislature decided that on the other hand, it was cruel to make condemned prisoners sit up all night waiting to die at dawn, since studies showed that not too many of them could sleep. So they changed the time of death to midnight. But given the fact that our Haver County D.A., Mitchell Bazemore, held the national record for death penalty convictions (forty-four, so far, and still counting), before long the staff at Dollard starting protesting about the late hours—the doctor on call at the gas chamber had a daytime job in a clinic at Haver Power and Light— and eventually they scheduled executions for 9:00 P.M., or as close to it as they could manage.

George Hall was the first man I ever arrested in a homicide case. He was black, unemployed, and he shot an off-duty cop outside a bar in East Hillston. With the officer's own pistol. George was sitting on the sidewalk beside the gun when I happened to drive by. “I’m not running, just don’t shoot!” was the first thing he said to me. His nose was still bleeding from where this particular off-duty cop had stuck his pistol in it. At the time, a fidgety toady named Van Fulcher was chief of police; he showed up fast, and relieved me of the case even faster—not because he was wild about either justice or Bobby Pym, the dead cop, but because whenever a case looked likely to interest anybody with a camera (and a black man shooting a white policeman was about as likely as you could get in the Piedmont Carolinas), Captain Fulcher suddenly felt the urge to take a personal interest: “Go hands on” was how he put it. So Fulcher went “hands on” in the Hall investigation, which was a short one. So was the trial. George had a court-appointed lawyer who tried to persuade him against pleading not guilty since he didn’t think the jury would go for self-defense. This public defender wasn’t a very bright guy, but he was right about that jury. While half-a-dozen witnesses said it certainly looked like self-defense to them, there having been a reasonable appearance of the necessity for deadly force on George's part to prevent his own immediate death or serious injury, not a one of these witnesses was white. The jury didn’t even stay away long enough to order dinner. But, at the time, like I said, we all thought capital punishment was out of fashion for good, except in places like Iran and South Africa. Nevertheless, after three appeals and seven years on death row, George Hall was about to become Mitchell Bazemore's next victory on his way to the national record. Friday morning I told George's brother I never thought it could go this way, and George's brother told me to go fuck myself. Friday evening I went to a dance.

For ninety-six years running, on the Saturday before Christmas, the Hillston Club had held its annual Confederacy Ball. Every year the town's inner circle, which liked to refer to itself as “our number” or just “us,” let a committee at the Club tabulate this “number” and send them creamy gilt-bordered invitations. The elected drove through North Hillston, where they all lived on windy roads, over to the Club, and there they two-stepped around a mildewed ballroom for a couple of hours, pretending it was 1861 and still possible they were going to win the War. The men grew mustaches and strapped on swords they claimed were inherited. The women ballooned out of BMWs in hoop skirts, with gardenias pinned to their hair. My information comes from Justin, who loved any excuse to dress up in a costume, and had a handmade gray brassy outfit looped with gold tassels that he frisked about in there every year.

Except this year. This year the entertainment committee had not only dropped the word Confederacy from their invitations, they’d changed the date from Saturday to Friday. A black man was scheduled to be executed at Dollard Prison on Saturday and there’d been considerable publicity regarding the case, because in the years George had waited on death row, his younger brother, Cooper Hall, had become a pretty well-known political activist with an instinct for what his enemies (and that was most of Hillston) called media manipulation. I’m not saying the Hillston Club acted out of worry over what Coop Hall could do with their planning to dance the Virginia reel while his brother was being gassed to death. The number’d been raised on good manners, and they were feeling genuinely queasy. Peggy Savile, Justin's mother and my source, made a motion to cancel the ball entirely, but after some “frosty” discussion the motion was defeated five to four in secret ballots that fooled no one. Still, even Judge Henry Tiggs, Retired, who’d once called an attorney with a sardonic black colleague up to his bench and drawled at him, “Get that nigrah out of my courtroom,” even Judge Tiggs probably wasn’t comfortable with the thought of stumbling through a waltz under the mistletoe at the exact same moment somebody he’d sentenced to death was paying his debt to society by inhaling for three or four minutes (up to six, if, like Caryl Chessman, he was determined not to breathe too deeply) the vapors from a sack of sodium cyanide eggs dropped into a little sulfuric acid.

So it was decided to move the dance to Friday, and unanimous to substitute black tie and formal gowns for the antebellum costumes, which undeniably had the smack of nostalgia for the Age of Slavery, or at least might give that tacky impression to people not of the number. That last included me, but the doorman didn’t notice when I tugged Justin's invitation out of my rented tuxedo, laid it out on his open white glove, and strolled into the foyer, ducking a chandelier that burned real white candles.

Earlier, back at my bureau mirror in River Rise, I’d tried putting different hands in different pockets, looking for the nonchalant effect. Martha Mitchell was disgusted; Martha's this little more-or-less poodle I found dumped out, just a puppy, on Airport Road the day I got home from Vietnam; she had the deceased Mrs. Mitchell's nose and bangs, and she appeared to have been treated about the same by her relations. Since I knew the feeling, what with the Nixon gang dicking us both around in the worse way, I gave her a ride to Hillston, and we’ve been splitting Big Macs for years. So Martha, lying on my king-sized waterbed, lets go with this sigh while I’m practicing nonchalance at the bureau. She's a proud lady. Well, hey, here I am, youngest chief of a city this size in the whole South, modernized my department with some drastic innovations like computers, women, and blacks; dropped the crime rate 11.75 percent my first year, not to mention the crime rate inside the force—bribery, bigotry, and occasional mild brutality being the oldest favorites; with a half-column and my picture in Newsweek magazine stuck to my refrigerator door by a magnetized tiny pineapple. SCHOLAR COP is the headline on this piece: I’m going for a history Ph.D. at a slow pace.

So Martha squirmed on the waterbed, embarrassed for me, while I tried out one hand versus two in the slippery pockets of those rented trousers. I told her, “Honey, don’t give me that Marxist wheeze. There's things about my life story you don’t even know, so get your toenails out of my waterbed before I find you floating around in the closet.” Martha's listened to my conversation a lot longer than my ex-wife Cheryl did; she's not much on repartee, but she hangs in there.
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I decided on one hand, so that's how I walked into the Hillston Club ballroom, heading for the waltzy music and hum of voices, past a ceiling-high Christmas tree burning some more real white candles, past a blond beautiful drunk girl in a strapless red satin gown lying on a couch against the wall, her arm over her eyes, past Mr. Dyer Fanshaw trying to unhook his wife's stole from the catch on her necklace.

“Well, why, Chief Mangum, surprised to see you here.” A.R. Randolph, short, stout, shrewd, and ignorant as a hog, was shoving toward me, one hand in his back vent, tugging his pants loose from the crease of his buttocks. These folks were so used to their Rhett & Scarlett rentals, they were having trouble with their own clothes. “Dammit.” He jerked his head at the girl in red satin. “That's my damn granddaughter passed out on the damn couch and it's not even ten o’clock.”

“Looks like she might be a real pretty girl when she's feeling better.” We shook hands when he’d finished playing with his under-wear. “Surprised to see me? Why's that, Atwater?” I let Randolph's Lions Club set up their October carnival in the HPD parking lot, so I called him Atwater and joked some circles around him. He got a kick out of it. He was more than twice my age and a hundred times my income, inherited the construction company that had built Haver University and just about everything else in Hillston, including the River Rise complex and the state-funded four-lane bridge over the Shocco River that you could play a full game of softball on without worrying about interference from traffic.

He stepped closer for confidentiality. “Figured they’d need you over at the state prison. What I hear is, the Klan's going there tonight and bust up that vigil. All those ‘Save George Hall’ nuts. That's what I hear.”

“Well, now, rumors. A rumor's kind of like the flu bug. You don’t know where it came from and you don’t want to spread it around.” I gave him my country grin. “Those Klan boys aren’t as young as they used to be. They’ll all be home watching HBO. It's too cold and messy out there for politics.”

“I heard you had a tip they were going to hassle those pro-lifers tonight.”

Luckily I was already grinning, so my laugh sounded friendly. “You got to keep up with the lingo, Atwater. Pro-lifers are the ones that are against killing fetuses, and for killing grown-ups. Whereas Coop Hall's group is anti-pro-capital punishment, and most of them anti-pro-lifers too. You with me?”

“Well, they’re wasting their time, whatever they call themselves.”

“Probably.”

“Cuddy, the historical fact is, mankind has a right to protect ourselves against scum. And that's always the type that gets themselves executed.”

“Um hum. Historical-wise, three popped right into my head. Socrates, Joan of Arc, and Jesus Christ. Talk about scumbags, whoowee!”

His plump face wrinkled. “Now hold up, Chief, if Christ hadn’t been killed, we’d none of us be redeemed today.”

“Well, you got me there, Atwater.”

Neither one of us was looking at the other one during this chitchat. He was watching his friend Dyer Fanshaw still trying to detach his wife from her stole while she ignored him and hugged everyone who walked close enough. I was looking over Randolph's head into the ballroom to try to spot either the man I’d told myself I was coming to see, or the lady I’d told myself I didn’t care if I saw or not. The man was Julian Lewis, once attorney general, now lieutenant governor, hoping to move up another step. The lady was Mrs. Andrew Brookside, wife of the man Lewis was running against. Except when I knew her best she wasn’t married; she was still in her teens and her name was Lee Haver.

One wall of this ballroom was glass doors; each one had its own wreath. In front of them, tables floating with white linen stretched along, crowded with crystal punch bowls, beds of oysters in their shells, and platters of tiny ham biscuits. Every four feet, a waiter stood waiting to tilt a glass ladle of champagne punch into any receptacle held up in his vicinity. (Some members had obviously lost patience with their little crystal cups and had moved on to water glasses.) The waiters were the only black people I saw in the room, except for the mayor, the mayor's wife, the president of Southeast Life Insurance Company, and half the band, which sat on a little dais behind shiny red shields draped with holly garlands and labeled The Jimmy Douglas Orchestra. The band was pumping through “The Anniversary Waltz” (maybe celebrating a near-century of these affairs), but only about fifty couples were dancing (or forty-nine; I don’t know what old Judge Tiggs and his wife were doing, maybe the tango, or maybe one of them was trying to leave the floor and the other one didn’t want to). The rest of the guests looked like they were scared to lose their places in the punch line.

“You know Dyer Fanshaw?” Randolph tugged me toward the couple.

“Let me take a wild guess. Does he own Fanshaw Paper Company?”

“Chief, you kill me. Dyer, will you leave that woman alone and say hello to our chief of police? You see him in Newsweek last month?”

“Cuddy Mangum,” I said, just as Mrs. Fanshaw broke loose, tossed me a fast hello, and rushed into the party.

“Everything under control?” Fanshaw asked while we shook hands.

“Personally or criminally?”

“Mangum kills me,” Randolph explained. “He means the George Hall business, Chief. Don’t you, Dyer?”

Dyer did, so we talked awhile about whether the governor would stay Hall's death sentence (they didn’t think he would), and whether there’d be a riot at Dollard Prison between the vigilants protesting execution and the enthusiasts demanding it. I explained why I had my doubts. “First of all, it's freezing rain out there, which discourages philosophical debate, and second”—I shared a little of the inside track—“I talked to Warden Carpenter an hour ago, and the place is quiet as an opium den. I talked to the FBI, which pays about two-thirds of the dues at our local Knights of the KKK, and they don’t have a plan rattling around in their heads. And I talked to somebody working with the George Hall vigil and she says they can’t get Action News to come, which they surely could if there was a hundred-to-one shot of even a poke in the eye, much less blood in the dirt.”

My business leaders were relieved and disappointed, and tickled to be in the know. Then they talked for a while about how Governor Wollston could follow his heart since he wasn’t up for reelection, and about whether Andy Brookside had made a mistake resigning the presidency of Haver University to run on the Democratic ticket, since—even if he was a war hero married to a billionairess—having an assistant campaign manager like that Jack Molina mouthing off against capital punishment was going to kill him in the polls; not that they cared—they were Republicans and loved to see Democrats beat in their own heads with their own base-ball bats. I asked if Brookside was here tonight and they said, sure, he went every place there were more than a dozen voters penned up in a room with only one exit.

Then some more stocky financial spokes of the inner circle herded around us. A lot of this group I knew by name, but we weren’t exactly what you’d want to call golf partners. I recognized a bank, a towel company, a “Hot Hat” barbecue franchise (all the roofs had red neon pigs tipping top hats), and a lot of real estate. Most of these men looked like their bow ties were choking them. The bank (still growing the mustache he’d started for the reclassified Confederacy Ball) jumped right into the George Hall business with the interesting theory that the problem with capital punishment these days was that it wasn’t cruel enough. “Listen here, it's painless! They put you the hell to sleep, come on! In the old days, they’d flay you alive, burn you—you’d think twice.”

“Dead is dead,” said the towel company, shifting his cummer-bund to the right.

“You wouldn’t say that, Terry, if it were your feet in the fire.”

I had to agree with the bank; between gas and disembowelment, or getting stuffed with gunpowder and blown all over China, or having my head crushed by an Indian elephant, I’ll take American technology any day. I told them, “Folks don’t have any imagination anymore. You know what happened if you killed your daddy in ancient Rome? They sewed you in a cloth with a monkey, a poisonous snake, a fighting rooster, and a wild dog, and they tossed you in the Tiber.”

The notion stopped them cold for a minute, then the bank nodded. “That's what I’m talking about. Punishment. And I’ll tell you something else, it ought to be in public, like they used to. Put them on TV. It's supposed to be deterrence, right? Make people watch.”

I said, “Speaking as a keeper of the peace, gentlemen, crowds make me nervous. Last time we hanged somebody in public was in the ’thirties, over in Owensboro, Kentucky. What I read is, twenty thousand folks piled in for the show, and a third of them set up refreshment stands. ‘Make them watch’ isn’t exactly the problem. It's the fights over good seats.”

My figures led the real estate man to mention how he’d managed to buy six seats for the Super Bowl, which led to complaints about Cadmean Stadium at the university, which led to speculation about the illness of “poor old Briggs,” meaning old Briggs Cadmean (of Cadmean & Whetstone Textiles Industries), a big bald sly s.o.b. of about eighty-five, and, to hear him tell it, the private owner of Hillston. I had to walk by Cadmean's picture on the way to my office every day; he’d paid for the municipal building and wanted everybody to know it. In this eight-foot oil painting in the lobby, he's got the rolled-up blueprints in one hand; the other hand's pointing down the hall toward the men's room. Once this old bastard had claimed to my face that he was personally responsible for my promotion to chief. I was dating his daughter at the time. The rest of his offspring were male, long dead, or looked it, and this girl (he’d named her Briggs after himself and called her “Baby”) was his favorite. She hated the sight of him, and turns out he thought I’d bring them together as a thank-you note for my new job. I had to disappoint him. Deep down, Briggs Junior wasn’t any fonder of me than she was of her dad, though she just about convinced me otherwise. She was an astronomy professor, and I think what she really loved the most was stars. Justin always said she was about that cold, too. Last I heard, she’d taken a position out West, where there wouldn’t be so much population between her and the sky. She sent me back my ring before I finished the Visa payments, and about a month after she left, Cadmean flagged me over to his limousine on Main Street and accused me of reneging on a deal he’d never bothered to call to my attention. He had the morals of a grizzly bear. Justin liked him.

“Poor old Briggs,” Fanshaw was saying as he looked over at the passed-out girl on the couch who was about to deep-breathe herself out of the top of that red satin strapless. “Well, God knows, Cadmean had a good long life, and he's dying the way he wants to.”

“How's that?” I said. “Just temporarily?”

“See what I mean?” Pointing at me, Randolph nudged Fanshaw. Then the quartet of business leaders said they were headed to the bathroom before their wives cornered them, and did we want anything. I was the only one who appeared to find this question peculiar.

Randolph told them he’d be down later, and turned back to me. “Nahw, Dyer means Briggs won’t go to the hospital. What I heard was, he said, ‘I paid for the damn hospital and it can damn well keep those suckbutts from getting their hands on me, so I won’t go meet my Maker with my fanny in a pan and a tube up my dick.’”

Offended, Fanshaw tightened his nostrils. I gave him a wink. “A sweet-talking man. Cadmean's got a lot more to explain to his Maker than a bare backside.”

They both chuckled their agreement. And that's when I saw Lee Haver Brookside. Actually it was Justin I saw first, as they swung past the crowd onto the dance floor. Justin stood out, due to being the only man at the party in white tie and tails. He was the kind who’d wear an English hunting outfit to a barbecue picnic. Now he and Mrs. Brookside were waltzing in big slow loops, so I saw her back where his hand rested just above the black folded silk, then the white of her neck and shoulders as her head turned. A diamond flared like a match in the braided coil of dark gold hair.

I said I thought I’d go get some punch. “Nice to meet you, Mr. Fanshaw.”

“Same here.” He nodded at Randolph like I’d passed a test. “Call me Dyer. The real bar's downstairs in the men's lounge. That punch won’t do a thing for you.”

“Mr. Fanshaw, what I paid for this outfit, I don’t want to waste it on a john. I see enough line-ups of men during the day.”

Fanshaw chuckled, and Randolph said, “Huh?” and I gave one shoe a quick rub on the back of my trousers, put my left hand in my left pocket, and walked into the party.

For the most part, the club style seemed to be to mix the sexes for dancing, and split them up for conversation. Seated at little tables, women, their long dresses glittering, smoked themselves almost invisible while telling each other what must have been mighty funny stories. Men stood in black glossy huddles, nodding at everything everybody else said. The Reverend Thomas Campbell (an old tall Presbyterian, in a tuxedo) and Father Paul Madison (a young short Episcopalian, in a collar) had crossed the line and were chatting with our new black mayor's wife, whose fixed smile must have been hurting her jaws.

“Chief Mangum,” called the rector, grinning dimples in his cheeks. He didn’t look any older than he had in college, and in college he’d looked about seven. “Come buy a ticket to Trinity's Christmas lottery. And talk Mrs. Yarborough here into it too.”

“Well, Paul,” I said, squeezing in, “maybe I should remind you, soliciting in public's against the law. Plus, our first lady's a Baptist, right, Dina? How you doing?”

Pleasant-looking but not pretty, Dina Yarborough was a thin light-skinned black woman with stiffly waved light hair, green eyes, and a careful voice. “Fine, thank you. Nice to see you, Cuddy. Isn’t this a lovely party?” I’m sure she’d almost rather have gone to the dentist for a root canal, but you couldn’t tell it from her eyes.

“It's my first time,” I said.

“Mine too,” she nodded. “It's an annual affair?” I didn’t hear any sarcasm, but it was hard to believe she didn’t know about those ninety-six years of hoop skirts and yellow sashes under the Stars ’n’ Bars.

Both ministers leapt in fast, Campbell by nodding in a coughing fit, and Madison by waving a thick card in my face. “Worthy cause,” he wheedled. “Add sleeping quarters to our soup kitchen.”

I said, okay, I’d take five. He said I could send a check; I said I had money in my wallet, and he said, “Five hundred dollars?”

Old Campbell (his was the richest church in town) laughed while I was gasping. “A hundred dollars each?! What are y’all raffling?!”

“A Porsche. Only two thousand tickets to be sold.” Paul Madison put his hand over his heart. “You’ve got a great chance, Cuddy.”

“You’re raffling a Porsche for a soup kitchen?”

Madison grinned like a pink conscienceless baby. “Jim Scott donated it. Here's the thing, you raffle small-change stuff like, oh, a cord of wood, nobody wants it. A Porsche, that's a big temptation.”

I winked at Dina Yarborough. “Paul, I thought you guys were in the business of fighting temptation.”

“Frankly,” coughed Campbell, a sad craggy man, “we at First Presbyterian have stayed away from this sort of thing.”

Madison already had his pen out and was writing my name on the damn ticket. “If Trinity had y’all's endowment, we’d stay away from it too. How many did you say you wanted, Cuddy?” My glare hit his dimples and bounced off.

“One,” I whispered.

“One?”

I snatched the ticket away from him. “Thank you, Father Madison. Mrs. Mayor, would you care to dance?”

“Hey, There” thumped to a close about thirty seconds after we got going, so we stood waiting while I asked her, “Where's Carl? Off hiding one of those vile cigars of his from the public? I keep telling your husband, tobacco made Hillston. A smoking mayor’d be patriotic here.”

“Not if they’re Cuban cigars.” Her face loosened into what so suspiciously looked like wryness that I decided her question about this ball's being an annual affair was about as innocent as the Trojan horse.

I laughed. “Lord, Dina, tell the mayor to give me a raise or I’m going to leak it to the Star how he's trading with Fidel. Come on, let's go get a drink.” But before we could squeeze out of the crunch of dancers, Dina's brother, the president of Southeast Life Insurance, tapped her for the next number. Tapped me, that is; his fingers boring into my shoulder like he was looking for a major nerve to paralyze. He said, “My sister promised me this next dance,” in a tone that suggested I’d dragged her onto the floor at gunpoint. And I dropped her hand as if I’d gotten caught doing it. Lord, the South. None of us can shake off all the old sad foolishness.

On my way to the food alone, I smiled at anyone who smiled at me. Then out of nowhere, a wide elderly lady in a lacy bed jacket stopped me with two steel forefingers on my lapels, and dared me to contradict her. “You were in that magazine. People.”

“Excuse me?”

“I saw you. I forget what it said.”

I told her, “Ma’am, I missed that one. Newsweek said I was tall, gangly, innovative, and indefatigable.”

“That's the one I saw.” She eyed me suspiciously. “What did it say your name was?”

“Newsweek? Seems like it said my name was Chief Mangum.”

“That's right.” Reassured, she patted my elbow. Thousands of dollars of diamonds were slipping dangerously around on her fingers. “I’m Mrs. Marion Sunderland.”

“Not the Mrs. Marion Sunderland that owns the Hillston Star and Channel Seven? Listen, what happened to those reruns of Ironsides? You know where Raymond Burr's in a wheelchair and has to catch the crooks secondhand? I wish you’d put those back on the air.”

Mrs. Sunderland took a beat before she surprised me. “I believe that article also described you as whimsical. They misused the word. You’re a little odd, but you don’t strike me as capricious.”

“Well, I think debonair's really the word they were after.” I leaned over and patted her arm in return. “Mrs. Sunderland, I want you to take some professional advice. Next time you go honky-tonking, you ought to leave those rings home in a vault.”

“Mr.…Mangum, I only go out in public among friends.”

“I bet that's what Julius Caesar said.” She surprised me again with a laugh that would have been loud on a woman twice her size. Then she invited me to “call on” her, then she introduced me to two friends hovering nearby, a fresh-scrubbed octogenarian widow of a department store, who said she couldn’t hear and just ignore her, and a Sunderland grandnephew who appeared to ski for a living. I spotted Paul Madison hunting through the dancers like Cupid through a cloud bank, so I slipped away without a word of warning to his next victims. No one else stopped me before I reached the buffet, where Judge Tiggs was trying to load his plate with deviled eggs, and his wife was trying to block his hand.

“Hey.” Somebody pulled me down by the elbow and kissed my cheek. “I’m surprised you came.” It was Alice, Justin's wife. She's a small beautiful copper-haired lady from the North Carolina mountains. Justin met her while we were investigating some folks that worked on her floor at Cadmean Mills, and the best move he ever made was to marry her as soon as he could talk her into it. Bluest eyes you ever saw, clean as the sky, and clear as we all used to figure truth was. Alice believes in truth, and loves politics, and claims she can keep the two in shouting distance. We argue a lot. Justin says that's why he invites me to dinner twice a week, so he won’t have to “box around” with her himself. “Can you believe this man?” Alice would say. “Smart, educated, and he sits here and says he's not interested in ideas, whatever that means.”

Justin would check his wine sauce. “It means, for Christ's sake, I don’t care why Prohibition got voted in when it did. I thought we were trying to figure out if Billy Gilchrist's too bad a drunk to be a reliable stool pigeon.” Justin would talk your head off about the people in the case at hand, but analyzing history bored him.

I put down my buffet plate and kissed Alice back. “Well, look at you.” I turned her around. “An old commie union organizer like you, used to go out to dinner in a sweatshirt with Emma Goldman on it, used to love a good brainy fight and a Hostess cupcake and don’t try to deny it ’cause I’ve seen the wrappers.” The waiter offered me a cup of punch, which was hard to drink because of the baby strawberries floating in it. “Now, Lord, Lord, Alice. Justin the Five's got you all pregnant and dolled up in this swanky thing, looks like you borrowed it from Jackie Onassis last time y’all got together.”

“How do I look?”

“Like Christmas.” Her gown was a dark green velvet and her red curls were like ribbons. “You look like the prettiest Christmas present anybody ever got, by which I’m sorry to say I don’t mean me.” I kissed her. “Congratulations, Red. But please don’t name that child Cudberth, 'specially if it's a girl. Is that Scotch? Where’d you get it, the men's room?”

“Ladies’ lounge.” She gave me the drink. “I’m going to kill Justin.”

“You’re talking to the police chief. But I didn’t catch what you said.”

“I’m not pregnant. We’re trying to get pregnant. And I don’t know why he's telling you.”

“You know he can’t keep a secret. Good detective though, I’ll give you that. He tells folks his secrets, then folks tell him theirs, then we put the cuffs on them and haul them off.” I reached for a ham biscuit, but the waiter waved me away and tweezered one onto a plate stamped “Hillston Club.” I held up four fingers; he held up one eyebrow, then humored me and piled them on. “Alice, tell me about Mrs. Sunderland. How much say does she have at the paper?”

“Does have? Probably none. Could have? Probably lots.”

“You know her? Didn’t the Hillston Star endorse you?”

“She's one of Justin's godmothers.”

“Can’t hurt.”

She laughed with her chin raised. “Cuddy, I never denied it.” Alice is in the state legislature now, which she wouldn’t be if it hadn’t been for Justin's name, and for old Briggs Cadmean's tossing a big chunk of money into her little campaign—out of some peculiar impulse that had nothing to do with late-blooming feminism. Now I’d heard she was also working to get Andy Brookside into the Governor's Mansion, but I’d avoided discussing it with her.

We watched Justin waltz Mrs. Brookside in and out of duller dancers. The Jimmy Douglas string section was giving “Lara's Theme” all they had, fighting back against the buzz of talk. “Isn’t my husband beautiful?” Alice smiled, happy as a cat.

“Motherhood hormones are eating up your brain, Red.”

“Well, he is. He looks like Paul Newman used to.”

“When was that?” We watched some more—his black coattails, Lee's black gown lifting as they turned; her shoulders, his shirt front a bright white blur. “Married him for his looks, huh? I always thought it was his cooking.”

“Go break in on them, so I can dance with him. You know Andy's wife?”

“I did a long time ago.” Alice gave me too straight a look, so I turned toward the buffet to scoop up some cashews and I had a handful near my mouth when Lee saw me staring at her, and smiled. It was just a polite smile, then it went away as she recognized me; her body tightened, pulling Justin out of step for an instant.

Alice was talking. “Well, I feel like I ought to be at the vigil anyhow, but Jack Molina agreed if I could put some pressure on Andy's position, or get to Lewis tonight, that might do more than holding up another placard at the prison. And now he's not even here.”

“Who's not here? Brookside?”

Alice was either looking at me funny or I was getting too sensitive. She said, “No, Julian Lewis, Julian D.-for-Dollard Lewis, Justin's whatever he is, cousin, the lieutenant governor.”

“He's not here? Damnit.” I had promised George Hall's new lawyer, an old friend, that I’d come to this dance, corner Julian Lewis, and give him some reasons why he should persuade the governor to stay tomorrow's execution. Not that a lot of people hadn’t been giving the governor a lot of reasons for a lot of years, but last-minute reprieves appeal to some politicians. They’re catchy; the press likes them too. But as for Lewis caring what Alice thought, I didn’t see why she thought the lieutenant governor would listen to anybody who was trying to stop him from taking over his boss's office, even if Alice's mother-in-law was Lewis's aunt. Plus, Lewis wasn’t going to think a damn thing the governor didn’t tell him to think. As for her influencing Brookside—in public, he too had stayed away from the Hall case, soothing his liberal constituency by keeping Professor Jack Molina (one of the Hall Committee coordinators) on his campaign staff. I looked around the ballroom. “Where is Brookside?”

“Go ask his wife.” Alice took my plate away from me. “I don’t dance.”

“Oh bullshit, you’re a great dancer.”

“Honey, when you’re a mama, you got to watch your language.”

She mouthed something that was pretty easy to lip-read as I let her nudge me onto the floor. I eased my way through a cluster of younger dancers calling coded jokes from couple to couple while they circled. One pair just stood with their eyes closed, rocking softly back and forth.

Justin stopped the instant I touched his shoulder and smiled like I’d brought him a million dollars, his long-lost dog, and news that the lab was wrong about his having cancer. I tell him with that smile I don’t know why he isn’t in politics, except a year in the loony bin makes nervous voters nervous. I said, “Excuse me, may I?” And he said, “Hey, Cuddy, wonderful, you came!”

“Why is everybody so surprised?”

“Have you two met? Lee Brookside. Cuddy Mangum, my commanding officer.” Justin did a little bow—I suppose straight from childhood dance class—said, “Thank you,” to her, “Pardon me,” to us, and walked backwards smooth as a skater through the crowd. When I turned around to Lee, she had her hand up ready to rest on my shoulder. “Hi,” I said. Her hair, a smoky ash-blond, was pulled back in its loose knot, away from her face, a smoky ash-blond, and her eyes, which I’d remembered as blue, were actually gray, like an owl's feather, flecked and warm. I hadn’t looked this close in her eyes in a long, long time; the last time I’d looked, on a Saturday morning in June, we’d both been crying. It's easier to cry at eighteen. We were standing on a little wooden Japanese bridge in her backyard—except with that much land and trees and gardens, you don’t call it a yard—and she was telling me her mother wouldn’t let her see me again, not through the summer, not after she left for college in the fall, not, in fact, ever. I kept saying, “Why?” but we both knew why, and I don’t blame her now for not letting me force her to say it. After that, I’d next seen her a year or so later when she came to my house in East Hillston, called me a coward, and slapped me across the face. After that, only in passing.

I took my hand from my pocket now. “You still mad?”

She said, “My God, how long has it been?”

“Don’t start counting. How’d you like that French college?”

And she laughed years away for a minute. “Oh my, was I ever young enough to go to college?”

“Hey! I’m still going.”

“You are? You’re the police chief.”

“That's true, too.”

She still had her hand held near my shoulder, but lifted it back, so I moved forward, and circled her waist, and we started dancing. I couldn’t really remember what it had felt like all that while ago, pressed together in the gym under the sagging streamers and balloons, or in some school friend's hot dim living room, not moving when the records changed. Now she felt cool and sure, accustomed to dancing with strangers. There was something sad about her eyes, but it was hard to imagine her crying easily anymore. We danced at first without speaking, at one point passing close to Justin and Alice; Justin was humming, Alice smiled at me, and wiggled the fingers woven with his.

Finally Lee moved her head and asked me, “So you stayed in Hillston. You always wanted to travel.”

“I’ve traveled some.” I summed up two years in Southeast Asia, then six months in Europe (on the G.I. savings I’d planned to use to buy Cheryl and me a house), seventeen months teaching school in Costa Rica, a summer in New York City, when I decided I wanted to be a police detective. I said I still like traveling; I take a special package charter some place new every vacation I get. Last year it was Nova Scotia; the year before, Haiti. I said, “But mostly Hillston, since I’ve been with the police department here.”

“Why the police? I mean I guess I always expected to read how you’d…I don’t know, written the history of the United States.” She was squeezed against me by a wild-spinning couple.

I back stepped us away. “Well, probably the more history I read, the more I figured, crooked as the law is, it's straighter than lynch mobs and posses on the loose, right? I’m a great believer in capital-L Law. And Hillston's home. So here I am, enforcing the law in Hillston.”

“Hillston's gotten so big.” Her hand lifted out of mine to gesture at the room. “I used to think I’d find myself seated beside you at a dinner, but I never did.”

“I used to think that too.” I didn’t tell her that when I’d first gone to Paris, I’d get the dumb notion to rush off to a certain park or museum because I was sure that's where I was going to see her stroll by.

She’d stayed abroad after college. Her first husband's hobby was mountain climbing; I’d read in a paper that he’d died in a hotel fire, only twenty-seven years old. I remember thinking: Lee's husband makes it up Mount Everest but can’t get out of a suite on the Riviera. After his death, she’d come home and married Brookside. She had no children.

“Andy was there the same time you were,” she said, her neck arching back to look up at me. “In Vietnam. Have you two met?”

“Over there? Nope, we never did run into each other.” It was interesting—“Andy”—the matter-of-fact assumption that everyone knew who her second husband was, which of course everyone did. The “Have you met?” probably meant local politics, since I doubt she figured young Major Brookside had ever swooped down in his jet to shoot the breeze with the boys in the mangrove swamp. Well, maybe she’d lived so long in a world where everybody knew each other, that's all the world she thought there was. I mean world, too. Randolphs and Fanshaws, now, they counted in Hillston, and Cadmeans and Dollards might own the Piedmont and have a long lease on the state, but Havers had been so rich for so long, they were on the big map. When Chinese and Kenyans and Danes smoke your cigarettes, you can build universities with your loose change, and you can expect even your collateral daughters to marry heroes; you don’t need them to marry money. That message her family had sent to the little Japanese bridge—well, you could see their point. I’ve got my All-State Guard plaque and my dinky combat medals in my bureau, I’ve got my three-inch Newsweek clipping on the refrigerator door. Andy Brookside's got a cabinet full of football trophies, a Congressional Medal of Honor and a presidential committee appointment to study that sad war, a national prize for the book he wrote after he studied it, a Time magazine cover, and Lee Haver. There's no catching heroes. They’ve got the gods running interference for them, you know what I mean? The gods keep them wrapped in a glow, you can see the shimmer when they come in a room.

I said, “Well now, this is a pretty place. Never been in here before, myself. You come to these Christmas parties with your family back then?”

She didn’t answer. A tiny blue vein in her neck tensed against the diamond necklace around it. Then, after a silence, she said, not smiling, “You know, I hated you for a long time.”

The rush of old intimacy shocked me. I tilted my head to look at her; it felt like that sudden fall that jerks you awake when you nod off in a chair.

Her eyes searched in mine until finally she said, “You remember that day I came to your house with the box of letters? Right before I left for France? You wouldn’t even talk to me. You wouldn’t look at me. Your mother left us standing there in your living room, and shut the door to the kitchen. I think she was crying too. She asked me if I wanted a glass of tea, and you snapped at her, ‘No, she doesn’t.’”

I said, “I remember it very well. You threw the letters at me and slapped me in the face.”

Her palm moved inside mine as she pulled her hand away. We stopped there in the middle of the dance floor.

“You’re the only man I ever hit,” she said.

She put her hand back in mine. Other couples seemed to be moving around us, but far away, small and shadowy, as if the room had suddenly doubled in size. We moved together. Then I heard, coming from a distance, the rustle of applause, and I realized the music had already stopped.

I was going to ask her if she’d like that glass of tea now, when through the knots of applauding couples I saw Andy Brookside walking toward us, tall, bright-haired, full of energy, his handsome head nodding right and left; maybe he thought folks were clapping for him instead of the band. He touched Lee's arm, and claimed her. “I’m sorry, darling, I got caught up in a conversation.” (It was the first I’d seen him all night, and I wondered if he’d been down in the men's lounge where the “real drinks” were.)

She said quietly, “There you are.”

He put his arm through hers, saying, “Shall we?” before turning to me with a friendly, expectant face; I didn’t see a twitch of phoniness in it, and I was looking hard.

Lee stepped away from him to introduce us. “Have you met my husband, Andy? Cuddy—” And then the beeper in my breast pocket went off, which meant that Sergeant Davies at headquarters had decided I needed to make a decision, which to him could mean anything from Mrs. Thompson had called again because Clark Gable was back in her attic crawlspace, to Officer Purley Newsome had put another dead cat in Officer Nancy White's locker, to a gang of terrorists with Uzi machine guns were holding the entire down-town population of Hillston hostage.

I turned the beeper off. “Excuse me, I better go phone in.”

“You’re a doctor?” Brookside smiled, then showed me how he’d won the nomination. “No, wait…Cuddy, Cuddy…. Of course, Mangum! Our police chief. Last spring at the Jaycee's breakfast panel, ‘Improving Town and Gown Relations.’ Right?” His hand-shake was professional but not stingy. “Good to see you. Tell me, what's your sense of the George Hall situation?”

“Lousy for George Hall,” I said.

“Naturally, yes. Of course, I meant the governor. Clemency.”

I said, “I don’t think so. But then I’m not in tight with the powers that be.”

Lee had been standing there, her fingers touching a jewel on the necklace. Into our silence, she suddenly said, “Andy phoned the governor yesterday, asking him to extend mercy,” then she looked up at Brookside as if to make sure it was all right to have told me. There was something uncomfortable between them, which was odd in such a poised couple. I mean, I knew why I felt uneasy—I was half back to eighteen years old—but I certainly didn’t suppose I was what was troubling the Brooksides.

“Um hum….” I looked from her to him. “Well, there's mercy, and then there's justice.”

“True.” There was nothing in his eyes but earnestness.

“Hall's supporters wanted not just clemency, but a pardon. At this point, they’re just trying to get the stay of execution. And if you’re planning on making any statement about ‘mercy’ of a little more of a public nature, seems like waiting much longer might make it pretty moot.”

He gave me a stare. “I know.”

Mr. and Mrs. Dyer Fanshaw shuffled in a bored fox-trot near us. Mrs. Fanshaw smiled brilliantly at Lee, then patted the clumps of diamonds strung on her own neck. Every city employee in Hillston (including teachers, including tax clerks and garbage collectors, including me) who filled out a form or washed his hands or signed a check, did it on Fanshaw Paper. It adds up to diamonds fast. She cooed as they swerved close, “That is just a beautiful, beautiful dress, Lee.”

Lee smiled brilliantly back. “Oh thank you, Betty. Yours too. Merry Christmas.”

I excused myself again to go telephone, but Lee touched my arm. “Cuddy, before you go? Is it true there’ve been threats against the group George Hall's brother organized? Jack Molina, on Andy's staff, says so. He's been working with—is it ‘Cooper’ Hall?”

I nodded. “There’re threats against just about anybody who steps in front of the public and moves enough to catch their eye.”

She stared at her husband. “But you’re protecting them?”

“Coop Hall? I can’t. Not unless I locked him up, and maybe not then. Oh, I could catch whoever did it, but if they don’t mind going to the trouble, and they don’t care about getting caught, anybody in this country can kill anybody they want to.”

“Lee?” Brookside reached for her arm again.

I backed away. “Thanks for the dance, Mrs. Brookside.” She offered her hand again, so I took it. Her fingers were cold, colder than they’d been when I’d held them before.

Out in the lobby, I saw Father Paul Madison, small and eager, selling Mrs. Sunderland's grandnephew a chance to own a Porsche. I waved good-bye, but he held up a palm to stop me, so I waited.

“Cuddy,” he said, brushing blond hair out of his eyes, “don’t take this wrong, please, but would you know anybody I could lean on to make a contribution to the George Hall Fund? We’re seven thousand in the hole.”

“You mean, like me? And why should I take it wrong?”

He blushed. “Well, you’re the one who arrested George in the first place, but then I know you’re a friend of Isaac Rosethorn's.”

“Isaac's charging you guys seven thousand to represent Hall?”

“Oh, no, nothing like that much. It's the paperwork, and phone calls, and now we need to hire an investigator to go back over—”

My back was still tightened with memories of Lee. Paul stopped in midsentence, peered at my face, then he lowered his head. “You don’t think we’ll get the stay?”

I said, “No. Do you?”

“I’m praying we will.”

“You are? Looks to me like you’re selling Porsches.”

His blush spread over his ears and neck. “Cuddy, I’m sorry I upset you,” he said. When I didn’t answer, he gave my arm a rub. “You still mad about what happened at Trinity?”

I said, “Only when I think about it.” He was referring to a protest rally that the Save George Hall Committee had staged in October on the steps of his church, Trinity Episcopal, to which they’d invited a very left-wing movie star who happened to be on location in North Carolina; they’d sent a lot of news people advance word, but neglected to do the same for the police— meaning me. I also suspected they’d taunted the Klan into coming; at any rate, ten showed up in robes, with a few Aryans in combat fatigues, plus a hundred hoods with nothing else to do. I didn’t have enough men there to handle it. Mud clots got thrown; we made four arrests, and the evening news shot a lot of footage. I was so angry at Paul and Cooper Hall, I came close to arresting them too. It was right after that that Isaac Rosethorn offered to take on the Hall case. It was also right after that that Newsweek called me up.

Paul was saying, “And look, drop by the soup kitchen someday. We’ve got a new stove. Eight burners and a built-in grill. Mr. Carippini bought a range for his restaurant, so he gave us his old one.”

“Isn’t he Catholic?”

“Sure. Listen, this stove's been blessed by a bishop.”

“Father Madison,” I grinned back at him, “please don’t turn to crime; you’d run me ragged. About your Hall Fund, why don’t you ask Mrs. Andrew Brookside?”

“You think?”

“I think she's sympathetic. But you may have to say you won’t use her name.”

Madison looked puzzled, then nodded. “Oh, right, Andy Brookside. Politics.” He acknowledged that little world with upraised palms, then with a soft whistle blew it away.

As I waited for the cloakroom attendant—an old black man with a completely specious grin, and “Hillston Club” embroidered on his jacket—I glanced at the couch by the tree, but the girl in red satin was gone. Inside the ballroom, Justin and Alice were talking to Mayor and Mrs. Yarborough. They all turned when the Jimmy Douglas Orchestra struck up “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen,” while behind them brass-buttoned waiters trooped out of an open door carrying gleaming platters of shiny roasted turkeys with red ribbons on their legs and circled by white candles burning in bright little apples. Everybody clapped.


chapter 2

On a sticky hot summer night seven years ago, George Hall sat drinking in an East Hillston bar called Smoke's; it was a loud, rough old place in an all-black neighborhood known as Canaan because of a gigantic A.M.E. church of that name, now demolished, that had once dominated all the cheap-shod houses around it. George often spent his evenings at Smoke's; his mother didn’t allow alcohol in her home. He was a very dark, stocky young man, thick-chested with a broad flat face and a long mustache; a veteran with a small government check as payment for two lost toes on his left foot. That summer night, he was young, unmarried, unemployed. The prosecutor Mitchell Bazemore was to remind everybody at his trial that George hadn’t kept a job for as long as a year since he’d been twenty, his age when he’d come back from Army duty. He’d had a lot of chances—loader at the tobacco warehouses, roof tarrer, jack-hammer operator, driver for a doughnut supplier, driver for Fanshaw Paper Company. But as the court's psychiatrist explained to the jury, despite these opportunities, time after time George had “gotten himself fired,” or he had simply quit. He had a “problem with authority,” had lost his stripes for insubordination, and returned home to lose his jobs in Hillston from the same “antisocial disorder.” Moreover, as Captain Fulcher testified (without objection from the public defender), George had a police record—three arrests since his return home, one for a fight at the ballpark, one for interfering with a police officer who was trying to cuff a burglary suspect, and one for running a red light. The second arrest was made by Bobby Pym, the man Hall subsequently shot outside Smoke's on that hot August Saturday.

Smoke's offered more than liquor; it had the ball games on TV, a coin-operated pool table, and, reputedly, cards in a back room, plus three girls upstairs, plus a bookie bartender who’d take your money for anything from a numbers game to a spitting contest. On weekends it had a blues band and dancing, and from time to time it had fights. Occasionally, an ambulance had to be called, which, occasionally, brought the police. So George had been in trouble before, and Smoke's had been in trouble before, and the only thing that was unusual about this trouble was what a white, off-duty policeman like Bobby Pym might be doing in all-black Canaan in all-black Smoke's, when he lived way across town in West Hillston, and when his wife thought he was at a bowling alley south of I-28. The question was asked but not pressed, and nobody ever knew the answer. All the customers at Smoke's that night said they’d never seen Officer Pym before, hadn’t even noticed him in there until the fight—which was pretty hard to believe, no matter how crowded the place, or how bad the light was. Captain Fulcher might have claimed that Pym was there working undercover, if he hadn’t blurted out to me, as soon as he saw the bloody body, “What the g.d. hell was Bobby doing here!?” That question came up again at the trial, but was overruled by Judge Henry Tiggs. According to the judge's instructions as to the law, a man had a right to go to a public bar of his choice, even if others might find his choice “peculiar and frankly unsavory”; he had a right to turn on a jukebox even if some-body else was playing a guitar and singing (this somebody was the blues performer); he had a right to carry a licensed weapon (this was in reference to the .38 pistol stuffed in Pym's belt under his bowling shirt); being told by George Hall, in abusive language, to get out of a public bar, Pym had a right to “object” (presumably the judge referred here to Pym's inserting the barrel of this gun into George's nostril). And, as Mitchell Bazemore heatedly summarized for the jury, most assuredly, a man, a policeman, a man with a wife and a baby, a man whose dying groans (tape-recorded in the ambulance) the jury had heard for themselves, a policeman had the right to leave a public establishment without being chased outside and shot down in cold blood by a state-supported black troublemaker with three arrests, a bad army record, and an abandoned and malignant heart.

George's refusal to plea-bargain annoyed the Court; his taciturnity on the witness stand annoyed the jury. All he would say was that after his interference with Pym's arresting the burglary suspect, Pym had harassed him; and that, in fact, he assumed that Pym might even have come to Smoke's that night in order to harass him further. (The D.A. objected to these conclusions and conjectures, and was sustained.) Two, George claimed he was convinced by Pym's assaulting him with the gun that his life was in danger. (The D.A. demonstrated that even if Pym had responded to Hall's obscenities by “provoking” him—which of course the D.A. didn’t believe—such provocation was certainly resistible by “any reasonable man similarly provoked.”) Three—while admitting he had chased Pym outside in the heat of passion—George claimed that he’d seen the cop run to a blue Ford down the street, reach inside it, then turn back toward him; that he’d believed Pym had taken a second gun from the car, and so had fired in self-defense. Well, the D.A. was very sure the jury wasn’t going to fall for a story that didn’t even make sense. Heat of passion! There was “appreciable time” between the moment George wrenched the .38 out of Pym's hand and the moment he shot him on the sidewalk—time for cooling reflection, or for premeditated, intentional malice aforethought, and which did George choose? And as for his thinking Officer Pym had gone for a second gun! There wasn’t even a blue Ford around, much less a gun in it! Pym drove a Dodge, and it was parked across the street from Smoke's, not down the street. Pym was not running for a gun, he was running for his life! The D.A. knew the jury would agree.

And so they did. They found George guilty of first-degree murder. Told to go back and determine whether he deserved the death penalty, they returned to say, yes, they thought he did. Judge Tiggs thanked them for doing their duty and sent them home.

The assistant public defender had taken exception to at least a few of Judge Tiggs's over rulings of his objections, and on that basis he filed an appeal for George; it was denied, and the defender, having discharged his obligations, quit after telling George not to worry, because while lots of people got the death penalty, nobody had actually been executed in the state for ages. George filed his own appeal, claiming an incompetent defense; it was denied. More petitions were written, filed, and denied. Years passed. Despite the defender's sanguinity, three men and one woman were executed at Dollard Prison. George's mother hired another lawyer. George's younger brother organized the Save George Hall Committee, using contributions to buy public attention about the case. On death row, George did three hundred push-ups a day and grew African violets from seedlings in paper cartons. Years passed, almost seven since the bullet had entered Bobby Pym's skull. From that moment, most people in Hillston had been sure that George Hall was going to the gas chamber. And a lot of them were angry that it was taking the state so long to get him there.

Unless you found yourself behind a farmer too bitter to let you pass his tractor, or a teenager itchy to ram you into a tree, Old Airport Road was the shortest route from Hillston to Dollard Prison, twenty minutes away, just beyond the city limits of the state capital, and in my county. This late on Friday night, I had nothing to dodge but ice. Needles of sleet were crackling on my windshield hard enough for me to hear them, and the wipers made weak swipes that just smeared the slush around. I listened to a tape with Loretta Lynn on one side and Patsy Cline on the other. That's a lot of love gone wrong.

Out in front of the Hillston Club, I’d used my car radio to call downtown. The night desk sergeant, Hiram Davies, is a Baptist deacon starched clean as his undershirts who almost never goes home because he's past retirement age and he's scared we won’t let him back in if he leaves. After he’d stopped apologizing, he’d given me a message. It was from a man I’ve known for a lot of years, and it upset me enough to make me risk my Oldsmobile to Airport Road in a sleet storm. “Maybe I should have just sent a car, Chief, and I hate to disturb you during your social occasion—”

“Dance, Hiram. I got to this place, and I want you to know these folks are dancing! Drinking, probably even cussing and card-playing in the back rooms. It makes a man want to fall to his knees and pray.”

“I hope so, Chief.” (Jokes slide off Davies like chestnuts off a steep tin roof.) “But since Mr. Rosethorn did say to tell you personally, that's why I decided—”

“Tell me what?”

I could hear Hiram shuffling his notes. “A pickup truck, license AX four one five seven nine, passed Dollard Prison gate twice, slowing near the vigil group; male Caucasians, obscenities and verbal threats shouted.”

“Who told Isaac Rosethorn this? Who and when?”

“He's over there at the prison.”

“Isaac?”

“Isn’t he, he's Hall's lawyer now, isn’t he? At least that's—”

“Jesus Christ, what's a man his age doing marching around with a sign in the middle of the night in this weather?!”

Davies pinched off his words, one at a time. “I couldn’t say, sir. That truck is registered to a Willis Tate, Jr., lives in Raleigh, one previous arrest, vandalism.”

I started my motor. “You’re a hot dog, Hiram, no getting around it. Call Raleigh, ask them to go after that yahoo. I’m heading out there.”

He said he’d send a car for me, and I said never mind it, and he said it wasn’t his place to argue, which had never stopped him before and didn’t this time. Finally he got around to sharing a second part to the message from Isaac. “He said to tell you Lieutenant Governor Lewis had just driven up with another man in a limousine, and gone inside the prison. He said you would want—”

“I’ll be goddamned!” I slapped my hand on my thigh so hard I hurt both of them. “Fuck the ducks, they stopped it.”

“I couldn’t say, sir.” There was a faint snort at my profanity. “And Chief Mangum, what would you like me to do? The holding cell's full and I’ve got a drunk-and-disorderly keeping everybody awake. Four joy riders, two breaking-and-entering. And Norm Brown on wife assault again.” Davies loved a full report, though he usually phrased it in terms of questions he didn’t need the answer to, so I listened while I drove. “Attempted burglary, Maplewood Pawnshop, apprehended on the scene. Three purses snatched in River Rise Mall. Purley Newsome caught one of them.”

“He didn’t kill him, did he?” (Officer Purley Newsome was a leftover from the old regime, with a brother on the city council.)

“—And considerable shoplifting. It's busy tonight.”

“Well, it's only four more shopping days to Christmas. Folks get tense.” I turned the heater higher and turned onto Airport Road.

“—And we had a jumper on the roof at Showtime Cinema; Officer White talked him down, and then Officer White had him admitted to U.H. for observation.” (Davies’ refusal to acknowledge, by name or pronoun, that we had women—like Nancy White—on the force, drove him into a lot of syntactical byroads. He was like an old monk, stunned to find nuns sleeping in his monastery.) “Officer reports his condition satisfactory.”

“Tell Nancy she's a good lady. Aww, humankind, Hiram. Makes you wonder where God went and forgot to turn on His answering machine. Who's the loud drunk?”

Davies squeezed his voice so tight it turned falsetto. “The Lord answers all who call on Him. The drunk's Billy Gilchrist.”

“Lock him in the interrogation room, he can sleep on the table.”

“I already did.”

Sergeant Davies signed off in a huff. I put on Patsy Cline. I still hate to think of that woman's plane crashing. “Why can’t I forget the past, and love somebody new…” Her voice was so sweet with sadness, I slid down into a memory of Lee Haver as if other heart-breaks—as if my wife, as if Briggs—hadn’t worn the first loss away years and years ago.

Twenty minutes later, the black brick turrets of the old penitentiary rose up at me, caught by big searchlights. The place sat there in miles of flat meadow and rows of broken tobacco stalks, like a backwater castle built by some paranoid, third-rate baron that the king never came to visit. In summer, you could watch convicts slouch through the yellow grass swinging their thick wooden scythes. Families picnicking in the public park across the highway would point at them, maybe hoping they’d be lucky enough to see one of the blue-shirted reapers slice a guard in half, then race off without much hope toward wherever he figured freedom was. Or maybe the picnickers pointed to show their children what could happen to them if they didn’t stop talking back. In summer, the convicts played baseball in the meadow and grew tomatoes against the fence. In winter, unless herded off to fill some highway potholes, they stayed indoors like everybody else in the South. The sixty-three men on death row never went outside at all.

Now the prison looked wide-awake, so many lights on, you could tell that the coils of barbed wire on top of the turrets were shiny with ice. Out front, I saw some huddled cars and a dozen or so figures, most in plastic ponchos, crowded together under the house ledge. Inside his steamy cubicle a guard was eating doughnuts and reading a magazine. Four more people hunched beneath umbrellas around a forty-gallon drum where burning sticks hissed at the sleet. Nothing was going on and nobody looked injured, just miserable. Obviously the pickup truck hadn’t come back. There was a stretch limo, a black Lincoln, parked near the gate.

As I slowed, a Mustang behind me passed in a hurry, then cut left into the prison drive, skidding sideways next to the high iron gates. I pulled in fast, and jumped out the same time the driver did. We had both run, spraying slush, halfway across the wide lot toward the vigil group before I recognized Bubba Percy, reporter for the Hillston Star—star reporter according to him—a handsome good-ole-boy gone to pudge in his thirties, with a nose for news like a jackal's after maggoty meat. Clamping me on the shoulder, he yelled, “Mangum! That pickup come back? I miss anything?”

I snapped open the umbrella I keep in my raincoat pocket. “I bet you heard that on the scanner, didn’t you, Bubba? Breaks my heart you got nothing else to do on Friday nights. And lashes pretty as a girl's, except if this ice hardens on them, it's gonna freeze your weasel eyes shut.” I kept walking toward the foursome at the fire watching us.

“Oh shut up, Mangum.” He ran, zigzagging puddles. “You know a few years back, there was a W.Y. Tate arrested in Raleigh for tossing a stink bomb in that synagogue window on Yancy Street? You know that? Do you?” His hair snagged on one of my umbrella spokes, and I hauled him under it with me.

“Bubba, you just hang on, one of these days The New York Times is bound to call.”

I didn’t recognize anybody in the crowd scrunched under the gate ledge—most were black, some were female, all were bedraggled as cats. Slush had blanked out half the letters on the big signs propped up beside them: FREE GEORGE HALL. STOP THE KILLING. JUSTICE FOR ALL. I did know the four people under umbrellas around the fire drum. The tallest, slender and long-muscled, wearing an old army jacket that had probably belonged to George, was Cooper Hall, the condemned man's younger brother who’d just started college when George went to prison and now worked for a civil rights organization that ran a legal-aid society, engineered legislative lobbies, and published a journal called With Liberty and Justice which Coop pretty much ran. He was better-looking than George, with a fine-boned arrogant face.

The woman in a yellow slicker beside him was his fiancée, Jordan West, a caseworker at the Department of Human Services; time to time I’d see her in the municipal building when she’d come to testify about a welfare violation or child custody trouble. In her early twenties, she had the kind of remarkable good looks that will turn your head on the sidewalk, women and children's too. Bubba Percy put it differently, stopping to whisper, “Shit, now that's fucking brown sugar! That's the best excuse for miscegenation I ever saw. Hey! Cut it out!” I gave his wrist another sharp twist before I dropped it. “That was a compliment, Mangum!”

“Yeah. Here's another one. Your mama must be the first woman in history to give birth after getting fucked up the ass by a hyena.”

He was unfazed by the vilest insult I could come up with.

“Something bugging you? Something happen out here tonight?

Come on, what's the story!” “Jesus!” I kept walking.

The thin white man by the fire was Brookside's assistant campaign manager, Jack Molina, a communications professor at Haver University and a founding editor of With Liberty and Justice. The considerably older and broader white man next to him, smoking in the rain, his nubbly Russian hat on sideways, his dirty camel-hair overcoat gaping at the buttons, was the one who had sent me the message: Isaac Rosethorn—for just a month now, George Hall's lawyer; for a whole lot of years, a friend of mine. He was maybe Hillston's only native-born Jew, probably its only native-born legal genius, and undoubtedly one of its most perverse citizens. He said, “Thirty-five minutes?”

I said, “Road's icy. Hi, Isaac. Evening, folks, how y’all doing? Coop, Dr. Molina. Jordan, nice to see you.” Jordan made a place for me.

Rosethorn gave up on his wet cigarette and asked, “Could you trace that truck? There was a second one. Both pickups, big Confederate flags flapping out the windows. We only got the plates on the last one.”

I said, “Raleigh's already traced it. A Willis Tate.” “Ahhh? Tate? The synagogue?”

Bubba Percy grabbed me. “Didn’t I tell you!”

“Bubba, damnit, will you stop stomping on my toes? Y’all know Bubba Percy of the Star, clubfooted hound of the free press?” While I talked, Coop Hall and I kept our eyes on each other; if looks could freeze, you could have snapped my arms off like icicles on a drain sprout. Behind us, the dozen young vigilants pressed nervously in a semicircle near him. I nodded at them. “Any word from Warden Carpenter?”

A few of them shook their heads and a young man said, “No. Nothing.”

I said, “I’m sorry.”

Coop Hall stepped around Percy; his face was a lot younger than his eyes. Hatless, he seemed indifferent to the weather; his close-cropped beard and hair glistened with rain. He shook his head at me slowly, scanned his eyes down the ruffled tuxedo shirt. “You don’t belong here.”

Jordan said, “Coop, please.”

He pulled away from her with a twitch of his arm. “What are you supposed to be, Mangum, fuckin’ police protection? We don’t need it. Why don’t you go do something for my brother? Why don’t you go figure out how—”

Rosethorn said, “Cooper!”

I said, “Isaac called me, okay? Listen, I know how you feel—”

Coop said, “Ha.” It wasn’t a laugh.

I nodded at him. “I meant, how you feel about me. Okay? I’m just trying to do my job…about these pickup trucks, didn’t the county sheriff send somebody over here with y’all?”

Isaac dismissed the sheriff with a swipe at the air. “He had two bozos drive by every now and again, but naturally they haven’t been back since before our visitors showed up.”

“Did these guys stop? Anybody see any weapons?”

Jack Molina wanted to take charge, but Coop cut him off, his breath steaming out in the cold. “Okay. They came twice, they didn’t stop, they threw a glass bottle—”

“Did you recognize anybody, anybody from that bunch that tangled with you back at the Trinity Church meeting?”

Molina pushed forward. “They were going too fast. They yelled out stuff like ‘Gas the nigger’—”

“And ‘Fuck the nigger lovers,’” Jordan added, her eyes bright and hard.

Coop winced with impatience. “So what? You think my mind's on filing some more complaints about what a few more chickenshit rednecks spew out of a truck window?!” He pointed at the prison looming over us. “Julian Lewis is in there with the warden right now! And I can’t find out if it's even about my brother or not. So, do you know, Mr. Police Chief?”

“No. I don’t know any more about it than you do.” I looked at Isaac Rosethorn. Hall walked away from us back toward the gate. The other vigilants followed him immediately, and Bubba Percy grabbed Molina, tugging him aside.

Isaac finally budged; he’d just been watching me and Coop. “Here's the bottle they threw. That makes it assault. Ron Rico rum, a pint. Disgusting.” He pulled a bent McDonald's milkshake cup out of his fat coat pocket and handed it to me; it was full of chunks of glass.

“I tell you what's disgusting, Isaac. The thought of you out in this weather drinking a milkshake.” I walked him back to my car and he pulled himself in, lifting his bad right leg with his hand.

Isaac Rosethorn's a fat old bachelor who's never done a thing to deserve still being alive. Living in the South, his family had totally tossed away all the healthy habits of their race. When Isaac wasn’t eating spareribs or fried chicken wings, he was drinking bourbon; when he wasn’t napping on his worn-out couch, he was sucking on unfiltered Chesterfields, holding the smoke down until it puffed out of his wide mouth like steam from a train. I never could decide if his eccentricities were natural, or if he’d put them together out of all the books he must have read to get away from being a poor, fat, brainy Jewish boy in the South, when none of that was popular. But he’d eat lasagna for breakfast and cereal for supper; he’d wear a ratty wool tweed suit in July and sleep with his windows open in February. His career was built on his brilliance and ostentatious peculiarity, not to mention a spectacular head of white wavy hair, a voice dark as molasses, and eyes like a cocker spaniel's—all very effective in the courtroom. When I was younger, I’d tell him, “Get off your fat butt. You could be rich and famous!” He’d say, “Probably,” and go back to identifying weeds or birdcalls, or reading Rumanian poetry, or whatever weird fancy he’d dodged off into at the time.

“Ahhh, God.” A sigh rumbled down Rosethorn like an old elevator as he settled into the seat. “Poor Cooper hates you, still hates you.”

“No kidding. It's not exactly the way to get folks behind you.”

“So who are you, Dale Carnegie? What's this ‘Auto-Reverse’ mean?” he said, then he sneezed on my dashboard.

“Tapes, they play one side, then they play the other. Isaac, you’re too old, not to mention fat, to try dodging shotguns in the slush. Why are you out here?”

“Who said shotguns?” He checked his watch, then started through his soggy pockets, dropping crumpled papers and file cards on the seat, looking for his cigarettes. “Our lieutenant governor's now been in there forty-two minutes. That's his chauffeur over there in the stretch limo.”

“I figured. You know why?”

His round shoulders shrugged inside his overcoat. Then straightening a cigarette, he pointed it at the prison gate. “You know who carved those letters over the gate?” I glanced across at the deep Gothic incisions in the stone ledge: EUSTACHE P. DOLLARD STATE PRISON.

He smiled, “W. O. Wolfe, Thomas Wolfe's father, that's who. Interesting, huh.”

“Yes, interesting.” Back by the fire, I saw Bubba was still cornering Jack Molina, or vice versa. I said, “Okay, Isaac, besides nobility and architectural tidbits, what are you up to? Yesterday you said you had to rewrite a petition for some District Court judge.”

“Mrs. Hall just drove it to Greensboro.”

“In this weather? She's too old to go to Greensboro in an ice storm. Why couldn’t Coop go himself? What's the matter with him, sending his mother!”

“God almighty, Cuddy, what's the matter with you? The main business here is not you and Cooper. The main business here is George.” He yanked off his hat and jerked his hands through the shaggy white hair. “Anyhow, that priest at St. Stephen's took her. I thought if maybe she drove all that way herself, personally, especially on a night like this. Judge Roscoe's an ignorant dotard, but he's sentimental.” Now he was looking for his box of kitchen matches. “Slim, I’ve got some bad news.”

“The governor already said no. Why didn’t you say so!”

But he shook his head. “No, nothing to do with that. Old Briggs Cadmean died a few hours ago.”

“Cadmean died?” I guess it surprised me, not just because I’d enjoyed tangling with the old bastard about his daughter, but because Cadmean was Hillston. Growing up in the east part of town, his smokestacks and sawtoothed mills were my skyline. The mills were where grown-ups’ paychecks came from, and Cadmean was the man who owned the mills. I wondered how Cadmean's daughter had felt when they called her, high on some western starry mountain, to tell her the news; or maybe all the while she’d been by his bed right here in Hillston, the past forgiven.

Isaac patted my knee absentmindedly. “Well, well, well, well. But he died in his sleep, and since he was so convinced he wasn’t mortal, it's nice he never found out he was wrong.”

“Whooo.” I rubbed my eyes fast. “Almost hard to believe he couldn’t work a deal on this one too. How’d you hear?”

“Professional courtesy. He kept a drawerful of lawyers by the bed. Could there be an ashtray hidden in all this machinery?”

I said, “It's a virgin. Those vile cigars are probably what killed Cadmean.”

“He was ninety-one. Why blame cigars?” Rosethorn fluttered his thick fingers down the ruffle on my rented tuxedo shirt. “Slim, hope he rests in peace, swine that he undeniably was. So, how was the Confederacy Ball? You leave a glass slipper, I hope?”

“If I did, it's still sitting on the steps, unless it got tromped under somebody's galoshes. Lord, Cadmean dead.” I looked toward all the squares of light in the black brick wall of Dollard Prison. The sleet had lightened to a drizzle of rain now. Jordan offered Coop a thermos cup of coffee that he didn’t want. I said, “Julian Lewis never showed at the dance, but I guess you already figured that. What else could he be here for but the Hall case?”

“Maybe.” He threw his cigarette out the window. “We’ll have to wait and see.”

“Maybe, wait and see? Jesus! And you jump all over me about forgetting the ‘main business.’ Seven years, I can’t get you interested that a racist judge and jury railroaded George Hall into—”

“It's not necessarily racist, Slim, to take exception to a white policeman's getting shot through the eye by a black assailant. Not necessarily racist. People have strong feelings about eyes.”

“I bet you could have pulled off self-defense.”

“With that jury? I don’t think so.”

“At least murder two, Isaac, manslaughter; not first degree. But, okay, you’re not interested. Then five weeks before the man's scheduled for execution, you suddenly volunteer to represent him—”

“The Hall Committee offered me a moderately substantial fee to represent him—”

“Don’t tell me about money, Isaac. Money's not worth dick to you. And don’t tell me about the Halls, and don’t even tell me about capital-J Justice. Tell me the idea you decided might be interesting.”

He smiled with a sweet bogus incomprehension. Over the decades, Isaac Rosethorn had been preserved not just by some alchemic mix of tobacco, alcohol, and animal fat, but by an avoidance of all major human emotions, except a cupidinous curiosity. Whenever I thought I’d detected in those deep round eyes some mild stirring of anger or envy or hurt, it always slid behind the cloud of abstracted serenity now floating over his face. He took law cases because they “interested” him, variously outraging acquaintances both on the left and the right, who had decided he was one of them. A full pardon for George Hall wouldn’t have satisfied Isaac; what he wanted was a new trial. Stopping the execution was a necessary first step. I said, “‘Maybe’ what? Tell me.”

The spaniel pouches under his sad beautiful eyes crinkled. “Tell me, tell me, tell me, ever since you were a skinny kid with ears out to here. What kind of food did they have at this fancy dance?”

“Aww, shit.”

“Did you meet anybody you liked?”

“Isaac, you’ve been trying to find me the right girl since the day I met you.”

“Don’t exaggerate. You were five years old then.”

“Don’t you. I was nine.”

I’d met Isaac the day he’d tapped me on the shoulder in the drugstore and hired me to run to the library for some book nobody’d checked out since 1948, that I had to beat the dust out of like an eraser. For the next decade I ran to the courthouse for his messages and to the corner for his newspapers. Isaac Rosethorn never ran anywhere, or did much walking either. His right leg dragged a little—from polio, he said. Sometimes it seemed to work almost fine, sometimes it limped along downright pitifully—depending on the jury. He’d lived then where he lived now, in the Piedmont Hotel, and if he ever went any farther, he drove a Studebaker that I know an antique auto show would love to get its hands on. He went to visit his sister-in-law every Saturday, and every Sunday he went to the cemetery to visit somebody called Edith Keene who’d died at twenty and had “Gone to a Better Place,” which first I thought maybe meant that she’d had the sense to get out of Hillston—since a better place was where my daddy had always wished he could go, out of Hillston, “this armpit.”

Isaac said, “I hope you aren’t going to argue with me that your own efforts to find the right girl have been terribly successful.”

I said no, I wasn’t going to argue with him.

Outside the car, the drizzle had slowed, almost stopped. Behind us, Jordan West, checking the rain's pause with an upturned palm, pulled thick white candles from her canvas purse, lit them in the fire, and passed them around to all the vigilants, who moved out in a line from under the gate ledge to take one each. Then they began singing, clapping the beat. “Ain’t gonna let nobody turn me around, turn me around, turn me around.” The guard in the cubicle, licking glaze from his fingers, clearing a circle of steam from the window-pane with his forearm, stood up to watch them. “Walking down that freedom road.” Their voices sounded eerie, disembodied, in the outdoor night.

Bubba Percy broke away from Molina and trotted up to my car, looking excited, his new Burberry trenchcoat flapping. When I rolled down the window, he stuck his head all the way inside. “That guy says Briggs Cadmean died! Tonight!” We nodded back at him. “And here I am all the fuck out here like an asshole!”

“That's strong, but factual,” I said. “Just stop eavesdropping on police business, and you won’t get led so far astray.” Behind the waves of Percy's auburn pompadour, I saw a second prison guard opening the long gate. A man walked out with an umbrella, raised it, then lowered it, then Julian Lewis stepped out behind him, tucking his scarf inside the velvet collar of his coat. As soon as they saw him, Coop's little group grabbed up their signs and ran over, chanting, “Free George Hall! Free George Hall!”

“Bubba,” I said, “on the other hand, eavesdropping just made your day. The lieutenant governor's about to give you an exclusive.” I turned his soft pink cheek with my forefinger. Percy spun around and took off, probably before he even believed Lewis was there. “Come on,” I told Isaac; but instead, settling his wide buttocks down in my upholstery, the old man pulled a bag of pistachio nuts out of his pocket. I walked off after Percy, who’d already wedged himself between Lewis and his assistant.

Like most of Justin's Dollard relations, Julian D. Lewis was good looking, personable, and not too bright—not dumb, just not bright; he was also as tan in December as he was in August because he represented the state at a lot of winter conferences in warm golf resorts. He was also polite, not to mention wanting to be governor himself if he could beat Andy Brookside, so when a newsman with a circulation of 110,000 asked him what he was doing at Dollard Prison at midnight, he stopped to answer, though I could tell the circling crowd made him nervous: he kept his back to the limo and his eye on the guards by the gate.

“Free George Hall!” yelled the vigilants again.

Looking solemn, Lewis held his bronzed hand up, then combed it briskly through his hair, like he was revving a motor. “I’m here on behalf of the governor…to inform Warden Carpenter…that the governor has decided to grant…a stay of execution to the prisoner George Hall.”

There was a second of pure quiet, then Jordan screamed, leaping up and down against Coop, who stood still as a rock, like he couldn’t feel her. The candle slid out of his fist into the mud.

Behind them, Molina raised both arms and silently shook them. Jordan ran to the young protestors, who threw away their signs, cheered, and pounded each other on the arms and backs. Lewis forced a smile, but at least he didn’t wave. I pushed through so I could hear.

Bubba Percy, hopping from foot to foot, jerked out a little spiral pad. “You mean, the governor pardoned Hall?”

Lewis shook his head. “No. Governor Wollston has granted a stay of four weeks in response to petitions regarding the case.”

“Is there new evidence?”

Lewis's assistant, wearing an exact replica of his boss's clothes, leaned over to whisper at him. Lewis nodded at the chauffeur, who opened the back door of the Lincoln. Then he replied, “I’m simply here to convey the governor's decision; that's all.” Coop Hall jammed his hands in his jacket and pushed through the cheering group to Jordan; I was standing next to her, and held out my hand, but he never looked.

His voice was hoarse. “Get to a phone and call Mama.” Jordan hugged his arm as he spoke to the group behind him; he had to yell over their whoops of pleasure. “Okay, everybody. Hey! Come on! Pack up and go get some sleep. Okay? And, listen! Be in Raleigh tomorrow, just as planned.”

They broke off and dutifully collected their placards. Hall moved Jordan toward the cluster of cars. “Go on. If Mama doesn’t answer, you drive on home and wait for her to get back from Greensboro. I’ll be there soon as I talk to Rosethorn.” He turned away, acknowledging her rub on his back only by a nod.

Bubba was still talking and writing at the same time. “Mr. Lewis, you were state's attorney general when Hall shot Bobby Pym, and that was seven years ago. Wasn’t that a fair trial? I mean, how much more ‘study’ of the case do you think—”

“Mr. Percy.” Lewis looked at him, hurt. “I did and do believe the first trial was a fair one. But when a man's life is at stake, naturally the state must take every—”

I didn’t wait around for the speech, but ran back to the Oldsmobile where Isaac was pouring pistachio shells into my ashtray. As soon as I opened the door, yelling, “Hot damn!” he said, “The stay, how long?”

“Four weeks. Hold it, how could you hear him say ‘stay’?”

He sucked on his lip, looking morose. “Too bad. Twelve, eight, I was hoping. Just as easy to say eight as four, the tightwad.” Stuffing all his notes in his pockets, he said, “I remember back, Governor Pat Brown in California, the State Department asked him to give Caryl Chessman a reprieve. Ike was starting that goodwill tour of South America, and there was a lot of sympathy for Chessman down there. Sixty days Pat Brown gave him. Not that it did any good. Later on, I remember, Brown said he was sorry he hadn’t pardoned Chessman. Ahh, I’m tired, I’m going home.”

I caught hold of his coat. “Okay, Isaac, who's going to South America? I get the funny feeling you knew there’d be a stay. Hummm? Is that why you hotfooted it over and had me yanked from wassailing with the upper crust when I paid all that money to rent this suit? So, okay, were you tipped off?”

Wrapping his knuckles softly on my head the way he’d done when I was a child, he rumbled his sigh of a laugh. “I use my noggin.”

Bubba was bamming on my window again; the Lincoln limo had left, and the vigilants were crowding into their cars. “Mangum,” he wheezed, thrilled out of breath, “give me a statement and I’ll print it. Wollston granted a stay!”

I said, “There was a report of a threat to disrupt a peaceful assembly. I came to check it out. That's a statement. Now will you stop trying to crawl into my car? It's crowded enough with Rosethorn spread all over the seat.”

Bubba leaned past me. “Mr. Rosethorn, your client's gotten a reprieve. How do you feel?”

Isaac said, “Better.”

“That's it?”

Rosethorn sighed. “I’ll feel even better when the state supreme court grants my client a new trial.”

Bubba switched back to me. “Look, Mangum, you’ve been involved in this Hall business from the beginning. You were just a patrolman when it started.”

“Sergeant.” I tapped on his spiral pad. “I apprehended the suspect, but I was not assigned to the investigation, nor in any other way ‘involved’ in the case.”

But Bubba had his story line already set. “Here you are trying to put criminals away, and the courts drag it out for seven years. Is that frustrating for the police?”

“The police keep the peace and enforce the law against people who break it; they don’t try people, and they don’t sentence them. Leave me alone.”

“But isn’t it frustrating, when the law said to execute George Hall seven years ago?”

“Nope, Bubba, that's what the jury and the judge said.”

“Okay, okay. You’re close friends with Savile's wife, Alice, what's her name, MacLeod, the one that keeps trying to bring up that bill in the legislature to throw out capital punishment, that says capital punishment's imposed unfairly against minorities. What do you think about that, or, say, about the death penalty in general?”

It was the question I’d worried about getting asked for a long time, worried about asking it of myself. I just shook my head.

No denying Bubba's shrewdness. He grinned at me. “Come on, Cuddy. Should a moral man accept a job to enforce the state's laws if he doesn’t believe those laws are morally right? That's my question.” He kept grinning. “No comment?”

“Bubba, please go on home and write your story before you miss a chance for a headline.”

Rubbing his cheeks with his sheepskin gloves, Percy grimaced. “Shit, y’all know what the boonie Star headline's gonna say, gonna say that old fart Cadmean finally croaked. Black border and big photo. Lewis back there tells me the governor's declared tomorrow a fucking official day of mourning. Half-mast, factory whistles, the whole boo-hoo. Okay. See you assholes back in Deadtown. Basketball tomorrow.” He dodged off on tiptoe to keep his Italian boots out of the puddles.

Isaac Rosethorn and I looked at each other for a while before I said, “Be a little tacky to have executions and racial demonstrations on an official day of mourning, wouldn’t it?” He just fished around in his mouth with his baby finger for nut husks. “My my,” I shook my head. “You must of zipped out of Hillston the minute they smoothed the covers over Cadmean's eyes, and his soul soared off to South America. You didn’t by some chance kill Old Fart yourself, did you, Isaac? Pull the plug, trip over the oxygen line, anything of that nature?”

“I don’t believe in killing, you know that.”

“Well, you must have planted the ‘day of mourning’ notion mighty fast, that's all I can figure. Who with?”

Like in the old days, he waggled his fat finger at me, smug as Churchill. “To predict is not to plant. To conclude is not to cause. And four weeks is only twenty-eight days.” He pulled his gloves back on; one was black, the other one brown. “I need to ride back with Cooper. Come have Chinese with me Sunday, unless, I hope, you did meet a girl at this dance and are otherwise occupied.”

I sighed. “Make it Buddha's Garden at 7:30.”

“Interesting question, Mr. Percy's. The one about moral lawmen and moral laws.” He patted my knee as he pulled himself out of the car, and walked—his right foot dragging a line through the slush— across the empty lot toward his ancient Studebaker where Coop Hall stood waiting for him, staring up at the high brick turrets.

The old prison was settling to sleep. Lights like stars in the chinks of blackened bricks had blinked out, one by one, except for a row on the second floor. Death row is never dark; in darkness a prisoner might contrive to cheat the state, might braid a noose out of his clothes, or, while a guard yawned, fashion a razor from a bit of blade secretly broken off from the supervised shaving tools. It happened. Or almost happened. Men had been led to the chair with bandaged wrists or throat. But not often, not anymore; there were no sheets, no belts, no shoes, no metal utensils, there were head counts every few hours, there were naked body inspections whenever a guard decided to do one, there were trustees to watch the prisoners eat to make sure they didn’t choke, there was no privacy in the solitary cells, and no darkness, not even on this winter solstice, the longest night of the year.

I thought everybody had left until I saw Jack Molina still standing by the drum can, watching smoke push through the dirt he’d thrown in to smother the fire. I stopped my car beside him. “Come by yourself, Professor?”

“What?” He looked at me as if he were trying to remember my name; then he walked over. Molina had a lean, narrow head, all angles, except for round John Lennon glasses and huge dark eyes like a Byzantine saint. He kept his hair short now and wore a tie. In the sixties, he’d looked a lot like Jesus on a diet. He’d been a sixties star at the university. Shoved through crowds by a phalanx of students, he’d jump up on cafeteria tables or the library steps and give speeches that drove folks crazy—one way or another. After the sixties died, he’d settled for classroom forums and ghost politics; taught courses on “The Rhetoric of Mass Communication,” and wrote speeches for Andy Brookside.

Turns out he’d come over to ask me about tonight's Hillston Club ball, and whether I’d noticed the Brooksides there. I told him I had.

“Did you happen to see my wife, Debbie?” He was glancing around inside my car as if he thought I might have brought her along.

“At the dance? I don’t think I’ve ever met her, so I can’t say. Was she there?” He didn’t bother to answer me, so I asked him a different question. “You knew that Briggs Cadmean died?”

“Rosethorn mentioned it when he drove out to bring us some coffee.” His eyes weren’t paying any attention to what he was saying. “Rosethorn's quite a character.”

“No argument.”

Molina poured more dirt into the smoking trash can, and stuck his bare hand in to spread it around; I don’t know why it didn’t burn a hole in his palm. “Yeah,” he nodded, “Rosethorn defended Piedmont Chemicals in that big negligence suit in 'seventy-three. I was in the line picketing his clients at the trial. He got them off. You know the one thing all Utopias share? No lawyers.”

“That and failure.” I asked him again, “You come alone?”

“Yeah.” He pointed at a midsized motorcycle leaning under the shadow of the gate; it surprised me—he didn’t seem the type; plus he was wearing chinos and loafers.

“Whooee, Professor, your balls must be charged with anti-freeze.” I meant it friendly, but he took offense and walked away, stiff-backed, without a kiss-my for a tired police chief on his night off, driving twenty miles through sleet to stop some rednecks from maybe chucking a brick at his head. I bet back in the sixties Hillston cops must have just loved Jack Molina.

Before I rolled my window up, I heard a strange sudden howl, so sharp in the dark quiet that Molina jumped back a step, his heel striking the drum can like a gunshot. It was a sound like a mountain lion might make that had somehow managed to walk out of the Smokies down to the Piedmont, and was claiming the territory. I called to Molina, “Keep in touch if you see any more of those trucks.” He turned around, nodded, and raised his hand in good-bye.

It wasn’t until I was halfway home that I wondered if the yell had been George Hall, finding out they weren’t going to kill him in nine more hours. When they told him, twenty-eight days probably sounded like a long time.


chapter 3

Clouds had quit and hurled themselves out of the way of the moon and a few stars; the slush had washed off, so the drive back to Hillston was fast. On both sides of the highway, winter trees twisted up like coral reefs, and the road was so lonesome I might just as well have been under the sea. Patsy Cline sang “Crazy” and Loretta Lynn sang “You Ain’t Woman Enough to Take My Man.” Some folks fight, some folks cry.

Airport Road comes into town from the north, so I figured I’d go back by the Hillston Club to tell Justin and Alice what I’d heard at Dollard Prison. It was 1:00 A.M. when I drove down the poplar-lined entrance. The Mercedeses and Cadillacs had thinned out in the parking lot, but there were still plenty of Saabs and BMWs left; Justin's old Austin wasn’t among them, but maybe they’d come with somebody else, or maybe Alice had left early with the car. Out on the pitch-black fairways, I could hear some golf carts tearing around, girls shrieking “Faster!” and guys hollering “Fore!” The whole white-columned wood front was still lit up with twinkling Christmas lights, and the Jimmy Douglas Orchestra appeared to have shucked off the past, at least as far as early Motown, because even outside I could hear them chopping up the Supremes’ “Baby Love” in the worst way.

It was clear that the older half of “the number” (as well as most of the staff) had abandoned the ball, or been locked in the basement by the younger set. On the couch where I’d seen A.R. Randolph's granddaughter passed out in her red satin gown, I now saw a young disheveled couple kissing like they never expected to get another chance; they’d pull apart, gasp for air, and plunge back in like they were trying to save somebody from drowning. Two young men in their ruffled shirts were fencing with brass pokers beside the giant Christmas tree. Somebody smart had blown out all its little candles just when there’d been nothing left but wax nubs between that tree and a flaming inferno; Hillston's whole high society could’ve burnt up like Confederate Atlanta. On the parquet floor, two young bare-foot women sat, their dresses spread like bright parachutes, each chugging a bottle of champagne while watching the fencers. “Aren’t they silly?” said one. “I think men are the silliest things I ever saw in my whole life, I really do, I mean, you know, don’t you? Don’t you think, Steffie, men are just, well, I don’t know, silly? Or something.”

Steffie opened her mouth, but then slowly shook her head as if her thoughts on the subject were too complex.

In the ballroom, the guests still on their feet (there were some stretched out on chairs and tables) were gyrating like they’d stuck their hands into a fuse box. I gave a halfhearted look for Justin, but knew I wouldn’t find him; he's not a modernist and was probably already home one-fingering Cole Porter tunes on his upright. And I didn’t see the mayor and Mrs. Yarborough, or Paul Madison, or the Brooksides, or anybody I much knew. Maybe the older crowd had gotten word of Cadmean's death, and all gone home to mourn the passing of an era. If this group here had heard, they hadn’t let it get them down. Three very good-looking drunk girls (one, I realized, was Randolph's granddaughter) stood on the band dais, imitating the Supremes. They’d giggle when they’d turn wrong and crash into each other.

I stood by the door in my wet raincoat a few more minutes. At a table beside me, a young freckled woman in a blue strapless evening gown sat alone, picking without much interest slivers of meat from a turkey carcass. She had a drunk tragic look to her, but it may have just been the smeared mascara. She said, “Know who you look like?”

“Me?” I shook my head. “No. Who?”

“You know who, he goes to the train station and it's raining and she doesn’t show up, and then she walks into his nightclub, you know the one.”

“Casablanca?”

“My mom rented the video. You look like that. I mean, your raincoat.”

“He was much shorter.” I sat down at the table and ate some of the turkey. I said, “George Hall just got a stay of execution.”

“Execution?”

“George Hall. The governor granted a stay. He was going to be executed tomorrow.”

She nodded. “Oh. The black man?”

“Yeah.” We watched Randolph's granddaughter pretend to be Diana Ross. Then she said, “Hey, wait, I’ve seen you before. Like on TV? Were you on TV?”

“Sometimes I’m on the news.”

“No! It was a magazine or something.”

I said, “Right. I’m the Hillston police chief.”

She slapped my hand, presumably for lying. “Come on! Give me a break.”

“Okay. I’m an investment banker. My name's Cuddy Mangum.” She nodded, but didn’t offer her own name, and as if by way of explaining her disinterest, she lifted the tablecloth so that I could see a ruddy young man sprawled in a dead drunk sleep on the floor, his head in her lap. “I don’t want to wake him up.”

I said, “Honey, you could leave his head on that chair, drive to Charlotte, and it’d still be there when you got back.”

She wanted to know why she should want to go to Charlotte, and I admitted I couldn’t think of a reason.

In the lobby, the fencers’ dates were taking their pokers away from them because tempers had apparently run high; one guy had blood running from his nose into his shirt front; I now recognized him as Mrs. Sunderland's grandnephew, the professional skier. The girl who thought men were silly was crying.
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Downtown Hillston had made it through another day, and turned off its Christmas trees and its store lights and its six blocks of neon sleighs flying without any reindeer across Main Street with Santa holding tight to his toys. Somebody was still awake at the Hillston Star (probably Bubba Percy), a half-dozen lonesome people still sat waiting in the coffee shop at the bus station, the Tucson Lounge was filling its dumpster with the night's rubbish, but the rest of Hillston had gone to bed when I drove up to the wide stone steps of the municipal building, flanked by two Confederate cannon that Cadmean had arranged to have hauled over from the old county courthouse. As far as I know, they’d never been fired. Sherman bypassed Hillston to the west, missing the surrender party waiting for him on the banks of the Shocco. According to a plaque, some of his stragglers did stable their horses overnight in a farmhouse near Pine Hills Lake; it's now the fanciest restaurant in town and a favorite with the inner circle.

Above the courtroom doors in the dark marble lobby, old Cadmean shook his painted blueprints down at me. Upstairs, the holding cell was asleep and peaceful. From the poster on my office wall, Elvis looked like he was having too much fun ever to get fat and sick and die. While I was checking in with Sergeant Davies, we heard loud shouts and sobs coming from the interrogation room. Hiram said, “Billy Gilchrist on a crying jag. Seems to think they executed George Hall tonight, and he's praying for him.”

Gilchrist, a local low-life alcoholic, had gotten religion about a year ago; it hadn’t stopped his binges, but it often gave them a remorseful flavor. I said, “Come on, Hiram, drunk prayers are still prayers, aren’t they? Seems like Christ hung out with lots of boozers himself.” Turning his back on me, Davies snapped paper into his old Royal and typed away.

Unlocking the interrogation room, I spotted Gilchrist literally on his knees, banging his head on the carpet, shouting and blotto. He took a tone with the Lord that explained why Davies hadn’t been sympathetic. “God, help me, goddamnit! Where are you, you fucker!” He was about sixty, wino-skinny, bleary blue eyes, yellowish-white hair combed forward over the baldness. He stank to high heaven—or wherever his prayers were going. When he saw me, he sobbed, nose, mouth, and eyes all running. “He put me by myself! Get me outta here! Not my fault. Can’t stand be all lone. Ostrichized. Need a drink.”

I pulled him to his feet; he was so light he flew up like a paper puppet. “Billy, you need to get yourself calmed down. Stop that bawling.” I walked him to the corner where he’d dragged the pallet Davies had made, laid him down on it, and covered him up with a blanket. “The sergeant says you think they killed George Hall tonight? Well, they didn’t. Fact is, Hall got a reprieve from the governor. A reprieve.”

He snorted back tears in jerks. “Reprieve? Not dead?”

“No. Now, Billy, you lie back. We can’t have you keeping all our other guests awake. You can leave in the morning. George Hall, is that what's got you all upset? You used to be a pal of his or something?”

But Gilchrist had abruptly passed out, snoring. Safe and sound in the sleep of the dead drunk.

Home in River Rise, a grin of a moon was laughing at A.R. Randolph's bridge over the Shocco. My apartment was freezing cold, one of the strings of colored lights had burned out on the little spruce I had in a bucket with its bad side to the picture window. Martha Mitchell had pooped in the kitchen for spite right next to the magnetized swinging door I’d had specially built so she could lead an independent life. She was upstairs in my bed, burrowed under the quilt Alice MacLeod had made for me. “I got your message, Martha,” I said. “Bitch.” She gave me a nasty look, which I returned.

Yawning, I piled suit, cummerbund, tie, and shirt back in the rental box; even the cuff links came with the outfit. In the mirror I saw a tall skinny man with thick hair the color of tobacco, a bony face, and blue eyes. One day a long time ago Lee Haver came to school with a robin's egg. She held it up near me and said, “Cuddy Mangum, this is how blue your eyes are.” From then on, I liked my eyes best of my features, though my ex-wife, Cheryl, didn’t appear to single them out as anything special. Cheryl and I had some great times in bed, but the memory must have faded fast while I was sleeping solo in a soggy minefield; it's clear that a sense of history wasn’t Cheryl's strong suit.

History's what I study. Time's witness, Ben Jonson called it, advertising Sir Walter Raleigh's History of the World. History of the world. Imagine thinking you could think that big. ’Course, Raleigh never finished the story. Twelve years on death row before they cut off his head. He ran his finger along the axe blade and joked, “A sharp remedy, but a sure one for all ills.” I’ve been told I’ve got a sense of humor, but I’ve got nothing to match that sailor.

Me, I study history in small sections. Even so, it makes me think, if God's doing the best job He can, He picked the wrong profession.

Mrs. Mitchell growled in her sleep when I pulled back the covers. I told her, “George Hall got reprieved because old Cadmean died. Now, you suppose God thinks that's pretty funny, Martha?” She didn’t answer, and I slid the top book off the stack by the bed.




End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/images/titlepage.png
time’s witness

a novel

by Michael Malone

@ s





OEBPS/images/bull.png





OEBPS/images/frontcover.jpg
MICHAEL

“Grippine
MOCKINGBIRD."

oo

b






OEBPS/images/backcover.jpg
[—

A :
-

Jetermined 1
keep thee town's culuunl,

FOAY

Scdered whil i the proces
o ighting for his o’ fsedom fom desth o, the lins kesping Hil
North Carli,in balance art t crumble

Thust o iy poltcal campaign and torm heween his morals and his e
the weabby and el i of 31 o comis pltician, Col ot unconce
the screts that i his own backyard

From high-powersd and cleganscounty clab bollroos 0 dark and dungerosbae
om corers, Malone weaves a mystry o plot and place where the dfeence
between good and il and right and wrong sometins become blured

PRAISE FOR TIME'S WITNESS.






