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That most farmers have had “a hard row to hoe” during the last few years is a fact which admits of no argument.



The famous poets who never plowed a furrow in their lives go into raptures over rural life.



—Profitable Farming in the Southern States, 1890
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JANUARY
El Toro Negro sits next to an abandoned tobacco warehouse a few feet inside the Dobbs city limits. Back when the club catered to the country-western crowd, a mechanical bull used to be one of the attractions; but after a disgruntled customer took a sledgehammer to its motor, the bull was left behind when the club changed hands. Now it stands atop the flat roof and someone with more verve than talent has painted a picture of it on the windowless front wall. As visibly masculine as his three-dimensional counterpart overhead, the painted bull is additionally endowed with long sharp horns. He seems to snort and paw at hot desert sands although it is a frigid night and more than a thousand miles north of the border. Two weeks into January, yet a white plastic banner that reads FELIZ NAVIDAD Y PRóSPERO AñO NUEVO still hangs over the entrance. A chill wind sweeps across the gravel parking lot and sends beer cups and empty cigarette packs scudding like tumbleweeds until they catch in the bushes that line the sidewalk.
Every Saturday night, the parking lot is jammed with work vehicles of all descriptions and tonight is no exception. Pickup trucks with extended crew cabs predominate. Pulled up close to the club’s side entrance is a refurbished schoolbus, its windows and body both painted a dark purple that looks black under the lone security light. A rainbow of racing stripes surrounds the elaborate lettering of the band’s name. Los Cuatro Reyes del Hidalgo are playing here tonight and whenever the door opens, live music with a strong Tejano beat swirls out on gusts of warm air.
Like most of the Latinos clustered beneath the colored lights around the doorway, the muscular Anglo who passes them is without a woman on his arm. He has clearly been drinking and the bouncers at the door glance at each other, silently conferring if they should let him in; but he has already handed over his fifteen-dollar cover charge. They sweep him thoroughly with their metal detector and make him empty his pockets when the wand beeps for a handful of coins, then stamp the back of his hand and let him pass.
Inside, he heads straight to the far end of the long bar that stretches down the whole length of one wall. Even though dark faces beneath wide cowboy hats line the bar three and four deep, they move aside to let him prop a foot on the wooden rail and order a Corona. In addition to the hats, most of the other men are wearing tooled cowboy boots, fleece-lined jackets, and belt buckles as big as tamales. The Anglo is tall enough to see over the hats and when his beer comes, he takes a deep swig and scans the further room.
On a low stage at the back, the Hidalgo Kings are belting it out on keyboard, drum, and guitars to an enthusiastic audience. Colored lights play across the dancers as their bodies keep time to the pulsating rhythm. Between songs, the click of balls can be heard from the pool tables in a side room.
The bouncers keep an eye on the Anglo, but the sprawling club is crowded, men outnumber women at least four to one, and tempers can flare with little provocation. A Colombian accuses a Salvadoran of taking his drink when his back was turned and the bouncers move in to break it up.
At the bar, the Anglo orders another cerveza, and after a while, the bouncers relax their surveillance of him.
Shortly before midnight, he leaves his third beer on the counter and moves through the crowd toward the restroom just as a woman bundled in a bulky jacket and knitted hat urgently approaches a knot of men still nursing their beers.
“¿Dónde está Ernesto?” she asks.
With a tilt of his head, one of the men gestures toward one of the side rooms and the woman hurries over to the pool table. “¡Ernesto! ¡Date prisa!” she says to the man who looks up when she speaks. “Es María. Ya viene el bebe.”
He immediately throws down his cue and follows her through the crowd. His friends call after him, “¡Felicitaciones, amigo!”
Inside the bathroom at the far end of the club, the big Anglo quickly grabs a man waiting his turn at a urinal. The man is smaller and shorter, and before he can defend himself, his white hat goes flying and the Anglo has his bolo tie in a stranglehold with his left hand while his right fist delivers a punishing blow to the victim’s chin.
A second blow opens a gash over his eye. Gasping for breath as his bolo tightens around his neck, the Latino fumbles frantically for a beer bottle lying atop others in the trash bin and in one sweeping motion smashes the end against the sink.
Several men reach to pull the two apart. Others open the door and cry out to the bouncers as the bottle gleams in the dull light.
Blood suddenly spurts across the white cowboy hat now trampled beneath their feet and the big Anglo crashes to the floor, writhing in pain.






CHAPTER 1



If a man goes at his work with his fists he is not so successful as if he goes at it with his head.



—Profitable Farming in the Southern States, 1890

DEBORAH KNOTT


FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 24

A cold February morning and the first thing on my calendar was the State of North Carolina versus James Braswell and Hector Macedo.

Misdemeanor assault inflicting serious bodily injury.

I vaguely remembered doing first appearances on them both two or three weeks earlier although I would have heard only enough facts to set an appropriate bond and appoint attorneys if they couldn’t afford their own. According to the papers now before me, Braswell was a lineman for the local power company and could not only afford an attorney, but had also made bail immediately. His co-defendant, here on a legal visa, had needed an appointed lawyer and he had sat in the Colleton County jail for eleven days till someone went his bail. Each was charged with assaulting the other, and while it might have been better to try them separately, Doug Woodall’s office had decided to join the two cases and prosecute them together since the charges rose out of the same brawl. Despite a broken bottle, our DA had not gone for the more serious charge of felony assault because keeping them both misdemeanors would save his office time and the county money, something he was more conscious of now that he’d decided to run for governor.

Neither attorney had objected even though it meant they had to put themselves between the two men scowling at each other from opposite ends of the defendants’ table.

Braswell’s left hand and wrist had been bandaged last month. Today, a scabby red line ran diagonally across the back of his hand and continued down along the outer edge of his wrist till it disappeared under the cuff of his jacket. The stitches had been removed, but the puncture marks on either side were still visible. I’m no doctor, but it looked as if the jagged glass had barely missed the veins on the underside of Braswell’s wrist.

The cut over Macedo’s right eye was mostly hidden by his thick dark eyebrow.

I listened as Julie Walsh finished reading the charges. Doug’s newest ADA was a recent graduate of Campbell University’s law school over in Buies Creek. Small-boned, with light brown hair and blue-green eyes, she dressed like the perfectly conservative product of a conservative school except that a delicate tracery of tattooed flowers circled one thin white wrist and was almost unnoticeable beneath the leather band of her watch. Rumor said there was a Japanese symbol for trust at the nape of her neck but because she favored turtleneck sweaters and wore her long hair down, I couldn’t swear to that.

“How do you plead?” I asked the defendants.

“Not guilty,” said Braswell.

“Guilty with extenuating circumstances,” said Macedo through his attorney.

While Walsh laid out the State’s case, I thought about the club where the incident took place.

El Toro Negro. The name brought back a rush of mental images. I had been there twice myself. Last spring, back when I still thought of Sheriff Bo Poole’s chief deputy as a sort of twelfth brother and a handy escort if both of us were at loose ends, a couple of court translators had invited me to a Cinco de Mayo fiesta at the club. My latest romance had gone sour the month before so I’d asked Dwight if he wanted to join us.

“Yeah, wouldn’t hurt for me to take a look at that place,” he’d said. “Maybe keep you out of trouble while I’m at it.”

Knowing that he likes to dance just as much as I do, I didn’t rise to the bait.

The club was so jammed that the party had spilled out into the cordoned-off parking lot. It felt as if every Hispanic in Colleton County had turned out. I hadn’t realized till then just how many there were—all those mostly ignored people who had filtered in around the fringes of our lives. Normally, they wear faded shirts and mud-stained jeans while working long hours in our fields or on construction jobs. That night they sported big white cowboy hats with silver conchos and shiny belt buckles. The women who stake our tomatoes or pick up our sweet potatoes alongside their men in the fields or who wear the drab uniforms of fast-food chains as they wipe down tables or take our orders? They came in colorful swirling skirts and white scoop-neck blouses bright with embroidery.

We danced to the infectious music, drank Mexican beer from longnecked bottles, danced some more, then stuffed ourselves at the fast-food taquerías that lined the parking lot. I bought piñatas for an upcoming family birthday party, and Dwight bought a hammered silver belt buckle for his young son.

It was such a festive, fun evening that he and I went back again after we were engaged. The club was crowded and the music was okay, but it felt like ten men for every woman and when they began to hit on me, I had to get Dwight out of there before he arrested somebody.

So I could picture the club’s interior as Walsh called her first witness to the stand.

“¿Habla inglés?” she asked.

Despite his prompt Sí, Macedo’s attorney asked that I allow a translator because his own client’s English was shaky.

I agreed and Elena Smith took a seat directly behind Macedo, where she kept up a low-pitched, steady obligato to all that was said.

“State your name and address.”

The middle-aged witness twisted a billed cap in his callused hands as he gave his name and an address on the outskirts of Cotton Grove. His nails were as ragged and stained as his jeans. In English that was adequate, if heavily accented, he described how he’d entered the restroom immediately after Hector Macedo.

“Then that man”—here he pointed at Braswell—“he push me away and grab him—”

“Mr. Macedo?” the ADA prompted.

“Sí. And he hit him and hit him. Many times.”

“Did Mr. Macedo hit him back?”

“He try to get away, but that one too big. Too strong.”

“Then what happened?”

“Hector, he break a bottle and cut that one. Then he let go and there is much blood. Then the bouncers come. And la policía.”

“No further questions, Your Honor,” said the ADA.

Braswell’s attorney declined to cross-examine the witness, but Macedo’s had him flesh out the narrative so as to make it clear to me that the smaller man had acted in self-defense when Braswell left him with no other options.

A second witness took the stand and his account echoed the first. When Walsh started to call a third witness, Braswell’s attorney stood up. “We’re willing to stipulate as to the sequence of events, Your Honor,” whereupon the State rested.

Macedo, a subcontractor for a drywall service, went first for the defense. Speaking through the interpreter, he swore to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. According to his testimony, he had been minding his own business when Braswell attacked him for no good reason. He did not even know who Braswell was until after they were both arrested.

Under questioning by Braswell’s lawyer, he admitted that he was at the club that night with one Karen Braswell. Yes, that would be the other defendant’s ex-wife although he had not known it at the time. Besides, it wasn’t a real date. She worked with his sister at the Bojangles in Dobbs and the two women had made up a casual foursome with himself and a friend. He’d had no clue that she had a husband who was still in the picture till the man began choking and pounding him. Macedo’s attorney called the sister, who sat in the first row behind her brother and strained to hear the translator, but Braswell’s attorney objected and I sustained.

“Defense rests.”

“Call your first witness,” I told Braswell’s attorney.

“No witnesses, Your Honor.”

“Mr. Braswell,” I said as his attorney nudged him to stand. “I find you guilty as charged.”

“Your Honor,” said his attorney, “I would ask you to take into consideration my client’s natural distress at seeing his wife out with another man while he was still trying to save their marriage.”

“I thought they were divorced,” I said.

“In his mind they’re still married, Your Honor.”

“Ms. Walsh?”

“Your Honor, I think it’s relevant that you should know Mr. Braswell was under a restraining order not to contact Mrs. Braswell or go near her.”

“Is this true?” I asked the man, who was now standing with his attorney.

He gave a noncommittal shrug and there was a faint sneer on his lips.

“Was a warrant issued for this violation?”

“Yes, Your Honor, but he made bail. He’s due in court next week. Judge Parker.”

“What was the bail?”

“Five thousand.”

I could have increased the bail, but it was moot. He wasn’t going to have an opportunity to hassle his ex before Luther Parker saw him next week. Not if I had anything to say about it.

“Ten days active time,” I told Braswell. “Bailiff, you will take the prisoner in custody.”

“Now, wait just a damn minute here!” he cried; but before he could resist, the bailiff and a uniformed officer had him in a strong-arm grip and marched him out the door that would lead to the jail.

Macedo stood beside his attorney and his face was impassive as he waited for me to pass judgment. I found him guilty of misdemeanor assault and because he’d already sat in jail for eleven days, I reduced his sentence to time served and no fine, just court costs.

He showed no emotion as the translator repeated my remarks in Spanish, but his sister’s smile was radiant. “Gracias,” she whispered to me as they headed out to the back hall to pay the clerk.

“De nada,” I told her.

“State versus Rasheed King,” said Julie Walsh, calling her next case. “Misdemeanor assault with a vehicle.”

A pugnacious young black man came to stand next to his lawyer at the defendant’s table.

“How do you plead?”

“Hey, his truck bumped me first, Judge.”

“Sorry, Your Honor,” said his attorney.

“You’ll get a chance to tell your story, Mr. King,” I said, “but for our records, are you pleading guilty or not guilty?”

“Not guilty, ma’am.”

It was going to be one of those days.



CHAPTER 2
It should be borne in mind that “home” is not merely a place of shelter from the storms and cold of winter and the heat of summer—a place in which to sleep securely at night and labor by day. It is a place where the children receive their first and most lasting impressions, those that go far in molding and forming the character of the man and woman in after life.
—Profitable Farming in the Southern States, 1890
The year had turned and days were supposed to be getting longer. Nevertheless, it was full dark before I got home.
When things are normal, Dwight’s work day begins an hour earlier than mine and ends an hour sooner, which means he often starts supper. I half expected to see him at the stove and to smell food. Instead, the kitchen was empty and the stove bare of any pots or pans as I let myself in through the garage door. The television was on mute in the living room though and Cal looked up from some school papers spread across the coffee table. A brown-eyed towhead, he’s tall for his age and as awkward as a young colt. In his haste to neaten up, several sheets of papers slid to the floor. His dog Bandit, a smooth-haired terrier with a brown eye mask, sidestepped the papers and trotted over to greet me.
Cal wore a red sweatshirt emblazoned with a big white 12 and he gave me a guilty smile as he gathered up his third-grade homework and tried to make a single tidy pile. A Friday night, he was already on his homework, yet he was worried about messing up the living room?
I’m no neat freak and a little clutter doesn’t bother me. Dwight either. But Cal was still walking on eggs with us, almost as if he was afraid that if he stepped an inch out of line, someone would yell at him.
Neither Dwight nor I are much for yelling, but when you’re eight years old and your whole world turns upside down overnight, I guess it makes you cautious.
Six months ago he was living with his mother up in Virginia and I had been footloose and fancy free. I lived alone and came and went as I chose, accountable to no one except the state of North Carolina, which did expect me to show up in court on a regular basis. Then in blurred succession came an October engagement, followed by a Christmas wedding, followed by the murder of Dwight’s first wife before the ink was completely dry on our marriage certificate. Now my no-strings life suddenly included two guys and a dog with their own individual needs and obligations.
As soon as I saw Cal’s shirt though, I remembered why I was on my own for supper tonight, and a quick glance at the calendar hanging on the refrigerator confirmed it. Pencilled there in today’s square was HURRICANES—7 PM.
Dwight came down the hall from our bedroom, zipping his heavy jacket and carrying Cal’s hockey stick under his arm.
“Oh, hey!” A smile warmed his brown eyes. “I was afraid we’d have to leave before you got home. You ’bout ready, buddy?”
Cal nodded. “Just have to get my jacket and a Sharpie. I’m gonna try to get Rod Brind’Amour’s autograph tonight.”
As he picked up his books and scurried off to his room, Dwight hooked me with the hockey stick and drew me close. I’ve kissed my share of men in my time, but his slow kisses are blue-ribbon-best-in-show. “Wish you were coming with us,” he said, nuzzling my neck.
“No, you don’t,” I assured him. “I promised to honor and love. There was nothing in the vows about hockey.”
“You sure you read the fine print?”
“That’s the first thing an attorney does read, my friend.”
I adore ACC basketball, I pull for the Atlanta Braves, and I can follow a football game without asking too many dumb questions, but ice hockey leaves me cold in more ways than one. When you grow up in the south on a dirt road, you don’t even learn to roller skate. Yes, we have ponds and yes, they do occasionally freeze over, but the ice is seldom thick enough to trust and the closest I ever got to live ice-skating was once when the Ice Capades came to Raleigh and Mother and Aunt Zell took me and some of the younger boys to see them. We all agreed the circus was a better show. My preadolescent brothers preferred hot trapeze artists to cool ice goddesses and I kept waiting for the elephants.
But Cal had played street hockey on skates up in Shaysville and had become hooked on the Canes when he spent Christmas with us and watched four televised games.
Four.
In one week.
He and Dwight didn’t miss a single one. I’d wanted to bond (not to mention snuggle in next to my new husband), so I joined them on the extra-long leather couch Dwight had brought over from his bachelor apartment. I honestly tried to follow along, but the terminology was indecipherable and I never knew where the puck was nor why someone had been sent to the penalty box or why they would abruptly stop play for no discernible reason to have a jump ball.
That made Cal laugh. “Not jump ball,” he had told me kindly. “It’s a face-off.”
Two grown men fighting for possession of a small round object, right? Same thing in my book.
But now that Cal was living with us permanently, it had become their thing. I went off and puttered happily by myself when they were watching a game, and I had scored a couple of decent seats for the last half of the season with the help of Karen Prince, a former client who now worked in the Hurricanes ticket office.
“The drive back and forth to Raleigh will give you and Cal a chance to be alone together and talk. Kids open up in a car,” I told Dwight when he questioned why I hadn’t badgered Karen for three seats.
I really did think they needed the time and space to help Cal cope with all the changes in his young life, but it wasn’t unadulterated altruism. Put myself where I couldn’t read a book or catch up on paperwork? Get real.
Dwight laughed and gave me another quick kiss as Cal came back ready to go.
“Have fun,” I said and when the door had closed behind them, I happily contemplated the evening’s sybaritic possibilities.
“So what do you think, Bandit?” I asked the dog. “Popcorn and a chick flick video, or a long soak in the tub followed by a manicure?”
Or I could bake a cake to take for Sunday dinner at Minnie and Seth’s house. Seth is five brothers up from me, the one I’ve always felt closest to, and his wife has acted as my political advisor from the day I first decided to run for a seat on the district court bench.
I unzipped my high heel boots and had just kicked one off when the door opened again. Dwight had the phone pressed to his ear and there was a glum look on Cal’s face.
“Tell Denning and Richards I’ll meet them there in ten minutes.” Dwight flipped the phone shut. “Sorry, Cal, but I have to go. It’s my job.”
He headed for our bedroom where he keeps his handgun locked up when he’s off duty and I followed.
“What’s happened?” I asked as he holstered the gun on his belt.
“They’ve found two legs in a ditch near Bethel Baptist,” he said grimly.
Bethel Baptist Church is on a back road about halfway between our house and Dobbs, Colleton’s county seat. My mind fought with the grisly image of severed limbs. “Human legs?”
“White male’s all I know for now.”
And it was clear that he didn’t want to say any more. Not with Cal standing disconsolately in the doorway.
Dwight sighed and laid the hockey tickets on the dresser. “I really am sorry, son.”
“It’s okay,” Cal said gamely. “Brind’Amour might not even be playing tonight.”
“Don’t wait supper,” Dwight told me as he started back down the hall. “This could take a while.”
“That’s all right,” I said. “And if you get home first, you don’t have to wait up for us.”
That stopped them both in their tracks and Cal looked at me in sudden hope as he saw the tickets in my hand.
I smiled back at him. “Well, I’ve got a driver’s license, too, you know. And I know how to get to the RBC Center. You just have to promise not to get embarrassed if I yell ‘High sticking!’ at the wrong time, okay?”
“Okay!”
Home court for NC State’s basketball team and home ice for the Carolina Hurricanes, the RBC Center is named for the Royal Bank of Canada—part of the global economy we keep hearing about. It’s less than ten years old and sits on eighty acres that used to be farms and woodlands, just west of Raleigh and easily accessible by I-40. It was supposed to cost $66 million and seat 23,000. It wound up costing $158 million and seats only 20,000. Was there ever a public project that didn’t cost at least twice as much as originally estimated?
When Dwight and Seth and I were figuring how much it’d cost to add on a new master bedroom, we actually overestimated by a thousand. Either we’re smarter than those professional consultants who get paid big money out of the state’s budget or else those consultants maybe fudge the figures so that legislators won’t panic and refuse to fund a project until it’s too late to back out.
Even though I’m a Carolina fan, I don’t begrudge the Wolfpack their new arena. I just wish it could’ve been named for something a little less commercial than a Canadian bank.
On the drive in, Cal tried to bring me up to speed on the rules and logic of the game and I really did try to concentrate, but it was so much gobbledygook.
When we got to the entrance, orange-colored plastic cones divided the various lanes and he knew which lane would get us to the parking lot closest to our seats. Inside, we bought pizza and soft drinks, then found our seats in the club section, which was sort of like first balcony in a regular theater. Up above us, the retired jerseys of various NCSU basketball players hung from the rafters. Down below us, red-garbed hockey players warmed up on the gleaming white ice.
Don’t ask me who the Hurricanes played that night. I don’t have a clue. But a couple of minutes into play, the Canes scored the first goal and the whole building went crazy. Cal and every other kid in the place jumped to their feet and waved their hockey sticks. Men high-fived, women hugged and screamed, horns blared, and the near-capacity crowd roared maniacal cheers of triumph, while flashing colored lights chased themselves around the rim of our section in eye-dazzling brilliance.
Wow!
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