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‘Wright is a gifted storyteller, with a relaxed style which makes his narrative flow and brings his characters vividly to life’ Sunday Telegraph


‘Complex, layered, but never labored, Damnation Falls  weaves between fact and fiction, the past and the present, truth and lies, without ever missing a beat’
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‘His best and most important political and social statement . . . The kind of art that stirs up old memories and pierces the soul’ Chicago Tribune


An intelligent and exciting web of violence and conspiracy ... Excellent writing’ The Guardian


 
CLEA’S MOON

‘Wright’s insights into masculinity, vulnerability and the limitations of self-awareness combine to make Clea’s Moon  a truly memorable debut’ Sunday Times
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ONE

All through my growing-up, my father and I would often tramp through the woods around our small Tennessee town. Once, when I was eleven, I turned up a brass button. It was badly worn and tarnished, but I could make out the faint CSA on it.

My father held it in his hand and looked at it for a long time. Being of the South, and steeped in its history, I didn’t need to be told that the letters stood for Confederate States of America and that the button had come from a Southern soldier’s uniform. I knew that no battles had been fought there, in our part of the Cumberland Plateau, during that long-ago war, but I had heard other stories.

‘Is this from the Burning?’ I asked him.

‘What do you know about that?’ he replied, not taking his eyes off the object.


‘Just what people say.’


‘Nobody knows if that story is true,’ he said deliberately. ‘You shouldn’t repeat it.’

‘I won’t,’ I said, because I admired my father and wanted him to respect me. ‘But where do you guess this comes from?’


‘I wouldn’t know,’ he said, finally looking at me. ‘But all kinds of things are buried around us. And whatever’s here, one day the earth will give it up.’

 
You may have heard of me. If you have, you may not want to keep reading, because the word on me is that I have a little trouble with the truth. Well, yes - I have been known to twist things. I’ve had my fifteen minutes of fame, and when they were  over I was tagged with a label that says, Don’t trust this one - he lies.

So stop reading if you think I’m still playing fast and loose with the facts. But what follows is the straight dope. I’ve taken the liar’s pledge and I want to be believed, more than I want anything else. And besides, if you stop reading, you’ll miss out on a good yarn, full of love and lust, friendship and betrayal, trust, deceit, and the taking of lives. All those things, in short, which, for better or worse, make us human.

But let me back up and start, like a good reporter, where things began ...

 
As he crossed the Capitol Grille dining room, Sonny McMahan exuded power like a sharp cologne.

Diners at nearby tables turned to look at him, lifting their faces as if toward the sun. He flashed his teeth, waved, shook a quick hand here and there. He was a study in sheer alpha male presence, and, watching the spectacle, it was easy to forget for a fleeting moment that he had come to see me.

But then he spotted me, and the wattage of his smile turned even brighter. Eyes fixed on mine, he covered the rest of the distance across the carpeted room in long strides, reaching out a big hand even before he got to me. I found it immensely flattering. I think I was supposed to.

‘Hey, bud.’ Grabbing my hand in his and my elbow in his other, he squeezed hard. ‘Damn.’ Moving easily for a large man, he slid into his chair even as the maitre d’, catching up, held it for him with a murmured ‘Governor.’

‘Damn,’ he said again, shaking his head. ‘Good to see you.’

I was flattered, as I mentioned, but not overwhelmed, and I wanted him to know it. ‘So is “Governor” one of those titles you carry with you to the grave?’ I asked him. ‘Long after you’ve left office?’

‘I imagine so,’ Sonny said, flicking his napkin sideways and settling it with a practiced flutter into his lap. ‘Governor, Senator, General, chairman of the homecoming committee ...’ He cocked his head and squinted - an old Sonny gesture  denoting playfulness. ‘You’re gray, you know that? And you’re wounded.’

‘I know,’ I said, touching the spot in the center of my forehead where four butterfly tapes held together a recent gash. ‘This was just a dumb accident. As for the gray, it started in my early thirties. At first it bothered me, then I tried to capitalize on it - you know, the man of the world, the columnist who looks like he’s been around. One of my girlfriends called me the Silver Fox for a while, back when the nicknames she gave me were the printable kind.’

We talked for a while about unimportant things, just catching up the way friends do after a long separation, when you want to see how much of your old friend remains and how much has been washed away by time.

As we spoke, I studied him surreptitiously. I had kept up with his career over the years and had even spoken to him on the phone once, when he was governor and I was doing an article for the Examiner’s Sunday magazine on the nation’s new breed of politicians. But it had been almost twenty years since I had seen him in the flesh.

He was bigger and beefier now, and there were lines at the corners of his eyes and in the gap between his brows. His clothes looked expensive, certainly a change from the Sonny I remembered. So what remained? The same square, well-structured face, a face you might call open were it not for the heavy eyelids that always seemed to be hiding secrets behind them; the big McMahan jaw, which a certain Knoxville hood had broken a knuckle against during one of our high school field trips. And the voice, a husky baritone I would have known anywhere. He had always used it to charm and bluff and bullshit his way around people. In the midst of all his tomfoolery, Sonny’s voice was one of the reasons it was hard to dislike him.

Tish, he told me, had a commitment she couldn’t escape but would try to join us when she could get away. ‘She wanted to see you as much as I did.’

A waiter hovered and took our lunch orders. ‘I’ve heard about this place,’ I said to Sonny when the man had left. ‘Somebody  said that if you want to see Tennessee politicos and all the people who hang around them, the Capitol Grille is ground zero.’

He shrugged. ‘I suppose so. There are other places too, more relaxed. But the food here’s fine. Fine as frog’s hair.’

‘That’s one of those expressions I haven’t heard in Chicago much.’ I looked around the room, with its arched ceiling, columns, oak paneling, and well-groomed diners. ‘You know all these people?’

‘Most of them,’ he replied. ‘Some staff people from the statehouse. Assembly’s not in session right now, so no senators or representatives. Some lobbyists, though. A lot of them live here year-round, and they can afford to eat at this place on a regular basis.’

He peered into the distance. ‘He’s railroads,’ he said, pointing to a tall man in a well-cut suit sitting with a good-looking woman. ‘I don’t know that lovely thing with him, but I know she’s not his wife.’

‘Do you miss politics?’

He laughed so loudly that some of the nearby diners glanced our way, and I saw a woman roll her eyes and grin at her companion as if to say, That’s Sonny, all right.

‘I’m not out of politics. I’m just out of the kind where you have to get elected. But let’s talk about you.’ He began buttering a fat roll, and his look turned serious.

‘I’m not going to beat around the bush. Damn shame, what happened to you. Tish and me, we’ve been talking about it. You’d think they’d give you more than one—’

‘More than one chance? I guess it works that way in politics,’ I said, remembering Sonny’s first, unsuccessful, run at statewide office years ago. ‘But not in journalism. We get held to a higher standard. Mass murderers and newspapermen. One strike and you’re out.’

Sonny looked uncomfortable, silently admitting the truth of what I’d said, but he brightened quickly. ‘So what?’ he said as the waiter slid his poached eggs and buffalo brisket hash in front of him and a big shrimp salad in front of me. ‘Fuck ’em and their higher standard. I want to offer you something to do.’

I nodded politely, waiting. He’d hinted at some kind of job offer when he called a few days earlier. And when he sent me a round-trip ticket, curiosity made me get on the plane. I was bored with Chicago, bored with being the former Randall Wilkes, the guy who still drew stares and whispers in bars and restaurants. And so I came to Nashville, to see what my old friend had for me.

‘Could you use some work?’

‘Maybe.’ No sense in sounding desperate.

‘Well, how about this? I want to write my memoirs.’ He gave the last word an exaggerated pronunciation, as if to say, Listen to me being all French and pretentious. ‘And I want you to help.’

I fiddled with my salad. During the flight down, I’d had an idea it would be something like this. Flackerie, as my old pals in the Examiner newsroom would call it. Writing for hire. Public relations. Image-shaping. All those things held in scorn by real journalists. The kind I used to be.

‘Here it is,’ Sonny went on. ‘We think it’s a good time for a book. Tish even has a title: McMahan: A Son of the New South. What do you think?’

‘I like it.’

‘So now that we’ve got the title, the rest should be easy,’ he said playfully. ‘Will you do it?’

I speared another forkful, playing for time. ‘What exactly do you see me doing?’

‘We want you to write it! I’ve got a ton of raw material put together by my staff - my whole career, from the day I first put out my shingle through my election to the Assembly and on into the governorship. We’ll dump it into your lap, and you write it up in that style of yours. Oh, we’ve read your column for years. We got it off the Examiner website.’

‘I’m flattered.’ A small red flag fluttered somewhere in my brain cavity. ‘Is this a summing-up kind of book or a curtain-raising kind of book?’

‘Huh?’ Now it was his turn to be coy. He knew exactly what I meant.

‘I picked up a copy of the Tennessean at the airport when I  landed last night. The op-ed page had a column wondering whether you’re planning to run for office again, especially after ...’ I decided not to finish that thought.

He finished it for me. ‘After the mess I made of it last time.’ There seemed to be no resentment in his grin. A politician must have the hide of a rhino, I reflected.

‘Well, they don’t know dick,’ he said around a mouthful of buffalo hash. ‘That piece quoted two unnamed sources in the statehouse, and I know their names. They’re both piss-ants. Look—’ He paused to wipe his mouth. ‘I won’t close the door on anything, all right? But I’ve really enjoyed this last year, being out of the rat race. I’m just a country lawyer—’ He caught my amused look. ‘All right, a Nashville lawyer. And I’m finding out there’s more to life than getting elected.’

‘There’s making money, for one thing,’ I said. ‘I read that some of your political friends have steered you into some very nice investments.’

A cloud passed over his face, and I sensed I’d gone too far. He was, after all, still one of the most influential men in the state, governor or not, and he was offering me a job.

The look dissolved. ‘Maybe they have,’ he grunted. ‘No crime in that. But to get back to your question: I can honestly say to you that at this point I have no political ambitions. What’s that the Marine says to St. Peter after Guadalcanal? “I’ve served my time in Hell.” You want coffee?’ He signaled to the waiter, who was at his side in a second.

‘So this isn’t a campaign biography,’ I said.

‘Nope.’

‘But it isn’t warts-and-all either.’

‘Well . . .’ He spread his palms wide, as if to show me he was holding no weapons. ‘I did some hell-raising when I was growing up. You were usually there, remember? I don’t mind folks knowing about the good times, but if I wanted all my warts to show, what’s the point of hiring somebody? What I mean is ...’ His look turned almost devilish. ‘If you want to tell a few lies about me, the good kind, I won’t mind.’

‘Is that why you picked me? Because I’m good at telling lies?’  I immediately regretted that, and his grim look made it even worse.

‘No,’ he said patiently. ‘Because you’re one of the best writers around. Editor & Publisher quoted somebody saying that once. And because you’re my oldest friend, even if you’ve had some bad times lately and turned into a prickly son of a bitch.’

‘Thank you for your honesty.’

‘Don’t mention it.’ Our coffees arrived, and we began doctoring them. ‘So anyway, you can start plowing through all that research stuff any time you want,’ he said. ‘If there’s anything you need—’

‘Not so fast,’ I interrupted.

He stopped, eyebrows up.

‘I don’t want to write a puff piece,’ I said. ‘I want—’

He glanced up, looking across the room for a second. ‘Hold that thought,’ he said, reaching for my arm. ‘You can come over and have dinner with us tonight and tell me exactly what you want. And we’ll see if it fits with what I want.’

I started to speak, but he held up his hand. ‘I’ve got to leave you now, I’m afraid. Got to put on my public relations hat, meet with some rich folks, and try to pry some money out of them. But here comes the prettiest former first lady in all of Tennessee. You can say the rest of your speech to her.’

I swivelled around in time to catch a woodsy scent and found my neck enveloped in cashmere. ‘Hey, you,’ somebody whispered.

There are Tennessee twangs that will take the varnish off your furniture, and there are twangs that come coated in honey and go down like your mother’s milk. This was one of the latter. And one that I knew.

I struggled to my feet. Leticia McMahan and I hugged while Sonny looked on approvingly. ‘He’s making demands already,’ he said to her. ‘I thought it was time to call up my reserves. Knock some sense into him, will you?’

He turned to me. ‘You don’t want to say no to her. She’s a deadly shot with that little 20-gauge of hers. She bagged more quail on our last hunting trip than I did.’ He made a big fist, and  tapped my shoulder with it. ‘See you tonight. Come hungry.’

As he left, Tish slid into his seat. Two waiters materialized and swiftly cleared away the remains of our lunch, refilled my coffee cup and then, without being asked, brought her a pot of tea and a plate of small scones.

She looked at me for a long time, and her expression - unconcealed warm affection - hit me like a drug. I guess I hadn’t been on the receiving end of any looks like that one for a long time, and I needed it.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said, ‘but I had to talk to a business group. I skedaddled as soon as it was over.’ She poured her tea precisely. Her hands were tanned and strong. Then she looked up at me again. ‘How are you, Randall?’

I started to give her the stock answer, or maybe the sarcastic one. But, unlike her husband, Tish had always been one of those known for straight talk.

‘I’ve seen better days.’

She nodded. ‘You’ve gone gray. But I think it looks very distinguished. ’ She looked at me more closely. ‘And you’ve been hurt.’

I touched the spot on my forehead lightly. ‘Just a war wound.’

‘Was it connected with what happened to you? At work, I mean.’


She’s going to be hard to fool. ‘I suppose so. But it’s not worth talking about.’

We made small talk for a while, and I studied her, just as I had Sonny. I’d say her husband showed his age. Early forties and still vigorous, although a kid no longer. But Tish ... although she was the same age, it had not withered her one damn bit. She was still ahead on points. The lines edging her eyes were finer than his, and that wonderful jawline looked as if it could cut glass. The only real change I could see was her hair. Once a straightforward brown, it was now streaked with dark gold, all brushed and blown and pouffed. It looked just right for a Nashville woman of affairs and former first lady of the great state of Tennessee.

I had no trouble stripping away the years and envisioning the young woman I’d first glimpsed, back on the Vanderbilt campus, as she rushed past me headed for class with an armload of books. I asked a friend about her and was told that the long-legged sprinter with the flyaway hair was named Tish Alcott and that she was vice-president of the Thetas.

I was intrigued enough to find out more about her, which eventually led to ... But that’s another story.

I tuned back in to the conversation. Tish was talking about Sonny’s mother, Faye. ‘She’s not doing so well. She still lives back home. We tried many times to move her up here, but she wouldn’t have it. Now I’m afraid her ... well, her mind is slipping. She’s as sweet as ever, but she goes in and out. Sometimes she imagines things, like she’s having a conversation with Blue. Other times, she’s just not there at all.’

‘I was sorry to hear about Blue,’ I said. ‘I saw the story on the wires a few weeks ago. Didn’t get many details.’

‘Not many of us were sorry.’ A look of distaste passed over her face. ‘One of his low-life traveling companions said Blue got drunk, fell off a dock, and drowned in the Mississippi a few miles north of Memphis. Newspapers ran it for a day or so and then forgot. Sonny didn’t know whether to be happy or sad. Anyway, Blue never was much of a father to him, so ...’ She let the thought trail off.

I could have risen to his defense, maybe should have. But I let the moment pass.

‘Faye’s the one we’re concerned about,’ she went on. ‘Sonny worships her. He says he never would have made it to governor if she hadn’t pushed him every step of the way.’

‘The way I hear it, he owes you a lot for that too. Some people say you’re the brains.’

‘I know.’ She made a sour face. ‘I’m the brains behind Sonny. Well, that’s crazy. They just say that because he grew up poor and my folks had money. I’m supposed to be some kind of Henry Higgins who took this dumb country boy and molded him into something. Listen, Sonny McMahan just happens to be a natural-born politician, one of the best this state ever saw.’

It was easy to talk to her, so I decided to stray into sensitive territory.

‘How did he let the governor’s office slip through his hands?’

She was ready for that. ‘Because we were stupid enough to let him get involved in friendships with some people who were doing business with the state, and the opposition jumped all over it. Although none of it was illegal, it was ethically wrong, and Sonny admitted as much. But the damage was done. It became the big issue of the campaign, and it brought him down.’

She stared into her glass. ‘I blame myself as much as I blame him. He usually listens to me, and I should have warned him off. I didn’t see it coming.’

‘Sonny told me he doesn’t have any more political ambitions. ’

My expression must have given me away. ‘You don’t believe him?’ she asked.

‘I’m a newspaperman,’ I said. ‘Or was. I like Sonny, but I haven’t believed anything a politician told me in years.’

She regarded me for what seemed a long time with a half-smile, as if pondering how much to tell me. Finally she said, ‘Sonny’s keeping all his options open. He may run for office someday. Then again, he’s becoming quite the business investor, and right now he’s enjoying the feel of making some real money - the kind of thing that’s frowned on while you’re governor.’

‘I’ve heard about some of that. Real estate, right?’

She nodded. ‘He’s partners with some people who are looking at developing the Cumberland Plateau. To hear them talk about it, that area is Tennessee’s next big thing. Money’s heading in that direction, and Sonny wants some of it to be his.’

‘Don’t tell me he’s going to turn Pilgrim’s Rest into a strip mall.’

‘I sure hope not,’ she said with an exaggerated look of shock. ‘I love your old hometown, and he does too. We bought a summer place up in the Colony. Did you know that?’

I shook my head.

‘We’ve got Faye close by, and it’s also not far from where your  father lives. If you visit him, you could ...’ She stopped, sensing something in my look.

‘My dad and I haven’t been on very good terms lately, ever since I got fired. It’s hard for him to understand.’

‘I’m sorry,’ she said, reaching over to pat my hand. ‘If your mother were still alive, she’d understand.’

‘After kicking my butt, maybe she would.’

‘You know you’ve lost your accent?’ she went on, adding a lopsided grin to take the sting out of it. ‘All that time up there with the damn Yanks, and you’re starting to sound like them.’

‘Ouch.’

‘You should come home, Randall, at least for a little while.This book could give you the excuse to do that. Maybe you don’t get along with your father; that’s your business. But Pilgrim’s Rest is your hometown too, just like Sonny’s. You must have some good memories there.’

‘Let’s say I’m interested,’ I said slowly. ‘I wouldn’t want my name within a mile of the book.’

She looked ill at ease. ‘He doesn’t want your name on it,’ she said. ‘And you know why. He can’t afford to—’

‘Have any of my dirt rub off on him,’ I finished for her. ‘I sympathize. I guess we agree on that point, then.’

Her expression relaxed. ‘Just do the work, and let Sonny get the credit. It’s the kind of thing you do well, anyway - research and writing and bringing a subject to life.’

She wrote something on a pad of paper, tore the sheet off, and passed it to me. It was a dollar sign followed by a number, a fairly large one. She put her palms down on the table, finished with her pitch.

I was impressed. Somewhere between the appeal to come home and the subject of money, she had managed to sway me. ‘All right, Tish,’ I said. ‘I’ll do it.’

‘Wonderful!’ She reached across the table and squeezed my hand hard.

‘What do you think about this?’ she asked. ‘You can work here in Nashville for a week or two, talking to people. Then, when you’re ready, you can drive down to Pilgrim’s Rest and move  into our place in the Colony. We’ve been thinking of closing it down in the next few weeks, what with winter on the way, but we’ll keep it open as long as you want to stay. It’ll be your base of operations. You shouldn’t have any problems.’ She stopped, chewing on her lower lip. The Tish Alcott lips, I recalled, had been one of her more spectacular features.

‘Something wrong?’

‘No. It’s just that we’ve had a few prowlers around the place, probably just kids from town. You remember the old divide between the town people and the cottage people? Nothing’s changed. Anyway, when you move in, just let the police know you’re there.’

‘Maybe I’ll take your little 20-gauge shotgun.’

‘It’s already on the premises.’

We stepped out into the overcast skies of an early fall day. Downtown Nashville was no Chicago, but it had its own style. The grand Hermitage Hotel, which housed the Capitol Grille, was dwarfed by gleaming high-rises that seemed to have sprouted up from the concrete since I was last here. Up the hill to the north, on Nashville’s highest ground, stood the pale limestone bulk of the capitol building, scene of Sonny’s triumphs and his last defeat.

Tish’s ride, an SUV the color of butterscotch, was delivered, and she drove off after repeating Sonny’s dinner invitation and giving me directions. As I stood there, wondering how to spend the intervening hours, I heard a voice.

‘Excuse me.’ I glanced to my left and saw a man standing at the curb, cell phone at his ear, looking my way. ‘Are you Mr. Wilkes?’

He was a little below my height and somewhat younger, with round cheeks, a buzz cut, and a loud off-the-rack sport coat. As strange as it might sound, something about him said cop. I’ve spent hundreds of hours in the presence of police men and women, from desk sergeants to rookies, plainclothes types to division commanders, and I’ve learned to pick up the clues they give off.

‘That’s me,’ I said to him.

He held out his cell phone. ‘Call for you, sir.’

All right, I was curious. As I moved toward him, I got my feet tangled up - or appeared to - and stepped a little closer than necessary. Then, as I regained my balance, my hand holding the phone swept wide, parting his jacket just enough to give me a glimpse of what nestled beneath his arm.

Hardware.

‘Sorry,’ I muttered to him. Then, curiosity satisfied, I said hello.

‘Hey, bud. I’m still in that meeting, but I just wanted you to know how happy I am you said yes.’

‘How the hell did you know I said yes?’

‘I got my ways. Randall, boy, I am pleased. I am well pleased.’

As he spoke, the sun came out, bouncing off the glass of one of the new buildings across the street. When Sonny McMahan is pleased, I thought, the natural world must resonate like a tuning fork.




TWO


The land is on the western fringe of Appalachia, and for hundreds of years it was too rugged, too remote to attract settlers. But in the 1830s a peculiar band of people driven by faith made the trek up to the southern Cumberland Plateau. Seeking a place away from the corruption of the cities, they founded a village near the site of a spring thought to have healing powers. They called it Redemption Spring, and they delighted in the waterfall that came from it and plunged over a steep bluff to the valley below. They named their town Pilgrim’s Rest and vowed that it would be a place of peace.

Forrest Wilkes, The People of the Southern Cumberland Plateau




 
 
 
If you want to get to Pilgrim’s Rest in a hurry nowadays, you just take Interstate 24 out of Nashville, point yourself southeast, and floor it. In an hour or so you’ll find yourself climbing up toward the plateau. That’s where you swap I-24 for a more quirky two-lane road, and after a stretch of slower and more careful driving, you’ll be there.

I didn’t want the shortest distance between two points, however. Tennessee’s interstates are like those anywhere - straight and smooth, insulated from the land, punctuated by gleaming places to feed yourself and water your car. It had been a long time since I’d been where I was going, and I wanted to take it easy, test the bath water slowly, let the memories return one at a time.

So I decided to take the long way. I steered my rented Toyota out of Nashville in a vaguely easterly direction along a succession of ‘blue highways’. They got their name, as I recalled, from some of the earlier maps, on which the older, unimproved roads were depicted in blue lines. I was headed on a blue highway tour of east and south Tennessee, acting as if I had all the time  in the world. And in a sense, I did. I was on Sonny McMahan’s dime.

In today’s world, Tennessee’s blue highways are like a trip straight back in time, meandering through places with lyrical names like Hurricane and Pleasant Shade. Middle Tennessee is still lush and green and pastoral at the onset of fall, its fields of harvested corn edged by low, wooded hills. It was late morning and I had the windows rolled down to let in the smells of rich earth.

Every now and then I’d slow down for a county seat, because those towns often included an old square with a county court-house in brick or stone, its clock tower overlooking a statue of a Confederate soldier, standing at easy parade rest, musket at his side. Some of the squares reflected the bigger world outside, with neon and chain stores lining the perimeter, which meant the soldier might be directing his gaze not at a rank of advancing Bluebellies but toward a Big ’n’ Juicy burger joint or the local Piggly Wiggly market. Other squares managed to retain the old-time feel, with family-owned hardware and feed stores and cafes that functioned both as short-order diners and pool halls.

On the seat beside me rested a small pile of notebooks and tape cassettes, the fruits of a week of interviews in Nashville. I’d return to the capital for more later. Now, though, it was time to head to a quieter place, one where the memories of Sonny McMahan would not be so recent. How would the folks of Pilgrim’s Rest, I wondered, recall their hometown boy who’d made good?

More important to me, what kind of book would I wind up writing? Would I nail down some useful truths about the man, or would this be just another vanity memoir? And did it matter? I’d already tried my hand at writing down the truth and failed miserably. At the very least, this new gig shouldn’t strain my skills too much, and I’d see a nice payday at the end.

By early afternoon I had gradually made my way out of middle Tennessee and climbed to the Cumberland Plateau, the strip of high ground that runs southwest to northeast all the way from Georgia to Kentucky and separates the mid-state region  from the Tennessee Valley to the east. My destination was still miles away - half the width of the state - but the geography was already familiar to me. And so my mind, naturally, found things to do. I thought of Sonny and Tish and went over some of the interviews. The wound on my brow itched, and I leaned sideways to inspect it in the Toyota’s rear-view mirror. The four butterfly tapes were lined up across my forehead like shiny little tombstones. As I rubbed the spot carefully, I was dragged back to that night in Chicago, only a few weeks ago.

It had not been one of my better days. In the morning I was canned by the Examiner. I spent the first part of the afternoon sulking in my townhouse, reflecting on where I was and how I’d gotten there. I drank some.

Around four I went for a long walk, first over to Lincoln Park and then through the park to the lake. I turned south and kept walking, along that thin stretch of beach with the hard, flat blue of Lake Michigan to my left and the high-rise glitz of the Gold Coast arrayed to my right, just beyond noisy Lake Shore Drive. I was distracted by anger and hurt, and when I finally took note of my surroundings, I’d almost reached the Chicago River and I was tired and hungry and thirsty. The Examiner was not far away, but I wasn’t welcome there. So I cut over toward Navy Pier, looking for a place where I wasn’t likely to run into any of my old colleagues. Eventually I settled for one of those New World Irish pubs, with the wood paneling and the brass rail at the bar. It was not far from the NBC tower and was known as more of a TV than a newspaper hangout.

I got a draft beer and played a few games of pinball. Then I took a seat at the bar, ordered one of their towering cheeseburgers along with another draft, and watched the Bears play the Vikings in Minneapolis. The game was not going well. After I polished off the cheeseburger and beer, I switched to Glenfiddich, neat. Three shots later, the game was going even worse.

Then McGowan walked in.

Dennis McGowan, metro editor of the Examiner. My boss. The man who had hired me and, to round things off with a symmetrical flourish, fired me. He and his wife were passing  through the bar on their way from the adjacent dining room toward the exit.

I spotted him. I turned my back. He spotted me. He came over.

‘Randall.’ He leaned over to study me. Even in my stupor, I could see the concern on his face. He spoke a few words that I mostly missed, but I caught the tone. I was having no part of it. When I found that ignoring him wasn’t working, I swivelled around on my stool and suggested to him in my most reasonable tone that he take his wife outside and stuff her in the car and drive away. I believe that’s the word I used. I was pleased at the connotation.

Anger crossed his face, and that was the only excuse I needed. As I saw his wife pull at his arm, I took a swing at him. I must have telegraphed it like Marconi, because he simply stepped back, allowing me to follow through by landing heavily on an adjacent stool, cracking my forehead on the rim of the bar.

The rest was a blur. I vaguely remember blood on my shirt, a disorganized ride with me in the backseat, and McGowan helping me into the hospital emergency room. The attendant who wrote down my particulars gave me an incurious look and said, ‘You that newspaper guy, huh?’

And, because I was beginning to sober up, I clearly recall the look of pity on McGowan’s face and of contempt on his wife’s as they left me there.

‘I wish you could see yourself,’ he said to me.

The memory came to a sour end. I stole another look in the mirror, noted that the small wound was healing nicely, and picked off the tapes one by one, revealing my own tidy one-inch mark of Cain.

It was just dark when I pulled into Pilgrim’s Rest. Shiny new businesses had sprung up on the outskirts - a family-style restaurant, a home-supply store, a small medical clinic, and a DVD rental place - but the downtown looked mostly intact. All the buildings were either one or two-story and faced with weathered brick. The hardware store, the drug store with its soda fountain, a dress shop, a café, the weekly newspaper, all looked familiar  to me. The old movie theater was shuttered, though, and its marquee now proclaimed it to be the home of a church, with services every Sunday morning. The only lights on the main street came from the café, which was doing good business at the counter, and the newspaper, the Cumberland Call, where I saw a young woman sitting at a desk, bent over her work.

Funny thing: This town of eight or nine thousand people, where I had spent the first seventeen years of my life, had once been all the world I’d known, and it seemed plenty big to hold me and everything I knew. Tonight, I rolled through it in two minutes, and it felt to me like Lilliput.

Soon, without stopping, I was back on the dark highway, the heavy forest crowding up against the road, a dark tunnel on the fringe of my headlights. Two miles later I found the turnoff, unmarked as before, and I steered the car up and along the narrow and roughly blacktopped road that wound through woods to the Colony.

From the glimpses my headlights picked out, this place too was unchanged, as if stuck in its late nineteenth-century origins, when life moved at a slower pace, before radio and telephones and paved roads. There they were, back in the trees - the Drummond house, the Turner place, another whose name I’d forgotten, and many more, a couple of dozen altogether. All of them old and tall and very worn but still proud. Cottages, the owners called them, but they were much grander than that. I had grown up in one, and I’d no idea how special a house it was until I left the plateau and sampled the world outside.

The house I’d once called home was up the next left turn about a hundred yards. The Historian, the man who fathered me, still lived in that house, but I wasn’t headed there. I kept going, turning onto the bluff road and rolling slowly until I came to one of the biggest of the so-called cottages, the summer home of Stuart and Leticia McMahan. It sat right on the bluff overlooking blackness that I knew to be a deep valley and a range of mountains several miles beyond.

The sign on the mailbox read Longstaff House, a name the place had carried for generations. That was one of the Colony’s  idiosyncracies. No matter who the present owner might be, the house would always be known by the name of its builder. Like most of the Colony homes, Longstaff House was imposing and vaguely Victorian. It stood three stories high, with white clap-board siding, striped canvas awnings over tall windows, and a screened-in wraparound porch. Shade trees taller than the house sprawled around the yard. The air was cool, verging on cold, and I could smell wood smoke from some of the neighbors’ chimneys and, behind that, rain on the way.

Tish had given me a key and described the general layout. I pulled into the gravel driveway, parked by a side door, got out, and moving carefully in the dark began to unload my bags. I let myself in and went through the house quickly, turning on lights, locating the things I would need.

Coming from an average-size Chicago townhouse, I found the place enormous, a relic of an age when space was plentiful and the size of a rich man’s house was limited only by his imagination. Longstaff House was drafty. Since it was intended only as a summer residence, the construction was not as precise or finished as one of the mansions of, say, Memphis - or as well insulated. But it had character, generations of it.

Tish had mentioned that she and Sonny sometimes held weekend house parties, and I found plenty of bedding in the closets and chests. The fridge and freezer were well stocked, as was the liquor cabinet. No Scotch, but then I was in bourbon country.

An hour and a half later, after overcooking a frozen dinner in their little microwave oven, I was comfortably ensconced in a rattan lounge chair on the section of the sprawling porch that overlooked the valley. I’d turned out the porch lights, and all was dark.The only sounds were the faint hum of the refrigerator and, through the porch screen, the hiss of breeze and the first patter of raindrops among the leaves. That, and the far-off, muted roar of the waterfall not much more than a hundred yards along the bluff from where I sat.

The ice tinkled agreeably as I raised my glass for another sip of bourbon. As easily as that sip, my mind swung back a small  eternity to a particular day when I was strolling across campus hand in hand with Leticia Alcott, both of us lost in some inconsequential exchange - and in each other. In the present tense of that memory, I look up, see Sonny approaching, wave to him.

I’ve been wanting to introduce the two of you, I say. Sonny McMahan, Tish Alcott.

And they look at each other almost gravely, each weighing the other. The rough-cut scholarship student from my hometown, the sorority princess from old-money Nashville. Something passes between them in that instant, the expression of a need instantly and forever filled by the other, and I can’t even see it.

Sonny makes a joke. She laughs. And I hurry off to class, leaving the two of them there, hoping they will become friends. Within days I see what has happened. It takes a long time for me to understand, but eventually I do. Tish has gotten a quick glimpse of something that she is later to discern with greater clarity, the diamond-like core in him that needs only a touch of polish to make it gleam. And the humor, and maybe a little of the ruthlessness too. And the strength and driving ambition that will someday turn him into ... what? She can’t have known at the time. She only knows that she wants this raw energy in her life, and wants to add what she can to it.

I could have hated Sonny for taking her from me so casually, could have hated her for going. But both were easy to love and hard to hate. Unlike Sonny, I made friends slowly. I didn’t want to lose them. So I never said anything. I kept them in my life. And to this day, I’m glad I did.

A sound intruded softly on the memory, a soft, rolling swell in the darkness out beyond the porch, announcing the real arrival of the rain and making me glad that I had beat the weather inside. Then I heard another sound, a sharper one.

Tapping. Someone at the kitchen door.

I made my way through the half-lit house to the back door, where I found the switch for the outside light and threw it. I almost gasped at the sight. A woman, her white hair soaked, stood there, tapping with her fingernails on the glass.

I swung open the door.

‘Have you seen my husband?’

I saw that she was wearing only a nightdress, and it was plastered to her gaunt frame. Furry slippers were on her feet. Her mouth hung open slackly, and she looked both pathetic and frightening.

She repeated the question in a thin and querulous voice, and I realized I had been staring at her as if I’d lost the power of speech. As I opened the door wider, intending to get her inside out of the rain, I suddenly saw past twenty years’ worth of changes and recognized her.

‘Mrs. McMahan? It’s you, isn’t it? I’m Randall Wilkes.’

‘Well, of course you are,’ she said impatiently, brushing past me into the kitchen as a chill breeze tried to follow her inside.

Taking her damp elbow, I led her into the living room, where I turned on lights. ‘You’re going to freeze,’ I told her. ‘Please sit down.’ I settled her on the sofa and wrapped an afghan around her shoulders and most of the rest of her, then turned to the fireplace, where someone had considerately laid three logs, kindling, and paper. In a minute I had it started.

‘Can I offer you a glass of bourbon?’ I asked her.

‘I don’t drink, you know that,’ she replied rather primly. ‘I’ve seen what it can do to those I love, and I wouldn’t want it in the house. There are some can’t handle it, and that’s a fact.’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ Faye McMahan was one of the few adults I had always liked and admired, and I found myself slipping back into my respectful boyhood behavior toward her.

‘My boy Sonny, now, he would never let alcohol get hold of him the way his daddy did,’ she went on, gazing into the fire. ‘Sonny was governor of this state, you know. And he’s about to bring business up here to the plateau. No one’s done that, but he can.’

‘I’m sure he can,’ I said. ‘Mrs. McMahan, I’m working on a book about Sonny. May I talk to you sometime?’

‘Leticia told me you’re staying in the house,’ she said abruptly. ‘You’ll be here until ...’ Her voice faded and broke. Then her face became animated. ‘You and Sonny are in trouble again, aren’t you?’

‘Why . . .’

‘Sam Dunham called. He said you were shooting at his cats with your BB guns.’

‘Oh.’ I understood. ‘Yes, ma’am,’ I said. ‘But we won’t do it again.’

She appeared not to have heard. ‘Have you seen my husband?’ she asked once more, and there was something pitiable in the way she asked.

‘No, ma’am, I haven’t.’ What was I going to say? He got dead drunk, fell into the Big Muddy, and drowned?


‘Well, he’s supposed to come see me pretty soon. Now that the girl’s gone to bed, you know,’ she added conspiratorially. ‘I got a call from Tulsa. So if you see him, you send him around. I’m right next door -’ She indicated a direction over her shoulder, along the bluff.

‘As soon as you get dry, I’m taking you back to your house,’ I said. As I spoke the words, there came a frantic pounding on the back door, along with a young girl’s voice.

‘Is she in there?’

‘Come on in,’ I shouted.

She burst into the living room. ‘Miz McMahan! Miz McMahan! Oh, Lord.’ She was somewhere in her teens, with a chipmunk’s face and unbrushed hair, and she wore an unzipped parka over what appeared to be pajamas.

‘Oh, Lord,’ she said again. Then: ‘Miz McMahan, you scared the daylights out of me. I didn’t know where you’d gone. I was afraid you’d ...’ She let the rest go, unwilling to voice the possibilities. ‘Let’s go back to the house, all right?’

‘This is Randall Wilkes,’ the old woman said almost gaily in a hostess voice. ‘One of my son’s best friends. Randall, this is Opal Hicks. She looks after me. At least she does today. Some days, we have another girl looking after me. They’re both very young and very nice, and they can even cook a little bit. And Opal plays gin rummy with me too.’

‘Pleased to meet you,’ Opal said distractedly.

‘I went to high school with a Bobby Hicks,’ I told her.

‘My uncle.’ She looked close to tears, distraught at having let  Faye slip out of the house. ‘Miz McMahan, you’re all wet. You could’ve gone and caught double pneumonia. Can we go back?’ She turned to me. ‘Thank you so much for taking her in and making her warm.’

‘Well, I suppose I’ve visited long enough,’ Faye McMahan said, standing up slowly.

‘Please keep that to wrap yourself in,’ I said.

‘I believe I will.’ She fingered the afghan for a long moment. ‘I made this, you know,’ she said. ‘Back when my fingers could still do this kind of work. I knitted, I crocheted, I quilted. Blue used to laugh about it. “Everybody in this town sleeps under one of your quilts,” he said. But I think he was proud.’

She stood up straighter. ‘Thank you, Randall,’ she said with a touch of formality. ‘I hope you’re comfortable in Longstaff House.’ She turned to the girl. ‘The Wilkses were always a nice family, Opal. I’m glad I let Sonny play with Randall here. Except for the BB guns.’

‘Good night,’ I said as they left.

But seconds later I heard rapid footsteps, and she was suddenly at my side again. ‘Blue knows a secret,’ she whispered. ‘He’s in trouble. Or Sonny. I can’t remember. Dear Lord, I think one of them’s in terrible trouble.’ She gripped my arm, and her fingers felt surprisingly strong. ‘Will you help him?’ Her breath was warm and stale.

‘I . . .’

‘Please.’

The girl, exclaiming impatiently, took custody of her again. Faye’s pale face turned back to me as she was led away. ‘Please.’

What else could I say? ‘All right.’

As they left a second time, her voice carried faintly from the kitchen.

‘That’s not a soldier’s grave. Blue told me.’

 
The ice cascaded down the inside of the glass as I drained it, making that universal bar-closing sound. The fire, like the bourbon, should have provided a warm wrapper against the night.  But as I lay on the couch where my visitor had recently sat, and I felt the slight dampness in the fabric from the rain she brought in with her, I felt chilled. Every now and then I heard a thin, high keening sound, the wind working through a crevice in a door or window somewhere in the house. It was no lullaby. Chiming in with an occasional bass note was a far-off roll of thunder, like one of the mountain gods clearing his throat.

Faye had frightened me - her wild looks, her crazy talk. I could still feel the light imprint of her fingers on my arm. Compared to the kind, hard-working woman I’d known as a child, the sight of her now was devastating.

Poor Faye, I thought. If ever a woman deserved a medal for raising a son against adversity, it was she. The adversity’s name was Blue McMahan. Rake, con man, absentee husband and father. Through all the trials of her marriage, though, Faye managed to keep Sonny on track. She fed him and patched his jeans and sent him off to school and, eventually, saw him sworn in at that big limestone monument atop Nashville’s highest hill. And now Blue, who had been an embarrassment to Sonny throughout his governorship, was gone.

Faye had good reason not to miss him, but in her delusions she now talked almost fondly of him, expecting him to visit her like some gentleman caller of her youth.

Sam Dunham’s cats. Sonny in trouble. Something about a soldier’s grave. It sounded to me as if her mind was indeed slipping its gears, just as Tish had suggested. Poor Faye. Age is a bitch, isn’t it?

I was getting sleepy. Tomorrow, I thought, I’d start making the rounds in Pilgrim’s Rest, talking to those who remembered Sonny as a young man. Maybe I could glean a few tidbits from Faye, but it was doubtful. Anyone who went around planning a late-night rendezvous with her dead husband had only a loose connection with reality. My father was certainly one of those who could comment with some authority on Sonny, both as young man and as governor. His input would be valuable. But I wasn’t ready to talk to him yet. Maybe later, when ...

I sat up suddenly. My right hand held no glass. Looking down,  I saw it on the carpet, where my slack fingers had let it drop, and the ice cubes were now only puddles beside it. I had slept; time had passed.

And something had awakened me.

Then I remembered. Only seconds earlier, as the wind squealed faintly somewhere high up in the house, I had half-dreamed an accompanying sound, something louder, more urgent.

A human scream.

Crazy, I thought. You’re letting the house and Faye’s delirium get to you. But the half-dream was so recent, so vivid, I could still hear it in my mind’s ear, still hear how it started on a note of anguish and then, suddenly, was cut off.

It was too real. My ears still rang with it.

My watch read a little after eleven. I scrambled off the couch and began turning on lights, went into the kitchen and found a big drawer that passed for a utility bin and, luckily, located a flashlight. It worked. I yanked on my jacket and stumbled out the door. My brain was still marinated in drink, but the shock of the outside air began to cut through the bleariness.

The rain had settled into a steady but not drenching shower, and I was heartened to see that every now and then the sky sizzled with lightning over there at the far end of the valley below the bluff, augmenting my feeble flashlight and ushering in another round of grumbling thunder.

Best I could make out, the nearest house was about thirty yards along the bluff to my right; I guessed it to be Faye’s place. I covered the distance as quickly as I could, picking my way partly along a muddy path and partly through soggy grass.

The place showed no lights. It was a much smaller cousin to Longstaff House, almost identical even down to the wraparound porch - a guesthouse, maybe.

Approaching the side of the house away from the bluff, I opened the screen door and knocked on the inside door, once, then again, louder. Several seconds went by with no answer. I tried the door. It was unlocked.

‘Hello?’ Again, no answer, and I couldn’t decide whether to take comfort in that or not. My wavering flashlight showed a  corridor that led to the front. The house was warm. I called out again, feeling both foolish and on edge. The scream felt real to my memory, but I knew that there were plausible explanations. A toddler’s cry. A woman’s high-pitched, drunken laugh. I wasn’t yet ready to assume the worst.

The main room, just off the porch, was fully furnished, but held no sigh of life. Ditto the kitchen and what seemed to be a guest bathroom off the corridor. I headed for the upstairs, which appeared to hold two bedrooms. In the first was a rumpled bed, an older woman’s clothes in the closet, woman’s things on the dresser, and an overall smell of the medicine cabinet. In the bathroom hung a damp nightdress. The room looked out on the upper level of a two-story porch, unscreened and empty of all save furniture. This was Faye’s room. But where was she?

I moved down the hall to what I guessed was the second bedroom. The door was open, and when I shone the light inside, I saw something that made me catch my breath and sent my arm into a spasm that caused the light to jerk. I leaned against the wall and played the light carefully against the far wall, more steadily this time, and saw it again.

Young Opal Hicks knelt on the bed in her pajamas, head slumped forward almost prayerfully over her knees, her whole body canted slightly to the left against the wall, as if she had suddenly grown tired and needed the support. Her head, with hair splayed over her face, was turned toward me. But it was tilted at an unnatural angle, making her resemble a disheveled doll whose owner had played too rough with her and then cast her aside. Spit glistened in the corner of her mouth.

She seemed to be regarding my shoes. I took a step toward her and then saw her eyes and stopped. They were, in fact, like doll’s eyes, like flat, shiny buttons with absolutely no life in them. And they were already losing their shine.

I’ve seen death. I’ve covered crime scenes as a young reporter and done ride-alongs with the Chicago PD as a quasi-celebrity columnist. I’ve seen your everyday gang shootings, of course, and witnessed a lethal injection at Stateville. I’ve seen the results of a large-caliber handgun inserted into the mouth and pressed  up against the soft palate before the trigger is pulled. I’ve seen char-broiled adults and children carted out of a tenement fire. I’ve seen what five days of Chicago summer temperatures will do to the body of an obese man who strangled himself with three turns of electrical cord from an overhead pipe after his wife walked out on him. Through it all, I’ve prided myself on a strong stomach and the ability to take notes while holding my nose.

But I never liked it. Unlike some of the news boys who crave the adrenalin, I never became a death junkie. A Weegee. Death always scared me, repelled me. I never wanted to get too close to it.

After playing the light one more time around Opal’s sad, crouching frame, I turned away and shouted Faye’s name over and over, as loud as I could. No one answered.

Panic, I’m ashamed to say, began to take hold of me, and I tried to push it down. None of the violent deaths I’d seen ever involved anyone I knew. A simple, decent-seeming girl I’d just met was now dead, and the mother of my oldest friend was missing. I got moving.

Downstairs, my stomach in a knot, I stepped out onto the porch and shined my light around, still hoping I might find Faye huddled in a corner somewhere. Nothing, except for the usual assortment of weathered outdoor furniture. This porch, unlike the one at Longstaff House, was unscreened. I moved to the rail and looked out over deep blackness.Then the lightning flickered, and I saw the contours of the valley that rolled away for miles until it met a far range of mountains. Off to my left was the falls, unseen from the house next door but quite visible from here in daylight. Despite its ominous name, I’d loved Damnation Falls as a child. My mother had walked me there, and we had stood on the bridge that spanned the falling water, lost in the sound and magnificence of it.

Just as I turned to leave, another bolt fired up the sky, this one scarily bright. In an instant, I saw it all - the falls, the surrounding woods, the bridge that crossed the creek above the falls.

And something else, just below the bridge. Something white.

I took the steep porch steps two at a time, landed on the rough path that skirted the top of the bluff, and took off for the falls at a run, stumbling on rocks and gravel as my light shakily showed me the way. What seemed a long minute later, I reached the bridge but did not step out on it. The object, whatever it was, seemed suspended from the bridge railing on the waterfall side. It hung below.

Stepping carefully - a stumble could send me down the rocky slope and over the falls - I made my way down below the level of the bridge until I stood at the water’s edge. Its roar filled my ears. I looked up, feeling the rain pelt my face. My flashlight followed my gaze.
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