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    In Old Judge Priest, the friction between the law’s stern letter and the town’s lived sense of fairness becomes a test of character, memory, and community, as an aging Southern magistrate weighs not only codes and precedents but the complicated bonds that knit neighbors together across time, tradition, and change, showing how mercy can coexist with order, how personal history shades public judgment, and how small decisions made in a courthouse, on a porch, or at a crossroads ripple outward, suggesting that justice in everyday life is as much about listening and belonging as about verdicts and rules.

Irvin S. Cobb’s Old Judge Priest belongs to the tradition of American regional short fiction, blending humor, local color, and courtroom vignette. Set in a small Kentucky town in the post–Civil War South, the stories evoke the rhythms of everyday life around the turn of the twentieth century. Cobb, an American journalist and author, developed the Judge Priest character in magazine pieces before book publication in the 1910s. The collection situates readers amid civic rituals, gossip, and trials where modest disputes take on moral weight, offering a portrait of a community negotiating its past while facing the practical demands of the present.

The premise is straightforward and inviting: an elderly county judge presides over petty cases and public quarrels, yet the real interest lies in the conversations, customs, and quiet reckonings that surround each hearing. The stories are episodic and accessible, told with a relaxed, anecdotal cadence that balances wit and sentiment. Readers encounter an atmosphere shaped by courthouse routines, front-porch talk, and small-town celebrations. Without relying on elaborate plots, Cobb crafts gently suspenseful situations that reveal character through choice and gesture, creating a reading experience that is humane in outlook, comic in tone, and attuned to the textures of ordinary days.

At the center stands the idea that justice is a social practice as much as a legal one. Old Judge Priest explores how reputation, civility, and shared memory influence outcomes, asking whether rules should bend to compassion in cases where strict application would do harm. The judge’s temperament emphasizes patience, listening, and an instinct for proportion, which in turn draws attention to the responsibilities of civic leadership. Surrounding these questions are themes of generational change, the lingering imprint of the Civil War on public life, and the delicate art of reconciling personal loyalties with the broader interests of the town.

Cobb’s craft supplies the pleasure as much as his plots do. The prose favors crisp scenes and dialogue-forward storytelling, encouraging readers to hear the cadence of speech and the pauses that carry meaning. Local detail—rituals of the courthouse, routines of daily commerce, seasonal gatherings—creates a sense of place without overwhelming the narrative. Humor often arrives through understatement and timing rather than broad farce, balancing nostalgia with observation. The result is a style that feels conversational yet carefully shaped, building characters through their habits and turns of phrase while leaving space for the reader to infer motives and histories.

Modern readers will notice that the collection reflects the racial attitudes and social hierarchies of its era, including portrayals and language that today require careful, critical engagement. That context is part of the historical record in which the stories were produced and read, and it shapes how authority, belonging, and citizenship appear on the page. Approached thoughtfully, Old Judge Priest invites questions about who benefits from communal norms, how empathy is extended or withheld, and where the limits of paternalism lie. These questions remain relevant, prompting reflection on the difference between good intentions and equitable structures in civic life.

As an introduction to early twentieth-century popular fiction, Old Judge Priest offers readers a mix of warmth, wit, and moral inquiry, presenting small stakes that reveal large truths about how communities function. It rewards those who appreciate character-driven storytelling and finely observed social settings, and it invites conversation about the uses and abuses of tradition. Read as literature of its time, it opens a window onto regional voices and public rituals; read as a living text, it asks what justice should look like among neighbors. Either way, it offers an experience both companionable and thought-provoking, hospitable to attentive, humane reading.
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    Old Judge Priest by Irvin S. Cobb presents a sequence of interlinked stories set in a small Kentucky county seat in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. At the center is Judge William Priest, an aging Civil War veteran who presides over minor and major matters with unhurried calm. The book uses local scenes, courthouse routines, and front-porch conversations to portray a community’s daily life. Through courtroom sessions and encounters on the streets, it introduces a broad cast—lawyers, merchants, veterans, and laborers—while charting the town’s rhythms. The tone mixes humor and sentiment with procedural detail, highlighting how law and custom intertwine in a traditional setting.

Early chapters establish the courthouse as the town’s stage. Small disputes over stray animals, debts, and misunderstandings come before Judge Priest, who listens more than he lectures. The proceedings reveal the clerk’s habits, the sheriff’s pragmatism, and the lawyers’ posturing, but also the townspeople’s reliance on familiar institutions to settle quarrels. Cobb’s vignettes favor observation over spectacle, letting routine procedures demonstrate how decisions are shaped by context. Seasonal changes, visits from traveling salesmen, and newspaper chatter broaden the canvas, while the judge’s patience sets a steady pace. These initial episodes emphasize procedure, character, and place before weightier matters begin to emerge.

As the setting settles, the judge’s methods come into focus. He prefers gentle questions to stern orders and often takes time outside the courtroom to seek background, listening in barbershops, on verandas, and at veterans’ gatherings. Friends and longtime attendants provide commentary that frames the town’s opinion, while his home life shows a deliberate simplicity. The judge’s pipe, war memories, and fondness for old songs humanize him without overshadowing his office. He rarely rushes to judgment, and his discretion keeps tempers from flaring. The narrative uses these habits to show how authority can be both formal and personal, grounded in procedure but informed by experience.

Stories soon turn to the lingering imprint of the Civil War on social ties, property claims, and reputations. Decoration Day observances, veterans’ reunions, and casual reminiscences surface facts that official records only partly capture. Petitions tied to wartime service, lost heirs, and promises made long ago appear in the docket. Old loyalties complicate legal questions, while the judge’s memory, sharpened by his own service, helps him sift rumor from evidence. These episodes enlarge the book’s scope beyond routine disputes, showing a town still reconciling past and present. Without revealing outcomes, the chapters emphasize process: testimony is weighed, documents examined, and the community’s recollection carefully tested.

An early turning point arises when a newcomer’s identity unsettles established assumptions. A property matter and a contested inheritance draw attention to family lines, wartime allegiances, and the reliability of witnesses who remember things differently. The judge’s inquiries extend beyond the courtroom, and the narrative follows conversations in offices, parlors, and country lanes. Hints and secondhand stories accumulate until a quiet hearing gathers them into a coherent record. The proceedings underscore how proof must be separated from pride. While the resolution remains undisclosed, this episode marks a shift: private histories begin to enter public view, and the judge’s role as careful listener becomes central to the town’s equilibrium.

Another thread concentrates on accusations that inflame feeling across social lines. A charge against a marginalized defendant tests the boundaries between popular anger and the law’s demands. The sheriff manages crowds, lawyers argue procedure, and the judge insists on measured testimony and clear standards. Cobb depicts the setting’s period-specific attitudes while keeping attention on process: bonds are set, continuances debated, and jurors selected. Tension rises not from sensational details but from the question of whether institutions can contain emotion. The account maintains suspense without disclosing a verdict, highlighting the judge’s reliance on decorum and patience to secure space in which facts might be heard.

Political currents enter when an election season brings a challenger who questions the judge’s methods and priorities. Newspaper columns and stump speeches frame debates about strict enforcement versus practical mercy, efficiency versus tradition. The courthouse becomes a symbolic arena, with high-profile cases serving as examples and counterexamples. Campaign committees circulate broadsides, allies and critics trade endorsements, and the judge faces scrutiny he typically avoids. The narrative surveys rallies, editorial rooms, and private parlors, tracing how public opinion coalesces. Without revealing results, these chapters underscore the theme that legitimacy rests on both performance and perception, and that continuity must be argued for, not assumed.

Late episodes heighten the stakes through an emergency that threatens order—an incident that gathers a crowd and demands swift judgment. The judge’s response draws on the authority of the bench and the quiet influence of friendships formed over years. Officers maintain a perimeter, community leaders appeal for calm, and testimony is organized under pressure. The narrative’s focus remains procedural: who speaks, what is admitted, how timing affects decisions. The outcome is not disclosed, but the moment serves as the book’s practical test of its themes, showing how patience, memory, and law can temper force without sacrificing the dignity of those involved.

The closing chapters return to everyday rhythms: court dockets lighten, neighbors exchange news, and familiar figures reclaim their routines. Without delivering grand pronouncements, the book leaves a clear impression of its central message: that justice in a small community depends on formal rules steadied by humane understanding. Judge Priest is presented not as a hero beyond reproach but as a steady presence whose listening, restraint, and memory help a town navigate change. The final scenes suggest continuity rather than closure, emphasizing that the work of law is ongoing, measured in calm mornings and ordinary cases as much as in public crises.
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    Old Judge Priest is set in a small western Kentucky town at the turn of the twentieth century, a thinly veiled version of Irvin S. Cobb’s hometown of Paducah. The temporal frame stretches from the 1880s through the 1910s, when courthouse squares, river commerce on the Ohio and Tennessee, and rail connections shaped civic life. The presiding figure, a county judge and Confederate veteran, presides over petty quarrels, local elections, and ritual commemorations, reflecting a community still oriented by memories of the 1860s. Cobb (born 1876) drew on his early work as a police-court reporter, capturing the rhythms of postbellum Kentucky where Reconstruction’s aftermath, Jim Crow statutes, and machine politics defined everyday social order.

The Civil War (1861–1865) and its aftermath anchor the book’s atmosphere. Kentucky declared neutrality in 1861 but was strategically occupied by Union forces; nevertheless, many Kentuckians enlisted on both sides. Nearby campaigns (Columbus-Belmont, 1861; Fort Donelson, 1862) and riverine logistics etched war into local memory. Veterans’ associations such as the United Confederate Veterans (founded 1889) cultivated rituals of remembrance. In Old Judge Priest, the titular judge’s veteran status, courthouse decorum, and public holidays echo this commemorative culture, staging reunions and anecdotes that carry Lost Cause overtones while registering the durable authority of gray-clad elders in civic life.

Reconstruction (1865–1877) and the subsequent “Redemption” by conservative Democrats reconfigured law and power in Kentucky and the South. Although Kentucky was never under formal Reconstruction military districts, it experienced similar struggles over civil rights, policing, and party dominance. National efforts such as the Civil Rights Act of 1875 and their limitation in the Civil Rights Cases (1883) set the legal climate in which local officials maneuvered. By the late 1870s, courthouse rings and county patronage consolidated control. Old Judge Priest mirrors this order through its emphasis on courthouse procedure, deference to local notables, and pragmatic arbitration—revealing how post-Reconstruction legal culture domesticated conflict while preserving elite influence.

The rise of Jim Crow, legally sanctioned after Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), forms the most consequential social backdrop. Segregated schools, streetcars, and public accommodations were entrenched; Kentucky specifically secured segregated education through Berea College v. Kentucky (1908), which upheld a state law forbidding integrated private colleges. Disfranchisement regimes, from poll taxes to literacy tests, and the terror of extrajudicial violence marked Black life; Tuskegee Institute later documented thousands of lynchings between 1882 and 1968. In Cobb’s stories, Black characters appear within a paternalistic order, their legal status circumscribed even when individual dignity surfaces. The judge’s courtroom can show clemency, yet the social architecture of segregation and unequal justice remains the persistent, often unspoken, frame.

Agrarian unrest and Populism transformed Kentucky politics in the 1890s. The Farmers’ Alliance and People’s Party (1891–1896) attacked railroad rates, monopoly pricing, and the gold standard, culminating in the free-silver campaign of 1896. In Kentucky, Democratic factionalism produced the Goebel Election Law (1898), centralizing oversight of elections, and a violent climax in the contested 1899 gubernatorial race. Governor-elect William Goebel was shot on January 30, 1900, in Frankfort and died February 3, the only U.S. governor assassinated. Old Judge Priest reflects this era’s courthouse factionalism—canvassing, patronage, and sworn affidavits—evoking how local judges mediated partisan tempests that swept from tobacco farms to town squares.

Temperance agitation and “local option” fights framed moral governance. The Woman’s Christian Temperance Union (1874) and the Anti-Saloon League (1893) pressed counties to go dry decades before national Prohibition (Eighteenth Amendment, 1919; Volstead Act, 1919). Kentucky’s wet–dry referenda polarized merchants, ministers, and voters, producing raids, injunctions, and Sunday-closing ordinances. Old Judge Priest frequently stages conflicts around saloons, Saturday-night disturbances, and evangelical revivals. The judge’s pragmatic rulings—balancing order with tolerance—reflect how county courts negotiated cultural change while preventing temperance crusades and liquor interests from tearing small communities apart.

Economic modernization—railroads, river trade, and industrial consolidation—reshaped western Kentucky. Lines such as the Louisville & Nashville expanded after 1880, integrating farm towns into national markets, while Ohio and Tennessee River traffic sustained warehousing and coal transfer. The Black Patch Tobacco Wars (1904–1909) erupted when the Planters’ Protective Association confronted the American Tobacco Company’s price policies; Night Riders burned warehouses in Hopkinsville and Princeton in December 1907 before militia interventions under Governor Augustus E. Willson (1907–1911). Though not a documentary, Old Judge Priest’s disputes among planters, merchants, and brokers, and its attention to civic peacekeeping, echo the tensions of a commodity region struggling with corporate power and rural solidarity.

As social and political critique, the book exposes the accommodations and evasions that sustained order in a stratified border-state town. It satirizes courthouse rings and the petty sovereignties of local officeholders, illuminating how custom could displace statute and friendship temper the letter of the law. While its nostalgia for Confederate veterans softens structural critique, scenes of selective clemency, public ritual, and racial hierarchy reveal the limits of paternal justice under Jim Crow. Class divides surface in contests over liquor, credit, and elections, showing how respectability politics policed the poor and the marginal. In dramatizing compromise as governance, the work quietly catalogs the injustices compromise preserved.
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THIS story begins with Judge Priest sitting at his desk at his chambers at the old courthouse. I have a suspicion that it will end with him sitting there. As to that small detail I cannot at this time be quite positive. Man proposes, but facts will have their way.

If so be you have read divers earlier tales of my telling you already know the setting for the opening scene here. You are to picture first the big bare room, high-ceiled and square of shape, its plastering cracked and stained, its wall cases burdened with law books in splotched leather jerkins; and some of the books stand straight and upright, showing themselves to be confident of the rectitude of all statements made therein, and some slant over sideways against their fellows to the right or the left, as though craving confirmatory support for their contents.

Observe also the water bucket on the little shelf in the corner, with the gourd dipper hanging handily by; the art calendar, presented with the compliments of the Langstock Lumber Company, tacked against the door; the spittoon on the floor; the steel engraving of President Davis and his Cabinet facing you as you enter; the two wide windows opening upon the west side of the square; the woodwork, which is of white poplar, but grained by old Mr. Kane, our leading house, sign and portrait painter, into what he reckoned to be a plausible imitation of the fibrillar eccentricities of black walnut; and in the middle of all this, hunched down behind his desk like a rifleman in a pit, is Judge Priest, in a confusing muddle of broad, stooped shoulders, wrinkled garments and fat short legs.

Summertime would have revealed him clad in linen, or alpaca, or ample garments of homespun hemp, but this particular day, being a day in the latter part of October, Judge Priest's limbs and body were clothed in woollen coverings. The first grate fire of the season burned in his grate. There was a local superstition current to the effect that our courthouse was heated with steam. Years before, a bond issue to provide the requisite funds for this purpose had been voted after much public discussion pro and con. Thereafter, for a space, contractors and journeymen artisans made free of the building, to the great discomfort of certain families of resident rats, old settler rats really, that had come to look upon their cozy habitats behind the wainscoting as homes for life. Anon iron pipes emerged at unexpected and jutting angles from the baseboards here and there, to coil in the corners or else to climb the walls, joint upon joint, and festoon themselves kinkily against the ceilings.

Physically the result was satisfying to the eye of the taxpayer; but if the main function of a heating plant be to provide heat, then the innovation might hardly be termed an unqualified success. Official dwellers of the premises maintained that the pipes never got really hot to the touch before along toward the Fourth of July, remaining so until September, when they began perceptibly to cool off again. Down in the cellar the darky janitor might feed the fire box until his spine cracked and the boilers seethed and simmered, but the steam somehow seemed to get lost in transit, manifesting itself on the floors above only in a metallic clanking and clacking, which had been known seriously to annoy lawyers in the act of offering argument to judge and jurors. When warmth was needed to dispel the chill in his own quarters Judge Priest always had a fire kindled in the fireplace.

He had had one made and kindled that morning. All day the red coals had glowed between the chinks in the pot-bellied grate and the friendly flames had hummed up the flue, renewing neighbourly acquaintance with last winter's soot that made fringes on the blackened fire brick, so that now the room was in a glow. Little tiaras of sweat beaded out on the judge's bald forehead as he laboured over the papers in a certain case, and frequently he laid down his pen that he might use both hands, instead of his left only, to reach and rub remote portions of his person. Doing this, he stretched his arms until red strips showed below the ends of his wristbands. At a distance you would have said the judge was wearing coral bracelets.

The sunlight that had streamed in all afternoon through the two windows began to fade, and little shadows that stayed hidden through the day crawled under the door from the hall beyond and crept like timorous mice across the planking, ready to dart back the moment the gas was lit. Judge Priest strained to reach an especially itchy spot between his shoulder blades and addressed words to Jeff Poindexter, coloured, his body servant and house boy.

“They ain't so very purty to look at—red flannels ain't,” said the judge. “But, Jeff, I've noticed this—they certainly are mighty lively company till you git used to 'em. I never am the least bit lonely fur the first few days after I put on my heavy underwear.”

There was no answer from Jeff except a deep, soft breath. He slept. At a customary hour he had come with Mittie May, the white mare, and the buggy to take Judge Priest home to supper, and had found the judge engaged beyond his normal quitting time. That, however, had not discommoded Jeff. Jeff always knew what to do with his spare moments. Jeff always had a way of spending the long winter evenings. He leaned now against a bookrack, with his elbow on the top shelf, napping lightly. Jeff preferred to sleep lying down or sitting down, but he could sleep upon his feet too—and frequently did.

Having, by brisk scratching movements, assuaged the irritation between his shoulder blades, the judge picked up his pen and shoved it across a sheet of legal cap that already was half covered with his fine, close writing. He never dictated his decisions, but always wrote them out by hand. The pen nib travelled along steadily for awhile. Eventually words in a typewritten petition that rested on the desk at his left caught the judge's eye.

“Huh!” he grunted, and read the quoted phrase, “'True Believers' Afro-American Church of Zion, sometimes called——'” Without turning his head he again hailed his slumbering servitor: “Jeff, why do yourall call that there little church-house down by the river Possum Trot?”

Jeff roused and grunted, shaking his head dear of the lingering dregs of drowsiness.

“Suh?” he inquired. “Wuz you speakin' to me, Jedge?”

“Yes, I was. Whut's the reason amongst your people fur callin' that little church down on the river front Possum Trot?”

Jeff chuckled an evasive chuckle before he made answer. For all the close relations that existed between him and his indulgent employer, Jeff had no intention of revealing any of the secrets of the highly secretive breed of humans to which he belonged. His is a race which, upon the surface of things, seems to invite the ridicule of an outer and a higher world, yet dreads that same ridicule above all things. Show me the white man who claims to know intimately the workings of his black servant's mind, who professes to be able to tell anything of any negro's lodge affiliations or social habits or private affairs, and I will show you a born liar.

Mightily well Jeff understood the how and the why and the wherefore of the derisive hate borne by the more orthodox creeds among his people for the strange new sect known as the True Believers. He could have traced out step by step, with circumstantial detail, the progress of the internal feud within the despised congregation that led to the upspringing of rival sets of claimants to the church property, and to the litigation that had thrown the whole tangled business into the courts for final adjudication. But except in company of his own choosing and his own colour, wild horses could not have drawn that knowledge from Jeff, although it would have pained him to think any white person who had a claim upon his friendship suspected him of concealment of any detail whatsoever.

“He-he,” chuckled Jeff. “I reckin that's jes' nigger foolishness. Me, I don' know no reason why they sh'd call a church by no sech a name as that. I ain't never had no truck wid 'em ole True Believers, myse'f. I knows some calls 'em the Do-Righters, and some calls 'em the Possum Trotters.” His tone subtly altered to one of innocent bewilderment: “Whut you doin', Jedge, pesterin' yo'se'f wid sech low-down trash as them darkies is?”

Further discussion of the affairs of the strange faith that was divided against itself might have ensued but that an interruption came. Steps sounded in the long hallway that split the lower floor of the old courthouse lengthwise, and at a door—not Judge Priest's own door but the door of the closed circuit-court chamber adjoining—a knocking sounded, at first gently, then louder and more insistent.

“See who 'tis out yonder, Jeff,” bade Judge Priest. “And ef it's anybody wantin' to see me I ain't got time to see 'em without it's somethin' important. I aim to finish up this job before we go on home.”

He bent to his task again. But a sudden draft of air whisked certain loose sheets off his desk, carrying them toward the fireplace, and he swung about to find a woman in his doorway. She was a big, upstanding woman, overfleshed and overdressed, and upon her face she bore the sign of her profession as plainly and indubitably as though it had been branded there in scarlet letters.

The old man's eyes narrowed as he recognised her. But up he got on the instant and bowed before her. No being created in the image of a woman ever had reason to complain that in her presence Judge Priest forgot his manners.

“Howdy do, ma'am,” he said ceremoniously. “Will you walk in? I'm sort of busy jest at present.”

“That's what your nigger boy told me, outside,” she said; “but I came right on in any-way.

“Ah-hah, so I observe,” stated Judge Priest dryly, but none the less politely; “mout I enquire the purpose of this here call?”

“Yes, sir; I'm a-goin' to tell you what brought me here without wastin' any more words than I can help,” said the woman. “No, thank you,' Judge,” she went on as he motioned her toward a seat; “I guess I can say what I've got to say, standin' up. But you set down, please, Judge.”!

She advanced to the side of his desk as he settled back in his chair, and rested one broad flat hand upon the desk top. Three or four heavy, bejewelled bangles that were on her arm slipped down her gloved wrist with a clinking sound. Her voice was coarsened and flat; it was more like a man's voice than a woman's, and she spoke with a masculine directness.

“There was a girl died at my house early this mornin',” she told him. “She died about a quarter past four o'clock. She had something like pneumonia. She hadn't been sick but two days; she wasn't very strong to start with anyhow. Viola St. Claire was the name she went by here. I don't know what her real name was—she never told anybody what it was. She wasn't much of a hand to talk about herself. She must have been nice people though, because she was always nice and ladylike, no matter what happened. From what I gathered off and on, she came here from some little town down near Memphis. I certainly liked that girl. She'd been with me nearly ten months. She wasn't more than nineteen years old.

“Well, all day yestiddy she was out of her head with a high fever. But just before she died she come to and her mind cleared up. The doctor was gone—old Doctor Lake. He'd done all he could for her and he left for his home about midnight, leavin' word that he was to be called if there was any change. Only there wasn't time to call him; it all came so sudden.

“I was settin' by her when she opened her eyes and whispered, sort of gaspin', and called me by my name. Well, you could 'a' knocked me down with a feather. From the time she started sinkin' nobody thought she'd ever get her senses back. She called me, and I leaned over her and asked her what it was she wanted, and she told me. She knew she was dyin'. She told me she'd been raised right, which I knew already without her tellin' me, and she said she'd been a Christian girl before she made her big mistake. And she told me she wanted to be buried like a Christian, from a regular church, with a sermon and flowers and music and all that. She made me promise that I'd see it was done just that way. She made me put my hand in her hand and promise her. She shut her eyes then, like she was satisfied, and in a minute or two after that she died, still holdin' on tight to my hand. There wasn't nobody else there—just me and her—and it was about a quarter past four o'clock in the mornin'.”

“Well, ma'am, I'm very sorry for that poor child. I am so,” said Judge Priest, and his tone showed he meant it; “yit still I don't understand your purpose in comin' to me, without you need money to bury her.” His hand went toward his flank, where he kept his wallet.

“Keep your hand out of your pocket, please, sir,” said the woman. “I ain't callin' on anybody for help in a money way. That's all been attended to. I telephoned the undertaker the first thing this mornin'.

“It's something else I wanted to speak with you about. Well, I didn't hardly wait to get my breakfast down before I started off to keep my word to Viola. And I've been on the constant go ever since. I've rid miles on the street cars, and I've walked afoot until the bottoms of my feet both feel like boils right this minute, tryin' to find somebody that was fitten to preach a sermon over that dead girl.

“First I made the rounds of the preachers of all the big churches. Doctor Cavendar was my first choice; from what I've heard said about him he's a mighty good man. But he ain't in town. His wife told me he'd gone off to district conference, whatever that is. So then I went to all the others, one by one. I even went 'way up on Alabama Street—to that there little mission church in the old Acme rink. The old man that runs the mission—I forget his name—he does a heap of work among poor people and down-and-out people, and I guess he might've said yes, only he's right bad off himself. He's sick in bed.”

She laughed mirthlessly.

“Oh, I went everywhere, I went to all of 'em. There was one or two acted like they was afraid I might soil their clothes if I got too close to 'em. They kept me standin' in the doors of their studies so as they could talk back to me from a safe distance. Some of the others, though, asked me inside and treated me decent. But they every last one of 'em said no.”

“Do you mean to tell me that not a single minister in this whole city is willin' to hold a service over that dead girl?” Judge Priest shrilled at her with vehement astonishment—and something else—in his voice.

“No, no, not that,” the woman made haste to explain. “There wasn't a single one of 'em but said he'd come to my house and conduct the exercises. They was all willin' enough to go to the grave too. But you see that wouldn't do. I explained to 'em, until I almost lost my voice, that it had to be a funeral in a regular church, with flowers and music and all. That poor girl got it into her mind somehow, I think, that she'd have a better chance in the next world if she went out of this one like a Christian should ought to go. I explained all that to 'em, and from explainin' I took to arguin' with 'em, and then to pleadin' and beggin'. I bemeaned myself before them preachers. I was actually ready to go down on my knees before 'em.

“Oh, I told 'em the full circumstances. I told 'em I just had to keep my promise. I'm afraid not to keep it. I've lived my own life in my own way and I guess I've got a lot of things to answer for. I ain't worryin' about that—now. But you don't dare to break a promise that's made to the dyin'. They come back and ha'nt you. I've always heard that and I know it's true.

“One after another I told those preachers just exactly how it was, but still they all said no. Every one of 'em said his board of deacons or elders or trustees, or something like that, wouldn't stand for openin' up their church for Viola. I always thought a preacher could run his church to suit himself, but from what I've heard to-day I know now he takes his orders from somebody else. So finally, when I was about to give up, I thought about you and I come here as straight as I could walk.”

“But, ma'am,” he said, “I'm not a regular church member myself. I reckin I oughter be, but I ain't. And I still fail to understand why you should think I could serve you, though I don't mind tellin' you I'd be mighty glad to ef I could.”

“I'll tell you why. I never spoke to you but once before in my life, but I made up my mind then what kind of a man you was. Maybe you don't remember it, Judge, but two years ago this comin' December that there Law and Order League fixed up to run me out of this town. They didn't succeed, but they did have me indicted by the Grand Jury, and I come up before you and pleaded guilty—they had the evidence on me all right. You fined me, you fined me the limit, and I guess if I hadn't 'a' had the money to pay the fine I'd 'a' gone to jail. But the main point with me was that you treated me like a lady.

“I know what I am good and well, but I don't like to have somebody always throwin' it up to me. I've got feelin's the same as anybody else has. You made that little deputy sheriff quit shovin' me round and you called me Mizzis Cramp to my face, right out in court. I've been Old Mallie Cramp to everybody in this town so long I'd mighty near forgot I ever had a handle on my name, until you reminded me of it. You was polite to me and decent to me, and you acted like you was sorry to see a white woman fetched up in court, even if you didn't say it right out. I ain't forgot that. I ain't ever goin' to forget it. And awhile ago, when I was all beat out and discouraged, I said to myself that if there was one man left in this town who could maybe help me to keep my promise to that dead girl, Judge William Pitman Priest was the man. That's why I'm here.”

“I'm sorry, ma'am, sorry fur you and sorry fur that dead child,” said Judge Priest slowly. “I wish I could help you. I wish I knew how to advise you. But I reckin those gentlemen were right in whut they said to you to-day. I reckin probably their elders would object to them openin' up their churches, under the circumstances. And I'm mightily afraid I ain't got any influence I could bring to bear in any quarter. Did you go to Father Minor? He's a good friend of mine; we was soldiers together in the war—him and me. Mebbe—”

“I thought of him,” said the woman hopelessly; “but you see, Judge, Viola didn't belong to his church. She was raised a Protestant, she told me so. I guess he couldn't do nothin'.” in.

“Ah-hah, I see,” said the judge, and in his perplexity he bent his head and rubbed his broad expanse of pink bald brow fretfully, as though to stimulate thought within by friction without. His left hand fell into the litter of documents upon his desk. Absently his fingers shuffled them back and forth under his eyes. He straightened himself alertly.
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