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To Addie Mae, Carole, Cynthia, and Denise, as well as all other victims of ignorance and hate: Your blood is either in our veins or on our hands; may God save us if we can’t tell the difference.



PROLOGUE

The terror returned. Except this time the color of the flesh to be burned wasn’t black. The moonlight guided the stranger as he worked among the shadows of a forest that bore witness to his crime. Soon the night would rescind its protection, leaving him to face the sunrise alone.

He marveled at the awesome power of the past. He’d never felt this alive, which terrified him, for he knew in his heart he’d lost the desire to seek forgiveness and, with it, his capacity to forgive. If that was the price to pay for justice, he’d accept his punishment. And now, at long last, so would the man bound against the fallen tree. 

He studied the poorly drawn map of sweat, dirt, and blood intersecting the man’s tormented face, then carefully tested the strips of sheet that bound his hands and feet. He poured liquid on the twisted body and could tell from the man’s whimpering that it stung. The faded electrical tape over the man’s mouth muffled his cries but couldn’t conceal the pain in his eyes. In a different time and place that pain would have mattered—but not tonight, not ever again.

He understood that retribution made one simple demand: to travel at its own pace down the path paved by others. He wondered if he was fully prepared for the journey. Then he lit the match, and with a simple flick of his finger, the body erupted into flames. The smell of burning flesh sickened him. He wanted to scream almost as much as he needed to watch. He stepped back to get a better look at the future, and confirmed that the past was indeed powerful. It was never behind, as many wished, but rather always in front, always ahead, a haunting reminder of the relentlessness of memory. 

He observed the man stretched out on his back, muscles melting violently into bone. He listened intently to the feeble cursing that escaped the burning hole once protected by human lips. For the first time he pitied white skin. But pity wouldn’t save this man, nor would it rescue his companion, who hung lifelessly from a sagging branch just above his head.

He tried to remember the words to “America the Beautiful.” He thought back to his childhood, when the rendition sung by Ray Charles had always made him cry. “America! America! God shed His grace on thee. . . .”

The flames, brighter now, engulfed the man pleading to become a corpse. And they cast a colorful yellow-orange glow on the grotesquely swaying second man, his neck broken and eyes frozen shut in unfinished prayer. His shredded shirt glistened with blood that had, until tonight, pumped for over six decades through an unrepentant heart. “. . . and crown Thy good with brotherhood . . .”

The crackling sound of fire replaced the stranger’s recollection of the music. He closed his eyes, but the images remained: one burned, one lynched; two condemned to hell—three if he included himself.

“They kill you before you die. . . .” He now knew with absolute certainty what those words meant. His eyes burned, but he refused to shed any tears. There’d be no freedom from the burden of history and no release from the sorrow.

“. . . from sea to shining sea!”



CHAPTER 1

THE DEFECTIVELY REPAIRED air conditioner murmured and moaned, harmonizing with Professor Martin Matheson, whose soothing voice hardly needed musical accompaniment. “Andrew Reid was on leave from his second tour in Vietnam when he stopped to have a drink in a local bar with his nineteen-year-old brother.”

Dr. Matheson stuck a pushpin through the photo of a black man burned at the stake and attached it to a poster board. Some students let out audible gasps. Others turned away or diverted their eyes to the polished hardwood floor of the former dance hall where Matheson’s class had been reassigned to accommodate greater than expected enrollment. Even in this larger space, many undergraduates were forced to stand alongside the mirrored walls. Their reflections made the room appear twice as crowded.

A number of students sat on the floor. Women who’d left their previous classes five minutes early to ensure they’d sit closest to the faculty member nicknamed “Mister Knowledge” and “Doctor Fine” filled front-row seats. They watched Matheson unbutton the top of his Armani linen-and-silk-blend shirt as he gracefully walked past.

“Waitress was white. They smiled at her. She smiled back.” He retrieved an eight-by-ten photo of two grinning white men in their mid- to late twenties. He casually pinned it to a second poster board resting against an easel.

“Her husband, Robert Taylor, and her brother, Reginald Hopkins, followed the two young black men out of the bar and at gunpoint drove them to a deserted wooded area.” Matheson returned to the first poster board and uncovered a photo of another black man, a thick-knotted noose around his fractured neck. He was hanging from a tree that had once borne less precious fruit. 

The professor placed the photo next to the picture of the charred corpse, making it easier for his students to imagine the unimaginable. “They tied Reid to a log and burned him at the stake, but not until they tortured him and forced him to look at the lynched body of his younger brother.”

Brandon Hamilton, a second-year graduate student, sat in the back row. He stared at the horrific remains of two black men who, in the words of Matheson, “once shared the same earth as us and perhaps the same dreams.” His large right hand gripped the side of the desk, then slowly closed, making a powerful fist. At six feet four, carrying 235 pounds of solid muscle, he’d been the most sought-after athlete in the country. In his freshman year he set collegiate records in three sports and became captain of the football and basketball teams. As a sophomore he was giving serious consideration to turning pro until, by accident or destiny, he signed up for a class taught by Matheson. On the day he handed in his term paper to the professor, he also turned in all his uniforms and forfeited his scholarship. He vowed never again to serve a system content to exploit him as a commodity but never respect him as a man.

“In deliberations that lasted three minutes, a jury of their peers found Taylor and Hopkins not guilty.” Matheson was reaching for a stack of photocopies when the oak door creaked open and two white policemen entered. Matheson smiled as he watched Dr. Henry Watkins, assistant vice president of administrative affairs, passively follow the police. The only black man in the university’s central administration, Watkins had long ago grown accustomed to following behind quietly.

“It would’ve taken less time, but the foreman had difficulty filling out the verdict forms. I suppose some people are just naturally inept when it comes to carrying out instructions.” Matheson directed this last remark to Watkins, who was meticulously adjusting his glasses.

The first officer waited quietly near the rear entrance, seeming reluctant to interrupt class proceedings any further. The second officer chose to be more conspicuous. He paced the area with his short, stocky arms folded across his police shield. Heavy footsteps beat rhythmically against the shining parquet floor, announcing his impatience.

Matheson, ignoring the officers, picked up the stack of papers, and handed it to Regina Davis, seated in the front, center row. She’d been voted the first black homecoming queen in the university’s 168-year history. But to her the only honor that mattered was the privilege of serving as Matheson’s teaching assistant. She’d been chosen from among 112 eager applicants.

Matheson sensed her anxiety and touched her hand. She looked briefly at the policemen before dividing the large stack into smaller sections, placing a pile on each front-row desk for the students to distribute. 

The impatient police officer stared at Watkins, which seemed to provide the prodding the timid administrator needed. “Professor Matheson, will you be long?” 

“Not as long as justice takes in the great state of Mississippi,” Matheson responded politely. “But, as they say, good things come to those who wait.” The class erupted in laughter.

“Although they also say, ‘Justice delayed is justice . . .’”

“‘Denied’!” the students shouted out as they’d done many times before.

Matheson felt immensely proud of them. He’d become a teacher to make a difference, to hold up a mirror before the despised and dispossessed so they’d see just how beautiful they really were. If nothing else, he hoped he’d achieved that goal.

The students reviewed the material. Each page contained a recent photo of Taylor and Hopkins along with their home addresses, phone numbers, and other personal information.

“Remember your history. It can be painful, but it’s all we have. I’ll see you Friday. Until then . . . good hunting.” Matheson nodded at the impatient policeman, who’d finally stopped pacing.

The students gathered their books and quickly filed past the uninvited visitors. Regina, the ever-vigilant witness, returned to her seat and opened her notebook. Brandon marched toward Matheson and stood silently by his side.

Matheson focused his attention on the two officers. “Did you come for these?” He removed the photos of the black victims. “Or those?” He pointed at the photo of the smiling white men, then leaned against the podium.

The policeman dropped his arms to his sides and studied Matheson curiously. “I need to read you your rights.”

“That presumes they come from you. They don’t.” Matheson, displaying absolute conviction in his response, still delivered it with surprising congeniality.

The policeman removed a pair of handcuffs from his belt, clanking together the two sides.

Brandon approached him and stared at his name tag. The officer started to issue a command when Brandon turned toward Regina and announced, “Officer Macon, badge number three-seventeen.”

Regina recorded the information, and Brandon directed his attention to the handcuffs. “You’re not putting those on him,” he warned.

Macon slowly placed his hand on his holster and unsnapped the thin restraining strap. Matheson stepped in front of the anxious officer. “It’s all right, Brandon,” he spoke softly. “Putting two fists together is always preferable to one.”

Matheson held out his hands in a manner that suggested a challenge more than an offer to submit to arrest. He smiled disarmingly at Macon, then voluntarily extended his arms while shifting his attention to Watkins. “Don’t look so worried, Dr. Watkins; the publicity will probably drive up enrollment.” The professor winked, which obliged Watkins to smile in appreciation.

The annoyed officer placed the handcuffs on Matheson, making them fit as tightly as possible.

Matheson felt the cold steel binding his wrists and recalled the first time he’d seen his father arrested. Television cameras were supposed to ensure safety but didn’t. A deputy sheriff had unwittingly become part of recorded history by twisting the cuffs until they dug deep into his father’s skin; a vein was cut, almost severed. The blood gushed onto a camera lens, which led a moment later to a baton striking glass, then flesh, then bone. He’d been five years old and had never seen violence or felt terror or imagined his father helpless. His first impulse had been to overcome the fear and place his small body in harm’s way. Instead, he did as he’d been taught. He sang songs of protest and faith and love and watched his father bleed.

“Are you comfortable, Professor?” Macon’s partner asked, genuinely concerned.

“Oh, yes, very. But I’m a teacher, so it’s my job to make others uncomfortable. The search for truth is often unsettling. If acquiring knowledge were easy, everyone would have it.” Regina and Brandon exchanged a smile while Macon remained stoic.

Matheson moved his fists as far apart as the cuffs allowed and examined his hands in front of Watkins. “The chains are more sophisticated now,” he stated reflectively.

“So are the crimes,” volunteered the quiet officer.

“Not the crimes—the criminals,” Matheson corrected.

“You want to know why we’re taking you in?”

Matheson looked kindly at Macon’s partner, who had asked the question. “I was expecting you to arrive the first week of classes. Have you ever read Pedagogy of the Oppressed?” He didn’t wait for a response. “There’s a myth that the truth shall set you free. It won’t, but it’ll make you angry as hell. Making people angry by telling them the truth has been considered a crime in virtually every jurisdiction in this country.” He looked at Watkins. “I believe it’s called sedition.”

For all the rhetoric, Matheson’s tone remained nonconfrontational. He delivered his words dispassionately, with a style that set others at ease. 

Regina rose from her seat and joined Brandon. “If he’s not released within twenty-four hours, you’d better expect half the university outside his cell.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, young lady,” replied Macon.

“Keep this in mind, too,” interjected Brandon. “We won’t stop going after the people on Professor Matheson’s list, no matter what you do or how many of us you arrest.”

“Is that a fact?” Macon said with disdain.

“And here’s another,” Brandon said, his vehemence escalating. “If he’s harmed in any way, the next person we’re going to visit is you.”

“You threatenin’ a police officer, son?” Macon’s chest expanded until Matheson’s voice relieved the officer’s tension.

“My students don’t make threats, Officer Macon. As a general rule it’s not advantageous to give your adversary any warning.”

Macon grabbed Matheson’s elbow. “I think it’s time for you to go with us.”

Regina studied Matheson. “Do you want me to come with you?”

“Just tell my father not to worry,” Matheson said calmly. “And let the students know I don’t intend on missing any classes, so I expect everyone to complete their assignments on time.”

A group of black male students quietly entered the room and stationed themselves on either side of the door.

Macon released Matheson’s arm with a trace of apprehension. “There’s not gonna be any trouble, is there, Professor Matheson?” He’d been finally forced to use Matheson’s name and the entitlement that went with it.

Matheson leaned in close to Macon. “I’d never allow that,” he replied gently, carefully emphasizing the word “allow.”

Matheson glanced at Regina and signaled his permission for her to leave. She and Brandon walked through the parallel rows of student guards, and Watkins followed seconds later. The loyal entourage remained attentive. The policemen led Matheson out of the room, although from his demeanor the professor appeared to be the person in command.



CHAPTER 2

TODD MILLER MIGHT have been the last native-born white liberal lawyer in Mississippi, perhaps in the whole South. Certainly, he had to be the only good ol’ boy over sixty-five who wore a gray braided ponytail, although he preferred to call it silver—and call it was precisely what he did. Like the Lone Ranger summoning his white steed, Miller had been known to command his ponytail with a confident toss of his head, swinging it over his left shoulder and allowing his limp badge of honor to rest inches above his heart.

He once told a jury that his hair was an extension of his mind, and if the mind became “courageous enough to touch the heart, then true justice would be found.” By the time the judge admonished the jury to disregard that definition, Miller had already flung the thing over his shoulder and endeared himself to the twelve men and women who would decide his client’s fate.

He particularly enjoyed tossing his ponytail during opening argument, when he’d rather the jurors remember his hair than any promises he hadn’t kept. He never used the trick during his closing, when he preferred they recall his eloquence, along with the sincerity of his eyes. Those eyes had been credited with winning every close case, changing color with his passion, and intensity with his choice of shirts. Normally bluish gray, his eyes became solid blue with indignation, green with defiance—and, sometimes, humor—and on rare occasions, when he expended every ounce of energy and needed to draw from his legendary well of oratorical magic, they switched to gold. Jurors had sworn to it. A few even claimed that his eyes had actually displayed a hint of red, which Miller later declared was caused by a fire in his belly.

Actually, that fire hadn’t blazed for some time. It had gone out shortly after the Movement was extinguished—the same Movement that had been the driving force of his life, and that had almost cost him his life on more evenings than he could possibly remember. Once he’d believed that the struggle for civil rights represented a battle for the soul of humanity. He’d committed himself to the axiom that if strangers were treated with dignity, neighbors would have no reason to fear each other.

But that platitude had shattered long ago. His neighbors had grown accustomed to living in fear, even though they owned twice as many guns as locks. And the Civil Rights Movement that had once moved a nation no longer moved him. Yet there still were moments when he saw nobility in his work. At such times his words rang with a majesty that inspired the blindfolded lady to balance the tears on her scales while clearing the lump in her throat. 

Perhaps that explained why Miller was in the courtroom today instead of a retirement home. Why he was in it yesterday and would be here tomorrow, returning every morning until he found one more case, one more cause, that would make Justice weep in hope of forgiveness and, ultimately, redemption.

“Mr. Miller, do you wish to play the violin before sentencing?” asked Judge Louis “Fritz” Tanner. He gestured toward Miller’s client, Darnel Williams, who at nineteen appeared angrier than most black convicts twice his age.

Miller lightly stroked the back of his head. He located his ponytail and glanced to the side, hoping to find inspiration. Instead, he discovered the smiling face of Deputy District Attorney James Reynolds.

Reynolds had entered the practice of law sixteen years ago with aspirations of one day being appointed to the Supreme Court. Somewhere along the line he’d settled for becoming the highest-ranking black prosecutor in the district attorney’s office in a city that still flew the Confederate flag in its heart and would wave it proudly at the slightest provocation.

Handsome in a way unlikely to turn heads, and charming without being charismatic, Reynolds dedicated himself to being prepared but never overrehearsed. Jurors didn’t always like him, although they implicitly trusted him, which contributed to his 95 percent conviction rate. The primary reason for his stellar record, however, was his natural abhorrence of losing on any level.

Miller took a deep breath and looked respectfully at the judge. By the way Tanner rubbed against the bottom of his chair, Miller knew the judge’s hemorrhoids had flared up, a bad sign for any defense attorney.

“Your Honor, while I have great fondness and admiration for you, I—”

Tanner interrupted with a low groan and arched eyebrow. “No one can think more highly of me than myself, Mr. Miller, so if flattery’s your goal, it’s already been achieved if not surpassed.” The judge squirmed a moment, endeavoring to find a spot that promised no pain. “If you have similar views on behalf of your client, share them now or return your retainer.”

“My client, Darrell Williams—”

“Darnel, asshole.” Miller’s young client corrected the record and, at the same time, demonstrated his disgust for the proceedings.

Miller beamed with affection and attempted an explanation with as much sincerity as he could fake. “I have a nephew named Darrell, and in his innocence he reminds me of—”

The judge’s gavel struck once. “I’m a patient man, but it’s past lunchtime. I believe there’s a direct correlation between late lunches and long prison terms. Wanna test my theory?”

Miller placed his hand on Darnel’s shoulder and paused for greater effect. “Your Honor, I believe my client can more eloquently address the court’s concerns.” He took a ceremonial step back and gave Darnel an encouraging nod. Reynolds leaned forward to ensure an unobstructed view.

The judge folded his thick arms across his barrel chest and allowed the wide sleeves of his robe to rest gently on a stomach that benefited greatly from being covered. “Is there something you wish to state for the record before I impose sentencing?”

Darnel glared at the judge the way a mugger stares at his intended victim. “Yeah . . . Fuck you.” Darnel reclaimed his seat with a renewed sense of power. Reynolds wiped at his mouth in an attempt to conceal a smile.

Judge Tanner confronted a sheepish Miller. “Counselor, did your client seek your advice before addressing the court, or was his eloquence spontaneous?”

“I understood him to say ‘Your Honor,’ Your Honor.”

“I hope your legal acumen hasn’t diminished as quickly as your hearing.” Tanner lifted his gavel. “Three years for possession, six for distribution. Sentences to run concurrently.” The gavel came down hard. “Nice meeting you, Darrell.”

“Darnel!” the defiant defendant responded in a last-ditch effort to showcase his manhood.

“You’ll be a number by tonight.” Tanner rose as gracefully as his “condition” permitted, and was proceeding from the bench toward his chambers when he suddenly stopped. “Oh, Attorney Reynolds?”

Reynolds deferentially came to attention, looking up from his paperwork.

“I saw that smile. It’ll cost you fifty dollars. Next time I’m insulted, try to appear offended.” Tanner waddled away like a wounded duck, with no further effort to conceal the discomfort of his ailment.

The deputies escorted Darnel past his emotionally devastated mother. Miller thought about turning away from the woman before she shared the one luxury he knew the poor would always be permitted to own: a steady flow of tears. Instead, he extended his hand and felt her trembling fingers.

“There are several solid grounds for appeal.” He lied very easily when he genuinely liked someone.

She thanked him, then, overcome with grief, buried her face in her hands. He guided her head to his left shoulder, and she sobbed when he held her. In that intimate exchange he tried to remember what it had felt like back when he truly shared the agony and humiliation of the people who’d mortgaged their homes to invest their future in him. He touched the dampened spot over his heart and then said good-bye to the woman whose tears he now carried.

By the time his jacket dried, he’d already maneuvered his way through the most crowded sections of the parking lot and was intercepted by Reynolds.

“Don’t you have any white clients?” Reynolds teased.

“I prefer representing the oppressed. It provides me with unlimited business.”

The two men crossed the lot together, heading toward Miller’s car. “Twenty-five years ago, I represented Darnel’s father,” Miller confided. “He wanted a career in law enforcement, but as we know, the sheriff’s office didn’t hire blacks back then. It only arrested them.”

“Did you win the lawsuit?”

Miller nodded yes, with no sense of satisfaction. “A week after the verdict they planted drugs in his patrol car, then fired him.”

“You’re the one who keeps reminding me that justice is blind.”

“Did I remember to add deaf and dumb?” Miller reached his vehicle, an ancient British Triumph sports car with a badly torn convertible top. He pried open the driver’s door and crawled through the small rectangular crevice, narrowly missing scraping his forehead on a jagged piece of vent window. Noting a patch of ripped leather that hung loosely from the side of his bucket seat, he reattached it with transparent tape. He reached for the stubborn door and tried unsuccessfully to close it. Undaunted, he raised his head toward the sun and proclaimed, “Three more payments and it’s all mine.”

Reynolds applied maximum force against the dented metal frame. “Then you can get a new one.” In exasperation he slammed it shut.

Miller cranked down his window as far as it would go, an inch or two more than halfway. He used the partial opening to wax philosophical. “New isn’t always desirable. Take our great city, for example.” He vigorously pumped the gas pedal several times. “We spend a fortune on ballet just to be seen as international.” He tested the ignition. “Yet somewhere in Europe they’re lusting for our Delta blues.” The engine sputtered but clung to life.

“Tradition’s a glorious thing,” mused Reynolds.

“Only if you claim it as your own.” The car backfired before finally kicking into full power. Miller’s eyes gleamed with delight. He signaled thumbs-up and raced his sports car through a parking lot full of police heading for traffic court.

Reynolds hadn’t yet taken a step when, in the distance, he heard his name called by a voice so unmistakable, his initial impulse was to reach for his wallet and wait for the collection plate to arrive. Legend had it the Reverend Samuel Matheson’s whisper could calm children while frightening the wicked. But the Reverend Matheson wasn’t whispering today; he was at full throttle. He made it easy to understand why God chose the human voice as His favorite instrument.

Reynolds turned to greet his pastor.

“James . . .” The preacher’s voice remained unshakable. “I need you to render a great service.”

Reynolds felt his heart race and tried to conceal his alarm. The Reverend Samuel Matheson had become a southern institution. Every civil rights and community leader in the surrounding five states had at one time or another sought his advice or guidance. Reynolds couldn’t believe the man who had ordered Martin Luther King Jr. to “keep walking forward and don’t show any trace of fear” might actually require a mere mortal’s help.

“Of course, Reverend, anything I can do.”

Pastor Matheson closed his eyes and then, with the hand that had grown accustomed to carrying the full weight of the Scriptures, touched Reynolds on the shoulder. In a tone barely audible he asked, “Would you please find out what they’ve done to my son?”



CHAPTER 3

REYNOLDS ABRUPTLY ENTERED Melvin Vanzant’s office and discovered a meeting in progress that should have included him. “Why didn’t you tell me about Matheson?” he blurted out angrily.

Vanzant received a sympathetic sigh from his chief assistant, Woody Winslow, a lifelong bureaucrat who was eminently capable in matters of the law but perpetually handicapped by a limited vocabulary. Reynolds believed there existed no greater curse than having so many ideas and so few ways to express them; it rendered a man incomprehensible to all but himself.

“I was under the impression you worked for me, not the other way around,” said Vanzant without bothering to look at Reynolds.

“What’s he charged with?” Reynolds asked.

“Your information’s as bad as your attitude. I extended an invitation for a friendly visit, and he graciously accepted.”

“That’s not what his father said.” 

“The reverend may represent God, but neither speak for my office.” Vanzant passed a file to Lauren Sinclair, who, when she wasn’t prosecuting a case and causing hardened felons to tremble, appeared as mild as an elementary school teacher. If there’d been any justice in government, her thirty years of dedicated service would have made her Vanzant’s boss just long enough to fire him.

“Is he being charged with anything?” Reynolds looked at Sinclair for a clue.

“If arrogance was a crime he’d be facing twenty-five to life,” said Vanzant. He leaned back in his chair and looked accusingly at Reynolds. “But then, he’d have a lot of company in his cell, wouldn’t he?”

Reynolds took a breath and silently counted to five. “Why was he taken away in cuffs?”

“I’ve already asked the chief to write up a letter of reprimand to cover everyone’s ass. Last thing we need is a public relations problem with either the college or the community.” Vanzant scratched the inside of his left thigh. “If you’re so anxious to find out what’s going on, just sit down and listen. I realize it’ll be a new experience, but who knows? You may learn enough to challenge me for real one day.” Vanzant had never forgiven Reynolds for running against him in the last election. That experience intensified his paranoia about losing his job and caused him to deny career advancement opportunities to his most talented staff members.

Reynolds sat at the small round conference table and poured himself a glass of water. He’d barely tasted it when Sinclair began her report.

“Two bodies were discovered in Greenville last night. Coroner identified them this morning as Robert Taylor, tied to a tree trunk and set on fire, and Reginald Hopkins, lynched just a few feet away. Both white, late fifties, give or take.”

Reynolds surveyed the room. Its large L shape looked impressive but utilized space inefficiently and impeded communication, making it as dysfunctional as the man who occupied it. The arrangement of the windows provided minimal ventilation and admitted very little light from the outside—an apt metaphor for what was often lacking at work sessions conducted by Vanzant.

“What else do we know about them?” Reynolds asked, wondering how the answer might implicate Matheson.

Sinclair reviewed the file. “Arrested thirty years ago for allegedly burning to death a black soldier while they were lynching the man’s brother. Jury found them not guilty, despite the defendants’ bragging about the murders to a barroom full of patrons.”

“There is a God. He’s Negro and He’s definitely pissed,” said Winslow.

Reynolds decided to filter his response through a veil of sarcasm that Winslow probably would have difficulty penetrating. “Haven’t you heard the news, Woody? We don’t use the term ‘Negro’ anymore.”

Winslow removed a carrot stick from a plastic sandwich bag and took a bite. He ran eight miles each day and snacked on raw carrots, celery sticks, apples—anything loud. Reynolds theorized that Winslow’s eating habits had less to do with health and more to do with a desire to be noticed.

Sinclair handed Reynolds some paperwork from the folder, along with two photos of the victims. He’d just started reviewing the material when Vanzant reasserted control of the meeting.

“The professor’s compiled an extensive set of biographies of unpunished civil rights ‘war criminals.’ That’s his term, not mine.” Vanzant placed an unlit pipe in his mouth. Cigars were actually his oral stimulant of choice. The stench from his habit permeated every piece of furniture and contaminated the floor-to-ceiling drapes. Vanzant lit the pipe, took a long puff, and turned on a tiny fan, which tried mightily to circulate the foul air more evenly.

“Each week he selects two new names from the list and shares them with his students along with their photos, home addresses, places of employment, phone and license plate numbers, church and civic memberships, favorite restaurants, and preferred method of committing murder. The reverend’s son is very thorough. He supplies everything except the actual weapons he wants used.”

Vanzant took a break from his pipe to spray decongestant up his right nostril. “By the time the deputies interrupted his schedule, he’d already taught several classes. Needless to say, we’ve got a couple of bodies in the morgue that were alive and well until they became the subject of one of his more popular and, undoubtedly, provocative lectures.”

The information stunned Reynolds, but he didn’t show it. “The fact that he teaches a controversial class doesn’t mean he knows anything about the two murders.” Reynolds’s tautologically correct statement did little to ease his growing discomfort.

Vanzant inhaled deeply and tested his nasal passage. He pulled a second file from the pile on the table and shoved it in front of Reynolds. “If he can’t help us with the deceased, perhaps he can shed some light on the whereabouts of the living.”

Reynolds opened the new file and pulled out photos of two more white men. He laid the pictures side by side, then turned them so they faced Sinclair. “I’m afraid to ask this, but were these two gentlemen assigned as homework?”

“Required reading on the first day of class,” she answered, then pointed to the photo on her left. “That one’s Theo Crockett, accused in nineteen sixty-two of shooting Joseph Dean, a voter registration volunteer and single father of three, then dumping the body in the bayou. The bald, short guy with the pleasant smile and protruding midriff is former Deputy Sheriff Travis Mitchell, suspected of beating to death a fifteen-year-old, hacking the corpse to pieces, and concealing the remains in the marsh. They were both acquitted of all charges.”

Reynolds studied the pictures without exhibiting a visible expression, a skill that had served him well throughout his career.

Winslow filled in the relevant information. “Mitchell’s wife says he’s been missing for two weeks, which coincides with the beginning of Matheson’s course. The police haven’t been able to locate Crockett’s family.” He took another bite of his carrot.

Reynolds stared at the wall behind Vanzant. Suddenly, the room felt claustrophobic. “Was Matheson cooperative?” he asked.

“Oh, yeah,” said Vanzant. “He’s been a marvelous help, just like the good church boy he is.”

Something about the way Vanzant said “boy” pierced Reynolds and forced his eyelids to shut ever so briefly. Sinclair offered an apologetic glance, which he appreciated, but the damage was done.

It no longer mattered to Reynolds how the word “boy” was delivered—it always had the same debilitating effect. It could be disguised as a smile, a look, a pat on the back, a demand, or it could be cloaked inside a phrase that sounded like homage. Whatever its permutations, it forced Reynolds to restrain himself from reacting in a way detrimental to his continued employment.

He’d never grown accustomed to paying the black tax: the penalty, imposed on him by the color of his skin, that made it impossible to be certain of someone’s intent. If a stranger on the elevator ignored his greeting, he was forced to decide whether it was rudeness or racism. If at a meeting he made a suggestion to which no one responded, he wondered if he hadn’t been heard or if no one wanted to acknowledge his existence. If someone told him with sincere amazement that he was very bright and articulate, he considered whether to accept it as a compliment or feel insulted that his intelligence generated such astonishment.

When he had started at the DA’s office, he contended with a large number of white people who made him extremely uneasy by trying terribly hard to make him comfortable. He never realized basketball was so popular until everyone felt the need to discuss it with him. He suddenly became a connoisseur of soul food; he regularly was asked for recommendations when the staff ordered barbecue from the takeout menu. The thing that bothered him most, though, was when his advice was sought about the things that bothered him most.

He was expected to serve as official barometer for the thoughts, feelings, and behavior of all black people; to explain their hopes, aspirations, fears, achievements, shortcomings, and, most of all, what they really wanted. He was their ambassador for goodwill and good times, attending cocktail parties on their behalf and assuring white folks they were both forgiven for past indiscretions and loved for their present benevolence.

His position showcased him as the model for success; proof positive the system worked; a prime illustration of what could be achieved through hard work, fair play, and civility. He also functioned as an ongoing reminder to less fortunate blacks of their own personal inadequacies in failing to climb the ladder. After all, wasn’t this ladder readily accessible to all those of fine character and high moral upbringing? To demonstrate it, the vast powers of the state were available and conveniently at his disposal to prosecute those who jeopardized his exemplary existence.

He played the role of gatekeeper, safeguarding those in power who needed a guarantee that the enemy had been infiltrated and thereby emasculated. In truth, he was little more than a boiler valve that could be used to ease pressure and prevent an explosion. Rather than serve as a catalyst for change, his dissenting voice validated the virtue and fair-mindedness of the system that now paid his salary.

Matheson promised to be a major threat to that system, a greater danger than all the inner-city gangbangers and hard-core gangsters who passed through life’s revolving door as convict or parolee but were permanently unable to win entrance to the place where opportunity truly existed. Vanzant used the term “boy” to describe and define Matheson in an effort to minimize him. It was his method of expressing anger that someone given the keys to the kingdom had reverted to the streets, perhaps even preferred them to the carpeted suites provided to those who relinquished their rage, no matter how justified. 

Reynolds believed all this as deeply as he’d ever believed anything. Yet he knew the people who sat around the table were incapable of accurately measuring how he felt about Matheson, because they’d never truly comprehended how he felt about them. Although, to be fair, he’d devised a virtual labyrinth of escape routes and secret passageways that saved him on countless occasions from the moral obligation ever to tell them.

“Is Matheson still being detained?” Reynolds asked.

“He was escorted home more than an hour ago,” said Vanzant. “I’d hoped a casual visit might convince the professor to change the subject of his research before these folders got any thicker.” Vanzant puffed meditatively on his pipe. “You don’t agree with what he’s doing, do you?”

Reynolds knew this question was calculated to test his allegiance, not to the law but to the cause. His answer would ultimately have to prove they had no reason to doubt his loyalty, because, after all, he was one of them.

“As a matter of fact, I don’t. And—this might surprise you—I’m not even sure I like him.” So far, Reynolds’s response was satisfactory, even commendable. “He’s still got the right to speak the truth—no matter how uncomfortable it makes us.” He’d given his boss the gun but, for the moment, withheld the ammunition.

“The truth?” said Vanzant, scowling. “You wanna go tell the families of those butchered homicide victims exactly what your version of the truth is?”

“Matheson didn’t invent the list. He just compiled it.” Reynolds had found his way onto the slippery slope and couldn’t stop himself from taking the next huge leap. “You can’t blame him for wanting the same thing we’re all sworn to uphold—real justice, regardless of color or creed or . . . You know the rest.” He studied his colleagues but knew the traitorous damage had been done.

“Well, I guess that tells us whose side you’re on,” summarized Vanzant.

“That’s unfair, Melvin,” said Sinclair.

Reynolds rose to leave.

“The meeting’s not over,” pointed out Vanzant.

“I wasn’t invited, so technically I’m not here,” replied Reynolds, who’d reached the door.

“You got something better to do?” queried Vanzant.

“I’m gonna make sure Professor Matheson wasn’t detained against his will.” Reynolds left without closing the door.

Vanzant cleaned out his pipe. “Some folks would feel more at home practicing criminal defense,” he remarked.



CHAPTER 4

REYNOLDS PLAYED NO role in facilitating Matheson’s release. In the eyes of the church, that didn’t matter. A request had been made, a prayer answered, and now someone had to share credit with the Almighty. 

Reynolds decided to go to church without his family. He’d rather they not participate in a celebration he neither wanted nor fully deserved. That didn’t prevent the congregation from offering their foot-stomping, hand-clapping, heart-thumping congratulations. A Baptist church didn’t need much of an excuse to praise God, even less to bless his servants.

The church welcomed just about any opportunity to sing and dance for the Lord. But when the pastor’s son circumvented imprisonment—a miracle due partly to divine intervention and partly to a courageous black deputy DA—well, then, there was little left to do but shout hallelujah while striving your best to avoid getting slapped unconscious by the choir’s whirling robes.

As James Reynolds, the hero of the hour, sat two pews behind Professor Matheson, the organist shamelessly engaged in showcasing his talent. He received a signal from the Reverend Matheson that Jesus wasn’t going to be impressed any further, so it might be best to stop now and remain in His good grace. The choir, not to be outdone, continued their harmony a cappella, repeatedly singing the verse “I Just Wanna Praise Him . . .” The Reverend Matheson didn’t mind; in fact, he actively encouraged them with a rhythmic nodding of his head and a syncopated gesture of his left shoulder in coordination with his right leg. He even lifted his arms straight into the sanctified air—a sure sign the spirit had entered the building and planned on staying.

Professor Matheson turned and acknowledged Reynolds, but the deputy DA quickly shifted his attention to a large stained-glass window containing images of angels reaching for the sky. He studied the multicolored panes, hoping to find an escape hatch somewhere between the white clouds above and the red windowsill below.

The Reverend Matheson assumed the conductor’s responsibility and led the choir to a rousing finale, alternately shifting focus from Jesus to Reynolds and back again. The song hadn’t finished reverberating when his booming voice called the congregation to order. “There’s a special feeling in this church today!” He elicited murmurs of agreement.

“We enjoy a newfound sense of power and strength!” Hands waved and eyes closed in search of a deeper message.

“We sing because we’re happy!” He had them now.

“We sing because we’re free!” Shouts of “Yes, Lord” and “Speak the truth!” drew him to the front of the pulpit and caused him to abandon the electronic amplification.

“His eyes are on the sparrow, and I know He watches me!” Bodies were spiritually lifted from their pews. Hands came together in sustained applause. Laughter echoed throughout the sacred walls. Men and women stripped away their masks, revealing themselves to be children of God.

To Reynolds, the Reverend Matheson was living proof there was no greater theater than the church, no finer actor than the one who auditioned every Sunday before the Creator of all things. The Reverend Matheson extended his right arm toward Reynolds as if commanding the Red Sea to part and exalted his audience to rise. “I’d like to thank Brother James Reynolds.” The congregation shouted their unbridled support.

“Used to be a time when people were taken from their homes in the middle of night, brought to a jail cell never to be seen alive again. But no more!”

Reynolds wanted to disappear but couldn’t help being captivated by the younger Matheson’s curious smile.

“Now we not only have pressure on the outside, but we also have pressure from the inside. Next election, I say we eliminate that word deputy from Brother Reynolds’s title and just go ahead and make him district attorney!”

The congregation roared approval. Reynolds reluctantly rose and accepted their adulation. He sat back down and graciously smiled throughout the next half hour of praise and commendation. He listened to every other word, then every other sentence. After fifteen minutes, he filtered only bits and pieces of the pastor’s speech, just enough to nod at the appropriate places. He nodded agreement at “the importance of character,” again at “courage,” and twice more at “the power of faith.” Mercifully, the sermon ended before he sustained permanent neck damage.

At the rear of the church Reynolds continued to accept expressions of heartfelt gratitude from members of the congregation, all of whom promised to vote for him the next time. He thought he’d shaken his last hand and endured his final backslap when he felt the presence of his pastor.

The Reverend Matheson had taken off his robes but still walked with the air of royalty. “I meant what I said in there. You can count on me to support your candidacy next year. If we’d put together a better coalition the last election, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“I appreciate that, Reverend, but I didn’t deserve any special recognition today. The police just wanted to talk with Martin. He’d already been released before I got involved.”

The two men approached the entryway and stood near the huge mahogany doors lavishly decorated with religiously inspired hand-carvings.

“Forty years as an activist has taught me to take victories wherever you find them.” The pastor touched Reynolds on the shoulder in a secret pact. “If none exists, you better make up one. Just be damn sure it’s useful and will attract a lot of attention.”

Reynolds respected this man who’d never cashed in his moral authority by pimping for the camera. The Reverend Matheson fought for causes that stood no chance of being covered by the media or supported by the powers that be. He did so based solely on the principle that it was the right thing to do. His appreciation, even when it wasn’t deserved, meant a great deal.

“James, I’m grateful to you. I know you and my son may not always see eye to eye on certain matters.”

Before Reynolds could downplay any difficulties, real or perceived, the pastor motioned toward his son. “There he is now. I’m sure he’d like to thank you himself.”

“That’s not necessa—” Reynolds couldn’t avoid this gracefully. Matheson joined them just as his father found a convenient reason to leave.

“I’ll go tend to the new garden we’re planting out back. I’d planned to have a little patch of cotton for old times’ sake, but I’d forgotten how ugly a plant that was.” He placed his arm around his son’s shoulder. “Martin, I think you and James ought to share a moment of prayer—together.” The Reverend Matheson descended the church steps, leaving the two men alone.

Reynolds twiddled his jacket and tried to do something useful with his hands.

“I hope you didn’t ruin your standing in the DA’s office on my account,” said Matheson.

Reynolds squelched the urge to slap the smirk off the professor’s face. “Your father asked me to help. It was the least I could do.”

“My father does have a way of getting the most out of his congregation.”

“I hope our fine police department treated you with the respect you deserved,” replied Reynolds. “If you don’t mind my asking, what did they want from you?”

“They wanted to know about my students. If I thought any might be capable of violence. I think what they really wanted was for me to cancel the course.”

“Given the circumstances, that might not be a bad idea.” 

“Bad or good are ambiguous concepts in the secular world—not unlike villain or hero. It all depends on who pays the historians.” The two men proceeded down the steps into the sunlight.

“This thing you’re doing at the college . . .”

“By ‘thing’ I take it you mean education?” Matheson walked directly alongside Reynolds. They reached the bottom of the stairs. Reynolds searched for solid ground.

“Two men on your list are dead and two others are missing. How long are you going to keep this up?”

“Until justice rolls down like waters, and righteousness like a mighty stream.” Matheson dropped the sarcasm, but it didn’t fall too far. “I don’t normally quote Dr. King or the Scriptures, but I’ve always liked that passage. It has a refreshing ring to it.”

Reynolds felt a surge of animosity, but he kept it in check. “Your course may have contributed to murder. Doesn’t that affect you?”

“Quite deeply. A teacher never knows how much he’s inspired his students, or the positive difference he might’ve made in their lives. Changing people for the better is truly one of the more profoundly rewarding aspects of the profession.”

“Even if you’ve inspired one of your students to become a murderer?” Reynolds was looking to coax from Matheson some acknowledgment of regret, no matter how grudging.

“I don’t believe any of them are involved, but if I’m wrong, it might qualify for extra credit.”

Reynolds was contemplating Matheson’s apparent moral indifference when the professor suddenly changed his manner and tone.

“I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to sound so cavalier.” Matheson lightly touched his lower lip. “It’s been a rather disturbing week, and I guess my defense mechanisms have kicked in.” He cleared his throat. “Look, I’m sure you want to get back to your family, so thanks again for coming to my defense with your boss. If I can ever vouch for you, please let me know.”

Before any trained reflex could force Reynolds to extend his hand, Matheson walked away. He’d completed a few strides when he suddenly turned back, allowing the sun to shine directly over his shoulders. It made him look taller than his impressive six-foot-two frame.

“Oh, James?” he said with remarkable warmth and sincerity. “Do give my love to Cheryl. I’m disappointed she wasn’t here to share our celebration.” He left with a smile too charming to be spontaneous.



CHAPTER 5

A  HALF-CRAZED BLACK man stumbled to the marsh, his face made numb from the slashing attacks of wild brush and thick branches. He flayed his arms at the darkness and searched for the five-year-old boy, who could no longer distinguish the night sounds attacking his ears. The confusion caused the child to hear more than one voice. He thought about pleading with the man to let him live, but what if the thing chasing him was a ghost who wouldn’t listen to reason? The boy saw a cross, bright, dangling from the heavens. Surely this was a sign of deliverance. If he could pray before it, his life would be spared. The man’s breathing grew louder than usual. His fingers were longer and covered in more blood, appearing to have a life of their own. If only those fingers could speak, history might be revealed. Instead, they silently grabbed the child, who released a scream, ensuring innocence would be forevermore lost.

Reynolds awoke from the nightmare that had never before been so vivid. The room felt smaller and dangerous, every object a potential weapon. He sat up in the bed, wanting to know why the terrifying image invaded his thoughts again. 

His mother used to blame it on the chocolate he ate. “Shouldn’t eat candy before you go to bed,” she’d warn. He’d stopped eating sweets for a whole year. He lost the desire for chocolate long before he relinquished the vision of bloody fingers and a sparkling cross.

The clock’s red digital numbers flickered 3:15, casting a mellow glow on the small wedding picture. He needed assurance of his safety and found it in the warmth of his wife’s body. For seventeen years she’d provided him a permanent refuge, a place to escape the evil spirits that would have overtaken him by now if not for her protection.

He watched her breathe, touched her satin gown, and gently slid it down a few precious inches, exposing her shoulder then part of her breast. The sight of her bare skin used to drive him mad. Now it maintained his sanity. That was how he’d defined love: an anchor that kept you a proper distance from danger yet still provided the freedom to soar.

This anchor held him in place long enough to acquire a home, a son and daughter, a parakeet that chirped too much, a canary that sang too little, and a dog that barked at the wrong time—in other words, heaven. But the past threatened to ruin his happy world. He couldn’t be completely certain if it was his past or someone else’s. His grandfather used to say, “Once you sleep with ugly, there’s no tellin’ when or where it will show up in the genes. But you can bet your now-shared inheritance that sooner or later it will arrive and speak your name.” Whatever the cause of the nightmare, it called out to him. It would continue until he gave the response that would send it away once and for all.

Somehow he managed to leave the security of his wife’s bedside and found himself rummaging through the kitchen cabinet to locate the one bottle of bourbon he vowed never to throw away. It represented his private test, his poison elixir. He kept it out of sight but always within reach. It served to challenge his internal fortitude as well as the promise he’d made to himself. He would never become his father and find courage at the bottom of a bottle.

He unscrewed the top and poured some liquor into a paper cup. He swirled it around and searched for any residue that might cling to the side of the container, providing him with an alcohol-etched road map or sorcerer’s vision of the future. Unlike the tossing of chicken bones or the reading of palms, this ancestral potion left behind no clues. He ceased the experiment and creased the cup, returning the useless liquid to its genie’s prison. It would have to wait for the time when its power could be called upon by more accommodating, if not desperate, hands.

He walked quietly down the hallway, past two walls filled with family pictures arranged and maintained by his wife. He’d never believed in such sentimental displays, choosing instead to keep his treasures and important memories in his heart, where he’d visit without notice or fear of interruption. He cracked open the door of his daughter’s bedroom and peeked inside, finding Angela sound asleep, protected by her favorite dolls. They were relaxing on a quilt blanket, which always managed to stay in place no matter how restless her sleep. At eleven going on thirty-four, she’d break some man’s heart one day, he knew, because, as her mother constantly reminded her, she’d broken everything else.

He closed the door and took a few steps to Christopher’s room. He walked immediately to the bed and picked up the blanket that had fallen to the floor. He untwisted his son’s legs, which, as usual, had managed to become entwined in the sheets. He carefully straightened his child’s left arm, half of which appeared mangled behind the headboard, then freed the other half, buried underneath the pillow. This was accomplished without either waking up the nine-year-old or dislocating the boy’s shoulder.

He neatly placed the top sheet over his son, then followed with the blanket, which he folded back halfway. He crossed to the window and adjusted the drapes, allowing air and moonlight into the room. By the time he turned around, his son had once again knocked the blanket onto the floor. Reynolds left it there, believing some idiosyncrasies should be respected.

He’d tried to convince his wife of that notion to no avail. She also obstinately disagreed with him regarding theories of discipline; she believed in it, while he didn’t. She subscribed to the primitive adage that saying no once in a while produced healthier children. Reynolds believed in giving them everything they wanted, whenever they wanted it. He saw no reason to deny their requests. They’d have plenty of occasions to be disappointed when they were adults.

It remained one of the few things they fought about. She called him a “pushover.” He claimed she exercised control for the sake of exercising control. She felt moderation was good. He argued excess was better. She wanted to hold back. He sought to give his children what he never had: a father unafraid to say yes.

He kissed Christopher on the cheek and left wishing his son better dreams than the one that forced him to walk the corridors of his home at four A.M., chasing away ghosts. His mission took him to the back porch, where he walked past the chairs with the soft round cushions and sat on the wooden steps. There was something reassuring about resting on a surface that offered the option of moving up or down.

This was his absolutely favorite space in the house, maybe in the world. A porch epitomized the midpoint between home and everything else—the place where one step in either direction took you closer or farther away from the people you most loved. He’d made a pledge with each member of his family that no one ever violated: Never, under any circumstances, were arguments permissible on this patch of neutral territory. Conflicts could be resolved or continued inside the house or outside, near some mutually agreed-upon area of the yard. The porch, though, stayed off limits to any hostility. This part of their home they designated “the womb.” You could enter or exit with impunity. And Reynolds made an interesting discovery: Once you created a free zone devoid of disagreement, differences didn’t last very long anywhere else.

He listened to the sounds just beyond the darkness and inhaled the night air. The mingled scents of freshly mowed grass, bittersweet lilac, and vine-ripened tomatoes soothed him. He had once thought of himself as a city boy who would buy his vegetables wrapped in cellophane, from an all-night supermarket that served cappuccino and fresh croissants. Then he put his hands into the earth and gave birth to a garden. Shortly thereafter, he quit purchasing his drinks from an imported machine in exchange for watching his children compete for the right to make him hot cocoa. Well, usually hot, sometimes boiling, occasionally thick—but it always, always caused him to smile. Six heaping tablespoons of anything would do that, especially when the main ingredient was love. 

He watched the moon disappear behind a cloud just as the porch light came on. “You usually do this when the jury’s out.” Cheryl had a comforting voice, but it didn’t eliminate his need to be held. She took a seat next to him and stroked his arm. 

He smiled. “Maybe I’m waiting for you to reach a verdict on Matheson.”

“I don’t see anything wrong in what’s he doing,” she said. “I think he should teach the course. It’s the only way this place will ever heal.”

“Murder’s a strange method of curing a disease,” he said.

“It’s not his fault if some nutcase took the information and went off the deep end. It’s like blaming violence on television.”

“You blame violence on television all the time.”

“We aren’t having that discussion now, so I’m not obligated to be consistent.” She avoided his look of disbelief.

“How much do you know about him?”

“What everybody else knows. He’s handsome. Intelligent. Passionate. Successful. Did I say handsome?” she teased.

“He sent his regards.”

“Really?” she said with interest.

“Actually, it was his love.”

“How considerate.” Her voice sounded overly pleased.

“Now I know why I’ve never liked him.” He looked away from her and sulked.

She put her arm around his waist. “You don’t get along because he’s too much like you.”

“I prosecute people who break the law. He encourages folks to commit murder.”

“He couldn’t possibly want that. His father’s preached against violence his entire life.”

“His father’s not teaching the course.” He studied her for a moment, then searched for the moon.

“Can he get into trouble for what he’s doing?” she asked.

“Not as much as the people on his list.” He hoped the moon wouldn’t fade quite yet. 

She lightly placed her hand on his knee. “What are you going to do?”

“He agreed to supply us with a complete list of the names he’s going to reveal in the remainder of the course. We’ll notify the people on it along with the local authorities.”

“You don’t think he’s personally involved, do you? With the murders, I mean.”

“Not even Vanzant thinks that. But Matheson’s motivated somebody to take justice into their own hands.” He watched the moon peek through one cloud, then hide behind another.

“You called it ‘justice.’” She leaned against him and closed her eyes. “You may not be as different from Martin as you think.”



CHAPTER 6

SHERMAN BANKS HAD sat in the same spot, under the same tree, in between the same bushes, every Tuesday and Friday since hunting season began. But after experiencing a series of intuitions that made the toes on both feet tingle then curl, he’d become absolutely convinced that this night his patience would be rewarded. When he returned home this evening, he’d celebrate his sixty-third year by eating a devil’s-food birthday cake frosted with mocha icing, smoking a hand-rolled cigar with tobacco meticulously soaked in brandy and black licorice, and cooking fresh venison acquired through his unyielding belief in the power of duplicity.

He lifted his rifle with the same respect he’d give the Holy Grail filled with the blood of his Lord and Savior. He’d never been a deeply religious man, but he prayed on a few special occasions: when he gambled, or hunted, or needed money to buy a young girl’s affection during those fortunate times when his wife trusted him enough to visit overnight at her sister’s.

He peered down the long barrel of his weapon and felt his manhood stiffen. He gently maneuvered the scope against his eye socket with the precision of a surgeon. He carefully focused on the six-point buck in his crosshairs. Damn, what a beautiful animal, he thought, then decided out of respect to wait until it finished drinking from the stream.

Sherman had been baptized in that water. He caught his first trout there before he could spell fish, not that he’d necessarily won any spelling contests in the years to follow. He dropped out of school halfway through the sixth grade. That made him two years more educated than his daddy, the wisest man he’d ever known. He believed in education, just didn’t see the need for it to take place in a single classroom over such an extended period of time.

His trigger finger shook mildly, a sign that age had affected his nerves. The sweat from his forehead dripped onto the stock of the rifle, near the spot where he’d carved his son’s initials. He’d placed them there on the day the child was born, just below the date of the first deer he’d ever killed. His wife objected to the ritual, but he dismissed her with the question: “What does a woman know about the things that make a man proud?”

The deer quenched its thirst. Its head rose slowly until its face perfectly positioned itself within the center of the glass ring that would first magnify then obliterate its life. If the lens had belonged to a camera rather than a rifle scope, the shot about to be taken would preserve genuine beauty rather than destroy it. But Sherman wasn’t a photographer in search of a memory to frame. He took pride in being a hunter and needed an event to brag about.

He’d exaggerate the deer’s size and its weight and the angle of the shot. Most important, in the version he’d retell over drinks and a friendly card game, he’d swear the animal had galloped at full speed just before he cut it down, his expert marksmanship surmounting near-impossible odds. Only he and the deer would know the truth: that in an otherwise tranquil night, it had posed innocently for its own destruction.

The gunshot was louder than Sherman’s rapidly beating heart. Louder than the deer’s sickening thump or the noise of its hind legs kicking and thrashing in the dirt to no avail. Louder than the escaping flight of terrified birds. And louder than the footsteps that followed closely behind.

Sherman heard nothing as he arose from his hiding place and licked his lower lip. There’d never be a feeling greater than this: He’d killed again, taken yet another life. On a battlefield this made him a hero; out here in the wilderness, it made him a god. He stepped forward and allowed himself the satisfaction of a smile—but it quickly turned to a grimace when a strand of barbed wire sliced into his neck. Unable to breathe, he dropped his rifle and grasped furiously at the gloved hands that worked to tighten the metal noose. As his throat leaked thick blood, he struggled to catch a glimpse of the stranger but saw only the fallen deer, twitching horribly near the water’s edge.

He thought of his baptism and how he’d been afraid he might drown. He thought of his youth and how it had deserted him without warning. He thought of the birthday cake and how he’d miss the celebration; the cigar and how it would remain unlit; the deer and how he’d never taste the fruit of his labor. He thought of the Scriptures and how you must reap what you sow. And then, as he’d done on other hunts, he thought of the black boy he’d choked to death on a night not unlike this one. How, he marveled, after all these years, had that boy managed to return from the grave to avenge his murder?

Sherman fought in vain to see the face he believed he’d buried in the abyss. He’d confront his attacker if it was the last thing he did. He fell to his knees and violently threw back his head, knowing full well the action would further expose his neck. This was his only hope of discovering the truth.

He looked at the sky overhead, dark and uninviting. He observed the trees standing in line, their branches reaching out anxiously, seemingly awaiting the chance to strangle him, too. He thrust his arms upward and searched for the face that would have ended the torment and solved the mystery. He managed to clutch it between his hands and, with his final bit of strength, forced the face inches from his own, as it had been on so many drunken, haunted nights before. He recognized the black skin and thought the eyes appeared familiar: unrepentant, unforgiving, but this time, unharmed. Without the blood and terror he’d vividly remembered, it was impossible to identify this face as that of the boy he’d condemned to death.
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