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The Mercy Seat


A masterful, searing story of injustice, love and prejudice set in Louisiana in 1943, by ‘one of the finest writers of her generation’ – Brad Watson.


 


One baking hot evening in the small town of New Iberia, a young black man sits in jail awaiting his end: at midnight, eighteen-year-old Willie Jones is to be executed for allegedly raping a white girl.


Across the state, a truck driven by a convict carries the executioner’s electric chair closer. On a nearby highway, Willie’s father struggles to reach town in time with a gravestone for his son. In his office, the prosecuting attorney examines his conscience, while at home his wife protests Willie’s innocence.


As the minutes tick by, an intricately layered portrait of a community riven by racism and violent hatred emerges, yet one that harbours decency and compassion too. Moving from voice to voice, Elizabeth Winthrop elegantly brings to stark light the story of a town, its people and its abuses in this brutally incisive, tender – and timely – novel.




Elizabeth H. Winthrop


Elizabeth H. Winthrop graduated from Harvard University in 2001 with a BA in English and American Literature and Language, and in 2004 she received her Master of Fine Arts in fiction from the University of California at Irvine. Fireworks, her first novel, was published by Sceptre in 2006, her second, December, was a Richard and Judy Book Club pick for 2009 (both published by Knopf in the US) and her third, The Why of Things, was published in 2013. Born and raised in New York City, she now resides in Gloucester, Massachusetts with her husband and daughter.
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In memory of Mark




“And the mercy seat is waiting


And I think my head is burning


And in a way I’m yearning


To be done with all this weighing of the truth


An eye for an eye


And a tooth for a tooth


And, anyway, I told the truth


And I’m not afraid to die.”


—Nick Cave, “The Mercy Seat”




PART ONE




Lane


When Lane comes out of the gas station store, the dog is waiting for him. It sits in the dusty crossroads, alert and eager, ears pricked and black tongue stiff between its panting jaws. It looks like some kind of ridgeback–pit bull mix, all sinewy muscle and worried brow, like the one he’d had as a kid until his father one day shot her in the cane fields out back, damned if he’d shelter a dog who, during domestic contests, favored the woman of the house. The dog hadn’t died right away; Lane had fixed her up as best he could and made her a bed out in the woodshed, where he’d brought her food and water and tended to her wound until she’d disappeared a few days later, likely wandered off to die. 


The dog rises nimbly from the dust and turns a circle, follows behind as Lane makes his way to the truck, which is parked in the only shade, beneath a tree. Lane stops and turns. He looks at the dog, then back at the store, a squat, white cinder block structure baking in the crossroads’ heat. The battered window shades inside are drawn against the late afternoon sun, and the chipped letters of the TEXACO logo painted on the glass repeat themselves in shadow on the ripped canvas beneath. Lane wonders if the dog is a stray or if it belongs to the people here, to the black-haired woman behind the counter who’d wordlessly taken his money, to the man now coming through the garage door, his shirtsleeves rolled up around grease-stained arms. The woman’s husband, Lane would guess; he’d seen living quarters through the door behind the counter, smelled stewing meat.


Lane clears his throat. “He y’all’s?” he calls.


The man spits as he crosses to the pump, where a car is waiting for service, shakes his head no.


Lane tosses the dog a piece of the jerky he bought with the coins Captain Seward allowed him and continues to the truck, a bright red 1941 International Harvester cornbinder. Everything about it seems to Lane round in some way: fat round wheel fenders, round hood, round taillights and headlights, as if the whole thing were surprised. And maybe it would be, if it knew what was inside the sheet-metal trailer mounted to its bed. Lane had seen them load it up back at Angola, the straight-backed wooden chair that would have looked innocuous enough but for the leather straps along the arms and the wooden rail between its two front legs. He’d been confounded by the sight; he’d expected some kind of metal contraption with wires and knobs attached. The fact that the chair looks frankly like a chair is troubling to Lane; he finds something deeply sinister in its simplicity.


He opens the truck door and climbs in behind the wheel. 


Seward is in the passenger seat, an unlit cigar between his puffy lips. He’s a big, chinless man, with a neck so thick his head seems less to sit upon than grow out of it, like a parakeet’s. 


Seward glances at Lane across the gear shift. “Thought you might have made a run for it,” he says. The cigar waggles between his lips as he speaks.


Lane looks at the empty fields around them, the intersecting gravel roads that stretch flatly away: east, west, north, south, anywhere. “Nowhere to go.”


Seward gestures at the bag of jerky. “Satisfied?”


Lane offers Seward a piece of the dried meat in reply.


The fat man pinches the cigar from his mouth and exhales as if he’s taken a drag. “Too damn hot to eat,” he says, but he takes the jerky from Lane anyway, rips a bite off with his side teeth.


It is too hot to eat, a merciless Indian summer, but when they’d stopped so Seward could stretch his bad leg Lane claimed hunger all the same, just as he claimed a need for the facilities when they passed the station before this one. Six years he’s been inside, dreamed of things like jerky, M&M’s, porcelain underneath his thighs. Now, a prison trusty, he is out, chauffeur to Seward and his chair, and he wants his jerky while he can have it. Wants to want it; its terms make this taste of freedom bittersweet. “Never too hot for jerky when all you’ve ate for years is gruel,” Lane says, though the piece he takes for himself he only plays with, twisting the hardened meat between his fingers. Finally he tosses it in the direction of the dog, who sits by the truck’s open door. “Reminds me of the one I had when I was a kid,” he says.


Seward grunts. “When you was a kid. What, you a man now?”


Lane says nothing. He’s twenty-four years old. He watches the dog eat the jerky, then, from his seat behind the wheel, makes as if to kick the creature. “Git!” he says, as the dog backs away. “Git!” He slams the truck door closed, and the captain and trusty again are under way.




Dale


Dale watches the truck disappear down the road to the south as he fills the tank of the waiting car. The truck kicks up a cloud of dust that hangs behind it in a slowly fading column. It’s been a dry spell, October, not a drop of rain in weeks. 


He lowers his eyes; vapors shimmer around his hand as the gas tank fills. The numbers on the pump dial tick slowly upward, and with a click, as he releases the handle, at twenty-five they stop. He replaces the nozzle, twists the gas cap shut. 


“Quarter,” he says, bending through the car’s open window. Three glistening faces look back at him: father, mother, and between them on the bench seat, a little girl, country folk in a borrowed or hard-earned car. An infant lies sleeping in a basket in the back. 


The driver drops two dimes and a nickel into Dale’s waiting hand, as soiled with grease as the man’s is with dirt from the field. “Reckon that’ll get us far as Houma?”


“Ought to.” Dale stands. He puts the hand with coins into his pocket and watches the car drive away, into that lingering column of dust. Then he turns, walks across the boiling lot toward the store. The dog has settled in the shade of the water oak where the truck had parked, not their dog but becoming so after two-odd weeks around. They’ve never been dog people, but Ora says she can’t help feeding him as long as he’s here, even as Dale tells her that the fact of her feeding him is why he sticks around.


The bell on the shop door clatters as he pushes inside. It’s as hot inside as out, but at least there’s a fan. Ora’s on a stool behind the counter, her black hair damp against the side of her face. She looks up from her magazine, expectant, and Dale realizes he has nothing to offer, nothing to say; he just came in to come in. He runs a hand through his hair, which is stiff with sweat and dust, leans against the cooler. “Smells good,” he says.


“Mmmm.”


Dale looks at his wife; she returns his gaze with a stony face. 


“Venison?” he asks.


She looks back at her magazine. “Pork.”


“That hog’s gone a long way.”


“Mmm.”


“You cool enough?” He offers, “I can move the fan closer.”


“I’m all right.” She doesn’t look up.


“Changed the spark plugs on the truck,” he says. “I’m hoping that’ll do the trick.”


She looks up, her face a question.


“Engine kept misfiring,” he explains.


She is uninterested, looks back at her magazine.


Dale pats his chest pocket for his cigarettes, and finds he’s left his pack in the garage. He scratches his head, staring at his wife as intently as she’s staring at her magazine, her eyes not traveling across the page. 


Finally she looks up. “What?”


“What you?” he asks. 


She closes her magazine and stands. “Meat’s about done,” she says, and she goes into the back, shuts the door behind her. 


Dale rubs his eyes. He pulls himself from the cooler and crosses to the doorway. He stands there in the glass and stares into the distance, where the highway disappears in a quivering mirage. 




Ora


In the kitchen, Ora turns the burner down and without stopping to even lift the lid and look inside the pot, she hurries to the back screen door, which used to slap shut in a familiar sound until last week Dale put felt pads in the door frame. The silence seems louder to Ora than the crack of wood on wood echoing across the field ever did; it makes her uneasy. Used to be that the Negro boy out between the rows of cotton would have looked up at the sound and seen her standing there; now, unaware of her presence, he countinues picking, and puts the cotton into a burlap sack. 


She settles on the three wooden steps that lead from the door down into the station’s backyard, where it comes edge to edge with the field. Cicadas buzz like rattlers. She wonders if Dale is still leaning against the cooler inside, staring at the place where she was as if he still might get whatever answer he’s looking for from the space she’d filled. She doesn’t let herself wonder where Tobe is. There hasn’t been a letter from Guadalcanal in weeks. She and Dale do not talk about it, as if acknowledging the fact might make its portent real. It is not lost on her how their son’s absence, after all these years, has caused the same sort of rift between them as his arrival into their lives did eighteen years ago. Then, they secretly wished for their old life back, each quietly blaming the other for its loss; now they await the mail and news of the Pacific front in anxious silence.


She glances up at a commotion of bird noise, watches a sparrow chase a hawk across the field. From the other side of the building she can hear a car whizzing past on the highway, and then a minute later she can see it, growing smaller down the road to the east. Sometimes Ora finds it strange to live at a crossroads, where almost everyone she sees is going somewhere, while her life is such that she has nowhere to go. When Tobe was younger and would sit with her behind the counter, before he was old enough to pump or be of use to Dale in the garage, they’d make up stories about the people who’d come into the store: the woman in the hat was going to New Orleans for her birthday; the family with the twin babies was moving out to California; the man with the handkerchief was a fugitive from the law. She doesn’t make up stories anymore; she only wonders. 


The boy in the field has come near to the end of the row, shirtless and sweating. He’s maybe nine or ten years old, one of many Negroes who live in tiny tenant shacks on the surrounding land, who conduct their lives as if Dale and Ora’s station did not exist. They’ve got no need for gas and they get their goods from the plantation commissary a couple of miles away. For the twenty years since Dale inherited the station from his uncle and they’d moved up from New Orleans it has been this way. At first Ora thought that surely things would change after they took the station over. She had visions of it as a kind of meeting place, a hangout for both blacks and whites, like the country store in Natchez where she grew up. But Dale didn’t share this vision, still doesn’t, and nothing’s changed at all; the “Whites Only” sign Dale’s uncle hung still hangs on the door. It’s always added to Ora’s sense of isolation here to be surrounded by a whole community and yet to be so thoroughly apart. And Tobe’s absence has made that sense of isolation even worse.


Impulsively, Ora calls to the boy, Dale be damned. He looks up at the sound of her voice and drops his hands to his sides, one hand empty, the other wrapped around the top of the sack. He waits. Ora kicks off her sandals and walks through the dirt to the edge of the field. He watches her distrustfully.


“You hungry?” she asks him.


He doesn’t answer.


“Got some pork on the stove,” she says. “Too much. Bring you a pail?”


“No ma’am.” The boy glances over his shoulder, across the field, where others are picking in the distance.


“Not hungry?” she asks.


He turns back to her and shrugs, and beneath the dark skin his shoulder blades rise like bird bones.


“How about some chocolate?” 


The boy’s eyes flicker. He doesn’t refuse.


Ora reaches into her pocket for a half-eaten box of Milk Duds. She shakes a few into her palm and looks at the boy: yes?


He sets his bag down and meets Ora at the edge of the field. She drops the candy into his waiting hand; he looks at the small brown balls with guarded interest. 


“Taste one.”


He puts one of the candies into his mouth, and as he chews his face registers surprise. “Ain’t chocolate,” he says.


“Caramel inside.”


The boy swallows. “I ain’t never had chocolate like that before.”


There is a shout from across the field; the boy looks again in that direction. Then he turns back to Ora, looking at her as if for permission, or release.


“Go on,” she says, and she waves her hand. He puts the rest of the Milk Duds into his pocket, and as she watches him hurry through the dirt clods she is sure that Dale is also watching from the doorway behind her, is sure she feels his disapproving gaze. But when she turns, the doorway is empty, and she is alone. 




Dale


Dale goes behind the counter to drop the coins from his pocket into the cash register, and though Ora always gets it right, he has to push the cash drawer in three times before it latches. Beside the register he sees the magazine that Ora has left out on the counter, a copy of Life from August, the cover a photograph of a uniformed army officer kissing a well-dressed woman on the cheek. The caption reads “A Soldier’s Farewell.” Dale blinks. He thinks of January, when the three of them piled into the Bantam and silently drove down to New Orleans, Ora trembling, Tobe resolute, Dale himself hardened against any emotion at all. He can picture the boys gathered against the curb when they got there, waiting for the bus that would take them off to training. They wore blue jeans, not uniforms. Their mothers wept. Their fathers, for the most part, looked uncomfortable. Dale had been. He gazes down at the magazine cover, the uniformed man, the stoic woman. “A Soldier’s Farewell” indeed.


The bell sounds above the door, and when Dale looks up he sees that Benny Mayes has arrived for his shift to man the pump by night. The boy is Tobe’s age, the youngest of Art Mayes’s ten, all of them brought up on land a few miles over that Art still farms at eighty. “Just lettin’ you know I’m here,” Benny says.


Dale nods in greeting, turns the magazine over cover side down. “You’re early,” he says. “Ain’t yet six o’clock.”


Benny shrugs. “Nothin’ else to do,” he says. He approaches with a paper bag, which he hands to Dale across the counter. “Ma sent these,” he says. “Figs. Got a couple of trees busting with ’em.” 


Dale takes the bag. “Thank her for me,” he says.


“She’s happy to be rid of ’em.”


“Well, happy to have ’em.” Dale sniffs. “How’s your ma doin’? Ain’t seen her lately.”


“She’s doin’ fine.”


“Pa?”


“He’s all right.”


Dale clears his throat. “That nigger working out for him?”


“Seems to be.”


“And how’s his knee?”


Benny shrugs. “Good enough. He’s driving again, anyway. Driving over to St. Martinville tonight to see them execute that boy. Said he wouldn’t miss that for the farm.”


Dale scratches his head. “Chair’ll be inside the jail, is what the paper said. Ain’t gonna be much to see.”


Benny shrugs, and for a moment, they are quiet.


“Anyway,” Benny says, finally. “I’ll be out waitin’ in the truck.”


“Right,” Dale says, and watches the boy go.




Lane


On his right hand Lane has a scar, which, when he grips certain things too long, like the handle of an ax or an oyster knife or a steering wheel, begins to burn as if the skin were being pulled apart all over again, and by the time they reach the boggy land along Bayou Teche, the scar has begun to pain him. He’d gotten it at thirteen, the first time he ever punched through a glass window, before he knew to wrap his hand in cloth, before he knew how to pick a lock. That first time it wasn’t to steal so much as take back what was rightfully his, a Remington 12-gauge that had belonged to his grandfather, and that his father had wagered in a hand of poker he lost to a fellow cane worker named Guy Davis. Lane had punched through the windowpane above the knob of the kitchen door, reached through the jagged opening in the glass, and just like that, he found himself in another man’s home: cold soup on the stove, dirty dishes piled in the sink, mud-caked boots by the door. Left open, the wound had healed poorly, a raised wormy line that reminds him always of how easy it is to break into someone’s home. 


He shakes his hand out and presses his scarred knuckle to his mouth, tasting the salt of his own sweat. He can’t see the bayou from the road, but he can smell its fustiness, a mix of mineral, marsh, and earth that reminds him of home. Sugarcane and cotton fields have given way to pecan groves, which soon give way to the stately, columned homes that cluster among the live oaks on the edge of New Iberia. Here is where they are meant to pass the night after the midnight execution in St. Martinville, twelve miles to the northeast. Seward has fallen asleep in the passenger seat; he breathes throatily, and the way his jaw occasionally snaps makes Lane wonder if the man might be eating in his dreams. It’s occurred to Lane that with the captain sleeping he could drive the chair anywhere, or run, but he doesn’t know where he’d go and as he’s already done half his time, he figures he’d be better off seeing it through than risking a punishment even worse. And now here they are, arriving with their terrible cargo.


Lane glances at the captain. Seward stirs, clears his throat, and rearranges himself in his seat, glancing at Lane as if to gauge whether his slumber has been noticed. Then he unscrews the cap of the flask he keeps in his breast pocket and drinks, and after he’s wiped his mouth, he keeps his hand cupped against his face as he peers through the windshield. 


Outside, evening sunlight glints in dust motes kicked up by passing traffic: sugarcane wagons and oil trucks, brown tanks on flatbeds. The truck’s engine murmurs steadily. “Ain’t been to New Iberia since ’37,” Seward says, finally. He drops his hand. “Year my grandbaby was born and died.”


“Year I went to jail,” Lane mutters. He thinks he might have passed through New Iberia when his father’s pa took sick, but he was a boy and it was the middle of the night and he can’t say for sure if it was New Iberia or some other sugar and oil town. He remembers his father talking about oil field trash, and he remembers a field of derricks in the moonlight, a city of spindly rods. Much of the past presents itself to Lane this way, in flashes without context. It’s as if his existence before Angola is a series of discrete and dreamlike moments, without a binding narrative: a goose caught up in hog wire, his mother weeping over a soup pot in the side yard, the tiny naked bodies of his siblings in the rain. Of Angola, there is little to remember, with every day the same.


Lane slows the truck when they come to downtown. Until now, the drive has been all swamp, prairie, and cane field, the occasional tiny town. This is the first real city Lane has seen since he was sentenced in Thibodaux six years ago. Men sit in chairs in the shade in front of a barbershop, where a pole spins slowly by the open window. People walk up and down the street, past shopwindows where suited mannequins pose, where books and clocks and pastries are on display. Outside the theater, beneath a blinking marquee, people stand in line for a matinee, fanning themselves with whatever they can find. Lane remembers driving in the prison bus from the courthouse in Thibodaux and looking out at streets like these with longing. Now, looking out the window, he’s filled with puzzlement that verges on panic. It’s the same as any downtown he’s ever seen, but he may as well have landed on the moon. Movies, restaurants, boutiques, fancy shoes: none of it seems to make sense anymore. He wonders if it ever really did.


“Take a left here.” Seward points. “Iberia Street.” 


Lane turns, stopping as Seward instructs him in front of a large white building set back from the street, a four-story cement-stucco structure at the top of a tiered set of concrete stairs, with pilasters between five slitlike window casements that rise nearly to the height of the building. The double doors and window frames are dulled aluminum, the doors imprinted with eight shining, circular disks. It’s unlike any building Lane has ever seen.


“Courthouse,” Seward says. “Nigger’s waiting in there. Cell up top. And I reckon he’s not feeling too good tonight, boy.”


Lane pauses. The sudden proximity of the convicted man to the chair that will kill him makes Lane feel peculiar. “I thought he was in St. Martinville.”


“Hah. They’d a left him in the St. Martinville jail the good townspeople would have done our job for us before we even left Angola.”


Lane looks at the building, trying to imagine the man inside, what a man might be doing when he knows he has only a few more hours to live. “What’d he do?” he asks.


Seward spits out the window. “Raped a white girl. In her own bed. Crept right in through the window and had his way with her, with her daddy in the room next door.”


Lane pauses again. “He kill her?”


“Kill her? Pah. Don’t know if he’d be safe anywhere if he’d a killed her too.” Seward pats the side of the truck, his ring clanking against the metal. “Though he may as well have,” he adds. “Killed herself soon after. Blew her brains out with her daddy’s gun the next day.”


Outside, beyond the courthouse, the sky is glowing with the eerie orange hue of burning season, though it isn’t. A nearby church bell tolls six times, and it occurs to Lane, as he listens, that the condemned man is hearing the same sound, too.




Willie


There’s a dog barking at the edge of the onion field as he and his father work the rows, pulling up the bulbs whose tops have dried. Willie’s got a sack full of them, not just white ones but purple, brown, green, even blue. His father is a few rows away, bending, standing, bending, standing. It’s sunny, not a cloud overhead, but his father is as wet as if he’d just come from the bayou, his shirt stuck fast to his skin, britches dripping, and when Willie looks down at himself, he sees that he’s wet, too; his sleeves are soaked, and droplets shimmer on his shackles. 


Willie! His father’s voice carries across the rows of onion grass. Willie! 


He looks up. His father’s holding an onion red as blood and big as a basketball, unlike anything Willie’s ever seen. His father takes his hat off and waves it at Willie, and as he’s holding it in the air an eagle swoops in from overhead and takes it from his hand. Willie lifts his own hand to shield his eyes from the sun, and as he watches the bird soar away, giant talons clutched around the hat brim, he begins to understand that he is dreaming.


He leaves his eyes closed as the dream recedes, stranding him again in grim reality. He holds on to the image of his father, of the onion field, but he can feel the hard cot beneath him, hear the water dripping from the pipe in the corner of his cell, smell the putrid sludge leaking from the base of the seatless toilet. As there was in his dream, there is the sound of a barking dog, always a barking dog. 


He opens his eyes and sees the day’s last rays falling slatted through the window bars and onto the concrete walls. He hadn’t meant to sleep. But these days sleep comes when it comes, and always it brings dreams. Sometimes his dreams are nightmares: seared flesh, scorched hair, lethal currents zinging through his body. But mostly he dreams about little things, like having a splinter underneath his thumbnail, or drawing circles in the dirt with bare toes, or the way you feel you’re going to fall when you’re running backward to catch a ball coming down against a blinding sun, little details that make sleep feel more like living than wakefulness does. Wakefulness is merely existing. Wakefulness is waiting to die, and waiting for what is happening to seem real.


None of any of it has seemed real, from the moment he first saw Grace, elbow deep in a mixing bowl with flour across her face, a perfect crescent of white just beneath her cheekbone—this image of her is one that for weeks he turned over and over in his mind as he scrubbed tins crusted with cake and bowls sticky with the sweet streaks of batter, or as he walked home from his shift, so lost in his own mind that when he got home he couldn’t remember getting there. After that moment, he found himself in a world defined by Grace, a world in which everything seemed a dream: the rush of an accidental touch in the kitchen, the conversations that they held with their eyes, the slight weight of her body above his own, the heady thrill, the terror. And then dream turned nightmare: her father’s raging face in the doorway, his own blind sprint home through the predawn streets, the deputies and lynch mob arriving shortly after, both at once, cursing and yelling and pounding on the door. Sometimes Willie wishes the mob had gotten to him first.


He rises from his cot and looks out the window. The sun is nearing the horizon, a smoldering globe, sunk low enough that the tin roofs of the clapboard houses around the parish courthouse, which all day glint in the sun, lie in shadow, though the spire of St. Peter’s still rises skyward into light. It’s the last of the sun he will ever see. The notion is so strange that it doesn’t bother Willie the way he knows it should, the same way he figures shock at first staves off the pain of a broken bone. 


After some minutes he is aware of footsteps coming down the hallway, and the sound of jingling keys. Willie breathes deeply, turns from the window, and sits down on the edge of his cot. The sun glows in his vision. The footsteps near.


Sheriff Grazer appears at his cell door, accompanied by a man in brown garb identical to Willie’s own. The man waits just behind Grazer, looking at Willie nervously as the sheriff fits the keys into the lock. In his hands the prisoner holds a bowl with a straightedge razor, scissors, brush, and soap. 


Grazer swings the cell door open and ushers the inmate inside.


“Evenin’, Willie,” the prisoner says. 


Willie nods, lifting a hand to touch his cheeks, his hair. 


Grazer brings a folding chair in from the hallway. “Burl come to clean your head, boy,” he says, arranging the chair in the middle of Willie’s small cell. 


“Sorry, Willie,” Burl says, laying the brush, soap, and scissors down on the cot. He’s small and wiry, old enough to be gray at the temples but still youthful in body. He looks at Willie regretfully, the whites of his eyes rheumy yellow. Willie nods once, a sign of reassurance or forgiveness. Burl turns to fill the bowl at the sink.


“Have a seat,” Grazer says, gesturing Willie toward the chair. Willie rises from the cot. As he sits down on the folding chair he thinks of Maud Clover’s barbershop in St. Martinville, how the white men would kick back there for hours under smocks like tents, trading tales with Maud as the barber clipped around their ears or drew his straightedge razor across their sudsy necks. On his way home as a kid some afternoons Willie would stop and talk to Little Maud outside, his eye always only half on Little Maud as, transfixed, he watched through the window the barber’s blade slide across a field of stubble, the thrilling balance of pressure as the razor’s indentation moved along the flesh, skating precisely along the line between gentle and firm.


Willie feels Burl drag a wet washcloth across his head. He blinks, returning to his cell; so often does he vanish into thought. 


“Sure is a nice evenin’,” the inmate says, behind him. “I reckon it’s getting cooler.”
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