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        It is like writing history with lightning.

        
          President Woodrow Wilson, admiringly, after watching the Ku Klux Klan propaganda film The Birth of a Nation
        

      

      
        Any candid observer of American racial history must acknowledge that racism is highly adaptable.

        
          Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow
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      The tunnel is long and dark, and though his feet are moving it feels like he is being pulled by some other force, and then the tunnel recedes and he is alone before the vastness of the Georgia sky. To his right in a lavender glow swirl wisps of indigo cloud that surely will dissolve once the sun rises. To his left is darkness. He feels poised there, on the edge of night and day, on the cusp of summer and fall, because the morning is so much cooler than he’d expected. The shirt he’s wearing is not sufficient, but at least it is his shirt, he remembers it from so long ago, and the reason it’s too thin is because it was summer back when he was arrested, his clothes exchanged for a prison uniform. So long ago now. He stands there, shivering, taking in how tall the sky feels, how tiny he is, and it is just so amazing to be standing here alone that tears well in his eyes.

      He walks slowly, because he does not want to limp on his first walk as a free man even though his right knee aches as it has for the last two years, since the fall at the bridge. He knows that his right shoulder carries higher than his left by a good inch or two, a result of the chain gang, swinging an ax until his very body was transformed.

      He’d forgotten how it feels to walk in the outside world without hearing his wrists and ankles jingle. It is as though sound has been removed from his body, like some prophet has cast out the demon.

      His old shirt fits loose around his slop-thinned waist but tight in the arms. He has crushed rocks and laid asphalt, he has built roads and repaired bridges, dug ditches and laid sewage pipes. He even assembled coops for poultry, not unaware of the irony that he was a prisoner building a prison for lesser creatures. He once killed a four-foot copperhead coiled beneath fallen leaves two autumns ago – or maybe it was three; time moves in a haze now – by bringing the head of his shovel upon the beast’s endless neck. He had later wondered at his own reflexes, thinking perhaps it would have been smarter to let the snake bite him, let it inject that poison into his veins so that in a few hours all this misery would pass. There had been days and nights he wished he’d done so. But now he feels differently, because those days and nights have fled and he has survived to see this breathtaking dawn.

      The pants he’s pretty sure aren’t his. They fit his torso well enough, but they’re three inches too short. They must have belonged to some other Negro prisoner, maybe someone who won’t be out for years, so Jeremiah walks with the fall air chilling his ankles.

      He hears birds calling even though the nearest tree is hundreds of yards away. He doesn’t see any birds in the sky yet, though it’s brighter now, the east a dark blue and the lavender shifting over to the cloudless west. The sun has peeked over the flat earth and Jeremiah has acquired a shadow, it is long indeed and with each step he takes, that giant shadow makes a mightier stride.

      There had been a time when he’d thought he was through with God. He learned not to ask the Lord for release, not to ask for concrete and specific things – a visit from his beloved, or at least a letter – and instead to ask for the intangible. Calmness. Patience. The ability to make it to the next tomorrow. Walking slowly now, he thanks the Lord he’d briefly given up on, the Lord who’d not given up on him, the Lord who had seemed to inflict far too much wrong upon Jeremiah, so much wrong that it seemed beyond any mistake, beyond any difficult and inscrutable lesson, beyond anything but outright malice. Was God evil? Jeremiah had wondered in those first weeks in prison. That questioning has passed. He cannot help himself from saying, “Thank you, Jesus,” saying it loud enough that someone would have heard him if he were not so alone.

      He’s walking faster now, the shock of the world’s vastness fading only a bit, the unsettling aloneness, the lack of other people attached to him at either side, and though he does not know what he’s walking toward, he knows he needs to get there, faster, his shadow keeping pace.

      He’s not even a quarter way down the wide dirt drive, the soles of his old shoes making faint impressions in the dawn-damp earth, when he turns around and gives the prison one last look. The limestone gleams white in the sharp-angled rays of the morning sun, American and Georgian flags hanging limp atop their poles. The prison is silent from out here, no buzzers or alarms or cries, no movement, indeed he’s the only thing that seems alive, until a sudden twitch draws his eyes to a formerly motionless silhouette above. One of the guards with a rifle, looking down on him.

      “Nigger, you’d best move a lot faster’n that!”

      Jeremiah cannot help but increase his pace despite the shame of it, despite knowing that he is free and that the guard no longer owns him. He feels like an escapee, though he does not know what he is escaping into.
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      Georgia State Prison sits on the outskirts of Reidsville, or perhaps in the center of Reidsville, Jeremiah isn’t sure, or maybe the problem is that Reidsville is the sort of place with no center, only outskirts, and anyhow Jeremiah had never before been outside Atlanta so he has no clue where he is.

      The warden who’d handed him his old clothes and some notarized papers along with seventy-five cents had given Jeremiah directions to the train station, but Jeremiah has already forgotten them. It was so hard to listen to minor things like turn here, straight there, bear left, when the enormity of his release hung so close. He had told the warden that he was going to the train station because his family was going to pick him up from there, which was a lie, because his mother and sister fled Georgia sometime in ’46 and there is no one here for him.

      No, not quite no one. There is his girl, and though she stopped sending him letters years ago, the memory of her touch and her laugh were about the only things that kept him going. He’s dreamed of her so many times he wonders if his imagination and longing have transfigured her in his mind, if she actually doesn’t look or sound at all like he remembers. Yet the thought of her powers him forward.

      The warden of course had not returned his watch, so he doesn’t know how long he’s been walking. Long enough to wish he’d been given a canteen.

      The newly paved road is shaded by two rows of mighty oaks. On either side lies farmland, peanuts and corn and even some cotton. He passes meager shacks, roofs leaning and windows nonexistent. He smells honeysuckle and ragweed and he’s wiped the dust from his nose with his shirtsleeve, as even a kerchief is beyond his means right now, nothing in his pocket but the seventy-five cents. He doesn’t rightly know if he’d had those seventy-five cents when he’d been arrested or if they’re some state-sanctioned allowance.

      October and the red wasps are out, hovering over flowers and darting across the road. He remembers how the wasps always seemed to get in the way this time of year, but now he doesn’t mind them, yet another aspect of life he’d almost forgotten about.

      Then he hears, faintly but distinctly, a siren.

      He walks faster, his heart announcing itself to every part of his body. Hands shaking, feet nearly tripping, fingers scratching at imaginary bugs on his cheeks and chest and neck. The sirens grow louder. Why is he scared? Those sirens couldn’t possibly be for him. It sounds like at least three different vehicles echoing across the plains. He tells himself it’s a caravan to or from the prison, but the panic won’t abate.

      The sirens fade, to the point that he’s not sure if he hears them anymore or if perhaps he’d only imagined them. Perhaps he will be hearing them in his sleep, intermittently, forever.

      He knows the prison is on the Negro side of town, so when he sees a small clapboard structure in the distance and smells biscuits, he thanks Jesus again, trusting that this is an establishment he’s allowed to enter.

      Two cars are parked in front. A sign over the door informs him not of the name of the establishment but the fact that God watches over the premises, which is either a blessing or a warning to potential thieves. Inside it appears to be part café, part grocery. Four aisles on the right are lined with goods, and to the left sit three small tables and a counter. A thin old Negro woman, sixty if she’s a day, and the first female he’s seen in months, observes him warily through thick eyeglasses, her hair pulled back in a severe bun, stacks of cigarette boxes on either side of her shiny metal register.

      He smiles and for the first time in he can’t remember, he talks to a free stranger. Not sure if his “Good morning” sounds dated in some way, if his smile or his very manner is off. How do strangers in 1950 say hello? he wonders.

      Five minutes later he has sopped up every last bit of gravy with his biscuit and has ordered a second. It is beyond delicious. And the coffee, good Lord, it’s doing such things to his heart and mind that he’d not thought possible. He is a blank slate, and every taste is imprinting itself on him like a new language, a new sense entirely.

      I am not a fully formed thing, Lord. I am clay. I am not cast into the mold I have been consigned into. I can still be anything. He prayed this repeatedly over the years, so many times, both a promise and a plea.

      He is standing to leave now, tired of the woman’s long and suspicious looks his way, as if she is waiting for him to do some wrong. As if he’s just dying to break another law. In truth, he was disappointed to realize when he paid that he’d figured the math wrong and he has but a dime left. He’d like to buy some smokes but those are beyond his reach, and how is he going to afford a ticket to Atlanta?

      The door opens and a bell chimes and in walks a Negro man, his hair white and Brylcreemed back in waves from his shiny forehead.

      “Ay there, Marcie, how you doing?”

      “Fair to middlin’. Gonna be a beautiful day, Reverend.”

      Overhearing strangers is so odd, that and the glances the reverend has cast his way, unless Jeremiah’s imagining it, which maybe he is. His instincts tell him he needs to leave. He walks toward the door, trying to give the reverend plenty of space, afraid of any accidental contact, wary of tripping others’ alarms.

      Outside it seems three hours warmer. The sun is awake now and has amassed its power. He should have asked them how much farther it was to the station, but he’d been afraid. Afraid of what? He doesn’t know.

      Then the door opens behind him and he hears the reverend’s voice.

      “Good morning!”

      Jeremiah turns. The reverend is walking toward him, a bag in one hand. He is a tall fellow and his frame bears evidence of more than just reading the Good Book. To the preacher’s left is what must be his blue Ford pickup, as it hadn’t been there earlier.

      “Good morning, Reverend,” Jeremiah replies.

      The reverend takes in the too-short pant legs, notes the hair in need of a trim. Jeremiah wears a beard as well, not because he prefers it but because his weekly trip to the prison barber for a shave is normally scheduled for a few hours from now.

      “A good day to be alive, isn’t it?” the preacher asks.

      “Yes, it is, Reverend.”

      Crows call in the trees above, blaming each other for misdeeds.

      “How long has it been for you?”

      “Five years. And one month. And six days.”

      “Ah yes, no one knows arithmetic quite like a man in prison.” The reverend pauses, perhaps trying to determine what crime Jeremiah must have committed to receive such a term.

      “Where are you headed?”

      “Atlanta. Somehow. Train, I suppose.”

      “Nearest station is in Statesboro.”

      Another town he’s never heard of. “Okay.” He points down the road. “That way?”

      “More or less. But it’s about thirty miles from the ground you’re standing on. What’s your name?”

      “Jeremiah.”

      “You know the Good Book?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Jeremiah was a prophet. He foretold God’s covenant with Israel. That they were the chosen people and would be saved.”

      “For I know the thoughts that I think toward you, saith the Lord, thoughts of peace, and not of evil.”

      The reverend smiles, reassessing him. “You do know it.”

      “Wouldn’t lie to a preacher, sir.”

      “It’s one of my favorite chapters.” Silence for a beat. “But there was an if. Just like there is in modern times, there’s always an if. The if was, God would save them if they worshipped Him and only Him, not any false gods. We sin, but there’s always forgiveness. Like a parent’s unconditional love. But with God, there is that one condition: that we worship him.”

      Jeremiah is surprised to find himself being taught a lesson after five years and one month and six days of ostensibly being taught a lesson, but this happens to be one with which he agrees.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “There was a fire this morning,” the reverend says. “White folks’ house burned down, don’t ask me how. You’re a lucky man.”

      “How’s that?” Lucky is something that Jeremiah surely hasn’t felt in a good while.

      “One of three things occurs when they release a Negro from that jail, son. One is that the prisoner has family or friends arrive to pick him up. Two is that, if his people don’t have a vehicle, the prison takes him by bus to the train station, where his people meet him. And three, if he doesn’t have any people to meet him at all, they let the prisoner walk. They give him seventy-five cents, am I right? And about an hour or two after he’s done walked away and maybe spent that money on a pack of cigarettes or some food, the local Reidsville police arrest him for vagrancy.”

      “I got out legit. I didn’t bust out.”

      “That don’t matter.”

      “I’ve got these here papers,” and Jeremiah reaches into his pocket, only to stop pulling when he sees the way the preacher is shaking his head and laughing.

      “Don’t matter, son. That’s how they do. I seen it happen too many times. That house caught fire this morning, all the police headed over to help the volunteer firemen. Which means that whoever was supposed to arrest you had greater things to deal with.”

      The preacher pauses to let this sink in.

      “I was you? I’d get down and pray to God tonight and thank Him for setting that fire, and ask that He didn’t kill anyone to do it, because if He did then you’ve got those deaths on your soul as thanks for your freedom today.”

      Jeremiah thinks about this. It seems exactly the sort of randomly violent act God would commit, to confuse and test us. He had heard that the local cops did such things, of course, and he had met many prisoners who claimed to have been released and then re-jailed in shockingly quick time, but he’d not considered that such a fate could befall him.

      “I didn’t ask Him to kill no one for me.”

      “I’m not saying He did, son. I’m just saying the dice were cast in an unusual way this morning, and you’re the beneficiary of a strange roll indeed. And it’s gonna cost me half a tank of gas to drive sixty miles round trip and two dollars to buy you a ticket to Atlanta, but that’s what I’m gonna do, because if the Lord sees fit to set a fire to keep you out of jail, the least I can do is make a small sacrifice on your behalf. Get on in.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      “Thank Him, like I said.”

      A siren interrupts their exchange. Jeremiah turns his head and the land here is so flat that he can see, far behind them, a squad car racing their way. He looks at his Good Samaritan and sees that the preacher’s air of casual wisdom has been replaced by something less secure.

      “I’ll… I’ll go my separate way,” and Jeremiah starts to leave.

      “No. You stay here.” Still, the reverend sounds nervous as he watches the road. The squad car will be upon them in seconds.

      “I don’t want to cause you no harm.”

      “Just hold tight.”

      Jeremiah’s hands are shaking. Why would they be after him again? Why do they act this way? I don’t understand this world. Not this world meaning the outside as opposed to prison, but this world meaning everything. Given all that has befallen him, he knows that some basic ability to make sense of events and rules and cause and effect is essentially broken in him. The world operates according to a perverse logic he is doomed not to fathom.

      The squad car slows down and pulls into the lot. Gravel crunches as it parks beside the pickup.

      Please, Lord, not now please not this I have tried to be faithful and good and I must find my girl and we will grow old and worship You together please please I will be Your servant I ask only for this please. 

      The preacher gives Jeremiah the briefest of looks, not even turning to face him, and he says, “I’m sorry, son.”

      “Hey there, Odell,” the officer says as he exits the car and walks up to the preacher. Whitish-yellow face, like freshly whipped butter, and the butter’s starting to melt because his skin is shiny, Jeremiah can see the glisten even though the officer’s wide-brimmed hat blocks out the morning light. His tan uniform shirt is damp in the armpits and he sounds tired.

      “Good morning, Officer,” the reverend says.

      “Who that you got with you?”

      Jeremiah looks away, avoiding eye contact. “Jeremiah Tanner, Officer, sir.”

      “Just got out, huh? What you doing with him, Odell?”

      The reverend, too, stares straight ahead. “I was just offering a ride to someone. Didn’t mean no trouble by it.”

      “Hell,” the cop says, just like a basic exhalation, as if unaware it’s not a polite word to use around a man of God. “What a morning.”

      “Those people okay?” the reverend asks.

      “What people?”

      “The fire. I can smell it on you.”

      Jeremiah can, too, the cop carrying with him a miasma of burned wood, a scent familiar from winter fireplaces but different, too, something else mixed in, bitter and sharp.

      “It was awful. Awful.”

      Please, Lord, please spare me please. 

      Seconds pass and that appears to be all the officer can speak of the matter. He stands there with one hand against the roof of the pickup, and at first Jeremiah had taken this for a proprietary mannerism (I own this pickup and the two of you both) but with each passing second it seems different.

      “Are you all right?” the reverend asks.

      Please, Lord, please do not let this man take me. 

      Jeremiah is still afraid to look directly at the officer but he’s watching from the corner of his eye and it seems like the officer takes one of his hands, the one not holding on to the truck, and drags it up his own body as if trying to make sure it’s all there, and it lingers over his heart. Then the cop falls.

      “Officer Dave?!” the reverend calls in alarm. The officer lands on his side, a wholly unnatural and strange position, one arm pinned beneath him and the other hand still gripping his chest as if trying to find a handle there, something to switch it back on. The reverend gently rolls the officer onto his back.

      More wrinkles have gathered on Officer Dave’s forehead than Jeremiah has ever seen on a white person. The cop seems to be holding his breath, his face red, his entire body clenched like the fist that can’t find a handle for his heart.

      “Officer Dave, can you speak?” The reverend is panicked and only later will Jeremiah wonder if he’s seen this sort of thing before, because surely preachers visit many a deathbed but how many times do they see the hand of God strike so clearly and violently?

      The officer lifts his head a bit off the ground, like he’s trying so hard to reply that his entire body moves even if his tongue won’t, and then his head hits the ground and he unclenches.

      “Oh Lord! Oh Lord!” The preacher is as still as the cop for a moment, and then he reaches for the white man’s wrists, checking for a pulse. “You hang on there, Officer Dave, you hang on!” From here Jeremiah can’t see the preacher’s face as he intones with the sudden clarity of his profession, “Lord Jesus, please spare this man. Please let him see his family again, Lord.”

      Jeremiah wonders if the reverend knows that the Lord has received wildly conflicting prayers from this very spot, within seconds.

      Did You do this, Lord? Did I? 

      The reverend stands, looking first at the squad car and then at Jeremiah and then back at the fallen man. “We gotta… We gotta get him to a hospital. Help me get him in!”

      Getting Officer Dave into the pickup is difficult, as they are both wary – or Jeremiah certainly is, at least – of touching a white man, especially a defenseless one. They carefully lift him from either side, almost like pallbearers, and part carry, part drag him, his shoes etching long trails in the gravel. They manage to sit him in the passenger seat, and after Jeremiah closes the door, the cop’s head leans onto the glass, looking uncomfortable and perhaps dead already, but the reverend insists he’s alive yet.

      Jeremiah picks up the man’s hat, which had fallen off, and he holds it in his lap as he hops into the back of the truck. The sun shines hot on Jeremiah’s skin as the reverend hits the gas and they speed off, leaving the squad car and grocery behind like a tiny island of civilization in the midst of God’s wilderness. The wind is too loud as they speed along and Jeremiah is left with his thoughts, his shockingly answered prayers, his profound confusion.

      Did You light a fire for me and kill innocents, Lord? Have You struck down this man as well? For what have You marked me? What is in store? 

      He stares at the cop’s hat, upside down in his hands now, sees the sweat stain and feels the dampness there, and he holds it to his nose and breathes in, taking the scent of the woodsmoke and holding it in his chest.
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      They reach a town and the reverend drives through a stop sign while honking his horn. The truck pulls into a circular drive beside a white building that back in Atlanta would have been considered small but here it’s the county hospital.

      A thin white man in a blue smock is waving his arms in the universal symbol of do not proceed which Jeremiah knows so well from his time working the rail yards but the reverend proceeds nonetheless, pulling up right in front of this outraged white man.

      “We don’t take coloreds here!”

      “I got a white man that’s sick! A policeman!”

      The white doctor or orderly looks through the window now, and though Officer Dave’s mussed and sweaty hair against the window hardly looks official, he can see the uniform shirt and the badge and now the white man realizes this is a serious matter. He looks back at the reverend, then at Jeremiah in back, as if searching for weapons or signs of blood.

      “What happened?”

      “We were talking and he just up and keeled over! Don’t know if it’s his heart or heat exhaustion from the fire or what, but he needs help!”

      The white man tells them to wait there, and they do, at least until he’s disappeared into the building.

      “Get out,” the reverend says as he opens his door. Jeremiah climbs out of the pickup, and the reverend reaches into his pocket and hands Jeremiah a five. “That’s plenty for a ticket to Atlanta.” Then another five. “And that’s insurance against the Atlanta police using your empty pockets as an excuse to get you for vagrancy.”

      “Thank you, sir. Thank you very much.”

      “You’d best get away from here now. Gonna be crawling with cops in a minute.”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll manage. Now walk down that way to the corner and you catch the bus to Statesboro. Bus don’t come soon, might want to hide someplace. I’ll do what I can for you.”

      “Thank you.”

      The preacher grabs Jeremiah’s shoulder now, holding him for a second, seeming to want a last, good hard look at this man for whom the Lord has made such a startling intervention. He says, “May the Lord bless you and keep you safe,” and Jeremiah nods, then walks away.
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      The Lord sends the bus in mere seconds. It is nearly empty and Jeremiah sits alone in the back, the wind through an open window warm in his face.

      He rides for what feels like an hour. Finally the bus passes through the ghostly beauty of live oaks dripping with Spanish moss – so foreign from Atlanta, like another world – and then past the one stoplight en route to a small train station flanked by palmetto trees. Three colored people stand outside in the colored waiting “room,” a mere platform with a roof but no walls. The white waiting room is indoors.

      As he boards the train, stepping onto the front colored car that smells like soot, he ponders the reverend’s words about his namesake prophet’s warnings. He marvels at the morning’s events, wondering if he has the strength to endure whatever the Lord might throw at him next. Why would Jeremiah, who already loves God, need to be tested like this? And if Jeremiah truly does love God, why does he always think the Lord so cruel, so manipulative, so hurtful? Is this really love, or something worse? If Jeremiah is undeserving of all the ills that befell him these last five years, is he also undeserving of being spared at the expense of Officer Dave and the white people in the burned house? How would the preacher figure that kind of arithmetic?

      Jeremiah sits by the train car’s window and feels the world pull out from beneath him, first with a weary immensity and then with more speed and power until he is near weightless, hurtling north toward the city from which he’d been exiled.
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      Officer Lucius Boggs looked at other men differently now. He had always been fairly comfortable about his own appearance, his five feet and ten inches, thin and healthy, neither the fastest nor the strongest but falling somewhere in the middle. He had thought of himself as normal, an overgrown kid who eventually realized he was a man. But since taking this job, his perspective had changed. He came to realize that he was looked at differently by those who were taller – and many men were. In those first weeks, his snug uniform shirt only advertised the fact that his frame was not rippling with muscle, that he was not as intimidating as many of the men he encountered on the streets. So he’d added to his workout routine, spending two hours at the YMCA most days, the heavy bag and the speed bag, jumping rope, lifting barbells, and then, after showering, descending a flight of stairs to the Y’s basement, which served as the precinct for the Negro officers. As a result of those months of commitment, he’d added a good fifteen pounds of muscle and had moved up a shirt size, but he still felt very much in debt to the billy club on his belt and the pistol in his holster. Whenever he met a man, he made note of the fellow’s height, he glanced at the fellow’s chest and the reach of his arms, making calculations. This felt mercenary and superficial, yet it was the sort of vital note-taking that, Sergeant McInnis had drilled into him, may well save his life, or his partner’s. Always know what you’re up against and what you’re dealing with, and how you’ll get out of it if it turns ugly, McInnis was fond of saying. And the world had a habit of turning ugly.

      So the man who was crossing the street tonight, Boggs quickly surmised, was around five six, and the way his lightweight jacket hugged his frame made him appear slight of build. The jacket was buttoned and there were several places he might have been carrying a weapon. He lit a cigarette using a silver Zippo, which meant he might have been a veteran, and thus familiar with firearms, and he used his left thumb on its wheel, which meant he was a southpaw.

      These were the sorts of things Boggs thought about now when he saw strangers.

      Boggs and his partner, Tommy Smith, were walking their beat on Jackson Street, a few blocks south of Auburn Avenue. Less than a minute after the man crossed the street, a block ahead of them, they smelled it: he wasn’t smoking tobacco.

      “Interesting,” Smith said. The man turned a corner, and before they could think of pursuing him, they saw a car turn onto Jackson, headlights off. It pulled out of their view, behind a two-story building that had once held a Pentecostal church but had been vacant for a year. For a moment they faintly heard voices, but no door opening or closing. Then the car reappeared, its headlights on this time, going back the way it had come.

      “You approach, I’ll smoke him out,” Smith whispered.

      They split up, Smith silently creeping toward the far side of the building, then hiding around the back alley corner. From the near side, Boggs stepped carefully until he’d reached the alley behind the boarded-up church. He saw a man leaning against the alley wall, an apple crate on the ground beside him.

      “Evening,” Boggs said, and he’d barely asked, “You have someplace to be?” before the man’s eyes lit up and he darted away in the opposite direction. Where Smith was waiting.

      Smith stepped into the alley and tackled the man, whose momentum carried him straight into the ground, hard. Smith had him cuffed in seconds, then stood him up, pressed him against a wall, and patted him down for weapons, finding none.

      “Whoa, hey, this is a big misunderstanding!”

      In the apple crate Boggs found mason jars of white lightning and a King James Bible.

      “Looks like you’ve been misunderstanding the law about corn liquor,” Boggs said.

      Even so many years after Prohibition, Atlanta remained strict about alcohol, granting liquor licenses only to a few establishments. Selling moonshine did not bring in the big bucks it once did, but bootleggers still found customers, ranging from pool halls and clubs that lacked licenses to individuals who preferred the strong stuff to watered-down beer.

      “Look, I’m sorry, I ain’t never even done this before,” the bootlegger insisted.

      “Sure, and it’s our amazing luck to catch you the first time,” Smith said. He removed the man’s cash-stuffed wallet from his pocket, turned him around, and pushed his shoulders down. “Sit.”

      An ID card proclaimed his name Forrester, Woodrow W., Neg. Short and a bit hefty, he seemed terrified by his plight, his sweaty forehead glistening in the beams of the officers’ flashlights. This alley, like so much of their beat, was not graced with streetlights. Boggs and Smith replaced their flashlight batteries weekly.

      “No, really! A buddy a mine usually does this, and I kept my distance, but he got sick and said he needed this stuff sold pronto or he’d be hard up. He only does this ’cause he got four kids to feed, and I got three myself.”

      “That’s a pity,” Smith said. “Those kids ain’t gonna be fed with you in jail, are they?”

      Boggs picked up a jar and swirled it around before he unscrewed the lid and took a sniff, not even needing to bring his nose close to pick up the tang. He opened the Bible, which was hollowed out from Judges to John, the hole filled with about twenty pre-rolled marijuana joints.

      “Come on, now, y’all weren’t hired to be giving other colored men such a hard time. I’m just trying to get by.”

      “You’re getting by by poisoning our community with this junk,” Boggs said.

      “Just this one time! It was a mistake, I own up. I plead guilty right here, right now. But, come on, it’s just the one time, and I can’t be going to no jail. I got me a real job, too.”

      “Doing what?” Smith asked.

      “I cook at the phone factory’s cafeteria.”

      Smith tsk-tsked. “They ain’t gonna keep no man with a criminal record.”

      “Come on, now. You can keep all of that money, too. Take the shine, or pour it all down the drain, whatever you want. Just don’t give me no record.”

      Flicking his flashlight off, Smith crouched in front of Forrester. “Number one, you do not bribe us.” He pointed at his own face. “This look white to you? Y’all may bribe the white cops to look the other way, but you don’t do that with us. Got it?”

      “Yessir.”

      The fact that he’d even tried to bribe them, Boggs thought, argued for Forrester’s honesty: if he’d been selling reefer and moonshine before, he would know the ropes, know not to make such an offer to the city’s Negro officers.

      Of course, there may have been another explanation. Perhaps this fellow was in fact a regular dealer and had learned that some Negro officers could be bribed. Boggs had never taken a cent, and he was certain Smith hadn’t, either. But from what they’d learned over their two-plus years on the force, it seemed half of the white officers took bribes, so how long would the Negro officers resist? The son of a preacher, Boggs was all too familiar with the fallibility of men, even men with power. Especially men with power.

      “Number two,” Smith said, still crouched in front of Forrester, “I’m a hardworking fisherman and I ain’t about to cut loose a catch. Only way I’d even think about doing something like that is if I knew I was about to catch a bigger fish. You follow?”

      Judging from Forrester’s furrowed brow, he did not.

      “We take you in,” Boggs translated, “unless you know someone bigger we can take.”

      “Oh, come on, now, I told you I’m new at this. I don’t know no big fish.”

      “Then I do feel sorry for you.” Smith grabbed Forrester by the collar and pulled him up. “Because it’s the minnows like you, without any information to sell, who get fried first.”

      Boggs asked, “What about that friend of yours? He know anything?”

      Forrester’s head moved about as if trying to spy some escape route, but he said nothing.

      The nearest call box to request a wagon was two blocks away. Smith pushed Forrester from behind, not too hard but enough to make a condemned man start moving to his sad destiny. They’d only taken a few steps when he blurted out, “I know when the deliveries come!”

      Boggs, who had been in front, turned around. He put a hand on Forrester’s chest to stop him. “First you’ve never done this before, and now you know when the deliveries come?”

      “Like I said, I cook at the Phelps phone factory. Clean up, too. There from before lunch to midnight, three days a week, and sometimes their deliveries ain’t food.”

      Boggs looked over the cook’s shoulder into his partner’s eyes. Smith, who always seemed more skilled at spotting lies – possibly because he himself was the more experienced liar, Boggs wondered – looked interested.

      “Go on,” Smith said.

      “Look, I keep my nose clean, you know, but a few times I been out there throwing trash away and then all of a sudden a truck come up and two fellas jump out and a couple more pop out and they be moving some crates into different cars, like, and then the truck pulls out straightaway. Barely there a minute. And I think to myself, okay, whatever it is they’re delivering is something they’re awful anxious to be rid of. But, you know, I don’t ask no questions, not being the type to get involved in no nonsense like —”

      “When does it happen?”

      “Eleven thirty. On Wednesdays.”

      In other words, in thirty minutes.
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      At half past eleven, Boggs was leaning against the brick wall of the Phelps factory, two blocks south of the tracks, an industrial corridor of Cabbagetown where trucks pulling in or out would not be viewed as suspicious. He was hidden from the street’s view by a parked truck emblazoned with a painting of a smiling white woman who held a receiver to her ear. This close up, her eyes seemed to glare at him in anger despite that smile on her face.

      Smith stood a block away, around the corner of an alley, viewing the street. Trains had been whistling all night. On the way here they’d walked through a tunnel under the train tracks, the smell of coal hanging thick in the dry air, and even at that hour they could see the glow of welders’ torches as men repaired busted tracks and train cars at the nearby rail yards. They’d skirted the haunted graveyards of Oakland Cemetery, which held legions of Confederate dead, among many others. And they’d passed through the wood-shavings-scented air of the Pencil Factory, where a young girl had been murdered decades ago, a sensational crime for which a Jewish man was later lynched. To the west loomed the dark downtown office towers and scaffoldings that rose like skeletal haunts above half-constructed new buildings.

      Staking out a suspected transfer point for reefer and shine was beyond their typical duties. They would need to bend the truth with McInnis, make like they’d simply stumbled into the delivery. Had they done things by the book, they immediately would have reported what their informant told them, then they would have gone about their typical nightly duties, hoping the Department would send some vice detectives to stake out the area. But they knew that wouldn’t happen. No white officers would have felt the need to stake out a drop in what they still referred to as “Darktown.”

      Boggs and Smith had known for a while that, if they wanted to stop the flow of drugs and moonshine into their community, they would have to do it themselves. Yet they were denied many of the powers white cops took for granted. They still could not drive squad cars or patrol outside of the Negro neighborhoods that constituted their beat. Even so, that geographic restriction left them with more than enough turf to patrol, and then some: more than a third of Atlantans were Negro, yet they were crowded into only a fifth of the land.

      And only ten Negro officers patrolled those thousands of souls.

      They still could not wear their uniforms to or from work, and therefore had to change in the basement of the Butler Street Y, their extremely insufficient, mildewed, rodent-infested home base. They still heard the white cops refer to other Negroes as “niggers.” They still felt that their hold on their jobs was very tenuous indeed. They lived with the fear the other shoe would drop, that one of the Negro officers would make some horrible mistake, or more likely some horrible mistake would be invented by the white cops and pinned on them, and then Mayor Hartsfield or his successor would have the necessary ammunition to end this odd experiment, at which point Boggs and his fellows would be back to their old jobs, as insurance salesmen and elementary school teachers, butchers and janitors.

      Boggs heard the sound of a heavy truck approaching.

      He peered over the fender of the telephone factory truck he was hiding behind and saw a green canvas-topped six-wheeler pull into the lot. It looked like an old military vehicle that had been sold at auction after the war. The passenger door read Cherokee Flooring and listed an address in Dalton, ninety miles north. The door opened and out jumped a stocky Negro, tweed newsboy cap pulled low. The engine still running.

      “Let’s go, let’s go,” someone said. Boggs heard what he thought were two sets of feet, then more, coming from various directions. The rev of an engine and now another vehicle was pulling into the lot. He crept forward until he was leaning just past the front edge of the Phelps truck. In addition to the passenger he’d spotted, two other men, both Negroes, were standing at the back of the flooring truck. The second new vehicle was a green Dodge pickup, idling at the back of the flooring truck. Two other men, both white, joined them, everyone hurriedly unloading crates from the flooring truck into the Dodge.

      Two white men. Still, Boggs had expected this. Most moonshine was made far outside city limits, in the North Georgia mountains or across state lines in the Carolinas and Tennessee. They’d been hearing rumors that moonshiners were planting marijuana as well, to make up for the fact that shine didn’t bring them what it once did. Pretty much all of those mountain folk were white, driving down from their Smoky Mountain hollers.

      Atlanta’s Negro officers were not allowed to arrest white people. They were barely even supposed to interact with white people. But Boggs and Smith were tiring of their powerlessness.

      Boggs crept until he was nearly at the back of the truck, loosening the billy club from his belt. He heard what sounded like the clinking of full glass containers. He heard someone say “let’s go” again and could hear crates landing heavily.

      Just as a man was emerging from the truck, Boggs stepped behind its rear and swung his club into the back of his skull. The man dropped.

      Boggs found himself staring into the eyes of the next part of the assembly line, a white man in a black derby hat and wrinkled gray jacket, struggling under the weight of two stacked crates, his eyes wide at the sight of a Negro in a policeman’s uniform.

      “Police! Put that down and put your hands up!”

      After a frozen second, the man tipped the crates forward. Boggs leaped back as glass exploded all around him, heavy jars landing on his feet, shards and alcohol everywhere.

      “Police! Everyone down!” Smith yelled, emerging from his hiding spot on the other end of the lot.

      Boggs saw a dirty, clay-caked boot stepping out of the rear of the flooring truck, and then the rest of the body appeared, but what Boggs’s eyes fixed upon was the shotgun and he pretty much didn’t see the rest.

      He dove down to his right, back to where he’d been hiding before. A deafening boom. Chunks of brick and mortar showered down on him and sprayed across the lot.

      The shotgun exploded again. Then three smaller-caliber shots, hopefully Smith’s gun.

      For only the second time in the line of duty, Boggs drew his sidearm, thumbing back the hammer. Back on his feet, he ran to the front of the truck, stepping around it quickly, his gun held in firing position with both hands, his feet square beneath him, trying to adopt the practiced pose as perfectly as he could in such imperfect conditions.

      He didn’t see anyone at whom to point the gun. He could see his partner sprinting toward him, running with his gun pointed as well, and then the scene before him seemed to break apart. The Dodge and the flooring truck both pulled out of the lot. Their engines sounded like they were being taxed to their limits, wheels skidding in the pool of moonshine and then gaining traction, squealing as they raced away.

      Another boom as someone fired the shotgun from the rear of the truck. Boggs ducked, heard glass breaking, wood splitting.

      He called out to see if his partner was all right but the only reply he received was the sound of Smith’s shoes tapping a sprint as he raced down the street. The two trucks were headed in opposite directions. Smith was chasing the Dodge, so Boggs ran into the street behind the flooring truck, which was already forty yards away and fast disappearing. He glanced at its tags but it was too dark.

      He imagined himself firing at the truck. He could see it like in one of the gangster pictures, Cagney firing and hitting one of the back wheels, the tire popping or maybe the wheel springing loose from its axle. Then the entire truck would lean hard to the left, and the driver would panic, try to right it, but that wouldn’t be possible at such a speed, and the entire vehicle would topple over as if in slow motion. Then the explosion, or at the very least a vast crumpling upon itself. The driver would be killed and Boggs would lose his badge for recklessly firing at a fleeing vehicle, would perhaps be indicted for manslaughter, and the city of Atlanta would have one less Negro officer. Which would be a great excuse for letting the other nine go as well.

      He holstered his unfired gun as the truck disappeared from view.

      He sprinted a block to the nearest call box. Panting, he had to repeat himself for Dispatch, describing the vehicles and explaining the directions in which they were headed. Late on a weeknight, the roads clear, catching one or the other should have been possible, even likely, but he knew this would go nowhere. He could expect no hot pursuit or roadblocks and certainly no arrests. The moonshiners might as well be in the mountains already.
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      As Boggs called it in, Smith returned from his futile chase, surveying the lot. Smashed bottles, a black Ford that had been parked there riddled with bullets, its windshield shattered, gun smoke lingering in the dry air. Lying in the center of the lot was the white man Boggs had knocked out. He was breathing and his pulse was strong, but Smith could already predict McInnis’s reaction. He cuffed the man’s pale wrists.

      Then he saw the other body.

      It was lying three feet from the phone truck Boggs had been hiding behind. A Negro, though Smith could only base this on his hands and jaw, as most of the skin atop his head had been blown off, at least on the side that was pointing up. He’d fallen mostly on his back, slightly on his left side. He wore work boots, jeans, and a tan flannel shirt flecked with dark red.

      “You shot him?” Boggs asked, returning out of breath from the call box.

      “No. Did you?”

      “I didn’t fire a round. You sure you didn’t hit him?”

      “I was over there.” Smith pointed to their right. “I fired three shots, up this way. This fella was shot from where you and I are standing now, facing that wall. Unless…”

      Smith turned around and crossed the street, Boggs following. He walked into the tunnel that cut beneath the train tracks, shined his flashlight. He saw a small puddle of what smelled like fresh tobacco juice. Then he turned around again and faced the factory, imagining a rifle in his hands, squinting to take aim.

      “Thought I heard a rifle,” he said. “They had a lookout here. When we popped up, he started firing at us. Must’ve hit his own man.” He looked at Boggs. “That’s some kind of luck, for the dead man and for us.”
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      Minutes later, the adrenaline rush was making Boggs feel like his feet weren’t quite touching the ground. He kept seeing the shotgun pointed at him. Since swearing his oath, he had been punched, kicked, hit, bit, sliced, driven into, and even kidnapped, but this was the first time a weapon had been fired at him.

      Sitting on the ground and conscious again, hands cuffed behind him, was the man Boggs had bludgeoned. The fact that Boggs had knocked out a white man was altogether too much to comprehend right then.

      Officers Dewey Edmunds and Champ Jennings, who had heard the shots from six blocks away, were the first to arrive. They took in the scene. Shards of glass and chunks of the brick wall lay scattered across the lot. Moonshine had mixed with mortar dust to form a viscous alcoholic sludge.

      Smith explained what they’d just missed.

      “Good fucking Lord, boys!” Dewey holstered his weapon and started laughing. “Should we all just hand in our badges now, or wait ’til the sergeant gets here to make it official?”

      “We’ll be all right,” Boggs insisted, his ears still ringing.

      Dewey and Champ made for an odd if affable pair. Champ, the biggest of the Negro officers, eschewed a billy club in favor of the handle of what had been his lucky ax. Raised in a small Negro community in South Georgia, he tended to see the good in people. Dewey, the shortest officer in the city but an indomitable former boxer, believed that anything a civilian said was most likely a lie.

      Dewey whistled and shook his head at all the exploded glass. “I’m getting drunk just smelling this shit. Don’t nobody light no cigarettes ’round here, got it?”

      Champ had actually been reaching for one, and he tried to surreptitiously slide it back into his pocket. He hoped they hadn’t noticed.

      Dewey shook his head at four abandoned crates, two that had been left on the ground and two that had apparently fallen out of one of the fleeing trucks. “No wonder my phone bill’s so expensive,” he said. “They be charging me to cover their costs on running this shit.”

      “You think the phone company’s really running shine, or the runners just use this spot?” Champ asked. His family hadn’t moved to Atlanta until he was twelve, and he spoke with a thick country accent that endeared him to the few people who weren’t terrified by his size.

      “I don’t know. Call an operator and see if she sounds drunk.”

      “Nah, white lady operators don’t touch this stuff.”

      “Boy, what are you talking about? You think white ladies don’t drink? You think their shit don’t smell?”

      Champ folded his arms. “What I mean is, all this here is for Negroes and you know it.”

      “Damn right,” Smith said.
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      “Your turn,” Sergeant McInnis said to Boggs, after speaking to Smith for a few moments on the other end of the lot. Boggs didn’t care for the approach, dividing them to hear their separate answers and see if they were congruent. That was how they spoke to subjects.

      The words kind or friendly did not spring to mind when thinking of their white sergeant. McInnis had seemed extremely uncomfortable in their presence back when they started, and they’d wondered how long it would be until he quit, outraged at having been appointed the colored officers’ keeper. Yet McInnis had won Boggs’s respect over the last two years. He had stuck up for his Negro charges during a few disputes with white officers, and he seemed to be taking to his role and the outsider status it lent him within the Department. Perhaps he’d simply learned to accept an untenable situation, because by now it was clear his superiors would not be transferring him elsewhere, and he was stuck as the lone white cop at the Butler Street precinct.

      “You fired no shots?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Give me your sidearm.”

      Boggs obeyed. McInnis checked the chamber, smelled the barrel, felt its coolness. The lack of trust stung. McInnis handed his weapon back.

      “Where did you catch the dealer?”

      “Jackson Street, behind that old holiness church.”

      “Which means you passed two call boxes on the way here.” McInnis had very dark hair and equally dark, thin eyebrows. He was squinting despite the fact that it was hardly bright out, as if he had a migraine.

      “I’m sorry, sir. We were rushing, to get here in time.”

      “You nearly rushed into your grave. Arresting a dealer in an alley is one thing, but you show up at a drop and you can expect to be outgunned. I’m not surprised Smith came out guns blazing, but I thought you were smarter.”

      “Yes —”

      “Vice will be here in five minutes and for all I know we just scotched a sting they’ve been working on. Hell, the man you knocked out could be an informant. And the dead man – Smith, you’d best hope he was shot with a different-caliber weapon than you’re carrying.”

      “Sergeant,” Smith said, “there is no way I shot that man.”

      “Maybe I believe you, but how do you think the cops in Homicide are going to feel?” He switched his gaze between them. “Not only did Smith kill a man, but Boggs knocked out a white man.”

      From there McInnis found plenty of other issues to vent about, everything from Smith now needing to fill out a Weapon Discharge Report to dealing with the imminent arrival of an Atlanta Daily Times reporter; the city’s only Negro daily was always hungry for examples of its colored heroes in action. His voice rising, he ended with, “Not to mention the fact that we’re in a white goddamn neighborhood.”

      Yes and no, Boggs thought. The factory was a few blocks beyond their official beat, but the color line was blurring here; postwar crowding was pushing Negroes into areas formerly considered whites-only. Boggs and the others weren’t given new maps to reflect changing demographics; they’d merely been given cryptic advice from McInnis about “staying in your area.”

      Boggs glanced at the arrested white man, whose head hung low, as if asleep. Would the white cops confront Boggs for having hit a white man, even one who was committing a crime? It was absurd to think it, which probably meant it was so.

      “Are they going to question Mr. Phelps?” Smith asked. Champ and Dewey stood by the abandoned crates, inventorying the jars of moonshine and bales of dried marijuana buried beneath larger bales of pine straw.

      “Who?” McInnis asked.

      Boggs motioned to the sign ten feet away from them, “Phelps Telephone, Connecting You To The Future!”

      “The owner,” Boggs said. “Maybe he knows something about it.”

      “No, I do not think the detectives are going to accuse one of the richest men in Atlanta of selling moonshine and marijuana. Though I do expect they’ll let him know his wall got shot up and his lot’s been turned into a crime scene.”

      “Rich folks don’t break laws?” Smith asked.

      McInnis folded his arms. “I’m not saying it would shock me if a fellow like that was in on it. But he wouldn’t be stupid enough to use his legitimate business as the staging area. And the larger point is, it’s not ours to worry about.”

      Smith had read the tags of the fleeing Dodge, but odds were it was a stolen car, or at least stolen tags. He motioned to the man they’d arrested. “Can we question him now?”

      “No. You cannot. Detectives will do that.”

      Smith opened his mouth to say something, then closed it. Then opened it again. “Sergeant, just a few questions. Please. He’s right there.”

      “As you very well know, that is not your job, Officer Smith.” He pointed at the two squad cars pulling up, lights flashing and sirens blaring, white cops inside. “It’s theirs.”
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      The first time Denny Rakestraw had seen Terminal Station, he’d thought it was a castle.

      His German-born mother had been fond of reading him folktales and adventures of warring dukes and counts, Visigoths and Romans. Perhaps his predilection for violence had started with his first wooden knight’s sword, with which he had accidentally broken his mother’s favorite rocking chair, whose right arm had not been able to withstand one of his mighty swings. He’d been four or five, yet his parents had held on to that one-armed rocking chair for years, as if to commemorate their son’s destructive ways.

      He still recalled his first trip to the train station, tagging along with his parents to pick up some visiting aunt or uncle or great-someone. Definitely castlelike, with its two turretlike spires surveying the city from some seven flights up, its wide expanse covering a full city block, and the black smoke emanating behind it as if witches’ cauldrons were boiling or perhaps peasants were burning their belongings to hinder the advance of rampaging marauders. Rake’s eyes had been wide with excitement. His parents had expected the lad to be thrilled at the sight of so many trains, but when they took him inside and he saw no knights, no dragons, not a single mace or coat of arms, he’d been crushed. His parents had misconstrued his tears as panic at the crowd: people everywhere, Georgians from outside the city taking the day train in for an afternoon of shopping at Rich’s, Northerners on layover enjoying lunch before boarding the train to Florida, resplendently dressed matrons holding the suited arms of important Washington husbands as they prepared for the bacchanalias of New Orleans, and, even then, bedraggled Negro families making their way to the fabled colored-friendly jobs in places like Chicago, Milwaukee, New York. All this sundry humanity, but no knights.

      Rake still thought of this sometimes when he drove past Terminal Station, especially after dark. It no longer loomed above downtown the way it once had, as the skyscrapers had caught up, but it still felt magical, a portal to other worlds.

      His squad car’s lights were flashing as he pulled directly in front of the station, gliding past the line of taxicabs and ignoring the complaints of taxi drivers upset that he’d claimed the best spot. His partner, Parker Hillis, radioed to Dispatch that they had arrived.

      Half past eight in the evening. A few hours after one of the frequent, spectacularly beautiful fall afternoons that made Rake certain God was a Southerner. They hurried out of their squad car but didn’t run, ever mindful of looking in control, never panicked.

      Inside, the marble-floored lobby was crowded enough to make a four-year-old cry. The announcer was noting that the 9:10 to Chattanooga was en route and due to appear on platform six as Rake and Parker dodged hurrying passengers who did not seem as concerned about bumping into police officers as they should have, because they had trains to catch, appointments to make, vacations to commence, trysts to consummate, children to give large teddy bears to as apologies for their absence. No one had time to make eye contact.

      “I’ll deal with the Negroes,” Rake told Parker as they moved against the current, toward the double doors beneath the sign Waiting Room. “You focus on the white folks.”

      The brightly lit waiting room contained two dozen rows of worn but well-maintained wooden pews. Luggage sat in piles, kids slept on parents’ shoulders, and the commotion was at the far end of the room.

      “Thank God you’re here!” A man in a green Terminal Station uniform and cap intercepted the officers. “I was just about ready to take the law into my own hands.”

      “That’s never a good idea, sir.”

      “Well, I don’t mean me personally. But I been working here ten years and I never seen a nigger with the gumption to pull this kind of —”

      “Excuse me, sir,” Rake cut him off not because he saw the Negroes but because he saw the crowd that was blocking his view of the Negroes. Most of them had their backs to Rake, but a few stood profile and were talking to each other, some shaking their heads, most of them looking very angry indeed. As he often did, he was walking into trouble.

      “Police! Back away, please!” Rake didn’t want to sound so loud as to alarm anyone but he needed to raise his voice to be heard. The crowd parted for the two officers and as Rake walked forward he saw a Negro man sitting in one of the wooden chairs that lined the perimeter of the room. So at least he hadn’t been quite brazen enough to sit in one of the pews, where he would have been harder to remove. Yet it was plenty brazen. He sat there motionless, shoulders slightly slumped, almost as if he had thought no one would notice him, though he could not have been more visible here if he’d been in a spotlight, or on fire.

      He wore a brown tweed jacket and blue trousers, with a light-yellow shirt and green tie. His porkpie hat lent him the air of some of those jazz musicians Rake had seen pictures of, the ones who didn’t want to look like formal bandleaders so much as idiosyncratic professors of some new and yet-to-be-explained subject. Beside him was who Rake assumed to be his wife, with straightened hair and a bright red coat that would have been attention-getting even if her skin hadn’t been drawing all the attention she needed.

      On her lap sat a wide-eyed Negro boy who looked too old to be sitting like that but too young to be hearing what he was hearing.

      The Negro saw Rake coming, then looked straight ahead again as if he could will this away. Parker held up his hands and told the gathered crowd to go sit down. Everyone in the room was watching.

      Rake stood directly in front of the Negro. “Sir, the colored waiting room is on the other side of the building.”

      “I know where it is.” A Northern accent, of course. His voice was shaking and it sounded almost like his teeth were gritted, but not quite. Rake had been a cop for two and a half years and he was well accustomed to speaking with people who were under stress. He had conversed with people who used voices they had never before employed, had consoled women who screamed in registers they’d never wanted to reach. People sounded all kinds of weird when talking to cops.

      “Sir,” and the sir was deliberate, and perhaps enough to further anger some of the witnesses if they could overhear, which Rake hoped they couldn’t if Parker was doing his job, “this waiting room is for whites only. You need to go to the colored waiting room.”

      “We went there when our train was delayed. But it is filthy, as I told the station attendant.” Hell, maybe he was a professor, his diction was so formal. “So we moved here.”

      This close and Rake could see that the Negro also wore a black cardigan sweater beneath his jacket, a Northerner dressed far too warmly for a Southern autumn. That was hardly the only reason, Rake suspected, that sweat streaked the man’s cheeks.

      Rake looked at the wife, who turned her eyes away, either respecting Southern decorum or just scared. More like terrified. The two were a bit portly, dark-skinned, and the lad on her lap was wearing short pants that showed off calves that hadn’t yet lost their baby fat. The kid was amazingly still. She had been holding him with both arms, but now one of her hands reached over and touched her husband’s elbow.

      “Jonathan, please.”

      Rake waited a beat, hoping the wife’s voice would do what the cop’s couldn’t. But still the Negro stared straight ahead.

      “Get the damned niggers out of there!” someone shouted. Rake felt his body tense. He’d thought Parker was disarming that side of things, but apparently some of the angriest ones hadn’t been able to resist tossing a verbal grenade. More would come soon, or worse. Rake glanced briefly at the crowd, could see Parker talking to a trio of men in work clothes, local boys perhaps awaiting the next train to Norcross or Marietta, men who were about ready to see that justice was served if these cops weren’t up to it.

      “Sir,” Rake said, harder than before. “You cannot stay here.”

      “There was trash on the floor of the restroom,” the Negro said. “And it smelled of vomit. My little boy was in there with me. No one should have to put up with that.”

      Rake hated this. Everything about it. The faces staring at him from all sides now, the hostility he could taste in the air like fires lit from fallen leaves. Hated the confines he had to impose on this man.

      But also: hated the Negro’s superior tone, the Northern sense of horror at seeing what goes on down here in Dixie, the distaste for this foreign land and its customs.

      “Sir, I can talk to the station manager about cleaning the colored section. But you need to head over there right now.”

      “My family and I have as much right to wait here as any of these people do.”

      “Not in the state of Georgia, you don’t.” Rake stood a bit to the man’s side, but still the man stared straight ahead. “What’s your name, sir?”

      “Jonathan O’Higgins.”

      The fact that this Negro had an Irish surname only seemed to add to the absurdity, the mixed-up madness of life in America, Atlanta, Rake’s beat.

      “Mr. O’Higgins, where are you from?”

      “Philadelphia. We’re en route to New Orleans for a speaking engagement. I’m a scientist. That may shock you. But I’m a human being and I won’t be held in that chattel pen of a waiting room.”

      Rake saw the wife’s fingers tighten around her husband’s elbow.

      O’Higgins was taking it too far. Rake didn’t like this situation either, but that didn’t give the Negro the right to take a condescending tone.

      “That doesn’t shock me at all, sir. But someone with such impressive credentials should realize that there are penalties for breaking the law.”

      Someone from the crowd called out that it was time for “you cops to haul that nigger to jail.”

      “It’s my job to enforce the laws of the city of Atlanta. And our laws are different from the ones you’re used to up in Philadelphia. I don’t expect you to like them. But they’re the law, and I do expect you to obey them. If you do not, you’ll spend the night in something that looks a lot more like a chattel pen than that waiting room does.”

      “Jonathan,” the man’s wife said. “Enough.”

      Rake counted to five in his head. He hated that the Negro was putting him in this position. You are so lucky that I am the white cop who took this call. His first partner, Dunlow, would have knocked the Negro unconscious by now. So would dozens of other cops.

      “It will give me no pleasure to arrest you, but if you don’t comply with my orders, that’s what I’ll do. You will spend the night in jail, possibly longer. I don’t know what will happen to your family.”

      At that, the kid started crying. He was about the same age as Denny Jr. and it was amazing how similar crying can be. Rake felt an inner hand clench something in his chest. He saw the wife tugging on her husband’s arm even as she looked at her son and shushed him, and with that O’Higgins said, quietly, and to his wife but not to this white cop, “Let’s go.”

      Rake backed up as the family stood, the boy still in his mother’s arms, head buried in the crook of her neck. O’Higgins picked up his two large suitcases. Rake heard “about time” and other grumbling, and he walked a few steps behind them, partly to ensure that they would follow through and partly to discourage onlookers from throwing anything.

      He followed them halfway through the lobby, where a white-haired Negro janitor mopped a recent spill.

      “Night in jail would teach him a lesson,” admonished the station agent, who Rake hadn’t realized was trailing him.

      “While we’re telling each other how to do their jobs, how ’bout you make sure the colored bathroom gets cleaned?”

      The station agent scowled. “The colored bathroom? First, I gotta go clean the seats they were sitting on before white people sit there.”
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      “Is it just me, or is stuff like this happening more often?” Parker asked as they returned to their squad car.

      “I haven’t kept track,” Rake said. He had noticed the same thing, in fact, but he was loath to engage in conversations like this. His first partner had been a violent bigot. Parker, in contrast, was someone he’d known all his life; they’d grown up together, and, after the war (where Rake served as an advance scout in France and then Germany), both had joined the force in ’48. They’d been partnered two years now, and Rake trusted him. Still, such conversations always made him uncomfortable.

      He would have felt far worse had he known what his brother-in-law, Dale, was doing at that exact moment.
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