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ONE

Four times I’ve been betrayed - twice by women, once by a better friend than any man might wish for, and lastly by a nation. And perhaps, truth be known, I betrayed myself. So that makes five.

But despite everything, all that happened back then, and all that is happening now, it was still a magic time.

A magic time.

I can recall it with a clarity and simplicity that surprises even myself. The names, the faces, the sounds, the smells.

All of them.

It seems almost unnatural to recall things with such a sharp level of perception, but then that is perhaps attributable to the present circumstances.

Present a man with the end of his life, place him somewhere such as Death Row, and perhaps God blesses him with some small mercy.

The mercy of remembrance.

As if the Almighty says:

Here, son, you done got yourself in one hell of a mess right now . . .

You ain’t stayin’ long, an’ that’d be the truth . . .

You take a good look over all that’s been an’ gone, and you try an’ figure out for yourself how you got yourself arrived where you are now . . .

You take that time now, son, you take that time and make some sense of it before you have to answer up to me . . .

Maybe.

Maybe not.

I have never believed myself to be anything other than a soul. A man is not an animal, not a physical thing, and where I go now I don’t know.

Perhaps it is the last vestige of mercy afforded me, but I am not afraid.

No, I am not afraid.

The people here, the people around me, they seem more afraid than I. Almost as if they know what they are doing, this lawful and sanctioned killing of men, and know also that they are doing wrong, and they fear the consequences: not for me, but for themselves.

If they could perhaps convince themselves there is no God, or no hereafter, then they would be safe.

But they know there is a God.

They know there is something beyond.

There is a spirit to this place. The spirit of the dead. Men here will tell you that once you’ve killed a man, once you’ve seen the light fade from his eyes, he will always walk with you. Your shadow. Perhaps he will never speak again, never move close to feel the warmth from your skin, but he is there. And those men walk the same gantries as us, they eat the same food, they watch the lights go down and dream the same fractured dreams.

And then there are the sounds. Metal against metal, bolts sliding home, keys turning in locks . . . all reminders of the inevitability of eternity. Once you come down here you never come out. The corridors are wide enough for three abreast, a man in the middle, a warder on each side. These corridors are painted a vague shade between gray and green, and names and dates and final words are scratched through to the brickwork beneath. Here we’re all innocent. Out of Vietnam into Hell. Tell M I love her. Other such things. Desperate thoughts from desperate men.

And lastly the smell. Never leaves you, no matter how long you’ve walked the walk and talked the talk. Assaults your nostrils whenever you wake, as if for the very first  time. There is Lysol and cheap detergent, the smell of rotting food, the odors of sweat and shit and semen and, somewhere beneath all of these things, the smell of fear. Of futility. Of men giving up and consigning themselves to the justice of a nation. Crushed inside the hand of fate.

The men that watch us are cold and removed and distant. They have to be. Figure once you attach you can’t detach. So they say. Who knows what they see when the lights go down, lying there beside their wives, darkness pressing against their eyes and their children sleeping the sleep of innocents. And then the cool half light of nascent dawn when they wake and remember who they are, and what they do, and where they will go once breakfast is done and the kids have gone to school. They kiss their wives, and their wives look back at them, and in their eyes is that numb and indifferent awareness that the bread and cereal and eggs they ate were paid for by killing men. Guilty men perhaps, but men all the same. Justice of a nation. Hope they’re right. Lord knows, they hope they’re right.

 



I watch Mr. Timmons. I watch him, and sometimes he sweats. He hides it, but I know he sweats. I see him watching me through the grille, his weasel eyes, his narrow pinched mouth, and I believe his wife comforts him in his guilt by telling him that really he is doing the work of the Lord. She feeds him sweet apple fritters and a white sauce she makes with a little honey and lemon, and she comforts him. He brought the fritters once, brought them right here in a brown paper bag, spots of grease creeping out towards its corners. And he let me see them, even let me smell one, but he couldn’t let me taste. Told me if I was an honest man then I would find all the sweet apple fritters I could eat in Heaven. I smiled and nodded and said Yessir, Mister Timmons, and I felt bad for him. Here was something else he would feel guilty about come dawn.

But Clarence Timmons is not a bad man, not an evil  man. He doesn’t carry the blackened heart of Mr. West. Mr. West seems to be an emissary of Lucifer. Mr. West is unmarried, this in itself is no surprise, and the bitterness and hate he carries inside his skin seem enough to burst a man. And yet everything about him is tightened up. Don’t know how else to word it. Tightened up like Sunday-best shoelaces. His manner, his words, his dress, everything is precise and detailed. His pants carry a crease that could cut paper. Look down at his shoes and you look back at yourself. The whiteness of his collar is unearthly, a heavenly white, as if he walks back through town each night and buys a new shirt and, once home, scrubs it until morning with Lysol and baking soda. Perhaps he believes the whiteness of his collar compensates for the blackness of his heart.

First time I met Mr. West he spat at me. Spat right in my face. My hands were cuffed and shackled around my waist. My feet were shackled too. I couldn’t even wipe my face. I could feel the warmth of his saliva as it hit my forehead, and then it started its slow progression over my eyelid and down my cheek. Later I could feel it drying, and it was as if I sensed the germs alive on my skin.

Mr. West possessed a single, simple purpose. That purpose manifested itself in many colors - humiliation, degradation, violence, an impassioned cruelty. But the purpose was the same: to demonstrate authority.

Here, in this place, Mr. West was God.

Until the time came, until you walked the walk and danced the dance, until your bare feet did the soft-shoe shuffle on the linoleum floor, until you actually did meet your Maker, then Mr. West was God and Jesus and all the disciples rolled into one unholy mess of madness that could come raining down on you like a thunderstorm, provocation or not.

Mr. West was Boss down here, and the other warders, despite their years of service, despite their experience and  pledge of commitment to the United States government, the Federal Detention system and President Reagan, still acknowledged only one Boss.

They all called one another by their given names. All except Mr. West. To everyone, the Prison Warden included, he had always been, would always be, Mr. West.

If there was a Hell, well, that’s where he’d come from, and that’s where he’d return. I believed that. Had to believe that. To believe anything else would have tested my sanity.

 



I am thirty-six now. Thirty-six years back of me, thirty-six years of love and loss and laughter. If I weigh everything up it has been good. There have been times I couldn’t have asked for better. It is only now, the last ten years or so, that have been tough. Too easy to ask myself what I could possibly have done to have arrived at this point. If there is in fact a balance in all things, then I have found my balance here. Like Zen, karma, whatever this stuff calls itself. What goes around comes around: you get the idea.

I feel sorry for the kids. The ones I never had. I feel sorry for Caroline Lanafeuille whom I loved from a distance for years, but never kissed enough, nor held for long enough. Sorry for the fact that I could not have been there for her through everything that happened with her father and how they left. And had I been there it perhaps would never have turned out the way it did. And for Linny Goldbourne, a girl I loved as much as ever I loved Caroline. Though in a different way. Sorry too for Sheryl Rose Bogazzi. She was too beautiful, too energetic and uninhibited, and had she never been crowned County Fair May Queen she would never have met the folks from San Francisco, and had she not met them she would never have believed she could captivate the world. But she was crowned, and she did meet them, and her mom let her go all the way out there to follow her star. A star which burned brightly then fell like a stone. Six months in San Francisco and she was dead from a  methadone overdose in a filthy tenement room. She’d been pregnant too, no-one knew by whom. Apparently she’d fucked everyone on the block, and most of their relatives.

I feel sorry for my folks, even though they’re not alive and weren’t alive when all this happened. At least they were spared that much.

Feel sorry for Nathan’s folks, because their son is dead and he should not have died the way he did, and never for that reason. Nathan’s father, a Baptist minister, is a powerful man, a man of faith and strength and endless forgiveness. He knows the truth, always has done, but there is nothing he can do. Said to me one time that he believed his hands had been tied by God. Didn’t know why. Didn’t question why. Knew enough to believe there was a reason for everything. But despite his faith, his trust, his passion, I still saw him cry. Cry like a child. Tears running down his broad, black, forgiving face, and the way his wife held his hand until I felt their fingers might fuse together and never be separated.

And they stood there in the Commune Room, me behind the protective screen, my hands cuffed to the chain around my waist, and I saw Nathan’s ma look at me, look right through me, and I knew she believed too. I know you didn’t kill Nathan, her eyes said. I know you didn’t kill Nathan, and I know you shouldn’t be here, and I know what they’re doing to you is bad . . . but I can’t help you now. No-one can help you now except the Governor or the Lord Jesus Himself.

And I smiled and nodded at her, and I made it okay for her to feel she could do nothing more. They had done all they could, all they could dare to do, and I was grateful for that.

Grateful for small mercies.

 



It is hard to believe that all this time has passed since that day, but then again that day seems like yesterday, even Nathan’s face, as alive in my mind now as if we had shared  breakfast together. I recall the sounds and colors, the rush of noise, the emotion, the horror. Everything intact, like a glass jigsaw puzzle, each piece reflecting some other angle of the same design.

It is hard to believe . . . well, just that. It is hard to believe.

 



Sometimes I take a moment to imagine I am elsewhere, even someone else. Mr. Timmons came down the other day with a transistor radio that played a song, something by The Byrds called ‘California Dreamin”, and though his intent was nothing more than to lift my mood, to lighten my day a little with something different, it saddened me to hear such a song. I recall Hendrix and Janis and The Elevators and Mike Bloomfield playing the Fillmore. I remember Jerry Garcia, Tom Wolfe and Timothy Leary with The Merry Pranksters. I remember the Kool-Aid Acid Test. I remember talking with Nathan about Huddy Ledbetter and Mississippi Fred McDowell, and I remember the invasion from England of The Rolling Stones and The Animals . . . all of this as we perceived it then: a mad rush of passionate fury in our hands and heads and hearts.

Mr. Timmons never understood the culture. He understood JFK. He understood why it was so important to reach the moon first. He understood why the Vietnam War started and how communism had to be prevented. He understood this until his own son was killed out there and then he didn’t speak of it again. He was passionate about baseball and Chrysler cars, and he loved his wife and his daughter with a sense of duty and integrity and pride. He watched the Zapruder film, and he cried for the fallen King, and he prayed for Jackie Bouvier, and if truth be known he prayed a little for Marilyn Monroe, whom he loved from afar just as I had loved Caroline Lanafeuille and Linny Goldbourne. Just as I had loved Sheryl Rose Bogazzi in 9th grade. Perhaps Mr. Timmons believed that had he been there he could have saved Marilyn just as I believed I could  have saved Sheryl Rose. We believe such small things, but believing them makes them important, and sometimes they have to be enough, carrying such things and believing perhaps that they will in some way carry us.

Mr. Timmons also believes I didn’t kill Nathan Verney in South Carolina on some cool night in 1970. He believes this, but he would never say it. It is not Mr. Timmons’ job to question such things, for there is the way of the law, the way of justice, the Federal and Circuit and State and Appellate Courts, and there are tall grave men with heavy books who look into such things in detail, and they make the laws, they are the law, and who is Mr. Timmons to question this?

Mr. Timmons is a Death Row warder down near Sumter, and he does what he does, as he abides by the code, and he leaves such matters as innocence and guilt to the Governor and the baby Jesus. He is neither expected nor paid to make such decisions. And so he does not.

Easier that way.

 



Mr. West is another story. Some of the guys down here believe he was not born of human parents. Some of the guys down here believe he was spawned in a culture dish at M.I.T. or somesuch, an experiment in running a body without a heart or a soul or much of anything else at all. He is a dark man. He has things to hide, many things it seems, and where he hides them is in the shadows that lurk back of his eyes and behind his words, and in the arc of his arm as he brings down his billy across your head or your fingers or your back. He hides those things also in the way his shoes creak as he walks down the corridor, and in the way he peers through the grille and watches your every move. He hides those things in the insectile expression that flickers across his face when the mood takes him. And in leaving the lights on when you want to sleep. And in forgetting exercise time. In dropping your food as it is  passed through the gate. In the sound of his breathing. In everything he is.

Before I came here, the brief time I’d spent in General Populace, a man called Robert Schembri had warned me of Mr. West, but what he’d said had been confused in among a great deal of things he’d told me.

No matter what had gone before, I could never have forgotten the first time we met, Mr. West and I. It went something like this:

‘Gon’ lose your hair there, boy. No hippy hair down here. What the fuck is this here? A ring? Take it off now ’fore we cut your goddam finger from your hand there.’

I remember nodding, saying nothing.

‘Nothin’ to say now, eh, boy? They got you by the C.O. Jones that’s for sure. You done kill some nigger I hear, cut his goddam head clean off of his body and left it for the crows.’

That was the time I opened my mouth. The first and last.

His face was in mine. I remember the pressure of the floor behind my head, the feeling of that billy club across my throat like it would force my jaw up through my ears and into my brain. And then he was over me, right there in my face, and I could feel the words he spoke as he hissed so cruelly.

‘You don’t got nothin’ to say, boy, you understand? You have no words, no name, no face, no identity down here. Here, you’re just a poor dumb motherfucker who got fucked by the system whichever way you see it. You could be as innocent as the freakin’ Lamb of God, as sweet as the cherubims and seraphims and all the Holy Angels rolled into one almighty bag of purity, but down here you are guilty - guilty as the black heart of the Devil himself. You understand that, you remember that, you don’t ever forget that, an’ you and me are gonna get along just fine. You are nothing, you have nothing, you never will be anything, and this is about as good as it’s ever gonna get. Yo’ gonna  be here a long time before they fry your brain, and hell if I ain’t gonna be here long after you’re gone, so understand that when you’re in my house you abide by my rules, you mind your manners and say your prayers. Are we on the same wavelength now?’

I was unable to move my head, barely able to breathe.

‘I will take your silence as an expression of understanding and compliance,’ Mr. West said, and then he gave one last vicious dig of the billy and released me.

I came up gasping, half-suffocated, my eyes bursting from my head, the pressure behind my ears like a freight train.

It was Mr. Timmons who helped me back to the cell, helped me to lie down, brought me some water which I was unable to drink for a good twenty minutes.

And it was Mr. Timmons who told me to watch Mr. West, that Mr. West was a hard man, hard but fair, and I knew in his tone, from the look in his eyes, that he was all but lying to himself. Mr. West was an emissary of Lucifer, and they all knew it.

 



And that was eleven years ago, best part of. Arrested in 1970. A year in Charleston Pen. while the first wave of protests erupted, died, erupted once more. And the appeals, the TV debates, the questions that no-one wanted to answer. And then to Sumter, a year or so in General Populace while legal wrangles went back and forth in futile and meaningless circles, and then to Death Row. And now it’s 1982, summer of ’82, and Nathan would have been thirty-six as well. We’d have been somewhere together. Blood brothers an’ all that, you know?

Well, maybe that ain’t so far from the truth. Because if Mr. Timmons is right, and God knows who’s guilty and who’s innocent, and if there is some place we all go where sins are called to account and judgement is fair and just and equitable, then me and Nathan Verney look set to see each other once more.

Nathan knows the truth, he most of all, and though he’ll look me dead square in the eye and hold his head high, just as he always did, I know he’ll carry a heavy heart. Nathan never meant for it to be this way, but then Nathan was caught up in this thing more than all of us together.

 



Some folks say the death penalty’s too easy, too fast by far. Folks say as how those who commit murder should suffer the same. Well, believe me, they do. Folks forget the years people like me spend down here, two floors up from Hell. They don’t know of people like Mr. West and the way he feels the punishment should befit the crime whether you did the crime or not. Folks really have no idea how it feels to know that you’re gonna die, and after the first few years that day could be any day now. They know nothing of the raised hopes that fall so fast, the appeals that go round in circles until they disappear up their own tailpipe. They know nothing of discovering that Judge so-and-so has reviewed your case and denied the hearing that you’ve waited on for the best part of three years. These things are the penalty. Gets so as how when the time comes you’re almost grateful, and you wish away the days, the hours, the minutes . . . wish they all would fold into one single, simple heartbeat and the lights would go out forever. People talk of a reason to live, a reason to fight, a reason to go on. Well, if you know in your heart of hearts that all you’re fighting for is someone else’s satisfaction as you die, then there seems little to fight for. It is ironic, but most times it’s the guy who’s being executed who wants to be executed the most.

Mr. Timmons understands this, and he cares as best he can.

Mr. West understands this too, but the emotion he feels is one of gratification.

Mr. West wants us to die, wants to see us walk the long walk, wants to see us sit in the big chair. Knows that once one has gone another will come to take his place, and  there’s nothing that pleases him more than fresh meat. Spend six months here and he calls you dead meat. Calls it out as you walk from your cell to the yard, or to the washroom, or to the gate.


Dead meat walking, he shouts, and even Mr. Timmons turns cool and loose inside.

How Mr. West ended up this way I can only guess from what I was told, what was inferred. I don’t know, but seems to me he’s the most dangerous and crazy of us all.

Down two cells from me there’s a guy called Lyman Greeve. Shot his wife’s lover and then cut out the woman’s tongue so she couldn’t go sweet-talking any more fellas. Crazy boy. Crazy, crazy boy. But hell, compared to Mr. West Lyman Greeve is the Archangel Gabriel come down with his trumpet to announce the Second Coming. Lyman told me Mr. West was a Federal agent in the Thirties and Forties, did the whole Prohibition thing, busting ’shiners and whores and bathtub gin-makers. Said as how he came up to Charleston when Prohibition was lifted and was employed by the government to keep track of the black movements, that he was down there in Montgomery and Birmingham for the Freedom Rides, cracked a few black skulls, instigated a few riots. Another day Lyman told me Mr. West raped a black girl, found out she got pregnant, so he went back down there and cut her throat and buried her in a field. No-one ever found her, or so he said, and I listened to the story with a sense of wonder and curiosity.

Seemed everyone had invented their own history for Mr. West. To me, well, to me he was just a mean, sadistic son-of-a-bitch who got his revs beating on some poor bastard who couldn’t beat back. Few years before I came here someone made a noise about him, some kid called Frank Rayburn. Twenty-two years old, down here for killing a man for eighteen dollars in Myrtle Beach. Frank made a noise, people from the Penitentiary Review & Regulatory Board made a visit, asked questions, made some more  noise, and then Frank withdrew his complaint and fell silent. Month later Frank hanged himself. Somehow he obtained a rope, a real honest-to-God rope, and he tied it up across the grille eleven and a half foot high. The bed was eight inches off the ground. Frank was five three. You do the math.

No-one had a mind to complain again it seemed.

And then there’s Max Myers, seventy-eight years old, a trustee. Been here at Sumter for fifty-two years. Jailed in 1930 for robbing a liquor store. Liquor store guy had a heart attack the following day. That made the charge manslaughter. Max came here when he was twenty-six years old, same as me, and on his thirty-second birthday in 1936 he got a cake from his wife. Someone stole Max Myers’ cake, stole it right out of his cell, and Max got mad, real mad. He argued with someone on the gantry, there was a scuffle, a man got pushed, fell, landed forty feet below like a watermelon on the sidewalk. Max got a First Degree. For the manslaughter he would’ve been out around 1950, would’ve seen another thirty years of American history unfold. But he got the real deal, the no-hope-of-parole beat, and here he was, pushing a broom along Death Row, delivering magazines once a week. When he was jailed his wife had been pregnant. She had borne a son, a bright and beautiful kid called Warren. Warren grew up only ever seeing his father through a plate glass window. They had never touched, never held each other, never spoken to one another save through a telephone.

Max’s son went into the Army in 1952, got himself a wife and a home, a cat called Chuck and a dog called Indiana. Went to Vietnam in ’65, was one of the first US soldiers killed out there. Killed in his third week. Warren Myers was buried in a small plot somewhere in Minnesota. Max was not permitted to attend.

Max’s wife took two handfuls of sleepers and drank a bottle of Jack Daniels six months following. Max was all  that was left of the Myers family line. He pushed his broom, he passed messages, he could get you a copy of Playboy for thirty cigarettes. He was part of Sumter, always had been, always would be, and he was the only inmate who had been here before Mr. West.

Penitentiary Warden John Hadfield was a politician, nothing more nor less than that. Hadfield had eyes on the Mayor’s Office, on Congress, maybe even on the Senate. He did what was needed, he said what was required, he kissed ass and talked the talk and colored inside the lines. Hadfield ran the regular wings, the A, B and C Blocks, but D-Block, Death Row, he left that to Mr. West. Even Hadfield called him Mr. West. No-one, not even Max Myers, knew Mr. West’s given name.

When there was trouble Mr. West would go see Warden Hadfield. The meeting would be short and sour, cut and dried, all business. Mr. West would leave having satisfied Warden Hadfield completely, and Hadfield - if required - would publish a statement that kept the Penitentiary Review & Regulatory Board happy. Sumter was a community, its own world within a world, and even those who lived in the town itself believed that Penitentiary business was Penitentiary business. There had been a prison here since the War of Secession, there probably would always be a prison here, and as long as inmates weren’t off escaping and raping some nice folks’ daughter, then that was just fine. Folks here believed people like Mr. West were a required element of society, for without discipline there would be no society at all. See no evil, hear no evil, ’cept if it’s done to you, and then . . . well, then there’s folks like Mr. West who take care of business.

 



But these things are now, and there is more than ample time to talk of now.

We were speaking of a magic time, back before all of this, back before everything soured like a bruised watermelon.

A thousand summers and winters and springs and falls, and they all fold out behind me like a patchwork quilt, and beneath this quilt are the lives we led, the people we were, and the reasons we came to be here.

Thirty-six years old, and there are days when I still feel like a child.

The child I was when I met Nathan Verney at the edge of Lake Marion outside of Greenleaf, South Carolina.

Walk with me now, for though I walk slowly I do not care to walk alone.

For me, at least for me, these oh-so-quiet steps will be the longest and the last.




TWO

Best as I can recall it all started with a baked ham.

I was six years old, it was summer and out there near the edge of Lake Marion the smell of the breeze off of the water was the most magical smell ever. Inside of that smell were the flowers and the fish and the trees, and summer mimosa down near Nine Mile Road, and something like pecan pie and vanilla soda all wrapped up in a basket of new-mown grass. It was all those things, and the feeling that came with them. A feeling of warmth and security and everything that was childhood in South Carolina.

I’d walk down there most every day, walk down there to the edge of the water, and sit and wait and watch the world. My ma would make sandwiches, roll them up in a piece of linen, and inside those sandwiches was the finest baked ham this side of the Georgia state line.

The little black kid that came down that Friday afternoon was the funniest kid I ever saw. Ears like jug handles, eyes like traffic lights, and a mouth that ran from ear to ear with no rest in between. He spoke first. I remember that vividly.

‘What yo’ doin’?’ he asked.

‘Mindin’ my own business,’ I replied, and turned away to look in another direction.

‘What yo’ eatin’?’ the kid asked.

‘Baked ham,’ I said.

‘Baked what?’

The kid was near me now, could’ve reached out and touched him.

‘Baked ham,’ I repeated.

Kid was so stupid he could’ve been run down by a parked car.

‘Let me have some,’ he said, and I turned, my eyes wide, so shocked he’d asked I couldn’t get my breath.

‘Shit me, you got some problem?’ I said.

‘Problem?’ the kid said. ‘What problem would that be then?’

I maneuvered myself off of the fallen tree where I’d been sitting and stood facing him. I clutched my sandwich in my hand.

‘You don’t just go up to folk who’s eatin’ an’ ask for some of their food,’ I said.

The funny-looking kid frowned. ‘How come?’

“S bad manners,’ I said.

‘Hell, ’s bad manners not to be sharin’ your dinner with someone who’s hungry,’ the kid replied.

I shook my head. ‘That’d be fine,’ I replied. ‘Be just fine if we weren’t strangers.’

The funny-looking kid smiled, held out his hand. ‘Nathan Verney,’ he said.

I looked at him askance. He had one hell of a nerve, this boy.

‘Nathan Verney,’ he repeated. ‘Please to meet you . . .’

‘Daniel Ford,’ I said, and even as I said it I wondered why I was telling him.

‘So now we’re not strangers no more you can gimme some sandwich.’

I shook my head. ‘Knowing your name don’t make us family,’ I said.

Nathan Verney shrugged his shoulders. ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘You go on eat your stoopid sandwich . . . sure it tastes like bad sowbelly anyhows.’

‘Does not,’ I replied. ‘My ma makes the best baked ham in South Carolina.’

Nathan Verney laughed. ‘And my ma sleeps with her eyes open and catches flies with her tongue.’

‘’Tis the best,’ I said, defensive, irritated by this invasion of my lake.

Nathan Verney shook his head, and then he turned his mouth down at the sides in an expression of distaste. ‘That there baked ham more ’an likely tastes like the sole of someone’s shoe.’

And so he got the sandwich, more than half of it, because somehow he worked me on a gradient. He took a bite, he seemed non-committal, undecided, and so he took another, and then a third, and by the time he had his fourth bite of my baked ham sandwich we were both laughing, and the funny-looking black kid couldn’t keep his mouth closed and he nearly choked.

Later, an hour, maybe two, he said something that would hold us together for the rest of our lives.

Six years old, ears like jug handles, eyes like traffic lights, mouth that ran from one ear to the other with no rest in between.

‘Reckon yo’ ma makes the best baked ham in South Carolina,’ he said.

And I knew, I really knew, that me and Nathan Verney had connected on some crucial childlike wavelength where baked ham and Lake Marion and the smell of mimosa from Nine Mile Road were the greatest things in the world.

It was 1952, a year that would see many things that were beyond our ability to reason or comprehend, things that we would only barely understand years later. Truman was President, and in June of that year Congress would override his veto and pass the Immigration Bill. A man from Illinois called Adlai Stevenson would run as the Democratic candidate and promise equal employment rights for blacks if he was elected. Marlon Brando would mesmerize the nation as Stanley Kowalski in A Streetcar Named Desire. America was growing up, and in her growing pains she would feel the threat of riot and revolt skittering somewhere in the  shadows, out there along the horizon like a storm on its way.

We were six years old, me and Nathan Verney, and the world we were walking towards would welcome us with open arms.

At least that’s what we believed.

 



My father was a railroad engineer. A railroad engineer for the Carolina Company, and a just man. I can recall the number of times he switched me exactly. Four times. Just four times in all those years. And each time I deserved it.

There was a tacit consent between us, always had been, still would be today if he’d been alive. That consent was an understated agreement that certain things were done, certain things were not. You did not throw stones into the branches of the trees beside the church in order to knock down the fruit. You did not fill a canvas bag with mud and water and drop it off a bridge onto someone’s car. You did not tie half a dozen tin cans to the neighbor’s dog’s tail and howl with laughter as he hurtled down the street. And you most certainly did not put a live fish in someone’s mailbox.

The fish was Nathan’s idea. We were eleven years old then, and summertime had crept around the world to meet us once again. Those first spring shoots, the run-offs melting and freshening the earth, the smell haunting down off the river, the geese and flamingo coming up from Florida . . . all these things were so much a part of the eternal magic that was summer near Lake Marion.

Nathan’s daddy, a Baptist minister with his own church and congregation and solid silver collection plate, taught Nathan how to catch fish with a length of bamboo, a pin and a feather. Nathan’s daddy believed that it was well enough to catch fish, sure well enough to eat them, but to kill another of God’s creatures - namely a worm or a bug of some description - was just altogether unnecessary. Jesus performed a miracle with the fish, Jesus was a fisher of men,  but he caught fish with nets, not worms. That was the way God wanted it, and so Nathan’s daddy figured a feather would do just fine. Wet a feather it goes slim and curved, looks pretty much the same, and feathers could be found everywhere when the summer flocks came down and shed their winter plumes.

So that’s what we did, me and Nathan Verney, with a length of bamboo, some string, a bent pin and a feather. Nathan said as how you sat still, sat like a stone, and even when your legs went numb you just had to keep on sitting there until something came along. If you moved they could see you, and if not you then they’d see your shadow, and these were no dumb fish, these were smart fish that came down from Albemarle Sound and Cape Hatteras on the coast.

So we sat there, Nathan perched like a small dark statue, the bamboo rod jutting from the middle of his body, the line trailing in the water, and every once in a while the silver flicker of something moving there beneath the surface.

When Nathan shouted he near scared me half to death. My heart jumped into my mouth, and for a second I couldn’t breathe.

‘Yo! Yo!’

He sounded like some whooping bird, coming up suddenly and nearly losing his balance ’cause all the blood had been stopped from his knees down.

I could see him struggling with the rod, the line taut, so taut, and something at the end that pulled like a wild thing.

I got behind him, my arms around the sides of his torso to hold onto the rod as well. Between us we hauled at that line, hauled until I was sure it would bust right in half and whatever was on the other end would go catapulting down the river into a memory.

But hell, if we didn’t land that sucker! Hauled that baby right in and up onto the rocks, and we watched as the silver  monster flipped and flopped on the warm stones like someone had tossed him onto a griddle.

We were excited, more than excited, and the two of us squatted there and watched this fish as it jumped and skipped from side to side, its eyes wide, its tail going like a triphammer.

And it was Nathan who suggested the mailbox.

‘Put the fish in her mailbox,’ he whispered.

I looked at him askance. ‘You what?’

‘The witch . . . put the fish in the witch’s mailbox.’

The witch of whom he spoke was Mrs. Chantry.

‘Are you completely out of your tree?’ I said.

‘Scared huh?’

I frowned, stepped back. ‘Scared? You wanna put a fish in her mailbox and you ask me if I’m scared?’

‘You are, aren’t you? Skeered like a jackrabbit caught in a billy-can.’

‘No way, Nathan. There’s no way on God’s green earth that you’re gettin’ me to go put that in her mailbox.’

I would look back months, years, decades even, and still see the way his face looked, and how it sounded, and remember as if it were yesterday the way we laughed until we flip-flopped on the rocks like someone had caught us and was set to griddle us too.

Mrs. Chantry, Eve Chantry, was la grande dame, the matriarch of Greenleaf, the little town where Nathan Verney and I would spend what would seem like most of our lives.

Mrs. Chantry was a widow, and among the children that gathered and spoke in hushed tones on the boardwalk near the barber’s shop she was widowed because she’d eaten her husband when he returned from the war. The fact that Jack Chantry was a hero who’d earned the Purple Heart and the Silver Star, a man who gave his life to save three young men he never even knew, a man who never did come back from the war in 1945, was hearsay and rumor and undoubtedly  untrue. Eve Chantry was a witch and a cannibal and her house was a gateway to Hades. She appeared twice weekly, once for church, once to collect groceries, and it seemed that when she walked from her gate there was never a child to be seen from one side of the town to the next.

And Nathan worked on me, worked it good and proper, calling me scared, calling me chicken, and every once in a while looking at me like I was the one who’d lost the plot.

And so it was that Nathan Verney and me decided to put that fish in her mailbox.

 



I can honestly say that I don’t ever recall being so scared. Scared is an understatement. I was terrified, stricken, aghast. I remember approaching that house, feeling all the color bleaching from my skin, as if my blood was sensing danger and withdrawing even as we neared it.

Nathan held the fish. We had wrapped it in the same piece of linen in which my ma wrapped my sandwiches. The fish had been out of the water for a good while. It was dazed and wriggled weakly every once in a while. But the fish was never the problem. It was what we intended to do with it that was the source of the difficulties.

If we had been caught by Mrs. Chantry we believed we would’ve been skinned alive and basted with maize oil and baked for ten minutes per pound. Perhaps served up with some corn and salad.

‘You take the fish up there,’ Nathan said.

‘Hell, Nathan, it was your idea. You take it up there.’

‘Yellabelly,’ he sneered. ‘No better ’an a girl.’

Had I felt any less terrified I would have slugged him upside the head.

‘You gotta go,’ he said.

‘Why me? Why do I have to go?’

‘Because it’ll prove you ain’t wearing a streak down your back.’

I stood there gaping at him, my mouth open, barely  breathing. I shook my head, shook it like it would snap off if I went any faster.

But Nathan persisted; that was Nathan’s special quality, and for a further five minutes we stood at the bottom of Mrs. Chantry’s drive and argued back and forth in this forced and unnatural whisper.

‘You don’t go then I’m gonna scratch your name with a stone on the side of her mailbox,’ he eventually said, and there was a look in his eyes, a look of determination that turned me cold inside.

The idea that he would never ever do such a thing didn’t seem to enter my mind, and it was only later that I realized that Nathan possessed another quality: he could convince you of anything, catch you up in the fever of the moment, and with those wide traffic-light eyes and the mouth that ran endlessly from one side of his face to the other, he could tell you a story that was all smoke and shadows and you’d think it gospel. Later, many times as I now recall, that quality would both help and harm us.

So I took the fish.

With my terror, with my tight stomach and Jell-O knees, with my heart in my mouth and my pulse racing like a bird-dog, I took one step at a time up that pathway towards the mailbox. If that fish had been anything other than comatose it would have wriggled from my grip without resistance. Seemed with every step I took my physical and mental co-ordination slipped away by degrees, and when I stood beneath the shadow of that tall wooden structure I could feel the coolness of the house. Despite the season, despite the bold sun and lack of breeze, despite the midday high that settled around eighty-five degrees, that house, the Chantry house, exuded a darkness and a dead chill that seemed to invade the street, seemed to creep through the earth beneath my feet and start up through my ankles.

I glanced back.

Nathan Verney stood on the sidewalk, and for the little  while I was there beside the mailbox he was as white as I was.

I could see him trembling. Trembling enough to wriggle out of his skin and run away.

I looked down.

My shoes seemed a million miles from me.

I felt the weight of the fish. Could feel the texture of the linen, and through that the smooth silver skin of the creature.

I looked up, raised my right hand, and with a flick of my thumb I released the catch and the front of the mailbox popped open. That little door seemed to spring quickly, and then slow down as it completed its arc. Seemed to slow down once more and then suddenly gain momentum, and as it approached the post upon which the mailbox sat it gathered velocity, gathered velocity at such a rate I believed it would snap right off its hinge.

But it didn’t.

That door just came rocketing back until its rim connected with the post.

The sound was like a church bell at midnight.

Like a man going at a garbage can with a billy club.

The sound of two cars in a head-on up Nine Mile Road.

I dropped the fish.

Nathan screamed and started to move.

I felt like my bladder would bust right open and soak my shoes.

I looked down.

The piece of linen was there between my feet, and within it the fish, stunned now, suffering another degree of unconsciousness, and it moved ever so slightly from side to side.

Why I reached down and grabbed it, why I scooped up that fish, linen and all, and threw it into the mailbox I’ll never know. It was as if a crime had already been committed. There was the evidence, right there on the  path. The evidence had to be hidden, had to be concealed, and the only place at hand was right there in Mrs. Chantry’s mailbox.

And that’s where it went.

And once that special delivery had been made I went too.

Like a comet with turbo-charged afterburners, we hightailed it down the street until we arrived, gasping and sweating and laughing fit to bust wide open, at the edge of the Lake.

Nathan could barely breathe. He had to sit with his head between his knees, his hands gripping his ankles for a good five minutes before he could even speak. His face was streaked with tears, his eyes red and buggy, and when he tried to stand up he fell sideways like a plank and just lay there.

Never been so frightened.

Never laughed so much.

Never seen my father so angry as when he came home that night clutching a fish-smelling piece of linen that Mrs. Chantry had so kindly given to him with the message: Pass that on to your son, Mister Ford, and tell him and his little negro friend that I did enjoy the fish.

My pa switched me that time. Switched me good in the woodhouse.

Next day I stayed inside.

Nathan didn’t come over. Nathan’s daddy didn’t switch him, didn’t believe a child should be beaten. Believed the best discipline for a child was to have him stay indoors and copy out scriptures until his hand didn’t work no more.  Write until you’re wrong, Nathan would tell me.

Later we spoke of Mrs. Chantry and the fish. Believed she ate it whole and raw and talked about how her neck swelled up as she almost inhaled the thing complete.

That was the way we saw it, and so that was the way it was.
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Those years, as we approached our teens, were years that warned of things to come, like premonitions, portents, readings in sand.

Eisenhower became President in 1953, though Rocky Marciano’s retained heavyweight title after he K.O.’d Jersey Joe Walcott seemed far more real and relevant and necessary to know. Jackie married JFK in the same year, and near Christmas something happened that only later, much later, would we even begin to comprehend. December of that year the U.S. Supreme Court took the banning of school segregation under advisement, and though another three years would pass before Nat King Cole was dragged off stage by a white mob in Birmingham, those mutterings of discontent and disaffection were so much the sign of Old America’s death throes. Though folks seemed more occupied with Marilyn Monroe and Joe DiMaggio, Elvis Presley singing ‘That’s Alright Mama’, James Dean in Rebel Without a Cause and someplace called Disneyland in Anaheim, Cal., there were things running their own agenda behind the scenes that carried so much more significance.

In March of ’54 Eisenhower committed the U.S. to united action to prevent any communist takeover of South-East Asia. Seven months later Viet Minh troops began to occupy Hanoi. Tension was building. Out there in some unheard-of jungle a war was being born, a war that would take the minds and hearts of this nation and grind them together into one unholy regret for a million mothers and fathers.

Nathan Verney and I were children. We did not understand. We didn’t want to understand.

In Montgomery, Alabama, the City Bus Lines ordered an end to segregated seating. Eisenhower told the schools down there to end their discrimination, and the Supreme Court ruled the segregation law invalid.

I was a white kid from South Carolina. Nathan was black. It was not until ’57 and ’58, when the Federal District Court ordered Little Rock, Arkansas to treat us all the same, when  Martin Luther King was arrested for loitering and cited police brutality and was fined $14 for refusing to obey a police officer, that the pains this country was experiencing started to creep into our lives in a way that actually touched us. February of 1960, Nathan and I were nearly fourteen years old, and someone put a bomb in someone’s house. That house belonged to one of the first black students to enroll at Little Rock Central High. We heard about that, heard about it from Nathan’s daddy, and he went down to Montgomery and marched with those thousand black students in March of the same year.

Martin Luther King spoke with Eisenhower, urged him to intervene to defuse the tension, but Eisenhower was a politician not a negotiator. Ten blacks were shot in Mississippi in April. They called it the worst ever race riot. They called it many things. Me and Nathan called it madness.

I recall Nathan’s daddy back then, and twenty years later I would still remember the passion, the fury, the anger he lived inside for all those years. Religion, he said, was unimportant. Didn’t matter what we called ourselves. Didn’t matter what church we attended. Didn’t matter what hymns we sang. And sure as hell, our color didn’t matter. A man was a man, all men made in God’s image, and all men equal at birth and equal in death. All men called to account for the same sins, no matter their race or belief.

Nathan’s daddy came home one day with a bleeding head. Didn’t want no bandage or dressing, and though Mrs. Verney fussed and clucked and hovered he sent her away while he talked to us. Said he would scar, and scar gladly. This was something he would wear for the rest of his life. He was a man of God. He was a minister of the faith. Yet to the police officer that hit him in Montgomery, Alabama he was another poor dumb nigger who’d forgotten his manners, his mouth and his place.

Nathan and I had never really seen a difference between us; not until then.

 



In January 1961 John Fitzgerald Kennedy was inaugurated as President of the United States. He walked into a minefield. Three months in office and armed Cuban exiles made a bid to overthrow Castro’s Marxist government in Cuba. Khrushchev vowed to give Castro all the aid he needed. The following month the U.S. agreed to give more money and military aid to South Vietnam.

A week later white mobs attacked the freedom riders at the bus station in Birmingham, Alabama.

I was fifteen years old, and foremost in my mind were girls - girls like Sheryl Rose Bogazzi, Linny Goldbourne and Caroline Lanafeuille - but something out there told me that the trials and tribulations of a 9th-grader were the least of the world’s concerns.

As I turned sixteen, Nathan there beside me, America seemed to hang on the edge of the abyss both at home and abroad.

We heard about someplace called the Bay of Pigs, and for thirteen days people honestly believed, I mean really  believed, that the world would end. Like Dean Rusk said, ‘We were eyeball to eyeball, and the other guy just blinked.’

More than eleven hundred Bay of Pigs invaders were jailed for thirty years and Castro tried to ransom them for $62,000,000. A month later, May ’62, and JFK sent his Marines into Laos. In July, Martin Luther King was arrested for marching illegally in Georgia, a stone’s throw across the state line from where I sat in Greenleaf Senior High.

In September the shit really hit the fan.

Whites stormed the University of Mississippi when James Meredith was scheduled to enter and enroll. Governor Ross Barnett ordered the State Troopers to stop the kid from getting in. JFK sent the Deputy Attorney General and seven  hundred and fifty Federal Marshals down there to ensure that Meredith was given safe passage.

Later, Ross Barnett was urged to rebel against JFK by a vast crowd of whites in Jackson Stadium. The Ole Miss College Band, all decked out in Confederate uniform, brought that crowd to their feet for a rendition of ‘Dixie’.

James Meredith would not attend his first classes until October, and even then two hundred arrests would be made.

In the same month JFK - a man who would be alive for only thirteen months more - imposed an arms blockade after telling the world that Russia possessed missile sites in Cuba. He lifted that blockade in November, and in December eleven hundred and thirteen of the original Bay of Pigs invaders were ransomed for $53,000,000.

Seemed the world had twisted on its axis. Seemed people had gotten their ideas all choked up with McCarthy and discrimination and Castro and how Marilyn might have been murdered because of who she loved.

These things were real, but not so real as to actually reach us where we lived.

Not until December, Christmas coming, and it was carried home so swiftly, so mercilessly, that there was nothing we could do but face the truth.

The world had gone mad, and finally, at last, that madness came to Greenleaf.




THREE

Ironically, it would have been Nathan’s birthday today.

More ironically, Mr. West chose to speak to me. I could not remember the last time he had spoken directly to me. Perhaps two weeks, maybe a month. Down here in D-Block you lost track of time. Left without your exercise for forty-eight hours you didn’t know if it was day or night. I’m sure they changed the times the lights were put off and on. Disorientating. You got confused.

Anyhows, Mr. West came down, he looked through the grille, and he said: You’re a fucking animal, Ford. What are you?


And I said: An animal, boss.

And he said: Sure as shit is shit you’re an animal.

And then he laughed.

I could see his legs through the spaces between the bars. Could have almost reached them from where I sat. Would never have made it. The man moved like a leopard. My hand would have been out through the bars and he would’ve broken my wrist with a billy club in a heartbeat. Less than a heartbeat.


Seems to me the only good thing you ever did was kill some nigra, he went on. And now they gonna fry your ass for it. Fucking ironic or what, eh?


And then he reached into his shirt pocket, took out a cigarette, lit it. He inhaled once and then, smiling through the grille, he dropped the cigarette to the floor and ground it to dust beneath the sole of his shoe. Did it on purpose.  Ground it so fine it could never have been retrieved and re-rolled.

And then he crouched on his haunches and peered through the bars at me. For a moment there was an expression of sympathy.


Some folks are here ’cause they deserve it, he started. And then there’s some folks that are here to pay for all of our sins. You’re here ’cause you’re just too fucking stupid to know better, Ford. That’s the simplicity of it. Seems to me there was a time some way back when you did something you decided was worth buryin’ yourself for, eh? Always the way. If you’re not here for what they said you done, then sure as shit is brown and smells bad you’re here for what you think you done. An’ don’t tell me I ain’t right, ’cause I know I am.

The sympathetic expression folded seamlessly into one of disgust and disdain.


Whatever the hell it was, boy, you felt bad enough to get yourself killed for it.

Mr. West, despite everything, knew when he’d caught a nerve, and once caught he’d twist it like some vicious and sadistic orthodontist. Some said he could read minds. Some said he could sense the tiniest tics and flinches in your expression and catch those like a frog catching flies. Never missed, always satisfied, always ready for more.

He stood up, the caustic sneer ever-present, and walked slowly away.

Mr. West’s words had been timed perfectly, for he knew where I hurt, he knew where my wounds were, and he played at them ceaselessly.

Seemed to me Mr. West had chosen me as his raison d’être, at least for now, at least until I walked the walk and sat in the Big Chair. That’s what he wanted; that’s what would make him happy.

That was Nathan’s birthday, and it was remembering this that made me think of Greenleaf once more. Made me think of a particular day; the day the world made it clear  that Nathan Verney and I were not, and never would be, the same.

 



Seems to me now that all everyone wanted to do was fuck everyone else.

You could sense it in the atmosphere.

We were all the same age - sixteen, going on seventeen - and we hung around a soda shop called Benny’s. Benny was Benny Amundsen, an immigrant from some place in Europe, a good man, an honest man, but a man who walked a fine line himself due to his own non-American status.

Benny’s had a juke box, an ancient battered work of art. That juke box played maybe ten tunes, twelve on a good day, and though the records skipped and skidded, and sometimes you didn’t hear a damned thing at all, it was still the center of the universe as far as the Greenleaf teenagers were concerned.

That day there were maybe twenty kids in all. Guys wearing skinny-legged pants and tee-shirts, girls wearing frocks, hair made up in beehives like Martha & The Vandellas or somesuch. They danced a little, they laughed, drank their sodas, and you could smell the tension in the air. Like I said, everyone wanted to fuck everyone else, though had they been presented with such an opportunity they more than likely would not have known what to do with it.

Nathan and I were seated near the window. Nathan had been folding a napkin into something like a bird. I had been watching him, amazed at how such large hands could do something so delicate and fragile.

I went for soda, stood there at the counter minding my own business, and it was in that moment, hesitating between straight cream or strawberry float, that I sensed a presence beside me.

I turned. She was there. Sheryl Rose Bogazzi. Long auburn  hair, eyelashes like the wings of a bird taking off into the sunset, her white blouse stretched tight across her breasts.

I felt myself blushing.

‘Hi there, Daniel,’ she purred, cat-like.

I felt a stirring somewhere beneath my stomach.

‘Sheryl Rose,’ I said, and sort of half-smiled as best I could. I think it came out like a pained grimace.

‘What you getting?’ she asked.

I shrugged, felt stupid for a moment. ‘Some soda.’

She giggled, raised her hand to her mouth as if hiding her teeth. She needn’t have done that. She had perfect teeth. ‘I know soda,’ she said, and sort of took a step towards me. ‘Kinda soda?’

‘Don’t know,’ I replied. ‘Maybe cream, maybe strawberry float.’

She nodded as if understanding my dilemma. ‘Got sick on strawberry float one time,’ she said. She moved her head then, her hair flicking back over her shoulder. I wanted to touch her hair. Wanted to touch her face. I blushed again.

‘Then it’ll have to be cream then,’ I said.

‘Cream,’ she purred, and I nearly died right there in my shoes.

‘You want one?’ I asked.

‘You buying?’

I nodded. ‘Sure I am.’

‘Well thank you, Daniel Ford . . . I’ll take a cream soda too.’

I paid for the sodas, she thanked me again, and then she smiled that smile that was all her own and I couldn’t think of a word to say.

‘I’ll see y’around, Daniel Ford,’ she said, and she leaned a little closer, and in the briefest of moments I felt her fingers graze my arm. I remember how cool they were, cool and a little moist from where she’d held the glass a moment before, and even as she walked away I watched those damp fingerprints evaporate from my skin.

I walked back to the table in slow-motion, my heart beating, my pulse racing. I sat down, I glanced across the room towards her, and even as I did I saw her glance back at me. My unsteady heart missed another beat.

‘And where the hell’s my soda?’ Nathan asked.

I looked at him, I didn’t hear a thing, and I smiled.

‘Dumb-ass retard,’ he said, and slid out from his chair to fetch his own drink.

It was an awkward situation already, there were jealousies brewing, things unspoken, things said that should have stayed private, and when Sheryl Rose Bogazzi felt a hand on her breast she slapped someone’s face.

I turned first, saw Larry James and Marty Hooper standing there. Marty was red as a beet, the one side of his face bore the unmistakable imprint of a hand, and Larry, Marty’s sidekick and consigliere, was already defending him.

Why I stood up I don’t know.

Hell, yes I do.

I stood up because it was Sheryl Rose Bogazzi.

Had it been someone else, anyone else except maybe Caroline Lanafeuille, I would have stayed right where I was and kept my mouth shut.

But no, I was besotted and in love and, as such, certifiably insane.

And so I stood up, and Marty Hooper was immediately in my face, his expression one of challenge and self-defense. His manner was ugly and brutish, and I knew from previous experience that only folks who had something to hide became that mad that quickly.

Thus I knew he had touched Sheryl Rose Bogazzi.

He had committed a crime of immeasurable and unforgivable significance.

‘What did you do?’ I asked, my tone hostile and offensive.

Marty Hooper sneered. He sort of looked sideways  towards his friends as if to ask them who I was, what was I doing here.

I sensed Sheryl Rose to my left. I felt that unmistakable presence.

‘I said what did you do, Marty?’

‘And what the hell business is it of yours what I did?’ he snapped back.

‘You touched her,’ I said. ‘You damned well touched her, Marty.’
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Caondemoth

Convncled of killing h:s best friend -
he must now pay with his life.
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