

        

            

                

            

        




	 


	AN ATLANTA LAWYER IS DRAWN  INTO A DYING SOUTHERN TOWN AND ITS INCREASINGLY MYSTIFYING AND IN-TRIGUING CIVIL WAR PAST.


	Atlanta attorney Michael Fallon agrees to travel to the decayed hamlet of Ashley, Georgia to offer assistance to his former sister-in-law, who claims she has shot a soldier outside the old family home. Unable to move past his wife’s suicide eight years earlier, Fallon, in his attempt to learn more about her life, discovers that the town is still in the grip of a traumatic event that occurred in early December 1864. Defying the residents’ insistence that he leave the town to its fate, Fallon becomes enmeshed in the long shadow of the American Civil War. 


	"In Awake the Southern Wind, a fascinating blend of mystery and history, John A. Vance breathes new life into the traditional motifs of the Southern Gothic novel. This powerfully engaging story rips open old wounds, exposes contemporary sins, and achieves a measure of redemption in ways that will keep its readers spellbound and delighted."—Hank Luce, author of Brainways, Secret of the Nightingale Madonna, and A Darkness in the Pines.


	 


	 


	"In the intriguing Awake the Southern Wind, Mr. Vance skillfully weaves a mosaic of past and present where the horror of the Civil War never totally releases its grip on the inhabitants of a small town in the Deep South.”—John Hazen, author of Fava Journey of an American Son, and Dear Dad.


	 


	"William Faulkner once remarked, 'The past isn't dead, it's not even passed.' John Vance, in his latest terrific thriller, Awake the Southern Wind, convincingly proves this, and also proves there's no Gothic like a well-written, fast paced, and suspenseful Southern Gothic."—Robert Cooperman, winner of the Colorado Book Award for Poetry, In the Colorado Gold Fever Mountains. 
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“History, Stephen said, is a nightmare from which I am trying to awake.” 


	—James Joyce, Ulysses 
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	Chapter One


	 


	“Please. I need you. You’ve got to help me.” 


	Michael Fallon couldn’t believe she was on the phone. He fully expected never to hear from her again. Her parting words eight years earlier, “You killed her. You took her away and ruined her life — and then you killed her. You will suffer for this someday,” made clear that he’d never hear her voice again.


	But her final words to him were spoken soon after the death of Fallon’s wife Anna, who had taken her own life. Her younger sister Myra — pronounced MEERa — was only fifteen then, yet her bitterness and rage were maturely expressed and maturely felt. 


	“Hey, Mike, what are you doing? We’re standing around with champagne glasses in hand waiting to toast you and suddenly you disappear on us?”


	Fallon covered his cell phone. “Had to take this call, Ted. I’ll be right in.”


	“It’s your big night, pal. Don’t waste it on business. The Vouvray Brut is losing its fizz.”


	Fallon stood outside the covered entrance of Empire State South, his favorite restaurant in Atlanta. His closest colleagues took him there to celebrate his receiving, in late November 2014, a well-deserved promotion to non-equity partner at Sturges, Fox, and Kettleman, a mid-sized law firm located in midtown, not far from the restaurant. The night also kicked off a much needed two week vacation, during which he planned to go nowhere and read the volumes on biography, history, and baseball he stacked next to his favorite chair in anticipation of his time away from work. 


	“Are you still there, Michael?”


	“Yes. Sorry. Look, if you’re in trouble I can recommend a couple of attorneys closer to where you live — that is, if you’re still living in Ashley.”


	“Yes — I’m at the old family house.”


	Ashley was the small east Georgia town where his deceased wife’s family lived for close to two centuries.


	“Okay, then let me give you two names. They both practice in Augusta. That’s not too far from where you are.” Fallon noticed his friend Ted Berkshire signaling him from the window. “Okay, Myra?” She didn’t answer. “Look, I’m sorry, but I’ve got to go.”


	Her voice sounded unearthly. “No! No! You have to help me. Only you! You owe it to me to help. You owe it to Anna!”


	The intensity of her demand stunned him. Yet, into his mind rushed the incomprehensible believe that she was right. Now Ted and another colleague were knocking on the glass.


	“All right.  I have to go now, but I will call you later tonight — when I get back to my place. It may be several hours, but I will call. Will you be up?”


	“I can’t sleep.” She made the announcement as if he should have known why she couldn’t.  


	Okay, expect my call. I’ll ring the number of the phone you’re using now.”


	Berkshire came out the door with two other colleagues, all three ready to carry Fallon back to the celebration if need be. 


	“You better call me. You can’t leave me alone to face this by myself.”


	   “I promise I’ll call and help you however I can. Please  understand I have to get back to....” The line went dead.


	***


	To his surprise, Fallon wasn’t more wasted than he was. The celebration had turned into a semi-raucous affair, with the bartender having twice put his finger to his lips to suggest that the seven attorneys lower the volume. Fortunately, they were all well behaved when their table was ready and to a person thoroughly enjoyed a meal highlighted by artisan cheeses, charred octopus, pork belly, red snapper, ribeye, Baked Alaska, and glasses of delicious whites and reds — all for which Fallon paid nary a dime, even though it was he who got the promotion and soon the raise that went with it. None of his colleagues at Empire State South begrudged him his good fortune, perhaps in part because none of them had more than five years with the firm. 


	Not quite ready to phone Myra Sealy, Fallon poured himself a shot and a half of Maker’s Mark — bourbon being the one spirit he could always tolerate on top of whatever else he drank in an evening. He dropped into his favorite chair as though he’d been violently shoved. Fallon was able to disguise his discomfort while celebrating with his colleagues, but he felt it nevertheless. Any reminder of his former wife — and there could be no more direct reminder than a phone call from her sister — tended to upset him by recalling not only his foolishness, immaturity, and misguided trust but also his heartbreak, the mental anguish he endured, and his wife’s tragic end. It was a nightmare he re-lived frequently in reminiscences and an occasional dream. He wondered if he would ever find closure — or enough of one to free him from thoughts of his darling Anna, whom he loved in ways he couldn’t quite define, let alone articulate. Accordingly, he resisted the advice that he speak to someone professionally.  Eight years since her death, and there was yet no significant separation from Anna’s memory. 


	Fourteen years earlier, Michael Fallon was a senior at Rollins College in Winter Haven, Florida when he met Anna Sealy, who came down from her native Georgia with other talented high school seniors from the southeast to look over the campus and listen to a recruitment pitch. Having been honored in his junior year for his academic achievements, Fallon earned the privilege of addressing ten of the visiting students and showing them around campus. The administration wished to demonstrate the student-teacher ratio of ten to one by breaking the visiting high school seniors into small groups. In Fallon’s ten was Anna Sealy — an ethereal seventeen year old, with skin a mere half-tone darker than pale. Her natural blonde hair had in places barely visible red highlights near the roots, as though her head were kissed by strawberries. Her light blue eyes included a crescent of soft red under each of them, as if she saw tragedy and would never be able to forget it. Anna was taller than the young women Fallon dated up to that point — five-seven and a half, though she carried herself as if she were even taller. Her figure was as womanly as it was unostentatious. She favored looser tops, which did more to hide than enhance her breasts. She never wore shorts, only jeans and basic skirts. Her shoes were always closed, even though her feet were pretty. She kept her hair just below her shoulders, never putting it in a pony-tail or a bun. But no favorable description could explain the attraction Fallon felt the moment he first saw her. He often heard that chemistry between two persons was inexplicable, and he willingly conceded to his attraction without trying to figure out why. 


	Anna’s soft voice addressed many questions to him that day — to the point that the other nine in the group allowed her to make almost all inquiries about the campus and the professors. All nine decided to attend Rollins the following fall. Anna Sealy did not. But on this day, Fallon was sure she would, owing to her seeming interest in the school and in him. Following the official tour, the others went about their own ways, but Anna shyly invited her host to accompany her to get a bite to eat.  She listened attentively, with her beautiful and haunting eyes trained on his, to Fallon’s further sales pitch about Rollins — that it was then rated the second best small college on the south, that it boasted more than its share of Fulbright Scholars, that its small size of less than two thousand students allowed for more one-on-one relationships with the faculty, and that its Winter Park location was only minutes from downtown Orlando and not far from Disney World and other popular vacation playgrounds. He felt that although she said little about her plans, she otherwise gave every indication she would be coming to school at Rollins.


	Thoroughly smitten, Fallon knew he had to see her again, finding hardly palatable the prospects of waiting close to a year for her to return to central Florida. He told her he was applying to law schools for the following year. In addition to out-of-state schools, he assumed he’d be accepted by the law schools at Florida State and the University of Florida, but he was also interested in the smaller and more costly Stetson Law School, located near St. Petersburg. While she toyed with her lunch salad, only occasionally dropping her eyes to her food, he began his calculations about the distance between each of these law schools and Winter Park. In his moment of fancy, he visualized the weekend driving to see Anna and cursed the fact that the new law school at Barry University in Orlando hadn’t yet been fully accredited — or he felt he would have considered it seriously, given the close approximation to Rollins, whose incoming freshman class next year would include, or so he believed, the young woman who so fascinated him.  


	He almost begged her to write him about her decision, and he waited impatiently for a letter or email informing him that she’d be coming to Rollins the following autumn. At first, he chided himself for falling so quickly and intensely for a high school senior. He didn’t tell any of his friends or family about her for fear that they’d express shock over their age difference of four years, but Fallon consoled himself with the thought that in four years, when she graduated from college at age twenty-two, he’d be twenty-six — and no one would then find their age difference much of a problem. 


	It was then that he felt the depressing and longing pangs too often during his busy day. He chided himself frequently for believing he smelled her hair and felt her fingers on his forearm, where she briefly touched him when they said goodbye. He tried to indulge a sexual fantasy of her that night, but the pervading image that dominated his thoughts was of her holding out her hand, beckoning him to her. Any attempts to dismiss his feelings based on logic, observation, or personal experience were firmly rejected — encouraged by an assuredness that she would surely be his.


	Yet Thanksgiving came and Fallon still hadn’t heard from her. He grudgingly accepted the possibility that she was only flattered by the attention of a college senior and that soon after her return to her home in Georgia, she forgot all about him, likely trashing the small piece of paper on which he wrote his address and phone number. The following days he dealt with frequent feelings of depression. But in the third week of December, he received a Christmas card from her, which, while saying nothing about her choice of schools, did suggest her interest in some kind of relationship with him. As he dropped in the mail a Christmas card addressed to her house in Ashley, Georgia, he regained confidence that she would indeed be coming to Winter Park the following fall — and his emotions soared when on the last day of February he received her next correspondence, a very brief note written in her impeccable hand. But much to his shock, she let him know she decided to attend Oglethorpe University in Atlanta instead of Rollins. She seemed neither cheery nor regretful about the decision. He believed she wrote it as if to say, “The next move is yours.” 


	Without any promises on her part to see him, let alone any stated wish to further a relationship with him, he opened his desk drawer and pulled out one of the eight letters of acceptance he already received from law schools. The one he was looking for was right on top, as it had only just arrived — from Emory University in eastern Atlanta. 


	Fallon sent Anna a brief letter informing her that as “luck would have it,” he’d be coming to Georgia, that Emory offered him “the best deal,” and that he’d be a fool not to accept it. Still, he hesitated for two days before finishing the note with “I hope it will be okay to see you in August when we both start classes.” 


	She failed to respond to his announcement throughout the rest of the spring, leaving his optimistic rationalizations to battle it out with distressing logic. Often preoccupied by thoughts of her as he approached graduation from Rollins, Fallon assumed she was besieged by high school seniors wanting to be with her, and when she arrived at Oglethorpe, she’d have four years’ worth of attentive male undergraduates to choose from. He continued to date while at Rollins, but there was no young woman he was truly serious about — and certainly none who came anywhere close to capturing his imagination the way Anna Sealy did. 


	Now in his apartment sipping his bourbon, Fallon checked the time and decided that he devoted enough energy this evening to painful recollections. Swallowing the last of his drink, he placed his call to Myra Sealy. 


	“Myra?” She took the call but did not speak. “Myra?” Several seconds passed before she replied weakly though somewhat coldly, “Yes.”


	“This is Michael. You wanted me to call. Are you all right?” He was tempted to hang up, assuming that his former sister-in-law still felt contempt for him and only wished to lower his defenses so she could express it after all these years. Perhaps she was inebriated when she made the previous call, when she seemed to plead for assistance, and now thought better of verbally attacking him. If there was any other reason why she wanted to speak with him, he couldn’t fathom what it could be.


	“Myra, are you there?”


	“Michael?” She now sounded as if she was on the verge of tears.


	“Yes?”


	“You have to help me.” He could no longer doubt her sincerity.


	“Why? What’s happened?” 


	“There’s a dead soldier lying on the ground in back of the house.”


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter Two


	 


	“Out back?”


	“He’s down at the edge of the trees, near the path that goes down to the river.”


	“You’re not at your family’s house, then?” He knew the Sealys lived in a cul-de-sac, with only elevated terrain behind them.


	“No, I’m at the old place.”


	Yes, the old place. Fallon never saw it, traveling only once to the family’s home in Ashley. Anna met him before he opened his car door, looking horrified that he came unannounced. She wouldn’t let him get out of the front seat, but insisted he go back the 150 miles to Atlanta and wait for her to phone him. Having recently  become engaged, when she was a senior at Oglethorpe and he a first-year legal associate, Fallon hadn’t yet met her parents, only her younger sister Myra, who came with an older cousin to Atlanta three years earlier to see Anna. Myra was ten at the time. 


	Fallon cradled the phone on his neck as he poured another bourbon. “And you're sure he's a soldier?”
Her reply was immediate and rife with frustration and fear. “Yes, I told you he's wearing a uniform.”
Fallon entertained the possibility that a recent veteran wearing an army field jacket or a current member of the armed forces had succumbed to the effects of battle in Afghanistan and ended his own life. This thought of suicide not only brought the devastating memory of Anna’s death years earlier, but also the three legal cases he asked out of because each lawsuit was related to post traumatic stress syndrome. He just felt he couldn’t do his best if mental instability was a factor in the case. 


	“Is he wearing a military cap or hat of any kind?”


	“No. No hat. Are you going to come here and help me?” Again she delivered pitifully the expression of her anger and impatience. “You have to come.” He could hear her emit something between a groan and a gasp before she shouted “Please!"


	“Yes, all right. I'll drive over tomorrow morning.” He really felt he had no choice. “Myra, just answer a few more questions — okay?”


	“I told you everything I can until I see you.”


	“Okay, just answer me this. Did you see a gun near the body?”


	“No.”


	“Did you shoot him?”


	“Why are you asking me these questions?”


	He quickly downed his bourbon. Anna told him her family was quite knowledgeable about firearms and that her younger sister Myra was a prize shot with a rifle at a very young age, adding the peculiar tag “She had to be” without explaining her meaning. 


	His eyes closing every several seconds, Fallon wanted to end the conversation and get to bed. “Myra, don't wait until I get there to call the police.”


	“I can’t. They’ll blame me.” He feared what she might reveal next.


	“Why would they blame you?”


	“I just can’t call anyone. I need you to be here.”


	Whether it was the effect of fatigue, concern, or sympathy, he couldn’t argue with her. “Okay, I'll be there sometime around noon tomorrow morning. Get out of that old house and go home.”


	“I'm not leaving here until you come. Please don’t make me wait.”


	Fallon easily sensed that nothing could convince her otherwise. “All right. Try to get some sleep and I'll see you no later than eleven.” He thought now that he’d leave his place about eight and get there by 10:30-10:45. She sounded frighteningly vulnerable — with a voice chillingly reminiscent of her sister Anna’s.


	“Sooner, Michael. Please. I’m so afraid.”


	***


	The following morning, Fallon awoke realizing he had failed to reset his clock radio alarm, which was set for 8:15 a.m. It was presently 9:30 and he was over half way to Ashley, only having stopped once — at an exit off I-20 for coffee and a breakfast biscuit. He  awakened four or five times during the night, unable to get that voice out of his head. But it wasn’t Myra’s; it was Anna’s, who told him the night they were married that she loved him because he understood and would help her through all of her difficulties. “I know you will never leave me alone and will come whenever I need you,” she softly said as he rubbed her forehead and she gently kissed his other hand. He promised her that night he would always understand and be there for her, but before they could celebrate their first anniversary he broke his promise. It mattered little that his family and friends supported his decision to do so. The misery resulting from that decision had yet to leave him, even though eight years had passed since Anna’s death.


	Fallon wondered how Myra would greet him after all this time. Since she pleaded with him to come, she might well run to him and bury her head in his chest. Then again, she might have already called the police and, if she was inebriated the night before, would then greet him more formally or coldly — even hostilely. He felt ennobled at the thought that he was at least attempting to assist his former sister-in-law, which might possibly ease the guilt he felt for letting Anna leave him without doing more to help her. He finished his coffee by the time he came to his exit and made the turn south toward Ashley. Fallon made his way several times to Augusta over the past eight years — twice to attend the Master’s Golf Tournament, as a guest of one of his clients. Business also took him on this stretch of I-20, as did his forays across the state line to Aiken, Columbia, Sumter, and Charleston, South Carolina. And every time he passed the exit going south to Ashley, his stomach tightened as he remembered how often he speculated on Anna’s childhood there. Today, on only his second journey to the small eastern Georgia town, his body tingled with numbness. Passing between Augusta and Fort Gordon on the Augusta by-pass, Fallon headed due south on 121/25. He then turned east on a two-lane road before reaching Waynesboro, the road then splitting some ten miles in — one route going back south, the other northeast, which led to the small hamlet of Ashley, close to the Savannah River, which divided Georgia and South Carolina. There were far too many indications of progress having bypassed the area. Along the road were widely spaced homes of weather-ravaged wood and a series of nothing more than partially collapsed brick chimneys where residences once stood. The front porches of standing homes were devoid of tables and rocking chairs, as if no one sat there and enjoyed cold or hot tea for a century or more. Several wooden garages leaned precariously to the side, merely awaiting a heavy wind to bring them to the ground. Fallon saw a wooden gazebo overgrown with kudzu, the Asian “gift” introduced to the South in 1883, as he learned while in law school, after its debut in Philadelphia at the centennial celebration seven years earlier. Southerners foolishly thought the vine would serve as ornamental shade, especially for porches, never imagining the plant would refuse to be tamed, and as long-delayed “punishment,” the government labelled it a “weed” in 1970. Fallon laughed the first time he heard someone called it “the vine that ate the South.” But now it seemed to devour — to choke — to smother a structure in which young men and women once sat and talked about their futures together.  


	So many trees stood alone — the thinner pines all bent like old men and women on the threshold of death. The now leafless oaks still had majesty about them, but they too stood apart in lonely fields long ago left unattended. An occasional wooden church could be seen in the distance, without any indication that it still served any spiritual purpose, since Fallon could spot no living soul on the grounds. Ditches and ponds contained filthy water, dead pine trunks and limbs, the occasional bald tire, and strands of litter deposited who knows when. Fallon drove by the occasional billboard — much smaller than those on the well-traveled Georgia roads, but surely at one time placed strategically. Some were mere frames; others were faded and rusted advertisements for various products of dated vintage — including the small-bottle Coca Cola, Lipton Tea, and Sinclair oil with its green dinosaur mascot. He also passed an elongated metal motel sign standing in front of an empty lot with hardly a trace of the structure that once offered lodging to the traveler. Fallon saw only one religious message when he was within two miles of Ashley — on a large painted rectangle: “Jesus Save Us!”


	Fallon slowed as he reached Ashley and passed through the main section of the town. His focus was on finding the same narrow lane that led to the cul-du-sac where the present Sealy house stood. But he would have to pass that turn and take a dirt roadway, barely wide enough to accommodate two automobiles, for another half mile before making yet another turn over a dirt road so infrequently traveled that the grass made the lane almost impossible to discern. He learned the way when he asked a resident how to get to the Sealy house when he surprised Anna years earlier. The black man told him not to go the way he now traveled because it was “No good going out to that dead place.” Now Fallon couldn’t imagine anyone trying to get out to the old Sealy house in the dark. Anna once described the old house and its location and, Fallon thought, spoke of the place with a reverential sense of dread. 


	As his car bounced across the unpaved lane, the old structure came into sight. To his left he saw a stream some twenty-five to thirty feet wide. It wound itself around to the back of the old house where Myra said the dead soldier lay. Fallon assumed it was some kind of tributary of the Savannah River which flowed not far from where he was. The terrain was generally flat and lifeless, but near the house was a massive Water Oak with its trunk bent roughly at a thirty degree angle. If it stood straight it would have reached some sixty to seventy feet high, Fallon estimated. His law colleague Ted Berkshire, who was a closet arborist, informed him that White Oak leaves in this part of the state usually remained bluish green all year, but the tree on the Sealy property had more than half its leaves gone — the remaining ones tinctured brown. But what was most notable and chilling about the tree was the spread of its branches from its bent position. The tree reminded Fallon of a bent fingered claw, the lowest branches brushing the ground while the highest were wildly stretching in various directions toward the sky. It was if a giant hand reached through the earth and felt the freedom of the air — only to freeze in its tortured posture.


	To the right of the old house must have once stood another home — Fallon judged some two hundred yards away — for all that was visible now was a chimney rising up as a grave marker to let any visitor know there was once life at that spot. Vines, weeds, and decayed stumps marked the rest of the immediate area. It was early December and the leaves on the maples, willow oaks, dogwoods, and sweetgums were almost all fallen. The ones that remained had a sickly yellow and mud color to them. Even the abundant loblolly and short-leaf pines failed to add enough color to the surroundings. Many of them were bent or snapped, and in clusters they looked like they were in conflict with each other, their trunks almost touching while their branches entwined with each other, as if one was about to pull up the other and toss it violently to the ground.


	The morning sun had not yet risen high enough to clear the trees, but the broken sunlight peering where it could between the natural impediments illuminated the old Sealy house in spaced lines of two or less feet across the roof, as if the place was painted in conflicting shades of hope and gloom. A squirrel leaped from one of the barren trees and scampered across the roof, pausing for a moment each time it stepped into the streak of sunlight. Fallon headed toward the rear of the house to discover if the body Myra described was still there. It struck him that other than the movement of the squirrel on the roof all was silent. He heard nothing, not even the rustling of the trees or the songs of birds. But it was the kind of intimidating quiet Fallon believed was a prelude to some horrifying or at least unexpected sound that would unnerve him. Oddly, he smiled at the possibility that he really accepted Anna’s apparent belief years earlier that this was a haunted place. But there was supposedly a body lying out back. Perhaps nature was silent out of respect for the dead.


	He went around the house to view the body before knocking on the door for what would certainly be a difficult reunion with Myra Sealy. As he reached the house, he stopped and listened. He heard nothing from within. No smoke rose from the old chimney — and it was colder than normal for this time of year. Red clay mixed with natural pine straw served as a lawn; no bushes were snuggled up next to the building. No trees remained near the house. It was doubtful the property had ever been landscaped. Not surprisingly, the exterior wood showed cracks on every piece of lumber, but structurally the place seemed solid enough. The narrow-railed front porch displayed neither a potted plant nor a rocking chair. The door had no knocker or bell but only a fist-sized splotch of faded blue paint next to the knob. 


	Fallon moved along the side if the house and stepped into a streak of morning sunlight, which illuminated a large spider’s web between a broken wooden barrel lying on the ground and the edge of the house. Momentarily startled, Fallon recovered to admire the impressive construction of the large web, now enhanced by the light filtering through it. The size of the web led him to look for the architect, which he expected to be rather large in size. But there was no sign of the web’s designer; it was as if the spider did its work and moved on to construct another. Unwilling to destroy the web, Fallon stepped to the right of the broken barrel and turned to his left, giving him an unimpeded view of the rear of the old house. He immediately saw the stream Myra described, as he stepped toward the spot where he believed the dead soldier lay. There was no body there or anywhere else within his sight.  


	Fallon lowered his head at the prospect that he had been set up as the victim of a nasty practical joke played by Myra Sealy — and perhaps other members of her family. He could feel his anger chasing away all concern and curiosity. Of course there was no one here. Why would there be? Was someone filming the evidence of his gullibility? Yet looking around the area and across the narrow stream, he saw no one. He checked the top of the roof and saw only the same squirrel witnessing his humiliation. Fallon decided on his next move. He’d get to his car as quickly as possible and drive back to Atlanta. Then it struck him that he might have been lured out here for Myra to exact revenge for the loss of her sister. Now Fallon looked not for a camera or cell phone filming his movements but rather for someone with a weapon. He wouldn’t retrace his steps but instead would move slowly across the rear area and come around the other side of the house. If he saw no one near his car, he would dart to the driver’s side door and escape as quickly as possible. His imagination raced ahead of his better sense as he moved and considered the possibility that the dirt road — or path — leading up to the house might well be blocked. Then he dropped his eyes and saw something lying on the ground. 


	A coat of some vintage. Filthy and gray. Unbuttoned and spread open. A period military coat. The outlines of three chevrons on the sleeve in the shape of V’s—the chevrons having been removed. He knelt down examining but not touching the coat. Yes, it well could be a replica of a Confederate uniform coat made to look dated and soiled. Fallon dismissed his assumptions about being set up for humiliation or worse and was now caught in confusion about what he was looking at. The coat was that of a soldier, as Myra told him last night, but there was no body, nor any evidence that anyone had been lying in the area. Fallon reached for his cell phone and began dialing Myra’s number. Was it possible she saw someone who was simply asleep or passed out and thought he was dead? But why then would he be wearing a confederate coat? Another thought pushed its way past the others. Could Myra have suffered harm? He was about to punch in the last number when he heard a soft but long breath to his left.


	“I’m glad you’ve come, Michael.”


	Myra Sealy stood at the back door of the old structure — a door he hadn’t heard open.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter Three


	 


	She appeared exactly as he was afraid she would — a beautiful young woman of twenty-three, a full dozen years his junior. Mira stood at the door in a soft white short dress with raised white patterns — the kind a young woman usually wears to a bookstore or a casual eatery. An open charcoal-colored sweater covered her arms, and on her feet were a pair of black flat ballet-style shoes. Her long corn-silk blonde hair was in partial disarray, as though she heard a knock and had no time to comb it out.  She seemed devoid of make-up, but she was no less stunning for the lack of it. Her arms dangled at her sides; they weren’t folded into a defensive or hostile position. Others might say she looked vulnerable, but Fallon never saw or imagined her that way. As did her sister so many years earlier, Myra exploded onto his sensibilities, although the effect was quite different.


	She stared at him after she spoke, and the look on her face brought Fallon back thirteen years earlier, when they first met. Anna answered his letter suggesting that they see each other soon after beginning their studies in Atlanta — she at Oglethorpe; he at Emory Law. She told him they could have lunch once she was settled on campus. After saying goodbye to friends in Winter Park, Fallon spent several days at home down in North Palm Beach, and then headed to Atlanta, his SUV stuffed with personal belongings. For the entire drive up the Sunshine State Parkway and then on I-75, he spent very little of his time thinking of anything other than Anna Sealy. He was aware that he was far too infatuated — or seriously in love — with her, seeing that he only saw her once and corresponded with her on an irregular basis, but projecting the ultimate result for every relationship or interest he had was part of his personality. He hadn’t played a full game of Little League baseball before he saw himself in Yankee Stadium or Fenway Park. He performed a mid-sized role in a high school play and began imagining a career in film or on the Broadway stage. He dated a girl once and quickly pondered what kind of a wife and mother she’d be. Yet his projections regarding his relationship with Anna didn’t so much confuse as surprise him. And he was confident he made the right decision to come to Atlanta so he could at least see where their relationship might go. If it came quickly to nothing, he reasoned, a law degree from Emory would be more than enough consolation. 


	It was right after he brought Anna back to her resident hall at Oglethorpe, following lunch and a Saturday matinee, when he first set eyes upon Anna’s ten-year-old sister. He didn’t expect to see her, since Anna said nothing of the visit of Myra and the sisters’ older cousin. It was an early September afternoon in Atlanta that felt like early August. He recalled that he was sweating more than usual for a hot day and that he was bothered by the salty perspiration running in his eyes. His vision was therefore clouded when he turned and saw Myra. Continuing to daub his eyes with the pad of his index finger when Anna made the introductions, Fallon offered Myra and her cousin a friendly “Glad to meet you,” but he heard nothing back from the ten-year-old. When his eyes finally cleared, he looked at Myra and was immediately disconcerted by what he saw. It wasn’t what she wore that stunned him; it was the expression on her face. Her look was far too “mature,” he could say now, years later. The kind of expression a girl that young should never be equipped, let alone be permitted, to have. After parting, he headed back to his apartment in Decatur. His thoughts and emotions spun wildly from trying to understand Myra’s expression to judging the girl because of it. Did she know how inappropriate it was — at her tender age? Would it make her vulnerable when she became a teenager in a few years? But perhaps she was unconscious of how others might judge the look. Or perhaps it was simply a physiological quirk that made her face and eyes shape themselves that way when she was nervous or shy. He once dated a girl whom others thought was aloof and unfriendly and who would explain, “I can’t help the way my face falls.” Later, after reading some classical theological literature in relation to a legal case he was researching, he found the best description for the look Myra Sealy gave him that day. She looked like one of the fallen angels at the moment the angel decided to rebel against God.  


	Finally, Fallon regained control of his emotions and memories. “Myra, where’s the soldier?” He asked in a tone that suggested he was aware he’d been taken advantage of.
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