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To librarians and teachers: The shining stars of my universe











Some of the language used in this novel is a reflection of the author’s intention to recreate a very specific time and period in American history. We want to alert readers that there are harmful phrases and terminology in the work that were prevalent at the time this novel is set. The terms used in the novel are deliberately chosen but used sparingly, as David Baldacci says in his author’s note. They do not represent the opinions of the author or the publisher and their inclusion in this work of fiction does not constitute an endorsement of the characterization, content or language used.













Author’s Note


I started writing this novel well over a decade ago, by hand, in a journal like the one my mother gave me as a child to jot down my stories. Then I set the manuscript aside to work on other projects, but something kept pulling me back to the story, and it has to do with my past.


I grew up in the sixties and seventies in Richmond, Virginia, the old capital of the Confederacy, home to all those statues of rebel elites on Monument Avenue. I was not born into economic privilege, and I grew up with an ethnic surname in a world steeped in the history of the Old South, where the names Lee, Jackson, Stuart, and Davis were revered by many. Thinking back, I believe I would not have become a writer had I not been born in that place and at that time.


I was observant and curious, and I remember much from my youth. Where I grew up, the Black-white divide was so ingrained that despite the efforts of the Civil Rights movement and the Warren Court, life was not so very different from many decades before. The old ways were intractable, and accepted to such an extent that most people never even thought about it, at least people who looked like me. And while I was the observer of racial bigotry and hatred, I was never the target. To borrow a line from Mark Twain, that is truly the difference between the lightning bug and the lightning.


There are many autobiographical elements in this story, from how Jack Lee grew up—although decades earlier than I did—to the thoughts, questions, and misgivings he had about the world in which he lived, how books played an important role in forming his outlook on life, the sometimes confusing and conflicting relationships with family and friends, and the uneasy coexistence of Black and white worlds, for they were distinct, separate entities. Like Jack, I delivered the morning paper, and I grew up to be a trial lawyer. My mechanic father fixed up an old Fiat that I drove for a period of time. And there is a Tuxedo Boulevard in Richmond, and, yes, to the best of my recollection, the county dump was at the end of the all-Black neighborhood.


My sixth-grade class was one of the first in Virginia to be bused to a Black school, finally realizing Brown v. Board’s ruling, albeit nearly twenty years late. It was an emotionally and mentally bewildering time for all the students, which I looked back on for quite a while as traumatizing. However, as I grew older, I came to understand that it had been necessary to allow children from different walks of life to finally be together after having been separated for centuries for purely toxic reasons.


When writing a novel dealing with race in America, the subject of the N-word usually comes up. I cannot think of another term that even approaches the heinous connotations of hatred and evil that stand next to it. However, to create a story set in 1968 that takes on issues of race and fails to use it in some form would be criticized, and justly so, as inauthentic at best, cowardly at worst. Thus, I have deployed it sparingly and in a hybrid form that may not satisfy some, but was the one I chose after much deliberation.


Though distinct elements of self-governance date back as far as ancient Greece if not further, democracies were a thoroughly unproven and unpopular form of governance when America came into being. At that time, the most powerful nations were organized under autocratic systems, usually monarchies, and “individual freedom” was an oxymoron. Although there are other legitimate claimants to the title, the United States of America is arguably the world’s oldest nation with a continuously surviving democratic government; it is certainly the best-known example. However, having only been around for less than 250 years, we are an infant in the annals of history, and our existence has been, at times, uncomfortably turbulent.


There were multiple instances in our past when we were at each other’s throats, and where a decisive breakup seemed imminent. We ultimately fought a costly civil war to end slavery and keep the union intact. Clearly, enough people believed the American experiment of freedom and self-governance was worth the blood shed on all those battlefields. However, none of us should ever take that sentiment for granted, lest our system of elected representation disappears from under our distracted gaze, taking our hard-won rights along with it.


Finally, I wanted to make this a story of two people from divergent life experiences who come together to tackle a problem as difficult as any America has ever confronted. I wanted it to be an unwieldy, fractious partnership, like the one experienced by those sixth graders decades ago. I wanted each to learn from the other, and for them to eventually find mutual respect and empathy for one another.


In the end, what can we strive for that is more vital, for all of us?











Not in Utopia, subterranean fields,


Or some secreted island, Heaven knows where!


But in the very world, which is the world


Of all of us,—the place where in the end


We find our happiness, or not at all!


—William Wordsworth
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On any other day the dead quiet coming from this room would have concerned no one, because the elderly couple usually napped peacefully, sat stationary as cats, or read their twin King James Bibles in silence, aged fingers turning pages replete with wisdom, tranquility, and violence.


The latter was on embellished display, for the man was sprawled on the floor on his back, while the woman was draped across a finely upholstered chair. Life had been rent from them with a grim certainty of purpose.


They were not remarkable in any way that mattered to most. What was memorable was the grand upheaval that would define and qualify the full measure of their deaths. It would fuel a calamitous surge of energy, like that of a sawed-off shotgun randomly discharged into an unsuspecting crowd.


Their violent end would be gossiped about in Freeman County, Virginia, for decades.


“You got the right to remain silent. You hear me, boy?” the first lawman said to the only suspect in the room.


That suspect was on his knees, his hands shackled behind him, the cuffs cutting deeply into flesh. The only signs of his granular fear were the trembling of fingers, and the quick exhalations of breath.


“This coon don’t look like he can talk even if he wanted to,” countered the second deputy. He was six feet, cattail-lean, with a soft jaw and eyes that resembled creased bullet holes. A policeman’s hat was tipped far back on his head.


The debilitating humidity, wicked off the nearby McHenry River, spread everywhere, like mustard gas weaving through the war trenches. The sweat dripped off the deputies’ faces, darkened their starched shirts, and, like gnats flitting around nostrils and eyes, added annoyance to their rage.


The first deputy continued to read off the little white card he’d drawn from his pocket. He was short, and squat as a tree stump. He had just arrived at the part about an attorney being provided if the accused couldn’t afford one, when his partner, clearly troubled by these new legal rights, interrupted once more.


“You tell me what lawyer in his right mind would represent this here colored boy, LeRoy. ’Cause I sure as hell would like to know the answer.”


Raymond LeRoy ignored this and continued to read off the card, because he hadn’t yet memorized the words. He actually doubted he ever would; the will was just not in him. He had no idea who this Miranda fellow was, but LeRoy knew that the legalese upon the paper was designed to help those people, who had committed crimes, usually against white folks. And that transformed every word, which he was compelled to read by the decision of nine robed men hundreds of miles away, into bleach on his tongue.


“You understand what I just read to you?” said LeRoy. “I apparently got to hear your answer accordin’ to those sonsabitches in Washington, DC.”


His partner gripped the butt of his holstered .38 Smith & Wesson. “Why don’t you just take off them iron cuff links and tell him to run for it? Save the good folks of this fine county payin’ for his trip down to Richmond and the chair.”


“They ain’t doin’ executions no more, Gene. Say it’s cruel and unusual.”


Gene Taliaferro bristled. “And what the hell has he just done to them, LeRoy?”


In one corner an overturned table had upset the items that had long rested upon it, chiefly, a photograph taken over fifty years ago of the couple in their courting days. He with his slouch hat in hand, along with a pair of brooding eyes, she with a bonnet resting on her small, delicate head, the hair parted in the middle, making her resemble a child. They were framed by an arch of fragrant honeysuckle and jasmine that was hosting both bees and butterflies, tiny, whirring apparitions trapped by the flash pop and shutterbug.


Now the photo lay on the floor, its front glass shattered, a cut across the picture bisecting the woman’s face and reaching to the man’s left eye.


LeRoy said, “We ain’t gonna shoot him, Gene. Boy’s in custody.”


“He’s only a g-d n——!” exclaimed Gene.


“I know,” bellowed an out-of-his-depth LeRoy. “Do I got me two eyes or what?”


“Well then?” demanded Gene. “Ain’t be the first time we done it.”


“Well, it’s not like that no more, is it?” countered a disappointed LeRoy.


“A hundred years ago where was the capital of the Confederacy?” Gene pointed to the floor. “It was right chere in Virginia. And nuthin’ can change that. Granddaddy four times removed owned boys just like this one.” He stabbed his finger in the direction of the kneeling man. “Owned ’em! I got me a picture! They ought ’a fry his ass.”


“Then let ’em,” muttered LeRoy. “But I ain’t havin’ a bunch ’a Negro lawyers comin’ after me. And now that that Dr. King got hisself killed down in Tennessee, coloreds are riotin’ all over the damn country.”


Gene snorted. “He weren’t no real doctor!”


“Gonna let my son take up the cause. We got to keep fightin’. Hundred years, thousand years, it don’t matter.”


Gene sucked in a long breath and let it go. The gesture seemed to sap the core of his fury like cold mist on a candle’s flame. But then the lawman’s expression grew cagey. He squatted down on his haunches next to the only suspect in the room and slipped a wooden billy club from his belt. Along the wood were cut a dozen horizontal notches.


“I don’t remember tellin’ you to get on your knees, boy. Now stand up.” Before the prisoner could move, Gene struck him full in the gut with the head of the billy club, propelling the man to the floor.


Gene rose. “I told you to get up, not fall on your damn face. Now get your ass up boy, right now. Now, or you get some more of the wood.”


Slowly, the prisoner managed to come once more to rest on his haunches.


Gene knelt next to him and said in a near whisper, “Now who told you to get your ass off that floor?”


He battered the prisoner on the back of the head with the club, sending him down once more, now bleeding from his scalp.


Gene stood up and said, “Jesus, you ain’t too smart, and here you wanna be equal to the white man. Now get up. Get up.” He jabbed the prisoner fiercely in the ribs with the club. “I ain’t tellin’ you again, boy. Up!”


The prisoner, inch by tremulous inch, levered himself back onto his knees.


Gene knelt down again. “Good, good, boy.” He grinned at his partner. “Who says you can’t teach critters new tricks, LeRoy, huh?” He turned back to the bleeding, woozy prisoner and eyed the band on the man’s finger. “Hey, now, you got yourself a woman?”


Gene walloped the suspect with the club on the side of his head. “I asked you a question. You ain’t got no choice ’cept to answer me.”


“Y-yes.”


“Yes, what?”


“Yes . . . sir.”


He leaned in closer. “Good, good. Bet she’s pretty. She pretty, boy?”


The prisoner nodded, which got him another clubbing to the head.


“You speak, boy. You don’t never nod at no white man. It’s disrespectful.”


His eyes closed, the man said, “She real pretty, sir.”


“Good, good. Now, you got you kids?”


“Y-yes sir.”


“Fine, that’s fine. How many babies you got?”


“Three, sir.”


“Three!” Gene looked at his partner. “Boy say he got him three colored babies.” He turned back to the prisoner. “Okay, now after they fry your ass over in Richmond I’m gonna go see your pretty wife and your babies with some friends of mine. Now let me tell you what we gonna do to all them after we finish havin’ some fun with her.”


He leaned close and whispered in the prisoner’s ear.


The man roared in rage, knocking Gene down with his maddened, gyrating bulk.


The deputy slid across the floor, grinning. He took off his hat, swiped back his hair, and gripped his billy club extra firm. He rose and headed back to the only suspect in the room, who was now sprawled helplessly on the floor.


Gene said triumphantly, “Resistin’ arrest plain as day. You seen it, LeRoy.”


And he raised the club.
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John Robert Lee, who went by Jack to all but his mother, finished pumping Esso gas into his ancient, four-door Fiat pillarless saloon car. The front doors opened regularly, back to front, but the rear doors opened front to back. It had a long hood terminating in a fancy grille with silver cased headlights that sprouted from the front slim fenders like incandescent daisies. Its four-cylinder engine could hit fifty-three miles an hour with a decent tailwind. He paid over a crisp single and two dull quarters to the attendant, who was studying the funny-looking car with interest.


“What the hell is that thang?” he asked.


“It’s a Fiat,” answered Jack.


“A fee-ought?”


“It’s Italian made.”


“I-talian? Ain’t that where the pope’s from?”


Jack nodded. “That’s right.”


“You Catholic?”


“No, I’m agnostic,” said Jack.


The man screwed up his face. “What’s that? Like Presbyterian or Methodist?”


“It’s actually a skeptical man’s faith,” replied Jack.


He climbed into the Fiat that his father had gotten from a car cemetery and resurrected back to the road. It was a gift from his parents when he’d graduated from law school. It was not a prestigious law school, like the mighty University of Virginia, or Richmond’s or William and Mary’s illustrious legal institutions. However, he had passed the Virginia State Bar exam on his first attempt, while he knew some from the glorified universities who had failed to do so. They still got the jobs in the big firms because that was where their daddies labored, too, selling their professional lives in hour increments for handsome compensation, prestigious homes, and golf memberships at the country club. They also married lovely, elegant women with fine pedigrees and firm skin, who ended up drinking too much, or bedding the gardener or the pool boy because of all the extra time on their hands.


Jack was a white man, thirty-two years old, at least for a bit longer, and eight years out of law school he was just getting by, and still unmarried, much to his mother’s chagrin. As the 1970s approached, men were wearing their hair far longer, but his was as short as when he’d been in the Boy Scouts, though he was starting to grow out his sideburns. He was two inches over six feet, broad shouldered and slim hipped and a bit too lean; he had never earned enough from his law practice to eat all that well. A six-pack of peanut butter crackers and an RC Cola was often his end-of-day repast.


The Second World War had made everyone underfed and overworked. Then the fifties had ushered in a roaring economy with a chicken in every pot and a Ford or GM loitering in every driveway. Then the sixties had come along and proceeded to upend all that dollars-and-cents progress. It had also foisted stark changes upon society at large that were far too swift for many.


He drove over to his parents’ modest house in a working-class neighborhood where the husbands primarily used their muscle to earn their daily bread and their wives handled everything else. He had been born there in the main-floor bedroom, and he was fairly certain both his parents would die there, barring something unforeseen. No fuss and no muss, that was the Lee way.


He pulled into the gravel drive. All the homes here had been carved out of a plantation that more than a century ago had grown tobacco as a cash crop. Nearly all the residences looked the same: brittle asbestos siding, high-pitched roofs with black asphalt shingles, one front door and one in the rear, three bedrooms total along with one bath, set on a quarter acre of solid red clay with a grass veneer.


At his parents’ house there was an aging weeping willow tree out front, and an apple tree in the back that had never been honestly pruned, and consequently sagged with the weight of the coming harvest. There was also a detached garage sitting where the gravel drive ceased. At the very rear of the property was the grave of the dog that had been Jack’s faithful companion as a child: a black-and-white Belgian shepherd as loyal and good as God ever made canines. He’d toppled over one morning in his ninth year of life and hadn’t lived the day. Jack and his younger brother had cried like they’d just lost their best friend, and, in some important ways of little boys, they had.


The Lees also had a second bathroom upstairs, thanks to their father, who was quite talented at creating useful things from castoffs. Then there was a galley-sized kitchen, an eight-by-ten dining space bleeding off that, a small living room, and a TV den containing a faux-wood Motorola with two dials big as saucers on its face.


Jack climbed out of the Fiat and put on his suit jacket.


He could smell through the front screen door chicken breasts and legs popping in a frying pan of sizzling Crisco. And he imagined the potato salad resting in the small almond-white Frigidaire, and the heated pots on the electric stove top, the coils red-hot and holding pans of simmering green beans and stewed tomatoes his mother had harvested and then preserved from the kitchen garden. The meal would be concluded with chocolate sheet cake and Maxwell House coffee purchased from the A&P.


The dinner tonight was to commemorate Jack’s thirty-third year on earth. At 7:10 p.m. on this day in 1935 he had emerged headfirst into a world still devastated by an economic collapse. His birth had occurred in the downstairs bedroom, while his nervous father had prowled the hall outside smoking his American-blend Camels. After a spank on the ass Jack had given his first cry and hadn’t stopped for four years, according to his mother.


He’d grown up to play myriad sports, loved to debate folks, and was an avid reader from a young age. And every morning from the age of twelve until his junior year of high school, he’d risen long before the crack of dawn to deliver the Virginia Times Dispatch.


Many of the parents from his childhood still lived in the neighborhood. Their children, like him, had moved on. Most, unlike him, had married and now had their own swelling broods. He’d see them occasionally disgorging a passel of kids from battered station wagons to go visit grandparents who were getting more fragile and forgetful by the day. Yet sometimes the natural cycle of life was broken and children remained closer than Mom and Dad might desire.


And didn’t Jack’s parents know that.


He opened the screen door.


“Hello?” he called out. “Birthday boy’s here.” He’d seen his father’s tan GMC pickup by the garage. It was their only vehicle because his mother didn’t drive.


“Hello?” he said again.


His sister edged around the corner from the dining room, where he could see the dinner plates laid out on the small table purchased years ago on layaway. There was a balloon tethered to a closet door handle, the words “Happy Birthday” stenciled upon it.


“Hey, Lucy girl,” said Jack.


His elder sister rushed over and gave him a hug that nearly cracked his back. She’d always been strong, and he’d always believed it was nature’s way of balancing out what was missing upstairs.


It had begun with his mother’s trip to the dentist to remove a painfully impacted wisdom tooth. She’d been given laughing gas as a sedative, a term Jack had later learned was for the compound nitrous oxide. Only she hadn’t known she was with child at the time. Eight months later his sister had been born. And a year after that, when Lucy was not developing as she should, some specialists had diagnosed her with “severe and irreversible mental retardation,” or so his daddy had told him years later when Jack had questions about his sister.


She was now thirty-seven, a grown if physically stunted woman, with the innocent mind of a child. Her blonde bangs hung right above eyes so extraordinarily blue it was the first thing folks noted about her. Jack had the same eyes that she did, only with something of a different sort behind them.


He kissed the top of Lucy’s head and said her dress was very pretty. It was light brown with vivid blue dots that nearly matched her eye color and had puffy sleeves that hung down to the crooks of her delicate elbows. His birthday was probably the only thing that she had talked about all day.


“Momma, Daddy, it be Jack,” Lucy bellowed over her shoulder.


She pulled him over to the balloon, poked it, and laughed as it oscillated on the end of its tether. Jack laughed, too, but there was a definite hollowness to it. He’d often wondered what his sister would have grown up to be if the dental visit had never occurred. Perhaps Lucy Lee would have been the lawyer in the family.


His mother had never forgiven herself for her daughter’s fate, though there was no fault in her ignorance. She had had two more children, Jack and his one-year-younger brother, Jefferson, who went by Jeff to all but his mother, who always referred to him by his full name. His mother had employed a midwife and taken no drugs for her sons’ deliveries, preferring to endure the unique pain of childbirth as perhaps penance for the daughter who had never been allowed to truly grow up because of the mother’s bad tooth. And ever since, she had refused any and all medication, including aspirin, though she was susceptible to migraines that sometimes forced her to lie in agony for hours in the dark.


“Momma?” he called out expectantly.


And he heard the woman coming.
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Hilda Lee, known to all as Hilly, appeared, dressed in a crisp white T-shirt, faded Wrangler jeans, and flat canvas shoes, with an olive green apron tied around her middle. It was a tomboy foundation comfortably twined with a domestic facade.


She was quite tall and sinewy lean, and her short hair was light brown with a reddish tint attributable to her Scottish ancestry; it was also now liberally laced with gray. Her nose was straight as a razor blade. Her calm, pale green eyes gave the impression that no matter the challenge not only would she persevere, Hilly Lee would also conquer all comers, with grit to spare.


The woman’s veined, wiry, tanned forearms were festooned with sunspots because she liked the outdoors. However, when she was outside, Hilly moved with force and had some purpose, tending the kitchen garden, mowing the grass, helping her husband to reshingle the roof, felling a dead tree, or repainting the backyard wire fence. She had been raised on a mountain ridge on the far western edge of the state that to this day had no electricity or running water. His mother rarely spoke of her hardscrabble time there, and that in itself articulated volumes.


Hilly wiped her hands on the apron and gave her oldest boy a hug. “Ten minutes to go, Robert.” She had never called him anything other than Robert. John was your father’s idea, Robert was mine, so Robert it will be, at least for me. And they had left it at that. With his mother he had left many things at that.


If she’d had her way he would have officially been Robert E. Lee, after the gallant Confederate general who had sacrificed all to carry the mantle of the Army of Northern Virginia against his birth country in defense of states’ rights, or so the old story went.


But they were not those Lees. No First Families of Virginia lived on this street or even in this blue collar parcel of Freeman County. The homes weren’t big enough, and neither were the opportunities.


“Yes, ma’am,” he said back.


Her expression turned somber. “I still can’t believe they killed JFK’s brother.”


“I know,” he replied. A little over a week before, America had had another Kennedy running for president. Now they simply had another Kennedy to mourn.


“And Dr. King just two months ago. What is this durn country coming to where we have to settle things with guns?”


“World is a troubled place. Look at Vietnam.”


He shouldn’t have brought that up because of his brother, but perhaps it had slipped out intentionally, Jack thought. He’d had that sort of verbal sparring relationship with his mother from an early age. She usually seemed to relish the jousting.


And he had always found it bewildering that she venerated a long-dead Confederate general at the same time she shed tears for the recent deaths of two men who held views diametrically opposed to all the Confederacy had stood for. But then he had found much about his mother to be irreconcilable.


“Walter Cronkite said it was a man with the same two names who did it.”


“Sirhan Sirhan,” Jack told her.


She said, “What kinda name is that?”


“He’s from Palestine.”


“How did his kind get close to Bobby Kennedy of all people?”


“They say Kennedy was walking through the kitchen at a hotel in Los Angeles, and the man was waiting and shot him.”


“This Sir-han will probably hire himself a fancy lawyer like you and get off.”


He smiled at her. He would never be a fancy lawyer. “Doubtful.”


“Well, you’re the attorney in the family, Robert,” she said. Hilly’s gaze flitted to her daughter, who was still poking the balloon and giggling each time it moved in response to her jab. In his mother’s eyes Jack could read the unspoken thought: The family I have left.


“You seeing any girls I don’t know about?” she asked, turning back to him.


“You’d know. The gossip chain in Freeman is top-notch. Where’s Daddy?”


“He’ll be in shortly.” She gripped his arm. “Miss Jessup came by today.”


“Miss Jessup? What’d she want?”


“What she wanted was you, but didn’t say why. She didn’t look good at all, Robert.” She added hastily, “Not that I ever had much contact with her, obviously.”


“You think she’s sick?”


“You’re not a doctor.”


“She have family around?” Jack asked.


“Yes. Her husband’s long dead. But she has children and now grandchildren. Maybe great-grandchildren,” she added ruefully, making Jack sense his mother was thinking that she had none of those future generations lined up.


Jack went over to the door and stared up the street to the only house in the neighborhood that didn’t look like all the others. A retired lawyer by the name of Ashby owned it. And he’d added to it over the years, usually when he’d gotten a big client, or made a few bucks in the stock market. Thus, it was rambling and had oddly mitered wings and loose joints.


Jack had read that there had been nearly one hundred slaves on the sprawling plantation once situated here. They and their progeny had labored all their lives for not one penny in return to make their wealthy owners richer still. Almost nothing had been recorded about them other than their actual numbers. And that reportage was apparently solely done for the benefit of their master’s ego.


Ashby had six children, all long grown now and with their own families to run. His wife had died many years ago, but not of illness. Well, Jack supposed it was a sickness to go to your garage, stuff a towel in the tailpipe of your Plymouth, lie across the front seat dressed in your finest cocktail dress, and, sipping on a Mason jar of Old Fashioned, start the engine, and stay there until you were dead. Ashby had reputedly focused his final years on imbibing as many bottles of Rebel Yell bourbon whiskey as he possibly could.


Miss Jessup was Ashby’s maid, cook, and nurse; Jack had never known her first name. Years before Jack had been born, she had gone to work for the lawyer and his family. Now she was probably single-handedly keeping the old man alive.


Growing up, Jack and all the other children in the neighborhood always called the woman Miss Jessup, the only sign of respect she probably ever received on the western side of Freeman County, and the only attention, too, unless items went missing and someone was needed to blame or indict. She was the only Black person who ever came around here, which lent her a certain novelty, at least in the eyes of the white youngsters.


He flicked his gaze back to his mother. “What did she say other than she wanted to talk to me?”


Hilly deftly pulled a heavy glass vase from Lucy’s clutching fingers before saying, “Nothing. She walked right in the front door without a by-your-leave and just asked for you. But she was upset, so I made allowances.”


“It’s not like Miss Jessup’s a stranger. We’ve known her a long time.”


“We don’t really know her kind.”


“Times are changing,” he said, not really wanting to go there on his birthday.


She pursed her lips. “I’m sure she’d feel the same way if I barged into her house. Tell all her friends about that crazy white woman and how she came barging into her house.”


“So what did you tell her then?”


“That you’d be here for dinner and that I didn’t appreciate her intruding. Scared poor Lucy half to death. Took me forever to calm her down.”


She reached out and hugged placid Lucy to her bosom.


“Okay, but how did you leave it with her?” Jack asked patiently.


“I didn’t leave it any which way with her. I just asked her to leave.”


“Just like that?” he said, clearly annoyed.


His mother checked her slim Timex. “You were born one minute ago, Robert. Happy birthday, son.”










4


Coming home from delivering the morning paper Jack would sometimes see Miss Jessup get off the bus that stopped at the corner. She always exited from the rear. He wondered why that was so until, as a teenager, he rode the bus one day into the city with his brother, and found that all the Blacks congregated in the back, while all the whites gathered in the front. Each group seemed to willingly accept this arrangement as fine, and thus so did he and his brother.


Jack would wave to her as he sailed past on his Schwinn bike, and she would wave back. Some mornings she looked tired and spent as though the mere act of living had done her in, while other times she looked full of fire, her eyes searching for a fight. He would think about this as he rode home and then his mind would turn to other things, and Miss Jessup’s meager place there was always crowded out until next he saw her.


Occasionally she would call out to him. “How you doin’, honey?” Or, as he got older, “You lookin’ more like your daddy every day. Move like he do, too. With a swagger,” she added, smiling, which made him smile in return.


Sometimes she would ask if he had a spare newspaper. She would tuck it away in her bag, and always thank him profusely.


“You’re certainly welcome, Miss Jessup,” he would say back because his parents had taught him to be unfailingly polite to all.


“Rich, poor, colored, white,” his father would say. “We’re all God’s children. We all deserve kindness and respect. We may not break bread with colored folks, but we don’t break bread with rich folks, either. Did little colored children have a say where they were born? No, they did not. You don’t have to marry one or have a meal with them to respect the fact that they’re people, too. You remember that, boys, and pass it on.”


“Yes, sir, Daddy, I sure will,” Jack and Jeff Lee had each dutifully said back, but now also starkly aware of differences between Blacks and whites, and rich and poor.


Miss Jessup would wear her maid’s uniform, starched and crisp, on even the hottest summer days. Her wide feet were squeezed into uncomfortable black lace-ups. Her hips were broad and grew wider still over the years. He could remember going over to play with the youngest Ashby boy, and some other children from the neighborhood, and having Miss Jessup bring out glasses of lemonade with little chips of ice. She would also have some cookies and paper napkins with designs on them. This was how Jack knew the Ashbys were rich. They had napkins and lemonade and cookies on a platter in the afternoon, and a colored maid to carry it all right to them.


He would watch as Miss Jessup trudged back inside, her hand slipping to the cookies left on the platter and several of them would disappear into her apron pocket. He never begrudged the woman any of that. They weren’t his cookies after all and the Ashbys had plenty more. The rich always had plenty more.


He hadn’t really thought of the woman that much since he’d become an adult. That is until he had seen her about three months ago when he’d come to his parents’ house early one morning to pick up some papers he needed for court and had mistakenly left there the previous night. She was just getting off the bus, her hair still wavy and abundant but also all gray now. The driver had closed the door so fast it clipped her in the rear end. And he sped off with such velocity that she got a lungful of exhaust fumes to start her workday.


Jack could imagine the driver thinking what a good deed he had done putting a Black woman in her place. Although ever since Rosa Parks and others had come along, Miss Jessup could ride anywhere on the bus she wanted. Yet Jack knew legal rulings were one thing, making folks live in accordance with them was quite another.


This made him remember something. When he was a little boy he had once heard Miss Jessup talking to Ashby’s wife. There seemed to have been a disagreement between the two women, for Mrs. Ashby looked upset and Miss Jessup was saying, “I got me my place and you got you your place and they’s oil and they’s water and they just don’t mix. Fo’ sho’ they do not mix, ma’am.”


A flustered and teary-eyed Mrs. Ashby had quickly gone on her way, while Miss Jessup had just stood there, hands on hips, shaking her head and looking—at least to Jack—like she’d just finished dressing down a youngster for doing something foolish.


“Hello, son,” said a familiar voice.
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Jack turned to see his father wiping his hands off on a work rag. His daddy was a union mechanic at Old Dixie Transport. As a young boy Jack had little reason to dwell on what his father did for a living until an accident involving one of the company’s trucks. A semi hauling Hostess products had overturned on a rain-slickened road. His father had gone out at near midnight to remedy the problem. In return he had been given first dibs on the ruined cargo. The Lees had, for years afterward, been knee-deep in cupcakes and Twinkies off that one doomed shipment. And during each of those years Jack had desperately wanted to grow up to be a union mechanic.


“Hey, Daddy,” said Jack.


Francis Lee was known to everyone as Frank, except his wife, who thought the name too juvenile. She always called him Francis. He was an inch short of his oldest son’s height, but he was more heavily built in the shoulders, arms, and chest. Pulling wrenches for a living had made his forearms as broad as the widest part of his Remington twelve-gauge’s wooden stock. He still had on his work uniform: light blue long-sleeved shirt with a white T-shirt underneath, and dark blue pants. His salt-and-pepper hair was cut as close to his scalp as a soldier’s, which he had once been, performing his patriotic duty in World War II, much of it in the Pacific Theater.


Frank Lee never talked about the war, but sometimes Jack had caught him sitting in the TV den, a beer in hand, just staring off, his unblinking gaze dead on the far wall. Maybe seeing through the cheap wood veneers directly back to Guadalcanal, Luzon, or the Battle of Okinawa, where the Americans suffered fifty thousand casualties in less than three months.


Jack had only learned about some of his father’s military career when he’d discovered a cigar box in the back of a closet that contained medals and ribbons, photos, commendation letters, and official discharge papers. That was when he’d read the names of these Japanese outposts that American soldiers had had to take one by one with appalling losses at each island stop. He’d later been told by his mother that after a particularly vicious battle his father had been the only survivor of his rifle squad.


He’d heard his father screaming at night a few months after coming home. That was when his two Smith & Wesson revolvers and the Remington over-under shotgun had disappeared from his parents’ bedroom.


“Happy birthday,” Frank Lee said after crushing his boy’s hand in his, and flicking his brown-eyed gaze over his son. “You’re way older’n I was when we had you. Now you just go ahead and think about that.” His father added a hard slap on the shoulder to the bruising handshake.


Preambles over, they sat down to their meal after saying grace, which was given by Lucy, who stumbled over some of the words but otherwise did fine. She slipped in an ad hoc prayer for her youngest brother and hoped he was okay, wherever he was, while her mother and father gazed stoically at their food. A half an hour later, the cake and coffee consumed, Jack looked at his father.


“Momma said Miss Jessup came by looking troubled.”


His mother said sharply, “And I told her she never should have stepped foot in this house. I was very clear on that point with her.”


“Nobody talkin’ to you, Hilly, would ever come away not knowin’ where they stood,” observed her husband.


“Being wishy-washy never leads to a positive end, Francis.”


“Miss Jessup’s a good woman.”


“She could be the queen of England and it’d be the same principle.”


“Uh-huh,” said her husband. “Only maybe the queen of England wouldn’t want you to step foot in her house.”


“Well, I can see this will get us nowhere fast,” retorted Hilly.


It was a line she was using with increasing frequency, Jack had noted, especially with his father.


She started clearing the dishes. The Lees did not do presents anymore for celebrations like this. Money was tight and the meal was deemed sufficient.


His father put down his cup, pried at something between his teeth with his axle-greased fingernail, and then rubbed the freed bit of fried chicken skin onto the perimeter of his plate. A hunched Lucy rose and stood in front of the GE window air conditioner twirling her hair and letting the cool air waft over her.


Frank eyed her and said, “Let’s head on out to the garage, son. Lucy, girl, you keep the air conditioner and your momma company, honey.”


They walked out to the garage, where Jack leaned against a workbench he and his brother had built for their father nearly twenty years ago. Half the driven nails were bent, and where board met board the edges were so badly mitered they appeared not to even be joined together. It was so unlevel that if you put a marble on the workbench’s top it would roll right off. But their daddy had thanked them for the honest, heartfelt effort, and he had begun virtually every task undertaken in his garage right there.


Frank took a socket wrench from his rolling toolbox and started loosening the bolts on a Ford straight-six engine block he was rebuilding for a neighbor for cash.


“Your sister thinks the air conditioner can talk to her. Did you know that?”


“No, I didn’t,” said Jack.


His father broke loose a stubborn bolt and nodded. “She stands in front of it and just jabbers away. And she likes the way it blows her hair. Apparently, General Electric and Lucy are good friends.” He wiped some crud off the socket and leaned against the metal stand the engine block sat on. “When your momma and me are gone, she’s gonna be your responsibility, Jack, you ready for that? We’re not gettin’ any younger and my lungs are gettin’ worse every dang year.”


As he said this Frank lighted up a Camel, sucked on it, and flicked ash into an old paint can, which hung on a nail half-driven into a wall stud. He held up the pack of smokes showing off the surgeon general’s dire warning on the spine.


He grinned. “Now they tell me these damn things are no good for you. Day late and a dollar short, I say.”


Jack drew a dirty penny from a coffee can full of nuts, bolts, and loose coins. “You can always quit.”


“Don’t smoke in the house, just out here or in the truck. Can’t smoke at work. Too many flammable products around.”


“You got some of those in here, too,” said Jack, eyeing a shelf full of gas cans and a quart of forty-weight motor oil.


“Yeah, but it’s my garage. So my rules.” The words were uttered in a joking manner. Jack had long noted that his father’s mood improved considerably when he removed himself from the tactical confines of the house. There was also an old recliner with its stuffing coming out set in the corner, and a boxy twelve-inch black-and-white TV with crooked rabbit ears perched on a stack of cinder blocks, its power plug spliced into an overhead light.


That setup was new, he noted. “You’re not sleeping out here, are you, Daddy?”


His father flicked away more ash as he worked the socket wrench on another bolt with his free hand. He squinted at Jack through the Camel smoke. “Not yet, but tomorrow’s a new day.”


Jack stared down at the penny and gave it a flip. He caught the coin and turned it over. A grim-faced Abe Lincoln came up to greet him.


“Jacky, you ready for that, son? Your sister I’m talkin’?”


“How am I supposed to be ready for something like that?”


“You just do what you gotta. I love that girl, but it ain’t been easy.”


“I know that. I grew up with her.”


His father shook his head. “She just flat wears you out. It’s why we waited a few years before we had you, and then your brother. We wanted kids that . . . well, you know.” He gave the wrench another hard tug and the bolt came free. “She was tryin’ to stick the end of a hanger in the wall socket the other day. Sometimes I think I’ll come home from work and find ’em both stretched out on the floor dead. Lucy from electrocution and your momma from the guilt of lettin’ her do it.”


“I know, Daddy. I know.”


“No, I’m not sure you do. Legally, she’s not your responsibility. Hell, you’re a lawyer, you know that. Now, we can put her in a state-run nursin’ home. But that’s surely not your momma’s first choice.”


He drew all the remaining juice out of his cigarette and then crushed the remains on the concrete floor with the heel of his steel-toed work shoe.


Jack said, “Look, if I can take care of her I will. But some days it seems I can’t even take care of myself.”


“You’re thirty-three today, Jack. Long past time you figured things out, son.”


“Yes sir,” said Jack because he could think of nothing else to say.


His father went back to his bolts and his features relaxed. Jack understood this change. Engines his old man knew intimately; but dealing with people on such sensitive subjects was probably like being back on Okinawa, all foreign and incomprehensible.


“Did you see Miss Jessup?” asked Jack.


“Saw the back of her. She didn’t look so good.”


“Maybe she has some legal trouble since she wanted to see me.”


“Don’t know what that might be. She’s a God-fearin’, church-goin’ woman. Those people sing up a storm. And dancin’! Seen ’em come out onto the street doin’ it when I was headin’ to work on the Sabbath. More fun than I ever had in church, which is why I stopped goin’. That and our preacher knockin’ up the choir director’s wife.”


“I’d like to know what she wanted.”


“So why don’t you go ask her?”


“You think she’s still at Ashby’s?” asked Jack.


“No, and anyway Ashby won’t let her talk to you on his dime. That man’s got more money than anybody else around here, but he don’t let one damn dollar get away without a fight. But you can go see Miss Jessup at her place.”


“I don’t know where she lives.”


His father broke another bolt loose, winked at him, and grinned. “I do.”


“How?”


“Because I’ve given her rides home when the bus wouldn’t stop for her.”


“But the bus brings her here.”


“Different driver. One’s fair, the other’s a maggot. Now, I’m no fan of this integration crap chiefly because I don’t like people tellin’ me who I got to associate with. But you don’t get in the way of anybody tryin’ to earn an honest livin’. Somebody wouldn’t pick my ass up ’cause my ancestors come from Africa? I’d pull him out that bus and beat the livin’ shit outta him.”


“So where does she live?”


His father went over to a mud sink and began washing off his hands. “Do you one better. I’ll show you. Happy damn birthday, son.”
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They drove over in Jack’s Fiat. He had watched as his father had taken his .38 revolver from a locked drawer in his tool cabinet and placed it inside the car’s glove box. Now Jack knew what had happened to at least one of his father’s weapons.


“Where the hell is this place that you need a gun?”


“Where white people don’t ever go less they’re lost, or lost their mind, or they got stuff to get rid of,” his father answered cryptically and refused to say more.


Jack knew that Freeman County was roughly divided into halves, with two quadrants in each half. Northwest and southwest were the white side and northeast and southeast the Black side. The rich whites primarily lived in the northwest sector and the rest of the whites lived in the southwest. Carter City was located like an egg in a nest in the southeastern part of the pie. It had been white-dominated until the Civil Rights era; then they had left it to the Blacks.


The McHenry River ran roughly north to south, serving as a stark geographic barrier between the races before it hooked east and eventually emptied into the Chesapeake Bay. The Stonewall Jackson Bridge bisected the racial worlds, though neither side used it to casually visit the other. Blacks, almost all women, would only cross it in a bus to get to their jobs on the white side and then back home. Otherwise the bridge was simply a means to get over the water and on to somewhere else, though the recently opened interstate highway the Lees were now on provided an alternative to the bridge route.


In the distance they saw the low-rise, blunt-faced skyline of downtown Carter City, where a bank building’s neon sign would change color depending on the weather. They passed small acreages of peanut and soybean fields after exiting the interstate, rural remnants among the modern concrete and rebar. The sun was creeping away, with the horizon just about to swallow it whole when his father gave him final directions. They had to double back because the highway had been built right through the community they were now in, cutting off easy access to both the interstate and the surface streets.


Jack noted this and said, “How do these folks get anywhere?”


“Probably their own two feet, if they manage to get out. Some never do.”


“Tuxedo Boulevard?” commented Jack a few minutes later, looking at the mangled street sign where his father had just told him to hang a left.


“Yep.”


“What’s that smell?” asked Jack. The foul odor had flooded the Fiat.


“County dump. It’s at the end of the street.”


“The county dump is at the end of Tuxedo Boulevard?”


“Somebody’s idea of a joke, I guess,” replied his unsmiling father.


Jack observed that the homes dated back to the previous century and were cheaply and poorly built. The street was also in wretched shape; the tiny Fiat encountered potholes that seemed capable of ingesting it. A skinny snow-white cat darted in front of them, followed eagerly by a mangy burly brown dog. Jack tapped the brakes to avoid striking them.


He observed that people were sitting on many of the porches no doubt trying to snag a breeze. And to a person they were watching the Fiat. They were mostly rigid-faced Black men, although there were some women in their midst who gazed at them suspiciously, as though this was an invasion of sorts into their small bit of the world. Shirtless boys ran up and down the small patches of brown, wiry grass, probably trying and failing to outrun the mosquitoes. But even they halted to watch them. It was obvious why: there were white men on Tuxedo Boulevard riding in a car that looked like one from which circus clowns would eventually emerge.


Frank Lee put one hand on the dash, near the glove box and the gun.


“It’s that one up there, on the left with the brown shutters,” he said tersely.


Jack glanced that way and saw a small square wood-clad house that had mismatched rocking chairs on the sagging porch. There were lights on inside.


“Pull on up there,” said his father crisply.


Father and son unwound their long legs from the diminutive car and headed to the house. There were four beer-drinking men staring at them from the porch of the house next door. Two of them wore Army jackets. One of them had his sleeve pinned to his shoulder marking the location of his missing limb. The largest of them took a cigarette out of his mouth, and called out, “Y’all need sumthin’?”


“Here to see Miss Jessup,” replied Frank, his voice tight, his demeanor the same.


Jack had noticed that his father had slipped the .38 into the back of his waistband.


“Why?” The man stood, showing that he was far bigger than either of the Lees.


“We’re friends of hers,” said Jack.


When the men confronted the Lees as they neared the house, the big fellow looked Jack up and down, taking in the suit, tie, and the froth of whiteness. “You look like the man. You the man?”


“I don’t know what you mean by that,” said Jack. “Miss Jessup came looking for me, but I wasn’t there. So now I’ve come by to see her.”


“What she want with you?”


Frank said, “We don’t want no trouble. If Miss Jessup don’t wanna see us, we’ll just get back in our car and leave you to it.”


The big man said, “Ain’t no trouble on Tuxedo Boulevard, man. We a fancy-ass place. Ain’t you see that?”


It might have been meant partially as a joke, Jack thought, but no one was laughing, least of all him.


Frank said, “I’ve been here before.”


“To dump shit?” The big man pointed to his left at the end of the street where the road ended and the chain-link gate sat fronting the county dump. Beyond the gates were enormous humps of dirt, thin membranes over the catacombs of decaying husks below, the noxious smells of garbage wrapped in red clay hugging all their lungs.


“No, to give Miss Jessup a ride home when the bus wouldn’t stop for her.”


“Why you want that old woman in your car?” said another man, smaller, thinner, but with hard muscles showing through his T-shirt; his bearded face made no attempt to hide his contempt for Frank. He had a dead eye—creamy white wash with veins of red and a black, useless pinpoint in the middle. “You wanna mess with that old n——?”


“Your momma hear you talk like that, Louis Sherman, you gettin’ a fryin’ pan upside your thick head. And there ain’t a durn thing you gonna do ’bout it ’cause your momma is three times your size and four times as tough as you ever thought of bein’ even with that filthy mouth you got on you.”


They turned to see Miss Jessup standing by her screen door. Jack had never seen the woman out of domestic uniform. She wore a long black skirt that hid both her thick, wrinkled knees and her swollen calves; soft bedroom slippers that allowed her pinched feet to spread as far as they wanted; and a white blouse, with sleeves that stopped right above her calcified elbows. Her hair was tied up in the back and off her shoulders like she wore it at Ashby’s. She held a glass of iced tea in one hand and a look of deep disgust on her face. This was the enflamed Miss Jessup looking for a fight, conceding no ground, that Jack had witnessed before as a boy.


“You hear me, Louis Sherman?” she said, staring at the muscled one-eyed man with the beard and that world of contempt clutched tight in his features, like a squirrel with a nut it didn’t know what to do with—hide, chuck, or eat.


Frank watched Sherman nervously, no doubt wondering whether the .38 would eventually be required.


Sherman turned and went back up on the porch and picked up his beer can, and stared off at the darkness with his one eye.


“Mr. Lees,” said Miss Jessup. “What y’all be doin’ here?”


“You know them?” said the big man.


“Whether I know them or don’t know them ain’t your business, is it, Daniel? Do I ask who these other fellers are sittin’ on your daddy’s porch tonight drinkin’ his beer? No, I do not. Why? ’Cause it ain’t my business. That’s between you and your daddy when he finds out, which won’t be from me. And God, too, when you headin’ on out this world. And you ain’t been goin’ to church. So you need to sit down and have a good long talk with God ’bout where it is you headin’.”


“What’s God ever done for me?” countered Daniel.


“You still alive, ain’t you? He didn’t let a war or the white man take you, did he? Yet. You think on that.”


After this cascade of blunt words, Daniel turned and went back to his porch. The other men followed and Frank removed his hand from the small of his back.


Miss Jessup beckoned to them. “Mr. Lees, come on in here. And y’all do it right quick.”


Jack and his father sped up the steps, and she held open the screen door for them.
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She led them to a small front parlor, which held four wooden chairs and a small table in the middle, and faded gray carpet under it all. There were pictures of people from young to old affixed to a wall. And on another wall were two framed photos: one of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. and the other of Robert Kennedy. Jack noted that both pictures had a gauzy black crepe around the perimeters as a show of respect after their deaths.


She indicated two chairs and they sat.


Miss Jessup said, “Y’all want some sweet tea? Just made it. Nice and cold.”


Jack said no, but his father nodded yes and she hurried away to fetch it. While she was gone Jack noted the stacks of the Virginia Times Dispatch on the floor. He looked at the one on top. The date was recent. She might have the paperboy in the neighborhood giving her some of his extras. Or maybe she had her own subscription now, he thought.


He turned to his father. “How does she stand living here with that smell?”


“Live with somethin’ long enough, you just forget it’s even there.”


“You really believe that?”


“Better’n that, I’ve done it, son,” said his father offhandedly.


“Momma will be wondering where we are,” he said.


“Depends.”


“What do you mean by that?”


“You don’t live there, Jacky. Things have changed.”


“How?”


Miss Jessup came back into the room with a tall glass of sweet tea and handed it to Frank. She sat down across from them, picked up a dog-eared Look magazine, and started fanning herself. “Lord have mercy, heat and skeeters awful bad tonight.”


Jack said, “Heard you came by looking for me, Miss Jessup.” He thought for a moment to ask the woman what her Christian name was but decided to let it pass. She would always be Miss Jessup to him regardless.


She put the magazine in her lap and gazed at him. “Your momma was so mad. Why I’m surprised you two here.”


“Hilly can be a little . . . sensitive.” Frank sipped his tea and smacked his lips. “Mighty fine. Nice aftertaste.”


She gazed impishly at him. “Now you know that there’s the little splash of rye.”


“You were looking for me?” Jack said again, while giving his father a curious glance.


Miss Jessup nodded. “My middle daughter, Maggie, she got a daughter Pearl. Now, Pearl got a husband named Jerome. He need a lawyer and I thought ’a you.”


“What does he need a lawyer for?” asked Jack.


“Police arrested him for killin’ some folks.”


A startled Jack said, “Who did he kill?”


“Allegedly kill, that what Mr. Ashby said I should say. Asked him in the mornin’. After about eleven o’clock that man ain’t good for nothin’ ’cept a chaser.” She held up her hands. “But, sweet Jesus, don’t tell him I said so.”


“Okay. So who did Jerome allegedly kill?” asked Jack.


“Some folks, like I said.”


“So more than one?”


“Two,” she said, holding up the requisite number of fingers. She looked him over in an appraising manner.


Jack suddenly felt like he was back in high school and the teacher had picked him to humiliate that day.


“You a good lawyer, ain’t you?” she asked cautiously.


“He’s the finest damn lawyer in all of Freeman County,” answered his father.


“Now, Mr. Lee, every daddy and momma think they’s child is the prettiest and sweetest and smartest in the whole wide world. But I got to know what I knows. This Pearl’s young man.” She turned back to Jack. “So is you good or not?”


“I’m a good lawyer. I’ve been practicing eight years.”


“You win your law cases?”


“Most of them, yes. Nobody wins them all.”


“And you take on folks been accused of killin’ other folks?”


“Pretty much my entire practice is criminal law,” replied Jack, without actually answering the question.


“Mr. Ashby said he done tax law before he retired.”


“I’ve never been much good with numbers.”


“You lawyered for colored folks?” she asked, her scrutinizing look deepening.


Jack swallowed nervously. “Um, no. But that . . . doesn’t matter to me.”


She snorted. “Well, it gonna sure matter to Jerome.”


“Are you saying he doesn’t want a white lawyer?”


“’Course he do. ’Sides, I ain’t know any colored lawyers. But my point bein’ any lawyer can get a white man off for anythin’, ’specially if he got him some money, and he done somethin’ to a colored man. But you got to be as good as the Lord God Above to get a colored man off, ’specially for killin’ white folks. For that you need a white lawyer.” She looked at him doubtfully. “Thought everybody knew that.”


“So he’s accused of killing white people?” Jack asked.


“Didn’t I say that before?” she said, her eyes wide and probing.


“No, you somehow left that out.”


“Well, it ain’t important ’cause he didn’t do it. But you got to make the law see that, and for folk with my skin that ain’t easy to do, no sir.”


“The law’s supposed to be color-blind,” Jack pointed out.


“Law is blind if you colored, honey. It don’t see us, no how, no way. That’s why Jerome need your help. Lord, he need it more than anybody you know, Mr. Lee.”


Jack looked at his father, who was still sipping on the tea and splash of rye and following all of this closely.


“Okay. What can you tell me about Jerome?” Jack asked.


“He’s never had a lick of trouble before this.”


“So no prior arrests?”


“No. He a fine man. Been real good to Pearl and the children.”


“Your great-grandchildren,” Frank pointed out.


Her heavy face crinkled. “Sweet, sweet babies.”


“Where is Jerome now?” Jack asked.


The crinkles transformed to a scowl. “In the county jail. With ’bout a dozen white deputies wantin’ to kill him before he gets himself in front of a durn jury.”


“When did the murders happen?”


“Last Friday.”


“Where?”


“Madison Heights.”


Jack and his father exchanged a worried glance. Madison Heights was in the northwest part of Freeman County and was home to the area’s richest citizens.


“And why did they arrest Jerome?” asked Jack.


“’Cause he was there when the police come and found the dead white folks.”


Jack flinched at the far-reaching possibilities of her statement. “Why was he there?”


She took a sip of tea and said, “You best hear all that from Jerome. Me tellin’ it secondhand and all won’t do you no good. Lawyerin’ means being pre-cise. Judges? They like things just so. That what Mr. Ashby say. Juu-esst so.”


“Well, I haven’t decided to take the case yet,” said Jack. “I came here to find out what you wanted me for.”


“Well, now you know, honey. But Jerome needs your help, Mr. Lee. Real bad. Ain’t that what lawyers do, help folks?”


His father nudged his arm. “Won’t hurt to see what the man has to say. Then you can make up your mind.” He finished off the tea. “That sound good, Miss Jessup?”


“Not as good if your boy had just said yes, but guess it’ll have to do.”


The Lees rose. Jack said, “Look, if I take the case, I can’t do it pro bono.”


“What’s that mean?” she said fiercely, as though he had cursed at her.


“It means I can’t do it for free.”


“Jerome got a job. Well, he had one. And Pearl works herself to the bone. So they got money. And I can help out, too.”


“I don’t want to take your money, Miss Jessup.”


She held up a finger and waggled it back and forth. “Good, ’cause I ain’t offerin’ you no money. But I can do your laundry.” She pointed to his neck. “You got your shirt collars messed up with the iron ’cause you a man and don’t know better. I can do some cookin’. You too skinny. Always have been. Deep fryer and Crisco take care ’a that. And cleanin’. Bet wherever you live ain’t too clean. Not with no woman ’round to take care of it. And you.”


“How do you know I’m not married?”


She gave him a patronizing look. “If there’s a ring on that finger, it’s gone invisible, Mr. Lee.”


“I’ll get back to you after I’ve seen Jerome.”


“You go see him tonight?” she said eagerly, fanning herself with the magazine.


He glanced at his watch and said, “I thought maybe in the morning.”


“Shoot, why waste time? He ain’t got nothin’ to do sittin’ in that durn cell.”


“Has he been arraigned?”


“Ask him, honey. Can’t wrap my head ’round all that. But do it tonight. Please, Lord, please.”


“All right, tonight then.”


She graced him with a satisfied smile. “You a sweet boy. Always thought you might grow up to be somethin’. Just had that way with you when you was a little thing.”


“Thank you for the libation, Miss Jessup,” said his father.


A minute later, after they climbed back into the Fiat, Jack turned to his father. “One question, Daddy.”


“Thought you’d have a lot mor’n that after all we just heard. Didn’t expect a murder with Miss Jessup’s kin. And Madison Heights? Holy Lord. The poorest man there is worth a hundred ’a me.”


“I meant a question aimed squarely at you.”


Frank looked over at his son and said, “Fire away.”


“How does Miss Jessup know you like rye whiskey in your iced tea?”


Now his father studied his watch. “Best get on, boy. Sounds like this Jerome needs himself one helluva lawyer.”


As Jack drove he said, “I’ve never handled a murder case before. It’s the ultimate challenge for a criminal defense attorney.”


“Colored man accused of killin’ rich white folks in Freeman County? I’d say that will be some challenge, all right. Some might say impossible.”


“You don’t think I’m up to it?”


“You are a damn good lawyer, Jacky. Now you don’t know this, but I got off work and went to see you in court a few times. You got a nice style, handle yourself real good, seemed to me.”


“Why didn’t you tell me you were there?”


“Figured you’d get all tongue-tied with your old man in the crowd.”


A suddenly panicked Jack looked at his father. “We need to call Miss Jessup. I can stop at a pay phone. You have her number? Or maybe she’s in the phone book.”


“You see any phone lines strung on her street? And why you need to talk to her?”


“She didn’t tell me Jerome’s last name. I’ll need that to get in to see him.”


His father gaped. “How many colored men named Jerome you reckon they got in a cell for killin’ two white people in Madison Heights last Friday? If it’s more’n one I’ll give up my damn smokes.”


“I guess you’re right.”


“Now, just calm down and let’s go do this.”


“You’re coming?”


“Hell yes I am.”


“Why?”


“’Cause it looks to me like you need somebody with you. And your momma will likely still be up.”
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Jack and his father pulled up to the Freeman County jail, which had been built nearly a century before; there had been no notable improvements since that time. The walls were brick, tall and thick and topped by rolls of studded barbed wire, with guard towers set at the corners, where grim, uniformed riflemen perched with orders to shoot dead any prisoner trying to escape.


The far smaller building next door was the jail for women. There were no riflemen on the walls there. Jack knew the thinking was no woman would try to escape. But if they did, the sharpshooters at the men’s prison could easily pick them off.


A guard leaned toward the Fiat’s window and shined his light in the car. “What’s your business here?” he asked.


“I’m a lawyer here to see a client,” said Jack.


“Visiting hours over a long time ago.”


“I’m not a visitor. I’m a lawyer. And the accused has a right to see his lawyer at any time of the day or night.”


Jack knew this was not a hard-and-fast rule, but his voice was firm and his eyes held steady on the man’s now-wavering gaze. He added, “And denying the right to counsel can damage the prosecution’s case. You want to be responsible for that?”


The wavering look collapsed into a full retreat. “Let me see some ID. And your State Bar card.”


Jack produced these while his father grinned appreciatively at his son’s artful maneuvering. Jack saw this and whispered, “Save your applause. That was the easy part.”


The guard handed back the ID and card and said, “Which prisoner?”


“He’s accused of killing two people in Madison Heights last Friday. Jerome?”


“Hell, Jerome Washington, you mean?”


“That’s right. Jerome Washington,” said Jack, shooting another look at his father.


The guard sneered, “He don’t need no lawyer. He needs Helen Keller.”


“What?” said a confused Jack.


“A miracle worker, man.” The guard gut-laughed.


“That was actually Helen Keller’s teacher. She was the miracle worker.”


The man stopped his laughing. “You think I give a shit? Go on in and see your client, what good it’ll do you. Or him.”


Jack passed through the front gate and parked the Fiat in an empty space near the main entrance. He grabbed his briefcase and looked at his father. “You can’t come with me.”


Frank Lee’s jaw went slack. “Why the hell not?”


“I’ll be speaking with a potential client. Anything he says to me is confidential, but if you’re there it breaks the attorney-client privilege.”


“Why didn’t you tell me that before?”


“You never asked. And for God’s sake keep your gun out of sight.”


Inside, Jack was searched by a man with a few wisps of hair left on his head. His rolled-up uniform sleeves revealed a green mermaid tattoo on his right forearm.


“Navy?” asked Jack, pointing at the mark.


The man nodded. “Submariner. Pacific. The Big One.”


“My father was there, too.”


When Jack told the jailer which prisoner he wanted to see, the guard said, “Every colored comes in this place got Washington or Jefferson as their last name. Know why?”


“No, I don’t,” said Jack dully.


“’Cause they don’t know who their daddy is and they just pick themselves a president.” He grinned crookedly, showing off two teeth stuffed with gold.


“Just take me to him,” Jack said brusquely. As they walked along, he asked, “Has he been in front of a judge yet?”


“Arraigned, formally charged, case turned over for trial, and no bail was set; your boy’s here for the duration.”


“Did the grand jury return an indictment?”


“Don’t know nothin’ about that.”


They stopped at a cell door.


“There he is,” said the jailer after opening the door with a dramatic flourish. “President Washington.”
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In the cell there was one barred window, a rickety wooden chair, a short, narrow bunk, a stained commode, a cracked porcelain sink. And him.


“What happened to you?” asked Jack as the door clanged shut behind him.


Jerome Washington was sitting on the bunk, staring at the wall. The fact that his head was wrapped in a blood-soaked bandage and his face was bruised had prompted Jack’s question. Instead of a jail-issued garment, he apparently had on the same clothes he’d been arrested in. Denim, sweat-stained long-sleeved work shirt, worn dungarees, and old boots with the edges curled, like the man was melting from the bottom up. He was large and robustly built, and in his midtwenties. He was several inches taller than Jack and carried eighty more pounds. His hair was short, and a trim beard covered his jutting jaw and curved over his top lip.


Jack sat in the one chair and put his briefcase on his lap. “I’m Jack Lee,” he said. “Miss Jessup asked me to see you. I’m an attorney.”


Jerome moved slightly when Jack mentioned the woman, but he remained mute.


Jack unbuckled his briefcase straps and took out a legal pad and a pen. With his other clients, Jack had not taken notes during their first encounter. It could be intimidating, and he wanted the folks to tell their story in their own time and in their own way. But this was different, since he wasn’t even sure he was going to take the case. Despite what he had told Miss Jessup, he had never represented a Black client.


“You up for a few questions, Mr. Washington?”


For that he got not even a glance or a twitch.


“I’ve been told that you were arrested for murdering two people in Madison Heights. And that you’ve been before a judge and that no bail was set. Is that right?” Jack waited a moment. “How did you plead before the judge?” When Jerome still didn’t answer he said, “Did a lawyer go with you?”


All Jack heard was the screech of katydids outside the window. He glanced that way and saw the wink of a firefly right outside the bars, an insect far freer than this man.


“What you be doin’ here?”


When Jack glanced back the prisoner had leveled a darkly suspicious gaze on him.


“Miss Jessup said you needed a lawyer. Do you need a lawyer, Mr. Washington?”


Jerome made a show of looking around his cell. “What you think?”


“What happened to your head?”


“Cop bust it open.”


“Why? Were you resisting arrest?”


“Naw.”


“Why did he beat you up then?” asked Jack.


“Bumped into him.”


“Bumped? Why?”


“’Cause man say he gonna do things to my wife.”


“What sort of things?” asked a puzzled Jack.


Jerome looked directly at him. “Ain’t gonna say. But they all be bad. Real bad.”


“So you bumped into a cop?”


“Before that, he kept hittin’ me with that damn club when I ain’t do nothin’. And they already done cuffed me and I was on my knees. So why they keep hittin’ me?”


“So he provoked you into doing something and then beat you badly, while you were already in custody?” said Jack.


“Yes sir, he did.”


“Okay, I’ll make inquiries about that and see what I can do.” He looked Jerome over. “Why has no one come to take your clothes and issue you a prisoner’s outfit?”


“They say they ain’t have my size. They still lookin’.”


“I understand you were arrested by the officers because they had a reasonable belief that you had committed a crime?”


“Guess ’cause I be there.”


“And I also understand that you went before a judge or magistrate and that no bail was granted. Did a lawyer go with you?”


He nodded. “Some white man. Don’t ’member his name.”


“Was he a public defender?”


Jerome shrugged. “Don’t know.”


“What did he say to you?”


“He say, ‘You got money for a lawyer?’ And I think he mean right then. So I says no. Then we went to the courthouse and they ask me how I . . .”


“How you plead?”


“Yeah. And I say I didn’t do nothin’ to nobody.”


“Did your lawyer request bail?”


“He ain’t say nothin’ ’bout that. But the judge say I gotta go to jail.”


“Did the commonwealth’s attorney mention an indictment?”


Jerome shook his head. “I ain’t never hear that word.”


“What did the man who went with you to court look like?”


“Skinny, short. Got red hair. Loud voice.”


“George Connelly? That ring any bells?”


“Yeah. You know him?”


“Yes. I’ll talk to him to get more details. Has he been here to see you?”


“Naw.”


Jack wrote down a few things. “Did they take any bodily fluids from you? Like a urine sample?”


Jerome looked offended. “Naw. Why they wanna do that?”


“To see if you might have been intoxicated or on drugs.”


“I ain’t either one.”


“Have you ever used narcotics?”


Jerome fidgeted and glanced nervously away.


Jack said, “If I’m your lawyer, everything you tell me is confidential. I can’t reveal it to anyone.”
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