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IN mid-1947, Jefferson Barnes, the prosecuting attorney of Polk County, Arkansas, finally died. Upon that tragedy—the old man fell out of one of those new golf cart things on vacation in Hot Springs, rolled down a gully screaming damnation and hellfire all the way, and broke his neck on a culvert—Sam Vincent, his loyal Number 2, moved up to the big job. Then in ’48, Sam was anointed by the Democratic party (there was no other in western Arkansas), which ran him on the same ticket with Harry S. Truman and Fred C. Becker. As did those worthies, he won handily. For Sam, it was the goal toward which he had been aiming for many years. He had always wanted to be a servant of the law, and now, much better, he was the law.

Sam was six foot one, forty-four, with a bushy head of hair and a brusque demeanor that would not be called “lovable” for many years. He stared immoderately and did not suffer fools, idiots, Yankees, carpetbaggers, the small of spirit or the breakers of the law gladly. He wore baggy suits flecked with pipe ash, heavy glasses, and walked in a bounding swoop. He hunted in the fall, followed the St. Louis Browns during the summer, when he had time, which he hardly ever did, and tied flies, though he fished rarely enough. Otherwise, he just worked like hell. His was classic American career insanity, putting the professional so far above the personal there almost was no personal, in the process alienating wife and children with his indifference, burning out secretaries with his demands, annoying the sheriff’s detectives with his directions. In what little time remained, he served on the draft board (he had won the Bronze Star during the Battle of the Bulge), traveled five states to interview promising high school seniors who had applied to his beloved Princeton, played a weekly round of golf with the county powers at the country club, and drank too much eight-year-old bourbon. He knew everybody; he was respected by everybody. He was a great man, a great American. He had the highest conviction rate of any county prosecutor in Arkansas, Oklahoma, Missouri, or Tennessee for that matter.

He was not reelected. In fact, he lost in a landslide to a no’count lawyer named Febus Bookins, a genial hack who smelled of gin all the time and meant only to rob the county blind during his term of office. He called himself a reformer, and his goal was to reform his bank account into something more respectable.

Sam had made one mistake, but it was a mistake which few in his home state, and in fact not many elsewhere, could ignore. In 1949, he prosecuted a man named Willis Beaudine for raping a young woman named Nadine Johnson. It was an unremarkable case, save for the fact that Willis was a white person and Nadine a Negro girl. It is true she was quite light, what some would call a “high yeller,” and that she had comely ways, and was, perhaps, not normally so innocent as she looked when she appeared in court. But facts were facts, law was law. Certain evidence had been developed by Sam’s former investigator, Earl Swagger, who was now a state police sergeant and was famous for the big medal he had won during the war. Earl, however, risked nothing by testifying against Willis, for Earl was known to be a prideful, bull-headed man who could not be controlled by anyone and was feared by some. Sam, on the other hand, risked everything, and lost everything, although Willis was convicted and spent six months at the Tucker Farm. As for Nadine, she moved from town because even in her own community she was considered what Negro women called a “’ho,” and moved to St. Louis, where her appetites soon got her murdered in a case of no interest to anyone.

Sam had taken his defeat bitterly. If his family thought he would see them more often, they were mistaken. Instead, he rented a small office on the town square of Blue Eye, the county seat, and commenced to spend most of his days and many of his nights there. He worked such small cases as came his way, but mainly he plotted out ways to return to office. He still hunted with Earl. His other friend was Connie Longacre, the smart Eastern woman whom the county’s richest, most worthless son had brought back from his education at Annapolis in ’30 and his failed naval career thereafter. Connie had soon learned how appetite-driven a man her Rance was, and while trying to raise her own hellion son, Stephen, fell to friendship with Sam, who alone in that part of Arkansas had been to a Broadway play, had met a gal under the clock at the Biltmore, and who didn’t think Henry Wallace was a pawn of the Red Kremlin.

Sam was never stupid, not on a single day in his life. He understood that one thing he had to do was to regain the trust of the white people. Therefore he utterly refused to take any cases involving Negroes, even if they only revolved around one dark person suing another. There was a Negro lawyer in town, a Mr. Theopolis Simmons, who could handle such things; meanwhile, Sam worked hard, politicked aggressively, kept tabs, sucked up to the gentry who had deposed him so gently, and tried to stay focused.

Then, one day in June of 1951, an unusual event occurred, though nothing in that day or the day or week before had suggested it would. Sam, alone in his office, worked through probate papers for a farmer named Lewis who had died intestate and whose estate was now being sued for back taxes by the state, which would drive his widow and four children off the property to—well, to nothing. Sam would not let this happen, if only he could figure out a way to—

He heard the door open. In the county’s employ he had always had a secretary; now, on his own, he didn’t. He stood, pushed his way through the fog of dense pipe smoke, and opened the door to peer into his anteroom. An elegant gentleman had seated himself on the sofa and was paging absently through an old copy of Look magazine.

“Sir, do you have an appointment?” Sam asked.

The man looked up at him.

He was tanned softly, as if from an expensive vacation at the beach, balding, and looked well tended, of an age that could have been anywhere between thirty and fifty. He was certainly prosperous, in a smooth-fitting blue pinstripe suit, a creamy white shirt and the black tie of a serious man. A homburg, gray pearl, lay on the seat beside him; his shined shoes were cap-toed black bluchers, possibly bespoke, and little clocks or flowers marked his socks. The shoes were shined, Sam noticed, all the way down to the sole, which was an indication that a professional had done them, in a rail station, a hotel lobby, a barbershop.

“Why, no, Mr. Vincent. I’d be happy to make one, or if you prefer, to wait here until you have the time to see me.”

“Hmm,” said Sam. He knew when money came to call.

“I am currently in the throes of a case,” he said. “Mr., ah—”

“My name is Trugood, sir.”

“Mr. Trugood. Have you a few minutes while I file and clear my desk?”

“Of course. I don’t mean to interrupt.”

Sam ducked back in. Quickly he gathered the Lewis papers up, sealed them in a file, and put it into a drawer. His desk was a mess; he did some elementary rearranging, which meant he’d have to derearrange after the man left, but Sam could use a fee, he didn’t mind admitting, for any return from the poor Lewises, or the Jenningses, or the Joneses, the Smiths, the Beaupres, the Deacons, the Hustons, all that was in a future that seemed quite distant. More or less prepared, he removed a fresh yellow legal tablet from his cabinet and wrote the word TRUGOOD, and the date, atop it.

He opened the door.

“Sir, I can see you now.”

“Thank you, Mr. Vincent.”

Trugood stood elegantly, smiled at Sam as he walked through the door, pretended not to notice the debris, the mess, the strewn files, the moth-eaten deer’s head, or even the fog of sweetbriar gas that hung, almost moist, in the air.

Sam passed him, gestured to a seat, and as he moved around the desk to sit, watched as the man placed a business card before him on the desk.

“Ah,” said Sam. “A colleague.”

“Indeed,” said the man, whose card announced him to be Davis Trugood, Esq., of the firm of Mosely, Vacannes & Destin, 777 North Michigan Avenue, Chicago, Illinois, Hillcrest 3080.

“Mr. Trugood? I am at your service.”

“Thank you, Mr. Vincent. May I say, I’ve heard a great deal about you, and I’ve worked some to find you.”

“I’ve always been here, sir. I had no idea any reputation had spread beyond our little benighted state. Certainly not as far as a big sophisticated city like Chicago.”

“Well, sir, possibly it hasn’t reached that far. But it has reached all through the South, or, I should say, a certain South.”

“What South would that be, sir?”

“That South occupied by our population of color, sir. Our Negroes. They say you are the rare white lawyer who is fair to the man of Negro blood.”

“Well,” said Sam, somewhat taken aback, “if by that they mean that as a prosecuting attorney I laid the same force of law against white as against black, then they are correct. I believe in the law. But do not understand me too quickly, sir. I am not what you might call a race champion. I am not a hero of the Negro, nor do I ever mean to be. I believe history has dealt our American Negroes a sorry hand, as do many people. But I also believe that sorry hand will have to be corrected slowly. I am not one for tearing things down in service to various dubious moral sentiments, which in fact would turn my own race against me, which would unleash the savagery of the many embittered whites of the South against the poor Negro, which would in fact result in destruction everywhere. So, Mr. Trugood, if you thought I was someone to lead a crusade, change or challenge a law, throw down a gauntlet, burn a barn, sing a hymn, or whatever, why, I am not that man, sir.”

“Mr. Vincent, thank you for speaking straight out. I must say, most Southern lawyers prefer to speak a code which one has to have attended either Ole Miss or Alabama to penetrate. You, sir, at least speak directly.”

“I take a pleasure in that. Possibly the product of an Eastern education.”

“Excellent, sir. Now, I need a representative to travel to a certain town deeper in the South and make private inquiries. This man has to be extremely smart, not without charm, stubborn as the Lord, a man of complete probity. He must also be somewhat brave, or at least the sort not turned feeble by a show of hostility. He also has to be comfortable around people of different bloods, white and Negro. He has to be comfortable around law enforcement officers of a certain type, the type that would as soon knock a fellow’s hat off as talk civilly to him. The fee for this service, perhaps lasting a week, would be quite high, given the complex diplomatic aspects of the situation. I would suppose you have no ethical objections to a high fee, Mr. Vincent.”

“High fee. In my career those two words rarely appear in the same sentence. Yes, do go on, Mr. Trugood. You have my attention, without distraction.”

“Thank you, sir. I am charged with executing a will for a certain rather well-off late Chicagoan. He had for many years in his employ a Negro named Lincoln Tilson.”

Sam wrote: “Negro Lincoln Tilson” on his big yellow pad.

“Lincoln was a loyal custodian of my client’s properties, a handyman, a bodyguard, a gardener, a chauffeur, a man whose brightness of temperament always cheered my client, who was negotiating a business career of both great success and some notoriety.”

“I follow, sir,” said Sam.

“Five years ago, Lincoln at last slowed down. My employer settled a sum on him, a considerable sum, and bid him farewell. He even drove him to the Illinois Central terminal to catch the City of New Orleans and reverse the steps by which he arrived up North so many years ago, for Lincoln’s pleasure was to return to the simpler life from which he had sprung in the South. Lincoln returned to his birthplace, a town called Thebes, in Thebes County, Mississippi.”

Sam wrote it down, while saying, “That is the deepest part of the deepest South, I would imagine.”

“It is, sir.”

Thebes, as a word, rang ever so slightly in Sam’s imagination. He recalled that the original was a Greek town, city even, much fought over in antiquity. For some reason the number seven occurred in concert with it.

“I see puzzlement, sir,” said Trugood. “You are well educated and no doubt think of Seven Against Thebes, by the Greek tragedian Aeschylus. I assure you, no army led by seven heroes is necessary in this case. Mississippi’s Thebes is a far distance from Aeschylus’s tragic town of war. It is a backwater Negro town far up the Yaxahatchee River, which itself is a branch of the Pascagoula River. It is the site of a famous, or possibly infamous, penal farm for colored called Thebes Farm.”

“That’s it,” said Sam. “It is legendary among the Negro criminal class, with whom I had many dealings as a young prosecutor. ‘You don’t wants to go to Thebes, they say, don’t nobody never nohow come back from Thebes.’ Or words to that effect.”

“It seems they have it mixed up with Hades in their simplicity. Yes, Thebes is not a pleasant place. Nobody wants to go to Thebes.”

“Yet you want me to go to Thebes. That is why the fee would be so high?”

“There is difficulty of travel, for one thing. You must hire a boat in Pascagoula, and the trip upriver is unpleasant. The river, I understand, is dark and deep; the swamp that lines it inhospitable. There was only one road into Thebes, through that same forbidding swamp; it was washed out some years back, and Thebes County, not exactly a county of wealth, has yet to dispatch repair.”

“I see.”

“Accommodations would be primitive.”

“I slept in many a barn in the late fracas in Europe, Mr. Trugood. I can sleep in a barn again; it won’t hurt me.”

“Excellent. Now here is the gist of the task. My client’s estate—as I say, considerable—is hung up in probate because Mr. Lincoln Tilson seems no longer to exist. I have attempted to communicate with Thebes County authorities, to little avail. I can reach no one but simpletons on the telephone, when the telephone is working, which is only intermittently. No letter has yet been answered. The fate of Lincoln is unknown, and a large amount of money is therefore frozen, a great disappointment to my client’s greedy, worthless heirs.”

“I see. My task would be to locate either Lincoln or evidence of his fate. A document, that sort of thing?”

“Yes. From close-mouthed Southern types. I, of course, need someone who speaks the language, or rather, the accent. They would hear the Chicago in my voice, and their faces would ossify. Their eyes would deaden. Their hearing would disintegrate. They would evolve backward instantaneously to the neolithic.”

“That may be so, but Southerners are also fair and honest folk, and if you don’t trumpet your Northern superiority in their face and instead take the time to listen and master the slower cadences, they will usually reward you with friendship. Is there another issue here?”

“There is indeed.” He waved at his handsome suit, his handsome shoes, his English tie. His cufflinks were gold with a discreet sapphire, probably worth more than Sam had made in the last six months. “I am a different sort of man, and in some parts of the South—Thebes, say—that difference would not go unnoticed.”

“You have showy ways, but they are the ways of a man of the world.”

“I fear that is exactly what would offend them. And, frankly, I’m not a brave man. I’m a man of desks. The actual confrontation, the quickness of argument, the thrust of will on will: not really my cup of tea, I’m afraid. A sound man understands his limits. I was the sort of boy who never got into fights and didn’t like tests of strength.”

“I see.”

“That is why I am buying your courage as well as your mind.”

“You overestimate me. I am quite a common man.”

“A decorated hero in the late war.”

“Nearly everybody in the war was a hero. I saw some true courage; mine was ordinary, if even that.”

“I think I have made a very good choice.”

“All right, sir.”

“Thank you, Mr. Vincent. This is the fee I had in mind.”

He wrote a figure on the back of his card, and pushed it over. It took Sam’s breath away.

“You are sending me to be your champion in hell, it sounds like,” said Sam. “But you are paying me well for the fight.”

“You will earn every penny, I assure you.”
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IT took Sam but a few days to bank the retainer, rearrange his schedule, book a ticket on the City of New Orleans, and spend an afternoon in the Fort Smith municipal library reading up on Thebes and its penal farm. What he learned appalled him.

On the night before he was to leave, he finally faced the unsettled quality of his feelings. At last, he climbed into his car and drove the twelve miles east along Arkansas Route 8 toward the small town of Board Camp; turning left off the highway, he traveled a half mile of bumpy road to a surprisingly large white house on a hill that commanded the property. The house was freshly painted as was the barn behind, and someone had worked the gardens well and dutifully; it was June, and the place was ablaze with the flora chosen to flourish in the hot West Arkansas sun. A few cows grazed in the far meadows, but much of the property was still in trees, where Sam and the owner shot deer in the fall, if they didn’t wander farther afield.

Sam pulled up close to the house, aware that he was under observation. This was Earl’s young son, Bob Lee, almost five. Bob Lee was a grave boy who had the gift of stillness when he so desired. He was a watcher, that boy. He already had made some hunting trips with them, and had a talent for blood sport, the ability to understand the messages of the land, to decipher the play of light and shadow in the woods, to smell the weather on the wind, though he was some years yet from shooting. Still, he was a steady presence on the hunt, not a wild kid. It was Sam’s sworn duty as godfather to the boy to draw him into the professional world; Earl was adamant that his son would do better than he and not be a roaming Marine, a battlefield scurrier, a man killer, as Earl had been. Earl wanted something more settled for his only son, a career in the law or medicine. It was important to Earl, and when things were important to Earl, it was Earl’s force of will that usually made them happen.

“Howdy there, Bob Lee,” called Sam.

“Mr. Sam, Mr. Sam,” the boy responded, from the porch where he had been sitting and looking out over the land in the twilight.

“Your daddy’s still on duty, I see. Is he expected back?”

“Don’t know, sir. Daddy comes and goes, you know.”

“I do know. How you got such a worker as a daddy I’ll never figure, when he has such a lazy son who just sits there like a frog on a log.”

“I was memorizing.”

“It doesn’t surprise me at all. Memorizing the land? The birds. The sky, the clouds.”

“Something like that, sir.”

“Oh, you are a smart one. You have received all the brains in the family, I can see that. You’ll end up a rich one. Is your mama here?”

“Yes, sir. I’ll fetch her.”

The boy scooted off as Sam waited. He could have walked in himself, for he was that familiar with the Swaggers. But something in his mood kept him still and worrisome.

Junie Swagger emerged. Lord, a beauty still! But Junie was, well, who knew? The childbirth had been a terrible ordeal, it was said, and Earl not around to help, at least not till the end, and so the poor girl fought her way through fifteen hours of labor on her own. She had not, it was also said, quite ever come back from that. She was somewhat dreamy, as if she didn’t hear all that was said to her. Her great pleasure was those damned flowers, and she could spend hours in the hottest weather cultivating or weeding or fertilizing. It was also said that she would have no more children.

Now, a little wan, she stood before him.

“Why, hello, Mr. Sam. Come on in.”

“Well, Junie, thank you much, but I don’t want you making no fuss. I have to have a chat with Earl is all. You needn’t even consider this a visit, and there’s no need to unlimber any hospitality.”

“Oh, you are so silly. You sit down, I’ll git you a nice glass of lemonade. You’ll stay for supper, I insist.”

“No, ma’am. Can’t. I’m in the middle of getting ready for a business trip to New Orleans. I’m driving over to Memphis tomorrow to catch the train.”

“You know, Mr. Sam, Earl sometimes gets so caught up he doesn’t get here ’til late.”

“I do know. It seems a shame after all he’s been through that he can’t have a quieter life.”

Junie said nothing for a second, but her face focused with a surprising intensity, as if some spark had been struck. Then she said, “I fear he has other things on his mind. I know this Korea business has him all het up. I’m scared he’ll get it in his head he has to go fight another war. He’s done enough. But I can read his melancholy. It’s his nature to go where there’s shooting, under the impression he can help, but maybe out of some darker purpose.”

“Earl is a man bred for war, I agree, Junie. But I do think that he’ll sit this one out on the porch. He’s still in pain from wounds, and he knows what a wonderful home you’ve made for him and the boy.”

“Oh, Mr. Sam, you can be such a charmer sometimes. I don’t believe a word you say, never have, never will.” She laughed and her face lit up.

“Now you sit here, Earl will be along shortly or not, as he sees fit. I will bring you that lemonade and that will be that.”

So Sam sat and watched the twilight grow across the land. He could have sat all night, but on this night Earl had decided to come home as quickly as possible, and within a few minutes Sam saw the Arkansas Highway Patrol black-and-white scuttling down the road, pulling up a screen of dust behind it. Earl had meant to asphalt that road for four years now, or at least lay some gravel, but could never quite afford to have it done. Sam had volunteered to front him the money, but Earl of course was stubborn and wanted no debts haunting him, none left for his heirs to owe if his melancholy about the true nature of the world ever proved out and he turned up shot to death in some squalid field.

Earl got out of the car with a smile, for he had seen Sam from a long way off. He loved three things in the world: his family, the United States Marine Corps and Sam.

“Well, Mr. Sam, why didn’t you tell me you were coming? Junie, get this man a drink of something stronger than lemonade and set an extra place.”

Earl lumbered up to the porch from his car. He was a big man, over six feet, and still so darkened from the Pacific sun after all these years some thought he was an Indian. He had a rumbly, slow voice famous in the county, and his close bristly hair—he’d removed the Stetson by now—was just beginning to gray. He was near forty years old, and his body was a latticework of scar tissue and jerry-built field-expedient repairs. He’d been stitched up so many times he was almost more surgical thread than human being, testimony to the fact that a war or two will write its record in a man’s flesh. His hands were big, his muscles knotty from farmwork on weekends and plenty of it, but his face still had the same odd calmness to it that inspired men in combat or terrified men in crime. He looked as if he could handle things. He could.

“He says he won’t stay,” Junie cried from inside, “though Lord knows I tried. You tie him to a chair and we’ll be all set.”

“Bob Lee’s going to be disappointed if old Sam don’t read him a story tonight,” Earl said.

“I will stay to read the story, yes, Earl.” In his stentorian, courtroom voice, Sam could make a story come more alive than the radio. “And I wish this were a pure pleasure call. But I do have a matter to discuss.”

“Lord. Am I in some kind of trouble?”

“No, sir. Maybe I am, however.”

It was such a reversal. In some ways, unsaid, Sam had become Earl’s version of a father, his own proving to be a disappointment and his need for someone to believe in so crucial to his way of thinking. So he had informally adopted Sam in this role, worked for him for two years as an investigator before Colonel Jenks had managed at last to get Earl on the patrol. The bonds between the two men had grown strong, and Sam alone had heard Earl, who normally never discussed himself, on such topics as the war in the Pacific or the war in Hot Springs.

The two sat; Junie brought her husband a glass of lemonade, and he in turn gave her the Sam Browne belt with the Colt .357, the handcuffs, the cartridge reloaders and such, which she took into the house to secure.

Earl loosened his tie, set his Stetson down on an unused chair. His cowboy boots were dusty, but under the dust shined all the way down to the soles.

“All right,” he said. “I am all ears.”

Sam told him quickly about his commission to go to Thebes, Mississippi, and the tanned, smooth-talking colleague who had put it together for him, and the large retainer.

“Sounds straightforward to me,” said Earl.

“But you have heard of the prison at Thebes.”

“Never from a white person. White folks prefer to believe such places don’t exist. But from the Negroes, yes, occasionally.”

“It has an evil reputation.”

“It does. I once arrested a courier running too fast up 71 toward Kansas City. He had a trunkful of that juju grass them jazz boys sometimes smoke. He was terrified I’s going to send him to Thebes. I thought he’d die of a heart attack he’s so scared. Never saw nothing like it. It took an hour to get him settled down, and then of course another hour to make him understand this was Arkansas, not Mississippi, and I couldn’t send him to Thebes, even if I wanted to. I sent him to Tucker, instead, where I’m sure he had no picnic. But at the trial, he seemed almost happy. Tucker was no Thebes, at least not in the Negro way of looking at things.”

“They live in a different universe, somehow,” Sam said. “It doesn’t make sense to us. It is haunted by ghosts and more attuned to the natural and more connected to the earth. Their minds work differently. You can’t understand, sometimes, why they do the things they do. They are us a million years ago.”

“Maybe that’s it,” said Earl. “Though the ones I saw on Tarawa, they died and bled the same as white folks.”

“Here’s why I’m somewhat apprehensive,” Sam confessed. “I went up to Fort Smith the other day, and found out what I could find out about this place. Something’s going on down there that’s gotten me spooked a bit.”

“What could spook Sam Vincent?”

“Well, sir, five years ago, according to the Standard and Poor’s rating guide to the United States, in Thebes, Mississippi, there was a sawmill, a dry cleaner, a grocery and general store, a picture show, two restaurants, two bar-and-grills, a doctor, a dentist, a mayor, a sheriff, a feed store and a veterinarian.”

“Yes?”

“Now there’s nothing. All those businesses and all those professional men, they’ve up and gone.”

“All over the South, the Negroes are on the move. Mississippi is cotton, and cotton isn’t king no more. They’re riding the Illinois Central up North to big jobs and happier lives.”

“I know, and thought the same at first. So I picked at random five towns scattered across Mississippi. And while some have had some social structure reduction and considerable population loss, they remain vibrant. So this does seem strange.”

Earl said nothing.

Sam continued.

“Then there’s this business of the road. There was a highway into Thebes for many years and it too supported businesses and life. Gas stations, diners, barbecue places, that sort of thing. But some time ago, the road washed out, effectively sealing the town and that part of the swamp and piney woods off from civilization, well, such civilization as they have in Mississippi. You’d think a civic structure would get busy opening that road up, for the road is the river of opportunity, especially in the poor, rural South. Yet now, all these years later, it remains washed out, and as far as I can learn, no one has made an attempt to open it. The only approach to what remains of Thebes is a long slow trip by boat up that dark river. That’s not a regular business either. The prison launches make the journey for supplies on a weekly basis, and to pick up prisoners, but the place is sealed off. You don’t get there easily, you don’t get back easily, and everybody seems to want it that way. Now doesn’t that seem strange?”

“Well, sir,” said Earl, “maybe it’s a case of no road, no town, and that’s why it’s all drying up down there.”

“It would seem so. But the decline of Thebes had already begun three years earlier. It was as if the road was the final ribbon on the package, not what was inside the package.”

“Hmmm,” said Earl. “If you are that worried, possibly you shouldn’t go.”

“Well, sir, I can’t not go. I have accepted a retainer and I have a professional obligation I cannot and would not evade.”

“Would you like me to come along, in case there’s nasty surprises down there?”

“No, no, Earl, of course not. I just want you to know what is going on. I have here an envelope containing my file on the case, all my findings, my plan of travel and so forth. I leave tomorrow on the ten forty-five out of Memphis, and should reach New Orleans by five. I’ll spend the night there, and have hired a car the next morning to take me to Pascagoula. Presumably I’ll find a boatman, and I’ll reach town late the day after tomorrow. If I can find a telephone, I’ll call you or my wife and leave messages on a daily basis. If I can’t find a telephone, well then, I shall just complete my business and come on home.”

“Well, let’s pick a date, and if you ain’t home by that time, then I’ll make it my business to figure out what’s happening.”

“Thank you, Earl. Thank you so much. You saw where I was headed.”

“Mr. Sam, you can count on me.”

“Earl, if you say something, I know it’s done.”

“I’d bring a firearm. Not one of your hunting rifles, but a handgun. You still have an Army forty-five, I believe.”

“No, Earl. I am a man of reason, not guns. I’m a lawyer. The gun cannot be my way. Logic, fairness, humanity, the rule of the law above all else, those are my guidelines.”

“Mr. Sam, where you’re going, maybe such things don’t cut no ice. I’ll tell you this, if I have to come, I’ll be bringing a gun.”

“You have to do it your way, and I have to do it mine. So be it. Now let’s read a story to Bob Lee.”

“I think he’d like that. He likes the scary ones the best.”

“You still have that book of Grimm’s?”

“His favorite.”

“I know there’s a dark tale or two in there.”

“A dark tale it will be, then.”
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THOUGH Sam loved New Orleans, he was moderate and professional the night he stayed there, avoiding its temptations. He took a room in a tourist home, ate at a diner, went to sleep early after meticulously recording all his expenditures for his client. The next morning, he rendezvoused with his car and driver, and commenced the drive along the gulf coast down U.S. 90, passing quickly from Louisiana into Mississippi.

It was, at first at least, a pleasant drive, with a driver named Eddie, who knew how to keep his mouth shut, and his big, comfortable LaSalle.

“It’s a 1940,” Eddie said, “the last and the best.” And that was the only thing Eddie said.

Sam had removed and folded his coat, rolled up his sleeves, put his straw Panama on the seat next to him, and let the cooling air stream in through the open windows of the big black car. Of course he did not loosen his tie; after all, one did not do such things. There were limits. But he got out his pipe and lit up a bowlful, and simply watched the sights. On his right, the gulf’s blue tide lapped against the white sands, and small towns fled by, each quaint and cute enough for a tourist trade that was beginning to catch hold. The small cities along the way were white, sunny places, Gulfport and Biloxi, further given over to tourists. He could see young couples on the beach, some of them beautiful, some not so beautiful. Beach umbrellas furled against the gulf breezes and homes had rooms to let, many of them with free television as the signs proudly proclaimed.

But beyond Biloxi, it changed. No one came here for the sun or the sand, and no beaches had been cleared. It was just mangoes and ferns and scrub pine and vegetation whose only distinguishing feature was its generic green viney quality, down to a strip of soil before the water which, Sam fancied (maybe it was his imagination), had changed in tone from carefree blue to a dirty brown. The sediment this far down floated unsettled in the water, giving it the look of an immense sewer. It smelled, also, some pungent chemical odor.

Pascagoula, it turned out, was a city of industry. Paper plants dominated, and shipbuilding came second, and it was a city that had once strained mightily to produce. Now, hard times had hit it. The paper industry was down, and shipbuilding had stopped with the end of the war. It was a sad place; the boom of the war years had dried to bust, but everyone had a taste for the big, easy money of before.

Again, maybe he was imagining too much, but he thought he saw despair and lassitude everywhere. The streets felt empty; signs were not freshly painted, and commerce was not active. It all baked under a hot sun, the stench from the paper mills enough to give a man a crushing headache.

“Sir, do you have a particular destination? Do you want to go to a hotel?”

Sam looked at his watch. It was only 11:00 A.M., and, yes, he did want to go to a hotel, have a nice lunch, lie down in a room with a strong fan or maybe some air-conditioning, take a nap. But it was not in him to do so. He was rigid about everything, but most of all about duty and obligation.

“No, Eddie, I’ve got to push on. Uh, do you know the town?”

“Not hardly, sir. I’m a N’Awleens boy. Don’t like to come out to these here hot little no’count places.”

“Well, then, I suppose we’d best start at the town hall or the police station. I’d like to confer with officials before I venture further.”

“Yes, sir. B’lieve I c’n hep you there.”

Eddie located the single municipal building quickly enough, a town hall on one street, a police station, complete to fleets of motorcycles and squad cars parked outside, on the other.

Sam chose the administrative before the enforcement. He suited up again, tightening all that could be tightened, straightening all that could be straightened, and implanting the Panama squarely up top as befit his position and dignity. Eddie left him in front of grand stairs that led to not much of a door; he climbed them and ducked between statues of Confederate heroes facing the gulf.

He entered to a foyer, consulted with a clerk at a desk, got directions, entered a set of hallways to look for the city prosecutor’s office. It was not at all hard to find, and he went through the opaque-glassed doors to find a waiting room with leather chairs and magazines under the rubric WHITE ONLY. Through a doorway that bore the sign COLORED ONLY he could see another room, ruder and filled with more rickety furniture, all jammed up with pitiful Negroes. He turned to the white secretary behind a desk, whose hair was tidy but who ruled by right of a harsh face and too much makeup.

He presented his card.

“And, sir?”

“And I wonder, ma’am, if I could have a word with Mr….” he struggled to remember the name painted on the door, then did. “Carruthers.”

“What is this in reference to?” she said, with a Southern smile that meant nothing whatsoever.

“Ma’am, I am a prosecutor myself, only recently retired on the basis of electoral whimsy. I wish to speak with my colleague.”

“You from here in Mississip?”

“No, ma’am. Up a bit. Arkansas, Polk County, in the west. It’s on the card.”

“Well, I’ll see.”

It wasn’t Carruthers who came to get him but a Mr. Redfield, an assistant city attorney, who made a show of ignoring the unfortunate Negroes in the back room and shook his hand heartily, escorting him back to a clean little office. As they walked, Sam searched his memory, and at last realized why Redfield admitted him: they’d met at some convention in Atlantic City in 1941, with a group of other prosecutors, all having a last fling before the war did with them what it did.

“Glad to see you made it back, Mr. Redfield,” Sam said.

“Never got the chance to leave, alas,” said the man, as they walked into the door of a clean little cubicle. “Four-F. Stayed here prosecuting draft dodgers while you boys had all the fun. Where’d you end up? Europe, wasn’t it?”

“Finally. Ended up in the artillery.”

“Win anything big?”

“No, just did the job. Glad to be back in one piece.”

Redfield broke out the bourbon and poured himself and Sam a tot. Tasted fine, too. They settled into chairs, chatted somewhat aimlessly on the subject of the others in attendance of that long ago convention, who was dead, who divorced, who quit, who rich, who poor. Redfield then segued neatly into local politics and gossip, his chances for getting the big job in the next election or maybe it would be better to wait until ’56, local conditions, which weren’t good, except for, he laughed heartily, the coming of some Northern fool’s waterproof coffin company to the South, which would put the ship carpenters to some good use until it failed, ha ha ha, or the gub’mint lost so many destroyers off Korea it needed to build some new ones. Sam didn’t really care, but down South here, it was the way business was done, until finally, when a ten-second pause and a second drink announced it to be the time, he launched into particulars.

He explained, concluding with his unease about the upcoming trip.

“Well,” said Redfield, “truth be told, I don’t know much about Thebes. That’s two counties up the river, and not much between but bayou and wild niggers and Choctaws living on ’gators and catfish, then finally your piney woods, thick as hell. Too thick for white people.”

“Ah, I see.”

“Don’t know why any feller’d go up there he didn’t have to.”

“Well, Redfield, I really don’t want to. But I’ve accepted the job. I was hoping you’d write me a letter of introduction or give me a name of a colleague to whose good offices I could appeal.”

“Most counties, that’d work just fine, that’d be the way to do it. But Thebes now, Thebes is different. It’s the prison farm, and that’s about all. You’d have to git into our state corrections bureaucracy, and I do know those boys run their territory very tight and private-like. Don’t like strangers, especially strangers from up North—”

“Arkansas? Up North?”

“Now, mind you, I ain’t saying I’d be in agreement with that sentiment, but that would be how their minds work. I’m only clarifying here. They’re a clannish bunch. They’ve got a system full of colored men, some of whom may be het up on juju, some on booze, some on Northern communist agitation, all that plus your natural Negro tendency toward chaos, irrationality and ol’ Willie thumping Willie on Saturday night just for something to do. So them boys got a whole lot on their minds, hear? I wouldn’t just go poking about now.”

“I see,” said Sam.

“What I’d do, you’ll pardon me for presuming, I’d just turn around, head back up North. Yes, sir. Then write that fellow in Chicago, tell him everything’s fine, he don’t got to worry, the death certificate be on its way. I mean, it’s only probate now, isn’t it? Then I’d forget all about it. Come time, he’ll write some angry letters, but hell, he’s a Yankee, that’s all they know how to do is act all indignant.”

“Well, see here, Redfield, I can’t do that. I took the money, I must do the work.”

“Oh, come on now, Vincent. Wouldn’t be the first time someone took a retainer, wrote a letter, and forgot all about it. I just wouldn’t be messing about in Thebes. They got their own ways of doing things up there, they don’t want nobody getting in their bidness, no sir. I’d write you a letter, but to who?”

“Whom,” corrected Sam.

“Who, whom, it don’t matter. Thebes up there, up that dark river, ain’t nobody up there to write to, ain’t nobody up there to sit down nice and polite, sit under a fan, have a sip of rye whiskey, and palaver. They’re sitting on a goddamned powder keg, what they’re doing. A nigger powder keg. They got to keep it from blowing, and, way I see it, that’s a hero’s job.”

“Redfield, I have been in a variety of prisons, white and Negro both. The men who run them are many things, but heroic is about the last word I’d employ. Necessary is about as far as I’d be pleased to go.”

“Well, it’s all clear and dandy to y’all up North, with all your answers. Down here, where it never snows and things change slow except when they change fast and ugly, it’s a lot less stamped out. It can be downright messy. That’s why there has to be a Thebes. The niggers have to know there’s a Thebes, and by God if they get uppity, Thebes is where they’ll be sent. So in its way, Thebes is more important than Jackson or Biloxi or Oxford or Pascagoula. Without Thebes, wouldn’t be no Jackson or Biloxi or Oxford or Pascagoula. Without Thebes, Mississippi is the Congo and America is Africa. Thebes is what keeps the lid on. I’d hate to see you get your nose all a-twitch because you saw one guard knock a nigger down and you make a big thing over it. It just won’t do. I say as one white man to another, you best stay far from Thebes. Nothing going on in Thebes you got to see or know about, you hear?”

“Well, Redfield, I am sorry you see it that way. I can tell you’re a man set in your ways, but I am equally set in mine. I have a job to do, that’s all. I am an attorney, I took on a client, and goddammit, that is what I will do, so help me God, Thebes or no Thebes.”

He stood and walked out, without looking back.

 

THEY drove for a while, and Eddie read Sam’s gloomy mood.

“Sir, any directions? I’ll take you anywheres.”

Sam said, “I suppose we’re looking for a waterfront, or a marine district or some such. I have to hire a boat and just get this done on my own.”

“Yes, sir. I’ll try and find it for you, I surely will.”

It turned out Pascagoula itself had only a marine industry focused on the deep waters of the gulf; what they needed was a smaller satellite city called Moss Point, up the river a few miles, where boats ventured out into the bayous that lay to the north.

Eventually, after more starting and stopping, they found a place, an old boatyard administered from a peely shed near the water. The boats were moored along docks, and they floated and bobbed on the vagaries of tide and current, bumping into one another, none of them particularly impressive craft. Sam had traveled to England on the Queen Elizabeth and across the Channel on an LST on D-Day. Even when the latter came under fire as it neared the spot to deposit him, his men and his six 105-mm howitzers on the dangerous shore, he’d felt more comfort than he did confronting this wooden fleet rotting in the sun.

The boats were all some form of fishing craft, their engines inboard, their cabins low to the prow, their comforts all but absent.

FISHING, the sign said.

And the place smelled of that commerce, with lines looped everywhere, and nets hung to dry, the sand shifty under the foot, crab husks and fish spines abandoned everywhere, the gulls flappity-flapping overhead for a bite of flesh or cake, but otherwise still as buzzards on the wharf.

Sam ducked inside to find an old boatyard salt, with bleached eyes and a face gone straight to the quality of the dried plum called a prune.

“Howdy,” said Sam, to no answer, but only a sullen stare. “I’d like to hire a boat.”

“You ain’t dressed to fish.”

“No, not for fishing.”

“You just want to piddle around? See the sights?”

“No, sir. Trying to get upriver to a town called Thebes.”

“Thebes. Don’t nobody go there, except the prison supply boat once a week.”

“Could I hitch or hire a ride aboard it?”

“Ain’t likely. Them boys are coolish toward strangers. They run tight and private-like. What would be your business in Thebes?”

“It’s a confidential matter.”

“Ain’t talking, huh?”

“Look, I don’t have to answer anybody’s questions, all right? Let’s just find me a boat that’ll go upriver. That’s your job, isn’t it? You run this place? I’m not one for Mississippi lollygagging in the hot sun when there’s work to be done.”

“Say, you’re a cuss now, ain’t you? A stranger, too, from the way you talk. Well, sir, I can git you a boat and a man to take you deep into the bayou after big catfish or brown bass or whatever; I knows men who’ll take you far into the gulf where the big bluefish play, and maybe you’d hook one of them and be proud to put it on your wall. Maybe you just want to lie in the sun and feel it turn your pasty face a nice shade while sipping on an iced Dixie. But nobody here is going up the bayou to the Yaxahatchee and then to Thebes. Nothing up there but blue-gum niggers who’d as soon eat your liver with the spleen still attached as smile and call you sir. And if one of them blue gums takes a bite out of you, sure as winter, you goin’ die before the sun sets.”

“I can pay.”

“Not the boatmen around here you can’t, no sir, and that’s a fact. Nobody goes up to Thebes.”

“Goddammit, nobody in this fool town will do what they are told to do. What is your stubbornness? Is it congenital or learned? Why such simplicity everywhere in Mississippi?”

“Sir, I would not take our state’s name in anger.”

Sam—well, he near exploded, but the old coot just looked at him, set in ancient ways, and Sam saw that screaming at a toothless geezer had no point to it, not even the simple satisfaction of making a fool uncomfortable.

Instead, he turned, went back to the car.

“No luck, sir?”

“Not a bit of it. These Mississippians are a different breed.”

“They are. Must be all the swamp water they drink, and that corn liquor. Makes them stubborn and dull.”

“Just drive, Eddie. Drive along the bayou here. Maybe I’ll notice something.”

The shiny LaSalle prowled among riverside shacks and cruised past the hulks of rotted boats tied up and banging against weathered docks. Overhead, the gulls pirouetted and wheeled and the hot sun beat down fiercely. Sam soon forgot he was in America. It was some strange country, particularly when the color of the people turned black, and little ragamuffin kids in tattered underwear and worn shorts raced barefoot alongside the big, slow-moving car, begging for pennies. Sam knew if he gave one a penny, he’d have to give them all a penny, so he gave none of them pennies.

Then even the Negroes ran out, and they were alone; the road’s cracked pavement yielded to dirt, the river disappeared behind a bank of reeds, and the whole thing seemed pointless.

But it was Eddie who saw the road.

“Bet there’s a house there,” he said. “Bet there is.”

“Go on down, then. Maybe there’ll be a boatman.”

At the end of the way, he did in fact see a shack, cobbled together out of abandoned or salvaged materials, with a tar paper roof, and tires everywhere lying about. The boxy skeleton of an early ’30s Nash sedan rusted away on blocks. Clam or oyster shells in the hundreds of thousands lay about like gravel. The place was rude and slatternly, but behind it a boat lay at anchor a few feet out in the wide brown river.

“Hello!” Sam called.

In time, an old lady leaned out, ran an eye over the man in the tan suit sitting in the backseat of the black LaSalle, then heaved up a gelatinous gob from her lungs, expelled it through a toothless mouth and grotesquely flexible lips so it flew like one of Sam’s well-aimed 105s and plunked up an impact crater among the clam shells and dirt.

“What you want?” she demanded. The accent was French, more or less, or rather the Cajun corruption of the French accent.

“To talk to a boatman.”

“You come wrong place, Mister. Who told you come here?”

“Madam, nobody told me to come here, I assure you. I see a boat. Therefore there is a boatman. May I speak with him, if you please.”

“You from revenooers?”

“Of course not.”

“Po-lices? You the po-lices?”

“No, madam. Nor FBI nor the state in any of its manifestations.”

“You wait there.”

The door slammed.

“Well,” Sam said to Eddie, “it’s a start. Not much of one, but who can say?”

A few minutes passed. Some ruckus arose from the interior of the shack, and finally an old fellow popped out. He was nut-brown, wore dungarees and a torn, loose old undershirt and a pair of shoes that might have, years ago, been designed for tennis but were now a laceless ruin. His toes flopped out from the gap between last and sole in one of them. A few crude tattoos inked his biceps. His hair was a gray nest of tendrils, this way and that, and most, but not all, of his teeth remained. His face was a crush of fissures and arroyos from years in the sun, and from his own squinting.

“You want?” he said, scowling.

“The boatman. Are you the boatman?”

“Nah, not no boatman. You go on, git out of here now. No boatman here.”

“You look like a boatman to me.”

“Agh. What you want?”

“Lazear,” cried the old lady from inside, “you talk to the guy now, you hear. He gots money.”

The old man squinted at him up and down.

“I want to go upriver. Through the bayou, up the Pascagoula, to the Yaxahatchee. Into the piney woods. Up to the town they call Thebes.”

“Ah! Sir, nobody go to Thebes. Nothing there but nigs and dogs. Oooo-ee, nigs don’t git you, dogs do. Dogs chew you real good. Whichever git you first, the other clean up after.”

“I understand there is a Negro town there and a prison farm. I have business. I wish to hire a boat.”

“You been everwhere. No one take you. So you finally come old Lazear?”

“Where I’ve been is of no account. I need passage up, I need you to wait an hour or a day, and I need passage back, that is all. I am prepared to pay the prevailing rate plus a little extra.”

“Million dollars. You got million dollars for Lazear?”

“Of course not. What do you usually get by day? I’ll double it.”

“Sir,” Eddie whispered, “I’d offer him a sum first and let him negotiate from that position.”

But Lazear quickly said, “I gits a hundred dollars a day guiding in the swamp.”

“I doubt he’s seen a hundred dollars in his life,” muttered Eddie.

“Two hundred then. Two hundred there and back.”

“Four hundred. Two up, two back. Is tricky. Lost in the bayou, eaten by ’gators, you know. No fun, no sir. Four.”

“A hundred is a month’s wages. Take two hundred or I’ll find another boat.”

“Two then. Two. You pay now, you come back tomorrow night.”

“I pay fifty now, I don’t go anywhere, we leave now. We leave immediately.”

“No, sir. Long trip. Day’s trip, maybe day anna half. Lazear got to load up the boat.”

“I am not leaving,” said Sam, “now that I am here. And that is final, sir.”

“Oh, crazy man from the North. Crazy Northern man. You from New York or Boston, sir?”

These people, thought Sam, they are so ignorant.
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THE bayou soon swallowed them. If there was one river here, it was lost to Sam. There seemed to be dozens of them, tracks through marshy constructions of thorns or brambles, islets of gnarled green trees, thickets of vines, barricades of bristles. Though it was still light, the sense of day soon vanished.

Lazear’s boat crawled through this wet maze, chugging along uncertainly, its engine fighting to breathe, terrifying Sam each time it seemed to miss a beat or pause to take a gulp.

“You know the way?” he heard himself say.

“Well as my own hand, Mister,” responded the old man, who quickly sweated through his clothes as he navigated under a faded blue ball cap that may have borne an allegiance to a big league team, though the insignia had long since disappeared.

“I thought this was a river. It’s a swamp.”

“Oh, she straightens out up ahead, you’ll see. Best relax, sir. Nothing good comes of hurry in the swamp. You hurry, you be a dead fellow, sure. But it be fine; probably no snake be biting you, or no ’gator eat your hand off, but I cannot say for sure.”

Then his crumpled old face lit with glee and Sam realized it was a joke, that humor was a part of the man’s madness.

“Hope them Choctaws ain’t in no drinking mood,” said old Lazear over the sound of the motor. “If they be, sometimes it make them hungry and they eat a white fellow. Leave me be, I’m too tough, like an old chicken been eating bugs and grubs its whole life. But you, Mister, figure you’d taste right good to them red savages.”

“There isn’t enough salt in Mississippi to tenderize me,” Sam said. “They could chew me, but they could never swallow me. They’d choke on me.”

It wasn’t only the weather. It was also the darkness, not of the day but of the overhanging, interlinked canopy. The leaves and vines knotted up, twisted among themselves, invented new forms. Strange vegetation grew on other strange vegetation, a riot of life forms, insensate, unknowable.

The seal of the canopy had the effect of a greenhouse on the two men trapped beneath it; the heat rose even beyond the heat of Mississippi, and in no time at all Sam had sweated through his shirt and coat. Off came the coat, up went the sleeves, rolled tightly. He left his hat on, however, for its brim trapped the sweat that grew in his hairline and kept it from cascading down into his eyes. And of course he left his tie tight to his neck. There were certain concessions to the jungle one simply could not make.

He settled into the rear of the boat, uncomfortable, nestled against a gunwale on a pile of ropes. Luxury was out of the question, and an inch or two of water perfumed with gasoline sloshed around the bottom of the boat as it chugged onward, radiating nauseating fumes and a slight sense of mirage. Or maybe it was his splitting headache.

“Cheer up,” cried old Lazear. “We got another five hours or so before true dark, then we lay up in a bay I know. You can sleep on dry ground, Lazear he sleep on the boat.”

“I’ll stay with the boat, thanks,” said Sam. He imagined himself alone in this place. Alone: dead. It followed.

The old man now and then took a tot on a bottle of something, and once or twice handed it to Sam, who politely turned it down, until at last curiosity got the better of him.

Argh! It was some hellish French stuff, absinthe or something, with the heat of fire and the tang of salt; it burned all the way down, and he suddenly shivered.

“Ha! She got bite, no?” exclaimed Lazear.

In time, the light dwindled further, until it seemed impossible to go onward. Lazear found a little cut in the land, a miniature cove, surrounded by high grass and a copse of gnarled trees of no identifiable features, and there put in.

“I rustle up some grub. You eat.”

Sam was in fact ravenous. The scrofulous old man disappeared into the disreputable hatchway that led to the boat’s forward interior and threw pots and pans around. He came up a few minutes later with white chunks of bread, a lump of butter at some indeterminate stage between liquid and solid, a warped segment of cheese, greasy, waxy rind still affixed, and a knife and fork.

“Fancy food for a fancy guy, no?”

“I’ve eaten worse,” said Sam, who remembered K rations in the snow during the Bulge, when it was so cold he thought he’d die of it, and the Germans were said to be everywhere, and all he wanted to do was head back to Arkansas and practice law. Instead, he’d gathered his six 105s into a tight formation atop a low hill, dug them in, and waited for targets. A German panzer unit obliged, grinding through the gray snow and the gray fog a mile out, and Sam and his men stayed cool and blew it off the face of the earth in three minutes of concentrated fire. Only burning hulks were left.

He slept in his clothes, feeling the drift of the boat against the slop of the river and the dampness of his feet where the water had at last overwhelmed the leather of his brogues, penetrating them. But it was good, dreamless sleep, for the temperature at last dropped and the air seemed cooled of the corruption that so embalmed it during the day.

 

HE awoke to the ritual of the coffee. Lazear had woken early, gone ashore, made a small fire. Now, as Sam watched, he boiled a pot of water, then moved it off the flame. With an old soup spoon he scooped coffee from an A & P bag, and spread it on the water. Next he produced a Clabber Girl baking powder tin, popped the lid and scooped out roasted and ground chicory root and again spread the material on the surface of the water until it seemed right. Then he swirled the black mix and let the grounds settle and teep. The smell of coffee and wood smoke made Sam’s stomach rumble.

The old man sloshed through the water and handed Sam up a tin cup of the stuff; it cut to the bone, hot, raw and powerful. The French and their coffee; they were good at it beyond arrogance.

As Sam tried to focus, he found the fog was not in his mind but in the swamp. Tendrils of cottony moisture lay low on the water, curled through the trees, licked at the leaves.

“How much longer?”

“We hit the big river soon enough. Then we bear right where she splits, and that part takes on the name Yaxahatchee. That one’s wider open so it’ll go smoother. Don’t you be falling in. That water deep and the current can be strong. Suck a man down, spit him back with his soul missing, his nose blue, his fingers shriveled and his false teeth out and floated off somewheres.”

“Sir, I have no false teeth.”

“Whatever you got, if you go in, the river, she take it. She’s a black bitch of a river, you see. You don’t be messin’ ’round with her, or she fuck you good.”

“My trust in you is absolute,” Sam said.

He settled back, got through a few shaky moments when the old man seemed to have trouble interesting the engine in life again, until at last it sputtered, coughed, shivered, then began to pull the boat back out from the shore.

They coursed through the blackness, passing in the morning fog a ghost town, its rickety houses moss-grown and semifallen.

“What happened there?”

“Oh, dey got through Indians and plague and flood okay, but then some dogs, wild dogs, tore up some kids there. Kilt three. Little girls, I think, caught ’em in the open, kilt ’em fast, bled ’em out. The people just gave it up after that. The swamp, she be a cruel bad place.”

Sam looked away, trying to banish the horror of the idea of it from his mind. The girls, the dogs, the screams, the smell of blood. He shook his head.

“Yah! Ha! Ain’t no picnic out here, no siree. You ain’t where you from, not by no long shot.”

At last the swamp seemed to diminish its grip on the earth. The gnarled trees, the jungly vines and dinosaur vegetation gave way to longleaf pines arrayed over ridges of land, saw grass and other green clutter, all leading to bleak shores. The river widened, deepened, turned ever blacker, grew swifter.

Then it split. It broke into two forks, one headed east, the other west. Neither looked promising: highways of dark river, the texture no longer smooth as oil or glass but now ever so slightly giving evidence of disturbance, as if strong currents lurked beneath, hungry to pull a man to his death.

“You hang on now, Mister, she can be rough,” the old man cried, as he steered the weathered craft to the rightward of the two torrents, and took them dead up the center.

They progressed steadily against a current that suggested they try elsewhere. The piney woods sealed them off from any evidence of life except the pines themselves, low, heavy with gum and tar of some sort. They were turpentine trees, bled in the fall for the chemical that oozed out of them. The weather remained malignant, even as the sun burned the last of the fog away, and if pines had ever reminded Sam of Northern glades as in Wisconsin or Minnesota, these were not such pines. They seemed to form two walls and a long, winding corridor, a madman’s dream of nothingness, while above the sun scalded them and no wind dared stir.

Sam glanced at his watch, feeling the itch of sweat and bites all over his skin. He even thought about loosening his tie, but he’d fought the Battle of the Bulge in a tie, so that was really only the last thing one did before accepting death.

It was by now nearly 11:00 A.M.

“How much further?”

“Be patient, Mister. You cannot rush the river. The current’s agin’ us, she don’t want us going there. Be glad you gots planks beneath to keep your bottom from what’s under, yes sir.”

And so it went, seemingly endless, until at last, un-bidden, as if out of a dream, Thebes revealed itself on a far shore.

He wondered: Am I in Africa?

For what he beheld was something out of a dream of a lost place, a place so benighted and run-down it seemed to have no right to exist in the country he knew to be America. Not even the meanest Negro shantytowns of Arkansas seemed so raw and sad. It was a collection of slatternly dogtrot cabins, tar-paper roofs scorching in the hot sun, low, rotting warehouses off to a side by docks, mud streets that were too congealed to sustain wheels of any sort, much less automobiles. The ruins of what must have been a sawmill stood isolated a bit farther down the river, most walls gone, nothing but decaying frame and un-turning wheel left.

It seemed somehow to have devolved, to have gone backward in time.

“She ain’t much. Why you want to come all this way for this place, I don’t know. Merde. Do you know? Merde, shit you say in English. It’s shit. A town of shit. Who could live in such a place?”

As the old man’s boat maneuvered toward dockage, Sam thought the place was as abandoned as the last town, where the wild dogs had killed the little girls. But at the same time, he felt the presence of eyes.

A boat was so rare, he assumed, it would be remarkable to such a place. Every eye would be upon him, and indeed he felt every eye upon him, but again he saw no evidence of life.

Lazear got in close, set the course, and stilled the engine.

“You get up front,” he commanded, and Sam did what he was told. There, on the bobbing prow, he found a coil of rope. When the boat glanced off the dock, he leaped, pulling on the rope, tightening boat to dock, then looping it to a post set aslant in the water. He glanced back, saw that the old man had gone aft to secure the stern by similar method.

He walked back.

“I don’t know how long this will take. You stay here. You stay out of bars or whorehouses or whatever temptations they have here. I have business; if it seems to run long, I’ll notify you somehow. You do not leave without me. Do you understand?”

“Oh, yah, I stay forever. I got nothing to do but stay till the lawyer man gits his money.”

“Get me my briefcase.”

Lazear found it, the one pristine object aboard, and handed it over. Sam straightened and tightened his tie, pulled his coat to cure it of wrinkles, made sure his hat was set straight, and went to work.

 

WAS it only a town of children? Little Negro scamps tracked him from behind the first line of buildings. He could not see them, but he heard them scurrying in the mud, and several times, drawn by flashes of movement, glanced over, but his look drove them back. And if he advanced on them, they scattered.

Otherwise the town was seemingly deserted. There was no commerce, nor any sidewalk. A few storefronts were abandoned. Mostly the places were cabins, many to his eye as abandoned as the storefronts. Yet still he had a queasy feeling, a sense again of being looked at, inspected. It brought a shiver of discomfort.

As he climbed the slope from the river, he at last came upon an adult woman. Her eyes were big, her face a ruin. She was swaddled in a dress of many layers and colors, all pulled into one tapestry; her hair was bandannaed tightly to her skull, and she had no teeth at all. She was a Negro mama, a formidable figure in the Negro community, Sam knew. And she didn’t seem insane, but regarded him with only sullen dull hatred.

“Madam, excuse me, I am looking for a county seat, a municipal building, the sheriff’s department? You could possibly direct me?”

She responded in a gibberish alien to his ears. Was she still African? Had she not been Americanized?

“Madam, I do not understand. Could you speak more slowly?”

He picked out a word or two of English in her mewl, but she grew frustrated with the stupidity on his face, and shooed him away with a dismissive, abrupt gesture, then gathered herself with dignity, pulled her shawl tight about her, and strutted away.

But she stopped and turned, then pointed down an alley.

She said something that he deciphered to mean: down that way.

He walked down it, the mud sucking at his shoes. Here and there a door slammed shut, a window closed, people not seen clearly hastened away. He felt as if he were the plague, Mr. Death himself, with a scythe, behooded, a pale slice of darkness, and all human things fled his presence.

Then he came to it, or what had been it.

Fire had claimed it. A blackened stone wall still stood, but the timbers were all scorched and collapsed, and rogue bricks lay about in the weeds of what had once been a public square. No pane of glass remained in the ruin, once upon a time some kind of courthouse building after the proud fashion of the South, with offices and departments and lockups and a garage or stable out back. Scavengers had picked it clean, and moss or other forms of vegetation had begun to claim it for their own.

So this was why there was no “official” Thebes County, why no letters were answered. It had burned, and perhaps with that the will that claims civilization out of nothingness was somehow finally and permanently broken.

Now what? he wondered.

It’s all gone? It burned, most everybody left town, and only a few hopeless cases remain. Those that do must eke out a living somehow from the prison farm yet another mile or so upriver.

He walked on, not out of purpose but more in the hopes of encountering an inspiration. Then, progressing a bit farther, he noticed a low, rude shack whose door was open, and from whose chimney pipe issued a trail of smoke, thin and white.

Batting at a fly that suddenly buzzed close to his face, he leaned in to discover something of a public house, though a rude caricature of it. It was empty but for an old man at the bar and an old man behind the bar. No array of liquor stood behind the bartender, only a motley collection of dusty glasses. Beer signs from the twenties dustily festooned the dim room, and dead neon curled on the wall, which could be decoded, with effort, into the names of the commercial brews of many decades past.

“Say there,” said Sam, “I need some help. Can you direct me?”

“Ain’t nowheres be directin’, suh,” said the bartender.

“Well, I’ll be the judge of that. Can you guide me to what succeeded the town hall? Surely there’s still some authority around. Possibly the registrar’s office, the tax collector. Or a police or sheriff’s station. This is the county seat, isn’t it?”

“Used to be. Not much here no more. Can’t help none. You g’wan, git back to that boat. Ain’t nuffin here you want to know about.”

“Surely there are sheriff’s deputies.”

“Dey fine you iffn dey want,” said the other. “Best pray they don’t want you.”

“Well, isn’t this the limit?” said Sam to nobody.

“It all burned down ’bout fo’ years back, Mister. Everybody done left.”

“I saw it. So now there’s nothing?”

“Only the Farm.”

“The Prison Farm, yes. I suppose I shall have to go there.”

“Don’t nobody go there but gots to go there, suh. In chains. Thems only ones. You don’t want to go there. You best be on ’bout your business.”

“Then let me ask you this,” he said, and went on about Lincoln Tilson, the retired Negro whose fate he had come down to locate. But as he spoke, he began to sense that his two coconversationalists were growing extremely unhappy. They squirmed as if in minor but persistent pain, and their eyes popped about nervously, as if scanning for interlopers.

“Don’t know nuffin’ ’bout dat,” said the one.

“Not a damn thing,” chimed in the other.

“So the name means nothing to you?”

“No suh.”

“All right. Wish I could thank you for your help, but you’ve not been any at all. Don’t you respect white people down here?”

“Suh, jus’ tryin’ to git by.”

“Yes, I see.”

He turned and left, and began the long trek back to the boat. He knew now he had to go to the prison, where surely what records remained were kept, if they were kept at all. It seemed out of another century: the possibility that a man like Lincoln Tilson, a man of accomplishment and property, even by these standards some prosperity, could just disappear off the face of the earth, leaving no trace of paper, no police report, no death certificate, no witnesses, no anything. That was not how you did it.

Sam’s mind was clearly arranged. He appreciated order above all things, for order was the beginning of all things. Without elemental order there was nothing; it wasn’t a civilization unless undergirded by a system of laws and records, of taxes and tabulations. This down here: it was not right. He felt some fundamental law was being flouted before his very eyes.

He rounded the corner and began to head down the slope to the river. That’s when he saw the dock, yet several hundred yards before him, and realized that Lazear was gone.

Goddamn the man!

But of course: this whole journey was a fiasco from the start, and how could he have trusted an old coot like Lazear? You’d as soon trust a snake in the grass.

He walked down, hoping that perhaps Lazear had taken the craft out into the deep water for some technical reason or other. But no: the boat, the old man, both were gone. Nothing stirred, nothing moved, behind him the ghost town in the mud, before him the empty river, and nothing around for hundreds of square miles but wilderness and swamp.

Sam was not the panicky sort. He simply grew grumpier and more obdurate in the face of adversity. He turned, convinced that he should find the first adult he saw and demand explanations. But to his surprise, almost as if awaiting him, the old mama lady stood nearby. How had she approached without his hearing? Was she magical?

Don’t be a ridiculous fool, he thought. This isn’t mumbo jumbo voodoo hoodoo, it was the blasted, backwater South, up some sewer of a river, where folks had degraded out of loss of contact with an outside world. He was in no danger. Negroes did not attack white people, so he would be all right.

“Madam, I have in my pocket a crisp ten-dollar bill. Would that be sufficient for a night’s lodging and a simple meal? Unless there’s a hotel, and I suspect there’s not a hotel within a thousand square miles.”

He held the bill out; she snatched it.

He followed her.

 

THE house was no different from any other, only a bit farther into the woods. It was another dogtrot cabin, low, dusty, decrepit and tar-paper roofed like the others. A few scrawny pigs grunted and shat in a pen in the front yard, and a mangy dog lay on the porch, or what passed for porch, but was just floorboards under some overhanging warped roof.

The dog growled.

She kicked it.

“Goddamn dog!”

Off it ran, squealing. It clearly wasn’t her dog, only a dog she allowed to share space with her, and when feeling generous rewarded it for its companionship with a bone or something.

“Ou’ back. You go where de chickens be.”

“Why, thank you,” he said, wasting a smile on her, a pointless exercise because she had no empathy in her for him, and was only interested in minimally earning that ten spot.

He walked ’round back, and there was a low coop, wired off from the rest of the yard, and a few chickens bobbed back and forth as they walked onward.

“Home, sweet home,” he said to nobody except his own ironic sense of humor, then ducked into the place. All the rooms were occupied, and the innkeeper, an orange rooster, raised a ruckus, but Sam, sensing himself to be the superior creature, stamped his foot hard, and gobble-gobbled as he did for his youngest children at Thanksgiving and the bull bird flustered noisily off in a cloud of indignant feathers and squawks.

Sam took the best bedroom, that being a corner where the straw looked cleanest and driest, and sat himself down.

Dark was falling.

He wanted, before the light was gone, to write out an account of his day for his employer. He filled his Schaeffer from a little Scripp bottle in his briefcase. Then he set to work on his trusty yellow legal pad, soon losing contact with the real world.

He didn’t hear her when she entered.

“Here,” she finally said. “Sompin’ eat.”

“What? Oh, yes, of course.”

It was a foil pie plate, her finest china, filled with steaming white beans in some sort of gravy, and a chunk of pan bread. She had a cup of hot coffee with it and utensils that turned out to be clean and shiny.

“Thank you, madam,” he said. “You keep a fine homestead.”

“Ain’t my home,” she said. “Used to be. Ain’t no more.”

“It isn’t your home?”

“It be the Store’s.”

“The Store?”

“The Farm Store. Onliest store dese parts. Da store own everything.”

“Oh, you must be mistaken. If the Store is part of the state government, it can’t loan funds against property, calculate interest, and foreclose, not without court hearings and court-appointed attorneys. There are laws to prevent such things.”

“Da Store be the law here. Dat’s all. You eat up them beans. Tomorrow you go about your bidness. I could git in trouble wif dem. Dey don’t like no outsiders. You won’t say I told you nuffin?”

“Of course not.”

After that, she had nothing left to say, and he scraped the last of the beans off the plate. She took it, and left silently. He saw her heading back to her cabin, stooped and hunched, broken with woe.

Lord, I cannot wait to put this place behind me.

He made his plans. He’d clean up tomorrow as best he could given the circumstances, then go to the Store or the office of the Farm, where all power seemed concentrated. He would get to the bottom of this or know why.

Once he’d taken off his shoes and his hat and at last his tie, and folded his jacket into a little package that would do for a pillow, it didn’t take long for him to fall asleep. For all its scratchiness, the straw was warm and dry. His roommates cooed quietly on their nests, and even the rooster seemed at last to accept him; it realized he was no threat when it came to fertilizing the hens.

He slept easily; he was, after all, near exhaustion. The dreams he had were dead literal, without that kind of logic-free surrealism that fills most sleepers’ minds. In Sam’s dreams, the world made the same sense it made in reality; the same laws, from gravity to probate, still obtained; reason trumped emotion and the steady, inexorable fairness of the system proved out in the end, as it always did. Sometimes he wished he had a livelier subconscious, but there was nothing that could be done with such a defect.

He was not dreaming when they woke him. He was in dark, black nothingness; the light in his eyes had the quality of pain and confusion. He sat up, bolt awake, aware of shapes, the smell of horses, the sense of movement all ’round him.

Three flashlights had him nailed.

“Say, what on earth is—” he began to bluster, but before he could get it out, somebody hit him with a wooden billy club across the shoulder. The pain was fearsome, and he bent double, his spirit initially shattered by it. His hand flew to the welt.

“Jesus!” he screamed.

“Git him, boys.”

“Goddamn, don’t let him squirm away.”

“Luther, if he fights, whop him agin!”

“You want another goddamn taste, Mister? By God, I will skull you next goddamn time.”

They were on him. He felt himself pinned, turned, then cuffed.

“That’s it. Bring him out now.”

He was dragged out. There were three deputies, husky boys, used to using muscle against flesh, who shoved him along, their lights beaming in his face, blinding him. The cuffs enraged him. He had never been handcuffed in his life.

“What in God’s name do you think you’re doing! I am an attorney-at-law, for God’s sake, you have no right at all to—”

Another blow lit up his other arm and he stumbled to the earth in the agony of it.

“That ought to shut him up,” said the man on horseback, who was in command. “Load him in the meat wagon and let’s go.”
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IT smelled of pines. The odor actually was not unpleasant; it was brisk, somehow clean, and pine needles, like tufts of feathers, light brown and fluffy, lay everywhere.

But it was still a prison.

Sam’s arms were both swollen, and when he clumsily peeled away the clothes he wore, he saw two purplish-yellow bruises inscribed diagonally across each biceps, as if laid there by an expert. One was not harder than the other. In fact, they were mirror images. No bones were broken, no skin cut, just the rotted oblong tracing exactly the impact of the billy club upon his upper arms, each delivered with the same force, at the same angle, to the same debilitating effect. Sam’s arms were numb, and his hands too un-feeling to grab a thing. He could make but the crudest of movements. When he had to pee in the bucket in the corner, undoing his trouser buttons was a nightmare, but he would not let these men do it for him, if they would, which was questionable.

He knew he had been beaten by an expert. Someone who had beaten men before, had thought critically about it, had done much thorough research, and knew where to hit, how to hit, how hard to hit, and what marks the blows would leave, which, after a week or so, would be nothing at all. Without photographic evidence, it would only be his word against a deputy’s in some benighted Mississippi courtroom, in front of some hick judge who thought Arkansas was next to New York, New York, the home of communism.

His head ached. His temper surged, fighting through the pain.

It was some kind of cell in the woods, and he had a sensation of the piney woods outside, for he could hear the whisper of needles rustling against each other in the dull breeze.

He said again to the bars and whoever lurked down the corridor, “I DEMAND to see the sheriff. You have no right or legal authority to hold me. You should be horsewhipped for your violations of the law.”

But no one bothered to answer, except that once a loutish deputy had slipped a tray with more beans, some slices of dry, salty ham, and a piece of buttered bread on the plate, as well as a cup of coffee.

Was he in the prison?

Was this Thebes, where uppity niggers were sent to rot?

He didn’t think so. There was instead a sense of desolation about this place, the stillness of the woods, the occasional chirping of birds. The window was too high to see out of, and he could see nothing down the hall. His arms hurt, his head hurt, his dignity hurt, but what hurt even more was his sense of the system corrupted. It cut to the core of the way his mind worked. People were not treated like this, especially people like him, which is to say white people of means and education. The system made no sense if it didn’t protect him, and it needed to be adjusted.

“Goddammit, you boys will pay!” he screamed, to nobody in particular, and to no sign that anybody heard him.

At last—it had to be midafternoon, fourteen or fifteen full hours after his capture—two guards came for him.

“You put your hands behind yourself so’s we can cuff you down now,” said the one.

“And goddammit, be fast about it, Sheriff ain’t got all day, goddammit.”

“Who do you think—”

“I think you gimme lip, I’ll lay another swat on you, Dad, and you won’t like it a dadgum bit.”

So this was the fellow who had hit him: maybe twenty-five, blunt of nose and hair close-cropped, eyes dull as are most bullies’, a lot of beef behind him, his size the source of his confidence.

“G’wan, hurry, Mister, I ain’t here to wait on your dadgum mood.”

At last Sam obliged, turning so that they could cuff him, a security measure that was, in a civilized state like Arkansas, reserved for the most violent and unpredictable of men in the penal system, known murderers and thugs who could go off on a rampage at no provocation at all. It was for dealing with berserkers.

Once they had him secured, they unlocked the cell and took control of him, one on each arm, and walked him down the wood corridor, then into a small interrogation room.

They sat him down, and, as per too many crime movies and more police stations than Sam cared to count, a bright light came into his eyes.

The door opened.

A large man entered, behind the light so that Sam could not see details, but he made out a dark uniform, black or brown, head to toe, with a beige tie tight against his bulgy neck, and a blazing silver star badge on his left breast. He wore a Sam Browne belt, shined up, and carried a heavy revolver in a flapped holster, his trousers pressed and lean, down to cowboy boots also shiny and pointed.

“Samuel M. Vincent,” he said, reading from what Sam saw was his own wallet. “Attorney-at-law, Blue Eye, Polk County, Arkansas. And what is your business in Thebes, Mr. Vincent?”

“Sheriff, I am a former prosecuting attorney, well versed in the law and the rightful usage of force against suspects. In my state, what your men have done is clearly criminal. I would indict them on counts of assault and battery under flag of authority, sir, and I would send them away for five years, and we would see how they swagger after that. Now I—”

“Mr. Vincent, what is your business, sir? You are not in your state, you are in mine, and I run mine a peculiar way, according to such conditions as I must deal with. I am Sheriff Leon Gattis, and this is my county. I run it, I protect it, I make it work. Down here, sir, it is polite of an attorney to inform the police he be makin’ inquiries. For some reason, sir, you have seen fit not to do so, and so you have suffered some minor inconveniences of no particular import to no Mississippi judge.”

“I did not do so, Sheriff Gattis, because there were no deputies around. I spent most of yesterday looking for them. They prefer to work after midnight! I insist—”

“You hold on there, sir. You are getting on my wrong side right quick. Any nigger could have told you where we are, and if they didn’t it’s ’cause they thought you’s up to no good. God bless ’em, they have the instinct for such judgments. So, Mr. Vincent, you’re going to have to cooperate, and the sooner you do, the better. What are you doing in Thebes County? What is your business, sir?”

“Good Lord. You set up a system that cannot be obeyed, then punish when one does not obey. It is—”

Whap!

The sheriff had not hit him, but he’d smacked his hand hard on the wooden table between them, the room echoing with reverberation from the force of the blow.

“I ain’t here to talk no philosophy with you. Goddamn you, sir, answer my questions or your time here will be hard. That is the way we do things here.”

Sam shook his head.

Finally he explained: he was after a disposition or certificate in re the death of a Negro named Lincoln Tilson named in a will being probated in Cook County—that is, Chicago—Illinois.

“Thought you had a Chicago look to you.”

“Sir, if it’s your business, and it’s not, I have never been in the state of Illinois and know nothing at all of it.”

“What I hear, up there, the Negro is king. Ride ’round in fancy Cadillac cars, have white girls left and right, eat in the restaurants, a kind of jigaboo heaven, if you know what I mean.”

“Sir, I feel certain you exaggerate. I have been to New York, and that town, progressive though it may be, is nothing as you describe.”

“Maybe I do exaggerate. But, by God, that ain’t goin’ happen in Thebes. Down here, we got a natural order as God commands, and that’s how it’s goin’ to be.”

“Sir, I feel that change will come, because change is inevit—”

“So you are one of them?”

“Uh—”

“One of them.”

“I’m not clear—”

“One of them. You talk like one of us, but you be one of them. Northern agitators. Communists, Jews, God knows who, what or why, but up to nothing good. Is that you, Mr. Vincent? Are you a communist or a Jew?”

“I am a Democrat and a Scotch Presbyterian. You have no right to—”

But the sheriff was off.

“Oh, we done heard. We done been warned. We onto y’all. Y’all come down here and stir our niggers all up. You think you doin’ them a favor. Yes sir, you helping them. But what you be doin’ is filling their fool heads full of things that can’t never be, and so you be making them more unhappy rather than less unhappy, while you be gittin’ it ready to tear down what we done built down here, on nothing but sweat and blood and guts and our own dying. Oh, I know your sort, Mister. You are the pure-D devil hisself, only you think you doin’ good.”

“I am a firm believer in the rules, and I—”

“The rules! Mister, I got a county full of piney-woods niggers who all they want to do is fuck or fight, don’t matter much to them.”

“Sir, I didn’t say—”

“Now I’ll tell you what. I will make inquiries. I will git you your certificate, and my deputies will get you out of our county. Don’t you never come back, you hear? That’s the goddamnedest best you’re gonna git down here, and I am cutting you an exclusive deal because you are white, even if I believe you be deluded close to mental instability. Thebes ain’t for outsiders. You want Mississippi hospitality, you go to Biloxi, you square on that, partner?”

“I see the point,” said Sam.

“Yes, sir, I bet you do. Boys, move Mr. Vincent to holding, where he’ll be more comfortable. He’s ’bout to leave us.”

 

SAM was no longer locked up, nor did he remain handcuffed. He was free to move about the general area, but had, under orders and strict observation, to stay close to the station, as it was called, and not to go near to or rile any Negro people.

They let him take a nice shower indoors, where they themselves kept clean, and he got himself back into some kind of civilized order. He was fed, and the food was better than anything he had eaten since leaving Pascagoula, beans and ham, fried potatoes, heavy chicory coffee, fresh bread. These boys here, they lived pretty good, in what was a kind of barracks in the woods, a good mile out of town, which, he now saw, was protected against attack by a stout barbed-wire fence. There was a stable here, for the deputy force seemed more like some kind of light cavalry than any law enforcement unit. The men lounged about like soldiers, keeping their uniforms sharp, riding off on patrol now and then in twos. There was a duty room with assignments and rotation, a roster board; in all, it seemed far more military than police.

Finally, a rider came, and after conferring with some of the deputies, he came and got Sam, who was put back into the wagon, though this time not bound or beaten. He sat up front with the driver, who drove the team through the piney woods—Lord, they were dense, seeming to stretch out forever into the looming darkness—and then through the town, dead now as it was then.

They approached the river, the big wagon and the thundering horses driving back what Negroes remained in the street. As they passed the public house, Sam felt the eyes of the two old men he’d spoken to watching him glumly.

Down at the dock, a happy sight greeted Sam. It was Lazear, back from wherever, standing by his boat, whose old motor churned a steady tune. The sheriff stood there also.

Sam climbed down from the wagon, on unsure legs, then caught himself.

“All right, Mr. Arkansas Traveler, here is your official document. You’ll see that it’s right and proper.”

It appeared to be. Under the seal of the state of Mississippi and the state motto it was an official CERTIFICATE OF DEATH for one LINCOLN TILSON, Negro, age unknown but elderly, of Thebes, Thebes County, Mississippi, October 10th, 1950, by drowning, namely in the river Yaxahatchee. It was signed by a coroner in an illegible scrawl.

“There, sir. The end of that poor man. The river can be treacherous. It takes you down and it does things to you, and out you come three days later. Poor Negro Tilson was such a victim. It’s a miracle that after that time in the water, he was still identifiable.”

“Sheriff, who identified him?”

“Now, Mr. Arkansas Traveler, we don’t keep records on every dead Negro in the county. I don’t recollect, nor do I recollect the exact circumstances. Nor, sir, do I fancy a chat with you on the subject, while you interrogate me and try to prove your Northern cleverness over my simplicity.”

“I see.”

“You have been given fair warning. Now you get out of our town, and don’t you come back nohow. There is nothing here for you and you have done your task.”

Sam looked at the document; there was nothing to it to convince him that it couldn’t have been fabricated in the last hour or so.

But here it was: the out. The end. The finish. He had earned his retainer, and would file a complete report to his client, and what would happen next would be up to the client.

“Well, Sheriff, this is not the way I do things, but I see things down here are slow to change, and it is not my charge to do that. I fear when change comes, it will be a terror for you.”

“It ain’t never coming, not this far south. We have the guns and the will to make that prediction stick, I guarantee you. Now, sir, every second you stand there is a second you try my hospitality to an even more severe degree.”

Sam stepped down into Lazear’s boat and didn’t look back as it pulled from the shore and headed out to the center of the dark river.





OEBPS/images/MSRCover.jpg
STEPHEN
HUNTER

OOOOOOOOOOOOOOO
New York London Toronto Sydney





