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A senator’s sudden illness . . .
A trial that fans the flames of racism . . .
A political future on the line . . .

“Woods is a no-nonsense, slam-bang storyteller.”
—Chicago Tribune

As a Georgia senator’s chief of staff, attorney Will Lee knows what it takes to run a successful political campaign. With his sights on his own senate run in two years’ time, he heads to Delano, Georgia—and back to his family’s law practice—hoping to establish a presence in his home state. But his first case, defending a white man accused of murdering a black woman, puts Will on shaky ground. And when his boss is struck down and Will decides to run for his vacant seat, he’s catapulted into the spotlight—and becomes a target for shadowy forces who will stop at nothing to keep him out of office. . . .

“[Woods] tells a terrific yarn.”
—The Boston Globe

“A twisting, turning tide of action and circumstance . . . there isn’t a dead moment or a wasted scene.”
—Houston Chronicle

“Stuart Woods is a wonderful storyteller who could teach Robert Ludlum and Tom Clancy a thing or two.”
—The State (Columbia, SC)

Praise for Stuart Woods and Grass Roots

“A dandy story . . . sensational. . . . Woods keeps the pages turning briskly.”

—The Dallas Morning News

“Superbly plotted, its dramatic events coming at breakneck speed and its momentum hurling the reader toward the toe-curling conclusion.”

—The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“Woods . . . is one of the best around at tense, fast-paced plotting.”

—St. Petersburg Times

“Grabs you and jerks you forward at a rapid pace, making it hard to catch your breath . . . there are enough surprises along the way to keep you guessing until the very end. . . . A finely crafted novel that is full of enjoyment.”

—The Chattanooga Times

“An excellent piece of writing.”

—Pasadena Star-News

“The story holds magic.”

—St. Louis Post-Dispatch

“Woods effectively mixes suspense, politics, and murder in the rural South.”

—The Orlando Sentinel

“This time he’s so good he cost me several sleepless nights. . . . A wonderful book, rich and full and fast-moving and horrifyingly timely.”

—Anne Rivers Siddons

“Woods is a world-class mystery writer. And he’s getting better and better. . . . I try to put Woods’s books down, and I can’t. The pace is terrific without being breathless. His prose style is fluid, his dialogue plentiful and excellent.”

—Houston Chronicle

“[Woods] creates three-dimensional characters. . . . A breathtaking climax that will leave the reader limp yet grateful.”

—The San Diego Union-Tribune

“A consummate storyteller . . . a most satisfying tale.”

—Library Journal

“Woods doesn’t disappoint the faithful.”

—Chicago Tribune

“An honest, penetrating look at the South as it is, was, and (probably) always will be.”

—Tulsa World

“Powerful. . . . Woods handles it all skillfully . . . a very satisfying political thriller.”

—The Kansas City Star

“This is the kind of book that makes you wish the airplane flight would last longer so you’ll be able to finish it before you land!”

—Andrew M. Greeley

“A tautly drawn suspense novel.”

—Publishers Weekly

“[Woods] always delivers a good story, nail-biting action, and a mystery that needs to be unraveled.”

—San Antonio Express-News

“Gritty realism, convincing characterization, and the intricate planning of a true master of suspense.”

—Newport This Week

“You can feel the humidity dripping and taste the flavor of the South. . . . [Woods] has again brought the rural South to life with this tale of political intrigue.”

—UPI

“A tightly woven novel of power and perfidy in the rural South . . . [it] leaves the reader breathless.”

—The Wichita Falls Times Record News
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PROLOGUE


“One full clip, lock and load.”

Four loud clicks sounded, as one.

“Arm your weapon.” Four bolts slid back, as one.

“Ready on the right; ready on the left; ready on the firing line. In short bursts, fire at will.”

Perkerson blinked involuntarily, as he always did when the weapons were fired without suppressors. The second burst came in unison, then the pattern broke up as his four students placed their bursts. When the firing was over, and the weapons were at port arms again, there was no need to bring the targets back. Each of them was shredded at the center of the chest of the figure drawn on the target. No group was greater in diameter than ten inches. Damn fine shooting, for automatic weapons, Perkerson thought.

Automatically, his eyes shifted to the catwalk in the shadows above and behind the range. Perkerson jumped. He was there. No one had known he was coming; he was just suddenly there.

“Blindfolds.”

The four men let their weapons hang and tied bandanas about their eyes.

“About-face. Kneel. Fieldstrip and reassemble your weapons.” Perkerson watched, a little anxiously, as four pairs of hands quickly dismantled the submachine pistols. He tried not to look up at the catwalk as his students deftly did as they had been taught. The first finished in record time; none of the others was more than a few seconds behind.

“Atten-shun! At ease! Number four, nobody told you to remove your blindfold.” Perkerson looked up at the cat-walk, waiting. The man moved his eyes from the four students to Perkerson and nodded.

Perkerson found he had been holding his breath. He released it and turned toward the four trainees. “Men,” he said, keeping his voice steady, “tonight, you have the honor to be addressed directly by the Archon.”

In spite of the blindfolds, surprise and pleasure showed on the men’s faces. When the voice came, they jerked as if experiencing an electric shock.

“Good evening, gentlemen,” the Archon said. He did not need to raise his voice; it was rich and resonant. “Tonight you are admitted.”

One of the students released a nervous giggle.

“Tonight, there are four fewer Americans wandering, lost, in their own land. Tonight, you join a company which, for a little while longer, must remain secret. You pledge with your blood, with your very life, to protect that secret. There is no oath to take. The oath is in your hearts, in that place where every man knows the truth, where love and hate reside—love for your country as it should be; hatred for those who would weaken it, the mongrel rabble that sucks its lifeblood while poisoning the minds of its children.”

The Archon paused for effect. “Congratulations to you all. Tonight, you are . . . The Elect.”

Perkerson watched as the figure receded into the darkness. There was the sound of a door opening and softly closing. “All right,” Perkerson said to his charges. “You may remove your blindfolds.”

The four men pulled away the bandanas and blinked in the bright lights of the shooting range. “Jesus,” one of them said. “That wasn’t no tape, was it?”

“That,” Perkerson said, “was the real thing. You’ve met the Man, the Archon himself.”

“Shit,” the man said. “I never thought I’d meet him this soon.”

“It might be a long time before you meet him again,” Perkerson said to all of them, “but meet him you will, on The Day.”

One of the men raised a fist. “On The Day,” he said.

“On The Day,” the others repeated.
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Will Lee flashed his identification at the guard and nodded toward the car. “Can I park out front for just a few minutes? I’ve got to pick up some stuff from the office.”

The guard came down the steps and walked around the Porsche—not new, not clean—and carefully inspected the parking sticker on the windshield. Taking his time, he walked back to where Will shivered. “Ten minutes,” the man said, “No more.”

Everybody in Washington loved power, Will reflected as he got out of the car and slammed the door. Not least, Capitol guards. Seven-thirty on a Saturday morning in December, Congress having recessed the day before, and the man was worried about traffic. Will raced into the Russell Building, under low, leaden skies, the cold nipping at his neck. He paused to sign in at the inside guard’s desk, then entered the building, his steps echoing off the marble floor as he headed toward the elevators. In a hurry and almost without thinking, he did something he had never done before: he pushed the members’ button, guaranteeing express service. He leaned against the paneling as the car rose, taking in a faint odor of varnish and cigars, and allowed himself a ten-second reverie: he was not an interloper in this car, but an elected member, leaving the press gathered at the elevator door as he rose to his suite of offices to take a phone call from a worried President. It made him laugh that he was no more immune to the lure of power than the building guard. The car eased to a stop, and Will walked quickly down the hallway to the office. To his surprise, the door swung open before he could turn the key.

Will dismissed the thought of anything sinister; the cleaners must have forgotten to lock it. He strode quickly through the small reception area and past the staff desks that crowded the main room of the suite, then turned right past the Senator’s closed door to his own small office. Even a senator’s chief of staff did not rate much space in the crowded Russell Building. He had got behind his desk and was opening a drawer before he noticed the light coming from under the other door, the one that opened into his boss’s room. Someone was in Benjamin Carr’s office.

Will hesitated, then put aside his caution. He walked to the door and opened it, prepared to accost an intruder with righteous indignation, at the very least. His eye fell first on the collection of photographs of Ben Carr with each of the last nine Presidents of the United States, starting with an ill-looking Franklin Roosevelt, on the front porch of the Little White House, in Warm Springs, Georgia. Then his attention went to the figure hunched over the Senator’s desk.

Ben Carr looked up, surprised. “What’re you doing in here this time of day, boy?” he asked in his gravelly voice.

“Morning, Senator,” Will replied, surprised himself. “I was on my way to the airport. I forgot something.” He frowned. “What on earth are you doing in here at this hour on a Saturday?”

The Senator looked sly. “How do you know I’m not here every Saturday morning?” He waved a hand. “I know, I know, because you’re here yourself. Naw, I’m here for the same reason as you, I’ve got a nine-o’clock plane to Atlanta; Jasper’s waiting in the garage.”

“How’d the physical go?” Will asked. He had not seen his boss for two days, since the Senator had spent Friday at Walter Reed Hospital.

“Sound as a—yen,” the Senator replied, chuckling at his own joke. “They say I’m fighting fit.”

“Now is that a fact, sir?” Will asked. “You know I’ll find out if it isn’t.” Ben Carr was seventy-eight, and he had been looking tired lately.

“Hell, you sure will,” Carr laughed. “Can’t keep a secret anymore in this town. Used to be, a member of Congress could keep a girl in Georgetown or screw a colleague’s wife, and the press didn’t write about it. Not anymore, though.” He raised a calming hand. “Don’t get worried, now; my blood pressure’s up a little, that’s all. They gave me some pills; I might even take ’em.”

“You’re sure that’s all?”

“That’s all. They tell me I’ll live through another term. We’ll announce right after Christmas, I think. We don’t want the Republicans to have too much time to get excited, do we?”

Will grinned. “No, sir. We’ll let ’em down early.”

Ben Carr placed his palms on his desk and pushed himself to his feet. Tall, bald, a little stooped, he walked around the desk. “I’m glad you came by this morning, Will. Sit down for a minute; I want to talk to you.”

Will took a seat at one end of the leather sofa, and the Senator arranged his lanky frame at the other end, drawing a knee up beside him.

“Will, we’ve never really talked about this—I mean, right out in the open—but you want this job, don’t you?”

“Not your job, sir,” Will replied honestly.

“I know, I know,” Carr said. “But you’d like Jim Barnett’s seat next time, wouldn’t you?” James J. Barnett was the lackluster Republican who had become the junior senator from Georgia two years before.

“Yes, sir, I think I would,” Will said, grinning.

“Good, good,” Carr said, slapping the back of the sofa. “You’ll do it damned well, too.”

“Thank you, sir.” Will tried to meet the Senator’s gaze and failed. “I thought I’d . . . after you’re reelected, of course, I thought I’d better go home and get some red mud on my shoes.” It was Ben Carr’s own phrase for moving among the Georgia electorate, and Will had chosen it deliberately. “I’ve been in Washington nearly eight years now, and I’m a little out of touch.”

Carr nodded. “You’re right to want to do that, Will. I don’t know about New York and California, but in Georgia, you win elections at the grass roots. Remember that and live by it, and you’re halfway to elected office.” He fell silent.

Will did not step into the breach; he knew what was coming. He didn’t want to do it, and he wasn’t going to volunteer.

Ben Carr gathered his considerable presence and directed it at Will. “Will, son, I’ll come right out with this. I don’t want you to leave me just yet. Stay with me for two more years after the election, and I’ll do everything I can to help you take Barnett’s seat. I’ll support you publicly from the day you announce; I’ll go on television for you; I’ll call in every debt owed me; every time I get a speaking request in the state, I’ll send you instead.” The Senator stopped and waited for a reply.

Will was staring at the carpet. This was astonishing. Ben Carr was well-known for not supporting candidates in primaries.

“I’ll raise two million dollars for you,” Carr said.

Will looked at him, amazed, but still said nothing.

The Senator bored into him. “Listen to me, son. I’ll let it be known in the right quarters that if I die in office, I want you to be appointed to succeed me. I know that’s no guarantee, but the Governor owes me more than a few favors, and I think he might just abide by my wishes in such an event.”

Will took a deep breath and started to speak, but the Senator interrupted him.

“Oh, hell, you know damn good and well that I’d do all that for you anyway, whether you stay on with me or not, but goddammit, boy, I need you.” He stopped talking, finally, and waited.

Will looked at the old man, who had become a second father to him during the past eight years. Ben Carr was a lifelong bachelor, and Will knew as well as he knew anything that he was the closest thing to a son the man would ever have. Their relationship was like that of many Southern men—even father and son: open affection was an embarrassment, to be shown only in a word, a gesture, a warm handshake. It was taken for granted that each of them knew how the other felt, and in this case, neither man was wrong.

He had joined the Senator’s staff as a junior administrative assistant, had progressed quickly to chief legislative assistant, then chief administrative assistant, and, finally, to what amounted to chief of staff. During the first four years, he had reorganized the office, vastly improving constituent services. For two years after that, as a legislative assistant, he had expanded the Senator’s research network and had personally written every formal statement Carr had made in committee or to the press. As counsel to the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence, which Carr chaired, Will had become an acknowledged expert on the United States intelligence community, with an intimate working knowledge of budgets and operations. And, finally, in the past two years, as chief of staff, he had devoted himself to assembling for the Senator what knowledgeable members of the press called the best staff on the Hill. He had thought his work was done, but now he knew it was not.

“Of course I’ll stay on, Senator,” Will said, then smiled. “And thank you for making it so easy for me.”

Ben Carr stood up and offered his hand. “Thank you, Will. I’ll do my best to see you don’t regret it.” He placed a hand on the younger man’s shoulder and guided him to the door. “I don’t think it’s too early for you to start planning your campaign, and you surely ought to be seen a lot at home. You can have as much time off as you want to dig in down there.”

Will stopped at his office door. “Thank you, sir, I appreciate that.” He cocked his head to one side. “Can I give you a lift to Atlanta? It’s right on my way. No trouble at all.”

Carr grabbed Will’s shoulder and shook him slightly. “Oh, no, you don’t. You’re not getting me in one of those little airplanes. I’ll stick to the airlines. If I die on one, at least I’ll have a lot of company on the way down.”

“You don’t seem to mind a chopper ride every now and then.” Will grinned. He knew the Senator would be met by a wealthy friend’s helicopter at the Atlanta airport and flown to his farm in south Georgia.

“That’s different,” the Senator replied gravely. “That has a bar on it.”

“Whatever you say,” Will laughed.

But Ben Carr had not let go of Will’s shoulder. He squeezed it again, and for a moment Will thought the Senator, normally undemonstrative, was going to embrace him. Instead, Carr gave him a crooked smile, pushed him through the door, and closed it behind him.

•  •  •

Will drove the Porsche down Capitol Hill and, instead of heading for the airport at College Park, Maryland, turned back toward Georgetown. He felt a little numb, but elated. First of all, he had not been looking forward all that much to returning to Delano, Georgia, to a country law practice, to the hard work of assembling a political campaign against formidable odds. His father, who had been a governor, would help, of course, but it was hard for someone who had never run for office to put together a credible candidacy for the United States Senate. Now he wouldn’t have to do that, not yet, anyway, and when he did, he’d have Ben Carr paving the way.

In Georgetown, he turned into P Street with the assurance of a man who had just had the course of his life plotted and ensured. He was going to get everything he wanted, and part of what he wanted was in P Street, a couple of blocks past his own town house. He found a parking place, got out, and raced up the steps, quietly letting himself in with his key. Before he closed the front door, he rang the bell three times, their usual signal; then he punched in the alarm code and trotted up the stairs to her bedroom.

Katharine Rule turned over, brushing the auburn hair from her sleepy eyes. “What are you doing back?” she mumbled. “You just left, didn’t you?” She smiled as he sat on the bed.

He bent over and nuzzled the warm-with-sleep hollow of her neck. “I had to come back and tell you what’s happened.”

“What could happen at this hour on a Saturday morning?” she asked, puzzled. She was awake now.

“The Senator was in his office when I got there.” He related their conversation.

She placed a hand on his cheek. “You’ll be here, then, where I can get my hands on you.”

“You betcha,” he said. “I’ll have to go back to Georgia, of course, just like I’d planned, but not for another couple of years.”

She pulled his head down to her and kissed him. “So I don’t have to come to Georgia as the candidate’s wife yet? I’ve got a reprieve?”

“Not unless you want a reprieve. I’ll marry you today, if you like.”

She kissed him again. “Listen, sport, there’s plenty of time for that.” She looked a little embarrassed. “I didn’t want to tell you just yet, but Beken took me aside yesterday and told me he’s behind me for ADDI. He’s willing to recommend me. That means, if I want it, it’s mine.” The look she gave him now begged for his indulgence.

“Assistant Deputy Director for Intelligence?”

“Right. I was going to pass, but if I’ve got another couple of years, well . . .”

“The first woman in the job?”

A smile spread across her face. “The very first.” Now her guard was down. “Oh, Will, I’ve dreamed about having a shot at this. I’ve wanted it so much, and I had begun to think I’d never get it.”

“I’m glad there’s time for you to have a shot at it.”

“We’ll have to keep things as they are, though,” she said. It was a question; she was looking at him worriedly. “You do understand? If Beken or the Director got wind of our relationship, it could cut the ground right from under me at a time when I’m about to get everything I really want at the Agency.”

He grinned. “Things are pretty good. I’m satisfied. Two years from next November, though, and we’re off to Georgia?”

“You’ve got a deal.”

He kissed her. “Did I ever mention that I like kissing you when you’ve been asleep? Your mouth is so warm.”

“Mmmmm,” she said. “Come back to bed.”

•  •  •

As he left the house and got back into the Porsche, Will was glad he’d come back to tell Kate the news. Still, he was a little apprehensive about her promotion. She liked her work, and she was brilliant at it. She had been head of the Soviet Office at the Central Intelligence Agency, but two years before, in what seemed to be a lateral move, after most of the hierarchy had resigned after a scandal, she had been shuffled into a special assistant’s job, Liaison to the Operations Directorate, with no real authority. Seemingly at a dead end, her enthusiasm had waned to the point where she had promised to leave the Agency and marry him when he returned to Georgia to prepare his campaign for the Senate.

Now, she was up for an important promotion, to one of the top half-dozen jobs in the Agency. He wondered whether, in only a couple of years’ time, she would be ready to leave it.

He turned up the car’s heater. It had suddenly become colder.
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Will drove to the little airport at College Park, Maryland. It was the only general aviation airport in the Washington, D.C., area, founded by the Wright Brothers. He drove the car out to the tie-down and loaded his luggage and two briefcases into the Cessna 182RG, then parked the car in the lot and left the keys at the office. The car would be collected and garaged at a local gas station.

After a thorough pre-flight inspection of the single-engine airplane, he phoned air-traffic control for his clearance, then took off, following the airport’s mandated departure procedure. The little field was surrounded by the University of Maryland and a heavily built-up area that was allergic to aircraft noise. He contacted Washington Departure and was cleared to ascend to his cruising altitude of eight thousand feet.

In a moment, he was into the two-thousand-foot overcast, and at four thousand feet, he broke out into sunshine and clear skies. He had picked up a little ice in the clouds, but now the sun melted it away. Shortly, he was over Virginia and headed south by southwest. The sun streamed into the airplane, warming the air and washing away the cares of the capital city, and he began to unwind as he could only at the end of a congressional session. He felt a tug of regret at leaving Kate behind, but she was spending Christmas with her son and her parents.

As he flew on toward Georgia, the clouds beneath him became broken, then scattered, then gave way entirely to give the earthbound a sparkling day. The green fields of North Carolina rolled out before him, and the blue of the Appalachian chain rose to his right. Again, he allowed himself to feel the wave of satisfaction that had come with Benjamin Carr’s promise to help him be elected to the Senate. There was a long road yet to travel, of course, but he already had the most important vote of all. The Senator’s stature was such that he had not even run a reelection campaign for the past three terms. He had simply sat on his south Georgia front porch and made a few dozen telephone calls to the faithful around the state. Now the Senator was going to be making those calls for Will Lee.

How many of the faithful would Carr be able to move behind Will? Not all of them, he thought; some would have their own favorite for the seat. But most of them would do as they were asked. Few Georgia Democrats could hold out against the persuasive powers of Ben Carr. His friends were everywhere in the state, from the capitol to the smallest farm, and his enemies had long since run for cover.

As the airplane crossed the South Carolina border into Georgia, Will reflected that, after the Senator was reelected to a sixth term, he would have to start putting out feelers to some other Capitol Hill staffers, to form the nucleus of, first, a campaign organization, and, later, a senator’s staff. But, more important, Will thought, he had to start being a Georgian again.

After law school, he had joined his father in the firm of Lee & Lee, and, with his father’s connections from his days as governor, they had built a solid practice, both in their home town of Delano and in Atlanta. Will had become known around the state as a good lawyer and the bearer of an important political name. But in the eight years since he had joined Ben Carr’s staff, his practice of law in Georgia had been desultory, squeezed in between congressional sessions, while his father and a few associates had maintained the practice. Billy Lee had had a heart attack the previous year, and though it had not been a bad one, he had slowed down somewhat, hanging on to the practice for a time when Will might want to return to it.

The airplane flew directly over downtown Atlanta now, and then over Hartsfield International Airport. The Senator would have already landed and taken off again in the helicopter. Air Traffic Control cleared Will directly to Roosevelt Memorial Field, at Warm Springs, a few miles from his home town of Delano, in Meriwether County. He began his descent from eight thousand feet.

He would have to sit down with his father and talk about spending larger chunks of time at home over the next couple of years. The Senator had promised him time off, and Will would want to choose the work from their caseload that would give him some exposure, both locally and statewide.

Soon, Will had the airfield in sight, a three-thousand-foot strip of asphalt with half a dozen light airplanes tied down on a paved ramp next to it. Will canceled his instrument flight plan, changed to the local Common Traffic Advisory Frequency, and announced his position and intentions to traffic in the Warm Springs airport area. Then he turned into a standard left traffic pattern and set the airplane down gently on the tarmac. As he taxied to the ramp, he saw that the Wagoneer had been left in the car-park for him.

The airplane secured and refueled and his luggage in the back of the car, Will unlocked the door and started to get in. He was stopped by the sight of a note on the driver’s seat. He tore open the envelope and read:

Dear Will,

Judge Boggs called at lunchtime to inquire when you would be home. I told him you were expected in the early afternoon, and he asked that you come to see him at the courthouse, directly from the airport, on “a matter of some importance,” as he put it. He wanted you, specifically, not your father. I told him you would come. I hope you don’t mind.

We’ll all be out Christmas shopping this afternoon, so we’ll see you at the big house around seven for drinks and dinner.

Love,

Your Ma

What would the Judge want with him on a Saturday afternoon? He hadn’t seen the old man for more than a year, when he tried a personal-injury case in his court. Will sighed and turned the car away from Delano toward Greenville, the seat of Meriwether County.

He drove slowly into the quiet antebellum town, remembering that the sheriff didn’t like speeders. He parked in the courthouse square, in a space reserved for lawyers, and another car pulled into the spot next to him. As he got out of the Wagoneer, someone called out to him.

“Hello, Will, it’s Elton Hunter,” the man said, sticking out his hand.

Will took the hand. Hunter was dressed in a dark business suit, severe for a Saturday afternoon, Will thought. “Hello, Elton, how are you?” He didn’t know the young lawyer well. Hunter was from Columbus, had married the banker’s daughter in Greenville, and set up a practice four or five years before, with the bank as his first client. He was prospering, from all accounts. The two men exchanged small talk as they entered the courthouse together. The old courthouse, built in the 1840s, looked fresh and new, having recently been restored after a disastrous fire.

Inside the door, Will stopped. “Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to see Judge Boggs,” he said.

“Yeah? Me, too,” Hunter said, frowning. “What could he want with both of us?”

“Let’s find out,” Will said, steering him through the courtroom and to the door of the Judge’s chambers.

“Come in!” a voice rumbled.

Will ushered Hunter ahead of him into the office, which had been restored to its original condition after the fire. Dark oak paneling and bookcases rose to a considerable height above the massive desk. The Judge, a short, stout man in his late sixties, with thick, white hair and a florid complexion, stood to meet them. He beamed at the two younger men. “Elton, how’s Ginny? The children? Good.” He turned to Will. “How’s the view from the Hill these days, boy?”

Will grinned. “Pretty murky, as usual. The Senator’s humming on all cylinders, got a clean bill of health from Walter Reed yesterday, looking forward to running again.”

“I know,” the Judge said, sinking into an enormous leather chair that nearly swallowed him. “I just talked to him.”

“Where?” Will asked, surprised.

“I reached him at home, down at Flat Rock Farm, fresh from the airport.”

Will took a chair, wondering what was going on, but not asking.

Judge Boggs brushed aside a strand of snowy hair and looked at the two younger men for a moment. “Gentlemen,” he said finally, “I need your help.”

“Of course, Judge,” Will said.

“Surely,” Hunter replied.

“We had a pretty bad murder around here this past week.”

“The Cole girl?” Hunter asked.

“Yes.”

“I haven’t heard about it,” Will said.

“No, you wouldn’t have,” the Judge replied. “Bad one. Rape, strangulation. Her daddy’s a farmer, right prosperous.” He paused. “Colored fellow.”

“I know him,” Hunter said. “Drew his will. I’ve seen her around the square.”

“I don’t know them,” Will said. He waited to find out why he was here.

“Sheriff made an arrest this morning,” the Judge said. “One Larry Eugene Moody, fixes furnaces for a living. Works for Morgan and Morgan, over in La Grange.”

“They do my work,” Hunter said. “Don’t know whether this Moody was ever at the house, though.”

“Just as well you don’t know him,” the Judge said. “Will?”

“Nope. Manchester Heating Supply does our work.”

“Larry Eugene Moody is white,” the Judge said, rather suddenly.

Neither Will nor Hunter said anything. Everyone seemed to have stopped breathing.

“He’s asked for a public defender,” the Judge said.

Will started to breathe again. He glanced at Hunter, who seemed to be thinking very hard.

“That’s one of my problems,” the Judge said. “The other one is, J. C. Roberts had prostate surgery yesterday over at Callaway Hospital in La Grange.” J. C. Roberts was the county prosecutor. “J. C.’s only got one assistant, and with his boss flat on his back, the fellow’s got his hands full.”

Hunter exhaled.

“Now this case is going to get a lot of attention around the state, maybe beyond,” the Judge said, “and I want it tried well. I don’t want the goddamned Atlanta newspapers and TV talking about us down here like we’re a bunch of rednecks. That’s why I wouldn’t want J. C.’s assistant to prosecute, even if he had the time, and I wouldn’t want most of the lawyers in the county to defend it. What I want is two first-class lawyers, one to prosecute, one to defend.”

“Isn’t the procedure to bring in a prosecutor from another county?” Elton Hunter asked.

“That’s true,” the Judge replied, “but I’m damned if I want a prosecutor from the next circuit, or some greenhorn down from Atlanta, which is what they’d send us. So I asked the Governor to appoint a special prosecutor, and I told him I want to pick the man. Either of you fellows ever tried a murder?”

“Once,” said Hunter.

The Judge permitted himself a small smile. “That the fellow Higgins, that’s on death row now?”

“Right,” Hunter said, embarrassed. “I tried to get him to plead; he wouldn’t.”

“I remember,” the Judge said. “You did as well as anybody could have, under the circumstances.” He turned to Will.

“Never,” Will said. “I guess I’ve defended in a couple of dozen criminal cases; biggest one was armed robbery.” He was thinking fast now. This case might be just the right thing to get him in the public eye. “White Man Charged with Sex Murder of Black Girl.” That would make the Atlanta papers day after day.

“I’m satisfied with your abilities,” the Judge said. “Both of you.” He looked from Will to Hunter. “How about it, gentlemen?”

“All right,” Hunter said immediately.

“Who’s prosecuting and who’s defending?” Will asked. He didn’t want to defend.

The Judge opened his desk drawer and produced a half-dollar. He flipped it, caught it, and slapped it down on his desk blotter, covering it with his hand.

“Hang on,” Will said. “I’ll have to talk with the Senator about this.” He needed time to think before committing himself.

“I told you,” the Judge said, “I already talked to him.” He smiled. “The Senator says you can have as much time as it takes.”

Will sank back into his chair. Prosecute, he thought, I want to prosecute.

“Heads, you prosecute, Elton,” the Judge said. “Tails, Will prosecutes.” He lifted his hand.

Involuntarily, Will leaned forward to see. So did Elton Hunter.

The Judge peered at the half-dollar. “Heads!” he cried, sweeping the coin back into his desk drawer and closing it.

Will tried hard not to wince. Hunter was unable to suppress a broad smile.

The Judge looked at them, his eyebrows up. “You’re in, then—both of you?”

Hunter nodded eagerly.

Will looked at the Judge. “You talked to the Senator?”

“I did. I already told you.”

“And he said I could take the time.”

“He did. Now are you in, or have I been wasting my time?”

“All right,” Will said resignedly, “I’m in.”

“Good,” the Judge said, getting to his feet. “Now, I’ve got to get home and clean my shotguns. I’m going dove hunting tomorrow.”

Will and Elton Hunter rose with him, and he shooed them toward the door like a pair of chicks. When they were in the hall, the Judge leaned against the doorjamb.

“Go see your client, Will. I’ll hold a preliminary hearing Monday morning at ten.”

“Yes, sir,” both lawyers said in unison.

“One more thing,” the Judge said. “Now that you’re on this case, don’t either one of you ever come to me and ask out of it. You’re in this for the duration.” He walked back into his office and closed the door behind him.
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Will stood in the little room and waited. The jail was new, but it was aging fast. Paint was already peeling from the windowless walls, and the asphalt-tile floors looked scuffed and worn. There were two doors in the room, one leading from the lockup, one from the outside world. There was some steel furniture, a table and four chairs, bolted to the floor.

A muffled clang from somewhere else, then another, then the door opened. A deputy sheriff stepped into the room, followed by Larry Eugene Moody.

“He’s all yours, Counselor,” the deputy said. “Take as long as you like; ring the bell, here, when you’re all finished.” He pointed to a button beside the door, then disappeared, locking the door behind him.

“Hi,” the young man said uncertainly. He was five-eight or so, well built. His yellow-blond hair was well groomed, parted in the middle, not too long, blown-dry and neatly combed. A wispy attempt at a mustache adorned his upper lip. He was dressed in jeans and a short-sleeved polo shirt with an indecipherable emblem at the left breast. Larry Eugene Moody couldn’t have been more than twenty-five. He managed a small smile and stuck out a hand. “I’m Larry Moody,” he said.

Will shook the hand. “My name is Will Lee, Larry,” he said. “The court has appointed me to represent you in this matter. Have a seat, and let’s talk.”

“Boy, am I glad to see you!” Moody said, sliding into a chair. “I’ve been here since ten o’clock this morning, and I haven’t seen anybody but deputies and jailbirds. Can you get me out of here?”

He looked worried and a little scared, Will thought. A proper reaction to being arrested. “I don’t know yet. First, let’s talk for a few minutes, then we’ll see where we stand.”

“Okay, I’ll tell you anything you want to know,” Moody said earnestly.

Will leaned forward and rested his elbows on the table, watching Moody carefully for his reactions. “First of all, is it all right with you if I represent you? Do you have any objections to that?”

“Sure, no. I mean, it’s okay with me.”

“Good. Now, from now on, anything you say to me is in absolute confidence. I can never repeat anything you say to me without your permission, and nobody can legally require me to reveal any information I get from you. Do you understand that?”

“You mean, like between somebody and a Catholic priest?”

“Exactly like that. Even if you told me that you had committed a crime, I would be bound not to tell anyone else, and no one could force me to tell. If I did tell, you couldn’t be prosecuted for the crime on the evidence of my testimony.”

“Okay, I understand.”

“It’s important that you do, because I want you to feel that you can trust me, tell me anything you want to, without fear of being punished for it.”

“I got it.”

“And, Larry, it is very important that you tell me the truth. The dumbest thing you can do is to lie to your lawyer.”

“No sweat; I’ll tell you the truth.”

“Good.” Will reached into his jacket pocket and produced a paper. “This is a copy of a warrant for your arrest on a charge of murder in the first degree. Murder is when you willfully kill somebody. This warrant means the sheriff thinks you killed somebody. First degree means ‘with malice aforethought,’ that the sheriff thinks you knew what you were doing, that you meant to do it, that you had time to consider whether or not you should have done it. It also assumes that you are of legal age, that you have the capacity to know right from wrong, and that you were in your right mind at the time.”

Moody nodded, looking intently at Will.

“Now,” Will continued, “just because the sheriff swore out a warrant doesn’t mean you’re guilty of anything. Under our system of justice, you are presumed to be innocent, and before you can be found guilty of anything, the state has to prove your guilt beyond a reasonable doubt. Do you understand?”

Larry nodded. “Sure, we had all that in high school, and you see it on TV all the time, but boy, I never thought somebody would be saying it to me.”

“I understand how you feel,” Will said. “You have other rights, too. Has anybody, since you were arrested this morning, said anything to you about your rights?”

“Yeah, the sheriff told me about my rights when I got to the jail.”

“Did the sheriff or anybody else ask you to sign anything?”

“Yeah, they asked me to sign a paper saying they had told me my rights.”

“Did they ask you to do anything else?”

“Oh, yeah, they asked if they could look at my van. There was something in the paper about that.”

“Did you give them permission to look at your van?”

“Yeah, I didn’t mind.”

Will took another piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Larry. “Is this a correct copy of what you signed?”

Larry read the paper. “Yeah, that’s my signature.”

“Okay, then.” Will got a legal pad from his briefcase. “Now, I want you to tell me everything that happened from the time you first saw the police—the sheriff or his deputies—this morning.”

Moody leaned back and seemed to concentrate. “Well, I was just finishing my second cup of coffee . . .”

“What time?”

“Ten, maybe a little after. Then Kenny Eberhart rang the doorbell and said would I come down to the office and talk to the sheriff.”

“Who’s Kenny Eberhart?”

“He’s a deputy. I know him from around town.”

“Did he say you were under arrest?”

“No, he said it wouldn’t take long, could I just come on down to the office. Then he said would I mind bringing my car, because he had to make rounds and wouldn’t be able to bring me back. I thought it was kind of funny—when I was about halfway down here, I looked in the mirror and saw him about a block back, and I wondered if he was following me.”

“Then what happened?”

“I got here, and I asked for the sheriff, and he took me in his office and sat me down. There was another deputy there, too, leaning against the wall. The sheriff was real friendly and all, and he asked me what I was doing on Thursday night.”

“Did he tell you that you were under arrest at that time?”

“No, but he did tell me about my rights.”

“What did he tell you about your rights, and how did he do it?”

“He said, ‘I just want to ask you some questions, Larry, and you know, you don’t have to answer them, and if you want a lawyer, you can have one.’ ”

“Did he say that what you said could be used against you?”

“Yeah, kind of as an afterthought. He said, ‘Oh, yeah, I’ll use what you say against you, if I feel like it.’ He sort of made it a joke. Then he said, ‘You mind if we take a look at your van?’ And I said no, and I gave him the keys. That’s when he asked me to sign the paper.”

“Did he ask you to read it first?”

“Yeah. He said, ‘Oh, by the way, read this and sign it if what it says is true.’ And it was, so I signed it.”

“All right, Thursday night. He asked you your whereabouts on Thursday night. How did you answer?”

“I said I worked until nearly six.”

“Do you often work past five?”

“Sometimes, if we get a call, somebody’s heating or hot water or something is out. I had one of those.”

“Where was the call?”

“At Mr. Hunter’s house, the lawyer.”

“Elton Hunter?”

“Yeah. I’d been out there before, replaced the heat exchangers in his furnace last year.”

Will suppressed a laugh. “Was Mr. Hunter there?”

“His wife made the call. He came home about the time I finished. He signed for the work.”

“Good. Then where did you go?”

“I went home.”

“In your van?”

“Yeah.”

“Is that your only car?”

“Yeah. Charlene was getting a ride home from work, so I went straight home.”

“Who’s Charlene?”

“She’s my girlfriend. Charlene Joiner. She lives with me.”

“What about the rest of your evening?”

“Well, I had a beer, and Charlene came in, I guess, a little after six. She gets off at six. She brought a chicken home, and we ate that. Then we watched a video. Charlene brought that, too.”

“Where does Charlene work?”

“At the MagiMart. That’s a convenience store out on the La Grange highway. They have a video-rental thing, and they let her bring them home overnight. She takes them back the next morning.”

“What did you watch?”

“Beverly Hills Cop, with Eddie Murphy.”

“Then what?”

Larry looked embarrassed. “Then we . . . well, we went to bed.”

“Did you make love?”

“Sir?”

“I’m not prying, Larry. This might be important later.”

“Yes, sir, we sure did. Charlene’s sort of. . .”

“Sort of what?”

“Well, sort of horny.”

“That night?”

“Every night.” Larry frowned a little. “Are you sure this is important?”

“Yes.”

“Well, to tell you the truth, Charlene is horny all the time. I mean, she wants to do it anytime, day or night, wherever we can get away with it.”

“You mean, outside the house?”

“I mean anywhere. I had to stop taking her to the movies, at the movie theater. She’d be all over me. Now we stay home and watch videos or go to the drive-in out on the highway. We were out there . . . let’s see, Wednesday night, and we ended up doing it on the floor of the van. I’m lucky I’m in good shape, or she’d kill me.”

“So, on Thursday night, after the video, you and Charlene were . . . occupied with each other, for how long?”

“I don’t know. You kind of lose track of time, you know?”

“How long have you known Charlene?”

“About. . . let’s see, we met in June, over at Callaway Gardens, at the beach.”

“And when did she move in?”

“In June. The same day. She’s from Newnan, but she moved in with me and got the job at the MagiMart.”

“And it’s been like this with Charlene all the time, since June?”

“Yes, sir, all the time. I don’t reckon we’ve missed a day.”

“You didn’t leave the house again on Thursday night? Didn’t drive the van again?”

“No, sir. After Charlene and I have been at it, well, I don’t feel much like doing anything but sleeping.”

“That’s it, then. That’s your whole Thursday night?”

“That’s it.”

“And you told the sheriff that?”

“Well, I didn’t tell him about Charlene and me. I mean, you said you couldn’t tell anybody what I told you. I reckon the sheriff would tell everybody.”

Will laughed in spite of himself. “What else did the sheriff ask you?”

“He asked me if I knew Sarah Cole. I said, ‘Yeah, I fixed the furnace at that place she works.’ ”

“When did you fix it?”

“It was Thursday afternoon.”

“Had you met her before?”

“No, sir. I went over there on a call, and I talked to a receptionist, I guess she was, and I fixed the furnace—it was just a bad thermostat, and I replaced it—and then this Sarah Cole came out of an office and signed the ticket and gave me a check.”

“And that was the first time you had seen her?”

“No, I guess I’d seen her around town, but I didn’t know her.”

“Ever spoken to her before?”

“No, sir.”

“When you spoke to her at her office, did you have any sort of disagreement or argument?”

“No, sir. Well, she said she thought the thermostat was too expensive. I told her it was the cheapest one we carry, and she was welcome to shop around, but she gave me the check. I don’t guess we spoke more than ten words.”

“Was anybody else present when you spoke to her?”

“The receptionist was there.”

“What else did the sheriff ask you?”

“He asked me if I knew where the city dump was, and I said I did. He asked me if I was out at the city dump on Thursday night, and I said, ‘No, I told you, I was home with Charlene.’ ”

“What else?”

“That was about it, I guess. He left me in the office with the deputy while he went to look at the van. I guess he was gone about twenty minutes, and I read a magazine. Then he came back and told me I was under arrest for murder, and he showed me the warrant, and he read me my rights again, that time from a card. Then they made me empty my pockets, and they put me in a cell.”

“Did he tell you that you could make a phone call?”

“Oh, yeah. I called out to the MagiMart a couple times, but the line was busy. Charlene is working today. I didn’t know who else to call. I could have called my boss, I guess, but I didn’t want him to know I was in jail. I said I didn’t know a lawyer and couldn’t afford one, and the sheriff said they’d get one for me.”

Will took the young man through his life story, making notes. Larry Moody was twenty-four; born and raised in La Grange, twenty miles away; finished high school, made Bs and Cs; father died when he was six, mother worked in a mill, died when he was nineteen; played center on the football team; went to work for Morgan & Morgan after high school—they taught him about furnaces and air conditioners; had lived in Greenville, where his company had a branch, for just over a year.

“Good,” Will said. “Now, there’s something I have to know, and I want you to tell me the absolute truth. Have you ever been in any kind of trouble? Have you ever been arrested? For anything? I’ll tell you right now, Larry, if you have, it’ll come out. You’d best tell me now. Have you ever been in trouble?”

Larry, for the first time, looked away from him. “Yes, sir,” he said quietly.

“Tell me about it,” Will said, “and don’t leave anything out.”

“Well, when I was twenty, I had three speeding tickets in a row, over about four months. They took my license away from me, except for work. After I got it back, I bought the van. The van is pretty slow.”

“That’s it?” Will asked, afraid to be relieved. “That’s all the trouble you were ever in?”

“Yes, sir, that’s it.”

“Was any of them a DUI? Were you drinking?”

“No, sir.”

Will took a deep breath and let it out. “All right, if you think of anything else, you can tell me later. Now, I want you to give me the names and addresses of three or four people who you think might have a good opinion of you.”

Larry gave him the names of a high school teacher, his football coach, and his boss.

“Now, I want you to give me some names of people you don’t get along with, who dislike you.”

Larry looked puzzled, then stared at the ceiling for a moment. “I can’t think of anybody,” he said finally.

“You don’t have any enemies at all?”

Larry shook his head. “Not that I know of,” he said.

“Okay, Larry, if you say so. Do you go to church in Greenville? Do you have a minister?”

“No, sir. I’m not very religious, I guess.”

Will put his legal pad away. “Now, here’s what’s going to happen next: you’re going to have to spend the weekend here; you’ll have a preliminary hearing on Monday morning, at ten. At that time, Judge Boggs will hear from the prosecution about their case, and he’ll decide if there’s a case to answer. The prosecution will present witnesses, but maybe not all they’ve got, and we’ll start to have an idea of what they think they’ve got on you. If the Judge decides they have a good-enough case, he’ll send your case to a grand jury, and if they think there’s enough evidence against you to warrant a trial, they’ll indict you, and then you’ll be tried.”

“How long will all this take?” Larry asked. “Am I going to be stuck in here?”

“We can try for bail at the preliminary hearing. Do you have any property?”

“Just the van, and it won’t be paid up for another three years.”

“Do you own your house or apartment?”

“No, sir, I rent a house.”

“Do you know anybody who might put up some property?”

“Maybe my boss, Mr. Morgan. I wouldn’t want to ask him, though.”

“I’ll talk to him. He’ll need to know that you won’t be at work on Monday, anyway.”

Larry slapped his forehead. “Geez, I forgot to tell you about the lineup. I just remembered.”

“The sheriff put you in a lineup?”

“Yeah, with four other guys.”

“Were they about your size and general description?”

“More or less. It’s funny, though. They made us stand with our faces to the wall.”

“You mean the witness was looking at your backs?”

“At first. After a couple of minutes, they told us to turn around.”

“Did you see the witness, the person who was looking at you?”

“No, there was a mirror. I guess there was somebody behind it, one of those two-way things.”

“That’s the way it’s usually done.” Will snapped his briefcase shut.

“Mr. Lee, how much trouble am I in?” Moody looked more than just worried now.

“I don’t know yet, Larry. We won’t know that until we hear more about the prosecution’s case. I’d better tell you what your options are. On Monday morning at the preliminary hearing, you’re going to have to enter a plea. That means you’ll plead either guilty or not guilty. If you plead not guilty and go to trial and are convicted of first-degree murder, then you might very well get the death penalty, but you might get life, depending on the circumstances.

“But”—Will leaned forward on his elbows—“you have the option of pleading guilty. If you are guilty. If you decide to do that, I can go to the prosecution and maybe make a deal, let you plead to a lesser charge, maybe voluntary manslaughter, depending on the circumstances. In that case, you’d probably get a shorter sentence, be out in a few years. It boils down to this, Larry. Plead guilty and do, maybe, five to ten years in jail; or plead not guilty, in which case you might go free or you might die. You think about it over the weekend, and we’ll talk before your hearing on Monday. If you want me to, I can feel out the prosecutor and see what sort of a plea bargain might be available. You can let me know what you want to do then.”

“Oh, I already know,” Larry said, sitting up. “I want to plead not guilty.”

“You’re sure,” Will said.

“I’m absolutely sure.”

“Fine.” Will rose. “I’ve got to go now. Is there anything I can do for you before Monday, besides call your boss?”

“Yes, sir. You can bring me some shaving stuff and a change of clothes from the house, and let Charlene know where I am.” He wrote down the address and gave Will directions. “There’s a key under the flowerpot. And you could give Charlene the keys to the van, so she can use it. She doesn’t have a car.”

“That may not be possible. The sheriff may hold the van as evidence, but I’ll try. Anything else?”

Moody looked away from him. “Something’s bothering me,” he said.

“What is it?”

Moody turned to face him again. “You never asked me if I murdered that woman.”

It was Will’s turn to look away. “Well, Larry, that’s a question a lawyer sometimes doesn’t want to ask his client.”

“Well, you don’t have to ask. I’ll tell you,” Moody said.

Will held his breath. If this boy was guilty, he didn’t want to know it.

“I did not kill her,” Larry said with conviction. “I swear to God, I didn’t. Everything I’ve told you today is the gospel truth.”

Will smiled. “In that case, Larry,” he said with more certainty than he felt, “you don’t have anything to worry about.”

Larry grabbed Will’s hand and pumped it, smiling as though he had just been acquitted.
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Will rapped on the glass partition that separated the sheriff’s office from the squad room. “Morning, Dan. How you doing?”

Sheriff Cox lifted his head from the paperwork before him, got up, and shook Will’s hand. “Pretty fair, Will. How ’bout you?”

Will knew the sheriff as well as most lawyers in small counties knew sheriffs. “Can’t complain. Course, I’m not too happy about you putting my innocent client in jail.”

The sheriff grinned. “I reckon I can make it stick.”

“He’d like to have his van back for his girlfriend to use. Can I have the keys?”

Cox shook his head. “Nope, it’s impounded as evidence.”

“Can I have a look at it?”

“Nope. Investigation is still in progress.”

Will hadn’t expected to get to see the van. “You’ll send me the crime lab report, though, won’t you?” He was entitled to see all the lab results. “And the autopsy report on the victim?”

“Oh, sure. Don’t think I’ll have anything for you before the middle of next week, though. These folks take their time.”

“That’ll be okay. Listen, when you’re finished with the van, can Moody’s girl have it? No point in hanging on to it until the trial, is there?”

“We’ll see,” the sheriff said cagily.

Will left the jail, got into his car, and followed Larry Moody’s directions to his house. It turned out to be a shell home, one of those bought as nothing more than four walls and a roof, then finished by the owner. The little place sat on a lot bare of grass, separated from the road by a deep drainage ditch. Will pulled his car onto the wide shoulder of the road, got out and crossed a crude footbridge over the ditch. He found the flowerpot, which contained the remnants of some dead plant, and the key, and let himself into the house.

There was a surprising amount of furniture, most of it inexpensive and new-looking, packed into the small living room. There was a stacked stereo system in a rack against the wall, next to a large color television set and an expensive videotape recorder. The tiny dining room was given over to an elaborate weight-lifting system. Judging from the amount of stuff in the house, and guessing at what the income of a furnace repairman must be, Will could see why Larry Moody couldn’t afford a lawyer. He must be in hock up to his ears, what with all this stuff and the van.

Will stood for a moment, taking it all in. He was about to move toward the bedroom to collect Larry’s gear, when the front door suddenly opened, and he found himself facing a young woman.

She stood stock-still, staring at him, surprised.

Will was struck by how pretty—almost beautiful—she was. Her hair was even blonder than Larry’s, and he thought it must be her own color; her eyes were large and vividly blue; her nose was slight; and her lips were full and wide. She was no more than five feet four, but so well proportioned that she seemed taller. She was the first to speak.

“Who are you?” she asked, her brow wrinkling. Her speech was firm and broadly accented, much like her boyfriend’s.

“My name is Will Lee. I’m a lawyer, representing Larry Moody. I’m sorry if I startled you; Larry asked me to come here and pick up some things for him.” He stopped talking for a moment, but she didn’t speak. They stood, looking at each other. “You must be Charlene Joiner,” he said finally.

“Yes,” she said. “Somebody came in the store a few minutes ago and said they’d heard Larry was in some kind of trouble. I got a ride home.”

“Yes, I’m afraid he is. I’ve just come from the jail; the court has appointed me to represent him.” He stopped, unwilling to break the news to her.

“Well,” she said, her voice rising slightly, “are you going to tell me what’s happened?”

“I’m sorry,” Will stammered. “Look, you’d better come sit down for a minute.”

She sat next to him on the sofa, facing him, clear-eyed, expressionless, as he told her about the charges against Larry. When he had finished, she stood up and shrugged off the parka she had been wearing. Beneath it was a yellow nylon smock with the MagiMart logo emblazoned upon it. “That’s crazy,” she said. “Larry wouldn’t kill anybody. What the hell is going on?” She unzipped the smock and threw it at a chair. When she turned back toward him she was wearing only a thin T-shirt, the bottom of which missed meeting her low-cut jeans by a good six inches, leaving an expanse of silky, lightly browned skin.

Will was slightly rocked by the sight. Her breasts were full, and the nipples were hard, thrust lightly against the T-shirt. “Well, uh, we won’t know much more about the case until Monday morning, when the preliminary hearing will be held. I’d like you to come to that.” He tried to keep his breathing slow and steady.

“Sure I will,” she said, sitting next to him on the sofa again.

Involuntarily, he inched away from her. “As long as I’m here, I need to ask you some questions,” he said.

“Okay,” she said. “Whatever will help Larry.”

“I should tell you that anything you say to me will be in confidence and can’t be used against Larry. Our conversation is privileged.”

“Right,” she said, moving her tongue over her lower lip, in a motion that seemed astonishingly sensual to Will.

He coughed into his fist and made an effort to compose himself. This girl’s presence was having the most unsettling effect on him. He crossed his legs and realized that he was becoming tumescent. He coughed again, then began questioning her about her movements on Thursday night.

Her account of the evening matched Larry’s in every respect, except she said they had eaten ribs, instead of chicken. She did not, however, share Larry’s initial reticence in describing the later part of their evening. “After the movie,” she said, “we fucked.” She wrinkled her brow as if trying to be precise. “Two or three times.”

Will nodded and swallowed. “I don’t want you to think I’m prying,” he said, “but is that something you and Larry do a lot of?”

Her eyebrows went up. “Fucking? Oh, yeah. We like it. We’re good together.” She looked at him and smiled. “Why, Counselor, I’m embarrassing you.”

“Not at all,” Will lied. “Ah, is there anything else you want to know about Larry’s case?”

She questioned him briskly about the charges against Larry and what might happen to him. There was none of the deference that Larry had shown; she addressed Will as an equal, and her questions were intelligent and to the point. She seemed somehow older, more mature than Larry.

When he had answered her, Will stood. “Well, I’d better get going. If you’ll put together a couple of changes of clothes and some shaving gear for Larry, I’ll drop them off at the jail.”

“I’ll take it myself. I want to see him.”

Will glanced at his watch. “It’s after visiting hours, I’m afraid. You can go by tomorrow, though, between two and five.”

She disappeared into a bedroom, came back with a packed nylon duffel, and handed it to him.

“They’ll search it,” Will said to her. “If there’s anything in here you don’t want them to see . . .”

“No,” she said, then stuck out her hand. “Thank you, Will, for what you’re doing for Larry. Can I call you Will?”

“Sure,” he said, taking her hand. It was warm and soft; her fingers were long and her grip firm. “The sheriff is holding Larry’s van for the moment. I may be able to get it released late next week. Larry wanted you to be able to use it. Call me if you have any other questions; I’m in the Delano phone book—the office is Lee and Lee. Home is W. H. Lee the Fourth.”

She frowned, not letting go of his hand. “Is your father Billy Lee? The one who was governor?”

“That’s right.” He took his hand back and put it in his pocket. It was damp.

“Good-bye,” she said.

Will left the house and got into his car with the duffel. “Jesus Christ!” he said aloud to himself. “No wonder Larry wants to get out of jail!” He drove off toward the square, trying not to think about Charlene Joiner.
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Will entertained himself by driving back-country to the family farm, testing his memory on the network of little roads, most of them without signposts. Twenty minutes later, he turned onto the Raleigh road, and a moment later, the main house came into view. It was on the site where his great-great-grandfather had built, but the original frame farmhouse had burned in the 1930s.

His father had returned in 1945 from service in the Army Air Corps, flying bombers out of England, and had brought back with him an Anglo-Irish bride. Patricia Worth-Newenam Lee had carried with her the original drawings of her Georgian family home in County Cork, and she had overseen the construction of a more than reasonable facsimile in the Southern countryside, built of brick, rather than the stone of the Irish house. The house was of a comfortable size, not quite grand, and it seemed as much at home on the red clay of Georgia as the original had on the green fields of Ireland.

Will turned into the semicircular driveway, and, instead of continuing to the front door, went straight on toward a grove of trees on a little lake a couple of hundred yards behind the house. As he passed the house, a dog—a golden Labrador retriever—leapt from the back porch and tore after the car. Will slowed until the dog caught up with him, then laughed as the handsome animal raced alongside the car toward the trees.

Will turned into a well-kept dirt track through the trees and came to his own house, a small, neat, angular cottage of stone and cedar. He had built it, with the help of two farmhands, the year he had joined his father in the law practice, when he was twenty-five. It sat in the copse, elevated a few feet from the ten-acre lake that his mother had designed and had constructed during the 1950s. Now the lake looked as though it had always been there.

He got out of the car and was nearly knocked down by the flying dog. “Hey, Fred! How are you, old sport?” He knelt and let the animal lick his face and, gradually, calmed him. He got the luggage out of the back of the Wagoneer and gave Fred a briefcase to carry. The dog pranced about, proud of himself, and tried to bark, in spite of the handle in his mouth.

Will trotted up the steps to the porch with the rest of his luggage, went into the house, and dumped everything on the bed. Fred came and put the briefcase carefully on the bed, too. “What a good boy!” He scratched the dog behind the ears and sniffed the air; Marie, half of the black couple who took care of his parents, had left something good in the house. He wandered through the book-cluttered living room to the kitchen, found a plate of fresh chocolate-chip cookies, helped himself, then went back to the bedroom, munching, and unpacked. After a hot shower, he threw himself on the bed and dozed fitfully, stirring now and then to glimpse the sun sink into the lake.

When he woke, he got into some clothes. The main house was run his mother’s way, and that meant a jacket and tie at dinner. Under a rising moon, with Fred running ahead, he walked through the trees and over the grassy expanse that separated the cottage from the main house. It was chilly, but not cold, an improvement over Washington, he thought.

He entered the house and immediately ran into his father’s younger sister, Eloise, coming out of the kitchen. They embraced warmly.

“You’ve lost some weight,” Ellie said. She had been widowed in World War II and had never remarried, still operating the ladies’ clothing store that her mother had started when Will’s grandfather had died. Now in her early seventies, she lived alone in Delano, but often came to dinner.

“I’ve needed to.” Will laughed. “Anyway, they’ll put it back on me over Christmas, and if I know you, you’ll help.”

Patricia Lee met her son at the library door and hugged him. At seventy, she was still a beautiful woman—tall, slender, and erect, though her auburn hair had mostly faded to white. She stood back and held Will’s face in her hands. “You look tired,” she said. “But then you always do when you come home from Washington.” Her accent had softened a bit over the past forty years, but there was still a distinct west British edge to it. When she was joking or angry, she lapsed into a County Cork brogue.

Will’s father, Billy Lee, turned from his work at the cocktail cabinet concealed behind rows of leather book spines. “Hello, there, boy!” he half shouted. He came and embraced his son. Billy Lee was in his late seventies now, and in spite of a heart attack a year before, he looked and sounded ten years younger. His thick hair had gone entirely white, and Will reflected, not for the first time, that his father looked much more the part of senator than did Benjamin Carr. “Can I interest you in some bourbon whiskey?” he asked.

“You betcha,” Will said. He took the drink and sank into the sofa, opposite his parents’ matching chairs, before the hearth, where a cheerful fire was crackling away. He loved this room.

“Good flight down?” his father asked.

“Real good. It was pretty murky in the D.C. area, but it cleared up as I came south.”

“That’s as good a metaphor for the state of the union as I’ve heard.” His father laughed.

“What did Judge Boggs want?” his mother demanded. “I expect he’s stuck you with some case nobody else would take.”

“Probably,” Will said, “but he made it sound like he wouldn’t trust it to anybody else. He roped in Elton Hunter, the Greenville lawyer, too. He’s prosecuting.” He gave them an account of his meeting with Judge Boggs. “The cagey old reprobate had already spoken with the Senator about my time. There was no way out.”

“You think this Moody fellow did it?” his mother asked.

“Hard to say,” Will replied. “The boy comes off well; he’ll be good on the stand, if I use him. I don’t really know what sort of a case they’ve got yet, but they have some sort of a witness—to what, I don’t know. Still, there’s something about Moody that makes me want to believe him—a sort of sweetness. The women on the jury will want to mother him.”

“Has he got an alibi?” Billy Lee asked.

“Has he? Wow! He’s got a girlfriend, who, when she gets on the stand, will make everybody doubt that he would have the energy to rape somebody else.”

“Do you know anything about Sarah Cole?” his father asked.

“Just that she’s black and a farmer’s daughter from up around Luthersville.”

“There’s a lot more to her than that,” Billy said. “She’s—she was—smart as a whip. She graduated from high school in Greenville, but she got a scholarship to Bennington, in Vermont, and she apparently excelled there.”

“You knew her?”

“No, this has all been in the papers. There’s more, too. She got some sort of foundation grant and was running a counseling service for pregnant teenagers—the only thing like it around here.”

“Sounds good,” Will said. “There’s a need for that.”

“Yes, but Sarah Cole wasn’t making any friends in the county, not any white ones, anyway. She was a militant feminist, an avowed atheist, and a general all-round pain in the ass, or so I hear around the courthouse.” Billy got up and retrieved a newspaper from a table and handed it to Will. “She was also real good-looking.”

Will stared into a strikingly beautiful face: café-au-lait skin, the features perfectly arranged, the hair in a short Afro cut, the eyes intelligent and, he thought, a little angry.

“She’s said to have had a couple of white grandparents,” Billy said. “I think it annoyed a lot of people that she could be so objectionable and still be so attractive. She didn’t sound black, either. That always drives the white trash nuts.”

“Well, this case obviously has all sorts of facets that will affect the trial,” Will said. He didn’t like them much, either.

“It’s that way with every case,” his father replied. “You never know what you’re getting into. Tell me, did Judge Boggs flip a coin to decide who’d prosecute and who’d defend?”

“Yes. How did you know?”

“He’s had that fifty-cent piece for thirty years. It’s got heads on both sides.”

Will winced.

Billy laughed. “He had already decided he wanted you to defend. No lawyer in the tri-county area would have defended that boy, so the Judge just picked one. You. Take it as a compliment.”

Henry, Marie’s husband and the Lees’ houseman and factotum, stepped into the library, dressed in his usual uniform of black trousers, white shirt, and black bow tie. “It’s on the table, Miz Lee,” he said to Will’s mother.

Patricia sighed. “In twenty years, I’ve never been able to get Henry to say, ‘Dinner is served.’ ” They all got to their feet and moved toward the dining room.

When they were seated and the wine had been poured, Will cleared his throat. “I’ve got some news,” he said.
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