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			For Jenny

		

	
		
			“I must tell you, it was not easy for me to raise my right hand and say, ‘I, Willard Strickland, a Negro, do solemnly swear to perform the duties of a Negro policeman.’ ”

			—Officer Willard Strickland, Atlanta Police Department, Retired, in a 1977 speech recalling his 1948 induction as one of the city’s first eight African American officers

		

	
		
			1

			IT WAS NEARING midnight when one of the new lampposts on Auburn Avenue achieved the unfortunate fate of being the first to be hit by a car. Shards of a white Buick’s headlight fell scattered across the sidewalk below the now-leaning pole.

			Locusts continued their thrum in the thick July air. Windows were open throughout town, the impact no doubt waking many. The lone pedestrian on that block, an old man on his way home from sweeping floors at a sugar factory, was no more than ten yards away. He had stepped back when the car jumped the curb but now he stopped and watched for a moment, in case the pole should come crashing the rest of the way down. It didn’t. At least not yet.

			The Buick reversed, slowly, the front wheel easing off the curb. The movement caused the pole to lean the other way, too far, and then back again, a giant metronome.

			The pedestrian could hear a woman’s voice, shouting. Something about what on earth do you think you’re doing, just take me home, that sort of thing. The pedestrian shook his head and shambled off before something worse might happen.

			Whether or not the lampposts were new, exactly, was a matter of perspective. It had been a few months now, but considering how many years it had taken the leaders of Atlanta’s colored community to convince the mayor to install them, and considering the many, many years in which Negroes had walked down even their busiest and most monied street in darkness, the celestial presence of those lampposts still felt new.

			None of which was known to the Buick’s driver.

			He had been attempting to turn around in the middle of the otherwise empty street but had misjudged his turning radius, or the width of the road, or general physics. He also perhaps hadn’t noticed that two blocks away were two Atlanta police officers.
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			Five minutes earlier, Officer Lucius Boggs finally confronted his partner, Tommy Smith, about his limp.

			“You did not hurt yourself playing baseball. Own up.”

			“It was a hard slide,” Smith said.

			“But you told McInnis you were rounding third.”

			At roll call, Smith had assured their sergeant, McInnis, that his knee was fine, just a tweak he’d felt in a game he’d played with some buddies. You know how those sand lots are, sir, no traction. McInnis had listened to this stone-faced, as if experienced enough at hearing colored flimflam but deciding the truth of this matter was not worth prodding into.

			“I fell out a window,” Smith now admitted to Boggs. They were standing on Hilliard Street, three blocks from the Negro YMCA whose basement served as their makeshift precinct. At that hour the sun was long gone but it had left more than enough heat to last until it felt like showing up again. Both officers had sweated through their undershirts, and even their uniforms were damp.

			“Yours?”

			“What do you think?”

			Boggs folded his arms and couldn’t help smiling. “And who was the lady you were impressing with your acrobatics?”

			“I was in the middle of entertaining her with my acrobatics, matter of fact. When her man busted into the apartment.”

			“Are you crazy?”

			“She’d told me he’d left her, pulled up stakes for Detroit. She talked about needing some lawyer to do her divorce papers or something.”

			Atlanta police officers were ordered to abide by a strict moral code—no drinking, even at home, and no womanizing—but that had not entirely sunk in with Tommy Smith. The Negro officers dutifully avoided alcohol, as they knew all too well that a witness could report them and get them suspended, but for Smith the idea of suddenly becoming a chaste man was altogether too much.

			“You’re going to get yourself killed.”

			“I do not go after the married ones.”

			“Except for her, and the girl who did that thing with the candied pecans, and—”

			“That’s different, she and I went way back.”

			They started walking again.

			“So then what happened?”

			“What do you think? Pulled on my britches and jumped out the window.”

			“What floor did she live on?”

			“Third.”

			“No!”

			“One of them places with no fire escape. I’d say I’m walking remarkably well, considering.”

			“What happened with the husband?”

			“I did not linger around to eavesdrop.”

			“Aren’t you at least worried?”

			“She struck me as the kind of gal knew how to handle herself and think on her feet.”

			Boggs was the son of a minister, and though he had chosen not to follow in his father’s footsteps, the idea of tomcatting across town the way his partner did was utterly foreign to him. His own experience with women had been limited to innocent dates with well-mannered, well-raised young ladies of the Negro intelligentsia, and he was coming off a recent broken engagement to a girl who’d finally told him that the stress of knowing her fiancé might be shot or beaten on any given night was too much for her constitution to handle.

			A squad car approached, the headlights strangely off. Hilliard had neither lampposts nor sidewalks. They stopped talking and stood there, each wondering if they should back up a few steps, or would that look weak.

			Then the car accelerated, and each of them did indeed take a step back onto the small plot of grass and weeds that served as someone’s front yard. The squad car feinted toward them, swerving a bit, then screeched to a stop.

			They caught glimpses of two white officers whose faces they didn’t recognize—cops from other beats who just happened to be driving through, apparently.

			The white cops yelled, “Oooh-oooh-oooh!”

			“Aaah-aaah-aaah!”

			Monkey sounds and orangutan sounds and maybe some gorilla thrown in.

			“Woo-woo-woo-boogga-boogga!”

			“Watch your asses, niggers!”

			Then the squad car sped off, the white cops laughing hysterically.

			You couldn’t show fear. They acted like it was all a harmless prank, even when they gunned their engines at you when you were crossing the street, even when they nearly grazed against you. More than once Boggs had stood in the road to flag down a squad car, needing assistance for an arrest, when the car had accelerated toward him until he’d had to leap out of the way. Laughter in its wake. Surely, if the day came when they actually did run over one of the colored officers, they would insist it was an accident.

			Neither Boggs nor Smith felt like telling stories anymore as they reached the corner of Auburn, the night silent but for the almost mechanical churn of locusts and the call-and-response of crickets. The marquee over Bailey’s Royal Theater was off, as were the lights of the jeweler and tailoring shops; someone had left on a third-floor office lamp at Atlanta Life Insurance Company, but other than that and the streetlights, all was dark. Then they heard the crash.

			They turned, each half-hoping to see that the squad car had hit a fire hydrant or perhaps a brick wall. Instead they saw a white Buick two blocks away, on the curb, and the light pole dancing almost, or at least swaying drunkenly. They watched as the light flickered once, then again, just as each of their homes’ electricity did during thunderstorms.

			The Buick backed up. They couldn’t read the tags from so far away. Then it started driving toward them.

			They had been police officers for just under three months now, walking the beats around Auburn Avenue (the neighborhood where both had lived all their lives save the war years) and the West Side, on the other side of downtown. Although Atlanta’s eight Negro officers had not yet been entrusted with squad cars, they did have uniforms: black caps with the gold city crest, dark blue shirts on which their shiny badges were pinned, black slacks, and black ties (Smith being one of two cops on the team who went with the bow-tie option, which he found rather dapper). Their thick belts were weighed down by a heavy arsenal of weapons and gear, including firearms, which terrified a number of white people in Atlanta and beyond.

			Boggs stepped into the road and held out a palm. The white cops may have enjoyed trying to run over their colored colleagues, but civilians were another matter. Or so he hoped. The Buick was driving slower than was normal, as if ashamed. Its headlights glinted off his badge.

			The Buick stopped.

			“He’s not turning his engine off,” Smith said after a few seconds.

			Boggs walked over to the driver’s door, Smith mirroring him along the sidewalk and stopping at the passenger door. The soles of Smith’s shoes hardly made a sound because the cement had been meticulously swept by someone that very morning, not a twig or cigarette butt in sight.

			The glare from the streetlights had prevented the officers from getting a good look in the car until now. All they had been able to discern were silhouettes of a driver with a hat and a passenger without.

			Boggs opened his mouth and was about to ask for the driver’s license and registration when he saw that the driver was white.

			That he hadn’t expected. What he had suspected, that the driver was drunk, was correct. Boggs was bathed in alcohol fumes as the portly white man gazed at him with something between annoyance and contempt.

			“May I have your license and registration, please, sir?”

			White people were not often found in Sweet Auburn, the wealthiest Negro neighborhood in Atlanta—possibly in the world, boosters liked to say. Adventurous whites looking for gambling or whores in the darker parts of town would normally troll along Decatur Street, by the railroad tracks, a half mile to the south. Or they’d find one of the other, more nefarious areas that the colored officers patrolled. This fellow was either lost or so drunk and stupid that he figured any colored part of town offered the vices he craved, when in fact this neighborhood mostly held churches, real estate firms, banks, insurance companies, funeral parlors, barbershops, and the sorts of restaurants long closed at this hour. A couple of nightclubs did grace the streets, yes, but they were respectable places where respectable Negroes gathered, and they only opened their doors to whites on Saturdays, when Negroes weren’t allowed in.

			The driver’s gray homburg was tipped high, as if he’d been rubbing sweat from his forehead. Which he needed to be doing more of, because his skin was still shiny. Hair light gray, blue tie loosened, linen jacket wrinkled. He seemed sweatier than a man driving a car should be, Boggs thought. Like he’d just been doing something strenuous.

			On the other side of the car, Smith visually frisked the man’s passenger. She wore the kind of yellow sundress that always made him so thrilled when spring came along, and even here in the depths of summer he was not a man to complain about the kind of heat that allowed the women of Atlanta to walk around half naked. She was short enough to cross her legs in the front seat, the hem above her knee. Light glinted off a small locket that looked stuck to the dampness at the small of her throat.

			She made eye contact with Smith for only the briefest of seconds, just enough for him to gather a few facts. She was light-skinned and young, early twenties at most. The right side of her lip looked a shade of red that didn’t match her lipstick. Red and slightly puffy.

			Although Smith could not yet see the driver, he divined the man’s race based on the subtle change in Boggs’s voice when asking for the license. Not exactly deferential, but more polite than was otherwise warranted.

			The driver answered, “No, you may not.”

			Boggs was cognizant of the fact that the man’s right hand was at his side, on the seat, and therefore out of view. Boggs decided he need not comment on this yet. Hopefully Smith could see it. The man’s left hand casually rested on the steering wheel, the engine still running.

			“You hit a light pole, sir.”

			“I mighta glanced against it.” Not even looking at Boggs.

			“It’s leaning over and will need to be fixed, and—”

			“You’re wasting my time, boy.”

			Nothing but a crescendo of katydids for a moment, and only then did the white man deign to look at Boggs. Just to check out how that had registered on this uppity Negro’s face.

			Boggs tried not to let it register at all. His face, he knew, was very good at being blank. This had been commented upon by parents, schoolteachers, girlfriends. What are you thinking right now? Where are you? Penny for your thoughts? He’d always hated those questions. I’m right here. I’m thinking thoughts, any thoughts, who knows. And no, you can’t buy them.

			Normally you weren’t supposed to look white folks in the eye. But Boggs was the police. This was only the third time he and Smith had dealt with a white perpetrator. Colored officers only patrolled the colored parts of town, where whites were infrequent visitors.

			“I need to see your license and registration, sir.”

			“You don’t need to see anything, boy.”

			Boggs felt his heart rate spike and he told himself to stay calm. “Please turn your car off, sir,” he said, realizing he should have started with that.

			“You don’t have the power to arrest me and you know it.”

			On the other side, Smith took this as the proper time to beam the backseat. He didn’t see anything there, other than a road atlas on the floorboards. The car was prewar but in good condition, the vinyl shining. Smith aimed his light at the front seat, where the woman had been staring ahead, her hair blocking his view. He had hoped the light would startle her into looking at him, so he could better study her injury and look for others, but she turned farther away.

			Smith, unlike Boggs, had a good view of the space between driver and passenger. He saw that the man’s right hand was resting protectively atop a large brown envelope.

			“I do have the authority to issue you a traffic citation, sir, and I intend to do that,” Boggs said. “I also have the ability to call white officers here, should your arrest be required. I wouldn’t have thought that necessary for something as minor as a traffic violation, but if you want to push things up the ladder with your tone, then I can oblige you.”

			The white man smiled, entertained.

			“Oh. Oh, damn. You’re one of the smart ones, huh?” He nodded, looking Boggs up and down as though finally laying eyes on a new kind of jungle cat the zoo had imported. “I’m very impressed. Y’all certainly have come a long way.”

			“Sir, this is the last time that I’ll be the one asking you for your license and registration.”

			Still smiling at Boggs, still not moving.

			On the other side of the car, Smith asked, “What’s your name, miss?”

			“Don’t you talk to her,” the white man snapped, turning to the side. All he could have seen from his vantage was Smith’s midsection, his badge (yes, we really are cops, sorry for the inconvenience), and perhaps the handle of Smith’s holstered gun (yes, it’s real).

			“Are you all right, miss?” Smith asked the woman. Let’s see how the white man likes being ignored. Her face he still couldn’t see, though her breaths occasionally made her hair move just enough for him to see the right, bruised side of her lips. Yet she refused to turn.

			Smith glanced up at his partner over the car roof. Both of them would have loved to see this blowhard arrested, but they weren’t sure if Dispatch would bother sending a white squad car for an auto accident whose only victim was an inanimate object. And Atlanta’s eight colored officers hated calling in the white cops for any reason whatsoever. They did not appreciate the reminder that they had only so much power.

			Smith leaned back down and said, “Your friend isn’t very friendly, miss.”

			The white man said, “I told you not to talk to her, boy.”

			“Sir,” Boggs said to the back of the man’s hat, trying to regain control (had he ever had it?), and annoyed at his partner for escalating the situation, “if you do not show me your license and registration, then I will call in—”

			He didn’t get to finish his pathetic threat, the threat he was ashamed to need and far more ashamed to use, because in the middle of his sentence the white man turned back to face the road and shifted into gear, the Buick lurching forward.

			Both cops stepped back so their feet wouldn’t be run over.

			The Buick drove off, but it didn’t even have the decency to speed. The white man wasn’t fleeing, he simply had tired of pretending that their existence mattered.

			“ ‘Stop or I’ll call the real cops’?” Smith shook his head. “Funny how that don’t work.”
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			Atlanta, Georgia. Two parts Confederate racist to two parts Negro to one part something-that-doesn’t-quite-have-a-name-for-it-yet. Neither city nor country but some odd combination, a once sleepy railroad crossing that had exploded due to the wartime need for matériel and the necessities of shipping it. Even after the war, all those factories and textile mills and rail yards were still churning, because normalcy had returned and Americans were desperate for new clothes and washing machines and automobiles, and the South was very good at providing cheap, nonunionized labor. So Atlanta continued to grow, the trains continued to disgorge new residents and the tenements grew more crowded and the moonshine continued to be driven down from the mountains and the streets spilled over with even yet more passion and schemes and brawls, because there on the Georgia piedmont something had been set loose that might never again be contained.

			[image: ]

			Twenty blocks away from Boggs and Smith, Officer Denny Rakestraw was dividing himself in two again.

			Standing in an alley off Decatur Street, a colored section of town, though he and his partner were white. Staring up at the sliver of moon above him, perfectly framed between the tops of the two brick buildings. Listening to the sound of an approaching westbound freight train slowly, slowly trudge its way from the downtown yards. Then looking at his shiny cop shoes. Then turning to look behind him at the squad car they had left on the side of the road, lights not blinking because his partner, Lionel Dunlow, said he didn’t want the attention.

			Dunlow hit the Negro again. “I said, did you hear what I said, nigger?”

			The Negro was trying to say something, Rakestraw could tell, but Dunlow was holding him too tightly around the throat.

			Then the sound of soles scuffing, and Rakestraw’s attention was drawn to the mouth of the alley again. Two silhouettes were watching them.

			“Dammit, clear that out,” Dunlow instructed his young partner.

			Rakestraw took a step toward the two silhouettes. They were either young men or teenagers, tall but slight, hardly a threat. Drawn here by the sound of the beating, not any desire to intervene.

			“Beat it!” Rakestraw yelled in his lowest register, bass notes practically shaking dust from the mortar in the brick walls. The shadows beat it.

			Then another swing from Dunlow and the Negro was on the ground.

			“Thought we didn’t want attention,” Rakestraw said.

			This constituted a significant workout for Officer Dunlow. Sweat ran down his cheeks, and his cap was askew. His belt was strained by his forty-some-odd-year-old belly, and he was panting even though he’d thrown only five or six punches. Failed physicals were in his immediate future.

			Rakestraw hadn’t thrown a punch himself, had in fact barely moved, yet beneath his uniform his skin, too, was slick. Not from exertion but the opposite, the stress of holding himself back, the anxiety of watching this again.

			“You’re right,” Dunlow said, catching his breath. He stepped closer to the loudly breathing mound that, minutes ago, had been a Negro walking alone, a man Dunlow suspected of bootlegging moonshine. Dunlow looked down at the mound. “We come to an understanding, boy?”

			This was a phrase Rakestraw had heard his partner use so often now that it echoed in his sleep. Dunlow and perpetrators came to an understanding, Dunlow and witnesses came to an understanding, even Dunlow and the judges before whom he testified came to an understanding. The man seemed confident that he possessed a vast reservoir of knowledge, which he in his goodwill shared with those around him.

			“Yeah, yeah. I unnerstand.” It sounded funny because some teeth were missing.

			Rakestraw saw that flicker in his partner’s eyes, something he’d seen a few times now. It foretold very bad things indeed. So Rakestraw stepped forward and put a hand on his partner’s shoulder. Dunlow was taller by two inches; that and the age difference made this feel uncomfortably like a son trying to coax his drunk daddy back from the brink of slapping Ma around some.

			“Dunlow,” Rake said.

			Dunlow looked back at Rake like he barely recognized him for a second, like maybe he’d actually expected to see a son and not his partner. Dunlow did have sons, two of them, in their teens and by all accounts hell-raisers who lacked rap sheets only because of their father’s occupation. The veteran cop’s eyes were fiery and he appeared on the verge of taking a swing at this junior interloper, the way he probably had numerous times to his sons. Then he recognized Rake and returned to where he was.

			Rake said, “Made yourself clear, I think.”

			“Yeah.”

			But not before a final kick in the gut for emphasis, and the lump on the ground hissed a long inhalation, then silence, like he was afraid to let it out. By the time he exhaled, the two cops were gone from the alley.

			Rake chose to believe that his partner’s extreme response to the bootlegger was due to a passionate desire to enforce the city’s alcohol ordinances. He chose to believe a lot of things about Dunlow. Such believing took work, not unlike religious faith, the devout belief in things that could not be proven. Because in the case of the not-terribly-­godlike Dunlow, there often was strong evidence to the contrary. In the weeks since Rake had taken his oath, he had seen Dunlow beat at least a dozen men (usually Negroes) rather than arresting them, had seen him instruct a few men on what to say if and when they needed to stand witness at a trial, and had seen him take a handful of bribes from bootleggers and numbers runners and madams.

			There was a lot that Rake was learning about his new occupation. He had survived against steep odds for years in Europe as an advance scout, had been alone for long stretches and had wisely figured the difference between threats and opportunities, collaborators and spies. Back home in Atlanta, however, he was finding the moral territory more difficult to chart than he’d expected.

			Rake wondered if there was a particular reason Dunlow had beaten this Negro, a particular message he’d been sending, and, if so, was it any more nuanced than the message Rake’s own dog sent whenever he lifted his leg on the neighborhood walk. In such cases, Rake rationalized that his job was just to hold on to the leash, hold on to the leash.

			So Rake stood there and tried to divide himself in half. One half of him would hold tight to his moral compass, that small wobbly thing that prevented him from beating a stranger without cause. The other half of him would learn everything he could from Dunlow and his fellow officers, the surprising and often counterintuitive pieces of advice on how to survive in Darktown.

			“I’ll drive,” Rake said, opening the driver’s door before his elder could object.

			Dunlow sat in shotgun and peeled off his gloves, sucking in his breath.

			“Y’all right?” Rake asked.

			“Bastard had a hard head.”

			“Sounded like it.”

			“You know the average nigger skull is nearly two inches thicker’n ours?”

			Rake wasn’t the type to indulge such comments. But he didn’t feel he had much choice around Dunlow, so he went for the neutral, “I did not know that.”

			“Read it in a journal. Phrenologists.”

			“I’ve been reading the wrong journals, I guess.”

			“I ain’t surprised, college boy.” Dunlow called him that even though Rake hadn’t graduated, doing only two years before the war changed everything. Fluent in German thanks to an immigrant mother and two years of courses at UGA, his skill had been prized indeed. “Anyway, explains a lot, don’t it? Not just the lack of room for a fully evolved brain, but, you know, your basic hard-headedness and all.”

			“His skull looked plenty malleable to me.”

			Dunlow made a fist, then extended his fingers. He had double-­jointed thumbs. He could extend them all the way back to his wrists, a gruesome circus trick—he liked to surprise newcomers by doing that after opening a bottle of Co-Cola, crying in pain for a moment, receiving a horrified reaction from the witness, and then he’d bust a gut laughing. He bragged that he’d been the greatest thumb wrestler in his elementary school, which was exactly the sort of bizarre accomplishment only he would boast about.

			It also meant that, when wrapping his hands around someone’s throat, he had an extra couple of inches of grip, an advantage which he’d just employed.

			Dunlow made a fist again. Rake heard a tendon pop.

			“Ah, shit. That’s better.”

			Then Dispatch came over the radio, mentioning how Negro Officer Boggs was reporting a traffic violation, and did any real cops feel the need to assist? Dunlow picked up the mike and said he’d love to.
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			After the white man had driven away, Boggs and Smith had walked to the nearest call box, requesting a squad car to make an arrest. Dispatch had mercifully refrained from commentary as he relayed the information over the wires, and a white squad car, D-152, had immediately called in to say it was coming. Smith and Boggs were surprised—­usually the white cops took their sweet time responding to anything the colored officers requested. D-152 must have been mighty bored that night.

			Five minutes later, they were walking a few blocks south of Auburn, approaching the National Pencil Factory and its ever-present smell of wood shavings, when they saw the Buick again. It was actually stopped at the end of the next block, obeying a stop sign. It lingered there.

			“What’s he doing?” Boggs asked. “Circling around for something?”

			Boggs imagined himself shooting the Buick’s tires. Which of course would get him fired, or worse. No colored officer had yet discharged a firearm in the line of duty.

			“Maybe he’s given up?” Smith asked. He hurried toward it, not quite running but moving fast enough that his injured knee was very displeased.

			He and Boggs were only ten feet away when they saw the white man hit the girl. Even through the back windshield it was unmistakable, the white man’s gray sleeve lashing out, the passenger’s long hair flailing to the right. The whole car seemed to jump.

			Then the Buick drove on again.

			“Let’s keep after it,” Boggs said.

			The Buick was moving south, and in two blocks they would be near another call box. They could at least update Dispatch as to the car’s location, in case D-152 really was on its way.

			They ran. The Buick still wasn’t going a normal speed, as if it was on the prowl for something. Clearly the driver didn’t see the two cops giving chase.

			Smith’s knee was giving him a rather clear and unadulterated warning that this whole running business had best stop soon. After another block they reached the intersection with Decatur Street, just north of the train tracks. Again the Buick obeyed a stop sign.

			Then its passenger door opened. The woman darted out, her yellow sundress a tiny flame in the dark night until she vanished into an alley.

			The Buick stayed where it was, the door hanging open like an unanswered question. Then the white man leaned over, his pale hand appearing outside the car and grasping drunkenly for the handle. He closed the door and drove on.

			“Chase him or follow her?” Boggs wondered aloud as he and Smith stopped.

			They could have split up. Smith could have pursued the woman and Boggs could have continued his chase of the Buick. But Sergeant McInnis had warned them many times against separating themselves from each other. Apparently, the Department felt that a lone Negro officer was not terribly trustworthy, and that a second Negro officer somehow had a restraining influence on the first. Or something. It was difficult to discern white people’s reasoning.

			“I want to see the son of a bitch written up,” Smith said. “Or arrested.”

			“Me, too.”

			So although only one of them had seen her face, and that just for a second, they let her disappear into the night, which would never release her.
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			Boggs sprinted east on Decatur. A half mile ahead of him, the downtown towers were dark. Nearby he could hear freight cars being hitched and unhitched, other behemoths wearily making their way through the night. Smith kept after the Buick, which was headed south now, driving into the short tunnel that cut beneath the tracks. He was losing it. Rats darted in either direction as the Buick splashed a stagnant puddle from that afternoon’s twenty-minute storm. Smith was just about to give up when he heard the familiar horn of a squad car.

			He ran through the tunnel and into a scene strobed by blue lights: the tracks curving away to his left, garbage loose on the street and sidewalk, and a squad car pulled sideways to block the path of the Buick, which had finally pulled over.

			The white cop who’d been driving jumped out of the car, left hand held high, right hand lingering on the butt of his holstered pistol.

			“It’s Dunlow,” Smith said when Boggs made it beside him.

			Dunlow ranked high on Boggs and Smith’s list of most hated white officers. Not that there was an actual list. And not that there were many white cops who did not rank high. Maybe it wasn’t so much that Dunlow was worse than the others; the trouble was that he was an ever-­present problem. The colored officers were only allowed to work the 6–2 shift, and there were only eight of them, so white officers still had occasion to visit what was now the colored officers’ turf. No white cops had ever had Auburn Avenue as a beat before, they’d simply dropped by the neighborhood when they needed a Negro to pin a crime on, or when they felt like taking out their aggressions on colored victims. Otherwise, white cops had avoided the colored neighborhoods. Dunlow, however, seemed to feel rather at home here, though the residents did not feel nearly so warmly toward him.

			“Let me handle him,” Boggs said. He was the more diplomatic of the two, a notion Smith did not like to acknowledge. Even if he knew it to be true.

			They adjusted their caps and ties, made sure their shirttails hadn’t come out, and straightened their postures as they slowly walked up to the white Buick.

			Dunlow arrived at the driver’s door, trailed by his young partner, Rakestraw. Dunlow seemed to look at the driver longer than necessary before speaking. Perhaps he thought this was intimidating. The days when his bulk had been mostly muscle were gone, but he was still a man accustomed to cutting quite a wake.

			“License and registration, please.”

			Boggs had spent his entire life giving such white men as wide a berth as possible. Now he had to work with them.

			So Boggs concentrated on Dunlow’s partner. He walked up beside Rakestraw and leaned into his ear. If Rakestraw was offended at the proximity, he did not show it. They didn’t have much opinion on Rakestraw, who tended to hide in his partner’s long shadow. He likely would prove to be as much of a bastard as Dunlow once they got to know him.

			“He had an adult Negro female in the car with him. She fled on foot, at the corner of Hilliard and Pittman. He’d hit her in the head a block earlier.”

			“You saw it?”

			“They’d been circling around. It just happened a minute ago.”

			Rakestraw offered a neutral expression and the slightest of nods, which could have meant Interesting and could have meant Who cares? and could have meant that he would recommend to the colored officers’ white sergeant that Boggs and Smith be reprimanded for not pursuing the woman.

			The driver handed Dunlow his papers and joked, “They got you babysitting the Africans?”

			“Understand you fled the scene of an accident,” Dunlow replied.

			“Wasn’t no accident. You hear any other car complaining ’bout an accident?”

			“It was a lamppost on Auburn Ave,” Boggs said.

			Dunlow glared at Boggs. He did not seem to appreciate the colored officer’s contribution to the conversation. He extended the paperwork to Rakestraw, who walked back to their car to call in the information. Then Dunlow said to the colored officers, “That’ll be all, boys.”

			Boggs glanced at his partner. Smith was dying to say something, Boggs could tell, but was holding himself back. They hadn’t yet told Dunlow about the assault they’d witnessed. The victim was gone, sure, but a crime is a crime.

			Boggs opened his mouth. He tried to choose his words carefully. But before he could do so, the driver chimed in again, in a drunken singsong, “Back to the jungle, monkeys!”

			Dunlow cracked a smile.

			That approval was all the driver needed: he launched into a rousing chorus of “Yes! We Have No Bananas!”

			Dunlow was grinning broadly at the performance as Boggs met his eyes. Boggs held the look for a moment, hoping that he was passing on silent messages but knowing, despite all his effort and anger, that those messages would not be received.

			The song was getting louder. Boggs couldn’t even look at his own partner, as he would see the rage there, would see the reflection of himself, and he could not abide that.

			Boggs and Smith walked away. The flashing blues painted the top of an eastbound freight train on the crossing.

			“Son of a bitch,” Smith cursed.

			Boggs spat on the ground. A cockroach half as long as his shoe scuttled across the sidewalk.

			“Two bucks says they don’t even ticket him,” Smith said.

			Boggs would not take that bet.
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			A six-year-old boy named Horace was three blocks from his house when he saw the lady in the yellow dress running. She was pretty, he thought, even though he couldn’t much see her face. Then why did he think she was pretty? He would wonder that, later, when thinking back to this moment.

			He was walking alone late at night because his mother had woken him up and commanded him to. She was very sick and needed the doctor. She’d given Horace careful directions. He had to hurry, for her sake and because if he took too long, he might forget the directions.

			The lady was banging on someone’s front door.

			Horace watched her as he passed, and she must have heard him because she turned and looked at him. Looking at him and then not looking, the way adults do when they realize you’re just a kid and they can forget about you now.

			He walked on. She stopped knocking.

			At the next corner, he looked both ways to cross the street. Then he decided to turn around and see what that lady was up to. He saw her step off the front porch and walk around to the backyard, at which point he couldn’t see her anymore.

			He looked both ways to cross again. This time a car was coming, so he waited.

			The car pulled up to the curb, right where Horace was standing. The door opened on the opposite side, the engine still on, the headlights still too bright in Horace’s face.

			A thin white man walked up to him, a white man in a light gray suit.

			“Hello there, son. What are you doing out at this hour?”

			It was the kind of voice that adults who aren’t used to talking to kids use.

			Horace mumbled something about his mother.

			The man squatted down so his eyes were almost at Horace’s level. His eyes were very blue. His hat matched his suit.

			“Slow down, son, and enunciate those words.”

			Horace had felt mostly confused when the man had stepped out of the car. Now he felt mostly scared. Something about those eyes, and the man’s waxy white face, and the way he looked at Horace. Like he was very interested in Horace.

			“Mama’s sick. I’m fetching the doctor.”

			A loud banging sound, like a garbage can falling over a block away, and then the laughter of coyotes.

			“I’m sorry to hear that. Now, I have another question for you, son. Have you seen a colored lady out here tonight, with long hair? In a yellow dress?”

			Horace nodded. The man smiled. His teeth were like the drawing in a magazine.

			“She went into that building over there, didn’t she?”

			“She knocked but couldn’t get in, sir.” He remembered to say “sir.” He had forgotten earlier. “She went ’round back instead.”
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			Rakestraw sat in his squad car, calling in the license and registration and watching as his partner chatted with the driver. What were they talking about? It seemed more conversation than would normally be taking place right now.

			The driver’s name was Brian Underhill and he was forty-three years old. The license listed a Mechanicsville address a short drive away.

			Dispatch radioed back that Mr. Underhill did not have any record, warrant, or probationary status. Rakestraw was about to jot out the ticket when he stopped himself. He wasn’t clear on how his partner wanted to proceed. So he stepped out of the squad car and walked toward the Buick.

			Dunlow had been saying something, but he stopped as Rake handed over the papers.

			“Thank you,” Dunlow said. “I was just telling Mr. Underhill here to be more careful about his driving.”

			“Yes, sir, Officer.” The driver seemed slightly amused by something. So did Dunlow.

			“All right,” Dunlow said. “You have a good night.”

			Underhill turned his Buick back on. After it was a block away, Rake asked, “No ticket?”

			“Me and him came to an understanding.”

			“That understanding involved us not ticketing him for being drunk and knocking down a city light pole?”

			“What light pole? You see any light pole?”

			“Boggs and Smith say they saw it.”

			“Don’t recall the darkies saying they actually witnessed it. Though they may have. Even so, it’s one less light in Darktown. Practically a civic service the man performed for us.”

			Dunlow walked back to the car, taking the driver’s side this time.

			“Wonder who the girl was,” Rakestraw said as he got in, trying not to sound too accusatory.

			“Again, I myself do not recall seeing any girl. Darkies say they did, I’m sure they’re sniffing around the bushes for her right now.”

			Dunlow probably believed that the colored cops did indeed possess such heightened powers of smell. Among other powers.

			“And when Boggs and Smith file a report about it?” he asked.

			“They’re dumb, but not that dumb. Niggers know if they step on my toes, I kick hard.” He turned on the car. “Let’s patrol a more respectable area of our fair city.”
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			The white man in the light gray suit had been smiling at Horace for longer than felt normal.

			“You’re a good little boy, aren’t you?”

			“Yes, sir.” Horace’s mother had warned him about white people, that he should never speak to them unless they spoke first, and that if he did, he needed to say “sir” and “ma’am” and not be rude but to get away as quickly as he could before they did something terrible.

			She had refused to say what it was people like this did that was so awful. Horace figured they ate colored people, or at least colored children.

			What else had his mother said? That’s right, not to look into their eyes.

			Yet Horace had looked into the man’s eyes the moment the man had crouched down, and he could not look away. They were so blue and empty he felt himself being pulled in more deeply to fill that void. Horace shifted on his bare feet.

			The man reached out and patted Horace’s head. Once, two times. The second time, the hand lingered there. Then it moved, slowly, to the base of Horace’s neck.

			Horace flinched.

			The man’s hand slipped behind Horace’s right ear, then reappeared again. Between the man’s forefinger and thumb was a shiny dime.

			“You can pay the colored doctor with that.”

			Horace realized he should be reaching out with his hand, so he did, and the man placed the coin in his palm. Then the man stood, and without that eye contact it was like he vanished.

			Horace hurriedly crossed the road.

			He was still clutching the coin and had walked another block when he realized that he had indeed forgotten his mother’s directions to the doctor’s, and he was lost now, and so very tired.

		

	
		
			2

			THE NEXT MORNING, Rake and Dunlow were on the prowl for an escaped convict.

			They were pulling an earlier watch than usual, having clocked in at ten a.m., due to some strange personnel shift that no one really understood. Overtired and overcoffeed, they were in search of one James James Jameson—his real name—who had escaped state prison in Reidsville the previous day. APD had just been notified. Triple James, as he was known on the force, had been sent away for attempted murder two years ago, back when Rake was a disgruntled civilian adjusting to postwar life at a textile mill and doing a poor job of it. The trial had attracted much local coverage and even some national attention, as there were many in northern areas who felt the Negro had been unjustly persecuted, in that way of far-off people disapproving of how you deal with your own.

			“Boy’s been bad news since before he was born,” Dunlow said as they sped down side streets.

			“How’d Reidsville say he got out?”

			“Official story is prison break. Shots fired from a tower, speedy nigger escaping nonetheless, you know the story. But it so happens a buddy a mine retired out there, and story he heard is that Triple James and two other niggers were on highway cleanup, with just two guards. And one of them guards takes a walk or something, and the other guard, who’s now the only guard, decides this is a good time to take a leak off to the side of the road. Only he has one of them infections makes pissing take forever. And hurt like blazes. So I’m told. Anyway, Triple James had apparently freed himself from his foot links, Lord only knows how, and as the guard was huffing and puffing with his little man in his hands, poof, off runs Triple James into the piney woods.”

			“You have got to be joking.”

			“Son, don’t ever overestimate the intelligence of our partners in law enforcement.”

			“With you around, I never will.”

			Officers had been assigned different locations to check first. Ex-­girlfriends’ apartments, last known associates, poor old parents, and aunts and uncles and sundry relations. Apparently Dunlow knew that Triple James’s sister had moved recently, and he’d kept this information to himself during the briefing, not sharing it with Rake until they were in their car. The sister lived in a crowded Negro neighborhood a few blocks south of Auburn Avenue.

			This was one advantage to Dunlow’s propensity to wander into the colored neighborhoods: he knew the streets, the characters, the histories, and could predict the future with surprising accuracy.

			Atlanta was a strange city, and Rake was realizing that he’d not fully appreciated that strangeness before the war, as this was all he’d known. Yet he’d known only parts of it. Downtown had the towers, the wide avenues crowded with streetcars and trolleys and cabs, small triangular parks at confusing intersections, and unexpected one-ways that baffled the newcomers. Grand hotels and office buildings and fine theaters and, in the dark interstices between, narrow alleys that could turn dangerous after dark. During his time in Europe he’d seen London and Paris, where he realized just how small Atlanta was, but his city didn’t like admitting that, and indeed every year a new ten- or fifteen-story building seemed to add itself to the skyline. Go too far in any direction and the tall buildings were replaced by either mills or factories or rail yards, most of them surrounded by cheap worker housing, and beyond those borderline shanties the neighborhoods were buffeted by shotgun shacks or bungalows or Queen Anne’s or Tudors, depending on how poor or well off the area. Outside the city center, the trees were omnipresent, a canopy of oaks blocking out the sun most of the time, and thank God for it in the summer. Go farther beyond those neighborhoods, though, and you were in the country, farmland and the occasional small-town Main Street, mule-drawn plows and cotton and vistas unchanged over decades. Even within the city limits Rake had found himself in scenes so rural he was amazed they were still within a few miles of the capitol, with crumbling old farm buildings and outhouses and livestock giving funny looks to his passing squad car.

			It was the areas east and west of downtown that Rake had known especially little about. To the east was the Auburn Avenue corridor, and immediately west of downtown was the West Side, both of them Negro neighborhoods.

			The street Dunlow now drove them to was only a few blocks south of Auburn and was flanked by rows of narrow, two-story clapboard houses. Crape myrtle branches sagged in the heat, their lavender blooms hanging like ripe fruit. The cloudy sky was darkening at midmorning, rain on the way.

			“His sister lives here with her husband, second floor,” Dunlow said.

			“Let me guess, her name’s Jamie Jamie Jameson?”

			“Belle. Just moved here a couple of weeks ago. Husband’s more or less clean as far as having a record, but with a gal like that . . .”

			“What’s her record?”

			“Ain’t got none, but you know how blood is. I’ll knock kindly on the front door, and you can sneak in back.”

			Great, the back door. Though going in the back may seem to benefit from the element of surprise, and therefore be an advantage, Rake had learned it was usually the opposite. Back doors opened into kitchens. Kitchens had knives. Two months ago, on a similar surprise backdoor entrance, Rake had been sliced in the arm by a drunk man who outweighed him by fifty pounds, and who had needed three blows from Rake’s club to finally fall down.

			No one was on the sidewalk as Rake walked through the narrow side yard, creeping beneath clotheslines. No dogs barking, yet. In back, an old wooden fence enclosed their yard, and it wasn’t in any condition to support the weight of a full-grown man. In the neighbor’s fenceless backyard sat an assortment of boxes and crates, so Rake dragged a wooden crate that reeked of rotten peaches to the fence. He stood upon it and, in the second before the wet wood crumpled beneath him, hoisted himself over the fence. Nearly castrating or at least causing himself severe damage, but managing to avoid it. He did not avoid landing on his backside, however. Fortunately he did not have an audience.

			This was the part of police work that remained unknown to those who would glorify it. As far as Rake could tell, the job consisted of about nine parts of this to one part of the other stuff.

			He was about to step in the other stuff.

			He crept up the back stairs as silently as he could, which wasn’t very silently, as the creaky planks did not enjoy being stepped upon. It had taken him so long to get up here that he figured Dunlow was already inside, beating up Triple James’s brother-in-law without probable cause.

			A thin curtain at the back door’s window prevented Rake from getting much more than a gauzy view of a dark-skinned person in the kitchen.

			Rake knocked on the door, hard enough to make things in the kitchen shake. The figure turned.
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			At the front, Dunlow hit the door like it owed him money.

			“Police, open up!”

			The door did not obey. He pounded it again and could see the gaps around the door widen with each blow. Niggers couldn’t afford decent doors. Even the ones who moved to the better neighborhoods, he’d noticed, had weak doors. The ones who wanted to act white and let you think they were above the fray. Just pound on the door and the truth revealed itself right quick.

			“I’m coming, I’m coming!” a man said from within. Freddie, Dunlow recalled. He’d spoken to him once or twice, never anything important, just enough to remember the name. A nigger who marries a gal who happens to be sister to a murderer is someone to keep your eye on.

			The door finally opened, and it was free of any annoying door chains. Dunlow entered like the conqueror he was.

			Freddie was slender and short. Dunlow figured a harsh word would knock him over. How the little ones like this managed to reproduce and send on their genes was a mystery, as was so much about these people.

			“Freddie, right? Freddie the man who has Triple James’s sister’s heart.”

			Freddie looked down. “What can I do for you, Officer?”

			Because the little man barely deserved his attention, Dunlow scanned the room. Perfectly tidy. Suspiciously tidy. The walls were bare but for two photographs, one of a happy Negro bride and groom and lots of their well-dressed relations. It looked new. The other picture of Freddie in army khakis. Christ, Dunlow hated seeing them in uniform. Maybe he’d find a reason to knock the picture down before he left.

			A plant by the window leaned toward what little sunlight squeezed between the tightly packed buildings. No toys or crying babies, so they had yet to get around to that. Glasses of what looked like Coca-Cola were sweating on a salvaged coffee table in a small room. An electric fan sat there, aimed at no one.

			“You can tell me where he is.”

			“Who’s that, Officer?”

			Dunlow inhaled slowly, which, he’d learned, made him appear that much larger, especially around smaller men. And most men were smaller.

			“You know who I’m looking for.”

			Freddie’s eyes were darting around the room, but whenever they returned to Dunlow they stayed no higher than his chest. Sometimes they appeared to fix on the gun in Dunlow’s holster. Perhaps Freddie had never seen one so close. Dunlow doubted that.

			“I’m sorry, Officer. I’m a little confused.”

			Dunlow placed his large left hand on the Negro’s right shoulder. He could feel Freddie’s trapezius muscle twitch.

			“Don’t make his problems your problems, boy.”

			Freddie didn’t answer.

			“What were you doing before I got here, huh? Ain’t got no job to be at?”

			“I, uh, I had to take today off. Haven’t been feeling that well.”

			“Really now? That’s a shame. Don’t you breathe no nigger germs on me.” Dunlow smiled, but Freddie didn’t seem to see the humor in it.

			Rake should be kicking in the back door right about now, Dunlow was thinking. He heard something coming from the kitchen, a tapping.

			“Who’s that?”

			“My wife, Belle. She’s fixing my lunch, sir.”

			“She’s home sick, too, huh?” Dunlow’s hand was still on Freddie’s shoulder.

			“Taking care of me, yes, sir.”

			“You don’t seem that sick to me.”

			A pause. Freddie was wearing only slacks and a sleeveless undershirt, and Dunlow was in full uniform, yet it was the Negro who was sweating.

			“Well, I did nap most of the morning, sir.”

			There was a narrow hall behind Freddie, and past that a door leading to the bedroom, and past that the kitchen, just out of view.

			Dunlow raised his voice. “Why don’t you stop that chopping in there, Belle, and walk out here nice and slow so we can all talk together.”

			The tapping stopped. Freddie looked nervous. Dunlow, in truth, had thought there was only a tiny chance Triple James had come this way, but those odds seemed to be increasing by the second.

			“Y’all been home all day, that right?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			Finally Dunlow heard Rake pounding on the back door.

			“Just you two newlyweds, taking the morning off?”

			“Yes, sir.”

			“Then tell me why you got three glasses set out?”

			The closet door beside him swung open, hitting his elbow. A whirlwind of panicked Negro sprang out of the closet and Dunlow barely had a chance to see Triple James’s face before the convict planted a prison-tested fist square on Dunlow’s nose.

			Dunlow stumbled back. He reached for his gun with his right hand, thumbing back the hammer, but something clamped on his forearm and prevented him from drawing the pistol. A spell of numbness was working its way from his neck into his hands from that blow—Christ, the nigger could hit—and then Triple James popped him a second time.

			Dunlow couldn’t reach up with his right to deflect the blow, or he’d relinquish his gun to Freddie, who was clawing at it. He stepped back again and may well have fallen down if not for the fact that he came against the wall then, which was a godsend, and he swung wildly with his left hand, not hitting anything but at least inspiring Triple James to move.

			That bought him a second, so he leaned with his right shoulder and drove forward, knocking little Freddie out of the way. Dunlow and Triple James squared off then, the convict with both fists up like a goddamn boxer. Only Freddie wasn’t as out of the way as Dunlow had thought—the black twerp had been knocked down, but not completely flat. Freddie reached up, seeking Dunlow’s holstered firearm, and somehow managed to pull its trigger.
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			Rake had been waiting for the figure to open the door when he heard the shot.

			Jesus Christ. In his months on the force, he had not yet drawn his weapon in the line of duty. For target practice at the firing range, sure. And he had many years of awful experience firing weapons of various sizes in Europe. But this was the first time he had to reach into the holster and draw, to say nothing of doing so while also taking a step back, then putting all his weight into a lunging kick at the door just beside its knob.

			The door-kicking part he excelled at: it was busted clean from its hinges. The drawing part, though, he hesitated at. Because as he entered the small kitchen he saw the figure, now an actual person, a thin, tall Negress with her hair pulled in a bun. Her eyes were large, the kind of large that weren’t usually that large but were now because a man had just charged into her house and someone else had fired a gun. There was, of course, a sharp knife in her hand. She was standing at a chopping block, diced tomatoes glistening in their juices.

			His fingers were touching the handle of his revolver. But he hadn’t drawn it yet, despite the gunshot. Signals were competing in his brain, and the thought of drawing on a cook seemed wrong. He would regret this decision.

			“Put your hands up!” he yelled.

			She dropped the knife—didn’t put it on the counter but actually clean dropped it to the floor—and grabbed from the counter what appeared to be a revolver.

			He hadn’t seen it. Now it was aimed at his heart. His fingers closed around the handle of his own gun and he began to slowly pull it out, even as he felt something cold place fingers around his heart.

			“I need you to put that down,” he managed to say.

			She managed to shake her head.

			“Let go of that!” she said, glancing at his gun, still mostly holstered.

			Many a weapon had been trained on him in Europe but never from this close, and never with eye contact. They stared at each other and breathed.

			It was actually a good thing this was happening so quickly. He would be much more nervous later. Now, though, he said with a miraculously unshaking voice, “Belle, you need to put that down.”

			She shook her head. Sweet Jesus she looked scared.

			“Don’t make me!” she yelled.

			He slowly lifted his hands, palms out, just keep very calm, girl. He didn’t raise them very high, though, his elbows bent. Putting his life at even greater risk, mainly because he still didn’t quite believe this was happening. And because he knew he wouldn’t have been able to draw fast enough anyway, with her already aimed at him. It was a small room, potential shooter and potential victim maybe seven feet from each other. Seven feet was awfully close to miss completely.

			“You haven’t been in any trouble, and you don’t want to be now.” His throat had become parched in an instant. “This is about your brother, not you.”

			A pot was on the stove. He smelled garlic. He could hear the water in the pot hissing from the pressure.

			“Leave us alone.” Gritted teeth. She had backed up a step, but now she was against the wall with nowhere else to go.

			The lid of the pot started doing that jitterbug thing.

			Rake could hear sounds of a scuffle from the other room. Whoever might have been shot was still putting up a fight. But if Dunlow had pulled the trigger, there wouldn’t be any scuffling.

			“Don’t come no closer! You aren’t going to do me like you done James!”

			“Please put it down and let’s talk.”

			Another shot from the other room. It made Rake jump, not sky-high but a quick twitch like an infielder as the pitcher releases.

			It also made Belle’s finger twitch.

			The gun in her hand fired.

			He heard it twice, or maybe she fired twice, he wasn’t sure. All he knew was that it was very, very loud in here and that he didn’t seem to have been hit by anything.

			She’d not expected the kickback, and her arms jolted at the elbows, the pistol no longer aimed at him but at the ceiling.

			He grabbed the pot handle and threw.

			The pot hit her and she screamed, or the boiling water hit her and she screamed, or both. Her hands were raised to her face and she was bent half over now and she’d dropped the gun. The wall behind her was a different color than before, dripping with something, and she kept screaming, the worst screams Rake had heard in a long while.

			He unholstered his gun and scrambled forward for hers. It was coated in hot, gummy grits and he had to shake the damn stuff off.

			Footsteps, rushing. He looked up just as a small Negro was darting into the room, eyes wide with horror. The girl’s husband, no doubt. Unarmed. Rake sprang up and aimed his revolver at him.

			“Don’t move! On the ground, now!”

			The Negro’s eyes were wide, and he obeyed only Rake’s first command. They were no more than a foot apart.

			“Belle! What did you do to her?!”

			Rake could have shot him, or if he’d had a hand free, he could have pushed the man down to the ground, then spun him to cuff him, but he had two guns in his hands. So he swung with the grits-gun and hit the husband crosswise with its butt and down he went.

			Rake kneeled on the man and cuffed his hands behind his back. Then he stuffed Belle’s gun into his pocket.

			Belle was absolutely wailing, half lying on the floor and leaning against the grits-covered wall, her legs kicking out in agony. She was clawing at her face, pulling the stuff off. He couldn’t tell if she was pulling out her own skin, too, and had to look away.

			More gunshots, four of them, not as loud as before. From the front entrance, maybe?

			“Dunlow!?”

			“I’m all right!” Dunlow shouted. Sounding not exactly all right, but not dead either. “He ran out the front!”

			She was still screaming, yelling about her face and the heat and sweet Jesus. The smells of cooking had been replaced by something far worse.

			Rake ran into the hallway.
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			After Freddie had coaxed Dunlow’s gun into going off in its damned holster, things got sort of hard for Dunlow to follow.

			He hopped into the air, both in shock and from fear that he’d maybe blown off his foot. He hadn’t, luckily, and the shock of the gunshot had finally been enough to persuade Freddie to let go. Dunlow landed with one of his feet on Freddie, or maybe that came later, but anyway at some point Dunlow stomped the little bastard while attempting to box one-handed with Triple James.

			He took more punches than he could remember ever having taken in one day, indeed more than in most years, but he was so much taller than the punchy little convict that he’d managed to lean on Triple James, then wrap his left arm around the nigger’s neck, trying to choke the fight out of him. He swung Triple James into the wall and probably would have knocked him out if Freddie’s apartment had stronger walls. Instead the convict made a person-sized hole in some cheap wallpapered plywood.

			With his free hand, Dunlow reached for his holster. He was still holding Triple James in a headlock and wondering if he should shoot him point blank or just pistol-whip him when Freddie, whose hands seemed goddamn magnetized to Dunlow’s pistol barrel, knocked the gun from Dunlow’s hand. It hit the floor, firing once more.

			Even in the headlock, Triple James kept swinging at Dunlow, landing a few. But those fists had a lot less juice to them now, so Dunlow released him, pushing out with his knee to knock the convict onto the floor. Dunlow turned to Freddie, hitting him with a roundhouse that literally spun the little man in a circle. Freddie was almost exactly in the same spot when the spin ended as he’d been before, and then he collapsed.

			A crashing sound got Dunlow’s attention. Dunlow turned, looking for Triple James. The apartment door was open. Dunlow’s gun was still on the floor.

			Outside, Triple James was scrambling out of the large azalea bush he’d landed in from his second-floor leap. Dunlow ran back for his gun, returned to the doorway, and saw the convict darting across the street. He pulled the trigger as many times as the gun would fire. Some asphalt kicked up and the back windshield of an old Ford exploded, but the only effect the shots had on Triple James was to make him run even faster, until he was out of sight around the corner.

			Dunlow was about to give chase when the world spun on him a bit and he leaned against the doorjamb. The adrenaline was kicking in and his heart was doing things it had never done before and perhaps shouldn’t when he finally felt the delayed force of every punch he’d taken.

			He slid to the floor, a woman’s awful screams the only thing that cut through the fog in his mind.
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			An hour later, Rake was sitting on the sidewalk in front of the building when Dunlow planted himself there, too.

			Four squad cars blocked off the road in either direction, lights flashing. Neighbors had gathered, been shooed away, and now peered through their windows.

			The ambulance had come and gone by then, though it hadn’t taken Belle with it. She was being arrested, along with her husband, so treatment for her burns would have to wait. Rake still had the acrid singed scent of her in his nostrils.

			“That’s police work for you,” Dunlow said. “All the work and none of the glory.”

			The sun was hot on their backs, unveiled by the black clouds that must have deposited their wrath nearby but had left this neighborhood unscathed.

			“Who was it?”

			“Timpson. Got him with a single shot. Set up with a Winchester.”

			“Heard he was a sniper in France.”

			“I’d say he just proved it.”

			Rake had run to their squad car to call in a report. He’d wanted to pursue Triple James himself, but Dispatch had told him there were other cars in the area, and he had to stay in the apartment to watch over Freddie and Belle. And Dunlow, who had been on the verge of consciousness. The big fellow had revived somewhat by the time the other cops showed up, and he’d refused medical attention despite the fact that with every passing minute his face looked more and more like some awful melon gone bad.

			Dunlow asked, “You all right?”

			“Fine.” In truth, Rake’s hand hurt like hell. The pot handle had been hot, apparently, and he’d scorched his palm. Hadn’t even noticed until ten, twenty minutes later.

			They sat there for a moment. The rush had long faded and they were mentally exhausted from explaining the series of events to their superiors. The sun, seeming to sear their flesh like a pan, pressed into their necks.

			“I cannot believe I let a woman get the drop on me.”

			“Happens. The grits, though, will be harder to explain.”

			“Story must be halfway across the Department by now.”

			“Don’t sweat it. Hell, we’re the ones found him. Somebody else got to open the jar, but we pried it loose for ’em.”

			Some reporters lingered by the squad cars but they were being kept at bay.

			“You could have lied,” Dunlow said.

			“Couldn’t think of one fast enough.”

			Dunlow laughed. “Need to work on that. It’s an important skill in this line of work.”

			Rake realized his hands were shaking. He hugged them to his chest, not realizing that made him look even more unwound.

			“Fuck,” he breathed, amazed at what was happening to his own body.

			“Just wait on it to pass,” Dunlow said quietly.

			Rake had never been much of a drinker but Lord Jesus he could have used one then. He felt a shiver in his body, but the opposite of the way they usually work, this one starting from his hands and working its effect up until it reached his neck. He swiveled his head a few times as if trying to unscrew it from his neck. His teeth were chattering.

			“Been doing this a long while,” Dunlow said after a minute, “and I’ve only stared down the barrel one time. Long while ago. And he sure as hell never pulled the trigger like she just did.”

			How had she missed? Lord, the luck.

			As amazing as her missed shot, Rake realized, was the fact that, of all the cops in Atlanta, it was Dunlow who’d correctly deduced where the convict would be. Every other officer had been chasing down dead leads and outdated information, but Dunlow knew better. Why hadn’t Rake walked in with his gun drawn? Why hadn’t he shot her? Because he didn’t think Dunlow could possibly have been right about this apartment harboring Triple James. He had believed to his bones that Dunlow simply wanted to bully some poor Negroes, far from the real action. Rake had refused to play along by walking in with his weapon drawn. He did not want to be party to terrorizing innocent people. As a reward for that attitude, he’d wound up grievously injuring a woman instead.

			Dunlow clapped him on the shoulder. Almost hugging him. That bit of human contact, not at all what Rake would have expected from his partner, proved to be exactly what his own body needed. His nerves seemed to stop firing. He took a breath and his rib cage relaxed.

			“You did good,” Dunlow said.

			Later there would be ample time to deconstruct the myriad ways in which they had each fucked up. But for now they sat there, while other cops cleaned up the mess and joked about Triple James’s agility and cleaned grits from the kitchen wall and floor.

			“She’s burned to all hell.” Rake’s jaw started to behave itself again.

			“That she is,” Dunlow said. “Like burnt bacon.”

			“If I’d walked in with my gun in my hand, she never would have picked hers up.”

			“Or she would have tried it and she’d be dead now and you’d be sitting here feeling guilty for killing a nigger girl instead of just maiming her.”

			The phrase maiming her, the finality of it, was not what Rake wanted to hear. He sat there and tried not to fixate on the images of her head, the smell of skin burned liquid.

			Dunlow hit Rake in the muscle of the shoulder. Hard enough to snap someone out of a coma. “Hey. Don’t you feel guilty for a thing. You might be dead if you’d done different, or she might be, or both. This ain’t on you. This is on Triple James and them that harbored him. You hear me?”

			Rake nodded.

			“Say it.”

			“It’s on them.”

			Dunlow’s eyes had been focused and intense, probably the same way they were whenever he told his linebacker sons during halftime to hit harder goddammit. Then they softened, and he gave Rake another shoulder clap.

			“You did good, kid. You lived to tell about it, and every bad joke another cop tells about you maiming her is one more bad joke you wouldn’t have gotten to hear if you were dead.”

			Rake tried to untangle that sentence while he looked at the palm of his right hand, the blister already forming, a bunched whiteness emerging from all that red.

		

	
		
			3

			SUMMER WEATHER IN Atlanta came in one size: big. There were big storms and big winds when those storms came and sometimes a big tornado afterward, then big floods. Or it was big heat, as though the sun had veered out of orbit and was pressing closer and closer, determined to exert itself on the personal space of everyone in the city, get right up next to you, breathe in your face, and laugh at your inability to do anything about it. The one fortunate thing about being on the night shift, Boggs figured, was that it was slightly less grueling to be walking around the city in the dark.

			He and Smith were walking the beat on a quiet Tuesday night. Lightning occasionally streaked the sky like a distant, silent warning.

			Then another flash, closer still, and the sound was not thunder.

			“Gunshot.” Smith said what Boggs was thinking. Then a second shot, and glass breaking, and a woman’s scream.

			They stood at the intersection of Edgewood and Howell, and the sounds were coming from the south. They unholstered their pistols and raced down the street, where in the distance they could see a figure escaping into the night. They heard shouting closer by, and as they ran they saw two people standing on the front porch of a two-story brick apartment building. A man leaned on the porch railing, a woman holding something to his forehead.

			“Were you shot?” Smith called out at them, stopping.

			“Mind your own business,” the woman hollered back, not even looking at them.

			“Police!” Smith tried again. “Have you been shot?”

			She looked up now, surprised. “No. We fine.”

			“Stay there,” Boggs instructed them, then he and his partner continued to run down Howell, but that brief pause was enough: whoever they were chasing was gone.

			[image: ]

			Five minutes later they returned to the couple on the porch. They said their names were Wilma and Raymond Moore, they appeared to be in their late thirties, and they seemed more annoyed than alarmed at whatever had just occurred. She wore a loose gray dress and her hair was pulled back in a bun with a red kerchief that matched the one she was pressing into his forehead. He wore a janitor’s blue uniform shirt and tan pants, and his forehead was giving out more blood than his wife could clean right then. They claimed someone had been trying to climb into their first-floor bedroom, where she had been sleeping, when Raymond, who was returning from work, happened upon the would-be burglar. He’d wrestled the man from behind, taken an elbow to the forehead, and at some point the assailant had fired the errant shots and escaped. This scant information came from them grudgingly, and the officers could sense there was more they weren’t being told. Plus, Wilma appeared to have some makeup on—she did not look like a woman who had been asleep a moment ago—and Raymond had liquor on his breath.

			“Did you see his face?” Smith asked.

			“Look, we’re fine now,” Raymond said. “We’re okay.”

			“Why you even bothering about any of this?” she asked.

			“Because we’re police officers,” Smith replied. “It’s what we do.”

			“We didn’t call you here,” Raymond said.

			“We heard the gunshots.”

			“Whyn’t you mind your business?” she asked.

			“This is our business,” Smith said. “Enforcing the law is our business.”

			“Law?” Raymond laughed. “Law ain’t never concerned itself with us before, less’n they want to jail one of us for something somebody else done.”

			“Well,” Boggs explained, “it’s different now.”

			“I ain’t remember saying I wanted it any different. I want you off my porch.”

			“We have a right to be on this porch because we heard gunshots and I’m looking at a man with a busted forehead,” Boggs said. “That’s called probable cause.”

			“Look, folks,” Smith said, speaking slowly, “I know everyone’s all revved up right now so let’s just calm down a spell. We’re here to help you. Because we’re two crazy men who actually like to help people for a living. It’s like being preachers except we get to carry these,” and he lightly tapped the handle of the sidearm in his holster.

			“You don’t need to be dealing with people who cause you trouble on your own porch and try to break in and shoot you, all right?” Boggs said. “You don’t need that. You can tell us who it was, and we’ll take care of it. We can help you.”

			“I don’t need your help. I see that sumbitch again, I’ll take care of him.”

			“No,” Smith said. “That’s what we do.”

			“You beat folks up?”

			“No, but we arrest people who’ve broken the law and we put them in jail.”

			“I ain’t want him in jail, I want to beat his ass, and that’s exactly what I’ll do next time I see him.”

			“A second beat-up person is not what we want,” Boggs said. “We want you to stop beating on each other every time you disagree about something.”

			“Don’t you talk to me like I’m some child.”

			“Sir, I’m trying to help you and—”

			“I told you I don’t need your help! I ain’t some child, I’m a man. I know how to uphold my honor when some fool like that try and mess with me. He think he got away with it but he don’t. Next time I see that Emmett Jones, I’m gonna—”

			“His name is Emmett Jones, good,” Boggs said. “Where does Mr. Jones live?”

			“You stop playing those police tricks on him!” the man’s wife interjected. She removed the kerchief from her husband’s forehead. “See how he done that trick on you?”

			“It’s not a trick, ma’am,” Smith said. “If you say this Emmett Jones assaulted you and shot at you, we can have him in jail tonight. He’ll be tried, and if he’s convicted he’ll—”

			“Dammit, I said I didn’t want him arrested, I want his ass beat.” He took the kerchief from his wife and again tried to stanch the bleeding. “I don’t need some pretty-talking boy in a nice uniform to be doing no convicting for me. You saying I ain’t my own man? I know how to defend myself. Last winter when Moody Hills come by and stole all my firewood, what you think I did to him? I tracked him down and clocked him with a piece of that same firewood and that took care of that.”

			“You’re the one who assaulted Moody Hills?” Smith asked. “He was unconscious three days.” They’d never made any progress on that one; they’d simply come upon a man lying outside his home beside a pile of logs, back during their first week on the force.
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