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To Addie Mae, Carole, Cynthia, and Denise, as well as all other
victims of ignorance and hate: Your blood is either in our veins
or on our hands; may God save us if we can’t tell the difference.
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PROLOGUE

The terror returned. Except this time the color of the flesh to be
burned wasn’t black. The moonlight guided the stranger as he
worked among the shadows of a forest that bore witness to his
crime. Soon the night would rescind its protection, leaving him to
face the sunrise alone.

He marveled at the awesome power of the past. He’d never felt
this alive, which terrified him, for he knew in his heart he’d lost the
desire to seek forgiveness and, with it, his capacity to forgive. If that
was the price to pay for justice, he’d accept his punishment. And
now, at long last, so would the man bound against the fallen tree. 

He studied the poorly drawn map of sweat, dirt, and blood in-
tersecting the man’s tormented face, then carefully tested the strips
of sheet that bound his hands and feet. He poured liquid on the
twisted body and could tell from the man’s whimpering that it
stung. The faded electrical tape over the man’s mouth muffled his
cries but couldn’t conceal the pain in his eyes. In a different time and
place that pain would have mattered—but not tonight, not ever
again.

He understood that retribution made one simple demand: to
travel at its own pace down the path paved by others. He wondered
if he was fully prepared for the journey. Then he lit the match, and

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:02 PM  Page 1



with a simple flick of his finger, the body erupted into flames. The
smell of burning flesh sickened him. He wanted to scream almost as
much as he needed to watch. He stepped back to get a better look
at the future, and confirmed that the past was indeed powerful. It
was never behind, as many wished, but rather always in front, always
ahead, a haunting reminder of the relentlessness of memory. 

He observed the man stretched out on his back, muscles melting
violently into bone. He listened intently to the feeble cursing that
escaped the burning hole once protected by human lips. For the first
time he pitied white skin. But pity wouldn’t save this man, nor
would it rescue his companion, who hung lifelessly from a sagging
branch just above his head.

He tried to remember the words to “America the Beautiful.” He
thought back to his childhood, when the rendition sung by Ray
Charles had always made him cry. “America! America! God shed His
grace on thee. . . .”

The flames, brighter now, engulfed the man pleading to become
a corpse. And they cast a colorful yellow-orange glow on the
grotesquely swaying second man, his neck broken and eyes frozen
shut in unfinished prayer. His shredded shirt glistened with blood
that had, until tonight, pumped for over six decades through an un-
repentant heart. “. . . and crown Thy good with brotherhood . . .”

The crackling sound of fire replaced the stranger’s recollection of
the music. He closed his eyes, but the images remained: one burned,
one lynched; two condemned to hell—three if he included himself.

“They kill you before you die. . . .” He now knew with absolute
certainty what those words meant. His eyes burned, but he refused
to shed any tears. There’d be no freedom from the burden of history
and no release from the sorrow.

“. . . from sea to shining sea!”
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CHAPTER
1

TH E D E F E C T I V E LY R E PA I R E D air conditioner murmured and
moaned, harmonizing with Professor Martin Matheson, whose

soothing voice hardly needed musical accompaniment. “Andrew
Reid was on leave from his second tour in Vietnam when he stopped
to have a drink in a local bar with his nineteen-year-old brother.”

Dr. Matheson stuck a pushpin through the photo of a black man
burned at the stake and attached it to a poster board. Some students
let out audible gasps. Others turned away or diverted their eyes to
the polished hardwood floor of the former dance hall where Mathe-
son’s class had been reassigned to accommodate greater than ex-
pected enrollment. Even in this larger space, many undergraduates
were forced to stand alongside the mirrored walls. Their reflections
made the room appear twice as crowded.

A number of students sat on the floor. Women who’d left their
previous classes five minutes early to ensure they’d sit closest to the
faculty member nicknamed “Mister Knowledge” and “Doctor Fine”
filled front-row seats. They watched Matheson unbutton the top of
his Armani linen-and-silk-blend shirt as he gracefully walked past.
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“Waitress was white. They smiled at her. She smiled back.” He re-
trieved an eight-by-ten photo of two grinning white men in their
mid- to late twenties. He casually pinned it to a second poster board
resting against an easel.

“Her husband, Robert Taylor, and her brother, Reginald Hop-
kins, followed the two young black men out of the bar and at gun-
point drove them to a deserted wooded area.” Matheson returned to
the first poster board and uncovered a photo of another black man,
a thick-knotted noose around his fractured neck. He was hanging
from a tree that had once borne less precious fruit. 

The professor placed the photo next to the picture of the charred
corpse, making it easier for his students to imagine the unimagin-
able. “They tied Reid to a log and burned him at the stake, but not
until they tortured him and forced him to look at the lynched body
of his younger brother.”

Brandon Hamilton, a second-year graduate student, sat in the
back row. He stared at the horrific remains of two black men who,
in the words of Matheson, “once shared the same earth as us and
perhaps the same dreams.” His large right hand gripped the side of
the desk, then slowly closed, making a powerful fist. At six feet four,
carrying 235 pounds of solid muscle, he’d been the most sought-
after athlete in the country. In his freshman year he set collegiate
records in three sports and became captain of the football and basket-
ball teams. As a sophomore he was giving serious consideration to
turning pro until, by accident or destiny, he signed up for a class
taught by Matheson. On the day he handed in his term paper to the
professor, he also turned in all his uniforms and forfeited his scholar-
ship. He vowed never again to serve a system content to exploit him
as a commodity but never respect him as a man.

“In deliberations that lasted three minutes, a jury of their peers
found Taylor and Hopkins not guilty.” Matheson was reaching for a
stack of photocopies when the oak door creaked open and two white
policemen entered. Matheson smiled as he watched Dr. Henry
Watkins, assistant vice president of administrative affairs, passively
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follow the police. The only black man in the university’s central ad-
ministration, Watkins had long ago grown accustomed to following
behind quietly.

“It would’ve taken less time, but the foreman had difficulty fill-
ing out the verdict forms. I suppose some people are just naturally
inept when it comes to carrying out instructions.” Matheson di-
rected this last remark to Watkins, who was meticulously adjusting
his glasses.

The first officer waited quietly near the rear entrance, seeming re-
luctant to interrupt class proceedings any further. The second offi-
cer chose to be more conspicuous. He paced the area with his short,
stocky arms folded across his police shield. Heavy footsteps beat
rhythmically against the shining parquet floor, announcing his im-
patience.

Matheson, ignoring the officers, picked up the stack of papers,
and handed it to Regina Davis, seated in the front, center row. She’d
been voted the first black homecoming queen in the university’s
168-year history. But to her the only honor that mattered was the
privilege of serving as Matheson’s teaching assistant. She’d been cho-
sen from among 112 eager applicants.

Matheson sensed her anxiety and touched her hand. She looked
briefly at the policemen before dividing the large stack into smaller
sections, placing a pile on each front-row desk for the students to
distribute. 

The impatient police officer stared at Watkins, which seemed to
provide the prodding the timid administrator needed. “Professor
Matheson, will you be long?” 

“Not as long as justice takes in the great state of Mississippi,”
Matheson responded politely. “But, as they say, good things come to
those who wait.” The class erupted in laughter.

“Although they also say, ‘Justice delayed is justice . . .’ ”
“ ‘Denied’!” the students shouted out as they’d done many times

before.
Matheson felt immensely proud of them. He’d become a teacher
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to make a difference, to hold up a mirror before the despised and
dispossessed so they’d see just how beautiful they really were. If
nothing else, he hoped he’d achieved that goal.

The students reviewed the material. Each page contained a recent
photo of Taylor and Hopkins along with their home addresses,
phone numbers, and other personal information.

“Remember your history. It can be painful, but it’s all we have. I’ll
see you Friday. Until then . . . good hunting.” Matheson nodded at
the impatient policeman, who’d finally stopped pacing.

The students gathered their books and quickly filed past the un-
invited visitors. Regina, the ever-vigilant witness, returned to her
seat and opened her notebook. Brandon marched toward Matheson
and stood silently by his side.

Matheson focused his attention on the two officers. “Did you
come for these?” He removed the photos of the black victims. “Or
those?” He pointed at the photo of the smiling white men, then
leaned against the podium.

The policeman dropped his arms to his sides and studied Mathe-
son curiously. “I need to read you your rights.”

“That presumes they come from you. They don’t.” Matheson,
displaying absolute conviction in his response, still delivered it with
surprising congeniality.

The policeman removed a pair of handcuffs from his belt, clank-
ing together the two sides.

Brandon approached him and stared at his name tag. The officer
started to issue a command when Brandon turned toward Regina
and announced, “Officer Macon, badge number three-seventeen.”

Regina recorded the information, and Brandon directed his at-
tention to the handcuffs. “You’re not putting those on him,” he
warned.

Macon slowly placed his hand on his holster and unsnapped the
thin restraining strap. Matheson stepped in front of the anxious of-
ficer. “It’s all right, Brandon,” he spoke softly. “Putting two fists to-
gether is always preferable to one.”
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Matheson held out his hands in a manner that suggested a chal-
lenge more than an offer to submit to arrest. He smiled disarmingly
at Macon, then voluntarily extended his arms while shifting his at-
tention to Watkins. “Don’t look so worried, Dr. Watkins; the pub-
licity will probably drive up enrollment.” The professor winked,
which obliged Watkins to smile in appreciation.

The annoyed officer placed the handcuffs on Matheson, making
them fit as tightly as possible.

Matheson felt the cold steel binding his wrists and recalled the
first time he’d seen his father arrested. Television cameras were sup-
posed to ensure safety but didn’t. A deputy sheriff had unwittingly
become part of recorded history by twisting the cuffs until they dug
deep into his father’s skin; a vein was cut, almost severed. The blood
gushed onto a camera lens, which led a moment later to a baton
striking glass, then flesh, then bone. He’d been five years old and
had never seen violence or felt terror or imagined his father helpless.
His first impulse had been to overcome the fear and place his small
body in harm’s way. Instead, he did as he’d been taught. He sang
songs of protest and faith and love and watched his father bleed.

“Are you comfortable, Professor?” Macon’s partner asked, gen-
uinely concerned.

“Oh, yes, very. But I’m a teacher, so it’s my job to make others
uncomfortable. The search for truth is often unsettling. If acquiring
knowledge were easy, everyone would have it.” Regina and Brandon
exchanged a smile while Macon remained stoic.

Matheson moved his fists as far apart as the cuffs allowed and ex-
amined his hands in front of Watkins. “The chains are more so-
phisticated now,” he stated reflectively.

“So are the crimes,” volunteered the quiet officer.
“Not the crimes—the criminals,” Matheson corrected.
“You want to know why we’re taking you in?”
Matheson looked kindly at Macon’s partner, who had asked the

question. “I was expecting you to arrive the first week of classes.
Have you ever read Pedagogy of the Oppressed?” He didn’t wait for a
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response. “There’s a myth that the truth shall set you free. It won’t,
but it’ll make you angry as hell. Making people angry by telling
them the truth has been considered a crime in virtually every juris-
diction in this country.” He looked at Watkins. “I believe it’s called
sedition.”

For all the rhetoric, Matheson’s tone remained nonconfronta-
tional. He delivered his words dispassionately, with a style that set
others at ease. 

Regina rose from her seat and joined Brandon. “If he’s not re-
leased within twenty-four hours, you’d better expect half the univer-
sity outside his cell.”

“I’ll keep that in mind, young lady,” replied Macon.
“Keep this in mind, too,” interjected Brandon. “We won’t stop

going after the people on Professor Matheson’s list, no matter what
you do or how many of us you arrest.”

“Is that a fact?” Macon said with disdain.
“And here’s another,” Brandon said, his vehemence escalating. “If

he’s harmed in any way, the next person we’re going to visit is you.”
“You threatenin’ a police officer, son?” Macon’s chest expanded

until Matheson’s voice relieved the officer’s tension.
“My students don’t make threats, Officer Macon. As a general

rule it’s not advantageous to give your adversary any warning.”
Macon grabbed Matheson’s elbow. “I think it’s time for you to go

with us.”
Regina studied Matheson. “Do you want me to come with you?”
“Just tell my father not to worry,” Matheson said calmly. “And let

the students know I don’t intend on missing any classes, so I expect
everyone to complete their assignments on time.”

A group of black male students quietly entered the room and sta-
tioned themselves on either side of the door.

Macon released Matheson’s arm with a trace of apprehension.
“There’s not gonna be any trouble, is there, Professor Matheson?”
He’d been finally forced to use Matheson’s name and the entitlement
that went with it.
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Matheson leaned in close to Macon. “I’d never allow that,” he
replied gently, carefully emphasizing the word “allow.”

Matheson glanced at Regina and signaled his permission for her
to leave. She and Brandon walked through the parallel rows of stu-
dent guards, and Watkins followed seconds later. The loyal en-
tourage remained attentive. The policemen led Matheson out of the
room, although from his demeanor the professor appeared to be the
person in command.

BLOOD ON THE LEAVES 9

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:02 PM  Page 9



CHAPTER
2

TO D D M I L L E R M I G H T have been the last native-born white lib-
eral lawyer in Mississippi, perhaps in the whole South. Certainly,

he had to be the only good ol’ boy over sixty-five who wore a gray
braided ponytail, although he preferred to call it silver—and call it
was precisely what he did. Like the Lone Ranger summoning his
white steed, Miller had been known to command his ponytail with
a confident toss of his head, swinging it over his left shoulder and
allowing his limp badge of honor to rest inches above his heart.

He once told a jury that his hair was an extension of his mind,
and if the mind became “courageous enough to touch the heart,
then true justice would be found.” By the time the judge admon-
ished the jury to disregard that definition, Miller had already flung
the thing over his shoulder and endeared himself to the twelve men
and women who would decide his client’s fate.

He particularly enjoyed tossing his ponytail during opening ar-
gument, when he’d rather the jurors remember his hair than any
promises he hadn’t kept. He never used the trick during his closing,
when he preferred they recall his eloquence, along with the sincerity
of his eyes. Those eyes had been credited with winning every close
case, changing color with his passion, and intensity with his choice
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of shirts. Normally bluish gray, his eyes became solid blue with in-
dignation, green with defiance—and, sometimes, humor—and on
rare occasions, when he expended every ounce of energy and needed
to draw from his legendary well of oratorical magic, they switched
to gold. Jurors had sworn to it. A few even claimed that his eyes had
actually displayed a hint of red, which Miller later declared was
caused by a fire in his belly.

Actually, that fire hadn’t blazed for some time. It had gone out
shortly after the Movement was extinguished—the same Movement
that had been the driving force of his life, and that had almost cost
him his life on more evenings than he could possibly remember.
Once he’d believed that the struggle for civil rights represented a bat-
tle for the soul of humanity. He’d committed himself to the axiom
that if strangers were treated with dignity, neighbors would have no
reason to fear each other.

But that platitude had shattered long ago. His neighbors had
grown accustomed to living in fear, even though they owned twice
as many guns as locks. And the Civil Rights Movement that had
once moved a nation no longer moved him. Yet there still were mo-
ments when he saw nobility in his work. At such times his words
rang with a majesty that inspired the blindfolded lady to balance the
tears on her scales while clearing the lump in her throat. 

Perhaps that explained why Miller was in the courtroom today
instead of a retirement home. Why he was in it yesterday and would
be here tomorrow, returning every morning until he found one
more case, one more cause, that would make Justice weep in hope
of forgiveness and, ultimately, redemption.

“Mr. Miller, do you wish to play the violin before sentencing?”
asked Judge Louis “Fritz” Tanner. He gestured toward Miller’s client,
Darnel Williams, who at nineteen appeared angrier than most black
convicts twice his age.

Miller lightly stroked the back of his head. He located his pony-
tail and glanced to the side, hoping to find inspiration. Instead, he
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discovered the smiling face of Deputy District Attorney James
Reynolds.

Reynolds had entered the practice of law sixteen years ago with
aspirations of one day being appointed to the Supreme Court.
Somewhere along the line he’d settled for becoming the highest-
ranking black prosecutor in the district attorney’s office in a city that
still flew the Confederate flag in its heart and would wave it proudly
at the slightest provocation.

Handsome in a way unlikely to turn heads, and charming with-
out being charismatic, Reynolds dedicated himself to being pre-
pared but never overrehearsed. Jurors didn’t always like him,
although they implicitly trusted him, which contributed to his 95
percent conviction rate. The primary reason for his stellar record,
however, was his natural abhorrence of losing on any level.

Miller took a deep breath and looked respectfully at the judge. By
the way Tanner rubbed against the bottom of his chair, Miller knew
the judge’s hemorrhoids had flared up, a bad sign for any defense 
attorney.

“Your Honor, while I have great fondness and admiration for
you, I—”

Tanner interrupted with a low groan and arched eyebrow. “No
one can think more highly of me than myself, Mr. Miller, so if flat-
tery’s your goal, it’s already been achieved if not surpassed.” The
judge squirmed a moment, endeavoring to find a spot that promised
no pain. “If you have similar views on behalf of your client, share
them now or return your retainer.”

“My client, Darrell Williams—”
“Darnel, asshole.” Miller’s young client corrected the record and,

at the same time, demonstrated his disgust for the proceedings.
Miller beamed with affection and attempted an explanation with

as much sincerity as he could fake. “I have a nephew named Darrell,
and in his innocence he reminds me of—”

The judge’s gavel struck once. “I’m a patient man, but it’s past
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lunchtime. I believe there’s a direct correlation between late lunches
and long prison terms. Wanna test my theory?”

Miller placed his hand on Darnel’s shoulder and paused for
greater effect. “Your Honor, I believe my client can more eloquently
address the court’s concerns.” He took a ceremonial step back and
gave Darnel an encouraging nod. Reynolds leaned forward to ensure
an unobstructed view.

The judge folded his thick arms across his barrel chest and al-
lowed the wide sleeves of his robe to rest gently on a stomach that
benefited greatly from being covered. “Is there something you wish
to state for the record before I impose sentencing?”

Darnel glared at the judge the way a mugger stares at his intended
victim. “Yeah . . . Fuck you.” Darnel reclaimed his seat with a re-
newed sense of power. Reynolds wiped at his mouth in an attempt
to conceal a smile.

Judge Tanner confronted a sheepish Miller. “Counselor, did your
client seek your advice before addressing the court, or was his elo-
quence spontaneous?”

“I understood him to say ‘Your Honor,’ Your Honor.”
“I hope your legal acumen hasn’t diminished as quickly as your

hearing.” Tanner lifted his gavel. “Three years for possession, six for
distribution. Sentences to run concurrently.” The gavel came down
hard. “Nice meeting you, Darrell.”

“Darnel!” the defiant defendant responded in a last-ditch effort to
showcase his manhood.

“You’ll be a number by tonight.” Tanner rose as gracefully as his
“condition” permitted, and was proceeding from the bench toward
his chambers when he suddenly stopped. “Oh, Attorney Reynolds?”

Reynolds deferentially came to attention, looking up from his
paperwork.

“I saw that smile. It’ll cost you fifty dollars. Next time I’m in-
sulted, try to appear offended.” Tanner waddled away like a
wounded duck, with no further effort to conceal the discomfort of
his ailment.
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The deputies escorted Darnel past his emotionally devastated
mother. Miller thought about turning away from the woman before
she shared the one luxury he knew the poor would always be per-
mitted to own: a steady flow of tears. Instead, he extended his hand
and felt her trembling fingers.

“There are several solid grounds for appeal.” He lied very easily
when he genuinely liked someone.

She thanked him, then, overcome with grief, buried her face in
her hands. He guided her head to his left shoulder, and she sobbed
when he held her. In that intimate exchange he tried to remember
what it had felt like back when he truly shared the agony and hu-
miliation of the people who’d mortgaged their homes to invest their
future in him. He touched the dampened spot over his heart and
then said good-bye to the woman whose tears he now carried.

By the time his jacket dried, he’d already maneuvered his way
through the most crowded sections of the parking lot and was in-
tercepted by Reynolds.

“Don’t you have any white clients?” Reynolds teased.
“I prefer representing the oppressed. It provides me with unlim-

ited business.”
The two men crossed the lot together, heading toward Miller’s

car. “Twenty-five years ago, I represented Darnel’s father,” Miller
confided. “He wanted a career in law enforcement, but as we know,
the sheriff ’s office didn’t hire blacks back then. It only arrested
them.”

“Did you win the lawsuit?”
Miller nodded yes, with no sense of satisfaction. “A week after the

verdict they planted drugs in his patrol car, then fired him.”
“You’re the one who keeps reminding me that justice is blind.”
“Did I remember to add deaf and dumb?” Miller reached his ve-

hicle, an ancient British Triumph sports car with a badly torn con-
vertible top. He pried open the driver’s door and crawled through
the small rectangular crevice, narrowly missing scraping his forehead
on a jagged piece of vent window. Noting a patch of ripped leather
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that hung loosely from the side of his bucket seat, he reattached it
with transparent tape. He reached for the stubborn door and tried
unsuccessfully to close it. Undaunted, he raised his head toward the
sun and proclaimed, “Three more payments and it’s all mine.”

Reynolds applied maximum force against the dented metal
frame. “Then you can get a new one.” In exasperation he slammed
it shut.

Miller cranked down his window as far as it would go, an inch or
two more than halfway. He used the partial opening to wax philo-
sophical. “New isn’t always desirable. Take our great city, for exam-
ple.” He vigorously pumped the gas pedal several times. “We spend
a fortune on ballet just to be seen as international.” He tested the ig-
nition. “Yet somewhere in Europe they’re lusting for our Delta
blues.” The engine sputtered but clung to life.

“Tradition’s a glorious thing,” mused Reynolds.
“Only if you claim it as your own.” The car backfired before fi-

nally kicking into full power. Miller’s eyes gleamed with delight. He
signaled thumbs-up and raced his sports car through a parking lot
full of police heading for traffic court.

Reynolds hadn’t yet taken a step when, in the distance, he heard
his name called by a voice so unmistakable, his initial impulse was
to reach for his wallet and wait for the collection plate to arrive. Leg-
end had it the Reverend Samuel Matheson’s whisper could calm
children while frightening the wicked. But the Reverend Matheson
wasn’t whispering today; he was at full throttle. He made it easy to
understand why God chose the human voice as His favorite instru-
ment.

Reynolds turned to greet his pastor.
“James . . .” The preacher’s voice remained unshakable. “I need

you to render a great service.”
Reynolds felt his heart race and tried to conceal his alarm. The

Reverend Samuel Matheson had become a southern institution.
Every civil rights and community leader in the surrounding five
states had at one time or another sought his advice or guidance.
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Reynolds couldn’t believe the man who had ordered Martin Luther
King Jr. to “keep walking forward and don’t show any trace of fear”
might actually require a mere mortal’s help.

“Of course, Reverend, anything I can do.”
Pastor Matheson closed his eyes and then, with the hand that had

grown accustomed to carrying the full weight of the Scriptures,
touched Reynolds on the shoulder. In a tone barely audible he
asked, “Would you please find out what they’ve done to my son?”
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CHAPTER
3

REY N O L D S A B RU P T LY E N T E R E D Melvin Vanzant’s office and
discovered a meeting in progress that should have included him.

“Why didn’t you tell me about Matheson?” he blurted out angrily.
Vanzant received a sympathetic sigh from his chief assistant,

Woody Winslow, a lifelong bureaucrat who was eminently capable
in matters of the law but perpetually handicapped by a limited vo-
cabulary. Reynolds believed there existed no greater curse than hav-
ing so many ideas and so few ways to express them; it rendered a
man incomprehensible to all but himself.

“I was under the impression you worked for me, not the other
way around,” said Vanzant without bothering to look at Reynolds.

“What’s he charged with?” Reynolds asked.
“Your information’s as bad as your attitude. I extended an invita-

tion for a friendly visit, and he graciously accepted.”
“That’s not what his father said.” 
“The reverend may represent God, but neither speak for my of-

fice.” Vanzant passed a file to Lauren Sinclair, who, when she wasn’t
prosecuting a case and causing hardened felons to tremble, appeared
as mild as an elementary school teacher. If there’d been any justice
in government, her thirty years of dedicated service would have
made her Vanzant’s boss just long enough to fire him.
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“Is he being charged with anything?” Reynolds looked at Sin-
clair for a clue.

“If arrogance was a crime he’d be facing twenty-five to life,” said
Vanzant. He leaned back in his chair and looked accusingly at
Reynolds. “But then, he’d have a lot of company in his cell,
wouldn’t he?”

Reynolds took a breath and silently counted to five. “Why was
he taken away in cuffs?”

“I’ve already asked the chief to write up a letter of reprimand to
cover everyone’s ass. Last thing we need is a public relations prob-
lem with either the college or the community.” Vanzant scratched
the inside of his left thigh. “If you’re so anxious to find out what’s
going on, just sit down and listen. I realize it’ll be a new experi-
ence, but who knows? You may learn enough to challenge me for
real one day.” Vanzant had never forgiven Reynolds for running
against him in the last election. That experience intensified his
paranoia about losing his job and caused him to deny career ad-
vancement opportunities to his most talented staff members.

Reynolds sat at the small round conference table and poured
himself a glass of water. He’d barely tasted it when Sinclair began
her report.

“Two bodies were discovered in Greenville last night. Coroner
identified them this morning as Robert Taylor, tied to a tree trunk
and set on fire, and Reginald Hopkins, lynched just a few feet
away. Both white, late fifties, give or take.”

Reynolds surveyed the room. Its large L shape looked impres-
sive but utilized space inefficiently and impeded communication,
making it as dysfunctional as the man who occupied it. The
arrangement of the windows provided minimal ventilation and ad-
mitted very little light from the outside—an apt metaphor for
what was often lacking at work sessions conducted by Vanzant.

“What else do we know about them?” Reynolds asked, wonder-
ing how the answer might implicate Matheson.

Sinclair reviewed the file. “Arrested thirty years ago for allegedly
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burning to death a black soldier while they were lynching the
man’s brother. Jury found them not guilty, despite the defendants’
bragging about the murders to a barroom full of patrons.”

“There is a God. He’s Negro and He’s definitely pissed,” said
Winslow.

Reynolds decided to filter his response through a veil of sarcasm
that Winslow probably would have difficulty penetrating. “Haven’t
you heard the news, Woody? We don’t use the term ‘Negro’ any-
more.”

Winslow removed a carrot stick from a plastic sandwich bag and
took a bite. He ran eight miles each day and snacked on raw car-
rots, celery sticks, apples—anything loud. Reynolds theorized that
Winslow’s eating habits had less to do with health and more to do
with a desire to be noticed.

Sinclair handed Reynolds some paperwork from the folder,
along with two photos of the victims. He’d just started reviewing
the material when Vanzant reasserted control of the meeting.

“The professor’s compiled an extensive set of biographies of un-
punished civil rights ‘war criminals.’ That’s his term, not mine.”
Vanzant placed an unlit pipe in his mouth. Cigars were actually his
oral stimulant of choice. The stench from his habit permeated
every piece of furniture and contaminated the floor-to-ceiling
drapes. Vanzant lit the pipe, took a long puff, and turned on a tiny
fan, which tried mightily to circulate the foul air more evenly.

“Each week he selects two new names from the list and shares
them with his students along with their photos, home addresses,
places of employment, phone and license plate numbers, church
and civic memberships, favorite restaurants, and preferred method
of committing murder. The reverend’s son is very thorough. He
supplies everything except the actual weapons he wants used.”

Vanzant took a break from his pipe to spray decongestant up his
right nostril. “By the time the deputies interrupted his schedule,
he’d already taught several classes. Needless to say, we’ve got a cou-
ple of bodies in the morgue that were alive and well until they be-
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came the subject of one of his more popular and, undoubtedly,
provocative lectures.”

The information stunned Reynolds, but he didn’t show it. “The
fact that he teaches a controversial class doesn’t mean he knows
anything about the two murders.” Reynolds’s tautologically correct
statement did little to ease his growing discomfort.

Vanzant inhaled deeply and tested his nasal passage. He pulled
a second file from the pile on the table and shoved it in front of
Reynolds. “If he can’t help us with the deceased, perhaps he can
shed some light on the whereabouts of the living.”

Reynolds opened the new file and pulled out photos of two
more white men. He laid the pictures side by side, then turned
them so they faced Sinclair. “I’m afraid to ask this, but were these
two gentlemen assigned as homework?”

“Required reading on the first day of class,” she answered, then
pointed to the photo on her left. “That one’s Theo Crockett, ac-
cused in nineteen sixty-two of shooting Joseph Dean, a voter reg-
istration volunteer and single father of three, then dumping the
body in the bayou. The bald, short guy with the pleasant smile and
protruding midriff is former Deputy Sheriff Travis Mitchell, sus-
pected of beating to death a fifteen-year-old, hacking the corpse to
pieces, and concealing the remains in the marsh. They were both
acquitted of all charges.”

Reynolds studied the pictures without exhibiting a visible ex-
pression, a skill that had served him well throughout his career.

Winslow filled in the relevant information. “Mitchell’s wife says
he’s been missing for two weeks, which coincides with the begin-
ning of Matheson’s course. The police haven’t been able to locate
Crockett’s family.” He took another bite of his carrot.

Reynolds stared at the wall behind Vanzant. Suddenly, the room
felt claustrophobic. “Was Matheson cooperative?” he asked.

“Oh, yeah,” said Vanzant. “He’s been a marvelous help, just like
the good church boy he is.”

Something about the way Vanzant said “boy” pierced Reynolds
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and forced his eyelids to shut ever so briefly. Sinclair offered an
apologetic glance, which he appreciated, but the damage was
done.

It no longer mattered to Reynolds how the word “boy” was de-
livered—it always had the same debilitating effect. It could be dis-
guised as a smile, a look, a pat on the back, a demand, or it could
be cloaked inside a phrase that sounded like homage. Whatever its
permutations, it forced Reynolds to restrain himself from reacting
in a way detrimental to his continued employment.

He’d never grown accustomed to paying the black tax: the
penalty, imposed on him by the color of his skin, that made it im-
possible to be certain of someone’s intent. If a stranger on the ele-
vator ignored his greeting, he was forced to decide whether it was
rudeness or racism. If at a meeting he made a suggestion to which
no one responded, he wondered if he hadn’t been heard or if no
one wanted to acknowledge his existence. If someone told him
with sincere amazement that he was very bright and articulate, he
considered whether to accept it as a compliment or feel insulted
that his intelligence generated such astonishment.

When he had started at the DA’s office, he contended with a
large number of white people who made him extremely uneasy by
trying terribly hard to make him comfortable. He never realized
basketball was so popular until everyone felt the need to discuss it
with him. He suddenly became a connoisseur of soul food; he reg-
ularly was asked for recommendations when the staff ordered bar-
becue from the takeout menu. The thing that bothered him most,
though, was when his advice was sought about the things that
bothered him most.

He was expected to serve as official barometer for the thoughts,
feelings, and behavior of all black people; to explain their hopes,
aspirations, fears, achievements, shortcomings, and, most of all,
what they really wanted. He was their ambassador for goodwill
and good times, attending cocktail parties on their behalf and as-
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suring white folks they were both forgiven for past indiscretions
and loved for their present benevolence.

His position showcased him as the model for success; proof pos-
itive the system worked; a prime illustration of what could be
achieved through hard work, fair play, and civility. He also func-
tioned as an ongoing reminder to less fortunate blacks of their own
personal inadequacies in failing to climb the ladder. After all,
wasn’t this ladder readily accessible to all those of fine character
and high moral upbringing? To demonstrate it, the vast powers of
the state were available and conveniently at his disposal to prose-
cute those who jeopardized his exemplary existence.

He played the role of gatekeeper, safeguarding those in power
who needed a guarantee that the enemy had been infiltrated and
thereby emasculated. In truth, he was little more than a boiler
valve that could be used to ease pressure and prevent an explosion.
Rather than serve as a catalyst for change, his dissenting voice val-
idated the virtue and fair-mindedness of the system that now paid
his salary.

Matheson promised to be a major threat to that system, a
greater danger than all the inner-city gangbangers and hard-core
gangsters who passed through life’s revolving door as convict or
parolee but were permanently unable to win entrance to the place
where opportunity truly existed. Vanzant used the term “boy” to
describe and define Matheson in an effort to minimize him. It was
his method of expressing anger that someone given the keys to the
kingdom had reverted to the streets, perhaps even preferred them
to the carpeted suites provided to those who relinquished their
rage, no matter how justified. 

Reynolds believed all this as deeply as he’d ever believed any-
thing. Yet he knew the people who sat around the table were inca-
pable of accurately measuring how he felt about Matheson,
because they’d never truly comprehended how he felt about them.
Although, to be fair, he’d devised a virtual labyrinth of escape
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routes and secret passageways that saved him on countless occa-
sions from the moral obligation ever to tell them.

“Is Matheson still being detained?” Reynolds asked.
“He was escorted home more than an hour ago,” said Vanzant.

“I’d hoped a casual visit might convince the professor to change
the subject of his research before these folders got any thicker.”
Vanzant puffed meditatively on his pipe. “You don’t agree with
what he’s doing, do you?”

Reynolds knew this question was calculated to test his alle-
giance, not to the law but to the cause. His answer would ulti-
mately have to prove they had no reason to doubt his loyalty,
because, after all, he was one of them.

“As a matter of fact, I don’t. And—this might surprise you—I’m
not even sure I like him.” So far, Reynolds’s response was satisfac-
tory, even commendable. “He’s still got the right to speak the
truth—no matter how uncomfortable it makes us.” He’d given his
boss the gun but, for the moment, withheld the ammunition.

“The truth?” said Vanzant, scowling. “You wanna go tell the
families of those butchered homicide victims exactly what your
version of the truth is?”

“Matheson didn’t invent the list. He just compiled it.” Reynolds
had found his way onto the slippery slope and couldn’t stop him-
self from taking the next huge leap. “You can’t blame him for
wanting the same thing we’re all sworn to uphold—real justice, re-
gardless of color or creed or . . . You know the rest.” He studied his
colleagues but knew the traitorous damage had been done.

“Well, I guess that tells us whose side you’re on,” summarized
Vanzant.

“That’s unfair, Melvin,” said Sinclair.
Reynolds rose to leave.
“The meeting’s not over,” pointed out Vanzant.
“I wasn’t invited, so technically I’m not here,” replied Reynolds,

who’d reached the door.
“You got something better to do?” queried Vanzant.
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“I’m gonna make sure Professor Matheson wasn’t detained
against his will.” Reynolds left without closing the door.

Vanzant cleaned out his pipe. “Some folks would feel more at
home practicing criminal defense,” he remarked.
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CHAPTER
4

REY N O L D S P L AY E D N O role in facilitating Matheson’s release.
In the eyes of the church, that didn’t matter. A request had been

made, a prayer answered, and now someone had to share credit with
the Almighty. 

Reynolds decided to go to church without his family. He’d rather
they not participate in a celebration he neither wanted nor fully de-
served. That didn’t prevent the congregation from offering their
foot-stomping, hand-clapping, heart-thumping congratulations. A
Baptist church didn’t need much of an excuse to praise God, even
less to bless his servants.

The church welcomed just about any opportunity to sing and
dance for the Lord. But when the pastor’s son circumvented impris-
onment—a miracle due partly to divine intervention and partly to
a courageous black deputy DA—well, then, there was little left to do
but shout hallelujah while striving your best to avoid getting slapped
unconscious by the choir’s whirling robes.

As James Reynolds, the hero of the hour, sat two pews behind
Professor Matheson, the organist shamelessly engaged in showcasing
his talent. He received a signal from the Reverend Matheson that
Jesus wasn’t going to be impressed any further, so it might be best to
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stop now and remain in His good grace. The choir, not to be out-
done, continued their harmony a cappella, repeatedly singing the
verse “I Just Wanna Praise Him . . .” The Reverend Matheson didn’t
mind; in fact, he actively encouraged them with a rhythmic nodding
of his head and a syncopated gesture of his left shoulder in coordi-
nation with his right leg. He even lifted his arms straight into the
sanctified air—a sure sign the spirit had entered the building and
planned on staying.

Professor Matheson turned and acknowledged Reynolds, but the
deputy DA quickly shifted his attention to a large stained-glass win-
dow containing images of angels reaching for the sky. He studied the
multicolored panes, hoping to find an escape hatch somewhere be-
tween the white clouds above and the red windowsill below.

The Reverend Matheson assumed the conductor’s responsibility
and led the choir to a rousing finale, alternately shifting focus from
Jesus to Reynolds and back again. The song hadn’t finished rever-
berating when his booming voice called the congregation to order.
“There’s a special feeling in this church today!” He elicited murmurs
of agreement.

“We enjoy a newfound sense of power and strength!” Hands
waved and eyes closed in search of a deeper message.

“We sing because we’re happy!” He had them now.
“We sing because we’re free!” Shouts of “Yes, Lord” and “Speak

the truth!” drew him to the front of the pulpit and caused him to
abandon the electronic amplification.

“His eyes are on the sparrow, and I know He watches me!” Bod-
ies were spiritually lifted from their pews. Hands came together in
sustained applause. Laughter echoed throughout the sacred walls.
Men and women stripped away their masks, revealing themselves to
be children of God.

To Reynolds, the Reverend Matheson was living proof there was
no greater theater than the church, no finer actor than the one who
auditioned every Sunday before the Creator of all things. The Rev-
erend Matheson extended his right arm toward Reynolds as if com-
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manding the Red Sea to part and exalted his audience to rise. “I’d
like to thank Brother James Reynolds.” The congregation shouted
their unbridled support.

“Used to be a time when people were taken from their homes in
the middle of night, brought to a jail cell never to be seen alive
again. But no more!”

Reynolds wanted to disappear but couldn’t help being captivated
by the younger Matheson’s curious smile.

“Now we not only have pressure on the outside, but we also have
pressure from the inside. Next election, I say we eliminate that word
deputy from Brother Reynolds’s title and just go ahead and make
him district attorney!”

The congregation roared approval. Reynolds reluctantly rose and
accepted their adulation. He sat back down and graciously smiled
throughout the next half hour of praise and commendation. He lis-
tened to every other word, then every other sentence. After fifteen
minutes, he filtered only bits and pieces of the pastor’s speech, just
enough to nod at the appropriate places. He nodded agreement at
“the importance of character,” again at “courage,” and twice more at
“the power of faith.” Mercifully, the sermon ended before he sus-
tained permanent neck damage.

At the rear of the church Reynolds continued to accept expres-
sions of heartfelt gratitude from members of the congregation, all of
whom promised to vote for him the next time. He thought he’d
shaken his last hand and endured his final backslap when he felt the
presence of his pastor.

The Reverend Matheson had taken off his robes but still walked
with the air of royalty. “I meant what I said in there. You can count
on me to support your candidacy next year. If we’d put together a
better coalition the last election, we wouldn’t be having this conver-
sation.”

“I appreciate that, Reverend, but I didn’t deserve any special
recognition today. The police just wanted to talk with Martin. He’d
already been released before I got involved.”
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The two men approached the entryway and stood near the huge
mahogany doors lavishly decorated with religiously inspired hand-
carvings.

“Forty years as an activist has taught me to take victories wher-
ever you find them.” The pastor touched Reynolds on the shoulder
in a secret pact. “If none exists, you better make up one. Just be
damn sure it’s useful and will attract a lot of attention.”

Reynolds respected this man who’d never cashed in his moral au-
thority by pimping for the camera. The Reverend Matheson fought
for causes that stood no chance of being covered by the media or
supported by the powers that be. He did so based solely on the prin-
ciple that it was the right thing to do. His appreciation, even when
it wasn’t deserved, meant a great deal.

“James, I’m grateful to you. I know you and my son may not al-
ways see eye to eye on certain matters.”

Before Reynolds could downplay any difficulties, real or per-
ceived, the pastor motioned toward his son. “There he is now. I’m
sure he’d like to thank you himself.”

“That’s not necessa—” Reynolds couldn’t avoid this gracefully.
Matheson joined them just as his father found a convenient reason
to leave.

“I’ll go tend to the new garden we’re planting out back. I’d
planned to have a little patch of cotton for old times’ sake, but I’d
forgotten how ugly a plant that was.” He placed his arm around his
son’s shoulder. “Martin, I think you and James ought to share a mo-
ment of prayer—together.” The Reverend Matheson descended the
church steps, leaving the two men alone.

Reynolds twiddled his jacket and tried to do something useful
with his hands.

“I hope you didn’t ruin your standing in the DA’s office on my
account,” said Matheson.

Reynolds squelched the urge to slap the smirk off the professor’s
face. “Your father asked me to help. It was the least I could do.”
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“My father does have a way of getting the most out of his con-
gregation.”

“I hope our fine police department treated you with the respect
you deserved,” replied Reynolds. “If you don’t mind my asking,
what did they want from you?”

“They wanted to know about my students. If I thought any
might be capable of violence. I think what they really wanted was
for me to cancel the course.”

“Given the circumstances, that might not be a bad idea.” 
“Bad or good are ambiguous concepts in the secular world—not

unlike villain or hero. It all depends on who pays the historians.”
The two men proceeded down the steps into the sunlight.

“This thing you’re doing at the college . . .”
“By ‘thing’ I take it you mean education?” Matheson walked di-

rectly alongside Reynolds. They reached the bottom of the stairs.
Reynolds searched for solid ground.

“Two men on your list are dead and two others are missing. How
long are you going to keep this up?”

“Until justice rolls down like waters, and righteousness like a
mighty stream.” Matheson dropped the sarcasm, but it didn’t fall
too far. “I don’t normally quote Dr. King or the Scriptures, but I’ve
always liked that passage. It has a refreshing ring to it.”

Reynolds felt a surge of animosity, but he kept it in check. “Your
course may have contributed to murder. Doesn’t that affect you?”

“Quite deeply. A teacher never knows how much he’s inspired his
students, or the positive difference he might’ve made in their lives.
Changing people for the better is truly one of the more profoundly
rewarding aspects of the profession.”

“Even if you’ve inspired one of your students to become a mur-
derer?” Reynolds was looking to coax from Matheson some ac-
knowledgment of regret, no matter how grudging.

“I don’t believe any of them are involved, but if I’m wrong, it
might qualify for extra credit.”
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Reynolds was contemplating Matheson’s apparent moral indiffer-
ence when the professor suddenly changed his manner and tone.

“I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to sound so cavalier.” Matheson lightly
touched his lower lip. “It’s been a rather disturbing week, and I guess
my defense mechanisms have kicked in.” He cleared his throat.
“Look, I’m sure you want to get back to your family, so thanks again
for coming to my defense with your boss. If I can ever vouch for
you, please let me know.”

Before any trained reflex could force Reynolds to extend his
hand, Matheson walked away. He’d completed a few strides when he
suddenly turned back, allowing the sun to shine directly over his
shoulders. It made him look taller than his impressive six-foot-two
frame.

“Oh, James?” he said with remarkable warmth and sincerity. “Do
give my love to Cheryl. I’m disappointed she wasn’t here to share our
celebration.” He left with a smile too charming to be spontaneous.
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CHAPTER
5

A H A L F-C R A Z E D B L AC K man stumbled to the marsh, his face made
numb from the slashing attacks of wild brush and thick branches. He

flayed his arms at the darkness and searched for the five-year-old boy,
who could no longer distinguish the night sounds attacking his ears. The
confusion caused the child to hear more than one voice. He thought
about pleading with the man to let him live, but what if the thing chas-
ing him was a ghost who wouldn’t listen to reason? The boy saw a cross,
bright, dangling from the heavens. Surely this was a sign of deliverance.
If he could pray before it, his life would be spared. The man’s breathing
grew louder than usual. His fingers were longer and covered in more
blood, appearing to have a life of their own. If only those fingers could
speak, history might be revealed. Instead, they silently grabbed the child,
who released a scream, ensuring innocence would be forevermore lost.

Reynolds awoke from the nightmare that had never before been
so vivid. The room felt smaller and dangerous, every object a po-
tential weapon. He sat up in the bed, wanting to know why the ter-
rifying image invaded his thoughts again. 
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His mother used to blame it on the chocolate he ate. “Shouldn’t
eat candy before you go to bed,” she’d warn. He’d stopped eating
sweets for a whole year. He lost the desire for chocolate long before
he relinquished the vision of bloody fingers and a sparkling cross.

The clock’s red digital numbers flickered 3:15, casting a mellow
glow on the small wedding picture. He needed assurance of his
safety and found it in the warmth of his wife’s body. For seventeen
years she’d provided him a permanent refuge, a place to escape the
evil spirits that would have overtaken him by now if not for her pro-
tection.

He watched her breathe, touched her satin gown, and gently slid
it down a few precious inches, exposing her shoulder then part of
her breast. The sight of her bare skin used to drive him mad. Now
it maintained his sanity. That was how he’d defined love: an anchor
that kept you a proper distance from danger yet still provided the
freedom to soar.

This anchor held him in place long enough to acquire a home, a
son and daughter, a parakeet that chirped too much, a canary that
sang too little, and a dog that barked at the wrong time—in other
words, heaven. But the past threatened to ruin his happy world. He
couldn’t be completely certain if it was his past or someone else’s.
His grandfather used to say, “Once you sleep with ugly, there’s no
tellin’ when or where it will show up in the genes. But you can bet
your now-shared inheritance that sooner or later it will arrive and
speak your name.” Whatever the cause of the nightmare, it called
out to him. It would continue until he gave the response that would
send it away once and for all.

Somehow he managed to leave the security of his wife’s bedside
and found himself rummaging through the kitchen cabinet to locate
the one bottle of bourbon he vowed never to throw away. It repre-
sented his private test, his poison elixir. He kept it out of sight but
always within reach. It served to challenge his internal fortitude as
well as the promise he’d made to himself. He would never become
his father and find courage at the bottom of a bottle.
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He unscrewed the top and poured some liquor into a paper cup.
He swirled it around and searched for any residue that might cling
to the side of the container, providing him with an alcohol-etched
road map or sorcerer’s vision of the future. Unlike the tossing of
chicken bones or the reading of palms, this ancestral potion left be-
hind no clues. He ceased the experiment and creased the cup, re-
turning the useless liquid to its genie’s prison. It would have to wait
for the time when its power could be called upon by more accom-
modating, if not desperate, hands.

He walked quietly down the hallway, past two walls filled with
family pictures arranged and maintained by his wife. He’d never be-
lieved in such sentimental displays, choosing instead to keep his
treasures and important memories in his heart, where he’d visit with-
out notice or fear of interruption. He cracked open the door of his
daughter’s bedroom and peeked inside, finding Angela sound asleep,
protected by her favorite dolls. They were relaxing on a quilt blan-
ket, which always managed to stay in place no matter how restless
her sleep. At eleven going on thirty-four, she’d break some man’s
heart one day, he knew, because, as her mother constantly reminded
her, she’d broken everything else.

He closed the door and took a few steps to Christopher’s room.
He walked immediately to the bed and picked up the blanket that
had fallen to the floor. He untwisted his son’s legs, which, as usual,
had managed to become entwined in the sheets. He carefully
straightened his child’s left arm, half of which appeared mangled be-
hind the headboard, then freed the other half, buried underneath
the pillow. This was accomplished without either waking up the
nine-year-old or dislocating the boy’s shoulder.

He neatly placed the top sheet over his son, then followed with
the blanket, which he folded back halfway. He crossed to the win-
dow and adjusted the drapes, allowing air and moonlight into the
room. By the time he turned around, his son had once again
knocked the blanket onto the floor. Reynolds left it there, believing
some idiosyncrasies should be respected.

BLOOD ON THE LEAVES 33

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 33



He’d tried to convince his wife of that notion to no avail. She also
obstinately disagreed with him regarding theories of discipline; she
believed in it, while he didn’t. She subscribed to the primitive adage
that saying no once in a while produced healthier children.
Reynolds believed in giving them everything they wanted, whenever
they wanted it. He saw no reason to deny their requests. They’d have
plenty of occasions to be disappointed when they were adults.

It remained one of the few things they fought about. She called
him a “pushover.” He claimed she exercised control for the sake of
exercising control. She felt moderation was good. He argued excess
was better. She wanted to hold back. He sought to give his children
what he never had: a father unafraid to say yes.

He kissed Christopher on the cheek and left wishing his son bet-
ter dreams than the one that forced him to walk the corridors of his
home at four A.M., chasing away ghosts. His mission took him to the
back porch, where he walked past the chairs with the soft round
cushions and sat on the wooden steps. There was something reas-
suring about resting on a surface that offered the option of moving
up or down.

This was his absolutely favorite space in the house, maybe in the
world. A porch epitomized the midpoint between home and every-
thing else—the place where one step in either direction took you
closer or farther away from the people you most loved. He’d made a
pledge with each member of his family that no one ever violated:
Never, under any circumstances, were arguments permissible on this
patch of neutral territory. Conflicts could be resolved or continued
inside the house or outside, near some mutually agreed-upon area of
the yard. The porch, though, stayed off limits to any hostility. This
part of their home they designated “the womb.” You could enter or
exit with impunity. And Reynolds made an interesting discovery:
Once you created a free zone devoid of disagreement, differences
didn’t last very long anywhere else.

He listened to the sounds just beyond the darkness and inhaled
the night air. The mingled scents of freshly mowed grass, bittersweet
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lilac, and vine-ripened tomatoes soothed him. He had once thought
of himself as a city boy who would buy his vegetables wrapped in
cellophane, from an all-night supermarket that served cappuccino
and fresh croissants. Then he put his hands into the earth and gave
birth to a garden. Shortly thereafter, he quit purchasing his drinks
from an imported machine in exchange for watching his children
compete for the right to make him hot cocoa. Well, usually hot,
sometimes boiling, occasionally thick—but it always, always caused
him to smile. Six heaping tablespoons of anything would do that,
especially when the main ingredient was love. 

He watched the moon disappear behind a cloud just as the porch
light came on. “You usually do this when the jury’s out.” Cheryl had
a comforting voice, but it didn’t eliminate his need to be held. She
took a seat next to him and stroked his arm. 

He smiled. “Maybe I’m waiting for you to reach a verdict on
Matheson.”

“I don’t see anything wrong in what’s he doing,” she said. “I think
he should teach the course. It’s the only way this place will ever
heal.”

“Murder’s a strange method of curing a disease,” he said.
“It’s not his fault if some nutcase took the information and went

off the deep end. It’s like blaming violence on television.”
“You blame violence on television all the time.”
“We aren’t having that discussion now, so I’m not obligated to be

consistent.” She avoided his look of disbelief.
“How much do you know about him?”
“What everybody else knows. He’s handsome. Intelligent. Pas-

sionate. Successful. Did I say handsome?” she teased.
“He sent his regards.”
“Really?” she said with interest.
“Actually, it was his love.”
“How considerate.” Her voice sounded overly pleased.
“Now I know why I’ve never liked him.” He looked away from

her and sulked.
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She put her arm around his waist. “You don’t get along because
he’s too much like you.”

“I prosecute people who break the law. He encourages folks to
commit murder.”

“He couldn’t possibly want that. His father’s preached against vi-
olence his entire life.”

“His father’s not teaching the course.” He studied her for a mo-
ment, then searched for the moon.

“Can he get into trouble for what he’s doing?” she asked.
“Not as much as the people on his list.” He hoped the moon

wouldn’t fade quite yet. 
She lightly placed her hand on his knee. “What are you going to

do?”
“He agreed to supply us with a complete list of the names he’s

going to reveal in the remainder of the course. We’ll notify the peo-
ple on it along with the local authorities.”

“You don’t think he’s personally involved, do you? With the mur-
ders, I mean.”

“Not even Vanzant thinks that. But Matheson’s motivated some-
body to take justice into their own hands.” He watched the moon
peek through one cloud, then hide behind another.

“You called it ‘justice.’ ” She leaned against him and closed her
eyes. “You may not be as different from Martin as you think.”
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CHAPTER
6

SH E R M A N B A N K S H A D sat in the same spot, under the same
tree, in between the same bushes, every Tuesday and Friday since

hunting season began. But after experiencing a series of intuitions
that made the toes on both feet tingle then curl, he’d become ab-
solutely convinced that this night his patience would be rewarded.
When he returned home this evening, he’d celebrate his sixty-third
year by eating a devil’s-food birthday cake frosted with mocha icing,
smoking a hand-rolled cigar with tobacco meticulously soaked in
brandy and black licorice, and cooking fresh venison acquired
through his unyielding belief in the power of duplicity.

He lifted his rifle with the same respect he’d give the Holy Grail
filled with the blood of his Lord and Savior. He’d never been a
deeply religious man, but he prayed on a few special occasions:
when he gambled, or hunted, or needed money to buy a young girl’s
affection during those fortunate times when his wife trusted him
enough to visit overnight at her sister’s.

He peered down the long barrel of his weapon and felt his man-
hood stiffen. He gently maneuvered the scope against his eye socket
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with the precision of a surgeon. He carefully focused on the six-
point buck in his crosshairs. Damn, what a beautiful animal, he
thought, then decided out of respect to wait until it finished drink-
ing from the stream.

Sherman had been baptized in that water. He caught his first
trout there before he could spell fish, not that he’d necessarily won
any spelling contests in the years to follow. He dropped out of
school halfway through the sixth grade. That made him two years
more educated than his daddy, the wisest man he’d ever known. He
believed in education, just didn’t see the need for it to take place in
a single classroom over such an extended period of time.

His trigger finger shook mildly, a sign that age had affected his
nerves. The sweat from his forehead dripped onto the stock of the
rifle, near the spot where he’d carved his son’s initials. He’d placed
them there on the day the child was born, just below the date of the
first deer he’d ever killed. His wife objected to the ritual, but he dis-
missed her with the question: “What does a woman know about the
things that make a man proud?”

The deer quenched its thirst. Its head rose slowly until its face
perfectly positioned itself within the center of the glass ring that
would first magnify then obliterate its life. If the lens had belonged
to a camera rather than a rifle scope, the shot about to be taken
would preserve genuine beauty rather than destroy it. But Sherman
wasn’t a photographer in search of a memory to frame. He took
pride in being a hunter and needed an event to brag about.

He’d exaggerate the deer’s size and its weight and the angle of the
shot. Most important, in the version he’d retell over drinks and a
friendly card game, he’d swear the animal had galloped at full speed
just before he cut it down, his expert marksmanship surmounting
near-impossible odds. Only he and the deer would know the truth:
that in an otherwise tranquil night, it had posed innocently for its
own destruction.

The gunshot was louder than Sherman’s rapidly beating heart.
Louder than the deer’s sickening thump or the noise of its hind legs
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kicking and thrashing in the dirt to no avail. Louder than the es-
caping flight of terrified birds. And louder than the footsteps that
followed closely behind.

Sherman heard nothing as he arose from his hiding place and
licked his lower lip. There’d never be a feeling greater than this: He’d
killed again, taken yet another life. On a battlefield this made him a
hero; out here in the wilderness, it made him a god. He stepped for-
ward and allowed himself the satisfaction of a smile—but it quickly
turned to a grimace when a strand of barbed wire sliced into his
neck. Unable to breathe, he dropped his rifle and grasped furiously
at the gloved hands that worked to tighten the metal noose. As his
throat leaked thick blood, he struggled to catch a glimpse of the
stranger but saw only the fallen deer, twitching horribly near the
water’s edge.

He thought of his baptism and how he’d been afraid he might
drown. He thought of his youth and how it had deserted him with-
out warning. He thought of the birthday cake and how he’d miss the
celebration; the cigar and how it would remain unlit; the deer and
how he’d never taste the fruit of his labor. He thought of the Scrip-
tures and how you must reap what you sow. And then, as he’d done
on other hunts, he thought of the black boy he’d choked to death on
a night not unlike this one. How, he marveled, after all these years,
had that boy managed to return from the grave to avenge his
murder?

Sherman fought in vain to see the face he believed he’d buried in
the abyss. He’d confront his attacker if it was the last thing he did.
He fell to his knees and violently threw back his head, knowing full
well the action would further expose his neck. This was his only
hope of discovering the truth.

He looked at the sky overhead, dark and uninviting. He observed
the trees standing in line, their branches reaching out anxiously,
seemingly awaiting the chance to strangle him, too. He thrust his
arms upward and searched for the face that would have ended the
torment and solved the mystery. He managed to clutch it between
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his hands and, with his final bit of strength, forced the face inches
from his own, as it had been on so many drunken, haunted nights
before. He recognized the black skin and thought the eyes appeared
familiar: unrepentant, unforgiving, but this time, unharmed. With-
out the blood and terror he’d vividly remembered, it was impossible
to identify this face as that of the boy he’d condemned to death.

In the distance he saw the deer, now motionless, no longer suf-
fering. The animal’s death made him think once again about the
black boy’s quiet plea to live. He tried to envision what the boy
might have become if fate hadn’t intervened. Foolishly he searched
his memory in an effort to recall the boy’s name, then remembered
he never knew it. He slumped to the ground. As death overtook
Sherman’s body, he realized too late that in his quest to discover
who—or what—was exacting vengeance, he’d forgotten to pray.

The gloved hands relaxed their grip, and the coiled wire unrav-
eled, leaving behind a ghastly red necklace deeply engraved around
Sherman’s swollen pink neck. His lifeless eyes remained open but
would never see this or any future sunrise. Nor would he hear the
twigs that crackled underneath the feet of the retreating stranger,
who may not have been a ghost but had left one behind. 

Thirsty, the stranger walked toward the stream and watched the
moonlight distort his image shimmering across the water’s surface.
He took a drink and created a series of ever-expanding ripples,
which allowed him to reevaluate his reflection. No. It wasn’t the
light that had distorted him but the journey he’d chosen—a journey
where he hoped both saints and sinners would pass each other, judg-
ing not lest they be judged.
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CHAPTER
7

VA N Z A N T E N G AG E D I N one of his famous tirades, except this
time Reynolds detected something different in his voice. Usually,

his boss would sit in his large taxpayer-financed Brazilian leather
chair with the rosewood frame and stale cigar smell and simply flail
his arms. Everyone in the office had gotten used to his displays of
outrage—usually ignited by a desire to blame others for his miscal-
culations. The more he knew he was wrong, the louder he yelled; the
more pronounced his gyrations, the more certain he was that his col-
leagues knew it as well.

But this time, his unsteady voice and sweeping gestures exposed
something much greater than the desire to conceal fault or redirect
blame. His agitation couldn’t be mistaken for anger. This wasn’t in-
dignation rising to the surface—far from it. Fear gripped Vanzant.
His level of trepidation couldn’t be camouflaged by any amount of
profanity.

“The son of a bitch published the entire fuckin’ list in the state’s
largest black newspaper!” Vanzant waved the newspaper in front of
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Reynolds. “Why doesn’t he just take out an ad and offer a bounty
on every white man over the age of fifty?”

Reynolds suppressed his desire to smile.
Vanzant marched to the window and shoved it open. “Lauren, I

want you to research recent case law. See if we can pursue an in-
dictment against the paper.”

“I already checked,” Sinclair replied. “They’re just reporting what
Matheson’s teaching and relying on public records to substantiate
his claims.”

“What about the university?” Vanzant asked. “Can’t we maintain
they’re using public funds to incite violence?”

“The university protects academic freedom. The Constitution
safeguards freedom of the press.” She waited for the explosion.

“Freedom, my ass!” he snorted. “This is a death warrant! If he’s
not directly inciting violent reprisal, he’s encouraging it.”

“He’s referring to the men on his list as ‘unpunished alleged mur-
derers and terrorists.’ ” Sinclair’s voice softened. “That insulates him
from civil lawsuits and, for the moment, criminal liability.”

Vanzant tossed the paper on his desk and knocked over a framed
picture of his wife and two daughters. The glass shattered onto the
Oriental carpet. “I want an investigation of each and every student
taking Matheson’s class.” He placed both hands on the edge of his
desk and squeezed. “I want to know who they live with and who
they visit overnight. If they’ve ever been in trouble, I want to be ap-
prised of the date of the problem and the nature and extent of the
offense.” He pointed at Sinclair. “Get me a complete list of every or-
ganization they’ve ever belonged to.” He rubbed his chin and
worked his way toward the base of his neck. “If they’ve used com-
puters at the campus, I want their E-mail confiscated and analyzed.”

Reynolds wanted to bring this to a halt before any more civil lib-
erties were threatened. “He teaches more than one hundred sixty
registered students in four classes. There’s another fifty or so who
audit.” He studied Vanzant but saw no indication he’d been dis-
suaded.
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“It gets worse,” added Sinclair. “He offers a class that meets in the
community two nights a week and is open to anyone who wishes to
attend. I’m told it’s extremely popular.”

“Does that fool really want to relive the sixties? ’Cause if he does,
he just opened up a can of whoop-ass, and I’m just the man who can
close it on him. I damn well promise you that!” Vanzant swiveled
out of his chair and strutted across the room. “Let’s put some pres-
sure on the professor. Interview his colleagues, his friends, neigh-
bors. Let’s embarrass him. Hell, let’s treat him like a damn suspect.
See if that doesn’t grab his attention!” Vanzant assumed a
Napoleonic pose. 

Winslow entered carrying a police report and chewing an apple.
“Is there a Sherman Banks on the list?” His question caused Vanzant
to rub his eyes.

Sinclair flipped through a file. When she stopped, Vanzant had
worked his way to his temple, which he massaged deeply.

“Accused of strangling a black college student,” she said.
Everyone looked at Winslow, waiting for his next question.
“With barbed wire?” he asked.
Sinclair reviewed her file one last time and, without ever glancing

up from the paperwork, nodded yes.
Vanzant moved solemnly to his prized chair. He sat with his head

bowed, unaware of the word that escaped his lips not once but
twice: “Jesus . . . Jesus.”
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CHAPTER
8

FO R T H E PA S T twenty years Rachel had owned and operated the

Red Bird Café. Her father had given it to her after he’d run off

with one of his teenage part-time waitresses. Rachel’s mother tried

for several months to locate the employee who’d stolen her husband,

in order to give the girl a handsome gratuity. After all, the poor girl

would no doubt one day need the money to escape from her youth-

ful dalliance.

Rachel had long ago given up the possibility of escaping the in-

heritance bequeathed to her by an adulterous father. She put much

of her life and all of her resources into maintaining the small diner.

She prided herself on the reasonably priced dinner specials. And un-

like some other eateries, her diner offered food that patrons actually

favored, such as roast duck in season and pot roast on Thursday.

She’d forgotten the number of big-name chain restaurants that

had opened and closed in the past few years, all within quick travel-

ing distance of her establishment. She’d outlasted them by attracting

a loyal group of customers. Folks felt at home whether relaxing in

one of her eight booths—tastefully decorated in light maroon vinyl
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upholstery—or spinning comfortably on extra-plush cushions bal-
anced atop matching silver-and-blue metal stools.

Rachel, now a shade under fifty, had never been married, al-
though she’d known her share of husbands. She often wondered
what it might be like to have her own to worry about, but in the end
decided she was better off remaining mildly amused at someone
else’s problem. There was, however, one frequent visitor who could
have made her slip into an elaborately embroidered gown and stroll
down a church center aisle to take a vow she fully believed they’d
both violate. She had no way to explain her attraction other than to
admit it had something to do with the way he drank her coffee,
tasted her pies, and left her shop with his sparkling silver ponytail
trailing behind, beckoning for her to climb his personal ladder to
freedom. 

“When you gonna finally let a woman take care of ya?” she asked
Miller, who’d just sweetened his second cup of coffee.

“The law is my mistress, and I love her even when she’s unfaith-
ful.” He took a sip and burned his upper lip.

“You ever want to get even with her, I’m off on Tuesday nights.”
She took an ice cube from his glass of water and ran it across his
wounded mouth. She removed a cloth from just inside her freshly
ironed apron and dried his chin. Rachel started to say something se-
ductive, when he commented on the increased noise level just out-
side the café.

“What the hell’s goin’ on out there?” He turned toward the com-
motion.

She released a frustrated groan, then completed the pleasurable
task of drying the moisture that had dripped to his neck. “Damn
students been comin’ down here every day for the last week accusin’
Arnold Rankin of killin’ some black girl thirty years ago. I’ve known
that man half my life and he treats everybody decent, even the Col-
oreds.”

“ ‘The Coloreds’?” he asked in mock surprise.
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“Blacks. Afro-’mericans. Whatever they call themselves. Ought to
let sleepin’ dogs lie, that’s all I know.”

“Just be thankful they’re not here protesting your coffee, because
I’d march with them.”

“Don’t go bitin’ the hand that feeds ya. My coffee saved your butt
many a time.”

“And my butt’s eternally grateful.” He withdrew his wallet from
his rear pocket and placed on the counter some money, which he
tantalizingly pushed toward her. “I look forward to the time when
my lips are once again singed in the unending effort to taste and, in-
deed, savor your deliciously hot nectar.”

Miller left the café and hurried down the street to observe a
crowd mostly of college students blocking the entrance to Rankin &
Son Hardware. They chanted slogans and carried signs that read
MURDERER and RACIST along with a sprinkling of poorly scribbled
threats.

Arnold Rankin stood in the middle of the crowd, blatantly defy-
ing their taunts. Miller remembered Rankin as one of the founding
fathers of the movement to resist integration at all costs. He’d called
any white man disagreeing with his ambition a “nigger lover.” Miller
had forgotten the language Rankin used against anyone brazenly ad-
vocating the rights of blacks to seek redress in a court of law; how-
ever, he was certain the phrase included a promise of bodily injury.

“You want a piece of me? I ain’t hidin’ and I sure as hell ain’t run-
nin’!” Rankin challenged Brandon Hamilton, the leader of the
demonstration. In his early seventies and with a fragile physique,
Rankin appeared more ludicrous than dangerous.

“You still selling dynamite to the Klan?” Brandon shouted.
In his youth, Rankin had been nicknamed “Arnold the Mad

Bomber,” and from the way he acted, he seemed to cherish the
memories that went with the name. “I don’t need the Klan to rid
myself of the likes of you!” Becoming more and more animated,
Rankin’s arthritic fingers pointed in all directions. Miller had the
distinct impression Rankin actually enjoyed all this.
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“Dad, go back inside.” Rankin’s son attempted to control his fa-
ther and the crowd at the same time.

“This is my store and I’ll decide when I want to go in it!” Rankin
shoved his son hard in the chest.

Arnold Jr. appealed to the students. “Why don’t you leave us
alone? My father’s never done anything to you.”

“He’s a murderer,” said Brandon, confronting the two men.
“We’re not gonna let anyone in this town forget that.” Brandon en-
couraged the crowd to become more vocal.

As the atmosphere became increasingly hostile, Miller decided it
was time for calmer heads to prevail. He walked directly into the
lions’ den. “Mr. Rankin, why don’t you listen to your son and go
home?” Miller sweetened the logic. “It’s the only way you’re gonna
get rid of them.”

Rankin studied Miller curiously. Slowly a glimpse of recognition
appeared on Rankin’s face, followed immediately by an expression of
absolute contempt. “I remember you,” he said with revulsion, as
though spitting out something foul. “This is what you and other
white trash like you made possible. Look around; all this is your
doin’!” Rankin grabbed Miller and forced him to assess the crowd.
“You see? You see what you’ve done?”

Miller observed the faces of young black men and women exer-
cising their constitutionally protected right to freedom of expres-
sion. So, why did his insides churn? Why was the sight of so many
committed students actively participating in the time-tested politi-
cal process of protest distressing? He was struggling for an answer
when Rankin pushed him into the middle of the crowd.

“There! That’s where you belong!” Rankin again lunged at Miller,
pushing him farther into the crowd. “Go be with your goddamn
nig—”

“Dad!” Rankin’s son urgently intervened, taking his father’s
shoulders and holding on until the old man relented. “Dad, I’m not
asking you anymore. I’m pleading with you to go home before you
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get yourself hurt or you rile these people into destroying our prop-
erty. Please, Dad, just leave.”

The elder Rankin’s disgust changed to resignation. “I’m goin’
home,” he uttered. “But I’m comin’ back tomorrow with my shot-
gun. We’ll see how much protestin’ they’ll do with buckshot in their
behinds.”

Rankin approached Miller. “I oughta kill you now. But I owe a
white man, even a poor excuse for one, a warning.” A large vein pro-
truded from his forehead. He moved closer. “If you’re out here with
’em in the mornin’, I’m aimin’ the first shot at your stomach so you
can die the slow death you deserve.” Rankin entered his store and
slammed the door. The small overhead bell crashed to the ground,
ringing its final greeting.

The younger Rankin reasoned with Brandon. “Listen to me.
Please listen! My father’s gone. All we want is some peace. If you
want to come inside and talk about this, then—”

“We’ve got nothing to say to you. Let your father talk to us and
admit he’s a murderer.” Brandon signaled to his fellow students to
continue their protests. They immediately returned to shouting slo-
gans that, for Miller, failed to conjure up past images of righteous
indignation. In his eyes, their protest resembled a fun-filled colle-
giate rally held to celebrate a football game against a hometown
rival. Miller shook his head and accepted the judgment that youth
was indeed wasted on the young.

The noise grew louder, the voices more determined; the demon-
stration was now unified. Thirty years ago Miller would have held
one of the signs, even orchestrated the chants, but times had
changed. It wasn’t a matter of his being out of place. He simply felt
unwanted. To these students he’d never be a comrade, for he was a
white man, an outsider, the other.

People were more divided in this system of integration than
they’d ever been under the institution of Jim Crow. The lines of sep-
aration were more deeply drawn, more permanently entrenched, and
far more difficult to cross than any For Whites Only sign. He knew
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from personal experience that the very people who once had the pas-
sion to die for the rights of a stranger today lacked the wherewithal
or moral fortitude to live next to that stranger as a neighbor, let
alone a friend.

Miller’s noble experiment had failed. The war he’d waged as a
young man had cost him his friends, his family, and for a long time
his livelihood. But he’d kept the dream intact—a bit battered and
bruised, to be sure, yet still recognizable even if it was for him no
longer within reach.

He was thinking about seeing Rachel under the pretense of need-
ing more coffee, when an explosion shattered metal and glass and
moved the earth beneath his feet. He fell to the ground, either from
impact or instinct, and watched Arnold Jr. race into his store. The
students rushed through a narrow alley leading to the parking lot.
Miller rose in time to see a frightened Rachel standing at her en-
trance. He motioned for her to stay, then hurried through the store,
knowing full well what awaited him on the other side.

In the rear parking lot, under a large pine tree originally planted
to provide shelter from the sun, an Oldsmobile sedan was being
consumed by fire. The flames licked at the side door, swallowing the
trapped figure behind the steering wheel.

Rankin’s son dashed hysterically toward his father, whose mouth
opened wide enough to scream for help but seemed to whisper
good-bye. Miller tackled Arnold Jr. to the ground. The fire reached
the gas tank and caused a second explosion, which lifted the sedan
into the air and suspended Rankin’s body within the inferno. His
flesh melted, and his scorched remains merged with deteriorating
red-hot metal.

Miller held on tightly to the man who’d been reduced to whim-
pering, “Dad . . . Dad . . . Dad.” His pathetic voice gave way to the
muted thumps of his fists pounding the pavement, intermittently
interrupted by the sobbing of the word “No” over and over again.
He pounded the earth so forcefully, his hands began to bleed, the
droplets spraying on Miller’s face. 
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Miller saw a group of students gleefully staring at the conflagra-
tion. He half expected them to exchange high fives or other con-
gratulatory celebrations. Had it come to this? he wondered. Had the
legacy of hate finally made a complete circle and confined everyone
within it? He searched the faces in the crowd and found a young
woman in tears. Two or three others appeared startled. Another dis-
played disbelief and fear. The vast majority, however—both men
and women—were entertained, enthralled by the excitement of wit-
nessing an old man’s body being reduced to ash. 

He’d seen these faces before, except they’d been white and gath-
ered around a black corpse or freshly dug grave or charred torso or
half-burned head. He’d viewed photos of white men invited to a
“Negro barbecue, southern style” as it so fondly had been called.
Those photos, keepsakes from his heritage, had always caused him
to feel ill without ever allowing him the relief of vomiting up his
pain and disgust. Now he felt the urge to regurgitate it all, to dis-
gorge a lifetime of obscenities and prejudices and fears. Miller
watched as the fiery corpse in the front seat of the smoldering auto-
mobile slumped forward and emerged as a skeleton that had escaped
one closet only to perish in another.

Brandon Hamilton stood silently in the distance. He removed a
small pocket camera from his leather waistband, placed it near his
eye, and took several pictures. The automatic flash competed with
the light from the flames. He turned and walked away, prompting
Miller to wonder what burden, if any, this young black man carried
on his broad shoulders. Miller wanted to leave this graveyard
quickly. He needed to replace his feeling of despair with the impar-
tial solace only a courtroom could provide, regardless of its final
verdict.

Miller helped Arnold Jr. to his feet, then noticed, beyond the in-
cinerated car, that the towering pine tree had caught fire. He lis-
tened to the branches crackle and heard the sirens blare. The fire
trucks finally arrived. He studied the huge pine burning in the back-
ground, fully ablaze.
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CHAPTER
9

LAU R E N S I N C L A I R S TO O D in front of a large bulletin board
that had a map of the state pinned against it. She used a red

Magic Marker to add a final circle, then stepped back and studied
all the multicolored markings. Three areas were circled in red, two
others in blue, and two dozen more in green.

“I had no idea we had this many,” she said to Reynolds, who mo-
ments earlier had completed highlighting sections of the map lo-
cated in the northwest and central regions. “It’s frightening.”

“Ghosts usually are,” said Reynolds.
“Let’s ensure the ones circled in green don’t enter the spirit world

before their time.” Sinclair double-checked her list and compared it
to the markings on the map.

“That’s a job for the police, not us,” Reynolds pointed out.
“You don’t seem terribly sympathetic.”
“At least our office is giving them a warning. That’s more than

they gave their victims.” 
“They were all acquitted, remember?” 
“I remember,” was as far as he’d go.
Vanzant entered the office without knocking, a privilege he
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abused constantly. He reviewed his master list. “Two-thirds of the
folks have been notified.” He moved to the display. He absorbed it
for a moment, then shook his head in disbelief. “What’s the blue
for?” 

“Crockett and Mitchell, assuming they’re still alive and missing,”
Sinclair responded.

Vanzant quickly exhaled. “If I were a betting man, I’d circle them
red.”

“Hopkins and Taylor were found a hundred twenty miles north-
west, just outside Greenville,” said Reynolds. He pointed to the lo-
cations on the map as he spoke. “Sherman Banks’s body was
recovered in Hattiesburg, ninety miles southeast. Rankin was local
and the only one not murdered in the general locations where the
original civil rights slayings occurred.”

“Any theory as to why he was treated differently?” asked Vanzant.
“Rankin’s alleged crimes consisted of a series of car bombings,”

answered Sinclair. “To that extent, the pattern may not have devi-
ated.”

Reynolds touched the display. “With all those green circles, I’d
say whoever’s doing this still has a lot of traveling left.”

“Could be more than one person,” Sinclair mentioned as an after-
thought.

“After tonight, it just might be.” Vanzant directed the remark to
Reynolds and waited for a response.

“What’s happening tonight?” Reynolds obliged.
“Your friend Professor Matheson has a worldwide audience on

CNN.”
Sinclair sighed at the revelation.
Vanzant approached Reynolds. “I want you to talk to him. See if

he’ll condemn the killings or at the very least tone down his rhe-
toric.”

“What makes you think he’ll listen to me?” Reynolds asked,
knowing his boss would never give an honest answer.

“Just a hunch.” Vanzant quickly headed for the exit and, without
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turning back, provided his parting directive: “Call me at home
tonight after you’ve spoken with him.” He was gone before
Reynolds could respond.

Sinclair retrieved a used case of Magic Markers and separated
them by color. “Guess we better order some more red.”

Reynolds didn’t know why September was his favorite month.
Perhaps he liked the way it sounded: serene, a bit seductive. It
marked the end of a frivolous summer and the beginning of some-
thing more serious. Flowers turned color. People changed jobs. For
some, maybe it meant the chance to start over and recover from a
romantic fling that had occurred halfway through vacation and ter-
minated when they reentered the real world. It represented a thirty-
day odyssey ideally suited for the young to write poetry and for the
old to read it and, together, delight in the magic of the moment and
the mystery of what endured. Whatever made September special,
nothing underscored it better than a new academic year. You could
stroll across the main grounds of a university campus, where the
hunger for knowledge was never fully satisfied but always enthusias-
tically nurtured.

Reynolds savored every sun-drenched step down a magnolia-
laced walkway, which wrapped around the library’s Gothic struc-
ture. It turned out to be a gorgeous afternoon, but that couldn’t
compensate for the difficult task ahead. His leisurely walk through
the campus was forcing him to rethink his job in the district attor-
ney’s office. He recalled how often he’d contemplated resigning to
accept a teaching position at the law school.

He remembered the first time he’d considered becoming a lawyer.
He was six years old. His father had taken a drink of cold water from
the garden hose in their backyard and was wiping the side of his
mouth with the sleeve from his red-and-brown checkered work shirt
when he asked the all-important question: “Little Jimmie, what you
gonna be when you grow up?”

The boy, who preferred to be called James, took the garden hose
from his father and, without a second’s hesitation, answered in a
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voice filled with childhood conviction. “Dad,” he announced, “I’m
gonna be a lawyer.” He triumphantly placed the nozzle close to his
lips to conceal his excitement.

In truth, the young Reynolds didn’t know what a lawyer did. For
some reason buried in the secret aspirations of youth, he hoped the
answer might make his father proud. He turned off the flow of water
and waited for a reply that never came. Instead, he watched his fa-
ther’s face go through a myriad of expressions. At first, he saw the
normal display of pride, followed by a look of tenderness that took
his breath away. Just as quickly it changed to doubt and pain and in-
security and fear. Although only a child, he instinctively knew there
was something in his world his father couldn’t protect him from—
something about the lives of others like himself that made it impos-
sible for grown men to believe they’d ever be able to help their
children realize their dreams.

After that day, Reynolds never told his father what he intended to
become. His father never again dared to ask, yet the memory of that
original question, and the subsequent expression of pain it gener-
ated, would linger a lifetime. It would haunt Reynolds long after he
earned his law degree, and way beyond the morning a coffin con-
taining a diploma and the man who called his son “little Jimmie”
was lowered into a darkened grave. It was a terrible thing to see a
child’s dream die on a father’s face. That look, far more than any
other, eventually drove Reynolds to leave his home in search of a
place where grown men and the children who loved them were not
destroyed by a single wish.

He’d left the South, intending never to revisit. But he’d forgotten
about funerals and voices from the past and dreams that had a right
to flourish and how good water tasted when shared from the same
hose. Reynolds obtained his undergraduate and graduate degrees
while living in Boston. The day he learned he’d passed the bar, he re-
ceived notification his father had passed away. He returned home
with his degrees and the results of his law exam. He neatly folded
and placed them inside the pocket of a dark blue jacket, the first and
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last suit he’d ever seen his father wear. He buried the man who’d
given him three precious things: life, a nickname he initially de-
tested but grew to love, and the motivation to empower fathers to
believe they could help their children obtain any goal. 

He stopped for a moment and observed a young couple seated on
a blanket in the shade of a dogwood. The woman read aloud to her
male companion from a slender volume of poetry. He stroked her
arm and fed her a strawberry. She closed the book, and they shared
a kiss. Reynolds smiled and continued his journey. He thought of
his wife and felt fortunate he’d been given another chance to redis-
cover the South and meet his one true love. After leaving home in
an effort to find it, he’d settled down in the town he’d almost re-
nounced.

He immediately found himself inundated with offers to join
every major firm specializing in criminal law, international finance,
corporate takeover, or any other endeavor that promised more
money than anyone should ever need. He rejected them all in favor
of putting away bad people so they’d never hurt the innocent. After
a dozen years of success, measured by his conviction rate and by the
number of overcrowded prisons, he wondered if he’d made the right
choice. He still wanted to put away the bad and protect the inno-
cent, yet no longer felt certain about who belonged in which cate-
gory. More troubling, he worried whether innocents even existed
anymore. He feared they might have become casualties of the war
on drugs—a war that made criminals of the sick and destroyed fam-
ilies under the pretense of saving them. Even a rookie prosecutor
knew he could convert one drug conviction into a dozen. From
there he’d multiply that dozen into a pyramid scheme. The result
would be a series of career advancements built upon the broken lives
and contaminated needles of junkies who would gladly set up their
neighborhood minister for the promise of a lighter sentence.

Was it any wonder he’d be thinking of giving up that life for the
chance to walk across a campus that began anew each September?
His musings had taken him to the entrance of the humanities build-
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ing. Inside, the cooled air from an efficient machine replaced the
purity of a fresh breeze. Reynolds took the staircase to the second
floor and walked down a long corridor filled with the distinctive
scent of learning. He saw a small group of highly animated black
students leaving an office, which suggested he’d found the right
place. To make certain, he read the name inscribed in gold lettering
on the lightly smoked surface of beveled glass: Dr. Martin S. Mathe-
son, Chair, Department of History.

He didn’t have to wait long to be ushered into Matheson’s private
quarters, but it took a while for the professor to acknowledge his
presence. Reynolds used the time to study the many plaques and
awards neatly arranged on each wall, evidence of Matheson’s schol-
arly achievements and community service. There were also a signif-
icant number of certificates and honors presented by appreciative
students and alumni. The citations hung alongside smiling photos
of Matheson with dignitaries, celebrities, and business and civic
leaders.

Reynolds studied a large framed picture of the professor at the
helm of a small boat. Beside him, his father, the Reverend Mathe-
son, proudly beamed over a batch of freshly caught bluegill, speck-
led trout, and king mackerel. Reynolds browsed through the
collection of leather-bound books—probably rare first editions,
from the way they were showcased. He admired the distinctive dis-
play of original paintings and sculptures adorning the room. Every-
thing about Matheson’s resplendent office shouted perfection,
which made Reynolds feel both envious and uncomfortable.

“James, what a pleasant surprise. All my classes are overbooked,
but if you’re sincere about wanting to register, I can make an excep-
tion.” Matheson motioned for Reynolds to sit, then finished going
through some statewide tourist catalogs and brochures. He reviewed
a road map and jotted down some notes.

“You handing out directions on how to find the people on your
list?” Reynolds asked.
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“If you don’t know where you’re going, it’s easy to get lost,”
Matheson responded.

Reynolds couldn’t resist the temptation to spar. He picked up a
travel brochure and flipped through it. “Taking a vacation?” he
asked.

“I’m sure your colleagues in the DA’s office would pay for the
ticket, but I’m afraid I’ll have to disappoint them. These are part of
a lecture for tomorrow night. You’re welcome to attend.” Matheson
smiled pleasantly.

“I appreciate the offer, but it doesn’t look that interesting.”
Reynolds tried to match the professor’s smile.

Matheson took the brochure from Reynolds and referred to it as
he spoke. “It’s important to know how your history is defined,
James, even in something as seemingly innocuous as a tourist
brochure.” The professor turned to the second page and began read-
ing: “ ‘Almost every area of Mississippi boasts a battle site or ante-
bellum home, timeless testimonies to the elegance and majesty of
the Old South, and the tragedy and sorrow of the American Civil
War.’ ” He looked at Reynolds with the charm that had influenced
so many students.

“The South’s glorious past is nostalgically described as ‘elegant’
and ‘majestic’ until it was shattered by that evil insurrection which
resulted in freeing the slaves. But fear not, the South has risen again,
and as is so eloquently stated on page three of our tax-supported
propaganda”—he retrieved the brochure and continued reading—
“ ‘Mississippi represents the best of yesterday and the promise of to-
morrow.’ ” Matheson tossed the pamphlet onto his desk and studied
Reynolds. “Makes you wonder, doesn’t it?”

“About the past?”
Matheson leaned forward the way a medical doctor might to issue

a warning to a recalcitrant patient. “About the future.”
“Speaking of the unknown, I hear you’re about to embark on a

show biz career.”
Matheson looked disappointed. “So that’s why you came by.” He
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studied Reynolds for a moment. “I’m sure CNN’s colorful news an-
chor Thomas Jackson is being coached as we speak. He was selected
to play the role of the indignant and outraged citizen. It’s fascinat-
ing how they use us when it serves their purpose.”

“ ‘They’?” echoed a mildly amused Reynolds. “Isn’t the frequent
use of that pronoun the first sign of paranoia?” He gave a trace of a
smile, which Matheson seized on.

“You ever notice how so many black professionals always smile
whenever they’re around white folks? I imagine it’s a desperate at-
tempt to make their bosses feel comfortable.”

“Maybe they wear the mask,” Reynolds countered, less in an ef-
fort to defend himself than to stand up for the rights of his fellow
accused black professionals.

“I’ve actually seen the contours of a face change as a result of such
frequent grinning, almost as if it’s become rubberized by necessity;
should it get angry by mistake, it can be quickly reshaped to a smile
before anyone notices.” Matheson rose from his seat and moved to
the front of his desk. He leaned close to Reynolds. “The ones who
can’t convincingly smile anymore suffer from severe stomach dis-
comfort, but rather than take an antacid, they conceal their pain in
the hope it’ll go away.” He studied Reynolds, then added secretively,
“But it never does.” He bent over slightly and assumed the posture
of a priest hearing a confession. “Tell me, James, do you smile a lot?”

Reynolds looked directly into Matheson’s face. “No. Just in case
you’re wondering, my stomach doesn’t hurt, either.”

“Then I’ll assume you weren’t sent here to do your employer’s
bidding but came on your own volition to wish me luck on my in-
terview. Will you be watching me tonight, or has that function been
assigned to someone else?”

“I volunteered to watch it. I’ve always been a huge fan of Mr.
Jackson’s. You know, we black folks need to support each other.”
Reynolds thought it now safe to smile, and did so graciously.

Matheson also smiled. Reynolds believed it to be genuine. The
two men had tested each other, and neither was the worse for wear.
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Reynolds got up from his chair. “I better leave so you can prepare
for tonight.”

“I’m on at six and again at nine should you miss the initial airing
or be inspired to watch it twice.”

Reynolds started to leave when, to his surprise, Matheson offered
his hand. Reynolds found himself taking it. The men stood eye to
eye, hands clasped, and it seemed to Reynolds like another contest,
perhaps to determine who’d be the first to blink or loosen his grip.
They both ended the exchange at precisely the same moment, and
Reynolds headed for the door, half expecting to hear a provocative
comment about his wife.

“James?”
Here it comes, thought Reynolds. He turned, wanting to be ready

with an appropriate comeback. 
“Thanks for stopping by,” the professor said.
Reynolds nodded, waiting for the second round to be fired.
“Oh, by the way,” Matheson added, “do you think you’ll be need-

ing any tapes from the show?” 
“For Cheryl?” 
“Actually, I had in mind your colleagues at the office.” Matheson

sat on the top of his desk. “Although now that I think about it, I
imagine they have ample equipment to record my activities.”

Reynolds left with the distinct feeling that practicing law was far
superior than teaching it, after all.
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CHAPTER
10

TH O M A S J AC K S O N E N J OY E D his reputation as a respected black
journalist and cable network anchorman known for straightfor-

ward interviewing. He seldom became flustered or angry—at least,
not on the air. He got along fabulously with his coanchors and
guests no matter how extreme their political views or how annoying
their observations. He was, in other words, the ideal foil for Mathe-
son. His understated manner played well with a television audience
that needed to be appeased or reassured. In the unlikely event a
guest threatened the comfort level of Jackson’s viewers, he’d put
them at ease by becoming shocked and outraged. His physical
movements were stiff, arguably robotic, and therefore never danger-
ous. He had the requisite calm and soothing voice, and on those in-
frequent occasions when he showed emotion and laughed, he could
be surprisingly charming.

Matheson spoke from a satellite news station in Jackson, an affil-
iate of CNN. For the past five minutes, he’d been fielding questions
from Jackson, whose image filled a small studio monitor. He sat on
a metal foldout chair whose legs were uneven. An intern had slid
two matchbooks and a strip of cardboard underneath to prevent the
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chair from teetering whenever Matheson shifted his weight. Despite
the lack of amenities, he felt relieved he wasn’t in Atlanta being in-
terviewed in person. He feared that if he’d been seated right next
to the bland host, his own personality might have seemed over-
whelming.

Matheson needed a balanced debate format, or at least the illu-
sion of one. If the discussion came off too one-sided, he risked being
characterized as a bully, an ungrateful “angry black man” taking ad-
vantage of an award-winning member of his own race. Up until this
point in the program, he’d been careful not to score points at Jack-
son’s expense. He would change tactics shortly.

“Professor Matheson, four men whose names and addresses you
distributed were gruesomely murdered; two others are missing. Isn’t
it understandable that reasonable people might conclude you’re di-
rectly responsible?” Jackson managed to ask the question without
any fluctuation in his voice and, even more amusing to Matheson,
without any facial expression.

“If reasonable people had fulfilled their duty decades ago, my
course wouldn’t need to be taught.” The professor remained re-
strained and, notwithstanding the hot overhead lights, free of per-
spiration.

“No one would disagree with your right to teach such a course,
but why insist on disseminating your list? Isn’t that an invitation to
commit acts of reprisal?” Jackson’s eyebrow finally moved slightly.

“To teach about only those who were lynched places black people
in a perpetual state of victimization, where they’re so demoralized
they can’t fight back, or worse, so frightened they won’t fight back.
Either way, they’re permanently defeated. Education’s about libera-
tion, Mr. Jackson, not defeat.” Matheson contained his passion
safely beneath the surface, wanting his message to get through.

“As for your suggestion that my teaching methodology is in real-
ity a subtle call to punish those who’ve committed the most heinous
crimes against innocent men, women, and children, to that indict-
ment I plead guilty.” Jackson tried to interject a remark, but the pro-
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fessor continued. “The form of punishment I advocate isn’t a private
execution. It’s a public ostracizing. I don’t ask my students to take an
eye for an eye—quite the contrary. I insist they stand eye to eye with
the men who’ve brutalized their fathers and grandfathers, and de-
nounce those crimes. I ask that they pronounce life sentences on these
criminals to guarantee they’ll never again commit violent acts against
blacks without anticipating a moral, ethical, and political retribution.”

Matheson looked straight into the camera. “There’s a price to be
paid for violating the laws of man as well as the laws of God. Since
we’re a country that honors both, I feel fortunate to have students
who wish to conduct themselves as patriots and Christians.”

Matheson delivered his message without coming across as a radi-
cal revolutionary or black-power fanatic. He portrayed himself as an
attractive, articulate, and reasoned defender of the Constitution—or
for that matter, the Old Testament. His persuasiveness even prompted
a black cameraman to take his eye away from his equipment and
exchange a nod of solidarity with a young Afro-American female
assistant. 

“Your father was a close friend and associate of Dr. King.”
“I’m named in his honor,” Matheson said proudly.
“Like Dr. King, your father’s a passionate advocate of nonvio-

lence.”
Matheson knew where this was heading. “Since we’re dealing

with history, I might remind you and your viewers that the man we
honor as the finest proponent of nonviolence was murdered preach-
ing it. Had some of his admirers turned their cheeks less frequently
and reached for their weapons more often, Dr. King might be alive
today.” 

This first sign of defiance from Matheson unnerved Jackson.
“Professor Matheson, you see nothing wrong in what you’re doing?”

“I ought to be applauded.” Amazingly, Matheson sounded humble.

Reynolds was watching the telecast at home. Turning up the vol-
ume, he admired an elaborate configuration of standing dominoes
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spread across his living room floor. They resembled an imposing
army of black plastic figures defiled by white-dotted numerical rep-
resentations.

“You seriously think you should be congratulated for your be-
havior?” For the first time in the interview, Jackson leaned forward.

“I certainly do,” responded Matheson.
“By whom?” Jackson challenged. His stern demeanor was meant

to signal—both to his viewers and the network’s commercial spon-
sors—that if any applause was forthcoming, it would come without
his participation or endorsement.

“Be careful, Thomas,” warned Reynolds as he placed one of the
dominoes on the floor.

“By the same people who hailed legislation permitting commu-
nities to know the identity and whereabouts of child molesters,” an-
swered the professor. The camera moved in more closely on
Matheson until he filled the entire screen. “Shouldn’t black people
have the same rights as children and their parents to know who their
predators are and where they live and work?”

“I tried to warn you,” mumbled Reynolds as the camera captured
Jackson, listening to voices in his earpiece offering him conflicting
suggestions.

“Those child molesters were convicted in a court of law,” claimed
Jackson.

Reynolds wondered if that was the best response Jackson’s team
could have generated for their outgunned moderator.

“Had justice prevailed, the murderers on my list would’ve been
waiting in line to greet them.”

Reynolds had a hunch that tomorrow this interview would be
endlessly debated around water coolers all across the country. By the
time the cups were refilled, a new media star would be born.

“So this is payback?” asked the puzzled host.
“No, Mr. Jackson, this is justice.”
Jackson, in a rare miscue, lost track of the red light and stared

blankly into the wrong camera. He quickly corrected his error and
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used the lull in action to readjust his glasses. “And will the person or
persons murdering the alleged ‘murderers’ on your list be brought to
justice?”

“Score one for Tommy.” Reynolds tried to maintain his opti-
mism, but his hopes were fading fast. He watched Matheson create
a sense of drama. The professor leaned back, tilted his head, shifted
his eyes, and lightly touched his lower lip, preparing to share a truth
that would make his listeners follow him anywhere. He possessed a
sense of timing any actor would envy.

“Mr. Jackson, in recent years this nation’s been embroiled in a vi-
olent campaign designed to protect the freedom and safety of its cit-
izens. It pursues international criminals as well as those who harbor
them and does so without mercy. When this country was attacked
on its own soil, no one suggested we should turn the other cheek.
We didn’t seek to understand our enemies in order to love and for-
give them. We branded them evil cowards and then did everything
in our power to destroy them. Is there any greater evil than bomb-
ing a church and killing innocent little girls engaged in prayer? Are
there any more despicable and cowardly terrorists than those who
conceal their faces beneath white hoods while they lynch black men
and women?”

The professor put the fingers of both hands together in a flexible
pyramid and continued. “I’m not certain what will happen to any-
one who feels compelled to take matters in his own hands. We’ll just
have to place our faith in the existing legal system and let American
justice be our conscience as well as our guide.”

“Damn, he’s good.” Reynolds placed the final domino in its de-
sired position.

“Dr. Matheson, you made reference to the attack on America.
Some people have suggested your actions jeopardize the unsurpassed
unity experienced by citizens of all races.”

This news anchor obviously hadn’t learned his lesson, thought
Reynolds.

“Unsurpassed unity when combined with unexamined fear and
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hypocrisy is a formula for genuine disaster,” Matheson pointed out.
“I doubt this ad hoc solidarity would have existed had fanatical
racists taken over those planes and traveled a few miles uptown to a
Harlem neighborhood or black elementary school. If that alternative
scenario had occurred, do you honestly believe billions of dollars
would have been devoted to destroying racist organizations in this
country, let alone chasing neo-Nazis in Germany or skinheads in
Great Britain and France?” Matheson waited for an answer Reynolds
knew would never come. 

“Professor Matheson, I’m afraid we’re out of time. Thank you for
joining us tonight.” Jackson put down his pen and shuffled some
three-by-five cards.

“It was my pleasure, Thomas; thanks so much for inviting me.”
Matheson could afford to be gracious.

The professor had let the cat out of the bag and thrown it in the
face of millions of viewers. If the first casualty of war is truth, then
what is the cost of a crusade against terror? Reynolds wondered. Per-
haps it’s the knowledge that in order to eradicate evil we must begin
to emulate the evildoer. And if you label your enemy “evil” long
enough, you justify even the most immoral act as noble. Wasn’t
Matheson living proof of that?

He retrieved his remote control and turned off the television. Just
as the set went black, the unit slipped out of his hand and struck the
domino that moments earlier had completed his architectural
achievement. He watched helplessly as the piece set off a chain re-
action. One domino knocked over the next, mimicking a thousand
Radio City Rockettes collapsing in perfect symmetry.
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CHAPTER
11

AP PE A R I N G F RO M B E H I N D a red satin curtain at the univer-
sity’s performing arts center, Matheson bowed to thunderous ap-

plause. He crossed the stage proscenium and stood behind the
podium. Acknowledging the enthusiastic reception, he raised his
hands several times to quiet the crowd, but they remained on their
feet, cheering wildly.

Brandon and Regina, in the front row, saluted him in triumph.
He looked into the sea of proud faces and noticed a figure standing
at the back of the theater, a safe distance from the main activities.
After a few moments, the man took a seat in the very last row.
Matheson recognized Reynolds and gave him a slight welcoming
gesture. Reynolds clapped three times slowly, then stopped to tip an
imaginary hat in the professor’s honor.

Matheson hushed the crowd and motioned for them to be seated.
He adjusted the microphone attached to the podium. “I’m speech-
less, which is a day too late for Thomas Jackson.”

The students laughed and applauded again.
“I take it from your generous reception a growing number of you

subscribe to cable and are satisfied with your service?”
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Regina climbed to the stage and proceeded to the wing. She
pushed a button, and the curtain slid open. She flipped a switch,
and dozens of spotlights illuminated a series of movie posters fea-
turing several generations of Hollywood’s leading men, from John
Wayne, Gary Cooper, and Humphrey Bogart to Harrison Ford,
Arnold Schwarzenegger, and Sylvester Stallone.

Reynolds studied the high ceilings, admiring the delicately etched
designs on the carved wooden moldings. He counted the small pri-
vate opera boxes sprinkled along the second and third levels. The
upper balconies protruded a few feet from the walls. He wondered
how many plays, poetry readings, and concerts had been performed
in this magnificent venue; he predicted that the drama about to un-
fold would surpass them all. 

Matheson picked up a long, narrow stick and held it in his left
hand, then spread his arms as wide as they would reach. With his
face lifted toward the rafters and bathed in a warm blue-and-
gold–filtered glow, he performed his best rendition of Moses: “Be-
hold the faces of the great American hero; bow down before them at
the altar of eternal servitude or face the unrelenting wrath of West-
ern European history.” Matheson dropped the stick along with his
impersonation.

“For those who think the stress of last evening’s telecast may have
driven me over the edge, let me assure you there’s a purpose to my
madness.”

There always is, Reynolds thought.
“History devoid of analysis and truth ceases to be history and in-

stead becomes propaganda and myth, both of which are drugs far
more powerful and dangerous than any narcotic or hallucinogen.”
Matheson walked in between the posters, at times disappearing be-
hind each one. It created the effect of an invisible voice speaking on
behalf of the exhibited images.

“The actors represented on this stage have gender and race in
common. They personify the classic heroic figure that will seduce
you with false images of beauty and morality and tempt you to re-
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place the protective cloak of your heritage and history with a coat
not of your making. They’ll rob you of your desire to dream and, if
you’re not careful, capture your very soul.”

Watching Matheson from afar, admiring his eloquence, Reynolds
felt a nervousness nagging at him. He wondered to what end this
teacher would use his extraordinary gifts.

“American cinema, literature, media, history—all have endorsed
a code of conduct, a definition of right and wrong, that is embod-
ied in the people we call heroes. And playing those heroes are the
white male actors whose images you see before you. They let noth-
ing prevent them from achieving victory, acquiring honor, defend-
ing their family, their country, their God. And they do so by any
means necessary.”

Matheson scanned the rows of faces in front of him, then shifted
his attention to Reynolds for a moment.

“Our heroes—black heroes—aren’t accorded the same respect,
because they’re not allowed the same means to achieve it. White he-
roes take up arms to battle their enemy while our heroes are ex-
pected to turn the other cheek and pray for divine intervention.
There are a great many things you can do while on your knees, some
of them pleasurable. But, my friends, gaining freedom and fighting
for liberty are not high on the list.”

Against his better judgment, Reynolds laughed with the students.
Matheson removed his jacket and hung it on the side of the

podium. He walked to the edge of the stage and sat down. His legs
hung over a shallow orchestra pit that had been converted by his
wizardry into a heavenly cloud. “It’s time we put our faces up there
alongside those white faces that for so long have represented courage
in the service of virtue. If our town is being terrorized, then it’s im-
perative we dispatch our black Gary Cooper before the train arrives
and the moral clock strikes not high noon but rather darkest mid-
night.”

Reynolds searched the faces of Matheson’s adoring students. He
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had no doubt they’d sacrifice their lives for this man. He worried
they might also kill for him.

“Sojourner Truth called attention to the dilemma of race in rela-
tion to the obstacles confronting her more advanced white sisters, by
uttering her now famous question. She wasn’t speaking for herself,
but for all black women when she asked, ‘Ain’t I a woman, too?’
Well, with all praise to Sojourner, I humbly ask on behalf of our an-
cestors who were courageous enough to sometimes act cowardly so
that we the descendants of their suffering would never have to:
America, after all this time, ain’t I a hero, too?”

The students leaped to their feet in sustained applause. Matheson
also got to his feet and stood motionless, his slight fatigue dissipat-
ing as the clapping continued. He nodded an appreciative thank-
you, then glanced to the very back row. The seat he focused on was
empty. Reynolds was nowhere to be found.

Reynolds didn’t know if he should wait any longer or return
home. He was unsure why he’d decided to stand outside the audito-
rium in the first place. Maybe he owed Matheson the courtesy of a
good-bye. He took a seat at the bottom of the steps leading to the
arts center and enjoyed the sights and sounds of the campus at
night. Students were leaving the building from several exits. He
wondered if he’d selected the right one. He’d chosen the biggest,
grandest portal opening into a lobby as big as a ballroom. Yes,
Matheson would choose this path lined with rose petals tossed by
young worshipers who would sing his praises as they followed him
all the way to his horse-drawn golden chariot.

“You didn’t stay to the end of the lecture,” Matheson called out
heartily.

Reynolds stood and was surprised to see the professor departing
alone. The prosecutor smiled. “I’m not big on hero worship.” 

“Giving or receiving?” Matheson stepped down the stairs.
“You’re enjoying all this, aren’t you?” 
“Immensely.” The professor paused for a second. “May I buy you
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a cappuccino? There’s a small café just off the campus that’s open
late.”

The two men took a shortcut through the faculty lounge to a staff
parking lot and eventually to the rear entrance of the coffee shop.
They were served quickly at the professor’s own private table. The
waitress brought coffee, two slices of pie, and a freshly baked crois-
sant, which emitted the aroma of cinnamon. 

They exhausted a few minutes in small talk before Reynolds
asked, “What makes someone like you?”

“The same thing that makes someone like you. Nature . . . nur-
ture. Who’s to say one’s more important than the other?”

“My office was notified you’ve received death threats.”
Matheson stirred his coffee. “It’s a violent world.”
“You’re not worried?”
“My father taught me that death isn’t to be feared.”
“What else did he teach you?”
“That life is really frightening—although I’m sure he never in-

tended to teach me that. It’s a natural by-product of Christian train-
ing. Something to do with loving thine enemy while despising
yourself.” Matheson took a bite of his croissant.

“You don’t strike me as a man who despises himself.”
“Nor have I ever loved my enemy or blessed those who cursed

me. Of all my accomplishments, I’m most proud of that.”
A black woman in her fifties approached their table. She dis-

missed Reynolds with a perfunctory nod, then turned an admiring
look at Matheson. “Excuse me, are you the professor who was on
television last night?”

“I’m afraid I am.”
“I just wanted to tell you how proud it made me feel to see a

courageous black man finally stand up for his people. I intend to say
a prayer and ask the Lord to keep givin’ you whatever strength you’ll
need to go on teachin’ those students the truth.”

“That’s very kind of you.” Matheson seemed genuinely touched.
She smiled, then asked, “Could I impose and ask for your auto-

graph?”
“I’d be both honored and delighted to give you one.”
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She found a piece of notepaper inside her purse and handed it to
him. Reynolds turned away. Matheson removed from his jacket a
Mont Blanc fountain pen with a gold inscription down its side, de-
signed especially for him.

“Whom should I make it out to?”
“Calpurnia.”
“Like Caesar’s wife?” the professor asked with interest.
“I don’t know anything about that, but it was a name good

enough for my mother, her mother, and the mother before that.”
Matheson laughed. “Thanks for reminding me that our contri-

butions predate the Roman Empire.”
“Predate everything else if you believe those old bones they dug

up in Africa,” she said.
Reynolds watched Matheson write his greeting. He’d mastered

the art of reading upside down through years of stealing clues from
opposing counsel while at the judge’s bench, although deciphering
Matheson’s message from any angle required no deceptive skill. The
man’s penmanship was eminently legible—one could say, impecca-
ble. God, Reynolds thought, is there anything this man can’t do well?

Matheson wrote, Dear Calpurnia, the real power of magic rests not
in what we make disappear, but in what we discover. May your magic
never fail you. Always, Martin Matheson.

He gave the woman her paper, which she handled as carefully as
the holy scrolls. Thanking him profusely, she left with a glow on her
face.

Reynolds looked at Matheson, who acted as if nothing unusual
had happened. The professor took a sip of coffee and noticed
Reynolds wasn’t eating. He pointed to the food.

“You should try the pecan pie; it’s to die for.” 

BLOOD ON THE LEAVES 71

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 71



CHAPTER
12

REY N O L D S G R I M AC E D W I T H determination and made a fran-
tic dash across the hot clay court. With a desperate heave of his

out-of-control body he viciously swung his tennis racket, barely
missing the ball. He fell to the ground and slid headfirst, mashing
his face into the newly installed white mesh net.

“Game . . . Set . . . Match.” On the opposite side of the net
Miller raised his racket victoriously toward the sun.

Reynolds rose to one knee and searched his body for any damage.
“A tennis court is different than a court of law,” Miller pro-

claimed.
“Okay, I’ll take the bait,” Reynolds said, rising to his feet. “How

is it different?”
Miller smiled. “The rich and powerful don’t always win.”
Reynolds stared back at his opponent. “That’s it? That’s your

pearl of wisdom?”
Miller shrugged modestly. “It’s also a place where love means

nothing—seems a rather hopeless sentiment.” With an unsports-
manlike chuckle he added, “As in six-love, the score of our final set!” 

Waving off a troublesome gnat, Reynolds began walking away
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from Miller, who followed alongside. “Oh,” Reynolds said, turning
to his friend, “Cheryl’s invited you to dinner.”

“Why?” Miller asked suspiciously.
“Something about wanting our children to be exposed to differ-

ent cultures, and you’re about as different as they come.”
“I’ll assume that’s a compliment,” Miller replied, “but that doesn’t

ease my fears.”
They started toward the back of the court to retrieve their leather

bags and check their pagers.
“Is she trying to fix me up again?” Miller asked.
Reynolds laid it on thick. “I can absolutely assure you my wife has

no ulterior motive whatsoever. She wants merely to provide you
with a pleasurable dining experience in the company of friends.”

“Whenever a lawyer speaks in long sentences without so much as
a comma separating his thoughts, it’s a clear indication he’s got ei-
ther a weak case or a powerful lie.”

Reynolds waved good-bye and quickly made it off the court and
into the parking lot.

Miller leaned against the fence to ponder his fate alone.

Miller removed his jacket and leaned close to Reynolds. “It wasn’t
Cheryl. It was you. That’s low even for a prosecutor.”

Reynolds took the jacket and hung it inside the hall closet.
“Soup’s on,” Cheryl announced. She stood next to Lauren Sin-

clair, who looked radiant and uncomfortable. Cheryl ushered all of
them to their seats at the dining room table. She placed Miller next
to Angela and directly opposite Sinclair, who sat next to Christo-
pher. Reynolds took his customary position at the head while
Cheryl sat at the other end. “Well, don’t we make quite the family,”
she said.

“Cheryl,” Miller said, “if you knew my real family, you’d know
how happy I’d be to join yours.”

Cheryl lifted a glass of water and held it toward him in a toast.
He nodded gratefully, then turned his attention toward Reynolds.

BLOOD ON THE LEAVES 73

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 73



“So what’s the latest on our esteemed Professor Matheson? I see that
the powers that be have failed to silence him.” 

“Todd,” Cheryl intervened, “I’d rather not talk about that in
front of the children, if you don’t mind.”

Miller gave an apologetic nod.
“He’s awesome,” chimed an enthusiastic Christopher. “I hope he’s

still teaching when I go to college!”
Cheryl made brief eye contact with Reynolds, who turned toward

his son with raised eyebrows. “How much do you know about the
professor’s class?” he asked.

“He’s got a list of bad people and God’s punishing them,” an-
swered Christopher.

“God doesn’t punish people that way,” Cheryl responded.
Angela dived in. “He sends them to hell, bucket-breath.”
“Does not,” replied Christopher.
“Does,” answered Angela.
“Does not!”
“Does!”
“That’s enough,” refereed Cheryl. “You know so much about

God, young man, you can say grace.”
Christopher stared at his sister and mouthed the words does not.

He bowed his head in prayer. “Dear Lord, thank you for the food
we’re about to eat and knowing which people to punish and which
ones to leave alone.” He gave another warning stare at Angela, who
turned up her nose, asserting her superiority and defiance. The gath-
ering mumbled, “Amen,” and Cheryl passed around platters of food.

“James tells me you taught him a lot about the law,” Sinclair said
to Miller.

Miller nodded. “He would’ve made a great defense attorney ex-
cept for one fatal flaw: He had an uncompromising desire to punish
people.”

“My dad’s beaten Mr. Miller twelve court cases in a row,”
Christopher proclaimed.
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“Let’s not rub it in,” Reynolds interjected. “And it was thirteen,”
he said with great enjoyment.

“Eleven. I plea-bargained two.” Miller placed a spoonful of
whipped butter on his corn muffin. “So, Lauren, how many inno-
cent people have you successfully persecuted? I meant, prosecuted.”

Cheryl placed a bowl of steaming potatoes under his chin, forcing
Miller to inhale the aroma. “Mashed—just the way I prefer all my
food,” he said sincerely.

She dumped three large servings onto his plate. He quietly sig-
naled “enough” and smiled his appreciation.

Angela passed a bowl of vegetables to her father without taking
any for herself.

“Did you forget to put some of this on your own plate?” he asked.
“I thought since we had guests I should give up my portion,” An-

gela responded sincerely.
“How thoughtful,” Miller said. He took the bowl from Reynolds

and studied it. “And I bet you really love spinach as much as I do.”
He passed the bowl to Sinclair without taking any.

Angela was reaching for the gravy when Reynolds grabbed her
hand. He looked at it carefully, then glanced toward his wife. “Why
are her fingernails blue?” He wouldn’t let go of her wrist.

“To match her toenails,” Cheryl answered.
Angela and her mother both rolled their eyes and uttered the

same word, “Duh!”
Releasing Angela’s hand, Reynolds lifted the tablecloth and

peered underneath the table to check his daughter’s feet. He
dropped the cloth back into place. “Her toenails are blue.” He
searched the faces gathered around the table. “Why are my daugh-
ter’s toenails painted blue?”

“To match her fingernails,” Christopher explained.
Miller and Sinclair rolled their eyes and spoke in unison, “Duh!”
Reynolds shifted his attention to Miller, but his son interrupted.

“Dad,” Christopher asked, “can I get my ear pierced?”
“Not on purpose,” responded Reynolds.
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“Dad!” protested Christopher. “I’m serious.”
“You want serious?” asked his father. “Here’s serious. Absolutely

not.”
“Not both of them! Only one,” explained his son.
“Not one. Not two. Not ever.” Reynolds reached for some

chicken, selecting a breast and a drumstick.
“But I wanna wear an earring!” Christopher pleaded.
“Wear clip-ons,” Reynolds countered calmly, and then suddenly

froze. “Forget what I just said about the clip-ons. No earrings of any
kind anyplace on your body, do you understand?”

“Oh, man!” Christopher’s shoulders hunched upward, then set-
tled back into place.

“Mr. Miller has pierced ears,” Angela observed.
Reynolds took a biscuit and buttered it. “Mr. Miller also has a

long ponytail, but I don’t hear either one of you asking for one of
those.”

Miller reached for his braid of hair and placed it forward over his
shoulder, patting it defensively.

“I think you have lovely hair, Todd.” Cheryl touched Miller on
the hand. “It gives you a mark of distinction.”

“Then can I grow my hair like that, Mommy?” Christopher of-
fered in compromise.

“Not in this or any other lifetime,” his mother said unequivocally,
then smiled politely at Miller.

Christopher reached behind his head and tried to manipulate his
very short hair into some form of ponytail.

The rest of the meal went along smoothly, which meant that the
diners barely avoided confrontations involving politics, religion, and
most especially the criminal justice system. Sinclair tried to be civil.
Miller tested, taunted, and complained. Reynolds, while showing
his friend due respect, at the same time tried to tell Miller how
much he’d changed.

“I remember when no one in my office wanted to go up against
you,” Reynolds said with a mix of nostalgia and regret.
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“That’s when I had righteousness on my side.” Miller looked at
Sinclair. “I wanted to save the world. Well, maybe not the world—
the South. That’s no small accomplishment.” He put two spoon-
fuls of sugar in his cup, stirred the coffee, and sighed. “Life was so
much more gratifying when my clients were victims instead of vic-
timizers.”

Sinclair touched a cloth napkin to her lips and commented to
Cheryl, “Well, I can’t tell you when I’ve had such a pleasant time.”

“I hope you have greater credibility with a jury,” Miller said,
mildly amused.

“I was being courteous.” Sinclair put down the napkin near the
side of her plate. “But if I have to answer under threat of contempt
of court, I got tired of your self-serving, melodramatic whining
about an hour ago. If you didn’t feel so sorry for yourself, maybe
your clients might have a better chance.” She turned toward Cheryl
and smiled graciously. “It was a lovely dinner; thanks so much for
inviting me.”

“If I knew you were going to be insulting,” Miller said seduc-
tively, “I might have warmed up to you a lot earlier.”

“Good night, Todd,” Cheryl stated with finality.
“Am I leaving?” he asked.
She nodded yes.
“Oh, well,” he said, then mockingly imitated Sinclair. “It was a

lovely dinner; thanks so much for inviting me.” He looked at Sin-
clair and gave her a killer smile.

Reynolds retrieved Miller’s jacket and helped him with it. Miller
gave Cheryl a good-bye hug, kissed Angela on the forehead, and
squeezed Christopher’s cheeks. “Don’t give up on that earring.” He
took Christopher to the side. “If you need a good lawyer to sue your
father, I’m your man.” He took Sinclair’s hand. “And that’s ditto to
you.” He kissed the back of her hand and gave a gentleman’s bow,
which allowed Cheryl to pinch his behind.

He looked at Reynolds. “I think your wife has a thing for me,” he
said lasciviously.
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“We all do,” replied Reynolds. “It’s called a headache.” He
opened the front door. “I’ll push your car,” Reynolds whispered
loud enough for everyone to hear him. “No need for you to suffer
any further embarrassment.”

“Thank you,” Miller said sarcastically. “Particularly for the dis-
creet manner in which you handled my humiliating circumstance.”
The two of them walked outside. “While we’re on the subject of hu-
miliation,” Miller continued, “why don’t you arrange one of our lit-
tle Sunday night card games.”

“I can do that. Let’s shoot for next week. I’ll check everyone’s
schedule.”

Miller reached his car and pried open the door. “I sort of miss
that baby doctor blowin’ cigar smoke around the table just before he
cheats.” He wedged himself into the driver’s seat and started pump-
ing the accelerator.

“You need to get a life,” Reynolds suggested.
“I’ve already had one; trust me, life’s greatly overrated.”
“Lauren was right: Wallowing in self-pity gets old real fast.”

Reynolds placed the weight of his body against the driver’s door to
help Miller close it.

Miller rolled down his window until it stuck. “She never said,
‘wallowing in self-pity.’ Her exact words were ‘self-serving, melodra-
matic whining.’ ” He turned the ignition, and the car sputtered. “If
you’re gonna agree with her, have the decency to quote her accu-
rately.” Miller playfully nudged Reynolds. “Did you see that certain
sparkle in her eyes when I walked by her? I think she wants me. . . .
She’s probably gonna follow me home.”

“If she does, call the police.”
“I don’t trust the police. They’re in bed with the DA’s office.” The

car backfired, then started. “Speaking of bed, if she asks for my
number, give it to her.”

“The woman holds you in contempt.”
“Being held is not a problem.” Miller poked his face out the

window. “It’s the letting go that hurts.” Miller drove off, with the
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damaged-muffler sound increasing appreciably as the car gained
speed.

Reynolds headed toward his house as Sinclair left it. They walked
to her car.

“Your friend’s obnoxious in a charming sort of way.” She un-
locked her car door.

“He used to give the most powerful and eloquent closing argu-
ments I’d ever heard,” he said sadly.

“What happened?”
“Same thing that happens to all of us: It became a job, not a

calling.”
“You care for him a lot.”
“He’s an honest defense lawyer. When was the last time you heard

those words strung together in the same sentence? Plus he believes
the sixties really happened. You gotta love a guy with that kind of
sense of humor.” He kissed her on the cheek. “Drive careful.”

“Thanks for dinner,” she said. 
He watched her drive until the car disappeared around the cor-

ner. He remained outside for a moment and thought about Miller.
He shook his head and smiled, then walked toward the front door,
quietly singing, “Ain’t gonna let nobody turn me ’round, turn me
’round, turn me ’round. Ain’t gonna let nobody . . .”
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CHAPTER
13

AF T E R R AC H E L R E C E I V E D the phone call, she applied some

light makeup to her cheeks—nothing too fancy or obvious—

then worked on her eyelashes. God had blessed her with naturally

long ones that seemed to invite the wrong type of strangers to gaze

into her soul. Or so they tried. Occasionally she attracted the right

men, who’d stay longer than the next application of mascara. She

had a good life, better than her mother’s, better than she sometimes

thought she deserved. But still there remained a second pillow, sel-

dom used. She kept it by her side and waited for a good reason to

fluff it. Perhaps tonight, she hoped.

A loud sports car pulled into the driveway and sputtered. She

smiled and brushed back her hair. She opened the door and went

outside, making herself comfortable and attractive on the front

porch.

“Hi,” Miller said. “I hope I didn’t call you too late.”

“There’s too late and there’s not at all.” They both smiled the

same sad expression. “Have a seat, Todd.”

“You’re not too cold?” he asked.
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“Would you rather be inside?” she responded with an accusing
tease.

Miller sat next to her on the swinging settee. “No, no, this will be
fine for now.” He leaned back and looked at her. “Just didn’t want
you to catch something. There’s a chill in the air.”

She wet her index finger and stuck it high above her head.
“There’s a lot in the air this evening. All of it ain’t cold.”

Miller twiddled his fingers, and the swing swayed back and forth. 
“What’s wrong, Todd?”
“Wrong?” He looked at her, puzzled. “Nothing’s wrong. I was just

thinking about you and thought, since I was driving out this way,
I’d give you a call to see . . .”

“If I was lonely, too?”
He stopped swaying.
“Doesn’t matter why you called,” she continued. “I’m glad you

did.” 
He smiled gratefully and started swaying again. This time she

helped.
“You’re dressed pretty spiffy. You have one of your late-night

client meetings?”
“Dinner with friends, nothing special. Talked law most of the

night. Or to be more specific, justice.”
“You can’t stop being an attorney even on a Saturday night.”
“It’s in my blood, three generations.”
“You ever think what you might be if you hadn’t become a

lawyer?”
“Probably a blues singer.”
She laughed and leaned closer to him. They both stopped sway-

ing. She shivered and lightly rubbed her arms. “Guess you were
right about that chill,” she said playfully.

“You think we should go inside now?” he asked cautiously.
She stood and took his hand. “Think we probably should’ve gone

in when you first suggested it.”
They entered the house, and she double-locked the front door.
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After they’d made love, she studied with amusement the pillow
wedged between the headboard and his face, and released a sigh.

“What’s the matter?” he asked.
“Nothing,” she said with a smile. “I’m just relieved that pillow got

used. I was getting sick and tired of seein’ it puffed up so full and
proper like a proud little man with a stuck-out, hairless chest.”

He put his arm around her and drew her closer to him. She
placed her head on his heart, and he held her.

“How come you never had any children?” she asked.
“I never wanted to be evaluated that honestly.” He stroked her

hair.
She kissed him on the cheek, then more softly on the lips.
“What’d you do that for?” he asked.
“I heard good lawyers avoid asking questions they don’t know the

answers to.” She ran her hand down his leg. “You’re a good lawyer,
aren’t you, Todd?” She grabbed his pillow and propped it under his
head.

“Is it time for the defense to rest?”
“Not yet,” she answered seductively, then moved her body on top

of his. Her eyelashes fluttered twice. “Not yet.”
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CHAPTER
14

DE L B E RT F I N N EY S TA R E D at the tape recorder on the detec-

tive’s desk. “You gonna turn that on?” he asked.

“Not right now,” answered the detective, who was reviewing his

notes. He circled two sections and asked, “How often did you say

you visited Professor Matheson’s home?”

“Just that once.”

“Sounded like you really enjoyed yourself.”

Delbert’s smile lit up the small room usually reserved for inter-

viewing criminal suspects. “Most beautiful place I’d ever seen. We

watched movies on a giant screen built right into the wall and ate

take-out chicken and popcorn. Nobody important ever paid that

much attention to me or cared what I wanted in life.”

“Did you tell the professor what you wanted, Delbert?”

The slender young man nodded his head. “Told him I wanted to

be happy. Popular.” He looked at his feet. “Not such a country hick.

I wanted to be someone Sereta would like.” He looked at the detec-

tive. “She’s a freshman like me.”

The detective wrote her name on his pad.
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“Most of all I wanted to accomplish something to make my par-
ents proud, pay them back for all the sacrifices they made.”

The detective wrote down the information and circled it. “While
you were there, did anything unusual happen?” 

“The whole thing was special for me. When I left, he gave me a
book of short stories by Langston Hughes and a volume of poetry
by Paul Laurence Dunbar. I read ’em soon as I got back to the dorm.
They were about people I knew, people like me. I never thought po-
etry could describe common folk and still be about love.” He
scratched the back of his shoulder. “I read some of it to Sereta,” he
said shyly. “We’re dating now.”

“Seems like you owe the professor a great deal.”
“I was miserable at that school when I first got there. It was so

big. I threw up every night. I was the youngest of eleven, the only
one to go to college, and I missed my family. Yeah. I owe Dr. Mathe-
son everything.”

“Would you kill for him?” The detective studied Delbert. “You
know any other students who might do the same?”

Delbert stared at the detective for an uneasy moment. “Can’t read
other people’s minds or hearts, but as far as me, I’d do whatever the
professor asked me to do.”

The detective turned on the tape recorder. “You mind repeating
that? After you finish, you’ll be free to go.”

“It’s good to be free,” Delbert said proudly. “Didn’t always feel
that way. That was something else Dr. Matheson gave me. So go
ahead and turn on your machine. Record that, too.”

Delbert completed the interview. As he was leaving, he saw Bran-
don, who offered to give him a ride back to the campus after his
turn with the detective. Delbert accepted the offer and wished Bran-
don luck. While he waited in the hallway, he exchanged greetings
with other classmates and told them what questions to expect from
the detective and how to answer.

In the City of Brotherly Love, where the Liberty Bell is cracked
but not broken, an eighteen-year-old black man with a history of
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mental illness had died at the hands of two white policemen. The
off-duty officers shot him thirteen times. The coroner’s report sug-
gested that one of the officers had fired his weapon as the man fell
helplessly to the ground.

This news story might have gone unnoticed by District Attorney
Vanzant and his counterparts across the nation had it not been for
several disturbing developments that made the incident unlike any
previous police shootings of unarmed black men. First, the commu-
nity didn’t erupt in violence. Second, protestors compiled a docu-
ment referred to as “the list,” modeled after Matheson’s course. Local
activists reviewed records of police shootings that had resulted in
black fatalities going back a period of five years. The names and ad-
dresses of the white officers involved in those killings were published
in newsletters and distributed throughout the city. Their photos and
“unpunished crimes” were printed on wanted posters plastered on
street signs and displayed in storefront windows. Minority officers
were excluded from the list, which intensified hostility among white
police, who refused to patrol certain communities at night and
sought reassignments away from their black partners.

“Listen to this,” Vanzant muttered as he quickly read an article
faxed to him from one of his associates. “The head of the Fraternal
Order of African-American Police held a news conference con-
demning the shooting and insisted reforms were long overdue, say-
ing, ‘I appreciate the frustrations experienced by people of color, and
I believe many of these problems could be alleviated, if not alto-
gether eliminated, by hiring and promoting more black officers.’ ” 

Vanzant crumpled the article and surveyed his staff. “That grand-
standin’ son of a bitch ought to be fired. He’s a damn disgrace to the
uniform. Tryin’ to make political hay out of a situation this volatile.”
He shook his fist. “You know they got people followin’ the cops on
that list wherever they go, even harassin’ their wives and children?”
He folded his arms behind his head and expanded his chest. “We
gotta get out in front of this. Nip it in the bud before Matheson has
fan clubs poppin’ up all over the country.”
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Reynolds watched Winslow remove slices of cucumber from a
Tupperware container.

Sinclair reviewed her paperwork. “We’ve got a few local congress-
men drafting legislation to prohibit these types of efforts if they
jeopardize law enforcement or create a danger to public safety.”

Vanzant shoved a wad of tobacco into his mouth. “Fat chance of
that seein’ the light of day,” he uttered with disgust. “Our friends at
the ACLU have probably already filed a lawsuit to block it. Oughta
put their useless names on a list and see how they like it.” Vanzant
rose from his chair and slowly moved to a narrow window, where he
stood staring outside, hands on hips. “I wanna know the minute this
happens anywhere else. I don’t care what the issue is—if anybody
starts to copy-cat Matheson, I want to be notified immediately.”

Reynolds knew enough about Vanzant’s style and body language
to recognize that the meeting had ended and that his boss wasn’t
likely to turn away from the window until everyone left. Sinclair was
the first to go, followed quickly by Winslow. Reynolds remained a
moment, pondering these developments. Once again Macbeth’s
witches had risen from the earth, except this time they spoke with
southern accents. If their sensibilities weren’t exactly an-eye-for-an-
eye Old Testament, at the very least they reflected a Wild West fron-
tier form of law and order, where a black code of honor replaced the
blue code of silence.

The struggle for civil rights had migrated north. It remained to
be seen how long it would continue before troops were called out to
permanently quell the disturbance. Reynolds exited the office, and
Vanzant returned to his desk.
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CHAPTER
15

EA RV I N C O O PE R D I D N’T need the services of any cop, partic-

ularly a black one—not for advice and certainly not for protec-

tion.

“If you see or hear anything suspicious, you give us a call,” the

black officer said. He’d tried to be helpful and courteous, but he’d

been greeted more warmly in the past by rabid pit bulls.

“Don’t need you or anybody else to fight my battle,” Cooper

grunted before taking a step away from his front door. “You got any

advice, save it for the lost soul fool enough to trespass on my prop-

erty.” Cooper slammed the screen door and marched toward his

garage. He stopped at the officer’s voice.

“Mr. Cooper?” the policeman said.

Cooper turned, his hands on his hips, defiant. He stood five feet

five on a good day. In high school he’d played middle linebacker

with a ferocity that had crushed opponents. He continued to see

much of the world as a football field, where yielding an inch could

mean the difference between victory and defeat.

“You didn’t seem surprised to be on the list.” The officer ap-
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proached Cooper but remained at arm’s length. “What’d you do to
get on it?”

Cooper analyzed the black man who wore a uniform of author-
ity. He made no effort to conceal his contempt as he cleared his
throat and spit on the lawn. “You don’t really want to know the an-
swer to that, now, do ya?” He wiped his mouth with the back of his
hand and stared at the officer.

The policeman nodded slightly. “Take care of yourself, Mr.
Cooper.” The officer proceeded to his patrol car and made a point
of backing into a small flowerbed before he spun out of the drive-
way.

Cooper entered his garage and headed to the back wall, where he
unlocked a metal cabinet. He removed a box the size of a small cof-
fin and pried open the lid. He inspected his collection of guns and
rifles, then removed several containers of ammunition and was be-
ginning to organize his arsenal when his wife entered.

“Earvin, what that policeman want?” Ruth Cooper glanced at the
weapons spread out on the cement floor and raised an eyebrow in
quiet surrender. She knew enough not to ask about his guns. They’d
made a pact many years ago: He wouldn’t keep them in the house,
and she wouldn’t interfere with his visitation rights.

“There’s a burglar in the neighborhood—just wanted to warn
everybody.” He didn’t look at her while he loaded the first gun.

“A burglar?” she asked in disbelief. “Ain’t nobody got nothin’ to
steal ’round here. That why you foolin’ with this nonsense again? I
don’t want none of these in my home.”

“It’s my home, too, Ruth, and I ain’t foolin’ with nothin’. Just go
back inside; make sure the doors and windows are locked.”

“It’s gonna be hot tonight,” she protested. “I ain’t gonna be able
to sleep with the windows closed.”

“Put on the damn fan.” 
“Makes too much noise.”
“So does your mouth, but you don’t seem to mind that.” He

stopped fidgeting with his guns and aimed his uneasiness at her.
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“You got a choice: Stay awake ’cause it’s too hot or stay awake ’cause
it’s too noisy. Now, what’s it gonna be?”

She made a sucking sound to indicate her disapproval. He
grunted once, then arched his shoulders. After forty years of mar-
riage they’d mastered the art of finding practical shortcuts to annoy
each other while avoiding confrontations that might jeopardize their
happy union.

Ruth took the potentially negative situation and turned it into a
positive with the same skill she used to discover innovative recipes
for leftovers. “Well, if I’m not gonna sleep tonight,” she said with
uncommon emphasis on her southern diction, “might as well soak
extra long in that lavender water you like so much.”

Cooper turned and faced her with renewed interest.
“Wouldn’t hurt if you took some extra time tonight and made

yourself smell ’specially good, too,” she said flirtatiously.
He watched her leave the garage with her dress demonstrating a

bit more sway than customary. He loaded a second gun and grinned
widely.
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CHAPTER
16

MI L L E R F I N I S H E D H I S third bottle of beer and opened a
fourth. Reynolds added a splash of cranberry to a glass of orange

juice and sipped it while he studied the faces of his opponents.
“He’s exactly the last thing we need stirring up trouble and acting

like one of those drug-dealin’ gangbangers going around frightening
decent, hardworking people,” declared an agitated Thornton Starr,
the host of this evening’s poker game.

“Be careful, Doc, you’re talking about Todd’s clients,” cautioned
Winston McKay, a real estate broker who had made his fortune buy-
ing below-market homes from whites fleeing integration, then sell-
ing them to his fellow blacks at exorbitant profits.

“No decent black attorney would represent them,” explained
Thornton. He puffed on his Cuban cigar blowing smoke at Miller.

“That’s ’cause you’ve got all the black lawyers in town handling
your malpractice suits,” Miller struck back. He put two cards face-
down on the table and dealt himself two more.

“Only malpractice claim ever brought against me was from a
crack baby’s mama, and that got thrown out of court. I only deliver
’em; I can’t stop junkies from poisoning their children while they’re
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still in the womb,” Thornton said with a deliberate drawl that
helped accentuate his disgust.

“I say Matheson ought to be congratulated for what he’s doing,”
suggested Winston. “This country always wants to sweep the dirt
under the carpet. It’s about time someone had the guts to look under
the rug and prove the house is still dirty.”

“I suppose you’re one of those fools who believe in reparations for
slavery,” scolded Thornton.

“Government finds money for every other group. It’s not like we
haven’t earned it.” Winston drank the remainder of his cognac.

“That’s the problem with black folks,” said Thornton. “Always
looking to dredge up our suffering as if anybody gave a fuck. Spend
all their time begging for reparations when they ought to be finding
a way to get a pay raise at work. I’ll take one card,” he said as an
aside. “And you can forget about our so-called leaders trying to solve
any real problems. Show me a civil rights leader earning less than six
figures annually and I’ll show you a piss-poor businessman. If you
can’t get rich pimping the poor, you better trade your M.B.A. for a
divinity degree.” He relit his cigar. “Hell, even an atheist can make
a fortune if he pastors a church.”

“I’d forgotten how cynical this group was,” observed Miller.
“Not to mention racist,” added Reynolds.
“I’m not racist,” Thornton said defensively. “I just don’t like peo-

ple who act like niggers—don’t care what color they are or how
many degrees they’ve obtained.”

“Maybe Matheson put the wrong people on his list,” advised
Miller. “Might’ve been better off going after the enemy within.”

“I’ll take two,” announced Winston.
Miller dealt him the cards, then drank the rest of his beer.
“Better get ready to see his own damn name at the top of some-

body’s agenda. Must think he’s teaching at one of those Ivy League
schools in New England, where they like their faculty radical and
their coeds naked and multicultural. He’s lucky these redneck crack-
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ers haven’t lynched his black ass. No offense, Todd,” apologized
Thornton, who puffed twice on his cigar.

“None taken,” assured Miller. “Some of my closest relatives are
redneck crackers and have never given it a second thought.”

“They’re not the only ones don’t use their minds,” continued
Thornton. “Black folk run around like a bunch of headless
chickens.”

“Maybe that’s because our leaders have been assassinated,” pro-
posed Winston.

“Or bought off,” submitted Reynolds.
“And what happens when one of our leaders gets murdered? In-

stead of doing something constructive, every year we take off the
whole month of February and listen to his relatives talk about him.”
Thornton put out his cigar. “When the Kennedys get assassinated,
you see their children runnin’ around giving don’t-ask-what-your-
country-can-do-for-you speeches? Hell, no. They act like they got
some sense and move on with their lives.

“Now, you tell me, just ’cause a man’s a plumber, does that mean
when he dies I’m supposed to ask his son to finish fixing my pipes?
If your daddy’s a martyr, that doesn’t give you the right to open up
a franchise in his name and start charging fees for yourself. Lord,
there’s something terribly wrong with the way we market martyr-
dom and wallow publicly in our collective pain and struggle.” He
moved some chips to the side. “I’ll buy Coretta a damn red dress
myself if she’d promise to smile more often and get out on the dance
floor.” Thornton lit a new cigar. 

“I think I’ve had too much to drink,” commented Miller.
“Thornton’s starting to make sense; I know that can’t be right.”

“None of you want to admit it, especially Todd over there,”
pointed Thornton, “but the trouble facing my people is mostly self-
induced and group-inflicted.”

“What’s this ‘my people’ stuff ?” Miller asked as he dealt Reynolds
three cards. “You’ve married more white women than I’ve dated.”

“And I’ve divorced every one of ’em,” clarified Thornton. “I may
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stray, but I always come back home.” He studied his cards and held
them close to his chest.

“Now, that’s the Thornton I know,” said a relieved Reynolds.
“Doesn’t make a lick of sense and is incredibly proud of it.”

“Go ahead and joke,” pouted Thornton.
Reynolds looked around the table at the others. “Am I joking?”

he asked with great sincerity.
Thornton tossed five blue chips and three red ones into the pot.

“Y’all can match that or do the smart thing and fold while you still
got chump change in your wallets.”

“I think you’re bluffing again.” Reynolds confidently threw his
chips into the center of the table. “I’ll see that and raise you.” He
picked up several green chips and individually dropped them. “One,
two, three, four, and five big green ones!”

“I’m out,” said Miller, who tossed his cards onto the table. “I’ve
learned the hard way a prosecutor doesn’t take a risk unless he’s got
a winning hand.”

Winston placed his cards down. “Too rich for my blood.”
Thornton studied Reynolds, then looked at Miller. “Something

tells me you two been working together all night, and I’m about to
put an end to your unholy alliance.” He reached across the table and
retrieved some additional poker chips from a wooden case. “I’m
gonna see those five green and raise you ten more.” He puffed away
until his face disappeared behind a cloud of smoke.

Reynolds was tempted to pursue the matter, but after rechecking
his cards he surrendered. “If you need the money that much, go
ahead and take it.”

“Don’t ever try to fool a pediatrician, especially one who’s been in
practice for thirty years.” Thornton placed both hands around the
pile of chips and pulled it toward himself with a grin partially
blocked by the cigar that dangled from his mouth, dropping ashes
onto the table. “Been readin’ faces since they first peeked out the
uterus, and seen every expression known to man.”

Miller scratched the bottom of his foot. As usual, all the guests
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were forced to remove their shoes before entering the doctor’s home,
in a fruitless effort to keep the cream-colored Berber carpets clean.
“I think I’m allergic to your rug.”

“Don’t worry, it’s not an allergy,” assured Thornton. “One of the
dogs has fleas.” 

“You let dogs roam around the house with fleas, but your friends
have to take off their shoes?” asked Winston.

“I know where my dogs have been,” answered Thornton. “You
gentlemen want to get in another hand before the pizzas arrive?
Winston will lend you some money.”

“Can’t afford the interest he’d charge,” said Reynolds.
“You can take out a second mortgage—use it for collateral,” of-

fered an accommodating Winston.
“Don’t take this personal, Winston,” advised Reynolds, “but I

don’t trust you.”
The men laughed. Thornton filled Winston’s glass with more

brandy. He handed a cold bottle of beer to Miller. Reynolds passed
on a refill of juice. “Seriously, James,” said Thornton, “this problem
with Matheson must be making your life miserable.”

“Why’s that?” Reynolds asked uneasily.
“ ’Cause he’s making it difficult for every successful black man,

and that has to be doubly true for someone in law enforcement, es-
pecially at a time when everyone’s loyalties are questioned. Hell, I
still get asked what I think about Islamic fundamentalists. I’m a
damn Baptist; what these crackers think I think?” He looked at
Miller and raised his glass in an apologetic toast. “Sorry, Todd.”

Miller raised his bottle. “If you only knew what these crackers
thought about me.” He swallowed some beer.

“All I’m sayin’ is, we finally found someone to take our place on
the bottom of the heap, and along comes this fool professor and fo-
cuses the attention right back on us.” Thornton took a quick puff.
“Now I’ve got to pledge allegiance three times a day in public.”

“Everybody knows you’re a patriot. You still got your flag on your
Rolls, don’t you, Doc?” Winston asked good-naturedly.
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“Sure do,” answered Thornton. “And I’ll let you in on a little se-
cret: I got me a Confederate one in the glove compartment, just in
case of emergency. My motto is, be prepared and stay flexible.”

“I think you’ve twisted flexibility just about as far as it’ll go,” re-
marked Reynolds. “Which may be our only hope.”

“You know what your problem is, James?” asked Thornton.
“You’re a black man with integrity, and that’s a mighty lonely place
to be.” He looked at the men around the table with a twinkle in his
eyes. “Or so I’ve been told.” Everyone except Reynolds laughed.

“Now, as far as this mess with Matheson,” continued Thornton,
“it’s one thing we got to live down these ignorant punks weaned on
criminal activity, but you can’t get no more educated than a Ph.D.
He’s our best and brightest. If he goes wrong, what does that say
about the rest of us to white folks who are just waiting to say, ‘I told
you so’?”

Reynolds looked at Miller. “Todd, when a white person screws
up, do you feel personally embarrassed or responsible?”

“Yes,” confessed Miller.
“I forgot who I was asking,” corrected Reynolds. “You’re Cau-

casian twice removed.”
“Don’t forget,” Winston joined in, “Matheson’s father is a

pastor.”
“That’s exactly my point,” Thornton shot back. “If he’s a bad

seed, then none of us are ever gonna be trusted. He’s setting the race
back another hundred years.”

“Yeah,” said Winston, “but remember when you were young and
went looking for a hot tenderoni? What was every full-blooded
man’s dream?”

The men looked at each other. Miller guessed, “That you’d have
enough gas money to drive around and search?”

“That you’d find a preacher’s daughter!” Winston proclaimed ex-
citedly. “You knew she’d be so repressed all you had to do was touch
her button and bam! You wouldn’t be able to walk straight for a
whole week.”
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“Why are we listening to your boyhood fantasies?” asked
Reynolds.

“Wait a second,” interjected Thornton. “Winston’s onto some-
thing. Same principle applies to a preacher’s son, except a man re-
acts differently to being repressed.”

“Yeah,” agreed Reynolds. “He studies hard and goes to medical
school.”

“You don’t want to listen, suit yourself,” Thornton said, annoyed.
“But you won’t convince me you’re not paying a heavy price for that
man’s actions. Before this is over, there’s gonna be a lot of nervous
and angry people in this city, and that’s a combination killed more
black folks than King Cotton.”

“Thornton,” Miller interrupted, “can I ask you a personal ques-
tion?”

“Be my guest, and don’t forget that’s who you are.”
“Are you a Republican?”
Thornton put his hands on his hips and lectured Miller. “I’m for

anyone who lowers capital gains and eliminates the estate tax.” He
looked around and included the other two men. “I don’t need no
black fist in the air or no poor hands in my pockets; just let me keep
and invest my money, and we don’t ever have to discuss civil rights
again.”

The doorbell chimed.
“Saved by the bell,” Miller said thankfully.
“Dinner is served,” announced Thornton, much to the relief of

Reynolds, who’d come close to losing his appetite.
The rest of the evening the men avoided political and religious

discussions, although Thornton did his best to interject the matter
of race with every new slice of pizza. At midnight they’d had enough
and thanked their host for an enlightening evening. They located
their respective shoes and exited through the rear door so as not to
scuff the imported marble in the foyer.

Reynolds drove while Miller sat silently in the passenger seat.
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Miller’s sports car remained in his mechanic’s shop over the week-
end to get an “oil change and massage.”

“You’ve been noticeably quiet; that’s not like you.”
“My friend,” Miller said in a depressed voice, “I haven’t been like

me in quite some time.” He paused and looked inquisitively at
Reynolds. “Did what I just said make sense?”

“For someone who’s had a six-pack of German beer and half a
bottle of domestic wine, I think you’re perfectly coherent.”

Miller rolled down his side window and inhaled a breath of fresh
air. “You ever ask yourself if it’s worth it?”

Reynolds stared straight ahead. “Every day.”
“And is the answer ever yes?” Miller wondered.
“To tell you the truth, it’s a rhetorical question. That means it’s

not supposed to be answered,” responded Reynolds.
“My father told me never to trust a black man who began any

sentence with ‘To tell you the truth.’ ”
“Why did he include only blacks?”
“My daddy’s a bigot.”
Reynolds slowed down to turn a sharp curve. “My father told me

never to believe any white man who began any sentence.”
“Began any sentence with what?” asked Miller.
“That’s it. Any sentence, if started by a white man, was enough

for my father to dismiss as an outright lie.”
“How come he included only white men?”
“He was wise,” answered Reynolds. “And, he hadn’t met Dr.

Thornton Starr or his moneymaking real estate sidekick.”
Miller laughed. Reynolds stopped the car at a red light. He rolled

down his window. A car pulled alongside. The stereo from the vehi-
cle blared full blast, playing a rap song with the word “nigger” inter-
spersed frequently with the phrase “black bitch motherfucker.”
Reynolds and Miller turned toward the source of the noise and dis-
covered a blonde, blue-eyed girl in her teens, joyously moving her
head back and forth to the rhythm.

The white girl noticed Reynolds and smiled politely. He nodded
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hello. She blew a small pink balloon of bubble gum, then gathered
it in and resumed chewing. The light turned green, and she drove
through the intersection.

Reynolds’s foot remained on the brake. He looked at Miller. “We
have met the enemy,” he said diplomatically.

“And it be us,” agreed Miller. “Where’s Marvin Gaye when he’s
needed most?”

“His father killed him,” answered Reynolds.
“That’s what fathers do best to their sons, although it’s usually

over an extended period of time.” He looked at Reynolds with an ir-
repressible grin. “Make me wanna holler, throw up both my hands.”

Reynolds floored the accelerator and burned rubber. He dropped
off Miller before taking the long way home. He always needed ad-
ditional time alone after playing cards with “Baby Doc.” Tonight
he’d need more than usual. Civil rights discussions often required an
extra twenty minutes to wind down.

Thornton belonged to every black bourgeoisie organization in
the city. When he criticized them, he did so with a great deal of au-
thority and a significant amount of expertise. The good doctor’s
firsthand experience shaped his jaded views regarding the state of
black affairs. He understood better than most that Gucci shoes were
not exactly meant for marching, which explained in part why today’s
community leaders flew first class and slept in five-star hotels. That
reality, along with his views concerning the marketing of martyr-
dom, resonated with Reynolds in a way that left him increasingly
depressed and pessimistic about the likelihood of African-American
progress.

A year before, at the insistence of his wife, he’d taken the entire
family on a tour of civil rights museums. She felt the history lesson
would give their children a sense of the struggle. He argued that the
concept of a continuing “struggle” represented little more than a eu-
phemism used frequently to explain failure. 

He resisted the trip but eventually relented, to his utter chagrin.
The first two stops were Montgomery followed by Birmingham,
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cities responsible for more than their fair share of human misery,
therefore requiring extra large facilities to adequately warehouse it.
That suffering formed the basis for the exhibits now permanently
enshrined in sanitized buildings that charged admission for the priv-
ilege to relive the torment. Reynolds noticed that the first site hap-
pened to be in close proximity to a zoo on one side and a newly
constructed public aquarium on the other, which gave the term
theme park a whole new meaning.

During their visit several street vendors were arrested for selling
souvenirs without official permission from the protectors of copy-
right infringement laws. Evidently, the words spoken by slain black
leaders couldn’t be listened to without payment of royalties to fam-
ily survivors. Reynolds considered this a bit odd since most assassi-
nated black men had died fighting for the rights of the oppressed.
They had intended their beneficiaries to be the family of man, not
their own personal estates. Reynolds managed to buy a Dr. King
coffee mug, a tape of his famous speeches, and a Malcolm X T-shirt
at discount before the unlicensed entrepreneurs were hauled away by
the franchise guardians. The institutionalization of human suffering
had indeed become big business.

His home state had given birth to the blues, and while it might
be heresy to think this way, Reynolds believed the singer of the blues
always felt better than the people forced to listen. The songs of de-
spondency were synonymous with his people’s history, interchange-
able and indistinguishable from one another. And as he’d learned
from his father’s life experience, once you dwell on the struggle, you
invariably and inevitably drown in it.

In Reynolds’s estimation, the crisis in black leadership could be
traced to various grave sites, many without the benefit of headstone
or manicured plot. Death left an unexpected legacy, a warning
heeded by those who dared to wear the mantle of the fallen hero.
The price paid for worshiping at the shrine of dead martyrs included
the inescapable knowledge that when you lead, you die. No matter
how that message might be packaged, whether in a holiday parade
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or a funeral procession, that self-defeating conclusion remained es-
sentially the same. 

That lesson had influenced today’s newly installed leaders, who,
whether self-appointed or democratically anointed, stood a greater
chance of being killed by a television crew’s camera than by an as-
sassin’s bullet—and, in truth, a few had almost trampled each other
to death in the race to be the first to the microphone. They feared a
fall of their stock portfolio more than any downward movement of
a sheriff ’s nightstick. And while they denounced poverty with an el-
egance matched only by their custom-tailored designer wardrobes,
their lavish incomes were derived from, and contingent upon, the
very system that maintained it.

Oh, what a tangled web is weaved, reflected Reynolds, when ser-
vice to the poor conceals a lucrative scam and faith-based devotion
masks a clever tax shelter. No wonder Matheson became so popular
so quickly. When the moral compass hasn’t worked in a while,
movement in any direction tends to be viewed as a hopeful sign.
And when you’ve been lost so long, you’ll follow any path that leads
you out of despair to the promised land and a victory over your
enemy, even if that foe is undefined and unavailable.

In the absence of any truth, a lie will serve as an acceptable, even
desirable substitute. If that lie’s told often enough, it becomes the
standard by which you measure your history, your value, your life.
Matheson offered an alternative to both the blues singer and the
song: Swing instead of sing, and then make someone else pay the
piper. Reynolds feared that in short order this would become a tune
to which many would tap their feet and dance to their hearts’ con-
tent.

Reynolds arrived home and pulled into his driveway. He walked
across the lawn and, when he reached his front entrance, remem-
bered something Thornton had said. A vision came to him of Dr.
King’s widow in a red party dress, moving to the beat of a carefree
drummer. Wouldn’t that be a sight to behold? he thought. It might
soothe the spirit and even be enough to ignite a fire, spark a new
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movement no longer dependent upon bowed heads, closed eyes, and
broken hearts.

He didn’t know precisely what role Matheson would play in clos-
ing the door to perpetual mourning and opening another door to
something potentially more destructive. But, as the saying goes,
“You’ve got to dance with the person who brought you.” Matheson’s
might be the first song or possibly the last, but Reynolds hoped
everyone would leave the prom better off for hearing it.
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CHAPTER
17

MAT H E S O N C A N C E L E D H I S appointments today because he
wanted to be alone. His increasing celebrity had begun to in-

terfere with his teaching duties. He needed some quiet time to grade
papers and complete a new course syllabus for next term. He’d told
his secretary to turn off the lights in the outer offices; then he sent
her home early. He skipped lunch and worked at his desk until late
afternoon. He was thinking about taking a break when an attractive
young woman entered. He’d seen her before at several campus func-
tions and guessed she might be a sophomore.

“Can I help you?” he asked.
“My grandfather’s on your list.” She walked to the chair in front

of his desk and sat down. “I’d like you to take him off.”
Matheson studied her. She sat perfectly erect and brushed the

blond hair away from her face. Her hand trembled slightly. He no-
ticed a minor flinch of her left shoulder, which signaled tension, and
when her eyes avoided his gaze, he sensed more than nervousness. 

“You are . . . ?” he inquired politely.
“Melissa Grayson,” she answered forcefully. “My grandfather’s

Chester Grayson.”
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“Did he send you?”
“He has no idea I’ve come.”
Matheson looked at her for a moment. She was telling the truth

or had learned to lie very well. Given her bloodlines, he wasn’t pre-
pared to give her the benefit of the doubt. He slid open his desk
drawer and searched through a file. He removed a folder and placed
it on top of his desk, then nudged it slowly toward her.

“Do you want to read about your grandfather, or do you already
know about his sordid past?”

“He’s helped raise me all my life. I don’t need to read about him
to know the kind of man he is.”

“Who he is, isn’t terribly important. What he was and, more to
the point, what he did, is.” He opened the folder. “Family’s impor-
tant to you?” he asked kindly.

“Yes.”
“It was important to them, too.” He placed several black-and-

white photos along the front of the desk and positioned them so
they’d face her. He touched the first picture. “The man your grand-
father murdered had three sons. The oldest was seven. His wife was
pregnant with his daughter, the one he’d never see, or hold, or
bounce on his knee.”

Melissa looked away, then stared at the floor.
“Did your grandfather ever bounce you on his knee? I’m sure he

must have. And, I’m equally sure you giggled and he laughed and
probably someone snapped a photo.”

He pushed a second picture near her. She didn’t look at it. “Per-
haps it was like that one. Children laughing. Happy. Not a care in
the world. Rushing to greet their father, who has his arms filled with
presents and love and hugs and a promise of a future he couldn’t de-
liver.” 

She looked at the photo, then at him. “My grandfather’s a good
man, Professor. He’s one of the most decent and gentle men I’ve ever
known.”

“He castrated a black man, then threw his testicles into a fire.”
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This time Matheson looked away. “That man was studying to be-
come a doctor, someone who’d take a vow to heal the sick. A po-
liceman killed his oldest son, the one with the brightest smile in that
picture, after a botched robbery attempt. His middle son became a
heroin addict and overdosed before his fifteenth birthday. The state
institutionalized his youngest son. They diagnosed him as crazy be-
cause he stood on a bridge one night screaming about how much he
hated white people.”

Matheson looked at her without any anger. When he finally
spoke, he conveyed only sadness. “And the daughter who’d never
been held by her father? She sought comfort in the arms of any man
who’d hold her, whether they paid her or not.” He leaned toward
her. “Your grandfather didn’t kill just one man. He destroyed an en-
tire family.” The sadness disappeared, replaced by defiance. “I don’t
give a damn how much he’s changed. I’m not taking him off the
list.”

After a moment of silence during which Melissa dug her nails
into her thigh, she took the file and began to go through it. Mathe-
son searched her face for some type of expression. She gave no clue
to her feelings. He wondered if she was actually reviewing the folder
or just wanted to avoid his eyes.

“Do you conduct similar research on all the victims?”
The question surprised him. He waited for her to look at him,

but she kept herself occupied by shuffling the documents.
“Yes.”
“You’ve spoken to their families?”
“Whenever I could.”
She placed the file back onto his desk. She looked at him and

spoke calmly. “Do they have as much hate in their hearts as you?”
Her eyes held no indictment, making Matheson’s response more

difficult. “You think this is about hate?”
Her eyes changed suddenly. They became bright and intense, a

jeweled, dark blue fire that consumed the room. “Who the hell
made you God?” 
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“If I had been God, you’d never have known your grandfather.”
At the casualness of his reply, she slumped back into her chair as

if struck hard in the stomach. She waited for a moment, rose qui-
etly, and headed for the door.

“Miss Grayson, I’ll take him off the list.”
She stopped to look at him. He stood behind his desk.
“All he has to do is admit publicly what he did fifty years ago. He

doesn’t have to say he’s sorry. He doesn’t have to apologize. There’s
no one left in the family to pay restitution to. He just has to admit
he murdered a man. And he doesn’t even have to say why.”

He walked slowly toward her. He opened the door and waited for
her to accept the offer or leave. She didn’t move.

“I’ll do you one better, Melissa. He doesn’t have to announce it
publicly. He just has to admit it . . . to you.”

Her eyes closed briefly. She opened them and spoke softly.
“Whatever my grandfather did when he was young, I know he’s paid
for it every day. I only hope, Professor, that you’ll suffer as much for
your sins.”

He remained motionless for several moments after she left. When
he finally moved, he became aware for the first time of her perfume.
The fragrance reminded him of the bath bubbles his mother used to
pour into the water; as a child he refused to wash unless the cherry-
vanilla bubbles overflowed the top of the tub. He hadn’t thought
about that for many years. His mother had left him before he turned
eight. From that point on, he took showers.

He returned to his desk and picked up the folder. It felt heavy. He
removed a photo of Grayson and stared at his face. Melissa had her
grandfather’s eyes and mouth. He wondered what else she’d inher-
ited. He closed the folder without replacing the photo, which he
slowly tore in two.
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CHAPTER
18

EA RV I N C O O PE R R AC E D out of his home brandishing an ax

handle. “Get the hell away from here!” he shouted at the two

young black men on his front lawn.

Delbert held the base of a signpost as Brandon finished hammer-

ing it into the ground. Delbert headed quickly away but stopped

when he noticed Brandon hadn’t followed.

Cooper stood face to face with the powerfully built black who

was calmly holding a hammer. “Take that thing out my lawn,”

Cooper said without looking at the sign.

“Take it out yourself,” Brandon responded. “If you don’t know

what to do with it, maybe you can burn it. You’re pretty good with

fire, aren’t you, Mr. Cooper?”

Cooper gripped the ax handle and raised it a few inches. Brandon

waited patiently and tapped the hammer against his side twice.

Delbert joined Brandon. “We better go,” he said.

“Better listen to your friend and get your black asses off my prop-

erty,” Cooper warned. “Or you can come back later and I’ll have

more than this stick in my hand.”
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“Maybe I’ll just do that,” answered Brandon. “You be sure to be
here and welcome me yourself.”

“I’ll be here, boy. You can count on it.”
Brandon and Delbert proceeded to the car parked across the

street. Cooper followed a safe distance behind and scribbled the li-
cense plate number on his hand. Brandon sped off, his tires kicking
up dirt and gravel.

After the car disappeared, Cooper returned to the signpost and
read: A MURDERER LIVES HERE BUT NOT FOR LONG. He stared at the
sign, then placed both fists around the ax handle and began hacking
the sign into pieces.
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CHAPTER
19

T H E L I T T L E B OY outran the sounds of terror that drowned out the
steady pounding in his small chest. But he couldn’t outrace his fear

or the bloody fingers reaching for him. He closed his eyes and tasted the
salt from his tears and prayed his suffering would be short. He couldn’t
tell if his legs were still moving. The punishing earth beneath his feet had
long ago numbed his lower body. He felt slender fingers on his shoulders.
With one last effort at courage he opened his eyes and unsuccessfully at-
tempted to scream. He turned and frantically pounded the black man’s
chest. The boy heard dozens of rapidly approaching footsteps finally com-
ing to his rescue. He saw the blazing cross and felt a sense of relief fol-
lowed by exhilaration. He relaxed his fists and stared at his hands,
which were now stained with blood.

Reynolds awoke to find Matheson patiently standing over him.
“I hope I didn’t startle you.” Matheson stepped to the side and let

the sun blind Reynolds. “Your wife told me I could find you here.”
Reynolds slipped out of the hammock that hung comfortably be-

tween two large trees in his backyard. “Don’t tell her I wasn’t raking
leaves.” He did a stretching exercise to loosen up the tightness in his
shoulders.
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“Your secret’s good with me,” Matheson said, then stepped back
into the sunlight. “You looked distressed. I imagine prosecutors
often have problems sleeping well.” 

“We sleep just fine, especially when we put away the bad guys.
Must’ve been something I ate. Chili peppers usually make me toss
and turn.” Reynolds smiled politely. “So, why are you visiting me on
such a lovely Saturday afternoon?” 

“I was hoping you might join me for a casual ride around town.
Give us a chance to chat, get to know each other.” 

Reynolds cocked an eyebrow and tried to read Matheson’s face.
He considered the invitation, then shrugged. “Sure, let’s go for it.”

The two men drove for twenty minutes. Luckily, Matheson
owned a terrific sound system along with musical selections that
made conversation unnecessary. Reynolds was equally impressed
with the car, an immaculate classic Mercedes convertible two-seater. 

“You must spend a small fortune keeping this car in mint condi-
tion. What is it, a sixty-seven?”

“Sixty-eight. Actually, I have a new one, but I like to take this out
on weekends.”

“Didn’t know being a professor was that lucrative.” 
“I supplement my salary with books and lectures. But the real rea-

son I drive expensive cars is, I enjoy pissing off my colleagues.”
Matheson turned off the radio. “It’s amazing the difficulty some
folks have accepting a black man’s success.”

“Who would’ve thought?” Reynolds said.
“Thought what?” 
“That you’d enjoy pissing people off.”
Matheson laughed and inserted a new CD.
Reynolds smiled and leaned back, gently touching the headrest.

“Where are we going?” 
“To the hood, James. To the hood.” Matheson pressed down on

the accelerator, and the car’s speed increased quickly, forcing
Reynolds to sit more rigidly against the red-leather bucket seat.
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They drove through West Jackson, Reynolds quietly viewing the
barricaded stores and abandoned buildings along Lynch and Maple
and Sunset Avenue. They arrived at a street called Hope, but there
was little of it for the men who stood at the corner, waiting for dark-
ness to arrive. Reynolds knew these folks intimately. He prosecuted
them every day. They were the human signposts whose messages
were long ago read and deemed unimportant. Day or night, they
waited in front of boarded-up businesses that had deserted them
along with any dreams they might have had for a future.

The only playground in the neighborhood had been designated
too dangerous for children and was confiscated by young men with
neither fear nor anything else of value to lose. During the day they
sprinted back and forth on an asphalt court shooting jump shots; at
night they shot dope or each other. Freedom didn’t exist here. Even
the nets that hung from the basketball hoops were made of steel
chains that clanged instead of swished whenever a ball fell through
their rusted links.

Reynolds and Matheson exited the Mercedes and stood next to
each other. A young black girl, no older than eight, walked toward
the opposite corner. Matheson watched her as he spoke to Reynolds.
“You see that girl across the street?”

“Yeah.” 
The girl greeted two older boys, who followed her into an aban-

doned building.
“You might as well arrest her now,” Matheson said softly.
“She guilty of a crime?”
“She’s beautiful. That can be the ultimate crime on these streets.

Or an invitation to commit one.”
“If anybody’s inviting a crime, it’s not that little girl. It’s you,”

Reynolds responded with a degree of anger that surprised him.
Matheson remained calm. “One rich, used-up ex-athlete with a

penchant for white powder and whiter women gets acquitted, and
the whole country loses its collective mind and vows to reform the
legal system while making his life miserable. You have any idea what
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a two-hundred-year system of jury nullification has done to this
community?”

“I know about poverty, Martin. About hopelessness and fear and
the crimes that stem from them.” Reynolds waited in vain for
Matheson to look at him. “If you brought me here to show me that,
then you’re wasting your time. I sure as hell don’t need a lecture from
you about being black or poor.”

“I didn’t bring you here for a lecture, James. I brought you here
to see what we’ve created. Broken buildings, broken lives, broken
promises. One envelope with a trace of a biological or chemical
weapon can send an entire country into hysteria, but we flood this
place with drugs and guns and terror and nobody gives a damn!”

“Killing a bunch of old white men is gonna change that?”
“Somebody’s got to make the people who live here believe their

lives are important, that you can’t destroy them without paying a
price. Sandburg once said, ‘Slums always seek their revenge.’ ”
Matheson looked across the street. “Sometimes they need to be
pointed in the right direction.” 

The young girl exited the building carrying a small plastic bag in
her hand. She hustled down the street and met an older woman who
took the bag from her. They dashed across a vacant lot and moved
behind a large trash bin. A few moments later a car pulled out,
driven by a black man. The woman had joined two men in the rear
seat. The girl sat in the passenger seat, her face pressed against the
glass, looking at Reynolds as the car sped past.

Matheson walked behind Reynolds and onto the basketball
court. The men stopped playing and approached with wide grins.
Reynolds watched them exchange a variety of soul handshakes and
slaps and fist-knockings with the professor. One of the men tossed
the ball to Matheson, who quickly hit a fadeaway jump shot from
just inside the three-point line.

“Doctor Knowledge, you ready to shoot some hoops for real?” the
man asked. “I can get you some sneaks, and if you wanna play for
money, I can even make sure they fit.”
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“Jerome, you know I don’t want to take advantage of your youth
and inexperience,” Matheson joked.

“If you beat me, I’ll sign up for some of those courses at the col-
lege just like you want.”

“Education is not for the vanquished, Jerome. Enlightenment is
neither a by-product nor a reward for losing.”

“Tell the truth!” someone shouted.
“Truth is like history. It’s defined by the people who win.” Mathe-

son took a step toward Jerome. “When you’re ready to experience
that type of victory, I’ll enroll you myself.”

One of the younger men retrieved the ball and tossed it to
Jerome. He dribbled it twice, then wrapped both arms around the
ball, holding it firmly to his chest. “If we lived on the bottom of the
ocean”—Jerome looked at Matheson with admiration—“none of us
would be as deep as you, my brother.” He gripped the ball with one
hand and with the other saluted the professor.

“I’m coming back tomorrow,” Matheson warned. “Be sure to
practice that pitiful thing you call a hook shot.”

“You just pump up those Air Nikes you got. Last time you
jumped I almost saw the ground.” Jerome laughed, then looked over
at Reynolds. “He a friend of yours, Doctor?” 

“In time, Jerome.” Matheson gave a reassuring nod to Reynolds.
“In time.”

Matheson walked away from the men, who immediately returned
to their game. Jerome received a hard body check under the basket
and threw an elbow that connected on someone’s chin.

Reynolds watched for a moment, then addressed Matheson.
“Somehow I thought you were preparing to challenge me one-on-
one.”

“I’m sure that would make some people happy. But I’d rather
have you on the same team, James.” Matheson looked at Reynolds
and spoke seriously. “I mean that.”

“I hope that’s possible, Martin. I really do.”
“You don’t sound terribly optimistic,” Matheson replied.
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“I learned a long time ago never to predict a jury verdict. I’ve
been surprised by the outcome too many times.” 

“And disappointed?” Matheson asked.
“On occasion, even heartbroken.”
“That could be a good sign. It means you have a heart. Although

it does depend somewhat on the reason for your grief.” Matheson
turned his body to the side and leaned closer to Reynolds. “Just ex-
actly who do you cry for, James?” 

“I cry for the victim, Martin.”
“Then we have more in common than I’d hoped.” Matheson gave

Reynolds a reassuring pat on the shoulder and walked to the street
corner. Reynolds looked back at the basketball scrimmage, which
had turned even more intense. For a moment he thought being a
part of that game might be preferable to joining the professor on
some unknown journey. He hesitated, then followed Matheson
down Hope.

“Are we going someplace in particular?” Reynolds asked.
“We are someplace, James.” Matheson stopped. “It’s called the fu-

ture. Unless we change it.” He resumed walking.
“You gonna leave your car there?” Reynolds asked as they were

about to turn the corner.
“If you’re not safe among your people, you’re not safe anywhere.” 
“I take it that means you’re covered by theft insurance,” said

Reynolds.
“With no deductible,” confided Matheson, flashing a generous

smile. “Come on, I’ll treat you to lunch.”
Reynolds shrugged. I’ve come this far; might as well go the whole

nine yards.
The two men ate at a local soul food luncheonette. The woman

who ran the place with her two sons knew Matheson and served him
extra-large portions. The aroma of barbecued chicken and hickory-
smoked ribs permeated the tiny establishment, which had a small
eat-in counter and three lopsided wooden tables with bench chairs.
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Most of the people who entered came for takeout and didn’t have to
suffer the lack of air-conditioning.

Reynolds sat in a cramped space near a portable fan blowing
warm air from a side window. Matheson kept his back to the door,
making it easier for patrons to give him an affectionate pat on the
shoulder or offer a congratulatory “Go get ’em, Doc” or “We’re with
you all the way.” 

“How’s your brisket?” Matheson asked.
“Delicious,” Reynolds replied between bites. “I haven’t tasted

greens and corn bread this good since . . . Well, now that I think of
it, I don’t remember if I’ve ever tasted them this good.”

“There’s a lot of love in this place, James. And every bit of it goes
into what Eunice Williams calls down-home cookin’.”

“You’ve known her a long time?”
“Her mother operated a diner sixty years ago and passed on the

family recipes to Eunice, who’s been teaching her sons, who will
teach their daughters, and so the tradition lives on.” Matheson
drank some ice-cold lemonade. “My father used to come here when
he was young. This whole area consisted of shops, restaurants, and
theaters—all owned and operated at one time by black folks. Now
this is the only shop that remains. Everybody else went the way of
the dinosaurs, except it wasn’t fire and floods that did them in but
the ravages of a poorly conceived integration strategy.”

“I doubt your father would consider himself a contributor to
their extinction.”

“I’m certain he wouldn’t. But that doesn’t change the reality of
what we gave up to get to where we now are.”

“You seem to be doing just fine,” Reynolds countered. He ate
some greens and savored the taste while waiting for the fencing
match to continue. For some reason, it stopped.

“James, I really didn’t want this afternoon to deteriorate into our
rather counterproductive tit-for-tats. I’m more guilty of instigating
those arguments than you are, and I apologize.”
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Reynolds felt uncomfortable. He could handle an arrogant
Matheson, but the humble version made him nervous.

“More than anything else,” continued the professor, “I’d like you
to understand what I’m doing.”

Reynolds set his knife and fork on the table and searched for an
appropriate response. “Martin, what troubles me most is your indif-
ference to ruining the lives of the very students you claim to care so
much about. One or more of them is probably committing these
murders, and you—”

“I know my students aren’t responsible for any of those deaths,
James. And I’ll take that knowledge to my grave.”

“How can you be so sure?”
“Because I know,” the professor answered.
Reynolds studied Matheson but could find nothing in his ex-

pression to indicate why he felt so certain. “For the moment, let’s ac-
cept you’re right. They had nothing to do with the murders. Still,
they’re celebrating every death. You’ve got them caring more about
revenge than they—”

“They care about justice, James. They aren’t celebrating revenge
any more than the families of victims of violent crimes celebrate the
death penalty. When those family members attend state-sponsored
executions, they don’t go there looking for blood. They’re searching
for closure. And when that switch is pulled or that needle injected,
do they finally experience a sense of relief ?” Matheson leaned back
and released a sigh. “Yes. I imagine they do. It may not bring their
loved ones back, but in some small measure it protects the ones still
alive and the ones yet unborn. If you can’t understand me, James,
then you can’t understand the system you represent or the job you
do or the citizenship you hold. Don’t blame me for being an Amer-
ican—blame America.” Matheson smiled sadly, then leaned closer
toward Reynolds. “Do you know what they call a person who
bombs a terrorist?” he asked.

Eunice brought more corn bread to the table. “How’s your meal,
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Professor? Hope your friend’s enjoyin’ his food as much as I enjoyed
makin’ it for him.”

Reynolds smiled politely. “I’ve enjoyed it more than I can say,
thank you very much. I’ll be sure to come back.”

“And bring plenty of company,” Eunice said, pointing behind
her. “I got extra chairs out back.” She placed her hand on Reynolds’s
shoulder. “Hope you saved some room for sweet potato pie or peach
cobbler.”

“One slice of each, please,” said Matheson. “We’ll share.” He
nodded at Reynolds.

“Comin’ right up fresh from the oven,” said Eunice, heading back
to the kitchen.

Matheson smiled and looked at Reynolds. “It’s not as American
as apple pie, but it’s all right to deviate occasionally from some tra-
ditions.” Matheson held up his glass of lemonade and toasted
Reynolds, who returned the favor.
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CHAPTER
20

SH I F T I N G H I S W E I G H T to accommodate a sack of newspapers
slung over his left shoulder, Robert Johnson cradled his favorite

fishing rod, which was protected by a long black leather case he’d re-
ceived last week for his thirteenth birthday. He’d be fishing now if
his younger brother hadn’t come down with a stomach virus. He
could have ignored Joseph’s plea to take over his paper route, but
their mother had taught them that obligations needed to be fulfilled
and brothers were supposed to help each other no matter what.

He tossed a newspaper on a front porch and never broke stride.
He probably wasn’t going to catch any fish this late, but he loved
being near the water and intended to make up for lost time even if
that meant he wouldn’t be home before nightfall. His mother
worked on Saturdays, and his brother would cover for him if she got
back earlier than expected.

The two brothers were extremely close, and though Joseph was
only nine, Robert considered him his best friend. They’d do any-
thing for each other, including but not limited to deceiving their
mother for a noble cause such as fishing, football, or sneaking into
the movies without paying.
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Robert tossed another paper, toward a house surrounded by a
bright white fence. It banged against the front door and ricocheted
behind a medium-sized hedge. He glanced at his wristwatch and
sighed. He hoped it hadn’t landed in a wet area. Sprinklers were wa-
tering both sides of the walkway, and he didn’t have any extra papers
to spare. He promised Joey he’d deliver them all so his brother
would stand a good chance of being newspaper boy of the month.
It meant a whole week’s bonus and bragging rights likely to increase
tips for the rest of the year.

He left the sack of papers on the sidewalk to ensure they’d remain
dry. Unwilling to abandon his fishing rod, he carefully extended the
case and maneuvered it efficiently in front of him, avoiding the
spray from an overactive sprocket wheel attached to a long green
hose. He made it through safely and tucked the end of the case be-
tween his arm and ribcage, simulating his preferred method for
snagging trout. The front door sprang open and startled him. He
never heard the explosion but saw a bright red-yellow flash just be-
fore he was thrown in the opposite direction of the fishing pole. 

The case floated high and lingered over his fallen body, eventu-
ally landing a few feet away. The water from the gyrating sprinkler
sprayed him and threatened the leather case. He instinctively
reached to protect it when he noticed the water around him turn
red. He felt a hole in his chest and raised his head to see an old man
at the front door, holding a shotgun.

Robert’s head sank back to the wet earth. His body started con-
vulsing in competition with the out-of-control sprinkler head.
Chester Grayson slowly approached the teen and knelt beside him
in stunned disbelief. He tossed the shotgun to the side and cradled
the boy in his arms. Robert shook for several moments until his
body became perfectly still. Grayson looked up toward the heavens
and screamed as his granddaughter, Melissa, rushed from the house
to offer assistance.

“The man acted in self-defense,” argued Vanzant.
“That’s for a jury to decide,” responded Reynolds.
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“You really expect this office to issue an indictment against a
seventy-two-year-old man who was frightened out of his wits?” Van-
zant said with more energy.

Lauren Sinclair moved toward the window of Vanzant’s office.
“Melvin, if we don’t do something, it’ll seem like he got away with
murder a second time and nobody cared.” She looked at Reynolds
for support, but he wanted out on this one. “At least bring it before
a grand jury,” she continued. “If they decide there’s enough for us to
go forward, a trial will get out all the facts.”

“We already know all the facts,” answered Vanzant. “We got us a
bunch of terrified old men sleepin’ with loaded shotguns who’ll
blow away any stranger who sets foot on their property!”

“Any black stranger,” corrected Reynolds.
“By all accounts the guy’s been a model citizen. He’s given his

time and money to all kinds of charitable organizations, black and
white.” Vanzant walked toward Reynolds, who was seated in the far
corner of the room. “James, you look me straight in the eyes and tell
me you think any jury is gonna convict that man.”

“Wasn’t that the criterion used fifty years ago?”
“Goddamn it!” shouted Vanzant. “This is the twenty-fuckin’-first

century!” He’d resorted to swearing, once again hoping it would
mask his fear.

Reynolds stood face to face with his boss. “Even in the twenty-
first century, you shouldn’t be able to kill a black teenager for carry-
ing a fishing pole.”

Vanzant didn’t budge. “Maybe you need to go back to law school.
Brush up on the sections dealing with state of mind and criminal
intent.”

“By any chance, is that near the sections on reasonable force and
involuntary manslaughter?” 

“Gentlemen, we’re not going to resolve this by giving each other
law exams,” Sinclair intervened.

Vanzant approached her. “From Chester Grayson’s point of view,
did he or did he not have reason to fear for his life?” He turned
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around and pointed his finger at Reynolds. “Why don’t you ask that
question of your professor friend?”

“He’s not my friend,” replied Reynolds.
“Then what the hell were you two doin’ drivin’ all over the city?”

Vanzant asked.
“How’d you know that?”
“We got a court order to follow his ass!” 
Reynolds looked accusingly at Sinclair. She turned away. He

waited for a moment before addressing Vanzant. “Was I the only
one in the office who didn’t know?”

Vanzant didn’t feel the need to respond, so Reynolds headed for
the door. “Where are you goin’?” Vanzant asked.

“To a funeral.” Reynolds opened the door and faced Vanzant.
“Wouldn’t it be easier if you ordered surveillance on my ass, too?”
He left, slamming the door behind him.

Vanzant proceeded to his desk and opened a small pouch. “Let
Grayson have the weekend,” he said resignedly. “We’ll issue a war-
rant for his arrest on Monday.” He sat down and inserted a wad of
tobacco inside his cheek.

Sinclair took a seat near the window and removed her eyeglasses.
“How long are we going to keep Professor Matheson under surveil-
lance?” she asked.

Vanzant rested both feet on the corner of his desk. “We could
only get authorization for seventy-two hours. Right now he’s free as
a bird without a worry in the world.” He balled up a piece of paper
and tossed it at the wastebasket. It hit the rim and bounced out.

The thudding sounds became more intense and far more desper-
ate. Matheson struck the large leather punching bag that hung from
a metal-reinforced stand. He wore only gray sweatpants, sneakers,
and small red boxing gloves. The perspiration glistened off his back
and chest under the hot lights of the university’s gymnasium. The
rubber soles of his shoes squeaked against the blue mats covering
the hardwood floors. His body moved quickly from side to side as

JEFF STETSON120

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 120



he leveraged his full weight behind each fierce and unforgiving
punch.

He grunted every time he struck the bag, this followed by a deep,
mournful release of air and pain. His fists rhythmically pounded the
oversized bag, low then high, low then high. Suddenly, he stopped
and stared at the listless bag that swung slowly back into place. He
looked ready to fall to his knees, exhausted, nearly defeated, but he
forced his body to continue. He took a step back, then, with new
energy summoned from some hidden reservoir, leaped into the air
and rapidly spun his right leg into the unsuspecting bag. The bag
lifted off the secured hinge and crashed to the floor.

Nine-year-old Joseph Johnson collapsed into his mother’s arms at
the sight of his beloved brother resting peacefully inside a walnut-
colored casket. He screamed and wept as Mrs. Johnson led him to a
seat in the front pew. Reynolds sat near the rear of the church and
heard the boy, in between his despairing sobs, plead for someone to
“kill that white man!” who took away his only brother and best
friend. Some members in the congregation nodded their heads, ei-
ther in mourning or agreement. Turning, Reynolds spotted Mathe-
son a few pews over, seated alone with his head bowed.

The minister spoke, but Reynolds heard nothing other than the
weeping of the young boy. After a while he blocked out the sounds
and saw only the visible signs of grief: people dressed in black, a
woman’s tear-stained face covered partially by a veil, a child’s
clenched fist.

The innocent had once again suffered, he thought. They always
did. Matheson’s great crusade would be bloodier than imagined and
claim more victims than those listed on a single sheet of paper.
Reynolds was now sure of that. He closed his eyes and wondered
how he could bring an end to all this. When he opened them, he
noticed that Matheson was no longer in his seat.

He looked around and found the professor holding the grief-
stricken Joseph. The boy’s body no longer shook. His weeping had
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stopped. Even his calls to punish the man who killed his brother had
ceased.

Matheson placed his arm around the boy’s shoulders, and Joseph
sat taller, more erect. He leaned the side of his face against the pro-
fessor’s chest. The boy’s parents gratefully moved aside to give
Matheson additional room to comfort the child.

Reynolds wanted to pray but couldn’t. As an alternative, he
bowed his head and kept it that way for the rest of the service.
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CHAPTER
21

CH E S T E R G R AY S O N S T U D I E D his naked body in the mirror of
his locked bathroom. Intensely vain as a young man, he could no

longer deny what time had done to a once firm physique. Old age
is a cruel master, he’d discovered. He turned off the water that filled
three-quarters of his newly tiled tub, then tested it with his right
hand—his left had flared up with arthritis and remained unreliable.
The steam from the basin together with the fog on the mirrors usu-
ally served as better barometers than his weather-beaten skin.

He placed his right foot into the hot water and forced himself to
tolerate the pain. He placed his other foot into the tub and sat down
as quickly as his tired body allowed. He leaned back, letting the
water engulf his skin, which immediately turned bright pink under
the extreme temperature. He’d already poured several capfuls of his
wife’s moisturizing lotion into the water. Under normal circum-
stances he’d rather stay filthy than subject his body to such feminine
devices, but he assumed the softener would prevent staining. Bad
enough if his wife should find him there, it would be particularly
unkind if she had to scrub whatever residue he left behind.

He picked up the pearl-handled straight razor that had belonged
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to his grandfather and admired the detail, the craftsmanship. People
used to care about their work back then. They knew they were cre-
ating a legacy and wanted to feel proud about it.

He slashed his left wrist, then submerged the gnarled hand be-
neath the oiled surface. His eyes darted toward the ceiling, disin-
clined for the moment to see the water changing color. The sight of
blood had often sickened him. It reminded him of the day he’d be-
come a savage, egged on by a crowd and intoxicated by too much to
drink and his own overwhelming fear. Someone had placed a knife
in his left hand and dared him to “stab the nigger.” He’d meant to
slice the black man across the leg, thereby proving his manhood and
loyalty to friends he would never speak to again. When he raised the
weapon over his head, the man had looked at him and pleaded, “Tell
my children I love them. Tell them I—” Grayson had let the knife
fall before the man could finish his request. Then he became a mad-
man, cutting, slashing, and screaming in an effort to drown out the
man’s cries.

He stared at the bathwater and thought about how long it had
taken him to wash off the man’s blood. There were times when he
still saw traces of it hidden within the wrinkled birth lines of both
his palms. He later learned the man had studied to become a doc-
tor. Imagine that, he thought, smiling.

Grayson intended to leave behind a note to his wife, to his two
sons, and especially to his granddaughter, Melissa. He wanted to say
he loved them, but he couldn’t write the words. After all, he’d never
delivered the message to the man’s children as requested, and pay-
back seemed only appropriate. He owed the man at least that much.

He lifted his left hand from the bloody tub and placed it onto his
chest. He’d suspected that God had rendered the hand useless as
punishment, a constant reminder of his terrible deed. Blood
pumped from his wrist in rhythmic squirts, graphically painting the
surrounding porcelain canvas. The color faded from his face and
lips. He wondered if the man’s widow found the money he’d stuffed
inside her mailbox the Sunday after her husband’s funeral.
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The room darkened. The ceiling swirled, then opened. The sky
beckoned, but he knew the heavens wouldn’t welcome him. He’d
devoted much of his life to seeking repentance, only to fail when
tested. His cowardice had caused another tragic death and claimed
the life of a newspaper boy. He dared not ask for forgiveness again.
He slowly sank deeper into the water and heard a voice from the
past or perhaps the future: “Tell my children I love them. Tell them
I—”

The doorknob jiggled. His wife wanted to know if he needed
anything. His eyes remained open as red liquid slowly buried his
face and seeped into his ears and mouth.

News of the suicide spread rapidly throughout the DA’s office,
and when it reached Vanzant he released a sigh of relief. The death
freed him of the obligation to conduct a controversial trial. News or-
ganizations around the country had deluged his office with requests
for interviews. He’d even received phone calls from the international
press. The possibility of putting Grayson on trial had caused his mi-
graines to return. If ever anyone had been caught between the
proverbial rock and a hard place only to receive a last-minute re-
prieve, it was District Attorney Melvin Vanzant. He could now re-
assume his daily duties without the added pressure of having to seek
a murder indictment against a frightened old man.

Vanzant left his office early and treated his wife to an unexpected
lunch at her favorite restaurant. He ordered the finest bottle of im-
ported wine on the menu and drank it slowly. He didn’t know how
long his luck would continue—probably not very long at all. But for
the moment he’d enjoy his good fortune even if it happened to co-
incide with a tragic death. You took your victories where you found
them.

By contrast, Reynolds brooded over Grayson’s death the entire
day. He postponed a lunch appointment and two staff meetings in
favor of sitting alone at his desk. He pressed his fingertips together
and rested them on his lips as he contemplated the sheer magnitude
of events. Everywhere he went, people discussed the professor’s
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course, the revenge murders, the justice system, the American way,
and now, of course, the man who took his own life. “Too late,” some
argued. “Too sad,” countered others. 

Reynolds flipped through his Rolodex and located a number. He
picked up the phone and dialed. Surely, he thought, after all this suf-
fering, even the professor would listen to reason now.

Matheson ignored the ringing phone and sat quietly in his den
organizing his work. He listened to a woman’s professionally dispas-
sionate voice on the radio: “In another bizarre twist to an already
tragic tale, Chester Grayson committed suicide at his home yesterday
evening, shortly after the funeral services of Robert Johnson, the thirteen-
year-old he was accused of shooting to death.”

Matheson moved aside a plate of food that had gone untouched
and studied several photographs of black children on stretchers
being removed from the basement of a burned-out church.

“Johnson reportedly was delivering the morning newspaper as a favor
to his younger brother,” the impersonal voice continued. Matheson
read news clippings of the church firebombing.

“No motive for the killing has been officially established. . . .”
The phone stopped ringing.
“Neighbors interviewed immediately after the boy’s death suggested

Grayson had grown increasingly troubled after his name was linked to
an unsolved civil rights murder that occurred nearly five decades ago,
when the reformed Klan member was in his early twenties.”

Matheson searched through a file folder.
“According to family members, Grayson denounced his former racist

behavior and had led an exemplary life since the mid-sixties. Ironically,
he’d been unaware that his name had been deleted from Professor Mar-
tin Matheson’s newly distributed list of suspected murderers less than
twenty-four hours before the shooting of the young newsboy.”

Matheson turned off the radio and removed an eight-by-ten
photo from a manila envelope. He wheeled around his leather chair
and faced a large bulletin board attached to the wall just behind
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him. The board was covered with photos. On one side hung pictures
of black victims—lynched, burned, mutilated. Directly next to
them rested a poster filled with photos of white men. 

Matheson retrieved a silver thumbtack and, in a recently vacated
space under a neatly hand-printed banner that read, UNPUNISHED

MURDERERS, attached a photo of Earvin Cooper.
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CHAPTER
22

RU T H P L AC E D S EV E R A L heaping spoonfuls of steaming hot
vegetables with melted cheese on her husband’s plate. Earvin

Cooper didn’t have much of an appetite. He’d been unable to eat
much ever since that black policeman visited him with the news that
he’d been placed on some crazy professor’s list.

“You want butter for your vegetables?” Ruth asked.
He slid the plate away and muttered, “They’re too soggy.”
Ruth rolled her eyes and released one of her customary “What am

I going to do with this man?” sighs. “They’re exactly the way I’ve
made ’em for the last forty years, which is exactly the way you’ve al-
ways liked them,” she snapped.

He didn’t respond.
“Earvin, is everything all right?” she asked. “You been actin’

strange for almost—”
He threw his napkin onto the meat platter in disgust and rose

abruptly, knocking over his glass of milk and spilling the contents
across the dining room table. “What’s the damn world come to? A
man can’t even get his food made the way he wants!” He stormed
into the kitchen and headed for the back door.
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“Earvin, where you goin’?” Ruth’s voice betrayed fear.
“Check on the animals!” he snapped.
“You ain’t never checked on the animals this late.” She tried to

reach him, but he’d already made it outside into the warm night air.
Cooper entered the darkened barn after making a brief stop in-

side his garage. He held a flashlight in one hand and a gun in the
other. He slowly searched each separate area, starting with the sta-
bles. His two horses ignored him and used the time to nibble at
some grain in their feed troughs. A cow looked at him with its large
brown eyes and casually swished its tail, turning away from the
bright yellowish beam.

The hens didn’t appreciate the interruption and fluttered aim-
lessly in small circles. Cooper shined his light at the vacated nests
and discovered several eggs. He tucked the gun into his waistband
and proudly stuck out his chest. “ ’Bout time you started earnin’
your keep,” he uttered with a grin.

A noise distracted him. He grabbed the handle of his gun, pre-
pared to remove it quickly if need be. He traced the left corner of
the barn with the light, then moved it to the opposite corner. He no-
ticed one of the bales of hay had fallen from its stack. He pointed
the light higher and found a newly made, elaborate web constructed
inside all four corners of a window frame. A large black spider
worked its way toward a captured moth until the light temporarily
froze it. Its body pulsated for a moment and waited for Cooper’s
next move. He removed a gold Zippo lighter from his trousers and
flicked it twice.

“Can’t have a picnic without barbecue,” he remarked, then ex-
tended the flame toward the center of the web. Just before his hand
reached the intended target, Cooper noticed a shifting image in the
glass, followed by a shadow that concealed half the silver web. His
fingers tightened around the flashlight’s thick cylinder just as the
lighter was viciously knocked from his hand. He swung the flash-
light but missed the assailant, who punched him in the face.

Cooper removed his gun, but it was kicked out of his hand with
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lightning speed. It landed on a vacated nest and crushed several eggs.
Cooper threw the flashlight at the stranger, then rushed him with
the football skill he’d acquired decades earlier. They tumbled over
several bales of hay. Cooper lashed out in a desperate frenzy and
struck the intruder on the head and chest.

The lighter had ignited a small fire near the stables, which spread
quickly, fueled by dry straw and brittle wood. Cooper landed hard
on his back but immediately recovered and locked his arms around
the stranger’s waist in a tight bear hug. Their two silhouettes wres-
tled near the flames as horses kicked furiously and hens scampered
hysterically.

Punches were thrown in the darkness, striking flesh and bone.
The two figures crashed against the side of the barn. Cooper drove
his knee into the assailant’s stomach and pounded his fists into the
back of the stranger’s head.

Cooper took a bruising elbow to his face, followed by a brutal
punch to his kidney that forced him to stagger backward. The as-
sailant moved quickly to the side and disappeared. Cooper hustled
to the door and opened it, allowing the moonlight to break through.
Grabbing a pitchfork off the sidewall, he turned around rapidly,
primed to strike.

A Molotov cocktail was hurled across the barn and struck Cooper
full force against his massive chest. He flung the pitchfork, which
barely missed the stranger and embedded itself in the burning wood.
The pitchfork continued to vibrate as Cooper’s body erupted into
flames. He made one last futile attempt to reach the moving shadow.
Overcome by fire, he scrambled to the floor, rolling and writhing in
agony.

The assailant jumped through the flames and unlocked the stalls.
The horses stampeded over the smaller animals. Other livestock
frantically escaped through the smoke-filled opening. Flames fully
engulfed the barn, which crackled and popped like a pile of logs in
a giant fireplace.

Ruth ran toward the inferno, screaming her husband’s name.
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Cooper crawled outside, body ablaze and hideously contorted. A
few feet from his wife’s outstretched arms he collapsed onto the
smoldering and scorched earth. Ruth watched helplessly as blue and
red flames shot toward the sky and dark smoke blocked out the fad-
ing moon. She fell to her knees, totally unaware of car tires screech-
ing away from the place she once loved to call home.
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CHAPTER
23

PR E S S U R E TO S TO P Matheson from teaching his course intensi-
fied after Grayson’s suicide. Every politician in the state, with the

exception of a few black ones, had been inundated with phone calls,
E-mails, and letters demanding he be fired from the university.
Cooper’s death caused editorial writers from around the state to in-
sist “all law enforcement place their territorial interests aside and
work together diligently to capture those responsible for these hor-
rific murders and put an end to our long dark nightmare.” As the
subject of national newscasts, the murders even forced the president
to answer questions raised by the White House press corps.

The state’s attorney general coordinated efforts with the FBI and
local law enforcement. Since the majority of the murders had taken
place in Jackson County and its surrounding area, Vanzant assumed
a major role in heading up the primary task force. Forensic special-
ists had begun gathering information, and Dr. Charles Hunter, a na-
tionally renowned criminal profiler, had compiled and analyzed data
on Matheson’s students, close colleagues, and the professor himself.
He’d prepared a preliminary summary of his findings, which Van-
zant asked him to share with the staff.
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“Right now,” reported Hunter, “our strongest theory is that the
killer is one or more students either enamored of or devoted to
Matheson. Given the strength required to overpower the victims,
the murders were likely committed by a male, but we haven’t ruled
out female participation in the crimes. Whoever it is wants to curry
favor with his or her hero or cult leader. He or she is probably from
a broken home without a strong male presence, an underachiever in
both academics and sports, has few friends, especially from the op-
posite sex, and is inclined to be adamant, possibly fanatical, about
politics or religion.” Hunter took a sip of coffee.

“I’ve also offered a scenario you might find intriguing. It’s possi-
ble that a highly educated white male, late twenties or early thirties,
imitating the infamous John Brown, committed these crimes to cor-
rect perceived injustice and alleviate self-guilt. Since whites are far
more likely to commit serial murders than blacks, and in this case
could move easily in and out of white communities unnoticed and
unsuspected, I recommend local police investigate Caucasian civil
rights advocates or former members of racist organizations who’d ac-
tively disavowed their affiliations.”

“That would be an extremely short list,” joked Reynolds.
“Don’t take this the wrong way,” Vanzant said, “but I think that

theory’s unadulterated bullshit. I’ll put my money on that football
star who abandoned dreams of glory to study under Matheson. I
saw that kid play his freshman year. Phenomenal. Absolutely phe-
nomenal,” he continued. “He would’ve been the first pick in the
draft no matter what year he decided to declare. Now, you tell me,
a young guy gives up millions of dollars to play a sport he trained
for his entire life, walks away from fame, fortune, and fuckin’, for
what—to study with his mentor? Is that the action of a normal per-
son or someone under the spell of his guru? Ain’t that the definition
of a fanatic, or zealot, or groupie, or . . . ?”

“Murderer?” Hunter asked.
“He’s big, he’s quick, he’s strong, and he’s devoted to pleasing his

personal messiah.” Vanzant waited for someone to agree with him.
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“He also was at the scene when Rankin’s car exploded, and
Cooper’s wife said her husband wrote down his license plate a few
days before the fire,” added Woody Winslow. Uncharacteristically,
he was munching on something unhealthy—a powdered-sugar jelly
doughnut.

“Gentlemen,” Vanzant announced solemnly, “I believe we’ve nar-
rowed our list of suspects.”

Brandon and Delbert walked across the student parking lot.
“Wanna come over to my parents’ for Thanksgiving?” Brandon
asked.

“I promised my mom I’d go home for the holidays.”
“I guess I’ll have to find someone else to eat my vegetables,” Bran-

don teased. He gave Delbert a playful shove. “You sure you’re not
sneaking off with Sereta to get married?”

“I wouldn’t be keepin’ it no secret. I’d be screamin’ her name from
the tallest building in Jackson.”

“You got yourself a good lady, Delbert.”
“Got me a pretty good best friend, too. Don’t know why you’d

hang around with someone like me, but I ain’t complainin’.”
Brandon was about to respond but noticed two patrol cars slowly

circling a section of the lot. He moved cautiously, trying not to
bring attention to himself.

“You mind if I don’t give you a ride back to the dorm?” he asked
Delbert.

“What’s the matter?”
Brandon focused on the two cars that had stopped next to each

other. One of the policemen spotted Brandon and pointed in his di-
rection. The driver of the other car turned and stared at him as well.
They steered their cars around an entry gate and traveled the wrong
way, in the middle of opposing traffic, toward the two students.

“Get out of here, now!” Brandon shouted at Delbert, then
jumped over a hedge and dashed toward his car. Before he unlocked
the door, he heard the first police siren, followed a split second later
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by another. He hurriedly entered the car and jammed his key into
the ignition. He started the engine and quickly shifted into reverse.
His foot slammed against the accelerator. The car raced backward,
striking a parked vehicle. It spun forward, scraping the front end of
a van, then sideswiped an SUV pulling out of its space.

The two patrol cars maneuvered through the crowded lot and
converged on Brandon’s sedan. Delbert tried to block one of the of-
ficers’ vehicles with his body but at the last moment dove out of the
way and landed hard on the pavement. His books skidded under-
neath a large trailer.

Students rushed from the area and barely missed being struck by
Brandon’s automobile as he zigzagged in between rows of parked
cars, driving toward a narrow access road.

One patrol car blasted through a construction barricade and
speeded across a patch of gravel before climbing an elevated mound
of dirt and sliding into a pile of cement bags. The fine, light gray
dust burst into a thick cloud, spraying granulated particles high into
the air. The police vehicle emerged from the haze of flying debris
with windshield wipers struggling mightily.

Trying to catch his friend, Delbert sprinted across the lot but had
no chance. He watched Brandon drive out of the university lot onto
a public road less than a hundred feet in front of the rapidly ap-
proaching patrol car.

Brandon ignored a flashing red signal at an intersection, causing
oncoming traffic to slam on brakes and screech to a crashing halt.
Front and rear bumpers ferociously banged against each other. A
hood flew open and sailed over two unscathed vehicles, landing full
force on a new pickup truck.

Both police cars were now actively engaged in the chase, driving
onto the corner sidewalk to avoid the surrounding accidents. Bran-
don saw their red lights swirling as the two patrol vehicles edged
along either side of his sedan in an effort to cut him off. Brandon
sped up, then pushed his brake to the floor. The two cars passed,
providing an opportunity for him to head in the opposite direction.
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Brandon backed up and made a tight turn, but the car stalled.
He’d restarted the engine when the first patrol car barreled into the
rear of his sedan and crushed his vehicle against a street lamp. Bran-
don’s head whipped forward and struck the windshield. The air bag
exploded as the second police car wedged itself against the car’s side,
effectively cutting off any escape.

The radiator erupted, releasing streams of scalding water and hot
steam. Four police officers emerged from their vehicles and sur-
rounded Brandon’s car with weapons drawn. “Put your hands up
over your head and keep them there!” screamed the officer closest to
the driver’s window. Brandon complied with the demand and lifted
his hands over his bloodied face.

He groggily sensed the front door being ripped open and hands
tearing at his body while he sat in the front seat, incapable of offer-
ing resistance. Two policemen removed him from the car and threw
him to the ground, facedown. Someone drove a knee into the small
of his back and twisted his arms behind him. He heard a clicking
sound, then felt handcuffs lock around his wrists. The glimmering
green liquid from his ruptured cooling system burned his skin. He
raised his face off the ground to speak and saw a baton move quickly
toward his head, followed by a sharp pain, then darkness.
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CHAPTER
24

REY N O L D S H A D F I L L E D one legal pad with notes and begun a

second when his phone buzzed twice. Annoyed, he picked up

the receiver. “I asked you not to—” He listened intently. “Send him

in.” He cradled the receiver for a moment, then hung up the phone.

Quickly straightening his desk, he proceeded to involve himself with

various stacks of papers.

He heard his office door open and close. “Be with you in a mo-

ment,” he said without looking up from his work. He finished scrib-

bling information on the side of a court transcript, then, placing his

ballpoint pen inside his jacket pocket, started to rise. When he saw

Matheson’s injured face, he sank back to his seat.

“What happened to you?” Reynolds asked in amazement.

Matheson walked slowly toward Reynolds and took a seat on the

opposite side of the desk. He lightly touched his face, which was

marred by a series of deep bruises and minor abrasions. “I seemed to

have upset some of our more temperamental citizens.”

“You file a report?”

“I did indeed. The police were mildly amused and totally unin-
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terested. As you can imagine, I’m not very popular with law en-
forcement.”

“By the looks of your face, you’re not popular with all sorts of
people.” Reynolds studied Matheson. “You go to the hospital?”

“No bones were broken, and I wouldn’t give my enemies the sat-
isfaction of seeking medical attention.” Matheson touched a swollen
area underneath his left eye. “I consider these marks badges of
honor. I intend to display them with pride.”

“You’re gonna show them for a while regardless of your intent.
You don’t have much choice in the matter.”

“There’s always a choice, James. You simply need the courage to
make it.” 

Reynolds wasn’t in the mood for another lecture. “So what brings
you here? My secretary said it was urgent.”

“One of my students has been arrested. I was hoping you might
look into it . . . see that he’s treated fairly.”

“Brandon Hamilton?”
“Yes. He’s not who you’re looking for. He’s not a murderer.”
“He acted like a person with a great deal to hide. He also caused

quite a bit of damage in the process of leading the police on a very
dangerous pursuit.”

“Brandon paid a visit to Earvin Cooper’s home two days ago and
left behind a protest sign. I’m sure you know about that.”

“I have the report,” replied Reynolds.
“Then you’re probably aware Cooper confronted him and wrote

down his license plate number.” Matheson extended his left leg gin-
gerly and winced slightly in pain. “After he learned of Cooper’s mur-
der and saw the police looking for him, he panicked.”

Reynolds observed Matheson’s discomfort and wondered how
seriously the professor had been injured. “He placed a sign on
Cooper’s property suggesting he wasn’t going to live long. That’s a
pretty serious threat that managed to come true. You give your stu-
dents psychic powers as well as an understanding of history?”

“If you teach history properly, you can predict it with great accu-
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racy.” Matheson folded his arms across his chest. “And in the spirit
of getting one’s facts correct, the sign read, ‘A murderer lives here,
but not for long.’ It referred to his address, not his life. The goal was
to drive Cooper from the community.”

“Burying him would certainly accomplish that.”
“Brandon’s guilty of trespass. That’s all.”
“At the moment he’s guilty of resisting arrest, numerous driving

infractions, and leaving the scene of several accidents.”
“He exercised poor judgment. Given the circumstances that’s

completely understandable.”
“A jury might have to decide that. For his sake as well as yours, I

hope they agree with you.”
“So you’re not charging him with Cooper’s murder?”
“That hasn’t been determined,” said Reynolds. “But witnesses

also placed him at the scene of the car-bombing that killed Arnold
Rankin. Several people there described him as smiling while the el-
derly victim burned to death.”

“Justice brings a sense of satisfaction even when it’s significantly
delayed,” said Matheson. “After murderers are punished I sometimes
smile, too. Does that make me a murderer?”

“It makes you a lot of things, none of which are desirable.”
“Whatever you may think of me, I know the capabilities of my

students. Brandon’s a good kid. I’d be grateful for any help you can
offer—assuming you can do that and keep your job.”

“I appreciate your concern over my livelihood.”
Matheson noticed the awards and citations arranged on the wall

behind Reynolds’s desk. “Very impressive.” He walked toward the
wall to inspect each plaque. “Most of these are from white organi-
zations. You must have a terribly effective cracker sling.”

“Cracker sling?” Reynolds asked. He was both annoyed and
curious.

Matheson turned toward him. “A very good friend of mine
worked at a prestigious law firm. He, of course, was the only black
but continued to express his determination to be promoted to full
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partner. I asked him how he intended to accomplish that. He con-
fided he’d contrived a rather useful invention which he characterized
as a ‘cracker sling.’ ”

“Like the one David used to slay Goliath?” asked Reynolds.
“An arm sling,” clarified Matheson. “He’d wear it at every impor-

tant staff meeting. Claimed he needed it for a recurring injury, ten-
nis elbow or something else equally believable.” He approached
Reynolds. “Whenever one of his colleagues said something particu-
larly irritating or downright infuriating, the sling restricted his nat-
ural impulse to inflict bodily injury.”

“Did it help him make partner?” 
“No,” said Matheson, smiling. “But it kept his ass out of jail.”
Reynolds laughed but not as genuinely as Matheson. “He ever use

the sling to prevent him from hitting a black person?”
Matheson stared at the window. “We’ve never had to restrain

ourselves from attacking each other.” He returned his focus to
Reynolds. “But then, you know that better than most. Your job
might not exist if it were otherwise.”

“I’m afraid my profession would thrive regardless of who struck
the first blow,” Reynolds said quietly. “As far as Brandon Hamilton,
he’s in enough trouble whether or not any additional charges are
filed against him.” He stood behind his desk and faced Matheson.
“I’ll give you a call when I learn anything.”

“I’d appreciate that, very much.” Matheson extended his hand.
Reynolds reached for it, and the two men shook firmly while main-
taining solid eye contact.

“I hope I didn’t say anything that caused you distress or brought
discomfort,” said Matheson. “I wouldn’t want you to continue to
have the wrong impression about me.”

“I’m sure you’ve left me with the impression you’d like me to
have.”

“That’s comforting to know.”
“Better get those cuts attended to,” remarked Reynolds. “You

wouldn’t want any permanent scars from your misfortune.”
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Matheson gave a quick nod then proceeded to the door.
“Oh,” called out Reynolds. “Wouldn’t be a bad idea if you had

that leg checked as well. Couldn’t help but notice you favor one side
when you walk.” He smiled warmly.

Matheson nodded again, this time more warily, and left the of-
fice. Over the next hour Reynolds unsuccessfully attempted to com-
plete his remaining work. After starting one task only to abandon it
for another, he decided to forsake the effort and begin anew in the
morning.

Throughout his drive home, he thought about the “cracker
sling.” There must have been a time when he needed one, maybe
two. How had he finally managed to control his emotion? He did
know that white folks often mistook passion for anger. And in the
early days he had struggled mightily to keep his passion in check. He
leaned forward less often and spoke more softly, always making se-
rious points while smiling. He tried not to look too tall and ex-
tended his hands palms up, never curling his fingers, because the
temptation would be too great to proceed further and form a fist.
Once a fist is formed, whether or not it’s thrown is immaterial.
Those clenched fingers would be enough to taint his career, his re-
lationships, and his future. Like a criminal record, they’d follow him
from one job to the next, provoking whispers: He’s “capable of vio-
lence.” His “temper is volatile.” He “almost struck a man,” “a white
man,” “his boss.” 

No. He didn’t need a “cracker sling,” not anymore.
Matheson’s unsettling suspicions about him and a great many

other black men were essentially correct. Their success depended in
large part on their ability to restrain themselves. Not with a sling or
a harness or a straitjacket but with a barely held silence or a dishon-
est nod of approval or a bitter-tasting smile that would choke a more
honorable person. To Matheson, these upwardly mobile profession-
als had sacrificed their passion in order to make people who despised
them comfortable. 

Reynolds knew that Matheson was right on at least one other
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subject: Black folks never needed a sling to prevent them from strik-
ing out and destroying each other. But there were infinite ways to
self-destruct. He couldn’t help but wonder how many good and de-
cent people would be harmed as a result of one professor’s twisted
effort to make history accessible to the masses.

Reynolds pulled into his driveway and turned off the car engine
but left the battery engaged. He sat motionless, listening to the
music playing on his radio. He recognized the melody as a Miles
Davis tune and remembered an interview the legend had given sev-
eral years before his death. A reporter asked how Davis would spend
his time if he had only one hour to live. Miles answered, “I’d choke
a white man to death, slowly.”

Reynolds laughed when he first heard the story, as had, no doubt,
many other black men who’d heard the tale. He still recalled Cheryl’s
response when he relayed the comment to her. “My God, how
tragic.” She shook her head in disbelief and repeated, “How incred-
ibly tragic.” He knew then and there why he loved her so much, and
he feared what he might become without her and their children in
his life. 

He noticed Cheryl standing under the light at the front entrance
to their home. She smiled and waved. Witnessing those two actions,
he knew he’d be able to set aside the burdens of the moment. He
knew, too, that he’d make love to his wife tonight. What he didn’t
know was that the lovemaking would be especially passionate and
would last much longer than usual.
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CHAPTER
25

TH E F O OT H I L L S O F the Appalachian Mountains, located in the
northeastern corner of the state, offered budding geologists unlim-

ited research opportunities. Students took advantage of the varied ter-
rain, studying the massive boulders and spying on unsuspecting
college girls who sometimes swam nude in the bubbling streams and
clear lakes just beneath the rocky outcroppings. This area was far re-
moved from the harsh realities of urban life. In the distance the leg-
endary Delta blues seemed to start from a steep bluff and drop off
sharply in a deep, mournful wail. Heavyhearted lyrics conjured images
of flat and fertile land where a more optimistic future might be found.

In between the towering pines and rugged hardwoods that laced ei-
ther side of the riverbank, a father paddled a canoe while telling fa-
vorite stories to his seven-year-old son. Yoknapatawpha County may
have existed in the imagination of William Faulkner, he said, but
every proud and loyal Mississippian had a piece of that fictitious land
in his heart. He spoke of the king of rock ’n’ roll with a special rever-
ence. Elvis had grown up in a humble two-room home not far away
in Tupelo, but he’d proved the American dream possible. The boy
knew this already and really wanted to hear about the Indians who’d
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once inhabited the region. “Did they really take your scalp and eat the
hearts of their victims?”

His father laughed. He assured his son it was all true but told him
not to worry. “The savages were defeated long ago, and the ones who
managed to survive have been civilized.”

The young boy asked what “civilized” meant.
“Tame, no longer a threat or danger,” his father replied.
He thought about his dad’s answer, then asked if he could help

paddle. His father smiled proudly and handed him the oars. “Steady
strokes,” he ordered. “Just keep moving them together.”

The boy tried valiantly, but one oar always made it back before the
other, forcing the canoe to move in ever widening circles. Frustrated,
he yanked the resistant oar with both hands and brought to the sur-
face a bloated and decayed human torso.

Several hours later, federal agents and local police were sprinkled
throughout Natchez Trace National Parkway, searching for evidence
in marshy habitats that offered a haven to waterfowl and other seem-
ingly protected species.

“The body discovered this morning in a lake just outside Oxford
has been identified as Theo Crockett, who’s been missing since early
September,” Vanzant read from a prepared statement into a collection
of microphones. The DA’s press facilities didn’t have sufficient space
to accommodate the large group of reporters, forcing many to view
the proceedings on a monitor in an adjoining meeting room.

“This brings the total number of homicides associated with the so-
called unsolved civil rights murders to six. A seventh potential victim,
Travis Mitchell of Polarville, remains missing.” He looked into a
crowd ready to pounce at the first opportunity. “I’ll be happy to an-
swer a few questions.”

“Mr. Vanzant!” a woman shouted. “Have murder charges been
brought against Brandon Hamilton for the death of Earvin Cooper,
and is he also a suspect in any other of these killings?”
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“At this time I’m not at liberty to discuss any charges that have been
or may be filed against Mr. Hamilton or anyone else.”

“Can you tell us the status of police investigations into the mur-
ders?” asked a reporter from the state’s largest daily.

“The police have worked tirelessly on this case from the very be-
ginning. They’re coordinating forensic efforts with state and federal
law enforcement with the full cooperation of our office.” Vanzant
looked into the news cameras with the assurance of an old pro. “Evi-
dence is being collected and analyzed that will greatly assist us in ap-
prehending, prosecuting, and convicting the person or persons
involved in these cowardly acts of violence.”

“Does your office plan any action against Professor Matheson?”
shouted a voice from the back of the room.

“As of this moment, Professor Matheson hasn’t violated any law.
However, I don’t think I’m alone in feeling that he bears moral re-
sponsibility for these senseless killings as well as the pain and suffering
inflicted upon all decent, law-abiding citizens throughout this state.
I’ll take one more question.”

“Is it true your office pressured the university to stop Dr. Mathe-
son from continuing to teach his courses?” asked a black reporter
who’d pushed his way to the front.

“My office isn’t in the business of pressuring the university or any
other institution. But the mere fact that public funds are used to pay
the professor’s salary, which enables him to continue preaching hate
and possibly advocating or inciting violence, is both a travesty and a
tragedy. I’m hopeful trustees of the university will work with our leg-
islators to correct that as quickly as possible.”

In a sudden burst of flashbulbs, Vanzant concluded the session and
headed quickly to the exit.

A group of white protestors carried signs outside the university’s
humanities building that read, STOP PREACHING HATE, NO MORE VIO-
LENCE, TIME TO FORGIVE, and MATHESON’S THE REAL RACIST. A growing
number of black students angrily encircled the group. Posters were
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forcefully ripped away, and several physical confrontations ensued.
Campus security requested assistance from local authorities, which
had started to arrive in patrol cars and police vans just as the violence
broke out. They rushed to the scene with batons raised, but the black
students immediately pulled back when Matheson appeared at the
doorway’s entrance and ordered them to stop. He walked down the
steps and approached the police.

“Hey, Professor!” someone called out. Matheson saw a white man
in his early thirties appear from the middle of the crowd. He moved
closer and spit in the professor’s face.

Matheson quickly grabbed the man by the throat and spun him
around. He slapped the man hard across his cheek and pinned him
against a tree. “This isn’t the Civil Rights era!” he said a few inches
from the terrified man’s face. “And I’m not my father!” Matheson
pressed the man against the tree. “You understand?” The man nod-
ded, and the professor slowly let go. 

The white demonstrators stood in stunned disbelief. The black stu-
dents proudly exchanged smiles. Matheson removed a handkerchief
from his back pocket and wiped off the spit. Two policemen walked
steadily toward him.

“Professor Matheson,” called out the larger one.
“Yes?” 
“You’re under arrest.”
Matheson tossed the handkerchief in a trash receptacle. “The man

spat on me. If you want to arrest someone, I suggest—”
“I’m afraid that’s not the reason you’re being taken into custody,

Professor.” The second policeman, a young black officer, spoke softly
and respectfully.

Some black students slowly began to surround the police while
others moved to protect Matheson. The professor calmly raised his
hand and signaled for them to relax. “These men are only doing their
duty. It can be a burdensome task, but if my father were here I’m cer-
tain he’d remind us, ‘This, too, shall pass.’ ”

Regina and Delbert moved closer to their professor’s side. Mathe-
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son looked at the students. He glanced at the humanities building and
quickly scanned the adjacent area. He turned to the police. “Officers,
I’m ready if you are.”

The police led him away as most of the students stood silently and
watched. Delbert moved from Regina and struck the demonstrator
who had spit on the professor. Campus security converged on the two
men and separated them before any more punches were thrown.

Cheryl sat motionless on the edge of the couch, eyes intently
watching the black female reporter who appeared on her television
screen. “In a stunning development, Professor Martin Matheson, son of
prominent minister and civil rights leader the Reverend Samuel Mathe-
son, was today arrested and charged with the murder of Earvin Cooper.

“Unnamed sources close to the investigation have confirmed that per-
sonal property belonging to Professor Matheson was found at Cooper’s
murder scene. Also discovered was blood evidence linking Matheson to the
crime.”

The front door opened, and Reynolds walked in, carrying his brief-
case and looking morose.

The reporter continued, “District Attorney Melvin Vanzant refused
to rule out filing additional murder indictments. And when asked
about—” Reynolds turned off the television.

“My God, James, this is impossible. There’s no way I’m ever going
to believe Martin’s capable of murdering a bunch of old men. They’re
harassing him over teaching those courses, and it’s unfair. Isn’t there
anything you—”

“Cheryl, we need to talk.” Reynolds placed his briefcase on the cof-
fee table and sat on the couch next to his wife.

“This doesn’t make any sense. Why, after all this time, would he kill
any of those people?” 

“I’ll have to answer that to the satisfaction of a jury of his peers.”
“What are you talking about?”
“I’ve been assigned the case.”
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CHAPTER
26

MI L L E R WA L K E D D OW N the prison hallway flanked by two

white guards. They’d been polite in the past, even jovial, but not

tonight. Miller lightly touched his handkerchief to his forehead,

wiping off some perspiration. His stomach churned, and the muscles

in his back tightened. It had been a long time since his body reacted

this anxiously to meeting anyone, particularly a client.

They reached a narrow room with a large, thick glass partition re-

inforced by steel mesh. An armed guard remained stationed inside a

security area. When he saw Miller, he electronically buzzed the gated

door. One of the police officers held it open until Miller entered.

The door shut, and he discovered Matheson, seated patiently at a

table that was bolted securely to the floor. Miller placed his briefcase

on the metal bench and sat opposite Matheson.

“Why’d you ask for me?”

“You had the most colorful ad in the yellow pages.”

“I don’t advertise.”

“You’re still the most colorful. I think it only appropriate that a

white lawyer defend me.”
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“In the event you’re convicted, you’ll have an entire system to
blame,” theorized Miller.

“That’ll give you additional incentive to win. You get to free me
and absolve the system at the same time. Who knows? You may even
find salvation for yourself.” Matheson studied Miller for a moment.
“I researched your background; you have an interesting family his-
tory.”

“I don’t think I like you very much.” Miller waited for a response.
Matheson shrugged. “Could give you greater credibility with the

jury. They’d see you disagreed with my methods but believed in my
innocence.”

Miller unlocked and flipped opened his briefcase. “While you
were conducting your research on me, did you happen to notice I
marched with your father several times?”

“You must’ve gotten terribly tired,” said Matheson, smiling. “So,
tell me, after you became a missionary were your feelings hurt by the
natives when they rejected your teachings?”

Miller bit down slightly on his lip. “If this is your way of ingrati-
ating yourself, it’s actually working.” He removed a pencil and yel-
low pad from his case. “You want to talk about your trial now, or
should we continue walking down memory lane?”

Matheson relaxed against his chair. “After I plead not guilty at the
arraignment, I want to waive the preliminary.”

“I advise against that,” warned Miller. “Any lawyer would.” He
wrote a note on his paper. “You can learn a great deal about the pros-
ecution’s strategy.”

“Their strategy is to convict me. Mine is to get out of here. We
go straight to trial,” Matheson stated emphatically.

“I took the liberty of checking with the DA’s office before com-
ing here. They’re running tests on the dynamite caps found in your
garage. If they match with Rankin’s car bombing . . .”

“I bought them at a construction supplier. They’re not difficult to
purchase.”

“Two dozen special agents are investigating every move you’ve
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made in the last six months. They found gasoline receipts that place
you in Greenville the day Taylor and Hopkins were lynched.”

“I was in Dallas the day Kennedy got assassinated. They gonna
blame me for that, too?”

“How old were you?”
“Five. I was a deadly shot with a water pistol.” Matheson looked

at the window and saw both officers peering through the glass. He
gave a friendly wave. The two men turned their backs on him. “So
far, you’ve given me more incentive to act expeditiously. The longer
I’m confined, the greater the likelihood I’ll be charged with addi-
tional murders. Let’s get this one settled as quickly as possible.”

“If you’re found not guilty, they can turn around and indict you
on the others. Even if you manage to win this case, there’s no guar-
antee you’ll be released for long.”

“If they choose to pursue me after my acquittal, then their real
motivations will be clear to everyone. When that happens, they
won’t find any person foolish enough to do their dirty work, not
even our mutual friend Mr. Reynolds.”

“You really did do your homework on me. I’m impressed.”
“I’m in the profession of dispensing assignments; I ought to be

able to do my own when the occasion demands.” He handed Miller
a sheet of paper. “That’s a list of some students who can assist you.
Typing, research, whatever you need. I’ve already asked one of them
to put together a photographic display.”

“Of what?”
“The pictures I distribute to my class. If the prosecution’s going

to show graphic photos of the murder victim, I want to even the
score for the jury.”

Miller briefly studied the information. “Looks like you’ve been
planning your defense for quite a while.”

“It pays to anticipate your adversary’s next move.”
“What gives me the feeling you’ve anticipated the next three or

four?” Miller asked.
“Because you’re the lawyer I knew you’d be,” responded Mathe-
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son. “Insightful and committed to fighting injustice wherever you
find it.”

“Did you want to write my opening statement?”
“No, but I’d like to review it. Feel free to drop it off any night—

I’m up late.”
Miller smiled to himself and shook his head in disbelief. “What

made you so sure I’d take your case?”
“Cases like these are as rare as, oh, shall we say, white southern-

born liberals.” Matheson closed Miller’s briefcase and leaned it
against the table leg. “I knew you’d take it, because you’ve been wait-
ing for it all your life.”

Maybe it was the smugness of the observation or the accuracy of
his insight or a combination of both, but Miller now knew he didn’t
like Matheson one single bit. But it didn’t matter. He’d represent
him. He’d cut off his left arm for the chance.

“In addition to your services on my behalf, I’d also like you to
represent a student of mine. He was arrested for Cooper’s murder,
and since they’ve now accused me, I see no reason why they need to
detain him any further.” He handed Miller a sealed envelope. “All
the information’s in there. I’ll be happy to secure his bail—put up
my home as collateral if necessary.”

“You may need that for your own bond,” suggested Miller. 
Matheson laughed.
“Did I say something funny?”
“Not even the most devout liberal can be that naive.”
“Try me.”
Matheson reached out and touched Miller’s arm. “They’ve no in-

tention of releasing me. They wanted to find a way to lock me up
and they’ve accomplished that. There’s no chance I’ll leave this place
unless a jury orders it. It’s your job to get the jury to do what the
state finds far too dangerous.” Matheson stood and signaled that the
meeting was over. “Convince them to give me my freedom, Mr.
Miller.”
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Miller rose from his seat and collected his things. “Out of curios-
ity,” he asked, “are you guilty?”

“A man who’d commit such monstrous crimes certainly would be
capable of lying about having committed them.” Matheson stared
straight into Miller’s eyes. “So, why bother asking?”

Miller forced himself not to blink first. “Just wanted to know
what kind of man I was dealing with.”

Matheson moved closer and stood directly in front of Miller. “I’ll
be happy to tell you.” He paused for a moment and took delight in
making Miller wait. “I’m not a liar.”

Miller took the materials Matheson had given him and grabbed
his briefcase. He faced the professor. “Then you’ll be the most un-
usual client I’ve had in the last twenty years.” He signaled the guard,
who buzzed the door open. He walked to it and turned to Mathe-
son. “Well, Professor, it looks like you’ve got yourself a lawyer.”

“I’m sure you won’t let me down.”
“I’ll do my best,” replied Miller. “I’d hate to think of the conse-

quences if I should fail. You might even be tempted to put me on
some list.”

Matheson smiled. “As I said, I already conducted a thorough
search into your background. You’d be the one and only person in
your family on the patriarchal side who’d have nothing to fear.”

The two men looked at each other for a moment.
“At least, not from me,” added Matheson.
“You ready to leave?” an officer asked.
Miller glanced one more time at Matheson, then closed the door

and left.
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CHAPTER
27

REY N O L D S S AT AT his kitchen table and poured Miller a glass
of orange juice.

“Don’t you have any beer?” Miller asked.
“It’s seven-thirty in the morning.”
Miller looked at his watch. “Then I’ll have the hard stuff.”
“You need to stay sober.”
“No one should be that needy.” Miller drank the juice.
“I’m going out to inspect your client’s home this afternoon.

Wanna meet me there?”
Miller glanced around the room. “Where’s the wooden horse?”
“No tricks. No deceptions. Just extending you a courtesy.”
Miller poured himself more juice. “I have to get a court order to

be anywhere near one of your evidence-collecting trips. Now I get a
personal invitation. Why the change of heart?”

“Let’s just think of it as a goodwill gesture.”
“Or a public relations ploy. Are you trying to use me, James?”

Miller sipped his juice. “I was planning on being there with binoc-
ulars and a film crew, but if you need me to validate the fairness and
integrity of your office, I’ll play along.”
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Reynolds smiled. “Tell the truth, Todd. You’ve waited a long time
for a case like this.”

“In my wildest imagination, I never thought there’d be a case like
this. But yeah, I’d wait for it. Forever.”

“If we handle this wrong, we could tear the community apart,
maybe the whole country. You know that, don’t you?”

“The country’s been torn apart for years and it doesn’t even real-
ize it.”

“You think we can help mend it?” asked Reynolds.
“No, but I’ve been wrong before.” Miller finished his juice. “My

grandfather would turn over in his grave if he’d any idea what I’m
about to do to the family name.”

“I thought you told me he was a respected judge.”
“And a lifelong member of the Klan. My dad followed in his foot-

steps serving as legal counsel to the White Citizens Council.”
“You must’ve had one hell of a family reunion.”
“I was definitely the outsider as a child. Had one close friend, a

skinny black kid named Sanford who smiled constantly and walked
as if his shoes were too small—because they were.”

“Did Daddy Miller approve?”
“I made the mistake of inviting him into my bedroom one after-

noon. We played blissfully until Dad arrived and caught us laugh-
ing and hugging each other. Sanford gave me a friendly kiss on the
cheek that sent my father into a rage. I imagine he felt that black boy
had violated his home and soiled my purity or, at the tender age of
seven, my manhood.”

“What happened?”
“He kept screaming at me. Demanded I beat him. I started

swinging wildly, trying to block out my father’s voice and Sanford’s
cries. I don’t know where I hit him or how many times. I didn’t even
notice his blood on the carpet. If it hadn’t been for my mother’s in-
tervention and Sanford’s whimpering pleas, I don’t think I would’ve
stopped.” Miller looked away for a moment and tried to regain con-
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trol of his emotions. “I’ll never forget Sanford’s eyes. There was such
sadness in a place where there should’ve been unrelenting hate.”

Reynolds hesitated. “Was he all right?”
“Just a bloody nose and a few scratches. But I never saw him

again. My father ripped up the stained carpet and burned it in the
backyard so there’d be no trace of the incident or sign of a friend-
ship destroyed by one tiny childhood embrace.” Miller paused, then
cleared his throat. “You know that quote about men living lives of
quiet desperation?”

Reynolds nodded.
“It’s not true. The desperation’s very loud.”
“Hi, Mr. Miller.” Christopher stood at the doorway.
Miller studied the young boy and smiled; then his eyes filled with

tears. “Hello, Christopher,” was all he could say. He left without
looking at Reynolds.

Police vans lined the street outside Matheson’s home. Yellow tape
cordoned off an area that had quickly become a magnet for curios-
ity seekers armed with handheld video cameras. The growing crowd
of onlookers was ordered to stay fifty yards away from the residence
while detectives and lab technicians conducted an investigation of
the premises.

Detective Lanny Shaw, a twenty-year veteran, greeted Reynolds at
the front steps and advised him of the progress of the search. Miller
arrived seconds later, but two officers quickly stopped him.

“He’s authorized to enter,” Reynolds informed the group. “But if
he tampers with any evidence, shoot him.”

Miller approached Reynolds. “You go in yet?”
“I wanted to share this Kodak moment with you. Have you met

Detective Shaw?”
“I’ve had the pleasure of discrediting his testimony on many oc-

casions. It’s nice to see you again, Detective.”
“Always a pleasure, Counselor.”
“Well, let’s take a look at what we’ve got.” Reynolds motioned for
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Miller and Shaw to follow. They entered Matheson’s brightly lit
home through a large circular foyer, which contained a colorful va-
riety of well-maintained plants. A spiral staircase provided access to
the second floor. They proceeded down a walkway and glanced at
the original paintings displayed on the richly paneled walls. The
fine-art gallery led to a sunken living room. They stepped down two
marble steps and were surrounded by cases filled with books and
wood and bronze sculptures. They observed a wide-screen television
built into the back wall, which featured an elaborate audio and
video editing system. The men admired the features.

“Looks like a murderer’s room to me,” quipped Miller. “Defi-
nitely a killer CD player, wouldn’t you say, Detective?”

“I’d kill for it,” answered Shaw.
A rookie policeman approached. “Mr. Reynolds? I think you

need to take a look at the den.”
“Detective,” Reynolds said, “why don’t you maintain control 

of this area. I’d like a photographer sent to the den as quickly as
possible.”

“We’ve already got two there, sir,” said the policeman.
“Then I’ll try not to make any more obvious suggestions and let

you continue to do your jobs,” apologized Reynolds. “Officer, lead
the way.”

Reynolds and Miller followed the cop down a long hallway and
into the den. The area stood in stark contrast to the elegance and
comfort of the living room. Cold, dark, and undecorated, this place
felt confined and depressed, with no furnishings other than a desk,
chair, and two file cabinets all crammed together into the farthest
corner of the room. Due to lack of fresh air, the place had the odor
of a closet filled with old sweaters and worn shoes.

Police photographers were taking pictures of the area near the
desk but stepped aside to allow Reynolds and Miller access. They
studied two large displays containing photographs of blacks mur-
dered during the Civil Rights Movement on one side and the alleged
murderers on the other. The display of murderers was further sub-
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divided into those “executed” and those “still alive.” The photos of
the blacks were particularly gruesome, especially when compared to
the smiling faces of the white men who’d allegedly murdered them.
Both Reynolds and Miller stared intently at the exhibit, unable to
look away or at each other.

Banners attached to the bottom of both displays contained quo-
tations by Thomas Jefferson. Underneath the display of tortured
and mutilated black victims were the words I tremble for my country
when I reflect God is just. Beneath the photos of smiling white men
hung the inscription The tree of liberty should be refreshed with the
blood of tyrants.

Reynolds found a gold replica of the scales of justice between the
two displays. It held a heavy weight on one side, which caused the
scales to tilt in favor of the whites. He placed a weight on the op-
posite side, and the scales were now balanced.

“If justice were only that simple,” remarked Miller.
“We make it more difficult than it has to be,” Reynolds re-

sponded.
“You ain’t seen nothin’ yet.” Miller placed another weight on the

opposite side, and the scales tipped in the other direction, leaning
toward the black victims.

The men remained in the den for another ten minutes. On his
way out, Reynolds asked the police photographer to send copies of
his work to the DA’s office as soon as possible. He also asked De-
tective Shaw to furnish him with duplicates of the display-mounted
research materials, including exact reprints of each photo.

Reynolds and Miller spent the next hour touring the rest of
Matheson’s residence and agreed to meet later that afternoon at
Earvin Cooper’s home.

When they arrived at the Cooper home, most of the area had
been cleared, but there remained a small portion sealed off as part of
the crime scene. Members of the Criminal Investigation Depart-
ment were present along with forensic scientists from the special
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unit of the FBI. Reynolds spoke with some of the staff, then walked
with Miller alongside the burned-out rubble.

“You think this nightmare’s ever gonna end?” asked Miller.
“I’m not exactly an expert on solving nightmares,” answered an

equally reserved Reynolds. “Ever since I was a kid, I’ve had this
dream of a black man chasing me.”

“You’re supposed to have that dream. It’s the bogeyman, and he’s
always black.”

“I wake up before he can hurt me.”
“That’s supposed to happen, too,” Miller said. “That way you can

look for him during the day. If you don’t find him, any black man
will do.”

Reynolds stopped walking and looked inquisitively at Miller.
“You sure you don’t have a little Afro-American blood in you?”

“It’s the South,” said Miller, shrugging. “All things are relative, es-
pecially your kin.”

Ruth Cooper anxiously approached the two men. She pointed
her finger at Reynolds. “You the one gonna prosecute that
professor?”

“Yes.”
“He took away the only man I ever loved.”
“You must be Mrs. Cooper,” Reynolds said sympathetically. “I’m

very sorry for your loss.”
She assessed the damage to the property and gazed at the barn in

ruins. “I hope his nigger soul burns in hell.” She walked away from
the two men.

Reynolds watched her proceed toward her home and enter it,
slamming the door behind her.

Miller tugged on the sleeve of Reynolds’s jacket. “Thanks for not
introducing me,” he said.
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CHAPTER
28

VA N Z A N T G AT H E R E D H I S senior staff in a small auditorium lo-
cated in the building’s basement. Reynolds and Sinclair sat to-

gether in the front row and listened to their boss as he held a hand
microphone and roamed the stage. “Christmas vacations are can-
celed. New Year celebrations are put on hold. At my request, the at-
torney general has provided staff to assist our efforts to find evidence
that implicates Matheson in the other murders. We’ve got a dozen
federal agents investigating more than three hundred leads phoned
in to a special hot line established by the governor.”

Vanzant stopped pacing. “The State of Mississippi versus Martin
S. Matheson is our number one priority, and a finding of guilty is
the only acceptable outcome. He didn’t just kill an individual. He’s
defied the forces of government by substituting his judgment for our
entire judicial system. Justice itself is on trial, and I promise you, it’s
gonna prevail.”

Reynolds didn’t expect to get much sleep in the next few months.
He’d have to forsake precious time with his family, so he wasn’t in
the mood for any more of Vanzant’s political blustering. But he en-
dured it for another twenty minutes—along with Sinclair, who’d
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been assigned to assist him. After Vanzant concluded his “pep talk,”
the two spent the afternoon reviewing materials and developing a
tentative schedule to interview prospective witnesses. They hoped to
establish more than a circumstantial case against Matheson to in-
crease the likelihood of gaining a conviction. For the moment, that
was all they had.

Under normal conditions they might have waited longer before
bringing a murder indictment against the professor, but that luxury
didn’t exist. The public wanted to put a halt to Matheson’s courses,
and they clamored for someone to be arrested. When the opportu-
nity presented itself to accomplish both, Vanzant seized on it. It was
now left to them to prove beyond a reasonable doubt that the son of
a prominent minister and advocate of nonviolence had committed
murder. In a little over three months, they’d have their chance be-
fore a jury of Matheson’s peers.

That hardly provided sufficient time to prepare for most misde-
meanor assignments, let alone adjudicate an emotionally charged
murder case. But the defendant had exercised his right to a speedy
trial, and it was so ordered without any further delay from the
prosecution. A great deal of work needed to be accomplished in a
limited amount of time, and Reynolds couldn’t afford to waste any
of it.

“Here’s Matheson’s résumé.” He handed the paperwork to Sin-
clair. “We need to get copies of his books, articles, speeches—any-
thing that gives us a fix on his beliefs or personality.”

“I don’t get it.” Sinclair shook her head in amazement. “Why
would a guy like Matheson butcher a bunch of old men?”

“Why did Hannibal Lecter eat people?”
She raised her eyebrow in wonderment. “He was crazy?” she an-

swered tentatively.
“Matheson has a genius IQ combined with a hero complex. That

could result in some nasty repercussions.” Reynolds picked up a
cardboard box and placed it on a large work desk.

“Nasty enough to make him a murderer?” Sinclair asked.
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“Let me put it this way”—he removed forensic reports from the
box and organized the files around the conference table—“if he in-
vites you to dinner and serves fava beans just before uncorking a fine
Chianti, excuse yourself from the table and get the hell out of
Dodge.”

“I’m glad to see you haven’t lost your sense of humor.” She helped
him with the documents. “You’re going to need it.”

“Along with a new pair of glasses.” Reynolds retrieved several
books from a package and started reading the first one.

Sinclair glanced at the paperback. “Why are you researching
James Baldwin? I thought he believed in nonviolence.”

“He also believed most black people hated white people.”
“Baldwin said that?” Sinclair exclaimed.
Reynolds put the book to his side and touched her shoulder con-

solingly. “He meant it in a kind and affectionate way.”
Sinclair sat at the end of the table. “I’ve heard of tough love, but

that strikes me as a bit extreme.”
Reynolds edged closer to her and opened to a page in the paper-

back where he’d previously placed a bookmark. “Matheson quotes
Baldwin as saying any black man who saw the world through the
eyes of John Wayne wouldn’t be a hero but a raving maniac.”

“What does that give us?” she asked.
“Motive.”
She took the book from Reynolds and started reading.
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CHAPTER
29

PRO M I S I N G TO M A K E the trial even more colorful was the as-

signment of Judge Tanner to the case. To no one’s surprise, he re-

fused to allow cameras in his courtroom, preferring instead to

protect the State of Mississippi’s illustrious heritage. A reopening of

old wounds would serve no useful purpose other than to give the

northern liberal press a series of free shots at a chapter of southern

justice better left closed.

Reynolds welcomed Tanner’s intervention for reasons more to do

with the future than the past. No matter the outcome of the case,

the fragile nature of black-white relationships would be forever

changed in this community. Better to contain the damage locally

than let it spread nationwide.

Reynolds and Miller appeared before Tanner in his chambers.

The judge allowed only one representative from the prosecutors’

team—a ruling that Reynolds believed reflected no particular even-

handedness on Tanner’s part. If anything, it reaffirmed the judge’s

uneasiness around attorneys who were of the “softer and gentler per-

suasion,” Tanner’s term for female counsel. Southern chivalry still
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existed, and it required women to be grateful as well as compliant
toward its most ardent advocates.

“Gentlemen, I want this meeting to remain off the record, so I’ve
dismissed the court reporter for the remainder of the day.”

Miller and Reynolds exchanged an uncomfortable look.
Tanner spoke informally. “I’d like to avoid problems, particularly

embarrassing ambushes from either side. So I suggest in the spirit of
cooperation we conduct a dry run without the pressure of public ex-
posure. That’ll give me an opportunity to rule on several motions
and get a sense of how vigorously I’ll be challenged.” He smiled gra-
ciously. “It’ll also allow you to appreciate how strongly I feel about
certain politically delicate issues. Let’s just say, if you know where
the judicial minefields are located, you’ll stay out of those areas al-
together. Seem fair enough?”

Both lawyers nodded reluctantly. Reynolds understood that the
judge would rather bully the attorneys inside his chambers than
come across as obstinate before the jury.

“Splendid,” said the judge, who leaned back into his chair.
“Now’s as good a time as any to test the waters. Mr. Reynolds, you
first.”

“I ask the court to deny bail for the defendant and to have him
remain in custody throughout the duration of the trial.”

“Mr. Miller, let’s hear your argument.”
“Your Honor, since the professor doesn’t have significant financial

resources and would pose no risk of flight, I request bail be waived
entirely or set at a moderately low figure.”

“Mr. Miller,” Tanner said in a voice that foreshadowed a lecture,
“sometimes there’s a risk of flight, and on occasion there’s a greater
risk a defendant will hang ’round and make everybody’s life miser-
able. I believe, given the circumstances of this crime, the commu-
nity will be better served by keeping Professor Matheson confined.
I’d like to make it easier to guarantee everyone’s safety, including
your client’s.”

“Are you really concerned about my client’s health, or is this just
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an effort to prevent Professor Matheson from exercising his First
Amendment rights?” challenged Miller.

“He can speak all he wants,” Tanner offered. “But, he’ll be talkin’
to three tiny walls and a row of iron bars in his cell. His days of in-
spiring students will have to be put on hold for a while, Mr. Miller.”

“Your Honor, if my client were white, I doubt very much he’d
even be arrested with the relatively minor circumstantial evidence
the state’s presented thus far.”

“Counselor, if your client were white, he wouldn’t have had black
students takin’ his course, and we wouldn’t be here today.” Tanner’s
voice became less strident. “Now, I admit, the state’s got a difficult
case, but it’s not due to the absence of evidence. You and I both
know there are plenty of folks dressed in those lovely orange jump-
suits servin’ time based on a fiber from a throw rug or a mere strand
of hair that appeared to be a possible match.” Tanner rubbed against
the bottom of his chair.

“Yes, Your Honor, we can agree on that,” Miller said, “but we can
also agree those defendants were poor and uneducated.”

“Prison ain’t made ’em no richer, so I hope for their sake they
picked up some books while they’ve been incarcerated and gotten
smarter.” Tanner mumbled something and rocked forward. “Now,
as far as this case, I’m expecting a rather speedy trial. Mr. Reynolds,
I hope you don’t intend to draw this out.”

“No, Your Honor,” agreed Reynolds. “We don’t anticipate calling
any more than six to eight witnesses.”

“Fine and dandy.” Tanner jotted a note. “I don’t want any com-
parisons to that case in California whose name I dare not mention.
Suffice it to say, you can’t put jurors through a case that lasts as long
as the Nuremberg trials and expect one or more won’t find a doubt
and call it reasonable.” The judge sharpened a pencil. “And don’t
allow your cocounsel to change her hairdo or wardrobe more often
than you change your theory of the case.” Tanner tried the new
point on his legal pad. It broke off when he used it, and he grudg-
ingly put it aside for a pen.
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“Judge Tanner,” Miller interjected, “I object to you providing ad-
vice and encouragement to the state designed to help achieve a
guilty verdict against my client. I find that highly inappropriate and
potentially prejudicial against the defense.”

“No need to get all riled up or try to establish a misleading record
as a basis for your possible appeal.” Tanner rubbed the bridge of his
nose. “Now, Todd, don’t you go on and get your feelings hurt; I’m
about to give you some helpful advice, too. You’re as free as Mr.
Reynolds to cherish it and draw it to your bosom or reject it and risk
havin’ it come back to seek revenge on another part of your body.”

“Your Honor, I’ll be grateful for any insights you have to offer
that will ensure my client receives a fair trial.”

“Wonderful,” punctuated Tanner. “My recommendation is that
you don’t piss me off in front of the jury.”

“That’s it?” asked a frustrated Miller.
“I can expand it to include my private chambers.”
“That won’t be necessary, Your Honor,” Miller capitulated. “I ap-

preciate your first offer and will consider it seriously.”
“It’s advice you can take to the bank. And if you don’t follow it,

that’s precisely where I’ll send you to pay any fines I impose for con-
tempt of court.” The judge turned around his yellow legal notepad
and displayed it on the outer lip of his desk so that both Miller and
Reynolds could see it. He pointed to the left margin. “Now that I’ve
given you both the benefit of my substantial wisdom, I call counsel’s
attention to the two letters runnin’ down the side of my paper right
next to your motions. You with me?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” both attorneys answered.
“R.R.—got several of them already.” Tanner’s fat little fingers

played the accordion alongside the paper’s edge. “You see all these?”
He pointed out the initials. “That’s my abbreviation for Reserved
Ruling.” He put the notepad down. “As long as y’all don’t give me
too many convoluted citations to look up, or ask for too many com-
plex decisions before we even start the damn trial, I promise to rule
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on your requests in a timely fashion.” He cleared his throat. “Follow
me thus far?”

The two lawyers looked at each other a bit confusedly.
Tanner took a drink of ice water and ran the liquid over his teeth

before swallowing. “However, if I start havin’ to write a lot of these
twin Rs, that’s when life gets unduly complicated.” He leaned back
in his chair and flapped his arms, freeing space for his black robe to
spread its wings and fly. “I discovered a long time ago, the best so-
lution for a complicated problem is to apply a simple remedy. So
once I fill up a whole legal page with my Reserved Ruling initials, this
is what I’m gonna do.” He took a red marker and started circling the
initials. When he finished an entire page, he once again showed the
pad to both attorneys.

“I’ve just changed my exceedingly patient and cooperative twins
into a series of dangerous railroad warnings.” He fanned himself
with the pad. “I’m not responsible for what happens to anyone who
wants to risk crossin’ the tracks or challengin’ the train to a race.
However, that’s a contest you can’t win.” He rested the pad against
his stomach and folded his arms around it in a loving embrace.

“So, gentlemen, don’t complicate this case any more than neces-
sary. If you do, I guarantee you won’t see what hit you—but rest as-
sured, the damage inflicted will be quite severe.” He tossed the pad
in front of him and leaned forward. “The wheels of justice may
grind slowly, but trust me, they do grind.” He smiled warmly. “Do
either of you have any further motions you’d like me to consider at
this time?”

The two lawyers didn’t respond.
“I thought not. May God bless you and keep you from harm.”

Tanner tucked his yellow legal pad under his right arm. He carried
it in the manner of a football headed for a trophy case and walked
to a cabinet. He slid open a door, lowered a drop shelf, and removed
a bottle of brandy and three glasses.

“I don’t do this often,” the judge announced, “but it might be a
good idea if we share a toast, since I have a queasy feelin’ this case
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might test our skills and collective patience beyond all reasonable
limits.” He filled the glasses halfway.

“Judge Tanner,” said Reynolds, “I’m afraid I don’t drink.”
“That’s as good a reason to have fear as any I’ve heard.” Tanner

pulled out a can of Coke.
“I’ll drink his, Your Honor,” volunteered Miller.
“Spoken like a true defense lawyer. But I don’t want you leavin’

here and causin’ any accidents.” He handed Miller his drink. “ ’Spe-
cially in that car you drive.” The judge gave Reynolds his soda. They
stood in a three-spoked circle as Tanner raised his drink. “To the
pursuit of justice.” 

They clinked together their two glasses and a can and declared in
unison, “To justice.”
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CHAPTER
30

DU R I N G H I S F I R S T three weeks of confinement, Matheson re-
mained in solitary, totally isolated from the general inmate pop-

ulation. Several white prison gangs had threatened his life. Blacks,
who greatly outnumbered all other ethnic groups combined, issued
a retaliatory warning that if the professor was harmed in any way,
the lives of all whites, including correctional officers and staff, would
be endangered.

Matheson insisted he be allowed to participate in public activities
and eventually signed a waiver agreeing not to hold the state liable
for any injury sustained while outside protective custody. During
meals in the cafeteria, black prisoners offered the professor their
desserts or extra portions of meat. They’d gather around his table
and ask questions about his college course and the nature of the
crimes committed by the men on the list. Instead of answering,
Matheson discussed matters of greater concern.

He started with the institution of slavery. If it existed today, he
hypothesized, blacks would be quartered in housing much like these
prisons; the latest and most advanced technological equipment
would be utilized to monitor their movements and quell any poten-
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tial uprisings. He speculated how drugs would be used to control the
most defiant among them. The irony wasn’t lost on these inmates,
most of whom had lost their freedom due to the use or sale of nar-
cotics.

He asked how many of them had children and how often their
sons and daughters had seen them before they’d been incarcerated.
He wanted to know if they supported them, financially or emotion-
ally. Many of the men stared at the floor they were forced to disin-
fect twice each day. “Imagine a time when children were ripped
away from their parents,” he told them, “and sold to anyone who
had money in their pockets or hatred in their hearts.” He wanted
them to envision their daughters being brutalized in the middle of
the night and contemplate “how their voices sounded when they
screamed for help.” Then he posed the question: “Were those
screams any different than the ones you elicited from your black
victims?”

He talked about the Diaspora and the journey across a mysteri-
ous ocean during which their ancestors were chained together, hud-
dled in darkness within the bowels of a ship. He described the slaves
“lying among the dead and the dying, sleeping in their own defeca-
tion and sharing a nightmare tame in comparison to the reality that
awaited.” He suggested they look around the room at each other and
consider the environment they’d created for those who shared their
name and, in all probability, their fate.

“The worst type of slaves,” he claimed, “were the ones who not
only volunteered for the job but also enlisted the people who trusted
and loved them.”

Did they know that less than two centuries ago masters inserted
iron devices inside the mouths of field hands so they wouldn’t be
able to communicate with one another while working? And were
they aware that the “sun heated the metal so intensely it tore away
dry skin from blistered tongues each time it was removed”? He in-
quired if anyone wished to hazard a guess as to how those slaves
might feel if they knew their burned-out throats were sacrificed so
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that their offspring might have the freedom, if not the luxury, to call
their brothers “niggers” and their sisters “bitches and whores.” How
many of these inmates, he wondered aloud, had knife or gun
wounds inflicted by the descendants of slaves? “Would those scars
have hurt any more had they been caused by the lash of a bullwhip
or the burning metal of an owner’s branding iron?”

Then he stopped talking and requested the men share their sto-
ries. He listened carefully and without judgment to several multi-
generational tales of families who’d been in and out of prisons their
entire adult lives. Sometimes father and son, or brother and brother,
or uncle and nephew would be serving time together, separated by
the distance between similar county, state, or federal facilities but
united by equally harsh sentencing for identical crimes. A grand-
father spoke of waiting for a grandson to join him in prison. He re-
counted the day the boy lost his name to an assigned number, the
last three digits of which he’d frequently played and twice won in the
poor man’s illegal lottery.

Mothers and wives and sisters and daughters increasingly ac-
quired their own unique numerical “ID bracelets,” thereby repeat-
ing the multigenerational prison ritual. Only this time it wasn’t the
men but the women recycled rather than rehabilitated.

Those who escaped the harshness of imprisonment suffered the
indignities of visiting their loved ones in a cold, guarded room,
forced to endure the mechanical rape of handheld metal detectors
moving relentlessly across their bodies and between their legs. They
took off sweaters and discarded belts. They removed jewelry from
their wrists and around their necks and stored it in lockers to be su-
pervised by guards who deemed prisoners of no value. Before re-
ceiving authorization to enter the visitation area, old women pulled
out their bobby pins and hoped they still looked presentable. Young
girls left behind plastic barrettes or colorful hair ribbons and ex-
changed them for embarrassment and tears, which their mothers
quickly ordered them to conceal.

Before too long these visitors, who’d grown accustomed to their
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dignity being stripped away, asked to meet Professor Matheson.
They’d read so much about him from letters sent home, as well as
from newspaper accounts of his impending trial, they now thought
of him as family. On regular visits they brought him books and extra
magazines. They asked for permission to write to him and ended
each letter with the assurance he’d always be in their prayers. On
special visits they baked him coconut cake, his favorite, and a vari-
ety of pies and cookies he shared with everyone, even the guards.
He’d been invited to become their children’s godfather. They hugged
him when they arrived and wept for him when they left.

One Saturday evening after visitations had ended, a Muslim in-
mate approached and offered to convert Matheson to Islam. He
replied that they should all set aside their gods and discover if love
was possible without the existence of a deity. “God’s been used so
often to tolerate evil,” he said, “to accept it as a plan conceived by a
divine force, designed to test the depths of one’s faith.” For a mo-
ment he wanted them to conceive of a world without God’s will—
a time when they had to assume responsibility for acting without a
grand design or an all-powerful being recording their actions for the
specific purpose of rewarding or punishing them in an afterlife.
What would happen if this life was all they had? If their immortal-
ity existed only in the hearts and minds of those whom they’d
touched with honor and respect?

“Would you love differently?” he asked each man. “Would your
good deeds be less worthy or important? And if you lived without a
belief in God yet acted the way a God would demand, wouldn’t you
reap and possibly deserve even a greater reward?”

The Muslim thanked Matheson for posing questions that caused
him to rethink and renew his faith, then asked if he could leave a
copy of the Koran for the professor to read at his convenience.
Matheson indicated he’d already read it several times but would ac-
cept the book as a gift that reflected the good wishes of a friend.
That night Matheson opened the holy book and found a newspaper
clipping of a burned-out house. The brick structure remained intact
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with two sets of windowless frames supported by steel bars. The
front entrance also had been consumed by fire except for an iron
gate inserted within the doorway.

At breakfast the next morning, Matheson asked the man why he’d
kept the article. He answered that as a teenager he’d robbed the
home several times. There wasn’t much worth stealing, he said sadly,
“a radio, an old television, some CDs.” A woman lived there as a
single parent raising three young daughters including an infant. She
had evidently spent two weeks’ salary to purchase and install the
steel bars inside her windows and front door in order to protect her
belongings.

Less than two days after the installation, an electrical wire over-
heated and caused a fire to spread quickly throughout the small
home. The mother grabbed her three children and attempted to exit
the burning house but remained trapped by the very system de-
signed to protect them. Neighbors tried frantically to remove the
screaming children, to no avail. By the time firefighters entered the
home, the entire family had perished in the blazing inferno.

He’d had nothing to do with setting the fire and therefore tech-
nically hadn’t killed them. Yet, he knew if it weren’t for his contin-
ued thefts, she wouldn’t have needed the security gates that turned
her home into a prison and her prison into a death trap. To a truth-
ful heart, that made him as responsible for taking their lives as if he
had started the fire himself and barricaded all the exits to their sal-
vation.

He’d placed the article inside the Koran in the hope that Allah
would grant him forgiveness. When the professor first asked the
men to imagine the screams of their children being brutalized in the
middle of the night, the inmate had thought of that mother and her
three little girls. He heard their screams and felt the fire that con-
sumed their lives erasing an entire family from the face of this earth.

He looked at Matheson with tears in his eyes and asked the pro-
fessor if he’d felt responsible for the murders of those white men on
his list. Without any hesitation Matheson answered yes, and further
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replied that he’d never ask his God for forgiveness, only under-
standing and, perhaps, mercy. He returned the Koran to the young
Muslim brother but asked to keep the newspaper article.

“I’d be grateful to you, Professor, for relieving me of my grief,”
said the prisoner.

Matheson posted the article on the cell wall over his bed, where
it would remain until he learned his fate.

At the end of the professor’s first six weeks virtually every black
inmate had attended at least one of his regularly scheduled sessions.
They sat in foldout chairs or on long metal benches or on the floor.
When a particularly large crowd assembled, they stood quietly along
the walls, with the tallest inmates in the back. They abstained from
smoking in the meeting room and agreed not to retaliate against any
warring factions for the duration of the talks plus one hour. They
found the additional grace period unnecessary since there were no
reports of violence among blacks on the days that Matheson spoke.

They listened attentively to the professor and often took exten-
sive notes that they later studied and often committed to memory.
Each subsequent question-and-answer period lasted increasingly
longer. Matheson encouraged the men to seek answers within the
group and to take comfort in the knowledge they weren’t alone in
their problems or in the common struggle to find meaningful solu-
tions.

The guards allowed the meetings to go beyond designated time
curfews since to do otherwise risked negative reactions from those
present. Black guards volunteered for extra duty on nights the pro-
fessor conducted his business. On more than one occasion, what
Matheson said to the men or what they said to him moved a few of-
ficers to tears.

As the trial date approached, the prisoners became increasingly
anxious regarding Matheson’s future. While they wished him free-
dom, they also thought about their own lives and the possibility of
enduring prison without him. He’d promised not to forget them,
but they’d heard that before, from spouses and mothers and broth-
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ers and children who’d suddenly stopped visiting or writing or ac-
cepting collect phone calls. They were related by blood and yet had
been abandoned, betrayed. They’d no such claim on the professor,
so “why should he be any different?” they asked.

“Because he is,” the Muslim told his fellow inmates. “Because
he is.” 

They nodded in agreement and shared a prayer.
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CHAPTER
31

REY N O L D S LO S T T R AC K of the time he’d been in his den re-
viewing the photos taken from Matheson’s home. It had been

dark outside when he started, but now the sunlight forced him to
close the drapes. 

When he’d first sat down, he removed everything from his desk-
top except for a lamp. He opened several photo albums and stacked
them on top of each other. He selected pictures from the largest one
and spread them out in front of him so he could take notes. He
didn’t write a single word for a long while. He didn’t do much of
anything except stare at the gallery that lay before him.

He didn’t want to stare at the photos, but the harder he tried to
look away, the longer the horror held him, drawing him closer to a
place he feared he’d never leave. The images had a hypnotic quality.
If he didn’t know better, he’d swear he saw the victims’ eyes move to
avoid his, as though they were ashamed of their bodies now con-
torted by an unprovoked collision with hate. Their deaths were
grotesque, yet in their anguish he found a stunning silence that con-
verted rage into an illusion of peace.

It was odd—remarkable, even—that once emotions moved be-
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yond terror and sadness, something indescribably beautiful entered.
Perhaps it was faith, or maybe a profound connection with the one-
ness, the sacredness, of life. Whatever it might be, this much was
certain: It raced to fill the void that, if allowed to exist a moment too
long, would be occupied forever by madness. He understood that no
one with an ounce of passion could study these photos without
being consumed by them. And once they absorbed your spirit, it
would be difficult if not impossible ever again to distinguish be-
tween vengeance and honor.

Reynolds touched the first picture and paused briefly over each
body. He went on to the next, then the next, continuing until he felt
them die again. He caressed each frozen image: someone’s child,
somebody’s father, a wedding ring on a charred finger, a face with-
out eyes, an infant savagely separated from its mother’s protective
womb with one merciless swing of an ax, destroying any chance that
it might survive long enough to learn why it was despised with such
viciousness.

He turned the pages of one album to reveal additional atrocities
so great they numbed his senses. That very numbing provided him
the necessary power and courage to proceed. He saw a woman and
her son hanging perfectly still from the same bridge that once con-
nected and often welcomed strangers to a safe harbor and the com-
munity they’d desired to call home. Their necks were bent and
broken. The sides of their faces touched their shoulders, seeking
support or comfort but finding only despair. 

He saw what was left of a man roasted alive. His blood had been
boiled so hot by the burning embers of hatred that it exploded and
splattered a crowd still busy distributing severed fingers and other
prized body parts as souvenirs.

He stared at a bent serrated knife usually reserved for splitting
and gutting hogs. It protruded from a young girl’s abdomen. An
oversized corkscrew of twisted steel had punctured her thighs nu-
merous times and ripped away her flesh and muscles by repeatedly
pulling out large chunks of her body. Her insides were randomly
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flung across the earth like red-stained ripened crops to be harvested
by the devil himself.

He traced the scars on the back of a young boy whipped to death
then mutilated beyond recognition except for the remains of his
skull. It had been fractured with such force that one eye dangled
outside its socket while the other lay buried beneath a blood-soaked
eyelid swollen shut by the brutality of what it had seen.

He’d become a vulture cautiously circling to inspect the dead and
dying before acquiring the nerve to move more closely and feast off
their remains. Was he violating them, or paying tribute? He turned
his attention away from the victims and studied the crowds, whose
only apparent anxiety came from the fear they wouldn’t be included
in any subsequent photos taken near their slaughtered prey. Their
frenzied white faces blended into one lurid and psychotic smile,
which transformed a scene of debauchery into a tragic rendering
that made forgiveness impossible and the future unworthy of hope.

What would possess a group of people, even one that had become
a vile mob, to descend into such a deep depravity that they’d invite
their own children to attend and actively participate in the butcher-
ing of a human life, then proudly pose so that the evil act might be
recorded forever, if not in the annals of history, then at least in their
cherished family albums?

Reynolds waited for an answer but knew none would be forth-
coming no matter how many pictures he studied or how long he
stayed in this photographic mausoleum of the violated and defiled.
He wanted to cry somehow, but couldn’t. He wanted to kill some-
one, but that would make him just like the smiling white men he
now despised. He thought of his precious children and wondered
what he’d have done had their faces been among the victims in these
photographs. He had no doubt he was capable of killing anyone
who harmed his family; the only question was how long he’d make
them suffer.

So, if he’d do that for his children, why wouldn’t he do it for the
children in these pictures, or for the fathers and mothers who would
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never hold them again? Weren’t their lives important, too, their suf-
fering worthy of redress? And if he failed to protect them, wouldn’t
all children, including his own, be less safe? What if Matheson had
in fact freed him from the obligation of ever having to answer those
questions for himself ? Did that make the professor a criminal, or
did it turn Reynolds and countless others like him, who substituted
outrage for action, into cowards?

He delicately arranged the photos in three equally spaced rows
that formed one large, shattered portrait of pain. This time the eyes
of the dead refused to turn away, forcing him now to feel ashamed.
The image slowly blurred as the newly created mosaic of murdered
men, women, and children began to be filtered through the tears of
a prosecutor whose duty required him to punish them again. Except
now, he’d rob them of their right to feel vindicated by denouncing,
then penalizing the only person in this world who’d convinced them
their lives mattered and their deaths merited avenging.

He would represent the people of the state of Mississippi and seek
justice against Matheson in a court of law, but who would speak for
the people in these photos to defend and uphold a theory of justice
that never encompassed them? Who would explain why their mur-
derers were being accorded greater protections in death than these
victims ever had in life? The first teardrop fell, followed by the sec-
ond, then the third, and Reynolds pushed away the photos to pro-
tect them from further distress.

He turned off the small table lamp, leaned back into his chair,
and thought of a sociology exam he took in college. He was asked
the definition of a societal problem. He answered, “Something bad
that happens to white people.” Once again, society would vent its
outrage at the murder of whites while ignoring the history that got
them killed. This time he wouldn’t let that happen. Somehow, he’d
find a way to give these black people a voice, to see to it that some-
one wept for them, too.

He would call them as prime witnesses, resurrected examples of
what can happen to a justice system when it devalues certain lives
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and, in the process, creates a monster that owes its allegiance to no
one, not even to the thing that created it. Reynolds would slay that
monster once and for all. It was the only way he knew how to honor
them, by honoring the sanctity of life. Matheson had violated that
sanctity, and in so doing had betrayed the very people he purported
to avenge. And for that, Reynolds would make him pay.

He closed his eyes and invited the testimony of those who’d
waited so long to have someone call their name with the respect they
deserved. Reynolds couldn’t leave quite yet. He needed a little more
time alone with them in the darkness, where he might better expe-
rience their torment in an effort to bring closure to his own.

Cheryl found her husband sitting on the porch. She’d fallen
asleep waiting for him to finish his work. When she awoke and saw
that his pillow had never been used, she knew exactly where to find
him.

“Want some company?”
He never looked at her but nodded yes.
She sat next to him and took his hand. “You don’t need to be the

one doing this, you know.”
“I don’t want a white person bringing him to justice.”
“Why not?” she asked, surprised. “You think the community

won’t accept a guilty verdict if it comes as a result of a white prose-
cutor?”

“The community’s not likely to accept the verdict no matter
who’s assigned the case. I just don’t want the lead prosecutor to be
white. Something about that would seem unfair.”

“Unfair?” She let go of his hand and gave him some space.
“Maybe ironic is a better word. White prosecutors never really

went after the murderers of those black folk. If they go after him
with all their energy and the full force of the law, it would be like
the victims were being lynched all over again.”

“And if you do it, won’t it be the same, maybe even worse?”
He still hadn’t looked at her. “If I do it, I do it for them. In a
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strange way, I feel like I’m representing them, too.” He gave a tired
smile and finally turned to face her.

“What are you thinking?” she asked.
“About my dad. He used to say you have to be twice as good as

the white man to be treated the same. Even then, they’d go to their
grave before acknowledging you might be equal to them, let alone
better.”

“I hate to be the one to break this to you, James,” she said, touch-
ing his arm. “But all black parents tell their children that. Some-
times they don’t mention color—by the time you’ve reached five or
six, they assume you can figure out some essential things on your
own.” She nudged him playfully, but he stared at the floor.

“You believe that stuff about the oppressed always being better off
than their oppressors?” he asked.

“In this world or the next?” she asked half teasingly.
“This one,” he said, remaining serious.
She thought about it for a moment. “I guess I do. Spiritually—

maybe in other ways, too.” She studied him. “Is that why it has to
be you? You want to prove we’re better?”

“I wanna prove there’s nothing wrong with justice—the problem
exists with some of the people who’ve administered it. And those
black people who suffered, they have to know they died for a reason.
To make it right.” He looked at her again. “To make the system
work, for everybody.”

“James . . .” She hesitated for a moment. “How can you be so
sure he did it?”

“Because I would have, too.” He moved closer to her. “If I’d been
him and spent all that time studying the anguish and the pain and
the brutality and not had anyone to pull me back from the abyss of
raw hatred . . .” He rubbed his face with his hands. “I hope to God
I never get that close to the edge.”

“I don’t think you could ever change into someone I couldn’t
love,” Cheryl said very quietly. 

“You couldn’t love me if I turned into a murderer.”
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“If you turned into that, you’d no longer be the person I mar-
ried.” She removed a piece of lint from his shirt. “You’d be a stranger
to me, our children, most of all to yourself.”

“I’ve tried over thirty murder cases in the last ten years. You know
how many were death penalty?”

“Seven,” she quickly answered.
He smiled. Of course she knew, he thought to himself. He’d been

a nightmare to live with during each one. “No matter how vicious
the crime or repulsive the act, I always understood how someone
could be that sick, could murder another human being. That demon
exists in all of us if pushed far enough.” He leaned back against the
wooden post. “I’ve seen it in the faces of some of the most con-
temptible men ever convicted. But here’s the really scary part: I’ve
also seen it when I’ve looked at the relatives of the victims. All that
rage needing to be released.”

“Why are you putting yourself through this?” 
“Because I’m afraid what Matheson did really is the norm. He

tapped into some insanity that makes it all right to hate the hater
and feel vindicated.” He took a deep breath and looked beyond the
boundaries of his backyard. “The line between justice and revenge
disappeared a long time ago, Cheryl. If we fail to reestablish it now,
I don’t know if we’ll ever be able to.” He walked over to the other
side of the porch. “I’ve got to show the jury that line while we’re still
capable of seeing it.”

“Don’t put that burden on yourself, James. You’re one man pros-
ecuting a single case. If you think you can change the world with
this verdict, you’ve lost before you begin. Whatever happens with
Matheson, you can get over it and go on with your life. But if you
think you’re fighting some righteous cause with the world hanging
in the balance”—she crossed to his side and held him—“honey,
that’s not anything you’ll ever recover from. And we still got a whole
lotta livin’ to do and two beautiful children to raise.”

“And have we taught them to be twice as good just to be treated
the same?”
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“Three or four times, and even then it might not be enough to
outdo their parents.”

He gave a hint of a smile.
“Well,” she continued, “I can’t speak for their daddy, but I know

if they want to surpass my achievements, they—”
He put his hand over her mouth and brought her close to him.

He removed his hand slowly, and when her mouth became fully ex-
posed, he kissed her gently, then more passionately.

“Mommy?”
They stopped suddenly and turned to discover Christopher. He

looked annoyed.
“Angela won’t let me watch my videos on the TV in the living

room.”
“Go watch them in your room,” his mother said, still flustered

from the interruption.
“I don’t wanna. My TV’s too small.”
“Go watch in the den,” she suggested.
“I don’t like to be in there by myself.”
“Go watch in Angela’s room,” his father recommended as Cheryl

gave her husband an incredulous look and raised her head while
closing her eyes.

Christopher grinned mischievously and ran back into the house.
Cheryl opened her eyes and stared at her husband.

“Did I mess up?” he asked.
“Big-time,” she responded.
“Oh, well,” he sighed, then grabbed her. “Where were we?”
She pulled back. “You were about to save the world, and I suggest

you practice with your daughter, who—”
“Christopher!” they heard a blood-curdling scream.
“Who probably isn’t going to handle your compromise too well,”

Cheryl finished.
They heard Christopher scream, “Daddy said I could!” Followed

by Angela yelling, “Daddy’s not that stupid!”
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CHAPTER
32

FO R T H E PA S T three months Miller had prepared for the trial al-
most nonstop. He reviewed all the state’s evidence and hired

forensic specialists to evaluate findings and conduct independent
testing on the results. He read materials Matheson collected for his
class, and studied copies of the photos discovered at the professor’s
home. Students volunteered to gather research and assemble visual
displays he anticipated utilizing in his opening. Posters and photo-
graphic exhibits now cluttered his entire home. He’d never had this
much help before in trying any case.

Miller removed an unopened milk carton from his refrigerator
and checked the expiration date: thirty days ago. He shook the car-
ton and felt a thick, lumpy slush. It annoyed him that things spoiled
before they were opened. He believed expirations should apply after
unsealing a perishable item. He started to separate the top of the car-
ton, to pour the contents down the disposal, but thought better of
it. He placed the container on the kitchen counter and looked at his
cat, who gave him one of her all-knowing stares that combined pity
with a sense of superiority.

He admired dogs, which was why he’d never owned one. He
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knew they had a tendency to love their masters no matter how
poorly they were treated, so he wisely decided not to test the limits
of their loyalty. He couldn’t stand cats, but they did have the singu-
larly positive attribute of not making him feel guilty when he treated
them like dogs.

This member of the lion family had arrived at his doorstep on his
birthday more than six years ago and wouldn’t leave until fed. He
soon learned, to his utter dismay, that once a cat shares dinner on
your porch, you might as well place its name on the lease. They were
also independent creatures, which contributed to Miller’s disdain. It
made him feel inadequate that a cat could take better care of itself
than he could.

On the first night she moved into his home, he named her Mi-
randa, then read the cat her rights. They included, among other
things, the mutual obligation to respect each other’s private space,
private thoughts, and private needs. Miller maintained his part of
the bargain, but Miranda intruded whenever her clairvoyant mind
deemed it necessary. He had no difficulty understanding why cer-
tain cultures worshiped cats while others despised them, although
these opposite emotions were caused by the same basic principle:
Cats were either possessed by demons or capable of recognizing
them in others. Either way, they were dangerous and needed to be
idolized for life or destroyed at the earliest risk-free opportunity. But
since there’s never a truly risk-free period in anyone’s cowardly life,
you learned to live with your fears while simultaneously paying trib-
ute to them. In that regard, having cats was a lot like having family.

Having concluded that even Miranda deserved more than rotten
milk, Miller picked up the carton and dropped it into the plastic
wastebasket. If good milk could go bad without ever being opened,
what chance did kids have who were exposed to all types of con-
taminations? As he pondered the question, he cleaned Miranda’s lit-
ter box for the first time in a long while, then fed her some tuna. He
put two ice cubes into an extra-large bowl, filled it with water, then
searched for his car keys. He wondered what had become of his
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childhood friend Sanford, and continued to think about him until
he reached his destination.

The trip took slightly more than two hours, the last thirty min-
utes of which were spent on poorly paved roads. The Gulf Coast
embraced the contradictions of divergent histories. The past could
be reflected in the rusty shrimp boats that dotted the riverbank,
barely able to provide sustenance to a family of four, let alone ade-
quately feed an entire marketplace whose appetite for the old ways
of doing things had drastically changed. The future in all its splen-
did glory consisted of floating dreams better known as riverboat
casinos. Gambling had invaded Mississippi with a vengeance and
harvested the poor more efficiently than Whitney’s invention had
stripped cottonseed from the state’s other prized crop.

Miller planned to phone before he left home, but why give the
devil advance warning, especially when it controlled visitation
rights? He thought it best to surprise the man, catch him off guard.
It wouldn’t necessarily level the playing field, but it might allow him
to be competitive, stay in the game longer than he’d managed to do
on other visits. Like most sons, Miller had tried valiantly to please
his father, but never could. So at some point in his life he had sim-
ply decided to do the next best thing and disappoint him at every
turn. The disappointment evolved quickly to infuriation and grad-
ually to indifference, eventually culminating in disinheritance.

Miller had followed the footsteps but decidedly not the path
taken by his patriarchs. He became a lawyer or, if he believed his fa-
ther, a disgrace to his profession. He fought for civil rights with the
same intensity he’d lashed out at Sanford, and for the same reason.
His father remained the driving motivation behind all of Miller’s
important adult actions. If he couldn’t please him, then he’d fail him
unconditionally. And he’d keep failing until he finally learned the
source of his father’s bigotry—and the target, if any, of his love.

He drove through the narrow entrance leading to the complex
where his father resided. It had been called an elderly nursing home
five years ago, then a retirement community two years later, and
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now simply a senior lifestyle residential retreat. He’d visited many
prisons that were far more honest about who lived behind the
guarded gates and why. The facility employed a cordial staff. White
folks handled the money while blacks carried the bedpans. It used
to bring him abundant satisfaction to know his father depended on
black people to assist him in performing the most basic of bodily
functions. Now it brought only great sadness and deep regret.

Miller avoided the valet and parked the car himself. He wanted
to delay this for as long as possible, and the journey through the
maze of gardens and walkways gave him time to reconsider the visit.
He could always get back into his car and return home. There’d be
no harm done. He would have wasted a few hours, but he’d already
spent much of his life avoiding the man who’d disowned him by
calling him everything but a child of God or his son. No. The man
hadn’t called him his son since the day Miller obtained a law degree
and notified his parents what he intended to do with it.

The knot in his stomach tightened. Several residents were seated
in lawn chairs near a pink marbled water fountain. They resembled
small porcelain statues wrapped in plaid flannel robes. He wondered
if his father might be outside, sweet-talking a younger woman or
telling tales of his youthful exploits. If he knew his father, his listen-
ers would be enthralled, charmed by the man who generated gen-
uine adoration from mere strangers and unadulterated fear from his
own family.

Miller proceeded to the main building, where he registered as a
family visitor. A friendly student nurse issued him a gold pass on a
cloth necklace and told him to wear it around his neck at all times
while traveling anywhere on the property. He assumed the trainee
feared someone on the grounds might mistake him for a resident
and force-feed him Valium before giving him a haircut and a bath.
He stroked the back of his ponytail and placed it over his right
shoulder. He wanted to make sure it would be the first and last thing
his father noticed. That should drive the old man crazy.

He’d been told to meet with one of the administrators, since the
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doctor wasn’t available on Saturdays. There he would receive an up-
date regarding the senior Miller’s “situation,” along with other help-
ful information on how to interact with him. He decided to skip
that enjoyable task, feeling that no one could give him a better brief-
ing on the condition of his father than his father himself. In any
event, he already knew the best way to communicate with the man
who had brought him into this world only to almost drive him out
of it: from a distance or not at all.

He maneuvered his way through an obstacle course consisting of
walkers, wheelchairs, and motorized strollers until he found a safe
hallway with minimal mechanical traffic. He hated these places.
They reminded him of hospitals, except the patients in this ware-
house weren’t being cured, since no cure existed for their particular
ailment. This halfway point between a holding area and a resting
place had a certain antiseptic quality made less stringent by a smat-
tering of potpourri and a whiff of aerosol spray. Miller guessed the
scent might be either French vanilla or wild country blossom, since
both fragrances worked equally well to temporarily mask the aroma
of an unclean house.

He didn’t know what to expect when he entered room 53 for the
first time in five years and discovered his father seated with his back
to the door, staring out the window.

“Dad?” Miller waited for an explosion. When that didn’t happen,
he assumed his father would simply ignore him, act as if he didn’t
exist. He wouldn’t allow his father that luxury. “Dad, it’s me, Todd.”

“Toddpole?” his father asked in a gentle voice.
Miller smiled, in part from nervousness but mostly from genuine

surprise. “Toddpole?” Miller said the word with an amused nostal-
gia as he moved closer to this figure who still hadn’t demonstrated
enough decency to turn and face his son.

“You haven’t called me that since I was a little—” He froze when
his father wheeled around to greet him. There was a glimmer of
recognition and a glimpse of a smile weakened by time and a lack of
practice. This couldn’t be Richard Stanton Miller. Not this withered
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little man with the translucent skin that revealed pale purple-green
veins struggling desperately to complete their mission.

Miller’s father had been a tower of strength, defiant in every way
imaginable. When he spoke to a jury, they had no choice but to be-
lieve him. Tall and eloquent, confident and knowledgeable, passion-
ate and unforgiving, he couldn’t be beaten by any adversary save
one. After eighty-five years his father had met his match. He’d lost
the most important battle of his life to the universal equalizer, time.
And that defeat made him gaunt, hollow-eyed, and something not
even his avowed racism had ever completely accomplished: pathetic.

“You clean up your room?” the soft voice asked.
Miller tried to respond but couldn’t speak without releasing a life-

time of tears.
“You know how your mama fusses whenever you don’t clean up

like you’re supposed to.”
Miller turned away. His shoulders slumped a little more with

each word he spoke. “It’s clean, Dad.”
“Including your toys? You sure you put them all away?” His fa-

ther grabbed the sides of the chair to lift himself but stopped and
settled back into his spot. “If you break them I’m not buying you
any more.” His father turned and once again faced the window.

Miller quietly moved to a chair next to his father’s bed and sat
down. He looked at the small night table that had three framed pho-
tos: a wedding picture of his father and mother, his grandfather
posed outside a courthouse, wearing his judge’s robe, and a picture
of Miller as a child standing next to his proud, smiling father, who
had his hand on his son’s shoulder. Miller felt the first tear moisten
his cheek. He placed his fingers on his quivering lips and wept
quietly.

He didn’t remember falling asleep but had the distinct impression
of a parched mouth kissing him gently on his forehead, followed by
the careful placement of a blanket around his upper body. He kept
his eyes closed until his father’s shuffling ceased. Miller rose from the
chair and thought about leaving without disturbing the figure who’d
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returned to the window. He concluded he wasn’t that much of a
coward.

He tried to engage his father in a conversation that entailed more
than the distant past, but after a few promising attempts Richard
Miller disappeared to a space reserved for memory and dreams.
Whether the place was real or imagined, Miller hoped his father
would find peace there and, perhaps, another chance.

The car ride back home seemed filled with shadows. Clouds lin-
gered overhead, threatening to release a sudden storm that hadn’t
been forecast. Miller had on occasion read news accounts detailing
the lives of the most rabid racists from the early stages of the Civil
Rights Movement, the ones who bombed churches and crippled or
murdered children and blinded babies. Many of them had avoided
prison only to enter, at an early age, advanced stages of dementia.
He wasn’t sure whether that represented a punishment or a blessing.
Now he’d witnessed his own father ravaged by Alzheimer’s, and re-
alized that the suffering had been left to the son.

He’d wanted his dad to curse him or strike him or be the terror
he’d grown up despising. It would give him energy for the battle that
lay ahead. But when he found him shrunken in a wheelchair, with a
mind disconnected from today, he realized he’d been living a lie.
He’d never stopped loving or needing his father’s approval. Despite
his best efforts, he’d never hated him. This discovery made him feel
ashamed, terribly lonely, and perhaps more than anything else, be-
trayed. How long had he lived this pretense of self-righteousness and
moral outrage? 

He shouldn’t have visited this place, but in reality he’d never had
a choice. Matheson had flung the past in everyone’s face, and per-
haps it was only right that his defense counsel take the first blow. He
hadn’t realized how often he’d need to turn the other cheek, and cer-
tainly had had no idea how much it would hurt. His father had no
memory of the things that tormented him most, and Miller dared
not remember the times that he himself cherished.

True enough, they were brief, those glorious exchanges between a
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loving father and an adoring and obedient son. But they were there.
How ironic that they’d returned to a mind no longer capable of dis-
tinguishing reality from madness—or perhaps no such distinction
ever existed. Hadn’t the world of his father been both real and in-
sane? How else to explain a gifted and highly educated man harbor-
ing such sickness?

Miller wondered if his father or grandfather had ever done any-
thing that might have put them on Matheson’s list. If they had, their
actions would forever remain an unsolved mystery. If they hadn’t,
they certainly knew friends who belonged there. That fact alone
enabled the commission of evil acts and may have even endorsed or
encouraged them. When a governor stands at the entrance of a
schoolhouse and proclaims, “Segregation today, segregation tomor-
row, segregation forever,” he’s officially sanctioned the lynch mob
whether he intended to do so or not. When respected community
leaders remain silent in the face of atrocity, they’ve become the mob
in spirit, if not in deed, and have no need to touch the rope.

It was a strange legacy shared by the descendants of the South, all
of whom were one or two degrees of separation from being a child
of a victim or a father of a perpetrator, or both. Miller reflected that
for his entire professional life, he’d been cursed to represent defen-
dants who looked guilty whether they were or not. Poor, black, and
uneducated, their stories stood little chance when weighed against
the testimony of reliable eyewitnesses and the judgment of dedi-
cated jurors who feared the same dark skin.

Now, at long last, he’d been gifted with the ideal client: influen-
tial, intelligent, handsome, and articulate. Matheson didn’t fit the
profile of a criminal except for skin color, and this one time Miller
could make that liability disappear, or at least cloak it within the
framework of reasonable doubt. Would an acquittal of Miller’s
prized defendant achieve some semblance of payback for all those
innocent men convicted? More to the point, would it be the final
act of defiance by a son toward his father—a man currently hiding
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in the secret recesses of his own diseased mind? Miller didn’t know
the answers to those questions, but he’d soon discover them.

For better or worse, he accepted that his life would never be the
same. He’d been a southern oddity. Now he would be a celebrity.
Back when they’d been on speaking terms, his father had advised
him that a traitor shouldn’t publicize his home address. Well, his list
of enemies would likely increase, and they’d have no trouble finding
him. What they would find still needed to be determined. He
prayed it would be a man he’d be proud to know, one who would
have the integrity, if not the innocence, of a child his father had once
lovingly called “Toddpole.”
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CHAPTER
33

TH E N O RT H E R N M E D I A descended on the area, exhibiting be-
havior that would have given locusts a good name by comparison.

They devoured everything in sight, from hotel rooms to restaurant
seats to the best downtown parking spaces. And they managed to do
it with an arrogance and rudeness that surpassed even the lowest ex-
pectations of the local population.

One high-level reporter from a major New York paper entered a
coffee shop near the courthouse and asked the owner where he
might find some tofu. Aubrey Munson, the bell-shaped proprietor,
gave him directions. “Go to the red-light district. You’ll find that
and a whole lot more.” The reporter left the shop in an indignant
huff, and the regulars laughed for five minutes.

Aubrey knew enough about tofu to know it would never see the
inside of his mouth, let alone his stomach. He had feigned igno-
rance because the snooty journalist addressed him like a retarded
child. In fact, the reporter had treated everyone in the store with
contempt from the moment he’d walked in wearing his square-toed,
hand-sewn leather Italian shoes with the extra-thick heels to make
him look taller.
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Aubrey had received a jury summons, as had most of his neigh-
bors. They’d all thought long and hard about using those official no-
tifications to start a barn fire but decided civic duty outweighed
resentment toward the process. He actually hoped he’d get picked.
He told the lunch crowd about his last jury experience. “Involved
incest,” he solemnly informed them. “I lost ten pounds. Stomach
muscles knotted up every time I looked at that pitiful excuse for a
father. If it’d been left to me, I would’ve saved the taxpayers a lot of
time and heartache and put a bullet through that pervert’s brain—
maybe an extra one for good measure. Even let that scumbag’s
daughter, a pretty little thing, watch if she wanted. Hell, now that I
think about it, I woulda’ helped her squeeze the trigger if it brought
back some of her childhood.”

Aubrey saw himself as a reliable business owner, a decent Chris-
tian, and a man of action. If asked to serve in the Matheson case,
“I’d do it in a heartbeat. Wouldn’t be intimidated by the press, the
lawyers, or—like I told my wife—those student agitators who are
tryin’ to turn that nigger into a hero.”

Yes. It’d be a privilege to join eleven other honorable citizens to
ensure that justice triumphed. Given his previous experience, there’d
be no reason why “I wouldn’t be selected to chair the group.” As the
man in charge, no matter what the final outcome, he’d be the first
one interviewed. Might even get invited to fly to California and
meet Hollywood stars who’d want to play him on the big screen.
“Jury Foreman: The real-life story of Aubrey Munson.” Now,
wouldn’t that be a hoot? As he began to consider these larger issues,
he discreetly asked some of his more trusted customers if he’d “been
too harsh on that fella from New York.”

Every single patron reassured him the odd man with the strange
appetite “got precisely what he deserved.” Still, politics being what
they were, Aubrey wondered if he’d made a mistake offending a po-
tentially powerful ally. It never paid to mistreat a person who had
unlimited access to a printing press. Aubrey shrugged, as if to say,
“It’s too late now.”
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He’d read that the lawyers for both sides agreed to use a juror
questionnaire developed by some high-priced consultant. There
were questions on it like “What are your feelings about interracial
dating?” and “How do you celebrate Dr. King’s holiday?”

“What in tarnation does that have to do with a murder case?” he
asked the reporter who’d called him at home to conduct a local sur-
vey—an opinion poll of sorts. She didn’t know, either. Thought it
reflected attitudes of either racial tolerance or prejudice.

“First of all,” Aubrey had replied, “interracial dating is a no-no
that comes directly from the Bible. So, that answers that. Second,”
he went on, “the man has a holiday; people take off work, and I ain’t
never met nobody bigoted against vacation.” He waited for her to
respond. She didn’t. “Where’s the damn problem?” he pushed. She
thanked him very much for his time and told him the interview had
ended. He wanted to know when it would be published so he could
get a copy. She wasn’t certain, but she’d be sure to send him one.
That promise had been made three weeks ago, and he still hadn’t
seen any of his quotes—so much for trusting the media.

He made a fresh batch of coffee and collected all the unused sugar
pouches from the counter and returned them to their jelly jars. He
checked to see which straws hadn’t been removed from their paper
wrappings and shoved them into the silver holder. He changed his
blue apron and put on a freshly starched white one just in case any
of those photographers wanted to take pictures of his place later
today. He glanced in the mirror behind the cash register and pushed
his hair back. Probably need to get it cut soon, he thought, then
counted the money in the register to see how much business had im-
proved since all this mess started.
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CHAPTER
34

REY N O L D S A N D H I S family attended early morning service at
the Reverend Matheson’s church. The choir sang “Search Me,

Lord.” The unusually brisk air felt warm in comparison to the arc-
tic chill that greeted them once inside. “Go ahead and search me,
Lord. . . .” The congregation remained cordial to the children and
courteous but distant toward Cheryl. “Shine the light from heaven on
my soul. . . .” Reynolds, on the other hand, saw nothing but scorn
followed by backs that turned on him quickly and often. “If You find
anything that shouldn’t be . . .” The Reynolds family sat in their nor-
mal seats in pew eleven, but there were several vacancies on either
side, and spaces in front and behind that created a circular divide.
“Take it out and strengthen me. . . .” The Reynolds clan had become
an island unto itself, surrounded by hostile waters and shunned by
once friendly neighbors. “I wanna be right. I wanna be saved. And I
wanna be whole.”

The Reverend Matheson gave a subdued sermon, which fit the
occasion. It had something to do with the struggle between Cain
and Abel, good and evil, trust and betrayal. Several times Reynolds
thought he should stand or raise his hand and be identified in the
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unlikely event that anyone in the place hadn’t gotten the clear par-
allels. When the service ended, Reynolds tried to make a quick exit,
but one of the deacons cornered him at the rear of the church. He
relayed a message that the pastor had requested him to wait.

Reynolds asked Cheryl to take the children to the car and wait
for him. He stood alone in one corner of the vestibule until the
Reverend Matheson arrived.

“I appreciate your seeing me, James.”
“This isn’t going to take long, is it, Reverend? My family’s wait-

ing, and I need to—”
“I’ll make it brief,” the Reverend Matheson cut him off. “It

would be better for all concerned if you stayed away from the
church for a while. I’ve made arrangements with Pastor Hayward in
Madison. He’ll be happy to handle your spiritual needs.”

“Any reason in particular I’m no longer wanted as a member of
your congregation?”

“I believe you know the answer to that, James. If not, I suggest
you pray for guidance.”

“I’m just doing my job, Reverend.”
“I wonder how many crimes against humanity were justified

with that phrase.” He inched closer toward Reynolds. “How does it
feel to be a Judas?”

Reynolds didn’t flinch. “I could never be Judas, Reverend. That
would make your son Jesus. And you know how ridiculous that
sounds.”

Several members of the choir walked past and acknowledged the
pastor, who blessed them as they left. He returned to Reynolds,
who’d been kept on hold, and addressed him in a sad, resigned
voice. “Might be a good idea if you and your family found another
place to worship on a permanent basis. I don’t believe I can offer
what you need.” He turned and left.

Reynolds stared down the long center aisle of the church and no-
ticed a large statue of Jesus on the cross. Search me, Lord. Go ahead
and search me, Lord.

JEFF STETSON196

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 196



* * *
Several customers walked out of Rachel’s café, after Miller en-

tered. It had been a long time since he’d caused that reaction. He
proceeded to the lunch counter with a jovial smile and a light
bounce in his step. He’d learned during the good old days of tossed
bottles and loud jeers to act as if you were on your way to a picnic
rather than a civil rights demonstration. It wasn’t that much of a
stretch, since most protests could have easily ended up with him as
the main course—someone’s idea of a fashionable cookout.

Miller sat patiently at the counter, attempting to attract Rachel’s
attention. The café had thinned out considerably since his arrival,
and Rachel had started cleaning all the vacated tables covered with
plates containing half-eaten meals. Miller hummed a pleasant tune,
but she ignored him. He tapped the edge of the counter, a rolling
drumbeat of steadily moving fingers. It elicited no response.

“I can wait for it to get less busy if you’d like,” he finally said.
“It would be better for both of us if you got your coffee some-

where else.” Her voice was harsh. She never looked at him.
Miller knew Rachel well enough to know this hurt her more

than it hurt him, and it hurt him more than he’d ever imagined.
“I’m a lawyer. I’m supposed to help people,” he stated with an

implicit plea for understanding.
“I’m a waitress.” She pointed to a sign above the cash register. “I

reserve the right to refuse service.” She still hadn’t looked at him,
but her voice cracked and her face became flushed.

“You exercising that right?” he asked, then moved three seats to
the right and sat in front of her. She tried to move, but he grabbed
her hand. “I asked you a question,” he said resolutely. “Do you in-
tend to exercise that right?”

She pulled her hand away from his. They’d finally made eye con-
tact. He thought he saw tears in her eyes, or maybe they were in his.

“I already have,” she answered, then walked away.
He remained at the counter for a few moments, his legs weak

and his feet unable to move. The café blurred a bit, and he refo-
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cused his eyes on her silhouette behind the kitchen curtain. She 
was bent over slightly, her hands pressed to her face and her body
shaking.

His vision blurred again. His legs steadied enough for him to
stand, and he headed for the door.
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CHAPTER
35

REY N O L D S A N D M I L L E R spent the greater part of a week re-
viewing responses from prospective jurors to a twelve-page ques-

tionnaire. Miller didn’t believe in the process. In fact, he thought it
a colossal waste of time. People lied easily when they completed
forms. As with any other test, they answered based on what would
get them a passing grade and not on what they believed. He pre-
ferred to analyze a person’s body language, not his penmanship.

Reynolds found them useful as an initial weeding-out tool. You
could quickly dismiss the group too stupid to lie, and have addi-
tional time to probe the veracity of those who gave clever answers
they couldn’t recall. The art of selecting a jury had been greatly over-
rated. In most trials, if you had the evidence, you obtained a con-
viction; if you didn’t, the defendant went home free. But in certain
special cases—the ones where law sometimes gave way to raw emo-
tion—the jury composition made all the difference in the world.

“An agent offered me a book deal,” Miller told Reynolds as they
waited inside the courtroom for the next panel of potential jurors.

“A lawyer with an agent,” mused Reynolds. “That’s like a devil
with a publicist.”

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 199



“Joke if you want to,” Miller cautioned, “but after this is over,
you and I are going to be famous.”

“One for winning and one for losing,” agreed Reynolds.
“I know how I want to be introduced.” Miller leaned closer to

Reynolds. “How much money you think it’ll cost to buy off the
jury?” he whispered.

Before Reynolds could respond, Tanner entered the courtroom
and took his place behind the bench. The media and interested spec-
tators once again jammed into their seats. If the court became this
crowded for jury selection, Reynolds shuddered to think what chaos
awaited once the trial commenced in earnest. Several guards were
stationed throughout the courtroom, and special metal detectors
had been installed at each entrance. The stairwells were monitored,
and only one of three elevators provided access to the area. At the
urging of federal officials, the judge authorized undercover security
to mingle inside and outside the courtroom. There’d been a steady
increase in the number of death threats aimed at Matheson. To fur-
ther complicate matters, the new weapon of choice, the Internet,
carried rumors of invading armies of supporters and opponents
plotting to storm the building, either to free the professor or kill
him.

Tanner called the proceedings to order, and a group of men and
women wearing plastic badges were escorted to the jury box.
Reynolds and Miller took turns interviewing panelists under the
watchful eye of Matheson, who sat at the defendant’s table dressed
in a dark blue suit, crisp white shirt, and red power tie.

They’d gone through another two dozen without any agreement
and spent the last ten minutes grilling Hardy Wilkins, a white car-
penter with an easy going personality and pleasant style. Miller
asked a series of questions having to do with notions of fairness and
objectivity and finally concluded on the theme of retribution.
Wilkins considered the issue for a moment, removed his glasses, and
cleaned the lenses. “I don’t believe in revenge,” he said, then re-
turned his glasses to the bridge of his nose. “A guy pokes out your
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eye. Then you poke out his eye. ’Fore you know it, got a bunch of
damn blind people lookin’ for someone to hit.” Some of the specta-
tors chuckled, which made Hardy self-conscious. “Well, not exactly
lookin’, but you catch my drift.”

“This juror’s acceptable to the defense, Your Honor,” Miller in-
formed the court, and noticed Hardy’s grateful smile.

“And to the people,” agreed Reynolds.
“Well,” uttered a relieved Tanner, “we’re finally making progress.

Let’s bring in juror number forty-six while we’ve got us some mo-
mentum buildin’.”

The lawyers went through a third and a fourth batch of jurors be-
fore calling Carter Bullins, a potbellied plant manager who super-
vised the slaughter of chickens. When the questioning began, his
pale white skin suddenly glistened. Reynolds sensed that the man
enjoyed his opportunity to enlighten the court on how the real
world functioned without legal protocol or fancy, convoluted con-
cepts.

“If those men did the crimes, the lynchings, then they got what
was comin’.” Bullins placed his hand under his chin and picked at
an open sore. “If you ask me, don’t think it was the professor.”

“How did you arrive at that conclusion?” asked Reynolds.
Bullins flexed his shoulders and looked at Matheson. “Never met

a man with that much education worth a damn when it came time
to doin’ an honest day’s work.”

Matheson smiled. News reporters, obviously pleased to have
something worthy to quote, wrote in their notebooks.

“Thank you very much for your insightful comments,” Judge
Tanner said. “You’re excused.”

“Defense was leaning in favor of selection,” Miller asserted with
a huge grin.

“I’m sure you were,” sighed Tanner. “Mr. Bullins, you may go
back to the poultry factory. I’m sure the chickens miss you very
much.”
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Bullins swung open the gate to the jury panel and left the court-
room with a swagger.

“Speaking of food,” remarked the judge, “I think this might be as
good a time as any to take a lunch break. Bailiff, please inform the
next two panels they should return to the court no later than one-
fifteen. We’ll reconvene at that time.”

Miller conferred with Matheson for a few moments before the
guards escorted the professor to a holding cell. Reynolds and Sin-
clair reviewed their jury list and circled several names, all of whom
they intended to challenge when the process resumed.

Miller strolled over to the prosecutor’s table and tried to sneak a
peek at the paperwork. Sinclair quickly placed the information in-
side a folder and rested it against her chest.

“Miss Sinclair, it’s so nice to see you again,” said Miller, smiling
warmly.

“The feeling’s mutual, Mr. Miller,” answered Sinclair.
“Is that where you keep all your secrets?” he asked. “Pressed

tightly against your . . . heart?”
“I find it a very useful location to hide evidence. It’s the last place

defense counsel would search.” She smiled.
“Is that because we don’t believe prosecutors have hearts?” Miller

replied, then winked at an amused Reynolds.
“Not at all,” she answered. “It has more to do with your profes-

sion’s not wishing to travel in unfamiliar territory.”
“I just came over to say hello and to tell you something of great

importance,” Miller said gallantly.
“I’m all yours,” responded Sinclair.
“You read my mind,” replied Miller. “The bad news is, we won’t

be able to date until my client’s acquitted.” He leaned forward and
spoke quietly. “The good news is, it won’t take long.” He took a gentle-
manly bow and returned to his table.

Sinclair faced Reynolds. “I really want us to win this case.” She
looked at Miller, who had taken his briefcase and turned to wave at
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her. “In the absolute worst way,” she said to Reynolds with renewed
commitment.

The selection process resumed shortly after two o’clock. Several
more panelists were interviewed and dismissed. Around three-thirty,
Mrs. Florence Blanche Whitney, a widow of “thirty-three years this
winter,” began answering questions posed by Miller initially, then by
Reynolds. Whitney, a black woman in her late sixties, presented an
interesting choice to both sides. She didn’t have much formal edu-
cation but had a wisdom born of experience “tryin’ to raise seven
sons, four daughters, and twenty-six grandchildren so they’d be a
pleasure for decent, God-fearin’ folks to know.”

Reynolds liked her and thought that with the size of her family,
she’d certainly have the stamina to argue her views with eleven other
jurors. Still, he couldn’t be sure what those beliefs might be, and he
wanted to be delicate in the way he explored them. Whether she was
to be selected or not, other panelists were listening to his question-
ing. He knew the importance of not offending any prospective juror
or that person’s colleagues, especially when the person in question
represented the grandmother you’d pick to grace the cover of a greet-
ing card.

“Mrs. Whitney,” Reynolds said respectfully, “you’ve lived in this
state all your life?”

“Never had the money or enough suitcases to leave.”
“You’ve seen a lot of things change, I imagine.”
“Some for the good, some not,” she said, massaging her fingers.
“Have you ever had any particular difficulty with white people?”
Mrs. Whitney looked at Reynolds curiously, then to the judge

with some confusion.
“Mrs. Whitney, do you understand the question?” asked Tanner.
“I believe so,” she answered. “He wants to know if I’ve ever had

difficulty with—” She stifled a laugh and tried not to smile.
Tanner tried to help. “Just try to answer the question to the best

of your abil—”
She lost it and laughed hysterically, which caused the spectators
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in the courtroom to laugh. She tried to stop, but with each effort she
laughed even more. The bailiff chuckled. Tanner hid his smile be-
hind the sleeve of his black robe. Reynolds stood perfectly still in the
center of the room with his hands to his sides and his neck immo-
bilized. He wanted to find a graceful way out of this, so he em-
barked on the easiest path.

“This juror’s acceptable to the people, Your Honor.”
“Mr. Miller?” asked the judge, who discreetly wiped away a tear

of laughter.
Miller stood and announced, “We welcome her with open arms.”
“I thought you would,” commented the judge. “All right, Mrs.

Whitney, you can step down and make yourself comfortable.” He
wrote her name on his tally sheet. “Counsel, let’s proceed.”

In eight hours the attorneys interviewed just under a hundred
panelists and agreed on only two. Matheson had been present
throughout the whole day but stayed surprisingly low-key, offering
comments to his counsel on only a handful of the members of the
jury pool. Reynolds didn’t believe that pattern would continue
much longer.

At the session’s conclusion Tanner registered his annoyance at the
lack of progress. “Gentlemen,” he warned, “if you don’t start se-
lectin’ jurors at a quicker pace, I’ll assume the questioning and make
the appointments myself. I want everyone to be in court at eight
o’clock in the morning, and you can expect to work through the
evening if necessary.”

He reviewed his notes. “In an effort to meet media demand, I’ve
agreed to provide a live audio feed of the proceedings. Under no cir-
cumstances will I allow video to be transmitted on closed-circuit
monitors and risk the signal being intercepted and broadcast to the
public. I don’t want that to happen and will severely sanction any-
one who violates any of my directives.”

He dismissed the participants at five-thirty and accepted an invi-
tation by the media to have his picture taken, though he refused in-
terviews. He also allowed his assistant to distribute his résumé along
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with a synopsis of his significant rulings. To be even more helpful,
he attached some of his notable quotes and gave the press permis-
sion to use them freely with the proviso that adequate attribution be
given at all times.

At eight o’clock that night, Robyn Rochon arrived wearing a teal
knit dress that clung to her cinnamon skin. Reynolds offered her
something to drink, and she requested a bottle of water at room
temperature. As he searched his office, he tried to remember the last
time he’d seen her face on the cover of a fashion magazine. He found
an unopened carton of bottled water and removed one bottle. She
graciously thanked him and sat in the chair near his desk. He took
his seat and noticed she was carefully observing his office. “Is some-
thing the matter?” he asked.

“I was just looking for the hidden cameras or recorders,” she an-
swered politely, then took a sip of water, which made her perfectly
shaped lips glisten slightly.

“Ms. Rochon, I can assure you I wouldn’t tape you without your
knowledge or permission.”

She smiled and gazed around the room a second time. Reynolds
studied her for a moment and thought she and Matheson must have
made an extraordinary pair. “I appreciate your agreeing to see me,”
he said.

“I didn’t think I had a choice. I assumed if I refused you’d find a
way to legally force me to appear. So I thought it best to come and
dissuade you from doing that.”

“Have you visited the professor?” Reynolds asked.
“He wouldn’t place me on the visitors’ list. I sent him a note of

support, but I’m sure you were able to read that before he did.” If
she felt any resentment, it remained attractively packaged.

“As far as I could gather, you were the last woman involved with
Dr. Matheson.”

“Thank you,” she responded with a glimmer of a smile. “That’s
nice to know.”

BLOOD ON THE LEAVES 205

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 205



“How long were you two in a relationship?”
“I should probably ask you. Just how much of my life have you

investigated?”
Reynolds concealed both a smile and his admiration. “My records

indicate two and a half years, that seem right?”
“Two years, eight months,” she corrected him.
“And it ended over a year ago?”
“Thirteen months, two weeks, four days, give or take.”
“You always have such a good memory?”
“For things that are important and events that hurt like hell.” She

took another sip of water, then placed the bottle on the desk.
“I take it you loved him?”
“I disagree with your use of the past tense, but outside of that we

have no argument.” She shifted her body in discomfort or impa-
tience. “Mr. Reynolds, since you’re delving into intimate matters, do
you mind if I ask you a personal question?”

“Seems only fair.”
“Did you volunteer for this case, or were you assigned?”
He braced himself for the “Uncle Tom” accusation. “Would my

answer make a difference on how you viewed me?”
“I view you as the enemy. Your answer would only reveal how

dangerous you are.” She stared through him with almond-shaped
eyes, and he finally saw the belligerence.

He leaned back in his chair and realized he’d never call her as a
witness unless he had absolutely no choice. “Have you ever lost a
friend or relative to violence, Ms. Rochon?”

She glanced away for a second. “I had a younger brother who was
robbed and murdered.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” he said sympathetically. “I hope he had
as effective an enemy as me working on his behalf.”

She placed her hands together, and her expression softened.
“What do you want from me, Mr. Reynolds?”

“Why did the two of you break up?”
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She gently touched her mouth. “You ever hear Dr. Matheson give
a lecture to his students or speak to the community?”

Reynolds nodded yes.
“He resented black leaders who’d offer their help only if they got

paid. He said they’d arrive late like royal peacocks, claiming their
commitment to the struggle, then leave early in chauffeured limou-
sines. Martin never accepted a dime from any community organiza-
tion. He donated his money and time to anyone who needed advice
or support or just someone who genuinely cared and wasn’t afraid to
demonstrate it.”

“That doesn’t sound like a person you’d leave,” remarked
Reynolds.

“I didn’t,” she confessed. “He left me. It wasn’t that we ever for-
mally ended the relationship. It’s just after a while loving the people
reduces your capacity to love the person.”

“I find it hard to believe a man wouldn’t make the time to be with
you no matter how many people needed him.” The words escaped
before he could rearrange them more professionally.

“I’m afraid I was the one who wouldn’t spend the time. After he
started researching and preparing his course, I refused to enter his
den. There were so many horrible pictures. I’d get sick every time he
found a new batch. Eventually, I couldn’t even visit his home or
watch him as he worked, or . . .” She diverted her eyes. “Or stand to
hear him cry.” Her voice trembled. “I wish I’d been stronger.” She
looked at Reynolds. “I wish that with all my heart.” Her face sad-
dened, but it remained flawless. “He was the most passionate man
I’d ever loved, and yet the most gentle. And those damn pictures
took away his ability to touch or be touched.”

Reynolds didn’t know what to say. Thankfully, she broke the si-
lence. 

“If you’re planning on calling me as a witness, I’ll never say any-
thing to hurt him, even if it means I have to lie.”

“To protect him?” Reynolds asked.
“To save him,” she answered. 
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Reynolds nodded his head in understanding. “Will you be com-
ing to any of the trial?”

“I don’t think I could bear that. But I’ll tell you something”—she
gathered her purse and rose to her feet—“if he’s not acquitted, I’ll
be the first one leading the candlelight vigil until he’s released.”

Reynolds stood and extended his hand. “It was very nice meeting
you, Ms. Rochon.”

She shook his hand and left. 
Reynolds sat in his chair, leaned back, and placed his feet on the

corner of the desk. He stared across the room for a long time, then
studied files of information he’d collected on possible witnesses.
Matheson’s commitment to the community and devotion to his stu-
dents were true. Reynolds had received more than enough testi-
monies on his behalf to be certain of that. He identified with the
professor’s disdain for those “leadership conferences” or “state-of-
black-America think tanks,” which usually were held in plush re-
sorts. Up until five years ago, he himself had annually attended the
best two or three.

The keynote speakers and panelists were often recycled versions
of one another, activists and intellectuals touring as part of the caviar
circuit. And when they spoke, they more often than not resembled
incoherent performance art—the declamatory equivalent of the
NBA Slam Dunk Contest, where style rules over substance, and an
inordinate amount of energy is expended for two insignificant
points. The irony, of course, was that the ensuing celebration left
them poorly equipped to defend against their opponents who scored
efficiently and often.

Reynolds faulted these inspirational/motivational presenters for
seldom producing written remarks, which only partially contributed
to their frequent lack of logic as well as subject-verb agreement. For
all the fancy chicken dinners served and the time spent in heated
and emotional debates, Reynolds inevitably left these sessions as-
sured of three things: There was no new information exchanged, no
plan offered, and no reason for white folks to worry.
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So after sufficient heartburn and heartache, he stopped attending
formal gatherings designed to enrich the defenders of the poor. Ac-
tually, Reynolds openly shared these sentiments in his last keynote
address at a forum on black issues. He received exuberant applause
and no more invitations to participate in future sessions—indis-
putable proof that whistle-blowers remained the most admired and
unemployable people on the planet. Or as the saying goes, truth
crushed to earth shall rise as an unrecognizable vapor. 

He looked at his watch and knew Angela and Christopher were
once again asleep without his giving them a good-night kiss. By the
time he got home, his wife probably wouldn’t want one. He thought
about Matheson losing the ability to touch, and realized there were
countless ways to achieve that frightening condition. Reynolds des-
perately wanted to avoid them all.
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CHAPTER
36

TH E N E X T M O R N I N G’S headlines described the first day of jury
selection. The story shared the front page with the other impor-

tant news of the day. The body of Travis Mitchell was found, badly
decomposed, in a marsh ten miles west from his home in Polarville.
His limbs had been hacked off and placed inside a plastic garbage
bag discovered near the rest of his remains. Upon being notified of
the grisly finding, Mitchell’s wife had fainted, and remained under
a doctor’s care.

Mitchell had been accused forty years ago of murdering and mu-
tilating a fifteen-year-old black boy for allegedly whistling at his
wife. An all-white jury acquitted the former deputy sheriff of the
charges stemming from the incident, although its foreman was
quoted as saying, “He probably did it; under the circumstances,
what kind of man would he be if he didn’t defend his wife’s honor?”
The article went on to report that Mitchell had two sons and a
grandson who currently worked in law enforcement.

Miller requested an urgent meeting with the judge in chambers.
“Your Honor, I personally observed prospective jurors reading the
paper while they waited in the assembly room.”
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“Mr. Miller, your client might be well served by people who don’t
read, but that standard doesn’t apply to the court.” Tanner took a sip
of tomato juice. “After jury selection, I’ll instruct them not to read
or listen to news accounts, but I’m rejecting any recommendation to
sequester the group during the trial. I’ll revisit the idea once we
reach the deliberation stage.” He looked at Reynolds, who’d been
sitting quietly. “Any objection?”

“Not at this time, Your Honor,” Reynolds answered.
“I suggest we carry on with our respective duties.” Tanner fin-

ished his juice, then motioned the lawyers toward the door.
The morning session proceeded efficiently. Reynolds and Miller

accepted two additional jurors, both black: August Cobb, a retired
insurance salesman; and Vernetta Williams, a nurse and mother of
three. Reynolds stayed clear of young black men but, for the mo-
ment, did keep Blaze Hansberry, a twenty-four-year-old African-
American woman, on the list. She professed to be born again; that
this should be necessary at such a tender age left the prosecution
team with a few reservations. Reynolds agreed with Sinclair that
even dyed-in-the-wool sinners didn’t contemplate absolution and a
rebirth until they reached middle age. 

After the second morning break, Aubrey Munson took his turn
with the lawyers. Munson had gotten this far because he lied exten-
sively on the questionnaire. He indicated he had no difficulty with
interracial dating and felt the world was a better place because of di-
versity. He also enjoyed paying tribute to Dr. King and considered
it his favorite holiday next to “Christmas, Easter, and, of course, the
Fourth of July.”

“Do you believe you could set aside any preconceived notions
about this case and render a fair and impartial decision based solely
on the evidence presented?” asked a skeptical Miller.

“Not only do I believe it,” responded Munson, “I’d swear to that
fact before God Almighty just as I did when I last had the privilege
of performin’ my civic duty.” He reminded Miller he’d been a juror

BLOOD ON THE LEAVES 211

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 211



in a prior difficult trial and had managed to maintain his objectiv-
ity “till the last dog died.”

Miller consulted with Matheson and red-circled Munson’s name.
“I’m gonna use a peremptory challenge. This guy is lying through
his teeth.”

“I want you to select him,” declared Matheson.
“Martin, trust me on this. There’s no way that—”
“I want him on the jury. Period.” Matheson sat back in his chair

and put Munson’s name on his notepad under the Yes column.
Miller turned to face the judge. “This juror’s acceptable to the de-

fense,” he announced weakly.
“Mr. Reynolds, do we have a second from you?” asked Tanner,

who had already begun to write Munson’s name in the category
marked Satisfactory.

“The state has no objection to this juror,” Reynolds informed the
judge after briefly checking with Sinclair.

Munson’s slight smile disappeared quickly after glancing at
Matheson, who had turned to wave at Regina and Delbert, seated in
the row behind him.

Tanner decided to work through lunch, giving the lawyers added
incentive to find at least three more jurors before their afternoon
break. They found two: Faraday Patterson, a black factory worker in
his mid-fifties, divorced with no children; and Cindy Lou Herring-
ton, their first white female, a homemaker and seamstress, mother
of two “grown and, praise God, livin’-on-their-own daughters.”

Before the dinner hour they’d managed to select two more
women: Octavia Richmond Bailey, a black librarian, forty-eight,
never married; and Harriet Keela Dove, an administrative assistant,
white, thirty-nine, married three times.

Tanner checked with the bailiff regarding the jury panel’s avail-
ability and made some notes on his chart. “Gentlemen,” he said to
the attorneys, then noticed Sinclair, “and gentle-lady, I’ve been ad-
vised we’re running low on the number of citizens remaining on our
panel. We’ll have to supplement the pool with new recruits in the
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morning.” The judge tried to locate one of his notes. “Mr. Reynolds,
have you decided on that juror you asked the court to set aside? I
can’t recall her name.”

“Blaze Hansberry, Your Honor,” Reynolds answered. “We’ll make
a decision on her no later than midday tomorrow.”

“Fine. That concludes our proceedings for today,” Tanner an-
nounced. “We’ll meet tomorrow to complete jury selection. To be
on the safe side, I suggest we include four alternates.”

“The state agrees with that number,” advised Sinclair.
“I wasn’t seeking agreement, Ms. Sinclair, but the court will take

notice of your unsolicited endorsement.” Tanner rubbed his neck
with the tips of his fingers. “I’d like to begin opening statements no
later than Thursday of next week. That means exhibits need to be
reviewed by both sides Tuesday morning. Any disagreements will be
resolved by me with my usual judicial flair.” Tanner stood behind
the bench. “We’ve accomplished a great deal today, counsel. Let’s
hope the trial goes as smoothly. Mr. Miller, I presume by now you’ve
reviewed the state’s witness list.”

“I have, Your Honor.” Miller rose from his seat and addressed the
judge. “A finer group of men and women couldn’t be found if I sub-
poenaed them myself. And I would’ve if the prosecution hadn’t
beaten me to the punch.”

Tanner looked at Reynolds and Sinclair. “Defense counsel is
pleased with your witnesses; that should give you pause.” The judge
proceeded from the bench. “I wish you a pleasant evening, and may
your night-light never dim beyond its natural limitations.” By the
time he entered his chambers, he’d completely taken off his robe.

Sinclair sat back in her chair, stretched out her legs, and released
a sigh of relief. Reynolds looked at the rear of the courtroom and
saw Brandon Hamilton proceed directly toward Matheson, who ap-
peared genuinely delighted to see his young student. The professor
gave Brandon a fatherly hug, and the two men smiled broadly. They
exchanged as much information as possible before being interrupted
by two deputies.
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Regina carried a stack of files and gave them to Miller but
couldn’t reach Matheson before the guards led him away. She sat
down, dejected, and then noticed Reynolds staring at her. The two
made sustained eye contact before Miller and Brandon sat next to
her. Miller placed an outline of activities on the table, and both stu-
dents reviewed and discussed their respective assignments.

Sinclair tapped Reynolds on the arm and nodded in the defense
table’s direction. “Shouldn’t one of them be at school and the other
in jail?” she asked with little energy.

“The Lord moves in mysterious ways.” He noticed the Reverend
Matheson, still in his seat with his head bowed in prayer.

“Can we go home now?” Sinclair pleaded.
“I’ve already ordered Chinese takeout.”
“We had Chinese last night,” she reminded him.
“Yeah, but it was cold by the time we ate it.”
“What makes you think it’ll be any different tonight?”
“Because I told them to deliver it at midnight.”
“Oh, then we can save any leftovers for breakfast.”
“There you go!” Reynolds reached for Sinclair’s hand and helped

her from the chair. They walked out of the court, both ignoring
Miller’s pleasant wave.

Matheson put together his own defense strategy, including how
he wanted Miller to handle the opening. Miller complained about
both the plan and the forced selection of Munson on the jury. The
two men met in the lawyer’s room reserved at the jail. They were al-
lowed limited time, and Miller didn’t want to misuse it with argu-
ments he couldn’t win, so he changed the subject.

“I’ve gotten calls from every high-profile black attorney in the
country. They’ve offered their services free of charge.”

“They can’t stand the fact I’ve got a white defense counsel han-
dling the most publicized civil rights case since the murder of
Emmett Till. What about black organizations? I assume they’ve
remained safely noncommittal.”
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“No one’s formalized a position one way or the other on your
guilt. But they’ve given news conferences condemning historical in-
justice that—and I’m quoting now—‘has given rise to a climate of
mistrust, despair, and outrage.’ ”

Matheson smiled. “Their speeches are meant to inflate their own
importance and increase their dwindling memberships. They’re
probably praying for my conviction. I’d be much more useful to
them as a captive martyr.”

“Why do you say that?”
“If I were free, they’d have to choose between alienating their

community base or compromising substantial donations from their
white benefactors. They’ve spent decades perfecting the fine art of
criticizing institutions while soliciting money from them. So far,
they’ve been able to tiptoe around charges of blackmail and extor-
tion by claiming it’s a reasonable business expense to eliminate past
vestiges of racial discrimination. Aligning themselves with someone
like me pushes the envelope a bit further than civil rights etiquette
allows.”

“I take it you enjoy their dilemma?”
Matheson provided a hint of a smile. “Maybe, a wee bit.” 
Miller started feeling a kinship with this man. How could he not

be drawn to someone who enjoyed disrupting both the people and
the palace guard?

“You’ve gone through your own trials and tribulations with black
organizations, or am I unearthing unpleasant territory?”

“We’ve had an interesting dance,” admitted Miller.
“Needed one moment, abandoned the next?”
“Something like that.”
“Did they resent you, or did you resent them?”
“Never had time to give it much thought. I do recall a young

black nationalist telling me there wasn’t room for Caucasians in his
version of the Movement. Accused me of being like a promiscuous
white girl wanting to sleep with all the black studs to embarrass her
family.”
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“I take it a lot of black men should be incredibly grateful you
weren’t a woman.”

Miller laughed at both the honesty of the observation and the au-
dacity it took to make it.

“We all have our frailties, Mr. Miller. Take your comfort where
you find it,” Matheson said graciously.

“Blessed are the weak, for they shall inherit the earth.”
“I’m not a biblical scholar but I believe the correct word is meek,

not weak,” corrected the professor.
“I’m not a linguistic expert,” confessed Miller, “but that’s a dis-

tinction without a difference.”
Now it was Matheson’s turn to laugh, and he did so with a grudg-

ing admiration. “We’re getting along surprisingly well, aren’t we?”
Miller agreed and left with the professor’s plan outlining, in spe-

cific detail, how he wanted his defense to be presented.
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CHAPTER
37

TH EY A R R I V E D B Y the carload. Those who didn’t have their own
transportation rented vans, sharing the expense with fellow pas-

sengers. Some hitchhiked from as far away as Chicago. Rival gang
members drove in the same vehicles, listening to music created by
their favorite hip-hop artists in tribute to Matheson. Reminiscent of
the early-sixties invasion of the Freedom Riders, many traveled on
buses with placards that read STOP A LEGAL LYNCHING, and EDUCA-
TION’S NOT A CRIME. Instead of singing songs of protest, they rapped
words of defiance. At one point the evening before, an entire cara-
van of college students from Birmingham and Montgomery had lit
up Interstate 59 before proceeding to Highway 20 and the state with
which they shared both a common border and a history of racial
violence.

While most were under the age of twenty-five, a sizable contin-
gent of veterans from previous civil wars had also made the pilgrim-
age. They brought sleeping bags, tents, and a variety of camping
equipment that police feared contained much more than cooking
utensils and pocketknives. Many in the local black community of-
fered to provide housing for those unable to find adequate shelter.
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This most unlikely of family reunions had caused nearly as much ex-
citement as the impending trial and undoubtedly contributed to the
unavailability of weapons and ammunition at virtually all surround-
ing sporting goods stores. White townsfolk had quickly purchased
everything in stock and placed additional orders on-line or through
direct catalog sales.

Mississippians had experienced a great deal in their storied exis-
tence, but nothing had prepared them for this onslaught. Radio talk
shows expanded their regularly scheduled coverage to handle the sig-
nificant increase in phone calls from outraged citizens. “Instead of
complainin’ about the past, why don’t these blacks go into their own
communities and stop the killin’ and drug-dealin’ there?” offered
one irate woman. A man who claimed to be “pure, unspoiled, un-
tainted white” called to say the professor was living proof that no
matter how much you educated them, “a nigga will revert to bein’ a
nigga each and every time.” Despite the constant interruptions of
the radio host, a supporter of Matheson shared his views: “I don’t
care what you or these other racist crackers say, that professor will go
down in history as one of the greatest men who ever lived. For the
first time in my life, I’m proud to be black!” The next caller, want-
ing to be referred to as “a patriotic American,” offered his dissenting
opinion. “As far as I’m concerned, the only good thing about having
another black on the planet besides myself is that I’ll always know
where to look for my worst enemy. The professor’s a disgrace, and
anyone who supports him ought to be tossed out the country.” Sub-
sequent callers debated whether that message came from an “igno-
rant white person trying to sound black” or a “self-hating black
wanting to be white.”

In that highly charged atmosphere, Reynolds and Miller selected
their final three jurors, all of whom happened to be African-American:
Jefferson Lynch, a fifty-year-old landscaper and handyman; Faison
Sheppard, forty-four, a high school basketball coach; and, after a
great deal of soul-searching and second-guessing, the prosecution
decided to roll the dice and pick the young born-again dental hy-
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gienist, Blaze Hansberry. The alternates would be chosen with far
less scrutiny after lunch. As it now stood, the racial composition of
the jury consisted of four whites and eight blacks, equally divided by
gender.

Reynolds made the mistake of stopping by his office before re-
turning to the courtroom for the afternoon session. Vanzant inter-
cepted him in the corridor. “How the hell did you allow eight blacks
to get on the jury?”

Several staff members walked past the two men, avoiding eye
contact or the need to offer greetings.

“I selected the best jurors available, the ones I believe will listen
to all the evidence and render a fair decision.”

“Fair?” Vanzant scratched the back of his head and did a half
turn. “They’re probably members of his fan club! Did you bother to
ask if any of them had relatives taking his class or if they belonged
to his father’s church?”

“I belonged to his father’s church; that didn’t stop you from se-
lecting me.”

“And you’re beginning to make me regret that decision.” Vanzant
spun back around to face Reynolds. “You wanna tell me what pos-
sessed you to choose a jury like that?”

Reynolds put some distance between himself and his boss.
“Blacks are far more likely to convict Matheson than whites.”

“You base that on what?” Vanzant placed his hands on his hips,
exposing a stomach that hung freely over his belt.

“Whites don’t want to believe someone like Matheson could
commit those crimes. It would make them too nervous.” Reynolds
reversed his strategy and took a step closer to Vanzant. “Blacks know
it’s possible. That’s why we pray so often.”

“Maybe you’re just tryin’ to stay popular with your people.”
Now the two men were only inches apart. “You don’t like the way

I’m handling this case, take me off it!”
“You’d like that, wouldn’t you?” Vanzant pointed his finger at
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Reynolds and came dangerously close to touching his chest. “Your
ass is on the line, and that’s precisely where I intend to keep it!”

Reynolds massaged his temples, then looked at Vanzant. “You
ever hear of a cracker sling?”

“No, should I have?”
“Yes. Many times.” Reynolds walked away and headed for the

men’s room.
Woody Winslow approached his visibly miffed boss. “You all

right?” he asked tentatively.
Vanzant rubbed the bottom of his chin. “You know what a

cracker sling is?”
“No idea,” Winslow responded. “Is it some type of racial epi-

taph?” He chewed a handful of granola.
“The word’s epithet, and it better not be,” warned Vanzant.

“ ’Cause I got some slurs of my own I’ve been savin’ for the right oc-
casion.” He looked down the same hall Reynolds had used to make
his getaway. “I want you to attend every minute of that trial and re-
port back to me at the end of each day. You understand?”

“You want me to be part of the team?”
“If I wanted you to be part of the team, I would’ve said that,”

Vanzant snapped. “Just sit in the back of the courtroom and take
good notes and stop makin’ all that damn noise when you eat!” Van-
zant walked away as Winslow took his last crunch.

Reynolds returned to the courtroom, and the rest of the after-
noon went smoothly. Four alternates were chosen, and the jury
panel received their instructions from the judge. Opening argu-
ments would begin Thursday afternoon or perhaps Friday morning,
depending on the number of motions in limine remaining to be re-
solved. Tanner gave the jurors a long lecture instructing them not to
discuss the case with anyone. They were to advise him immediately
of any violations of his orders. He told them to be particularly cau-
tious of the press and warned he’d dismiss anyone seen talking to a
member of the media, regardless of the subject matter. He told a few
jokes and praised the attorneys on both sides, then sent everybody
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home with a quote about the importance of jury service. It kept
democracy safe and “made this country what it is today.”

Matheson coughed lightly at the judge’s last comment, and Miller
quickly gave him a glass of water to prevent Tanner from issuing any
negative remarks. Blaze Hansberry glanced at the defendant and of-
fered a brief but friendly smile, causing Reynolds to feel a sharp pain
in his side. He wasn’t sure if the discomfort came from within or as
a result of Sinclair’s poking him with the end of her pencil. He
avoided looking at her “I-told-you-so” expression.

That evening Reynolds had dinner with his family for the first
time in several weeks, although he hardly touched anything on his
plate and his attention drifted frequently. Angela looked at him,
then at her mother, who signaled that this wasn’t the time to ask for
anything.

Christopher, however, ignored the warning (assuming he’d no-
ticed it at all). “Dad, what’s authentic mean?” he asked.

“You know how to use a dictionary, don’t you?” intervened his
mother.

“Genuine, or real,” answered an uninterested Reynolds.
“That’s good, isn’t it?” Christopher asked despite a raised eyebrow

from his mother.
“Ordinarily,” his father said while pushing his food from one side

of the plate to the other. “It depends on how it’s used.”
“I heard Mr. Taylor tell another teacher at school that Professor

Matheson was an authentic hero.”
Reynolds placed his fork down and stared at his son. “What else

did you hear him say?”
Cheryl shifted uneasily in her chair.
Christopher chewed his fried chicken. “Something about him

being like Noah’s ark.” He washed it down with fruit punch.
“Why would he say that?” asked a mystified Reynolds.
“Oh,” Christopher exclaimed as his face brightened, “now I re-

member, not Noah’s ark. He said Joan of Arc. This lady who got per-
secuted for her beliefs.”

Cheryl released a long sigh.
Reynolds glanced away, disgusted, then looked at his son. “By any
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chance, did he teach you how to diagram a sentence, or improve
your understanding of fractions, or how to correct a dangling par-
ticiple?” His voice conveyed increased agitation. “Or anything else
he’s supposed to be doing with the damn tuition money I give him,
which is enough to feed an African village for a year?!”

“Honey, calm down,” Cheryl said.
“I am calm!” shouted her husband. He took a deep breath and

spoke more softly. “I’m just wonderin’ what else this guy is teaching
impressionable kids.”

“What’s ‘impressionable’?” asked Christopher.
“You get one new word a day,” warned Cheryl. “Okay?”
“Pass the Matheson,” Reynolds said.
Cheryl looked at her husband strangely. Angela raised her eye-

brows in disbelief. Christopher put his hand over his mouth and sti-
fled a giggle.

“What?” Reynolds asked. “Why’s everybody looking at me? I just
asked for some macaroni; is that a crime?”

“You haven’t eaten the Matheson you’ve got, Dad,” joked Angela,
which made her brother laugh.

Looking at him with concern, Cheryl handed Reynolds a bowl of
macaroni before he could respond. “James, I think it might be a
good idea if you got some rest tonight.”

“Yeah, Dad,” agreed Angela. “You look tired.”
“I don’t need any rest, and I feel perfectly fine,” he replied stub-

bornly. “I just came home to have dinner with my family, and I have
to hear about some fourth-grade teacher’s idea of heroes and martyrs
and God knows what else he’s filling our son’s head with.”

“My head’s not filled with anything, Dad,” Christopher said re-
assuringly.

“You got that right,” agreed his sister, who then took an extra
serving of stuffing.

“Children,” interjected Cheryl, “hurry up and finish your meals.
I want to talk with your father.”

“If you want to talk with me, you can do it in front of them.”
Reynolds pushed his chair away from the table. “It’s obvious every-
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body else with an uninformed opinion speaks freely around our
kids, so why should you be any different?”

“Because ‘everybody’ is not their mother nor are they married to
you, and I don’t appreciate your suggesting my opinions are unin-
formed,” Cheryl said sharply.

Angela and Christopher exchanged apprehensive looks.
Cheryl gave both of them a warning stare. “You may leave the

table now.”
They started to rise from their seats but froze on their father’s

order. “I told you to stay!” They sat down and waited for their
mother’s countermand.

She didn’t look at her children but neatly folded her napkin,
leaned back into the chair, and relaxed her body. She stared at her
husband and spoke calmly. “You want to tell us what this is all
about?”

His chin nearly touched his chest, and he pouted for a moment.
“Not really,” he said to the floor.

Cheryl turned her head halfway and signaled to her children to
leave. They both hesitated for a moment, then left quickly. She
waited for Reynolds to look at her, but his eyes remained diverted in
every direction but his wife’s.

“You acted this way the first time you ever tried a case,” she said
quietly. “I remember thinking, if you were going to be that difficult
to live with, our marriage wouldn’t last past your third trial.”

He gradually shifted his eyes and looked at her. “You weren’t ex-
actly Miss Congeniality during the first pregnancy. To top it off, you
were overdue and I had to live with your malformed body and mal-
adjusted personality an extra two weeks.”

She sat ramrod straight. “You said you loved the way I looked.” 
“I would’ve told you the truth, but I was afraid you’d sit on me.”
She folded her arms across her chest. “So now that we’re sharing

secrets, you want to let me in on what’s troubling you tonight?”
He rubbed his face with both hands and took a deep breath. “I

had an argument with Vanzant about the number of blacks on the
jury. I don’t think we’ve got the evidence to convict. I may have
made a mistake selecting a young black woman to be on the panel.
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Judge Tanner thinks it would be a good idea for the lawyers to wear
flak jackets on the way to court. And the governor’s thinking about
calling in the National Guard to handle any disturbances during the
trial or after the verdict’s announced.”

Exhibiting absolutely no emotion, she looked at him. “Yeah, but
what’s troubling you?”

He smiled and touched her hand. “Were you really thinking
about divorcing me during my first trial?”

“No. I was thinking of killing you.” She paused for a moment. “I
guess this isn’t a good time to bring that up. The issue of killing, I
mean.”

He shook his head and tried to release a quiet laugh, but he felt
too weak and depressed. “Maybe I’ll call you as a witness. Use you
as an example of good people who do bad things.”

“Did you really not like my body when I was pregnant?”
“You looked like a Russian submarine, except you made more

noise. A lot more.”
She rose from her seat. “Go ahead and subpoena me. It won’t be

too difficult to convince the women on the jury that we’re all capa-
ble of murder if the right buttons are pushed.”

He watched his wife walk away and thought about her advice.
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CHAPTER
38

TH E R E WO U L D N’T H AV E been greater security if the president
of the United States had visited town accompanied by a delega-

tion of Israeli and Palestinian leaders. Every highway and alternate
route leading into the city had remained gridlocked since six o’clock
this morning. Police and news helicopters hovered above the court-
house and its surrounding area in a constant parade of aerial sur-
veillance. Vendors set up souvenir booths along the main walkways.
Demonstrators for and against Matheson screamed obscenities at
one another. A few celebrities from entertainment and sports arrived
in stretch limousines. One lead singer from a popular rap group
nearly initiated a riot as fans converged on his entourage seeking au-
tographs and a chance to touch him.

A daily lottery system determined who would be admitted to the
trial. After the press, family, and special guests received their allot-
ments, hundreds of people lined up for the chance to be awarded
one of twenty-six available slots. A few of the lucky winners were of-
fered thousands of dollars in exchange for their all-day pass. The
price of admission was expected to increase dramatically for the read-
ing of the actual verdict. And in the event Matheson took the stand
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in his own defense, the bidding would start at an estimated
$25,000.

As Reynolds made his way through this madhouse of dueling
news crews fighting for interviews and ticket brokers looking for the
best deals, he couldn’t help but think of the money that could be
generated if this circus had been part of a pay-per-view extravaganza.
It would probably go a long way to eliminating hunger in the poor-
est communities in the state. Or perhaps it might be used for some-
thing even more valuable: finding a medical cure for the condition
that motivated these people to be here. He didn’t know if the audi-
ence had come to cheer for the Christians or the lions, or, for that
matter, whether they’d be able to tell the difference. He only knew
this wasn’t the way to arrive at an impartial verdict. He doubted that
a jury could function uninfluenced by the threatening storm. The
system hadn’t been all that reliable when the jurors were cloaked in
anonymity. Given the starlike status attached to the major partici-
pants, how in the world could justice occur?

The trial started promptly at ten o’clock on an overcast Friday
morning. “Good morning,” Tanner greeted the court, then in-
structed the jury, “The prosecution will now have the first opportu-
nity to lay out their theory of the case and summarize the evidence
they intend to present. After they conclude, the defense will be pro-
vided equal time to address you. Please keep in mind that while
these opening statements are important, nothing said by either side
constitutes evidence. That’ll be provided through witness testimony,
which you and you alone will evaluate at the proper time.” He
looked at Reynolds. “The state may proceed.”

Sinclair handled the opening. She spoke for slightly over two
hours, using a variety of exhibits. The prosecution had failed to
arrange a tour of Matheson’s residence. Reynolds wanted the jury to
observe the professor’s “work room,” up close and personal, to gain
an appreciation for the brooding environment in which past atroci-
ties had been recorded and future murders predicted or planned. He
thought it would be helpful to provide a different impression of the
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handsome and charismatic defendant—an intimate insight into
what he did at night.

Early in his career Reynolds had prosecuted a brutal rape case in-
volving an adolescent girl who had accused a wealthy businessman
of the assault. The defendant happened to be married to a beautiful
debutante. He also had two adorable children, an impeccable repu-
tation in his community, and a secret room in his basement filled
with pornographic videotapes of young children being molested.
Once the jury saw that evidence, they were ready to believe the
worst. Reynolds hoped Matheson’s room would have the same im-
pact, but the judge disallowed the request. Tanner didn’t want to
provide the media any more opportunities to sensationalize the case.
In addition, he sought to protect the jurors from being photographed
by the tabloids. He couldn’t guarantee their privacy after the trial
ended, but he’d do what he could to safeguard it until then, even
though his gut told him half were already practicing posing in the
limelight.

So, instead of a tour, Sinclair had put together a display of Mathe-
son’s study, positioning the exhibit so that the jurors would see it
throughout her presentation. She distributed photos of Earvin
Cooper’s burned corpse and foreshadowed the testimony of a foren-
sic pathologist whom the state would call as their witness. She ex-
pected him to describe for the jury “how Mr. Cooper struggled
valiantly against the defendant and was able to inflict a great deal of
punishment likely to cause noticeable injuries on his assailant.” Sin-
clair then unveiled several enlargements of photos taken at the po-
lice station the night Matheson reported his attack. “Which,
coincidentally,” she informed the jury while standing between pho-
tos of Cooper’s burned corpse and Matheson’s swollen bruises, “oc-
curred the very evening Earvin Cooper engaged in a desperate and
sustained battle for his life.”

Reynolds studied the twelve members of the jury during impor-
tant sections of Sinclair’s presentation. They were attentive, and
most took copious notes. A few sneaked looks at Matheson, and two
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or three of the black members of the panel occasionally glanced at
Reynolds. He assumed they were waiting for him to do or say some-
thing, and he wanted them to keep that thought. He’d once partic-
ipated in a high school play where the director told him the key to
a successful performance rests on the actor onstage who hasn’t yet
spoken. “That actor,” announced the instructor, “controls the audi-
ence.”

Over time, he’d learned that the same principle applied in a
courtroom. It helped to have jurors wonder about him and antici-
pate his next move. Hopefully, when he finally broke his silence, the
real drama would unfold, leading to a satisfying resolution in the
third and final act.

After Sinclair completed her presentation, Tanner provided an
early lunch break. He didn’t want Miller to be interrupted with a
long delay in the middle of his opening argument. For security rea-
sons, the jury ate in a private dining hall, with food catered by court
personnel. A clumsy attempt to truly integrate the jury around one
long table failed when the jurors rearranged their reserved seating as-
signments. The four whites clustered together while the blacks
moved freely among themselves, depending upon the specific topic
of discussion or expressed interest. Alternates secluded themselves in
a distant corner of the room.

Mrs. Whitney, the oldest jury member, took Blaze Hansberry
under her wing. “You remind me of one of my granddaughters,” she
said affectionately. “She put those braids in her hair, too. Ain’t they
difficult to wash?” she asked.

Blaze laughed and assured Mrs. Whitney, “My hair’s clean and
my soul’s cleansed.”

Mrs. Whitney didn’t doubt the power of the Lord but hinted, “A
hot-comb wouldn’t hurt none.”

When the jury returned, the exhibits were gone but nothing else
in the courtroom had changed, including the presence of an over-
flow crowd. The bailiff called the court to order, and Judge Tanner
notified the jury they’d now hear from the defense. He took a sip of
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water. “Mr. Miller, are you ready to present your opening on behalf
of your client?”

“I am. Thank you, Your Honor.” Miller rose from his chair and
stepped in front of the defense table. Reynolds expected him to stay
relatively close to his client so the jury wouldn’t have difficulty ob-
serving them both. If you have the biggest cannon you don’t need to
shoot it. You simply showcase it prominently.

“Let me first begin by thanking each member of the jury for your
willingness to represent the people of this state and ensure justice is
done.” He touched the back of his ponytail. Reynolds assumed one
of two things: Either Miller needed magic more quickly than usual,
or he was playing to the sketch artist seated behind him in the front
row.

“Have you ever given a young child a puzzle?” The jurors
searched their memories. Reynolds saw a few of them nod affirma-
tively. “Nothing too complicated. Colors are bright. Pieces are large.
Each one fits inside the contours of a thick board, and when it’s put
together it looks just like the picture on the box. Remember watch-
ing the child try to figure out what to do with all the pieces once
they’d been dumped on the floor?” Miller paused for a moment and
searched the twelve faces that remained glued to his.

“The first response is one of excitement and wonderment as the
child’s little fingers pick up a section and try to push it and squeeze
it and smash it till it connects with some other section. In a matter
of moments what started out as sheer ecstasy turns quickly to frus-
tration and anger and tears. But after sucking fingers and tugging on
ears to find equilibrium, the child turns right back around and tries
again.” He extended his hands and smiled. “Of course, he or she
might have to spend a minute or two finding those pieces that have
been thrown against the wall.”

Mrs. Whitney laughed quietly and nudged Blaze, who smiled.
“But with your help the child manages to locate everything,”

Miller continued. “The little one struggles a bit more, comes close
to giving up again, and just when you think it was a big mistake to
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choose that gift”—he clapped his hands together—“miracle of mir-
acles, two pieces fit together, then three, then four, and before you
know it, the child’s staring at the most beautiful picture of a green-
and-purple dinosaur ever assembled.”

He stretched out his arms wide and held his head high. “The
child shouts, ‘Mama’ (or ‘Daddy,’ or ‘Grandpa’), ‘come see what I
made!’ ” He wiggled his index finger accusingly at them. “And you
rush over, all proud, and tell your puzzle builder what a great job he
or she did, and before you can find your Instamatic to record the
greatest achievement of their lives, what does your gifted progeny
do?” Miller looked at the jurors and arched his eyebrows, waiting for
the answer. “That’s right. The precious child yells, ‘I wanna do it
again,’ and proceeds to rip the puzzle totally apart to start the entire
process all over.”

The jurors laughed. Miller put his arms across his chest and
rocked back on his feet twice before coming to a relaxed stance.
“Well, the law’s a little like that. We try to turn justice into a simple
puzzle that can be completed without too much heartache.” He
took his first step toward the jury. “The state will present you with
their pieces in the form of evidence they contend results in a picture
of guilt.” He placed his palms together and unevenly interlocked his
fingers. “I’ll try to explain to you why the pieces don’t fit.”

He moved two steps closer to Reynolds and Sinclair. “Sometimes
the prosecution’s evidence isn’t quite as strong as they initially as-
sumed. They’ll be tempted to change some of the pieces.” He looked
directly at the prosecutors, then faced the jury. “But you won’t let
that happen, because, unlike a child, you’re not allowed to bend and
twist the truth so it’ll become your version of the facts.” His voice
rose with indignation.

“This isn’t a simple game anymore; a man’s life is at stake; a man’s
freedom’s in jeopardy. And who, precisely, is this man?” He crossed
to the defense table and stood behind Matheson. “The state will
have you believe he’s a murderer,” he spoke softly, “a man who ad-
vocated violent revenge and in the end decided to take justice into
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his own hands.” His voice became slightly louder. “But, ladies and
gentlemen of the jury, no matter how hard you try and force those
pieces together, they’ll never fit the true picture of Professor Martin
Matheson.” Miller pointed at Reynolds. “He may be a puzzle to the
prosecution, but he’s no mystery to the community.”

Reynolds watched Octavia Bailey and Vernetta Williams move
their heads side to side the way a congregation acknowledges a pro-
found truth revealed by the pastor. It’s a rare moment when shaking
your head no really means an unequivocal yes.

“He’s a dedicated scholar with a passion for education and a fierce
determination not to allow history to be distorted or forgotten.”
Miller became more emphatic and deliberate in his delivery. “He’s a
black man unapologetic for his intellect and unwilling to remain
silent about what he knows, no matter how uncomfortable it makes
us—and make no mistake: We’ve been made to feel terribly un-
comfortable.”

Miller approached the jury and put his hands on the railing. “In
the prosecution’s opening, they showed you photographs of the pro-
fessor’s work area at home. They made you look at the horrific burnt
corpse of Earvin Cooper, the tragic victim of a senseless homicide.
And then, ladies and gentlemen, very cleverly they displayed the
photo of my client, who himself was the victim of a violent and cow-
ardly assault.” He took his hands off the railing and slowly paced in
front of the jury box, looking at each member as he spoke. “You
want to know why they did that?” He waited for a moment. “Be-
cause they want to take distinct pieces from three different and un-
related puzzles and have you believe that it creates an image of a
criminal.”

Miller walked to a slide projector. “Well, let me show you Profes-
sor Matheson’s only crime.” He flipped on a switch. A brutal image
of a naked black man in flames flickered onto a large white screen
and caused a number of jurors as well as others in the courtroom to
gasp.

Reynolds jumped to his feet to offer an objection, but Tanner
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moved on his own. “Mr. Miller,” the judge said with authority, “turn
that off and approach the bench with opposing counsel.”

Miller turned off the projector and joined Tanner at the bench.
Reynolds and Sinclair also arrived and engaged in an animated dis-
cussion. Matheson studied the jury. All except Aubrey Munson were
straining their necks to get a good look at the activity occurring
among the lawyers and Tanner. Munson watched the professor. The
two men made eye contact for several moments before Munson re-
trieved his pad and wrote a brief note.

Reynolds tried to maintain his calm, but his emotions were
greatly tested. “There’s no reason to show photos of lynchings over
thirty years old!” he told the judge. “Our jury includes eight blacks.
How do you expect them to feel when they’re forced to see those?”

Miller seized the moment. “If Mr. Reynolds is suggesting African-
Americans won’t be able to discern the truth after reviewing all rel-
evant evidence, he should’ve stated that for the record in the
opening argument.”

“Your Honor,” said a frustrated Sinclair, “how can you—”
“Thank you, Attorney Sinclair. As always, I appreciate your wise

counsel, but I’m going to call a brief recess so we can continue this
in chambers.”

The attorneys returned to their places. Tanner informed the jury
there were some procedural matters to resolve and promised to re-
convene as quickly as possible. The judge met with Reynolds and
Matheson in his chambers and requested that the court reporter take
minutes. Tanner didn’t conceal his dismay as he asked, “Mr. Miller,
do you have a legal basis for admitting these photos?”

“I’ve prepared a brief for your review that cites case law.” Miller
handed the judge a thick file. “The defense maintains that Professor
Matheson is being victimized because of his unpopular beliefs and
teaching methods. We have a right to pursue that theory and to
demonstrate to the jury exactly what brought him to the attention
of local authorities.”
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“What brought him to the attention of local authorities was his
blood at the crime scene,” insisted Reynolds.

“I look forward to your presentation on DNA testing,” chal-
lenged Miller.

“As will I,” snorted Tanner. “You’ll have my ruling within the
hour. I’ll give the jurors most of the afternoon to digest their food
while I do the same to your briefings.” Tanner leaned his body for-
ward and pointed at Miller. “If I decide in your favor, I expect any
presentation will be handled in the most respectful and least in-
flammatory way possible.”

“I fully appreciate that concern, Your Honor. And I will certainly
comply with the spirit of your request,” Miller said diplomatically.

“I can tell you that under normal circumstances I’d grant your
motion ’bout as quick as I’d allow a blind man with arthritis to give
me a shave and haircut.” Tanner unwrapped some chocolate candy
and popped a piece into his mouth. “But given the unprecedented
attention paid to this case, I don’t want anyone thinking Professor
Matheson didn’t get the benefit of the doubt.”

“Your Honor, if I can—”
“You already did, Mr. Reynolds, through your cocounsel’s pres-

entation. If anyone opened the door to the professor’s course and to
his use of the photos, it was the state. Now you’re gonna have to live
with it.” He looked at Miller. “Within reason. Is that understood?”

“Absolutely, Your Honor,” promised Miller.
“We’re going to have a shortened work schedule next week. Be-

cause of scheduling conflicts as well as some logistical problems,
we’ve got half sessions on Thursday and Friday.” Tanner opened his
center drawer and removed a calendar. “Mr. Reynolds, you should
look at your witness list, and if you wish to revise it in accordance
with our time constraints, I’ll allow that, assuming there’s no objec-
tion from defense.”

“They can come early, late, or not at all,” postured Miller. “In the
words of Joe Louis, ‘they can run but they can’t hide.’ ”

“I believe Mr. Louis had difficulty being understood in his later
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years,” commented Tanner. “Try not to follow in his footsteps.”
Tanner ate another piece of candy. “Mr. Reynolds, what’s your poi-
son? You wanna stay as planned or make changes?”

“I’d like to discuss it with Ms. Sinclair at the break, Your Honor,
but I don’t anticipate making any adjustments.”

“Mr. Miller, if I allow you to continue with your slide show, how
long do you intend to shock our sensibilities?”

“Judge, as you well know, some sensibilities are more easily
shocked than others.” Miller looked at Reynolds. “I’ll do my best to
disturb everyone’s within an hour.”

“An hour?” objected Reynolds. “That’s outrageous! There’s no
justification to put this jury through a barrage of—”

“Try forty-five minutes, Counselor,” Tanner offered the compro-
mise. “Or I’ll invoke Article Four, Federal Rules of Evidence, Sec-
tion Four-oh-three, and deny your request on the grounds the
evidence is prejudicial, confusing, and an undue waste of court time.
Do I need to provide you with any additional citations?” 

“No, Your Honor, that’s quite sufficient,” agreed Miller.
“And I’m tellin’ you now,” warned Tanner, “if you start playin’ the

violin or any other background music while you show those photos,
I’m pullin’ the plug. Catch my drift?”

“Does pulling heartstrings count as music?” Miller asked.
“Mr. Miller, I’m tempted to tell you what to pull, but I’ll wait for

a more appropriate time. I suggest you both leave me to my chores
so we can salvage the afternoon.” Tanner started reading Miller’s
brief. The judge waited until both lawyers were gone, then returned
the pages to the file. He placed his feet on the corner of his desk,
leaned back, and closed his eyes.
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CHAPTER
39

AS R EY N O L D S E X PE C T E D, the ruling went against the state, and
Miller took full advantage of it. For the past sixty-five minutes

the slide projector had displayed one horrific image after the other.
Miller described each picture, his voice crackling occasionally with
emotion. At times, he’d show the photo without speaking, particu-
larly when the brutality of the crime was directed against women or
children. The sound of the projector, combined with the beam of
light, cast an eerie presence throughout the courtroom.

“This man was taken from a local jail with the assistance of a
deputy sheriff. A mob mutilated his body.”

Reynolds studied the jury, grateful he’d have a full weekend be-
fore he needed to face them. On the other hand, he worried these
images might stay in their thoughts for the next three days. If so, the
case was doomed before it began.

“They poured gasoline over his remains,” Miller said in a tone of
quiet reverence, “and burned him at the stake.” He let the jury study
the slide until a few turned away. “As was the case in so many of
these crimes, no charges were ever brought against the perpetrators.”

“Mr. Miller,” Tanner interrupted, “are you almost finished?”
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“Just one more slide, Your Honor.” Miller nodded to Regina, who
provided technical assistance and operated the projector. She pressed
the Advance button, and a new slide appeared on the oversized
screen. A group of whites surrounded the lynched body of a black
man who hung from a tree, one hand severed, neck broken, a knife
plunged into his heart. In the background a few yards away glowed
a large burning cross.

Miller pointed to the projected image. “I call your attention to
the broken and tortured body of a truck driver, a family man. He
committed no crime other than being black. And for that violation,
he suffered this unspeakable atrocity.” He walked to the opposite
side of the screen. “Notice the people who stand around his bleed-
ing corpse. Smiling, carefree, posing proudly for a picture with the
man they’ve just sacrificed in tribute to their ideology of bigotry and
hate.”

Reynolds had kept his head lowered throughout the last section
of Miller’s presentation, looking up only to concentrate on the im-
pact it had on the jurors.

“This is part of our shameful history,” Miller said with his back
to the screen, his long shadow cast in the direction of the jury. “A
history Professor Matheson felt compelled to share with his students
so that it might never be repeated.”

Reynolds stood. “Your Honor, this jury has been subjected to
more than enough of these brutal and sickening displays of the
past.” He approached the screen and stared at the photo. “I ask you
to put an end to this gruesome and tragic—” He suddenly stopped.
His knees buckled, his body bent slightly, and he brought his hands
to his chest. His eyes remained fixated on this flickering photo-
graphic depiction that in one form or another had haunted his
dreams throughout most of his life. The fiery cross seemed to dan-
gle from the night sky just as it had in his frightened imagination.
He studied the man’s beaten face. Where had he seen it before? He
focused on the mutilated hand. Did it somehow contain the secret
to the mystery of the bloody fingers that had constantly pursued
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him? “Your Honor, can we have a brief recess?” He bowed his head.
“I feel . . . ill.”

“Mr. Miller, you may turn off the projector,” instructed Tanner.
“Bailiff, can we have the lights, please?”

The lights were turned on, which caused the jurors to readjust to
the brightness. Rather than look at the screen, they focused on
Reynolds, who, up until this intervention on their behalf, hadn’t
spoken a word since the trial began. No one paid greater attention
to Reynolds than Matheson, who studied him with keen interest.

“Mr. Reynolds, are you gonna be all right?” asked Tanner.
“I apologize, Your Honor,” he answered weakly. “I just need a few

moments.”
Sinclair went to his aid and gave him a glass of water. He took a

sip and glanced at the jury. Vernetta Williams, the nurse within the
group, appeared ready to scale the jury box and come to his rescue.

“Perhaps this is an appropriate time to adjourn.” Tanner shifted
through some paperwork. “The jury is admonished not to read news
articles, watch television accounts of the trial, or discuss this case
among yourselves or others. Have a restful weekend. I’ll see you
Monday, nine o’clock sharp.” He rose from his seat and grabbed a
thick folder. “I’d like to see counsel in chambers. I’m confident you
haven’t forgotten how to get there since your last visit of . . .” He
looked at his watch. “. . . two hours and forty-seven minutes ago.”

Tanner left the bench and headed quickly to his chambers while
the bailiff escorted the jury out of the courtroom. Munson walked
with Hardy Wilkins, the only other white man on the panel, and
gave him a friendly pat on the back.

Matheson motioned for Regina and, when she arrived, took her
aside. “Find out as much as you can about that photo,” he whis-
pered. She nodded. He glared at Reynolds, who’d recovered by now
and made his way toward the judge’s chambers.

Miller and Reynolds once again took their seats in front of Tan-
ner, who sat behind his desk.

“Gentlemen,” said the judge disdainfully, “as Ricky advised Lucy,
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you got some ’splainin’ to do.” He gripped the edge of his desk and
stared at Miller. “Counsel, I thought we agreed to handle your forty-
five-minute presentation with dignity and decorum and not attempt
to inflame the jury.”

“I tried to do that, Your Honor. Mr. Reynolds obviously pulled
some theatrical stunt to try and—”

“Outdo your theatrical stunt,” stated Tanner. “He was quite ef-
fective. I think he bonded with the jury. And, if he tries it again, he
just might have to post bond.”

“I’m sorry, Your Honor. I think it was probably something I ate.”
Reynolds avoided eye contact with both Tanner and Miller.

“You’ll be eatin’ crow in front of the jury if you push me too far.
I don’t know what the two of you are doin’ out there, but if you want
to be dramatic in my courtroom, you gotta wear one of these here
robes. Otherwise, you’ll both be dressed in jail fatigues. Under-
stood?”

“Yes, Your Honor,” responded the attorneys.
“Now, gentlemen, we all know there’s an elephant in that court-

room, and he keeps invitin’ his six bigger brothers. They may all be
victims of homicide, but they’re very much alive in the minds of this
jury.” Tanner unbuttoned the top of his robe and ran his palms
along both sides of his head, pressing his hair back as far as it would
go. “Mr. Reynolds, unless I missed somethin’ very important, I
counted only one murder charge against the defendant.”

“That hasn’t changed, Your Honor,” answered Reynolds.
“You’re both treading dangerously close to a mistrial before either

one of you calls your first witness. All this talk about other victims
ain’t gonna help the jury focus on Earvin Cooper or his murderer.”

“Judge,” replied Miller, “I’m obligated to provide the most vigor-
ous defense of my client that I can possibly present. The state raised
the issue of motive and has attempted to taint Dr. Matheson with
the murder of every person on his list.”

“Just the ones who wound up dead,” corrected Reynolds. “In case
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you haven’t noticed, there haven’t been any more murders since your
client’s arrest.”

“That underscores my point,” argued Miller. “Professor Mathe-
son is being linked to multiple homicides through innuendo and
wild speculation. The fact there haven’t been additional murders
suggests nothing more than a possible relationship between the
course being taught and some psychopath inspired by it.” Miller ap-
pealed to Tanner. “Judge, as you so aptly recognized in granting me
permission to continue my presentation, Mr. Reynolds opened the
door to this subject, and I fully intend to demonstrate the lack
of—”

“I expect this to be a murder trial, not a history lesson,” Tanner
said angrily. “Either one of you play the race card, the only place
you’ll be practicing law in the South is south California. Now, get
the hell outta here ’fore I make you go fishin’ with me in the
mornin’.” Tanner removed his robe and rubbed his neck.

“My grandson don’t like puttin’ worms on the hook. And if you
ain’t learned by now, I don’t take kindly to bein’ baited.” Tanner
watched both men head for the door. “Oh, by the way,” he added as
an afterthought, “the bailiff slipped me a message after we recon-
vened.” He unfolded a small note and glanced at it casually. “You
both received death threats.”

Miller and Reynolds stood perfectly still.
Tanner walked to his liquor cabinet. “Some black folks want Mr.

Reynolds dead, and a few white folks would like to return the favor
by killing you, Mr. Miller.” He poured himself a glass of brandy.
“We also got us some fair-minded people just want to blow up
everybody.” He took a sip and looked at the two lawyers. “Have a
pleasant weekend.”

He turned his back on the lawyers, who remained at the doorway
for a moment and then left.
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CHAPTER
40

REY N O L D S S AT I N his darkened den, listening to Billie Holiday
singing “Strange Fruit.” The music flowed quietly from a small

cassette player. “Southern trees bear a strange fruit . . .” He held a
copy of the photo last exhibited by Miller in court and lightly
moved his finger along its edge. “. . . blood on the leaves and blood at
the root.” Enough moonlight filtered through the window to allow
him to stare at the image of the black man hanging lifelessly from a
tree. Perhaps it was a poplar tree similar to the one mentioned in the
song’s haunting lyrics.

“Why are you sitting in the dark?” Cheryl asked, interrupting his
concentration.

“It wasn’t dark when I first sat down,” he answered.
She switched on the overhead light and entered the room. “What

are you listening to that for?”
“It’s what Matheson listened to when he worked at home.”
“That might drive anybody to kill.” She walked toward him, un-

aware of what he held.
“So you’re finally coming around to accept he did it?”
“I didn’t say that. I said . . . My God!” She saw the photo and

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 240



studied it in horrified revulsion. “What kind of animal would do
that to a human being?”

Her husband placed the photo down on his desk. “What kind of
human being is produced when people are treated like animals?”

Cheryl turned away. Reynolds noticed her discomfort and knew
it had to do with more than the photo. “You still don’t think I
should be prosecuting him, do you?”

She hesitated. “You’re being used. You know that?”
He didn’t respond.
“If you win, you’re going to be despised by black folks.”
He looked at the floor, but she gently lifted his chin and made di-

rect eye contact. “If you lose, whites are gonna doubt your ability
and question your loyalty. Either way, everything you’ve worked to
achieve will be destroyed.” She softened. “You really want to risk all
that for somebody else’s political agenda?”

“He’s guilty,” he said firmly.
“How can you be so sure?”
“We’ve already been over this, Cheryl,” he snapped. “I’ve been

with him!” he said with a degree of anger that surprised him. He
softened his tone. “Been in his home. I’ve seen the photos plastered
on the wall like some sick monument. You look at them too long,
it’s like drinking poison.”

“Drink it slowly enough, you build a tolerance,” she said.
“But you destroy the soul,” he responded softly.
She picked up the photo and brought it closer to him. “How long

have you been looking at this?”
“I’m not sure, maybe all my life.”
She put the photo facedown on the desk. “You and Martin have

more in common than you want to admit. Just make sure you’re
prosecuting him and not yourself.” She kissed him and left.

He closed his eyes to fully appreciate the song’s sorrowful con-
cluding lyrics. He envisioned birds scavenging for the sacred fruit,
or watching it rot beneath the burning sun, only to be washed away
by the cool night rain. He opened his eyes and studied the photo,
wondering just how bitter this strange crop had become with time.
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He ejected the cassette cartridge from the player and put it care-
fully into its case. He placed the photo in a gray manila envelope,
retrieved his keys from his jacket, and left the room, carrying the
photo with him.
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CHAPTER
41

REY N O L D S D ROV E H I S car slowly through a winding residen-
tial neighborhood in Natchez. He looked at the digital clock in

his instrument panel and hoped his mother wouldn’t be too tired to
answer his questions. It had been a while since his last visit, well over
a year—actually, now that he thought about it, closer to two. Cheryl
enjoyed bringing the children to his mother’s home. Christopher al-
ways liked going into the room where his father had grown up. He
found it hard to imagine his dad as a child confined to a room with-
out a television or computer or PlayStation. There had been a record
player, though!

Reynolds smiled as he remembered his mother taking it out of his
old closet and showing it to a stunned Christopher, then around
five. She’d given him three chances to guess what it was. After his
third choice—a rotisserie for pancakes—she placed a funny-looking
vinyl disk that looked like a flattened black CD on the thing called
a turntable. Christopher’s eyes gleamed with amazement when he
heard scratchy music blare from two cloth-covered box speakers that
hung on side hinges, connected by long, thin, entangled plastic-
coated wires. He asked his grandmother to play the song twelve
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straight times. After the fifth repeat, he started anticipating where
the needle would skip or ride a bump. “Cool!” he said, with each ac-
curate prediction.

Reynolds pulled into the driveway and turned off the car engine.
He left on his headlights and observed his parents’ home in the
darkness. It had seemed much larger to him in his youth. He once
thought he could run in his backyard for days before reaching the
end. Now he realized there wasn’t enough room to throw a football
very far. He noticed his mother standing at the doorway. He turned
off the lights, then exited his car, carrying a night bag and a large
gray envelope.

His mother appeared younger than her sixty-five years. Even in
the darkness he admired her clear skin that neither needed nor often
used artificial ingredients to make her look lovely. Her silver hair
glowed majestically in the moonlight and curved around her head in
short, tight curls.

“James, I’ve been so worried ever since I got off the phone with
you.”

“Why?” He kissed her on the cheek, and they both entered the
house.

“You sounded so strange. I was afraid something happened to
Cheryl or the children,” she explained.

“You mean you weren’t worried about me,” he teased, then
dropped his bag onto the floor. He held the envelope to his side.

“I know there’s nothin’ ever gonna hurt you.” She grabbed his
shoulders and turned him completely around. “Let me get a good
look at you.” She studied him carefully. “Have you lost weight? I
made extra chicken and baked macaroni for you to take back to my
grandchildren, but I think you could use some tonight. I’ll heat up
some greens, too.”

He smiled sadly.
“James,” his mother said seriously, “is something wrong between

you and—”
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He extended the envelope to her. “I think you know about that,”
he spoke softly.

She looked at the envelope with concern, then took it from him.
Reynolds walked away from his mother and gave her some privacy.
When he turned to look at her, he discovered her holding the photo
to her breast, startled. She placed her left hand to her mouth.

“My God, who’d do such a thing?”
“I thought you might be able to answer that,” he said.
“I’ve never seen this before in my life.” She held the photo out to

him. She wanted him to take it back. 
He approached her, but his hands remained at his sides. “Not the

photo, Mama.” He stood close to her. “The incident . . . the man,
hanging from that tree.”

She didn’t want to look at the photo again, but she did. She
moved to an end table and retrieved her eyeglasses. She put them on
and studied the picture carefully.

“I used to wake up seeing his face,” Reynolds spoke as his
mother’s eyes stayed fixed on the photo in her increasingly unsteady
hands. “He was always chasing me. No matter how fast I ran, he’d
be right behind, his fingers reaching for me, tearing at my clothes.”

Reynolds touched the side of a chair his father would have
loved—wide and soft with high, cushy arms. He sat on the ottoman.
“I fooled myself into believing he existed only in my nightmares,”
he said, lightly rubbing his unshaved face. “You’d come into my
room and tell me he—”

“Wasn’t real,” she said, completing his sentence for him. She held
the photo carefully and walked to her son. “I said that he was only
in your—”

“Imagination.” This time he finished her statement.
She sat next to him and held the photo on her lap. She looked at

it occasionally in between her short, deliberate breaths. “I even
started to believe it.” She shook her head, ashamed. “Especially
when you’d go weeks at a time without waking up frightened. There
were nights when you slept so peacefully, followed by mornings
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when you woke up screaming you’d never sleep in your room again.”
Her eyes filled with tears. He touched her hand. She put her fingers
around his.

“What happened to me?” he asked, barely above a whisper.
“You wandered away from your school group, got lost.” She held

his hand more tightly. “They’d organized a field trip at the county
preserve. We searched all night for you. Your father and me were so
afraid we’d never see you alive again. All we could do was pray and
leave it in God’s hands to bring you home safe.” She let go of his
hand and walked to the mantel, which contained childhood pictures
of Reynolds, including one of him seated on his father’s lap. He
joined her and studied a framed picture of himself as an adult play-
ing happily with his children.

“Your father and some other men found you unconscious the
next morning and rushed you to the hospital. I was there at your
bedside when you woke up screamin’, ‘No! No! Please stop! Please!’ ”
She bowed her head and wept uncontrollably. Reynolds held his
mother and comforted her.

“It’s all right, Mama. Everything’s all right. You don’t have to talk
about this anymore.” He lifted her into his arms and placed her
gently on the couch. He found a quilt and covered her, remaining
by her side until she fell asleep.

Reynolds entered his old room, which had been converted to an
extra guest bedroom for the grandchildren. Despite his mother’s best
intentions, he’d never allowed Christopher or Angela to sleep there.
He said he didn’t want to share his special secrets with them just yet.
They’d have to wait until they got older. Then, and only then, would
they be worthy of discovering the magic of his childhood.

His wife knew there was more to his edict than he’d ever admit—
much more. She tried to get him to reveal his real reasons for deny-
ing their children—and, for that matter, herself—access to his past.
She’d never been successful and long ago had decided not to force
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him to unlock whatever mysteries he’d worked so hard to keep hid-
den. For that, he’d remained grateful.

He pulled back the curtain and opened the window that had once
promised him a quick escape from any unwelcome visitations dis-
rupting his sleep. On more than one occasion, he also used it to
avoid a well-deserved whipping. In the end, his father or mother
would find him outside, peeking from behind the large oak tree, and
they’d make him endure twice the ordinary punishment for the ad-
ditional trouble he caused. He’d learned to dread “seek and destroy
missions” long before he ever fully appreciated “search and rescue.”
When he turned away from the window, he discovered his mother
standing at the doorway, holding the photo.

“What did you want to know?” she said bravely.
He sat on the edge of the twin bed and bowed his head. “Who

was the man they hung?” he said quietly.
“I don’t know,” she answered firmly. 
He looked at her and knew that while capable of evasion, she’d

never directly lie to him, not even over this.
“I never wanted to know,” she continued with absolute convic-

tion.
“Was I found near him?”
She nodded. “They said he did things.” She swallowed hard.

“Terrible things to young children. We didn’t believe them. They
just needed an excuse to kill that man. So they created a horrible
lie.”

Reynolds’s eyes searched for the window, but he knew he’d trav-
eled too long and too far to escape now. “You recognize any of the
men in the photo, the ones standing around his corpse?”

She walked toward him and pulled out a desk chair. She sat down
and pressed her back against the rigid set of wooden bars. “I’ve been
lookin’ at it for a while.” She pointed to a white man who wore a
long, light coat and a ten-gallon hat. He stood at the base of the
lynched man, almost touching his bare foot.

“This one never was no good,” she said with a level of animosity
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that lingered in the air. “We all knew enough to stay away from him.
Far as I know, he hasn’t changed.”

“He’s still alive?” he asked, interested.
“Let it go, James,” she warned. “The only thing that comes from

reopening old wounds is an infection ten times worse than the orig-
inal.” She rose from her seat and headed to the door. “I’ll make us
something to eat.”

“What’s his name, Mama?” 
She diverted her eyes to the floor. “Eat some food and rest for a

while. If you still want to know in the morning, I’ll tell you then.”
He nodded his head in agreement. She left the room.
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CHAPTER
42

TH E B OY R A N faster than he’d ever thought possible, and yet the
bloody fingers never tired. No matter what he did and despite his best

efforts, the fingers followed his every move. The night sounds were almost
deafening, but the boy could still hear his heart pounding and feel the
warm breath on his back. “Help me!” He heard the words, desperate and
afraid. He felt a hand tug at his chest. He saw blood and the rapid
movement of a sharp blade illuminated by a cross. He felt something or
someone strike him against the side of his face. His body kept falling and
falling; then he heard laughter, followed moments later by a scream and
something shining in the dark.

Reynolds awoke on the bed in the room of his childhood. His
perspiration had soaked through the pillow and stained the blanket
underneath his body.

He sat up and looked around his old bedroom and decided the
nightmare had plagued him long enough; the time had come to turn
the tables and chase the ghost. He took a shower, had breakfast with
his mother, and then left to acquire the information he’d traveled all
this way to obtain.

* * *
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The Greek Revival mansion overlooked the Mississippi River. It
sat on a scenic bluff that must have made it a spectacular plantation
in its day. Gothic white pillars lined the front entrance. Elderly black
men in spotless uniforms worked next to tall concrete and marble
columns. Reynolds half expected to see a marching band in red jack-
ets playing “Dixie” while the servants danced and shuffled for the
amusement of their master. Sarah, an older woman, introduced her-
self to him in the courtyard, wearing a maid’s outfit with a white
apron that caused Reynolds to think of Gone With the Wind.

“Follow me, sir,” she said, curtsying slightly. She walked pigeon-
toed down a pathway that led through a garden of yellow and peach-
colored roses. So this is the New South, he thought, as he walked on
loose multicolored gravel sprinkled in between large round stepping-
stones. They passed a guest house with several recessed porches. He
wanted to hate this place but found the architecture remarkable. He
wondered how many black hands had toiled to make the fine mill-
work and how many backs were broken to lay the bricks that sur-
rounded the structure.

He followed Sarah to a large, ornate gazebo adjacent to a
sparkling pool. A white man sat comfortably under a blue-striped
canopy. He wore a tan linen jacket and straw hat and drank iced tea
with the flair of an aristocrat. Reynolds would bet his life the man
had a neatly pressed Confederate uniform hanging in his closet
alongside a custom-tailored robe fashioned from the finest white silk
sheets.

“Are you Gates Beauford?” Reynolds asked while standing under
direct sunlight.

“If I’m not, my mama’s gonna be one shocked lady.” Beauford
looked at Sarah, who smiled on cue.

“I’m James Reynolds.”
“Yeeeesss.” Beauford prolonged the word and gave it many mean-

ings, none of which Reynolds liked. “I’ve been watchin’ you on TV.
Impressive, very impressive. Sarah, you know we got us a celebrity?

JEFF STETSON250

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 250



Why, that’s the lawyer who’s gonna put away that black professor for
killing all those innocent elderly gentlemen.” 

She looked at Reynolds, trying unsuccessfully to hide her disdain.
Beauford noticed her demeanor and spoke sternly. “Sarah, bring our
special guest some lemonade. . . . Make sure it’s from a fresh batch.”

Sarah rolled her eyes and proceeded to the main house.
“She’s a little slow but been with the family a long time. Would

be cruel to let her go now. I doubt she’d even know how to take care
of herself.” Beauford squeezed a wedge of lemon into his tea until all
the juice was gone.

“She manages to take care of you. Wouldn’t be that big a leap to
take care of her own needs.” Reynolds spoke politely.

Beauford studied him for a moment, then stirred the ice cubes in
his glass. “Oh, my, where are my manners? You must be melting in
that hot sun. Do find yourself a cozy spot beneath the shade and rest
a spell.”

Reynolds took a seat opposite Beauford, separated by a round
outdoor table with a frosted Plexiglas top and porcelain lamp in the
middle.

“So, what brings you all the way out here from the big city? It
must be something important for a man of your stature to visit my
humble home.”

Reynolds opened the envelope and removed the photo. He slid it
across the table and positioned it in front of Beauford, who showed
no reaction other than to scratch the back of his head just beneath
his hat.

“Nice photo, don’t you think?” Beauford asked. “I mean, given
the conditions—night, dark forest, old cameras—I’d say it came out
as good as could be expected.”

“That’s you in the front, isn’t it? Standing next to the man you
lynched.” Reynolds stared into Beauford’s eyes and found no dis-
comfort and no remorse.

“I believe so. But let me check just to be certain.” Beauford lifted
the photo, held it in the sunlight at arm’s length, squinted. “Yeah,
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that’s me.” He put the photo on the table and looked at Reynolds.
“I was young, more outgoin’ then. I value my privacy now. A great
deal.” He stirred his drink, then handed the photo to Reynolds. “I
suggest you destroy that for your own good. Wouldn’t want any-
thing unfortunate to happen to you.”

“This isn’t the past, Mr. Beauford. I can take care of myself.”
Reynolds leaned forward. “You, on the other hand, might want to
get yourself a good attorney.” 

Beauford cocked his head to the side to examine Reynolds, then
smiled dangerously. “The world’s goin’ to hell in a handbasket.
That’s what happens when people don’t know their place.” He
closed his eyes briefly and spoke nostalgically. “Wasn’t all that long
ago we had a Sovereignty Commission, funded by the legislature to
take care of potential trouble before it got outta hand. Governor and
lieutenant governor were members; worked closely with the sheriff
and other decent folk. That’s when government was part of the so-
lution instead of the problem.” Beauford used a white cloth napkin
to dab the perspiration on his upper lip. “Don’t tell me about the
past, boy. Contrary to what you might believe, we ain’t left it.”

Sarah arrived with a cold pitcher of lemonade and two frosted
glasses, but Beauford raised his hand for her to stop. She saw the
photo and looked at Reynolds, then at her employer.

“You can take that back, Sarah. There’s been a change in plans.
Mr. Reynolds will be leaving, immediately.” Beauford remained fo-
cused on Reynolds. Sarah glanced again at the photo, then left
quickly.

“I want to know what happened,” Reynolds stated firmly.
Beauford pressed his index finger against his nostril and moved it

in small circles. “A man needed to die. He got some help. A lot of
it.” Beauford sat back, more relaxed. “The world went on,” he spoke
casually. “Might even have been a better place. What’s that sayin’
about youth bein’ impetuous?” He shrugged his shoulders. “We
were impulsive. Afraid before we had to be.” He partially covered a
yawn. “Hell, if we’d just waited, been a little more patient, you all
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would’ve killed each other.” He removed his hat and brushed back
his blond and gray hair. “Just like vicious dogs trained to protect
where they piss.” He picked up a paperback book that rested on a
nearby lounge chair. “You said your name was Jimmy?” Beauford
flipped through the pages until he found his bookmark, a thin red
ribbon.

“James,” corrected Reynolds.
Beauford nodded that he recalled. “James,” he said invitingly, “get

the fuck off my property.” He returned to reading his book.
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CHAPTER
43

CA L L E D A S T H E state’s first witness, Federal Agent Marsh testi-
fied for nearly three hours in a professional if not rehearsed man-

ner. He covered his area of expertise and explained forensic science
in lay terms. He proudly discussed the role of the FBI and detailed
how the Bureau’s laboratories were the best in the world. He used a
pointer to highlight a series of crime scene photos of Cooper’s barn,
attached to a large poster display. He placed a red circle around a
magnified picture of a Mont Blanc fountain pen wedged between
two rocks at the burned-out site. There were identifying numbers
recorded on each photo.

“You were able to conduct fingerprint analysis on the pen?”
Reynolds asked as he stood at a podium and faced the witness.

“Yes. We managed to take several complete impressions.”
“And were you able to match those fingerprints taken from the

fountain pen found at Earvin Cooper’s murder scene?”
“Yes. The prints perfectly matched those of the defendant, Dr.

Matheson,” said Marsh, looking directly at the jury.
“Was there any reason to believe the pen may have belonged to

the defendant?”
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“It’s a very expensive pen that evidently had been specially de-
signed and ordered as a gift to the professor from some of his stu-
dents. It had his initials inscribed in gold on the cover, and a
personal message engraved on the side.”

“Do you recall the message?”
“ ‘Without justice there is no honor.’ ”
“Thank you, Agent Marsh. I have no further questions at this

time.” Reynolds resumed his seat.
Tanner turned toward the defense table. “Mr. Miller?”
“Agent Marsh, you have no idea whatsoever how the fountain

pen got in Mr. Cooper’s barn, do you?” Miller started quickly, ask-
ing the question while in the middle of rising.

“It could have fallen from the defendant’s pocket during a strug-
gle,” Marsh answered.

Miller proceeded to the podium but stood in front of it. “It
could’ve been dropped by the horse who was lending it to the cow
who wanted to write a message to one or more of the hens, but my
question suggested you have no real knowledge or facts as to how
the pen was left there, isn’t that true?”

“I offered you one plausible scenario; I’m certain there are many
others.”

“We can definitely agree with that.” Miller headed toward the
display. “Permission to approach the witness, Your Honor.”

“Granted,” said Tanner.
“Agent Marsh, could you study photo number twelve of the

state’s exhibit, please?”
“Would you like me to step down?”
“If that would make it easier for you.”
Marsh left the witness stand and moved to the side of photo 12.

He studied it without blocking the jury’s view.
“Would you explain to the jury why the earth underneath where

the pen was discovered is completely scorched and yet the pen itself
is in good enough condition to lift fingerprints?”

Reynolds immediately looked at the jury. The four black men in
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the group showed reactions ranging from Faraday Patterson’s smirk
to Faison Sheppard’s noticeable scowl.

“It may have been protected as a result of it being wedged be-
tween the two rocks. Or it’s possible the pen wasn’t in that position
or location when the ground was ablaze,” speculated Marsh. “It
could’ve been forced there by the explosion or water pressure from
fire hoses or any number of other explanations.”

“Including being planted—excuse me, dropped—long after the
fire was extinguished?”

“That’s highly unlikely.”
“Can the witness resume his seat, Counselor?” asked Tanner.
“Of course,” replied Miller. “Particularly if he’s able to maintain

the chair in as good condition as this fountain pen.”
“Mr. Miller,” warned the judge, “keep your personal observations

to yourself. You’ll have a chance at the end of the trial to make all
the commentary you wish.”

“Thank you, Your Honor.” Miller walked toward the jury. “Agent
Marsh, are you aware of whether or not anyone from your office
took foot impressions at the scene of the crime?” 

“My office assisted local detectives as well as forensic scientists
from the state’s crime lab. I believe we took a number of those im-
pressions.”

“Isn’t it true that the only set of foot impressions you were unable
to account for belonged to a person with a size-thirteen shoe?”

“That’s correct.”
“Mr. Cooper wore a size nine, so it’s safe to assume you ruled him

out.”
“The foot impression did not belong to Mr. Cooper or any

known persons who had authorized access to the barn or its sur-
rounding area,” answered the agent.

“Those footprints didn’t belong to Mr. Cooper, yes or no.”
“No.” Marsh shifted uncomfortably in his seat.
“Thank you.” Miller approached Matheson and stood beside

him. “Do you happen to know Professor Matheson’s foot size?”
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“It was measured as a nine and a half or ten.”
Miller puckered his lips and raised his eyes toward the ceiling in

thought as he carefully made his way back to the jury box. “So, let’s
see, using the terminology that you agents are so fond of, a nine and
a half or ten, when carefully compared to a thirteen, is not a scien-
tific match.” He turned to face Marsh. “Is that a fair characteriza-
tion of the evidence?”

“I believe the sizes speak for themselves.”
“So if the shoe doesn’t fit, you must acqu—”
Reynolds jumped up to object. “Your Honor!”
“I didn’t say it; I didn’t say it.” Miller placed his hands up in sur-

render, then placed them on the jury railing. “But I will state in my
own words that if the shoe’s the wrong size, then you must surmise
a murderer’s still on the rise.” He looked at Reynolds. “Much to the
state’s surprise.”

Sinclair attempted to stand, but Reynolds put his hand on her
shoulder. He’d already decided that any objections should be saved
for matters more important than Miller’s antics, which he hoped
might backfire.

“Mr. Miller, I’ve cautioned you about your running commen-
tary. If I neglected to mention that also includes a prohibition
against bad poetry, let me do so now for the record.” Tanner looked
at his watch and wrote a note on his ledger. “Proceed with your
cross-examination.”

“I have no further questions of this witness.” Miller crossed to his
table and smiled at Reynolds as he took his seat.

“Mr. Reynolds?”
“Nothing further, Your Honor.” 
“The witness is excused. Agent Marsh, you may step down,” in-

structed the judge. “We’ll take our lunch break. The jury’s to follow
the court’s admonition regarding discussing this case. I’ll see you
back here at one-thirty. Perhaps by that time Mr. Miller will have
devised a more suitable way to entertain us.”

Tanner struck the gavel and left the bench.
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CHAPTER
44

TH E A F T E R N O O N S E S S I O N started on time. The state called
Officer Hezekiah Macon as its second witness, to provide chain-

of-custody testimony and to identify one key piece of evidence dis-
covered at Cooper’s murder scene. On his way to the stand he made
brief eye contact with the professor, whose class he’d once rudely in-
terrupted on police business. Matheson waited until the officer fin-
ished taking the oath before giving him a friendly nod.

Macon spent the first twenty minutes discussing his training, ex-
perience, and years on the force. Reynolds asked him to list the
number of awards and commendations he’d received, which caused
him to speak proudly and at great length of his background and
service. After the customary introduction designed to create a sense
of ease between witness and jury, Reynolds proceeded with the sub-
stance of the case.

“Your Honor, permission to approach the witness.”
Tanner nodded approval. “Proceed.”
Reynolds carried a small transparent bag that contained a narrow

black object. “I submit into evidence state exhibit eleven-A.”
“So identified,” uttered the judge.

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 258



Reynolds gave the bag to the witness. “Officer Macon, do you
recognize the object inside that plastic bag?”

“It’s the fountain pen found at the site of the murder.”
“Had you ever seen this pen prior to it being discovered at

Earvin Cooper’s property?”
“Yes. I saw it in the possession of the defendant.”
“What makes you so certain of that?”
“I attended an interview Professor Matheson had at police head-

quarters in late September. He used the pen to sign some paper-
work. One of the detectives commented on how attractive and
unique it was and asked if it was very expensive.”

“How did he respond, if at all?”
“He said it was custom-made and, to his knowledge, one of a

kind, but its real value was based on it bein’ a gift from the first class
of students he ever taught.”

Reynolds glanced over Matheson’s shoulder at a row filled with
students. Next to them sat the Reverend Matheson.

Macon continued. “He went on to say something about it being
priceless as a result of that.”

“Officer Macon, as you sit here today, are you absolutely certain
the pen discovered at the scene of Earvin Cooper’s murder is the
same one-of-a-kind custom-made pen that belonged to the defen-
dant, Martin Matheson?”

“I am, sir.”
“No further questions, Your Honor.”
“Mr. Miller, your witness,” declared the judge.
Miller rapidly pursued his first question. “Officer Macon, do

you know Sergeant Jill Fischer?”
“She’s our desk sergeant.”
“Your Honor, I’d like to introduce into evidence defense exhibit

seven-B, and I ask permission to approach the witness.”
“The exhibit is so marked, and you may approach.” Tanner took

a breath and watched Miller hand Macon a sheet of paper.
“Officer, please take a moment and review that.”
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Macon skimmed the paper.
Reynolds sneaked a peek at Matheson and noticed a slight smile.
“Could you tell the jury the nature and content of that paper-

work?” Miller asked, as if the answer bore great significance.
“It’s a lost-property form filled out by Professor Matheson and

signed by Sergeant Fischer.”
“What did Professor Matheson report as lost, and when and

where did he lose it?”
“He indicated he left his fountain pen at our office durin’ his in-

terview.”
“The same fountain pen we’ve been discussing in court?”
“It would seem so,” the officer admitted.
“The one found in Mr. Cooper’s barn the night of his murder?”
Macon hesitated, then replied, “Yes.”
“And please remind the jury the date the interview occurred with

the professor.”
“I believe it was on or around September twenty-eighth.”
“A full eight weeks before the murder of Earvin Cooper.”
“That sounds correct.”
“According to that form, was the pen ever found and returned to

Dr. Matheson?”
Macon scanned the paperwork. “Evidently not.”
“You interview a great many suspects as part of your official du-

ties, isn’t that true?”
“Yes.”
“A significant number have extensive criminal records?”
“Unfortunately.”
“Ranging from petty theft to murder, I’d imagine?”
“The range of crimes is pretty diverse. Just like the people who

commit ’em.”
“If one of those criminals was interrogated in the police station

the same day you interviewed Dr. Matheson, and stumbled upon
an expensive pen, what’s the likelihood that person would’ve re-
turned it to the lost-and-found?”
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Macon crossed his arms. “I’ve no way of estimatin’ that.”
“How long have you been in law enforcement?”
“Fifteen years.”
“Has it been your experience that when thieves, rapists, and

murderers happen upon an expensive item, they immediately bring
it to the attention of police, then volunteer to fill out a report?”

“It’s possible.” Macon uncrossed his arms and leaned back.
“Many things are possible, Officer, including arresting a re-

spected and distinguished professor and accusing him of the most
heinous crimes based upon little more than the discovery of a lost
or stolen pen!”

Reynolds rose to his feet. “Your Honor, the state objects.”
“As well it should,” Miller agreed.
“Mr. Miller, save the philosophical stuff for your closing argu-

ment,” Tanner said, barely controlling his anger. “Objection sus-
tained. Ask your next question, Counselor.”

“During your fifteen years as a seasoned and experienced police
officer, how many times has a criminal approached you to return an
expensive item?”

“I don’t believe that’s ever happened,” Macon answered.
Miller walked in front of the jury box. “So it’s possible, perhaps

even likely, somebody with a criminal record who’d been detained
at your station found the pen and either kept it for himself or gave
it to someone who visited him while in custody.”

Macon looked at the jury. “That’s highly unlikely.”
“Officer Macon, you’re not suggesting someone who worked at

the station found the pen and later placed it at Mr. Cooper’s barn
to implicate the professor, are you?”

“If someone in law enforcement found the pen, it would’ve been
returned to its proper owner.”

“Officer Macon, is there any particular reason you didn’t inform
this jury you were one of a handful of officers who arrived at Mr.
Cooper’s home shortly after his murder?”

“I was never asked.”
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“There’s no need to become modest. You spent the first half of
your testimony telling the jury of your many achievements. You’re
a highly decorated officer, isn’t that true?”

“I’ve had my fair share of honors.”
“And you played a major role in sealing off the crime scene area,

didn’t you?”
“Along with several investigators.”
“How important is it to maintain what is often referred to as the

‘integrity of the crime scene’ as quickly as possible following the
commission of a crime?”

“Very,” answered an increasingly annoyed Macon.
“Please tell the jury why that’s the case.”
“To make sure evidence isn’t compromised or lost.”
“You don’t mean ‘lost’ in the same way that Professor Matheson

lost his pen at your station, do you?”
“I’m not convinced the professor ever lost it,” Macon replied

harshly. “Seems odd he’d be that careless with something he’d just
finished tellin’ everybody meant so much to him.”

“So are you telling the jury it’s your theory Professor Matheson
filled out a lost-property report because he had nothing better to do
with his time?”

“Maybe your client, the defendant, lied about losin’ it. Or he
could’ve owned another one just like it that he dropped at the mur-
der scene.”

Miller looked at the jury for a moment, then shook his head
sadly. “Professor Matheson is an extremely bright and organized ed-
ucator. He’d have needed to be fairly absentminded and clumsy for
your theory to be true.”

“Brilliant people do stupid things after they’ve murdered some-
one.”

“Couldn’t be too stupid.” Miller moved closer to Macon. “He se-
cretly ordered a pen identical to the one he had, because using his
clairvoyant powers, he knew he’d lose it at your police station and
would need an extra one to leave behind at the scene of a crime.”
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He turned his back on Macon and addressed the jury. “And, oh, by
the way, for good measure he placed it inside a burning building
just in the right location where it could be found in pristine condi-
tion with his initials engraved on the top and his fingerprints im-
printed all over the bottom.” He looked at the witness. “Is that
really what you want this jury to believe?”

“I’m speculatin’ just like you are, Counselor.”
“But you’re a police officer under oath, and as such you’re at-

tempting to testify to the facts as you know them, not as they might
be conveniently distorted to prove the state’s theory.”

A frustrated Reynolds once again rose to his feet. “Your Honor,
I have to object to Mr. Miller’s continued badgering of the wit-
ness.”

“Was I badgering Officer Macon?” Miller asked innocently. “If I
was doing that, I certainly apologize. After all, this is only a mur-
der trial where Professor Matheson risks losing his freedom and
possibly his life, and I wouldn’t want to be rude in challenging the
evidence.”

“Would counsel be so kind as to approach the bench, please?”
ordered Tanner.

Miller faced the jury and shrugged his shoulders helplessly, then
joined Reynolds and met the judge at the bench. Tanner leaned
over so far, his nose almost touched Miller’s forehead. “You’re skat-
ing on thin water, mister.”

“Your Honor probably meant to say ‘ice,’ ” corrected Miller.
“I’ll say ‘contempt of court’ if you interrupt me again or start

makin’ speeches when you’re supposed to be askin’ questions. Now,
if you got some evidence the real murderer just so happened to be
visitin’ the police station the day your client lost his pen”—Tanner
turned his back to the jury—“or if you’re gonna imply a police of-
ficer planted incriminating evidence against Professor Matheson,
you better offer a whole lot more than theatrical implications and
inferences—or I’m about to rule all of your questions out of order.”

“Your Honor, with all due respect—”
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Tanner cut him off. “Whenever somebody starts off a statement
‘With all due respect,’ I got a pretty good feelin’ I ain’t gonna be
shown any. Matter of fact, I’m likely to get downright insulted.
And, Mr. Miller, it does not pay to insult a judge while he’s wear-
ing a robe in his own courtroom. Now, you finish up with this wit-
ness or you move your line of questions in a different direction.”
Tanner sat back in his chair.

By the time Miller turned to face the jury, he displayed a smile
that indicated great satisfaction and pleasure with whatever discus-
sions he’d completed with the judge. Reynolds, in contrast, looked
as if he’d been the one chastised.

“Officer Macon, I just have a few more questions on another
matter. What was it, precisely, that brought Professor Matheson to
your police station on September twenty-eighth?”

“My partner and I were asked to visit the defendant while he was
teachin’ one of his classes. We asked him to come with us to discuss
what was happenin’ as a result of his list.”

“You asked him to come with you?”
“Yes.”
“And you handcuffed him in front of his students so he might

feel welcomed and comfortable as he made the journey from his
classroom to the backseat of your patrol car?”

“My goal was to prevent students from gettin’ involved in police
business. I wanted to avoid a confrontation that might get addi-
tional people in trouble.”

“And you accomplished that through intimidation and humilia-
tion?” Miller asked innocently.

“I thought if we demonstrated we were there on a serious mat-
ter, it would eliminate any potential conflict.”

Miller shook his head in agreement and offered a helpful sug-
gestion. “Wouldn’t it have been easier to pistol-whip him?”

Reynolds rose. Miller waved him off. “I’ll withdraw that com-
ment. Thank you, Officer Macon, for your enlightening views; I’m
certain the jury found them helpful.”
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“And, Mr. Miller,” added Judge Tanner, “I’m certain our state
coffers will appreciate being made richer by two hundred and fifty
dollars, which is the sanction I hereby impose on you for being in
contempt of court.”

Reynolds observed the jury. As if he didn’t have enough prob-
lems with heroes, now the judge had turned Matheson’s attorney
into a martyr as well.

“In that case, Your Honor, I’ll avoid having my wallet assaulted
any further. I have no more questions of this witness.” Miller
strolled to his seat with the noticeably increased admiration of sev-
eral black jurors. Aubrey Munson, as usual, looked greatly annoyed.

Tanner poured a glass of water and downed two aspirins. “Mr.
Reynolds, do you have any redirect?”

“Yes, Your Honor, thank you.” Reynolds walked toward the wit-
ness. “Officer Macon, you don’t like the defendant, do you?”

“I have no reason to either like or dis—”
“Officer, this isn’t the time to be courteous!” snapped Reynolds.

“You don’t like the man, do you?”
Reynolds’s outburst caused the jurors to sit up straight and pay

renewed attention.
Macon looked down at the floor. “No, sir, I don’t.”
“You believe he murdered Earvin Cooper.”
Miller rose quickly. “What this witness believes is immaterial

to—”
“Counsel for the defense was very much interested in what Of-

ficer Macon believed on a variety of subjects,” Reynolds said firmly.
“I think it’s only fair for the state to pursue the same line of ques-
tioning.”

“The objection is overruled,” Tanner said with some satisfaction.
“Officer Macon, you may answer.”

“Yes. I believe the defendant murdered Mr. Cooper.”
“Did you come to that conclusion because you don’t approve of

the course Professor Matheson teaches?”
“No.”
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“Do you think he’s a murderer because you don’t like him?”
“No, sir.”
“Have you rendered an opinion as to who murdered Earvin

Cooper based on the evidence discovered at the crime scene?”
“Yes, sir, I have.”
“And you state under oath that you believe the man who took

the life of Earvin Cooper is Martin Matheson, the defendant?”
“I do.”
“Did you plant evidence at the scene of the crime?”
“I did not.”
“To your knowledge, did anyone else involved with this investi-

gation attempt to falsely implicate the defendant in the crime of
which he now stands accused?”

“No.”
“You realize if you planted evidence, you’d be guilty of commit-

ting a felony that would cost you your career, your livelihood, and
your freedom.”

“I know that,” answered Macon with conviction.
“And you’re telling this jury you wouldn’t be willing to go to

prison to frame an innocent man, even if you didn’t like him?”
“I would not.” 
“Even if you despised or hated him?”
“Even then.” Macon looked squarely at the jury. “I wouldn’t

jeopardize everything I’ve been sworn to uphold. I wouldn’t do that
to my profession, to my family, or to myself, no matter how I felt
about the professor.”

Reynolds waited for a moment and discreetly surveyed the jurors
in the back row. They believed the officer, he thought, but would
it matter? “I appreciate your honesty, and I’m hopeful the jury does
as well. I have no further questions of this witness.” Reynolds
walked past the defense table, ignoring both Matheson and Miller,
and took his seat next to Sinclair. He didn’t want to display too
much righteous indignation—just enough to elicit empathy from
the jury.
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Tanner looked at Miller with an expression that suggested the
answer to his upcoming question had better be no. “Mr. Miller, do
you wish to recross?”

“That won’t be necessary, Your Honor.” 
“Officer Macon, you’re excused,” said Tanner.
Macon left the witness stand and exited the courtroom.
Tanner turned to the jury. “I’m going to let you go a little early

today. I’d rather do that than keep you late or dismiss you in the
middle of someone’s testimony. As you know, we’ll conduct half-
day sessions tomorrow and again on Thursday. Hopefully, we’ll be
able to complete at least one or two witnesses both sessions.” He
took a large swallow of water. “As you’ve just experienced, on occa-
sion in the heat of battle, tempers flare and lawyers in the pursuit
of their advocacy may force a judge to comment negatively or, as
was the case with Mr. Miller, impose a fine or sanction.”

He leaned closer toward the jury and spoke with a father’s firm-
ness. “You should not, under any circumstances, construe that ac-
tion by me as demonstrating a preference for one lawyer over the
other. Nor does it imply I have a view regarding the credibility of a
particular witness, or, for that matter, a position on the innocence
or guilt of the defendant.”

Reynolds carefully studied the reactions of the jury and won-
dered if the judge would have been better off avoiding this subject
altogether.

Tanner looked at the attorneys and smiled. “As both the prose-
cution and defense will agree, I’ve had to take a lot of lawyers to the
woodshed during my time as a judge, but it doesn’t mean I don’t
like or admire them. They’ve got their job to do; I’ve got mine.” He
turned to the jury. “And, ladies and gentlemen, you certainly have
yours. You are instructed to do that job on the basis of the evidence
submitted to you. Any exchanges between myself and another par-
ticipant in this room shall have no bearing whatsoever on your de-
liberations or the outcome of this case.”

He panned the jury. “Having looked into each of your faces, I’m
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assured we understand and accept our distinct roles. Am I correct
in that belief ?”

The jurors nodded yes or answered in the affirmative.
“Then we can all rest peacefully in the knowledge we’ll be here

tomorrow to see who gets fined next.”
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CHAPTER
45

CH E RY L H A D B E E N reading a magazine when she heard a car

pull into the driveway. She straightened the pillows on the

couch, quickly fixed her hair in the mirror, and hurried to the front

door.

Reynolds walked in slowly and barely kissed his wife on the

cheek. He proceeded into the living room and collapsed on the sofa.

Cheryl took a seat next to him.

“Did it go as poorly as reported on the news?”

Reynolds let out an exasperated gasp. “A big-foot police officer

stole Matheson’s pen then planted it at the barn. We do blood evi-

dence tomorrow.” He shook his head in defeat. “Miller will claim

contamination, police incompetence, corruption, and then dismiss

the reliability of DNA testing.”

“Martin must feel relieved,” she said.

“I’d like to permanently relieve Martin of that pretentious smirk

on his face.”

“You have another face to worry about.”

“Whose?”
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“Young boy, nine years old, named Christopher.” She looked at
him. “Sound familiar?”

“It rings a bell.” Reynolds rose from his seat. “Is it bad?” he asked,
concerned.

“It’s a man thing,” she replied. “I’ll let you be the judge.”
“Please don’t use that word or any other that might remind me of

where I’ve been today,” he pleaded. He headed down the hallway
and knocked on his son’s bedroom door. He entered and discovered
Christopher standing next to the window, looking out. When the
boy turned around, Reynolds noticed a swollen eye and a bruise on
his forehead. He approached his son and took a seat on the edge of
the bed.

“You wanna talk?” Reynolds asked gently.
“I threw the first punch,” Christopher replied with little comfort.
“You’re supposed to throw the last.”
“It was my last.”
“How many guys?”
“Four. They all thought Matheson was a hero and they said you

were a Tom.”
“That’s when you threw the punch?”
“No. They said you were an asshole. Cared more about winning

than finding the truth.”
“You hit ’em then?”
“No. They called me a punk. That’s when I hit ’em.”
“Oh . . . Well, as long as you’re defending our family’s honor . . .

Can you eat?”
“What did Mom make?”
“Tuna casserole.”
“No.”
Reynolds stood next to his son, and they both looked out the

window. He placed his arm around Christopher’s shoulders.
“Wanna sneak out for a pizza?”

“Won’t Mom get upset?”
“What’s she gonna do about it, beat you?”
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“Hey, Dad”—Christopher frowned—“could you quit with the
cute stuff ?”

“Sorry,” said Reynolds. “Just wanted to look at the bright side.”
“That’s easy for you to say, you still got two good eyes.”
They walked to the door, and Reynolds opened it, then placed his

hand on his son’s shoulder. “So, you wanna tell me again about that
punch you threw?”

“It was a beauty, Dad, except I didn’t follow it up with anything.”
Reynolds nodded understandingly. “I know the feelin’.” They

both left the room.
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CHAPTER
46

TU E S D AY M O R N I N G D R. Nelson Stokes explained the intrica-
cies of DNA. He told the jury that every individual has his own

unique genetic makeup, which distinguishes him from anyone else
who’s ever lived, is currently alive, or will be born anytime in the fu-
ture. “Think of it as God’s special nicknames for all His children,”
he said, to the appreciation of Blaze Hansberry. Reynolds thought
the rest of the jury found him condescending.

Stokes described the various tests performed, then showed exam-
ples of enlarged laboratory plastic strips, which offered a compari-
son of Dr. Matheson’s DNA with the blood evidence discovered
underneath Earvin Cooper’s fingernails. He identified the pattern of
thin lines that formed “a scientific match with the defendant, pro-
viding conclusive proof that Dr. Matheson and the victim were en-
gaged in a bloody confrontation.”

Miller offered numerous objections, most of which were over-
ruled. But his constant interruptions had the desired effect of mak-
ing the doctor’s tedious presentation even more unbearable.

Tanner gave the jury an extra ten minutes for their morning break
and an extra half hour for lunch. When they returned for the after-
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noon session, it took Reynolds less than thirty seconds to mercifully
conclude his questioning.

“Dr. Stokes, you conducted DNA tests on blood found under-
neath Mr. Cooper’s fingernails, is that correct?”

“Yes.”
“What are the odds the DNA you analyzed belongs to anyone

other than the defendant?”
“Seven and a half billion to one.”
“Thank you, Doctor.”
Tanner appeared as relieved as the jury that Reynolds had com-

pleted his portion of the examination. He turned to Miller. “Coun-
selor, you may begin your cross of the witness.”

Miller stood and gave a comforting nod to the jurors and walked
toward the witness. “Dr. Stokes, you’ll have to forgive me if I ask
some rather naive questions, I’m just an old country lawyer. I don’t
know much about DNA except for what I learned by watchin’ case
after case of high-profile defense teams pretty much destroyin’ the
reliability of all that testin’ you do.”

Reynolds knew once Miller started dropping his “g’s” he was set-
ting up the witness for the kill.

“Now, from the little I know about this evolvin’ science, I’m
somewhat concerned, and maybe you can alleviate my fears. Isn’t it
true that the people responsible for handlin’ genetic material need
constant trainin’?”

“That’s true for all occupations involving technology, and yes, it’s
particularly the case with this form of science.”

“I happen to have a list of county and state employees who ini-
tially collected then conducted the preliminary analysis on the DNA
evidence you spent all morning long describing. I took the liberty of
reviewing their training and the type of equipment they used.” He
moved to the defense table and retrieved several computer printouts.
“Your Honor, permission to approach.”

“Granted.”
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“Defense would like to introduce exhibit seventeen-A into evi-
dence.”

“Court reporter will so mark and record,” instructed Tanner.
“Dr. Stokes, might you take a moment and evaluate that infor-

mation, and if you can, would you kindly explain to the jury
whether or not in your expert opinion the laboratory technicians on
that list have maintained the proper ongoing professional training
required to fulfill their duties?”

Stokes read the material. He frowned noticeably, and his eye-
brows arched several times during his review.

“Dr. Stokes, I take it by your facial expressions you have some
concerns you might like to share with the rest of us.”

The witness became stoic. “The training hasn’t kept pace with the
technology in all instances, but I’m certain these people are qualified
to perform the jobs they were hired to do.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t belittle our hardworking and dedicated state em-
ployees who do the best they can with poor training, limited re-
sources, financial cutbacks, and outdated equipment.” Miller folded
his arms across his chest. “That equipment I just mentioned is out-
dated, wouldn’t you agree, Doctor?”

Stokes shifted uncomfortably in his seat. “There’s better and
more advanced equipment in the scientific marketplace, but what
they use is perfectly adequate.”

“Somehow the phrase ‘perfectly adequate’ doesn’t exactly generate
an abundance of confidence. If you were having a heart transplant,
would you feel comfortable having the surgeons use ‘perfectly ade-
quate’ equipment?”

Reynolds stood. “Objection, Your Honor. We’re not discussing
heart transplants.”

“I agree with counsel,” said Miller. “We’re dealing with a man’s
life and freedom, but I’ll withdraw the question.”

Reynolds sat down and decided he wouldn’t object again unless
absolutely necessary.
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“If I could”—Stokes tentatively raised his hand—“might I ad-
dress your concerns regarding the equipment?”

Miller smiled politely. “Please try.”
“Thank you. Regardless of any perceived problems either in per-

sonnel, training, or equipment, I want to remind the jury that I per-
sonally conducted these tests, which formed the basis for my
opinions. I can assure the court that my laboratory utilizes the most
advanced and precise technology available.”

“Thanks for reminding us of those facts,” said Miller, looking
none too thankful. “Perhaps you can help resolve another concern.
I was taught in basic introduction to science, ‘Garbage in, garbage
out.’ Does that principle still apply?” 

“It does,” answered Stokes reluctantly, “but—”
“That’s what I thought,” said Miller, cutting him off. “Now, I re-

viewed the report you furnished the court. And frankly, I may have
misunderstood some of the information.”

“That’s quite understandable,” offered an annoyed Stokes.
Miller ignored the remark. “One of the samples you use to deter-

mine statistical probability is based on African-American males.”
“Correct.”
“So, when the report indicates a sample base of five, does that

represent millions?”
“No. Five is the accurate number.”
“Five people?!” Miller expressed incredulously.
“That may sound insufficient, but—”
“It does indeed. Tell the jury the backgrounds of those in the

sample.”
“The backgrounds?”
“It states in your report they were African-Americans. Can you

tell us if they were born in this country? Were they the products of
interracial marriages? Any health problems that might affect the
tests?”

“They live in Detroit.”
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“So they were foreigners?” Miller’s question caused an immediate
outburst of laughter.

“Mr. Miller, could you save the humor for another time and
place?” warned Tanner.

“I’m sorry, Your Honor. I hadn’t realized how funny this was until
Dr. Stokes answered my questions. I’m through with this witness.”

Tanner gave Miller a stern stare that lasted several moments after
he took his seat. “Any redirect, Mr. Reynolds?”

“Yes, Your Honor, just a few questions.” Reynolds had already de-
cided he’d need to call two or three additional scientists to compen-
sate for Stokes’s unimpressive testimony, but he wanted to make a
reasonable effort to rehabilitate this witness.

Stokes reviewed the nature of statistical sampling and discussed
the number of tests conducted on thousands of human subjects
around the world. He described the sophistication and reliability of
the tests and the type of DNA data pool the worldwide scientific
community could draw upon in rendering their conclusions.
Reynolds asked how many times in his experience mistakes in han-
dling DNA, or outdated equipment, had resulted in the misidenti-
fication of a defendant on trial. “Zero times,” answered Stokes. “It
might exculpate a guilty person, but it would never cause an inno-
cent one to go to prison. Mistakes in the laboratory don’t create
someone else’s DNA.”

Reynolds thought he’d done as much as he could to restore cred-
ibility to his witness, and finished his redirect.

“Mr. Miller, any recross?” asked the judge.
Miller rose from his seat. “I’ll be brief, Your Honor.”
Tanner looked at his watch. “I’m sure the jury will appreciate

that.”
“Dr. Stokes, you indicated that mistakes in analysis could never

misidentify a subject and therefore contribute to an innocent defen-
dant’s being wrongly imprisoned.”

“That’s correct,” responded Stokes. “As I said, the lab can’t create
DNA. It can only analyze what already exists.”
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“But mislabeling occurs all the time, doesn’t it? Hospitals operate
on the wrong person, remove or replace a healthy organ, or send a
baby home with someone else’s parents.”

Stokes shook his head and waved his index finger. “That’s a com-
pletely different subject, and you know that, Counselor.”

“I realize you’re a renowned specialist in your field, Doctor, but I
didn’t know you could also read my mind.” Miller addressed the
jury. “I can’t even do that with precision, and trust me—I’ve tried.”

Reynolds watched August Cobb and Faraday Patterson nudge
each other and smile.

“Do you happen to know how Dr. Matheson’s blood was made
available so that you and others could conduct DNA tests?”

“I’m not sure I understand your question,” responded Stokes.
Miller retrieved two sheets of paper. “Defense introduces exhibits

thirty-four-A and -B.”
“So marked,” ruled Tanner.
“Your Honor, may I approach the witness?”
The judge nodded. Reynolds looked at Sinclair, concerned.
“Dr. Stokes, please take a moment and review that paperwork.”
Stokes skimmed the two sheets and looked up at Miller.
“Isn’t it true that Dr. Matheson voluntarily provided two blood

samples while he was being treated for injuries sustained in an at-
tack?”

Stokes looked at the information again. “It would appear so.”
“And where was he when those samples were taken?”
“Based on the information contained in this report, apparently

the blood was taken at a police station.”
“And you have no way of knowing what happened to that blood

after it was in the custody of the police, do you, Doctor?”
“I would have no reason to know, sir.”
“You’re telling this jury that although you personally analyzed

DNA evidence, you don’t care what happened to it or how it was
handled before it got to you; is that your testimony?”

Reynolds rose angrily. “Objection!”
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“That is not my testimony! I said . . .” Stokes exhibited his first
real sign of anger and confusion.

“There’s an objection, Dr. Stokes,” Tanner interrupted.
“I apologize, Your Honor,” replied the flustered witness.
Tanner looked at Reynolds. “Your basis.”
“Intentionally misstates Dr. Stokes’s testimony, and further, Your

Honor, I believe Mr. Miller is raising another totally unfounded in-
ference regarding police conduct in this case.”

“I’m sure Mr. Miller isn’t going to travel down that road, unless
he can provide more than mere speculation to this court. Am I re-
assured of that fact, Counselor?” Tanner stared at Miller.

“Wouldn’t think of doing otherwise, Your Honor.”
“As far as your initial objection, Mr. Reynolds, the court sustains

it,” ruled Tanner. “Mr. Miller, you may proceed with this witness.”
“I have no further questions.”
“Mr. Reynolds?”
“I have none, Your Honor.”
“Very well,” remarked Tanner. “The witness is excused.”
Stokes left the court in a huff.
“This concludes the session for today. We’ll meet tomorrow and

attempt to complete as much testimony as we can before we go into
our half-day schedules for the remainder of the week.” Tanner
turned his attention to the jury. “You’re reminded of the court’s pre-
vious admonishment regarding discussing any facet of this case.
Have a good evening and try to get yourselves some well-deserved
rest.”

Miller joked with some of the spectators behind him while
Reynolds and Sinclair remained seated at their table in defeat.

Reynolds was preparing to leave when he noticed Regina holding
up a large tan envelope and smiling at Matheson, who nodded in
appreciation.

It had taken her longer than expected, but she’d finally located
the information. Though it had required her to travel to the main
library in Natchez, the trip resulted in not one but two articles of in-
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terest. The first described the grisly lynching of Thaddeus Edwards,
a thirty-six-year-old truck driver and father of six daughters and one
son. The victim had been mutilated and stabbed through the heart.
His body was discovered still hanging from a tree in the state park
just off the main trail leading to the picnic area.

While copying the article, Regina had noticed a small column at
the bottom of the page, with a heading that caught her interest:
FIVE-YEAR-OLD NEGRO BOY FOUND ALIVE. She skimmed this second
story and stopped at the name James Reynolds. She learned that the
boy, known at school as “Jimmie,” was the only child of Lydell and
Sonya Reynolds. She readjusted the microfiche machine, pressed the
Print button, and made a copy.
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CHAPTER
47

WE D N E S D AY ’S S E S S I O N S TA RT E D with a bang or, more accu-
rately, the threat of one. All occupants left the courthouse in an

orderly fashion as members of the bomb squad searched every inch
of the facilities, starting on the fifth floor and working their way
down to the basement. Miller approached Reynolds and Sinclair,
who stood outside near the parking lot at a reasonably safe distance
from the main activity.

“Burning down the building won’t save you,” quipped Miller.
“It’s not a fire drill,” Sinclair informed him. “We’ve got a bomb

threat.”
Miller leaned close to Sinclair and lightly sniffed. “Maybe some-

one didn’t like your perfume.”
She gave him a hostile look.
“Although I am rather fond of the bittersweet scent losing prose-

cutors exude.”
She stared at Reynolds. “James, I know he’s your friend, but I’m

gonna hurt him. I’m really gonna hurt him.”
After the court proceedings were canceled for the day, Reynolds

and Sinclair returned to their office to regroup. Miller lingered be-
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hind and strolled through the festive crowd. With his hectic sched-
ule he hadn’t previously noticed the outdoor community that had
emerged since the beginning of the trial.

Territories were allotted for various factions and political causes.
The media reserved the best locations, setting aside space for cater-
ing and celebrity trailers. Food vendors and artists fought daily for
the remaining spots, while entertainers and troubadours roamed
freely, accepting donations for each performance, trick, or face-
painting. 

Miller stopped at a booth and perused so-called Third World
propaganda in the form of leaflets, newsletters, and books. He read
about the government’s “AIDS conspiracy” and their “secret plans at
genocide aimed at people of color.” He shook his head at the notion
that his government could successfully plan anything, let alone man-
age to keep it secret for longer than seventy-two hours.

He walked to another area and browsed a series of charcoal
sketches, original posters, and oil paintings. Some of the exhibiting
artists were quite talented, while others simply stamped slogans on
canvas or cheap T-shirts and sold their products to the highest bid-
der, providing discounts for volume purchases.

He headed toward his car after discovering two posters displayed
on easels next to each other. Both posters revealed the same basic
drawing of a lynching. The first showed a man’s black silhouette hang-
ing from a tree; the body cast a long white shadow. The second re-
versed the images; the hung victim was depicted as a white silhouette
that cast an equally long black shadow, perhaps slightly longer.

Miller expressed interest in both until informed by the artist that
he’d sold out of the white version but would have more in stock be-
fore the trial ended. Miller promised the man he’d come back later,
then proceeded to his vehicle without making any more stops.

Sinclair and Reynolds attended a strategy session with Vanzant.
They’d listed the names of all their witnesses and discussed the pos-
sibility of adding others.
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“What about that guy Matheson threatened at the university just
before he got arrested?” Vanzant asked. “He’s available to testify, and
it would show the professor’s violent nature.”

“What’s he gonna say?” responded Reynolds. “ ‘I spat in the pro-
fessor’s face and he should’ve handled it more serenely’?”

“James is right,” agreed Sinclair. “After they learned what he did
to Matheson, they’d threaten him, too.”

“Maybe we were wrong not to charge him with Arnold Rankin’s
bombing death,” said Vanzant.

“A gas receipt and a year-old purchase of dynamite isn’t sufficient
to indict him,” countered Reynolds.

“Yeah, but cumulative evidence might be enough to sway some of
the jurors.” Vanzant reached for his pouch of tobacco and discov-
ered it was empty. “When it rains, it pours,” he said despondently.

“Had we indicted Matheson on any of the other murders with
the evidence we’ve got, we would’ve lost all credibility with the jury,”
argued Sinclair. “We haven’t got that much as it is.”

Vanzant pulled out a folder and handed it to Reynolds. “Maybe
this will help.”

Reynolds and Sinclair both studied the contents.
“Let’s get him on the stand pronto,” ordered Vanzant.
“We’ll have to bump the pathologist’s report,” said Sinclair.
“From what I’ve been told about this jury,” remarked Vanzant,

“they’ve had their fill of scientists and doctors. Let’s give ’em a taste
of common folk.”

Reynolds sat back. “I got a bad feeling about this.”
Vanzant looked at the two attorneys. “I’ve already scheduled him.

He’ll be your next witness.” He walked toward his desk and flicked
on his fan. 

Reynolds took it as a sign to leave. He picked up his materials and
left with Sinclair. Once they reached the safety of the hallway, he
pulled her aside.

“We’re not gonna have time to meet with this guy or prepare him
for testimony or even determine if we should put him on.”
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“I know.” Sinclair nodded sympathetically. “But it looks pretty
straightforward. Anyway, our not having had time to interview him
means we aren’t obligated to give Miller any more information than
we’ve got in that file.” She walked with Reynolds down to her office.
“If we knew for certain Matheson would take the stand, we’d use it
as impeachment and not share it with Miller at all. But we can’t af-
ford to take that risk.”

“I know Todd too well,” Reynolds warned. “When he’s prepared,
he’s dangerous. When he’s not, he’s a barracuda.”

“That explains it,” said Sinclair.
“Explains what?” 
“Ever since I met him at your home, I’ve been trying to figure out

where I first saw him. It was swimming with the other sharks.”
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CHAPTER
48

BO B B Y G E LO N S AT in the witness chair and answered all of the
questions posed by Reynolds. Gelon, at five-four in shoes,

peeked over the dark wood railing at the jury and spoke in short,
gruff sound bites. He rocked back and forth occasionally, which
caused his bald pink head to disappear then reappear between re-
sponses. He told the jury he was forty-two, but Reynolds knew they
didn’t believe that, either.

“It’s your testimony the defendant purchased a pair of size-
thirteen work shoes from you?” asked Reynolds.

“Five months ago, sure did.”
“How can you be certain that person was Dr. Matheson?”
“Never forget him,” Gelon said indignantly. “Seemed like the

man went out his way to be rude and obnoxious. Had a real chip on
his shoulder. Thought for sure he wanted to pick a fight.”

“No further questions.” Reynolds sat with an uneasy feeling.
“Mr. Miller, your witness.”
Miller started to rise, but Matheson pulled him down. “Ask him

about his employment practices,” he whispered, “whether he’s had
any discrimination lawsuits.” He pushed a file toward Miller, who
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opened it and quickly scanned the pages. He looked up from the file
and gave the professor a curious look.

Miller rose and approached the podium, carrying the file. “Mr.
Gelon, how long have you owned your shoe store?”

“Been in the family fifty years. My granddaddy trained my papa.
He trained me. I’m trainin’ my two boys.” 

“You employ non–family members?”
“Got twelve. Half of ’em part-time.”
“How many are black?”
“Your Honor, Mr. Gelon’s hiring practices are of no concern to

this court,” argued Reynolds.
“The jury has a right to determine if his motives go beyond civic

duty,” rebutted Miller.
“The witness may answer,” ruled Tanner.
“I ain’t got no blacks workin’ for me. Never have.” Gelon’s rapid-

fire response caused several jurors to smile in amusement, while it
had the opposite effect on others.

Miller paused and scratched behind his right ear. “You seem
pretty proud of that. Did your father ever hire any blacks?”

“Your Honor, Mr. Gelon’s father didn’t sell shoes to the defen-
dant,” objected Reynolds.

“The defense would like to introduce several lawsuits filed by
African-American consumers and applicants for employment that
clearly demonstrate a pattern of discrimination in the business prac-
tices of Mr. Gelon, his papa, his granddaddy, and in all likelihood in
the future, his two boys.”

“Mr. Miller, you will show proper respect in my courtroom. Un-
derstood?” Tanner didn’t flinch.

“I’m sorry, Your Honor. I’ll share these documents with the state.
Perhaps we can stipulate their admission this afternoon.”

“That’ll be fine,” agreed the judge.
“Mr. Gelon, were there any other employees or customers in your

store when you say Professor Matheson purchased the boots?”
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“Nope,” replied Gelon nonchalantly. “Just before closin’ and I
was by myself.”

“How convenient,” Miller replied. “Could you tell this jury why
you waited so long before calling the district attorney’s office?”

“Didn’t know my information was valuable.”
“By ‘valuable’ do you mean you wanted to see how much it was

worth to a tabloid newspaper or a television station?”
“Objection,” argued Reynolds.
“Sustained,” ruled Tanner.
“You think coming forward in such a high-profile case might be

good for your business?” asked Miller.
Gelon rocked out of sight, then reappeared. “Hadn’t given it

much thought till you asked the question just now.”
“Well, since you’re thinkin’ ’bout it,” Miller said sarcastically,

“would you hazard a guess if your appearance will be good for your
store, bring in new customers?”

“Don’t rightly know, but I’ll be happy to leave my business cards
at the door,” answered a grinning Gelon.

“And let me expedite that for you as rapidly as possible,” Miller
said with disgust. “I have no further questions of this witness. Mr.
Gelon can get back to his family business.” Miller took his seat but
avoided looking at Matheson.

Reynolds declined the opportunity to redirect. Tanner excused
the witness. The rest of the afternoon the jury heard from the state’s
pathologist, who described the injuries sustained by Cooper and the
cause of death. He speculated on the duration and effectiveness of
the victim’s struggle and the type of injuries he may have inflicted
on his assailant. He explained his autopsy reports and utilized three
large easels to display anatomy charts. The doctor was proud that his
work had been the subject of a documentary broadcast on a pre-
mium cable network. He described various methods a pathologist
could use to reconstruct a body and informed the jury that a careful
autopsy not only revealed answers to how a person was murdered
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but also offered important clues to who may have committed the
homicide.

After Reynolds finished direct, Miller asked the doctor why the
Association of Crime Scene Reconstruction had expelled him eight
years ago for unethical behavior, and “was that also the reason why
the Southwestern Association of Forensic Scientists censured you
the following year?”

Miller notified the judge he had no more questions.
Friday afternoon consisted of more of the same. Two DNA ex-

perts testified for the state and explained the basis of their scientific
judgment that the blood found on the victim’s body matched the
defendant.

Tanner dismissed the jury a half hour early and advised them to
have an enjoyable weekend. He kept the lawyers for an additional
hour and forty-five minutes to review motions and make rulings
from the bench.

The session ended at 6:15, and the prosecution team headed back
to the DA’s office, where Reynolds sat dejected in their conference
room.

“You want a cup of coffee?” Sinclair offered.
“No, thanks. Given my luck, caffeine will make me drowsy.”
She filled a large ceramic mug for herself. “Wouldn’t be a bad idea

to get some rest.”
“After this is over, all I’m gonna do is stay in bed. I might not

sleep, but at least I’ll be balled up in a fetal position.”
“You think Matheson might’ve owned two pens exactly alike? We

could check the most exclusive writing and stationery stores.”
“You really want to know what I think?” He stood up and walked

to a duplicate poster display of the Cooper crime scene. “I think
Matheson created an elaborate trap and we fell right into it. He
never lost that pen. He knew all along there’d come a time when he’d
need to use it.”

“Whoa, slow down, Mr. Prosecutor.” She put an extra sugar in
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her coffee. “That’s a bit too far-fetched even for the most avid con-
spiracy theorist.”

He approached her and pleaded his case. “He made sure Officer
Macon was the one who originally noticed the pen; then he filed a
lost-and-found report without ever checking with him.”

“So?”
He sat down next to her. “He volunteered to have the police take

a sample of his blood under the pretense it might help them capture
his assailants.”

“Why would he give the police incriminating evidence and put
himself in jeopardy?”

“Not himself. Us. He counted on a jury having no faith in the
justice system, and with good reason. This whole trial is taking place
because the courts failed to punish the man Matheson’s accused of
murdering. That message isn’t lost on those jurors.”

“You think he planned the perfect crime that far in advance?”
“Not the perfect crime, the perfect cover. He wanted to be

caught. He just didn’t want to be convicted.”
“No one’s that diabolical, James.”
“Look, I know you think it’s far-fetched, but the man selected a

small shoe store isolated in some remote town. He ordered the
largest pair of boots available, paid cash, then argued with the only
person in the store, who just happened to be a known racist with a
public record of discrimination complaints.” Reynolds studied Sin-
clair’s face and could tell she was at least considering his theory. “You
believe there’s any way Matheson would patronize that shop unless
he intended to set us all up?”

“The store owner has a motive to lie. Miller demonstrated that.”
“You believe Gelon wasn’t telling the truth?”
“The guy’s a bigot. Maybe he wanted his ten minutes of fame and

some free advertising,” she said without conviction.
“That guy didn’t drive all the way down here and make up some

story about selling shoes to Matheson, and you know that.”
“Maybe I do,” admitted Sinclair. “But I’m not sitting on the
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jury.” She stepped away from Reynolds. “It just strikes me as too
bizarre. I mean, why would Matheson volunteer the blood sam-
ples?”

“He assumed they’d find his blood at the murder scene.”
“In a burned-out barn? My God, James, will you listen to your-

self ? I know you’re frustrated—we all are. But you’re imagining a
sinister master plot behind everything that’s happened. Murdering
old men is bad enough, but not even the devil could be that cun-
ning or evil.”

“I’m telling you, Lauren, he’s played us like a violin, and the con-
cert isn’t over yet. Matheson deliberately left behind enough evi-
dence to get himself arrested, knowing full well he’d undermine its
credibility. The man developed a scheme to destroy our case before
we ever put it together.”

“If half of what you’re saying is true, then Melvin was right not to
indict on any other counts of murder. If he gets off on this charge,
we’ve got six more bites at the apple.”

“If he’s acquitted on this one, we’ll never make another murder
charge stick.”

“Then he’s won,” Sinclair said in resignation.
“Not yet,” advised Reynolds. “There are still some people whose

testimony Matheson may not be able to tarnish.”
“I thought we were through with our witness list.”
“I’m working on a long shot.” 
She watched him walk to the end of the conference table, where

he grabbed his coat and retrieved a small phone book.

BLOOD ON THE LEAVES 289

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 289



CHAPTER
49

RE Y N O L D S D RO V E T H RO U G H an impoverished area of
Natchez, unable to pass the slow-moving garbage truck that left

behind more trash than it removed. Though only a few miles from
his mother’s place, this neighborhood could have been dropped
from another planet. Homes were little more than tar-paper shacks.
Unsafe porches teetered on decayed wood. Torn and frayed welcome
mats prepared visitors for greater disrepair once inside. Front and
side yards were dumping grounds for broken-down cars, second-
hand parts, makeshift furniture, and worthless appliances. Reynolds
discovered an occasional garden or vegetable patch overshadowed by
piles of discarded plastic junk and scrap metal.

The garbage truck made a tight turn and rolled over a child’s bi-
cycle. As it went around a narrow corner, it struck the edge of the
curb and bounced hard, scattering additional litter across the road.
Reynolds searched for street addresses, but many of the numbers
were missing. He relied on bent and dented mailboxes to help nav-
igate him through unfamiliar terrain. His car slowed down and
pulled in front of a large house. He couldn’t tell whether the scaf-
folds surrounding the home represented renovation or decay. Either
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way, they seemed insufficient for the repair of a structure so dam-
aged by time and neglect.

Reynolds exited his car and took along his briefcase. He observed
two young black girls on the front lawn. The older one, around
nine, jumped rope. The other, probably her younger sister by two
years, mimicked her. When Reynolds approached, they stopped
playing and stared at the well-dressed black man. 

“Frank Edwards live here?” he asked.
They looked at each other and giggled. Reynolds heard the sound

of wood being chopped. The older girl threw her rope to the ground
and raced her sister to the rear of the house. Reynolds picked up the
jump rope and followed them.

Frank Edwards handled his ax with efficiency. Chips of wood
flew with every swing. His deceptively thin body masked a strength
forged by hard work and a lifetime of fighting poverty and disap-
pointment. He brought the ax blade down with extra force and cut
a chunk of wood in two. He studied Reynolds for a moment, then
swung the ax again, driving it into the top piece of a woodpile. He
wiped the perspiration from his forehead with his shirtsleeve, and
his eyelids closed halfway. “Let’s go inside.”

Reynolds gave the jump rope to the youngest girl, who used it to
tease her sister. 

The two men entered the kitchen through a side door. Several
punctures and large rips had rendered the screen useless, inviting
mosquitoes and other flying insects to enter and exit at will. The
temperature felt ten degrees hotter than outside, and the kitchen
smelled of ammonia and roach spray. Edwards took a glass from a
rubber dish holder near the sink and turned on the faucet. He ran
water over the outside of the glass, wiped it clean with a towel, and
filled it with water.

“I been readin’ ’bout the case.” Edwards handed the glass to
Reynolds. “Don’t know how you could try and put that man away.
You bein’ black and all.”
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Reynolds drank the water and found it surprisingly cold and re-
freshing. “How much do you remember about your father?”

“I remember the hole he left. That professor, he filled some of it.
Not all. Just a tiny piece.”

Reynolds finished the drink and handed the glass to Edwards,
who issued his statement without any anger. “I ain’t gonna do
nothin’ to help you, if that’s why you came by.”

Reynolds placed his briefcase on the kitchen counter and opened
it. He removed the photo of the lynching and handed it to Edwards,
who held it at a distance, then slowly brought it closer to his body.
He swallowed hard, and his eyes filled with tears.

“I thought you should have that,” Reynolds said respectfully.
Edwards looked through the screen door and saw his two daugh-

ters fighting to use the jump rope. He gazed at the photo. “I used to
go there,” he said softly. “Stare at the place. The tree. Sometimes, I’d
see him. Hangin’. Swayin’. Mouth open. Like he wanted to say
somethin’.” He peered at Reynolds. “I never thought he’d look this
bad.” He returned the photo to the briefcase and snapped it shut.

“I think I knew your father,” Reynolds said. “When I was young,
I remember seeing him.”

Edwards took Reynolds’s glass and moved to the sink. “They ac-
cused him of hurtin’ children. Doin’ sick things to little girls.” He
rinsed the glass and placed it upside down on a brown mat. He
turned to face his visitor. “My daddy never did nothin’ but make
’em laugh.”

He stood by the door and watched his children take turns with
the rope. “He’d always have ’em over the house. Tellin’ ’em stories.
Holdin’ ’em on his knee. My mama told him not to touch the white
ones, to just let ’em play by themselves. He’d get angry and say all
God’s children got a right to be hugged.” Edwards approached
Reynolds, and they stood face to face. “What you really come here
for?”

After he heard the answer, Edwards loaded his daughters into his
pickup truck, and Reynolds followed them for less than ten miles on
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Highway 61. They exited at Stanton and proceeded to Natchez State
Park. The trip took about twenty minutes. Edwards passed the main
entrance and drove the length of two and a half football fields be-
fore pulling into a small rest area. Reynolds parked his car alongside
the truck and exited his vehicle first.

Edwards stepped out of the truck and pointed toward a clearing
between some thick bushes. “There’s a narrow trail that leads to a
larger openin’. It’s about a quarter mile past the first cabin you see,
maybe a little more.” He nervously rubbed the side of his face.

Reynolds had climbed out of the truck and stood in front of it.
He didn’t want to put the man through any more suffering. “I ap-
preciate your help. I’m sure I can—”

“I’ll walk with you partway,” offered Edwards. “Show you how to
get there. Won’t go no further than that.”

Reynolds nodded in gratitude.
Edwards told his girls to stay inside the truck until he returned.

He headed toward the opening and pushed back some branches,
then made his way to the path.

Reynolds moved to the truck’s passenger side, reached inside his
pocket, and removed some money. He handed it to the oldest
daughter. “You wait till you get back home. Then give that to your
daddy. Okay?”

The older girl thought about it while the younger negotiated a
deal. “Can we tell him you said to buy us somethin’ with it?” Her
sister nodded to second the motion.

Reynolds noticed the younger girl was holding a white doll with
bright blue plastic eyes and golden yellow hair. “Then you can get a
brand-new doll to replace that one,” he suggested.

The little child looked at her older sister, who shared her bewil-
derment, then focused her confusion on Reynolds. “Why would I
do somethin’ stupid like that?” she asked, exasperated.

Reynolds smiled sadly and signaled his agreement. He rushed to
join Edwards as the girls did their best to divide the money.
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CHAPTER
50

TH E C O U RT RO O M F I L L E D to capacity earlier than usual. Antic-
ipating the inevitable, reporters had already written their stories

about the state’s resting its case. The buzz all morning dealt with
whether Miller would bother to put on a defense, let alone call
Matheson to testify in his own behalf.

The bailiff brought the room to order, and Tanner entered from
his chambers. The judge instructed the jury to be seated, and noted
for the record that all the participants were present. The jury ap-
peared in a jovial mood. The men, as planned, wore blue shirts, and
the women displayed something red. Mrs. Whitney wrapped a rose
scarf around her shoulders. Vernetta chose to wear a red jacket. Blaze
squeezed into a tight two-piece outfit that made her particularly
popular with Faraday Patterson and Jefferson Lynch.

The judge paid the group a compliment and indicated they’d
made good choices. He noted that one jury several months ago had
decided to wear all black, which “scared the bejesus outta the poor
defendant and didn’t make me feel my usually bubbly self.” After a
minute or two of pleasant bantering, he got serious and invited
Reynolds to continue with the state’s case.
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Reynolds walked slowly to the podium and faced the judge. “The
state calls April Reeves,” he announced in a clear voice, surprising
many in the court who’d expected this phase of the trial to conclude.

Upon hearing the name, Matheson seemed to turn stone cold.
The rear door opened, and a dignified black woman in her early six-
ties entered. She proceeded down the aisle of a hushed courtroom.
All eyes remained focused on her as she approached the witness
stand and raised her right hand.

“Do you swear to tell the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but
the truth, so help you God?” asked the clerk of the court.

“I do,” she replied confidently.
“State your full name for the record.”
“April Patricia Reeves.”
“You may be seated,” Tanner said politely. “Counselor, please

proceed with your witness.”
“Thank you, Your Honor,” Reynolds said, shuffling through

some papers. After a few moments he closed his file and took several
steps away from the podium and toward the witness stand. He po-
sitioned himself an equal distance from the jury and Mrs. Reeves in
an effort to partially block Matheson’s view.

“Mrs. Reeves, where do you currently reside?”
“Atlanta, Georgia. I’ve lived there for almost twenty years.”
“Do you know the defendant?”
“I certainly do.”
“And what’s the nature of your relationship?”
“He’s my son,” she declared proudly.
Excited murmuring occurred throughout the courtroom. Tanner

banged his gavel once and immediately restored order. “Unless
you’re giving testimony or serving as counsel in this trial,” he chas-
tised those seated in the chambers, “I strongly recommend every-
body remain quiet.” He made himself more comfortable. “Mr.
Reynolds, please continue.”

“Is there a reason why you have a different last name from your
son’s?”
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“Martin’s father and I were divorced more than thirty years ago.
I remarried.”

“Mrs. Reeves, could you tell us the reason your marriage ended?”
Miller rose and almost knocked over the pitcher of water on the

defense table. “Your Honor, this isn’t divorce court.”
“Is that an objection to the question, Counselor?” Tanner asked.
“Yes, Your Honor, on the grounds of relevance.”
Tanner released a frustrated sigh and directed his remarks to a pa-

tient Reynolds. “Where are you going with this?”
“Your Honor, it’s important that the state be allowed to pursue

this line of inquiry to establish a basis for Professor Matheson’s racial
animus.” Reynolds spoke calmly and with a sense of assurance. He
hoped his tone would conceal his true feelings of insecurity and
dread.

Tanner thought about it for a moment and scribbled a note. “I’ll
allow it for now,” he said reluctantly. “But I reserve the right to re-
verse myself. The witness may answer. The court reporter will read
back the question.”

The reporter reviewed her notes. “ ‘Mrs. Reeves, could you tell us
the reason your marriage ended?’ ” She appeared as interested in
hearing the answer as everyone else in the room.

Reeves moved slightly forward and addressed the jury. “I had and
continue to have great respect and affection for my ex-husband. But
he was consumed with his work.” She glanced at the Reverend
Matheson, who had his head bowed.

“As a civil rights activist?” Reynolds inquired.
“Yes. I wanted to be supportive, but he insisted on exposing Mar-

tin to violent demonstrations. It led to many conflicts between us.”
“At what age was your son first exposed to these violent demon-

strations?”
“He was a baby, no older than five. Samuel felt the Movement

needed children.”
“By Samuel, are you referring to your ex-husband, the Reverend

Matheson?”
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“Yes.”
“You indicated the Reverend needed children for the Movement.

What role were they to play?”
“Martin’s father was certain that if the world saw the hate directed

toward innocent children, including our son, that such violent en-
counters would change public opinion.”

“You disagreed?”
“I was a mother, not a strategist.”
Reynolds glanced at the jury and noticed Mrs. Whitney nodding

in approval. “How did your son’s participation in the Civil Rights
Movement at such an early age affect him?”

Miller once again rose, except this time he held the pitcher of
water. “Your Honor, I object. Mrs. Reeves is not an expert in psy-
chology.”

“You’ve obviously never been a mother,” replied Tanner, which
elicited some laughter from the jury and court observers. “Over-
ruled. The witness may answer.”

“At first our son was very proud and excited. He felt he was par-
ticipating in a great cause. And he was.” She succeeded in making
eye contact with Matheson and smiled warmly. He gave her a reas-
suring nod.

“Did his feelings ever change?” Reynolds continued.
“It was after he’d been called . . .” She hesitated. “A racial slur,”

she said uncomfortably. “I believe it may have been the first time he
ever heard that word. At least, directed at him with such force.”

“How old was your son at the time?”
“Five or six. A truck driver had yelled at him. The man was quite

huge, with massive arms and a powerful build. It was hard to imag-
ine someone that size screaming at a child so young, and with such
fury.”

Reynolds moved closer to the jury and allowed Reeves to have an
unobstructed view of Matheson. “What did your son do? How did
he react?”

“He was too frightened to do anything. But late that night I
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heard him crying in his room.” She suddenly became uneasy, her
voice more emotional.

“Would you like to take a moment and drink some water, Mrs.
Reeves?”

“Thank you.” She poured a glass of water and took several sips,
then removed a tissue from her purse.

“I just have a few more questions, Mrs. Reeves. And then I’ll stop,
okay?”

She nodded gratefully.
“You mentioned you heard your son crying in his room the night

of the incident. What happened next?”
“I went to him. And held him. And tried to convince him every-

thing would be all right.”
“Was he convinced?”
She shook her head. “He made me promise I wouldn’t tell his fa-

ther that he’d cried.” She again looked at her ex-husband, who still
avoided her. “He didn’t want to disappoint him.”

Reynolds walked past Matheson and stared at him for a moment,
but the defendant didn’t return the look. “Did he say anything else?”

“He wanted to know what he’d done to cause grown men to hate
him so much.”

Reynolds studied the jury. Some of the women were wiping away
tears. Men looked at the floor. He glanced at Matheson, who stared
at his mother with a son’s concern.

“Did your son ask you any more questions?”
She looked at the Reverend Matheson, who now stared at her

with interest. She shifted her attention to Reynolds. “He wanted to
know why his father hadn’t come to his defense, to protect him from
that kind of evil.”

Reynolds spotted Miller listening intently. “How did you re-
spond?”

“I tried to find a way to explain it to him, but before I could
begin, he started crying again. His body shook with pain and hu-
miliation. I just held him and tried to comfort him.”
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“Did you tell your husband?”
“I pleaded with him not to take Martin to any more demonstra-

tions.” She faced the jury. “Maybe I was wrong. Selfish. But I didn’t
want my son scarred by racial hatred. I didn’t want him to be the tar-
get of that animosity, ever again.”

“No further questions.” Reynolds moved to the prosecutor’s table
and sat next to Sinclair, who’d used up her second tissue.

The courtroom remained silent until Tanner interrupted. “Mr.
Miller?”

Miller stood and took a few careful steps toward Mrs. Reeves. He
looked at her sympathetically. “Mrs. Reeves, you love your son, do
you not?”

“Very much.”
“Know him the way only a mother could?”
“I believe I do.”
Miller vacillated for a moment, then asked his question. “Is your

son capable of the kind of hate necessary to commit the crime of
which he is accused?” 

Reynolds stood. “Calls for speculation.”
“I’ll allow it,” Tanner ruled. “Answer the question, Mrs. Reeves.”
She looked at Matheson, then turned directly to the jury. “The

son I held in my arms, the son who cried himself to sleep while I
told him I loved him, that son, my son, is not capable of that hate.”
She turned back to Miller.

“Thank you, Mrs. Reeves.” Miller joined Matheson and sat
down. “I have no further questions.”

Reynolds stood before Tanner could address him. “Your Honor,
just a few additional questions.”

“Proceed.”
“Mrs. Reeves, you’re here as a result of being served a subpoena,

isn’t that true?”
“That’s correct.”
“You don’t want to say anything that is damaging to your son, is

that safe to assume?”
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“I’m here to tell the truth as I swore to do.” She looked at Mathe-
son for a moment, then addressed Reynolds. “I can’t imagine the
truth being harmful to my son.”

“Mrs. Reeves, just moments ago you told this jury you were try-
ing to protect your son from the harsh realities of racism and big-
otry and violence.”

“He was a child then.”
“And yet the ugly truth hurt him and eventually also destroyed

your marriage. So it seems the truth can be harmful to everyone,
even two loving adults.” He watched her bow her head and didn’t
want to push any further, but had to. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

She raised her head and answered, “Regretfully, I would.”
Reynolds sought the safety of the podium and stood behind it.

“Mrs. Reeves, you testified you didn’t want your son scarred by
racial hatred. Do you believe your son—not the child but the man,
the defendant in this courtroom today—do you believe he’s been
scarred by that hatred?”

She folded her hands together and sat erect. “Mr. Reynolds, I be-
lieve everyone has been scarred by that hatred. The ones who have
been scarred the most may not even be aware of it.” She looked at
her ex-husband, who stared at his son.

“Thank you, Mrs. Reeves,” Reynolds said sincerely. “I have no
further questions, Your Honor.”

“Mr. Miller?” inquired Tanner.
“I’ll spare Mrs. Reeves any more testimony,” answered Miller.
The judge dismissed the witness and called for a lunch recess. The

jury lingered behind, leaving their box as slowly as possible.
Reynolds knew they were waiting for the obvious reunion. He’d
hoped this would happen outside their presence, but why should his
luck change anytime soon?

Mrs. Reeves proceeded directly to the defense table and shook
hands with Miller, then embraced her son for a long time. The two
guards stood by respectfully and watched the emotional embrace.
After a moment, the Reverend Matheson joined them. He hugged
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his ex-wife just as the last two jurors left the room. The Matheson
family joined hands with Miller, bowed their heads, and prayed, led
by the Reverend Matheson.

After the recess, the state rested its case, and Miller asked for an
adjournment so that he might consult with his client and advise the
court in the morning whether the defense would also rest. Tanner
granted the request and dismissed the jury for the rest of the day.

Miller met with Matheson in the court’s holding room. “I’m
going to ask for a directed verdict,” he informed the professor. “It’s
pretty standard fare, but I think we might have a chance, even with
this judge.”

“I don’t want to take that risk,” advised Matheson.
“What risk?”
“That he might rule favorably on your motion,” answered

Matheson.
“Excuse me,” said Miller, looking bewildered, “but isn’t that why

we went to trial . . . to win?”
“I don’t want a victory based on an edict from a judge who feels

the state hasn’t reached some imaginary threshold,” responded
Matheson. “I want you to put on a defense.”

“We don’t need a defense,” Miller said. “The state hasn’t proven
anything. The longer the trial goes on, the more time they have to
discover additional evidence or locate a new witness or . . .”

“They can’t find what doesn’t exist,” Matheson said sharply. “We
follow the plan. It’s served us well thus far.”

“Martin, you’re making a mistake in prolonging this trial. Either
the judge rules in our favor, or we rest and the jury hands you an ac-
quittal. Either way, you walk out of here a free man.”

“I’m disappointed in you, Mr. Miller. As a fighter for civil rights
you surely must know that freedom is never given; it has to be taken.
I intend to do that.” Matheson stood and patted Miller on the
shoulder. “We keep the trial going until I’ve told my side of this
story.”
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“I’ll put on our defense, but I don’t want to hear anything about
you taking the stand,” warned Miller.

Matheson smiled. “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” he
said with a glimmer in his eyes. He waved the guards into the room
and stood motionless as they secured chains around his hands and
ankles.

Late that night, Reynolds stood in front of the kitchen cabinet
and stared at the door he wanted to open. He turned away and
rested against the refrigerator. Cheryl entered the room and watched
him for a moment.

“Anything you need me to do?” she asked.
He studied her, then shifted his gaze to the floor. “Would you

have allowed Angela or Christopher to demonstrate during the Civil
Rights Movement?” He walked toward her. “I mean, if this were
forty years ago, and they were needed for a protest to desegregate a
school or a lunch counter or a bus”—he made eye contact with
her—“and there’d be the possibility of violence, even death, would
you have let them participate?”

She considered the question and shrugged her shoulders. “Actu-
ally, I had in mind making you some coffee or a sandwich. If I knew
this was gonna be one of those children-in-the-lifeboat questions, I
might not have volunteered.” She smiled, but he didn’t.

“I wouldn’t have allowed it,” he answered. “Not to face those
angry crowds and the taunts and the threats. No way would I have
exposed them to that hate.”

“They wouldn’t have had a choice,” she replied. “Back then, kids
were in the struggle whether they wanted to be or not. I don’t think
I could’ve denied them the right to confront cowardice with courage
and hate with love.” She leaned back and released a deep breath.
“But I would’ve been on the rooftop with a rifle, just in case they
needed their mommy.”

He smiled weakly, then sighed. “I need their mommy now.”
“Is that a protest or a demonstration?” 
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“Depends if I have to overcome or just come over,” he answered
teasingly. 

She extended her index finger and beckoned him. He turned out
the light and took her by the hand, and together they marched out
of the room.
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CHAPTER
51

SO M E T I M E A F T E R S I X on the morning of April 4, the day that
marked the assassination of his friend Dr. Martin Luther King

Jr., the Reverend Matheson saw his church, which he’d built with his
own hands, burn to the ground. Three hours later, he stood outside
and stared at the structure ravaged by flames. The fire department
had done all they could. A bomb had ripped off the church’s rear
doors, and fire spread quickly throughout the main chapel. A sec-
ond bomb, planted near the side of the building, had created a gap-
ing hole in the ceiling and exploded the stained-glass window
containing the image of Jesus reaching toward the heavens.

Cars parked near the church were destroyed or severely damaged
by the blast. The hood of one car folded in two. An avalanche of
bricks and concrete flowed into walkways that once provided access
to the children’s Sunday school service. Water flooded the area and
caused narrow streams to carry away tiny pieces of the church along
with uprooted earth and ash.

Police were on the scene interviewing neighbors and searching for
clues. Reynolds drove his car as close to the area as possible. He
turned off the engine and exited his vehicle, then headed directly to
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his former pastor. The Reverend Matheson stared at the rubble of
the home he’d spent a lifetime safeguarding for God. He stood on a
street cracked and shattered by the force of the explosion.

“Whoever did this, I promise you we’ll find them,” Reynolds said
with determination.

“Like this country’s found all the others?” replied the Reverend
Matheson softly. He placed his unsteady hand on Reynolds’s arm. “I
baptized your wife in this church . . .”

Reynolds provided support to keep the Reverend Matheson on
his feet. “You can build it again. All of us will help.”

“. . . and both your children.” The Reverend Matheson looked at
Reynolds. “I’ve never done anything to hurt you. Why are you try-
ing to destroy my son?”

“You may not believe he’s a murderer, but in your heart you know
he’s responsible.”

“The people responsible are the ones who committed those mur-
ders over thirty years ago. The ones who encouraged them or looked
away—judges, juries, politicians, sheriffs, businessmen, house-
wives.” He looked at his church in ruins. “The arsonists and
bombers who hid in the shadows of indifference and cowardice.”
His eyes filled with tears. “The same ones who today are outraged
and appalled never offered a single word of protest when it would
have mattered. When it could’ve made a difference. Don’t blame my
son for a world he didn’t create. He only called attention to it.”

The Reverend Matheson’s knees buckled. Reynolds held on to
him and motioned for one of the officers to provide help. The proud
preacher stepped back and refused assistance.

“I’ve stood on my own two feet and fought battles more difficult
than this. If I have to lean on anything, it’ll be my faith in God.” He
stood more erect and steady. “He’s brought me this far, and no
bomb or racist or false prosecution of my son will force me to turn
away from what I believe to be right.” He looked in the direction of
the destruction. “Now, you go on and do what you have to do. This
is still the Lord’s house, and I want to pay tribute to Him.”
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Reynolds walked away but stopped when he heard his name
called.

“James,” the Reverend Matheson said firmly, “I will keep you and
your family in my prayers.”

Reynolds nodded his head in appreciation. “And you shall remain
in mine,” he said affectionately, then walked away without ever
looking back at the fallen church or its weary pastor.
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CHAPTER
52

VA N Z A N T H E L D T H E photo of the lynching of Frank Edwards’s

father. “It was thirty-five years ago,” he said, frustrated.

“It was murder,” answered an unwavering Reynolds.

“You’ve already got a case; worry about that one.” Vanzant tried

to return the photo to Reynolds, who refused to take it.

“I want Beauford arrested,” Reynolds said firmly.

“For getting his picture taken?” Vanzant argued. “For being there?

There’s no proof he was involved.”

“Let a grand jury decide that. If he didn’t do it, he knows who

did,” pushed Reynolds.

“And what if he claims he can’t remember or says the persons re-

sponsible are dead? What do you want us to do then?” Vanzant

paced in front of his desk. “For Christ’s sake, James, the police have

murders that happened this morning and they don’t have enough re-

sources to investigate those adequately. Now you want me to add

this to their workload?” He held out the photo.

“Just look into it. That’s all I’m asking,” requested Reynolds.

The two men stared at each other for several moments, and Van-
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zant finally relented. He placed the photo on top of his In box. “I’ll
call the sheriff myself, but I’m not makin’ any promises.”

Reynolds let out a sigh of relief. “I appreciate it.”
“I guess I owe you one after Gelon,” admitted Vanzant.
Reynolds smiled. “If you ever want a good pair of boots, he gave

me a discount card.”
Vanzant laughed. It was the closest the two had been in quite

some time. “Who’s Miller gonna call as his first witness?”
“Trust me,” said Reynolds, massaging his temple to release stress.

“You really don’t want to know.”
Vanzant sank into his seat and stared at the photo of the lynch-

ing. “You said the guy with the big smile was named Beauford?”
Reynolds nodded in agreement. “Gates Beauford. I wrote his ad-

dress on the back.”
Vanzant turned over the photo and wrote down the information

on a slip of paper. He picked up the phone and dialed a number.

As his first witness Miller called Dr. Charles Hunter. “Dr. Hunter,
what is your current employment?” Miller asked.

“I work for the Federal Bureau of Investigation.”
“In what capacity?”
“I’m a behavioral assessment specialist, or what might be com-

monly referred to as a profiler. I collect information on a variety of
serious crimes and, based on my personal and professional experi-
ence, establish a personality profile of the type of criminal involved.”

“And you had special training to do this?”
“The Bureau has extensive training programs in all facets of crime

investigation. As you know, we’re considered the foremost agency in
the world when it comes to crime fighting.” Hunter came across as
extremely confident, bordering on arrogant, with the smugness
made famous by FBI agents.

“In addition to your agency training do you have any other ex-
perience or education that qualifies you to perform your work?”
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“I have a Ph.D. in psychology with a specialization in personality
disorders. I also have a master’s degree in criminal justice.”

“And where did you obtain your degrees?”
“Princeton University.”
“Princeton?” Miller asked. “Isn’t that in . . .” He paused with a

pained expression and spoke without any accent. “New Jersey?”
“Yes,” answered Hunter with a trace of resentment.
“Were you unable to gain admittance into one of our fine south-

ern universities?” asked Miller.
Reynolds rose to his feet but didn’t have to formally object.
“I’ll withdraw that comment,” volunteered Miller.
“Let’s not make a habit of having to do that,” Tanner said sternly.
Reynolds knew Miller was attempting to get under Hunter’s skin

and feared he might be succeeding.
“Dr. Hunter, isn’t it true you were assigned to assist the state’s of-

fice of the attorney general in investigating a series of murders asso-
ciated with Professor Matheson’s list?”

“Yes.”
“And did you and your colleagues develop any profiles regarding

the person or persons most likely to commit these murders?”
Hunter reviewed the types of people profiled and the reasons they

were considered. He described the rationale behind targeting Cau-
casian activists or radicals. He admitted under grueling examination
that he himself had identified several of Matheson’s students as likely
suspects, including Brandon Hamilton and Delbert Finney, who
just happened to be the next two witnesses on Miller’s list. After
Hunter finished going over all the categories listed as meeting the
personality profiles of the murderer, the only person who seemed to
be excluded was the professor.

“So let me see if I understand you correctly,” summarized Miller.
“The type of person likely to commit these heinous acts, including
the murder of Earvin Cooper, would fall into the category of (a) a
leader who saw himself as a person of action, like a football hero, or
(b) a complete loner, isolated from his community and wanting des-
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perately to do something to curry favor, like a shy, quiet kid from a
rural section of the state, or (c) a white person.”

“That’s not what I said, sir,” Hunter protested.
“I can have your testimony read back to you if you like. But let’s

spare the members of the jury the time. I’m sure they can request
those portions of the court transcript if they feel a need. Now, let me
ask you one or two more questions.” Miller opened a folder at the
podium and made some notes. “In your substantial experience in
these types of matters, have you ever come across a serial killer who
liked to wear boots three sizes too large for his feet, and if so, what
kind of personality would that suggest?”

Several of the jurors smiled, while others snickered.
Hunter placed his hand under his chin and responded with obvi-

ous annoyance. “It would suggest the personality of someone who
wanted to conceal his role in the crime.”

“Well, Dr. Hunter,” Miller postured, “you don’t need to have a
Ph.D. from Princeton to know that if your goal is to conceal some-
thing you’d be better off wearin’ smaller shoes, not big ol’ giant
ones.”

Miller continued toying with Hunter until he’d gotten his wish.
The profiler lost control of his temper, whereupon Miller asked the
judge for permission to treat him as a “hostile witness,” which Tan-
ner approved. The designation allowed Miller to lead Hunter even
more than he’d already managed to do. By the time Hunter left the
stand, Miller had used one of the investigation’s chief advisers and
experts to undermine the state’s theory of the case. He’d now set the
stage for the students to march into the courtroom and show the
jury the true psychological profile of their professor and the effect
he had in shaping their personalities.

Reynolds asked for an early lunch break in a weak effort to delay
the inevitable.
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CHAPTER
53

HE M A D E A N impressive witness even before he spoke his first
word. Clad in a dark blue suit that fit perfectly around his broad

shoulders, he walked to the witness stand with a dancer’s grace.
When he raised his hand to take the oath, he struck a young soldier’s
pose.

“Could you please state your full name for the record?” asked the
court clerk.

“Brandon Edward Hamilton.”
“The witness may be seated,” said Tanner. He nodded toward the

defense table. “I believe the court’s ready for your direct, Mr.
Miller.”

“Thank you, Judge Tanner.” Miller moved to the podium. “Mr.
Hamilton . . .” Miller hesitated and took a small step to the side.
“Do you mind if I call you Brandon?”

“Not at all, sir.”
“You’re a graduate student at the university where Professor

Matheson teaches, is that correct?”
“Yes. He’s my dissertation chairman as well as my mentor.”
“You have a good relationship with Dr. Matheson?”
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“I’d do anything for him. He’s been like a father.” He looked at
Matheson, and both men smiled. “Maybe it would be better if I said
older brother.”

Matheson laughed, as did most in the courtroom.
“Yes, I think that might be a more prudent choice of words,” Miller

said. “Particularly since he still chairs your doctoral committee.” Miller
displayed a warm, friendly smile to the jury, then focused on Brandon.
“How and when did you first become a student at the university?”

“I started five years ago as an undergraduate on a full football schol-
arship.”

“Were you offered any other scholarships at the college?”
“Yes. In baseball, basketball, and track.”
“And what about other universities? Did you have an opportunity

to go to school elsewhere?”
“I received scholarship offers from numerous universities around the

country. I believe they totaled well over a hundred.”
“And were they all for your athletic ability?”
“Yes.”
“Had you ever been offered a scholarship because of your aca-

demics?”
Brandon smiled slightly. “Not until I started applying for graduate

school.”
“I noticed you smiled at my question, but we’ll get to that in a mo-

ment. Could you tell the jury when you first met Professor Matheson?”
“I registered for one of his courses at the beginning of my sopho-

more year.”
“What was your major at that time?”
“Playing sports, primarily.” He looked at the jurors with some em-

barrassment. “Technically, I majored in sports psychology, but I’d be
hard-pressed to tell you what that consisted of.”

“And why did you enroll in one of Dr. Matheson’s classes?”
“He had a great reputation on campus, and to be quite honest, I

thought taking a black studies course wouldn’t be that demanding.”
“Were you wrong?”
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“I’d never worked that hard in all my life.” Brandon’s eyes closed
halfway as he shook his head at the recollection.

Matheson laughed, and a number of the jurors chuckled.
“It was also the most eye-opening experience I’d ever had.” Brandon

looked at each member of the jury individually. “Professor Matheson’s
the type of teacher you dream about having but usually never do. I was
fortunate to meet him when I did.” He glanced at Matheson. “I think
I’d be a very different person if he hadn’t played a role in my life—one
I probably wouldn’t have liked too much.”

“How did Dr. Matheson influence you?”
“I’d been thinking about leaving campus and turning pro. I had a

great freshman year and set several collegiate records in multiple sports.
A number of football and basketball scouts wanted me to quit school
and make myself eligible for the draft.”

“Did Professor Matheson talk you out of leaving?”
“Even if I needed to be persuaded, that wasn’t Dr. Matheson’s style.

He believed students should make their own choices, but only after
considering all the options and consequences.” He looked at the jour-
nalists clustered in the first few rows. “He’s the only teacher who ever
treated me as if I had something of value to offer besides scoring touch-
downs or dunking basketballs.” He smiled at Mrs. Whitney. “Once I
began to take academics seriously, I discovered how much I didn’t
know.”

“And you wanted to learn more?”
“I wanted to learn everything. I realized I’d allowed myself to be ex-

ploited at the expense of my education. So I resigned from sports, took
out several student loans, and selected a real major. I asked Dr. Mathe-
son to be my adviser.”

Miller leaned against the lectern and generally treated Brandon
much more casually than he’d treated any other witness. “Did he
agree?”

“On one condition. He told me I needed to display as much dedi-
cation to developing my mind as I’d devoted to excelling in sports.”

“Were you able to accomplish that?”
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“With his help and faith in me, I went on to win two international
academic fellowships. When I got notified of the first award, it was the
proudest moment I’d ever experienced. It surpassed any feeling I’d ac-
complished in sports.” He paused for a moment and tried to contain
his emotions.

The members of the jury were touched by Brandon’s testimony. Ver-
netta Williams dabbed at her eye with a tissue; Cindy Lou Herrington,
Harriet Dove, and Mrs. Whitney provided motherly smiles and en-
couragement while several of the men smiled in admiration.

“Brandon, were you ever in trouble with the law?” The nature of
Miller’s question startled the jury, but Reynolds knew the wily defense
attorney had set up the next line of inquiry brilliantly. Now that he’d
gotten the jury to care about the witness, he’d introduce the enemy and
make them angry enough to take out their outrage on the prosecution.

“Yes, only once, and it occurred at the end of last year.”
Miller finally walked away from the podium and proceeded closer

to the jury. “Could you tell us the nature of your problem and what led
to it?”

Brandon faced the jury. “I’d been active in leading protests or
demonstrations against the men on Professor Matheson’s list. I, along
with another student, went to Earvin Cooper’s home and placed a sign
on his front lawn. We wanted to inform his neighbors of the type of
man they lived next to. Before I was able to leave, Mr. Cooper and I
got into a verbal confrontation. He wrote down my license plate num-
ber, so I knew there was a record of my visit. A day or two after the
confrontation, Mr. Cooper was murdered.”

Miller turned toward his client. “And now Professor Matheson
stands accused of that murder.”

“Yes.”
“Initially, the police assumed you were responsible for the crime,

isn’t that true?”
“Objection, Your Honor,” shouted Reynolds. “Assumes facts not

in evidence. Mr. Hamilton was never charged with Mr. Cooper’s
murder, nor was that the reason for his subsequent arrest.”
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“Sustained,” Tanner ruled. “The jury’s instructed to disregard the
question.”

Miller paused and gave the jury sufficient time to think about the
question Tanner had just told them to ignore. “Brandon, why were
you arrested?”

“I did something pretty stupid, but at the time it seemed a good
idea.”

“Isn’t that always the case?” Miller studied the jury, but they gave
no indication of their feelings. They waited patiently for an expla-
nation.

“Could you tell the jury what you did to cause the police to ar-
rest you?”

“As I said, Mr. Cooper died shortly after our argument. I’d just
finished classes and was about to take Thanksgiving break. As I
walked to my car in the student parking lot, I noticed two police
cars searching the area.” He made eye contact with Mrs. Whitney,
then shifted to the young, attractive juror who sat next to her. “They
stopped and one of the officers pointed at me. Both cars then turned
around quickly and headed in my direction. I panicked, got in my
car, and tried to get away. They pursued me for a mile or so before
I crashed into a hydrant or a signpost. They may have rammed their
cars into mine; it happened so fast I wasn’t clear on the exact se-
quence.”

“Why did you try to get away from the police?”
“Mr. Miller, as I told you, I simply panicked. I knew from read-

ing the papers and listening to the media there was a lot of pressure
to find someone responsible for killing the people on the professor’s
list. When I saw police heading for me, driving the wrong way down
a one-way street and cutting across the lot, I assumed they were
pretty hyped and angry. I thought it best to get out of there.”

“Did you fear for your safety?”
“I don’t know any black man who doesn’t fear the police.”
Reynolds started to object but knew challenging Brandon’s asser-

tion wouldn’t go over too well with this jury.
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“Brandon, you’re obviously a very powerfully built man—a star
athlete—and yet you’re telling this jury you feared for your safety?”

“It’s precisely because of how I look that police feel threatened.
Their anxiety about my size and strength places me at particular
risk.”

“And you’ve felt this way about police for how long?”
“Since as long as I can remember.”
“Did your belief about how the police respond to black men con-

tribute to your behavior on the afternoon in question?”
“The only reason I did what I did was because of those beliefs. I

had every intention of reporting to the police, but I planned to do
so in a more controlled environment, in the presence of either my
parents or legal counsel. As it turned out, I made a foolish mistake
that led to a dangerous pursuit. I could’ve very easily been killed or
wound up seriously hurting someone else.”

“What happened to you at the end of the police chase?”
“My head struck the windshield or the steering wheel, I’m not

sure which. I remember the police screaming at me to put my hands
over my head.”

“Did you obey their commands?”
“Yes.”
“What transpired next?”
Reynolds stood and sought Tanner’s attention. “Your Honor, I

have to object.”
“What grounds?” asked Tanner.
“Relevance. Mr. Hamilton’s arrest has nothing to do with these

proceedings.”
“Mr. Miller, you care to respond?” Tanner’s body language ap-

peared to signal support for the objection, although with the judge’s
girth and his propensity for ruling in favor of the state, it was hard
to tell.

“Your Honor, first, the state just moments ago objected to my
question suggesting Mr. Hamilton was arrested for murder. But the
evidence will show the police acted in a fashion consistent with pur-
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suing and capturing a felony suspect. Second, I intend to establish
the nature of the relationship between the witness and Professor
Matheson after Mr. Hamilton’s arrest, which further reflects my
client’s true character.”

“I’ll overrule the objection for now, but I expect you to conclude
this portion of the testimony within the next two minutes.”

“Your Honor, I expect to be finished with this witness within that
time frame.” 

“Mr. Miller, please restate your question to the witness.”
“Thank you, Your Honor. Brandon, could you tell the jury what

occurred to you after the car chase ended?”
“I was removed from the front seat of the vehicle, tossed on the

ground, and cuffed. A few officers hit or kicked me several times in
the back and kidney area. My face was pushed into some broken
glass and steaming hot water that leaked from my car’s radiator. I
tried to lift my head to avoid it.”

“Were you successful?”
“For about a second; then I was struck by a police baton. That’s

all I remember until I woke up in custody.”
Miller paused again. Reynolds knew he wanted the jury to envi-

sion the assault and picture Brandon lying helplessly on the ground,
surrounded by vicious police beating him half to death.

“Were you ever charged with any criminal violations, and if so,
what sanctions were imposed?”

“I pled no contest to several traffic violations and had my auto-
mobile license suspended for a year. I also agreed to pay restitution
for any property damage caused as a result of the police pursuit. In
return, charges of resisting arrest and fleeing the police were
dropped, and I was placed on three years’ probation.”

“How long were you in jail?”
“Three of the longest weeks of my life. I’d probably still be there

if it weren’t for the professor.”
“What did Dr. Matheson do to assist in your release?”
“He posted bail and also retained you as my legal counsel.”
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“Did I do a good job?”
“I hope you do as well for the professor.”
“That last comment will be stricken from the record,” ordered

Tanner. “The witness is reminded he’s here to provide answers to
the questions posed, not to editorialize or offer his personal best
wishes.”

“I’m sorry, Your Honor,” apologized Brandon.
“I have only a few remaining questions,” interjected Miller. “Did

Dr. Matheson ever suggest that the men on his list should be mur-
dered?”

“No.”
“To your knowledge, did he ever advocate violence against any

person on that list?”
“I attended virtually every class he taught on the subject, and I

never heard him advocate violence, not once.”
“Brandon, were you aware that Professor Matheson mortgaged

his home to provide bail for you?”
The question affected Brandon. He lowered his head for a mo-

ment and regained his composure. He looked at Matheson. “No,”
Brandon said softly. “No, I wasn’t aware of that, but it shouldn’t have
surprised me.”

“No further questions, Your Honor.” Miller sat down and quickly
glanced at the jury. Every single juror had his or her attention ex-
actly where Miller wanted it: on his client.

“Mr. Reynolds, your witness,” said Tanner.
Reynolds stood but remained at the prosecution table. “Good

morning, Mr. Hamilton,” he said in a friendly voice.
“Good morning,” replied Brandon.
“You have a great deal of admiration and affection for the defen-

dant.”
“Yes, sir. I do.”
“But, no matter how much you admire or respect or even love an

individual, you can never know with absolute certainty whether or
not that person committed a crime. Wouldn’t you agree?”
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“I suppose I would.”
“And as you sit here today, you have no way of knowing if the de-

fendant committed this or any other crime, isn’t that true?”
“I believe I know the type of person Professor Matheson is, and

what he’d do or wouldn’t do.”
“Really?” Reynolds looked at the jury for a moment. “Did you

know yourself well enough to predict you’d ever lead the police on a
high-speed pursuit causing thousands of dollars in property damage
and endangering the lives of innocent people?”

Brandon lowered his head. “No. I never saw myself as that type
of person.”

“Did Professor Matheson ever comment about what happened to
Earvin Cooper or any other murder victim on his list?”

“No.”
“Did he ever express concern or regret that Mr. Cooper was mur-

dered?”
“No.”
“Did he ever tell you or students in any of his classes he didn’t

condone murdering people on his list, and that such activity was
wrong and should be discouraged?”

“We discussed why each person was on the list. Once we finished
reviewing that, they were never mentioned in class again.”

“Were you ever told what to do to Mr. Cooper or others on the
list?”

“We wanted to make their lives miserable, but Professor Mathe-
son never had to tell us that. It was something we understood.”

“Did you understand Mr. Cooper was supposed to be killed?”
Miller started to rise, but Matheson signaled not to.
“No,” answered Brandon. “That was never stated nor implied.”
“I have no further questions of this witness.” Reynolds walked to

the prosecutor’s table and sat next to Sinclair.
“Mr. Miller?” asked Tanner. “Do you have any redirect?”
“No, Your Honor.”
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“Mr. Hamilton, you may step down,” Tanner informed the wit-
ness.

Brandon left the courtroom with the same grace with which he’d
entered, maybe more.

“Mr. Miller, are you ready to call your next witness?” asked
Tanner.

Miller stood. “The defense calls Delbert Finney.”
Reynolds watched Delbert amble to the witness stand. He wore a

pair of baggy pants and a plaid flannel shirt. His quiet nervousness
contrasted well with Brandon’s confidence. He spoke with a slow
country drawl as charming as it was believable. He told the jury
about his family and that he’d been the first one to go to college. He
described his small town, where everyone knew and trusted each
other but pretty much kept to themselves. His eyes brightened and
he spoke with more energy when he discussed visiting Dr. Mathe-
son’s home, and he choked up when he revealed the books the pro-
fessor had given him.

“It wasn’t a holiday or my birthday or nothin’ like that. He just
out-and-out gave them to me.” He smiled proudly and informed
everyone in the court that the volume of poetry “had a genuine soft
brown leather cover, and the pages were bound or stamped in gold.
I’m not sure of the term, but I can tell you it was the prettiest book
I’d ever seen.”

Reynolds waited for Tom Sawyer to show up and talk about the
professor helping him to paint his fence. He studied the jury and
knew they loved this kid, and when Tanner finally asked him if he
had any cross, he stood and smiled. “No, Your Honor. But I’d sure
like to borrow that volume of poetry from Delbert one day.”

The witness grinned, the jury laughed, and Tanner announced a
twenty-minute recess.
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CHAPTER
54

MI L L E R E N D E D T H E day with a witness who combined the best

attributes of Brandon and Delbert and had the advantage of im-

mediately being embraced by all the jurors for her beauty and ele-

gance.

“The defense calls Regina Davis,” Miller announced proudly.

She wore a conservative dark brown outfit, and as she passed the

jurors, she flashed a smile that melted their hearts. She raised her

right hand, and Reynolds thought the Statue of Liberty couldn’t

have made a better impression.

“Ms. Davis, is it all right if I call you by your first name?”

“I would prefer that.”

“Thank you. Regina, how long have you known Professor Mathe-

son?”

“Almost five years. Dr. Matheson was the reason I minored in

African-American history. I took eight or nine of his courses before

my junior year and became his teaching assistant as a senior. When

I enrolled in graduate school, I maintained the position.”

“Regina, could you evaluate the teaching style or effectiveness of
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Professor Matheson, particularly as he impacted or influenced his
students?”

“He gave us a sense of pride and self-respect. We became more
confident because of him, believed more in ourselves and each
other.” She turned and faced the jury. “I used to have problems
looking at people. Making direct eye contact. A lot of the students
did. He used to tell us if you can’t look at a person eye to eye, you
can’t face yourself.”

“What else did he tell you?”
“That we didn’t realize how beautiful we were. But by the end of

his class, we’d know.”
“Did he ever teach you to hate white people?”
“No.”
“Did he ever advocate violence against white people?”
“No.”
“When he showed you photos of black victims, did he ever once

tell you to seek revenge?”
“No. Never.”
“Thank you, Regina.” Miller walked to his seat and glanced con-

fidently at Reynolds.
“Mr. Reynolds,” barked Tanner. “You have the floor.”
“Miss Davis, why did Professor Matheson give his students the

names and addresses of those suspected of murdering black people
during the Civil Rights Movement?”

“He didn’t want us to buy groceries from them.”
“He didn’t want you to buy groceries?” he asked curiously.
“He used to tell us the Jews traveled all over the world to bring

justice to those who murdered their people, but that we were ex-
pected to buy groceries from those who murdered our fathers and
brothers. He thought that wasn’t an honorable use of our time.”

The rest of the questioning didn’t go any better. Regina remained
poised and self-assured without coming across as snobbish or defi-
ant. Reynolds knew these students were painting a portrait of their
professor that would be nearly impossible to alter for the jury. Three
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very different young adults had provided a magnificent representa-
tion of the man who’d taught and inspired them. He would have
had an easier time convincing twelve nuns to find Mother Teresa
guilty of war crimes.

Reynolds ended his cross-examination of Regina, and Tanner
promptly adjourned the court for the day. Tomorrow everyone
would learn whether Matheson intended to take the stand and tes-
tify in his own behalf. Reynolds never doubted he would, which
caused him both to desire and dread the upcoming morning.

After Regina’s testimony Miller met with his client in the small
holding cell in the basement of the courthouse. He once again tried
to dissuade him from taking the stand, but to no avail. “The state’s
proven nothing, and you’ve got absolutely no reason to take the
stand,” he pleaded.

Matheson responded calmly. “When a defendant doesn’t testify in
his own defense, it raises suspicions regarding his innocence.”

“The jury is specifically instructed to ignore any such inference.”
“I’m not talking about a jury of twelve.” Matheson became

testier. “I’m concerned about the public. If I don’t take the stand,
they’ll wonder what I have to hide. If I was truly innocent, there’d
be no reason for me not to testify.”

Miller sat in the chair next to him and leaned close. “If you’re
concerned about what radio talk show hosts are gonna say, you
might as well decorate your cell and plan on stayin’, ’cause you won’t
be leavin’ it for a long while.” He moved back and studied his recal-
citrant client. “That’s what you risk by taking the stand. Don’t under-
estimate Reynolds. He’s damn good. He’s been dealt a weak hand,
but don’t give him any more cards to play.”

Matheson left his chair and moved away from Miller. “This isn’t
a card game, and the stakes are a lot higher than whether or not I
leave here!” he proclaimed angrily.

Miller matched his anger with his own passionate intensity. “This
isn’t about proving your innocence! You want a public forum to ex-
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press your views. That’s what you’ve always wanted. Lead actor per-
forming center stage in a trial you’ve controlled from the very start.”
He approached Matheson, and the two men stood inches apart.
“Well, I don’t gamble with the lives of my clients to feed their egos
or political ideologies. I don’t know if what you’ve done is right or
wrong. I don’t even know if you murdered Cooper or anyone else.
But my job is to defend you to the best of my ability and prevent
the state from frying your arrogant ass in an electric chair that has
your name on it. I intend to do that with or without your help.”

He started to walk away, but Matheson forcefully placed his hand
on his attorney’s shoulder. For a moment, Miller feared the man
more than he’d ever feared any convicted felon.

“You’re to put me on that stand,” Matheson said, then removed
his hand.

The two men looked at each other in silence before Miller made
one last unconvincing effort. “Martin, listen to me, no one on that
jury is going to convict you for the murder of Earvin Cooper based
on the evidence before them. But throughout this trial we’ve been
dealing with an undercurrent of all those other men on your list
who’ve been murdered. And while nobody has said it, you can bet
your life every member of that jury knows not one single other mur-
der has occurred since your arrest. Now if you take that stand, you’re
going to resurrect all those dead bodies. And a jury is a funny thing.
If their gut tells them something different than the evidence, they’ll
believe their instincts just about every time.”

Matheson slowly retreated to his seat. He sat down and spoke
without looking at his counsel. “This isn’t a request. It’s not an op-
tion. And from this moment on, it’s no longer negotiable. I’m going
to testify and I’m going to vindicate myself and my students, and
neither you nor anybody else will prevent me from doing that.”

Miller shook his head and surrendered. “There are a lot of in-
mates serving time in prison because they wanted to prove just how
innocent they were. There are a lot of guilty ones who are free ’cause
they kept their big mouths shut. I don’t know which category you
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belong in, but we’re about to find out. I’ll notify everyone I’ve got
one last witness to call. I hope he doesn’t hurt our case.” Miller sig-
naled the guards.

“You only have to ask one or two questions, then get out of the
way. This is between Mr. Reynolds and myself. It’s time we settled it
once and for all.”

“Be careful what you ask for—you might get more justice than
you can handle.”

A guard unlocked the door and entered with another deputy.
Miller turned to Matheson. “Your friends are here to give you a ride
home. And that’s precisely what it could become for you—your per-
manent home.”

Matheson stood and prepared himself for the handcuffs and
ankle shackles. Miller watched him until the leg irons were secured,
then left.
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CHAPTER
55

SI N C L A I R A N D R EY N O L D S spent another late night in the DA’s
office. She started putting away her files, but Reynolds retrieved

a new stack of materials and began going through them.
“I think Matheson could get a lot of votes if he ran for office,”

Sinclair said. Wearily she grabbed her briefcase and purse.
“He should name me campaign manager,” said Reynolds. “I’ve

provided enough assistance.”
“You really think he’ll take the stand?”
“He’s dreaming about it as we speak.”
“At least he’s getting some sleep. Which is what I intend to do.”

Sinclair opened the door to leave. “You want my advice, you’ll do
the same.”

“I just need to go over a few things.”
“Go home, James. The world will be here waiting for you in the

morning.”
“To carry its weight on my shoulders, no doubt.” He unsealed an-

other box and removed the contents.
Sinclair took a step back into the office, then stopped. “You al-

most made me feel guilty enough to change my mind and stay.”
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“You’re welcome to take a seat,” he offered.
“I said almost.” She looked at her watch. “See you in six hours.”
“Good night, Lauren.” He watched her depart, then went back to

scanning a set of pathology reports and autopsy documents. Two
hours passed before he found himself unintentionally reviewing the
same work he’d earlier completed and set aside. He needed to get
home, catch a couple of hours’ sleep, shower, dress, and face the de-
fendant with some semblance of coherence.

Thoroughly exhausted, he exited the building and made his way
through the parking lot. Upon reaching his car, he placed his brief-
case on the top of his hood, then fumbled for his keys. It was darker
than usual, and he noticed shattered pieces of glass around his vehi-
cle. He checked his headlights, which were fine, then looked up and
discovered that one of the lot’s overhead lights had been smashed.
He returned to the car door and inserted his key into the lock but
never had a chance to turn it. He felt a sharp blow to his right kid-
ney; then someone grabbed his head and forced it violently against
the automobile’s side mirror.

Two men held him while a third pummeled his body and face
with heavy punches. They slammed him against the car, and a masked
assailant gripped him around the neck. “You get one warnin’,” said
the voice behind the mask. “This is it. No more questions. No more
searchin’. You wanna know who killed that nigger? Next time we
visit, you’ll be able to ask him in hell!”

Reynolds made an effort to free himself, but the man yanked him
forward by the hair and crushed him with a brutal head butt, then
viciously kneed him in the groin. Someone struck him over the head
with a hard object. He collapsed to the ground, where they kicked
and stomped him until he lost consciousness.

The little boy ran desperately through the darkened woods. He stum-
bled but wouldn’t fall, for he knew if he stopped now, his life would end.
He looked ahead and saw a stream glistening in the moonlight. Ghosts
couldn’t swim, and even if this one did, the boy would drown before he’d
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ever allow it to take his life. He hurdled a fallen tree and prepared him-
self to leap beyond a patch of mud, but the fingers finally trapped him
within their bloodstained grasp. The boy frantically pounded his tiny
hands against the monster’s chest, but instead of a beast he saw the
frightened face of a beaten black man, who pleaded with him: “Help
me! In Jesus’ name, please help me!” Then the little boy saw the mob of
angry white faces carrying torches and a long knotted rope. They sur-
rounded the man and carried him to a large tree illuminated by a burn-
ing cross. Somehow the child overcame his fear and found the courage to
rush into the middle of the crowd. “LEAVE HIM ALONE!” he shouted,
to the amusement of the mob that had already placed the noose around
the black man’s neck. He clutched the man’s hand, determined to pull
him to safety. From the center of the blazing symbol of salvation he saw
the swiftly moving blade of an ax slicing the air and striking the man’s
wrist. He heard the awful sound of crunching bone that left him hold-
ing the severed limb. The boy screamed in horror and dropped the bloody
fingers that had chased him for so long. Someone slapped the boy across
his cheek, knocking him to the ground. He looked up to see the black
man swaying a few feet above him. He noticed a sharp metal knife
sparkle underneath a fiery torch. A white hand thrust the blade into the
man’s chest. Blood spurted from the dead man’s heart and splattered onto
the child’s face. He wiped his eyes and mouth, then stared at the blood
on his hands. He rubbed his palms against his legs, but the blood re-
mained—if anything, he’d only managed to spread it. A ghost hadn’t
chased him after all, but a man with dark skin similar to his own. The
man needed his help but he’d failed him, brought him farther into the
marsh and closer to his executioners. Jimmie Reynolds laid his body
prone on the cold, damp earth, hoping beyond hope never to see those
bloodstained fingers again. He closed his eyes and shut his mind to what
had happened, then pretended to be dead.

Reynolds woke up in the hospital with Cheryl by his side. The
doctor said there were no broken bones but he’d be sore for a cou-
ple of weeks. He required several stitches on his forehead from the
head butt, and he’d been given a prescription for pain, which he re-
fused to fill. He hated medication of any kind, particularly when he
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needed to think clearly. He didn’t want to delay the trial but, under
the circumstances, would request a day or two. He’d ask Judge Tan-
ner to inform the jury he was involved in a minor car accident.
Given the number of times his body had struck his vehicle, that
would hardly be a lie.

He filled out a police report while still confined to his room and
demanded to be released. At six years old, he’d spent a week in the
hospital to have his appendix removed. While there, he counted
seven people who died—one a day for his entire stay. After that ex-
perience, he vowed never to return unless as a visitor. Until tonight,
the last time he’d been in a hospital was nine years ago, for the birth
of his son.

Cheryl drove her husband home, and he lay down on the couch.
She sat on the floor next to him and held his hand.

“Help me up, will ya?” he asked.
“I thought you didn’t want to go to bed,” she said as she carefully

assisted him to his feet.
“I don’t.” He walked with some difficulty and proceeded into the

kitchen. He opened one of the cabinets but couldn’t reach inside be-
cause of the soreness of his ribs.

“What do you want?” Cheryl asked, concerned. He looked away.
She retrieved the bottle of bourbon and placed it on the counter. “Is
that what you think you need?” she asked disappointedly.

Reynolds didn’t answer. He took the bottle and removed the top.
He moved to the sink and poured the contents down the drain. She
watched the last few drops leave the bottle; then he tossed it into the
wastebasket.

She moved closer to him and placed her arm around his. “You
told me you were going to keep that forever.”

“I thought I’d need it that long. But I don’t. Not anymore.” He
walked gingerly to the breakfast table and sat. Cheryl took the seat
across from him.

“It always frightened me when you used to wake up in the mid-
dle of the night and reach for that bottle.”
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“Did you think I was gonna drink it?” he asked.
“No. I guess I was just afraid you couldn’t come to me or to any-

one else with whatever was troubling you. You needed that thing
more than you needed your wife.”

“Most of my life I’ve been afraid of a ghost who I thought was out
to hurt me.” The corners of his eyes glistened as he spoke softly. “I
finally discovered it wasn’t a ghost at all, but a man who needed my
help. I couldn’t give it to him.” He found it more difficult to speak.
The words constricted his throat as he fought back tears. He looked
at Cheryl, and the sight of her tears released his own in a steady
stream. “They killed him, Cheryl! Mutilated that man as I held
him!” His voice broke with anger and pain. “They hung him right
in front of me and put a knife into his heart, and I couldn’t do a
damn thing about it!”

She held him, and they both wept.
He slept throughout the day and most of the night. Cheryl called

Sinclair, who immediately requested a forty-eight-hour delay in the
continuation of the trial. Tanner agreed and notified the jury and all
the participants of “the unfortunate automobile accident.” The
judge went on to say: “We’re all pleased that Mr. Reynolds wasn’t se-
verely injured, and I’m happy to report he’ll be able to continue with
us in two days. I’ve been told he’ll be a little sore, but that’ll make it
easier for me to control him. Now, if I could just find a way to do
the same with opposing counsel, oh, what a world this would be.”

The jurors and courtroom spectators laughed except for Mathe-
son, who studied the jury’s reaction and focused on Aubrey Mun-
son, who for some reason needed to take notes.
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CHAPTER
56

TH E B I G M O M E N T had arrived. Reporters, unwilling to risk los-
ing the precious seats that entitled them to a ringside view of the

“event,” ate sandwiches, shared chips, and guzzled sodas that they
had managed to sneak into the courtroom. Politicians and digni-
taries had flown in from around the country and tried to use their
influence or connections to gain admittance, to no avail. Court
spectators chatted in excited anticipation and told jokes to release
the tension. It had all the appearances of a championship fight or a
superstar rock concert. Even the jurors dressed for the occasion, with
new blouses and dresses for the women and freshly pressed jackets
and ties for the men. Something special was about to take place, and
everyone knew it, especially the two opposing lawyers and the wit-
ness who’d just taken the stand. 

“State your name for the record,” requested the court clerk.
“Martin Samuel Matheson.” The professor sat down at the pre-

cise moment his attorney asked the first question.
“Dr. Matheson, did you kill Earvin Cooper?”
“I did not.”
“Have you killed anyone?”
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“No.”
Miller walked near the jury box and attempted to make eye con-

tact, but they were all focused on Matheson. “Why did you teach a
course on civil rights history focusing on unsolved murders, ‘un-
punished murderers,’ as you called them?”

Matheson turned toward the jury, and immediately several of the
women improved their posture. “People sacrificed their lives during
a turbulent period in this nation’s history.” He spoke carefully and
clearly. “If we remember them, their blood is in our veins. If we for-
get them, their blood’s on our hands. We’ve forgotten them, which
is why so many young black men find it easy to destroy each other.”
Matheson looked at Reynolds, who sat motionless at the prosecu-
tor’s table. “I tried to teach my students that black life is valuable—
that you shouldn’t be able to take it without consequence.”

Miller glanced at the jury. “I have no further questions.”
Tanner placed his hand over his mouth, which had unexpectedly

dropped open. The jury shared the judge’s shock that the testimony
had ended so abruptly.

Miller strode to his table and confidently sat down.
Reporters wrote furiously in their notebooks.
“Mr. Reynolds, it seems as if it’s your turn,” remarked Judge Tan-

ner. “I assume you wish to take it.”
“I do, indeed; thank you, Your Honor.” Reynolds’s voice echoed

inside his own head, and he thought he heard his heart beat rapidly.
He rose and wondered if his jacket was rumpled or his shirt collar
crooked or if the jury could tell his legs shook. “Good afternoon,
Professor Matheson.” He wanted to be respectful without appearing
friendly. Direct without being hostile. He wasn’t sure how he
sounded.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Reynolds. I’m sorry about your . . . acci-
dent.”

The professor’s attempt at concern snapped Reynolds back into
reality and allowed him to focus on the matter at hand. “Dr. Mathe-
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son, how could you be so certain the persons you put on your list
were guilty of any crimes?”

Matheson nodded as if approving of the question and eager to an-
swer it. “Based on my research, there were a great many people who
deserved to be placed on my list. However, I selected only those
where there was irrefutable evidence of guilt, including individuals
who’d openly bragged about committing the crimes. Even in those
cases I relied on eyewitness identification or information contained
in court records.”

“In compiling and publicizing your list, you were placing dozens
of lives in jeopardy. Did that ever bother you?”

“What might happen to them in the future troubled me far less
than what they’d done in the past,” Matheson replied matter-of-
factly.

“You’re aware, are you not, that in the last few years several men
involved in some of the most notorious murders committed during
the Civil Rights Movement were finally convicted of their crimes?”

“I’m aware of that, with particular emphasis on the word finally.”
Reynolds kept his focus and continued the questioning. “Yet you

chose to advocate a campaign of personal harassment against the
men on your list instead of using the research you uncovered to seek
justice in the courts.”

“Using the judicial system to penalize criminals three and a half
to four decades after they commit their crimes isn’t justice, Mr.
Reynolds. It’s a mockery of justice, and an insult to the victims’ fam-
ilies.”

“You didn’t believe prison sentences would be sufficient.”
Reynolds moved closer to the jury. “Would that be a fair character-
ization of your attitude?”

“If your child had been viciously murdered and the person re-
sponsible allowed to enjoy his freedom, travel, socialize, lead a full
and complete life until he reached the twilight of his years, would
you be satisfied using your tax dollars to provide his retirement
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housing?” Matheson touched his mouth with the tip of his index
finger and waited for Reynolds to respond.

“I’m sorry, Professor, this isn’t one of your classes where you get
to ask the questions. That’s my role.” Reynolds maintained his cool
demeanor. “I take it your answer to my inquiry is no?”

“My answer is a definite no.”
“So you felt they needed a more severe form of punishment?”
“I did.”
“Something similar to what they allegedly did to their victims.”
“That would be impossible to achieve.”
Reynolds inched closer to the witness. “You mean you’d never be

able to make them suffer enough?”
Matheson directed his reply to the jury. “The crimes they com-

mitted were not simply against individuals. They were allowed to
terrorize an entire race of people. Blacks were confronted with in-
controvertible evidence their lives didn’t matter. That they had ab-
solutely no value.” 

Pointedly Matheson continued without turning back to face
Reynolds. “The victimization of the black community left deep and
permanent scars. We see the effects of that psychic damage every day
in the way that black youth treat each other. They have no respect
because they were never respected. More important, they’ve come to
believe they never deserved to be.” He made eye contact with each
individual member of the jury. Some nodded their heads, acknowl-
edging they agreed or at least understood.

Reynolds thought about cutting off the lecture but preferred to
let Matheson share his philosophies. With luck, he’d say a bit too
much.

“If you punish a murderer within a reasonable time after the
crime,” continued Matheson, “there’s a possibility of healing. In a
strange sense, it provides an opportunity to recognize and embrace
how precious and fragile life is, to gather strength from pain and
forge it into a renewed sense of optimism and hope.” He folded his
hands together and placed them on the edge of the witness stand.
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“But if that life’s taken without the slightest chance of achieving jus-
tice, then your view of yourself and the people around you becomes
distorted and ultimately abusive to those you love, assuming you’re
capable of loving at all.” He finally looked at Reynolds. “You’re cor-
rect, Mr. Reynolds. I could never make them suffer enough for their
cowardly acts or for the lasting effects their crimes had on a com-
munity forced to act cowardly.”

“I surmise by your response that I’m likely to have difficulty in
getting you to answer a question with a simple yes or no?”

Matheson smiled. “I apologize. When I took the oath, I assumed
you wanted me to give as complete and thorough an answer as your
question deserved, particularly since you won’t accord me the right
to ask my own.” He smiled more charmingly. “But I do admit my
years as a professor have caused me at times to take the longest dis-
tance between two points in order to make two more. I’ll try to be
brief in the future.”

“That’s quite all right, Dr. Matheson; please take as much time as
you need. After all, you’re on trial for capital murder, not your teach-
ing style.”

“That remains to be seen, but I appreciate your patience.” Mathe-
son poured himself a glass of water.

“Why did you use your students to achieve your rather unique
brand of justice?”

“I’m not sure I know what you mean by ‘use.’ ”
“Well, let me try and clarify it for you.” Reynolds took a step to-

ward the jury. “In your personal crusade to correct past injustices,
rather than rely on impressionable students, did you ever make an
effort to enlist the support of black leaders?”

Matheson took a sip of water. “Mr. Reynolds, I avoid people who
fill in the words black leader under the category marked occupa-
tion.” He placed the glass of water on the ledge in front of him. “I
generally find they charge too much and accomplish too little.”

“Isn’t your father a black leader, Professor Matheson?”
“My father’s a minister and a fighter for civil rights. Since you
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were, until very recently, a member of his church, you’re fully aware
he’s never had any interest in inflating his ego at the expense of the
people he tried to help.”

“I’m aware of a great many things about your father, but I’m far
more interested in having the jury learn more about his son,”
Reynolds said with the first real sign of hostility.

“They say the apple doesn’t fall too far from the tree,” replied
Matheson.

“They also say the apple was Adam’s downfall, and we all know
where that obsession led the world.” Reynolds spoke with less ani-
mosity, but there still existed an edge to his words. “Speaking of ob-
session, would that describe your behavior in dealing with Earvin
Cooper and the other men on your list?”

“I object, Your Honor.” Miller stood and addressed the court.
“Dr. Matheson is a scholar, but his expertise isn’t in the field of psy-
chology.”

Tanner turned toward Matheson. “Did you understand the ques-
tion?”

“As well as its implication,” replied Matheson.
“Then you may answer,” ruled Tanner.
“Obsession’s a disorder which has, happily, never afflicted me.”

Matheson leaned back and relaxed. “As to my behavior in dealing
with Earvin Cooper and the others, that would depend in large part
on whether or not they were alive. Since Mr. Cooper is deceased and
I’m charged with his murder, I’m not as interested in revealing his
guilt as I am in proving my innocence.”

“Did you find it odd that you suffered an assault on the same
evening Earvin Cooper fought and struggled with his assailant?”

Matheson leaned forward and displayed a slight degree of irrita-
tion. “I find a great many things odd, Mr. Reynolds, including that
J. Edgar Hoover’s name is plastered all over a building which pur-
portedly represents law and order and justice.”

Reynolds glanced at the jury and noticed that Aubrey Munson
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wasn’t too pleased with that remark, but he remained in the clear
minority.

“And since you brought up the subject,” continued Matheson
with a slight shrug of his shoulders, “I also find it odd you sustained
so many injuries from just one fender bender. But I’m not a medical
doctor, so I’ll have to take your word for it.”

Reynolds silently counted to five, then ten, then five more. “Since
you’ve indicated you’re not a medical doctor, by any chance do you
consider yourself God?”

Miller stood. “Your Honor, I object.”
“Actually,” remarked Tanner, “I’m kinda interested in the answer.

Overruled.”
“No, Mr. Reynolds, I don’t believe I’m God, although in many

cultures each individual might be viewed that way. I imagine one
could do worse than treat others with the respect and love reserved
for a deity.”

“Perhaps, but wouldn’t we risk worshiping false idols?”
Matheson smiled. “That might not be as bad as it sounds. There

was a time when gods weren’t nearly so envious. You’d pray to the
sun in the morning, a golden calf in the afternoon, and the God Je-
hovah at night.”

“And when did all that change?” Reynolds hoped the more
Matheson talked, the greater the chance the jury might see his secret
basement.

“With the creation of the Bible,” Matheson answered casually.
“After the appearance of that great book, the penalty for worshiping
multiple gods resulted in floods, pestilence, and other catastrophes.”
He looked at the jury and smiled warmly. “In that regard, religion
isn’t terribly different than government—if you challenge their au-
thority you’re likely to face disaster.”

Reynolds sought to unnerve Matheson, throw him off stride, but
it hadn’t happened. He glanced at Blaze Hansberry and hoped, if
nothing else, the professor’s view of more than one god might have
offended her. Instead, she appeared to be enamored. He faced
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Matheson and calmly asked, “Could you tell the jury about Bigger
Thomas?”

“Your Honor, we just covered psychology and theology, and now
Mr. Reynolds wants to move on to literature. I thought this was a
murder trial, not a liberal arts seminar.” Miller looked at the jury in
feigned bewilderment.

“You have an interesting way of raising objections, Mr. Miller. I’ll
be sure to record your methods and share them with my law stu-
dents as glaring examples of what to avoid doing before a judge.”
Tanner ignored Miller and turned his attention to Reynolds.
“Counselor, I assume you have a sustainable reason for your inquiry
of the witness?”

“I’ll establish it, Your Honor.”
“You’ll have to. And within the next three questions.” Tanner

looked down from the bench at Matheson. “You may answer.”
The professor addressed Reynolds informally. “Bigger Thomas

was a fictional character in a novel written by Richard Wright, called
Native Son.”

“He was a black man who murdered the daughter of his white
employer,” stated Reynolds.

“He also murdered his own girlfriend, who was black,” inter-
jected Matheson. “That seldom gets as much attention.”

“You wrote that Bigger Thomas was a creation of a society that
ignores the hatred and bigotry which produce rage.”

“That was published about a year ago.”
Reynolds retrieved an academic journal from his table and read to

the jury. “ ‘The Bigger Thomas of the future would be neither igno-
rant nor frightened. Instead, he would be deliberate, methodical.
Would seek to maintain honor by overcoming the rules of a system
designed to deny him power, self-respect, and justice.’ ” Reynolds
stopped reading and addressed Matheson. “The Bigger Thomas of
your article would desire retribution. Condemned as a murderer if
he fails. Exalted as a hero if he succeeds.” He closed the journal and
studied Matheson. “Did I quote you accurately?”
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“You’ve captured the gist of it.”
“You believe in revenge, Dr. Matheson?”
“I believe in justice. That you must be willing to pay a price

for it.”
“Your father devoted a lifetime to teaching nonviolence, did he

not?”
“My father is a deeply religious man, as I believe you know. In the

tradition of Jesus, he teaches his congregation to love their enemies
and forgive them their sins.”

“You don’t agree with his philosophy?”
“I turn my love inward, and whenever possible I forgive myself.

If you can master the art of forgiving yourself, you can accomplish
anything.”

Several black members of the jury smiled. The rest continued to
be riveted to the proceedings.

“Did you spend much time reviewing the photos in your collec-
tion?” asked Reynolds.

“It was difficult to study them.”
“Did they affect you? Make you angry?” 
“We all have the capacity to deaden our pain, become numb

when confronted with unrelenting brutality. It didn’t take long be-
fore the pictures all started to seem the same. Black-and-white pho-
tos of death, mutilation.”

Reynolds walked in front of the jury and considered Matheson’s
response with obvious skepticism. “The photos you collected, stud-
ied, hung on the walls of your home, and distributed to your stu-
dents—one day they simply became interchangeable? Is that what
you’d like this jury to believe?”

“I have no control over what this jury believes. I answered your
question truthfully. The photos over time began to blur together,
one example of brutality after another.”

Reynolds prepared himself to ask his next question.
“Except for one particular photo,” Matheson added teasingly.
Reynolds wondered if he should pursue the matter but knew the
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jury would be furious if he didn’t, or worse, Miller would follow up
in redirect. “What was special about that one photo, Professor?”

“It was taken in the aftermath of a church bombing.”
“And that made it unusual?”
“It was in color, so naturally it stood out from all the rest. A nine-

year-old girl was being carried out of the rubble. She wore a pink-
and-white dress with a matching ribbon in her hair. She’d worn
gloves, except the bomb had blown away several of the fingers on
her left hand, but the upper section of the glove remained intact,
covering the thumb and index finger and the rest of her wrist. Her
body was twisted in ways made possible only in death.” He looked
at the jury and spoke so softly that they needed to lean forward to
hear him. “Her eyes were open but lifeless. There was a slight hint
of makeup on her cheek. She had a gold religious medal around her
broken neck. And I saw blood on a mouth that probably had never
worn lipstick.” He stared at the floor for the first and only time,
then spoke sadly. “She looked too innocent ever to have lived.”

Matheson’s shoulders slumped slightly. “But she had lived. With
dreams of finishing school, driving a car, making love, one day hold-
ing her baby in her arms. All the things a child has a right to expect
to do one day.” His eyes rose slowly to meet the state’s prosecutor.
“Yes, Mr. Reynolds”—he sat erect, back straight—“the photos af-
fected me, then and now.”

Reynolds looked at the jury, who’d shifted their attention from
Matheson to him. He’d stood in front of enough juries, studied
enough poker faces to know he’d lost them and had very little time
to win them back. He walked closer to them. He attempted to em-
pathize with them and hoped they’d return the favor.

“Did those photos affect you enough to murder the men respon-
sible?”

Miller stood to object, but Matheson placed his hand up to stop
him. He sat back down. The professor answered the question very
slowly and deliberately, without emotion. “Murder them, their sup-
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porters, the people who brought them into this world, and anyone
else who’d protect them.”

Reynolds had gotten the answer he knew to be true and the one
likely to cause the jury to vote not guilty. Just to be sure, Matheson
wrapped the verdict in a neat package and set it before the jurors to
unseal.

“But fortunately,” Matheson said in a lighter tone, “my father
taught me there’d be a final justice. One we’ll all have to face. They
received theirs. This jury will determine mine.”

Reynolds continued the cross-examination for another hour, ask-
ing questions about Matheson’s whereabouts on the night of the
crime. At one point he grilled the defendant regarding the alleged
men who’d attacked him that night.

“Describe for the jury in detail how that happened.”
Matheson responded and sounded convincing.
“Did you fight back?”
The professor joked that he did the best he could, and the jury

laughed with him.
“How many of them were there?”
Matheson estimated five or six but wasn’t certain.
Reynolds quickened the pace. How old? What did they look like?

What did they say? Did anyone see or hear the struggle? Where ex-
actly did it take place? How had he managed to fight them off and
escape?

Matheson provided as much detail as he could, starting or end-
ing many answers with “to the best of my recollection.”

Reynolds shifted to the fountain pen found at the scene and the
discovery of Matheson’s blood on the victim. Each of his questions
was crisp and logical and established motive and opportunity, and
Reynolds knew none of it mattered. When he finished, it didn’t sur-
prise him that Miller had no redirect. His client hadn’t been im-
peached by anything he said. Even Tanner appeared a bit embarrassed
for Reynolds and addressed him sympathetically with a kindness
reserved for attorneys who’d been thoroughly outclassed.
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If Reynolds intended to snatch victory from the jaws of defeat, it
would come from his closing argument. Despite judges’ admoni-
tions, jurors were moved by lawyers’ summations. Any remaining
chance to gain a verdict of guilty—to make good on the promise
he’d made to the black victims about the sanctity of life—rested
solely on Reynolds’s ability to do with words what he couldn’t do
with evidence. He’d stand before a jury of twelve men and women
and make them see the truth. If he failed, he doubted he’d have the
will or desire to address another jury again.

The defense rested its case, as did the state. Tanner adjourned the
session, and the reporters rushed out of the courtroom to meet
deadlines. The lawyers had one final match to play, and after that
the fate of Martin S. Matheson would be in the hands of the jury.
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CHAPTER
57

REY N O L D S F LU N G A book across the conference room, striking
the wall. Sinclair sat down opposite him at the table. “I hope that

wasn’t Baldwin,” she said. “I hadn’t finished reading him.”
“The bastard did it! He killed all those people and he’s gonna get

away with it!” Reynolds placed both hands over his face.
Sinclair looked at him sympathetically. “If that’s your closing ar-

gument, we’re in deep trouble.”
“I ought to let Matheson give it for me. He’s controlled every-

thing else.” He rose from his seat and paced the floor. “I really
thought I could get to him. Show the jury what he is.”

“You showed them a man capable of murder.”
“I showed them a man.”
“If you want, I’ll handle the first closing. Go over what little evi-

dence hasn’t been discredited. Miller can then destroy my argu-
ment.” She collected her paperwork. “That’ll pave the way for you
to give a brilliant, impassioned speech. Matheson will jump up and
confess, throwing himself on the mercy of the court.” She opened
the door and turned to him. “It could happen,” she said optimisti-
cally, then left the office.

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 343



Reynolds removed a .38-caliber pistol from his coat and placed it
on the table. After he’d been attacked he decided to take it wherever
he went. He’d gotten a license to carry a concealed weapon almost a
decade ago. He’d successfully prosecuted two local gang leaders who,
after the verdict, ordered their followers to kill him. He never told
Cheryl about the threats, nor did he let her know about the gun
until she accidentally knocked over his briefcase and it slipped onto
the floor. He had offered a few lame excuses, then promised to get
rid of it.

He poured himself another cup of coffee and retrieved the book
he’d thrown against the wall. He read the title and discovered it was
Richard Wright’s Native Son. He raised it over his head, about to
throw it out the window, when he thought better of it. He sat down
at the table and placed the book in front of him, strumming its
cover several times with his fingers. He suddenly stopped and
opened the book. He flipped through the pages and paused occa-
sionally to read notations he’d made in the margins. He closed the
book and held it in both hands. After deliberating for about thirty
seconds, he took the book and moved to a more comfortable chair.
He sat and opened the novel to the first page and began to read.

Monday morning Tanner reviewed numerous procedural matters
with the attorneys. Sinclair would conduct the state’s initial closing
late in the day, and Miller would do his first thing tomorrow.
Reynolds would present his final argument in the afternoon, and the
judge would issue his instructions to the jury on Thursday. After
that, deliberations would commence.

The session got under way at two-thirty, and Sinclair launched
into her closing. She covered the salient points, reminding the jury
of the key evidence and cautioning them that “no matter how much
you may have liked the defendant’s students—and I’ll admit they
were extremely likable—even they couldn’t explain the discovery of
their professor’s pen a few feet away from Earvin Cooper’s murdered
body.” She moved closer to Matheson. “Nor, ladies and gentlemen
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of the jury, could they rationalize the presence of the defendant’s
blood underneath the fingernails of his victim.”

She debunked the defense’s “wild and totally unfounded allega-
tions that a visitor to the police station discovered the pen, then, for
reasons better left to the imaginations of science fiction writers, felt
compelled to murder someone on the professor’s infamous list.” Yes,
she conceded, the collection and analysis of DNA “requires great
care, but if there were mistakes, they’d incorrectly eliminate the pro-
fessor as a suspect, not deliver the perfect match the laboratory ulti-
mately came back with.”

She spent little time with the “inflammatory notion” that any of
the evidence existed because police officers “violated their oath to
uphold the law and committed a felony act.” The idea they’d frame
Matheson was not only preposterous, she claimed, “it’s also a des-
perate attempt on the part of defense counsel to smear decent pub-
lic servants so that a murderer might go free.”

Reynolds observed the jury and knew, irrespective of how enter-
taining and informative Sinclair might be, they were more interested
in the main event. They’d come to see the match between Miller and
Reynolds, where the prized trophy was at stake. How they’d eventu-
ally score that competition would determine Matheson’s future and
perhaps their own.

Sinclair concluded her argument in the same fashion she’d
opened the trial. She displayed the photo of Cooper’s slain body and
placed it directly next to an enlargement of Matheson’s bruised face.
“You’ve had to tolerate a great many gruesome and horrible photo-
graphs in this trial,” she said regretfully. “I apologize for the dis-
comfort they may have caused. I ask you to look once more at the
picture of Martin Matheson’s victim.” She touched the display
board that held Cooper’s photo. “And, ladies and gentlemen, how
can you be certain that the defendant murdered Earvin Cooper?”
She stepped to the second poster and pointed to scratch marks on
the side of Matheson’s left cheek. “Because in one of his last dying

BLOOD ON THE LEAVES 345

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 345



efforts the victim managed to leave behind his fingerprints on the
face of his assailant.”

She returned to the podium, closed her notebook, and pleaded
with the jury: “Earvin Cooper identified his murderer for us. He
concealed the clue to his killer in the only safe place he had—
underneath the fingernails on his burnt and blistered hands. The
blood found there points to one man and only one man. Martin S.
Matheson took the life of Earvin Cooper, and because of that, the
state implores you to return a verdict of guilty to the charge of
first-degree murder.” Sinclair thanked the jury and resumed her seat
next to Reynolds. A few jurors continued to take notes—most no-
ticeably Aubrey Munson, who’d filled several pages.

Tanner issued his standard instructions to the jury before dis-
missing them. The spectators left the courtroom, subdued, and
milled around the rotunda. Reynolds congratulated Sinclair on the
job she’d done, while Miller put an encouraging hand on Matheson’s
shoulder.

The professor appeared in good spirits and shared a joke with the
guards, who waited for him to finish with his lawyer. Reynolds no-
ticed that both guards laughed, which signaled progress, since one
was black and the other white. Maybe Matheson had turned over a
new leaf and decided to promote racial harmony and reconciliation.
That bit of fantasy quickly dissipated when the professor looked at
Reynolds and mouthed the words “good luck.”

Matheson turned to leave when suddenly, Earvin Cooper’s widow
rushed past security and tried to strike him with her purse. She
screamed every conceivable profanity until subdued by court
deputies. Matheson’s guards quickly led him away from the distur-
bance. Miller followed behind.

Ruth Cooper wept uncontrollably. The deputies discussed
whether to take her into custody, when Reynolds intervened on her
behalf. Sinclair took the distraught woman aside while Reynolds ne-
gotiated with the officers to allow him to handle the matter. They
agreed but remained in the room to monitor her behavior. Reynolds
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thanked them, and as he proceeded to join Sinclair, he observed
Regina standing in the rear of the courtroom. She watched Mrs.
Cooper for several moments before finally leaving. Reynolds won-
dered if that look of concern was compassion for the woman or dis-
tress at what had almost happened to the professor. He decided he
couldn’t be sure of the real motivation driving any of Matheson’s stu-
dents, particularly this one.
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CHAPTER
58

MI L L E R F I N I S H E D A peanut butter and jelly sandwich and
drank a glass of cold beer. He lay down on his couch and

thought about his closing. As always, he’d deliver it without notes.
He believed that juries resented lawyers who read to them, and,
more important, that they doubted they were telling the truth. He
couldn’t refer to paperwork while he spoke from his heart. That
would be an invitation to observe his planned spontaneity. Jurors
liked to cry or feel outraged but not if it was from a manipulative
script.

A magician had to perform the same trick every night as if it were
new, never allowing the audience to question the existence or power
of magic. A lawyer must do the same, convincing the jury it was re-
ally the prosecution who was running the shell game. But this time
Miller felt he’d engaged in sleight of hand. He’d never been bothered
before at the thought his client might be guilty; if the state couldn’t
prove it, tough luck. After all, he hadn’t created the rules; he’d only
mastered them.

As he looked back at his career, he remembered less than a hand-
ful of cases he regretted taking. This case deviated from the norm.
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He wanted to be brilliant for reasons that had nothing to do with
obtaining his client’s acquittal. He felt comfortable that the state
hadn’t proven its case, although given the passions involved, any ver-
dict was possible. He had a more selfish motive for achieving victory.
After having endured rejection from every black organization that
had once actively sought his pro bono skills, he now had the de-
lightful opportunity to fling their betrayals back into their smug and
hypocritical faces. He’d lived long enough with their arrogance. The
struggle had escalated to a level where “no whites need apply,” ex-
cept, of course, when impoverished defendants required representa-
tion. Consequently, for the past two decades he’d subsisted on a diet
of drug felons and spouse abusers and petty thieves—the remnants
of a Civil Rights Movement that had abandoned them in favor of
addressing the urgent needs of corporate America.

But now, in a matter of a few weeks, all had changed. He’d landed
a case that epitomized the black struggle in all its glory. Professor
Martin S. Matheson represented four hundred years of an evolving
system of justice forced to come to grips with its own inherent con-
tradictions of greatness and failure. And no one felt more conflicted
about the possibility of resolving that dilemma than the lawyer who
would soon argue for his client’s freedom.

He didn’t know how many miles he’d marched, or how much of
his money he’d given to losing causes. He didn’t want to know how
many insults he’d tolerated or death threats he’d ignored. The only
thing he wanted to know was whether the sum total of that experi-
ence had led him to this moment. Had he suffered so much simply
to reach this monumental crossroads, the intersection between his
pain and his payback, his idealism and his will to win, no matter the
repercussions? When all was said and done, civil rights remained the
one thing he’d never deserted despite its having deserted him.
Hadn’t Earvin Cooper’s civil rights been violated, and since when
did the horror of lynching depend solely on the color of the victim?

In a show of startling affection, Miranda leaped onto the couch
and snuggled next to him. She’d never done that before. Cats, he
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thought—such strange creatures. What would possess her to reach
out to him tonight of all nights? Clairvoyance aside, her timing
seemed remarkable. Thank God they don’t allow her kind to serve as
jurors or IRS officials. He stroked her fur and she purred, her body
rising in sync with the movement of his fingers. He didn’t want to
admit it, but she’d brought him a moment of peace. This stray cat,
who half a dozen years ago moved into his life of her own volition,
had been his one true companion. And at his moment of need, his
crisis of conscience, a mere animal had gotten him to observe the
golden rule. In soothing her, he’d brought himself a bit of tempo-
rary comfort.

The phone rang at midnight, and Miranda jumped off his lap
and followed him to the corner table. She’d never done that before,
either. He lifted the receiver and heard a woman’s voice ask, “Is this
Todd Miller?” He replied affirmatively and listened to a message
that ended with heartfelt condolences. He hung up and returned to
the couch but this time didn’t lie down. Miranda climbed onto his
lap and pushed her back against his side. He placed his hand on her
head and massaged her chin. Tears streamed down his face, and yet
his expression remained frozen. His father had managed to make
him cry once more.

Tanner delayed closing arguments for three days. The weekend
would give Miller an additional forty-eight hours to handle the fu-
neral arrangements. He returned to the retirement community and
asked permission to enter his father’s room. He’d been there for only
a few minutes when a nurse’s aid entered.

“Mr. Miller?” the black man asked. “I’m Nelson Allen; I was as-
signed to take care of your father.”

“Todd Miller,” he said, offering his hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”
“One of the staff told me you were here. I hope I’m not disturbin’

you; I just wanted to stop by and tell you how sorry I am for your
loss.” Allen looked to be in his late forties and had a large round face
divided by a thin mustache. He possessed broad shoulders and thick
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hands, and Miller wondered what type of hell his father had put this
poor guy through.

Miller hesitated, then asked, “Did you know my father well?”
Allen laughed. “Your dad was a handful and then some.”
“I trust he didn’t make your life too miserable.”
“The judge?” Allen exclaimed. “No, no. I enjoyed comin’ to work

so I could listen to all his stories.”
Miller smiled proudly, and his feeling of admiration both sur-

prised and scared him.
“I worked the late afternoon and night shifts, so me and your dad

got to be pretty close.”
“Really?” The word slipped out of Miller’s mouth. Would the sur-

prises ever cease?
“He talked about you a lot until his mind . . .” Allen stopped and

looked at Miller with embarrassment. “Until he started havin’ trou-
ble rememberin’ things.”

“Were you with him the night . . .” Now it was Miller’s turn to
search for the right words. “The night it happened?”

“He died very peacefully, Mr. Miller.”
Miller felt enormous gratitude at hearing that.
“I stayed with him almost to the end. I’m not sure he knew I was

there or who I was. I said a prayer for him like usual and held his
hand to calm him down.” Allen became quiet for a moment. He
rubbed the side of his face and slowly gazed around the room. “Was
your dad always such a restless sleeper?”

Miller thought about it and nodded sadly.
“I sleep like a baby soon as my head hits the pillow.”
Miller looked at the empty bed and tried to imagine the position

of his father when he died.
“Well, look, I didn’t mean to barge in on you; like I said, I just

wanted to express my—”
“Mr. Allen, you said my father spoke about me a lot.”
“Sure did.”
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“I’m just curious,” Miller said, proceeding awkwardly. “I was
wondering, if it’s not too much of an imposition . . .”

Allen laughed. “Your daddy used those kind of words all the time.
‘If it’s not too much of an imposition, could you bring me my bed-
pan?’ ‘Could I impose on you to take away this lunch tray?’ He al-
ways sounded like a judge except for those times we’d talk about
you. Then he sounded just like any other father.”

Miller took a deep breath and held on to it as long as he could.
When he believed he’d managed to control the emotion welling up
inside, he released it.

“You must’ve been very proud of him—him bein’ a judge and
all.”

Miller didn’t respond.
“He sure was proud of you.”
Miller started on his second deep breath.
“Used to tell everybody ’bout all the cases you’d won. He’d strut

up and down the cafeteria and thump the counter to get everyone’s
attention.”

Miller smiled and thought about his father thumping the dining
room table to make his point. On occasion he’d just tap his left
thigh three times, and the family would wait anxiously for the lec-
ture or a decision or simply permission to commence the Sunday
meal.

“He spent the most time explainin’ your legal battles against the
government. That would get him truly animated. He’d point his fist
at anyone who’d listen, and punched the air when he got excited.
Then, all of a sudden he’d stop, get completely quiet, like he was
embarrassed or disappointed.”

“At me?” asked Miller, genuinely afraid of the answer.
“I think at himself.”
“Why do you say that?” Miller asked incredulously.
“Just a feelin’ I had about him. He told me you were the third

generation of lawyers in the family. Then he’d always get real sad.
Said you were the only one who . . .” Allen became uneasy.
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“I was the only one who what?” Miller’s voice cracked.
“The only one who really honored the law the way it was meant

to be honored.”
Miller’s shoulders sank, but his heart soared and then felt as if it

would shatter.
“When he started to get worse, with the memory and everything,

I’d help him finish his stories about you. Heck, I’d heard ’em so
often, I probably could practice law by now.” Allen now fought back
his emotions. “In the end, I thought I’d see him smile once or twice,
but he didn’t seem to understand too much. It’s a awful thing, that
disease, makes a man forget the people he loves most.”

Miller stared ahead. “Would you mind very much if I had a few
moments alone?”

“You stay as long as you want,” Allen said. “If you need help with
his things, just let me know.” He reached the door and held it open.
“Mr. Miller?”

Miller faced him.
“Would it be all right if I attended his service?”
Miller’s heart raced, and his legs felt heavy. “I’m sure my father

would like that.” He watched Allen leave, then sat down in a chair
next to the bed and unconsciously tapped his left thigh three times.
He’d managed to live much of his adult life refusing to shed any
more tears for the man who’d caused him so much pain. Yet since
his last meeting with his father he’d cried twice for him. Now he’d
do it once more, but this time it would be for himself.
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CHAPTER
59

IN A N E F F O RT to give Miller sufficient time to handle his family
matter, Tanner scheduled the hearing for three o’clock. Miller ar-

rived two hours early and sat in the courtroom alone. He paced back
and forth in front of the empty jury box, envisioning where each
person sat. He moved to the podium and measured the distance be-
tween himself and the judge’s bench, then crossed to the prosecutor’s
table. He counted the steps from one place to the other and men-
tally choreographed his presentation to make it as seamless as possi-
ble. When he felt comfortable with the dry run, he repeated it and
made his final adjustments. Then he took his seat and waited for the
performance to begin.

He thought about the burial grounds and how lovely they looked.
Cemeteries are kept clean for the dead, while the streets are allowed
to stay filthy for the living. “Go figure,” he mumbled to himself. He
laid his father to rest just outside Holly Springs, underneath the
proverbial old oak tree on the much sought-after “high bluff over-
looking the river’s edge.” His father had actually acquired several
plots many years ago, known simply as the “family grounds.”
Miller’s mother was buried there along with his four grandparents
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and an uncle. Despite his disinheritance, which he learned his father
had revoked in the most recent will, Miller also had a preferred spot
on the hill, slightly lower than his father’s, of course, but still under
the shade and within spiritual spitting distance of the water.

Reynolds attended the funeral accompanied by his wife and chil-
dren. Mr. Allen brought flowers and cried. The Presbyterian pastor
recited a prayer about the power of redemption and asked Miller if
he’d like to say a few words over his father’s grave. He declined, but
not because he maintained any residue of anger. If those feelings
hadn’t left with the phone call, they’d certainly disappeared by the
time he finished meeting with Nelson Allen. Miller’s last words to
his father had been a one-way conversation to someone hiding be-
hind a wall of shattered memory. But at least that person was alive.
He wouldn’t speak to his father through the mahogany lid of a cof-
fin, not when the man inside had been so fond of yelling, “Look me
in the eyes and say that again. Go ’head, I dare ya!”

Miller smiled at the recollection. Whenever his father got really
angry or had one drink too many, the first thing to desert him was
the ability to modulate his voice lower than a roar, followed almost
immediately by the abandonment of the beginning or ending letters
to a third of his words. While they may have been shortened, their
pronunciation took considerably longer. When everything else be-
gins to leave, one can always count on southern accents to return,
sometimes with a vengeance.

The court’s rear doors suddenly opened, and the stampede began.
The seats filled within two minutes, and shortly after that, all court
personnel were in place. Sinclair arrived and offered condolences to
Miller, who thanked her for her thoughtfulness in sending a beauti-
ful wreath of flowers. They shook hands and for the first time in the
trial showed no combativeness or hostility.

The jury had been told the second delay was caused by an unex-
pected judicial appeal that required the judge’s immediate attention.
Tanner wanted to avoid any sympathetic response to Miller’s loss.
He’d earlier told both attorneys he hadn’t lied this much since he was
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seven years old and “my daddy took me to the woodshed, had me
pull down my trousers, and introduced my behind to his truth-
detectin’ leather belt.”

While he indicated to counsel he was beginning to enjoy his
sudden “predilection to fabrication,” he’d just as soon not have to
devise any new stories for the duration of this trial. They promised
to do their best not to create any more delays.

The bailiff called the court to order and announced Tanner’s en-
trance. The judge had a light bounce to his walk and a huge smile
on his face. He greeted the jury. “I hope you’re as happy to see me
as I am to see you.”

They signaled agreement, and he took his seat behind the bench
with the customary flapping of his long black sleeves. He pressed his
hands together in a quick isometric exercise and rotated his head in
a full circle, repeating the action in the opposite direction. He re-
moved a freshly sharpened pencil, tested the point, and prepared
himself for action.

“I note for the record the defendant is present in court alongside
his counsel, and I also observe that both Mr. Reynolds and Ms. Sin-
clair are in attendance to represent the state. The jury appears ready.
Madam court reporter, I see your machine’s in place and your
paper’s filled to capacity.” He wiggled his fingers. “Are you limber,
or do you need more flex time?”

“Ready, Your Honor.” She smiled and sat straight.
“Very well,” Tanner said, clearing his throat. “We will now pro-

ceed with the closing argument from the defense side. Mr. Miller,
you have the floor.”

“Thank you, Your Honor.” Miller rose and proceeded to the
podium. “Thank you, ladies and gentlemen of the jury, for your pa-
tience and your attentiveness throughout this trial.” He rubbed his
palms together, then placed his hands on either side of the lectern.

“Thirty-five years ago, I wouldn’t be able to stand in front of a
jury that looked like you.” Miller pointed to his client. “Dr. Mathe-
son wouldn’t be having a trial. The key to his cell would’ve been se-
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cretly slipped to someone hidden in darkness.” Miller touched the
back of his ponytail and walked toward the jury box.

“When the morning came, there would’ve been one more photo
taken of one more victim.” He rested his hands on the rail in front
of Mrs. Whitney and looked at her. “But that form of justice can’t
happen again. Because you won’t let it happen.”

Miller crossed to Matheson and put his hand on his shoulder.
“The district attorney for this county publicly condemned this man,
held him morally responsible for a string of murders even though he
admitted Professor Matheson had broken no laws.” He walked
slowly toward Reynolds. “Perhaps my client did something much
worse. He violated custom. Wouldn’t remain quiet. Didn’t know his
place. Insisted on shining a light on our deepest and darkest secrets.”

He turned his body so that the jury could observe Reynolds as he
gestured toward him. “Thirty-five years ago, Mr. Reynolds wouldn’t
be sitting at a table like this one. Not as a prosecutor for the people.
Times have changed.” He looked directly at Reynolds. “We demand
more from our system of justice.” Miller turned his head toward the
jury and spoke solemnly. “We must begin to demand more from
each other.”

Reynolds watched his adversary cross once again to the jury. He
thought about yanking the back of his hair and throwing Miller off
stride.

“You can’t silence a man because he dares to remind us of things
we’d rather forget. You can’t convict a man because he wrote some
things too frightening for us to read, let alone believe.” Miller ex-
tended his arms in front of him and raised his palms out toward the
courtroom observers. “This isn’t thirty-five years ago!” his voice
boomed. He waved his hand and pointed an accusatory finger to-
ward the prosecutor’s table. His voice rose.

“We need more than speculation and anger and resentment and
outrage to take a man’s life!” He cradled his hands together and
moved them in the direction of the jury. He either offered a precious
gift to the twelve men and women before him or else he pleaded for
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one. “We need proof beyond a reasonable doubt.” He walked to-
ward the prosecutor’s table and spoke with indignation. 

“Not ridiculous probability figures based on a sample of five! Not
evidence reported lost at the very police station that now accuses
him! Not blood subject to contamination and error! And certainly
not wild speculation that a man would slip a size-thirteen boot on a
foot that measures nine and one half for the express purpose of com-
mitting murder and getting away with it!” 

He separated his hands and dropped them to his sides. He moved
to his table and stood next to Matheson. This time he spoke more
softly and ended on a whisper. “We no longer live in the past.” He
looked sympathetically at Reynolds. “We can no longer allow the
past to live in us.” He moved in front of his chair and spoke his final
words with absolute conviction. “I ask you to reject the state’s case
and find Dr. Matheson not guilty.” He sat down, and as he lowered
his head, the silver braid of hair slipped across his left shoulder and
rested near his heart.

Tanner took a breath and expanded his chest. “I hadn’t expected
counsel to be so brief, but in fairness to everyone, since we started
rather late in the day, we’ll stay on schedule and adjourn for the
evening. When we reconvene tomorrow morning, Mr. Reynolds
will conclude with the state’s closing arguments. The jury is once
again directed to abide by the court’s usual admonition regarding
discussing this case.” He struck the gavel, and the jury quickly filed
out.

Matheson left with the deputies, and Miller remained in his seat.
Reynolds approached and took the seat next to him. The two ad-
versaries sat together in silence and remained that way until the
courtroom cleared. “You remember when I told you about my
nightmares?” Reynolds asked.

“The black bogeyman?” Miller inquired without looking at him.
“Turned out he wasn’t trying to hurt me at all. Just needed my

help.”
Miller finally looked at Reynolds. “My friend, if I’ve learned any-
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thing from my time on earth, it’s that the people who need you are
also the ones who can hurt you most.”

Reynolds gently patted his colleague on the back and left.
Miller remained in his seat and stared at the empty jury box.
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CHAPTER
60

REY N O L D S S TO O D A LO N E in his backyard. A full moon cre-
ated a sense of calm he hadn’t felt in months. In twelve hours

he’d face the jury for the last time and try to convince them the man
who’d out-dueled him from the witness stand was a murderer. He
knelt on his left knee and used his fingers to gently plow the earth
in an area of freshly planted flowers. The act of gardening presented
a more meaningful alternative to therapy and always resulted in
growth.

He preferred working at night. His son had advised him he
wouldn’t have to see bugs or other “yucky stuff ” that way. He also
wouldn’t have to see the mistakes he’d made until the next morning,
which worked out well since he checked progress only during the
evening. Just before he placed his other knee into the dirt to double
the therapeutic impact, he heard the screen door close and sensed
his wife’s presence.

“You want me to listen to your closing?” Cheryl asked.
Reynolds shook his head. “I’m not sure I have one.”
“You’ll come up with something appropriate. You always have.”
He stood up from the flowerbed and moved close to her. “I be-
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came a prosecutor because I wanted to make the world safe. Put all
the bad people away—the ones who terrified little boys while they
slept. Now I’m not sure who the monsters are.”

“Sometimes they trick us,” she said. “That’s why they’re mon-
sters.” She touched his face and moved it toward her. She waited for
him to look at her. “What’s important is that we always recognize
our heroes.”

“Sometimes we should fear them most of all.” He kissed her
gently. “I better get ready for tomorrow.”

“You want me to be there with you, at the court?”
“You haven’t heard one of my closings in a long time.”
“Yes, I have. I just never let you know I was there. This time I’ll

sit where you can see me.”
He smiled and placed his arm around her shoulder. They walked

together across the yard and entered their house.
Reynolds proceeded down the hallway and stopped outside his

son’s bedroom. Christopher heard the knock on his door and
quickly shoved his Playboy magazine inside his school folder and hid
it underneath his pillow.

His father entered. “You still awake? It’s late.”
“I know, Dad. Just finishing some homework.” Christopher crept

into bed and pulled the covers over his body. He rested his head on
the pillow. “You feelin’ okay?”

Reynolds approached his son and sat on the side of the bed. “A
little sore, but I’ll live.” He rubbed his son on his head. “At least in
your fight you got off the first punch.”

“Didn’t you get to hit any of ’em?”
“No,” Reynolds answered dejectedly. “But I must’ve chased them

off while I was unconscious.” He winked at his son. “I’m dangerous
with my eyes closed.”

“Hey, Dad.”
“Hey, yourself.”
“What’s up?” Christopher asked. “You got that look on your

face.”
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“You mean the one with the dark bruises and split lip?”
“No. The one you use when I’m in trouble and you have some-

thing serious to tell me. Like when I got a D in science and you said
I was gonna miss out on college.”

“I never said that.”
“I couldn’t watch television for two whole weeks! Even people in

prison can watch TV.”
“What does that tell you?” asked his father.
His son thought for a moment. “They got good grades in sci-

ence?”
Reynolds gave the boy a strange look. “That’s the best you can

do?”
“Hey, I’m only a kid and we’re havin’ an adult conversation.”
Reynolds studied his son and searched for the right words. “I got

another question for you. This one’s important.”
“I knew I was in trouble.” 
“You ready?”
Christopher braced himself and signaled to go ahead.
“You know the difference between justice and revenge?”
Christopher considered the question by staring at the ceiling. He

then offered his best guess. “One’s a noun and the other’s a verb?”
Reynolds shook his head and gave a bittersweet smile. He put his

hand on his son’s arm and spoke solemnly. “One’s worth your life,
the other will destroy it.” He looked at his son and studied him.
“You understand?”

Christopher gave his dad a puzzled look. “Not really.”
Reynolds squeezed his son’s arm encouragingly. “You will.” He

leaned over and kissed him on the cheek. “I love you.”
Christopher looked at his father curiously. “I love you, too,” he

said.
Reynolds walked to the door.
“Dad?”
He turned and faced his son.
“You sure I didn’t do something wrong?”
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Reynolds shook his head and opened the door. “But get rid of
that magazine under your pillow.”

Christopher’s face turned stone-cold guilty.
Reynolds smiled and said, “Good night.”
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CHAPTER
61

HA R D-E D G E D M E D I A professionals shuffled their papers, picked
at their fingernails, and anxiously awaited the judge’s entrance.

Reynolds sat quietly at the table next to Sinclair, who knew enough
not to disturb him. The loneliest and most exhilarating moment in
the life of any prosecutor had arrived. What would happen next re-
quired a combination of legal acumen and intuitive recklessness.
Twelve men and women, strangers to each other, would listen to
Reynolds ask them to decide the fate of another human being. Most
of these people didn’t have the power to choose the time they took
work breaks. Now they’d determine the life or death of a man they’d
never spoken to. And they’d have the courage or audacity to do that
based in large part on which lawyer gave the best speech.

Reynolds watched the door crack open and caught a glimpse of
the judge’s black robe. The bailiff announced Tanner’s arrival and
commanded everyone to rise. Tanner took his place at the bench
and followed the same protocol that hadn’t changed much in his
thirty-odd years as a judge. But for Reynolds, nothing seemed com-
monplace anymore—not the room, not the jury, and certainly not
Tanner’s words.
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“Mr. Reynolds, are you ready to begin your closing argument?”
Reynolds stood and held on to the back of his chair. “Yes, Your

Honor.” He proceeded to the podium and placed his hands on ei-
ther side. He’d never noticed how long a walk that entailed. The
faces of the jury blended into a watercolor painting. He glanced at
Miller, then Matheson. He took a look at the Reverend Matheson
and for a moment thought he saw him nod his head in acknowl-
edgment. He once again faced the jury and felt relieved they’d come
back to life.

“We’re taught from an early age that Pharaoh’s army drowned in
the Red Sea, which caused Moses and his people to give praise.” He
moved away from the podium and extended his hands to the jury.
“And so the cycle continues even today.” He walked toward the de-
fense table. “We seek to be delivered from evil. Destroy one enemy
only to create another, except this next foe is far more powerful and
dangerous. We find temporary safety ultimately at the expense of
peace. We call upon a new Moses to step forth, and when he doesn’t,
we anoint anyone who tells us what we need to hear. We give this
leader a different name and greater authority over our lives.

“The Bigger Thomas of today no longer hides in the shadows of
submissiveness, concealing his rage with bowed head and a quiet ‘yes
sir’ and ‘no sir.’ ” Reynolds stood in front of the jury railing. “He’s
no longer frightened by the painful memories of a humiliating past
but is fueled by the expectations of a distorted future filled with im-
ages of reprisal and retribution.” He walked slowly and looked at
each individual juror.

“Today’s Bigger Thomas wears a tailor-made suit. His hatred is
hidden in the language of the articulate. He has all the advantages:
a good family, fine education, a respected position in the community,
a successful career.” His voice sounded reasoned and self-assured.
“But somewhere”—his voice suddenly changed and offered a warn-
ing alarm—“somehow”—he placed his hands on the railing—“this
model of achievement was severely damaged and twisted by an over-
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whelming desire to return hate for hate, pain for pain, indignity for
indignity, and blood for blood.”

He removed his hands from the railing and placed them to his
side. “What does it cost a society to call a five-year-old child a ‘nig-
ger’?” He allowed the word to linger in the air for several unchal-
lenged moments. “What price does that innocent but fragile child
pay for our ignorance?” He turned toward Matheson and looked at
him along with the jury. “That’s the price.”

Reynolds moved away from the jury and Matheson, turning his
attention to the overflowing crowd of spectators. “For there are peo-
ple inside and outside this courtroom who in their desperation
would embrace or glorify this defendant as a hero, in return for the
promise of just once feeling victorious, striking back and getting
away with it.” He spotted Vanzant, seated in the last row, and looked
at him. “Winning no matter the consequence.” He returned his at-
tention to the jury. “But there’s always a consequence.”

He studied the faces of the jury, then bowed his head and sought
personal guidance. He looked at Miller, then the judge, and tried to
gather his thoughts. He discovered his two children, seated on either
side of his wife. He walked in front of the podium and placed his
right hand on top of it.

“Justice is often depicted as a woman wearing a blindfold. She
doesn’t see the race or wealth or status of the victim or the defen-
dant. She searches only for the truth.” He shook his head sadly.
“There’s no revenge in her heart. She takes no enjoyment in the
severity of her penalty. There’s no celebration for the thing that must
be done.”

Reynolds carefully approached the jury and spoke proudly. “She
is the best of what we hope to be, in responding to the worst of
what, too often, we’ve become.” He stopped three feet from the jury
box and stood erect with his hands extended toward them, palms
facing upward.

“The scales of justice cannot and must not balance one hatred for
another.” He moved one hand up and the other down, alternating
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them slowly as he spoke. “Nor dignify one violent act while con-
demning the source of it. Or ever validate any form of racism,
whether it is covered by a white sheet and hood or cloaked in the
evil rhetoric of historical justification.”

He folded his hands together. “I plead with you, the caretakers of
this sacred thing called justice: Don’t remove her blindfold, for if you
do, she will have gained sight at the expense of her soul. And the
true victim of that sacrifice . . .” He turned and looked at Reverend
Matheson. “. . . will be our children.”

Reynolds walked slowly to his chair and sat down. The court-
room remained absolutely silent for several moments. A few throats
were cleared, which gave others in the chambers permission to shift
in their seats.

Tanner turned toward the jury, half of whom were still looking at
Reynolds while the other half were watching Matheson. “We’ll take
a fifteen-minute break.” He thought about it for an instant. “Let’s
make that thirty minutes. When you return, I’ll go over the charges
and instruct you as to the law and how to apply it.” He panned the
jury to ensure he now had their undivided attention.

“After that, we’ll go through some procedural and logistical mat-
ters. Then, ladies and gentlemen, I’ll officially hand the case over to
you so that you can select a foreperson and begin your careful de-
liberations of all the relevant evidence presented to you.” He poured
a glass of water but delayed drinking it.

“As I told each of you when you were chosen to serve on this case,
jury service is an important obligation. You provide a vital function,
and without you it’s doubtful true justice could be rendered. I com-
mend you for the attention you’ve paid throughout the proceedings
thus far, and I’m certain you’ll continue to demonstrate the dedica-
tion and seriousness necessary to fulfill your duties.” He took a
drink of water. “Enjoy your well-deserved respite.” Tanner lightly
struck his gavel, and the chambers began to clear.

Sinclair patted her colleague on the back, then walked away, as
though she knew he needed some personal space.
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Reynolds collected his paperwork and returned it to his briefcase.
He watched Matheson be led away and made eye contact with
Miller, who gave him a respectful and admiring smile.

Regina Davis walked toward him but stopped a few feet away.
Reynolds stood, and they looked at each other until Brandon inter-
vened. Reynolds watched both of them leave and thought about his
own children. Not too long ago he would have loved for Angela and
Christopher to grow up with the passions and talents of those two
graduate students. Now he wasn’t sure. He wanted to avoid com-
municating with anyone, so he sat down and waited for the recess
to end.

The jurors returned five minutes early, and Tanner explained
basic elements of the statute pertaining to first-degree murder. He
reviewed the jury verdict form and articulated the procedures to fol-
low if they wanted portions of the testimony read back, transcripts
supplied, or evidence produced. Their first order of business after
they found out “where all the good snacks are hidden, is to elect
yourself a foreman or forewoman or foreperson or whatever else you
wanna call the person who’s gonna chair your group, count the
votes, and read your decision in open court.”

Tanner advised them to select someone “not too opinionated, not
too noncommittal, and not someone whose friendship you’ll miss.”
The jury laughed, and Tanner thanked them for their sense of
humor and “recognizing my feeble attempts to keep things loose.”
He went on to reconfirm the importance of their mission and asked
them to show each other “patience, understanding, and respect. It
wouldn’t be a bad idea if you also exhibited wisdom, but objectivity,
fairness, and common sense will do quite nicely.”

He wished them well and asked the bailiff to escort them to the
jury room, a secure site in an undisclosed area of the building. 
He didn’t expect them to conduct any business this late in the day.
He preferred they get a good night’s rest and meet in the morning.
They should decide a convenient time, then inform the bailiff. Tan-
ner adjourned the session and proceeded to his chambers. After
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Miller and Matheson left with the deputies, the spectators cleared
out of the room.

Reynolds remained at the prosecutor’s table, and Sinclair placed
her hand on his shoulder. “Win or lose, I’m proud to have worked
with you, Mr. Reynolds.”

“No matter what the jury decides, there’ll be no winners in this
one,” he said.

A deputy approached Reynolds and handed him a note. He
opened it and read it. His expression turned pensive.

“Don’t tell me it’s over already,” commented Sinclair.
“I think it’s just starting.” Reynolds stood and looked at his curi-

ous cocounsel. “If I’m not back in ten minutes, secure my bail
money.”

Sinclair watched him go through the security doors normally re-
served for imprisoned defendants. He met with a court deputy, who
accompanied him to Matheson’s holding cell. Reynolds entered and
noticed Matheson sitting alone. “Where’s your attorney? I thought
he’d be here.”

“He’s done his job. You’ve done yours. I wanted to see you alone.”
“To confess?”
“I hear it’s good for the soul, but no. To clarify.”
“I thought you were pretty clear on the witness stand.”
“I wasn’t speaking of myself.” Matheson stood and placed his foot

on the chair and hands on his raised knee. “I wanted to correct some
assumptions in your eloquent but nonetheless erroneous closing
statement.”

“I’m your captive guest.”
Matheson slowly walked around the table. He moved away from

Reynolds and circled back as he spoke. “Every kid grows up think-
ing his daddy can beat anybody else’s daddy. . . . It doesn’t matter if
it’s true. You just want to believe the man who brought you into this
world can protect you from it.” He’d made it to Reynolds’s side of
the table and stopped two feet from him. “There aren’t many black
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boys over the age of five who believe that. The really sad thing is,
their fathers don’t believe it, either.”

“You think they believe it now?”
He moved closer and sat on the edge of the table. “It’s a start.

Why should we be the only people whose heroes know how to pray
better than they know how to fight?” He folded his arms across his
chest. “Even Jesus used the lash to drive out the moneychangers
from the temple, and needless to say, His Father had a legendary
temper. Remember those floods?”

Reynolds didn’t change expression. “I reread Native Son a few
nights ago.”

Matheson smiled. “It paid off. I liked the way you weaved the
new Bigger Thomas into your closing. Very effective.”

“I’d like to think so.”
“I’m sure you would,” responded Matheson.
“I was struck by a particular passage in the book, where Bigger

considers the consequence of oppression, the effects that racism had
on his life, and what white hate had done to him. He tells his lawyer
that ‘they kill you before you die.’ ” Reynolds studied Matheson.
“They kill you before you die. . . . It made me pity him all the
more.”

“Yes,” Matheson said softly. “I remember feeling the same way
the first time I read it, many years ago. But it’s a funny thing, react-
ing to injustice. Perhaps Dr. King put it best when he said civil dis-
obedience means you should lovingly accept the consequences.” He
leaned forward, and both men were inches apart. “James . . . I hope
you don’t mind me calling you that; we’ve been through so much
together.”

“What do you want, Martin?” Reynolds had had all that he could
or would take.

“In the event this doesn’t turn out the way you envisioned, I’m
having a little, shall we say, freedom party? I do hope you’ll drop by.”

All sensation ceased. The confines of this cell should have closed
in on Reynolds, yet he felt a huge space separating himself from the
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man standing directly in front of him. Even though Matheson re-
mained inches away, for some reason Reynolds could barely see him.
He had difficulty recognizing anything in the room, even the two
guards who entered and announced, “We have to take Dr. Mathe-
son back to the facility.”

Matheson patted him on the shoulder, but Reynolds snatched the
professor’s hand and held it firmly with a look of fierce determina-
tion bordering on rage. Matheson didn’t resist, nor did he attempt
to break free. After a tense moment monitored carefully by the
deputies, Reynolds let go and watched him leave.
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CHAPTER
62

TH E J U RY M E T in the morning and selected Blaze Hansberry as

their foreperson after she’d been nominated by Mrs. Whitney and

seconded by both Jefferson Lynch and Faison Sheppard. Aubrey

Munson had briefly lobbied for the role but quickly climbed aboard

the moving train as soon as the outcome appeared inevitable. They’d

spent thirty minutes discussing the case when Octavia Bailey sug-

gested a straw vote. They were about to take it when the bailiff in-

terrupted their proceedings and indicated they should hold tight

and do nothing until further advised. He asked Aubrey Munson to

accompany him.

“Where you gonna take me?” Munson asked.

“Sir, it would be better if you just came with me. You’ll learn soon

enough,” replied the bailiff.

Munson shrugged and told the group to keep his seat warm and

his soda cold. He followed the bailiff to a private elevator that led to

the fifth floor. From there the bailiff led him directly to Tanner’s

chambers. When Munson entered, he saw the judge seated behind

his desk, and Miller and Reynolds together on the couch.
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“Please have a seat, Mr. Munson,” Tanner said with great serious-
ness, then pointed to a chair.

Munson sat and nervously crossed his legs. “Why y’all lookin’ so
glum?”

Tanner held up a cassette tape and placed it in a portable player.
He pushed the Play button, and Munson heard his own voice spout-
ing off about the Bible and interracial dating and his feeling about
Dr. King’s holiday. Tanner pushed the Stop button and looked at
Munson. “Heard enough?”

“That woman never told me nothin’ ’bout bein’ recorded,” Mun-
son said. “Ain’t that against the law?”

“Not in this instance,” answered the judge, who was obviously
miffed. “But lying under oath is.”

“Did you say it was a woman you were speaking to?” asked
Reynolds.

“Yeah. Ain’t her voice on that thing?”
“Just yours,” said the judge with finality.
Munson rubbed his eyes and muttered a profanity. He tried to ex-

plain the situation. He was busy at work when he’d gotten the call.
The phone connection wasn’t all that good. How could they be sure
the tape hadn’t been altered? “They can do that, you know,” he said
forcefully. “They splice this and that, add a voice here or there. Hell,
now that I think about it, it didn’t even sound like me. Play it again,
Judge,” he implored Tanner. “See if that’s me.”

Declining the invitation, Tanner dismissed him from the jury,
then instructed the bailiff to “kindly remove this man from my
sight.” After Munson left, the judge indicated he’d call the court to
order in an hour. He looked at Miller. “You know, I could see why
Mr. Reynolds might want him on the jury, but I was a bit surprised
you’d actually select him.”

“Your Honor, if it had been up to me, I’d never have done it,”
confessed Miller, much to the surprise of Reynolds. “My client in-
sisted. That just goes to show that while the professor has been re-
markably astute, he’s not infallible.”
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Reynolds had a million divergent thoughts run through his mind,
and none of them were particularly comforting.

Tanner reconvened open court and announced that one of the ju-
rors had been stricken from the panel. The clerk randomly selected
an alternate from the four available. She chose Lillian Cornfield, a
white postal office worker in her forties, who took her place along-
side the other eleven members seated in the jury box. Tanner apol-
ogized for the inconvenience and indicated they’d have to start over
again.

Hardy Wilkins couldn’t contain himself. “You mean the whole
damn trial?!”

The spectators laughed, and the judge banged his gavel. “No, Mr.
Wilkins,” Tanner assured. “If that were the case, I would’ve beaten
you to the cussin’.”

Wilkins nodded his head in appreciation and relief.
“Fortunately, you didn’t spend much more than an hour in total

deliberations. You will ignore anything you might’ve said during
that time and begin your discussion anew.” Tanner looked at his
notes. “I was informed by the bailiff that you elected your foreper-
son. You will need to have another vote, and you are, of course, free
to select that person or any other, including the new addition to
your group.”

Mrs. Whitney looked at Blaze Hansberry and smiled.
“You are to read nothing positive or negative into the decision to

replace one of the members of your panel. I can tell you there are a
variety of reasons why that occurs, and believe me—it happens more
frequently than you’d imagine.” He looked at the jurors. “Any ques-
tions?” He waited for a moment. “If not, you know the routine by
now. Bailiff, please escort these fine people to their exquisite accom-
modations.”

Reynolds turned to the side and looked at Matheson, but the pro-
fessor never returned the look.

Tanner adjourned the court.
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Reynolds excused himself from Sinclair and hustled to the ro-
tunda, where he managed to catch up with Regina, who’d been pres-
ent at the hearing. “Ms. Davis,” he called out.

She stopped and looked at him.
“Could I ask you a few questions? I won’t take much of your

time.”
“Do you want me to answer under oath?”
Reynolds smiled. “That won’t be necessary. I have a feeling you

wouldn’t know how to lie.”
“If that’s a compliment, I’ll accept it.”
“There’s an office we can use. It’s just down the hall.”
She followed him to a small suite of offices partitioned with glass

and modular walls. He found a vacant area, and they entered.
“Are you supposed to be talking to me like this?” she asked.
“The trial’s over,” he explained. “Whatever you say now can’t help

or hurt the professor.”
“I don’t believe that, but go ahead and say what you’ve got to say.”
“I was just wondering: How many people did you call for your

survey?”
She looked away from him.
“That many?” Reynolds prodded.
“I’m not sure I know what you’re talking about.” She didn’t make

eye contact.
“Did you make all the calls yourself or did Professor Matheson

divide the assignment?”
“Dr. Matheson encourages his students to work as a team, but

then, you’ve probably discovered that by now on your own.”
“Who gave you the names of the jury pool, Regina?” He looked

at her and knew she’d never answer. “It had to be someone who
worked in the court system.”

“Not necessarily,” she replied.
He assumed she’d cover for the person or persons involved.
“A great many people support the professor,” she told him. “They

simply want to see him get a fair trial.”
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“He had the information on Munson all along, didn’t he?” ac-
cused Reynolds. “That’s why he wanted him on the jury.”

“I’m afraid I don’t follow.”
“He deliberately put Munson on the jury, knowing he’d be chal-

lenged as a liar and a racist, and you helped him accomplish that.”
“Why would the professor want a racist on the jury? You’re not

making any sense.”
He wondered whether she’d been part of the plan or was used like

everyone else. “The first fifteen minutes of jury deliberations reveals
an untrustworthy juror motivated by bigotry to convict the profes-
sor. It places any conviction in doubt and reaffirms the community’s
suspicions of the legal system just the way Matheson intended.”
Reynolds shook his head as much in disbelief as in admiration. “I
have to hand it to him—he covered all the bases.”

He looked at her for a moment. “Your relationship with Dr.
Matheson . . .” He hesitated and decided he wouldn’t pursue the
subject.

“Was it more than student and professor?” Regina completed the
task for him. “I was waiting for you to ask me that in front of the
jury.”

“Then I’m glad I didn’t,” replied Reynolds. “You made me look
foolish enough as it was. I’d hate to think what you’d have done to
me if you already knew the question.”

“The answer is no. Dr. Matheson never took advantage of me or
any other student—although the line of volunteers is very long, and
I’d be proud to be in it.”

Reynolds admired her and didn’t care if it showed. “There are a
lot of ways to take advantage of someone, Regina. The worst ones
don’t involve touching.” He put the tips of his fingers together and
briefly touched his lips. “Tell me something if you can: If you
learned he murdered any of those people, would you still feel the
same way about him?”

She looked away for a moment and conveyed a troubled expres-
sion, then answered, “I’d respect him even more.”
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He didn’t believe her, but the answer stunned him anyway. “Then
I guess I was wrong about you,” he said disappointedly. “You really
do know how to lie.”

Her eyes shifted to the floor.
“At least I hope that’s a lie, Regina.”
She finally looked at him.
“For your sake as well as mine.” Reynolds didn’t have the desire

or wherewithal to ask her any more questions. Regina left the office.

BLOOD ON THE LEAVES 377

BloodonLeaves_HCtextF1.qxd  3/1/04  2:03 PM  Page 377



CHAPTER
63

TH E J U RY D E L I B E R AT E D for less than four hours, then notified
the bailiff they were ready to see the judge. Reynolds assumed the

worst. Jurors don’t make decisions quickly in murder cases unless the
defendant’s a real scumbag. Long deliberations were impossible to
guess; he’d be better off flipping a coin. But when the jury was out
for less than half a day, it was a pretty good sign there’d be a vacancy
in the state’s correctional facilities.

Reynolds glanced around the courtroom, which was more packed
than ever. No one wanted to miss the verdict or, for the moment,
breathe.

“Madam Forewoman, have you reached a verdict?” Tanner’s voice
boomed throughout the hushed courtroom.

“We have, Your Honor,” stated Blaze Hansberry.
“Please hand your decision to the bailiff.”
Hansberry gave a slip of paper to the bailiff, who delivered it to

the judge. Tanner glanced at it and showed no emotion. He folded
the paper and handed it back to the bailiff. “Before I have the ver-
dict officially announced, I warn the members of this courtroom
that I will not tolerate outbursts or demonstrations of any kind.” He
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shifted his attention to each major area of the room and displayed
an expression that conveyed he meant business. “Bailiff, please re-
turn the verdict form to the jury forewoman.”

Blaze Hansberry took the paper, and Reynolds noticed that her
hand trembled slightly.

“The defendant will rise and remain standing for the reading of
the verdict,” ordered Tanner. He looked at the court reporter.
“Madam reporter, you may read the charges.”

“Case zero, zero, five-three-seven-seven, the State of Mississippi
versus Martin Samuel Matheson. With regard to count one, murder
in the first degree, how say you?”

“We, the jury in the above entitled action, find the defendant,
Martin Samuel Matheson . . .” Hansberry paused for a moment and
gave Matheson a hint of a smile.

Hundreds of black students and community supporters outside
the courthouse erupted in cheers and applause. News cameras and
photographers captured their celebration as they jumped up and
down, joyously hugging each other. Brandon raised his fist high.
Delbert wept openly. Some of the media focused attention on the
dozens of white protestors who’d gathered across the street. Most re-
mained quiet, stunned. One man tore up his sign and slammed it to
the ground. A mother cursed a black newspaper reporter while her
adorable five-year-old son waved a tiny Confederate flag.

Inside the courtroom, Judge Tanner reviewed and signed paper-
work. Sinclair sat quietly next to Reynolds, who had his elbows on
the table and his fingers pressed against his lips. While he didn’t
want to observe the reaction at the defense table, his eyes moved
slowly in that direction and spotted Miller with his hand on Mathe-
son’s shoulder. Both men had their heads bowed while the Reverend
Matheson led a silent prayer. The professor looked up momentarily
and made eye contact with Reynolds, then lowered his head again
and continued the prayer.

Reynolds stood behind the prosecutor’s table and glanced at the
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members of the jury filing out of their booth, pleased with their ver-
dict and happy the ordeal had ended. He turned and discovered
April Reeves sitting in her seat looking at her son. She displayed the
expression of a concerned mother, but Reynolds found it impossible
to discern the real cause of that concern. He thought it revealed a
combination of relief and regret, but he couldn’t be certain which
dominated her emotions.

Behind her sat Ruth Cooper, staring at the jury. Reynolds had no
trouble determining her true feelings. She clenched the bench in
front of her tightly with both hands and cried in between her an-
guished utterances.

He hadn’t noticed Vanzant making his way toward him. Once he
did, he prepared himself for the worst. Surprisingly, Vanzant ex-
tended his hand. Reynolds hesitated, then shook it.

“You did a great job with a weak case,” Vanzant said admiringly
albeit grudgingly. “Maybe you were right: I brought the charges too
soon.” The admission crept out uneasily. “But we’ll get him next
time.” Vanzant acknowledged Sinclair with an approving nod. “You
both will.” Vanzant walked down the aisle and left the courtroom,
ignoring the hordes of reporters who surrounded him with ques-
tions.

Reynolds felt numb and accepted his condition gratefully. He
didn’t want to feel anything for at least a week. He didn’t trust his
emotions at the moment, and it was best they remain dormant and
unprovoked. He proceeded to Tanner’s chambers, where he’d ask the
judge for permission to use the private exit.
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CHAPTER
64

REY N O L D S S AT O N his porch and considered everything he
could have done differently. He thought about Vanzant’s last

comment: “. . . we’ll get him next time.” He wondered if that meant
Matheson would face charges on the previous murders based on the
collection of future evidence, or if the assurance unwittingly pre-
dicted more victims. He didn’t believe Matheson would continue
with the list. The professor had made his point, and those who were
named would forever look over their shoulders and live in the terror
they’d once enjoyed causing. Many had already left their homes and
moved away, and with the announcement of this verdict, Reynolds
knew others would leave as well. 

Matheson would have the satisfaction that people throughout the
country had embraced his cause and developed their own retaliatory
strategies. Soon there’d be lists in every state, with their own unique
targets. The professor had won. He’d broken the law in order to
mend it and in the process configured a patchwork of justice that
had a little bit of something for everyone. That something, contem-
plated Reynolds, was revenge, and the blanket woven from that de-
sire would smother us all.
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Cheryl joined her husband on the porch. “No matter how long
you stay out here, the jury’s verdict isn’t going to change.”

“I’m actually thinking about indicting myself, but I can’t decide
on an appropriate punishment.”

“I think you’ve suffered more than enough.”
“I failed them,” he said.
“Failed who?”
“Those black victims in the photos. I promised I wouldn’t let it

happen again. Wouldn’t let color decide justice.” He took a step
away and looked into the darkness of his backyard. “I didn’t believe
those pictures were real at first. I thought Matheson had altered
them. When I showed them to Vanzant, he said maybe some well
liquored-up Klansmen committed atrocities, but no way would
normal, everyday decent Americans participate in that kind of
butchery.”

He turned and studied his wife. “Maybe it wasn’t race Matheson
manipulated, or even our desire for revenge. Maybe it was some-
thing as simple as knowing we don’t want to believe ordinary peo-
ple are capable of profound evil. And when it happens, we rally
behind a flag or a god or a set of tribal customs to rationalize con-
tinuing the madness. After a while we’re too busy burying each other
to remember who threw the first stone or why.”

“We’re also capable of extraordinary acts of generosity and de-
cency and love,” countered Cheryl. “And eventually, that’ll make all
the difference. Not in one day or one trial or even one lifetime. But
good wins out, James. You’ve got to believe that. And you’ve got to
help our children believe it, too.” The phone rang. Cheryl looked at
her watch. “It’s after midnight. Who’d be calling us this late?” 

“I’ll get it,” said Reynolds. “It’s probably one of my many fans
wanting to offer their congratulations.” He reached inside the door-
way and grabbed the wall phone. “Hello.”

Cheryl watched his face grow increasingly tense.
Reynolds listened to the recognizable voice. “I’m sorry you

couldn’t make it to my celebration,” Matheson said. “I wanted to let
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you know there are no hard feelings.” Reynolds wanted to respond,
but the veins in his neck wouldn’t allow him.

Matheson continued. “I was recently advised of the nature of
your distress. There’s no need to thank me, but . . .”

Cheryl touched her husband’s arm, but he never looked at her.
“You won’t be haunted by nightmares anymore.”
Reynolds gripped the phone receiver and stopped breathing until

he heard the voice again.
“At least not any from your childhood.”
Reynolds’s throat finally opened wide enough for him to speak,

but by that time Matheson had hung up. He loosened his grip on
the phone and listened to the dial tone.

“Honey?” Cheryl said.
His eyes filled with fear and rage.
“James, you’re frightening me.”
Ignoring the desperate pleas of his wife, he rushed out of his

home and raced toward his car. He quickly started the engine and
speeded out of the driveway, leaving Cheryl standing in the middle
of the front yard, pleading with him to come back.

Reynolds never thought about the absurdity of his effort. He’d
driven all this way, recklessly violating speed limits and racing
through traffic signals and stop signs. He didn’t know if he’d locate
the place this late or, even if he did, how he could be so sure he’d
find what he feared most. He slowed down the car and searched
aimlessly for the entrance. The moon helped a bit, but every path-
way looked the same at night.

He parked the car and decided to follow his instinct. He opened
the glove compartment and removed a flashlight. He ran alongside
the outer fringes of the state park and headed down one entrance,
but stopped after a few yards. The path should have been narrower,
with trees spaced apart more evenly. He left the area and returned to
the side road.

He remembered that Edwards had pointed to a trail covered by
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thick brush that he’d pulled back to enter. He grabbed at hedges and
branches and anything that moved until he found a spot that
seemed familiar, then made his way through the bushes and discov-
ered the trail. As he ran, he heard the night sounds and imagined the
fingers chasing behind him. He raced past wild brush and through
a thicket of tall grass. Slipping on the moist dew, he fell to the earth,
striking his face against dirt and stone. He got up and sprinted as if
possessed, flinging his arms to the side, pushing back branches that
sliced his hands and ripped his clothing. He gasped for breath and
felt his heart pounding. The past reverberated around him, and he
saw himself as a child running from the ghost.

He heard a man’s voice screaming, “Help me! In Jesus’ name, please
help me!” He saw the mob and the handheld torches and the long
knotted rope and the glistening stream and the ax blade that
sparkled and fell brutally beneath the fiery cross. He heard a child’s
voice yell, “Leave him alone!” and through that child’s eyes he saw
the knife plunge into the dead man’s heart. The person who placed
it there turned and grinned, posing for his photo at the foot of his
victim. 

Reynolds lost all feeling in his body as his emotions spiraled
through pain and terror. He left the narrow trail, stumbled into a
clearing, and saw the silhouette of a man hanging from a gnarled
tree a few feet from a burning cross. Against his will he moved closer
and watched Gates Beauford twist slowly in the night breeze until
he became the corpse of Frank Edwards’s father, then changed back
into Beauford, with his neck broken and his hand severed and a
knife protruding from his heart.

Reynolds collapsed to the ground and pounded the earth with his
fists. “No!” he screamed. “Goddamn you, no!” He suddenly became
aware of the thick warm liquid underneath his body. He stared at his
hands, now stained with the victim’s blood. After thirty-five years, it
had returned to mark him once again.
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CHAPTER
65

MAT H E S O N R E M OV E D S EV E R A L plaques and framed certifi-
cates from the wall behind his desk and wrapped them with

protective plastic. He placed them carefully in a cardboard box, then
took the last row of leather-bound manuscripts from the top shelf of
the built-in bookcase and stacked them neatly on the floor. He’d
begun putting them into a heavy-duty carton when his office door
opened. 

“You have a moment?” asked the Reverend Matheson.
“Come on in,” replied his son, who continued packing. “I’ve

been invited to give a series of lectures around the country. We can
use the fees to help rebuild the church.”

The Reverend Matheson hesitated, then moved toward the desk
and assisted his son in sealing one of the boxes. “During the time
you were in jail, there weren’t any murders. You’re out less than two
days and another man dies.”

“Wasn’t much of a man,” Matheson answered as he tore off a
piece of masking tape and ran it across the lid.

The Reverend Matheson stopped helping his son and stepped
back to address him. “All my life I’ve fought against hatred.”
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“Wasn’t much of a fight.” Matheson finished with the tape and
placed the box against the wall. He wrote some identifying infor-
mation on a label and pasted it on the side of the cardboard.

“It was a struggle. And we won!”
Matheson placed the top on the Magic Marker and tossed it on

the desk. “Those black kids who slaughter each other every day—
what did you win for them?”

“Freedom. A chance.” The Reverend Matheson never wavered.
“You didn’t give them a chance. You gave them a death warrant.”

Matheson started filling a second box with books. “You sacrificed
them on some civil rights altar to conceal your own confusion and
cowardice. You begged for acceptance from your enemies and lost
the respect of your own children.” 

Matheson slammed the last set of books into the box and angrily
confronted his father. “You had a duty to protect your family, your
community, your damn self ! But you were so busy wanting to be an
American, you forgot what Americans do best. They buy guns and
they kick ass. And they never, ever apologize for it.”

He took a step back from his father and spoke despondently.
“You have any idea what happens to a people who don’t believe
they’re worthy of protection or that their lives matter? All that pain
and hurt becomes self-loathing, the loathing turns into rage, and
that rage has no choice but to strike out in the only way it can.” He
moved closer to his father and once again sounded accusatory. “Your
pleas for nonviolent resistance made it easier for us to accept our
own destruction. And now the murder of black people is not only
tolerable, it’s justifiable. The really tragic thing is, white folks don’t
need to brutalize us anymore, because we’re doing that to each
other.” Matheson looked away for a moment, then faced his father
and smiled sadly. “It’s ironic, isn’t it? You wanted us to love our
enemy, and we wound up hating ourselves.”

He lightly touched his father’s shoulder. “Dad,” he said, choking
back the tears. “Can’t you see that once you betray the dead, you’ve
no choice but to condemn the living?” 
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The Reverend Matheson stared at his son with more than a hint
of anger, then moved away, remaining silent for several moments.
He regained his composure and turned toward him. “I remember
when that man called you ‘nigger,’ ” he said sympathetically. “Re-
member your face. Remember how the tears just seemed to fill your
eyes, frozen, too afraid to come out.” The Reverend Matheson
closed his eyes briefly. “I was praying to God, ‘Don’t let those tears
fall.’ I told myself it was because I didn’t want him to have the sat-
isfaction of knowing how much he’d hurt you.” He smiled sadly.
“But I knew the truth.”

He faced his son, speaking firmly. “I knew if so much as one
teardrop fell, I would have ripped out that man’s throat. Made sure
no words ever came out that could ever harm you again.” The Rev-
erend Matheson leaned against the side of the desk and confessed to
a surprised and attentive son, “If I’d done that, I would have become
just like him. He would’ve succeeded in making me the one thing I
knew you and I never were—niggers. I wasn’t willing to become that.
Not for your respect.” His voice crackled with emotion. “Not even
for your love.”

The Reverend Matheson moved from the desk and walked close
to his son, speaking in a hushed voice. “I wonder if you realize that
man finally succeeded in making you into something you were
never born to be.” He turned and noticed Reynolds standing at the
doorway. The two men looked at each other but exchanged nothing
more than eye contact. He walked past Reynolds and left the office.
Reynolds slowly approached Matheson, who remained motionless.

“You murdered them all?”
“I thought we settled that in court. I was found not guilty. Isn’t

the same as innocent, but then, Jesus was the only perfect man, and
we both know what happened to him.”

“I’m going to bring you to justice,” stated Reynolds. “No matter
how long it takes.”

Matheson nodded agreement. “It took more than thirty years to
bring the murderer of Medgar Evers to justice. Almost thirty-nine to
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convict one of the men who dynamited the Sixteenth Street Baptist
Church and murdered four teenaged girls.” He moved closer to
Reynolds. “Who knows? By that time you might even become man
enough to take justice into your own hands.”

Reynolds threw a right cross that landed flush on Matheson’s jaw,
knocking him to the floor. Matheson rubbed the side of his face and
looked at Reynolds, who now stood directly over him. “Guess I
should’ve been wearin’ one of those slings you told me about,”
Reynolds said as an afterthought.

The professor rose from the floor. “Felt good, didn’t it?” He stood
in front of Reynolds. “There’s a certain freedom when you decide
you won’t take any more—that you’ve finally had enough. You gain
a genuine sense of relief, a feeling that perhaps for the first time in
your life, you’re really alive.” The two men looked at each other and
shared an uncomfortably intimate moment of mutual understand-
ing. “I imagine that’s what Bigger Thomas must’ve felt after he killed
that woman,” Matheson said softly. “God have mercy on his soul.”

Reynolds walked slowly toward the door. When he reached to
open it, he felt the gun just inside his jacket. He’d forgotten he
brought it. He considered the havoc Matheson would create, the ha-
tred and violence that would follow wherever he traveled.

“Did you forget something?” asked Matheson.
Reynolds didn’t turn to face the professor. He simply closed his

eyes for a moment and then answered, “Yes.”
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EPILOGUE

Reynolds walked underneath the brick archway into the sunlight
and saw students run toward him. He thought about what Cheryl
had said and reluctantly agreed: He had more in common with
Matheson than he ever cared to admit. But the thing that made him
different also served as his salvation and kept him from crossing a
line from which there’d be no return. The students brushed past him
and rushed to their classes.

His heart beat rapidly with the realization of how dangerously
close he’d gotten to becoming Matheson. Ironically, the same people
who condemned the professor would have honored and defended
his action, considered him a patriot. They’d never recognize their
own hypocrisy, and because of that, Matheson had won a victory to
be repeated again and again. Hatred wouldn’t end, because it would
never be seen as hatred. Someone would always demand a pound of
flesh and believe that it was justice rather than revenge.

That was the nature of “an eye for an eye,” whether it was white
against black, or nation against nation, or the state versus its citizens
who for the moment were doomed to be judged by a jury of their
peers. He remembered a question Matheson had asked him: What
do you call the person who bombs a terrorist? Reynolds now knew
the answer to the professor’s riddle: a hero. 
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When he struck Matheson, he had felt a ferociousness he didn’t
know existed. And yes, he felt an enormous degree of satisfaction.
But he also felt something else: an obligation to his children and the
world they’d inherit—one he hoped would be free from a vendetta
imposed upon it by history. He wouldn’t betray Angela’s and
Christopher’s future with violence and hate. He wouldn’t lose the
ability to touch or be touched by those he loved. Matheson wasn’t
worth that. Bigger Thomas would not claim his soul, too.

The final hour of one’s life couldn’t be wasted fighting heroic bat-
tles or settling scores. He’d reached that conclusion with an unpar-
alleled degree of moral certainty. It must be devoted to making love
or music or writing a poem or holding a child or wiping away the
tears of those who mistakenly fear the unknown. The great challenge
for him would be finding the courage to live life as if each hour were
indeed his last, John Wayne and Miles Davis be damned.

Reynolds descended the steps of the humanities building and
stopped at the bottom to observe a campus divided by walkways and
magnolia trees and race. He watched groups of blacks and whites
move in different directions, oblivious to the conditions that per-
petuated their invisibility to each other. He proceeded down the
path that would lead him away from the university and closer to a
shared fate Matheson had attempted to disavow: In the end, we are
all our brother’s keeper. And when we deny that, we lose hope and
so much more.

For some strange reason Reynolds recalled a hymn composed by
Duke Ellington. Perhaps he’d last heard it sung at the Reverend
Matheson’s church ages ago: “Lord, dear Lord above, God Almighty,
God of love, please look down and see my people through.”

He never felt the tear leave his eye, nor did he notice it fall to the
ground to be quickly absorbed by summer’s arid earth. This time
there’d be no trace that justice had wept—only the burning desire to
relinquish the pain.
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