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Ray Atlee is a professor of law at the Universityoginia. He's forty-three, newly
single, and still enduring the aftershocks of psse divorce. He has a younger brother,
Forrest, who redefines the notion of a family’sdilaheep. And he has a father, a very
sick old man who lives alone in the ancestral ham@lanton, Mississippi. He is known
to all as Judge Atlee, a beloved and powerful @ffiwho has towered over local law and
politics for forty years. No longer on the bendie udge has withdrawn to the Atlee
mansion and become a recluse. With the end in,slghbge Atlee issues a summons for
both sons to return home to Clanton, to discusslét&ils of his estate. It is typed by the
Judge himself, on his handsome old stationery giwves the date and time for Ray and
Forrest to appear in his study. Ray reluctantlydsesouth, to his hometown, to the place
where he grew up, which he prefers now to avoid.tBe family meeting does not take
place. The Judge dies too soon, and in doing se$elaehind a shocking secret known
only to Ray. And perhaps someone else.

John Grisham

The Summons

Chapter 1

It came by mail, regular postage, the old-fashionayg since the Judge was almost
eighty and distrusted modern devices. Forget e-amalleven faxes. He didn’t use an
answering machine and had never been fond of laehene. He pecked out his letters
with both index fingers, one feeble key at a tim&nched over his old Underwood
manual on a rolltop desk under the portrait of lMatBedford Forrest. The Judge’s
grandfather had fought with Forrest at Shiloh dmdughout the Deep South, and to him
no figure in history was more revered. For thimyetyears, the Judge had quietly refused
to hold court on July 13, Forrest’s birthday.

It came with another letter, a magazine, and twoites, and was routinely placed in the
law school mailbox of Professor Ray Atlee. He retped it immediately since such
envelopes had been a part of his life for as langeacould remember. It was from his
lather, a man he too called the Judge.



Professor Atlee studied the envelope, uncertairtivelmnéne should open it right there or
wait a moment. Good news or bad, he never knewth@hludge, though the old man
was dying and good news had been rare. It wasatidrappeared to contain only one
sheet of paper; nothing unusual about that. Thgeluds frugal with the written word,
though he’d once been known for his windy lectdres the bench.

It was a business letter, that much was certain.Jilige was not one for small talk,
hated gossip and idle chitchat, whether writtespmken. Ice tea with him on the porch
would be a refighting of the Civil War, probablyStiloh, where he would once again

lay all blame for the Confederate defeat at thayshintouched boots of General Pierre G.
T. Beauregard, a man he would hate even in he@danchance they met there.

He’d be dead soon. Seventy-nine years old witheaimchis stomach. He was
overweight, a diabetic, a heavy pipe smoker, hbddaheart that had survived three
attacks, and a host of lesser ailments that hadetated him for twenty years and were
now finally closing in for the kill. The pain wasmstant. During their last phone call
three weeks earlier, a call initiated by Ray beedhbe Judge thought long distance was a
rip-off, the old man sounded weak and strainedyTaal talked for less than two
minutes.

The return address was gold-embossed: ChancelldrdReV Atlee, 25th Chancery

District, Ford County Courthouse, Clanton, Mispgsi Ray slid the envelope into the
magazine and began walking. Judge Atlee no longlerthe office of chancellor. The
voters had retired him nine years earlier, a bdefeat from which he would never
recover. Thirty-two years of diligent service ts Ipeople, and they tossed him out in
favor of a younger man with radio and televisios.athe Judge had refused to campaign.
He claimed he had too much work to do, and, mopoimant, the people knew him well
and if they wanted to reelect him then they wowldsd. His strategy had seemed

arrogant to many. He carried Ford County but getlabked in the other five.

It took three years to get him out of the courtleoudis office on the second floor had
survived a fire and had missed two renovations. Jutge had not allowed them to touch
it with paint or hammers. When the county supemggmally convinced him that he had
to leave or be evicted, he boxed up three decadmsh of useless files and notes and
dusty old books and took them home and stacked théms study. When the study was
full, he lined them down the hallways into the dipiroom and even the foyer.

Ray nodded to a student who was seated in theMaside his office, he spoke to a
colleague. Inside, he locked the door behind hith@aced the mail in the center of his
desk. He took off his jacket, hung it on the batke door, stepped over a stack of thick
law books he’d been stepping over for half a yaad then to himself uttered his daily
vow to organize the place.

The room was twelve by fifteen, with a small deskl a small sofa, both covered with
enough work to make Ray seem like a very busy iHanvas not. For the spring



semester he was teaching one section of antithasthe was supposed to be writing a
book, another drab, tedious volume on monopoliaswiould be read by no one but
would add handsomely to his pedigree. He had temurdike all serious professors he
was ruled by the “publish or perish” dictum of aeadc life.

He sat at his desk and shoved papers out of the way

The envelope was addressed to Professor N. Rag,Alfl@iversity of Virginia School of
Law, Charlottesville, Virginia. The e’s and o’s wesmudged together. A new ribbon had
been needed for a decade. The Judge didn't behezip codes either.

The N was for Nathan, after the general, but feappeknew it. One of their uglier fights
had been over the son’s decision to drop Nathagether and plow through life simply
as Ray.

The Judge’s letters were always sent to the lawachever to his son’s apartment in
downtown Charlottesville. The Judge liked titlesl amportant addresses, and he wanted
folks in Clanton, even the postal workers, to kribat his son was a professor of law. It
was unnecessary. Ray had been teaching (and Writinthirteen years, and those who
mattered in Ford County knew it.

He opened the envelope and unfolded a single siig@eiper. It too was grandly
embossed with the Judge’s name and former titleadddess, again minus the zip code.
The old man probably had an unlimited supply ofdtaionery.

It was addressed to both Ray and his younger brddoerest, the only two offspring of a
bad marriage that had ended in 1969 with the defatieir mother. As always, the
message was brief:

Please make arrangements to appear in my studyrmag, May 7, at 5 P.M., to discuss
the administration of my estate.

Sincerely,

Reuben V Atlee

The distinctive signature had shrunk and lookedaady. For years it had been
emblazoned across orders and decrees that hadetheogntless lives. Decrees of
divorce, child custody, termination of parentahtigy adoptions. Orders settling will
contests, election contests, land disputes, anioex@ghts. The Judge’s autograph had



been authoritative and well known; now it was taguely familiar scrawl of a very sick
old man.

Sick or not, though, Ray knew that he would be gmées his father’s study at the
appointed time. He had just been summoned, andgiitasimg as it was, he had no doubt
that he and his brother would drag themselves bdflis Honor for one more lecture. It
was typical of the Judge to pick a day that wasearent for him without consulting
anybody else.

It was the nature of the Judge, and perhaps magegifor that matter, to set dates for
hearings and deadlines with little regard for thewvenience of others. Such heavy-
handedness was learned and even required whengleailh crowded dockets, reluctant
litigants, busy lawyers, lazy lawyers. But the Jaithgd run his family in pretty much the
same manner as he’d run his courtroom, and thathveagrincipal reason Ray Atlee was
teaching law in Virginia and not practicing it inidgissippi.

He read the summons again, then put it away, oofttipe pile of current matters to deal
with. He walked to the window and looked out at ¢bertyard where everything was in
bloom. He wasn’t angry or bitter, just frustrateditthis father could once again dictate so
much. But the old man was dying, he told himseifieGhim a break. There wouldn’t be
many more trips home.

The Judge’s estate was cloaked with mystery. Timeipal asset was the house—an
antebellum hand-me-down from the same Atlee wholdjht with General Forrest. On a
shady street in old Atlanta it would be worth ogenillion dollars, but not in Clanton. It
sat in the middle of five neglected acres threekdmff the town square. The floors
sagged, the roof leaked, paint had not touched#tls in Ray’s lifetime. He and his
brother could sell it for perhaps a hundred thods#oilars, but the buyer would need
twice that to make it livable. Neither would evimelthere; in fact, Forrest had not set
foot in the house in many years.

The house was called Maple Run, as if it were sgraad estate with a staff and a social
calendar. The last worker had been Irene the nsdid'd died four years earlier and since
then no one had vacuumed the floors or touchetuthngure with polish. The Judge paid
a local felon twenty dollars a week to cut the grasd he did so with great reluctance.
Eighty dollars a month was robbery, in his learopthion.

When Ray was a child, his mother referred to theme as Maple Run. They never had
dinners at their home, but rather at Maple RunirTdedress was not the Atlees on
Fourth Street, but instead it was Maple Run on tho8treet. Few other folks in Clan-ton
had names for their homes.

She died from an aneurysm and they laid her obla ta the front parlor. For two days
the town stopped by and paraded across the frenhpthrough the foyer, through the
parlor for last respects, then to the dining roomgunch and cookies. Ray and Forrest



hid in the attic and cursed their father for tolexg such a spectacle. That was their
mother lying down there, a pretty young woman nae @and stiff in an open coffin.

Forrest had always called it Maple Ruin. The red yellow maples that once lined the
street had died of some unknown disease. Thegdatiumps had never been cleared.
Four huge oaks shaded the front lawn. They shegs$elay the ton, far too many for
anyone to rake and gather. And at least twice atieaoaks would lose a branch that
would fall and crash somewhere onto the house, evitenight or might not get removed.
The house stood there year after year, decadedsftade, taking punches but never
falling.

It was still a handsome house, a Georgian withraokj once a monument to those
who’d built it, and now a sad reminder of a declgnfamily. Ray wanted nothing to do
with it. For him the house was filled with unpleasememories and each trip back
depressed him. He certainly couldn’t afford thefinial black hole of maintaining an
estate that ought to be bulldozed. Forrest woutd bibefore he owned it.

The Judge, however, wanted Ray to take the hous&esep it in the family. This had
been discussed in vague terms over the past fess.yRay had never mustered the
courage to ask, “What family?” He had no childréhere was an ex-wife but no
prospect of a current one. Same for Forrest, exeepiad a dizzying collection of ex-
girlfriends and a current housing arrangement Witie, a three-hundred-pound painter
and potter twelve years his senior.

It was a biological miracle that Forrest had pragtuno children, but so far none had
been discovered.

The Atlee bloodline was thinning to a sad and itable halt, which didn’t bother Ray at
all. He was living life for himself, not for the befit of his father or the family’s glorious
past. He returned to Clanton only for funerals.

The Judge’s other assets had never been discussedtlee family had once been
wealthy, but long before Ray. There had been lantbcatton and slaves and railroads
and banks and politics, the usual Confederategurtbf holdings that, in terms of cash,
meant nothing in the late twentieth century. It didwever, bestow upon the Atlees the
status of “family money.”

By the time Ray was ten he knew his family had nyokts father was a judge and his
home had a name, and in rural Mississippi this mianvas indeed a rich kid. Before
she died his mother did her best to convince RayFamrest that they were better than
most folks. They lived in a mansion. They were Byésrians. They vacationed in
Florida, every third year. They occasionally wentite Peabody Hotel in Memphis for
dinner. Their clothes were nicer.

Then Ray was accepted at Stanford. His bubble kdret the Judge said bluntly, “I
can't afford it.”



“What do you mean?” Ray had asked.
“I mean what | said. | can’t afford Stanford.”
“But | don’t understand.”

“Then I'll make it plain. Go to any college you waBut if you go to Sewanee, then I'll
pay for it.”

Ray went to Sewanee, without the baggage of famdpey, and was supported by his
father, who provided an allowance that barely ceglduition, books, board, and
fraternity dues. Law school was at Tulane, wheng Ravived by waiting tables at an
oyster bar in the French Quatrter.

For thirty-two years, the Judge had earned a ctiansesalary, which was among the
lowest in the country. While at Tulane Ray reaéort on judicial compensation, and he
was saddened to learn that Mississippi judges @@neing fifty-two thousand dollars a
year when the national average was ninety-five ghad.

The Judge lived alone, spent little on the houad,to bad habits except for his pipe, and
he preferred cheap tobacco. He drove an old Lin@bad food but lots of it, and wore
the same black suits he’d been wearing since ttiesfi His vice was charity. He saved
his money, then he gave it away.

No one knew how much money the Judge donated dgnual

An automatic ten percent went to the Presbyteriaur€h. Sewanee got two thousand
dollars a year, same for the Sons of Confederatersies. Those three gifts were carved
in granite. The rest were not.

Judge Atlee gave to anyone who would ask. A crighglald in need of crutches. An all-

star team traveling to a state tournament. A doiwéhe Rotary Club to vaccinate babies
in the Congo. A shelter for stray dogs and catsard County. A new roof for Clanton’s

only museum.

The list was endless, and all that was necessagctive a check was to write a short
letter and ask for it. Judge Atlee always sent ipared had been doing so ever since Ray
and Forrest left home.

Ray could see him now, lost in the clutter and adi$tis roll-top, pecking out short notes
on his Underwood and sticking them in his chanc@allenvelopes with scarcely readable
checks drawn on the First National Bank of Clantdifi-dollars here, a hundred dollars
there, a little for everyone until it was all gone.



The estate would not be complicated because theuévbe so little to inventory. The
ancient law books, threadbare furniture, painfatifg photos and mementos, long
forgotten files and papers—all a bunch of rubblsdt tvould make an impressive bonfire.
He and Forrest would sell the house for whatewvenigit bring and be quite happy to
salvage anything from the last of the Atlee fannilgney.

He should call Forrest, but those calls were alveasy to put off. Forrest was a different
set of issues and problems, much more complichtmd & dying, reclusive old father
hell-bent on giving away his money. Forrest waisiag, walking disaster, a boy of
thirty-six whose mind had been deadened by evegal lend illegal substance known to
American culture.

What a family, Ray mumbled to himself.

He posted a cancellation for his eleven o’cloclssland went for therapy.

Chapter 2

Spring in the Piedmont, calm clear skies, the filistgrowing greener by the day, the
Shenandoah Valley changing as the farmers crosskdearossed their perfect rows.
Rain was forecast for tomorrow, though no forecasid be trusted in central Virginia.

With almost three hundred hours under his belt, BRayan each day with an eye on the
sky as he jogged five miles. The running he coul@aime rain or shine, the flying he
could not. He had promised himself (and his insceactompany) that he would not fly at
night and would not venture into clouds. Ninetyefipercent of all small plane crashes
happened either in weather or in darkness, andradtely three years of flying Ray was
still determined to be a coward. “There are oldtsiland bold pilots,” the adage went,
“but no old bold pilots.” He believed it, and witlonviction.

Besides, central Virginia was too beautiful to boger in clouds. He waited for perfect
weather—no wind to push him around and make larsdoognplicated, no haze to dim

the horizon and get him lost, no threat of stormsoisture. Clear skies during his jog

usually determined the rest of his day. He coulderlanch up or back, cancel a class,
postpone his research to a rainy day, or a rairgkvi@ that matter. The right forecast,
and Ray was off to the airport.

It was north of town, a fifteen-minute drive frohretlaw school. At Docker’s Flight
School he was given the normal rude welcome by Dickker, Charlie Yates, and Fog
Newton, the three retired Marine pilots who ownleel place and had trained most of the
private aviators in the area. They held court etshin the Cockpit, a row of old theater
chairs in the front office of the flight school,caftom there they drank coffee by the



gallon and told flying tales and lies that grewtbg hour. Each customer and student got
the same load of verbal abuse, like it or not, iake leave it, they didn’'t care. They
were drawing nice pensions.

The sight of Ray prompted the latest round of lawgkes, none of which were
particularly funny, all of which drew howls at tpanch lines.

“No wonder you don’'t have any students,” Ray saith@ did the paperwork.
“Where you going?” demanded Docker.

“Just punching a few holes in the sky.”

“We’ll alert air traffic control.”

“You're much too busy for that.”

Ten minutes of insults and rental forms, and Ray free to go. For eighty bucks an hour
he could rent a Cessna that would take him a rbibe@the earth, away from people,
phones, traffic, students, research, and, on tyselven farther from his dying father, his
crazy brother, and the inevitable mess facing hacklhome.

There were tie-downs for thirty light aircraft aetgeneral aviation ramp. Most were
small Cessnas with high wings and fixed landinggiestill the safest airplanes ever built.
But there were some fancier rigs. Next to his r@i@@essna was a Beech Bonanza, a
single-engine, two-hundred-horsepower beauty tlagtd®duld handle in a month with a
little training. It flew almost seventy knots fastean the Cessna, with enough gadgets
and avionics to make any pilot drool. Even worke,Bonanza was for sale—
$450,000—off the charts, of course, but not thabfa The owner built shopping centers
and wanted a King Air, according to the latest psialfrom the Cockpit.

Ray stepped away from the Bonanza and concentoatéak little Cessna sitting next to
it. Like all new pilots, he carefully inspected lpiane with a checklist. Fog Newton, his
instructor, had begun each lesson with a gruesateef fire and death caused by pilots
too hurried or lazy to use checklists.

When he was certain all outside parts and surfaees perfect, he opened the door and
strapped himself inside. The engine started smypati radios sparked to life. He
finished a pre-takeoff list and called the towerc@dnmuter flight was ahead of him, and
ten minutes after he locked his doors he was aligaretakeoff. He lifted off smoothly
and turned west, toward the Shenandoah Valley.

At four thousand feet, he crossed Afton Mountaot,far below him. A few seconds of
mountain turbulence bounced the Cessna, but inetteng out of the ordinary. When he
was past the foothills and over the farmlandsaih&ecame still and quiet. Visibility
was officially twenty miles, though at this altieithe could see much farther. No ceiling,



not a cloud anywhere. At five thousand feet, thaekgeof West Virginia rose slowly on
the horizon. Ray completed an in-flight checklisgned his fuel mixture for normal
cruise, and relaxed for the first time since taxiinto position for takeoff.

Radio chatter disappeared, and it wouldn’t pickagpin until he switched to the
Roanoke tower, forty miles to the south. He deciaeaivoid Roanoke and stay in
uncontrolled airspace.

Ray knew from personal experience that psychiatmgirked for two hundred dollars an
hour in the Charlottesville area. Flying was a bargand much more effective, though it
was a very fine shrink who’d suggested he pick ngwa hobby, and quickly. He was
seeing the fellow because he had to see someoaetlfEa month after the former Mrs.
Atlee filed for divorce, quit her job, and walkedt®f their townhouse with only her
clothes and jewelry, all done with ruthless effigg in less than six hours, Ray left the
psychiatrist for the last time, drove to the aitpstumbled into the Cockpit, and took his
first insult from either Dick Docker or Fog Newtdme couldn’t remember which.

The insult felt good, someone cared. More followatj Ray, wounded and confused as
he was, had found a home. For three years nowdherbased the clear, solitary skies of
the Blue Ridge Mountains and the Shenandoah Valeything his anger, shedding a
few tears, hashing out his troubled life to an gngatat beside him. She’s gone, the
empty seat kept saying.

Some. women leave. and come back eventually. Olbave and endure a painful
reconsideration. Still others leave with such bekinthey never look back. Vicki’'s
departure from his life was so well planned andexacution of it was so cold-blooded
that Ray’s lawyer’s first comment was, “Give it ygal.”

She’d found a better deal, like an athlete swapf@ams at the trading deadline. Here’s
the new uniform, smile for the cameras, forgetdltkarena. While Ray was at work one
fine morning, she left in a limousine. Behind itsaavan with her things. Twenty
minutes later, she walked into her new place, asmaron a horse farm east of town
where Lew the Liquidator was waiting with open ammnsl a prenuptial agreement. Lew
was a corporate vulture whose raids had nettedataf a billion or so, according to
Ray’s research, and at the age of sixty-four hakhed in his chips, left Wall Street, and
for some reason picked Charlottesville as his nest.n

Somewhere along the way he’d bumped into Vickie#t her a deal, gotten her
pregnant with the children Ray was supposed teefadmd now with a trophy wife and
another family he wanted to be taken serioushhasew Big Fish.

Enough of this, Ray said aloud. He talked loudljiva thousand feet, and no one talked
back.

He was assuming, and hoping, that Forrest was eedrsober, though such assumptions
were usually wrong and such hopes were often ndegliAfter twenty years of rehab



and relapse, it was doubtful if his brother woweéreovercome his addictions. And Ray
was certain that Forrest would be broke, a conditiat went hand in hand with his
habits. And being broke, he’'d be looking for monayn his father’s estate.

What money the Judge had not given away to chsuatinel sick children, he had poured
down the black hole of Forrest’s detoxification.ach money had been wasted there,
along with so many years, that the Judge, as anlyolld do, had basically
excommunicated Forrest from their father-son refehip. For thirty-two years he had
terminated marriages, taken children away frommuareyiven children to foster homes,
sent mentally ill people away forever, orderedrglient fathers to jail—all manner of
drastic and far-reaching decrees that were accehgdimerely by signing his name.
When he first went on the bench, his authority beein granted by the State of
Mississippi, but late in his career he took hisepsdonly from God.

If anyone could expel a son, it was Chancellor Reub Atlee.

Forrest pretended to be unbothered by his banishiderfancied himself as a free spirit
and claimed he had not set foot inside the houb&aate Run in nine years. He had
visited the Judge once in the hospital, after atregtack when the doctors rounded up
the family. Surprisingly, he’'d been sober thenft§two days, Bro,” he’d whispered
proudly to Ray as they huddled in the ICU corridée. was a walking scoreboard when
rehab was working.

If the Judge had plans to include Forrest in higtesno one would have been more
surprised than Forrest. But with the chance thateymr assets were about to change
hands, Forrest would be there looking for crumlileftovers.

Over the New River Gorge near Beckley, West Vimgjmay turned around and headed
back. Though flying cost less than professionalapg, it wasn’t cheap. The meter was
ticking. If he won the lottery, he would buy therizmza and fly everywhere. He was due
a sabbatical in a couple of years, a respite ftoarigors of academic life. He'd be
expected to finish his eight-hundred-page brickmamopolies, and there was an even
chance that that might happen. His dream, thoughk,telease a Bonanza and disappear
into the skies.

Twelve miles west of the airport, he called theg¢oand was directed to enter the traffic
pattern. The wind was light and variable. the lagdivould be a cinch. On final approach,
with the runway a mile away and fifteen hundred temvn, and Ray and his lit-de
Cessna gliding at a perfect descent, another galite on the radio. He checked in with
the controller as “Challenger-two-four-four-deltaken” and he was fifteen miles to the
north. The tower cleared him to land, number twiitheé Cessna traffic.

Ray pushed aside thoughts of the other aircraff Bmough to make a textbook landing,
then turned off the runway and began taxiing torémap.



A Challenger is a Canadian-built private jet trests eight to fifteen, depending on the
configuration. It will fly from New York to Parigjonstop, in splendid style, with its own
flight attendant serving drinks and meals. A new salls for somewhere around twenty-
five million dollars, depending on the endless dibptions.

The 244DM was owned by Lew the Liquidator, who’dghied it out of one of the many
hapless companies he’d raided and fleeced. Rayhe@it land behind him, and for a
second he hoped it would crash and burn right theréhe runway, so he could enjoy the
show. It did not, and as it sped along the taxiteayard the private terminal, Ray was
suddenly in a tight spot.

He’d seen Vicki twice in the years since their dog and he certainly didn’t want to see
her now, not with him in a twenty-year-old Cessralevshe bounded down the stairway
of her gold-plated jet. Maybe she wasn’'t on boltdybe it was just Lew Rodowski
returning from yet another raid.

Ray cut the fuel mixture, the engine died, anchasGhallenger moved closer to him he
began to sink as low as possible in his captages.s

By the time it rolled to a stop, less than a huddest from where Ray was hiding, a
shiny black Suburban had wheeled out onto the ranfifile too fast, lights on, as if
royalty had arrived in Charlottesville. Two youngmin matching green shirts and khaki
shorts jumped out, ready to receive the Liquidatat whoever else might be on board.
The Challenger’s door opened, the steps came danwehRay, peeking above his
instrument deck with a complete view, watched vatécination as one of the pilots came
down first, carrying two large shopping bags.

Then Vicki, with the twins. They were two years alow, Simmons and Ripley, poor
children given genderless last names as first ndmeesuse their mother was an idiot and
their father had already sired nine others befoeentand probably didn’t care what they
were called. They were boys, Ray knew that muclsdioe because he’'d watched the
vitals in the local paper—births, deaths, burggregc. They were born at Martha
Jefferson Hospital seven weeks and three daysth#ektlees’ no-fault divorce became
final, and seven weeks and two days after a vesgmant Vicki married Lew Rodowski,
his fourth trip down the aisle, or whatever thegdithat day at the horse farm.

Clutching the boys’ hands, Vicki carefully descethdlee steps. A half a billion dollars
was looking good on her—tight designer jeans orldmey legs, legs that had become
noticeably thinner since she had joined the jetladtct, Vicki appeared to be superbly
starved—bone-thin arms, small flat ass, gaunt cheg& couldn’t see her eyes because
they were well hidden behind black wraparounds)dhest style from either Hollywood
or Paris, take your pick.

The Liquidator had not been starving. He waitedatigmtly behind his current wife and
current litter. He claimed he ran marathons, bentko little of what he said in print
turned out to be true. He was stocky, with a titieky. Half his hair was gone and the



other half was gray with age. She was forty-one@ndd pass for thirty. He was sixty-
four and looked seventy, or at least Ray thoughtviith great satisfaction.

They finally made it into the Suburban while thetpilots and two drivers loaded and
reloaded luggage and large bags from Saks and Bergdst a quick shopping jaunt up
to Manhattan, forty-five minutes away on your Céader.

The Suburban sped off, the show was over, and Raypsin the Cessna.

If he hadn’t hated her so much, he would havelsagta long time reliving their
marriage.

There had been no warnings, no fights, no chantemperature. She’d simply stumbled
upon a better deal.

He opened the door so he could breathe and redligembllar was wet with sweat. He
wiped his eyebrows and got out of the plane.

For the first time in memory, he wished he’d stagedy from the airport.

Chapter 3

The law school was next to the business schoolpattdwere at the northern edge of a
campus that had expanded greatly from the quaadeauic village Thomas Jefferson
designed and built.

To a university that so revered the architecturigsdiounder, the law school was just
another modern campus building, square and flatk land glass, as bland and
unimaginative as many others built in the sevenBes recent money had renovated and
landscaped things nicely. It was ranked in the Tep, as everybody who worked and
studied there knew so well. A few of the Ivys weaeked above it, but no other public
school. It attracted a thousand top students areahabright faculty.

Ray had been content teaching securities law ahiBastern in Boston. Some of his
writings caught the attention of a search commitbee thing led to another, and the
chance to move South to a better school becanae@e. Vicki was from Florida, and
though she thrived in the city life of Boston, siweild never adjust to the winters. They
quickly adapted to the slower pace of Charlottésvile was awarded tenure, she earned
a doctorate in romance languages. They were disguskildren when the Liquidator
wormed his way into the picture.



Another man gets your wife pregnant, then takesdret you’'d like to ask him some
guestions. And perhaps have a few for her. In #ys dight after her exit he couldn’t
sleep for all the questions, but as time passeaédlezed he would never confront her.
The questions faded, but seeing her at the ailpottght them back. Ray was cross-
examining her again as he parked in the law sdebaind returned to his office.

He kept office hours late in the afternoon, no apipoent was necessary. His door was
open and any student was welcome. It was early kaygh, and the days were warm.
Student visits had become rare. He reread thetdlieeitom his father, and again became
irked at the usual heavy-handedness.

At five o’clock he locked his office, left the laschool, and walked down the street to an
intramural sports complex where the third-year stigl were playing the faculty in the
second of a three-game softball series. The profe$sd lost the first game in a
slaughter. Games two and three were not reallyssacg to determine the better team.

Smelling blood, first— and second-year studenksdithe small bleachers and hung on the
fence along the first-base line, where the facidm was huddled for a useless pre-game
pep talk. Out in left field some first-years of duus reputation were bunched around two

large coolers, the beer already flowing.

There’s no better place to be in the springtima tha a college campus, Ray thought to
himself as he approached the field and looked fdeasant spot to watch the game. Girls
in shorts, a cooler always close by, festive moodpromptu parties, summer
approaching. He was forty-three years old, sirghel he wanted to be a student again.
Teaching keeps you young, they all said, perhapsgetic and mentally sharp, but what
Ray wanted was to sit on a cooler out there wighhtll-raisers and hit on the girls.

A small group of his colleagues loitered behindlihekstop, smiling gamely as the
faculty took the field with a most unimpressiveelup. Several were limping. Half wore
some manner of knee brace. He spotted Carl Mirlasanciate dean and his closest
friend, leaning on a fence, tie undone, jacketglower his shoulder.

“Sad-looking crew out there,” Ray said.

“Wait till you see them play” Mirk said. Carl waofn a small town in Ohio where his
father was a local judge, a local saint, everybsdyandfather. Carl, too, had fled and
vowed never to return.

“I missed the first game,” Ray said.

“It was a hoot. Seventeen to nothing after twongst”

The leadoff hitter for the students ripped thetfpisch into the left-field gap, a routine

double, but by the time the left fielder and cefiiglder hobbled over, corralled the ball,
kicked it a couple of times, fought over it, théumfy it toward the infield, the runner



walked home and the shutout was blown. The rowdiéft field were hysterical. The
students in the bleachers yelled for more errors.

“It'll get worse,” Mirk said.

Indeed it did. After a few more fielding disasteRay had seen enough. “I'll be out of
town early next week,” he said between batterge“bbeen called home.”

“I can tell you're excited,” Mirk said. “Another heral?”

“Not yet. My father is convening a family summitdescuss his estate.”

“I'm sorry”

“Don’t be. There’s not much to discuss, nothindighit over, so it'll probably be ugly “
“Your brother?”

“I don’t know who’ll cause more trouble, brotherfather.”

“I'll be thinking of you.”

“Thanks. I'll notify my students and give them agsnents. Everything should be
covered.”

“Leaving when?”

“Saturday, should be back Tuesday or Wednesdayybatknows.”
“We’ll be here,” Mirk said. “And hopefully this sis will be over.”
A soft ground ball rolled untouched between thes lefithe pitcher.
“I think it's over now,” Ray said.

Nothing soured Ray’s mood like thoughts of goingileo He hadn’t been there in over a
year, and if he never went back it would still be soon.

He bought a burrito from a Mexican takeout andadte sidewalk cafe near the ice rink
where the usual gang of black-haired Goths gathemedspooked the normal folks. The
old Main Street was a pedestrian mall—a very nite with cafes and antique stores and
book dealers—and if the weather was pleasant,usdlly was, the restaurants spread
outdoors for long evening meals.

When he’d suddenly become single again, Ray untb#uequaint townhouse and
moved downtown, where most of the old buildings badn renovated for more urban-



style housing. His six-room apartment was aboverai&n rug dealer. It had a small
balcony over the mall, and at least once a monthHad his students over for wine and
lasagne.

It was almost dark when he unlocked the door orsitiewalk and trudged up the noisy
steps to his place. He was very much alone—no matdpg, no cat, no goldfish. In the
past few years he’d met two women he’d found dfitra@nd had dated neither. He was
much too frightened for romance. A saucy third-ygadent named Kaley was making
advances, but his defenses were in place. Hisrpexwas so dormant he had considered
counseling, or perhaps wonder drugs. He flippetightts and checked the phone.

Forrest had called, a rare event indeed, but nopéetely unexpected. Typical of Forrest,
he had simply checked in, without leaving a numBay fixed tea with no caffeine and
put on some jazz, trying to stall as he preppedaihfor the call. Odd that a phone chat
with his only sibling should take so much effonif shatting with Forrest was always
depressing. They had no wives, no children, notmngommon but a name and a father.

Ray punched in the number to Ellie’s house in Meisidhrang for a long time before
she answered. “Hello, Ellie, this is Ray Atlee,”dad pleasantly.

“Oh,” she grunted, as if he'd called eight timesaty. “He’s not here.”

Doing swell, Ellie, and you? Fine, thanks for agkiGreat to hear your voice. How’s the
weather down there?

“I'm returning his call,” Ray said.

“Like | said, he’s not here.”

“I heard you. Is there a different number?”

“For what?”

“For Forrest. Is this still the best number to reaom?”

“l guess. He stays here most of the time.”

“Please tell him | called.”

They met in detox, she for booze, Forrest for @memenu of banned substances. At the
time she weighed ninety-eight pounds and claimetidived on nothing but vodka for
most of her adult life. She kicked it, walked avedgan, tripled her body weight, and

somehow got Forrest in the deal too. More mothan tjirlfriend, she now had him a
room in the basement of her ancestral home, aa ektiVictorian in midtown Memphis.



Ray was still holding the phone when it rang. “HByQ,” Forrest called out. “You
rang?”

“Returning yours. How's it going?”

“Well, | was doing fairly well until | got a lettefrom the old man. You get one to0?”
“It arrived today.”

“He thinks he’s still a judge and we're a coupledefinquent fathers, don’t you think?”
“He’ll always be the Judge, Forrest. Have you tdli@him?”

A snort, then a pause. “I haven't talked to hintloa phone in two years, and | haven't
set foot in the house in more years than | can neloee. And I’'m not sure I'll be there
Sunday.”

“You'll be there.”

“Have you talked to him?”

“Three weeks ago. | called, he didn’t. He soundexy sick, Forrest, | don’t think he’ll
be around much longer. | think you should seriogsiysider—*

“Don’t start, Ray. I'm not listening to a lecture.”

There was a gap, a heavy stillness in which bothexh took a breath. Being an addict
from a prominent family, Forrest had been lectumednd preached at and burdened with
unsolicited advice for as long as he could remember

“Sorry,” Ray said. “I'll be there. What about you?”

“l suppose so.”

“Are you clean?” It was such a personal questian dme that was as routine as How’s
the weather? With Forrest the answer was alwaggybtrand true.

“A hundred and thirty-nine days, Bro.”
“That’s great.”

It was, and it wasn’t. Every sober day was a rebet to still be counting after twenty
years was disheartening.

“And I'm working too,” he said proudly.



“Wonderful. What kind of work?”

“I'm running cases for some local ambulance chasebinch of sleazy bastards who
advertise on cable and hang around hospitalsnl‘sig up and get a cut.”

It was difficult to appreciate such a seedy jold,with Forrest any employment was good
news. He'd been a bail bondsman, process serdiciton agent, security guard,
investigator, and at one time or another had wigdally every job at the lesser levels of
the legal profession.

“Not bad,” Ray said.

Forrest started a tale, this one involving a shgwratch in a hospital emergency room,
and Ray began to drift. His brother had also work&d bouncer in a strip bar, a calling
that was short-lived when he was beaten up twiamenight. He’d spent one full year
touring Mexico on a new Harley-Davidson; the trifsieding had never been clear. He
had tried leg-breaking for a Memphis loan shark,dgain proved deficient when it came
to violence.

Honest employment had never appealed to Forresigth in all fairness, interviewers
were generally turned off by his criminal recorevdfelonies, drug-related, both before
he turned twenty but permanent blotches nonetheless

“Are you gonna talk to the old man?” he was asking.

“No, I'll see him Sunday,” Ray answered.

“What time will you get to Clanton?”

“I don’t know. Sometime around five, | guess. You?”

“God said five o’clock, didn’t he?”

“Yes, he did.”

“Then I'll be there sometime after five. See youoB

Ray circled the phone for the next hour, decidiag,\he would call his father and just
say hello, then deciding no, that anything to bhd saw could be said later, and in person.
The Judge detested phones, especially those tigatanight and disrupted his solitude.
More often than not he would simply refuse to amrswed if he picked up he was
usually so rude and gruff that the caller was storyhe effort.

He would be wearing black trousers and a whitet,stire with tiny cinder holes from the

pipe ashes, and the shirt would be heavily starbleeduse the Judge had always worn
them that way. For him a white cotton dress shstdd a decade, regardless of the



number of stains and cinder holes, and it got lavedi and starched every week at
Mabe’s Cleaners on the square. His tie would baldaas his shirt and the design would
be some drab print with little color. Navy blue gesders, always.

And he would be busy at his desk in his study, utite portrait of General Forrest, not
sitting on the porch waiting for his sons to conoenle. He would want them to think he
had work to do, even on a Sunday afternoon, artdhiba arrivals were not that
important.

Chapter 4

The drive to Clanton took fifteen hours, more @slaf you went with the truckers on the
busy four-lanes and fought the bottlenecks arobectities, and it could be done in one
day if you were in a hurry. Ray was not.

He packed a few things in the trunk of his Audifbadster, a two-seat convertible he’'d
owned for less than a week, and said farewell tom®because no one really cared when
he came or went, and left Charlottesville. He waudtl exceed the speed limits and he
would not drive on a four-lane, if he could posgi@Void it. That was his challenge—a
trip without sprawl. On the leather seat next tm hie had maps, a thermos of strong
coffee, three Cuban cigars, and a bottle of water.

A few minutes west of town he turned left on thedBRidge Parkway and began snaking
his way south on the tops of the foothills. Thewds a 2000 model, just a year or two
off the drawing board. Ray had read Audi’'s annoumset of a brand-new sports car
about eighteen months earlier, and he’d rushedderdhe first one in town. He had yet
to see another one, though the dealer assurecheymtould become popular.

At an overlook, he put the top down, lit a Cubarg aipped coffee, then took off again at
the maximum speed of forty-five. Even at that p@@nton was looming.

Four hours later, in search of gas, Ray found Hinsgéing at a stoplight on Main Street

in a small town in North Carolina. Three lawyerdkea in front of him, all talking at

once, all carrying old briefcases that were scuffied worn almost as badly as their shoes.
He looked to his left and noticed a courthouselda&ed to his right and watched as they
disappeared into a diner. He was suddenly hungy, for food and for sounds of people.

They were in a booth near the front window, séilking as they stirred their coffee. Ray
sat at a table not too far away and ordered asdmblwich from a elderly waitress who'd
been serving them for decades. One glass of ic@teasandwich, and she wrote it all
down in great detail. Chef's probably older, heuidplat.



The lawyers had been in court all morning haggtimgr a piece of land up in the
mountains. The land was sold, a lawsuit followed,, &tc., and now they were having
the trial. They had called witnesses, quoted prextsdo the judge, disputed everything
the others had said, and in general had gottensless heated up to the point of
needing a break.

And this is what my father wanted me to do, Rayasnsaid aloud. He was hiding
behind the local paper, pretending to read bugrisig to the lawyers.

Judge Reuben Atlee’s dream had been for his sdinmsigh law school and return to
Clanton. He would retire from the bench, and togethey would open an office on the
square. There, they would follow an honorable ogllind he would teach them how to
be lawyers—gentleman lawyers, country lawyers.

Broke lawyers was the way Ray had figured thingjse lall small towns in the South,
Clanton was brimming with lawyers. They were packetthe office buildings opposite

the courthouse square. They ran the politics anéand civic clubs and school boards,
even the churches and Little Leagues. Where, gxastbund the square was he supposed
to fit in?

During summer breaks from college and law schoal; Rad clerked for his father. For
no salary, of course. He knew all the lawyers ian@n. As a whole, they were not bad
people. There were just too many of them.

Forrest’s turn for the worse came early in life @il even more pressure on Ray to
follow the old man into a life of genteel poverfihe pressure was resisted, though, and
by the time Ray had finished one year of law scih@ohad promised himself he would
not remain in Clanton. It took another year to fihd courage to tell his father, who went
eight months without speaking to him. When Ray geaeld from law school, Forrest was
in prison. Judge Adee arrived late for the commpresd, sat in the back row, left early,
and said nothing to Ray. It took the first heataelt to reunite them.

But money wasn’t the primary reason Ray fled Clanttlee & Atlee never got off the
ground because the junior partner wanted to esbapghadow of the senior.

Judge Atlee was a huge man in a small town.

Ray found gas at the edge of town, and was sodhibabe hills, on the parkway,
driving forty-five miles an hour. Sometimes fortye stopped at the overlooks and
admired the scenery. He avoided the cities andestuds maps. All roads led, sooner or
later, to Mississippi.

Near the North Carolina state line, he found annatdel that advertised air conditioning,
cable TV, and clean rooms for $29.99, though tpe sias crooked and rusted around the
edges. Inflation had arrived with the cable becdaheeoom was now $40. Next door was
an all-night cafe where Ray choked down dumplitigs,nightly special. After dinner he



sat on a bench in front of the motel, smoked anatigar, and watched the occasional
car go by.

Across the road and down a hundred yards was ardabad drive-in movie theater. The
marquee had fallen and was covered with vines aeetla; The big screen and the fences
around the perimeter had been crumbling for marys/e

Clanton had once had such a drive-in, just offntfaén highway entering town. It was
owned by a chain from up North and provided thal®aevith the typical lineup of beach
romps, horror flicks, kung-fu action, movies thttacted the younger set and gave the
preachers something to whine about. In 1970, tkeepoup North decided to pollute the
South once again by sending down dirty movies.

Like most things good and bad, pornography arrhaéelin Mississippi. When the
marquee listed The Cheerleaders it went unnotigatid passing traffic. When XXX
was added the next day, traffic stopped and tempsesin the coffee shops around the
square. It opened on a Monday night to a smallpaar and somewhat enthusiastic
crowd. The reviews at school were favorable, andigsday packs of young teenagers
were hiding in the woods, many with binoculars,ahatg in disbelief. After Wednesday
night prayer meeting, the preachers got thingsrorga and launched a counterattack,
one that relied more on bullying than on shrewdi¢ac

Taking a lesson from the civil rights protestorgyaup they had had absolutely no
sympathy for, they led their flocks to the highwayront of the drive-in, where they
carried posters and prayed and sang hymns anctlyrscribbled down the license plate
numbers of those cars trying to enter.

Business was cut off like a faucet. The corporatesgip North filed a quick lawsuit,
seeking injunctive relief. The preachers put togetine of their own, and it was no
surprise that all of this landed in the courtrodnthe Honorable Reuben V Atlee, a
lifelong member of the First Presbyterian Churctieacendant of the Atlees who'd built
the original sanctuary, and for the past thirtyrgehe teacher of a Sunday School class
of old goats who met in the church’s basement kich

The hearings lasted for three days. Since no Qidateyer would defend The
Cheerleaders, the owners were represented byfarniffom Jackson. A dozen locals
argued against the movie and on behalf of the pexac

Ten years later, when he was in law school at Tyl&ay studied his father’s opinion in
the case. Following the most current federal caBefje Atlee’s ruling protected the
rights of the protestors, with certain restrictioAsd, citing a recent obscenity case
ruling by the U.S. Supreme Court, he allowed th@asto go on.

Judicially, the opinion could not have been mordgue. Politically, it could not have
been uglier. No one was pleased. The phone ramiglatwith anonymous threats. The



preachers denounced Reuben Atlee as a traitor.tiVéie next election, they promised
from their pulpits.

Letters flooded the Clanton Chronicle and The Foodnty Times, all castigating Judge
Atlee for allowing such filth in their unblemishedmmunity. When the Judge was
finally fed up with the criticism, he decided tcegx. He chose a Sunday at the First
Presbyterian Church as his time and place, and smmehd quickly, as it always did in
Clanton. Before a packed house, Judge Atlee sttodidently down the aisle, up the
carpeted steps and to the pulpit. He was overegkthll and thick, and his black suit
gave him an aura of dominance. “A Judge who cowntiss before the trial should burn
his robe and run for the county line,” he begaméye

Ray and Forrest were sitting as far away as passibl corner of the balcony, both near
tears. They had begged their father to allow theskip the service, but missing church
was not permissible under any circumstances.

He explained to the less informed that legal prenésihave to be followed, regardless of
personal views or opinions, and that good judglevicthe law. Weak judges follow the
crowd. Weak judges play for the votes and therfauywhen their cowardly rulings are
appealed to higher courts.

“Call me what you want,” he said to a silent crovalt | am no coward.”

Ray could still hear the words, still see his fatth@wn there in the distance, standing
alone like a giant.

After a week or so the protestors grew weary, aedpbrno ran its course. Kung-fu
returned with a vengeance and everybody was hdppy .years later, Judge Atlee
received his usual eighty percent of the vote irdFaounty.

Ray flipped the cigar into a shrub and walked trbiom. The night was cool so he
opened a window and listened to the cars as tlietolen and faded over the hills.

Chapter 5

Every street had a story, every building a meméhpse blessed with wonderful
childhoods can drive the streets of their hometoants happily roll back the years. The
rest are pulled home by duty and leave as soonssipe. After Ray had been in
Clanton for fifteen minutes he was anxious to ggt o

The town had changed, but then it hadn’t. On tighways leading in, the cheap metal
buildings and mobile homes were gathering as gl possible next to the roads for



maximum visibility. Ford County had no zoning wiaser. A landowner could build
anything with no permit, no inspection, no codenotice to adjoining landowners,
nothing. Only hog farms and nuclear reactors reguapprovals and paperwork. The
result was a slash-and-build clutter that got uddiethe year.

But in the older sections, nearer the square,ava had not changed at all. The long
shaded streets were as clean and neat as wheraBRagdmed them on his bike. Most of
the houses were still owned by people he knewf, those folks had passed on the new
owners kept the lawns clipped and the shutterdgaiOnly a few were being neglected.
A handful had been abandoned.

This deep in Bible country, it was still an unweittrule that little was done on Sundays
except go to church, sit on porches, visit neighpaast and relax the way God intended.

It was cloudy, quite cool for May, and as he tounedold turf, killing time until the
appointed hour, he tried to dwell on the good meesdrom Clanton. There was Dizzy
Dean Park where he had played Little League foPih&tes, and there was the public
pool he’d swum in every summer except 1969 whercityeclosed it rather than admit
black children. There were the churches—Baptistthdéist, and Presbyterian—facing
each other at the intersection of Second and Eewiary sentries, their steeples
competing for height. They were empty now, butnrhaur or so the more faithful would
gather for evening services.

The square was as lifeless as the streets leaalihg/ith eight thousand people, Clanton
was just large enough to have attracted die didcsiores that had wiped out so many
small towns. But here the people had been faitioftiheir downtown merchants, and
there wasn't a single empty or boarded-up buildirmund the square—no small miracle.
The retail shops were mixed in with the banks amddffices and cafes, all closed for the
Sabbath.

He inched through the cemetery and surveyed treeAtéction in the old part, where the
tombstones were grander. Some of his ancestorbuitienonuments for their dead. Ray
had always assumed that the family money he’d nesen must have been buried in
those graves. He parked and walked to his motlgeaige, something he hadn’t done in
years. She was buried among the Atlees, at thedige of the family plot because she
had barely belonged.

Soon, in less than an hour, he would be sittingpénJudge’s study, sipping bad instant
tea and receiving instructions on exactly how hthér would be laid to rest. Many
orders were about to be given, many decrees aadtidins, because the Judge was a
great man and cared deeply about how he was terbembered.

Moving again, Ray passed the water tower he’d didhtwice, the second time with the
police waiting below. He grimaced at his old highol, a place he’d never visited since
he’d left it. Behind it was the football field wheForrest Atlee had romped over
opponents and almost became famous before getimgcled off the team.



It was twenty minutes before five, Sunday, May imé for the family meeting.

There was no sign of life at Maple Run. The fravth had been cut within the past few
days, and the Judge’s old black Lincoln was parkdbe rear, but other than those two
pieces of evidence there was no sign that anyoaéived there for many years.

The front of the house was dominated by four lacgasd columns under a portico, and
when Ray had lived there these columns were pawkegig. Now they were green with

vines and ivy. The wisteria was running wildly ajaime tops of the columns and onto

the roof. Weeds choked everything—flower beds, Isfyrwalkways.

Memories hit hard, as they always did when he dulewly into the drive and shook his
head at the condition of a once fine home. Andehexs always the same wave of guilt.
He should’ve stayed, should’ve gone in with therolash and founded the house of Atlee
& Atlee, should’'ve married a local girl and sireti@f-dozen descendants who would
live at Maple Run, where they would adore the Jualge make him happy in his old age.

He slammed his door as loudly as possible, homragert anyone who might need to be
alerted, but the noise fell softly on Maple RuneTouse next door to the east was
another relic occupied by a family of spinsters Whmeen dying off for decades. It was
also an antebellum but without the vines and weanld it was completely shadowed by
five of the largest oak trees in Clanton

The front steps and the front porch had been sreegehtly. A broom was leaning near
the door, which was open slightly. The Judge refusdock the house, and since he also
refused to use air conditioning he left windows dodrs open around the clock.

Ray took a deep breath and pushed the door opéiit inittthe doorstop and made noise.
He stepped inside and waited for the odor to Hiatever it might be this time. For years
the Judge kept an old cat, one with bad habitstlamtiouse bore the results. But the cat
was gone now, and the smell was not unpleasatit aha air was warm and dusty and
filled with the heavy scent of pipe tobacco.

“Anybody home?” he said, but not too loudly. Noags.

The foyer, like the rest of the house, was beireglue store the boxes of ancient files and
papers the Judge clung to as if they were imparfdrgy had been there since the county
evicted him from the courthouse. Ray glanced taigis, to the dining room where
nothing had changed in forty years, and he steppaahd the corner to the hallway that
was also cluttered with boxes. A few soft stepslageeked into his father’s study.

The Judge was napping on the sofa.



Ray backed away quickly and walked to the kitclvemere, surprisingly, there were no
dirty dishes in the sink and the counters werercléae kitchen was usually a mess, but
not today. He found a diet soda in the refrigeratadt sat at the table trying to decide
whether to wake his father or to postpone the table. The old man was ill and needed
his rest, so Ray sipped his drink and watched libek@bove the stove move slowly
toward 5 P.M.

Forrest would show up, he was certain. The meetagtoo important to blow off. He'd
never been on time in his life. He refused to weaatch and claimed he never knew
what day it was, and most folks believed him.

At exactly five, Ray decided he was tired of wagtiile had traveled a long way for this
moment, and he wanted to take care of businesadted into the study, noticed his
father hadn’t moved, and for a long minute or twas\irozen there, not wanting to wake
him, but at the same time feeling like a trespasser

The Judge wore the same black pants and the saiteestdrched shirt he’d worn as long
as Ray could remember. Navy suspenders, no tiek Blacks, and black wing tips. He'd
lost weight and his clothes swallowed him. His fa@s gaunt and pale, his hair thin and
slicked back. His hands were crossed at his watsinere almost as white as the shirt.

Next to his hands, attached to his belt on thet sgte, was a small white plastic
container. Ray took a step closer, a silent stapa better look. It was a morphine pack.

Ray closed his eyes, then opened them and glamoaddathe room. The rolltop desk
under General Forrest had not changed in hisrietiThe ancient Underwood typewriter
still sat there, a pile of papers beside it. A feet away was the large mahogany desk
left behind by the Atlee who'd fought with Forrest.

Under the stern gaze of General Nathan BedfordeBgrand standing there in the center
of a room that was timeless, Ray began to redtiaeHis father was not breathing. He
comprehended this slowly. He coughed, and therenwtithe slightest response. Then he
leaned down and touched the Judge’s left wristr@ laas no pulse.

Judge Reuben V Atlee was dead.

Chapter 6

There was an antique wicker chair with a torn cusland a frayed quilt over the back.
No one had ever used it but the cat. Ray backedtibecause it was the nearest place to
sit, and for a long time he sat there across fimgrsbfa, waiting for his father to start
breathing, to wake up, sit up, take charge of mgtend say, “Where is Forrest?”



But the Judge was motionless. The only breathidagile Run was Ray’s rather labored
efforts to get control of himself. The house wasardi the still air even heavier. He stared
at the pallid hands resting peacefully, and waitedhem to rise just slightly. Up and
down, very slowly as the blood began pumping aganhthe lungs filled and emptied.
But nothing happened. His father was straight lasaad, with hands and feet together,
chin on chest, as if he knew when he lay downtthiatlast nap would be eternal. His lips
were together with a hint of a smile. The powedtlg had stopped the pain.

As the shock began to fade, the questions took él@w long had he been dead? Did the
cancer get him or did the old man just crank upntiogphine? What was the difference?
Was this staged for his sons? Where the hell wa§i@ Not that he would be of any
help.

Alone with his father for the last time, Ray foudpaick tears and fought back all the
usual tormenting questions of why didn’t | comeliegrand more often, and why didn't |
write and call and the list could go on if he alemhit.

Instead, he finally moved. He knelt quietly bedide sofa, put his head on the Judge’s
chest, whispered, “I love you, Dad,” then said arsprayer. When he stood he had tears
in his eyes, and that was not what he wanted. Yewubgther would arrive in a moment,
and Ray was determined to handle the situation matemotion.

On the mahogany desk he found the ashtray withpipes. One was empty. The bowl of
the other was full of tobacco that had recentlynbg®oked. It was slightly warm, at least
Ray thought so, though he was not certain. He ceeddthe Judge having a smoke while
he tidied up the papers on his desk, didn't waathtbys to see too much of a mess, then
when the pain hit he stretched out on the sofayeht of morphine for a little relief, then
he drifted away.

Next to the Underwood was one of the Judge’s aifienvelopes, and across the front he
had typed, “Last Will and Testament of Reuben \eAtl Under it was yesterday’s date,
May 6, 2000. Ray took it and left the room. He fd@amother diet soda in the refrigerator
and walked to the front porch, where he sat orsttiag and waited for Forrest.

Should he call the funeral home and have his fattwred before Forrest arrived? He
debated this with a fury for a while, then he rdslwill. It was a simple, one-page
document with no surprises.

He decided he would wait until precisely 6 P.Md &@nForrest hadn’t arrived he would
call the funeral home.

The Judge was still dead when Ray returned tothdysand that was not a complete
surprise. He replaced the envelope next to theatsiper, shuffled through some more
papers, and at first felt odd doing so. But he \Wdaé executor of his father’s estate, and
would soon be in charge of all the paperwork. Hellkanventory the assets, pay the



bills, help lead the last remnants of the Atleeifpmoney through probate, and finally
put it to rest. The will split everything betwedrettwo sons, so the estate would be clean
and relatively simple.

As he watched the time and waited for his brotRay poked around the study, each step
watched carefully by General Forrest. Ray was gsték not wanting to disturb his

father. The drawers to the rolltop were filled wattationery. There was a pile of current
mail on the mahogany desk.

Behind the sofa was a wall of bookshelves crammiétu law treatises that appeared to
have been neglected for decades. The shelves vaste of walnut and had been built as
a gift by a murderer freed from prison by the Jusigeandfather late in the last century,
according to family lore, which as a rule went uesfioned, until Forrest came along.
The shelves rested on a long walnut cabinet thatn@amore than three feet high. The
cabinet had six small doors and was used for stoRgy had never looked inside. The
sofa was in front of the cabinet, almost entirdtycking it from view.

One of the cabinet doors was open. Inside, Raydcees an orderly stack of dark green
Blake & Son stationer’s boxes, the same ones he®d as long as he could remember.
Blake & Son was an ancient printing company in MarepVirtually every lawyer and
judge in the state bought letterheads and envelopesBlake & Son, and had been
doing so forever. He crouched low and moved bettiedsofa for a better look. The
storage spaces were tight and dark.

A box of envelopes without a top had been lefirgitin the open door, just a few inches
above the floor. There were no envelopes, howéves.box was filled with cash—one-
hundred-dollar bills. Hundreds of them packed ryeath box that was twelve inches
across, eighteen inches long, and maybe five indbep. He lifted the box, and it was
heavy. There were dozens more tucked away in thihsl®f the cabinet.

Ray pulled another one from the collection. It veas filled with one-hundred-dollar bills.
Same for the third. In the fourth box, the billsrev@rapped with yellow paper bands
with “$2,000” printed on them. He quickly countefty-three bands.

One hundred and six thousand dollars.

Crawling on all fours along the back of the sofad aareful not to touch it and disturb
anybody, Ray opened the other five doors of thénedbThere were at least twenty dark
green Blake & Son boxes.

He stood and walked to the door of the study, themugh the foyer onto the front porch
for fresh air. He was dizzy, and when he sat ortdpestep a large drop of sweat rolled
down the bridge of his nose and fell onto his pants



Though clear thinking was not entirely possibley Ras able to do some quick math.
Assuming there were twenty boxes and that eachdiééhst a hundred thousand dollars,
then the stash greatly exceeded whatever the hatfjgrossed in thirty-two years on the
bench. His office of chancellor had been full timething on the side, and not much
since his defeat nine years earlier.

He didn’t gamble, and to Ray’s knowledge, had néaerght a single share of stock.

A car approached from down the street. Ray frarantly fearful that it was Forrest.
The car passed, and Ray jumped to his feet antbrtdue study. He lifted one end of the
sofa and moved it six inches away from the books&®lthen the same for the other end.
He dropped to his knees and began withdrawing takeB& Son boxes. When he had a
stack of five, he carried them through the kitcteea small room behind the pantry
where Irene the maid had always kept her broomsvemk. The same brooms and mops
were still there, evidently untouched since Iremath. Ray swatted away spiderwebs,
then set the boxes on the floor.

The broom closet had no window and could not ba f®en the kitchen.

From the dining room, he surveyed the front drivev&aw nothing, then raced back to
the study where he balanced seven Blake & Son bdox@se stack and took them to the
broom closet. Back to the dining room window, nopodt there, back to the study
where the Judge was growing colder by the momemd. ffore trips to the broom closet
and the job was finished. Twenty-seven boxes il tatl safely stored where no one
would find them.

It was almost 6 P.M. when Ray went to his car amdaved his overnight bag. He
needed a dry shirt and clean pants. The houseilesswith dust and dirt and everything
he touched left a smudge. He washed and dried Himile a towel in the only
downstairs bathroom. Then he tidied up the studyed the sofa back in place, and
went from room to room looking for more cabinets.

He was on the second floor, in the Judge’s bednewdmthe \\indows up, going through
his closets, when he heard a car in the streetailéownstairs and managed to slip into
the swing on the porch just as Forrest parked loehig Audi. Ray took deep breaths and
tried to calm himself.

The shock of a dead father was enough for oneTay shock of the money had left him
shaking.

Forrest crept up the steps, as slowly as possibleds stuck deep in his white painter’'s
pants. Shiny black combat boots with bright greses. Always different.

“Forrest,” Ray said softly, and his brother turnedgee him.

“Hey, Bro.”



“He’s dead.”

Forrest stopped and for a moment studied him, lieegazed at the street. He was
wearing an old brown blazer over a red tee shirgr@ssemble no one but Forrest would
attempt to pull off. And no one but Forrest coudd gy with it. As Clanton’s first self-
proclaimed free spirit, he had always worked tabe!, offbeat, avant-garde, hip.

He was a little heavier and was carrying the wewgit. His long sandy hair was turning
gray much quicker than Ray’s. He wore a batterelos@aseball cap.

“Where is he?” Forrest asked.

“In there.”

Forrest pulled open the screen and Ray followedihgide. He stopped in the door of
the study and seemed uncertain as to what to do AgX¥orrest stared at his father his
head fell slightly to one side, and Ray thoughtad@econd he might collapse. As tough
as he tried to act, Forrest’s emotions were alvjiagtsunder the surface. He mumbled,
“Oh my God,” then moved awkwardly to the wicker iclvehere he sat and looked in
disbelief at the Judge.

“Is he really dead?” he managed to say with hisjale@nched.

“Yes, Forrest.”

He swallowed hard and fought back tears and firedig, “When did you get here?”

Ray sat on a stool and turned it to face his broti#dout five, | guess. | walked in,
thought he was napping, then realized he was dead.”

“I’'m sorry you had to find him,” Forrest said, wig the corners of his eyes.
“Somebody had to.”

“What do we do now?”

“Call the funeral home.”

Forrest nodded as if he knew that was exactly wbatre supposed to do. He stood
slowly and unsteadily and walked to the sofa. Hehed his father’s hands. “How long
has he been dead?” he mumbled. His voice was haatsstrained.

“I don’t know. Couple of hours.”

“What's that?”



“A morphine pack.”

“You think he cranked it up a little too much?”

“I hope so,” Ray said.

“I guess we should’ve been here.”

“Let’s not start that.”

Forrest looked around the room as if he’d nevenlibere before. He walked to the
rolltop and looked at the typewriter. “| guess hawt need a new ribbon after all,” he

said.

“I guess not,” Ray said, glancing at the cabindtithe the sofa. “There’s a will there if
you want to read it. Signed yesterday.”

“What does it say?”

“We split everything. I'm the executor.”

“Of course you're the executor.” He walked behihd mahogany desk and gave a quick
look at the piles of papers covering it. “Nine y&aince | set foot in this house. Hard to
believe, isn't it?”

“Itis.”

“| stopped by a few days after the election, tdld how sorry | was that the voters had
turned him out, then | asked him for money. We Wwadds.”

“Come on, Forrest, not now.”
Stories of the war between Forrest and the Judglel t@ told forever.

“Never did get that money,” he mumbled as he opendesk drawer. “I guess we’ll need
to go through everything, won’t we?”

“Yes, but not now.”
“You do it, Ray. You're the executor. You handle tfirty work.”
“We need to call the funeral home.”

“l need a drink.”



“No, Forrest, please.”
“Lay off, Ray. I'll have a drink anytime | want aidk.”

“That’s been proven a thousand times. Come ongdlll the funeral home and we’ll wait
on the porch.”

A policeman arrived first, a young man with a stthkiead who looked as though
someone had interrupted his Sunday nap and cahetto action. He asked questions
on the front porch, then viewed the body. Papeniardk to be done, and as they went
through it Ray fixed a pitcher of instant tea whiavy sugar.

“Cause of death?” the policeman asked.

“Cancer, heart disease, diabetes, old age,” Ray B& and Forrest were rocking gently
in the swing.

“Is that enough?” Forrest asked, like a true sraast- Any respect he might've once had
for cops had long since been abandoned.

“Will you request an autopsy?”
“No,” they said in unison.

He finished the forms and took signatures from bRaly and Forrest. As he drove away,
Ray said, “Word will spread like wildfire now.”

“Not in our lovely little town.”

“Hard to believe, isn’t it? Folks actually gossimand here.”
“I've kept them busy for twenty years.”

“Indeed you have.”

They were shoulder to shoulder, both holding engdgses. “So what'’s in the estate?”
Forrest finally asked.

“You want to see the will?”
“No, just tell me.”

“He listed his assets—the house, furniture, cankbpsix thousand dollars in the bank.”



“Is that all?”

“That’s all he mentioned,” Ray said, avoiding tfee |

“Surely, there’s more money than that around hdfertest said, ready to start looking.
“I guess he gave it all away,” Ray said calmly.

“What about his state retirement?”

“He cashed out when he lost the election, a hugedadr. Cost him tens of thousands of
dollars. I'm assuming he gave everything else aivay.

“You're not going to screw me, are you, Ray?”
“Come on, Forrest, there’s nothing to fight over.”
“Any debts?”

“He said he had none.”

“Nothing else?”

“You can read the will if you want.”

“Not now.”

“He signed it yesterday.”

“You think he planned everything?”

“Sure looks like it.”

A black hearse from Magargel's Funeral Home rotted stop in front of Maple Run,
then turned slowly into the drive.

Forrest leaned forward, elbows on knees, face i hand began crying.

Chapter 7

Behind the hearse was the county coroner, Thurbeamian, in the same red Dodge
pickup he’d been driving since Ray was in collegygl behind Thurber was Reverend



Silas Palmer of the First Presbyterian Church,geless little Scot who'd baptized both
Atlee sons. Forrest slipped away and hid in th&yer while Ray met the party on the
front porch. Sympathies were exchanged. Mr. B. dgagel from the funeral home and
Reverend Palmer appeared to be near tears. Thisdeseen countless dead bodies. He
had no financial interest in this one, however, appeared to be indifferent, at least for
the moment.

Ray led them to the study where they respectfuyved Judge Atlee long enough for
Thurber to officially decide he was dead. He did thithout words, but simply nodded at
Mr. Magargel with a somber, bureaucratic dip of ¢then that said, “He’s dead. You can
take him now.” Mr. Magargel nodded, too, thus caostipg a silent ritual they’d gone
through many times together.

Thurber produced a single sheet of paper and abkdoiasics. The Judge’s full name,
date of birth, place of birth, next of kin. For thecond time, Ray said no to an autopsy.

Ray and Reverend Palmer stepped away and took atdbe dining room table. The
minister was much more emotional than the son.d¢ee the Judge and claimed him as
a close friend.

A service befitting a man of Reuben Atlee’s statwoeild draw many friends and
admirers and should be well planned. “Reuben datkéd about it not long ago,” Palmer
said, his voice low and raspy, ready to choke igngtmoment.

“That’s good,” Ray said.

“He picked out the hymns and scriptures, and heenaalist of the pallbearers.”

Ray hadn’t yet thought of such details. Perhapg w@uld’'ve come to mind had he not
stumbled upon a couple of million in cash. His owarked brain listened to Palmer and
caught most of his words, then it would switchite broom closet and start swirling
again. He was suddenly nervous that Thurber andaikd@fywere alone with the Judge in
the study. Relax, he kept telling himself.

“Thank you,” he said, genuinely relieved that tle¢ails had been taken care of. Mr.
Magargel’s assistant rolled a gurney through tbatfdoor, through the foyer, and
struggled to get it turned into the Judge’s study.

‘And he wanted a wake,” the reverend said. Wakea® waditional, a necessary prelude
to a proper burial, especially among the olderdolk

Ray nodded.
“Here in the house.”

“No,” Ray said instantly. “Not here.”



As soon as he was alone, he wanted to inspect ewdnof the house in search of more
loot. And he was very concerned with the stashadlyen the broom closet. How much
was there? How long would it take to count it? Waeal or counterfeit? Where did it
come from? What to do with it? Where to take it?dMh tell? He needed time alone to
think, to sort things out and develop a plan.

“Your father was very plain about this,” Palmerdsai

“I'm sorry, Reverend. We will have a wake, but hete.”

“May | ask why not?”

“My mother.”

He smiled and nodded and said, “I remember youherdt

“They laid her on the table over there in the frpatlor, and for two days the entire town
paraded by. My brother and | hid upstairs and cursg father for such a spectacle.”
Ray’s voice was firm, his eyes hot. “We will notieaa wake in this house, Reverend.”
Ray was utterly sincere. He was also concernedtasaurring the premises. A wake
would require a thorough scouring of the house bleaning service, and the preparation
of food by a caterer, and flowers hauled in byoaigt. And all of this activity would

begin in the morning.

“l understand,” the reverend said.

The assistant backed out first, pulling the gurneyich was being pushed gently by Mr.
Magargel. The Judge was covered from head to fpatdiarched white sheet that was
tucked neatly under him. With Thurber following loeh they rolled him out, across the
front porch and down the steps, the last Atleeviat Maple Run.

HALF AN hour later, Forrest materialized from sont@re in the back of the house. He
was holding a tall clear glass that was filled vatBuspicious-looking brown liquid, and

it wasn't ice tea. “They gone?” he asked, lookin¢he driveway.

“Yes,” Ray said. He was sitting on the front stepapking a cigar. When Forrest sat
down next to him, the aroma of sour mash followeutk]y.

“Where’'d you find that?” Ray asked.
“He had a hiding place in his bathroom. Want some?”

“No. How long have you known that?”



“Thirty years.”

A dozen lectures leapt forward, but Ray fought tlidiThey’d been delivered many
times before, and evidently they had failed becéase was Forrest sipping bourbon
after 141 days of sobriety.

“‘How’s Ellie?” Ray asked after a long puff.

“Crazy as hell, the same.”

“Will | see her at the funeral?”

“No, she’s up to three hundred pounds. One-fiftigas limit. Under one-fifty and she’ll
leave the house. Over one-fifty, and she locksdieup.”

“When was she under one-fifty?”

“Three or four years ago. She found some wackoodaho gave her pills. Got all the
way down to a hundred pounds. Doctor went to jadl she gained another two hundred.
Three hundred is her max, though. She weighs edagyyand freaks out if the big needle
goes beyond three.”

“I told Reverend Palmer that we would have a wéke not here, not in the house.”
“You're the executor.”

“You agree?”

“Sure.”

A long pull on the bourbon, another long puff oe tigar.

“What about that hosebag who ditched you? What'sxaene?”

“Vicki.”

“Yeah, Vicki, | hated that bitch even at your weagl’

“l wish | had.”

“She still around?”

“Yep, saw her last week, at the airport, gettinighefr private jet”

“She married that old fart, right, some crook froviall Street?”



“That’s him. Let’s talk about something else.”

“You brought up women.”

“Always a big mistake.”

Forrest slugged another drink, then said, “Letlls édbout money. Where is it?”

Ray flinched slightly and his heart stopped, butr&st was gazing at the front lawn and
didn’t notice. What money are you talking aboutderother? “He gave it away.”

“But why?”

“It was his money, not ours.”

“Why not leave some for us?”

Not too many years earlier, the Judge had confidéthy that over a fifteen-year period
he had spent more than ninety thousand dollaregal fees, court fines, and rehab for
Forrest. He could leave the money for Forrest takdaind snort, or he could give it away
to charities and needy families during his lifetifay had a profession and could take
care of himself.

“He left us the house,” Ray said.

“What happens to it?”

“We'll sell it if you want. The money goes in a peith everything else. Fifty percent
will go for estate taxes. Probate will take a year.

“Gimme the bottom line.”

“We'll be lucky to split fifty thousand a year fromow.”

Of course there were other assets. The loot wiisgsihnocently in the broom closet, but

Ray needed time to evaluate it. Was it dirty mon8k8uld it be included in the estate? If
so, it would cause terrible problems. First, it Wbliave to be explained. Second, at least
half would get burned in taxes. Third, Forrest wiolive his pockets filled with cash and
would probably kill himself with it.

“So I'll get twenty-five thousand bucks in a yeaFrrest said.

Ray couldn’t tell if he was anxious or disgusteBofmething like that.”

“Do you want the house?”



“No, do you?”
“Hell no. I'll never go back in there.”
“Come on, Forrest.”

“He kicked me out, you know, told me I'd disgradad family long enough. Told me to
never set foot on this soil again.”

“And he apologized.”

A quick sip. “Yes, he did. But this place depresses You're the executor, you deal
with it. Just mail me a check when probate is dver.

“We should at least go through his things together.

“I'm not touching them,” he said and got to histfééwant a beer. It's been five months,
and | want a beer.” He was walking toward his cahatalked. “You want one?”

“No.”

“You wanna ride with me?”

Ray wanted to go so he could protect his brothgrhb felt a stronger urge to sit tight
and protect the Atlee family assets. The Judgemegked the house. Where were the

keys? “I'll wait here,” he said.

“Whatever.”

The next visitor was no surprise. Ray was in thehlen digging through drawers,
looking for keys, when he heard a loud voice beitgnat the front door. Though he
hadn’t heard it in years, there was no doubt ibbgéd to Harry Rex Vonner.

They embraced, a bear hug from Harry Rex, a raétiggatjueeze from Ray. “I'm so
sorry,” Harry Rex said several times. He was tathwa large chest and stomach, a big
messy bear of a man who worshiped Judge Atlee auddvado anything for his boys. He
was a brilliant lawyer trapped in a small town, d@ngdas to Harry Rex that Judge Atlee
had always turned during Forrest’s legal problems.

“When did you get here?” he asked.

“Around five. | found him in his study.”

“I've been in trial for two weeks, hadn't talked ham. Where's Forrest?”



“Gone to buy beer.”

They both digested the gravity of this. They sahmrocking chairs near the swing. “It's
good to see you, Ray.”

“And you too, Harry Rex.”

“l can't believe he’s dead.”

“Nor can I. | thought he’d always be here.”

Harry Rex wiped his eyes with the back of a sleé&v. so sorry,” he mumbled. “I just
can't believe it. | saw him two weeks ago, | gugsgas. He was movin’ around, sharp as

a tack, in pain but not complainin’.”

“They gave him a year, and that was about twelvath®ago. | thought he’'d hang on,
though.”

“Me too. Such a tough old fart.”
“You want some tea?”
“That’'d be nice.”

Ray went to the kitchen and poured two glassesstént ice tea. He took them back to
the porch and said, “This stuff isn’t very good.”

Harry Rex took a drink and concurred. “At leass itold.”
“We need to have a wake, Harry Rex, and we’re oaiglit here. Any ideas?”

He pondered this only for a second, then lean&dtima big smile. “Let’s put him in the
courthouse, first floor in the rotunda, lay himsiate like a king or somethin’.”

“You're serious?”
“Why not. He'd love it. The whole town could paraogand pay their respects.”
“I like it.”

“It's brilliant, trust me. I'll talk to the sherifand get it approved. Ever’body’ll love it.
When's the funeral?”

“Tuesday.”



“Then we’ll have us a wake tomorrow afternoon. Yeant me to say a few words?”

“Of course. Why don’t you just organize the whdieg?”

“Done. Y'all picked out a casket?”

“We were going in the morning.”

“Do oak, forget that bronze and copper crap. WedbuMomma last year in oak and it
was the prettiest damned thang I'd ever seen. Mafjaan get one out of Tupelo in two
hours. And forget the vault, too. They're just dffs. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust, bury
‘em and let ‘em rot is the only way to go. The Epigalians do it right.”

Ray was a little dazed by the torrent of advice,vbas thankful nonetheless. The Judge’s
will had not mentioned the casket but had spedificaquested a vault. And he wanted a
nice headstone. He was, after all, an Atlee, anddseto be buried among the other great
ones.

If anyone knew anything about the Judge’s businesss Harry Rex. As they watched
the shadows fall across the long front lawn of MaRlun, Ray said, as nonchalantly as
possible, “Looks like he gave all his money away.”

“I'm not surprised. Are you?”

“No.”

“There’ll be a thousand folks at his funeral wha@tuched by his generosity. Crippled
children, sick folks with no insurance, black khissent to college, every volunteer fire
department, civic club, all-star team, school grbepded for Europe. Our church sent
some doctors to Haiti and the Judge gave us aanousucks.”

“When did you start going to church?”

“Two years ago.”

“Why?”

“Got a new wife.”

“How many is that?” .

“Four. | really like this one, though.”

“Lucky for her.”

“She’s very lucky.”



“I like this courthouse wake, Harry Rex. All thdedks you just mentioned can pay their
respects in public. Plenty of parking, don’t hawevbrry about seating.”

“It's brilliant.”

Forrest wheeled into the drive and slammed on il@kds, stopping inches behind Harry
Rex’s Cadillac. He crawled out and lumbered tovtaein in the semidarkness, carrying
what appeared to be a whole case of beer.

Chapter 8

When he was alone, Ray sat in the wicker chairsacimm the empty sofa, and tried to
convince himself that life without his father wouldt be greatly different than life apart
from him. This day was long in coming, and he wasildply take it in stride and go on
with a small measure of mourning. Just go throtghmotions, he told himself, wrap
things up in Mississippi and race back to Virginia.

The study was lit by one weak bulb under the sluddedust-covered lamp on the rolltop,
and the shadows were long and dark. Tomorrow hddxuat the desk and plunge into
the paperwork, but not tonight.

Tonight he needed to think.

Forrest was gone, hauled away by Harry Rex, botherh drunk. Forrest, typically,
became sullen and wanted to drive to Memphis. Rggeasted he simply stay there.
“Sleep on the porch if you don’t want to sleephe house,” he said, without pushing.

Pushing would only cause a fight. Harry Rex saidvbeald, under normal circumstances,
invite Forrest to stay with him, but the new wifasva hard-ass and two drunks were
probably too much.

“Just stay here,” Harry Rex said, but Forrest woitldudge. Bullheaded enough when
he was cold sober, he was intractable after a favksl Ray had seen it more times than
he cared to remember and sat quietly as Harry Rpyed with his brother.

The issue was settled when Forrest decided he weantda room at the Deep Rock Motel
north of town. “I used to go there when | was sgeire mayor’s wife, fifteen years ago,”
he said.

“It's full of fleas,” Harry Rex said.



“I miss it already.”
“The mayor’s wife?” Ray asked.
“You don’t want to know,” Harry Rex said.

They left a few minutes after eleven, and the hdnagkbeen growing quieter by the
minute.

The front door had a latch and the patio door hddaalbolt. The kitchen door, the only
one at the rear of the house, had a flimsy knoh wibck that was not working. The
Judge could not operate a screwdriver and Rayritaatited this lack of mechanical skill.
Every window had been closed and latched, and Isecesdain that the Atlee mansion
had not been this secure in decades. If necessamyould sleep in the kitchen where he
could guard the broom closet.

He tried not to think about the money. Sitting is tather’'s sanctuary, he mentally
worked on an unofficial obituary.

Judge Atlee was elected to the bench of the 25&n€4ry District in 1959 and was
reelected by a landslide every four years untilll9%irty-two years of diligent service.
As a jurist, his record was impeccable. RarelytdelAppellate Court reverse one of his
decisions. Often he was asked by his colleagubsdo untouchable cases in their
districts. He was a guest lecturer at the Ole M&s School. He wrote hundreds of
articles on practice, procedure, and trends. Tweeurned down appointments to the
Mississippi Supreme Court; he simply didn’t wantdave the trial bench.

When he wasn’'t wearing a robe, Judge Atlee keptitg®er in all local matters—politics,
civic work, schools, and churches. Few things irdFdounty were approved without his
endorsement, and few things he opposed were eeen@ed. At various times he served
on every local board, council, conference, andaddommittee. He quietly selected
candidates for local offices and he quietly helgeteat the ones who didn’t get his
blessing.

In his spare time, what little of it there had bees studied history and the Bible and
wrote articles on the law. Never once had he thraveaseball with his sons, never once
had he taken them fishing.

He was preceded in death by his wife, Margaret, died suddenly of an aneurysm in
1969. He was survived by two sons.

And somewhere along the way he managed to sipHanfoftune in cash.
Maybe the mystery of the money would be solved dwere on the desk, somewhere in

the stacks of papers or perhaps hidden in the dsaBerely his father had left a clue, if
not an outright explanation. There had to be & Ray couldn’t think of a single person



in Ford County with a net worth of two million dafk, and to hold that much in cash was
unthinkable.

He needed to count it. He’d checked on it twicarduthe evening. Just counting the
twenty-seven Blake & Son’s boxes had made him arsxible would wait until early
morning, when there was plenty of light and bette=town began moving. He’'d cover
the kitchen windows and take one box at a time.

Just before midnight, Ray found a small mattress dlownstairs bedroom and dragged it
into the dining room, to a spot twenty feet frore tiroom closet, where he could see the
front drive and the house next door. Upstairs hmdothe Judge’s .38-caliber Smith &
Wesson in the drawer of his night table. With dopilthat smelled of mildew and a wool
blanket that smelled of mold, he tried in vain leep.

The rattling noise came from the other side offtbese. It was a window, though it took
Ray minutes to wake up, clear his head, realizeevhe was and what he was hearing. A
pecking sound, then a more violent shaking, thiemse. A long pause as he poised
himself on the mattress and gripped the .38. Thiséavas much darker than he wanted
because almost all the lightbulbs had burned oditla@ Judge had been too cheap to
replace them.

Too cheap. Twenty-seven boxes of cash.
Put lightbulbs on the list, first thing in the maorg.

There was the noise again, too firm and too rapiokt leaves or limbs brushing in the
wind. Tap, tap, tap, then a hard push or shovem&asne tried again to pry it open.

There were two cars in the drive—Ray’s and Forsegthy fool could see the house had
people in it, so whoever this fool was he didnitecdHe probably had a gun, too, and he
certainly knew how to handle it better than Ray.

Ray slid across the foyer on his stomach, wigdlikeya crab and breathing like a
sprinter. He stopped in the dark hallway and listeto the silence. Lovely silence. Just
go away, he kept saying to himself. Please go away.

Tap, tap, tap, and he was sliding again towaradbhe bedroom with the pistol aimed in
front of him. Was it loaded? he asked himself, miozhlate. Surely the Judge kept his
bedside gun loaded. The noise was louder and cofminga small bedroom they had
once used for guests, but for decades now it had bellecting boxes of junk. He slowly
nudged the door open with his head and saw nothibgardboard boxes. The door
swung wider and hit a floor lamp, which pitchedward and crashed near the first of
three dark windows.



Ray almost began firing, but he held his ammo,l@adreath. He lay still on the sagging
wooden floor for what seemed like an hour, sweatistening, swatting spiders, hearing
nothing. The shadows rose and fell. A light windsvisitting every branch out there, and
somewhere up near the roof a limb was gently rupthe house.

It was the wind after all. The wind and the old gisoof Maple Run, a place of many
spirits, according to his mother, because it wasldmouse where dozens had died. They
had buried slaves in the basement, she said, airdythosts grew restless and roamed
about.

The Judge hated ghost stories and refuted them all.

When Ray finally sat up, his elbows and knees werab. With time he stood and
leaned on the door frame, watching the three wirsdeith his gun ready. If there had
actually been an intruder, the noise evidently gpddiim. But the longer Ray stood
there the more he convinced himself that the ralcdtbeen nothing but the wind.

Forrest had the better idea. As grungy as the Beg was, it had to be more restful
than this place.

Tap, tap, tap, and he hit the floor again, strickgth fear once more, except this was
worse because the noise came from the kitchen. &tkertihe tactical decision to crawl
instead of slide, and by the time he got back édftlyer his knees were screaming. He
stopped at the French doors that led to the dirongh and waited. The floor was dark
but a faint porch light slanted feebly through tiieds and shone along the upper walls
and ceiling.

Not for the first time, he asked himself what, ékgaavas he, a professor of law at a
prestigious university, doing hiding in the darkse$ his childhood home, armed,
frightened out of his mind, ready to jump out o Bkin, and all because he wanted
desperately to protect a mysterious horde of cadiakl stumbled upon. “Answer that
one,” he mumbled to himself.

The kitchen door opened onto a small wooden demie®ne was shuffling around out
there, just beyond the door, footsteps on boardenThe doorknob rattled, the flimsy
one with the malfunctioning lock. Whoever he was hlad made the bold decision to
walk straight through the door instead of sneakimgugh a window.

Ray was an Atlee, and this was his soil. This Wss Blississippi, where guns were
expected to be used for protection. No court instlage would frown on drastic action in
this situation. He crouched beside the kitcheretaolok aim at a spot high in the window
above the sink, and began squeezing the trigger.I@m gunshot, cracking through the
darkness, coming from inside and shattering a windeould no doubt terrify any
burglar.



Just as the door rattled again, he squeezed h#nddrammer clicked, and nothing
happened. The gun had no bullets. The chamber Bpwsgueezed again, and there was
no discharge. In a panic, Ray grabbed the empthitof tea on the counter and hurled
it at the door. To his great relief, it made moogse than any bullet could possibly have
done. Scared out of his wits, he hit a light swicld went charging to the door,
brandishing the gun and yelling, “Get the hell adtere!” When he yanked it open and
saw no one, he exhaled mightily and began breathan.

For half an hour he swept glass, making as mucteras possible.

The cop’s name was Andy, nephew of a guy Ray fedshigh school with. That
relationship was established within the first gngeconds of his arrival, and once they
were linked they talked about football while theezior of Maple Run was inspected. No
sign of entry at any of the downstairs windows. hlog at the kitchen door but broken
glass. Upstairs, Ray looked for bullets while Anagnt from room to room. Both
searches produced nothing. Ray brewed coffee aydditank it on the porch, chatting
quietly in the early morning hours. Andy was théyarop protecting Clanton at that time,
and he confessed he wasn't really needed. “Nothiat happens this early Monday
morning,” he said. “Folks are asleep, gettin’ reémtywork.” With a little prodding, he
reviewed the crime scene in Ford County—stolenypek fights at the honky-tonks,

drug activity in Lowtown, the colored section. Hddrad a murder in four years, he said
proudly. A branch bank got robbed two years agopkd¢tled on and took a second cup.
Ray would keep pouring it, and brewing it if ne@gs until sunrise. He was comforted
by the presence of a well-marked patrol car sittingfront. Andy left at three-thirty. For
an hour Ray lay on the mattress, staring holekarceiling, holding a gun that was
useless. He fought sleep by plotting strategigsatect the money. Not investment
schemes, those could wait. More pressing was atplgat the money out of the broom
closet, out of the house, and into a safe placessdmare. Would he be forced to haul it to

Virginia? He certainly couldn’t leave it in Clanntocould he? And when could he count
it?

At some point, fatigue and the emotional drainhef day overcame him, and he drifted

away. The tapping came back, but he did not he@h# kitchen door, now secured by a
jammed chair and a piece of rope, was rattled aistigd, but Ray slept through it all.

Chapter 9

At seven-thirty, sunlight woke him. The money wab there, untouched. The doors and
windows had not been opened, as far as he colléHeefixed a pot of coffee, and as he



drank the first cup at the kitchen table he madergrortant decision. If someone was
after the money, then he could not leave it, noafmoment.

But the twenty-seven Blake & Son boxes would noinfthe small trunk of his little
Audi roadster.

The phone rang at eight. It was Harry Rex, repgrtivat For-rest had been delivered to
the Deep Rock Motel, that the county would alloeeaemony in the rotunda of the
courthouse that afternoon at four-thirty, that bd hlready lined up a soprano and a color
guard. And he was working on a eulogy for his betbfriend.

“What about the casket?” he asked.
“We’'re meeting with Magargel at ten,” Ray answered.
“Good. Remember, go with the oak. The Judge wakélthat.”

They talked about Forrest for a few minutes, thmesaonversation they’d had many
times. When he hung up, Ray began moving quické/opened windows and blinds so
he could see and hear any visitors. Word was sprgaldrough the coffee shops around
the square that Judge Atlee had died, and visiters certainly possible.

The house had too many doors and windows, and iidrcostand guard around the
clock. If someone was after the money, then thatesme could get it. For a few million
bucks, a bullet to Ray’s head would be a solid stvent.

The money had to be moved.

Working in front of the broom closet, he took tivstfbox and dumped the cash into a
black plastic garbage bag. Eight more boxes folthvemd when he had about a million
bucks in bag number one he carried it to the kiath@or and peeked outside. The empty
boxes were returned to the cabinet under the bebkst Two more garbage bags were
filled. He backed his car close to the deck, asecto the kitchen as possible, then
surveyed the landscape in search of human eyese Weze none. The only neighbors
were the spinsters next door, and they couldn’tisedelevision in their own den.

Darting from the door to the car, he loaded théufoe into the trunk, shoved the bags this
way and that, and when it looked as though thenight not close he slammed it down
anyway. It clicked and locked and Ray Atlee wasejtelieved.

He wasn’t sure how he would unload the loot in Virg and carry it from a parking lot
down the busy pedestrian mall to his apartmentwblgld worry about that later.

The Deep Rock had a diner, a hot cramped greasg flay had never visited, but it was
the perfect spot to eat on the morning after Juttge’s death. The three coffee shops



around the square would be busy with gossip antestabout the great man, and Ray
preferred to stay away.

Forrest looked decent. Ray had certainly seen rhimtworse. He wore the same clothes
and he hadn’t showered, but with Forrest that vedsinusual. His eyes were red but not
swollen. He said he’'d slept well, but needed greBeth ordered bacon and eggs.

“You look tired,” Forrest said, gulping black codfe

Ray indeed felt tired. “I'm fine, couple of hourkrest and I'm ready to roll.” He glanced
through the window at his Audi, which was parkecalase to the diner as possible. He
would sleep in the damned thing if necessary.

“It's weird,” Forrest said. “When I'm clean, | sledike a baby. Eight, nine hours a night,
a hard sleep. But when I'm not clean, I'm luckygtet five hours. And it's not a deep
sleep either.”

“Just curious—when you're clean, do you think akibet next round of drinking?”
“Always. It builds up, like sex. You can do withaufor a while, but the pressure’s
building and sooner or later you gotta have sorhefr&8ooze, sex, drugs, they all get me
eventually.”

“You were clean for a hundred and forty days.”

“A hundred and forty-one.”

“What's the record?”

“Fourteen months. | came out of rehab a few yeack Jthis great detox center that the
old man paid for, and | kicked ass for a long tiffleen | crashed.”

“Why? What made you crash?”

“It's always the same. When you’re an addict yon koegse it any time, any place, for any
reason. They haven't designed a wagon that canrheld’'m an addict, Bro, plain and
simple.”

“Still drugs?”

“Sure. Last night it was booze and beer, same kbnggame tomorrow. By the end of the
week I'll be doing nastier stuff.”

“Do you want to?”

“No, but | know what happens.”



The waitress brought their food. Forrest quicklytéred a biscuit and took a large bite.
When he could speak he said, “The old man’s deay, éan you believe it?”

Ray was anxious to change the subject too. If tvegit on Forrest’'s shortcomings they
would be fighting soon enough. “No, | thought | waady for it, but | wasn't.”

“When was the last time you saw him?”
“November, when he had prostate surgery. You?”

Forrest sprinkled Tabasco sauce on his scrambigslagd pondered the question.
“When was his heart attack?”

There had been so many ailments and surgeriethiéhatvere difficult to remember. “He
had three.”

“The one in Memphis.”
“That was the second one,” Ray said. “Four yeats"ag

“That’s about right. | spent some time with hintla hospital. Hell, it wasn’t six blocks
away. | figured it was the least | could do.”

“What did you talk about?”

“Civil War. He still thought we’d won.”

They smiled at this and ate in silence for a fewmants. The silence ended when Harry
Rex found them. He helped himself to a biscuit e/loiffering the latest details of the
splendid ceremony he was planning for Judge Atlee.

“Everybody wants to come out to the house,” he gaild a mouthful.

“It's off limits,” Ray said.

“That’s what I'm tellin’ them. Y’all want to receesguests tonight?”

“No,” said Forrest.

“Should we?” asked Ray.

“It's the proper thing to do, either at the houseathe funeral home. But if you don't,
it's no big deal. Ain't like folks’ll get pissed drefuse to speak to you.”

“We’re doing the courthouse wake and a funerali thiat enough?” Ray asked.



“l think so.”

“I'm not sittin’ around a funeral home all nightdwin’ old ladies who've been talkin’
about me for twenty years,” Forrest said. “You daou want, but | will not be there.”

“Let’s pass on it,” Ray said.

“Spoken like a true executor,” Forrest said witbnaer.

“Executor?” said Harry Rex.

“Yes, there was a will on his desk, dated Saturdasimple, one-page, holographic will,
leaving everything to the two of us, listing hisets, naming me as the executor. And he

wants you to do the probate, Harry Rex.”

Harry Rex had stopped chewing. He rubbed the briaddps nose with a chubby finger
and gazed across the diner. “That’s odd,” he sdidiously puzzled by something.

“What?”
“I did a long will for him a month ago.”

All had stopped eating. Ray and Forrest exchangekslthat conveyed nothing because
neither had a clue what the other was thinking.

“I guess he changed his mind,” Harry Rex said.

“What was in the other will?” Ray asked.

“I can’t tell you. He was my client, so it's conédtial.”

“I'm lost here, fellas,” Forrest said. “Forgive rfa not being a lawyer.”

“The only will that matters is the last one,” séldrry Rex. “It revokes all prior wills, so
whatever the Judge put in the will | preparedrsl@vant.” :

“Why can’t you tell us what's in the old will?” Fagst asked.
“Because I, as a lawyer, cannot discuss a cliewit!s
“But the will you prepared is no good, right?”

“Right, but I still can’t talk about it.”



“That sucks,” Forrest said, and glared at Harry.Rdkthree took a deep breath, then a
large bite.

Ray knew in an instant that he would have to seather will and see it soon. If it
mentioned the loot hidden in the cabinet, then yR&x knew about it. And if he knew,
then the money would quickly be removed from tlukrof the little TT convertible and
repackaged in Blake & Son boxes and put back wihesme from. It would then be
included in the estate, which was a public record.

“Won't there be a copy of your will in his officeForrest asked, in the general direction
of Harry Rex.

HNO .”
“Are you sure?”

“I'm reasonably sure,” Harry Rex said. “When youk®aa new will you physically
destroy the old one. You don’t want someone findlmgold one and probating it. Some
folks change their wills every year, and as lawyeesknow to burn the old ones. The
Judge was a firm believer in destroying revokedswikcause he spent thirty years
refereeing will contests.”

The fact that their close friend knew somethingutlibeir dead father, and that he was
unwilling to share it, chilled the conversation.yRBecided to wait until he was alone
with Harry Rex to grill him.

“Magargel’s waiting,” he said to Forrest.

“Sounds like fun.”

They rolled the handsome oak casket down the aagtaf the courthouse on a funeral
gurney draped with purple velvet. Mr. Magargel Velle an assistant pushed. Behind
the casket were Ray and Forrest, and behind thesravigmy Scout color guard with flags
and pressed khaki uniforms.

Because Reuben V Atlee had fought for his couihigycasket was covered with the
Stars and Stripes. And because of this a contingfdRéservists from the local armory
snapped to attention when Retired Captain Atleest@zped in the center of the
courthouse rotunda. Harry Rex was waiting theresskd in a fine black suit, standing in
front of a long row of floral arrangements.

Every other lawyer in the county was present, éoal, at Harry Rex’s suggestion, they
were cordoned off in a special section close tactsket. All city and county officials,
courthouse clerks, cops, and deputies were premathias Harry Rex stepped forward to



begin the crowd pressed closer. Above, on the skand third levels of the courthouse,
another crowd leaned on the iron railings and gawnd@vnward.

Ray wore a brand-new navy suit he’d purchasedhogts earlier at Pope’s, the only
men’s clothier in town. At $310 it was the most engive in the store, and slashed from
that hefty price was a ten percent discount thatMdpe insisted on giving. Forrest’'s new
suit was dark gray. It cost $280 before the distcamd it had also been paid for by Ray.
Forrest had not worn a suit in twenty years andrevile would not wear one for the
funeral. Only a tongue lashing by Harry Rex got kanfPope’s.

The sons stood at one end of the casket, HarryaRthe other, and near the center of it
Billy Boone, the ageless courthouse janitor, haefadly placed a portrait of Judge Atlee.
It had been painted ten years earlier by a lo¢etafor free, and everyone knew the
Judge had not been particularly fond of it. He hitmg his chambers behind his
courtroom, behind a door so no one could see terAfis defeat, the county fathers
placed it in the main courtroom, high above thechben

Programs had been printed for the “Farewell to éUglguben Atlee.” Ray studied his
intently because he didn’t wish to look aroundghag¢hering. All eyes were on him, and
Forrest. Reverend Palmer delivered a windy prdyay. had insisted that the ceremony
be brief. There was a funeral tomorrow.

The Boy Scouts stepped forward with the flag anldthe congregation in the Pledge of
Allegiance, then Sister Oleda Shumpert from theyH&ihost Church of God in Christ
stepped forward and sang a mournful rendition dfidiEWe Gather at t River,” a
cappella because she certainly didn’t need anyastipphe words and melody brought
tears to the eyes of many, including Forrest, whgex close to his brother’s shoulder
with his chin

Standing next to the casket, listening to her vigice echo upward through the rotunda,
Ray for the first time felt the burden of his fateedeath. He thought of all the things
they could have done together, now that they wese, rall the things they had not done
when he and Forrest were just boys. But he had lve life and the Judge had lived his,
and this had suited them both.

It wasn’t fair now to relive the past just becatlse old man was dead. He kept telling
himself this. It was only natural at death to wishd done more, but the truth was that
the Judge had carried a grudge for years afted@aglanton. And, sadly, he had
become a recluse since leaving the bench.

A moment of weakness, and Ray stiffened his baekwbuld not beat himself up
because he had chosen a path that was not thesofaher wanted.

Harry Rex began what he promised would be a bukfgy. “Today we gather here to
say good-bye to an old friend,” he began. “We a#W this day was coming, and we all
prayed it would never get here.” He hit the hightggof the Judge’s career, then told of



his first appearance in front of the great mantythiears ago, when Harry Rex was fresh
out of law school. He was handling an uncontesteorde, which he somehow managed
to lose.

Every lawyer had heard the story a hundred timatsthey still managed a good laugh at
the appropriate time. Ray glanced at them, theafstudying them as a group. How
could one small town have so many lawyers? He kaitgout half of them. Many of the
old ones he’d known as a child and as a studerd @iéiner dead or retired. Many of the
younger ones he’d never seen before.

Of course they all knew him. He was Judge Atle@g.b

Ray was slowly realizing that his speedy exit frGfanton after the funeral would only
be temporary. He would be forced to return verynséo make a brief court appearance
with Harry Rex and begin probate, to prepare apntory and do a half-dozen other
duties as executor of his father’s estate. Thatidvbe easy and routine and take just a
few days. But weeks and perhaps months were looounthere as he tried to solve the
mystery of the money.

Did one of those lawyers over there know somethifilg® money had to originate from a
judicial setting, didn’t it? The Judge had no lifgtside of the law. Looking at them,
though, Ray could not imagine a source rich endagjenerate the kind of money now
hidden in the trunk of his little car. They wereadhtown ham-and-egg lawyers, all
scrambling to pay their bills and outhustle the gext door. There was no real money
over there. The Sullivan firm had eight or nine yans who represented the banks and
insurance companies, and they earned just enouggnig out with the doctors at the
country club.

There wasn’t a lawyer in the county with serioushcdrv Chamberlain over there with
the thick eyeglasses and bad hairpiece owned thdas# acres handed down through
generations, but he couldn’t sell it because thene no buyers. Plus, it was rumored he
was spending time at the new casinos in Tunica.

As Harry Rex droned on, Ray dwelt on the lawyemn&one shared the secret. Someone
knew about the money. Could it be a distinguishedhiver of the Ford County bar?

Harry Rex’s voice began to break, and it was timguit. He thanked them all for
coming and announced that the Judge would lieaite $h the courthouse until 10 P.M.
He directed the procession to begin where Ray angk§t were standing. The crowd
moved obediently to the east wing and formed atlva¢ snaked its way outside.

For an hour, Ray was forced to smile and shakedhand graciously thank everyone for
coming. He listened to dozens of brief stories algifather and the lives the great man
had touched. He pretended to remember the nanadktbbse who knew him. He
hugged old ladies he’d never met before. The psioesnoved slowly by Ray and
Forrest, then to the casket, where each persorovatolp and gaze forlornly at the



Judge’s bad portrait, then to the west wing wheggsters were waiting. Harry Rex
moved about, working the crowd like a politician.

At some point during the ordeal, Forrest disappkase mumbled something to Harry
Rex about going home, to Memphis, and somethingtabeing tired of death.

Finally, Harry Rex whispered to Ray, “There’s aliaround the courthouse. You could
be here all night.”

“Get me out of here,” Ray whispered back.

“You need to go to the rest room?” Harry Rex askest,loud enough for those next in
line to hear.

“Yes,” Ray said, already stepping away. They edsaxdk, whispering importantly, and
ducked into a narrow hallway. Seconds later thegrged behind the courthouse.

They drove away, in Ray’s car of course, firstlaig the square and taking in the scene.
The flag in front of the courthouse was at half-tnAdarge crowd waited patiently to
pay their respects to the Judge.

Chapter 10

Twenty-four hours in Clanton, and Ray was despdwateave. After the wake, he ate
dinner with Harry Rex at Claude’s, the black dinarthe south side of the square where
the Monday special was barbecued chicken and Hadaals so spicy they served ice tea
by the half-gallon. Harry Rex was reveling in thiecess of his grand send-off for the
Judge and after dinner was anxious to return tetlethouse and monitor the rest of the
wake.

Forrest had evidently left town for the eveningyRaped he was in Memphis, at home
with Ellie, behaving himself, but he knew bettenviimany times could he crash before
he died? Harry Rex said there was a fifty-fifty sba Forrest would make it to the
funeral tomorrow.

When Ray was alone he drove away, out of Clanteadé&d west to no place in particular.
There were new casinos along the river, seventggw@ilvay, and with each trip back to
Mississippi he heard more talk and gossip abousthie’s newest industry. Legalized
gambling had arrived in the state with the lowestgapita income in the country.

An hour and a half from Clanton, he stopped forayas as he pumped it he noticed a
new motel across the highway. Everything was newhat had recently been cotton



fields. New roads, new motels, fast-food restas;agas stations, billboards, all spillover
from the casinos a mile away.

The motel had rooms on two levels, with doors tpsned to face the parking lot. It
appeared to be a slow night. He paid $39.99 farubk on the ground level, around
back where there were no other cars or trucks.aflleepl the Audi as close as possible to
his room, and within seconds had the three garbags inside.

The money covered one bed. He did not stop to a&ditirecause he was convinced it
was dirty. And it was probably marked in some wdgybe it was counterfeit. Whatever
it was, it was not his to keep.

All the bills were one-hundred-dollar notes, somanll new and never used, others
passed around a little. None were worn badly, amgwere dated before 1986 or after
1994. About half were banded together in two-thadsdollar stacks, and Ray counted
those first—one hundred thousand dollars in onedhedirdollar bills was about fifteen
inches high. He counted the money from one bed, éineanged it on the other in neat
rows and sections. He was very deliberate, timeafa® concern. As he touched the
money, he rubbed it between his forefingers anchtisiand even smelled it to see if it
was counterfeit. It certainly appeared to be real.

Thirty-one sections, plus a few leftovers—$3,118,@0be exact. Retrieved like buried
treasure from the crumbling home of a man who leadesl less than half that during his
lifetime.

It was impossible not to admire the fortune spreeidre him. How many times in his
life would he gaze upon three million bucks? Howngnathers ever got the chance? Ray
sat in a chair with his face in his hands starintpa tidy rows of cash, dizzy with ?

thoughts of where it came from and where it wasibda

A slamming car door somewhere outside jolted higkba&his ! would be an excellent
place to get robbed. When you travel around witlions in cash everybody becomes a
potential thief.

He rebagged it, stuffed it back into the trunk =fdar, and drove to the nearest casino.

His involvement with gambling was limited to a week junket to Atlantic City with

two other law professors, both of whom had readaklon successful crap shooting and
were convinced they could beat the house. TheyaidRay had rarely played cards. He
found a home at the five-dollar blackjack table] after two miserable days in a noisy
dungeon he cleared sixty dollars and vowed nogtiarn. His colleagues’ losses were
never nailed down, but he learned that those whabigquite often lie about their
success.



For a Monday night, there was a respectable cravlieaSanta Fe Club, a hastily built
box the size of a football field. A ten-floor tonattached to it housed the guests, mostly
retirees from up North who had never dreamed diingetoot in Mississippi but were

now lured by unlimited slots and free gin whileyttgambled.

In his pocket he had five bills taken from fivefdient sections of the loot he’d counted
in the motel room. He walked to an empty blackjedie where the dealer was half-
asleep and placed the first bill on the table. yRId he said.

“Playing a hundred,” the dealer said over her stheylwhere no one was there to hear it.
She picked up the bill, rubbed it with little inést, then put it in play.

It must be real, he thought, and relaxed a liglee sees them all day long. She shuffled
one deck, dealt the cards, promptly hit twenty-fdken took the bill from Judge Atlee’s
buried treasure and put down two black chips. Rayga them both, two hundred dollars
a bet, nerves of steel. She dealt the cards quiakly with fifteen showing she hit a nine.
Ray now had four black chips. In less than an neitn&’d won three hundred dollars.

Raiding the four black chips in his pocket, hel&bthrough the casino, first through the
slots where the crowd was older and subdued, albrast-dead as they sat on their
stools, pulling the arm down again and again, stesadly at the screens. At the craps
table, the dice were hot and a rowdy bunch of rekimaere hollering instructions that
made no sense to him. He watched for a moment, levetyp bewildered by the dice and
the bets and the chips changing hands.

At another empty blackjack table, he tossed dowrst#tond hundred-dollar bill, more
like a seasoned gambler now. The dealer pulleldsiecto his face, held it up to the lights,
rubbed it, and took it a few steps over to thébpis, who was immediately distrustful of
it. The pit boss produced a magnifying device tfestuck in his left eye and examined
the bill like a surgeon. Just as Ray was aboutdalkband bolt through the crowd, he
heard one of them say, “It's good.” He wasn’t swtech one said it because he was
looking wildly around the casino for armed guarfise dealer returned to the table and
placed the suspicious money in front of Ray, whd,s®lay it.” Seconds later, the queen
of hearts and the king of spades were staring gt &a he’d won his third hand in a row.

Since the dealer was wide awake and his supervasbdone a close inspection, Ray
decided to settle the matter once and for all. tleg the other three hundred-dollar bills
from his pocket and laid them on the table. Thdateaspected each carefully, then
shrugged and said, “You want change?”

“No, play them.”

“Playing three hundred cash,” the dealer said puaihd the pit boss loomed over his
shoulder.



Ray stood on a ten and a six. The dealer hit @mand a four, and when he turned over
the jack of diamonds, Ray won his fourth straiginidh The cash disappeared and was
replaced with six black chips. Ray now had temausand dollars, and he also had the
knowledge that the other thirty thousand bills fetdfinto the back of his car were not
counterfeit. He left one chip for the dealer anchinte find a beer.

The sports bar was elevated a few feet, so tlyatufwanted you could have a drink and
take in all the action on the floor. Or you couldteh pro baseball or NASCAR reruns or
bowling on any of the dozen screens. But you cdughmble on the games; it wasn’t
allowed yet.

He was aware of the risks the casino posed. Notithlkeanoney was real, the next
guestion was whether it was marked in some way.slispicions of the second dealer
and his supervisor would probably be enough tdalgebills examined by the boys
upstairs. They had Ray on video, he was certamesss everybody else. Casino
surveillance was extensive; he knew that fromis bright pals who'd planned to break
the bank at the craps table.

If the money set off alarms, they could easily fimnoh. Couldn’t they?

But where else could he get the money examinedR Wahe First National in Clanton
and hand the teller a few of the bills? “Mind takia look at these, Mrs. Dempsey, see if
they’re real or not?” No teller in Clanton had eseen counterfeit money, and by lunch
the entire town would know Judge Atlee’s boy wasading around with a pocketful of
suspicious money.

He’d thought of waiting until he was back in VirginHe would go to his lawyer who
could find an expert to examine a sample of theawpall nice and confidential. But he
couldn’t wait that long. If the money was fake,déurn it. Otherwise, he wasn’t sure
what to do with it.

He drank his beer slowly, giving them time to seog/n a couple of goons in dark suits
who would walk up and say, “Gotta minute?” Theyldott work that fast, and Ray
knew it. If the money was marked, it would take sl&ylink it to wherever it came from.

Suppose he got caught with marked money. What wgasime? He had taken it from
his deceased father’s house, a place that hadvidfled to him and his brother. He was
the executor of the estate, soon to be chargedtigthesponsibility of protecting its
assets. He had months to report it to both thegteobourt and the tax authorities. If the
Judge had somehow accumulated the money by illegahs, then sorry, he’s dead now.
Ray had done nothing wrong, at least for the moment

He took his winnings back to the first blackjackleaand placed a five-hundred-dollar
bet. The dealer got the attention of her superyisho ambled over with his knuckles to
his mouth and one finger tapping an ear, smuglif,fase hundred dollars on one hand



of blackjack happened all the time at the Sant€lEb. He was dealt an ace and a king,
and the dealer slid over seven hundred fifty dsllar

“Would you like something to drink?” asked the Ipitss, all smiles and bad teeth.
“Beck’s beer,” Ray said, and a cocktail waitrespesgyed from nowhere.

He bet a hundred dollars on the next hand andTosn quickly he slid three chips out
for the next hand, which he won. He won eight ef tlext ten hands, alternating his bets
from a hundred to five hundred dollars as if hevkpeecisely what he was doing. The pit
boss lingered behind the dealer. They had a patergrd counter on their hands, a
professional blackjack player, one to be watchetifdimed. The other casinos would be
notified.

If they only knew.

He lost consecutive bets of two hundred dollarsn lust for the hell of it pushed ten
chips out for a bold and reckless wager of a thodisllars. He had another three
million in the trunk. This was chicken feed. Wh&mtqueens landed next to his chips, he
kept a perfect poker face as if he’d been winnikg this for years.

“Would you like dinner, sir?” the pit boss asked.

“No,” Ray said.

“Can we get anything for you?”

“A room would be nice.”

“King or a suite?”

A jerk would’ve said, “A suite, of course,” but Ragught himself. “Any room will be
fine,” he said. He'd had no plans to stay there dfter two beers he thought it best not to
drive. What if he got stopped by a rural deputy® Arhat would the deputy do if he
searched the trunk?

“No problem, sir,” said the pit boss. “I'll get yaihecked in.”

For the next hour he broke even. The cocktail wagiistopped by every five minutes,
pushing beverages, trying to loosen him up, but iRaged the first beer. During a
shuffle, he counted thirty-nine black chips.

At midnight he began yawning, and he rememberedIiti@vhe’d slept the night before.
The room key was in his pocket. The table had aghod-dollar limit per hand;

otherwise he would’'ve played it all at one time gothe down in a blaze of glory. He
placed ten black chips in the circle and with adience hit blackjack. Another ten chips,



and the dealer blew it with twenty-two. He gathenedchips, left four for the dealer, and
went to the cashier. He’d been in the casino fadhhours.

From his fifth-floor room he could see the parkiogy and because his sports car was
within view he felt compelled to watch it. As tired he was, he could not fall asleep. He
pulled a chair to the window and tried to doze, dmildn’t stop thinking.

Had the Judge discovered the casinos? Could gagnidirthe source of his fortune, a
lucrative little vice that he’d kept to himself?

The more Ray told himself that the idea was todd&ched, the more convinced he
became that he’d found the source of the moneyig&nowledge, the Judge had never
played the stock market, and if he had, if he’dlb&eother Warren Buffett, why would
he take his profits in cash and hide it under thekishelves? Plus, the paperwork would
be thick.

If he’d lived the double life of a judge on the ¢akhere wasn't three million dollars to
steal on the court dockets in rural MississippidAaking bribes would involve too many
other people.

It had to be gambling. It was a cash business.Hadyjust won six thousand dollars in
one night. Sure it was blind luck, but wasn’t ahging? Perhaps the old man had a
knack for cards or dice. Maybe he hit one of tiggjackpots in the slot machines. He
lived alone and answered to no one.

He could’ve pulled it off.

But three million dollars over seven years?

Didn’t the casinos require paperwork for substantianings? Tax forms and such?

And why hide it? Why not give it away like the re$this money?

Shortly after three, Ray gave it up and left himmpbmentary room. He slept in his car
until sunrise.

Chapter 11

The front door was slightly cracked, and at eigblogk in the morning with no one

living there it was indeed an ominous sign. Rayestat it for a long minute, not certain
if he wanted to step inside but knowing he hadmuae. He shoved it wider, clenched
his fists as if the thief just might still be inette, and took a very deep breath. It swung



open, creaking every inch of the way, and wherige fell upon the stacks of boxes in
the foyer Ray saw muddy footprints on the floore ®ssailant had entered from the rear
lawn where there was mud and for some reason hagknho leave through the front
door.

Ray slowly removed the pistol from his pocket.

The twenty-seven green Blake & Son boxes wereeseattaround the Judge’s study. The
sofa was overturned. The doors to the cabinet btHevibookshelves were open. The
rolltop appeared to be unmolested but the papens fhe desk were scattered on the
floor.

The intruder had removed the boxes, opened thednfimsing them empty, had
evidently stomped them and thrown them in a fitaafe. As still as things were, Ray felt
the violence and it made him weak.

The money could get him killed.

When he was able to move he fixed the sofa ancedicip the papers. He was gathering
boxes when he heard something on the front porelpé¢ked through the window and
saw an old woman tapping on the front door.

Claudia Gates had known the Judge like no one $lsehad been his court reporter,
secretary, driver, and many other things, accortbhngpssip that had been around since
Ray was a small boy. For almost thirty years, sttethe Judge had traveled the six
counties of the 25th District together, often IegvClanton at seven in the morning and
returning long after dark. When they were not inrtathey shared the Judge’s office in
the courthouse, where she typed the transcriptewbkidid his paperwork.

A lawyer named Turley had once caught them in apromising position during lunch
at the office, and he made the awful mistake dihtglothers about it. He lost every case
in Chancery Court for a year and couldn’t buy ardli It took four years for Judge Atlee
to get him disbarred.

“Hello, Ray,” she said through the screen. “Mayh® in?”

“Sure,” he said, and opened the door wider.

Ray and Claudia had never liked each other. Heahaays felt that she was getting the
attention and affection that he and Forrest weteara she viewed him as a threat as
well. When it came to Judge Atlee, she viewed eweeyas a threat.

She had few friends and even fewer admirers. Slserude and callous because she

spent her life listening to trials. And she wa®gant because she whispered to the great
man.



“I'm very sorry,” she said.
“‘Soam I.”

As they walked by the study, Ray pulled the dooset and said, “Don’t go in there.”
Claudia did not notice the intruder’s footprints.

“Be nice to me, Ray,” she said.
“Why?”

They went to the kitchen, where he put up someseddind they sat across from each
other. “Can | smoke?” she asked.

“I don’t care,” he said. Smoke till you choke, @dl. His father’s black suits had always
carried the acrid smell of her cigarettes. He’dw#d her to smoke in the car, in
chambers, in his office, probably in bed. Everyvehleut the courtroom.

The raspy breath, the gravelly voice, the counthasskles clustered around the eyes, ah,
the joys of tobacco.

She’d been crying, which was not an insignificardgre in her life. When he was clerking
for his father one summer, Ray had had the mighertf sitting through a gut-wrenching
child abuse case. The testimony had been so sapit#ndthat everyone, including the
Judge and all the lawyers, were moved to tears.ofhedry eyes in the courtroom
belonged to old stone-faced Claudia.

“I can’t believe he’s dead,” she said, then blepu# of smoke toward the ceiling.

“He’s been dying for five years, Claudia. This ssurprise.”

“It's still sad.”

“It's very sad, but he was suffering at the endafbevas a blessing.”

“He wouldn’t let me come see him.”

“We’re not rehashing history, okay?”

The history, depending on which version you beligved kept Clanton buzzing for
almost two decades. A few years after Ray’s madiret, Claudia divorced her husband
for reasons that were never clear. One side of toslieved the Judge had promised to
marry her after her divorce. The other side of tdetieved the Judge, forever an Atlee,
never intended to marry such a commoner as Claaddéthat she got a divorce because

her husband caught her fooling around with yetlaoman. Years passed with the two
enjoying the benefits of married life, except floe paperwork and actual cohabitation.



She continued to press the Judge to get marriechmtued to postpone things.
Evidently, he was getting what he wanted.

Finally she put forth an ultimatum, which provedo®ma bad strategy. Ultimatums did not
impress Reuben Atlee. The year before he got bdated office, Claudia married a man
nine years younger. The Judge promptly fired hed,the coffee shops and knitting clubs
talked of nothing else. After a few rocky years; y@unger man died. She was lonely, so
was the Judge. But she had betrayed him by remagirgind he never forgave her.
“Where’s Forrest?” she asked.

“He should be here soon.”

“How is he?”

“‘He’s Forrest.”

“Do you want me to leave?”

“It's up to you.”

“I'd rather talk to you, Ray. | need to talk to seome.”

“Don’t you have friends?”

“No. Reuben was my only friend.”

He cringed when she called him Reuben. She stckigarette between her gluey red
lips, a pale red for mourning, not the bright rbd svas once known for. She was at least
seventy, but wearing it well. Still straight andrsland wearing a tight dress that no other
seventy-year-old woman in Ford County would atterSpie had diamonds in her ears
and one on her finger, though he couldn’t telh#y were real. She was also wearing a

pretty gold pendant and two gold bracelets.

She was an aging tart, but still an active volcd®would ask Harry Rex whom she was
seeing these days

He poured more coffee and said, “What would yoa tik talk about?”
“Reuben.”
“My father is dead. | don't like history.”

“Can’t we be friends?”



“No. We’'ve always despised each other. We're natgto kiss and hug now, over the
casket. Why would we do that?”

“I'm an old woman, Ray.”

“And | live in Virginia. We'll get through the fumal today, then we’ll never see each
other again. How’s that?”

She lit another one and cried some more. Ray wakitig about the mess in the study,
and what he would say to Forrest if he barged im and saw the footprints and scattered
boxes. And if Forrest saw Claudia sitting at tHeeahe might go for her neck.

Though they had no proof, Ray and Forrest had suspected that the Judge had paid
her more than the going rate for court reporteosn&hing extra, in exchange for the
extras she was providing. It was not difficult halgla grudge.

“I want something to remember, that’s all,” shedsai

“You want to remember me?”

“You are your father, Ray. I'm clinging here.”

“Are you looking for money?”

“No.”

“Are you broke?”

“I’'m not set for life, no.”

“There’s nothing here for you.”

“Do you have his will?”

“Yes, and your name is not mentioned.”

She cried again, and Ray began a slow burn. Shingohoney twenty years ago when
he was waiting tables and living on peanut buther taying to survive another month of
law school without getting evicted from his chegamment. She always had a new
Cadillac when he and Forrest were driving wreckeeylwere expected to live like
impoverished gentry while she had the wardrobethadgewelry.

“He always promised to take care of me,” she said.

“He broke it off years ago, Claudia. Give it up.”



“I can’t. | loved him too much.”

“It was sex and money, not love. I'd rather nok tbout it.”
“What's in the estate?”

“Nothing. He gave it all away.”

“He what?”

“You heard me. You know how he loved to write cheedk got worse after you left the
picture.”

“What about his retirement?” She wasn’t crying ntivis was business. Her green eyes
were dry and glowing.

“He cashed in the year after he left office. It veaerrible financial blunder, but he did it
without my knowledge. He was mad and half-crazytaotk the money, lived on some of
it, and gave the rest to the Boy Scouts, Girl Sgdubns Club, Sons of the Confederacy,
Committee to Preserve Historic Battlefields, yomeat.

If his father had been a crooked judge, somethiag\Ras not willing to believe, then
Claudia would know about the money. It was obvislus did not. Ray never suspected
she knew, because if she had then the money watilkdave remained hidden in the
study. Let her have a rip at three million buckd axerybody in the county would know
about it. If she had a dollar, you were going te iseAs pitiful as she looked across the
table, Ray suspected she had very few dollars.

“I thought your second husband had some moneysai® with a little too much cruelty.

“So did I,” she said and managed a smile. Ray dedc& bit. Then they both laughed,
and the ice thawed dramatically. She had always krewn for her bluntness.

“Never found it, huh?”
“Not a dime. He was this nice-looking guy, nine igegounger, you know—"
“I remember it well. A regular scandal.”

“He was fifty-one years old, a smooth talker, hdsh@ about making money in oil. We
drilled like crazy for four years and | came uphwitothing.”

Ray laughed louder. He could not, at that momergty eEmember having a talk about sex
and money with a seventy-year-old woman. He gotrtipgession she had plenty of
stories. Claudia’s greatest hits. "



“You're looking good, Claudia, you have time foradimer one.”

“I'm tired, Ray. Old and tired. I'd have to traifmmand all. It's not worth it.”

“What happened to number two?”

“He croaked with a heart attack and | didn’t eviendd fa thousand dollars,” she said.
“The Judge left six.”

“Is that all?” she asked in disbelief.

“No stocks, no bonds, nothing but an old housesaxthousand dollars in the bank.”

She lowered her eyes, shook her head, and belexaggithing Ray was saying. She had
no clue about the cash.

“What will you do with the house?”

“Forrest wants to burn it and collect the insurahce

“Not a bad idea.”

“We'll sell it.”

There was noise on the porch, then a knock. ReddPatmer was there to discuss the
funeral service, which would begin in two hoursa@lia hugged Ray as they walked to
her car. She hugged him again and said good-bye strry | wasn't nicer to you,” she
whispered as he opened her car door.

“Good-bye, Claudia. I'll see you at the church.”

“He never forgave me, Ray.”

“| forgive you.”

“Do you really?”

“Yes. You're forgiven. We’'re friends now.”

“Thank you so much.” She hugged him a third timed atarted crying. He helped her into
the car, always a Cadillac. Just before she tuttnedynition, she said, “Did he ever

forgive you, Ray?”

“l don’t think so.”



“I don’t think so either.”
“But it's not important now. Let’s get him buried.”
“He could be a mean old sumbitch, couldn’t he?” s&ie, smiling through the tears.

Ray had to laugh. His dead father’s seventy-yeadfaimer lover had just called the
great man a son of a bitch.

“Yes,” he agreed. “He certainly could be.”

Chapter 12

They rolled Judge Atlee down the center aisle gfime oak casket and parked him at the
altar in front of the pulpit where Reverend Palmes waiting in a black robe. The

casket was left unopened, much to the disappoirtofehe mourners, most of whom

still clung to the ancient Southern ritual of vieithe deceased one last time in a strange
effort to maximize the grief. “Hell no,” Ray hadidgolitely to Mr. Magargel when

asked about opening things up. When the piecesiwgilace, Palmer slowly stretched

out his arms, then lowered them, and the crowd sat.

In the front pew to his right was the family, tiweotsons. Ray wore his new suit and
looked tired. Forrest wore jeans and a black sjmzket and looked remarkably sober.
Behind them were Harry Rex and the other pallbsaserd behind them was a sad
collection of ancient judges, not far from the atghemselves. In the front pew to his
left were all sorts of dignitaries—politicians, @x-governor, a couple of Mississippi
Supreme Court justices. Clanton had never seenmuehr assembled at one time.

The sanctuary was packed, with folks standing atbegvalls under the stained-glass
windows. The balcony above was full. One floor kelthe auditorium had been wired
for audio and more friends and admirers were ddwenet

Ray was impressed by the crowd. Forrest was alrkediyng at his watch. He had
arrived fifteen minutes earlier and got cursed layrid Rex, not Ray. His new suit was
dirty, he’d said, and besides Ellie had bought thimmblack suede jacket years ago and
she thought it would do just fine for the occasion.

She, at three hundred pounds, would not leavedbsd) and for that Ray and Harry Rex
were grateful. Somehow she’d kept him sober, laraah was in the air. For a thousand
reasons, Ray just wanted to get back to Virginia.



The reverend prayed, a short, eloquent messadpaioks for the life of a great man.
Then he introduced a youth choir that had won natibonors at a music competition in
New York. Judge Atlee had given them three thoushatidrs for the trip, according to
Palmer. They sang two songs Ray had never heandehdiut they sang them beautifully.

The first eulogy—and there would be only two shwrés per Ray’s instructions—was
delivered by an old man who barely made it to thipip but once there startled the
crowd with a rich and powerful voice. He'd beenaw school with the Judge a hundred
years ago. He told two humorless stories and thenpeoice began to fade.

The reverend read some scripture and deliveredsamafrdomfort for the loss of a loved
one, even an old one who had lived a full life.

The second eulogy was given by a young black maredaNakita Poole, something of a
legend in Clanton. Poole came from a rough fanolytls of town, and had it not been for
a chemistry teacher at the high school he woule liwwpped out in the ninth grade and
become another statistic. The Judge met him danmnggly family matter in court, and

he took an interest in the kid. Poole had an angazapacity for science and math. He
finished first in his class, applied to the bedteges, and was accepted everywhere. The
Judge wrote powerful letters of recommendation@uitéd every string he could grab.
Nakita picked Yale, and its financial package cedegverything but spending money.
For four years Judge Atlee wrote him every week, iareach letter there was a check for
twenty-five dollars.

“I wasn’t the only one getting the letters or theecks,” he said to a silent crowd. “There
were many of us.”

Nakita was now a doctor and headed for Africaay years of volunteer work. “I'm
gonna miss those letters,” he said, and everyilatlye church was in tears.

The coroner, Thurber Foreman, was next. He'd bdfeduae at funerals in Ford County
for many years, and the Judge specifically wantedtt play his mandolin and sing
“Just a Closer Walk with Thee.” He sang it bealiyffutand somehow managed to do so
while weeping.

Forrest finally began wiping his eyes. Ray justexiaat the casket, wondering where the
cash came from. What had the old man done? Whattlgxdid he think would happen
to the money after he died?

When the reverend finished a very brief messagep#tli-bearers rolled Judge Atlee out
of the sanctuary. Mr. Magargel escorted Ray andesbdown the aisle and down the
front steps to a limo waiting behind the hearses @towd spilled out and went to their
cars for the ride to the cemetery.

Like most small towns, Clanton loved a funeral gssion. All traffic stopped. Those not
driving in the procession were on the sidewalkanding sadly and gazing at the hearse



and the endless parade of cars behind it. Evetytipae deputy was in uniform and
blocking something, a street, an alley, parkingcepa

The hearse led them around the courthouse, whertathwas at half-mast and the
county employees lined the front sidewalk and |l@@eheir heads. The merchants
around the square came out to bid farewell to Jédge.

He was laid to rest in the Atlee plot, next to lbisg-forgotten wife and among the
ancestors he so revered. He would be the last Agleened to the dust of Ford County,
though no one knew it. And certainly no one caRaly would be cremated and his ashes
scattered over the Blue Ridge Mountains. Forrestitheld he was closer to death than his
older brother, but he had not nailed down his faethils. The only thing for certain was
that he would not be buried in Clanton. Ray wa®¥atg for cremation. Ellie liked the
idea of a mausoleum. Forrest preferred not to darethe subject.

The mourners crowded under and around a crimsoraMagFuneral Home tent, which
was much too small. It covered the grave and fowsrof folding chairs. A thousand
were needed.

Ray and Forrest sat with their knees almost togrthie casket and listened as Reverend
Palmer wrapped it all up. Sitting in a folding ahai the edge of his father’s open grave,
Ray found it odd the things he thought about. Hateto go home. He missed his
classroom and his students. He missed flying aaditws of the Shenandoah Valley
from five thousand feet. He was tired and irritadotel did not want to spend the next two
hours lingering in the cemetery making small talkhvpeople who remembered when he
was born.

The wife of a Pentecostal preacher had the finatle.dShe sang “Amazing Grace,” and
for five minutes time stood still. In a beautif@mano, her voice echoed through the
gentle hills of the cemetery, comforting the degiding hope to the living. Even the
birds stopped flying.

An Army boy with a trumpet played “Taps,” and eveoygly had a good cry. They folded
the flag and handed it to Forrest, who was sobamysweating under the damned suede
jacket. As the final notes faded into the woodsriHRex started bawling behind them.
Ray leaned forward and touched the casket. Heassilént farewell, then rested with his
elbows on his knees, his face in his hands.

The burial broke up quickly. It was time for lunékay figured that if he just sat there
and stared at the casket, then folks would leawveahone. Forrest flung a heavy arm
across his shoulders, and together they lookedoagh they might stay until dark. Harry
Rex regained his composure and assumed the rédendfy spokesman. Standing outside
the tent, he thanked the dignitaries for comingnglimented Palmer on a fine service,
praised the preacher’s wife for such a beautiftliteon, told Claudia that she could not
sit with the boys, that she needed to move alomg,cm and on. The gravediggers waited
under a nearby tree, shovels in hand.



When everybody was gone, including Mr. Magargel kisccrew, Harry Rex fell into the
chair on the other side of Forrest and for a lomg tthe three of them sat there, staring,
not wanting to leave. The only sound was that lshekhoe somewhere in the distance,
waiting. But Forrest and Ray didn’t care. How oftemyou bury your father

And how important is time to a gravedigger?

“What a great funeral,” Harry Rex finally said. M@&s an expert on such matters.

“He would’ve been proud,” said Forrest.

“He loved a good funeral,” Ray added. “Hated weddithough.”

“I love weddings,” said Harry Rex.

“Four or five?” asked Forrest.

“Four, and counting.”

A man in a city work uniform approached and quiettked, “Would you like for us to
lower it now?”

Neither Ray nor Forrest knew how to respond. HRey had no doubt. “Yes, please,” he
said. The man turned a crank under the grave apfeny.slowly, the casket began
sinking. They watched it until it came to rest deefhe red soil.

The man removed the belts, the apron, and the ceamtkdisappeared.

“I guess it's over,” Forrest said.

LUNCH WAS tamales and sodas at a drive-in on tlgeeaf town, away from the
crowded places where someone would undoubtedlyrimethem with a few kind words
about the Judge. They sat at a wooden picnic tadder a large umbrella and watched
the cars go by.

“When are you heading back?” Harry Rex asked.

“First thing in the morning,” Ray answered.

“We have some work to do.”

“l know. Let's do it this afternoon.”

“What kinda work?” Forrest asked.



“Probate stuff,” Harry Rex said. “We’ll open thet@® in a couple of weeks, whenever
Ray can get back. We need to go through the Jugge'srs now and see how much
work there is.”

“Sounds like a job for the executor.”

“You can help.”

Ray was eating and thinking about his car, whick parked on a busy street near the
Presbyterian church. Surely it was safe there.€hto a casino last night,” he
announced with his mouth full.

“Which one?” asked Harry Rex.

“Santa Fe something or other, the first one | céan& ou been there?”

“I've been to all of them,” he said, as if he’d eego back. With the exception of illegal
narcotics, Harry Rex had explored every vice.

“Me too,” said Forrest, a man with no exceptions.

“How’d you do?” Forrest asked.

“I won a couple of thousand at blackjack. They cethme a room.”

“| paid for that damned room,” Harry Rex said. “Bably the whole floor.”
“I love their free drinks,” said Forrest. “Twentytks a pop.”

Ray swallowed hard and decided to set the baftuihd some matches from the Santa Fe
on the old man’s desk. Was he sneaking over there?”

“Sure,” said Harry Rex. “He and | used to go oneeanth. He loved the dice.”

“The old man?” Forrest asked. “Gambling?”

“Yep.”

“So there’s the rest of my inheritance. What hendidive away, he gambled away.”
“No, he was actually a pretty good player.”

Ray pretended to be as shocked as Forrest, buasiealveved to pick up his first clue,

slight as it was. It seemed almost impossible t@atludge could’'ve amassed such a
fortune shooting craps once a week.



He and Harry Rex would pursue it later.

Chapter 13

As he approached the end, the Judge had beenndliilgerganizing his affairs. The
important records were in his study and easily tbun

They went through his mahogany desk first. One drdvad ten years’ worth of bank
statements, all arranged nearly in chronologicdénrHis tax returns were in another.
There were thick ledger books filled with entriédhe donations he’d made to
everybody who'd asked. The largest drawer wasifiléth letter-size manila files,

dozens of them. Files on property taxes. mediaards, old deeds and titles, bills to pay,
judicial conferences, letters from his doctors,retiement fund. Ray flipped through the
row of files without opening them, except for thlsstto pay. There was one—$13.80 to
Wayne’s Lawnmower Repair—dated a week earlier.

“It's always weird going through the papers of somewho just died,” Harry Rex said.
“I feel dirty, like a peeping Tom.”

“More like a detective looking for clues,” Ray salfe was on one side of the desk,
Harry Rex the other, their ties off and sleeveketbup, with piles of evidence between
them. Forrest was his usual helpful self. He’'d miedi half a six-pack for dessert after
lunch, and was now snoring it off in the swing ba front porch. But he was there,
instead of lost in one of his patented binges. &t disappeared so many times over the
years. If he’d blown off his father’s funeral, nneoin Clanton would’ve been surprised.
Just another black mark against that crazy Atlge another story to tell.

In the last drawer they found personal odds and-exuens, pipes, pictures of the Judge
with his cronies at bar conventions, a few photfoRay and Forrest from years ago, his
marriage license, and their mother’s death cestificin an old, unopened envelope there
was her obituary clipped from the Clanton Chronidieted October 12, 1969, complete
with a photograph. Ray read it and handed it taHReX.

“Do you remember her?” Ray asked.

“Yes, | went to her funeral,” he said, looking tat‘She was a pretty lady who didn’t have
many friends.”

“Why not?”

“She was from the Delta, and most of those folksehemgood dose of blue blood. That's
what the Judge wanted in a wife, but it didn’t wask well around here. She thought she



was marrying money. Judges didn’'t make squat daek, tso she had to work hard at
being better than everybody else.”

“You didn’t like her.”

“Not particularly. She thought | was unpolished.”

“Imagine that.”

“I loved your father, Ray, but there weren’t toonydears at her funeral.”

“Let’s get through one funeral at a time.”

“Sorry”

“What was in the will you prepared for him? Thetlase.”

Harry Rex laid the obituary on the desk and sak liais chair. He glanced at the
window behind Ray, then spoke softly. “The Judgeted to set up a trust so that when
this place was sold the money would go there. €dhe trustee and as such I'd have the
pleasure of doling out the money to you and hine’rtédded toward the porch. “But his
first hundred thousand would be paid back to thatesThat's how much the Judge
figured Forrest owed him.”

“What a disaster.”

“I tried to talk him out of it.”

“Thank God he burned it.”

“Yes indeed. He knew it was a bad idea, but hetwasg to protect Forrest from
himself.”

“We’ve been trying for twenty years.”

“He thought of everything. He was going to leavallito you, cut him out completely,
but he knew that would only cause friction. Thergbemad because neither of you
would ever live here, so he asked me to do a halt gave the house to the church. He
never signed it, then Palmer pissed him off overdbath penalty and he ditched that
idea, said he would have it sold after his deathgive the money to charity.” He
stretched his arms upward until his spine poppedryHRex had had two back surgeries
and was seldom comfortable. He continued. “I'm guesthe reason he called you and
Forrest home was so the three of you could declui v do with the estate.”

“Then why did he do a last-minute will?”



“We’'ll never know, will we? Maybe he got tired dfe pain. | suspect he’d grown fond of
the morphine, like most folks at the end. Maybd&ihew he was about to die.”

Ray looked into the eyes of General Nathan Bedfandest, who’d been gazing sternly
on the Judge’s study from the same perch for almasintury. Ray had no doubt that his
father had chosen to die on the sofa so that thergecould help him through it. The
general knew. He knew how and when the Judge Hiedknew where the cash came
from. He knew who had broken in last night andheakthe office.

“Did he ever include Claudia in anything?” Ray atke

“Never. He could hold a grudge, you know that.”

“She stopped by this morning.”

“What'd she want?”

“I think she was looking for money. She said thdghihad always promised to take care
of her, and she wanted to know what was in the'will

“Did you tell her?”

“With pleasure.”

“She’ll be all right, never worry about that womafou remember old Walter Sturgis,

out from Karraway a dirt contractor for years, tigh a tick?” Harry Rex knew
everybody in the county, all thirty thousand souldaeks, whites, and now the Mexicans.
“I don't think so.”

“He’s rumored to have a half a million bucks inltaand she’s after it. Got the ole boy
wearing golf shirts and eating at the country cldb.told his buddies he takes Viagra
every day.”

‘Attaboy”

“She’ll break him.”

Forrest shifted somehow in the porch swing andccti@ns creaked. They waited a
moment, until all was quiet out there. Harry Rerimgd a file and said, “Here’s the
appraisal. We had it done late last year by a guy fTupelo, probably the best appraiser
in north Mississippi.”

“How much?”

“Four hundred thousand.”



“Sold.”

“I thought he was high. Of course, the Judge thotigh place was worth a million.”
“Of course.”

“I figure three hundred is more likely.”

“We won’t get half that much. What's the appraisased on?”

“It's right here. Square footage, acreage, chaomps, the usual.”

“Give me a comp.”

Harry Rex flipped through the appraisal. “Here’® 0A house about the same age, same
size, thirty acres, on the edge of Holly Springdd $wo years ago for eight hundred
grand.”

“This is not Holly Springs.”

“No, it's not.”

“That's an antebellum town, with lots of old houses

“You want me to sue the appraiser?”

“Yeah, let's go after him. What would you give tbis place?”

“Nothing. You want a beer?”

“NO_"

Harry Rex lumbered into the kitchen, and return&t w tall can of Pabst Blue Ribbon.
“I don’t know why he buys this stuff,” he mumbleatien gulped a fourth of it.

“Always been his brand.”

Harry Rex peeked through the blinds and saw nothirig-orrest’s feet hanging off the
swing. “I don’t think he’s too worried about hidlier's estate.”

“He’s like Claudia, just wants a check.”

“Money would kill him.”



It was reassuring to hear Harry Rex share thigbdRay waited until he returned to the
desk because he wanted to watch his eves caréefliig. Judge earned less than nine
thousand dollars last year,” Ray said, looking &bareturn.

“He was sick,” Harry Rex said, stretching and tuigthis substantial back, then sitting
down. “But he was hearing cases until this

“What kind of cases?”

“All sorts of stuff. We had this Nazi right-wing gernor a few years back—"

“I remember him.”

“Liked to pray all the time when he campaigned,ifgwalues, anti-everything but guns.
Turned out he liked the ladies, his wife caught,hirg stink, really juicy stuff. The local
judges down in Jackson wanted no part of the easebivious reasons, so they asked the
Judge to ride in and referee things.”

“Did it go to trial?”

“Oh hell yeah, big ugly trial. The wife had the gisoon the governor, who thought he
could intimidate the Judge. She got the goverrntwoisse and most of the money. Last |
heard he was living above his brother’s garagd) adyguards, of course.”

“Did you ever see the old man intimidated?”

“Never. Not once in thirty years.”

Harry Rex worked on his beer and Ray looked athardax return. Things were quiet,
and when he heard Forrest snore again, Ray sdoljfid some money, Harry Rex.”

His eyes conveyed nothing. No conspiracy, no ssepno relief. They didn’t blink and
they didn’t stare. He waited, then finally shrugged said, “How much?”

“A boxful.” The questions would follow, and Ray hadkd to predict them.
Again Harry Rex waited, then another innocent shfhere?”

“Over there, in that cabinet behind the sofa. Iswash in a box, over ninety thousand
bucks.”

So far he had not told a lie. He certainly hadnieg the entire truth, but he wasn’t lying.
Not yet.

“Ninety thousand bucks?” Harry Rex said, a lithe toudly and Ray nodded toward the
porch.



“Yes, in one-hundred-dollar bills,” he said in avier voice. “Any idea where it came
from?”

Harry Rex gulped from the can, then squinted heseyt the wall and finally said, “Not
really.”

“Gambling? You said he could throw the dice.”

Another sip. “Yeah, maybe. The casinos openedrssewven years ago, and he and |
would go once a week, at least in the beginning.”

“You stopped?”

“I wish. Between me and you, | was going all thredi | was gambling so much | didn’t
want the Judge to know it, so whenever he and tWwalvays played it light. Next night,
I'd sneak over and lose my ass again.”

“How much did you lose?”

“Let’s talk about the Judge.”

“Okay, did he win?”

“Usually. On a good night he’d win a coupla thousan

“On a bad night?”

“Five hundred, that was his limit. If he was losihe knew when to quit. That’s the
secret to gamblin’, you gotta know when to quitd gou gotta have the guts to walk
away. He did. | did not.”

“Did he go without you?”

“Yeah, | saw him once. | sneaked over one night@okied a new casino, hell they got
fifteen now, and while | was playin’ black-jack iigis got hot at a craps table not too far
away. In the thick of things, | saw Judge Atleedla a baseball cap so folks wouldn’t
recognize him. His disguises didn't always workdese I'd hear things around town. A
lot of folks go to the casinos and there were sigjst”

“How often did he go?”

“Who knows? He answered to no one. | had a clem, of those Higginbotham boys
who sell used cars, and he told me he saw old JAtdge at the craps table at three

o’clock one mornin’ at Treasure Island. So | figlitke Judge sneaked over at odd hours
so folks wouldn’t see him.”



Ray did some quick math. If the Judge gambled thmees a week for five years and
won two thousand dollars every time, his winningaild have been somewhere around
one and a half million.

“Could he have rat-holed ninety thousand?” Ray dskesounded like such a small
amount.

“Anything’s possible, but why hide it?”

“You tell me.”

They pondered this for a while. Harry Rex finislied beer and lit a cigar. A sluggish
ceiling fan above the desk pushed the smoke arddmdhot a cloud of exhaust toward
the fan and said, “You gotta pay taxes on your wigs, and since he didn’t want
anybody to know about his gambling, maybe he jegt ik all quiet.”

“But don’t the casinos require paperwork if you wircertain amount?”

“I never saw any damned paperwork.”

“But if you'd won?”

“Yeah, they do. | had a client who won eleven tlamdsat the five-dollar slots. They
gave him a form ten-ninety-nine, a notice to th8.IR

“What about shooting craps?”

“If you cash in more than ten thousand in chipsra time, then there’s paperwork. Keep
it under ten, and there’s nothin’. Same as castsaetions at a bank.”

“I doubt if the Judge wanted records.”
“I’'m sure he did not.”
“He never mentioned any cash when y’'all were ddirsgwills?”

“Never. The money is a secret, Ray. | can’t expiaihhave no idea what he was
thinkin’. Surely he knew it would be found.”

“Right. The question now is what do we do with it.”

Harry Rex nodded and stuck the cigar in his moR#y leaned back and watched the fan.
For a long time they contemplated what to do whih money. Neither wanted to suggest
that they simply continue to hide it. Harry Rex ided to fetch another beer. Ray said
he’d take one too. As the minutes passed it becdwieus that the money would not be



discussed again, not that day. In a few weeks, wineestate was opened and an
inventory of assets was filled, they could visi tesue again. Or perhaps they would not.

For two days, Ray had debated whether or not kbitery Rex about the cash, not the
entire fortune, but just a sample of it. .After mlpiso, there were more questions than
answers.

Little light had been shed on the money. The Juwadgeyed the dice and was good at
gambling, but it seemed unlikely he could havered&3.1 million in seven years. And
to do so without creating paperwork and leavingad $eemed impossible.

Ray returned to the tax records while Harry Rexveld through the ledgers of donations.
“Which CPA are you gonna use?” Ray asked afteng fmeriod of silence.

“There are several.”

“Not local.”

“No, | stay away from the guys around here. Itaaall town.”

“Looks to me like the records are in good shap&gy said, closing a drawer.

“I'll be easy, except for the house.”

“Let’s put it on the market, the sooner the betternon’t be a quick sell.”

“What's the asking price?”

“Let’s start at three hundred.”

“Are we spending money to fix it up?”

“There is no money, Harry Rex.”

JUST BEFORE dark, Forrest announced he was tir€laof-ton, tired of death, tired of
hanging around a depressing old house he had pavaularly cared for, tired of Harry
Rex and_Ray, and that he was going home to Memyiése wild women and parties
were waiting.

“When are you coming back?” he asked Ray.

“Two or three weeks.”

“For probate?”



“Yes,” Harry Rex answered. “We’ll make a brief appence before the judge. You're
welcome to be there, but it's not required.”

“I don’t do court. Been there enough.”

The brothers walked down the drive to Forrest’s ©apu okay?” Ray asked, but only
because he felt compelled to show concern.

“I'm fine. See you, Bro,” Forrest said, in a hutoyleave before his brother blurted
something stupid. “Call me when you come back,%aiel. He started the car and drove
away. Ray knew he would pull over somewhere betwEanton and Memphis, either at
a joint with a bar and a pool table, or maybe gubter store where he would buy a case
and slug it as he drove. Forrest had survivedatrset’s funeral in an impressive way, but
the pressure had been building. The meltdown woatde pretty.

Harry Rex was hungry, as usual, and asked if Rayedbfried catfish. “Not really,” he
answered.

“Good, there’s a new place on the lake.”

“What's it called?”

“Jeter’s Catfish Shack.”

“You're kidding.”

“No, it's delicious.”

They dined on an empty deck jutting over a swamghe backwaters of the lake. Harry
Rex ate catfish twice a week; Ray, once everyyeas. The cook was heavy on the
batter and peanut oil, and Ray knew it would berg Inight, for several reasons.

He slept with a loaded gun in the bed of his olahnpupstairs, with the windows and
doors locked, and the three garbage bags :kedmatiey at his feet. With such an
arrangement, it was difficult to look around in therk and conjure up any pleasant
childhood memories that would normally be just urttie surface. The house had been
dark and cold back then, especially after his nroded.

Instead of reminiscing, he tried to sleep by cauptittle round black chips, a hundred

bucks each, hauled by the Judge from the tabléetoashiers. He counted with
imagination and ambition. and he got nowhere neafdrtune he was in bed with.

Chapter 14



The Clanton square had three cafes, two for théewlaind one for the blacks. The Tea
Shoppe crowd leaned toward banking and law and,retare of a white-collar bunch,
where the chatter was a bit heavier—the stock niagpkditics, golf. Claude’s, the black
diner, had been around for forty years and hadése food.

The Coffee Shop was favored by the farmers, capsfactory workers who talked
football and bird hunting. Harry Rex preferredas, did a few other lawyers who liked to
eat with the people they represented. It openéideaevery morning but Sunday, and
was usually crowded by six. Ray parked near ithensiquare and locked his car. The sun
was inching above the hills to the east. He wouidedfifteen hours or so and hopefully
be home by midnight.

Harry Rex had a table in the window and a Jacksevspaper that had already been
rearranged and folded to the point of being usdteasiyone else. “Anything in the
news?” Ray asked. There was no television at Maple

“Not a damned thang,” Harry Rex grumbled with hye®glued to the editorials. “I'll
send you all the obituaries.” He slid across a qlexch section the size of a paperback.
“You wanna read this?”

“No, | need to go.”

“You're eating first?”

“Yes.”

“Hey, Dell!” Harry Rex yelled across the cafe. Témunter and booths and other tables
were crowded with men, only men, all eating anklingj.

“Dell is still here?” Ray asked.

“She doesn’t age,” Harry Rex said, waving. “Her heatis eighty and her grandmother is
a hundred. She’ll be here long after we’re buried.”

Dell did not appreciate being yelled at. She adiwith a coffeepot and an attitude,
which vanished when she realized who Ray was. 8ggédd him and said, “I haven't
seen you in twenty years.” Then she sat down, leiadiis arm, and began saying how
sorry she was about the Judge.

“Wasn't it a great funeral?” Harry Rex said.

“I can’t remember a finer one,” she said, as if Reas supposed to be both comforted
and impressed.



“Thank you,” he said, his eyes watering not frordresss but from the medley of cheap
perfumes swirling about her.

Then she jumped up and said, “What're y’'all eatit’® on the

Harry Rex decided on pancakes and sausage, foobttlem, a tall stack for him, short
for Ray. Dell disappeared, a thick cloud of fragmslingering behind.

“You got a long drive. Pancakes’11 stick to younstf

After three days in Clanton, everything was stigkia his ribs. Ray looked forward to
some long runs in the countryside around Charbattesand to much lighter cuisine. *

To his great relief, nobody else recognized hiner&€hwere no other lawyers in the
Coffee Shop at that hour, and no one else who'avknthhe Judge well enough to attend
his funeral. The cops and mechanics were too butkytheir jokes and gossip to look
around. Remarkably, Dell kept her mouth shut. Afftex first cup of coffee, Ray relaxed
and began to enjoy the waves of conversation arghtar around him.

Dell was back with enough food for eight; pancakeshole hog’s worth of sausage, a
tray of hefty biscuits with a bow! of butter, antb@w! of somebody’s homemade jam.
Why would anyone need biscuits to eat with pancalSte patted his shoulder again and
said, “And he was such a sweet man.” Then she was.g

“Your father was a lot of things,” Harry Rex satttpwning his hotcakes with at least a
guart of somebody’s homemade molasses. “But he'tvasaet.”

“No he was not,” Ray agreed. “Did he ever comedre”

“Not that | recall. He didn’t eat breakfast, didhke crowds, hated small talk, preferred

to sleep as late as possible. | don’t think this Wig kind of place. For the past nine years,
he hasn’t been seen much around the square.”

“Where’'d Dell meet him?”

“In court. One of her daughters had a baby. Thelgadtready had a family. A real

mess.” He somehow managed to shovel into his mas#rving of pancakes that would
choke a horse. Then a bite of sausage.

“And of course you were in the middle of it.”

“Of course. Judge treated her right.” Chomp, chomp.

Ray felt compelled to take a large bite of his fodtth molasses dripping everywhere,
he leaned forward and lifted a heavy fork to hisutho



“The Judge was a legend, Ray, you know that. Fatksnd here loved him. He never got
less than eighty percent of the vote in Ford Codnty

Ray nodded as he worked on the pancakes. Theyheséeesnd buttery, but not
particularly tasty.

“If we spend five thousand bucks on the house, rHRex said without showing food,
“then we’ll get it back several times over. It'gaod investment.”

“Five thousand for what?”

He wiped his mouth with one long swipe. “Clean daenned thing first. Spray it, wash it,
fumigate it, clean the floors and walls and furretumake it smell better. Then paint the
outside and the downstairs. Fix the roof so thinggs won't spot. Cut the grass, pull the
weeds, just spruce it up. | can find folks arourdehto do it.” He thrust another serving
into his jaws and waited for Ray to respond.

“There’s only six thousand in the bank,” Ray said.

Dell dashed by and somehow managed to refill boffee cups and pat Ray on the
shoulder without missing a stride.

“You got more in that box you found,” Harry Rexdatarving another wedge of
pancakes.

“So we spend it?”

“I been thinking about it,” he said, gulping cofféBact, Fs up all night thinking about
it.”

‘And?”

“Got two issues, one’s important, the other’s nét.§uick bite of modest proportions,
then using the knife and fork to help him talk,dostinued: “First, where’'d it come from?
That’s what we want to know, but it ain’t reallyathmportant. If he robbed a bank, he’s
dead. If he hit the casinos and didn’t pay taxe& Head. If he simply liked the smell of
cash and saved it over the years, he’s still déad.follow?”

Ray shrugged as if he was waiting for somethingplmated. Harry Rex used the break
in his monologue to eat sausage, then began statiterair again: “Second, what are
you going to do with it? That's what's importante¥ie assuming nobody knows about
the money, right?”

Ray nodded and said, “Right. It was hidden.” Raylddear the windows being rattled.
He could see the Blake & Son boxes scattered arghed.



He couldn’t help but glance through the window &k at his TT roadster, packed and
ready to flee.

“If you include the money in the estate, half wgdl to the IRS.”
“I know that, Harry Rex. What would you do?”

“I'm not the right person to ask. I've been at wath the IRS for eighteen years, and
guess who'’s winnin’? Not me. Screw ‘em.”

“That’s your advice as an attorney?”

“No, as a friend. If you want legal advice, thewill tell you that all assets must be
collected and properly inventoried pursuant toNhississippi Code, as annotated and
amended.”

“Thank you.”

“I'd take twenty thousand or so, put it in the ést® pay the up-front bills, then wait a
long time and give Forrest his half of the rest.”

“Now, that's what | call legal advice.”
“Nope, it's just common sense.”

The mystery of the biscuits was solved when Haey Rttacked them. “How ‘bout a
biscuit?” he said, though they were closer to Ray.

“No thanks.”

Harry Rex sliced two in half, buttered them, adddtick layer of jam, then, at the last
moment, inserted a patty of sausage. “You sure?” .

“Yes, I'm sure. Could the money be marked in any¥a

“Only if it's ransom or drug money. Don’t reckon l®n Atlee was into those sorts of
things, you?”

“Okay, spend five thousand.”
“You'll be pleased.”
A small man with matching khaki pants and shirppied at the table, and with a warm

smile said, “Excuse me, Ray, but I'm Loyd Darlingié stuck out a hand as he spoke. “I
have a farm just east of town.”



Ray shook his hand and half-stood. Mr. Loyd Darlimgned more land than anybody in
Ford County. He had once taught Ray in Sunday Sct®0o good to see you,” Ray said.

“Keep your seat,” he said, gently shoving Ray ddyrithe shoulder. ‘Just wanted to say
how sorry | am about the Judge.”

“Thank you, Mr. Darling.”
“There was no finer man than Reuben Atlee. You hmyesympathies.”

Ray just nodded. Harry Rex had stopped eating ppdaed to be ready to cry. Then
Loyd was gone and breakfast resumed. Harry Rexlaainto a war story about IRS
abuse. After another bite or two Ray was stuffed, @ he pretended to listen he thought
of all the fine folks who so greatly admired highier, all the Loyd Darlings out there

who revered the old man.

What if the cash didn’t come from the casinos? Whatcrime had been committed,
some secret horrible sting perpetrated by the Ju&géng there among the crowd in the
Coffee Shop, watching Harry Rex but not listeniodnim, Ray Atlee made a decision.

He vowed to himself that if he ever discovered thatcash now crammed into the trunk
of his car had been collected by his father in samaaner that was less than ethical, then
no one would ever know it. He would not desecragestellar reputation of Judge
Reuben Atlee.

He signed a contract with himself, shook hands,areatlood oath, swore to God. Never
would anyone know.

They said good-bye on the sidewalk in front of g:edvther law office. Harry Rex bear-
hugged him, and Ray tried to return the embracéisuarms were pinned to his sides.

“I can’t believe he’s gone,” Harry Rex said, higeymoist again.
“I know, | know.”

He walked away, shaking his head and fighting liaaeks. Ray jumped in his Audi and
left the square without looking back. Minutes laterwas on the edge of town, past the
old drive-in where porno had been introduced, gasshoe factory where a strike had
been mediated by the Judge. Past everything wntds in the country, away from the
traffic, away from the legend. He glanced at hisesfpmeter and realized he was driving
almost ninety miles an hour.

Cops should be avoided, as well as rear-end aniisiThe drive was long, but the timing
of the arrival in Charlottesville was crucial. Tearly and there would be foot traffic on
the downtown mall. Too late and the night patrajjimisee him and ask questions.



Across the Tennessee line, he stopped for gas eext eoom break. He’d had too much
coffee. And too much food. He tried to call Forresthis cell phone, but there was no
answer. He took it as neither good news or bad—ratiiest nothing was predictable.

Moving again, he kept his speed at fifty-five ahd hours began to pass. Ford County
faded into another lifetime. Everyone has to bexfesomewhere, and Clanton was not a
bad place to call home. But if he never saw itiagaé would not be unhappy.

Exams were over in a week, graduation the week, dften the summer break. Because
he was supposed to be researching and writing.Hee/d no classes to teach for the next
three months. Which meant he had very little t@tlall.

He would return to Clanton and take the oath aswwe of his father’s estate. He would
make all the decisions that Harry Rex asked hima&e. And he would try to solve the
mystery of the money.

Chapter 15

With ample time to plan his movements, he was ongirssed when nothing went right.
His arrival time was suitable, 11:20 P.M., Wedngsdéay 10. He had hoped to park
illegally at the curb, just a few feet from the gnal-level door to his apartment, but other
drivers had the same idea. The curb had neverdmeeampletely blocked with a line of
cars, and, to his anxious satisfaction, every dribemm had a citation under a windshield
wiper.

He could park in the street while he dashed badkfarth, but that would invite trouble.
The small lot behind his building had four spaces reserved for him, but they locked
the gate at eleven.

So he was forced to use a dark and almost complabeindoned parking garage three
blocks away, a large cavernous multilevel that 8@d out during the day and eerily
empty at night. He’d thought about this alternatifeand on for many hours, as he drove
north and east and plotted the offensive, and & tha least attractive of all options. It
was plan D or E, somewhere way down the list ofsMag wanted to transfer the money.
He parked on level one, got out with his overniggg, locked the car, and with great
anxiety left it there. He hurried away, eyes dartamound as if armed gangs were
watching and waiting. His legs and back were #tifin the drive, but he had work to do.

The apartment looked precisely the same as whehlég'it, which was an odd relief.
Thirty-four messages awaited him, no doubt colleagand friends calling with their
sympathies. He would listen later.



At the bottom of a tiny closet in the hall, unddslanket and a poncho and other things
that had been tossed in, as opposed to being ptactdred, he found a red Wimbledon
tennis bag that he hadn’t touched in at least teary. Aside from luggage, which he
thought would appear too suspicious, it was thgelstrbag he aid think of.

If he’d had a gun he would’ve stuck it in his pock&ut crime was rare in Charlottesville,
and he preferred to live without weapons. Afterdpesode Sunday in Clanton, he was
even more terrified of pistols and such. He'd te# Judge’s guns hidden in a closet at
Maple Run.

With the bag slung over a shoulder, he locked b @n the street and tried his best to
walk casually along the downtown mall.

It was well lit, there was a cop or two always virrtg, and the pedestrians at this hour
were the wayward kids with green hair, an occasiano, and a few stragglers working
their way home. Charlottesville was a quiet towteramidnight. A thundershower had
passed through not long before his arrival. Theettrwere wet and the wind was
blowing. He passed a young couple walking handamdhbut saw no one else on the way
to the garage.

He’d given some thought to simply hauling the ggebhags themselves, just throwing
them over a shoulder like Santa, one at a timewaaiking hurriedly from wherever he
was parked to his apartment. He could move the ynonthree trips and cut his
exposure on the street. Two things stopped hinst,Rrhat if one ripped, and a million
bucks hit the pavement? Every thug and wino in tawenld come out of the alleys,
drawn like sharks to blood. Second, the sight gbae hauling bags of what appeared to
be trash into an apartment, as opposed to awayiframight be suspicious enough to
attract the attention of the police.

“What's in the bag, sir?” a cop might ask.
“Nothing. Garbage. A million dollars.” No answereseed correct.

So the plan was to be patient, take all the tina¢ Was necessary, move the loot in small
loads, and not worry about how many trips mightdzgiired because the least important
factor was Ray’s fatigue. He could rest later.

The terrifying part was the transferring of the regifirom one bag to another while
crouching over his trunk and trying not to looklguiFortunately, the garage was
deserted. He crammed money into the tennis babiuwbuld barely zip, then slammed
the trunk down, looked around as if he’'d just sreotkd someone, and left.

Perhaps a third of a garbage bag—three hundredahnoulollars. Much more than
enough to get him arrested or knifed.



Nonchalance was what he desperately wanted, b tees nothing fluid about his steps
and movements. Eyes straight ahead, though thensy@ed to dart up and down, right
and left, nothing could be missed. A frighteningrtager with studs in his nose stumbled
by, stoned out of his wasted mind. Ray walked daster, not sure if he had the nerves
for eight or nine more trips to the parking garage.

A drunk on a dark bench yelled something unintadlegat him. He lurched forward, then
caught himself, and was thankful he had no gurthat moment, he might've shot
anything that moved. The cash got heavier with édatk, but he made it without
incident. He spilled the money onto his bed, loc&edry door possible, and took another
route back to his car.

During the fifth trip, he was confronted by a degad old man who jumped from the
shadows and demanded, “What the hell are you dbidg?vas holding something dark
in his hand. Ray assumed it was a weapon with wioichaughter him.

“Get out of the way,” he said as rudely as possitalg his mouth was dry.

“You keep going back and forth,” the old man yellel@ stank and his eyes were
glowing like a demon’s.

“Mind your own business.” Ray had never stoppedimgl, and the old man was in front
of him, bouncing along. The village idiot.

“What's the problem?” came a clear crisp voice frioahind them. Ray stopped and a
policeman ambled over, nightstick in hand.

Ray was all smiles. “Evening, Officer.” He was lifeag hard and his face was sweaty.

“He’s up to something!” the old man yelled. “Keegsing back and forth, back and forth.
Goes that way, the bag is empty. Goes that wayhdigas full.”

“Relax, Gilly,” the cop said, and Ray took a deelpeyath. He was horrified that
someone had been watching, but relieved becaussdimeone was of Gilly’s ilk. Of all
the characters on the mall, Ray had never seeotgis

“What's in the bag?” the cop asked.

It was a dumb question, far into foul territoryddior a split second Ray, the law
professor, considered a lecture on stops, searsbiesires, and permissible police
guestioning. He let it pass, though, and smootklivdred the prepared line. “I played
tennis tonight at Boar’s Head. Got a bad hamstsogd;m just walking it off. | live over
there.” He pointed to his apartment two blocks down

The cop turned to Gilly and said, “You can’t beliyg at people, Gilly, I've told you that.
Does Ted know you're out?”



“He’s got something in that bag,” Gilly said, musbfter. The cop was leading him away.

“Yes, it's cash,” said the cop. “I'm sure the gug'®ank robber, and you caught him.
Good work.”

“But it's empty, then it’s full.”
“Good night, sir,” the officer said over his shoeitd

“Good night.” And Ray, the wounded tennis playetually limped for half a block for
the benefit of other characters lurking in the dads. When he dumped the fifth load on
his bed, he found a bottle of scotch in his smailldr cabinet and poured a stiff one.

He waited for two hours, ample time for Gilly tdum to Ted, who hopefully could keep
him medicated and confined for the rest of the nighd time perhaps for a shift change
so a different cop would be walking the beat. TwoyMong hours, in which he imagined
every possible scenario involving his car in thekjpey garage. Theft, vandalism, fire,
towed away by some misguided wrecker, everythirggimable.

At 3 A.M., he emerged from his apartment weariranpg hiking boots, and a navy
sweatshirt with VIRGINIA across the chest. He'dctigd the red tennis bag in favor of a
battered leather briefcase, one that would not Aslthuch money but wouldn’t catch the
attention of the cop either. He was armed withealsknife stuck in his belt, under the
sweatshirt, ready to be withdrawn in a flash aretlusn the likes of Gilly or any other
assailant. It

was foolish and he knew it, but he wasn’t himsaéhex and he was quite aware of that.
He was dead-tired, sleep-deprived for the thirdinig a row, just a little tipsy from three
scotches, determined to get the money safely hidamiehscared of getting stopped again.

Even the winos had given up at three in the morniing downtown streets were
deserted. But as he entered the parking jar ageawesomething that terrified him. At
the far end of the mall, passing under a streepJamas a group of five or six black
teenagers. They were moving slowly in his generaktion, yelling, talking loudly,
looking for trouble.

It would be impossible to make a half-dozen moileveges without running into them.
The final plan was created on the spot.

Ray cranked the Audi and left the garage. He aral®und and stopped in the street
next to the cars parked illegally on the curb, eltsthe door to his apartment. He killed
the engine and the lights, opened the trunk, aablgrd the money. Five minutes later,
the entire fortune was upstairs, where it belonged.



At 9 a.m., the phone woke him. It was Harry Rex k& your ass up, boy,” he growled.
“How was the trip?”

Ray swung to the edge of his bed and tried to tyweryes. “Wonderful,” he grunted.

“I| talked to a Realtor yesterday, Baxter Redd, ohine better ones in town. We walked
around the place, kicked the tires, you know, whatess. Anyway, he wants to stick to
the appraised value, four hundred grand, and h&gshwe can get at least two-fifty. He
gets the usual six percent. You there?”

“Yeah.”

“Then say something, okay?”

“Keep going.”

“He agrees we need to spend some dough to fix ialiftle paint, a little floor wax, a
good bonfire would help. He recommended a cleaséargice. You there?”

“Yes.” Harry Rex had been up for hours, no doubieked with another feast of
pancakes, biscuits, and sausage.

“Anyway, I've already hired a painter and a rooféfe’ll need an infusion of capital
pretty soon.”

“I'll be back in two weeks, Harry Rex, can't it wat
“Sure. You hungover?”

“No, just tired.”

“Well, get your ass in gear, it's after nine thére.
“Thanks.”

“Speaking of hangovers,” he said, his voice suddewer, his words softer, “Forrest
called me last night.”

Ray stood and arched his back. “This can’t be gdwel said.
“No, it's not. He’s tanked, couldn’t tell if it wasooze or drugs, probably both. Whatever
he’s on, there’s plenty of it. He was so mellowadught he was falling asleep, then he’'d

fire up and cuss me.”

“What did he want?”



“Money. Not now, he says, claims he’s not brokd,Hris concerned about the house
and the estate and wants to make sure you doetvdaim.”

“Screw him?”

“He was bombed, Ray, so you can’t hold it agaimst lBut he -aid some pretty bad
things.”

“I'm listening.”

“I'm tellin’ you so you’ll know, but please don’teg upset. | doubt he’ll remember it this

mornin’.
“Go ahead, Harry Rex.”

“He said the Judge always favored you and that'g idhmade you the executor of his
estate, that you've always gotten more out of {dexman, that it's my job to watch you
and protect his interests in the estate becaus# yrguo screw him out of the money,
and so on.”

“That didn’t take long, did it? We’ve hardly gotnhiin the ground.”

“No.”

“I'm not surprised.”

“Keep your guard up. He’s on a binge and he mightyou with the same crap.”

“I've heard it before, Harry Rex. His problems aa his fault. Somebody’s always out
to get him. Typical addict.”

“He thinks the house is worth a million bucks, a&add it's my job to get that much for it.
Otherwise, he might have to hire his own lawyeahbblah, blah. It didn’t bother me.
Again, he was blitzed.”

“He’s pitiful.”

“He is indeed, but he’ll bottom out and sober up week or so. Then I'll cuss him.
We'll be fine.”

“Sorry, Harry Rex.”

“It's part of my job. Just one of the joys of priaat’ law.”



Ray fixed a pot of coffee, a strong Italian blemdwas quite attached to and had missed
sorely in Clanton. The first cup was almost gonieehis brain woke up.

Any trouble with Forrest would run its course. pite of his many problems, he was
basically harmless. Harry Rex would handle thetestad there would be an equal
division of everything left over. In a year or $@rrest would get a check for more
money than he had ever seen.

The image of a cleaning service turned loose atli®Bpn bothered him for a while. He
could see a dozen women buzzing around like aapgyhwith so much to clean. What if
they stumbled upon another treasure trove fiengigfl behind by the Judge? Mattresses
stuffed with cash? Closets filled with loot? Butasn’t possible. Ray had pored over
every inch of the house. You find three million ksi¢ucked away and you get motivated
to pry under every board. He'd even clawed his thagugh spiderwebs in the basement,
a dungeon no cleaning lady-would enter.

He poured another cup of strong coffee and walkdds bedroom, where he sat in a
chair and stared at the piles of cash. Now what?

Through the blur of the last four days, he had eotrated only on getting the money to
the spot where it was now located. Now he hadda fhe next step, and he had very few
ideas. It had to be hidden and protected, he khainuch for sure.

Chapter 16

There was a large floral arrangement in the ceofthis desk, with a sympathy card
signed by all fourteen students in his antitruassl Each had written a small paragraph
of condolences, and he read them all. Beside tiveefis was a stack of cards from his
colleagues on the faculty.

Word spread fast that he was back, and througheutbrning the same colleagues
dropped by with a quick hello, welcome back, s@ipput your loss. For the most part the
faculty was a close group. They could bicker wiite best of them on the trivial issues of
campus politics, but they were quick to circle wegons in times of need. Ray was very
happy to see them. Alex Duffman’s wife sent a platff her infamous chocolate
brownies, each weighing a pound and proven to laekktmore to your waist. Naomi
Kraig brought a small collection of roses she’dkpit from her garden.

Late in the morning Carl Mirk stopped by and closieeldoor. Ray’s closest friend on the
faculty, his journey to the law school had beenad@bly similar. They were the same
age, and both had fathers who were small-town jsidg®’d ruled their lit-de counties
for decades. Carl's father was still on the bemeid still holding a grudge because his



son did not return to practice law in the familyfi It appeared, though, that the grudge
was fading with the years, whereas Judge Atleerapgg carried his to his death.

“Tell me about it,” Carl said. Before long he woulthke the same trip back to his
hometown in northern Ohio.

Ray began with the peaceful house, too peacefukdaled now. He described the scene
when he found the Judge.

“You found him dead?” Carl asked. The narrativetowed, then, “You think he speeded
things up a bit?”

“I hope so. He was in a lot of pain.”

“Wow.”

The story unfolded in great detail, as Ray remegabénings he had not thought about
since last Sunday. The words poured forth, thentebbecame therapeutic. Carl was an
excellent listener.

Forrest and Harry Rex were colorfully described.¢'@on’'t have characters like that in
Ohio,” Carl said. When they told their small-toworses, usually to colleagues from the
cities, they stretched the facts and the charabesrame larger. Not so with Forrest and
Harry Rex. The truth was sufficiently colorful.

The wake, the funeral, the burial. When Ray closgld “Taps” and the lowering of the
casket, both had moist eyes. Carl bounced to bisafied said, “What a great way to go.
I’'m sorry.”

“Just glad it’s over.”

“Welcome back. Let's do lunch tomorrow.”

“What's tomorrow?”

“Friday”

“Lunch itis.”

For his noon antitrust class, Ray ordered pizzaa® f& carry-out and ate them outside in
the courtyard with his students. Thirteen of therfeen were there. Eight would be
graduating in two weeks. The students were morearmied about Ray and the death of

his father than about their final exams. He kneat thould change quickly. -

When the pizza was gone, he dismissed them andstiadiered. Kaley lingered behind,
as she had been doing in the past months. Thera wgsl no-fly zone between faculty



and students, and Ray Atlee was not about to vemto it. He was much too content
with his job to risk it fooling around with a stutteln two weeks, though, Kaley would
no longer be a student, but a graduate, and thusonered by the rules. The flirting had
picked up a bit—a serious question after classpp-th at his office to get a missed
assignment, and always that smile with the eyeaditigered for just a second too long.

She was an average student with a lovely face aadraend that stopped traffic. She had
played field hockey and lacrosse at Brown and kdptain athletic figure. She was
twenty-eight, a widow with no kids and loads of ragrshe’d received from the company
that made the glider her deceased husband hadlpegnwhen it cracked up a few

miles off the coast at Cape Cod. They found hirsixty feet of water, still strapped in,
both wings snapped in two. Ray had researchedcitident report online.

He’d also found the court file in Rhode Island whehe had sued. The settlement gave
her four million up front and five hundred thousangear for the next twenty years. He
had kept this information to himself.

After chasing the boys for the first two yearsalIschool, >he was now chasing the
men. Ray knew of at least two other law profesadrs were getting the same lingering
routine as he. One just happened to be marriedeRtly, all were as wary as Ray.
They strolled into the front entrance of the law@m, chatting aimlessly about the final
exam. She was easing closer with each flirtaticarmmng up to the zone, the only one
who knew where ate might be headed with this.

“I'd like to go flying sometime,” she announced.

Anything but flying. Ray thought of her young hustdaand his horrible death, and for a
second could think of nothing to say. Finally, watlsmile he said, “Buy a ticket.”

“No, no, with you, in a small plane. Let’s fly somleere.”

“Anyplace in particular?”

“Just buzz around for a while. I'm thinking of takjilessons.”

“I was thinking of something more traditional, mayloinch or dinner, after you
graduate.” She had stepped closer, so that anyboewalked by at that moment would

have no doubt that they, student and professog discussing illicit activity.

“I graduate in fourteen days,” she said, as ifrslight not be able to wait that long before
they hopped in the sack.

“Then I'll ask you to dinner in fifteen days.”



“No, let’'s break the rule now, while I'm still augtent. Let's have dinner before |
graduate.”

He almost said yes. “Afraid not. The law is the |&Me’re here because we respect it.”
“Oh yes. It's so easy to forget. But we have a ®ate
“No, we will have a date.”

She flashed another smile and walked away. He tnigghtily not to admire her exit, but
it was impossible.

The rented van came from a moving company nortbwh, sixty dollars a day. He tried
for a half-day rate because he would need it amyaffew hours, but sixty it was. He
drove it exactly four tenths of a mile and stoppe@€haney’s Self-Storage, a sprawling
arrangement of new cinder-block rectangles surredry chain link and shiny new
razor wire. Video cameras on light poles watchedelviery move as he parked and
walked into the office.

Plenty of space was available. A ten-by-ten bay fweg-eight dollars a month, no
heating, no air, a roll-down door, and plenty ghling.

“Is it fireproof?” Ray asked.

“Absolutely,” said Mrs. Chaney herself, fightingf tfie smoke from the cigarette stuck
between her lips as she filled in forms. “Nothing boncrete block.” Everything was
safe at Chaney’s. They featured electronic suewgik, she explained, as she waved at
four monitors on a shelf to her left. On a shelh& right was a small television wherein
folks were yelling and fighting, a Springer-styladest that was now a brawl. Ray knew
which shelf received the most attention.

“Twenty-four-hour guards,” she said, still doingthaperwork. “Gate’s locked at all
times. Never had a break-in, and if one happenswleegot all kinds of insurance. Sign
right here. Fourteen B.”

Insurance on three million bucks, Ray said to hlfresehe scribbled his name. He paid
cash for six months and took the keys to 14B.

He was back two hours later with six new storageebpa pile of old clothes, and a stick
or two of worthless furniture he’'d picked up ateafmarket downtown for authenticity.
He parked in the alley in front of 14B and workedogly to unload and store his junk.

The cash was stuffed into forty-two-ounce freezgd) zipped tight to keep air and water
out, fifty-three in all. The freezer bags were agad in the bottoms of the six storage



boxes, then carefully covered with papers and &les research notes that Ray had until
very recently deemed useful. Now his meticuloussféerved a much higher calling. A
few old paperbacks were thrown in for good measure.

If, by chance, a thief penetrated 14B, he wouldpbdy abandon it after a cursory look
into the boxes. The money was well hidden and dispr@ected as possible. Short of a
safety deposit box in a bank, Ray could think obetter place to secure the money.

What would ultimately become of the money was aterysthat grew by the day. The
fact that it was now safely tucked away in Virgipivided little comfort, contrary to
what he had hoped.

He watched the boxes and the other junk for a whi¢really anxious to leave. He
vowed to himself that he would not stop by every ttacheck on things, but as soon as
the vow was made he began to doubt it.

He secured the roll-down door with a new padlockh& drove away, the guard was
awake, the video cameras scanning, the gate locked.

Fog Newton was worrying about the weather. He hsidident-pilot on a cross-country
to Lynchburg and back, and thunderstorms were ngowirquickly, according to radar.
The clouds had not been expected, and no weatlddrden forecast during the student’s
preflight briefing.

“How many hours does he have?” Ray asked.

“Thirty-one,” Fog said gravely. Certainly not entugxperience to handle thunderstorms.
There were no airports between Charlottesville lanthburg, only mountains.

“You're not flying, are you?” Fog asked.

“l want to.”

“Forget it. This storm is coming together quicklet's go watch it.”

Nothing frightened an instructor more than a stadgnn heavy weather. Each cross-
country training flight had to be carefully planretbute, time, fuel, weather, secondary
airports, and emergency procedures. And each ftigtitto be approved in writing by the
instructor. Fog had once grounded Ray because Wessa slight chance of icing at five

thousand feet, on a perfectly clear day.

They walked through the hangar to the ramp whereaa was parking and shutting
down its engines. To the west beyond the foothilis the first hint of clouds. The wind



had picked up noticeably. “Ten to fifteen knotsstijng,” Fog said. “A direct cross-
wind.” Ray would not want to attempt a landing utk conditions.

Behind the Lear was a Bonanza taxiing to the raang,as it got closer Ray noticed that
it was the one he’'d been coveting for the pastrnivenths. “There’s your plane,” Fog said.

“I wish,” Ray said.

The Bonanza parked and shut down near them, and thbeamp was quiet again Fog
said, “I hear he’s cut the price.”

“How much?”

“Somewhere around four twenty-five. Four-fifty wadttle steep.”

The owner, traveling alone, crawled out and puliesdbags from the rear. Fog was
gazing at the sky and glancing at his watch. Ray kis eyes on the Bonanza, where the
owner was locking the door and pultting it to rest.

“Let’s take it for a spin,” Ray said.

“The Bonanza?”

“Sure. What's the rent?”

“It's negotiable. | know the guy pretty well.”

“Let’s get it for a day, fly up to Atlantic Cityhen back.”

Fog forgot about the approaching clouds and thkieostudent. He turned and looked at
Ray. “You're serious?”

“Why not? Sounds like fun.”
Aside from flying and poker, Fog had few other ietds. “When?”
“Saturday. Day after tomorrow. Leave early, comekdate.”

Fog was suddenly deep in thought. He glanced atvish, looked once more to the west,
then to the south. Dick Docker yelled from a wind6¥ankee Tango is ten miles out.”

“Thank God,” Fog mumbled to himself and visiblyareéd. He and Ray walked to the
Bonanza for a closer look. “Saturday, huh?” Fod.sai

“Yep, all day”



“I'll catch the owner. I'm sure we can work a dédlhe winds relented for a moment
and Yankee Tango landed

with little effort. Fog relaxed even more and magthg smile.
“Didn’t know you liked the action,” he said as themlked across the ramp.

“Just a little blackjack, nothing serious,” Raydsai

Chapter 17

The solitude of a late Friday morning was brokernhgydoorbell. Ray had slept late, still
trying to shake off the fatigue from the trip horiiéree newspapers and four coffees
later he was almost fully awake.

It was a FedEx box from Harry Rex, and it was diligith letters from admirers and
newspaper clippings. Ray spread them on the diraibig and began with the articles.
The Clanton Chronicle ran a front-page piece on Wésday that featured a dignified
photo of Reuben Atlee, complete with black robe gadel. The picture was at least
twenty years old. The Judge’s hair was thicker @antker, and he filled out the robe. The
headline read.

Judge Reuben Atlee Dead at 79

There were three stories on the front page. Oneavilasvery obituary. One was a
collection of comments from his friends. The thivds a tribute to the Judge and his
amazing gift of charity.

The Ford County Times likewise had a picture, @iem just a few years earlier. In it
Judge Atlee was sitting on his front porch holdiig pipe, looking much older but
offering a rare smile. He wore a cardigan and lddikes a grandfather. The reporter had
cajoled him into a feature with the ruse of chattout the Civil War and Nathan
Bedford Forrest. There was the hint of a book enlorks, one about the general and the
men from Ford County who'd fought with him.

The Atlee sons were barely mentioned in the staifesit their father. Referring to one
would require referring to the other, and most$akk Clanton wanted to avoid the



subject of Forrest. It was painfully obvious thHa¢ sons were not a part of their father’'s
life.

But we could’ve been, Ray said to himself. It wae father who’d chosen early on to
have limited involvement with the sons, not theeotivay around. This wonderful old
man who’d given so much to so many had had se fitthe for his own family.

The stories and photos made him sad, which wagditusy because he had not planned
to be sad this Friday. He had held up quite wealtesidiscovering his father’s body five
days earlier. In moments of grief and sorrow, he thag deep and found the strength to
bite his lip and push forward without breaking dowhe passage of time and the
distance to Clanton had helped immensely, and mom fiowhere had come the saddest
reminders yet.

The letters had been collected by Harry Rex froendildge’s post office box in Clanton,
from the courthouse, and from the mail-box at Md&plem. Some were addressed to Ray
and Forrest and some to the family of Judge Afl&éere were lengthy letters from
lawyers who'd practiced before the great man arbldesen inspired by his passion for
the law. There were cards of sympathy from peogie,ior one reason or another, had
appeared before Judge Atlee in a divorce, or adieptir juvenile matter, and his fairness
had changed their lives. There were notes from lpegipover the state—sitting judges,
old law school pals, politicians Judge Atlee halbbe over the years, and friends who
wanted to pass along their sympathies and fond memo

The largest batch came from those who had recéhaedudge’s charity. The letters were
long and heatrtfelt, and all the same. Judge Atsskduietly sent money that was
desperately needed, and in many cases it had mdw@enatic change in the life of
someone.

How could a man so generous die with more tharethm#lion dollars hidden below his
bookshelves? He certainly buried more than he gaag. Perhaps Alzheimer’s had
crept into his life, or some other affliction thed gone undetected. Had he slipped
toward insanity? The easy answer was that the akl Imad simply gone nuts, but how
many crazy people could put together that kind ohay?

After reading twenty or so letters and cards, R@kta break. He walked to the small
balcony overlooking the downtown mall and watchwsl pedestrians below. His father
had never seen Charlottesville, and though Raycedain he had asked him to visit, he
could not remember a specific invitation. They hader traveled anywhere together.
There were so many things they could have done.

The Judge had always talked of seeing Gettysbungefam, Bull Run, Chancellorsville,
and Appomatox, and he would have done so had Rayrshn interest. But Ray cared
nothing for the refighting of an old war, and hell@ways changed the subject.

The guilt hit hard, and he couldn’t shake it. Waaelfish ass he’d been.



There was a lovely card from Claudia. She thankayl fgr talking to her and expressing
his forgiveness. She had loved his father for yaatswould carry her grief to her grave.
Please call me, she begged, then signed off wills ud kisses. And she’s got her
current boyfriend on Viagra, according to Harry Rex

The nostalgic journey home came to an abrupt h#it a'simple anonymous card that
froze his pulse and sent goose bumps down the lmddicth legs.

The only pink envelope in the pile contained a aaitth the words “With Sympathy” on
the outside. Taped to the inside was a small squiace of paper with a typed message
that read: “It would be a mistake to spend the mgombe IRS is a phone call away.” The
envelope had been postmarked in Clanton on Wedypetidaday after the funeral, and
was addressed to the family of Judge Atlee at MEpie.

Ray placed it aside while he scanned the otherscand letters. They were all the same at
this point, and he’d read enough. The pink on¢lsae like a loaded gun, waiting for
him to return to it.

He repeated the threat on the balcony as he grakspediling and tried to analyze things.
He mumbled the words in the kitchen as he fixedeomffee. He’d left the note on the
table so he could see it from any part of his ramgodien.

Back on the balcony he watched the foot traffi&kpip as noon approached, and anyone
who glanced up was a person who might know ab@ubtbney. Bury a fortune, then
realize you're hiding it from someone, and your gnmation can get crazy.

The money didn’t belong to him, and it was certaghough to get him stalked, followed,
watched, reported, even hurt.

Then he laughed at his own paranoia. | will not likke this, he said, and went to take a
shower.

Whoever it was knew exactly where the Judge hademdhe money. Make a list, Ray
told himself as he sat on the edge of his bed,dakith water dripping onto the floor.
The felon who cut the lawn once a week. Perhapgdsea smooth talker who'd
befriended the Judge and spent time in the houdey was easy. When the Judge
sneaked off to the casinos, maybe the grass alittéed through the house, pilfering.

Claudia would be at the top of the list. Ray coeddily see her easing over to Maple Run
whenever the Judge beckoned. You don't sleep witbraan for years then cut her off
without a replacement. Their lives had been so eot&al it was easy to imagine their
romance continuing. No one had been closer to ReAllee than Claudia. If anyone
knew where the money came from, it was her.



If she wanted a key to the house, she could’vedmag though a key was not necessary.
Her visit on the morning of the funeral could’veebeor surveillance and not sympathy,
though she’d played it well. Tough, smart, savallaused, and old but not too old. For
fifteen minutes he dwelt on Claudia and convincieask!f that she was the one tracking
the money.

Two other names came to mind, but Ray could nottlheloh to the list. The first was
Harry Rex, and as soon as he mumbled the namédtlasfamed. The other was Forrest,
and it too was a ridiculous idea. Forrest had eetbinside the house for nine years.
Assuming, just for the sake of argument, that meedww had known about the money,
he would never have left it. Give Forrest thredionlin cash and he would’ve done
serious damage to himself and those around him.

The list took great effort but there was littlestoow for it. He wanted to go for a quick
run, but instead stuffed some old clothes into pilowcases, then drove to Chaney’s,
where he unloaded them into 14B. Nothing had beeched, the boxes were just as he’'d
left them the day before. The money was still \vmediden. As he loitered there, not
wanting to leave until the last second, he wasvtiit the thought that perhaps he was
creating a trail. Obviously, someone knew he h&driat from the Judge’s study. For
that kind of money, private investigators couldhiied to follow Ray.

They could follow him from Clanton to Charlottedejlfrom his apartment to Chaney’s
Self-Storage.

He cursed himself for being so negligent. ThinkniiEhe money doesn’t belong to you!

He locked up 14B as tightly as possible. Drivingoas town to meet Carl for lunch, he
glanced at his mirrors and watched other driverd,after five minutes of this he laughed
at himself and vowed that he would not live likeunded prey.

Let them have the damned money! One less thingotoywabout. Break into 14B and
haul it away. Wouldn't affect his life in the leablo sir.

Chapter 18

The estimated flying time to Atlantic City was efgtiive minutes in the Bonanza, which
was exactly thirty-five minutes faster than the €esRay had been renting. Early
Saturday morning he and Fog did a thorough prefligialer the intrusive and often
obnoxious supervision of Dick Docker and Charlideéawho walked around the
Bonanza with their tall Styrofoam cups of bad cefées if they were flying instead of just
watching. They had no students that morning, beiigibssip around the airport was that



Ray was buying the Bonanza and they had to segsan themselves. Hangar gossip
was as reliable as coffee shop rumors.

“How much does he want now?” Docker asked in theega direction of Fog Newton,
who was crouched under a wing draining a fuel swhpcking for water and dirt in the
tanks.

“He’s down to four-ten,” Fog said, with an air ofiportance because he was in charge of
this flight, not them.

“Still too high,” Yates said.
“You gonna make an offer?” Docker said to Ray.

“Mind your own business,” Ray shot back withoutkow. He was checking the engine
oil.

“This is our business,” Yates said, and they alblzed.

In spite of the unsolicited help, the preflight weamsnpleted without a problem. Fog
climbed in first and buckled himself into the Isétat. Ray followed in the right, and
when he pulled the door hard and latched it andpuhe headset he knew he had found
the perfect flying machine. The two-hundred-horsegroengine started smoothly. Fog
slowly went through the gauges, instruments, adobsa and when they finished a pre-
takeoff checklist he called the tower. He would igairborne, then turn it over to Ray.

The wind was light and the clouds were high andtsed, almost a perfect day for
flying. They lifted off the runway at seventy milpsr hour, retracted the landing gear,
and climbed eight hundred feet per minute untiytreached their assigned cruising
altitude of six thousand feet. By then, Ray haddtbwtrols and Fog was explaining the
autopilot, the radar weather, the traffic collisewoidance system. “She’s loaded,” Fog
said more than once.

Fog had flown Marine fighters for one career, lutthe past ten years he’d been
relegated to the little Cessnas in which he’d taldy and a thousand others to fly. A
Bonanza was the Porsche of single engines, andvesglelighted for the rare chance to
fly one. The route assigned by air traffic contamk them just south and east of
Washington, away from the busy airspace aroundeBuhd Reagan National. Thirty
miles away and more than a mile up, they couldiseelome of the Capitol, then they
were over the Chesapeake with the skyline of Baltemn the distance. The bay was
beautiful, but the inside of the airplane was fareninteresting. Ray was flying it
himself without the help of the autopilot. He mained a course, kept the assigned
altitude, talked to Washington control, and listét@ Fog chat incessantly about the
performance ratings and features of the Bonanza. :



Both pilots wanted the flight to last for hourst Bdlantic City was soon ahead. Ray
descended to four thousand feet, then to threesttmalj and then switched to the
approach frequency. With the runway in sight, Faaktthe controls and they glided to a
soft touchdown. Taxiing to the general aviation pathey passed two rows of small
Cessnas and Ray couldn’t help but think that tliases were behind him. Pilots were
always searching for the next plane, and Ray hadddis.

Fog's favorite casino was the Rio, on the boardwatk several others. They agreed to
meet for lunch in a second-floor cafeteria, theitkjy lost each other. Each wanted to
keep his gambling private. Ray wandered amongltis and scoped out the tables. It
was Saturday and the Rio was busy. He circled aramd eased up on the poker tables.
Fog was in a crowd around a table, lost in hisarnth a stack of chips under his hands.

Ray had five thousand dollars in his pocket—fiffyttee hundred-dollar bills picked at
random from the stash he’d hauled back from Clarith#& only goal that day was to drop
the money in the casinos along the boardwalk anderoartain it was not counterfeit, not
marked, not traceable in any way. After his vigiTunica last Monday night, he was
fairly certain the money was for real.

Now he almost hoped it was marked. If so, then radiie FBI would track him down
and tell him where the money came from. He’d dooihing wrong. The guilty party
was dead. Bring on the feds.

He found an empty chair at a blackjack table ariflae bills down for chips. “Greens,”
he said like a veteran gambler.

“Changing five hundred,” the dealer said, barebkiag up.

“Change it,” came the reply from a pit boss. THada were busy. Slots were ringing in
the background. A crap game was hot off in theadis¢, men were yelling at the dice.

The dealer picked up the bills as Ray froze foe@sd. The other players watched with
detached admiration. All were playing five— and-teflar chips. Amateurs.

The dealer stuffed the Judge’s bills, all perfegtlid, into the money box and counted
twenty twenty-five-dollar green chips for Ray, wlost half of them in the first fifteen
minutes and left to find some ice cream. Down twadred fifty and not the least bit
worried about it.

He ventured near the crap tables and watched tifesion. He could not imagine his
father mastering such a complicated game. Wherertidearn to shoot dice in Ford
County, Mississippi?



According to a thin little gambling guide he’d peskup in a bookstore, a basic wager is a
come-bet, and when he mustered the courage he dhigeay between two other
gamblers and placed the remaining ten chips opdks line. The dice rolled twelve, the
money was scraped away by the dealer, and Rath&Rio to visit the Princess next
door.

Inside, the casinos were all the same. Old fol&srgg hopelessly at the slots. Just
enough coins rattling in the trays to keep thermkisdo Blackjack tables crowded with
subdued players slugging free beer and whiskeyo®&egamblers packed around the
crap tables hollering at the dice. A few Asiang/ig roulette. Cocktail waitresses in
silly costumes showing skin and hauling drinks.

He picked out a blackjack table and repeated thegalure. His next five bills passed the
dealer’s inspection. Ray bet a hundred dollarsherfitst hand, but instead of quickly
losing his money, he began winning.

He had too much untested cash in his pocket toenase accumulating chips, so when

he’d doubled his money, he pulled out ten mores laiid asked for hundred-dollar chips.
The dealer informed the pit boss, who offered gpgdsmile, and said, “Good luck.” An

hour later, he left the table with twenty-two chips

Next on his tour was the Forum, an older-lookinglelsshment with an odor of stale
cigarette smoke partially masked by cheap disiaféctThe crowd was older too because,
as he soon realized, the Forum’s specialty wasguslots and those over sixty-five got

a free breakfast, lunch, or dinner, take your pitike cocktail waitresses were on the
downhill side of forty and had given up the notafrshowing flesh. They hustled about

in what appeared to be track suits with matchirepkers.

The limit at blackjack was ten dollars a hand. @ikaler hesitated when he saw Ray’s
cash hit the table, and he held the first bill aphie light as if he’d finally caught a
counterfeiter. The pit boss inspected it too, aagt Was rehearsing his lines about
procuring that particular bill down the streetls Rio. “Cash it,” said the pit boss, and
the moment passed. He lost three hundred dollaas our.

Fog claimed to be breaking the casino when theyfonet quick sandwich. Ray was
down a hundred dollars, but like all gamblers ked said he was up slightly. They
agreed to leave at 5 P.M. and fly back to Chadottie.

The last of Ray’s cash was converted to chipsfifityadollar table in Canyon Casino, the
newest of those on the boardwalk. He played fohgevibut soon grew tired of cards and
went to the sports bar, where he sipped a sodavatahed boxing from Vegas. The five
thousand he brought to Atlantic City had been thghty flushed through the system. He
would leave with forty-seven hundred, and a widd.tHe had been filmed and
photographed in seven casinos. At two of them likfilad in paperwork when cashing



in chips at the cashiers’ windows. At two otherdhld used his credit cards to make
small withdrawals, just to leave more evidence hehi

If the Judge’s cash was traceable, then they wiaubdv who he was and where to find
him.

Fog was quiet as they rode back to the airportlitis had turned south during the
afternoon. “Lost a couple hundred,” he finally atted, but his demeanor suggested he’d
lost much more.

“You?” he asked.

“I had a good afternoon,” Ray said. “Won enouglpay for the charter.”

“That’s not bad.”

“Don’t suppose | could pay for it in cash, could 1?

“Cash is still legal,” Fog said, perking up a bit.

“Then cash it is.”

During the preflight, Fog asked if Ray wanted oifl the left seat. “We’ll call it a
lesson,” he said. The prospect of a cash transebtd raised his spirits.

Behind two commuter flights, Ray taxied the Bonaimta position and waited for traffic
to clear. Under the close eye of Fog, he begatattenff roll, accelerated to seventy
miles per hour, then lifted smoothly into the dine turbocharged engine seemed twice

as powerful as the Cessna’s. They climbed witle léffort to seventy-five hundred feet
and were soon on top of the world.

Dick Docker was napping in the Cockpit when Ray Bod walked in to log the trip and
turn in headsets. He jumped to attention and madedy to the counter. “Didn’t expect
you back so soon,” he mumbled, half-asleep, asuiedppaperwork from a drawer.
“We broke the casino,” Ray said.

Fog had disappeared down into the study room ofligitet school.

“Gee, | never heard that before.”

Ray was flipping through the logbook.

“You paying now?” Dick asked, scribbling numbers.



“Yes, and | want the cash discount.”
“Didn’t know we had one.”
“You do now. It's ten percent.”

“We can do that. Yep, it's the old cash discourte’figured again, then said, “Total’s
thirteen hundred and twenty bucks.”

Ray was counting money from his wad of bills. “indtacarry twenties. Here’s thirteen.”
As Dick was recounting the money, he said, “Someaame poking around today, said
he wanted to take lessons and somehow your name aparh

“Who was he?”

“Never saw him before.”

“Why was my name used?”

“It was kinda weird. | was giving him the spiel ab@osts and such, and out of the blue
he asked if you owned an airplane. Said he knewfigou someplace.”

Ray had both hands on the counter. “Did you gehaime?”

“| asked. Dolph something or other, wasn’t reahclétarted acting suspicious and
finally left. | watched him. He stopped by your @athe parking lot, walked around it
like he might break in or something, then left. Yawow a Dolph?”

“I've never known a Dolph.”

“Me neither. I've never heard of a Dolph. Like icat was weird.”

“What'd he look like?”

“Fiftyish, small, thin, head full of gray hair sked back, dark eyes like a Greek or
something, used-car-salesman type, pointed-toesjoot

Ray was shaking his head. Not a clue.
“Why didn’t you just shoot him?” Ray asked.
“Thought he was a customer.”

“Since when are you nice to your customers?”



“You buying the Bonanza?”
“Nope. Just dreaming.”

Fog was back and they congratulated each othemamderful trip, promised to do it
again, the usual. Driving away, Ray watched evaryand every turn.

They were following him.

Chapter 19

A week passed, a week without FBI or Treasury aglkmbcking on his door with badges
and questions about bad money tracked down in #¢l&ity, a week with no sign of
Dolph or anyone else following him, a week of tleemal routine of running five miles

in the morning and being a law professor after.that

He flew the Bonanza three times, each a lessonfuaithat his right elbow, and each
lesson paid for on the spot with cash. “Casino mgdrtee said with a grin, and it wasn't a
lie. Fog was anxious to return to Atlantic Cityrexlaim his lost assets. Ray had no
interest, but it wasn’t a bad idea. He could boésinother good day at the tables and
keep paying cash for his flying lessons.

The money was now in 37F—14B was still rented tg Rkee, and it still held the old
clothes and the cheap furniture; 37F was rent®&x¥ Ventures, named in honor of the
three flight instructors at Docker’s. Ray’s nameswawhere on the paperwork for 37F.
He leased it for three months, in cash.

“I want this confidential,” he'd said to Mrs. Chanc

“Everything’s confidential around here. We gettgfles.” She gave him a conspiratorial
look as if to say, “I don’t care what you're hidintust pay me.”

He’d moved it one box at a time, hauling it at njginder the cover of darkness, with a
security guard watching from a distance. Storagees37F was identical to 14B, and
when the six boxes were safely tucked away he baee once again to leave it alone
and not stop by every day. It had never occurrddrtothat hauling around three million
bucks could be such a chore.

Harry Rex had not called. He’d sent another ovétngickage with more of the same
letters of sympathy and such. Ray was compelledad them all, or least scan them just
in case there was a second cryptic note. Therenatas



Exams came and went and after graduation the laao$evould be quiet for the summer.
Ray said good-bye to his students, all but Kaldyo vafter her last exam, informed Ray
she had decided to stay in Charlottesville thrailnghsummer. She pressed him again for
a pregraduation rendezvous of some sort. Jushéohnell of it.

“We are waiting until you are no longer a studeRay said, holding his ground but
wanting to yield. They were in his office with tdeor open.

“That’'s a few days away,” she said.

“Yes itis.”

“Then let’s pick a date.”

“No, let's graduate first, then we’ll pick a date.”

She left him with the same lingering smile and loakd Ray knew that she was trouble.
Carl Mirk caught him gazing down the hall as shékea away in very tight jeans. “Not
bad,” Carl said.

Ray was slightly embarrassed, but kept watchingvagry “She’s after me,” he said.

“You're not alone. Be careful.”

They were standing in the hallway next to the dodRay’s office. Carl handed him an
odd-looking envelope and said, “Thought you’'d gkick out of this.”

“What is it?”
“It's an invitation to the Buzzard Ball.”
“The what?” Ray was pulling out the invitation.

“The first ever Buzzard Ball, probably the last.ttits a black-tie gala to benefit the
preservation of bird life in the Piedmont. Lookla¢ hosts.”

Ray read it slowly. “Vicki and Lew Rodowski cordiainvite you to ...”
“The Liquidator is now saving our birds. Touchitgh?”
“Five thousand bucks a couple!”

“| think that’s a record for Charlottesville. It waent to the Dean. He’s on the A list, we
are not. Even his wife was shocked at the price.”

“Suzie’s shockproof, isn't she?”



“Or so we thought. They want two hundred coupldgyTll raise a million or so and
show everybody how it's done. That's the plan anyv@&uzie says they’ll be lucky to get
thirty couples.”

“She’s not going?”

“No, and the Dean is very relieved. He thinksitie first black-tie shindig they’ll miss in
the last ten years.”

“Music by the Drifters?” Ray said as he scanned#ése of the invitation.
“That’ll cost him fifty grand.”
“What a fool.”

“That’s Charlottesville. Some clown bails out fraffall Street, gets a new wife, buys a
big horse farm, starts throwing money around, aadt&/to be the big man in a small
town.”

“Well, I'm not going.”
“You're not invited. Keep it.”

Carl was off, and Ray returned to his desk, iniatatn hand. He put his feet on his desk,
closed his eyes, and began daydreaming. He coeldaey in a slinky black dress with
no back at all, slits up past her thighs, very Wueck, drop-dead gorgeous, thirteen
years younger than Vicki, a helluva lot fitter, ¢luere on the dance floor with Ray, who
was not a bad dancer himself, bobbing and jerkintpé Motown rhythms of the Drifters,
while everybody watched and whispered, “Who’s that?

And in response Vicki would be forced to drag oklLout onto the floor, Lew in his
designer tux, which could not hide his dumpy litildly; Lew with shrubs of bright gray
hair above his ears; Lew the old goat trying to legpect by saving the birds; Lew with
the arthritic back and slow feet who moves likeuag truck; Lew proud of his trophy
wife in her million-dollar dress, which reveals towmch of her magnificently starved
bones.

Ray and Kaley would look much better, dance mudteheand, well, what would all that
prove?

A nice scene to visit, but give it up. Now thathea the money he wouldn’t waste it on
nonsense like that.



The drive to Washington was only two hours, andentban half of it was fairly scenic
and enjoyable. But his preferred method of trawael bhanged. He and Fog flew the
Bonanza for thirty-eight minutes to Reagan Natipndiere they were reluctantly
allowed to land, even with a preapproved slot. Rayped in a taxi and fifteen minutes
later was at the Treasury Department on Pennsyvanenue.

A colleague at the law school had a brother-in\atih some clout in Treasury. Phone
calls had been made, and Mr. Oliver Talbert welabefessor Atlee into his rather
comfortable office in the BEP, Bureau of Engravargl Printing. The professor was
doing research on a vaguely defined project andet&ss than an hour of someone’s
time. Talbert was not the brother-in-law, but hes\vaaked to fill in.

They began with the topic of counterfeiting, andbinad strokes Talbert laid out the
current problems, almost all blamed on technologyinarily inkjet printers and
computer-generated counterfeit currency. He hagkenof some of the best imitations.
With a magnifier, he pointed out the flaws—the la€kletail in Ben Franklin’s forehead,
the missing thin thread lines running through tsigh background, the bleeding ink in
the serial numbers. “This is very good stuff,” lagds “And counterfeiters are getting
better.”

“Where’'d you find this?” Ray asked, though the dioeswas completely irrelevant.
Talbert looked at the tag on the back of the displaard. “Mexico,” he said, and that
was all.

To outpace the counterfeiters, Treasury was invgdsteavily in its own technology.
Printers that gave the bills an almost hologragfffiect, watermarks, color-shifting inks,
fine line printing patterns, enlarged off-centertpaits, and scanners that could spot a
fake in less than a second. The most effective ookeslo far was one that had not yet
been used. Simply change the color of the moneyfr@o green to blue to yellow then
to pink. Gather up the old, flood the banks wité tiew, and the counterfeiters could not
catch up, at least not in Talbert’s opinion. “Buirngress won't allow it,” he said, shaking
his head.

Tracing real money was Ray’s primary concern, &eg eventually got around to it.
Money is not actually marked, Talbert explained,dbvious reasons. If the crook could
look at the bills and see markings, then the stingld fall apart. Marking simply meant
recording serial numbers, once a very tediousliaskuse it was done manually. He told
a kidnapping and ransom story. The cash arrivedusutes before the drop was
planned. Two dozen FBI agents worked furiously tdendown the serial numbers of the
hundred-dollar bills. “The ransom was a million ksi¢ he was saying, “and they simply
ran out of time. Got about eighty thousand recortletiit was enough. They caught the
kidnappers a month later with some of the markdd, laind that broke the case.”

But a new scanner had made the job much easprotographs ten bills at a time, one
hundred in forty seconds.



“Once the serial numbers are recorded, how do ywlthe money?” Ray asked, taking
notes on a yellow legal pad. Would Talbert haveeetgd anything else?

“Two ways. First, if you find the crook with the mey, you simply put two and two
together and nail him. That's how the DEA and Fa&ticb drug dealers. Bust a street
dealer, cut him a deal, give him twenty thousaneharked bills to buy coke from his
supplier, then catch the bigger fish holding theegoment’s money.”

“What if you don’t catch the crook?” Ray asked, amdoing so could not help but think
of his departed father.

“That’s the second way, and it's much more diffic@nce the money is lifted out of
circulation by the Federal Reserve, a sampleisfributinely scanned. If a marked bill is
found, it can be traced back to the bank that stibdit. By then it's too late.
Occasionally, a person with marked money will use one general location over a
period of time, and we’ve caught a few crooks thay.”

“Sounds like a long shot.”
“Very much so,” Talbert admitted.

“I read a story a few years ago about some duckensinvho stumbled across a wrecked
airplane, a small one,” Ray said casually. Thehalé been rehearsed. “There was some
cash on board, seems like it was almost a milliwckb. They figured it was drug money,
so they kept it. Turns out it they were right, theney was marked, and it soon surfaced
in their small town.”

“I think | remember that,” Talbert said.

| must be good, thought Ray. “My question is tlesuld they, or could anyone else who
finds money, simply submit it to the FBI or DEA Bireasury and have it scanned to see
if it was marked, and if so, where it came from?”

Talbert scratched his cheek with a bony finger @mtemplated the question, then
shrugged and said, “I don’t see why they couldftte problem, though, is obvious. They
would run the risk of losing the money.”

“I'm sure it's not a common occurrence,” Ray sadd they both laughed.

Talbert had a story about a judge in Chicago whe skaimming from the lawyers, small
sums, five hundred and a thousand bucks a pogttoages moved up the docket, and for
friendly rulings. He’d done it for years before #iBI got a tip. They busted some of the
lawyers and convinced them to play along. Seriahlbers were taken from the bills, and
during the two-year operation three hundred fifigusand was sneaked across the bench
into the judge’s sticky fingers. When the raid hapgd, the money had vanished.



Someone tipped the judge. The FBI eventually fainedmoney in the judge’s brother’'s
garage in Arizona, and everybody went to jail.

Ray caught himself squirming. Was it a coincidermceyas Talbert trying to tell him
something? But as the narrative unfolded he relaxetitried to enjoy it, close as it was.
Talbert knew nothing about Ray’s father.

Riding in a cab back to the airport, Ray did theman his legal pad. For a judge like the
one in Chicago, it would take eighteen years, stgalt the rate of a hundred seventy-
five thousand a year, to accumulate three milllamd that was Chicago, with a hundred
courts and thousands of wealthy lawyers handlisggavorth much more than the ones
in north Mississippi. The judicial system there vaasindustry where things could slip
through, heads could be turned, wheels greaseldidge Atlee’s world a handful of
people did everything, and if money was offerethtten folks would know about it.
Three million dollars could not be taken from tfg2Chancery District because there
wasn’t that much in the system to begin with.

He decided that one more trip to Atlantic City wesessary. He would take even more
cash and flush it through the system. A final telt.had to be certain the Judge’s money
wasn’'t marked.

Fog would be thrilled.

Chapter 20

When Vicki fled and moved in with the Liquidatorpeofessor friend recommended Axel
Sullivan as a divorce specialist. Axel proved taaldee lawyer, but there wasn’t much
he could do on the legal front. Vicki was gone, slasn’t coming back, and she didn’t
want anything from Ray. Axel supervised the papekweecommended a good shrink,
and did a commendable job of getting Ray throughattdeal. According to Axel, the
best private investigator in town was Corey Cradfar black ex-cop who'd pulled time
for a beating.

Crawford'’s office was above a bar his brother ownedr the campus. It was a nice bar,
with a menu and unpainted windows, live music anwleekends, no unseemly traffic
other than a bookie who worked the college crowd. Bay parked three blocks away
just the same. He did not want to be seen enténmgremises. A sign that read

Crawford Investigations



pointed to stairs on one side of the building.

There was no secretary, or at least none was présenvas ten minutes early but
Crawford was waiting. He was in his late thirtieghna shaved head and handsome face,
no smile whatsoever. He was tall and lean andxXpermesive clothes were well fitted. A
large pistol was strapped to his waist in a blaekHer holster.

“I think I'm being followed,” Ray began.

“This is not a divorce?” They were on opposite sidéa small table in a small office that
overlooked the street.

“No.”

“Who would want to follow you?”

He had rehearsed a story about family trouble lraskississippi, a dead father, some
inheritances that may or may not happen, jealdisgs, a rather vague tale that
Crawford seemed to buy none of. Before he couldqasistions, Ray told him about
Dolph at the airport and gave him his description.

“Sounds like Rusty Wattle,” Crawford said.

‘And who'’s that?”

“Private eye from Richmond, not very good. Does samrk around here. Based on
what you've said, | don’t think your family wouldre someone from Charlottesville. It's
a small town.”

The name of Rusty Wattle was duly recorded andddakway forever in Ray’'s memory.

“Is there a chance that these bad guys back inidgippi would want you to know that
you're being followed?” Crawford asked.

Ray looked completely baffled, so Crawford contishu&ometimes we get hired to
intimidate, to frighten. Sounds like Wattle or wkieeit was wanted your buddies at the
airport to give you a good description. Maybe Heddrail.”

“l guess it’s possible.”

“What do you want me to do?”

“Determine if someone is following me. If so, wtgoit, and who'’s paying for it.”



“The first two might be easy. The third might bepmssible.”

“Let's give it a try.”

Crawford opened a thin file. “I charge a hundredKksuan hour,” he said, his eyes staring
right through Ray’s, looking for indecision. “Plagpenses. And a retainer of two
thousand.”

“I prefer to deal in cash,” Ray said, staring righck. “If that's acceptable.”

The first hint of a smile. “In my business, cashlisays preferred.”

Crawford filled in some blanks in a contract.

“Would they tap my phones, stuff like that?” Raked.

“We’ll search everything. Get another cell phongjtdl, and don’t register it in your
name. Most of our correspondence will be by cetingh”

“What a surprise,” Ray mumbled, taking the contracanning it, then signing.
Crawford put it back in the file and returned te hbotepad. “For the first week, we’ll
coordinate your movements. Everything will be pkanGo about your normal routine,

just give us notice so we can have people in place.

I'll have a traffic jam behind me, Ray thought.'Sla pretty dull life,” Ray said. “I jog, |
go to work, sometimes | go fly an airplane, | gorteg alone, no family.”

“Other places

“Sometimes | do lunch, dinner, not a breakfast tnough.”

“You're putting me to sleep,” Crawford said and akhsmiled. “Women?”

“I wish. Maybe a prospect or two, nothing seridfigou find one, give her my name.”
“These bad guys in Mississippi, they’re looking $mmething. What is it?”

“It's an old family with lots of stuff handed dowdewelry, rare books, crystal, and
silver.” It sounded natural and this time Craw-ftwalight it.

“Now we’re getting somewhere. And you have possessf the family heirloom?”

“That’s right.”



“It's here?”

“Tucked away in Chaney’s Self-Storage, on BerksRioad.”
“What's it worth?”

“Not nearly as much as my relatives think.”

“Gimme a ballpark.”

“Half a million, on the high side.”

“And you have a legitimate claim to it?”

“Let’s say the answer is yes. Otherwise, I'll beckd to give you the family history,
which could take the next eight hours and giveath la migraine.”

“Fair enough.”

Crawford finished a lengthy paragraph and was readyrap things up. “When can you
get a new cell phone?”

“I'll go now.”

“Great. And when can we check your apartment?”

“Anytime.”

Three hours later, Crawford and a sidekick he déleoty finished what was known as a
sweep. Ray’s phones were clear, no taps or bugsaiftvents hid no secret cameras. In
the cramped attic they found no receivers or mositddden behind boxes.

“You're clean,” Crawford said as he left.

He didn’t feel very clean as he sat on his balcfou open up your life to complete
strangers, albeit some selected and paid by yalyam feel compromised.

The phone was ringing.

Forrest sounded sober—strong voice, clear wordsoés as he said “Hello, Bro,” Ray
listened to see what kind of shape he was in. & wstinctive now, after years of phone
calls at all hours, from all places, many of whineh Forrest, never remembered. He said
he was fine, which meant he was sober and cleabpope or drugs, but he did not say
for how long. Ray was not about to ask.



Before either could mention the Judge or his estatbee house or Harry Rex, Forrest
blurted out, “I got a new racket.”

“Tell me about it,” Ray said, settling into his lieer. The voice on the other end was full
of excitement. Ray had plenty of time to listen.

“Ever heard of Benalatofix?”

“No.”

“Me neither. The nickname is Skinny Ben. Ring d¥el

“No, sorry.”

“It's a diet pill put out by a company called LurByoducts, out of California, a big
private outfit that no one’s ever heard of. Forldst five years doctors have been
prescribing Skinny Bens like crazy because the droiks. It's not for the woman who
needs to drop twenty pounds, but it does wonderthéoreally obese, talking linebackers,
defensive ends. You there?”

“I'm listening.”

“Trouble is, after a year or two these poor womewnaiop leaky heart valves. Tens of
thousands of them have been treated, and Luragttisg sued like crazy in California
and Florida. Food and Drug stepped in eight moagfts and last month Luray yanked
Skinny Bens off the market.”

“Where, exactly, do you come in, Forrest?”

“I am now a medical screener.”

“And what does a medical screener do?”

“Thanks for asking. Today, for example, | was irh@tel suite in Dyersburg, Tennessee,
helping these hefty darlings on to a treadmill. @oetor, paid by the lawyers who pay
me, checks their heart capacity, and if they’reumto snuff, guess what?”

“You have a new client.”

“Absolutely. Signed up forty today.”

“What's the average case worth?”



“About ten thousand bucks. The lawyers I’'m now wogkwith have eight hundred cases.
That's eight million bucks, the lawyers get hdtie twvomen get screwed again. Welcome
to the world of mass torts.”

“What'’s in it for you?”

“A base salary, a bonus for new clients, and agpaddhe back end. There could be a half
a million cases out there, so we’re scramblingotond them up.”

“That’s five billion dollars in claims.”

“Luray’s got eight in cash. Every plaintiff's lawye the country is talking about Skinny
Bens.”

“Aren’t there some ethical problems?”

“There are no ethics anymore, Bro. You're in ldalad. Ethics are only for people like
you to teach to students who'’ll never use thenaté o be the one to break it to you.”

“I've heard it before.”

“Anyway, I'm mining for gold. Just thought you’'d wato know.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“Is anybody up there doing Skinny Bens?”

“Not to my knowledge.”

“Keep your eyes open. These lawyers are teamingitlpother lawyers around the
country. That's how mass tort stuff works, as leardning. The more cases you have in a
class, the bigger the settlement.”

“I'll put out the word.”

“See you, Bro.”

“Be careful, Forrest.”

The next call came shortly after 2:30 A.M., ancetlévery call at such an hour the phone
seemed to ring forever, both during sleep andwéed. Ray finally managed to grab it
and switch on a light.

“Ray, this is Harry Rex, sorry to call.”



“What is it?” he said, knowing too well that it wast good.

“Forrest. I've spent the last hour talking to hindessome nurse at Baptist Hospital in
Memphis. They’ve got him there, | think with a besknose.”

“Back up, Harry Rex.”

“He went to a bar, got drunk, got in a fight, theual. Looks like he picked on the wrong
guy, now he’s getting his face stitched up. Theytta keep him overnight. | had to talk
to the staff there and guarantee payment. | alsedathem not to give him painkillers
and drugs. They have no idea who they’ve got there.

“I'm sorry you're in the middle of this, Harry Réx.

“I've been here before, and | don’t mind. But herazy, Ray. He started again about the
estate and how he’s getting screwed out of higfugkhare, all that crap. | know he’s
drunk and all, but he just won’t leave it alone.”

“| talked to him five hours ago. He was fine.”

“Well, he must've been headed for the bar. Theglijnhad to sedate him to reset his
nose, otherwise it would’ve been impossible. I'mstjworried about all the drugs and
stuff. What a mess.”

“I'm sorry, Harry Rex,” Ray said again because beld think of nothing else to say.
There was a pause as Ray tried to collect his titsutHe was fine, just a few hours ago,
clean, sober, seemed so anyway.”

“Did he call you?” Harry Rex asked.

“Yeah, he was excited about a new job.”

“That Skinny Ben crap?”

“Yeah, is it a real job?”

“I think so. There are a bunch of lawyers down h&rasing those cases. Quantity’s
crucial. They hire guys like Forrest to go out aodnd ‘em up.”

“They ought to be disbarred.”

“Half of us should. I think you need to come hombe sooner we can open the estate the
sooner we can get Forrest calmed down. | hate gasesations.”

“Do you have a court date?”



“We can do it Wednesday of next week. | think yaglat to stay for a few days.”
“I was planning on it. Book it, I'll be there.”

“I'll notify Forrest in a day or so, try to catchinh sober.”

“Sorry, Harry Rex.”

Not surprisingly, Ray couldn’t sleep. He was regdinbiography when his new cell
phone rang. Had to be a wrong number. “Hello,” &€ suspiciously.

“Why are you awake?” asked the deep voice of CQmawford.

“Because my phone keeps ringing. Where are you?”

“We’re watching. You okay?”

“I'm fine. It's almost four in the morning. You gg\ever sleep?”

“We nap a lot. I'd keep the lights out if | werewd

“Thank you. Anybody else watching my lights?”

“Not yet.”

“That’s good.”

“Just checking in.”

Ray turned off the lights in the front of his apaent and retreated to his bedroom, where
he read with aid of a small lamp. Sleep was maéa evore difficult with the knowledge
that he was being billed a hundred dollars an tmaugh the night.

It's a wise investment, he kept telling himself.

At exactly 5 A.M. he sneaked down his hallway asoimeone on the ground down there
might see him, and he brewed coffee in the darktikggfor the first cup, he called
Crawford, who, not surprisingly, sounded groggy. i

“I'm brewing coffee, you want some?” Ray asked.

“Not a good idea, but thanks.”

“Look, I'm flying to Atlantic City this afternoonYou got a pen:



“Yeah, let's have it.”

“I'm leaving from general aviation in a white BeeBbnanza, tail number eight-one-five-
romeo, at three P.M., with a flight instructor nahte®g Newton. We’'ll stay tonight at the
Canyon Casino, and return around noon tomorroWeBive my car at the airport, locked
as usual. Anything else?”

“You want us in Atlantic City?”

“No, that’s not necessary. I'll move around a Iptthere and try to watch my rear.”

Chapter 21

The consortium was put together by one of Dick @okflying buddies. It was built
around two local ophthalmologists who had clinit§\est Virginia. Both had just
learned to fly and needed to shuttle back and fatrtnfaster pace. Docker’s pal was a
pension consultant who needed the Bonanza for alvelte hours a month. A fourth
partner would get the deal off the ground. Eachldiput up $50,000 for a quarter
interest, then sign a bank loan for the balandd@purchase price, which was currently
at $390,000 and not likely to move lower. The netes spread over six years and would
cost each partner $890 per month.

That was about eleven hours in a Cessna for PileeA

On the plus side, there was depreciation and patexfitarter business when the partners
were not using the plane. On the negative, there Wangar fees, fuel, maintenance, and
a list that seemed to go on too long. Unsaid byptdeof Dick Docker, and also very
much on the negative side, was the possibilityatfigg into business with three
strangers, two of whom were doctors.

But Ray had $50,000, and he could swing $890 almamd he wanted desperately to
own the airplane that he secretly considered toide

Bonanzas held their value, according to a rathesyassive report that was attached to the
proposal. Demand had remained high in the usedaftirmarket. The Beech safety

record was second only to Cessna and practicallyrasg. Ray carried the consortium
deal around with him for two days, reading it & tifice, in his apartment, at the lunch
counter. The other three partners were in. Justlsggname in four places, and he would
own the Bonanza.

The day before he left for Mississippi, he studteel deal for the last time, said to hell
with everything else, and signed the papers.



If the bad guys were watching him, they were da@ngxcellent job of covering their
tracks. After six days of trying to find the suence, Corey Crawford was of the
opinion that there was nobody back there. Ray padthirty-eight hundred in cash and
promised to call if he got suspicious again.

Under the guise of storing more junk, he went tau@y’s Self-Storage every day to
check on the money. He hauled in boxes filled \aitlything he could find around his
apartment. Both 14B and 37F were slowly takingh@nappearance of an old attic.

The day before he left town, he went to the frdfite and asked Mrs. Chaney if
someone had vacated 18R. Yes, two days ago.

“I'd like to rent it,” he said.

“That makes three,” she said.

“I'm going to need the space.”

“Why don’t you just rent one of our larger units?”
“Maybe later. For now, I'll use the three small srie

It really didn’t matter to her. He rented 18R i thame of Newton Aviation and paid
cash for a six-month lease. When he was certaomeovas watching, he moved the
money out of 37F and into 18R, where new boxes waiitng. They were made of
aluminum-coated vinyl and guaranteed to resistupéo three hundred degrees
Fahrenheit. They were also waterproof, and thelygddcThe money fit into five of them.
For good measure, Ray threw some old quilts antkbla and clothes over the boxes so
things would look a little more normal. He wasnites whom he was trying to impress
with the randomness of his little room, but he Bsdtter when it looked disheveled.

A lot of what he was doing these days was for #eefit of someone else. A different
route from his apartment to the law school. A neggjng trail. A different coffee bar. A
new downtown bookstore to browse through. And abuvaith an eye for the unusual, an
eye in the rearview mirror, a quick turnaround wherwalked or jogged, a peek through
shelves after he entered a shop. Someone washerek he could feel it.

He had decided to have dinner with Kaley beforgvbet South for a while, and before
she technically became a former student. Exams @axexe what was the harm? She
would be around for the summer and he was detednmpursue her, with great caution.
Caution because that’'s what every female got from Baution because he thought he
saw potential in this one.



But the first phone call to her number was a desagt male voice answered, a younger
voice, Ray thought, and whoever he was, he wasa’pteased that Ray had called.
When Kaley got on the phone she was abrupt. Ragdagke could call at a better time.
She said no, she’d ring him back.

He waited three days then wrote her off, somethimgould do as easily as flipping the
calendar to the next month.

So he departed Charlottesville with nothing leftlone. With Fog in the Bonanza, he
flew four hours to Memphis, where he rented a carwent to look for Forrest.

His first and only visit to the home of Ellie Crumad been for the same purpose as this
one. Forrest had cracked up, disappeared, andris/fwas curious as to whether he
might be dead or thrown in jail somewhere. The &uags still presiding back then, and
life was normal, including the hunt for Forrest. €@urse the Judge had been too busy to
search for his youngest son, and why should he Wagncould do it?

The house was an old Victorian in midtown Memphisand-me-down from Ellie’s
father, who’'d once been prosperous. Not much e&seimherited. Forrest had been
attracted to the notion of trust funds and realiffamoney, but after fifteen years he’'d
given up hope. In the early days of the arrangerermtad lived in the main bedroom.
Now his quarters were in the basement. Others livelde house too, all rumored to be
struggling artists in need of refuge.

Ray parked by the curb in the street. The shrubdeetrimming and the roof was old,
but the house was aging nicely. Forrest paintedaty October, always in a dazzling
color scheme he and Ellie would argue over foraxr ydow it was a pale blue trimmed
with reds and oranges. Forrest said he’d painteghitone year.

A young woman with snow-white skin and black hagejed him at the door with a rude,
“Yes?”

Ray was looking at her through a screen. Behindhehouse was dark and eerie, same
as last time. “Is Ellie in?” Ray asked, as rudedypassible.

“She’s busy. Who's calling?”

“I'm Ray Atlee, Forrest’s brother.”
“Who?”

“Forrest, he lives in the basement.”

“Oh, that Forrest.” She disappeared and Ray heaits somewhere in the back of the
house.



Ellie was wearing a bedsheet, white with streakbspots of clay and water and slits for
her head and arms. She was drying her hands otyaldih towel and looked frustrated
that her work had been interrupted. “Hello, Rayé said like an old friend and opened
the door.

“Hello, Ellie.” He followed her through the foyend into the living room.

“Trudy, bring us some tea, will you?” she called.afherever Trudy was, she didn’t
answer. The walls of the room were covered witblkection of the wackiest pots and
vases Ray had ever seen. Forrest said she sctéptédurs a day and couldn’t give the
stuff away. “I'm sorry about your father,” she saldhey sat across a small glass table
from each other. The table was unevenly mounteithime phallic cylinders, each a
different shade of blue. Ray was afraid to touch it

“Thank you,” he said stiffly. No calls, no cards letters, no flowers, not one word of
sympathy uttered until now, in this happenstancetmg. An opera could barely be
heard in the background.

“I guess you're looking for Forrest,” she said.

“Yes.”

“I haven’t seen him lately. He lives in the basetmgau know, comes and goes like an
old tomcat. | sent a girl down this morning to havi®eok—she said she thinks he’s been
gone for a week or so. The bed hasn’t been mafieeiiyears.”

“That’s more than | wanted to know.”

“And he hasn't called.”

Trudy arrived with the tea tray, another of Ellibisleous creations. And the cups were
mismatched little pots with large handles. “Creard augar?” she asked, pouring and
stirring.

‘Just sugar.”

She handed him his brew and he took it with botidsaDropping it would’ve crushed a
foot.

“How is he?” Ray asked when Trudy was gone.
“He’s drunk, he's sober, he’s Forrest.”
“Drugs?”

“Don’t go there. You don’t want to know.”



“You're right,” Ray said and tried to sip his tébwas peach-flavored something and one
drop was enough. “He was in a fight the other nidht you know about it? | think he
broke his nose.”

“It's been broken before. Why do men get drunk bedt up each other?” It was an
excellent question and Ray had no answer. She @hipetea and closed her eyes to
savor it. Many years ago, Ellie Crum had been allowoman. But now, in her late
forties, she had stopped trying.

“You don’t care for him, do you?” Ray asked.

“Of course | do.”

“No, really?”

“Is it important?”

“He’s my brother. No one else cares about him.”

“We had great sex in the early years, then welgsstinterest. | got fat, now I'm too
involved with my work.”

Ray glanced around the room.

“And besides, there’s always sex,” she said, nagglthrthe door from which Trudy had
come and gone.

“Forrest is a friend, Ray. | suppose | love himsaitne level. But he’s also an addict who
seems determined to always be an addict. Afteiirat,pou get frustrated.”

“I know. Believe me, | know.”

“And | think he’s one of the rare ones. He’s strempugh to pick himself up at the last
possible moment.”

“But not strong enough to kick it.”

“Exactly. | kicked it, Ray, fifteen years ago. Adti are tough on each other. That's why
he’s in the basement.”

He’s probably happier down there, Ray thought. lkéanked her for the tea and the time,
and she walked him to the door. She was still stanthere, behind the screen, when he
raced away.



Chapter 22

The estate of Reuben Vincent Atlee was openedrfdygie in the courtroom where he
had presided for thirty-two years. High on the pakeled wall behind the bench, a grim-
faced Judge Atlee looked down upon the proceediogs between the Stars and Stripes
and the state flag of Mississippi. It was the saorait they had placed near his coffin
during the courthouse wake three weeks earlier. Novas back where it belonged, in a
place where it would undoubtedly hang forever.

The man who had ended his career, and sent hinexiand seclusion at Maple Run,
was Mike Farr from Holly Springs. He’'d been reeéebnce and according to Harry Rex
was doing a credible job. Chancellor Farr revietvetpetition for letters of
administration, and he studied the one-page wadichied to the filings.

The courtroom was busy with lawyers and clerksinglbout, filing papers and chatting
with clients. It was a day set aside for uncontestatters and quick motions. Ray sat in
the front row while Harry Rex was at the bench, §glering back and forth with
Chancellor Farr. Next to Ray was Forrest, who, iothan the faded bruises under his
eyes, looked as normal as possible. He had indist&edhe would not be present when
probate was opened, but a tongue-lashing from Haesyhad persuaded him
otherwise.—He’d finally come home to Ellie’s, theual return from the streets without a
word to anyone about where he’d been or what he&hlup to. No one wanted to know.
There was no mention of a job, so Ray was assuhiggrief career as a medical
screener for the Skinny Ben lawyers was over.

Every five minutes, a lawyer would crouch in thelaj stick out a hand, and tell Ray
what a fine man his father had been. Of coursevirResysupposed to know all of them
because they knew him. No one spoke to Forrest.

Harry Rex motioned for Ray to join them at the ber€hancellor Farr greeted him
warmly. “Your father was a fine man and a greagpitl he said, leaning down.

“Thank you,” Ray replied. Then why, during the canigm, did you say he was too old
and out of touch? Ray wanted to ask. It had beea ye¢ars earlier and seemed like fifty.
With the passing of his father, everything in F@aunty was now decades older.

“You teach law?” Chancellor Farr asked. :

“Yes, at the University of Virginia.”

He nodded his approval and asked, “All the heiespaesent?”

“Yes sir,” answered Ray. “It's just my brother, Fest, and myself”



“And both of you have read this one-page docuntgaitpurports to be the last will and
testament of Reuben Atlee?”

“Yes sir.”

“And there is no objection to this will being prabd?”

“No sir”

“Very well. Pursuant to this will, I will appointgu as the executor of your late father’s
estate. Notice to creditors will be filed today gnublished in a local paper. I'll waive the

bond. Inventory and accounting will be due purstanhbe statute.”

Ray had heard his father utter those same instng hundred times. He glanced up at
Judge Farr.

“Anything further, Mr. Vonner?”

“No, Your Honor.”

“I'm very sorry, Mr. Atlee,” he said.

“Thank you, Your Honor.”

For lunch they went to Claude’s and ordered friatfish. Ray had been back for two
days and he could already feel his arteries chologest had little to say. He was not
clean and his system was polluted.

Ray’s plans were vague. He wanted to visit sonenil$ around the state, he said. There
was no hurry to return to Virginia. Forrest lefeth after lunch, said he was going to
back to Memphis.

“Will you be at Ellie’'s?” Ray asked.

“Maybe” was his only reply.

Ray was sitting on the porch, waiting for Claudiaen she arrived promptly at 5 P.M.
He met her beside her car where she stopped akeddad the Realtor’s For Sale sign in
the front yard, near the street.

“Do you have to sell it?” she asked.

“Either that or give it away. How are you?”



“I'm fine, Ray.” They managed to hug with just thregnimum of contact. She was
dressed for the occasion in slacks, loafers, akened blouse, and a straw hat, as if she’d
just stepped from the garden. The lips were reziptascara perfect. Ray had never seen
her when she wasn’t properly turned out.

“I'm so glad you called,” she said as they slowlglked up the drive to the house.

“We went to court today, opened the estate.” «

“I'm sorry, must’'ve been tough on you.”

“It wasn’t too bad. | met Judge Farr.”

“Did you like him?”

“Nice enough, | guess, in spite of the history.”

He took her arm and led her up the steps, thoughdd was fit and could climb hills, in
spite of the two packs a day. “| remember when hae fresh out of law school,” she said.
“Didn’t know a plaintiff from a defendant. Reubeoutd’'ve won that race, you know, if

I'd been around.”

“Let’s sit here,” Ray said, pointing to two rockers

“You've cleaned up the place,” she said, admirimg porch.

“It's all Harry Rex. He’s hired painters, roofeescleaning service. They had to sandblast
the dust off the furniture, but you can breathe fiow

“Mind if | smoke?” she said.

“No.” It didn’t matter. She was smoking regardless.

“I'm so happy you called,” she said again, themldigarette.
“I have tea and coffee,” Ray said.

“Ice tea, please, lemon and sugar,” she said, eosbed her legs. She was perched in the
rocker like a queen, waiting for her tea.

Ray recalled the tight dresses and long legs ofyrgaars ago as she sat just below the
bench, scribbling elegantly away in her shorthahderevery lawyer in the courtroom
watched.



They talked about the weather, as folks do in thetlswhen there’s a gap in the
conversation, or when there’s nothing else to adléut. She smoked and smiled a lot,
truly happy to be remembered by Ray. She was dqdile was trying to solve a
mystery.

They talked about Forrest and Harry Rex, two loadedts, and when she’d been there
for half an hour Ray finally got to the point. “We found some money, Claudia,” he
said, and let the words hang in the air. She alesbitirem, analyzed them, and proceeded
cautiously. “Where?”

It was an excellent question. Found where, asarbdnk with records and such? Found
where, as in stuffed in the mattress with no trail?

“In his study, cash. Left behind for some reason.”

“How much?” she asked, but not too quickly.

“A hundred thousand.” He watched her face and elgsly. Surprise registered, but not
shock. He had a script so he pressed on. “His decare meticulous, checks written,
deposits, ledgers with every expense, and this yneaems to have no source.”

“He never kept a lot of cash,” she said slowly.

“That’s what | remember too. | have no idea whémame from, do you?”

“None,” she said with no doubts whatsoever. “Theégéudidn’t deal in cash. Period.
Everything went through the First National Bank. Wes on the board for a long time,
remember?”

“Yes, very well. Did he have anything on the side?”

“Such as?”

“I’'m asking you, Claudia, you knew him better tremyone. And you knew his
business.”

“He was completely devoted to his work. To him,ngea chancellor was a great calling,
and he worked very hard at it. He had no time foutlaing else.” .

“Including his family,” Ray said, then immediatelyshed he had not.
“He loved his boys, Ray, but he was from a diffégeneration.”
“Let’s stay away from that.”

“Let’S.”



They took a break and each regrouped. Neither éaotdwell on the family. The
money had their attention. A car eased down tleestind seemed to pause just long
enough for the occupants to see the For Sale sigitake a long look at the house. One
look was enough because it sped away.

“Did you know he was gambling?” Ray asked.

“The Judge? No.”

“Hard to believe, isn’t it? Harry Rex took him tioet casinos once a week for a while.
Seems as if the Judge had a knack for it and HRerydid not.”

“You hear rumors, especially about the lawyers.egavof them have gotten into trouble
over there.”

“But you've heard nothing about the Judge?”
“No. | still don’t believe it.”

“The money came from somewhere, Claudia. And soimgtiells me it was dirty,
otherwise he would have included it with the rddtie assets.”

“And if he won at gambling he would have consideiteat dirty, don’t you think?”
Indeed, she knew the Judge better than anyone.

“Yes, and you?”

“Sounds like Reuben Atlee to me.”

They finished that round of conversation and totkemak, both rocking gently in the cool
shade of the front porch, as if time had stoppethar bothered by the silence. Porch-
sitting allowed great lapses while thoughts wertheaed, or while there was no thinking

at all.

Finally Ray, still plodding through an unwritterript, mustered the courage to ask the
toughest question of the day. “I need to know sbimgt Claudia, and please be honest.”

“I'm always honest. It's one of my faults.”
“I have never questioned my father’s integrity.”
“Nor should you now.”

“Help me out here, okay.”



“Goon.”

“Was there anything on the side—a little extra fradawyer, a slice of the pie from a
litigant, a nice backhander as the Brits like tp?a

“Absolutely not.”

“I'm throwing darts, Claudia, hoping to hit sometdi You don't just find a hundred
thousand dollars in nice crisp bills tucked awayamshelf. When he died he had six
thousand dollars in the bank. Why keep a hundreigder

“He was the most ethical man in the world.”

“I believe that.”

“Then stop talking about bribes and such.”

“Gladly”

She lit another cigarette and he left to fill up tea glasses. When he returned to the
porch Claudia was deep in thought, her gaze siregdar beyond the street. They rocked
for a while.

Finally, he said, “I think the Judge would want yothave some of it.”

“Oh you do?”

“Yes. We'll need some of it now to finish fixing upe place, probably twenty-five
thousand or so. What if you, me, and Forrest gpditremainder?”

“Twenty-five each?”
“Yep. What do you think?”

“You're not running it through the estate?” sheeakkShe knew the law better than Harry
Rex.

“Why bother? It's cash, nobody knows about it, &nwde report it then half will go for
taxes.”

“And how would you explain it?” she asked, as alsjayne step ahead. They used to say
that Claudia would have the case decided befor&atingers began their opening
statements.



And the woman loved money. Clothes, perfume, alvealgge-model car, and all these
things from a poorly paid court reporter. If shesvdnawing a state pension, it couldn’t be
much.

“It cannot be explained,” Ray said.

“If it's from gambling, then you’ll have to go ba@nd amend his tax returns for the past
years,” she said, quickly on board. “What a mess.”

“A real mess.”
The mess was quietly put to rest. No one would &mew about her share of the money.
“We had a case once,” she said, gazing acrossahelawn.

“Over in Tippah County, thirty years ago. A man ma@hChilders owned a scrap yard. He
died with no will.” A pause, a long drag on theanette. “Had a bunch of kids, and they
found money hidden all over the place, in his @fim his attic, in a utility shed behind
his house, in his fireplace. It was a regular Bastyg hunt. Once they’d scoured every
inch of the place, they counted it up and it wasualwo hundred thousand dollars. This,
from a man who wouldn’t pay his phone bill and wtire same pair of overalls for ten
years.” Another pause, another long puff. She ctelldhese stories forever. “Half the
kids wanted to split the money and run, the otladfrwanted to tell the lawyer and
include the money in the probate. Word leaked et family got scared, and the money
got added to the old man’s estate. The kids fobdgtarly. Five years later all the money
was gone—half to the government, half to the lawyer

She stopped, and Ray waited for the resolution.&Wgtthe point?” he asked.

“The Judge said it was a shame, said the kids dhaukept the money quiet and split it.
After all, it was the property of their father.”

“Sounds fair to me.”

“He hated inheritance taxes. Why should the govemtrget a large portion of your
wealth just because you die? | heard him grumbbeiiib for years.”

Ray took an envelope from behind his rocker andibdrnt to her. “That’s twenty-five
thousand in cash.”

She stared at it, then looked at him in disbelief.

“Take it,” he said, inching it closer to her. “Na@will ever know.”



She took it and for a second was unable to speakelkes watered, and for Claudia that
meant serious emotions were at work. “Thank yoh¢' whispered, and clutched the
money even tighter.

Long after she left, Ray sat in the same chaikiracin the darkness, quite pleased with
himself for eliminating Claudia as a suspect. H&dy acceptance of twenty-five
thousand dollars was convincing proof that she knetliing of the much larger fortune.
But there was no suspect to take her place orighe |

Chapter 23

The meeting had been arranged through a Virgimealamnus who was now a partner

in a New York megafirm, which in turn was counseatgaming group that operated
Canyon Casinos across the country. Contacts hadrbede, favors exchanged, arms
twisted slightly and very diplomatically. It wastine delicate area of security, and no one
wanted to step over the line. Professor Atlee ne@ak the basics.

Canyon had been on the Mississippi River, in Tudoanty, since the mid-nineties,
arriving in the second wave of construction andvisug the first shakeout. It had ten
floors, four hundred rooms, eighty thousand sqéeeeof gaming opportunities, and had
been very successful with old Motown acts. Mr. daBicolo. a vice president of some
sort from the home office in Vegas, was on Piceeds in his early thirties and dressed
like an Armani model. Barker was in his fifties amald the look of a weathered old cop
in a bad suit.

They began by offering a quick tour, which Ray dexd. He’d seen enough casino floors
in the past month to last him forever. “How muchhe upstairs is off-limits?” he asked.

“Well, let’s see,” Piccolo said politely, and thid him away from the slots and tables to
a hallway behind the cashiers’ booths. Up thestnd down another hallway, and they
stopped in a narrow room with a long wall of onepwairrors. Through it, there was a
large, low room filled with round tables coveredwelosed-circuit monitors. Dozens of
men and women were glued to the screens, seenafigigl to miss anything.

“This is the eye-in-the-sky,” Piccolo was sayingihtse guys on the left are watching the
blackjack tables. In the center, craps and royleitthe right, slots and poker.”

“And what are they watching?”

“Everything. Absolutely everything.”



“Give me the list.”

“Every player. We watch the big hitters, the ptbg card counters, the crooks. Take
blackjack. Those guys over there can watch tensand tell if a player is counting
cards. That man in the gray jacket studies facekimg for the serious players. They
jounce around, here today, Vegas tomorrow, theyilthay low for i week and surface
in Atlantic City or the Bahamas. If they cheat ount cards, he’ll spot them when they
sit down.” Piccolo was doing the talking. Barkerswaatching Ray as if he might be a
potential cheater.

“How close is the camera view?” Ray asked.

“Close enough to read the serial number of any Wik caught a cheater last month
because we recognized a diamond ring he’d wornrégfo

“Can | go in there?”

“Sorry”

“What about the craps tables?”

“The same. It's a bigger problem because the garfester and more complicated.”
“Are there professional cheaters at craps?”

“They’re rare. Same with poker and roulette. Chrgpis not a huge problem. We worry
more about employee theft and mistakes at the.table

“What kind of mistakes?”

“Last night a blackjack player won a forty-dollaartd, but our dealer made a mistake and
pulled the chips. The player objected and callediihboss over. Our guys up here saw it
happen and we corrected the situation.”

“How?”

“We sent a security guy down with instructions &y phe customer his forty bucks, give
him an apology, and comp a dinner.”

“What about the dealer?”
“He has a good record, but one more screwup argdduie.”

“So everything’s recorded?”



“Everything. Every hand, every throw of the dicee®y slot. We have two hundred
cameras rolling right now.”

Ray walked along the wall and tried to absorb #well of surveillance. There seemed to
be more people watching above than gambling below.

“How can a dealer cheat with all this?” he askeayiwg a hand.

Piccolo said, “There are ways,” and gave Barken@a\ng look. “Many ways. We catch
one a month.”

“Why do you watch the slots?” Ray asked, changiregdubject. He would kill some time
scatter-shooting since he’d been promised onlywsieupstairs.

“Because we watch everything,” Piccolo said. “Aretause there have been some
instances where minors won jackpots. The casirfased to pay, and they won the
lawsuits because they had videos showing the moharking away while adults stepped
in. Would you like something to drink?”

“Sure.”

“We have a secret little room with a better view.”

Ray followed them up another flight of stairs teraall enclosed balcony with views of
the gaming floor and the surveillance room. A vesifr materialized from thin air and
took their drink orders. Ray asked for cappuccivaters for his hosts.

“What's your biggest security concern?” Ray askée was looking at a list of questions
he’d pulled from his coat pocket.

“Card counters and sticky-fingered dealers,” Pioaiswered. “Those little chips are
very easy to drop into cuffs and pockets. Fiftyksua day is a thousand dollars a month,
tax free, of course.”

“How many card counters do you see in here?”

“More and more. There are casinos in forty stateg,$0 more people are gambling. We
keep extensive files on suspected counters, and whdhink we have one here, then we
simply ask them to leave. We have that right, yoavk.”

“What's your biggest one-day winner?” Ray asked.

Piccolo looked at Barker, who said, “Excluding sft

“Yes.”



“We had a guy win a buck eighty in craps one night.
“A hundred and eighty thousand?”

“Right.”

“And your biggest loser?”

Barker took his water from the waitress and sceddhs face for a second. “Same guy
dropped two hundred grand three nights later.”

“Do you have consistent winners?” Ray asked, logkihhis notes as if serious academic
research was under way.

“I'm not sure what you mean,” Piccolo said.

“Let’s say a guy comes in two or three times eweegk, plays cards or dice, wins more
than he loses, and over time racks up some nices gdow often do you see that?”

“It's very rare,” said Piccolo. “Otherwise, we waoalt be in business.”

“Extremely rare,” Barker said. ‘A guy might get Hot a week or two. We’'ll zero in on
him, watch him real close, nothing suspicious,tmits taking our money. Sooner or later
he’s gonna take one chance too many, do somethipgisand we’ll get our money
back.”

“Eighty percent lose over time,” Piccolo added.

Ray stirred his cappuccino and glanced at his nbéeguy walks in, complete stranger,
lays down a thousand bucks on a blackjack tableasrds hundred-dollar chips. What
happens up here?”

Barker smiled and cracked his thick knuckles. “Véekpup. We'll watch him for a few
minutes, see if he knows what he’s doing. The @#stl ask him if he wants to be rated,
or tracked, and if so then we’ll get his name.dfdays no, then we’ll offer him a dinner.
The cocktail waitress will keep the drinks comibgt if he doesn’t drink then that's
another sign that he might be serious.”

“The pros never drink when they gamble,” Piccoldexd! “They might order a drink for
cover, but they’ll just play with it.”

“What is rating?” ;

“Most gamblers want some extras,” explained Picctidanner, tickets to a show, room
discounts, all kinds of goodies we can throw inefhave membership cards that we



monitor to see how much they’re gambling. The guyaur hypothetical has no card, so
we’ll ask him if he wants to be rated

“And he says no.”
“Then it's no big deal. Strangers come and gohadlttme.”
“But we sure try to keep up with them,” Barker atted.

Ray scribbled something meaningless on his folthe@tsof paper. “Do the casinos pool
their surveillance?” he asked, and for the finstetiPiccolo and Barker squirmed in
unison.

“What do you mean by pool?” Piccolo asked with alesmvhich Ray returned, Barker
quickly joining in.

While all three were smiling, Ray said, “Okay, dr@thypothetical about our consistent
winner. Let's say the guy plays one night at thenk@dCarlo, the next night at Treasure
Cove, the next night at Alladin, and so on downdtrg here. He works all the casinos,
and he wins a lot more than he loses. And this godsr a year. How much will you
know about this guy?”

Piccolo nodded at Barker, who was pinching his lipsveen a thumb and an index
finger. “We’ll know a lot,” he admitted.

“How much?” Ray pressed.
“Go on,” Piccolo said to Barker, who reluctantlyglaa talking.

“We’ll know his name, his address, his occupatmne number, automobile, bank.
We’'ll know where he is each night, when he arrivelsen he leaves, how much he wins
or loses, how much he drinks, did -he have dindierhe tip the waitress, and if so then
how much, how much did he tip the dealer.”

“And you keep records on these people?”

Barker looked at Piccolo, who nodded yes, very bBiptaut said nothing. They were
clamming up because he was getting too close. Gonsgethought, a tour was just what
he needed. They walked down to the floor wherdeaw of looking at the tables, Ray
was looking up at the cameras. Piccolo pointedlmisecurity people. They stood close
to a blackjack table where a kid who seemed lilgeung teenager was playing with
stacks of hundred-dollar chips.

“He’s from Reno,” Piccolo whispered. “Hit Tunicastaveek, took us for thirty grand.
Very very good.”



“And he doesn’t count cards,” Barker whisperedpijog the conspiracy.
“Some people just have the talent for it, like gmitheart surgery,” Piccolo said.
“Is he working all the casinos?” Ray asked.

“Not yet, but they’re all waiting for him.” The kiftom Reno made both Barker and
Piccolo very nervous.

The visit was finished in a lounge where they draotas and wrapped things up. Ray
had completed his list of questions, all of whicubeen leading up to the grand finale.

“I have a favor,” he asked the two of them. Surgitlaing.

“My father died a few weeks ago, and we have reastelieve he was sneaking over
here, shooting dice, perhaps winning a lot more ti@was losing. Can this be
confirmed?”

“What was his name?” asked Barker.

“Reuben Atlee, from Clanton.”

Barker shook his head no while pulling a phone frosnpocket.

“How much?” asked Piccolo.

“Don’t know, maybe a million over a period of yedrs

Barker was still shaking his head. “No way. Anybadyo wins or loses that kinda
money, we’ll know him well.” And then, into the phe, Barker asked the person on the
other end if he could check on a Reuben Atlee.

“You think he won a million dollars?” Piccolo asked

“Won and lost,” Ray replied. “Again, we're just gasng.”

Barker slammed his phone shut. “No record of anytiea Atlee anywhere. There’s no
way he gambled that much around here.” *

“What if he never came to this casino?” Ray askedain of the answer.

“We would know,” they said together.



Chapter 24

He was the only morning jogger in Clanton, andtfids he got curious stares from the
ladies in their flower beds and the maids sweethegorches and the summer help
cutting grass at the cemetery when he ran pagtitbe family plot. The soil was settling
around the Judge, but Ray did not stop or even dlmmn to inspect it. The men who'd
dug the grave were digging another. There was tha@aal a birth every day in Clanton.
Things changed little.

It was not yet eight o’clock and the sun was hat te air heavy. The humidity didn’t
bother him because he’d grown up with it, but hetadely didn’t miss it either.

He found the shaded streets and worked his way toalaple Run. Forrest’s Jeep was
there, and his brother was slouched in the swinthemorch. “Kinda early for you, isn’t
it?” Ray said.

“How far did you run? You're covered in sweat.”

“That happens when you jog in the heat. Five mifesi look good.”

And he did. Clear, unswollen eyes, a shave, a shahkan white painter’'s pants.

“I'm on the wagon, Bro.”

“Wonderful.” Ray sat in a rocker, still sweatingjj/i$reathing heavily. He would not ask
how long Forrest had been sober. Couldn’t have beme than twenty-four hours.

Forrest bounced from the swing and pulled the atbeker near Ray. “I need some help,
Bro,” he said, sitting on the edge of the chaiHere we go again, Ray said to himself.
“I'm listening.”

“I need some help,” he blurted again, rubbing Eisds fiercely as if the words were
painful.

Ray had seen it before and had no patience. “iget'$-orrest, what is it?” It was money,
first of all. After that, there were several podtibs.

“There’s a place | want to go, about an hour frarehIt's way out in the woods, close to
nothing, very pretty, a nice little lake in the tam comfortable rooms.” He pulled a
wrinkled business card from his pocket and hantiadRay.

Alcorn Village. Drug and Alcohol Treatment Facilit% Ministry of the Methodist
Church.

“Who’s Oscar Meave?” Ray asked, looking at the card



“A guy | met a few years ago. He helped me, novs la¢’that place.”

“It's a detox center.”

“Detox, rehab, drug unit, dry-out tank, spa, ranglage, jail, prison, mental ward, call it
whatever you want. | don’t care. | need help, Régw,” He covered his face with his
hands and began crying

“Okay, okay.” Ray said. “Give me the details.

“ Forrest wiped his eyes and his nose and suckacdhigavy load of air. “Call the guy and
see if they have a room,” he said, his voice quigr

“How long will you stay?”

“Four weeks, I think, but Oscar can tell you.”

“And what'’s the cost?”

“Somewhere around three hundred bucks a day. thwalsing maybe | could borrow
against my share of this place, get Harry Rex kalas judge if there’s a way to get some
money now.” Tears were dripping from the cornerkisfeyes.

Ray had seen the tears before. He’d heard the atehthe promises, and no matter how
hard and cynical he tried to be at that momenmbked. “We’ll do something,” he said.
“I'll call this guy now.”

“Please, Ray, | want to go right now.”

“Today?”

“Yes, I, uh, well, | can’t go back to Memphis.” Htewvered his head and ran his fingers
through his long hair.

“Somebody looking for you?”

“Yeah,” he nodded. “Bad guys.”

“Not cops?”

“No, they’re a helluva lot worse than cops.”

“Do they know you're here?” Ray asked, glancinguaih He could almost see heavily
armed drug dealers hiding behind the bushes.



“No, they have no idea where | am.”

Ray stood and went into the house.

Like most folks, Oscar Meave remembered Forrest Weky had worked together in a
federal detox program in Memphis, and while he sato hear that Forrest was in need
of help, he was nonetheless delighted to talk tp &eut him. Ray tried his best to
explain the urgency of the matter, though he hadetails and was not likely to get any.
Their father had died three weeks earlier, Ray, sdidady making excuses.

“Bring him on,” Meave said. “We’ll find a place.”

They left town thirty minutes later, in Ray’s reintar. Forrest’s Jeep was parked behind
the house, for good measure.

“Are you sure these guys won’t be snooping arowsr@®’ Ray said.

“They have no idea where I'm from,” Forrest repliétis head was back on the headrest,
his eyes hidden behind funky sunshades.

“Who are they, exactly?”

“Some really nice guys from south Memphis. Youlkklthem.”

“And you owe them money?”

“YeS_”

“How much?”

“Four thousand dollars.”

“And where did this four thousand bucks go?”

Forrest gently tapped his nose. Ray shook his lefrdstration and anger and bit his
tongue to hold back another bitter lecture. Letsaniles pass, he told himself. They
were in the country now. farmland on both sides. t,

Forrest began snoring.

This would be another Forrest tale, the third tRas actually loaded him up and hauled
him away for detox. The last time had been almastie years earlier—the Judge was
still presiding, Claudia still at his side, Forrésing more drugs than anyone in the state.
Things had been normal. The narcs had cast a vidaraund him, and through blind

luck Forrest had sneaked through it. They suspdwesas dealing, which was true, and
had they caught him he would still be in prisonyRad driven him to a state hospital



near the coast, one the Judge had pulled stringsttbim into. There, he slept for a
month then walked away.

The first brotherly journey to rehab had been dyfRay’s law school years at Tulane.
Forrest had overdosed on some vile combinationlist fhey pumped his stomach and
almost pronounced him dead. The Judge sent thencaonpound near Knoxville with
locked gates and razor wire. Forrest stayed a Wetke escaping.

He’d been to jail twice, once as a juvenile, onsa adult, though he was only nineteen.
His first arrest was just before a high school lbaditgame, Friday night, the playoffs, in
Clanton with the entire town waiting for kickoff.eHvas sixteen, a junior, an all-
conference quarterback and safety, a kamikaze oweallto hit late and spear with his
helmet. The narcs plucked him from the dressingraad led him away in handcuffs.
The backup was an untested freshman, and wheno@lgot slaughtered the town never
forgave Forrest Atlee.

Ray had been sitting in the stands with the Juaigeipus as everyone else about the
game. “Where’s Forrest?” folks began asking dupr&ggame. When the coin was tossed
he was in the city jail getting fingerprinted arttbpographed. They found fourteen
ounces of marijuana in his car.

He spent two years in a juvenile facility and waleased on his eighteenth birthday.
How does the sixteen-year-old son of a promineshggubecome a dope pusher in a small
Southern town with no history of drugs? Ray anddiser had asked each other that
guestion a thousand times. Only Forrest knew tisgvan and long ago he had made the
decision to keep it to himself. Ray was thankfatthe buried most of his secrets. . :

After a nice nap, Forrest jolted himself awake andounced he needed something to
drink.

“No,” Ray said.
“A soft drink, | swear.”

They stopped at a country store and bought sodasrEakfast Forrest had a bag of
peanuts.

“Some of these places have good food,” he said inwere moving again. Forrest
the tour guide for detox centers. Forrest the Mioh&itic for rehab units. “I usually lose
a few pounds,” he said, chomping.

“Do they have gyms and such?” Ray asked, aidingtmeersation. He really didn’t
want to discuss the perks of various drug tanks.



“Some do,” Forrest said smugly. “Ellie sent mehis {place in Florida near a beach, lots
of sand and water, lots of sad rich folks. Thregsd# brainwashing, then they worked
our asses off. Hikes, bikes, power walks, weightgei wanted. | got a great tan and
dropped fifteen pounds. Stayed clean for eight imant

In his sad little life, everything was measuredshyts of sobriety.

“Ellie sent you?” Ray asked.

“Yeah, it was years ago. She had a little dougtmatpoint, not much. I'd hit the bottom,
and it was back when she cared. It was a nice plaocagh, and some of the counselors
were those Florida chicks with short skirts andylteys.”

“I'll have to check it out.”

“Kiss my ass.”

‘Just kidding.”

“There’s this place out West where all the starstige Hacienda, and it's the Ritz. Plush
rooms, spas, daily massages, chefs who can fix greals at one thousand calories a day.
And the counselors are the best in the world. Bhatiat | need, Bro, six months at the
Hacienda.”

“Why six months?”

“Because | need six months. I've tried two montirse month, three weeks, two weeks,
it’'s not enough. For me, it's six months of toatkdown, total brainwashing, total
therapy, plus my own masseuse.” . .

“What's the cost?”

Forrest whistled and rolled his eyes. “Pick a numbdon’t know. You gotta have a
zillion bucks and two recommendations to get ilagime that, a letter of
recommendation. ‘To the Fine Folks at the Haciehti@reby heartily recommend my
friend Doofus Smith as a patient in your wondefédlility. Doofus drinks vodka for
breakfast, snorts coke for lunch, snacks on heawid,is usually comatose by dinner. His
brain is fried, his veins are lacerated, his ligeshot to hell. Doofus is your kind of
person and his old man owns Idaho.””

“Do they keep people for six months?”

“You're clueless, aren’t you?”

“l guess.”



“A lot of cokeheads need a year. Even more for ineaddicts.”

And which is your current poison? Ray wanted ta &k then he didn’'t want to. “A
year?” he said.

“Yep, total lockdown. And then the addict has toitdmmself. | know guys who’ve been
to prison for three years with no coke, no crackdrugs at all, and when they were
released they called a dealer before they callkeid wives or girlfriends.”

“What happens to them?”

“It's not pretty.” He threw the last of the peanutit his mouth, slapped his hands
together, and sent salt flying.

THERE WERE no signs directing traffic to Alcorn Mige. They followed Oscar’s
directions until they were certain they were losepl in the hills, then saw a gate in the
distance. Down a tree-lined drive, a complex splesgfdre them. It was peaceful and
secluded, and Forrest gave it good marks forifinpressions.

Oscar Meave arrived in the lobby of the adminigtrabuilding and guided them to an
intake office, where he handled the initial papekdtmself. He was a counselor, an
administrator, a psychologist, an ex-addict whd&hoed himself up years ago and
received two Ph.D.’s. He wore jeans, a sweatsngakers, a goatee, and two earrings,
and had the wrinkles and chipped tooth of a rougdr fife. But his voice was soft and
friendly. He exuded the tough compassion of one’aheen where Forrest was now.

The cost was $325 a day and Oscar was recommeadingimum of four weeks. “After
that, we’ll see where he is. I'll need to ask sq@retty rough questions about what
Forrest has been doing.”

“I don’t want to hear that conversation,” Ray said.

“You won't,” Forrest said. He was resigned to tlegyfing that was coming.

“And we require half the money up front,” OscardsdiThe other half before his
treatment is complete.”

Ray flinched and tried to remember the balancedsrthecking account back in Virginia.
He had plenty of cash, but this was not the timasiit.

“The money is coming out of my father’s estate,trést said. “It might take a few
days.”

Oscar was shaking his head. “No exceptions. Oucyd half now.”

“No problem,” said Ray. “I'll write a check for ft.



“I want it to come out of the estate,” ForrestdsdiYou’re not paying for it.”

“The estate can reimburse me. It'll work.” Ray wasare how it would work, but he’d
let Harry Rex worry about that. He signed the foamgguarantor of payment. Forrest
signed at the bottom of a page listing all the duid don'ts.

“You can't leave for twenty-eight days,” Oscar sdiflyou do, you forfeit all monies
paid and you're never welcome back. Understand?”

“l understand,” Forrest said. How many times hadhéen through this?
“You're here because you want to be here, right?”

“Right.”

“And no one is forcing you?”

“No one.”

Now that the flogging was on, it was time for Raydave. He thanked Oscar and hugged
Forrest and sped away much faster than he’d arrived

Chapter 25

Ray was now certain that the cash had been cdllsotee 1991, the year the Judge was
voted out of office. Claudia was around until tleaybefore, and she knew nothing of the
money. It had not come from graft and it had nehe@ambling.

Nor had it come from skillful investing on the shecause Ray found not a single record
of the Judge ever buying or selling a stock oradbd he accountant hired by Harry Rex
to reconstruct the records and put together tta fax return had found nothing either.
He said that the Judge’s trail was easy to foll@eduse everything had been run through
the First National Bank of Clanton.

That's what you think, Ray thought to himself.

There were almost forty boxes of old, useless 8kdtered throughout the house. The
cleaning service had gathered and stacked theheidudge’s study and in the dining
room. It took a few hours but he finally found wihatwas looking for. Two of the boxes
held the notes and research—the “trial files” a&sthidge had always referred to them—
of the cases he’d heard as a special chancelloe siis defeat in 1991.



During a trial the Judge wrote nonstop on yellogalepads. He noted dates, times,
relevant facts, anything that would aid him in il@ag a final opinion in the case. Often
he would interject a question to a withess and-éguiently used his notes to correct the
attorneys. Ray had heard him quip more than oncghambers of course, that the
notetaking helped him stay awake. During a lengtiay, he would fill twenty legal pads
with his notes.

Because he was a lawyer before he was a judgedadguired the lifelong habit of
filing and keeping everything. A trial file consest of his notes, copies of cases the
attorneys relied on, copies of code sections, ®ateven pleadings that were not put
with the official court file. As the years pass#tk trial files became even more useless,
and now they filled forty boxes.

According to his tax returns, since 1993, he ha#tgd up income trying cases as a
special chancellor, cases no one else wanted tolh@as not uncommon in the rural
areas to have a dispute too hot for an electecejudge side would file a motion asking
the judge to recuse himself, and he would go thndhg routine of grappling with the
issue while proclaiming his ability to be fair amepartial regardless of the facts or
litigants, then reluctantly step down and handfitman old pal from another part of the
state. The special chancellor would ride in withitvat baggage of any prior knowledge
and without one eye on reelection and hear the case

In some jurisdictions, special chancellors weraluseaelieve crowded dockets.
Occasionally, they would sit in for an ailing judge

Almost all were retired themselves. The state fadn fifty dollars an hour, plus
expenses.

In 1992, the year after his defeat, Judge Atleedaaded nothing extra. In 1993, he'd
been paid $5,800. The busiest year—1996—he’d reg&16,300. Last year, 1999, he
was paid $8,760, but he’'d been ill most of the time

The grand total in earnings as a special chancetar$56,590, over a six-year period,
and all earnings had been reported on his taxnmetur

Ray wanted to know what kinds of cases Judge Aideeheard in his last years. Harry
Rex had mentioned one—the sensational divorcedfialsitting governor. That trial file
was three inches thick and included clippings ftbmJackson newspaper with photos of
the governor, his soon to be ex-wife, and a worhanght to be his current flame. The
trial lasted two weeks, and Judge Atlee, accortbrigjs notes, seemed to enjoy it
tremendously.

There was an annexation case near Hattiesbur¢pgtat for two weeks and had irritated
everyone involved. The city was growing westward apeing some prime industrial
sites. Lawsuits got filed and two years later Jullitiee gathered everyone together for a



trial. There were also newspaper articles, but aftehour of review Ray was bored with
the whole mess. He couldn’t imagine presiding owv&ar a month.

But at least there was money involved in it.

Judge Atlee spent eight days in 1995 holding couttite small town of Kosciusko, two
hours away, but from his files it looked as thougithing of consequence went to trial.

There was a horrendous tanker truck collision sh@mingo County in 1994. Five
teenagers were trapped in a car and burned to.d&atle they were minors, Chancery
Court had jurisdiction. One sitting chancellor wakated to one of the victims. The other
chancellor was dying of brain cancer. Judge Atletetloe call and presided over a trial
that lasted two days before it was settled for @7,d00. One third went to the attorneys
for the teenagers, the rest to their families.

Ray set the file on the Judge’s sofa, next to tireegation case. He was sitting on the
floor of the study, the newly polished floor, undlee vigilant gaze of General Forrest.
He had a vague idea of what he was doing, but@gfan on how to proceed. Go
through the files, pick out the ones that involveoney, see where the trail might lead.

The cash he’d found hidden less than ten feet dadycome from somewhere.

His cell phone rang. It was a Charlottesville almempany with a recorded message that
a break-in was in progress at his apartment. Hg@ahto his feet and talked to himself
while the message finished. The same call wouldikaneously go to the police and to
Corey Crawford. Seconds later, Crawford called Kifm on the way there,” he said,

and sounded like he was running. It was almost-tiiivey, CST. Ten-thirty in
Charlottesville.

Ray paced through the house, thoroughly helple&eeR minutes passed before
Crawford called him again. “I'm here,” he said. “Wihe police. Somebody jammed the
door downstairs, then jammed the one to the deat Jét off the alarm. They didn’t have
much time. Where do we check?”

“There’s nothing particularly valuable there,” Regid, trying to guess what a thief might
want. No cash, jewelry, art, hunting rifles, gadd silver.

“TV, stereo, microwave, everything’s here,” Cravd@aid. “They scattered books and
magazines, knocked over the table by the kitchem@hbut they were in a hurry.
Anything in particular?”

“No, nothing | can think of.” Ray could hear a pairadio squawking in the background.

“How many bedrooms?” Crawford asked as he movealityir the apartment.

“Two, mine is on the right.”



“All the closet doors are open. They were lookinggomething. Any idea what?”

“No,” Ray answered.

“No sign of entry in the other bedroom,” Crawfoeported, then began talking with two
cops. “Hang on,” he told Ray, who was standindhmfront door, looking through the
screen, motionless and trying to think of the fststeay home.

The cops and Crawford decided it was a quick strika pretty good thief who got
surprised by the alarm. He jammed the two doork mihimal damage, realized there
was an alarm, raced through the place lookingdarething in particular, and when he
didn’t find it he kicked a few things for the heli it and fled. He or they — could’ve been
more than one.

“You need to be here to tell the police if anythiagnissing and to do a report,”
Crawford said.

“I'll be there tomorrow,” Ray said. “Can you secuhe place tonight?”

“Yeah, we’ll think of something.”

“Call me after the cops leave.”

He sat on the front steps and listened to the etscwhile yearning to be at Chaney’s
Self-Storage, sitting in the dark with one of theldge’s guns, ready to blast away at
anyone who came near him. Fifteen hours away hyltaee and a half by private plane.
He called Fog Newton and there was no answer.

His phone startled him again. “I'm still in the apaent,” Crawford said.

“I don’t think this is random,” Ray said.

“You mentioned some valuables, some family stuffChaney’s Self-Storage.”

“Yeah. Any chance you could watch the place torigght

“They got security out there, guards and camermisatad outfit.” Crawford sounded
tired and not enthusiastic about napping in a tanight.

“Can you do it?”
“I can’'t get in the place. You have to be a custoime

“Watch the entrance.”



Crawford grunted and breathed deeply. “Yeah, Hiéck on it, maybe call a guy in to
watch it.”

“Thanks. I'll call you when | get to town tomorrdiv.

He called Chaney’s and there was no answer. Heedvéiite minutes, called again,
counted fourteen rings then heard a voice.

“Chaney’s, security, Murray speaking.”

He very politely explained who he was and what aated. He was leasing three units
and there was a bit of concern because someoneanadlized his downtown apartment,
and could Mr. Murray please pay special attentmh4B, 37F, and 18R. No problem,
said Mr. Murray, who sounded as if he was yawnirig the phone.

Just a little jumpy, Ray explained. “No problem,umbled Mr. Murray.

It took one hour and two drinks for the edgineseetent. He was no closer to
Charlottesville. There was the urge to hop in #@al car and race through the night, but
it passed. He preferred to sleep and try to findigmiane in the morning. Sleep, ] though,
was impossible, so he returned to the trial files.

The Judge had once said he knew little about zdaiwdecause there was so little
zoning in Mississippi, and virtually none in th& sounties of the 25th Chancery District.
But somehow someone had cajoled him into heariitierly fought zoning case in the
city of Columbus. The trial lasted for six daysdavhen it was over an anonymous
phone caller threatened to shoot the Judge, acaptdihis notes.

Threats were not uncommon, and he’d been knowany a pistol in his briefcase over
the years. It was rumored that Claudia carriedtoneYou'd rather have the Judge
shooting at you than his court reporter, ran theveational wisdom.

The zoning case almost put Ray to sleep. But tlecioind a gap, the black hole he’'d
been digging for, and he forgot about sleep.

According to his tax records, the Judge was pajii#Bin January 1999 to hear a case in
the 27th Chancery District. The 27th comprised twonties on the Gulf Coast, a part of
the state the Judge cared little for. The fact tieatvould voluntarily go there for a period
of days struck Ray as quite odd.

Odder still was the absence of a trial file. Herslead the two boxes and found nothing
related to a case on the coast, and with his atyibarely under control he plowed
through the other thirty-eight or so. He forgot ablis apartment and the self-storage



and whether or not Mr. Murray was awake or evevealnd he almost forgot about the
money.

A trial file was missing.

Chapter 26

The US Air flight left Memphis at six-forty in th@orning, which meant Ray had to
leave Clanton no later than five, which meant leptsabout three hours, the usual at
Maple Run. On the first flight, he dozed off entewagain in the Pittsburgh airport, and
again on the commuter flight to Charlottesville. iHspected his apartment, then fell
asleep on the sofa.

The money hadn’t been touched. No unauthorizedesnitrito any of his little storage
units at Chancy’s. Nothing was out of the ordin&fg.locked himself inside 18R,
opened the five fireproof and waterproof boxes, emuhted fifty-three freezer bags.

Sitting on the concrete floor with three millionl@os strewn around him, Ray Atlee
finally admitted how important the money had becoiiitee real horror of last night had
been the chance of losing it. Now he was afraigédoe it.

In the past few weeks, he had become more curiomgtdnow much things cost, about
what the money could buy, about how it could grbimvested conservatively, or
aggressively. At times he thought of himself asliigaand then he would dismiss those
thoughts. But they were always there, just undeistirface and popping up with greater
frequency. The questions were slowly being answeiraalit was not counterfeit, no it
was not traceable, no it had not been won at temas, no it had not been filched from
the lawyers and litigants of the 25th Chanceryrst'| And, no, the money should not
be shared with Forrest because he would kill hifrvgigh it. No, it should not be

included in the estate for several excellent resson

One by one the options were being eliminated. Hghiride forced to keep it himself.

There was a loud knock on the metal door, and mestlscreamed. He scrambled to his
feet and yelled, “Who is it!”

“Security,” came the reply, and the voice was végtemiliar. Ray stepped over the
cash and reached for the door, which he crackedore than four inches. Mr. Murray
was grinning at him.

“Everything okay in there?” he asked, more of at@rthan an armed guard.



“Fine, thanks,” Ray said, his heart still frozen.
“Need anything, let me know.”

“Thanks for last night.”

“Just doing my job.”

Ray repacked the money, relocked the doors, antgedroross town with one eye on the
rearview mirror.

The owner of his apartment sent a crew of Mexiapenters around to repair the two
damaged doors. They hammered and sawed throudielaté afternoon, then said yes
to a cold beer when they were finished. Ray chatfigid them as he tried to ease them
out of his den. There was a pile of mail on thehein table, and, after ignoring it for
most of the day, he sat down to deal with it. Bilégl to be paid. Catalogs and junk mail.
Three notes of sympathy.

A letter from the Internal Revenue Service, addrése Mr. Ray Atlee, Executor of the
Estate of Rueben V Atlee, and postmarked in Atlantadays earlier. He studied it
carefully before opening it slowly. A single sheébfficial stationery, from one Martin
Gage, Office of Criminal Investigations, in the @tita office. It read:

Dear Mr. Atlee:

As executor of your father’s estate, you are rexglby law to include all assets for
valuation and taxation purposes. Concealment @tassay constitute tax fraud. The
unauthorized disbursement of assets is a violaidhe laws of Mississippi and possible
federal laws as well.

Martin Gage,
Criminal Investigator

His first instinct was to call Harry Rex to see whatice had been given to the IRS. As
executor, he had a year from the date of deatitetthe final return, and, according to
the accountant, extensions were liberally granted.

The letter was postmarked the day after he andyHRex went to court to open the estate.
Why would the IRS be so quick to respond? How wdli&y even know about the death
of Reuben Atlee?



Instead, he called the office number on the lettedh The recorded message welcomed
him to the world of the IRS, Atlanta office, but Wweuld have to call back later because it
was a Saturday. He went online and in the Atlaimectbry found three Martin Gages.
The first one he called was out of town, but higevgiaid he did not work for the IRS,
thank heavens. The second call went unansweredhirdeound a Mr. Gage eating
dinner.

“Do you work for the IRS?” Ray asked, after corjiahtroducing himself as a professor
of law and apologizing for the intrusion.

“Yes, | do.”

“Criminal Investigations?”

“Yep, that's me. Fourteen years now.”

Ray described the letter, then read it verbatim.

“I didn’t write that,” Gage said.

“Then who did?” Ray snapped, and immediately wishedad not.
“How am | supposed to know? Can you fax it to me?”

Ray stared at his fax machine, and, thinking qyickaid, “Sure, but my machine is at
the office. | can do it Monday.”

“Scan it and e-mail it,” Gage said.

“Uh, my scanner’s broke right now. I'll just faxt you Monday.”

“Okay, but somebody’s pulling your leg, pal. Thatst my letter.”

Ray was suddenly anxious to rid himself of the I1B&,Gage was now fully involved.
“I'll tell you something else,” he continued. “Im@®nating an IRS agent is a federal
offense, and we prosecute vigorously. Any idea Wwis?”

“l have no idea.”

“Probably got my name from our online directory,ratdhing we ever did. Freedom of
Information and all that crap.”

“Probably so.”

“When was the estate opened?”



“Three days ago.”

“Three days ago! The return’s not due for a year.”

“I know.” :

“What'’s in the estate?” -

“Nothing. An old house.”

“Just some crackpot. Fax it Monday and I'll giveuya call.”
“Thanks.”

Ray put the phone on the coffee table and askeddiimhy, exactly, had he called the
IRS?

To verify the letter.

Gage would never get a copy of it. And in a monteamhe would forget about it. And in
a year he wouldn’t recall it if anyone mentioned it

Perhaps not the smartest move so far.

FORREST HAD settled into the routine of Alcorn ¥ije. He was allowed two calls a
day and they were subject to being recorded, hiaiexgul. “They don’t want us calling
our dealers.”

“Not funny,” Ray said. It was the sober Forresthathe soft drawl and clear mind.
“Why are you in Virginia?” he asked.

“It's my home.”

“Thought you were visiting some friends around hetd buddies from law school.”

“I'll be back shortly. How’s the food?”

“Like a nursing home, Jell-O three times a daydlwiays a different color. Really lousy
stuff. For three hundred bucks plus a day it'spaoff.”

“Any cute girls?”

“One, but she’s fourteen, daughter of a judgeoii gan believe that. Really some sad
people. We have these group bitch meetings oneg avtlere everyone lashes out at



whoever got them started on drugs. We talk thraugtproblems. We help one another.
Hell, I know more than the counselors. This is nghth detox, Bro, can you believe it?”

“Seems like more than that,” Ray said.

“Thanks for helping me. You know what's sick?”

“What?”

“I'm happiest when I'm clean. | feel great, | fesghart, | can do anything. Then | hate
myself when I’'m on the streets doing all that stigtuff like the other scumbags. | don’t
know why | do it.”

“You sound great, Forrest.”

“I like this place, aside from the food.”

“Good, I'm proud of you.”

“Can you come see me?”

“Of course | will. Give me a couple of days.”

He checked in with Harry Rex, who was at the offigaere he usually spent the
weekends. With four wives under his belt, thereeagwod reasons he wasn’'t home much.

“Do you recall the Judge hearing a case on thetceady last year?” Ray asked.

Harry Rex was eating something and smacking irggtione. “The coast?” He hated the
coast, thought they were all a bunch of redneckantgipes.

“He was paid for a trial down there, January of {g=ar.”
“He was sick last year,” Harry Rex said, then sexa#d something liquid.
“His cancer was diagnosed last July.”

“I don’t remember any case on the coast,” he said,bit into something else. “That
surprises me.”

“‘Me too.”
“Why are you going through his files?”

“I'm just checking his payroll records against trial files.”



“Why?”

“Because I'm the executor.”

“Forgive me. When are you coming back?”
“Couple of days.”

“Hey, | bumped into Claudia today, hadn’t seenihenonths, and she gets to town eatrly,
parks a brand-new black Cadillac near the CoffespSio everybody can see it, then
spends half the morning piddling around town. Wdhatece of work.”

Ray couldn’t help but smile at the thought of Cliaugcing down to the car dealership
with a pocket full of cash. The Judge would be grou

Sleep came in short naps on the sofa. The waltkedalouder, the vents and ducts
seemed more active. Things moved, then they didh&. night after the break-in, the
entire apartment was poised for another one.

Chapter 27

Trying hard to be normal, Ray took a long jog dawarite trail, along the downtown
mall, down Main Street to the campus, up Obseryattlt and back, six miles in all. He
had lunch with Carl Mirk at Bizou, a popular bistiwee blocks from his apartment, and
he drank coffee afterward at a sidewalk cafe. Fajthe Bonanza reserved for a 3 P.M.
training session, but the mail came and everythomgnal went out the window.

The envelope was addressed to him by hand, notmrige return, with a postmark in
Charlottesville the day before. A stick of dynamiteuld not have looked more
suspicious lying there on the table. Inside wasttai-size sheet of paper, trifolded, and
when he spread it open all systems shut down. Raoraent, he couldn’t think, breathe,
feel, hear.

It was a color digital photo of the front of 14BGhaney’s, printed off a computer on
regular copier paper. No words, no warnings, nedts. None were needed.

When he could breathe again he also started sweatid the numbness wore off enough
for a sharp pain to knife through his stomach. He dizzy so he closed his eyes, and
when he opened them and looked at the picture agamas shaking.



His first thought, the first he could remember, et there was nothing in the
apartment he could not do without. He could leaxerghing. But he filled a small bag
anyway.

Three hours later he stopped for gas in Roanolkttare hours after that he pulled into
a busy truck stop just east of Knoxville. He sathi@ parking lot for a long time, low in
his TT roadster, watching the truckers come andwgdching the movements in and out
of the crowded cafe. There was a table he wantéteinvindow, and when it was
available he locked the Audi and went inside. Fthentable, he guarded his car, fifty
feet away and stuffed with three million in cash.

Because of the aroma, he guessed that grease eveaft's specialty. He ordered a
burger and on a napkin began scribbling his options

The safest place for the money was in a bankJange lock box behind thick walls,
cameras, etc. He could divide the money, scat@ndng several banks in several towns
between Charlottesville and Clanton, and leavenapticated trail. The money could be
discreetly hauled in by briefcase. Once locked auwtayould be safe forever.

The trail, though, would be extensive. Lease forpngper ID, home address, phones,
here meet our new vice president, in business stittngers, video cameras, lock box
registers, and who knew what else because Rayéad hidden stuff in a bank before.

He had passed several self-storage places alongténstate. They were everywhere
these days and for some reason wedged as cldse hoatin roads as possible. Why not
pick one at random, pull over, pay cash, and kkepaperwork to a minimum? He
could hang around in Podunk town for a day or tiivml some more fireproof boxes at a
local supply house, secure his money, then sneal.dtwas a brilliant idea because his
tormentor would not expect it.

And it was a stupid idea because he would leaventheey.

He could take it home to Maple Run and bury ithe basement. Harry Rex could alert
the sheriff and the police to watch for suspicioussiders lurking around the town. If an
agent showed up to follow him, he’d get nailed lar@on, and Dell at the Coffee Shop
would have the details by sunrise. You couldn’tgiothere without three people
catching your cold.

The truckers came in waves, most of them talkingllp as they entered, anxious to mix
it up after miles of solitary confinement. They lalbked the same, jeans and pointed-toe
boots. A pair of sneakers walked by and caught &Rattention. Khakis, not jeans. The
man was alone and took a seat at the counterelmitror Ray saw his face, and it was
one he’d seen before. Wide through the eyes, naatdhe chin, long flat nose, flaxen
hair, thirty-five years old give or take. Somewhareund Charlottesville but impossible
to place.



Or was everyone now a suspect?

Run with your loot, like a murderer with his victimthe trunk, and plenty of faces look
familiar and ominous.

The burger arrived, hot and steaming, covered frigls, but he’d lost his appetite. He
started on his third napkin. The first two had taken nowhere.

His options at the moment were limited. Since he wawilling to let the money out of

his sight, he would drive all night, stopping faffee, perhaps pulling over for a nap, and
arrive at Clanton early in the morning. Once he wasis turf again, things would
become clearer.

Hiding the money in the basement was a bad idealdgtrical short, a bolt of lightning,
a stray match, and the house was gone. It wasyhawalle than kindling anyway.

The man at the counter had yet to look at Ray th@dnore Ray looked at him the more
convinced he was that he was wrong. It was a gefexe, the kind you see every day
and seldom remember. He was eating chocolate gieliamking coffee. Odd, at eleven
o’clock at night.

He rolled into Clanton just after 7 A.M. He was +&yed, ragged with exhaustion, in
need of a shower and two days’ rest. Through thetpwhile he wasn’t watching every
set of headlights behind him and slapping himsetitay awake, he’d dreamed of the
solitude of Maple Run. A large, empty house, alitmself. He could sleep upstairs,
downstairs, on the porch. No ringing phones, notortther him.

But the roofers had other plans. They were hawboak when he arrived, their trucks and
ladders and tools covering the front lawn and bilogkhe driveway. He found Harry Rex
at the Coffee Shop, eating poached eggs and redglingewspapers at once.

“What are you doing here?” he said, barely lookipgHe wasn't finished with his eggs
or his papers, and didn’t appear too excited toRae

“Maybe I’'m hungry”

“You look like hell.”

“Thanks. | couldn’t sleep there, so | drove here.”
“You're cracking up.”

“Yes, | am.”



He finally lowered the newspaper and stabbed artlesggappeared to be covered with
hot sauce. “You drove all night from Charlottess/ft

“It's only fifteen hours.”

A waitress brought him coffee. “How long are thosefers planning on working?”
“They’re there?”

“Oh yes. At least a dozen of them. | wanted tofskee the next two days.”

“It's those Atkins boys. They're fast unless thégrsdrinking and fighting. Had one fall
off a ladder last year, broke his neck. Got himtynthousand in workers’ comp.”

“Anyway, why, then, did you hire them?”

“They’re cheap, same as you, Mr. Executor. Go sieepy office. | got a hideaway on
the third floor.”

“With a bed?”

Harry Rex glanced around as if the gossipmonge@ariton were closing in.
“‘Remember Rosetta Rhines?”

“No.”
“She was my fifth secretary and third wife. Thatswehere it all started.”
“Are the sheets clean?”

“What sheets? Take it or leave it. It's very quimit the floor shakes. That's how we got
caught.”

“Sorry | asked.” Ray took a long swig of coffee. ttas hungry, but not ready for a feast.
He wanted a bowl of flakes with skim milk and frisbmething sensible, but he’'d be
ridiculed for ordering such light fare in the Cadf€hop.

“You gonna eat?” Harry Rex growled at him.

“No. We need to store some stuff. All those boxad furniture. You know a place?”

“Okay, | need a place.”

“It's nothing but crap.” A bite of a biscuit, onedded with sausage, Cheddar, and what
appeared to be mustard. “Burn it.”



“l can’'t burn it, at least not now.”

“Then do what all good executors do. Store for #ears, then give it to the Salvation
Army and burn what they don’t want.”

“Yes or no. Is there a storage place in town?”
“Didn’t you go to school with that crazy Cantretys?”
“There were two of them.”

“No, there were three of them. One got hit by Be¢yhound out near Tobytown.” A
long pull of coffee, then more eggs.

“A storage place, Harry Rex.”

“Testy, aren’t we?”

“No, sleep-deprived.”

“I've offered my love nest.”

“No thanks. I'll try my luck with the roofers.”

“Their uncle is Virgil Cantrell, | handled his firaife’s second divorce, and he’s
converted the old depot into a storage warehouse.”

“Is that the only place in town?”

“No, Lundy Staggs put in some of those mini-storagis west of town, but they got
flooded. | wouldn’t go there.”

“What's the name of this depot?” Ray asked, tirethe Coffee Shop.

“The Depot.” Another bite of biscuit.

“By the railroad tracks?”

“That’s it.” He began shaking a bottle of Tabasaace over the remaining pile of eggs.
“He’s usually got some space, even put in a bladkr for fire protection. Don’t go in

the basement, though.”

Ray hesitated, knowing he should ignore the batgtdnced at his car parked in front of
the courthouse and finally said, “Why not?”

“He keeps his boy down there.”



“His boy?”

“Yeah, he’s crazy too. Virgil couldn’t get him inMtfield and couldn’t afford a private
joint, so he figured he’d just lock him up in thesement.”

“You're serious?"—.

“Hell yes, I'm serious. | told him it wasn't agairtbe law. Boy’'s got everythang—
bedroom, bathroom, television. Helluva lot chedpan paying rent in a nuthouse.”

“What's his name?” Ray asked, digging the hole deep

“Little Virgil.”

“Little Virgil?”

“Little Virgil.” ; ,

“How old is Little Virgil?”

“I don’t know, forty-five, fifty.”

To Ray’s great relief, no Virgil was present whenvialked into the Depot. A stocky
woman in overalls said Mr. Cantrell was out runnegmgands and wouldn’t be back for
two hours. Ray inquired about storage space, amd®éred to show him around.
Years before, a remote uncle from Texas had conassito Ray’s mother scrubbed and
polished him to the point of misery. With greatiaipiation they drove to the depot to
fetch the uncle. Forrest was an infant and theyhiefi at home with the nanny. Ray
clearly remembered waiting on the platform, heathmgtrain’s whistle, seeing it
approach, feeling the excitement as the crowd waitee depot back then was a busy
place. When he was in high school they boardeq,iand the hoodlums used it as a
hangout. It was almost razed before the town stkppwith an ill-advised renovation.
Now it was a collection of chopped-up rooms flunvgiotwo floors, with worthless junk
piled to the ceiling. Lumber and wall-board weracked throughout, evidence of endless
repairs. Sawdust covered the floors. A quick wallotigh convinced Ray that the place
was more flammable than Maple Run.

“We got more space in the basement,” the woman said

“No thanks.”



He stepped outside to leave, and flying by on Tiagloeet was a brand-new black
Cadillac, glistening in the early sun, not a spetdirt anywhere, Claudia behind the
wheel with Jackie O sunglasses.

Standing there in the early morning heat, watchivegcar race down the street, Ray felt
the town of Clanton collapse on top of him. Claydhe Virgils, Harry Rex and his wives
and secretaries, the Atkins boys roofing and dnigland fighting.

Is everybody crazy, or is it just me?

He got in his car and left the Depot, slinging gldwehind. At the edge of town the road
stopped. To the north was Forrest, to the southtiasoast. Life would get no simpler
by visiting his brother, but he had promised.

Chapter 28

Two days later, Ray arrived on the Gulf Coast o$dsippi. There were friends from
his law school days at Tulane he wanted to seeharghve serious thought to spending
time in his old haunts. He craved an oyster po'toogn Franky & Johnny’s by the levee,
a muffaletta from Maspero’s on Decatur in the Qeraid Dixie Beer at the Chart Room
on Bourbon Street, and chicory coffee and beigae@afe du Monde, all of his old
haunts from twenty years ago.

But crime was rampant in New Orleans, and his hamedlittle sports car could be a
target. Lucky the thief who stole it and yankedrog®e trunk. Thieves would not catch
him, nor would state troopers because he keptgehcat the posted limits. He was a
perfect driver—obeying all the laws, closely eyeawgry other car.

The traffic slowed him on Highway 90, and for aruhbe crept eastward through Long
Beach, Gulfport, and Biloxi, hugging the beach tplas shiny new casinos sitting at the
water, past new hotels and restaurants. Gambliddittdhe coast as fast as it had arrived
in the farmlands around Tunica.

He crossed the Bay of Biloxi and entered Jacksam@o Near Pascagoula, he saw a
flashing rented sign beckoning travelers to stofirAll-You-Can-Eat-Cajun, just
$13.99. It was a dive but the parking lot was WelHe cased it first and realized he
could sit at a table in the window and keep anayais car. This had become his habit.

There were three counties along the Gulf. Jacksaih® east and bordering Alabama,
Harrison in the middle, and Hancock on the west tekouisiana. A local politician had
succeeded nicely in Washington and kept the porkifig back to the shipyards in
Jackson County. Gambling was paying the bills anttling the schools in Harrison



County. And it was Hancock, the least developedmopllated, that Judge Atlee had
visited in January 1999 for a case that no one haake knew about.

After a slow dinner of crawfish etoufee and shriremoulade, with some raw oysters
thrown in, he drifted back across the bay, bac&ubh Biloxi and Gulfport. In the town
of Pass Christian he found what he was searchirgdmew, flat motel with doors that
opened to the outside. The surroundings looked da#egparking lot was half-full. He
paid sixty dollars cash for one night and backedddr as close to his door as possible.
He’d changed his mind about being without a weafbre strange sound during the
night, and he’d be outside in a flash with the &islg38, loaded now. He was perfectly
prepared to sleep in the car, if necessary.

HANCOCK COUNTY was named for John, he of the botghature on the Declaration
of Independence. Its courthouse was built in 191thé center of Bay St. Louis, and was
practically blown away by Hurricane Camille in Awggu969. The eye ran right through
Pass Christian and Bay St. Louis, and no buildswaped severe damage. More than a
hundred people died and many were never found.

Ray stopped to read a historical marker on thethouse lawn, then turned once more to
look at his little Audi. Though court records wergually open, he was nervous anyway.
The clerks in Clanton guarded their records andito@d who came and went. He
wasn’t sure what he was looking for or where toilheghe biggest fear, however, was
what he might find.

In the Chancery Clerk’s office, he loitered justdoenough to catch the eye of a pretty
young lady with a pencil in her hair. “May | helpy?” she drawled. He was holding a
legal pad, as if that would somehow qualify him apen all the right doors.

“Do y’all keep records of trials?” he asked, tryingrd to string out the “y’all” and
overemphasizing it in the process.

She frowned and looked at him as if he had comdthdtenisdemeanor.

“We have minutes from each term of court,” she sévly, because he obviously was
not very bright. “And we have the actual courtdileRay was scribbling this down.

“And,” she said after a pause, “there are the traiscripts taken down by the court
reporter, but we don't keep those here.”

“Can | see the minutes?” he asked, grasping dirftetem she’d mentioned.
“Sure. Which term?” ,

“January of last year.”



She took two steps to her right and began pecking keyboard. Ray looked around the
large office where several ladies were at theikglesome typing, some filing, some on
the phone. The last time he’d seen the Chancemk'€leffice in Clan ton there had been
only one computer. Hancock County was ten yearadihe

In a corner two lawyers sipped coffee from papgrscand whispered low about
important matters. Before them were the propergdd®oks that dated back two
hundred years. Both had reading glasses perchdteomoses and scuffed wing tips and
ties with thick knots. They were checking landestfor a hundred bucks a pop, one of a
dozen dreary chores handled by legions of smalhitawyers. One of them noticed Ray
and eyed him suspiciously.

That could be me, Ray thought to himself.

The young lady ducked and pulled out a large lefitied with computer printouts. She
flipped pages, then stopped and spun it arounti®cdunter. “Here,” she said, pointing.
‘January ‘99, two weeks of court. Here’s the dockétich goes on for several pages.
This column lists the final disposition. As yowskke, most cases were continued to the
March term.”

Ray was looking and listening.

“Any case in particular?” she asked.

“Do you remember a case that was heard by Judge Atom Ford County? | think he
was here as a special chancellor?” he asked cas8ak glared at him as if he’d asked to
see her own divorce file.

‘Are you a reporter?” she asked, and Ray almodt tostep backward.

“Do | need to be?” he asked. Two of the other dgpldrks had stopped whatever they
were doing and were frowning at him.

She forced a smile. “No, but that case was prettylbs right here,” she said, pointing
again. On the docket it was listed simply as Gibaadviyer-Brack. Ray nodded
approvingly as if he’d found exactly what he want&hd where would the file be
located?” he asked.

“It's thick,” she said.
He followed her into a room filled with black metalbinets that held thousands of files.
She knew exactly where to go. “Sign here,” she,dadding over a clipboard with a

ledger on it. “Just your name, the date. I'll de tlst.”

“What kind of case was it?” he asked as he fillethie blanks.



“Wrongful death.” She opened a long drawer and tgdirfirom one end to the other. “All
this,” she said. “The pleadings start here, theoaliery, then the trial transcript. You can
take it to that table over there, but it cannovéethe room. Judge’s orders.”

“Which judge?”

“Judge Atlee.”

“He died, you know.”

Walking away, she said, “That’s not such a badgfiin

The air in the room went with her, and it took & fseconds for Ray to think again. The
file was four feet thick, but he didn’t care. Hallthe rest of the summer.

Clete Gibson died in 1997 at the age of sixty-&@euse of death, kidney failure. Cause
of kidney failure, a drug called Ryax, manufactubgdMiyer-Brack, according to the
allegations of the lawsuit, and found to be trughi®/Honorable Reuben V Atlee, sitting
as special chancellor.

Mr. Gibson had taken Ryax for eight years to bdtidgh cholesterol. The drug was
prescribed by his doctor and sold by his pharmaeath of whom were also sued by his
widow and children. After taking the drug for abdive years, he began having kidney
problems, which were treated by a different setaftors. At the time, Ryax, a relatively
new drug, had no known side effects. When Gibskiaseys quit completely, he
somehow came to know a Mr. Patton French, attoatdgw. This happened shortly
before his death.

Patton French was with French & French, over imBilA firm letterhead listed six

other lawyers. In addition to the manufacturer,gitian, and pharmacist, the defendants
also included a local drug salesman and his brglkeecampany out of New Orleans.
Every defendant had a big firm engaged, includmges heavyweights from New York.
The litigation was contentious, complicated, everck at times, and Mr. Patton French
and his little firm from Biloxi waged an impressiwar against the giants on the other
side.

Miyer-Brack was a Swiss pharmaceutical giant, piglygowned, with interests in sixty
countries, according to the deposition of its Arcani representative. In 1998, its profits
were $635 million on revenues of $9.1 billion. Thae deposition took an hour to read.

For some reason, Patton French decided to fileoagiul death suit in Chancery Court,
the court of equity, instead of Circuit Court, whenost trials were by jury. By statute,
the only jury trials in Chancery were for will casts. Ray had sat through several of
those miserable affairs while clerking for the Jeidg



Chancery Court had jurisdiction for two reasonsst-iGibson was dead and his estate
was a Chancery matter. Second, he had a child uheege of eighteen. The legal
business of minors belonged in Chancery Court.

Gibson also had three children who were not minbing. lawsuit could’ve been filed in
either Circuit or Chancery, one of a hundred goesttks in Mississippi law. Ray had
once asked the Judge to explain this enigma, andwsd the answer was simply, “We
have the greatest court system in the country.rfEgll chancellor believed this.

Giving lawyers the choice of where to sue was maupar to any state. Forum shopping
was a game played on the national map. But whawstit by a widow living in rural
Mississippi against a mammoth Swiss company tlestted a drug produced in Uruguay
was filed in the Chancery Court of Hancock Couatyed flag was raised. The federal
courts were in place to deal with such far-flungpdites, and Miyer-Brack and its
phalanx of lawyers tried gallantly to remove theealudge Atlee held firm, as did the
federal judge. Local defendants were included, thusoval to federal court could be
denied.

Reuben Atlee was in charge of the case, and asdieed the matter to trial, his patience
with the defense lawyers wore thin. Ray had tosm@ilsome of his father’s rulings. They
were terse, brutally to the point, and designédytd a fire under the hordes of lawyers
scrambling around the defendants. The modern-dag about speedy trials had never
been necessary in Judge Atlee’s courtroom.

It became evident that Ryax was a bad productoRP&ttench found two experts who
blasted the drug, and the experts defending it wetleing but mouthpieces for the
company. Ryax lowered cholesterol to amazing levelsad been rushed through the
approvals, then dumped into the marketplace, wihdecame extremely popular. Tens
of thousands of kidneys had now been ruined, andPsliton French had Miyer-Brack
pinned to the mat.

The trial lasted for eight days. Against the ohf@tt of the defense, the proceedings
began each morning precisely at eight-fitteen. Arey often ran until eight at night,
prompting more objections, which Judge Atlee igdoiRay had seen this many times.
The Judge believed in hard work, and, with no jorpamper, he was brutal.

His final decision was dated two days after théwamsess testified, a shocking blow for
judicial promptness. Evidently, he had remaineBay St. Louis and dictated a four-
page ruling to the court reporter. This, too, did surprise Ray. The Judge loathed
procrastination in deciding cases.

Plus, he had his notes to rely on. For eight daympstop testimony, the Judge must
have filled thirty legal pads. His ruling had enbwdgtail to impress the experts.



The family of Clete Gibson was award $1.1 millioreictual damages, the value of his
life, according to an economist. And to punish M#Bgack for pushing such a bad
product, the Judge awarded $10 million in punitiéenages. The opinion was a scathing
indictment of corporate recklessness and greeditaveks quite obvious that Judge Atlee
had become deeply troubled by the practices of MBrack.

Even so, Ray had never known his father to resgounitive damages.

There was the usual flurry of post-trial motionspéwhich the Judge dismissed with
brusque paragraphs. Miyer-Brack wanted the pundammages taken out. Patton French
wanted them increased. Both sides received a witittegue-lashing.

Oddly, there was no appeal. Ray kept waiting fa.dthe flipped through the post-trial
section twice, then dug through the entire drawgaira It was possible the case had been
settled afterward, and he made a note to ask ¢rk.cl

A nasty little fight erupted over the fees. Patfsanch had a contract signed by the
Gibson family that gave him fifty percent of angogery. The Judge, as always, felt that
was excessive. In Chancery, the fees were witlarstte discretion of the Judge. Thirty-
three percent had always been his limit. The math @asy to do, and Mr. French fought
hard to collect his well-earned money. His Honaindi budge.

The Gibson trial was Judge Atlee at his finest, Rag felt both proud and sentimental. It

was difficult to believe it had taken place almastear and a half earlier, when the Judge
was suffering from diabetes, heart disease, arohtg cancer, though the latter was six

months from being discovered.

He admired the old warrior.

With the exception of one lady who was eating aomeit her desk and doing something
else online, the clerks were off at lunch. Ray tleét place and went to find a library.

Chapter 29

From a burger joint in Biloxi, he checked his voiail in Charlottesville and found
three messages. Kaley called to say she’d likete ldinner. A quick discard took care
of her, forever. Fog Newton called to say the Baaanas clear for the next week and
they needed to go fly. And Martin Gage with the liR&tlanta checked in, still looking
for the fax of the bogus letter. Keep looking, Rlagught to himself.

He was eating a prepackaged salad at a bright enalagtic table, across the highway
from the beach. He could not remember the last kigid sat alone in a fast-food joint,



and he was doing so now only because he couldidgahis car close by and in plain
sight. Plus the place was crawling with young megtand their children, usually a low-
crime group. He finally gave up on the salad arlgdd-og.

The Biloxi Public Library was on Lameuse Streetindsa new map he’d purchased at a
convenience store, he found it and parked in aggars near the main entrance. As was
his habit now, he stopped and observed his caaktige elements around it before
entering the building.

The computers were on the first floor, in a rooroased in glass but with no windows to
the outside, to his disappointment. The leadingspaper on the coast was the Sun
Herald, and through a news-library service its mehcould be searched back to 1994.
He went to January 24, 1999, the day after JudfgeAtad issued his ruling in the trial.
Not surprisingly, there was a story on the frorggaf the metro section about the $11.1
million verdict over in Bay St. Louis. And it wastainly no surprise to see that Mr.
Patton French had a lot to say. Judge Atlee refasgunent. The defense lawyers
claimed to be shocked and promised to appeal.

There was a photo of Patton French, a man in rdsfifties with a round face and waves
of graying hair. As the story ran on it became ohsithat he had called up the paper
with the breaking news and had been delighted &. ¢hwas a “grueling trial.” The
actions of the defendants were “reckless and grédthe decision by the court was
“courageous and fair.” Any appeal would be “jusbtrer attempt to delay justice.”

He’d won many trials, he boasted, but this wadbliggest verdict. Quizzed about the
recent spate of high awards, he downplayed anyestige that the ruling was a bit
outrageous. “A jury in Hinds County handed out fiuendred million dollars two years
ago,” he said. And in other parts of the stategbigned juries were hitting greedy
corporate defendants for ten million here and tywemitlion there. “This award is legally
defensible on every front,” he declared.

His specialty, he said as the story wound down, presmaceutical liability. He had four
hundred Ryax cases alone and was adding more esch d

Ray did a word search for Ryax within the Sun Hkrkive days after the story, on
January 29, there was a bold, full-page ad thaamegth the ominous question: Have
You Taken Ryax? Under it were two paragraphs a diarnings about the dangers of
the drug, then a paragraph detailing the recetvniof Patton French, expert trial
attorney, specializing in Ryax and other problemdtugs. A victims’ screening session
would take place at a Gulfport hotel for the follogrten days with qualified medical
experts conducting the tests. The screening was abst to those who responded. No
strings attached, or at least none were mentidnedear letters across the bottom of the
page was the information that the ad was paidyahb law firm of French & French,
with addresses and phone numbers of their offit€ulfport, Biloxi, and Pascagoula.



The word search produced an almost identical aeddearch 1, 1999. The only
difference was the time and place of the screeingther ad ran in the Sunday edition
of the Sun Herald on May 2, 1999.

For almost an hour, Ray ventured out from the ¢@ast found the same ads in the
Clarion-Ledger in Jackson, the Times-Picayune iw [dgleans, the Hattiesburg
American, the Mobile Register, the Commercial Appedlemphis, and The Advocate
in Baton Rouge. Patton French had launched a nefgintal assault on Ryax and
Miyer-Brack.

Convinced that the newspaper ads could spreadifiiyaktates, Ray grew weary of it.
On a guess, he did a Web search for Mr. Frenchyasdvelcomed to the firm’s own
site, a very impressive piece of propaganda.

There were now fourteen lawyers in the firm, witfiogs in six cities and expanding by
the hour. Patton French had a flattering one-paugrdphy that would have embarrassed
those with thinner skins. His father, the eldemire looked to be eighty if a day, and
had taken senior status, whatever that meant.

The firm’s thrust was its rabid representationak$ injured by bad drugs and bad
doctors. It had brilliantly negotiated the largBstx settlement to date—$900 million for
7,200 clients. Now it was hammering Shyne Medicalkers of Minitrin, the widely

used and obscenely profitable hypertension drugttieaFDA had pulled because of its
side effects. The firm had almost two thousand Wimclients and was screening more
each week.

Patton French had hit Clark Pharmaceuticals fagight-million-dollar jury verdict in
New Orleans. The drug at war there was Kobril, aiidapressant that had been loosely
linked to hearing loss. The firm had settled itstfbatch of Kobril cases, fourteen
hundred of them,- for fifty-two million.

Little was said about the other members of the,fgiving the clear impression that it
was a one-man show with a squad of minions in g#ektmoms grappling with thousands
of clients who’d been gathered up on the stree¢r@lwas a page with Mr. French’s
speaking engagements, one with his extensivectilahdar, and two pages of screening
schedules, covering no less than eight drugs, direguSkinny Bens, the fat pill Forrest
had mentioned earlier.

To better serve its clients, the French firm hactbased a Gulfstream IV, and there was
a large color photo of it on the ramp somewheré& vaf course, Patton French posed
near the nose in a dark designer suit, with adisrile, ready to hop on board and go
fight for justice somewhere. Ray knew that sucleag probably cost about thirty
million, with two full-time pilots and a list of niatenance expenses that would terrify an
accountant.

Patton French was a shameless ego pit.



The airplane was the final straw, and Ray leftliti@ary. Leaning on his car, he dialed
the number for French & French and worked his vimgugh the recorded menu—client,
lawyer, judge, other, screening information, pagals, the first four letters of your
lawyer’s last name. Three secretaries working élility for Mr. French passed him along
until he came to the one in charge of scheduling.

Exhausted, Ray said, “I really would like to see Mrench.”

“He’s out of town,” she said, surprisingly polite.

Of course he was out of town. “Okay, listen,” Raydsrudely. “I’'m only doing this one
time. My name is Ray Atlee. My father was JudgelfeeuAtlee. I'm here in Biloxi, and
I'd like to see Patton French.”

He gave her his cell phone number and drove awaywvént to the Acropolis, a tacky
Vegas-style casino with a Greek theme, badly dan@absolutely no one cared. The
parking lot was busy and there were security guandduty. Whether they were
watching anything was uncertain. He found a bahwaitziew of the floor, and was
sipping a soda when his cell phone beeped. “Mr. Rge,” said the voice.

“That’s me,” Ray said, pressing the phone closer.

“Patton French here. Delighted you called. Somaén’t in.”

“I'm sure you're a busy man.”

“Indeed | am. You're on the coast?”

“Right now I'm sitting in the Acropolis, a wondeifplace.”

“Well, I'm headed back, been down to Naples fotaaniff’'s counsel meeting with some
big Florida lawyers.”

Here we go, thought Ray.

“Very sorry about your father,” French said, ane $iignal cracked just a little. Probably
at forty thousand feet, streaking home.

“Thank you,” Ray said.

“I was at the funeral, saw you there, but didnt gehance to speak. A lovely man, the
Judge.”

“Thank you,” Ray said again.



“How’s Forrest?”
“How do you know Forrest?”

“I know almost everything, Ray. My pretrial prepaoa is meticulous. We gather
information by the truckload. That's how we win.yAmay, is he clean these days?”

“As far as | know,” Ray said, irritated that a @ie matter would be brought up as
casually as the weather. But he knew from the Weltlsat the man had no finesse.

“Good, look, I'll be in sometime tomorrow. I’'m onynyacht, so the pace is a bit slower.
Can we do lunch or dinner?”

Didn’t see a yacht on the Web page, Mr. French.tMe$een an oversight. Ray
preferred one hour over coffee, as opposed to entvuw lunch or an even longer dinner,
but he was the guest. “Either one.”

“Keep them both open, if you don’t mind. We're imtf some wind here in the Gulf and
I’m not sure when I'll be in. Can | have my girllicgou tomorrow?”

“Sure.” :

“Are we discussing the Gibson trial?” “Yes, unléisere’s something else.” “No, it all
started with Gibson.”

BACK AT the Easy Sleep Inn, Ray half-watched a rduiaseball game and tried to read
while waiting for the sun to disappear. He needeépsbut was unwilling to tuck in
before dark. He got Forrest on the second try,they were discussing the joys of rehab
when the cell phone erupted. “I'll call you bacRay said and hung up.

An intruder was in his apartment again. A burglarprogress, said the robotic voice
from the alarm company. When the recording wentddBay opened the door and stared
at his car, less than twenty feet away. He helatéligphone and waited.

The alarm company also called Gorey Crawford, wdited fifteen minutes later with the
same report. Crowbar through the door on the stceatvbar through the door to the
apartment, a table knocked over, lights on, alliappes accounted for. The same
policeman filing the same report. »

“There’s nothing valuable there,” Ray said.

“Then why do they keep breaking in?” Corey asked.

“I don’t know”



Crawford called the landlord, who promised to fandarpenter and patch up the doors.
After the cop left, Corey waited in the apartmemd @alled Ray again. “This is not a
coincidence,” he said.

“Why not?” Ray asked.

“They’re not trying to steal anything. It's intimad¢ion, that’s all. What's going on?”

“I don’t know”

“I think you do.”

“l swear.”

“I think you're not telling me everything.”

You're certainly right about that, Ray thought, hetheld his ground. “It's random,
Corey, relax. Just some of those downtown kids wiittk hair and spikes through their
jaws. They’re druggies looking for a quick buck.”

“I know the area. These aren't kids.”

“A pro wouldn’t return if he knew about the alarlis two different people.”

“| disagree.”

They agreed to disagree, though both knew the.truth

He rolled in the darkness for two hours, unablengweclose his eyes. Around eleven, he
went for a drive and found himself back at the Aaics, where he played roulette and

drank bad wine until two in the morning.

He asked for a room overlooking the parking lot, the beach, and from a third-floor
window he guarded his car until he fell asleep.

Chapter 30

He slept until housekeeping got tired of waitingpe€Ckout was noon, no exceptions, and
when the maid banged on the door at eleven fovg/iie yelled something through the
door and jumped in the shower.



His car looked fine, no pry marks or dents or sesaground the rear. He unlocked the
trunk and quickly peered inside: three black ptagirbage bags stuffed with money. All
was normal until he got behind the wheel and saerselope tucked under the
windshield wiper in front of him. He froze and &drat it, and it seemed to stare back at
him from thirty inches away. Plain white, legalesino visible markings, at least on the
side touching the glass.

Whatever it was, it couldn’t be good. It wasn’tiygef for a pizza delivery or some clown
running for office. It wasn't a ticket for expirgxhrking because parking was free at the
Acropolis casino.

It was an envelope with something in it.

He slowly crawled out of the car and looked aroandhe chance he’d spot someone out
there. He lifted the wiper, took the envelope, ardmined it as if it might be crucial
evidence in a murder trial. Then he got back incdwebecause he figured someone was
watching.

Inside was another trifold, another color digitadtpre printed off the computer, this one
of unit 37F at Chaney’s Self-Storage in Charlotiteswirginia, 930 miles and at least
eighteen hours away by car. Same camera, samerpmiotdoubt the same photographer
who no doubt knew that 37F was not the last unyt IRed used to hide the money.

Though he was too numb to move, Ray drove awayhiargy. He sped along Highway
90 watching everything behind him, then suddenkred to the left and turned onto a
street that he followed north for a mile until Hewptly pulled into the parking lot of a
Laundromat. No one was following. For an hour héchvad every car and saw nothing
suspicious. For comfort, his pistol was next todsat, ready for action. And even more
comforting was the money sitting just inches awdg .had everything he needed.

The call from Mr. French’s scheduling secretary eanheleven-fifteen. Crucial matters
had conspired to make lunch impossible, but ary enher would be his pleasure. She
asked if Ray would come to the great man’s officuad 4 P.M., and the evening would
proceed from there.

The office, a flattering photo of which appearedios Web site, was a stately Georgian
home overlooking the Gulf, on a long lot shadedhwidks and Spanish moss. Its
neighbors were of similar architecture and age.

The rear had recently been converted into a patbkingith tall brick walls around it and
security cameras scanning back and forth. A meti# as opened for Ray and closed
behind him by a guard dressed like a Secret Seageet. He parked in a reserved place,
and another guard escorted him up to the rearedbtiiding, where a crew was busy



laying tile while another planted shrubs. A majnavation of the office and premises
was rapidly winding down.

“The governor’s coming in three days,” the guardspbred.
“Wow,” Ray said.

French’s personal office was on the second flootr hie was not in it. He was still on his
yacht, out in the Gulf, explained a comely youngriatte in a tight, expensive dress. She
led him into Mr. French’s office anyway and askéuh ko wait in a sitting area by the
windows. The room was paneled in blond oak and éetiigh heavy leather sofas,
chairs, and ottomans to furnish a hunting lodge désk was the size of a swimming
pool and covered with scale models of great yachts.

“He likes boats, huh?” Ray said, looking around.wes expected to be impressed.

“Yes, he does.” With a remote she opened a cabimgt large flat screen slid out. “He’s
in a meeting,” she said, “but he’ll be on in jushament. Would you like a drink?”

“Thanks, black coffee.”

There was a tiny camera in the top right cornghefscreen, and Ray assumed he and Mr.
French were about to chat via satellite. His itiota at waiting was slowly building.
Normally, it would’ve been boiling by now, but heasvcaptivated by the show that was
unfolding around him. He was a character in it.aRelnd enjoy it, he told himself. You
have plenty of time.

She returned with the coffee, which, of course, sersed in fine china, F&F engraved
on the side of the cup. -+ “Can | step outside@y Rsked.

“Certainly.” She smiled and returned to her desk.

There was a long balcony through a set of doorg.dfmed his coffee at the railing and
admired the view. The wide front lawn ended atfiggaway, and beyond it was the
beach and the water. No casinos were visible, mmhnm the way of development.
Below him, on the front porch, some painters wérattering back and forth as they
moved their ladders. Everything about the plac&édaand felt new. Patton French had
just won the lottery.

“Mr. Atlee,” she called, and Ray stepped insidedffece. On the screen was the face of
Patton French, hair slightly disheveled, readiragggs perched on his nose, eyes
frowning above them. “There you are,” he barkearf$ for the delay. Have a seat there,
if you will, Ray, so | can see you.”

She pointed and Ray sat.



“How are you?” French asked.
“Fine. You?”

“Great, look, sorry for the mix-up, all my faultubl’'ve been on one of these damned
conference calls all afternoon, just couldn’t geag. | was thinking it would be a lot
quieter here on the boat for dinner, whatta yookthiMy chef's a damned sight better
than anything you'll find on land. I'm only thirtjminutes out. We’ll have a drink, just the
two of us, then a long dinner and we’ll talk abgour father. 1t'll be enjoyable, |
promise.”

When he finally shut up, Ray said, “Will my car $ecure here?” ‘.—:

“Of course. Hell, it's in a compound. I'll tell thguards to sit on the damned thing if you
want.”

“Okay Do | swim out?” : “No, I've got boats. DicKlebring you.”

Dickie was the same thick young man who'’d escoRay into the building. Now he
escorted him out, where a very long silver Merceslas waiting. Dickie drove it like a
tank through the traffic to the Point Cadet Marwagre a hundred small vessels were
docked. One of the larger ones just happened twed by Pat-ton French. Its name
was the Lady of Justice.

“The water’'s smooth, take about twenty-five minyt&ickie said as they climbed on
board. The engines were running. A steward withicktaccent asked Ray if he'd like a
drink. “Diet soda,” he said. They cast off and pretd through the rows of slips and past
the marina until they were away from the pier. Riybed to the upper deck and
watched the shoreline fade into the distance.

Anchored ten miles from Biloxi was the King of Tara hundred-forty-foot luxury yacht
with a crew of five and plush quarters for a dozeands. The only passenger was Mr.
French, and he was waiting to greet his dinnertgtidgeal pleasure, Ray” he said as he
pumped his hand and then squeezed his shoulder.

“A pleasure for me as well,” Ray said, holding reund because French liked close
contact. He was an inch or two taller, with a njdeinned face, fierce blue eyes that
squinted and did not blink.

“I'm so glad you came,” French said, squeezing Régnd. Fraternity brothers couldn’t
have pawed each other with more affection.

“Stay here, Dickie,” he barked to the deck beloolfow me, Ray,” he said, and they
were off, up one short flight to the main deck, véhea steward in a white jacket was



waiting with a starched F&F towel folded perfeabyer his arm. “What’ll you have?” he
demanded of Ray.

Suspecting that French was not a man who toyedligithbooze, Ray said, “What'’s the
specialty of the house?”

“Iced vodka, with a twist of lime.”
“I'll try it,” Ray said.
“It's a great new vodka from Norway. You'll love’itThe man knew his vodkas.

He was wearing a black linen shirt, buttoned atibek, and tan linen shorts, perfectly
pressed and hanging nicely on his frame. Thereangdight belly, but he was thick
through the chest and his forearms were twice tnmal size. He liked his hair because
he couldn’t keep his hands out of it.

“How about the boat?” he asked, waving his hanoisifstern to bow. “It was built by a
Saudi prince, one of the lesser ones, a coupla yegr. Dumb-ass put a fireplace in it,
can you believe that? Cost him twenty million oy @od after a year he traded it in for a
two-hundred-footer.”

“It's amazing,” Ray said, trying to sound suffictgnawed. The world of yachting was
one he had never been near, and he suspectedténdhes episode he would forever
keep his distance.

“Built by the Italians,” French said, tapping aliray made of some terribly expensive
wood.

“Why do you stay out here, in the Gulf?” Ray asked.

“I’'m an offshore kind of guy, ha, ha. If you knowhat | mean. Sit.” French pointed, and
they lowered themselves into two long deck cha&ifeen they were nestled in, French
nodded to the shore. “You can barely see Biloxi, #ms is close enough. | can do more
work out here in one day than in a week at theeffPlus I’'m transitioning from one
house to the next. A divorce is in the works. Tikigshere | hide.”

“Sorry”

“This is the biggest yacht in Biloxi now, and mésiks can spot it. The current wife
thinks I've sold it, and if | get too close to thleore then her slimy little lawyer might
swim out and take a picture of it. Ten miles issel@nough.”

The iced vodkas arrived, in tall narrow glassesk-agraved on the sides. Ray took a
sip and the concoction burned all the way to hesté-rench took a long pull and
smacked his lips. “Whatta you think?” he asked dhpu



“Nice vodka,” Ray said. He couldn’t remember thet kBme he’d had one.

“Dickie brought fresh swordfish out for dinner. $wolokay?”

“‘Great.”

“And the oysters are good now.”

“I went to law school at Tulane. | had three ye#Hrgesh oysters.”

“I know,” French said and pulled a small radio frbi shirt pocket and passed along
their dinner selections to someone below. He gldmatdis watch and decided they
would eat in two hours.

“You went to school with Hassel Mangrum,” Frencidsa

“Yes, he was a year ahead of me.”

“We share the same trainer. Hassel has done welldrethe coast. Got in early with the
asbestos boys.”

“I haven't heard from Hassel in twenty years.”
“You haven’t missed much. He’s a jerk now, | sugpgerwas a jerk in law school.”
“He was. How'd you know | went to school with Maogn?”

“Research, Ray, extensive research.” He swiggedldtka again. Ray’s third sip went
straight to his brain.

“We spent a bunch of dough investigating Judgeéi@ad his family, and his
background, his rulings, his finances, everythirggasuld find. Nothing illegal or
intrusive, mind you, but old-fashioned detectiverkvWe knew about your divorce,
what’s his name, Lew the Liquidator?”

Ray just nodded. He wanted to say something devogabout Lew Rodowski and he
wanted to rebuke French for digging through hig,das# for a second the vodka was
blocking signals. So he nodded.

“We knew your salary as a law professor, it's ptidéicord in Virginia, you know.”
“Yes itis.”

“Not a bad salary, Ray, but then it's a great lawvo®l.”



“Itis indeed.”
“Digging through your brother’s past was quite @wenture.”
“I'm sure it was. It's been an adventure for theniig.”

“We read every ruling your father issued in damswgiés and wrongful death cases.
There weren’t many, but we picked up clues. He eaasservative with his awards, but
he also favored the little guy, the workingman. kdew he would follow the law, but we
also knew that old chancellors often mold the lavitttheir notion of fairness. | had
clerks doing the grunt work, but | read every ohhis important decisions. He was a
brilliant man, Ray, and always fair. | never dissagt with one of his opinions.”

“You picked my father for the Gibson case?”

“Yes. When we made the decision to file the cagghiancery Court and try it without a
jury, we also decided we did not want a local cledlocto hear it. We have three. One is
related to the Gibson family. One refuses to hegmaatter other than divorces. One is
eighty-four, senile, and hasn't left the househireé years. So we looked around the state
and found three potential fill-ins. Fortunately, fagher and your father go back sixty
years, to Sewanee and then law school at Ole Nissy weren'’t close friends over the
years, but they kept in touch.”

“Your father is still active?”

“No, he’s in Florida now, retired, playing golf ayaday. I'm the sole owner of the firm.
But my old man drove to Clanton, sat on the framch with Judge Atlee, talked about
the Civil War and Nathan Bedford Forrest. They egimve to Shiloh, walked around for
two days—the hornet’s nest, the bloody pond. Jukttge got all choked up when he
stood where General Johnston fell.”

“I've been there a dozen times,” Ray said with @lesm

“You don’t lobby a man like Judge Atlee. Earwiggiisghe ancient term.”

“He put a lawyer in jail once for that,” Ray saf@he guy came in before court began
and tried to plead his case. The Judge threw hijalifor half a day.”

“That was that Chadwick fella over in Oxford, wasit?” French said smugly, and Ray
was speechless.

“Anyway, we had to impress upon Judge Atlee theartgnce of the Ryax litigation. We
knew he wouldn’t want to come to the coast andheycase, but he’'d do it if he believed
in the cause.”

“He hated the coast.”



“We knew that, believe me, it was a huge conceut.iH®@ was a man of great principle.
After refighting the war up there for two days, gaditlee reluctantly agreed to hear the
case.”

“Doesn’t the Supreme Court assign the special albns?” Ray asked. The fourth sip
sort of slid down, without burning, and the vodkasaasting better.

French shrugged it off. “Sure, but there are ways.have friends.”
In Fatten French’s world, anyone could be bought.

The steward was back with fresh drinks. Not thaytivere needed, but they were taken
anyway. French was too hyper to sit still for lofigemme show you the boat,” he said,
and bounced out of his chair with no effort. Rayntled out carefully, balancing his
glass.

Chapter 31

Dinner was in the captain’s galley, a mahogany-feghdining room with walls adorned
with models of ancient clippers and gunboats anpsnad the New World and the Far
East and even a collection of antique muskets thriovto give the impression that the
King of Torts had been around for centuries. It waghe main deck behind the bridge,
just down a narrow hallway from the kitchen, wharéiethamese chef was hard at work.
The formal dining area was around an oval marliketthat seated a dozen and weighed
at least a ton and made Ray ask himself how, gxah# King of Torts stayed afloat.

The captain’s table sat only two this evening, abdve it was a small chandelier that
rocked with the sea. Ray was at one end, Frenttteaither. The first wine of the night
was a white burgundy that, following the scaldiygtwo iced vodkas, was tasteless to
Ray. Not to his host. French had knocked back tbfélee vodkas, had in fact drained all
three glasses, and his tongue was beginning tkethislightly. But he tasted every hint
of fruit in the wine, even got a whiff of the oalarbels, and, as all wine snobs do, had to
pass this useful information along to Ray “Here@Rtyax,” French said, reaching
forward with his glass in a delayed toast. Ray baachis glass but said nothing. It was
not a night for him to say much, and he knew itvtrild just listen. His host would get
drunk and say enough.

“Ryax saved me, Ray,” French said as he swirleaviie and admired it.

“In what way?”



“In every way. It saved my soul. | worship monegda&ryax has made me rich.” A small
sip, followed by the requisite smacking of the Jipgolling of the eyes. “I missed the
asbestos wave twenty years ago. Those shipyardsroRascagoula used asbestos for
years, and tens of thousands of men became ill.IAmdsed it. | was too busy suing
doctors and insurance companies, and | was makiad qnoney but | just didn’t see the
potential in mass torts. You ready for some oy8ters

“Yes.”

French pushed a button; the steward popped intwithtrays of raw oysters on the half
shell. Ray mixed horseradish into the cocktail saarad prepared for the feast. Patton
was swirling wine and too busy talking.

“Then came tobacco,” he said sadly. “Many of themeadawyers, from right here. |
thought they were crazy, hell, everybody did, Inatytsued the big tobacco companies in
almost every state. | had the chance to jump mméqoit with them, but | was too scared.
It's hard to admit that, Ray. | was just too damsedred to roll the dice.”

“What did they want?” Ray asked, then shoved tret @iyster and saltine into his mouth.
“A million bucks to help finance the litigation. Al had a million bucks at the time.”
“How much was the settlement?” Ray asked, chewing.

“More than three hundred billion. The biggest fio@hand legal scam in history. The
tobacco companies basically bought off the lawy&hgy sold out. One huge bribe, and |
missed it.” He appeared to be ready to cry bechaskmissed a bribe, but he rallied
quickly with a long pull on the wine.

“Good oysters,” Ray said, with a mouthful.

“Twenty-four hours ago, they were fifteen feet doinFrench poured more wine and
settled over his platter.

“What would’ve been the return on your one millidollars?” Ray asked.
“Two hundred to one.”
“Two hundred million bucks?”

“Yep. | was sick for a year, lots of lawyers arourate were sick. We knew the players
and we had chickened out.”

“Then along came Ryax.”

“Yes indeed.”



“How'd you find it?” Ray asked, knowing the questizvould require another windy
answer, and he’d be free to eat.

“I was at a trial lawyers’ seminar in St. Louis.ddouri is a nice place and all, but miles
behind us when it comes to tort litigation. | melaeall, we've had the asbestos and
tobacco boys running around here for years, burmagey, showing everybody else
how it's done. | had a drink with this old lawyeom a small town in the Ozarks. His son
teaches medicine at the university in Columbia, thedson was on to Ryax. His research
was showing some horrible results. The damned jdistgeats up the kidneys, and
because it was so new there was not a historyigdtion. | found an expert in Chicago,
and he found Clete Gibson through a doctor in Nelgads. Then we started screening,
and the thing snowballed. All we needed was a bigliet.”

“Why didn’t you want a jury trial?”

“I love juries. | love to pick them, talk to thesway them, manipulate them, even buy
them, but they’re unpredictable. | wanted a locguarantee. And | wanted a speedy trial.
Ryax rumors were spreading like crazy, you can ineag bunch of hungry tort lawyers
with the gossip that a new drug had gone bad. We signing up cases by the dozens.
The guy with the first big verdict would be in taver’s seat, especially if it came from
the Biloxi area. Miyer-Brack is a Swiss company—"

“I've read the file.”

“All Of it?”

“Yes, yesterday in the Hancock County Courthouse.”

“Well, these Europeans are terrified of our toteyn.”

“Shouldn’t they be?”

“Yes, but in a good way. Keeps ‘em honest. Whaughterrify them is the possibility
that one of their damned drugs is defective anchbiigrm people, but that's not a
concern when billions are at stake. It takes pelkgeme to keep ‘em honest.”

“And they knew Ryax was bad?”

French choked down another oyster, swallowed rarged a half pint of wine, and
finally said, “Early on. The drug was so effectatdowering cholesterol that Miyer-
Brack, along with the FDA, rushed it to the marketvas another miracle drug, and it
worked great for a few years with no side effetten, bam! The tissue of the

nephrons—do you understand how the kidneys work?”

“For the sake of this discussion, let’s say | don’t



“Each kidney has about a million little filteringniis called nephrons, and Ryax
contained a synthetic chemical that basically ndetem. Not everybody dies, like poor
Mr. Gibson, and there are varying degrees of danidgall permanent, though. The
kidney is an amazing organ that can often hedf itset not after a five-year bout with
Ryax.”

“When did Miyer-Brack know it had a problem?”

“Hard to say exactly, but we showed Judge Atleeesorternal documents from their lab
people to their suits urging caution and more nesed\fter Ryax had been on the
market for about four years, with spectacular tsstihe company’s scientists were
worried. Then folks started getting real sick, edgmg, and by then it was too late.
From my standpoint, we had to find the perfectntlivhich we did, the perfect forum,
which we did, and we had to do it quick before sarier lawyer got a big verdict.
That's where your father came in.”

The steward cleared the oyster shells and presantegb-meat salad. Another white
burgundy had been selected from the onboard dalldir. French himself.

“What happened after the Gibson trial?” Ray asked.

“I could not have scripted it better. Miyer-Bradisalutely crumbled. Arrogant shitheads
were reduced to tears. They had a zillion bucksash and couldn’t wait to buy off the
plaintiffs’ lawyers. Before the trial | had four hdred cases and no clout. Afterward, |
had five thousand cases and an eleven-million-de#edict. Hundreds of lawyers called
me. | spent a month flying around the country, lrearjet, signing co-rep agreements
with other lawyers. A guy in Kentucky had a hundecedes. One in St. Paul had eighty.
On and on. Then, about four months after the twwalflew to New York for the big
settlement conference. In less than three hoursettled six thousand cases for seven
hundred million bucks. A month later we settledthro twelve hundred for two hundred
million.”

“What was your cut?” Ray asked. It would've beemide question if posed to a normal
person, but French couldn’t wait to talk aboutfess.

“Fifty percent off the top for the lawyers, therpexises, the rest went to the clients.
That's the bad part of a contingency contract—yauehto give half to the client.
Anyway, | had other lawyers to deal with, but | ked away with three hundred million
and some change. That's the beauty of mass taats, &gn ‘em up by the truckload,
settle ‘em by the trainload, take half off the top.

They weren’t eating. There was too much money éndtiin.

“Three hundred million in fees?” Ray said in disegl



French was gargling with wine. “Ain’t it sweet?dttoming so fast | can’t spend it all.”
“Looks like you're giving it a good shot.”

“This is the tip of the iceberg. Ever hear of agloalled Minitrin?”

“I checked your Web site.”

“Really? What'd you think?”

“Pretty slick. Two thousand Minitrin cases.”

“Three thousand now. It's a hypertension drug best dangerous side effects. Made by
Shyne Medical. They've offered fifty thousand aecasd | said no. Fourteen hundred
Kobril cases, antidepressant that causes heargsgwee think. Ever hear of Skinny
Bens?”

“Yes.”

“We have three thousand Skinny Ben cases. Ancefifteundred -~

“I saw the list. | assume the Web site is updat&@f'’course. I'm the new King of Torts
in this country, Ray. Everybody’s calling me. | leawirteen other lawyers in my firm
and | need forty.”

The steward was back to collect their latest leftevHe placed the swordfish in front of
them and brought the next wine, though the lagtédwtas half full. French went through
the tasting ritual and finally, almost reluctanttiypdded his approval. To Ray it tasted
very similar to the first two.

“I owe it all to Judge Atlee,” French said. “How?”

“He had the guts to make the right call, to keegevtiBrack in Hancock County instead
of allowing them to escape to federal court. Heaustbod the issues, and he was
unafraid to punish them. Timing is everything, Riagss than six months after he handed
down his ruling, | had three hundred million buaksny hands.”

“Did you keep all of it?”

French had a bite on a fork close to his mouthhétgtated for a second, then took the
fish, chewed for a while, then said, “I don’t unstand the question.”

“I think you do. Did you give any of the money tadge Atlee?”

“Yes.”



“How much?”

“One percent.”

“Three million bucks?”

“And change. This fish is delicious, don’t you tkiti

“Itis. Why?”

French put down his knife and fork and strokedda&s again with both hands. Then he
wiped them on his napkin and swirled his wine.upgose there are a lot of questions.
Why, when, how, who.”

“You're good at stories, let’s hear it.”

Another swirl, then a satisfied sip. “It's not whettu think, though | would’'ve bribed
your father or any judge for that ruling. I've dohéefore, and I'll happily do it again.
It's just part of the overhead. Frankly, thoughuds so intimidated by him and his
reputation that I just couldn’t approach him witbeal. He would’ve thrown me in jail.”
“He would’ve buried you in jail.”

“Yes, | know, and my father convinced me of thie.\& played it straight. The trial was
an all-out war, but truth was on my side. | worerth won big, now I'm winning even
bigger. Late last summer, after we settled andrtbeey was wired in, | wanted to give
him a gift. | take care of those who help me, Rayew car here, a condo there, a sack
full of cash for a favor. | play the game hard &pdotect my friends.”

“He wasn'’t your friend.”

“We weren’t amigos, or fraternity brothers, butmy world I've never had a greater
friend. It all started with him. Do you realize hamuch money I'll make in the next five
years?”

“Shock me again.”

“Half a billion. And | owe it all to your old man.”

“When will you have enough?”

“There’s a tobacco lawyer here who made a billlareed to catch him first.”

Ray needed a drink. He examined the wine as ifnesviwwhat to look for, then sucked it
down. French was into the fish.



“I don’t think you're lying,” Ray said.

“I don’t lie. | cheat and bribe, but | don’t lie.b&ut six months ago, while | was shopping
for airplanes and boats and beach homes and mowahins and new offices, | heard
that your father had been diagnosed with cancerilzat it was serious. | wanted to do
something nice for him. | knew he didn’t have muaebney, and what he did have he
seemed hell-bent on giving away.”

“So you sent him three million in cash?”

“Yes.”

“Just like that?”

“Just like that. | called him and told him a pac&agas on the way. Four packages as it
turned out, four large cardboard boxes. One of npyslarove them up in a van, left them
on the front porch. Judge Atlee wasn’t home.”

“Unmarked bills?”

“Why would | mark them?”

“What did he say?” Ray asked.

“I never heard a word, and | didn’t want to.”

“What did he do?”

“You tell me. You're his son, you know him bettbah me. You tell me what he did with
the money.”

Ray pushed back from the table, and holding higglass, he crossed his legs and tried
to relax. “He found the money on the porch, andmihe realized what it was, I'm sure
he gave you a thorough cursing.”

“God, | hope so.”

“He moved it into the foyer, where the boxes joiledens of others. He planned to load
it up and haul it back to Biloxi, but a day or tpassed. He was sick and weak, and not
driving too well. He knew he was dying, and I'me&tinat burden changed his outlook on
a lot of things. After a few days he decided toehide money, which he did, and all the
while he planned to get it back down here and Jlogr corrupt ass in the process. Time
passed, and he got sicker.” .

“Who found the money?”



“I did.”

“Where is it?”

“In the trunk of my car, at your office.”

French laughed long and hard. “Back where it stiafitem,” he said between breaths.
“It's had quite a tour. | found it in his study fuster | found him dead. Someone tried to
break in and get it. | took it to Virginia, nowstback, and that someone is following

me.”

The laughter stopped immediately. He wiped his mavith a napkin. “How much did
you find?”

“Three million, one hundred and eighteen thousand.”
“Damn! He didn’'t spend a dime.”

“And he didn’t mention it in his will. He just left, hidden in stationer’s boxes in a
cabinet beneath his bookshelves.”

“Who tried to break in?”

“I was hoping you might know.”
“I have a pretty good idea.”
“Please tell me.”

“It's another long story.”

Chapter 32

The steward brought a selection of single malthéatop deck where French had settled
them in for a nightcap and another story, withewvof Biloxi flickering in the distance.
Ray did not drink whiskey and certainly knew nothabout single malts, but he went
along with the ritual because he knew French wgeldeven drunker. The truth was
flowing in torrents now, and Ray wanted all of it.

They settled on Lagavulin because of its smokingkatever that meant. There were
four others, lined like proud old sentries in distive regalia, and Ray vowed he’d had



enough to drink. He’d sip and spit and if he get thance he’d toss it overboard. To his
relief, the steward poured tiny servings in shoitk glasses heavy enough to crack
floors.

It was almost ten but felt much later. The Gulf wiask, no other boats were visible. A
gentle wind blew from the south and rocked the Kahgorts just slightly.

“Who knows about the money?” French asked, smadkiggjps.
“Me, you, whoever hauled it up there.”

“That’s your man.”

“Who is he?”

A long sip, more smacking. Ray brought the whistkekis lips and wished he hadn't.
Numb as they were, they burned all over again.

“Gordie Priest. He worked for me for eight or s@ss first as a gofer, then a runner,
then a bagman. His family has been on the coastéoy always on the edges. His father
and uncles ran numbers, whores, moonshine, homi§stmothing legal. They were part
of what was once known as the coast mafia, a bahtttugs who disdained honest work.
Twenty years ago they controlled some things ardwerd, now they’re history. Most of
them went to jail. Gordie’s father, a man | knewyweell, got shot outside a bar near
Mobile. A pretty miserable lot, really. My familyals known them for years.”

He was implying that his family had been part & #ame bunch of crooks, but he
couldn’t say it. They’d been the front guys, theyars who smiled for the cameras and
cut the backroom deals.

“Gordie went to jail when he was about twenty,@est car ring that covered a dozen
states. | hired him when he got out, and over timé&ecame one of the best runners on
the coast. He was particularly good at the offslvaises. He knew the guys on the rigs,
and when there was a death or injury he’'d get #ise.cl’'d give him a nice percentage.
Gotta take care of your runners. One year | paiddmost eighty thousand, all of it in
cash. He blew it, of course, casinos and womenetldo go to Vegas and stay drunk for
a week, throw money around like a big shot. Hedhlike an idiot but he wasn’t stupid.
He was always up and down. When he was broke leegdrble and make some money.
When he had money, he’d manage to lose it.”

“I'm sure this is all headed my way,” Ray said.
“Hang on,” French said.

“After the Gibson case early last year, the monielike a tidal wave. | had favors to
repay. Lots of cash got hauled around. Cash todaswrho were sending me their cases.



Cash to doctors who were screening thousands othemts. Not all of it was illegal.
mind you, but a lot of folks didn’t want recordsnkde the mistake of using Gordie as
the delivery boy. | thought | could trust him. btight he would be loyal. | was wrong.”

French had finished one sample and was ready fithan Ray declined and pretended
to work on the Lagavulin.

“And he drove the money up to Clanton and lefinittiee front porch?” Ray said.

“He did, and three months after that he stole &ionidollars from me, in cash, and
disappeared. He has two brothers, and at any-givenduring the past ten years one of
the three has been in prison. Except for now. Nmy'te all on parole, and they’re
trying to extort big money out of me. Extortionaiserious crime, you know, but | can’t
exactly go to the FBI.”

“What makes you think he’s after the three milllmuncks?”

“Wiretaps. We picked it up a few months ago. I'neetd some pretty serious characters
to find Gordie.”

“What will you do if you find him?”

“Oh, there’s a price on his head.”

“You mean, like a contract?”

“YeS_”

And with that, Ray reached for another single mailt.

HE SLEPT on the boat, in a large room somewhereutind water, and when he found
his way to the main deck the sun was high in tts¢ @ad the air was already hot and
sticky. The captain said good morning and pointedérd, where he found French

yelling into a phone.

The faithful steward materialized out of thin andgpresented a coffee. Breakfast was up
on the top deck at the scene of the single madts,under a canopy for shade.

“I love to eat outdoors,” French announced as imebRay. “You slept for ten hours.”

“Did | really?” Ray asked, looking again at his wlatwhich was still on Eastern time.
He was on a yacht in the Gulf of Mexico, unsuréhefday or time, a million miles from
home, and now burdened with the knowledge that samenasty people were chasing
him.



The table was spread with breads and cereals.LiTidlown there can fix anything you
want,” French was saying. “Bacon, eggs, wafflegsgr

“This is fine, thanks.”

French was fresh and hyper, already tackling amahesling day with the energy that
could only come from the prospect of a half a &llor so in fees. He was wearing a
white linen shirt, buttoned at the top like theddl@ne last night, shorts, loafers. His eyes
were clear and dancing around. “Just picked uphemdhree hundred Minitrin cases,” he
said as he dumped a generous portion of flakesaifdoge bowl. Every dish had the
obligatory F&F monogram splashed on it.

Ray had had enough of mass torts. “Good, but I'mennaterested in Gordie Priest.”
“We’ll find him. I'm already making calls.”

“He’s probably in town.” Ray pulled a folded sheépaper from his rear pocket. It was
the photo of 37F he’d found yesterday morning awindshield. French looked at it and
stopped eating.

“And this is up in Virginia?” he asked.

“Yep, the second of three units | rented. Theyw®eand the first two, I'm sure they know
about the third. And they knew exactly where | wasterday morning.”

“But they obviously don’t know where the money@herwise, they would have simply
taken it from the trunk of your car while you wexgeep. Or they would’ve pulled you
over somewhere between here and Clanton and puled in your ear.”

“You don’'t know what they're thinking.”

“Sure | do. Think like a crook, Ray. Think like faug.”

“It may come easy for you, but it's harder for sofoks.”

“If Gordie and his brothers knew you had three ionilbucks in the trunk of your car,
they would take it. Simple as that.” He put the tohdown and attacked his flakes.

“Nothing is simple,” Ray said.
“What do you wanna do? Leave the money with me?”
“YeS.H

“Don’t be stupid, Ray. Three million tax-free dald’



“Useless if | get the ole bullet in the ear. | haveery nice salary.”

“The money is safe. Keep it where it is. Give mmedime to find these boys, and
they’ll be neutralized.”

The neutralization sapped any appetite Ray had.

“Eat, man!” French barked when Ray grew still.

“I don’t have the stomach for this. Dirty moneygdbguys breaking into my apartment,
chasing me all over the Southeast, wiretaps, corkrers. What the hell am | doing—

here?”

French never stopped chewing. His intestines weegl lwith brass. “Keep cool,” he said.
“And the money’ll be yours.”

“I don’t want the money.”
“Of course you do.”

“No I don't.”

“Then give it to Forrest.”
“What a disaster.”

“Give it to charity. Give it your law school. Giveto something that makes you feel
good.”

“Why don't | just give it to Gordie so he won't shiome?”

French gave his spoon a rest and looked arourfdb#tsers were lurking. “All right, we
spotted Gordie last night over in Pascagoula,’die, an octave lower. “We’re hot on his
trail, okay? | think we’ll have him within twentystir hours.”

:And he’ll be neutralized?”

“He’ll be iced.”

“Iced?”

“Gordie’ll be history. Your money’ll be safe. Jusing on, okay.”

“I'd like to leave now.”



French wiped skim milk off his bottom lip, then kéd up his miniradio and told Dickie
to get the boat ready. Minutes later, they weréeyda board.

“Take a look at these,” French said, handing ovegight-by-twelve manila envelope.
“What is it?”
“Photos of the Priest boys. Just in case you bumgothem.”

RAY IGNORED the envelope until he stopped in Hatberg, ninety minutes north of
the coast. He bought gas and a dreadful shrinkye@dgandwich, then was off again, in
a hurry to get to Clanton, where Harry Rex knewsheriff and all his deputies.

Gordie had a particularly menacing sneer, onetlthdtbeen captured by a police
photographer in 1991. His brothers, Slatt and Alwere certainly no prettier. Ray
couldn’t tell the oldest from the youngest, notttihanattered. None of the three
resembled the others. Bad breeding. Same mothelguiat different fathers.

They could have a million each, he didn't caret lesmve me alone.

Chapter 33

The hills began between Jackson and Memphis, anddast seemed time zones away.
He had often wondered at how a state so small dzeikb diverse: the Delta region
along the river with the wealth of its cotton armkrfarms and the poverty that still
astonished outsiders; the coast with its blenanofiigrants and laid-back, New Orleans
casualness; and the hills where most counties stdrdry and most folks still went to
church on Sundays. A person from the hills wouldemeinderstand the coast and never
be accepted in the Delta. Ray was just happy leel lin Virginia.

Patton French was a dream, he kept telling himéetfrtoonish character from another
world. A pompous jerk being eaten alive by his ego. A liar, a briber, a shameless
crook.

Then he would glance over at the passenger’s adatee the sinister face of Gordie
Priest. One glance and there was no doubt thig land his brothers would do anything
for the money Ray was still hauling around the ¢oun

An hour from Clanton, and again within range obaer, his cell phone rang. It was Fog
Newton and he was quite agitated. “Where the relehyou been?” he demanded.

“You wouldn’t believe me.”



“I've been calling all morning.”
“What is it, Fog?”

“We’'ve had a little excitement around here. Laginj after general aviation closed,
somebody sneaked onto the ramp and put an incgrakaice on the left wing of the
Bonanza. Boom. A janitor in the main terminal jhappened to see the blaze, and they
got the fire truck out pretty fast.”

Ray had pulled onto the shoulder of Interstatertbsiopped. He grunted something into
the phone and Fog kept going. “Severe damage thdlmdoubt it was an act of arson.
You there?”

“Just listening,” Ray said. “How much damage?”

“Left wing, the engine, and most of the fuselagepably a total loss for insurance
purposes. The arson investigator is already heseirédnce guy’s here too. If the tanks
had been full it would've been a bomb.”

“The other owners know about it?”

“Yes, everyone’s been out. Of course they're finsthe suspect list. Lucky you were out
of town. When are you coming back?”

“Soon.”

He made it to an exit and pulled into the gravebloa truck stop, where he sat in the
heat for a long time and occasionally glanced dan@ordie. The Priest gang moved
fast—Biloxi yesterday morning, Charlottesville lasght. Where are they now?

Inside, he drank coffee and listened to the chafténe truckers. To change the subject,
he called Alcorn Village to check on For-rest. Haswn his room, sleeping the sleep of
the righteous, as he described it. It was alwayazamng, he said, how much he slept in
rehab. He’d complained about the food, and thiregsimproved slightly. Either that or
he had developed a taste for pink Jell-O. He akkedlong he could stay, like a kid at
Disney World. Ray said he wasn’t sure. The monay ltlad once seemed endless was
now very much in jeopardy.

“Don’t let me out, Bro,” he pleaded. “I want to gti& rehab for the remainder of my
life.”

The Atkins boys had finished the roof at Maple Rwuthout incident. The place was
deserted when Ray arrived. He called Harry Rexcledked in. “Let’s drink some beer
on the porch tonight,” Ray suggested.



Harry Rex had never said no to such an invitation.

There was a level spot of thick grass just beybtediiont sidewalk, directly in front of
the house, and after careful deliberation Ray aetitdwas the place for a washing. He
parked the little Audi there, facing the street,r¢ar and its trunk just a step from the
porch. He found an old tin bucket in the basemadtaleaky water hose in the back
shed. Shirtless and shoeless, he sloshed aroutdddrours in the hot afternoon sun,
scrubbing the roadster. Then he waxed and poligHedan hour. At 5 P.M., he opened
a cold bottle of beer and sat on the steps, adgnims work.

He called the private cell phone number given o hy Pat-ton French, but of course the
great man was too busy. Ray wanted to thank hirhigohospitality, but what he really
wanted was to see if they had made any progresa tlmve icing the Priest gang. He
would never ask that question directly, but a blarhike French would happily deliver
the news if he had it.

French had probably forgotten about him. He dide&tly care if the Priest boys nailed
Ray or the next guy. He needed to make a halfliarbibr so in mass tort schemes, and
that took all his energies. Indict a guy like Frienfor payoffs or contract killings, and
he’d hire fifty lawyers and buy every clerk, judgeosecutor, and juror.

He called Corey Crawford and got the news thatahdlord had once again repaired the
doors. The police had promised to keep an eye®pltdte for the next few days, until he
returned.

The van pulled into the driveway shortly after MPA smiling face jumped out with a
thin overnight envelope, which Ray stared at loftgrat had been delivered. The airbill
was a preprinted form from the University of VirgirBchool of Law, hand-addressed to
Mr. Ray Atlee, Maple Run, 816 Fourth Street, CarjtMS, dated June 2, the day before.
Everything about it was suspicious.

No one at the law school had been given the addreéSkn-ton. Nothing from there
would be so urgent as to require an overnight defivAnd he could think of no reason
whatsoever that the school would be sending hinthémy. He opened another beer and
returned to the front steps, where he grabbedahedd thing and ripped it open.

Plain white legal-size envelope, with the word “Rbhgind-scrawled on the outside. And
on the inside, another of the now familiar colootas of Chaney’s Self-Storage, this
time the front of unit 18R. At the bottom, in a wgdont of mismatched letters, was the
message: “You don’t need an airplane. Stop sperttimgnioney.”

These guys were very, very good. It was tough endograck down the three units at
Chaney’s and take pictures of them. It was gutsyaso stupid to burn up the Bonanza.



Oddly, though, what was most impressive at the nmiwas their ability to swipe an
airbill from the business office at the law school.

After a prolonged moment of shock, he realized sbmg that should have been
immediately obvious. Since they’d found 18R, theeytknew the money wasn't there. It
wasn’t at Chaney’s, nor at his apartment. Theylbbfeed him from Virginia to Clan-ton,
and if he’'d stopped somewhere along the way to thidenoney, they would know it.
They’d probably rummaged through Maple Run agaim|ershe was on the coast.

Their net was tightening by the hour. All clues &being linked, all dots connected. The
money had to be with him, and Ray had no placeno r

He had a very comfortable salary as a professkavwafwith benefits. His lifestyle was

not expensive, and he decided right there on thehpatill shirtless and shoeless, sipping
a beer in the early evening humidity of a long Junte day, that he preferred to continue
that lifestyle. Leave the violence for the likesGxrdie Priest and hit men hired by
Patton French. Ray was out of his element.

The cash was dirty anyway.

“Whe’d you park in the front yard?” Harry Rex grulath as he lumbered up the steps.

“I washed it and left it there,” Ray said. He h&adwered and was wearing shorts and a
tee shirt.

“You just can't get the redneck outta some peopiexme a beer.”

Harry Rex had been brawling in court all day, ayds/orce where the weighty issues
were which spouse had smoked the most dope tea ggarand which one had slept with
the most people. The custody of four children westake, and neither parent was fit

“I'm too old for this,” he said, very tired. By tteecond beer he was nodding off.

Harry Rex controlled the divorce docket in Ford @guand had for twenty-five years.
Feuding couples often raced to hire him first. Garener over at Karraway kept him on
retainer so he would be available for the next.sgie was very bright, but could also be
vile and vicious. This had wide appeal in the ledativorce wars.

But the work was taking its toll. Like all smallvta lawyers, Harry Rex longed for the
big kill. The big damage suit with a forty perceontingency fee, something to retire on.

The night before, Ray had been sipping expensinesvon a twenty-million-dollar yacht
built by a Saudi prince and owned by a member @Mississippi bar who was plotting
billion-dollar schemes against multinationals. Nlegvwas sipping Bud in a rusted swing



with a member of the Mississippi bar who’d spemrt day bickering over custody and
alimony.

“The Realtor showed the house this morning,” H&ex said. “He called me during
lunch, woke me up.”

“Who's the prospect?”

“Remember those Kapshaw boys up near Rail Springs?”

“No.”

“Good boys. They started buildin’ chairs in an blrn ten years ago, maybe twelve. One
thang led to another, and they sold out to soméupigture outfit up in the Carolinas.
Each of ‘em walked away with a million bucks. Junkind his wife are lookin’ for
houses.”

“Junkie Kapshaw?”

“Yeah, but he’s tight as Dick’s hatband and hetgayin’ four hundred thousand for this
place.”

“I don’t blame him.”
“His wife’s crazy as hell and thinks she wants &hlwuse. The Realtor is pretty sure
they’ll make an offer, but it'll be low, probablyaut a hundred seventy-five thousand.”

Harry Rex was yawning.

They talked about Forrest for a spell, then thiwgse silent. “Guess I'd better go,” he
said. After three beers, Harry Rex began his exit.

“When are you going back to Virginia?” he asked)ggling to his feet and stretching his
back.

“Maybe tomorrow.”

“Gimme a call,” he said, yawning again, and walklesvn the steps.

Ray watched the lights of his car disappear dowrstheet, and he was suddenly and
completely alone again. The first noise was aingsih the shrubbery near the property

line, probably an old dog or cat on the prowl, lagardless of how harmless it was it
spooked Ray and he ran inside.



Chapter 34

The attack began shortly after 2 A.M., at the dsirkeur of the night, when sleep is
heaviest and reactions slowest. Ray was dead twdHd, though the world had weighed
heavily on his weary mind. He was on a mattregherfoyer, pistol by his side, the three
garbage bags of cash next to his makeshift bed.

It began with a brick through the window, a bldwstttrattled the old house and rained
glass and debris across the dining room table lendéwly polished wooden floors. It
was a well-placed and well-timed throw from somewa® meant business and had
probably done it before. Ray clawed his way uprli¢® a wounded alley cat and was
lucky not to shoot himself as he groped for his.dt& darted low across the foyer, hit a
light switch, and saw the brick resting ominousixnto a baseboard near the china
cabinet.

Using a quilt, he swept away the debris and cdyepitked up the brick, a new red one
with sharp edges. Attached was a note held in gdgde/o thick rubber bands. He
removed them while looking at the remains of thedew. His hands were shaking to the
point of not being able to read the note. He swadlb hard, tried to breathe, tried to
focus on the handwritten warning. It read simply:

“Put the money back where you found it, then leiaechouse immediately.”

His hand was bleeding, a small nick from a piecgla$s. It was his shooting hand, if in
fact he had such a thing, and in the horror oftleenent he wondered how he could
protect himself. He crouched in the shadows ofdiheng room, telling himself to
breathe, to think clearly.

Suddenly, the phone rang, and he jumped out cfkimlsagain. A second ring, and he
scrambled into the kitchen where a dim light abitneestove helped him grapple for the
phone. “Hello!” he barked into the receiver.

“Put the money back, and leave the house,” saam but rigid voice, one he’d never
heard, one he thought, in the blur of the momeartjed a slight trace of a coast accent.
“Now! Before you get hurt.”



He wanted to scream, “No,” or “Stop it,” or “Whaoeayou?” But his indecision caused
him to hesitate, and the line went dead. He saherfloor, and with his back to the
refrigerator he quickly ran through his optionanshs they were.

He could call the police—hustle and hide the mossayff the bags under a bed, move the
mattress, conceal the note but not the brick, ang ©n as if some delinquents were
vandalizing an old house just for the hell of iheTcop would walk around with a
flashlight and linger for an hour or two, but heulbleave at some point.

The Priest boys were not leaving. They had studkrtolike glue. They might duck for a
moment, but they were not leaving. And they werarfare nimble than the Clanton
night watchman. And far more inspired.

He could call Harry Rex—wake him up, tell him itsvargent, get him back over to the
house and unload the entire story. Ray yearnesidimeone to talk to. How many times
had he wanted to come clean with Harry Rex? Theydcgplit the money, or include it
in the estate, or take it to Tunica and roll diced year.

But why endanger him too? Three million was enotagprovoke more than one killing.

Ray had a gun. Why couldn’t he protect himselfxcHeld fend off the attackers. When
they came through the door, he’d light the placeTiyg gunfire would alert the
neighbors, the whole town would be there.

It just took one bullet, though, one well-aimedinped little missile that he would never
see and probably feel only for a moment, or twod Ae was outnumbered by some
fellas who'd fired a helluva lot more of them thRarofessor Ray Atlee. He had already
decided that he was not willing to die. Life badate was too good.

Just as his heart rate peaked and he felt his ptdseto decline, another brick came
crashing through the small window above the kitcéiek. He jerked and yelled and
dropped his gun, then kicked it as he scramble@tdwhe foyer. On hands and knees he
dragged the three bags of cash into the Judgely.stie yanked the sofa away from the
bookshelves and began throwing the stacks of itk into the cabinet where he'd
found the wretched loot in the first place. He wagating and cursing and expecting
another brick or maybe the first round of ammo. Whk of it had been crammed back
into its hiding place, he picked up the pistol amtbcked the front door. He darted to his
car, cranked it, spun ruts down the front lawn, famdhed his escape.

He was unharmed, and at the moment that was hysconkcern.

North of Clanton, the land dipped in the backwatdrsake Chatoula, and for a two-mile
stretch the road was straight and flat. Known syngs The Bottoms, it had long been the
turf of late-night drag racers, boozers, ruffieensg hell-raisers in general. His nearest



brush with death, prior to that moment, had bedmgh school when he found himself in
the backseat of a packed Pontiac Firebird drivea dyunken Bobby Lee West and drag
racing a Camaro driven by an even drunker Dougidgrboth cars flying at a hundred
miles an hour through The Bottoms. He had walkedyafnom it, but Bobby Lee had
been killed a year later when his Firebird left tbad and met a tree.

When he hit the flat stretch of The Bottoms, hespeel the accelerator of his TT and let it
unwind. It was two-thirty in the morning, surelyegyone else was asleep.

Elmer Conway had indeed been asleep, but a fatuitodgpd taken blood from his
forehead and awakened him in the process. He gaisJia car was approaching rapidly,
he turned on his radar. It took almost four mileget the funny little foreign job pulled
over, and by then Elmer was angry.

Ray made the mistake of opening his door and ggettirt, and that was not what Elmer
had in mind.

“Freeze, asshole!” EImer shouted, over the bafrbloservice revolver, which, as Ray
quickly realized, was aimed at his head.

“Relax, relax,” he said, throwing up his hands amplete surrender.

“Get away from the car,” Elmer growled, and witle tun pointed to a spot somewhere
around the center line.

“No problem, sir, just relax,” Ray said, shufflisgleways.
“What's your name?”
“Ray Atlee, Judge Atlee’s son. Could you put than glown, please?”

Elmer lowered the gun a few inches, enough soali$écharge would hit Ray in the
stomach, but not the head. “You got Virginia pldt&mer said.

“That’s because | live in Virginia.”
“Is that where you're headed?”
“Yes sir.”

“What's the big hurry?”

“I don’t know, | just—"

“I clocked you doing ninety-eight.”



“I'm very sorry.”

“Sony’s ass. That's reckless driving.” Elmer too&tap closer. Ray had forgotten about
the cut on his hand and he was not aware of theoies knee. Elmer removed a
flashlight and did a body scan from ten feet awdyhy are you bleedin’?”

It was a very good question, and, at that momésudsng in the middle of the dark
highway with a light flashed in his face, Ray confat think of an adequate response.
The truth would take an hour and fall on unbeliguears. A lie would only make matters
worse. “l don’t know,” he mumbled.

“What's in the car?” EImer asked.

“Nothing.”

“Sure.”

He handcuffed Ray and put him in the backseat©fbird County patrol car, a brown
Impala with dust on the fenders, no hubcaps, &cidn of antennae mounted on the rear
bumper. Ray watched as he walked around the TTamked inside. When Elmer was
finished he crawled into the front seat, and withtamning around said, “What’s the gun
for?”

Ray had tried to slide the pistol under the passesgeat. Evidently it was visible from
the outside.

“Protection.”
“You got a permit?”
“NO_”

Elmer called the dispatcher and made a lengthyrtepdis latest stop. He concluded
with, “I'm bringin’ him in,” as if he had just cared one of the ten most wanted.

“What about my car?” Ray asked, as they turnedratou

“I'll send a wrecker out.”

Elmer turned on the red and blue lights and pushedpeedometer to eighty.
“Can | call my lawyer?” Ray asked.

“NO_"



“Come on. It’s just a traffic offense. My lawyerrceneet me at the jail, post bond, and in
an hour I'm back on the road.”

“Who's your lawyer?”
“Harry Rex Vonner.”
Elmer grunted and his neck grew thicker. “Sumbdiganed me out in my divorce.”

And with that Ray sat back and closed his eyes.

Ray had actually seen the inside of the Ford Cojaiitpn two occasions, he recalled as
Elmer led him up the front sidewalk. Both timeshael taken papers to deadbeat fathers
who’d been years behind in child support, and Justtge had locked them up. Haney
Moak, the slightly retarded jailer in an oversizetdform, was still there at the front desk,
reading detective magazines. He also served atighatcher for the graveyard shift, so
he knew of Ray’s transgressions.

“Judge Atlee’s boy, huh?” Haney said with a crooged. His head was lopsided and his
eyes were uneven, and whenever Haney spoke it wlaall@nge to maintain a visual.

“Yes sir,” Ray said politely, looking for friends.
“He was a fine man,” he said as he moved behinddrayunlocked the cuffs.

Ray rubbed his wrists and looked at Deputy Conwhg was busy filling in forms and
being very officious. “Reckless, and no gun permit.

“You ain’t lockin’ him up, are you?” Haney said Edmer, quite rudely as if Haney were
in charge of the case now, and not the deputy.

“Damned right,” Elmer shot back, and the situaticas immediately tense.

“Can | call Harry Rex Vonner?” Ray pleaded.

Haney nodded toward a wall-mounted phone as ioddmnot care less. He was glaring
at Elmer. The two obviously had a history that waspretty. “My jail’s full now,”

Haney said.

“That’s what you always say.”

Ray quickly punched Harry Rex’s home number. It aisr 3 A.M., and he knew the

interruption would not be appreciated. The curMrg. Vonner answered after the third
ring. Ray apologized for the call and asked forrif&ex.



“He’s not here,” she said.

He’s not out of town, Ray thought. He was on tleafporch six hours ago. “May | ask
where he is?”

Haney and Elmer were practically yelling at eadieoin the background.
“He’s over at the Atlee place,” she said slowly.

“No, he left there hours ago. | was with him.”

“No, they just called. The house is burning.”

With Haney in the backseat, they flew around theasg, lights and sirens fully engaged.
From two blocks away, they could see the blazerdlltave mercy,” Haney said from
the back.

Few events excited Clanton like a good fire. Therts two pumpers were there. Dozens
of volunteers were darting about, all seemed tgdbéeng. The neighbors were gathering
on the sidewalks across the street.

Flames were already shooting through the roof. &g ®epped over a water line and
eased onto the front lawn, he breathed the unnaibtalodor of gasoline.

Chapter 35

The love nest wasn'’t a bad place for a nap aftettavas a long narrow room with dust
and spiderwebs and one light hanging in the cerittire vaulted ceiling. The lone
window had been painted sometime in the last cgratnd overlooked the square. The
bed was an iron antique with no sheets or blankeis he tried not to think about Harry
Rex and his misadventures on that very mattresteadd, he thought of the old house at
Maple Run and the glorious way it went into histdy the time the roof collapsed, half
of Clanton was there. Ray had sat alone, on thditolvof a sycamore across the street,
hidden from all, trying in vain to pull cherishec&mories from a wonderful childhood
that simply had not happened. When the flames slegoeting from every window, he
had not thought of the cash or the Judge’s desksanother’s dining room table, but
only of old General Forrest glaring down with thdigece eyes.

Three hours of sleep, and he was awake by eiglkttdmnperature was rising rapidly in
the den of iniquity, and heavy steps were comisgaay.



Harry Rex swung the door open and turned on thme. liyVake up, felon,” he growled.
“They want you down at the jail.”

Ray swung his feet to the floor. “My escape wasdaid square.” He had lost EImer and
Haney in the crowd and simply left with Harry Rex.

“Did you tell them they could search your car?”
“I did.”

“That was a dumb-ass thing to do. What kinda lavayeryou?” He pulled a wooden
folding chair from the wall and sat down near tiee b

“There was nothing to hide.”
“You're stupid, you know that? They searched theacal found nothing.”
“That’s what | expected.”

“No clothes, no overnight bag, no luggage, no tbnikh, no evidence whatsoever that
you were simply leaving town and going home, perryafficial story.”

“I did not burn the house down, Harry Rex.”

“Well, you're an excellent suspect. You flee in th&ldle of the night, no clothes, no
nothing, you drive away like a bat outta hell. @ldy Larrimore down the street sees you
in your funny little car go flyin’ by, then abowgnt minutes later here come the fire trucks.
You're caught by the dumbest deputy in the state’ chinety-eight, drivin’ like hell to

get away from here. Defend yourself.”

“I didn’t torch it.”

“Why did you leave at two-thirty?”

“Someone threw a rock through the dining room wimdbgot scared.”

“You had a gun.”

“I didn’t want to use it. I'd rather run away thahoot somebody.”

“You've been up North too long.”

“I don’t live up North.”

“How’d you get cut up like that?”



“The brick broke the window, you see, and whendatted it out, | got cut.”

“Why didn’t you call the police?”

“l panicked. | wanted to go home, so | left.”

“And ten minutes later somebody soaks the plack gasoline and throws a match.”

“I don’t know what they did.”

“I'd convict you.”

“No, you're my lawyer.”

“No, I'm the lawyer for the estate, which by theyast lost its only asset.”

“There’s fire insurance.”

“Yeah, but you can't get it.”

“Why not?”

“Because if you file a claim, then they’ll investig you for arson. If you say you didn’t
do it, then I believe you. But I'm not sure anybadge will. If you go after the insurance,
then those boys will come after you with a vengedhc

“l didn’t torch it.”

“Great, then who did?”

“Whoever threw the brick.”

“And who might that be?”

“I have no idea. Maybe some guy who got the badaéraddivorce.”

“Brilliant. And he waits nine years to get reverayethe Judge, who, by the way, is dead.
| will not be in the courtroom when you offer thatthe jury.”

“I don’t know, Harry Rex. | swear | didn’t do itdfget the insurance money.”

“It's not that easy. Only half is yours, the otlmaif belongs to Forrest. He can file a
claim for the insurance coverage.”

Ray breathed deeply and scratched his stubblep“hiel here, okay?”



“The sheriff's downstairs, with one of his investigrs. They’ll ask some questions.
Answer slowly, tell the truth, blah, blah. I'll lkere, so let’s go slow.”

“He’s here?”

“In my conference room. | asked him to come ovewsacan do this now. | really think
you need to get out of town.”

“I was trying.”

“The reckless driving and the gun charge will bé gftifor a few months. Give me some
time to work the docket. You got bigger problenghtinow.”

“I did not torch the house, Harry Rex.”
“Of course you didn't.”

They left the room and started down the unsteaglyssio the second floor. “Who’s the
sheriff?” Ray asked, over his shoulder.

“Guy named Sawyer.”
“Good guy?”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“You close to him?”

“I did his son’s divorce.”

The conference room was a wonderful mess of tl@ekdooks thrown about on shelves
and credenzas and the long table itself. The inspyersvas given that Harry Rex spent
hours in tedious research. He did not.

Sawyer was not the least bit polite, nor was hisstent, a nervous little Italian named
Sandroni. Italians were rare in northeast Misspsignd during the tense introductions
Ray detected a Delta accent. The two were all lpgsinwith Sandroni taking careful
notes while Sawyer sipped steaming coffee frompepaup and watched every move
Ray made.

The fire call was made by Mrs. Larrimore at twatirfour, approximately ten to fifteen
minutes after she’d seen Ray’s car leave FouréeSin a hurry. EImer Conway radioed
at two thirty-six that he was in pursuit of sommidioing a hundred miles an hour down
in The Bottoms. Since it was established that Ray driving very fast, Sandroni spent a
long time nailing down his route, his estimatedesise traffic lights, anything to slow

him down at that hour of the morning.



Once Ray’s exit route was determined, Sawyer raldgodeputy, who was sitting in front
of the rubble at Maple Run, and told him to drikie &xact course at the same estimated
speeds and to stop out in The Bottoms where Elnasramce again waiting.

Twelve minutes later, the deputy called back amdl lsa was with Elmer.

So in less than twelve minutes, Sandroni said dselgan his recap, “Someone—and
we’re assuming this someone was not already ihdose, aren’t we, Mr. Atlee?—
entered with what evidently was a large supplyasfaline and soaked the place
thoroughly, so thoroughly that the fire captairddae’d never smelled such a strong odor
of gas, then threw a match or maybe two, becawsérthcaptain was almost certain the
fire had more than one point of origin, and onceerttatches were thrown this unknown
arsonist fled into the night. Right, Mr. Atlee?”

“I don’t know what the arsonist did,” Ray said.

“But the times are accurate?”

“If you say so.”

“l say so.”

“Move along,” Harry Rex growled from the end of tiadble.

Motive was next. The house was insured for $38Q,0@0uding contents. According to
the Realtor, who'd already been consulted, he’dbeting up an offer to purchase it
for $175,000.

“That’s a nice gap, isn't it, Mr. Atlee?” Sandranguired.

“Itis.”

“Have you notified your insurance company?” Sandesked.

“No, I thought I'd wait until their offices openRay responded. “Believe it or not, some
folks don’t work on Saturday.”

“Hell, the fire truck’s still there,” Harry Rex add helpfully. “We got six months to file a
claim.”

Sandroni’s cheeks turned crimson but he held mgue. Moving right along, he studied
his notes and said, “Let’s talk about other suspéct

Ray didn't like the use of the word “other.” Heddhe story about the brick through the
window, or at least most of the story. And the ghoall, warning him to leave



immediately. “Check the phone records,” he chakehthem. And for good measure, he
threw in the earlier adventures with some demesded rattling windows the night the
Judge died.

“Y’all had enough,” Harry Rex said after thirty noites. In other words, my client will
answer no more questions.

“When are you leaving town?” asked Sawyer.

“I've been trying to leave for the past six hourRay replied.
“Real soon,” said Harry Rex.

“We may have some more questions.”

“I'll come back whenever I'm needed,” Ray said.

Harry Rex shoved them out the front door, and wineneturned to the conference room
he said, “I think you're a lyin’ son-ofabitch.”

Chapter 36

The old fire truck was gone, the same one Ray @ftiands had followed when they
were teenagers and bored on summer nights. A loluateer in a dirty tee shirt was
folding fire hoses. The street was a mess with sttglvn everywhere.

Maple Run was deserted by midmorning. The chimmethe east end was still standing,
as was a short section of charred wall besidevgrfhing else had collapsed into a pile
of debris. Ray and Harry Rex walked around the leibbd went to the backyard, where
a row of ancient pecan trees protected the reandsoy of the property. They sat in the
shade, in metal lawn chairs that Ray had once girgtd, and ate tamales.

“I didn’t burn this place,” Ray finally said.

“Do you know who did?” Harry Rex asked.

“I have a suspect.”

“Tell me, dammit.”

“His name is Gordie Priest.”



“Oh him!”
“It's a long story.”

Ray began with the Judge, dead on the sofa, amacthdental discovery of the money,

or was it an accident after all? He gave as macig fand details as he could remember,
and he , raised all the questions that had beeginigpdim for weeks. Both stopped
eating. They stared at the smoldering debris buéws mesmerized to see it. Harry Rex
was stunned by the narrative. Ray was relievectieling it. From Clanton to
Charlottesville and back. From the casinos in TamacAtlantic City, then back to Tunica.
To the coast and Patton French and his questddhian dollars, all to be credited to
Judge Reuben Atlee, humble servant of the law.

Ray held back nothing, and he tried to remembery#ivieg. The ransacking of his
apartment in Charlottesville, for intimidation onlye thought. The ill-advised purchase
of a share in a Bonanza. On and on he went, wraleyHRex said nothing.

When he finished, his appetite was gone and heswaating. Harry Rex had a million
guestions, but he began with, “Why would he bumhbuse?”

“Cover his tracks, maybe, | don’t know.”

“This guy didn’t leave tracks.”

“Maybe it was the final act of intimidation.”

They mulled this over. Harry Rex finished a taneie said, “You should’ve told me.”

“I wanted to keep the money, okay? | had threeionilbucks in cash in my sticky little
hands, and it felt wonderful. It was better thax, ®etter than anything I'd ever felt.
Three million bucks, Harry Rex, all mine. | wastri¢ was greedy. | was corrupt. | didn’t
want you or Forrest or the government or anyortéenworld to know that | had the
money.”

“What were you gonna do with it?”

“Ease it into banks, a dozen of them, nine thousholidrs at a time, no paperwork that
would alert the government, let it pile up overhgegen months, then invest it with a pro.
I’'m forty-three; in two years the money would bardered and hard at work. It would
double every five years. At the age of fifty, it wd be six million. Fifty-five, twelve
million. At the age of sixty, Td have twenty-fouillion bucks. | had it all planned,
Harry Rex. | could see the future.”

“Don’t beat yourself up. What you did was normal.”

“It doesn’t feel normal.”



“You're a lousy crook.”

“I felt lousy, and | was already changing. | coaee myself in an airplane and a fancier
sports car and a nicer place to live. There’s aflehoney around Charlottesville, and |
was thinking about making a splash. Country clédes hunting—*

“Fox hunting?”

“Yep.”

“With those little britches and the hat?”

“Flying over fences on a wild horse, chasing a pafdkounds that are in hot pursuit of a
thirty-pound fox that you'll never see.”

“Why would you wanna do that?”
“Why would anyone?”
“I'll stick to huntin’ birds.”

“Anyway, it was a burden, literally. | mean, I'veén hauling the cash around for
weeks.”

“You could’ve left some at my office.”

Ray finished a tamale and sipped a cola. “You thimkstupid?”

“No, lucky. This guy plays for keeps.”

“Every time | closed my eyes, | could see a budt@hing at my forehead.”

“Look, Ray, you've done nothing wrong. The Judgendi want the money included in
his estate. You took it because you thought yoleweotectin’ it, and also guardin’ his
reputation. You had a crazy man who wanted it nloa@ you. Lookin’ back, you're
lucky you didn’t get hurt in the whole episode. g@frit.”

“Thanks, Harry Rex.” Ray leaned forward and watctiedvolunteer fireman walk away.
“What about the arson?”

“We’ll work it out. I'll file a claim, and the instance company will investigate. They’ll
suspect arson and thangs’ll get ugly. Let a fewth®pass. If they don’t pay, then we’'ll
sue, in Ford County. They won't risk a jury triglaanst the estate of Reuben Atlee right
here in his own courthouse. | think they’ll setilefore trial. We may have to
compromise some, but we’ll get a nice settlement.”



Ray was on his feet. “I really want to go home, sagd.

The air was thick with heat and smoke as they wh#eund the house. “I've had
enough,” Ray said, and headed for the street.

He drove a perfect fifty-five through The Bottori$mer Conway was nowhere to be
seen. The Audi seemed lighter with the trunk emipiteed, life itself was shedding
burdens. Ray longed for the normalcy of home.

He dreaded the meeting with Forrest. Their fathestate had just been wiped out, and
the arson issue would be difficult to explain. Rgrhhe should wait. Rehab was going so
smoothly, and Ray knew from experience that trghsdist complication could derail
Forrest. Let a month go by. Then another.

Forrest would not be going back to Clanton, ankisnmurky world he might never hear
of the fire. It might be best if Harry Rex brokethews to him.

The receptionist at Alcorn Village gave him a cusdook when he signed in. He read
magazines for a long time in the dark lounge witleeevisitors waited. When Oscar
Meave eased in with a gloomy look, Ray knew exaetiat had happened.

“He walked away late yesterday afternoon,” Meavgameas he crouched on the coffee
table in front of Ray. “I've tried to reach you atlorning.”

“I lost my cell phone last night,” Ray said. Of #ike things he’d left behind when the
rocks were falling, he couldn’t believe he’d forgt his cell phone.

“He signed in for the ridge walk, a five-mile nagurail he’s been doing every day. It's
around the back of the property, no fencing, behtRorrest was not a security risk. We
didn’t think so, anyway. | can't believe this.”

Ray certainly could. His brother had been walkinga from detox units for almost
twenty years.

“This is not really a lockdown facility,” Meave conued. “Our patients want to stay here,
or it doesn’t work.”

“l understand,” Ray said softly.
“He was doing so well,” Meave went on, obviouslyrmtroubled than Ray. “Completely

clean and very proud of it. He had sort of adoptemiteenagers, both in rehab for the
first time. Forrest worked with them every mornihgust don’t understand this one.”



“I thought you are an ex-addict.”

Meave was shaking his head. “I know, | know. Thdietdquits when the addict wants to,
and not before.”

“Have you ever seen one who just couldn’t quit?y Raked.
“We can’t admit that.”

“I know you can't. But, off the record, you anddth know that there are addicts who
will never kick it.”

Meave shrugged, with reluctance.

“Forrest is one of those, Oscar. We've lived tloistiventy years.”
“| take it as a personal failure.”

“Don't.”

They walked outside and talked for a moment undesranda. Meave could not stop
apologizing. For Ray, it was nothing unexpected.

Along the winding road back to the main highwayyRandered how his brother could
simply walk away from a facility eight miles frorhg nearest town. But then, he had fled
more secluded places.

He would go back to Memphis, back to his room ilieEd basement, back to the streets
where pushers were waiting for him. The next phzademight be the last, but then Ray
had been half-expecting it for many years. As sigke was, Forrest had shown an
amazing ability to survive.

Ray was in Tennessee now. Virginia was next, seeeins away. With a clear sky and
no wind, he thought of how nice it would be at fiheusand feet, buzzing around in his
favorite rented Cessna.

Chapter 37

Both doors were new, unpainted, and much heavéer tihe old ones. Ray silently
thanked his landlord for the extra expense, thdwgknew that there would be no more
break-ins. The pursuit had ended. No more quickdanver the shoulder. No more
sneaking to Chaney’s to play hide-and-seek. No rhasked conversations with Corey



Crawford. And no more illicit money to fret ovendadream about, and haul around,
literally. The lifting of that burden made him sm@nd walk a bit faster.

Life would become normal again. Long runs in thathkeong solo flights over the
Piedmont. He even looked forward to his neglecésagarch for the monopolies treatise
he’d promised to deliver by either this Christmash@ one after. He had softened on the
Kaley issue and was ready for one last attempinaied. She was legal now, a graduate,
and she simply looked too fine to write off with@utlecent effort.

His apartment was the same, its usual conditioresi one else lived there. Other than
the door, there was no evidence of a forced ehieynow knew that his burglar had not
really been a thief after all, just a tormentorjr@imidator. Either Gordie or one of his
brothers. He wasn’t sure how they had divided tladiors, nor did he care.

It was almost 11 A.M. He made some strong coffekl@@gan shuffling through the mail.
No more anonymous letters. Nothing now but the lusilla and solicitations.

There were two faxes in the tray. The first wasgerirom a former student. The second
was from Patton French. He’'d been trying to calt,Ray’s cell phone wasn’t working. It
was handwritten on the stationery from the King ofts, no doubt faxed from the gray
waters of the Gulf where French was still hiding boat from his wife’s divorce lawyer.

Good news on the security front! Not long after Ray left the coast, Gordie Priest had
been “located,” along with both of his brothersu@oRay please give him a call? His
assistant would find him.

Ray worked the phone for two hours, until Frendkedarom a hotel in Fort Worth,
where he was meeting with some Ryax and Kobril Enwy“I'll probably get a thousand
cases up here,” he said, unable to control himself.

“Wonderful,” said Ray. He was determined not ttelisto any more crowing about mass
torts and zillion-dollar settlements.

“Is your phone secure?” French asked.

“Yes.”

“Okay, listen. Priest is no longer a threat. Wenfdinim shortly after you left, laid up
drunk with an old gal he’s been seeing for a langet Found both brothers too. Your
money is safe.”

“Exactly when did you find them?” Ray asked. He Wwasering over the kitchen table
with a large calendar spread before him. Time wasial here. He’d made notes in the

margins as he’d waited for the call.

French thought for a second. “Uh, let’'s see. Whiaitay?”



“Monday, June the fifth.”

“Monday. When did you leave the coast?”

“Ten o’clock Friday morning.”

“Then it was just after lunch on Friday.”

“You're sure?”

“Of course I'm sure. Why do you ask?”

“And once you found him, there was no way they tleé coast?”

“Trust me, Ray, they’ll never leave the coast agahey’ve, uh, found a permanent
home there.”

“I don’t want those details.” Ray sat at the tadnhel stared at the calendar.
“What's the matter?” French asked. “Something wfng

“Yeah, you could say that.”

“What is it?”

“Somebody burned the house down.”

‘Judge Atlee’s?”

“Yes.”

“When?”

“After midnight, Saturday morning.”

A pause as French absorbed this, then, “Well, gnitadhe Priest boys, | can promise you
that.”

When Ray said nothing, French asked, “Where’s theey?”
“l don’t know,” he mumbled.
A five-mile run did nothing to ease his tensionotigh, as always, he was able to plot

things, to rearrange his thoughts. The temperataseabove ninety, and he was soaked
with sweat when he returned to his apartment.



Now that Harry Rex had been told everything, it wamforting to have someone with
whom to share the latest. He called his office lem@n and was informed that he was in
court over in Tupelo and wouldn’t be back untielatle called Ellie’s house in Memphis
and no one bothered to answer. He called Oscar d&/la&icorn Village, and, expecting
to hear no news of his brother’s whereabouts, gattty what he expected.

So much for the normal life.

After a tense morning of back-and-forth negotiagiomthe hallways of the Lee County
Courthouse, bickering over such issues as who'dhgetki boat and who'd get the cabin
on the lake, and how much he would pay in a lump-sash settlement, the divorce was
settled an hour after lunch. Harry Rex had the &ndban overheated cowboy on wife
number three who thought he knew more divorce Feam this lawyer. Wife number three
was an aging bimbo in her late twenties who’d calgin with her best friend. It was the
typical, sordid tale, and Harry Rex was sick of wiele mess when he walked to the
bench and presented a hard-fought property settieaggeement.

The chancellor was a veteran who'd divorced thodsatVery sorry about Judge Atlee,”
he said softly as he began to review the papensyHRex just nodded. He was tired and
thirsty and already contemplating a cold one adrbee the backroad to Clanton. His
favorite beer store in the Tupelo area was at thety line.

“We served together for twenty-two years,” the adwlor was saying.

‘A fine man,” Harry Rex said.

“Are you doing the estate?”

“Yes sir.”

“Give my regards to Judge Farr over there.”

“I will.”

The paperwork was signed, the marriage mercifeltyntnated, the warring spouses sent
to their neutral homes. Harry Rex was out of thertmuse and halfway to his car when
a lawyer chased him down and stopped him on trensitk. He introduced himself as
Jacob Spain, Attorney-at-Law, one of a thousantuipelo. He’d been in the courtroom
and overheard the chancellor mention Judge Atlee.

“He has a son, right, Forrest?” Spain asked.

“Two sons, Ray and Forrest.” Harry Rex took a breatd settled in for a quick visit.



“I played high school football against Forrestfat he broke my collarbone with a late
hit.”

“That sounds like Forrest.”

“I played at New Albany. Forrest was a junior whHewas a senior. Did you see him
play?”

“Yes, many times.”

“You remember the game over there against us whehriew for three hundred yards in
the first half? Four or five touchdowns, | think.”

“l do,” Harry Rex said, and started to fidget. Hmmg was this going to take?

“I was playing safety that night, and he was firpagses all over the place. | picked one
off right before half-time, ran it out of boundsidahe speared me while | was on the
ground.”

“That was one of his favorite plays.” Hit ‘em haadd hit ‘em late had been Forrest’s
motto, especially those defensive backs unluckyighdo intercept one of his passes.

“I think he was arrested the next week,” Spain sagng. “What a waste. Anyway, |
saw him just a few weeks ago, here in Tupelo, diitige Atlee.”

The fidgeting stopped. Harry Rex forgot about alanie, at least for the moment.
“When was this?” he asked. :

“Right before the Judge died. It was a strangeeten

They took a few steps and found shade under a“tieelistening,” Harry Rex said,
loosening his tie. His wrinkled navy blazer wagatty off.

“My wife’s mother is being treated for breast canaethe Taft Clinic. One Monday
afternoon back in the spring | drove her over therenother round of chemo.”

“Judge Atlee went to Taft,” Harry Rex said. “I'veen the bills.”

“Yes, that's where | saw him. | checked her inyéhe&as a wait, so | went to my car to
make a bunch of calls. While | was sitting thereakched as Judge Atlee pulled up in a
long black Lincoln driven by someone | didn’'t reaaze. They got the thing parked, just
two cars down, and they got out. His driver theskked familiar—big guy, big frame,

long hair, kind of a cocky swagger that I've seefobe. It hit me that it was Forrest. |
could tell by the way he walked and moved. He waanmg sunglasses and a cap pulled
low. They went inside, and within seconds Forreshe back out.”



“What kinda cap?”
“Faded blue, Cubs, | think.”
“I've seen that one.”

“He was real nervous, like he didn’t want anyonsde him. He disappeared into some
trees next to the clinic, except | could barely siseoutline. He just hid there. | thought at
first he might be relieving himself, but no, he viiast hiding. After an hour or so, | went
in, waited, finally got my mother-in-law, and lefle was still out in the trees.”

Harry Rex had pulled out his pocket planner. “Wieg was this?” Spain removed his,
and as all busy lawyers do, they compared theanteimovements. “Monday, May the
first,” Spain decided.

“That was six days before the Judge died,” Harry &ad.

“I'm sure that’s the date. It was just a strangensc”

“Well, he’s a pretty strange guy.”

“He’s not running from the law or anything, is he?”

“Not at the present,” Harry Rex said, and they butinaged a nervous laugh.

Spain suddenly needed to go. “Anyway, when youha@eagain, tell him I'm still mad
about the late hit.”

“I'll do that,” Harry Rex said, then watched him lwaway.

Chapter 38

Mr. and Mrs. Vonner left Clanton on a cloudy Jun&rming in a new sports utility four-
wheel drive that promised twelve miles to the gabmd was loaded with enough
luggage for a month in Europe. The District of Gohia was the destination, however,
since Mrs. Vonner had a sister there whom Harry IReknever met. They spent the first
night in Gatlinburg and the second night at Whisép8ur Springs in West Virginia.

They arrived in Charlottesville around noon, did tibligatory tour of Jefferson’s
Monticello, walked the grounds at the universityd dad an unusual dinner at a college
dive called the White Spot, the house specialtpdpai fried egg on a hamburger. It was
Harry Rex’s kind of food.



The next morning, while she slept, he went forrallsbn the downtown mall. He found
the address and waited.

A few minutes after 8 A.M., Ray double-tied theda®f his rather expensive running
shoes, stretched in the den, and walked downstaitee daily five-miler. Outside, the
air was warm. July was not far away and summerahaeédy arrived.

He turned a corner and heard a familiar voice tdky, boy.”

Harry Rex was sitting on a bench, a cup of coffekand, an unread newspaper next to
him. Ray froze and took a few seconds to collectskeif. Things were out of place here.

When he could move, he walked over and said, “Wéedctly, are you doing here?”
“Cute outfit,” Harry Rex said, taking in the shortdd tee shirt, red runner’s cap, the
latest in athletic eye glasses. “Me and the wite@assing through, headed for D.C. She
has a sister up there she thinks | want to meetid®in.”

“Why didn’t you call?”

“Didn’t want to bother you.”

“But you should’ve called, Harry Rex. We could darter, I'll show you around.”

“It's not that kind of trip. Sit down.”

Smelling trouble, Ray sat next to Harry Rex. “| tdelieve this,” he mumbled.

“Shut up and listen.”

Ray removed his running glasses and looked at Hewy “Is it bad?”

“Let’s say it's curious.” He told Jacob Spain’srgt@about For-rest hiding in the trees at
the oncology clinic, six days before the Judge géssvay. Ray listened in disbelief and
slid lower on the bench. He finally leaned forwaiith his elbows on his knees, his head
hung low.

“According to the medical records,” Harry Rex wayiag, “he got a morphine pack that
day, May the first. Don’t know if it was the firpack or a refill, the records are not that

clear. Looks like Forrest took him to get the gstuff.”

A long pause as a pretty young woman walked byicafsly in a hurry, her tight skirt
swaying wonderfully as she sped along. A sip ofemfthen, “I've always been



suspicious of that will you found in his study. Thedge and | talked about his will for
the last six months of his life. | don’t think hienply cranked out one more right before
he died. I've studied the signatures at length,iggdny untrained opinion that the last
one is a forgery.”

Ray cleared his voice and said, “If Forrest drowe to Tupelo, then it's safe to assume
Forrest was in the house.”

“All over the house.”

Harry Rex had hired an investigator in Memphisinal fForrest, but there was no trail, no
trace. From somewhere within the newspaper, hegwallt an envelope. “Then, this
came three days ago.”

Ray pulled out a sheet of paper and unfolded wals from Oscar Meave at Alcorn
Village, and it read: “Dear Mr. Vonner: | have baerable to reach Ray Atlee. | know
the whereabouts of Forrest, if by chance the fadhlgs not. Gall if you would like to
talk. Everything is confidential. Best wishes, Qdekeave.”

“So | called him right away,” Harry Rex said, eygianother young woman. “He has a
former patient who’s now a counselor at a rehabhraiut West. Forrest checked in there
a week ago, and was adamant about his privacyhsadtid not want his family to know
where he was. Evidently this happens from timenbe t and the clinics are always
caught in a bind. They have to respect the wishéser patient, but on the other hand,
the family is crucial to the overall rehabilitaticbo these counselors whisper among
themselves. Meave made the decision to pass dengformation to you.”

“Where out West?”

“Montana. A place called Morningstar Ranch. Meaae §'s what the boy needs—very
nice, very remote, a lockdown facility for the hamabkes, said he’ll be there for a year.”

Ray sat up and began rubbing his forehead asdffirglly been shot there.

“And of course the place is pricey,” Harry Rex adlde

“Of course,” Ray mumbled.

There was no more talk, not about Forrest anywégrA few minutes, Harry Rex said
he was leaving. He had delivered his message, dhadthing more to say, not then. His
wife was anxious to see her sister. Perhaps negtttiey could stay longer, have dinner,
whatever. He patted Ray on the shoulder, and ieftthere. “See you in Clanton” were

his last words.

Too weak and too winded for a run, Ray sat on #reh in the middle of the downtown
mall, his apartment above him, lost in a worldagidly moving pieces. The foot traffic



picked up as the merchants and bankers and lawystked to work, but Ray did not see
them.

Carl Mirk taught two sections of insurance law eaemester, and he was a member of
the Virginia bar, as was Ray. They discussed ttexirew over lunch, and both came to
the conclusion that it was just part of a routinguiiry, nothing to worry about. Mirk
would tag along and pretend to be Ray’s lawyer.

The insurance investigator's name was Ratterfithedty welcomed him into the
conference room at the law school. He removedduisat as if they might be there for
hours. Ray was wearing jeans and a golf shirt. Migls just as casual.

“l usually record these,” Ratterfield said, all mess as he pulled out a tape recorder and
placed it between him and Ray. ‘Any objections?’akked, once the recorder was in
place.

“l guess not,” Ray said.

He punched a button, looked at his notes, thenrbagantroduction, for the benefit of
the tape. He was an independent insurance exarhined, by Aviation Underwriters, to
investigate a claim filed by Ray Atlee and threleeotowners for damages to a 1994
Beech Bonanza on June 2. According to the stateasaminer, the airplane was
deliberately burned.

Initially, he needed Ray’s flying history. Ray hiaid logbook and Ratterfield pored
through it, finding nothing remotely interestingNd instrument rating,” he said at one
point.

“I'm working on it,” Ray replied.

“Fourteen hours in the Bonanza?”

“Yep.”

He then moved to the consortium of owners, anddgkestions about the deal that
brought it together. He’'d already interviewed tligeo owners, and they had produced
the contracts and documentation. Ray acknowledgyz=gdperwork.

Changing gears, Ratterfield asked, “Where weregrodune the first?” :

“Biloxi, Mississippi,” Ray answered, certain thaatierfield had no idea where that was.

“How long had you been there?”



“A few days.”

“May | ask why you were there?”

“Sure,” Ray said, then launched into an abbreviatrdion of his recent visits home. His
official reason for going to the coast was to Visénds, old buddies from his days at

Tulane.

“I'm sure there are people who can verify that yeere there on June the first,”
Ratterfield said.

“Several people. Plus | have hotel receipts.”

He seemed convinced that Ray had been in MissisSigme other owners were all at
home when the plane burned,” he said, flippinggepa a list of typed notes. “All have
alibis. If we're assuming it's arson, then we hawérst find a motive, then whoever
torched it. Any ideas?”

“I have no idea who did this,” Ray said quicklydanith conviction.

“How about motive?”

“We had just bought the plane. Why would any ofwasit to destroy it?”

“To collect the insurance, maybe. Happens occabjorerhaps one partner decided he
was in over his head. The note is not small—alrhwsthundred grand over six years,
close to nine hundred bucks a month per partner.”

“We knew that two weeks earlier when we signed &ay said.

They shadowboxed for a while around the delicaeaf Ray’s personal finances—
salary, expenses, obligations. When Ratterfieldhseleconvinced that Ray could swing
his end of the deal, he changed subjects. “ThasifitMississippi,” he said, scanning a
report of some type. “Tell me about it.”

“What do you want to know?”

“Are you under investigation for arson down there?”

“NO_"

“Are you sure?”

“Yes, I'm sure. You can call my attorney if you'ite.”

“| already have. And your apartment has been btizgld twice in the past six weeks?”



“Nothing was taken. Both were just break-ins.
“You're having an exciting summer.”

“Is that a question?”

“Sounds like someone’s after you.”

“Again, is that a question?”

It was the only flare-up of the interview, and b8y and Ratterfield took a breath.
“Any other arson investigations in your past?”

Ray smiled and said, “No.”

When Ratterfield flipped another page, and there mahing typed on it, he lost interest
in a hurry and went through the motions of wrapgimggs up. “I’'m sure our attorneys
will be in touch,” he said as he turned off theareler.

“l can’'t wait,” Ray said.

Ratterfield collected his jacket and his briefcasd made his exit.

After he left, Carl said, “I think you know moreaih you're telling.”

“Maybe,” Ray said. “But | had nothing to do withetlarson here, or the arson there.”

“I've heard enough.”

Chapter 39

For almost a week, a string of turbulent summentgdept the ceilings low and the
winds too dangerous for small planes. When thenebete forecasts showed nothing but
calm dry air for everywhere but South Texas, R#tydéarlottesville in a Cessna and
began the longest cross-country of his brief flytageer. Avoiding busy airspace and
looking for easy landmarks below, he flew west asrihie Shenandoah Valley into West
Virginia and into Kentucky, where he picked up faeh four-thousand-foot strip not far
from Lexington. The Cessna could stay aloft forwdtibree and a half hours before the
indicator dipped below a quarter of a tank. He &hdgain in Terre Haute, crossed the



Mississippi River at Hannibal, and stopped forekiening in Kirksville, Missouri, where
he checked into a motel.

It was his first motel since the odyssey with thslg and it was precisely because of the
cash that he was back in a motel. He was also gsddiri, and as he flipped through
muted channels in his room, he remembered Patemchts story of stumbling upon
Ryax at a tort seminar in St. Louis. An old law§rem a small town in the Ozarks had a
son who taught at the university in Columbia, dmlgon knew the drug was bad. And
because of Patton French and his insatiable gmegda@ruption, he, Ray Atlee, was now
in another motel in a town where he knew absolutelypne.

A front was developing over Utah. Ray lifted of§juafter sunrise and climbed to above
five thousand feet. He trimmed his controls andnepkea large cup of steaming black
coffee. He flew more north than west for the fiegf and was soon over the cornfields of
lowa.

Alone a mile above the earth, in the cool quieb&the early morning, and with not a
single pilot chattering on the airwaves, Ray ttiedocus on the task before him. It was
easier though, to loaf, to enjoy the solitude d@views, and the coffee, and the solitary
act of leaving the world down there. And it wastguyileasant to put off thoughts of his
brother.

After a stop in Sioux Falls, he turned west agaid followed Interstate 90 across the
entire state of South Dakota before skirting thetrieted space around Mount Rushmore.
He landed in Rapid City, rented a car, and toakng ldrive through Badlands National
Park.

Morningstar Ranch was somewhere in the hills sotitkalispell, though its Web site
was purposefully vague. Oscar Meave had tried Adtheen unsuccessful in pinpointing
its exact location. At the end of the third dayhef journey, Ray landed after dark in
Kalispell. He rented a car, found dinner then agh@nd spent hours with aerial and
road maps.

It took another day of low-altitude flying aroundilispell and the towns of Woods Bay,
Polison, Bigfork, and EImo. He crossed FlatheadeLalalf-dozen times and was ready
to surrender the air war and send in the grour@pgavhen he caught a glimpse of a
compound of some sort near the town of Somers ®@mnainth side of the lake. From
fifteen hundred feet, he circled the place untishes a substantial fence of green chain
link almost hidden in the woods and practicallyigille from the air. There were small
buildings that appeared to be housing units, a&lapge for administration perhaps, a
pool, tennis courts, a barn with horses grazinglneaie circled long enough for a few
folks within the complex to stop whatever they weoeng and look up with shielded
eyes.

Finding it on the ground was as challenging as ftioenair, but by noon the next day Ray
was parked outside the unmarked gate, glaring atraed guard who was glaring back



at him. After a few tense questions, the guardlfiredmitted that, yes, he had in fact
found the place he was looking for. “We don't alleisitors,” he said smugly.

Ray created a tale of a family in crisis and swdgbe urgency of finding his brother.

The procedure, as the guard grudgingly laid oug tedeave a name and a phone number,
and there was a slight chance someone from witbmdvcontact him. The next day, he
was trout fishing on the Flathead River when hisg®one rang. An unfriendly voice
belonging to an Allison with Morningstar asked Ray Atlee.

Who was she expecting?

He confessed to being Ray Atlee, and she procdedesk what was it he wanted from
their facility. “I have a brother there,” he samsl@olitely as possible. “His name is Forrest
Atlee, and I'd like to see him.”

“What makes you think he’s here?” she demanded.
“Here’s there, You know he’s there. | know he’srtheso can we please stop the games?”

“I'll look into it, but don’t expect a return callShe hung up before he could say
anything. The next unfriendly voice belonged tof@gran administrator of something or
other. It came late in the afternoon while Ray wikeng a trail in the Swan Range near
the Hungry Horse Reservoir. Darrel was as abruptileson. “Half an hour only. Thirty
minutes,” he informed Ray. “At ten in the morning.”

A maximum security prison would have been more egpée. The same guard frisked
him at the gate and inspected his car. “Follow httre guard said. Another guard in a
gold cart was waiting on the narrow drive, and

Ray followed him to a small parking lot near thenfr building. When he got out of his
car Allison was waiting, unarmed. She was tall eatler masculine, and when she
offered the obligatory handshake Ray had nevestefihysically overmatched. She
marched him inside, where cameras monitored evemerwith no effort at concealment.
She led him to a windowless room and passed hirtoaifsnarling officer of an
unknown variety who, with the deft touch of an bagg handler, poked and prodded
every bend and crevice except the groin, wherepiierawful moment, Ray thought he
might just take a jab there too.

“I'm just seeing my brother,” Ray finally protesteghd in doing so came close to getting
backhanded.

When he was thoroughly searched and sanitizedsoNlgathered him up again and led
him down a short hallway to a stark square roormhf#ifias though it should have had
padded walls. The only door to it had the only vewgdand, pointing to it, Allison said
gravely, “We will be watching.”



“Watching what?” Ray asked.

She scowled at him and seemed ready to knock httretfioor.

There was a square table in the center of the raotin two chairs on opposite sides. “Sit
here,” she demanded, and Ray took his designastdsm@ ten minutes he looked at the
walls, his back to the door. ; . *:

Finally, it opened, and Forrest entered alone, amad, no handcuffs, no burly guards
prodding him along. Without a word he sat acrossifRay and folded his hands
together on the table as if it was time to meditates hair was gone. A buzz cut had
removed everything but a thin stand of no more @raeighth of an inch, and above the
ears the shearing had gone to the scalp. He was-sleaven and looked twenty pounds
lighter. His baggy shirt was a dark olive buttorathowith a small collar and two large
pockets, almost military-like. It prompted Ray tifeo the first words: “This place is a
boot camp.”

“It's tough,” Forrest replied very slowly and saqftl

“Do they brainwash you?”

“That’s exactly what they do.”

Ray was there because of money, and he decidemhfoat it head-on. “So what do you
get for seven hundred bucks a day?” he began.

“A new life.”

Ray nodded his approval at the answer. Forresstaamg at him, no blinking, no
expression, just gazing almost forlornly at histbeo as if he were a stranger.

‘And you're here for twelve months?”
“At least.”
“That’'s a quarter of a million dollars.”

He gave a little shrug, as if money was not a mnoblas if he just might stay for three
years, or five.

“Are you sedated?” Ray asked, trying to provoke.him
“NO_”

“You act as if you're sedated.”



“I'm not. They don’t use drugs here. Can’t imagmey not, can you?” His voice picked
up a little steam.

Ray was mindful of the ticking clock. Allison woulse back at precisely the thirtieth
minute to break up things and escort Ray out obthkling and out of the compound
forever. He needed much more time to cover theuss, but efficiency was required
here. Get to the point, he told himself. See howhrhe’s going to admit.

“I took the old man’s last will,” Ray said. ‘Andtdok the summons he sent, the one
calling us home on May the seventh, and | studiedignatures on both. | think they’re
forgeries.”

“Good for you.” »

“Don’t know who did the forging, but | suspect iaw/you.”

“Sue me.”

“No denial?”

“What difference does it make?”

Ray repeated those words, half-aloud and in disggigftrepeating them made him angry.
A long pause while the clock ticked. “I received symmons on a Thursday. It was
postmarked in Clan-ton on Monday, the same daydyoue him to the Taft Clinic in
Tupelo to get a morphine pack. Question—how did y@unage to type the summons on
his old Underwood manual?”

“I don’t have to answer your questions.”

“Sure you do. You put together this fraud, Forrésie least you can do is tell me how it
happened. You've won. The old man’s dead. The hmugene. You have the money. No
one’s chasing you but me, and I'll be gone soofi.re how it happened.”

“He already had a morphine pack.”

“Okay, so you took him to get another one, or dlyefhatever. That's not the question.”
“But it's important.”

“Why?”

“Because he was stoned.” There was a slight bre#tiei brainwashed facade as he took
his hands off the table and glanced away.

“So he was suffering,” Ray said, trying to provaame emotions here.



“Yes,” Forrest said without a trace of emotion.

“And if you kept the morphine cranked up, then y@aa the house to yourself?”
“Something like that.”

“When did you first go back there?”

“I'm not too good with dates. Never have been.”

“Don’t play stupid with me, Forrest. He died onan8ay.”

“I went there on a Saturday.”

“So eight days before he died?”

“Yes, | guess.”

“And why did you go back?”

He folded his arms across his chest and loweredhimsand his eyes. And his voice. “He
called me,” he began, “and asked me to come seel lment the next day. | couldn’t
believe how old and sick he was, and how lonelyde®p breath, a glance up at his
brother. “The pain was terrible. Even with the gdlars, he was in bad shape. We sat on
the porch and talked about the war and how thinggdive been different if Jackson
hadn’t been killed at Chancellorsville, the sane:lmttles he’s been refighting forever.
He shifted constantly, trying to fight off the paft times it took his breath away. But he
just wanted to talk. We never buried the hatchetied to make things right. We didn’t
feel the need to. The fact that | was there wakelWanted. | slept on the sofa in his
study, and during the night | woke up to hear hameaming. He was on the floor of his
room, his knees up to his chin, shivering fromghe. | got him back in his bed, helped
him hit the morphine, finally got him still. It wabout three in the morning. | was wild-
eyed. | started roaming.”

The narrative fizzled, but the clock didn't.

“And that's when you found the money,” Ray said.

“What money?”

“The money that’'s paying seven hundred dollarsyaihdae.”

“Oh, that money.”

“That money”



“Yeah, that’'s when | found it, same place as yaweiity-seven boxes. The first one had
a hundred thousand bucks in it, so | did some tations. | had no idea what to do. | just
sat there for hours, staring at the boxes all s@d@knocently in the cabinets. | thought he
might get out of bed, walk down the hall, and catehlooking at all his little boxes, and

| was hoping he would. Then he could explain thihgle put his hands back on the table
and stared at Ray again. “By sunrise, though, ugho | had a plan. | decided I'd let you
handle the money. You're the firstborn, the favogon, the big brother, the golden boy,
the honor student, the law professor, the exectlterpne he trusted the most. I'll just
watch Ray, | said to myself, see what he does thithmoney, because whatever he does
must be right. So | closed the cabinets, slid tifa ever, and tried to act as though I'd
never found it. | came close to asking the old miaout it, but | figured that if he wanted
me to know, then he would tell me.”

“When did you type my summons?”

“Later that day. He was passed out under the peean in the backyard, in his hammock.
He was feeling a lot better, but by then he wascaeld to the morphine. He didn’t
remember much of that last week.”

“And Monday you took him to Tupelo?”

“Yes. He'd been driving himself, but since | waswand he asked me to take him over.”
“And you hid in the trees outside the clinic soam® would see you.”

“That’s pretty good. What else do you know?”

“Nothing. All I have is questions. You called methight | got the summons in the mail,
said you had received one too. You asked me ifd g@ng to call the old man. | said no.
What would’ve happened if | had called him?”

“Phones weren't working.”

“Why not?”

“The phone line runs into the basement. Theretsoad connecting switch down there.”
Ray nodded as another little mystery was solved.

“Plus, he didn’t answer it half the time,” Forrestded.

“When did you redo his will?”

“The day before he died. | found the old one, didiké it much, so | thought I'd do the
right thing and equally divide his estate betwdenttvo of us. What a ridiculous idea—



an equal split. What a fool | was. | just didn'tdemstand the law in these situations. |
thought that since we are the only heirs, that ekl divide everything equally. |
wasn’t aware that lawyers are trained to keep wieaitthey find, to steal from their
brothers, to hide assets that they are sworn tegirdo ignore their oaths. No one told
me this. | was trying to be fair. How stupid.”

“When did he die?”

“Two hours before you got there.”

“Did you kill him?”

A snort, a sneer. No response.

“Did you kill him?” Ray asked again.

“No, cancer did.”

“Let me get this straight,” Ray said, leaning fordiathe cross-examiner moving in for a
strike. “You hung around for eight days, and therernime he was stoned. Then he
conveniently dies two hours before | get there.”

“That’s right.”

“You're lying.”

“| assisted him with the morphine, okay? Feel i@ttée was crying because of the pain.
He couldn’t walk, eat, drink, sleep, urinate, deteg or sit up in a chair. You were not
there, okay? | was. He got all dressed up for yshaved his face. | helped him to the
sofa. He was too weak to press the button on thelmee pack. | pressed it for him. He
went to sleep. | left the house. You came home,fgand him, you found the money,
then you began your lying.”

“Do you know where it came from?”

“No. Somewhere on the coast, | presume. | donityeare.”

“Who burned my airplane?”

“That’s a criminal act, so | know nothing.”

“Is it the same person who followed me for a mohth?

“Yes, two of them, guys | know from prison, oldeinds. They’re very good, and you

were very easy. They put a bug under the fendgowf cute little car. They tracked you
with a GPS. Every move. Piece of cake.”



“Why did you burn the house?”
“I deny any wrongdoing.”
“For the insurance? Or perhaps to completely shaubat of the estate?”

Forrest was shaking his head, denying everythihg.door opened and Allison stuck her
long, angular face in. “Everything okay in hereg slemanded.

Fine, yes, we're swell.

“Seven more minutes,” she said, then closed ity Ha there forever, both staring
blankly at different spots on the floor. Not a sddrom the outside.

“I only wanted half, Ray,” Forrest finally said.
“Take half now.”

“Now’s too late. Now | know what I'm supposed to @ih the money. You showed
me.”

“I was afraid to give you the money, Forrest.”

“Afraid of what?”

“Afraid you’'d kill yourself with it.”

“Well, here | am,” Forrest said, waving his rightreat the room, at the ranch, at the
entire state of Montana. “This is what I'm doinghvihe money. Not exactly killing
myself. Not quite as crazy as everybody thought.”

“l was wrong.”

“Oh, that means so much. Wrong because you gothtaMyrong because I'm not such
an idiot after all? Or wrong because you want bathe money?”

“All of the above.”

“I'm afraid to share it, Ray, same as you wereaffrthe money will go to your head.
Afraid you'll blow it all on airplanes and casindsraid you’ll become an even bigger
asshole than you are. | have to protect you heag,"R

Ray kept his cool. He couldn’t win a fistfight wittis brother, and even if he could, what
would he gain by it? He'd love to take a bat andtlbem around the head, but why
bother? If he shot him he wouldn’t find the money.



“So what's next for you?” he asked with as muchamoern as he could show.

“Oh, I don’t know. Nothing definite. When you’re rehab, you dream a lot, then when
you get out all the dreams seem silly. I'll neverlgack to Memphis, though, too many
old friends. And I'll never go back to Clanton. find a new home somewhere. What
about you? What will you do now that you've blowouy big chance?”

“I had a life, Forrest, and | still do.”

“That’s right. You make a hundred and sixty thowshuocks a year, | checked it online,
and | doubt if you work real hard. No family, notial overhead, plenty of money to do
whatever you want. You got it made. Greed is anggaanimal, isn’t it, Ray? You found
three million bucks and decided you needed all. diot one dime for your screwed-up
little brother. Not one red cent for me. You tobk imoney, and you tried to run away
with it.”

“I wasn’t sure what to do with the money. Same @s.%

“But you took it, all of it. And you lied to me abbit.”

“That’s not true. | was holding the money.”

“And you were spending it—casinos, airplanes.”

“No, dammit! I don’t gamble and I've been rentinigpdanes for three years. | was
holding the money, Forrest, trying to figure it odell, it was barely five weeks ago.”

The words were louder and bouncing off the walllisdn took a look in, ready to break
up the meeting if her patient was getting stressed.

“Give me a break here,” Ray said. “You didn’t knewat to do with the money, neither
did I. As soon as | found it, someone, and | gileassomeone was either you or your
buddies, started scaring the hell out of me. Ymitddame me for running with the
money.”

“You lied to me.”

“And you lied to me. You said you hadn't talkedti@ old man, that you hadn’t set foot
in the house in nine years. All lies, Forrest. gdit of a hoax. Why did you do it? Why
didn’t you just tell me about the money?”

“Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Maybe | was going to, okay? I'm not sure what dh@anned. It's kinda hard to think
clearly when you find your father dead, then yaodfihree million bucks in cash, then



you realize somebody else knows about the monewdhdladly kill you for it. These
things don’t happen every day, so forgive me if &rtittle inexperienced.”

The room went silent. Forrest tapped his fingeriqggether and watched the ceiling. Ray
had said all he planned to say. Allison rattleddberknob, but did not enter.

Forrest leaned forward and said, “Those two firdsettouse and the airplane—you got
any new suspects?”

Ray shook his head no. “l won'’t tell a soul,” hédsa

Another pause as time expired. Forrest slowly seutilooked down at Ray. “Give me a
year. When | get out of here, then we’ll talk.”

The door opened, and as Forrest walked by, haddtamd graze Ray’s shoulder, just a
light touch, not an affectionate pat by any meansa touch nonetheless.

“See you in a year, Bro,” he said, then he was gone



