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Chapter 1

The building was bigger than I expected. It had a
brick façade punctuated by ominous, narrow windows with bars. The
rest of it was concrete block extending all the way to the other
street. Only the president’s and the visitors’ parking stalls were
paved. All the employee parking was on crushed limestone. Boxwoods
softened the front and continued around the corner.

I climbed the steps to the double glass doors and was greeted
by a stunningly endowed young woman seated behind a raised counter.
She had a telephone operator’s headset clamped over her wavy blond
hair. “Good morning. How can I help you?” Her accent emphasized and
stretched the ‘you.’

“I’m Mason Rhodes. I hope you’re expecting
me.”

“Why, yes. You’re the new engineer. Just let me
call Mr. McClure for you.”

In seconds, the rotund and familiar shape of Al McClure appeared
from a poorly lit hall. He had his right hand extended. “Mason, my
boy, welcome to South Carolina.”

I shook his hand. “Thanks. It’s colder than I
expected.”

“Ha. It’s that thin California blood. We’ll
thicken it for you in no time. Have you had coffee?”

“Yeah, I had breakfast at the motel.”

“Good, good. Did you meet Greer?” He gestured
toward the receptionist who was redirecting an incoming call.

She punched a button on the wide phone
console and reached over the counter to shake hands. “Greer
Blankenship, Mr. Rhodes.”

“Please call me Mason.”

Al said, “When she’s not answering the phone,
Greer’s our part-time secretary, but we have to share her with the
sales department—we get the half that eats.”

“Oh, Mr. McClure,” she said feigning embarrassment.

“So, how’s Debbie?” he asked turning me away
from Greer.

“I’m afraid we got divorced.”

“Oh,” he gulped, “sorry.”

“Thanks. I’m moving on.”

“Come on. Let me show you around the place.”
Al led me down the hall from which he had emerged. “This is my
office. The next one is the owner’s. Let me introduce you.”

A tall, fair-haired man rose from behind a
huge desk. “Is this our new engineer?” He reached over the mahogany
behemoth to shake hands.

“Mason, meet Aaron Stein, your new
employer.”

I wondered about the name. He didn’t look
Jewish. “Glad to meet you and thanks for the job.”

“Welcome aboard. Al tells me you’re pretty good
with a pencil. We’ve got a backlog for you, so I’m sure you’ll hit
the deck running. Go get settled in.”

Al grabbed my arm and dragged me directly
across the hall. The room was long with three old, wooden drawing
boards, files to the right, and cabinets across the back. “This
will be your office. I’m afraid you have to share it with this
character.”

The man rose from a swivel chair between a modern
drawing board and a desk. He was tall and slender with
prematurely white hair.
“John Luke Sutton at your service,” he said while shaking hands.
“Don’t believe a word Al says about me. I hear tell you’re a
western Yankee.”

That took me aback. I huffed and chuckled.
“So, my reputation precedes me?”

“I been to California.” His accent was the heaviest
I’d heard so far. “Oo-wee, way too many people for my
taste.”

“John Luke’s our electrical engineer,” Al
told me. “He also likes to tell whoppers after a couple of
cocktails.”

“It’s a lie. It’s a lie. It’s a lie. But tell me
now, do you ever bend the elbow?”

“I’ve been known to. I thought my reputation
had preceded me.”

“Well, we always take anything Al tells us
with a grain of salt. Anyway, welcome aboard. You can take
whichever of those drawing boards suits you.”

“First, let’s see the rest of the shop.” Al hauled
me through a backdoor into a dim hallway that was defined by a
chain link partition on the right and a bank of drawing files on
the left. On top of one file was an old blueprint machine that made
the space reek of ammonia. “That’s our parts department.” He cocked
his head toward the fence.

The painted cement floor was being dry mopped by a
tall, older black man who wore a fedora, shiny dark blue suit
pants, and a uniform shirt that had U.S. Automation appliqued above the name, Willy.

“Willy’s our custodian.” The man nodded as we
passed and kept mopping. “Don’t let him corner you,” Al whispered.
“He’ll tell you that we never went to the moon. This is John Luke’s
electrical assembly room. You’ll want to meet his girl-Friday.”

Through the wire glass, I saw the upper torso of a
dark-haired woman who was soldering semi-conductors to a printed
circuit board. “Holy shit, Al, what is that woman doing with a
soldering iron? She ought to be modeling.”

Al laughed. “I told you you’d want to meet
her. She’s married, by the way.” He opened the door and ushered me
into the cramped room. “Jill, I’d like you to meet our new engineer
straight out of California.”

She studied me with icy blue eyes. Her face tended
toward round, and her hair curved in at the jawbone. Finally, she
broke into a smile that caused a sensation I forgot existed while
she reached a dainty hand toward me. “Hey,” she said in a breathy
voice.

“Hi, I, uh, I’m Mason.”

“Pleased to meet you.” She stretched ‘you’
even longer than Greer Blankenship had. “I’m Jill Rawlins.”

“Come on,” Al said, “I’ll show you the prototype
shop before John Luke accuses us of slowing down
production.”

Still smiling, Jill said, “See you ’round,
Mason.”

Al’s admonition about her being married resonated
in my head. In the second before he pulled me from the room, I
noticed that she wore tight, light-blue pants and an off-white
blouse. A bib apron and the workbench concealed her shape except
for the fact that she was slender. I followed Al through the door
without being able to think of anything else to say.

Jill’s
little room was off the production area, which dominated the shop.
It was such a maze of activity, I couldn’t really tell how many or
what types of machines were being assembled. I was used to working
on one machine at a time. This was impressive.
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After Al finished introducing me to a couple dozen
Bubbas, Busters, and Jimmies—and at least one Cooter—I settled
behind the rear drawing board in the institution green engineering
office. The counter beneath the cabinets served as a reference desk
where I completed the obligatory tax forms and contemplated how I
came to this foreign country a continent away from everything I
knew.

Back in the Golden
State, Albert McClure, my employer of five-some years, walked into
my office and helped himself to the visitor’s chair. “Mason, my
boy, I’ve accepted a job.”

Thinking that he
meant a new order, I asked, “Oh, yeah? What is it and who
from?”

“No, I got the
proverbial offer I can’t refuse, and I’ve accepted a job
offer.”

“What?”

“You know we just
can’t seem to get any traction here. Rose-Marie is giving me a lot
a pressure. She says if I don’t take the job, she’ll leave me.”

There had been plenty
of weeks when I had to wait for my paycheck. I knew we were living
hand-to-mouth, but that didn’t lessen the shock. “Christ, Al,
when?”

“Today. This fellow,
Stein, owner of U.S. Automation, agreed to
buy all the equipment. I’m leaving this Friday. Rose-Marie will
handle getting the furniture moved. You know I’ll find a place for
you.”

That eased my anxiety
a little. “Where is it?”

Al squirmed in the
old metal chair. “Bonneville, South Carolina.”

“Holy shit. South
Carolina?”

“It’s a growing
place. Now that Carter is in office, all sorts of businesses are
going to move south for favorable taxes and non-union labor. The
real estate’s a steal.”

“But South
Carolina?”

“It’s in the
foothills—beautiful country.”

“I’ll have to think
on it.”

“Okay, but look, I
also talked to Jim Ewart at Ewart Products, you remember him.”

“How could I forget
the asshole and his sycophant plant manager?”

“He’s agreed to take
you on as a consultant if you don’t decide to come with me. They’re
still having trouble keeping their line running.”

The prospect of
troubleshooting a cantankerous machine for which I was originally
responsible in the shop of a disgruntled customer had tremendous
appeal. I packed my drawing tools in my battered briefcase and went
home in the middle of the morning. Debbie did not take the news
well. The day passed at a glacial pace with frost hanging from the
very few words spoken.

In the morning I went
to see Jim Ewart. The prick said, “The piece of crap is your fault
in the first place. I ought to sue your ass.”

“Me? I was just an
employee. Go ahead and sue the corporation if you like. You won’t
get anything.”

“Yeah, yeah, I got
that. Look, I’ll give you two hundred a week if you can keep the
damn thing running.”

“Agreed, I’ll start
tomorrow.” I felt like I had just agreed to the Chinese water
torture.

The balmy spring
morning didn’t feel right. I expected the weather to match my mood.
Any appeal South Carolina might have had withered in the perfect
morning sun. Clearly, I was too distracted to drive. Somehow I made
it home in one piece. The garage door tilted inward and began to
reveal an empty space where Debbie’s car should be. I parked and
went into the house. A folded piece of notepaper stood on the glass
café table in the kitchen. My name was on the outside. I opened
it.

 


This is the last straw. I am filing for divorce.

 


I tore it in quarters and put it in the trash under
the sink, then I sat at the table and thought. It started with
indifference in the bedroom, then morphed into withholding
affection followed by angry denials. There were irrational
outbursts around PMS time. We went to a
counselor who started making house calls while I was at work. He
was a gem. I should have seen it coming, but I pushed all that
aside and tried to think of my options.

There weren’t many. It turned out to be the
longest, most miserable year of my life. I spent most days in the
toxic atmosphere of Ewart Products. As long as I was there, the
machine ran like a dream. An hour after I left, it went
haywire, and skeins of plastic
film wadded into impenetrable masses of wasted material and spoiled
product. The night mechanic spent hours hacking the mess from the
rollers while the operators sat in the break room. He’d attempt
some Rube Goldberg fix that I had to undo in the morning an hour
before the dayshift started.

Every month or so, I’d get some lame documents
from the court via my equally lame lawyer. I sold the rental
property and counted the days until the divorce was final. By
California standards, it was a relatively quick dissolution. On the
day the judge signed the decree, I abandoned Ewart without telling
anybody that I would
never be back. She took the house and waived spousal support. There
were no kids, and the proceeds of the sale of the rental property
equalized our home’s equity.

My parents happened to call from Idaho that same
day to wish me a happy birthday. I was about to turn twenty-seven
and was already divorced. It seemed a good time to make a new start. They wished me
luck and made me promise to call more often.

After I slipped a ‘see you later’ note under my
landlady’s door, I
stuffed my clothes into the backseat of the only hard asset I took
from the settlement, my 1972 Pontiac Firebird. The trip across the
country took five boring, torturous days. It was hard to keep my
eyes open on those endless straightaways in New Mexico and west
Texas until I lurked around a truck stop long enough to score a
handful of Bennies.

It was dinnertime on a Tuesday when I checked into
the Pettigru Motor Inn in downtown Bonneville, South Carolina. The
motel was next door to a Morrison’s Cafeteria where I had
hushpuppies, catfish filets, and sweet tea—unfortunately, they did
not serve liquor.


Chapter 2

I was reading the employee manual when John Luke
stood and said, “Hey, Mason, you ready to put on the feedbag?”

It startled me. The place had been
morgue-like all morning. “Yeah, sure.” I figured the sooner I went
native the better.

Al stood in the doorway of his office. “Did I
hear someone say lunch?”

“Sure did,” John Luke said. “It’s my turn to
buy, so it’s your turn to drive.”

Al drove a seventy-vintage Cadillac El Dorado with
a Landau top. I got into the backseat for the five-minute ride to a
place called The Castle. It was a long, windowless building painted
white. Inside was one big room labyrinthine with tables and
upholstered armchairs. The host put us at a table in the center of
the uncrowded place. A bar covered the rear wall, and I was
dumbfounded to see the shelves were stacked with
mini-bottles.

“Are we in an airplane?” I asked.

Al chuckled. “State law. The server has to
break the seal in front of you.”

“It’s to make sure you’re not getting Jake
leg moonshine,” John Luke said as the waitress arrived at the
table.

She was dressed in a frilly uniform like a French
maid except that it was all white. It showed a lot of cleavage and
the lower half of her ass, which stimulated my appetite. The girl
was almost albino blond and built to attract attention. Her face
was sweet and her smile worth money. “Hey, y’all, who’s the new
guy?”

“Darlin’,” John Luke said, “this here’s Mason. Mason, say hey to
Mary Lou.”

“Hello, Mary Lou,” I managed to say while I was
wondering how much time and money I was going to spend in this
place.

“What’ll you have, Mason? I know what these two
want.”

“How about rum and Coke?”

“You got it, honey.”

She went to the bar, and my eyes were riveted
to that posterior until she turned sideways at the waitress
station.

Al laced his fingers together and leaned on the
table. “Don Rogers called me. He took an order for a take-away
conveyor.”

“Who’s he?” I asked.

“Salesman for the mid-Atlantic states. It’s a
straightforward bucket conveyor eight feet long, but he promised it
would ship with an MA80 that’s due
a week from Friday.”

I wasn’t clear what an MA80 was. “Is this a standard conveyor?”

“No, but it’s simple. To make the delivery,
the fab shop will have to have the drawings first thing Monday
morning.”

John Luke laughed and slapped the table.
“Nothing like a little pressure on day one.”

Mary Lou brought the drinks and twisted the
caps from the silly little bottles. “Y’all ready to order?”

We placed orders, and I was still watching her
retreat as Al said, “Don Rogers said he thought we made a similar
conveyor for an outfit called Crowsley. It might be worth checking
the files in the hallway.”

I finished my tuna melt and third rum and Coke.
There just wasn’t enough in those stupid little bottles to do any good. As soon as we
returned to the office, I went into the hall to search the drawing
log for Crowsley. Jill Rawlins was talking to old Willy by the
blueprint machine.

“Hey, Mason, did y’all meet Willy?”

“Briefly. I met everyone briefly.”

“How do, Mr. Mason,” he said nodding.

“Did you go to The Castle with John Luke and
Mr. McClure?” She smiled and took my mind off of Mary Lou.

“I did. Nice place.”

“I gotta run. I relieve Greer while she takes
lunch.” Those baby blue pants she was wearing clung to her hips,
which I finally got to scrutinize as she swayed down the hall to
the main office door.

“That there’s one nice lady,” Willy said.
“Y’all know that moon landin’ was a lie.”

“That’s an interesting idea. We’ll have to
talk about it sometime. Right now, I’ve got to find a drawing.”

“No, sir. We never went to God’s moon.” He moved
down the hall pushing a broom.

I found Crowsley easy enough, but the
conveyor looked nothing like what we needed, so I returned to my
drawing board, taped down a sheet of vellum, and went to work. I
drew past quitting time and was still at it when old Willy stuck
his head in the door.

“Mr. Mason, I gots to lock up now.” I walked out
with him and stood on the concrete stoop while he locked the front
doors. “Y’all be workin’ late, ask Mr. Stein for a key. G’night,
now.”

He walked toward an old pickup truck parked under
the mercury vapor light hanging on a phone pole at the edge of the
parking lot. Before he climbed into the gray and rusted Ford, he
waved. I returned it and went to my own car. How was this place going to
work for me?
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The rest of the week looked the same as day
one—frantic drawing, lunch at The Castle, ogle Mary Lou, and work
until Willy shooed me out the door. Every time I ran into Jill
Rawlins, she was talking to the janitor who I realized wasn’t as
old as I had thought. He never missed a chance to pitch his fake
moon landing theory. I spent some time with John Luke discussing
the conveyor’s drive so he could have the controls built. On Friday
afternoon, I took a set of prints to the office of the production
manager, Harley Edwards, who I had not seen since Al dragged me
through the shop on my first day.

He looked up from a work order. “You mean to
tell me you got those drawings done in three days?”

“It’s pretty simple. I could have done it in two
and a half if I didn’t have to listen to John Luke’s tall tales all
day.”

He snorted. “Are they right?”

“Nobody’s checked them. Let me know if you
find a problem.”

He unrolled the prints on his desk and put his
finger on the bill of materials, then searched for the part on the
top view. The item numbers that identify the components on a
technical drawing are shown in little circles called balloons that
have arrows pointing to the part in the drawing. He raised his eyes
to meet mine. “You put the balloons in numerical order.”

“Nice touch, huh?”

“Yes, sir, it’s a very nice touch indeed. So,
if you’ll excuse me, I’ll just go get a couple of guys to come in
tomorrow to start cutting steel.”

I took that as a sign of approval.

My plan was to look for a place to rent on
Saturday, but since the shop was working overtime on my first
project, I thought I’d stop in first to see if there were any
problems in the drawings.

The place was eerily quiet. I could hear the buzz
of a band saw cutting channels and the occasional crash of a shear
cutting sheet metal. The saw operator’s name would have been lost
on me if it weren’t embroidered on his shirt—‘Dale,’ Dale Massey, I
remembered. He said, “Hey.”

“Good morning,” I said. “Any problems?”

“Not with the cut list.” He scribbled the item
number on a piece of channel with a paint marker. “You hear about
Willy?”

“What about Willy?”

“Somebody done lynched our nigger.”

“Holy shit. What happened?”

“Don’t know. They found him hanging from a
light pole on Church Street.”

I opened and closed my mouth a couple times until
I realized that I looked like a bass. “Does this happen often around here?”

“More often over to Travelers’ Rest or Spartanburg.
This is the first lynching hereabouts I remember.”

“Jesus, this is awful. Does he have a
family?”

“Yeah, he did. I don’t know how many
young-uns he’s got.”

My opinion of South Carolina was in flux.
“Anybody have a clue why?”

“Ten to one says there’s a white woman
involved.”

“Okay,” I said in some kind of shock. “Leave me a note if you find any
mistakes in the drawings.”

“Nice touch putting the balloons in
order.”

“Thanks.” I walked back toward the shop door
and left to look at some rentals.

The reasonableness of the rents astounded
me. An old brick house
on a hill with easily two acres of grassy yard and a winding drive
lined by myrtles caught my eye. It was way more space than I
needed, but the price was laughably cheap. The ad said to ask for
Mr. Hampton.

He answered the phone, “L. Waco Hampton, the
third speaking.”

I almost laughed. He arranged to meet me at
his office on Church Street at four o’clock. It registered in my
mind that Willy’s body had been found hanging on Church Street. I
hoped they took it down.

Since I didn’t have a bank account yet, I paid L.
Waco, III in cash and received a set of keys. He told me the place
hadn’t been occupied for a long time and then regaled me about his
work for the prevention of cruelty to animals.

It was rather impulsive to have rented the
place without seeing inside—well, I peeked through the windows, so
I drove back to it and let myself in the backdoor. Apparently, it
had been recently cleaned. There were no cobwebs or dust balls on
the hardwood floors. I winced at the thought of furnishing the
place. Mentally, I tried to calculate the cost of a bed and
refrigerator, then I discovered that it had an oil-fired heater,
and I added the cost of a tank of oil to the essential expenses. I
had to force down a case of renters’ remorse.

My next disappointment was the discovery that
the stores at the mall closed at six and that nothing would be open
on Sunday.


Chapter 3

Monday started with whispers. Everybody huddled in
pairs and looked stunned. Greer’s eyes were red and swollen, and
she constantly dabbed at her nose with a Kleenex. I heard that the
police interviewed the owner, Aaron Stein, and Harley Edwards, who
was Willy’s direct supervisor, on Sunday. The newspaper covered it
on the fourth page without calling it a lynching. They said Willy
Manigault had been found dead, and foul play was suspected.

Al called me into his office, and after the ‘too
bad about Willy’ intro, got down to business. “A division of Dixie
Paper has three of our MA160s,
and they’re threatening to return all of them if we can’t solve the
problem of the clamp bars warping when they get hot. All they did
when they developed it was take the same design from the
MA120
and make it longer. It needs to
be stouter and braced in the middle. Dixie Paper gave us two weeks
to solve the problem before they ship all three machines back.
There’s an MA160 in the
showroom. Get it moved to the prototype shop and see what you can
do.”

“Two weeks? That precludes getting parts made
outside,” I said.

“Yep, it probably does.”

Harley Edwards was gracious enough to have the
machine moved for me, but he was adamantly opposed to loaning me a
mechanic. I had to change the plug on a 440-volt power outlet and caused an arc that melted a
spot on my rayon shirt. When the machine heated, I stuck a mirror
into the gap between the clamp bars and saw that the problem was
obvious. They were a quarter-inch apart at the ends and over half
an inch apart in the center. The original drawings were in the file
under the ammonia reeking blueprint machine. I took them into the
office and began redesigning.

On Wednesday, I ran into an electrical issue, and John Luke wasn’t at
his desk. I went looking for him in his little assembly room. Jill
greeted me, “Hey, Mason, are you getting settled in?”

“Oh, yes, slowly. I rented a place out on
Poinsett Highway—a big old brick house on a hill.”

“The old Hampton place? I know it. A lot of space
for just y’all. It is just y’all, isn’t it?”

“Just me. I shouldn’t have done it, but I
love the location.”

“Oh, I know. It’s beautiful—so secluded.” Her
smile and her breathy voice had an enervating effect on me.

“Do you know where John Luke is hiding?”

“He was here a few minutes ago. Say, have you
seen the new library yet?”

What did the library have to do with
John Luke? “No.”

“I volunteer there a little. They have a section
devoted to William Faulkner with first editions of all his
work—most signed.”

“Great. I’d like to see that.” I was trying
to remember the last time I’d read Faulkner.

“Unless you’re working late again, why don’t
you stop by on your way home? I’ll show them to you.”

If she had offered to show me skunk cabbage, I
would have jumped at the chance. I idly wondered how solid her marriage was. “I’d
like that. What’s the address?” She wrote on a scratch pad, and I
thought to ask, “Isn’t it awful about Willy?”

Her response puzzled me. She physically jerked. “It’s so much more awful
than you know.” One tear welled in her celestial blue eyes and ran
down her cheek.

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have mentioned
it.”

“I can’t talk about it. I’ll see you at the
library.” She was
sobbing as I left feeling terrible.

John Luke appeared, and we went to the prototype shop to point and
wave our arms over the faulty machine. I went back to the drawing
board with a vague idea of his wiring needs.

For the first time, I wasn’t the last one out the
door. I drove to the library intensely curious about what was about
to happen. I asked at the service counter for a library card
application, and before the older woman could rip one from a pad,
Jill was beside me.

“Hey, Mason.”

I couldn’t get used to this ‘hey’ business.
“Hi, Jill. Thought I might as well get a card while I’m here.”

She took me to a room on the second floor. Faulkner shared it with their
local history collection. Jill showed me several volumes with
inscriptions to unknown people. It was interesting to see his
handwriting and to smell the musty old books, but exactly what we
were doing there was uppermost in my mind.

We chatted about books and what we
liked to read. I asked
about her volunteer service at the library. “Just a few hours a
week to get me out of the house,” was her offhand reply. After a
little more polite and inconsequential conversation, she said,
“Well, I’d best be getting home to start supper.”

I walked her to her car, and we parted with,
“See you tomorrow.”

The application in my hand was getting a
little mutilated, so I went back inside and completed it.
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During the week, I acquired a bed, a used
refrigerator, a black plush recliner, and a television. The
reception was okay, but the NBC affiliate
went off the air at eleven-thirty. Saturday morning, I fixed myself
breakfast before going to the office to continue detailing my
proposed fix for the MA160. About two, I
was thinking of calling it a day when I heard the front door open
and footsteps in the hall. I looked over the top of the drawing
board and saw Jill Rawlins enter the office.

“Hey,” she said.
“Still at it?”

“Just getting ready
to quit.”

“I was going to see
if there’s a lightbulb in the parts room that will fit my sewing
machine.”

“Really?”

“I think there’s an
indicator light on the MA120 that’s the
right size.”

“Really?” I was at a
loss for words. Did she honestly come to the shop on Saturday to
steal a lightbulb?

“Help me look.”

I thought the parts
room was locked. It was, but she had a key. She led to the section
where she said the MA series parts were
and squatted to examine items on the bottom shelf. The narrow aisle
was dim in the glow of a distant skylight. When she stood
empty-handed, I took her upper arm and turned her. Her eyelids
fluttered. I pulled her to me and kissed her open mouth. She
responded eagerly until she went limp in my arms. If I hadn’t been
holding her, she would have collapsed.

Seconds passed in the
silence of the empty warehouse. Her eyes fluttered again. “Oh,” she
breathed, “I’m so sorry.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m a little
hypoglycemic. I got lightheaded.”

“I don’t usually have
that effect on women.”

“Hey, you just did.”
She kissed me again and pressed her body against me. In the end,
she laughed lightly and smiled that man-wilting smile. “That was
something. I better go now before somebody comes looking for
me.”

“Somebody?”

“Michael’s the
possessive type. He won’t give me the time of day, but won’t let me
out of his sight for ten minutes.”

I wasn’t sure what to
do
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