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Lewis, June 1984

The bays of the bloodhounds echoed in Lewis Pearson’s ears, stabbing arrows of sound finally growing fainter, a receding chorus of drunk owls. Ferns brushed his cheeks like tarantula hairs as he crawled hard and low through the swamp. The night air was thick. Droplets condensed and ran down his cheeks.

“Fog,” he huffed. “Good!”

“Yeah, right,” Dalton Williams grunted behind him.

The soft brushing against Lewis’s cheeks changed to sharp nips and pricks. They multiplied, biting harder with every yard. One ripped at his forehead, another snatched at his shirt. Lewis could not avoid them. He was blind, had been since early childhood.

“Briar patch, better.” he chuffed.

“Oh sure,” Dalton croaked.

Lewis kept slogging forward. A rancid stench hit his nostrils. He heard Dalton gagging on it. “Skunk cabbage!” he rejoiced in a whisper. “Ain’t no way those hounds will take to this!”

“Great,” came the deadpan voice behind. “Dark, foggy, can’t see, tore up by stickers, now we bein’ gassed. Great."

“Shut up and push harder, Dalt!” Lewis hissed. “You know that I cain’t see no-how, but if you cain’t see, then them cracker cops cain’t see. If this fog and skunk cabbage will hold for another hundred yards, we might shake Branagan and that posse and hole up for the night.”

“Lewis,” he growled back, “they can just have my black ass if I got to deal with this shit another hundred yards! Say, how you know it be Branagan?”

“You said the lead man was dressed all in black. Everybody knows that man is Posseman Branagan.”

“I still ain’t gonna wallow in this here stinkin’ shit you goin’ into.” “Ain’t no time to quit,” Lewis shot back and rolled in the skunk cabbage and mud. “Need I remind you what Branagan will do to you if he get you? Cover yourself with this slime, man. I’m telling you, them dogs can’t follow skunk cabbage. Throws their scent all to hell!”

“No way, man! Be going too damn far.”

“Then just crawl off and give yourself up! But mind, you better convince Branagan you running solo.”

Lewis heard a long sigh, then the squish and squash of wallowing.

The two men belly-crawled deeper into the swamp for the next eighty yards. Yeah, Lewis knew, the Pittsylvania County Posseman Branagan and the other white Virginia cops would go a good piece to catch two black Death Row escapees, but nothing but a haint—and maybe the two of them—could get through all this mess.

Lewis followed a raised tree root for a good ten feet then gently bumped his head against its trunk. He crawled all around her, keeping one hand on her trunk. He figured a girth of eight feet. Grandmother water oak, judging from the scaly roughened bark and raised roots. Lewis lay still and listened to the receding sounds of dogs yipping and thrashing, then the place became quiet except for his hard breathing, Dalt’s muttered curses, and the constant drip from the twigs overhead.

Lewis had been seriously blind since a trachoma infection hit him when he was five years old. Back then, mid 1950s, in his country home in the toe of Virginia there was no real care for trachoma for a kid with no father, no money, no car and no information. Corneal scarring, they called it. Nobody cared about it in school, either. Lewis was just one more presumably dumb black kid in a segregated school where most of the kids dropped out early each year to work the crops.

At school Lewis had been able to see irregular brighter and darker blobs.

He had been able to see that there was a lighter side to the schoolroom with some splotches spaced at intervals, just not that they were windows.

Lewis grabbed the first low branch on the water oak and started climbing. With branches jutting out every foot or so, he was twenty feet up in no time, right there with the Spanish moss. Didn’t worry about being seen. Even if a few of those crackers were still stumbling around on the edge of the swamp, they couldn’t see a black man covered in black slime through the blanket of fog that lay between him and them. Good as a country preacher’s mercy cloth.

Lewis was free, at least for this moment in time. He lay back against that mothering trunk like a baby in his Momma’s arms. It was sweet. A little break to drink up the amazement of what they’d just done.

Six men had conned their way off Virginia’s Death Row in Mecklenburg, the maxi prison dead south of Richmond and just ten miles north of the Carolina line. They’d joked about riding the Midnight Special. They’d hogtied the guards on duty, got hold of their uniforms, called in a bomb scare on the cellblock intercom, then ran out the gate to a waiting van with the “bomb”, which wasn’t anything but a fire extinguisher covered in garbage bags and dribbling dry chemical smoke. They’d completely bamboozled the prison’s Chief of Security who, unusual for a man of his rank, had actually been on duty during the second shift when they went out.

The Bouton brothers called the shots inside the escape group and they had let a blind man in on it due to the fact they owed Lewis. He had saved Jamie Bouton’s life in a prison yard fight and called in his chips for the escape. But that didn’t cover the assignment of a partner, so Lewis had gotten stuck with Dalton. Dalt’s company was a temporary necessity—but he was trouble, foolish, and because of that, dangerous. The whole thing went so smoothly that Lewis figured there might have been some hinky business involved. Hinky also because the Row had gone through a shakedown just two days before the escape but the guards hadn’t found any of the shanks the Bouton brothers had stashed in preparation.

Once down the road, the men had all split up in pairs. Dalt and Lewis had headed for the Mackeson Bog, shown on the map Lewis’s Sis had smuggled inside the pages of a Bible—book of Revelations, no jive. The bog was just over the Carolina line, and now it had saved the pair.  
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Lewis

Lewis sat in his little space and relaxed, keeping the radar tuned for changes in the soundscape. Birds, small mammals rustling in the underbrush, frogs peeping and croaking their salutes to the spring, the general sighing breeze over the foliage of the land. There was nothing from human sources until, after another five minutes, Dalt started up. Lewis slithered back down to put the lid on. Not that he really thought the cops had left a lookout or a listening post, but he was taking no chances. Dalt was just puffed up enough to give the crackers for free what they’d just failed to take at cost. “What this proves,” he was saying when Lewis touched ground, “is that Marcuse is right. The honkies are one dimensional.” “Whisper, Dalt!” Lewis hissed.

“Ain’t talking all that loud, man,” Dalt whined, but he took it down a notch just the same. “Anyway, like I was saying, they’ve got no dialectical depth.”

Against his better judgment, Lewis bit. “What the hell does that mean, Dalt?”

“See, they assumed that any escape attempt by convicts against their system of massive force would have to be based on force as well. So they missed it. They didn’t expect us to be smart enough to con them into voluntarily opening the gates. We exposed one of their contradictions.”

“Hell, Dalt. I don’t know about no contradictions, but you ask me, I’d say the system is they don’t pay those screws jack. They got no incentive. They work hard, they stay on top of things, or they don’t, it don’t make no difference, they still gonna get piss poor pay. About as dialectical as a dollar bill.”

Dalt snorted in derision. “That’s not at all what I meant. You need mental discipline, Lewis. That’s what’s going to build the revolution.”

That did it. There was no winning anything off Dalt on the basis of words.

“Well now I definitely got to go with you on the discipline, Dalt,” he said. “Which means right now you better keep your mouth shut. This ain’t no funky reefer party in the college dorm. Now we got some safety, I’m a get some sleep before the sun comes up. OK by you?”

Lewis crawled around till his hands found some semidry tufts of broom grass and lay down, waiting for the last word to hit his ears, which Dalt was going to get in, no matter what.

“To be continued,” he said.

“...and that’s why we got to listen to Malcolm’s voice. He was a con like us, Lewis. I mean he did time and learned how to deal with the Man inside, under the gun.”

Breakfast at Dalton’s. Lewis couldn’t believe it. How long had Dalt been droning on? Once again, against his better judgment, Lewis took the bait.

“Just who is the Man, Dalt? Bottom line?”

“Aww come on Badger, you know, the MAN, the honky, the slave driver, the bankers. The capitalist class. The Bourgeoisie.”

“You ever seen a slave driver, Dalt?”

“No, I haven’t, man, but I’m talking symbolic here.”

“As opposed to a banker? ’Cause I know you seen a banker up close.” Lewis heard a deep sigh go out of Dalt’s chest.

“You know damn well my old man works for a bank, sorry to say. He’s a Neegro Philadelphia banker. His boss, the CFO at PNB, always puts my pop out front when the liberal society widows come around with their inheritance money. Yeah, underneath all that ‘Mister Williams, Executive Assistant to the President’ bullshit, that honky treated my pop like a monkey on a leash!”

“Dalt, lemme understand this, OK? You aren’t proud because he got far up in the world?”

“Hell no! I hated him every morning when he left home to kiss that pink ass and loathed him every night when he came home grinning and shucking about his promotions like some dandy-dancing minstrel.”

“But you didn’t mind using some of that bread he brought home to go to that fancy college—right?”

“Go to hell, Badger. I say use the Man’s money against him. That’s all I was doing. Hey, what is this? Who gives you the right to cross examine me?” “Not me, Dalt. I’m just a country boy. I got my own picture of the Man, all right?”

For Lewis, the Man had been a man. His name was Cheney, the straw boss at Rehab Industries, Inc. in Pittsylvania County, Virginia. Lewis never knew his Dad, and his Granpop died in ’68, just when Lewis had turned 17. His Momma had to work all the time down at the laundry. His Sis worked four days a week, cleaning for the white women in town. Momma made minimum wage, Sis less than that, and all of it combined wasn’t quite enough to buy the food and pay the rent in the old shotgun shack where the three lived. That meant Lewis getting a job, and Cheney had offered him work at Rehab, Inc. Since Cheney was also the landlord on the shack, Lewis didn’t really have much choice. Cheney had come by every month for years to pick up rent money.

Then, once Sis had near about grown up, Lewis noticed one thing different. Cheney’s voice had changed. Lewis would hear him on the porch talking to her. His big clodhoppers would shuffle a little, and he’d speak kind of high and honey-like. “You sure are growing up in the right places, Emmaline,” Cheney would say. Or “I bet some day you’ll make some man wear hisself a grin all the time.” Crap like that.

Lewis knew Sis wouldn’t give anything up to that sorry-ass man, of course, but Cheney laid his whiskey soaked breath on her and that was bad enough.

Rehab, Inc. made a prison factory look good. Only instead of license plates, the men and women who worked there turned out steel furniture for state offices.

Cheney picked the blind guys up in his van every morning. It was set u like a paddy wagon, two benches running parallel along the side panels, all kinds of Cheney’s tools and junk in the middle, no windows. Hot in summer, cold in winter.

Every word that Cheney ever said to Lewis stank with whiskey. He could smell Cheney coming long before he opened his mouth to speak. Cheney would get right up in Lewis’s face, thinking Lewis wouldn’t know he was there till he barked.

“Move it along, darkie,” he’d say when the line suddenly sped up and the men had a pile of chairs to stamp, which often happened because the line ran like an accordion, slow then fast then slow. “The Commonwealth of Virginia don’t have money to waste on lazy colored slackers sucking on the gov’mint tit. That’s why we give you blind bats a quota of chairs to stamp ever’ damn day. You got a problem with that, boy?”

“Only that we got to go with the flow of the line, Mr. Cheney,” Lewis would reply.

Cheney always dropped Lewis home last. Every time they’d had a run in during the day, he’d be that much more pushy about seeing Sis that night. Cheney wouldn’t leave sometimes unless Sis gave him some iced tea or even some food. Lewis hated it all, the job, the whiskey breath, and most of all, the insult and shame Cheney put on Sis. That’s when Lewis really hated his blindness.

Yeah, he’d met the Man, all right.

“Think I’ll just listen to the sounds out there for awhile, Dalt,” Lewis said, sweeping his open palm around, crawled a few yards away, found another tree trunk and snuggled next to its base.

The feeling of cool bark at his back was just the kind of thing Lewis had lived for when he was a young country boy. A mild breeze blew the scents of farms from downwind. A train moaned its crossing signal a few miles off, followed by the call of a nearby dove. Lewis pursed his lips and called to the bird. He struck up a little rap with the dove right there in the swamp. He sighed deep and tuned in to the audible world that stretched out around him, creaking and twittering and moaning by turns: crickets, doves, wood frogs, trees. And with each warble, each peep, each flutter, something inside Lewis began to stir, to answer, something long thought dead. The skin on his upturned cheek began to tighten as it warmed in a sunbeam. His back molded itself to the hollow of the tree trunk where it met the ground. A bent fern pushed back beneath his raised knee. The air began moving again, responding to the sun, riffling through the curls in his mud-stiffened hair, bringing the pungency back that had contributed to his safety during the swamp crawl the night before. This world Lewis could understand. This world was his future too—as a free man.

The woods on the sharecrop farm where Lewis was raised had come right down behind Granpop’s shotgun house. Granpop doted on him, and took him all over that woods. Back then Lewis could halfway see. When things began to go dimmer, his Granpop had cut Lewis some wide trails with his bush ax so Lewis could make his way around and still have some kind of an outdoor life. Lewis caught his first smallmouth bass by casting his Momma’s biscuit dough balls and letting them drift on a hook down the creek that ran at the bottom of the ridge.

Then Granpop died, Momma couldn’t make ends meet, and Cheney took over Lewis’s life and threatened Sis. One day, when Lewis heard her yelling at Cheney to stop putting his hands up her skirt, Lewis came out onto the porch swinging a fireplace poker and yelled for Sis to run into the field. Cheney came at him, ripped the poker right out of Lewis’s hand and stomped off the porch, roaring after Sis like a thundering bull. His clod-hoppers banged on the hardscrabble dirt, Lewis heard his huffing and puffing for about 30 seconds as he ran off then he couldn’t hear Cheney anymore. Lewis simply couldn’t tell if Cheney had caught Sis or not.

Fear rose up inside him. He shook like a drunk coming off a binge. He called her name, again and again. His ears roared and overcame all other sound. Then, after some minutes, Lewis dragged himself over to the porch swing and sat there.

Eventually, he felt Sis’s weight on the swing. She took his hand and the buzzing in his head subsided to a hum. They sat there as Sis caught her breath. Faintly, through the hum in his ears, Lewis heard the sound of a motor cranking to life, then the sound of tires on gravel.

Lewis dared not ask her. Acknowledging it, sharing it, would be too much for both of them if the worst had happened.

And that day, Lewis swore to himself it would never happen again.

Six months later Lewis and Sis’s mother died of a stroke. He hated it, but they were more dependent than ever on Cheney, Rehab Inc., and all that went with it.
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Lewis

Lewis and Dalton napped the afternoon away. When it got dark again they found their way out of the bog and hit an old dirt road heading south and by predawn came up near Warrenton. They silently crossed behind a trailer park and Dalt grabbed some pants and a shirt somebody had left on a clothesline. A couple of dogs barked, but Dalt said no lights came on and nobody came out to investigate. A little farther on the pair found an abandoned shack, smelling of must, dust and the refuse of previous itinerants, perfect for hiding out during the daylight hours. Dalt tried on the clothes and they more or less fit him, not Lewis.

Dalt went scouting while it was still in the predawn and came back with the news that he’d seen a 24-hour Laundromat, a convenience store and a gas station, and best of all, a ‘79 Chevy parked behind it. Judging from the wet grease stains underneath it, he thought the car just might run when hot wired. It had been a long night. Lewis and Dalt took separate corners in the two room shack, scrunched up against the walls, and drifted off to a deep sleep.

When they woke up a few hours later, Dalt came up with the kicker. “Best I go into town, now it dark again, check out that car, see if I can hot wire it, man. I’ll check that Laundromat for some clothes I can boost for you, too. Then I’ll double back here. You down with that, Lewis?”

“That’s just it, Dalt,” Lewis said. “It sounds OK. But I don’t know if it is OK. What that comes down to, man, is if you’re OK. To check out that car you got to creep into that town, walk around, and deal with nothing but the business. No thinking about your girl friend back in Virginia. Be alert. Anything could happen. So what I’m saying, Dalt, can you deal with that?”

“Me? Hey jack, I’m cool.”

“Forget it, Dalt!” Lewis said. “That’s the kind of bulljive I’m talking about. Shit! Just don’t even talk to me, man, you cain’t do no better that that!”

Dalt jumped back and slammed the wall with his fist. “Well dig you, Lewis. My main man!” Hit the wall again. “So effing righteous. Yet and still, here you sit, blind, in your slimy stinking screw’s suit, talking bout getting all the way down to some farm in Klan country with every honkie cop in twenty states looking for your worthless black butt, and you got to diss the one dude in the whole world who’s trying to help!”

Dalt stomped into the other room. That gave Lewis time to take a breath and slow his heartbeat. The crushing facts were just as Dalt had stated them. There was no choice. The time for options had passed. He caved.

“Yeah, OK, bro,” Lewis said after a couple of long minutes, patting the air in a gesture of resignation. “Guess I don’t need to be dissing you. Deal is, I’m uptight on this situation ‘cause I have to need you, man, and I don’t never like to need nobody. Not ever.”

After a few seconds Lewis felt Dalt’s hand on his shoulder. “Yeah, well, I can deal with that, you know?” he said, oblivious to the unwilling surrender, the resignation in Lewis’s voice and wording.

Lewis reached up and gave Dalt’s arm a slow, hard squeeze, then let go. “I’m near about crazy tired,” he said, voice flat, dull. “If you got the energy, you deal with the car. See you later, bro,” he said, and grimaced in weary defeat.

“Solid,” said Dalt, already back in jive mode.

Dalton’s footfalls scuffed across the floor, turned into soft thumps on the ground outside the shack, and faded away. Lewis felt around for a cool spot, settled in, and drifted off.

Suddenly he heard a faint scrape, like maybe feet on the rough clay and gravel outside. He sniffed the air and reached out over the breeze for the sound. There it was again. He tensed. Then he heard a snuffle. Another. A series of snorts and snuffles coming into the shack. And a definite smell.

“Good dog,” Lewis said, calm and strong as he could, sticking his shaking hand out, praying it wouldn’t be ripped by the teeth of a bloodhound. A long wet slobber ran all over his hand and wrist. Another lick, and then the breeze cooled his wet hand and he heard the dog padding away.

The dog was gone, but the tight scream in his gut had risen with the silence of his leaving. “Dalt!” he called. Silence. “Dalt!” Nothing.

How long had it been? The shack was hot. The sun was still up. Lewis could feel it on his face. Full daylight...Dalt should have been there with him! This was the moment Lewis had dreaded. His blood pounded in his ears.

“Dalt!” he shouted again. No answer. The tiny room closed in on him and he couldn’t sit still. He jumped up and paced. Smacked his knee into some hard metal thing. Ran his hands all over it. An old heat stove. Reached out to lean on the wall. Nothing. Black empty space. Staggered. Tripped on something rolling and round. Firewood. Flailed about, cut his hands on some glass. Licked his cuts like a dog. Hot salt blood. Hot room. Dust. Stifling air. Head pounding, spinning.

Lewis had to get a grip. Fear was like the air he breathed. It surrounded him and invaded his very body. Yet he had to control it. He had to shape it’s path, like his breath. He had to manage its waves, its in and out crescendos, its ups and downs. He stood at the edge of the shack, gripping a window frame, still needing support. Then, one at a time, he deliberately released his hands from the frame. When he could stand without holding on, he took one small sidestep into the center of the room. Then another. And another. Lewis stood in the middle, alone with his fear, and with no support but himself. Minutes went by as he counted them off.

Then Lewis heard a voice! And a whistle.

“Here Cody!” The cracking voice of an old man. “What you done found now? You got you a new friend?” It was thin, reedy, high pitched. And coming closer.

“Now, you in theah, in my house, ain’t no use ‘n you goin’ for no confrontation, heah...Every thing be all right. I don’t mean you no harm...I’m an ol’ man, just a hobo ‘bout these parts, ‘an I wouldn’t pay you no mind at all ‘cept you in my house, see...and a man gotta right to his own place, even if it’s a shack nobody even knows he lives in...Now you jes back up an’ set right there and let me come to the door an’ we’ll talk a spell...Nobody is followin’ me, nossir, an’ you’ll be perfectly safe...I give my word.”

All the while the voice crackled and croaked it grew closer and closer, each phrase separated by pauses and accompanied by footsteps spaced deliberately, one by one, with a couple of seconds separating each of them. If Lewis had known fear as waves in the minutes before, it surged to a typhoon now. It shook him all over. The steps came closer, the voice stayed silent.

Lewis decided he had no choice, he wouldn’t be able to make a run for it not knowing what was outside the vaguely lit doorway, so he backed up and squatted against the back wall of the room with the cold iron stove that he’d run into. Soon the blob of lighter gray that was the doorway darkened and Lewis could smell the old man’s whiskey breath as well as hear his raspy breathing. The dog padded up to Lewis again and put it’s nose onto his hand, sniffed, then licked his palm.

“Name’s Cob,” the man said, “reckon that’s ‘cause I’m rough as one. I ain’t quite as far down on the totem pole as you is right now, but nobody in these parts calls me friend, least nobody with a job and a home. They’s a few down the Seaboard main line at the Reaganville that’ll take a snort or two with me, but none around here. They look down their noses at me, sure do, and they got them long Baptist noses so that’s a lot of down-lookin’ goin’ on in my case, sure is.”

“You know...” Lewis heard the quaver in his voice, bucked it up, and finished strong...“who I am?”
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Lewis and Cob

“You know...” Lewis heard the quaver in his voice, bucked it up,

...and finished strong...“who I am?”

“Don’t know your name, we ain’t been formally introduced, natcherly. But I know where you come from. Whole town’s buzzin’ about it. And I got eyes in my head an’ you ain’t exactly dressed for proper society, now is you?” he cackled.

Lewis jerked his arms across his chest as if he could hide the screw’s uniform he still wore. The man’s edgy strangeness made Lewis jittery, with stabs of hyper-curiosity slicing into the fear.

“Well, I hate to be the bearer of bad news,” he went on,“but I guess I have to tell you that yo’ podnah is a goner. They caught him in the Seven/ Eleven. Seems he was just standing in the back talking on the pay phone swigging on a bottle of Wild Irish Rose. Word is he was sweet talkin’ his girl friend. Cops had bugged her phone, natcherly. Traced it. All she wrote. He’s trussed up tighter than a Thanksgiving turkey, on his way back to death row, what they say.

“Thing is, I’m asking myself, why I don’t turn you in right now? They’s a reward, you know. Don’t know how much, but for a man ain’t got no home but this here leaky, worthless shack that don’t even belong to him, any type of reward look pretty good. So me, I gotta figure what’s in it if’n I keep quiet about you. What you can do for me. An’ first off, I gotta know what kind of killer you are. I ain’t born yesterday, so I know not everybody judged by the so-called justice in this land is always truly evil, okay. So let’s pretend I’m the judge—no, I’m on your level, so let’s say I’m the jury—and you’re telling me your story. What happened? Who did you kill and why? Then we see whether you can do something for me that I think is worth more than that reward. Oh yeah, I got somethin’ in mind all right. But I got to know who I’m dealin’ with before I get to making no deal. So go on, mister blind man, convict, dead man walking—let’s hear it.”

So Lewis told him. He had no choice. All about Cheney, about the Industries job, about Cheney’s drunken breath, about the stifling van, about the cruelty, the abuse, the racist slanders and attacks. But mostly Lewis told the old man Cob about Cheney’s harassment and assaults, verbal and physical, on his Sis, about the incident of his failure to protect her, and his vow to defend her at all costs in its aftermath.

“But it done me no good, Mister,” Lewis said, his voice nearly choking with remembered rage.

“Cheney crossed the line once too often. I was in Cheney’s van that terrible summer years ago. Stifling hot, panting for air. Cheney had forced me in there after work and driven me home, locked me in the van, and gotten out. I heard our screen door slam.

“Cheney shouted, sounded like it came from the back of the house. I heard Sis scream. Bodies banged against wood, and it cracked and splintered. Then I heard Sis again.

“I slammed my boots against the back of the van, again and again. I tried to tear the tiny window off the van with my bare hands till the blood ran from my ripped fingernails and my fingers were jammed at odd angles. I tried to smash its barred screen out with the toe of my boot.

“Lewis!” Sis screamed. “Oh God, no! No-o-o!” she screamed again. “Lewis!” I heard one more time. Between screams I heard the thud of flesh against flesh. I thrashed at the door again and again. Then there were no more screams. I ceased my attack on the door. Then I heard just a moan and then sobs.

“A minute later I heard the crunch of boots. Like a miracle, Cob, an answer to the prayer my hate had formed during my thrashing, the van’s back door opened. Cheney laughed. ‘Been wanting that high-yellow poontang a long time, boy,’ he said. Laughed again. ‘Just want you to know, sure was worth the wait. Now, boy, you know I cain’t let no nigger live what knows I done what I done—you’ll be layin’ in the cut, waitin’ to kill me first chance you get. That’s why I got the butcher knife out yo’ sister’s house, boy, an it’s sharp, too. You’ll see.’ And he commenced to laughing again as his boot struck the little step attached to the back of the utility van, trippin’ him before he could come in at me.

“That’s where he made his mistake. Forgot he’d left those tools in the back of the van. One of them was an awl used to punch holes in chair vinyl. I had grabbed the awl already, been squeezing it minutes ago. I launched like a missile, damn the knife he had. My head and shoulders slammed against that belly, forcing the air out of him in a gasp. My left arm went around his neck, my right hand found his left eye and rammed the awl all the way in to the hilt, twisted it around and around and up into his brain, rode his bucking body until I felt hot gushes of blood on my cheeks and tasted its salt on my lips and he stopped jerking.”

There was a long silence. Lewis heard the grasshoppers in the field outside the shack buzzing. He heard a soft breeze fluttering tree leaves nearby. His fate fluttered with them—guilty or not guilty, weighed in the moral balances of an old hobo named Cob.

The crusty thin voice cut into the soundscape. “I got one more question for you, mister,” it said. “And that is, have you got anything else to go in your favor, any other little thing on your side of the scales to help me go your way?”

It was like Cob had been reading Lewis’s mind. Lewis thought for a minute, then, as he heard the thwack-thwack sound of a distant helicopter, he knew what he needed to say. He knew he had one witness in his favor that he could call, that he could bring up in memory and give to Cob—not in words, not in testimony of that kind, but in the testimony of the deed.

Lewis told Cob how at his sentencing they called Mrs. Cheney, to give her victim’s statement. He told Cob of her sobs as she told how Cheney was her sole source of support. He described her muffled denial when the lawyer for Lewis asked if Cheney had had a drinking problem. Her stutter when she denied Cheney had been in the habit of beating her. Lewis told how his heart cringed at imagining the years of suffering she’d endured and the years of scuffling that lay ahead.

“Believe this, Cob, with those few words the pain of her life reached across that huge courtroom divide between prosecution and defense and pushed hard against my chest, pushed until I ached.

“But when Everett Robinson, the county
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