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				For the neighbors,

				who taught me what it means

				to love one patch of earth and sky

				more than the world entire.

				And for the lawyers,

				who showed me the place

				where justice and mercy meet,

				and who, with passion and patience,

				brought about a miracle.

			

		

	
		
			
			
				
					There are no wastelands in our landscape quite like those we’ve created ourselves.

					—Tim Winton, author of Island Home
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					I joke that, for the first part of my life, we killed people with nicotine, and for the second part, we’re killing people with pathogens, odors, and polluted groundwater.

					—Tom Butler, North Carolina hog farmer
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				Foreword

				BY JOHN GRISHAM

				I’ve sold a lot of books working David’s corner, and I’m continually trolling for the next one-sided fight to send him into, the next Goliath begging for his comeuppance. There will never be a shortage of uneven conflicts, and they often make for great theater. Who doesn’t love another version of the classic Bible story? It is so ingrained in the American psyche that we instinctively pull for the underdog, often with warts and all.

				In another career, I was a lawyer in a small office in a small town. My clients were working people who couldn’t pay fees but wanted me to fix their legal problems anyway. On the other side of the street were corporations with plenty of money. Each day was another adventure as David and I squared off against the Philistines. Together, we sued insurance companies, banks, utilities, hospitals, manufacturers, railroads, pharmaceutical companies, property developers, and incompetent doctors. Winning was always difficult, but we got enough verdicts to stay in business.

				I cut my teeth punching up, and so I was naturally drawn to stories of other lawyers who took on the Goliaths. The first one I remember was A Civil Action, Jonathan Harr’s classic nonfiction account of environmental pollution and litigation near Boston. Published in 1995, the book found a wide audience, won awards, and was adapted into a fine movie starring John Travolta and Robert Duvall. I’ve read it several times and obviously admire it, but it has one huge problem: Goliath wins.

				Wastelands is even better. It is the uplifting, round-by-round true story of a bunch of rural plaintiffs with no money and seemingly little hope, and the lawyers who smelled injustice and went to war on their behalf. In terms of pure storytelling, this book has all of the crucial elements that writers of fiction constantly struggle to find:

				First, there is the tort, the wrongdoing, the pollution. There is the unregulated, wholesale destruction of property values and quality of life by two thousand commercial hog farms in eastern North Carolina.

				Second, there are the sympathetic victims, the five hundred or so small landowners unlucky enough to have their lives ruined by massive hog farms next door.

				Third, there are delightfully evil bad guys. It is difficult to utter the phrase “Big Pork” without conjuring up all manner of images, none of them good. But Big Pork is king in hog country, and its advocates and apologists get their just rewards in this story. Goliath has never looked so bad.

				Fourth, there are the warriors who step into the ring and battle against heavy odds. For thirty years, Mona Lisa Wallace and her partner, Bill Graham, have fought to protect the poor, the injured, the mistreated. They have won big verdicts and even bigger settlements.

				Nothing, though, prepared them for their epic battle against Big Pork.

				Never in my most creative moments could I have assembled such a colorful and memorable cast of characters, and then blessed them with so riveting a set of facts, and then guided them through the ins and outs and uncertainties of high-stakes litigation.

				Beautifully written, impeccably researched, and told with the air of suspense that few writers can handle, Wastelands is a story I wish I had written.

				March 3, 2021

			

		

	
		
		
			Author’s Note

			This book is based on hundreds of hours of in-depth conversations with over sixty people connected in one way or another to the nuisance lawsuits against Smithfield Foods. Most of my sources make appearances in the story (all under their real names), but a few agreed only to speak on background, and a handful of others I consulted on technical points of law and science.

			Along with immersing myself in the lives of the main players, I spent months on the road, traveling the byways of eastern North Carolina, visiting people in their homes, sitting on porches, touring hog farms, and learning the rural landscape. I went hiking in the wilderness and up in the air in small planes. I familiarized myself with the North Carolina General Assembly and witnessed key parts of the last federal trial in Raleigh. I traveled to Richmond, Virginia, and attended the appellate hearing before the Fourth Circuit Court of Appeals. As time marched on, the people who animate this story became more than research subjects. They became friends. Yet they never asked more than this: Tell the truth. Let the world see what we saw.

			In addition to my original research, I leaned heavily on the voluminous public record in fleshing out the narrative—the court record from the state and federal cases, the legislative record from the North Carolina House and Senate and the U.S. Congress, and the media record, including countless articles in print and online, television interviews and event footage, documentaries, and books. I have included a record of essential sources in the endnotes. Beyond that, I relied on my years of experience as a litigation attorney—and before that as a law clerk in the federal courts—to interpret the legal nuances of the cases and the reactions of the individuals involved.

			All quotations in the story are derived from the memories of people who participated in, or witnessed, the relevant conversations, from prior media accounts in which the speaker is quoted, from video or audio recordings of the speaker in the public domain, and from transcripts of legal proceedings. Because most of us speak in a way that sounds better in person than it looks on the page, I applied a light editorial brush to spoken words for the benefit of concision and clarity. Also, in the courtroom scenes, I often condensed lengthy and labyrinthine exchanges between lawyers, witnesses, and judges to maintain narrative pacing and minimize legalese. I included as much dialogue in the story as I could, but I invented none of it.

			Six months before the book was scheduled for publication, I reached out to Smithfield for an interview. I also approached two of its lawyers by email, both of whom make appearances in the story. One of the lawyers sent me a prompt and courteous reply, saying he had passed my message along and requested permission to speak with me. From his silence—and that of the company itself—I assume that permission was never granted. Thankfully, it wasn’t difficult to tell Smithfield’s side of the story. I relied upon the company’s many press releases, the court testimony of its representatives, and the public statements of its allies.

			Although I wrote this book in the style of a novel, everything you are about to read is true. Some stories really are wilder than the fancies of the imagination.

			This is one of them.

		

	
		
			
			
				PROLOGUE

				Veredictum

				
					
						…Come, my friends,

						’tis not too late to seek a newer world.

					

					—Alfred, Lord Tennyson, “Ulysses”

				

				

				
					U.S. District Court,

					Raleigh,

					North Carolina

					August 3, 2018,

					8:58 a.m.

				

				At first, word of it passes like the whisper of a surprise, from one ear to the next in private quarters on the seventh floor of the United States courthouse in Raleigh, North Carolina. The jury foreman tells it to the bailiff, and the bailiff informs the law clerks, who advise Judge Britt. The judge then sends out emissaries to the legal teams assembled in conference rooms down the hall. The lawyers don’t understand the significance of the summons until they assemble in the courtroom. After the judge speaks, it’s quiet enough in the vaulted space to hear a heartbeat. It’s only nine in the morning. The deliberations have barely begun. Yet the foreman has spoken.

				The jury has reached a verdict.

				The word spreads like sparks from a brushfire. Smartphones emerge from pockets and handbags, thumbs fly across screens, and messages are cast upon the digital wind, lighting up other phones with chimes and beeps miles away. The lawyers, paralegals, and ancillary staff who chose to stay away this morning, expecting that the jury would dicker for days as its counterparts did in the first two trials, fumble for their keys and race to their cars, praying that the traffic gods will grant them swift passage into downtown Raleigh.

				None of them will make it in time.

				Inside the courthouse, the parties and the curious alike converge on the wood-paneled courtroom. They file in through double doors, a pair of U.S. marshals in their trademark navy blazers standing astride the entrance like an ancient palace guard. The crowd is rapt, the voices hushed. To one of the attorneys on the plaintiffs’ side, a deeply intuitive woman whose decades of success have earned her a place on the A-list of the American trial bar, the implications of the moment are plain—and also painful.

				A lightning deliberation almost always means a defense verdict.

				She makes her way across the aisle and extends a hand to the lead trial counsel for the defendant, Smithfield Foods, the largest pork producer in the world. “I’m guessing this one is yours,” she says. “Congratulations.” The man, whose fastidious demeanor cuts a sharp contrast with his bulldog physique, replies with a courtly nod and a word of thanks.

				He is nearly alone in the courtroom. Most of the benches on Smithfield’s side of the aisle are empty. The company’s representatives, the people from the North Carolina Pork Council and other industry-aligned groups, the contract hog growers (or, as the industry likes to call them, “family farmers”), and most of the pork producer’s vastly capable and enormously expensive defense team are either working off site or across town at the State Fairgrounds.

				It is there that a rally of sorts is taking place.

				The event, dubbed the National Ag Roundtable, has drawn the attendance of a host of luminaries from the universe of Big Agriculture—the junior U.S. senator from North Carolina and two U.S. congressmen, a passel of state elected officials, and at least a dozen leaders from national agriculture groups and the academic community. It has also attracted a flock of journalists and something like a thousand spectators, many of them from the eastern part of the state where pork is king. Although billed by its sponsor, the North Carolina Farm Bureau, as a colloquy on the future of agriculture, it is, in reality, a transparent show of force by the mandarins of agribusiness and their handmaidens in government (almost all of them well-fed white men of a certain age) who have controlled the supply of animal protein in the United States for more than a generation. The real purpose of the rally is to protest the proceedings taking place in Judge Britt’s courtroom five miles away.

				For those in the roundtable’s audience, there can be no doubt who the politicos and Big Ag honchos have in their sights. Two of the plaintiffs’ attorneys are called out by name, as if to brand them public enemies—Mona Lisa Wallace and her partner, Bill Graham. The doomsaying from the dais is so dire and the emotions in the auditorium run so hot that, in fleeting moments, the crowd’s restiveness takes on the character of a mob.

				“We have a crisis brewing in eastern North Carolina,” says one of the congressmen. “It is a threat not only to North Carolina agriculture, but a threat to agriculture nationwide.”

				“I would describe what’s going on as a blight,” declares the state ag commissioner, his pallid visage seeming to darken with every word. “If we don’t do something about this right now, there’s not a farm in the country that’s going to be safe.”

				The most august of the dignitaries, the junior U.S. senator, spins a daydream of throwing the “trial lawyers” out of the state, despite the fact that Mona Wallace and Bill Graham both hail from North Carolina and have never left. “We’ve got to do everything we can to put pressure on these people who are coming to our state trying to destroy it. We’ve got to do everything we can legally to make it difficult for them. Ultimately, I hope we can put these people out of a job.”

				One of the state legislators compares the lawyers to serial larcenists. “Everybody’s heard of Willie Sutton, who was a bank robber. When asked why he robbed banks, he said, ‘That’s where the money is.’ If he were alive today, he’d go to law school.”

				Eventually, the pork industry’s fairest friend, a cantankerous state legislator with florid jowls and an ivory duckbill bouffant, raises a finger. “Smithfield Foods says that they will not settle. Thank God that Smithfield Foods has got the backbone to stand up to these lawsuits.”

				Unbeknownst to him—indeed to anyone at the roundtable—a young intern from the law firm of Wallace & Graham is in the room, observing the conversation. Her smartphone is one of the many around Raleigh that light up when Judge Britt announces that the jury has reached a verdict. She is sitting on the fringes of the crowd, her nerves on edge, marveling at the symmetry of the moment and wondering if anyone else at the rally is in on the secret.

				Apparently not, for the speeches and grandstanding continue without interruption.

				Across town in the courtroom, the quiet takes on a preternatural quality when everyone is situated. In contrast to Smithfield’s largely empty gallery, the plaintiffs’ side is mostly full, the faces waiting in expectation as diverse as the color wheel of the South. The plaintiffs from Piney Woods Road—all of them Black and most of them related—occupy the first few rows. Among them are the lawyers and paralegals, interns and support staff from Wallace & Graham and the Kaeske Law Firm, whose founder, Michael Kaeske (pronounced “Kesky”), is the plaintiffs’ chief advocate before the jury. Seated behind them is an informal delegation of community activists (in Smithfield’s parlance, “environmental extremists”), who have fought the industry since the nineties. One of them, a garrulous man with a talent for story and song, is a former hog farmer himself. He is slowly dying. But today his heart is alive, and he wouldn’t miss this for anything.

				For the plaintiffs and their attorneys, the trial in this case and the two that preceded it are the culmination of a five-year journey unlike anything in their experience. Some of the plaintiffs have received threats from irate members of the public and a few of the lawyers and their staff have been defamed as pimps and rapists by an elected official—the same jowly man now reassuring the multitude at the State Fairgrounds that Smithfield will never settle. They have faced disinformation campaigns from the industry’s allies and a juggernaut of political power-brokering in the state General Assembly that came within a pair of votes of gutting the cases before they could reach trial.

				For the residents of Piney Woods Road—and the nearly five hundred other plaintiffs whose suits are pending in the U.S. District Court for the Eastern District of North Carolina—however, the struggles of the litigation pale in comparison to the suffering they have endured for more than a generation. Some of them have been waiting twenty-five years for the opportunity to tell their stories to people who would not call them liars, for the chance to speak of the befouled air, the poisoned water, and the degraded soil that is their heritage, and to demand a measure of justice from the company whose factory farms have transformed the once-idyllic rural geography around their homes into a farrago of forested wastelands.

				The hands of the neighbors and lawyers and activists are entwined at the level of the benches on which they are sitting. They are black hands and white, old hands and young, and they are bound to each other as much by kindred affection as by devotion to the cause. If there is such a thing as the chain of destiny, it is made of links like these.

				Judge Britt, a charming octogenarian with the oracular eyes of a barn owl, peers over his glasses at the lawyers, then motions to the bailiff to bring in the jury. The pulses in the gallery quicken as the jurors shuffle toward their seats. It is an unconventional panel, skewed both in age and gender—four of the jurors are college students; ten of the twelve are women. It is also almost entirely white. Only two of the dozen citizens initially seated in the jury box were Black, and Smithfield’s lawyers struck one of them with a preemptory challenge.

				After the jury sits and silence descends, all thought of the bustling world beyond the walls of the courtroom dissolves into a single horizon—the verdict. For the neighbors and their attorneys (and for Smithfield’s counsel, too), this moment is a tangled braid of hope and dread. Both of the previous trials—each involving a different neighborhood—yielded substantial awards for the plaintiffs. A third consecutive victory, a Triple Crown of sorts, could be decisive in the litigation. It could force a multibillion-dollar global industry to admit the inevitability of change. By contrast, a defense verdict—a “not guilty,” as it were—could help entrench that same industry’s polluting practices for another generation.

				“Mr. Baker,” the judge intones, “has the jury arrived at its verdict?”

				“Yes, Your Honor, we have,” replies the foreman.

				The judge waves his translucent fingers. “You may hand the envelope to the clerk.”

				As the envelope makes its short trip to the bench, the plaintiffs in the gallery take a breath and hold it. The pain and sorrow of memory, together with the labor of years and dreams of days yet to come, are on the altar before them. Contrary to the tale of greed and opportunism being spun by the politicians and poohbahs across town, they aren’t thinking about a million-dollar payday as they wait for the judgment to be delivered. Instead, they are whispering a simple prayer, the prayer of verdict day, of veredictum.

				Please, Lord, let them believe us. Let them believe that we told the truth.
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			PART ONE

			THE KINGDOM

			
				Heaven cannot brook two suns,

				Nor earth two masters.

				—Alexander the Great

			

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 1

			HOMEPLACE

			
				What is money when I have all the earth?

				—George Washington Carver

			

			

			
				River Road,

				Wallace,

				North Carolina

				Summer 1958

			

			On a five-acre plot of sandy loam soil at the hem of a stand of pines lies a house built by hand a few years after the armistice that ended the First World War. The house is painted white, like a bridal veil, though in time the lady of the house, Beulah Stallings Herring, will paint it green and then pink, unlike any in the vicinity—perhaps in all of Duplin County. Not the flamboyant pink of lipstick or roses, nor the translucent pink of skin, but the spring pink of a dogwood flower.

			It is a modest dwelling, yet it was constructed to weather the years. Its siding is German Dutch and its bones are likely pine, though precise memory of the framing will soon perish with the builders. The focal point of the house is the porch. It encompasses the structure’s entire front face, including the door. To the visitor it signals a welcome, an invitation to sit and stay awhile, to breathe the sweet country air and trace the shape of the clouds.

			Though it is solitary, the house is almost never alone. It is the birthplace of fifteen children, all born to Beulah Herring across a quarter of a century. Her first child was old enough to vote by the time the baby, Elsie, came along. Elsie is ten years old now, and though she is the youngest, she is a precocious child, strong-willed and opinionated. One Sunday afternoon in July, she walks through the kitchen, the living room, and out the front door of the house as if she knows that one day it will be her own.

			“Come on, Beef, let’s go,” she says, taking the hand of her brother Jesse and tugging him through the knot of adults sitting on the porch, enjoying the shade and the breeze.

			Her father is in one of the rocking chairs, as is her Uncle Perl, and a neighbor from down the road. They are talking about the tobacco market and the harvest yet to come. They pay Elsie no mind. The afternoon meal is still a ways off, and they trust her to bring Jesse back in time.

			Down the steps and out into the yard Elsie strolls, Jesse at her heels. While Jesse is older than Elsie by two years, he is smaller than most twelve-year-olds, his growth attenuated by Down syndrome. On account of their birth order and Jesse’s special needs, they have been close for as long as Elsie can remember. To her, he’s “Beef,” and to him, she’s “Elt.” Only one person in the world inspires greater affection in Jesse than Elsie does—their mama.

			At this moment, Beulah is straightening clothes on the line. Even at the age of fifty-six, she is still a remarkably youthful woman, her gentle demeanor balanced by penetrating wisdom and unflappable resolve. She is Elsie’s favorite person, too. It is Beulah’s spirit more than any other that gives shape to their family. Her smile means Elsie is home.

			“Where y’all headed?” she asks, as if already knowing the answer.

			“Just going for a walk,” Elsie replies with a grin.

			A couple of Elsie’s siblings are lounging on chairs in the yard beneath a sprawling tree whose canopy is wide enough to swallow the Carolina sun. Elsie catches the eye of her sixteen-year-old sister, Thelma, and tosses her a languid wave. Thelma’s twin brother, Delma, is beside her, sipping Coca-Cola and chatting with a friend. After Thelma waves back, Elsie leads Jesse around to the side of the house and back toward the smokehouse and the gardens beyond it.

			The land opens up before her in the hues of emerald and henna, as does the sky in celestial blue. It is her mother’s land, all eighty acres of it, just as it was her granddaddy’s until he passed on to his reward shortly before Beulah gave birth to her first baby. Elsie knows her granddaddy, Immanuel, through the stories her mother has told her. Those stories are Elsie’s inheritance, too, and Jesse’s and Thelma and Delma’s. Like the land itself, they are a memorial to their family’s place in the world.

			Immanuel Stallings was born into slavery, though his father was always free. Marshall Stallings was not a Black man; he was white, a landowner of modest prominence in Duplin County. Immanuel had no memory of his real mother. When he was old enough to inquire of her, he heard that she had died. In his later years, however, he came to believe something darker—that she had been sold by the Stallings family sometime before the Civil War upended the antebellum order and brought emancipation to the enslaved.

			By virtue of the genetic lottery, Immanuel was pale enough to stand on the white side of the color line, but the laws of Jim Crow forbade him to claim any sort of standing. While Lincoln might have declared him free, his white neighbors would never consider him their equal. He was Black because his mother was Black. Such were the arbitrary diktats of apartheid.

			He grew up in the care of his father’s sister, Emily Stallings Teachey. “Miss Emily,” as everyone in the family called her, was a kind and generous woman, who loved Immanuel like a son. It was Miss Emily who sold him the first fifteen-acre tract of land in 1891—the very land on which Beulah’s house now stands. And it was Miss Emily who, before she died six years later, sold him three more tracts of land, bringing his total acreage to eighty. She wanted to give him an anchor in the world, a piece of God’s dirt that no one could take away. She wanted that not only for Immanuel but for his children, and his children’s children.

			For Beulah. For Elsie.

			Elsie’s feet are bare and her eyes are bright as she skips across the long-bladed grass, her skin prickling with sweat. She hears the squeak of hogs in the family’s pen some distance away, and the sound of Jesse huffing behind her as they pass the peach and apple trees and the chicken coop, with its clucking hens. Her brother doesn’t need to ask where they are going, for on a Sunday afternoon in July, with the house too warm for comfort and all the chairs on the porch and in the yard occupied by their elders, there is only one place they would rather be.

			The grape arbor.

			There are two vines in the garden plot, striking both in their similarity and difference: One produces white grapes and the other black. There are patches of shade beneath the vines, offering relief from the heat. Jesse plops himself down, his upper body rocking slightly on the hinge of his hips, like a metronome in motion. Elsie, meanwhile, examines the fruit. Some of the clusters are still ripening, but others are plump with juice.

			She selects a large bunch of black grapes and scampers back to Jesse, holding it out to him. Then she picks a cluster of white grapes and sits down beside him. Her brother is already chewing, murmuring with pleasure, his round face illumined as if by an internal lamp. She removes a grape from its stem and places it between her teeth, smiling instinctively at the sudden burst of flavor. She looks at Jesse and sees his own smile blossom, even as droplets of juice dribble down his chin. She giggles at him and wipes away the excess before it drips onto his clothes. Then she gives him a grape from her own stem, and he returns the favor. The black grape isn’t quite as sweet to Elsie’s tongue, but its flavor is more complex.

			As soon as Elsie polishes off her last grape, she begins to hunt for more, prizing apart the leaves to find the hidden gems. After picking several bunches, enough to share with the family, she returns to her brother’s side. She lies back against the grass and stares at the diamonds of sky peeking through the leaves of the vine above her. She feels the humid caress of the breeze, hears the singsong chorus of the birds in the trees and Thelma’s laughter echoing across the yard. Her joy at this moment isn’t a thought or a feeling. It is a way of being. It is everything.

			As a child, she has little consciousness of the hardships her family has faced. She has felt the roughness of her father’s hands, seen the lines worn deep into his forehead from long days of labor under the relentless sun. But she knows nothing of the stress of sharecropping tobacco, none of the travails of a Black farmer trying to make an honest living in a world built to keep the Black man down. She understands the structure of segregation from the water fountains and public toilets in Wallace and the way the schoolhouses separate white children from Black. She has experienced the sting of being snubbed by white friends when they see each other in town. But out here among the fruit trees and grapevines, on this fertile land that her granddaddy handed down to her mama and that, one day, her mama will hand down to her, all of that ugliness is just a faint shadow lurking behind an otherwise luminous world.

			This is Beulah Herring’s land. And, like the Beulah Land in the hymn that Elsie has sung at church, it is a land of bounty and delight. If the world will do her wrong, it will happen someplace else. Here, there is shelter. There is plenty. There is family.

			To ten-year-old Elsie, that is all that matters.

			Hallsville Road, Beulaville, North Carolina

			Summer 1958

			On that same day, or a day much like it, on a rural plot of land fifteen miles northeast of Wallace, a boy about Elsie’s age named Woodell McGowan ventures out into the sun, his eyes fixed on the dark silhouette of forest to the north. His mother, Delores, calls out to him to be home by sundown, then returns to her Sunday chores. She is not the woman who brought him into the world, but she has raised him since the day, seven years ago now, that his birth mother died. As far as Woodell is concerned, Delores and her husband, George McGowan, are his parents. He remembers at the age of three waking up between them in their little house off Hallsville Road. The fact that they are not his blood means nothing to him. They are his family. And this is their land. Hall land. All one hundred acres of it.

			The land goes back generations in Delores’s line. Woodell knows it like he knows his own home, every crease and fold of it, every patch of field and thicket—hardwood and pine—all the way back to Limestone Creek. The deeds at the courthouse in Kenansville contain a record of the boundaries, but lines drawn on paper mean as much to Woodell as they do to the squirrels and the jays and the crickets that watch over him on his adventures. There are surely places he has yet to see, treasures he has yet to discover, but whatever is out there will not keep its secrets long. He is determined to explore all of it, to map its furthest reaches in his mind, until he can find his way blindfolded. For then, in a way, the land will be his, too.

			The big field comes first. Woodell scampers across it in the unhindered manner of youth, half walking, half running, heedless of the motions transporting him. His hands are free, and he is carrying nothing on his back. Where he’s going, he has all he needs. Past the field is the big house, where his mother, Delores, and her four siblings were raised. In the family, it’s called the “old homeplace.” Both of Delores’s parents are gone now. Her father, John Richard Hall, died before Woodell was born, and her mother, Mary Jane Hall, passed more recently.

			Like Elsie Herring’s grandfather, Immanuel Stallings, John Richard Hall was born in the waning days of the Old South, before the curtain closed on slavery. As the story goes, he was young enough that he sat at the foot of his father’s bed and didn’t have to work in the fields with the other slaves. Then came the war and emancipation and Reconstruction. As soon as he could manage it, John Richard Hall’s father—Delores’s grandfather—began acquiring the land that became the one hundred acres. Now that John Richard and Mary Jane are gone, Delores holds title to the land together with her oldest sister, Lillie Belle Hall, and her brother, Raymond.

			Beyond the big house, the forest rises up, its branches touching the sky. Woodell races toward the line of shade, then slows when the afternoon sun retreats behind the crown of trees. He enters the woods at a leisurely pace, hopping roots in the speckled light, his feet falling softly on the carpet of leaves and pine needles. As usual, his destination is the creek. But first, he heads toward the camp. He sees the meadow before long, wild grass surrounded by pines, and the tent he fashioned with his own hands, burlap threads spread out over a latticework of branches. If any place in the world is Woodell McGowan’s, this is it.

			He lies down in the shade of the tent. There is just enough room for him to stretch his legs, but that is all the space he needs. He listens to the calls of the birds and the whisper of the wind moving through the pine boughs. He watches the hawks pirouetting in the sky and the cloud sails floating high above them. While he is alone, he is not lonely. Indeed, he is never happier than when he is by himself in these woods, with nobody but God for company.

			In time, he rises again and sets out for Limestone Creek, a quiet tributary of the Northeast Cape Fear River that meanders for miles in an arc around the town of Beulaville. There is a pool he frequents on days like this, when even shelter is not enough to break the heat. The pool is too shallow to swim in. But it is clear and cool on his skin and covered by deep shade, and once in a while he sees fish darting among the rocks.

			At the pool, he takes off his shoes and steps into the gently flowing water. It splashes on his ankles and tickles him enough to make him laugh. He moves his feet deeper, until the water laps around his calves. It is a blissful feeling, but the rest of him is still coated in sweat. On impulse, he sits down in the water and reclines his body, immersing himself in the stream.

			As the water washes over him, cleansing his pores and cooling his skin, he looks up through the branches at the same gem-cut sky that has captured Elsie Herring’s fancy fifteen miles away. He doesn’t think about the life pulsing through him or where the years ahead will take him. He wastes precious little thought on the future. But even if he pondered it like Aristotle, his mind could not conceive how time will change the land he loves—the forests turned into fields, and the fields converted into industrial farms; the hog barns laid out row upon row, thousands of pigs packed into them like sardines; the great pits hewn into mud and clay to store the waste of a small city; and that waste sprayed out into the air and onto the soil until the ground can hold no more of it, until a breath smells of effluent and the streams run with poison.

			Ideas such as these are as foreign to young Woodell as the towers of New York City and the turrets of the Taj Mahal. Nor can Woodell imagine that his path, in the coming decades, will converge with Elsie’s and hundreds of other people like them, and that their collective memories of the land, and their passion for its dignity, will fuel a titanic battle for the soul of this place, and, more broadly, of eastern North Carolina.

			Lying in the stream, Woodell is marvelously oblivious to all of this. Just as he should be. He is a boy in summer. His belly is full, and his heart is light. His family is close by.

			He is home.

			Piney Woods Road, Willard, North Carolina

			Summer 1970s

			Some years after Elsie and Woodell’s ten-year-old summer, on a spoke-straight stretch of rural road across the border in Pender County, a teenage girl named Joyce Messick is preparing herself for a horseback ride. Her brothers’ quarter horse, christened “Bugshot,” is munching on a clump of grass in a pasture nearby, his sable coat and mane shimmering in the sunlight. He is the third horse that their family has owned, all of them brought home by their father for the benefit of his children, but mostly for his boys, James—who goes by “Red”—and Willie. Before Bugshot, they had Shetland ponies. Joyce didn’t like them as much. Her preference is the quarter horse.

			Unlike her brothers, Joyce has little confidence in her equestrian skills. She has never ridden alone in the saddle, nor does she aspire to become a horsewoman. But if Red, her oldest sibling, is heading out on a ride, she is happy to ride along. Wherever Red goes, Joyce wants to be. Although they are only separated in age by two years, Red has always treated Joyce with a paternal touch. When she was old enough to swim in the Sand Hole down the road, it was Red who made certain she didn’t drown. Fishing, too, is a skill that Red bequeathed her. They catch crappies, mostly, and some perch. He also taught her the art of throwing daggers. When Red puts up a target in their backyard, she can hit it squarely. Horses are another thing. But if Red is in the saddle with her, she feels safe.

			“You coming?” Red asks from the yard, his arms full of riding gear. Willie is with him, carrying the saddle and pad and looking a bit forlorn. He tried to borrow a horse from their cousin down the road, but the cousin was already out in the woods. He will get a turn on Bugshot later on—Red is good about sharing—but for now, he is just the stable boy.

			“Yeah,” Joyce says, and follows her brothers to the pasture.

			Red greets Bugshot with affection and a carrot from his pocket. Then he hands Joyce the brush and watches to make sure she gets all the loose hair off the horse’s coat. Bugshot eyes her warily, shifting his weight between hooves, but with coaxing from Red, the horse submits to her ministrations. After she finishes, Willie puts the pad in place and the saddle on top. Red gestures for Joyce to secure the straps and then tests them for tightness, letting out a satisfied grunt when he finds the saddle snug. Red offers Joyce the chance to put on the bridle, but she declines. He shrugs and tosses her a sly grin, then slips the bridle over Bugshot’s nose and ears. “Like that,” he says, as if the next time she will surely be ready to do it herself.

			With a steady hand from her older brother, Joyce places a toe in the stirrup and mounts the horse, gripping the pommel for balance. Red hands her the reins and swings onto Bugshot’s rump with ease, holding the back of the saddle, his feet dangling behind the stirrups.

			“Ready?” he says with a lilt, for nothing gives him more delight than a ride.

			Joyce takes a breath and nods. Lifting the reins, she kicks Bugshot into a trot.

			They make their way out of the pasture and onto the grassy shoulder of Piney Woods Road, heading east down the corridor of trees. The road is aptly named, for the woods here are dominated by conifers. On their right is a stand of longleaf pines with slender trunks and vaulted crowns, and on their left are loblollies with proud branches and clump-like needle clusters.

			They have only a few neighbors in the vicinity, all of them kin in one way or another. Their family has lived on Piney Woods Road since the 1940s, and in the area much longer than that. There is a Messick Road somewhere back in the woods where their father’s people come from. Neither of their parents has told them much about the past. But for Black families like theirs, history has a similar shape. Two or, at most, three generations ago, their forebears were held in hereditary bondage by the ancestors of their white neighbors. In the century since then, their people have lived off the land, struggling to make a life for themselves despite the invisible chains of prejudice and discrimination. What they have gained, they have fought to keep—especially the earth beneath their feet. So it is with the Messicks. Their father’s land was owned by his parents before him. Other than family, nothing is more valuable in all the world.

			“Easy now,” says Red out of habit, though he knows Joyce won’t urge Bugshot to go too fast. Speed is not in her nature. She has always been a cautious girl, soft-spoken and shy. She doesn’t like to be out front. She is a helper, a caretaker, a giver, content to allow others to take whatever stage happens to be nearby and to cheer for them from the wings.

			Soon, they reach the trail that heads northeast into the sun-dappled heart of pine forest. She has never seen the end of the road, but Red and Willie have ventured far beyond it, riding for miles up in the woods and bringing back stories that give Joyce the shivers. The snakes trouble her more than anything. She hates those stories the most.

			As Bugshot carries them beneath the needled canopy, his hooves clopping on soft soil, Red works with Joyce on her horsemanship. “Steady now,” he says, his breath tickling the back of her neck. “Don’t pull back on him, or he’ll rear up.” She follows his direction, holding the reins loosely and allowing Bugshot to navigate from memory. Although she trusts Red with her life, something about the horse feels dangerous to her, fraught with unquantifiable risk. Her unease, however, is not potent enough to spoil her sunny mood. The day is brilliant, suffused with sunshine, and the sultry air is cooler beneath the pine needles.

			“You got it now, right?” Red says, a trace of excitement creeping into his voice.

			“Yeah,” she replies.

			He repeats the question a second time, with greater emphasis.

			If she weren’t afraid of losing the reins, she would turn and stare at him. But the horse’s bulk and her responsibilities hold her back. “Yeah,” she assures him.

			What happens next shocks her.

			Without warning, Red launches himself off of Bugshot’s hindquarters and slaps his rump so hard that the horse bolts like a thoroughbred at Belmont. Joyce lets out a scream and clamps down on the reins, holding on with all her strength. The quarter horse races down the trail at a gallop, his pounding hooves filling the air with thunder. As the seconds melt into one another, Joyce feels something come over her, something she has never felt before. There is terror, real and encompassing, but there is also a thrill. She is still in the saddle. Bugshot hasn’t thrown her. The wind is alive on her cheeks, her body is moving in cadence with the horse, and the sun and sky are dancing in the branches overhead.

			Suddenly, and irrevocably, the terror gives way to joy. A smile dawns on her lips, then spreads across her entire face. As fleeting as the moment is, it is precious and durable. Decades later, the memory will still make her laugh, even as the thought of Red pierces her with sorrow.

			After serving in the army, he will fight to keep a roof over his head and die too young. Willie, too, will struggle and return to live with her after his own stint in the army. His passion for horses will never leave him. But his explorations will be constrained by the hog farms that men from other places will build on the land a short distance down the road. Whole swaths of forest will become off-limits to him, for fear of the stench that sometimes blows on the wind.

			Joyce will become the anchor of her family. The home she builds on her parents’ land will be the home that brings her relatives together and grounds them in their common history. Over the years, she will see more than her share of tragedy. But she will labor through the pain, assuaging the suffering of those around her, both in her family and in the community, as a hospice nurse. Among her siblings, she will be the one who keeps the light on for the rest of them, for that is her nature. That is her way.

			At this moment, however, on a galloping Bugshot, young Joyce is weightless in her freedom. She rides the quarter horse farther down the trail than she ever meant to go, then reins him in slowly and turns him around. She gives him a gentle kick and he adopts a comfortable trot. For the first time ever on horseback, she is in command. Her chest swells with pride. It is a glorious feeling. She almost wishes she could spur Bugshot into another gallop. But she sees Red running toward her, a grin splitting his face.

			“I knew it!” he hollers, holding his arms wide. “I knew you could do it!”

			She draws Bugshot to a halt in front of him, probing his dark eyes for the truth. More than anyone, she craves her older brother’s affection.

			To her enduring delight, she sees only love.

		

	
		
		
			CHAPTER 2

			THE CHAMPION

			
				The door that nobody else will go in at, seems always to swing open widely for me.

				—Clara Barton

			

			

			
				North Main Street,

				Salisbury,

				North Carolina

				March 2013

			

			From the cruising altitude of a hawk on the wing, one can see the whole sweep of Salisbury. To the north is the crenellated tower that sits astride the entrance to Catawba College, and to the south the rolling meadows of the National Cemetery, where thousands of Union and Confederate soldiers lie interred. On the east end of town are the industrial yards of the old Isenhour Brick and Tile plant, under new ownership after a century-long run. And off to the west is the pinnacle of Salisbury’s fame—the headquarters of Food Lion, a grocery chain with the distinction of having turned a $28 investment in 1957 into $1 million by 1988, leaving Salisbury awash in mom-and-pop millionaires.

			The streets of the town’s historical center are laid out like a checkerboard, with the stately, red-brick commercial district filling out the blocks around the hilltop intersection of Innes and Main. Many of the homes dotting Jackson and Fulton Streets date back to the first half of the nineteenth century. The town itself is older still, its roots twisting deep into the soil of pre-revolutionary America. In 1753, the British provincial government made it the seat of the westernmost Crown court in the colonies.

			While the people of Salisbury take pride in their heritage, they are not hidebound to the past, nor have they consigned the town’s core to the fading decline of time. While not quite as thriving as other communities in the economic halo of Charlotte, Salisbury is justly described as a “new, old city.” Its downtown has been largely revitalized and its infrastructure restored, thanks to a spirit of civic investment among its longtime residents and the miracle of Food Lion stock. Along with a bevy of boutiques, it has a well-stocked wine shop, a vibrant indie bookstore, and an art scene, and its restaurants bustle with patrons. The discerning foodie can get Cuban fusion at Mambo, café Greek at Mykonos, rustic Italian at La Cava, and bistro French at Carpe Vinum 121.

			Salisbury also boasts a coffee shop hip enough to rival its big city cousins—Koco Java. From the vantage point of the hawk, carving its gyres over North Main Street, the squat building with the nondescript rooftop looks like nothing much. The old Greek Revival courthouse with its imposing Ionic columns and the original Spanish Mission–style train depot are more likely to catch the eye. But the coffee shop is busier than any place around it, with half a dozen cars in the drive-through line and customers entering and exiting on foot. One of these customers stands out from the others, both on account of her height—she is six feet tall in her work heels—and the way her long blonde hair shines in the light of the sun, like a field of wheat at harvest time.

			Her name is Linda Wike, and she is a veteran paralegal at the law firm of Wallace & Graham just up the street. Really, though, the term “paralegal” is too anodyne to describe her. If the firm is an engine and the lawyers in the civil litigation department are its pistons, Linda is the flywheel, absorbing their energy and delivering it smoothly and evenly to their clients and the world. She is faithful, loyal, and indispensable.

			On this bright morning on the cusp of spring, she is at Koco Java on a mission for her boss, John Hughes, who keeps his bloodstream thrumming with caffeine from sunup to sundown. Most of the time, he drinks the pedestrian swill in the office pot, but once in a while, Linda brings him the good stuff from up the street. Despite the line in the shop, she is in and out in five minutes and back at the office in ten, a cup in each hand—black coffee for him and a caramel macchiato for her. She enters the firm’s lobby, her heels clacking on the floor, strolls past the conference rooms, with their paned-glass French doors, past the front desk where Teresa, the firm’s beloved receptionist, is on the phone, and makes her way back to John’s office in the windowless innards of the firm.

			He is pecking away at the keyboard, working on a brief. His reading glasses are perched on the bridge of his aquiline nose, his wispy graying hair shoved back over his ears like an afterthought. When John is writing—and he is almost always writing—everything else is an afterthought. The son of a celebrated professor who taught at Duke and chaired the accounting department at UCLA, he might have followed his Mensa-level intellect and passion for poetry into the cloister of academia, but he pursued law instead because, like the lawyer-poet Wallace Stevens, he wanted to be out in the world. He still composes verse in his free time, but his most prodigious output is legal prose.

			“Thanks, Linda,” he says distractedly, taking the coffee from her.

			Linda smiles knowingly. She’s worked with John for almost a decade. His moods are like the climate in Newfoundland—variable, with equal chances of sun and fog, and always the possibility of rain. When he is in the writing tunnel, she gives him a spacious berth. She walks to her own office, which shares a wall with his. But before she can sit down, her phone rings.

			“Linda, can you come in here, please?” The upbeat voice, subtly inflected with Carolina twang, belongs to Mona Lisa Wallace—John’s boss and the masthead founder of the firm.

			Her macchiato still untouched, Linda wends her way through the honeycomb of offices, past award trophies and framed newspaper articles from years gone by, to the smaller of Mona’s two workspaces—the nook she shares with her assistant, Jennifer Cox. Like John, Mona is typing, but when Linda appears, she loses interest in the computer. Her blue eyes are aglow, her face radiating the full wattage of her Dolly Parton smile.

			“I’m thinking about Brandon Taylor,” she says. “There’s more to it than worker’s comp. There’s a civil case. It never should have happened.”

			Linda nods, listening while Mona talks. The next few minutes are a ride on the Mona Lisa Wallace express train. When the wheels in her mind start turning, there is no telling where they will end up. Especially when a case is so fraught, so resonant with wrong, as the death of a young husband and father at the hands of corporate malfeasance.

			The Taylor case has been eating at Mona for weeks. Brandon Taylor was only twenty-six years old when he lost consciousness, in the middle of the night, atop a tanker truck at the Smithfield packing plant, a hog slaughterhouse down east in Clinton. He died before anyone could revive him, leaving behind a pregnant wife and a two-year-old autistic son. The cause of death: toxic fumes, especially hydrogen sulfide, emitted by the slurry of hog waste emptying into his tanker from an overhead storage unit. He was not wearing a mask, despite the fact that hydrogen sulfide is known to be deadly, despite the fact that other workers had been severely injured by gases coming out of a tanker’s hatch, despite the fact that potentially fatal levels of the gas had been documented just a few weeks before. Mona has evidence that both Smithfield and Taylor’s employer, McGill Environmental Systems, were aware of the dangers, including the peril of handling the transfer at night. Yet they allowed the practice to continue. And Brandon Taylor died because of it, devastating his young family. It’s the kind of case that gets Mona up in the morning—Linda, too, and John down the hall.

			When Mona takes a breath, Linda starts to reply, but the ringtone of Mona’s mobile phone preempts her. “Hold that thought,” Mona says. “I need to take this.”

			Linda glides out of the room, as Mona presses the phone to her ear. The caller is a colleague on the board of Catawba College, what Mona’s friends affectionately refer to as her second job after running the firm. She listens briefly yet actively, offers a morsel of advice, including the name of someone who can help, then agrees to arrange the contact. It doesn’t bother her that she is always being summoned to fix things. On the contrary, she takes delight in it. No day in her life is quite complete without a problem that someone brings her to solve.

			If one had to describe Mona in a word, it would be “champion.” But in the Middle English sense, before the modern age turned its meaning inward, allowing a champion to seek glory alone. Mona has never met an underdog she didn’t cheer for, never encountered a charity that didn’t evoke her sympathy and, perhaps, inspire a gift. She has spent the vast bulk of her fifty-eight years—and most of her legal career—fighting for the little people, the forgotten ones, whether mesothelioma patients poisoned by asbestos, blue-collar retirees stiffed out of medical benefits, car buyers scammed by unscrupulous dealers, or victims of payday lending fraud. She is undaunted by corporate giants, with their multi-million-dollar legal gristmills and delay-and-deny strategies designed to drive plaintiffs and their lawyers into bankruptcy before they ever get to trial. The case that finally gave Mona her big break back in the 1990s, that paved the way for everything else, was against Duke Energy, one of the largest energy behemoths in the United States. Duke stalled for a decade, nearly rendering her insolvent. But she persisted tenaciously, keeping the lights on by working every case that came in the door, no matter how menial, and holding up the mirror of the law to the company’s executives until, at last, weary of the siege, they acceded, and agreed to compensate their injured workers.

			When Mona puts her mind to it, she can bend gravity—or make it look that way.

			But her secret is not perseverance. That is consequence, not cause. It is drive, mojo, energy, restless and relentless. Those who know her best marvel at it. Her older daughter, Whitney, puts it memorably: “Mona has enough energy for all of us.” She is not ageless. But the years have yet to slow her. After six decades of life, she still walks the earth as if it is mostly frictionless. That is one of the reasons why people are drawn to her, that and her kindness. Mona loves people, and people love her back.

			Scrolling through her contact list of notable friends—the governors and senators and legal celebrities from coast to coast who know her by first name—it would be easy to imagine that Mona was born into a prominent family, surrounded by the accoutrements of wealth and power. Nothing could be further from the truth. She comes from the working-class side of the tracks, from the town of East Spencer, a mile past the Isenhour brickyards. Her father was a mechanic, a jack-of-all-trades, and her mother a polio survivor who struggled with the lingering effects of the disease. Although Mona and her two siblings—her older sister, Susie, and younger brother, Spencer—never lacked their basic needs, the world around them was defined by want. It was a hardscrabble world, where the color line was blurred by the proximity of poverty, where the houses were spartan and family incomes modest and unpredictable. It was not a place where a child was taught to expect much from life. Privilege was the inheritance of other people. If success was to be had, it had to be earned.

			It was here, on these rough-and-tumble streets, in schoolhouses only recently desegregated, that Mona Lisa Lane—named by her mother after the Nat King Cole song that was playing on the hospital radio—saw the injustice of poverty and prejudice with the unsullied eyes of a child. It was here, also, that she learned how to fight. Not with her fists but with her mind. To be quick on the draw and always ready with a reply. In some ways, the genetic lottery was kind to her. She was born with her father’s wit and winsomeness and her mother’s good looks and empathy. She was gifted with a knack for leadership, and she exuded a genuineness that endeared her to people. She was strong. She was real. She was a person you could confide in, someone worthy of trust.

			In an era fraught with racial tensions—and in a small southern town where men held the reins and women deferred—she ran for student body president of her integrated high school and won with support from Black and white peers alike. At the time, a young woman of her standing was not expected to attend college, let alone enter a profession like the law. Most stayed close to home, found a man, and settled down. But Mona wanted more. She wanted to see where the sun rose and where it set, to find her own place in the world. Not only was she admitted to the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill, the state’s flagship university, but she earned a National Merit Scholarship and graduated in three years, instead of four. She had aspirations to leave North Carolina, to study law and foreign affairs at Georgetown University. But Cupid intervened and kept her close to home.

			The young man’s name was Lee Wallace. But his birth certificate reads Leo Wallace III. Lee, unlike Mona, did grow up in a mansion—a chateauesque masterpiece modeled after the Biltmore House in the Asheville highlands. Lee’s great-grandfather, Victor Wallace, was one of Salisbury’s first merchants, and his grandfather and father, Leo I and Leo II, maintained the family business and expanded into real estate. Numerous buildings in downtown Salisbury still bear the Wallace name.

			The man Mona met, however, was utterly unpretentious, and he remains that way to this day. It was the spring after her college graduation, and she was working behind the desk at the local Holiday Inn when she came across a young woman crying in the restroom. She listened to the woman’s story and offered her consolation. It turned out that the young woman, who was in the middle of a divorce, was Lee’s sister and the Holiday Inn was a Wallace property—one of the first Holiday Inns in the United States. When Lee learned of Mona’s benevolence, he decided to meet her. The next evening, he asked her on a date. That was in May. By August, they were married. Instead of leaving North Carolina for law school, Mona went to Wake Forest University in nearby Winston-Salem. Lee went with her, but he always meant to come home.

			Lee Wallace is the reason Mona planted herself in small-town Salisbury, despite a world that was wide open to her. He is the yin to her yang, the water to her fire. Along with her partner, Bill Graham, he is Mona’s steadying hand and one of her closest advisors. He is also, quietly, her most reliable cheerleader. Even as Mona has gone to war with the titans of industry on behalf of the injured, the sick, and the loved ones of those taken too young, Lee has managed the Wallace enterprises with his brother, Victor, and together they have helped preserve the town.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			The rest of Mona’s morning disappears in the usual flurry of calls, emails, and conversations. While she makes no bones about the firm’s for-profit status, she and Bill run it like a family shop, balancing high-octane professionalism with a work environment built to encourage longevity. Outside of her family and Bill, Mona has never trusted anyone as much as she trusts John Hughes and Linda Wike. And Mona employs some of her family, too. Her daughter, Whitney, has an office close to hers, and Lee’s nephew, Daniel Wallace, will take the space next door when he graduates from law school in a few months.

			Around noon, Mona joins Linda in the dining room for lunch. They talk about the Taylor case and the working conditions at the Smithfield packing plant in Clinton.

			At some point, Teresa, the receptionist, politely interrupts their musings. “Mona,” she says, “I have Richard Middleton on the line for you. Would you like me to put him through?”

			Mona trades a curious glance with Linda. Middleton is an old acquaintance from the trial bar. A Georgia boy from Savannah, he is a former president of ATLA—the Association of Trial Lawyers of America (now the American Association for Justice)—the nation’s preeminent association of plaintiffs’ attorneys. He is not a person whose call she would ignore.

			“I’ll take it in my office,” she says. “The big one.”

			A few minutes later, she returns to the dining room, a new fire in her eyes. “You’re never going to believe it,” she says, answering Linda’s unasked question. “He’s got a new case. It’s against Smithfield, of all people. But it’s not about the slaughterhouse. It’s about the hog farms.”

			Mona shares the story in soundbites. At the heart of the case is a place: hog country. In four counties alone—Duplin, Sampson, Bladen, and Pender—there are five million hogs and only two hundred thousand people, many of them poor and Black. All those hogs generate an unfathomable amount of waste, equivalent to a city twice the size of New York. Yet the method of waste disposal that Smithfield uses at all of its company-owned and contract hog farms—close to two thousand across the state—is as antiquated as an outhouse.

			Back in the eighties and nineties, the company
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