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Dedication

This book is dedicated to the most beautiful person ever produced by the American South, Mary Corley Hays of Columbia, South Carolina.
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One will rarely err if extreme actions be ascribed to vanity, ordinary actions to habit, and mean actions to fear.

–Friedrich Wilhelm Nietzsche
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THE TENNESSEE BEND Motel squatted on a level ribbon of land carved into the side of a steep Appalachian ridge like a thin slice pared from a luscious apple. All around it, the trees were well into their September colors, leaves on the tall oaks and hickories ranging from muted browns to brilliant reds and oranges mixed with scattered splotches of lingering summer green. There was a busy highway in front, but it was at the bottom of the slope, some hundred yards distant. It carried traffic heading north from Knoxville and south from Kingsport and was an everyday path for the constant comings and goings of locals.  

The ample grounds of the Tennessee Bend posed a stark contrast to its surroundings, lacking any sign of formal landscaping. Shortleaf pine and black oak trees appeared to have been planted haphazardly to provide shade for chosen areas of the parking lot, and the only touch of elegance was a rose garden that stretched across the crown of the incline, along the edge of parking spaces adjacent to the front row of motel rooms. The summer roses that welcomed visitors still were vibrant and from inside the lobby, looking down the slope toward the east, the garden made an appealing foreground in a picture-postcard view of Cherokee Lake. 

Although only a narrow neck of the lake was visible, the scene was a stunning sample of the region’s ubiquitous natural beauty. The Bays Mountains and the foothills of the Great Smokies lay in the distance beyond the lake to the east, while to the west the forested hills rising behind the motel gave way in turn to the razor-spined, peakless pleats of the scenic Clinch Mountains, which stretched northward toward the Cumberlands. 

Rachel Feigen was tired when she checked into the Tennessee Bend, after the long drive from Baltimore, and unsure where to begin. She already had a deep emotional attachment to this assignment and had come to face it with a sense of dread. This one did not hold much prospect for a pleasant outcome.

Not that Feigen was accustomed to happy endings. She had just spent a grueling three weeks piecing together a story on the effects of the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board of Education ruling, and was left discouraged if not downright despondent by what she’d found. In the several months since the court struck down “separate but equal” as a legal basis for racial segregation in the schools, little had been done to implement the court’s decree. This was not what she had hoped to find. 

Her disappointment in the outcome of the investigation pleased Bill Skyles, her editor at the Associated Press. Skyles demanded absolute impartiality when his reporters’ work went to print, but he wanted them to understand and feel the impact of their stories. 

Skyles was sufficiently impressed with Feigen’s performance on the story to hand her a new assignment that he called the most important one he had. He said it could be her biggest challenge since joining the AP national reporting team and she had dug into the story just deep enough to see that he was right. 

Feigen had barely managed to get three days off. Skyles wanted her to get onto the story immediately. She was eager to tackle this new project, but she had an accumulation of personal things to attend to and she wanted at least one day when she could sleep in and have nothing to do. Reluctantly, Skyles gave in.

Friday was the first of her precious days of freedom. She slept late, took a long, luxurious shower, and had breakfast at lunchtime. Then she called her father in New York. As usual, Judge Max Feigen skipped the pleasantries and got straight to the point. 

“Your series on school integration was very perceptive,” he told her. “I’m proud of you, Rachel. But not surprised. I always knew you’d make a good journalist.”

“I owe it all to you, Daddy. We grew up thinking the New York Times was the gospel and journalists were the last best hope for the world—after the law, of course. You never finished your first cup of coffee until you’d read every word of the front section of the Times.”

Her father chuckled. “I still do pretty much the same thing, but it takes me quite a while longer. My eyes aren’t as good as they used to be. That’s one of the prices of old age, I’m afraid.”

“You can’t imagine how hard it is for me to associate old age with you,” she told him. “To me, you’re still the stern, uncompromising judge who must have scared the hell out of bad guys when you wore your robes and then turned into a loveable old softy when you got home to Morrie and me.”

“That was the happiest time of my life, Rachel, but we have to live in the present. It seems as if I’ve been retired forever. Your mother and I just rattle around in this big old empty house.”

There was a clear note of melancholy in his voice. It had been one of her biggest worries that after all the years during which he had put in endless hours keeping up with the law, insisting there was no margin for error in his determination to hand out justice in his courtroom, her father would find retirement difficult. He had told her once that retirement was nothing less than a fast track to senility and he didn’t look forward to it. 

“But now you have time to read all those books you never could get to before,” she said, hoping to give him at least a modest shot of encouragement.

“Yes, of course. And I do more reading than these old eyes are up to. But bring me up to date on you. What kind of story are you off on now? Something in-depth like the school integration story?”

“That’s exactly why I called. Have you heard anything about a missing man from Baltimore named Guy Saillot?”

“I don’t think so. Who is he?”

“Nobody who’s very important, as far as I can tell. But his family is.”

“And so what’s your story?” 

“He’s been missing for more than two weeks. He left Baltimore to visit a friend at the University of Tennessee, as I understand it, but he never showed up there. His family is prominent here and the Sun has run a couple of stories on it, but the authorities don’t seem to be pushing it very hard. Anyway, my editor is sending me to look for him.”

“His name sounds French.”

“Yes. His father’s a big shot with the Franco-American Transatlantic Company’s Baltimore office.” 

“The University of Tennessee, that’s in Knoxville?” 

“Yes.”

Now there was concern in his voice. “There’s a lot going on in the South these days, Rachel. This isn’t going to be dangerous, is it?”

“I don’t see how it could be,” she answered, trying her best to sound confident. “But I’ll call you every few days and let you know what’s happening. Okay?”

“You be sure and do that, angel. And please take good care of yourself.”

Feigen felt guilty for not having told her father what she already knew about the Guy Saillot case. But she still held out some slight hope that she was mistaken in her first impressions of Anton Schuler, the FBI agent in charge. There was no way she could have said much without getting into what Schuler had told her, and being as perceptive as he was her father would have picked up on her doubts in an instant.

She also had deliberately avoided mentioning another big thing coming up in her life, one that was much more pleasant. It had been a mantra of the Feigen family for as long as anyone could remember that pride in personal possessions, no matter what they were, was selfish. She would have been embarrassed to let him know that she was as excited as a little girl at a birthday party because she was about to get her first new car.

Feigen had set her heart on one of the new 1955 Chevrolets the instant she saw the line introduced in a Life magazine advertisement. Her old Plymouth was just about done for and Skyles had recommended she see Mike Sodeman, a salesman he said wouldn’t talk down to her just because she was a woman. Mike turned out to be an agreeable young man and, true to Skyles’s promise, he began at the outset to talk about things like horsepower and V-8 engines and transmissions and not about colors and upholstery fabrics. He helped make her purchase easier than she expected and the car would be ready for her to pick up first thing in the morning.

For now, though, she needed to push aside all thoughts of the new car and her father and Feigen family mantras and whatever, and force herself to refocus on the Guy Saillot story. This meant going back over her notes and looking for any detail she might have missed. Agent Anton Schuler had irritated her to the level that she felt lucky to have any information at all. 

It had been clear from the minute she walked into his office that Agent Schuler was not especially concerned about finding this particular missing person. “The FBI has a lot of important things to do,” he told her flatly, “and I’ll give it to you straight. Looking for a queer little Frenchman who probably found a boyfriend and decided to hide out for a while and have fun isn’t real high on our list.”

His attitude had taken Feigen by surprise. It took her a moment to recover and get back on track with the questions she wanted to ask, now even more important. 

“Who was he visiting in Knoxville?”

“We have not released that information,” Agent Schuler said matter-of-factly. “It wouldn’t do you any good, anyway. He says Frenchie never got there.”

“He called him ‘Frenchie’?”

“He may have called him ‘Darling’ for all I know. The point is, we have checked him out and his story holds up. He is not involved.”  

Feigen’s patience was at an end. “If Guy Saillot weren’t homosexual, would you just assume he had found a girlfriend and was shacked up somewhere, not worth your time to look for? That’s a pathetic way to operate, Mister Schuler. I’d expect more from the FBI.”

With that, she had stormed out of his office.

It took only a few minutes for her to go over her skimpy notes. Guy Saillot was twenty years old. He was a slight man, barely five feet, four inches tall and weighing only about a hundred and thirty pounds. He had a sallow complexion, green eyes, and black hair. Nothing on what he might have been wearing, nothing about his habits—except his sexuality. The FBI was not even sure how long the young Frenchman had been missing. 

Feigen had no intention of working on her free time, and she had two more days off before she left for Tennessee. But she could not get Guy Saillot out of her mind. When she couldn’t stand it any longer she picked up the phone and dialed the number of the Saillot home for probably the twentieth time. This time there was an answer.

“This is the Saillot residence. Hello.”

Surprised finally to hear someone on the other end of the line, Feigen fumbled for words. “I’m sorry,” she said, “may I ask who I’m speaking with?”

“This is Marie Saillot.”

“Miss Saillot, or missus, my name is Rachel Feigen. I work for the Associated Press and I’m doing a story about Guy. Are you a member of the family?”

There was a lengthy pause. “I’m Guy’s mother,” the woman said then. “How can I help you, Miss Feigen?”

Feigen was nearly breathless with anticipation. “Missus Saillot, would it be possible for me to come and talk with you? Anything you can tell me about Guy might help us find him. Anything at all. I’ve talked with the police and the FBI, and my editor is sending me to Tennessee to see if I can track down something they may be missing. I truly apologize for intruding on your privacy, but you could be very helpful to us if I could have just a few minutes of your time.”

After another pause, but this time a shorter one, Guy Saillot’s mother consented. Could Feigen come by her house tomorrow afternoon? And please don’t bring a photographer. 

Feigen skipped dinner and made a list of questions for tomorrow. There was so much she didn’t know. Marie Saillot obviously was her best hope, yet she felt guilty for invading a mother’s private grief. Surely to have a son missing, a son who apparently had never been in the least bit of trouble, would be as difficult as anything a mother could face. The uncertainty must be terrible. On the one hand Feigen was eager to learn more about Guy Saillot, the person, but on the other she dreaded looking into the eyes of Marie. 

She hardly slept that night. She had interviewed people faced with tragedy before, and it always left her with a hurt inside that sometimes lasted for days. This one might be the worst. 

In the morning she got up early, eager for her meeting with Marie Saillot and mildly excited about picking up her new car. She had a quick breakfast, then got into her old Plymouth for the last time and drove to Coastal Chevrolet, a highly advertised suburban dealership where it looked like there were dozens of new automobiles on a spacious lot bounded by red and white pennants on tall poles. She was determined to keep her composure and act as if this was all routine and not her first time, but this might be difficult. 

Mike Sodeman hurried out to meet her, welcomed her with a big smile, and said her car was waiting. They went directly to the gleaming BelAir hardtop faux convertible Mike had ordered for her.

On her first visit to the dealer, Feigen had looked at a car like this except that it was two-toned. It had a cream-colored top and red bottom and she told Mike she wanted one just like it except all cream. She’d paid no attention to the interior. When her car came it was bright red inside and she had been very much put out with herself for such a foolish oversight. But now she liked it. Others might find it gaudy, but she preferred to think of it as a flamboyant expression of her good taste. 

Mike handed her the keys. In a final gesture of good salesmanship, he had tuned the car radio to her favorite station and the metallic notes of Perez Prado’s melodic and cheerful instrumental, “Cherry Pink and Apple Blossom White,” drifted from the speaker. Feigen managed to stay calm until she drove off the lot, back onto the highway. Then she pumped her fist in the air and shouted, “Yes, Rachel, it’s yours!” So much for the Feigen mantra. 

When it came time for her to meet Marie Saillot she still was in high spirits, although it was no longer because of the new car. She was at last going to learn more about Guy. Not merely Guy Saillot the missing person, but Guy Saillot the individual human being—this mother’s son. She was barely aware that she was driving a new Chevrolet as she set out for her appointment. 
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GUY’S FATHER WAS supposed to be a prosperous man. Feigen was surprised at the modest neighborhood where the Saillot family home was located. But the lawn was well kept and there was a lovely, though tiny, formal garden at one side of the house. Marie Saillot met her at the door. She was a small woman, fair-skinned nearly to the point of paleness, with long ebony hair and beautiful emerald-green eyes that cried out the unspoken hurting of a mother’s deepest fears. She looked as if she had not slept for a month. 

“I am Guy’s mother,” she said. Feigen introduced herself and expressed her sympathy.

The Saillot home was tastefully furnished and immaculate. There were oil paintings comparable to the work of the French masters on the walls and exotic rugs on the floors. And fresh cut flowers in lovely vases.

Feigen got straight to the point of her visit. What could Marie tell her about her missing son?

Marie Saillot’s voice was shaky as she began. “Guy is a gentle soul who would never hurt anyone. I can’t understand how anybody would ever want to hurt him. He has lots of friends here, you know, and I was surprised that he wanted to go to Tennessee in the first place. But it was supposed to be for only three or four days and now it’s been more than two weeks.”

“Was he in good spirits when he left?”

“Guy is always in good spirits. He is such a happy person and he’s interested in almost everything. I remember him saying once, when he was about fifteen, that he didn’t really want to grow up because he had no idea what he wanted to do when he was an adult. That wasn’t a negative thing, Miss Feigen. He wanted to do it all.”

“And he’s in college?”

“Yes, at the University of Maryland. Except that he had taken a semester off to try and decide exactly where he was heading before he accumulated too many credits that might be wasted. He started as a music major and now he thinks maybe he wants to go into business. I know that may sound wishy-washy to anyone who doesn’t know him, but that’s Guy. He is good at everything he’s ever tried. He got interested in business last summer when he worked in his father’s company.”

Marie Saillot seemed to be getting more at ease as she talked.  

Feigen asked her, though she already knew, “What kind of business is Mister Saillot in?” 

“It’s the shipping business. The Franco-American Transatlantic Company, a French company you probably wouldn’t know about. He’s in charge of the American division. They have offices down at the port.”

“How long have you lived in Baltimore?”

“Almost ten years. We came here shortly after the war. Guy—I didn’t tell you, but he’s our only child—Guy has spent his growing up years here in Baltimore. Right from the beginning he had lots of friends. They couldn’t pronounce his name and he told them to call him ‘Gee Sailboat.’ We still try to visit La Havre at least once a year, but Guy considers Baltimore home.”

“He does speak French, though?”

“Yes, of course he does. He speaks and writes beautifully in both French and English.” 

“Missus Saillot,” Feigen said, “I’m very grateful for everything you’ve told me. I only have a few more questions. Do you know who he was supposed to visit in Knoxville?”

Marie Saillot nodded. “Yes. A friend of his named Mark Kinder. Mark’s actually from Maryland somewhere, and Guy knew him in school. I think Mark went to Tennessee for graduate study, but I can’t be certain about that.”

“Have you talked to him? Mark Kinder, I mean.”

“Yes, I called him the first thing. He said Guy never got there.”

“And you believe him—no reason to question what he says?”

“I’m sure he’s telling the truth.” 

“Can you describe Guy's car for me?”

“He drives a Ford. A two-tone green sedan.”

Feigen hesitated. This was the kind of question that she always hated to ask, especially of a mother. But she had to do it. “Missus Saillot, does Guy have any bad habits that might get him into trouble—does he ever drink heavily, or gamble, or anything like that?” 

“No. We always have wine with dinner, but Guy hardly ever drinks his. He doesn’t drink alcohol, or even smoke. But  . . .” Now it was Marie Saillot who was hesitant. “Maybe you know this already, but Guy is homosexual.” 

“Yes, I knew,” Feigen said. “Is he open about it?”

“He accepts it for what it is. But he doesn’t behave in a way that should lead to trouble. Do you think that might have something to do with all this?”

Feigen shook her head. “I certainly hope not. I’m truly sorry to have to put you through this, Missus Saillot. I know how painful it must be for you. It’s just that anything you can tell me might help us find Guy. I know that you have talked with the FBI—Agent Schuler? Is there anything you can think of that he didn’t ask about or you didn’t think of that might be helpful? Anything at all?”

Tears welled up in Marie Saillot’s eyes. “They just don’t know my son,” she said softly. “He is so good to everyone. He wants to understand the world and make it better. If you read his journal—”

“Excuse me,” Feigen interrupted. “Guy keeps a journal? Do you know where it might be?”

“Oh, yes. He has it with him. He always has it with him. And he always carries a pen and a little notebook to write things down when he thinks of something or sees something interesting. He would never have left home without his journal.”

“And you never heard from him at all after he left for Knoxville?”

“Oh, yes, I did. He sent a postcard. He said the country down there was beautiful and he was enjoying his trip.”

“Did Agent Schuler take that postcard?”

“No. The agent didn’t see it. He didn’t ask me the question you just did.”

“Missus Saillot, this could be very important. Could I please see the card?”

Marie Saillot excused herself and was gone from the room for a few minutes. When she returned, she handed Feigen a picture postcard that carried a handwritten note, “This is where I stayed tonight. I will be in Knoxville tomorrow. Love to all, Guy.” 

On the front of the card was a picture of the Tennessee Bend Motel. A caption included no post office address but located the enterprise at “Half way between Kingsport and Knoxville on U.S. Route 11W, at the gateway to Cherokee Lake.” 

“It’s postmarked August twenty-seventh.”

“Yes. That’s two days after he left.”  

Feigen carefully copied the information from the postcard in her reporter’s notebook. 

“Missus Saillot,” she said then, “as soon as I leave here I want you to call Agent Schuler at the FBI and tell him about this. It’s very important. Will you do that?”

“Yes.”

Feigen thanked her profusely, expressed her sympathy again,  and promised to be in touch. As she drove back to her apartment, she felt somewhat more optimistic about the prospects for finding Guy Saillot. She was eager to get started. Taking another day off suddenly looked like a waste of time. That night she packed, and early Sunday morning she left for Tennessee. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3


[image: ]


THE TENNESSEE BEND Motel was owned and managed by Barney Vidone, a short but husky man with broad shoulders and coal-black hair and wide-set dark eyes who loved east Tennessee and had never considered living anywhere else. He often complained that Tennessee in 1955 was not the Tennessee he used to know, that the wartime industry had brought in too many people who came from outside the South—somewhat ironic in that his own Southern roots did not run deep. 

Barney Vidone was a worrier. He worried about the rising costs of running his business, of course, but there were other things as well. Social issues like America’s declining moral standards, the lack of civility among today’s youth, and what to do for all the men who had come home from the war in Korea with broken bodies and troubled minds. He had seen combat himself and always held men in uniform in high esteem.

But his biggest concern these days was his fear of what might happen to the South now that the government said colored children and white children would have to go to school together. To Barney Vidone, how the South ran its schools was no affair of outsiders.  

Although he was proud of his establishment, Barney held no illusions as to the Tennessee Bend’s rating among first class places to stay. He freely confessed to fellow beer drinkers at Big John’s Place that it was getting somewhat shabby and needed at least superficial sprucing up and said someday he would bring all the rooms up to the same high standard as Room 10. He had boasted often enough that Room 10 was a masterpiece of his own unique design and craftsmanship, but never hinted at the dark and ugly secret hidden within its walls. 

If pressed for a timetable, Barney explained that it was hard to justify spending money for improvements that were merely cosmetic. On many nights all thirty-six of his single-room units were filled. His place was handily located for deer hunters in season and Cherokee Lake fishermen and travelers from the northeast on their way to or from certain parts of the South. 

Hunters and fishermen who reserved rooms at the Tennessee Bend generally considered their accommodations adequate, but travelers often found things to complain about. Unhappy guests were referred to Effie Catlin. Effie was a woman with graying hair and kind hazel eyes that made her look like everyone’s favorite aunt. She listened patiently to all grievances and said she was sorry. That was as far as Barney allowed her to go; refunds were out of the question.

Barney Vidone liked having people under his control. Once, after he’d had a few beers at Big John’s, he compared himself to the overseer on an antebellum plantation. “I have good workers who don’t really need many direct orders,” he bragged, “but they sure know who’s the boss and they’re not about to give me any trouble.”

No one mentioned the number of workers Barney had. With housekeeping duties contracted to a firm that brought its cleaning women to the motel every afternoon on a bus, Effie Catlin and a handyman named George were his only employees. Effie had been a fixture at the Tennessee Bend from the day it opened for business. The former owner recommended her to Barney and he was happy to keep her on; she knew a lot more about running the place than he did. This was a decision he’d never regretted. 

Effie’s competence was balanced by the hard fact that George couldn’t handle much beyond simple chores. He spent most of his time taking care of the grounds, and just now he was on hands and knees, pulling grass and weeds in the rose garden. He straightened up and smiled, as if some sixth sense told him the boss was watching, then quickly went back to work once it was clear that Barney did not need him for something else.

Barney stood in the motel parking lot with Bishop Collins and Harlan MacElroy. He nudged Bishop with his elbow and nodded toward his handyman. “Look at George up there,” he said. “He works like a slave and never gives me any trouble.”

“Yeah, well, just be sure you don’t pay him too much,” Bishop replied. “We don’t want them boys to start thinking they’re worth more than they are.”

“You needn’t worry about George,” Barney assured him. “He knows his place.”  

Barney’s connection with George went back a good many years. George was one of his playmates when he was little, when the Vidone family was poor white trash and lived a long way back in the woods and his father competed with black men for work at the sawmill and wherever else a low-paying job might pop up. His father was a hard worker with a young wife and five children—Barney was in the middle—but never found a steady job. They might have gone hungry at times except that the plentiful rabbits and squirrels made for easy hunting and an occasional deer and now and then even a ’possum showed up on the Vidone kitchen table.

Barney felt good about giving George a job. It seemed obvious to him that his handyman would have a hard time finding work anywhere else. He paid George less than the minimum wage, but let him live free in a comfortable room at the motel so he’d be available at all hours.

“I expect he’d work for me for nothing,” Barney said rather loudly, to make sure the point got across to Bishop and Harlan. Their opinions mattered to him and he wanted them to be impressed with George’s loyalty. 

Effie complained that Barney spent too much time with Bishop and Harlan. The pair stopped by several times a month and drank Effie’s coffee and told stories Barney had heard before. She said they were a bad influence and she wished they would stay away. Barney liked them. Bishop and Harlan tended to view the world about the same way he did, and even though the trio’s discussions were wide ranging and often got into areas that none of them knew anything about, there was very little likelihood of a serious disagreement. 

Barney assumed that Effie was watching at this very minute, from inside the front office. He could almost feel her disapproving eyes on him and his two friends as they talked. He didn’t think she was able to read lips, not from that distance anyway, but she seemed to have a knack for sensing what was going on. Woman’s intuition, probably. 

Just to make sure, Barney kept his back turned to the office. This was a serious conversation and he did not particularly appreciate Effie’s surveillance.  

Bishop Collins—Bishop was his given name, not a title—usually did most of the talking. Bishop was a pudgy man with a round, pallid face and gray eyes so pale they might have been colorless. He had large, beefy hands and kept his head cleanly shaved to hide the fact that he was as bald as an egg except for slight fringes of red hair just above his ears. 

Barney Vidone didn’t pay much attention to appearances. He considered Bishop Collins one of the smartest men he’d ever met.  

Harlan MacElroy, on the other hand, never was likely to gain much recognition for his intellectual capacity. He was a handsome man, a couple of inches over six feet tall and muscular, with a nice face enhanced by his ruddy outdoors complexion. It was a standing joke among people who knew him that he was a perfect example of nature’s balance. “The Lord gave Harlan his good looks to make up for his lack of smarts,” they’d say, and usually throw in a few good stories to back up their keen perception.

Barney and Bishop Collins were religious men. Harlan rarely had been inside a church and never had given much thought to whether there was a supreme being or not.

Bishop was a mainstay in the Appalachian Church of the Living God, where his fellow members gave him most of the credit for a successful fundraising drive that put money in the bank for a new auditorium. Groundbreaking was scheduled in a few months and there was a move afoot to get a fancy bronze plaque engraved with Bishop’s name displayed prominently above the front door. 

Although he hadn’t mentioned it to anyone, as soon as the new building was done Bishop planned to lead a movement to get rid of the pastor and bring in a new man whose theology was closer to his own. Pastor Tim believed that Christians should preach to Jews the same as they did to other non-Christians and seek to convert them to Christianity. This was a view that Bishop found thoroughly distasteful. 

Barney Vidone didn’t go to church anymore, but he still tried to live up to the teachings of Preacher Jonathan Ward. Although his father and mother had been staunch Catholics in the strict Italian tradition, there was no Catholic church anywhere near after they moved to Tennessee and with no priest to answer to they soon lost all interest in religion. Young Barney started going to meetings at the Walnut Ridge Primitive Baptist Church an hour’s walk down in the valley and soon learned that his only hope of making it into heaven was to devote his life to doing God’s work. And God’s work, according to Preacher Ward, centered on preserving the white Christian way of life. 

Barney looked up to Preacher Ward. At one time he considered becoming a preacher himself, but he doubted that he ever could be as effective a messenger for God as Preacher Ward was and there also was some question as to whether he actually had been called to the gospel. Preacher Ward said a man ought to hear the voice of God calling him, like he did the day God caused an accident at the sawmill in which his right arm was severed and his left arm mangled. In the end, Barney’s lack of confidence on both questions caused him to give up the idea of following in Jonathan Ward’s footsteps.  

But he’d never forgotten Preacher Ward’s passionate sermons. He gave Preacher Ward credit for setting his moral compass and he was concerned every day about working his way toward heaven.

Given all that he had done to carry out the fiery little preacher’s teachings, he took comfort in the fact that he never had been a racist. There were plenty in the community who were, but he never had understood that point of view. He did not hate black men and he found many of the colored women to be quite attractive. 

And the little nigger children were fun to watch—their happy songs and dances, the way their mothers dressed them up for church on Sunday, the way they stepped aside and made way for their elders, the way they ran and played and never acted like they cared that they didn’t have bicycles and wagons and other things the white children had. 

He seldom made a point of it anymore, but in the past Barney often had told how he played with the colored kids when he was little and got along with them just fine. He liked them and he was pretty sure they liked him. And unlike the nigger men and women, the little ones always knew their place. 

In Barney’s view, the world was filled with all kinds of human trash. Niggers and Jews were at the top of the list, of course, but there were lots of immoral white folks, too. If a white man did things against God’s natural law he was just as vile as any colored man or Jew. And although Barney was rarely as eager as Bishop Collins and Harlan were for overt action, he was not one to look the other way when evil behavior took place right in front of his eyes. God would not forget such failures. 

Barney had first come to know Bishop Collins when they both stood up against formation of a local chapter of the KKK. He knew the Klan had done good things, but he didn’t always agree with their tactics. And Bishop was interested in keeping local control over action on local problems. He said Klansmen took orders from higher ups who didn’t necessarily understand things the way men like him and Barney would. 

“You and me could do a better job of keeping scum in its place around here, and we wouldn’t have to wear no sheets over our heads,” Bishop said. Barney bought into Bishop’s way of thinking right on the spot.  

There had been times when he questioned the earnestness of Bishop Collins’s dedication, though. Sometimes it looked as though Bishop took pleasure in the meaner-spirited things which Barney himself detested. Harlan, on the other hand, simply went along to get along. No one ever had expected much of Harlan MacElroy. 
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Harlan, for his part, had no doubt that his life had taken a turn for the better since he started hanging around with Barney Vidone and Bishop Collins. People seemed to look up to Bishop Collins, and Barney was a prominent businessman whose Tennessee Bend Motel had been written up a year or so ago in a tourist brochure published by the State of Tennessee. He was proud to be associated with both men, but if he ever had to choose between them he felt a greater loyalty to Bishop Collins. He still wondered whether he’d done the right thing helping Barney that time without consulting Bishop. But Barney said don’t tell anyone, and Harlan promised he wouldn’t. Once he had given his word he was bound to keep it. 

Harlan never had been much of a success at the things he considered important, except for one—shooting. He was  proud of his marksmanship and would bet money there wasn’t a better shot in the county. Bishop Collins had told people all over that “Harlan can nick a gnat’s nuts at two hundred yards,” which Harlan considered the highest compliment he’d ever had. 

Other than shooting, Harlan didn’t have much to brag about. Scratching out a living as a hog farmer was hard work and there was never much of a reward for his labor. He appreciated Bishop giving him a job at the sawmill two or three days a month. He worked hard to make sure he earned the few dollars Bishop paid him, and he always tried to make sure that Bishop noticed how hard he worked.  

Number one on the list of things Harlan wanted to be good at was making money, and number two was having people look up to him. He used to think that if he had money the being looked up to would come naturally, but his association with Bishop Collins had given him reason to reconsider this. Bishop had money, yes, but Harlan had seen how people looked up to Bishop because he was a leader, a man who got things done. 

Harlan had been trying to figure out exactly what made Bishop Collins a leader. He believed that if he could imitate Bishop and become a leader himself, people would look up to him, too, even though they never had before. If he became a leader he could get things done the way Bishop did and if he could get things done he might make more money. He therefore lived in hope that his best days still were to come. 

He didn’t dwell on it much, but there hadn’t been too many good days in Harlan’s life. His mama died bringing him into the world and nobody ever knew who his daddy was. He was raised to the age of thirteen by Papa and Grandma Puckett, two people he would always remember as being among the vilest humans God ever put on this green earth.  

He remembered Papa Puckett, his mama’s great uncle as best he could sort things out, as a giant of a man who often was drunk by noon—and a man who hated kids. Papa resented being stuck with Harlan and never missed a chance to make this clear. Harlan could not remember Papa ever saying a kind or gentle word.

Grandma Puckett was even older than Papa, a frail spit of a woman who seemed to feel put upon every morning she woke up alive. Her only hope was to escape her hard, miserable life with Papa and go on home to be with her Lord.

Harlan did have at least a few good memories of Grandma. She would never let him go hungry. She would cut down Papa’s old overalls so that Harlan could wear them without the legs dragging the ground and she’d tear off scraps from old newspapers to put in the bottom of his shoes when the soles wore completely through. She said he would need the clothes in case he ever decided to go to school. 

Once a week, after she had washed all their clothes and sheets and towels and the like, Grandma would save the wash water and put Harlan in the tub for his bath. She’d take a rough washrag and a shaving off the bar of harsh laundry soap and scrub him good. This went on until he was old enough that his manhood began to show, and although Grandma always acted like she enjoyed what was on display, Harlan was embarrassed. 

He took to hiding in the woods until she gave up and dumped the wash water. Sometimes, when he got to stinking too much, he would go down to the creek and bathe. Handfuls of sand took the place of soap.  

Like Papa, Grandma always made clear that she never wanted Harlan and her life would be much easier without him. He could never tell if she really meant it.

Harlan recalled keenly the cool spring morning when Grandma Puckett finally got her wish and passed away. They said it was the consumption. Papa’s response was a four-day drunk that ended up in a fall down a steep cliff. He left chunks of flesh, lots of blood, and even bits of his brain tissue splattered over several sharp limestone outcroppings that he bounced off of on his way down. 

Harlan remembered all this very clearly, also. He recalled worrying that he was supposed to be sad over the loss of the only family he had, when all he felt was a great sense of relief. He was free. 

Now, he was blessed with a wife and two beautiful little girls, and Harlan liked to think that Bishop Collins and Barney Vidone were almost like brothers. 
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Bishop Collins liked having Harlan MacElroy around. He’d be the first to admit that Harlan was not the brightest star in the universe, but Harlan was loyal. Loyalty meant a lot to Bishop. He had a great deal of confidence that both Harlan and Barney were devoted to the cause, but if push came to shove he had more faith in Harlan to do whatever needed to be done. 

The cause, for Bishop, was clear-cut. It was to preserve white supremacy forever. This called for keeping colored people, Jews, Asians, and anybody else who was not pure Caucasian Christian in their place. And their place was separate from him and his kind, the further the better. It went without saying that he and Barney Vidone were on the same page when it came to concern about “outsiders.”

Given his role as a father, a leading businessman, and a leader in the local Christian community, Bishop Collins felt strongly that he was the one to lead the critical battle against changes in the way of life he believed in. If there was anyone who exemplified this way of life more perfectly than he did, he had yet to find them.  

Bishop considered himself fortunate to have been brought up right. His father ran a small grocery store and his mother worked as a scrub nurse at the hospital. He’d often heard his father complain about the niggers who ran up big grocery bills that were hard to collect, but even more often the ire had been aimed at the Jews who controlled the food warehouses and the distribution system and raked off most of the profit right from the top. All they had to do, Luther Collins said, was count the money and cook the books, while he
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