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Dedication

For Betty and Jerry Iles,

who came out of tiny southern towns

and climbed books like stairs to rise.

Thank you for everything.





Epigraph

For the truth is a terrible thing. You dabble your foot in it and it is nothing. But you walk a little farther and you feel it pull you like an undertow or a whirlpool. First there is the slow pull so steady and gradual you scarcely notice it, then the acceleration, then the dizzy whirl and plunge into darkness. For there is a blackness of truth, too. They say it is a terrible thing to fall into the Grace of God. I am prepared to believe that.

—Robert Penn Warren, All the King’s Men






Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Epigraph

Contents

Prologue

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Chapter 44

Chapter 45

Chapter 46

Chapter 47

Chapter 48

Chapter 49

Chapter 50

Chapter 51

Chapter 52

Chapter 53

Chapter 54

Chapter 55

Chapter 56

Chapter 57

Chapter 58

Chapter 59

Chapter 60

Chapter 61

Chapter 62

Chapter 63

Chapter 64

Chapter 65

Chapter 66

Chapter 67

Chapter 68

Chapter 69

Chapter 70

Chapter 71

Chapter 72

Chapter 73

Chapter 74

Chapter 75

Chapter 76

Chapter 77

Epilogue

Acknowledgments



An Excerpt from SOUTHERN MAN


Thursday


Chapter 1


Saturday


Chapter 2


P.S. Insights, Interviews & More . . .*


About the Author

About the Book

Read On

Praise

Also by Greg Iles

Copyright

About the Publisher





Prologue

GRIEF IS THE most solitary emotion; it makes islands of us all.

I’ve spent a lot of time visiting graves over the past few weeks. Sometimes with Annie, but mostly alone. The people who see me there give me a wide berth. I’m not sure why. For thirty miles around, almost everyone knows me. Penn Cage, the mayor of Natchez, Mississippi. When they avoid me—waving from a distance, if at all, then hurrying on their way—I sometimes wonder if I have taken on the mantle of death. Jewel Washington, the county coroner and a true friend, pulled me aside in City Hall last week and told me I look like living proof that ghosts exist. Maybe they do. Since Caitlin died, I have felt like nothing more than the ghost of myself.

Perhaps that’s why I spend so much time visiting graves.

HENRY SEXTON IS buried in a small churchyard in Ferriday, his tilted stone exposed to the cold wind that blasts over the Louisiana Delta fields. The simple marker displays the usual census information. Below this is his chosen epitaph, discovered in one of his journals:

Wish I didn’t know now what I didn’t know then.

Typical of Henry to choose a line from a Bob Seger song.

Underneath this lament for lost innocence are six words chiseled by the black folks who attend this saltbox church, and who keep the grave of this white journalist trimmed to perfection.

Wasn’t that a man?

—MUDDY WATERS

Enough said.

CAITLIN’S GRAVE STANDS in the Natchez City Cemetery, in the flat square below Jewish Hill, not far from the Turning Angel. Her stone is white Alabama marble, tall and thin and strong, just as she was. Her mother wanted her buried up north, but her father persuaded the family that since Caitlin had intended to marry and raise her family in Mississippi, then here she should remain.

I chose her epitaph, a line she often quoted and attributed to Ayn Rand.

The question isn’t who’s going to let me; it’s who’s going to stop me.

Rand never actually said that; the line seems to be a paraphrase from a conversation Howard Roark had in The Fountainhead. Nevertheless, it sums up Caitlin’s approach to life and work about as well as anything could. A few people have asked me if that epitaph is appropriate, given that Caitlin was murdered as a consequence of her reckless pursuit of a gang of killers. I tell them I was never a fan of Ayn Rand, but the old hypocrite got that one right. And if there was a moral or lesson in Caitlin’s death, I’m too thick to see it. If you want to make sense of this world, don’t come to me for answers.

I’m fresh out.

I stand on the high bluff over the river most every day, trying and failing to piece my life back together as winter changes to spring and my father’s murder trial approaches. Dad’s being held in protective custody in Louisiana by the FBI. He wasn’t allowed to cross into Mississippi to attend Caitlin’s funeral. I’m told he beat his arthritic hands against the bars of his cell when he got word that Sheriff Billy Byrd would jail him in Natchez if he crossed the river—beat them until he broke some bones in his right wrist. I don’t know for sure.

I haven’t spoken to him since Caitlin died.

FORREST KNOX IS buried on family land, the former Valhalla hunting camp. Last week I parked my car on the shoulder of Highway 61 and hiked in alone, my pistol in my right hand, and searched among deep tire ruts and FBI evidence markers until I found the gravestone. Forrest’s marker bore a chiseled Confederate battle flag, which was a desecration of that banner, and also the words Unflagging devotion. I stood there a while, sick deep in my guts, only then realizing that I’d been hoping to cross paths with Forrest’s uncle—Snake.

After a while I kicked over the stone, dropped to my knees, and used the butt of my gun to smash the chiseled flag as best I could. All I managed to do was chip a few stars off it. Heaving for breath, I got to my feet and fired five bullets against the granite slab, which did the job. Then I pissed on the grave—a good long piss that steamed in the cold and muddied the earth—and walked back out to the highway.

Yeah, well. If you don’t want the whole truth, stop reading now.

If you go on, don’t say I didn’t warn you.





Chapter 1

FOR THE PAST few weeks I’ve been writing as a strategy for staying sane. Strange to admit, but there it is. Since Caitlin’s death, I’ve been having trouble with some of the basic principles of existence, like time. Chronology. To be frank, I don’t have it in me to describe the events that constitute the immediate fallout of her death, or of my father’s arrest for murder. You should probably read a couple of articles from the Natchez Examiner, Caitlin’s old newspaper. Caitlin’s older sister, Miriam—a corporate financial officer from New York—has been running the paper since Caitlin died, and she has vowed to stay on until the last of the Knoxes has been jailed and the Double Eagles smashed for all time. I’m not sure Miriam Masters realizes how long that could be.

The two articles below were written by Keisha Harvin, a twenty-five-year-old black reporter from Alabama who’s been hounding the Double Eagles like a Fury incarnate. Caitlin hired Keisha from another Masters paper only two days before she was killed. Fittingly, for the past eight weeks, Keisha has been living across the street from Annie and me, in Caitlin’s old house. I don’t think she sleeps much, nor does she pull any punches, no matter who she’s writing about. My father has suffered in her stories—as he should—and through Keisha’s writing the Knox family has become a national symbol of the most atavistic and depraved instincts in the American character.

More than once I’ve tried to persuade Keisha to pull back a little and think about her safety, but like Caitlin she believes that her work means more than her life. I’m not sure a twenty-five-year-old is qualified to make that decision, but I do know this: where good people stand against evil, sooner or later fate demands a reckoning. When that day comes, I hope I’m close enough to Keisha Harvin to do some good.

NATCHEZ EXAMINER

December 30, 2005

Trial Date Set for Dr. Tom Cage

by Keisha Harvin

Circuit Judge Joseph Elder has set a trial date of March 13 for local physician Thomas J. Cage in the murder of Viola Turner. In a case that has drawn national attention, Dr. Cage is accused of murdering his 65-year-old former nurse in the wake of a pact that would have required him to euthanize the terminally ill woman, who had been his employee thirty-eight years earlier. The fact that Dr. Cage is white and Nurse Turner was black has complicated the situation, since it has been revealed that Mrs. Turner had a child by Dr. Cage in 1968, when Cage was married. Mrs. Turner was a 28-year-old widow at the time, her husband having recently been killed in the Vietnam War.

District Attorney Shadrach Johnson stated: “I don’t want anyone to be confused about this murder charge. This is not a case of euthanasia. If a doctor simply provides the drugs that a patient uses to end his or her life, that is a special class of crime in Mississippi: physician-assisted suicide. But if a physician administers those drugs himself, it’s murder, plain and simple—even if it’s done as a so-called mercy killing. But this is a case where the physician had a personal stake in keeping his patient silent about a fact that could destroy his reputation, and also his marriage. That is why Dr. Cage has been charged with first-degree murder.”

Adams County sheriff Billy Byrd said that his department has been working around the clock to be sure that the DA’s office is fully prepared to give Dr. Cage the speedy trial guaranteed by law. “Some Mississippi counties drag around for a year or more getting ready to prosecute,” Byrd commented. “But this poor woman was dying from cancer when she was murdered, and her family deserves justice. I’ve met extensively with the relatives, and they are really broken up about what happened. I don’t want to bias anybody, but I don’t know if I’ve ever seen a case where the facts were so clear. But I’ll leave that to DA Johnson to sort out with the jury.”

Jury selection will begin ten weeks from today. At this time Dr. Cage is not confined at the Adams County jail, but at the Federal Correctional Institution at Pollock, Louisiana. Special Agent John Kaiser of the FBI explained: “Dr. Cage is being held in protective custody. He’s a material witness in a major federal investigation, and his life is in danger.” Asked if Dr. Cage would be in danger if held in the Adams County jail, Agent Kaiser declined to comment.

Dr. Cage will be defended at trial by noted African-American civil rights attorney Quentin Avery of Jefferson County, Mississippi, and Washington, D.C. To date Dr. Cage has made no statement in his own defense. But in a telephone interview yesterday, Mr. Avery said: “It should not be overlooked that Viola Turner’s brother was murdered by the Double Eagle group in 1968. Events surrounding that crime could very well impact this case.” Natchez mayor Penn Cage, the son of the defendant and a former Houston prosecutor, declined to comment on either the trial date or the statements by District Attorney Johnson, Sheriff Byrd, or Mr. Avery.

NATCHEZ EXAMINER

January 3, 2006

Knox Likely to Be Removed from FBI’s Most Wanted

by Keisha Harvin

Last week’s apparent suicide by a former member of the infamous Double Eagle group may lead the FBI to remove the name of Chester “Snake” Knox from the FBI’s Ten Most Wanted list. Sources close to the investigation report that evidence found at the scene of former Ku Klux Klansman Silas Groom’s death links him to several felonies, including the bombing of an FBI plane carrying evidence from the Vidalia airport to the FBI crime lab in Washington on December 17.

Groom was discovered in his home last Thursday, shot through the head, a revolver still in his hand. Sources say a suicide note and additional evidence discovered at the scene may link Groom to several murders, including those of Natchez Examiner publisher Caitlin Masters, who was killed on December 16, 2005, in Lusahatcha County, and also of Double Eagle founding member Sonny Thornfield, who supposedly committed suicide in the Concordia Parish jail eighteen days ago.

Local supervising FBI special agent John Kaiser declined to comment on this new evidence, but FBI spokesman Eric Templeton in Washington said: “While Snake Knox may be guilty of kidnapping and even other murders, it was the bombing of the Bureau jet that placed him on our most wanted list. We are generally satisfied that Groom was the culprit in that case, and the list will probably be altered accordingly.” When asked how a seventy-eight-year-old man could have planted a complex explosive device on an FBI jet, Agent Templeton stated: “The Double Eagles were mostly military veterans with explosives experience. Silas Groom had more weapons expertise than your average Al Qaeda terrorist, and you don’t have to be an Olympic athlete to sabotage a small plane.”

At least one local law enforcement official, Concordia Parish sheriff Walker Dennis, has raised doubts as to whether Groom actually committed suicide. Sheriff Dennis said, “I’m going to wait for the medical examiner to release his findings, but anybody would have to concede that there’s been an awful suspicious rash of suicides recently. And Groom’s death could take a lot of heat off Snake Knox, which, if you ask me, is where the heat belongs. My department won’t let up in our hunt for Knox, even though the FBI seems to think he’s lit out for a nonextradition country.”

The contents of Silas Groom’s suicide note remain undisclosed. But in a macabre touch, the Examiner has learned that a rare twenty-dollar “Double Eagle” gold piece that served as the group’s membership badge was found atop the bloody note that reportedly confessed some of Groom’s crimes. Like all authentic Double Eagle badges, that gold piece was minted in the year of the holder’s birth, in Groom’s case 1933. According to the diary of journalist Henry Sexton, the only exceptions to this practice were that Double Eagle members born after the gold piece was no longer minted carried original JFK half-dollars minted in 1964. This is supposedly the badge still carried by Snake Knox.

Rumors linking the Double Eagle group to the 1963 assassination of John F. Kennedy remain unverified. All efforts to identify the evidence being carried from Vidalia to the Washington crime lab on the downed Bureau plane have been stymied by the FBI. The Bureau has said only that this evidence pertained to its recent investigation into the Double Eagle murders that occurred in the Natchez-Vidalia area in the 1960s. The aircraft involved was a Cessna Citation II, and it burned before fire and rescue personnel could reach it. The Bureau has not disclosed whether all or part of the evidence on board survived the crash.

Thirty-six years ago, a different small plane crashed at the Concordia Parish Airport after supposedly colliding with another aircraft flown by Snake Knox. Four people died in that incident, but Knox, an experienced crop duster, walked away unharmed. This alleged midair collision occurred while Concordia was still an unattended airfield and was witnessed only by the young nephew, now deceased, of Snake Knox. The diaries of Henry Sexton have cast doubt on the FAA report made at the time, but unless Knox is apprehended and alters his original story, this earlier crash will remain a closed investigation.

As for the downing of the FBI jet, a local Vidalia man who requested anonymity said: “Nobody in this area knows more about small planes than Snake Knox. Nobody knows more about bombs, either. But that’s all I’ve got to say about that. Snake Knox ain’t somebody you want to get on the wrong side of, even if he has run off to Costa Rica or wherever. Sooner or later, he’ll be back. You watch and see.”





Chapter 2

I’M BLASTING ACROSS the Louisiana Delta at eighty-five miles an hour, primeval darkness covering the land like a shroud. My xenon high beams bore a tunnel through the night, triggering a riot of eyeshine from startled deer, possums, foxes, raccoons, and the occasional cow resting close to a fence. Our bodyguard’s armored Yukon tracks us from 150 yards back, far enough to spare me a migraine during the hundred-mile drive home from the prison that holds my father, but close enough for Tim Weathers to play Seventh Cavalry should that become necessary. Every now and then there’s a juddering thump as I round a curve and smash over the broken armor of a dead armadillo, yet my daughter, Annie, sleeps on beside me, one hand resting lightly on my forearm, which I’ve left on the console to reassure her.

Another angelic face floats in the rearview mirror. Through the blur of fatigue I see it as Caitlin’s, but it belongs to Mia Burke, Annie’s twenty-year-old caretaker. Mia’s eyes are closed, her mouth slightly open, and susurrant snores pass through her parted lips. Exhaustion keeps both girls sedated through potholes and roadkill, exhaustion plus the drone of the engine and whine of our tires, topped off by the voice of Levon Helm and the Band singing “The Weight,” the live version from The Last Waltz.

As Pops and Mavis Staples begin singing harmony like dark angels floating down from heaven, some semblance of peace washes over me. How much soul and conviction must a white man have to sing lead in front of angels like that? Levon is an Arkansas country boy as rail-thin and tough as the bastards who killed Caitlin, yet he somehow sings with the wounded humanity of a man without a tribe, a man who has known both love and grief and understands that one is the price of the other.

I wish I believed in God, so that I could blame Him for Caitlin’s murder. But as a man without faith, I’m left to blame my father. My mother believes Caitlin brought about her own death and would have done even had my father not turned all our lives upside down. I haven’t the strength to argue the case. Mom simply wants me to forgive Dad enough to visit him in prison. But I can’t bring myself to do that. So I sit outside in the car, or else down the street in a Wendy’s restaurant, while Mom and Annie go through their ritual at the prison, Mia tending to Annie while Mom spends time alone with Dad.

More times than not, I set aside the perpetual pile of crap that comes with being a mayor and sit pondering the chain of events that brought me to this pass. It’s true that Caitlin let her ambition drive her to a cursed place she should never have gone alone, and she died for it. But had my father not hidden the truth of what transpired on the night Viola Turner died, Caitlin would never have become obsessed with Henry Sexton’s quest, or picked up his torch after he martyred himself to save us, or followed a bloody trail to the abomination called the Bone Tree.

She would be alive.

We would be living with Annie in Edelweiss, our dream house overlooking the river, and well on our way to giving Annie a brother. That thought haunts me, probably more than it should. The night before Caitlin was killed, we made love in that house for the first and last time: a desperate attempt on her part to calm me down after a standoff with a corrupt sheriff. I had no idea then that Caitlin was pregnant. Forrest Knox told me later, as a torment, and the autopsy confirmed his revelation. Had I foreseen the doom we were racing toward on that last night, I would have locked the door of Edelweiss and held her inside until . . . what? It’s pointless to speculate. Somehow, I sense, no matter what I did that night, Caitlin would still have died, and Annie and I would still have wound up here. Which is . . . where?

Lost.

When someone you love is murdered, you learn things about yourself you’d give a great deal not to know. If you kill the person who robbed you of that life, you discover that vengeance can’t begin to fill the fulminating void that murder leaves behind. Nothing can, except years of living, and then only if you’re lucky. Annie and I learned that the first time, when cancer took her mother.

Caitlin was our luck.

Nine weeks ago, our luck ran out. Caitlin’s murder hit us like an artillery shell from a clear blue sky. And the first thing blown apart by that kind of shell is time. Day and night lose their meaning. The passage of moments and hours wobbles out of kilter. Clock faces trigger confusion, even panic. In the demi-world of mourning, one’s sense of selfhood begins to unravel. The strong find ways to re-orient themselves to the superimposed temporal structure observed by the rest of the world, but no matter how hard I’ve tried, I haven’t been able to do that.

My work has suffered so badly that everyone at City Hall is engaged in a conspiracy to pretend I’m functional. That’s hard to admit, but if I’m honest, something isn’t quite right with me. My hold on reality is more tenuous than it should be. My sense of control has eroded to the point that I’ve questioned my sanity. But given all I’ve been through . . . perhaps that’s a sane response. Perhaps the only one. Because my family has imploded.

My mother lives in a motel near the Federal Correctional Institution at Pollock, Louisiana, where my father is being held by the FBI (thirty miles behind us now, and thankfully fading farther every minute). I had to withdraw Annie from middle school, and only Mia Burke’s altruistic intervention has prevented her from becoming paralyzed by grief and terror. Mia’s done a lot to hold my head above water also, which isn’t fair to her, but she volunteered, and frankly there’s no one else to lean on.

My cell phone pings beneath the music. It’s lying sideways beside the Audi’s central handbrake. Pinning the steering wheel in position with my left knee, I reach across my lap with my left hand to check the phone without disturbing Annie.

The message reads: U ok? Not getting sleepy, are u?

It’s from Tim Weathers, our bodyguard for the night, tailing us in his Yukon. Actually, the vehicle doesn’t belong to Tim. It’s the property of Vulcan Asset Management, the Dallas-based security firm that employs him.

I’m fine, I type. Girls sleeping.

They need it, he replies.

Apart from Caitlin’s death, this may be the most difficult adaptation of all. We live surrounded by bodyguards. A necessity, of course, everyone agreed. Total security, twenty-four hours a day. And not the oversized guidos you see guarding pop divas and pro athletes, but retired Special Forces soldiers like my friend Daniel Kelly, who’s been missing in Afghanistan for months now. Men who understand the job of protection and have the skills, restraint, and experience to do it right.

The financial burden of maintaining such protection is crushing. Over the past almost two and a half months, security firms have billed me more than a hundred thousand dollars. But I see no alternative. It’s like hiring round-the-clock nurses for an ailing parent: until you have to do it, you have no idea what ceaseless attention really costs. To my relief, Caitlin’s father has paid half the balance of every bill. He offered to pay every cent, but I still have some pride left. I can’t afford this level of expenditure for long, but every time I wonder whether we might be able to relax our vigilance and stem the hemorrhage of cash, John Masters’s words ring in my ears:

“Penn, if anything were to happen to you or Annie, Caitlin would never forgive me. I accept that my daughter is dead, but I don’t accept that my obligations to her will ever end. So you hire the best and send me the bills. I don’t give one goddamn how high it goes. You killed Snake Knox’s nephew. Until that son of a bitch is pumped full of embalming fluid, I want you living like the president of the United States. I failed to protect my daughter, and I can barely stand to look in the mirror. Don’t make the same mistake with yours.”

I don’t intend to.

Thus we have lived with at least one bodyguard—and sometimes three—within yards of us twenty-four hours a day. Today, during our weekly drive to and from the Pollock prison, we’ve had only Tim, an ex-SEAL from Tennessee. Tim has become like a favorite uncle to Annie, and a brother to Mia and to me. As usual, Annie saw her grandmother first today, and then her grandfather while Mia walked down the road and shared a cheeseburger with me at Wendy’s.

Juvenile, maybe, but that’s the way it is.

More eyeshine flashes out of the empty fields beyond the shoulders of the highway. This drive is like a night tour of some vast wildlife refuge, a southern safari inundated by the sulfurous, miles-long reek of a skunk’s defensive spray. The bright orbs flashing in the darkness run the color spectrum: yellow for raccoons, green for deer, red for foxes and possums, blue for the occasional coyote. The land seems peopled by luminous ghosts, yet the explanation is simple enough. The tapetum lucidum layer of crystals behind all those retinas evolved to enhance night vision by reflecting light back through the eye, so that it can be used twice, not once. But like the TV lights that always blinded me when I arrived at the Walls Unit at Huntsville to witness executions, the blaze of my Audi’s xenon headlamps renders that adaptation useless, blasting all those sensitive eyes sightless—

“Daddy?” Annie’s hand lightly squeezes my right arm. “I need to pee.”

My daughter is eleven years old, but when she speaks from half sleep, her voice sounds exactly as it did when she was three or four.

There are no lights ahead, only blackness. But my brain quickly riffles through its file of stopping points in this near desolate landscape. “I think there’s a gas station about eight minutes ahead, Boo. Can you wait?”

“Uh-huh. Don’t forget and pass it, though. I gotta go bad.”

A voice from behind me says, “I second that sentiment.”

Glancing up at the rearview mirror, I see Mia watching me, a wry smile on her face.

“I’m hungry, too,” she adds. “I’m going to be huge by the time I go back to school.”

Mia must be tired; otherwise she would never mention the prospect of leaving us—not within Annie’s hearing—even though the eventual day of parting is inevitable. Mia’s very presence is a miracle, one based on a generosity I can scarcely comprehend. Two years ago, when she was a superachieving high-school senior at my alma mater, Mia took care of Annie for one summer, then during the school year on afternoons when I was working. She was the perfect babysitter: a smart, vivacious, and motivated girl from a family of modest means, driven to work for the things her private school classmates took for granted. Her drive and practicality rubbed off on Annie every day, and I was thankful.

But late that year, a classmate of Mia’s drowned in a nearby creek, and a childhood friend of mine was charged with killing her. Mia proved instrumental to solving that murder, and as a reward, my grateful friend—a physician—helped her attain something that had proved beyond her reach, no matter how hard she worked: tuition money for her first-choice college, Harvard.

By pure chance, Mia was on her way home for Christmas break when Caitlin was killed. As soon as she heard the news, she came over and did all she could to comfort Annie, who had already begun to regress to the paralyzing, hyper-anxious state she’d experienced after her mother died in Houston. Within a week, Annie developed a worrisome dependence on Mia. I didn’t know how I was going to keep her from losing control when Mia had to return to Massachusetts. To my amazement, though, three days before Mia was scheduled to leave, she sat me down and said she’d decided to take a semester off in order to help Annie “get back to normal.”

I argued, but not too hard or for too long. Mia told me she’d been scheduled to do a semester at an archaeological dig in the Yucatán, so it wasn’t like ditching a real semester. By this time, my mother had already decided to relocate to be near Dad’s prison, and that settled the issue.

“There’s a light,” Mia says. “Up on the left.”

She’s right. What I remember as a solitary service station stands on the edge of the flat fields about a mile ahead, like some radio relay station in the desert. Taking out my cell phone, I speed-dial Tim behind us.

“What’s up?” he asks.

“We’re pulling off at that gas station. Girls need a bathroom.”

“Let me catch up before you turn.”

“Copy that.”

This kind of tactical conversation has become second nature over the past weeks. Sixty seconds’ driving carries us to the turn, and Tim is behind us by the time I roll the wheel left and clunk onto a gravel-studded dirt lot near the concrete pad that supports the old gas station.

I park on oil-stained concrete under the sagging awning/canopy that covers the pumps, and Tim pulls in behind us. As soon as he exits the Yukon, Annie jumps out and runs into the station. Tim follows, and Mia and I trail them inside.

The temperature’s dropped ten degrees since we left the prison. The interior of the station smells of scalded coffee, old grease, and disinfectant. A lone attendant is working the night shift, an elderly woman wearing a hairnet. She stands behind a greasy glass case holding the last of some fried chicken and potato logs. While Annie uses the restroom, I scan the meager offerings on the snack rack, then ask if the woman has fresh coffee. She says she’ll make a new pot.

“Where’s your men’s room?”

“Outside. Turn right when you walk out.”

Tim starts to follow me out, but I point at my left ankle and ask him to stay with the girls. He nods and tells me to keep my eyes open.

The darkness outside carries the faint sweet scent of airborne herbicide. I didn’t notice it during my short walk into the station. It’s too early for crop dusting; maybe a farmer is mixing chemicals somewhere nearby. That odor hurls me back to childhood. When I was a boy in my grandfather’s fields, I’d run beneath the toylike biplane as it dropped billowing clouds of poison, joyfully waving my arms, never dreaming those clouds could seed cancer in my blood and bones.

The men’s room also takes me back to childhood. A closet-size cubicle, cold as a deep freeze yet fetid with the stench of human waste and chemical cleaners, a heavy funk with an astringent tang that would burn your throat if you breathed it too long.

Sliding the flimsy bolt into a hole in the door frame, I square up to the tall old wall urinal, unzip my fly, and piss against the stained porcelain. How many times have I made this drive between Natchez and the federal prison? I wonder. Two and a half months, driving it once and sometimes twice a week. Nine times, I guess, and every time I waited alone while Mom and Annie met with Dad in the visiting room.

Zipping up, I reach out to flush, then decide not to touch the rust-pitted handle. As I turn to the door, a shoe crunches on the walk outside. It’s probably Tim, but for some reason the sound makes me freeze.

Ten seconds pass . . . then twenty.

Did I imagine it? Female laughter penetrates the wall behind me. The girls are still inside the station. And if they’re still inside, then Tim is, too.

So whose footstep did I hear?

Taking my cell phone from my inside coat pocket, I start to call Tim, then stop. I’m probably being paranoid, but I don’t want to drive him into an ambush. Shifting my phone to my left hand, I crouch, pull up my left pant leg, and draw my Smith & Wesson Airweight .38 from the ankle holster I’ve worn since December. Then I back against the urinal.

The pistol’s wooden grip is chipped from being hammered against Forrest Knox’s gravestone. Using only my left thumb, I text Tim: Heard something outside rr. Possible threat. Stay inside with girls. I’m locked in.

As I press SEND, the bathroom door handle turns, then stops.

My hand tightens on my pistol.

Then the door presses against the bolt, testing its resistance.

“Just a minute!” I call, as any man would in a normal situation. “Almost done in here.”

No reply.

Using my left thumb, I text Tim: Call cops.

Out of the pregnant silence comes a muffled voice, barely audible through the thin metal door: “I’ve got a message for you, Mayor. Come out and get it.”

Jesus.

With a shaking hand I text: Threat real!

“A message from who?” I ask.

“You know. Now come out and hear what I got to say. If you keep fucking around in there, your daughter’s gonna walk out of the station, and things are going to get bad real quick. So shake your dick and come on out.”

There’s no way that’s Snake out there, I think, even as I wonder if it could be. John Kaiser is positive that the old Double Eagle has fled to a foreign country. But if it’s not Snake . . . then who? And whoever it is, is he alone?

“Are you coming, Cage? Or do you want your little girl to take the message for you?”

All the saliva has evaporated from my mouth. A strange compulsion pushes me to open the door, but somewhere in my brain burns the certainty that I’ll be shot the moment I expose myself.

My heart lurches when my phone pings in my hand.

Backup on way, reads Tim’s reply. I’m coming to you. Stay put unless you hear shooting. If you do, come out firing, just like I taught you.

Don’t leave the girls! I think, but before I can text those words, the man outside jiggles the handle, then rattles it hard. For a half second I consider firing through the door.

Who would I be killing? What
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About the Author

Meet Greg Iles

GREG ILES was born in 1960 in Germany, where his father ran the US Embassy medical clinic during the height of the Cold War. Iles spent his youth in Natchez, Mississippi, and graduated from the University of Mississippi in 1983. While attending Ole Miss, Greg lived in the cabin where William Faulkner and his brothers listened to countless stories told by “Mammy Callie,” their beloved nanny, who had been born a slave. Iles studied the novel under Willie Morris, who brought in friends William Styron, James Dickey, John Knowles, and many others to enrich his classes.

In 1993, after several years playing in the band Frankly Scarlet, Iles published his first novel, a thriller about Nazi war criminal Rudolf Hess. Spandau Phoenix became the first of fourteen New York Times bestsellers. Iles’s second novel, Black Cross, also explored a historical mystery from World War II. Greg considers Black Cross to be perhaps his finest novel, but at the time he knew that to continue in that vein would pigeonhole him as a writer. Abruptly changing direction, he set his third novel, Mortal Fear, in Mississippi, and with The Quiet Game, he discovered his most durable protagonists, Penn and Tom Cage. He set The Quiet Game in his hometown of Natchez, the oldest city on the Mississippi River, a milieu he would return to more often than he suspected at the time. After completing the third Penn Cage novel, The Devil’s Punchbowl, which reached number one on the New York Times bestseller list, Iles began writing what would become the epic trilogy that began with Natchez Burning. Early in this effort, his father, who originally inspired the character of Dr. Tom Cage, passed away. Less than a year later, Iles sustained life-threatening injuries in an automobile accident on Highway 61 near Natchez. He remained in a medically induced coma for eight days and lost part of his right leg. Doctors declared his survival miraculous and predicted a long recovery. Yet early in his rehabilitation, Greg found comfort and motivation by reentering the world of the characters, the town, and the secrets that his readers loved most. The road through these novels proved to be his road back to life.

Iles is a member of the legendary lit-rock group The Rock Bottom Remainders. Like bandmate Stephen King, Greg returned to the musical stage after recovering from injuries, and joined the band for their final official shows in Los Angeles in 2012. His novels have been made into films, translated into more than twenty languages, and published in more than thirty-five countries worldwide. Iles lives with his wife in Natchez, Mississippi, and has three children. [image: ]
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Crossroads of Destiny

by Jim Beaugez

Originally published in Guitar Aficionado, September/October 2017

In the creative world of bestselling novelist Greg Iles, the ax is as mighty as the pen.

Sitting on the wide veranda of his French colonial manor outside Natchez, Mississippi, overlooking a verdant, pastoral landscape, author Greg Iles is holding one of his most prized guitars—a McCollum baritone acoustic. Iles acquired the instrument, which was one of late California luthier Lance McCollum’s personal six strings, after putting to rest his most recent New York Times bestseller thriller, Mississippi Blood. He admires McCollum’s handiwork—the gorgeous and haunting combination of ultra-rare Andaman padauk and Italian spruce tonewoods, the tasteful rosette, and machine heads that resemble a fleur-de-lis—but his eyes light up even more when he shifts to a twelve-string baritone that the maker crafted for him a few years earlier. “It’s even better than his personal guitar,” Iles says, head cocked with a slight, knowing smile. “When you string that thing as a six, it’s a playground that never existed anywhere. The sound is just from God.”

The manor is located deep in the Loess Hills east of the Mississippi River, well off the main highway to Natchez, amongst a canopy of hardwoods and Spanish moss that cloaks the worn blacktop in shadows. Here, Iles finds solitude and inspiration to conjure the stories and characters who inhabit his fictional version of the region, from the centuries-old city’s antebellum mansions to secluded swamps and sloughs, and the ways in which their lives entangle. The bestselling novelist lets his characters inhabit a world every bit as nuanced as the tones in his favorite guitars. Since his debut thriller, Spandau Phoenix, hit the New York Times bestseller list in 1993, nearly all of his sixteen novels have followed suit. His most recent blockbuster, Mississippi Blood, centered on his popular protagonist Penn Cage, is his second to hit number one.

Although the world mostly knows Iles through his successful books—they’ve been published in no fewer than twenty languages—for years he dreamed of a career in music. His forty-acre estate is now home to a personal recording studio—a man cave stuffed with dozens of guitars, amplifiers, and music-making ephemera where he blows off steam by indulging his first love. Iles played in acoustic groups throughout college, then shelved his diploma and hit the road with the band Frankly Scarlet, playing clubs and college towns throughout the Southeast armed with U2 and Led Zeppelin covers and a handful of original songs. During the first year of Iles’ first marriage and the final year of Frankly Scarlet, he was on the road fifty out of fifty-two weeks, the band making upward of $3,000 a gig. The grind took a toll on the group, though, and it all ended with a near-brawl after a New Year’s Eve gig in Mobile, Alabama.

“All we could play was, like, four originals because that’s the point we had gotten to,” he remembers. “We just had to do the show we were doing. I thought, this is going nowhere.”

Iles called his wife after the show and told her he was done with the gigging life. He admits his next ambition, becoming a bestselling novelist, was just as unlikely. Even though he hadn’t written since his final paper in college nearly a decade earlier, he gave himself a year to complete his first novel. “When I look back from this side I often think what were the odds against that?” he ponders. “Man, they were about a billion to one.”

As a young child, Iles spent time abroad in Germany until his family settled in Natchez, where he hung around mostly older kids who turned him onto music. He initially gravitated toward the layered vocal harmonies and organic, acoustic stylings of Crosby, Stills & Nash and The Byrds.

The playing of guitarists like Stephen Stills and Neil Young caught his ear, and once he pinned down the Martin D-28 herringbone as the source of the tones he loved so much, he saved money until he could buy one. “My life regret is selling that Martin D-28,” he says. “I’ve missed that guitar my whole life.”

When Iles enrolled at Ole Miss, where he studied under literary great Willie Morris, his worldview expanded considerably. With the help of a friend, he discovered a Muscle Shoals, Alabama, session musician and songwriter named Mac McAnally, whose delicate fingerpicking and lyrical insight on cuts like “Opinion of Love” floored him.

One night Iles and his friends piled into a car for a two-hour drive to catch their new hero—the future eight-time CMA Musician of the Year, songwriter for Kenny Chesney and sideman to Jimmy Buffett—play an acoustic opening set for Louisiana’s La Roux. After they watched McAnally perform, they ditched the headliner’s set and found McAnally with his manager loading gear in the parking lot. When Iles and one of his buddies landed a ride with them, Iles broke the awkward silence by playing one of McAnally’s most difficult compositions, note for note, on a challenge from the manager.

“Mac told me I was the first guy to ever play his stuff to him like that, the real stuff,” Iles remembers. “So we start singing his songs, we start singing other songs, and Mac is singing while he’s driving. We’re hearing his voice bounce off that windshield, singing harmony.”

On the drive Iles also got to play McAnally’s personal guitar, a Martin D-45 with a slotted headstock. Over the next summer, Iles worked on a crew laying sewer pipe in a fourteen-foot hole to scrounge money for a D-45 of his own, which remains one of his favorite guitars.

“Once I played Mac’s D-45 in the van, I just had to have one,” he says. “I had to order mine from Martin, because they were rare even then. But the sound . . . it may be the best guitars ever made. They say it may be one of the loudest Martins ever made, too.”

An accidental collector, Iles stresses that he is a player first. His instruments are strewn about the household, all lying in wait for him to pick them up and strum a chord or pick a note. He jokes that he’s never more than thirty feet from a guitar—a gig-worn Strat with EMG pickups here, an eight-string Taylor there. A nearby stand cradles carbon-fiber models by Emerald and Composite Acoustics that he can play outside in the humid southern summer.

But the instruments Iles cherishes most have a deep personal tie. “It’s almost always the sound,” he says, “but sometimes it’s a sentimental connection.”

To illustrate this point, Iles grabs a 2000s-era natural finish Fender American Standard Telecaster, adorned with post-gig Sharpie signatures from his writer-musician buddies in their lit-rock group, the Rock Bottom Remainders. He points out Stephen King, Roger McGuinn, and a Bart Simpson drawing by Matt Groening.

“I found out that it’s made from swamp ash harvested only thirty miles from my house,” he says. “Here I am writing a novel partly set down in Wilkinson County, Mississippi, and here’s a Tele made of wood from there. I just couldn’t resist.”

Iles is familiar with the lure that draws collectors to famous instruments. Branch Davis, the obsessed protagonist in his short story “Robert Johnson’s Flat Top,” stops at nothing to get his hands on the legendary bluesman’s Kalamazoo. When Davis discovers the guitar itself is the source of the talent, it’s already too late. An energy connects inside him the moment he puts his hands on it and won’t let go. Although he goes to daring lengths to get the guitar, the instrument instead possesses him. In a standoff with the Devil himself, Davis faces the classic Faustian proposition Robert Johnson accepted at the crossroads, according to lore: What would you give up to get what you want?

Fortunately, Iles didn’t have to follow Johnson’s fate and compromise his soul to acquire his prized guitars or writing talent. But the road hasn’t always been smooth. In 2011, as he pulled onto the highway toward town, a truck speeding 70 mph plowed into him, sending his Audi S4 skittering one hundred feet across the asphalt. After waking from a coma, he learned he had been inches from death.

“I had broken everything,” he says. “I can’t even count the broken bones. My right arm was broken in three places. Even so, in the first load of stuff that people offered to bring me from my home in Natchez, I asked them to bring me a guitar.”

They brought Iles his weathered Takamine flattop, which was restrung with light gauge strings to compensate for his diminished arm strength. Iles says that playing guitar put him back in touch with the world and himself while struggling through a condition known as ICU psychosis, brought on by painkillers.

“Something as familiar and instinctive as playing guitar brings you right back to the center because it’s mechanical, but it’s also internalized,” he says. “I don’t know if it’s your soul or whatever, but you remember who you are.”

After the fog of hospitals and rehabilitation began to dissipate, Iles turned his focus once again to his work and started writing. With renewed energy, Iles pushed to make Natchez Burning, a tale that tackles the legacy of race in America and was nearly complete at the time of his wreck, into a trilogy. When his publisher balked, Iles walked and landed a new deal. In early 2017, Mississippi Blood, the final installment after Natchez Burning and The Bone Tree, topped both the New York Times and USA Today bestseller lists.

Down a flight of stairs, past shelves of still and video camera ephemera—a hobby Iles is exploring with his son, an aspiring filmmaker—lies a basement recording studio and writing room.

Surrounded by gear arranged in a semicircle, between combo amps and a rack of guitars, Iles cues the playback on his Mac. Bluesy guitar licks join the sound of flowing water followed by a deep, soulful voice. The track, a collaboration with producer Kevin Dukes, is for a proposed TV series based on Iles’ Natchez trilogy.

Iles reveals that music is integrating with his writing career more than ever these days. He still plays occasional gigs with his fellow famous writer friends in the Rock Bottom Remainders, and he often treats book signing crowds to impromptu acoustic performances. Although Iles is happy he never made it in music, he still harbors a love for playing, performing and recording—and maybe even keeps a candle lit for the dream he left that night in Mobile.

“If you would’ve given me a baritone acoustic in the seventies, I would’ve never quit playing music,” he attests. “It would’ve affected my songwriting, and I would’ve said, ‘Yeah, I’ll go to L.A. and try to make it.’”

Iles picks up the 12-string baritone McCollum, strung with six strings, and picks through McAnally’s “Opinion on Love” and “It’s My Job,” singing the poignant lyrics and pausing for effect. Then he transitions to a darker passage with rich chord voicings, allowing the final chord to resonate.

Iles first saw McCollum’s personal guitar for sale online about a year before he finished Mississippi Blood. McCollum reportedly built only about 250 guitars in his lifetime, and Andaman padauk became incredibly scarce after a tsunami devastated the Andaman Islands in 2004. The particular wood used in this guitar came from the same log McCollum used for fingerstylist Alex de Grassi’s instrument.

“I thought, Do I really need that? I have two already,” he says. “But I knew when I read that it was Lance’s personal baritone that I just had to have it.”

As Iles neared completion of Mississippi Blood, he thought more and more about the guitar. He kept tabs on it online and watched a video about it. The $13,000 initial asking price was steep, but then the price dropped once, then twice, until one day it disappeared from the listings. Iles panicked, thinking someone else got the guitar. Fortunately, the seller had only removed it while he was on vacation. As soon as it was listed again, Iles pounced.

Owning the master luthier’s personal guitar, seen through the eyes of Branch Davis in “Robert Johnson’s Flat Top,” is like possessing his singular masterpiece, a connection to his inspiration. For Iles, the way a guitar’s tone and resonance connect with him, the way the neck feels when it fits perfectly—the intuition that a guitar is exceptional for reasons perhaps outside of reason—are beyond the realm of dollar signs.

“It’s why I wanted Lance’s guitar,” he says. “He built my guitars. He played that guitar when he played. I’m glad I have it.” [image: ]





About the Book

Reading Group Guide


	Greg Iles quotes from Robert Penn Warren’s All the King’s Men at the start of Mississippi Blood. This classic novel of the American South revolves around the career of Willie Stark, a back-country lawyer whose idealism is distorted over time by his lust for power. Compare the two works, particularly Warren’s depiction of the driven Willie Stark with Iles’s lead character, Penn Cage.

	What parallels can you draw between the hate group the Double Eagles and other modern terrorist groups? What is the Double Eagles’ ultimate purpose, and how and why does the Cage family come in conflict with them in the novel?

	There have been many legendary courtroom scenes in Southern literature, those in Harper Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird and the legal thrillers of John Grisham being two of the most memorable examples. How do the courtroom scenes in Mississippi Blood compare?

	Penn confesses that the heroic character at the center of To Kill a Mockingbird, Atticus Finch, was the inspiration for his desire to become a lawyer. He also says that his father, Tom, was as close as you could come to Finch in the real world. What similarities do you see between Atticus Finch and Penn and Tom Cage?

	Penn and his family initially question the tactics of Tom’s defense attorney, Quentin Avery. To say that his legal style is unique would be a gross understatement. Discuss Avery’s method of courtroom defense and whether or not you agree with it.

	How might the story have been different if Tom allowed Penn to take a bigger role in his defense at the trial? Would the results for Tom have been any different?

	Mississippi Blood and the entire Natchez Burning trilogy have been called “an American epic.” What makes a novel or group of novels “epic,” and what other books would you include in this group?

	Any family saga is bound to be filled with guilt. Discuss how guilt plays a part in the lives of Penn and Tom Cage, and how it shapes their behavior in the novel.

	A dark secret from Judge Elder’s past is revealed during the trial. What effect does this have on the court case?

	Of the many characters who testify during the trial, who do you believe had the most impact on the case and why? Who do you believe was the most honest and why?

	As the final book in a trilogy, Mississippi Blood brings resolution to both storylines and characters. As in any good trilogy, the characters all have their turn to shine and are changed, for better or worse, in some way. Discuss the lead characters in the Natchez Burning trilogy and the journeys they take, and how each evolves through the course of the story. [image: ]







Natchez Burning–and So It Ends

by Susan Reichert

Interview originally published in Southern Writers, May 2017

“Greg Iles is important to Mississippi. The arts and writing in particular are great for our state. We need to be entertained and challenged in fiction. Greg’s fiction does that.” This was a quote by Joe Hickman, in 2014, who at that time was manager of Lemuria Books in Jackson, Mississippi.

To say his state is proud of him is an understatement. You can pick up any newspaper in the state of Mississippi and find only accolades.

Iles is truly a master storyteller. He knows how to take history and weave his imagination in to produce best sellers. His fourteenth book, Natchez Burning, was nearly finished when he was involved in a near fatal wreck in 2011. Doctors didn’t know if he would survive. After that he made the decision the book would change and become book one in a trilogy. Breaking his own rules has brought him success with this incredible trilogy.

The final installment in the epic Natchez Burning trilogy, Mississippi Blood, is the conclusion of one of the most breathtaking trilogies written. This last book is part thriller but with a tense courtroom drama that surrounds racial mysteries and revenge. The books in this trilogy have kept readers on the edge of their seats. Stephen King said, “Only a southern man could have written this book.”

The description alone would make you want to read Mississippi Blood. Penn Cage is shattered by grief and dreaming of vengeance, seeing his family and his world collapsing around him. The woman he loves is gone, his principles have been irrevocably compromised, and his father—once a paragon of the community that Penn leads as mayor—is about to be tried for the murder of a former lover. Most terrifying of all, Dr. Cage seems bent on self-destruction. Despite Penn’s experience as a prosecutor in major murder trials, his father has frozen him out of the trial preparations—preferring to risk dying in prison to revealing the truth of the crime to his son. Iles has woven a tale of love and honor, hatred and revenge exploring how the sins of the past continue to haunt the present.

Q: Greg, when you spend years of your life writing a trilogy how does it feel to come to the end?

A: It’s a great load off my shoulders. I’ve spent eight years of my life writing this, and it cost me a lot, personally. The car accident I had while writing the first book cost me my right leg and nearly my life. I’m glad to be at the other end of the process and still alive.

Q: You’re one of those rare novelists who writes in a variety of genres and is successful in doing so. Why did you decide to write in different genres, and how has that helped you as a writer?

A: I’ve done that because I would go crazy if I simply rewrote the last book every time out. I write about what interests or obsesses me, and I’ve been lucky enough to maintain my audience while moving across different genres. This is a business, remember, and if you don’t make publishers money, you don’t get to keep writing books.

Q: Readers and writers want to know how you build your “cliffhanger” crisis. Is this something you developed or do you think this ability was there all along?

A: That’s part and parcel of the gift of storytelling. It’s something that comes naturally in the course of relating drama, in building suspense, whether you are writing a novel or telling a tall tale around a campfire.

Q: When you wrote your first book, did you have any idea you would become a successful, best-selling author and have books published in over thirty-five countries?

A: I was twenty-nine when I wrote my first novel, and the last thing I’d written before that was my college term paper at Ole Miss. I very much set out to write a bestseller, by emulating some of the thrillers I had enjoyed, in particular The Eagle Has Landed by Jack Higgins and some Frederick Forsyth novels. I wrote two books like that, then veered into “Write what you know,” which for me was the South. If I’d written one more World War II thriller, I would have been pigeonholed forever.

Q: Your writing has been compared to Faulkner and Thomas Wolfe. Do you feel this is a correct comparison?

A: Those guys are literary giants, so I’m reluctant to accept that comparison. What makes great writing is insight, and insight is only bought with suffering. In a commercial novel, you’re lucky to find three things you’ve never looked at in a certain way before, or insights that resonate within you. In a great novel, you will find a hundred, and probably more with each reading. I hope my books have a dozen or so of those insights. If they do, I’ll take that as a legacy.

Q: What one thing would you say helped create the voice you write with?

A: My childhood and the genes my parents gave me. I think most writers are made by the age of eight. I really do.

Q: If you could sit down with William Faulkner, what would you tell him about your writing?

A: I made it, Bill. Let’s have some bourbon and talk about Mississippi. Regrettably, you won’t have much trouble recognizing it.

Q: If you were speaking to a group of creative writing students, and they told you they wanted to write like you do, what would you say to them?

A: Don’t. Write like yourself, sound like yourself, be yourself. Writing is all about your voice and point of view, not mine or anyone else’s. As Faulkner said, “No matter how much the young writer admires the one who came before, he wants to beat him.”

Q: What is something your readers don’t know about you?

A: Most of the year I don’t write. I think. I passively process. That’s when the work is done. When I finally sit down and start writing in bouts of twelve, eighteen, even twenty-four hours at a time, I’m just getting down what came to me during the period when I was “doing other things.” Sitting in a chair typing isn’t writing; forcing it isn’t writing. Writers need to learn to get out of their own way. Do that and the story will come.

Q: What is the difference between the writer Greg Iles and the person Greg Iles?

A: No difference. I’m on every page of every one of my books. All writers are, whether they admit it or not.

Q: Has writing revealed something about you that you didn’t know before?

A: I’m a harder worker than I ever thought I was.

Q: Are you still playing in a band?

A: Music is the greatest avocation in the world. No musician is ever bored.

Q: Tell us a little about your band.

A: These days I play in The Rock Bottom Remainders, a band that includes Stephen King, Amy Tan, Scott Turow, Dave Barry, Mitch Albom, Ridley Pearson, Matt Groening, Roy Blount, Jr., and others. We only play rarely now, but it’s great to have that camaraderie with people who live the life of the commercial novelist. There aren’t really that many of us, and it’s great to hang with folks who have the same peaks and problems that you do. Plus, playing live music is the most fun you can have with your clothes on.

Q: What’s next for Greg Iles?

A: I’m already writing my next novel, as well as exploring some TV writing opportunities that have come my way. The extended cable series drama is a terrific format, and tailor-made for my method of storytelling. I’m ready to diversify! [image: ]





Read On

Have You Read? More from Greg Iles

NATCHEZ BURNING




An American writer at the height of his creative powers, number one New York Times bestselling novelist Greg Iles returns with the eagerly anticipated Natchez Burning, the first installment in an epic trilogy that weaves crimes, lies, and secrets past and present into a mesmerizing thriller featuring Southern mayor and former prosecutor Penn Cage.


[image: ]



Raised in the historic Southern splendor of Natchez, Mississippi, Penn Cage learned all he knows of honor and duty from his father, Tom Cage. But now the beloved family doctor and pillar of the community has been accused of murdering Viola Turner, the African-American nurse with whom he worked in the dark days of the early 1960s. Once a crusading prosecutor, Penn is determined to save his father, but Tom, stubbornly invoking doctor-patient privilege, refuses to even speak in his own defense.

Penn’s quest for the truth sends him deep into his father’s past, where a sexually charged secret lies waiting to tear their family apart. More chilling, this long-buried sin is only a single thread in a conspiracy of greed and murder involving the vicious Double Eagles, an offshoot of the KKK controlled by some of the wealthiest and most powerful men in the state. Aided by a dedicated reporter privy to Natchez’s oldest secrets and by fiancée Caitlin Masters, Penn uncovers a trail of corruption and brutality that places his family squarely in the Double Eagles’ crosshairs. With every step costing blood and faith, Penn is forced to confront the most wrenching dilemma of his life: does a man of honor choose his father or the truth?

Drenched in Southern atmosphere, Natchez Burning marks the brilliant return of a genuine American master of suspense. Tense, disturbing, and filled with electrifying plot twists, this novel commences the most explosive and ambitious story Greg Iles has ever written.

THE BONE TREE




Southern prosecutor Penn Cage is caught in the darkest maelstrom of his life. The heartbreaking but seemingly straightforward death of his father’s African-American nurse has fractured Penn’s family and turned Dr. Tom Cage into a fugitive from justice. And in the search for his father and his reasons for running, Penn has unwittingly started a war with a violent offshoot of the KKK called the Double Eagles, whose members seem to know much more about Tom’s past than Penn or his mother ever did.

[image: ]

Desperately following his father’s trail, Penn finds himself in a maze of mirrors, beset on all sides by a family of criminals and corrupt police whose power reaches into the highest levels of state government. To even the odds, Penn must rely on allies whose objectives are very different than his own. FBI Special Agent John Kaiser sees Tom Cage as the key to closing not only countless civil rights murders, but also the ultimate cold case: the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. Penn’s fiancée, journalist Caitlin Masters, is chasing the biggest story of her career, and believes Tom can lead her to evidence of America’s most secret, shameful history. In the end, all roads will lead to the mysterious “bone tree,” a legendary killing site that may conceal far more than the remains of the forgotten.

Penn now knows that the death of Viola Turner is a door to the darkest chapters of America’s past. In the civil rights battleground that was 1960s Mississippi and Louisiana, powerful men had audacious, sweeping agendas, and their violent race murders concealed a conspiracy that ran wide and deep, involving the New Orleans Mafia, a Double Eagle hit squad, and a world-altering murder in Dealey Plaza in 1963. And if the FBI can be believed, somehow Dr. Tom Cage stands at the center of it all.

Enthralling, captivating, and utterly engrossing, The Bone Tree is a masterpiece of modern suspense and the second novel in a monumental trilogy that Greg Iles was born to write.

THE QUIET GAME




Natchez, Mississippi. Jewel of the South. City of old money and older sins. And childhood home of Houston prosecutor Penn Cage. In the aftermath of a personal tragedy, this is where Penn has returned for solitude. This is where he hopes to find peace. What he discovers instead is his own family trapped in a mystery buried for thirty years but never forgotten—the town’s darkest secret, now set to trap and destroy Penn as well.

“Would make James Lee Burke or even Pat Conroy proud. This is storytelling at its absolute best, a tale of near-epic status.”

—Providence Sunday Journal

TURNING ANGEL




After winning the most dangerous case of his career, prosecutor Penn Cage decides to remain in his Southern hometown to raise his young daughter in a safe haven. But nowhere is truly safe—not from long-buried secrets, or murder. . . . When the nude body of prep school student Kate Townsend is found near the Mississippi River, Penn’s best friend, Drew Elliott, is desperate for his counsel. An esteemed family physician, Drew makes a shocking confession that could put him on death row. Penn will do all he can to exonerate Drew, but in a town where the gaze of a landmark cemetery statue—the Turning Angel—never looks away, Penn finds himself caught on the jagged edge of blackmail, betrayal, and deadly violence.

“Turning Angel will have you wondering where Greg Iles has been all your life.”

—USA Today

THE DEVIL’S PUNCHBOWL




As a prosecuting attorney in Houston, Penn Cage sent hardened killers to death row. But it is as mayor of his hometown that Penn will face his most dangerous threat. Rumor has it that a casino in Natchez has found a way to pull in big players, all sharing an unquenchable taste for one thing: blood sport—and the dark vices that go with it. When a childhood friend of Penn’s who brings him evidence of these crimes is brutally murdered, the full weight of Penn’s failure to protect his city hits home. He must defeat a sophisticated killer who has an almost preternatural ability to anticipate—and counter—Penn’s every move. Ultimately, victory will depend on a bold stroke that will leave one of Penn’s allies dead—and Natchez changed forever.

“A knockout thriller.”

—Dallas Morning News [image: ]
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