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CHAPTER 1

In the Delta
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THE REGION FONDLY REFERRED to as the Delta by most inhabitants is located down south in the State of Mississippi, specifically, the area between the Sunflower and Mississippi Rivers. As a tributary of the Yazoo and ultimately the Mississippi River itself, the Sunflower River meanders through the Delta, its murky waters creating a habitat for catfish and the occasional alligator. With the sun acting like a relentless hammer, it beats down upon the cypress trees that line its banks, their roots half-submerged in the sluggish current of the water. The Spanish moss, weighed down by the intense humidity, hangs from the branches, floating in any rare breeze, as if it were a quiet observer of the river's concealed truths.

Now, thanks to the fertile soil found within the Delta, a plentiful harvest was usually produced, which supported all area farms over many generations, from huge plantations to tiny sharecroppers. Despite everything, their means of existence were permanently connected to the unpredictable changes of the rivers. Two sharecropper farms, one worked by the Magill family and the other by the Truo family, were next to each other, along the southern edge of the land owned by the huge Sunflower Smith Plantation. The financial situation of these two sharecroppers changed depending on whether the surrounding river's water levels were high or low. The potential for spring floods causing destruction, and obliterating the hope of the season, contrasted with the reality of summer droughts that would parch the crops under a burning sun. Even with the potential dangers present, they continued on their paths, connected to the land and united in their efforts to cultivate a life from the rich soil. 

The Magill’s daughter, or sissy as the locals called her, was named Nova Angel, and Luke, the Truo family’s son, or bubba in local speak, were the neighboring sharecropper's only children. They spent their early years enjoying each other's companionship, oblivious to any property claims or restrictions, and their shared laughter echoed through the fields and along the river banks, providing a brief respite from the daily troubles. 

Having just blossomed into a strikingly beautiful sixteen-year-old, Angel, as she was known by everyone, was characterized by her long black hair and captivating violet-colored eyes. Angel struggled with schoolwork but with Luke’s help recently completed her homeschoolin’ curriculum, achieving an educational standard comparable to that of a ninth-grade student. 

Luke, her neighbor, childhood friend, and playmate, had recently also become her confidant and lover. At eighteen years of age, Luke had easily completed his homeschooling, attaining an amazing academic standing that was comparable to the twelfth grade, including reading some college-level books and courses about the law. Luke’s meager room looked like an overstocked local library. Maggie, Luke’s mom, kept telling him that with his memory/recall ability, which he later found out was actually called a “Photographic Memory”, he could soon leave the farm and do anything he wanted in life.

The celebration of their mutual academic achievements was not, however, the central purpose that defined their lives. In contrast, they were focused on each other, as well as the potential for an unlimited number of opportunities that the future would present to them. Every stolen glance and hushed conversation fostered a deeper connection between them, as together they created a vibrant world of brilliant colors, despite the dull and bleak realities that permeated their surroundings. Completely immersed in a world of their own creation, they found joy in a space where their hearts dictated the terms, and the only constraints were the limits of their affection.

During last summer’s heat, the weather intensified the already potent emotions that Angel and Luke had for each other, and Angel quickly showed the recognizable physical characteristics of pregnancy. Their constant efforts to hide the new level of their relationship were soon overshadowed by Angel’s physical changes that could not be hidden. The lovers persevered until Angel's health failed and she became bedridden. Chastised and kept apart by both sets of parents, that was the last time the young lovers saw each other. As the month of March in the new year and new millennium of two thousand began, old Doc James and Tilley, the midwife, who were later busted by the Sheriff for years of kidnapping and child trafficking, were called in to help with Angel’s prolonged illness, labor and delivery. After two horrendous days of Angel screaming, her intense pain ended when she passed away during her delivery of what Doc James called an untimely and abundant loss of blood causing a stillborn birth. Working swiftly and in closed-room secrecy, Doc James and Tilley, along with Maval, her assistant, cleaned up all signs of Angel’s delivery and death The Doc’s long and pained announcement to the Magills of the passing of Angel and her child allowed Tilley and Maval time to clean up, cover up, and remove all signs of Angel’s pregnancy and birth.

With a quick ceremony, the Magills laid Angel to rest out back, under the spreading Magnolia tree with her ancestors. Doc James brought a bundle of blankets that were supposedly the remains of the stillborn child. The freshly turned earth still held the scent of rain and loss. A simple wooden marker, hand-carved by Angel’s father, Macy, bore her name, a single word that echoed the silence now permeating the house. Inside, the remaining Magills moved with a quiet, shared understanding, each task performed with a reverence born of grief. The absence of Angel was a tangible thing, a hollow space in the familiar rhythm of their days, a quiet ache that resonated in the rustling leaves of the magnolia.

When the news of Angel’s passing reached Luke, he screamed in horror and ran to their secret spot along the river. He found it untouched, a silent testament to their private and shared world. The old willow tree still wept its graceful tears into the water, just as it always had. Luke sank to the familiar patch of moss, the dampness seeping through his jeans, a chilling echo of the cold that now gripped his heart. The river, once a source of endless delight, now mirrored the emptiness he felt, its ceaseless flow mocking his immobility. 

Luke now feared for his life. After all, he had killed his Angel. His love. He knew with certainty that the Sheriff would come and throw him in jail. He had to get away, disappear. The whispers started, promising judgment and something far worse. He wept under the willow tree and imagined himself being incarcerated at the infamous Choctaw State Prison. 

Choctaw Prison, officially the Mississippi State Penitentiary, was established back in 1901 on the former Choctaw Plantation in Sunflower County. Originally a farm for state prisoners, its history is marked by conditions similar to slavery, with inmates forced to clear land and work the fields, facing harsh punishment and severe living conditions. The prison was built with a unique, dispersed “prison without walls” configuration and was segregated, with different farms for Black male, Black female, and white convicts. Conditions at Choctaw were notoriously harsh, including forced labor, severe punishment like whipping and beating, underfeeding, and inadequate medical care. The prison was segregated, with separate facilities for hardened criminals.

A vision, vivid and unwelcome, materialized before Luke’s eyes. Brick walls, iron bars, and the oppressive racket of other prisoners. He saw the icy glares, the hushed whispers, and the gnawing loneliness that would consume him. He pictured the guards, their faces impassive, their footsteps heavy with the weight of authority. The thought of losing his freedom, of being trapped within those unforgiving walls, sent a fresh wave of despair through him. His breath caught in his throat, and his world spun. The phantom clang of a closing cell door echoed in his ears, a finality he couldn't shake. He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to banish the haunting image, but it persisted, a permanent fixture in the landscape of his mind. He tasted the metallic tang of fear, an unfamiliar flavor he’d hoped to forget. Each shallow inhale felt constricted, a desperate plea against the encroaching darkness he knew the Sheriff would bring with him.

Luke decided that night. He would run away. Far away. Somewhere the Sheriff couldn’t find him. He would change his name and subsequently vanish from sight, never to be seen again. He scribbled a hasty note, leaving it propped against a chipped mug on the kitchen table, a single sentence scrawled across the paper: “Gone Fishing”. The lie felt hollow, a desperate attempt to sever the ties that bound him. As Luke gathered his belongings, which included a worn backpack filled with some clothes, his well-worn, passed down chess set, and the eighty-seven one-dollar bills he had saved for years and hid under a loose floorboard. Last, he placed his prized possession in the backpack’s secret compartment, the lone photograph of Angel taken at last fall's county fair before he quietly left his home before dawn, the still quiet world oblivious to the emptiness he was about to leave behind. 

The northward trip that Luke embarked upon led him through fields, where he ate fresh broccoli and carrots, while spending his nights sleeping in the woods. After arriving at a state road, he was lucky enough to be offered a ride by an elderly farmer driving his aging pickup truck.

“Where ya headed, son?”

“Aah, north.” He mumbled.

“Well hop in, boy. Times a wasting.”

“Thanks mister.” 

As if stirred from a long slumber, the pickup truck sputtered and coughed, its internal mechanical components groaning and complaining, and the scent of years of use wafted out, filling the atmosphere like an old song. Upon sitting down on the cracked vinyl seat, Luke took a breath, inhaling the combined odors of stale cigarettes and a subtle floral fragrance from the little green paper tree hanging from the rear-view mirror. The driver, whose appearance was reminiscent of a tombstone that had been left exposed to the elements for an extended period and subsequently forgotten, examined him with a gaze that could only be described as a sideways glance. 

“Call me Silas.” The old man said, his eyes concentrating on the road. Then, glancing over at Luke, added, “Got a name there, north-bound?” 

Luke took a moment, demonstrating uncertainty. A fleeting yet potent image of himself standing before a judge briefly appeared in his thoughts. What is the right thing to say at this moment? Can it be confirmed whether what I say is the truth? The image faded as Silas asked again. 

“Did yah hear me boy?”

Luke, turning to face the old-timer, responded quickly. “Yes Judge.” Then, realizing what he had just blurted out, said, “I mean Jud. Just Jud.”

Silas grunted, a sound that seemed to loosen a few more cracks in the already fragile silence. “Well, just Jud, where ya hailin’ from?”

“The Delta. Time to seek my fortune you know.”

“Got a last name there, Jud?”

“Nope.” Luke said.

“Oh, I see. So not really movin’ away, more like runnin’ away, huh?”

“Somethin’ like that.”

“Well, you can use my last name if you want.”

“What’s that?”

“Natchez.”

Luke laughed. “Natchez . . . that sounds like somethin’ you eat.” 

“So, what’s Jud mean anyway? Oh, I know! It’s short for Judy.” Silas laughed and coughed. “Then you can have a name like that Judge Judy on the Telly!” Silas laughed and coughed simultaneously. “That’d be a good name for a lawyer, ya know.” 

“A lawyer, huh? I could do that.”

“Takes a lot of schoolin’ to be a lawyer, Jud. You ready for that?” He said, continuing to laugh and cough.

“Nope. I got no ideas yet.”

“Well, pick any old name and see how you like it. You can keep changing it, you know. Just ‘cause you try it on for size doesn’t mean it’s written in stone.”

“Stone huh? I like the sound of that. Jud Stone? Mmm, Judge Stone? Yeah, I like it.” Luke hesitated and thought for a second. Then, turning toward the driver, said. “Hi Silas, I’m Jud Stone.”

“Pleasure’s all mine, Jud. I’m headed to Memphis, how ‘bout you?”

“Memphis huh? Yeah, that sounds good.”

The truck lurched forward, tossing gravel behind as it gained speed. Silas, with a hand that looked as though it could crush granite, gripped the steering wheel, his knuckles bone-white. He drove with a familiarity that spoke of countless journeys across this land, the landscape blurring into a mosaic of greens and browns. Luke, now Jud, watched the world go by, each passing mile carrying him further from his crime, his family, the Sheriff and Choctaw Prison. 

The sun eventually dipped towards the horizon, painting the sky in fiery hues, and the air grew cool, carrying the promise of a crisp, starlit night. The rhythmic thrum of the engine filled the truck’s cab, a steady pulse against the growing silence between them. Jud finally broke it, his voice a low rasp. 

“Where you headed, Silas?” 

A slight tightening of Silas' jaw was the only response. His gaze fixed on the darkening road ahead. He did, however, finally shift his grip, the white slowly receding from his knuckles, and a small, almost imperceptible nod showed an answer was forthcoming, though unspoken. The truck continued its relentless northward push as the final embers of daylight faded, replaced by the velvety black of the approaching night, pregnant with its own secrets. The headlights sliced through the darkness, picking out the occasional signpost, each one a stark white beacon in the inky void. 

Silas finally spoke, his voice a gravelly whisper. “Nowhere you know, boy.”

The weight of the past pressed down. Jud watched Silas' profile, the planes of his face now etched with the moon's pale light, searching for any tell. The man remained an enigma, a fortress of stoic silence. A long sigh escaped Jud's lips, mingling with the scent of lavender. He turned his head, staring out at the passing landscape. Ghostly trees blurred past the window, their skeletal branches clawing at the sky. A shiver unrelated to the drop in temperature snaked down his spine. The journey, he realized, was not just about distance, but about leaving one world behind and entering another, a realm shrouded in shadows and whispered warnings. The truck rumbled on, carrying him deeper into the unknown.

Leaving the state of Mississippi, they crossed the invisible border between states, where he saw the mighty Mississippi River, the neighboring state of Arkansas, all while passing the Welcome to Tennessee sign, and arriving in the city of Memphis. Memphis, known for its rich music history, including being the “Birthplace of Rock 'n' Roll,” the home of Elvis Presly and Graceland, Sun Records where Elvis got his start, and the iconic Beale Street, “Home of the Blues” The old pickup must have been familiar with the route, because they quickly found themselves parked in front of “The Cat's Meow,” a dive bar on Beale Street, with an environment filled with blues music and the soft clinking of glasses. Despite his discomfort, Jud's unease was momentarily overshadowed by a flicker of curiosity that emerged. 

“Come on, boy.” Silas said, leaving the truck. “We need a refresher. I’m buyin’.”

The city was alive with a concealed vitality, where a clandestine form of communication thrived in the dimly lit alleyways and the bright illumination of the signs. Once inside the tavern, Silas and Jud took a couple of seats directly at the bar. Silas showed no signs of being affected by the surrounding scene and immediately asked for a glass of whiskey to sip. Jud, who was sitting right next to him at the bar, looked at him carefully. The barkeep, a woman with eyes that had seen too much and a smile that had seen too little, slid a fresh glass in front of Jud. The whiskey’s amber glow seemed to pulse in time with the music. Silas finally spoke, his voice a low rumble. 

“Yo’r deal with me is done now, boy. Yo’r on yo’r own. Now drink up and put some hair on your chest.” 

Jud nodded, the unspoken commitment now a tangible thing, heavy on his chest. He took a long swallow, the liquor burning a path down his throat, a small sacrifice for a future as uncertain as the neon signs blinking outside. His new life was just beginning.

Jud set the glass down, the clink an almost silent punctuation mark in the noisy bar. A ghost of a smile touched his lips, a fleeting expression of both anticipation and dread. He pushed away from the bar, the worn leather of the bar stool creaking in protest, and giving his thanks and goodbyes to Silas, stepped out into the night, the new city's hum was like a siren’s song, promising everything and nothing at all.
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CHAPTER 2

A Business Plan
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ASLEEP ON A PARK BENCH, Jud was awakened by a poke from a black wooden baton. A gruff voice barked, “Alright, sunshine, move along!” 

Jud blinked, disoriented. 

The park cop, a man built like an oak tree, glared down at him. “Can't be sleeping here, you know. Public Park, not a hotel.” 

Rubbing the sleep from his eyes, Jud mumbled an apology and began gathering his few belongings. His worn backpack, a half-eaten apple, and a crumpled newspaper. He shuffled off, the keeper's disapproving gaze still burning into his back.

Jud found a quiet spot near the river, the water's gentle murmur a soothing counterpoint to the city's distant roar. Unfurling the newspaper, he searched for the classifieds, his stomach rumbling in anticipation of a morning coffee and something, anything, resembling a proper breakfast or close to it. The words on the newspaper swam before his tired eyes. The print seemed to dance and blur. He sighed, the weight of another day pressing down, and wondered if he'd ever find a job and a place to rest.

The classifieds did not yield any worthwhile opportunities again today, but the advertisements lit Jud's eyes. A vibrant image of a small, cozy cafe beckoned him, promising “The Best Coffee in the City!” A wave of longing washed over him. He pictured the warmth, the aroma, the simple pleasure of a steaming mug. He closed his eyes, imagining the taste of a fresh pastry. Then, with a decisive nod, he folded the paper, tucking it carefully into his backpack. He rose, the river's whisper now a subtle encouragement, and started walking, the distant hum of the city a siren song he could no longer resist. He quickened his pace, the weight of his backpack feeling lighter with each stride. The sun, a cheerful companion, danced on the water, mirroring the excitement building within him. He passed unfamiliar storefronts, their displays now blurred impressions, his focus honed. The city's scent, a complex mix of exhaust and blooming jasmine, filled his lungs. He was irresistibly drawn toward the promise of a perfect cup of coffee.

Jud’s bankroll was thin, but he needed to regenerate. Ordering a cup of coffee and one of those extra-large chocolate chip cookies, he hesitantly handed over three of his thirty-seven one-dollar bills. The barista, a woman with eyes that had seen too much, took the money without a word. She set the cup down with a practiced clink, and Jud, cradling the warmth, looked out the window. The city hummed on, oblivious to his woes. The warmth of the mug seeped into his chilled fingers, a slight comfort against the encroaching day. He inhaled deeply, the rich aroma of roasted beans a temporary balm. Outside, the world continued its relentless churn, but within the cafe's glass walls, a fragile sanctuary held. He closed his eyes again, savoring the first sip, the bittersweet symphony of caffeine awakening his senses. The cookie, rich and crumbly, added another layer of contentment. He watched the bustling street scene, observing the myriad faces and fleeting interactions, all unfolding under the muted glow of the streetlights. A small smile played on his lips. For a fleeting moment, he was content, lost in the simple pleasure of a perfect cup and a perfect cookie, a tiny island of peace in the vast ocean of his day.

Jud, after consuming his coffee and cookie, was feeling refreshed and content, and so he began strolling through the unfamiliar streets of the city hoping to find some available job opportunities, but unfortunately, because of his lack of experience and an absence of a resume, he was met with rejection at every door he tried. Discouraged but not defeated, Jud retreated to a nearby park, the vibrant green of the grass a stark contrast to the gray reality of his job hunt. He sat on a bench, observing the lively activity around him, a flicker of an idea beginning to spark in his mind. Perhaps, he thought, a different approach was needed, one that didn't rely on formal applications.

He watched children chase pigeons, their laughter echoing through the trees, and elderly couples share hushed conversations, their faces etched with years of stories. A street musician, perched on a milk crate, filled the air with a melancholic tune played on a battered saxophone. Jud considered the diverse array of skills and talents on display, the simple joys and quiet persistence of the park's inhabitants. Maybe, instead of seeking a traditional job, he could offer a service, something he could provide right here, in this very place. Perhaps a skill honed over countless hours, a talent he'd once dismissed as insignificant. He glanced at the worn checkerboard clutched in a young boy's hand, the intricate maneuvers unfolding in his mind's eye. A chess instructor, offering guidance to those eager to learn the subtle strategies, the patient planning. The park, a stage, and Jud, the unexpected performer.

The thought sparked a sudden warmth, a shift away from the gnawing anxieties that had become his constant companions. He imagined himself seated at one of the park-provided concrete stools and checkerboard tables beneath the sprawling branches of the ancient oak, surrounded by curious onlookers and eager students alike. Recalling all the classifieds he had read in his mind, he scoffed, No more thoughts of sterile office environments or demanding superiors. Here in the park, the only currency was knowledge. The reward is the satisfaction of sharing a passion. He pictured the glint of sunlight on polished pieces, the hushed concentration, the satisfying click of a well-placed move. It felt right.

He imagined the crisp spring air, the scent of damp earth and fallen leaves mingling with the faint aroma of fried food from a nearby food vendor. A sense of peace settled over him, the anxieties retreating like shadows before the sun. He visualized a future less ordinary, a life sculpted by intention rather than obligation. The park, once a place of passive observation, now shimmered with possibility, a canvas awaiting his brushstrokes. He smiled, feeling the stirrings of an enthusiasm he'd not felt in years.

With eyes closed, he inhaled the fresh air of the afternoon, and a slight smile formed on his face. The image became unwavering. Characterized by strategic thinking and silent calculation, this space allowed minds to come together, and the classic game of chess transformed into a means of connection. 

The clinking of the ivory pieces on the worn wooden board was a familiar symphony. Each move, a deliberate whisper in a space thick with unspoken strategies. It wasn't just about winning, but about the dance of minds, a silent conversation played out on sixty-four squares. The weight of each decision settled in the air, a silent pressure building with every turn.

Even though Jud understood it would be a challenge, the feeling of his skills being appreciated felt like a joyous and long-awaited homecoming. His eyes opened, revealing a new determination that hardened his gaze as he contemplated the specifics of the situation. What time of day would be best? Is he in a position to give instruction that caters to different levels of expertise? 

He might need a sign to motivate individuals to take part. Despite the potential difficulties being clear, they were insignificant when compared to the exciting potential outcomes. Today, Jud decided, he would begin.
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CHAPTER 3

The Sign
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JUD REACHED FOR HIS worn leather satchel, the familiar weight grounding him. Inside, nestled amongst other essentials, lay the weathered chessboard his grandfather, Pawpaw Jim, had left him. He spent many evenings playing chess with Pawpaw Jim, keeping him company after Jim’s wife, Luke’s Memaw, passed away. The board’s squares were etched with the stories of countless matches, while learning the secrets of the game from Pawpaw. He knew he'd need a suitable location for his scheme to be successful. A place shielded from the elements but accessible to those he sought. The checkerboard table area of the park was under and around the old oak tree, its sprawling branches offering both shade and a sense of timelessness. Before setting out though, a mental checklist flickered to life. He’d prepare a simple phrase to identify himself, a subtle signal for those who understood the unspoken language of the game.

He considered the phrase, testing its cadence in his mind. Something brief, memorable, yet cryptic enough to deter casual interlopers. He needed to avoid drawing unwanted attention while simultaneously signaling his availability. A single, carefully chosen word perhaps? Or a fragment of a larger sentence? The perfect choice would resonate with a shared history, a quiet understanding. Finally, a solution presented itself, concise and loaded with meaning. Satisfied, he secured the satchel, the afternoon sun warming his back as he stepped toward the oak tree. 

Jud’s little paper tent card sign whispered. “Win Ten or Lose Five”. He tested the phrase aloud, letting the sound dissipate into the quiet air. Now, the second consideration. The bait. He selected a few chess pieces, not the grandest, but those with the most compelling stories. A pawn of peculiar resilience, a knight who had witnessed a king's fall. These pieces, placed strategically on the board, would be the silent invitation. He hoped one, or several, would take the implied offer. A shadow stretched across the grass as he began his setup, each move deliberate, the air thickening with the promise of strategy and unspoken knowledge.

Jud glanced up, the sun now fully embracing the tree. The last piece found its place, and he leaned back, observing the board. The position felt right, imbued with a potential only the initiated could see. He waited, the silence punctuated by a rustle in the leaves above and the distant chirp of a cricket. Then, a flicker of movement at the edge of his vision. He didn't turn, didn't react. The faint sound of footsteps crunching on the fallen leaves, and then a shadow fell across the board. Time, it seemed, was beginning to move. He knew without looking who had arrived. The air thickened, a familiar scent of aged parchment and old leather. A hand, delicate yet strong, settled on the board's edge.

“Interesting,” a voice murmured, low and as resonant as the cello's deepest string. “Very interesting indeed.” 

The sun moved, casting long, skeletal fingers across the playing field. The hand remained, a silent invitation. He could feel the other's gaze, sharp and assessing, yet somehow tender. The hand lifted, tracing a line across the board, a subtle shift that altered the very fabric of the game. 

“Shall we?” the voice enquired, the simple question a symphony of expectation and challenge. 

Jud smiled, a genuine curvature of lips that he seldom showed. “Let us.” The first move was his.

He reached, fingers brushing the cool, smooth surface of a dark chess piece. Lifting it, he considered the board again, the pieces now arranged in a dance of shadows and light. He placed his piece. The silence returned, but it was different now, heavier, charged with the unspoken possibilities of their shared endeavor. Across the board, the other player made his move, a swift, deliberate placement that echoed his own strategy. A silent understanding passed between them, a shared language woven from carefully placed pieces. Jud followed suit, the rhythm of their dance commencing, a timeless battle of minds played out under the watchful eyes of the ancient tree.

Jud leaned forward, the faint scent of old wood and impending rain filling the air. Each maneuver felt significant, a whispered declaration in a game where every decision held the weight of destiny. The tree's branches, thick and gnarled, seemed to absorb the intensity, its leaves rustling softly, bearing witness to their silent struggle. Another move, and the dance continued, closer now to a climactic conclusion. Jud exhaled slowly, watching the other man's eyes narrow. The air crackled with unspoken tension. Jud studied the board, searching for an advantage, a subtle shift in the balance. A single piece now determined the outcome, a final act of will about to be revealed. Jud saw it, and with unwavering focus, made his move.

Jud met the other man's gaze, the unspoken challenge now tangible. The piece landed, a decisive thud that resonated in the quiet. “Check.” A subtle nod, a flicker of acknowledgement, and then, the other man conceded. “Checkmate.” The game was over. Tossing a five-dollar bill on the table, the man smiled as he thanked Jud for an interesting lesson. Jud gathered his winnings, the worn note feeling heavy in his palm. The humid air hung thick with the scent of damp grass and desperation. As Jud turned to leave, a hand landed on his shoulder, halting him. A new player, eyes gleaming with a mixture of hope and arrogance, stepped forward, the unspoken contest reigniting.

With words barely audible above the sounds of the cicadas, the elderly newcomer issued a low growl stating, “I'll take you on.” 

Jud observed him, the man's shadow stretching long in the failing light, a silhouette against the dying sun. He recognized the type. Hungry, quick to learn, and potentially dangerous. A slow smile spread across his face. The day was far from over. Jud gestured toward the board, the invitation unspoken. The new player eagerly took the opposite seat, already arranging the pieces with an impatient flourish. Jud surveyed the board, its familiar geometry now a fresh canvas for another game, another dance of strategy. The scent of rain intensified, a prelude to the coming storm, mirroring the gathering tension. Jud selected a piece, his fingers tracing its familiar shape, and made his first move. The cycle continued. Their first play was executed. The man seemed to be a mirror of the first player, except this time Jud made a counter. His opponent’s confidence melted as the game wore on. In the end, he lost with barely a whimper, leaving a five-dollar bill on the table.

The rain held off for a period, and Jud could not only enjoy playing additional games with interesting people but also attracted a group of spectators who would give applause at the conclusion of each game. The cheers echoing through the park spurred him on. Each match became a performance, a miniature drama unfolding under the watchful eyes of the gathered crowd. He reveled in the pressure, the thrill of delivering a decisive move, the shared laughter and camaraderie that bloomed with every new opponent, and the new five-dollar bills in his pocket.

As the rain was just about to begin, Jud packed up his things and started looking for a place where he could wait for the storm to pass. He knew the old covered bridge was too far, and the flimsy bus stop wouldn't offer much protection. His gaze drifted towards the bakery, its windows glowing warmly. Perhaps a hot chocolate and a brief respite from the impending downpour would be just the thing.

Jud hurried across the street, the scent of fresh bread already beckoning him. The bell above the door chimed cheerfully as he entered, and a wave of warmth enveloped him. The aroma, a comforting blend of yeast and sugar, erased the chill in his bones. He approached the counter, ready to order, when he noticed a small, empty table tucked away in a cozy corner, perfect for observing the storm's arrival. He quickly claimed the table, arranging his satchel beneath it and settling into the chair. Leaning back, he watched the condensation gather on the bakery windows, obscuring the world outside. A young woman with flour-dusted cheeks approached, her smile as warm as the oven's embrace. 

“What can I get for you, sir?” she asked, her voice a gentle melody.

He considered his options, the savory possibilities battling the sweet in his mind. The rumble of thunder, a distant growl, reminded him of the impending downpour. “I'll take a crusty baguette, please, with butter,” He finally decided, “And a hot chocolate, extra whipped cream.” He pictured the flaky crust yielding to his teeth, the rich chocolate warming him from the inside out. As the woman disappeared toward the kitchen, he shifted his gaze back to the window. The bakery's interior lights cast a golden glow against the darkening sky, a beacon of welcome in the gathering gloom. 

An elderly man approached and asked if he might join Jud at his little table. He had a face like weathered parchment, etched with lines that spoke of sun and hardship. Jud, surprised, gestured towards the empty chair. The newcomer settled slowly, a sigh escaping his lips like a released bird.

“Thank you kindly, son,” The old man rasped, his voice a dry rustle. He placed a gnarled hand on the table, its skin speckled with age spots. “Name's Ezra.” 

Jud nodded, offering “Jud” in return. Ezra fixed on him with a surprisingly sharp gaze, his eyes the color of faded denim. “See you're a reader,” he observed, inclining his head towards the open book. Ezra's gaze didn't waver. Instead, it seemed to absorb the information, assessing. “What tales are you lost in today?” He inquired, his voice a low hum. Jud hesitated, then indulged the old man's interest. He flipped the book open, pointing to the passage he'd been dwelling on.

“I’m reading about becoming a lawyer, but it looks like I’ll never be able to afford law school.”

“Well, son, I’m a retired lawyer and law professor at the university, and I can tell you that you’re probably right . . . but, there are ways around that oppressive cost.”

Jud's eyebrows rose, a flicker of hope igniting within them. He leaned forward, the worn pages of the textbook momentarily forgotten. “You think so?” he asked, a genuine curiosity lacing his voice. The old man’s weathered face creased into a knowing smile, as if privy to a secret. “Tell me.” Jud urged, the weight of the future pressing down on him, and the possibility of a solution now sharing his table.

“The first step,” Ezra began, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial murmur, “Is to think outside the ivy-covered box.” He paused for dramatic effect, letting the weight of his words sink in. “There are pathways less traveled, but equally valid. They require grit, yes, and a willingness to hustle, but they exist. One is the paralegal route, another the clerkship angle, and maybe even the grants and scholarships path . . . they're all viable entry points.”

“And where would I go to start?”

“Unfortunately, another state. Only California, Vermont, Virginia, and Washington allow this and it’s a long and tedious way to go, but you do avoid the repressive costs.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the waitress. After delivering Jud’s order and setting it down on the table, the waitress then inquired of the elderly gentleman if there was anything she could get for him. Looking at Jud’s order, he said, “I’ll have the same as his, please.”

Jud watched the waitress scurry away, a small smile playing on his lips. He was suddenly ravenous. The legal jargon was temporarily forgotten in the face of a crusty baguette and a cup of hot chocolate. Ezra, however, remained unfazed by the arrival of his food. He waited patiently, his gaze fixed on Jud. 

When the waitress was out of earshot, Ezra leaned forward, his voice a low, confidential rumble. “Now, where were we?” he prompted, his faded denim eyes glinting. “Ah, yes. The hurdles. They’re significant, no doubt, but not insurmountable. You must be resourceful, son. That's the key. Think of it as a case, with you as the advocate. Research, gather evidence, build your argument. The law schools themselves are a business. They want the best students, and for that, they want heaps of money from the best students. You'll need to figure out how to be an exception.” “Tell me,” Ezra continued, “What's the driving force behind this ambition of yours? What fuels this desire to navigate the labyrinth of the legal system? Is it the pursuit of justice, or perhaps the allure of power?” Ezra paused, taking a slow sip of his water. “Or, dare I say, the promise of a comfortable life? Understand this, Jud. The motives, however simple or complex, form the very foundation of your strategy. A weak foundation crumbles. A strong one? It can withstand even the most brutal cross-examination. Consider your resources, your strengths, your weaknesses. Every detail matters, from your academic record to your extracurricular activities, from your personal essay to the way you present yourself in an interview. Remember, the game isn't just about what you know, but how you present what you know.”

Jud listened intently as Ezra continued, setting down his glass. “Let's dissect the components. Your background, your aspirations, your . . . assets. We'll start with the obvious. Grades. They’re the currency, undeniably. But they're not the only currency. Experience, connections . . . these hold value, too. Are you a joiner, Jud? Do you network? Do you have mentors? These are your weapons. Leverage them. Now, tell me, what makes you stand out from the horde of wannabe lawyers?”

Jud, having taken a hearty bite of his baguette, swallowed and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. He considered Ezra’s question, the words echoing the weight of the moment. “Well, I . . .” he began, gathering his thoughts, “I suppose I'm a bit of a . . .  problem solver. Always have been. I like puzzles, figuring out the angles, seeing the bigger picture.” 

“And how were you in school?”

“I’m a sharecropper’s son. All home schooled through grade twelve, but I do have a photographic memory. If I read it, I never forget it.” He chuckled softly, then continued, his voice taking on a more serious tone. “I'm not afraid of the grind. I know this is a long shot, but I'm willing to put in the effort. More than willing.” He met Ezra's gaze, a newfound determination shining in his own eyes. “And honestly? I don't want to just be comfortable. I want to make a difference.”

Jud's words hung in the air, a declaration that seemed to both satisfy and intrigue Ezra. The older man steepled his fingers, the lines etched on his face deepening as he considered his response. 

“A problem solver,” he echoed, a slow nod accompanying the words. “A photographic memory. That’s a plus. And the drive . . . the desire to make a difference . . . that's the kindling. Now, let’s see if we have enough fuel for the fire. Tell me about your 'grind' experience. Have you faced adversity? How did you navigate it? Because, Jud, the legal world is a crucible. It will test you, break you, and, if you're lucky, mold you into something stronger. What has tested your resolve?” He leaned forward, his faded denim eyes searching Jud's, as if expecting a glimpse of the fire he claimed to have. “Let’s hear the details, then.” Ezra leaned back, his jaw sharpening. “Don’t be shy, Jud. Paint me a picture. An experience, a challenge. Something that separates the wheat from the chaff. What have you overcome?”

Jud sat back and thought for a moment. “Should I trust this old man who just inserted himself into my life?” Jud took a breath, the weight of Ezra's gaze settling on him. He considered the question, the implications. It was a loaded inquiry, designed to expose vulnerabilities. Revealing a weakness might be a mistake, but withholding could be worse. He decided to meet Ezra's challenge head-on, offering a carefully selected account, a carefully chosen battle. The legal world was indeed a crucible, and he was ready to show he could withstand the heat. “The most significant hurdle,” Jud began, his voice steady, “Wasn't a courtroom battle, or a complex legal maneuver. It was much more personal.”

He paused, gathering his thoughts, then continued, his gaze drifting to some distant point beyond the walls of the bakeshop. “It was the farm itself.” He let the words hang in the air for a moment, letting the image take shape in Ezra's mind. “My father, he’s a proud man, but the land . . . it was a fickle mistress. One year the crops would flourish, the next they'd wither. He always told me we were at the mercy of the elements. But I knew better. It wasn't just the weather. It was the system.” He looked back at Ezra, his eyes now alight with a familiar anger. “We were constantly in debt, always owing more than we made. The landowners, they controlled everything. Prices, supplies, seeds . . . everything. They squeezed every last penny from us, and we were trapped.”

Jud's jaw tightened, the lines around his mouth deepening. “He couldn't see it, or maybe wouldn't. He clung to the dream, the romantic notion of honest labor. I saw only the cycle of exploitation, the grinding gears of a machine that would eventually crush him. I knew I had to escape it, had to find a way out, not just for myself, but for him. That's what I fight for, Ezra. That's the battle I chose.”

Jud shifted in his chair, the memory of sun-scorched fields and weary hands still vivid. “The fight wasn't a physical one, though there were days I wanted to rage against the injustice. It was a battle of wits, a war of attrition. I devoured every book I could get my hands on, not just to memorize, but to understand. I learned the language of the law, the loopholes, the ways to manipulate the system from the inside. So, I started small, challenging the contracts, questioning the prices. I learned to negotiate, to argue, to stand my ground against the landowners and their lawyers. It wasn't always successful, far from it. We lost battles, faced threats, but I never gave up. Because every minor victory, every concession, was a grain of sand against the tide. It was about proving that the system wasn't untouchable, that they could be challenged, and that, eventually, they could be changed.” He paused, with a flicker of something akin to pride in his eyes. “That's how I learned the 'grind,' Ezra. Not in some grand courtroom drama, but in the sweat and dust of a life lived on the edge of survival. I learned that the most effective weapons aren't always the loudest, but the most persistent. And I learned that a difference isn't made overnight. It's built, brick by brick, against impossible odds.”

Ezra sat silent for a moment, staring into Jud’s intense gray eyes. Jud's gaze held, unwavering. “It was about more than just land, Ezra. It was about dignity. About the right to stand tall, even when the world was trying to force you to your knees. It was about the simple truth that a man, any man, deserved a fair shake. And that, my friend, is a fight worth fighting, no matter how long it takes. It's a fight I'm still in, even now.” Jud leaned forward slightly, as if sharing a secret. “I don't let them tell me otherwise. I don't let them convince me it's impossible. Because the only true defeat is giving up.”

Jud then sat back, the light dancing in his eyes, now softened with a memory Ezra couldn't quite decipher. “And it's a fight,” Jud continued, his voice dropping, “That requires allies. Not just those who share your hardships, but those who possess the tools you lack. Finding those people, Ezra, learning from them. Trusting them. Because even the strongest fortress can crumble if its foundation is weak.” A slow smile touched his lips. “I remember that, when I choose my battles.”

“Where do you live, Jud?”

“At the moment, right across the road.”

Ezra looked out the shop’s window and then back at Jud. “The park?” He whispered.

“I’m afraid so.” Jud replied. “I don’t have enough money yet to rent a bed someplace . . . but I’m working on it.” Jud smiled and finished his hot chocolate. Jud leaned forward, the remnants of his smile fading as he met Ezra’s gaze. “It's not ideal . . . the park.” He admitted, his eyes flitting toward the window, as if seeing it for the first time. “But it has its own kind of peace, you know? The city breathes differently there, and frankly, the library is right next door, so I'm not entirely deprived.” He gestured with his empty mug, the gesture was oddly elegant. “Besides,” he added, a hint of steel entering his voice, “A man can survive anywhere, if he knows how to read the winds.”

“Well, Jud, I have an empty apartment above my garage. It’s not far from here, only a few blocks. If you're interested, it's small, but dry, and has a private entrance and bath. It’s also my old office and filled with law books . . . and I was thinking that I could also tutor you in circumventing the traditional way to becoming a lawyer.”

“Really? Then yes. I am passionately interested Ezra. Thank you. But what would you charge me for this wonderful apartment?”

“Can you afford five dollars?”

“Five dollars? Is that by the day?”

“No, by the month. And in return you can occasionally help me maintain the grounds.”

“Five dollars?” Jud stated once more, his eyes brightening as the shadows faded away, a genuine laugh emerging from his chest. A combination of amusement and disbelief was visible on his face as he shook his head. “Ezra, you strike me as either the most compassionate person I've ever encountered or someone who is not very skilled in business. Maybe both?” Jud paused for a moment, and his gaze turned thoughtful, as if he were contemplating something. “However, I will accept the offer.” Jud took Ezra’s hand, and shaking it vigorously, said, “Lead the way, then, Ezra. Let's see this sanctuary of yours.”

“Not so fast young man.” Ezra made Jud sit down again.

“Oh, sorry.” Jud said, reseating himself. “I thought you meant it was a deal, today.”

“Oh, it is, son. It is.” He smiled. “But after my hot chocolate and crispy baguette.”

Relieved, Jud relaxed in his seat. I’m curious, Ezra. What could entice you to make this incredible offer to me? A stranger in a strange land.” 

“Patience, Jud. Answers will come, eventually. But for now, let’s just say that every now and then, a man gets a craving for some good company, and perhaps, a sense of purpose. A willing student is always a worthy investment, wouldn’t you agree? Especially one with your fire and thirst for knowledge. And trust me, Jud, there is a lot to discuss. A great deal, indeed.” Ezra leaned back in his chair, the light dancing in his eyes. He steepled his fingers, a thoughtful expression gracing his face. “Besides,” he continued, his voice dropping to a conspiratorial whisper, “The law, as you might have noticed, is a bit of a labyrinth. And sometimes, the best way to navigate a maze is with a guide who knows all the secret passages, wouldn't you say? Especially when that guide enjoys a puzzle.” He winked. The gesture was both comforting and slightly unsettling. “Now, tell me, young Jud,” he asked, his voice regaining its warmth, “What exactly do you know about the art of persuasion? Because, you see, the ability to sway minds, to bend wills, that is a power in itself. A subtle power, but a potent one. It can unlock doors, Jud. Open avenues of influence that the bluntest of instruments could never hope to touch. Think of it as a finely honed blade, capable of the most delicate surgery or, if wielded carelessly, the most devastating of wounds. And trust me,” Ezra's smile widened slightly, a hint of something unreadable flickering in his gaze, “In the game we’re about to play, the ability to persuade will be far more valuable than any sword.” He paused, allowing the weight of his words to settle. “So, tell me, Jud. Have you ever considered the true nature of truth? And its curious relationship with belief?”

“Consider, for a moment, the weight of a whispered lie, and the impact of a carefully crafted truth. One can destroy, the other can build. Both can be weapons. And in our line of work, Jud, we’ll need to know how to wield both. To recognize them, dissect them, and, most importantly, control them. Because the truth, my boy, is often a matter of perspective. And perspective, as you will soon discover, can be molded, shaped, and ultimately, controlled. Now, let’s begin with the basics. What, in your estimation, separates a belief from a misbelief? And what, Jud, drives a man to cling to one, and discard the other? Consider the stakes, the emotions, the vulnerabilities at play. Observe the cracks in the facade, the subtle tells that betray a wavering faith. For even the most steadfast believer, even the most resolute in their convictions, can be swayed. The art, Jud, lies in understanding the triggers, the pressure points. In knowing how to plant the seed of doubt, or nurture the blossoming of unwavering certainty. It is a dance, a carefully orchestrated symphony of words and actions, calculated to elicit the desired response. And the more you understand the intricacies of the human heart, the more powerful you become. So, tell me, Jud,” Ezra leaned forward, the light catching the glint in his eyes once more, “What makes a man believe?” 

“Is it evidence? Logic? Or something far more primal, far more . . . emotional?” Ezra’s voice dropped, becoming a low, almost hypnotic rumble. “Think of a courtroom, Jud. Lawyers, judges, juries . . . all striving to discern the truth. But what truly wins a case? Is it the irrefutable facts? Or the compelling narrative? The impassioned plea? The skillfully crafted illusion? Because the truth, my boy, is often a slippery fish. Difficult to catch, even harder to hold onto. Belief, however . . . belief can be molded like clay, shaped by the will of the artisan. And in this world, Jud, the artisan often holds the greatest power.” He steepled his fingers, tapping them gently against his chin. “Now, let’s begin with a simple exercise. Describe your own most cherished belief. The one you would defend with your life. Tell me, Jud . . . what is it you truly believe in?”

“Let us dissect this conviction, Jud, examine its roots, its vulnerabilities. Tell me, what supports this belief? Is it a mountain of evidence, a sturdy foundation? Or is it merely a thread, easily severed? Consider the potential threats, the forces that might erode its strength. What doubts, no matter how small, might already be creeping in? Because even the most granite faith, Jud, has its weaknesses. It is through these cracks that doubt enters, and doubt, my boy, can be far more destructive than outright denial. Now, close your eyes. Imagine this belief, this precious treasure, threatened. Who would you turn to for help? What arguments would you employ to defend it? And, most importantly, what are you afraid of losing if it were to say . . . crumble?” 

Ezra's gaze, intense and unwavering, held Jud captive. He leaned forward, the shadows deepening around his face. “The game, Jud, is not merely about winning. It's about understanding. About knowing the terrain, the players, and, most crucially, yourself. For in this intricate dance, the only true weapon is self-awareness. So, tell me, Jud. What is the greatest lie you tell yourself? And what, if anything, would remain once that lie is exposed? Would it be freedom, or simply a deeper pit? Think carefully, Jud. Because the answer, the honest, unvarnished truth, holds the key. The key to strength. The key to survival, and perhaps the key to something more.” Ezra's voice softened, a hint of something akin to pity touching his features. “Don’t mistake this for cruelty, Jud. This is . . . an excavation. We’re digging, not destroying. Now, Jud. What scares you the most?”

“Imagine the silence, Jud, after the echo fades. The quiet that follows the storm. That is what awaits if your shield breaks. What then? Where do you find your footing in that void? Is there a bedrock beneath, or only the shifting sands of uncertainty? Consider the cost of truth, Jud. The price of shedding the illusion. Are you prepared to pay it? Are you brave enough to stare into the abyss of your own making, and to accept what stares back? The mirror reflects, Jud, not what you wish to see, but what is. So, tell me, knowing this, what would you choose to salvage from the wreckage of your own heart? What glimmer of hope could possibly survive in the aftermath of what you fear?” Ezra’s hand rose, a single finger pointing towards Jud’s chest. “Tell me, Jud. What will you choose to be reborn from?” 

Jud was silent as he rose from the table along with Ezra. “Come with me son. The walk to your new home and new life is the perfect time to give that some thought.”
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CHAPTER 4

Twenty-Five Years Later
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CJ'S FRUSTRATION EXPLODED like a raging storm. As an artist, his search for a new and engaging painting style had stalled. His hands clenched into tight fists, the knuckles turning white with the intensity of his frustration. His brow furrowed, lines etching deep into his forehead as his mind raced with self-doubt and uncertainty. The once vibrant colors on his palette now seemed dull and lifeless on the canvas, mirroring his own creative block.

Every brushstroke he made felt forced, lacking the passion and authenticity he so desperately sought. His once fluid movements now felt stiff and rigid, as if his own hand was betraying him.

His studio, once a sanctuary of inspiration, now felt suffocating and claustrophobic. The walls seemed to close in on him, mocking his inability to break free from this artistic limbo. The studio, once filled with the scent of paint and possibility, now reeked of frustration and defeat.

CJ's frustration erupted, thundering through his veins. It was a tempest of emotions, crashing against the shores of his creativity, leaving behind a wreckage of doubt and uncertainty. He longed to find his unique artistic voice. To create something that would resonate with others, but it felt like an insurmountable task.

As the storm of frustration raged on, CJ knew he had to calm the uproar within. He took a deep breath, allowing the air to fill his lungs and steady his racing heartbeat. With determination shining in his eyes, he vowed to persevere, to continue the search for his artistic style, including his search for his personal muse. He only hoped they would materialize before his upcoming show at the Brooklyn location of the Findly Gallery. 

Augmenting his primary income as assistant manager and head bartender at Coney Island’s Black Pheasant Club, CJ also takes advantage of the Coney Island boardwalk to promote himself, his artwork and his shows, along with earning extra dollars as a caricature artist. With a natural knack for capturing people's unique features and personalities, he quickly gained a reputation on the boardwalk as a skilled artist. Through his art, he not only earned extra dollars, but also became a cherished part of the vibrant Coney Island boardwalk community.

Through his dedication and hard work, CJ augmented his primary income and also found a sense of purpose and fulfillment. The Coney Island boardwalk became more than just a means to earn a few extra dollars. It became a stage for his artistic expression and a place where his passion flourished. The boardwalk vendors, most of whom had been there for years, all knew and liked CJ and constantly rooted for him and his art. Through their support, they anointed him the unofficial Prince of the Boardwalk.

CJ turned on his television and plopped onto the couch. The extremely colorful West Indian American Day Parade was on. The commentator was speaking . . . “And while technically this is Labor Day, this is a must-attend event for the mayor of New York and mayoral candidates and a major celebration in Brooklyn. This is one of the mayor's most highlighted summer appearances, and . . . here he comes now, The Mayor of New York City, the very popular Mayor Jud Stone. CJ leaned forward, eyes glued to the screen. A wave of cheers erupted as a tall, familiar figure, immaculately dressed in a crisp white shirt and a colorful Caribbean tie, emerged into view, waving enthusiastically. The commentator, his voice now a crescendo of excitement, continued, “Look at him, folks! Always a man of the people, shaking hands, kissing babies, and soaking up the energy. Yes, Jud Stone is a true master of the political arena!” 

CJ's lips curved into a wry smile. He knew the drill. The cameras loved the theatrics, the staged displays of affection, and the carefully crafted image of accessibility. Yet, even though the performance was predictable, CJ felt a grudging respect for Stone's ability to command a crowd, to project that unwavering confidence. He glanced at the clock, then back at the screen. The parade was actually just beginning, and the mayor was clearly in his element, but the colors of the costumes and decorations were incredible. The hypnotic sway of the floats and the pulsing rhythms of the steelpan drums pulled CJ in. He thought of the upcoming election, the debates, the promises, and the inevitable disappointments. The commentator’s voice faded into the background as CJ focused on the faces in the parade and crowd, the vibrant energy of the celebrants
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