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PROLOGUE

TOMMY SMITH NEVER wanted to start a story with a body. It seemed wrong, contrary to nature. The ultimate inverted pyramid: first there is the cold finality of death, the foundation of life turned upside down; then some colorful quotes sprinkled below, a smattering of details about the richness of a life once lived; followed at the bottom, like forgotten memories, by a few thin paragraphs no one ever reads. Telling a story that way, Smith felt, reduced a person’s life. Especially considering the fact that the majority of people he wrote about had never been deemed worthy of being in a story until they were dead.

He did not like perpetuating this cruelty.

Yet as a crime reporter for the Atlanta Daily Times, the only Negro daily in America, it was his job to report facts and meld them into stories, to form some coherent narrative out of the flotsam and randomness of life.

And this is a story that starts with a body.
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The shot woke him up.

Or was there a second shot? Smith would wonder that, later, when he wished he had been awake already, when he wished he could travel through time and better experience a moment he had missed, a moment that despite his lack of participation would turn out to be one of the most important in his life. And him slumped there in his chair, a flask in his lap.

His head felt fuzzy from sleep and drink, his limbs so very heavy.

He thought he heard a shout, maybe. Then a crash, definitely.

It took him a second or three, but the solidness that had prevented his arms and legs from moving finally turned liquid and he sprang up. The hell was that?

Footsteps, above. But he lived on the top floor.

Wait, where was he?

In his office, that’s right. He’d had a short date with Patrice, only one drink, then he’d walked her to her meeting at the Oddfellows Building. He’d leaned in for a kiss, which she’d granted, a short peck but with a winning smile that held such promise that he only felt slightly insulted she wasn’t going to skip some dull business meeting for more time with him. Too excited to go home, he’d come to the office to pour himself another drink and type a few pages of a longer piece he’d been tinkering with. He’d thought he’d been alone in the building, but then Mr. Bishop had dropped by and they’d chatted, hadn’t they? Then Bishop had returned to his office upstairs, and Smith had tried again to write. Apparently, the prose hadn’t flowed as well as the bourbon, because he’d fallen asleep at his desk.

He called out the name of his boss, whose office was upstairs: “Mr. Bishop?”

Silence for a few seconds. The footsteps had stopped.

He tried to turn on his desk lamp but found that the bulb had burned out.

Think. That had definitely been a shot, a pistol. He knew the sound well. He hadn’t dreamed it or imagined it. He wasn’t in France, slowly trudging across Europe, and he wasn’t walking his old police beat with Boggs at his side. He was here in his office, late at night. A place guns did not typically go off.

He stepped out of his office. The hallway light was on, the other offices dark. He crept down a perpetually messy hallway, ever crowded with stacks of papers. He reached the stairs to the second floor.

“Who’s up there?” he demanded in the Officer Voice he hadn’t deployed in so long. Deep and commanding, willing to brook no dissent. Loud enough to shake the framed articles on the walls and cause any ne’er-do-well to question the direction his life had taken. The Officer Voice could be surprisingly effective. But when Smith had used it in his old life, he’d had a sidearm and a club on his belt, and a partner beside him.

Footsteps again, quick and heavy. Someone upstairs did not like the Officer Voice.

Smith stepped into his colleague Jeremy Toon’s office, remembering that Toon, a baseball fan, kept a Louisville Slugger propped in the corner behind his desk. It wasn’t a firearm but it would have to do.

The office had suffered a few break-ins in the old days, Smith had been told, but not in many years. Partly thanks to the city’s colored cops, now in their eighth year on the job, and partly because the Daily Times contained nothing worth stealing, unless the thieves were bibliophiles or had always craved their very own typewriters.

Smith crept to the base of the steps. Steps he knew to be very creaky indeed. Once he started walking up, he’d be a perfect target, trapped in the long stairwell with nowhere to hide. He tried to recall which steps were the loudest.

The floor above him remained quiet. Either the person up there had fled (the fire escape?) or was keeping still, waiting in ambush.

He took a step, then a second. The bat already slippery in his hands.

His third step was a bad choice, creaking loudly. So, element of surprise gone, he charged up the rest of the way. He found himself in the second-floor hallway, a light glowing above him. The hallway felt wider than the one downstairs only because it wasn’t lined with as many stacks of newspapers.

A door behind him led to a bathroom. It was nearly closed but not latched, so he kicked it open and the door swung clear and banged into the wall, no one there.

He heard a low moan. Coming from Bishop’s office. Then the sound of traffic, a car driving past, louder than it should have been: a window must be open, despite the night’s January chill.

He crept forward until he was nearly in front of Bishop’s open door. Pressed his back against the wall. This would make a lot more sense if he was holding a gun. He waited a beat, then quickly leaned over to get a look inside.

No one fired at him, no one leapt out of a corner. No one was there at all.

Except there, on the floor. The sound of something crashing before, he realized now, had been Arthur Bishop falling.

The publisher lay not completely flat but close, the room too cramped with its massive desk and chairs and side tables and stacks of books for Bishop’s tall frame to fit. He lay mostly on his stomach, but one of his shoulders was wedged against the side of the desk, and his legs were bent. One of his hands pressed against the floor, fingers taut, knuckles up, the Oriental rug bunching from the pressure. His other hand, the left, was inside his jacket, like he’d been looking for something there, and the wide-eyed look on his face confirmed he’d found it.

Blood soaked the rug beneath him in an expanding circle.

The window behind his desk was open. Smith wanted to go to Bishop first, but he couldn’t risk the fact that a gunman might be hiding on the fire escape, so he ran to the window, looked out and down. No one. Behind the building was a narrow alley, then another building. If the gunman wasn’t hiding in another room, he’d made his way down the fire escape just as Smith had crept up the stairs, and he was long gone.

Bishop wasn’t, not yet.

Smith dropped the bat and helped Bishop roll onto his back. Bishop’s eyes were still open wide, the pupils moving the tiniest bit.

“Hang in there, Mr. Bishop, you hang in there.”

Smith knew the odds a man could survive a shot to the center of the chest, and he knew how long an ambulance would take to get to this neighborhood. He grabbed the phone off Bishop’s desk nonetheless and called the hospital. Then he hung up and dialed a number he knew so well.

Seconds later, just as he noticed that the low moan from his boss had stopped, his previous boss answered the phone.
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For seven years and nine months, Sergeant Joe McInnis had been serving as the lone white cop in the Negro precinct. He had walked into plenty of rooms with murder victims, but this was the first time he’d received the call from a man who used to be one of his officers.

The office of Arthur Bishop smelled like cordite, McInnis noted before he’d even stepped inside. The cramped room felt cold from the open back window, yet the scent of gunfire hadn’t faded.

Smith had claimed Bishop was still alive when he’d called, but he wasn’t anymore.

The body was warm, no pulse, eyes open. He lay on his back, arms bent in that cluttered space, as awkward as every other murdered body McInnis had the misfortune of viewing. Folks who died in their sleep often looked as peaceful as that phrase implied, but people who were killed never looked restful, their bodies tense and crooked as if still containing the energy to do all the things they never would.

Behind McInnis stood two of his officers, Boggs and Jones. The latter was a wide-eyed rookie, now viewing a murder victim for the first time in his life. “Don’t touch anything,” McInnis reminded him.

Boggs, however, was a seven-year veteran, having witnessed all manner of crime scenes. The real reason McInnis had chosen this pair to come along, though, was that Boggs and Smith had once been partners. They had started together in April of ’48, part of the inaugural class of Negro officers McInnis had been tapped to lead. The light-skinned, square-jawed Boggs was strict and deeply serious. He had struck McInnis as too intellectual for the job in ’48; he still seemed more at home when combing through police records or encouraging kids on the sidewalk to stay in school than when confronting a violent felon, yet the years had toughened him. In contrast, Smith had always been a handful, chafing against rules and regulations as if they’d been designed specifically to annoy him. He’d resigned only two and a half years after they’d started.

McInnis figured Boggs would be able to read Smith better than McInnis ever could.

McInnis was not unaware of the fact that he was the only white man present, though he’d grown used to this. He had not signed up to be the lone sergeant to the Negro officers, but once he’d been made to understand that he couldn’t turn down the assignment, he’d resigned himself to doing the best job he could. At first, communication had been a challenge. Sometimes a comment or situation would seem to register with his officers on different frequencies than it did him, codes with unexpected meanings, complex understandings he couldn’t quite fathom. Sometimes the translating and rephrasing and explaining grew onerous, exasperating, for him and for them. He worked hard to overcome this, and the misunderstandings had become less common over the years, something he took a not insignificant amount of pride in.

But stress made things worse, and cops were almost always stressed.

As McInnis knelt beside the body, trying to get as good a look as he could without disturbing the scene, Boggs and Jones stood at the entrance, Smith behind them. McInnis smelled booze, and, among haphazard piles of paper that seemed to cascade into each other, he saw a single glass on Bishop’s messy desk. A tiny amount of what looked like whiskey at the bottom.

McInnis carefully stepped around the desk, where a drawer was half open. He did not see a gun or a shell casing, at least not yet. No blood on the windowpane, nothing unusual on the fire escape.

“Jones, go down and check the perimeter of the building and the fire escape, look for a weapon or blood or anything else that shouldn’t be there.”

“Yes, sir.”

Blood spatter along one of the bookshelves to McInnis’s left. So Bishop hadn’t been at his desk when he’d been shot. If Bishop had been moving from behind his desk and toward the shooter, the blood could have come from his back. McInnis slowly moved in a circle, seeing a smaller amount of blood on another bookshelf, possibly from Bishop’s hand as he’d fallen. Or possibly from the assailant’s.

McInnis walked out to Smith and Boggs in the hallway. He folded his arms and stared at his former officer. Who smelled like liquor. McInnis thought of the glass on the dead man’s desk. He studied Smith’s clothes, searching for signs of blood or a struggle, but apart from the lack of a tie and his top two buttons being undone, which in Smith’s case was likely a stylistic insouciance, nothing looked off. Smith was handsome, dark-skinned, with a rakish charm the other officers had seemed to envy.

His eyes usually weren’t this wide.

“Homicide will be here soon,” McInnis explained. Homicide meant white detectives; the Negro officers were only beat cops, as none had been promoted to sergeant or detective. Most white cops in Atlanta despised the Negro officers; they’d tried to sabotage and undercut them from the very beginning, and even now, seven-plus years into this racial experiment, most still seemed to hope that the Negro cops would all be fired or would just mysteriously disappear one day.

Homicide detectives would be overjoyed to find a drunk Negro in the vicinity of a dead body. That meant this was McInnis’s case for maybe a few minutes.

“Tell me, what happened?”

“Right before I called you, I heard a shot, or shots.”

“Which? Shot or shots?”

“I don’t know. I was . . . asleep. I’d been working on a story downstairs—my office is the one below that room,” and he pointed down the hall. “I heard a shot, or shots, I don’t know, and it woke me up. Then I heard a shout, a man’s voice. Could have been Bishop, could have been someone else.”

“What did he say?”

“I couldn’t tell. I heard a slam, it must have been his body hitting the ground. Then footsteps, the shooter probably, and I called out to Bishop, asked if he was okay. I grabbed that bat,” and he motioned to a baseball bat on the floor of the hall, which McInnis had already spotted, “and came up the steps. He was lying on his stomach, just barely holding himself up with his right hand, and he was moaning. I rolled him over, I touched the windowpane when I looked outside, I made the call on that phone, but otherwise I didn’t touch anything.”

Smith had seemed shaken at first, but his recitation of facts seemed to be calming him. Like this was a few years ago and he was recapping just another crime scene to his sergeant, the discipline and old habits forcing this chaotic event into a clarity that allowed him to take the next step, and then the next.

“Did you see anyone?”

“No. I heard movement, like I said, but by the time I got here, the shooter was gone. The window was open, so I’m figuring the fire escape. Then I called you. No more than two minutes after hearing the shot.”

McInnis took a hard look at Smith. “You’ve been drinking.”

“Yessir, it’s late and I was blocked on a story. It’s what we writers do. I got a flask on my desk downstairs. But I’m not drunk.”

McInnis wondered how differently this might have gone if Boggs alone had responded to the call. How differently would Boggs and Smith have behaved without a superior officer present? Without a white man present? What other secrets might have poured forth?

“Did you shoot him?”

Smith’s eyebrows shot up. Perhaps he was so thrown by the body that he hadn’t thought that many steps ahead. Perhaps he was drunker than he claimed and couldn’t think clearly. Perhaps he’d been friendly enough with the dead man that he was still coming to grips with his loss and hadn’t yet realized, with the kind of cagey strategizing Smith had always seemed to excel at, that he was in serious trouble.

“No, sir. Sergeant, it happened exactly like I said.”

McInnis kept his own mouth shut, just watching Smith. Giving him some more silence, to do with as he pleased.

“I did not kill him. I liked the man.” A pause. “Well, maybe didn’t like him so much, but I admired him.”

Already Smith was contradicting himself.

McInnis stepped closer and put a hand on Smith’s shoulder. He seldom touched his officers. “You know you’re going to be interrogated tonight. You know they’re going to want to clear this case fast, and that means driving it right over you. So if you didn’t do this, then you need to give us something, right now.”

The whites of Smith’s eyes were tinged red, either from drink or from the horrific way he’d been awoken.

“Sergeant, I have no idea what happened. None.”

McInnis took back his hand. They felt awkwardly close together.

“Can I take another look inside?” Smith asked.

“From out here, yes.”

McInnis stepped back and let Smith walk up to the threshold. Smith took in the scene again, then said, “His desk is never messy like that. All those papers everywhere.”

“He might have leaned on them, messed them up when he stood,” McInnis noted.

“Or whoever shot him might have been looking for something. Didn’t have time to clean up after he realized I was coming.”

Smith stared a moment longer, shaking his head.

Boggs couldn’t resist saying, “Bad night to be drinking.”

Smith scowled at his ex-partner. “It’s just alcohol, preacher’s son. It don’t make me no killer.”

“Smith,” McInnis said, “once Homicide shows up, any way they slice it, you’re going to be spending the night in the station, understand? You need to stay calm and not push their buttons.” Smith had always been an expert button-pusher, like with the “preacher’s son” comment.

“Yes, sir.”

“I can call you a lawyer,” Boggs said. “My father knows a few.”

Smith nodded, sweat running down his cheeks now. The hallway was not warm.

“I need to pat you down,” McInnis said. “Sorry, but that’s how it works and you know it.”

McInnis didn’t linger on the look in Smith’s eyes, just stood there and waited the two seconds it took for Smith to hold out his arms. Smokes in his shirt pocket, a wallet with eighteen bucks in his right pants pocket, keys in his left. Nothing else. McInnis hoped for Smith’s sake that whatever gun had killed Bishop was a different caliber than any Smith owned.

“What else can you tell us?” McInnis asked after he’d finished. “Was he sleeping around or worried about money, did you overhear any heated arguments recently?”

Smith uncharacteristically silent for a spell.

McInnis pressed, “Who would’ve wanted to hurt him?”

“He’s the owner of the paper, so plenty of folks would want to hurt him. I mean, you don’t read this paper, do you?”

“From time to time.” But not, in truth, that often.

“I read it,” Boggs said. “Your stories first, every time.”

That didn’t surprise McInnis; Boggs no doubt read four or five newspapers every day.

“We cover politics, crime, society, everything. Make a lot of folks angry. You should see some of the hate letters we get, especially lately. There’s this lawsuit against us, and now the Attorney General’s trying to—”

“What lawsuit?”

They heard sirens. Getting louder.

“Jesus Christ,” Smith said, the reality seeming to hit him all the harder now that a squad car was here. Car doors slammed shut. More sirens in the distance. “I can’t believe this.”

The same kinds of white cops Smith hadn’t been able to stand working with were almost here, and this time they were coming for him.


PART ONE

Three Days Earlier


1

THE WHITE PRISON guard appeared uncomfortable with the idea of allowing these three men to converse alone.

A motley collection they made. On one side of the table: the young Negro prisoner, thin arms jutting through his too-big striped prison shirt, hair in need of a trim. On the other side: the short white attorney, gray hair slicked back with a lotion the guard could surely smell even from so many feet away. And beside him, the wild card: the “attorney’s assistant,” tall and nearly as old as the attorney, white hair at his temples, but skin the same color as the prisoner’s, though a shade lighter. Who had heard of a Negro working with a white attorney like this?

Arthur Bishop, the salt-and-pepper-haired man in question, began to worry that the guard suspected he was there under false pretenses.

In which case, the guard was right.

Atlanta did in fact have some Negro attorneys, but they were fewer in number than Negro doctors or Negro dentists, Negro business owners or Negro insurance men. In fact, Bishop would have bet Atlanta had more Negroes running million-dollar businesses (Atlanta Life Insurance Company, Atlanta First Credit Union, the Colored Hair Care Emporium, etc.) than Negro lawyers. It wasn’t that colored folk couldn’t learn the law; the problem was that no one wanted a Negro lawyer representing them. If you were on trial for theft or murder or assault in the South, the only thing a Negro lawyer would do for you is incur the wrath of white judges who couldn’t stand the sight of a dark-skinned man speaking in measured tones about statutes and jurisprudence and whatnot. Better to have colored folk check your heart and your teeth and your bank accounts, but let a white man defend you if, God forbid, you ever found yourself at the mercy of a white jury.

Which is why Randy Higgs, twenty-three and soon to be on trial for rape, was being represented by Welborn T. Kirk, whose skin could not have been more pale had he spent the last ten years in a North Georgia cave. Despite his courtly name, he hailed from a small firm that represented more than its share of indigent clients.

“We’ll be all right, Joe,” Kirk told the suspicious guard. “If he manages to break those chains I’ll holler real loud, awright?”

Joe shook his head. “Your funeral. You got fifteen minutes.”

“Nah, Joe, I believe I get an hour for visits like these,” and Kirk, still standing, shuffled through the papers he’d already laid across the desk. “Filled out the L-5 paperwork right here.” He offered a manila folder to the guard. Bishop could just barely spot the tip of a five-dollar bill sticking out.

Joe’s beefy face appeared bored, perhaps even mildly insulted, as he took the folder, opened it, and pretended to read through the complex legal jargon of the L-5. Then he handed it back to Kirk, minus Abe Lincoln.

“Sixty minutes, then.”

The white guard walked away and positioned himself in the far corner, leaving the three of them sitting at that long table bisecting the narrow room. Along one side were the visitors, the attorneys and relatives, and on the other side sat the doomed in their striped clothes and funk of twice-weekly showers.

“One hour is not long as these kinds of interviews go,” Bishop said. He had already checked the space for microphones, spotting none. And the lack of a two-way mirror left him slightly reassured. Still, they needed to keep their voices low so as not to be overheard.

Bishop had, in his many days as a journalist, sat in even less hospitable places than this. He’d conducted interviews in backyard shacks, at roadside work camps, at crime scenes, and in combat zones, across several states and abroad. Still, prisons made him enormously uncomfortable, in ways this white lawyer could not appreciate. “We’d best begin.”

Bishop wore a brown tweed jacket over a tan shirt and red tie—not his best attire by a long shot, but he hadn’t wanted to overshadow the white attorney whose assistant he was pretending to be. He did not like the fact that he was here under false pretenses, as it felt like an ethical violation to this old-school journalist, but he had accepted long ago that the skewed rules of Southern justice sometimes meant he had to bend his own.

“Mr. Bishop is the man I told you about,” Kirk told his young client. “He’s the publisher of the Atlanta Daily Times.”

Higgs was imprisoned here to await trial because a young white woman, eighteen, had accused him of rape.

“Nice to meet you, sir,” Higgs said. Decent enough manners, Bishop thought. He didn’t know the kid’s family, which had made him even more reluctant to come. If he tried to aid every poor Negro who may have been unjustly accused, he would manage to do little else. The ability to wisely choose one’s battles was one of the keys to Bishop’s success.

As publisher and editor-in-chief, Bishop was both an awardwinning writer and an astute businessman. He owned not only the Daily Times but also seven smaller papers in five Southern states. Thanks to a network of train-riding vendors, who sold the paper to passengers and at stations, and thanks to the train porters themselves, who deliberately and neatly left well-read copies at small Southern stops and cities across the North and Midwest, the Daily Times and its affiliates boasted a readership well into the hundreds of thousands.

The white lawyer said, “Why don’t you tell Mr. Bishop exactly what you told me.”

Higgs looked dead at Bishop and said, “I didn’t do it.”

Bishop almost wanted to smile at the naïveté. “A bit more detail would help,” he said. “Mr. Kirk already told me, for example, that you and she were lovers.”

Higgs nodded, looking down. Still embarrassed to talk about sex, and on trial for rape! He’d best get used to that right quick.

“But I never did that. Never . . . raped Martha. We were, the two of us were, we were a couple. I mean . . . she was the one who, you know.”

“I’m afraid I don’t know,” Bishop said, folding his hands on the table. “The only way this can work, young man, is if you speak honestly and completely. That means no ‘you know how it is’ and no ‘that sorta thing.’” Be explicit, Bishop’s favorite writing instructor had drilled into his head many years ago. Nowhere was that harder to do, but more important, than when covering the finer points of love and sex in the Jim Crow South.

“All right,” Higgs said, still talking to his lap. “She was the one who . . . who got things going. Who started it.”

Kirk surreptitiously passed Bishop a pencil. The guard had refused to let Bishop bring a pen into the room, but apparently the guard had not frisked the white lawyer as thoroughly. Bishop opened his notebook and placed it in his lap, blindly scribbling notes at crotch level so as not to be seen.

“She initiated a romantic relationship?” he asked, spelling it out.

Eyes up, finally. “Yes, sir.”

“Forward, was she? Bit of a Jezebel?”

“No, sir,” and Higgs appeared insulted, “I mean, she’s the one who started it, but she’s a good girl. I don’t want to be saying bad about her.”

Bishop glanced at Kirk, two older men wanting to shake their heads at the folly of youth. The young woman he didn’t want to say anything bad about had put him here. She was but one person, yet she had set in motion a vast machinery fully capable of crushing Higgs, a veritable army of Confederate wrath that, once set to march, was unlikely to be stopped. And the kid blanched when Bishop dared call her a name!

“She’s falsely accused you of raping her and you don’t want to be saying bad things about her?”

“I just don’t . . . It ain’t her that’s doing this, sir. It’s her family.”

“She’s certainly playing along with their wishes, isn’t she?”

No response. Again Higgs stared at his hands, manacled together and attached via a chain to the desk in front of them.

“You still think she’s your Juliet, despite where you’re sitting right now? This is your little twist on Shakespearean tragedy? Except, only one of you will die.”

Higgs looked up, lost among the references. “I just want to set the record straight, sir, that’s all. Mr. Kirk said your paper might could help with that.”

“I make no promises, young man. A lot of variables go into whether or not I publish a piece. And I’ll be honest, there’s a lot about this that makes me disinclined to print a single word. But I’ll hear you out if you tell me your story, starting from the beginning.”

Kirk added, “And don’t forget to mention the love letters.”

Bishop asked, “What love letters?”

“The ones she sent him.”

Bishop looked at Higgs, who nodded. Then back at the lawyer. “When were they sent?”

“We have two, the second of which was sent three days before she filed the charge. Meaning two days after the night she claims the first rape occurred.”

“The letters are dated?”

“And we have the postmarked envelopes, in matching stationery.” Kirk grinned. He knew what got a journalist’s attention; solid documentation was always top of the list.

“Where are they?”

“The letters are in a safe place.”

“I’ll need to see them.”

“We can arrange that.”

Bishop thought for a moment. He reached into his pocket, popped open his watch. “All right, young man, we’re down to fifty-two minutes. Let’s hear your love story.”


2

SMITH WAS DONE with Bertha. They’d had their laughs, it had been fun, but that fun had been so long ago. Now he just hated her. She was recalcitrant, she would never do what he asked, and every time he tried to push the buttons that had once caused such joyous music, all he received was frustration.

He pushed her buttons again, but they jammed.

“Goddamn it!” He X’d out the word and started again. Checked his watch—shit, ten minutes until deadline. Bryan Laurence, the fastidious news editor, would be knocking on his door any minute now to complain, remind him of certain realities, time-honored practices, the need for careful editing, the respect for their hardworking typographers, stereotypers, and engravers, who had much to do and couldn’t be expected to rush their jobs just because Smith needed extra time with his.

So he kept typing on Bertha, the black Victrola 600 he’d been using since he’d started at the Daily Times. The K stuck, the E only worked half the time (the E! Hardly an uncommon letter), and the Y was so wobbly he expected the strike pad to fly off every time he used it. He found himself trying to use words without Y, omitting adverbs from his lexicon, using “claims” or “states” instead of “says,” though he knew Laurence wouldn’t truck with that, as Laurence believed even such neutral-sounding words contained within them hidden bias, secret meanings. Such bias was everywhere, all but impossible to purge from your prose.

“Hate you, Bertha,” Smith muttered, dying cigarette dancing in his lips, as the E failed him again. He silently vowed for the umpteenth time that this would be the last story he wrote with Bertha, while knowing that the paper once again would deny his request for a new typewriter.

Final sentence, period, the closing 30, then he hit the cartridge release lever and unspooled the sheet. He carried it through the narrow, box-filled hallway, his trophy flapping in the breeze, and laid it on Laurence’s immaculate desk.

Though lined with stacked bookshelves, this was the cleanest room in the building. Despite Laurence’s hectic schedule, he somehow found time to dust daily. His life was an unceasing battle against chaos physical, grammatical, and metaphysical. Every one of his pencils, laid out in a perfect line on his desk, was kept sharp enough to draw blood.

“In record time,” Laurence said, theatrically glancing at his watch. On the wall behind him, a framed photograph of Ida B. Wells silently judged all visitors.

“Hey, I needed to wait on the official police report. You still know I get those faster than any other reporter.” Any other Negro reporter, at least; the white reporters had great access to the Department, which typically stonewalled Negro writers. Smith had just enough contacts on the force to get what he needed, though it still took arm-twisting and patience.

“So you’ve told me, more than once.” With wavy hair, green eyes, a Grecian nose and very light skin, Laurence could have passed for white had he wanted to. He’d sometimes used his appearance for journalistic purposes, traveling among whites to report on events Negroes weren’t supposed to attend. He’d witnessed three lynchings in rural Georgia and Alabama, blending into the bloodthirsty crowds and recording the horrifying details for his stories.

Rumor had it those experiences had stolen something vital from his mind, unhinged certain doors. A few years ago he’d suffered a breakdown, disappearing for a week. His fellow reporters had feared he was dead. Then a letter to Mr. Bishop had arrived from a doctor, explaining that Laurence would need some time off. Three months later Laurence returned, apologizing for his absence and asking not for his old reporter job back, but a different one: news editor. Mr. Bishop had agreed, but the rumors were rampant: Laurence had been institutionalized, he could no longer stand being in crowds, or in open spaces, or in the presence of white people.

Since returning from his mysterious disappearance, Laurence seemed to be his impeccable, thorough self, demanding perfection from his reporters. But there was also this: no one had seen him walking anywhere outside the building and its sidewalk in forever. Every morning, very early, his wife dropped him off in their Ford and then Laurence, fedora pulled low over his eyes, quickly walked inside. They repeated the routine after work each night. Not one employee could vouch for seeing him anywhere else save this property since 1951.

Laurence started reading, reaching for the red pen he always used to eviscerate Smith’s copy. Smith loathed that pen. Eyes down, the editor asked, “Surely you don’t intend to hover there while I do this?”

“I just like to overhear it when people say ‘mm-mm, that’s good!’ when they read my stuff.”

“I will return your ‘stuff’ when I’m ready, Mr. Smith. Run along.”

Back in his office, Smith lit a cigarette that didn’t feel as triumphant as he’d wanted it to. He opened his window and stared out at Auburn Avenue, watching tendrils of his cigarette smoke unravel out of his cramped office and into the cold air, the circular pattern reminding him of paper on Bertha’s rotator, the words escaping ineffably into Atlanta. His work felt so intangible, in his mind one moment and released the next into the great world, where he feared it made no difference, the impact as diffuse as this bit of smoke in the planet’s atmosphere.

Deep thoughts, he laughed at himself. He should be drinking.

Smith caught up on reading his peers’ work in that day’s edition. A Massachusetts senator wanted to add a measure to the upcoming education funding bill that would punish states that continued to resist the Supreme Court’s Brown school desegregation ruling. Alongside that ran a story on Southern governors’ insistence on “interposition,” their belief that certain states did not have to follow the year-and-a-half-old Court ruling. In other news, the governments of Liberia and the Soviet Union had signed an agreement establishing diplomatic relations.

Smith glanced at the sports pages and read about an upcoming boxing match, checked the Nightlife Review column to see which acts were coming to town. Even checked the News of the Churches section, because sometimes a good way to keep tabs on the sinners was to keep close watch over the angels, too. Advertisers were still paying the bills, with space bought by Manishewitz Wine, the Gate City Barbershop, Kongolene hair straightener, Southern Wire & Irons’ Burglar Bars, and radio station WERD.

Smith put down the paper and watched pedestrians on the street. He didn’t like admitting it, but it was moments like these—when he should have been feeling triumphant—that he missed the excitement of his old job the most. The adrenaline of filing a story hardly compared to that of chasing down a subject and getting him in cuffs.

Then Mr. Bishop, moving at a faster pace than was normal for one so reserved, walked in. As was his style, he began the conversation without greeting or preamble: “I think there’s something to this Higgs case.”

Tall and thin, Arthur Bishop never slouched, not even when his head nearly hit the top of a doorframe, as it was doing right then. His very posture one of moral rectitude, which Smith, a waltzer and gallivanter and sashayer, found vaguely comical, even if it did keep him on his toes. Bishop wasn’t the kind of boss you wanted to make mistakes around.

“How so?” Smith asked. “Seems like exactly the sort of story you usually don’t want to touch.”

The conservative Bishop, proud of the megaphone he’d built, was wary of using it on stories he feared might cause his readers more harm than good. The paper covered crime very carefully—too carefully for Smith’s tastes. (More than once, Bishop had killed one of Smith’s pieces for being “inflammatory.”) The Daily Times certainly covered instances of police brutality against Negroes, and cases where Negroes were arrested under demonstrably false charges, but those tended to be short pieces, matter-of-fact, dry. Nothing like the throat-clearing screeds in the communist Daily Worker or the Chicago Defender, America’s most widely read Negro paper (a fact that irked Bishop), which proudly used its outspoken coverage of the South’s inequities to encourage Negroes to migrate north. But reporting on the South was a very different job indeed for those editors and writers who had to live down here every day.

“This case seems worth covering,” Bishop said.

“Great. What’s the scoop?”

Bishop thought for a moment. “Let me do some digging first.” He was famous for being tight-lipped about stories as he worked on them.

Smith changed the subject. “How was Montgomery?”

Bishop had driven there earlier in the week. “It was a productive trip.”

“You check up on the boycott?”

Bishop wore a displeased look, as if Smith had passed gas. “I did not. I was busy on other things.”

The bus boycott in Montgomery had been going on for close to two months, astounding those observers who were paying attention. The young reverend who led the newly formed Montgomery Improvement Association, M. L. King, Jr., was a native Atlantan, the son of a prominent local minister whose congregation worshipped half a mile from the Daily Times.

The paper had run a few pieces on the boycott, and Bishop himself had written an editorial offering support. He’d offered criticism, too, arguing that a legal assault crafted by steely lawyers would have been far better than some strange economic gambit in which maids and laborers voted with their feet. And he’d disparaged the smallness of the group’s demands: they weren’t even asking for an end to bus segregation, only that already-seated Negroes not be asked to relinquish their seats to whites who boarded later, and that the company hire some Negro drivers. Privately, Bishop had argued that the boycott was a well-intentioned but poorly conceived idea, unnecessarily confrontational and likely to incite violence against the most vulnerable members of the community.

“It’s been going on for a while now,” Smith noted. “Story’s getting bigger. We could at least knock on his father’s door and see if—”

“We’ve had these conversations,” Bishop cut him off. “Stick to crime, Smith.”

With that, Bishop marched off to his office, so Smith’s phone rang to keep him company.

“Hey there, Smitty,” came the familiar voice over the line. “I got a body for ya.”
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By the time Smith made it to the victims’ tiny apartment, an ambulance had taken one man away and the other lay dead and very bloody indeed on the floor, awaiting a hearse.

“They’re not just brothers but twins, right?” Smith asked Deaderick, a white cop.

The handle of a cleaver rose out of the dead man’s back at about a forty-five-degree angle, a fatal hypotenuse. The wood floor beneath was so soaked with blood Smith was sure the ceiling below must be dripping. He’d have to check downstairs, for his story. Thinking, good detail.

“Yep,” Deaderick said. “This here is Larry and the one on the way to the hospital is Lenny. Trust me, Lenny ain’t gonna make it either. Wounds were deep.”

Most of the stabbing victims Smith had observed shared an odd thing in common: usually the attacker put a blanket over the body. The first time he saw that, he’d been struck by the sentiment. Whether the killer was a woman or a man or an adolescent, they had been so overtaken by rage or bloodlust that they’d stabbed again and again, furiously. Then later, when the fury subsided, some shame took hold and they couldn’t even look at what they’d done. So, a blanket or sheet or quilt, hiding the act.

The fact that nothing covered Larry bespoke the madness of a moment ago, both brothers stabbing each other, no one winning.

They were on the third, top floor of a decrepit building in Darktown, a ramshackle structure that seemed to shift when the winter winds picked up. At least this place had a bathroom; plenty on this block still used outhouses.

“We been looking for these two for that jewelry heist few weeks back,” Deaderick explained. “This is their place, but they were never here when we checked. Must have left town for a spell, then figured the dust had settled. Anyway, appears they had an altercation over how to split the proceeds.”

A Bowie knife, still glistening, lay on the floor a few inches away from Larry’s left hand. On his right wrist he wore a gold watch. Smith checked the make of the watch, scribbled it into his notebook.

“So he was the lefty?” he asked.

“I suppose so, Smitty. It matter?” No one on earth called him “Smitty” but Deaderick. The cop had invented the nickname, perhaps thinking he needed some affectionate way of referring to Smith, something above “boy” but beneath full-on respect. Smith hated “Smitty”, but he put up with it.

Deaderick pointed out the open silverware drawer where the brothers had found their weapons. “Oh, and guess what Lenny used to do for a living, when he wasn’t stealing. C’mon, guess.”

Smith sighed. Deaderick enjoyed these scenes too much. As did the writers for the white papers, who wrote their stories of Negro crime with unrestrained glee, like dazzled anthropologists crossed with stand-up comedians. (The husky youth moved with ferocious speed, wielding his primitive, razor-sharp weapon in his meaty fist—but for the last time!)

Smith guessed, “Butcher.”

“Hey, give the man a cigar! Actually, butcher’s assistant, but close enough.” Then Deaderick held his hands out in the air, stretching invisible headlines between his index fingers. “TWIN KILLING IN DARKTOWN. CAIN KILLS ABEL, ABEL KILLS CAIN FIRST.”

“Don’t quit your day job.”

“Why not? Worked out for you, didn’t it?”

Had it worked out, Smith wondered? He was a former cop turned crime writer. And before that, he’d led a tank battalion during the war. Which meant that he’d witnessed far too many scenes like this, or worse.

During his time on the force, Smith had seldom experienced the good fortune of working with any decent white cops. To this day, the white and Negro portions of APD worked separately. Negro cops were only permitted to patrol Negro areas, so, if all went right, they should never encounter white officers outside of the station, except on the rare occasions when a white person committed a crime in the Negro neighborhoods, in which case white officers needed to be called for assistance, since only white cops could arrest white offenders. White cops were almost uniformly rude and dismissive, if not outright hostile, popping racist jokes and epithets aplenty.

So Smith never would have suspected that, after leaving the force, one of his more helpful sources in the Department would be a white cop.

The first few times he’d encountered Officer Pete Deaderick at crime scenes, the thirtyish Deaderick had seemed like just another corn-fed white man with an air of quickly evaporating patience when in the presence of Negroes. Yet over the years the two had developed something approaching a rapport. Deaderick had actually complimented Smith on his writing one day, which shocked Smith, who hadn’t thought any white cops read the Daily Times. A few days after that, Smith had called Deaderick when he’d needed more information on a crime involving a wealthy white lady and a Negro maid whose allegedly poor service had led to a heated exchange, which then led to assault with a deadly weapon (again, knives; the damn things were everywhere). Smith had scored one of his better scoops that day, and Deaderick had become a reliable source.

Smith found Deaderick tolerable enough, but he remained well aware of this truth: Deaderick only acted agreeable because Smith now occupied a lower rung on the totem pole, a mere reporter taking down notes from this important white cop.

If Smith had still worn a badge, Deaderick probably would have hated him.

Smith glanced at the blood-speckled walls, the blood on the doorknob, the blood in the hallway outside. Lenny had tried to run before collapsing, where the police found him. On the floor of the kitchenette sat two satchels, one of them unzipped and full of cash.

“You sure they won’t be able to stitch Lenny up at the hospital?” Smith asked. “He definitely won’t survive?”

Deaderick blew air out his lips. “That ambulance that came for him? Let’s just say it took its sweet time getting here, you catch my drift.”

Smith could have caught it one-handed and blindfold. He would have loved to use a quote like that, to note the white officer’s cavalier attitude about the value of Negro life and the city’s lack of urgency when it came to helping colored folk. But then Deaderick would never talk to him again, and one of Smith’s best wells of scoops would run dry.

Another compromise Smith would try to justify to himself, later. First, he had a story to write.
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Less than a mile to the west, Gauthier’s Catering sat on the northern side of Auburn Avenue, its windows filled with light even on overcast afternoons like today. A bell rang as Smith opened the door and breathed in an aroma that made him almost weak in the knees.

“My God, what are y’all cooking?” He’d skipped lunch and felt tortured by the scent. It was thick in the air, tangible.

“We’re making . . . ” The young woman at the front counter, who had been placing freshly baked scones under a glass dome, stopped mid-answer when she recognized Smith. “Oh, hello there.” Her expression not kind.

He recognized her as well, too late. She certainly hadn’t been wearing a baker’s cap and white apron over a gray smock, with some flour in her right eyebrow, when he’d met her at a dance club. He couldn’t recall her name, as it had been a few months, but he remembered the venue and the bottle of wine they’d shared, and the bedroom.

“You got some nerve showing your face after all this time.”

He smiled, still drawing a blank on her name. “I seem to recall you enjoying yourself.”

“And I recall you never calling me back once, and ignoring those notes I left.” Was it Lenore? Lorene? “Why you play it that way?”

“I’ve just been real busy with work and all.” It was times like these when he wondered how he got himself into such trouble, why the pursuit of pleasure always seemed to cause pain. “But I may finally get some down time this weekend.”

Her face softened. Lottie, that was it. “You have my number.”

Did he? He had no idea. “I do, Lottie.” He flashed his winning grin. “But until the weekend comes, I’m still all work. I need to ask the proprietor a few questions. She around?”

“You’d best call, though,” and smiled as she walked off.

Moments later, Patrice Gauthier, the shop’s owner, emerged from the back. She shook her head.

“Tommy Smith. So that’s why Lottie’s so moony-eyed.”

Despite the hubbub and clamor of the kitchen, she spoke in a voice just above a whisper. At first he’d taken her tone for flirtation, but it turned out she spoke like that to everyone. As if telling the world, if you want a piece of this mind, listen close.

“I have that effect on people,” Smith admitted. “It’s hard to turn off.”

“That must be a terrible burden.”

Lord, how many women in this building did he have a history with? He had met Patrice three weeks ago, when he was reporting on a rash of burglaries along Auburn. The same night that a jewelry shop next door had been broken into, someone had busted a small safe in Patrice’s back room, making off with two hundred dollars. Their interview had turned into a dinner invitation, and because he could tell she was a fine lady (already a widow, having run the business with her husband for years, until his car accident) he took her to a fancier restaurant than was his norm, steak and red wine from Burgundy, then chocolate ganache for dessert, which wasn’t remotely the sweetest part of the evening.

“Actually, I’m here for a story.”

“I’m afraid this story won’t end for you the way the last one did.”

She stood nearly as tall as him, in the same get-up as the other woman, minus the silly hat. Her straightened hair pulled into a bun, her skin light, her perfectly plucked eyebrows arching in a way that had always made him feel studied, probed, judged, and her lips pressed tightly together as if to say, you will never kiss these again. He found himself wondering, as she clearly did, why he hadn’t called on her again.

“The police have found the two men who stole from you,” he told her. “They’re brothers, Lenny and Larry Fletcher. They stabbed each other—one’s dead, the other’s in the hospital and probably won’t make it. Police found the jewels from next door and a whole lot of cash.”

“Did you take a photo of the money before it disappears into some officer’s pocket?”

He should have thought of that. He didn’t trust Deaderick enough to assume all that cash would make it to an evidence room. “I’m sorry, no. But I was hoping to get your response to the fact that the thieves are, well, no longer at large.”

She raised only her left eyebrow. He’d always been impressed by people who could do that. “Am I a suspect?”

“No. They killed each other. I just—”

“You just had to see me again.” No smile. Just reporting a fact.

Yet his smile returned. “Phrase it however you’d like.”

“Oh, I get to write it myself? Lovely. How about,” and, just as Deaderick had done earlier, she used her hands to project invisible words into the air around her, “THIEVES FIND THEY CAN’T TAKE JEWELS WITH THEM TO THE AFTERLIFE. Or maybe, ONE-NIGHT-STAND ARTIST SHOWS HIS FACE AGAIN AFTER DISAPPEARANCE.”

He should have expected this. “Look, I’d sort of assumed we had an understanding.”

“Oh, I think I understand you just fine.”

Something started sizzling on a pan. Smith knew how it felt.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean . . . ” But what did he mean? He found himself at a loss, and he wasn’t sure if it was some power she wielded over him with those commanding eyes, or if she had just pointed out an essential meaninglessness to his actions.

“Look, if you want to be chasing after twenty-two-year-olds like Lottie, go have your fun.” Lottie was only twenty-two? Maybe he should have guessed that. Patrice was, admittedly, more mature than most of the women he’d wooed. He wondered if that’s why he’d never called her back. “I have quite enough trouble right now without having to deal with you, Tommy Smith.”

“What kind of trouble?”

“You didn’t notice how I have fewer people working here? I thought you reporters were observant.”

“I did notice, I just figured they were delivering or serving some customers.”

“You figured wrong. I have far fewer customers than I used to.”

“I’m shocked. Way this place smells, I could eat the air in here. I’d eat that counter if you had a sharp enough knife.”

“Most white folks aren’t feeling the same way.”

“I thought a lot of your customers were white folks.” Indeed, her fine French cooking seemed overtly aimed at upper-crust white patrons, much more so than other caterers in this neighborhood. No ribs or corn bread in here.

“That used to be the case. Until my orders dropped off a cliff.”

“Since when?”

“A few weeks. I had to let two part-timers go already, and if it doesn’t turn around fast, I’ll have to let go of some more.”

“Any idea why? Can’t be they suddenly decided they don’t like the food.”

“I shouldn’t have brought it up. I’ll be fine.” She shook her head. “Anyway, if you don’t mind, I do have some work to do. Is there anything else you need? Any other reason you just had to come see me?”

“There are plenty of reasons to see a lady like you. But for right now, I wanted to see if you had a quote for the story, on your thieves killing each other.”

Her expression pained him, partly because he wasn’t used to seeing it in a woman’s eyes: a look of utter disappointment in him.

“They got what was coming to them,” she said. “As all men who act like little boys eventually do.”

[image: illustration]

Arthur Bishop, working alone in his office long after the current issue had been put to bed, reviewed his notes from his research trip to Montgomery. The police record, the porter’s story. The other information he’d learned, some not yet substantiated, but certainly enough.

He had called the man’s office earlier and been given the runaround, as often occurred. This time he called him at home.

When the man answered, Bishop introduced himself.

Then he said, “I know what you did.”
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LATER THAT NIGHT, Officers Lucius Boggs and Marty Jones walked their beat down West Hunter Street.

Both wore gloves and APD jackets over their uniform shirts, and both wished they could exchange their uniform caps for woolen hats, but the Department didn’t allow that. Their lack of squad cars had always grated, but especially in the dead of winter, and when the wind was as vicious as it was tonight. Boggs had taken to wearing long johns and had told his rookie to do the same. Jones had only been on the force four months. Boggs knew it was a sign of respect how McInnis always gave him the new blood, but it still annoyed him to constantly be training someone.

He felt like a de facto sergeant himself, not that he was paid like it.

Hunter Street was the main thoroughfare of the West Side. Negroes had started establishing this neighborhood as a crosstown rival to Sweet Auburn a couple of decades ago, first the professors who valued the proximity to Morehouse and Spelman and Atlanta University, then the other professionals. Boggs had heard his father note that many of his wealthiest congregants had moved out here, leaving behind the more crowded Sweet Auburn, which sat on the east side of town. Boggs could tell the reverend worried about how the exodus would affect his church, and his community.

They walked past the home of Reverend King, whom Boggs and everyone else had only recently started thinking of as “King Sr.” because of the sudden popularity of the man’s son. Boggs was a few years older than King Jr., having met him once or twice as kids. Their fathers often came together for community gatherings and political affairs, from voter drives to meetings with the mayor and police chief. Still, it was surprising to hear how the young preacher was leading the boycott in Montgomery. Boggs felt a curious mixture of fear for King and his family, envy at the man’s sudden notoriety, and pride as a fellow Atlantan and preacher’s son. Boggs too knew what it was like to have a sense of duty impressed upon you from childhood.

“Hey,” Jones said, stopping. “Somebody’s in that car.”

Boggs squinted to see what Jones was talking about.

“There,” Jones pointed to a long sedan with prominent tail fins. Its lights off, hot air pumping through its pipe.

Still squinting, Boggs stepped closer and saw the silhouettes of two fedoras. Sitting in a parked car at half past midnight on a near-freezing January night. Across the street and two doors down from King Sr.’s house.

“I see them,” Boggs said.

“We just passed Reverend King’s.”

“I know. Let’s say hello to the drivers.”

He took the lead, walking with his right hand resting on the butt of his billy club. He wondered if there was any chance King had arranged for bodyguards, nervous about being made a target due to his son’s actions.

And if so, were these men the bodyguards or the people King needed guarding from?

The man in the driver’s seat was smoking and the passenger was lighting a cigarette, the windows cracked. Closer still and Boggs saw that they were both white.

The passenger let out his first puff and his eyes widened, making eye contact with Boggs.

The passenger elbowed the driver and seemed to mutter something. The driver too looked up, then the headlights flicked on and Boggs lost them in the brightness.

The engine revved and the car lurched from its parking spot.

“Stop! Police!” Boggs called out, hand still on his club, but already the car was in the middle of the road, driving at such a speed that jumping in front to stop it was not an option.

Boggs got a good enough look at the driver’s profile that he would be able to recognize him again, he hoped. Both men white, early thirties, in fedoras and ties and overcoats. The car a newish, white Chrysler two-door.

After the car passed, Boggs reached for his notebook and pencil. He jotted down the car’s tag number.

He had feared something like this, but had expected the culprits to look different. These weren’t peckerwoods in a pickup laden with baseball bats and ax handles, but men in suits driving a decent car. Boggs’s mind raced to plainclothes cop. But why? If white cops were keeping watch to protect the reverend—unlikely on its face—they certainly wouldn’t drive off at the sight of two uniforms.

He glanced around the neighborhood but didn’t see any lights flickering on. Neither his shouts nor the car’s engine had been loud enough to wake anyone.

“Should we knock on King’s door and tell him?” Jones asked.

Boggs considered it for a moment. “No, let’s let them rest. We’ll tell McInnis,” and he shook his notebook, “and find out who they were.”
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WORKING THE 6 P.M. to 2 a.m. shift meant McInnis slept late most days. Except for mornings like today, when his wife was out running errands and the phone rang, because the school principal was telling him to come pick up his eldest, Jimmy, who’d just been in a fight.

After an uncomfortable meeting with a skeletal principal who’d reminded McInnis of the boy-hating nuns of his Catholic school youth in Savannah, he drove home with his fifteen-year-old. Jimmy’s hair was mussed considerably, and his knuckles had been bloodied, but he’d lacked any injury other than a small cut on his lower lip. Two buttons had been popped from his shirt, which bore a couple spots of red that did not appear to be his blood.

“I work hard all night so you can go to that school and learn,” McInnis said. “And learn how to do something with your brain that might involve you not having to work all night like I do. I’d best never have to come in there for you again, understood?”

“Yessir.”

Two other boys had been sent to doctors’ offices, the principal had explained, and two teachers had been required to pull Jimmy off one of them. Jimmy was henceforth suspended, and McInnis would likely be receiving some medical bills.

He marveled at the fact that his easygoing son could inflict such damage. This was his first fight, as far as McInnis knew. After four blocks of silence, he
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