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Chapter One 

 

 

At ten o’clock one rainy April morning of 1955 an ambulance entered the public square of 

Morgan, Alabama, with its siren going. There were probably six hundred people – office 

workers, merchants, shoppers and idlers – in or within earshot of the square at that hour of a 

week-day morning, and most of them stopped what they were doing to listen. Morgan was a 

small town, and the sound of a siren, whether on a fire truck, police car or ambulance, was rare 

enough to attract general attention when it occurred. The people who were on the sidewalks 

simply stopped and looked. Those in the stores and offices went to the windows to look out. 

It was a long black ambulance of the kind that doubles as a hearse in towns the size of 

Morgan, and the speed it was traveling at testified to the fact that something bad had happened to 

somebody. It entered the square at the northeast corner, ran through a red light and knelt on one 

fender as it turned south onto Rush Street. Directly behind it, riding almost bumper to bumper, 

came a green Ford which was quickly identified as a doctor’s car. Down the east side of the 

square they went, like toy cars in tandem, then swung sharply right again. As several hundred 

pairs of eyes watched, the ambulance nodded to a stop at the rear of the courthouse, and the siren 

descended the scale to silence. The doctor’s car swung in beside the ambulance and the doors of 

both cars popped open simultaneously. Dr. Wade Clemmons, hatless and with his black bag in 

his hand, ran toward the courthouse, leaving the door of his little Ford hanging open behind him. 

The two young men in the ambulance hurried up the walkway with a stretcher and disappeared 

between the gray concrete columns at the rear entrance. 

Among those who had seen all this take place was a small group of people who stood at the 

windows of Huff’s drugstore on the corner of Rush and South streets. They were Tom Huff, the 

pharmacist and proprietor; Tom’s wife, Nell, who had stopped in to read a letter to him; Jerry 

Banks, the fountain boy; and a man named Larkin, who worked as a ticket agent at the train 

depot. Standing under the awning in front of the drugstore was Frank Dupree, Morgan’s only 

taxicab driver. Frank had just pulled up at the curb and gotten out of his cab when the first wail 

of the siren went up over the little town and he had stayed out there for a better view of what was 

going on. 

After Dr. Clemmons and the ambulance men disappeared into the courthouse a sort of static 

tranquility fell over the scene. Everyone waited and watched, but for the moment there was 

nothing more to be seen except the vacant courthouse lawn and the rain falling in the elm trees. 

Frank Dupree opened the drugstore door and stepped inside. 

“What happened over at the courthouse?” he asked, addressing Tom Huff. 

“Beats me, Frank. We were wondering the same thing ourselves.” 

They waited and watched in silence, expecting any moment to see the ambulance attendants 

reappear with the stretcher. Several people were now crossing the square toward the ambulance, 

but no one had yet ventured in at the courthouse door. 

“If it wasn’t raining so hard I’d walk over there and have a look,” Frank said. 
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The man named Larkin spoke up. “Aw, it’s prolly just some woman fainted.” He went back 

to the fountain to get his coffee cup, but continued to keep his eye on the courthouse. 

“I doubt if it was a fainting,” Frank said. “A doctor don’t ordinarily move that fast over a 

fainting. My guess is a heart attack, or either some kind of an accident.” 

“Here they come now!” Jerry said. 

Down the four shallow steps at the rear entrance to the courthouse came the ambulance men 

with the stretcher between them. An instant later the old brick building disgorged dozens of 

people who scattered down the steps, some of them even running ahead of the stretcher. There 

was considerable excitement and, to the annoyance of those who were watching, it was 

impossible to see who was being carried out. Through the legs of the people who crowded 

around the stretcher they got occasional glimpses of a white blanket, but that was all. 

This excited procession drained quickly down the walkway to the ambulance and the 

stretcher was shoved in. Dr. Clemmons, still hatless and still with his black bag in his hand, was 

seen to climb in beside the stretcher just before the rear door slammed shut. The black 

ambulance leaped back from the curb, crouched momentarily and then swept down in a graceful 

curve toward the southwest corner of the square, continuing out of sight in the direction of the 

county hospital. The high elastic tone of its siren stretched down the empty street behind it. 

Now there was more activity at the courthouse entrance. Three men hurried out to the 

sheriff’s car, which was parked in the yellow-lined area to the right of the walkway. They were 

the sheriff himself, Judge Carrington, and Commissioner Morris Walker. The judge had 

evidently grabbed his hat and coat as he left his office, and he was trying to struggle into his coat 

at the same moment that he got into the car. As he stooped through the car door he knocked his 

hat off, which fell and rolled across the wet pavement. He did not pause, but slammed the door 

behind him. Just as the car lurched away, someone retrieved the hat and shoved it in the window 

at him. 

Behind the sheriff’s car went another car – unidentified from the drugstore window – and the 

crowd, now left without a focal point, began slowly to break up. Most of the people were 

courthouse workers and they went back up the walkway to the rear entrance where they were met 

by another group, composed largely of women, who were holding newspapers over their heads 

against the rain. Two or three small clots of people still remained on the scene, talking excitedly 

and asking questions, but gradually the rain drove them all to cover. A man wearing a pale blue 

shirt ran back down the walk to close the door of Dr. Clemmons’ car, which was still standing 

just as he had left it. 

“Well,” said Nell Huff. “What on earth do you suppose happened?” 

“I don’t know,” Tom said, now looking concerned. “But evidently it was something serious.” 

At that moment the phone rang and Mrs. Huff went back to answer it. 

“Hello, Huff’s.” 

A man’s voice at the other end said, “Is Tom there?” 

“Yes, he is.” 

Mrs. Huff covered the mouthpiece and called her husband. He took the receiver from her and 

leaned against the counter. 

“All right?” 

As Nell watched, her husband suddenly frowned and looked up at her. He listened intently to 

the phone for perhaps half a minute, still staring at her but seeming not to see her, and then he 

said into the mouthpiece: “Yes. Yes, of course. Thanks for calling, Dave.” He hung up the 

phone. 
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There was a moment of dead silence as Tom and Nell stared at each other. 

“Charley Mott just shot himself over at the courthouse.” 

“What?” 

“I’ll have to go out to the hospital.” 

“Shot himself?” 

Tom was already reaching for his coat which hung on a nail beside the prescription desk. 

“Can you stay here for a while? George is gone and I hate to leave Jerry by himself.” 

“Yes, I can stay but what happened? Is he dead?” 

“No, he was still alive when they put him in the ambulance.” 

“Shot himself? You mean he ... shot himself?” 

“They think he was cleaning a pistol and somehow it went off. It must have been an accident. 

Charley wouldn’t have done a thing like that.” He buttoned his coat and reached for his hat. 

“George ought to be back in a few minutes. When he comes in, you can go home if you want to. 

I’ll call you from the hospital as soon as I know something definite.” 

“Oh, my God, isn’t that terrible? Charley Mott of all people. Why on earth was he cleaning a 

pistol?” 

“I don’t know, Nell. Now quick, give me the car keys.” 

“They’re in the car. It’s parked about four doors up the street. In front of Rayburns’, I think.” 

Without another word Tom clapped his hat on his head, walked hurriedly to the front of the 

drugstore and went out. 

Jerry Banks, Frank Dupree, and Mr. Larkin had heard a scrap of the conversation between 

Tom and Nell, and they were waiting to ask their questions. Now that Tom was gone, Nell stood 

with her hands pressed to her cheeks, staring straight ahead. 

“What happened, Miz Huff?” Larkin asked.  

“It was Charley Mott,” she said absently. “He shot himself.” 

“Suicide?” 

“No, they think it was an accident. He was cleaning a pistol and it went off or something.” 

“Uh-oh,” Larkin said. “I don’t like that ‘cleaning his pistol.’ That’s the oldest one in the 

world. They always report it that way.” 

Nell looked at him. “You surely don’t think he did it on purpose.” 

“All I know is, it sounds funny. Charley Mott ain’t the kind of man to do a fool thing like 

that. Not clean a loaded pistol. Besides, what’s the tax collector cleaning a pistol in his office 

for?” 

“But Charley of all people. What reason would Charley have to do a thing like that?” 

Larkin shook his head. “That may be the sixty-four-dollar question, Miz Huff. We’ll have to 

wait and see.” 

 

 

The second car that followed the ambulance to the hospital – the car the drugstore watchers 

had not been able to identify – belonged to Sam Harris, the circuit clerk. Riding beside Sam was 

Kate Sawyer, Charley Mott’s deputy. Kate had been the first to open the door to Charley’s office 

after the sound of the gun, the first to see what had happened and the first to scream for help. She 

had stayed beside Charley, literally within arm’s reach of him, from that moment until the 

moment the ambulance door slammed shut in her face, and as the ambulance drove away, she 

had collared Sam and asked him to take her to the hospital. 



Ill Wind 
 

7 

 

Now riding beside him with her face rigid and white, her fists clenched in her lap, she 

seemed to be praying. Kate was a tall, handsome woman in her middle forties, a familiar 

courthouse figure. She had worked in Charley’s office for fifteen years. 

“Did you see him, Sam?” 

“No, I didn’t. Not up close, I didn’t.” Sam was intent on his driving. 

“My God. It went in his head.” 

“He was alive though. I heard Doc say he was.” 

Kate swallowed dryly and fumbled in her coat pocket for a cigarette, but there were none, 

only a frayed ball of Kleenex and a box of aspirin. 

“Sometimes a thing like that can fool you,” Sam said. “What I mean, there’s always a lot of 

bleeding and everything and it looks worse than it is.” 

Kate shook her head. “I saw the place where it went in, Sam. It’s in his head.” 

“Get a grip on yourself.” 

“I’m all right, don’t worry about me. My God, I don’t see bow he can possibly live, though. 

Oh my Lord, what a thing to happen.” 

When they turned the corner at the hosiery mill the hospital came into view, half a block 

away, and they saw the ambulance standing by one of the side entrances to the building. Beside 

it was the sheriff’s car. There was no one in sight. Sam went through the gate and down the 

gravel driveway and then slowed the car in indecision, wondering whether to stop at the main 

entrance or go on to the side door where the ambulance was parked. 

“Go on down there,” Kate said. “That’s the emergency entrance.” 

They left their car beside the sheriff’s and walked quickly through the rain toward the shelter 

of the building. They went down a shallow concrete ramp, pushed through a glass door and 

found themselves in a brightly lit but empty corridor. The walls and floor were of tile, which 

caused their footsteps to echo, and there was a warm, steamy smell of disinfectant in the air. 

They hesitated, looking down the long white corridor, and at that moment a door swung open on 

their left. A young Negro woman, whom they took to be a nurse but who actually was a nurse’s 

aide, looked out at them. 

“Mr. Mott,” Kate said. “Where did they take him?” 

“He’s in emergency,” the girl said. “Dr. Clemmon say tell you to go up to the main waiting 

room.” 

“Is he still alive?” 

“I don’t know, ma’am. Dr. Clemmon say he be up to talk to you just as soon as he can. The 

judge and all the rest of them up there waiting too.” 

The Negro girl withdrew her head and the door swung shut again with a little hiss of air that 

was like a sigh. 

At the end of the corridor there was a stairway that led directly to the main floor waiting 

room, but neither of them knew it, so they went out again and walked around the corner of the 

building in the rain. 

When they opened the lobby door they immediately saw a group of men standing in the 

center of the room talking. They were Judge Carrington, stoop-shouldered and hulking in his 

gray raincoat, Sheriff Hobbs, Morris Walker and a young doctor named Eustis, dressed all in 

white, who struck an almost casual pose with his hands shoved down in the hip pockets of his 

trousers. There was no wife to be there because Charley Mott was a bachelor but standing with 

the men was a pretty girl dressed in a gray uniform like those that nurses wear. She was Martha 

Byjohn, one of the young society matrons of Morgan who contributed their services to the 
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hospital as Gray Ladies. There was a hushed and solemn air about the group and Dr. Eustis was 

doing the talking. He was interrupted, however, by Judge Carrington who saw Kate and Sam as 

they came in. 

“Here’s Kate now,” he said, and they all turned to look. 

“How is he?” Kate asked without preamble. 

Dr. Eustis answered the question, though she had addressed it to the judge. 

“We don’t know yet, Miss Sawyer. We’re waiting to hear. There’s two doctors with him 

now.” 

“But he’s still alive?” 

“Well, he was…” Eustis looked at his watch, “six minutes ago.” 

“Is there a chance for him, doctor? Do they really think there’s a chance?” 

“I didn’t examine him, Miss Sawyer. You knew the bullet entered his skull?” 

She nodded. 

“He’s in a very critical condition. All we can do is just wait and see. Dr. Clemmons will be 

up to talk to you as soon as he’s free to do so.” 

A momentary silence fell over the group and Kate passed a hand across her forehead. The 

gesture seemed to startle Morris Walker. He stepped forward and put his arm around her. 

“Gentlemen, we ought to be ashamed of ourselves,” he said. “This lady has had a terrible 

shock and we stand here looking at her without doing a thing. Doctor, don’t you think you could 

get a little something for her to take? She’s had an awful shock.” 

Suddenly everyone became concerned for Kate. They took her arms and urged her to sit 

down, but she pushed them away impatiently. 

“Just give me a cigarette,” she said. “I don’t want any pills. I’m perfectly all right.” 

“How about some black coffee?” Martha Byjohn suggested. 

Kate nodded. “Coffee would be fine.” 

“I think all of us might drink some coffee,” Walker said. “Thank you very much, Martha. 

Suppose we all sit down over here and try to relax a bit. We may have a long time to wait.” 

They settled themselves in the chrome-and-plastic chairs and shortly Martha came back with 

coffee for everyone. They drank in silence. It was an oppressive silence and the rain-washed 

windows gave a dreary light. No one remembered that Kate wanted a cigarette. She glanced 

across the ball and saw that the switchboard operator had put her knitting aside and was busy 

plugging and unplugging the board as she answered calls about Charley’s condition. 

Finally, Judge Carrington cleared his throat and spoke to the sheriff. 

“I don’t like to bring this up now, Clarence, but you understand of course that this may prove 

to be a matter for the coroner. We hate to think of it, but facts have to be faced.” 

“Yes, judge?” 

“I’m thinking of the circumstances of this ... this accident. If an investigation is to be made, it 

will have to be done at the scene of the accident. We wouldn’t want any evidence to be 

disturbed.” 

“I locked the office when we brought him out,” the sheriff said. “There’s a deputy down 

there now to see that no one goes in and nothing gets disturbed.” 

“Good. Excellent. I’m glad you thought of that.” 

“Of course, if you think I ought to go back now and…” 

“No, no, our solicitude is for Charley now. You took precisely the right action, If Charley 

passes on – which we hope and pray he won’t – then will be the time to take up the necessary 

steps of investigation.” 
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“I thought this afternoon I’d get in touch with Paul Rushton and let him go in there with me 

when I open up the office.” 

The judge nodded. “That would have been my suggestion.” 

“That way everything will be straight for the record. Of course if Charley should happen to, 

as you say, pass on, then it’ll be the coroner going in there with us too, which we hope don’t 

happen.” 

“Incidentally, where is Paul Rushton?” Morris Walker asked. 

“He went out of town this morning,” the sheriff said. “I believe they said Huntsville, in his 

office.” 

“What for?” 

“I don’t know, Mr. Walker. They look for him back around noon.” 

There was silence again. Dr. Eustis, who had finished his coffee, got up and wandered over 

to the switchboard to read the sports page of the newspaper. He was whistling softly to himself, 

and it seemed to disturb the judge. Kate sat with her cup in her hands, staring straight ahead at 

nothing. 

“Miss Kate,” the sheriff said. 

“Yes, sheriff?” 

“I wonder if you’d mind to tell me what you know about it, having been the one to find him 

and all. I know it’s a hard thing to have to talk about right now, but…” 

“No, I don’t mind, sheriff. Just let me think for a minute and get it straight.” 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

“All right, it was nine-thirty. I was in the outer office changing a ribbon in the typewriter and 

Charley came out and asked if I’d go over to the drugstore and get him some aspirin. He had a 

headache. I told him I would and he gave me half a dollar and said bring back a couple of Cokes 

too. 

“I went over to the drugstore and got what he wanted and when I came back I met Lois 

Garner in the hall and we stopped to talk for a minute. Lois traded her car yesterday, and that’s 

what we were talking about – I don’t suppose it’s important – but anyway, Lois followed me into 

the office and I started to set the Cokes up on the counter to take off my raincoat. Just then, just 

as I was setting the two Cokes up on the counter, was when the gun went off. It scared us both so 

bad that I dropped one of the Cokes on the floor. You’ll see it there when you go in, I imagine. 

Well, I called out, ‘Charley,’ and when he didn’t answer I ran over and opened the door. For a 

minute I didn’t see him, but I did see the gun. It was lying on his desk. Then I heard a noise and I 

saw him on the floor behind the desk. He looked as if he was trying to get up. Then he fell back. 

I guess I screamed, I don’t know. There was a phone there on his desk, but for some reason I 

didn’t use it. I yelled at Lois to call a doctor. By that time everybody was crowding in to see 

what had happened.” 

“You say he was on the floor when you first saw him?” 

“Yes. Like he was trying to get up.” 

“He was not in his chair?” 

“No. The chair was turned over though. I think he pulled it over when he fell, because we 

heard something like a chair falling, just an instant after the sound of the gun.” 

“I see.” The sheriff looked around at the judge and at Morris Walker. “Anything you 

gentlemen would like to ask her? Anything I’ve overlooked?” 

They shook their heads. 

“Well, here comes Tom Huff,” Sam Harris said. 
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They all looked up and saw Tom push through the heavy glass door at the main entrance. He 

took his hat off and hurried toward them. 

“How is he, judge?” 

“Tom, we don’t know a thing yet. They’re still working with him down there.” 

Tom’s face was set in hard, grim lines, almost as if he were angry. “What do they think?” he 

said. “Is there any hope?” 

“Yes, but it’s a slim one,” said the judge. 

“How in the name of God did it happen?” 

There was a small silence. Morris Walker cleared his throat. “We’re calling it an accident for 

the time being, Tom. The sheriff hasn’t made a formal investigation, but it appears to have been 

an accident.” 

“You know damn well it was an accident,” Tom said. 

“Yes,” said Walker. 

“He had the pistol out on his desk,” the sheriff said, “and there was a bottle of gun oil and a 

rag and I think a little jar of pumice or something. I didn’t look too close at the time. We were 

mainly interested in getting him to the hospital.” 

Without a word, Kate got to her feet and walked across the big waiting room to the 

switchboard where Dr. Eustis stood reading the paper. 

“Doctor, is there a rest room up here somewhere?” 

“Yes, it’s just down the hall there. Second door on the left.” 

“Thank you.” 

“Are you all right, Miss Sawyer?” 

“Yes, I’m quite all right.” 

She walked carefully down the corridor, knowing that they all were watching her. 

I must be as white as a ghost, she thought. It wouldn’t surprise any of them if I fainted right 

now. But that’s one thing I’m not going to do. I’ve made it this far and I’m damned if I’ll faint. 

She opened the restroom door and went in, and suddenly her nausea became overpowering. 

The taste of coffee was bitter at the back of her mouth, and the warm steamy odor of disinfectant 

made her stomach rise and sink and rise again. She opened a door to one of the little toilet closets 

and bent over the commode, but nothing happened so she turned the seat lid down and sat on it 

with her face in her hands. 

God help us, she thought, not suicide. Is that what they’re thinking? No, never believe that. 

Not Charley. 

Her knees felt watery and she was afraid to try to stand. 

No, I won’t believe it, she told herself. They’re wrong and they ought to be ashamed even to 

think it. 

Down the hallway came the squeech-squeech sound of rubber-soled shoes. The rest room 

door opened and Martha Byjohn stepped inside. 

“Are you all right, Kate?” 

“Yes, I think so. Just for a minute there I felt a little sick at my stomach. I guess it was the 

coffee.” 

“Dr. Eustis was afraid you might faint.” 

“I thought he’d send you. No, I’m all right, Martha. It’s passed now.” 

“I could have the nurse bring you something.” 

“All I want is a cigarette. Do you have one by any chance?” 
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“Yes, here.” Martha took a pack of cigarettes and a lighter from the starched pocket of her 

dress and gave them to Kate. “I guess I’ll have one too,” she said. 

“You don’t have to stay in here with me. I’m all right.” 

“I want one anyway,” Martha said. “I’m nervous as a cat. Poor Mr. Mott. Oh, what a dreadful 

thing to happen.” 

Kate inhaled deeply on her cigarette. “Martha, do you think he was trying to kill himself?” 

“What?” 

“You heard me. Do you think it was attempted suicide?” 

“Why, no. They told us it was an accident. He was cleaning…” 

“I know what they told you, but what do you think?” 

Martha hesitated. “Why ask me, Kate? You were practically on the scene yourself.” 

“That’s beside the point. I know it was an accident. I’d have known it was an accident if I’d 

been two hundred miles away, because I know Charley Mott well enough to know that he 

wouldn’t try to commit suicide. But it’s not important what I think. What do you think?” 

Martha Byiohn bit her lip thoughtfully. “I think it was an accident, Kate. But five minutes 

ago I wasn’t so sure.” 

“You mean talking to me has changed your mind?” 

Kate turned her face away. 

“You do look faint, Kate. Wouldn’t you like some water or something?” 

“No, I’m all right.” 

When they had finished smoking, Kate bathed her face in cold water, combed her hair with 

Martha’s comb, and straightened the seams in her stockings. “Well,” she said, let’s go out and 

see if there’s any word yet.” 

“Oh, I do hope he pulls through,” Martha said. “One time when I was a little girl Mr. Mott 

helped me down from a tree. Isn’t it funny to remember something like that? Emily Carrington 

and I. We climbed up too high and were afraid to try and come back down. Mr. Mott came 

walking along and helped us down. He said we looked just like two little kittens up there. I 

remember just how he laughed and teased us about it. Isn’t it funny how things will come back at 

a time like this?” 

When they went back down the corridor to the waiting room they saw that a newcomer had 

joined the group. He was Dr. Shallowford, the Baptist minister. Kate remembered then that 

Charley was a deacon in the Baptist Church. It had always seemed to her one of the 

inconsistencies of his personality, that he should have been such a regular churchgoer. But then 

of course Charley was in politics and perhaps that explained it. 

When Dr. Shallowford saw Kate he got up and moved toward her, as if to take her hand in 

his, but she ignored the gesture and turned to Judge Carrington. 

“Any word yet?” 

“No, nothing yet, Kate.” 

“Our prayers are with him,” Shallowford said, gazing at her with a look that managed to be 

both sympathetic and mildly reproving. 

“Are you feeling all right, Kate?” Morris Walker asked. 

“Yes, yes, for God sakes stop worrying about me.” 

Dr. Shallowford cleared his throat delicately, and Tom Huff said, “Well, I guess we may as 

well sit down.” 

“Yes,” said the sheriff. “No telling how long it’ll be.” 
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At five minutes till eleven the sound of an elevator door brought them all to their feet, and a 

moment later Dr. Clemmons appeared at the corridor entrance. He paused there to light a 

cigarette, then came quickly toward them. No one spoke, they simply waited for what he would 

have to say. 

“Well, he’s still alive. I guess that’s the first thing you’ll want to know.” 

“Thank God,” Kate murmured, and Dr. Shallowford made another effort to take her hand. 

She pulled it away. 

“That, however,” the doctor continued, “is about all I can say in the way of encouragement at 

the moment. Let’s all sit down here, shall we? I’ll tell you what I can.” 

When they were seated the doctor leaned forward with his elbows on his knees and 

deliberated for a minute – not self-consciously or dramatically, but very seriously as if to make 

certain that he would express himself clearly. 

“The bullet, as most of you know by now, struck him just above the left eye, and it came out 

here.” He touched a finger to the left side of his head. 

“It passed all the way through?” Walker asked. 

“Yes. And in that respect he was lucky. There’s no surgery required, at least not at the 

moment. We can’t be absolutely sure yet whether there has been any serious brain damage, but 

there doesn’t seem to be. He’s comatose.” 

“Unconscious?” 

“That’s right. He’s in a state of shock. His blood pressure is down to fifty over zero. We’ve 

got him in an oxygen tent and I’m getting ready to give him a transfusion. For the time being 

that’s about all we can do, except watch him – his temperature, pulse, respiration and blood 

pressure. We’ve given him antibiotics and tetanus antitoxin.” 

There was silence for a moment, then Tom Huff said “You can’t say yet what his chances 

are?” 

“No, I really can’t, Tom. It could go either way, I guess, but he’s still alive, and that’s saying 

a good deal. He could go out on us any minute. But on the other hand, barring complications, it’s 

conceivable that he might make a complete recovery. People have recovered from injuries worse 

than his.” 

“His age worries me a little,” said Sam Harris. 

“How old is Charley?” 

“I think around sixty, isn’t he, Kate?” 

“Sixty or sixty-one, yes.” 

“Still, he seems to have been in good physical condition,” Dr. Clemmons said. “His heart 

was all right.” 

“You spoke of complications, doctor,” Judge Carrington said. “What sort of complications?” 

“Well, in a serious head injury like this you’ve got a number of things to worry about. Brain 

infection, for one. Encephalitis, meningitis, and of course there’s always pneumonia.” 

“Assuming that he does survive this,” said Morris Walker, “is it likely that he will make a 

complete recovery? What I mean, in the case of brain injury isn’t there danger of paralysis?” 

“Yes, there is. But none has shown up yet and unless he develops a hemorrhage of some kind 

there’s no reason to expect it.” 

“What sort of paralysis?” Kate Sawyer asked in a thin voice. 

“Well, the whole right side, most likely. The wound is on the left side of his head, so any 

paralysis that resulted would occur in the right side – the opposite side of the body. What’s more 
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likely than paralysis, however, is amnesia. The frontal part of the brain is damaged slightly. It’s a 

sort of shearing wound, just under the bone. But we won’t worry about that yet. Right now we’re 

trying to save his life.” 

“May I see him?” Dr. Shallowford asked. 

“No,” said the doctor. 

“I believe he would want his minister beside him if at all possible, Dr. Clemmons.” 

“I’m sorry, sir, but I don’t believe it would be possible just yet. I’ll have them call you as 

soon as he regains consciousness.” 

“Very well, doctor. I do trust, though, that in our anxiety we will not forget that the 

ministrations of the soul are also important.” 

Kate looked at him. You pompous, self-seeking old fool, she thought. If he wanted anybody 

it would be Tom Huff, not you. 

“Well, if you have no further questions I’d better get back to my patient,” Dr. Clemmons 

said. 

“What about us waiting here?” Tom asked. “Is it all right if we stick around until he shows 

some change in his condition?” 

“Yes, of course. I ought to warn you though that it may be a long wait. He could stay just like 

he is for quite a long time.” 

“How long?” 

“Hours. Maybe even days. I expect we’ll know something definite in the next several hours, 

though.” 

“I’ll wait,” Tom said. 

“Yes, so will I,” said Kate. 

Dr. Clemmons looked up and gave them a grave little smile. “I think he’d appreciate it.” 

There was another moment of silence. Somewhere a telephone rang. 

“Well, I guess I’d better go back,” the doctor said. He turned and started down the corridor, 

then suddenly turned again and walked back toward them. “It just occurred to me,” he said. “Has 

anyone thought to notify his relatives?” 

“Relatives?” The judge looked at Tom, as if to relay the question. 

“Charley has no relatives, doctor,” Tom said. “If he does I don’t know about them.” 

“Kate?” 

“No, Charley’s alone in the world, I guess. He had a sister over in Mississippi somewhere, 

but she died several years ago. There might be a nephew or a niece or something, but I don’t 

think so. He never mentioned anyone.” 

“No,” Tom said. “Charley was alone, I’m sure of it.” 

The thought seemed to sadden them all. 

“That’s too bad,” the doctor said. 

“Yes, it’s a goddamn shame.” 

“Tom,” Dr. Shallowford said gently, “may I remind you that this is a time for prayer, not 

blasphemy?” 

“Excuse me, preacher, I forgot you were here.” 

Sam Harris gave a little cough. “I wonder,” he said, “if there isn’t a men’s room up here 

somewhere.” 
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Paul Rushton, the circuit solicitor of Kawana County, heard the telephone ringing as he 

unlocked the front door of his house at three o’clock that afternoon. He and his wife and two 

children were just returning from a trip to Huntsville. 

“There’s the phone, Betty,” he said. “Can you get it?” 

“Give me the baby and you answer it,” his wife said. “It’s probably for you.” 

She took the child out of his arms and began to unwrap the cotton blanket from around it. 

Paul went down the hallway to the phone, but by the time he reached it the ringing had stopped. 

He stood looking at the instrument for a minute, but it did not ring again, so he went back to the 

front door, closed it, and followed his wife into the bedroom. 

“They hung up,” he said. 

“Wonder who it was.” 

“Probably the office. I’ll call down there in a minute and see.” 

“It may have been Mother,” Betty said. “She’ll be anxious to hear what they said about the 

baby.” 

“What are you going to tell her?” 

“I don’t know. I guess the truth, but it’ll scare her to death.” 

“Asthma? That’s nothing to get scared to death about. Besides, she thought that’s what he 

had anyway.” 

“I know, but thinking something and hearing it from a specialist is two different things. You 

know how Mother is about both the children. If the least thing gets wrong with either of them it 

worries her to death.” 

“Yeah. Well, lots of babies have it and outgrow it. They told us that from the start.” 

“Aren’t you worried, Paul?” 

“A little, sure, but I don’t think we ought to be too upset about it. His breathing seems better 

already.” 

They both looked at the child. She had put him down on his back and was trying to get his 

shoes off without waking him. He was five months old, fat and healthy looking, but his breathing 

was labored. 

“Where’s Billy?” Paul asked. 

“In the yard, I guess. He didn’t come in.” 

Paul went to the window and looked out and suddenly smiled. “Come see him, Betty. He’s 

got his kite out there.” 

Billy was three years old and small for his age. He was standing in the yard, wearing his 

Sunday suit and his cowboy boots, and his little Eton cap was slightly crooked on his head. In 

both hands he was holding a rolled-up kite – the brand-new one they had bought for him in 

Huntsville a few hours earlier as a reward for eating his lunch and being good. Pride of 

possession was written plainly on his face, but he seemed undecided about what to do next. He 

was simply standing there, looking happy. 

“He’s hoping the little girl next door will come out and ask him what he’s got,” Paul said. 

“That’s pretty good, isn’t it? He’s got him a kite and now he doesn’t know what to do with it.” 

“Well, I hope he’s happy,” Betty said. “He’s been wanting that thing for a month, ever since 

he saw the Haas boys flying that one at the park.” 

“The trouble is, he’s too little for a kite. I’ll be the one who has to fly it.” 

“I don’t think you’ll mind.” 
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Paul smiled. “No. Remind me to get some string for it. If the weather’s good I’ll put it up for 

him tomorrow. I’m an old expert at kite flying. When I was a boy you had to make your own, out 

of newspaper.” 

As they watched him, the child stepped off the sidewalk and began to run around the yard 

with a happy little skipping run, never taking his eyes off the kite in his hands. 

“I think you’d better call him in, Paul. It’s still wet out there from the rain.” 

“Yeah, I guess so.” 

“Bring my purse in too, will you? And the baby’s bag. I think they’re both in the back seat of 

the car.” 

Paul started for the door, but just then the phone rang again. He answered it. 

“Hello, Paul, this is Hobbs. Where in the hell have you been? I’ve been trying to get you for 

two hours.” 

“Just this minute got home, sheriff. We took the baby down to Huntsville today, to the 

clinic.” 

“Did you hear about Charley Mott?” 

“No. What about him?” 

“He shot himself this morning.” 

“The hell he did! You mean suicide?” 

“We honestly don’t know, Paul. It may have been an accident.” 

“My Lord, Clarence, that’s terrible.” 

“He’s not dead yet. They’ve got him out at the County Hospital doing everything they can 

for him, but it’s going to be mighty close. Frankly, I don’t see how he can possibly make it, but 

you never can tell. Shot himself in the head. He was in his office when he did it, too.” 

“My God. But at least he’s still alive. I’ll get out there as soon…” 

“No, wait a minute, Paul, we’d like for you to come on down here, first, to the courthouse. 

Like I say, Charley’s unconscious and he wouldn’t know it if you did go to see him. We thought 

it would be a good idea if you came down here first.” 

“I don’t understand,” Paul said. 

“Well, it’s like this. We think it was an accident, but we just aren’t sure. Now, if he dies – 

which we hope and pray he won’t – there’s got to be an investigation. You know that. It’s got to 

be decided one way or the other for the record.” 

“Well, sure, but I still don’t see where I fit in. That’s the coroner’s job, not mine.” 

“It’s the coroner’s job when he dies, sure, but he ain’t dead yet is what I’m trying to tell you. 

What we want is for you and me to go in that room together and examine the circumstances, so 

we can file a statement as to what we found. That statement can then be used for the coroner’s 

inquest if one has to be held.” 

“You mean you want to clean up the office, is that it?” 

“We’ve got to, Paul. Charley might live on for a week and then die. We can’t leave the gun 

there on his desk and expect to keep everything untouched until that happens. In other words, 

what we want to do, we want to examine the evidence now in case it has to be used later at an 

inquest.” 

“I see, sheriff. It sounds a little irregular, but I guess you’re right.” 

“And as circuit solicitor you’re the highest-ranking law officer in the county, Paul. I think 

you’re the one to go in there with us.” 

“Yes. All right, sheriff, be there as soon as I can.” He replaced the phone and stood for a 

minute staring down at it. “Did you hear that, Betty?” 
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She had come out to the bedroom doorway and was looking at him with a distressed 

expression. “Charley Mott, wasn’t it? He shot himself?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Oh, Paul, how terrible.” 

“Well, it could be worse. He’s still alive.” 

“And they think it was suicide?” 

“Yeah, I’m afraid they do. That’s why they’re calling for me. If it was suicide, or even an 

attempt at suicide, things could get pretty gummy.” 

“What do you mean by that?” 

“Well, investigations and that sort of thing. All of which would fall on my neck. Charley 

Mott has an awful lot of friends in this town who wouldn’t like it. You notice Hobbs reminded 

me that I’m the highest-ranking law officer in the county.” 

Betty touched her fingers to her lips in a little gesture of dismay. Paul looked up at her. 

“You thinking what I’m thinking?” she asked. 

“Yes. Elections just a month away.” 
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Chapter Two 

 

 

Kate Sawyer was a woman about whom there had been much speculative gossip in the town 

of Morgan. Over the bridge tables and Coke trays it was speculative gossip. In the barbershops 

and poolrooms it was plain speculation. She had no close friends among the women – a fact 

which automatically made her vulnerable in a town like Morgan – and she had a straightforward, 

look-you-right-in-the-eye manner that appealed to the men and consequently served to heighten 

the sense of mistrust the women felt toward her. Kate had been a widow for fifteen years and she 

had a teenage son away at military school. From facts like those, certain women of the town 

drew questions like these: “Why doesn’t she want that child at home? Don’t you think it’s 

strange that she’s never married again?” The questions the men asked were not so delicately 

couched, but they were less damaging in the long run because there was no ill will behind them, 

just curiosity. 

The real trouble with Kate Sawyer was that her life, on the surface at least, was so innocent 

that it looked deceptive. Overt innocence always evokes suspicion. If she had been a homely girl 

they might have taken her at face value, but Kate had never been homely, and at age forty-six or 

-seven she still had a good figure and still took the trouble to make herself appealing to men. 

Kate knew what they thought of her, of course, but it bothered her very little. She let them 

think what they wanted to think and then looked them right in the eye to see if they would have 

the courage to say it to her face. So far, nobody had.  

 

 

At three o’clock that afternoon there was no perceptible change in Charley Mott’s condition 

except that the transfusion had brought his blood pressure up a little, and since neither Kate nor 

Tom Huff had eaten anything for lunch, Dr. Clemmons advised them to go home, at least long 

enough to have a sandwich and a few minutes’ rest. He would phone them the minute there was 

anything new to report. 

Kate was not hungry but she did feel tired, and weak, so she agreed to the suggestion and 

Tom said he would drive her. The others had left an hour or so earlier. 

As they went along Lemon Street past the big warehouses of the Fairchild Chenille plant, 

Kate began to think of herself for the first time that day. Until now her fear for Charley’s life had 

been a total state of mind. The proximity of his death was a fact large and shocking enough to 

block off any peripheral thoughts either of cause or of consequence. Even the ugly word 

“suicide” had been momentarily submerged in anxiety. But now she began to wonder what it 

would mean to her, aside from grief, if Charley did die. First, of course, it would mean looking 

for a new job. Opposing Charley in the May primary election was a man named Fred Nixson, 

Morris Walker’s son-in-law. If Charley died, or was even forced to retire from the race, Nixson 
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was assured of election and it seemed highly unlikely that he would want to retain her as his own 

deputy. That job normally devolved upon the wife of the office-holder, if she wanted it. 

Yes, it would mean hunting a new job, Kate thought. I’ve got to work somewhere. 

But a new job might not be easy to find. Courthouse jobs were generally regarded as political 

rewards, even the lesser ones, and they went to those people who actively supported the 

campaigns of their bosses. There were other jobs of course, but in the business arena you were 

apt to butt heads with the wives. There were a number of businessmen in the town who probably 

would hire her – and for reasons of efficiency alone – but they’d have a hard time selling her to 

their wives. 

How many bachelors are there, she wondered. Better question: how many bachelors who’d 

be willing to wade in against that inevitable current of gossip? “Understand Joe Doaks has hired 

Kate Sawyer. Old Joe. Boy, he’ll be working late now, won’t he?” No, it wasn’t going to be 

easy. 

“What are you thinking?” Tom asked as they turned into Rush Street. 

“Nothing much. Just hoping for Charley, I guess.” 

“Well, you’re going to have a lot of help on that, from a lot of people.” 

“Yes, I suppose so.” 

“What do you mean ‘suppose so’? There’s not a better-liked man in the county than Charley 

Mott. You know there isn’t.” 

“I was looking at it from another angle. Did you notice what Morris Walker said when you 

asked him how it happened?” 

“You mean about calling it an accident for the time being?” 

“Yes.” 

“Damn Morris Walker. And Judge Carrington too, if that’s the way they feel. Charley didn’t 

shoot himself, not deliberately he didn’t. They know that as well as you do.” 

“I’m not so sure, myself.” 

“What?” 

“I mean I’m not so sure about what they think,” Kate said. “Sure, I know he wasn’t trying to 

commit suicide and so do you. But we know Charley a lot better than they do. Let’s face it, Tom, 

a lot of people are going to think it was suicide. That business about cleaning his gun and all that. 

My God, I didn’t even know he had a gun in there myself, and I’ve been in that office for fifteen 

years. It sounds funny. You’ve got to admit it.” 

“I don’t admit anything. It was an accident. I’d stake my life on it.” 

“But can it be proved?” 

“I don’t know, Kate, but I’m going to have a try at it. I’m not going to stand around and 

listen to that kind of talk.” 

She gave a heavy sigh. “Maybe he’ll be able to clear it up himself when he regains 

consciousness.” 

“Sure he will.” 

“If he regains consciousness.” 

They were silent for a while. 

“Well, there’s always one point in our favor,” Tom said. “For a man to commit suicide he’s 

got to have a pretty good reason. They’ll play hell trying to find a reason for Charley. His life 

was an open book.” 

“No, you’re wrong about that too, Tom. Nobody’s life is an open book. Not even Charley’s.” 

He looked at her. “You’re not implying…” 
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“I’m not implying anything except that you never know anyone quite as well as you think 

you do. What about his health, for example?” 

“Charley was in good health.” 

“As far as we know. But how do we know he hasn’t been having a pain somewhere the past 

few months? A pain in his lungs, say. Charley’s always been a heavy smoker. Just this morning 

he was sending me out for aspirin.” 

“You’re letting your imagination run away with you.” 

“No I’m not either. I’m telling you what the people are going to think. Reason for suicide? 

They’ll think of a dozen reasons. They’ll make a game of it, for God sakes. You wait and see.” 

Tom said nothing. 

“And not only that, they’ll take advantage of it too. Don’t forget politics, Tom. Whatever you 

do, don’t overlook the politics. We’ve got a primary election coming up just one month from 

tomorrow.” 

“Surely you don’t think anyone will play politics with a thing like this.” 

“Don’t I? You wait.” 

 

 

It was three-thirty when Paul Rushton and Sheriff Hobbs prepared to unlock the door to 

Charley Mott’s office. With them was a stenographer from the sheriff’s office, a girl named 

Wilma Shearing. 

“I thought it would be a good idea to take her along to put down what we see,” Hobbs said. 

“She can get it down in shorthand and then type up a copy for us to sign.” 

The three of them walked along the courthouse corridor toward the door with the sign above 

it that read: TAX COLLECTOR. There were a number of idlers in the corridor and most of them 

were watching with interest. The stenographer, a very thin nervous-looking girl, stood behind the 

sheriff with her pad and pencil in her hand. The sheriff opened the door and pushed it back and 

they stood for a minute on the threshold, looking in. 

“Well, there’s Kate’s Co-Cola,” the sheriff said. 

“What?” 

“See that cup on the floor?” He pointed to a flattened Dixie cup lying in front of the long 

counter that went laterally along the room. “Somebody musta stepped on it.” 

Around the cup there was a large dry star-shaped stain on the tile floor. 

“Kate had just come back from the drugstore with a couple a Co-Colas when the gun went 

off,” the sheriff said. “She dropped that one on the floor when she heard the gun. There’s the 

other one too, just like she said.” 

On top of the counter they saw a second cup standing in a tiny puddle. The ice had melted 

and the cup had a sweated, soggy look. 

“Put this down, Wilma,” Hobbs said. “Two Co-Colas found just as Miz Sawyer stated. One 

on the counter, one dropped on the floor. No other sign of disturbance in the front office.” 

Paul was looking toward the closed door of Charley’s private office. “Was that door closed 

when Kate heard the gun?” 

“Yes, I guess it musta been, Paul. Otherwise she and Lois would’ve seen it happen.” 

“Lois who?” 

“Garner. You know, in the clerk’s office. According to Kate, Lois came in here with her 

when she brought the Cokes. They were both standing just about there, in front of the counter, 

when the gun went off.” 
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“I see. Well, let’s go in.” 

They stepped inside and Sheriff Hobbs led the way down the length of the room to the 

second door. He opened it, pushed it back wide, and again they paused at the threshold to look. 

They saw a small, cluttered office with a single tall shadeless window on one side. The walls of 

the room were lined with filing cabinets, glass-fronted bookcases and calendar art paintings of 

ducks and duck-hunting scenes. 

“Old Charley and his ducks,” said the sheriff. “He was always a great one for duck hunting.” 

“Yes,” Paul said. “I know. I’ve hunted with him a few times myself.” 

“They say he was a hell of a good shot, too.” 

This remark had an awkward sound and they were silent again for a few seconds. Paul 

walked into the room and the sheriff followed. 

In the center of the office there was a large oak desk. Behind it a swivel chair, which was 

turned over and lying on its side, and on the floor behind the chair there was a stain of blood. It 

was a surprisingly big stain, Paul thought, and seeing it shocked him even though he had known 

it would be there. It was a kidney-shaped puddle, dried and chocolate colored, with two long 

tendrils that ran down the imperceptible slope of the floor to the baseboard at the rear of the 

room. He and the sheriff stared at this for a minute, saying nothing. Miss Shearing had moved 

across the room to a place where the desk blocked her view of it. 

“Put down chair turned over, Wilma,” the sheriff said. “Bloodstain on floor behind chair. 

Anything you want to add to that, Paul?” 

“No, not for the moment. I think it may be an important point though – the position of that 

chair.” 

“In what way?” 

“I’ll tell you in a minute. Let’s have a look at the desk first. I don’t see any suicide note.” 

On top of the desk there was a spotless fresh green blotter. The gun, a light-caliber automatic 

pistol, lay on the blotter just as it had fallen from Charley’s hand. Beside the pistol there was a 

small bottle of gun oil, a cleaning rag and a jar of pumice with the lid still on it. Across the front 

of the desk there was a phone, a desk lamp, a stack of books – not arranged, but stacked one on 

top of the other – a penholder and a copper ash tray which appeared to be a souvenir from the 

Chicago World’s Fair. 

“Look here, Clarence,” Paul said. “Look at this cigarette.” 

At one edge of the desktop there was a dead cigarette that had burned down and stuck in the 

varnish. 

“What do you make of that?” 

“I think that’s the most significant thing we’ve seen yet,” Paul said. “It means Charley was 

smoking a cigarette.” 

“So?” 

“Does a man calmly smoke a cigarette when he’s getting ready to shoot himself?” 

“I don’t know what a man does when he’s getting ready to shoot himself,” the sheriff said. 

“Maybe he was trying to calm his nerves.” 

“But does it seem logical? Why didn’t he put the cigarette out?” 

The sheriff looked at it thoughtfully for a minute, then turned to the stenographer. “Put that 

down, Wilma, about the cigarette. Anything else, Paul?” 

“Yes, let’s go back to the chair now. The chair is turned over. Does that suggest anything to 

you?” 

The sheriff thought about it for a minute. “No, not especially.” 
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“If he had been sitting in the chair do you think it would have turned over?” 

“I don’t know. It might have. He may have given a lurch backward, you know, and turned it 

over.” 

“That’s possible, but I think it’s more likely that he was standing up when the bullet hit him, 

and that he grabbed the chair and turned it over when he fell.” 

“Well, what would that prove?” 

“That he was standing up? I think it might prove – at least help to prove – that it was 

accidental.” 

“Wait a minute now. You assuming a man always sits down to blow his brains out? How do 

we know about something like that?” He frowned and shook his head. “No, Paul, I don’t think 

that’s much to go on. Hell, a man don’t ordinarily stand up to clean a pistol, either.” 

Paul pursed his lips, looking at the chair. “Yeah, I guess you’re right. We’ve got to have him 

sitting down, don’t we?” 

“We don’t have to have him anywhere. We’re not in here to render a verdict, Paul. That’s the 

coroner’s job. We just want to get the facts down. I’ll tell you one thing though, the location of 

the bullet might give us an idea whether he was sitting or standing.” He pointed to the ceiling. 

“There it is up there in the plaster.” 

Paul looked up and saw a spot the size of a half dollar – a round chalk-white chip in the gray 

plaster – with a small black hole in the center of it. 

“Where did the bullet hit Charley, sheriff?” 

“Just above the left eye. It came out near the top of his head, like this.” He took his hat off to 

demonstrate. 

Paul walked around to the front of the desk, knelt and sighted upward toward the bullet hole. 

He studied the angle for a moment, then rose and shook his head. 

“I don’t know,” he said. “I guess it could have been either way.” 

“Let’s don’t worry with that, Paul. It’s not our job.” 

“All right. What next?” 

“Well, let’s see what else we see.” He turned to the stenographer again. “You getting all this 

down, Wilma?” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Just the facts, though. Leave out what we said about the standing or sitting.” 

They wandered around the room, looking carefully for anything that might seem pertinent. 

The top drawer of one of the filing cabinets stood open. Paul looked inside and saw that it was 

empty. In the right rear corner of the room there was a coat tree, and Charley’s coat and hat hung 

on it. 

“Here’s something that might be worth mentioning,” the sheriff said. “Charley’s coat 

hanging up. Ordinarily he wore his coat all the time in the office.” 

“Yes, that’s right,” Paul said. “We ought to put that down I guess.” 

“Wilma?” 

“I got it, sheriff.” 

The sheriff took the coat down and examined it carefully and checked the pockets but all he 

found was a package of cigarettes, a wallet containing twelve dollars, and an empty aspirin box. 

“No note?” 

The sheriff shook his head. “No note.” 

“To me that’s the most significant fact of all,” Paul said, “People who commit suicide always 

leave notes.” 
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“No they don’t either, Paul. What about that fellow over in Columbus City – the one who ran 

the laundry? He never left no note.” 

“Usually they do, though. It’s an accepted fact.” 

“Look, Paul, we’re not here to decide what happened to Charley. Let’s stick to the evidence, 

shall we?” 

“All right, sheriff.” 

Hobbs mopped his face with a handkerchief. “Wilma, leave that out.” 

“About the man that ran the laundry?” 

“All of it, what we just said. Just put down no suicide note.” 

“Yes, sir.” 

“Let’s have a look at the gun now, and then let’s get out of here.” 

“Just don’t forget that cigarette,” Paul said. 

“Nobody’s going to forget the cigarette. We want to believe it as much as you do, Paul.” 

The sheriff picked up the pistol, holding it by the barrel. 

“Put this down, Wilma. Thirty-two caliber automatic pistol, and when I picked it up the 

safety was off. The gun was ready to fire.” 

He looked at Paul, but Paul didn’t comment. 

The sheriff set the safety on, removed the clip and placed it on the desk. “Loaded clip. One 

shot fired. We’ll have to hunt that hull, I guess.” 

“I think this is it over here, Sheriff,” Wilma said. She pointed with the toe of her shoe at a 

small brass object that was lying against the baseboard to the right of the desk. 

“Yes, that’s it. Good girl.” The sheriff walked around the desk and picked it up. He rolled it 

in his hand and looked up at the ceiling. “We’ll have to dig that slug out of the plaster, too. One 

of the deputies can do that.” 

They opened the drawers of Charley’s desk and went through them briefly, but there was 

nothing significant to be found, so they set the chair upright again, the sheriff pocketed the gun 

and clip, and they were ready to leave. 

“I’ll send Jabo in here to clean the floor,” he said. “Anything more you can think of, Paul?” 

“No, I guess that about covers it.” 

“We’ll keep the place locked for another twenty-four hours at least. By that time maybe we’ll 

know something definite about Charley’s condition.” 

“I think we both ought to work on the wording of that statement,” Paul said. 

“Do you? I thought maybe we could just sort of make a list of what we saw. Not have any 

formal wording at all.” 

“That wouldn’t be adequate, Clarence. They’ll want to know how it looked to us.” 

“If they want to know that they can always call us to testify before the coroner’s jury.” 

“That’s true. But frankly I don’t see any reason for it to go as far as a coroner’s jury. It looks 

to me like an accident, pure and simple.” 

“I know how it looks to you, but for the record I think we ought to keep our opinions out of 

it. Besides, Charley ain’t dead yet. He may get well.” 

“Yes, and that’s exactly why we mustn’t give anyone the wrong impression. If Charley does 

recover, he’s probably going to be running for office again, and you know what that kind of talk 

can do to him. I don’t think it would be fair to him to start acting mysterious about what 

happened. It leaves the wrong impression with the public.” 

“You mean the voters.” 
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“Say it however you please, but the point is this: it’s not fair to Charley to let suspicion fall 

over this thing.” 

Sheriff Hobbs gave a heavy sigh. “Look, Paul, all I’m trying to do is my job. I’m just as fond 

of Charley as you are, and as a matter of fact, I’ve known him a lot longer than you have. But we 

can’t rush in and take over the coroner’s job for him, just because we happen to like a man. 

Chances are, Charley will pull through and there’ll never be any need for this statement 

anyway.” 

Paul looked at him for a moment. “All right, Clarence. But let’s do be careful about what we 

say.” 

“We understand each other, why argue? Come on, let’s get a cup of coffee, what do you 

say?” 

“I guess I could use one.” 

“Atta boy. Let’s get out of here.” 

 

  

At the moment Sheriff Hobbs locked the door to Charley Mott’s office there were dozens of 

conversations in progress around the town of Morgan concerning one aspect or another of 

Charley’s misfortune. News of the shooting had spread like a tidal wave to the limits of the little 

city, and now the backwash of reaction was flooding in with its inevitable drift of questions, 

doubts, rumors and mistaken reports. Whether or not it really had been an accident was the 

question which enjoyed the widest attention. But sympathy for Charley himself was still the 

principal emotional reaction. They were sorry it had happened, accident or otherwise. In the 

general excitement not many people had thought yet to search into motive. There was of course a 

certain amount of false solicitude. People who didn’t really know Charley personally were 

phoning the hospital and leaving their respects. And there was also an element of unpleasant 

curiosity, as demonstrated by a group of high school boys who took turns holding each other up 

to the window to see the blood. Some of the older citizens found it an occasion to remember 

other gruesome accidents and crimes that had occurred in the town and one lady, who suffered 

from chronic anemia, actually fainted when she heard the news. There had been bigger and more 

disastrous occurrences in Morgan, but not recently. The town therefore took it up with a certain 

relish. In the public library, for example, the following conversation was in progress. 

“Isn’t it dreadful about Mr. Mott?” 

“Oh, I just think it’s terrible. Such a nice man. So courteous and kind.” 

“Courtly, I always called him,” said Elsie Cotter, the librarian. “How many in this town still 

lift their hat to the ladies?” 

“It just upsets me to death.” 

“You know they say he’s been despondent lately, and I noticed at church last week how pale 

he looked. It must have been his health. That is, of course, unless it really was an accident.” 

“Oh, surely it was, Elsie.” 

“I was sitting here by this window when the ambulance came by and I said to myself right 

then, something bad has happened over there at the courthouse. I just had a feeling about it. I’m 

that way, you know. A week before my father died I had this terrible feeling that something bad 

was about to happen. By the way, Mrs. Rayburn was in a while ago and says that Paul Rushton 

and the sheriff are over there investigating.” 

“Really? I wonder why. You mean in Mr. Mott’s office?” 

“Yes.” 
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“What sort of investigation?” 

“Well, I really don’t know. Just the circumstances, I guess – the gun and the position of the 

body and that sort of thing.” 

“I thought for a minute you meant they were investigating...” 

“Oh, surely not.” 

“Well, I’ve got to run along and let you close. By the way, you said ‘body.’ He’s still alive, 

don’t forget.” 

“Did I? Oh, dear me, too many detective stories, I guess. Yes, he is still alive and we all pray 

he stays that way. I’ll be careful not to use that word again.” 

“Good-bye, Elsie.” 

“Good-bye, Marianne. See you at choir practice.” 
 

 

“Me, I keep thinking what a break this is for Fred Nixson,” said a man named Mathews who 

had stopped in at the poolroom on his way home from work. “Imagine a guy backing into office 

like that.” 

“Charley’s not dead yet,” someone reminded him. “For all we know he may snap out of this 

and go right on running.” 

“Shot through the head? Man, that’s wishful thinking. Even if he does get well, chances are 

he’ll have a permanent brain injury. You can’t mess with the old gray matter like that.” 

Handy James spoke up. Handy was the man who racked the balls. “I seen a picture in Life 

magazine onest where a colored man had a pocketknife stuck to the hilt in the top of his head, 

and he lived.” 

“Lived, sure. But did he have all his marbles?” 

“I wonder what kind of tax collector Fred would make?” said another man who was sitting 

on the long bench watching the game. “You reckon he’d steal us blind over there?” 

“Fred? Naw, he don’t have sense enough for that kind of stealing. It takes ‘rithmetic over 

there in that office.” 

“Fred might be all right over there. I like him myself. Don’t never make the mistake of 

playing pool with him though.” 

“Brother, you can say that again. He’s a natural. Any kind of a game. Remember him in high 

school?” 

“Best we ever bad.” 

“Boys, I’ll take you back further than that,” said a man named Cothern, who worked as a 

timber cruiser for the TVA. “I can remember when we had a real ball team in this town, back 

when Tom Huff and Pete Rayburn was playing. None of you younger fellows go that far back.” 

“You’re talking about baseball now,” Mathews said. “They never had a football team back in 

those days.” 

“Fred wasn’t no bad baseball player himself,” said Handy James. “I think he’d make a good 

man in that office.” 

“Speaking of Tom Huff, I guess he’s pretty upset about what happened to old Charley. 

They’re mighty close.” 

“That’s a fact. I got a hunch Charley’s insurance money will go to Tom if he dies out on us. 

There ain’t anybody else he’d want to leave it to.” 

“What about Kate Sawyer?” 
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“That’s possible, but I doubt if Charley would do it. A thing like that wouldn’t look right, and 

Charley being the sort of fellow he is.” 

“Wonder how much he carried.” 

“Plenty, from what I hear. I imagine it’ll go to Tom.” 

 

  

It was four-thirty when Paul returned from the courthouse that afternoon. As he turned the 

corner into Clay Street a black cat crossed the road in front of his car, and he quickly turned his 

hat around, placing it backward on his head. He smiled to himself as he did it, trying to 

remember where he had learned that little trick. Tom Huff, he thought. Tom and Charley both 

used to do that when we were going hunting. 

He parked his car at the side of the house and went back around to the front steps to pick up 

the afternoon paper. When he opened the door he saw Billy waiting for him with his kite in his 

hands. 

“Daddy, you got the string for the kite?” 

“No, son, I haven’t. Daddy’s sorry, but he forgot it. I had a lot of things to do and by the time 

I remembered the string it was too late. The store was closed.” 

“The ten-cent store?” 

“Yes, Daddy was bad to forget, but he had a lot of other things on his mind.” 

The little boy looked disappointed, but when Paul reached down and pulled his chin up, he 

smiled. 

“Tomorrow. Okay? It’s too wet out there this afternoon anyway. We’d have to wait till 

tomorrow to fly it.” 

“Tomorrow we’re going fly it, aren’t we?” 

“You bet we are. We’re going to send it way, way up in the sky. So far you could hardly see 

it.” 

“High as the moon, aren’t we?” 

“Could be. That’s provided it doesn’t rain again of course. If it rains we’ll have to wait 

another day. Understand?” 

Just then Betty came in from the kitchen with the baby in her arms. The child was crying. 

“Here,” she said, “take this screaming infant a minute, will you? I’m trying to get his bottle 

ready.” 

Paul dropped his hat and newspaper on the couch and took the baby. He followed her out to 

the kitchen. 

“Want coffee?” she asked. 

“No. I just had a cup with Hobbs.” 

“How did it go?” 

“Well, I’m not sure.” 

“What do you mean?” 

“To me it looks like a clear case of accident, but Hobbs didn’t see it that way, I’m afraid.” He 

outlined the investigation and told her how the sheriff had acted. “He seemed determined not to 

commit himself one way or the other.” 

“How’s Charley?” 

“Still alive, but that’s about all. I went out there but they wouldn’t let me see him.” 

Betty was testing the baby’s bottle on her wrist, and they were talking above the sound of his 

crying. 
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“Do you think he’s going to die?” 

“I don’t know,” Paul said. “I hope to God he doesn’t, of course, but it would simplify matters 

for me if he did. My duty would be clear-cut then, at least.” 

“Why did it have to happen now of all times? Right when everybody’s got elections in 

mind.” 

“I don’t know. That’s the way things always seem to happen.” He was jiggling the baby in 

his arms, but the child only cried harder. “Is that bottle ready yet?” 

“Put him in the high chair and get his bib on him. He’s got to have cereal too.” 

“Where is it?” 

“Hanging on a nail inside the pantry door.” As Betty turned away from the stove her foot 

struck a toy fire truck that clanged away across the floor. “Damn,” she said. “Billy, come in here 

and pick up your toys this instant!” 

“Where’s that coffee?” Paul said. “I believe I will have a cup after all.” 

“What we need is a drink. My Lord, it gets hectic around here at five o’clock.” 

Billy came into the kitchen with his rolled kite in his hands. He was making a buzzing sound 

with his mouth and pretending to fly the kite, holding it above his head like a spear. 

“Careful with that, Billy,” Paul said. “You might poke the baby in the eye.” 

“I wanna Coke,” Billy said. 

“Not now, son. It’s too near supper.” 

“I wanna Cooooooke!” 

“You’re going to get a spanking if you don’t hush,” Betty said. “How about a glass of milk 

instead? Paul, pour him some milk.” 

Now that the baby was eating, the noise abated a little. Billy sat on the floor to drink his milk 

and Paul went back to his coffee cup. 

“Can you imagine why Hobbs acted that way?” Betty asked. 

“Yes, I suppose there’s a couple of reasons. One thing, he’s up for re-election like all the rest 

of us. He’d rather keep out of it. Leave it for the coroner, if at all possible. And then of course 

it’s just possible that he thinks it was an attempt at suicide. Being a friend of Charley’s he’d be 

reluctant to say so, naturally. And then there’s still another reason. Which shall be nameless.” 

“Politics?” 

“Yes.” 

“Meaning maybe Morris Walker?” 

“It’s just a possibility, though, and not a very likely one. After all Walker is a friend of 

Charley’s too.” 

“But even if Charley does recover, he’s not likely to continue the race, is he?” 

“I don’t know. That depends on how extensive his injury is, I suppose. If he’s going to be 

paralyzed, or if his mind is affected in any way he’s out of it, of course. On the other hand, there 

may not be any serious complications of that kind. He may get over it completely in a month or 

two, and in that case I feel sure he would want to continue his candidacy. After all, he’s going to 

be an incumbent until November regardless of who wins the election. I’ll have to talk to the 

doctor about that angle. Billy, I told you to be careful with that kite.” 

“That thing is dangerous rolled up that way, Paul. Why don’t you open it for him?” 

“You think I should?” 

“Well, it wouldn’t be such a spear if you did.” 

“Here, Billy, let Daddy show you. I’m going to open it up and then know what we’re going 

to do?” 
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The child nodded. 

“We’re going to hang it up on the wall of your room until we’re ready to fly it. Okay? That 

way you’ll be able to see it good, and you won’t be poking people in the eye with it. These little 

sticks are sharp on the end. You see?” 

Billy nodded again, and spilled a little of his milk. Betty sighed. 

Paul unfurled the kite, fitted the ends of the sticks into the corners and opened it. Billy was 

delighted. It was not a very big kite, but it was red and it had a picture of a jet plane on it. 

“Now,” Paul said. “Let’s take it in your room and hang it up somewhere so you can see it 

good.” 

“I wanna have it,” Billy said. 

“No, not till we’re ready to fly it. Kites are not supposed to be played with in the house.” 

They went into Billy’s room, which was also the baby’s room, and Paul took a picture down, 

hanging the kite on the nail. 

“How’s that? Now you can see it when you go to bed and first thing in the morning. Okay, 

fellow?” 

“Aw right, Daddy. Tomorrow we going fly it way-way up in the sky.” 

“You bet we are. We’re going to have some fun with that old kite.” 

He left Billy sitting in the center of the floor admiring the kite, and went back to the kitchen 

to wipe up the puddle of spilled milk. 

“Pour me some coffee,” Betty said. “And tell me more about this thing. I’m worried, Paul.” 

“Oh, I don’t think we need to worry, really. It’s just a little awkward for the moment. The 

main thing is to hope that Charley pulls through. By the way, did Dad call?” 

“No.” 

“I thought he might. He may not have heard about it yet.” 

“Maybe you ought to drive out there tonight. I feel sure he’ll want to talk to you about it.” 

“We’ll see. Right now I’m too tired.” 

He walked over to the kitchen window and looked out thoughtfully, holding his cup and 

saucer in his hands. Betty watched him, between putting spoonfuls of food into the baby’s 

mouth. Paul’s worried, she thought. He doesn’t want to admit it, but he is. I can tell. 

In many respects Betty understood her husband better than he understood himself. She was a 

perceptive and realistic young woman, and though she loved Paul at least as much as he loved 

her, it had not prevented her from making an almost clinically objective study of him – his 

moods and emotions and the workings of his mind – in the six years of their marriage. She did it 

not because she wanted to, not for amusement nor for any secret female satisfaction of 

superiority, but simply because it was impossible for her not to. She was a woman who saw 

things clearly and thought them out methodically. But the same shrewdness that enabled her to 

know her husband so well had also taught her the importance of being submissive at times. She 

never tried to dictate Paul’s decisions for him, nor even to influence them in cases where she felt 

it was important for him to make them himself. And in that respect she was the perfect wife for 

Paul. Her insight and level-headedness were constantly available to him without ever impinging 

upon his own in a comparison that might have been unfavorable. The truth was that Paul had 

never guessed the acuteness of his wife’s mind; and that was how she wanted it. It probably 

would have surprised and disturbed him to see himself through her eyes. She knew his every 

weakness and strength and she had weighed them against each other in the privacy of her 

thoughts. She knew, for example, that while Paul was idealistic and uncompromisingly honest, 

he was nevertheless capable of occasional selfishness and petty jealousy. While he was generous 
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and forgiving, he was also a poor loser. He liked to win, and he usually did. She knew that his 

essential humility was overlaid with small vanities; that while he was incapable of rudeness or 

vulgarity, he was sometimes given to moods of childish aloofness, a sort of pouting ill humor 

that annoyed her more than any other feature of his disposition. 

But when it was all totaled up, the balance went heavily in favor of Paul Rushton as far as 

Betty Rushton was concerned. His faults, when she enumerated and examined them, seemed 

boyish and inconsequential – the sort of things he was gradually outgrowing. Ironically, the air 

of manliness that others saw in Paul was not so apparent to Betty. She thought of him rather as a 

manly boy. It was only when Paul was angry that Betty saw in him that stubborn masculine 

assurance that others respected. When Paul was angry he frightened her a little. And she was 

glad of that, too. 

 

 

On his way home from the courthouse Judge Carrington stopped in at the newspaper office to 

talk to Al Hartman, the editor. The office was quiet. Al was alone sitting at his desk with his hat 

on and his umbrella across his knees. He was reading a long, ribbon-like galley proof, one end of 

which was spiked at the corner of his desk. 

“Hello, Al. You busy?” 

“No, come on in, judge. I was just glancing over a couple of proofs.” 

“I see you’ve got your hat on. Were you leaving?” 

“I was, but it’s no hurry about it. Come on in and sit down.” 

He pushed a chair toward the judge. Judge Carrington unbuttoned his coat and sat down 

wearily. 

“Well, Al, big story today, eh?” 

Al sighed and shook his head. “Yeah, the kind we don’t like to get, judge. Terrible thing, 

wasn’t it?” 

“How are you going to handle it?” 

“Oh, we’re calling it an accident. Not much else we can do, under the circumstances. Of 

course if he dies and there’s an inquiry we’ll have to give the facts. How is he, anyhow? Have 

you heard in the past couple of hours?” 

“I called the hospital just before I left my office. No change, they say. Still unconscious.” 

Al shook his head again sadly. “Charley Mott of all people. I swear to God, you never can 

tell about people, can you? To me, Charley was the last person in the world for a thing like that.” 

“I take it you’re assuming what I am.” 

“I don’t see how we can assume anything else. I’ve been in newspaper too long not to know 

what ‘cleaning a pistol’ means in a case like this. It’s the oldest phrase in the world, judge.” 

“Yes, I know.” 

“What really puzzles me though is motive. Charley wasn’t the type.” 

“Is there a type?” 

“Well, I’ve always assumed there was,” Al said. “You know, the neurotic type, persecution 

complex and all that sort of thing. Charley always seemed to me to have a very healthy mental 

attitude. Of course he was a bachelor and we don’t know how that affects a man privately, but he 

seemed to me about as normal – if there is such a thing – as any man I ever knew. Charley was a 

happy fellow.” 
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“I have an idea it was his health,” the judge said. “Charley had a little prostate trouble a year 

or so back, and that might have been it. That’s a common origin of cancer in men, you know. Of 

course I’m just guessing.” 

“We may never know the real reason,” Al said. “He didn’t leave any note, so that means he 

was taking special pains to keep it a secret.” 

They were silent for a minute. 

“And of course there’s always the chance that we’re dead wrong about it,” Al said. “I 

suppose men have shot themselves cleaning a pistol. It’s just that the phrase has been 

overworked in that connection.” 

“No, I don’t think we’re wrong,” the judge said. “Put it this way. For every man accidentally 

shot, there’s a dozen who do it deliberately. Suicide always shocks us, it’s the most shocking of 

all crimes, and that’s why we’re reluctant to believe it. We don’t want to believe it.” 

“I suppose so.” 

“As a matter of fact, suicide is a fairly common form of death. Did you know that? It happens 

a lot oftener than most people believe. For example, you know how many people took their own 

lives in this country last year, Al? Over sixteen thousand. One every thirty minutes. Suicide 

ranks eleventh as a cause of death in the United States. It ranks way ahead of a good many 

diseases, including polio. Did you ever stop to think of that?” 

Al looked at him and gave a wry smile. “You sound like an authority on the subject, judge.” 

“Suicide fascinates me. I don’t mind to admit it. It fascinates everybody in some kind of a 

grim way.” 

“Oh, I wouldn’t exactly say that.” 

“I would. We just don’t like to admit it, that’s all. Read your psychology books. The death 

wish. We all have it to some extent, but fortunately with most of us it’s kept in suppression. 

Listen, in the ten years between 1936 and 1946 two million people in this country made 

unsuccessful attempts to kill themselves. I was reading the figures on it not long ago.” 

Al looked at him narrowly. “You really believe that – about that death wish business?” 

“Of course I believe it. It’s the truth. Didn’t you ever study psychology? For that matter you 

find it everywhere. Literature, for example. Read Nietzsche. Read your Shakespeare and see how 

often it comes up. Remember ‘To be or not to be?’ Some of our finest poetry is on that subject. 

Everybody, sooner or later, entertains a notion of suicide.” 

“You really believe that?” 

“Of course I believe it, Al. Stop asking me that. And stop looking at me like I was a ghoul or 

something. The idea isn’t original with me. It’s basic freshman psychology. I’m surprised you 

don’t know better yourself.” 

“Well…” 

“Tell me the truth now, didn’t you ever think of suicide? At some time or other in your life, 

didn’t it cross your mind, maybe just for an instant? You rejected it, sure, but it was there, wasn’t 

it?” 

“Hell no,” Al said. “Anybody who thinks of suicide is crazy, if you’re asking my opinion.” 

The judge sighed and smiled a little. “Okay, have it your way, but I think you’re sticking 

your head in the sand, and I think you know you are. You’ll wake up in the middle of the night 

some night and admit that I was right.” 

“Here, have a cigarette,” Al said. “Conversations like this give me the creeps. Let’s change 

the subject.” 

“There you are,” the judge said. “You don’t like to think of it, do you?” 
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“I don’t like to think of rape either, or murder or arson or homosexuality. Does that mean I’m 

a potential queer?” 

“Well now, that takes us into another sphere of consideration,” the judge said, and they both 

laughed. 

“Here,” Al said. “Do you want this cigarette or don’t you?” 

They sat and smoked in silence for a while. Al was tilted back in his chair, looking out past 

the gold lettering that arched across the windowpane. The street lamp was on at the corner. 

“I was thinking of Kate Sawyer,” Al said. “What do you suppose Kate will do if Charley 

passes on?” 

“I don’t know. It’s going to be hard on her though. She’s fond of Charley, and of course it 

will mean her job too.” 

“How’s she taking it anyway?” 

“Well, you know Kate,” the judge said. “She’s always in control of herself, but I think it hit 

her pretty hard.” 

“I’ve often wondered just what it was really like between those two,” Al said. “Him a 

bachelor and her a widow. You can’t help but wonder, can you?” 

“I don’t think there was anything going on.” 

“No, there didn’t seem to be, but it was funny. 

 “Because if there had been anything, the town would surely have found it out by now. No 

two people ever lived and worked under any closer public surveillance than Kate and Charley.” 

“Well, you know, years ago there was a sort of rumor floating around town.” 

“Yes, but that’s all it was, rumor. They’d have been caught dead to rights by now if there was 

anything there. The town exonerated them long ago.” 

“I guess you’re right. I wouldn’t mention it myself, ordinarily, but you know how I feel about 

Charley and there’s no danger of you taking it the wrong way.” 

“Besides,” the judge said, “I think you’re forgetting Charley’s age. Sixty is pretty old for that 

sort of playing around.” 

“Oh, I don’t know,” Al said. “I’m pushing sixty, myself, and I believe 1 could do it to her all 

right, if I had the chance. She’s much of a woman, Kate is.” 

“You’re bragging, Al. You made a point there though, without knowing it. A lot of men in 

this town would like to go to bed with Kate. That’s what lies at the roots of these rumors about 

her. It gives you a vicarious pleasure to think about her that way. Also, there’s a kind of 

subconscious reasoning that goes like this: if she’s available to another man, that makes her 

potentially available to me.”  

Al laughed. “You’re thinking too deep for me tonight. But I’ll buy the first half of your 

statement, myself included. Yourself included too, judge.” 

“No, Al, not me,” the judge said, and he said it rather gravely. 

It was a rebuke, and Al recognized it as such. The judge was not in the mood for that kind of 

talk. 

“Well,” Al said, “we have no business thinking things like that, anyway. We ought to all be 

thinking of Charley tonight.” 

“Yes,” said the judge. 

“Will you be going back out there this evening, to the hospital?” 

“I don’t know. Probably not. Unless, of course, there’s some sudden change in his condition. 

I left word for them to call me. Laura’s going away tomorrow for a few days and she’ll want me 

home tonight.” 
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“I haven’t seen Laura in I guess three weeks,” Al said. “How’s she getting along?” 

“All right. Her sister hasn’t been well though, and she’s worried about that. Matter of fact, 

that’s where she’s going tomorrow, to Birmingham.” 

“We ought to try and get together for some bridge when she comes home. We’ve about let 

our bridge go to pot.” 

“We’re getting old, Al, that’s the trouble. Sixty is old, do you know that? Card games get to 

be more trouble than they’re worth.” 

“We used to have some fun, though. Remember those fish fries we used to have? Helen and I 

were talking about it the other night. Catfish and corn on the cob. I really miss those old days.”  

“So do I, Al. But if you had to start out on one of those parties now it would wear you out. 

You’d back out before you got started, if you could.” 

“Yeah, I know it. It’s like you say, everything gets to be more trouble than it’s worth. Last 

night for instance. They were haying that show on at the theatre about Al Jolson’s life, and Helen 

had her heart set to see it, but I just couldn’t get up the energy to go. I wanted to see it, too, been 

planning all week to go. Just too damned old and tired to make the effort.” 

He was smiling, but the judge was not. 

“Oh, don’t look so glum, judge, we’ve got a few years left, if we take it easy and don’t strain 

ourself. And we’ve both had a good life. Lots of things to make us proud and happy.” 

It was a remark Judge Carrington mentally disputed, but he said nothing. He was not sure 

whether Al was being serious, or sarcastic. 
 


