False Witness
Chapter One

June, 1963

The small whirlwind headed directly towards the young boy, gathering dust as it moved along. The dust was the thing that Ethan Ward hated the most. He could feel the hot summer sun on his neck and shoulders. The stench from the nearby farm penetrated his nostrils. And the humid air made his clothes cling to his skin. But it was the dust that bothered him the most. It got in his hair, his eyes, and his clothes. And his white tennis shoes, which his mother had bought for him upon finishing seventh grade, were now almost brown. He held his breath and closed his eyes as he waited for the whirlwind to pass. 


It would only be another fifteen minutes or so before he got to Billy Caldwell’s house. There he could get a drink of water or, if lucky, maybe a Nugrape soda, and get rid of some of the dust. Afterward they could play a game of checkers, or go into the woods behind Billy’s house and shoot his new B.B. gun. Maybe Mrs. Caldwell would ask him to stay for supper. By then his father should be off work and could pick him up on his way home. 


He thought of cutting across Mr. Taylor’s farm, but that had not turned out so well last time. The gullies and rolling, tree covered hills offered many places for a creature to hide. He had made it under the fence just ahead of Mr. Taylor’s prize bull, and he did not want to take such a chance again. The extra few minutes he would save would not be worth it. He was glad he had not told his parents about it or he probably wouldn’t be allowed to walk to his friend’s house. 


He was scanning the woods for the bull and did not notice the truck coming toward him until it was less than 100 feet away. It was moving slowly, so he had plenty of time to move to the side of the road and let it pass. It was unusual to see a vehicle this time of day. There were only a few houses on the dead-end road which ended at his parents’ driveway, and except for Mrs. Thompson and his mother, all the others worked. The truck was old and dirty and unfamiliar. He watched curiously as it drew nearer. As it went by he saw two young black men inside. The driver had a serious look but nodded to him politely as they drove past. The passenger, who appeared a little older, smiled and waved. He nodded back and continued toward his friend’s house.  


He picked up pebbles and began throwing them at the fence posts. It was the bottom of the ninth in the final game of the World Series. Jim Maloney, the ace pitcher of the world famous Cincinnati Reds was down to his last batter with a one run lead. He wound up and delivered the 3-2 pitch. The batter swung and missed. The crowd went wild. 


A noise from behind brought him back to reality.  He turned to see the truck had turned and was coming up behind him. He moved to the side of the road and kept walking.


The truck pulled up along side of him and slowed down. The passenger stuck his head out the window and called to him.


“Young man, can you tell us how to get back to highway 11? I think we missed our turn.”


Ethan eyed the two men suspiciously. His mother had always taught him that he should treat everyone equally regardless of their color, but these were two strangers. The passenger seemed to sense his concern.


“Look, son, we’re not looking for trouble. We just need to get back on the highway.”


“O.K.,” said Ethan, “but it’s a purty good piece from here. You got to go back down this road for about five minutes and turn left at the white church. Then you go along for a little piece and turn left at Mr. Dawkins place--there’s a big red mailbox out front. That’s route 34. You got to follow it for a while afore it runs into highway 11.”


“That’s pretty good directions, son. We appreciate it. You need a lift somewhere?”


“No thankee’,” he replied. “I’m just goin down to my friend’s house. It ain’t too far.”


“Well, we’d be glad to give you a lift for your help. It’s right on our way.”


“It ain’t far.” 


“It’s awful hot out today. We got some soda pop if you’d like one. We promise we won‘t hurt you.”


He held up a bottle of orange soda and took a drink. It was not Nugrape, but it looked awfully inviting. 


“Well, O.K.” said Ethan. He moved toward the truck. The passenger opened the door and jumped to the ground. He held the door open for him to climb inside. Ethan hesitated for a second, then climbed into the truck, the man climbing in after him. Once inside, the passenger reached into a cooler and handed him the drink. Ethan thanked him and turned to look at the driver who had yet to say anything.


“How ya doin?” the driver finally asked.


“Fine.”  


The sound of the door slamming made Ethan jump. The man laughed and patted him on his leg.


“It’s just this old rusty door, son,” said the passenger. “You have to give it a good jolt or it won’t close.”


Ethan just nodded. The driver put the truck in gear and started to pull away. 


“So, you live around here?” asked the passenger. 


“Yep,” he said, “just down the road a mile or two.”


“You walk down this road a lot?”


“Couple of times a week, I reckon.”


“You’re pretty much covered in dust, son,” he said laughing as he brushed the boy’s shirt.


“Yeah, Daddy says this road is either a dust pit or a mud pit. Reckon he’d druther have the dust, but not me.”


“I understand, son,” said the man with another laugh.


Ethan liked the passenger but felt uncomfortable with the other man who had hardly said anything. He thought he might get him to talk if he asked a question. He turned to him and said, “You’all live around here?”


The question was not answered. He appeared to be responding when he looked in the rear view mirror and blurted out, “Oh hell, we got a problem!”


“What?” asked the other man.


“Look behind ya.”


The passenger turned to see a Greene County Sheriff’s car moving up behind them.


“Where did he come from?” he asked. “Maybe he’ll go on by.”


“Right,” said the driver sarcastically. Just as he did, the car turned on the flashing light. The two men shot each other a concerned look. Finally, the driver nodded to his friend and pulled the truck to the side of the road. They sat waiting, looking straight ahead. Ethan looked back and forth at the two men, then back at the Sheriff’s car. 


“What does he want?” he asked. No one answered. He waited for something to happen, but both men, as well as the officer, sat without moving. While it was only for a few seconds, it seemed like eternity before the officer got out of his car and walked toward the truck. He walked slowly and boldly to the driver’s side, stopping just a few feet from the rear of the truck.


“What’cha boys doing out here today?” he demanded. 


“We ain’t bothering nobody, Deputy,” yelled the driver out the window. “We just mindin’ our own business.”


“Mindin’ ya own business,” he repeated. “Then what’cha doing with that white boy?” he said. 


“He jus’ gave us some directions, so we wuz givin him a ride to his friend’s house. That’s all.”


“Well,” continued the Deputy, “Why don’t you boys just get out of the car and we’ll see ‘bout things.”


Ethan turned to the driver and spoke. “It’ll be all right. That’s Deputy Pratt. My daddy knows him. I’ll talk to him. It‘ll be fine.”

“You reckon?” he said sarcastically. 

The men did not move fast enough for the Deputy. He removed the gun from the holster and pointed it toward the truck.


“I told ya boys to get out of the truck, now! I already called in for back up and they’ll be along any minute, so you just better do as I say.”


The passenger’s door opened and Ethan and the passenger walked slowly to the end of the truck. The boy stood shaking as the man stood with his hands raised. 


“Deputy,” he said, “you can ask the boy--we didn’t do nothing to him. Like my friend said, we were just giving him a ride for helping us out.”


The Deputy moved back from the truck a few feet so he could keep everyone in view. 


“Yeah, well maybe ya just didn’t have time to do nothin’ yet,” he shot back as he waved his gun in their direction. “You and the boy move on back away from the truck where I can see ya.“ Then turning back to the driver he yelled, “Now boy--I’ll tell you for the last time to get out of the truck!”


What happened next would be frozen in Ethan’s mind forever. The driver got out of the truck, but as he did so he pulled a handgun from behind his back. The Deputy, who had been distracted by the other man, saw it too late. He pointed the gun toward the driver just as the first bullet hit his chest. A second later another shot hit him in the stomach. Ethan watched in horror as the Deputy collapsed to the ground. He stood unable to move as the man walked toward the Deputy, staring down at him. Suddenly Ethan darted away and dove under the fence.


“Stop,” shouted the driver as he ran toward him. The other man, however, caught his arm and pulled him to a halt.


“What are you going to do--shoot him?” he asked sternly. “Let him go.”


“I just....,” said the driver, and shook his head as he walked back toward the truck. “We better get out’a here.”


The two jumped back into the truck and started down the road, leaving the Deputy lying in the dust. 


Ethan remembered Mr. Taylor’s bull half way through the pasture. As fast as he was running, though, he figured it would never catch him. He didn’t know where he was going--just that he had to get as far away as possible. He ran to the edge of Mr. Taylor’s property, crawled under the fence again, and headed into the woods. He could make it home in another ten to fifteen minutes, but that meant he would have to cross the side road that went down to the old abandoned Davis house. He pictured the two men along the road waiting for him. And he could not remember if he had told him where he lived. Maybe they were there waiting at his house. He worried about his poor mother who was home alone.  No, the Deputy had said that he had already called for backup, so the men would probably be afraid to stick around. But, just in case, he would wait until he heard the sirens and then come out of the woods. To be safe he would find a place to hide. And he knew just the place. His older brother, Horace, had shown him a thicket in the woods where he went to smoke cigarettes. The bushes surrounding him were so thick it would be impossible for anyone to see him unless they were only a few feet away. He lay quietly in his hiding place, looking through the brush for the two strangers. 

