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Despire ihe lack of any physical evidence, a young man is sentenced to death for the murder of a young woman; and the conviction

ana sentence are amrmia 
_by 

the state court sysie;. The setting h Sloan, a fictitious iown in East Texas. Nearby real East Texas towns

"r" 
Vri"fr"ff, lo"g"i"*, Oenton, and Paris. ihe missing voung woman, Nicole, is white, and the convicted young man' Dante' is

black. !n the sam;igh school class, she is a popular chierleader and he is a football slar with a good tuture ahead ofhim. An__

anonymoLrs telephon!catl pointed rhe police ioward Dante, and the girl's gym membership card was found near a localriver. The

.orrc'e detective bultied Dante. lied ro him. and thr€atened him with the death penalty for nearly a day. Finally Dante gave a detailed

i""i.""i"r. *rri.l r,. t"* recanied. A1rial, rhe tetephone tipster lied because he believed Dante had taken his place as Nicole's

i"y-ni""J. rn" "-t"*i", and tesrimony ofrhejeal;us fonnir boyfriend convicted Danre. Thejury was composed of l2 white people.

Eighr yearc laier, sriu with no body found or direcl evidenceto tie the young man to the suppose.l murder. execution is a few daYs

"*1y.1i" 
u""i 

"p"", 
*;,r, the vi;it ofa recenrty released parolee !o Keith, a Lutheran mi.ister in Topeka, Kansas. Th€ man says.he

tras'a tethalurain tumor andwilldie soon, that h; is struggiingwith the burden ofhis past actions, that the wrong man is aboui io be

executed in rexas. The minisrer srruggtes with his own ieiponsibilities and convictions, and ultimatelv decides to help the man tell his

story ir hopes of stopping the execution.

Dante,S lawyer, Ronnie, iS a man who embodies the best and worst characteristjcs driven, passionate, belligereni, fearless in

""g"ii"i*J""it "ioi"f, "nd 
willing to off€nd and/or suejust about anyone. But he signed on to Dante's defense. and he won't give

,plw. fr"r" ,iit*, r",,rvers on Ti going to the mat for their clients. Grhham makes lhe breed almost admirable. flawed thouqh this

The families ofNicole ard Danre deserve mention- Nicole's mother fills the slot ofthe Srieving parent who, deprived ofrealanswers.

i""rr"" f,".!ii"f i"," ,1r*pened hate. She worksjust as hard as Ronnie to keep m€diaattention.on her daughter and the convicted

6"*, uri tii" ain"..", iurpose. Dante,s mother and exrended family bear their griefwith quiet dignity and then work to reconcile

the black and white communities ofSloan.

In novel form, this srory funcrions as a condem.ation ofthe death penalty and calls into queslion legal systems in states where.capital

pr"irf,*."i ir'p."",;".i. r<eith, the Lutheran minister from Topeka, is the character who, apat from lawyer Ronnie, rehearses his

[rr"rgr,i, ut""i,r,;, u.p*t ofsociety's desire to feet safe and secure. The role ofchurches and ministers also plavs a part in thh storv

io.i purto., *itf *iut. an official stance on social and political issues or preach on them from the pulpit. others see their pulpit as

,1," iGi,ipr"*. p.*"1, 
"bour 

potitical issues, even polirical candidates, and seek to guide rheir church members in action.

Do we not all want good to triumph over evil? I do. I feel satisfaction (vindication?) when the bad guy loses at the end ofthe book or

film. Butthat anyone reioices at the death ofanother person -that is something different

A novet or film isn,t rhe best venue or fomar for the learning ofhisiory, ofcourse, but a novel or film can inspire some greater

i"r."irg 
"l""ini*.f"1 "vents. 

This novel can do the same ior the social issue ofcapital punishment. A person who might never

.oo,a r'z, rs r,ourt ,"ua,rg up on capital punishment moratorium initiatives in state legal systems could very wel) spend those hours

l;srening ro rhis 'rory - and Ihinkrng dbour rhe I's re' rnvol\ ed'
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