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The town of Chaldea portrayed in this book bears certain physical and historical resemblances to a real town, the one in which I was raised and schooled. But this is not the story of my hometown; it is just a story. The people and events are entirely imaginary, and any approximation of reality is unintended.
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The plane descended over the heroic quilt of soil, bounced twice on the black and shiny tarmac, and taxied to the terminal unimpeded by other traffic. Except for a woman herding three children and two shopping bags down the aisle behind me, I was the last passenger to leave the plane.


The steep steel stairs creaked beneath my feet. The handrail was slick and damp from the thunderstorm that had crossed the airfield ahead of the plane and still sparked and rumbled in the eastern sky. I danced around the puddles that glowed in the ghostly twilight like the frozen eyes of madmen and pushed my way into the terminal behind a man wearing a houndstooth shirt and glen plaid slacks, glad to escape the heavy air, glad to be meeting someone I liked, glad, I decided finally, to be almost home.


She was waiting at the gate, my sister, on time as always, slim and sensibly attired as always, smiling as almost always. I hadn’t been home for close to three decades and I hadn’t seen Gail for three years, since she and her family had visited San Francisco for a week and me for a day three summers before. She looked the same now as she had then: tired. Gail had been weary since birth, the consequence of being too eager to please and to do right, too worried that something untoward might happen that she should have magically prevented, too good.


I liked Gail more than I liked my brothers. She was the next youngest to me, and was the only one I had really known growing up. She was the only Tanner I still communicated with outside the month of December and the only one I felt any debt to beyond the clinging debt that common blood begets, so when she had asked me to come back home to help resolve a family dispute I switched some appointments and begged off a new case from the biggest law firm in town and caught a United flight out of San Francisco with a stop in Omaha along the way.


“Marsh.” The word bubbled, boiled by the heat of her eyes and her heart.


“Hi, Gail.”


We hugged. When I tried to pull away she held me fast for several seconds longer. Through her cotton jacket her body felt small and frail, still a child’s. When I finally saw her eyes again they had cooled beneath a spray of tears. “Hey,” I said, and she found a smile, and I did, too, but mine was a shade uneasy and hers a shade afraid. The air was charged with more than the lightning that had recently ripped the sky. Gail had always believed I was more than I was, and I had disappointed her more than once as a result. I hoped it wasn’t going to happen again.


“How are you, Marsh?” she asked finally, releasing her grip on my arm, swiping at her eyes with thin brown fingers capped by nibbled nails.


“Fine, Gail,” I said. “You?”


“Oh, fine.”


“Tom?”


“Fine, too.”


“The kids?”


“Them, too.”


“Good.”


“Bruce joined the navy, did I tell you?”


“No. Why?”


“Oh, he didn’t know what he wanted to do, I guess. He’s at the Great Lakes Training Center. Likes it fine so far.”


“Good,” I said, then said it once again.


“As long as there’s not a war.”


“Right.”


And then there seemed nothing left to say that could begin to span the years. As we walked to the baggage claim I wondered why Gail’s answers to my questions had been so brief and standard, and then wondered why I was regarding her like a suspect or a reluctant witness. I took a deep breath, shook my profession out of my brain, slipped an arm around Gail’s waist and a hand through the grips of my suitcase, and led Gail out of the terminal. By the time we were in her little Chevette heading south and east down Highway 5, I was relaxed and Gail was, too, and she was telling me some news about the town we were driving toward, about some people who lived in it now and about others who, like me, had lived there once but left, carrying a high school diploma and a one-way ticket to someplace else.


The thunderheads before us were thinning, scrambling the rays of the sun in abstract-watercolor smears. Now the air was cooler and less humid than the swelter at the airport. Beneath the sky the fields—straight squat rows of bean bushes and tassel-topped sprigs of corn—stretched over the rolling hills like a tufted shawl. I rolled down the car window and thought I could hear, even over the clicking engine and the slap of tires, the sound of growth, of magnificent hybridized fertility. Of course, the car was much too loud. And it was October, not July. You can hear corn growing in July, although the people where I live now don’t believe it.


As she guided the little car down the narrow highway, waving to strangers in the cars she met and being waved at in return, Gail began telling me about a girl friend of hers, a girl my brother had dated long ago, just before he went to college, who now weighed three hundred pounds and at various times had had her jaws wired shut and her stomach surgically circumvented. And then about a boy who’d been killed in a car crash near Milwaukee, with a woman in the car who was not exactly a woman, and about another boy who’d gone bankrupt in the contracting business and fled to Mexico, where he’d died in prison of a beating, and about a girl who had gone off to an ashram in India and hadn’t uttered a word since 1967. And on and on with tragic or comic histories until I asked her to tell me how things were with her, and why she’d been so insistent that I come home even though, with our parents long dead, there was no longer a home for me to come to.


“I just thought you should be here, Marsh,” Gail said quietly. “So you can see how things are before you decide. So you can hear the way the rest feel, see what your decision will mean. Curt and Matt want to get the whole business over with once and for all, and I do, too.”


“What whole business is that, exactly?”


“Why, what to do with the farm, of course. Like I said on the phone.”


“How big is it, again?”


“Half a section. Three hundred and twenty acres.”


“Pretty big.”


“For our part of the state it is.”


“What’s good farmland going for these days?”


“Good land, land like you’re seeing out there right now, brings over three thousand dollars an acre.”


“You’re kidding.”


“No, I’m not.”


“Jesus. You mean the farm is worth close to a million dollars? That would be a quarter of a million apiece.”


I was stunned. I hadn’t thought about the farm for years, not until Gail had called. I hadn’t kept track of it because the farm hadn’t belonged to our father but to his childless brother, who had left it to us kids in four undivided shares when he’d died eight or so years before. Since then, the place had been farmed by a tenant, and most of the profits had gone back into fences and silos and similar improvements. The yearly check I got the week before Christmas was usually just enough to finance a weekend in Carmel and a bottle of Glenlivet. And suddenly this trifle had become a six-figure fortune, or so my calculations raced to tell me. But Gail was shaking her head against my dream.


“I said the best land brings that much,. Marsh. Our place isn’t near that good. A lot of clay in there, and the topsoil runs real thin. Even the best farms down home only bring twelve hundred or so.”


“Even so,” I said. “That’s close to half a million.”


“Not that much,” Gail replied. “There’s a lot of timber on the place. Lots of it’s too steep to terrace, too. I doubt we could get more than seven, eight hundred an acre if we sell it as a farm. If we could find a buyer. That kind of money’s hard to come by these days.”


I put the mathematics to work again, then looked at Gail. “You seem to know a lot about all this,” I said. “I didn’t know you were such an agrarian.”


She smiled quickly. “Oh, I’m not. Not at all. But Karen, well, she and Paul, that’s her husband, they’re farming eighty acres out north of town on Paul’s folks’ place now, so I pick all this up when the kids come to Sunday dinner.”


“You want to keep our place as a farm, I take it.”


Gail nodded vigorously. “For Karen and Paul. Right.”


“They’re not making a go of it now?”


“Not on eighty acres, Marsh. No one could. Paul’s the hardest worker you’ve ever seen,” she added, imagining my doubt and opposing it.


“Could they make it if they could farm our place, too?”


“Sure they could.”


“Can they buy it?”


“Outright? No. Not on a sixteen-percent mortgage.”


“How about the others?” I asked, bringing images of my brothers to mind, faces I hadn’t seen in the flesh for years. “What do they want to do?”


“Well, Curt is … I don’t know, Marsh. He’s just given up on life, it seems like. Stays out on that old place he bought over in Glory City, him and Laurel, never comes to town, never does anything. Poor Laurel’s a prisoner out there, although she won’t admit it. Has Curt talked to you at all, Marsh?”


“No.”


“He hasn’t to Matt, either.”


“What’s Curt’s problem?” I asked, seeing him as I had known him once, strong, silent, sure of himself and his place in the world that so confused the rest of us.


“His boy, more than anything.” Gail answered. “You remember how Curt loved that boy.”


“Sure. Billy. Nice kid.”


“He sure was.”


“‘Was’?”


“You haven’t seen Billy since he Was in high school, have you, Marsh?”


“No. Why? What’s happened?”


“He went to war, that’s what happened. Vietnam.” Gail shook her head. “You wouldn’t believe he’s one of us, Marsh. Drugs. Liquor. Women. Fights. Half the time he walks right by me on the street like he’s never laid eyes on me before. Then there’s the stories …”


“What stories?”


“Oh, about his brawls and his wild antics and his hippie girl friend and, well, about him and some women in town who are old enough to know better. I’m sure some of the stories aren’t true, but there’s so many some of them have to be and that’s bad enough. It’s about taken everything that’s good out of Curt, that’s for sure. He just walks around in a gray daze.”


“Where’s Billy now?”


“Oh, he’s still around town, at least he was a week ago. He comes and goes, dragging along some girl he says is his wife but probably isn’t. I hear he’s living in a shack he built out on the farm, down in a draw somewhere that doesn’t even have a road to it. Don’t know what he lives on, he’s got no job. He’s just real peculiar, Marsh, and Curt won’t talk about it, so all I know is what I hear. Oh, it’s so sad, Marsh. Billy won’t have anything to do with Curt and it eats at him like a cancer, you can just see it.”


“So how does Curt feel about the farm?”


“He wants to sell,” Gail said sadly. “Mostly so Billy won’t have a place to hide out, I think, as though there aren’t a hundred other shacks around for him to hide out in. But Curt thinks if Billy had to leave the farm then he’d move home again and everything would be like it was, but he’s wrong. Billy’ll never be like he was.”


“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “I guess the war’s still not over for some.”


“Not for Curt, it’s not.”


We paused while we passed through a town that was little more than a wide spot in the road. I remembered playing basketball there once. The court had been on the stage in the school auditorium. One of our players had fallen off going after a loose ball. We’d changed into our uniforms in the school woodshop and after the game we found all our street clothes squeezed into the vises on the workbenches, mashed almost beyond utility. I smiled to myself at the memory. By the time the smile had vanished so had the little town.


“What about brother Matt?” I asked Gail as she accelerated back up to speed. “What does he think about the farm?”


Gail laughed. “Matt’s really something these days, Marsh. Big car, fancy clothes, big talk about this deal and that deal. Wears a gold chain around his neck, if you can believe it. He rolled through town last summer on his way from Chicago to Denver for some convention, driving a car as long as the town; people talked about it for weeks. He’s on wife number three, you know. Going to bring her with him when he comes down to vote on the farm. Says she’s the most beautiful woman in Chicago.”


“Matt was always lucky with women.”


“Matt’s luck never lasted too long, though,” Gail said as she slowed to let a combine cross from field to field in front of us.


“So Matt wants to sell?”


“Yes,” Gail said, the word as stiff as a curse. “Probably so he can pay the keep on his new wife.”


“Now, Gail.” I reached over and patted her shoulder.


“I know,” she said wearily. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I’ve got some problems of my own, Marsh; one of them thanks to little Billy, as a matter of fact. And if we sell the farm one of those problems won’t go away.”


“You mean Karen and her husband?”


Gail nodded. “It kills me to see them work so hard for so little, Marsh. Times are so tough, I feel if I could help them out just a little they could make it, but if I can’t, well, I don’t know what will happen. You won’t believe how bad things have gotten back here, Marsh.”


“So what’s the bottom line?” I asked. “We’re going to vote, is that it?”


“Yes. At least that’s what the rest of us want. According to Uncle Raymond’s will it takes three votes to change things. Matt and Curt want to sell. If you decide their way, then that’s it. If you decide mine, then the farm stays in the family, the way it is now. So I’m hoping you won’t give them the third vote, Marsh. I’m hoping real hard.”


Gail took her eyes off the road and found mine. I had no doubt of the seriousness of her purpose and her plan. She had always been a girl of few but fervent passions which she pursued with all her energy and ability, which was as much energy and ability as there was in town. One Christmas she had single-handedly collected a garageful of toys for the needy kids in the county, and another time she had organized a boycott of the movie house until the management let her friend, a black girl, sit on the main floor instead of only in the balcony.


The farm was Gail’s current project, and I was the means to its fulfillment. I squirmed in my seat and looked away from Gail and toward the vista that rolled to the dim horizon, a vista in which man was insignificant and thus more real. At times I had felt lost and helpless beneath that unedged sky, but now I felt comforted by its reach, by the absence of demand or threat in its aspect. “I’ll do my best,” I said to Gail.


“I don’t expect you to decide right now, Marsh,” Gail answered quietly. “Just keep an open mind while you listen to the others. I know in the end you’ll do what’s best. You always have,” she added, uttering the expectant hell of families.


On the windshield of an approaching truck a plastic hand oscillated cheerily on its wire support, in indiscriminate hospitality. I looked at the driver to see if the sentiment was real but he was hidden behind mirrored glasses and a straw hat with a broken brim. I waved and was ignored by everything but the happy hand. “We’re halfway there,” Gail said. “Getting nervous?”


“About something,” I said. “I’m not sure quite what.”
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Even in the new-moon dusk the land became progressively more familiar, its contours, swells, and vales arranging themselves into patterns that confirmed I was home. The highway was newer, straighter, flatter than it had been in my youth, thanks to a local businessman who had served a term on the state highway commission a while back. In contrast, the farmhouses seemed fewer, darker, sadder than before, doubtless because so many small farmers hadn’t survived and had left their hollow homes and heritage behind to secure their debts. But the land itself, that furrowed sea of gray-black soil, the land seemed the same as always, at least to me, a city boy impervious to signs of topsoil loss and surface erosion and rootworm infestation and the thousand other imperceptible calamities that may one day render the Great Plains barren.


And soon there was the Chariton River Bridge, and the Dale Church hill, and the nursery and the Skinner place and the Chevy dealership and the Cooper Creek Bridge and then we were there. Home. Chaldea. Population 6189, or so proclaimed the sign that greeted us from behind the scars of a fully-choked shotgun blast.


A rush of landmarks scrambled my memories, no single one able to leap forth and make itself fully known. But even at the edge of town I knew exactly where I was, the Dairy Queen and the scrapyard and the sale barn marking the place as firmly as a fingerprint. My general impressison was that time had trod lightly on Chaldea, not fatally, but enough to stunt its growth. Almost all I saw was familiar and thus a part of me, for I had realized long ago that Chaldea had made me, more than anything except my parents, what I was and still was not.


Silent in our little car, we made turns and stops at predictable places, dodged the roaring cars of kids, and pulled to a stop in a sloping drive behind a big new Ford and beside a trim white house that lay beneath the drooping dying leaves of a Norwegian maple. “Here we are,” Gail said, gaiety forced upon the words. “How does it feel to be back?”


“Strange,” I said truthfully. “In a way it feels like I never left.”


“Your hometown’s like your first love, I think,” Gail said. “You never quite forget it.”


“Who was yours?” I asked.


“My first love?”


“Right.”


“Scotty McDougall. Remember him?”


“Freckles. Drove a Merc with fender skirts. What’s he doing now?”


“Drives a gravel truck.”


“And he was the first?”


“You mean sex?”


“I guess.”


“I don’t think I’ll tell you, Marsh. I don’t think I want you to know.”


I glanced at Gail. In the scramble of light and shadow her look was peculiar, a mixture of flirtation and righteousness. Sibling strangeness. I hauled my suitcase out of the trunk and followed her up the steps to the front porch.


Instead of opening the door Gail turned and leaned back against it, facing the town she lived in more than me. “I think you’ll find it pretty much the same,” she said softly. “Not much happens in Chaldea except births and deaths. Not much that’s good, anyway.”


It was a common sentiment but not exactly true. Whenever I talked to Gail on the phone she would regale me with news that was complex and vital and unending: acts of bigotry and hospice, comedy and courage, bankruptcy and philanthropy, slander and success. And among it all people like my parents and their friends had led lives of richness, highlighted by regular and substantial exercises in altruism, that eclipsed anything I knew or heard of since. Whenever I thought of my parents I inevitably thought of the things they did: hayrides and scavenger hunts and square dances and a hundred other things that seemed to bring them joy. But lives are least appreciated by those who live them, and so it was in Chaldea.


“Marsh?”


“Yes?”


“Have you changed? I mean, deep down?”


“I don’t think so, Gail. A little, I suppose. Why?”


“I hope you haven’t, Marsh. I couldn’t stand it if you were different, too.”


I breathed deeply and with dread in the wake of Gail’s soft questions. I had probably lied to her about not changing, but since she would soon know better than I where the truth of it lay, I decided to let it go.


“You’ll stay here with us, won’t you, Marsh?” Gail asked.


“I don’t know, Gail. I think a motel would be better.”


“Don’t be silly. We’ve got all kinds of room now that the kids are gone.”


“I’m not used to living with other people, Gail. Plus you’d be better off if I was out of your hair for at least part of the day. Tom seems like a man who values privacy.”


She yielded more quickly than I would have guessed. “Well, come in for coffee at least. Tom will be glad to see you. If he’s home yet.”


Gail fiddled with the lock on the door. The porch swing to my left purred quietly as it swayed on its chains, pushed by the evening breeze. Two dogs pranced purposefully down the walk and a street rod cut around its muffler a few blocks away, making the noise of battle. Then the evening sounds came not from the hum of busy streets but from trees and plants and the things that live in them. By the time Gail opened the door I was thinking how strange it was that it was locked at all.


The living room was dark, the air heavy and still. The lamp Gail turned on barely colored the blackness. I sensed the room was unused. The order was too permanent, the arrangement too formal, suited more to admiration than conversation. It was a place for visitors, company, callers, and it was also the place where my parents’ furnishings had come to rest. The speckled couch and pouf, dad’s threadbare club chair, the tile-topped coffee table listing slightly on a leg I had both broken and repaired, the glass-doored breakfront which had once housed china we never used and which then made room for schoolboy trophies. Even the Book of Knowledge and the Harvard Classics had found their way to Gail’s front room.


These and other silent things beckoned me, but Gail slowed not at all so I followed her into the kitchen. It was a large, high-ceilinged room with walls of rough, undulating plaster, dominated by a six-foot white-pine pie saver and a thick black range. Various pieces of ironware hung on wooden pegs in the walls, as did prints of flying birds. The linoleum on the floor was as speckled as hash. The smells were of baked starches and canned fruits. The drop leaves of the round oak table had been raised to welcome me.


I sat at the table and looked at the ears of Indian corn in its center and at the platter of hazelnuts that surrounded them. The varicolored kernels had been polished to a pointillistic shine. I thought of holidays and snow and prayers of grace.


“Tom must be upstairs,” Gail said. “I’ll get him.”


She started out of the room, then pivoted and walked to the counter beside the stove and pulled a heavy crockery jar off a shelf and carried it over to the table. Yellow birds and blue flowers were emblazoned on its bulbous flanks. “Here,” she said. “I baked these this morning. I remembered you like them.”


I reached into the jar and pulled one out. Gum-drop cookies. Soft yet gritty, as big as saucers. “Great,” I said, around the crumbs. Gail went off to find her husband.


I ate a second cookie and walked around the kitchen, imagining the bounty that issued from it. Gail liked to cook, always had, great quantities of simple, wholesome fare. She was much better at it than our mother had been, and when they both realized it, during Gail’s last year at home, the meal situation improved geometrically as did my weight: I gained twelve pounds and moved from halfback to full.


There were some snapshots taped to the refrigerator, each of them depicting a pretty, ash-blond girl who I knew was Gail’s daughter Karen. She was alternately posed with her husband, a gangly, guileless boy, or her baby, a small and red and strange little package, like all babies. There were no pictures of Bruce, Tom and Gail’s other child.


I pulled open a cupboard to see if there were any other goodies around but saw only canned goods and packaged staples and one thing more. Pills, bottles of them strung all along a bottom shelf, brown plastic cylinders with wide white lids. I lifted one and then another and found all of them were empty. I couldn’t decipher the labels, but they were all made out to Gail’s husband, Tom Notting. When I heard him trudging down the stairs I closed the cupboard.


Tom entered the kitchen with a hand outstretched. I took it in mine and we smiled the testing smiles of enemies and in-laws. I had met Tom Notting only once, when they’d come to visit. He had been quiet but pleasant, an observer rather than an initiator, agreeable to most everything that came his way. As I remembered, he held mildly liberal opinions about the events of the day and thought Gail was a divine presence on the earth. I hoped none of that had changed, but one thing certainly had. The hand that didn’t hold mine held a gold-topped cane.


Within the folds of his red plaid robe, Tom seemed even thinner than his smile. His hair had dwindled along with his flesh, and his back bent thankfully toward his cane. The slippers on his feet were the type I associated with grandfathers. When I dropped his hand it trembled for an instant before sinking to his side.


In the bright fluorescence of the kitchen Gail seemed altered as well, her fatigue not a badge of Calvinist honor but the vestige of a plague. She had not worried about herself, her looks, her health, but always before she had been the better for it, her vitality making mockery of the beauty produced by bottles and oils and sprays. But now she appeared neglected, a plant in need of water, her hair straight and splayed, her brown eyes slow and overlidded, her shoulders slack and rounded, the whole of her beaten by something far more energetic than she had ever been.


Tom and I exchanged the basic greetings and then a silence swelled until Gail pricked it. “Marsh is talking about going to a motel. We won’t hear of it, will we, Tom?”


“Of course not.”


“See?”


“No,” I said. “It’s better to want to see people than to have to. I’ll feel less guilty if I’m out of your way. Who knows? I may want to romp and stomp a little, as we used to say.” I laughed uneasily.


“Please, Marsh. We’ve got a lot to talk about.”


“We can talk all you want, Gail. But I’ll make someone else listen to my snores.”


Tom’s failure to say anything beyond his ritual invitation made me all the more determined to override Gail’s hospitality. I wanted to be free of family for at least a part of my stay, free to go wherever the dreadful thrill of being home again might take me, whether on nostalgic excursions or to the nearest bar. I looked at my watch. “Is the Welcome Stranger still in business?” I asked.


Gail laughed. “It’s still there,” she said. “A bit long in the tooth. There’s a new place out Highway 60. And they’ve remodeled the hotel, Marsh. It’s real nice. Why don’t you try it?”


“The National?”


“Right. Some retired general from Kansas City bought it. Spent half a million fixing it up, so they say. There’s a coffee shop and everything.”


“Maybe I should give them a call.”


“They aren’t full,” Tom said bluntly. “Never have been; never will.”


“And you can take the Chevette whenever you want, Marsh. Just keep it while you’re here. I can use the Ford.”


“Tom’ll need that at work, won’t he?”


“Tom doesn’t work anymore, Marsh. So don’t worry.”


I looked at Tom for some sort of explanation, but all he gave me was a blank and feckless stare. The last I heard Tom had been the county assessor. Now, apparently, he was not. I wondered if the reason was his illness, if he was too sick to work. I wondered what was wrong with him. But while I was wondering, no one said a thing. “Maybe I’d better get going, then,” I said at last. “I’m kind of beat.”


“Stay a little longer, Marsh,” Gail said. “So we can talk. I want to tell you some more about Karen and Paul. And about the baby. Christine. Oh, she’s just the cutest thing. Sleeps through the night already, never cries. They’re all so sweet I could just cry.”


She looked like she meant it, the crying part. Clearly Gail was concerned about her daughter and her family, about their future. As of course she should be. My problem was, that future seemed somehow bound up with me. “What about Bruce?” I asked. “What does he think of this farm thing?”


Gail looked at Tom. Tom frowned. “Bruce and I had a falling-out when he decided to waste four years of his life in the navy. We haven’t talked to him about it, and I’m sure he couldn’t care less in any event.”


“Not even about the money?” I asked. “Assuming the place is sold?”


“Bruce won’t get a penny of that money,” Tom spat. “Not as long as I’m alive.”


There was suddenly a lot of tension around, of a quality that seemed obscene in the placid room and town. I stood up to leave.


“Marsh?” Tom’s smile was strange and crooked.


I waited for what he had to say.


“Thought you might want to read this,” Tom went on. He walked to the counter and picked up a piece of paper and handed it to me. “Was on the front page of tonight’s Chaldean.”


I looked at the column of newsprint he had handed me and sat down at the table again and read it. The headline was “Decision Near on Tanner Plot,” the byline was Mary Martha Gormley, editor and publisher, the text was long and somehow ominous:


After a lengthy period of speculation and conjecture, a decision is expected within a week on the future of the 320 acres on the southern edge of Chaldea known as the Tanner plot. For almost a year, various interests have made their desires for the future use of the land known to the heirs of Raymond Tanner, owners of the property. These interests include the environmental group WILD (Wilderness Is the Last Domain), which insists the property be dedicated as open space and a wildlife refuge; the Black Diamond Coal Company, which intends to strip-mine the property to reach a vein the company claims can be profitably extracted; and the Chariton Valley Oil Company, a subsidiary of Cosmos Petroleum, an independent wildcatting operation. Also expressing interest are various agri-business concerns, most prominently an Illinois consortium represented locally by attorney Clark Jaspers. For its part, the city of Chaldea will reportedly seek to acquire the plot as an industrial park in an effort to attract small manufacturing concerns to replace the loss of payroll the city has recently experienced. The Daily Chaldean has learned that the four heirs to the Tanner plot are convening in Chaldea this week to vote on the ultimate disposition of the property, which is primarily grain farming on a share arrangement with the neighboring landowner. The Tanner heirs include local resident Gail Notting, wife of former Appanoose County Assessor Tom Notting, Curtis Tanner of Glory City, Matthew Tanner of Chicago, and John Marshall Tanner of San Francisco. Local sports fans will remember “Marsh” Tanner as an All-State football player at Chaldea High.


When I’d finished the article, I looked into the slanted smile of Tom Notting. “Thought you’d like to see what you’re in for the next few days,” he said. “Have fun.”


I reached for another cookie and went out the door, my sister’s eyes and hopes on me all the way to the car.
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I parked in the alley behind the hotel, got a room and a key from a disheveled desk clerk who seemed nonplussed by the transaction, and went straight to bed. The building uttered groaning nightmares and all the plumbing seemed routed through the walls behind my head. Some people down the hall spent almost an hour performing stunts their bed was in no shape to endure. But some time after my travel alarm read one A.M. I fell asleep.


I got up early, or so I thought, but when I entered the coffee shop at seven thirty it was already half full of an amazingly spry assortment of men. They were local business people rather than tourists, talking over the events of the previous day, filtering the world through the thin and biased fibers of Chaldea. I recognized a few faces, and matched names with about a quarter of those. As I moved to a table I attracted several stares, and a couple of them evolved into whispers. While I waited to see who would make the first move, I ordered a short stack of buckwheats from the buxom young waitress who was wearing what looked like a nurse’s uniform. The hanky pinned to her waist bore the name Darlene.


A man sitting at the largest table in the room stood up and headed my way, a broad smile parting the thick flesh of his face, his walk the careless swagger of a man among friends. He stopped squarely in front of me and put his hands on the back of the empty chair. “Marsh Tanner, isn’t it?” he asked cheerily, knowing the answer.


“Right,” I said.


“I’m Norm Gladbrook, Marsh. Run the hardware store here on the square. Maybe you remember me. Your dad and I were real good friends, rest his soul. On the hospital board together. And you bought a ball glove off me once.”


“Sure. How are you?”


“Real fine, Marsh. Real fine. And you?”


“Fine, too.”


“Staying here at the hotel?”


I nodded.


“Fixed it up real nice, haven’t they?”


“Sure have.”


“’Course, it’s not like those places out in Frisco. Stayed in one once cost sixty bucks a night. Can you believe it? Sixty bucks. Bought a De Soto once for less than that.”


I took a sip of coffee. My neck was beginning to stiffen from looking up into the sunny face of the hardware man. “Why don’t you sit down, Mr. Gladbrook?” I asked, when it was obvious he had more in his mind than a greeting.


Gladbrook pulled back the chair. “Just for two shakes,” he said. “Wouldn’t want your buckwheats to get cold,” he added, confirming my guess that any word I uttered could be heard throughout the room.


Gladbrook settled into the chair and the waitress brought my breakfast. I took a bite, uncomfortable under the heavy stare of my guest. With one more bite I gave up on the buckwheats and asked Gladbrook what he wanted to talk about.


“We heard you and the rest were coming to town about now,” Gladbrook began. “You need anything while you’re here, you just give me a call at the store. Anything at all.”


“Thanks.”


“You need a car? Marv Clemons, the Plymouth dealer, he’s got a nice little loaner he’ll let you have. Want me to give him a call?”


“No, thanks. I’ve got Gail’s car, my sister’s. It’s no problem.”


“Well, if you’re sure.” Without asking, Gladbrook sipped water from my glass. “Now, the thing is, your dad was a fine man, Marsh. Town lost one of its best when he went down.”


“That’s nice of you to stay.”


“Just the truth,” Gladbrook said, his face suddenly losing sun and gaining shadow. I sensed the cause was more than his reference to the departed. “Your dad thought a lot of this town,” Gladbrook went on. “Gave a lot of his time to it. Your mother, too,” he added quickly. “Grace was a handsome woman. Real active in the community. Civic music. The Tri-T. Wednesday Club. PEO. She was up for Citizen of the Year at least twice, don’t know if you knew it. Lem Fiddler beat her out one time, for his work on the bandstand. Don’t recall the other. Might have been me,” Gladbrook concluded with a chuckle.


I took another sip of coffee and eyed my soggy flapjacks, my mother’s face alive and smiling in the space between us. I retained only a child’s view of her, an unreal, romantic view, but one I wanted to keep. When I glanced around the room several eyes scurried away from mine.


Gladbrook seemed to be struggling over tactics. “Your brother here yet?” he asked. “Matt, I mean?”


“Not yet,” I said.


He nodded. “You seen Curt?”


“No.”


“Curt’s changed.”


“So I hear.”


“Gail okay? Haven’t seen her in a long time.”


“Seems to be,” I said.


“Haven’t seen Tom much, either. Used to eat here of a morning, you know, but since he retired, well, he took it real hard when the party wouldn’t back him. Real hard. Probably why the boy ran off so sudden, Tom tightening up that way.”


“What boy?”


“Tom’s boy. Bruce.”


Because it seemed a betrayal of Gail to discuss her husband and her son, I stayed quiet, even though Gladbrook was poised to tell me more. Part of the mystery of Tom had been answered, but the part about his illness hadn’t. I glanced at my watch and Gladbrook took the hint.


“Like to talk to you about this farm thing sometime, Marsh,” he said. “I’m president of the Chamber this year, so the boys asked me to pass on the—what you might call the business community’s thoughts on the thing. Not right now, necessarily. Maybe later today? You could stop by the store?”


I shifted in my chair. “I don’t know my schedule yet, Mr. Gladbrook. I haven’t talked to Gail today. I’ll stop by if I can.”


“Well, good. That’s just fine. And if you can’t make it, why I can catch you here at the hotel. Right?” The smile returned.


“Right.”


“Matt going to be staying here, too?”


“I don’t know.”


“Bringing his new wife, I hear.”


“So they say.”


“Supposed to be a real looker.”


“I imagine.”


Gladbrook paused, evidently to remember if he’d forgotten any part of his gambit, then pushed his chair back. “Well, real good to talk to you, Marsh.”


“You, too.”


“Lots of things about the old town here you probably don’t know about, being gone so long.”


“I imagine.”


“We need help, I don’t mind telling you. Folks are hoping you feel about us the same way your daddy did, is what it comes down to, I guess.”


Gladbrook’s eyes probed my face. Since I didn’t know what my reaction was, he didn’t find the one he wanted. “Well, we can go into all that when you come by the store.”


“Right.”


“Well, that’s real fine. Real fine. I’ll be seeing you, Marsh. You have a good day.”


“You, too.”


Gladbrook stood over me, gazing down like a pachyderm. “Still remember that run you made against Bloomfield. Damnedest thing I ever saw on a football field. Still the record down at the high school, I think. Ninety-six yards.”


I gave Gladbrook about half the smile he’d awarded me and watched him walk off, the fluff of a gray-white handkerchief sticking out of his pocket like the tail of a double-knit bunny.


My second cup of coffee came and went, as did some more diners. All of them spotted me, and a few nodded my way with a puzzled reflex. One or two looked like they wanted to say something, but none of them did until I stood up to pay the check.


The man who clasped me on the shoulder and shook my hand was one I knew and liked. Arnold Keene had been my high school history teacher. He was now’ superintendent of schools, or was the last I heard. He’d been the best teacher by far when I was in school, among other reasons because he had an approach to the Civil War that was both rapturous and mystical, of the stuff from which pacifists are made.


“Marsh.”


“Hey, Arnie.”


“It’s great to see you.”


“You, too.”


“Heard you were in town, Marsh. Ann and I sure would like you to come to dinner while you’re here.”


“I will if I can, Arnie. Say hi to Ann for me, anyway.”


Arnie nodded his balding head. He had to be over sixty-five but he looked a decade younger. His wife had been his student, and their courtship and marriage had been scandalous to many, as those things tend to be, but my knowledge of it was all hearsay. All I knew for sure was that they were both good people who’d taken a genuine interest in me when I was too young to be much of anything but irritating.


“How long you staying?” Arnie asked as I pocketed my change.


“I’m not sure. Probably only a day or two. How’s Craig?” I asked, naming their son, a star miler in his time, which had been about five years after mine. Craig was a doctor in Texas, last I heard. The thought made me smile. Everything I knew about Chaldea’s present was what I had learned through Gail. If she didn’t deem it important enough to tell over the long-distance wire, it didn’t exist.


“Craig died two years ago, Marsh,” Arnie said, jolting my thoughts. “Car wreck. Down in Dallas.”


“I’m sorry. I didn’t know.”


“It’s okay. We’re over it now. Took a while, I admit. Hard to understand a thing like that. Just like what happened to you folks.”


He stopped, stabbed by the pointed blade of memory, and his gaunt face grew even longer, assuming an aspect that on another face would have been a caricature of grief. “Left a wife and three kids,” he went on. “We never see them. She thinks we’re too backward up here in the sticks. Big society woman. Married Craig’s partner six weeks after he died. Thank God Ann has her church.”


Arnie’s eyes returned from the gruesome burden of the past. He rubbed them back to life and coughed while I searched for something to say. “Come see us, Marsh,” he said, before I thought of anything.


Arnie slapped my shoulder again and walked away. I took some quarters back to my table and left them for the waitress. When she saw me she hurried up and asked if anything was wrong with the buckwheats. Her breasts bounced furiously within their sheaths. I told her I’d been too busy to eat, then hurried out into the street without meeting any of the eyes that sought out mine.
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The Hotel National was in the center of town, on the east side of the city square. It faced, as did all the buildings on the square, the four-storied courthouse, whose Byzantine roofline and high clocked cupola and rough stone walls sheltered everything from municipal offices to the only public rest rooms in town. The clock was stopped at ten past twelve, and as far as I knew it had ever been thus.


On the lawn that stamped the center of the square were four Civil War cannon and the modernistic band shell that had garnered Lem Fiddler the Citizen of the Year award, but there were none of the giant trees I remembered climbing to view parades or peer in windows or show off for girls. I assumed they had fallen when Dutch elm disease savaged the state some years before. Without them, the square seemed meek and defenseless, open to plunder.


Between the hotel and the courtyard was traffic, two lanes of cars, one driving clockwise, the other counter, with parking in between. By day the drivers searched out places to park and shop, but by night they were looking and being looked at, with sex the ultimate medium of exchange. In my day a bargain was seldom struck, at least by me.


Like every other kid in town, I’d cruised the square as regularly as an electric motor, on Friday and Saturday nights and Sunday afternoons. One time, after a win in the big game, we had circled it one hundred and forty consecutive times in my father’s Impala, checking the action, seeking brazen girls, finding none. At various times I’d been arrested on the square for shooting fireworks, gotten drunk on blackberry wine while circumnavigating it, necked in the shadow of the bandstand, and seen everything from knife fights to Estes Kefauver within its boundaries. Those times and others joined me as I began to walk, my dark glasses donned as black disguise, my stroll as brave as Lash LaRue’s.
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