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CHAPTER ONE

Keith Landry was going home after twenty-five years at the front. He turned his Saab 900 off Pennsylvania Avenue onto Constitution and headed west, along the Mall toward Virginia, crossing the Potomac at the Theodore Roosevelt Bridge. He caught a glimpse of the Lincoln Memorial in his rearview mirror, gave a wave, and continued west on Route 66, away from Washington.

 
Western Ohio, eight P.M., daylight saving time, mid-August, and Keith Landry remarked to himself that the sun was still about fifteen degrees above the horizon. He had nearly forgotten how much light remained here at this hour, at the end of the eastern time zone, and had forgotten how big his country was.

The driving on the flat, straight road was easy and mindless,  so Landry allowed himself some thinking that he’d been putting off: The Cold War was over, which was the good news. Many Cold Warriors had been given pink slips, which, for Keith Landry, was the bad news.

But God had taken pity at last, Landry thought, and with a puff of divine breath blew away the pall of nuclear Armageddon that had hung over the planet for nearly half a century. Rejoice. We are saved.

He reflected, I will gladly beat my sword into a plowshare or pruning hook, and even my 9mm Glock pistol into a paper-weight. Well, perhaps not gladly. But what was his choice?

The Cold War, once a growth industry, had downsized, leaving its specialists, technicians, and middle management exploring other options. On an intellectual level, Landry knew this was the best thing to happen to humanity since the Gutenberg printing press put a lot of monks out of work. On a more personal level, he was annoyed that a government that had taken twenty-five years of his life couldn’t have found enough peace dividend to keep him around for five more years and full retirement pay.

But okay, Washington was two days ago and six hundred miles behind him. Today was day three of life two. Whoever said that there were no second acts in American lives had never worked for the government.

He hummed a few bars of “Homeward Bound” but found his own voice grating and switched on the radio. The scanner locked on to a local station, and Landry listened to a live report from the county fair, followed by a community bulletin board announcing church activities, a 4-H meeting, a VFW picnic, and so forth, followed by crop and livestock prices, hot tips on where the fish were running, and an excruciatingly detailed weather report. There were tornadoes in southern Indiana. Landry shut off the radio, thinking he’d heard this very same news a quarter century ago.

But a lot had happened to him in those years, most of it  dangerous. He was safe now, and alive, whereas for the past quarter century he’d felt that he had one foot in the grave and the other on a banana peel. He smiled. “Homeward bound.”

Sure, he admitted, he had mixed emotions, and he had to sort them out. Two weeks ago he was in Belgrade exchanging threats with the minister of defense, and today he was in Ohio listening to a twangy voice speculating about hog prices. Yes, he was safe but not yet sound.

Landry settled back in his seat and paid attention to his driving. He liked the feel of the open road, and the Saab handled beautifully. The car’s unusual shape attracted curious attention when Landry passed through the small towns and hamlets of western Ohio, and he thought he should probably trade it in for less of a conversation piece when he took up residence in Spencerville.

The cornfields stretched as far as the deep blue sky, and here and there a farmer had planted soybeans, or wheat, or alfalfa. But mostly it was corn: field corn to fatten livestock and sweet corn for the table. Corn. Corn syrup, cornstarch, cornflakes, cornmeal, corn, corn, corn, Landry thought, to fatten an already fat nation. Landry had been in a lot of famine areas over the years, so maybe that’s why the sight of the heartland’s bounty made him think of fat.

“For amber waves of grain,” he said aloud. He noticed that the crops were good. He had no vested interest in the crops, neither as a farmer nor as a man who held crop futures. But he’d spent the first eighteen years of his life listening to everyone around him talk about the crops, so he noticed them wherever he was, in Russia, in China, in Somalia, and now, coming full circle, in western Ohio.

Landry saw the sign for Spencerville, downshifted, and took the turn without braking, causing the Ford Taurus behind him to try the same thing with less acceptable results.

On the horizon, he could see a water storage tower and grain silos, then later, he could make out the clock tower of  the Spencer County courthouse, a sort of Gothic Victorian pile of red brick and sandstone built in a burst of turn-of-the-century enthusiasm and boosterism. The courthouse was a marvel when it was built, Landry reflected, and it was a marvel now—the marvel being that Spencer County had once been prosperous enough and populated enough to finance such a massive edifice.

As Landry drew closer, he could see most of the town’s ten church spires, catching the light of the setting sun.

Landry did not enter the town but turned off onto a small farm road. A sign reminded him to watch out for slow-moving farm vehicles, and he eased off the accelerator. Within fifteen minutes, he could see the red barn of the Landry farm.

He had never driven all the way home before but had always flown to Toledo or Columbus and rented a car. This drive from the District of Columbia had been uneventful yet interesting. The interesting part, aside from the landscape, was the fact that he didn’t know why he was driving to Spencerville to live after so long an absence. Interesting, too, was the sense of unhurried leisure, the absence of any future appointments in his daybook, the dangling wire where his government car phone had once sat, the unaccustomed feeling of being out of touch with the people who once needed to know on a daily basis if he was dead, alive, kidnapped, in jail, on the run, or on vacation. A provision of the National Security Act gave him thirty days from time of separation to notify them of a forwarding address. In fact, however, they wanted it before he left Washington. But Landry, in his first exercise of his rights as a civilian, told them tersely that he didn’t know where he was going. He was gone but not forgotten, forcibly retired but of continuing interest to his superiors.

Landry passed a row of post-mounted mailboxes, noticing that the one with the Landry name had the red flag down, as it had been for about five years.

He pulled into the long gravel drive, overgrown with weeds.

The farmhouse was a classical white clapboard Victorian, with porch and gingerbread ornamentation, built in 1889 by Landry’s great-grandfather. It was the third house to occupy the site, the first being a log cabin built in the 1820s when the Great Black Swamp was drained and cleared by his ancestors. The second house had been circa Civil War, and he’d seen a photo of it, a small shingled saltbox shape, sans porch or ornamentation. The better looking the farmhouse, according to local wisdom, the more the husband was henpecked. Apparently, Great-Grandpa Cyrus was totally pussy-whipped.

Landry pulled the Saab up to the porch and got out. The setting sun was still hot, but it was dusty dry, very unlike the Washington steam bath.

Landry stared at the house. There was no one on the porch to welcome him home, nor would there ever be. His parents had retired from farming and gone to Florida five years before. His sister, Barbara, unmarried, had gone to Cleveland to seek career fulfillment as an advertising executive. His brother, Paul, was a vice-president with Coca-Cola in Atlanta. Paul had been married to a nice lady named Carol who worked for CNN, and Paul had joint custody of his two sons, and his life was governed by his separation agreement and by Coca-Cola.

Keith Landry had never married, partly because of the experience of his brother and of most of the people he knew, and partly because of his job, which was not conducive to a life of marital bliss.

Also, if he cared to be honest with himself, and he might as well be, he had never completely gotten over Annie Prentis, who lived about ten miles from where he was now parked in front of his family farm. Ten-point-three miles, to be exact.

Keith Landry got out of his Saab, stretched, and surveyed the old homestead. In the twilight, he saw himself as a young college grad on the porch, an overnight bag in his hand, kissing his mother and his sister, Barbara, shaking hands with  little Paul. His father was standing beside the family Ford, where Landry stood now beside the Saab. It was sort of a Norman Rockwell scene, except that Keith Landry wasn’t going off to make his way in the world; he was going to the county courthouse, where a bus waited in the parking lot to take that month’s levy of young men from Spencer County to the induction center in Toledo.

Keith Landry recalled clearly the worried looks on the faces of his family but could not recall very well how he himself felt or acted.

He seemed to remember, however, that he felt awful, and at the same time, he was filled with a sense of adventure, an eagerness to leave, which made him feel guilty. He didn’t understand then his mixed emotions, but now he did, and it could be summed up in a line from an old song: How you gonna keep them down on the farm, after they’ve seen Paree?

But it wasn’t Paree, it was Vietnam, and the recruits hadn’t mustered in the village square for a roll call and jolly send-off, nor had they returned marching up Main Street after what would have been called V-V Day. And yet, the net effect of the experience for Landry was the same: He never came back to the farm. He’d come back physically, of course, in one piece, but he’d never come back in mind or spirit, and the farm was never his home after that.

So here it was, a quarter century after he’d stepped off his front porch into the world, and he was standing at the steps of that porch again, and the images of his family faded away, leaving him with an unexpected sadness.

He said to himself, “Well, I’m home, even if no one else is.”

He climbed the steps, found the key in his pocket, and entered.




CHAPTER TWO

On the north side of Spencerville, the better side of town, ten-point-three miles from the Landry farm, Annie Baxter, née Prentis, cleared the dinner dishes from the kitchen table.

Her husband, Cliff Baxter, finished his can of Coors, barely suppressed a belch, looked at his watch, and announced, “I got to go back to work.”

Annie had gathered as much from the fact that Cliff had not changed into his usual jeans and T-shirt before dinner. He wore his tan police uniform and had shoved a dish towel in his collar to keep the beef gravy off his pleated shirt. Annie noted that his underarms and waist were wet with perspiration. His holster and pistol hung from a peg on the wall, and he’d left his hat in his police car.

Annie inquired, “When do you think you’ll be home?”

“Oh, you know better than to ask me that, honey buns.”  He rose. “Who the hell knows? This job’s gettin’ crazy. Drugs and fucked-up kids.” He strapped on his holster.

Annie noticed that the gun belt was at the last notch, and if she had been mean-spirited, she would have offered to fetch a leather awl and make a new hole for him.

Cliff Baxter noticed her looking at his girth and said, “You feed me too damn good.”

Of course it was her fault. She remarked, “You might ease up on the beer.”

“You might ease up on your mouth.”

She didn’t reply. She was in no mood for a fight, especially over something she didn’t care about.

She looked at her husband. For all his extra weight, he was still a good-looking man in many ways, with tanned, rugged features, a full head of thick brown hair, and blue eyes that had a little sparkle left. It was his looks and his body that had attracted her to him some twenty years before, along with his bad-boy charm and cockiness. He had been a good lover, at least by the standards of those days and this place. He’d turned out to be a passable father, too, and a good provider, rising quickly to chief of police. But he was not a good husband, though if you asked him, he’d say he was.

Cliff Baxter opened the screen door and said, “Don’t bolt the doors like you did last time.”

Last time, she thought, was nearly a year ago, and she’d done it on purpose, so he’d have to ring and knock to wake her. She was looking for a fight then but had gotten more than she’d bargained for. He’d come home that time after four A.M., and since then and before then, it was always around four, once or twice a week.

Of course his job required odd hours, and that alone was no cause for suspicion. But through other means and other sources, she’d learned that her husband fooled around.

Cliff trundled down the back steps and howled at their four dogs in the backyard. The dogs broke into excited barking  and pawed at their chain-link enclosure. Cliff howled again, then laughed. To his wife he said, “Make sure you give them the scraps and let them run awhile.”

Annie didn’t reply. She watched him get into his chief’s car and back out of the driveway. She closed the kitchen door and locked it but did not bolt it.

In truth, she reflected, there was no reason to even lock the door. Spencerville was a safe enough town, though people certainly locked their doors at night. The reason she didn’t have to lock the door was that her husband had assigned police cars, nearly around the clock, to patrol Williams Street. His explanation: Criminals know where we live, and I don’t want nobody hurting you. The reality: Cliff Baxter was insanely jealous, possessive, and suspicious.

Annie Baxter was, in effect, a prisoner in her own house. She could leave anytime, of course, but where she went and whom she saw came to the attention of her husband very quickly.

This was embarrassing and humiliating, to say the least. The neighbors on the neat street of Victorian homes—doctors, lawyers, businesspeople—accepted the official explanation for the eternal police presence with good grace. But they knew Cliff Baxter, so they knew what this was all about. “Peter, Peter, pumpkin eater,” Annie said aloud for the millionth time, “had a wife but couldn’t keep her. He put her in a pumpkin shell, and there he kept her very well.” She added, “You bastard.”

She went to the front door and looked out the leaded glass into the street. A Spencerville police cruiser rolled by and she recognized the driver, a young man named Kevin Ward, one of Cliff’s favored fascists. She fantasized now and then about inviting Kevin Ward in for coffee, then seducing him. But maybe Cliff had someone watching Kevin Ward, probably in an unmarked car. She smiled grimly at her own paranoia, which was becoming as bad as her husband’s. But in her case,  the paranoia was well founded. In Cliff’s case, it was not. Annie Baxter was sexually faithful. True, she didn’t have much choice, but beyond that, she took her marriage vows seriously, even if her husband didn’t. There were times, however, when she had urges that would have made her mother blush. Cliff’s lovemaking came in spurts, followed by longer intervals of indifference. Lately, she welcomed the indifference.

The patrol car moved up the street, and Annie walked into the large living room. She sat in an armchair and listened to the grandfather clock ticking. Her son, Tom, had gone back to Columbus early, ostensibly to find a part-time job before school started, but in reality because Spencerville, and Williams Street in particular, had nothing to offer him for the summer, or for the rest of his life, for that matter. Her daughter, Wendy, was up at Lake Michigan with the church youth group. Annie had volunteered to be one of the chaperons, but Cliff had remarked smilingly, “Who’s gonna chaperon you, darlin’?”

She looked around at the room that she’d decorated with country antiques and family heirlooms. Cliff had been both proud and sarcastic regarding her taste. She came from a far better family than he did, and at first she’d tried to minimize the dissimilarities in their backgrounds. But he never let her forget their social differences, pointing out that her family was all brains and good manners and no money, and his family had money even if they were a little rough around the edges. And brainless, Annie thought.

Cliff liked to show off the furnishings, show off his stuffed and mounted animals in the basement, his shooting trophies, his press clippings, his guns, his trophy house, and his trophy wife. Look but don’t touch. Admire me and my trophies. Cliff Baxter was the classic collector, Annie thought, an anal compulsive personality who couldn’t differentiate between a wife and a mounted deer head.

Annie recalled with amazement how proud she’d once been of her husband and her house, and how much hope and optimism she’d had as a young bride, building a life and a marriage. Cliff Baxter had been an attentive and courtly fiancé, especially in the months preceding their marriage. If Annie had any second thoughts about the engagement—which, in fact, she had—Cliff had given her no reason to break it off. But early in her marriage, she’d noticed that her husband was just going through the motions of marriage, keying off her in what he did and said. One day she realized with a sinking feeling that Cliff Baxter was not a charming rogue who was eager to be domesticated by a good woman, but was in fact a borderline sociopath. Soon, however, he lost interest in his halfhearted attempt to become normal. The only thing that kept him in line, kept him from going completely over the edge, she knew, was his official capacity as guardian of law and order. Spencerville had made the bad boy the hall monitor, and it worked for Spencerville and for the bad boy, but Annie lived in fear of what might happen if Cliff became a private citizen, without the prestige and accountability of office. She swore that the day he retired or was asked to step down, she’d run.

She thought of his gun collection: rifles, shotguns, pistols. Each and every weapon was locked in a rack the way a good cop would do. Most cops, however, probably all cops, gave their wife a key just in case there was an intruder. Cliff Baxter, though, did not give his wife a key. She knew how he thought: Cliff feared his wife would shoot him at four A.M. one morning and claim she mistook him for an intruder. There were nights when she stared at the locked weapons and wondered if she would actually put a pistol to her head or his head and pull the trigger. Ninety-nine percent of the time, the answer was no; but there had been moments . . .

She tilted her head back in the chair and felt the tears roll down her eyes. The phone rang, but she didn’t answer it.

She gathered the dinner scraps in a piece of newspaper and took them out to the kennel. She opened the wire gate and threw the scraps inside. Three of the four dogs—the German shepherd, the Doberman pinscher, and the Rottweiler—attacked the food. The fourth dog, a small gray mongrel, ran to Annie. She let the dog run out of the kennel and closed the gate.

Annie walked back to the house, the gray mongrel following her.

In the kitchen, she fed the dog raw hamburger, then poured herself a glass of lemonade, then went out to the big wrap-around porch and sat in the swing seat, her legs tucked under her, the gray mongrel beside her. It was cooling off, and a soft breeze stirred the old trees on the street. The air smelled like rain. She felt better in the fresh air.

Surely, she thought, there was a way out, a way that didn’t pass through the town cemetery. Now that her daughter was about to start college, Annie realized that she couldn’t put off making a decision any longer. If she ran, she thought, he’d probably grab her before she got out of town, and if she did manage to slip away, he’d follow. If she went to a lawyer in Spencer County, he’d know about it before she even got home. Cliff Baxter wasn’t particularly liked or respected, but he was feared, and she could relate to that.

The patrol car passed again and Kevin Ward waved to her. She ignored him, and the dog barked at the police car.

Still, she thought, this was America, it was the twentieth century, and there were laws and protection. But instinctively, she knew that was irrelevant in her situation. She had to run, to leave her home, her community, and her family, and that made her angry. She would have preferred a solution more in keeping with her own standards of behavior, not his. She would like to tell him she wanted a divorce, and that she was moving in with her sister, and that they should contact lawyers.  But Police Chief Baxter wasn’t about to give up one of his trophies, wasn’t about to be made a fool of in his town. He knew, without a word being said, that she wanted out, but he also knew, or thought he knew, that he had her safely under lock and key. He put her in a pumpkin shell. It was best to let him keep thinking that.

This summer night, sitting on the porch swing made her think of summer nights long ago when she was very happy and deeply in love with another man. There was a letter in her pocket and she pulled it out. By the light from the window behind her, she read the envelope again. She had addressed it to Keith Landry at his home address in Washington, and it had apparently been forwarded to someplace else where someone had put it in another envelope and mailed it back to her with a slip of paper that read: Unable to forward.

Keith had once written to her saying that if she ever received such a message, she should not try to write to him again. She would be contacted by someone in his office with a new address.

Annie Baxter was a simple country girl, but not that simple. She knew what he was telling her: If a letter was ever returned to her, he was dead, and someone in Washington would call or write to her regarding the circumstances.

It had been two days since the letter had been returned to her sister’s address in the next county, where Keith sent all his letters to Annie.

Since then, Annie Baxter had feared answering her phone and feared seeing her sister’s car pull up again with another letter, an official letter from Washington with a line or two beginning with, “We regret to inform you . . .”

But on second thought, why would they even bother with that? What was she to Keith Landry? A long-ago girlfriend, a sometimes pen pal. She hadn’t seen him in over twenty years and had no expectation that she’d ever see him again.

But perhaps he’d instructed his people, whoever they were,  to tell her if he died. Probably he wanted to be buried here with the generations of his family. He might, at this moment, she suddenly realized, be lying in Gibbs Funeral Home. She tried to convince herself it didn’t matter that much; she was sad, but really how did it affect her? An old lover died, you heard the news, you became nostalgic and dwelled on your own mortality, you thought of younger days, you said a prayer, and you went on with your life. Maybe you went to the funeral service if it was convenient. It struck her then that if Keith Landry was dead, and if he was going to be buried in Spencerville, she could not possibly go to the service, nor, she thought, could she expect to sneak off to his grave someday without being seen by her constant police chaperons.

She petted the dog beside her. This was her dog—the other three were Cliff’s. The dog jumped on her lap and snuggled against her as Annie scratched behind its ears. She said, “He’s not dead, Denise. I know he’s not dead.”

Annie Baxter put her head down on the arm of the swing seat and rocked gently. Heat lightning flashed in the western sky and thunder rolled across the open cornfields, into the town, just ahead of the hard rain. She found herself crying again and kept thinking, We promised to meet again.




CHAPTER THREE

Keith Landry walked through the quiet farmhouse. Distant relatives had looked after the place, and it wasn’t in bad shape considering it had been empty for five years.

Keith had called ahead to announce his arrival and had spoken to a woman on a nearby farm that he called Aunt Betty, though she wasn’t actually his aunt, but was his mother’s second cousin, or something like that. He’d just wanted her to know in case she saw a light in the house, or a strange car, and so forth. Keith had insisted that neither she nor any other ladies go through any bother, but of course that had been like a call to arms—or brooms and mops—and the place was spotless and smelled of pine disinfectant.

Bachelors, Keith reflected, got a lot of breaks from the local womenfolk, who took inordinate pity on men without wives. The goal of these good women in caring for bachelors,  Keith suspected, was to demonstrate the advantage of having a wife and helpmate. Unfortunately, the free cleaning, cooking, apple pies, and jams often perpetuated what they sought to cure.

Keith went from room to room, finding everything pretty much as he remembered when he’d seen it last about six years before. He had a sense of the familiar, but, at the same time, the objects seemed surreal, as if he were having a dream about his childhood.

His parents had left behind most of their possessions, perhaps in anticipation of not liking Florida, or perhaps because the furniture, rugs, lamps, wall decorations, and such were as much a part of the house as the oak beams.

Some of the things in the house were nearly two centuries old, Keith knew, having been brought to America from England and Germany, where both sides of his family originated. Aside from a few legitimate antiques and some heirlooms, a good deal of the stuff was just old, and Keith reflected on the frugality, the hardscrabble existence, of a farm family over the centuries. He contrasted this with his friends and colleagues in Washington who contributed heavily to the gross national product. Their salaries, like his, were paid from the public coffers, and Keith, who had never successfully accepted the fact that you don’t have to produce anything tangible to get paid, often wondered if too many people in Washington were eating too much of the farmers’ corn. But he had dwelled on that many times, and if any of his colleagues thought about it at all, they’d kept it to themselves.

Keith Landry had felt good when he was a soldier, an understandable and honorable profession in Spencer County, but later, when he’d become involved in intelligence work, he began to question his occupation. He often disagreed with national policy, and recently, when he’d been elevated to a position of helping to formulate that policy, he realized that the government worked for itself and perpetuated itself. But  he’d known that secret long before he was invited into the inner sanctum of the White House as a staff member of the National Security Council.

Keith stood at the window in the second-floor master bedroom and looked out into the night. A wind had come up and clouds were sailing quickly across the starlit sky. A nearly full moon had risen, casting a blue light on the ripening cornfields. Keith remembered these fields long ago when a drought had been followed by constant rain, and the wheat—they had planted mostly wheat in those days—wasn’t ready for harvesting until late July. A bright summer moon had coincided with a dry spell, with a forecast for more rain, and the farmers and their families had harvested until the moon set, about three A.M. The following day was a Sunday, and half the kids were absent from Sunday school, and the ones who showed up slept at their desks. Keith still recalled this shared experience, this communal effort to pull sustenance out of the land, and he felt sorry for urban and suburban kids growing up without a clue as to the relationship between wheatfields and hamburger buns, between corn and cornflakes.

In fact, Keith thought, the further the nation traveled from its agrarian and small-town roots, the less it understood the cycles of nature, the relationships between the land and the people, the law of cause and effect, and ultimately, he reflected, the less we understood our essential selves.

Keith Landry realized the inconsistencies and incongruities of his thinking and his life. He had rejected the idea of becoming a farmer but had not rejected the ideal of farm life; he thrived on the excitement of Washington and foreign cities but was nostalgic for this rural county that had always bored him; he had become disenchanted with his job but was angry about being let go.

He thought he had better resolve these discrepancies, these big gaps between his thoughts and deeds, or he’d become emblematic of the lunatic place he’d just left.

The clouds obscured the moon and stars now, and he was struck by how totally dark and still the countryside was. He could barely see the old ghost of the kitchen garden twenty feet from the house, and beyond that the landscape was black except for the lights of the Muller farmhouse half a mile away.

He turned from the window, went downstairs, and carried his bags up to the second floor. He entered the room he had shared with his brother and threw his luggage on the bed.

The room had oak furniture, pine floors, and white plaster walls. A hooked rug, older than he was, lay on the floorboards. It was any farm boy’s room from the last century until recent years when local people had started buying discount store junk.

Before he had left Washington, Keith had filled the Saab with the things he needed and wanted, which turned out to be not so many things after all. There were a few more boxes of odds and ends, mostly sporting gear, coming by UPS. He had given his furniture in his Georgetown apartment to a local church. He felt basically unencumbered by possessions.

The house had been built before closets were common, and in the room were two wardrobe cabinets, one his, one his brother’s. He opened the one that had been Paul’s and unpacked first his military gear, his uniforms, boots, a box of medals and citations, and finally his officer’s sword. Then he unpacked some of the tools of his more recent trade: a bulletproof vest, an M-16 rifle, an attaché case with all sorts of nutty spy craft gizmos built in, and finally his Glock 9mm pistol and holster.

It felt good, he thought, putting this stuff away for the last time, a literal laying down of arms and armor.

He looked into the wardrobe cabinet and contemplated what, if any, significance there was in this moment.

In college, he’d been taken with the story of Cincinnatus, the Roman soldier, statesman, and farmer in the days before Rome became an Imperial power. This man, having saved  the fledgling city from a hostile Army, accepted power only long enough to restore order, then returned to his farm. In Washington, Keith had often passed a building on Massachusetts Avenue, the stately Anderson Mansion, which housed the Society of the Cincinnati, and he imagined that its members had the same sort of experience as its Roman namesake, Cincinnatus. This, he thought, was the ideal, Roman or American, this was the essence of an agrarian republic: The call to arms came, the citizen militia were formed, the enemy was met and defeated, and everyone went home.

But that was not what happened in America after 1945, and for the last half century, war had become a way of life. This was the Washington he’d recently left: a city trying to cope with, and minimize, the effects of victory.

Keith closed the door of the cabinet and said, “It’s finished.” He opened the other wardrobe and unpacked the two handmade Italian suits he’d decided to hold on to. He hung up his tuxedo and smiled at the incongruity of the thing in this setting, then hung a few items of casual clothing, making a mental note to stop at Kmart for jeans and plaid shirts.

To continue the Roman theme, he reflected, like Caesar, he’d burned his bridges behind him, but he wasn’t certain that the future included this farm. It depended on who Keith Landry had become.

In his mind, he still thought of himself as a farm boy, despite college, travel, custom-made suits, proficiency in foreign languages, and proficiency with exotic weapons and exotic women. Whether he was in Paris, London, Moscow, or Baghdad, he still imagined there was a residue of hayseed in his hair. Probably, however, this was not true; perhaps what he had become was who he was. And if that was true, he was in the wrong place. But he’d give Spencerville some time, and if he started enjoying trout fishing and church socials, the VFW Hall and small talk at the hardware store, then he’d stick around. If not . . . well, he could never go back to  Washington. He’d spent over half his professional life on the road, and maybe that’s where he belonged: everywhere and nowhere.

Keith noticed that the bed was made with fresh linen and a quilt blanket, compliments of Aunt Betty, and he realized that she remembered this was his room, and she hadn’t upgraded him to the master bedroom. This had been his father’s room as a boy, and his father’s before him, so Aunt Betty probably figured he should sleep there until he grew up. He smiled.

Keith walked downstairs into the big country kitchen. The round table could seat ten: family, farmhands, and any kid who stopped by for a meal. Keith opened the refrigerator and saw it had been stocked with basic necessities, except beer. Many of the rural people around here were teetotalers, and the county, while not dry, wasn’t awash in alcohol either. Keith, on his rare visits, had found this quaint, but as a resident, it might be a problem. Then again, this might be the least of his problems.

He went into the living room, removed a bottle of Scotch from one of his boxes, returned to the kitchen, and made himself a Scotch and water in a blue plastic glass that made the drink look green.

He sat at the big round table, in his chair, and looked around at the empty places. Aside from his mother and father and Paul and Barbara, there had been Uncle Ned, his father’s younger brother, who used to sit opposite Keith, and Keith could still see his uncle at breakfast, at lunch, at dinner, eating quietly, tired after a long day of farm work. Ned was a farmer through and through, a serious but not humorless man, a son of the soil who wanted only to marry, raise children, raise crops, fix broken things, and do a little fishing on Sunday, usually with his nephews, and someday with his yet-to-be-born sons.

Keith was about ten when Uncle Ned was drafted into the  Army, and he remembered his uncle coming home one day in his uniform. A few weeks later, Ned left for the Korean War and never returned. They’d sent his things home, and they were stored in the attic. Keith had gone through the trunk when he was a boy and had even put on the green dress uniform once.

A forgotten war, a forgotten man, a forgotten sacrifice. Keith recalled that his father had cried when they got the news, but oddly, Ned’s name was never mentioned again.

Perhaps, Keith thought, the last man to die in World War II had made the last meaningful sacrifice; since then, it was all politics and power freaks playing with people’s lives and families. Perhaps now, he thought, we’re starting to figure it out. He looked at Uncle Ned’s place, empty now for over forty years, and belatedly, but with sincerity, he said, “I miss you.”

Keith finished his Scotch and made another. He looked out the screen door into the dark garden. The wind blew harder now, and in the west he saw lightning, followed by a clap of thunder.

He smelled the rain before he heard it, and heard it before he saw it. A lot of memory circuitry—sights, sounds, smells—were deeply imprinted before a person turned eighteen, Keith thought. A lot of who you were in middle age was determined before you had a chance to manipulate, control, or even understand the things around you. It was no mystery, he thought, why some old people’s minds returned to their youth; the wonder of those years, the discoveries, the first experience with the dirty secret of death, and the first stirrings of lust and love were indelible, drawn in luminous colors on clean canvas. Indeed, the first sex act was so mind-boggling that most people could still remember it clearly twenty, thirty, sixty years later.


Annie.

So, he thought, his journey of discovery had led home. On  the way he had seen castles and kings, golden cities and soaring cathedrals, wars and death, starvation and disease. Keith wondered if old Pastor Wilkes was still alive, because he wanted to tell him that he’d actually met the Four Horsemen of the Apocalypse and knew more about them than their names; he knew who they were, and obviously they were us.

But Keith had also seen love and compassion, decency and bravery. And here, alone with himself, sitting in his place at the table, he felt the journey was not ended, but was about to get interesting again.

So here it was, twenty-five years since he’d stepped off his front porch into the world, and he’d put a million miles on his trip meter since then, and he’d had so many women he couldn’t remember half their names if his life depended on it. Yet, in the dark times, in the mornings and in the evenings, on long plane rides to scary places, in the jungles of Asia, in the back streets of Eastern Europe, and in those moments when he thought he was going to die, he remembered Annie.




CHAPTER FOUR

Annie Baxter lay sleepless on her bed. Brief, incandescent flashes of lightning lit the dark room, and thunder shook the house to its foundations. A burglar alarm, triggered by the storm, wailed somewhere, and dogs barked in the night.

The dream she’d had crept into her consciousness. It was a sexual dream, and it disturbed her because it was about Cliff, and it should have been about Keith. In the dream, she was standing naked in front of Cliff, who was fully dressed in his uniform. He was smiling—no, leering at her, and she was trying to cover her nakedness with her hands and arms.

The Cliff Baxter in her dream was younger and better built than the Cliff Baxter she was married to now. More disturbing still was that, in the dream, she was sexually aroused by Cliff’s presence, and she’d awakened with the same feeling.

Keith Landry and the other men she’d been with before  Cliff were more sensitive and better lovers in the sense that they were willing to experiment and to give her pleasure. Cliff, on the other hand, had been, and still was, into sexual dominance. She had been turned on by this initially, she admitted, like in the dream; but Cliff’s rough sex and selfishness now left her feeling unsatisfied, used, and sometimes uneasy. Still, she remembered a time when she was a willing and aroused partner.

Annie felt guilty that she’d once enjoyed that sado-sexual relationship with Cliff and guilty that she still thought and dreamed about it with no revulsion or loathing. In fact, it was quite the opposite, like now, awakening from that dream, moist between her legs. She realized she had to kill that dream and those thoughts once and for all.

She looked at the clock beside the bed: 5:16 A.M. She rose, put on her robe, went down to the kitchen, and poured herself an iced tea. After some hesitation, she picked up the wall phone and called police headquarters.

“Sergeant Blake speaking, Mrs. Baxter.”

She knew that her phone number, name, and address appeared on some sort of screen when she dialed, and that annoyed her. Cliff wasn’t comfortable with a lot of new technology, but he intuitively recognized the possibilities of the most sinister, Orwellian gadgets available to the otherwise Stone Age police force of Spencerville.

“Everything okay, Mrs. Baxter?”

“Yes. I’d like to speak to my husband.”

“Well . . . he’s out making the rounds.”

“Then I’ll call him on the car phone. Thank you.”

“Well, hold on, let’s see, he might be . . . I had some trouble raising him before. The storm, you know? I’ll try to get him on the radio and tell him to call you. Anything we can do?”

“No, you’ve done enough.” She hung up and dialed his car phone. After four rings, a recorded voice said the call could not be completed. She hung up and went into the basement. Part of the basement was the laundry room, another part was  Cliff’s den, carpeted, and finished in pine paneling. On his escorted house tours, he liked to point to the laundry room and say, “Her office,” then to his den and say, “My office.”

She went into his office and turned on the lights. A dozen mounted animal heads stared down at her from the walls, glassy-eyed, with the trace of a smile around their mouths, as though they were happy to have been killed by Cliff Baxter. The taxidermist, or her husband, had a sick sense of humor; probably both of them did.

The police radio crackled on a countertop, and she heard a patrol car talking clearly to headquarters with not much storm static. She didn’t hear Sergeant Blake inquiring about Chief Baxter.

She contemplated the wall-mounted gun rack. A braided metal cord ran through the trigger guards of the dozen rifles and shotguns, through an angle iron, and ended in a loop secured by a heavy padlock.

Annie went into the workshop, took a hacksaw, and returned to the gun rack. She pulled the metal cord taut and began sawing. The braided wire began to fray, then the cord separated, and she pulled it loose from the trigger guards. She chose a 12-gauge double-barreled Browning, found the boxes of shotgun shells in a drawer, and slid a heavy-load, steel-shot shell into each of the two chambers.

Annie shouldered the shotgun and went up the stairs into the kitchen. She put the shotgun on the kitchen table and poured herself another glass of iced tea.

The wall phone rang, and she answered it. “Hello.”

“Hello, baby doll. You lookin’ for me?”

“Yes.”

“So, what’s cookin’, good-lookin’?”

She could tell by the static that he was calling from his car phone. She replied, “I couldn’t sleep.”

“Well, hell, time to rise and shine anyway. What’s for breakfast?”

“I thought you’d stop at Park ’n’ Eat for breakfast.” She  added, “Their eggs, bacon, potatoes, and coffee are better than mine.”

“Where’d you get that idea?”

“From you and your mother.”

He laughed. “Hey, I’m about five minutes away. Put on the coffee.”

“Where were you tonight?”

There was a half-second pause, then he replied, “I don’t  ever want to hear that kind of question from you or nobody.” He hung up.

She sat at the kitchen table and laid the shotgun in her lap. She sipped her iced tea and waited.

The minutes dragged by. She said aloud, “So, Mrs. Baxter, you thought it was an intruder?”

She replied, “Yes, that’s right.”

“But there was no forced entry, ma’am, and you knew the chief was on his way home. You had to have cut the cord, ma’am, long before you heard a noise at the door, so it kinda looks premeditated. Like you was layin’ in wait for him.”

“Nonsense. I loved my husband. Who didn’t love him?”

“Well, ain’t nobody I know who did love him. Least of all you.”

Annie smiled grimly. “That’s right. I waited for him and blew his fat ass into the next county. So what?”

Annie thought about Keith Landry, about the possibility of him being dead, laid out at Gibbs Funeral Home. “Excuse me, Mrs. Baxter, that’s Parlor B, a Mr. Landry. Mr. Baxter is in Parlor A, ma’am.”


But what if Keith wasn’t dead? Did that make a difference? Maybe she should wait to hear for sure. And how about Tom and Wendy? This was their father. She vacillated and considered putting the shotgun back in the basement, and would have, except he’d see the cut cord and know why.

The police car pulled into the gravel drive, and she heard  the car door open and shut, then his footsteps coming up the porch, and she saw him at the back door window, putting the key in the lock.

The door opened, and Cliff Baxter entered the dark kitchen, silhouetted by the back porch light. He was wiping his face and hands with a handkerchief, then sniffed at his fingers and turned toward the sink.

Annie said, “Good morning.”

He swung around and peered into the dark alcove where she sat at the table. “Oh . . . there you are. Don’t smell no coffee.”

“I guess not, if you’re smelling your fingers.”

There was no reply.

Annie said, “Turn on the light.”

Cliff went back to the door, found the switch, and the kitchen fluorescents flickered on. He said, “You got a problem, lady?”

“No, sir, you have the problem.”

“I ain’t got no problem.”

“Where were you?”

“Cut the shit and put on the coffee.” He walked a few steps toward the hallway.

Annie raised the shotgun from her lap and laid it on the table, pointed toward him. “Stop. Back up.”

Cliff stared at the gun, then said softly, “Take your hand away from the trigger.”

“Where were you tonight?”

“On the job. On the goddamn job, tryin’ to earn a goddamn livin’, which is more than you do.”

“I’m not allowed to get a paying job. I have to do volunteer work at the hospital thrift shop down the street from the police station where you can keep an eye on me. Remember?”


“You hand me that shotgun, and we’ll just forget this happened.” He took a tentative step toward her and reached out with his hand.

Annie stood and raised the gun to her shoulder, cocking both hammers.

The loud metallic clicks caused Cliff to back up into the door. “Hey! Hey!” He put his hands to his front in a protective gesture. “Now sweetheart . . . that’s . . . that’s dangerous. That’s a hair trigger . . . you breathe and that’s gonna go off ... you point that away—”

“Shut up. Where were you tonight?”

He took a deep breath and controlled his voice. “I told you. Cars stuck and stalled, bridge over Hoop’s Creek is out, panicky old widows callin’ all night—”

“Liar.”

“Look . . . look at these wet clothes . . . see the mud on my shoes . . . ? I was helpin’ people all night. Now, come on, honey, you just got yourself all worked up.”

Annie glanced at his wet cuffs and shoes and wondered if he was telling the truth this time.

Cliff went on in a soothing tone, using every term of endearment he could think of. “Now, sweetheart, darlin’, that thing’s gonna go off, baby, and I ain’t done nothin’, sugar . . .”

Annie saw that he was truly frightened, but oddly, she wasn’t enjoying this reversal of roles. In fact, she didn’t want him to beg; she just wanted him dead. But she couldn’t just kill him in cold blood. The shotgun was getting heavy. She said to him, “Go for your gun, Cliff.”

He stopped speaking and stared at her.

“Go on. Do you want people to know you died with your gun in your holster?”

Cliff took a shallow breath, and his tongue flicked across his dry lips. “Annie . . .”

“Coward! Coward! Coward!”

A clap of thunder exploded close by, startling Cliff Baxter, who jumped, then went for his gun.

Annie fired both barrels, and the recoil knocked her back against the wall.

The deafening blasts died away but still echoed in her ears. Annie dropped the shotgun. The room was filled with the acrid smell of gunpowder, and plaster dust floated down from the gaping hole in the ceiling above where Cliff lay on the floor.

Cliff Baxter got up slowly, on one knee, knocking chunks of plaster and wood lathing off his head and shoulders. Annie saw that he’d wet his pants.

He checked to see that his pistol was in his holster, then glanced up at the ceiling. Still brushing himself off, he stood and walked toward her. She noticed he was trembling, and she wondered what was going to happen next, but she didn’t much care.

He walked right past her, picked up the wall phone, and dialed. “Yeah, Blake, it’s me.” He cleared his throat and tried to steady his voice. “Yeah, had a little accident cleaning a gun. If you get any calls from the neighbors, you explain . . . Yeah, everything’s fine. See ya.” He hung up and turned to Annie. “Well, now.”

She had no trouble looking him right in the eye, but she noticed he had trouble maintaining eye contact. Also, she thought his order of priorities was interesting: control and contain the situation so as to protect himself, his image, his job. She had no delusions that he was protecting her from the wrath of the law. But that’s what he’d say.

As if on cue, he said, “You tried to kill me. I could arrest you.”

“Actually, I fired over your head and you know it. But go ahead and take me to jail.”

“You bitch. You—” He made a threatening move toward her, and his face reddened, but Annie stood her ground, knowing that ironically it was his badge that kept her from a beating. He knew it, too, and she took a little pleasure in watching him bursting with impotent rage. But one day, she knew, he’d snap. Meanwhile, she hoped he would drop dead with a stroke.

He backed her into a corner, pulled open her robe, then put his hands on her shoulders and squeezed the spot where the shotgun had recoiled.

A blinding pain shot through her body, and her knees buckled. She found herself kneeling on the floor, and she could smell the urine on him. She closed her eyes and turned away, but he grabbed her by the hair and pulled her face toward him. “See what you done? You proud of yourself, bitch? I’ll bet you are. Now, we’re gonna even the score. We’re gonna stay right here like this until you piss your pants, and I don’t care if it takes all goddamn day. So, if you got it in you, get it over with. I’m waitin’.”

Annie put her hands over her face and shook her head, tears coming to her eyes.

“I’m waitin’.”

There was a sharp rap on the back door, and Cliff spun around. Officer Kevin Ward’s face peered through the glass. Cliff bellowed, “Get the hell out of here!”

Ward turned quickly and left, but Annie thought he saw that his boss’s pants were wet. For sure he saw the plaster dust covering Cliff’s face and hair and her behind Cliff, kneeling on the floor. Good.

Cliff turned his attention back to his wife. “You satisfied now, bitch? You satisfied!”

She stood quickly. “Get away from me, or so help me God, I’ll call the state police.”

“You do, I’ll kill you.”

“I don’t care.” She fastened her robe around her.

Cliff Baxter stared at her, his thumbs hooked in his gun belt. From long experience, she knew it was time to end this confrontation, and she knew how to end it. She said nothing, just stood still, tears running down her face, then she dropped her head and looked at the floor, wondering why she hadn’t blown a hole in him.

Cliff let a minute go by, then, satisfied that the pecking order was reestablished to his liking, that all was right with  the world again, he put his finger under her chin and raised her head. “Okay, I’m gonna let you off easy, sweetie pie. You clean up this here mess, and you make me a nice breakfast. You got about half an hour.”

He turned to leave, then came back, took the shotgun, and left.

She heard his footsteps going up the stairs, then a few minutes later, heard the shower running.

She found some aspirin in the cupboard and took two with a full glass of water, then washed her face and hands in the kitchen sink, then went down into the basement.

In his den, she stared at the rifles and shotguns, all unlocked now. She stood there a full minute, then turned away and went into the workshop. She found a push broom and shovel and went back up to the kitchen.

Annie made coffee, heated the frying pan, added bacon, swept up the plaster and put it out into the trash can, then washed the kitchen counter and floor.

Cliff came down, dressed in a clean uniform, and she noticed that he entered the kitchen carefully, his gun belt and holster slung over his shoulder and his hand casually on the pistol grip. He sat at the table, his gun belt looped over the chair instead of on the wall peg. Before he could react, she grabbed the gun belt and put it on the peg. She said, “No guns at my table.”

The moment was not lost on Cliff Baxter, and, after an initial look of panic, he forced a stupid grin.

Annie poured him juice and coffee, then fried his eggs with potatoes and bacon, and put the toast in. She served him his breakfast, and he said, “Sit down.”

She sat across from him.

He smiled as he ate and said, “Lose your appetite?”

“I ate.”

He spoke as he chewed. “I’m gonna leave the guns and the ammo and everything down there. More coffee.”

She stood and poured him more coffee.

He continued, “Because I don’t think you got it in you to kill me.”

“If I did, I could buy a gun anywhere.”

“Yeah, true. But you can keep buyin’ guns and stealin’ guns and borrowin’ guns, and it don’t matter. I’m not afraid of you, darlin’.”

She knew he was trying to reclaim his manhood after the pants wetting. She let him do what he had to do so he’d just get out of the house.

He continued, “I went for my gun, didn’t I? I didn’t have a chance in hell, but I went for it.”

“Yes.” True, she thought, he was more stupid than she’d imagined. An intelligent man knew he had at least a fifty-fifty chance of talking his wife out of shooting him, and less than a million-to-one chance of drawing against a pointed and cocked shotgun. But Cliff Baxter was short on brains and long on ego. One day, she hoped, that would get him killed.

He said, “You’re wonderin’ if I’d of killed you.”

“I don’t really care.”

“What do you mean, you don’t care? Of course you care. You got kids. You got family.” He smiled. “You got me.” He patted her hand across the table. “Hey, I knew you wasn’t gonna kill me. You know why? ’Cause you love me.”

Annie took a breath and fought down a scream.

He tapped his fork on her nose and continued, “You see, you’re still jealous. Now, that means you still love me. Right?”

Annie was emotionally drained, exhausted, and her shoulder throbbed. She had nothing left in her except the presence of mind to say what he wanted to hear. She said, “Yes.”

He smiled. “But you hate me, too. Now, I’m gonna tell you something—there’s a thin line between love and hate.”

She nodded, as though this were some new revelation to her. Cliff was always mouthing idiotic clichés and aphorisms, as if he’d just made them up, and it never occurred to him that these were not original insights into the human mind.

“Remember that next time you’re pissed off at me.”

She smiled, and he realized he’d used a bad choice of words. She said, “I’m going to the cleaners this morning. Do you have anything to go?”

He leaned toward her and said, “You watch yourself.”

“Yes, sir.”

“And cut the sir shit.”

“Sorry.”

He mopped up his yolks with his toast and said, “You call old Willie to fix up the ceiling.”

“Yes.”

He sat back and looked at her. “You know, I break my ass to give you things most people in this town ain’t got. Now, what do you want me to do? Retire, hang around the house, pinch pennies, and help you with the chores all day?”

“No.”

“I’m bustin’ my hump, doin’ a job for this town, and you think I’m out there floggin’ my johnson all over the county.”

She nodded in the appropriate places during the familiar lecture, and shook her head when it was called for.

Cliff stood, strapped on his pistol belt, and came around the table. He hugged her around the shoulders, and she winced in pain. He kissed her on the head and said, “We’re gonna forget this. You tidy up a little more here and call Willie. I’ll be home about six. I feel like steak tonight. Check the beer in the fridge. Feed the dogs.” He added, “Wash my uniform.”

He went to the back door, and, on his way out, said, “And don’t you ever call me at work again unless somebody’s dyin’.” He left.

Annie stared across the kitchen at nothing in particular. Maybe, she thought, if she had let him get his gun out of his holster, she would have blown his head off. But maybe not, and maybe he would have shot her, which was okay, too. Maybe they’d hang him.

The only thing she knew for certain was that Cliff forgot  nothing and forgave nothing. She’d literally scared the pee out of him, and there’d be hell to pay. Not that she’d notice much difference.

She stood and was surprised to find her legs were weak and there was a queasy feeling in her stomach. She went to the sink and opened the window. The sun was coming up, and a few storm clouds sailed away toward the east. Birds sang in the yard, and the hungry dogs were trying to get her attention with short, polite barks.

Life, she thought, could be lovely. No, she said to herself, life was lovely. Life was beautiful. Cliff Baxter couldn’t make the sun stop rising or the birds stop singing, and he did not, could not, control her mind or her spirit. She hated him for dragging her down to his level, for making her contemplate murder or suicide.

She thought again of Keith Landry. In her mind, Cliff Baxter was always the black knight, and Keith Landry was the white knight. This image worked as long as Keith was a disembodied ideal. Her worst nightmare would be to discover that Keith Landry in person was not the Keith Landry she’d created out of short and infrequent letters and long-ago memories.

The returned letter, as well as the dream about Cliff, had been the catalyst for what just happened, she realized. She’d snapped. But now she felt better, and she promised herself that if Keith was alive, she’d find the means and the courage to see him, to speak to him, to see how much of him was her fantasy and how much of him was real.




CHAPTER FIVE

The drone of some sort of machinery began to register in Keith Landry’s mind, and he opened his eyes. A breeze billowed the white lace curtains, and sunlight seeped into the gray dawn.

He could smell the rain-washed soil, the country air, a field of alfalfa somewhere. He lay awhile, his eyes darting around the room, his mind focusing. He’d had this recurring dream of waking up in his old room so often that actually waking up in his old room was eerie.

He sat up, stretched, and yawned. “Day four, life two, morning. Roll ’em.” He jumped out of bed and made his way toward the bathroom down the hall.

 
Showered and dressed in khaki slacks and T-shirt, he examined the contents of the refrigerator. Whole milk, white bread,  butter, bacon, and eggs. He hadn’t eaten any of those things in years, but said, “Why not?” He made himself a big, artery-clogging breakfast. It tasted terrific. It tasted like home.

He walked out the back door and stood in the gravel drive. The air was cool and damp, and a ground mist lay over the fields. He walked around the farmyard. The barn was in bad repair, he saw, and, as he explored what had once been a substantial farm, he noticed the debris of a past way of life: a rusted ax buried in a chopping block, the collapsed corncrib, the tilting silo, the ruined springhouse and chicken coop, the broken fences of the paddock and pigpen, the equipment shed filled with old hand tools—these all remained, unrecycled, uncollected, unwanted, contributing to the rural blight.

The kitchen garden and grape arbor, he noticed, were overgrown with vines and weeds, and he saw now that the house itself needed painting.

The nostalgia he’d been experiencing on the way here was at odds with the reality before him. The family farms of his boyhood were not so picturesque now, and the families who once worked them were, he knew from past visits, becoming fewer.

The young people went to the cities to find work, as his brother and sister had done, and the older people increasingly went south to escape the harsh winters, as his parents had done. Much of the surrounding land had been sold or contracted to big agribusinesses, and the remaining family holdings were as hard-pressed today as they had been when he was growing up. The difference now was not in the economics; it was in the will of the farmer to hang in there despite the bad odds. On the ride here, he’d thought about trying to farm, but now that he was here, he had second thoughts.

He found himself in the front of the farmhouse, and he focused on the front porch, remembering summer nights, rocking chairs and porch swings, lemonade, radios, family, and friends. He had a sudden urge to call his parents and his  brother and sister and tell them he was home and suggest a reunion on the farm. But he thought he ought to wait until he got himself mentally settled, until he understood his mood and his motivations more clearly.

Keith got into his car and drove out onto the dusty farm road.

The four hundred acres of the Landry farm had been contracted out to the Muller family down the road, and his parents received a check every spring. Most of the Landry acres were in corn, according to his father, but the Muller family had put a hundred acres into soybean production to supply a nearby processing plant built by a Japanese company. The plant employed a good number of people, Keith knew, and bought a lot of soybeans. Nevertheless, xenophobia ran high and hot in Spencer County, and Keith was certain that the Japanese were as unwelcome as the Mexican migrants who showed up every summer. It was odd, Keith thought, perhaps portentous, that this rural county, deep in the heartland, had been discovered by Japanese, Mexicans, and more recently by people from India and Pakistan, many of whom were physicians at the county hospital.

The locals weren’t happy about any of this, but the locals had no one to blame but themselves, Keith thought. The county’s population was falling, the best and the brightest left, and many of the kids he’d seen on his visits, the ones who had stayed, looked aimless and unmotivated, unwilling to do farm work and unfit to do skilled labor.

Keith drove through the countryside. The roads were good but not great, and nearly all of them were laid out in a perfect grid from north to south, east to west, with few natural terrain features to inhibit the early surveyors, and, from the air, the northwestern counties looked like a sheet of graph paper, with the muddy Maumee River a wavy line of brownish ink meandering from the southwest into the big blue splotch of Lake Erie.

Keith drove until noon, crisscrossing the county, noting some abandoned farmhouses where people he once knew had lived, rusted railroad tracks, a few diminished villages, a defunct farm equipment dealership, boarded-up rural schools and grange houses, and the sense of emptiness.

There were a number of historical markers on the sides of the roads, and Keith recalled that Spencer County had been the site of some battles during the French and Indian Wars before the American Revolution, before his ancestors had arrived, and he had always marveled at the thought of a handful of Englishmen and Frenchmen navigating through the dark, primeval forests and swamps, surrounded by Indians, trying to kill one another so far from home. Surely, he’d thought as a schoolboy, those wars were the height of idiocy, but he hadn’t been to Vietnam yet.

The territory became British, the Revolution had barely touched the inhabitants, and the growing population had incorporated as Spencer County in 1838. The Mexican War of 1846 had taken a fair number of militiamen, most of whom died of disease in Mexico, and the Civil War had nearly decimated the population of young men. The county recovered, grew and prospered, and reached its zenith around World War I. But after that war and the next world war, with their aftermaths of rapid change, a decay and decline had set in, imperceptible when he was young, but now obvious to him. He wondered again if he intended to live here, or had he come back only to finish up some old business?

 
At a crossroads outside the town, he pulled into a self-service gas station. It was a discount place with a brand of fuel he didn’t recognize, and attached to it was a convenience store, an interesting marketing concept, he thought: high-priced, brand-name junk food, and cheap off-brand gasoline of suspicious quality. He figured the Saab, like himself, should get used to a different diet, so he got out and pumped.

The attendant, a man about ten years younger than Keith, ambled over.

The man eyed the car awhile as Keith pumped, then walked around the Saab and peered inside. He asked Keith, “What’s this thing?”

“A car.”

The attendant laughed and slapped his thigh. “Hell, I know that. What kinda car?”

“A Saab 900. Swedish.”

“Say what?”

“Made in Sweden.”

“No kiddin’?”

Keith replaced the gas cap and stuck the nozzle back in the pump.

The attendant read the license plate. “District of Columbia—The Nation’s Capital. That where you from?”

“Yup.”

“You a G-man? Tax collector? We just shot the last tax guy.” He laughed.

Keith smiled. “Just a private citizen.”

“Yeah? Passin’ through?”

“Might stay awhile.” He handed the man a twenty.

The attendant took his time making change and asked, “Stayin’ where?”

“I’ve got family here.”

“You from around here?”

“Long time ago. Landry.”

“Oh, hell, yeah. Which one are you?”

“Keith Landry. My folks are George and Alma. Had the farm down by Overton.”

“Sure. They retired now, right?”

“Florida.”

The man stuck out his hand. “Bob Arles. My folks owned the old Texaco station in town.”

“Right. Still twenty-two cents a gallon?”

Bob Arles laughed. “No, they’s closed up now. No stations left in town. Property taxes too high, rents too high, big oil companies got you by the short hairs. I spot-buy from anybody who got to dump it cheap.”

“What did I buy today?”

“Oh, you got lucky. About half Mobil in there, some Shell, a little Texaco.”

“No corn squeezin’s?”

Arles laughed again. “Little of that, too. Hey, it’s a livin’.”

“You sell beer?”

“Sure do.”

Arles followed Keith into the convenience store and introduced him to a stern-looking woman behind the counter. “This here’s my wife, Mary. This is Keith Landry, folks used to farm down by Overton.”

The woman nodded.

Keith went to the refrigerator case and saw two imported beers, Heineken and Corona, but not wanting to seem like a total alien to Mr. Arles, he chose a six-pack of Coors and a six-pack of Rolling Rock, both in cans. He paid Mary for the beer as Bob Arles made small talk, then Arles followed him out.

Arles asked, “You lookin’ for work?”

“Maybe.”

“Real tight here. You still got the farm?”

“Yes, but the land’s contracted.”

“Good. Take the money and run. Farmin’s the kind of job you got to save up for.”

“That bad?”

“What do you got? Four hundred acres? That’s breakeven. The guys with four thousand acres, mixed crops, and livestock is doin’ okay. Seen one guy drivin’ a Lincoln. He’s tight with the Japs and the grain dealers in Maumee. Where you stayin’?”

“The farmhouse.”

“Yeah? The missus from around here?”

Keith replied, “I’m here alone.”

Arles, realizing his friendly chatter was on the verge of being nosy, said, “Well, I wish you luck.”

“Thanks.” Keith threw the beer in the passenger seat and got into the car.

Arles said, “Hey, welcome home.”

“Thanks.” Keith pulled back onto the two-lane road. He could see the south end of Spencerville, a row of warehouses and light industry where the old Wabash and Erie tracks came through, bordered by cornfields; the place where town utilities and taxes ended and rural life began.

Keith circled the town, not wanting to go into it yet, though he didn’t know why. Maybe it was the idea of cruising up Main Street in the weird car, and maybe seeing people he knew and them seeing him, and he wasn’t prepared for that.

He headed out toward St. James Church.

As he drove, Keith sort of blocked out the mobile homes, the aluminum sheds, and the abandoned vehicles. The countryside was still spectacular, with broad vistas of crops and fallow fields that ran to the horizons where ancient tree lines still divided the old surveys. Creeks and streams, sparkling clean, meandered among weeping willows and coursed beneath small trestle bridges.

The land had once lain beneath a prehistoric sea that had receded, and when Keith’s ancestors arrived, most of what became northwestern Ohio had been swamp and forest. In a relatively short period of time, working with only hand tools and oxen, the swamp had been drained, the trees felled, houses built, the land contoured for farming, then planted with grains and vegetables. The results had been spectacular: An incredible bounty had sprung from the earth as if the soil had been waiting for ten million years to sprout rye and barley, wheat and oats, carrots and cabbages, and nearly anything that the first pioneers stuck in the ground.

After the Civil War, whatever money was to be made in  farming was made in wheat, then came corn, easier, heartier, and now Keith saw more and more soy, the miracle bean, protein-rich for an exploding world population.

Spencer County, like it or not, was connected to the world now, and its future was in the balance. Keith could see two pictures in his mind: one, a rebirth of rural life brought about by city and suburban people looking for a safer and gentler existence; the other picture was of a county that was little more than a mega-plantation, owned and operated by absentee investors for the purpose of planting the money crop of the moment. Keith could see fields and farms where trees and hedgerows had been pulled up to make room for the gargantuan harvesters. As he reflected on all this, it struck him that perhaps the whole nation was out of balance, that if you got on the wrong train, none of the stops down the line could be the one you wanted.

 
Keith pulled onto the gravel shoulder of the road and got out.

The cemetery lay on a hill of about an acre, shaded by old elms and surrounded by fields of corn. About fifty yards away sat St. James, the white clapboard church that he’d attended as a boy, and to the right of the church sat the small parsonage where Pastor and Mrs. Wilkes had lived, or perhaps still lived.

Keith went into the cemetery and walked among the short tombstones, many of them worn away by weather and covered with lichen.

He found his maternal and paternal grandparents, and their parents, and their sons and daughters, and so on, buried in an interesting chronological order that you had to know about, the oldest graves on the highest part of the rise, then the next oldest graves descending in concentric circles until you reached the edges of the cornfield; the oldest Landry grave went back to 1849, and the oldest Hoffmann grave, his German ancestors, went back to 1841. There were no large groupings  of dates as a result of any of the earlier wars, because the bodies weren’t shipped home in those days. But Korea and Vietnam were well represented, and Keith found his uncle’s grave and stood beside it a moment, then moved on to the graves of the men killed in Vietnam. There were ten of them, a large number for a single small cemetery in a small county. Keith knew all of them, some casually, some well, and he could picture a face with each name. He thought he might experience some sort of survivor’s guilt, standing here among his old classmates, but he hadn’t experienced that at the Wall in Washington, and he didn’t experience it now. What he felt, he supposed, was an unresolved anger at the waste. On a personal level, he had this thought, which had recurred with more frequency in the last few weeks: that despite all his success and accomplishments, his life would have been better if the war hadn’t happened.

He sat beneath a willow tree, among the graves between the base of the hill and the cornfield, and chewed on a piece of grass. The sun was high overhead, the ground was still damp and cool from the storm. Chicken hawks circled close by, and barn swallows flew in and out of the church steeple. A feeling of peace came over him such as he hadn’t known in many years; the quiet and solitude of home had already worked its way into his bones. He lay back and stared at the pale sky through the elm leaves. “Right. If I hadn’t gone to war, Annie and I would have gotten married . . . who knows?” This cemetery, he thought, was as good a place as any to begin the journey back.

 
He drove to the north side of town and found where Williams Street began off the county road. He pulled over, hesitated, then turned onto the suburban street.

Some of the stately old Victorians looked restored, some were run-down. As a child, he’d always marveled at this section of town, the big houses on small plots that he now  realized were not small at all, the huge trees that formed a dark green tunnel in the summer, the fact that people could live so close together and see into one another’s homes, and the luxury of two cars in every driveway. What had impressed, amused, and mystified him then was no longer impressive, amusing, or mystifying, of course. Childhood wonder and innocence were almost embarrassing in retrospect; but what kind of adult would you be without once having seen things through wide eyes?

The street was as quiet as he’d expected on a summer afternoon. A few kids rode by on bicycles, a woman pushed a baby carriage, a delivery van was stopped up the road and the driver was chatting with a woman at her door. It was a street of big front porches, a uniquely American phenomenon, as he’d discovered in his travels, though houses in America were not built that way any longer. Small children played on some of the porches, old people rocked. He was glad Annie lived on this street.

As he approached her house, something odd happened: His heart began thumping and his mouth went dry. The house was to his right, and before he realized it, he was passing it, and he pulled over. He noticed a beat-up station wagon parked in the driveway, and an older man was carrying a stepladder to the rear of the house. And there she was, just a glimpse of her as she turned away and disappeared around the back of the house with the old man. It was only a second or two, from fifty yards away, but he had no doubt it was her, and this instant recognition of her features, her stride, her bearing, astonished him.

He backed up and opened the car door, then stopped. How could he just show up at her door? But why not? What was wrong with the direct approach? Phoning her or dropping her a note was not what he’d pictured in his mind. He thought it was important that he should just ring her doorbell and say, “Hello, Annie,” and let whatever happened happen, spontaneously and without rehearsal.

But what if she had company? What if her kids were home, or her husband? Why hadn’t he thought of that likely possibility even once when he replayed this scene over and over again through the years? Obviously, the imagined moment had become so real that he’d excluded anything that would have ruined it.

He closed the door and drove off. He headed toward the farm, his mind racing faster than the car. What is wrong with you, Landry? Get a grip, pal.

He took a deep breath and slowed down to the speed limit. No use getting off on the wrong foot with the local gendarmes. Which reminded him of Annie’s husband. Surely, he thought, if she weren’t married he’d have had the nerve to stop and say hello. But you couldn’t compromise a married woman that way. Not around here. And in Spencerville you didn’t do lunch or have drinks after work.

So maybe he should drop a note to her sister. Maybe he’d phone her. Maybe a guy who’d handled combat and a shoot-out in East Berlin could handle a phone call to a woman he once loved. “Sure.” In a few weeks, when I’m settled in. Make a note of that.

He went back to the farmhouse and spent the afternoon on the front porch with his two six-packs, watching each car that passed by.

 
Bob Arles filled the chief’s car. Self-service didn’t mean Cliff Baxter had to pump his own gas. They chatted. Arles said, “Hey, Chief, had a interesting guy in here this morning.”

“You got any of them beef jerkies?”

“Sure do. Help yourself.”

Cliff Baxter went into the convenience store and touched his hat to Mrs. Arles behind the counter. She watched him as he gathered up beef jerky, peanut butter crackers, salted nuts, and a few Hershey bars. About twelve dollars’ worth all together, she figured.

He took an Orange Crush out of the refrigerator case, sauntered over to the register, and dumped it all on the counter. “What we got here, Mary?”

“I guess about two dollars should cover it,” which was what she said every time.

He flipped a few singles on the counter as she bagged his items.

Bob Arles came in with a municipal charge form, and Cliff scribbled his name without looking at the gas total.

Arles said, “Appreciate the patronage, Chief.”

Mary wasn’t so sure of that. Men, she thought, had to make every business transaction into something like a bonding experience, with a little scamming thrown in. Bob overcharged the town for the gas, and Cliff Baxter fed his fat face for nearly free.

Cliff took his bag, and Bob Arles walked out with him. “Like I was saying, this guy comes in with this foreign car, Washington plates and all, and—”

“Look suspicious?”

“No, I’m sayin’ he was from around here. Used to live here, now he’s back looking for work, livin’ out on his folks’ farm. Don’t get many who come back.”

“Sure don’t. Good riddance to ’em.” Cliff got into his cruiser.

“Drivin’ a Saab. What do they go for?”

“Well . . . let’s see . . . maybe twenty, thirty, new.”

“The guy did okay for himself.”

“Nothin’ okay about foreign cars, Bob.” Cliff started to roll the window up, then stopped and asked, “You get his name?”

“Landry. Keith Landry.”

Cliff Baxter looked at Arles. “What?”

Arles continued, “Folks had a farm down by Overton. You know them?”

Cliff sat silent a moment, then said, “Yeah . . . Keith  Landry?”

“Yup.”

“Moved back?”

“He said.”

“Family?”

“Nope.”

“What’d he look like?”

Bob shrugged. “I don’t know. Regular guy.”

“You’d make a hell of a cop. Fat? Thin? Bald? Dick growin’ out of his head?”

“Thin. Tall guy, all his hair. Not bad-lookin’, I guess. Why?”

“Oh, I thought maybe I’d keep an eye out for him. Welcome him home.”

“Can’t miss that car. He’s out at his folks’ place. Check him out if you want.”

“I might do just that.” Cliff pulled away and headed south toward Overton.




CHAPTER SIX

Cliff Baxter brooded over the events of that morning. “Don’t know what got into her.” Of course he knew exactly what had gotten into her: She hated him. He sort of accepted that, but he was still convinced that she also loved him. He loved her, so she had to love him. What really bothered him was that she’d gotten feisty, went and actually took one of his guns. She’d always had a smart mouth, but she’d never so much as thrown a dish at him. Now she was pumping buckshot over his head. “Got to be that time of the month. That’s it. PMS. Pigheaded Monthly Shit.”

He was sure he’d gotten the better of the argument, but that was true only if he discounted his bladder letting loose. He hadn’t really evened the score on that one, so he tried to forget it happened. But he couldn’t forget it. “That bitch.”

He would have dwelled on this more, but he had a whole  new problem to think about—Mr. Keith Landry, ex-boyfriend of Miss Annie Oakley.

He drove past the Landry farm and noted the black Saab in the gravel driveway. He noted, too, that there was a man on the porch, and he was certain that the man noticed the police car driving by.

Cliff used his mobile phone and called his desk sergeant. “Blake, it’s me. Call Washington, D.C., Motor Vehicles, and get me whatever you can on a Keith Landry.” He spelled it out and added, “Drives a black Saab 900. Can’t tell the year and can’t see the plate number. Get back to me ASAP.” Cliff then dialed information. “Yeah, need a number for Landry, Keith Landry, County Road 28, new listing.”

The information operator replied, “No listing for that name, sir.”

Cliff hung up and called the post office. “This is Chief Baxter, put me through to the postmaster.” A few seconds later, the postmaster, Tim Hodge, came on the line and said, “Help you, Chief?”

“Yeah, Tim. Check and see if you got a new customer, name of Landry, RFD, from Washington. Yeah, D.C.”

“Sure, hold on.” A few minutes later, Hodge came back and said, “Yeah, one of the sorters saw a couple of bills or something with a forwarding sticker from D.C. Keith Landry.”

“How about a missus on that sticker?”

“No, just him.”

“This a temporary?”

“Looks like a permanent address change. Problem?”

“Nope. Used to be a vacant farmhouse, and somebody noticed activity there.”

“Yeah, I remember the old folks, George and Alma. Moved to Florida. Who’s this guy?”

“Son, I guess.” Cliff thought a moment, then asked, “Did he take a P.O. box?”

“No, I’d have seen the money if he did.”

“Yeah. Okay . . . hey, I’d like to take a look at what comes in for him.”

There was a long pause, during which the postmaster figured out this wasn’t a routine inquiry. Tim Hodge said, “Sorry, Chief. We been through this before. I need to see some kind of court order.”

“Hell, Tim, I’m just talkin’ about lookin’ at envelopes, not openin’ mail.”

“Yeah . . . but . . . hey, if this is a bad guy, go to court—”

“I’m just askin’ for a small favor, Tim, and when you need a favor, you know where to come. Fact is, you owe me one for your son-in-law’s drivin’ while totally fucked-up.”

“Yeah . . . okay . . . you just want to see the envelopes when they’re sortin’—?”

“Can’t always do that. You make photocopies of his stuff, front and back, and I’ll stop in now and then.”

“Well . . .”

“And you keep this to yourself, and I’ll do the same. And you give my regards to your daughter and her husband.” Cliff hung up and continued to drive down the straight county road, oblivious to his surroundings, contemplating this turn of events. “Guy comes back, no phone yet, but wants his mail delivered. Why’s he back?”

He put the cruiser on speed control and chewed on a beef jerky. Cliff Baxter remembered Keith Landry from high school, and what he remembered, he didn’t like. He didn’t know Landry well, at least not personally, but everyone knew Keith Landry. He was one of those most-likely-to-succeed guys, hotshot athlete, a bookworm, and popular enough so that guys like Cliff Baxter hated his guts.

Cliff remembered with some satisfaction that he’d jostled Landry in the halls a few times, and Landry never did a thing, except to say, “Excuse me,” like it was his fault. Cliff thought Landry was a pussy, but a few of Cliff’s friends had advised him to be careful with Landry. Without admitting it, Cliff knew they were right.

Cliff had been a year behind Landry in school, and he would have ignored the guy completely, except that Keith Landry was going out with Annie Prentis.

Cliff thought about this, about people like Landry in general who seemed to have all the right moves, who went out with the right girls, who made things look easy. And what was worse, Cliff thought, was that Landry was just a farmer’s son, a guy who shoveled barnyard shit on weekends, a guy whose folks would come to Baxter Motors and trade in one shit car for a newer piece of shit and finance the difference. This was a guy who didn’t have a pot to piss in, or a window to throw it out of, and who was supposed to shovel shit and bust sod all his life, but who went on to college on a bunch of scholarships from the church, the Rotary, the VFW, and some state money that the taxpayers, like the Baxters, got hit for. And then the son-of-a-bitch turned his nose up at the people he left behind. “Fuckhead.”

Cliff would have been glad to see the bastard leave, except that he left for college with Annie Prentis, and from what Cliff heard, they fucked up a storm at Bowling Green for four years before she dumped him.

Cliff suddenly slapped the dashboard hard. “Asshole!”

The thought of this prick who’d once fucked his wife being back in town was more than he could handle. “Cock-sucker!”

Cliff drove aimlessly for a while, trying to figure out his next move. For sure, he thought, this guy had to go—one way or the other. This was Cliff Baxter’s town, and nobody, but nobody, in it gave him any shit—especially a guy who fucked his wife. “You’re history, mister.”

Even if Landry kept to himself, Cliff was enraged at the mere thought of him being so close to his wife, close enough so that they could run into each other in town or at some social thing. “How about that? How about being at some wedding or something, and in walks this asshole who fucked my wife, and he comes over to say hello to her with a smile  on his fucking face?” Cliff shook his head as if to get the image out of his mind. “No way. No fucking way.”

He took a deep breath. “Goddamnit, he fucked my wife for four years, maybe five or six years, and the son-of-a-bitch shows up just like that, without a goddamn wife, sittin’ on his fuckin’ porch, not doin’ shit—” He slammed the dashboard again. “Damn it!”

Cliff felt his heart beating rapidly, and his mouth was sticky. He took a deep breath and opened the Orange Crush, took a swig, and felt the acid rise in his stomach. He flung the can out the window. “Goddamnit! God damned—”

The radio crackled, and Sergeant Blake came over the speaker. “Chief, about that license plate info—”

“You want the whole fuckin’ county to hear? Call on the damned phone.”

“Yes, sir.”

The phone rang, and Cliff said, “Shoot.”

Sergeant Blake reported, “I faxed the Bureau of Motor Vehicles with the name Keith Landry, car make and model, and they got back to us with a negative.”

“What the hell do you mean?”

“Well, they said no such person.”

“Damn it, Blake, get the license plate number off the fuckin’ car and get back to them with that.”

“Where’s the car?”

“Old Landry farm, County Road 28. I want all the shit on his driver’s license, too, then I want you to call the local banks and see if he’s opened an account, and get his Social Security number and credit crap, then go from there—Army records, arrest records, the whole fuckin’ nine yards.”

“Yes, sir.”

Cliff hung up. After nearly thirty years of police work, he’d learned how to build a file from the ground up. The two detectives on his force kept the criminal files, which did not interest Cliff much. Cliff had his own files on nearly everyone  in Spencer County who was important, or who interested him in some way.

Cliff was vaguely aware that keeping secret files on private citizens was somehow illegal, but he was from the old school, and what he learned in that school was that promotions and job security were best accomplished through intimidation and blackmail.

Actually, he’d learned that long before he joined the force; his father and his father’s family were all successful bullies. And, to be truthful, the system hadn’t corrupted him; he had almost single-handedly corrupted the system. But he couldn’t have done it without the help of men who conveniently screwed up their personal and business lives—married men who had affairs, fathers whose sons got into trouble with the law, businessmen who needed a zoning variance or a tax abatement, politicians who needed to know something about their opponents, and so on. Cliff was always right there, sensing the signs of moral weakness, the little character flaws, the signals of financial and legal distress. Cliff was always there to help.

What the system lacked when he entered it was a broker, a central clearinghouse where a citizen could come to offer a favor for a favor, where a man could come to sell his soul.
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