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Margaret Crandall fluttered open her eyes at five-thirty and felt the warm sheets and covers around her. She hadn’t needed an alarm clock in years; every day she awoke at the same time, her life a predictable routine of meals and laundry and sleep. She licked her lips, sighed into her pillow, and turned to wake her husband. He lay with his back to her, and she pushed him, her fingers spread against his cotton pajama top. Her hand pressed into his fleshy back, and he rotated forward slightly with the pressure. She pushed harder, and his arm fell suddenly, woodenly down over the edge of the bed. She lowered her hand and felt his skin; he was as cold and still as winter fields.

She did not move. For several minutes she lay silently, her breathing unanswered, hands balled up at her chin. Then she rose, put on a pale pink robe, and walked out of the room. She closed the door behind her quietly, carefully, as though not to disturb her husband. She walked down the hallway to the stairs, descending into the living room. Her balance began to disintegrate as she walked, her equilibrium slipping further away with each step. She began listing, leaning. She entered the kitchen but came to a halt just inside the door; focusing her eyes unsteadily on the sink across the tile floor, she righted herself and began inching forward. After a few last steps she collided with the kitchen table, knocking two plates and a cup to the floor. The dishes spun lazily downward and broke into pieces as they struck the tile, scattering sharp, colored chips to every corner of the room.

Upstairs, the dead man’s son awoke with the sound of smashing china. Roger, tense and listening, pulled on his pants and entered the hallway. He passed his sister Sarah’s room, descended the stairs, and saw his mother collapsed into an awkward sitting position on the kitchen floor, slumped over with her back to the sink.

Roger took his mother’s shoulder in his hand; she moved easily in his grip, her limbs loose. At that moment the house was filled with a high-pitched scream of agony.

Roger took the stairs three at a time. He entered the bedroom, saw Sarah, and understood instantly that his father was dead. Sarah was clinging to the body, her head buried in the chest. Roger disengaged her, her nails leaving marks in the pajama top as he peeled them back. He pulled her out into the hallway; she resisted, reaching back uselessly toward her father. But he was too strong, and forcing her away from the door, he managed to reenter the bedroom, close the door behind him, and lock it.

Now the dead man and his son were alone. For a moment, he stood close by the door, staring. He could hear his sister whimpering and sobbing through the door, and eventually he moved away from the noise, walking slowly toward his father. A leg had fallen gracelessly off the bed during the struggle, and the body lay like an enormous stuffed doll, mouth open, limbs akimbo. Roger reached a hand out tentatively, but pulled slowly back; the eyes were still open, staring up at the ceiling. The son reached the bed and stood over the body, his eyes locked on his father’s. Then, with an abrupt motion, he reached out and slapped the dead man’s face, a brutal strike directly across the cheek. The crack of his hand echoed in the bedroom like a gunshot.

Tractors were running by sunup all over Cheney County the morning Tyler Crandall died; there was rain in the forecast. Kit Munroe, the chief of the Council Grove volunteer fire department, was already out working his fields when his wife received the call. She had to drive a pickup truck twenty minutes across five gated fields to find her husband. Munroe listened quietly, shut the tractor down, and rode back with his wife. He called for some help; Crandall was a big man, and it would take two people to hoist him onto a stretcher. He didn’t want the Crandall boy to have to do it.

It was some work getting Ty up off the bed and onto the stretcher with any dignity. Munroe and Carter Dixon wrestled him to the stretcher, lowering it briefly to the floor to rearrange the limbs. Then Munroe pulled a white sheet up over the face and tucked it in over the head. He signaled with a grunt and they heaved the body up, steadying themselves.

It was warming up outside, and Munroe and Carter sweated in the June sun as they hoisted Crandall down the front steps, down the long walkway to the driveway and the car. They loaded him in and Munroe slammed shut the big, swinging back door of the ambulance. The car pulled out into the driveway in a cloud of grit and gravel dust, and was gone.

Roger entered his father’s office an hour later. He pulled the big chair back from the ornate desk and sat, feeling his weight in the chair, adjusting its height to fit his own lighter frame. After a moment he took a key from his pocket and unlocked the right bottom drawer of the desk. Inside were a black long-barreled revolver, a half-empty metal flask, and a large manila envelope. He grasped the flask and screwed open the top; sniffing the contents, he took a quick swallow. He was an experienced drinker, and his face was unchanged by the jolt of straight whiskey. He screwed the top back on the flask lightly and returned to the drawer. He removed the envelope, opened it, and pulled out several typewritten pages. He scanned the top page silently, his expression blank. Setting it aside, he picked up the phone and dialed.
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Earlier that morning Henry Mathews, Jr., had been fighting the usual Chicago drive-time traffic, another day of automotive peristalsis that left him switching radio stations obsessively, tapping on his steering wheel in time to the music. Calculations flickered behind his eyes as he glanced down at his watch; alternative routes passed briefly through his brain, were considered and discarded. He looked at a passing street sign and added minutes: nine for driving, three to park, five for the elevator. He didn’t like to be late, but Elaine had stayed over and she had been in a playful mood. After what she had put him through, he was lucky to be at work at all. He pulled into the underground parking lot at the Equitable Building on Michigan Avenue and grabbed a lucky parking spot near an elevator.

Henry ascended several hundred feet from the shoreline of Lake Michigan to the offices of Wilson, Lougherby and Mathers, smiled at the receptionist, and turned down the long corridor toward the office of Sheldon Parker. He knocked at Parker’s door and stood silently in the hallway, knowing that Sheldon would make him wait. He pictured Parker leaning back in his oversized leather chair, hands locked behind his head, a self-satisfied grin on his face. Parker managed eleven junior associates in the firm and, due to a personality clouded by a vague, broadly aimed sadism, took frequent pleasure in trivial abuses of his authority.

Henry checked himself in a mirror at the end of the hallway, scanning for Parker fodder: dark olive sport coat, conservative but fresh; thin-striped shirt and silk tie; tailored pants, gold Gevril watch. His darkening blond hair was short and cut expensively, his pale blue eyes level and inquiring. But impeccable appearance just meant Parker would find some other topic upon which to focus his sardonic abuse.

After several long seconds a muffled voice said, “Enter,” and Henry stepped into the office. As expected, Parker was smirking, a highly communicative expression composed of equal parts arrogance, power, and prissy tattletale. He looked for all the world like a high school principal, except for the nine-hundred-dollar suit. A small man, he had compensated for his lack of physical presence with a kind of overworked, slicked-down finesse. His hair was jet-black, with eyebrows Henry sincerely believed were regularly plucked to perfection. He was tanned—remarkably so, given that the summer was only beginning—and he radiated a sense of wealth so comfortably that it could only have been inherited. He was also brilliant, with a win rate in the 90 percent range, and Henry had settled in for a two-or three-year stint of pain at his feet, determined to glean whatever crumbs the man might let fall from his table.

Parker gestured toward a seat opposite his desk. “You know something, Henry?” he began in his silky Ivy League voice. “These Monday morning shakedowns are my favorite time of the week. Know why that is?”

Henry took the chair opposite Parker’s desk and set down his briefcase. The ritual abuse had begun. “No, Sheldon, I don’t.”

“It’s because we both know our place. Every man has a part to play in life, and the universe decrees that he plays it. Otherwise, order breaks down.”

“I thought that was how lawyers made money. Order breaking down, I mean.”

“Of course. But our roles are decreed by fate. You, for example. What is your part in our little weekly drama?”

“I am to deliver work to you so perfect it defies analysis.”

“That is correct. And what is my purpose in this happy scenario?”

Henry smiled. “Your role is to tell me I’m shit.”

Parker’s eyes gleamed. “Henry, you’re shit.”

Henry relaxed; the world was once again comfortably predictable. “Thank you, Sheldon. Was there anything else?”

Parker grinned, his mouth a thin, shallow curve. “You think by agreeing with me you can avoid my pain. But I didn’t make partner by not picking up little misdirections. I’m afraid you have to sit here for the full hour while I deconstruct briefs you thought were works of art. Then I’ll bury you with research because you’re still young enough to be brilliant on caffeine and doughnuts, whereas I have better things to do with my nights. This is work, ironically, for which you will not receive one whit of credit. Long before it’s seen it will bear the proud name of Sheldon Parker.”

“The universe does have a sense of humor.”

Parker’s mouth widened into a smile. “Do you know why I like you, Henry?”

Henry shrugged. “My innocence?”

“Very droll.”

“Is it possible I offer the firm something professionally?”

“Be serious. You’re lucky you’re even here. I mean, the University of Kansas.”

“Unlike you, Sheldon,” Henry replied, “I had to actually pay for my education.”

Parker waved his hand dismissively. “You had some decent clerking . . .”

“Excellent clerking, Sheldon. At the state supreme court.”

“That would require calling Kansas a state, which, naturally, I won’t. But miraculously, you now find yourself living beyond your limited pedigree. You find yourself, in fact, buried in the legal backwaters of the firm of Destroy, Dismantle and Debase. You work sixty hours a week and have no life other than work at all. You have a girlfriend—inexplicably desirable, by the way—that you see intermittently. Perhaps you’ve developed the ability to write briefs and screw simultaneously. But that’s not what really amuses me, Mathews. What amuses me is the fact that every day you get up, look at yourself in the mirror, and tell yourself the same pathetic thing.”

A trace of irony filtered involuntarily through Henry’s voice; Parker was being unusually wicked, and he was tired of playing whipping boy. “And what would that be, Sheldon?” he asked. “Please enlighten me.”

Parker shrugged. “You tell yourself that if you can stand kissing my ass a couple more years, you will receive your payoff.”

Henry responded with a grim smile. He had, in fact, muttered something very like those words to himself that morning. “What is the payoff, Sheldon?” he asked. “Now, with my nose shined so shiny brown, would be a golden time to remind me.”

Parker smiled. “House in Lincoln Park, and a staggering capacity to borrow money.”

“That’s it, then? That’s what I get in return for my immortal soul?”

Parker looked at his protégé indulgently. “I understand you, Henry. You’re smart and ambitious, and you thought that made you special. Now, two years into your career, you’re realizing that it merely made you a cliché.”

Henry contained the desire to execute a perfect backhand with a tightly strung tennis racket on Parker’s face by letting his mind settle instead on Elaine Mitchell’s immaculate backside, which an hour earlier he had been caressing with the kind of pleasure he sincerely hoped Parker had never experienced. Parker was smiling smugly, but then, predictably, his expression clouded. Henry knew what was coming. It followed in these sessions as night followed day.

Parker’s voice dropped. “Yet one thing you withhold from me,” he said quietly. “This morsel you keep in the dark. It eats at me, and I don’t like that.” His eyes searched Henry’s face. “I speak of the little black spot on your otherwise stellar résumé, Henry. The failure. The disappointment. The only thing about you someone like me could possibly find interesting.”

“You don’t find my excellence entertaining?”

“God, no,” Parker said earnestly, leaning forward. “Look at it from my point of view. Before me flows an endless stream of superlative résumés, nothing but fawning recommendations. Losers don’t apply here, for obvious reasons. It’s a nightmare. You can’t think I would ever have hired you if you had been merely excellent. It was your disturbing flaw that made me care about you at all.”

“I’ve wondered about that, Sheldon. Why would you hire less than the best? What’s this attraction to the fallen?”

Parker smiled, perfectly aligned teeth in an alligator row.

“Go ahead, Henry. Be my analyst. You tell me.”

Henry knew the answer, judged his response, and took one of the reckless liberties that he risked from time to time, risks that none of the other junior attorneys at the firm dared. Lately he found himself going over the line more often with Parker, a kind of behavior not unlike being attracted to stepping off a cliff. It was dangerous, and it kept him sane. “Could it be that abusing armor-plated lawyers isn’t any fun for a guy like you?” he asked, his voice absolutely level. “That the masochist needs weakness to feed on?”

The word “masochist” hung in the air like mustard gas, dangerous and mobile. Parker’s expression was very nearly unchanged; only his eyes widened perceptibly. After a long, perilous moment, he laughed. “There it is,” he stated, as though uncovering the determining fact in a difficult case. “You’re a piranha, Mathews. Presented with fresh meat, you can’t help yourself. You have to go in for the kill. That’s what makes you different from the other well-dressed robots around here.”

Henry exhaled; once again, he had survived. It actually seemed that the more he pushed his luck, the more Parker appeared to enjoy it. It suddenly and horribly dawned on him that Parker might actually be one step ahead of him, in control of the process, running him like a foreign agent. Was it possible that being turned into an impulsive asshole was part of Parker’s plan for him, a step in his training? The thought gave him a momentary sense of vertigo, mostly because that was exactly what he knew he was becoming: a dangerous, efficient mercenary. For lack of a better word, a Parker. Looking at his managing partner across the desk, he found that he wasn’t relieved, exactly, that Parker hadn’t fired him for his remark. “You love to use my little past excursion to bring that out in me, don’t you, Sheldon?” Henry asked. “Anyway, I never hid anything about that time, my so-called black spot. It’s all in the paperwork.”

Parker smiled. “The subject graduates with a business degree, cum laude. How thoroughly blasé. But does he enter law school? He does not. He goes to Kentucky, land of marrying cousins, sagging porches, and outdoor appliances. What does he do there? He enrolls in an academically inauspicious seminary. He goes, ladies and gentlemen, to find God.”

“Study God,” Henry corrected. “I spent some time in seminary after undergraduate school. What of it?”



“And dropped out in the second semester,” Parker interrupted. “Three weeks from the end of an academic year.”

“We’ve been through this, Sheldon. I changed my mind. Rather than finish the year, I dropped out. Four months later I was in law school.”

“It wasn’t leaving seminary that was the mistake I’m so drawn to.” He leaned forward, putting his slender fingers on his mahogany desk. “Leaving seminary is something I have absolutely no trouble understanding.”

“Then what’s bothering you, Sheldon? What is this fatal flaw?”

“Entering it in the first place. It’s so wonderfully needy. So vulnerable and . . . hell, I don’t know, optimistic.”

Henry stared at Parker, a man utterly at peace with his cynicism. “And for these few months of inquisition into the eternal I have a parson’s collar tattooed around my neck.”

“Permanently, and no amount of after-hours martini swilling with the boys is going to change that fact.”

“Look, Sheldon,” Henry said, “not that this isn’t fun, but don’t you have my week to destroy?”

Parker eyed him for a long time, and Henry began to suspect that for once he would press on and try to force an answer about leaving seminary. But Sheldon blinked, then released him as usual. It couldn’t possibly be from weakness. Why he allowed Henry to maintain his secret continued to be a mystery. “All right, Mathews,” he said, “but I’m going to get you good and drunk one day and make you spill. It’s just a matter of time.”

“I’ll cherish the moment,” Henry replied. “Bereft of human emotion yourself, you squeeze the feelings out of your subordinates like toothpaste.” Henry nearly winced, stunned by the liberty he had just taken, ready for a withering response. But Parker exploded with laughter.

“Damn, you need a wheelbarrow for those balls?” He waved his hand. “Of course, rednecks are known for their brass ones. Having been born smart, rich, and pretty, I can appreciate that.” To Parker, a Connecticut native whose family had been inextricably woven through the highly educated East Coast elite for a hundred years, a lawyer from the Kansas backwater was like a kind of rare, exotic bird: fascinating and mostly decorative. “In gratitude for your amusing banter,” he went on, “I will leave time for some no doubt obscene dinner plans with that lovely girl from Hargrove and Lecherous you’ve been hanging around.”

“Hargrove and Leach,” Henry corrected. “And her name’s Elaine.”

“Whatever. Whenever I think of that woman, I lose some fine muscle control. Blood rushing from the brain and all that.” Henry absorbed the tactless comment stoically.

Parker reached for a sheaf of papers that was sitting neatly on his desk; apparently, playtime was over. He opened the top file. “You remember the Centel thing. We put together their takeover by Technology Enterprises.”

“Must have been two hundred pages. That was what, six months ago?”

Parker nodded. “Already going bad.”

Henry looked up, surprised. “It looked airtight.”

“Seems the Centel folks didn’t understand that their jobs were a part of the deal. Losing them, I mean.”

“TE canned Centel’s management after the buyout?”

Parker nodded. “Those who were sacrificed were not pleased.”

“I can imagine.”

Sheldon’s expression didn’t change; other people’s tragedies didn’t faze him. He was a professional, like a pathologist; he could turn over the internal organs of a corporation and stare at them without regard for the people involved. “Batting second, we have our favorite health-care provider, Dr. Lindsay Samuelson. Apparently he’s once again been misunderstood by a former patient.”

Henry grimaced; he hated those kinds of cases. The firm did little of that kind of work, but Samuelson was a friend of one of the partners. “Messy?” he asked.

“Plastic surgery gone horribly awry, apparently.” Parker smiled.

“Mercy isn’t one of your strong suits, is it, Sheldon?”

“Litigation pays better,” Parker replied easily.

Henry sat quietly, mentally calculating the hours it would take to pull the projects together. Sheldon loved shoveling the big stuff on him, which was, he knew, a kind of compliment. In spite of the ritual abuse, Henry knew from the caseload that he was rising in the firm. The Centel case, in particular, was tricky stuff, the kind of law that the firm had made its reputation on. Parker wouldn’t trust it to someone in whom he didn’t have confidence. At a minimum, withstanding Parker’s tortuous workload was demonstrating a capacity for pain that was getting him noticed. He pulled out a legal pad and prepared to take notes. “Let’s get started,” he said. “We can’t have any millionaires feeling like we don’t care.”

Parker chuckled again, a deeply satisfied sound. He opened another folder, but before he could speak his intercom buzzed.

“No interruptions, Suzie,” Parker said. “I’m in my weekly meeting with the brilliant young comedian, Mr. Mathews. We’re much too busy to talk to any millionaires today.”

“I’m sorry, sir,” a breathy, female voice answered over the speakerphone. Parker hired his secretaries for their measurements, not their dictation. “I explained to the gentleman several times that you and Mr. Mathews were in conference. But he insisted Mr. Mathews take his call immediately.” Henry raised an eyebrow, but said nothing.

“Oh really,” Sheldon answered grandly. “And who might this very important caller be?”

“It’s a Mr. Roger Crandall, from Council Grove.”

“Council what?”

“I believe he said Kansas, sir.”

A smile spread across Sheldon’s face as he turned to Henry. “How odd, darling. That’s Henry’s hometown. The Mathews spawning ground.”

“That’s right, Sheldon,” Henry said. “That’s in the paperwork, too.”

“From Council Grove to Chicago. Sounds like Mark Twain.” Parker stood up from behind his desk. “Tell you what, Henry. I’ve got to go to the can anyway. You can take the call from the insistent Mr. Crandall, of the Council Grove Crandalls, from here.” Parker handed Henry the phone, and pushed the intercom once again. “Here he is, darling,” he said, and walked out of the room.

Henry rolled his chair up to the front of Parker’s desk and spoke into the phone. “Roger?” he said. “Is that you?”

Roger’s flat, midwestern voice came over the phone. “Daddy’s dead,” he said. “So I’m calling you.”

Henry sat back in his chair, absorbing Roger’s words. Tyler Crandall had been a legend in Henry’s own childhood, a kind of symbol that had seemed eternal. He had been the king of Council Grove, the most powerful man in the county. The idea that he was dead seemed impossible. “I’m very sorry, Roger,” he said. “I had no idea. That’s terrible news.”

“I got a paper says you got all the legal stuff. And it says you got the will.”

Henry’s own father, also a lawyer until his own death, had handled the Crandall legal affairs for decades. But with his father’s death those responsibilities had been transferred to Henry. With Crandall’s apparent good health and relatively young age he hadn’t dug in; an oversight, but Sheldon was working him night and day as it was. “That’s right,” Henry answered tentatively. “I can go through the papers for you.”

“The funeral’s Wednesday, eleven o’clock.” Henry hesitated; Sheldon had just completed his usual surgery on his week. It was short notice, but of course that was how funerals normally were. “This here says you’re the executor,” Roger said curtly. “You gotta be there.”

Henry made a snap decision. “Of course, Roger. I’ll have to juggle some things, but I’ll come in late tomorrow and be there for the service.” Sheldon wouldn’t like it, but there really was no choice. He would have to go and work it out some way.

“Bring the papers,” Roger said flatly.



“I’ll take care of everything, Roger,” Henry said quietly. “Send my condolences to your mother and Sarah.”

“We’ll meet Wednesday night and we can go over everything then.”

“All right, Roger. Try to get a little rest and take care of yourself.”

“Yeah.”

There was a click, and Parker reentered the room. “Sheldon,” Henry said, “I’ve got to go home.”
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For early June, Chicago was clinging tenaciously to a cool spring; near the lake the north wind came off the water from Canada with the shrill whine of an ancient, crabby relative. Henry rolled up his window as he drove the shoreline to the freeway, wishing for the summer that seemed to wait so long to appear. He parked at O’Hare and walked across the lot clutching a jacket, his briefcase, and a small travel bag.

Parker had given him the time without much dispute, to his relief. Personal matters were allowed to intrude, as long as they were legal personal matters. Not seeing Elaine was something else; he had called to explain, and she sounded disappointed, which pleased him. They had been a little tense together lately—except in the sack, where the chemistry was undeniable—but Henry had been chalking it up to their brutal schedules. Between the two of them, seeing each other in the daylight was becoming a faint dream. But she had sounded almost . . . sweet, he thought, and then rejected that idea out of hand. Elaine wasn’t sweet, he had to admit. Or tender, exactly. But the important thing was that maybe their awkward period was ending. She had blown him a kiss over the phone, and he had hung up with a smile. He hadn’t dated much in law school, just the usual stress reliever with the others. But Elaine had come into his life with a combination of erotic power and professional ambition that he had found intoxicating. She was money, not family money like Parker but self-made, which to Henry was more impressive. A rising broker at a securities firm near his office, they made a formidable team—not just in bed but in career terms as well. Lately he had found himself beginning to think long range about her, and surprising himself by not killing the thought the second it occurred to him.

Henry boarded the plane and took his seat in first class, a bonus from working at the firm. The office had its own travel department, and it could usually wrangle an upgrade. Henry leaned back in the chair, thinking about what Tyler Crandall had meant to Council Grove. The man hadn’t bothered to hold any office, because any one of them would have been beneath him. He got what he wanted from intimidation rather than cooperation. And Roger had been his lieutenant, although an uneasy one. Father and son were known to snap at each other, sometimes quite publicly, oblivious to onlookers. Henry had seen them fight more than once, appalled at the messiness, the lack of discretion. Apparently the power the Crandall family wielded in Council Grove was so complete that the idea of embarrassment didn’t occur to them. They simply did as they pleased, and they didn’t care who watched.

Henry opened the big bundle of papers detailing the Crandall family holdings. Almost immediately his eye was drawn to one of the few sights with the emotional power to dismantle him. He looked down and saw his own father’s handwriting, the loose, slightly chaotic scrawl on a note attached to a large manila envelope that was sealed by a notary. Only to be opened in the presence of the immediate family of Tyler W. Crandall, the note said. Sealed this day January 17, 1993. Signed, Henry L. Mathews, Sr., attorney-at-law.

With the sight of that note Henry’s father materialized, disheveled and frayed, in his mind. He was smiling, tossing his keys to his secretary as he walked out the door of his little office just off the town square. Henry watched his father’s back recede as he walked down the sidewalk, his image fading, getting smaller. Henry blinked and took a drink of the wine he had ordered; the picture disappeared, cast back into a compartment he didn’t willingly open. But there were times it opened on its own, over his objections, and he was forced to indulge a memory, knowing that he would burn himself on it.

He blinked again and he was back at seminary. The open sore, the blot that had required constant explaining during the interviews for jobs. One year of his life, represented by a single line on linen résumé paper: 1994, Trinity School of Divinity. Incomplete. He had been told to leave the whole episode off—to lie, in effect—but he refused. The line would be there and it would say incomplete, because Henry’s faith had left him three weeks before the end of a semester while sitting on the second floor of the religion building.

Seventy-two hours earlier a car containing his father and mother had been hit head-on by a drunk driver drifting across the center line as he crested a hill; one second sooner or later and they would probably still be alive. But the perfect, obscene timing of the driver’s alcoholic stupor had stolen both parents from him, smashing into his life and stealing from him a past, present, and future. His father’s car had careered off the road into a steep embankment, turning over in a horror of twisted metal until it came to rest upside down, thirty-five feet below the highway. The driver of the other car was killed as well. The autopsy showed a blood-alcohol level three times the legal limit.

In the wake of his parents’ death belief had evaporated off Henry like a sudden shower off hot asphalt. There had been a memorial service in Council Grove, little more than a collection of platitudes from William Chambers, pastor of the Evangel Baptist Church. A dinner afterward, steaming-hot plates of food, succulent and repulsive, carried into his empty house. Looks of strained compassion, more hollow words, an aunt and uncle arguing over when to leave. Then the flight back to Louisville, Henry taking his pain back to Trinity and finding himself alone in a classroom, sitting and thinking. His books were stacked up on his desk, Bible commentaries and treatises: Pliny the Elder; the Gospels in Greek; the book of Exodus in Hebrew. Metal hit metal in his mind, smashing glass, and then an awful silence on an open road.

Henry had pushed his books from the desk in a sweeping movement, the dust of them scattering upon impact with the floor like a holy cloud, little particles exploding into the sunlight that streamed through the windows. He sat in the chair, numb, the lives of his father and mother rolling across his memory. Lives that seemed, in the pain of death, absolutely meaningless.

He was losing the memory of his mother, not by attrition but by forcing it away until only a few blurry images remained, impenetrable to the blotting, covering force of her death; one, a scene of her down on her knees planting beans and summer squash in the backyard, and another, a glimpse of her standing in the front doorway of their house leaving for church, tired, indifferently dressed. She had needed to be industrious; Henry’s father had spent his life doing small-time legal practice in a Kansas backwater, establishing the equivalent of a rural legal-aid office but without even the pathetic government funding. He had spent most of his time vainly fighting farm foreclosures with out-of-state creditors. Farming was dying in Kansas, family legacies turning inexorably into ten-thousand-acre agribusiness. Farm after farm was lost. Foreclosures led to divorces, theater of the absurd warfare for people with nothing left to fight over. Between that and the biggest pro bono workload in the county, his father had worked twelve-hour days, lost more than he had won, and at his death left a mortgaged house and thirty-eight hundred dollars in the bank. Henry sold the house at a loss, and there was just enough money left to bury them. After the funeral Henry gave away most of their possessions, unwilling to keep the pathetic reminders of his father’s underachievement.

Henry ordered another drink and closed his eyes. He had come back to Trinity after the funeral and sat alone in a classroom. Once again the words came to him, just as they had that day. They were words of power, silent and liberating: It’s not true. I don’t believe it. God is silent or He does not exist. Both come to the same thing. There’s nothing for me here. His father and mother were in the ground, and that was all. There was no “by-and-by,” no preposterous streets of gold. He left his books on the floor and walked out of the building. He left Louisville the next day. Then, a string of successes: graduating in the top 5 percent of his class, law review, the state supreme court clerking job. Finally, the pinnacle: a job offer from Wilson, Lougherby and Mathers, a firm that specialized in corporate takeovers, junk-bond issues, and IPOs. Inevitably in such actions, there were enemies to be crushed. Under the tutelage of Sheldon Parker, he was thriving, becoming as lethal as a shark in an aquarium.

The plane landed with a jolt, bringing Henry back to reality. The Chicago-to-Wichita flight was short and it was just before seven in the evening when Henry picked up his rental car. The air access to Council Grove was lousy; Wichita was too far south, Kansas City too far north. Inevitably, a drive of a couple of hours followed either flight. He pulled into light traffic for the drive, heading north. The traffic quickly thinned and he watched the numbers of the cross streets grow: 63rd Street, 91st, and, improbably, 125th—by then he was merely driving through farm country—then 197th Street, which marked nothing more than a blacktop road cutting through a cornfield, and on and on, the city zoning commission stretching its authority farther and farther into the optimistic absurd, until the numbers took on the grandeur of a borough of New York. Long after the last traffic light or stop sign he passed 275th Street, and then, fantastically, 303rd Street. At last, however—a good fifteen miles after anything possible to confuse with city life had passed—the numbers died out and the comfortable Kansas rural route system appeared. With those numbers he reentered a different world, a world as far away from Chicago as his own practice was from his father’s.

Henry relaxed into the drive, and in an hour and a half he entered the Flinthills, his rental car rolling out over enormous, languishing waves of earth. Some unknown crop had just been planted off to his left, and the seeds lay hidden under great black dunes of exposed soil stretching out beside him. To his right, tall range grass grew. Henry had learned to drive on these endless ribbons of straight blacktop that cut through the Flinthills of northeastern Kansas. That land hadn’t changed appreciably for five hundred years, and the roads were a kind of brand, burned into the ground over Indian ranges with hot asphalt to show who now owned it. It was a curious feeling now, coming from his new life, to ride out on the path of a bullet into the horizon, mile after perfectly straight mile, no stoplights, no traffic, no people.

The light gradually failed as Henry drove. The fields were broken by occasional farms, usually consisting of a weathered barn, a gathering of smaller outbuildings, some scattered farm equipment, and a frame house, all arranged close in on each other as if sheltering from the wind. Henry crested a hill as the sun vanished behind him, and the world seemed to gently fall away into a shallow valley, the distance across it so great that the air darkened into gray fog at a wide, distant horizon. Tall bluestem grass now filled endless fields on both sides of the road, a shifting, darkening blue and green that trembled in the growing shadows. Wild sunflowers lined the right, their black eyes seven feet high staring silently back at the sun as it vanished. Henry rolled down his window; the air was cool, and he breathed it in, smelling black dirt and humus. This was the world of AM radio, of country jamborees and wailing preachers at midnight on clear-channel stations three states away.

A lone windmill stood a half mile distant, dark against the last light, and a string of black dots stretched out toward it as cattle marched in for the night. Henry recognized the windmill; it was on the Triple Z, Rory Zachariah’s land. Council Grove was fifteen miles past that.

Zachariah’s ranch passed, and then the south side of the Crandall ranch itself opened up before him, the road skirting around nearly two thousand acres of prime cattle land. A great cattle pen loomed on the left, harshly lit from above by tall floodlights on poles, like a prison yard. Beneath the lights was a crisscross of sagging, fenced runways that led to a raised platform where the animals could be weighed and loaded onto trucks for slaughter. A Crandall truck was the last thing the beasts would see before the inside of a packing plant and darkness.

By the time Henry approached the outskirts of Council Grove, it was well past nine. As he passed the city limits the highway transformed itself into Pawnee Street, the main drag. He slowed to twenty miles an hour, picking up little changes in the town, subtle but discernible. He had become accustomed in Chicago to a certain noisy impermanence in things, but Council Grove had changed quietly, in small ways. Here a streetlight was burned out, there a house was abandoned and boarded up. He rolled through the scattering of old houses on the edge of town and slowed at his old high school, unglamorously named USD 492. It wasn’t the kind of building that generated schoolboy nostalgia, but was merely a graceless collection of stacked bricks and impenetrable windows, rusting air conditioners hanging in an obedient row. The ball field was to the left, with rickety wooden stands and a tall wire backstop for foul balls.

A few blocks later he impulsively turned down Hazelwood, his old street. He came to a gentle stop in front of his old house. It was still empty, Council Grove struggling for existence like most other small Plains towns. The people could only sell their real estate back and forth to each other for so long, and eventually things became more or less frozen. White paint was separating from the wooden planks of the sides of the house, splintering off the porch. The balcony above it gently sagged, as if an accumulation of memories were breaking it slowly down. He scanned the street; most of the houses were in the same condition, vainly holding back the inevitable decline. But a lingering immigrant pride still faintly flickered, and a few of the places remained well kept, covered with clean white paint, with decent lawns and small gardens.

An open expanse lay behind the house. While Henry was still a boy his father had cleared a flat spot there for a play area and erected a steel basketball goal. They would play for hours, Henry beating him like a drum but his father never tiring of the game. Henry had developed a theory about those games, one which explained his father’s mostly failed practice: his father didn’t need to win. He didn’t go for the kill, searching instead for consensus. That made him a good father but a mediocre lawyer. Parker, for example, would have had him joyfully for lunch. The basketball court wasn’t discernible now, all their pounding and running long ago grown over into an unbroken green.

Henry looked across to the Martin place next door; the families had known each other well, something inevitable in small towns. Martin’s two sons had married and left Council Grove soon after high school. A sign in the front yard silently proclaimed, ASK ME ABOUT AVON.

Henry stared for only a minute or two before starting the engine and heading back through town. Two miles later he had arrived at the Flinthills Motel, a single-story, twenty-room clapboard affair. Three of the neon letters were burnt out on the sign, resulting in a meaningless collection of characters. He checked in and hung up his clothes, setting a small travel alarm for early the next day. The room was musty, as though it hadn’t been opened in some time. He crawled into the worn-out bed and thought of Chicago and of Elaine, willing a dream to his mind. In fifteen minutes, he was asleep.

Henry awoke unwillingly with the dawn, an oppressive sense of solitude violating his sleep. He stayed in bed, half awake and dozing until his alarm went off. Then he quietly rose, splashed some water on his face, and walked to the window in his underwear.

Henry pulled back the curtain slightly and peered out past the gravel parking lot. There wasn’t a tree to the horizon. The sun was crawling out through cirrus clouds lying low in the sky, settled in a pale, thin blue. He had forgotten that blue, living in the more industrial air of Chicago. On the plains, each day yielded up its own unique colors: this was light and luminescent, as if it had come straight from a paint tube.

After his shower he laid out his clothes on the bed and dressed carefully, pulling dark trousers up over his legs, pushing arms into an expensive linen shirt, meticulously buttoning and tucking it. He had picked out a blue tie with a subdued stripe of blood red, a pair of slender black shoes, and last, a perfectly tailored dark suit coat. He had always been a careful dresser, and it was exactly as it had been six years earlier, dressing for the funeral of his parents. The crease of his pants had been just so, cutting through the oppressive air of death when he walked, his clothes a suit of armor against the chaos and indifference of the universe. His tie had been perfect on that day as well, set against the randomness of the car crash, an act of control in opposition to the mindless nothing of life. Shoes shined, hair in place, collar pressed, all futile, desperate, unconscious. And now the film rolled out again for Tyler Crandall, rolled out in a polished button, a straightened tie. Henry checked his watch again: it was nine-thirty, and the funeral was set for ten. It was only a short drive, but there would certainly be a crowd and he didn’t want to risk entering late.

Henry drove down Pawnee to the town square, which was dominated by the county courthouse, a dusty corner of which served as the town museum. As a boy, Henry had often gone there, drawn by the old monochrome photos and artifacts of the last farmers with a personal link to the pioneer days. They posed leaning on plows and fences, the men in loose-fitting handmade overalls and the women in black dresses that were surely insufferable in the summer heat. Henry had been struck by the sober expressions of each face, even of the children, with their formal poses, chests out and heads up, like soldiers. In one of the pictures the people prayed, some with heads bowed but others with faces turned up to the sky. God had fashioned an earth for them so full of promise and yet so essentially inhospitable and untrustworthy that they fell on their knees like repentant gamblers, eagerly making deals with a capricious weather master. That pioneer world still faintly echoed through Council Grove, but it was merely a whisper now, drowned out when the highway and satellite dishes brought the modern world to it and lured many of the residents away. Now Council Grove clung uneasily to its rural personality as a Pizza Hut and a video store crowded it from the highway.

Henry turned down Chautauqua toward the Evangel Baptist Church. The church building rose in pure white clapboards, with a tall white box steeple in front. Concrete steps led to the wide front double doors, and a scattering of flowers lined the walk from the gravel parking lot. A line of dark suits and dresses moved through the doors of the church like a centipede, vanishing into the building.

Henry parked and walked across the parking lot. There was little talking among the people there, the somber stillness of a funeral having already settled on the crowd, but several spoke quietly to him as he approached. He was remembered, certainly. His father, for all his faults, had been loved, and Henry nodded soberly to those near him as he entered, seating himself near the back of the sanctuary. He looked around; Frances Yancey was there, matronly and soft, all breasts and hips in a flowered dress. Old man Carr, coerced into a Wal-Mart suit but still looking like hell, the night’s drink not yet drained away. The whole Breedon family, huddling together as they entered the church door like ducks in a rainstorm. Gradually he was surrounded by faces from his past, people filling every seat and pressing in on him, children on laps, the adults shoulder to shoulder. At the front of the hall lay the casket, a great oak shape covered with flowers and bows. The American and Kansas flags stood to the left, the Christian flag to the right.

A side door opened, and the first Crandall face Henry saw was Margaret’s. Henry grimaced when he saw her: she appeared ill, as if some of her own life had been drained from her when her husband’s slipped away. He hadn’t seen her in some time, but she looked considerably aged, with new lines in her face. Her hands were pushed down as fists into her black dress as she walked unsteadily into the church.

Roger followed close behind, wearing a dark, Western-cut suit and spit-shined, black leather dress boots. Henry had forgotten how imposing he was: barrel-chested, broad-framed, and full of self-aware, ill-contained masculinity. But his galling flaw was there as well; there roamed through the Crandall men a genetic fault, and Roger had been unlucky. One leg was a good two inches shorter than the other, and his gait loped, his head moving slightly from side to side when he walked. Roger had hated the defect, torn between wearing corrective boots and the stubborn practice of smoothing out the motion. In the end, he refused the boots, which anyone could detect at a glance.

Sarah, Roger’s sister, followed, her shoulder-length brunette hair pulled back with an unadorned barrette. Physically, she had stolen the best of each of her parents, with Tyler’s dark, almost Gypsy good looks and her mother’s remarkably clear, smooth complexion. But she had obviously been crying, and her eyes were red, the mascara smudged.

The last notes of the organ sank down into echo, and a stillness settled on the church. Three large ceiling fans whirred overhead, a slow, humming pulse. Henry glanced around; the sanctuary was packed with at least five hundred people, a good seventy-five more than it was designed to hold. A fitting tribute to Ty Crandall, King of Council Grove, he thought. Then, from the shadowed side of the church, a door opened on to the podium. William Chambers, pastor of the Evangel Baptist Church, entered the sanctuary.
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“This sacred place isn’t filled to overflowing to honor some man way down in the book of life, beloved. Nobody’s here to honor some low private in the army of God. We’re here to celebrate a man what’s gonna walk into God’s heaven by the front door, beloved, with his head held up high.”

Thus began the memorial service for Tyler William Crandall. Pastor Chambers was a short, stocky man, with the rough dimensions of a brick and a shock of thick black hair on top. His body was crammed into a dark blue suit, his substantial bulk sticking out from his spine like a well-dressed barrel on a post. A white handkerchief stuck out of his left chest pocket like it was struggling for air. “We come to this house with the joys of life and the sorrows of death,” he said. “There’s room enough for our laughter and our tears. So that’s why we’re here. To laugh and to cry. But over whom, beloved? Over Tyler William Crandall. And in that name is everything needs be said.” Chambers moved from behind the podium, perching on the edge of the platform. He softened his tone to sweet tree sap. “Every child of God has a destiny, beloved. Ain’t no soul on this earth without a purpose, and there’s comfort in that fact. It means God’s got His plans for livin’ and dyin’, and ain’t no use to struggle against it. But what was Tyler Crandall’s purpose? Ain’t that the eternal question we got to answer on this day? What did the Lord God put that one man on this earth to do, and was he able to do it? Ain’t that what makes a man’s life worth livin’?” Chambers’ face was intense, pleading. “Yes, beloved. The Lord brought Tyler to this town to be His instrument. God needed somebody to be His hand. And brother Tyler answered that call. He was our protector and our provider.”

Chambers’ mouth stretched into a melancholy smile. “Beloved, I’m gonna tell tales. I’m gonna break a little confidence. But we’re family here, ain’t we?” He paused, listening, his eyes cast out across the congregation. “Ain’t we?”

The crowd murmured its assent, and Henry could feel the energy in the room beginning to rise. This was the ritual of his boyhood church, the slow beginning, the crescendo of the call-and-response, the climax when Chambers drove heaven and hell home and white soul would rise off the preacher like steam off ham hocks. The first beads of sweat were already forming on Chambers’ face.



“I don’t think I’m doing anything wrong,” the pastor said, “to tell you that the brother Crandall wasn’t ashamed to support the work of God in this town. He gave, beloved. There was times he gave when there wasn’t nobody else to give. But that ain’t what made it beautiful. What made it beautiful was that he didn’t want no kind of credit for it. He didn’t walk around town expecting congratulations like one of God’s chosen people. Tyler Crandall didn’t do nothin’ to impress men.” He paused again, thoughtfully. “So then why did he do it, beloved? Tell me why.”

Chambers dropped his voice to a whisper. “He did it because he knew that God don’t forget, beloved. The Great Heavenly Accountant got to balance the books. Tyler put his trust in heavenly treasure that moths don’t eat and thieves don’t steal.

“Now, brothers and sisters, ain’t many in this world would count me wise. Ain’t many accused me of bein’ a sophisticated thinker.” Chambers smiled, secure in his self-deprecation. “But I learned a thing or two ain’t in books. I’ve seen a terrible thing with my own eyes. What is that thing, beloved? What is that demon?” Chambers pointed to the casket. “Death. Death, beloved. I have found that thing in hospital beds, in nursing homes. I’ve battled him for my flock right on through the night.” Chambers’ speech became dark and slow, hot asphalt slowly spreading over the still crowd. “Death comes in the night, and it breaks down every door, splinters flyin’ from the mace of the devil himself.” He pulled his handkerchief out of its tight cage and dabbed his eyes briefly before stuffing it, rumpled and moist, back into his pocket.

“They say every man is different. But that’s a lie, because we all got the grave. That’s the curse we share in this evil world. That’s the day them college boys stand shoulder to shoulder with us farmers and welders and cattlemen. That’s when the philosophers of this world got to shut on up and the Lord God Almighty gets His say.” Chambers thrust his finger out toward the congregation. “God’s gonna have the last word, beloved. Count on that. And when the Almighty clears His throat you either gonna be sleepin’ the innocent sleep of blissful rest in the arms of the Redeemer, or you gonna get hauled down by the Deceiver into a hell of iniquity.” He paused, terrifying and passionate. “Take stock of your lives, brothers and sisters. Check your account with the Lord God Almighty!”

Henry sat in the midst of the congregation, and he had no doubt Chambers believed every word of what he said. But he was dead to the power of his performance. The part of him that had listened as a boy to descriptions of the fires of hell was gone, murdered with his parents. Years earlier it had been alive, vividly receptive in its innocence. It had been in the heat of just such a terrifying moment that Henry, then fourteen years old, had found himself hurtling down the church aisle toward the pastor in embarrassment and release. He had sinned, and he would repent. He would not be dragged down into hell. He would answer the call of the god who shouts.

Chambers pointed down at the casket with a sigh, bringing Henry back to the present. “But that fiery holocaust will never fall upon this dear brother.” The pastor looked up, and his face was beaming. “I see a vision, a vision of God, beloved. I see Tyler Crandall entering the gates of heaven and God is smiling right at him. I hear the Lord God speak. Well done, my good and faithful servant, He says. You come on in to the great feast. Come in and dine with my special friends, my faithful friends.”

Chambers was spellbound in his own epiphany. He clutched the sides of the podium, transported, taken up into the heaven he saw. Then he looked out into the congregation; his voice was permeated with anguish. “What we get is a flicker of time, beloved. We got a moment until death snuffs us out like candles in a rainstorm. God waits at the end of our road, ready to judge the quick and the dead! Our dear departed brother Crandall chose right. Let us all choose so right!”

With that proclamation Chambers slumped over the podium, spent. After some time he turned and made his way back to a large red velvet chair on the dais. He fell into it, pink-faced, sweat beading up on his forehead.

There was silence in the sanctuary, and Henry could feel the fear creeping up from the floorboards into the congregation. Into that vapor the music minister stood and sang, his voice a melancholy, solemn baritone. Several in the congregation softly took up the tune, humming and murmuring. Henry watched as Margaret collapsed and began sobbing against Sarah.

The singing ended and Chambers nodded gravely to Roger, signaling the eulogy. Roger stood, and when he rose every eye in the sanctuary was fixed upon him. Soon he would be the lifeblood upon which the entire town would depend. He would be their supply of materials and equipment and, with the bank hurting under so many failed farms, their credit. He could dictate the laws and the policies that ruled the few businesses he didn’t control. He would be the most important man in their lives.

Roger walked up the stairs, each step a careful measurement to level his hated gait. He took the pulpit and looked down at the casket; for a moment, he appeared to be in some indecision. When he began, his voice was quiet and hard, and he seemed to speak more to the gleaming wooden box than to the congregation. “I’m supposed to say somethin’ about my daddy now,” he said. “Pastor says I might recollect some good memories of him.” He breathed deeply, never taking his eyes off the casket. “But the fact is, I don’t think about things that way, and it don’t do no good to look back. My daddy is dead. Here shortly he’ll be in the ground. Then it’ll all be over, every bit of it.”

Roger stared blankly downward for a few brittle seconds, then continued. “Like the pastor says, ain’t nobody knows when their time is up. But I had twenty-nine years of him, and I figure it all boils down to those lessons I got when he was alive. Daddy was a teacher. That’s what I’ll always remember. He never stopped teachin’ me, not one second of the day. He’d take the broom right out of your hand, just to show you the right way to sweep. He’d make you tear down a fence just to build it up what he called straight.” He paused a moment, and Henry thought he could hear his voice catch, although from what emotion it wasn’t clear. “I don’t reckon Daddy stopped teachin’ me one second of my life. So I learned. One time I checked in a load of wheat and read the water content wrong, read it clean wrong, by two percent. Daddy taught me that day, taught me good. He never stopped teachin’.” Roger ground to a halt, his voice unsteady. Then he looked up into the congregation, looking surprised to be surrounded by people. His voice cleared. “Some say this town is dyin’,” he said. “But I say it ain’t gonna die if I have anything to do with it. It’s like Daddy used to tell me: The difference between doin’ and dreamin’ ain’t nothin’ but the will to act. You got to have the will. I figure that’s right. What matters now is movin’ this town forward and that’s what I aim to do. Ain’t nothin’ gonna change.” He paused again, looking at the pastor. Finally he muttered, “Amen,” and bowed his head briefly before descending from the platform.

Chambers rose solemnly, dismissing the congregation for the interment. The organ began to play, and the Crandall family rose to leave, walking across the front of the church to the side door, vanishing back into the hallway. After the door closed behind them, the pastor motioned for the congregation to exit through the back. Henry filed out of the sanctuary with the others, blinking at the bright sunlight as he left the building.

The burial was a short affair. Henry drove in the motorcade the short distance to the Everlasting Rest Cemetery, where the Crandall family had plots. The crowd stretched out around the grave site, spilling out over the grass. Henry stood some distance away, surprised by a sense of awe at seeing Crandall actually lowered into the ground. Death was still death, and it seemed improbable that such a small bundle of polished wood and brass could contain a man’s life. Henry glanced over at the family; they stood together beneath a dark green tent adjacent to the open grave.

Henry walked over and took Margaret’s hand; she offered it to him limply, and her glazed expression made him wonder if she were in some kind of shock. Sarah nodded through her tears, and to his surprise, hugged him briefly. He had scarcely disengaged from her when Roger stuck his hand out, commanding his attention. “Be at our house at two,” he said.

Henry showed mild surprise; the meeting had been planned for that evening, after the family had a chance to regroup. Roger, as though reading his thoughts, said, “No reason to drag things out. Best to just get it behind us.”

“That’s fine,” Henry answered, “if the rest of the family feels up to it.”

“They do.”

Henry glanced at Margaret; she, at least, didn’t appear up to anything more than several days of rest. But Sarah nodded to him, and Henry moved on past the family, taking his place on the periphery of the crowd. When he looked back, Roger had picked up a bright silver-colored shovel and was pushing it hard into the freshly exposed earth beside the grave. The deceased’s body was laid to rest under a bright blue sky at the Everlasting Rest Cemetery, Council Grove, Kansas. The gravestone read: LET HIM WHO HAS RECEIVED MUCH GIVE MUCH. The wind ran along the greening grass, and Roger threw the first shovelful of black dirt onto his father’s casket. The dirt landed with a hollow sound, the clumps of topsoil exploding into tiny black granules, the particles running across the top of the last resting place of Ty Crandall. Without speaking to anyone, Henry turned back to his car and drove to his motel.
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In spite of Roger’s change of plans for the reading of the will, Henry still had time to kill before heading out to the Crandall place. He thought briefly of sleep; he hadn’t realized how hard Parker had been driving him until he got some distance from it, and now, the numbness of sixty-hour weeks only a single day removed, he began to feel deeply tired. But driving through town from the church toward the motel pulled up a set of emotions that drew him down street after street in spite of his fatigue, back into his old life.

He had left town first in a fit of misplaced optimism, eighteen years old and anxious to put as many miles between himself and Council Grove as possible. His vehicle had been college, and he had excelled there. The second time he had left Council Grove he had left the bodies of his parents behind him, and he had felt nothing—merely a numb wounding. But to feel it now; to reenter that world voluntarily for a time and then to leave it definitively, passionless, intentional; that was what he wanted now. He wanted to shake the dust of the place off his feet, and that meant getting dusty first. He would look at every street, every house, and flick them off his finger as he headed back to Chicago to his life and lover and work. So he drove down Chautauqua toward the square, his face set, scanning the streets as he drove.

Just before the square were railroad tracks, a symbolic line that severed the town cleanly, separating the prosperous from the redneck. On the west the shopkeepers and a small handful of commuters lived; on the east were the hourly workers and the failed pig and chicken farmers that had been forced off their land. Henry turned along the railroad where it curved past the high school, running behind the Crandall Feed and Farm Supply.

The farm store was the financial center of Council Grove. Farmers funneled their existence through it, buying seed, hardware, supplies, and heavy equipment. They sold there as well; a row of grain silos just behind the store stood over the town like enormous banks, ready to spit out money if any farmers were prayed up enough with God and friendly enough with Crandall.

The Crandall family towered over Council Grove as surely as the granary did, and Henry rolled past the huge silos with an involuntary, adolescent respect. Their size alone inspired awe; a row of monsters nearly a hundred and sixty feet tall and more than fifty around, they cast gargantuan shadows across three blocks when the sun moved behind them. They were caverns of dreams, a holding place for farmers who played roulette with grain prices controlled by people and governments continents away. Henry passed by them and swept back out toward the square, still passing Crandall holdings: the grocery store, the bank building, a number of rental houses. Beyond his sight was the real Crandall wealth, over eighteen hundred acres of good grazing land, large even by Flinthills standards. Those fields contained the prized possession: seven trickling oil wells, mostly played out but the historic center of the family’s money. It had been oil that made Ty Crandall’s luck run gold; he had bought the land on the cheap and soon afterward found the precious, underground pools. Twenty-five years of pumping had slowed them to practically nothing, but the wells were still famous for a freak accident that had killed a field worker in their drilling. One second the roustabout had been working on the well casing, and the next a sudden, lethal updraft of sulfur gas choked his brain and dropped him on the spot. That started a trend that linked good fortune for Crandalls with bad luck for everybody else.

Eventually Henry entered the square, the junction of the town’s four main streets: Chautauqua, Elm, Main, and Pawnee, each an arrow-straight thoroughfare running directly from the center to the outskirts of town and endlessly beyond. Originally made for several wagons abreast instead of for cars, the streets were now unnecessarily wide, and in front of the town’s only café an actual hitching post stood. Now trucks parked in front of the long wooden pole, and at Christmas it was decorated with ribbons and electric lights. Outward from the café spread a run-down smattering of craft stores selling trinkets and handmade kachina dolls, a beauty shop, and a Radio Shack.

Just off the square was his father’s old office, and as Henry drove past he kept his eyes firmly on the road, refusing to be drawn into that painful memory. Even to see the run-down place would have put an arrow in his heart. Henry glanced reflexively at his watch; there was still an hour to kill, and unwilling to have the time filled with thoughts of his father, he turned toward the town park to fill his mind with another man.

Henry had spent a good deal of his adolescence wondering about this man—more than wondering, at times obsessed with thoughts of him, and the idea of seeing him again filled him with both dread and curiosity. He was called the Birdman, and he was an anomaly in a town that badly needed one. Night and day the man staked an outpost on a concrete bench in a corner of Custer’s Elm Park, a small area named for a spreading tree that Custer and his men had mustered under one night on their way to their graves. The tree was still there, an enormous, stretching umbrella that gave shade twenty yards across. The Birdman endured harsh Kansas weather there like a wooden statue—only high winds and rain would occasionally beat him indoors. His only concessions to the elements were a shapeless coat he wore in the cold and an infamous floppy Stetson that had been so beaten down by sun, rain, and wind that it had become moldy and stiff. With the Stetson pulled down low over his eyes, it was hard to distinguish where the man’s grizzled face finished and the hat began. But when he looked up he showed simple features, with a small nose, brown eyes, and a pale mouth with lips dry from constant exposure. Raggedy hair fell down over his ears, with wiry arms that looked like solid bone.

The Birdman stank, and it was work to get near him. He rarely washed, and his pants were always shiny with grime and sweat, especially during the hot summer months. He wore flannel cotton shirts, often penetrated by a hole or two and hanging loosely about him.

The Birdman’s circumstances fueled the speculation about him. In spite of living on the streets he owned a small house: a meager place close by the park over on Owendale. His owning the house created one of the longest-running mysteries in Council Grove: how the Birdman paid his bills. Even a run-down place meant county taxes, and there was certainly no visible income to the man. But the Birdman always paid in cash, rumpled green bills stuffed into envelopes left in the night box at the post office.

The source of the Birdman’s nickname was a large carrion bird—a kind of vulture that flies high and alone over the plains looking for carcasses to pick apart. The bird was covered with purplish-black feathers and had a vicious-looking yellow beak that he squawked through. With his wings extended he was nearly four feet across, and when agitated he would stand up on wirelike talons, stretching his wings out wide and shrieking in a loud voice. The bird had a mean streak, and people didn’t need much encouragement to keep their distance. It was plain scary as it flapped across town, landing here and there on the courthouse or some other building. But he would always return to the Birdman’s concrete bench. Worst of all was the smell; the bird stank worse than the Birdman, and had a habit of relieving himself on the park bench and sidewalk, making a white mess on the concrete.

Now Henry turned onto Owendale and drove slowly toward the big elm on the edge of the park, rolling to a stop and lowering his windows. He scanned for signs of the Birdman, hoping to spot him at his usual bench. After a few minutes of sitting quietly he thought he might have heard the harsh calling of a bird, but it was distant and he couldn’t be sure. He got out of the car and walked toward the bench; there was scratching in the dirt nearby, and the telltale droppings that meant the bird, at least, was still around. But there was no trace of the man, and Henry had the sinking feeling that something might have happened to him. It had been a long time—the aborted year of seminary, three more for law school, then more than two with the firm—since he had seen him, and a lot could happen to someone living such a rugged lifestyle in that amount of time.

Henry leaned against the tree, and in his mind he could hear the man’s voice crackle out into the park. The Birdman talked almost ceaselessly, sometimes shrill, sometimes mumbling, but always a bizarre combination of foulmouthed cursing and religious sermonizing. The incoherence of such religious speech and obscene language had held the town’s children spellbound for years, and Henry had been no different. But unlike the others, his fascination continued, and even as a teenager he had come many times, hiding behind a tree to listen. He never tired of watching the Birdman rise to preach to some invisible congregation, his voice cracked and urgent.

“Come to me, all ye merciless bastards,” the man would say. “Ye of talon, beak, and feather. Come to me, ye who rip and kill and tear. Come, ye murdering sons of bitches, for I will give ye rest.” Such words were accompanied by grand, electrifying motions sent into the air and sky. Henry’s young mind was transfixed by the sight of madness and faith entwined and alive, the two powerful forces locked together in a single, tortured mind. It was the most potent combination he had ever seen, an explosion of dangerous, brilliant color in the black and white of Council Grove. Faith, deranged but real, ran through the Birdman’s veins like electricity through a circuit. By comparison, Henry’s own had been a trickle. But faith had been their silent bond, although Henry had never spoken to the man. They both believed, the Birdman in his imagined forces, Henry in the god of William Chambers and the Evangel Baptist Church. Now, his faith destroyed, he found himself wanting to see the man again, wanting to feel that the electricity between them had at last been cut.

No one appeared. Minutes passed, and after some time Henry reluctantly walked back to his car, still hoping to see the man suddenly appear from behind a tree or even out of thin air. But there was nothing, and at last he got in his car and started the drive to the Crandall place with a sense of melancholy. He wanted, at a minimum, to know that the Birdman was all right, that none of the ugliness of children had fallen too hard on him, or that simple disease hadn’t taken him away. But in a few minutes he was turning into the circular drive that led to the Crandall home, and the seriousness of what he was about to do filled his mind.

The Crandall house itself had changed through the years, transforming itself as the Crandall fortunes grew from a large but straightforward two-story frame home into a rambling structure with two additions, each almost as large as the original home and obviously built at different times. The effect was unsettling, creating a great hulk put together from unrelated parts. Henry stared for a moment before he got out of his car; the Crandalls were intensely private in spite of their power, and he realized that he had never actually seen the inside of the house. After a moment he grabbed his briefcase and walked to the entrance. Before he had a chance to ring the bell Sarah opened the door, looking a little better than she had at the interment. She had changed into more casual clothes, and her deep sadness seemed to have lifted somewhat.

“It’s good to see you,” she said quietly. “I wanted to say more at the funeral, but there wasn’t a chance.”

Henry gave a solemn nod as he crossed the threshold. “How are you holding up?” he asked. “Did you get any rest?”

“A little,” she answered. “I laid down for a few minutes, but Mother’s needed a lot of attention.” She smiled sadly. “She’s taken things so hard. I’m not letting myself feel anything until she gets settled. It won’t help if I fall to pieces.”

“She’s lucky to have you.”

“Of course, we’re in Roger’s good hands now. Everything will be fine.” She turned and led him down a hallway toward the rear of the house.

Henry glanced discreetly into a few of the rooms as they walked. The unifying force in the decor appeared to be the overt display of wealth, or what passed for it in Council Grove. There were no signs of the kind of real money Henry had been introduced to in Chicago, but instead rooms littered with items that smacked of upscale mail-order catalogues. Some of the pieces were attractive, but there was no real feeling imparted by the sum of the parts. There was one lovely painting of a landscape in a sitting room, but it was contained by a frame so overwrought that the picture was spoiled.

Sarah led him into a large family room where her mother sat on an ivory-colored couch, her expression as blank as it had been at the funeral. Roger stood beside her and then moved quickly toward them. He was still in his suit.

“Mathews,” he said. “You’re on time. That’s good.”

Henry stuck out his hand. “Hello, Roger. You okay?”

“This town’s ground to a halt. You couldn’t cram another living soul in that church today.”

“It was a beautiful service, Roger.”

Roger motioned Henry to sit, and Henry smiled at Margaret as he took his seat near her, but no connection was made. She looked through him for a moment, then turned to stare at a wall. Roger sat down heavily in an expansive, well-worn leather chair facing the two of them. His father’s chair, Henry thought.

“So,” Roger said, “you’re up in Chicago.” He said the word as if he had said “Africa,” or “Mars.” Henry nodded. “What’s the name? Wilton and something?”

“Wilson, Lougherby and Mathers.”

Roger smiled languidly. “Why ain’t your name in there, Henry?” he asked. “What’s the problem?”

Henry found, to his relief, that it was easy to ignore Roger’s tasteless competitiveness; he had expected it, in fact prepared himself for it unconsciously. Even in high school Roger had needed to win every game, every argument, every competition no matter how trivial. Seeing him again, it hadn’t taken long to discover that he was stuck, still mired in the same adolescent compulsions. “It’s a pretty large firm,” Henry said easily. “Getting my name on any doors could take a while.”

“Yeah?” Roger leaned back in his chair. He seemed suddenly interested in the idea of a Chicago law firm. “How many lawyers you got up there, anyway?”

“About a hundred and eighty,” Henry answered, assuming it was at least ten times what Roger had imagined. Roger stared, and Henry had the satisfaction of seeing that his point had been made.

“Hell,” Roger said, “I hate to think how many crooks it would take to feed a hundred and eighty lawyers.”

Henry reminded himself that the best thing he had learned since leaving Council Grove was that nobody anywhere else in the world gave a damn about the Crandalls or how much money they thought they had. He smiled without answering, enjoying the distance between his old and new life. It made tolerating Roger so much easier. It would all be over soon enough. In a couple of days he would be back in Chicago and Roger could keep on living the pipe dream he loved, the pipe dream in which he was the new hero of a tiny world called Council Grove.

Roger scowled and rose. “Well, looks like you’re the only lawyer here. So let’s get this over with.”

Henry stood, feeling that Crandalls were going to be the best dust of all to lose. “Where to?” he asked.

“Daddy’s office. We’ll grab a couple of extra chairs.” Roger motioned to Sarah to go ahead, and she obediently rose, leading her mother. When they had passed out of earshot, he turned, his expression serious. “I got somethin’ to say.”

“What is it, Roger?”

“Thing is, you’ve been gone a good while. By my reckoning you ain’t really from around here no more.” Henry could taste the satisfaction in that statement, but said nothing. Roger continued: “So I figure you need to be brought up to speed.”
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