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			To my dad, whose spirit urged me to live life and to get this book done.

			 

			To those portrayed in this book who can no longer speak their truths for themselves.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			David Adair—Civil attorney for Alberta Comstock. Sought to withdraw from her case the day of the murder. 

			Carol Aiken—Greene County probate commissioner overseeing the Velma Brown Estate.

			Jose Alvarez1—Paramour of Rolland’s. Canceled trip to Springfield the weekend before the murder due to an argument.

			E. L. Anderson—Mayor of Springfield in the 1960s. Political foe of Rolland’s.

			Jim Arnott—Deputy with the Greene County Sheriff’s Office at the time of the murder. Elected sheriff during the investigation.

			Michael and Shaun Baumer—Owners of a gas station outside of Springfield where Alberta allegedly left her truck the night of the murder.

			Alan Bayer—Deputy with the Greene County Sheriff’s Office. Drove Becky home from her interrogation.

			Hon. Don Bonaker—Former officemate of Rolland’s when they were both lawyers in the 1960s. Presiding judge over the Velma Brown will contest.

			Cliff Brown—Attorney appointed to handle the Velma Brown Estate during will contest.

			Velma Brown—Client of Rolland’s. Benefactor of the Comstock family.

			Butch the Bulldog—Client of Rolland’s. Beneficiary of the owner’s estate.

			Hon. Don Burrell—Probate judge. Personal friend of the Comstocks. Gifted a gun to Alberta.

			Shane Cantin—Criminal defense lawyer who represented Alberta in the Stocker v. Comstock civil case. Law partners with Tom Carver.

			Ray Juan Carlos—Client of Rolland’s in a high-profile criminal case in the 1960s.

			Tom Carver—Criminal defense lawyer who represented Alberta in the Stocker v. Comstock civil case. Law partners with Shane Cantin.

			Alberta Comstock—Rolland’s ex-wife. Defendant in Stocker v. Comstock civil case. Murder suspect.

			Ashley Comstock—Michael’s daughter and beneficiary of Rolland’s estate.

			Howard and Minnie Comstock—Rolland’s parents.

			Lois and Betty Comstock—Rolland’s sisters. Much older and almost out of the house by the time Rolland was born.

			Max Comstock—Rolland’s younger brother. Derisively nicknamed “Precious” by Rolland.

			Michael Comstock—Son of Rolland and Alberta.

			Rodman Comstock—Son of Rolland and Alberta.

			Rolland Comstock—Lawyer, world-renowned book collector, politician, and decedent.

			Stephen Comstock—Son of Rolland and Alberta.

			Sue Ann Comstock—Rodman’s ex-wife who derailed the Velma Brown will contest for the Comstock family.

			Hon. Michael Cordonnier—Judge presiding over Stocker v. Comstock civil case.

			Robert Dante—Deputy with the Greene County Sheriff’s Office assigned to locate Michael Comstock the day after the murder.

			Irene Dixon—Client of Rolland’s. Potentially last person to talk to Rolland other than the murderer.

			Terrance Dotson—Associate of Michael’s. Told law enforcement Michael boasted of “killing and would kill again.”

			Frank Duren—Greene County detective initially in charge of the murder investigation.

			James Farrell—Greene County sheriff’s sergeant on call during Alberta Comstock’s interrogation. Warned detectives to Mirandize the potential suspect.

			Becky Frakes—Paralegal for Rolland Comstock. Executor of his estate. “Like a daughter” to Rolland.

			Jack Frakes—Becky’s husband. 

			Mike Friend—Owner of Oklahoma gun shop the Firing Range. Sold Alberta the “cheap .38.”

			Dana Gray—Greene County probate clerk. Had the misfortune of staffing the office when Alberta Comstock came in with her blackmail photos.

			“Doc” Groves—Republican who beat Rolland for state representative in 1966.

			Jerry Hall—Associate of Michael’s. Claims to have seen Michael the night of Rolland’s murder.

			Vicki Hayward2—Velma Brown’s niece. Filed will contest against Rolland and the Comstock family.

			Hon. John Holstein—Mediator appointed to resolve disputes between Rolland and Alberta.

			Craig Hosmer—One of Stuart King’s law partners.

			Joyce Hull—Stuart King’s paralegal.

			Curtis Hunt—Deputy with the Greene County Sheriff’s Office whom Michael Comstock requested for his interrogation.

			Sammie Johnson—Associate of Michael’s. Told law enforcement Michael “fucked his dad up.”

			Crystal Jones—Stephen Comstock’s girlfriend.

			Glenda Joplin—Housecleaner for Rolland Comstock who testified she did not see the black briefcase the last time she was in the house.

			Ruby Keen—Caregiver for Butch the Bulldog.

			Ron Killingsworth—Greene County investigator who interviewed the Baumers.

			Stuart King—Attorney for Faith Stocker in Stocker v. Comstock civil case.

			Carolyn Little—Client of Rolland’s. Greene County public administrator from 1980 to 2008.

			Billy Lowell3—Neighbor of Velma Brown.

			Angela Maholy—Deputy with the Greene County Sheriff’s Office. First responding law enforcement officer to the crime scene.

			Evelyn Mangan—Probate and estate planning attorney. Defense lawyer for Alberta Comstock in Stocker v. Comstock civil case.

			Debbie and Mac Mathis—Neighbors of Stephen. Mac heard the gunshots on the night of the murder.

			Darrell Moore—Greene County prosecutor.

			Todd Myers—Prosecuting attorney assigned to the Comstock case.

			Rev. C. M. Newton—Client of Rolland’s. Pentecostal preacher charged with a noise ordinance violation.

			Shawn Pool—Associate of Michael’s. Was driving car titled in Rolland’s name.

			Dean Price—Lawyer submitted by Alberta’s defense as an expert witness on the Fifth Amendment.

			Roy Quick—Alberta’s brother. She suggested to law enforcement he stole her gun.

			Carmel Rhoten—Sister of Alberta Comstock. Provider of alibis.

			Johnnie Rhoten—Son of Carmel Rhoten and nephew of Alberta Comstock. Was identified by the Baumers as one of the men who picked up Alberta’s truck the day after the murder.

			Tim Richardson—Civil attorney for Alberta Comstock. Initially represented Alberta on the Stocker v. Comstock civil case.

			Allen “Al” Rose—Son-in-law of Rolland. Former associate of Rolland’s.

			Sherry Rose—Daughter of Alberta and Rolland. Wife of Allen Rose.

			Mary Shearholt—Deputy public administrator. Confronted Alberta when she tried to show off her blackmail photos.

			Judith Shepherd—Rolland’s first wife. Testified in the Pentecostal noise ordinance trial.

			Bob Stillings—Personal lawyer to the Comstock family. Former associate and friend of Rolland’s.

			Faith Stocker—Daughter of Rolland and Alberta. Business partner with Rolland. Trustee of the Comstock trust. Plaintiff in Stocker v. Comstock civil case.

			Robin Stokes—Roommates with Michael at the time of the murder and told authorities she threw away the clothes he was wearing on July 2. 

			Tom Strong—Rolland’s lawyer in Velma Brown will contest.

			Hon. Miles Sweeney—Judge who ruled on property dispute between Rolland and Alberta.

			Kevin Thomure—Alberta’s nephew. Only person listed on Alberta’s phone records on the day of the murder.

			Rodman VanSant—Alberta’s first husband. Natural father of Michael, Faith, Rodman, and Sherry. 

			Deborah Wade—Greene County detective who conducted interviews of Alberta Comstock and Allen Rose.

			Ken Weatherford—Greene County detective who took over the murder investigation after Frank Duren was promoted.

			Steve Westbrook—Deputy with the Greene County Sheriff’s Office assigned to locate Michael Comstock the day after the murder.

			Hon. Bob Wiley—Divorce lawyer for Alberta Comstock.

			Dale Wiley—Son of Bob Wiley. Represented Alberta Comstock on various lawsuits after the divorce.

			Tina Williams—Attendant at a Walmart gas station who testified she saw Alberta’s truck the night of the murder.

			John Zongker—Baptist who called the police on the Pentecostal tent revival.

			

			
				
					1	Denotes the actual name was changed

					2	Denotes the actual name was changed

					3	Denotes the actual name was changed

				
			

		

	
		
			Prologue

			The life of a lawyer is that of quiet, almost anonymous, desperation. You try your cases, or you settle them. You draft documents, and your client signs them. In most instances, the lawyer is merely swept into the conflicts of others. Their official role is to be an advocate for their client, but the important job is to be a cool head in a torrent of emotions and hostility.

			Yet every town has lawyers who rise to the regional zeitgeist. Those are the ones with personalities that capture the intrigue, imagination, or infuriation of the public. In modern times, the lawyers with the most visibility are the personal injury figureheads who settle their clients’ cases fast and cheap. By merit of this business model, these lawyers must work on volume to eke out a small fortune. Hence, they go on television talking about “your” rights and the entitlements being kept from “you.” The bad things happening in your life aren’t your fault; that’s someone else’s problem. Let me, the well-dressed professional, fix it for you. Their faces and slogans pollute the landscape on bright, tacky billboards.

			While those types of lawyers are recognizable, they aren’t particularly interesting. There are also legal personalities that fit their particular place in the world. Springfield, Missouri, sits near the top of the Ozarks, a former mountain range beaten down and eroded by time and forces of nature. In the buckle of the Bible Belt, some 350,000 souls reside in the metropolitan area. In that area, nearly seven hundred lawyers are members of the bar. That’s one lawyer for every five hundred people, which is a lot.

			At first glance, it is puzzling how a lawyer like Rolland Comstock was unable to get the same attention from his fellow Springfieldians. Rolland was a good lawyer. He practiced law on the town’s working-class north side for well over forty years. He knew the ins and outs of the probate code and IRS regulations dealing with estates as well as any lawyer in Missouri. Rolland served in elected office, albeit briefly. When the local paper did a series on how estate planning and probate law work, they spent a week of coverage exclusively on Rolland’s practice. Rolland was assigned a case to represent a dog who was going to receive a six-figure inheritance that caught the attention of the public, as well as national tabloids and even made it into a Johnny Carson monologue.

			Rolland was colorful. Scratch that. Eccentric. Rolland was best known in town and around the world, really, as a book collector. He obsessed over having authors sign first-edition copies of their work. He built a three-story library in his palatial estate north of town. This is the same house where his family kept a pack of wolves as pets. They were hybrid wolves, but that was hard to tell by the way they looked and the way they howled. The neighborhood pets—those smart enough to stay away—feared them. The neighbors themselves just found it another impossibly odd thing about the family down the road who was much richer than they were.

			As a result of this book-collecting hobby, Rolland was the subject of profiles in national and international newspapers. His legal writings were littered with literary references other lawyers could barely penetrate.

			Yet Rolland occupied a part of Springfield the town was reluctant to discuss. While the other lawyers had civic club memberships and dined at places like the Metropolitan Grill or Steak & Ale, Rolland could be found at the Oz on Commercial Street. That was the gay bar on skid row, just a stone’s throw from the homeless shelter known just as “the Hotel.” Rolland would peruse the aisles of the Old Highway 13 Book Store, an adults-only sort of place for people of all sorts of inclinations. These were the places Springfield knew existed but chose not to discuss. It was improper. Those spots were the underbelly Springfield preferred you not see. That’s where Rolland spent his time.

			Rolland was gay, although he denied that even when proof otherwise was presented to him. Hiding such things and repressing such feelings matched where and when he was born. In a town like Springfield before Ellen DeGeneres or Will & Grace, being openly gay wasn’t even an option. You simply accepted the role as “confirmed bachelor” and didn’t talk about it. If you opted for a public-facing job like that of a lawyer, you got married and had kids. You played the part of someone “normal.”

			Rolland did the latter. His first marriage didn’t take. He married a woman. Alberta. She had four kids from another marriage. They had a son together. From all accounts, they got along well for nearly forty years. Stories vary about when Alberta knew, or should have known, about her husband. But everyone agrees it became impossible for her to ignore the truth in late 2004 when she filed for divorce. The couple’s marriage was dissolved in about eight months’ time. But the conflict and the fighting just kept going. It became ugly, as contentious as some lawyers had seen in their entire careers.

			Rolland was found dead on July 3, 2007. Like Rolland’s life, his death was complicated. Dysfunction is hard to kill, after all. Rolland’s fights were inherited by his closest loved ones. He was murdered, that is conclusive. But there have been no arrests and no charges. Several people will point to the circumstances of the crime that seemingly left little to no evidence. Others will point to an investigation fraught with errors and omissions.

			Even others will say law enforcement never made the investigation a priority. In death, Rolland belonged where he lived—in the shadows, away from public view. Rolland represented something shameful and sinful. Something that should remain forgotten. It was not “Springfield” as they saw it. Besides, whoever killed him wasn’t going on a spree. There was no harm posed to anyone else. Just another dead gay guy no one would worry about.

			With the typical avenues of justice blocked off or otherwise unavailable, Rolland’s daughter Faith Stocker took another route. That’s when this story becomes about another lawyer, a lawyer who was able to process the chaos and turmoil of litigation with a steady hand and a steely gaze. Stuart King was no one’s idea of a lawyer seeking justice for justice’s sake. He liked the money that came along with the profession and developed a reputation as a guy who would take on any case as long as it offered a challenge. The case of Rolland Comstock became a case unlike any other he had ever taken, and its outcome proved to offer one surprise after the next. He would later say it was the defining case of his career.

			This was too good of a story not to tell, not simply because of Rolland’s death but also of his life. When I first met Rolland, I was a young lawyer looking for a job in the private sector. There was a posting for his firm, so I sent in a résumé. He called me and noticed I lived in Lawrence, Kansas, because of my law school and my first job after graduating.

			“Tell me this,” his gravelly voice hummed into the phone. “Who’s the most famous author to live in Lawrence?”

			I paused and wondered if this guy was for real. But I also thought this might be a trick question. “Well, I know Langston Hughes was raised there and graduated. He was a poet, so I am not sure he counts. So, I am going to say William Burroughs.”

			There was a silence on the other end, then, “Yes, yes. That’s very good.” I am almost certain I got the job then and there. Rolland was funny and interesting. The more I talked to him, the more I was shocked I never heard of him despite having lived in the Springfield area for almost my entire life. Even though probate law didn’t seem very interesting to me, working for Rolland did seem interesting, and I took the job. I hoped that, as someone who only worked in the government prior, I could become a protégé to this person who was truly like no one I ever met. I could learn from the best.

			Of course, I had no idea he was going through so much ugliness. There was not just the divorce, which was over by then. There were other lawsuits that stemmed from the divorce. His ex-wife was blackmailing him. She was showing compromising photos of Rolland around town. I didn’t know any of this when I took the job. All these distractions left little time for Rolland to practice law, let alone mentor a young lawyer. Money was short. The tension in the office was palpable.

			The bright side of the period countering the crippling stress I faced, was meeting the other people in the office. Becky was Rolland’s paralegal and right-hand woman. I learned more from her than any other lawyer I’ve met. I also met Faith, Rolland’s daughter, who became a good friend.

			But I knew that I was the last one hired, and I would be the first one cut if things totally dried up. I had next to no clout to draw in clients. People who came to the firm were annoyed that they had to deal with me and not the big man himself. So, I fled to another firm. It’s the other firm in this book, where Stuart was a partner. I became the probate/estate planning lawyer for Hosmer King & Royce. A few months later Rolland was killed, and Becky needed a place to work. I staked the entirety of my reputation at the new firm on her being hired to help spruce up my fledgling practice. It worked.

			That’s also how Faith found our firm: because Becky and I were there. The story told in this book comes from personal experience. Whenever I reference something involving me, I often just refer to myself as “the associate.” I did my best to keep those references to a minimum. I am the least interesting person in this story.

			I was also given a trove of information from Rolland’s trust and his estate. Old newspaper clippings, personal files, and notes from his practice, from his book collecting, from his time in politics, and even his fights with the State of Missouri whether he could keep wolves as pets.

			For a lot of his older cases, I had to rely on the courtroom staff from throughout Southwest Missouri. Dedicated public servants had to dig through dusty old banker boxes to find some random case from 1968, as an example. There’s no way this book could have been written without those people helping me. But I also had to get help from the Springfield Public Library, the Missouri Historical Society, and the archival library at the University of Missouri–Kansas City.

			I also received access to personal essays Rolland wrote. Sometimes, these resembled fictionalized versions of cases he worked on. These are lifted and quoted for this book as well, and I’ve done my best to identify them as such. Other times, he offered personal observations I quoted that help offer additional details about his life and experiences.

			In terms of Rolland’s observations from his personal and professional dealings, the estate provided me with many letters and memos he wrote. Sometimes, I offer a direct quote from his writing. Other times I have presented his observations from these writings as a thought. All of it is hemmed to make it as authentic to Rolland’s frame of mind as possible. 

			There are passages in the book where dialogue and thoughts from living individuals have been recreated from my research in order to make the narrative more coherent. In some cases, the names of living persons were changed to protect their identities. I’ve noted that in the “Cast of Characters” section at the beginning of the book. 

			Having direct interviews with Becky Frakes, Faith Stocker, Stephen Comstock, Stuart King, and others who would not go on the record was also invaluable for telling the story of a lawyer whose death, and life, should not be forgotten and—at times—seems too fantastic to be real. Rolland Comstock was one of a kind and more than simply a crime victim. While the murder itself is interesting in a ghoulish way all true-crime stories are, I think you will like reading about Rolland and the time and place of his life even more.

		

	
		
			The Busy Signal

			The phone was busy. Becky Frakes assumed it meant her boss was dead.

			Such was the routine every morning. The loyal paralegal called Rolland Comstock to see what was on tap for the day. The chat also put Becky’s mind at rest that he was okay. If Rolland didn’t answer or she got that busy signal, her mind always went to the worst place. But the safe assumption was he’d been working in his library late into the night. Maybe a few too many drinks. He probably clumsily left the phone off the cradle after talking to a book dealer.

			On the morning of July 3, 2007, Becky did what she always did when Rolland didn’t answer: She grabbed all the documents he needed to sign and got into her comically large truck to drive north of town to handle everything in person. Becky struggled to hoist her short, wiry frame into the cab. Her red hair and sharp features barely could be seen over the wheel.

			It was a ten-minute drive through Springfield’s depressed north side into the bucolic valley of the Little Sac River. The Comstock Estate was surrounded by eight feet of iron rod fence. What you couldn’t see was the three feet of fence buried in the ground. This fence was not designed to keep people out, but rather to keep the wolves in.

			Complaints were made to authorities by neighbors who were losing beloved pooches who ambled into the wolves’ territory. Rolland built the massive fence as a compromise in order to keep his pets from being impounded. Yet problems persisted. Cats, succumbing to whatever pheromones drew them to the property, would climb atop the fence as the wolves waited patiently below. After the jump, the cats wouldn’t even hit the ground.

			Becky pulled up to the gate. It was closed. There used to be a code. But the automated system hadn’t worked in years, so there was just a chain she had to slide over the latch.

			Her truck crawled along the horseshoe driveway. She didn’t want to hit one of the wolves but didn’t see any signs they were out. Perhaps Rolland had the good sense to let them inside to escape the oppressive Ozark heat. The only evidence of the wolves were all the oversize chew toys in the driveway, and the frayed top of Rolland’s Cadillac where the “puppies” pawed and chewed on the vinyl roof.

			She pulled up to the house. The paint was chipped, and there were shingles dangling in the overgrown shrubbery after blowing off the roof. The columns looked to be on the verge of collapse. Becky remembered when Rolland and Alberta built this monstrosity. Rolland saw it not only as a monument to his money-making abilities as a lawyer, but also a place worthy of his book collection. Now, the house was just like its owner: a crumbling vestige of its former self.

			The mansion was on the market because of the Comstocks’ divorce settlement. There was no surprise that a run-down estate in the middle of the country with a cavernous room designed solely to hold thousands of books would receive little interest from the home-buying public. This was built with only one person in mind, and now a court was forcing him to sell it.

			There’d been no showing in months. The real estate agent was cautious with giving tours to avoid catering to people simply curious about the book collection they had read about. Serious calls were sparse. The house was disgusting. In addition to Rolland letting it fall apart—and to be fair he had given much of his money to Alberta to settle other issues in the divorce—it smelled like wolf piss. The tile floors were splattered with dead ticks Rolland picked off the wolves and smashed with his shoe.

			Of course, Becky remembered it was no longer on the market. The real estate listing expired the day before. Rolland’s concern about his ex-wife’s displeasure with the topic of the house was becoming more intense.

			Alberta, the Mrs. Comstock of nearly forty years, had little to be happy about. Despite their advanced ages, she was confronted with a fact about her husband she could no longer accept. In the legal proceedings of the divorce, she called herself “humiliated” and “ruined.”

			It wasn’t surprising to Becky. Or to anyone else. But the divorce, or at least the fighting that continued once the divorce was finalized, took its toll on Rolland nonetheless.

			It wasn’t as though his body could handle much stress. Rolland was diabetic. Had emphysema. Polyps in his lungs. High blood pressure. None of this kept him from smoking or drinking. He would often forget to eat. Becky could just imagine him slumped over his chair, having succumbed to any number of ailments. Or he could have drunkenly stumbled down the stairs. His demise could come in many forms. None of them would be a shock.

			When she thought of Rolland lying there, she wondered what his pack of wolf-German shepherd hybrids would do. Protect him? Chew on him like one of those squeaky toys in the yard?

			Stephen, Rolland’s only biological child who lived in an apartment around the corner, left for court-mandated rehab days before. He wasn’t around to check in on Dad, which Becky knew he was good to do. While Rolland and his daughter Faith had a good relationship, she only came by once a week or so. The other kids had fallen out of favor. Becky only worried about Michael, as he had been making noise lately about being out of money. Michael had a history with meth. Using it, making it, selling it. Threats against the family. Forging signatures. Stealing a gun from Alberta and Rolland. Bad news.

			Rolland was fine, Becky told herself. She couldn’t imagine her life otherwise. If something happened, there would be no more law practice, no more work. Becky worried about that every time she heard the busy signal. She would be cast out from the only job she knew, a life with plenty of stress but years of stability, money, and friendship.

			Becky honked her horn. She wasn’t going to get out alone unless she had to. Even after years of coming out to the property, the wolves did not trust her. She did not trust them. The pack would circle her while one would go up to nip at her fingers.

			No one came out. Becky listened to country music and drummed the steering wheel. She didn’t even see the dogs stirring around through the window.

			Becky unmounted from her truck with her workbag in hand. Rolland never locked the back sliding door that led to the kitchen. Everyone who knew the house knew this.

			She walked around, did a courtesy knock, and opened with a bellowing “Rolland!” There was no answer. She heard scurrying wolves farther into the house. There was a howling. A mournful howl caused the hair on her neck to rise. She opened the sliding door. The house reeked of stale cigarette smoke competing with a slight rotting smell from trash Rolland neglected to take out. “Rolland,” she yelled again.

			Becky saw him once she stepped into the kitchen. Rolland was lying on the ground. She saw his feet first. Then his face. Still. No movement. Not a twitch. The eyes still open to the last thing they ever saw.

			Her hand went to her face. Becky’s instinct told her not to touch him. Not to move anything. Just call 911. Cell phone reception in the house was terrible. She ran outside to find a signal.

			Everything was a blur. Becky didn’t see the two bullet holes in the wall behind the body. She did not hear the television blaring from the bar area. Becky didn’t register the blood. She did not see the signed first-edition copy of Lord of the Flies—Rolland’s most prized and valuable artifact—sitting out on the kitchen table next to where he lay.

			Becky did not notice the trail of crimson wolf tracks all over the house, their paws reddened from their master’s blood as they circled his body on the floor in order to protect him one last time.

		

	
		
			The Filthy Lucre

			Rolland was born to Howard and Minnie Comstock on November 9, 1936. He grew up at 2230 North Rodgers in Springfield, Missouri, just north of the bustling Commercial Street railroad area. The neighborhood was well-off compared to the rest of the country still toiling in the Great Depression. The Comstock home was modest-sized with two bedrooms, a kitchen, mudroom, and a living room with a bay window that jutted out over the porch. There was a white picket fence out front and an outhouse in the back.

			Dad was a fireman. A tall and stout man, with a bull head and a thick tousle of hair cut “high and tight,” he hauled heavy hoses and breathed in the soot and smoke of burning wood and smoldering brick. The job caused him a multitude of physical problems, from a bad back to a constant cough.

			Minnie stayed home. She dressed frumpily and wore her long dark hair flat with a part in the middle. Rolland had two sisters, Lois and Betty. Both were significantly older and almost out of the house by the time he came around. They were never close, and Rolland had no contact with either of them throughout his life.

			Rolland also had a younger brother named Max. Rolland hated the attention Max took away from him. Older brother referred to him as “Precious” all the way up until little brother died and Rolland was heard to remark, “The world is a little better off without Precious in it.”

			Even at an early age, his parents were aware of Rolland’s unusual intelligence. Unbothered by cousins who were ordered to play with him, Rolland would quietly deal himself cards or read a magazine.

			His parents took him to the neighborhood St. John’s Episcopalian Church. Later in life, Rolland would discuss faith in stark terms: “Episcopalians are mostly an upper-class set whose morality is to be viewed through a stained-glass prism in a church that permits most sins and nurses a fondness for the bottle and a huge vanity for its own physical attributes—an elite endorsed by the very hand of God. It is a good church to join especially as it offers a passport to an even brighter one at the end of the road.”

			While his family wasn’t particularly religious, Rolland became intrigued by the power of the pulpit—the ability to sway the parishioners with verve and scripture. As someone who liked to read from an early age, Rolland found the symbolism used by the Episcopal church appealing. He would sit up and memorize stories from study books handed out in Sunday school.

			His voice always boomed, eventually grated by smoking and alcohol, and this made Rolland predestined for oration. On the Friday nights before Mass, Rolland would stand on the corner near the church regurgitating his Bible lessons and imploring any passersby to save their souls the following day. While he never considered the ministry, young Rolland noticed his street preaching got the neighbor’s attention. People would listen to him.

			As he got older, Rolland consumed books voraciously. Since he liked reading them over and over, Rolland chose to buy them rather than rely on the local library. He turned this into a vocation, “renting” comic books out of the garage for a nickel a day. If the comic book was never returned, he would serve as collector and demand the full price.

			Around the same time, he started helping neighbors with their taxes. Rolland was good with numbers and details in school. Someone remarked he might be able to do that sort of work when he was older. Not willing to wait, he checked out some IRS guidance documents from the library and figured anyone could do it, including a preteen.

			Later in life, he said his motivation for working at a young age was to avoid being poor. Rolland would say—as a child—that all his family could afford to eat was chicken. “I hated the taste of that bird, and I don’t want to ever feel like I have to eat it ever again.”

			By the time he turned sixteen years old and attended Central High School, Rolland opened his own bookshop on Commercial Street. He named it Addison’s, after the seventeenth-century English poet and essayist who founded Spectator magazine. He rented the second floor of a shoe store for fifteen dollars a month. Rolland’s reason for renting the space had nothing to do with wanting to become a book proprietor. His collection had simply grown so it would no longer fit in the family house.

			Rolland soon realized, as he spent weekends categorizing and labeling the books, it wasn’t so much his interest in reading but in obtaining them; for trying to find books considered so rare and unique he could call them his own. He wanted a good story to tell—where he got it, what the person traded in exchange, trying to piece together the imperfections of the copy, and how it affected the value and quality. He would share his stories and opinions on the book with his fellow Commercial Street merchants, who found the young man odd but rather beguiling.

			A reporter for the Springfield News & Leader detailed Rolland’s struggle to run a business as a high schooler. The article’s accompanying photo offers a glimpse of fifteen-year-old Rolland: awkward and tall, in between the baby fat of his youth and the alcoholic bloat he later obtained. He’s fitted with a seersucker suit draped over his frame and a bow tie adorning his neck. His black hair is slicked back in a pompadour atop a narrow face, his eyes bespectacled with horn-rimmed glasses right above his pointed nose and a toothy smile.

			After high school, Rolland took the money he’d saved up from preparing taxes and traveled to France. In the fall, he enrolled at Drury University, just a few blocks away from Commercial Street and across from his high school. “I was the only person on the campus in the late 1950s who had a copy of Howl and was one of the two members of the Young Democrats Club,” Rolland later wrote.

			After graduation and a stint teaching French at a nearby country school, Rolland began pursuing a master’s degree in British history at the University of Kansas City (now the University of Missouri–Kansas City). He was always drawn to history and more so to England, with its formality and pomp. Rolland was an Anglophile, making a point to wear orange on St. Patrick’s Day signifying his allegiance to England.

			Rolland returned to Springfield frequently, primarily because he found it easier to focus on his writing when he was home. Plus, there was the matter of Addison’s and his neighbors’ tax returns.

			Rolland’s professors gave his work high marks, particularly for his gruesome thesis on corporal punishment in fourteenth-century Britain. He began with a passage from the 1951 Daphne du Maurier novel, My Cousin Rachel, describing an unrefined and violent past. Rolland used this to emphasize how the British viewed reform at the time:

			They used to hang men…in the old days. Not any more, though. Now, when murderers pay the penalty for his crime, he does so (in private), after a fair trial at the Assizes. It is better so. Like a surgical operation. And the body has a decent burial, though a nameless grave. I can remember as a little lad seeing a fellow hang in chains where the four roads met. The rain had rotted his breeches, if not his body, and strips of worsted drooped from his swollen limbs like paper.

			But there was something nagging him about the pursuit of a career in academics. Specifically, the money. Even during his master’s studies, Rolland would seek out new books for his collection. The tax preparation business didn’t work as well in a town like Kansas City where he was not established, and no one knew him as “Howard’s boy.” There would be no way to make enough money teaching to afford his efforts to locate the perfect book. One night over dinner, Howard suggested Rolland would be a good lawyer. “You like to talk and read.” The comment caught Rolland’s attention.

			In an interview about his book collection, Rolland laid out his quandary. “I was at a crossroads. What was I going to do? Chase a PhD in history or practice law? I opted to practice law for the money it would bring.”

			Rolland would call it his desire for the “filthy lucre.”

		

	
		
			Circling Wolves

			The operator said deputies would come out and do a “wellness check.” Becky nodded at the phrase. They would find nothing well about the situation.

			Becky called Faith and told her what she saw. Faith heaved a sigh. She, too, had been expecting this day for what seemed like ages.

			“I am heading to the house. I will be there in a few minutes. Just stay put.” Faith had to center herself. Find her purse. Get her glasses. Make sure she had enough cigarettes to get her through a long day.

			Rolland and Faith had the most traditional relationship of any of the kids. Faith was a bookkeeper and accountant, following partially in Rolland’s footsteps. Starting at age twelve, she served as the office receptionist during tax season, presiding as people brought in their receipts and pay stubs.

			They worked in the same office and referred their clients to each other. Business-wise, estate planning and probate was intertwined with taxes. Faith could take care of the numbers and Rolland could take care of drafting documents. Their personalities suited one another.

			Faith and Rolland just talked Sunday night, two days before. Rolland seemed relieved Stephen was off to rehab. Rolland told her he signed the contract on a house just a few blocks from Faith. Much smaller than his estate but a nice place with room for most of his books. The rest of the collection—as well as the wolves—would be a topic for another day. Faith sensed a peace from her dad she hadn’t heard in three years at least. Perhaps the battle between her mother and father would end once Rolland relinquished possession of the home. Faith worried Rolland would never see the end of the fight.

			Of the five kids, only the girls survived childhood with any functionality and without addiction. Faith certainly was the only one who could be described as independently successful thanks to her pairing with Rolland. While she remained neutral during the divorce, she sympathized with her mother. After the divorce was over and things became acrimonious, Faith began to abhor Alberta’s desire to ruin her adoptive father’s life.

			Faith did what she could to help. She would check on Rolland from time to time and make him meals. She offered to have Rolland move in with her, but there was certainly no room in her house for the books. Nor had Faith ever gained the trust of the wolves. It was the primary reason she limited her time with her dad. They would try to take a bite out of her every time she went there.

			As she drove, Faith thought about their last conversation. Rolland talked about how the listing for the estate was expiring the next day. Even though he found a house, Rolland knew his ex-wife would be angry when she realized the deadline had come and gone with no sale. No hope for a sale.

			Faith’s mind turned to what would happen next. She was the trustee of his estate. Death meant planning a funeral, searching through bank statements, notifying creditors, dealing with real estate agents, and winding down the firm. There were no other lawyers working with Dad, so the place would close. Bad news for Faith’s business, too.

			Alberta’s lawsuits would continue, and Faith would have to step in for her father.

			At least now there would be a grave Alberta could spit on.

			Faith’s gripped hands were quaking, her lips quivering. She wanted to call Stephen, but she wasn’t even sure of the name of the facility. Rolland and Alberta had high hopes for him, but Steve had too many problems, first and foremost Michael’s influence on him.

			Her car pulled up to the gate to see Becky pacing along the end of the driveway. There were two Greene County Sheriff’s Office cars at the top of the hill by the house. Another by the road. Faith pulled into the driveway.

			Becky’s eyes were welled up and swollen. All she could do was shake her head. Faith tried to process while giving Becky a hug.

			“I know he’s dead. I know.”

			The words bounced around Faith’s head, trying to find a place to land.

			“Beck, did they say what happened?”

			Becky used her shirt to dab her eyes. “No, they haven’t said anything. I kept asking. They took my phone. They took my truck. I don’t know what they are doing.”

			Faith walked over to the patrol car parked in the ditch. The deputy was reading into a radio. She announced she was a daughter and asked what they knew.

			“Nothing,” the authority mumbled. “Still being investigated, ma’am.”

			“Can I go in?”

			The deputy shook his head as the radio blared behind him. “No one is being allowed in right now. It’s an active scene.” Faith just stood there uncertain what to do with herself.

			An ambulance with flashing lights pulled up to the gate, and the driver talked to Becky. She lifted the chain on the gate. When they got to the house, a deputy walked up to the driver. Something was said, the lights were turned off, and everyone disappeared inside.

			For an hour, Faith and Becky stood at the end of the driveway. Faith smoked. Becky paced. Becky, who never had a cigarette in her life, thought about taking up the habit. The two talked, but nothing registered for either of them. They waited for something, anything that would let them know what happened. They watched as other patrol cars pulled in and drove up to the house. Becky would lift the chain every time and warn them about the wolves. Each time, the deputies would look up with confusion and concern. “Wolves?”

			Deputy Angela Maholy was the first in the house. The pool of blood was massive. She saw the bullet holes in the wall behind him. Backup was called; Maholy knew now she was going to need to call in every available unit on the day before a holiday. The wellness check was now the site of “unknown and suspicious” circumstances, and assistance was required.

			“Homicide likely,” Maholy noted to the deputy on the other end of the line.

			She pulled out latex gloves and felt for a pulse on the neck. Not a trace. Maholy tried to lift the body to see the injuries, but the blood and Rolland’s girth made that too challenging for one person.

			The deputy heard scuffling and scurrying. She did a search, making her best attempt to scan the cavernous rooms. Maholy kept seeing doglike shadows darting here and there. That must be the wolves the woman outside warned about.

			Maholy looked for signs of a break-in. While the patio door entering the kitchen was opened—Becky didn’t stop to close it as she left—there were no signs that any entry had been forced. No broken windows or kicked-in doors. There did not appear to be any kind of alarm system. Maybe the owner thought the gate and the wolves was enough security.

			The house was unkempt but didn’t look ransacked. This wasn’t a break-in.

			The blood around Rolland coalesced, but there was no way of knowing how long he’d been there without forensic review.

			There was also something Maholy didn’t see: a gun.

			***

			“Ma’am. Are you Faith Stocker?”

			“Yes, yes. I am the daughter.”

			“Of course.” He looked at his notes. “I’m Corporal Johnson of Greene County. Deputy Maholy is securing the home, and I’m working on checking out the outer perimeter. Outside the house.” Faith hadn’t noticed him walking down from the house, as her mind was far away.

			Faith nodded. The deputy continued to eye the road as he talked. “Ms. Stocker, I am going to walk the ditches. We also need to look for evidence. Standard procedure. But Detective Wade will want to ask you questions when other officers arrive. Will that be all right with you?”

			Faith wiped her brow. “Can you just tell me what happened to Dad?”

			“We don’t know. The victim is unresponsive with no pulse. We are securing him for transport. We’re securing the location. It appears suspicious. But that’s all we know.”

			Becky started to cry. Faith went into another daze. “Suspicious.” “Victim.” Cold terms lacerating the unforgiving humidity.

			Johnson muttered into his radio that the animals were wolves and animal control needed to come out immediately. He offered some assurances to the women and walked away as he stared down at the ditch. Becky and Faith watched, wrecked with disbelief.

			Eventually, Detective Deborah Wade arrived and asked Faith to come with her to the sheriff’s office to take a statement. Faith could take her car as long as she followed the detective, Wade assured. She agreed right away. Detective Wade said they would come and get Becky “when they were ready.” Faith nodded. Becky sighed.

			After Faith left, another law enforcement officer walked up and asked, “Do you know anything about these dogs? We’ve got the one we’ve got collared. The other one is proving to be a real problem. It’s taken a bite at one of our men.”

			Becky developed a puzzled look on her face as she tried to process talking about these wolves on top of everything else. “Other one? Sir, there should be one more. Rolland had three dogs.”

			A pause. “We’ve only seen the two.” A longer pause. “It could be hiding. But we’ve looked everywhere already.”

			Becky looked out toward the woods across the road. It’d probably gotten loose when the gate was opened.

			That poor dog, Becky thought as her eyes welled up again. He’ll never make it on its own.

			***

			The Greene County Judicial Courts Facility was a gray bureaucratic box a few blocks south of Rolland’s office. Faith was ushered by Detective Wade through the security as they walked to a windowless, sterile room with a camera and audio equipment away from the public area.

			Wade explained to her, finally, what happened. It was a homicide. Faith’s stomach dropped at the word. The sheriff’s office needed to know who to look at. The detective told Faith they would not Mirandize her because they were only trying to get information and didn’t consider her a suspect. Faith understood. At least, she was nodding to the words. None of it was landing.

			The camera light clicked on. Wade marked the time as 10:53 a.m.

			“When was the last time you talked to your father?” Wade started.

			“Sunday. A few days ago.”

			“Other than you, who’s Mr. Comstock’s immediate family?”

			“Rodman, Stephen, and Michael are my brothers. Sherry Rose is my sister. Stephen is Rolland’s only blood child. The rest of us were Alberta’s by a previous marriage, but Rolland officially adopted all of us.”

			Wade had to take her time to identify the names. “Alberta. Wife?”

			“Oh, no,” Faith declared. “Divorce started in ’04. It’s done, but there’s still a couple of lawsuits between the two of them.”

			“Tell me about that,” Wade implored.

			Faith told her all about it.

			“Where does she live now? When was the last time you talked to her?”

			“Fairland, Oklahoma. I don’t talk to her. Not since the divorce. She thinks I took Dad’s side. Which I did. Eventually.

			“I don’t blame Mom for divorcing him, but she took it too far. She’s bitter. She’s vengeful. You should look at her.”

			“Being bitter is no reason to kill someone. Why would she kill her ex-husband?”

			“The only thing left between them was to sell the house and split the proceeds. She thought Rolland was dragging his feet because he didn’t want to move out. She needed the money. Alberta was convinced Dad was trying to keep her away from her money.”

			Money as a motive made more sense to Wade. “What about his other kids? How are they with your father?”

			“Stephen and I are the only two who talk with him.”

			“Do you know how we can get ahold of Stephen?”

			“Right now? He’s been at a rehab clinic since Sunday. My dad mentioned that on our phone call.”

			“What kind of rehab is it?”

			“Drugs, mainly. He tested positive for drugs while being on probation.”

			“Why was he on probation?” Wade asked.

			“Oh, drugs, mainly.”

			Wade made a note of this. Son has a criminal background. “What about the other kids? You said they weren’t close with…”

			“Oh yeah. Michael was stealing money from Dad. He’s been barred from the house. Barred from the office. But he also calls around for money. I won’t give him anything. He’s scary. I want nothing to do with him.”

			“Why is he scary to you?”

			“He’s violent. He’s on drugs, too. He’s threatened to kill me. Threatened to kill Dad.”

			Faith recalled a memory from when she was sixteen and her parents bought her a car. She walked up to Michael, who initially appeared to be tooling with the engine under the hood. When she asked him if he saw anything that needed fixing, Michael turned around and put a screwdriver to her throat.

			“You tell Mom and Dad you saw me doing this, I will fucking kill you.” Michael’s eyes locked with hers in a frenzy. She had no idea what was happening, so she just nodded. Faith was able to squeak out a “yes, yes” as Michael moved the screwdriver away, and proceeded to remove the battery from under the car’s bonnet and carry it off into the night.

			When Faith was unable to drive her vehicle, she had to explain to Rolland and Alberta what happened. They confronted Michael about it, who said he just needed some spare cash to catch a movie. They sent him off, and Rolland had to call his mechanic to see how much it would cost to replace the battery. He got off the phone and handed Faith a wad of bills.
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