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For Jessica, again and always






The Bible tells us to love our neighbors, and also to love our enemies; probably because generally they are the same people.

—Gilbert K. Chesterton




It is evidently consoling to reflect that the people next door are headed for hell.

—Aleister Crowley
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1.

MY WIFE, SARA, AND I are hosting a faculty party at our home when the Clark Falls Police Department arrives to take me into custody.

It’s the last day of the fall semester. On campus, offices are darkened, final exams completed, lecture halls standing empty until the new year. Most of our colleagues, a few graduate students, and assorted companions have retreated here, at our invitation, to shake off the cold and brace for the holidays.

The house smells like mulled cider and catered food. Hickory logs crackle in the fireplace while conversation bubbles and alcohol flows. I’m at the foot of the staircase with Warren Giler, the chancellor’s husband, where we’ve found common ground on Islay scotch, the ‘04 Red Sox, and a mutual ambivalence regarding faculty parties. Winter air threads its way into the festivities.

“I’m sorry?” I hear my wife say. She’s standing at the front door in her dress and heels, talking to a man in an overcoat. I see two uniformed officers behind him, breathing clouds on our stoop. “Can you tell me what this is about?”

“ Uh- oh,” Giler says to me. “Those men look stern.”

He’s right. They do. “I’d better go help,” I tell him. “You’re not wanted, are you?”

“Not to my knowledge. Possibly the music is too loud?”

I chuckle and excuse myself. Sara gives me a worried look as I join her at the door. She looks terrific with her hair up.

“Evening, guys.” I smile. “Cold tonight.”

“Paul Callaway?”

“That’s right.” There are two squad cars parked in front of our house, plus an unmarked sedan in our driveway, behind the catering van. “Is something wrong?”

The man in the overcoat reproduces the badge he’s just shown Sara, a gold shield seated in a black leather wallet. He stands medium height, trim and efficient- looking, gray hair neatly combed. Detective Bell, according to the ID card. “Mr. Callaway, we’re here to place you under arrest.”

“Excuse me?”

Bell hands me a folded document. “I’ll give you a minute to find a coat.”

Sara takes the papers out of my hand. “Let me see that.”

“Guys,” I say. “Obviously there’s a mistake.”

“I’ll give you a minute,” Bell repeats, “to find a coat.”

Our guests are starting to pay closer attention. The simmering stew of conversation thins near the door. Sara, leafing through what appears to be a court- issued arrest warrant, takes a short breath and whispers, “Paul…”

“I’m telling you, I don’t even have any parking tickets. Arrest me for what?”

“Suspicion of the sexual exploitation of a minor,” Bell informs me, this time louder than strictly necessary. He produces a second document. “This entitles us to search the premises, as well as your office on campus.”

“My office on campus?” I don’t even have an office on campus. I have a mailbox and a table I like in the faculty lounge. In the pin- drop background, all conversation has ceased. I hear the silence rippling through the house, but I’ve had three rounds of scotch with Warren Giler and now I’ve lost my temper. “Let me see that badge again.”

“I can instruct the officers to handcuff and Mirandize you right here on the steps if that’s the way you’d prefer to accomplish this.” Bell looks me in the eyes. “But I can see that you’re having a party.”

“Some detective.”

Sara says, “Paul…”

In spite of the shock I know exactly who’s behind this little production. But it still doesn’t make any sense. Sexual what? I picture all of this from the point of view of one of our guests— say for instance Warren Giler, the chancellor’s husband—and I realize that by reacting the way any reasonable person might, I’m only making things worse. In fact, I can see in the tense, readied looks on the faces of the two officers flanking Detective Bell that I’m possibly one good outburst away from getting Tasered in my own doorway.

“This has to be a joke,” I say.

“Mr. Callaway, you have the right to remain silent.” Detective Bell stands aside as one of the officers moves his hand to the cuffs on his belt.

“Jesus.” I kiss Sara on the forehead, break away, and reach for the closet.

“Paul, this says…”

“It’s okay.” I nod inside the house. “See if anybody in there knows a lawyer who can make things as unpleasant as possible for Detective Bell and his teenage sons here.”

“I want your badge numbers before you leave,” Sara says. “All of you.” She’s taken her administrative tone, and something about the sound of it fills my heart with gratitude. It tells me—if I needed to know—that despite all we’ve been through these past few months, we’re still playing on the same team.

For the moment, that’s all I need to set aside the fundamental injustice under way here, swallow the hundred protests clanging in my head, and move this insanity away from our doorstep. I put on my coat and join the two officers waiting to escort me to the curb.

The night air is a bracing slap that leaves me hyperalert, yet strangely numb at the same time. On either side of me, I can feel the officers’ hands on my elbows. I can feel the flagstones beneath the soles of my shoes. I can hear myself breathing, feel the hairs freezing in my nostrils, but none of it feels real.

At the curb, the cop on my left cuffs my hands in front of me and puts me in the back of the lead squad unit, behind the wire cage. The other cop finishes informing me, in case I didn’t catch it the first time, of my right to remain silent. As to rights, I have a number of others, and he lets me know about those. Do I understand?

No.

I nod my head anyway. The door slams shut, muffling the world outside.

The officer who handcuffed me retraces his steps back to our front door, where he says something to Detective Bell, then something to Sara. Giving his badge number as requested, I presume. The silence around me is punctuated by the occasional soft crackle of the police radio up front. The car smells like peppermint and sweat.

After a few moments, the officer returns and gets in behind the wheel.

“I know you’re just doing your job,” I tell him through the wire cage, “but this is bullshit.”

He makes a sound like it isn’t a shift until somebody tells him that. How old is this kid? Except for the uniform, and the gun that goes with it, he looks like he could be a new freshman on campus.

“Out of curiosity, who am I supposed to have exploited? I’d really love to know.”

The officer speaks a few words into his radio in a coderiddled language I don’t understand, then fastens his seat belt and starts the car.

Our house is the first on the left as you enter the circle, making it the last house you’d pass as you leave. All of our guests’ cars are facing my direction. But these cops came in backward, straight to our address, which means that we have to drive clockwise all the way around in order to exit, past each of our neighbors, one by one. Through the foggy backseat window, I see Pete and Melody Seward’s porch light go dark as we roll past.

“I guess these cars don’t go in reverse,” I say, still too angry to be humiliated. We pass Trish and Barry Firth’s house, now Michael and Ben’s. I saw Michael not half an hour ago, in our kitchen, tutoring the caterers. “Why didn’t you back up into the driveway, turn around—wait, but then you couldn’t have paraded me around the neighborhood first. You’re right, this is much better.”

“Let’s have a contest,” the young cop finally says. “Who ever can be quietest all the way to the station wins. How about that?”

“Gee, I don’t know, Officer.” Condescending prick. “Who gets to judge?”

Sycamore Court is decked for the holidays. All around the circle, white light drips like icicles from the dormers and eaves. Tendrils of smoke curl from the chimneys, and all the trees twinkle in the cold. I see a wet glint in the dark as the cop’s eyes flicker to the mirror again.

“That’s a good point,” he says. “I guess it’ll have to be your word against mine. Sir.”

We’re almost all the way around now. Between the squat stone pillars on either side of the entrance, I see the black ribbon of newly topped asphalt that will take us around the tree line, down the hill, and into the thick of Ponca Heights, the newer housing development below.

I take a long look at my neighbor Roger’s house as we roll past, directly across the circle from ours. His dark windows seem to be watching us. I sense the meaning in the cop’s eyes, still fixed on me in the mirror: Get the picture?

For the first time, I feel a chill in my joints that has nothing to do with the weather. I get the picture.

Off we go.


2.

OUR NEIGHBORS SAY they can’t believe how much Clark Falls has grown. They wonder where all the people are coming from.

Sara and I came from Boston, and to us, Clark Falls feels more or less like what it is: a pleasant little university town fifteen hundred miles from Boston. The city proper tucks up against a range of forested bluffs, which rise unexpectedly from the Iowa flatlands and run along the eastern bank of the Missouri River. We’ve learned that these bluffs are known as the Loess Hills, which explains the town slogan found on welcome signs posted at the city limits: Clark Falls: Loess Is More.

Forty- five thousand people live here, sixty thousand during the school term. According to the plaque on the front steps of the courthouse, the original township, built up around the frontier fur trade, earned its name for the modest tumble of spring-water William Clark pointed out to Meriwether Lewis some months into their storied walk to the Pacific Ocean two hundred years ago.

We don’t go up the front steps of the courthouse. Instead, I’m driven around back to a secured parking facility, then escorted into the adjoining building, which houses the Clark Falls Municipal Jail.

I realize that I’ve been anticipating the police station. I know what the inside of the police station looks like because Sara and I went there together, back in July, to leaf through mug shots. I’ve been thinking of the police station, not the jail, and that’s the first thing that makes all of this start to sink in.

The officer who drove me here—C. Mischnik, according to the nameplate pinned to his fur- collared duty coat—stops in a frosty vestibule and checks his gun at a bank of small gray lockers. He takes the locker key in one hand, my elbow in the other, and pushes on through the next set of doors.

I’m led down a buzzing fluorescent corridor, past two officers on their way out, and into a grimy central pod for booking. A middle- aged desk sergeant with veins in his cheeks sits me down in a cold plastic chair. He asks me questions without looking at me, hunts and pecks at a plastic- covered keyboard. I’m entering the system.

“When does somebody explain this?” I shift in my chair. “Where’s Detective Bell?”

“Address of residency,” the sergeant says.

I can only imagine what the sergeant must be thinking. Wouldn’t an innocent man have asked for an explanation already?

Or maybe the sergeant couldn’t care less. Maybe he’s just waiting for my information so that he can type it into the blank spots on his computer screen.

Why didn’t I take the time to read the arrest warrant? There I was, marching out of the house with a righteous stride, and now I don’t know the first thing about the charges against me. I feel like I’ve leapt off the end of a sturdy dock onto a frozen pond, and the ice is cracking all around me.

The sergeant is waiting.

“I’d like to make a phone call,” I say.

“Address.”

I take a deep breath and let it out slowly. Now the sergeant finally looks at me. He raises his eyebrows.

“Thirty-four Sycamore Court,” I tell him, starting the gears of the justice machine turning again.

I know that Clark Falls isn’t Boston. It can’t be more than fifteen degrees outside, the local bars won’t close for three more hours, and I have no frame of reference in the first place, but still: it must be slow in here for a Friday. Except for me and the desk sergeant, the intake area is bright and vacant.

A plate of crumbs and candy sprinkles sits in a puddle of red cellophane on a nearby table. There’s a spindly artificial Christmas tree standing cockeyed in the corner; colored lights blink a few times, chase each other around the frazzled branches, then blink again.

I follow the faint crackle of radio chatter to a glass partition labeled Dispatch, where a young woman wearing a bulky holiday sweater and a radio headset sits behind a shoulder- high console, working the controls. I hear Officer Mischnik joking around with somebody down the hall. In a moment, I see him emerge with a foam cup in one hand, steam curling around the rim. He pauses to chat up the dispatcher through the glass.

Sitting here, hands cuffed in my lap, robotically answering these questions about the mundane nuts and bolts of my life, it strikes me that, on the right side of things, this is just a place where people work. They come here for a while and go home again. In between, they joke and eat cookies and earn paychecks.

There’s no way to get comfortable in this chair. The desk sergeant pokes at the keys and squints at his screen. Hard steel gnaws at my wrist bones. I forgot to put on gloves before I stalked out of the house, and my hands are freezing.

I’m on the wrong side of things.

This is happening.

•    •    •

The officer who catalogs my personal belongings has a gun-metal crew cut and a faded gray Marine Corps tattoo on one leathery forearm. He tells me I shouldn’t get too comfortable— I might not be staying.

Apparently, they’ve been having problems with the heat in parts of the facility; it’s an old building, twelve beds and a drunk tank, used primarily to hold people who are waiting to bond out, sober up, or appear before a judge. If the housing area goes on the blink, I’ll be transported to the county facility on the north edge of town.

I tell him that I doubt I’ll get comfortable. If he hears me speaking, I wouldn’t know.

They say that time crawls behind bars, but I wouldn’t know that, either. My jail cell doesn’t have bars. It has a steel door with a small square window, shatterproof glass threaded with wire. There’s an oblong slot in the door at about waist level; beneath the slot is a gray metal tray. Bolted to the wall is an iron cot with a thin vinyl pad that smells like disinfectant. Bolted to the floor is a small steel toilet with half an inch of blue fluid in the bowl.

Time could be speeding right along for all I know, because the old cop with the Marine Corps tattoo took my watch. Along with my wallet and cell phone. My photo and fingerprints.

It doesn’t matter. Lying on my hard cot in my quiet cell with my arm draped over my eyes, smelling the stuff they gave me to wipe the ink from my fingers, I can’t muster the will to care what time it is.

At my request, I’ve been shown a copy of my arrest warrant, along with the sworn affidavit detailing the charges against me.

The charges include two counts of producing pornographic images of a child. According to the arrest affidavit this constitutes a class C felony, punishable by not more than ten years’ imprisonment. I am charged with one count of promoting the pornographic images of a child, a class D felony, punishable by not more than five years’ imprisonment. I am subject to a grand total of not more than $200,000 in fines.

By now, my computer has been confiscated from my office at home. My credit card, bank, telephone, and Internet account records have been subpoenaed. I expect that the party at our house is probably over.

The child named in the affidavit is Brittany Seward, our next- door neighbor. Our friend Pete’s thirteen- year- old daughter. Our friend Melody’s stepdaughter.

I wanted to know.

At some point, there’s a hard rap on the door, followed by a muted jingle of keys. The lock tumbles, and the deputy in charge of the housing area steps inside my cell. He’s a young horse of a guy, soft around the middle, with flaky red blotches on the backs of his hands. I don’t remember his name.

“Visitor,” he tells me.

I draw a breath and sit up slowly. My joints are stiff, and my head is pounding. Have I been sleeping? I don’t even know. “What time is it?”

“Depends where you are,” a second voice says. “Here it’s 11:18 p.m. Which gives us just under twelve minutes before your legal visitation hours run out.”

The man who enters my cell has the look of someone who has practice being pulled out of bed. He’s shorter than the deputy but taller than me, somewhere in his fifties, casually well- heeled. He’s wearing an expensive- looking suede overcoat, sweatpants, and cross trainers. He stands with his hands in the pockets of the overcoat, a brown leather messenger bag on one shoulder. “You’re Paul?”

“Yes. Hi.” I’m not sure what to do with myself, so I stand up too. “I’m Paul.”

“Douglas Bennett.” The man who apparently is my attorney takes half a step and extends a gloved hand to me. “Nice to meet you, Paul.”

I shake his hand. The glove is soft leather. “Thank you for coming. I—”

Bennett cuts me off with a nod. “We’re all set, Deputy. I’ll be fine now.”

“I’ll leave the door open,” the deputy says.

“That won’t be necessary, but thank you.”

“The door has to stay open.”

“Like hell it does.” Somehow Bennett makes this sound nonconfrontational. “If the counsel room weren’t a walk- in deep freeze I’d be able to counsel my client there.”

“I can’t help the heating system, Mr. Bennett.”

“Of course not, Officer Gaines. We’ll just have to make do. Now, I’ve been through the metal detector and you’ve searched my bag, so I think we’re covered.”

Deputy Gaines seems unsure how to handle this. “I need to check with the lieutenant.”

“Maybe that’s the best course.” Bennett’s smile remains perfectly collegial. “There must be some kind of waiver for me on file somewhere. Look under B for Ballbreaker.”

Gaines purses his lips, debates a little longer, then sighs like he doesn’t need the grief. He steps out, pulls the door shut behind him with a clang, and stands post outside the small window.

When we’re alone, Douglas Bennett turns to me. “Warren Giler called me at home. Our kids go to St. Vincent’s together, and I’ve handled all three of his DUIs.”

Under normal circumstances, I’d probably find some grain of amusement in this information. Under normal circumstances, I wouldn’t be talking to Douglas Bennett in a jail cell half an hour to midnight a week before Christmas.

“I’m grateful,” I say, meaning it completely. “Thank you again. This is… I can’t even tell you.”

“Had better nights, I take it?”

“You could say that.”

Bennett offers a commiserating grin. “I spoke briefly with Sara on the phone. How are you doing? Have they treated you okay so far?”

Compared to what? “I guess so.”

“Any problems?”

“Apart from the bogus felony charges, you mean.”

This earns a chuckle. “So you didn’t do it, then.”

I can’t stop thinking about the way Pete and Melody Seward’s porch light extinguished at the sight of me. “No.”

“Terrific. We’ve got that part out of the way.”

Bennett unshoulders his satchel and gestures to my cot. I sit down eagerly. I’m ready to hear every word Douglas Bennett has to say. He takes off his gloves, unbuttons his coat, and sits down on the edge of the cot bolted to the opposite wall, four feet across from me. Under the coat, he’s wearing a Western Iowa University hockey jersey. I didn’t even know we had a hockey team.

“The first thing,” he says, “is to get you out of here.”

“Yes, please.”

“Now the bad news. You’ll have to spend the night.”

Before he’s finished that sentence, I feel the strength run out of my shoulders.

“Not what you wanted to hear, I know. The judge didn’t allow for bail on your warrant, which is a load of horseshit, but I’ll address that at your arraignment in the morning.” He unzips the satchel, reaches inside, takes out a yellow pad and a glossy black pen. He uncaps the pen with his teeth and parks the cap on the butt end. “So. A couple things. Sara tells me we don’t have any sort of prior record to contend with, which is good.” He looks at me. “Is it true?”

“Yes, that’s true. Like I told the detective, not even a parking ticket.”

“Nothing floating around from the wild and crazy days? Something that your wife wouldn’t know about, maybe?”

“My wild and crazy days were never all that wild and crazy.”

“Fair enough.” He makes a note. “How about the two of you?”

“Sorry?” For one crazy moment, I actually think he’s asking about me and Brit Seward. “How do you mean?”

“Everything okay at home?”

Of course he’s asking about me and Sara. I pause, maybe a beat too long.

In truth, these past weeks haven’t been the greatest stretch in our nine years together, but Sara and I have been over rough spots in the road before. We love each other. We have a good marriage. Douglas Bennett looks up from his notepad and waits for me to say so.

I admit to him that there’s been some stress lately. I consider delving into reasons, but the reasons seem irrelevant. Or maybe, deep down, I’m aware that the fault is primarily mine, and I’m too embarrassed to admit it. Or maybe I just don’t like the thought of watching a man I just met scribble our reasons on a yellow notepad. “Normal ups and downs, I guess.”

“Hey, I know all about the normal ups and downs. Be lieve me.”

“Sara knows I wouldn’t do a thing like this. She knows that.”

“That was my feeling when I talked to her.” It’s almost as if Bennett suspects how much I want to hear that. He moves on. “You own your home?”

“We closed the papers in July. That’s when we moved here.”

“From Boston.”

“That’s right.”

Beneath the words No Record he scratches down the word July. “Sara told me that you’re on a lecture contract at the university?”

“She accepted her job contingent on spousal consideration for me.” Truthfully, with the move to Clark Falls I’d looked forward to spending the academic year unemployed. Then one of the assistant professors in the English department drove her car into a drainage culvert on Labor Day weekend, an act that put her in a pelvic brace for the semester. The late- hour shuffle dealt me three sections of composition and a seminar on the Lost Generation, which happens to fall in my area. “They offered the contract in September.”

“When does that contract end?”

“It just ended.”

“Are you contracted for the spring term?”

“No.”

Bennett scribbles some more and caps his pen.

“Okay,” he says. “We’re a little shaky in the ties- to-community department. Obviously no fault of yours. And I don’t know yet what kind of evidence the county prosecutor will produce to substantiate these charges.” He pauses a beat, glances at me briefly, and says, “If anything comes to mind on that front, feel free to educate me.”

Will produce, he said. Not might. Not try.

They don’t do it this way unless they have something, he seems to be saying. The implication is clear enough, but I don’t know what to say in reply.

Bennett doesn’t wait. “Last but not least, we’ll be in front of a judge who has what you might call a leniency disorder. Not to mention young teenage daughters of her own. Emphasis on her own.” He waves his hand. “But don’t worry about that, I’ll get your bail set. Our job tomorrow is to get out of there at a fair price.”

“Wait a minute.” It’s as if the floor tilts beneath my bunk. “Are you saying there’s a chance I might not get bail? Is there … is that a possibility?”

“Anything’s a possibility, Paul. But it’s not going to happen.”

“Let’s say it did. What would that mean?”

“That would mean you’d get to put on a powder- blue jumpsuit and ride a bus out to county lockup until your next court date. But like I said, it’s not going to happen.”

“Could you say that last part again?”

“Say what again?”

“That it’s not going to happen.”

“It’s not going to happen.”

I was wrong. Hearing him say it again doesn’t make me feel better.

Bennett smiles. “I know your needle’s in the red right now, but I’m pretty good at this, so I want you to try not to worry. The thing to do is take it all one step at a time. Okay?”

I exhale, long and slow. Rub my eyes. Nod weakly.

“Good. Tomorrow is Saturday. On Saturdays, felony cases and misdemeanors are arraigned together, felonies first. Which means we’re in court at eight o’clock sharp. I’ll be here in time for us to meet and go over our game plan. Let’s call that Step Three.”

I raise my head and look at him.

“Step One starts now.” He repacks his satchel and stands up. “Sara told me that you’ve been having trouble with your neighbors. Is that right?”

“No,” I say, louder than I mean to. But we’re finally getting to the part that matters, and I want to make things clear. “One of our neighbors. That’s what this is all about. His name is Roger Mallory, and he’s saying… Christ, he’s got Brit Seward telling the cops—”

“I’ve read your charge sheet,” Bennett says. “And I’m familiar with Mr. Mallory.”

He doesn’t bother telling me what I already know. That Roger Mallory, who lives in the house directly across the circle from ours, is a retired Clark Falls police officer himself. That in his retirement, he runs an educational citizens’ academy for the department, sits on various civic boards around town, built the citywide neighborhood watch program that has earned Clark Falls statewide media coverage, and is widely—understandably— considered an inspiration to this community.

Bennett doesn’t point out that I am some childless East Coast liberal arts academic who moved here five minutes ago. That, jobwise, I don’t even wear the pants in my house. He doesn’t confirm what I can’t help fearing, which is that I am fucked.

“Listen, there’s a hell of a lot that affidavit doesn’t say,” I tell him. “I—”

“Let’s deal with what the paperwork says for now. We’ll have plenty of time to deal with what it doesn’t say.”

“But listen—”

“One step at a time, remember?” Bennett looks at his watch just as the guard thumps his fist on the door. “Right now our twelve minutes are up, and we’re still talking about Step One.”

It takes a great deal of effort, but I close my mouth and try to pay attention.

“After I’m gone, while you’re stuck in here spinning your gears, I want you to think all of this through.”

“I don’t even know where to start.”

“As your attorney, my advice is to start at the beginning,” he says. “All the pieces—every detail, every last point between wherever that is and where we are now. Okay?”

I must be nodding, because Bennett nods back.

“You’re an English professor, so you know what I’m looking for here. Clarity, logic, structure. A nice dramatic flow can’t hurt, but we can work on that later. Have the Cliffs Notes ready for me in the morning.”

Step One. My head is swimming. I can’t see how to begin collecting my thoughts.

As the stranger who has agreed to defend me buttons his coat and pulls on his gloves, it occurs to me to ask him, “What’s Step Two?”

“Sorry?”

“You said that tomorrow is Step Three and this is Step One. What’s Step Two?”

“Right.” A final nod. “That’ll be the tough one. But it’s important.”

“Okay.” At this point I’m prepared to hear just about anything.

“Try and get some sleep,” he tells me.

While I sit there, trying to decide if he’s being serious, Douglas Bennett makes an OK sign with his thumb and index finger. One step at a time.

Then he straps his bag over his shoulder and knocks back to the guard.
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